Complete notes for
‘Must We Say What We Mean?
Attempting Film Criticism in the Video Essay’

An audiovisual essay by James MacDowell and James Zborowski

. Robin Wood ‘The Little Space in Between: Preliminary Notes on Before Sunrise’,
CineAction, 41 (1996), pp. 4-13, 4. Wood’s words are read by Douglas Pye.

. F.R. Leavis, Two Cultures? The Significance of C. P. Snow (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, edited by Stefan Collini, 2013 [1962]), 74-5.

Christian Keathley, ‘Video essay guide’, Learning on Screen (n.d.). Keathley (2011)
elaborates on the distinction between ‘explanatory’ and ‘poetic’ modes in ‘La Caméra-
Stylo: Notes on Video Criticism and Cinephilia’, in The Language and Style of Film
Criticism, edited by Alex Clayton and Andrew Klevan (London: Routledge), pp. 176-
191.

Catherine Grant, ‘The shudder of a cinephiliac idea? Videographic film studies
practice as material thinking” ANIKI: Portuguese Journal of the Moving Image 1. 1
(2014), pp. 49-62, 50.

. Christian Keathley, Jason Mittell, ‘Scholarship in Sound & Image: A Pedagogical
Essay’, The Videographic Essay: Practice and Pedagogy (2019).

The Video Essay Podcast, ‘Episode 26: The Scholarly Video Essay’ (2021).

. Adrian Martin: ‘A Voice Too Much’, The Audiovisual Essay (2010). This is not to say,
of course, that voiceovers are by any means absent in academic video essays; Chiara
Grizzaffi has offered one helpful defence of voiceover as a useful tool for scholarly
audiovisual essays, also surveying some of its potential variety as a practice (Chiara
Grizzaffi, ‘Let Them Speak! Against Standardization in Videographic Criticism’,

[in] Transition, 2017, 4: 1). Nonetheless, according to Ian Garwood’s 2016 survey,
only 32% of essays collected on the repository Audiovisualcy contained voiceover;
and it would be intriguing to conduct an update of such a survey by applying it to, for
instance, all work published in [in/Transition (Ian Garwood, ‘The Place of Voiceover
in Academic Audiovisual Film and Television Criticism’, NECSUS: European
Journal of Media Studies, Autumn 2016).

The Video Essay Podcast, ‘On the Importance of Writings on Video Essays w/ Alan
O'Leary & Evelyn Kreutzer’ (2025).

“The best video essays of 2022°, Sight and Sound, December (2023). The following
distinction we make between an essayist telling us ‘what to think’ versus telling us
‘what they think’ was partly inspired by two theoretical reflections on essayistic
practice. Firstly, writing (in 1992) not about the video essay but rather the essay film,
Phillip Lopate reflects upon Yvonne Rainer’s essay film Privilege (1990), writing that,
although ‘I admire Rainer’s film, [it left me] unsure [...] what she was trying to tell
me. [...] [Rainer] would probably say, “I'm not trying to tell you anything, I'm trying
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to make you think.” [...] So does an essay, but an essay also tells us what its author
thinks’ (Phillip Lopate, ‘In Search of the Centaur: The Essay-Film’, in Essays on the
Essay Film, eds. Nora M. Alter and Timothy Corrigan [New York: Columbia
University Press, 2017], pp. 109-133, 119). Subsequently drawing on this passage in
relation to videographic scholarship, Erlend Lavik writes that, ‘while I would
certainly not discourage audiovisual scholarship that approaches experimental and
“performative” modes of inquiry and communication,” he welcomes ‘work that
endeavors not just to get us to think [...] but “also tells us what its author thinks
(Erlend Lavik, ‘The Video Essay: The Future of Academic Film and Television
Criticism?’, Frames Cinema Journal [1], 2015).
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V. F. Perkins concluded his final published piece by emphasising the centrality of
sincerity (and critical conversation) to his conception of criticism: ‘The analyst must
ask what case can be advanced with sincerity and conviction. Readiness for
conversation and correction is a vital discipline. [...] In this process of introspection
we shall, at our best, be alert for what we can truthfully say and mean. Sincerity and
introspection have not been terms privileged in the philosophy of film, but close
reading cannot prosper without them.’ (V. F. Perkins, ‘Omission and Oversight in
Close Reading: The Final Moments of Frederick Wiseman’s High School’, in V. F.
Perkins on Movies: Collected Shorter Criticism, ed. Douglas Pye [Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 2020], pp. 477492, 490-92.)

Leavis’ words here (Leavis, Two Cultures?, 75) were frequently invoked by
Robin Wood, for example in ‘Big Game: Confessions of an Unreconstructed
Humanist’, in Personal Views: Explorations in Film, ed. Barry Keith Grant (Detroit,
MI: Wayne State University Press, 2006 [1976]), pp.17-42, 21.

Here we invoke John Gibbs and Doug Pye’s adaptation of Leavis’ question; as they
suggest, ““Yes, but...” may be too limiting: the implicit question [...] should also be
able to elicit the response, “No, because...”” (John Gibbs and Douglas Pye,
‘Introduction’, in Style and Meaning: Studies in the Detailed Analysis of Film,
Manchester: Manchester University Press, pp. 1-15, 3-4).

See lan Garwood’s ‘The Place of Voiceover in Academic Audiovisual Film and
Television Criticism’ for a valuable reflection on the unavoidably gendered dimension
of voiceover, as well as on the fact that (at time of production) Audiovisualcy teatured
approximately five times as many essays featuring male voiceovers as female.
Voiceovers also, of course, bring with them the particular accent of a critic; on this
dimension of videographic criticism, see Barbara Zecchi, ‘An accented video way of
thinking: Becoming videoessay’, Academic Quarter | Akademisk kvarter (2024), 25-
34.

‘Memento mori’: a symbolic reminder of death’s inevitability in an artwork.

V. F. Perkins, ‘Must We Say What They Mean?’, Movie 34 (1990), 1-6, 4. Perkins’
and our approaches here thus represent what David Bordwell would call ‘explicative’
(as opposed to ‘symptomatic’) interpretative practice, i.e.: concerned to articulate
‘implicit meanings [that] the film is [...] assumed to “speak indirectly’” (David
Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of Cinema
[London: Harvard University Press, 1989], 8). ‘Must We Say What They Mean’ is
partly a critique of Making Meaning, and in particular Perkins takes issue with
Bordwell’s characterisation of explicative interpretation as being concerned with
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‘covert’ meanings (ibid: 8). Nonetheless, the distinction between ‘explicative’ and
‘symptomatic’ interpretation offers a useful shorthand to distinguish our critical
approach from many other kinds of critical postures that could be adopted towards
Before Sunrise.

For an excellent discussion of the inherently transformative nature of videographic
criticism, including ‘explanatory’ approaches, see: lan Garwood, ‘The Poetics of the
Explanatory Audiovisual Essay’, [in]Transition 1: 3 (2014).

The potential for critical over- (or under-) emphasis during this process of
transformation should register as a significant danger if we desire to be as alert to this
property of films as was a critic like Perkins. Issues of both aesthetic and critical
emphasis were key to Perkins’ final article, in which he furthermore connected such
matters explicitly to the affordances of analysing films using digital formats, since
they permit ‘radical interference with the film and the way in which it was intended to
play’: ‘Film-makers face a constant challenge to arrive at stresses that enrich our
understanding, and achieve a weight of expression appropriate to the weight of
significance that a moment can bear. [...] It makes for an experience distinct from that
of any ordinary viewing when one acquires the ability to pause, start, freeze, skip
forward, or back. [...] The temptations are many, and not the least of them is the
temptation of cleverness. Distortion threatens when an aspect is isolated from its
context to take on perhaps disproportionate weight or implausible significance.” (V. F.
Perkins, ‘Omission and Oversight in Close Reading’, 490-2).

Cleanth Brooks, ‘The Heresy of Paraphrase’, in The Well-Wrought Urn and Other
Essays (New York: Harcourt Brace and Jovanovich, 1947), pp. 192-214, 206.

Robin Wood, ‘The Little Space in Between’, 7.

Tracy Cox-Stanton, ‘Constructing a Scholarly Gaze Through Video: Opportunities
and Challenges’, The Cine-Files 15 (Fall, 2020).

On this understanding of description’s role in criticism, see Andrew Klevan:
‘Description is not merely a necessary step on the way to the meat of analysis, it
contains the analysis. [...] Description also reflects the impulse, true of much
criticism on the arts, to articulate and share an experience. [...] One type of film
criticism is inspired by the endeavour to “capture” a visual and aural medium in a
different medium (words): to see how it may exist, and how its existence may be
extended, through writing.” Andrew Klevan, ‘Description’, in The Language and Style
of Film Criticism, pp. 70-86, 71.

Roland Barthes, Criticism and Truth (London: Athlone Press, 2004 [1966]), 23
Robin Wood, ‘The Little Space in Between’, 7.

The potential for voiceovers to sound either more or less situated in time and place is
an issue explored in John Gibbs and Douglas Pye, ‘Le Plaisir: Voices and
viewpoints’, NECSUS (Spring, 2022).

See also Ian Garwood, ‘The place of voiceover in academic audiovisual film
and television criticism’. The video clip we can hear being played in Garwood’s essay
is Kevin B. Lee, ‘What Makes a Video Essay Great?’ (2014). In turn, the image-track
visible onscreen in Lee’s essay is Tony Zhou, ‘David Fincher - And the Other Way is
Wrong’, Every Frame a Painting (2014).
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23. Lého Galibert-Lainé, ‘What scholarly video essays feel like’, The Cine-Files 15
(2020).

24. Desert Island Disks, ‘Yo-Yo Ma, Musician’ (2021), BBC Sounds:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000wywd.

For analyses of Before Sunrise that attend carefully to the meanings and
effects of the music in the final montage, see: Carlo Cenciarelli, ‘The Sense of an
Ending: Music, Time and Romance in Before Sunrise’, in Journeys on Screen:
Theory, Ethics, Aesthetics, eds. Louis Bayman & Natalia Pinazza (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, (2018) pp. 167-182; and Maria del Mar Azcona &
Celestino Deleyto, Before Sunrise: Young Love on the Move (New York: Routledge,
2023), 29-31.

25. John Gibbs and Douglas Pye, ‘Le Plaisir: Voices and viewpoints’.
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