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Theme:  The Price of the American Dream

Crisis in traditional (Gemeinschaft) community due to revolutionary social change resulting from economic and cultural upheaval.

Study / Viewing notes for

The Grapes of Wrath. Dir. John Ford. Perf. Henry Fonda and Jane Darwell. Twentieth Century Fox, 1940.

Supplementing 
Roger & Me. Dir. Michael Moore. Warner Bros. Pictures, 1989; Devil’s Playground. Dir. Lucy Walker. Cinemax Four Films, 2002.
Excerpts from Tim Dirks <http://www.filmsite.org/grap.html>.

The Grapes of Wrath (1940) is director John Ford's most famous black and white epic drama - the classic adaptation of John Steinbeck's 1940 Pulitzer Prize-winning, widely-read 1939 novel. This film was the most popular left-leaning, socialistic-themed film of pre-World War II Hollywood. 
· In the central part of the United States of America lies a limited area called 'The Dust Bowl,' because of its lack of rain. Here drought and poverty combined to deprive many farmers of their land. 

· This is the story of one farmer's family (the Joad family), driven from their fields by natural disasters and economic changes beyond anyone's control and their great journey in search of peace, security, and another home. 

· The opening image shows a flat, paved highway road in rural Oklahoma lined by telephone poles. A small figure (Tom Joad) walks out of the distance toward the camera. At a crossroads (a symbol of America's plight in the late 1930s), one of the poles at the left of the frame leans dramatically askew. 

· Experience of one family, the Joads (significance of name?)

· Era and context: socioeconomic impact of Great Depression and 1930s rural drought.

· Plight of tenant farmers versus oppressive, powerful banks and landholders and mechanical revolution.

· Central role of family and mother, community and class

· Human dignity, social and economic justice: hallowness of the American Dream and Man’s Inhumanity to Man:
· Man’s Inhumanity to Man:  In one of the film's most powerful examples of man's inhumanity to man, the contractor identifies and labels Floyd as an "agitator" to a gun-toting sheriff's deputy who accompanies him. The officer falsely accuses the man with trumped-up charges - of "hangin' around that used car lot that was busted into. Yep, that's the fella!" Floyd is ordered into custody, but he resists arrest and slugs the deputy in the mouth - and then flees during the scuffle. The brutish sheriff shoots and mistakenly wounds (mortally) an innocent bystander - a mother in the camp.
· Suffering and oppression of an economic class (farmers)

· The story also highlights class and power differences.  There are the powerful and wealthy land and business owners, juxtaposed against the working and farming class.  The ex-preacher Jim Casy serves as an allegorical figure in the film, conveying the spiritual yearnings of the lower and working classes.

· In the first of two flashbacks that emphasize the wide gap between the rich and poor classes and the failure of the tenant system, a crazed Muley – who’s stubbornly stayed behind after everyone else left – remembers how he, one of the dispossessed, was driven off the land by the Shawnee Land and Cattle Company. The coming of mechanized farming (a by-product of the Industrial Revolution), combined with severe weather conditions, caused landlords to notify homes of possession and force hundreds of tenant farmer families off their lands.
· Note: The film ends on a more hopeful and upbeat note than Steinbeck's novel. In the melodramatic novel, there is a bleak and shocking ending unlike the film. After the loss of her stillborn baby, Joad daughter Rosasharn offers her maternal breast, filled with milk, to be suckled by a starving man in a railroad car.] 

· The film's final wide-shot shows a long procession of migrant trucks and jalopies moving along through the countryside. 
Film elements to note:

· Filming style: journalistic, documentary, black and white; low-key lighting and chiaroscuro 

· Lighting

· Terse, powerful dialogue

· “This here is William James Joad, dyed of a stroke, old, old man. His fokes bured him because they got no money to pay for funerls. Nobody kilt him. Jus a stroke and he dyed.”

· Political commentary

· "It looks like a lotta times, the gov'ment got more interest in a dead man than a live one."

· Tom is angered by the senseless, arbitrary violence, exploitation of the migrant workers, and the degradation of his spirit by human selfishness and cruelty: 

Tom: Ma, there comes a time when a man gets mad.
Ma: You told me, you promised me...
Tom: I know, Ma, I'm tryin' to. If there was a law they was workin' with, maybe we could take it but it ain't the law. They're workin' away on our spirits, tryin' to make us cringe and crawl, workin' on our decency.
· In the end of the film, after becoming idealistically radicalized by what he has witnessed, Tom - in a famous monologue - describes how he will carry on Casy's mission in the world - by fighting for social reform. Going off to seek a new world in a place unknown, he must leave his family to join the unspecified movement ("the one big soul") committed to struggling for social justice. In a more optimistic ending than the one in the novel, he has benefited from Casy's wisdom about the sanctity of all life, and a belief in universal love which comes from respecting all of humanity. He also has intelligently realized the unified power of working people speaking up for their rights - a revolution that people must adjust to. . . .
· Tom: I'll be all around in the dark. I'll be ever'-where - wherever you can look. Wherever there's a fight so hungry people can eat, I'll be there. Wherever there's a cop beatin' up a guy, I'll be there. I'll be in the way guys yell when they're mad - I'll be in the way kids laugh when they're hungry an' they know supper's ready. An' when the people are eatin' the stuff they raise, and livin' in the houses they build - I'll be there, too. 
· Commentary about role of family and community:

· The third ranch is in contrast to the other two.  This one is a self-governing, democratic, populist ranch.

· Understanding that he will eventually be identified, Tom wishes to bid farewell to sensitive and compassionate Ma Joad. She bemoans the fact that they are no longer a real family, hoping that he can stay and help. In a moving monologue, she convinces him to remain, seeing the preservation of the family as the key to its survival. She laments the dissolution of the family ("We're crackin' up"): 

· Ma: Tom, there's a whole lot I don't understand. But goin' away ain't gonna ease us. There was a time we was on the land. There was a boundary to us then. Old folks died off and little fellars come. We was always one thing. We was the family. Kind of whole and clear. But now we ain't clear no more. There ain't nothin' that keeps us clear.

· Emotional scenes completely without dialogue

· Ma going through her things, such as her earrings, before they move.

· Music
· Check out “Red River Valley,” Woody Guthrie’s “Ballad of Tom Joad” and Bruce Springsteen’s “Ghost of Tom Joad” (possible Discussion Piece: record these songs and print out lyrics to deconstruct?
· Montages (e.g., of Highway 66, conveyed in short montage of images of road signs) 
· Possible Discussion Piece:  Make up a montage?
· Point-of-view POV
· Subjective camera view through the Joads’ windshield

· Contrasting allusions and symbolism:  

· The Joads push the truck up a long hill to bring the family to a scenic overlook, where they gaze at the natural beauty of the Tehachapi Valley of California at dawn. Pa exclaims, "Thar she is." In contrast to the climactic, joyous, glowing end of their trip, Ma quietly announces that Granma has died earlier in her arms in the back of the truck during the night, even before the inspectors had stopped them en route: "Oh, thank God, and we're still together, most of us...Granma's dead...since before they stopped us last night...So it's all right. She'll get buried where it's nice and green and trees and flowers all around, and she got to lay her head down in California after all." 

· Their dysfunctional, out-of-gas, anguished jalopy [a symbol of their exhausting trip] versus the shiny convertible of one of the land contractors who hires migrant workers.

· Other symbolism
· Biblical references/themes?
