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RESEARCH & SCHOLARSHIP IN FILM STUDIES
Prescribed Reading

SECTION 1 — Practical guidance

° Corrigan, Timothy J. 4 Short Guide to Writing About Film, sixth edition, 36-81.
New York: Longman, 2007.

° Villarejo, Amy. Film Studies, The Basics, 24-53. London and New York:
Routledge, 2007.

° Corrigan, Timothy J. and Patricia White. ‘Writing a Film Essay: Observations,
Arguments, Research, and Analysis’. In The Film Experience, An Introduction,
476-506. Bedford: St Martins Press, 2004.

° *“Quick Guide to Referencing Sources’ (compiled by Dr Belén Vidal).

SECTION 2 - Essays using contrasting methodologies (on Citizen Kane)

° Bordwell, David. ‘Citizen Kane’. In Movies and Methods, edited by Bill Nichols,
273-290. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1976.

°  Mulvey, Laura. Citizen Kane, 18-49. London: BFI, 1992.

e Naremore, James. ‘Citizen Kane. The Magician and the Mass Media’. In Film
Analysis, A Norton Reader, edited by Jeffrey Gerger and R.L. Rutsky, 340-360.
New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2005.

SECTION 3 — Essays on M

°  Gunning, Tom. ‘M: The City Haunted by Demonic Desire.’ In The Films of Fritz
Lang, Allegories of Vision and Modernity, 163-199. London: BFI, 2000.

e Kaes, Anton. M, 38-53. London: BFI Film Classics, 2000.

s ) ° Corrigan, Timothy J. 4 Short Guide to Writing About Film, sixth edition, 95-102,

o New York: Longman, 2007. (a sample essay on M).

SECTION 4 — Essays on Amelie/Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain

,,,,,, ° Vanderschelden, Isabelle. Amélie, 47-76. London: I.B. Tauris, 2007.

%’ e Clifton Moore, Rick. ‘4mbivalence to Technology in Jeunet’s Le Fabuleux Destin
d’Amélie Poulain’. Bulletin of Science, Technology & Society, Vol. 26, No. 1
(February 2006), 9-19. '

=, ° Scatton-Tessier, Michelle. ‘Le Petisme: flirting with the sordid in Le Fabuleux
Destin d’Amélie Poulain’. Studies in French Cinema, Volume 4, Number 3
(2004), 197-207.
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CHAPTER

Writing a Film: Essay

Observations, Arguments,
*Research and AnalyS|s

The Film Expenenae.

- ‘ . ’
. An ‘ N }YDdMGh OoN As a critic, I thought of myself as a film-maker. Today I still think of myself as

a critic, and in a sense I am, more than ever before. Instead of writing criticism,

TM 0«%@ a@ m an I make a film, but the critical dimension is subsumed. I think of myself as an

essayist, producing essays in novel form or novels in essay form: only instead

P a’h’\u o l/\) L\/‘ )6 of writing, I film them. Were the cinema to disappear, I would simply accept the

inevitable and turn to television; were television to disappear, I would revert to *

g l {: l g ,)‘ ﬁ 1 CﬁL) f\ < ' pegg(‘:il and paper. For there is a clear continuity between all forms of expression.

It’s all one. The important thing is to approach it from the side which suits you

[9‘ <) best. .. .

—Jean-Luc Godard, writer and critic for Cahiers du cinéma and -
director of Breathless (1959), Contempt (1963), and New Wave (19%0)

KEY OBJECTIVES

how ‘to choose a topxc and develop it mto a thesis and argument for a paper
how to. conduct and integrate.research sources
how to turn your work into a polished essay

BB EH

friters can be found everywhere in films and film history. In modern :
/ movies alone, famous and not-so-famous writers populate and drive ;

¥ many kinds of stories about many kinds of experience. Mishima (1985)
descnbes the intense blend of radically conservative politics and restless
- creativity in the life of Japanese author Yukio Mishima. In Cameron Crowe

- semi-autobiographical Almost Famous (2000), a young music revieweér,
} “ William Miller, encounters rock journalist Lester Bangs [Figure 12.1] from
whom he receives the advice that motivates his life—to always “write hon=
" estly and mercilessly.” In Central Station (1998), a middle-aged woman, Dorz,




sets up a stand in the middle of a. crowded

railroad station where illiterate people come
to have her write letters to their friends and
loved ones. Why have writers such as these
been such regular and important subjects in
movies? The answer is that writing is one of
the most fundamental, incisive, and discrim-
inating ways of making sense of the world
and our many experiences of it.

Writing about films is, in turn, one of the
most incisive and discriminating ways to re-
spond to this cultural and personal experience
that many of us consider central to our lives.
After being entertained or annoyed or moved by a movie, most people do
not naturally respond by putting their thoughts down on paper. Professional
film critics might write regular columns about why particular movies suc-

Figure 12.1 Almost Famous (2000).
“To write honestly and mercilessly.”

ceed or fail, but most viewers are satisfied with sharing a few casual remarks -

about a movie with other viewers and a quick evaluation about whether
they enjoyed it or not. Few experiences, however, trigger the energies and
interests that promote good writing more than going to the movies does.

Even a casual experience at the movies usually leads to discussion and some-’

times argument, not only about whether a movie is good or bad but about what

happened in the film and why. After seeing David Fincher’s Fight Club (1999) -

[Figure 12.2]—about a disaffected young man, his strange bond with an
.odd new friend, and their creation of male “fight clubs” in the United States—
two viewers might disagree vehemently about it. One might see it as an in-
coherent and self-indulgent celebration of macho culture, whereas the other
might see a biting satire on consumerism and male identity. As they refine,

o

S "‘/,?\WNTM i .

develop, and muster details to to support their positions each begms to shape ]

to ggﬁggi aggumentgs.behmd most strong essays oxlmmsm

Writing about film has beer a a significant part of film culture since the
beginnings of movies. Almost simultaneously with the arrival of the cinema,
writers debated the function and.value of this new art. Film critics such as
Vachel Lindsay (in his 1915 book The Art of the Moving Picture) and Dorothy
Richardson (in the 1920s art magazine CloseUp) wrote passionately about
movies in the first few decades of film history. Since then movie reviews,
scholarly essays, and philosophical books—by writers James Agee, Pauline
Kael, Trinh T. Minh-ha, and Umberto Eco, for example—have debated the
achievements of individual films and the cultural importance of movies in
general. As with other arts and cultural activities, movies inspire a common

WRITING A FILM ESSAY: OBSERVATIONS, ARGUMENTS, RESEARCH, AND ANALYSIS

Figure 12.2 Fight Club (1999). Pro-
voking critical debate.
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and fundamental human need to explain one’s feelings aboyt
to a significant encounter, to shape, clarify, and order those
understanding. In this chapter, we will see how writing aboyt
from these needs and inspirations and show how it can becg

tension of our fundamental film experiences. :

Writing an Analytical Film Essay

Ways to write about film are as diverse as the individuals doing th
. In 1915, early reviewers and critics often focused their responses
f on the dangerous or uplifting effects that movies might have op w
children. In the 1960s, film was frequently discussed in terms of itgis
impact or social meaning. Today's writers focus on a range of topj
characters, stars, and stories to new film technologies or histori
tions, such as how censorship influences film content.

Personal Opinion and Objectivity

- The process of writing about a film usually involves a play betwee
' matter and meaning. The subject matter of a film is the material
o rectly or indirectly comprises the film, whereas the meaning is th,
’ pretation a writer discovers within that material. In Crouching Tiger.. ]
Dragon (2000), for instance, the subject matter includes the five majn
acters and their adventures in feudal China. The warrior Li Mu Bai e
L to a town where he encounters his soul mate, Yu Shu Lien, the vengefulgad
| Fox and her ferocious but naive companion Jen Yu, and Jen Yu's loverit
I desert fighter Lo. The interaction of these characters describes a j
through China that ends in love and death. The subject matter's mea
however, is more complicated than any simple description; the mea
will depend on the film'’s style and organization, the values and traditiofi
| forming it, as well as the experience and thinking of the viewer respondin
to it. Other films certainly use the subject matter of martial arts combat
the trials of love and honor in ancient China, but Crouching Tiger, Hidd,
- Dragon creates and elicits more specific meanings for those who have seel
it. For some writers, this martial arts tale of love and honor weaves subtl
and often complex points about women and their desires and about the i
portance of love over mastery [Figure 12.3]. For other writers, the fil
transforms its Asian subject matter into a Western take on self-knowledge
and sacrifice.

Figure 12.3 Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon (2000). Discovering the mean-
ing behind the subject matter.

WRITING A FILM ESSAY: OBSERVATIONS, ARGUMENTS, RESEARCH, AND ANALYSIS
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Figure 12.4 Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon (2000). A matter of opinion:
suicide or liberation?

The meanings a writer finds in a film are not simply personal and arbi-
rary. No film can mean whatever one chooses to make it mean, and useful
and insightful writing always balances opinion and critical objectivity.
Opinion or subjectivity indicates personal responses and evaluations.

- Critical objectivity, however, refers to a more detached response, one that

offers judgments that others would or could agree with but that bases those
conclusions on facts and evidence. Good writing about film is a balance of
both: your personal views and opinions are where insights and evaluations
usually begin, but for your essay to make sense to others, you must con-
vince your readers that your insights have a larger, more objective truth.

An essay that hides behind personal opinion—constantly inserting
“I feel” or “In my opinion”—will. seem too personal to have any value for
others. Writing about Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, a writer may attempt
to hide behind a lack of certainty about the meaning: “In my opinion, Jen's
final leap off the mountain side is very ambiguous. I think her decision was
probably a suicide, but it seemed to me to be a strangely beautiful act” [Fig- -
ure 12.4]. Conversely, writing that relies only on flat, descriptive statements
fails to interest readers in its argument and often misses the subtleties of a
film: “Jen’s leap off the mountain is a suicide. It is a liberating flight into
mist.” Balancing opinion and critical objectivity, as in the following pas-
sage, results in writing that engages and convinces your reader that your in-
sights could be useful revelations for most viewers of the film:

r The conclusion of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon is
both shocking and uplifting, a combination that disturbs and
confuses me, as it probably does for most viewers. This con-
fusion about Jen’s motives is, however, part of the strange
and mysterious beauty of the film because it asks us to
recognize a central theme: the poésibility that love and

passion can transcend any physical limitations when we have

faith in that love.

ldentifyin’g Your Readers

Knowing or anticipating your readers is central to writing about film and
-indeed to.all writing, often guiding.a writer in balancing opinion and ob-
jectivity. If we think of writing about film as an extension of those conver-
sations or arguments we may have with friends about a film, we realize that e
the terms and tone of our personal discussions change with different people.

WRITING AN ANALYTICAL FILM ESSAY 477




A conversation between two knowledgeab
science fiction films would likely presume th
have both seen many of the same films and
great deal about special effects technologies; (i
cussion might thus get quickly to the finey ¢
about what makes Videodrome (1983) and its

mind control through television successful—qy
within this genre [Figure 12.5]. In talking abg i
Loach’s Raining Stones (1993) with an Americas &
buff, a British viewer might have to. provide B
political and social background—about Manchi
England, where the film is set, about the governg
of then-Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, or ot
L . ‘ . . the particular cultural complications of the protas
Figure 12.5 Videodrome (1983). The nist being a Catholic in this British industrial toye
~ " finer points of science fiction. Possessing an awareness of your readers is like knowing the person yo

] i talking with: it helps determine the amount of basic information you o
) to provide, the level of complexity of the discussion, and the kind of 1
G ‘ guage you should use.

) . ‘ " The following four questions are useful guidelines in gearing your es
L to certain readers: : ’

3 . - B How familiar are your readers with the specific film being discussed:

— : : B What is your readers’ level of interest in the film? : .

B What do your readers know about the film’s historical and cultural con.
texts?

How familiar are your readers with the terminology of film criticism o;
theory? :

,,,,,,,,,, For most critical essays, anticipating your readers’ knowledge of the film
L{ ) means assuming they have seen the film at least once and, consequently,
"do not require an extensive plot summary. In these cases, their interest in
the film generally means they are not primarily concerned with whether a
| movie is good or bad or with other general observations. Rather, they want
3 ‘ to be enlightened about a specific.dimension of the film (such as the open-
VVVVVVVVVV i ing shot) or about a complicated or puzzling issue in the film (why the races
‘ of different characters in the 1987 Lethal Weapon, for instance, are im-
portant to understanding the action of the film). A good writer works to
. convince readers that their interests can be deepened and enriched by fol-
| : lowing the interests of the writer. Knowledge of historical and critical con-
J - texts refers to how much your readers may know or need to know about the
- place and time of the film'’s appearance. If the film was made in the United
States in the 1920s, would information about that period help your readers
better understand the film? Finally, determining your reader’s familiarity
with the terminology of film criticism and theory means choosing language
that can efficiently and clearly communicate your argument. Can you as-
; sume that a term like continuity editing will be easily understood or will you
" need to define it? In making these decisions about language, keep in mind
. that overly simplistic language and jargon can equally undermine your
analysis.
1 In most college and university film courses, you will have in mind an
audience that is not only your professor but also your classroom peers:
5 intelligent individuals who have seen the film, who share information and
A knowledge about film criticism, but who are not necessarily experts (to whom
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w-could tell little). This means you can concentrate on a particular theme
:sequence that may have been overlooked by an intelligent viewer. It also
sans your writing style and choice of words should be more rigorous and
ademic than the typical movie review.

ements of the Analytical Film Essay

o common forms of film writing are film reviews and analytical essays.
Aimed at'a general audience who has not seen the film, a film review tends
to be a short essay that describes the plot of a movie, provides useful back-
ground information (about the actors and the director, for example), and

" pronounces a clear evaluation of the film to guide its readers. In contrast,
the analytical essay, distinguished by its intended audience and the level of
its critical language, is the most common kind of writing-done by film stu-
dents and scholars. It typically focuses on a particular feature or theme of

" a film, provides an interpretation of that material, and then gives a careful
analysis to prove or demonstrate that interpretation. Unlike the writerof a
movie review for a magazine, the writer of an analytical essay presumes
that readers know the film and do not require an extensive plot summary
or background information. Although a clear and engaging style is the goal
of any kind of writing about film, the writer of an analytical essay often
chooses words and terms that can effectively communicate complex ideas
and uses the language of intelligent readers of film criticism. :

Consider this passage from a hypothetical essay about O Brother, Where
‘Art Thou? (2001) [Figure 12.6], written for a college film course. Whereas
a newspaper review might summarize the plot, offer some background in-
formation, and employ more casual language, note how this analytical es-
say concentrates on a specific and subtle argument:

Joel and Ethan Coen’s O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2001)
is much more than a musical comedy loosely structured around
The Odyssey. Woven through the distinctive soundtrack, the
plot set in Depression-era America, and the comic exaggera-
tions of its charaéters, the. film is a sharp ideological
critique of race and class in modern America. Regularly.mis—
taken to be African Americans, the three escaped convicts,

Everett, Pete, and Delmar, learn gquickly that their lower-

class white status binds them most importantly to the fate

Figure 12.6 0 Brother, Where Art
Thou? (2001). The focus for a precise
analysis.




Figure 12.7 0 Brother, Where Art
b Thou? (2001). Race, class, and the
meaning of the movie,

of the black men and women they encounter, and from thig

predicament the film explores the economic and political

power structures that then and now make poverty color bli
Two sequences in particular dramatize this less noticed biffl

more provocative dimension of the film: the arrival of th

prisoners at a church to see a movie {(a direct reference
} to Preston Sturges’s film Sullivan‘’s Travels, in which the
- Coens found the title for their movie) and the Ku Klux Kla;

rally where the fugitives rescue their black comrade Tommy .

Here, the essay's focus is relatively refined and sophisticated, assuming 1ts
readers have seen and know the film and concentrating not on general in

] formation, but on a specific thesis about race and class [Figure 12.7]
. . Along with its choice of a polemical thesis (an analysis directed at two par
; * ticular sequences that may not have been carefully considered by many*
- viewers), this critical essay employs terms (such as “ideological critique”) '

2 suited to academic writing.

V w-aboutthefilm? :

—5 WWWW What is objectively true in your argument? What might be considered opinion?

- Write a'passage arguing for the validity of your opinion while also eliciting your
= readers’ interest. o v

o B ‘Examine the language of your essay (or another analytical és'say). Which words
: and phrases best identify your intended audience? The level of your analysis?

i Where could your language be improved or clarified?
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IN FOCUS 2

more than sixty years, viewers have responded to Orson Welles's Citi-
n Kare“with a seemingly endless variety of opinions. Some find it fas-
i *-cinating; -others feel it is boring or confusing. The character of Susan
A‘lexander‘ifasjcinates some viewers; the final sequence in which the camera :
surveys a'large room full of Kané’s many acquisitions intrigues others. Any (R EY
of thése opiriions about or reactions to Cifizen Kane could be developed into 5
n:interesting and provocative essay about the film, but only if those ideas _ ;
can bé substantiated or proven useful, true, and important—only.if, that is,

~ they can be shown to have.objec;tivejacc’:uracy :
.. Onesuch viewer decides to. write a review of Citizen Kane for his college ‘ o
' newspaper :

1 anticipation of the film’s upcoming appearance at the college
art house. Despite the celebrity of the film, the writer presumes that many
_ of his potential readers have not'yet seen it and need both information and
baldncéd :opinions: He proceeds with a clear sense of what his readers al-
- ready kniow, don’t know, and need-to know about the film:

' Citizen Kane is one those movies that evéryone talks : -
about but few have ever seen. When it first appeared in e
1941, the film was surrounded by enormous hype about the ‘ =S
debut of the “boy genius” Orson Welles and his baliyhooed :
transition from the New York stage to the Hollywood screen.
'Before the film even appeared, rumors also connected Citizen
kane to the life of William>Randolph Hearst, the U.S. news-

paper mogul, and this too made the movie something of a

fascinating scandal. In the six decades since its release, ) . Fr

Citizen Kane has appeéred at the top of almost every list

of the “greatest movies ever made” and appears in practi- ¢

cally every film course in the world. e
Be prepared for a bit of a disappointment. The story e g
is simple enoﬁgh: played wonderfully by Welles himself, f
Charles Foster Kane grows, with the help of a windfall for- .
tune, from a boy torn from his childhood home in Colorado :
into a lonely man obsessed with power and possessions. For B , : e
me, the story is melodramatic and overblown, and Kane never » .
i

becomes a very likeable character. What redeems Citizen
Kane, however, is the construction of the story: different
parts of Kane'’s story are told through the eyes of his
friends and acquaintances, and these shifting perspectives

create a kind of visual puzzle that the movie never really

solves, enlivening an otherwise dull tale.

ST
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This black-and-white film is a continuous serieg
stunning (and famous) shots, such as the opening sequen
of dark shots that takes viewers past a “No Trespassing
sign to Kane'’s deathbed. In our age of_computer technclo:é
and new—wave.television commercials, these images will PrgH
ably seem less surprising and innovative than they did
the movie first appeared. Yet Citizen Kane remains a fi1
see—if only to judge for yourself whether it is among t
‘greatest movies ever made.” )

. The same writer later chooses to write the following critical essay a
Citizen Kane for a film history course. In this case, his readers are his p
fessor and the other students in the class, readers who are familiar with
film and have even read other material about Citizen Kane.

Of the many critical essays on Citizen Kane, three
different perspectives on its meaning dominate the analytic
writing about the film: analyses that focus on the mythic
character of Kane, discussions of the kaleidoscopic narrativ
structure that shapes the story, and detailed interpretatio
of the stylistic compositions (Such as the use of deep-focu
and dramatic editing techniques). Using the first two types
of analysis as a hackgrcuﬁd, I will examine a single, early
scene in Citizen Kane to demonstraﬁe the legehdary visual
power of the film. In this scene, Citizen K%né crysﬁailizes
a family drama of loss and'divisiqn 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 posi-
tion as one of the richest and most powerful men in Bmerica,
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 gold mine (mis-

takenly presumed useless), and her subsequent
arrangement to send Charles to be educated
on the East Codst. The film's setting is
the rustic family cabin in Colorado, with
glimpses of the snowy yard outside where
the child, Charlie Kane, plays.

In this scene; one shot begins by
showing Charles making snowballs in the
field, then moves back to show his mother
in the foreground watching from inside and,
through an open window, the boy building a

‘snowman in the background [Figure 12.8].

Here the window frame within the film frame
calls attention to how a point of view con-
trols perspective in certain ways, specifi-

cally the point of view on the child Kane.
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As the shot pulls back further,

the. frame then expands to in-

clude the central conversation about the boy and the money,

.. while the original subject of the shot,

Charlie,

now becomes

~ia.much smaller, ‘background figure in the action and the frame.

The shot puliéfback even further,

‘movement: away. from the window,

. tensioné and'conflicts among the individuals.
dominates the center

,end~upperﬂb0dy of the mother, Mrs. Kane,

of the image, .

father drifts along the edges of the frame,
‘'seem to forget I'm the boy’s father.” Moments later,
Kane sit at a table in the foreground of the image

and Mrs.

complaining,

following the mother’s

and the frame creates visible

The stern face

flanked by the banker Thatcher, while Charlie’s

“You
Thatcher

and prepare to sign papers authorizing the child’s departure,

whlle the father protests in vain in the middle ‘ground and
Charlle ‘remains barely visible in the far background playing

,'out51de in-the snow [Figure -3.30].

The rectangular shape of

the frame crowds these characters w1thin a tight visual space,
even 1nc1ud1ng the celllng on the top of the frame as a way

of further draw1ng in the space.

adult 1nd1v1duals but in the far background’
the subject of their

tive shape of Charlle,
‘plans to remove him from the home.

Positioned

Visually

between the

is thekdiminu—
quarreling and
it/ s, fdirly

¢léar how - power .and control are being dlstrlbuted through this

frame- the mother ‘and Thatcher wvisually overwhelm the father,

and. the tlny flgure of Charles is the impotent object of

exchange.
In Citizen Kane,

Charles Foster Kane_growsguptto;be-

come obsessed with the power of images——paintings;,newspaper

pictures,

images of himself [Figure 12.9].

This. obsession

perhaps acts out his semi-conscious 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,

Kane struggles to create, own, and con-
trol the people and thingé around him by
imposing his perspective on them—the .
way the perspective of others oontrolled
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 isg that
no one, not even Kane himself, is able
to reconstruct the complete picture and
harmony that were lost in that early

childhood scene.

Figure 12.9 (itizen Kane (1941). Describing and interpreting.
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Figure 12.10 Bringihg Up Baby
(1938). What to write about?
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_movie becomes a revenge tale in which the father seeks out and murders his

Preparing to Write about a Film

!

Despite some common ground, an effective film essay does differ from a cqi
sual conversation or debate about a movie. Few writers can dash off a pe
ceptive commentary on a film with little preparation or revision. Mo
writers gain considerably from anticipating what they will write about and
later reviewing carefully what they have written. Few of us casually watch
The Sorrow and the Pity (1970), a powerful documentary about fascism
France during World War II, and then immediately type a brilliant paper orj
Marcel Ophuls’s use of documentary strategies Lo expose certain myths
about French history or the French Resistance. Like all good writers, you
must follow certain steps in preparing to write an essay. )

Asking Questions

One of the most fundamental and useful first steps is to try to identify your
own interests before you view the film. Ask yourself how you think the film +
might relate to your own background and experiences or what you have heard -
about the film. Are you drawn to technology or to questions about gender?
To a particular filmmaker or period in movie history? To a certain national f
cinema? What direction of inquiry does your interest point toward? In -
Howard Hawks's 1938 Bringing Up Baby, Katharine Hepburn plays an auda-
' . clous heiress, Susan,” whose pet leopard Baby be-
comes the foil in her zany relationship with a bumbling
paleontologist, David, played by Cary Grant [Figure
12.101. If you are about to see this film, perhaps you've
seen other films by Hawks, like His Girl Friday (1941),
or other films with Hepburn, like The Philadelphia
Story (1940). Might you consider comparing the two
Hawks films or Hepburn’s two different roles?

This sort of preparation is not meant to preclude
your being drawn to new ideas and in unexpected
directions when you view the film. Surprising dis-
coveries are certainly one of the great values in ap-
proaching films with an open mind. While watching
In the Bedroom (2001), one viewer might become
puzzled by how the film seems suddenly to change
directions: after depicting the excruciating pain of .
two parents who have lost a son, the last part of the

son’s killer For this viewer, what seems at first a slow meditation on inex-
pressible grief becomes a tense thriller. How do the two parts work together?
Does loss always require. retribution? Does violence always beget violence?
By asking these kinds of questions, you can intellectually interact with a
film, sharpening your responses and shaping the direction of your essay.

Taking Notes

Note taking, an essential part of writing about film, stimulates critical
thinking and generates precise and productive observations about a film.
Whereas most students find it natural to take notes on a biology experi-
ment or on their reading of a Shakespeare play, annotating a film is both
awkward and unnatural: it is difficult to write while watching a movie in
a darkened room, and most films ask that we constantly attend to them so
as not to miss information that passes quickly. Note taking is, however,




slutely necessary to wriling about film because a good analytical essay
t produce concrete evidence for the argument—and precise notes pro-

hat support.
The three general rules for annotating a film are as follows:

e e e e P e .

ce involving David and Susan at the local jail stands out as one of the
iest and most unusual moments in the film, with Hepburn pretending
be a hardened gangster’s moll. Equally important, however, are those ac-
s or images whose repetitions suggest a recurring theme or pattern,
h as David’s repeatedly losing his clothes or glasses. Oppositions can be
(ally illuminating, such as the contrast among the rival women: the goofy
usan, and David’s staid fiancée, his scientific assistant.

Each writer develops his or her own shorthand for taking notes on films.
 trick is to jot down information about the story or characters that seems
gnificant while also recording visual, audial, or other formal details. Some.
mmon abbreviations for visual compositions include the following:

es: establishing shot ha: high angle ct: cut

cu: close-up - la: low angle trs: tracking shot
Is: long shot ds: diegetic sound . ps: pan shot
mls- medium long shot  nds: nondiegetic sound vo: voicepver

::More specific camera movements and directions can often be re-created
ith arrows and lines that graph the actions or directions. The following
awings suggest the movements of the camera:

low camera angle ™ high camera angle  \% tracking shot

For example, part of the jailhouse sequence in Bringing Up Baby [Figures
.11 and 12.12] might be annotated as fo]lows to indicate cuts, camera
movements, or angles.

mcu of constable and Susan through bars
¢t meu David

[ i

9ure 12.11 Bringing Up Baby (1938). “Swinging Door Susie.”

3

Figure 12.12 Bringing Up Baby (1938). An object of analysis.
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~—- Althedgh good critical analysis tends to move among different features :

o~

: ideas within a film, include character analysis, narrative analy51s and sty—
listic analysis. Contextaal” toplcs, which relate the film to other films or to

. than other kinds of analyses, a good essay about a character requires

Later, these notes would be filled in, perhaps by again reviewing the
quence for more details—such as pieces of the hilarious monologue
“Swinging Door Susie.” Drawings of shots can supplement such deta
Critical comments or observations might also be added-—about, for §
stance, how the organization of the shot composition and editing provid
the contrast between the officious and tongue-ticd authority figure of t§
sheriff and the zany and loquacious Susan.

Se'lecting a Topic

After taking and reviewing your notes on the film, you need to choose
topic for the paper. Because a film offers so many dimensions to wri
about—characters, story, music, editing—selecting a manageable topic f¢
an essay can prove daunting. Even a lengthy essay will suffer if it attempt
to accomplish too much and address too many issues in a limited amour
of space. Narrowing your topic in order to allow your argument to invest
gate the issues fully and carefully always produces better writing. In a fiv
or six-page essay, a topic such as “fast-talking comedy in Bringing Up Bab,
would most likely need to rely on generalities and large claims, where
“gender, order, and disorder in the jailhouse” is a more focused and man:
ageable topic for a short essay.

of a film, we can distinguish two sets of topics for writing about film—for-:
mal and contextual topics. Formal topics, which concentrate on forms and

surrotnding issues, include comparative analysis and historical or’ cultural *
analysis. As a formal topic, character analysis concentrates its argument
on’a~smgle ~haracter or-onthe-interactions between more than one
acter, while narrative analysis chooses a topic t that relates to the story and.
its construction. Styhstlc analys1s offers a wide variety of topics that en-
gage the formal arrangements of image and sound such as shot cornpOSl
txon editing, and the use of sound.

~ Althéugh character analy51s appears more available and perhaps easier

subtlety and eloquence. Rather than write about a central character, like
Susan in Bringing Up Baby or the schizophrenic genius Johni Nash in
A Beautiful Mind (2001), 2 less predictable topic might concentrate on 2
minor character, such as Susan’s aristocratic aunt or Nash's wife Alicia, re-
spectively.“Siriilarly, a topic that involves narrative should usually be re-
fined so that the paper addresses, for instance, the relation of the begitming
and end ¢ of the film or the way a voiceover comments on and dirécts the
Story. A paEer “that deals with. aSWIISUC*tOPICMEhS more controllable and-
incisive if, for instance, it isolates a particular group of shots or-identifies
a single sound motif that recurs in the film. Therefore, one student may
find a topic for a paper by examining the role of the various narrators of
Terrence Malick's The Thin Red Line (1998). Another student may choose to
look more carefully at repeated editing patterns in The Battleship Potemkirt
(1925) or at the use of framing in Yasujiro Ozu's Tokyo Story (1953). Any one
of these topics will grow more interesting and insightful if you continue to
ask questions during the entire writing process: How is the character David
in Bringing Up Baby a product of costuming or shot composition? How do
the various narrators in The Thin Red Line reflect different attitudes about
war?
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A comparative analysis develops a con-

«tual topic by evaluating features or elements
two or imote different filifis or perhaps a
literary source,” A comparative
mialysis hight thus contrast Susan in Bring-
g Up Baby with one or imore heroines in morc
ecent films, such as Julia Robherts'’s character
“Vivian in Pretty Woman (1990) [Figure 12.13].
A comparative analysis always allows for
some comminion ground in order to link What -
~yourare comparifig afid contrasting (in the
ail?‘ove-exaample;*her"oiﬁé;s)l ‘Conversely, histor-
jcal or cultural analysis investigates topics
thatrelate 3 film to its place in history, society,
or ‘cultuié. Such a topic might examine his- .. .
torical contexts or debates that surround the.
film and help explain it=—for example, the social status of women or theim- ..
portance of ¢lass in 1938 America. With historical or cultural analysis, the
. pertinetice of the topic to understanding the film is cmé.iaf'(‘i'h_ﬁaﬁ"‘rﬂéfafﬁﬁféf )
thie Tole of woinet is obviously important; the historical status of leopards .
pr cllizib\@'l‘jfihélnojf)”.f > OBV . orical stazts 2.

“Once a topic has been selected (the more specific, the better), the writer
should view the film again. This second viewing allows the writer to refine
and build on those initial notes, precisely in terms of the topic he or she
now has in miind. The writer who comes to ‘Bringing Up Baby with a vague
interest in how this film portrays the batile of the sexes might, after seeing
the film again, find that she wishes to refocus her topic on how the leopard

becomes a metaphor for that battle.

_cinematic women.

( ly’as pass s
m Which évents, sounds, or shots in the. film stand out as unusual? As.most impor- ‘
_ tant? As examplés of a pattern of.repetition? Describe clearly and concretely '
one. or two events, sounds, or shots from the film.

m Select one key scene or sequence to annotate as precisely as possible. Where /
are the characters positioned? How are the camera and frame positioned? If i
the frame moves or cuts occur, describe that movement or the exact location of \
the cuts. How would you describe the sound, including the dialogue? Support
your description with a rough sketch, if applicable.

m  Review your notes for possible topics to write about. Look for different cate-
gories of topics: character analysis, narrative, stylistics, and historical or compar-
ative issues, for example. Do your notes point you in one of these directions?
Make a list of possible topics. e

" Figure 12.13 Pretty Woman {1990). Vivian or Susan: comparing images of
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. Le
woman lounging under the aged oak that opens the film, be.
comes the object of her own daughter’s video recorder. ag
the child runs toward her mother, we see Orlando now in 5
bouncing handheld shot that closes in on her face as a
tilted out-of-focus image. As the culmination of so many
images of Orlandc across four centuries, the framed image
now seems to deny i1ts own ability to‘ control and capture.
this character, freeing Orlando as a presence that will not
be aconstriated even by her own danghter and even by the wog
technologically modern images of her or him. ‘
' . Although Orlando is based on a novel by Virginia Woolf
SSSSS Potter’s stunning'adaptation re-creates the essence of the
novel as a drama of perception, visual and social frames,
and passionate self-assertion. Like other Woolf novels;A
Orlando presents individual character and historical change
embracing each other in the changing intensities of human
expression. Like other Woolf charac;ers, Orlando is defined
not by his/her social or sexual status but rather by the
quality‘of the consciousness through whiqh Orlando perceives

and lives those experiences.

" - Writing a Film Essay - o

“With notes in hand afd a topic clearly in mind, writing a film essay be-
\ comes a less dauntﬁg task. The next step, composing a first draft, will also
be less cumbersome because the writer has prepared for the task with a
et topic and notes. Ideally, the writer should view the film again while work-
ing through the following stages of the writing process, in order to sharpen
the analysis and confirm details from the film. When a topic leads to a
clearly defined thesis, focus, and argument, another viewing of the film in-
evitably reveals other useful details and leads to new or better formulated
ideas and interpretations. :

Interpretation, Argument, and Evidence

Whether your topic is a formal analysis of a sequence or a comparison of the
narrative point of view of a novel and its filmic adaptation, it needs to be
honed and shaped into a precise interpretation and argument. Your inter-
pretation is your explanation of what the film or a part of it means. In addi-’
tion, a good essay must construct a logical argument—the presentation and
analysis of evidence from the film—that convinces readers of the validity of
your interpretation. Although different audiences interpret the meaning of all
or part of a movie in somewhat different ways, a valid and interesting argu- i
ment distinguishes itself by the extent to which the analysis of evidence sup-
ports the interpretation. Without good evidence, precise analysis, and logical
argument, an essay will appear to be simply one viewer's impression-or opinion.
e . Perhaps the single most important element in a good analytical essayis
: the thesis statement, a short statement (often a single sentence) that suc- -
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cinctly describes the interpretation and argument to be presented and /4

proven, with evidence, in the pages that follow. As a significantly refined
and focused version of the topic, the thesis statement identifies clearly the
writer’s critical perspective on the (ilm and should indicate what is at stake
in the argument and perhaps how that argument is important to an under-

standing of the film. Many excellent theses succinctly anticipate each stage ~

of the argument that will follow in the paper. Usually this statement, which
appears in the first paragraph of the essay, undergoes various revisions
throughout the writing process. Having a working thesis, a rough version
of a thesis, in mind as you begin your first draft, however, will help anchor
your argument. In its final form, a precise and assertive thesis statement is
likely to engage readers’ interest in the essay.
As with most films, Steven Soderbergh’s Traffic (2000) and Stephen
Frears's My Beautiful Laundrette (1985) both offer a wide variety of topics
- that could be developed into specific arguments and thesis statements. For
Traffic, a film about the drug trade that flows from Mexico into various U.S.
communities, one student writer considers analyzing either the cinéma-’
vérité camera movements used in the Mexican settings or the transfor-
mation of the central character, a U.S. drug czar who sees his daughter
destroyed by heroin [Figure 12.18]. For My Beautiful Laundrette, a con-
temporary romance between a young Pakistani man and a male friend in-
" volved with right-wing British gangs, the writer weighs the advantages of
two possible topics—the developing sexual relationship of the two main
characters or the mise-en-scéne of the laun-’ :
drette where the climactic scenes take place.
" After reflecting on these topics and seeing
‘the films again, the student opts for the sec-
ond film and develops a thesis statement that
demonstrates clear and specific direction: “My
Beautiful Laundrette looks at contemporary
British politics from numerous angles: family
politics, sexual politics, racial politics, and
economic politics. In the end these various
political motifs coalesce and climax in a single
space that is both practical and fantastic, the
mise-en-scéne of the laundrette” [Figure
12.19]. As clear and intelligent as it is, this

proposed thesis statement will no doubt be re- Figure 12.18 Traffic (2000): An abundance of topiés.

vised for the final draft of the paper, as the
writing will certainly generate new insights
and possibly new issues. '

Although some writers prefer other meth- T EE
ods of organization, preparing an outline
results in an indispensable blueprint of the /
essay, allowing the writer to see and examine {
the different parts and overall development of
the argument as it proceeds out of a strong
thesis. An outline can be a simple list of ideas
to address or shots and scenes to highlight—
such as “weak father figures,” “house squatting
as metaphor for identity,” and “description of
the laundrette”—or a more complete (and
more useful) list that includes subheadings

and perhaps full sentences, which can be used  Figure 12.19 My Beautiful Laundrette (1985). The climactic mise-en-scéne

as topic sentences (see p. 494) in the essay.  of the laundrette.
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: Here is the detailed outline prepared by the student working on the |
“ o about My Beautiful Laundrette:

The "Politics of Laundry in My Beautiful Laundrette

I. Family politics: the most immediate and complicated ty
A. Fathers and authority

B. Family traditions and repression

II. Sexual politics: underpins family situations in way °

that exposes hypocrisy )

A. Heterosgxual politics: Nasser, his wife, and his
3W~ . mistress Rachel

: B. Feminist politics: Tania, Nasser’s daughter

C. Gay politics: Johnny and Omar

III. Racial politics: nearly lost in this drama is the
way they permeate all other relationships
A. Johnny, race, and right-wing politics (National Frontf

; B. Papa, race, and left-wing politics
8 IV. Economic politics: where the other confrontations

are~—presumably .and ironically—Qresolved

A. Papa as businessman

B. Salim as drug dealer

" C. Johnny and Omar as laundry entrepreneurs
! ' V. These political motifs coalesce and climax in a single

space that is both practical and fantastic: the mise-

en-scéne of the laundrette

A. Detailed description of mise-en-scéne of laundrette
B. Pragmatics meet fantasy

%~' C. Analysis of climactic gathering

As this example illustrates, a detailed outline allows the writer to review the
structure of the essay and note any problems with the scope or logic of the
argument or with the transitions from one section to another. At this stage
the topic should be focused on a specific thesis whose parts develop as log-
ical stepsin the body of the paper.

Whether you work from an outline or not, a cIear organization and
structure are paramount for an effective essay, most notably coherent para-
graphs introduced and linked by topic sentences. Well-developed. para-
graphs, which tend to be four to six sentences long, demand coherence and
e evidence. The most critical part of a good paragraph is the topic sentence,
ot the sentence, usually the first, that announces the central idea around
which all other sentences within the paragraph cohere. The remainder of
the paragraph then develops the idea stated in the topic sentence and pro-
vides evidence from the film as support. In the example from the essay on
My Beautiful Laundrette, note how the strong and lucid topic sentence that
Fre opens the paragraph is then supported by evidence:

§ In My Beautiful Laundrette, the drama of the characters
is invariably about space, territory, and, most importantly,
home. In the first sequence of the film, Salim and a hench-
man evict Johnny and another sguatter from an abandoned tene-
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cuituraL =i .. _
SPOTLIGHT From -V.mwmg.a Film
e to Writing a Film Essay

s you grow more confident and practiced as a 5. Develop the central idea of each paragraph
writer, you will be able to write about films in with details from the film that support that
a fluid motion: watching the film, taking paragraph’s topic sentence.
some notes, sketching an outline, and writing the 6. Rewrite your thesis statement to reflect any
first draft and final essay. Even the most competent changes or refinements in your thinking that
writers, however, pause to reflect on the1r work by. occurred ‘while writing your first draft. '
consulting a checklist like this one: 7. If you are writing a research essay, be sure to use
the correct documentation format for in-text ci-
1. Review your notes, filling in details where you tations and the Works Cited list (see pp. 504-6).
can. Ideally, view the film one more time. ' 8. Revise your essay, checking for large problems
2. Try to summarize the most important thern_es such as vague or illogical organization, and
or motifs in the film. proofread for surface errors in spelling and
3. Formulate a working thesis and argument for grammar. '
the essay. 9. Select a title that reflects the main argument of
"4. Outline the argument. If possible, use full sen- your paper.
tences for headings because they can then be- 10. Print out the essay and correct any remaining
come your topic sentences. typographical érrors. '

ment building, and for the rest of the film the metaphor of
“squatting" describes the characters’ unstable and tempérary
relations to the places they live and interact. Although
most of the characters are driven by the idea that, as one
character puts it, “people should make up their minds where
they want to live,” places and homes are never more than
shifting locations that always seem to be foreign territory
where one lives uncomfortably. In this sSense, “home” is at
best a dream and usually just a temporary convenience.
Nasser’s daughter Tania wants to be anywhere but with her
family and is willing to have either Joﬁnny or Omar as a
lover, depending on who will take her away from her home.
In the end, Nasser watches from a window as a medium shot
shows Tania béing visually swept off the platform by a
series of trains that rush offltheyécreen, on her way to

g another home that she will define for herself.

Revision, Manuscript Format, and Proofreading

A completed first draft of an essay is not a completed essay. The final stage
in writing about film requires at least one revision of the paper, with special
attention to manuscript format and proofreading. Last-minute corrections |
should be kept to a minimum and should be clear and simple changes. o
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1 : A good revision begins by reading the essay with fresh eyes, achieved
| best by allowing time away from the first draft before returning to work on
. . the revision. In addition, carefully check manuscript format, including mar-
' gins, title position, footnotes, and other mechanical arrangements on the
Jroe pages. Typically, the manuscript format for a film essay should follow these
guidelines, which are based on recommendations by the Modern Language
i Association (for more information, consult the MLA Handbook for Writers
of Research Papers, Sixth Edition, 2003):

E Your namc should appear in the top left-hand corner of the first page,
ulong with your instructor’s name, the conrse title and number, and the
date of submission. Your title should be centered on the next line.

m The entire essay should be double-spaced, including any guotations run-
‘ning more than four lines, which are indented ten spaces at the left

\) CV[’ :(‘J/q/ S E7d ;Lf(?c.

o,

margin and reproduced without quotaticii farks. ™ o ,
B Leave one-inch margins at the top, bottom, and sides of each page. In-
. , , dent paragraphs five character spaces or one-half inch.
| - ® Number each page (including the first) with your last name and the
: page number in the upper right-hand corner.
" m Be certain quotations and documentation are in the proper format.

Once your final revision is completed, proofreading—checking deliber-
. : : ately for errors-or omissions that can be easily corrected on a hard copy—
a is essential. With any kind of writing, your presentation determines much
of how your reader views your work, and an accurate, professional look to
your writing can promote an accurate, professional reading of it. Typo-
, graphical mistakes and other small goofs do not ruin a good essay, but they
] do undermine it by creating an impression of carelessness.

Writé-a-precise’thes

-anticipates each'stage of'yo argument;-fs:yo

it need refinement? Is it sufficiently intefesting

A readers. to continue reading.your essay? - LT .

L m Create a detailed outline of your essay. Try to ‘bggir:i,;‘ea'_cfha s'ectipn;wi‘th a topié

j sentence.that summarizes the issues you will addeess: Do your {opic. sentences
relate to each other? Do they accurately describe the logic.of the essay? Does
your outline also include subsections that develop and support each topic sen-
tence with details and evidence? :

m  After writing your first draft, revise your thesis statement to reflect changes in
your thinking. How can you sharpen your thesis to better describe how your
argument develops? _

m Inyour draft, look for consistent errors and trouble spots that you need to pay
special attention to during revision.

v ey e

e oes
X

. encourage
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IN FOCUS Interpretation, Argument, and
L ‘ Evidence in Rashomon (1950)

fter a reviewing his notes on Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon, a student
‘writer considers some possible topics. He begins by thinking about
Athe film's unusual narrdtive structure: as three men, including a
priest, seek shelter from a rainstorm under an ancient city gate, they hear
the tale of a murder and rape through four different points of view—those
of the bandit, the woman, the ghost of the dead man, and the woodcutter.

The narrative tension in the film, the writer realizes, develops around the

discrepancies in these competing narrative points of view, the result of
which is a dark ambiguity about the truth of this violent and tragic event.
After seeing the film again and trying to refine his thinking about it, the
writer develops a thesis, a clear interpretation of the film:

) In Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon, four different perspec- .
tives contrast four different versions of the truth about a
violent attack. At the conclusion of the film, after we have
been presented with these various narrativé'perspectives and
‘the evidence in them, the opening confusion of the three men
is even more pervasiﬁe, éetting the stage for the only pos-

sible response to a world defined by egotism and uncertainty:.

compassion.

The student’s next step is to sketch an outline, one in which he uses

topic sentences to mark the development of the argument and the places

where key evidence will appear:

Rashomon: Beyond Understanding and Evidence

Thesis statement
I. Central to this film is the drama of interpretation
and evidence.
A. Four accounts of same horrifying event
B. The opening focus on evidence !

II. Although more evidence appears thgough the per-
spective of the different witnesses, that evidence
does not always agree and seems to befuddle a'clear
interpretation.

A. Overlaps and inconsistencies in describing the facts
B. The dagger as key piece of e&idence

TII. The heart of the fragmented narratives of Rashomon is
the egotism that fashions those various perspectives.
A. The bandit’s violent sexual desire and the crime

B. His story of conquest and surrender
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IV. Both the wife’s and the husband’s perspectives are
likewise mostly about themselves :
A. The wife’s tale of a helpless woman
B. The husband’s tale of honor and self-sacrifice
V. The woodcutter'’s narrative is more problematic, but
equally locked into its own needs for self-justificatil
and protection.
A. His revised vision: a base and cowardly world
B. His acknowledging stealing the evidence of the da
VI. That each of these perspectives is distorted by dif-
ferent degrees of ethical failures of the individual
telling them indicates both the horrifying indetermina
of a world determined by isolated egos and the corrup;
tion of these perspectives by human egotism.
A. Natural disaster and moral depravity
B. Editing and shot compositions add considerably to
this sense of confusion, disorientation, and failure;
to see facts and events clearly. .
VII. Although the humane conclusion of the film seems unex-.
pected (and somewhat sentimental), its unexbectedness

is what makes the film so engaged with moderm times.

After writing his first draft, the writer sets the paper aside for three days-
before undertaking a careful revision. He proofreads a printed version of
the essay and then submits this final copy:

Stillman 1 -

Fred Stillman
Proféssor White
Fiim 101

10 October 2003

Beyond Understanding and Evidence:

The Surprise of Compassion in Rashomon

The setting that opens and closes Akira Kurosawa's
Rashomon is the collapsed Rashomon gate in the ancient city
of Kyoto. Amidst a torrential rainstorm, a woodcutter, a
commoner and a priest huddle together, and the first recounts
a horrifying tale of rape, murder, and possibly Suicide told,
‘through four - different perspectives that structure the nar-
rative of the film. Seen respectively through the eyes of a
criminal, the female victim, the dead husband, and the wood-
cutter, each of these four perspectives offers a contrasting .
version of events and the truth of what happened, and each
introduces pieces of evidence to support that particular

_version. Despite having heard these witnesses, however, the

priest can only murmur, “I don’'t understand.” At the filwm’'s
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;
conclusion, moreover, that opening confusion of the men is

rvasive than ever, setting the stage for the only
e response to a world defined by egotism and uncer-

more pe
possibl
tainty: compassion.

Rashomon is a drama of evidence and interpretation. As
the priest and woodcutter explain to the commoner, the orig-
he dlfferent testimonies was a police court
jidence to determine the truth behind a

inal staging of t

trylng to gather ev
horrible crime in which a noble woman and her husband were

attacked in the wilderness—she was raped and he was killed.

Appropriately, the first point 6f'view presented.is<that of

who follows a trail of evidence through' the
a belt, and an amulet

of the ' ””i\
stretched :

TP AT

the woodcutter,
woods—a woman’s hat, a man’s hat,
case—to the sudden discovery of the dead body
samurai nobleman, his stiffened arms and hands
grotesquely - toward the horrified woodcutter in a low-angle
Shortly thereafter, a man describes how
he discovered

shot . [Figure 12.20].

he captured theAbandlt Tajomaru, emphasizing t

evidence of the samurai’s horse as well as “17 arrows” and a

found on the criminal. Yet even the seemingly
e subject

s the

“Korean sword”
incontestable claim and evidence immediately becom

to doubt when the bandit suddenly denounces and denie

man’s -’ 1nterpretatlon of certain details.
Although more ewvidence appears through the perspectlve

of the other witnesses, that evidence does not always agree

and seems to befuddle a clear interpretation.| Most impor-

tantly, the dignificance of a pearl- ~-handled dagger, the weapon

that supposedly killed the husband, changes dramatically in Lo

the different narratives, acting as an evidential marker to

distinguish the interpretations of events.
Focused on the shifting place of this dagger,
s of Rashomon becomes the- egotlsm

the heart o

of thevfragmented narrative
that informs each perspective. Or, more

exactly, each version becomes wmore aboutr
the personal desire and greed of the per-
son explaining what happened than about

the factual events and evidence. Appro-

priately, what initiates the hoxrrendous
crime is the violent sexual desire of
the bandit, who happens to witness, in

a sharp shot/reverse-shot exchange begin-

ning with his awakening eyes, the exposed

face and feet of the wife. After that,

his entire account emphasizes greed and

desire: he deceives and entraps the noble-

Figure 12.20 Rashomon (1950). The mystery of a horrifying death.

man by suggesting he will sell him riches
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Figure 12.

" she becoming the mirror image of his greed and lust whe,

Rashomon (1950).Trying to make meaning in a
chaotic world. '

Sti
from an old tomb, and his leering gaze at the young

turns quickly to a brutal sexual attack. Not Surprising &W
in his version, his desires and demands fulfill the wory

ecstatically surrenders to his sexual assau%ﬁé At thig
ment, the critical object, the dagger, drops paSSlvely
her hand, according to the bandit, who claims to then k
the husband “honestly.”

Both the wife’s and the husband’s ‘perspectives are;
likewise mostly a%put themselves. From the beginning, ghe
appears discreet and demure, partly hidden by veils and
make-up and barely moving as .she rides her horse through:
forest. In her account, she becomes a “poor helpless womd
whose husband turns viciousiyﬂon hexr éfter the assault. U
able to bear his hateful stare, she ciaims to have fainted
only to later discover her dagger in ‘her husband’s chest .
The husband’s narrative, in contfast;;paints a picture of .
his suffering devotion and lost honor, weeping from the '
grave as he recounts killing himself with the controversia
dagger. Light and shadow £ill the images of this account,
suggesting an ambiguity and lack ‘of certalnty even in this .
testimony by a dead man.

Finally, -the woodcutter’s narrative is more problematic
but equally locked into its own needs for self-justificatio
and protection. After introducing the story at the beginnin
of the film, he returns to offer a final version that reveal
deceptions and lies in his first account. Now, ‘he admits to
having witnessed the entire'3cene, and his subsequent de-
scription of the part-clewnish, part-terrified fighting of
the two men shows a world that is fundamen-
tally base and cowardly, a reflection of
his own base and cowardly position in fail-
ing to intervene or fully disclose the
truth of what he saw. Most disturbing per-
haps, he tacitly acknowledges stealing the
crucial piece of evidence, the dagger, in
order to sell it for .personal gain.

That each of these perspectives is
.distorted by different degrees of ethical
failures on the part of. the .individual behind
it indicates the source of the horrifying
indeterminacy and chaos of this world [Fig-
ure 12.211. This is a world described by the

priest in the opening as full of “war, earth-

quake, wind, fire, famine, plague . . . each
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A'year full of dlsaster . . . hundreds of men dying like animals.” )

the stunning editing and shot compositions of

.Styllstlcally/
snzlentatlon,

Rashomon dramatize this world of confucion and di
in which seeing and understanding seem constantly to combat
each other. Witnesses are 1ntroduced‘w1th a wipe that crosses
‘the screen in ome direction or the other, almost violently

1ng out the perspective of the preceding account Within

the dlfferent accounts, rapid tracks and flash pans re-create
_ the desperately unsettled struggle to discover facts through

“ﬁperspectlves that dart across surfaces blocked by branches

. and leaves. .
»f o Wlthln all this moral darkness and despair, however,
the conclusion. of Rashomon suggests a possible way out of
the terror and blindness that results from so much‘visual
and narrative ambiguity. In this final sequence, the three-

'some who tell and hear that tale‘of violence discover an-
:abandoned baby in the ruins of the gate. The: commoner urges’
them to steal the baby's blankets and clothing because “you
can’t live unless you’re what you call selflsE;k At this
point, a dramatic turn occurs when, in a head-to-head con-
frontation in the rain, the commoner accuses the woodcutter
of hiding his theft of that crucial piece of evidence, the
dagger. In dazed silence, the priest and woodcutter stand

against a wall. As the rain stops, the commoner suddenly

insists on taking the child howe with him to his already

crowded family. Despite his shame about his selfishness and

despite the missing evidence of the stolen dagger, a glimmer
of human value returns to the world. Compassion overcomes
the evidence of ﬁistakes, and as they all depatt, the sun
gleams through the clouds and the.saved child becomes the
emblem of a new future. During this sequence, the priest
shouts the fundamental truth so often lost in this violent

courtroom, “if men don‘t trust each other, then the world

becomes a hell.”

Although this conclusion seems unexpected - (and some-
what sentimental), its unexpectedness is what makes the
film so engaged with modern times. Danish philosopher and
theologian Seren Kierkegaard uses the term “leap of faith” to
describe the only po551b111ty for a spiritual falth in mod-~
ern times. What his term implies is that both spiritual and
human faith—the grounds for ethical behavior—often occur

despite the evidence before our eyes and despite the failure

of human reason to understand it. As in Rashomon, truth and
morality may need to leap over the confusion of facts and

logic in order simply to do what is right.
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While not all writers about film precisely follow all of these guideline.
- for outlining, formulating a thesis statement, revising, proofreading, and g
‘ on, experienced writers almost always do so unconsciously or in abbrevj
1. ated ways. Keeping a checklist of these mechanics in mind can alleviag
much of the anxiety about writing, providing working frameworks that lea
J to stronger and more interesting essays.

] Researching the Movies

] ‘ While in some critical film cssays the writer aims simply to convey a per-
_ sonal response to a film based on critical distance and careful reflection, in

. . other essays the writer wants or needs to use research in order to sharpen

and develop his or her interpretation of a film. Research enables the writer

3 / to identify significant issues surrounding a film and to contribute his or her
opinions and ideas to the ongoing critical dialogue about it. A student in-
4 tending to write about Jean Cocteau’s Orpheus (1950), for example, may be
‘ ) intrigued by the film but uncertain about her specific argument. With some
3 reading and research about Cocteau, his relation to the surrealist movement,
: and his work as a poet and painter, she discovers a more specific argument
] . ' : about the complicated role of poetry in the film and the relevance of the
0 . ‘ Orpheus myth to Cocteau’s vision of the modern artist [Figure 12.22].
o : Whether limited or extensive, research helps determine why your essay is
' important and what critical questions are at stake in writing the essay.

Distinguishing Research Materials

Primary and Secondary Sources There are various kinds of materials that qual-
ify as research sources for a film essay. Primary research sources—such
as films on videotape or DVD and film scripts—have a direct and close re-

ho . lationship with the original film. Secondary research sources—including
T books, critical articles, Internet sites, supplementary DVD materials, and news-
y paper reviews—contain ideas or information from outside sources such as

VVVVVVVV . film critics or scholars. A student planning to write a research essay on Don
‘ Siegel's Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) might
first view a 16mm projection of that film and then
access other primary sources, such as a videotape
and script, as follow-ups to the first screening [Fig-
ure 12.23]. Later research via secondary sources
might include film reviews published at the time
of release, scholarly essays on Siegel’s work, and
perhaps a book on 1950s American cinema.
Various primary sources are an indispensable
asset because they allow the writer to review spe-
cific scenes on a videotape or DVD or to check the
exact dialogue in a published script. With primary
sources, however, it is important to keep in mind that
they may approximate, but not duplicate exactly,
the look of a film when seen in a theater (see pp.
30-33). Videotapes may format images differently
from the format used in theatrical screenings, while
- ‘ i S scripts may represent a simple blueprint from which
Figure 12.22 Orpheus (1950). Researching the complexities of a film.  the actual film dialogue deviates.
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Figure 12.23 Invasion of the Body
Snatchers (1956). Following a film from
16mm to videotape to scholarly essays.

Even in our electronic age, libraries and their databases remain the most
reliable places to find solid secondary materials. Check such databases as the
Humanities Index, Lexis/Nexis, and Comindex for essays and books on your sub-
ject, and don't underestimate the more conventional approach of exploring the
library’s shelves. Annual bibliographic indexes, for example, identify journal
articles and books that may support and broaden your thinking, including

_especially The Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature, the MLA International
- Bibliography, and the Film/Literature Index. Once you have a topic and a work-
:  ing thesis, you can search for sources relevant to your topic and argument.
After checking general categories like “film,” “cinerna,” and “movies,” a more
precise topic, such as “contemporary Australian cinema” or “sound technology
and the movies” will lead you more quickly to pertinent research materials.
In addition to databases and bibliographic indexes, specialized encyclo-
pedias, which identify important topics and figurés in film studies, are useful
resources for initiating research on a film. Examples include Ephraim Katz's
The Film Encyclopedia, Pam Cook’s The Cinema Book, Leonard Maltin's The
:  Whole Film Sourcebook, Ginette Vincendeau's Encyclopedia of European
. Cinema, and Amy Unterburger’s The St. James Women Filmmakers Encyclo-
| pedia. Film guides such as these provide factual information about and short
introductions to a subject. The entries typically do not offer the sort of de-
‘tailed analysis or arguments required for a good research paper, but they
can suggest pertinentinformation and issues that can lead to more research

and a refined argument.

Internet Sources  For students with Internet access, the Web offers useful dis-
cussion groups, access to various library and media catalogs, and numer-
ous other information sites. However, with so many Web sites available, the
writer must be careful to distinguish among the three kinds of reputable
Internet sources for film studies:

;&

g ® sites and databases that provide basic facts about a film and the indi-
viduals involved with that film—such as biographical facts about the : h
director, the different running times of a film, and the like 1
sites that offer reviews or essays from academic film journals—such as T
Film Comment, Jump Cut, and Sight and Sound

film-specific sites (almost every major film released in recent years has
its own Web site, as do the studios and distributors) that provide infor-
mation ranging from production facts to gossip as well as reviews and

interviews
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%w  Library of Congress Motion Picture & Television Reading Room (<lcweb

While the Internet is fast becoming an important source for agg
information of all kinds, film researchers and writers must be cautioug a
the quality of the material found there. One obvious reason for this ¢
is the difficulty in determining the authenticity and authority of Inte
based information. Unlike material published in academic journals or bog
Internet essays -and articles may not have been through a review proce
determine their value. Virtually anyone can post on a Web site any opj
or any set of facts—often without substantial evidence. When using th
ternet for research, therefore, writers need to differentiate substantia]
useful material from chat and frivolous commentary. Especially with Int
net sources, there are three important rules to follow:

m Determine the quality of the Internet source: Does it provide reliable
formation and a carefully evaluated argument supported by resear
Is the source a refereed publication (one whose material is evaluated b
experts) or a reputable institution? Is its information supported by re
erences to other research? What are the credentials of the authors?

@ Define your search as precisely as possible. Beyond just the title of a film
focus your search on, for example “lighting in Double Indemnity” o
“politics and Iranian cinema.’ Pursue your topic through the advanced
search option.

m Explore links to other sites. Does your research link you to sites on
other films by the same director or to such related issues as the film
genre or the country in which the film was made?

AHere-is a list of Web sites useful for film research:

B Internet Movie Database (<www.IMDb.com>): provides detailed infor-
mation on films

m ScreenSite (<www.tcf.ua.edu/ScreenSite/contents.htm>): provides data
on films, film conferences, archives, and useful links to other academic
cinema sites

® History on/and/in Film (<www.mcc.murdoch.edu.aw/Reading Room/
hfilm/contenth.himl>): contains conference papers and scholarly essays
on a range of film history topics

B American Film Institute (<www.afi.com>): offers recent industry news,
events, educational seminars, and reviews

Joc.gov/rr/mopic/>): provides access to-the library’s catalogue, the na-
tional Film Registry preservation list, and the American Memory Col-
lection of online early films.

Using and Documenting Sources

Writers gather research material in a wide variety of ways: some record
paragraphs and phrases on handwritten note cards, while others prefer to
type that material directly into their computers, allowing them to sort,
move, and insert it easily. In either case, the bibliographic information for
quotations should be double-checked for accuracy and should include all of
the publication data required for the Works Cited list (and sometimes the
Works Consulted section) of your research paper. Just as sloppy technical
errors in making a movie (such as a boom microphone appearing in a frame)
can undermine the look and effect of that film, inaccurate or careless
source documentation will make the research paper look amateurish.
Integrating research material into the text of your paper requires both
logic and rhetoric. Sometimes research can be used to locate and describe
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how your argument differs from prevailing positions on a film or issue. In
this case, the writer frequently identifies one or more opposing positions as
a way of highlighting how the essay will distinguish itself: “While Annette
Michelson has claimed that Kuleshov’s films are best understood as part of
a debate with Eisenstein, this paper argues. that the French films of Jean
. Epstein are equally important to Kuleshov's development.” Conversely, re-
-~ search can be used to support and validate a point or a part of the overall
argument: “Both Patrice Petro and Judith Mayne have produced complex
feminist readings of silent-era German films that support my interpretation
of Midchen in Uniform (1931).” Yet another possibility is to use research
sources to back up the validity of facts or critical frameworks necessary for
introducing an argument: “In The Zero Hour: Glasnost and Soviet Cinema in
Transition, Andrew Horton and Michael Brashinsky convincingly show that
' Russian cinema after 1985 returned to the center of the world stage, an ar-
gument that will provide the background for my claims about the impor-
tance of Little Vera (1988) in Europe and America.” :

" Once research material has been gathered, selected, and integrated into
an essay, all of the research sources used must be properly documented.
There are two kinds of research material that require documentation: di-
rect quotation from a secondary source and paraphrasing in which the
writer puts the idea or observation from another source in his or her own
words. When the information is considered common knowledge and is well

- known to most people, there is no need to document where you found that
information. If, however, there is any doubt about whether the observation
is common knowledge, always document the source so as to avoid any po-
tential suspicion of plagiarism. For example, a critic’s remark that Ousmane
Sembene is one of Africa’s premier filmmakers and that his films work in a
realist tradition would be considered common knowledge by many sea-
soned filmgoers. But a writer new to Sembgne’s work may feel more com-
fortable documenting the source of that information, and, like all writers,
should never risk the charge of plagiarism. Quotations of dialogue from a
film usually does not require documentation.

There are various documentation formats for listing authors, titles,
and publication data. Here, we will describe the format that is advocated by
the Modern Language Association (MLA) and widely used in the humanities.
(See the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, Sixth Edition, 2003.)
The primary components of the MLA format are in-text citations and the
Works Cited list. An in-text citation is required wherever the writer refers
to or quotes from a research source within the essay’s text. The in-text cita-

name appears in the discussion that introduces the quotation, only the page
numbers are enclosed in parentheses. Note that p. and pp. are not used:

As Patricia Zimmerman has noted, filmmakers such as Stan
Brakhage and Jonas Mekas “appropriated home-movie style as

a formal manifestation of a spontaneous, untampered form of
filmmaking” (146).

*However, when the author is not named in the introductory text, enclose

oth the author’s last name and the page number, without any intervening
punctuation, within the parentheses:

Filmmakers such as Stan Brakhage and Jonas Mekas “appropriated

untampered form of filmmaking” (Zimmerman 146) .

tion includes the author’s name and the page number. When the author’s.

home-movie style as a formal manifestation of a spontaneous,
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The same citation formats are used whether the material is quoted direct]
|- or paraphrased:

Much of the American avant-garde movement experimented not
much with the techniques of modern art but with the spon-

taneous actions associated with home movies (Zimmerman 14¢)

Jo When you use two or more sources.by the same author in your essy
you must distinguish aimong them by also including an abbreviated versigi
j of the title in either the introductory text or the parenthetical citation; as j
; : “Zimmerman writes in Reel Families . . .” or “(Zimmerman, Reel Famil;
b : 146)”", respectively. Each source cited in the text must also appear in-th;
Works Cited section with full bibliographic detail.
} Another type of annotation is the content, or explanatory, note whic
i may or may not include secondary sources. These notes offer background
| information on the topic being discussed or on related issues, suggest related
readings, or offer an aside. They should be placed on a separate page after :
the text (but before the Works Cited list) or as footnotes at the bottom of the
‘ page. Thus a writer discussing horror films and Brian De Palma’s Carrie
j VVVVVVVVVV (1976) might include this text and content note:

]k 'k ) Although Carrie focuses on female anxiety and violence, it

,,,,,,,,, . ‘ . is difficult to pinpoint a specific audience for this Ffilm.?

‘Especially since Psycho, horror films seem fixated on
if VVVVVV . ' violence against women, but there is good reason to consider
] how both female and male audiences identify with these films.

An important discussion of this issue is Carol Clover’'s Men,

Women, and Chain-Saws (3-21). . "

. Full documentation for every source cited in your essay should be in-
f cluded in the Works Cited section, positioned on a separate page immedi-

] ately after the last page of the essay text. Sources that have been consulted
but not cited in the text or notes of the essay can be included in an optional

S . Works Consulted section, which appears on a separate page after the

Works Cited list. (Note, however, that for reasons of space, we do not show
- the Works Cited and Works Consulted sections as separate pages in the es-
say on p. 513 in this chapter.) Punctuation and other mechanics of the dif-

3 . . ferent entries must be absolutely correct. Titles should be typed either in
italics or underlined, according to your instructor’s preference. Some of the
]“ most common types of Works Cited entries include the following:
. Book by One Author _
i Zimmerman, Patricia. Reel Families: A Social History of Amateur Film. Bloomington:

Indiana UP, 1995.

Book by More Than One Author
Bordwell, David, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson. The Classical Hollywood Cin-
< ema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960. New York: Columbia UP, 1985.

Edited Book
Cook, Pam, and Mieke Bernink, eds. The Cinerma Book. 2nd ed. London: British Film
Institute, 1999,
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QUICK GUIDE TO REFERENCING SOURCES

**Important**: Quotations from primary materials and secondary (critical) sources, whether in
print, electronic or audiovisual formats MUST ALWAYS be acknowledged in order to avoid any
suggestion of plagiarism (see above). It is NOT enough to acknowledge in your final
bibliography the sources used. If quoting extracts from texts literally, these must be
acknowledged in the body of the essay through the use of footnotes or endnotes. The library also
holds different reference style guides available for consultation.

Different reference styles are admitted; it is important though that you use one style consistently
throughout your essay. The basic guidelines below provide an example of one particular style.
We will also devote seminar time to citing & referencing in academic coursework.

1) Referencing sources in the body of the essay

To support your argument and avoid generalisation, refer to selected details in the material you
have used. Make sure they are pertinent to the point you are making. Use quotation marks and
page references, and make sure that quotations fit into the grammatical structure of the sentence
in which they are inserted.

When discussing films make sure that you use concrete examples and do not make vague
generalisations about them. Stills can be incorporated into essays. If so, please identify them: e.g.:

Figure 1: Kane declares candidacy. From Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941).

Note also that the title of a story, poem or article should appear in inverted commas (° ..”), but that
for the title of a book or a film we use italics. The FIRST TIME the film appears it must be
followed by the director’s name (first name then last name), country and year of production, all in
brackets, e.g.:

Notorious (Alfred Hitchcock, USA, 1946).

The first time a foreign language film is quoted in your essay, include both the original title and
the English language one. Thereafter refer to the film by the English title only. E.g.:

Nun va goldoon/ A Moment of Innocence (Mohsen Makhmalbaf, Iran, 1996)
Footnotes or endnotes should be used mainly for references to articles or books (INCLUDING

PAGES), and only rarely for brief comments related to the content of the essay. If the information
cannot be integrated in the text of your essay, it is usually a digression and better left out.

An example:

As Alastair Phillips has noted, the influence of Jean Vigo is apparent in The 400 Blows.'

! Alastair Phillips, The 400 Blows (1959) — Youth and Entrapment in the French New Wave’, in Jeffrey
Geiger & R.L. Rutsky (eds.), Film Analysis, A Norton Reader (New York: W.W. Norton & Company,
2005), p. 555.




2) Reference lists (bibliography / filmography) at the end of the essay

As well as referencing your sources in footnotes, you should include a bibliography or
reference list at the end of the essay, in alphabetical order (author’s last name first), as in the
examples below. All sources should be adequately referenced, including:

BOOKS (e.g.):

Bordwell, David and Kristin Thompson. Film Art. An Introduction. 7th Edition. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 2004. or:
Orpen, Valerie. Film editing: the art of the expressive (London: Wallflower, 2003).

ARTICLES IN A BOOK

Feuer, Jane. ‘The Self-Reflexive Musical and the Myth of Entertainment’, in Barry Keith Grant
(ed.), Film Genre Reader II (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995), pp. 441-455.

JOURNAL ARTICLES (IN PRINT OR ONLINE)

Tashiro, Charles. ‘Passing for the Past. Production Design and the Historical Film’, Cineaste 22/2
(2004), pp. 40-44.

Halligan, Benjamin. ‘The Remaining Second World: Sokurov and Russian Ark’, Senses of
Cinema, 25 (2003). Online. <http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/03/25/russian_
ark.htmI>. Accessed 1/1/2004.

ELECTRONIC JOURNAL ARTICLE FOUND IN A DATABASE:

Bliss, Michael and Paul Schrader, ‘Affliction and Forgiveness: An Interview with Paul Schrader’,
Film Quarterly, Vol. 54, No. 1. (2000), pp. 2-9. Stable URL: <http://links.jstor. org/
sici?sici=0015-386%28200023%2954%3A1%3C2%3AAAFAIW%3E2.0.CO%3B2-2> Accessed
1/1/2004

Editorial, ‘Facing East: Iranian cinema as revelation’, Cineaste 31/3 (2006): 4(1). Expanded
Academic ASAP. Thomson Gale. Accessed 5/9/2006

NEWSPAPER ARTICLE ON THE WWW:
Higgins, Charlotte. ‘Director hailed at Cannes faces five-year film ban in China’. The Guardian,

5 September 2006. Online. <http://film.guardian.co.uk/news/story/0.,1865012.00.html> Accessed
6/09/2006.

(When referencing both print and electronic newspapers, include section if available)

o
be




| ONLINE JOURNALS:

Negra, Diane. “’Quality Postfeminism?” Sex and the Single Girl on HBO’, Genders Online
N Journal, 39 (2004), <http://www.genders.org/g39/g39_negra.html> Accessed on 1/01/2005

i WEB DOCUMENT (NO AUTHOR)

N Special Report. Case studies of the Berlinale Co-production Market. The Elementary Particles. 6
R April, 2006. Online. <http://www.cineuropa.org/dossier.aspx?lang=enétreelD=1215&
. documentID=63366> Accessed on 1/9/2006

] FILMS IN FILMOGRAPHY

£ Audition (Takashi Miike, Japan, 1999).

Optionally, production company details can be added (these details can be found at the Internet
g Movie Database):

Audition. dir. Takashi Miike, AFDF/Omega Project, 1999,

5 SECONDARY ELECTRONIC/AUDIOVISUAL SOURCES (DVD MATERIALS)

On occasion, you may want to refer to the DVD edition of a film in order to cite the bonus
materials. E.g.:

Scorsese, Martin. Gangs of New York (2002). Director’s Commentary. DVD. Entertainment in
a. Video, 2003.

3 ’ Or, if there is not an identifiable author, list them as audiovisual sources, always referring to the
” DVD edition. E.g.:

Discovery Channel Special: Uncovering the Real “Gangs of New York”. In Gangs of New York
[ (dir. Martin Scorsese, 2002). DVD. Entertainment in Video, 2003.

; Compiled by Belén Vidal
. September 2009
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Ambivalence to Technology in Jeunet’s Le
Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain

Rick Clifton Moore
Boise State University

Although at one level Jean-Pierre Jeunet's Le
Fabuleux Destin d’ Amélie Poulain is a sweet, attrac-
tive film about a young Parisian doing good deeds, it
also offers a compelling analysis of the role of tech-
nology in our modern lives. The film paints a world
where machines and a mechanistic worldview are
appealing because humans have a desire to control
their destinies but threatening because humans value
freedom. The work of French social theorist Jacques
Ellul is especially useful in analyzing these facets of
the film as technology and freedom were consistent
themes in his various books on the modern milieu.

Keywords: Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain;
Jean-Pierre Jeunet; Jacques Ellul; technology;
ambivalence; power; freedom

Aesthetician Casey Haskins (2001) once described
the Holocaust tragicomedy La Vita E Bella (1997)
as a Rorschach test. In general, audiences—even
American audiences, a group with a notoriously low
threshold of acceptance for non-English-speaking
cinema—Iloved the film. Many reviewers also found
it highly appealing. But a few dissenters were so
venomous in their reactions that Haskins felt simple
matters of taste could not sufficiently explain differ-
ences of opinion.

Interestingly, a similar Rorschach-like experience
was occurring at the time of Haskins’s writing. In this
second instance, the cinematic experience was Jean-
Pierre Jeunet’s (2001/2002) Le Fabuleux Destin
d’Amélie Poulain. For the most part, audiences loved
the motion picture. It was a top box-office draw in
Europe and soon became the highest-grossing French
language film in United States history. Along with
popular success, many critics praised the film’s form
and content. But those who reacted negatively did so
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in ways that were quite acrimonious. In the United
States, one critic stated that the “film’s nostalgia is as
leaden as its whimsy, and even more toxic” (Dargis,
2001). Another said that the film had an “aggressive,
in-your-face romanticism that’s noticeably lacking in
genuine warmth” (Turan, 2001). Some of the strongest
negative reaction was from French reviewers. Most
circulated among these was that of Serge Kaganski
(2001), who suggested that the far right Front
National could use clips from the film in support of
its political discourse.! Reiterating this sentiment,
Frédéric Bonnaud (2001) said that the film “depends
on a profoundly reactionary impulse—the reinstate-
ment of a cliché snapshot image of France in order to
reaffirm its enduring value” (p. 38).

As with Haskins’s analysis of the reaction to La Vita
E Bella, there seems to be more involved here than
personal taste. In the former case, Haskins argued that
La Vita E Bella addresses important issues about aes-
thetics and politics in subtle ways that are inclined to
bring out the kinds of polarized reactions that did in
fact arise. In the case of Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie
Poulain, there is little in the film that points directly to
issues of aesthetics and politics. However, a recurring
theme is the interrelationship between technology and
power and the ambivalence we feel toward both.
Coincidentally, Jacques Ellul, a French cultural theo-
rist, offers a compelling analysis of technology and
power. Though his work was much more widely
accepted in the United States than in his home country
(Ellul, 1990, p. xii; Troude-Chastenet, 1994/1998,
pp- 19, 29), Ellul’s theory of technique offers special
insights into what makes Amélie uniquely French in its
outward imagery but not-so-uniquely French in its
subtle message about an increasingly technocratic
world. Ellul’s work—along with the writing of Neil
Postman, who extends it—also gives us a view of the

ized distribution.
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film that should leave viewers both charmed and
offended simultaneously.

Amélie, Pas Jolie

Although aesthetics is not a fundamental theme in
Amélie, the concept of beauty is not completely lack-
ing from its content or from the discourse that devel-
oped around it. In fact, beauty (even if artificial in
nature) was a key point of friction. Director Jean-
Pierre Jeunet purposely strove to shoot Paris as a place
of beauty. But this beauty was a significant source of
malaise among the motion picture’s detractors.

Jeunet’s film manages to show viewers the Paris of
their dreams. Through a combination of careful location
scouting, skillful control of sets in the shooting process,
and digital manipulation of the footage obtained on
location, the director was able to create a Gallic capital
that mixes the best of various epochs and elides the
worst of all of them.? In the City of Light Jeunet por-
trays, we see the economic prosperity of a modern busi-
ness center that is part of the powerful European Union,
but we do not see the dingy suburbs that have been
created to house the poor who are attracted to its pros-
perity. Similarly, we see the wonders of modern trans-
portation, but we do not see city streets that are packed
with cars. And we see blue skies not sullied by the
exhaust of millions of locals and tourists who want to
quickly maneuver through what was once, to use con-
temporary parlance, a medieval “gated community.”

It is this manufactured beauty of the film that has
raised the ire of many of Jeunet’s harshest critics. For
some audience members, the director’s view is far too
simple and unthinkingly uplifting. For others, Jenet’s
film is a thinly veiled piece of reactionary propaganda
that encourages viewers to think that the solution to
social problems is a return to a romanticized past, par-
ticularly a romanticized past that existed before the
development of a diverse capital city. Kaganski, in
particular, felt that Jeunet whitewashed the city, espe-
cially what the critic saw as its “polysémie ethnique,
sociale, sexuelle et culturelle” (Kaganski, 2001).

What is odd about this and other critiques of
Amélie’s charm is that they seem to overlook (possibly
because of the film’s surface beauty) its darker, more
ambivalent tones. Similarly, the charge that the film is
rife with reactionary romanticism misses the hesitancy
the filmmaker has toward his subject. One need look no
further than key elements of the plot to see this.
Consider the following: Amélie is a film about a little
girl who is raised by cold, distant parents. One parent
dies when the daughter is quite young, leaving her to
wait out the last years of childhood with the other, who
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is increasingly reclusive. When the girl becomes a
young woman and does break out into the real world,
she lacks common social skills and struggles to fit into
the broader community. Quite by accident, she one day
discovers that she can assuage her own feelings of com-
munal ineptness by doing anonymous acts of benevo-
lence toward others. Eventually, however, she is forced
to confront her own isolationism, and she falls in love.
Who is the object of her affection, the man who can res-
cue her from her problems? The guy working the front
desk at a local porn shop.

Although the ending of the film might attenuate
some of the bleakness of this plot, it does not eliminate
it. Clearly, the director is painting a picture of an
imperfect world. In spite of this, many audience
members found the film upbeat and enjoyable, lead-
ing to the film’s success at the box office. And some
observed the pleasing imagery of the film and had a
different reaction, finding it overly saccharine. One
review went so far as to say that “watching Amélie
is like taking a sticky shower in honey” (Fauth &
Dermansky, 2005).

Though a minority, a few perceptive reviewers
managed to see the darker side and the balance of the
film. Lucy Dallas provided one of the most trenchant
observations among popular reviewers of the work.
In her own words, “The film lives and dies by the
audience’s association with Amélie, who has, it must
be said, the makings of a sociopath—very pretty, but
a sociopath none the less” (Dallas, 2001, p. 19).

Academic researchers also provided more depth in
their analysis of the motion picture. As such analyses
are always “readings” in which the scholar attempts
to focus on a particular thematic element, areas of
attention varied greatly. A large number of these
essays appeared in journals devoted to the analysis of
contemporary French culture, where scholars made
allusions to important issues, such as iconicity and
visual technologies (Ezra, 2004), the enjoyment of
small pleasures in daily French life (Scatton-Tessier,
2004), and Amélie’s relation to the cultural politics of
kitsch (Westbrook, 2002). However, nobody focused
primarily on the issues of technology and power in
the film. This is a real shame, as applying the ideas
of Ellul and Postman helps us understand how the
film is more than mellifluous escapism or reactionary
propaganda.

Technology, Power,
and Remorse

In contrast to what many viewers perceive to
be the Pollyanna vision of the world portrayed in
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Amélie, the oeuvres of Jacques Ellul and Neil
Postman have often been perceived to be bleak and
pessimistic. Although there are significant differ-
ences in their views, and their perspectives will nec-
essarily be simplified here, Ellul and Postman both
paint a picture of Western humanity in all its glory
and fault.’ Both envision a world that is captive to
technology at tremendous cost to human freedom.
Ellul provided the foundation for this analysis in
his classic book, The Technological Society (1954/
1964). A worthy summary of the work has been pro-
vided by Clifford Christians (1976, p. 3), who once
stated that Ellul’s recurring concern is not machines
but “machineness,” the tendency we have to emulate
the machine and to carry that emulation to all areas of
our existence. Ellul himself writes of this, saying,

From this point of view, it might be said that
technique is the translation into action of man’s
concern to master things by means of reason, to
account for what is subconscious, make quanti-
tative what is qualitative, make clear and precise
the outlines of nature, take hold of chaos and
put order into it. (p. 43)

Elsewhere, he writes, “For, wherever a technical
factor exists, it results, almost inevitably, in mecha-
nization; technique transforms everything it touches
into a machine” (p. 4).

Where Postman jumps onto Ellul’s bandwagon is
this concept of the universality of machineness. In
Technopoly(1993,p.51), Postmanargues thatinashort
period of history, technology moved from the realm
of science, to the realm of labor, to every other realm of
human existence. He sees this intrusion in the fields of
medicine, education, even in our religious establish-
ments. In all of these realms, a transition occurs where
the primary goal soon becomes efficiency.

Both of these authors see this change as occurring
within the sweeping flow of Western civilization.
Ellul (1975/1978) notes that the seeds of technique
were already evidenced in the Greeks and the
Romans and their “will to power” (p. 71). The agape
force of Christianity held this attitude in check for a
period of time but could not do so for long (p. 72).
Technology provided too much allure. Human self-
interest (for example, the desire for comfort) led the
masses to side with technique (Ellul, 1954/1964,
p. 55). In the theorist’s view, we are now at the point
where our surrender to machineness has left us with
nothing but a “drab, insipid unfolding of implica-
tions, an interplay of forces and mechanisms” (Ellul,
1975/1978, p. 81).
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Postman (1993) sees a similar progression. For
him, “tool-using cultures” shifted to technocracies
with the realization that “knowledge is power” (p. 38).
Technocracies arose with the Enlightenment and
Scientific Revolution but managed to keep alive sym-
bol systems and checks on technology. In the beginning
of the 20th century, however, the era of technopoly
arose, an era in which technology eliminated any alter-
native to itself (p. 48). All facets of life became subject
toit, and any system of thought that is not mechanistic
became suspect.

We should note that both authors fully under-
stand the draw of technology, its power to mes-
merize people. As a whole, humanity has gained
much by harpessing the powers of the world. What
both see occurring if this desire to control is not
itself controlled, however, is a loss of freedom.
Succinctly, :

The free individual inevitably became a force
moving outward to dominate the world and
others, but the same individual was also, and
inseparably, bounded and imprisoned by his
methods and the mastery he had achieved. He
could do nothing, save in a totally coherent way.
He made the appalling discovery that he had
created for himself an inner limitation, namely,
the necessity of applying rational method to
everything he undertook and everything he
claimed. (Ellul, 1975/1978, p. 35).

What Ellul is communicating is that at a certain
point, the West realized that it engaged in a tradeoff.
Most of us are enamored of the tremendous material
benefits reaped by the use of technology in the pro-
duction of food, housing, and clothing. We even see
benefits of mechanization in realms that could be
seen as more purely cultural production (for example,
the fact we can buy a CD with music from a country
halfway around the world). At the same time, we all
feel a sense of ambivalence with this progress, realiz-
ing that each time we take a step to make our world
more efficient and productive, we also take a step
toward a world in which we ourselves are a smaller
and smaller part of a massive machine.

Although few viewers were conscious of it, the
march of the technological society and our ambiva-
lence toward it can be seen in the context and content
of Amélie. Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s own background and
approach to making the film, as well as its story and
its production values (whether intentionally or not),
can easily be placed within a thematic framework of
technology, power, and ambivalence.
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Amélie in Context

Some clues to the technological dimensions of
Amélie lie outside its text. There are clues to its
nature and meaning in the work experience of its
maker, the international nature of the film, and its use
of digital technologies to achieve its effects.

Although we often think of France as the land of the
auteur, a bold individual who is in love with cinema as
a means of self-expression, Jean-Pierre Jeunet breaks
this mold. To start, Jeunet’s love for cinema appears to
come from a love of film technology and film imagery,
not with the expressive powers of the medium. As
he explains it, a family friend once brought a Super
8 movie camera to his house when he was a teenager.
Perceiving this was all that was needed to make films,
Jeunet went to work for the phone company to save up
for his first camera (Bear, n.d.). Once he obtained it,
however, he did not begin his magnum opus and strug-
gle as a starving artist until he was able to bring it
to fruition. Instead, he made a good living producing
commercials and music videos (Austin, 2004; Dudley,
2004). In the 1990s, he gained a reputation that
allowed him to work in feature film—though he did
not cease his work in advertising—codirecting two
highly successful products with Marc Caro.

Jeunet’s success in his homeland created more
opportunities for him. Or to put it more succinctly, it
abolished national boundaries and opened up new
technological options for the director. In the mid-
1990s, he was offered an opportunity to direct an
American production, Alien: Resurrection, a big-
budget Hollywood film that Austin (2004) describes
as being “chock full of typically ‘American’ special
effects” (p. 289). The paycheck from this project also
allowed Jeunet the complete freedom to return home
and make a “very French film,” a film that eventually
became Le Fabuleux Destind’Amélie Poulain (Austin,
2004, p. 289).

But the information above raises a significant ques-
tion: Would one expect a film director who entered the
medium through the demimonde of advertising, spent
time working in Hollywood, and became captive
to the power of digital production to make a “very
French film”? The broad international success of the
film in question suggests the answer is no. Perhaps a
better way to understand the success of a film that is
produced by an international director well trained in
advertising and equipped with the latest technologi-
cal gadgets is that it allows the director and the audi-
ence both to meditate on the mechanized mindset of
the early 21st century.
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Amélie in Content

Although few critics noted it, Amélie is riddled
with images of technology and is a film that itself is
set up to operate in an almost machinelike way. One
observant writer did sense this and described it as
follows:

Indeed, from the very first frames of the film ...
the story presented seems so deterministic, so
overtly causal, that I thought to find the name
David Hume in the credits for the screenplay.
Causation may or may not be the cement of the
universe, but there’s no getting away from its
importance here. (Kerr, 2001, p. 67).

Frédéric Bonnaud (2001) offered a similar
description, saying the film “never strays from its
predetermined course” (p. 38). Manohla Dargis
(2001) puts it in even greater technological terms,
saying that Jeunet is “more of a watchmaker than a
poet of the heart and soul.”

One need look no further than the opening images
of the film to grasp that technology and technological
thinking are a significant part of it. As the screen fades
from black and we hear accordion music, we also hear
a narrator describe the setting of a quiet street in the
Montmartre district of Paris. The focus of the descrip-
tion is a fly that hovers over the road. Many audience
members focused on the music, some finding its
Frenchness pleasing, some finding it clichéd. What
these observers overlooked was the narration. This is
not just any description. It is a description that is the
product of a scientific worldview. The scientific
family of the insect is offered, as is a calculation of the
amazing number of wing beats per minute the creature
can sustain.

Those viewers who did notice the narration might
have thought this is a film about chaos theory.
Perhaps the fly’s wing beats will cause some signifi-
cant event halfway around the world. After all, a
recurring theme in the film is destiny. But this is
not a film about a world of chaos; it is a film about
the power of technology to change the world.
Accordingly, shortly after the narrator pauses, an
automobile surges forth and smashes the insect.

To swing our thoughts back to the idea of chance
and chaos, the narrator explains two other events that
are occurring at precisely the same time as the fly is
destroyed. But a final event is of crucial importance,
a spermatozoon of Amélie’s father reaching an ovum
carried by her mother. As the narrator explains this
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event, it is not shown as an act of God, as a feat
of magic, or even as a mystery of nature. Rather, it is
shown as a lab experiment. A microscopic close-up
shows one sperm (circled as if in a biology lecture)
moving past the rest to meet its destiny. Continuing
with this scientific view of the world, Amélie’s mother
is next shown as she blossoms in pregnancy. Her set-
ting is not the comfortable surroundings of a home,
preparing for the arrival of a baby. The image revealed
is of a naked woman in profile, standing in a sterile
(ironically) setting, with time-lapsed photography to
show her gestational development. When Amélie is
finally born, she is revealed to the world in a clinical
close-up of the birthing experience.

One might note from Ellul’s and Postman’s perspec-
tives that this introduction—all occurring before the
credits—describes an early world of technique. In less
than a minute, we have images of two important facets
of the modern world: the machine and science. In the
early development of technique, these were mostly
applied to the world external to humans. They were
concerned with making our world comfortable. As
Ellul describes it, most of this occurred in the 1800s,
and the material production of the machine and science
gradually swayed most to embrace what they saw
as empowering. Even Marx, thought by some as the
rabble-rouser of Western civilization, preached the “lib-
erating nature of technique” (Ellul, 1954/1964, p. 54).

In Amélie, though, after the introduction of this
world of material technique, the credits fade and
another world appears. It is a world not just of tech-
nology (or technique, to use Ellul’s term) but of
human technology. Having already mastered physical
production—the efficient manufacturing of goods—
we are at a stage where mastering humans through
technique is of utmost importance. And the director
reveals that Amélie’s parents are reflective of this
mastery.* It is interesting that one is a doctor, the
other is a teacher. In The Technological Society
(1954/1964, p. 22), Ellul suggests that two key areas
of “human technique” are medicine and pedagogy.

There is certainly a narrative rationale here, not just
a symbolic rationale, for the choice of the parents’ pro-
fessions. But the narrative rationale leads to even
greater symbolism. Amélie’s father sees her primarily
as one of his patients, and he does so technologically.
As the narrator explains, little Amélie has little contact
with him other than a monthly checkup, a checkup that
is mediated by a stethoscope. Notably, Postman
(1993) reveals in Technopoly that the stethoscope
was invented in France and was the site in which tech-
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profession, greatly changing the way people think of
an erstwhile humane discipline. As he describes it, the
stethoscope was a significant change in medicine
because of the interposing of an instrument between
the patient and the doctor (p. 99). In the case of our
young heroine, the technology led her father to limit
his analysis to her heart and ignore all else. And so
excited was the little girl by the infrequent attention of
her father that her heart beat irregularly anytime the
stethoscope reached her chest. Myopically (and tech-
nologically) focused on the heart alone, dad presumed
his daughter was unhealthy and unable to survive in a
harsh world. She needed protection in their home.

At home, however, was the pedagogical arm of
human technique. Mom is shown to interact with her
daughter the way a bureaucratic French institutrice
would treat a whole classroom full of students. She
delivers information, expecting her daughter to prop-
erly respond to it. One scene, where the mother is
shown teaching, demonstrates this quite forcefully. In
the original French dialogue, the point is for Amélie
to recognize how sequences of letters are pronounced
differently depending on whether they form verbs or
other parts of speech. The little girl has already fig-
ured out two things, though. One is that language is a
system with rules. The other is that if:she does not
follow the rules, she can control her mother.

This element of control is reiterated throughout
these scenes of childhood, with one scene in particular
worthy of extra attention here. After a failed attempt at
providing companionship through a pet (a goldfish
that becomes suicidal in this environment), Amélie’s
parents provide her with a camera as a means of enter-
tainment. She enjoys the apparatus until, one day,
she takes photos at what turns out to be—by pure
coincidence—the scene of a car accident. A bystander
tells the little girl that her photography was the cause
of the accident.’ She returns home mortified at the pos-
sibility that she has such power and that the power
might have negative effects. The next shot in the film
shows the result. Amélie sits frozen in front of a tele-
vision screen, where the evening news is aired. A
series of tragedies is revealed on the news, and the
little girl thinks that she was their cause.

In the next scene, we find this tension released in
that Amélie is informed she was the victim of a ruse.
Mechanism does not stop here, however. She wants
revenge, and she has already learned that the world is
a place of cause and effect. To torment the man who
fooled her, she sits on his roof with a radio, listening
closely to an important soccer match. He is below,

,,j nology made significant headway into the medical

unaware of her presence, intently watching the same
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match on television. Each time that a climactic
moment occurs in the soccer match, Amélie discon-
nects his television antenna and he loses his view of
the action. Thinking this fate, the man screams, beats
his TV set, and eventually beats himself. Amélie sits
on the roof fully aware that fate has little to do with it.
She lives in a world that works like a machine.

Immediately after this, Jeunet shows us fate and
machineness in conflict again. Sensing her daughter’s
lack of socialization, Amélie’s mother goes to Notre
Dame Cathedral to light candles in supplication for
another child. In itself, this action connects with
broader themes of the film and dovetails nicely with
insights from Ellul. In his theological works, he
stresses not only the freedom of man but also the free-
dom of God. Humans’ tendency is to want to put God in
abox or, in the case of prayer, to use amechanism to get
Him to give them what they want (Ellul, 1970/1971,
1987/1989).5

Jeunet, making a joke of all of this, uses this oppor-
tunity to eliminate our heroine’s mother. A tourist
from Quebec who is determined to end her life jumps
from the top of the cathedral at the same time
Amandine Fouet exits its portals. The suicidal tourist’s
leap ends Amélie’s mother’s life, which in turn causes
Amélie’s father to become a recluse. He spends large
amounts of his time building a mausoleum to his for-
mer wife and later becomes very attached to a garden
gnome that he plants firmly atop the structure.

From here, the film provides an ellipsis to Amélie’s
adulthood. Time is shown to pass quickly after her
mother’s death, and soon we see a young woman leav-
ing the home with bags packed. Although in one sense
Jeunet’s time lapse is an appropriate way of dispensing
with a period of time he feels unimportant for the plot
of the film, in another sense, it is representative of
another subtle element of the film and its orientation to
technology. One way of reading this shortened transi-
tional period is that Amélie never really grows up. This
can precipitate a positive reaction, as it appears to have
done for much of the audience. We enjoy watching an
impish adult version of Amélie meddle in the lives of
other characters who are representative of various prob-
lems of adulthood. Looked at more critically, however,
we can see the main character as a representative of
what Stivers (2004), on the basis of earlier conceptual-
ization by Ellul, has referred to as a “technological per-
sonality,” puerility being a key aspect thereof.

Once Amélie is shown in her adult life, we see this
puerility more clearly. We might note, for example, that
at first she seems completely oblivious to the problems
of others—much as children often are not aware of the

difficulties besieging their parents. In this instance, the
childlike character is in fact oblivious to her own con-
dition. She is completely detached from her own exis-
tence, though she seems content in living vicariously
through others and also in observing the mechanics of
the world around her. As example of this first phenom-
enon, the young woman has no love life and is shown to
be completely uninterested in sex, yet she can spend
much time giving serious contemplation tothe sex lives
of others (a fact revealed quite graphically by Jeunet).’
As example of the second phenomenon, one of her
favorite pastimes is to attend the local cinema. She
experiences this very differently than other audience
members, though. In fact, she spends much of the time
in the theater turned away from the screen, analyzing
the reactions of the other viewers to the power of the
image. And when she does turn to examine the image
itself, she focuses on things that nobody else does. She
focuses, for example, on the technological insufficien-
cies of the medium, such as a beautifully composed
shot from Jules et Jim in which a fly chose an inoppor-
tune moment to enter the frame.® Of course, should an
insect have entered the frame of the current film, the
director would have digitally erased it. But such was not
possible in 1962. The other area on which Amélie
focuses her attention is moments when technological
potential exists and people do not use it efficiently.
Amélie tell us directly—she looks into the lens and
speaks to us—that she detests how in some old
American films, characters are shown in cars with rear-
screen-projection to make them appear to be moving
but the driver pays no attention to the road whatsoever,
making the technology of the time lose its power.
Power and technology (especially media technol-
ogy) are significant elements in the film, and they all
come together at a key turning point that occurs next.
As Amélie continues to live her quiet, mostly vicarious
life, one night she sees a television news bulletin about
the death of Diana, Princess of Wales. Ezra (2004) has
pointed out that Diana serves as an iconic figure in the
film. More important for our purposes, however, is that
Diana’s death demonstrates the vicarious life experi-
enced through attention to celebrities. Stivers (2004)
describes this as another part of the technological per-
sonality, stating, “Only celebrities appear to be fully
human. Getting to know them appears to be an end to a
mild but endemic loneliness” (p. 493). Monsieur
Dufayel, a neighbor of Amélie’s, so depicts her while
discussing the painting Le Déjeuner des Canotiers.
Describing the anomic girl holding a glass in the center
of the painting (and Amélie, too, as she stands in the
background of this shot in the film with a glass also in
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her hand), he states, “She’d rather imagine a relation
with an absent person than to create one with those who
are present.”

And there are clues in the film that a mechanized
world is in itself the source of this difficulty in relating,
a key theme in the work of Ellul and Postman. At the
level of material technique (getting things done for the
sake of productivity), people must be taught to act like
machines. Raymond Dufayel is himself an example of
this in that he is secluded indoors, separated from the
rthythms of the natural world, and engaged in a repeti-
tive action.'® Another example is seen in the father of
the grocer, Collignon. Having worked all of his life as
a ticket puncher, he finds he cannot stop the repetitive
activity of using his machine. Quite apropos, Postman
(1993, p. 14), has suggested that the old adage “to
a man with a hammer, everything is a nail” can be
applied to any technology. To a man with a ticket
puncher, everything is a ticket. And in this instance,
Madame Collignon complains that her husband ner-
vously goes to the garden each night and perforates
anything in sight, most unfortunately her favorite lau-
rels. Elsewhere in the film, this theme is reiterated
when Amélie is riding in a train and attempting to
understand a line of prose scribed by Hipolito, the strug-
gling writer who frequents her cafe. When she reads the
line out loud to a train attendant, he looks blankly at her
and simply says, “Ticket, s’il vous plait"!

The intimation is that mechanization in work leads
to mechanization in relations. Of course, we are often
comfortable with such relations because of the surfeit
of superficial contacts the modern world thrusts on
us. These contacts demand little action on our part
and save us energy (both physical and emotional).
Ironically, though, in this instance such a relation
serves as a catalyst for Amélie Poulain. Gazing at the
televised image of the aftermath of Princess Diana’s
fatal automobile accident, she drops the cap to a per-
fume bottle, and it rolls across the floor to reveal the
location of a hidden compartment where a small box
of mementos is stashed. Lying in bed that night,
Amélie realizes that someone has lost these objects
and that by finding the owner and returning them, she
will be doing a great service.

After going to great lengths to discover who might
have left the box in her apartment, Amélie sets out to
return it and make its owner, a now middle-aged man
named Dominique Bretodeau, happy. Yet she does
not do what many of us would expect in this situation.
We might think that once knowing his address, she
would contact him to let him know who she is and
what she wants. Then she could visit his home, give
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him the box, and talk to him about her experience
(and how it intersected with his).

But this is too much human interaction—and not
mechanistic enough—for someone with a technologi-
cal personality. Amélie wishes Dominique Bretodeau
happiness. She also wishes her own happiness. But she
is scared to death of interacting with him at too per-
sonal alevel.” Therefore, she sets up a delivery system
for the box. She watches Bretodeau until she learns his
routine. She then plants the box in a phone booth that
lies near the path of that routine, and she calls as he
passes and lures him to find the mementos.

When Bretodeau opens the box, Jeunet follows a
preestablished leitmotif. The director shows items
related most intensely to other people’s direct experi-
ences, notthose of Bretodeau. Infact, many of the expe-
riences are those of celebrities. On top of the items
in the box is an old black-and-white photo of Just
Fontaine, a renowned French soccer player who scored
13 goals in the 1958 World Cup. Next in the box is a
smalltoy cyclist. As its owner is reunited with it, we see
a black-and-white image of achild playing with the toy
but doing so while listening to the radio. At first, this
makes no sense. But then we see stock*film footage
of Federico Bahamonte, a Spanish cyclist who was
famous for his power to pedal up the Pyrenees in the
Tour de France. These images, along with several
others associated with items in the box, bring tears to
the eyes of their owner, who had long forgotten them.
They are, of course, tears of joy and an indication of
Amélie’s success.

This initial success in benevolence presents a
pattern for several other intermingled vignettes that
follow it. Amélie sets out to bring happiness to a
number of broken people who surround her. Among
these are her father, a colleague at Les Deux Moulins,
Monsieur Dufayel, and the concierge from her build-
ing. For the most part, Amélie’s attempts at doing good
manifest two tendencies. The first tendency is that her
efforts do not alter the reality of the beneficiaries’ exis-
tence. That 15, Amélie does nothing to change the mate-
rial conditions of the people she helps. Instead, she
simply encourages the persons to look at something
new or to look at something in a new way. The case of
Madeleine Wallace (the concierge) is probably the
starkest example of this. Amélie borrows a stack of old
love letters from the woman’s apartment and creatively
edits them to concoct a long-lost letter revealing to
Madeleine that her husband loved her even after he ran
away with his secretary. The second tendency obvious
in these acts of kindness is that Amélie needs some
form of communication technology to accomplish the
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task of bringing joy to people. With the exception
of her matchmaking with Joseph and Georgette, she
cannot create happiness without the aid of telephones,
cameras, photocopiers, and television images.” In
each case, she carefully crafts a “reality” with these
machines that changes people’s demeanor.

What few observers seem to have noticed in all of
this is that the fictional character known as Amélie
seems to morph from a representation of the techno-
logical personality to another representation, the repre-
sentation of the successful film director in. the digital
age, perhaps even a representation of Jean-Pierre Jeunet
himself. Hence, when Andrew Dudley (2004) of Film
Quarterly described Jeunet’s attention to detail in the
film, we could easily replace the name “Jeuner” with
“Amélie Poulain?” Dudley wrote,

Controlling every element of sound and picture,
determining it all in an unalterable script and
storyboard, Jeunet engineered his fantasy with
the precision of a watchmaker, each shot milled
to move into position so as to engage the subse-
quent shot without friction. (p. 38)

Frédéric Bonnaud (2001) shared similar reactions
about the director that could just as well be held to
the director’s character, stating that Jeunet reverted to
“facile tricks” to “maintain the audience’s submis-
sion”(p. 38). Moreover, Bonnaud felt that the large
part of the audience who submitted freely to these
tricks did so because they had been beaten over the
head with them in commercials.

Bonnaud’s supercilious reaction shows that he did
in fact miss the obvious correlation taking place
between Amélie and director Jean-Pierre Jeunet. But
he also missed another. He missed the connection
between the other characters in the film and the audi-
ence for the film. Specifically, he and other critics have
failed to sense Jeunet’s subtle uncertainty about media
manipulation and our own complicity in that manipu-
lation. We are not “beaten over the head” with televi-
sion commercials. And we are not beaten over the
head by Jeunet’s film. We are wooed to enjoy both in
the same way that we are wooed to the technological
world in general."* The technological world does bring
us pleasure. And in the same way that we may have
ambivalence toward the mechanistic systems we put in
place to deliver our physical sustenance in the form of
three square meals a day, we have ambivalence toward
the mechanistic systems we put in place to deliver
emotional sustenance in the form of books, magazines,
CDs, and other cultural products. We know we are
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being manipulated, and as much of the manipulation
entails cajoling, we enjoy it, at a certain level. As van
der Laan (2004) suggests, relying heavily on Ellul’s
work, the media in the technological milieu work
through a process of temptation and seduction, not
through brute force.

The seduction and our willingness to succumb to it
is one element of our ambivalence. And this ambiva-
lence is revealed throughout the film in the director’s
choice of colors. The dominant colors on the director’s
pallet are green and red. Of course, in Western cultures
centered around the automobile, green means go, red
means stop. When presented with both, we feel a sense
of confusion, indecisiveness, or ambivalence."”

Notably, ambivalence is driven home at the film’s
close when Amélie, the great media magician, has
manipulated all others to happiness but is uncertain
about her own happiness. Monsieur Dufayel attempts
to sway her to seize the opportunity for her own hap-
piness, but she is hesitant. In fact, at this point of the
narrative, she imagines a propaganda film (or counter-
propaganda film) wherein it is stated that Dufayel’s
meddling will not be tolerated. Interestingly, it is only
when Monsieur Dufayel uses a telephone and a video
camera to communicate with Amélie that she finally
capitulates and seeks her own happiness with Nino,
the man from the porn shop who she likes but is
afraid to tack to.

As noted earlier, this pleasant resolution to any
perceived darkness in the film may explain the over-
riding positive reaction most viewers had to it. But
careful consideration of the climax and denouement
reveals a bleakness that subsists, and such considera-
tion can lead us to question our pleasant reactions.
To start, we might wonder why audiences so easily
embrace Amélie and Nino’s relationship and how
much faith they can place in it. As example, an astute
viewer might wonder why a borderline sociopath
heroine can suddenly find happiness in a relationship
when she has shown no propensity for doing so earlier
in the story.

When looked at this way, we realize that Amélie’s
happiness is no different from that she created for
other characters in the film. There is no indication of
a fundamental change in the world around her. And
there is no indication of a significant change in her as
a character. But suddenly we are expected to believe
that she has secured a happiness that will last. Jeunet
shows his hesitancy even as we accept this happiness.
When he reveals the “happy” couple snuggling in
bed, he shoots them from an angle that is almost iden-
tical to one he showed us earlier in the film. However,
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the last time he used this camera angle showing
Amélie in bed with another man, she was shown to be
completely detached from the experience. With Nino,
she seems to be content, but the repeated point of
view makes us wonder.

Also making us wonder is the fact that Jeunet
chooses to place the new couple in a world without
conversation. When Nino finally enters Amélie’s apart-
ment, he begins to speak, but she quickly puts her hand
over his mouth. From this point to the closing credits,
neither says a word. Such is not shocking when we put
the concluding scenes in the context of the film as a
whole. The heroine created a world where image mat-
tered more than anything else. Even as the two key
characters come together, image is more valued than
spoken word. This also makes sense when we continue
an analysis from Ellul’s perspective. In his work
Humiliation of the Word (1981/1985), he laments the
fact that humanity has begun to see the image as more
important than the written and the spoken word.
Postman (1993) reiterates this idea in Technopoly and
adds a dimension by distinguishing the role that adver-

tising has played in the image’s rise to importance in-

our society. He specifically suggests that advertising
and the technological graphics revolution of the late
1800s greatly increased our culture’s respect for
image, even image that is completely irrational.

And it is with a series of seemingly incoherent (or
irrational) images that Jeunet ends the film. This series
of shots, in fact, mirrors the montage that occurred
before the opening titles. The director begins the
sequence at the Foire dit Trone, where a taffy machine
makes taffy, its mechanical arms in constant motion. At
this exact instant, a young man sits, reading a magazine
in which he leams there are more links in the human
brain than there are atoms in the universe. Meanwhile,
a group of Benedictine priests play badminton at Sacré
Coeur.. As they play, the narrator reveals the precise
temperature, humidity, and barometric pressure.
Amélie and Nino take advantage of the weather to go
for a lengthy ride on his motor scooter.

The film ends, then, with images of a world that is
invaded by technology. As noted above, this is a series
of images that is similar in structure but different in
tone from the series that opened the film. Machines
still have tremendous power. Science provides vast
strands of information (sometimes seemingly beyond
our comprehension). Unlike in the opening scene,
however, the machine is not seen as being destructive,
and the immenseness of our knowledge is not a source
of mourning. In fact, men of God are seen to be play-
ing within this world, even if it is measured to precise
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dimensions. And if men of God can play, should not
Amélie and Nino go and do likewise?

Conclusion

Amélie paints a world in which much is predeter-
mined and life seems to move forward with machine-
like precision. The argument presented in this article
is that such a picture of the world generates ambiva-
lence. Humans sense discomfort at the idea of being
part of a machine but also happiness, recognizing that
machineness offers opportunities for control. The
film also paints a world in which changes in image
can lead to changes in happiness. Happiness, however,
is not shown to be transcendental or profound and in
many cases seems rather temporary. Appropriately, as
has just been shown, the unknotting of the ambiva-
lence in the film is not really an unknotting at all but
simply a willingness to look at something other than
the knot that confounds us. One might say thatitis a
willingness to enjoy amusement.

Of course, Ellul and Postman both expressed great
interest in the subject of amusement, seeing it as.
an integral phenomenon in the technological world
(EHul, 1990; Postman, 1985). As shown in this arti-
cle, their perspective is apropos to a discussion of
Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain because it illu-
minates a specific aspect of the film and offers a very
different view of it from the perspectives held by
many who were either besotted or offended by it.

Those who were besotted by the film failed to see
its darker side, in many ways missing a provocative
discourse on the power of technology and human
compliance to it. They loved the quaint Parisian set-
ting, the quirky characters, and the childlike resilience
of its protagonist. They failed to consider the techno-
logical prowess that creates such a cinematic setting,
the manipulation that surrounds much of the quirki-
ness, and the sociopathic dimensions of Amélie’s
puerility. Paying attention to these dimensions of the
film leads to greater enlightenment, even if doing so
might take away from our immediate enjoyment.

Those who were offended by the film also failed
to see its darker elements. They had unmet expecta-
tions to see other images, however, and in doing so
held demands of it that fell outside of its thematiza-
tion of technology. Many of these critics were blind to
Jeunet’s subtle indications of the frightening power
of technology. And their narrow focus on the
simplistic, almost retro view of life that serves as a
backdrop to the picture kept them from seeing the
richness of certain themes that do wrestle intently
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with contemporary public issues. Indeed, certain
alterations to the film that would presumably placate
these critics (for example, increasing its polysemy)
might simply muddy the themes the director had
adequately developed.'®

Granted, one thing demonstrated herein is that the
director cannot bear to carry the themes through to the
end of the film. He meditates on the challenges of liv-
ing in a technological society but eventually succumbs
to a narrative resolution that abandons that meditation
in favor of escapist amusement. Anyone who has read
the work of Ellul and Postman knows that this is
always a temptation. If their assessment of technologi-
cal society’s threats to human freedom and humanity in
general are true, how to react to those threats is almost
incomprehensible. Perhaps understandably, then, Le
Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain is a tremendously
enjoyable film that can help contemplate the possibil-
ity of human freedom in the modern world, even if the
director eventually chose to abandon that contempla-
tion and leave us amused in his own work.

Notes

1. Kaganski (2001) did not mention FN by name but referred
to possible use of the film by “le démagogue de La Trinité-sur-
Mer,” an obvious reference to Jean-Marie Le Pen, leader of the
movement (and presidential candidate for the party in 2002).

2. Jeunet discusses all of these elements in the bonus features
of the American-release DVD of the film.

3. To my knowledge, a thorough analysis of the similarities
and differences between Ellul’s and Postman’s thought has never
been written. Maley (2004) provides some insights into the com-
mon Weberian heritage of the two theorists. Gladney (1991)
offers a brief critique of the ethical orientations of both. Rose
(2003) provides a critique of both authors’ work but does not
provide a thorough contrast.

4. Worth mentioning here is the fact that Amélie’s family
names have in themselves an indication of the struggle between
freedom and control, issues of great importance to Ellul and
Postman. Her father’s name is Poulain, which in French means
“colt” or “foal.” Her mother’'s name, on the other hand. is Fouet,
which means “whip.”

5. Ezra (2004) insightfully notes that this is also a foreshad-
owing of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, who had a car
accident while being chased by paparazzi.

6. A similar image of theology as mechanics occurs when
Amélie returns Nino’s lost book of photographs later in the film.
She leaves them with a woman who knows Nino, and the woman
proclaims that he was about ready to pray to St. Anthony (literally,
light candles to St. Anthony) to procure the safe return of the album.

7. Living vicarjously is a theme revisited often in the film.
Certainly it has something to do with Monsieur Dufayel’s (the
glass man) repetitive rendition of Le Déjeuner des Canotiers.
And Nino, Amélie’s eventual love interest, collects other peoples’
experiences and works at a place that is the site of vicarious expe-
rience par excellence.
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8. Dudley (2004, p. 35) makes reference to this “fly on the
wall” and even chose to interview the cinematographer of the ear-
lier film, Raoul Coutard, to get his take on the use of the shot in
Amélie. According to Coutard, the natural lighting for the shot
developed suddenly one morning, and the crew quickly assembled
to take advantage of it. Once the shot had been taken. there was no
reason to reshoot it because the lighting had changed significantly.

9. My translation. The original is, “Elle préfere s'imaginer
une relation avec quelqu'un d’absent plutét que créer dés liens
avec ceux que sont présents.”

10. A relative had given him a video camera as a gift but
instead of using it creatively, he focused it on a clock that sits
across the street from his apartment. Dufayel is thus the epitome
of the worker who is on a time clock, painting one copy of the
same painting each year.

11. Jeunet reemphasizes this as he segues to the next scene. In
that scene, Amélie talks to her father. When he asks how she is
doing, she responds by revealing a host of fictional problems (for
exanaple, that she recently had an abortion), but he does not hear
a word of what she is saying.

12. This is reaffirmed later. After Amélie returns Bretodeau’s
belongings, he sits down at the bar next to her and attempts to
strike up a conversation, but she declines.

13. Worth noting, perhaps, is the fact that the medialess
manipulation of Joseph and Georgette is the one act of benevo-
lence on the part of Amélie that seems not to last. Their lightning
romance turns sour before the closing credits.

14. The script of the film hints at the way the media have power
but are also subject to human whim. Amélie has two very different
ideas about the phantom of the photomaton. In speaking with
Raymond Dufayel, she comes to the conclusion the phantom is an
all-powerful ghost because of his ability to create and sustain an
image. Later, in talking to Nino, she states that the phantom needs to
woo people (literally in this case, as he must lean to their ear and say
woooooo) who have their picture taken and in doing so risks the dan-
ger of getting caught. Of course, by the end of the film, the phantom
does get caught, much to the pleasure of Amélie and Nino, and we
realize that the phantom of the photomaton is simply a technician.

15. Alfred Hitchcock used red and green extensively in Verzigo
(1958) to reflect the psychological nature of the vertigo phenome-
non and its relation to dominant themes in the film. He also used
the “vertigo shot” for this purpose, a shot where the camera’s
physical movement gives us one sense of direction while its opti-
cal manipulation (through zooming) gives us another.

16. Postman (and to a lesser extent, Ellul) sees polysemy as a
horrible byproduct of the technological society. One of the- main
points of Technopoly is that we now live in a world that is overrun
with ideas and imagery, to the point that communities no longer
have the ability to eliminate information and interpretations. This
creates what he calls an “improbable world” (Postman, 1993, p. 56).
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