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WRITING ABOUT
THE MOVIES

WHY WRITE ABOUT THE MOVIES?

Cotlltnentitig sonte years etgo ol] his e-xperierrce at the rnovies, the l.'rench
rvriter Clrristian Metz clescribecl a challerrge that still fitc,es the strrrle.nt 6{'
t l lovies tt ldi ty: We al l  utrclerstturcl t l re nlo\ ies, lrrrt  l rou,r lo rve explain thernP

As a tt tezlsure of '  t l rat comnron unclc.r 'starxl ing. rrot ice t lr t '  erterrt
to u4rich ttrovies are it part of'a crrlturul lif'e that \\/e ,qerlerallr, take {or
granted. \\/e all treasrrre unrl iclentifv with certuin nrovies firr their
lauglrs, their thri l ls, or their l iaunting irrrages 1yf '1s111;1'-anrl  rr iovies ulrt l
their stars regultlrly beconte prirt of our dailv lives arirl c<lrn,ersatiorrs. Irr
2004 Clint Eastrvott<l's filrn uborrt a parulyzecl ferrrulc' lroxer an<l lrer <le-
sire to dte. Million Dollur Buhry, pror,okecl regular clebates uborrt eutlruna-
siii aricl tlier p<llitics o{' fihn, rurcl that sarne ),eirr, Mel Gibson's story o{'
Clrri.st's crttcifixiort, 

'flrc 
Ptt,ssiott tf tlrc Clrri.yt, stirred ht-utecl ,lir",,ssi,r,,,

al t t t t t t  the rerlat ionsl i ip of t lhr i .st iarr i tv arrcl unti-Serrr i t isnr. In l t)g7 Srar
Wlrs lent i ts r l i l r l le t<t u controversiul nri l i tarv pn>ject, iurcl i rr  1991/f- l(
raised uqairt unsettlecl questions aborrt Presiclent John F. Kr,nrre,rlr,'s as-
sassitrutiou that trppeurecl otr terler.,ision uncl in ne]\vsperpr-r's for nroritirs be-
{bre ancl after ther tnovie''s releuse. In u sense, Envin Panof.slo,'s lg34
rvords are probably truer toclin'thun ever be{ilre:

I{'all the serirlrts h'rical poets. cornposers, pairrtr:rs ruid sculptors \\,el-e
firrcecl bv larv to stop their itctivities, a nrtlic,r snrall fl 'action of'tht ge,n-
cral prrblic rvoulci becorttt' rl\\,are of the lirct anrl a still srnalk:r fraction
u'rnltl serittttslv regrc't it. I1'tlrc sarrre tlrirrg s,ere' tt) lrapperr u,ith the
tttt.lt'ies, thet sociirl conse(lrences rvorrlrl lre cirtirstnrplric. (2lla)

Pultliclv ttnd privatelt,, our lives have becorne so penneutecl bv the rnovies
that'we rarely botlierr to tl'ririk curefirllv allorrt tlrcnr-and less often, if iit
all, do we think o1'rvriting uborrt thern.
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Normally, we rnight argue that there is little rerxon to strtrtgle to
explain-and certainly not in writing-what we understiurtl prirnarily as
entertainrnent. Whether in a movie theater or watcliing latr'-night televi-
sion, we usutrlly watch filrr-rs because we expect the kinrl <lf'pleasure
seldom associated with an inclination to pick up perl unrl paper. After
seeing Paul Haggis's Crash (2005), we might chat brie,flv irbotrt certuin
chttracters, music, or scenes we ptrrticularly enjoyed rlr rlislikecl, btrt rve
rarely want to offer a lengthy analysis of how the sets, tlr<, <:onstnrction of
the story, and the characters worked together. There is ofterr zrn unspo-
ken assumption that any kind of analysis rnight interfert, with our enjoy-
rnent of the movies.

We are less reluctant to think analytically trbout otl'rer firrnts of ernter-
tainrnent. If, for instance, rve watch a dance perfonrranc(' or a basketball

€lame, we rnay easily and happily discuss sorne of the intricaciers ancl com-
plexities of those performances, realizing that our cornrnentary aclds to,
rather than subtracts frorn, ollr enjoyrnent of the event, At these times,
our understancling of and pleasure in experiencing the event are proclucts
of the critical awAreness that our discussion refines anrl elalrorates on. The
person who has no inclination 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 mles and possibilities involved
experiences il lnore intricate kind of pleasure.

In fact, otrr ability to respond with sorne analytical awrlreness adds to
our enjoynnent. And not surprisingly, the same is tme ofour enjoyrnent of
the movies. Infbrmed audiences often turn to read a review of a show they
httve seen the night before; nrany of us enjoy reading about niovies we have
uot even seen. Analyical thinking and reading about an "enteftainment"
invigorate and enrich it and, perhaps, rnake the event itself more entertain-
ing. Analytical writing about film offers the same promises and rewards.
tr'or example, 

"vhen 
pressured to explain cnreftrlly why, despite its disturb-

irrg story about racism in Los Angeles, she liked Cra.sh, one student cliscov-
ered that her understanding of and appreciation for the film were rnore
complex and subtle than she had first realized. While there was no missing
the prominent issues in the film, she began to think more about the title
and the unusuarl stmcture of the film. She began her expanded response:

Paul Haggs' Crash (2004) is a rare, hard look at racism inAmerica
today. It moves across the multiracial landscape of Los Angeles, depicting
the daily lives of AfricanAmericars, Latinos, PersianAmericans,
caucasiars, and Asian Americans: some are upper-class suburbamtes,
others youngprofessionals or struggling business owners, and still others

argry and disadvantaged kids on the street. What disturguishes the fiIm,

however, is not so much its presentation of well-lcroum social and racial

drfferences but how lt investigates those drfferences through the powerfui

metaphoric signficance of the title and through the coincidental

overiappings of the many different stories rnnthjn the film, In Crash racral

anger becomes a consequence of the isolation of rndlvrduals within their

self-contained worlds Qrke movrng cars tightly locked and sealed).

Despite ttls isolation the movie shows the uncanny mevrtability of these

indrvrduals continualiy crossrngpaths Qrke speedlng cars on roads and

highways) where ther anger, more often than not resu-lts tr expiosive

conflicts. Out of these "crashes," the movie suggests, there rs the

possibility of a redemption, for crashes do create contact and this contact

with other rndivrduais sometrmes leads to compassron and urderstandrng
Aq fho nnl i r -o  r la tant i r ro  /T)nn ( lho: r l lo)  qerrc  nt  tha r rar- r r  q tar t  n f  tho f i l rn

"We're always behrnd this metal and glass. I thjxk we miss that touch so
much, that we crash into each other, iust so we can feel somethinq "

If the m<lvies infbnri rnany pnrts of our lives, r.r,e shoulcl be able to
enjoy them in rnany ways, including tlie challenging pleasure of trying to
think about, explain, and u'rite about our experience u'atching thern. We
go to the rnovies for rnany reasorls: to think, or not to think; to stare tit
thern; to u'rite about theni. We rnay go to :r n'rovie to consume it like cot-
ton canclv; we may go to a fihn wliere that candy becclnes food fbr the
rnincl. As the fan of Crash fbund out, unnlyzing our response to et rnovie
cloes not ruin our enjoyrnent of it. Writing about a filrn can alkxv us tcr
enjoy it (and other fihns) in r,vays we were incapable of befbre. If rvutcli-
ing ancl unclerstanding is one of the pleasures of the m<lvies, writing ancl
explaining can be zrnother exciting pleasure.

Let us ke-ep in mind that writing about the rnovies is not so far fiour
what rnost of us do alrezrcly: When we leave ei movie theater afterr two
hours of enforced silence. r-nost of trs rliscri.ss or argu€r about the filrn. Al-
though the difl'erence between tulking and writing about a subject is a
crucial one, writing about a fihn is, in one sense, sirnply a nlore refined
and meusured kincl of corlrnunication, this tirne with a reader. Our corn-
rnents can ber about the perfbrmance of'an actor, the ercitement elicitecl
by specific scenes, or just cornrnon rluestions about rvhat happened, why
it happened, or why the fihn made the unswers to these questions unclear.

Frequently, these conversations evolve frorn searching for the right
wclrd or finding a satisfactory description of how a sequence develops: "I

prefer Keaton to Chaplin because Ketrton's firnnier. Well, I rnean. he
tells funnier, rnore conrplicated stories"; "I hated-ilo, I fbund uruch too

WHY WRITI], AT]OIIT TI{E MO\'IIJS'?
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predictable-the ending of Gorden state (2004)." while talking about
movies, even very casually, we search fbr words to match what we saw
and how we reacted to it. Writing about film is a careful and rnore calcu-
lated step beyond this first irnpuLe to discuss what we have seen. Given
this nonnal impulse, we can even enjoy talking and writing about a movie
that we didn't like. A friend of the writer who prais ecl Crash thus begins
his essay more negatively than the student quoted above:

Crash (2004) is a disturbrng filrn because so few American films even
attempt to approach the toprc of racism, Regard-less of its good rrtention,
however, the movre neve/ escapes a kind of melodramatic melancholy
rooted in the sad and often desperate lives of wealthy white suburban
men and women, ambitious African-American pohce officers, persian
entrepreneurs and ang-q/ but conflicted street hustiers Not only do
few of these characters evrnce much psycholoEcal or rrtellectual
complextty, but the reduction of racism to a drama of isolated rndrvrdua-ls
makes it impossible for crash to address the larger economic and
political forces underprrlng racism in America. The endtng rs
indicative: Releasing a group of defenseless Asian immigrants on the
streets of New York may suggest that one star character (Ludacris) has
tried to do the right thing, but it offers lrttie constructive hope for the
future of these nameless aliens.

As these two friends discovered, when we rrnclerstand the strme movie
very dif{'erently, tryrng to explain that understanding can be charged with
all the energi of a good conversation.

Perhaps more than rnost other arts and entertainments, the rnovies
frequently elicit a strong emotional or intellectual reaction. Often, however,
the reason fbr our particular reaction to a movie remains unclear until we
have had the opportr-rnity to think carefully about and articulate what stirnu-
lated It. Meet John Doe (1941) rnight elicit a gddy nostalgia ricliculously out
of step with today's political complexities; gay viewers of The Crying crmrc
(1992) rnay find thernselves attracted by the honest depiction of the charac-
ters' suflering about sexual identity but may be uncomfortable with the
background plot about the Irish Republican Army; niost audiences of
Fellini's S % (1963) 

"'ill 
probably recognize the irnportnnce of the opening

sequence, in which a lran floats frorn his car above a traffic jarl, but they
rnay be hard-pressed to explain quickly what it rneans in tenns of the story
that {bllows. Analyzing our reactions to themes, characters, or irnages like
these can be a way noi.only of unclerstancling zr rnovie better but .rlso of un-
derstanding better howwe view the world and the cultures we live in. In the
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following three paragraphs, we can see how Geoffrey Nowell-Smith turned

his initial excitement about a scene in an Antonioni film into an exploration

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 L'Aar;entura, not on the f'ace of it a very

important one, which seems to me to epitornize perfectly every,thing

that is rnost valid and original about Antonioni's form of cinema. It is the

scene where Sandro and Claudia arrive by chance at a small village

somewhere 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

rnore. Then suddenly the film plunges, and we cut to a close-up of

Sandro and Claudia rnahng love in a field--one of the rnost ecstatic

moments in the history of the cinerna, and one for which there has been

apparently no formal preparation whatever. What exactly lias 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

rnan profiting frorn a rnornent of helplessness on the part of the wornan

in order to seduce her. Each of these explanations contains an aspect of

the truth, but the whole truth is more complicated and ultirnately es-

capes analysis. What precisely happened in that rnoment the spectator

will never know, and it is doubtful if the characters really know for

thernselves. Claudia knows that Sandro is interested in her. By corning

with hirn to the village she has already rnore or less committed herself,

but the actual fatal decision is neither hers nor his. It comes, when it

comes, irnpulsively: and its imrnediate cause, the stimulus which pro-

vokes the response, is the feeling of ernptiness and need created by the

sight of the deserted village. Just as her feelings (and his too for that

matter) are neither purely romantic nor purely physical, so her choice,

Antonioni is saying, is neither purely determined nor purely free. She

chooses, certainly, 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 char-

acters find any escape? How can they break out of the labyrinth which



6 cHAprER I wRlrtNG ABour rHE MovlES

nature and other men and their own sensibilities have built up around
thern? Properly speahng 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 rnornents of
happiness in the films, which corne, when they corne, frorn being at peace
with the pliysical environment, or with others, not in withdrawing frorn
tlrem. Claudia in L'Aauentura, on the yacht and then on the islarrd, is cut
off, mentally, frorn the other people there, and gives herself'over to un-
diluted enjoyrnent of her physical surroundings, until with Ann:r's disap-
pearance even these surroundings seen to tum against her an<l a{gravate
rather tl-ran alleviate her pain, hr Tlrc Eclipse Vittoria's happit'st rnornent
is during that miraculous scene at Verona when her sudden contentrnent
seertts to be distilled out of the simple sights and sotrntls o{'the tdrport:
sun, the lvind in the grass, tlie drone of an aeroplane, a juke-lrox. At such
motuents other people are only a drag-and vet the neecl lr>r the'rn exists.
The desire to get away {rom oneself, away frorn other people, ancl tlie sat-
isfaction this gives, arise only frorn the practical necessitv firr rnost of the
time of being aware of oneself and of forming casual or chrrtllle relation-
ships with other people. And the relationships too can be a source of
fulfillrnent. No single trite or abstract formulation can cutch the living
essence of Antonioni's version of the hurnan cornedy. (355, 36ll)

In this example, a single scene becomes the stirnulus fbr the essay. The au-
thor probes and questions this scene: What exactly has happened, and what
does it mean? His obvious satisfaction as a writer cornes frorn rinalyzing this
scene as if it were a mystery to be solvecl. h'r the process of his rlnrilvsis, his
original curiosity leads to broader readings of other Antonioni m<tvies and,
finally, to his discovery of a consolation in the disturbing predicarnent that
first ctrught his eye. For this writer, the pleasure of following his curiosity
led to the larger pleasure of understancling rnore about life and happiness
in modern tirnes.

YOUR AUDIENCE AND THE AIMS
OF FILM CRITICISM

Writing about film can serve one of several fr-rnctions, It can help you to:

e Understand your own response to a movie better.
o Convince others why you like or dislike a film.
. Explain or introduce iomething about a movie, a fihnmaker, or a

group of rnovies that your readers rnav not know.
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o Make cornparisons and contrasts between one movie and others.
as a way of understanding thern better.

o Make connections between a movie and other areas of culture to
illuminate both the culture and the rnovies it produces.

The pulposes that become part of or central to your writing will sometimes
depend entirely on your audience: An essay introducing a new mor,te, for
example, is usually written for an audience that has not seen the fihn. How-
ever, even when that puqpose is decided on independently-perhaps out
of_a personal interest in the relation between Spinish films and Spanish
gulhlls-rvhat you say will alw.ys be shaped by your notion of yo.r. aucli-
ence, and especially by what you presume those readers hrow or want to
know.

- If you think of writing as, in some ways, resembling conversation, you
r.vill see how the notion of an audience helps to shaPe *h"t you say. If, for
example, you are discussing an American movie, such as Robert Altnrur6
Noshuille (1975), with a non-American, both the way you make your point
about the film ancl, perhaps, the point itself will be determined by what
you believe that individual knows and wants to know about American
culture ancl 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 Arnerican will need very littie explanation.) Similarly, in clis-
cussing a filrn with someone who rnay not hi re seen it, I woulcl'probably
first clescribe thzrt film with a general overview. surnrnarizingihe 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 Batman Begins (2005), I clo not
have to remi'cl that person of the plot or 

"rr"n 
oi-*hich actors played

which 
Putt. Just as our conversations about movies differ according to

the individuals we Are speaking with, the way we write about fihn, and
even the critical position we choose ,vary depending on the audience we
ure writing for.

One schematic and traditional way to indicate the different audiences
a writer rnight enr,.ision is to distinguish between a screening report, a
movie revielv, a theoretical essay, and a critical essav.

The Screening Report

A screening report is a short piece of writing that acts as a preparation for
class discussions and examinations. Primarily a descriptive assignment
that organizes notes on a fiim (see pp. z2-BS), the report should-contain
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about three or four paragraphs (about I to 2 pages) focused on two to four

points related to the topics of the course or to specific questions provided

by the instructor (your target audience for this kind of writing). Unlike a

review or critical essay, a screening report avoids strong opinions or a

particular argurnent. Instead, if aims to be as objective and concrete as

possible, including audio and visual detail wherever possible. For a class

on the road movie, one student begins his screening report of Terrence

Malick's Badlands (1973) this way:

I Badlands as Road Movie: Narrative. Characteristic of thus genre is

the journey away from home and onto an open road, L:ke other road

movies, here there are no apparent goals, except flight, and the plot

develops as a series of episodic events and encounters. Afier the murder

of Holly's father, she and Kit almost randomly kiJl people they encor.rrter on

the road, as a lcnd of parody of the violence for-rnd in other road movres

2. Badlands and the Road Movie: Compositions. The most obvtous

emblem of a road movie is the moving perspective of the car that car-

ries Kit and Holly along the open roads of the west, The framrng of nu-

merous shots in tLus film call attention to the vast and empty spaces that

surround the characters, but unlike more realistic road movres, the

iuminous images of Badlands often create surreal landscapes. The

soundtrack is an unusual variation on the genre: Holly's voice-over

narration makes the story seem like a cheap romantic novel, and the

music ranges from the operatic to honky-tonk.

Since this is a first sketch of the report, more specific details must be

added later. Precise description of several shots and scenes will then pro-

vide compelling support for discussions in class and for preparation for

examinations.

The Movie Review

The rnovie review is the type of film analysis with which most of us are
chiefly farniliar, since it appears in ahnost every newspaper. Norrnally,
a review aims at the broadest possible audience, the general public
with no special knowledge of film. Accordingly, its function is to intro-
duce unknown fi lms and to recommend or not recommend them. Be-
cause it presumes an audience has not seen the movie it discusses,
rnuch of the essay is devoted to summarizing the plot or placing the
film in another context (the director's other work, films of the same
genre, etc.) that might help the reader understand it, Here, Vincent

iE AND THE AIMS OF FILM CRITICISM

Canby's review introduces the readers of Tl'te l,{eu York Times
Malick's Baclland,s ( 1973) :

In Terrence Malick's cool, sorretimes brilliant, always ferociously
Arnerican filrn, "Badlands," which rnarks Malick's debut as a director, Kit
and Holly take an all-Arnerican joynde across the upper Middle West, at
the end of which rnore than half a dozen people have been shot to deatli
by Kit, usually at point blank range. "Badlands" is the first f.eature by
Mr. Malick, a 29-year-old former Rhodes Scholar turd pliilosophy student
whose only other film credit is as the author of the screenplay for the
nicely idiosyrcratic "Pocket Money." "Badlands" was inspired by the short,
bloody saga of Charles Sttrrkweather who, at age 19, in January, 1958, with
the apparent cooperation of his l4-year-old girlfriend, Cnrol Fugate, went
off on a murcler spree that resulted in 10 victirns. Starkweatlier was later
executed in the electric chair and Miss Fugate given life imprisonrnent.

"Badlands" inevitably invites cornparisons with three other irnportant
Aurerican fihns-Arthur Penn's "Bonnie and Clyde" and Fritz Lang's
"Frry" and "You Only Live Once"-but it has a very different vision of
violence and death. Mr. M.rlick spends no great arnount of time invoking
Freud to explain the behavior of Kit and Holly, nor is there any Depres-
sion to be held ultirnately responsible. Society is, if anlthing, benign. . . .

"Badlands" is narrated by Holly in the flat, nasal accents of the
Middle West and in the syntax of a story in Tnrc Rcnnonces. "Little did
I realize," she tells us at the beginning of the fihn, "that what began in
tlie alleys and by-ways of this srnall town would end in the Badlands of
Montana." At the end, after half a dozen rnurders, 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
loohng for us," says Holly, "for who hrew u'here Kit would strike next?"),

but a lack of passion differentiates thern frorn the gaudy desperados of the
thirties. Toward the end of their ioyride, the bored Holly tells us she
passed the tirne, as she sat in the front seat beside Kit, speiling out corn-
plete sentences with her tongue on the roof of her mouth.

Mr. Malick tries not to romanticize his hllers, and he is successful ex-
cept for one sequence in which Kit and Holly hide out in a tree house
as elaborate as anlthing the MGM art departrnent ever designed for
Tarzan ancl Jane. Mr. Sheen and Miss Spacek are splendid as the self-
absorbed, cruel, possibly psychotic children of our time, as are the mern-
bers of the supporting cast, including Warren Oates as Holly's father.

to
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One rnay legitirnately clebate the validity of Mr. Malick's vision, btrt

rurt, I thillk, his irnrrrense trrlent. "llacllands" is a rnost irnportant atrcl

exciting fihn. (40)

We cun identify rnore thzrn one function in this essa\'. Canbv aitns to

corivince his reracler thft Badlrnul.s is un inrporturtt rnol'ic that is rvclrth

seeing, and l'rer cloes tliis by introducing Mrrlick iurcl his cretleritials, by cle-

scribing tlie plot and the historical backqrorrnrl o1'thiit plot, bv el'alttriting

the acting, uncl by placing Malick's rnovie in the context of'<lther fihns like

it (specificully, Brlnifie ond Cfude [1967] and tlrc: tr,vo F-ritz Lang movies).

Equally irnp<lrtant, hor,vevdr, is liis cleur sellse of his irtrclience: reaclers

rvho probablv kriorv tlie populn'Bonnie arul Cfudc but little about Malick

ancl tlre Lruckgrorrnd of' Bocllonrl,s. These ure reaclers rvlro htle riot vet

seen the fihn ancl r,voulcl like to kn<lr,r, tlie rntlir-re of tlie storl' ancl a liitle

abclut the characters ancl actors (Fieure l).

The Theoretical Essay

The more therlretical essay'-fbr instance, an essilv on tlie reltttirlri of fihn

and realitv, on the political or icleological fbunclations of the rnovie inrhrs-

try, or on hrlrv fihn riurrtrtir.,e is unlike literarr, narrtttive-is at the other

Figrrre I t, ike most fihns. Budlorul,s (1973)provokes a

about it: screc'nirrg reports, rcvielr,s, crit ical essavs, artcl

r'arietv ci{'u'avs to tlrink iuitl n'ritt:

t l  r t ' o rc t  i< ' r r l  re f l  t ' t ' l i t  r t  t s .

Y()L lR At IDIUN(IU AND l l  l l r  AIN{S Ol; Flt-N' l  CIt l ' l ' lClSM l l

encl of the spectrurn. Strch an essay often supposes that the reader pos-
sesses a great deal of knorvledge about specific fihns, fihl history, and
other rvritings about filrn. Its target ziucliernce, often aiclvanced students or
people rvho terach fihn studies, is usually very knowledgeable about the
rnovies. Its airn is to explain sorne of the larger :rncl rnore complex struc-
tures of'the cinerna and how we understand them. Note the changes in
style, choice of'words. uncl tnsurnptions about the reacler's knowledge
that point to this rvriter's 1953 conception of her audience:

I lere is nerv arrt. For tr felr, de,cacles it seeurecl like nothing rlore tharr u

neu' techrtical device in the spherc o{' clrarna, :l ue\v r'r'ay of preserwing
and retailirtg clrartratic perfrrrrttturces. Btrt toclay its devekrpnrent has aJ-

rearh'belied this ussrnnption. The screen is not a stage, and u4rat is cre-

atecl in tlre cor-rccption ancl realizution of u film is not a play'. It is too

earlv to s1'stenratize any tlreon' o{'this nr,'rv art, but even in its present

pristine state it erhibits cpite beyoncl anv cloubt, I think-n<lt onlv a

rre'uv tc'chnirpe, brrt a lle\\/ poetic rnclcle. (Langer 411)

Wliereas Cariby coulcl use expressiorts suitable to u review, such ars
"gaucly clesperados," "all-Arlericun jovricle," ancl "importarnt and exciting

filrn," the phrases might seern out of place in un essav by tlie philosopher
Susunne Langer. It is not that one styler is rrore correct than the other;

it is sinrplv n rluestion of'auclience. A nrlvice to fihn sttrclies rnight feel

sornervhat lost in Langer's cornparativelv accessible essa)/ on filnr theory.

The rerason is thart novices ure not the auclience that this lvriter supposes;

she irnagines an arrclience witli experience in the study of historv, aesthet-

ics, ancl philosophy and sorne understtrnding of the debates abotrt stage

clrrima verslrs n'rovies. The purpose of her essay is not difficult to see (to

convincer her reaclers clf the significtrnce of fihn as an art), but how she ar-

gues her p<lint is understanclable when we realize she is rrclclressing trn

acadernic and intellectuul colrrmunitv thrit, at the time, was suspicious of

the stattrs of tlie rnovies as an urt.

The Critical Essay

The critical esstil' usually expectecl in fi|n courses {irlls betlveen the t}reo-
retical essrry uncl the rnovie revierv. The writer of this kincl of essay pre-
surnes that lfs or her reader has seen or is at least farniliar with the fihn
uncler discussirln, erlthotrgh that rezrcler may not have thought extensively
tibout it. This rvriter rnight therefore rernind the reader of key themes and
elernents o{'the pkrt, but a lengthy rertelling of the story of the fihn is
neitlier neeclecl nor acceptable. Tlie fbcus of the essay is f'ar rnore specific
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tha.n that of a review, because the writer hopes to reveal subtleties or com-
plexities 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 becornes associated with a specific
character. In the following exceqpt, Brian Henderson also discusses
Bacllands, but whereas Canby's audience was the reacler of a large newspa-
per, Henderson's audience is more academic, similar to the one a student
might address in a film course:

Whatever their wishes, critics of Terrence Malick's BrLclland^s (1973)

have been drawn into p5lemical dispute. Writers favorable to the fihn
have defended it against those who called it a failure r,vhen it first
appeared and against those who have ignored it since tlien. The issue
has been further complicated, and polernics renewed, by the release in
1978 of Malick's Daqs of Heauen.

This is not a favorable background for the serious criticisrn of anv
work, still less for that open-ended exploration which a new and un-
studied work invites. I believe Badland.s is one of the most remarkable
Arnerican fihns of the 1970s, but I have no interest here in addressing
thc arguments against it. I assume, at any rate, that the fihn will be seen
and studied for a long tirne to colne.

What is atternpted here is a beginning analysis of Badlanrl.s, or per-
haps several beginnings. I take an obvious point of departure: the fihn's
voiceover narration by Holly-indeed only its first part, approxirnately tlie
fihn's first sixteen minutes. This is, ernphatically, just one approach to the
fihn 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 sorne-
thing in advance about the film's drarnaturglr, acting style and use of
language, These important topics deserve, needless to say, fuller treat-
rnent than rny prefatory remarks provide,

Bacllanrls' approach to cliaracter is undeniably modern. Kit and
Holly are both blank and not blank, emotionless and filled with erno-
tion, oblivious to their fates and caught up in them, committed to the
trivial fu1 x1ya1s-glancingly-of the essential. They are empty, hence
constantly fill themselves up with useless objects, souvenirs, movie-
magazine gossip; they pose tests for thernselves and try on different
tnake-up, clothes, attitudes, roles. This is an "existential" view of char-
acter, and it undoubtedly leads to contradictions by conventional stan-
dards. Thus Kit and Holly are in love, living only for the rnoments they
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spend together; but they play cards with boredorn 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 dramaturg;i distinctive to it and
a corresponding distinctive acting or performance style. Barllands,
which may represent a cinematic mode in and of itself, requires a special
kind of acting to take its place within, but not upset, a very delicate bal-
ance of mise-en-scdne. narrative. voiceover. music. etc. We must be able
to look at Kit and Holly and to look through thern sornetimes alternately,
sornetimes 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 payrng attention to other things. Our attention is continu-
ally drawn toward the characters, and distracted away from them. Sheen
and Spacek realize these requirements superbly, filling the film with
their interesting sounds and rnotions but never resolving into anything,
never substantializing, defining or "becorning" characters. 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
perforrners frorn the nature of the characters. (38-40)

Canby's and Henderson's essays are both positive responses to
Badlonds, and they share similar interests. They diff'er significantly, how-
ever, in aim ancl auclience. At least as Henderson declares it, the purpose
of his essay is not so much to convince his readers to like or dlslike the film
but to add to their understanding of it. He assurnes that his readers will
continue to see and study the movie and, perhaps, to add to the academic
debate about it. He also takes for granted that his audience knows the
story, knows the characters, and is familiar with terms like mise-en-scdne;
accordingly, he can choose very specific parts of the film-Holly's narra-
tion and the acting style-to demonstrate his point that there are impor-
tant innovations inBodlands. Finally, even in this section of the essay, one
sees an organization typical of a good critical argument: The writer begins
by placing the film in the context of other critical and scholarly views, an-
nounces his aim, and then moves from an analysis of character and acting
style to some general conclusions about how to understand this s$le.

For the student writer, the question of audience, highlighted in these
three essays, is equally central to writing about film. Sometimes, an in-
structor may give you an assignment aimed at a specific audience and
testing your ability to address that audience: "Write a review of A Beauti-

ful Mtnd (2001) for the readers of Timn magazine." More often, your
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instructor will simply ask you to write a critical essay. Keep in mind that

your audience in these cases is neither your instructor alone (who, you
rnight imagine, can learn nothing from you) nor some large and unknown

public in the streets (to whom you might be prone to tell the most obvious
facts about a movie). Rather, envision your audience in rnost situations as

your fellow students, individuals who have seen the movie and may hrow
something about it, but who have not studied it closely. This audience will

probably not need to be told that "The Wizarcl of O: is an old American
film that has become a children's classic"; they tnay, however, be inter-
ested if you note that "Thu,Wizard of Oz was directed by Victor Flerning,
who the same year (1939) made Gone uith the Wind." Likewise, few of

your fellow viewers need to be told that "Ophul's The Sorrou; and the Pity
(1970) is a very long French rnovie about World War II," but they may be
fascinated by a detailed description of the opening shots.

OPINION AND EVALUATION

When you write about film, personal opinion and taste will necessarily
become part of your argutnent. Sorne critics, for example, httve a con-
scious 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 ars the contemporary version of Shakespeare's
Othello called O (2001) but defend the Shakespeare fihns of Kenneth
Branagh. Even those essays that appear to be chiefly descriptive or
analytical-biographical or historical writings or essays that airn at an ob-
jective analysis of a sequence of shots-involve a certain atnount of per-
sonal choice and evaluation. In some essays, factual description rnay be
more prominent than evaluative judgments, but the differences are of
degree, not kind. Most writing about film involves sorre personal opinion
and evaluation.

No reader, of course, will be satisfied with a writer who uses his per-
sonal opinions to avoid or disguise a solid critical position. After watching
Larrrence Olivier's adaptation of Shakespeare's Hennl V (1944), one stu-
dent 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
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the section that first grabbed my attention, because, in my opurlon, 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 openurg images, it seems to me that Olivier aclcrowledges
the origrnal stage world of the drama and shows, I feel, how the
movies can transcend dramatic limits, He makes the play much more
alive for me.

Here the excess of I's and personal qualifiers weakens the point the
writer wishes to make, and it is doubtful that idioslmcratic problems, such
as the writer's lirnited experience with the Shakespeare plays, are of the
faintest interest to any reader. However, rernoving all references to the
writer's personal experience of the film results only in stiffer but equally
unsure prose:

The onenino iS the mOst tlterggfinrr nart nf Hcnnr V f I 944) her:ar rse
\ r v  r l / ,  v v v q u o v

it comments on the central difference between drama and film. In
these operung images, Olivier aclcrowledges the origrural 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 per-
sonal experience and objective observation, judiciously integrating those

personal experiences and feelings about the film that are probably also
valid for other viewers:

Even for the vrewer Ltneasy with a Shakespeare play, Olivier's Henry V
(1944) is an engagtng experience. For me, the opening is the most
interesting part and the section which is most hkely 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 trme, comments on the
central difference between drama and film. In these opening images,
Olivrer aclcrowledges the orignnal stage world of the drama and shows
how the movies can transcend those dramatic limits. For vrewers 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 judgments seeilr
to say something true not only for yourself but for others as well. A per-
sonal distaste for action films or, say, for slow-paced romantic stories
could become a rich part of an essay when the writer carefully thinks
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through and offers reasons for that distaste. Or rny expectations, as some-
one who mainlv sees slick Hollywood fihns, could be crucial in analyzing
my slight confusion yet fascination with a film by the Danish filmmaker
Lars von Trier-such :rs Dancer in the Dark (2000)-because other view-
ers have often shared that confusion.

In the examples used earlier, both Canby and Henderson openly
introduce their own opinions and personalities into their argument. Nei-
ther balks at using I to underline the presence of his perspective: "One

may legitimately debate the validiry of Mr. Malick's movie, but not, I
think, his immense talenti (Canby); "I take an obvious point of depar-
ture: the film's voiceover narration by Holly. . . . This is, ernphatically,
just one approach to the film and not a privileged one" (Henderson).
Ci,rnby's is perhaps a rnore opinionated 1; Henderson's is more detached
ancl cautious. Yet, both Canby and Henderson use their personal posi-
tions to help form and energize their different responses to Malick's filrn.
One might say that these uses of 1 are only the most {brthright and direct
indication of the rnany other evaluations and judgrnents 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 nbout the movies, personal feelings, expectations,
and reactions rnay be the beginning of an intelligent critique, but they
must be balanced with rigorous reflection on where those feelings and
expectations and reactions come from and how they relate to rnore objec-
tive factors concerning the movie in question: its place in fihn history, its
cultural background, its fonnal strategies. Frangois Truffaut, both an in-
telligent filmmaker and a perceptive critic, has observed that "instead of
indulging passions in criticisrn, one must at least try to be critical with
sorne purpose. . . . What is interesting is not pronouncing a film good or
bad, but explaining *hy" (370).

Writing about filrn, then, is admittedly complex. It can also be excit-
ing and rewarding. In 1908 Leo Tolstoy remarked about the movies:
"You can see that this little clicking contraption with the revolving handle
will make a revolution in our life-in the life of writers" (410). Try to ap-
proach films with the same interest and shrewdness. Try to conceive of
yourself as a writer with an equally pulposeful and dpramic relationship
with the movies you watch and enjoy. Or, in the words of fihnrnaker Sally
Potter, director of Thrtller (1979), Orlando (1992), The Tango Lesson
(1997), and Yes (2004), remernber that there is a "pleasure in analysis, in
unravelling, in thinking" (Pam Cook 27).
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Exercises

l. 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 screening report on a single fihn and tlien a revierv of three
or four paragraphs. Then, rewrite it as a critical essay. Explain
briefly the differences a'd what is gained and lost in each.


