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Essay #1 – Evaluation

English 2121 Writing & Research

Richard Carr, Hennepin Technical College

For this assignment, you will evaluate a movie or film (not a TV show; no concert films or documentaries; use good taste, please).  The evaluation essay is kind of argumentative essay, and as such, you will argue that the movie is good, bad, a little of both, or something in between.  This will tell the reader the overall value of the movie—your evaluation.  While this essay is similar to the movie reviews we are accustomed to seeing on TV, in the newspaper and on the internet, our analysis will be more formal and our presentation perhaps more rigorous than the reviews found in the entertainment media.  We will assume our readers are college educated like ourselves and that they are looking for focused, articulate film assessments.

In the course of your writing, you will make a number of judgments about the movie—this part is good, that part is bad—and taken together, these judgments will be your thesis, an overarching judgment, your overall evaluation.  A thesis statement, remember, has two parts:  a subject (i.e., the movie itself) and a predicate (i.e., what about it—your opinion).  So your thesis is just your opinion of the movie—backed up by several specific judgments you’ve made about the movie.

In order to form your overall thesis and convince the reader to agree with you, it will be necessary to make a case for your position.  You will do this by evaluating several different aspects of the movie.  For instance, you could talk about the movie’s sets, music, plot and acting.  After discussing each of these, you would add them together to make your thesis, which might be something like:  “Although the sets looked cheap and the music was wrong for the time period, the exciting plot and brilliant acting overshadowed those flaws and made this a marvelously intense movie.”  Clearly, in this example, a case has been made for a “thumbs up.”

The list of aspects to evaluate is endless, and it is up to you to decide which ones are most interesting or important.  Here is a partial list of possibilities:  

· sets

· music

· plot

· acting

· story

· script

· dialogue

· pace

· scenery 

· special effects

· visual effects

· sound effects

· stunts

· costumes

· makeup

· soundtrack

· cinematography

· cameras

· lighting
· props
· animation
· theme
· many others…
You might also want to ask if the movie (or part of it) is plausible or believable, or whether there are trouble spots (e.g., an anachronism or a continuity problem).  Additionally, it could be interesting to discuss how well the movie addresses any social, cultural, historical, religious or philosophical issues.

As you evaluate individual aspects, it is important to cite specific examples from the movie.  If you were evaluating a restaurant, for instance, you would need to provide vivid descriptions of specific menu items so the reader could “see” samples of the food that you’re talking about.  Likewise, when evaluating a movie, it is necessary to provide evidence by describing the portion under discussion.  If you are writing about the lavish sets, for example, pick a particular scene and describe all the details of the set so the reader can see that it is, in fact, lavish.  

The following paragraph illustrates all three required elements of this essay.  It uses examples to evaluate an aspect:
Compared to previous science fiction movies, the special effects in director Stanley Kubrick's 1968 classic 2001:  A Space Odyssey are remarkably realistic.  He achieved this realism through the painstaking use of mechanical techniques.  In the tubular corridor scene, for example, in which the space stewardess walks up the side of the curved wall until she is walking upside down on the “ceiling,” Kubrick rotated and the entire corridor set in tandem with the camera, which was rigidly attached to the set itself, thus allowing the actress to walk upright and naturally as the scene was shot.  Similar techniques were used to shoot models of Space Station V spinning serenely in orbit around the Earth and the ship USS Discovery One gliding sedately through space on its long journey.  On the other hand, later science fiction films utilized newer techniques and technology unavailable to Kubrick, such as the digitally controlled Dykstraflex motion control camera used by George Lucas in the Star Wars movies of the 1970s and 80s.  In Star Wars, the special effects are not only realistic but also fast-moving, enabling Lucas to present spectacular, high-speed, entirely believable space battles.  Although the special effects in 2001 pale in comparison to those of Star Wars, they were perfectly adequate for a movie without any complex space battles, and indeed, in their time, Kubrick’s special effects were compelling and even miraculous.

· Aspect:  special effects (which is also the topic of the paragraph).

· Evaluation:  realistic (even compared to other great films in the sci-fi genre).

· Examples cited:  rotating corridor, battle scenes (the difference in realism explained by referring to filming techniques).

· Note:  I evaluated Kubrick's special effects both positively and negatively, and the paragraph concludes by taking both sides into account.  Even so, I definitely “take sides” and end with praise for Kubrick, first by pointing out that 2001 has no fast-action battle scenes and therefore the special effects, because realistic, serve the movie well, and finally, I bolster my argument on Kubrick’s side by putting his achievement in historical context.  
A word on evaluative criteria:  What are they, and where do they come from?  A criterion is a definitive standard or benchmark, and such a standard is evaluative when it is something to which we attach value or worth.  In science fiction movies, for instance, realism is a standard for special effects, and because we value it, realism serves as an evaluative criterion.  But don’t worry too much about this right now.  As you get into evaluating specific aspects of your movie and describing particular examples and scenes, the evaluative criteria tend to emerge of their own accord.  For example, imagine you are writing about a courtroom drama.  As you describe the climactic scene in which the defense attorney pleads the case of the unjustly accused, you will naturally talk about the actor’s fist-pounding and yelling and eventually refer to his intensity—and voila:  The acting (aspect) is good (evaluation), especially in the courtroom scene (example), because of the actor’s intensity (evaluative criterion).  Sometimes the evaluative criterion is implied in the evaluation:  The acting (aspect) is intense (evaluation), especially in the courtroom scene (example).

Comparison is another way of establishing evaluative criteria.  You can compare (or contrast) aspects of your movie to: 

· Other movies of the same genre (e.g., other science fiction movies, other romantic comedies, etc.);

· An older or newer version (remake) of the movie (e.g., the old and new versions of The Lord of the Rings) or “re-imaginings” (e.g., the original Planet of the Apes with Charleton Heston versus Tim Burton’s retelling);

· Sequels (e.g., contrasting one of the Austin Powers movies to one or both of the others);

· The book upon which the movie was based (e.g., Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone compared to J.K. Rowling’s adolescent novel);

· Elements within the movie (e.g., the indoor sets compared to the outdoor sets);

· Or other works by the same director or actors (e.g., Tom Cruise's acting in The Last Samurai compared to his acting in Minority Report).

Please note that this assignment is not a compare and contrast essay.  Do not write about two movies.  Pick one movie, and focus on it.  Here and there you might refer to other movies, but be sure the essay is always about just one movie.  Although I talk about Star Wars in my illustration above, that’s just one paragraph of several in my essay, and the others don’t mention Star Wars at all but focus on 2001 alone.  (See excerpts below.)

Now let’s go back to the beginning.  Once you have selected a movie and have begun to think about your opinion of it, take a broad view.  Before seeing the movie—or seeing it again—consider your expectations, and write these down beforehand (this will be funny; the cars are supposed to be cool; I hope the story is romantic…).  Also, make note of how you felt at the end (satisfied, surprised, disappointed…).  Then, as you begin to write, think of which aspects of the movie met or failed to meet your expectations and which aspects most contributed to your feeling at the end.  These are the aspects you will probably want to discuss in your essay.  

When you watch the movie, you will need to gather certain information.  Be sure to note the names of the main characters and places, the names of the actors and director, and the year the film was made.  Write these down and use them in your paper.

In your paper you will assume the reader probably has not seen the movie, so you will need to give a brief synopsis of the film (being careful not to give away the end, unless the movie is already well-known).  Tell the reader what the movie is about, where and when it takes place, and what the main characters do.

As always, this is a lot to absorb.  We’ll discuss all these things in class, but remember, too, that for this assignment you will do much of the work on your own outside of class.  But be sure to ask for my help as soon as you need it, even if you're just having trouble getting motivated.

Here are some other aspects of 2001 that I could evaluate:

· Aspect:  plot (solving the mystery of the monolith).

· Evaluation:  difficult to understand (compared to the book by Arthur C. Clark).

· Examples:  apes, astronauts, “space infant” (with the monolith as connecting image/symbol/theme).

· paragraph excerpt:  While the evolution of tool-using ape to space-traveling man makes sense, the evolution of a modern human into the “space infant” does not exhibit an obvious logic.  Although the presence of the mysterious monolith at each evolutionary juncture provides a visual clue that links all the stages, the lack of logic in the last phase leaves the mystery unsolved and the viewer befuddled.  Thus is it difficult to understand the movie’s plot without reading the book, in which Clark explains all.

· Aspect:  pace (whether it should move so slowly).

· Evaluation:  tedious, too much slowness (the end compared to the beginning).

· Examples:  fighting apes at the beginning and space walk at the end.

· paragraph portion:  The violence of the apes in the opening scenes is exciting, but this quickly gives way to painfully slow space sequences.  Clearly the slow pace is meant to represent the vastness of space, but the final scenes—deep in space, and thus even slower—are overly long and, considering the confusing plot, tedious.
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Stanley Kubrick’s Dull Triumph

It’s a bold original that every science fiction fan should see, but be sure to have plenty of strong espresso if you want to stay awake until the end.  Stanley Kubrick's 1969 classic 2001:  A Space Odyssey combines…

“The Rules”

· Write at least 3-4 pages, but not more than 5.

· The paper—final version and all drafts—must be typed, double-spaced, with indented paragraphs.

· Use a 12-point font like this one, which is Times New Roman.

· Use standard margins on all sides (MS Word default settings are acceptable).

· Number all pages.

· Put your name, my name, class/section and date on the first page.

· Give your essay a meaningful title.

· Please do not use any colors, pictures or charts—just words in black and white.

· Do not use any form of binder.  A plain file folder and paperclips as needed should be adequate.

· For all essays, you are required to turn in with your final draft all of your notes, prewriting, journaling, worksheets, peer reviews, drafts, revisions, and other materials specified.  So keep everything!

[image: image1.wmf]Note!   In this essay you must cite at least one outside source.  This source 

could be, for example, an article, movie review or analysis from a general interest magazine like Time 

or Newsweek or something from a reputable website.  (Do not use a blurb – a “shorty,” usually one 

paragraph – as a source, but find a whole article.)

	Keep track of your progress:

Movie Info Sheet  = _____ pts. out of 10

Rough draft  = _____ pts. out of 10

Revised draft  = _____ pts. out of 10

Editing exercise  = _____ pts. out of 10


	Total participation = _____ pts. out of 40

Essay grade (       ) = _____ pts. out of 60

Transfer final sums to syllabus.





















































