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In the 12 years or so that I’ve been a film critic, there have been countless panels on the endangerment 

of film criticism, the death of film criticism and finally, hopefully, the resurrection of film criticism. 

(“The Passion of the Critic,” if you will.) I have seen many friends and colleagues lose their jobs over 

the years; some of them have left the field altogether, others have started their own blogs or gone 

freelance, and a few have happily landed on their feet and continued to work as full-time critics. 

But overall, the conversation has been a dire one — about the gutting of arts and culture pages and 

the sidelining of serious criticism in favor of celebrity reportage and endless coverage of the Academy 

Awards. And those critics who do manage to hold on their jobs live in constant fear of their waning 

relevance, thanks to the so-called democratization of journalism and the leveling of the standards that 

separate professional print critics from Web-based amateurs. 

 

That’s the cover story, anyway. As always, the real picture is more complicated. Every critic in this 

room started out as an amateur at one point or another, whether they were writing in print or online, 

or both, as was likely the case. I’m reminded of the words of a famous fictional critic named Anton 

Ego, which is that “Not everyone can be a great artist, but a great artist can come from anywhere.” 

And if we can agree, as Tony argues so persuasively in his book, that critics are artists and artists are 

critics, then it stands to reason that while not everyone can be a great critic, a great critic can come 

from anywhere. Indeed, the very future of criticism depends upon it.  

 

I don’t mean to embarrass my friend Guy Lodge over there, but he began his career as a critic writing 

for an awards blog called In Contention, which is where I first started reading him, and soon found 

myself reading him religiously, he was such a terrifically smart and incisive critic. He’s now the chief 

U.K. film critic for Variety and a regular contributor to print publications such as the Observer, the 

Guardian and Empire magazine. Guy is not the only great critic I know who built an online presence 

first and was later snapped up by various print outlets. Talent can and must flow in more than one 

direction. 

 

My own experience in this profession been an interesting one, especially over the past several months. 

I spent 12 years working as a critic and editor at Variety, until I began writing for the Los Angeles 

Times six months ago. And funnily enough, when I took the job, I got quite a few warm, 

congratulatory notes but also a few raised eyebrows, from people wondering whether I had made the 

right move by going to write for a major metropolitan newspaper. They looked at me as if I had 

transformed myself into even more of an old-media dinosaur. 

 

And perhaps they have a point. Not too long ago at work, I received an email from my editor with a 

very simple request: We like your reviews, but can you please make your paragraphs shorter? Because 

even though they read fine online, in print our columns are very narrow and it looks really ugly to 

have just an endless column of text, so please make your paragraphs shorter. And when I read that, 

first I was annoyed, and second I was amused, and third I was oddly relieved. It was actually 

refreshing to see that people do still care about print, and the aesthetics of print. The letters that I 

receive from readers are a welcome affirmation that some people, apparently not having gotten the 

message about the death of print journalism, are still reading the paper over their morning cereal. 



 
 

 

On the Web, of course, criticism can be measured in more than just paragraphs. I have seen people 

joke-tweet their reviews of films using not words but emoji (140 different emoji!). Video reviews 

abound on sites like YouTube, many of them incredibly polished and well produced. Some have 

argued that, because of digital technology, the future of criticism will become more visual and aural 

in nature, leading critics to create their own cinematic form of criticism. And of course there are many 

people who do this kind of criticism quite brilliantly already, as you know if you’ve ever seen a video 

essay by Kevin B. Lee, Matt Zoller Seitz or Kim Morgan.  

 

My own forays into video and radio reviewing haven’t been anywhere near as creative, and for me 

they have generally been more supplemental than substantial in nature. Using the language of cinema 

is one thing. But using words, putting a film’s images and ideas into words, is an altogether different 

discipline. Great critical writing is ultimately an act of creative transformation. It goes beyond a mere 

recitation of plot points; it succeeds in evoking the look and feel and rhythm of a film — its tone, its 

mood, what it actually feels like to watch it. 

 

Good critical writing takes the work in question and transforms it into an experience that is satisfying 

in and of itself — even when the work in question itself is not. And paradoxically enough, even as 

the prevalence of digital media is continually changing the arts and how we consume the arts, I think 

that this creative transformation of which I speak — the creative transformation of a work into 

criticism — has remained fundamentally the same. We watch, we think, we write. Repeat. 

 

And this is why I remain stubbornly, insistently hopeful about the future of criticism. Don’t get me 

wrong; of course it can be hard to be heard over the din of the studio publicity machinery, and social 

media, and all the entertainment options that are available out there. But speaking for myself, I can 

only say that the Internet has increased my hunger for good critical writing, not less. 

 

Social media and review aggregation are often accused of cheapening our discourse, but they are not 

the enemy. I enjoy talking about movies on Facebook and Twitter, agreeing with some critics and 

sparring with others. I myself sometimes peruse Metacritic or Rotten Tomatoes to get a quick sense 

of the feeling around a film. But none of this ever, to me, threatens or supplants the importance of 

criticism. I see criticism as a solitary pursuit rather than a collective one, one that lives and dies by 

our willingness, as individuals, to do it as thoughtfully and carefully and fearlessly as we can. 

 

I read criticism now for much the same reason I did when I picked up my hometown newspaper 20 

years ago, because good critical writing actually cuts through that noise and bringing about clarity 

where there is none. Maybe it’s harder to do that professionally today than it was 30, 20, even 10 

years ago. But the need for it is as profound as it ever was. 
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