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Summary:  

Don Vito Corleone is the head of a New York Mafia "family". Problems arise when a gangster supported by another Mafia family, Sollozzo, announces his intentions to start selling drugs all over New York. Don Vito hates the idea of drugs, and he is quite happy with the gambling/protection etc. that make him money, so an attempt is made on his life. Sollozzo then kidnaps one of Don Vitos advisors, and tries to make him force Don Vitos son to agree to sell drugs, but the plan goes wrong when Sollozzo finds out that Don Vito is still alive.

Coppola’s The Godfather was the direct descendant of dozens of gangster movies made with stars like Cagney and Edward C. Robinson. But there was a vital difference. Its examination of  the Corleone family had a consistently human dimension that made the evil of the Mafia, who loved it for the wrong reasons, all the more horrendous. As a study of evil, it was all the better for assuming that such darkness emanated not from dyed-in-thewool villains but out of some of the family values we now most cherish. Added to that, of course, was the brilliance of its making, with Gordon Willis’ photography and Nino Rota’s score adding to Coppola’s fine orchestration of a terrific cast. If The Godfather II was a more subtle exploration of the inevitable results of criminality on the personal lives of those who try to perfect it, this film in the trilogy was arguably more forcefully dramatic. Pacino, Brando and Caan have possibly never been better, nor has Coppola risen to the same heights in matching pure entertainment with his dark vision of the American Dream turned into nightmare.

Derek Malcolm

MYTHIC RESONANCES

Gangster movies have a powerful mythic resonance for audiences: one of the appeals of the gangster hero is as a Robin Hood figure protecting the weak and poor against the rich and powerful. Gangster movies have often caused moral outrage; The Godfather is no exception. Since movie making began, authorities have feared that gangster movies romanticize violence and lawlessness. In the thirties, the film industry’s governing body issued a number of rules which directors had to hear in mind when they came to make gangster films to avoid turning criminals into heroes and justifying their actions. 

Coppola sees the Mafia as a metaphor for America and makes the metaphor the focus of the film from the opening line, “I believe in America.’ He sees many links between the Mafia and America: they both have roots in Europe; they both feel they are benevolent organizations; both have their hands stained with blood from what they believe is necessary to do to protect their power and interests; both are capitalist organizations motivated by profit.

THE OPENING SEQUENCE

The opening wedding sequence of the film lasts nearly 30 minutes out of the entire 175 minute running time. It introduces the main characters and establishes the tensions of the film locating the movie firmly in the gangster genre.

The film opens with Italian immigrant undertaker Bonasera asking Don Corleone the Godfather, to help him get justice against the young men who have assaulted and tried to rape his daughter; they have escaped with a suspended sentence. He says, “I believe in America. America’s made my fortune. And I raised my daughter in American fashion. I gave her freedom but I taught her never to

dishonor my family.” The courts have failed him so he is turning to Don Corleone

because “for justice, we must go to Don Corleone.”

The Don agrees to help Bonasera asking him to “accept this justice as a gift on my daughter’s wedding day.” He asks counselor Tom Hagan to make sure the job is done by reliable people for after all, “We’re not murderers.”

Viewing Task

View the Bonasera sequence and consider the following questions:

What tone is set by the Bonasera sequence? Consider the contribution of

framing and type of shots, lighting, pace, acting, subject and themes of the

dialogue.

What do we learn about the aspirations of the Italian immigrant community?

What do we learn about the Don from this sequence?

Viewing Task

View the rest of the wedding sequence and discuss the following questions:

How does the opening sequence confirm the film as a gangster movie?

What gangster icons are used in the opening sequence?

How does the opening sequence help us recognize the central characters?

What expectations have been set up in your mind in terms of the development of

the plot and character?
