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Introduction 
 

“Film art has a greater influence on the minds of the general public than any other art,” 

says film scholar and critic Béla Balázs. There is no other artform with the influential storytelling 

abilities of the film. It's ease of consumption, and wide distribution (especially in the modern era) 

has made it one of the most easily accessible artforms for the non-art-enthusiast.  Although born 

only in the last two centuries, film has become a unique artform with its own laws and principles. 

It's a combination of many other artforms: the writing of poetry and literature for the story’s 

structure, the rhythm of music setting the pace of a film, and live theater as a near parent for live 

action blocking and storytelling abilities. (Balázs)  

Live theater and film are incredibly similar art forms, most significantly in their ability to 

express human movement and emotion. What can be praised in the film artform- it's ability to 

show real facial expressions in a real, natural way- can also be seen in theater. What sets film 

apart is its new technologies and tools of the studio. The stage is fixed, with only one constant 

frame and angle defining the audience’s view. But in film, the audience’s perspective can be 

deliberately changed and manipulated.  The distance between characters and the audience can be 

changed through camera placement and different camera lenses. (Balázs) Cinematic devices, 

most importantly framing and angles, have taken on their own purposes that are purposely called 

upon to connote meaning. In the editing studio, the film’s rhythm can be manipulated to guide an 

emotion throughout the film.  

All these devices enhance what is the most unique capability of theater and film- the 

visualization of human expression.  Balázs says there is a “universal comprehensibility” of the 

human face, that people anywhere can find details in the human face that cannot be shown 
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through print, or from a distance on stage. “Many million people sit in the [theaters] every 

evening and purely through vision, experience happenings, characters, emotions, moods, even 

thoughts, without the need for many words.” (Balázs) Film’s visual display of the human face, 

human expression, and human interactions that allows it to be one of the most accessible and 

understandable ways to communicate human relations.  

Mexican director Alfonso Cuaron is deeply in tune with the idea of displaying universal 

human emotion through film. Since he was young, Cuaron was filming everything around him. 

His interest in capturing everything going on around him may be an early influence to his iconic 

“documentary style” in his films. (Biography) Cuaron’s style is used to show realism rather than 

abstract expression; and this is achieved through long shots without cuts that have lots of realistic 

dialogue, very natural camera movements capturing both the main subject and background 

characters, and an infrequent use of deliberate cinematic devices that manipulate the audience’s 

emotions. But when Cuaron does use a more striking cinematic device, it’s an incredible 

thematic point of the film. They act as a beacon, guiding the audience to the point Cuaron is 

trying to make. Alfonso Cuaron uses lighting, framing, and camera motion, to show characters 

abilities of growth or rebirth, the importance of community preventing isolation, and shows what 

gets in the way of these two things.  

Themes in the Films of Alfonso Cuaron 

Through this stylistic decision making, Cuaron shows lots of themes through the 

portrayal of his characters.  Across his biggest films, characters are often put in dangerous 

situations where the only way out is through companionship and solidarity.  This is most clearly 

seen in his most critically acclaimed film, Children of Men. In the movie, Kee and her 
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miraculous pregnancy must be protected and brought to the secret “Human Project”. In this 

post-apocalyptic world of adversity and a system working against her, she is only saved due to 

the community surrounding her.  It's a passionate community of individuals inspiring other 

individuals that are constantly making sacrifices to protect her and her baby. Without the 

compassion of the community, Kee would be put in a dangerous circumstance of isolation. It's in 

this film that Cuaron most clearly shows the themes of hope and isolation, while highlighting the 

importance of community.  

His most commercially successful film, Gravity, illustrates similar themes in the main 

conflict.  The film shows a similar conflict, where a character is put in an isolated circumstance 

and must get to physical safety.  In this case, Ryan Stone is isolated in outer space and must 

guide herself back to Earth. She escapes through her own strength and critical thinking, which 

she finds through inspiration from fellow astronaut Matt Kolowski, who sacrifices himself for 

her sake. In this film Cuaron again shows the theme of isolation, but more prominently 

highlights the importance of individuals directly bringing up individuals as a guiding hope. 

(Gray) Symbolism and imagery also reveals a bigger theme of birth and rebirth.  

The final film being explored, Y Tu Mama Tambien, is one of his personal films thats 

most deeply connected to his own experiences. (Biography) It takes place in a Mexican setting, 

following two best friends of different classes and explores themes of sexuality, class, and the 

purity of friendship. While he continues to show the dangers of isolation and the importance of 

community, Cuaron also shows how societal pressure can be the force that breaks these vital 

relationships apart.  It's invisible, artificial structures of a culture that put a wedge between Julio 

and Tenoch- that is because of the social pressure against homosexuality, and their class divide. 
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This is an important film to see Cuaron’s idea that compassion and community should be a 

universal thing that connects humanity, but artificial social pressure can get in the way of it.  

Rebirth 
 

The most striking of these ideas is the theme of rebirth. It stands out as one of the most 

visually striking themes in Cuaron's films, with moments of deliberate imagery and framing that 

stand out around the more natural style of his films. Gravity and Children of Men illustrate the 

idea of rebirth more clearly than any of his other films.  

Characters tracked through the theme of rebirth show moments of huge knowledge being 

gained for a character, or a characters motives and motivation changing for the better.  That's the 

general tone of the theme of rebirth, a character is moving in one direction, but suddenly is able 

to gain new knowledge and start moving the right way. As Alfonso Cuaron puts it himself, 

“rebirth [is] metaphorical in the sense of gaining a new knowledge of ourselves”. His films show 

that through adversity, there is always the opportunity for rebirth.  

Gravity most clearly shows the idea of rebirth. Sandra Bullock’s character is faced in an 

isolated, dangerous situation- being left alone in space without contact to planet earth. She is 

literally slipping away into the void of space, getting further and further away from the one place 

human relationships are.  But, after learning her abilities to control her own life, she is able to 

regain control and begin the process of rebirth. She is now moving in the right direction, making 

solutions to get back to Earth.  She was literally moving one direction, away from Earth without 

confidence in herself, and now moving another, back towards Earth with newfound strength. One 

of the biggest turning points in the film is also one of the most visually striking, pictured below: 
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Figure 1: Kowalski floating 

This scene occurs just about a third of the way into the film, but is the thematic center of the 

movie.  Just before this scene, Kowalski sacrifices himself for her sake, leaving her alone for the 

first time in the film.  Everything before this scene is Ryan and Kowalski together, everything 

after this scene is Ryan on her own. Here, Ryan is framed centered in the circle in the fetal 

position. Behind her, a cord hangs lose. The low lighting of the scene creates an isolated, 

cramped environment. This imagery together creates a striking resemblance to the womb, the 

literal vessel of rebirth. She has entered the process of rebirth, and will be born again on her own 

to survive in space without Kowalski for the rest of the film. (Tan) 

The final scene of Gravity shows Ryan emerging from the ocean she crash lands in. This 

scene is the second huge example of rebirth in the film.  She emerges from the water and crawls 

off the shore onto the beach. Cuaron says, “She's in these murky waters almost like an amniotic 

fluid or a primordial soup. In which you see amphibians swimming.” This reference of 

amphibians is an important point that shows the purpose of this scene, that Sandra Bullock is 

mimicking the process of evolution as she emerges from the water. (Woerner) 
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Figure 2: Kowalski emerging on land 

Here she first emerges from the water, and eventually will stand on her legs, wobbles until she 

gains her balance, and stands tall with her chest high and shoulders back. It is one tracking shot 

with Bullock constantly tightly-centered in frame.  The close up emphasises the importance of 

this scene, and highlights her change as a human character. (Kuhar) This highlight on her 

imitation of evolution shows the monumental progression Ryan has made as a character to get 

here, comparable to the profound progress of evolution. The movie ends with her full return to 

her human state, firmly standing on planet Earth.  The purpose of rebirth in this film is to show 

that no matter the great adversity, any individual can go through a great rebirth. (Woerner)  

Another strong example of rebirth in Cuaron’s films is the literal birth of Kee’s child in 

Children of Men.  In this scene, Theo assists Kee with the birth of her child. They are in the walls 

of the illegal immigrant camp, and the birth takes place alone in the upstairs of a hotel. The scene 

is the literal birth of the child that will be the rebirth of humanity, as it is the first child born in 

nearly two decades. It is also a rebirth for Theo, who’s motives change from doing this mission 

in memory of Julian, to now protecting this newborn child.  
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Figure 3: Theo delivering Kee’s child 

Lighting is the most important cinematic device used in this scene. The low-lighting of 

the scene created by the lamp is also an important symbolic source of motivated lighting. 

Low-lighting is generally used by filmmakers to invoke suspicion and danger. (Kuhar) Here, 

those same principles are still used but have slightly different meanings. The dangerous emotion 

of the low-lighting represents how much harder the road ahead will be for Kee and Theo. 

Although the light represents the beacon of hope that the child is for humanity, the light still 

shines dimly because of the danger and adversity the baby will create.  

Community: The Breaking of Isolation 
 

Low lighting will continue to be an important cinematic device that Cuaron uses to show 

emphasise the theme of isolation. One of the most striking moments of isolation in his films is 

Luisa sitting alone in her room: 
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Figure 4: Luisa alone in her room 

This scene has the camera sweep into the window of her bedroom, revealing Luisa sitting alone 

on her bed. At this point in the film, she is crying because of overwhelming emotions about her 

relationships and where she is in her life. The image of her alone on her bed is important to the 

idea of isolation, as we are seeing her in a volatile state when she is away from Julio and Tenoch. 

When she is separated from the community that is supporting her, she begins to break down. 

The motion of the camera is one of the important devices used to show this isolation.  The 

camera tracks down the hall, and eventually sweeps into the broken window without cutting. 

This shows the hidden reality of the emotions Luisa feels when in isolation.  The low lighting 

backs this up, creating a very confined emotion in the room.  Cuaron uses this scene to show that 

community and companionship is important for overcoming the adversity that individuals feel 

when in an isolated, confined environment.  

This idea continues in Children of Men, where there are many instances of the idea of 

community keeping individuals out of the dangers of isolation.  One of the most important of 

these relationships is Jasper caring for his wife Janice, who suffers from catatonia. She is unable 

to live her life on her own, or normally. In a way, she is isolated in her own mind, unable to 

control what is around her.  
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Figure 5: Jasper and Janice at home 

Here, Jasper is shown feeding her when she is unable to herself.  Behind them are photos from 

Janice’s photojournalist past.  The framing of the two of them, and their dog, tight in the middle 

of the frame, and the naturally-low-lighting of the room creates the personal atmosphere of 

family and community.  This is important to the film and to Cuaron’s idea of community.  In this 

case, Jasper sticking with Janice’s isolation is what gives him purpose in life.  It maintains 

Janice’s humanity, because without him she would be incapable of anything.  This idea of 

Janice’s humanity continuing is further illustrated by her being in front of her old photos.  She is 

still there with what was her life, and continues to live her life past that. (Academy)  

Janice’s holding onto her humanity is another way Cuaron shows community helping 

people through isolation, that the idea of community is a constant tether between individuals that 

inspires people to continue on.  The most direct way Cuaron shows this is in Gravity.  Ryan and 

Kolowski’s last moments together are on either ends of a tether floating in space.  After 

Kolowski lets go, Ryan is seperated for the rest of the film.  
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Figure 6: Ryan and Kowalski 

They are framed to stand out against the darkness of space, and Earth is kept underneath them. 

Earth’s lighting is symbolic, as a natural source of Rembrandt lighting. It's extremely important 

that they are framed to be seperate from this Earth, that represents the humanity and community 

they are so seperate from.  But the tether between them, at the top of the frame, is just as 

powerful as the community below them, parallel at the bottom of the frame. (Tan)  

The tether is physically broken, but eventually apparitions of Kolowski appear to Ryan in the 

space ships she finds herself in. Even though the physical tether is broken, the importance of 

Kolowski breaking it in sacrifice for Ryan was a powerful enough inspiration that it guides Ryan 

throughout the rest of the film. The tether never truly is broken.  

That same idea is explored through the end of Children of Men.  Throughout the movie, it 

has been the physical guidance of Theo protecting Kee that has gotten them through the dangers 

they faced. It wasn’t just Theo alone, however, because other individuals such as Jasper and 

Julian motivated Theo to keep going in the first place. After physical and emotional torment, 

being handed off from helping hand to helping hand, they have finally been able to make it to the 

end of the line. The entire film can be looked at with the same idea as Gravity, that a tether is 
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never really broken.  The entire film they are being protected by more and more people, never 

once being left completely isolated.  

In this pinnacle ending scene of the film, they have made it to the drop off point for the 

long awaited Human Project. Theo and Kee row up in a small boat. As Theo dies from a gunshot 

wound, the large vessel carrying the Human Project appears in the shadows. 

 
Figure 7: Kee and Theo reaching the Human Project 

This is the final handoff of Kee to another helping hand. The lighting and framing is important to 

the idea of avoiding isolation, and to community creating hope to move on.  The wide shots of 

this scene deliberately show all the important characters in frame- Kee and the now dead Theo in 

the rowboat, and the Human Project ship appearing in the distance. Keeping both ships in frame 

is important, because it means Kee is truly never left alone in the film.  This is the one point 

where she could be, because Theo dies as they are stranded at sea.  Immediately as he dies, the 

ship appears to come save Kee.  Her safety is passed on from Theo to this ship, making her truly 

never isolated and alone.  

The low lighting of the scene represents the danger of being stranded at sea, as well as the 

mystery of the Human Project. Up until the boats appearance, it was never certain that the project 

actually exists. The dim-light of the buoy represents this one last guiding hope of the Human 
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Project. The dim nature of the light representing again the uncertainty that the project actually 

exists. It appears dangerous to leave the bounds of society like they did, but that light still guides 

them. Once the ship appears, the thread of community continues on, with the literal purpose of 

continuing humanity. (Kuhar) 

 
 

Society: The Breaking of Community.  
 

Throughout these films, Cuaron shows a very organic idea of community. That it's the 

compassion of individuals in a community that helps individuals and bigger concepts survive. 

But, as established earlier, Cuaron also explores ways this organic community is undermined. 

This is most clearly seen in Y Tu Mama Tambien.  The friendship dynamic of Julio and Tenoch 

is just as important as the relationships of Theo and Kee, and Ryan and Kalowski. Julio and 

Tenoch’s companionship gives each other purpose and guidance.  Their friendship helps them 

avoid the hardships of Mexican life at the time, especially in Julio’s case of being a much more 

poor citizen than Tenoch.  

The framing of the characters throughout the two best friends throughout the film reveals 

their separation after pinacle moments. Throughout the film there are many places where Tenoch 

and Julio are in a car.  For most of the film’s road trip, we see interactions between the two in the 

front seat.  Before the road trip even begins, we still see the two of them in a car together. In this 

scene, they are traveling to the store together.  When in the car they are joking around and 

teasing each other about their girlfriends and other things going on in their life. 
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Figure 8: Tenoch and Julio 

These scenes throughout the film are a tight closeup on the two in the car.  More often than not, 

both of the characters are in frame.  This is to symbolize their bond and togetherness for most of 

the film.  It's this constant togetherness that highlights the strength of their friendship, and in 

moments such as fights they have on the beach shows them separated in wide frames.  

This separation is played on later in the film as well, when the two of them reunite after not 

speaking for months.  After an incident involving intercourse were the two of them kissed, their 

friendship was broken and they had not spoken.  For these last scene of the film, they are seen 

face to face with each other on opposite sides of a table, rather than side by side.  This deliberate 

blocking along with the purposefully wide framing creates a sense of emptiness and distance 

between them.  
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Figure 9: Tenoch and Julio 

The turning point in which they are seperated for the rest of the film is significant to their 

relationship and to Mexican culture.  At the time, the Mexican upbringing of Julio and Tenoch 

was a culture that looked down upon homosexual behavior.  After their night where they kissed 

during intercourse, they were disgusted with each other and their friendship instantly slipped 

apart.  After many earlier arguments about girlfriends and cheating, it was this disgust in their 

homosexual behavior that finally drove their friendship apart.  

This is where we begin to see a trend in Cuaron’s films- that the biggest factors that split 

up important relationships in his films come from some sort of societal structure, or some 

non-physical abstract norm of society.  In Y Tu Mama Tambien, that factor is that cultural 

prejudice against homosexuality.   It is the one single thing that put the final split through Julio 

and Tenoch’s relationship. The Mexican views on homosexuality is something Cuaron is very 

much aware of, as a native Mexican himself.  Putting much of his personal history into this film, 

which of course takes place in Mexico, he included this very real cultural obstruction.  

The other big example of a societal structure breaking apart a pure human relationship is 

in Children of Men.  Every conflict throughout the film stems from the government and military 
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put in place in Britain, and from the citizen’s prejudices against immigrants.  These societal 

structures cause the rip in Theo’s relationships, not just some random act of violence with actual 

reason.  The first example is the death of his ex-wife Julian.  She is killed by a group hoping to 

create their own societal order.  They’re driven to kill her by their violent quest to create order in 

this post-apocalyptic society.  

Kee and her baby are only in danger because of the prejudice against immigrants, and 

because of the militant craze to control humanity.  Like Julian, it's not random acts of evil people 

who want to kill her, it's the systematic structure of their society as a whole. The film follows 

Theo and Kee’s journey to find safety. Following this idea that Cuaron mainly shows dangers to 

relationships through society, it makes sense that the only safety for Kee is outside of society. 

They must literally break away from the confines of the oppressive government, escaping into a 

vast, ruleless ocean without organization or structure.  There, they and the future of humanity are 

safe.  

Cuaron’s point in this definitely isn’t a support of chaos or disorganization- he clearly 

shows the violence that arises from chaos in Children of Men- it’s instead more about how the 

only things stopping two people from a strong relationship are invisible, abstract concepts.  They 

are things that, because they are invisible, we have the capability of breaking down and moving 

past. Things like prejudice and discrimination are merely abstract ideas. They’re a way of 

thinking planted only in people's minds. In the case of Children of Men, the government and 

citizens’ lack of awareness of their prejudices snowballed into a violent system that actually 

destroys human lives.  
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Conclusions 
 

While Alfonso Cuaron often uses a “documentary style” without an overwhelming 

amount of symbolic devices, he often uses framing, camera motion, and lighting to emphasize 

important bigger ideas on human relationships. Across these three of his biggest films, he shows 

his value for community and solidarity to help people, and all of humanity, progress through 

adversity. He puts a lot of blame on the abstract structures of society for getting in the way of 

these relationships, which are stronger without an outside force.  The point is that building 

relationships is important, and are possible between anyone- two teenagers with different 

interests and social status, two astronauts from completely different upbringings, or even a blue 

collar worker and illegal immigrant.  He shows that we cannot let that possibility, that ability for 

authentic empathy to spawn between anyone, to be curtailed by ideas only in our mind.  
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