
A Level Film Studies 
‘Winter’s Bone’ (Granik, 2010)   

Component 1: Varieties of Film and Filmmaking 

Section B: American Film since 2005 
Written examination: 2.5 hours 

35% of qualification  

 

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of elements of film  

AO2 Apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to:  

analyse and compare films, including through the use of critical approaches  

evaluate the significance of critical approaches  

analyse and evaluate own work in relation to other professionally produced work  

CONTEXTS 

Production | Social and Political | Critical 

Debate 

The community is blighted by rural poverty, lack of opportunity, low 

educational outcomes and a sense of separation of mainstream USA 

infrastructure. Secretive and inward looking with an emphasis on family 

loyalty and ‘kin’ based around patriarchal power but dependent upon 

strong, resilient women. Methamphetamine use and addiction has had 

devastating consequences on families and individuals. The reality of 

financial insecurity, violence, domestic abuse and mental illness is ever-

present. 

Based on a novel of the same name by Daniel Woodrell. Produced by 

Granik and Anne Rosellini through their production company, 

Anonymous Content. After several attempts to raise finance, the film 

received half its $2 million budget from a private equity deal which 

enabled it to go into production. Premiered at Sundance in 2010 and 

gained a distribution deal from Fortissimo Films. The film went on to 

take $6 million at US box office making it an indie hit. The film brought 

Jennifer Lawrence to wider attention. 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

SYNOPSIS 

Faced with an unresponsive mother and a 
criminal father, Ozark teenager Ree Dolly 
(Jennifer Lawrence) does what she can to 
manage the household and take care of 
her two younger siblings. Informed by the 
sheriff (Garret Dillahunt) that their father 
put their home up for bond and then 
disappeared, Ree sets out on a dangerous 
quest to find him. Her entire family's fate 
now in her hands, Ree challenges her 
outlaw kin's code of silence and risks her 
life to learn her father's fate. 
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SPECTATORSHIP 
 

Winter’s Bone offers a passive experience for the spectator as 
the narrative flow of information is tightly controlled by the 
restricted style of storytelling. Because we can only discover 
things as Ree herself does it prevents us from actively and 
separately attempting to piece together the narrative strands 
into a cohesive whole for ourselves. We will often be surprised 
about what comes next in the story and fearful of the 
consequences for Ree, but we are never allowed to learn a piece 
of information first that Ree herself does not know and thus enjoy 
the pleasures to be derived from having this superior position of 
understanding. 



AUTEUR 

Debra Granik got her start making educational and 

industrial films, and so it perhaps no surprise that a 

documentary strain runs throughout the feature films she 

has since directed. She has proven herself rather fearless 

when it comes to tackling dark subject matter like drug 

addiction, and also when it comes to placing complicated 

and admirable women front and centre in her narratives.  

 

 

  

LANGUAGE AND MISE EN SCENE 

On location shooting in the Ozarks, landscape 
dominates. A cool frostbitten authenticity of winter 
combined with a beautiful bleakness of disintegrating 
landscapes. Local people cast in supporting roles with 
costumes sourced from real people. The presence of 
woodland reminds spectators of the key themes – the 
relevance of timber to this community as both a 
commodity and the ‘larder’ that provides food.  
 
A generally cool colour palette with flashes of vibrant 
or more expressionist colour at points of high 
emotion.  
 
Real/found locations e.g. the burnt out meth house.  
  
  
  
  

PAST PAPER QUESTIONS 
 
a) How far do your chosen films demonstrate a 

constant shift between passive and active 

spectatorship? Refer in detail to at least one 

sequence from each film. [40] 

 

Or,  

 

a) How far do your chosen films demonstrate the 

importance of visual soundtrack cues in 

influencing spectator response? Refer in detail 

to at least one sequence from each film. [40] 

 

 

KEY SEQUENCES 

Opening sequence 

Cattle market 

Stand off between Teardrop and Baskin 

Recovery of the hands 

NARRATIVE | GENRE 
 

The breakthrough success of Winter’s Bone can 
perhaps be partly ascribed to its adherence to a 
narrative structure which has very deep roots in 
Western and Eurasian cultures. It is at heart a quest 
adventure borrowing many elements from the 
narrative structures of various classical myths and 
fairy tales as identified by folklorist Vladimir Propp. 

A hybrid of genres: building on our understanding 
of Noir and western genres, but offering up a 
quest/odyssey narrative seeped in mythology and 
dark fairy-tale. Full of mystery and suspense and a 
successful example of a coming-of-age movie 

IDEOLOGY AND THEMES 
 

Granik’s film has been described as a ‘feminist film 

about an anti-feminist world’ (Cwellum, 2013). In 

the film, men represent power and authority, with 

Thump serving as the clan’s elusive and fearsome 

patriarch. Much of what the women discuss in the 

film focusses on men and the power they wield. We 

see this early on when Ree visits Gail in hopes of 

borrowing her husband’s truck.   

 

Granik takes the traditional masculine depiction of 

rural life and subverts it by 

framing everything that unfolds through Ree’s 

piercing gaze.  

 

Local people cast in supporting roles with costumes 

sourced from real people. The presence of 

woodland reminds spectators of the key themes – 

the relevance of timber to this community as both a 

commodity and the ‘larder’ that provides food. 


