KING VIDOR’S OUR DAILY BREAD:
A SOCIALIST REALIST “BACK TO THE LAND” FILM IN DEPRESSION-ERA AMERICA
By Francis Luca (Panther ID #)
	In the early years of the Great Depression, Hollywood was one of the few American industries still turning a profit. In the midst of economic misery, the cheap admission price of “two bits” offered economically and psychologically depressed Americans the opportunity to forget their troubles and to enter the “escapist” fantasy world that the entertainment industry offered. While most Hollywood studios and directors deliberately avoided the problems facing the nation and made movies that depicted carefree people and happier times, there were a few filmmakers who dared to make movies with a social conscience or films that questioned the status quo.[footnoteRef:1] King Vidor was one such exceptional director, and his film, Our Daily Bread (1934) was his vehicle for advocating fundamental economic and social change. Unable to find a studio willing to produce his screenplay about economic refugees establishing a utopian farming collective, Vidor mortgaged his own home and financed, produced, and directed the film as an independent venture. Vidor aligned themselves with the plight of the “common man” in an era when many Americans felt betrayed by and disillusioned with capitalism and rugged individualism and wondered whether a new communitarian ethos might better serve society’s needs.[footnoteRef:2] As the plot and cinematography makes clear, Vidor’s Our Daily Bread championed a back-to-the-earth movement based on communitarian values, and might be considered the only example of a Socialist Realist-style film produced in the United States. [1:  Other Hollywood directors and films that addressed serious social issues in this era include William Wellman, Jr.’s Wild Boys of the Road (1933) and Mervyn LeRoy and Busby Berkeley’s Gold Diggers of 1933.]  [2:  Andre Sennwald, “The Screen: King Vidor Dramatizes a Cooperative Farm in ‘Our Daily Bread,’ the New Film at the Rialto,” movie review in The New York Times, October 3, 1934. (accessed 1/21/2011, http://movies.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9C02EFDB123FE53ABC4B53DFB667838F629EDE)
] 

	The opening scene of Our Daily Bread not only introduced the audience to the main characters, John and Mary Sims, but also provided a scathing critique of laissez faire capitalism and rugged individualism. The soft-spoken housewife Mary Sims is depicted begging for an extension from the rent collector even as her husband John—having once more failed to find work—had to hide in the stairwell to avoid that same bill collector. To reinforce the desperate economic plight of the couple, the filmmaker included a comic scene in which the cash-strapped couple had to decide which of their few remaining furnishings they must barter in return for the scrawniest chicken in the butcher’s shop—an ironic foreshadowing of the beneficial communitarian bartering to take place later in the film. When Mary’s cigar-smoking uncle visited and belittled his “big shot” nephew-in-law, he offered the pair the opportunity to “make a go” of a farm he had in the countryside. With few other options, the “city-slicker” couple jumped at the chance in spite of having no farming experience. It is while John struggled to make the farm pay that he came up with the idea of encouraging other displaced families and tradesmen to join in and transform the farm into a cooperative community.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  King Vidor, screenplay writer and director, Our Daily Bread (1934). ] 

There are a number of elements in the film that seemingly depict a Soviet-style “collectivization” of the farm. For example, the experiment in communal living began as the economic refugees happily pooled their meager resources together under the auspices of a “commissar.” Moreover, when these persons of all nationalities, backgrounds, and professions gathered around a campfire to decide how to organize their new community, the man proposing an “immortal democracy” was shouted down with derisive cries that “It was that kind of talk that got us here in the first place.”[footnoteRef:4] Instead John Sims—more of a brawny populist than a thinker—was unanimously named as the “big boss” of the community. The director symbolized the benefits of the new communitarian ethos in another comic scene in which the frames and foundations respectively erected by a carpenter and stone mason both come tumbling down, forcing them both to recognize that they needed each other’s help in building their new homes. In the absence of a money economy, other professionals likewise resort to bartering for goods and services in a mutually-beneficial way. In one scene a music teacher provided a boy with violin lessons and in return the pupil’s father repaired the soles of the musician’s shoes.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  King Vidor, screenplay writer and director, Our Daily Bread (1934). ]  [5:  King Vidor, screenplay writer and director, Our Daily Bread (1934). ] 

The film did capture the realities of the radicalism growing in the farm belt during the Great Depression—a time in which even the conservative Edward O’Neil of the American Farm Bureau Federation warned Congress in the winter of 1932-1933 that “Unless something is done for the American farmer, we will have revolution in the countryside in less than twelve months.”[footnoteRef:6] Vidor included a scene in his film drawn directly from the headlines of the day, when farmers used the intimidation and the threat of force to forestall farm foreclosures. In Vidor’s film, the men of his utopian community also responded to an attempted foreclosure sale of “their” farm by organizing their own “penny auction” and by brandishing a rope noose to intimidate would-be buyers from daring to outbidding the squatters.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Robert S. McElvaine, The Great Depression: America, 1929-1941. New York: Times Books, 1984), p. 92.]  [7:  Robert S. McElvaine, The Depression and New Deal: A History in Documents. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 129-131.] 

Vidor’s back-to-the-land message was also reflected in the early optimistic pronouncements of the main character and “big boss” John Sims. “We’ve got the strength, we’ve got the land,” he boasts, there is “Nothing for people to worry about, not when we’ve got the earth.” Vidor’s vision of a collectivist farming experiment might have had real popular appeal since some 21.5 percent of Americans in 1930 still earned their living working the land as family farmers, sharecroppers, migrant pickers, and tenant farmers.[footnoteRef:8] Vidor also tied his collectivist vision to American religious and Social Gospel traditions in contrast to the atheist agenda of the Soviet collectivist experiments. This religious theme was not only underscored by the film’s title, but was also reflected a crucial scene in which a preacher made a sermon and the entire community knelt down to pray just as the first shoots sprouted up in the communally-sown fields.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Carolyn Dimitri, Anne Effland, and Neilson Conklin, “The 20th Century Transformation of U.S. Agriculture and Farm Policy,” Economic Information Bulletin Number 3 U.S. Department of Agriculture,  (June 2005) (accessed, 1/21/2011) http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/bitstream/59390/2/eib3.pdf]  [9:  King Vidor, screenplay writer and director, Our Daily Bread (1934). ] 

In the film, all of the characters sacrifice their personal interests for the benefit of the community. For example, when community food stocks ran low, Louis, a fugitive criminal living among the community, turned himself in to the authorities so that the reward money could be used to buy supplies in a less-than-realistic gesture of self-sacrifice. Afterwards, when drought threatened to destroy the crop, John Sims was initially so discouraged that he was nearly seduced by the overtures of an urban “moll” into abandoning the farm collective. John was brought back to his sense of collectivist duty by a double-exposure shot in which he—(and the audience)—was confronted by Louis’s disapproving stare. John returned to rally the community and to save the crop by convincing the men to work tirelessly to build an irrigation ditch. In a scene reminiscent of Soviet cinematic techniques, Vidor filmed John and the men of the community swinging their pickaxes in near perfect unison, reinforcing the ideal of collective labor where many men worked as one. The film ended with a scene that could easily have been produced in the Soviet Union in which the smiling and triumphant workers reaped and harvested the crop as the background music swelled to a heroic crescendo.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  King Vidor, screenplay writer and director, Our Daily Bread (1934). ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Instead of producing a typical Hollywood escapist film, King Vidor’s depression classic Our Daily Bread provided a serious critique of capitalism and rugged individualism at a time of severe economic crisis when many Americans were questioning their faith in the status quo. The film offered up an alternative vision, of a collectivist agrarian utopia, at a time when farming folk were rapidly losing their farms and being forced off the land by falling farm product prices, drought, evictions, and foreclosures. While one might easily be tempted to write the film off as a piece of Soviet-inspired political propaganda, it should be noted that Vidor was actually inspired by a long history of American agrarian populism and revolt, by the Social Gospel tradition and other uniquely American, religiously-inspired reform movements, and even by some of the early New Deal “back-to-the-earth” initiatives and experimentation with cooperative and collectivist farming.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Albert Fried, ed., Socialism in America: From the Shakers to the Third International: A Documentary History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992; James R. Green, Grass-Roots Socialism: Radical Movements in the Southwest, 1895-1943 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1978); H. B. McClure, director, The New Frontier [government documentary], (1934).  ] 
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