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Movie Review
January 25, 1940 

THE GRAPES OF WRATH 

By Frank S. Nugent 
In the vast library where the celluloid literature of the screen is stored there is one small, uncrowded shelf devoted to the cinema's masterworks, to those films which by dignity of theme and excellence of treatment seem to be of enduring artistry, seem destined to be recalled not merely at the end of their particular year but whenever great motion pictures are mentioned. To that shelf of screen classics Twentieth Century Fox yesterday added its version of John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath, adapted by Nunnally Johnson, directed by John Ford, and performed at the Rivoli by a cast of such uniform excellence and suitability that we should be doing its other members an injustice by saying it was "headed" by Henry Fonda, Jane Darwell, John Carradine, and Russell Simpson.

We know the question you are asking, have been asking since the book was acquired for filming: does the picture follow the novel, how closely, and how well? The answer is that it has followed the book; has followed it closely, but not with blind, undiscriminating literalness; has followed it so well that no one who has read and admired it should complain of the manner of its screen telling. Steinbeck's language, which some found too shocking for tender eyes, has been cleaned up, but has not been toned so high as to make its people sound other than as they are. Some phases of  his saga have been skimped and some omitted; the book's ending has been dropped; the sequence of events and of speeches has been subtly altered.

The changes sound more serious than they are, seem more radical than they are. For none of them has blurred the clarity of Steinbeck's word-picture of the people of the Dust Bowl. None of them has rephrased, in softer terms,  his matchless description of the Joad family's trek from Oklahoma to California to find the promised land where work was plenty, wages were high, and folk could live in little white houses beside an orange grove. None of them has blunted the fine indignation or diluted the bitterness of his indictment of the cruel deception by which an empty stewpot was substituted for the pot of gold at the rainbow's end. And none of them has—as most of us feared it might—sent the film off on a witch-hunt, let it pretend there had just been a misunderstanding, made it end on the sunrise of a new and brighter day.

Steinbeck's story might have been exaggeration; at least some will take comfort in thinking so. But if only half of it were true, that half still should constitute a tragedy of modern America, a bitter chapter of national history that has not yet been closed, that has, as yet, no happy ending, that has thus far produced but two good things: a great American novel (if it is truly a novel) and a great American motion picture.

Its greatness as a picture lies in many things, not all of them readily reducible to words. It is difficult, for example, to discuss John Ford's direction, except in pictorial terms. His employment of camera is reportage and editorial and dramatization by turns or all in one. Steinbeck described the Dust Bowl and its farmers, used page on page to do it. Ford's cameras turn off a white-striped highway, follow Tom Joad scuffling through the dust to the empty farmhouse, see through Muley's eyes the pain of surrendering the land and the hopelessness of trying to resist the tractors. A swift sequence or two, and all that Steinbeck said has been said and burned indelibly into memory by a director, a camera, and a cast.

Or follow the Joads in their piled-up, rattling, wheezing truck along Highway 66, and let the Russian realists match if they can that Ford shot through the windshield, with three tired faces reflected in it and the desert through it. Or the covered wagon's arrival at the first of a series of Hoovervilles, with a litter of humans and dogs and crates in its path, and the eloquence of their mute testimony to poverty and disillusion and the degradation of the human spirit. We could mention a score of others, but they would mean no more unless you, too, had seen the picture. Direction, when it is as brilliant as Mr. Ford's has been, is easy to recognize, but impossible to describe.

It's simpler to talk about the players and the Nunnally Johnson script. There may be a few words of dialogue that Steinbeck has not written, but Mr. Johnson almost invariably has complimented him by going to the book for his lines.  A sentence from one chapter is made to serve a later sequence; sometimes Ma Joad is saying things the preacher originally said; sometimes Tom is borrowing Ma's lines. But they fit and they ring true, and that applies, as well, to Mr. Johnson's reshuffling of the Steinbeck sequences, his coming to the end of the saga before Steinbeck was willing to punch out the final period.

And if all this seems strange for Hollywood—all this fidelity to a book's spirit, this resoluteness of approach to a dangerous (and, in California, an especially dangerous) topic—still stranger has been the almost incredible rightness of the film's casting, the utter believability of some of Hollywood's most typical people in untypical roles. Henry Fonda's Tom Joad is precisely the hot-tempered, resolute, saturnine chap Mr. Steinbeck had in mind. Jane Darwell's Ma is exactly the family head we pictured as we read the book. Charles Grapewin's Grampa cannot be quite the "heller" we met in the novel: the antiprofanity dictums bothered him more than the rest of them, but Mr. Grapewin's Gramp is still quite an old boy.

We could go on with this talk of the players, but it would become repetitious, for there are too many of them, and too many are perfect in their parts. What we've been trying to say is that The Grapes of Wrath is just about as good as  any picture has a right to be; if it were any better, we just wouldn't believe our eyes.

Movie Awards

	Academy Awards, USA

	Year
	Result
	Award
	Category/Recipient(s)

	1941 
	Won
	Oscar
	Best Actress in a Supporting Role
Jane Darwell 

	
	
	
	Best Director
John Ford 

	
	Nominated
	Oscar
	Best Actor in a Leading Role
Henry Fonda 

	
	
	
	Best Film Editing
Robert L. Simpson 

	
	
	
	Best Picture
Darryl F. Zanuck 
Nunnally Johnson 

	
	
	
	Best Sound, Recording
Edmund H. Hansen (20th Century-Fox SSD) 

	
	
	
	Best Writing, Screenplay
Nunnally Johnson 


Movie Trivia 
  The production had a fake working title, "Highway 66", so that the shoot of the controversial novel would not be effected by union problems. Much of the dire straits portrayed in the film continued during and after the release of the movie.

  Henry Fonda, still struggling to became a big Hollywood star, tried to avoid being a contract player for 20th Century-Fox Studios because he wanted the independence to choose his own projects (an increasing number of stars at the time were trying to gain such independence). But when the much-coveted part of Tom Joad was offered to him, Fonda hesitantly gave in and signed a contract to work with the studio for seven years because he knew it would be the role of a lifetime.

  John Steinbeck loved the movie and said that Henry Fonda as Tom Joad made him "believe my own words". 
Movie Filming Locations

20th Century Fox Studios - 10201 Pico Blvd., Century City, Los Angeles, California, USA

    (studio)

Gallup, New Mexico, USA

Iverson Ranch, Chatsworth, Los Angeles, California, USA

Laguna Pueblo, New Mexico, USA

Lamont, California, USA

    (Weedpatch Migrant Camp)

Needles, California, USA

    (Joad's Truck can be seen passing the "Welcome To Needles" sign and Carty's Camp.)

Petrified Forest National Park, Arizona, USA

San Fernando Valley, Los Angeles, California, USA

Santa Rosa, New Mexico, USA

    (service station, diner, bridge, train sequence)

Sayre, Oklahoma, USA

    (Courthouse)
Movie Connections
Featured in
Directed by John Ford (1971)
America at the Movies (1976)
The 53rd Annual Academy Awards (1981) (TV)
Precious Images (1986)
The Dream Team (1989)
John Ford (1990) (TV)
100 Years at the Movies (1994)
Homeward Bound (1994) (TV)
A Century of Cinema (1994)
The First 100 Years: A Celebration of American Movies (1995) (TV)
Hidden Hollywood II: More Treasures from the 20th Century Fox Vaults (1997) (TV)
20th Century-Fox: The First 50 Years (1997) (TV)
Hidden Hollywood: Treasures from the 20th Century Fox Film Vaults (1997) (TV)
Hollywoodism: Jews, Movies and the American Dream (1998) (TV)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Movies (1998) (TV)
In America (2002)
The 75th Annual Academy Awards (2003) (TV)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Heroes & Villains (2003) (TV)
Biography Special: The Fondas (2004) (TV)
Sideways (2004)

Referenced in
Corps de mon ennemi, Le (1976)
Fedora (1978)
Movers & Shakers (1985)
The Dream Team (1989)
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (1990)
Sunny Side Up (1994)
The TV Wheel (1995) (TV)
Slums of Beverly Hills (1998)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Movies (1998) (TV)
Hitchcock: Shadow of a Genius (1999) (TV)
In the Shadow of Hollywood (2000)
The Majestic (2001)
Gangs of New York (2002)
Unleashing the Beast: Making 'The Howling' (2003) (V)
A Decade Under the Influence (2003)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Heroes & Villains (2003) (TV)
Win a Date with Tad Hamilton! (2004)
5th World (2005)
The Dry Spell (2005)

Spoofed in
Gorilla My Dreams (1948)
Apes of Wrath (1959)
Galaxy Quest (1999)

Version of
The Grapes of Wrath (1991) (TV)

Edited into
Visions of Light (1992)

Full Cast and Crew

Directed by

John Ford
 


Writing credits

John Steinbeck
 
(novel)

Nunnally Johnson
 
(screenplay)

Cast (in credits order) verified as complete

Henry Fonda
.... 
Tom Joad

Jane Darwell
.... 
Ma Joad

John Carradine
.... 
Casy

Charley Grapewin
.... 
Grandpa Joad

Dorris Bowdon
.... 
Rose-of-Sharon Rivers

Russell Simpson
.... 
Pa Joad

O.Z. Whitehead
.... 
Al Joad

John Qualen
.... 
Muley Graves

Eddie Quillan
.... 
Connie Rivers

Zeffie Tilbury
.... 
Grandma Joad

Frank Sully
.... 
Noah Joad

Frank Darien
.... 
Uncle John Joad

Darryl Hickman
.... 
Winfield Joad

Shirley Mills
.... 
Ruthie Joad

Roger Imhof
.... 
Mr. Thomas, ditch employer

Grant Mitchell
.... 
Manager of government camp

Charles D. Brown
.... 
Wilkie, boy lookout at dance

John Arledge
.... 
Davis, bulldozer driver

Ward Bond
.... 
Friendly policeman in Bakersfield

Harry Tyler
.... 
Bert, diner cook

William Pawley
.... 
Bill, trucker #1 at diner

Charles Tannen
.... 
Joe

Selmer Jackson
.... 
California Inspection officer (as Selmar Jackson)

Charles Middleton
.... 
Leader

Eddy Waller
.... 
Proprietor of New Mexico camp (as Eddie Waller)

Paul Guilfoyle
.... 
Floyd, agitator

David Hughes
.... 
Frank, returnee

Cliff Clark
.... 
City man at Muley's

Joe Sawyer
.... 
Bookkeeper (as Joseph Sawyer)

Frank Faylen
.... 
Tim Wallace, camp commiteeman

Adrian Morris
.... 
Agent at transient camp

Hollis Jewell
.... 
Muley's son

Robert Homans
.... 
Spencer, contractor for Keene Ranch

Irving Bacon
.... 
Roy, trucker giving lift

Kitty McHugh
.... 
Mae, diner waitress

rest of cast listed alphabetically:

Wally Albright
.... 
Boy who ate (uncredited)

Erville Alderson
.... 
Arkansas storekeeper (uncredited)

Arthur Aylesworth
.... 
Father (uncredited)

Trevor Bardette
.... 
Jule, bouncer at dance (uncredited)

George P. Breakston
.... 
Boy (uncredited)

Shirley Coates
.... 
(uncredited)

Harry Cording
.... 
Deputy (uncredited)

Jim Corey
.... 
Buck Jackson, witness at dance (uncredited)

Ralph Dunn
.... 
Deputy (uncredited)

Thornton Edwards
.... 
Motorcycle cop (uncredited)

Pat Flaherty
.... 
Deputy (uncredited)

James Flavin
.... 
Guard (uncredited)

Francis Ford
.... 
(uncredited)

Robert Gottschall
.... 
Gas station attendant #1 in Needles (uncredited)

William Haade
.... 
Deputy with shotgun (uncredited)

Ben Hall
.... 
Gas station attendant in Bakersfield (uncredited)

Herbert Heywood
.... 
Gas station attendant (uncredited)

Rex Lease
.... 
Cop (uncredited)

Mae Marsh
.... 
Floyd's wife (uncredited)

Louis Mason
.... 
Man in camp (uncredited)

Walter McGrail
.... 
Gang leader (uncredited)

Walter Miller
.... 
New Mexico border guard (uncredited)

Frank O'Connor
.... 
Deputy #1 (uncredited)

George O'Hara
.... 
Clerk (uncredited)

Ted Oliver
.... 
State policeman (uncredited)

Inez Palange
.... 
Woman in camp (uncredited)

Steve Pendleton
.... 
Gas station attendant #2 in Needles (uncredited)

Jack Pennick
.... 
Camp helper (uncredited)

Bob Reeves
.... 
Deputy (uncredited)

Dick Rich
.... 
Keene Ranch guard (uncredited)

Gloria Roy
.... 
Waitress (uncredited)

Peggy Ryan
.... 
Hungry girl (uncredited)

Lee Shumway
.... 
Deputy (uncredited)

Georgia Simmons
.... 
Woman (uncredited)

Harry Strang
.... 
Fred, trucker #2 at diner (uncredited)

Paul Sutton
.... 
Deputy (uncredited)

Harry Tenbrook
.... 
Deputy/Troublemaker (uncredited)

Tom Tyler
.... 
Deputy handcuffing Casy (uncredited)

Max Wagner
.... 
(uncredited)

Dan White
.... 
Poor man walking with woman in transient camp (uncredited)

Norman Willis
.... 
Joe, shot at Floyd (uncredited)

Bill Wolfe
.... 
Square-dance caller (uncredited)

Produced by

Nunnally Johnson
.... 
associate producer

Darryl F. Zanuck
.... 
producer

Original Music by

Alfred Newman
 
(score and adaptation) (uncredited)

Non-Original Music by

James Kerrigen
 
(song "Red River Valley") (uncredited)

Cinematography by

Gregg Toland
 


Film Editing by

Robert L. Simpson
 
(as Robert Simpson)

Art Direction by

Richard Day
 


Mark-Lee Kirk
 


Set Decoration by

Thomas Little
 


Costume Design by

Gwen Wakeling
 


Second Unit Director or Assistant Director

Edward O'Fearna
.... 
assistant director (uncredited)

Sound Department

Roger Heman Sr.
.... 
sound (as Roger Heman)

George Leverett
.... 
sound

Edmund H. Hansen
.... 
sound (uncredited)

Robert Parrish
.... 
sound effects editor (uncredited)

Other crew

Tom Collins
.... 
technical director

Alfred Newman
.... 
musical director

Sam Benson
.... 
wardrobe supervisor (uncredited)

Danny Borzage
.... 
musician: accordion (uncredited)

Lou Kunkel
.... 
camera operator (uncredited)

Robert Parrish
.... 
negative cutter (uncredited)

Cliff Shirpser
.... 
assistant camera (uncredited)
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