
































fully orchestrated to strengthen the themes of the
documentary. Sometimes it is loud and pointed;
sometimes it is quiet and subtle. For example, over a
scene of a dust storm one hears the gentle refrain of "'Are
you sleeping, are you sleeping, brother John, brother
John?"' As the camera sweeps across a dust-blown farm-
stead and dejected wind-blown people, one hears the
muted but unmistakable strains of the Doxology. The
music becomes a message of irony.

The Plow That Broke the Plains debuted on May 10,
1936, at a hotel in Washington, D.C. Although critics
used phrases such as ''thirty minutes of unforgettable
film' and "'a work of art,” Hollywood distributors re-
fused to book Lorentz’s film into their theaters. Un-
daunted, Lorentz convinced independent theaters —
especially in the Middle West — to show his film. Of
the nation's 14,161 motion picture theaters, about 3,000
showed the film.3* Since most North Dakota theater
operators were independents, it is likely that the
documentary played in the state.

In July 1936, McCall's allowed its movie critic, Pare
Lorentz, to review his own documentary film, The Plow
That Broke the Plains. ''We had two prime objectives in
making the picture,’’ the novice filmmaker explained.
"One, to show audiences a specific and exciting section
of the country; the other to portray the events which led
up to one of the major catastrophies in American history
— to show the Great Drought which is now going into
the sixth year.” He characterized the movie as a
"'melodrama of nature'' and described his cast: '"Our
heroine is the grass, our villain the sun and wind, our
players the actual farmers living in the Plains country.''%

The Plow That Broke The Plains is an important
historical document. Its broad, expansive theme of land
abuse, however, makes Lorentz's work as appropriate
for the 1990s as for the 1930s. What began essentially
as a propaganda film for the Resettlement Administra-
tion turned out to be a documentary film classic — a
dream that became a reality because the New Deal
sought to document the plight of the people during
depression.?*

The unique setting of the Great Depression and the
experimentally pragmatic New Deal fostered a new spirit
of innovation across the nation. The New Deal's deter-
mination to conquer the nation's economic woes sparked
a broad spectrum of creative solutions and measures.
Few, perhaps none, more creative than the Resettlement
and Farm Security Administration’s photography and
film projects. They provide us, so many years later, with
a window on the past — that of the nation and of North
Dakota.

D. Jerome Tweton is the Chester Fritz Distinguished
Professor in the Department of History at the Universi-
ty of North Dakota, where he has taught American and
North Dakota history since 1965. He is the author of
numerous books and articles and seven books that deal
with North Dakota and the northern Great Plains. His
most recent book is The New Deal at the Grass Roots: Pro-
grams for the People in Otter Tail County, Minnesota (1988).

¥ MacCann, The People's Films, pp. 69-70.

3% McCali's, July, 1936, in Lorentz on Film, Movies 1927-1941 [New
York: Hopkinson and Blake, Publishers, 1975}, pp. 135-136.

¥ The Plow That Broke the Plains is available through the North
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Dakota Film Library. For a general treatment of Lorentz see Robert
L. Snyder, Pare Lorentz and the Documentary Film (Norman, OK: Univer-
sity of Oklahoma Press, 1968).
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