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New York-Miami, Mr. Smith in the Senate, It’s a 
wonderful life, and many others... Frank Capra was 
among those who created modern American culture, 
with a sense of happiness and optimism. His cinema 
took shape in the thirties, when the country was 
devastated by the economic crisis of 1929. His main 
successes were a response to the great depression, 
taking the exact opposite view of many fellow 
filmmakers, who made themselves witnesses of an 
America of violence and unemployment at that time. 
He, on the other hand, chooses to show everything 
positive in the average American, convinced that 
the individual is fundamentally good and can find 
success if he rolls up his sleeves and respects his 
neighbor.

His movies are deeply humanist and universal. A 
question then arises and it will be central to our film: 
could the director have been one of the characters 
in his films? What was the part of manipulation, of 
ideology in this story? If Capra’s films have constantly 
promoted the American dream, our documentary will 
especially wonder what it costs to adopt it. If Capra 
spends so much time giving proof of his patriotism, 
it’s probably because he partly believes it, but above 
all, he knows its limits. Hence the obvious need to 
fall into the fairy tale, because reality would be too 
difficult to be stated, and it would be raising doubt 
on a world in which he longs to belong to. The result 
is a rather disenchanted vision of the director. He 
who only made «feel good movies», appears as a 
fundamentally uncertain character.

Statement of intent
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It’s a wonderful life
Each year in Seneca Falls, enthusiasts organize a 
festival dedicated to the film It’s a wonderful life 
by Frank Capra. You can attend the parade It’s a 
wonderful life, be photographed in a scene from It’s 
a wonderful life, take part in the ball It’s a wonderful 
life, visit the museum It’s a wonderful life... This 
festival has been organized for about twenty years 
and is enjoying increasing success, while its content 
remains unchanged. It must be said that the film has 
a special status in American culture. It’s a wonderful 
life has been rebroadcast every year for almost 40 
years on American television. Some channels even 
loop it all day long on December 24th. The film 
entered the American collective imagination, it 
became a symbol.

However, when it came out, It’s a wonderful life 
painfully covered its budget. It would take another 30 
years before it became the phenomenon it is today, 
when televisions realized that, by the grace of an 
unrenewed copyright, It’s a wonderful life has fallen 
into the public domain.

The little wop
Francesco Rosario Capra, the last and sixth child of 
a peasant family, was born in Sicily in 1897. When 
he was about ten years old, the Capra family settled 
in California. Francesco (not yet Frank) recounts 
the gruesome misery in which his family lived, his 
feeling of inferiority and his need for emancipation. 
While the First World War was going on for almost 
four years, he joins the army. In 1920, he obtained his 
U.S. citizenship and became Frank Russell Capra. The 
roots are cut.

Cinema-cinema
He works many odd jobs. He responds to an ad and he 
applies for a job at a movie studio: «I’m Frank Capra 
from Hollywood» because that’s where he grew up. 
The naive producer understands that he works in 
the film industry! Capra is hired to shoot a first short-
length film.

Capra is hired to write screenplays first for Hal Roach, 
then Mack Sennett, the two moguls of  Hollywood 
silent comedy. He distinguished himself with hard-
hitting gags and created a tailor-made character 
for Harry Langdon who became one of the main 
comedians of his time.

With him, Capra signs his first feature film, The Strong 
Man. The film was a critical and popular success. In 
just two years, Capra went from gag man to director.

Capra and Langdon fell out soon after, but the 
experiences with Sennett and Langdon were 
foundational. Capra became aware of the power of 
humor.

Synopsis
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Capra style
In 1928, his entry year to Columbia Pictures, he 
directed six feature films! He doesn’t refuse any  
script, shoots all kinds of films, all successful, both 
critical and public.

Capra works on his style, finds trusted collaborators. 
He is one of the people who negotiates best the turn 
of talking films . He will launch or confirm many 
careers: Claudette Colbert, James Stewart, Jean 
Arthur, and especially Barbara Stanwyck.

From success to success, Capra manages to transform 
the image of the Columbia. In dark rooms, we no 
longer whistle the logo that appears at the start of 
the film.

Recognition
However, Capra is not quite sure yet that he is in his 
place. He is now thinking of the Oscars. In 1931, he 
launched himself headlong into a large-scale film, 
The Great Wall, finally snubbed, then in a more 
modest film, Lady for a Day, that would bring him, as 
well as Columbia, his first nominations. But no Oscar.

It was finally his next film that marked his 
consecration: New York-Miami. At the 1934 Oscars, 
this wacky comedy won five statuettes: best 
adaptation, best actress and actor, best film and best 
director. This is the first time that a film won all the 
Oscars in the major categories.

At 37, the little “wop” has just been crowned King 
of Hollywood. But again, he is assailed by doubts. 
What to do after such success? This permanent doubt 

about his own worth is also a characteristic feature of 
Capra’s films. However, because it’s about American 
cinema, if the hero finds himself at the bottom, it is to 
bounce better and finally manage to surpass himself.

Between 1936 and 1941, Capra produced 5 major 
works with which he achieved a form of artistic 
plenitude. 

With Extravagant Mr. Deeds, Mr Smith in the Senate, 
and Meet John Doe, Capra describes the same model: 
each time, he stages an ordinary hero confronted with 
the powers of money, politics and media. The latter 
are embodied by deceitful men who are only waiting 
for the hero’s misstep. Generally speaking, through 
his kindness and selflessness, the hero converts 
the agents of evil. They are fairy tales dressed in 
modernity. Capra barely hides it. He calls his heroes 
“Cinderella males”.

In the 1930s, he became the highest paid director 
in Hollywood; his reality was then far removed from 
that of most of his fellow citizens at that time, and 
even the heroes of his films. His characters criticize 
the powerful; he frequents them in private. They 
are humble and prefer the shadow rather than the 
spotlight of the media; he won two more Director’s 
Academy Awards for The Extravagant Mr. Deeds 
and You Can’t Take It With You, becoming the most 
awarded director in this category. He was elected 
president of the Academy of Cinematographic Arts 
and Sciences from 1935 to 1939.

He is the embodiment of the American dream. Capra 
has definitely cut himself off from its roots. All of his 
characters are great WASP fellows, the reverse of the 
little Italian he was.
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After the war, the return to civilian life was not easy. 
Hollywood also has changed. The studios have taken 
on even more power. With three other veterans, Capra 
creates an independent production company: Liberty 
Films. He embarks on the shooting of It’s a wonderful 
life. The film was nominated for an Oscar in five 
categories, but only won one, that of the best special 
effects. At the box office, it’s a disappointment. The 
short Liberty Films adventure ends with this failure.
Over the next fifteen years, Capra will only make five 
new movies.

When he is accused of supporting a pacifist 
organization which is supposed to have been 
infiltrated by communists, he puts together a file of 
more than two hundred pages and writes a letter in 
which he mentions the names of collaborators whom 
he suspects to be on the left-wing. In this list, none is 
really a surprise, but there is a strong uneasiness in 

reading this confession. What would his characters 
have done?

Perhaps the parallel to look for is not so much in his 
films that have remained famous, but rather in a film 
almost forgotten by history: The Younger Generation. 
Half-spoken film, it follows the journey of a young 
Jewish man from poverty classes who, thanks to his 
ingenuity, will climb the social ladder. But along the 
way, he will also have to renounce his origins and 
redeem himself to good society. Like Capra, Morris 
Goldfish changes his name to Americanize it, as he 
is ashamed of his parents; like him, when a police 
officer comes to see him, he is ready to give him the 
name of a man he suspects.

If Capra worked so much on the form of storytelling 
in his films, it’s also perhaps that he knew all too well 
that reality is different, that it’s only in storytelling 
that he could embody the American dream…

The war
During the war, Capra was responsible for 
coordinating films production for the army from 
American soil, integrating the “service responsible 
for troops morale”. The Why We Fight series recalls 
the history of combat and the challenges. The first 
episode, Prelude to War, won the Oscar for best 
documentary in 1943. First screened in barracks, it was 
so successful that the General Staff finally decided 
to broadcast Prelude to War in cinemas across the 
country. Why we fight will also be translated into 
several languages. For England, Churchill wants to 
film an introduction featuring him. Capra, then in 
London, produced this preamble. The director comes 
out of the war with the rank of Colonel, receives the 
Order of Merit in 1943 and the Army Distinguished 
Service Medal, the highest possible order for a person 
who is not a professional soldier  

The fall
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In the midst of a social revolution in America, his 
movies don’t make money anymore. In the early 
1970s, Capra moved to a ranch. Funny how he returns 
to its peasant roots, but also to the embodiment of his 
vision of the American dream. He entertains reporters 
on his tractor, proud of his property. But in reality, he 
is bored, writing dozens of refused screenplays .

In 1971, his autobiography publication, which quickly 
became a bestseller and a regular broadcast on 
American television of It’s a wonderful life, marked 
the director’s back into favour. This somewhat 
unexpected return may also tell the story of another 
political turning point in America. The doubts of 
the 1970s then gradually gave way to a renewed 

confidence in the American system. Ronald Reagan, 
friend and admirer of Capra, comes to power. He, like 
many other Americans, once again wants to tell the 
fable of the brave little American town, of the power 
of the individual above all collective strength. Certain 
spots of the republican candidate broadcast on 
television, in 1980 and 1984, seem strictly speaking 
“capraesques”. It’s therefore almost logically that we 
also find a growing influence of Capra in filmmakers 
who are popping up at that time: Steven Spielberg, 
Robert Zemeckis, Ron Howard… directors who stage 
small towns, mostly everyday heroes. A nostalgic 
vision of an America of which we don’t know if it 
really existed one day...

Happy end
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