
Macro analysis
A-grade candidate’s analysis of a sequence from 
Bridget Jones’s Diary

Bridget Jones’s Diary (Sharon Maguire, 2001) was originally a novel by Helen
Fielding and became an extremely successful film when it was released as a
romantic comedy. The film made around £41 million in the UK alone.

The storyline is funny, romantic and also safe, in that the audience knows that
there will be a happy ending. From pre-release advertising and publicity, audiences
could anticipate that the film would fit their expectations of the romantic comedy
genre. Knowledge of the genre helps people know what to expect from a film and
ensures that they will enjoy a film which they connect with examples of the genre
enjoyed in the past.

In all films the story — the narrative — is important and so the way the story
is told must be effective in its manipulation and presentation of characters and
events. The audience needs to be able to understand the story. The narrative offers
meanings connected to character actions and motivations. I have chosen to
analyse the last 15 minutes of the film, where the two main characters come
together and resolve their differences.

Bridget Jones’s Diary was released with a target audience of women in mind. 
A woman is the protagonist and female audiences can relate to her experiences.
Certain actors have strong links with the romantic comedy genre: Hugh Grant
has a lead role and audiences would associate him with romantic comedy from
his parts in Four Weddings and a Funeral and Notting Hill. (This is an important
factor for the producer, especially in light of the success of these previous
romantic comedies.) Hugh Grant’s role in this film is slightly different in that he
plays the ‘cad’. However, the genre association is still beneficial for the film’s
producers, as they can tap into his existing romantic comedy fan base. Renée
Zellweger was relatively unknown in a romantic comedy context (apart from
Jerry Maguire), but her inclusion in the cast added an intrigue factor. Could this
up-and-coming American actress play the now iconic English Bridget? Since
Bridget Jones’s Diary had been a successful newspaper column, which became
a best-selling novel, even more security was added to the film’s potential
success at the box office.

Romantic comedy has a set of conventions to which most of the examples of
this genre conform. Bridget Jones’s Diary is the story of a single woman living in
London. Both the protagonists, Bridget and Mark, lack a partner at the start of
the narrative. This soon changes when Mark is with Nicola and Bridget is with
Daniel, both the wrong partners and a hindrance to their union. This creates
immense dramatic irony. The two protagonists are not aware of their attraction
to one another, but the audience, through its knowledge of romantic comedy
conventions, can see that Bridget and Mark will end the story together — but
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how? When they first meet, the two characters do not get on. Mark is rude and
sees Bridget as beneath him. Bridget feels that Mark is dull and does not like his
condescending attitude. This hostility remains until the end of the narrative. The
audience knows that the couple will eventually be together, but tension and
interest are sustained as the pair’s hurdles are overcome. The two characters are
very different; Mark is a highly paid barrister and Bridget has a relatively unpres-
tigious job in a large publishing house. This social and economic divide constructs
one of the hurdles for the couple and intrigues the audience as to how the divide
will be overcome.

Bridget changes as she tries to make herself more attractive to the opposite
sex. Her attempts initially ‘net’ Daniel, but he proves himself unworthy of her affec-
tion. The audience follows Bridget’s shifts from hope to depression and back again,
to an ending with Mark and hope for the future. The couple overcome their differ-
ences, learn something about themselves along the way and provide a textbook
‘romcom’ ending. Mark has aborted his move to America and has come back for
Bridget. The series of trials which the protagonists within romantic comedies must
undergo is ended successfully when he returns. Perhaps the most prominent of
all romcom conventions is that the couple unite in the end, providing the viewer
with met expectations of the genre and a sense of satisfaction and safety.

The audience is constantly aware of Bridget’s feelings throughout the film
through her diary, which is read as voice-over by Bridget. This allows Bridget’s
character to discuss the conventions of the romantic comedy genre in an almost
self-conscious way. The audience hears how she is lonely, vulnerable, unaware
of her attraction to Mark, let down by Daniel and eventually happy. This effective
use of restricted narration lets us know how Bridget is feeling, which allows us to
empathise with the character.

In the final sequence, conventions are used creatively to generate tension for
the viewer. Bridget is at Mark’s parents’ ruby wedding celebration, and a remark
is made about Mark and Nicola. She is overcome by her feelings and makes a fool
of herself, trying to hide her outburst. She leaves and the audience is in suspense,
waiting for Mark’s response. The tension seems to be released when Mark comes
back from America for Bridget. However, resolution is postponed by the drama of
Mark reading Bridget’s diary and her fears that it has offended him.

Time is compressed in the film and the viewer is presented with a whole year
of Bridget’s life, but the narrative highlights the events relevant to the romantic
comedy storyline. This use of emotional issues and romantic confusions is typical
of the romantic comedy genre. The narrative propels us towards the resolving final
sequence in which misunderstandings are explained and confusions are clarified.

The narrative structure of Bridget Jones’s Diary is almost circular. The
chronology takes us from one winter to the next and allows for a condensed
passage of time in which events directly relevant to Bridget can unfold. We see
her engage with friends, meetings which serve to contribute to the discussions
concerning relationships and allow her opportunity to explain her shifting romantic
situations. Bridget exists in a state of equilibrium at the beginning of the film, but
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not one that is characterised by safety. Her recognisable world is shattered by the
untrustworthy Daniel, who represents a disruptive element, but is reordered by
the reliable and caring Mark.

A cause-and-effect model can be used to discuss how narrative works in this
film. Bridget and Mark’s initial conversation at the beginning of the film acts to
separate the characters through a series of misunderstandings. This is necessary
within the romantic comedy genre, because it provides the first of the hurdles
which must be overcome. We see the consequences of each of Bridget’s interac-
tions with other characters and use our knowledge of romantic comedy conven-
tions to predict that, although her life may be unfulfilled for a large portion of the
narrative, happy resolution will come.

Bridget Jones’s Diary is, therefore, typical of the romantic comedy genre. It uses
the conventions an audience expects from this genre to create narrative meaning
and engage the audience in the creation of the protagonists’ relationship. Narrative
conventions are used to reinforce our recognition of genre and edit Bridget’s life
experiences so that we are presented with events that we see as relevant to the
genre. As a reworking of Jane Austen’s novel Pride and Prejudice, Bridget Jones’s
Diary is a modern-day comedy of manners. Elizabeth and Darcy have become
Bridget and Mark, but modern audiences have the same desire: that the couple
come together in the end.

(1,269 words)

This candidate shows clear understanding of the conventions of both narrative and
the chosen genre and has explored them in detail. The function of narrative and
genre for both the viewer and the film industry is explored with confidence and
accuracy. The essay is organised clearly and presents effectively the generic
elements and narrative issues of the chosen sequence which generate meaning and
viewer response.The importance of the audience’s knowledge of pre-existing texts
for the producer of the film is explored too.

The candidate writes fluently and gives clear textual evidence for the points made.
The answer contains a high degree of analytical comment and informed personal
reflection — it is a clear, articulate and perceptive piece of writing, which has an
original voice.

■ ■ ■

C-grade candidate’s analysis of a sequence from Shallow Hal
When a film is made, it usually has a genre. Genre is the style or category of a
film. Comedies, action films, science fiction films and musicals are all examples.
Each of these genres has its own set of elements or conventions. Genres can also
be broken down into subgenres. For example, slasher films are a subgenre of
horror films. There are also mixed genre films, such as sci-fi/action. Narrative is
also another big part of a film. It is the order or structure in which the film is
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presented. A typical narrative movement would be from a state of calm or equilib-
rium, to a state of disturbance or disruption, to a new state of peace or new equilib-
rium. The film I am going to analyse is Shallow Hal (Farrelly Brothers, 2001), which
is an example of a romantic comedy.

Shallow Hal was given a PG certificate. It stars Jack Black as Hal and Gwyneth
Paltrow as Rosemary. The sequence I have chosen to study is when the disrup-
tion takes place which continues throughout the majority of the rest of the film.
The sequence opens with a series of clouds which have been speeded up to signify
that time has passed. Events we do not need to see are left out with this compres-
sion of time. We see Hal in the context of a normal day at work. Tony Robbins is
also present and is described as a TV guru. This is when the first disruption takes
place. The lift suddenly stops and breaks down, with only Hal and Tony inside.
Hal soon begins to panic and time is again fast-forwarded. This is indicated by the
fast-moving clock. Hal describes his taste in women and after Tony has realised
how shallow Hal is, he offers him hypnotism. Hal accepts. This a pivotal moment
in the film, as the audience realises that Hal will not be the same again and the
film’s events will change after this point. To add tension, the background music
of the elevator is mystical and goes with Tony’s character and actions. The lift
seems almost like a magical lamp, in which a genie (Tony) lives. Tony casts a spell
over Hal and says: ‘From this moment on, whenever you meet someone in the
future, you’re only going to see their inner beauty.’

From then on, Hal sees inner beauty in every woman he meets. This is
presented in the film through a ‘Hal’s eye view’ of the women. A difference
between the central characters and their seeming incompatibility is essential
within a romantic comedy. Hal is shallow and Rosemary is not the type of woman
he would normally be interested in. The hurdle in this film, which the protago-
nists have to overcome, is Hal’s shallow attitude. This scene is important, because
it indicates an overcoming of the hurdle and makes the eventual romance between
the characters of Hal and Rosemary possible. This sequence introduces the viewer
to Rosemary who, through Hal’s new eyes, is blonde, beautiful, slim and funny. In
reality, Rosemary weighs 300 pounds, but is transformed by Hal’s new, clearer
vision.

Romantic comedies often exaggerate real-life situations for comic effect. In
this film, Hal takes Rosemary out for lunch and her chair collapses. The chair is
made of steel to exaggerate the comic effect. Hal is an extreme character who
also offers comic exaggeration for the audience. He is often ridiculous and makes
pathetic jokes. Shallow Hal fits into a new type of romantic comedy, which is more
extreme and crass than films that have gone before. There’s Something About Mary
is another example of a ‘romcom’ which places its main characters in ridiculous
scenarios.

The mise-en-scène of the film is colourful and happy. Although the prejudices
which Hal has are quite extreme, the comedy element of the film is helped by the
bright settings. The viewers know that they are watching a comedy and that
eventually the problems of the narrative will be resolved.
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Overall, the film Shallow Hal and the sequence I have chosen fit clearly into
the romantic comedy genre. The audience’s expectations of hurdles which will be
overcome and which will lead to romantic resolution are met. The comedy
elements are clear. In terms of narrative, the film offers the conventions of time
compression and the movement from equilibrium to disruption to new equilib-
rium. This sequence asks the viewers to agree with the film’s negative attitude to
Hal’s shallowness and to learn a lesson for themselves in how you shouldn’t judge
people by their appearances.

(760 words)

This answer shows good general understanding of some of the functions of genre
and narrative.The candidate includes relevant personal reflection on the place of
this new brand of romantic comedies and gives a useful example of a related film
text (There’s Something About Mary). The importance of genre for audience recog-
nition and understanding is explored in some detail, although the importance of
genre as a marketing tool for the film industry is not commented on. Narrative
conventions are explored in some detail, with good textual examples. However, the
candidate could have added a comment on ‘cause and effect’ to the analysis.The
essay is short (under 800 words) and additional comments concerning the omitted
features of narrative and genre above would have made for a more detailed study.
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