
Motif in Movies 
 

A MOTIF is a recurring element (i.e. structures, contrasts, or devices) that helps to 
develop a major theme of a text. A motif is usually symbolic in some way, but does not 
have to be. In film, a motif is typically a repeated idea, action, pattern, or image. 
 
Over Thanksgiving break, watch one of the following films (they are all rated PG-13). I have 
listed the main theme for each. Find a motif that appears in the film and helps the audience 
better understand the theme. (I have left hints for each film just in case you can’t find the 
motif(s)). After identifying the motif, complete the assignment at the bottom of this sheet. 
 
Hardest Movie to Understand, Easiest Motif to Recognize: 
The Prestige- starring Hugh Jackman and Christian Bale (2006) 
Major Theme:  In becoming obsessed, we can lose who we are and our very identities. 
Hint: Should be easy to recognize, there is always more than one. 
 
Middle of the Road: 
The Sixth Sense- starring Bruce Willis and Haley Joel Osment (1999) 
Major Theme: Ghosts from the past can haunt us until we face them directly and put them 
to rest. 
Hint: Pay careful attention to what you see every time a ghost appears. There are two 
motifs that the director builds into these scenes. (The motif is not ghosts!) 
 
Easiest Movie to Understand, Hardest Motif to Recognize: 
Spiderman 2- starring Tobey Maguire and Alfred Molina (2004) 
Major Theme: A hero must make great sacrifices for those he loves. 
Hint: Peter has trouble getting his hands on this motif. (The motif is not Mary Jane or 
money!) 
 
ASSIGNMENT: On a separate sheet of paper, write a mini-analytic essay 
using the structure on the other side of this sheet. Your paragraphs must do 
two things: (1) DISCUSS how the motif helps the audience better understand 
the theme of the film, and (2) ANALYZE at least three examples of the motif 
appearing in the film and the impact it has on developing the main theme.  
 
Required Elements: 

• Introductory paragraph with a thesis statement 
• Three body paragraphs that analyze evidence from the film 
• Concluding paragraph the wraps your essay up 

 
 

SEE OTHER SIDE!!! 



INTRODUCTORY PARAGRAPH 
THESIS SENTENCE  
Make a SOPHISTICATED claim answering these questions: How and why is the motif used in 
the film? How does the motif help the audience better understand the theme? 
 Ex. Edgar Allen Poe’s motif of the sensory details help the reader better understand  

     how the madness and subsequent guilt affected the narrator. 
 
EXPLAIN YOUR THESIS 
Provide some more detail about how the motif helps the audience understand the theme. 
Think of the thesis as the short answer and this explanation as the longer, more detailed 
answer. 
 Ex. The narrator claims that his heightened senses brought about his desire to kill  

     the old man. The narrator could hear and see things that brought about great  
     distress such as the old man’s “vulture eye”. In the end, it is the auditory  
     haunting of the victim’s heart that forces the narrator to confess his evil deed. 

 

EACH BODY PARAGRAPH 
INTRODUCE YOUR EVIDENCE WITH CONTEXT 
Tell us where the quotation or piece of evidence is located in text. What happened just 
before? What will happen immediately afterward? Use words like “before”, “during”, or 
“after”. 
 Ex. After the narrator has murdered the old man, he begins to hear the beating of  

     his victim’s heart permeating the floor and his mind. 
 
 
EXPLAIN/ANALYZE THE EVIDENCE 
Below are helpful questions for analysis. YOU NEED AT LEAST THREE SENTENCES OF ANALYSIS 

FOR EACH BODY PARAGRAPH. 
• What is happening when the motif appears? Is this significant? 
• What is the motif symbolic of? (All motifs are symbolic. What does this one 

symbolize?) 
• How does the motif connect to the theme Devin gave you? How are the two 

related? 
Ex. The insistent beating of the dead man’s heart haunts the narrator. He believes  
      that he can hear it everywhere. When the police come and inspect the home,  
      the narrator even believes that they can hear it as well. The beating heart is  
      symbolic of the narrator’s guilt. As it grows louder, the guilt becomes greater.  
      Eventually the narrator confesses, proving to the audience that evil deeds will  

        weigh heavily upon your conscience. 
 

CONCLUDING PARAGRAPH 
WRAP IT UP 
Revisit your thesis and summarize your main findings in 2-3 sentences. Nothing fancy. 


