
Film Extra Evening Class

All in the family

Week 1 Introduction

In this opening session we’ll attempt to look 
across some of the narrative possibilities 
offered to writers and directors via a focus on 
the family. In particular we’ll consider ideas 
related to each of the films being screened on 
the course. Depending on the time available 
four extracts will be screened – but we might 
not get time to discuss all of them. (All four are 
available on DVD or online in the UK.) In each 
case we’ll select an extract from the opening 
of the film.

The selection of the films which will be 
screened in full on the course is determined 
by what is currently on release, but I’ve tried 
to select films that each take a different 
approach. It’s worth considering a few ideas 
as background in terms of how the film 
industry thinks about the concept of ‘the 
family’.

Genre and audience
Most commercial film exhibitors will 
acknowledge that they eagerly await the 
release of family films – films that attract a 
‘family audience’ including children, parents 
and often grandparents. These are generally 
‘event’ films since the majority of cinemagoers 
in the UK only go to the cinema a few times a 
year, usually in holiday seasons. A family film 
currently tends to mean an animated feature 
like the Toy Story or Ice Age franchises or an 
effects-driven adventure film like Jurassic 
Park. The film doesn’t necessarily have to be 
‘about’ family issues as such, but it must offer 
something to each segment of the audience. 
This can cause problems – e.g. the tussle over 
ratings. A ‘PG’ rating is desirable, otherwise 
there are arguments over the ‘12A’ and 
whether parents will decide to bring children 
under 12.

Another way to approach the ‘family audience’ 
is to think of it as the ideal ‘four quadrants’ 
audience, encompassing men and women, 
old and young etc.

As far as film scholars are concerned, the 
main film genre focusing specifically on the 
family is the family melodrama which we will 
discuss in Week 7. This type of film is defined 
more by its themes, narrative structures and 
stylistic devices than by its audiences 
(although these audiences are likely to be 

skewed towards female rather than male). 
Scholars have tended to concentrate on 
certain cycles of films made in different film 
industries at different times. The Hollywood 
family melodrama is most associated with the 
1940s and 1950s and the work of specific 
directors such as Douglas Sirk and Vincente 
Minnelli. Family melodramas also feature in 
German, British, Indian, Chinese and 
Japanese cinemas at various times and the 
best known contemporary director exploring 
the form is arguably Pedro Almodóvar. Some 
scholars would argue that the family 
melodrama is alive and well in the form of 
soap operas like Coronation Street and 
EastEnders or the Latin American form of the 
telenovela.

Rather than attempt to analyse the family 
melodrama here we will leave it until later in 
the course. What we will do tonight is explore 
how some of the traits/elements of the 1950s 
melodrama are utilised in contemporary films. 
Melodramas are constructed around the 
powerful emotional relationships between 
characters and these can be developed in a 
range of genres.

Extracts

The Searchers (US 1956)
At the time of its release this John Ford 
Western was controversial in its use of John 
Wayne as a very dark figure in a traditional 
‘heroic’ role. The film’s reputation has grown 
over the fast fifty years and it is now 
considered one of the greatest of Hollywood 
films.

The famous opening sequence features a 
‘tableau’ composition in which the members 
of the Edwards family each adopt a static 
pose on the porch of their isolated 
homestead. They are watching the John 
Wayne character riding towards them across 
the dry valley floor.

The family here is symbolic of the attempt to 
‘civilise’ the ‘wilderness’ by establishing a 
community. The Wayne character rides ‘in’ at 
the beginning of the film and rides ‘out’ at the 
end. The French title of the film translates as 
‘Prisoner of the Desert’ and the central 
character’s relationship to the family suggests 
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a ‘message’ about the state of American 
society (in both 1868 and at the time of the 
film’s release in 1956).

Khosla Ka Ghosla (Khosla’s Nest, India 2006)
One of the most successful of a growing 
group of ‘New Bollywood’ films, this family 
comedy is both ‘universal’ and ‘local’. It is 
universal in the sense that the father, Khosla 
(played by Anupam Kher), is getting to that 
point in his life where he is contemplating 
retirement but is being treated fairly 
contemptuously by his wife and grown-up 
children, all of whom are still living at home. It 
is local in the sense that the ‘inciting incident’ 
of the narrative refers to a contemporary 
problem in the major Indian cities or ‘metros’. 
Khosla thinks that he has secured some 
development land on the outskirts of Delhi on 
which to build his nest, his ‘dream house’. But 
his land has been effectively stolen by a local 
crook who has bribed the local authorities. 
How will Khosla’s family help him to get his 
land back? Land development issues and 
corruption are serious social issues in India.

Pour elle (Anything For Her, France 2008)
This thriller from the genre specialist Fred 
Cavayé is a good example of the use of family 
ties to drive a thriller narrative. A woman 
(Diane Kruger) is arrested on a charge of 
murder when armed police raid her home at 
breakfast time. Her stunned husband Julien 
and small son Oscar are faced with a 20 year 
sentence for a wife and mother who is 
adamant that it is all a mistake. The husband 
(a schoolteacher played by Vincent Lindon) 
decides on the only available course of action 
– to rescue her from prison and take the three 
of them abroad. Of course, for the plan to 
work he must engage in all kinds of criminal 
behaviour, but he is prepared to “do anything 
for her”.

The realism of this thriller is an important 
element. The teacher must contend with the 
other members of his extended family and he 
must take the small boy into dangerous 
situations. This is unusual as a crime thriller in 
having an ‘ordinary man’ as its protagonist. 
Usually the central character in this sort of film 
is either a professional criminal (or corrupt 
police officer etc.) or a glamorous bachelor 
like Cary Grant in a Hitchcock romance thriller. 
Having the family relationship as his principal 
source of ‘wealth’ and satisfaction makes 
Julien an everyman figure for the audience. 
The device of hampering the hero with care 
for a small child is in some ways a separate 
device common in many contemporary 
thrillers, e.g. Easy Money (Snabba Cash, 
Sweden 2010)  

Still Walking (Aruitemo aruitemo, Japan 2008)
This earlier film by Kore-eda Hirokazu, director 
of Like Father, Like Son has been highly 
praised by critics and discerning audiences. It 
was made by Kore-eda after the death of his 
parents, as he explains on the film’s website 
(http://www.aruitemo.com).

Japanese cinema has a long history of various 
forms of family-based films and they have 
become known internationally because they 
featured in  the work of the great studio 
directors of ‘classical Japanese cinema’ from 
the 1930s to the 1960s and especially in the 
work of Ozu Yasujiro. There are some obvious 
links between Ozu’s most famous film, Tokyo 
Story (Japan 1953) and Still Walking. Both 
stories are about the grown-up children of 
ageing parents trying to behave ‘properly’ as 
well as coping with the strains of modern 
living – somewhere amidst the sometimes 
difficult conversations and simple domestic 
situations the love that each character feels 
for other family members is expressed (more 
easily by some than by others). There are 
various terms for this genre in Japan and 
shomengeki (stories of ordinary people) is 
probably the most used.

We’ll watch the opening seven minutes or so. 
The whole film (115 minutes) covers just 24 
hours of the visit by Ryo and his new little 
family to his parents’ home on the coast south 
of Tokyo. As Kore-eda says, he shows only 
the ‘before’ and ‘after’ of family dramas – but 
it’s still riveting. So, what intrigues us about 
this family in the opening sequence?
Roy Stafford, 25/9/2013

Background reading
The course isn’t based on specific academic 
texts but a useful resource, which when it was 
published represented a major shift in the 
direction of film scholarship, is:

Gledhill, Christine (ed) (1986) Home is Where 
the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the 
Woman’s Film, London: BFI

How ‘family’ appears in relation to the 
development of Hollywood cinema can be 
discerned in:

Neale, Steve (2000) Genre and Hollywood, 
London: Routledge

Further materials relevant to the course will be 
posted on http://itpworld.wordpress.com

If you need to contact me about the course at 
any time, please email me at: royitp@gmail.com
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