QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING YOUR RESPONSES TO A FILM
1. Do you have any strong prejudices against this particular type of film? If so, how did these prejudices affect your responses to the film? Does this film have any special qualities that set it apart from other films of the same type?

2. How much do your personal and highly subjective responses to the following aspects of the film affect your judgment: actors in the film, treatment of sexual material, and scenes involving violence? Can you justify the sex and sexual material, and scenes involving violence? Can you justify the sex and violence in the film aesthetically, or are these scenes included strictly to increase box-office appeal?

3. What were your expectations before seeing the film? How did these expectations influence your reaction to the film?

4. Was your mood, mental attitude, or physical condition while seeing the movie less than ideal? If so, how was your reaction to the film affected?

5. If the physical environment in which you watched the film was less than ideal, how did this fact influence your perception?

6. If you watched the movie on a TV screen, in which scenes do you feel you lacked the intensity of involvement needed to enjoy the film most completely? In which scenes does the small-screen format work?

7. If you read reviews or scholarly essays before your viewing, what observations or opinions caught your interest? What is your own opinion after having seen the movie?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYING THEME

On Theme and Focus

What is the film’s primary focus: plot, emotional effect or mood, character, style or texture or structure, or ideas? On the basis of your decision, answer one of these questions:

1. If the film’s primary concern is plot, summarize the action abstractly in a single sentence or a short paragraph.

2. If the film is structured around a mood or emotional effect, describe the mood or feeling that it attempts to convey.

3. If the film’s focus is on a single unique character, describe the unusual aspects of his or her personality.

4. If the film seems to be built upon a unique style or texture or structure, describe the qualities that contribute to the special look or feel of the film.

5. If the film’s primary focus is an idea, answer these questions:

a. What is the true subject of the film? What is it really about in abstract terms? Identify the abstract subject in a single word or phrase.

b. What comment or statement does the film make about the subject? If possible, formulate a sentence that accurately summarizes the idea dramatized by the film.

On Identifying the Theme

1. Although a director may attempt to do several things with a film, one goal usually stands out as most important. Decide which of the following was the director’s primary aim, and give reasons for your choice.

a. providing pure entertainment-that is, temporary escape from the real world

b. developing a pervasive mood or creating a single, specialized emotional effect

c. providing a character sketch of a unique, fascinating personality

d. creating a consistent, unique feel or texture by weaving all of the complex elements of film together into a one-of-a-kind film experience

e. criticizing society and social institutions and increasing the viewer’s awareness of a social problem and the need for reform

f. providing insights into human nature (demonstrating what human beings in general are like)

g. creating a moral or philosophical riddle for the viewer to ponder

h. making a moral implication to influence the viewer’s values or behavior

i. dramatizing one or more characters’ struggle for human dignity against tremendous odds

j. exploring the complex problems and pleasures of human relationships

k. providing insight into a growth experience, the special kinds of situations or conflicts that cause important changes in the character or characters involved. 

2. Which of the items listed in the previous question seem important enough to qualify as secondary aims?

On Evaluating the Theme

1. Is the film’s basic appeal to the intellect, to the funny bone, to the moral sense, or to the aesthetic sense? Is it aimed primarily at the groin (the erotic sense), the viscera (blood and guts), the heart, the yellow streak down the back, or simply the eyes? Support your choice with specific examples from the film.

2. How well does your statement of the film’s theme and focus stand up after your have thoroughly analyzed all elements of the film?

3. To what degree is the film’s theme universal? Is the theme relevant to your own experience? How?

4. If you think the film makes  significant statement, why is it significant?

5. Decide whether the film’s theme is intellectually or philosophically interesting, or self-evident and boring, and defend your decision.

6. Does the film have the potential to become a classic? Will people still be watching it twenty years from today? Why?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING FICTIONAL AND DRAMATIC ELEMENTS
On Story

How does the film stack up against the five characteristics of a good story?

1. How well is it unified in plot or storyline?

2. What makes the story credible? Pick out specific scenes to illustrate the kinds of truth that are stressed by film:

a. objective truth, which follows the observable laws of probability and necessity

b. subjective, irrational, and emotional inner truths of human nature

c. the semblance of truth created by the filmmaker

3. What makes the film interesting? Where are its high points and its dead spots? What makes you bored by the film as a whole or by certain parts?

4. Is the film a proper blend of simplicity and complexity?

a. How well is the length of the story suited to the limits of the medium?

b. Is the film a simple formula that allows you to predict the outcome at the halfway point, or does it effectively maintain suspense until the very end? If the ending is shocking or surprising, how does it carry out the tendencies of the earlier parts of the story?

c. Where in the film are implication and suggestion effectively employed? Where is the film simple and direct?

d. Is the view of life reflected by the story simple or complex? What factors influenced your answer?

5. How honest and sincere is the film in its handling of emotional material? Where are the emotional effects overdone? Where is understatement used?

On the Significance of the Title

1. Why is the title appropriate? What does it mean in terms of the whole film?

2. How many different levels of meaning are expressed in the title? How does each level apply to the film as a whole?

3. If the title is ironic, what opposite meanings or contrasts does it suggest?

4. If you recognize th title as being an allusion, why is the work or passage alluded to an appropriate one?

5. If the title calls your attention to a key scene, why is that scene important?

6. How is the title related to the theme?

On Dramatic Structure

1. does the film use linear (chronological) or nonlinear structure? If it begins with expository material, does it capture your interest quickly enough, or would a beginning “in the middle of things” be better? At what point in the story could an in medias res beginning start?

2. If flashbacks are used, what is their purpose and how effective are they?

On Conflict
1. Identify the major conflict.

2. Is the conflict internal (individual against self), external, or a combination of the two? Is it primarily a physical or a psychological conflict?

3. Express the major conflict in general or abstract terms (for example, brains versus brawn, human being(s) against nature). 

4. How is the major conflict related to the theme?

On Characterization

1. Identify the central (most important) character or characters. Which characters are static and which are developing? Which characters are flat and which are round?

2. What methods of characterization are employed and how effective are they?

3. Which of the characters are realistic and which are exaggerated for effect?

4. What about each character’s motivation? Which actions grow naturally out of the characters themselves? Where does the filmmaker seem to be manipulating the characters to fit the film’s purpose?

5. What facets of the central character’s personality are revealed by what he or she chooses or rejects?

6. Which minor characters function to bring out personality traits of the major characters, and what do these minor characters reveal?

7. Pick out bits of dialogue, images, or scenes that you consider especially effective in revealing character, and tell why they are effective.

8. Which characters function as stock characters and stereotypes? How can their presence in the film be justified?

On Symbolism

1. What symbols appear in the film, and what do they represent?

2. What universal or natural symbols are employed? How effective are they? 

3. Which symbols derive their meaning solely from their context in the film? How are they charged with symbolic value? (In other words, how do you know they are symbols and how do you arrive at their meaning?)

4. How are the special capabilities of film ( the image, the soundtrack, and the musical score) employed to charge symbols with their meaning?

5. Which symbols fit into a larger pattern or progression with other symbols in the film? 

6. How are the major symbols related to the theme?

7. Is the story structured around its symbolic meanings to the extent that it can be called an allegory?

8. Which symbols’ meanings are clear and simple? Which symbols are complex and ambiguous? What gives them this quality?

9. Are visual metaphors employed effectively? Are they primarily extrinsic (imposed artificially on the scene by editing) or intrinsic (a natural part of the setting)?
10. How fresh and original are the film’s symbols and metaphors? If they seem clichéd or timeworn, where have your encountered them before?

On Irony

1. What examples of irony can you find in the film?

2. Is irony employed to such a significant degree that the whole film takes on an ironic tone? Is an ironic worldview implied?

3. Do any particular examples of irony achieve comic and tragic effects at the same time?

4. Where in the film is suspense or humor achieved through dramatic irony?

5. How do the ironies contribute to the theme?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING VISUAL DESIGN

On Color Versus Black and White

1. Was the filmmaker’s choice of color or black and white correct for this story? What factors do you think influenced this decision? Try to imagine the film as it would appear in the other film type. What would the differences in total effect be? (If the film is in color, try watching the first 10 minutes on a VCR or DVD player with the television color turned off.)
2. Are any special color effects used to achieve a unique overall look? If so, what was the director trying to achieve with the unusual effect? How successful is the overall effect carried out?

On Screen Format

1. Was the film originally shot for a standard screen or a wide screen? Does the choice of screen format suit the story being filmed?

2. Try imagining the film in the opposite format: What would be gained or loss?

On Production Design/Art Direction

1. How important is the set or location to the overall look of the film? Is it essentially a realistic or authentic set, or is it stylized to suggest a heightened reality?

2. Was the movie filmed primarily on location or in the studio? What effect does the place of filming have on the style or look of the film?

3. How do the setting serve as personalized environments to enhance or reinforce the actors’ performances? To what degree do the settings underscore or enhance the mood or quality of each scene?

4. Is the setting so powerful and dominant that it upstages the actors?

5. If the film is a period piece, a fantasy, or a science fiction story taking place in a future time or on a strange planet, is the set convincing enough to make us believe (during the film) that we are really in another time and place? If so, what factors or details present in the set contribute to its convincing effect? If the set is not completely convincing, why does it fail?

6. Which of the four environmental factors (temporal factors; geographic factors; social structures and economic factors; and customs, moral attitudes, and codes of behavior) play significant roles in the film? Could the same story take place in any environment?

7. Which environmental factors are most important? What effect do these factors have on the plot or the characters?

8. Why did the filmmaker choose this particular location for filming this story?

9. How does the film’s setting contribute to the overall emotional atmosphere?

10. What important interrelationships exist between the setting and the characters or between setting and plot?

11. Is the setting symbolic in any way? Does it function as a microcosm?

On Lighting

1. Is the lighting of the film as a whole (a) direct, harsh, and hard; (b) medium and balanced; or (c) soft and diffused? Does high-key or low-key lighting predominate? How do the lighting decisions fit the film’s story?

2. Does the lighting throughout seem artificial, coming from places where there are no visible light sources, or does it seem to emanate naturally from sources visibly or suggested on-screen?

3. Is the lighting designed to give the film the look of a painting? How effective is this technique, and how well does the painterly style fit the subject matter of the film? 

4. How does the lighting contribute to the overall emotional attitude or tone of the film?

 On Costume and Makeup Design

1. What details  of costuming and makeup help the actors be “in character”? Do these factors also play a role in creating a sense of time and place?

2. Does the makeup for the film’s major characters simply enhance the natural look of the actors or significantly transform their appearances? If significant or sometimes subtle changes (such as aging) are required by the script, how effectively are these changes achieved? 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING CINEMATOGRAPHY

On the Cinematic Film

1. To what degree is the film cinematic? Cite specific examples from the film to prove that the director succeeds or fails in (a) keeping the image constantly alive and in motion, (b) setting up clear, crisp visual and aural rhythms, (c) creating the illusion of depth, and (d) using the other special properties of the medium.

2. Does the cinematography create clear, powerful, and effective images in a natural way, or does it self-consciously show off the skills and techniques of the cinematographer?

On Cinematic Points of View

Although the director probably employs all four cinematic viewpoints in making the film, one point of view may predominate to such a degree that the film leaves the impression of a single point of view. With this in mind, answer these questions:

1. Do you feel that you were primarily an objective, impersonal observer of the action, or did you have the sense of being a participant in the action? What specific scenes used the objective point of view? In what scenes did you feel like a participant in the action? How were you made to feel like a participant?

2. In what scenes were you aware that the director was employing visual techniques to comment on or interpret the action, forcing you to see the action in a special way? What techniques were used to achieve this? How effective were they?

On Elements of Cinematic Composition

1. Which methods does the director use to draw attention to the object of greatest significance? 

2. Does the director succeed in keeping the screen alive by avoiding large areas of dead screen?

3. What are the primary or most memorable techniques used to create the illusion of three-dimensionality?

On Specialized Visual Effect

1. Although a thorough analysis of each visual element is impossible, make a mental note of the pictorial effects that struck you as especially effective, ineffective, or unique, and consider them in light of these questions:

a. What was the director’s aim in creating these images, and what camera tools or techniques were employed in the filming of them?

b. When made these memorable visual images effective, ineffective, or unique?

c. Justify each of these impressive visual effects aesthetically in terms of its relationship to the whole film.

2. Are special lighting effects used for brief moments in the film? If so, what are the effects intended, and how successful are they?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING EDITING AND SPECIAL VISUAL EFFECTS
On Editing
1. How does the editing effectively guide our thoughts, associations, and emotional responses from one image to another so that smooth continuity and coherence are achieved?

2. Is the editing smooth, natural, and unobtrusive, or is it tricky and self-conscious? How much does the editor communicate through creative juxtapositions-ironic transitions, montages, and the like-and how effective is this communication?

3. What is the effect of editorial cutting and transitions on the pace of the film as a whole?

4. How does the cutting speed (which determines the average duration of each shot) correspond to the motional tone of the scene involved?

5. What segments of the film seem overly long or boring? Which parts of these segments could be cut without altering the total effect? Where are additional shots necessary to make the film completely coherent?

On Move Magic: Special Effects in the Modern Film?

1. How effective are the special effects employed in the film? Do they dominate the film to the point that the film is just a showcase for the effects, or are they an integrated part of the film?

2. To what degree does the credibility of the entire film depend on the audience believing in its special effects? Do special effects overshadow the major characters do much that they seem secondary to the effects?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING COLOR

1. If possible, watch the most powerful or memorable moments in the film on a VCR or DVD player with the color on the TV turned off. What is altered in each of the segments viewed in black and white?

2. If the film uses bright, saturated colors, turn the color down on the TV so that the colors are muted. What effects does this have on the film?

3. Is color used expressionistically anywhere in the film so that we experience the world of the film through the mind and feelings of a central character?

4. Are trademark colors used in costuming or set decoration to help us understand the personalities of any of the characters? If so, what do these colors convey about the characters?

5. Are obvious changes in color used as transitional devices in the film? If so, how effective are these transitions?

6. How important is atmospheric color in the film? Do the uses of atmospheric color reflect some purpose on the director’s par? If so, what is that purpose?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING THE MUSICAL SCORE
On General Functions of the Musical Score

1. Where in the film is music used to exactly match the natural rhythms of the moving objects on the screen? At what points in the film does the music simply try to capture the overall emotional mood of a scene? 

2. Where does the film employ rhythmic and emotive variations on a single musical theme or motif?

3. Does the musical score remain inconspicuous in the background, or does it occasionally break through to assert itself?

4. If the music does demand our conscious attention, does it still perform a subordinate function in the film as a whole? How?

5. Where in the film is the main purpose of the music to match structural or visual rhythms? Where is the music used to create more generalized emotional patterns?

6. How would the total effect of the film differ if the musical score were removed from the soundtrack?

On Special Functions of the Musical Score

1. Which of the following functions of film music are used in the film, and where are they used?

a. to cover weaknesses and defects

b. to heighten the dramatic effect of dialogue

c. to tell an inner story by expressing a state of mind

d. to provide a sense of time or place

e. to evoke remembered experiences or emotions

f. to foreshadow evens or build dramatic tension

g. to add levels of meaning to the image

h. to aid characterization

i. to trigger conditioned response

j. to characterize rapid movement (traveling music)

2, Does the music accompanying the titles serve basically to underscore the rhythmic qualities of the title information or to establish the general mood of the film? If lyrics are sung at this point, how do these lyrics relate to the film as a whole?

3. Where are sound effects or natural noises employed for a kind of rhythmic or musical effect?

4. If lyrics sung within the film provide a kind of interior monologue, what feeling or attitude do they convey?

5. If music is used as a base for choreographed action, how appropriate is the piece selected? How appropriate are its rhythms to the mood and the visual content? How effectively is the choreographed sequence integrated into the film as a whole?

6. Does the score use a full orchestra throughout, a small number of well-chosen instruments, or a synthesizer? How well suited is the instrumentation to the film as a whole? If it is not well chosen, what kind of instrumentation should have been used? How would a different choice of instrumentation change the quality of the film, and why would it be an improvement?

7. Does the amount of music used fit the requirements of the film, or is the musical score overdone or used too economically?

8. How effectively does the score perform its various functions?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING ACTING
1. Which actors did you feel were correctly cast in their parts? Which actors were not cast wisely? Why?

2. How well were the physical characteristics, facial features, and voice qualities of the actors suited to the characters they were attempting to portray?

3. If a performance was unconvincing, was it unconvincing because the actor was miscast, or did he or she simply deliver an incompetent performance?

a. If faulty casting seems to be the problem, what actor would you choose for the part if you were directing the film?

b. If the actor proved incompetent in the part, what were the primary reasons for his or her failure?

4. What kind of acting is required of the actors in the starring roles-action acting or dramatic acting? Are the actors well suited to the type of acting demanded by the roles they play? If not, why not? Where are their weaknesses or limitations most evident? If they are well suited, in what scenes is their special type of acting skill most apparent? 

5. Drawing on your knowledge of their past performances, classify the actors in the major roles as impersonators, interpreters, or personalities.

6. Consider the following questions with respect to each of the starring actors:

a. Does the actor seem to depend more on the charm of his or her own personality, or does he or she attempt to become the character?

b. Is the actor consistently believable in the portrayal of the character, or does he or she occasionally fall out of character?

c. If the actor seems unnatural in the part, is it because he or she tends to be overdramatic or wooden and mechanical? Is this unnaturalness more apparent in the way the actor delivers the lines or in the actor’s physical actions?

7. In which specific scenes is the acting especially effective or ineffective? Why?

8. In which scenes are the actors’ facial expressions used in reaction shots? What reaction shots are particularly effective?

9. How strong is the cast of supporting actors, and what does each contribute to the film? How does each help bring out different aspects of the star’s personality? Do the supporting players create memorable moments or steal the show in spots? If so, where in the film do such moments occur?

10. What contributions do the small parts and extras make to the film? Are the faces and bodies well chosen to fit our preconceived notions of what they should look like? Are their “working tasks,” if any, performed with confidence and naturalness? 

QUESTIONS ABOUT ANALYZING A DIRECTOR’S STYLE
1. After viewing several films by a single director, what kinds of general observations can you make about his or her style? Which of the adjectives listed below describe his or her style?

a. intellectual and rational or emotional and sensual

b. calm and quiet or fast-paced and exciting

c. polished and smooth or rough and crude-cut

d. cool and objective or warm and subjective

e. ordinary and trite or fresh and original

f. tightly structured, direct, and concise or loosely structured and rambling

g. truthful and realistic or romantic and idealized

h. simple and straightforward or complex and indirect

i. grave, serious, tragic, and heavy or light, comical, and humorous

j. restrained and understated or exaggerated

k. optimistic and hopeful or bitter and cynical 

l. logical and orderly or irrational and chaotic

2. What common thematic threads are reflected in the director’s choice of subject matter? How is this thematic similarity revealed in the nature of the conflicts the director deals with?

3. In the films you have seen, what consistencies do you find in the director’s treatment of space and time?

4. Is a consistent philosophical view of the nature of man and the universe found in all the films studied? If so, describe the director’s worldview.

5. How is the director’s style revealed by composition and lighting, philosophy of camera, camera movement, and methods of achieving three-dimensionality?

6. How does the director use special visual techniques (such as unusual camera angles, fast motion, sow motion, and distorting lenses) to interpret or comment on the action, and how do these techniques reflect overall style?

7. How is the director’s style reflected in the different aspects of the editing in the films, such as the rhythm and pacing of editorial cuts, the nature of transitions, montages, and other creative juxtapositions? How does the style of editing relate to other elements of the director’s visual style, such as the philosophy of camera or how the point of view is emphasized?

8. How consistent is the director in using and emphasizing setting? What kind of details of the natural setting does the director emphasize, and how do these details of the natural setting does the director emphasize, and how do these details relate to his or her overall style? Is there any similarity in the director’s approach to entirely different kinds of settings? How do the sets constructed especially for the film reflect the director’s taste?

9. In what ways are the director’s use of sound effects, dialogue, and music unique? How are these elements of style related to the image?

10. What consistencies can be seen in the director’s choice of actors and in the performances they give under his or her direction? How does the choice of actors and acting styles fit in with the style in other areas?

11. What consistencies do you find in the director’s narrative structure?
12. If the director seems to be constantly evolving instead of settling into a fixed style, what directions or tendencies do you see in that evolution? What stylistic elements can you find in all his or her films?

QUESTIONS ABOUT ANALYZING THE WHOLE FILM
On the Basic Approach: Watching, Analyzing, and Evaluating the Film

1. What seems to be the director’s purpose or primary aim in making the film?

2. What is the true subject of the film, and what kind of statement, if any, does the film make about that subject?

3. How do all the separate elements of the film relate to and contribute to the theme, central purpose, or total effect?

4. What is the film’s level of ambition?
5. Given the film’s level of ambition, how well does the film succeed in what it tries to do? Why does it succeed or fail?

6. Which elements or parts make the strongest contribution to the theme and why? Which elements or parts fail to function effectively? Why do they fail?

7. What were your personal reactions to the film? What are your personal reasons for liking or disliking it?

On Evaluating the Reviewer

1. Of what film reviewers in the popular press (newspapers and magazines, local and beyond) are you aware? Do you read their work regularly? If not, choose one critic whose writing is available to you and read carefully at least five or his or her reviews. Can you discern a pattern of central expectations upon which this reviewer’s observations are based? Attempt to record them succinctly.

2. Choose two of the nationally known film critics listed below. Then, make a comparative study of their work by locating, through research, each reviewer’s opinions of three of your favorite movies. Use the questions on pages 385-86 to guide your evaluations. Some influential film reviewers: Anthony Lane or David Denby (The New Yorker), Elvis Mitchell or A. O. Scott (The New York Times), Stanley Kauffmann (The New Republic), Roger Ebert (Chicago Sun-Times), Richard Schickel or Richard Corliss (Time), David Ansen (Newsweek), Kenneth Turan (Los Angeles Times), Joseph Morgenstern (The Wall Street Journal), Peter Travers (Rolling Stone), and Owen Gleiberman or Lisa Schqarzbaum (Entertainment Weekly).

On Developing Personal Criteria

1. Try to construct a set of five to ten questions that you think you should answer when judging the merits of a film, or list five to ten qualities that you think are essential to a good movie.

2. If you fall short on the preceding question or lack confidence in the validity of the qualities you’ve listed as essential, try another approach: List your ten all-time favorite films. Then answer these questions about your list, and see what your answers reveal about your personal criteria for film evaluation:

a. Consider each film on your list carefully, and decide what three or four elements you liked best about it. Then decide which of these played the most important role in making you like or respect the film. 

b. How many of the films on your list share the qualities that most appeal to you? Which films seem to be most similar in the characteristics you like best?

c. Do the qualities you pick show an emphasis on any single critical approach, or are your tastes eclectic? To decide this, answer the following:

1. How many of the films on your list to you respect primarily for their technique?

2. Do several of the films on your list feature the same actor? 

3. How many of your favorite films are made by the same director?

4. Which of the films on your list make a significant statement of some kind?

5. Which of the films have a powerful, intense, and very real emotional or sensual effect?

6. Which of the films on your list could be classified as genre films, and how many of them belong to the same genre?

7. Which films deal with basic conflicts between the “haves” and “have nots”?

8. Which films show women (and members of minority groups) breaking out of traditional, stereotypical role?

9. Which of the films on your list rely heavily on complex symbols that require interpretation?

d. What do you answers to question 1 through 9 reveal about your personal preferences? Do your tastes seem restricted?

e. How does your list of favorite films measure up against our first attempt to establish personal criteria for evaluation? How can your standards be changed, perhaps added to, in order to better match your list of film favorites?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING ADAPTATIONS

On Adaptations of Novels
After reading the novel, but before seeing the film, consider these questions concerning the novel.

1. How well is the novel suited for adaptation to the screen? What natural cinematic possibilities does it have?

2. Judged as a whole, does the novel come closer to stressing a sensuous and emotional rendering of experience (as in the Hemingway excerpts) or an intellectual analysis of experience (as in the James excerpt)?

3. How essential is the author’s verbal style to the spirit or essence of the novel? Could this verbal style be effectively translated into a pictorial style?

4. What is the novel’s point of view? What will necessarily be lost by translating the story into film?

5. If the novel is written from the first-person point of view (as told by a participant in the action), how much of the spirit of the novel is expressed through the narrator’s unique narrative style-that is, the particular flair or flavor built into his or her way of telling the story rather than the story itself? Could this verbal style be suggested through a minimum of voice-over narration on the soundtrack, so that the device would not seem unnatural? Is the feeling of a warm, intimate relationship between reader and narrator established by the novel, as though the story is being told by a very close friend? How could this feeling be captured by the film? 

6. Is the novel’s length suited to a close adaptation, or must the novel be drastically cut to fit the usual film format? Which choice would seem most logical for the filmmaker in adapting the novel:

a. Should he or she try to capture a sense of the novel’s wholeness by hitting the high points without trying to fill in all the gaps? What high points do you think must be dramatized?

b. Should the filmmaker limit himself or herself to a thorough dramatization of just part of the novel? What part of the novel could be thoroughly dramatized to make a complete film? What part of the story or what subplots should be left out of the film version?

7. How much of the novel’s essence depends on the rendition of mental states: memories, dreams, or philosophical reflections? How effectively can the film version be expected to express or at least suggest these things?

8. How much detail does the author provide on the origins and past history of the characters? How much of this material can be conveyed cinematically?

9. What is the total time period covered by the novel? Can the time period covered be adequately compressed into a normal-length film?

After seeing the film version, reconsider your answers to the questions listed above, and also answer the following.

10. Is the film version a close or a loose adaptation of the novel? If it is a loose adaptation, is the departure from the novel due to the problems caused by changing from one medium to another or by the change in creative personnel?

11. Does the film version successfully capture the spirit or essence of the novel? If not, why does it fail?

12. What are the major differences between the novel and the film, and how can you explain the reasons for these differences?

13. Does the film version successfully suggest meanings that lie beneath the surface and remind you of their presence in the novel? In which scenes in this accomplished?

14. Did reading the novel enhance the experience of seeing the film, or did it take away from it? Why?

15. How well do the actors in the film fit your preconceived notions of the characters in the novel? Which actors exactly fit your mental image of the characters? How do the actors who don’t seem properly cast vary from your mental image? Can you justify, from the director’s point of view, the casting of these actors who don’t seem to fit the characters in the novel?

On Adaptations of Plays

1. How does the film version differ from the play in its concept of physical space? How does this difference affect the overall spirit or tone of he film version? 

2. How cinematic is the film version? How does it use special camera and editing techniques to keep the visual flow of images in motion and to avoid the static quality of a filmed stage play?

3. What events that are only described in dialogue during the play does the filmmaker show happening? How effective are these added scenes?

4. Are the play’s structural divisions (into acts and scenes) still apparent in the film, or does the film successfully blend these divided parts into a unified cinematic whole?

5. What stage conventions employed in the play are not translatable into cinematic equivalents? What difficulties and changes does this bring about?

6. How does the acting style of the film differ from that of the play? What factors account for these differences?

7. What basic differences can be observed in the dialogue in the two versions? Are individual speeches generally longer in the play or in the film? In which version is the poetic quality of the language more apparent?

8. What other important changes have been made in the film version? Can you justify these in terms of change in medium, change in creative personnel, or differences in moral attitudes and sophistication of the intended audience?

From Fact to Film

1. How does the film story differ from the true story or historical event on which it is based?

2. Can these changes be justified for dramatic purposes?

3. Do the changes significantly distort the essence of the story and the characters involved? How?

4. Was any disclaimer provided to warn viewers that the film was not completely factual? Was there any reason for viewers to believe they were watching a completely factual story? 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING GENRE FILMS, REMAKES, AND SEQUELS

On Genre Films

1. Study three films by the same director in one genre, along with at least two films in the same genre by different directors. Are three different directorial styles apparent, or are the styles indistinguishable? Consider the three films by the same director in chronological order. Does the director incorporate personal stylistic trademarks into each of the films? What are those trademarks, and what makes them stand out?

2. What innovations or refinements on the genre does the director introduce as he or she moves from one film to another? Are these innovations and refinements superficial and cosmetic, or are they significant enough to stretch the genre, creating a strain or tension against the outer boundaries of its form? Does the director seem to learn something new with each film and build on that in the next? Do we see changes in the director’s personal vision or worldview from one film to another? Ho are those changes reflected? (For example, does the director seem to grow more serious or less serious, more pessimistic or more optimistic?)

3. Compare and contrast the styles of two directors working within the same genre. Examine at least two films by each director, and decide how their styles create important differences within the same genre. (For example, how is a Frank Capra screwball comedy different from a Preston Sturges screwball comedy?)

On Remakes
1. Was the remake really necessary? Why is the older version outdate? Why do modern audiences need the story retold? What aspects of the original film are inaccessible to modern audiences? Are these inaccessible aspects so important as to make the film incomprehensible to contemporary filmgoers or are they relatively insignificant? 

2. What important changes were made in the remake? Why were they made? Which changes are improvements over the original and which are only changes for the sake of novelty?

3. Which is the better film? Does the remake have the freshness and the creative dynamic of the original? Were you disappointed in the remake? Why or why not?

4. How is the remake like the original? 

5. What advantages does the remake have over the original in terms of freedom from censorship and new technology in the medium? How does it make use of these advantages?

6. If the remake involves a foreign original, how does a change of setting, language, or cultural values affect the remake?

On Sequels

1. Does the sequel grow naturally out of the original? In other words, was there enough story left over from the original to make a natural sequel?

2. How many important members of the original cast and of the behind-the-scenes teams were involved in the sequel? If some characters had to be recast, how did that change affect the quality of the sequel?

3. Does the sequel build on the original in such a way that it seems incomplete unless you’ve seen the original, or is it complete enough to stand on its own as a separate, unified work? 

4. Does the sequel capture the flavor and spirit of the original in story and visual style? Is it equal in quality to the original in every aspect? Where does it surpass the original and where is it weaker?

5. If the sequel becomes a character series, what are the qualities of the characters that make them wear well? Why do we want see them again and again? Are the writers able to keep their characters consistent in film after film? How consistent are the other stylistic elements from one film to another?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING OTHER SPECIAL KINDS OF FILMS

On Foreign Language or International Films

1. Which method is used to translate the dialogue into English-subtitles or voice dubbing? Was this the best way to solve the language problem for this particular film? Why or why not?

2. If subtitles are used, how well do they seem to capture the essence of what the actors are saying? Are the subtitles ever difficult to read because of light-colored backgrounds? Is the film’s pace slow enough to allow for both reading the subtitles and following the image?

3. If voice dubbing is used, how closely do the English words spoken on the soundtrack correspond to the mouth and lip movements of the foreign actors? Do you get used to the fact that the voices are dubbed, or is the dubbing a constant irritation? How well suited are the voice qualities and accents on the soundtrack to the actors with whom they are matched? Does the overall emotional quality of the English translation match the facial expressions and gestures of the foreign actors?

4. How good is the quality of the dubbing technique? Are the voice-actors obviously reading their lines close to a  microphone in a studio so that they seem to be whispering in your ear? Does the volume of spoken lines vary according to the distance of the actor from the camera? Is ambient sound present? Is music used as an unnatural filler?

5. How does the foreign director’s style differ from American cinematic styles? What effect does this have on your response to the film?

6. How does the film reflect the culture of the country that produced it? How is this culture or lifestyle different from what we know in America? How is it similar? What different aspects of this foreign culture do you find most fascinating, and why?

7. In what ways does the film transcend its foreignness to communicate things that are universal? What aspects of the film are so uniquely foreign that they are beyond your understanding?

On Silent Films

1. Is the acting style melodramatic, with broad and exaggerated gestures and facial expressions, or is it subtle, refined even understated?

2. What is unique about the acting styles of each of the major actors? Which actors depend most on facial expression, and which ones depend on gestures and body movements?

3. How many different emotions are expressed by actors through their walks? Which actors in the film have unique walks that become part of their acting style and the total personality they project?

4. How effective is the film in telling its story without words? How much does the film need to rely on subtitles to make the action absolutely clear?

5. How sophisticated are the visual techniques used in the film compared to modern techniques? If the film were being made today (still silent), what modern visual techniques could be used to improve it? In what ways is the visual style old-fashioned? How  much of this old-fashioned quality is due to technical limitations of the time?

On Documentary Films

1. Has the documentary director apparently attempted to create a thesis type of film? If so, what clearly articulated statement does the film make? Do all elements of the filmmaking clearly support this thesis?

2. Has the direct cinema or the cinema verite technique of shooting been used? In other words, has the presence of the documenting camera altered reality-or heightened it? 

3. If the film obviously tries to avoid presenting a thesis, what methods has the director chosen to ensure “objectivity”? Has factual material been presented chronologically or thematically, without editing or artful rearrangement?

4. Does the documentary film reinforce the stereotypes about this form, or does it seem to suggest, through its example, that the genre can be as vital, entertaining, and complex as fiction films?

On Animated Feature Films

1. What type of animation does the feature employ-drawn, stop motion, or computer generated? Would one of the other types have been more appropriate for conveying the film’s subject matter and themes?

2. Watch one of the films listed in “Films for Study” and then identify its ostensibly intended audience. Is it the work mainly aimed at children? If so, what elements would likely tend to alienate adult viewers? If not, what elements make the film primarily interesting to grownups?

On Social Problem Films

1. Does the social problem attacked by the film have a universal and timeless quality, affecting all people in all time periods, or is it restricted to a relatively narrow time and place?

2. Is the film powerful enough in terms of a strong storyline, enduring characters, good acting, artistic cinematography,  and so on, to outlive the social problem it is attacking? In other words, how much of the film’s impact is caused by its relevance to a current problem and its timing in attacking the problem?

3. If the immediate social problems on which the film focuses were permanently corrected tomorrow, what relevance would the film have to the average viewer twenty years from now?

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYZING CENSORSHIP

On Censorship

1. Study three or more films with censorable subject matter made under the Motion Picture Production Code (prior to 1950), and answer these questions:


a. Where in these films do you find obvious examples of code-caused suppression and restraint?


b. How would these films be different if they were being made today? Which film (or films) could

be significantly improved by being made today with a PG or R rating? How or why would they be improved?

c. Do the films studied seem too mild mannered to have much impact, or do they effectively suggest such things as violence and sexuality in ways acceptable to the code?

d. Do these films seem to go out of their way to promote traditional American values? Are American values or institutions questioned in any of these films? If so, how and where are such questions dramatized, and how are such problems resolved?

2. Examine three or more films with censorable subject matter made during the transitional period (1948-1968) and consider the questions above. What evidence do you find of the code’s being stretched or disregarded? How do the films of the transitional period differ from those made before 1950?

3. Examine a film made under the Motion Picture Production Code and compare it with its remake produced under the MPAA Rating System. Possible choices include Scarface, 1932/1983; The Postman Always Rings Twice, 1946/1981; Here Comes Mr. Jordan, 1941, remade as Heaven Can Wait, 1978; Godzilla, 1954/1998; The Thomas Crown Affair, 1967/1999; and Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, 1936/Mr. Deeds, 2002. To what degree are these films different because of the difference in censorship restrictions? Where are the differences most obvious, and how is the overall effect of the film changed by the differences? Which of the two is the better film? Why?

4. Examine four films currently playing at your local theaters or on video: a film rated G, a film rated PG, a film rated PG-13, and a film rated R. What distinguishes a G film from a PG film, what separates a PG from a PG-13, and what differentiates a PG-13 from an R? Are these distinctions very clear?

5. Make an attempt to trace the evolution of the MPAA Rating System’s classification decisions by comparing films rated PG and R at four-year intervals. Use films released in 1972, 1976, 1980, and 1984. Can you discern any patterns of change affecting where the dividing line is drawn? If so, what do these patterns indicate?

6. Examine several films from each decade from the 1930s to the present, and try to describe the fashion of the age in terms of each decade’s formulas for sexual intimacy, death scenes, and rough language. What other changing patterns or fashions are apparent in the films you viewed?

