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Pleasantville

Is life really so pleasant in Pleasantville?

Pleasantville is an Academy Award nominated film, written, produced and directed by Gary Ross. It was released by New Line Cinema in Canada on September 17, 1998. 
It stars:

Tobey Maguire as David/Bud, 
Reese Witherspoon as Jennifer/Mary Sue, 
William H. Macy as George Parker, 
Joan Allen as Betty Parker, 
Jeff Daniels as Bill Johnson, 
Marley Shelton as Margaret Henderson, 
Paul Walker as Skip Martin, 
J.T. Walsh as Big Bob the Mayor, 
Don Knotts as the TV Repairman 
Jane Kaczmarek as David & Jennifer’s mother.
Values: 
A True and Courageous Self, 
Respectful Relationships, 



Responsible Citizenship.

Goal: 
For students to gain an understanding of the effect of specific filmic techniques, symbolism, and cultural and historical allusions in communicating ideas about how we should live our lives.
Big Ideas: How should we live our lives? How can we effectively communicate our beliefs?

Understandings: Students should understand that...
· All texts convey a view of the world and a set of values; 
· Film texts use a range of techniques to communicate their messages; 
· All texts work within a complex historical and cultural context which impacts upon an individual’s interpretations of a text.
Essential Questions: 
· How and why do the characters grow and develop in the film? 
· What values and beliefs about how we should live our lives are communicated in Pleasantville?  
· How does the filmmaker communicate these ideas in his film? 

Knowledge: Students should know...
· The cultural expectations placed on American men and women in the period of the 1950s;
· A range of film techniques and their effect on the viewer, such as use of Black & White vs Colour, shot types and length, framing of shots, music, sound effects, editing, and narrative order;

· How actors and filmmakers construct characters to evoke a certain response in the audience;
· The significance of the historical, biblical and literary allusions at work in the film Pleasantville.
Skills: Students should be able to...
· Discuss their understanding and knowledge about the film Pleasantville both orally and in writing.
· Give relevant examples to justify their viewpoints

· Write in fluent, standard English using an appropriate form for their specific task.

Learning Activities

Before viewing the film:

Read and discuss your responses to the following piece, purporting to be from a 1954 Home Economics High School Text Book.

HOW TO BE A GOOD WIFE
Have dinner ready. Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a delicious meal, on time. This is a way of letting him know that you have been thinking about him and are concerned about his needs. Most men are hungry when they come home and the prospect of a good meal are part of the warm welcome needed. 

Prepare yourself. Take 15 minutes to rest so that you'll be refreshed when he arrives. Touch up your makeup, put a ribbon in your hair and be fresh-looking. He has just been with a lot of work-weary people. Be a little gay and a little more interesting. His boring day may need a lift. 

Clear away the clutter. Make one last trip through the main part of the home just before your husband arrives, gather up schoolbooks, toys, paper, etc. Then run a dust cloth over the tables. Your husband will feel he has reached a haven of rest and order, and it will give you a lift, too. 

Prepare the children. Take a few minutes to wash the children's hands and faces (if they are small), comb their hair, and if necessary change their clothes. They are little treasures and he would like to see them playing the part. 

Minimize all noise. At the time of his arrival, eliminate all noise of the washer, dryer, dishwasher, or vacuum. Try to encourage the children to be quiet. Be happy to see him. Greet him with a warm smile and be glad he is home. 

Some don'ts: Don't greet him with problems or complaints. Don't complain if he is late for dinner. Count this as minor compared with what he might have gone through that day. Make him comfortable. Have him lean back in a comfortable chair or suggest he lie down in the bedroom. Have a cool or warm drink ready for him. Arrange his pillow and offer to take off his shoes. Speak in a low, soft, soothing and pleasant voice. Allow him to relax and unwind. 

Listen to him. You may have a dozen things to tell him, but the moment of his arrival is not the time. Let him talk first. 

Make the evening his. Never complain if he does not take you out to dinner or to other places of entertainment. Instead, try to understand his world of strain and pressure, his need to be home and relax. 

The Goal: Try to make your home a place of peace and order where your husband can renew himself in body and spirit. 

Source: http://iws.ccccd.edu/grooms/goodwife.htm  Date Accessed: 12/10/08

Now go to http://www.snopes.com/language/document/goodwife.asp which explores whether this is true or an urban myth.  Snopes.com is an excellent site which assesses whether the many things which are circulated (especially on the Internet) are true, false or unproven. 

For more interesting insights into this period of the 1950s try looking at: 
Before Women’s Lib: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pq_9wu-KjTk scene from ‘Leave it to Beaver’
1950 Family Date, Dinner In A 1950's Home: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8kJzBJrOkU 
How much Affection? Educational video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCh3a-J9y_4 

Next we will view, read and discuss Martin Luther King’s famous I have a Dream speech.

To view Martin Luther King’s I have a Dream go to: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PbUtL_0vAJk 

For a written copy of the speech go to: http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm
While you are listening to the speech, mark on your written copy whenever he pauses. Discuss the effect of these pauses on the listener. Then consider the rhetorical devices he uses in his speech.

For some analysis of the speech look at: http://www.presentationhelper.co.uk/martin-luther-king-i-have-a-dream-speech.htm and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Have_a_Dream 

After the first viewing of the film:

	Symbolism Brainstorm
As a class brainstorm the symbols, literary and biblical allusions and historical references you noticed in the film. Divide these up between groups to explore further and then report back to the class.




	Explore the Values presented in the film. Divide into three groups, each to cover one of these: 

· A True and Courageous Self, 

· Respectful Relationships, 

· Responsible Citizenship. 

Each group is to find examples of characters in the film who embody their allocated value and note how they do so. 
Then report back to the whole class.


During the second viewing of the film:

	Closely study the film-making techniques used in certain key scenes.

Consider and make notes on how each of the following is used and with what effect on the viewer:

· B&W vs Colour

· Shot types and length

· Framing and angles of shots

· Editing

· Music

· Sound effects

· Narrative structure

· Characterisation


Pleasantville Performance tasks:
Choose one of the following...
1. Imagine you are the writer and director of Pleasantville, Gary Ross. You have been invited to talk on an Arts Today radio program on what messages you were trying to communicate in your film Pleasantville. Write the script of the conversation between you and the host of the program. You may also like to include questions or comments from talk-back callers in your script. 
2. Imagine you are the writer and director of Pleasantville, Gary Ross. Write a script in which you are explaining to one or two of the actors who are playing parts in the film how you would like them to present their characters. You could talk to them about the character’s motivations, values and beliefs, past experiences, hopes for the future and how they should make the viewing audience feel about them. Be explicit and refer to specific scenes in the film during your explanation.

3. Imagine you are the writer and director of Pleasantville, Gary Ross and you are talking to the film’s sound and music editors. Write a script in which you discuss with them why you want the particular sound and music that is used in certain key scenes of the film. Choose 2 or 3 scenes to focus upon.

4. Imagine you are a student who has enjoyed studying Pleasantville in your class and you have learnt that a particular lobby group has pleaded with the government to ban the teaching of your film in schools on the basis that it criticises good wholesome values and encourages sexual relations outside of marriage. Write a letter to the lobby group explaining the values that you believe the film actually communicates and how it does so.
5. Imagine you are a film reviewer for a newspaper and write a review of the film Pleasantville assessing its merits in terms of narrative, actors’ performances, technical effects, use of symbolism, messages communicated, and anything else which you found important. Make sure you come up with an eye-catching and appropriate title for your review.
6. Imagine you are a teacher and you are talking to a student who has very little experience or knowledge of the historical, literary and biblical allusions used in the film Pleasantville. Write the script of the conversation you have in which you explain to him/her their significance in communicating the film’s messages. 

Suggested length: up to 1000 words





Due date:

	Criteria for Assessment
	Excellent
	Well Done
	Sound
	Needs Work

	Knowledge of the film’s various elements and techniques;
	
	
	
	

	Understanding of the film’s messages and how they are communicated;
	
	
	
	

	Relevance and accuracy of details given in response to the selected task;
	
	
	
	

	Appropriateness of structure, language and conventions used for the particular task chosen, (i.e. script, letter or review);
	
	
	
	

	Fluency and accuracy of written expression.
	
	
	
	

	Comments:

Grade:         /20


Alison Robertson, Wilderness School


