
The Hobbit and its Mark on Cinematic History-in-the-Making: 
How the HFR Format Surpasses the Old 

 
 
What is it we hope to find in a story?  Whether it be through the device of the page, the controller, 
or the screen, we go to stories to find an escape from our world.  With a book we find the 
freedom in imagining the characters and settings ourselves, and we help create our fantasy.  In a 
video game, we become part of the storytelling experience, guided along on a mission.  Yet, in a 
movie, we are hopeful that the images we see are enough to capture our emotions.  We must rely 
completely on the vision of the storytellers to please our every sense. 
 
Movies are stories, and with stories we want to escape, to take a journey, to forget our woes and 
take part in someone else’s and pray for the best.  In movie characters we find something to 
relate to, something worth watching.  We want to become part of the action.  This is why I have 
become an advocate of the application of 48fps. 
 
Traditionally, films have been made in 24 frames-per-second, and this has become and remained 
the standard for a century.  In the celluloid era, this was all well and fine, but since the transition 
into digital filmmaking (the first film to be completely recorded digitally was 2002’s Star Wars: 
Attack of the Clones), we have come closer and closer to bridging the gap between fiction and 
reality.  The 24fps standard is merely a tradition now, and one that I hope will fade out soon after 
having witnessed a film in 48fps.  Although, I expect that the transition to 48fps (also referred to 
as HFR [High Frame Rate]) will be much the same as 3D technology, as there are still 
filmmakers and filmgoers who loathe that format even though it has been in use for over twenty 
years, if not more (as I will admit, I have not researched the 3D format in depth). 
 
So, why am I an advocate for the HFR format?  The correct use of moviemaking technology can 
pull in an audience, and after seeing The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (hereafter referred to as 
The Hobbit) in 24fps before viewing in IMAX 3D at 48fps, I can see how all these elements truly 
work together to heighten the overall experience: 
 
The lights in the theater dim and The Warner Brothers’ logo appeared.  It was a logo I had seen 
drift apart countless times, having watched The Hobbit several times before, but now, its pieces 
were attacking me and splitting off into a magical dimension.  The music began, the billing 
appeared to show the companies involved, and I immediately smiled as a well of emotions 
surged inside me.  Whether I ended up liking or hating the HFR format, I was witnessing 
something cinematic and historical in my industry.  The title, a simple The Hobbit, appeared, and 
I was already crying tears of joy.  I love this story.  I love these characters.  I was sitting in my 
seat, and I was going to go with them on their adventure one last time. 
 
Bilbo’s hand comes into frame and a candle burns bright.  He walks down the dark halls of Bag 
End to bend over his chest filled with treasures of an old adventure.  He rifles through his things, 
passing over his Sting and grabs out his embossed, leather journal.  In these moments, as he is 
narrating all the while, these are the moments where I fell in love anew with this story.  These 
are the seconds it took for me to fall in love with the 48fps format. 
 



I have been to IMAX, I have seen 3D movies, I have seen the IMAX 3D combination, so let the 
rest of this essay not dissuade you into thinking that what I am to say is merely by the application 
of these formats.  I will also have a thing to say on the use of 3D and viewing this experience on 
an IMAX screen later. 
 
Our eyes view the living world at about 60fps, if we compare to the grammar of film technology.  
24fps, being the traditional, gives us the separation we need as viewers to understand that what 
we are viewing is not real life, that we are safe from its world and that which threatens it.  This 
48fps has never been done before.  This high frame rate bridges the gap between what our eyes 
can perceive to be real and what we know to be fantasy (in the general sense, not the genre).  The 
problem of releasing ourselves to this new format (as there is a big controversy and a jumble of 
mixed reviews) lies in a mind vs. eye struggle.  I thoroughly believe that those moviegoers who 
think The Hobbit “looks weird” and do not approve are those who are too set in their ways.  In 
psychology it is called conditioning; our eyes are conditioned to respond in a certain way to the 
images presented in a film.  For decades and decades, we have looked at films at 24fps, so once 
we see something different, our eyes accept it, but the problem lies in the translation that reaches 
our brain.  Or, that is the way I have come to think of this: Our eyes accept it as an extension of 
our world, but our mind fights to keep the separation between reality and fantasy. 
 
I am no master of psychology, but I am inclined to the sciences and the study and observation of 
things, and these herein are my personal observations and conclusions.  So, now I wish to discuss 
my personal observations, my experience, of the film in 48fps (after having seen it two full times 
as well as multiple instances of “an hour here, a half hour there” in 24fps). 
 
Let me first discuss facial expressions.  Do you remember the flip books in school, where you’d 
flip the pages with a thumb and in the corner there’d be a little cartoon of something?  Pretty 
“old-school,” right?  It never quite had that fluidity of reality.  Keep that thought in the back of 
your mind as I say this is what 48fps does to 24fps.  With 24 more frames--24 more pictures--to 
look at, we get a much more rounded, much more fluid, progression of images from point A to 
point B.  48 pictures that show Gandalf raising his eyebrow in that curious way he always had 
about him in Lord of the Rings, but now, now there are those 24 additional pictures of that 
transition that show the same thing.  Now, we not only see that little curl in his brow as he raises 
it, but we also see that flash of a twitch as he’s thinking, the throb of a vein.  Just as is in the 
message of Lord of the Rings and the Hobbit, “It’s the small things” that count.  Now take that 
thought of the eyebrow and apply it to everything, the wisps of smoke, the flutter of a bird, the 
pursing of Thorin’s lips, the movement of a warg-pack, the pelting rain.  Gollum has always 
been a twitchy character, full of movement and quick expressions; with 48fps, you can truly see 
every little twitch of his lips and eyes, every light flutter of his balding hair.  Read the 
astonishment in Thorin’s face when presented the key of Erebor, or the considering expression of 
Bilbo as he decides to accept the rules of Gollum’s game, and you know that those 24 extra 
frames in every second are worth their weight in dwarfish gold. 
 
Move on with me to fluidity of movement.  The action sequences were so life-like, that the speed 
and urgency of their movement seemed nearly completely real.  Whether a dwarf vs. troll battle, 
a race to the Hidden Valley, or a retreat into the trees on a cliff-face, 24 more frames gives you a 
lot more information, and you likely don’t even realize it.  You can see and feel every pitter-



patter of breath, the full arc of a sword swipe.  You are engaged completely.  Some of the best 
sequences, however, were the slow scenes.  One that sticks out is the simple party sequence in 
the beginning of the film.  Seeing fifteen people in that small space, moving about, sitting and 
talking, passing food, they truly looked as though they were sitting across from me, moving 
about and coming over to greet me.  They were closer to real than anything 24fps has achieved.  
At one point, when Thorin rescues Balin from the dragon fire, to dive behind a pillar, it truly 
seemed, in the fluidity of his movements, in the expressiveness of the struggle his face and 
Balin’s fright, that this had just occurred before my very eyes. 
 
It is hard to describe the things I saw and experienced during my HFR viewing of The Hobbit, 
and I truly believe that to get the full effect, seeing is believing.  Now that you know my two 
main reasons for supporting this format (expressiveness and movement), I just want to tinker a 
bit on a description of the overall package deal of the experience, to include the HFR with the 
accompaniment of an IMAX screen, three-dimensionality, and the best surround-sound system 
I’ve ever heard (and felt!). 
 
It was hard to believe how real it felt to be accompanying Frodo down his front steps and check 
the mail, to lean in the doorframe of Bilbo’s study and watch from behind as he wrote his book, 
to listen to Thorin across the table (as I sit in Bombur’s seat, with Kili’s hair just barely in frame 
to my left and out of focus to further the illusion) with Dori, Oin, Bofur to one side and Fili, Nori, 
Gloin, Gandalf and Bilbo to the other.  I felt the urge to stumble through the halls, bashing plates 
and sing with the dwarves, and then to stand among them at the fireplace and sing a song of a 
lonely home.  I felt so encompassed by the action of the troll fight, the peril under the Storm 
Giants, the race through the Goblin halls, and the fight against Azog the Defiler, that I wanted to 
take up arms with my kinfolk and defend their and my honour. 
 
All of the above was made possible because of all the formats and elements working together.  
Music and sound blared through every cell of my body that I could barely hear even myself 
cough here and there.  I have never seen a film use 3D properly, as Jackson has accomplished 
here.  There is little in the way of gimmickry, arrows flying toward you, a flaming pinecone 
hitting you in the face, a butterfly and bird fluttering completely off the screen.  What Jackson 
has focused on here is using 3D for exactly that: three-dimensionality.  The rolling hills of 
Hobbiton are pronounced, and the deep reaches of the Goblin kingdom are well done.  A rock 
face here to the left, close to the viewer, another to the right, but more in focus, cliffs and halls 
through the middle, and toward the back, edges and cliffs all at different angles and all set apart, 
and as we sweep through the deep caverns, there are rope bridges and catwalks and little wooden 
structures to break apart the frame and bring you even deeper into this dark, mucky place.   
 
The Hobbit was made possible by all the elements used, but as I have said, I have seen IMAX 
and 3D before, and never felt part of the action.  I had always felt attacked by the images, but 
with the use of 48fps, there is true emersion, the separation between audience and story nearly 
completely removed.  I can never say enough how real Thorin felt to me, how it seemed that 
Richard Armitage was in the room with me.  If you’ve ever been on a film set, let me use this 
comparison.  What I saw and felt was as if I was on set with them, and I was standing right in 
front of the camera (though, that’s the worst spot a crew member could be!) watching the actors 



let their story unfold.  That is the dimension of real that this experience gave to me.  I’m not sure 
if these words can truly express the full effect it had on me.  
 
I will never see movies the same again, and after seeing a few minutes of the 24fps version of 
The Hobbit at work one day after my IMAX experience, I can honestly say that I am a full 
supporter of shooting films in 48fps, and anyone that wants to give 60fps a go (ahem, James 
Cameron!), be my guest. 
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