
USA; 1996 
97 Minutes 
Certificate 18 

Winner of 'Best Director' award, Cannes Film Festival 1996 
Winner of Oscars for Best Original Screenplay and Best Actress [Frances McDormand] 

CREDITS: 

> Director ... ......... .Joel Coen 
> Producer .... .. ...... Ethan Coen 
> Screenplay ........ .Joel & Ethan Coen 
> Music .. .. ...... .. .. .. Carter Burwell 
> Photograpy ........ Roger Deakins 

CAST: 

> Marge Gunderson ...... Frances McDormand 
> Carl Showalter ........... Steve Buscemi 
> Gaear Grumsrud ......... Peter Storm are 
>Jerry Lundergaard .. ... . William H Macy 
>Wade Gustavson ........ Harve Presnell 
>Jean Lundergaard ....... Kristin Rudrud 
> Norm Gunderson ........ John Carrol Lynch 
> Stan Grossman .. .. ....... Larry Brandenberry 
> Shep Proudfoot... ........ Steven Reevis 

Most of us will have heard of 'Wells Fargo', that well-known American express mail service, 
established in 1852, but the title of this film, has no connection at all with that company or its 
business; rather, it refers to a small American town. The opening titles proclaim: "This is a 
true story", from events in 1987. [ A claim that Joel & Ethan Coen subsequently admitted 
was a total fabrication on their part - Ed.] A white screen slowly becomes snow particles 
falling heavily - we are in Minnesota, in which State 'everyone' speaks with a wierd 
Scandinavian accent. Phone books are full of surnames which have descended from 19th 
Century immigrants who farmed the land - when it wasn't covered by 3 feet of snow ! 

The story - variously described as "a noirish comedy"; "dry, comic crime drama" ; 
"enthralling"; and "hilarious" -focusses on hapless car salesman Jerry Lundergaard [William 
H Macy], who is so much in debt that he decides to hire two out-of town small time crooks, 
Carl Showalter and Gaear Grumsrud, [Steve Buscemi and Peter Stormare] to kidnap his 
wife, Jean [Kristin Rudrud], with the aim of inducing his overbearing, wealthy father-in-law, 
Wade Gustavson [Harve Presnell] to part with a $ 1 million ransom. But the plan goes 
disastrously wrong .. ....... 

[Those of you who don 't want to know more before the plot unravels on the screen are 
advised to save the rest of the notes until after thermal credits- Ed} 



...... Before the kidnap actually takes place, Jerry's business proposition involving said father
in-law looks as though it might be on the verge of taking off; so he attempts to abort the 
abduction, but is too late - Carl & Gaear have already made the snatch ! However, they are 
stopped on the road outside the small town of Fargo by an observant highway patrolman who 
notices that their car, (provided by Jerry), is still showing dealer licence plates. The less
than-bright Gaear shoots and kills the policeman, an unecessary act of violence accidentally 
observed by two innocent passers-by who Gaear then pursues and murders in cold blood. 

At this point, matters rapidly go from bad to worse for the kidnappers, as the local Chief of 
Police - in the w1likely shape of heavily pregnant Marge Gtmderson [an Oscar-winning 
perfom1ance by Frances McDonnand] - sets out on the bloodstained trail of her patrolman's 
killers. Marge is a thorough., dogged and shrewd operator. She waddles through the clues, a 
mistress of the deadpan remark and the seemingly innocent question. Intuition and good luck 
bring her ever closer to a solution and the twin cities of Mim1eapolis - St .Paul. 

The dogmatic Wade recklessly insists on delivering his daughter's ransom personally, but is 
shot dead by Carl in a struggle during the exchange, although not before seriously wounding 
the increasingly panic-stricken crook. Wounded and bleeding, Carl can't resist taking a peek 
at the ransom and on finding it ro be much more than Jerry had led them to believe, he buries 
most of it in a roadside snowdrift. Back at their snowbOLmd cabin hideout, Carl finds that 
Gaear has killed Jean after a trivial argument. An dispute about the money ensues, which 
results in Gaear taking an axe to Carl, with somewhat predictably fatal consequences ! 

Meanwhile, Jeny has concealed Wade's body, but when questioned by Marge he runs, 
convincing her of his involvement in the affair. On her way home from Minneapolis - St. 
Paul, Marge spots Jerry's car at Carl and Gaear's cabin and t1nds the latter disposing of Jean 
and Carl's bodies in a woodchipper ! ['The Minnesota Woodchipper Massacre'? - Ed.] She 
shoots and then arrests the fleeing Gaear, later apprehending a remorseful Jen-y in a motel. 

Of course, (as 'Gorky Park' proved), nothing shows up blood the way that snow does, and 
'Fargo' has plenty of both ....... . 

KEN HUNT 

Ken is a IIrSt-time reviewer for WNCC- if you would like to try your hand, from notes and 
articles supplied, please speak to Ian Sowerby at any meeting. 

JOEL & ETHAN COEN 
US director. producer and 
screemvrirers ( 1954- and 
1957-) 

The Coen brothers' partnership, 
forged in Super-8 film making when 
they were children, is unique in 
contemporary American cinema. 
Joel, the director, studied film at 
New York University and worked as 
an editor. Ethan, the producer, 
graduated in philosophy at 
Princeton before joining his brother 
to write screenplays. Their debut, 
Blood Simple (84), was an 
audacious noir homage made on a 
small budget that aroused 
extravagant admiration among 
cineastes. It set the tone for their 
subsequent films: the frantic, odd· 
ball comedy Raising Arizona (87), 
the moody, labyrinthine gangster 
fable Miller's Crossinf: (90) and C> 
the bizarre view of studio-era 
Hollywood and artistic angst, 
Barton Fink (91), which won the 
grand prize at Cannes. Their latest, 
The Hudsucker Proxy (94), was a 
visually dazzling, style-conscious 
project full of references to comic 
classics. Admirers await the 
brothers· transition from cult 
masters to mainstream Hollywood. 



A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR 

Film Society of the Year Awards. 

As you will have noticed from the front cover of these notes, WNCC was again successful at 
the recent 'Film Society of the Year' awards, held at the National Film Theatre. The club was 
placed second in both 'Best Film Notes' and 'Best Programme of Films' categories. This 
recognition by fellow members of the British Federation of Film Societies is most gratifying 
and provides confim1ation that WNCC' s policy of involving all its members in film selection 
and note writing pays dividends. 

Mayford Village Hall. 

However, we cannot afford to rest on our laurels. The move to Mayford Village Hall places 
greater demands on the time and effort put in by your Committee members and a select band 
of helpers, given that we now have to put out and return tables and chairs; provide our own 
catering; and tidy up after screenings. Therefore, anyone who can assist by staying behind for 
10 minutes or so each week will be given a task to do, in order that everyone can get home a 
bit quicker ! 

Committee Vacancies. 

On a similar note, a number of Committee members are standing down at the end of the 
Season, including Erica Body, our Membership Secretary and Gill Rollings. Volunteers to 
replace Erica and Gill, (or to fill other vacancies on the General Committee), are now being 
sought, as appointments will have to be endorsed at the AGM in May. If you wish to 
volunteer, or want to know more about what the post(s) entail, please see me or lain 
McGlashan at any screening. 

IAN SOWERBY 

Taken from The Daily Mail 

HlE FilM WAS OKAY BUT TI-lE 
AUDIENCE GOT ON MY NERVES! 
I'D RAT1-IER ~AVE WAITED UNTIL 
IT CAME OUT ON VIDEO! 

THINGS YOU 
NEVER KNEW 
YOU WANTED 
TO KNOW.:~. ·~ 

· ~ \ : . . . . . . . ,. 

TEN TV sitcoms 
which became 
films: 

1 Till Death Us Do Part 
(1968) 

2 Please Sir (1971) 

3 Dad's Army (1971) 

4 Steptoe And Son (1972) 

TI4AT WASN'T TI-lE ICEBERG. IT 
WAS T1-!E Ci4AP IN TI-lE REAR 

EATING POPCORN.' 

5 The Likely Lads (above) 
(1976) 

6 Are You Being Served? 
(1977) 

7 Porridge (1979) 

8 Rising Damp (1980) 
9 George And Mildred (1980) 

10 The Addams Family 
(1991) 



REACTIONS: The Story So Far ..... . 

BRASSED OFF ............................................. 8.14% [51 votes} 
PYGMALION .......................... .................. ..... 8.09% [32 votes} 
SHINE. .......................................................... 8.03% [43 votes} 
SECRETS & LIES ......................................... 7.88% [40 votes] 
STAGECOACH ............................................. 7.44% [39 votes] 
THE PROMISE ............................................. 7.25% [44 votes] 
CARRINGTON .............................................. 6.73% [49 votes] 
SMOKE. ................ ... ....... .............................. 6. 71% [35 votes] 
SCENT OF GREEN PAPAYA ...................... 6.34% [29 votes] 
THE LAST DETAIL. ...................................... 6.15% [41 votes] 
LETTER FROM AN UNKNOWN WOMAN ... 6.05% [22 votes]* 
VERONIKA VOSS ........................................ 5.03% [32 votes] 

*The detailed breakdown of the votes for 'Letter From an Unknown Woman' will be 
added to the notes for 'Copycat, after Easter. 

IN& 
NEXT 

30th April1998 copycat 
commencing at 8.00 pm 

(1995) C-125m. D: Jon 
Arnie!. Sigourney Weaver, Holly Hunt~r. 
Dermot Mulroney, Harry Conmck, Jr., Wtl
liam McNamara, Will Patton, John Roth· 
man, J. E. Freeman. Psychiatrist (Weaver) 
who's an expert on serial killers-~d now 
traumatized into an agoraphobtc eXIS· 
tence-joins forces with dedicated cops 
Hunter and Mulroney to track down the lat
est (and smarteSt) murderer in San F~
cisco. Slickly made, tense and entertammg, 
although it, like the concurrent . SE7EN, 
forces us to get to know a sick mmd better 
than we might care to. 

WNCC photocopying is sponsored by 

.jf ' i 

Programme ends at 10.40 pm (approx) 

REPROGRAPHIC SERVICES & DESIGN OFFICE SUPPLIES 
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Surrey. GU2 I I DY 
Tel: Waking (0 I 483) 7 4048 3 
Fax: 01483 74076 1 


