Setting

All fiction – and this film, although telling a true story, is drama and not documentary and so is classed as fiction – needs a setting in time, in place and in society.  Setting may also include mood and atmosphere.

As you answer the following questions, consider not just what you are shown, but HOW it is shown.  

A signifier is a visual short cut – any item that signals time or place (or character), e.g. a decorated tree is a signifier of Christmas; a white cane is a signifier of a blind person.

The decision was made early on in pre-production to shoot Chris McCandless's story as far as possible in the actual locations that things originally happened.  IMDb.com lists 51 locations, all but two in the USA.  

In trying to capture the serene character of McCandless’s wanderlust, Penn decided that he had to retrace as much of McCandless’s two-year sojourn as possible, rather than try to shoot the movie in and around Utah, as was first considered.  Producer Art Linson says he kept saying they could shoot a lot of this movie in one place, but that Penn felt it had to be in the exact spots where Chris really was.  "For Sean, it was like, Even if the audience doesn’t know, I’ll know."
from the Production Notes 

1. Setting is always important in film, but it is even more important than usual in this one.  Why?

2. What qualities do most of the different settings share?

3. Where is Chris shown at his happiest?  Why do these places make him happy?  How do the camera and editing emphasise these feelings?

4. Where is he shown to be the least happy?  How do the camera and editing underline this?

5. Briefly note the most important features of the Magic Bus and its environs, and comment on the effect these have on the central character.

· Choose one other significant location and do the same for it.  

Time refers to both the historical time in which the story is set, and the length of time covered by the story.  In the case of this story, the time setting is governed by the facts, and is spelled out in screen text. 

However, the film was made nearly 20 years after the event, a situation fraught with difficulty for a low budget film.  The IMDb.com website has a list of anachronisms – things that are shown in the film that did not actually exist at the time – such as the Burger King logo (introduced in 1999) or makes of cars not available then.  In practice, few viewers notice these things – or care about them – unless they study the DVD film closely, and small budget productions like this one usually cannot afford to be as careful as they might like.    

6. What signifiers locate the film in the early 1990s rather than now?

Society refers to the sorts of people in the story, the social situation and the socio-economic class of the characters, as well as to the general state of society, to the general attitudes, beliefs and feelings operating within society, and how they directly or indirectly affect the world of the novel.

7. Is this a significant aspect of this film?  Why / why not?

8. Briefly outline the social situation of each of the three main groups of people Chris encounters.  What do they all have in common?  What is significant about the way Chris responds to them?

Mood and Atmosphere

9. Does the setting contribute to mood and atmosphere?  Give details.

10. One writer describes the setting of the film as taking Chris 'away from the conventions of his birthright and into a deep, deep wilderness that is both literal and ontological'.  Explain what this means.    

Discuss

· The popularity of the original book and now the film has caused some concern among tourism officials in Fairbanks, according to the local newspaper, the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner.  Why might they be concerned? 
Be sure that your answers include enough specific details so that you can write a good exam answer.
