Writing the Movie Review

What is a review?


A review is an informative account of the content and qualities of an art form--in this case, a movie.  Technically, review means a looking back or looking again.  Therefore, it implies that the reviewer knows the subject matter and does not make snap judgments or express personal biases or prejudices.  Usually the reviewer is a critic with special qualifications to make evaluations of a particular art form.  The word critic itself comes from the Greek word keratin, which means to judge, and judgment means weighing and considering the various aspects of a work of art intelligently.  The phrase critical review is usually used to describe this kind of writing.

Parts of a good review


A critical review usually contains the following elements, though not necessarily in this order.

1.  The approach to the subject

a.  This may be a brief introductory paragraph telling the reader of the general or specific nature of the 

subject reviewed--a book, play, a movie.


b.  This paragraph may highlight the chief feature or most timely aspect of the work.  It may emphasize or 

summarize the critic’s reaction, favorable or unfavorable.  It may even feature audience or spectator 

reaction.


c.  There is no one way to start a review except to make clear to the reader what is being reviewed.

2.  Presentation of the subject

a.  The movie reviewer usually gives a short summary of the plot and characters but no so much that the work 

will be spoiled for those who see the movie later.


b.  The reviewer makes clear what the purpose of the film is and evaluates it in terms of that purpose:  How 

well does the movie succeed in accomplishing it?


c.  Often a reviewer will give enough background of the artist (author, director, or actor) to enable the reader 

to understand the work more fully.  Sometimes this background will also include comparing the new work 

with other works by the same, or a similar, artist.

3.  A critical evaluation of the work

a.  A reviewer discusses the strengths and weaknesses of an art form (at least opinions of it) by relating 

specific examples from the work to support the judgment.


b.  Trite or general words and phrases like “well done,” “well portrayed,” “dull,” and “interesting” should be 

avoided.  If a generalization is used, it should immediately be supported with specifics.


c.  Optional:  if you have studied film (perhaps in media class), you may also want to evaluate the movie for 

its cinematic qualities.  If so, some general questions that may guide you are provided on the last page of 

this handout.


These items cover what every review must, or is likely to, contain--information about the work and judgment of it.  Like all good compositions, a review should have the characteristics of good writing:  unity, coherence, emphasis and style--the writer’s own originality and creativity.  It should be an interesting piece of writing in itself, whether or not the reader is actually motivated to see the movie on the basis of it.

Analysis of Some Reviews

The novel One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest and the movie made from it are now considered classics.  The movie is often shown on educational or cable television, and the book too remains popular.  The following review includes a comparison of the book and the movie.

The introductory paragraph presents the art form reviewed and the chief point the writer intends to develop.


Milo Forman’s film, One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, is generally faithful to the plot of Ken 


Kesey’s 1962 novel but does miss the essential theme of the book.

An extremely succinct paragraph summarizes the plot, just enough to tell the reader what the film is about.


The movie centers around Randle Patrick McMurphy, a prison farm inmate who has been


transferred to a psychiatric hospital.  The basic plot of the movie is the conflict between 


McMurphy (Jack Nicholson) and Nurse Ratched (Louise Fletcher) over the minds of the


patients.

Criticism begins with a generalization but is supported with specifics.


Forman’s directing is only partially successful.  Nicholson is superb as McMurphy, but he is


not a particularly good supporting actor.  he seems to stand out all by himself as the star


and thus downplays the importance of the other characters.  This imbalance in the relative


importance of the characters is also in part a result of Forman’s casting.

A comparison of a leading character in the book with her enactment in the film supports the main idea of the opening paragraph.


Louise Fletcher as Nurse Ratched does not seem to be as evil or vengeful in the movie


adaptation as in the book.  Forman shows her as a gentle and understanding nurse.  Kesey


however, had other things in mind.  He intended Ratched to be cruel and inhuman to the


asylum inmates.  Even physically, Fletcher does not fulfill the book’s description of 


Ratched.  The nurse should have been a heavy set, domineering mother figure.

Another paragraph develops the main idea, comparing the book and the film (note how specific the reviewer is).


Kesey’s novel is told in the first person by an Indian inmate.  The Indian gives a firsthand


impression of what is happening in the novel.  The film, however, does not involve the


Indian in a major role and loses out by it.  A film shown from the point of view of a 


character--a main character in this case--would have been much more innovative and 


risky.  A successful execution of such an endeavor would have greatly improved the film.

A paragraph highlights some of the features of the film


Forman does, however, achieve some brilliant moments in his production.  In a scene 


where the inmates are playing basketball, the director focus the camera on the Indian’s


eyes.  The camera reveals a shy and hesitant man developing into a confident one.  At


one point in the game, where the Indian finally understands what the game is all about,


his eyes light up as he acknowledges an understanding of what McMurphy is attempting


to do--create something important in the inmates’ lives and rebel against authority.

A paragraph develops another feature highlight in the comparison.


The end of the movie seems to be a cop-out by Forman.  The book’s ending is an


ambiguous one, with the reader led to believe that McMurphy’s efforts have failed to


improve the inmates’ lives and everything has returned to the way it was before he


arrived.  The film, however, ends on a firmly positive note with the Indian running 


into the sunset.

A not of finality completes the review, enabling the reviewer to make a final judgment.


Despite all the shortcomings of the film, it is worth seeing because of the portrayals


of McMurphy and the young, emotionally troubled Billy Bibbit, an inmate aided by


McMurphy.










--Diego Handel
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Despite the brevity of the review, the writer develops his main idea to give it unity and make a number of main points of comparison and thereby create sufficient interest in the film and the book without telling too much.  In itself, the review is interesting reading.

The review of Absence of Malice appeared in the Tower, the high school newspaper in Gross Pointe, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit.  The movie was written by a former Detroit Free Press editor.

The opening paragraph of the review establishes the main points--believability as well as entertainment.


It is not easy for Hollywood to create a realistic movie on any subject without sacrificing its


“entertainment value,”  “Absence of Malice,” however, maintains a credible amount of


realism--and it’s entertaining.

The next two paragraphs give the reader a quick summary of the plot.  In the process the characters are named, along with the Hollywood actors and actresses who play them.


The film centers around two people:  Michael Gallagher (Paul Newman), an honest business-


man, and Megan Carter (Sally Field), a zealous reporter.  Carter is purposely given access


to a government file on Gallagher.  The agent who leaks this file has no real evidence linking


Gallagher to the case he’s investigating.  But this vague collection of information is enough


for Carter, who writes the story, thereby getting a “scoop” for her paper.


The investigator, Elliot Rosen, hopes this published account of Gallagher’s supposed involve-


ment in this case will lead him to new information on the case as Gallagher attempts to clear


himself.  This fine mess results in a suicide, Gallagher loses most of his business, and, most


importantly, the viewer joins Gallagher and Carter in wondering at the power of the press


and the results of that inevitable abuse of power.

The fourth paragraph brings in the local angle--the script was written by a former Detroit Free Press editor, a fact especially interesting to the paper’s readers.  The reviewer gives his opinion on whether the writer achieved his goal.


Much of the credit for the film’s realistic portrayal of the way newspapers operate goes to


screenwriter Kurt Luedtke.  A former executive editor for the Detroit Free Press, Luedtke 


is skillful in his believable presentation of the confrontation between the law, the press, and


the innocent middle man.  One does not have to be a journalist to realize that these types


of situations can and do occur.

In paragraph five the writer evaluates the success of the director in accomplishing his goal.


Director Sydney Pollack maintains a continuity throughout the film, throughout Gallagher’s 


vendetta against the system that wronged him.  Pollack’s direction of the confrontation


scene between Gallagher and Carter, in Gallagher’s empty warehouse, is exceptional.


The viewer feels the uncontrolled anger vented by Gallagher after Carter’s story results in


the suicide of his closest friend.

Paragraph six evaluates the performance of the leading man, Paul Newman, and paragraph seven does the same for the leading lady, Sally Field.


Newman’s portrayal of Gallagher, a simple, hard-working man, is yet another quality


performance from one of America’s greatest leading men.  He handles his character 


with the natural sensitivity that has made him the huge box-office draw he is.  Newman


has endured and maintained his popularity because he can act.  He possesses the rare


ability to convincingly portray a character as though he himself truly is that character


As Megan Carter, Field plays the ambitious, working woman, anxious to do well in her


field.  She too is not strained in her portrayal.  She develops her character from a Janet


Cooke person to a disillusioned but unbroken journalist.

The final paragraph concludes the review by making a significant comment on the viewer’s role in observing the film.


“Absence of Malice” is an entertaining film that leaves the viewer to choose his or her 


own opinions as to just how far the press can go.  In the movie, the victim gets even,


but that’s Hollywood.

--Sam Fuqua

Tower

Gross Pointe South High School

Gross Pointe, MI

Two reviews of Good Morning, Vietnam
Review #1:


It seems that there is one sure way to create successful American film today:  write one about Vietnam.  From Apocalypse Now to Full Metal Jacket, there has been an absolute rash of Vietnam-era films to hit the screen--all, incidentally, highly successful.


Common among them too, has been the graphic portrayal of the war’s tragic acts:  violence, drugs and the slaughter of innocent civilians.  America, apparently, is ready 20 years after the fact to see such things.


But the latest in this milieu, Good Morning, Vietnam, uses a far different route.  This film is a refreshing change from all of the movies that rely on violence as the main element to shock, startle and satisfy the audience.  No less effective in delivering the message, Good Morning, Vietnam relies on humor rather than gore.


Robin Williams plays the lead in this film as Adrian Cronauer, morning man on the American serviceman’s radio station in Saigon.  A radical departure from the dry, witless DJs of the time, Cronauer is instantly appreciated by the servicemen, who find their morale boosted by his humor.  Even more important, and of increasing dismay to two army higher-ups, Cronauer insists in telling it like it is, contrary to the army’s policy of self-peddling the news of the war effort.  When he finally reads censored news copy, Cronauer is removed from the air.


The fact that Cronauer is loved by the masses becomes the persuasive element getting him back on the air.  But he remains under attack by the dry, encumbered-personality types that feel threatened by his outspoken realism, and eventually these troubled higher-ups succeed in putting an end to his job.


While Cronauer resides in Vietnam, he establishes touching relationships with civilians, who, like the servicemen, learn to love him, through their understanding and appreciation of his humor.  He is more than a comedian.  This character is fully developed and truly funny.


The film is terrific, as is Williams as Cronauer.  Not only is he consistently funny, but he shows brilliant emotion and sensitivity in his role.  Rather than relying on storyline and suspense to sell the plot, Good Morning, Vietnam is absolutely brilliant in the development of the characters and the relationships between them.  Every line is worth catching.

--Paul Wilson

The Tower
Gross Pointe South High School

Grosse  Pointe, MI

Review #2:

Robin Williams’ most recent comic film Good Morning, Vietnam, is a hysterical two hours.  Williams’ usual rebellious but respectable personality shines through even though the character, Adrian Cronauer, is a radio D.J. who never sees his audience.


Williams plays a D.J. on Armed Forces Radio in Saigon during the Vietnam conflict.  Cronauer is a wildly funny man whom the troops love but whom the officers at the station resent for his popularity and his crazy off-the-air antics.  Cronauer befriends a group of locals in Saigon and begins teaching their English classes at the nearby school.  But all he can seem to teach them are obscene words and a good deal of slang.  Also, at one point, Cronauer decides to do some field work interviewing soldiers and strays into enemy territory with his driver, an enlisted man from the radio station.  Cronauer finds himself helpless until one of his English students from Saigon follows and rescues him.


Cronauer takes the Vietnam conflict very lightly, ignoring the government news censorship and music programming.  Later in the film he realizes that the impact on the soldiers from his tiny broadcasting booth is huge and that the war also touches him in his encapsuled life in downtown Saigon.  Cronauer witnesses the bombing of his favorite bar and sees the rundown, tiny houses in which his English students and their extended families are forced to live.


However, aside from these few moments of action and suspense, Good Morning, Vietnam resembles too closely a Robin Williams stand-up routine.  Its plot is quite stagnant in many places, and during Cronauer’s on-the-air time (75 percent of the film), Williams is the only person on the screen.  Williams surrounds himself, the sole superstar in the film.


Certainly, Williams is a brilliant comedian, evidenced by the fact that many of his on-the-air comedy routines were done ad-lib on the set of the film.  But, because Williams’ career has been almost completely contained in the eighties, his humor, dealing with contraception and other social issues, is difficult to place in the 1965 setting of Good Morning, Vietnam.  Also, it was very disappointing to hear many of these hilarious, extensive and boisterous routines repeated on “Saturday Night Live” when Williams hosted the show about a week after Good Morning, Vietnam was released.  Williams completely ruined the film for “Saturday Night Live” viewers who had not seen it yet.


It is most interesting to see a humorous view at the Vietnam war after watching films like Platoon and seeing long-term physical and mental damage the war has caused many Americans.  The film is sensitive to the fact that some Americans still aren’t sure about all of the facts concerning Vietnam and do not see that topic as making a very palatable movie.  Scenes depicting war-related violence and bloody battle are nonexistent, and neither people opposed to nor in support of U.S. involvement in the Vietnam conflict will feel their beliefs being battered.  For this reason, the setting of the film could  have been anywhere.  Williams’ show is completely portable from one setting and plot to the next.


Good Morning, Vietnam is a wonderful movie for someone who likes to laugh with Robin Williams, but the same effect could be obtained from renting Robin Williams at the Met  or another of his stand-up routines at the local video club for half the price.

--John Menchey

The Page
St. Paul’s School

Brooklandville, MD 

Writing About the Technical Aspects of the Film
Questions to ask about a film sequence: 

1.  How is camera placement and movement used in the sequence? How does the angle of camera placement (high-angle, low-angle) affect the meaning of individual shots? What is the most common camera shot in the sequence?  What is the most uncommon shot, and why does it occur where it does? Does the camera move during any part of the sequence? Is the camera handheld, tracked, panned? Or does the camera remain in one position? 

2.  How is sound used in the sequence? How do the voices of the actors reveal their emotional states? Is there any uncommon sound manipulation (e.g. echoes, distortion), and why is it used? Is music a part of the sequence? Is it used to create mood? Is it used as a part of the story world (e.g. a character dances to a stereo)? Why this particular type of music? 

3.  How is editing used in the sequence? Is traditional continuity editing used? If not, why not? Is the rhythm of the editing quick or slow, and how does this affect the meaning of the sequence? Does the order of unrelated shots imply a deeper meaning (e.g. a shot of gossiping neighbors followed with a shot of chickens pecking at the ground)? 

4.  How is mise-en-scene (elements and their placement in the frame) used in the sequence? How do the costumes of the characters reveal their personalities?  What do the settings tell us about the characters and the story? Is three-point lighting used? Is the sequence deliberately dark or bright, and why? Are particular props important to the sequence? 

5.  How is acting used in the sequence? How do the actors use facial expressions and body movements-- as well as dialogue-- to reveal personality and inner motivation? 

6.  How do all these elements work together in order to tell the story? Do all these elements create a mystery that interests the spectator? How do these elements make us curious about the characters? How does these elements "hook" us into the story of a film? 

