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of day (dawn). But only after we have determined that
the story opens with its title character overwhelmed by
the prospect of her own teenage pregnancy are we pre-
pared to deduce how this implicit meaning (her state of
mind) is conveyed by the composition: Juno is at the far
left of the frame and is tiny in relationship to the rest
of the wide-angle composition. In fact, we may be well
into the four-second shot before we even spot her. Her
vulnerability is conveyed by the fact that she is dwarfed
by her surroundings. Even when the scene cuts to a
closer viewpoint [2], she, as the subject of a movie com-
position, is much smaller in frame than we are used to
seeing, especially in the first shots used to introduce a
protagonist. She is standing in a front yard contemplat-
ing an empty stuffed chair from a safe distance, as if the
inanimate object might attack at any moment. Her pose
adds to our implicit impression of Juno as alienated or
off-balance.

Our command of the film’s explicit details alerts us to
another function of the scene: to introduce the recurring
theme (or motif) of the empty chair that frames—and in
some ways defines—the story. In this opening scene, ac-
companied by Juno’s voice-over explanation, “It started
with a chair,” the empty, displaced object represents
Juno’s status and emotional state and foreshadows the
unconventional setting for the sexual act that got her
into this mess. By the story’s conclusion, when Juno an-
nounces, “It ended with a chair,” the motif—in the form
of an adoptive mother’s rocking chair—has been trans-
formed, like Juno herself, to embody hope and potential,

All that meaning was packed into two shots span-
ning about 12 seconds of screen time. Let’s see what we
can learn from a formal analysis of a more extended se-
quence from the same film: Juno’s visit to the Women
Now clinic. To do so, we'll first want to consider what
information the filmmaker needs this scene to commu-
nicate for viewers to understand and appreciate this
pivotal piece of the movie’s story in relation to the rest
of the narrative. As we delve into material that deals
with Juno’s sensitive subject matter, keep in mind that
you don’t have to agree with the meaning or values pro-
Jected by the object of your analysis; you can learn even
from a movie you dislike. Personal values and beliefs will
undoubtedly influence your analysis of any movie. And
personal views provide a legitimate perspective, as long
as we recognize and acknowledge how they may color
our interpretation.

Throughout Juno’s previous 18 minutes, all informa-
tion concerning its protagonist’s attitude toward her con-
dition has explicitly enforced our expectation that she
will end her unplanned pregnancy with an abortion. She
pantomimes suicide once she’s forced to admit her con-
dition; she calmly discusses abortion facilities with her
friend Leah; she displays no ambivalence when schedul-
ing the procedure. As she approaches the clinic, Juno’s
nonchalant reaction to the comically morose pro-life
demonstrator Su-Chin reinforces our expectations. Juno
treats Su-Chin’s assertion that the fetus has fingernails as
more of an interesting bit of trivia than a concept worthy
of serious consideration.

The subsequent waiting-room sequence is about Juno
making an unexpected decision that propels the story in
an entirely new direction. A formal analysis will tell us
how the filmmakers orchestrated multiple formal ele-
ments, including sound, composition, moving camera,
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viding context for the events to come. Its relatively 101'13
10-second duration sets up a relaxed rhythm that wil
shift later along with her state of mind. As the camera
reaches its closest point, a loud sound invades the lo¥
hum of the previously hushed waiting room.

This obtrusive drumming sound motivates a SO.me'
what Startling cut to a new shot that plunges our v1e\.f;i
Point right up into Juno’s face [3]. The sudden SPatl,
shift gives the moment resonance and conveys Junc®
thought process as she instantly shifts her concentratiot
from the admittance form to this strange new sound. Sh¢
turns her head in search of the sound’s source, and thi
camera adjusts to adopt her point of view of a moth¢
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and daughter sitting beside her [4]. The mother’s finger-
nails drumming on her own clipboard is revealed as the
source of the tapping sound. The sound’s abnormsil
loud level signals the audience that we’re not hearing
at a natural volume level—we’ve begun to experience
Juno’s psychological perceptions. The little girl’s stare
into Juno’s (and our) eyes helps to establish the associa-
tion between the fingernail sound and Juno’s latent guilt.

The sequence cuts back to the already troubled-
looking Juno [5]. The juxtaposition connects her anx-
ious expression to both the drumming mother and
the little girl’s gaze. The camera creeps in on her again.
This time, the resulting enlargement initiates our in-
tuitive association of this gradual intensification with a
character’s moment of realization. Within half a second,
another noise joins the mix, and Juno’s head turns in
response [6].

The juxtaposition marks the next shot as Juno’s point
of view, but it is much too close to be her literal point of
view. Like the unusually loud sound, the unrealistically
close viewpoint of a woman picking her thumbnail re-
flects not an actual spatial relationship but the sight’s
significance to Juno [7]. When we cut back to Juno about
a second later, the camera continues to close in on her,

v
'

= gaze shifts again to follow yet another sound as
:hie rising clamor [8].

new shot of another set of hands, again from a
1p, psychological point of view, shows a woman

Cio5e-1
epplying fingernail polish [9]. What would normally be a
silent action emits a distinct, abrasive sound.

When we cut back to Juno half a second later, she is
much larger in the frame than the last few times we saw
her [10]. This break in pattern conveys a sudden intensi-
fication; this is really starting to get to her. Editing often
establishes patterns and rhythms, only to break them for
dramatic impact. Our appreciation of Juno’s situation is
enhanced by the way editing connects her reactions to
the altered sights and sounds around her, as well as by
her implied isolation—she appears to be the only one
who notices the increasingly boisterous symphony of
fingernails. Of course, Juno’s not entirely alone—the au-
dience is with her. At this point in the sequence, we have
begun to associate the waiting-room fingernails with Su-
Chin’s attempt to humanize Juno’s condition.

Juno’s head jerks as yet another, even more invasive
sound enters the fray [11]. We cut to another close-up
point-of-view shot, this time of a young man scratching
his arm [12]. At this point, another pattern is broken,
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initiating the scene’s formal and dramatic climax. Up
until now, the sequence alternated between shots of
Juno and shots of the fingernails as they caught her at-
tention. Each juxtaposition caused us to identify with
both Juno’s reaction and her point of view. But now, the
sequence shifts gears; instead of the expected switch
back to Juno, we are subjected to an accelerating suc-
cession of fingernail shots, each one shorter and louder
than the last. A woman bites her fingernails [13]; another
files her nails [14]; a woman’s hand drums her finger-
nails nervously [15]; a man scratches his neck [16]. With
every new shot, another noise is added to the sound mix.
This pattern is itself broken in several ways by the
scene’s final shot. We've grown accustomed to seeing
Juno look around every time we see her, but this time,
she stares blankly ahead, immersed in thought {171. A
cacophony of fingernail sounds rings in her (and our)
ears as the camera glides toward her for 314 very long
seconds—a duration six times longer than any of the pre-
vious nine shots. These pattern shifts signal the scene’s
climax, which is further emphasized by the moving cam-
era’s enlargement of Juno’s figure [18], a visual action
that cinematic language has trained viewers to associate
with a subject’s moment of realization or decision.

But the shot doesn’t show us Juno acting on that
decision. We don’t see her cover her ears, throw down
her clipboard, or jump up from the waiting-room ban-
quette. Instead, we are ripped prematurely from this
final waiting-room image and plunged into a shot that
drops us into a different space and at least several mo-
ments ahead in time—back to Su-Chin chanting in the
parkinglot [19]. This jarring spatial, temporal, and visual
shift helps us feel Juno’s own instability at this crucial
narrative moment, Before we can get our bearings, the
camera has pivoted right to reveal Juno bursting out of

the clinic door in the background [20]. She races past
Su-Chin without a word. She does not have to say any-
thing. Cinematic language—film form—has already told
us what she decided and why.

Anyone watching this scene would sense the narra-
tive and emotional meaning revealed by this analysis,
but only a viewer actively analyzing the film form used
to construct it can fully comprehend how the sophisti-
cated machinery of cinematic language shapes and con-
veys that meaning. Formal analysis is fundamental to
all approaches to understanding and engaging cinema—
whether you're making, studying, or simply appreciating
movies—which is why the elements and grammar of film
form are the primary focus of Looking at Movies.

Alternative Approaches to Analysis
Although we’ll be looking at movies primarily to learn
the forms they take and the nuts and bolts they are con-
structed from, any serious student of film should be
aware that there are many other legitimate frameworks
for analysis. These alternative approaches analyze mov-
ies more as cultural artifacts than as traditional works of
art. They search beneath a movie’s form and content to
expose implicit and hidden meanings that inform our un-
derstanding of cinema’s function within popular culture
as well as the influence of popular culture on the movies.
The preceding formal analysis demonstrated how
Juno used cinematic language to convey meaning and
tell a story. Given the right interpretive scrutiny, our
case study film may also speak eloquently about social
conditions and attitudes. For example, considering that
the protagonist is the daughter of an air-conditioner re-
pairman and a manicurist, and that the couple she se-
lects to adopt her baby are white-collar professionals



