Plot Summary

The order here is roughly the order in which the main characters are first introduced in the film.  Numbers in square brackets indicate links to other plot threads. 

1. Detective Graham Waters and his partner Ria are called to a shooting: a narcotics detective Conklin has shot and killed another officer, a black detective Lewis.  Internal Affairs investigates; $300,000 is found hidden in the spare tyre of the car Lewis was driving.  Waters is asked by the DA's office to support their making an example of Conklin for the incident, from which they will gain political advantage.  Graham resists a job offer but agrees to their request to save his brother Peter from a mandatory life sentence in prison.  [3]   Later, Graham arrives at a crime scene to find that his brother has been shot.  [10]

2. Farhad, an Iranian shop owner, buys a gun after his wife was threatened.  He does not realise that his daughter Dorri has taken blanks instead of bullets.  Daniel is sent to fix the lock on the shop door, but advises that the door needs replacing.  Farhad thinks he is being ripped off.  When the shop is vandalised, the insurance company decides it is negligence.  Farhad blames Daniel and demands recompense; Lara sees her father facing a gun without his 'protective cloak' [6] and runs out to save him.  The gun goes off but Lara is fine.  

3. Peter and Anthony car-jack the Navigator of D.A. Rick Cabot and his wife Jean.  They knock over Korean Choi [7] and dump him at A&E; because of blood on the vehicle, Lucien rejects it.  They try to steal another Navigator but Cameron resists [11]; Peter runs away [( 10], but Anthony is in the vehicle when the police stop it.  Officer Hanson [10] persuades the other officers to let Cameron go.  Anthony finds Choi's abandoned white van and it is found to be full of illegal Asian immigrants.  Anthony releases them.  [7]

4. D.A. Rick Cabot looks for a way of spinning the car-jacking and decides that hanging Conklin out to dry would be the best way.  [1]

5. Jean Cabot feels threatened by Daniel, a Mexican, who changes their locks [6]; she falls down the stairs and discovers none of her 'friends' actually care about her, whereas her Mexican maid is kind. 

6. Locksmith Daniel Ruiz is a loving father who has recently moved house because a bullet came through the window of his five-year-old daughter Lara's bedroom.  He calms her fears with a fairy cloak that will protect her.  [( 2]

7. Choi is paid for his van-load of Asian (Cambodian?) immigrants but is knocked over before he can deliver them and is dumped at the hospital.  His wife Kim Lee, who had previously rear-ended Ria's car [1], finds him; he tells her to cash the cheque.  Anthony [3] takes the abandoned van and releases the Cambodians.  
8. Officer John Ryan cares for his father who is suffering from a urinary disorder; Ryan can get no help from his medical insurance company. 

9. Angry, Ryan takes off after a black Navigator even though his partner Tommy Hanson tells him it is not the stolen vehicle.  Seeing what he thinks is a white woman with a black man, he stops and harasses the Thayers, sexually assaulting Christine.  Later, he rescues her from certain death in a car crash.

10. Officer Hanson is appalled by Ryan's racism and harassment [9] and asks for a different partner; he is assigned to his own car.  He rescues Cameron, who is defying police out of anger and frustration.  [11]   Later, he picks up Peter [3], who is hitch-hiking.  Hanson mistakes Peter's St Christopher for a gun and shoots him; he dumps the body and burns his car.  Graham [1] arrives at the crime scene where Peter's body lies and recognises his brother.  He takes his mother to see the body.  She blames Graham. 

11. Humiliated by Ryan and by his wife's anger, Cameron goes to work and is further angered by another racist put down.  When Anthony and Peter [3] try to steal his Navigator, he responds with fury and fights them.  He takes off in the vehicle with Anthony in the passenger seat; stopped by police, he defies them.  Hanson [10], to make amends for Ryan the previous night [9], defuses the situation.  Cameron agrees to go home, and eventually tells Christine he loves her.

Analysing the Plot
Crash presents the life of a city – in this case, Los Angeles - through a number of linked stories in which numerous characters' paths crisscross.  People from radically different backgrounds are brought together by a grim serendipity that forces them, or at least the audience, to acknowledge their essential connectedness.  This form – an as yet un-named genre – has its origins in literature, such as Balzac's La Comédie Humaine and James Joyce's Ulysses.  It was popularised in the cinema during the 1990s by John Sayles' City of Hope, Robert Altman's Short Cuts and Paul Thomas Anderson's Magnolia.  It is not that unusual for novels and films to have more than one plot, though most films settle for a maximum of three as a manageable number, as in Traffic and 21 Grams.  Crash has many more than three, particularly when early single plot strands split up.

1. Identify the various plot threads, and briefly outline each one.  You may use a diagram if it is easier.
Begins with five main plot threads: the car-jacking; the shooting of the black police officer; the illegal immigrants; Farhad's buying a gun; Ryan's dad; these split into about 10, even 12.  
The car-jacking affects the Cabots, which links with Daniel; causes the harassment of Cameron and Christine, which splits up Hanson and Ryan, leads to Christine's car crash and Cameron's confrontation with the police; the separation of Anthony and Peter leads to Peter's death and Anthony's redemption.
[See 'Plot Summary' and 'Appendix: Plot Diagram']
2. Identify the characters that connect one plot thread to another.

Anthony and Peter are central: they link the Cabots, Graham, the Thayers indirectly and then Cameron directly; Hanson; and the Asian smuggling ring.  
Daniel is part of both the Cabot and the Farhad plotlines; Graham links Peter to Rick Cabot via the Conklin shooting.  
Dorri (working at the morgue) links the Waters and the Farhad plots.
	When we talk about the plot of a book or film, we mean a story that is tied together, in which everything that happens is important: A causes B, which causes C and so on.  Remove any one incident, and the whole pattern should be affected, the whole story will fall apart, the way a stack of blocks will collapse if you pull out one from the bottom.  Stories told like this usually build to a climax.  This tightly plotted approach is sometimes called the step-stair structure.

Episodic films, by contrast, are looser; individual scenes can be added or removed without really affecting the outcome of the plot.
	


3. Which of these two plot types has been used for this film?

Seems episodic yet nearly every event is a stepping stone upon which the next one is built.  
4. Does anything happen in the film that does not contribute to one or other of the plots?  That could be left out?  Explain.  If events do not contribute to one or other of the plot threads, why are they there?
Some of the dialogue between Anthony and Peter is more for entertainment and expression of ideas – though even here, it is the argument over music that causes Anthony to knock Choi down.  
Other scenes, such as those with Graham and his mother, between Graham and Ria, with Jean Cabot are more to develop character and to illustrate thematic concerns.
5. Select one of the plot threads and show how each incident leads onto the next.
see plot diagram 
6. What techniques apart from characters have been used to ensure the unity of the film?
	· use of motifs.  

· transitions that link scenes
· one setting; same locations
	· events in one plot affect other plots 

· parallels and echoes in the action and camera work
· echoes in dialogue


Stories are often described as 'plot-driven' or 'character-driven'.  

If a film is plot-driven, it relies upon external events and circumstances to advance the plot.  External events may be natural or human-initiated, as long as the initiator of the events is not a central character to the story.  The characters are affected by and react to events but don't really change throughout the story.  

If a film is character-driven, it relies upon the decisions and emotions of characters to advance the plot, decisions that may produce chain reactions and conflict.  The events, regardless of how many people they affect, are triggered by characters within the story.  Characters will develop as they learn how to overcome the obstacles that are faced.  

7. Which of these terms would better describe this film?  Justify your answer.
'Character-driven'.  The action is full of coincidences, designed to demonstrate the thesis that all are connected in one way or another, but each is the result of someone's decision.  Some characters are seen to change – Farhad, Anthony, Jean, Hanson, Cameron etc – while same remain seemingly unaffected – Cabot is the best example; most are affected by the events.
Narrative or plot structure is the term used to describe the order in which a story is told, and the way in which different strands of the story are linked.

The most common ways in which stories are told are 

a. in chronological order, i.e. the order in which the events happen; 

b. using flashbacks, i.e. earlier events are included later in the story

c. with a frame of later time, and the whole story a flashback (book-ending)

d. with foreshadowing, in which future events are included earlier than they actually happen.

8.  Which of these descriptions best fits the structure of this film?  

d.  The film opens with the discovery of Peter's body (his identity not revealed) and then jumps back to the previous evening and tells of the events leading up to his death, and following it.  Not c. – although we return to the opening scene, there is a whole act after it, so the story is not 'book-ended'.    
'Conflict'
The main element that drives any film story (or book) is conflict.  Without it, there isn't much of a story.  Conflict is a problem or struggle in a story that triggers action, i.e. that causes things to happen.  It can be very obvious, like people fighting, or much less obvious, as when someone worries over what is the right thing to do.  This second kind is called 'internal conflict'.  

There are six basic types of conflict: 

· Person against person: one character has a problem with one or more of the other characters. 

· Person against society: a character has a problem with some aspect of society: the school, the law, the accepted way of doing things, etc. 

· Person against self: a character has a problem deciding what to do in a particular situation, or is torn between two (or more) courses of action, or between right and wrong. 

· Person against Nature: a character has a problem with some natural occurrence: a snowstorm, an avalanche, the bitter cold, or any other element of nature. 

· Person against Fate: a character has to battle what seem to be forces beyond human control.  Whenever the problem seems to be a strange or unbelievable coincidence, fate can be considered the cause of the conflict. 

· Person against machine: a character has to confront technology or other elements of human creation (as opposed to natural or divine creation). 

· On your own or in a group, think about the six types of conflict listed above.  Which of them are included in this film?  How many different examples of each can you list? 

The first three only.  Although cars are significant, there is no sense that they are a separate force.

Mostly person against person, though many of the examples of racism shown seem as much societal and based on conditioning as on individual prejudice.  Farhad, for example, buys a gun to protect his family and himself against an unidentified threat, based on a previous hold up. 
· Farhad: with the gun shop owner, with Dorri over the gun, with Daniel, whom he thinks is cheating him.
· Jean: with Rick, with Maria, plus an undifferentiated anger against the world

· Ryan: with his father's medical insurance company, with city employment policies, and with Shaniqua specifically.  Takes this out on Cameron and Christine.

· Cameron, Christine: with Ryan, then each other; Christine's desire to be rescued v. her antipathy for Ryan
· Cameron: with Anthony, and then with the police; even with Hanson who rescues him

· Ria  with Graham over his casual racism; Graham with D.A.'s office
· Ria with Kim Lee: over the rear-ending

· Anthony with Peter over perceptions or racism – largely light-hearted and comedic; with a racist society 

· Daniel with a world that threatens his family; with its faulty perceptions of him

Against self: 
· Graham is faced with a moral dilemma – to 'frame' Conklin in return for a job (easily rejected) and to save his brother from life imprisonment (agrees – ironically, since his brother will soon be dead)  
· Hanson: first over Ryan's treatment of Cameron and Christine; over the Lieutenant's terms; then what to do after he shoots Peter

· Cameron: his wish to continue his successful life against his anger at the racist treatment he has faced. 
· Anthony: to sell Asians or release them.

· Some others should be internally conflicted, but there is no evidence that they are: Cabot, Shaniqua etc
· Are any of these conflicts resolved by the end of the film?  Which ones, and how?
· Peter is dead; Hanson will never be the same again.  
· Farhad's horror at what he did and his belief in a miracle seem to have overcome his antagonism to the world.  
· Cameron seems to reach some sort of equilibrium; 
· Christine's forced re-evaluation of Ryan has defused her anger.  
· Jean has learned appreciation of Maria.  
· Mostly, however, people just move on from short term conflict which is not really resolved.  And will these rapprochements last?
Narrative Structure 2
Most commercial films – “classic Hollywood” type - are similar in structure to a three-act play: 

· The first act introduces the main characters and situation, and in includes a scene that sets up a complication around which the plot will revolve - the catalyst or inciting incident, that disrupts the equilibrium of the original situation.  Sometimes, the act will end with that scene; other times, the catalyst will occur earlier.    

· The second act develops this complication.  

· The third act brings the situation to a climax and resolution.

i.e. – get the hero up a tree, throw things at him, and then get him down from the tree.  
Each act is structured to end on a moment of heightened tension or interest – a ‘turning point’ or 'plot point' that will change the direction of the story.  
1. Does this film follow this pattern?  Can you identify three acts?  an inciting incident?  the plot points that end Act 1 and Act 2?
There are three acts - Act 1 = the set ups; Act 2 = developments and complications; Act 3 = resolutions - but with so many different plot lines, no one clear plot arc.  Each of the main stories has its own arc to a climax and its own small dénouement.  
Although there are so many plots, there is one incident that can be identified as the 'inciting force.  The car-jacking of the Cabots' Navigator is like a snooker cue ball smashing into the group of red balls and setting off chain reactions as each ball hits another and so on.  Nearly every event, directly or indirectly, can be traced back to this; it can even be argued that Daniel's treatment by Jean makes him less tolerant of Farhad and so contributes to that nearly tragic chain of events.
The assault on Christine and Cameron is the plot point that ends Act 1 and spins the action into Act 2; the shooting of Peter is the shocking end to Act 2.  Act 3 begins with a repeat of scene 1.
There will often be a central incident (coming about half way through the film), a mid-point scene, which packs a dramatic punch and kicks the action to a higher level.

2. Can you identify the mid-point scene?  How does it affect subsequent action?

Ryan's rescue of Christine from the car crash.  [38] It does not directly affect following action, though it forces us to re-evaluate all our assumptions about characters.
It is followed by a series of climactic scenes: Graham's deal with the DA's office [39]; attempt to steal Cameron's Navigator and his confrontation with police [41]; Farhad shoots Lara [42]; Jean falls [44]; Hanson shoots Peter [45] = end of Act 2.  

Time is always an important consideration in a screenplay; a feature film may cover days, weeks, even years of real time, so ways of showing time passing are needed.  

3. How much time is covered in this film?  Can you work out a timeline?

36 hours.  Begins in the evening, goes back and covers the previous 24 hours and then continues through the night.  Since it is about Christmas time, the days are short and it gets dark quite early.
Some of the ways the passing of time may be indicated include:

	· fades or dissolves
	· dates or times on screen – no 

	· changing light – day to night
	· showing a clock or a calendar – some clocks 

	· references in dialogue - occasionally
	· seasonal differences, winter to summer – no 

	· a montage of brief symbolic or typical images – no (unusual in not using montage)

	· cuts to the same scene at a clearly later time, e.g. from full plates to empty, or the same people with different clothes or hairstyles, or in different places.  – frequent examples


4. What techniques are used in this film to show time passing?

Change of light – night, dawn, night again - is the most obvious; city lights, vehicle lights etc.  

Dialogue references: "lunchtime"; press conference at 4.00 p.m.; "Just after 9.00 p.m. last night…"
Clocks: Graham's says 11.10; a little later Cameron's says 11.31.  

Graham visits his mother and returns later with groceries; he returns to crime scene after Peter's body has been removed.
Even stories that are told in a simple chronological structure will need to lay the foundations for future events, as well as keep the audience involved and expectant by hinting at the future. 

5. Identify examples where future events are 'signposted'

Farhad doesn’t read English; where is Graham's brother?  "I think you're jealous of Karen."  Key in van door. 

Many other examples - see 'Scene-by-scene' for more.
Some (not all) details will be like ‘loaded pistols’ – there to be important later.  In other words, if you see a loaded pistol in an earlier scene, it is a good indicator that someone will use it later (or it should not be there).

6. Can you identify any ‘loaded pistols’ from early scenes in this film?

The most obvious example is Farhad's loaded pistol.  Lara's fairy cloak.  
A film needs to keep its audience involved but also alert, off balance – a comfortable audience may fall asleep - by changes of mood - from suspense to humour and back to suspense again, for example.

7. Identify examples of mood change like this.

There are frequent shifts in tone, from tragedy to comedy to heartbreak to relief to poignancy.  

The banter [3] suddenly becoming an armed hold-up.  Graham's cheerfulness / Ria's anger [20]; the ugliness of the argument [13] followed by the sweetness of Daniel and daughter [14]

Most stories involve the element of suspense, with the audience kept wondering what will happen.

8. How has suspense been created in this film?

Mostly by setting up situations and making us wait for the next episode.  Offering s series of situations not explained until later: Whose body it is that has been found?  What is the significance of the white van?  Will Graham find his brother?  Will Farhad use his gun?  Will Ryan rescue Christine?  Will Cameron go home?

With so many plot different strands, ways of keeping the film unified are particularly important, especially since one of the main ideas in the film is the 'connectedness' between characters.

Motifs are often used as a unifying device, to link one scene with another, or one character with another.  A motif is an image, a word or phrase that is repeated several times in a film.  Something repeated once only is better described as an 'echo'.
9. There are many motifs in this film; how many can you identify?
	· St Christopher statuette

· reflections, esp. in rear view mirrors 
· telephones
· chain-link fences = idea of cages
	· Christmas decorations
· stop signs
· keys, locks

	· crosses feature in the background of several scenes (director says it is deliberate)
· doors, windows – often as 'prisons' within which people are trapped, or protect themselves


The white van and black Navigators are more important than just as motifs, as are telephones, which have significance as communication devices – or lack of communication (Ryan/Shaniqua; Cameron/Christine; Jean/Rick, etc)
A worksheet for motifs is included in the SG; see 'Scene by Scene Commentary' for specific examples.
Another method film-makers can use to create unity is by repeating or echoing the same images or camera angles and shots (visual) and sometimes the same ideas or words (verbal).  Look especially at the transitions from one scene to the next.
10. There are several visual – and verbal - links in the film.  List specific examples.
"Look at me."  (Ryan, Cameron)

People in bed: Christine; Jean; Lara; Ryan
H/A shots 




flying ash / snow falling

two cars on fire



two shootings: one fatal, one not (+ Lewis but after the event)
Filming through windows of cars and buildings; through doors – Ryan and his father, Graham and his mother 
Transitions: door to door is frequently used; one vehicle becomes another; groceries/groceries; bed/bed 

"Stay in your car."  = to prevent confrontations i.e. connections with others

Parallels and contrasts are unifying; they are also important for the expression and explication of themes.  
11. Identify examples.
See next page
Some (though not all) film-makers like to end their film with explicit or implicit links to the opening scenes.  This may be done through parallel or repeated actions, through book-ending or other means.

12. Identify ways in which the last few scenes link back to the early scenes of the film.

· starts and ends at night, with aerial views of the city
· Graham and Ria are rear-ended  || Shaniqua is rear-ended

· Ria mocks Kim Lee's English: "I blake too fast?"  || Shaniqua: "Don't talk to me unless you speak American!"
· Graham returns to the crime scene where Peter's body was found
· Kim Lee || Anthony releases the Asians, refers to "Dopey Chinaman."
· talk of snow || it is snowing
Parallels and Contrasts

Motifs and Objects

· two white vans

· two black Navigators – both end up in flames [Lucien: 'Georgie, burn this thing.']
· Hanson & Peter both have St Christopher medals

Characters 

· father/son, Ryan and Pop Ryan || mother /son, Graham Waters and Mrs Waters  

· both police officers  (NB Peter is never seen with his mother) 

· both sons care for and deeply love their parent

· father and daughter: Farhad and Dorri; Daniel and Lara 

· both daughters try to protect their fathers - successfully

· two partnerships: Anthony & Peter || Ryan and Hanson 

· both split up; ends in disaster for one of each – Peter and Hanson

· leads to 'heroism' for the other – Ryan saves Christine; Anthony releases the Asians

· Ryan, Anthony – both mouthy, cynical racists, both save people of a different race; 

· Hanson, Peter – both idealistic, hopeful
· both Jean and Farhad distrust Daniel 

· Christine's life is saved by Ryan; she is grateful || Cameron's life is saved by Hanson; he is not

Situations

· two wealthy couples – both shocked out of their sense of security in who they are, by people with guns
· two affairs: Graham/Ria; Rick/Karen – neither has a future; both men shut out the women; both leave them standing as they walk away
· two Navigators stolen/attempted to be stolen – and Anthony gets paid for neither
· two blacks shot – one a cop (Lewis); both shot by white cops (Conklin, Hanson)

· two fathers 'saved' by their daughters 

· Lara uses her 'impenetrable' fairy cloak 

· Dorri saves her father by choosing blanks for the gun he buys; he refers to 'my angel' 
· Christine would rather die than have Ryan touch her || Cameron would rather die than lie down on the road.

· two shootings – Peter, Lara, one fatal, one not
· Cameron faces police twice – once he apologises; the second time defies them; in both he is an innocent party

· Choi and Christine both pulled from crashes

Scenes

· Maria has gone for groceries || Graham takes groceries for his mother

· Anthony's car won't go ||  Maria's car won't go 
· Christine phones Cameron from her bed after accident || Jean phones Rick from her bed after accident
· both have suffered accidents

· both are told 'I love you' – though only one is sincere

· Ryan hugs his dad || Jean hugs Maria || Graham holds his mother
· Ryan helps Pop from toilet [21] || Graham helps his mother inside [31]; both framed by doors [31, 54]

· two burning cars – Christine's crash; Hanson's arson

· two rear-endings – one to start film, one to end it 

· two dead bodies, both shot by cops, both black
· Rick, Daniel look out from their homes
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