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A P P E N D I X

Writing a Critical Analysis  
of a Film
We can distinguish an analytical essay from a review or a 
screening report, which tends to be short (3–5 pages) and 
to explore a single idea, often focused on a particular se-
quence. It might concentrate on description of a technique. 
By contrast, an analytical film essay for a class or publica-
tion typically runs 5–15 double-spaced pages. As an anal-
ysis, it moves across the film, considering several scenes 
or perhaps the whole film. It tries to illuminate patterns of 
form, of technique, or theme. It includes descriptions, but 
the descriptions are typically more detailed and extensive. 
The analytical essay also puts forth the writer’s opinion, but 
here the opinion doesn’t usually address the ultimate worth 
of the film, as it might in a film review. When you analyze a 
film, you’re defending your view of the ways some aspects 
of the movie work together.

Think about a sad song. You could describe the song in 
various ways (“It’s about a woman who wants out of a dead-
end relationship”), or you could evaluate it (“It’s too senti-
mental”). But you can also analyze it, talking about how the 
lyrics, the melody, and the instrumentation work together to 
create the feeling of sadness or to make the listener under-
stand the relationship. That’s the sort of thing people who 
study film do when they analyze movies.

The analytical essay is an argumentative piece. There 
you develop an idea you have about the film by supplying 
good reasons for taking that idea seriously. The sample 
analyses in Chapter 11 are argumentative essays. For in-
stance, in analyzing The Thin Blue Line, we argue that the 
film tells a real-life story in a way that suggests how difficult 
the search for truth can be (pp. 433–438). Likewise, our dis-
cussion of Raging Bull tries to show that the film is critical 
of violence as used in mass entertainment while still dis-
playing a fascination with its visceral appeal (pp. 445–449).

Preparing to Write
How do you come up with an argument for your essay? The 
preparatory work usually consists of three steps:

Step 1: Develop a Thesis That Your Essay  
Will Explain and Support
Start by asking yourself questions. What do you find in-
triguing or disturbing about the film? What makes the film 
noteworthy, in your opinion? Does it illustrate some aspect 
of filmmaking with special clarity? Does it have an unusual 

effect on the viewer? Do its implicit or symptomatic mean-
ings (pp. 59–60) seem to you important?

Your answer to such questions will furnish the thesis of 
your analysis. The thesis, in any piece of writing, is the central 
claim your argument advances. It encapsulates your opinion, 
but not in the way that a film review states your evaluation of 
the movie. In an analytical essay, your thesis is one way to 
help other viewers understand the movie. In our analysis of 
His Girl Friday (pp. 403–406), our thesis is that the film uses 
classical narrative devices to create an impression of speed. 
With respect to Chungking Express (pp. 425–429), our thesis 
is that the film draws us to seek thematic links between two 
story lines that don’t connect causally.

Typically, your thesis will be a claim about the film’s 
functions, its effects, or its meanings (or some mixture of 
all three). For instance, we argue that by creating a wide va-
riety of characters in Do The Right Thing, Spike Lee builds 
up interconnected plotlines; this allows him to explore the 
problems of maintaining a community (pp. 410–415). In our 
discussion of North by Northwest, we concentrate more on 
how the film achieves the effects of suspense and surprise 
(pp. 406–410). The analysis of Meet Me in St. Louis em-
phasizes how technique carries implicit and symptomatic 
meanings about the importance of family life in America 
(pp. 438–444).

Your thesis will need some support, some reasons to be-
lieve it. Ask yourself, “What would back up my thesis?” and 
draw up a list of points. Some of these reasons will occur to 
you immediately, but others will emerge only as you start 
to study the film more closely. And the reasons, which are 
conceptual points, will in turn need backup—typically, evi-
dence and examples. You can sum up the structure of an 
argumentative essay in the acronym TREE: Thesis sup-
ported by Reasons that rest on Evidence and Examples.

Step 2: Draw Up a Segmentation  
of the Entire Film
Analyzing a film is a bit like investigating a building’s de-
sign. When we walk through a building, we notice various 
features—the shape of the doorway, the sudden appearance 
of an immense atrium. We may not, however, have a very 
strong sense of the building’s overall architecture. If we are 
students of architecture, though, we want to study the de-
sign of the whole building, and so we’d examine the blue-
prints to understand how all the individual parts fit together. 
Similarly, we experience a film scene by scene, but if we 
want to understand how the various scenes work together, 
it’s helpful to have a sense of the film’s overall shape.
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position, performance, lighting, camera movement, color 
design, dialogue, music—all these things are changing 
from second to second. Often, beginning film analysts are 
uncertain as to what techniques are most relevant to their 
thesis. Sometimes they try to describe every single costume 
or cut or pan, and they wind up drowning in data.

This is where planning your paper’s thesis in advance 
helps you. Your thesis will make certain techniques more 
pertinent than others. For example, we argue that in North 
by Northwest Hitchcock creates suspense and surprise 
by manipulating our range of knowledge (pp. 407–408). 
Sometimes he lets us know more than the main character, 
Roger Thornhill, and this builds up suspense: Will Thornhill 
walk into the traps that we know are awaiting him? Other 
times we know only as much as Thornhill does, so that 
we’re as surprised as he is at a new turn of events. Hitchcock 
devotes particular film techniques to creating these effects. 
Crosscutting between lines of action gives us more knowl-
edge than Thornhill has, while POV camera work and cut-
ting restrict us to his understanding of certain situations.

So other techniques, such as lighting or performance 
style, aren’t as relevant to our thesis about North by 
Northwest. (They might, however, be very relevant to some 
other thesis about it—say, that it treats thriller conventions 
somewhat comically.) By contrast, we emphasize acting 
technique more in our discussion of Raging Bull, because 
acting is pertinent to our discussion of the film’s use of re-
alistic conventions. Similarly, the editing in Meet Me in St. 
Louis would be interesting from the standpoint of another 
argument, but it is not central to the one that we are mak-
ing, so it goes almost unmentioned.

Sometimes you’ll want to focus on just a single tech-
nique, as we do with camera movement in Grand Illusion 
and sound in The Prestige. This simplifies your choice and 
forces you to concentrate on how a particular technique is 
used. At other times, your thesis might concentrate more 
on function-based patterns, such as character subjectivity, 
which can be conveyed through framing, editing, sound, 
and other techniques.

Your segmentation will also help you. Once you’ve de-
termined the overall organizational structure of the film, 
you can identify salient techniques, trace out patterns of 
techniques across the whole film, and propose functions for 
those techniques. These techniques will often support or 
refine your thesis. You can get ideas for analyzing stylistic 
patterns from Chapters 8 and 10.

Once you have a thesis, an awareness of the overall 
shape of the film, and a set of notes on how the relevant 
techniques are used, you are ready to organize your analyti-
cal essay.

Organizing and Writing
Broadly speaking, an argumentative piece has this underly-
ing structure:

Movies don’t come equipped with blueprints, however, 
so we have to make our own. The best way to grasp the 
overall shape of the movie is to make a segmentation, as we 
suggested in earlier chapters. (See in particular pp. 68–69, 
101–102, 433–434, and 445–446). Dividing the film into se-
quences gives you a convenient overview. It’s best not to rely 
on the chapter divisions in a DVD; they can be helpful in 
marking out some chunks of the film, but they don’t always 
correspond to particular segments.

Your segmentation will often suggest things that will 
support or help you nail down your thesis. For example, in 
studying The Thin Blue Line, we made a separate list of all 
the flashbacks to the murder. When we saw them lined up 
on our page, we spotted the pattern of development in them 
that became part of our analysis (pp. 433–438).

Now that you have a segmentation, you can go on to 
explore how the parts are connected. In examining a non-
narrative film, you need to be especially alert to its use of 
categorical, rhetorical, abstract, or associational principles. 
See our analysis of Gap-Toothed Women (pp. 357–362) for 
an example of how you can base an analysis on the overall 
shape of the film.

If the film presents a narrative, your segmentation can 
help you answer questions like these: How does each scene 
set up causes and effects, conflicts and resolutions? At what 
point do we understand the characters’ goals, and how do 
those goals develop in the course of the action? What prin-
ciples of development connect one scene to another? The 
pattern of the reenactments of the shooting and the various 
interrogations in The Thin Blue Line would be difficult to 
discern without writing them out.

Should you include your segmentation in your written 
analysis? Sometimes it will make your argument clearer 
and more convincing. A broad scene breakdown helps il-
lustrate some key points in our discussions of Raging Bull 
(pp. 445–446). Perhaps your argument will gain strength if 
you bring out a finer-grained segmentation; we do this in 
considering the three subsegments of the final chase scene 
in North by Northwest (pp. 409–410).

Whether or not your segmentation finally surfaces in your 
written analysis, it’s good to get in the habit of writing out a 
fairly detailed segmentation every time you examine a film. It 
will help you grasp the film’s overall design. You probably no-
ticed that nearly every one of our analyses includes, early on, 
a statement about the film’s underlying formal organization. 
This provides a firm basis for more detailed analysis. Here 
again, we’re thinking like a filmmaker, because a breakdown 
into sequences is something that everyone in production, from 
the screenwriter to postproduction staff, must prepare.

Step 3: Note Outstanding Instances  
of Film Technique
At any moment in a film, so much is going on that it’s easy 
to be overwhelmed by all the technical elements. Shot com-
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progress in chronological order, so that each paragraph 
deals with a scene or major part? In most cases, this can 
work. We try it with our Gap-Toothed Women discussion, 
which traces out the patterns of development across the film 
(pp. 357–361). By and large, however, you strengthen your 
argument by following a more conceptual structure of the 
sort indicated in our outline.

Recall that the body of your essay offers reasons to be-
lieve the thesis. You’ll back those points up with evidence 
and examples. Consider our analysis of Breathless (pp. 
415–420). Our thesis is that Godard’s film both pays hom-
age to film noir outlaw movies and reworks their conven-
tions through a rough-edged treatment. This thesis obliges 
us to use a comparison-and-contrast strategy. But first 
we start with a paragraph of background (p. 410), sketch-
ing the relevant Hollywood outlaw movie traditions. The 
second paragraph shows how the basic story of Breathless 
resembles the criminal-couple-on-the-run movie. The next 
three paragraphs make the point that Godard’s film also re-
works Hollywood conventions: Michel seems to be imitat-
ing tough-guy stars, while the film’s form and style seem 
casual, as if aiming to let the audience enjoy a new, more 
self-conscious version of an American crime movie.

Since the essay relies on comparison and contrast, 
the body of the piece explores the film’s similarities to 
and differences from Hollywood conventions. The next 11 
paragraphs seek to establish these points about the film’s 
narrative form:

 1. Michel is like a Hollywood protagonist in certain 
ways (pp. 415–416).

 2. The action is, however, much choppier and more di-
gressive than in a Hollywood film. (p. 416).

 3. The death of the policeman is handled more 
abruptly and disconcertingly than in a normal action 
movie (p. 416).

 4, 5. By contrast, the bedroom conversation of Patricia 
and Michel is untypical of Hollywood genre scenes 
because it is very static, marking little progress to-
ward Michel’s goals (pp. 416–417).

 6. Once the plot starts moving again, it stalls again  
(p. 417).

 7, 8. Moving toward resolution, the plot again picks up, 
but the finale remains enigmatic and open-ended  
(p. 417).

 9, 10. Overall, Michel and Patricia are puzzling and hard 
to read as characters (pp. 417–418).

 11. The characterization of the couple is thus sharply 
different from that of the romantic couple in most 
outlaws-on-the-run plots (p. 418).

Each of these points constitutes a reason to accept the 
thesis that Breathless draws on genre conventions but also 
revises them in unsettling ways.

Introduction: Background information or a vivid ex-
ample, leading up to: Statement of the thesis

Body: Reasons to believe the thesis. Evidence and ex-
amples that support the thesis

Conclusion: Restatement of the thesis and discussion 
of its broader implications

All our analyses in Chapter 11 adhere to this basic  structure.

Introducing Your Thesis
The opening portion seeks to lead the reader into the argu-
ment to come, and the thesis is introduced at the end of this 
introduction. Where the introduction is brief, as in the His 
Girl Friday analysis, the thesis comes at the end of the first 
paragraph (p. 403). Where more background material is 
needed, the introduction is somewhat longer, and the thesis 
is stated a little later. In the Thin Blue Line essay, the thesis 
comes at the end of the third paragraph (p. 433).

You can sometimes postpone the full statement of a 
thesis by casting it as a tantalizing question, as we do in our 
analysis of Chungking Express (pp. 425–429). We end the 
second paragraph by asking what the film accomplishes by 
following one brief plot with a second one containing a new 
set of characters. But if you pursue the question-based struc-
ture, be sure to provide at least a hint of the answer fairly 
soon (as we do in the brief sixth paragraph on p. 425, just over 
one page into the essay) to guide the rest of your argument.

As you know, the building block of any piece of writ-
ing is the paragraph. Each slot in the argumentative pattern 
outlined above will be filled by one or more paragraphs. 
The introduction is at least one paragraph, the body will be 
several paragraphs, and the conclusion will be one or two 
paragraphs.

Typically, the introductory paragraphs of a film analy-
sis don’t display much concrete evidence. Instead, this is 
the place to introduce the thesis you want to advance. Often 
this involves situating the thesis in relation to some back-
ground information. For example, the first paragraph of our 
analysis of The Thin Blue Line summarizes the crime and 
investigation that are the subject matter of the film. The 
second paragraph sketches the circumstances that shaped 
the making of the film, and the third paragraph states the 
thesis: that finding truth is difficult.

If you’re adventurous, you may wish to avoid back-
ground information. You can start with one concrete piece 
of evidence—say, an intriguing scene or detail from the 
film—before you move quickly to state your thesis. Our 
Meet Me in St. Louis piece uses this sort of opening (p. 439).

The Body: Reasons, Evidence, Examples
Writing a film analysis poses a particular problem of orga-
nization. Should the body of the argument follow the film’s 
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with a great deal of information, some of it fairly minute, 
even trivial. The purpose, we suggest, is to urge the viewer 
to sort out conflicting data and notice details (pp. 436–437). 
This is a fairly complex point that would probably not come 
across if introduced early on. After the analysis has worked 
through more clear-cut matters, it’s easier to consider such 
nuances of interpretation.

Wrapping Things Up
How to end your argumentative essay? Now is the time to 
restate the thesis (skillfully, not repeating previous state-
ments word for word) and to remind the reader of the 
reasons to entertain the thesis. The ending is also an oppor-
tunity for you to try for some eloquence, a telling quota-
tion, a bit of historical context, or a concrete motif from 
the film itself—perhaps a line of dialogue or an image that 
encapsulates your thesis. We try this tactic in our analysis 
of sound in The Prestige (pp. 305–306). In making prepara-
tory notes, ask yourself constantly: Is there something here 
that can create a vivid ending?

Just as there is no general recipe for understanding film, 
there is no formula for writing incisive and enlightening 
film analyses. But there are principles and rules of thumb 
that govern good writing of all sorts. Only through writing, 
and constant rewriting, do these principles and rules come 
to seem second nature. By analyzing films, we can under-
stand the sources of our pleasure in them and share that 
understanding with others. If we succeed, the writing itself 
can give pleasure to ourselves and our readers.

Summary: Key Questions  
for an Analytical Essay
To help you craft an effective analytical essay, ask yourself 
these questions:

 1. Do I have a thesis? Is it stated clearly early in my 
essay?

 2. Do I have a series of reasons supporting the thesis? 
Are these arranged in logical and convincing order 
(with the strongest or most complicated reason com- 
ing last)?

 3. Are my supporting reasons backed up? Do my seg-
mentation and stylistic analysis provide specific evi-
dence and examples for each reason you offer?

 4. Does my beginning orient my reader to the direction 
of my argument? Does my concluding paragraph reit-
erate my thesis and provide a vivid ending?

A Sample Analytical Essay
The following paper was written by a sophomore for an in-
troductory film course. The assignment asked for an ana-
lytical essay on Martin Scorsese’s The King of Comedy, 

Supporting reasons may be of many sorts. Several 
of our analyses distinguish between reasons based on the 
film’s overall narrative form and reasons based on stylis-
tic choices. The portion of the Breathless essay we’ve just 
reviewed offers evidence to support our claims about the 
film’s reworking of Hollywood narrative conventions. The 
paragraphs that follow this material (pp. 418–420) discuss 
Godard’s similarly self-conscious use of stylistic strategies. 
In analyzing Meet Me in St. Louis, we concentrate more 
on reviewing various motifs that create particular thematic 
effects. In either case, the argument rests on a thesis, sup-
ported by reasons, which are in turn supported by evidence 
and examples.

If you organize the essay conceptually rather than as a 
blow-by-blow résumé of the action, you may find it useful 
to acquaint your reader with the plot action at some point. 
A brief synopsis soon after the introduction may do the 
trick. (See our North by Northwest analysis, p. 406, or our 
Chungking Express discussion, pp. 425–426.) Alternatively, 
you may wish to cover basic plot material when you discuss 
segmentation, characterization, causal progression, or other 
topics. The crucial point is that your essay isn’t obligated to 
follow the film’s order.

Typically, each reason for the thesis becomes the topic 
sentence of a paragraph, with more detailed evidence dis-
played in the sentences that follow. In the Breathless ex-
ample, each main point is followed by specific examples of 
how plot action, dialogue, or film techniques at once refer 
to Hollywood tradition and loosen up the conventions. Here 
is where your detailed notes about salient scenes or tech-
niques become very useful. You can select the strongest and 
most vivid instances of mise-en-scene, cinematography, 
editing, or sound to back up the main point that each para-
graph explores.

The body of the analysis can be made more persua-
sive by several other tactics. A paragraph that compares 
or contrasts this film with another might help you zero in 
on specific aspects that are central to your argument. You 
can also include an in-depth analysis of a single scene or 
sequence that drives your argumentative point home. We 
use this tactic in discussing several films’ endings, chiefly 
because a concluding section often reveals broad principles 
of development. For instance, in our North by Northwest 
essay, we examine the film’s final twist as typical of the way 
the narrative manipulates our knowledge to create surprise 
and suspense (p. 410).

In general, the body of the argument should progress 
toward stronger or subtler reasons for believing the thesis. 
In discussing The Thin Blue Line, we start by tracing how 
the film provides a kind of reconstructed investigation, 
leading to the killer (pp. 434–435). Only then do we ask: 
Is the film more than a neutral report of the case (p. 435)? 
This leads us to argue that the filmmaker has subtly aligned 
our sympathies with Randall Adams (p. 438). Yet the film 
goes beyond aligning us with Adams. It also bombards us 
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Jerry to lunch at the end of segment 2. This invitation leads 
into a shot of Jerry and Rupert seated in a restaurant in the 
following scene. This link from actual dialogue to fantasy is a 
continuing pattern throughout the film, brought out by first 
mentioning the act in a real conversation and then having it 
carried out in a fantasy later in the film. Editing the scenes to-
gether in such a way is one device used to blur the distinction 
between fantasy and reality.

Within the scene, juxtaposing Rupert’s fantasy with his 
acting it out in his mother’s basement serves to create a dis-
tinction between the two. Sometimes reverse-shots of Rupert 
show him dressed for lunch; at other moments, the reverse-
shots show him in his basement, dressed differently. Similarly, 
while still seeing an image of Jerry and Rupert eating lunch 
together in a restaurant, we hear Rupert’s mother yelling for 
him to keep quiet or inquiring whom he is talking to. The edit-
ing and sound techniques guide the viewer back into reality, 
where Rupert is actually enacting the fantasy in his basement. 
Again, however, some elements carry over between fantasy 
and reality. Photographs behind Jerry in the fantasy are 
echoed by photographs on the wall behind Rupert in his base-
ment. Jerry also happens to be wearing the same shirt and tie 
that he had in the previous scene, although with a different 
jacket. Also, the source of lighting seems to be coming from 
Rupert’s right in both fantasy and reality, although it is softer 
in the shots in his basement.

All of these elements of style serve to connect fantasy 
to reality while at the same time drawing definite distinctions 
between the two. Similarities are needed in order to create a 
believable fantasy that Rupert would feasibly have at the time. 
Drawing on these similarities allows the viewer to notice pat-
terns that develop across the course of the film, and the varia-
tions in these patterns serve to steadily blur the line between 
fantasy and reality even further with each fantasy sequence. 
At this point in the film, there are still enough differences be-
tween the two realms to clearly separate the two from each 
other. This is true for Rupert—as he acts out the two roles of 
his fantasy, he is distinctly aware that the events are not actu-
ally happening to him—as well as for the viewer, who is pro-
vided with subjective fantasy shots as well as shots of Rupert’s 
sad reality and enough stylistic clues to separate what is really 
happening from what Rupert would like to happen.

One of Rupert’s later fantasies, in segment 15, marks a 
further progression into the fantasy world. Rupert’s mind is 
no longer occupied by simple matters like having a lunch date 
with his idol. Instead, he now dreams of receiving, all at the 
same time, everything he could possibly imagine wanting: a 
spot on the Jerry Langford Show, fame, apologies for every 
wrong ever done to him, and the love of his life becoming his 
wife while millions of people watch. Rupert’s fantasies have 
become much more complicated as he gets more and more 
obsessed with becoming a famous comedian with the help of 
Jerry Langford.

These more intricate fantasies require a bolder use of 
style. Because Rupert is becoming ever more wrapped up in 

concentrating on two or three scenes of particular impor-
tance to the paper’s thesis. A segmentation of the film (not 
included here) was attached.

Note how the essay begins with some general observa-
tions and then focuses its thesis in the second paragraph. 
From there, to trace the greater blurring of fantasy and real-
ity in the film, the author develops a strategy of comparison 
and contrast. Each paragraph develops specific evidence of 
the various techniques Scorsese uses, considering editing, 
sound, camerawork, and staging. The paper concludes by 
speculating on how these techniques affect the viewer and 
reinforce one of the film’s themes. A crisp summary line 
drives home the main thesis: “Our final image of Rupert 
may be an image of the man or it may be an image from 
the man.”

FANTASY AND REALITY  
IN THE KING OF COMEDY
by Amanda Robillard
America is obsessed with fame. Television shows and maga-
zines have been created in order to let the masses delve into 
the personal lives of their favorite stars. Friends gossip about 
people they have never met, but whom they feel they know 
because of the mass media. The lives of celebrities may not be 
perfect, but they definitely are exciting. Learning about your 
favorite star’s life is an entertaining escape from what can 
seem a mundane existence.

Fame becomes alluring because a fantasy world sur-
rounds it. Martin Scorsese’s film The King of Comedy focuses 
on Rupert Pupkin’s obsession with fame. Not only is he ob-
sessed with a famous comedian, but he is consumed with be-
coming a famous comedian himself and comes to believe that 
his idol is more than willing to help him in his quest. Pupkin’s 
obsession goes beyond a mere interest in fame; it takes over 
his life to the point that he can no longer distinguish reality 
from the fantasies he has concocted. Because the viewer is 
allowed to see these fantasies through Rupert’s eyes, one 
can track his progression further and further into his fantasy 
world. In The King of Comedy, Scorsese uses various aspects 
of style in order to manipulate the boundaries between fan-
tasy and reality in such a way as to draw a parallel between 
Rupert’s progressive withdrawal into his own fantasies and 
the viewer’s inability to tell the difference between the two.

The first fantasy scene of The King of Comedy, seg-
ment 3, blurs the line between fantasy and reality, but the line 
is nonetheless still discernible. Here Scorsese uses aspects of 
style to create a coherent fantasy that is easily recognizable 
as such. It is distinctly separate from surrounding scenes of 
reality while at the same time drawing on them in order to 
create the fantasy.

A combined use of sound and editing is used to tie the 
fantasy to reality. This is apparent both in the scenes that sur-
round segment 3 and within the scene itself. Rupert invites 
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from reality. If the first fantasy segment was one in which the 
line between fantasy and reality was blurred but still distinctly 
there, this segment serves to blur the line even further, so that 
the line is no longer as clear as it once had been. This seg-
ment is an integral part in the process of a complete loss of 
anything separating reality from fantasy, both for Rupert and 
for the viewer.

The final segment of The King of Comedy is such a seg-
ment. Nothing can be said for certain as to whether it is reality 
or fantasy. The ending is left ambiguous. The two have be-
come completely blurred so that the question of reality or fan-
tasy is left in the hands of the viewer, with just enough stylistic 
and narrative prodding to leave you second-guessing yourself 
no matter what decision you make. At first glance, the scene 
can be dismissed as reality, but a second look clearly identifies 
it as fantasy. A third, and you’re no longer sure exactly what it 
is. Even if you think it is one or the other, there is still an inkling 
of doubt that refuses to be ignored and causes you to wonder. 
Scorsese doesn’t hand over a clear and concise ending to top 
this film off but instead forces the viewer to earn it.

Most of this segment (number 29) could be interpreted 
as simply Rupert’s fantasy of achieving fame, but that would 
be premature. While its elements may not be completely com-
patible with reality, they don’t blend completely with fantasy 
either. For example, the segment begins with an announcer’s 
voice telling of Rupert Pupkin’s outrageous debut on the Jerry 
Langford Show. This voice is heard first over a black screen. 
The image is soon replaced by “file tape” from news reports. 
Was this sound bridge from black to footage meant to be a 
bridge from reality to fantasy, as the previous ones had been? 
Or is it meant to separate this segment from the rest of the 
film so as to be taken as a lapse in time between Rupert’s ar-
rest and his rise to fame? The “file tape” label creates a sense 
of reality, whereas the flamboyant nature of the announcer 
does the opposite by creating what Rupert would surely be-
lieve to be the perfect sound bite. The grainy television image 
also brings up questions of reality versus fantasy. Is it remi-
niscent of the television appearance Rupert made in his third 
fantasy segment? Or is it instead actually footage from his 
monologue on the Jerry Langford Show being rebroadcast 
on different news channels?

In either case, the panning, zooming, and craning of the 
camera over the magazine headlines and book displays all call 
to mind the wedding-fantasy sequence. However, the number 
of headlines present is hard to believe as the workings of a 
single man’s thoughts. And, given the nature of fame in our 
culture, isn’t it likely that Rupert would receive book and movie 
offers as a “reward” for his kidnapping of Jerry?

Still, interpretation is then left swinging back toward fan-
tasy when one notices that the news reports never mention 
his accomplice, Masha. Is this because Masha’s involvement 
was really deemed too inconsequential by the press? It seems 
more likely that her absence here would arise from Rupert’s 
obvious disdain for her. In his fantasy, he would be likely to 
erase Masha from any involvement in the plan.

his world of make-believe, the added time he spends dream-
ing up this world allows for more special effects. Sound and 
editing are once again used to blur Rupert’s reality and his 
imagination. It should be noted that this fantasy sequence is 
sandwiched between two framing sequences of Rupert in the 
offices of the Jerry Langford Show, waiting to see what they 
thought of his tape.

This fantasy is not a distinct unit in and of itself, as the 
first one was, but instead a scene firmly entrenched in the 
scene surrounding it. An entire phrase is uttered from the fan-
tasy while the image track still shows Rupert looking around 
the office. Also, this fantasy takes place in the same place 
where Rupert’s body is really located at the time of his mind’s 
wanderings. Granted, one is in the studio and the other in the 
office, but they are both in the same building, unlike the earlier 
restaurant/basement segment.

Style is also a crucial element in the portrayal of this fan-
tasy. Rupert imagines this scene as if it were on television. 
The fuzzy picture and the tinny sound of the dialogue serve to 
suggest this medium. Characters in the fantasy also present 
themselves directly to the camera. The set design of the show 
is the same as that really used on Jerry’s show. The more 
complicated subject matter of this fantasy is portrayed using 
more complicated cinematography and editing. Throughout 
most of the movie, editing is made to go unnoticed. However, 
in this scene, many steps are taken to make sure the edit-
ing and camera work are noticed. An extreme close-up of 
the piano player’s hands zooms out to a shot of him and the 
piano, before panning up and left as it dissolves into a shot of 
Rita, and then continues to pan left as she makes her way to 
Rupert. Here the image zooms out to a long shot of the couple 
before dissolving into a close-up of Rupert and Rita. This is 
by far the most complicated sequence in the film, a film that 
otherwise consists mostly of invisible editing. These stylistic 
elements are meant to be noticed. They serve as an illustra-
tion of Rupert’s more complicated fantasy world, a world that 
is becoming ever more real to him.

Although it would seem that this fantasy world is becom-
ing increasingly more important to Rupert, the viewer is still 
aware of the sequence as a fantasy, but through fewer cues 
this time. Gone are the blatant juxtapositions between the two 
worlds and the interruptions of fantasy by reality. Rupert is 
no longer shown acting out both roles in his fantasy. A single 
voice, that of Dr. Joyce Brothers, sounds unnatural, as if a 
man were impersonating the higher pitch of a woman’s voice. 
Within the scene, this is the only sonic betrayal of reality, and 
it can only be heard if one pays attention. However, the intri-
cate camera movements and editing used to show Rupert’s 
appearance on the Jerry Langford Show also serve to dis-
tinctly mark it as a fantasy. It is far more complex than any-
thing seen in any reality segments and thus must be taken to 
be fantasy.

Although the viewer can tell that this segment is fantasy, 
it is exponentially more complicated than previous segments 
and thus also serves to show Rupert’s withdrawal further 

bor35109_ 11_pp401-456.indd   455 6/1/12   2:00 M



2S
1S
N

456

successfully built up narrative and stylistic elements in his 
fantasy sequences so as to blur their distinction from each 
other. Each fantasy remains dependent on the previous real-
ity and fantasy scenes so as to be distinguishable as such. As 
Rupert’s obsession with becoming famous grows, so too does 
his fantasy world. As his fantasies grow, they become more 
entrenched in reality and thus more plausible to the viewer. 
Our final image of Rupert may be an image of the man or it 
may be an image from the man. Perhaps Rupert ends up being 
successful at his craft only in his fantasy world, but Martin 
Scorsese definitely manipulated stylistic elements of The King 
of Comedy to successfully craft a film in which the line be-
tween fantasy and reality is blurred not only for the character 
but for the viewer as well.

The final shot of The King of Comedy does little to resolve 
these issues and instead serves to complicate them further. 
This shot begins as a high angle and cranes down and in so 
as to get closer and closer to Rupert’s figure standing in the 
spotlight on stage as an announcer continues to describe him 
as a success and the crowd cheers. The lengthy take and the 
announcer’s repetition of Rupert’s name, along with the ap-
plause that ceases to die down, could suggest that we are 
now definitely in Rupert’s mind, as he prolongs his moment 
of triumph. Yet the shot is very similar to others we’ve seen 
on Jerry’s show, and we cannot rule out the possibility that in 
today’s celebrity culture Rupert has indeed achieved his goal 
of becoming a famous comedian. After all, the real audience 
for Jerry’s show did seem to enjoy Rupert’s rather lame jokes.

The fact that this final segment cannot simply be dis-
missed as fantasy serves to illustrate the fact that Scorsese 
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Several DVDs of His Girl Friday have been released. Most 
of these have mediocre image quality and few supplements. 
A fi ne restored version is available from Columbia in its 
“Columbia Classics” series, which also contains an excel-
lent commentary track by Howard Hawks’s biographer 
Todd McCarthy. Delta has released the same restoration 
sans commentary but supplemented by a documentary, 
Cary Grant on Film: A Biography.

North by Northwest is available from Warner Home 
Video. (Note that the more expensive “Limited Edition 
Collector’s Set” from Creative Design Art has no additional 
supplements on the disc but simply comes in a box with 
some cheaply produced photos and a poster.)

The Criterion Collection of Do The Right Thing con-
tains an entire disc of supplements, including an hour-long 
documentary, “The Making of Do The Right Thing,” that 
stresses the fi lmmakers’ interaction with the community in 
which the fi lm was made. It also contains interviews with 
the director and editor, and Spike Lee’s own behind-the-
scenes footage.

Breathless is available from Fox Lorber, either by it-
self or in a boxed set including two other early features 
by JeanLuc Godard, Le Petit Soldat and Les Carabiniers.
It has also been released on DVD and Blu-ray by The 
Criterion Collection; both include a second disc with sev-
eral supplements.

The Criterion Collection’s two-disc set of Tokyo Story
contains a restored print, as well as a feature-length docu-

mentary about director Yasujiro Ozu, I Lived, But . . . ; an 
audio commentary by David Desser; and an essay by David 
Bordwell.

The Criterion DVD release of Chungking Express in-
cludes an informative commentary track by Tony Rayns.

Man with a Movie Camera is available in the United 
States from Image, with an accompaniment by the Alloy 
Orchestra, and from Kino International, with music by 
Michael Nyman. The Image DVD has no region coding. 
The Kino version is also available in the United Kingdom 
from the British Film Institute.

The Thin Blue Line is available on DVD (from MGM), 
alone or in a boxed set with two other feature-length Errol 
Morris documentaries: Gates of Heaven, on pet cemeteries; 
and Vernon, Florida, focusing on a small Florida town’s 
eccentric citizens. Morris maintains a provocative blog 
on documentary problems in morris.blogs.nytimes.com. 
Several entries discuss The Thin Blue Line.

The “Two-Disc Special Edition” of Meet Me in St. 
Louis (Warner Bros.) has an excellent transfer of the fi lm, 
as well as a solid background supplement, “The Making of 
an American Classic.” (It also contains “Hollywood: The 
Dream Factory,” a history of MGM made in 1972.)

Raging Bull (MGM) is available as a single disc or a 
“Special Edition” with a supplementary disc that includes 
several short documentaries on aspects of the production.
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