“The Godfather”
STUDY NOTES
Summary

The film opens at Conni’s wedding, although the opening scene features Bonasera’s plea to ‘Don’ Vito Corleone for justice after his daughter was attacked by young (non-Italian) boys. Throughout this sequence the camera cuts between the wedding outside and the ‘business’-transactions being undertaken in the Don’s office as various people come to him with requests for retribution or protection. This sequence is important in underpinning the key themes of loyalty, family and business. 

Conni’s wedding provides an effective backdrop to introduce the central characters in the film – we meet the Corleone boys Fredo, Sonny, Michael and the adopted Tom Hagen , Conni’s husband Carlo, and the heads of the other five families (Tattaglia, Barzini, …) as well as other key characters including Tessio and Clemenza. 

We are also introduced to some of the issues and concerns which will prevail or trigger action throughout the rest of the film, notably the Don’s decision to send Fredo to Vegas, Sollozzo’s request for protection and Johnny Fontaine’s ‘problems’ in Hollywood. 

The importance of the opening sequence in ‘The Godfather’ must not be overlooked for these reasons. It also introduces the family loyalty which drives the Corleones as well as the clear difference between Michael and the rest of his family. Furthermore, the hints at violence establish the gangster genre.
The film then transcends into Tom’s arrival in Hollywood to ‘sort-out’ Johnny’s problems. When producer Woltz refuses to give him what is asked, the head of Woltz’s prize racehorse is severed and placed in his bed. Thus the use of violence as a means to achieve your desires is raised. 

The audience then witnesses the grisly murder of Luca Brasi, an associate of Vito’s who seeks to ‘do business’ with Sollozzo as a means to spy on his operation. This is the first in a chain of events which leads to the attempted murder of Vito soon after.

As Vito lies near-dead in hospital, Michael discovers the news and rushes to join his family. On a visit to his father, Michael finds the hospital deserted and fearing for his father’s life contacts Sonny and Tom before taking control of the situation. This marks a turning-point as Michael, driven by love and loyalty to his father, puts aside his own moral values and vows to protect his father. 
Michael then, after discussion with the other members of the family, murders Sollozzo and Police Captain McCluskey before voluntarily exiling himself to Italy where he meets and marries love of his life Apollonia. 

Meanwhile, back in New York, Sonny is set up by brother-in-law Carlo who violently assaults pregnant wife Conni, provoking Sonny to beat him and threaten to kill him next time. After Conni is beaten a second time, Sonny is ambushed by a team of gunmen and dies. Upon hearing news of Sonny’s death, Michael is warned that he too is in danger and is set to leave Italy. However, his wife Apollonia is killed in a car-bomb intended for him as they get ready to leave. 

When we next see Michael it is more than a year later as he seeks the hand in marriage of old-flame Kay Adams. At this stage the change in Michael is marked: he is dressed in black symbolising his continued grief at the loss of Apollonia and his brother. It is important to note that he never truly loves Kay in the way he did Apollonia. It is also important to note that he blatantly lies to Kay as he promises that the Corleone family business will be ‘legitimate’ within five years. 
We then see Michael begin to rise in importance as the Don’s health fails. Michael becomes head of the family as Vito plays an advisory role. After the Don’s death Michael’s prudence and heeding of his father’s advice is clear as he discovers his enemies and betrayers and ruthlessly deals with them, scenes of which are symbolically intertwined with the baptism of Michael’s Godson. 

The film ends with Michael’s lying to Kate about the murder of Carlo and her being shut out as his associates great him as ‘Don’ Corleone. 

Analysis
Section 1 – The Opening Sequence and the establishment of genre

Coppola employs a number of devices in the opening sequence to firmly establish the film within the gangster genre. 

Costume: Members of the five families, in attendance at Conni’s wedding, wear the ‘suits’ one would expect – dark in colour, and often accompanied by a trilby or fedora. By contrast Johnny Fontaine is dressed in white whilst Michael Corleone wears his Officers’ uniform, having just returned from the war.   
Montage: Frequent cuts between the wedding and the private ‘business’ being conducted by Vito and his associates demonstrate the separation between the public lives lead by the Corleones and the more sinister/ covert aspects of their lives as they drive a business of violence and organised crime. The scenes outside, at Conni’s wedding are jovial, accompanied by traditional Italian music and are well-lit. Within Vito’s office the atmosphere is more sinister – lighting is dim, the music is inaudible. This instantly depicts the family business as illicit. It is also important to note that only ‘senior’ members of the family – Vito, Sonny and consigliere Tom are party to discussion within the office. 

Representation: Vito, as Godfather is depicted as a ‘Robin Hood’ character – as the protector of the weak against the powerful. He is thus a typical Gangster hero (as is Michael later in the film). He agrees to ‘help’ Bonasera and the baker – both of whom feel they have been treated unjustly. Notably, he later refuses help to Sollozzo, who seeks finance, political influence and legal protection, claiming that his drug racketeering is morally contemptible. 
Dialogue: There are a number of lines spoken within the opening sequence which demonstrate the powerful and corrupt operation run by Don Vito Corleone. Bonasera states, “For justice, go to Don Corleone.” This indicates his belief that the Corleones are in some way above the law; able to achieve retribution of a kind that the American courts can’t offer. Vito himself asserts, “We’re not murderers.” Vito sees the actions of himself and his family as patriarchal – they wholeheartedly believe that the killings carried out by them are justified. It is through these attitudes that Coppola explores the themes of justice and retribution as he forces the reader to consider what defines justice; what is morally acceptable.

Position of Women:  Gangster movies present women in two ways, and “The Godfather” is no exception. The mothers and sisters are presented as respectable, as they uphold the traditional Italian values – this is clearly portrayed in Mama Corleone and Conni throughout the film. Sonny’s wife also represents this – we see her juggle caring for the children and looking after the house. There is no paid employment for a gangster’s wife or sister. Women are also depicted as sexual ornaments – as represented by Sonny’s fixation with the bridesmaid – ‘other’ women are there to be played with and used. 
The loyal henchmen: This typical role is most prudently portrayed through Luca Brasi, who we see ‘practising’ what he wants to say to Vito before their brief exchange. Other notable henchmen include Clemenza (who has ambitions to start his own ‘family’) and Tessio who betrays Michael – a marker of his own ambition. 

Relationship with authorities: The family’s contempt for the FBI is marked by Sonny’s smashing of the camera and spitting on the ID of the officer. Importantly this is also the first indicator of Sonny’s hot-headedness and inability to fill his father’s shoes.

Section 2 – Michael Corleone

At the beginning of the movie, Michael represents the war hero – the veteran who has done his family proud. He is instantly mapped out as different from his family in a number of ways:

Costume – Michael attends the wedding in his uniform, creating an obvious visual distinction between him and the other Corleones.

Setting – Michael is omitted from the scenes within the Don’s office emphasising the distance between him and his family. However, he is an honoured member of the family, a fact that is demonstrated by Vito’s refusal to have the family picture taken without Michael – Vito is clearly proud of his son’s, and his omission is to protect Michael, not due to lack of trust. 
Dialogue – Michael himself asserts his belief that his values differ significantly from his family. After recounting the tale of how Vito ‘helped’ Johnny Fontaine, he assures Kay, “That’s my family, that’s not me.”

Relationships – Michael’s selection of Kay as girlfriend in itself is symbolic of his polarity from his family. Kay is a white American woman who works as a teacher and asks questions in a way that the Italian women do not. By choosing such a girlfriend, Michael rejects the whole institution of his family. 

The turning point for Michael comes when he visits his father in hospital after he has been shot (by Sollozzo’s men). Michael’s obvious care and love for his father is shown as he immediately races to be with his family upon hearing the news and willingly separates himself from Kay. 

Outside the hospital, it is clear that the situation has engulfed Michael: 

Framing – Michael is dwarfed in the wide angle shot. He appears tiny and powerless – representing his inability to do anything, to turn back the clock, to protect his father. The situation dominates him and his thoughts. 

Music – the change in music and the deep ominous tones represent Michael’s descent – he is moving towards his destiny.

Ultimately Michael is under pressure at this stage in the film. He needs to be a dutiful son but faces massive internal conflict: he loves his father, yet becoming part of the family will require him to relinquish his moral values.

Michael’s lack of control is further emphasised inside the hospital. 
Camera - Within the hospital a series of long shots are used to emphasise the emptiness. This then cuts to a high angle shot of Michael on the stairs – the power is taken away from him as the situation is out of his control. Furthermore the walls are close together, producing a visual image of him as being pinned – forced to walk down a particular path as he moves towards his destiny.  
Music – The deep threatening tones merge with the lonely Godfather theme, further indication that Michael’s destiny is coming for him. 

In this scene it is clear that Michael has no choice but to fulfil his destiny – he is set on an irreversible path which will result in the transformation of his character from college-educated war hero to mafia boss.
The first glimmers of change in Michael are shown as he enters the ward where his father lies and quickly takes control of the situation for the first time. 

Camera – The camera moves closer to Michael – he is dominating the scene now, not the reverse.

Dialogue – crucial in showing his transition: on the phone he tells Sonny, “I won’t panic.” This rings true as his actions from this point forward are measured and well-thought-out. He ignores the nurse’s orders that he leave and instead speaks to her in a series of commands. 

Ultimately, it takes Michael to perceive the vulnerability of his father, lying unprotected and seriously ill in hospital, to spur him into action. His decision has been made, his moral values shrugged off. Through this decision Michael demonstrates his massive sense of loyalty to his family. Coppola asks the viewer to consider whether family loyalty or integrity is more important. 
After Vito is safely moved (in the tension filled, music-less shots which emphasise the hospital’s emptiness and forces the audience to listen closely for any sign of an assassin), Michael’s transition is clearly symbolised through a close up. Within this shot, half of Michael’s face is hidden demonstrating the division of his personality – he is beginning to lose his moral identity. 

It is in the next, emotionally-charged scene that the tenderness of Michael and his unconditional love for his father is revealed.

Camera – A close-up of Michael reveal’s his strong emotions – damp eyes, intense gaze. He vows to take care of his father, a promise that is reinforced by his facial expression. 

Music - As Michael makes this promise, the Godfather theme is reintroduced, reinforcing the idea that Michael is fulfilling his destiny; that his transition is part of a much bigger plan. 

Lighting - As Michael leaves his father’s bedside he is cloaked in darkness, a silhouette. Michael is no longer the innocent college boy – his vow has put him on the path to crime and violence as he seeks to avenge and defend his father. 

There is a poignancy about this scene. We see the way in which Michael’s promise affects Vito – overcome with emotion as he welcomes his son into the fold. The scene stresses the power of loyalty – Michael is willing to give up everything – and we know that this is because of his respect and love for his father.
Throughout the remainder of the sequence Michael is depicted in a way demonstrates his new role.

Camera – Michael drives the shots now – the camera follows him, a stark contrast to the earlier static shots.

Action – Michael places a protective hand on Enzo – demonstrating his control; providing his assurance that everything will be all right; ultimately acting like his father would. Michael also reaches for a non-existent gun as the assassins’ car approaches, demonstrating his foresight and again his control.

Music – The Godfather theme accompanies Michael throughout this sequence, emphasising his power and importantly, his ability to be heir to the Corleone business.
The changes in Michael are reinforced back at ‘Fortress’ Corleone.
Framing – Michael is central, seated in his father’s chair. His presence echoes that of Vito in earlier sequences, demonstrating that Michael is powerful, that his is important and that he can take hold the metaphorical strings of the family. Everything revolves around Michael – there is no edit back so the focus remains on him. The slow zoom in as he unleashes his plan for retribution emphasises his increasing dominance and power. By contrast, Sonny (technically head of family) is always on the periphery, a symbol of his inability to fill his father’s shoes.

Dialogue – Importantly, Michael steps over the line, as he vows to kill a New York Police Captain – an action seen as a breach of the ‘code’ of the Old Order. Michael declares, “I’ll kill them both.” This not only depicts Michael’s prowess, but also paints him as a pioneer – willing to challenge the rules and move the family forward. “It’s not personal Sonny, it’s strictly business”  Of course it’s personal – Michael seeks to avenge the attempted murder of his father! On a more serious note, this underpins the entire family philosophy and the muddying of the distinction between business and family within the mafia. 

The viewer begins to understand Michael’s ruthlessness and disregard for the rules – he represents a new order, and this is demonstrated through his actions later in the film as he kills Carlo (technically one of the family) and uproots the family, moving away from their New York base. His outlook and perception is different from his father’s. 
Appollonia and the destruction of Michael

Whilst Michael is exiled in Italy, we see him fall in love in a way he never did with Kay. Importantly, Appollonia meets the criteria for a gangster’s wife: she upholds the traditional Italian Catholic values; she is unquestioning. That Michael gets her by force (as he threatens her father) is a separate issue: he and Appollonia have a happy, if short-lived marriage.
From the outset their mutual attraction is apparent, and depicted through camera work and facial expression: close ups of both show coy glances and tentative smiles during their initial meetings. A close up of Appollonia on their first encounter shows her extreme embarrassment as she comes face to face with Michael – evidently infatuated by him – and Michael’s expression mirrors this. After Michael arranges to meet Appollonia for the first time, it is again evident that he cannot tear his eyes off her – a close up of his gaze in her direction as she emerges from the house demonstrates this. The camera, shot from Michael’s point of view, then follows Appollonia as she descends the stairs – she dominates the scene as she dominates his thoughts. A long shot at the dinner table then shows Appollonia’s consistent watching of Michael as he dominates the conversation. This then cuts to a close up of each of the young couple as they catch each other’s eyes, and smile seductively.  Furthermore, the only erotic scene in the film features the couple, displaying the intensity of their mutual attraction.  Accompanied by soft music and lighting, the scene is embellished by a number of filmic techniques to emphasise the love between the couple. The camera closes in on the two as Michael tenderly reaches out to brush Appollonia’s face before kissing her, demonstrating his genuine affection for his new wife. The deliberate cut to Kay immediately after this scene reminds the reader of her existence – Michael has apparently forgotten her. 
As Michael teaches Appollonia to drive, the reader is privy to their young love as they giggle, laugh and playfully cajole. During these scenes the camera tacks the car, focused on the driver’s side window and providing a profile shot of Appollonia. importantly, Michael is close to her – in part to control the car – demonstrated as the camera pans out. We begin to see a different – more confident – side of Appollonia – she greets Michael’s associates like family and speaks constantly – a massive contrast to her maiden days. 

Thus, having been dealt the blow of hearing news of Santino’s death, Michael requires the strong bond he has with Appollonia to support him. However, the relief she provides is short-lived – she is killed by a car bomb intended (presumably) for Michael. The scene in which Appolonia dies is brutal, and this is conveyed through effective montage. The camera cuts between Michael, the betrayer and Appollonia. Close ups of Michael reveal his realisation of the sequence of events about to unfold; close ups of Fabrizio reveal his guilt. This contrasts with the long shot of Appollonia in the car – revealing the distance between Michael and her and his helplessness – he literally cannot do anything to save her.

Michael’s complete devastation at the loss of Appollonia is clearly demonstrated through the long transition screen – the blackness emphasises the sheer emptiness and sadness he feels – without Appollonia he is devoid of love. 

The mournful and lonely tones of the Godfather theme accompany Michael’s reunion with Kay. Notably, the theme was absent during Michael’s time in Sicily. This suggests that Michael’s role, as he takes the helm from his father, will be isolated: he is still in mourning for Appollonia despite the passing of a year. Michael’s grief is also portrayed through his costume: dressed all in black he cuts the figure of a man dominated by rue and regret. 
In Michael’s encounter with Kay, there is a stark contrast in the way he is represented: the pair are filmed from a long shot as they walk and the distance between them is notable. He is not trying to woo her seductively – it is more like a business transaction. Even his proposal seems dispassionate: “I came here because I need you, because I care for you…because I want you to marry me.” Although it cannot be doubted that Michael means these words, there is no intensity – no sense that he is head-over-heels in love with her.

Don Michael Corleone
Michael’s ascent to power is now rapid. With Sonny dead, Vito has little choice but to leave the business in the more-than-capable hands of his prized son – the one he had higher aspirations for. The viewer begins to see a new Michael – a more ruthless Michael who is significantly different from the nervous rookie who killed Sollozzo and McCluskey. The camera focuses on Vito, looking at his fish whilst business is discussed off-camera, showing that he is no longer in control – Michael is now Head of Family. When the camera cuts to Michael he dominates the shot – framed central, relaxed in his position as ‘Don’. His dialogue marks him out as decisive as he asserts his decision that Clemenza and Tessio cannot break off from the family until “the move to Nevada is complete”. As he declares “You’re out Tom.” – relieving his adoptive brother of his consigliere duties and effectively demoting him, a close-up reveals Michael’s lack of emotion. Michael has become cold and detached from his actions.
This ruthlessness is also demonstrated through Michael’s reaction to his brother in Vegas after he interceded in Michael’s ‘discussion’ with Moe Greene. He delivers cool calm threat: “You’re my older brother and I love you. But don’t ever take sides against the family again. Ever.” Michael is shot from a high angle (as he is sitting and the shot is from Fredo’s point of view). However, the power remains with him: Michael is thoroughly in control which is demonstrated by his calm demeanour. He continues to smoke, he speaks quietly but his dialogue is commanding and leaves no room for discussion.
The baptism

As Conni’s baby – Michael’s Godson – is baptised, Michael’s sheer ruthlessness completely apparent. As he foils the plans of Tessio and Barzini to have him killed, Michael seeks revenge. What is most effective about this sequence is montage which cuts effectively between the sanctity of the Catholic ceremony and the violence that underscores their lives. Michael is revealed as a hypocrite; as a ruthless murderer; as a powerful Don. There are several important features in this sequence which add to the representation of Michael, namely music, montage, setting, dialogue.

The sequence opens with a long shot of the church complete with a statue of the Virgin Mary, organ music etc. A place of sanctity and honour, the church represents the outward ‘values’ now adopted by Michael as protector of his family. As the camera zooms in on the baby, it quickly becomes the focus of the scene – reminding the viewer of the world that this child has been welcomed in to – one which massively contrasts from the values of the church. The camera the swiftly cuts to an assassin, preparing a weapon ready for attack. We are reminded that this is the life that this child will have. Michael’s role as Godfather thus seems hypocritical. The very make-up of the room housing the assassin is also important: his room is drab: devoid of colour or luxury, empty and dirty. Coppola depicts the criminal life as lonely and unglamorous, and also highlights the difference between Michael’s façade and the grim reality.
As the music cuts each time Michael speaks the words “I do” – professing to believe in God, and to “renounce Satan and all his teachings”, his hypocrisy is thoroughly revealed. Don’t forget – each victim is unsuspecting and unarmed: these murders are in cold blood – ruthless acts of vengeance which reveal Michael’s warped sense of justice and retribution – and the entire mafia philosophy of ‘an eye for an eye’. As Michael stands there making these false vows, murders are carried out at his orders. A crescendo precludes the murders, heightening the excitement of the scene but also resonating Michael’s absolution. He is driving this – Michael has, in effect, become the puppeteer that his father was, pulling the strings and controlling the family. 
One final point. Throughout the sequence the crying of the baby is heard: symbolic of his innocence and his being born into a family whose values are underpinned by criminality. 

The final sequence

In the final sequence of the film, Michael’s complete alteration from the beginning of the film is emphasised. His attitude towards Kay, who he commands: “Don’t ask me about my business,” is in stark contrast to his earlier confidences in her. It should also be noted that he loses his characteristic cool in this scene – proof that no one, not even his wife, is safe from his fury. Michael also blatantly lies to Kay – denying responsibility for the murder of Carlo. His profession that “That’s my family Kay, it’s not me” is also resolutely different now: he murders the heads of the other families, Moe Greene and his own brother-in-law, acts of vengeance and ultimately shows of power. Michael’s shutting out of Kay is demonstrated through dialogue and action but also through the effective use of camera and music. As his associates greet him as “Don Corleone” and kiss his hand, the camera reveals Kay’s point of view as she witnesses this through the open door. With the addition of the Godfather theme the reader is left in no doubt as to the position now held by Michael. The camera then cuts to a medium shot of a despondent Kay as the door is closed, who is firmly shut out of Michael’s ‘affairs’.
Key dialogue to remember:

Vito
“Some day, and that day may never come, I will call upon you to do a service for me.  But until that day, accept this justice as a gift on my daughter’s wedding day.”

Michael 
“That’s my family Kay, it’s not me”

Vito

“I’m gonna make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

Tom

“Mr. Corleone is a man who insists on hearing bad news immediately.”

Vito

“Never tell anybody outside the family what you’re thinking again.”

Sonny 
“Whatya gonna do? Nice college boy, eh?...”

Michael 
“I’ll kill them both.”
Michael 
“It’s not personal Sonny, it’s strictly business.”
Vito 
“… I swear, on the souls of my grandchildren, that I will not be the one to break the peace we’ve made here today.”

Michael 
“You’re my older brother and I love you. But don’t ever take sides against the family again. Ever.”

Michael 
“Today I settled all Family business, so don’t tell me you’re innocent, Carlo.”

Michael 
“Don’t ask me about my business.”

