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Preface

This book demonstrates—uniquely 1 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

ix



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 students 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 students 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



Preface xl

lessons as they apply specifically to film criticism. In continuing this

effort, the fourth edition has made the following changes:

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.

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.

Each chapter now concludes with short generic exercises

that allow students to engage in brief wTiting 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.

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 histon.' and through

different film cultures.

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-mamstream mo\ies.
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m 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 chapters 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.

m 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 afl cases, its goal is

to promote good thinking and good writing about film.
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Writing about the Movies

Why Write about Movies?

Commenting some years ago on his experience ai 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 militar)'

project; and JFK (1991) provokes a debate about President John F

Kennedys assassination that appears on television and in new^spa-

pers for months before and after the movies 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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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 inch-

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 explam carefully why, despite its simple story of a

girl rescumg 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 stor)' 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 v^th 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 m an Antomoni film into an explo-

ration of that particular scene and, implicitly, into a discussion of his

admiration of the human complexity in Antonioni's films:

There is one brief scene in LAvventura, 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. lust 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 environment, or with others, not in

withdrawing from them. Claudia in UAvventura, 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 discover}' 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 Film Criticism

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

you

understand your own response to a movie better.

convince others why you like or dislike a film.

explain or introduce something about a mo\ie, a filmmaker,

or a group of mo\4es that your readers may not know.
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make comparisons and contrasts between one movie and

others, as a way of understanding them better.

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 Altmans 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 Uttle 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, I am talking about a movie that a friend and I have

both seen several times, such as Pleasantville (1998), 1 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 Canbys review introduces the readers of The New York

Times to Terrence Malicks 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 lanuary,

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 1

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 lane. 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 Gates

as Holly's father.

One may legitimately debate the validity of Mr. Malick's vision,

but not, 1 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 Uttle 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).
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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 reader's knowledge that point to this

writer's 1953 conception of her audience:

Here is new art. For a few decades it seemed like nothing nnore 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 41
1

)

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 foUowmg excerpt, Brian Henderson also discusses

Badlands, but while Canbys audience was the reader of a large news-

paper, Hendersons 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 1 have no interest here in addressing

the arguments against it. 1 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. I 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 I 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; tlney pose tests for themselves and try on different

mal<e-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-scene, 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 Hendersons 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-

miUar 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 testmg 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 mmd 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 oj Oz is an old American film that has become a children's

classic"; they may, however, be interested if you note that "The

Wizard oj 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 "Ophul's 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 Shakespeare's 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 J's and personal quaUfiers weakens the point

the writer wishes to make, and it is doubtful that idiosyncratic prob-

lems, such as the writer's 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 Henrv 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

v^iter carefully thinks through and offers reasons for that distaste.

Or my expectations, as someone who mainly sees sUck Hollywood

films, could be crucial in analyzing my slight confusion yet fascina-

tion with a film by the German filmmaker 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); "1

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 s 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:

Canby's criticism of the romantic, junglelike setting where the two

outlaws hide and Henderson's 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 vvath 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.

Frangois 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).
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Exercises

1. Take opposite sides in a debate about a single film. Write one or

two paragraphs criticizing the film and then one or two para-

graphs defending it.

2. Write a short review of three or four paragraphs on a single film.

Then rewrite it as an analytical essay. Explain briefly the differ-

ences, and what is gained and lost in each.



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 oi 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)?
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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?

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 matenal for a

strong essay if he or she approaches movies on the lookout

for the role technology plays in them.

3. Film technology, production, and distribution are commer-

cial and economic enterprises. It is crucial to keep this in

mind when approaching any mo\ie. 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 mo\ae 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 \4ewer to

more accurately assess the achievements or failures of a

mo\ie. 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 hiistorical and invented characters, in

its constant narrative movement between the epochal and the human.
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and, most significantly, in its ciiiilingly 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 preliminar)' 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 vmte an intelligent, perceptive analysis of the stories and

characters in the mo\aes, 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 viewdng or reading a challenging work comes from the

questions it provokes. Thomas De Quincey's "On the Knocking at

the Gate in MachetK' originates in a specific question that De

Quincey asked himself after seeing a production of the play: "From

my boyish days I 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 1

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 Uterature, 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 mo\ie. 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?

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 mo\ae similar to or different from the Hollywood

movies I have seen recently or from those of an older gener-

ation?

Does this film resemble any foreign films 1 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 IVi 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. I 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 choose the most telling evi-

dence. These are the first steps in developmg 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 193 9 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

yellow 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-



Taking Notes 31

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 m 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 m Chantel Akerman's Jeanne Dielmann

(1977) and many Antonioni films—those variations from the norm

may be the central pomt 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 m 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 siory 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/rs 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:

f - ^
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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 m Potemkin (1925), Eisenstem's editing of the sol-

cu—sold legs
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CdUd

Figure 4

fs—moth & ch/sol.

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-



Figure 5

fs—sol/moih. 6i ch. X

Figure 6

tI ms—moth & ch.
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p/

Figure 7

ms—baby.

ginning with these notes, a writer could develop a fairly sophisti-

cated and rigorous reading of this key scene.

Visual 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 youVe 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 oj 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 Eisenstein's Potemkin shown earUer, that student started a shot-

by-shot analysis which moved from those notes to a clear verbal de-

scription of those images. Note how a precise description of this sort

can function alone as the foundation for critical analysis:

Anna Prescott

In Eisenstein's Potemkin (1925), the "Odessa Steps"

sequence combines powerful human images with

graphic visual patterns. I will highlight five shots
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Figure 8

The Marriage of Maria Braun: A melodrama made cramped and uncomfortable by

the camera framing.

at the center of this sequence to illustrate its

formal construction and emotional direction. First,

early in the sequence, there is a shot of the

soldiers' legs marching methodically, on a diagonal

line, downward from left to right. Not long after

that image comes a shot of a mother walking up the

middle of the image with her wounded child, toward

the soldiers, on a line which directly confronts

the direction of the soldiers' movement as they

move down on her from above. The angle of the shot

changes again, and now, from behind and to the

right of the soldiers, we see them fire their rifles

directly toward the woman and child (here the

camera's off-center perspective intersects with the

line that connects the aim of the rifles and the

movement of the woman toward them, making the

spectator a kind of visual mediator) . That image

then changes to a shot of the same woman as she is
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about to be killed, seen now much closer and

looking up toward the camera (which is the

direction of the soldiers) . Shortly afterward, a

baby in a carriage tumbles down the steps, another

child-victim propelled to its death by the downward

force of the soldiers' diagonal. That the direction

of this child's fall is now from the lower left to

the upper right of the frame may suggest, though,

the "uprising" that is soon to follow these images.

Beyond the obvious sacrifice of the weak and

innocent, these five shots place the viewer at the

graphic intersection where the lines of an

implacable mechanical force collide with the lines

of human resistance.

Finally, the writer on Psycho begins to focus an essay on looking and

sexuality with the central shower sequence: Psycho becomes a film

about the violence implicit in the sexual and gendered dynamics of

men and women looking at each other, and Marion's murder be-

comes the most dramatic example of people trapped in the \iolence

and horror of their sexuality. Or as Donald Spoto refined his notes:

The psychological shock of the sequence, however, derives from the fact

that the character with whom we have identified has been brutally elimi-

nated. We have felt her frustration, hoped she would escape the police,

enjoyed her innocent teasing of Norman, shared her sense of release at

the decision to make amends and experienced the first moments of that

cleansing shower. And, through Hitchcock's brilliant direction, we have

felt her hideous pain, and her inability to avoid the persistent stabs as

she turns around in the shower. The cleansing water turns to blood. We

have followed every step of the way in her descent from the banal to the

horrific. Now, seeing her last sight through her eyes, we watch her left

hand slowly sliding down the tiles in a last attempt to "scratch and claw,"

as Norman has put it, out of this shower-turned-coffin. She slowly turns

and, leaning against the wall with her last breaths, slides down into

death. She stares, with gradually closing lids, then reaches out—for us.

But we pull back, so she grabs the shower curtain for final support, rip-

ping it from the hooks as she falls forward and over the edge of the tub.

One more glance at the cleansing laver, from a point under the shower

nozzle, and then in one of the most brilliant images in any film—we fol-
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low the bloodied water spiralling down the drain. In an extraordinary lap

dissolve, we emerge from the darkness of the drain out from behind her

eye, open and stilled in death. The journey into the depths of the "nor-

mal" psyche has ended in tragedy. The veneer of normality has been

shattered at her (and our) peril. And the close-up of the eye links us by

association with Norman's eye during the peeping scene earlier, and

with our own role throughout as peeping Toms. All the characters of this

film are indeed one character, and through the use of alternating subjec-

tive camera technique, that character is the individual viewer. (372-74)

Few of us are inclined to work back through notes immediately after

seeing a movie. Yet a prompt review of one's notes is extremely use-

ful and could make the difference between a dull and hazy response

to a film and a compelling and subtle one. Methodical notes allow a

viewer to map accurately what happens in a movie, to record details

about the subject and its meaning that would otherwise soon fade

from memory. Unless one has continual access to the film or a

script, it is difficult to retain these facts, and without them, anything

you have to say will probably appear much too impressionistic.

When you go over the film and the key sequences in your notes,

ideas begin to take shape. When you can support those ideas with

concrete descriptions from the movie, an argument becomes dra-

matically more convincing.

Exercises

1

.

Before you have seen a particular film, write one or two paragraphs

pinpointing your expectations about it. What do you already know

about it? The country and historical period of its origin? About the

director? What will probably be the most important features of the

film? Specific characters? The sound? Do these expectations lead

you to look for certain themes or types of stories?

2. Choose a single short sequence from a film and annotate it as

precisely as you can. Describe those annotations in clear, precise

prose. Are there any conclusions you can draw or interpretations

you would make about the sequence?



Film Terms and Topics for

Film Analysis and Writing

Developing a sense of how to question movie images and taking

notes on them goes hand in hand with an abiUty to direct those

questions toward specific topics for analysis. Questions and notes

should lead to more questions and partial or full answers. This

path leads to an essay focused on particular themes and tech-

niques in a movie. A major part of this process is developing a

vocabulary with which to ask those questions properly, to

describe what you see and think, and to help you focus and orga-

nize your analysis. Being able to notice and then comment on a

significant "shot/reverse shot" pattern in American Beauty (1999)

or to describe the "narrative structure" in Eyes Wide Shut (1999) is

not just good for classroom conversation; it allows a good writer

to make finer, more accurate discriminations and evaluations and

to situate a film within the larger tradition of film history and

analysis. These kinds of discriminations should begin to point

you toward a paper topic.

Every discipline has its own special language or use of words,

which allows it to discuss its subject with precision and subtlety. A
Uterary critic, for example, needs to distinguish between a

metaphor and a simile, since these terms describe different rhetor-

ical figures, which, in turn, refer to different sorts of perceptions.

To write "My love is like a red, red rose" (simile) is different from

"My love is the red rose of Ufe" (metaphor), and the person who

can appreciate that difference will read and interpret those lines

41
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better. Similarly, a knowledgeable basketball fan will be able to

summarize quickly and evaluate the action of a game if he or she

knows a specialized vocabulary that includes terms like Jump shot,

pick, and fast break.

With film, too, a critical vocabulary allows you to view a movie

more accurately and to formulate your perceptions more easily.

Consider the term frame. In writing about film, frame refers to the

rectangle that contains the image: the frame of the movie screen

itself, which does not change during a movie, and, more impor-

tantly, the camera frame, which is regularly changing its relationship

to the objects being filmed. Being aware of this term and its uses

means you will be more sensitive to how the camera frame controls

what you see and how you see it. You will be able to note, for

instance, that the camera frame may include certain actions and

exclude others, and that the angle at which it is placed or its dis-

tance from a person adds considerably to what the filmmaker is try-

ing to say. As one student observed of a recent movie, "Although the

scene seems to be a typical family gathering, the viewer becomes

aware that something is wrong or unsettled because the camera

frame is sUghtly tilted and unusually crowded with characters and

furniture." What may sometimes go unnoticed is brought to light

through the accurate use of a term.

Themes

Going over your notes, your first step may be trying to identify the

major themes of the movie, which often comes down to stepping

back and asking what this film is "about": the triumph of good

over evil in Star Wars (1977), for example, or reluctant heroism

before unimaginable brutahty in Schindlefs List (1993). These

themes, in many cases, become the foundation for an analysis,

since they point to the main ideas in a movie. They are not, strictly

speaking, the "moral" or message of the movie; they are the large
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and the small ideas that help explain the actions and events in it.

Ask, for example:

Who are the central characters?

What do they represent in themselves and in relation to each

other? The importance of individuality or society? Human
strength or human compassion?

How do their actions create a story with some meanings or

constellation o( meanmgs?

Does the story emphasize the benefits of change or

endurance?

What kind of life or what actions does the film wish you to

value or criticize, and why?

If there is not a coherent message or story, why not?

How does the movie make you feel at the end? Happy?

Depressed? Confused? And why?

Having sketched some major and minor themes in a film, the

writer needs to refine these in terms of the specific situation and

aims of the movie. The more sensitive a writer's vocabulary, the

more refined the perception and argument will be. Thus, alienation

may very well describe the broadest thematic lines of Charlie Chap-

lin's City Lights (1931), Frank Capra's You Can't Take It with You

(1938), Bernardo Bertolucci's The Conformist (1970), and Barry

Levinson's Liberty Heights (2000). Although this may be a good start,

however, a sharp analysis demands that the writer make finer dis-

tinctions about the historical, stylistic, and structural presentations

of that theme in each movie. Does the alienation seem inevitable, or

perhaps even desirable? Does it lead to new knowledge, or is it a dis-

aster that could have been avoided? Is it presented as a tragic or a

comic problem in the movie? Writing about The Conformist, a stu-
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dent might refine the theme of alienation by observing that here it

relates to the protagonist's sexuality and the fascist period in Italy

and that, unlike the first two movies (and to some extent, the

fourth), the movie never really resolves this alienation. She or he

might further specify and clarify that argument by describing how

the main character regularly seems entrapped and isolated by the

rigorous framing of the camera (Figure 9) and by the many frames

within the image as a whole (door frames, window frames, etc.).

Note, however, that this kind of refinement of alienation in The Con-

formist does not attempt to fashion an oversimpUfied and inapplica-

ble mioral. One cannot say, "In The Conformist, alienation is an evil

which dooms the character to misery."

Figure 9

The frames within the framing of The Conformist.
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While identifying themes provides an important foundation

for your analysis, writing about the movies involves a wide range

of special terms that will help you organize and clarify your topic.

The remainder of this chapter discusses the most important of

these terms as they are used to discuss four dimensions of the

movies:

1

.

The connections between the mo\ies and other artistic tra-

ditions, such as literature and painting

2. The theatrical dimension of the film image, or of its mise-

en-scene

3. The composition of the movie, achieved through camera

positions and editing

4. The use of sound in the film

Depending on your topic, any or all of these dimensions and their

vocabulary may be central to your essay.

Film and the Other Arts

Although the movies are one of the youngest of the arts, they have

absorbed the structures and forms of many older arts. Not surpris-

ingly, therefore, writing about film requires some of the critical lan-

guage of these other literary and visual arts: we speak of plot and

character in both films and novels, and terms such as point of view

are part of the critical vocabulary of painting, literature, and the

movies. Borrowed terminology allows a critic to make important

connections with other fields; it also demands that a writer be sensi-

tive to how terms and structures change when they are appUed to

film. Here we will look at three related terms that film studies share

with the Uterary and visual arts: narrative, characters, and point oj

view.
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Narrative

when most of us refer to the movies, we are referring to narrative

movies alone, not documentaries or experimental films. A narrative

can be divided into different components:

The story is all the events that are presented to us or that we

can infer have happened.

The plot is the arrangement or construction of those events

in a certain order or structure.

Thus, all films that sketch the Ufe of Napoleon would tell the same

story: his birth, his rise to power, the French Revolution, its after-

math, and his exile to Elba. The plots in these different movies may,

however, be structured and arranged in various ways: one could

begin with Napoleon's last days at Elba and tell his story through a

series of flashbacks (showing events that occurred earlier than the

ones just shown); another could start with his birth and move

chronologically through his life.

Always ask yourself how the narrative of the film you are

watching is constructed. Is it, first of all, a movie with a story line? If

not, why not? Is the stor}' told chronologically, or does the plot

rearrange events in an unusual temporal order? Is there a reason for

that particular plot structure? What in the story is left out in the

actual plot construction? Are there reasons for including some mate-

rial and omitting other material? Does the way the story is told

become a prominent feature of the film, and thus a central factor in

an analysis of it? How do you recognize the narrative structure: Is

there a voice-over, in which a character's voice is heard describing

events and thus makes it clear that he or she is organizing the plot?

Are there technical elements that give dramatic indications about

how the story is structured, such as the change from black-and-

white to color in The Wizard oj Oz or Abel Gance's use of three dif-

ferent screens in his Napoleon (1927)? Is the movie especially con-
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cemed with questions of time and history which may in turn influ-

ence how the plot is constructed, as in Back to the Future (1985)?

What propels the story: A mystery as in The Big Sleep (1946)? A
desire to reach a goal, as in The Wizard of Oz? Or, is it difficult to

say, as in some modern movies in which the plot seems to have no

definite direction?

The various relationships between a story, its plot, and a narra-

tive style are numerous. When most of us think of a narrative film,

however, we probably have in mind what is often called a classical

narrative (Figure 10). To discuss any kind of film narrative, it is use-

Figure 10

The narrative of Casablanca (1942) employs many of the features of classical narra-

tive: a plot propelled forward by a central character (Bogart as Rick), a realistic de-

piction of events, and a dramatic sense of closure (as Ilsa and Rick sacrifice their

love for a greater patriotic good).
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ful to have some sense of this important narrative form. Usually, a

classical narrative has:

1. A plot development in which there is a logical relation

between one event and another

2. A sense of closure at the end (a happy or a tragic ending, for

example)

3. Stories that are focused on characters

4. A narrative style that attempts to be more-or-less objective

Not all classical narratives are the same, of course, and many fine

essays are about the variations and innovations within this model.

One student, for example, began his paper on Howard Hawks's The

Big Sleep by observing:

Bill Evans

This classic mystery story does not make complete

sense. It seems as if the complicated plot has lost

track of the story, and frequently it is very

difficult to follow the logic of who killed whom and

why. Nonetheless, The Big Sleep remains a model of

classical filmmaking in the way it concentrates all

the action on the main characters, Bogart and

Bacall. If the plot is confused, these characters

make you forget that confusion and realize that the

story is about them.

In the following paragraphs, Gerald Mast looks at the narrative

structure as it applies to many Hawks films (such as To Have and

Have Not [1944] and His Girl Friday). Note how Mast first places his

analysis in the Uterary tradition of narrative and then moves to a dis-

cussion of plots constructed around the notion of "surprising

inevitabiUty."

What is a good story? First, there is the construction of an action—not

just enunnerating a string of events but organizing those events into a
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coherent and powerful shape. The construction of a narrative action

relies on a very interesting paradox, of which Hawks was well aware. On

the one hand, the events in a narrative must seem to flow spontaneously,

naturally, surprisingly, nothing must be expected, nothing foreseen. On

the other hand, the events in a narrative must be prepared for, motiv-

ated, foreshadowed; nothing is unexpected, everything foreseen. On

the one hand, everything that happens to King Lear is a surprise. On the

other, everything in the play proceeds from Kent's command in the

beginning to "See better, Lear." It is surprising that Emma Woodhouse

discovers that it is Mr. Knightley whom she really must marry; yet every-

thing in Emma points the way to this inevitable and inescapable dis-

covery. The paradox of narrative construction is that it synthesizes the

accidents of nature—which seem random—and the patterns of logic

—

which are fixed; the outcome of events is simultaneously inevitable yet

surprising to the reader or viewer when the inevitable occurs. The narra-

tive that is insufficiently spontaneous and surprising is familiarly con-

demned as contrived, overplotted, unnatural, and stilted; the narrative

that is insufficiently patterned is familiarly condemned as random, wan-

dering, arbitrary, and formless.

How does Hawks's story construction relate to this paradox of

surprising inevitability? In over forty years of filmmaking, collaborating

with over a dozen major writers, Howard Hawks builds every story in an

identical four-part structure. The first part is a prologue that either (1)

establishes the conflict in a past or present close relationship of the

major characters (this is the usual pattern of Ben Hecht's scripts for

Hawks) or (2) initiates a conflict by the collision of two apparently oppo-

site characters upon their initial meeting (this is the usual Furthman-

Faulkner pattern). The second and third parts develop the central con-

flict established in the first, either by letting one of the conflicting

characters or life styles dominate in the second part, then the other in

the third, or by letting one of the characters work alone in the second

part, then both of them together in the third. And the fourth section

resolves the central conflict, often by a return to the original physical

setting of the prologue, but in which setting the warring characters now

see themselves and one another in a new light. Occasionally Hawks

adds a very brief epilogue or "tag" to return the narrative full circle to its

beginning. Whatever else one can say about this narrative structure, it

gives a Hawks story the firmness of shape, the elegance, economy, and

symmetry that allow surprising events to transpire within the firm logic

and structure of a controlled pattern. (30-31)
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Not all movies are classical narratives or even narratives. Some

movies are nonnarrative; that is, they do not tell stories. For

instance, there are experimental films that avoid stories and investi-

gate questions unrelated to narrative (such as the abstract patterns of

light and shadow on film). There are documentary films that may

present real events, such as a typical day at a factory or the reUgious

ritual of a Native American tribe, without organizing those events as

a story. In addition, many movies create narratives that are outside

the classical tradition or that may intentionally confront that tradi-

tion in order to tell their stories distinctively.

When you watch a movie that seems to avoid a traditional

story line or that seems to tell its story in an unusual or perhaps con-

fusing way, ask yourself how the movie is organizing its plot and

narration and what it is trying to achieve. Does the story seem illogi-

cal, as in some surrealist films in which events follow the logic of a

dream? Does the narrative seem to be telling two or more stories

that are difficult to connect, as in Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959), in

which the story of a woman and her Nazi lover is told alongside the

story of the bombing of Hiroshima? Does the movie have a confus-

ing beginning or an unresolved conclusion? Why? How do these or

other narrative strategies relate to the stories being told? About

Hiroshima Mon Amour, a writer might, after some thought, begin by

observing that both stories concern World War II and are told by

two newly met lovers; the difficulty in the narrative structure might

then be related to the woman's pain in organizing and communicat-

ing her memories to someone from a completely different culture

but with a similar historical crisis. Once you have learned to recog-

nize classical narrative forms, you should be more aware of the vari-

ety of ways in which stories can be told.

Characters

Characters are another common topic for analysis in literature,

drama, and film. They are the individuals who populate narrative

and nonnarrative films. Whether they are the main characters or
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minor characters, they normally focus the action and often the

themes of a movie (Figure 11). Often, a discussion of film concen-

trates exclusively on what happens to the characters or how they

change. My Dinner with Andre (1981), which films the dinner con-

versation between two men, could more accurately be described as

being about two characters telUng stories than as being a story about

two characters. Both traditional movies, like The Hurricane (2000),

and untraditional ones, like Crumb (1994), focus their narratives

almost exclusively on the biography of their main character, boxer

Hurricane Carter (in the first case) and underground cartoonist

Robert Crumb (in the second). Keep in mind that an analysis of

Figure 1

In The Wizard ofOz (1939) Dorothy is clearly the central character, but that charac-

ter grows and defines herself through her interaction with her companion charac-

ters, the Scarecrow, the Tinman, and the Lion.
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characters in a movie can be boring or seem simpleminded if you

approach them as if they are merely reflections of real people or if

you blur the difference between the real historical person, the actor

playing the role, and the character. Yet, if you remain attuned to the

variety in character types and constructions, you can begin to see

subtleties and complications in how characters function and what

they mean in different films. As an exercise, choose three different

characters—those portrayed by Lillian Gish in Broken Blossoms

(1919), Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep, and Holly Hunter in The

Piano (1993), for example—and try to describe how and why those

characters are so different.

You can begin an analysis of characters by asking yourself if

those characters seem or are meant to seem realistic. What makes

them realistic? Are they defined by their clothes, their conversation,

or something else? If they are not realistic, why not, and why are

they meant to seem strange or fantastic? Do the characters seem to

fit the setting of the story? Does the movie focus mainly on one or

two characters (as in The Big Sleep) or on many (as in Nashville, in

which there doesn't seem to be a central character)? Do the charac-

ters change and, if so, in what ways? What values do the characters

seem to represent: What do they say about such matters as indepen-

dence, sexuality, and political belief? Normally, we take characters

for granted, and these are a sampling of the kinds of questions you

can begin to direct at characters to make more sense of them and to

determine why they are important.

Point of View

Like narrative, point of view is a term film shares with the literary and

visual arts. In the broadest sense, it refers to the position from which

something is seen and, by implication, the way that point of view

determines what you see. In the simplest sense, the point of view is

purely physical. My point of view regarding a house across the street

will, for example, be very different if I am looking from the rooftop

of my house or from the basement window. In a more sophisticated
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sense, point of view can be psychological or cultural. For example, a

child's point of view regarding a dentist's office will probably not be

the same as an adult's.

In the same way, we can talk about the point of view that the

camera has in relationship to a person or action or even the point

of view that a narrative directs at its subject. Usually, movies use

an objective point of view, so that most of what is shown is not

conhned to any one person's perspective. In Gone with the Wind

(1939) or Gandhi (1982), the audience sees scenes and events (the

battle of Atlanta, epic encounters in India) that are supposedly

objective in their scope and accuracy, beyond the knowledge or

perspective of any one person. In specihc scenes, however, that

audience may be aware that they are seeing another character

only through Rhett's or Gandhi's eyes, and in these cases, the

camera is re-creating that individual's more subjective point of

view. Some movies experiment with the possibilities of point of

view: in Apocalypse Now (1979), we seem to see the whole story

from Captain Willard's (Martin Sheen's) point of view; he intro-

duces the story as something that has already happened to him,

but despite this indication of historical objectivity, many of the

scenes re-create his personal, nightmarish perspective on the war

in Vietnam (Figure 12).

Point of view is a central term in writing about films because

films are basically about seeing the world in a certain way. Pay atten-

tion to point of view by using these two general guidelines:

1. Observe how and when the camera creates the point of

view of a character.

2. Notice if the story is told mostly from an objective point of

view or from the subjective perspective of one person.

Ask yourself in what ways the point of view is determining what you

see? Does it limit or control your vision in any way? What can you

tell about the characters whose eyes you see through? Are they

aggressive? Suspicious? Clever? In love?
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Vxqme 12

A narrative structured through the point of view of the central character, Captain

Willard (Apocalypse Now).

Because the movies incorporate the traditions of books, plays,

and even sculpture and painting, terms like narrative, character, and

point of view art not only useful but necessary in analyzing film.

Often, these terms provide the basis for a comparative essay that

examines a book and its adaptation as a film. Other kinds of com-

parative essays may compare different versions of the same movie or

a group of films by the same director. When you write a comparative

essay of this kind, be sensitive to and careful not only about how
these terms connect different art forms, but also about how they

highlight differences. Be aware of how the film medium may change

the message of the original book or play: look at how a literary or

artistic trope is translated successfully into a movie, as well as at

what may be lost. To compare Apocalypse Now and Joseph Conrad's
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Heart of Darkness (1898), a writer may choose to discuss the subjec-

tive point of view that describes one Marlow's—Captain Willard's

—

journey through Vietnam and the other Marlow's journey into

Africa. That comparison will be much sharper and more revealing,

however, if the writer can show how certain literary techniques

(long sentences full of repetitions, for example) create one point of

view and how certain film techniques (the use of Ught and shadow

or exaggerated mise-en-scenes, for instance) create the other. These

film techniques are the subject of the rest oi this chapter.

MiSE-EN-SCENE AND REALISM

The mise-en-scene, a French term roughly translated as "what is put

into the scene" (put before the camera), refers to all those properties

of a cinematic image that exist independently of camera position,

camera movement, and editing (although a viewer will see these dif-

ferent dimensions united in one image). Mise-en-scene includes

lighting, costumes, sets, the quality of the acting, and other shapes

and characters in the scene. Many writers mistakenly believe that

these theatrical features are a somewhat unsophisticated topic for

analysis, since they appear to be a part more of a dramatic tradition

than of a cinematic tradition. Evaluating the performance of an actor

may, for some, seem much less important than analyzing the narra-

tive or the camera work. Yet, for many other perceptive critics, the

tools and terms of mise-en-scene are the keys to some of the most

important features of any movie.

Realism

The major reason that we tend to overlook or undervalue mise-en-

scene in the movies is the powerful illusion of realism that is at the

heart of the film medium. In many movies, we often presume that

"what is put into the scene" is simply what is there; it consequently

cannot be analyzed as we would analyze the construction of a plot.
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We accept the Philadelphia setting of Jonathan Demme's 1993

movie Philadelphia as merely the background that was chosen for the

battle between a prestigious law firm and a young associate discov-

ered to be HIV-positive. But comparing the affluent setting of that

film with, say, the mise-en-scene of Philadelphia in the 1976 Rocky

(set in the ethnic neighborhoods of South Philadelphia) or in the

1995 Twelve Monkeys (set in a Philadelphia of urban squalor and

decay) should make it clear that the realism of a place is very mal-

leable. The illusion of realism, in short, is a kind of mise-en-scene

that makes us believe that the images are of an everyday world that

is simply "there"—one we know and are familiar with. Or as

Allardyce Nicoll described the problem:

In the cinema we demand something different. Probably we carry into

the picture-house prejudices deeply ingrained in our beings. The state-

ment that "the camera cannot lie" has been disproved by millions of

flattering portraits and by dozens of spiritualistic pictures which purport

to depict fairies but which mostly turn out to be faintly disguised pic-

tures of ballet-dancers or replicas of figures in advertisements of night-

lights. Yet in our heart of hearts we credit the truth of that statement. A
picture, a piece of sculpture, a stage-play—these we know were created

by man; we have watched the scenery being carried in back stage and we

know we shall see the actors, turned into themselves again, bowing at

the conclusion of the performance. In every way the "falsity" of a theatri-

cal production is borne in upon us, so that we are prepared to demand

nothing save a theatrical truth. For the films, however, our orientation is

vastly different. Several periodicals, it is true, have endeavored to let us

into the secrets of the moving-picture industry and a few favored specta-

tors have been permitted to make the rounds of the studios; but for

ninety per cent of the audience the actual methods employed in the

preparation of a film remain far off and dimly realised. . . .

The strange paradox, then, results: that, although the cinema

introduces improbabilities and things beyond nature at which any the-

atrical director would blanch and murmur soft nothings to the air, the

filmic material is treated by the audience with far greater respect (in its

relation to life) than the material of the stage. Our conceptions of life in

Chicago gangsterdom and in distant China are all colored by films we

have seen. What we have witnessed on the screen becomes the "real" for
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us. In moments of sanity, maybe, we confess that of course we do not

believe this or that, but, under the spell again, we credit the truth of

these pictures even as, for all our professed superiority, we credit the

truth of newspaper paragraphs. (35-38)

You must learn, however, to suspect realism in the movies,

since it can distract you from the many interesting possibiUties that

mise-en-scene analysis offers. Watching a documentary from

another country or an old movie once considered very realistic, you

recognize how relative your sense of realism is and, how, even when

the filmmaker may not acknowledge it, the reality of a movie is con-

structed for a purpose. Simply putting a camera in front of a scene,

as one writer has noted, changes the most reaUstic situation into a

kind of theatrical setting. Asked to look more closely at the realism

of Philadelphia, one student thus corrected her original perception

and observed how the mise-en-scene of Philadelphia was not just

where the central character lived and worked:

Cecilia A. Graham

The choice of the city of Philadelphia as the

setting for the film of the same name clearly evokes

connotations which are central to the film. Since

the city itself has historically been referred to

as the City of Brotherly Love, Philadelphia uses

the backdrop to set, somewhat ironically, a tale of

a gay man whose physical love of a "brother" meets

only fear and loathing from the "brothers" in his

law firm. At the same time, the mise-en-scene of

Philadelphia becomes strangely anonymous in this

movie. Most of the action of the movie takes place

before the sumptuous modern skyscrapers in a

business district which could be any business

district and in plush offices whose picture windows

show a glittering backdrop of only lights and other

buildings. This Philadelphia is, finally, a place

without much identity, depth, or individuality, and

that seems an appropriate mise-en-scene for a film

that largely sanitizes the suffering and confusion
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of a man battling HIV and an extremely narrow-

minded society.

Whether the movie is a documentary or a reaUstic Hollywood

film, a practiced eye might begin an analysis by asking basic ques-

tions about the theatrics of realism and how it is used. Why does the

movie try to seem realistic? How does it try to create a realistic

scene? What is included, and what is left out? What realistic details

in the mise-en-scene relate to the actions of the characters or themes

of the movie: the clothing, the homes, the props, or the outdoor

world? Treat the mise-en-scene of realistic films with the same ana-

lytical sense you might direct at a stage play, in which costumes and

sets are never selected casually.

Elements of Mise-en-Scene

In any film, from the most realistic to the most theatrical, there are

specific properties of the mise-en-scene at which to direct your

attention and from which good paper topics will come.

Settings and sets refer to the location or the construction of a

location where a scene is filmed. In some movies, you will notice

immediately how important the setting and sets are. In The Cabinet

of Dr. Caligari (1919), for example, the expressionistic set design

may be far more interesting to some viewers than the characters or

structure of the story: the sets are obviously painted buildings and

streets whose distorted angles and shapes are meant to suggest the

mental imbalance and social chaos of the characters. One might

make the same case for a movie like Alien (1979), in which the elab-

orately twisted passageways of the spaceship or the mysterious con-

struction where the characters discover the alien eggs reverberate

with a symbolic significance associated with women and mother-

hood. Hitchcock used his settings more ironically as commentaries

on the plot and characters. In the climactic closing of North by

Northwest (1959), for instance, the hero and the heroine climb

across the gigantic faces of the presidents on Mt. Rushmore; in a
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movie so much about U.S. security and government, this use of set-

ting is not only spectacular but central to the themes of the movie.

The settings in these and other cases are much more than back-

ground, and a writer interested in the use of sets and settings like

these should start with these questions:

Do the objects and props in the setting, whether natural

ones (like rivers and trees) or artificial ones (like paintings

and buildings), have a special significance that relates to the

characters or story?

Does the arrangement of objects, props, and characters

within that setting have some significance? (For example, are

they crowded together? Do inanimate objects seem to have a

life, as they do m a Chaplin movie?)

Although most good films give the setting and its objects

nearly as much meaning as the characters, films differ greatly in how

they use their settings in relation to characters and stories. Sets and

settings may suggest documentary realism, as in Gimme Shelter

(1971) (Figure 13); provide images of a character's mind, as in The

Cabinet of Dr. Cahgari\ describe the central theme of the film, as the

house/home in Meet Me in St. Louis does (Figure 14); or become

more complex and important than the story or characters them-

selves, as perhaps does the Gothic cityscape in Batman (1989). In

writing about setting, however, one must do more than just describe

it: one must seek to discover its significance in relation to the major

themes of the film or to other aspects of the film (its system of pro-

duction or its historical period, for instance). Such a focus will help

explain why the setting and the way it is constructed are important.

Use the same rule of thumb in discussing other elements of the

mise-en-scene: whether your interest is acting styles, costumes, or

lighting, precise description must be coupled with a sense of why

they are important and how they add to the meaning of the movie,

that is, how they can become part of a topic for analysis. We all
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Figure 13

A documentary about the Rolling Stones tour across America, Gimme Shelter

(1977) describes the thin line between theatrics and realism—and the sometimes

dangerous relationship between the two.

know that an actor is the individual who plays the part of a charac-

ter in a movie. But acting style—how an actor plays a part—differs

considerably from film to film and from one decade to the next.

When looked at thoughtfully, acting style is a challenging topic to

address or a target for focusing an analysis of a specific movie. A
writer might, for instance, compare the acting style in an Italian neo-

realist movie such as The Bicycle Thief (1948), in which some of the

actors were people chosen precisely because they had no acting

experience, with the mannered style of a British or American actor,

like Maggie Smith, whose notion of a realistic performance includes

a great deal of studied artifice. Carl Dreyer said, "There is no greater

experience in a studio than to witness the expression of a sensitive

face under the mysterious power of inspiration," and it is precisely
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Figure 14

In Meef Me in St. Louis, the setting of the house often appears more like a stage on

which the characters act out their loves, desires, and fears.

that kind of performance which he solicits from Rene Falconetti m
the famous close-ups of his Jeanne d'Arc (1928). In the following

paragraph, James Naremore describes, with exemplary sense of

details, the remarkable acting style of Sandra Bemhard as Marsha in

The King of Comedy (1983):

Bernhard is in fact a club comic, and in many ways she relies on the con-

ventional devices of clowns. She lacks the symmetrical face of "serious"

actors lilce Fonda or Streep, so she pushes her features into grotesque

extremes—poking out her lips or cuding them up against her long nose,

frowning or letting her jaw hang lax. When she moves, she is all angles,

a gangling stick figure who looks like an anorexic bobbysoxer; when she

speaks, her voice pitches up to the register of a New York teenager on



62 Chapter 3 Film Terms and Topics for Film Analysis and Writing

the verge of hysteria. Nevertheless she inflects her exaggerated behavior

in ways quite different fronn old-fashioned zanies like Fanny Brice or

Martha Raye. Hers is a comedy of neurosis, a mingling of anxiety and

laughter, and she behaves as if the whole weight of an Oedipal scenario

were on her shoulders. (282)

Costumes, as we all know, are the clothes the characters wear.

Like other aspects of the mise-en-scene, they vary along a spectrum

from realistic dress to extravagant costumes; often, they provide a

writer with the key to a character's identity. James Bond often wears

a tuxedo, but Sylvester Stallone's Rocky prefers to wear as little as

possible; in both cases, we learn something about the character from

the costume. Some films, like Tootsie (1982) and Adventures of

Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (1994) are largely about costuming and

changing appearances through dress and makeup, and both films

are about how men dress like women to confront or deal with con-

ventional attitudes about sexual roles. White hats no longer neces-

sarily indicate a good character, but you should continue to ques-

tion why characters look and dress the way they do. Do their

costumes suggest how they view themselves or how they wish to be

viewed by others? Does a character change clothing, as in Saturday

Night Fever (1977), when John Travolta becomes a different person

by donning his dancing clothes at night? Do those changes tell you

anything about the personality or the society? Is there a special fea-

ture of a costume, such as the baseball glove that identifies Steve

McQueen in The Great Escape (1963), which helps you to analyze

that character? Again, do not take the costumes of the mise-en-scene

for granted.

Lighting describes the various ways a character or an object or a

scene can be illuminated, either by natural sunlight or from artificial

sources (such as lamps). It allows a filmmaker to direct a viewer's

attention in a certain way or to create a certain atmosphere. We all

recognize large distinctions, such as the difference between the

bright lighting of an outdoor scene in a western and the shadowy
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darkness used in the alleyways of a gangster film. We probably

notice that, in the first case, the lighting creates a feeling of clarity

and optimism and, in the second, a feeling of oppression and gloom.

A more demanding task would be to note and comment on the

more subtle gradations and patterns of lighting that do not dramati-

cally call attention to themselves. In Bertrand Tavemier's Sunday in

the Country (1985), for mstance, the softly lit mteriors and exteriors

are meant to re-create the lighting found in impressionist paintings,

a vision of the world that the painter grandfather in that movie

knows is fading. In Stanley Kubrick's Barry Lyndon (1978), some

scenes use very low light (candlelight, in fact) to emphasize the

grotesquely isolated faces of characters who are cut off from each

other and from the world that exists in the darkness around them.

Whether you notice the lighting immediately or not, be prepared to

look for patterns of light and shadows. Are there important graphic

patterns (such as sharp shadows), created to highlight a scene or a

group of scenes m a movie? Does the lighting or coloring seem

totally natural or unusually artificial? Some experimental films make

the entire subject of the film the artistic manipulation of light, but

any intelligent narrative movie uses lighting with as much a sense of

its possibilities and purpose as a painting does (Figure 15).

Mise-en-scene, then, is about the theatrics of space as that

space is constructed for the camera. This use of space—how it is

arranged and how the actors and objects relate within it—can gener-

ate exciting topics and commentar}^ on film. The balance or imbal-

ance that relates figures or various planes in the mise-en-scene

sometimes says more about that action than does the dialogue: Is,

for instance, one character always positioned above another? Is one

always in shadows? Likewise, in comparing two sets or settings in a

film, you may discover important themes that would otherwise not

be noticed: Do catastrophes, for instance, occur only in the city, or

only on land? A cinematic mise-en-scene is different from but as

complex as a theatrical mise-en-scene, and a writer about film

should aim for the same acuteness and subtlety demonstrated in the
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Figure 1

5

In Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), spectacular lighting techniques and

graphics are the heart of the movie.

following analysis of the mise-en-scene (specifically the setting) in

Buster Keaton's Our Hospitality (1923):

Mise-en-scene functions, not in isolated moments, but in relation to the

narrative system of the entire film. Our Hospitality, like most of Buster

Keaton's films, exemplifies how mise-en-scene can economically

advance the narrative and create a pattern of motifs. And since the film

is a comedy, we shall find that the mise-en-scene also creates gags. Our

Hospitality, then, exemplifies what we shall find in our study of every film

technique: an individual element will almost always have several func-

tions, not just one.

Consider, for example, how the settings function within the narra-

tive of Our Hospitality. They help divide the film into scenes and contrast

those scenes. The film begins with a prologue showing how the feud

between the McKays and the Canfields results in the deaths of the

young Canfield and the husband of the McKay family. We see the
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McKays living in a shack and are left in suspense about the fate of the

baby, Willie. Willie's mother flees with her son from their southern

home to the North (action narrated to us mainly by an intertitle). The

main action begins years later, with the grown-up Willie living in New
York. There are a number of gags concerning early nineteenth-century

life in the metropolis, contrasting sharply with the prologue scene. We
are led to wonder how this locale will relate to the southern scenes, and

soon Willie receives word that he has inherited his parents' home in the

South. A series of amusing short scenes follows as he takes a primitive

train back to his birthplace. Here Keaton uses real landscapes, but by

laying the railroad tracks in different ways, he exploits the landscapes

for surprising and unusual comic effects. The rest of the film deals with

Willie's movements in the southern town and in the vicinity. On the day

of his arrival he wanders around and gets into a number of comic situa-

tions. That night he stays in the Canfield house itself, since the law of

hospitality has made it the only safe place for him. And, finally, an

extended chase occurs the next day, moving through the countryside

and back to the Canfield house for the end of the feud. Thus the action

depends heavily on shifts of setting that establish Willie's two journeys,

as baby and as man, and later his wanderings around to escape his ene-

mies' pursuit. The narration is relatively unrestricted once Willie

reaches the South, moving between him and members of the Canfield

family. We usually know more about where they are than Willie does,

and the narrative generates suspense by showing them coming toward

the places where Willie is hiding.

Specific settings fulfill distinct narrative functions. The McKay

"estate," which Willie envisions as a mansion, turns out to be a tumble-

down shack. The McKay place is paralleled to (contrasted with) the Can-

fields' palatial plantation home. In narrative terms the Canfield home

gains even more functional importance when the Canfield father forbids

his sons to kill Willie on the premises: "our code of honor forbids us to

shoot him while he is a guest in our house." (Once Willie overhears this,

he determines never to leave.) Thus, ironically, the home of Willie's ene-

mies becomes the only safe spot in town, and many scenes are orga-

nized around the Canfield brothers' attempts to lure Willie out. At the

end of the film another setting takes on significance: the meadows,

mountains, river banks, rapids, and waterfalls across which the Can-

fields pursue Willie. Finally, the feud ends back in the Canfield house

itself, with Willie now welcomed as the daughter's husband. The pattern

of development is clear: from the opening shoot-out at the McKay
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house that breaks up Willie's home, to the final scene in the Canfield

house with Willie becoming part of a new family. In such ways every set-

ting becomes highly motivated by the narrative's system of causes and

effects, parallels and contrasts, and overall development. (Bordwell and

Thompson 142-43)

Composition and the Image

In any movie, it is the camera that eventually films a mise-en-scene:

when you watch a movie, you see not only the setting, actors, and

lighting but all of these elements as they are recorded and then pro-

jected. The composition of a scene through the film image is what

distinguishes film from drama, and it is another important dimen-

sion of the movies that a good writer should be able to discuss.

When you watch a home video, you might first recognize a party

with you and your friends. However, with a closer look, you might

also comment on how the images, because of the angles, or coloring,

make some of those friends look taller or darker than they really are.

In the same way, a film image may influence the way you see a scene

or a character in that scene. The student who begins by writing,

"The scene had three characters. .
." will seem less attentive and per-

ceptive than the student who begins, "The visual angle on the scene

made the three characters appear ..." This section considers some of

the terminology you can use to discuss these compositional features.

The Shot

The shot is the single image you see on the screen before the film

cuts to a different image. Unlike a photograph, a single shot can

include a variety of action or movement, and the frame that contains

the image may even move. One shot may show a cowboy at a bar

and then magnify the figure by moving the camera closer. When the

image switches to another position and point of view on the cow-

boy—say, from the opposite side of the bar—the film has cut to a
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second shot. In writing about film, you should be sensitive to the

two primary dimensions of the shot: its photographic properties and

its moving frame.

The photographic properties of a shot are those quaUties of the

film image that are found in any photograph, plus the speed at

which the scene is filmed. These properties include tone, film speed,

and the various perspectives created by the image. Tone refers to the

range and texture of the colors m a film image. A movie such as The

Wizard of Oz uses a technicolor scheme full of primary reds and yel-

lows to suggest a fantasy world very different from the black-and-

white Kansas. Many of the films by Wim Wenders (such as Wings of

Desire [1987]) use stark black-and-white tones because he feels

those tones provide more realism than color. Woody Allen in Zehg

(1983) tells its story with intentionally grainy black-and-white tones

to make parts of his modem movie look Uke an old documentary,

and in Schindler's List Steven Spielberg occasionally disrupts a hor-

rific story in black-and-white with the fleeting glimpse of a child's

bright red coat. Ask if the colors are realistic. If not, why not? Is

there a pattern in the way a film uses a particular color or group of

colors? Does the film use colors symbolically, as Bergman uses red

in Cries and Whispers (1973) to suggest both violence and passion? If

the movie is in black-and-white, how does the black-and-white add

to the mo\ae, especially if the filmmaker could have used color?

How do the colors and tones relate to the themes of the film?

Film speed is the rate at which the film is shot; it is most obvi-

ous in instances of slow or fast motion. Action in slow or fast motion

usually indicates a change in the nature of what is happening or how

the audience is supposed to perceive what is happening. Sometimes,

slow motion is used to indicate that the action is part of a character's

dream; sometimes, fast motion is a way of commenting comically on

a scene—when, for instance, action on an assembly line suddenly

moves at superhuman speed. It is easy to note when the speed of the

film is no longer normal; be prepared to examine why these

moments are singled out by the filmmaker. In Nagisa Oshima's

Merry Christmas, Mr. Lawrence (1983), David Bowie confronts his
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Japanese adversary with two kisses, which are filmed in slow

motion; it is clear that this is Oshima's way of underlining this shat-

tering climax in their relationship. Keep in mind, however, that

many older silent movies were filmed and printed at the rate of six-

teen frames per second, and their action may look faster when

shown at the modern standard of twenty-four frames per second.

The perspective of the image refers to the kind of spatial rela-

tionship an image establishes between the different objects and fig-

ures it is photographing. These different relationships are the

products of different kinds of lenses and the way those lenses are

used. Thus, one movie may constantly present scenes with a great

deal of depth or deep focus, so that the audience can see characters

in the background as sharply as it sees characters in the fore-

ground. Another movie (often an older one) may wish to isolate or

highlight only certain characters or events in the image, and it con-

sequently uses a shallow focus that will clearly show only one plane

in the image, such as the man with a gun who stands in the fore-

ground apart from the blurry crowd in the background. Much less

commonly seen is the odd moment of rack focus, when the focus is

quickly changed, or pulled, from one figure or object to another

within the same shot, as when the image switches focus from the

face of a man talking to a piano falling out the window in the

background.

Still other kinds of perspective relationships can be used in

creating an image, but even while you are learning these other tech-

nical terms, you can begin to analyze perspective relationships by

asking the basic questions: Who or what is in focus in an image, and

why? Do the images create a world with depth, or does that world

seem unusually flat? How would you describe the space in a particu-

lar image? Is it crowded? Open? Wide? Distorted? When a specific

wide-screen image drowns the characters in space, what does this

say about them and their world? Make the power of the image in

itself come alive in your writing. Make the subject of your essays not

just what you see, but how the image makes you see people and

things in a certain way and in a certain relationship to one another.
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Here is an example in which the student briefly looks at color, tone,

and spatial relations in Nicholas Roeg's Don't Look Now (1973);

N. Singerpanz

Don' t Look Now (1973) is a movie about not wanting

to see red but being unable not to see red. The

story concerns a man and a woman whose young

daughter dies tragically by drowning. Later, they

go to Venice, where he has a job restoring an old

church that is slowly sinking. They both want to

forget the horrible death of their daughter, but in

Venice, they—and we, the frightened viewers—are

pursued by a color, the bright red glow of the

raincoat the daughter was wearing when she died.

Even before her death the color leaps out of

the film. While the father is studying slides of the

church he will repair, the tone and texture of the

red in the image begins to vibrate and then ooze

like blood. As if it is a premonition, he dashes

outside to find his child face down in a pond, her

coat the same color as the red in the slide.

Venice is a rather gray city in this movie,

but wherever the father turns the bright shade of

red seems to catch his eye, as if it has a life of

its own or is beckoning from another world. For a

second or longer, stained-glass windows, pieces of

clothing, or a passing car appear to bear the shade

of red which we and he have come to identify with

the dead daughter. That red is a common color, if

a shocking one, only adds to the mystery and

confusion as this simple color grows more and more

hypnotic and frightening. It seems to contrast with

the ordinary gray life of Venice, and, since visual

space is made so claustrophobic by the narrow,

windy streets of the city, the glimpses we and the

father catch of a fleeing red figure in the

background become moments of true terror.

This color becomes a life in itself, a life

that comes to mean death. The grays of Venice and

the mazelike spaces of its streets make this color
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impossible to miss and more fascinating because it

is always vanishing into the depths. The shock of

the final scene, when we and the father finally

corner the color, suggests that we have been

horribly seduced by the power of Roeg's images.

The frame of the movie image forms its border and contains

the mise-en-scene. Many movies, such as Jean Renoir's Grand Illu-

sion (1937) and Alfred Hitchcock's Rear Window (1954), fill their

mise-en-scene with the internal frames of windows or doorways or

stage sets to call attention to the importance of frames and point of

view in the story. Almost every film, though, must maintain a cer-

tain consciousness about the frame of the movie screen and the

frame of the camera (Figure 16). A wide-screen frame is especially

suited to catching the open spaces of a western or the vast stellar

Figure 16

What makes this shot from The Exorcist (1974) so disturbing?
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spaces of sci-fi films. The smaller standard frame is perhaps best

suited to more personal interior dramas or genres like the melo-

drama, to which a small frame can contribute a sense of anything

from domestic comfort and closeness to claustrophobia. Through

the course of a film, there will be a number of other more particular

questions to ask about the framing:

What is the angle at which the camera frame represents the

action? Does it create a high angle, viewing its subject from

above, or a low angle, viewing the action from below? When
a conversation between two people is shot through a group

of alternating high angles and low angles, it could mean that

one character is tall and the other is short; it could also say

that one of the two is the more dominant personaUty.

Does the height of the frame correspond to a normal rela-

tionship to the people and objects before the camera; that is,

are they at eye level, more-or-less? Or does the camera seem

to be placed at an odd height, too high or too low? At the

beginning of Rebel Without a Cause, for instance, the camera

is positioned at ground level to capture James Dean's desper-

ate and pathetic embrace of a small toy as he crumbles to the

ground.

Does the camera frame ever seem unbalanced in relation to

the space and action (called a canted frame)! If so, why does

this occur when it does? Is it re-creating the perspective of a

character looking at the action from an odd angle, so that

the buildings appear diagonal rather than vertical? Is it

meant to re-create the perspective of a drunk, or might it be

a more subtle way of commenting, for instance, on a com-

munity that lacks harmony and balance?

What kind of distance does the frame maintain from its sub-

ject? Does the film use many close-ups (for instance, show-

ing just the characters' faces), medium shots (showing most
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of a character's body), or long shots (showing full bodies

from a distance)? Perhaps a scene uses a series of these shots,

beginning with a long shot of a man on the street, then

showing a medium shot of him looking in a store window,

and concluding u4th a close-up of his surprised face as he

sees something in the window. Does the movie develop a

more elaborate combination of these that might be inter-

preted according to some meaningful pattern: close-ups for

love scenes and long shots for battle scenes, for instance?

Besides describing and containing the action, does the frame

suggest other action or space outside its borders? Do impor-

tant events or sounds occur outside the borders of the

frame—in offscreen spacel What is the significance of this

off-screen space or its relation to what is seen within the

frame? Is off-screen space used for comic effect, as in a

Buster Keaton movie in which we discover that the wheel he

is sitting on is part of a train located outside the frame and is

about to move? Or does it have a serious meaning, as in

Robert Bresson's films, in which off-screen space suggests a

type of spiritual reality his characters are unable to grasp or

understand because it is literally beyond the frame of their

world?

Within one scene, any of these compositions may change as

the camera creates a movingframe by altering its position in relation

to the object being filmied. A romantic close-up of two lovers whis-

pering, for example, may suddenly change its meaning if the camera

frame moves backward and makes them part of a long shot full of

spectators: what was at first romantic has become, through the

movement of the frame, comic. This kind of framing action, called

reframing, can be done in ways that rely entirely on the movement of

the frame, not on the editing of images through cuts (see pp. 74-81).

When the frame moves to high, overhead crane shots, which

look down on the action, we all realize there has been a dramatic



Composition and the Image 73

change in perspective: the film may be emphasizing the smallness of

the character in relation to the rest of his or her space, or it may be

revealing other action, such as the approach of the cavalry on the

other side of the mountain range. When the frame moves up and

down, tilting from one position, it may simply be following the point

of view of a character who is looking up and down, but it may also

be a way of makmg a statement about high and low objects (about,

for instance, the tourist who feels overwhelmed by the skyscrapers

of New York City). Another kmd of mobile frame is the pan, in

which the frame moves from side to side without a change in the

position of the camera or the point from which the scene is viewed:

surveying the street before him, a character may look slowly from

left to right, and the camera may pan to re-create the continuous

movement of his gaze. In contrast, a tracking or dolly shot is not sta-

tionary but follows or intrudes on the action by moving the position

of the camera (often on small tracks) and thus taking the frame for-

ward, backward, or around the subject. During a cocktail party

scene, the film may re-create the roving intimacy of the gathering by

using a dolly shot that follows a character through the crowd. If this

action is achieved by a hand-held shot, in which the camera is carried

by the camera operator, the shot may be jerkier (and may in some

ways seem more realistic).

Since frames imply a perspective on the world or on certain

characters, their mobility or lack of it can point to the very founda-

tion of the world you see in those frames. Is it an active world you

are seeing or one that seems rigid and static? The complexities of

that world is often revealed as the frames move and change, and the

more exactly you can note these frames, the more incisive your

analysis will be. Try, at some point, to base your analysis of a char-

acter or a situation exclusively on the framing action that describes

them. What patterns can you see? Does this character always look at

the world through close-ups that track through crowds and situa-

tions, without ever getting a larger perspective on them? Does that

consistent way of framing the action suggest that he participates but

never really sees the whole picture?
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Remember that frames and their actions have no universal

meaning. Just as colors do not have unchanging symbolic value,

camera angles and movements do not have to mean the same thing

in different movies. Low-angle shots do not always signify domi-

nance, nor do high-angle shots always suggest oppression (as is

sometimes thought). Although in one movie a low-angle shot may

remind the viewer that a weak character is being looked at by a

stronger, more dangerous person, in another movie that low-angle

shot may be used to describe the wonder of a child looking at a per-

son she loves. If you begin by noting visual details carefully, you can

reflect on how particular framing actions work in specific films and

on how they provoke certain questions about those films and their

themes. An endless series of close-ups means one thing in a movie

made for American television, where it may underline the impor-

tance of the individual character, and another thing in a European

art film, where it may suggest the unknowable quaUty of the human

face. In an Ozu film, the low height of the director's frame may be

meant to suggest the more relaxed, meditative perspective of a

Japanese looking at the world from the floor of a tatami room, but

the Belgian filmmaker Chantel Akerman claims that the low height

of her frames occurs because she is short! The lesson should be

clear: Don't simply describe technical details and expect them to be

self-explanatory. Rather, put them to work to convey an idea about

the various ways frames and their points of view operate and what

they mean in specific films, in specific cultures, and at specific

times.

The Edited Image

In the simplest sense, editing is the linking of two different pieces of

film (two different shots). Usually, the editing follows some logic of

development (an image of a woman and then the object she is look-

ing at, for example) or is meant to make a statement of some sort (an

image of an egotistical czar and then one of a peacock). Recall the

cowboy at the bar: when a long shot shows him at the bar and then
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slowly tracks in closer to capture him close up, this is reframing

within a single shot. But if after that first image the camera stops and

moves to another position (maybe a low angle on the other side of

the bar), that reframed long shot has now been edited into two

shots. The break between the two images is a cut.

A shot can be held on the screen for any length of time, the

result being a certain editing pace or rhythm. Since the pace of the

editing is relative, we should try to note why and how a film or part

of a film is edited according to a certain rhythm. We expect a chase

scene to be rapidly edited (with lots of quick cuts and brief shots),

but to make us comically aware of our expectations about editing,

that chase scene could be edited with very slow rhythms and few

cuts. As an exercise, observe exactly how long a single image

remains on the screen in any mo\ie, and then reflect on why the

filmmaker cuts to another angle or image at that point. Does the

director use mostly long takes, shots that remain on a scene or object

for an unusually long time (as Terrence Malick did in Thin Red Line

[1999] when he held the image on grassy fields or the branches of

trees for mystically long periods)? Or does the film cut rapidly from

one image to another, as in chase sequences in The Terminator

(1984)? Does the pace of the editing change with the scene, for

example, by using quick cuts on the streets and slow, long takes

inside the home?

In the larger sense, editing refers to how shots are built into

larger pieces of a movie and hence larger units of meaning. A series

of shots can thus be carefully joined to create a single scene, which is

usually an action confined to one place and time: for example, in

Jane Campion's The Piano (1993), the scene when Ada (Holly

Hunter) arrives on a remote beach in nineteenth-century New
Zealand or, in Potemkin, the scene in which the officers inspect the

rotten meat. The latter begins with a group of angry sailors gathered

on deck around a piece of maggot-infested meat; the ship's surgeon

inspects the meat, which is shown in close-up, and announces that

the maggots are simply dead flies; the scene ends as another officer

disperses the outraged sailors.



76 Chapter 3 Film Terms and Topics for Film Analysis and Writing

When these shots describe significantly more action and more

time and more than one location, the interwoven and unified group

of shots or scenes that results is often called a sequence. In The Piano,

the beach scene becomes part of a larger arrival sequence when Ada

is met and led through the jungle to her future home; in Potemkin,

the scenes that dramatize the sailors' mounting discontent make

those scenes part of a complicated sequence leading to their rebel-

lion. As part of the previous exercise, see if you can now mark off

sections of a film that show how shots can be edited into complex

relationships that create unified scenes or sequences.

Most of us pay little conscious attention to editing because we

know and enjoy most the continuity editing of classical cinema. This

editing style is appropriately called invisible editing because the film-

maker, not wanting the editing to distract from the story, avoids

cuts and transitions between images that would be too obvious.

Through various means, the filmmaker attempts to hide the film

editing so that we view the images as a continuous picture. Thus,

even though The Maltese Falcon (1941) is a very skillfully and styl-

ishly edited movie—carefully balancing Sam Spade's entrances and

exits and his keen method of noticing the details in a room—we

view it as a continuous action in which obtrusive cuts would seem

out of place.

Yet, continuity editing depends on some highly crafted editing

techniques, techniques that, when analyzed, reveal important points

about the characters and story. Establishing shots, for instance, are

those shots that begin a scene or sequence as a way of locating a

scene clearly in a certain place before dividing that sequence into

more detailed shots. Casablanca (1942) begins with a series of estab-

lishing shots that describe the city on the map, the kind of people in

the city, and, finally, the outside of Rick's cabaret. Only then does

the film move inside to begin its story about Rick. The shot/reverse-

shot, or shot/countershot, pattern is also a fundamental part of conti-

nuity editing. With this technique, an exchange between two char-

acters (or a character and an object) is edited to appear logical and
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natural, by cutting from the person speaking or looking to the object

or person that is being addressed or seen; for instance, a shot shows

Humphrey Bogart asking Ingrid Bergman a question and then cuts

to her responding. When considering a film that uses continuity

editing, a writer can begin, as with realism itself, by questioning the

basic purposes of the techniques used:

Are there larger implications concerning the world and soci-

ety in the "continuity"? Is the movie trying to create a sense

of a logical or safe world? Do establishing shots, for instance,

indicate that the characters (and the audience) know where

they are and should feel at home? Does the continuity help

establish, as in The Philadelphia Story (1940), a sense of logi-

cal inevitability, a feeling that events and relationships have

to move toward a natural conclusion, that Hepburn and

Grant will remarry?

Has the continuity editing been adjusted to fit a genre or to

create certain emotional responses? Do road movies have

fewer cuts and more long takes? In westerns, do the

shot/reverse-shot patterns involve people and things more

than people and other people?

When the editing presents a fundamentally continuous and

unified world, are there times when that continuity is dis-

rupted? If so, why? In The Lady from Shanghai (1948), for

instance, Orson Welles regularly disrupts the viewer's sense

of space and time through the questionable reliabiUty of the

narrator, O'Hara, or through visual distortions such as in the

hall of mirrors at the end of the movie. In this case, the dis-

rupting images and editing imply the collapse of a world

incapable of maintaining old certainties.

Does the shot/reverse-shot pattern in a particular sequence

tell you anything about the characters involved or how they
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see the world and each other? Are considerably more shots

given to one person or the other? Does the editing create a

pattern in which one character's eyes never meet the other's?

How would you distinguish between the continuity editing

of an older, classical movie like Ben Hur (1925) and that of a

more modem Hollywood film like Men in Black (1997)?

Does one use more long takes and the other more quick

cuts? How would you differentiate between the continuity

editing in a European movie like Rules of the Game (1939)

and an American movie like The Grapes oj Wrath (1940)?

Does the first rely more on a moving frame to emphasize the

world around the characters and the second more on smooth

editing techniques that emphasize the characters themselves?

Continuity editing can also use more noticeable and stylized

methods, which are often associated with older movies. These include:

Fade-in or jade-out: An image is darkened or lightened so

that it appears or disappears.

Iris-in or iiis-out: The new image appears as an expanding cir-

cle in the middle of the old image or the old image becomes a

contracting circle that disappears into the new image.

Wipe: A line moves across an image to gradually clear one

shot and introduce another.

Dissolve: A new shot is briefly superimposed on the fading

old shot.

When these techniques are used in a movie, ask what they are

meant to achieve. Used in older movies, they create logical transi-

tions from one time or place to another. In a D. W. Griffith film, a

fade might be saying, "Later that same day," as the shot reveals the

same kitchen in the evening; a wipe could suggest, "In another

part of town"—when the interior of the court house is wiped off
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by a line across the image and a Chinese opium den appears on the

other side of the Une. When watching an older film, ask if one

technique is used for one kind of linkage (a wipe connecting dif-

ferent places, for example) and another technique for other situa-

tions (a dissolve indicating changes in time). When analyzing

modern movies, ask why the editor would choose these older con-

tinuity devices. Does Woody Allen use irises just for a humorous

effect, since they are so unusual in a contemporary movie? In The

Cotton Club (1984), are the wipes simply a reference to the 1920s,

when the story takes place, or are they a dramatic means of

emphasizing the passage of time and history—one of the main

themes of the film?

Besides recognizing the techniques of continuity editing, you

should learn to recognize, make sense of, and analyze how films

undermine or challenge your expectations about continuity editing.

Especially in more contemporary films, begin to notice when a film

breaks with the standards of continuity editing and begin to ask

questions such as these:

Why are there so few establishing shots in a particular

movie? Is it difficult to say where an action takes place

because the scene begins with a close-up of a character or

inside an unidentified room? Do the characters seem to

share our disorientation? Is this disorientation related to the

themes of the film?

Why is the temporal continuity within a film broken up in

such a confusing fashion? Does the editing use a number of

jump cuts, in which a continuous shot is suddenly broken

and the image jumps to new figures or another background

or even the same background but at a different time? As a

character discusses her life, for instance, the monologue may

be broken in places, while the light in the room changes

with each jump cut to indicate the passage of time. Is the

filmmaker trying to make us more aware of the passage of
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time, or is he or she commenting ironically on this charac-

ter's boring life story?

Why is there no point of view we can identify with? Does

this have something to do with the lack of shot/reverse-shot

scenes that would allow us to identify with the perspective

of a character? Does the filmmaker, as Werner Herzog often

does in his films, force his audience to remain detached from

the ordinary people and to identify instead with animals,

lunatics, or dwarfs? Does the film contain images that seem

to have no place in the story? A movie about war may inex-

plicably cut to an image of a cherry tree time and time again.

Is it a symbol? Is it part of a character's memory? Why is the

continuity of the action broken by this unexplained image?

In these cases, the editing calls attention to itself, and the trade-off

for that obtrusiveness is an initial confusion about why the editing

has upset the usual perception of the world. When that confusion

leads to larger questions (and, perhaps, to answers) about the

themes and the historical context of the film, the writer is beginning

to sketch a paper topic. After thinking about the Herzog movie, one

student realized his paper would discuss how Herzog's unconven-

tional editing, particularly his undermining of a shot/reverse-shot

exchange, is part of an effort to move the audience outside the logi-

cal patterns that have traditionally placed human society at the cen-

ter of the world, part of Herzog's vision of a natural world that is

more important than individual men and women.

When examining editing strategies and the relationships

between shots, begin with these general guidelines about what to

look for, but adapt them to deal with concrete and specific uses and

variations in each film.

First, observe how the editing of the shots establishes certain

relationships between the objects and actions. Does the editing estab-

lish connections or oppositions among the people, things, and

actions being shown? In The Last Laugh (1924), the doorman is fre-
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quently linked to the image of the revolving door, and the identifica-

tion of the two predicts the reversal of the man's good fortune. In

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), a prehistoric ape tosses a bone into the

air, which then becomes the image of a spaceship. This famous

match-on-action—two images' being edited together as parallel actions

or motions—crystallizes thousands of years of human development

propelled by violence and the need to conquer people and territory.

Second, accustom yourself to noticing more abstract relation-

ships between images. This is a more difficult practice, but, as the

example from Eisenstein's Potemkin shows (pp. 33-39), these more

abstract aspects of editing can be brilliantly used for certain effects.

Does the direction and movement of the figures in the different

images match when these shots are connected, creating, for exam-

ple, a kind of visual and emotional force driving in a single direc-

tion? Are graphic contrasts or similarities created through the use of

space in the different shots, for example, by alternating large and

small spaces? Does the editing set up certain rhythms by strictly

controlling the length of each shot? (Although most of us know best

the accelerated rhythms of a chase sequence, the editing can fashion

many other kinds of rhythms.) Remember these formal patterns

have no final and universal meaning in themselves, and their evolu-

tion through film history is not independent of other historical

questions. Although editing can be seen as a formal way of organiz-

ing images in time and space, more than just formal or technical

issues are usually involved. Look precisely at editing, but let it lead

you to think more about how and what films mean. In the following

student essay, the writer examined a very short sequence in Citizen

Kane and related the editing and the composition of the image to a

specific theme:

Scott Richardson

Editing Breakfast in Citizen Kane

Soon after Charles Foster Kane marries Emily, the

woman of his dreams who is brought back from Europe

like one of his statues, their marriage begins to
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collapse. The severity and intensity of this

collapse are captured in one two-minute sequence,

which remains one of the most striking examples of

Welles 's evocative and economical editing in

Citizen Kane .

The sequence begins with a medium two- shot of

Kane and Emily in relatively warm light. Their

conversation is teasing and intimate, visually

reinforced by a shot/reverse-shot exchange of

loving looks: he tells her she is beautiful, and

when she complains about his having to leave for

his newspaper office, he says he will call and

change his appointments. That exchange is followed

by five more short shot /reverse-shot pairs, and in

each, the eyes of the couple grow increasingly

suspicious and severe. The conversations are

progressively hostile and clipped, and the

newspaper becomes both a visual and a verbal symbol

of their growing division. In the first scene of

this middle section, she complains, ''Charles, if I

didn't trust you . . . What do you do on a newspaper

in the middle of the night?" In the third, Emily

pleads with him to stop attacking her uncle, the

president, in his newspaper. By the fifth, he is not

even allowing her to finish her sentence:

EMILY: Really, Charles, people have a

right to expect . . .

CHARLES: What I care to give them.

Through the entire sequence, the changes in

the clothing and other aspects of the mise-en-scene

indicate that the passage of time is also a passage

away from emotional intimacy. Kane changes from a

romantic tuxedo to a business suit. Their setting

alters from an unobstructed and close space to an

obstructed space cluttered with plants, flowers, and

newspapers

.

The succinct logic of the editing is then

powerfully concluded with a shot/reverse shot and

then another two-shot. In the shot/reverse shot,

the eyes no longer meet or match, since they are
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now both reading separate newspapers—he, his own

( The Inquirer ) ; she, the rival ( The Chronicle )

.

Formally balancing the opening of the sequence, the

medium-long two-shot has much colder and darker

lighting. The two former lovers are placed
conspicuously at opposite sides of the frame.

The real time that this sequence describes is

probably many years. Yet, through a rigorous and

creative use of an edited space and a series of

conversations within that space, Welles depicts

more than just the synopsis of a failed marriage.

Linking the six encounters, appropriately, with

flash pans, he also tells a succinct and cinematic

version of the entire tale of Citizen Kane : of how

Kane's greatest desires seem to turn to dust almost

immediately after he achieves them and of how he

consequently becomes a man always alienated in the

great spaces that surround him.

Sound

Few of us have learned to listen to the movies. What this common

failure means to new and curious students of the movies is that

many topics and problems having to do with film sound have only

recently begun to be addressed and are waiting for good ears to take

them up. If students with an interest in music and sound direct and

concentrate that interest on a mo\4e or a specific group of movies,

they will tackle some original and provocative material.

In theory, sound can be used and edited with as much com-

plexity and mtelligence as images can. Certainly, sound has many

dimensions and uses in him: it can be described according to

pitch, loudness, or timbre; it can figure in a film as direct sound

(recorded when the image is being shot) or postduhhed sound

(sound and dialogue added later in the studio). Movie sound can

take the form of dialogue, music, or noise (thunder, or a car
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screeching to a halt), any or all of these sounds being naturally or

artificially produced. Film sound can have a multitude of rela-

tions to the image and the narrative: it can be background music;

its source may be on- or off-screen; and it can even precede or fol-

low the image it is linked to (as when a character's remark forms a

bridge into the next image).

Throughout film history, one can find movies in which the

sound alone would make a major topic for analysis. A well-known

example, Jean-Marie Straub and Daniele Huillet's The Chronicle of

Anna Magdalena Bach (1968), sets up a complex opposition between

the graceful music of Bach on the soundtrack and the tormented

story of Bach's physical and financial troubles. Francis Coppola's

The Conversation (1973) recounts the story of a man who specializes

in sound surveillance, who tries to discover the truth through sound

alone, and who finally loses all faith in the visual world. Some of the

most fascinating and provocative uses of sound are found in films of

the early 1930s, when sound was first being introduced into the

movies. In one early sound film. The Thirty-Nine Steps (1935),

Hitchcock employs sound as a central element in the plot: at a criti-

cal moment, he creates a dramatic sound match by connecting a

woman's scream and the whistle of a locomotive to link disparate

images (Figures 17 and 18).

To write about sound, one must first learn to attend to

sound—truly to listen. This does not mean that the more obvious or

dramatic uses of sound in film—in movies with lavish sound tracks

like Philip Glass's in Koyanisquaatsi (1982) or films organized

around musical performances like Buena Vista Social Club (1999)

—

cannot inspire good essays. But since a good essay is one that reveals

intuitive, careful, and discriminating thinking, a good essay on

sound will attend to what might normally escape a normal viewer

and listener. A writer about sound in film might therefore begin by

asking bluntly:

What is the relation of the sound to the image in specific

scenes or sequences? How might the answer to that question
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Figure 17

The Thirty-Nine Steps: creating transitions and links. . . .

be refined to reveal the aims, achievements, or even failures

of sound in the movie?

Is the sound used to link images, or does the sound have the

conventional role of beginning and terminating with the

image?

Does sound ever become more important than the image,

and what is the reason for this unusual strategy?

Do the musical numbers in a musical have any special rela-

tion to the narrative structure (for instance, do they occur

when the characters need to escape into fantasy)?

Why does the dialogue of the characters overlap or seem

mumbled in some recent movies, so that it is difficult to

understand the characters? Does the dialogue serve some

other purpose than to help tell the story?
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Figure 18

through sound matches.

What role does silence play in this movie?

Are there sound motifs that identify the characters or

actions? Does the rhythm of the sound support or serve as

counterpoint to the rhythm of the editing?

If you had to pick three key sound sequences from this

movie, which would they be and why?

These questions are only a sample of the many inquiries that

movie sound and particular movies might inspire. Listen to all film

sound, and write about it with the same curiosity and suspicion

exhibited by the characters in Godard's Everymanfor Himself (1980)

,

who continually hear background music and wonder where it's

coming from and why. Here a renowned French filmmaker (and
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early innovator with sound), Rene Clair, writing in 1929, detailed

one of the first successes with sound in the cinema:

Of all the films now showing in London, Broadway Melody is having the

greatest success. This new Annerican film represents the sum total of all

the progress achieved in sound films since the appearance of The ]azz

Singer two years ago. For anyone who has some knowledge of the compli-

cated technique of sound recording, this film is a marvel. Harry Beau-

mont, the director, and his collaborators (of whom there are about fif-

teen, mentioned by name in the credit titles, quite apart from the actors)

seem to delight in playing with all the difficulties of visual and sound

recording. The actors move, walk, run, talk, shout, and whisper, and their

movements and voices are reproduced with a flexibility which would

seem miraculous if we did not know that science and meticulous organi-

zation have many other miracles in store for us. In this film, nothing is left

to chance. Its makers have worked with the precision of engineers, and

their achievement is a lesson to those who still imagine that the creation

of a film can take place under conditions of chaos known as inspiration.

In Broadway Melody, the talking film has for the first time found an

appropriate form: it is neither theater nor cinema, but something alto-

gether new. The immobility of planes, that curse of talking films, has

gone. The camera is as mobile, the angles are as varied as in a good

silent film. The acting is first-rate, and Bessie Love talking manages to

surpass the silent Bessie Love whom we so loved in the past. The sound

effects are used with great intelligence, and if some of them still seem

superfluous, others deserve to be cited as examples.

For instance, we hear the noise of a door being slammed and a

car driving off while we are shown Bessie Love's anguished face watch-

ing from a window the departure which we do not see. This short scene

in which the whole effect is concentrated on the actress's face, and

which the silent cinema would have had to break up in several visual

fragments, owes its excellence to the "unity of place" achieved through

sound, in another scene we see Bessie Love lying thoughtful and

sad; we feel that she is on the verge of tears; but her face disappears in

the shadow of a fade-out, and from the screen, now black, emerges a

single sob.

in these two instances the sound, at an opportune moment, has

replaced the shot. It is by this economy of means that the sound film

will most probably secure original effects. (93-94)
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In observing and writing about sound or any formal features,

your first goal sfiould be as mucli precision as possible. Developing

a vocabulary of technical terms can be extremely helpful, but most

important is developing the abiUty to write concrete descriptions of

images and sounds in the way that best allows your reader to see

and hear the images and sounds you are describing. Sometimes, of

course, that detailed precision is more difficult to achieve than at

other times. When you must work with only sketchy notes, try to

get as much out of those notes as possible. There is nothing wrong

with writing about a general style in a film ("a predominance of long

shots," "an amplified sound track," or "exaggeratedly artificial sets"),

as long as your paper has a focus that does not rely solely on gener-

aUties. Otherwise, always try to integrate as much accurate concrete

description as possible into your argument. As practice, describe

—

without analyzing—all the technical features of an opening or clos-

ing sequence of a movie or an especially interesting use of sound in

a scene.

Interpretation, analysis, and evaluation are, however, the pri-

mary goals of most writing about film these days. Your appreciation

of these elements of a film and how they work together must, at

some point, be assimilated and made part of your ideas about what

the film or films mean. Whether you examine the editing of a

sequence, the lighting throughout a series of films, or how the mise-

en-scene, framing, and sound work together in a single scene,

remember that seeing, listening, and thinking must join forces as

you begin to put your perceptions into words.

Sample Essay

This student essay on The Searchers (1956) is a good example of how
a discriminating analysis involves comparative questions (about film

and literature) and, in the process, demonstrates how the movie

uses specific technical and formal strategies to express its themes.
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Richard Geschke
The Darkened Doorways of The Searchers

Based on a 1954 novel by Alan LeMay, John Ford's
1956 adaptation of The Searchers dramatizes some of

the critical changes that can occur in moving a

story from a book to the screen. Most him
adaptations require some adjustments to the plot
(usually deletions). But in Ford's The Searchers ,

we witness a major alteration in the central
character, Ethan Edwards, which in turn effects the

significance of the entire story. As part of Ford's
transformation of Edwards, the film uses a specific

image pattern based on the composition of a

darkened doorway, an image pattern that indicates
how a film narrative can sometimes supplement or

even surpass a literary narrative.

Although most of the central plot elements

remain intact, the most significant change in the

adaptation is the character of Ethan Edwards. In the

novel he is a fairly traditional western hero who,

without much psychological complexity, rescues his

niece and returns home. In the film, however, his

character grows much more complicated in three ways.

First, from the beginning, there is the subtle but

definite indication of a mysterious and possibly

criminal past: since the end of the Civil War, Ethan

apparently resisted returning home and possibly

participated in some unmentionably dangerous,

violent, or illegal acts. Second, Ford's Ethan

struggles with the turbulent dangers of sexual

desires. As carefully suggested by the opening

sequence with Ethan and his brother's wife Martha,

Ethan has had to repress his love and passion for

Martha, presumably knowing that passion would

violate the domestic and family codes he lives by.

Third, in the film, Ethan is clearly a rascist.

Unlike in the novel, here he makes sarcastic remarks

about his "half-breed" nephew (who is partly Native

American) and, more importantly, his mission to find

Debbie is, unlike in the novel, motivated by the
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wish to kill her because he believes she has been

sexually violated by her non-white captor.

A violent, rascist, and sexually troubled

Ethan thus motivates and complicates the

straightforward plot of the novel in new ways. On

the one hand, The Searchers proceeds as a linear

quest: Ethan and Marty Pauley search for the lost

Debbie, who has been kidnapped by the Comanche

tribe of Scar. That plot is ultimately resolved, in

a classical manner, when they find her and she is

returned home. A counter-current within this

linear, forward plot, however, is an interior

search that seems to move backward and inward in

the film, investigating Ethan's twisted mind and

dark past. At the center of these parallel plots,

Marty becomes more and more aware of Ethan's

violence and racism, and increasingly confronts

him, eventually attempting to stop him from killing

Debbie. At first, Ethan does not appear to respond

to any of these demands for self-knowledge, and his

climactic confrontation with Scar suggests that

nothing about him has changed: he not only kills

the Comanche chief but, in an act of grotesque

brutality. Ford has this cinematic Ethan actually

scalp Scar (which does not happen in the novel)

.

When in a scene that immediately follows,

Ethan chases down Debbie but does not kill her, the

film indicates, however, that something has indeed

changed in Ethan, that his search for Debbie has

revealed something horrid about himself to himself.

Perhaps the scalping of Scar, who more and more

seems a reflection of Ethan, has acted as a

cathartic confrontation with his own dark soul.

Perhaps his entire quest has, with the help of

Marty, allowed him to see his own barbaric and

primitive self. His decision to spare Debbie's life

becomes then, at least in part, a decision to

acknowledge and free himself from his own violent

desires and troubled past. Driven by the need to

restore a home and domestic life, Ethan's narrative
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has now become an inquiry into the dark passions
that threaten that home life from within.

Brilliantly dramatizing the tension between
Ethan's two searches is a pattern of shots focused

on darkened entryways . At the opening, a three-

quarters shot from behind Martha shows her looking

across the plain as she stands in a doorway. The

black interior of the cabin contrasts sharply with
the bright light that fills the doorway from

outside. A tracking shot then follows Martha out

onto the porch where she watches Ethan riding

toward her in the distance. At the conclusion,

virtually the same shot recurs as Ethan delivers

Debbie to her new home with the Jorgensens . After

Debbie and the Jorgensens enter the black interior,

the newly married Marty and his wife follow. Ethan,

though, hesitates on the porch and then turns back

into the desert.

Both these shots position Ethan as a wanderer

separated from the domestic interiors that he

approaches. Complicating this image, moreover, those

interiors are blackened in a way that suggests a

darker reality than is usually associated with the

inside of a home. In an important sense, I believe,

the exteriors represent that wild and primitive

world that Ethan must wander through, while the

interiors of home (and self) represent for Ethan the

shadowy and dangerous passion now associated with

his illicit love of Martha.

Between these two scenes of darkened doorways

is a third scene whose black space acts as the

turning point in Ethan's story and a measure of

what has changed between the beginning and end of

this narrative. After killing Scar, Ethan chases

the fleeing Debbie to a cave. Shot from the interior

as a medium long shot, the composition here clearly

replicates the doorway shots that open and close

the film. After approaching the cringing Debbie,

Ethan does not, as we expect, kill her but instead

lifts her up and says "Let's go home, Debbie." As
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part of climactic turning point that begins with

his brutal scalping of Scar, the scene becomes a

moment of partial and temporary redemption for

Ethan as he enters that darkened interior but

quietly refuses to act out his repressed violence.

When he releases Debbie later at a similar

threshold, Ethan has recognized his own violent

passion and has resisted it. As he turns at the

threshold and walks back into the desert, the long

take becomes an acknowledgement that Ethan cannot

enter that domestic world because of who he is. In

the words of the sound track, he is a man who must

continue to "search his heart and soul."

There may be many social or personal reasons

for these alterations in adapting the novel to the

film in this way. What is clear is that Ford's

version of the story is a much more troubling and

disturbing version as it injects race and sexuality

into a character and the narrative. In this case

adapting a literary narrative as a film narrative

becomes not simply the translation of characters

and themes but the creation of significantly

different characters and themes.

Exercises

1

.

Write a three- or four-paragraph evaluation of a film adapted

from a work of literature. What are the most visible omissions

and additions? How and where has the film most effectively

used its own formal techniques? Has the film adaptation simply

re-created the main themes and plot elements of the Uterary

work or has it changed the meaning and themes in some way?

2. For one film, write three or four paragraphs on a single element

of film technique—such as image composition, editing, or

sound. Whichever technique you concentrate on, first simply

describe the most important instances in the film and only then

evaluate how those techniques add to the meaning of the spe-

cific shot, scene, or sequence.
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TO Writing about Film

Two writers may both be interested m the lighting in Fritz Lang's

Scarlet Street (1945), but they may use a different method to focus

that discussion: a formahst approach might mean analyzing the rep-

etitions of an image or the variations of light and shadow within the

film; a historical approach might involve showing how those light-

ing patterns can be linked to Lang's beginnings in the German ex-

pressionist period. Likewise, different kinds of approaches are used

when a writer discusses stylistic similarities in the films of Renoir or

historical changes in the musical. In the first case, the writer uses,

implicitly, an "auteur" approach, which is based on the belief that

films can be linked through the style of the director; in the second,

the writer practices genre criticism, which presumes certain ac-

cepted types of movies. An awareness of these methods impUes a

more advanced intelligence in your writing than many competent

writers about film have (or even wish to have). Yet, even when you

analyze a single film, it is important and useful to understand the

approach you are using and the larger questions behind that ap-

proach, since this awareness will help you to identify the hmits, the

audience, and the goals of the essay.

As you consider a topic for an essay—such as an editing tech-

nique—and as you begin to give that topic shape, consider also the

assumptions that consciously or unconsciously underlie your ap-

proach: Are you interested in a particular technique, such as parallel

editing, because one director uses it regularly? Are you interested in

93
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examining a series of images because they relate the film to sociolog-

ical and cultural issues, as Lotte Eisner does when she suggests that

the many staircases in German films of the twenties relate to the ro-

mantic ambitions of the society of Weimar Germany? Do you want

to focus on how the use of a technique, such as Eisenstein's mon-

tage, challenged the way editing had traditionally been used, and

thus suggests an important change in film form? No matter what ap-

proach you find appropriate, it will always clarify your aims and

limits to get a sense of the larger issues that underUe it. Comparing

two films or parts of films, which is a common writing assignment,

and deciding on the terms of that comparison—formal, historical, or

other—can be a first step in organizing that comparison.

The following introduction to the major approaches or meth-

ods used in writing about film does not attempt to review the com-

plexities of any single approach or the ways two or more approaches

may overlap in one study. These sketches and examples should,

however, help you to identify approaches that can direct your writ-

ing about film and give you a sense of how a particular method

might organize and use information.

Film History

A historical approach is one of the most widely used methods in

film criticism. It can be employed with varying degrees of emphasis

or consciousness, but in general, the writer using this approach or-

ganizes and investigates films according to their place within a his-

torical context and in light of historical developments. Such an ap-

proach might explore the following:

The historical relationships of the films themselves, as when

a writer compares and contrasts the use of sets in a film from

the thirties with that in a film from the seventies.

The relationship of films to their conditions of production,

perhaps allowing a writer to make connections between
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American films of the eighties and the trend dunng those

years toward the ownership of studios by large corporations

like Gulf+ Western or TransAmerica.

The relationship of movies to their reception, demonstrated

in an essay that explores how television in the fifties changed

the expectations of movie audiences at that time.

While there are ways to write about film without emphasizing

historical issues, some historical awareness informs most writing

about film. An essay that examines Mildred Pierce (1945) in the con-

text of post-World War II America and the changing sociological

position of women would be based on a historical method, even

though the direction and point of the argument may be a feminist

critique. Similarly, an essay that presents a straightforward reading

of the themes and style of The Wild Bunch (1969) could develop that

reading by relating those subjects to the Vietnam War, the history of

the western in American movies, or innovations in movie technol-

ogy during the sixties. Many exciting and informative historical es-

says have main topics that have little or nothing to do v^th the

analysis of specific films and instead concentrate almost exclusively

on historical facts and complexities—an economic crisis, say, or the

political pressures behind an instance of censorship—which only

indirectly figure in what an audience sees on the screen.

When using a historical method to help explain a film, beware

of assuming that any particular movie, even a documentary, gives an

unmediated picture of a society and a historical period. To be sure,

Our Daily Bread (1934) tells us a great deal about the early thirties in

America during the Great Depression, but what it tells us is bound

up with historical questions concerning, for example, its style and

intended audience. History is a delicate instrument; so use it with as

much discrimination as possible. In Film History: Theory and Prac-

tice, Robert Allen and Douglas Gomery note that "Doing history re-

quires judgment, not merely the transmission of facts" (iv). In this

excerpt from their reading of F. W. Mumau's Sunrise (1927), they

demonstrate at many points how historical research can be used to
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fuel an initial curiosity about the lavish and artsy techniques of the

movie:

William Fox's decision to hire F. W. Murnau and to give hinn virtually

carte blanche in the production of Sunrise involved much more than the

addition of one more "highly artistic picture" to the 1927-1928 Fox

schedule. Fox used Murnau's considerable biographical legend as part

of a carefully orchestrated plan to elevate the status of his studio to that

of preeminence in the motion picture industry. In the mid-1920s, Fox

occupied, along with First National and Warner Bros., a middle echelon

within the film industry both in terms of economic power and product

prestige. (Prestige can be defined as the extent to which the films of a

studio are perceived to be of "quality" in the critical discourse of the

period.) In the mid- 1920s Fox was known as a producer of unpreten-

tious, "folksy" pictures, not highly regarded by critics but for the most

part popular with the mass audience. Examining the "Best Films" lists of

Film Daily Yearbook and Photoplay for 1925, for example, we find that of 184

"best" pictures cited by 184 different critics, only 9 were Fox titles; in

both lists the films of Paramount and MGM predominate.

In 1925, however, William Fox launched one of the greatest

expansion plans in the history of the motion picture industry. The plan

eventually collapsed with the stock market crash of 1929, but just before

his downfall Fox controlled the production of Fox and MGM studios,

Loew's Theatres, Fox's own large theater chain, and a one-third interest

in First National Theatres, British Gaumont, and assorted other hold-

ings. The Fox drive for economic power in the late 1920s was paralleled

by attempts to enhance the prestige of Fox productions, and it is in this

context that Murnau's hiring and his production of Sunrise must be

viewed. Fox anticipated that Murnau's production of the highly artistic

picture would bolster his studio's "special" films category. Unless the

specials could attract greater critical attention, Fox would never have

the prestige to match his hoped-for economic status. (99)

When you decide that yours will be a historical approach, ask

yourself specific questions about the role history will have in your

argument: Is the historical information you use background or in-

troductory information for your study? Are you concerned with how
and why certain historical events are represented as they are in the

movie? Does historical background help explain narrative or techni-

cal maneuvers in the film? Does the movie stand out in history, or is
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it part of a historical trend? Is your argument intended to clanfy that

place in history? What is more important to your argument, the his-

torical facts behind the film, or how its successive audiences re-

sponded to It, or both? No matter what your specific subject, ask

yourself what part histor)' mighl play in ii.

National Cinemas

If historical issues usually play some part in essays on the mo\ies, an-

other important (and related) way to discuss them is m terms of their

cultural or national character. The presumption behmd this approach

is that film cultures evolve with a certain amount of individuality and

that to understand, for instance, the complexities of Alexander

Dovzhenko's Arsenal (1929), one must locate it first in the political

and aesthetic climate of postrevolutionar\' Russia. Similarly, to ana-

lyze an Indian film of Satyajit Ray, such as Distant Thunder (1973), a

writer should know something about the society and culture of India.

According to this approach, ways of seeing the world and ways of

portraying the world in the mo\ies differ for each countr)^ and cul-

ture, and it is necessary' to understand the cultural conditions that

surround a mo\ie if we are to understand what it is about. An Ameri-

can spectator might have little trouble comprehending a Kurosawa

film, but without guidance and some cultural background on Japan-

ese society, the films of Kenji Mizoguchi or Mikio Naruse might seem

too foreign and confusing for the average Amencan student.

Observe how the author of the following passage identifies the

specific cultural heritage of the African films of Ousmane Sembene

and Med Hondo. While admitting the influences of other national

cinemas (like the French New Wave of Jean-Luc Godard), he singles

out an oral tradition that distinguishes and marks a range of differ-

ent films as uniquely African:

Although African filmmakers invoke oral tradition as a primary influence,

they have appropriated it and applied it in various ways to create para-

digms for addressing the broad range of social, political, cultural and
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historical issues of Africa . . . Although their styles are diametrically op-

posed to each other, this use of oral tradition and African film language

can be identified in the films Ousmane Sembene and Med Hondo. While

Sembene's narrative is more linear than Hondo's and imbued with

straightforward didacticism (as in Borrom Sarret, Mandabi. "The Money Or-

der," \96S, Xala. 1974, and Camp deThiaroye, 1987), Hondos films {SoleilO.

1969 and W^st Indies. 1979) are . . . syncopated and eruptive in tone, and

reminiscent of the stylistically disruptive tone of black French libera-

tionist literature. The two filmmakers not only share a number of West-

ern influences (such as Italian Neo-Realism, Hollywood, Latin American

documentary, and Soviet montage) but are indebted to indigenous oral

storytelling techniques as well. Thus, while Western critics have tended

to read Hondo's style as avante-garde and Godardian, Africanist dis-

course has emphasized its link with oral tradition. (Ukadike 571

)

When deciding to discuss a movie or a group of movies from a

foreign culture, a writer might begin by questioning, with an open

mind, what exactly distinguishes these films from the American

ones she or he is familiar with. (This implies that, at the same time,

the writer will sketch a sense of what is specific about the American

cinema of a given period.) How do the meanings of these films

change when they are seen outside their culture? In what ways

might you, as an American, understand British films of the fifties dif-

ferently from the English audience at that time? What kind of cul-

tural research might give you a better handle on the themes? Should

you read something about the other arts, the politics, the economics

of the movie industry there? Try not to oversimplify the connections

between a culture and its films; remember that an approach of this

kind impUes (perhaps falsely) a unity or a fundamental similarity

between many different films from a country. Could you find a sim-

ilar kind of unity in American movies of the nineties?

Genres

A French word meaning "kind," genre is a category for classifying

films in terms of common patterns of form and content. Many of us
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casually practice the categorizing behind genre studies when we

view movies: often, we identify a set of similar themes, characters,

narrative structures, and camera techniques that link movies to-

gether as westerns, musicals, film noir, road movies, melodramas, or

sci-fi films. Westerns feature cowboys and open, uncivilized spaces;

sci-fi movies deal with adventures in outer space or intrusions by

extraterrestrials. In analytical writing, a discussion of genre is fre-

quently an effective way to begin examining how a film organizes its

story and its audience's expectations. A western such as John Ford's

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) operates expressly out of a

generic tradition, and although there may be many ways of talking

about the film, one of the most important is to examine its subver-

sion of many of the traditional patterns and expectations about the

western. This particular movie is the tale of a western hero, but we

discover that this hero is not like the usual western hero, and so we

are surprised by the intentional generic variation.

In the following passage, Vivian Sobchack discusses the genre

of film noir. Rather than concentrate on well-known characteristics

of this genre (such as stories of crime and the use of dark lighting),

she highlights here the more subtle contrast between a house and

home in this postwar genre:

In |film| noir, a house is almost never a home, indeed, the loss of home

becomes a structuring absence in film noir. It is particularly telling to

think here of the ironic "domesticity" that runs through Double Indemnity

(1944) or Mildred Pierce (1945)—films that are linked irrevocably to noir

but pose problems to its particular urban iconography. The suburban

house into which Phyllis Dietrichson invites insurance agent Walter Neff

is merely a house: its furniture plain, its decorations sparse and imper-

sonal, motel-like. It doesn't look lived in. Indeed, its interior decoration

is best described in a line of dialogue offered by a character about a

house in a later film noir, Tfie Big Heat (1953): "Hey, I like this. Early noth-

ing." And, even in her domestic beginnings, Mildred's home is also fig-

ured as merely a house: drab, plain, unmarked by the people who live

there and supposedly constitute a family. The kitchen in which Mildred

bakes her pies has none of the warmth and coziness of Norman Rock-

well's kitchens and is hardly a felicitous space. And this lack of felicity is
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i^#1

Figure 19

A musical whose story is about making a musical, Singin' in the Rain (1952) de-

scribes how genre develops between ritualized conventions and the need to adjust

those conventions to the forces of historical change.
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echoed in her voice-over narration that accompanies a flashback: "1 was

always in the kitchen. I felt as though Id been born in a kitchen and

lived there all my life except for the few hours it took to get married."

(144)

In writing about film genres, always keep historical distinc-

tions in mind, as Sobchack does here, since genres change with the

times; also identify for yourself what the structures, themes, and

common stylistic techniques are for a genre. When did this type of

movie first appear? What are the antecedents outside film histor)'

—

novels, opera? How has it changed through history, and why? Does

the siOY)' of the movie you are analyzing fit the genre it seems to be

placed in? If not, does the mixing and matching of generic formulas

serve a purpose, as in Blade Runner (1982), in which the detective

and sci-fi genres, among others, are superimposed? As genres ma-

ture through the years, you ma)' discover a strange self-conscious-

ness in a film s use of generic formulas, as in The Man Who Shot Lib-

erty Valance. How is this self-consciousness used (Figure 19)? Is it

an attempt to poke fun at the genre, or is it an attempt to show the

limits of the genre in describing the complexities of the modem
world—making a road movie like Thelma and Louise (1991), for

example, a provocative variation on a genre dominated by male

relationships?

Auteurs

Auteur criticism is one of the most widely accepted and often un-

consciously practiced film criticisms today: it identifies and exam-

ines a mo\ie by associating it with a director or occasionally with

another dominant figure, such as a star (say, Clint Eastwood). In a

sense, referring to "a David Lean film" or "a Steven Spielberg mo\ie"

is in itself a critical act, since it implies that the unif}4ng vision be-

hind what you see on the screen is the director s and that there are

certain common themes and stylistic traits that link films by the
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same filmmaker. Although writers refer casually to a dominant actor

or even a screenwriter as an auteur (an "author"), auteur criticism

has its historical roots in claims of literary independence and cre-

ativity made by and for certain directors. Since the 1950s, it has be-

come a standard strategy in writing about film, with the director un-

derstood to be the auteur who anchors and unifies our perception of

the film. Here, Thomas Elsaesser examines characters in the films of

Samuel Fuller, and pinpoints general character traits and actions at-

tributable to Fuller's guiding vision and consistent interests:

One of the most distinctive features of a great number of Fuller heroes

is their willingness—indeed their compulsion—^to expose themselves

to situations charged with contradiction. The Fuller heroes, as it were,

come to life only under conditions of extreme physical or mental stress;

they seem, and often are, on the verge of hysteria, and their mode of

action betrays a kind of electric, highly explosive energy.

Paradoxically, the impression one gets is that this apparent men-

tal and emotional instability is what makes them strong in will and

action. I am thinking of figures like the Baron of Arizona, Zack in The Steel

Helmet, O'Meara in Run of the Arrow, Tolly Devlin in Underworld USA, and

even Merrill in Merrill's Marauders. All live impossible situations, and

knowing they cannot win, they nevertheless act with a kind of convic-

tion, a kind of instinctive immediacy—as if they were engaged in an

incessant flight forward, and were committing themselves to a course of

action in whose perverseness they almost seem to rejoice, because they

intuitively accept it as the fundamental condition of their existence.

(291)

Although auteurism provides the foundation for many excel-

lent studies, it should be used with some skepticism for at least two

reasons. Rarely does a director have the total control that the term

suggests, since anyone from a scriptwriter to an editor may be more

responsible for the look and logic of a film. And what an auteur

represents differs quite a bit depending on the time and place: au-

teur applied to Truffaut or Eric Rohmer has quite different meaning

from auteur applied to Samuel Fuller or David Lynch. If you em-

bark on a comparative study of the editing in two films by the same
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director, you should make it clear that you know you are using an

auteur model and indicate how that tag applies to this director. Ask

also how the historical conditions of film production encourage or

discourage the auteunsi unity you find in his or her work. Were the

films made as part of a studio system, as were George Cukor's, in

which the influence of the studio might be more noticeable than

the influence of the director? Or did the filmmaker have a great

deal of independence, as does the British filmmaker Peter Green-

away, and thus control over how the film looks? What are the most

distinctive signs of the filmmaker's control over the film: Editing?

The stories themselves? The themes? The setting? Are your expecta-

tions about a film conditioned by what you know about its director,

as when you anticipate a great deal of violence from a Sam Peckin-

pah movie? Why? What kind of changes are there in the director's

work over the years, and how do you account for them? Are there

special marks of this filmmaker in each of the films, like Alfred

Hitchcock's cameos, Joseph Von Sternberg's cinematic portraits of

Marlene Dietrich, or Spike Lee's appearance as an actor in some of

his movies? Keep in mind, finally, that sophisticated auteur studies

are interested in the films, not in the psychology or private life of

the filmmaker.

Kinds of Formalism

Formalism is a name often given to film criticism concerned with

matters of structure and style in a mo\ie, or with how those features

discussed in Chapter 3 (such as the narrative or the mise-en-scene)

are organized in particular ways in a mo\ae. In most instances, a

writer will want to discuss these formal matters together wath the

major themes of a film, but the chief focus of these essays will be on

formal patterns such as narrative openings and closings, the signifi-

cant repetition and variation of camera techniques, or the relation of

shots and sequences to each other. In the context of a discussion of

CinemxaScope and by concentrating on color and space, the writer
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of the following excerpt presents an illuminating and exact account

of a sequence in formalistic terms:

In Rebel V\/ithout a Cause (Ray, 1956) a shot of extraordinary beauty comes

after the first twenty minutes of the film, during which the surroundings

have been uniformly cramped and depressing, the images physically

cluttered-up and dominated by blacks and browns. Now, lames Dean is

about to set out for school; he looks out of the window. He recognizes a

girl (Natalie Wood) walking past in the distance. Cut to the first day/

exterior shot, the first bright one, the first "horizontal" one. A close shot

of Natalie Wood, in a light-green cardigan, against a background of

green bushes. As she walks the camera moves laterally with her. This

makes a direct sensual impression which gives us an insight into Dean's

experience, while at the same time remaining completely natural and

unforced. On the small screen, such an image could not conceivably

have had a comparable weight. (Barr 10-11)

Strictly speaking, formalist criticism does not emphasize mat-

ters outside the film proper, such as the different effects a movie

may have on audiences, the historical conditions of its production,

or any other questions that are not immediately apparent on the

screen. (Rarely today, however, do you find an essay that is purely

formalist; usually a formalist analysis becomes part of other argu-

ments about an auteur, film history, a genre, etc.) A purely formalist

analysis might therefore investigate narrative unity in His Girl

Friday, in which the two main characters propel the plot along

through a series of confrontations and crises that begin in their di-

vorce and end in their marriage. A writer may carefully look for styl-

istic or formal repetitions in the editing or lighting of a movie and

may then describe how they work in relation to the rest of the film.

Another option is to choose a visually complex scene or sequence

and describe how it works and why it is important to the movie.

Early in Shane (1953), for example, there is a quick and involved ex-

change of looks among Shane, the farmer, the wife, and the child, an

exchange that sets up the social relationships for the remainder of

the movie; a formal analysis could explain how the camera commu-
nicates so much so quickly. Whether you are examining a single
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shot or a pattern of images, ask yourself what is most interesting and

significant about the formal features and how they add to the story

and themes. Is it the mise-en-scene that appears most crafted or,

rather, a series of camera angles? If you concentrate on a single scene

or sequence, how do the sound, lighting, and camera movement m-

teract to comment on or support the action of the stor)'? How would

you connect the formal features of the film with its themes?

Ideology

In one sense, ideology is a more subtle and expansive way of saying

politics, at least if we think of politics as the ideas or beliefs on which

we base our lives and our vision of the world. Ideology might refer

to one person's belief in the sanctity of the family or another person's

sense that civilization is basically progressive. When we see a movie

such as Michael Collins (1996) or Potemkin, there is little chance of

mistaking the different political messages at work in each. The first

describes the political ambitions and conflicts in Ireland in the first

part of the twentieth centur)-; the second hails the force of a socialist

revolution. Less obvious, however, may be the messages about life

and society communicated in films such as The Sound of Music

(1965), The English Patient (1996), or Disney's Beauty and the Beast

(1989). Like the majority of movies, these films present themselves

as mainly entertainment, and their makers would probably resent

any claim that there are unintended social or political perspectives at

work here. Yet most of us would probably acknowledge that each of

these has rather clear ideological messages about individuahsm, gen-

der relations, the importance of family life, race, or European his-

tory. Similarly, many of us might see The Godfather U (1974) as an

exciting and well-made gangster film, but a writer sensitive to the

ideological values in the movie might see those elements as part of

another perspective, one concerned with the business of capitalism:

Godfather II clearly shows the destruction and/or unobtainability of the

basic bourgeois values. They are not destroyed because they are inade-
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quate per se; family ties, social mobility, quest for security, male com-

panionship, and even religious values all relate and correspond to real

universal human needs for community, love, respect, support, apprecia-

tion. Coppola demonstrates that the social institutions—nuclear family,

Mafia family, ethnic community, and the Church—upon which the Cor-

leones relied to provide and protect these values withered before the

irrational, destructive forces of capitalism, the main goal of which is

profit, not the meeting of human needs.

Coppola builds up, interweaves, and finally destroys four levels of

familial affiliations—the nuclear family, the Mafia family, the ethnic

community, and the Catholic Church. Through careful juxtaposition, he

shows how each strives unsuccessfully to create an ideal community. In

all cases, the needs of business destroy whatever communal aspects

these associations might provide. In fact, it is the very effort to conserve

and support these families that becomes corrupted by business and

destroys them. Godfather II works out on the level of human relations

Marx's insight that capitalism, even at its best, must destroy human life

and associations to exist. Thus, the more vigorously bourgeois society

strives to achieve the ideals it has set for itself, the more destructive and

corrupt it becomes. And this contradiction is most clearly visible in

American gangsterdom, the perfect microcosm of American capitalism.

(Hess 11)

In critical writing attuned to ideology, any cultural product or

creation carries, implicitly or explicitly, ideas about how the world

is or should be seen and how men and women should see each

other in it: the clothes you wear express social values just as the

films you watch communicate social values. Whether we agree or

disagree with the values expressed in a particular movie, the ideo-

logical critic maintains that these movies are never innocent visions

of the world and that the social and personal values that seem so

natural in them need to be analyzed. Good writing of this kind usu-

ally avoids the obvious politics of propaganda in a movie like The

Green Berets (1968), where the American presence in Vietnam is

naively hailed, and instead looks into the more subtle and less defin-

itive politics of a film like Mira Nair's Mississippi Masala (1992), in

which the filmmaker tells the story of interracial romance in the

American South. The best examples of ideological criticism attempt
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to avoid limiting themselves to the content of a movie; instead, so-

phisticated ideological criticism relates questions about characters

and plot to more complex points about the shape of the narrative or

the distance of the camera from the characters: what, for instance, is

the ideological point of a war movie in which the enemy is seen only

in large groups or in which the camera makes them all look alike?

(In this kind of analysis, the intentions or claims of the filmmaker

should not necessarily be accepted as what the movie is truly about.)

With an ideological approach, begin by trying to pinpoint

what message or messages a film aims to communicate about its

world and, by implication, our world. What is it saying explicitly?

What is it saying implicitly? What does the film suggest about how

people relate or should relate to one another? Is individuality impor-

tant? Is the family important? Is the film straightforward and direct

about those values and what they demand, both gains and losses?

Are these values depicted as "natural," and if so why? Does the

movie challenge the beliefs of its audience or support them? Why?

How do the politics of the film and the way it entertains intertwine?

Particularly with issues related to gender and race, ideological criti-

cism today offers many exciting ways to look at mo\aes: how movies

depict women or minorities, how movies exclude people of color,

and how movies are seen by audiences outside the middle class.

Above all, ideological approaches urge you to be suspicious of what

you might normally take for granted.

As you read and write more about film, you will encounter

other approaches to writing about film to add to the list of principal

approaches described in this chapter. And you will find that these

approaches overlap and can be used v^th various degrees of empha-

sis, depending on what you wish to say about the movie. Writing

about a film by Jan Kadar would probably involve the wnter in

questions about Kadar's status as an auteur, his place in Czech and

American cinema, and both the historical and the formal features of

his films (a short or even medium-length paper is not likely to allow

this much scope). You should consequently never be too restricted

by a particular approach, nor should you hesitate to work out other
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ways to write about film. Yet, knowing these models and being con-

scious of when you may be using them can be extremely valuable in

organizing your thoughts and in bringing your writing into focus.

Most important, recognizing different ways of looking at the movies

and writing about them will enable you to choose which method or

methods best suit your own interests and aims.

Sample Essays

This first essay, written by a knowledgeable film student, examines

Fritz Lang's M primarily as part of a tradition of German cinema and

Figure 20

The normal man-on-the-street becomes a menacing reflection of himself (M).
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within the larger context of German culture and politics of the early

thirties (Figures 20 and 21). Observe, however, how formalistic

questions and auteurist assumptions also play a role. In the second

essay, a student who began only with an uneasy feeling about a

film's portrayal of women, demonstrates an ideological approach to

Ordinary People (1980). More precisely, her essay is a feminist read-

ing of the movie: it is less concerned with what the film intends to

say than v^th what it does say about how women appear in a male-

dominated society. Note that this ''reading against the grain" of the

film nonetheless remams ver>' close to the images and actual siory.

Figure 2

The mirror-images of

M.
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The title is a spe-

cific and accurate

description of the

paper's content.

The opening is

general but engag-

ing.

A question or

problem is

stated—which

leads to a clearly

announced and

focused thesis.

A brief but perti-

nent discussion of

cultural and his-

torical back-

ground.

The background

material is related

M. Trillo

The Reflection of M:

Germany as a Culture of Crisis

Fritz Lang's 1930 M is a suspenseful and

horrifying tale of a psychotic child

murderer. Its technical accomplishments

alone make it worthy of attention: an

economic and imaginative use of sound,

sophisticated crosscutting editing, and

graphic compositions which are sometimes

as detailed and evocative as paintings.

Because of these accomplishments, M will

probably always appeal to audiences of

different generations and from many

different countries. But for my

purposes, Lang's film is most intriguing

as a reflection of a turbulent German

society in the early thirties. Whether

consciously made in this way or not, M

seems to work as a mirror image of the

rise of fascism in Germany, but in

reflecting that rise, the film may be most

important as an attempt to expose it to

the German audience that was so involved

in fascism and its growth.

German culture in the twenties and

early thirties was, as is well known,

caught in a crisis. The gradual collapse

of the Weimar Republic from 1919 to 1933

created a society that seemed to live in

a kind of chaos or disorder, a chaos

that was economic, social, and

psychological. Poverty, unemployment,

and depression became widespread

realities, and the stable sense of a

personal identity once found in a German

tradition and a very ordered society

seems to have been destroyed by the

catastrophic defeat of World War I. This

general disorder and instability are

reflected in many of the major cultural
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1

more specifically

10 ariislic tradi-

tions.

The source for

much of this in-

formation is cited.

The cultural and

historical context

is further focused

on two key film

movements, high-

lighted with refer-

ences to particular

films and two

scholarly sources.

Throughout this

paragraph, the

writer reminds his

readers of the

original title and

thesis ("the cri-

sis"). Likewise be-

comes a useful

transition word in

the topic sentence.

The first sentence

works as both a

transition

("these") and a

topic sentence.

trends of the period. The nightmarish

dream paintings of Norwegian Edvard

Munch are the very influential emblems of

a whole school of German expressionist

artists whose focus was on the dark,

turbulent world beneath the quiet

surfaces of everyday life. Freud's

writings also became more and more

important during this period. This

increasing importance is especially

appropriate since his work discusses the

dark unconscious below men's and women's

conscious life and also sketches a

civilization full of secret discontents

(Willet)

.

The German expressionist cinema of

the twenties was likewise concerned with

this crisis and its depiction. As

Siegfried Kracauer and Lotte Eisner have

shown, some of the most important movies

made during this time depict a "haunted

screen" reflecting much of the unstable

reality of the society. From The Cabinet

of Dr. Caliaari to Nosferatu, the

Vampire , many of these films seem

regularly to be about madness and

destruction, and even in the realistic

"street films," the settings and plots

describe a world that is collapsing into

ruin. In the tyrants and madmen that

often control the chaos in these movies,

many viewers have seen the foreshadowing

of Hitler, the Caligari who would step

in to use the insecurity of the crisis

as a vehicle for massive destruction

(Kracauer, Eisner)

.

These motifs are central to M,

which draws from that expressionist

tradition in which Lang himself worked

during the twenties. The central

character Beckert (Peter Lorre) is a man
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pointing to the

analysis of the sin-

gle film in ques-

tion. Very short

summary of the

film's central

theme.

Still focused on

the film, the

writer connects

formal and stylis-

tic questions to

the larger culture

and social history.

Conversely con-

nects discussion

of two German

film traditions that

inform the movie.

Topic sentence re-

asserts central the-

sis and introduces

analysis. Specific,

concrete examples

are described,

along with the

precise technical

detail from the

film.

possessed by something he cannot

control, a mad compulsion to murder

children. Beneath his placid and calm

exterior and in the midst of everyday-

life , the insane killer begins to throw

the world into disorder. Stylistically,

the film draws on both the expressionist

and the "street realism" traditions of

German film. The insanity is shown, on

the one hand, in a number of

expressionistic shots, like the

spiraling staircases that indicate

entrapment and a dizzying lack of

perspective. Conversely, there is the

street realism of social poverty and

underworld life which gives M a kind of

documentary look at times. Unlike in

some expressionist films, it should be

noted, it is difficult to distinguish in

M between the dream world of

psychological chaos and the social chaos

of the street. Or to put it in terms of

the story, Lang makes it difficult in

this postexpressionist movie to say

whether Becker t is an evil madman or a

victim of some force that runs through

the whole society.

The movie makes this confusion and

the crisis it implies fairly explicit at

times. The balloon, which becomes the

symbol of one of Beckert ' s victims, has

a pudgy human shape, and its resemblance

to Beckert 's shape might suggest a

connection between the killer and the

victim. The law and order of the police

who search for Beckert are, through

Lang's parallel crosscutting, identified

with and almost indistinguishable from

the underworld crime mob that searches

for Beckert, too. Lastly, there are the

carefully orchestrated mob scenes (as
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A personal reflec-

tion is inserted

—

one that intelli-

gently expands

the themes of the

film.

A transition and

summary ("There

are, then"), which

then moves to the

central point of

the essay: mirror

images.

More concrete de-

scription that at-

tends both to

what is seen and

how it is formally

presented.

during the final trial) , which
nonetheless appear as hysterical and
bloodthirsty as the pathetic murderer
seems. (In these instances, I can't help
but think of the murderous actions of

the Nazis in the name of law and order

or of the perfectly ordered crowds of

soldiers who became the machines of

war . )

There are, then, a number of double

images or double reflections in M that

seem to muddle the cjuestions about a

society in crisis. Where does the crisis

originate? Where is the order and where

is the disorder? What is the nightmarish
dream and what is the reality? This

double image and the questions it

provokes are most apparent in the

character of Beckert, specifically in the

number of times that he and the audience

are made to examine his image.

Frequently, Beckert examines himself and

sees himself in mirrors, searching out

the madman that exists somewhere inside

him. At one point, Lang shows Beckert

looking in a shop window, where the

image of Beckert is contained in a frame

within the film image—a frame made by a

reflection of knives laid out in a

diamond shape inside the store. Here,

the normal man-on-the-street becomes a

menacing reflection of himself. Later,

Beckert discovers he has been found out

and exposed by seeing a reflection in

another mirror image that reveals the

telltale "M" on his back.

What the reflections expose in these

different shots and scenes is not

exactly the same thing. Yet, in each, it

is the dark side, the disorder, the

murderous impulses of self (and society)
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The writer ex-

pands his analysis

of certain themes

and formal strate-

gies (the crisis

contained in the

"mirror-images")

to describe how

the images on the

screen address

and challenge the

audience.

Some further

summary that

condenses (but

doesn't repeat) the

argument.

A dramatic broad-

ening of the main

points of the es-

say, but this time

in terms of the

history of the

filmmaker, the au-

teur behind the

film.

that are sought out and discovered. In

most of these mirror images,

furthermore, the camera places the

audience at an angle so that it seems to

participate in that reflection—looking

either over Beckert ' s shoulder or

directly into the reflection itself. Just

as the film builds up a strange sympathy

for the madman Beckert, these mirror

images seem to force an audience to view

its own darker side in the reflecting

images of a psychotic killer.

If M is, then, like other German

films of the late twenties and early

thirties, an indirect reflection of a

German culture in crisis, it is also

more than a simple reflection. Combining

the two traditions of expressionism and

street realism, it makes nightmares real

and reality a nightmare in a manner far

more disturbing than most other German

movies of the time. Perhaps this is what

the German authorities recognized when

they forced Lang to change the original

title, A Murderer Among Us . because they

thought it was too politically

provocative. When Lang fled Nazi Germany

a few years later, he probably realized,

however, that no movie, even one as

powerful as M, would be enough to stop

the tyrannical darkness that was

surfacing in the streets of Germany.
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A title that suc-

cinctly but explic-

itly indicates an ar-

gument or

engagement with

the main theme of

the movie. The

opening paragraph

introduces a com-

mon understand-

ing about what the

film means, then

moves quickly to

state the writer's

alternative "point

of view." Concen-

trated in the final

sentence, the the-

sis and argument

are focused further

by being related

specifically to the

main character,

Conrad.

The topic sen-

tence recalls the

thesis but shifts its

emphasis to the

centrality of male

relationships and

the isolation of

women.

The negative char-

acterization of the

mother is drama-

tized specifically

in terms of her ac-

tions in the

kitchen—a dra-

matic, visual space

that allows the

writer to integrate

details of the edit-

ing, the dialogue.

Marcia L, Ferguson

The Not-So-Ordinary Women

of Ordinary People

Ordinary People is intelligently acted,

well scripted, and critically and

financially successful. It is apparently

an ''honest" look at upper-middle-class

America, presented as an impartial

record of one family's emotional turmoil

and ultimate collapse. Yet, seen from

another perspective, this supposedly

honest and impartial movie can be viewed

as a careful construction of women as

agents of disaster or failure. When

examined from this point of view, the

women in Ordinary People are

consistently seen and shown from a male

perspective in which they function

mainly to devastate and disrupt the

already shaky state of the film's

protagonist, Conrad Jarrett.

Male bonding pervades this movie

but is always overshadowed by the threat

of invidious females, especially the

chilling character of the mother, Beth.

The force of this threat is particularly
evident during the daily rituals of

eating, that domestic sphere

traditionally controlled and

orchestrated by women exiled to the

kitchen. Around and within these eating

rituals, we best see the subtle violence

and manipulation on the part of the

mother. Early in the film, for example,

Conrad struggles to return to "normal"

life after his suicide attempt and

subsequent stay in a mental hospital. A

casual call from his father to come to

breakfast panics Conrad, and a swift

sequence of shots interweaves his

distress and the mother's efficient.



Sample Essays 117

and the composi-

tion of the images.

The author re-

peats words like

normal and ordi-

nary to remind us

that these ideas, as

they are depicted

in the movie, are

the very notions

that this paper

questions.

More concrete de-

tail, important to

support an argu-

ment that cri-

tiques the "in-

tended" meaning

of the film. Note

that incidents

from the film are

used not simply to

recount what hap-

pened but to sup-

port an idea and

an interpretation.

A strong transition

is made from the

previous para-

machinelike preparation of food. By the

time he enters the kitchen, looking ill

and nervous, we are his visual comrades,

flinching along with him at the painful
tension within the breakfast ritual:

while the dialogue remains superficially

ordinary, the quick editing between
faces and actions makes it clear that

breakfast with this mother is anxiously
violent. When his mother serves him
French toast and tells him it is his

favorite, he quietly says he is not

hungry, and without a word, she whisks

the plate away before a close-up shows

her viciously stuffing it down the

garbage disposal. The father and son can

only react with bewilderment to this

unpredictable female, who in this early

scene is already established as less

balanced than the skittish son.

When it is obvious that the family

breakfast has been destroyed by the

mother, the father, Calvin, tries to

save the situation by suggesting that

Conrad bring his male friends home to

"play touch football on the lawn." His

attempt to rescue one ritual with

another is more exactly an attempt to

replace female trouble with male

bonding. Calvin invokes a whole team of

males to replace the shattered scene

resulting from the mother's punitive

violence. At this point in Ordinary

People , however, her presence is far too

strong, and the reunion of the father

and the son must be delayed through a

full series of narrative encounters and

revelations

.

The mother's presence asserts

itself again shortly after the breakfast

scene, this time in a dinner scene
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graphs with the

phrase "asserts it-

self again."

Technical and

stylistic evidence,

described pre-

cisely.

The writer contin-

ues to alternate

the two key points

in her argument

about "male bond-

ing" and female

disruption. At the

same time, she de-

picts this as a de-

veloping problem

that the film's nar-

rative will work to

solve.

vividly underlined by the stylistics of

the film. The scene opens with a medium-

long shot that gradually tracks in

through a dining-room doorway. The shot

is rigidly balanced as the frame of the

doorway lines up perfectly with the

sides of the film frame, and the dining-

room table is in the gradually opening

center of the frame. The mother is at

one side of the table, Conrad at the

other, and the father in the center.

Within this balanced frame and the

commonplace conversation, Conrad seems

safe. The mother begins, though, to

press him about his "torn shirt," and he

immediately shrinks from her gaze. When

he answers another demanding question by

saying he hasn't played tennis in a long

time, Beth snaps back, ''Well, don't you

think it's time you started?" appearing

unusually threatening and tall as the

camera holds on her from a low angle for

a noticeably long time. In the

background of the shot is the father,

looking small and uncomfortable; the

rapid cutting and close-ups emphasize

that the original balance of the scene

was merely delaying the fragmentation it

at first disguised.

Calvin again attempts to bond with

his son in the wake of the mother's

aggressive attack (which is exactly how

this "ordinary" moment is portrayed) . He

asks Conrad the name of his female

friend from the hospital, a person who

the audience knows is important to

Conrad. Beth then immediately announces

her implicit control of the scene by

leaving the table as if to abandon the

distasteful topic (and probably the

competition of another female) . From
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More excellent vi-

sual detail, made

lively by varying

sentence struc-

tures with differ-

ent kinds of sub-

ordinate phrases

and positions.

A major expan-

sion of the argu-

ment claims that

the crisis the

mother represents

is part of a much

larger problem

with women in

the film.

The theme of nor-

mality and the or-

dinary returns.

that point on, she is physically absent

from the table yet very much in control

as she oversees the two males from the

back of the shot. Knowing this, they

exchange silent but meaningful glances,

the only real communication the camera

has so far allowed them while under the

tyrannical eyes of the mother.

These examples do not, it must be

emphasized, describe simply a tale about

one bad woman and mother. All the

females in Ordinary People are inept;

all women fail Conrad. His meeting with

Karen, the friend from the hospital, is,

despite its promise, especially

disappointing. She carefully denies the

friendship they formed at the hospital

by concentrating the conversation

(appropriately in a restaurant) on her

new appearance of normality and her

adjustment to an "ordinary" world. A

school play is much more important than

any intimacy she and Conrad may have

shared in the hospital: "That was the

hospital; this is the real world." She

exudes a cheerfulness and enthusiasm

that Conrad's troubled spirit cannot

match, and in many ways, she seems to be

becoming a replica of Conrad's mother,

interested only in appearances and

unable to respond to male "substance."

Even the most redemptive female

character, his newly found girlfriend,

Jeannine, ultimately abandons him. Again

at a restaurant, she tentatively reaches

out to him by asking him about his

suicide attempt. He responds by saying

she is "the first person to ask" such a

question, and he begins to answer her in

what appears to be the first therapeutic

act of communication in the movie. Just



120 Chapter 4 Six Approaches to Writing about film

The argument

about the problem

with women is ex-

panded through

the significance of

Conrad's girl-

friend, who repre-

sents "weakness"

in the name of

propriety.

Sharp transition

from the weakness

and propriety of

the female charac-

ters to the need

for the male char-

acters to separate

themselves from

that world in or-

der to be reborn

in male cama-

raderie. The first

part of the paper

described the sup-

pression of that

bonding; this sec-

tion describes

how that bonding

can be rediscov-

ered through the

rejection of

women. Phrases

of dialogue are in-

serted into the

writer's sentences

to make the point.

then, they are interrupted by a rowdy

group of males (mostly the athletes who

describe another theme in the film) ; she

reacts by giggling and allowing them to

pull her from the table, thus destroying

the potential bond between her and

Conrad, who is visibly shaken by the

incident. In the logic of this scene,

she is clearly the one who has failed

Conrad after he opens up to her, and

later, she tries to explain it by
saying she laughed out of embarrassment

at being singled out by a group of

males. In effect, she, like the other

females in the movie, sacrifices Conrad

to a so-called feminine sense of

propriety.

In Ordinary People , this sense of

propriety becomes aligned with a

feminine weakness that is seen best in

the subplot of the father's rebirth as a

man. In his conversation with a business

partner (both jogging athletes) , he

regrets his inability to fire incompetent

female secretaries who "crack gum in

your face .

" And when he turns to

Conrad's psychiatrist while looking for

a way to deal with his wife's coldness,

he comes away from this new male bond

realizing how weak his wife has made him

by dominating him with her femininity.

(She made him change his shirt the day

of their son's funeral because it didn't

look right.) The father discovers that

he needs to be strong, that he no longer

loves his wife because she may be

"beautiful" and "unpredictable" but is

"not strong, not giving." Conrad

discovers, through the same psychiatrist

and his confrontation with the "weak"

suicide of Karen, that he has superior
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A concise sum-

mary of the argu-

ment crystallizes

the point in a sin-

gle scene and

shot.

strength, which is why he survived the

boating accident. That strength is what

finally allows the men to banish the weak
and destructive mother, and with her

departure, they are free to bond in a

male embrace.

Ordinary people are therefore men

who are strong but do not know it and

women who fail those men by not allowing

them to bond as men. In the ordinary

style of this movie, the two-shot of men

communicating becomes the longed-for

goal of the movie (attained at the

conclusion) , and in one of the most

revealing scenes in the movie, when the

father prepares to take a snapshot, a

two-shot, of mother and son, the mother

refuses to participate. The point is

obvious, even if unintentional: If an

intimate two-shot with a male is the

test of an honest reality, in Ordinary

People women are clearly excluded from

it and the reality it represents.

Exercises

1. Identify the approach or method that seems most

appropriate for a specific film. Write three or four

paragraphs that discuss that film according to that

method.

2. Select a single film to discuss from the angles of

two different methods. Devote two paragraphs to

each method and show how each offers different

perspectives on that film.

I



Style and Structure

IN Writing

Perhaps the greatest temptation and the most common danger in

writing about film is to approach your material as if you are simply

"at the movies." Describing and analyzing what you have seen as if it

is only the subject of a casual conversation or a "sneak preview" for

your friend or classmate will not, finally, result in an effective and

polished piece of writing. Good writing about any topic is improved

by a relaxed style, but the lure of film's immediacy should not dis-

tract you from the care and preparation that a film essay requires.

The following guidelines sketch many of the fundamental steps and

tools underlying good writing. If they are obvious, let them act sim-

ply as reminders (Figure 22).

In Day for Night (1973), Frangois Truffaut comments on the

inevitable gap between the grand conception of a film and the nuts-

and-bolts execution of that plan. Writing about film is similar. In

both, the final expression of our ideas involves adjustments and

work that, as Truffaut suggests about his movie, may change and

even improve that original conception. This means, above all else,

that the tools for executing those ideas—in this case, the principles

of effective writing—must be attended to with the same care that the

writer took to conceive of those ideas. We have all seen movies that

are based on a brilUant idea but fall flat because of poor technique.

Writers should be wary of a similar mistake.

When a viewer watches and reflects on a movie using the vari-

ous approaches and with the critical vocabulary discussed in the

122



Style and Structure in V^riting 1 23

Figure 22

In her film Redupers (1977), director Helke Sander plays a woman photographer

who struggles with all the small and large tasks required to express herself and her

ideas.

previous chapters, the actual writing of an essay can be considerably

easier. Some of the usual anxiety about finding ideas and arguments

should be relieved if one methodically follows those steps.

If you have taken good notes, you have gone a long way in

the "prewriting" stage. The next most crucial element of the essay

is a clearly focused topic—a thesis—that will allow you to get at the

film or films from a workable angle. This clear focus will also allow

you to do a thorough analysis in a limited number of pages and, at

the same time, to expand the topic along broad enough lines to

keep your reader interested. Even if your instructor presents you

with a general topic, you will usually have to refocus it so that it is

more specific and personal. Discussing racism in D. W. Griffith's
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The Birth of a Nation could prove too large a topic for a ten-page pa-

per. Conversely, an essay focused on a truly minor detail, like the

furniture used for one set in that movie, could prove too trivial for

a long essay unless handled with dexterity and developed through

research.

The scope and focus of your essay will depend, as we have

noted, on the audience you foresee for it. An informed audience will

not be interested in a familiar plot or such information as "Griffith

was an American filmmaker." The sooner a writer determines the

audience, the sooner the parameters of the essay will start to take

shape. This is a critical step in writing about film because much of

what you say and see, particularly during a second screening, will be

guided by those parameters.

Another central task of the first stage of writing is outUning

your topic. Many skillful writers do not work with an outline, find-

ing it too constricting. Others find oudining absolutely necessary,

especially because of the fleeting nature of a film. Under the best cir-

cumstance, a writer sketches out an outline while organizing notes

into a coherent point of view on the film. An outline can take any

form, ranging from clusters of observations and thoughts to a series

of main points to a formally numbered and sectioned blueprint of

an argument, complete with headings and subheadings. Outlines

can provide real assistance with the logic of an argument. A clearly

thought out outline can be invaluable when you are viewing a movie

for a second or third time. It becomes a kind of viewfinder that en-

ables you to spot significant details missed on the first screening.

Here, in one student's brief outline for a paper on Roberto Benigni's

Life Is Beautiful (1997), the writer uses full sentences to make certain

that complete ideas will define the main sections of the argument:

Robert Tow

Life Is Beautiful as Comedic Horror

What is most shocking and brilliant about Life

Is Beautiful is that it uses language of

comedy to depict the horror of the Holocaust.
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II. Normally Holocaust films have been strenuously-

serious :

a. This is a historical event that was and

remains incomprehensible.

b. Some examples: from Night and Fog to

Schindler's List .

III. Life Is Beautiful does not avoid showing these

painful and unimaginable images of fascism and

the Holocaust:

a. The brutality of individuals

b. The monstrous dehumanization of the camps

c. Spectacles of death

IV. The temporary salvation from these images of

horror becomes the language and wit of the

father

.

a

.

Language as romance

b. Language as comic translation

c. The language of the son as the voice-over

frame of the film

V. Conclusion: Although there never has been or

ever could be anything funny about the death

camps World War II, Life Is Beautiful

describes the defense of the human through the

comic language of a father's love for his son.

When the paper is written it will probably depart from this outline

and will certainly become more defined and more specific. Yet, an

outline of any kind can be the foundation on which you build more

complex ideas.

The Right Words

Concrete Language

The actual writing of the essay involves guidelines that are basic to

all writing and are important to rehearse and recall frequently. Since

a film critic is re-creating a film and a perspective on it through Ian-
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guage, a sensitive and accurate use of words is paramount. Con-

creteness is the heart of some of the best film writing, largely be-

cause the reader depends so much on the visualization of a scene or

sequence. Also, the accuracy with which a writer describes what he

or she sees is often the most convincing way to make a point. After

seeing a striking sequence from Werner Herzog's Fata Morgana

(1970), an inexperienced writer might be tempted to write, "There

was a series of strange shots, with crazy dialogue and odd charac-

ters." An experienced writer, Uke the author of the following pas-

sage, revitalizes the images with a lively and concrete idiom in order

to comment on them:

The strongest sequence may be a catastrophic metaphor of hell on

earth: a catatonic drummer and a tacky female pianist on a tiny stage in

a brothel perform a piece they have played a thousand times without

any emotion, endlessly, off-key. "In the Golden Age, man and wife live in

harmony," the commentator says, as they are photographed head-on,

with all the merciful cruelty of a humanist filmmaker who must show

everything. At the end of the piece, they remain immobile. There is no

applause. (Vogel 76)

Denotation and Connotation

Denotations and connotations are other rhetorical tools that can be

used effectively or ineffectively by a writer. A denotation is the dictio-

nary meaning of a word, and thus film and movie have the same de-

notation. If you mean sequence don't say shot; if you mean Hollywood

style, don't be satisfied with classical style, since the latter term could

indicate a specific kind of Hollywood or European movie. Be pre-

cise: Say what you mean and avoid words that have little denotative

value, like thing and aspect.

A connotation is any association or implication of the word you

use. Film has for many people sophisticated, intellectual connota-

tions, while movie has connotations associated with mass entertain-

ment. Both Hollywood and classical carry a number of connotations
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(commercial or estahlishment, for instance) that a writer should be

aware of when using them. Mack Sennett, the founder of the Key-

stone Cops, warned against inappropriate critical language when he

said there "was a wonder and a miracle" m his films which "no

amount of expensive grammar can explain."

Tone

The tone of an essay can vary considerably from the jaunty sarcasm

of some newspaper reviewers to the pretentious didacticism of

some film theoreticians. Tone is the total effect of the words you

use and how you use them, and every essay establishes a tone, or

"writer's voice." Be conscious of the tone of voice you are adopting

in your argument; some tones are less appropriate than others. Sar-

casm, humor, and anger are among the least effective tones to use

in formulating an engaging and convincing argument. A paper that

begins "This so-called art film could never appeal to a normal audi-

ence" immediately identifies the writer as someone too prejudiced

to make balanced judgments. The same point can be made with a

more balanced tone: "The problem with art films is that they may

alienate a public used to a more accessible story." A writer needs to

find the right compromise between a casual voice and a formal

one. The nature of that compromise will depend on you and the

specific topic of your essay. Too much slang won't work, nor will

pretentious words that you normally don't use. A writer conscious

of tone will maintain a consistent one throughout the essay, not

changing tone of voice from sentence to sentence or paragraph to

paragraph.

Finally, beware of using quotation marks around words to try

to create an indirect or clever tone or sarcasm. If you mean that a

character behaves like a dominant and oppressive male stereotype,

don't be satisfied by simply writing that he is "a 'really liberated'

guy." Quotation marks used in this way rarely explain anything.

They usually blur what you mean.
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Repetitions and Cliches

A common difficulty in word usage is to keep the diction fresh and

varied. Experienced writers rely on the repetition of key words for

emphasis and continuity. But the lazy or uncontrolled repetition of

words results in tedious prose: repeated references to "the director"

throughout a short passage can be irritating. You can easily correct

such repetition by substituting a proper name (Romero) or an article

(he). When you find yourself locked into unnecessary repetitions,

vary your descriptions and phrases. But don't force a change by us-

ing terms that do not fit your style.

The tendency to depend on cliches is a version of the same

problem: the substitution of a quick and unexamined use of lan-

guage for precise expression. The snatches of jingles and pat quips

that we often find in movie reviews are an extreme version of this

use of cliches. They indicate how meaningless terms like blockbuster

or afilm everyone should see become.

In the following passage, Robin Wood employs several phrases

we have all heard before ("very much in question" or "a great pity

that"), and he builds his point around the repetition of words like

energy, ridiculous, artist, and violence. Here, however, Wood demon-

strates how common expressions can contribute to a relaxed tone

and how the repetition of a word sometimes leads to finer distinc-

tions in thought:

The value of Sam Peckinpah's work is still very much in question; its

intensity is not. And art that expresses such energy and passion, such

commitment to personal impulse, commands, at least, respectful atten-

tion. The WiW Bunch (1969) and Straw Dogs (1971), whatever one's esti-

mate of them, have that combination of candor and force which

announces an artist who is not afraid of appearing ridiculous; those who

profess to find them no more than ridiculous are perhaps nervously

insulating themselves from the films' ferocious and contagious energy.

At the same time, one may comment at the outset that it is a great pity

that, in the eyes of the public and most critics, Peckinpah's gentler and

arguably finest films , . . have been so overshadowed by the spectacular
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and explosive violence of the more notorious works—a violence that is

certainly a nnajor component of his artistic personality, but by no means

the whole story. (771-72)

Effective Sentences

Economy

A writer should aim at two key stylistic goals: to be economical and

to be interesting. Being economical means sa}ing precisely all that

you need to say and cutting words and expressions that add no in-

formation or serve no stylistic purpose.

Many writers get stuck for words and are not able to come up

with sentences that adequately express the thought. When this hap-

pens, going back to an outline and talking through your ideas in

terms of specific images and sequences will help start the flow of

sentences. The inverse problem, however, is equally troublesome:

sometimes a writer who spews out words in haphazard fashion loses

the meaning of his or her sentence in the process. A critical eye no-

tices that the following sentence is unnecessarily wordy:

There are many difficult and demanding scenes in

this film by Lina Wertmiiller, Swept Awav (1975),

which give the movie an operatic quality.

Cutting and economizing, the writer would revise it to:

Lina Wertmiiller 's Swept Awav (1975) is a demanding,

operatic film.

You can usually eliminate wordiness of this kind by watching

out for redundancies, wordy constructions (e.g., "there is"), cor-

rectable uses of the passive voice ("Blake Edwards directed Pink Pan-

ther [1964]," instead of "The Pink Panther [1964] was directed by

Blake Edwards"), or merely words that could be deleted without
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changing the sense of a sentence. Reviewing the following passage,

the writer should have recognized its extreme wordiness:

Despite its central and obviously important role in

the way a movie communicates, one of the most

overlooked and ignored areas of study in film

scholarship is proving to be the many variations

and appreciable differences in how movie dialogue

has been used and how its functions have changed

rapidly through history and dramatically from

director to director.

Without sacrificing information, the better, more succinct version

reads:

Despite the central role of film dialogue, most

scholarship has overlooked its evolution in films

and its various uses by different directors.

Varied Sentence Structures

An interesting style requires more than just an interesting subject to

write about. It also requires a way of presenting the subject in sen-

tences that dovetail and emphasize your material in the strongest

way possible, since holding a reader's interest—always a goal of any

writer—requires sentences that present your analysis in its most ef-

fective form. Some authors "shoot from the hip," naturally and chat-

tily presenting their points in lively prose. Most of us, however, tend

to get stuck in stylistic ruts, of which the most common in student

writing is the unvaried use of simple declarative sentences. In order

to escape these ruts, we use several stylistic strategies to make our

sentences more flexible and emphatic.

Parallels draw attention to the relations between, or the equa-

tion of, two or more facts or ideas:

Hollywood movies have three purposes: to entertain,

to make money, and to advertise a way of life. [Do
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not write "... to entertain, to make money, and

advertising a way of life."]

Coordination joins two related sentences with a conjunction

(and, hut, or, etc.), the result being a compound sentence and rhyth-

mic variation in your sentence patterns:

Hollywood movies are meant primarily to entertain

and to make money, and less obviously, they aim to

advertise a way of life.

Subordination combines two or more points or sentences into a

single complex sentence that redistributes those ideas to deempha-

size some points and emphasize others:

Although Hollywood movies aim to entertain and to

advertise a way of life, their primary function is

to make money.

In the following sentences, the writer has got stuck in sentence

structures, and the writing is choppy and tiresome:

Ingmar Bergman is the premier Swedish filmmaker. He

has been active in film and theater since 1944. His

most famous movie is probably The Seventh Seal

(1956) , and this film dramatizes typical Bergman

concerns with theological and social angst. His

most visually complicated film is Persona (1966),

and it examines that angst as it relates

specifically to images, personalities, and the

cinema.

Revising these sentences, the writer communicates the material

far more effectively and economically through parallels, coordina-

tion, and subordination:

Active in film and theater since 1944, Ingmar

Bergman is the premier Swedish filmmaker. Although
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The Seventh Seal (195 6) is his most famous movie,

his most visually complicated is Persona ; while the

first dramatizes typical Bergman concerns with

theological and social angst, the second examines

that angst as it relates to images, personalities,

and the cinema.

In making these sentences a bit more economical, the writer

has also made them more emphatic: in the first sentence, by subor-

dinating less important information about Bergman's past; in the

second, by creating parallel phrases that compare the two films and

by subordinating the less interesting Seventh Seal. The original sen-

tences could have been restructured in many ways. Their structure

should be determined not only by economy, but by what the writer

wishes to emphasize.

When you are composing your first draft from notes and re-

flections, it is probably best not to labor over finding the exact word

or the most economical phrase. At that stage, your objective is to get

your ideas down on paper as quickly and as completely as you can.

The time for correcting and polishing sentences is usually when you

revise that draft, when you should be more sensitive to how you can

improve your writing.

Coherent Paragraphs

In a movie, the elements that compose the mise-en-scene (actors,

props, etc.) become part of a shot; many shots develop into a scene

and then a sequence; and sequences can be combined to form a nar-

rative. The growth of an essay can be conceptuaUzed according to a

similar scheme. Perhaps writing is never quite so schematic; yet, just

as an accurate and resourceful use of words leads to lively sentences,

well-constructed sentences become unified and coherent paragraphs.

There is no set length for a good paragraph, nor is there an ab-

solutely correct number of paragraphs for a given paper. A 500-
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word essay normally has four or five paragraphs, and a developed

paragraph usually contains at least four or five sentences. However,

the number of paragraphs and their respective lengths will depend

on the ideas in your argument. Ideally, the number of paragraphs m
an essay follows from a thorough and well-conceived outline. If you

have only two or three paragraphs, or very short paragraphs, your

argument may be short on good ideas, or those ideas may not have

been thought out fully or supported concretely. (Although journal-

istic writing, such as a newspaper review, frequently relies on very

short paragraphs, this is usually not the kind of paragraphing appro-

priate for a critical essay.)

Whether the paragraph has a few sentences or a dozen, it must

contain an idea that clearly unites its sentences. This unifying idea

should be made explicit in the topic sentence of each paragraph, a

sentence that pinpoints the guiding concept of the paragraph. When
you locate this sentence at the beginning of a paragraph, you help

the reader to follow the train of thought throughout the paragraph.

Sometimes, your topic sentence will be the second sentence. Very

rarely is a topic sentence unnecessary, and in most cases, you should

not use, in place of a topic sentence, a plot sentence that simply retells

some of the plot. Generally, a topic sentence anchors the paragraph

and announces its central idea, even if that idea is then developed

through two or three other related ideas. Note in the following para-

graph that the central idea C'the repose of the Western hero") is

clearly identified m the first sentence. Note also how the author cre-

ates a smooth transition (from the previous paragraph about the

gangster film) through the appropriately placed "by contrast":

The Western hero, by contrast, is a figure of repose. He resembles the

gangster in being lonely and to some degree melancholy. But his

melancholy comes from the "simple" recognition that life is unavoidably

serious, not from the disproportions of his own temperament. And his

loneliness is organic, not imposed on him by his situation but belong-

ing to him intimately and testifying to his completeness. The gangster

must reject others violently or draw them violently to him. The West-

erner is not thus compelled to seek love; he is prepared to accept it,
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perhaps, but he never asks of it more than it can give, and we see hinn

constantly in situations where love is at best an irrelevance. If there is a

wonnan he loves, she is usually unable to understand his nnotives; and

he finds it impossible to explain to her that there is no point in being

"against" these things: they belong to his world. (Warshow 137)

Here characteristics of the western hero are described separately: his

perspective on life, his breed of loneliness, his feelings about love

and violence. Each, however, can be referred to and is subordinate

to the central topic of his "repose." Like most good paragraphs, this

one features a general and clear beginning and then moves through

specific points to a strong and emphatic conclusion.

The next example of paragraphing has a more complicated

structure. Note its successful use of transitions ("In more general

terms," "yet," "however," etc.) to connect parts of sentences, separate

sentences, and separate paragraphs:

In terms of sound quality, the average film of the mid-forties, whether in

Hollywood, France, or England, represented a significant improvement

on the original efforts of the late twenties. In more general terms, how-

ever, the films of the forties remained the direct descendants of those

earlier films. Every step of the process had been improved—from micro-

phones to printers, from amplifiers to loudspeakers—yet the fundamen-

tal optical recording and printing technology remained basically the

same. Not until after the war, thanks in part to German wartime technol-

ogy, did the sound recording industry in general and the film sound

track in particular take a quantum leap forward with the perfection of

magnetic recording techniques. As with all important technological

developments, however, the magnetic recording revolution met with

immediate economic resistance. There was no question that magnetic

recording was easier, used lighter, more mobile equipment, cost less,

and produced decidedly better results; theaters, however, were not

equipped to play films which substituted a magnetic strip for the tradi-

tional optical sound track. lust as Hollywood delayed the coming of

sound for years, it has for economic reasons delayed the coming of bet-

ter sound for decades. Over a quarter of a century after the general avail-

ability of magnetic recording technology very few theaters (usually only

the high priced, first run, big city variety) are equipped with magnetic
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sound equipment. Ironically, for years, the average amateur filmmaker

working with super-sound equipment has possessed better and more

advanced sound reproduction facilities than the neighborhood cinema.

Nevertheless, Hollywood was able to capitalize on the new tech-

nology in another way. Though filmmakers around the world continued

to use optical sound for distribution prints, they very early began to do

all their own recording in the magnetic mode (by the end of 1971, 75

percent of Hollywood's original production recording, music scoring,

and dubbing was being done on magnetic recording equipment). Fin-

ishing what the playback had begun, magnetic recording divorced the

sound track still further from the image and from the image's optical

technology. Now, any number of sound sources could easily be sepa-

rately recorded, mixed, and remixed independently of the image (thus

simplifying the manipulation of stereophonic sound now often coupled

with the new wide-screen formats). (Altman 48)

These are rather complicated paragraphs, in part because a

great deal of information is proffered, in part because more than one

idea is at work m the first paragraph. Specifically, the writer is dis-

cussing two ideas like a kind of two-sided coin: on one side, there

are the advances made in sound technolog)^ in the post-World War

II period (announced in the openmg sentence); on the other side,

there is the failure of Holl)"vvood to implement those advances.

The author balances and contrasts these two developments by

mapping the logic of their progression from the prewar period to

modern times, and he connects them through key transition words

like however. Notice also how this back-and-forth progression is

deftly focused in the middle of the first paragraph with the sentence

beginning "There was no question": this sentence has a parallel

structure, its two halves divided by the semicolon, and each side

representing a version of the twofold point the paragraph is making.

Also, the coherence and vividness of the paragraph are enhanced by

numerous concrete details and historical facts. (When you are writ-

ing papers more analytical than historical, this kind of information

may not be as necessary, available, or appropriate. But always at-

tempt to solidify and flesh out the idea of your topic sentence with

hard facts or concrete details from the film.)
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Finally, the passage demonstrates a neat transition between the

two paragraphs that turns on the word nevertheless and the phrase

"in another way." Make sure your transitions between sentences and

between paragraphs add clarity, coherence, and fluidity to your es-

say. Using words or phrases specifically suited for this purpose, like

furthermore or in fact, is one way to increase coherence; a second

method is repeating key words from the end of the previous para-

graph, as this writer does with Hollywood and technology. Always

make sure that your reader can follow a logical transition from one

paragraph to the next.

Introductory Paragraphs

Many of us—like Alvy Singer, who in Annie Hall refuses to enter a

movie even a few minutes late—know how important a beginning

is. Although many Hollywood films settle quickly into mediocre

stories and styles, the first ten minutes can provide the most capti-

vating and innovative sequence of the entire experience (which is a

way of keeping you in your seat). Beginnings are crucial to any pre-

sentation, and no matter how long your essay will be, getting that

first paragraph right could be the most important revision of your

essay.

An essay must hold a reader's interest if it is to communicate

information or make a point, and the introductory paragraph is

where that interest should first be piqued. Starting your paper with

a string of commonplaces—that Frank Capra was an American di-

rector, that his films were very popular, and so on—is not likely to

encourage your reader to continue reading. Even when a reader

(say, your instructor) is obliged to finish reading an essay with a dull

beginning, that first paragraph creates an expectation about your

work. The first paragraph is the ideal place to give your reader a

clear sense of what your topic is and how you intend to develop it:

the thesis statement that tells exactly and specifically what is the argu-
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ment of the essay. Even in long and ambitious essays, that direction

is clearly announced as a signpost and provocation for the reader:

In the late 1930s, public discussion about Hollywood changed. Clergy-

nnen in backwater towns could still raise a crowd by railing against sin

on the silver screen, and judges and reformers here and there continued

to maintain that movies led impressionable youth to crime. Among aca-

demics and in literary circles, however, and in the principal newspapers

and magazines, the moviemakers were regarded with considerably more

respect, awe and even envy, as the possessors of the power to create the

nation's myths and dreams. (Sklar 195)

The essay's title, "The Making o{ Cultural Myths; Walt Disney and

Frank Capra," catches the attention of many readers who recognize

both names but would not necessarily place them on common

ground. As with all good openings, however, the introductory para-

graph does not simply restate that title CThis essay will discuss cul-

tural myth in the movies of Walt Disney and Frank Capra"). Instead,

it introduces its topic in terms that are more general and at the same

time more concrete. Starting with a specific historical reference (the

late thirties), the paragraph describes a specific historical transition in

the debate between those who thought the movies were frivolous and

those who believed they were an important cultural medium. With

that debate as a background, the paragraph moves to its thesis about

the power of the movies of Disney and Capra to create social myths.

NOTE: Whether you formulate a title before you begin writing

this first paragraph or after you have finished a final draft, always

make the title an informative and enticing entry into your first para-

graph: it should be broad enough to suggest the scope of your topic

but specific enough to get your reader interested. "Cultural Myths"

would have been far too general a title for the above example; "Walt

Disney and Frank Capra" would have been too quirky and unclear.

An opening paragraph should identify the object of study

(here, moviemakers of the late thirties) and the topic the writer is fo-

cusing on (here, histor}^ and cultural myths). Often, the focus is the
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analysis of a particular film or part of a film. You can organize a first

paragraph by moving from a general proposition to a specific state-

ment of your argument. Or as the last example shows, you can move

from specific examples to a more general (but not too general!) the-

sis that your paper will develop.

Introducing a provocative quotation or a specific image is one

way to energize a first paragraph. Whatever method you use, your

aim is to convince your reader immediately that you have something

worthwhile to say, an argument that needs airing, observations that

are not readily apparent. Although the rest of your paper will de-

velop and expand on these first propositions, you should make very

clear here what your essay is about and what method you will use to

investigate your topic. If you compose and focus this paragraph to

fit the length and limits of your paper, that paper will be much eas-

ier to write: nothing is more common and more disastrous than the

massive thesis statement ("This is a study of The Blair Witch Project

[1999].") formulated when a writer doubts he or she can find

enough to say about a more narrowly focused topic.

In many ways, the first paragraph is the most difficult of the

essay; it presumes you know pretty much where the argument is go-

ing, although some conclusions are often arrived at in the writing it-

self. While it is important to formulate an introductory paragraph in

the first draft, you should plan to reexamine and rewrite that para-

graph in a later draft. At that point, an effective first paragraph will

become much easier to write.

Concluding Paragraphs

For some students, a popular strategy for reaching a conclusion is to

rephrase the opening thesis in slightly different words ("Thus, I have

shown ..."). This approach, however, frequently seems mechanical

and dull. A concluding paragraph, like an opening paragraph, is

best when it makes your reader attend to it, and to sit up and realize

that something interesting has been said that may have implications
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beyond the bounds of the essay. Some summary is not necessarily a

bad idea, especially when an argument has been a bit complicated

or involved; even so, earlier ideas should be retrieved not merely to

remind the reader of what has been said, but to emphasize a final

point, as Dudley Andrew does in this conclusion:

Thus, despite its apparently hermetic form, Diary of a Country Priest situ-

ates itself in a cosmic openness It is a film written across the pages of a

notebook, yet it is set in a field of light and sound. The concentration

and discipline of the diary allow the cure to attain in his final hours a

breadth of soul explicitly measured against his pathetically liberal de-

frocked friend. His rigorous instrument of self-knowledge

—

his writing

—

has brought him into focus with his image and, therefore, has made him

one with Christ It is through a similar textual discipline, this time of

cinematic style, that Bresson can in the end reach beyond cinema and

be at one with his subject, a novel By going beyond cinema through cin-

ema, he has achieved a revolution in the ethics and potential of adapta-

tion, he has performed a novel in sight and sound, not capturing his sub-

ject so much as becoming it ( 1 30)

Conclusions often attempt to wrap up a complex argument too

neatly. Yet sweeping generalizations are risky. Some of the most ef-

fective conclusions close an argument within the range of that par-

ticular essay, at the same time opening it to other questions.

In concluding a discussion of Leni Riefenstahl's films and pho-

tographic work, Richard Meran Barsam moves carefully from the

specific to the general, referring to historical figures and titles, arriv-

ing at some definite conclusions about the woman and her work, yet

maintaining a relatively balanced and open-minded tone that points

the reader toward other questions:

The Nuba film will be similar to her other work because it will express

again the special world that has engaged her imagination since she was

a child. Leni Riefenstahl's world is a world apart, a world of crystal grot-

toes, of men who think they are supermen, of the human body made

godlike through film, of elite warriors on a dark and foreign plain. This

world exists in fact, but it becomes in her imagination a very different
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entity. Protected by her belief in tFiat entity, wliich is, of course, her art,

Leni Riefenstahl rennains apart from much of the everyday world. She

cannot understand why many people in that world will not accept her or

her legends; as she publishes her Nuba photographs (to some, a bold

and striking act of penance), she thinks that these documents will show

her belief in man's honesty, goodness, and oneness with nature. The

Nuba photographs do show those aspects, of course, but they are pho-

tographs of a disappearing wodd. Fortunately for all mankind, her pho-

tographs of Hitler represent another world that has disappeared, but

the world will not forget that she found it necessary, and perhaps even

advantageous, to make those pictures and to create the myths that in-

fuse Triumph of the Will with its terrifying power. A truly enigmatic woman,

Leni Riefenstahl fights against the legend that she has created for her-

self, fights against it even as it encloses the final years of her life. Leni

Riefenstahl is one with her legend, inseparable from the world that she

has made. She has what every artist since Daedalus has dreamed of, ex-

cept the power to fall, to admit error, and to transcend the fragile barrier

that stands between art and life. (37)

For some, the final rhetorical flourish here might seem a bit

much. But conclusions and openings are always more rhetorical

than other paragraphs, and, whether one chooses a more matter-of-

fact tone or not, writers should strive to get as much out of their

words as possible—especially at the crucial points in an essay.

Checklist for Writing
AN Effective Essay

Each writer has personal methods and strategies. The following are

some summary guidelines, suggestions, and reminders:

1. Be prepared for a movie. Before you see a film, ask prelim-

inary questions about when and where it was made and

about your own expectations concerning it. Ask which of

your other interests—technology, art, business—might

point you in a good direction when writing about film.
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1

2. Learn to look carefully at the movie and to take notes.

Let your general, preliminary questions become more

specific and concrete as you respond to the movie. What

seems most important in it? What seems most unusual

about it?

3. Let your questions lead you to a manageable topic that in-

volves both the themes of the film and its technical and

formal features. A topic like "The Search for Identity in

Citizen Kane' is probably too large for a short essay; a

much more compelling topic would be "Kane's Child-

hood: The Beginning of an Identity Crisis." The more con-

centrated focus of the second topic will allow you to ex-

amine scenes and sequences in detail.

4. Try to view the movie at least one more time after you

have decided on a topic. Expand your notes at this point,

filling in details you may have missed during your first

screening.

5. Keep clarifying your argument; transfer your notes to note

cards (or sheets of paper if you prefer) so that you can

arrange these notes as a logical and organized group of

ideas. Begin your argument with a statement of the prob-

lem or question you intend to address. Then, assemble

and lay out the specific points of your discussion, using

concrete evidence from the movie and your interpretation

of it. Good essays usually proceed from the less debatable

thematic points to more complex points about style and

technique. Remember that you are presuming you have a

reader who has seen the movie but will need to be con-

vinced of the point you wish to make.

6. Many writers find it useful to sketch out the organization

of an essay in outline form. Depending on your habits and

preferences, your outline may be very complete and de-

tailed or rather general and sketchy. If you tend to have

trouble with organization and paragraphing, you will want

to make it as complete as possible. For each section of the
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outline, you may even wish to write full sentences as head-

ings; these may later become your topic sentences.

7. Begin to write. For many professionals as well as students,

this is the most difficult part of writing, and we all have

too many ways to put it off (taking more notes, watching

the movie again, sharpening a pencil one more time). De-

lays do not make the task any easier. Creating an outline

can help because it consists of writing, but when it does

not help enough, you should write down your ideas freely

or randomly. Step back and imagine explaining your topic

to a friend. Aim merely to get some sentences on paper;

you can re-sort and refine your ideas later.

8. As you write, keep thinking about your subject, pushing

your ideas further. Most of us don't know exactly what we

think about a complex subject until we start to articulate

our thoughts. Writing itself becomes a discovery process

we should take full advantage of. Check your logic by

sketching an outline of what you have written. Polish your

first paragraph and conclusion. Consider some larger

questions about your approach. Is it mainly historical or

formalistic? Are you interested in the cultural identity of

the film? If you are emphasizing a particular method, de-

cide to what extent your approach should be acknowl-

edged early in your paper.

9. Revise; always revise. Allow as much time as possible be-

tween your first draft and your revision of it, preferably a

few days. No one writes a perfect draft the first time, and

most good writers go through several drafts before they

feel comfortable and secure with an essay. If you grow

weary, remind yourself: Film scripts may be subjected to a

dozen rewrites before a director starts to film, and once

the film is made, its editing may become another series of

revisions. The time you allow between your first draft and

your revision should permit you to look at your essay with

fresh eyes. Check your logic, your topic sentences, and
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your thesis statement (Does it still fit the paper you

wrote?). Check to see that you argue and develop your

thesis rather than merely assert it. Read the essay through,

watching for awkward expressions, poor transitions be-

tween sentences and paragraphs, and imprecise words.

Are your examples still relevant? Are your quotations ac-

curate? If you have time, put the paper aside again and do

one last revision.

NOTE: If you type your essay on a computer or word

processor, it is very important that you revise at least one draft

on a hard copy, since errors are easier to spot when the writing

is in hard copy.

10. Type, print out, or write a clean copy, following the guide-

lines about margins, footnotes, and so on (pp. 179-198).

Be certain you are not breaking or bending any rules about

plagiarism (pp. 186-190).

1 1

.

Proofread your final copy and insert any necessary correc-

tions (pp. 181-182).

Exercises

Outline an argument for an essay using headings and subhead-

ings for each section. Use full topic sentences for the headings.

Write three different versions of an introductory paragraph so

that the thesis becomes more and more specific with each ver-

sion.
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Research improves any piece of writing. Normally, few people see a

film or begin to write an essay about it with all the facts or a record

of other opinions before them. When you exchange opinions with a

friend, exhaustive background information may not be necessary or

even relevant. But as soon as you have a point to make or an argu-

ment to present, as soon as you have a stake in what you are saying,

the more you know about the subject and the issues related to it, the

more satisfying it will be to write about it.

Two equally intelligent friends may watch Paul Schrader's

Mishima (1985), and although each may have perfectly sensitive and

sensible responses to it, the one who has knowledge ofJapanese cul-

ture or the facts of Mishima's life will have a richer and more de-

tailed reading of the movie and will be able to support her or his

evaluation better (Figure 23). Although both may understand the

themes and recognize that the elaborate structure and style are cen-

tral ingredients in their reaction to these themes, the viewer who can

connect them to other Schrader films, such as American Gigolo

(1980) or Affliction (1998), will be able to detect variations and com-

plexities in motifs concerning obsessiveness and alienation that es-

cape the less knowledgeable viewer. If that person also takes the

time to read Schrader's book Transcendental Style, some of Mishima's

literary work, and something about Schrader's problems with the

widow of the celebrated Japanese writer, that person could offer in-

formation about and insights into the movie that would distinguish

144
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Figure 23

Mishima and Paul Schrader: researching the man and the filmmaker.
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his or her essay from "just another opinion." A well-researched argu-

ment, one that brings to bear facts and observations outside the ken

of the average viewer, is often all that distinguishes the authority and

sophistication of one perspective from the impressions of another.

You can use research in a number of different ways. It can be

integrated into your essay to support your own points with the au-

thority of other writers, or it can be used to introduce a common
perception you wish to argue against. Notice how this writer skill-

fully integrates her background research on reactions to Bad Timing

(1980) as a way of beginning her discussion:

Nicholas Roeg's Bad Timing-. A Sensual Obsession seems to have caused

more displeasure than pleasure to virtually everyone: general audiences

(it was not a box office success) and official media critics, on the one

hand, and women's groups involved in the antipornography campaign,

on the other. It has been found boring and confusing, overreaching and

pretentious, "technically good" and offensive to women. The X-rating

and pattern of exhibition (art cinemas in first run, then, immediately,

the revival circuit), plus the director's cult reputation (Performance. Don't

Look Now, "Walkabout, The Man WAo Fell to Earth) place Bad Timing in a

special category of commercially distributed, nonmainstream films,

(de Lauretis 87)

Most of us will have trouble including so much information in a

short introduction, and sometimes, a single provocative quotation is

enough to locate your own point of view. Yet, however and wher-

ever you use research, i: can quickly substantiate and direct your

writing if you use it wisely.

Writers of film essays are traditionally divided into two camps,

distinguished by their different approaches to research; one group is

made up of critics and reviewers, the other of scholars and histori-

ans. Those in the first camp interpret a film through their own

analysis and feelings about the value of the movie, and researching

material other than what is on the screen is usually considered un-

necessary. The scholar-historians, however, are concerned mostly

with that other material, the history of the movie's production, criti-
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cal responses to it, theoretical suppositions, and facts or information

that are not at hand when they go to the mo\ies. For the scholar-

historians, understanding a movie involves a significant amount of

research into the ideas and historical background that have deter-

mined v^hat appears on the screen. For the cntic or reviewer, Orson

Welles's The Magnificent Ambersons (1942) speaks for itself; the

power of the story and the style of the movie would be the focus of

the discussion. For the historian, however, Welles's battles with the

studio and his inability to complete the editing on his own terms be-

come the most important part of the analysis.

Some writers emphasize either scholarship or a personal criti-

cal response, but most writers operate somewhere in between. Com-

petent reviewers for a newspaper or a magazine usually bring a fair

amount of prior knowledge (about film history, the director, or the

background of a particular film) to bear on their discussion of a

movie. Likewise, good scholar-histonans do not just accumulate

"dry facts" or cover theoretical issues that have little to do with why

we like or dislike a film. Their investigations are based on a desire to

throw more light on what certain movies mean or why we value

them.

Research involves anything from checking a date to examining

the entire economic history of a film. Whether your topic is an inter-

pretation of an individual movie or a description of the technology

behind it, good research should shape your feehngs about how the

film can be understood and enjoyed. The writer of the following

paragraph discusses a group of movies m the context of painstaking

historical research into the development of camera movements. This

research guided his evaluation of Marcel L'Herbiefs LArgent (1928):

Although it was not uncommon to find 10 or more tracking shots, not to

mention large amounts of panning, during the length of some of the last

American silent films such as The Red Dance (Raoul Walsh. 1928), in

Europe this trend went a little further, particularly in France. In part this

was because there were none of the constraints of early sound filming

there until 1930, and in part because stylistic developments have always

been pushed to greater lengths in the Art Cinema" section of film
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production. So one gets some films like Marcel I'Herbier's L'Argent

(1928) in which most of the shots involve camera movement of one kind

or another, often of a very conspicuous nature. It seems likely to me that

the obviousness of a lot of the camera movement in this film and others

such as lean Renoir's Tire au Flanc (1928) was due to lack of technical

skill. This deduction follows from the fact that as L'Argent goes along the

camera movement, though remaining just as extensive, becomes less

conspicuous because it is fitted in better with the movements of the

characters, presumably as a result of the practice that the director and

operators acquired in the earlier part of the film. There have been a

number of examples before and since of European film-makers learning

their craft in front of the paying public. Something of the same lack of

complete control can be seen in American films using a lot of camera

movement at this date, but it does not go so far. (Salt 228)

How TO Begin Research

How much and what kind of research a writer does depends on

such variables as the time available and the length of the project.

Having three months to write a twenty-page paper will presume and

require more research than a five-page essay due in two weeks. A re-

view written in two days normally contains only the research that

the writer has immediately available or that is found in press notes; a

scholarly essay will involve research done over many months.

The quality and amount of research material available depend

on the film and when it was released. A writer who begins work on a

classic film such as Victor Fleming's Gone with the Wind or Marcel

Game's Children oj Paradise (1945) finds more essays and books

than can be satisfactorily examined in a reasonable time. Con-

versely, in the months immediately after its release, even a highly

publicized Hollywood film, such as The Talented Mr. Ripley (1999)

or The Summer ojSam (1999), has usually generated only newspaper

and magazine reviews and interviews. And a writer choosing to

write on a recent foreign movie or an unheralded Third World film

might have trouble locating even one or two short reviews. The use-

fulness of these materials is extremely different: a dozen superficial
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reviews of a film or a coffee-table book on a director may offer little

more than variations on plot summaries or gossip, while a small, in-

telligent review or one exceptional book provides you a whole foun-

dation or backdrop for your own ideas. Research is a learned skill,

and the good writer develops methods of quickly finding what is

available and efficiently sorting out what is most pertinent to his or

her essay.

Each person develops an mdividual research technique. Some

people prefer to read background material before seeing a mo\ae.

Some work better when they think through their position on a film

and then investigate how that position contrasts with or comple-

ments the existing body of opinion. Many writers' habits fall some-

where between these extremes.

Even before seeing the movie, try to get a sense of it by consid-

ering preliminary questions about it (e.g., when it was made and its

intended audience; see Chapter 2). After seeing the movie, clarify

what you think about it and what interests you most. (Writing about

something you find uninteresting can be the most difficult kind of

writing.) Once you have sketched your ideas about a movie and fo-

cused those ideas on one or two topics, you have the parameters

within which to direct your research. This kind of preliminary focus

is particularly important when your topic has generated a great deal

of critical literature through the years, since it allows you to distin-

guish what research is relevant to your argument and what is not.

The student who intends to write on a Godard film, for instance, can

easily be intimidated by the large number of books and critical es-

says on him. When the student focuses his or her research on "the

use of sound in the recent work of Godard," the task immediately

becomes more manageable. Keep in mind that, although some sub-

jects may prove too large for a paper, very few are too small if you

think carefully about them. The most important guide is your own

interest.

Research should be done with an open and discriminating

mind. A good writer is willing to be redirected down new paths and,

if necessary, to change a position. The student researching Godard
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and sound may, on reading other writers, decide instead to work on

the spoken dialogue or to do more research into Godard's video ex-

periments to discover how they affected the sound in his later films.

The writer disappointed with the comparatively little serious work

on a period in film history (such as that of Nazi Germany or in non-

Western culture) must be ready to explore topics outside film his-

tory itself by reading some more general cultural or political histo-

ries. Research both develops and tests a writer's ideas. Adjusting or

changing ideas is part of the excitement of doing research.

The trick is to learn to recognize what is important to your es-

say and what is not, what to keep and what to discard. The process

is made easier only when you are, at the same time, prepared with

ideas and flexible about changing them. Indeed, Rene Clair's de-

scription of filmmaking suggests a similar process for researching

and writing about film: "The idea for a film is sometimes born in an

author's mind, but more often a film company has the intention of

making a film and is thus moved to search among existing ideas for

the one that suits it best" (226).

When you have researched a subject and reworked your origi-

nal idea, it is advisable to see the movie again. With a sharpened

sense of what you want to say, you will invariably discover new in-

formation and find previously missed images that support your

ideas. Just as your research is influenced by your first ideas after see-

ing the movie, your sense of what you wish to say is sharpened by

seeing the film again. The inverse of Godard's earlier pronounce-

ment is thus "Said better, seen better."

The Materials of Research

Research materials have conventionally been divided into primary

sources and secondary sources. Primary sources are the films them-

selves and material directly involved in the films. Secondary sources

are the books, essays, and reviews you read about the movie. Thus,

a person wishing to write on the movies of George Roy Hill would
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go first to the primary sources: the movies themselves, a recording

of the soundtrack, and even the scnpt if available. After consultmg

the primary sources, the wnter may investigate secondary sources,

such as a review, a film history, or a book on Hill.

Primary Sources

In film research, even gaining access to a primary source may pose

some difficulties. Researchmg a movie has traditionally been inhib-

ited by the real obstacle of not being able to see the movie exactly

when and as often as you would like. If your subject is a mainstream

movie that happens to be playing at a local theater, this difficulty is

relieved somewhat, since you can see the movie several times, or as

long as your financial resources hold out. Frequently, though, the

films that interest you are not m regular distribution, and special

strategies are required to supplement a first screening.

Video

A seasoned researcher often uses archives or special arrangements

with distributors to view authoritative versions of movies that have

been damaged or cut through the years. Students, who usually have

neither access to nor need of these facilities, must discover easier

ways to view the films they are studying. Today videotapes, dvds,

and movies on cable networks substitute for or supplement the films

themselves. But this form of film must be viewed with caution and

skepticism for several reasons. With videotapes especially, the qual-

ity of the image and sound is usually inferior, the original color or

black-and-white tends to "wash out" (or the black-and-white is

sometimes "colorized"), the frame format and focus may be reduced

or altered in ways that change significantly the meaning of the im-

ages, and images or sequences may have been edited out com-

pletely. Many films, from The Ten Commandments (1956) to E.T. The

Extra-Terrestrial (1982), rely on a wide-screen image, and even in

letterbox formats for television screens, the image is dramatically
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different from its original. Finally, home viewing conditions create a

kind of response to a movie very different from that to a theatrical

screening. Viewers may have very different experiences of Griffith's

Intolerance (1916) or Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey if they watch

one of these films on a movie screen and then on a video monitor.

Videotapes, dvds, and cable movies are, however, now the

most common media for watching films, and it would be a mistake

to deny their value for film research. With more and more films

aimed at television showings, and with an increasing number of di-

rectors crossing back and forth between film and television, the

aesthetic and commercial line between the two is becoming less

distinct. In fact, some movies we see at a theater these days seem to

have been made for the television screen. More important, the

widespread availability of video recorders and the resurrection of

foreign and forgotten films on tape, disk, or cable make these tools

an almost indispensable aid to film research. A writer should make

every attempt to see a film first on a movie screen, but the advan-

tage of being able to analyze that movie further on tape or disk is

considerable. A student can study a single sequence or even a single

frame in detail; other films by a director or from the same historical

period can be compared, and more esoteric movies are becoming

more available through video stores than are available through film

distributors.

Scripts

Published scripts are a primary source for studying a film. Unfortu-

nately, few scripts are available beyond a selection of "classic"

movies, and the kind of information they offer varies a great deal. A
writer researching a film whose script has been published may find

merely dialogue. Sometimes, he or she may also find camera direc-

tions and detailed shot reproductions. Sometimes a published script

may even contain interviews and essays about the movie. Keep in

mind that published screenplays of films may differ significantly
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from the "shooting script" and from the film itself; never base an

analysis totally on a published screenplay.

Secondary Sources: Books, Indexes, journals,

and Electronic Sources

Film books abound, and you should begin your research into sec-

ondary sources by checking the resources in your library for what is

available on your subject. Look under "Movies," "Film," "Cinema,"

and "Motion Pictures," as well as under headings that deal more

specifically with your subject matter. If your topic concerns horror

movies of the thirties, for example, check for relevant titles under

the four main headings, and then, look for titles under "Horror

Films" or "The Supernatural." You could also check the headings for

those national cinemas that relate to your subject (e.g., "Mexican

Cinema"). While researching individual titles it is efficient and prac-

tical to write down bibliographical information—author, full title,

publisher, publication place and date, and page numbers—on note

cards, even if you do not use all those titles.

In addition to a library's own collection, students are encour-

aged to take advantage of the growing number of other electronic

database systems when researching a topic. Many of the widely

available systems, such as Academic Index, Nexis/Lexis, or Comindex,

incorporate research on film and cinema studies. More traditional

research sources, such as the MIA International Bibliography or the

Magill Survey of Cinema, can also be found on electronic databases.

Always check v^th your research librarian to find out which data-

base systems available in your library contain material pertinent to

your work. Accessing these from a single computer screen is often

an extremely efficient means of doing research.

Once you have gathered the appropriate books, you have the

task of culling the information you need from what is a sometimes

large pile. One quick way to get started is to scan the preface or

jacket cover to see if the book deals with the material usefully. In ad-
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dition, look through the table of contents to see if the chapter titles

point in the direction of your own thinking. When your topic con-

cerns one or more specific movies, consult the index of the book to

see how frequently and fully your films are discussed. Some books

on horror films may be irrelevant "picture books"; others may be de-

tailed histories that will become helpful only after you have a better

understanding of your topic. To separate the books that offer either

too little or too much information from those that seem to address

your subject and films most appropriately, select one or two of those

that seem most manageable to serve as introductory texts. If they

prove satisfactory and helpful, use their bibliographies to guide you

to other sources.

Besides the specialized books on film that can be found in a U-

brary, there are guides, encyclopedias, and film dictionaries that

provide quick access to dates and historical information about a

movie, a director, or a film movement. Although these rarely offer

analysis of, or argument about a film, they give soUd factual infor-

mation and introductory commentaries. Of the many available, here

is a sampling:

Aaronson, Charles S. International Motion Picture and Television Al-

manac. New York: Quigley Publications, 1930-. Annual.

Ash, Rene. The Motion Picture Film Editor. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow

Press, 1974.

Bawden, Liz-Anne, ed. The Oxford Companion to Film. New York:

Oxford UP, 1976.

Cawkwell, Tim, and John M. Smith. The World Encyclopedia oj Film.

New York: A &W Visual Library, 1972.

Cook, Pam, and Mieke Bernink. The Cinema Book. 2^^ Edition. Lon-

don: BFI, 1999.

Corliss, Richard, ed. The Hollywood Screenwriters. New York: Avon,

1972.
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Corliss, Richard. Talking Pictures: Screenwriters in the American Cin-

ema. New York: Overlook Press, 1974.

Cowie, Peter, ed. International Film Guide. New York: A. S. Barnes,

1964-. Annual.

Enser, A. G. S., ed. Filmed Books and Plays: 1928-1974. New York:

Academic Press, 1974.

Film Daily Year Book of Motion Pictures. New York: Film Daily Pub-

lishers, 19 18-. Annual.

Gottesman, Ronald, and Harr)' M. Geduld. Guidebook to Film: An

Fleven-in-One Reference. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston,

1972.

Graham, Peter, ed. Dictionary of the Cinema. London: Tantivy Press,

1964.

Halliwell, Leslie, and John Walker, eds. HalliwelVs Filmgoer's and

Video Viewer's Companion. 11th ed. New York: HarperCollms,

1995.

Higham, Charles. Hollywood Cameramen. Bloomington: Indiana UP,

1970.

Hill, John, and Pamela Church Gibson. The Oxford Guide to Film

Studies. NY: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998.

Kaplan, Mike, ed. Variety International Showbusiness Reference. New
York: Garland, 1981.

Katz, Ephraim. The Film Encyclopedia. 3rd Edition. New York:

Harperperremal, 1998.

Konigsberg, Ira. The Complete Film Dictionary. New York: Penguin,

1997.

Kozarski, Richard, ed. Hollywood Directors, 1914-1940. New York:

Oxford UP, 1976.
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Kozarski, Richard, ed. Hollywood Directors, 1941-1976. New York:

Oxford UP, 1977.

Krafsur, Richard, ed. The American Film Institute Catalogue of Motion

Pictures Produced in the United States: Feature Films, 1961-1970.

New York: R. R. Bowker, 1976.

Lyon, Christopher. The International Dictionary of Films and Film-

makers. 4 vols. Chicago: Saint James Press, 1984.

MagilVs Survey oj Cinema. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Magill, Annual.

Maltin, Leonard, ed. The Whole Film Sourcebook. New York: Plume

Books, 1983.

Maltin, Leonard. Leonard's Movie Encyclopedia. New York: Plume

Books, 1994.

Maltin, Leonard, ed. Movie and Video Guide. New York: Plume/Pen-

guin Books. Updated annually.

Manchell, Frank. Film Study: A Resource Guide. Rutherford, NJ: Fair-

leigh Dickinson UP, 1973.

Manvell, Roger, and Lewis Jacobs, eds. International Encyclopedia of

Film. New York: Crown, 1972.

Mayer, Michael, ed. The Film Industries. New York: Hastings House,

1978.

Monaco, James. Film: How and Where to Find Out What You Want to

Know. New York: Zoetrope, 1976.

The Motion Picture Almanac. New York: Quigley, 1933-. Annuals.

Munden, Kenneth W., ed. The American Film Institute Catalogue of

Motion Pictures Produced in the United States: Feature Films

1921-1930. 2 vols. New York: R. R. Bowker, 1971.

The New York Times Directory of the Film. New York: Arno, 1974.

The New York Times Film Reviews, 1913-1970. 7 vols. New York:

Arno, 1971.
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Pine, David, ed. Anatomy of the Movies. New York: MacmiUan, 1981.

Rehrauer, George. The MacmiUan Film. Encyclopedia. 2 vols. London

and New York: MacmiUan, 1982.

Roud, Richard, ed. Cinema: A Critical Dictionary. New York; Viking,

1980.

Sadoul, Georges. Dictionary of Film Makers. Trans, and ed. Peter

Morris. Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1972.

Sadoul, Georges. Dictionary of Films. Trans, and ed. Peter Morris.

Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1972.

Sarris, Andrew. The Amencan Cinema: Directors and Directions,

1929-1968. New York: Dutton, 1968.

Sitney, P. Adams. The Amencan Avant-Garde. New York: Oxford UP,

1974.

Speed, F. Maunce. Film Review. London: W. H. Allen. 1966-. Annual.

Spottiswoode, Raymond, et al. The Focal Encyclopedia of Film and

Television Techniques. New York: Hastings House, 1969.

Steinberg, Corbett. Reel Facts: The Movie Book of Records. Updated.

New York: Vintage, 1981.

Thomson, David. A Biographical Dictionaiy of Film. New York: Mor-

row, 1976.

Willis, John, ed. John Willis' Screen World. London: Frederick

Muller, 1949-.

The most important and up-to-date sources for film research,

along with scholarly books, are journals and magazines. A writer

gradually becomes familiar with the differences among them, learn-

ing to judge which ones will be most helpful for which topics. The

essays and reviews found here provide a range of information: inter-

views with actors, scriptwriters, and directors; background facts on

the production of a mo\4e; and investigations of complex critical
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issues (the politics or the formal features of the movie, for instance).

A first step in researching articles on a specific movie or topic is to

scan a good index, which will list the majority of essays and reviews

on your subject and will indicate the periodicals in which they are

found. But keep in mind that the titles or information you seek may

be located under headings such as "Motion Pictures" or "Movies."

Besides more general indexes (such as the Guide to Periodical Litera-

ture and the film section of the MLA International Bibliography), the

following are a few of the standard indexes for film research:

Aceto, Vincent J., Jane Graves, and Fred Silva. Film/Literature Index.

Albany, NY: Filmdex Inc. Quarterly.

Batty, Linda. Retrospective Index to Film Periodicals 1930-1971. New
York: R. R. Bowker, 1975.

Bowles, Stephen E., ed. Index to Critical Film Reviews in British and

American Periodicals 1930-1972. New York: Burt Franklin, 1973.

Bowles, Stephen E., ed. Index to Critical Reviews of Books About Film,

1930-1972. New York: Burt Franklin, 1975.

Bukalski, Peter J. Film Research: A Critical Bibliography with Annota-

tion and Fssay. Boston: G. K. Hall, 1972.

Gerlach, John C., and Gerlach, Lana. The Critical Index. New York:

Teacher's College Press, 1974.

International Index to Film Periodicals (FIAF Index). New York: R. R.

Bowker, 19 72-. Annual.

Kowalski, Rosemary Ribich. Women and Film: A Bibliography.

Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1976.

MacCann, Richard Dyer, and Edward S. Perry. The New Film Index:

A Bibliography of Magazine Articles in Fnglish, 1930-1970. New
York: Dutton, 1974.

Media Review Digest. Ann Arbor, MI: Pierian Press, 1970-. Annual.
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Monaco, James, and Susan Schenker, eds. Books About Film: A Biblio-

graphical Checklist. 3rd ed. New York: Zoetrope, 1976.

Schuster, Mel. Motion Picture Directors: A Bibliography of Magazine

and Periodical Articles, 1900-1969. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow

Press, 1973.

When consuking these indexes, it is best to begin with more re-

cent years and move back through the past years to find relevant es-

says; the more current articles often have more up-to-date informa-

tion. Noting the entries over a period of several years is usually a good

start. A just-released movie, however, may not even appear in the

most current index, and in this case, you must examine the tables of

contents of the most recent journals and the movie reviews in news-

papers that have appeared in the last few months. (Some journals,

such as Cinema Journal and Film Quarterly, feature regular listings or

reviews of very recent articles and books about film.) Caution: Invari-

ably an index will use extreme abbreviations for the journals; be cer-

tain to check the key to those abbreviations before leaving the index.

Film journals vary considerably in quality and focus, and the

following Ust of titles indicates the variety and range of journals that

a film researcher will encounter. Some journals offer difficult theo-

retical essays; others have mainly interviews and short review arti-

cles; still others (like Variety) are a regular source of trade and in-

dustry information. Although those marked with an asterisk feature

articles particularly useful to college students, you should investi-

gate all that seem to deal with your topic. By using them, you will

become familiar with their advantages and limitations. In addition

to these more specialized periodicals, most magazines and newspa-

pers (such as Newsweek or The New York Times) are regular sources

for movie reviews and short, general articles.

American Cinematographer (monthly). Short essays and industry in-

formation.

American Film (ten per year). Review articles and short essays.
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*Cahiers du Cinema (monthly, French). Theoretical essays, current

film reviews, occasional interviews.

* Camera Ohscura (irregularly). Theoretical and feminist essays on

film, television, and popular culture.

'^Cineaste (quarterly). Critical essays (usually directed at ideological

issues), interviews, current film reviews.

'^Cinema Journal (quarterly). Critical essays.

Cinema Nuovo (bimonthly, Italian). Critical essays and current film

reviews.

*FiIm Comment (bimonthly). Critical essays.

Film Criticism (three per year). Critical essays.

Filmfacts (bimonthly). Short reviews of current films.

*Film Quarterly (quarterly). Critical essays, occasional interviews,

current film reviews.

Film Reader (yearly). Critical essays.

Films and Filming (monthly). Short articles and current film reviews.

Films in Review (monthly). Short reviews.

*FiIm und Fernsehen (monthly, German). Critical essays, interviews,

feminist emphasis.

Focus on Films (quarterly). Short reviews.

*Framework (irregularly). Theoretical and critical essays.

*Frauen und Film (quarterly, German). Theoretical and critical es-

says, feminist emphasis.

*Ins (irregularly, French and EngUsh). Critical and theoretical essays.

^Journal of Film and Video (quarterly). Critical essays on film, televi-

sion, and video.
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Journal of Popular Film and Television (quarterly).

*]ump Cut (bimonthly). Critical essays often directed to political and

ideological issues, current film reviews, some interviews.

*Literature/Film Quarterly (quarterly). Critical essays on topics re-

lated to the intersections of film and literature.

"^Millennium (irregularly). Theoretical and critical essays.

Movietone News (irregularly). Short articles and critical essays.

^Persistence of Vision (irregularly). Critical and theoretical essays.

*Positi/ (monthly, French). Critical and theoretical essays.

* Quarterly Review of Film and Television Studies (quarterly). Critical

essays on film and television.

^Screen (quarterly). Theoretical essays.

"^Sight and Sound (quarterly). Critical essays and current film re-

views.

Variety (articles). Short articles with current film industry and com-

mercial information.

* Velvet Light Trap (quarterly). Critical essays.

* Wide Angle (quarterly). Critical and theoretical essays.

Film Research on the Internet

The Internet is also a growing source of research materials, although

the quality of that material ranges between wide extremes. For stu-

dents who use the Internet, the World Wide Web system offers dis-

cussion groups, access to various library and media catalogs, and

numerous specific sites where one can browse for information, such

as the "Hong Kong Movie" page, the "Internet Movie Database" page,

or the pages of the journal Film Comment. Services such as Yahoo of-
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fer live video clips, and there are numerous sites where still images

from films may be downloaded and printed. Since the sources and

information available on the Internet promise to proliferate rapidly,

they will offer unique research possibilities. Already, there are films

made exclusively for distribution and viewing on the Internet, and

videotapes of films, otherwise difficult to find, can be rented

through Internet sites such as Facets Video at www.facets.org .

While Internet research is fast becoming a common way to do

research on movies, writers need to be especially cautious about the

kind of material found there. The fastest, simplest, and consequently

often the preferred route is simply to choose a search engine (such

as Yahoo, Excite, Microsoft Explorer) and to type in the title of the

film or the topic you wish to research (such as "The Dreamlife ofAn-

gels'' or "African cinema"). Although this is a quick start, the result of

your search can offer many possible sites and sources of vastly dif-

ferent quality. There are basically three kinds of research available

on the Internet:

Some web sites and databases offer fundamental facts about

a film and the individuals involved with that film—such as

the actors or director.

Some sites may offer complete reviews or critical essays from

refereed or academic journals. This material will have been

read and evaluated by experts in the field and been judged

to be important contributions to our understanding of the

subject.

There are many web sites, Hstservs, or discussion groups

with no authority or credentials. Since anyone can poten-

tially create or enter these sites, the information found there

could be little more than someone's opinion or personal bias.

Almost every major film now released has its own web site.

Likewise, virtually every studio and distributor has a site.
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The information here can range from production facts to

gossip, and usually offer Imks to reviews and interviews.

Most libraries will feature databases that organize film titles

and resources, and can be accessed through a personal computer.

Some of these are open to the public; some are limited to sub-

scribers or students at that institution. In addition, there are many

useful Internet sites with information that ranges from stories about

stars and recent movie reviews to bibliographies and theoretical es-

says. The following are representative of this range (keep in mind

that these URL addresses sometimes change, grow obsolete, or need

adjusting):

Internet Movie Database provides detailed information on

films:

http; //yyww.IMDb.com

Screensite provides data on films, film conferences, archives,

and useful links to other academic cinema sites:

http; //www. tcf .ua.edu/screensite/contents .htm

Film.com features reviews, movie clips, recent news, articles,

and a calendar of upcoming events:

http; //www. film. com/film . html

History on/and/in Film contains conference papers and schol-

arly essays on a range of film history topics:

http ; / /kali .murdoch . edu . au

/

~cntinuum/hfilm/contenth . html
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American Film Institute offers recent industry news, events,

educational seminars, and reviews:

http ; / /www. afionline . org/

CineMedia/welcomes/vou.html

The Media and Communications Study Site list resources and

links to a variety of topics and bibliographies in film studies,

including gender studies, different national cinemas, and cen-

tral theoretical debates:

http ; / /www . aber . ac . uk/ -dqc /mcs . html

When using the Internet for research, students need to distin-

guish substantial and useful material from chat and frivolous com-

mentary. Especially with Internet sources, there are important rules

of thumb to follow:

Explore your own library's databases to see what is available

there. This is a quick way to peruse titles of film books that

bear on your topic. Remember, however, that these data-

bases may contain titles that appeared only after a certain

date and should be supplemented with a search of the li-

brary catalogue.

Determine the quality of the Internet source in providing re-

liable information or carefully evaluated argument and re-

search. Is it from a refereed publication or a reputable insti-

tution? Is its information supported by references to other

research? What are the credentials of the author?

Define your search as precisely as possible. Beyond just the

title of a film, focus your search on, for example, "lighting in

Double Indemnity'' or "politics and Iranian cinema." Pursue

your topic through an "advanced search."
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Explore links to other sites. Does your investigation of a spe-

cific film link you to sites that discuss other films by that di-

rector or related issues (for instance, about film genre or

about the country in which the film was made)?

Bookmark the site and make a copy of the material that you

intend to use, dating when you accessed that material and

any other important information.

Taking Notes on
Secondary Sources

Taking notes on secondary sources requires judgment. If you have

an idea or a topic firmly in mind as you begin to read, you will need

to decide what supports, challenges, or complicates that idea. If you

are still trying to clarify your own argument, you will need to read

with an open but discriminating mind that allows you to be guided

by other opinions, while being critical of opinions you do not agree

with. Often, reading a good essay on a film provides the one sen-

tence or paragraph that crystallizes your own idea about the movie

and points you down your own path. Be open to suggestions, and be

willing to follow leads, whether they are ideas or other sources.

When possible, quickly skim or read the essay or chapter to get

a general idea. Then, if it seems noteworthy, reread it and begin tak-

ing notes on it immediately (many writers use four-by-six-inch cards

and write on one or both sides of the card). It may help to number the

cards that relate to a single source, or to place a subject heading at the

top of each card to help you sort the cards according to the logic of

your paper. Once you have a sense of an article or a chapter, use some

of these guidelines in transferring the material to your notecards:

1. Either summarize ideas from a section of your source or

quote exactly those sentences or passages that may prove
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useful. If you use an exact quotation, place it in quotation

marks. Whether you summarize or quote, be certain to in-

dicate all the necessary information about the source, in-

cluding the page numbers.

2. When quoting sentences or passages directly, be discrimi-

nating. Do not simply copy long paragraphs that seem im-

portant but that you have not entirely digested or under-

stood. If you consider carefully those passages that may be

helpful to your argument later, the research will help refine

your argument at an early stage. No one incorporates every

note or summary gathered from secondary sources into the

final draft. But if you use judgment and reflect on the mate-

rial you are choosing, you will not be faced with a massive

pile of notecards that have scattered rather than clarified

your ideas.

3. Never change occasional words from a quoted passage and

copy it as if it were a summary. If the passage appears in

your essay, it will look very much like plagiarism.

4. Sometimes it is advantageous to omit words or phrases

from a quotation because they are not relevant to your

point. When you do this, indicate the omission with el-

lipses (three spaced periods).

5. Whether you are summarizing or quoting directly, you may

wish to jot down your response to the material, such as

"Galperin is the only critic to recognize how literary this

movie is." Be sure to mark off these reflections clearly from

the quoted or summarized passage, with either brackets or

double parentheses.

Writing the Paper

Once you have done your preliminary research, you will move to-

ward a poUshed essay by integrating that research into a finished

draft of your argument. Normally, research papers are anywhere
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from 2,000 to 6,000 words (eight to twenty-four double-spaced

typed pages), and the writer should always make the amount and

kind of research fit the length of the essay. Here are some guidelines:

1. Begin by rereadmg the notes you have taken and sortmg

them into categories, for example, "historical background

material" or "themes." Not all the information you have

gathered will necessarily be useful as you begin to focus

your topic. A good writer learns to differentiate between

what is truly useful and what is not. Overloading your es-

say with an enormous number of quotations will not im-

prove it; needless information will only bury your argu-

ment. If you have already sketched an outline, this is the

time to rework it in light of your research. This reworking

of the outline may involve only fine tuning: adding some

transition sections or expanding a section. Or you may

have to rethmk your most important premise, shifting and

restructuring it to account for some of your recent find-

ings. If your original approach was based on auteurist pre-

sumptions that are out of line with the limited control the

director had over the particular film, the facts require you

to reformulate your argument. As you develop your ideas

for this first draft, you should be able to state a fairly clear

and precise thesis for the paper.

2. Leave plenty of extra room between lines and in the mar-

gins of your first draft in which to add and rearrange infor-

mation. Some of your research might work better in an ear-

lier section; another sentence may be needed to get from

point A to point B. Allow yourself the freedom to adjust

your material as you adjust and rework your argument.

3. Write, type, or print out your quotations exactly as they

will appear in your final draft. Put short quotations (four

lines or less) between quotation marks, and run them into

your text. Longer quotations are not enclosed within quo-

tation marks; instead, they are indented and separated
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from your prose by a triple space. Be certain that you have

copied the quotations accurately.

4. Add to your quotations all relevant bibliographical infor-

mation. This material will appear later in your list of

works cited, but it is advantageous to have it before you,

so that you can easily identify the source when you do

your final draft.

5. Get all titles, dates, and technical information right at this

point. Include the date the film was released in parenthe-

ses next to the title. If you intend to use both the foreign

language title and the English title, be sure to double-

check both. When using an author's name in your text,

use the full name as it appears in the article, book, or re-

view. In subsequent references to this author, use just the

last name (it is unnecessary in most cases to use a title like

Professor or Ms.).

6. This early draft may also be the best place to write out

concrete descriptions of the shots or sequences you refer

to. When your points require the use of other films as ex-

amples, consider and insert those titles.

7. When you revise this draft, introduce your research and

quotations so that you get the most from them. Cramming

all your research into one section or introducing each quo-

tation with "A says" or "B says" (or worse yet, no introduc-

tory phrase at all) suggests that you have not considered

carefully how best to use your research. A good rhetorical

strategy is to suggest how you feel about the material by

remarking, "In this perceptive review of the film ..." or

"A typical but superficial response to the movie is summed

up in this comment ... ." Sometimes, short remarks or

phrases can be integrated directly into your prose and sim-

ply annotated:

The closing is, as one writer put it, "a

confusing assault on the viewer" (King 121).
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If you are contrasting interpretations, make that clear in

the way you use and introduce the quotations or para-

phrases. In the end, your readers should feel not only that

they have read a specific and well-formulated argument,

but that it is based on sound judgments about the film, the

facts surrounding the film, and the perceptions of other

knowledgeable viewers.

8. If you make your last draft easy to read, it will be much

easier to type or revise on the computer screen.

9. After you have typed or printed out a final draft of the es-

say, check the titles, dates, and page numbers of all your

bibliographical information. Be sure you have included all

the works used in the works-cited section (pp. 192-197)

and, if you choose to, all the works you consulted (but per-

haps did not use) in a works-consulted section (p. 193).

10. Even if you have saved your work on a computer, make an

extra copy of it before submitting the paper in case the

original is lost or misplaced by you or your instructor.

Sample Essays

The following are two versions of the same essay: one relies on an in-

telligent writer's careful reflection on the movie; the other develops

that knowledge through a moderate amount of research. Both ver-

sions are competent, but the second carries a rhetorical force and an

authority that distinguish it from the first. Notice also how research

does more than just support the original ideas; it helps the writer to

develop those ideas further and even to change their direction.

Katharine Smith

Images of Violence in Penn's Bonnie and Clvde

Arthur Penn's Bonnie and Clvde (1967) is basically

a gangster movie which glorifies the lives of Bonnie

Parker and Clyde Barrow, two young criminals on the
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run in the thirties. Thematically, one of the most

striking features of the film is how these small-

time hoodlums become larger-than-life heroes in a

society which seems to be crumbling in every way.

Stylistically, the film is also remarkable. Through

a number of stunning shots, which culminate in the

grotesque killing of the pair at the conclusion of

the film, the movie seems constantly to call

attention to itself as a movie about image making.

Integrating these themes and style in a gripping

and suspenseful story, Bonnie and Clyde is an

unusual and perplexing movie about the bizarre

relationship between two people's desperate need to

escape the daily miseries of their society and the

violence that is necessary for that escape.

One of the unusual variations in this gangster

film is that the heroes (or antiheroes) are also

victims, clownish drifters who become involved in a

life of crime mainly because they need an identity

of one sort or another (Figure 24) . These public

enemies never seem to demonstrate any of the real

malice or the professional confidence that is

associated with a gangster of the James Cagney

variety. Through the work of carefully framed and

emptied shots, the land they live in seems a

wasteland, the people they encounter mostly sad and

poor. Bonnie joins Clyde in her first robbery

attempt because she is bored, lonely, and looking

for some excitement, and in a later scene, Clyde

seems shocked and confused that one of his victims

should actually defend himself by trying to kill

Clyde

.

More important, as the film progresses, these

two gangsters seem motivated more by the wish to

see their names and pictures in the paper than by a

wish to accumulate large amounts of money (which is

rarely discussed by the gang) . When Clyde's
brother. Buck, comes to visit, Bonnie and Clyde
have their pictures taken in the theatrical pose of

gangsters, and for them, this kind of exaggerated
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Figure 24

The desperadoes of

Bonnie and Clyde:

gangsters or politi-

cians?

image of themselves—mostly in the paper and the

public's imagination—is what allows them to have a

real identity in their depression-ravaged society.

Summing up their true reason for their violent life

of crime, Clyde convinces Bonnie to join him by

exclaiming, "Everybody'd know about us!"

In this sense, these two criminals are not

just victims of their society (an old cliche) but

victims of the sensationalism which they need and

which the press panders to. (This seems more true

today than it possibly could have in the thirties.)

In a way, their need for those glossy images of

themselves is what seals their fate, since it is

their humiliation of the Texas Ranger with a
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newspaper photo that motivates him to hunt them

down. Ultimately, to put this succinctly, they are

trapped in the logic of their desire for glorious

self-images, just as toward the end of the film,

Clyde is—tragically and comically—unable to

envision a different kind of life, but only

different tactics for robbing banks.

The sensational climax and conclusion of the

movie are consequently entirely appropriate. That

the death of the two "heroes" follows a scene in

which they read Bonnie's poetic description of

their adventures and then make love for the first

time is a summary statement of the movie's logic.

When Clyde reads the ballad, he says, "You've told

our story. . . . You've made us somebody." They have

found, in short, the identities and public images

they have been searching for, and they are now able

to consummate their love. The slow-motion,

multiangled death that follows can be seen,

moreover, as an extension of their newfound

identities. Trapped in the logic of sensationalism

and public images, they, in the end, find themselves

only in the sensational movie images in which they

die.
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Katherine Smith

Images of Violence in Penn's Bonnie and Clvde

Although Bonnie and Clvde (1967) still retains much

of its original power, it may be difficult for

contemporary audiences to appreciate fully the

impact of this extremely successful movie. In his

Historv of Narrative Film . David Cook summarizes

the tumultuous reception of this tumultuous movie:

A new American cinema and a new American

film audience announced themselves emphatically

with the release in 1967 of Arthur Penn's

Bonnie and Clvde. This film, which was

universally attacked by the critics when it

opened in August, had by November become the

most popular film of the year. It would

subsequently receive ten Academy Awards

nominations and win two . . . , win the New

York Film Critics' Award for Best Script . . .

and be named the Best Film of 1967 by many of

the critics who had originally panned it. Most

triumphant of all, perhaps, Bonnie and Clvde

is the only film ever to have forced the public

retraction of a critical opinion by Time

magazine. . . . Indeed, the phenomenal success

of Bonnie and Clvde caused many retractions on

the part of veteran film critics who, on first

viewing, had mistaken it for a conventional

bloody, gangster film. (626)

There is, of course, no denying that the movie

is basically a bloody descendant of the 193 0s when,

according to a 1934 FBI report, Bonnie and Clyde

instigated "one the most colorful and spectacular

manhunts the Nation had seen up to that time"(l).

Through its documentary style and the old photos

used during the credit sequence, Penn's film seems

to present itself as a portrait of the thirties.

But the confused initial response to the movie

indicates, I believe, that there is something more
going on: that Penn, through the self-conscious
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style he supposedly learned from the French New

Wave,^ is offering a complicated commentary on

modern images of violence in America and a

disturbing critique of how Americans have escaped

into those images, especially during the sixties.

There are several signs that this is more than

a gangster film and about more than the 1930s. Most

notably, in this gangster film, the heroes (or

antiheroes) also seem to be victims, clownish

drifters who become involved in a life of crime

mainly because they need an identity of one sort or

another (Figure 24) . These public enemies never

seem to demonstrate any of the real malice or the

professional confidence associated with the James

Cagney variety of gangster; likewise, the world

they live in lacks all the glamour of a gangster's

world. Through the work of carefully framed and

emptied shots, the land they drive through seems a

wasteland, the people they encounter mostly sad and

poor. Bonnie joins Clyde in her first robbery

attempt because she is bored, lonely, and looking

for some excitement, and in a later scene, Clyde

seems shocked and confused that one of his victims
should actually defend himself by trying to kill

Clyde.

More important, as the film progresses, these

two gangsters seem motivated more by the wish to

see their names and pictures in the paper than by a

wish to accumulate large amounts of money (which is

rarely discussed by the gang) . When Clyde's
brother, Buck, comes to visit, Bonnie and Clyde
have their pictures taken in the theatrical poses
of gangsters, and for them, these kinds of

exaggerated images of themselves—mostly found in

^ The influence of directors like Godard, Truffaut,
and Chabrol on Penn and other Amercian directors is

often remarked in film histories. In general, these new,
confrontational styles began to make their appearance
in the United States in the mid-sixties.
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the papers and the public's imagination—are what

allows them to have a real identity apart from

their depression-ravaged society. Summing up their

true reason for their violent life of crime, Clyde

convinces Bonnie to join him by exclaiming,

"Everybody' d know about us!" These two criminals

are not just victims of their society (an old

cliche) but victims of the sensationalism which

they need and which the press panders to.

This connection between violence and publicity

seems to me to make Bonnie and Clvde as much about

the late sixties as about the thirties. In the late

sixties, when the violence of Vietnam was on

everyone's television screen, the media were

pandering to and creating sensational violence as

never before.^ As Pauline Kael has perceptively

observed, although the "Vietnam war has barely been

mentioned on the screen, . . . you can feel it in

Bonnie and Clvde " (225) . Where an audience can most

specifically see and feel that war is, I believe,

not only in the large amounts of graphic violence

in the film but, more significantly, in the way the

movie logically links its violence to the

sensationalism of the media coverage. In a way,

Bonnie and Clyde's need for glossy images of

themselves is what motivates them and what seals

their fate, since it is their humiliation of the

Texas Ranger with a newspaper photo that results in

his relentlessly hunting them down. They are

trapped in the violent logic of their desire for

glorious self-images—just as toward the end of the

movie, Clyde is (tragically and comically) unable

to envision a different kind of life but only

different tactics for robbing banks. Bonnie and
Clyde, in short, are neither simply thirties

^ The ambiguous but unprecedented role of the pub-
lic media in the Vietnam War is probably best summed up
by the common observation that it was "the first war
fought on television."
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gangsters surviving through crime, nor sixties

rebels searching for identities. They are mindless

participants in a glorious and violent

sensationalism, the same sensationalism with which

the public media created a confused national

identity during the war-torn sixties.

The sensational climax and conclusion are

consequently entirely appropriate in a film about

the search for identity in a violent society. That

the death of the two "heroes" follows scenes in

which they read Bonnie's poetic description of

their adventure in the newspaper and then make love

for the first time is a summary statement of the

film's logic. When Clyde reads the ballad, he says,

"You've told our story. . . . You've made us

somebody." They have found, in short, the

identities and public images they have been

searching for, and they are now able to consummate

their love. The slow-motion, multiangled death that

follows can be seen, moreover, as an extension of

that newfound identity. Trapped in the logic of

violent sensationalism and public images, they

aptly find themselves only in the violent and

sensational movie images in which they die.

As an indirect image of the sixties, Bonnie

and Clvde may not be, however, as much a statement

of despair as it seems. If Bonnie and Clyde are

trapped, Penn's movie may have worked to untrap its

1967 audience through its self-conscious and

graphic assault on them. Like the French New Wave

directors, Penn may have been attempting to make

his audience consider more actively the violent

images through which they lived. In that sense, the

confused and contradictory response to Bonnie and

Clvde may be an indication that it achieved its

aim.
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Exercises

1

.

Locate three different kinds of research sources for a specific

film topic: one from a scholarly journal, one from a book, and

one from the Internet. Write a paragraph on each evaluating

their individual strengths and weaknesses.

2. Select two or three passages from one research source dealing

with a specific film. Write a paragraph on each passage suc-

cinctly summarizing the point of the passage and detailing why
or why not you agree with the position of that passage.
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Manuscript Copy

Although every instructor has individual expectations and require-

ments about the final form in which an essay should be submitted,

there are general guidelines that all writers follow when puttmg an

essay into its final form:

1. Type or print out a clean copy of your paper. Although a

typed or printed copy of an essay may be difficult for some

students, and although some instructors may not require

it, typed or printed copy does make a difference. A cleanly

typed manuscript simply looks more professional and is

usually easier to read. A typed paper gives you an edge

with your reader, who will see your work from the begin-

ning as something you took seriously. Some writers find

that a typed copy allows them to read and revise their

work from a new perspective. When you have the time

and the typing or word-processing skills, it is a real advan-

tage to revise a typed draft.

2. Use clean 8 1/2-by-l 1-inch paper, typed or printed on one

side, with sharp, easily readable print.

3. Most instructors prefer that you put your name, date, and

course number on three lines in the right-hand comer of

the first page. Separate title pages are normally unnecessary.

179
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4. It is not necessary to number the first page, but be certain

to number all the following pages. Usually, page numbers

appear at the top of each page in the middle or the right-

hand corner. Numbers centered at the bottom of the page

are also acceptable.

5. Leave uniform and adequate margins on each page: an

inch or an inch and a half on both sides and at the top and

the bottom of the page. It is silly to think that larger mar-

gins will somehow disguise a short paper.

6. Double-space all the copy, except for long quotes, which

are indented and single-spaced. (The Modem Language

Association [MLA] guide says double-space even the long,

indented passages, but this practice is mainly used for pro-

fessional essays being submitted to journals.)

7. Center your title two inches (twelve lines) from the top of

the first page. Begin your essay one inch below the title.

Capitalize the first letter of each word in your title, except

prepositions, articles, and conjunctions. Underline only

the titles of films that appear in your title. Do not under-

line or use quotation marks around any other part of your

title, unless that part comes from another source and re-

quires these punctuation marks. Thus, a standard title

would appear like this:

Conrad, Coppola, and Apocalypse Now

When you use a quotation from another source within

your title, the quoted material appears in quotation marks:

Versions of a Heart of Darkness :

"The Horror, the Horror" of Apocalypse Now

When a title does not fit easily on one line, a second

line is preferable to crowding a title within the width of a

page. The second line should also be centered.

8. Indent each new paragraph five spaces from the left margin.



Last-Minute Corrections 181

9. Most instructors do not expect stills to accompany your

essay, nor is it an especially good idea to include a showy

still that serves no greater purpose than to dress up your

paper. However, when an essay is focused on a single shot

or a series of shots, it may be extremely helpful to repro-

duce a still or series of stills in an appendix at the end of

your paper. If you can obtain a pertinent still (or stills), be

sure that it is reproduced and labeled clearly, that you

identify its place m the film when you discuss it in your

text, and that you refer explicitly to the reproduction at

that point:

In Apocalypse Now , the insane theatrics of

politics crystallize in the Playboy Bunny Show

deep in the jungle (see Appendix 1)

.

10. Always make a copy of your essay to keep in case your

original is lost or misplaced.

11. Staple your paper in the upper-left-hand comer.

Last-Minute Corrections

Writers are prone to last-minute revisions or corrections. After your

paper is in its final typed or printed form, corrections should be

kept to a minimum, since too many penciled-in changes will destroy

the desired effect of a cleanly typed manuscript. As you proofread

your final copy, however, you will discover small errors, mis-

spellings, and typographical mistakes, and you can correct these

neatly by using proofreading symbols and markings.

When one or two words are incorrect, you can easily change

them by simply crossing out the wrong words or letters and printing

the necessary corrections above them:

was
Before 1917, Russian film culture -wo^^e' mainly
European.
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To add a word or a phrase, use a caret in the appropriate space:

17, Russia]

European

.

Before 1917, Russian. culture was mainly

Transpositions of letters or words are done in this way:

Before 1917, Russian flW culture mainlylwas

European.

To separate words that are mistakenly run together, insert a

vertical line; close unnecessary gaps with a curved line connecting

the letters that need to be joined:

Before 1917, Russian fil m culture wasjnainly

European

.

A final proofreading may reveal a paragraph that should be broken

into two paragraphs. Use the paragraph symbol to indicate where a

new paragraph should start:

Many do not even consider Russian movies before

^^revolutionary figures like Vertov and Eisenstein.

Before 1917 Russian Film culture was mainly
European,

Quotations

In writing about film, you will have to deal with two kinds of quota-

tions:

1. In quotmg dialogue or commentary from the film itself,

normally no footnotes are necessary, and the words quoted

can be integrated directly into your text.
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2. In quoting from essays, books, or interviews with individu-

als involved in the production, you need some kind of foot-

note and documentation. If these quotations are short pas-

sages, they, too, can be inserted directly into your prose:

One prominent critic has described this film as

"a study in postmodern emptiness."

Whether the paper is short or long has little to do with the use

of quotations, but when quotations are used, they should be punc-

tuated properly and spread judiciously throughout the essay (never

make your essay a string of quotations). The following are some

general guidelines:

1. Whatever you are quoting, be accurate, and check the

quoted passages when you proofread. In most cases, quota-

tions should correspond exactly to the original in spelling,

capitalization, and punctuation. When you add material

within the quotation, put those words in brackets. When
you underline a word or phrase to emphasize it, note that it

is your emphasis in parentheses after the quotation:

Many factors distinguished the American studios

of the thirties, but, in the words of one

historian, "The hierarchy of American studios

[in the thirties] was in some crucial ways

determined by the class of audience they

targeted" (Venuti 122, my emphasis).

If you need or wish to omit unnecessary words within a

quoted passage, signal the omission with three spaced peri-

ods, called ellipsis points:

In the words of one historian, "The hierarchy of

American studios was . . . determined by the

class of audience they targeted" (Venuti 122).
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Ellipsis points are not needed at the very beginning or end

of a sentence. If the eUipsis ends a sentence in the middle of

a quoted passage, include three periods for the ellipsis and

a fourth for the period at the end of that sentence.

2. Do not use quoted passages to make your points for you or

to take up large blocks of space. Use them to support your

points.

3. If you are quoting a long piece of dialogue from a movie or

an exchange between two characters, this quotation is usu-

ally single-spaced and indented rather than put in quota-

tion marks in your text:

BERNARD: First of all, not all women. And

secondly you frighten me. Sometimes you

looked at me severely, and even with a

certain hostility.

MARION: With a certain hostility? Really?

Passages longer than four lines of typescript or print should

also be indented without quotation marks. When you indent

to quote dialogue or long passages, triple-space before and

after the quote and either single-space or double-space the

passage, depending on the preference of your instructor.

Most professional publications ask that these passages be

double-spaced like the rest of the manuscript, but for most

student research papers, a single-spaced passage looks better.

4. Introduce your quotations; never end one sentence and be-

gin the next sentence with an unannounced quotation.

Most commonly, this means acknowledging the speaker or

source of the passage with a phrase such as

Andre Bazin comments: . . .

or

As Kracauer has argued in Theorv of Film
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For quotations that are especially important to your argu-

ment, or that may be a bit difficult to relate to your point, a

nearby phrase or sentence can rephrase the central point so

that it is not missed:

The debate about the relation of the film image

and physical reality becomes an explicitly

social and metaphysical issue in the work of

Andre Bazin. As he says, . . .

5. When integrating quotations into your own sentences,

make them as succinct as possible, and adjust them to fit

the grammar and syntax of your prose. At times, you may

wish to use brackets in order to insert your own language

into the middle of a quotation (as in number 1 above).

6. In American usage, periods and commas are placed inside

the quotation marks, colons and semicolons outside. Ex-

clamation points, question marks, and dashes are placed

inside the quotation marks when they appear as part of

the original passage, outside when they are part of your

sentence.

7. When there is a quotation within the quote you are using,

use single quotation marks for the inner quotation:

"The most provocative and problematic statement

in Kracauer's work is 'the redemption of

physical reality. '

"

If this embedded quotation were part of an indented pas-

sage, it would appear with double quotation marks because

the block of indented sentences is not enclosed within quo-

tation marks.

8. Double quotation marks are used to set off the titles of

shorter works such as essays, articles, short poems, and

songs. Underline titles of movies, books, long poems, al-

bums, plays, and paintings. Whether a movie is short or
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long, its title is underlined (or, when set in type, italicized).

The tide of a screenplay is underlined. The titles of televi-

sion series are underlined; episodes of those series are in

quotation marks.

Acknowledging Sources

When writing an essay, you must maintain a clear sense of what is

your own thinking and what is borrowed from others. Acknowledg-

ing and noting other perceptions and comments never diminishes

the quaUty or strength of your paper; on the contrary, those ac-

knowledgments strengthen and legitimize your ideas by placing

them in the context of other work. Problems arise when, for one rea-

son or another, a reader believes you are not making a clear distinc-

tion between your own perceptions and ideas and someone else's. In

those instances, the trust between a reader and a writer is broken,

and at the very least, a reader will begin to doubt that the writer

truly understands what he or she is saying. A suspicion of plagiarism

will undermine all the hard work that has gone into a paper. Conse-

quently, when researching and writing, you must maintain a sure

distinction between sentences and words taken directly from an-

other source, paraphrases or summaries of someone else's words,

and general ideas appropriated from another source.

Taking the following passage as source material, let's consider

the requirements and strategies for using and acknowledging sec-

ondary sources:

The Neorealists were working for a cinema intimately connected with

the experience of living: nonprofessional actors, rough technique, polit-

ical point, ideas rather than entertainment—all these elements went di-

rectly counter to the Hollywood esthetic of smooth, seamless profes-

sionalism. While Neorealism as a movement lasted only until the early

fifties, the effects of its esthetics are still being felt. In fact, Zavattini,

Rossellini, De Sica, and Visconti defined the ground rules that would
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operate for the next thirty years, Esthetically, Hollywood never quite re-

covered. (Monaco 253)

Direct quotation. Phrases from this passage or the entire pas-

sage may be taken as needed to make your point. You will

introduce the phrases or sentences, place the precise word-

ing within quotation marks, and add the proper references

to the work (usually author's name and page number) in

parentheses:

Neorealism was not simply a localized and short-

lived phenomenon. As James Monaco puts it,

"While Neorealism as a movement lasted only

until the early fifties, the effects of its

esthetics are still being felt. In fact,

Zavattini, Rossellini, De Sica, and Visconti

defined the ground rules that would operate for

the next thirty years. Esthetically, Hollywood

never quite recovered" (253).

The exact form you use when citing the source for a quota-

tion can differ (see pp. 192-197), but some acknowledg-

ment should be made following a direct quotation.

Paraphrasing or summaiizing information. The specific word-

ing of a passage may be less important than the central con-

cept, which a writer might then wish to paraphrase or sum-

marize. To paraphrase from another writer s work means to

rephrase sentences so that they fit your prose better; to sum-

marize usually suggests a reduction of the original passage,

which nonetheless retains the core of the meaning in the

new words. Unless the author writes badly, it is usually bet-

ter to summarize than to paraphrase. In either case, proper

credit must be given to the original source:

In How to Read a Film , James Monaco points out

that Italian Neorealists were concerned with
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living experience and shared basic tenets about

filmmaking: nonprofessional actors, an emphasis

on ideas and politics, and an unglossy look

quite unlike Hollywood's. Especially through the

work of individuals like Zavattini, Rossellini,

De Sica, and Visconti, the effects of Neorealism

were felt for three decades after its first

appearance in the late forties, and to some

extent Hollywood has never totally recovered

from its aesthetic impact (253).

3. Acknowledging an idea. Sometimes a writer borrows an idea

to use so generally or briefly that it is unnecessary to quote

the original or even to paraphrase or summarize it. If you

determine that the idea is original enough so that the source

deserves mention, be certain to mention it. If you are in

doubt, it is better to acknowledge a source than to risk the

charge of plagiarism. In an essay on the Hollywood realism

of the sixties, for instance, a writer might note in passing:

Although many consider Hollywood a fairly

enclosed world, Neorealism had, as James Monaco

has suggested, a definite effect on the Hollywood

productions that followed it.

No more formal citation is necessary, except for the listing

of Monaco's book in the works-cited section of your paper;

yet general acknowledgments such as these prevent any

confusion on the part of your reader and often lend author-

ity to your own argument.

NOTE: The information or dialogue you take from a film usu-

ally does not need formal acknowledgment as long as you clearly re-

fer to the title of the film that the information comes from. However,

when you are using a script, you should acknowledge and docu-

ment that source. Finally, if you know that there is more than one
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version of a film circulating—as with The Man Who Fell to Earth

(1976, 1987) or M (1931, 1951)—it is a good idea to specify which

version you are using.

Common Knowledge

As you continue to read about, discuss, and write about the movies,

you will realize that what you once took for an original idea or in-

sight seems more like common knowledge. This realization is a con-

sequence of your growing understanding of the field. Thus, at first

you might be inclined to quote or cite an article that remarks that

"Italian Neorealism, for all practical purposes, began in 1945 with

Rossellini's Open City.'' But as you grow more familiar with film and

film literature, you will realize that this information is standard, can

be found in many sources, and does not require attribution. Using it

in a later paper, you might decide that there is no need for a formal

acknowledgment

.

The status of information does change. When a statement first

appears, it may be an original proposition; as it becomes assimilated

into the critical literature, it gradually becomes common knowledge.

There will be judgment calls, when you have to decide whether the

information is or is not common knowledge. In the above passage

by James Monaco, a well-read writer would no doubt find it unnec-

essary to quote or refer to Monaco if he or she noted that Neorealism

used unprofessional actors, had an unpolished look, or was based

on political commitment. A less-well-read writer may feel insecure

without making some mention of the source where the statement

was first discovered. Again, follow a simple guideline: When in

doubt about whether to cite and document a source, do it.

Documenting Sources

Documenting your sources can be a confusing business, because

there are so many different formats for that documentation. The
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British, for instance, have traditionally used a shghtly different

system of punctuation and documentation, and in the United

States, there have always been a variety of styles and formats to

choose from when doing notes. In any given collection of essays

or books, one could find an MLA style or a Chicago style, foot-

notes or endnotes. Although you should ask your instructor

whether she or he prefers a particular style, the following is

based on the MLA system of documentation and is acceptable in

almost all situations.

Two kinds of notes can figure in an essay or a book:

1. Notes that document the source from which a quoted

phrase or an idea comes

2. Notes that provide a commentary on some portion of your

text or on a quotation you use

Notes for Documentation

In some formats, the writer can document with either footnotes or

endnotes, but in the MLA format, only with commentary notes does

the writer have that option. Notes used to document a source, in the

MLA format, alw^ays have a two-part structure: a reference within

your text and a list of works cited that completes the documentation

at the end of your essay. With notes of this kind, there is no longer a

need to number your references. Instead, whenever there is explicit

or implicit use of a source, use one of the following methods to ac-

knowledge the source:

1 Cite the author's last name and the page numbers in paren-

theses at the end of your sentence:

A recent study has described these stunning

images in Ozu's films as "pillow shots" (Burch

160-61)

.
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2. When you use the author's last name in your sentence, use

only the page number or numbers of the source m your

parentheses:

Noel Burch has described these stunning images

in Ozu's films as "pillow shots" (160-61).

3. When you are makmg a general reference to the work of

an author whose name is mentioned in your sentence

—

rather than a specihc reference—omit any parenthetical

reference and document the source only in the list of

works cited:

In a study of Japanese cinema for the period

1896-1933, Noel Burch examines the specific

discourses of the films and argues convincingly

for the distinctive excellence of the early

films of Ozu, Mizoguchi, and less well-known
masters

.

Although this reference is brief and general, it is not com-

plete unless the entire reference to Burch's book is given in

the works-cited list.

Note that when the author's name and the page number are

included, no punctuation is necessar}' between the two. Normally,

the parentheses come at the end of the sentence and are followed

by a period. Only occasionally will you wish to insert the reference

at the end of a clause, where it usually would be followed by a

comma:

Although one commentator has argued convincingly
for a kind of "pillow shot" in Ozu's films (Burch

160-61) , others have debated this designation.
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When the reference is a long, indented passage, the parenthetical

reference comes after the period at the end of the passage:

Less concerned with formal innovations, two other

critics have praised the later Ozu films and locate

their power in their various perspectives on the

family structure:

In every Ozu film the whole world exists in

one family. The ends of the earth are no more

distant than outside the house. The people are

members of a family rather than members of a

society, though the family may be in

disruption, as in Tokyo Story , may be nearly

extinct, as in Late Spring or Tokyo Twilight .

or may be a kind of family substitute, the

small group in a large company, as in Early

Spring . (Anderson and Richie 3 59)

There will be variations on these formulas. If your essay in-

cludes references to more than one work by the same author, you

must be sure to indicate the title of the appropriate work in your text:

(Burch, Theory of Film Practice 76)

.

Likewise, if you use authors with the same last name, be cer-

tain to give first names or initials in any reference to them. When
citing a work written by more than one author, include each name;

if there are more than three authors, use the first name followed by

et al. For books with more than one volume, place the volume num-

ber and a colon after the author's name in the parentheses:

(Roud 2: 991)

Works Cited

The Hst of works cited that appears at the end of your essay gives

complete documentation of the works you refer to in any way. Un-
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less your instructor requests it, do not include books or articles that

you consulted but did not use. If necessary, you can always follow

"Works Cited" with "Works Consulted." Each of these lists should

each begin on a new page following your text or endnotes, and the

pagination should continue in the same order.

The title "Works Cited" should be centered at the top of the

page (without quotation marks and not underlined). The composition

of this list is much like that of a traditional bibliography: last names

first, alphabetical order, first line flush with the margm and turnover

lines indented five spaces, double-space between entries, and so on.

Here, however, are a few other guidelines for the MLA format:

When you are listing more than one work by the same au-

thor, alphabetize the works by title (ignoring initial articles

such as The). Rather than repeat the author's name after the

first entry, use three hyphens where the name would appear.

Use shortened or abbreviated forms whenever possible: PA

instead of Pennsylvania; Little, Brown instead of Little, Brown

and Company.

Do not use a comma between a journal title and a volume

number: In this example, 31 represents the volume number,

which is separated by a period from the issue number 2:

Film Quarterly 31.2

Do not use p. or pp. to indicate page numbers.

For periodical articles, use a colon to separate the volume

and the year of publication from the specific page numbers:

Film Quarterly 37.4 (1984): 6-18.

Use lowercase abbreviations to identify the roles of named

writers (such as ed. for "editor" or trans, for "translator").



194 Chapter 7 Manuscript Form

When these designations follow a period, capitalize the ab-

breviations.

The following are some examples of typical entries in "Works

Cited":

A book with one author:

Everson, William K. American Silent Film. New

York: Oxford UP, 1978.

Two or more books by the same author:

Andrew, J. Dudley. Concepts in Film Theory .

New York: Oxford UP, 1984.

The Manor Film Theories . New York: Oxford

UP, 1976.

A book by two or more authors:

Talbot, David, and Barbara Zheutlin. Creative

Differences: Profiles of Hollywood

Dissidents . Boston: South End Press, 1978.

An edited book:

Corrigan, Timothy, ed. The Films of Werner

Herzoa: Between Mirage and History . New
York and London: Methuen, 19 86.

A book with an author and an editor:

Burch, Noel. To the Distant Observer: Form and

Meaning in the Japanese Cinema . Ed.

Annette Michelson. Berkeley and Los

Angeles: Univ. of California Press, 1981.
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A work in an anthology:

Johnston, Claire. "Women's Cinema as Counter-

Cinema." Movies and Methods . Vol. 1. Ed.

Bill Nichols. Berkeley and Los Angeles:

Univ. of California Press, 1976. 208-17.

A book that has been translated:

Burch, Noel. Theory of Film Practice . Trans.

Helen R. Lane. Princeton: Princeton UP,

1981.

A book with more than one volume:

Agee, James. Aaee on Film . 2 vols. New York:

Grosset & Dunlap, 1958.

An article in a journal with continuous pagination:

Brustein, Robert. "Film Chronicles: Reflections

on Horror Movies." Partisan Review 25

(1958) : 291.

An article in a journal that pages each issue separately:

Petro, Patrice. "Mass Culture and the

Feminine: The 'Place' of Television in

Film Studies." Cinema Journal 25.3 (1986):

5-21.

It is unnecessary in the Partisan Review citation to indicate an

issue number since, with continuous pagination, the volume num-

ber alone will suffice; in the Cinema Journal citation, the issue num-

ber appears after the decimal point following the volume number.
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In the example that follows, both volume and issue numbers are

omitted:

Reviews and articles from weekly or daily periodicals or

newspapers:

Sarris, Andrew. ''Stranded in Soho's Mean

Streets." The Village Voice 17 Sept. 1985:

54.

Interviews:

Kurosawa, Akira. Interview. "Making Films for

All the People." With Kyoko Hirano.

Cineaste 14.4 (1986): 23-25.

An article from an online magazine:

Sragow, Michael. ''An Art Wedded to Truth."

Atlantic Monthly Oct. 1994. 21 paragraphs.

12 Aug. 1997.

<http: //arts ,ucsc . edu/rayFASC /sragow. html>

.

An online professional site:

American Beauty: The Official Motion Picture

Web Site . 5 April 2000

<http: //www.americanbeauty-the film.com>

.

An article from an online scholarly journal:

Thompson, Frank. "Harry Langdon—The Fourth

Genius?" Film Comment (May/June 1997). 30

March 1999

<http : / /www . filminc . com/ fcm/ fcm . htm> .
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When documenting online research, provide as much of the

following information as is available: the author's name, the title of

the specific article or text used, title of the publication or site, vol-

ume and issue numbers or other identifying numbers, date of publi-

cation, page numbers or paragraph numbers, date of access to the

information, and URL information. It is always preferable to print

out a copy of the research used.

Notes Supplying Additional Commentary

A writer may wish to insert endnotes or footnotes not to document a

passage but to explain or comment on it further. Unless it appears as

a footnote at the bottom of the appropriate page, this type of note

should appear on a separate page, numbered consecutively and

placed between the end of your text and the works-cited page. The

heading of the page, centered at the top, should be "Notes" or "End-

notes." The notes should begin five spaces in from the left margin.

Numbers corresponding to the numbers m your text should be ele-

vated half a line. When the note runs more than one line long, subse-

quent lines should begin flush with the margin. Double-space these

notes, begin them with a capital letter, and end them with a period.

In general, there are two kinds of endnotes or footnotes: (a)

one that supplies additional commentary on a point or remark in

your text and (b) one that refers readers to additional sources:

Before 1917, Russian film culture was mainly
European. -^

(a)

^Although this statement is accepted by most film

historians, recent scholarship suggests that there were

other, more indigenous, film cultures beginning to

appear in Russia well before 1917.
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(b)

^For details and debate about early Russian film

culture, see Leyda (3-90) and Taylor (1-20) .

Notice that the references and page numbers in the second

note are cited in the standard fashion. Those references must then

be fully documented in the list of works cited:

Leyda, Jay. Kino. 3rd ed. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1983.

Taylor, Richard. The Politics of Soviet Cinema 1917-1929. New York:

Cambridge UP, 1979.

Common Conventions of Usage

We are all prone to common errors that may require special atten-

tion when we are composing and revising. Some students, for in-

stance, continually confuse its and it's (the first is a possessive pro-

noun, like ours or his; the second is a contraction for it is). Others

have difficulty with subject-verb agreement, and must regularly re-

view and look out for this kind of mistake. Commas, dashes, and

hyphens can all become crutches for a writer who is unsure of how
they are used to divide or balance sentences and words. These are

not trivial concerns in writing, whatever the subject, and every

writer must become aware of chronic problems with usage, which

can be corrected. The following are a sample of the most typical er-

rors in writing about film.

Names

Always verify the spelling of the names of filmmakers, movie person-

nel, characters, and actors. Names may have difficult foreign spellings,

and care must be taken to get them right. Some of the names may be

accented or hyphenated, and when common usage indicates that ini-

tials are used for a first name (such as D. W. Griffith), that usage
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should be adhered to. In most instances, titles like Mr., Miss, or Ms.

are dropped, and once a full name is introduced in an essay, subse-

quent references usually use only the last name. Never use simply a

first name to feign a casual stance toward a character or actor.

Titles

Full titles of books or films, capitalized and underUned, should be

given when they are first referred to, but after that a writer can use a

common abbreviation: The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz (1974)

becomes just Duddy Kravitz. It is a good idea to check these titles,

since the shortened form frequently becomes the traditional usage

(as with Kubrick's 2001), when the full title offers important infor-

mation (2001: A Space Odyssey).

Whether to use the original foreign-language title or its English

translation depends, to some extent, on your instructor. For film

courses in foreign-language departments, the original titles will prob-

ably be expected; in other courses, the English title will probably suf-

fice. With some titles (such as Viridiana [1961] or Ballet Mecanique

[1924]), the original is used in English also. In some instances, the

English title has nothing to do with the origmal foreign title: Wim
Wenders's film Im Lauf der Zeit (1976) is literally translated as In the

Course of Time, but the title of the film as released for American dis-

tribution is Kings of the Road. The best strategy is to use both titles

when you first refer to the movie: Im Lauf der Zeit (Kings of the Road).

Then, throughout the rest of the essay, use one version consistently.

Checking these titles can not only result in a more accurate

and professional paper but sometimes, as in the last example, sug-

gest central themes that are lost in the translation. Indeed, with

some movies, the history of a title change may be the beginning of

the essay itself:

Ivan Passer's Cutter's Way (1981) went through

several title changes before it achieved its modest
success, and the history of those changes is, at
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the very least, an interesting example of American

distribution strategies.

Foreign VJords and Quotation Marks

Perhaps because of its international mobility and scope, film has at-

tracted a large number of terms and expressions from other lan-

guages, especially French. Terms like montage, cinema verite, and

mise-en-scene have become a standard part of the film vocabulary in

English and can be found in many recent EngUsh dictionaries. They

accordingly do not necessarily need to be underlined or placed in

quotation marks. In instances where less familiar terms are bor-

rowed from a foreign language (such as the Japanese henshi, which

refers to the person who narrated silent movies in that country),

these words should be underlined to indicate itaUcs.

If you are quoting dialogue or commentary in a foreign lan-

guage, do not underline it. If there is any doubt about whether your

reader or readers know that language, you should append a transla-

tion in parentheses or in a footnote.

Sexist Language

when you are referring to a person or persons whose gender is

unspecihed, it can be offensive to use a masculine pronoun

("Watching this movie, a modern spectator sees his world from a

very different angle"). It is preferable to double or split those pro-

nouns ("his or her," "s/he"). But because this wording is awkward,

it may be better yet to solve the problem by using the plural

("Watching this movie, modern spectators see their world from a

very different angle") or by eUminating the possessive ("Watching

this movie, a modern spectator sees the world from a very differ-

ent angle"). When a gender difference involves nouns, a writer

may use words that are not gender-specihc: instead of man or

mankind, use person, individual, or people.
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Spelling

Misspelling a director's name or the title of a film under discussion

is a good way to undermine your paper from the begmnmg, since it

implies a careless attitude toward the whole project. The spelling of

certain words is traditionally a problem for many writers, for exam-

ple, parallel, separate, subtly, symmetry, and prominent. All of us have

our own list of problem words that demand watchmg. Unhappily,

there are no easy or formulaic solutions for those who have diffi-

culty with spelling, except perhaps bemg alert and attentive to it: a

good writer always has a dictionary nearby and uses it. Even if you

use a "spell-check" program with your word processor, double-

check the spelling when you've printed out your hard copy.

Last Words

My hope is that readmg this book will become a guide and a prepa-

ration. In those moments of inevitable frustration, recall the words

of Racine: "My tragedy is finished. All that is left to do is to write it."





Appendix

Symbols Commonly Used

in Marking Papers

All instructors have their own techniques for annotating essays, but

many instructors use the following symbols:

ab faulty or undesirable abbreviation

agr faulty agreement between subject and verb or

between pronoun and antecedent

apos apostrophe

a\A/k(k) awkward

cap use a capital letter

cf comma fault

choppy too many short sentences; subordinate

cl cliche

coh paragraph lacks coherence, sentence lacks coherence

cs comma spUce

dei/ paragraph poorly developed

dm dangling modifier

emph emphasis unclear

frag fragmentary sentence

203
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good

id

ital

k (awk)

I

Ic

mar
mm

parol

pass

ref

rep

run

source

sub

t

trans

u

usage

ivdy

WW
X
7

a good point, or well expressed

unidiomatic expression

underline to indicate italics

awkward

logic; this does not follow

use lower case, not a capital

margins

misplaced or dangling modifier

new paragraph

faulty parallel, or use a parallel here

weak use of the passive

reference of pronoun vague or misleading

undesirable repetition

run-on sentence

give your source

misspelling

subordinate

tense incorrect

transition needed

lack of unity

faulty usage

wordy

wrong word

This is wrong.

Really? Are you sure? I doubt it, or I can't read your

writing.
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aerial shot A shot from high above, usually from a crane or helicopter.

angle The position of the camera or point of view in relation to the

subject being shown. Seen from above, the subject would be shot

from a "high angle"; from below, it would be depicted from a "low

angle."

animation A method used to make inanimate figures or objects come to

life on the screen. This can be done by drawing on individual frames

or by photographing an object one frame at a time while slightly

changing the position of the object.

aspect ratio The ratio of the width to the height of the film image. The

traditional "academic ratio" is L33 to 1. Since the 1950s, widescreen

ratios have become the norm, ranging from 1.66:1 to 2.55:1.

asynchronous sound Sound that does not have its source in the film

image.

backlighting Light that comes from behind the person or object being

filmed, ofien creating a silhouette around that subject.

chiaroscuro lighting The composition of light and dark m an image or

picture.

cinematography The technical term for the vanous stages of motion pic-

ture photography, from the manipulation of the film m the camera

to the printing of that film.

close-up An image in which the distance between the subject and the

point of view is ver)- short, as in a "close-up of a person's face."

composition The arrangement and relationship of the \'isual elements

within a frame.

205
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computer graphics Images created electronically by a computer, often

used for special effects or to manipulate photographic images.

continuity editing An editing style that follows a linear and chronolog-

ical movement forward, as if the image is simply recording the ac-

tion. Because it creates the illusion of reality, it is often called invisible

editing.

contrapuntal sound Sounds that counterpoints or contrasts the image.

crane shot An image depicting the subject from overhead, usually with

the camera mounted on a mechanical crane.

crosscutting An editing technique that alternates between two different

actions or scenes.

cutting Changing from one image to another; a version of this linkage is

sometimes referred to as montage.

depth of field A range of planes within an image from foreground to

background, all of which are in focus.

direct sound Sound recorded at the same time as the image is filmed.

dissolve An editing transition whereby one image fades out while an-

other fades in.

documentary A nonfiction film about real events and people, often

avoiding traditional narrative structures.

dubbing The recording of dialogue or other sound effects during the

editing of a film.

dvd technology The recording and playing of films as "digital video

disks," which can be viewed on dvd players or increasingly on com-

puter drives. Besides the potential for higher quality sound and im-

ages, dvds allow for manipulation of the image (such as screen for-

mat) and can offer supplemental materials (such as interviews with

the stars).

eyeline match The editing or joining of different shots by following the

logic and direction of a character's glance or look.

fade in An editing transition whereby an image gradually appears on a

blackened screen.

fade out An editing transition whereby an image gradually disappears

onto a blackened screen.

fast motion When action is filmed at less than 24 frames per second, the

projection of that action at 24 frames per second will appear to move

at a more rapid than normal pace.
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feature The main attraction when a group of films are shown. It can also

refer to any film from 90 to 120 minutes long shown exclusively at a

theater.

fill light Supplemental lighting that fills m or accentuates the key light-

ing on a filmed subject.

film gauge The width of film stock measured m millimeters, ranging from

8mm (for home movies) to 70mm (for commercial blockbusters).

filmography A list of films with information that ranges from just the

title to complete details about the film (such as director, producer,

running time, and so forth).

flashback An image, scene, or sequence that appears in a narrative to de-

scribe a past action or event.

flashforward An image, scene, or sequence that appears in a narrative to

describe a future action or event.

focus The clarity and detail of an image, produced by the type of lens used

and the distance between the camera and the object being filmed.

formalism A critical perspective that attends mainly to the structure and

style of a movie or group of movies.

frame The borders of the image within which the subject is composed.

freeze frame When the movement of the film image appears to stop so

that it appears hke a photographic still.

full shot A shot that shows the whole body of the individual being filmed.

genre A critical categor)' for organizing films according to shared

themes, styles, and narrative structures; examples are "horror films"

and "gangster films."

hand-held shot A shot filmed from the shoulder of an cameraperson,

usually creating the subjective perspective of an induidual.

highlighting Sharp or intense lighting used to concentrate or highlight a

detail of a person or object.

ideology An analytical approach that attempts to unmask the stated or

unstated social and personal values that inform a movie or group of

movies.

intertitles Mostly associated with silent film, images that present

printed information or dialogue about the images before or after the

intertitle.

iris shot The expansion or contraction of a small circle within the dark-

ened frame to open or close a shot or scene.
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jump cut A cut within the continuous action of a shot, creating a spatial

or temporal jump or discontinuity within the action.

key lighting The central source of artificial light on a scene or subject.

High-key scenes are entirely lit by this source; low-key scenes have

very little artificial lighting.

long shot An image in which the distance between the camera and the

subject is great.

match cut An edit that links two shots by a continuous sound or

action.

medium close-up A shot that shows an individual from the torso to the

head.

medium long shot A shot that reveals the entire body of a person or ob-

ject along with a large part of the surrounding scene.

medium shot A shot that shows an individual from the waist up.

mirror shot A shot that reveals a person or scene through its reflection

in a mirror.

mise-en-scene The arrangement of the so-called theatrical elements be-

fore they are actually filmed; these include sets, fighting, costumes,

and props.

model shot A shot that uses small constructions or miniatures to create

the illusion of real objects.

montage A specific kind of editing in which objects and figures are

linked in a variety of creative or unexpected ways. Usually this kind

of editing aims to generate certain affects or ideas.

narrative The way a story is constructed through a particular point of

view and arrangement of events.

off-screen space Areas that are not shown by the image but sometimes

suggested by actions or words within the image.

180-degree system A traditional rule for filming action so that the cam-

era does not cross an imaginary 180-degree line. It is meant to create

a stable spatial orientation for all action filmed.

pan A shot that pivots from left to right or right to left without the cam-

era changing its position.

parallel action Two or more actions that are linked by the film to appear

simultaneous.

point of view The position from which an action or subject is seen, often

determining its significance.
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process shot A shot that employs special effects during or after the film-

ing of the shot.

rack focus A quick change of focus withm a shot so that one object ap-

pears suddenly out of focus and another appears suddenly m focus.

reaction shot A shot that cuts from an object, person, or action to show

another person or persons' reaction.

resolution The degree of sharpness m an image.

scene A space within which a narrative action takes place; it is composed

of one or more shots.

score The musical soundtrack for a movie.

screenplay The literary description of film that may be a description of

characters, dialogue, and actions or may contain exact shots and

scenes.

sequence A series of scenes or shots unified by a shared action or motif.

set The place or location used for a specific scene or shot in a film.

shallow focus A shot in which only objects and persons in the fore-

ground of the image can be seen clearly.

shot A continuously exposed and unedited image of any length.

shot/reverse shot An editing pattern that cuts between individuals ac-

cording to the logic of their conversation.

slow motion When action is filmed at a speed faster than 24 frames a

second that action appears unusually slow when projected at normal

speed.

soft focus By using filters on the camera lense (or even vasoline), objects

and individuals will appear blurred or with hazy definition.

sound effects Any number of uses of sound other than music or

dialogue.

sound track Using either optical or magnetic recording technology, the

dimension of the film that includes music, noise, dialogue, and any

other aural effects.

special effects A term used to describe a range of technological addi-

tions to the film to manipulate or alter what has been filmed.

subjective camera A technique that re-creates the perspective of a single

individual.

subtitle Printed titles, usually at the bottom of the film frame, that add

descriptions to the image or translate the dialogue from one language

to another.
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swish pan A pan shot that moves rapidly from right to left or left to right

creating a blurring effect.

synchronous sound Sound whose source is identified by the film image.

take The recording of an image on film, usually used in writing as a tem-

poral measure, such as a "long take" or a "short take."

tilt shot A shot that moves vertically up or down without changing the

position of the camera.

tracking shot The movement of the image through a scene, pho-

tographed by a camera mounted on tracks. A dolly shot creates the

same movement with a camera mounted on a mechanical cart, while

a hand-held camera is mounted on a cameraperson's shoulder.

videotape Magnetic tape used to record films for distribution and play-

ing on VCR machines. The quaUty of both the film sound and image

usually deteriorate on videotape.

voice-over The voice of someone not seen in the narrative image who

describes or comments on that image.

widescreen An aspect ration that exceeds the traditional 1.33:1 ratio of

width to height. The most common widescreen ratios are 1.66:1 and

1.85.1.

wipe An editing technique whereby a line crossing (or "wiping") one

image replaces it with another image.

zoom shot The movement of the image according to focal adjustments

of the lens, without the camera's being moved.
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Swept Away, 129

Taking notes, 30-40
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Tavemier, Bertrand, 63

Ten Commandments, The, 22
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Thin Red Line, The, 75
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in the image, 67

in writing, 127

Tootsie, 62

Topic sentences, 133

Tow, Robert, 124-125
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Proofreaders Symbols Used

IN Revising Copy

Problem Symbol Example

Word has been

omitted

A (caret) study describes +^'^

effect

Letter has been
omitted

A (caret)

Letters are transposed /I

.

Words are transposed ^l.

that bok
A

fOiijm the sea

was only^exposed.

Word should be

capitalized

Word should be

lower-case

Word should be in

italics

Words are run

together

Word should be
deleted

Space should not

have been left

Wrong letter

Wrong word

Need to begin a

new paragraph

Restore original

=^ (three short

underlines)

/ (slash)

— (underline

once)

I
(draw vertical

line between)

— (draw line

through)

^ (sideways
^^

parenthesis)

/ (draw line

through and

add correct

letter above)

— (draw line

through and

add correct

word above)

t (paragraph

symbol)

these data

^hese data

Gemeinschaft

editjcarefully

the -ftiee data

the elid

-f

female

#tts-data

STET

female, n In contrast

QTET>
The -energy needs



Ten Questions

TO Ask Yourself

1. Do I undcrsiand the film or films 1 intend to discuss?

2. Are my notes clear and complete, allowing me to

describe and respond to key images, scenes, and

other elements in the film?

3. Does my opening paragraph lead to a specific and

precisely formulated thesis which anticipates the main

points of the argument of the essay?

4. Do my topic sentences reflect a logical development

of that thesis?

5. Are there smooth transitions between paragraphs and

sentences?

6. Do paragraphs cohere, usually around a single idea?

7. Is the meaning of each sentence clear, and are the

structures of sentences varied?

8. Are general or abstract observations supported with

concrete examples?

9. Have I carefully proofread and revised for

grammatical, spelling, and typographical errors?

10. Have footnotes and quotations been double-checked

for accuracy and proper placement?
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