
chicago style film notes examples
Mastering Chicago Style Film Notes: Examples and Best Practices

chicago style film notes examples are a critical component for any film scholar, historian, or
enthusiast looking to meticulously document and analyze cinematic works. These notes serve as a
structured and standardized method for capturing essential information about a film, ensuring
consistency and clarity in research. Whether you are conducting in-depth academic research,
preparing a critical review, or simply wishing to catalog your film observations systematically,
understanding the Chicago style for film notes is invaluable. This article will delve into the
intricacies of creating effective Chicago style film notes, providing practical examples and exploring
the core components that make this method so robust. We will cover the fundamental elements of a
film note entry, demonstrate how to apply these principles with concrete examples, and discuss the
benefits of adopting this standardized approach for your film studies.
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Understanding the Purpose of Chicago Style Film Notes

The primary purpose of Chicago style film notes is to provide a comprehensive and organized record
of a film's essential details and your critical engagement with it. This system, drawing from the
widely respected Chicago Manual of Style, emphasizes thoroughness and precision. It's designed to
facilitate rigorous academic study, enabling researchers to quickly retrieve specific information
about films they have viewed and analyzed. Beyond academic contexts, adopting this structured
approach can significantly enhance the depth and clarity of personal film analysis, making it easier
to compare films, track thematic development across a body of work, or even recall specific visual or
auditory elements for later reference. Effective film notes act as a sophisticated form of archival



research, ensuring that insights are not lost and that the analysis remains grounded in factual
observation.

The systematic nature of Chicago style film notes helps to mitigate the subjectivity that can
sometimes plague film criticism. By clearly demarcating factual information from analytical
interpretations, it allows for a more objective basis for discussion and argumentation. This is
particularly important when collaborating with others or when presenting research findings, as it
provides a common framework for understanding and evaluating a film.

Key Components of Chicago Style Film Notes

Adhering to a standardized format ensures that your film notes are both useful and interpretable,
both to yourself and to others. The Chicago style, while adaptable, generally encompasses several
crucial categories of information. These components work together to create a holistic
understanding of the film and your response to it.

Bibliographic Information

The foundation of any good film note is accurate bibliographic data. This ensures that the specific
version of the film being analyzed is clearly identified, which is vital given the potential for different
cuts, restorations, or releases of the same title. Proper citation also acknowledges the source of the
work.

Film Title: The full and official title of the film.
Director: The primary director(s) of the film.
Year of Release: The original year the film was released.
Production Company: The studio or company that produced the film.
Screenwriter(s): The credited screenwriter(s).
Main Cast: Key actors in principal roles.
Runtime: The total running time of the film, specifying the version viewed if there are multiple.
Original Language: The primary language of the film.
Country of Origin: The country or countries where the film was produced.
Source/Format: How the film was viewed (e.g., theatrical release, DVD, streaming platform, specific
edition).

Descriptive Elements

This section focuses on objective, observable aspects of the film. It's about cataloging what is
present on screen without immediate interpretation. This factual inventory provides a solid basis for
subsequent analytical steps.

Genre: The primary and secondary genres the film belongs to.
Cinematography: General observations about the visual style, including camera movement, framing,
lighting, and color palette.
Editing: Notes on the pace, rhythm, and techniques used in the editing.
Sound Design & Music: Observations about the score, diegetic and non-diegetic sound, and their
impact.
Production Design & Costume Design: Comments on the sets, locations, and costumes that
contribute to the film's world.
Narrative Structure: A brief overview of how the story is told (e.g., linear, non-linear, episodic).



Analytical Observations

Here, interpretation begins to take shape. This component involves making reasoned judgments and
identifying patterns, techniques, and their intended or apparent effects. This is where you start to
engage with how the film communicates its message.

Themes: Identification of recurring ideas, motifs, or messages.
Symbolism: Recognition of objects, actions, or characters that represent something beyond their
literal meaning.
Character Development: Analysis of how characters change or remain static throughout the
narrative.
Motifs: Recurring visual, auditory, or narrative elements.
Cinematic Techniques & Their Effects: How specific directorial choices (camera angles, editing cuts,
sound cues) contribute to the film's meaning or emotional impact.
Social/Cultural Context: Observations on how the film reflects or comments on its time or societal
issues.

Personal Reflections and Interpretations

This is the most subjective part of the notes, where your personal response to the film is
documented. While still aiming for reasoned thought, this section allows for your unique perspective
and emotional engagement.

Overall Impression: Your general feelings about the film.
Strengths and Weaknesses: What worked well and what didn't.
Emotional Impact: How the film made you feel and why.
Questions Raised: Aspects of the film that provoke further thought or inquiry.
Connections: Links to other films, literary works, or personal experiences.

Crafting Effective Chicago Style Film Notes: Step-by-Step

Creating detailed and useful film notes requires a systematic approach. By following a structured
process, you can ensure that all essential aspects of the film are captured and analyzed
comprehensively.

1. Pre-Viewing Preparation: Before you watch the film, gather as much bibliographic information as
possible. This includes the title, director, year, main cast, and any known context about its
production or reception. This will help you frame your viewing.
2. Active Viewing: Watch the film with a critical eye. Have a notepad or document ready to jot down
immediate impressions, significant moments, or striking visual or auditory elements. Don't try to be
too detailed at this stage; focus on capturing key points.
3. Information Gathering (Post-Viewing): Once the film is finished, immediately fill in all the
bibliographic details and descriptive elements that you can recall or verify. Check running times,
cast lists, and production details if necessary.
4. Detailed Description: Go back through the film, either from memory or by re-watching specific
scenes, to flesh out the descriptive elements. Focus on cinematography, editing, sound, production,
and costume design. Be specific with your observations.
5. Analytical Deep Dive: This is where you move from description to interpretation. Identify themes,
symbols, character arcs, and recurring motifs. Consider why the filmmakers made certain choices
and what impact those choices have on the audience.
6. Personal Response and Reflection: Articulate your personal reactions. What did you like or



dislike? How did the film affect you emotionally? What questions does it raise? What connections can
you make?
7. Organize and Refine: Review your notes for clarity, completeness, and consistency. Ensure that
your observations are well-supported by specific examples from the film. Use clear and concise
language.

Chicago Style Film Notes Examples in Practice

To illustrate the principles discussed, let's examine a few hypothetical examples of Chicago style film
notes for different types of films. These examples showcase how to integrate the various components
effectively.

Example 1: A Classic Hollywood Film

Film Title: Casablanca
Director: Michael Curtiz
Year of Release: 1942
Production Company: Warner Bros.
Screenwriter(s): Julius J. Epstein, Philip G. Epstein, Howard Koch
Main Cast: Humphrey Bogart, Ingrid Bergman, Paul Henreid
Runtime: 102 minutes
Original Language: English
Country of Origin: United States
Source/Format: 2005 DVD, Warner Home Video

Descriptive Elements:
Genre: Romantic Drama, War Film, Film Noir elements.
Cinematography: Classic Hollywood studio lighting, dramatic chiaroscuro in key scenes, use of
close-ups to convey emotion, elegant and controlled camera movements. Black and white
photography emphasizes mood and shadow.
Editing: Efficient pacing, seamless transitions, effective use of cross-cutting during tense moments
(e.g., Rick's flashback to Paris).
Sound Design & Music: Iconic score by Max Steiner, featuring "As Time Goes By." Diegetic music
from the Blue Parrot nightclub is crucial to atmosphere. Dialogue is crisp and clear.
Production Design & Costume Design: Evocative period setting of Casablanca, North Africa during
WWII. Costumes (especially Ilsa's dresses) are glamorous and indicative of character. Rick's cafe is a
detailed, atmospheric space.

Analytical Observations:
Themes: Sacrifice, duty, love vs. patriotism, neutrality vs. engagement, redemption. The film
masterfully explores the conflict between personal desires and larger political imperatives.
Symbolism: The letters of transit symbolize hope and escape, as well as the complex political
machinations of the era. Rick's gin joint serves as a microcosm of a world caught between warring
factions.
Character Development: Rick Blaine undergoes significant transformation, moving from cynical
neutrality to active participation in the Allied cause, driven by rediscovered love and moral
conviction. Ilsa is torn between duty and her feelings.
Motifs: Repeated lines of dialogue ("Here's looking at you, kid"), the song "As Time Goes By" as a
symbol of lost love and enduring connection.
Cinematic Techniques & Their Effects: The use of shadows and light in the final airport scene
amplifies the emotional weight of Rick's decision and Ilsa's departure. Close-ups on Bogart's face



convey his internal struggle.
Social/Cultural Context: The film serves as a powerful piece of wartime propaganda, subtly
encouraging American involvement in the fight against fascism while capturing the anxieties and
uncertainties of the period.

Personal Reflections and Interpretations:
Overall Impression: A timeless masterpiece with a powerful emotional core and enduring political
relevance. The script is exceptionally crafted, and the performances are iconic.
Strengths and Weaknesses: Strength lies in its character arcs, dialogue, and thematic resonance.
Weakness, if any, might be its adherence to some Hollywood conventions of the era, though even
these are masterfully employed.
Emotional Impact: Evokes a profound sense of bittersweet romance, sacrifice, and moral awakening.
The ending is both heartbreaking and uplifting.
Questions Raised: How does personal love intersect with global conflict? Can individuals remain
neutral in the face of overwhelming injustice?

Example 2: A Contemporary Independent Film

Film Title: Moonlight
Director: Barry Jenkins
Year of Release: 2016
Production Company: A24, Plan B Entertainment
Screenwriter(s): Barry Jenkins
Main Cast: Trevante Rhodes, André Holland, Mahershala Ali, Naomie Harris
Runtime: 111 minutes
Original Language: English
Country of Origin: United States
Source/Format: 2017 Blu-ray, A24

Descriptive Elements:
Genre: Coming-of-age Drama, LGBTQ+ Drama.
Cinematography: Intimate and lyrical. Use of shallow focus, fluid camera movements, and striking
naturalistic lighting, particularly during Miami scenes. Color palette shifts across the three life
stages, becoming warmer and more saturated later on.
Editing: Gradual, deliberate pacing that allows moments to breathe. Seamless transitions between
the three narrative sections, highlighting continuity and change.
Sound Design & Music: Score by Nicholas Britell is evocative and emotional. Use of popular music
and diegetic sounds creates atmosphere. Sound often emphasizes quietness and introspection.
Production Design & Costume Design: Authentic portrayal of various socioeconomic environments in
Miami, from public housing to upscale restaurants. Costumes are realistic and evolve with the
characters' ages and circumstances.

Analytical Observations:
Themes: Identity, masculinity, sexuality, race, poverty, mentorship, the search for belonging, the
impact of environment and trauma.
Symbolism: Water (baptism, cleansing, escape, the ocean as a metaphor for the vast unknown). The
color blue often appears. Chiron's transformation through different aliases (Little, Chiron, Black)
signifies his evolving self.
Character Development: The film masterfully tracks Chiron's journey from a withdrawn, bullied child
to a stoic, isolated adult, exploring the internal struggles and external pressures that shape him.
Motifs: The recurring motif of Chiron's hands – how they are used to defend, to cook, to connect. The



idea of "magic" and transformation.
Cinematic Techniques & Their Effects: Long takes and close-ups create a sense of deep intimacy and
empathy with Chiron. The use of ambient sound and music enhances the film's contemplative mood.
The shift in cinematography from harsh to warmer tones visually represents Chiron's inner state.
Social/Cultural Context: A profound exploration of Black masculinity, poverty, and the LGBTQ+
experience in America, offering a nuanced and vital perspective often missing in mainstream
cinema.

Personal Reflections and Interpretations:
Overall Impression: A deeply moving, visually stunning, and profoundly empathetic portrayal of a life
journey. Its raw honesty and artistic merit are exceptional.
Strengths and Weaknesses: Strengths are its innovative narrative structure, powerful performances
(especially from Ali and Rhodes), and lyrical cinematography. No significant weaknesses.
Emotional Impact: Profoundly sad, hopeful, and cathartic. It elicits deep empathy for Chiron's
isolation and his quiet resilience.
Questions Raised: How do societal prejudices and personal traumas shape our identities? Can we
find connection and acceptance despite profound hardship?

Example 3: A Foreign Language Documentary

Film Title: Faces Places (Visages Villages)
Director(s): Agnès Varda, JR
Year of Release: 2017
Production Company: Ciné-Tamaris, Oh My Production
Screenwriter(s): Agnès Varda, JR
Main Cast: Agnès Varda, JR (as themselves)
Runtime: 94 minutes
Original Language: French
Country of Origin: France
Source/Format: 2018 streaming via MUBI

Descriptive Elements:
Genre: Documentary, Travelogue, Art Film.
Cinematography: Observational and intimate, often featuring Varda and JR directly engaging with
subjects. Mix of handheld and static shots, often with a naturalistic, sun-drenched aesthetic
reflecting the rural French landscapes. Use of JR's large-scale photographic portraits integrated into
the film's visual language.
Editing: Episodic structure, following Varda and JR's journey. The editing is relatively
straightforward, allowing the interactions and the portraits to take center stage. Moments of playful
repetition and visual gags.
Sound Design & Music: Primarily diegetic sound from the locations and conversations. Music is
sparingly used, often to underscore moments of tenderness or reflection. The sound of JR's
photographic printer is a recurring element.
Production Design: The "production design" is the actual French countryside and the communities
visited, emphasizing the authentic and lived-in environments.

Analytical Observations:
Themes: Art as a bridge between people, memory, legacy, aging, community, the democratizing
power of art, observation vs. participation, the relationship between creator and subject.
Symbolism: The large-scale portraits symbolize the elevation of ordinary people and their stories.
The act of Varda and JR traveling together represents collaboration and the bridging of generations.



Character Development: While not fictional characters, Varda and JR's dynamic evolves, revealing
their individual perspectives and their growing mutual affection and respect. The "characters" are
the villagers whose portraits are created.
Motifs: The recurring visual of Varda's foot, a nod to her artistic identity. The process of printing and
installing JR's photographs. The exploration of forgotten places and people.
Cinematic Techniques & Their Effects: The direct address of Varda to the camera and the viewer
creates a sense of personal connection. The juxtaposition of Varda's intimate filmmaking style with
JR's public art installations highlights different forms of artistic engagement.
Social/Cultural Context: A celebration of French rural life and a testament to the enduring power of
art to connect and validate individuals within their communities. It also reflects on Varda's own life
and legacy as an influential filmmaker.

Personal Reflections and Interpretations:
Overall Impression: A warm, witty, and profoundly humanist film that is both visually delightful and
emotionally resonant. It is a beautiful collaboration and a poignant reflection on life and art.
Strengths and Weaknesses: Strengths are its charming protagonists, insightful observations on art
and life, and the uplifting nature of its project. No significant weaknesses; its gentle pacing is part of
its charm.
Emotional Impact: Fosters a sense of warmth, joy, and a quiet appreciation for the ordinary. It's
inspiring to see art used to foster connection and dignity.
Questions Raised: What is the true nature of art? How can we preserve and honor the stories of
everyday people? What does it mean to create and collaborate in later life?

Advanced Techniques for Film Note-Taking

Beyond the basic components, several advanced techniques can elevate your Chicago style film
notes, allowing for deeper and more nuanced analysis. These methods require more intensive
engagement with the film but yield richer insights.

Scene-by-Scene Breakdown

For particularly complex films or for focused academic research, a scene-by-scene breakdown can be
invaluable. This involves meticulously documenting key details for each significant scene.

Scene Number/Identifier: Assign a unique identifier to each scene (e.g., Scene 1, Scene 5, The
Market Scene).
Location: Where the scene takes place.
Time/Setting: Time of day, year, or specific temporal context within the narrative.
Characters Present: Who is in the scene.
Key Plot Points: What happens in the scene that advances the narrative.
Dialogue Highlights: Memorable or significant lines.
Cinematic Elements: Specific camera angles, movements, editing techniques, lighting, or sound
design used in the scene.
Thematic Relevance: How this scene contributes to the film's overarching themes.
Emotional Impact: The emotional tone or effect of the scene.

This granular approach allows for detailed reconstruction of a film's construction and its impact.

Character Arc Analysis

Focusing on character development across the entire film can reveal profound insights into the



narrative's core messages.

Initial State: Describe the character at the beginning of the film. What are their motivations, beliefs,
and circumstances?
Inciting Incident(s): What events or interactions trigger their journey or change?
Key Turning Points: Identify specific moments where the character makes a significant decision or
undergoes a noticeable shift.
Obstacles and Conflicts: What internal and external challenges do they face?
Growth/Stagnation: How do they change by the end of the film? Do they achieve their goals, learn
lessons, or remain fundamentally the same?
Relationship Dynamics: How their interactions with other characters evolve.
Symbolic Representation: Do they embody specific themes or ideas?

Thematic Thread Identification

Tracing a particular theme or motif throughout the film can illuminate the director's intent and the
film's deeper meaning.

Theme Definition: Clearly define the theme you are tracking (e.g., "themes of isolation," "the motif of
mirrors").
First Appearance: Note the first instance where the theme or motif is introduced.
Recurring Instances: Log every subsequent occurrence, noting the specific context (visual, auditory,
dialogue, action).
Evolution of the Theme: Does the theme change in meaning or intensity as the film progresses?
Impact on Characters: How does this theme or motif affect the characters' actions, thoughts, or
development?
Connection to Narrative: How does the recurrence of this element contribute to the overall story or
message?
Symbolic Significance: What does the theme or motif represent beyond its literal manifestation?

Benefits of Using Chicago Style for Film Notes

Adopting the Chicago style for your film notes offers numerous advantages that extend beyond
simple record-keeping. Its structured methodology fosters a more rigorous and insightful approach
to cinematic analysis.

Enhanced Organization: The standardized format ensures that all crucial information is readily
accessible, making it easy to find specific details about any film in your collection.
Improved Analytical Depth: By compartmentalizing descriptive elements from analytical
observations and personal reflections, you are encouraged to engage with the film on multiple levels,
fostering a more nuanced understanding.
Facilitates Comparison: When comparing multiple films, standardized notes allow for direct
comparison of genres, themes, directorial styles, and narrative structures, leading to more robust
comparative analysis.
Supports Academic Research: For students and academics, this style aligns with scholarly
expectations for precise documentation and analysis, providing a solid foundation for essays,
dissertations, and research papers.
Promotes Critical Thinking: The process of identifying themes, symbols, and character development
encourages active, critical engagement with the film, moving beyond passive consumption.
Long-Term Value: Well-maintained film notes become a valuable personal archive of your intellectual
and emotional engagement with cinema, a resource that grows in significance over time.



Clear Communication: If you ever need to discuss or present your findings on a film, your
meticulously prepared notes provide a clear and coherent basis for communication.

By investing time in crafting thorough Chicago style film notes, you are investing in a deeper, more
organized, and ultimately more rewarding relationship with the art of filmmaking.

FAQ

Q: What is the most important component of Chicago style
film notes?
A: While all components are important for a comprehensive note, the bibliographic information is
foundational. It ensures you are referencing the correct film and provides essential context for any
analysis. Without accurate identification, your subsequent observations lose their specificity.

Q: Can I adapt the Chicago style for my personal film diary?
A: Absolutely. The Chicago style provides a robust framework that can be simplified or expanded
upon to suit personal needs. You might focus more heavily on personal reflections and emotional
impact while still retaining key descriptive and analytical elements for structure and depth.

Q: How detailed should my descriptive elements be?
A: Aim for a level of detail that is useful for your analytical purposes. For cinematography, this could
mean noting specific shot types (long shot, close-up), camera movements (panning, tracking), and
lighting techniques (high-key, low-key). For editing, consider the pace and any noticeable
transitions. The goal is to capture the observable techniques that contribute to the film's overall
effect.

Q: What's the difference between "Analytical Observations"
and "Personal Reflections"?
A: Analytical Observations focus on interpreting the film's content and techniques objectively, based
on evidence within the film itself. This includes identifying themes, symbols, and the effects of
cinematic choices. Personal Reflections are your subjective responses, feelings, and opinions about
the film, though these should still be reasoned and informed by your analysis.

Q: Should I take notes during the film or after?
A: A combination is often best. During the film, jot down immediate impressions, striking moments,
or key dialogue snippets. After the film, dedicate time to systematically filling out all sections of your
notes, referring back to your initial jottings and your memory of the viewing experience. Re-
watching specific scenes can be crucial for detailed analysis.



Q: How do I identify themes in a film?
A: Themes are the underlying messages or ideas explored by the film. Look for recurring concepts,
motifs, or conflicts that characters grapple with. Consider the film's subject matter, its characters'
journeys, and the overall message the filmmakers seem to be conveying. Asking "What is this film
really about?" can help uncover its themes.

Q: Is it necessary to include information about the crew
beyond the director and screenwriters?
A: For standard Chicago style film notes, the director and screenwriters are the most crucial for
bibliographic information. However, if you are conducting highly specialized research (e.g., focusing
on a specific cinematographer's work), you might choose to expand this section to include names of
key crew members and brief notes on their contributions.

Q: How can Chicago style film notes help me remember films
I've watched?
A: By providing a structured and detailed record, these notes act as an organized memory bank.
Instead of vague recollections, you have specific data about plot, characters, themes, and your own
critical response, making it much easier to recall and discuss films months or years later.
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