
 
 

Attack the Block (Cornish, 2011)    Exam Focus: Aesthetics 
 
Director: Joe Corinish 
 
Genre:  Science Fiction (Sci-Fi), Horror, Comedy, Action  
 
ATB WIKI: 
http://attacktheblock.wikia.com/wiki/Attack_the_block_Wiki 
 
Sections of this Power Point 
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3.) Characters  
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5.) Context 
6.) Exam focus: Aesthetics (how it looks!) 
7.) Further Reading, Independent Study, Examples & 
Knowledge Organiser 
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POTENTIAL EXAM FOCUSES 

SECTION 1:  



 
 

Attack the Block (Cornish, 2011)    Exam Focus: Aesthetics 
 
Potential question focuses from the exam board: 
 
REMEMBER: ATB is worth 25 marks – 30-ish time to answer 
 
-Lighting – what mood this creates, how is it used etc. 
-The film’s look – how does cinematography etc. create this 
-Mise-en-Scene (colour, actor’s performance, costume, framing 
set design/props) 
-How mood or style makes the audience feel 
-Genre (how aesthetics feed into this) 
-Setting 
Anything to do with the look/style/mood of the film. 
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GENRE 

SECTION 2:  
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GENRE: 

 
Hybrid-genre 

1.) Horror (sub-genre, ‘hoodie horror’) 

2.) Sci-Fi (aliens) 
3.) Comedy (‘From the producers of 
Shaun of the Dead’)  
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CHARACTERS 

SECTION 3:  



 
 

CHARACTERS  

Sam: Sam is the deuteragonist of the 
film Attack the Block. She is portrayed 
by Jodie Whittaker. Sam is the reluctant 
helper of the group of five boys fighting 
against the alien invasion 

Moses: Moses is the main 
protagonist of Attack The Block, he 
is the unofficial leader of The 
Gang.He is shown to be older than 
his actual age,15 

Pest 

Jerome 



 
 

CHARACTERS  

Biggz 

Dennis  

Brewis  



 
 

CHARACTERS  

Hi-Hatz 

Ron 
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INFLUENCES 

SECTION 4:  



  

Attack the Block Influences: 

 

Ratings from BBFC. 

 

12 Certificate 

E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (Steven Spielberg, 1982) 

The Goonies (Richard Donner. 1985) 

Gremlins (Joe Dante, 1984) 

 

15 Certificate  

Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979) 

Aliens (James Cameron, 1986) 

Alien 3 (David Fincher, 1992) 

Predator (John McTiernan, 1987) 

The Warriors (Walter Hill, 1979) 

 

18 Certificate  

Assault on Precinct 13 (John Carpenter, 1976) 

Die Hard (John McTiernan) – Final shot (Moses on flag) 

John Carpenter’s the Thing (John Carpenter, 1982) 

Rumble Fish (Francis Cord Coppola, 1983) 

 

 
13 movies that inspired ‘Attack the Block’: 
https://www.empireonline.com/movies/features/joe-
cornish-attack-block-inspiration/ 



  

 
"We've never been able to really do sci-fi movies with quite 
the consistency that Americans do," says Cornish. "The 
Eighties and Nineties felt like a sci-fi free zone in British film. It 
was only Shaun of the Dead and 28 Days Later that revived it. 
Now we have (Duncan Jones's) Moon and (Gareth Edwards') 
Monsters so maybe there's a resurgence going on. It could be 
funding, but you don't need a lot of money to make good 
science fiction. Many of my favourite films are absurdly high 
content executed without much money. You felt you could go 
home and re-create them.” 

From, Joe Cornish, ‘Why I Wanted Aliens to Invade South 
London’: https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
entertainment/films/features/joe-cornish-why-i-wanted-
aliens-to-invade-south-london-2280719.html 

“Yeah, that’s kind of an “E.T.” thing. I’m a big “E.T.” obsessive 
and reading about that movie, the fact that Spielberg put a 
light source in the creature — E.T.’s heart light and the light in 
his finger — is very effective photographically. It means you 
can do reveals and switch the light on and off and dim it. So I 
had the same thing, but in a less friendly way, a less cute way.” 

From, Joe Cornish, Inspired by Spielberg, especially E.T.: 
https://spielbergfanclub.com/2011/08/director-joe-cornish-
inspired-by-early-spielberg-especially-e-t/ 
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CORRIDORS  
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Aliens (Cameron, 1986) 

Blade Runner (Scott, 1982) 

LABORATORIES  
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CHARACTER 

Attack the Block (2011) 

Attack the Block (2011) Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (1978) 

Alien 3 (1992) 

Aliens (1986) 
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SECTION 5:  





Attack the Block Context  
 

‘Broken Britain’ 

Broken Britain is a term which has been used 
in The Sun newspaper[and by the Conservative 
Party to describe a perceived widespread state 
of social decay in the United Kingdom. The 
Sun has run frequent stories under the "Broken 
Britain" theme since 2007.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Sun_(United_Kingdom)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conservative_Party_(UK)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conservative_Party_(UK)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decline
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom


‘Broken Britain’ 
The term has included coverage of several supposedly interlinked 
issues: 
 
*Child neglect to include the inadequacy of Child Protection within 
Social Services, particularly in the wake of the Baby P case] and 
the kidnapping of Shannon Matthews 
*Binge and underage drinking 
*Violent gang crime 
*Teenage pregnancy 
*Corrupt politicians, namely the expenses scandal 
*VIP child molestation scandals which included high ranking 
politicians 
*Vote rigging 
*Mass immigration combined with a rise in Islamic extremism  
*Surveillance State  
*Unfair Taxation system  
*Failed National Health Service  
*Poor Education system  
 
Cornish himself was inspired to make ‘Attack the Block’ after he 
was mugged.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_neglect
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_neglect
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_neglect
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Death_of_Baby_P
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Death_of_Baby_P
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kidnapping_of_Shannon_Matthews
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teenage_pregnancy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_parliamentary_expenses_scandal
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AESTHETICS (EXAM FOCUS) 

SECTION 6:  



Style and Mood  

Urban Realism 

Using elements of the ‘real’ urban environment. In the case of 
Attack the block, inner-London. Creates a  
gritty, dark mood. Shot on-location in a housing estate.  

Cornish uses urban realism as Sci-Fi Locations: 

Attack the Block (2011) Aliens (1986) 

Cornish uses Brutalist architecture for his locations.  
Brutalist style (1951-1975)  – concrete, straight, hard edges. 
Brutalism was favoured for rectangle tower blocks and 
supermarkets  

Further reading: https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc56.2014-
2015/PalmerAttackBlock/index.html 

Q. The opening pan shot up Wyndham tower combined with the  
blue hues and low-key lighting makes it look like what?  



Lighting (Part of Cinematography)  

Low-key 

Generally provided by ambient or practical elements e.g. lamp- 
posts, car headlights, strip lighting from the block. 
Effects: The streets and block are bathed in shadows- links to 
horror genre, darkness and fear. Links to urban realism-crime, 
mugging, gangs.  Links to dark, urban mood. Reflects hostility 
of the architecture.    
 

Filters  

Blue and Yellow. The filters create blue and yellow hues. Creates 
clear homage to 80s Sci-Fi films such as Alien/Aliens, Blade Runner, 
E.T etc. Sci-Fi conventions. Blue tones are cold, reflecting the  
cold nature of the boys? Reflecting the coldness of the  
environment.  

‘Amblin Style’ (Amblin is Spielberg’s production company and 
uses a very specific style of soft and hard lighting i.e. E.T.) 
When Moses runs into the shed the scene is very dark with  
sparse use of a key light to highlight the area of conflict.  
Homage to E.T.  
 



Lighting (Part of Cinematography)  
Examples: 



Cinematography: Opening Scene 

 
Pan down from space/establishing shot : 
 Lets the audience know the genre and sets up expectations. 
Homage to 80s horror sci-fi – Predator/The Thing 
 
 When Sam encounters the boys: 
High-angle shot as she crosses the street from light to dark. 
Makes her seem small and vulnerable 

Close-up shot of graffiti wall – introduces the boys through 
their ‘street’ names and links to crime and context: 
‘Broken Britain’ (low-key lighting/shadow/yellow filters used) 
 

Several long-shots of Sam, showing how isolated she is.  
Surrounded by urban landscape – tight alleyways.   
 

Long-shot introduces the gang from Sam’s P.O.V.  This works  
to hide the boys features making them seem sinister and one 
collective unit in the darkness.  

Mid-shot of the boys. Tracking shot to long-shot and cut 
between medium-long shot of the boys and Sam – makes it  
seem like a Mexican standoff from a Western film.  

(http://bit.ly/ATBKS) 



Mexican standoff from Once Upon A Time in the West (1968)  

Close-up/Extreme Close-ups of Moses’ face 

Shows his face is hidden, again adding to a genre convention 
of ‘Hoodie Horror’. Elements of urban realism. Shows his 
aggressive expression as he mugs Sam – setting him up initially 
as an antagonist.  

Close-up/Extreme Close-ups of Sam’s face – shows opposite 
 
Lighting – bathed in blue light – showing coldness of the attack? 
Links to aliens  who will be a forthcoming threat – foreshadowing 
 
 
Close-up of Moses removing his bandana – he is certain of  
attention, centre of frame- shows he is centre of the gang/leader. 



Mise-En-Scene 
(Performance, Props/set design, framing, colour) 

Close-up/Extreme Close-ups of Moses’ face – bandana  
Elements of urban realism. Shows his 
aggressive expression as he mugs Sam – setting him up initially 
as an antagonist. Serious expression.  

The Gang’s Bikes  

Links to E.T./Classic 1980s Spielberg. Tells the audience  
the gang are actually children/juvenilles – links to ‘Hoodie 
Horror’, context – urban realism.  

Flick Knife carried by Moses   

Clear links to context – youth crime/context/knife crime in 
London.   

Gang clothes  

Jeans, Hoodies, Caps/Snapbacks, Hats – casual/childish. 
Over-sized – links to hip-hop/urban clothing style. Dark. 

Sam’s Clothes  
Appropriate for weather/season. Mature. Middle-Class?  
Bright makes her stand out. Phone – calls her mum – makes 
The audience relate. 



Mise-En-Scene 
(Performance, Props/set design, framing, colour) 

Grey buildings and drab architectural colours. The large 
monotone Brutalist buildings often act as a canvas for the  
yellow, blue and silver hues and 1980s style neons.  

Colourless buildings build a sense of social anxiety. 
 
Sharp corners and concrete build of architecture are  
unwelcoming and link to context of ‘Broken Britain,’ e.g. social 
housing, low income families leading to crime.  



Cinematography  & Lighting : Police Van Scene 
 (http://bit.ly/ATBKS) 

High-angle shots when Moses is arrested. Practical lighting 
from the street lamp highlights Moses as the central figure, 
leaving the alleyways covered in shadow – horror conventions, 
monsters hiding in shadow. Creates a sense of apprehension 
and mystery, while the yellow hues of the lamp link back 
to Sci-Fi conventions hinting that whatever is out there may 
not be human.   

Close-up of Moses’ face when he is tackled by the police  
Combined with the ambient light from the street lamp allows 
The audience to see his scars clearly – links to horror or horror/ 
sci-fi. Trying to set up the hero? He was attacked for trying to 
defend his ‘block’?   
 
 Medium-Long –shot of alien on the roof. Backdrop of  
deep blue allows the black of the alien to stand out,  
ominous – looks like a large shadow looming in the distance –  
creates a sense of danger and apprehension.  



Cinematography  & Lighting : Police Van Scene 
 (http://bit.ly/ATBKS) 

P.O.V shots from the boys looking down on Moses getting 
arrested. This shot allows for restricted or limited view point e.g. 
can’t quite see the whole area or what is lurking in the  
background. Tension – things hidden in shadows. The Brutalist 
architecture allows for tight corners and more hiding places/ 
shadows.   
 

A number of short, slow pans as the boys looks for the creatures. 
This builds tension as the boys search out the predator.  

The white and pink neons of the fireworks under the police van  
create smoke and combined with soft yellow lighting restrict 
vision creating a sense of confusion and angst.   



Mise-En-Scene 
(Performance, Props/set design, framing, colour) 

Monsters (‘Big Gorilla Wolf M-F’ers’) 

Practical special FX, NOT CGI 
Mouth inspired by ‘creature features’ and B-movie monsters 
Cornish saw growing up.  
Mouth light inspired by E.T.’s ‘heart light’.  
Alien fur is ‘blackest black’ – a sense of darkness, terror 
and the unknown.  

BMX bikes shown once more – Moses bike left laying on the  
ground – a sign he is started to ‘lose’ his childhood? Also  
loses his ‘identity’ – gets his hat and mask removed.  

Flick knife shown again. Drugs found in Moses’ socks – further 
links to London gang culture and ‘Broken Britain’. Also stylisitc 
ties in with  urban realism.  

Fireworks. 

Links to space – rockets 
Childish – once again reinforces gang’s age  



Cinematography  & Lighting : End Sequence  
 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZMbY6SEK64&feature=y
outu.be) 
 Intertextual reference to Aliens (1986) – the final ‘loader’  

sequence.  Homage.  

Generic sci-fi conventions used. Scene is bathed in blues and  
yellows and is lit by unnatural source i.e. fireworks. 
 
Looks like a huge space battle reminiscent of Star Wars.  
 
Copious use of slow-motion, building up the final ‘showdown 
sequence.’  
 
The constant flickering of the UV light. 
 
Medium long-shot as Moses runs through the flat. Classic action 
shot – we can see his whole body moving as he runs. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZMbY6SEK64&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZMbY6SEK64&feature=youtu.be


Cinematography  & Lighting : End Sequence  
 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZMbY6SEK64&feature=y
outu.be) 
 

Close-ups of Moses’ face – audience can see the determination 
on his face, which turns to panic as he can’t light the rocket. 
 
Low-angle shot positions Moses as the powerful hero as he hangs  
from the Union Jack. 

Intertextual reference to Die Hard. Moses has one shoe. Homage. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZMbY6SEK64&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZMbY6SEK64&feature=youtu.be


Mise-En-Scene 
(Performance, Props/set design, framing, colour) 

Sword and Fireworks 
 Weapons link to childhood i.e. not a gun 

Use of confined spaces – small flat, corridor etc. makes 
it looks like a sci-fi spaceship. 
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FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS & INDEPENDENT STUDY  

SECTION 7:  



A range of Joe Cornish Interviews: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qU32SkpUo7M 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cahCaOpu8p4 
  
Question with model answers from you on the following slide: 
Identify one element of mise-en-scène. 
[1] 
 
3 2 Briefly outline one example of how this element of mise-en-scène is 
used in your 
chosen film. [4] 
 
3 3 Briefly describe the mood or style of your chosen film. 
[5] 
 
3 4 Explore how the mood or style of your chosen film makes the 
audience feel. Refer to 
at least one key sequence from your response. 
In your answer, you may refer to: 
• the visual look of the film 
• relevant aspects of camera, editing, mise-en-scène 
• effects created by lighting and colour. [15] 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-S3SDvw_v-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qU32SkpUo7M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qU32SkpUo7M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cahCaOpu8p4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cahCaOpu8p4
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