Writing an Analytic Film Essay

Personal Opinion and Objectivity:  The subject matter of a film is the material that directly or indirectly comprises the film, whereas the meaning is the interpretation of that material.  Good writing about film is a balance between one’s subjective opinions and a more critical objectivity which provides facts and evidence to support an evaluation.

Identifying Your Reader:  Knowing or anticipating your readers is central to writing about film. Four guidelines in gearing your essay to certain readers are:

1. How familiar are your readers with the films being discussed?

2. What is your readers’ level of interest in the film?

3. What do your readers know about the film’s historical and cultural contexts?

4. How familiar are your readers with the terminology of film criticism or theory? 

For this essay, your audience is very familiar and interested in the film.  Your audience is educated about the many different aspects of film.

Elements of the Analytical Film Essay:  Two common forms of film writing are film reviews and analytic essays.

1. Film reviews are short essays aimed at a general audience who have likely not yet seen the film. Reviews provide plot and background information and pronounce a clear evaluation of the film.

2. The analytic essay, distinguished by its intended audience and the level of its critical language, typically focuses on a particular theme of a film. The analytic essay provides an interpretation of the material and gives a careful analysis to demonstrate that interpretation.

Preparing to Write about a Film

Asking Question:  An important first step is to identify your own interests before watching a film. Asking a series of questions (such as are you drawn to technological issues or questions about gender?) can help you intellectually interact with the film and help shape the direction of your essay.

Taking Notes:  Note taking is an essential part of writing about film because a good analytical essay must produce concrete evidence for your argument. Three general rules of taking notes are:

1. Take notes on the unusual—events or formal aspects that stand out.

2. Take notes on events or techniques that recur with regularity.

3. Take notes on oppositions that appear in the film.

Selecting a Topic:  Selecting a topic narrow enough to allow your argument to investigate the issues fully and carefully always produces better writing.  Two primary sets of topics for writing about film are formal topics and contextual topics. 

1. Formal topics concentrate on the forms and ideas within a film, including character analysis, narrative analysis, and stylistic analysis. 

2. Contextual topics relate a film to other films or to surrounding issues, including comparative analysis and historical or cultural analysis.

Writing a Film Essay

Interpretation, Argument, and Evidence:  Your interpretation is your explanation of what the film or part of it means. Additionally, a good essay must construct a logical argument—the presentation and analysis of evidence from the film—that convinces the audience of the validity of your interpretation.  Of essential importance is the thesis statement—a short statement that succinctly describes the interpretation and argument to be presented and proven in the essay.

The following passage comes from a hypothetical essay about O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2001) written for a college film course. In contrast to a newspaper review that might summarize the plot, offer some background information, and employ more casual language, this kind of essay concentrates its analysis on a specific and subtle argument. Along with its choice of a polemical thesis (an analysis directed at two particular sequences that may not have been carefully considered by many viewers), the critical essay employs terms, like "ideological critique," which are clearly most suited to academic writing:

          Joel and Ethan Coen’s O Brother, Where Art Thou? is much more than a musical comedy loosely structured around The Odyssey. Woven through the soundtrack, a plot set in Depression-era America, and the comic exaggerations of its characters, the film is a sharp ideological critique of race and class in modern America. Regularly mistaken to be African Americans, the three escape convicts, Everett, Pete, and Delmar, learn quickly that their lower-class white status binds them most importantly to the fate of the black men and women they encounter, and from this predicament the film explores both the economic and political power structures that then and now make poverty color blind. Two sequences in particular dramatize this least noticed but more provocative dimension of the film: the arrival of the prisoners at a church to see a movie (a direct reference to the Preston Sturges’s film, Sullivan’s Travels, where the Coens found title for their movie), and the Ku Klux Klan rally where the fugitive rescues their black comrade Tommy.

Revision, Manuscript Format, and Proofreading:  The final stage of writing about film requires a least one final revision that pays special attention to manuscript form and proofreading.  Manuscript form includes such things as margins, title position, footnotes, and other mechanical arrangements on the page.

Researching the Movies

Distinguishing Research Materials:  

1. Primary research sources include films on videotape and DVD and film scripts. These sources have a direct and close relationship with the original film.

2. Secondary research sources—including books, critical essays, and Internet sites—contain ideas or information from outside sources such as film critics or scholars. 

Using and Documenting Sources:  Once research material has been gathered, selected, and integrated into an essay, these sources must be properly documented.  There are two kinds of research material that require documentation: direct quotation from a secondary source and paraphrasing, in which the writer puts ideas from another source into his or her own words.  Full documentation for every source cited in your essay should be included in the Works Cited section.

Step-by-Step Guidelines for Writing a Critical Essay on Film

1. Consider the intended readers of your essay and their level of familiarity with the film(s) in question and with the terminology of film criticism and theory. 

2. Ask questions—what aspects of film interest you the most? 

3. Take good notes on the film(s) you want to write about. 

4. Select a topic, making sure that the scope of your selection is manageable within the constraints of your essay’s length. 

5. If your topic requires it, engage in any secondary source research—books, articles, reviews, and so on—to help devise and support your argument. 

6. Sketch an argument for your paper, considering the logic of its development and likely conclusions. 

7. Write a precise thesis statement succinctly describing your interpretation and argument. 

8. Create a detailed outline of your essay. 

9. Write a first draft of your essay. 

10. Review your essay and revise your thesis statement to reflect any changes in your thinking. 

11. Do your final revision. Proofread carefully to check for errors, omissions, and appropriate manuscript form.
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The Three Perspectives of Loss and Division

         In the many critical essays on Citizen Kane, three different perspectives on its meaning have dominated analytical writing about that film: work that concentrates on the mythic characters of Kane; essays that analyze the kaleidoscopic narrative structure that shapes its story; and writing that offers detailed interpretations of the stylistic compositions in the film, such as its use of deep focus and dramatic editing techniques. With the first two types of analysis as a background, here I will examine a single, early scene in Citizen Kane to demonstrate the legendary visual power of the film. In this scene, Citizen Kane crystallizes a family drama of loss and division inseparable from a life lived in dense and complex spaces and perceived from many points of view.

          In this tale of Charles Foster Kane’s rise to a position as one of the richest and most powerful men in America, the episode in question sets the stage for the entire film. It succinctly describes the sudden wealth of Kane’s mother, an unexpected windfall from a deed to a silver mine (mistakenly presumed useless), and her subsequent arranging to send Charles to boarding school on the East coast. The setting is the rustic Colorado cabin of the family, with glimpses of the snowy yard outside where the child, Charlie Kane, plays.

          In this scene, the shot in fact begins by showing Charles making snowballs in the field, then moves back to show his mother in the foreground watching and, now though an open window, the boy building a snowman in the background. Here the window frame within the film frame calls attention to how a point of view controls perspective in certain ways, specifically the point of view on the child Kane. As the shots pulls back further, the frame then expands to include the central conversation about the boy and the money, while the original 
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subject of the shot, Charlie, now becomes a much smaller, background figure in the action and the frame. 

          As the shot pulls back even farther, following the mother’s movement away from the window, the frame creates visible tensions and conflicts between the individuals. The stern face and upper body of the mother Mrs. Kane dominates the center of the image, flanked by the banker Thatcher, while Charlie’s father drifts along the edges of the frame, complaining, "You seem to forget I’m the boy’s father." Moments later, Thatcher and Mrs. Kane sit at a table in the foreground of the image and prepare to sign papers authorizing the child’s departure, while the father protests in vain in the middle ground and Charlie remains barely visible in the far background playing outside in the snow. The rectangular height and width of the frame crowds these individuals within a tight visual space, even including the ceiling on the top of the frame as a way of further drawing in the space. Positioned between the adult individuals but in the far background is the diminutive shape of Charlie, the subject of their quarreling and plan to remove him from the home. Visually, it is fairly clear how power and control are being distributed through this frame: the mother and Thatcher visually overwhelm the father, and the tiny figure of Charles is the impotent object of exchange.

           In Citizen Kane, Charles Foster Kane grows up to become obsessed with the power of images—paintings, newspaper pictures, images of himself. This obsession perhaps acts out his semiconscious struggle to replace the image of his lost childhood and family torn apart in this early scene in the film. Throughout the remainder of his life he struggles to create, own, and control the people and things around him by imposing his perspective on them—the way the perspective of others controlled him early in his life. The film is also a narrative constructed around the multiple points of view of Kane’s friends, wife, and associates, all of whom dramatize how points of view can attempt to frame a man’s life as a way of understanding or interpreting that life. The irony and tragedy of Charlie Kane’s life is that no one, not even he himself, is able to reconstruct the complete picture and harmony lost in that early childhood scene.
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