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PREFACE

This book demonstrates—uniquely I believe—how thinking about
and writing about film are intricately bound together. Equally im-
portant, it draws on and develops the fact that students write better
about a subject they know and like and that few subjects today are
enjoyed and understood more universally than the movies. On the
one hand, A Short Guide to Writing about Film walks students through
the process of converting the fun and pleasure of watching a movie
into the satisfaction of articulating ideas about that movie. With nu-
merous student and professional examples along the way, it moves
from note taking and first drafts to polished essays and research
projects, demonstrating how an analysis of a film becomes more
subtle and rigorous as part of a compositional process. At the same
time, the book assumes that we write better and more willingly
about subjects we engage in confidently and comfortably. For most
students today, the movies are that subject, and A Short Guide to
Writing about Film draws on that love and knowledge of films—rang-
ing from movies that students easily recognize to ones they may only
have read or heard about—as a way of encouraging and developing
writing skills.

Those of us who teach film rarely have time to discuss writing
about film. Most of us are busy presenting films and various books
about those films, and the usual presumption they are forced to
make is that students know how to put what they see and think into
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X Preface

a comprehensible written form. As common and forgivable as that
presumption may be, it is less reliable today than ever before. In-
structors must increasingly puzzle over and bemoan those enthusi-
astic students who seem to know so much and are brimming with
things to say about the movies, but who write confused and disap-
pointing papers.

One way to avoid this problem is to rely on examinations that
elicit short answers. Yet, as useful and as necessary as this method is,
especially in large lecture courses on film history, it sidesteps several
beneficial demands of the critical essay, demands that make real dif-
ferences in the quality of a student’s thinking. An essay forces a stu-
dent to use special skills: to generate and focus original ideas; to or-
ganize, sustain, and support those ideas until they are fully
developed,; to fine-tune perceptions by revising the language used to
describe them; to employ proper grammar and syntax as part of the
convincing presentation of an argument; and to make use of the
opinions of others through intelligent research.

Writing essays about films is, in short, one of the most sophis-
ticated ways to respond to them. To elicit scope, originality, and
rigor in a student’s thinking, an instructor, I believe, needs to guide
that student through the mechanics of the essay form. This book
hopes to be that guide.

The aim of this book is threefold: to save time for instructors of
film who, in presenting the complexities of the art and industry of
film, are hard put to deal with the writing problems of students; to
lessen students’ anxiety about writing by clarifying points that many
instructors mistakenly presume students already know; and, in do-
ing this, to encourage more enjoyable and articulate communication
between the two.

UPDATES AND ENHANCEMENTS

Like previous editions, this new one attempts to fill the gap between
writing handbooks and film studies texts by distilling writing
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lessons as they apply specifically to film criticism. In continuing this
effort, the fourth edition has made the following changes:

s This edition features, for the first time, a detailed discussion of
electronic resources available for film research. More and more
students use electronic resources such as the Internet to assist
them in writing about film, and Chapter 6 now offers guide-
lines about not only where to look for information about film
but how to think about the quality of that electronic material.

s Chapter 7 continues this attention to the proliferation of In-
ternet research by expanding its description of documenta-
tion of those sources. If it is inevitable that students will turn
to the Internet, detailed documentation becomes more and
more important.

a Each chapter now concludes with short generic exercises
that allow students to engage in brief writing drills geared to
the chapter discussions. Writing about film is a developing
skill, and these exercises, like the entire book, aim to en-
courage and direct that development as a part of the plea-
sure of looking at and thinking about film.

s Examples of film analysis and writing have been updated.
Each new generation of moviegoers and writers recognize,
first and foremost, their generation of films, and this edition
acknowledges that starting point as a way of leading stu-
dents through different periods of film history and through
different film cultures.

s As part of this updating, the book continues to demonstrate
how film analysis encourages a wide variety of cultural per-
spectives and voices: new examples make clearer how gen-
der and sexual orientations, cultural contexts other than
American, and different racial identities and backgrounds
can inform incisive thinking and writing about mainstream
and non-mainstream movies.
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» This edition features a new student essay on john Ford’s The
Searchers. It is important to provide an example of an analy-
sis of a classical American movie, and, like other examples of
student writing in the book, this essay on The Searchers or-
chestrates the preceding chapter’s discussion of adaptation,
narrative organization, and compositional style.

» Chapter 5 has streamlined the discussion of organization
and style in writing about film. Although most students
know the basic mechanisms of writing, this chapter more
succinctly reminds students about how to organize their
fundamental writing skills in order to detail and express
their ideas about the movies.

s The Glossary has been considerably expanded. Since think-
ing about and writing about film requires an exact and ex-
panding vocabulary, the larger glossary of this edition en-
courages students to match their observations about the
details of film practice with a comparable linguistic precision.

Although the emphasis is on the analytical writing done in
most film courses, the book can be used in many ways, with a vari-
ety of other texts, and by any professor who believes that writing
about film is part of learning about film. This is a concise and flexi-
ble book that can be adapted to a wide variety of writing courses or
film courses as a supplemental or central text. In all cases, its goal is
to promote good thinking and good writing about film.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

In the first stages of this book, Marcia Stubbs and Sylvan Barnet
were consistently helpful and demanding in reading the manuscript
and urging changes.

Since then, I am grateful to the many reviewers of the various
editions of this book: Austin Briggs, Hamilton College; David Cook,









WRITING ABOUT THE MOVIES

WHY WRITE ABOUT MOVIES?

Commenting some years ago on his experience at the movies, the
French writer Christian Metz described a challenge that still faces
the student of movies today: We all understand the movies, but how
do we explain them?

As a measure of that ease of understanding, notice the extent to
which movies are a part of a cultural life that we generally take for
granted. We all have films that we treasure and identify with—for
their laughs, their thrills, or their haunting images of terror. Movie
stars become cult figures and active politicians. The Blair Witch
Project dominates Internet and coffeehouse conversations through-
out the summer of 1999; the comic satire Wag the Dog (1997) shares
newspaper headlines with a political/sexual scandal it seems to have
predicted; Star Wars (1977) lends its name to a controversial military
project; and JFK (1991) provokes a debate about President John E
Kennedy’ assassination that appears on television and in newspa-
pers for months before and after the movie’s release. In a sense,
Erwin Panofsky’s 1934 words are probably truer today than ever be-
fore: “If all the serious lyrical poets, composers, painters and sculp-
tors were forced by law to stop their activities, a rather small fraction
of the general public would become aware of the fact and a still
smaller fraction would seriously regret it. If the same thing were to
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2 CHAPTER | B Writing about the Movies

happen with the movies, the social consequences would be cata-
strophic” (234). Publicly and privately, our lives have become so
permeated by the movies that we rarely bother to think carefully
about them—and less often, if at all, do we think of writing about
them.

Normally, we might argue that there is little reason to struggle
to explain—and certainly not in writing—what we understand pri-
marily as entertainment. Whether in a movie theater or watching
late-night television, we usually watch films because we expect the
kind of pleasure seldom associated with an inclination to pick up
pen and paper. After seeing Run, Lola, Run (1998), we might chat
briefly about certain characters, music, or scenes we particularly en-
joyed or disliked, but we rarely want to offer a lengthy analysis of
how the sets, the construction of the story, and the characters
worked together. There is often an unspoken assumption that any
kind of analysis might interfere with our enjoyment of the movies.

We are less reluctant to think analytically about other forms of
entertainment. If, for instance, we watch a dance performance or a
basketball game, we may easily and happily discuss some of the in-
tricacies and complexities of those performances, realizing that our
commentary adds to, rather than subtracts from, our enjoyment of
the event. At these times, our understanding of and pleasure in ex-
periencing the event are a product of the critical awareness that our
discussion refines and elaborates on. The person who has no incli-
nation or ability to reflect on or analyze basketball or dance may be
entertained on some level, but the person who is able to activate a
critical intelligence about the rules and possibilities involved experi-
ences a more intricate kind of pleasure.

In fact, our ability to respond with some analytical awareness
adds to our enjoyment. And not surprisingly, the same is true of our
enjoyment of the movies. Informed audiences often turn to read a
review of a show they have seen the night before; many of us enjoy
reading about movies we have not even seen. Analytical thinking
and reading about an “entertainment” invigorate and enrich it and
perhaps make the event itself more entertaining. Analytical writing
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about film offers the same promises and rewards. For example,
when pressured to explain carefully why, despite its simple story of a
girl rescuing her boyfriend, she liked Run, Lola, Run, one student
discovered that there were dimensions to her experience that she
had not considered before. It was not really the story itself that at-
tracted her and her friends. She began her expanded response:

Run,Lola,Run (1998)is a galloping race against the
clock which at first looks like little more than an
old-fashioned rescue tale. One significant
difference in this contemporary German film,
however, is that here a young woman rescues a man
rather than the usual man-saves-quivering woman
plot. Even more important is how the film tells this
tale. Instead of a single desperate flight through
Berlin, we see several different versions of Lola’s
frantic race to replace, within the twenty-minute
deadline, the lost money and to meet her boyfriend
before he is killed by a vague underworld figure.
With each replay of her race she meets and
overcomes new obstacles in a new way. In a sense
this film is not so much about rescuing Manni (who
is admittedly a rather lame and uninteresting
character) than it is about how Lola’s energy and
emotion again and again transform reality—until
she finally achieves her goal. Played by the
stunning Franka Potente, Lola’s magenta hair and
breathless determination describe how one woman’s
passion, energy, and will power can triumph over an
otherwise dull, repressive, and hypocritical world.

If the movies inform many parts of our lives, we should be able
to enjoy them in many ways, including the challenging pleasure of
trying to think about, explain, and write about our experience at the
movies. We go to the movies for many reasons: to think, not to
think; to stare at them; to write about them. We may go to a movie
to consume it like cotton candy; we may go to a film where that
candy becomes food for the mind. As the fan of Run, Lola, Run found
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out, analyzing our response to a movie does not ruin our enjoyment
of it. Writing about a film can allow us to enjoy it (and other films)
in ways we were incapable of before. If watching and understanding
is one of the pleasures of the movies, writing and explaining can be
another exciting pleasure.

Let us keep in mind that writing about the movies is not so far
from what most of us do already: when we leave a movie theater af-
ter two hours of enforced silence, most of us discuss or argue about
the film. Although the difference between talking and writing about
a subject is a crucial one, writing about a film is in one sense simply
a more refined and measured kind of communication, this time
with a reader. Our comments can be about the performance of an
actor, the excitement elicited by specific scenes, or just common
questions about what happened, why it happened, or why the film
made the answers to these questions unclear.

Frequently, these conversations evolve from searching for the
right word or finding a satisfactory description of how a sequence
developed: “I prefer Keaton to Chaplin because Keaton’s funnier.
Well, I mean, he tells funnier, more complicated stories”; “I hated—
no, I found much too predictable—the ending of Titanic (1997).”
While talking about movies, even very casually, we search for words
to match what we saw and how we reacted to it. Writing about film
is a careful and more calculated step beyond this first impulse to dis-
cuss what we have seen. Given this normal impulse, we can even en-
joy talking and writing about a movie that we didn’t like. A friend of
the writer who praised Run, Lola, Run began his essay more nega-
tively than the student quoted above:

Run, Lola, Run is a fraud, a film disguised as a
European art film but in reality an extended MTV
video. It does feature a lively soundtrack,
composed by director Tom Tykwer, and its play with
animation, film, and videotape does give Lola’s
jaunt through Berlin the kind of daring look that
is difficult to find in movie theaters today. Yet, as
entertaining as the film is, it completely lacks any
intellectual depth or new perceptions. Lola may be
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a dramatic rebel who runs very fast and very often,
but the urgency of her mission seems to foreclose
the possibility of her considering why she might be
trying to save a petty-criminal boyfriend who
mainly whines. Pure action without reflection makes
this hip Euro-performance look like a cross between
Rambo and the Road Runner, unfortunately trapped in
a video arcade.

As these two friends discovered, when we understand the same
movie very differently, trying to explain that understanding can be
charged with all the energy of a good conversation.

Perhaps more than most other arts and entertainments, the
movies frequently elicit a strong emotional or intellectual reaction.
Often, however, the reason for our particular reaction to a movie re-
mains unclear until we have had the opportunity to think carefully
about and articulate what stimulated it. Meet John Doe (1941) might
elicit a giddy nostalgia ridiculously out of step with today’s political
complexities; a gay viewer of The Crying Game (1992) may find him-
self or herself attracted by the honest depiction of the characters’
suffering about sexual identity but may be uncomfortable with the
background plot about the Irish Republican Army; most audiences
of Fellinis 8 1/2 (1963) will probably recognize the importance of
the opening sequence, in which a man floats from his car above a
traffic jam, but they may be hard-pressed to explain quickly what it
means in terms of the story that follows. Analyzing our reactions to
themes, characters, or images like these can be a way not only of un-
derstanding a movie better, but of understanding better how we
view the world and the cultures we live in. In the following three
paragraphs, we can see how Geoffrey Nowell-Smith turned his ini-
tial excitement about a scene in an Antonioni film into an explo-
ration of that particular scene and, implicitly, into a discussion of his
admiration of the human complexity in Antonionis films:

There is one brief scene in L'Avventura, not on the face of it a very impor-
tant one, which seems to me to epitomize perfectly everything that is
most valid and original about Antonioni's form of cinema. It is the scene
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where Sandro and Claudia arrive by chance at a small village some-
where in the interior of Sicily. The village is strangely quiet. They walk
around for a bit, call out. No reply, nothing. Gradually it dawns on them
that the village is utterly deserted, uninhabited, perhaps never was
inhabited. There is no one in the whole village but themselves, together
and alone. Disturbed, they start to move away. For a moment the film
hovers: the world is, so to speak, suspended for two seconds, perhaps
more. Then suddenly the film plunges, and we cut to a close-up of San-
dro and Claudia making love in a field—one of the most ecstatic
moments in the history of the cinema, and one for which there has been
apparently no formal preparation whatever. What exactly has happened?

It is not the case that Sandro and Claudia have suddenly fallen in
love, or suddenly discovered at that moment that they have been in love
all along. Nor, at the other extreme, is theirs a panic reaction to a sud-
den fear of desolation and loneliness. Nor again is it a question of the
man profiting from a moment of helplessness on the part of the woman
in order to seduce her. Each of these explanations contains an aspect of
the truth, but the whole truth is more complicated and ultimately es-
capes analysis. What precisely happened in that moment the spectator
will never know, and it is doubtful if the characters really know for them-
selves. Claudia knows that Sandro is interested in her. By coming with
him to the village she has already more or less committed herself, but
the actual fatal decision is neither hers nor his. It comes, when it comes,
impulsively: and its immediate cause, the stimulus which provokes the
response, is the feeling of emptiness and need created by the sight of
the deserted village. Just as her feelings (and his too for that matter) are
neither purely romantic nor purely physical, so her choice, Antonioni is
saying, is neither purely determined nor purely free. She chooses, cer-
tainly, but the significance of her choice escapes her, and in a sense also
she could hardly have acted otherwise. . . .

Where in this oppressive physical and social environment do the
characters find any escape? How can they break out of the labyrinth
which nature and other men and their own sensibilities have built up
around them? Properly speaking there is no escape, nor should there
be. Man is doomed to living in the world—this is to say no more than
that he is doomed to exist. But the situation is not hopeless. There are
moments of happiness in the films, which come, when they come, from
being at peace with the physical enwironment, or with others, not in
withdrawing from them. Claudia in L'Avventura, on the yacht and then on
the island, is cut off, mentally, from the other people there, and gives
herself over to undiluted enjoyment of her physical surroundings, until
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with Anna’s disappearance even these surroundings seem to turn
against her and aggravate rather than alleviate her pain. In The Eclipse
Vittoria's happiest moment is during that miraculous scene at Verona
when her sudden contentment seems to be distilled out of the simple
sights and sounds of the airport: sun, the wind in the grass, the drone of
an aeroplane, a juke-box. At such moments other people are only a
drag—and yet the need for them exists. The desire to get away from
oneself, away from other people, and the satisfaction this gives, arise
only from the practical necessity for most of the time of being aware of
oneself and of forming casual or durable relationships with other peo-
ple. And the relationships too can be a source of fulfillment. No single
trite or abstract formulation can catch the living essence of Antonioni’s
version of the human comedy. (355, 363)

In this example, a single scene becomes the stimulus for the essay.
The author probes and questions this scene: What exactly has hap-
pened, and what does it mean? His obvious satisfaction as a writer

comes from analyzing this scene as if it were a mystery to be solved.
In the process of his analysis, his original curiosity leads to broader
readings of other Antonioni movies and, finally, to his discovery of a
consolation in the disturbing predicament that first caught his eye.
For this writer, the pleasure of following his curiosity led to the
larger pleasure of understanding more about life and happiness in
modern times.

YOUR AUDIENCE AND THE AIMS
OF FiLMm CRITICISM

Writing about film can serve one or several functions. It can help

you

= understand your own response to a movie better.
m convince others why you like or dislike a film.

m explain or introduce something about a movie, a filmmaker,
or a group of movies that your readers may not know.
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m make comparisons and contrasts between one movie and
others, as a way of understanding them better.

m make connections between a movie and other areas of cul-
ture in order to illuminate both the culture and the movies it
produces.

The purposes that become part of or central to your writing will
sometimes depend entirely on your audience: an essay introducing a
new movie, for example, is usually written for an audience that has
not seen the film. However, even when that purpose is decided on
independently—perhaps out of a personal interest in the relation
between Spanish films and Spanish culture—what you say will al-
ways be shaped by your notion of your audience, and especially by
what you presume those readers know or want to know.

If you think of writing as, in some ways, resembling conversa-
tion, you will see how the notion of an audience helps to shape what
you say. If, for example, you are discussing an American movie, such
as Robert Altman’s Nashville (1975), with a non-American, both the
way you make your point about the film and perhaps the point itself
will be determined by what you believe that individual knows and
wants to know about American culture and about the movie itself.
(A non-American, for example, may need to be told what the city
Nashville and its music mean to Americans, while an American will
need very little explanation.) Similarly, in discussing a film with
someone who may not have seen it, I would probably first describe
that film with a general overview, summarizing the plot and themes
as a way to convince that person to see the film or not to see it. If, on
the other hand, T am talking about a movie that a friend and I have
both seen several times, such as Pleasantville (1998), I do not have to
remind that person of the plot or even of which actors played which
parts. Just as our conversations about movies differ according to the
individuals we are speaking with, the way we write about film, and
even the critical position we choose, vary depending on the audi-
ence we are writing for.
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One schematic and traditional way to indicate the different au-
diences a writer might envision is to distinguish between a review, a
theoretical essay, and a critical essay.

The Movie Review

The review is the type of film analysis most of us are chiefly familiar
with, since it appears in almost every newspaper. Normally, a review
aims at the broadest possible audience, the general public with no
special knowledge of film. Accordingly, its function is to introduce
unknown films and to recommend or not recommend them.
Because it presumes an audience that has not seen the movie it dis-
cusses, much of the essay is devoted to summarizing the plot or
placing the film in another context (the directors other work, films
of the same genre, etc.) that might help the reader understand it.
Here, Vincent Canby’s review introduces the readers of The New York
Times to Terrence Malick’s Badlands (1974):

In Terrence Malick's cool, sometimes brilliant, always ferociously Ameri-
can film, “Badlands,” which marks Malick's debut as a director, Kit and
Holly take an all-American joyride across the upper Middle West, at the
end of which more than half a dozen people have been shot to death by
Kit, usually at point blank range. “Badlands” is the first feature by Mr.
Malick, a 29-year-old former Rhodes Scholar and philosophy student
whose only other film credit is as the author of the screenplay for the
nicely idiosyncratic “Pocket Money.” “Badlands” was inspired by the
short, bloody saga of Charles Starkweather who, at age 19, in January,
1958, with the apparent cooperation of his 14-year-old girlfriend, Carol
Fugate, went off on a murder spree that resulted in 10 victims. Stark-
weather was later executed in the electric chair and Miss Fugate given
life imprisonment.

“Badlands” inevitably invites comparisons with three other impor-
tant American films—Arthur Penn’s “Bonnie and Clyde” and Fritz Lang’s
“Fury” and “You Only Live Once”—but it has a very different vision of vio-
lence and death. Mr. Malick spends no great amount of time invoking
Freud to explain the behavior of Kit and Holly, nor is there any Depression
to be held ultimately responsible. Society is, if anything, benign. . . .
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“Badlands” is narrated by Holly in the flat, nasal accents of the
Middle West and in the syntax of a story in True Romances. “Little did I
realize,” she tells us at the beginning of the film, “that what began in the
alleys and by-ways of this small town would end in the Badlands of
Montana.” At the end, after half a dozen murders, she resolves never
again to “tag around with the hell-bent type.”

Kit and Holly share with Bonnie and Clyde a fascination with
their own press coverage, with their overnight fame (“The whole world
was looking for us,” says Holly, “for who knew where Kit would strike
next?”), but a lack of passion differentiates them from the gaudy des-
perados of the thirties. Toward the end of their joyride, the bored Holly
tells us she passed the time, as she sat in the front seat beside Kit,
spelling out complete sentences with her tongue on the roof of her
mouth.

Mr. Malick tries not to romanticize his killers, and he is success-
ful except for one sequence in which Kit and Holly hide out in a tree
house as elaborate as anything the MGM art department ever de-
signed for Tarzan and Jane. Mr. Sheen and Miss Spacek are splendid as
the self-absorbed, cruel, possibly psychotic children of our time, as
are the members of the supporting cast, including Warren Oates
as Holly’s father.

One may legitimately debate the validity of Mr. Malick’s vision,
but not, I think, his immense talent. “Badlands” is a most important and
exciting film. (40)

We can identify more than one function in this essay. Canby
aims to convince his reader that Badlands is an important movie that
is worth seeing, and he does this by introducing Malick and his cre-
dentials, by describing the plot and the historical background of that
plot, by evaluating the acting, and by placing Malick’s movie in the
context of other films like it (specifically, Bonnie and Clyde [1967]
and the two Fritz Lang movies). Equally important, however, is his
clear sense of his audience: readers who probably know the popular
Bonnie and Clyde but little about Malick and the background of
Badlands. These are readers who have not yet seen the film and
would like to know the outline of the story and a little about the
characters and actors (Figure 1).



Your Audience and the Aims of Film Criticism 11

W Figure |

Like most films, Badlands provokes a variety of ways to think and write about it: re-
views, critical essays, and theoretical reflections.

The Theoretical Essay

The more theoretical essay—for instance, an essay on the relation of
film and reality, on the political or ideological foundations of the
movie industry, or on how film narrative is unlike literary narra-
tive—is at the other end of the spectrum. Such an essay often sup-
poses that the reader possesses a great deal of knowledge about spe-
cific films, film history, and other writings about film. Its target
audience, often advanced students or people who teach film, is usu-
ally very knowledgeable about the movies. Its aim is to explain some
of the larger and more complex structures of the cinema and how
we understand them. Note the changes in style, choice of words,
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and assumptions about the readers knowledge that point to this
writer’s 1953 conception of her audience:

Here is new art. For a few decades it seemed like nothing more than a
new technical device in the sphere of drama, a new way of preserving
and retailing dramatic performances. But today its development has al-
ready belied this assumption. The screen is not a stage, and what is cre-
ated in the conception and realization of a film is not a play. It is too
early to systematize any theory of this new art, but even in its present
pristine state it exhibits quite beyond any doubt, I think—not only a
new technique, but a new poetic mode. (Langer 411)

Whereas Canby could use expressions suitable to a review, such as
“gaudy desperados,” “all-American joyride,” and “important and ex-
citing film,” the phrases might seem out of place in an essay by the
philosopher Susanne Langer. It is not that one style is more correct
than the other; it is simply a question of audience. A novice to film
studies might feel somewhat lost in Langer’s comparatively accessi-
ble essay on film theory. The reason is that novices are not the audi-
ence that this writer supposes: she imagines an audience with expe-
rience in the study of history, aesthetics, and philosophy and some
understanding of the debates about stage drama versus movies. The
purpose of her essay is not difficult to see (to convince her readers of
the significance of film as an art), but how she argues her point is
understandable when we realize she is addressing an academic and
intellectual community that, at the time, was suspicious of the status
of the movies as an art.

The Critical Essay

The critical essay usually expected in film courses falls between the
theoretical essay and the movie review. The writer of this kind of es-
say presumes that his or her reader has seen or is at least familiar
with the film under discussion, although that reader may not have
thought extensively about it. This writer might therefore remind the
reader of key themes and elements of the plot, but a lengthy
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retelling of the story of the film is neither needed nor acceptable.
The focus of the essay is far more specific than that of a review, since
the writer hopes to reveal subtleties or complexities that may have
escaped viewers on the first or even the second viewing. Thus, the
essay might focus on a short sequence at the beginning of the film,
or on a camera angle that becomes associated with a specific charac-
ter. In the following excerpt, Brian Henderson also discusses
Badlands, but while Canby’s audience was the reader of a large news-
paper, Henderson’s audience is more academic, similar to the one a
student might address in a film course:

Whatever their wishes, critics of Terrence Malick's Badlands (1974) have
been drawn into polemical dispute. Writers favorable to the film have
defended it against those who called it a failure when it first appeared
and against those who have ignored it since then. The issue has been
further complicated, and polemics renewed, by the release in 1978 of
Malick’s Days of Heaven.

This is not a favorable background for the serious criticism of any
work, still less for that open-ended exploration which a new and unstud-
ied work invites. 1 believe Badlands is one of the most remarkable
American films of the 1970s, but I have no interest here in addressing
the arguments against it. | assume, at any rate, that the film will be seen
and studied for a long time to come.

What is attempted here is a beginning analysis of Badlands, or per-
haps several beginnings. | take an obvious point of departure: the film’s
voice-over narration by Holly—indeed only its first part, approximately
the film's first sixteen minutes. This is, emphatically, just one approach
to the film and not a privileged one. A consideration of Holly's narration
opens up other topics and leads to other analyses, but any approach
does this.

To treat Holly’s narration as | wish to do it is necessary to say
something in advance about the film’'s dramaturgy, acting style and use
of language. These important topics deserve, needless to say, fuller
treatment than my prefatory remarks provide.

Badlands' approach to character is undeniably modern. Kit and
Holly are both blank and not blank, emotionless and filled with emo-
tion, oblivious to their fates and caught up in them, committed to the
trivial but aware—glancingly—of the essential. They are empty, hence
constantly fill themselves up with useless objects, souvenirs, movie-
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magazine gossip; they pose tests for themselves and try on different
make-up, clothes, attitudes, roles. This is an “existential” view of charac-
ter, and it undoubtedly leads to contradictions by conventional stan-
dards. Thus Kit and Holly are in love, living only for the moments they
spend together; but they play cards with boredom in the country and
even find sex boring. Holly kids with her father and (almost) weeps
when he dies, but runs away with his killer a few hours later. . . .

Every mode of cinema has a mode of dramaturgy distinctive to it
and a corresponding distinctive acting or performance style. Badlands,
which may represent a cinematic mode in and of itself, requires a spe-
cial kind of acting to take its place within, but not upset, a very delicate
balance of mise-en-scéne, narrative, voiceover, music, etc. We must be
able to look at Kit and Holly and to look through them sometimes alter-
nately, sometimes simultaneously. This requires an acting style at once
flat and flamboyant, realistic and theatrical. Our eyes must be on the
characters even as we are paying attention to other things. Our atten-
tion is continually drawn toward the characters, and distracted away
from them. Sheen and Spacek realize these requirements superbly, fill-
ing the film with their interesting sounds and motions but never resolv-
ing into anything, never substantializing, defining or “becoming” charac-
ters. Perhaps more correctly, their series of poses is readable as exactly
that, or as eccentric character. As in Brecht, it is difficult to distinguish
the acting style of the performers from the nature of the characters.
(38-40)

Canbys and Henderson’s essays are both positive responses to
Badlands, and they share similar interests. They differ significantly,
however, in aim and audience. At least as Henderson declares it, the
purpose of his essay is not so much to convince his readers to like or
dislike the film but to add to their understanding of it. He assumes
that his readers will continue to see and study the movie and per-
haps add to the academic debate about it. He also takes for granted
that his audience knows the story, knows the characters, and is fa-
miliar with terms like mise-en-scene; accordingly, he can choose very
specific parts of the film—Holly’s narration and the acting style—to
demonstrate his point that there are important innovations in
Badlands. Finally, even in this section of the essay, one sees an orga-
nization typical of a good critical argument: the writer begins by
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placing the film in the context of other critical and scholarly views,
announces his aim, and then moves from an analysis of character
and acting style to some general conclusions about how to under-
stand this style.

For the student writer, the question of audience, highlighted in
these three essays, is equally central to writing about film.
Sometimes, an instructor may give you an assignment aimed at a
specific audience and testing your ability to address that audience:
“Write a review of Roberto Rossellinis Rome, Open City (1945) for
the readers of Time magazine.” More often, your instructor will sim-
ply ask you to write a critical essay. Keep in mind that your audience
in these cases is neither your instructor alone (who you might imag-
ine can learn nothing from you) nor some large and unknown pub-
lic in the streets (to whom you might be prone to tell the most obvi-
ous facts about a movie). Rather, envision your audience in most
situations as your fellow students, individuals who have seen the
movie and may know something about it, but who have not studied
it closely. This audience will probably not need to be told that “The
Wizard of Oz is an old American film that has become a children’s
classic™; they may, however, be interested if you note that “The
Wizard of Oz was directed by Victor Fleming, who the same year
(1939) made Gone with the Wind.” Likewise, few of your fellow view-
ers need to be told that “Ophuls The Sorrow and the Pity (1971) is a
very long French movie about World War 11”; they may, though, be
fascinated by a detailed description of the opening shots.

OPINION AND EVALUATION

When you write about film, personal opinion and taste will neces-
sarily become part of your argument. Some critics, for example,
have a conscious or unconscious prejudice against foreign films.
Others favor the work of a single director, such as John Huston or
Alain Resnais. Still others, annoyed by literary adaptations, unless
they are faithful to the original, dislike films such as the recent
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William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (1996) but defend the
Shakespeare films of Kenneth Branagh. Even those essays that ap-
pear to be chiefly descriptive or analytical—biographical or histori-
cal writings or essays that aim at an objective analysis of a sequence
of shots—involve a certain amount of personal choice and evalua-
tion. In some essays, factual description may be more prominent
than evaluative judgments, but the differences are of degree, not
kind. Most writing about film involves some personal opinion and
evaluation.

No reader, of course, will be satisfied with a writer who uses his
personal opinions to avoid or disguise a solid critical position. After
watching Laurence Oliviers adaptation of Shakespeares Henry V
(1944), one student wrote:

Although I have not read that many Shakespeare
plays, this is the first one I ever liked. The
opening, I think, is the most interesting part and
the section that first grabbed my attention,
because, in my opinion, it literally transforms
what I feel is a dry play into an exciting film and,
at the same time, comments on the difference
between drama and film. In those opening images, it
seems to me that Olivier acknowledges the original
stage world of the drama and shows, I feel, how the
movies can transcend dramatic limits. He makes the
play much more alive for me.

Here the excess of I's and personal qualifiers weakens the point
the writer wishes to make, and it is doubtful that idiosyncratic prob-
lems, such as the writers limited experience with the Shakespeare
plays, are of the faintest interest to any reader. However, removing
all references to the writer’s personal experience of the film results
only in stiffer but equally unsure prose:

The opening is the most interesting part of Henry V,
(1944), because it comments on the central
difference between drama and film. In these opening
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images, Olivier acknowledges the original stage
world of the drama and shows how the movies can
transcend those dramatic limits.

Somewhere in between, the writer finds the proper balance of
personal experience and objective observation, judiciously integrat-
ing those personal experiences and feelings about the film that are
probably also valid for other viewers:

Even for the viewer uneasy with a Shakespeare play,
Olivier’s Henry V (1944) is an engaging experience.
For me, the opening is the most interesting part
and the section which is most likely to attract a
reluctant viewer, because it literally transforms
what, for some, might be a dry play into an
expansive film and, at the same time, comments on
the central difference between drama and film. In
these opening images, Olivier acknowledges the
original stage world of the drama and shows how the
movies can transcend those dramatic limits. For
viewers like myself, Shakespeare suddenly comes
alive.

The useful rule of thumb here is to try to be aware of when and
how your personal perspective and feelings enter your criticism and
to what degree they are valuable or not—when, in short, those judg-
ments seem to say something true not only for yourself but for oth-
ers as well. A personal distaste for action films or, say, for slow-paced
romantic stories could become a rich part of an essay when the
writer carefully thinks through and offers reasons for that distaste.
Or my expectations, as someone who mainly sees slick Hollywood
films, could be crucial in analyzing my slight confusion yet fascina-
tion with a film by the German flmmaker Rainer Werner
Fassbinder, since other viewers have often shared that confusion.

In the examples used earlier, both Canby and Henderson
openly introduce their own opinions and personalities into their ar-
gument. Neither balks at using I to underline the presence of his
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perspective: “One may legitimately debate the validity of Mr.
Malick’s movie, but not, I think, his immense talent” (Canby); “I
take an obvious point of departure: the film’s voiceover narration by
Holly . ... This is, emphatically, just one approach to the film and
not a privileged one” (Henderson). Canby’ is perhaps a more opin-
ionated I, Henderson’s more detached and cautious. Yet, both Canby
and Henderson use their personal positions to help form and ener-
gize their different responses to Malick’s film. One might say that
these uses of I are only the most forthright and direct indication of
the many other evaluations and judgments that enter the essays:
Canbys criticism of the romantic, junglelike setting where the two
outlaws hide and Henderson’ interest in narrative and theoretical
questions about “performance.”

When you write about the movies, personal feelings, expecta-
tions, and reactions may be the beginning of an intelligent critique,
but they must be balanced with rigorous reflection on where those
feelings and expectations and reactions come from and how they re-
late to more objective factors concerning the movie in question: its
place in film history, its cultural background, its formal strategies.
Francois Truffaut, both an intelligent filmmaker and a perceptive
critic, has observed that “instead of indulging passions in criticism,
one must at least try to be critical with some purpose. . .. What is
interesting is not pronouncing a film good or bad, but explaining
why” (370).

Writing about film, then, is admittedly complex. It can also be
exciting and rewarding. In 1908, Leo Tolstoy remarked about the
movies: “You can see that this little clicking contraption with the re-
volving handle will make a revolution in our life—in the life of writ-
ers” (410). Try to approach films with the same interest and shrewd-
ness. Try to conceive of yourself as a writer with an equally
purposeful and dynamic relationship with the movies you watch
and enjoy. Or, in the words of filmmaker Sally Potter, director of
Thriller (1979) and Orlando (1992), remember that there is a “plea-
sure in analysis, in unravelling, in thinking” (Pam Cook 27).






BEGINNING TO THINK,

PREPARING TO WATCH,
AND STARTING TO WRITE

Of the several difficulties in writing about film, one of the most
prominent is getting a handle on an experience that has so many dif-
ferent layers. Put simply: What should you choose to analyze and to
write about? The story? The acting? The editing? Watching a film in-
volves everything from the place where we see it and the price we
pay to the size of the screen, the pace of the story, and the kind of
music used as the background for that story. In Jean Cocteau’s
words, “The cinema muse is too rich.” As the first step to an intelli-
gent viewing, spectators need to break the habit of watching films
“out of the corners of their eyes,” as Cocteau puts it (217). This is
where analysis begins.

Certainly our primary experience of a movie is the singular
and perhaps private one of watching it for the first time—involved
and enjoying it, one hopes, but possibly annoyed yet still somewhat
involved. As the director in Jean-Luc Godard’s 1984 film First Name:
Carmen (played by Godard himself) writes, “Badly seen, badly said”:
seeing a movie with all your attention is the only way to begin writ-
ing about a film—even one you don't like. Either as preparation be-
fore the screening or shortly afterward, however, you, as the writer,
need to sort out that personal and primary experience along man-
ageable lines, and this sorting out should become the groundwork
for your analysis of the movie. Should you talk about the characters?

20
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About technological innovations? About the film’s effect on an audi-
ence? Where should you start to direct your attention and your
analysis, so that you do not give yourself the impossible task of writ-
ing about the whole movie? Since the movies you see on the screen
are a product of many different forces—writers, production de-
mands, the cost of technology, and hundreds of others—which in a
sense precede the images you are watching, it is necessary to ap-
proach those movies with sensitivity to some of these basic ques-
tions, influences, and problems. In the movies, much energy and
time goes into “preproduction” activity when directors and produc-
ers outline and prepare scripts and filming strategies, and your
analysis will be better if you similarly spend at least some time on
some general preliminary questions. As far as possible, prepare
yourself for a movie; even before it starts, ask questions about it and
about your own potential interest in it:

1. As an art form, the movies involve literature, the pictorial
and plastic arts, music, dance, theater, and even architec-
ture. The student interested in architecture might thus re-
spond keenly to an Eisenstein or Antonioni movie, if he or
she can direct that interest to how these filmmakers use ar-
chitectural space to add to the drama that they are present-
ing. A music or literature student might be drawn to certain
art or experimental films such as Berlin: Symphony of a City
(1927) or to the musical or literary features of a movie (Fig-
ure 2). Ask yourself which art forms most interest you and
which you know the most about. Could you use your
knowledge of literature or painting as a guide to a particular
film? What might be behind the large number of recent
adaptations of nineteenth-century novels like the movie
version of Portrait of a Lady (1996) or the many recent films
made from Jane Austen novels? Might your interest in pop-
ular or classical music suggest that you look for a topic in
movies like Holiday Inn (1942), West Side Story (1961),
Amadeus (1984), or Truth or Dare (1991)?



22 CHAPTER 2 M Beginning to Think, Preparing to Watch, and Starting to Write

W Figure 2

Stephen Frears’s Dangerous Liaisons (1988): What is the relation of the film to the
original novel? What has been adapted? What are the most significant changes?
How does this version of the story compare with many other versions on film?

2. The film industry depends on and responds quickly to
changes in technology. Having grown used to contempo-
rary Hollywood movies, most of us find that we react differ-
ently to a silent movie or to one in black and white—an ob-
vious example of how the early technology that produced
these movies determines how we view them. Many other
tools of the trade—various sound technologies, color
stocks, or special effects—can likewise become the starting
point for a revealing analysis. Whether a movie is made for
a large screen or for a television screen can say a great deal
about the story (note how epic movies like The Ten Com-
mandments [1956] just don’t seem the same on television).
As some commentators have suggested, the technology be-
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hind The Matrix (1999) may be the most interesting topic
concerning that movie. If you are interested in technology,
prepare to note features of the movie and its story that
might depend on technology. Does the director make spe-
cial use of black-and-white film stocks? Why? Does sound
technology seem to play a large part in the movie? Is the
movement (or lack of movement) of the camera related to
the kind of camera used (like the hand-held cameras of the
French New Wave, which conveyed a sense of on-the-spot
realism)? Usually, these initial questions will require some
later research and thinking to be answered adequately and
to become related to an analysis of the movie. But the stu-
dent with some initial interest in the industrial and techno-
logical side of the movies will often find good material for a
strong essay if he or she approaches movies on the lookout
for the role technology plays in them.

. Film technology, production, and distribution are commer-
cial and economic enterprises. It is crucial to keep this in
mind when approaching any movie. If, for instance, a
viewer is going to see a low-budget, independent film (such
as Michael Snow’s Wavelength [1966-67]) at the local art
house, the expectations about that movie will and should
be different from those about a glossy multi-million-dollar
blockbuster (such as The Sixth Sense [1999]) at a showcase
cinema. No film is necessarily good or bad because of its
commercial or economic constraints and freedoms, but the
ability to adjust one’s expectations does allow a viewer to
more accurately assess the achievements or failures of a
movie. Thus, for Third World films from South America or
Africa, the often rough and unpolished look not only is an
unavoidable by-product of financial constraints but, in
some cases, is also a conscious political sign used to distin-
guish them from the glossy products of Hollywood. At the
other end of the economic scale are the massive Hollywood
productions whose gargantuan budgets mean they must
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capture the largest possible audience and so must take very
few risks that might alienate part of that audience. Al-
though this sort of angle on a movie will require some re-
search if it is to develop into an essay, an awareness of or
sensitivity to the economic and commercial determinants
behind any movie can prepare you for a more intelligent
and complex response to the images on the screen. Be
open-minded and suspicious: if it looks like a movie that
was made inexpensively, does this reduced cost allow it to
do and say things that a big-budget movie might not be
able to? Conversely, how do some Hollywood movies take
advantage of a big budget or make creative use of a small
budget? Where is much of the money directed? The stars?
The special effects? The promotion? And why? Does the
film seem especially earthy or commercial, or does it try to
reach a compromise between the two? Why? Who is the in-
tended audience for the film: teenagers? The middle class?
Intellectuals? Men? Women?

Having these and other preparatory questions in mind as you
sit down to watch a movie will sharpen and direct your analytical
abilities. These questions can be a crucial guide through a first view-
ing, that difficult time when you are trying to determine what is
worth writing about and what is not. After seeing D. W. Griffith’s
The Birth of a Nation (1915) for the first time, one student dismissed
it as a “primitive and racist story with a lot of old-fashioned images”;
another student simply accepted it as “almost a documentary about
the Civil War and the Reconstruction.” David Cook’s analysis, how-
ever, is influenced by a sense of the historical complications and
limitations of the movie, as well as a sense of the presumptions of a
modern audience watching it many years later:

In its monumental scale, in its concentration upon a crucial moment in
American history, in its mixture of historical and invented characters, in
its constant narrative movement between the epochal and the human,
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and, most significantly, in its chillingly accurate vision of an American
society predicated on race, The Birth of a Nation is a profoundly American
epic. We can fault Griffith for badly distorting the historical facts of
Reconstruction, for unconscionably stereotyping the African-American
as either fool or brute, and for glorifying a terrorist organization like the
Klan, but we cannot quarrel with his basic assumption that American
society was, and is, profoundly racist. That he endorses and encourages
this situation rather than condemns it is properly repellent to contem-
porary audiences, as it was to many persons in 1915. But we must not
allow our sympathies to obscure our own critical judgment, for then we
make the same mistake as Griffith. And, as Americans, we must never
overlook the possibility that the impetus for our most hostile reactions
to Griffith's racism lies somewhere within our most deeply cherished
illusions about ourselves. (79)

SUBJECT MATTER AND MEANING

These preliminary questions should remind you that the images you
see are the product of certain influences and conditions, not just the
world seen through a frame. The movies are not just about a subject
but the rendition of that subject for particular reasons and to create
certain meanings. Films are not just about a story, a character, a
place, or a way of life; they are also what John Berger has called “a
way of seeing” these elements in our lives. Any film at any point in
history might describe a family, a war, or the conflict between races,
but the ways these are shown and the reasons they are shown in a
particular way can vary greatly. These variations, through which a
subject is given a specific meaning or meanings, are a large part of
what analysis is concerned with. Why does the student who dis-
misses The Birth of a Nation later hail The Deer Hunter (1978), an-
other film about a war involving races, as “one of the best movies
ever made™ The subject is quite similar, but its meaning has
changed significantly for that student.

To write an intelligent, perceptive analysis of the stories and
characters in the movies, you must be prepared to see them as con-
structed according to certain forms and styles that arise from many
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different historical influences. This is what analysis of the movies is
fundamentally about: examining how a subject has been formed to
mean something specific through the power of art, technology, and
commerce. Be prepared to respond to those influences that most in-
terest you. Be prepared with a questioning mind from the beginning.

SILENT DIALOGUE: TALKING BACK
TO THE MOVIES

Once the movie starts, your preliminary questions should become
more and more specific regarding the movie you are watching, what
it is about, and how it is constructed.

One of the most helpful techniques in preparing to write ana-
lytically about literature is our scribbling of marginal comments next
to a text, the underlining we do, or simply the question marks we
put next to difficult passages. No one approaches a book or work of
art with all the answers or even all the questions. Part of the excite-
ment in viewing or reading a challenging work comes from the
questions it provokes. Thomas De Quincey’s “On the Knocking at
the Gate in Macbeth” originates in a specific question that De
Quincey asked himself after seeing a production of the play: “From
my boyish days 1 had always felt a great perplexity on one point in
Macbeth. It was this: The knocking at the gate which succeeds to the
murder of Duncan produced to my feeling an effect for which I
never could account” (389). What, he asked himself, produced that
effect? From that very specific question and personal uncertainty
came one of the best essays ever written on Shakespeare.

This kind of questioning and annotating is one of the surest
ways to start an analysis of a movie. In contrast to literature, how-
ever, the special problem with film is that the images are constantly
moving, so an analytic spectator must develop the habit of looking
for key moments, patterns, or images within the film-—even during
a second or third viewing,
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As you watch more films and grow more aware of differences
and similarities, the right questions come more readily. At first,
though, two guidelines may help initiate this dialogue with a movie:

» Note which elements of the movie strike you as unfamiliar
or perplexing.

» Note which elements are repeated to emphasize a point or a
perception.

Every movie uses patterns of repetition that are contrasted with
striking singular moments. Recognizing these patterns and deci-
phering why they are important is a first step toward analyzing the
meaning of a movie. Why, for instance, do so many scenes in Rebel
Without a Cause (1956) take place in the family homes of the charac-
ters? Why, in George Cukor’s The Women (1939), is black-and-
white used for all the scenes except the fashion show? Even if you
do not determine the answers to these questions while you are
watching the movie, asking them is the key to a good analysis. These
questions can be as elementary as:

= What does the title mean in relation to the story?
» Why does the movie start the way it does?
» When was the film made?

m Why are the opening credits presented in such a manner
against this particular background?

» Why does the film conclude on this image?

» How is this movie similar to or different from the Hollywood
movies [ have seen recently or from those of an older gener-
ation?

» Does this film resemble any foreign films I know?
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m Is there a pattern of striking camera movement, perhaps
long shots or dissolves or abrupt transitions (see pp.
66-83)?

» Which three or four sequences are the most important?

When Andrew Sarris, a critic for the Village Voice, saw Martin
Scorsese’s After Hours (1985), he found the opening sequence not
only bizarre but partly inexplicable; to some extent, his review
evolved from that experience. On seeing Howard Hawks’s His Girl
Friday (1940) for the first time, most contemporary audiences
would probably remark, and perhaps have difficulty with, the rapid-
ity of the dialogue, and following up this simple observation with
more careful thinking could bring some of the brilliance of this
movie into focus. Spike Jonze’s film Being John Malkovich (1999) is
constructed through a series of strange images, characters, and situ-
ations, provoking questions about what is happening and why.
Sooner or later viewers must deal with these implicit questions if
they are to make sense of the film: What does it mean that actor
John Malkovich plays himself? What does it mean that puppeteer
Craig Schwartz works on the 7% floor of a building where the ceil-
ings are only four feet high? How would one describe the relation-
ship between Craig and his seductive co-worker Maxine? Is this
movie meant to be a serious comment on identity or simply a goofy
spoof of obsession with stars? The number and nature of your ques-
tions—both about what you see and how it is shown—could vary
infinitely depending on the movie or movies being discussed. Poten-
tially, any and every aspect of the film is important. Talking about
You Only Live Once (1937), Fritz Lang noted, for instance, a seem-
ingly minor detail that, if the studio had allowed it to remain, would
have focused on a central theme in the film: “I wanted to have a kind
of ironic touch when Fonda and Sidney flee from the law and she
goes and buys him some cigarettes, which ultimately provide the
means of his betrayal. [ wanted her to buy Lucky Strike cigarettes to
stress the irony of the bad luck they bring him.” Learn to jot down
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information about props, costumes, camera positions, and so on,
even during a first screening, and then chesse the most telling evi-
dence. These are the first steps in developing a strong and percep-
tive argument. Note how one student used his questions about two
striking features of The Women to focus a short analysis of that film:

Roger Malone
By most counts, The Women seems to be a standard
movie about social relations in a 1930s society.
There are, though, two odd twists to the movie that
should catch anybody’s eye: first, there is not a
single man in the movie and, second, in the middle
of this black-and-white film, there is a rather long
fashion show sequence in full color. Why these
twists, and are they something more than gimmicks?

The women at the heart of this movie are in
some ways independent and resourceful. Their lives
are not, though, “liberated” in any modern sense,
for men are constantly being discussed and
influencing the behavior of all the women. The
physical absence of all the men from the screen
consequently becomes an ironic way of suggesting
how powerfully present those men are in the lives
of women. For the women in this movie, even when
men are not there they are there.

The fashion show sequence seems related to this
same idea. The sets, the costumes, and the actresses
in The Women are all stunning, and the female
characters all seem concerned with how they and
their surroundings appear—especially to men. What
could be a more accurate and appropriate centerpiece
for the movie than a fashion show of women showing
other women how to appear and what to wear? What
could be a more effective way to underline the
importance of this moment in the film than by making
it the only color sequence in the movie?

The Women was made in 1939 by the same studio
that produced The Wizard of Oz the same year. In
The Women, however, the flight into color does not
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last as long as Dorothy’s, and for these women, the
vellow brick road is fashion itself. Through its
unusual twists, moreover, it seems to make a pretty
standard point: Even when you cannot see behind the
curtain at the center of the action, hiding there
is still a man.

TAKING NOTES

Good film essays require more than one viewing, either of the film
itself or of the usually more available videotape version (see pp.
151-152). With one viewing, it is nearly impossible to see all the
subtleties and complexities in a movie and, at the same time, to take
notes on this information. Ideally, in fact, a first viewing can be a
more-or-less note-free viewing in which you enjoy the film on its
most immediate level. With the second screening, you can begin to
take more careful and detailed notes.

Often, though, that needed second or third screening may not
be possible, especially if the film is older, foreign, or not in wide dis-
tribution. In such cases, despite the difficulty in taking your eyes off
the screen momentarily, it is important to take notes of some sort
during the first and only viewing. If more than one screening is pos-
sible, notes can be increasingly detailed and complete.

Preliminary notes can be simply a shorthand version of the
questions and dialogue a movie generates in your mind. No one
can or wants to note everything that appears, especially since taking
notes takes your eyes away from other information on the screen.
The trick is to learn to make economical use of your time and to
recognize key sequences, shots, or narrative facts. (One useful exer-
cise is to limit yourself to noting, with as much detail as possible,
what you consider the three or four most important scenes, shots,
or sequences in a film.) Depending on our interests, we all respond
to different points or figures in a movie (at least on one level), but
most films offer recognizable dramatic moments or major themes
that signal an audience to attend to what is happening: the opening
sequence in Citizen Kane (1941) when “Rosebud” is first pro-
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nounced; the climactic death of the father in Douglas Sirk’s Written
on the Wind (1957); the use of sound in Lang's M (1931); the dra-
matic impact of isolated scenes between Bogart and Bacall in practi-
cally any of their movies; or the explosive moment when Mookie
breaks the window of the pizza parlor in Spike Lee’s Do the Right
Thing (1989). Even when a film denies or parodies these dramatic
moments or themes—as in Chantel Akerman’s Jeanne Dielmann
(1977) and many Antonioni films—those variations from the norm
may be the central point that a viewer should note and attempt to
make sense of.

In noting this kind of information, be as specific and concrete
as possible; record not only the figures and objects in the frame (the
content), but also how the frame itself and its photographic qualities
(the form) are used to define that content through camera angles,
lighting, the use of depth and surface, and editing techniques. A
person preparing to write about Meet Me in St. Louis (1944) might
note the father’s role in this family of women or the odd, macabre
scenes with the youngest daughter, Tootie. With practice, however,
that writer would also be able to jot down information about the
theatrical use of space in specific scenes or the spectacular use of
bright color. Similarly, even a student new to R. W. Fassbinder’s
films would probably catch some of the major motifs or salient mo-
ments in the story of The Marriage of Maria Braun (1979): the nu-
merous ironic turns in sexual relations that seem so bound up with
financial matters or the confusion about whether, at the conclusion,
the heroine does or does not commit suicide. A bit more advanced
viewer, however, might also remark on the careful overlapping and
disjunctions between the sound track and the images: perhaps the
student will describe the subtle but powerful scene in which Oswald
casually plays a concerto measure on a piano that alternates with the
same phrase in the sound track’s background music, or perhaps he
or she will note how, during that melodramatic closing sequence,
the radio in the background blares a World Cup championship
match.

Most writers develop a shorthand system for technical infor-
mation: pov for “point of view shot” or Is for “long shot” (a shot that
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shows, for example, the whole of a figure from a distance, as op-
posed to a close-up of a face or a hand). Some of these are standard-
ized abbreviations that are easy to learn and use when taking notes
(the abbreviations do not, of course, appear in this form in your fi-
nal essay):

cu  close-up (showing only the character’s head, for
example)

xcu  extreme close-up (showing perhaps a detail of that
head, such as the eyes)

ms  medium shot (somewhere between a close-up and a
full shot, showing most but not all of a figure)

fs full or long shot (revealing the character’s entire body
in the frame)

3/4s three-quarter shot (showing only about three-
quarters of the characters’ bodies)

ps  pan shot (the point of view pivots from left to right,
or vice versa, but without changing its vertical axis)

s/ts  shot/reverse shot pattern (the point of view shows,
for example, a person looking at someone and then
shows the individual being looked at)

ct cut (when the film changes from one image to
another)
It long take (the film does not cut to another image for

an unusually long time)

crs  crane shot (the point of view films an outdoor scene
from high above)

trs  tracking shot (the entire point of view moves, on
tracks or a dolly, following, for instance, a walking
figure). You can indicate the direction that the
camera tracks by using arrows:

Pl =
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la low angle (the point of view is low, tilted upward)

ha  high angle (the point of view is above, tilted
downward); the exact angle can be made clearer by
the use of arrows.

Ultimately, each individual develops a personal shorthand and
other abbreviations to record accurately the details of a scene or se-
quence. (These and other terms are more fully defined in Chapter
3.) Often, for annotations on sound or dialogue, a key phrase or
word may be what allows you to give a more precise description of
the scene or sequence later. Sometimes, these annotations may even
take the form of a quick sketch, as with this student’s attempt to
note how, with these five shots (Figures 3-7) from the “Odessa
Steps” sequence in Potemkin (1925), Eisenstein’s editing of the sol-

B Figure 3 \

cu—sold legs. \
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B Figure 4 *

fs—moth & ch/sol. T

diers’ attack on a mother and child works to create conflicts in the
movement within each shot.

No one will exhaustively annotate an entire film. Anticipating a
specific argument and essay, everyone will focus on different kinds
of information, from themes and characters to technical elements
and editing structures. If a writer wishes to analyze the famous
shower sequence in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960), for instance,
some preliminary notes might look something like this: (1) ms Mar-
ion and Norman, cramped space, “trapped,” birds, eyes, sexual ten-
sion; (2) classical painting/peephole; (3) 90° cu then pov N at un-
dressing M; (4) shower, tight space; (5) murder: quick cuts, cu’s
knife, face, flesh, M’s pov; (6) M clawing curtain, cu drain, cu eye.
This is a quick sketch that needs to be filled in later. If a second
viewing is possible, more dialogue or details can be added. Yet, be-



W Figure 5 v /
fs—sol/moth. & ch. \
W Figure 6

ms—moth & ch.

i
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W Figure 7 /

ms—baby.

ginning with these notes, a writer could develop a fairly sophisti-
cated and rigorous reading of this key scene.

ViSsuAL MEMORY AND REFLECTION

Preliminary notes and sketches will form the basis for a good argu-
ment, however, only if the writer elaborates on them shortly after
seeing the movie by filling in the shorthand with more carefully
measured descriptions. Jean Mitry, the renowned French film histo-
rian, once said his most important asset was an unusually precise vi-
sual memory. The best writers about film either come equipped
with or are able to develop a sharp auditory and visual memory,
which allows them to remember details about a movie. (Remember:
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A memory can be trained and developed; no one should seek to jus-
tify careless viewing and annotation by claiming a “bad memory.”)
The sooner one can go back to those preliminary notes, the better,
for then the memory can be triggered to add more specifics and
place images in the context of the larger story and other narrative is-
sues. Returning to his notes on Psycho, that writer might recall other
images that emphasize eyes in the movie and make connections be-
tween the hole in the wall and the close-up of the shower drain or
between the cramped space of Norman'’s den and that of the shower.
He or she might realize that the sequence is remarkably balanced
and frighteningly logical in being extended as it is until the final
close-ups of the dark drain and the dead Marion’s open eye. On fur-
ther reflection, that writer might decide that, based on the opening
shots of the film, Psycho is about “looking” and the sexual or gen-
dered implications of looking.

When you've reviewed your notes, the shape and direction of
your argument may begin to appear in an idea of what you wish to
say about this movie. Whether or not you are prepared before a first
viewing, possible arguments and topics should begin to present
themselves as you begin to add to and develop those preliminary
notes. While going over notes on The Marriage of Maria Braun, one
student discovered that her initial perception of the movie as a
glossy melodrama was complicated by those strange technical ma-
neuvers with the sound track that she had recorded in her notes; her
essay then discussed the ways in which the sound track signaled the
splits and divisions between the main character’s private, emotional
life and her public, social life (Figure 8). Using the shorthand notes
on FEisenstein’s Potemkin shown earlier, that student started a shot-
by-shot analysis which moved from those notes to a clear verba<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>