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12 Angry Men (film entry)
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Reginald Rose

1957

Introduction

Sidney Lumet's 1957 film 12 Angry Men has stood as the standard bearer for Hollywood courtroom drama for over fifty years. The story concerns twelve jurors from various walks of life deliberating about the fate of a young man accused of murdering his father. They enter the jury room convinced that the defendant is guilty, but one lone holdout persuades them to reconsider the facts that have been presented, and minute by minute, through argument and discussion, the meaning of the phrase “beyond a reasonable doubt” makes each man give careful consideration to what he knows. While other films rely on action and special effects to keep audiences interested, 12 Angry Men does the same with strong basic dramatic tools: one room, a dozen skillful actors, a masterful script, and precise directing.

The film was written by Reginald Rose, who wrote the first version specifically for television. After a critically acclaimed live broadcast in 1954, Henry Fonda, the film's star, bought the rights, and he and Rose recruited Lumet, who had directed several of Rose's scripts on television, making it the first feature film in the director's long and distinguished career, which ultimately spanned half a century. In the 1960s, Rose wrote several stage versions of the story. Over the years, it was adapted to fit alternate circumstances, for a female cast (Twelve Angry Women) and for a mixed-gender cast (Twelve Angry Jurors), and it has been performed in hundreds of theater productions. The last version Rose wrote was for the play's Broadway debut in 2004, fifty years after its initial live broadcast.




Plot Summary

The film begins with an outside scene. It is a common technique to add outdoor footage to a filmed version of a stage play, opening the film up beyond the limits of live theater.

To the sound of street traffic, the camera pans up the pillars in front of the New York Supreme Court building in Manhattan to show a portion of the motto inscribed above the door: “The true administration of justice is the firmest pillar of good government.”

A brief scene in the hall of the court building then shows several people: a man with a briefcase, then a nervous man, and then a jaunty man leaving a phone booth and uniting with a happy family. None of these people are relevant to the story to come.

In courtroom 228, the judge gives the jury its final instructions before its members go into deliberation after a six-day trial. He explains the parameters of the case: one man is dead and another man's life is in the balance, since a death penalty is mandatory in the case of a guilty verdict. The judge also explains the principle of “reasonable doubt,” which will play an important role in the discussions to come. Two alternate jurors are excused, and the jurors retire to the jury room. The credits roll as they enter it.

They open the windows, since it is expected to be the hottest day of the year. When the guard leaves, he locks them in, which Juror #5 comments on.

They elect to sit around the deliberation table in the order of their juror numbers. The general consensus is that the defendant will be found guilty. Juror #12, for instance, comments that he was impressed with the case the prosecuting attorney put forth, which Juror #11 supports with the comment that he “did an expert job.”

They are so certain that they all agree to start with a vote. That first vote, however, produces one vote for “not guilty” from Juror #8. Jurors #3, 7, and 10 are very vocal in their amazement at #8's vote. Juror #8 admits that he is not convinced of the defendant's guilt or innocence, that he just wants to talk about it.

At Juror #8's suggestion, they all agree to deliberate for an hour before rushing to judgment. When Juror #8 lists the hardships of the defendant's life, Juror #10 counters with the claim that “they” have it too easy, a comment that seems to refer to poor people in general. Juror #12 suggests that they each speak for a moment, telling everyone, “It's up to us to convince this gentleman that he's wrong and we're right.”

Juror #3 takes out his notebook and lists the facts of the case. An old man who lived downstairs from the crime scene heard a fight between a father and his eighteen-year-old son. He heard the defendant shout, “I'll kill you,” then he heard a body hit the floor. He ran to his front door in time to see the defendant running down the stairs.

Juror #4 follows up with inconsistencies with the defendant's story: he claimed to have gone to a movie that night but could not state what show he saw. Others pitch in to recall the testimony of the woman across the street, who testified that she actually saw the defendant kill his father while an empty elevated train passed between their two apartments.


Film Technique


	One technique that Lumet employs often in this film is the use of a wide-angle lens, which allows cinematographer Boris Kaufman to capture all of the actors at once. This technique appears early, in the courtroom. One shot shows all twelve jurors, two alternates, the judge, the bailiff, the guard, and the court stenographer. Throughout the film, the film shows jurors clustered together in groups of two or three, but it frequently reverts to the wide shot, showing all twelve jurors, either from the head of the table (shot from behind Juror #1) or from the foot (shot from behind Juror #7).
	A panning shot occurs when the camera moves horizontally, scanning slowly across a subject that is not moving. This film is about the jurors' reactions, so the panning shot is important for capturing a sequence of their faces. Lumet uses a similar technique for the first vote after Juror #3 nearly attacks Juror #8: the camera goes around the table showing each man's face, but it does not film them with one continuous shot, instead showing a new shot for each juror.
	During the jury's first vote, before the jurors have had a chance to individualize themselves to the audience, Lumet uses a foreshortened focal length: all twelve men are in the scene, but the camera squeezes them together. On film, the table, which must be at least ten feet long, looks no more than about three feet long. Another example of this technique occurs when the diagram of the murder scene is held up at the end of the table: the diagram is in focus, and the camera uses a wide lens to capture the jurors gathered around it.
	Lumet alternates medium shots, which show a few jurors at a time or show one juror from the waist up, with close-ups, which bring the camera in for a tight shot that fills the screen with an actor's face. Sometimes the camera jumps to a close-up, as when it shows the enraged face of Juror #3 when he lunges at Juror #8. Oftentimes the camera moves smoothly into the close-up, such as with the shot when the jurors leave and the camera swings around to show the defendant's face. This also occurs when Juror #11 changes his vote from “guilty” to “not guilty”: the camera shows the table in general and then zooms forward to capture the emotions on Juror #11's face as he makes his decision. The close-up is also used to dramatic effect when Juror #8 thrusts his switchblade into the table next to the murder weapon.
	For the first half of the jury's deliberation, until the votes are tied, the jury room is supposedly lit by the lighting that is coming through the window. Ambient lighting generally refers to light sources that are naturally occurring before the cinematographer lights the set. If the effect that Lumet were going for was true ambient lighting, everyone would be lit from the side, with shadows of the window frame visible. The lighting in the first half of the film appears ambient, however, when it is contrasted with that in the second half. In the middle of the film, the set darkens as a storm approaches, and the overhead lights are snapped on and become the supposed light source. The film looks little different under the supposed glare of light bulbs than it did under supposed sunlight, though Rose's script for the play specifies that the final scenes be played with a flicker of fluorescent lighting.





Other facts, which come out later in the discussion, are that the father was stabbed with a switchblade knife and that a store owner remembers selling that exact kind of knife to the defendant earlier that night, after witnesses recalled seeing the father hit the defendant. The defendant claimed that the murder weapon was not his. He explained that he had lost his knife after it fell through a hole in his pocket. Most of the jurors presume that he returned to the scene of the crime hours after the murder to retrieve this piece of incriminating evidence.

Juror #6 explains that he was convinced of the defendant's guilt when he found a reasonable motive in the testimony of neighbors who saw the two arguing earlier that evening. Juror #7 runs down the defendant's record, from rock throwing to assault to mugging to knife fighting.

A general discussion about youth violence moves Juror #3 to discuss his personal life. When he was young, he was afraid of his father and called him “Sir.” His own son is now twenty-two years old. After his son ran away from a fight at age nine, Juror #3 was ashamed. “I said I'll make a man out of you if I have to break you in two trying,” he tells them. The result was that his son left and has not been in touch for two years. As the discussion continues, he stares at a photograph of himself with his son.

Juror #8 explains the crux of his uncertainty: there were only two witnesses for the prosecution, and they might be wrong. Juror #3 brings up the knife and the person who said he sold it to the defendant the night of the killing. The discussion turns to whether the knife is unique, and they ask the guard to bring it in. Juror #3 says that it is impossible that the murder weapon could be a knife that is only similar to the knife the boy bought, but Juror #8 then pulls an identical knife from his pocket. He says he bought it in the defendant's neighborhood the night before, showing that the defendant may also have owned the same model without it necessarily being the murder weapon.

Rather than declare the jury deadlocked, Juror #8 proposes that they take a secret ballot. If all eleven jurors who voted “guilty” the first time still vote that way, he will agree to a guilty verdict, but if any votes have changed they will have to stay and continue the discussion. Indeed, one new “not guilty” comes from Juror #9: he still thinks the defendant is guilty, but he respects Juror #8 and is willing to continue the discussion.

Juror #7 approaches Juror #8 in the restroom to try to persuade him to give up and vote guilty. Juror #6 then has a discussion with #8, leaving him with the uncomfortable suggestion that he might be working to free a person who killed his own father.

While he is trying to make a point about the evidence, Juror #8 sees two other jurors playing tic-tac-toe. He tears their paper away, which angers Juror #3.

Juror #8 questions the others about the testimony from the woman who says she saw the murder occur through the windows of a passing elevated train. They agree that such a train is deafeningly loud. How, then, Juror #8 asks, could the old man downstairs have heard the boy threaten to kill his father, and also have heard the body hit the floor?

The question is raised about why the old man would lie in his testimony. Juror #9, who is an old man himself, proposes that the apartment dweller might be ignored by society and starved for attention: he was dressed in a ragged jacket but trying to hide his lame leg, in shame. He does not suggest that the man lied, but that he fooled himself into believing that he was a witness to make himself important.

Juror #5 changes his vote to “not guilty.” This makes Juror #7 angry, accusing Juror #8 of arguing the defendant's case for him.

Juror #11 stands up and raises a question about why the boy came back to the apartment, if he killed his father a few hours earlier: if the boy ran out in a panic after the killing, then why would he have wiped his fingerprints from the knife? It does not seem plausible that he was both panicking and calculating.

Another vote is taken, and Juror #11 joins as the fourth “not guilty” vote.

A discussion about the old man's testimony raises the question of how he could have gotten to his front door quickly enough to see the killer fleeing. A diagram of the apartment is brought in, showing how far the lame old man would have had to walk to reach his front door in a matter of seconds. Juror #8 measures off a similar distance in the jury room and walks that distance, taking three times the time the old man had to walk it, unlock his door, and open it.

His logical argument upsets Juror #3, who admits that he wants to see the defendant die. When Juror #8 accuses him of being a sadist, Juror #3 lunges for him and shouts that he wants to kill him—demonstrating that the boy may have likewise shouted those words at his father without actually meaning to commit homicide.

Juror #11 stands up to quell the anger. He talks about his faith in the jury system, an observation based in his immigrant background. With the next vote, the total is six to six.

The intense heat of the day is dispelled when a thunderstorm breaks out, driving the jurors to close the windows and turn on the lights. Juror #7 tries the fan again and is delighted to see that it does work, despite the fact that he tried it unsuccessfully upon first entering the jury room; the fan's power is connected to the light switch. The congenial discussion about the rain that takes place between Juror #1 and Juror #8 is contrasted with a conversation between two of the jurors most interested in a guilty verdict, #3 and #4. Juror #3 tries to make Juror #8 look bad, but #4 will not join him in ostracizing #8, and he snubs #3.

Juror #8 raises the point made in the trial that, at the time of his arrest, the defendant could not remember the movies he had just come home from. He quizzes Juror #4 about what he has done in the previous few nights. When he mentions a movie he went to a few nights earlier and gets the title wrong, the point is made that he was having difficulty remembering even without the emotional stress faced by the defendant.

Juror #2 raises a question about the stab wound being at a downward angle, even though the father was almost seven inches taller than the defendant. Juror #3 stands in front of Juror #8, who by this time is his nemesis, and shows how an overhand swing of the arm would make the knife arc downward. For a moment, when he swings the knife toward Juror #3, it looks like he might actually stab him, and all of the men in the room gasp. But Juror #5, who has some experience with switchblade knives, makes the case that a person using such a knife would not swing it overhand, as that would require changing one's grip after snapping it open, defeating the quickness of the switchblade's spring action.

Juror #7 changes his vote to “not guilty” because he wants to leave, but Juror #11 calls him to task, insisting that he cannot vote that way unless that is what he believes. With the next vote, the tally is nine “not guilty” and just three “guilty”—Juror #3, Juror #4, and Juror #10.

Juror #10 explodes with a tirade about “these people.” As he rants, shouting out one bigoted cliché after another, the other men walk from the table, one at a time, standing with their backs to him. The only one left at the table in the end is Juror #4, who, though he is voting with him, tells Juror #10 with disgust to sit down and not open his mouth again. This dramatic scene is toned down in the stage play, with the other jurors standing up to Juror #10 but not symbolically (and unrealistically) shutting him out by turning their backs.

Juror #4 makes the logical case for a guilty verdict, based on the testimony of the woman across the street. Juror #12 changes his vote back to “guilty.”

Juror #9 notices Juror #4 rubbing the bridge of his nose when he takes off his glasses. This reminds him that the witness, who said she was in bed when she saw the boy kill his father, did the same thing, which makes several jurors remember that she had marks on her nose that came from glasses. Assuming that the woman wears glasses but did not wear them in court because of vanity, three holdouts change to “not guilty,” leaving only Juror #3.

Pressed to explain why he is so sure the defendant is guilty, Jury #3 paces in rage, insisting that everything that was presented against him was correct. He takes out his notebook and slams it on the table: when he does, the photograph of his son falls out. The more he shouts, the more the others look at him with pity, and the less they respond, the angrier he becomes, until he takes the photograph and tears it to pieces.

That makes Juror #3 realize that he has been responding to this case with his personal feelings, projecting his anger toward his son onto the defendant. He breaks into tears and agrees to vote “not guilty.” The guard is summoned, and the men take their jackets from the closet and leave. Juror #8 brings Juror #3 his jacket, as a conciliatory gesture.

Outside, the rain has stopped as the jurors leave the court building. Juror #9 calls out to Juror #8 to stop him. He asks his name. Juror #8 tells him it is Davis, and Juror #9 says his is McCardle, and they shake hands. After that brief moment of camaraderie, McCardle awkwardly says good-bye, and they head off in separate directions.




Characters

The Accused

The accused is only on-screen for a few seconds in the first scene. He does not appear in the play at all. When the jury retires for deliberating, several jurors sneak glances at him. He is a dark-eyed, thin young man.

Later in the discussion the jurors discuss the accused's difficult history. He is eighteen years old, though in the script published in 2003 his age has been lowered to sixteen, possibly to reflect changing social trends about who can be considered a “boy.” His mother died when he was nine, and he grew up in a slum with an abusive father. He lived in an orphanage for more than a year while his father was in jail for forgery. Still, there is no question that he has become a petty criminal, with a record of arrests and a reputation for being good with a knife.

Davis

See Juror #8

Guard

The guard, played by James Kelly, brings the jurors into the jury room and locks them in. Throughout the film, he brings them exhibits from the trial that they want to reexamine, such as the murder weapon and the diagram of the apartment.

Judge

The judge, played by Rudy Bond, gives the jury its instructions in the first scene and, in the film, is not seen again.

Juror #1

Martin Balsam plays Juror #1, the foreman of the jury. He is in charge of organizing the discussion, and he takes his job seriously. When Juror #10 questions his ability and calls him a “kid,” Juror #1's feelings are hurt. He offers to let Juror #10 be foreman. Juror #12 tries to calm him and tell him that he is doing fine, and Juror #1 offers to let #12 be the foreman, indicating that he is very uncomfortable with his position and is looking for a way out of his responsibility.

He is an “assistant head football coach” for a high school football team, a position that he discusses with pride, even though it does not have much status. Relating this little bit of his background to Juror #8 is his way of reaching out to the holdout juror, to make him feel less isolated. Juror #1 is diligent in his attempts to get the other men all working together.

Juror #2

John Fiedler, a well-known character actor, plays Juror #2. He is a meek, mild-mannered bank clerk who often will adopt the position voiced by the person who spoke before him. He is always trying to calm heated emotions in the jury room, but he tells one surprising story about a verbal fight he had once, when he had threatened to kill a coworker for calling him an idiot. Often, though, Juror #2 is forced to absorb insults from the more boisterous men: several times he starts to raise objections, only to find his objections ignored.

As a short man, Juror #2 is the one to raise the question of the angle of the wound.

Juror #3

Lee J. Cobb gives a powerful performance as the loud, angry Juror #3, who has built his own business up from scratch, a messenger service named the Beck and Call Company (he is quick to point out that the name was his wife's idea).

Early in the film Juror #3 notes how disrespectful children are in the modern world, turning his anger on the defendant for being a delinquent. He tells the story of how his son showed weakness by losing a fight and how, humiliated by the boy, he took him and made a man out of him, teaching him to be violent. His son turned this toughness against him, though: when he was eighteen he had a fistfight with Juror #3. Now that the son is grown, Juror #3 has not seen him in years. After he tells his story, the conversation moves on, but he sometimes stares wistfully at the photograph of himself with his son.

In the end Juror #3 is the lone, angry hold-out against a “not guilty” verdict. His insistence on finding the defendant guilty turns out to be based upon his unrealized feelings about his son, much to his own surprise. He finds this out as he is shouting that the defendant killed his own father: in his rage, he rips up the photo of his son on the table before him, showing that he is mixing his feelings about his son with his feelings about the defendant. After that enlightening moment, he breaks down in tears, agreeing to vote “not guilty” with the others.

Juror #4

Juror #4 is a cool, passionless stockbroker, played by E. G. Marshall. He is one of the few to keep his jacket on throughout the deliberations. At one point Juror #5 asks him if he ever sweats, and he says calmly that no, he does not. That statement is belied later in the film when, pressed to remember his past few nights and finding that his memory is not as good as he expects the defendant's to be, his face is shiny with perspiration, which he dabs off with a handkerchief.

Throughout the prolonged discussion, Juror #4 shows that he has no vested interest in convicting the defendant. He is not a bigot, like Juror #10, and he is not angry, like Juror #3. He is calm and logical, driven by facts and reason. When Juror #10 tries to draw him into his hate-filled rant, Juror #4 listens and then insults him, telling him to sit down and keep his mouth shut.

Juror #4 is finally convinced that there is reasonable doubt about the defendant's possible guilt when the others point out that the female witness was rubbing her nose, the same way that he does when he takes off his glasses. His barrier of logic and belief in the witnesses is punctured by an appeal to his personal experience.

Juror #5

Jack Klugman plays Juror #5 as a timid, guarded man. When he is called on to explain his view of the trial, he quietly asks to pass.

As the story develops, Juror #5's history comes out. He was raised in poverty, like the defendant. He is a nurse at Harlem Hospital, working to save the same poor people that others on the jury try to dismiss as being criminal by nature.

He is shy about his background but becomes more and more vocal as he realizes that it makes the others listen to him as an expert. For instance, his background in poverty qualifies him to show the others with certainty how a switchblade knife would be handled, because he is the only one in the room who has used one.

Because he is intelligent and can empathize with the defendant's position, Juror #5 is one of the earliest jurors to change over to a “not guilty” verdict.

Juror #6

Juror #6 is a house painter by profession. He is played by Edward Binns. He is a hesitant, slightly confused man who is struggling to do the right thing. When he talks to Juror #8 alone, he admits that, as a working man, he is used to letting his boss do all of the thinking for him.

Because of his conciliatory nature, Juror #6 is often lost in the shuffle as stronger personalities shout across the jury room.

Juror #7

Juror #7, played by Jack Warden, is a jaunty, wise-cracking salesman, as indicated early on by his striped sport coat, his straw hat, and the gum he chews. From the start, the others give him patronizing glances, and it is obvious that they are unimpressed with his lack of seriousness. As the deliberation process goes on, he annoys them all.

He is impatient to reach an early verdict because he has tickets to a baseball game that evening, though in the original stage version, this is changed to tickets to a Broadway play.

After the first vote, Juror #7 says that he honestly believes the defendant is guilty and that nothing could change his mind. Later, though, he does change his vote to “not guilty.” When Juror #11 accuses him of changing without any strong convictions about the defendant's innocence, he defends his right to vote for superficial reasons. He does, at the end of the conversation, admit that he truly believes that the defendant is innocent.

Juror #8

Juror #8 is an architect, played by the film's star and producer, Henry Fonda. He is distinguished from the others visually from the very start by his light-colored suit coat, and he quickly shows himself to be different from the others by standing up to the other eleven men when he votes “not guilty” on the initial ballot. He does not claim that the defendant is innocent, only that he has questions about the prosecution's case.

As the film progresses, the other jurors become more and more friendly toward Juror #8. Even those who do not change over to his side right away, like Juror #7, can appreciate his calm, rational demeanor. The exception in this is Juror #3, who focuses his anger and frustration on Juror #8. The animosity between the two men is so strong that the other men actually fear for a second that Juror #3, demonstrating how the death blow was struck, might stab Juror #8 before their eyes. At the end, when Juror #3 has agreed to a “not guilty” verdict, Juror #8 brings him his jacket, to show that there are no hard feelings, and helps him put it on.

Juror #8 is one of only two jurors identified by name—Davis—when Juror #9 asks for his name on the courthouse steps as they leave. After one second of mutual admiration, they walk away from each other.

Juror #9

Played by Joseph Sweeney, who also played the part in the original telecast, Juror #9 is an older man in his seventies. For the film, Sweeney gives this character a level of dignity that he did not have in the original version, where he was described as being defeated by life and waiting to die. In the television version, he is played as more befuddled than wise.

Juror #9 is the first one to change his vote, during the initial secret ballot. While discussing the old man who lived in the apartment below the victim, Juror #9 explains what he believes would motivate him to stretch the truth. The way that he describes the man's pride and loneliness, his need for attention from a society that has forgotten him, makes clear that Juror #9 has felt the same emotions.

At the end of the film, when the others have gone their separate ways, Juror #9 approaches the lone, brave holdout, Juror #8, on the courthouse steps. He shakes his hand and asks Juror #8 his name, a sign that he understands that the depersonalizing process of acting as a jury is over and that he wants to honor the other man. He also offers his own name, McCardle, but when the moment of friendship is over, he feels awkward, and he quickly says goodbye and leaves.

Juror #10

Played by Ed Begley, Juror #10 is a garage operator. Begley gives his character a distinguishing mannerism by playing him with a cold, often coughing and drying his nose with a handkerchief.

Throughout the deliberations, Juror #10 holds fast to the idea that the defendant is guilty and is irritated with the others as they change to the “not guilty” position. His position seems based at first in logic, but then later in the commonly held position that the boy's background in poverty is what made him able to kill his own father. In a climactic moment for this character, he goes into an impassioned rant about “them,” and it becomes clear to all that his judgment is based on racial prejudice, though he does not use any specific racial slurs in the film. As the other jurors come to understand his true feelings, they walk away, separating themselves from Juror #10 physically as well as emotionally.

Juror #11

Juror #11 is an immigrant, by trade a watchmaker. His country of origin is never named, but the play specifies that he speaks with a German accent. He is played with an accent by George Voskovec, who also played the role in the original 1954 television broadcast.

As an immigrant, Juror #11 is more impressed than the others with the complex efficiency of the American jury system. He gives a speech about how the jury system is supposed to work. He is also, though, at the mercy of the prejudices of the other men, who do not feel that he has a right to tell them about how justice in America should be administered. For example, Juror #7 laughs and dismisses #11's suggestion that he might not fully understand the concept of “reasonable doubt,” finding it funny that an immigrant could know more about the English language than he could.

Aside from Juror #8, Juror #11 is the most analytical juror when it comes to questioning the prosecution's case, as he shows when he raises the question of why the boy would come back to the murder scene.

Juror #12

Juror #12, played by Robert Webber, works in advertising. He smiles often and does not always take the deliberations seriously; for instance, during the beginning of the debate, when the vote is still eleven to one, he has a side discussion with Juror #11 about a package that he designed for a product, Rice Pops. Early in the film he amuses the other jurors with his observations in the kind of jargon that advertising executives use when they speak, couching ideas in clichéd expressions like “Let's run it up the flagpole and see who salutes it.” His words come back to him later when, during a tense moment, he says of an idea he is throwing out, “Let's throw it out on the stoop and see if the cat licks it up,” a nonsensical expression that makes the other men break out in laughter.

Juror #12 is the only juror to change his vote often: he starts as a “guilty” vote, changes to “not guilty,” and then goes back to “guilty” before settling on “not guilty.”

McCardle

See Juror #9




Themes

Justice

Justice is a word that stirs up the drive for nobility in human beings. Although this film does focus on the personal, petty motivations that people bring into the jury room, as with the juror who wants to leave to catch a baseball game or the juror who is acting out of his own repressed feelings for his son, its overall point is to make audiences believe in justice.

These jurors are from all walks of life, with diverse histories. They have nothing to do with the young defendant, and they certainly have not met him before. Still, despite the various factors that tell them to behave in their own self-interest, a few of them believe in their mission: to dispense justice. That faith in a higher mission spreads from Juror #8 to the others, who gradually put aside their own concerns and focus on what it will take to serve a higher calling. Audiences who might have come to the film doubting the wisdom of putting a person's life in the hands of twelve randomly chosen strangers are encouraged to believe that the jury system is the best way to ensure that justice will be served.

Prejudice

Early in the film, Juror #10 gives a speech about some unspecified category to which the defendant belongs, stating that “they” do not have the same standards about murder that other people have.

Juror #8 uses his words against him a few moments later, questioning why he would find the testimony of the woman across the tracks so credible, considering that she is “one of them” too. The script does not specify what group either of them is referring to, whether it is the defendant's ethnicity or the people living in the slum that Juror #10 has insulted by his statements, but it does not really matter. In a literal example of prejudice, he is pre-judging the defendant, finding him to likely be guilty because of his ethnic or social class. Later, Juror #4 adds to the prejudice by commenting that people raised in slums are inclined toward violence, a theory that Juror #5, who was raised in a slum himself, refutes.

The simmering issue of prejudice cracks open late in the film when Juror #10 makes a long speech denouncing “them.” Although this was filmed in the 1950s, when civil rights was considered a controversial issue, there is no controversy here: every one of the jurors rejects Juror #10's prejudiced language. Not only do they refuse to acknowledge his speech, but they all move away from him and turn their backs to him, providing audiences with visual proof of their rejection. Juror #10 believes that the one man who stayed at the table with him, Juror #4, might agree with him, but he is quickly, cuttingly insulted. For the rest of the film he sits at a side table, ostracized because of his hatred.

For the stage play performed in the twenty-first century, the bigoted tirade is still against an unspecified group of “them.” These views are even more socially unacceptable in the modern world, and so the play does not need to show the other jurors turning against Juror #10: their disgust with his views is assumed.

Identity

The fact that the men in this jury room do not introduce themselves to one another by name makes a point about the legal system: they are not there to think as individuals but to operate as anonymous cogs in the machinery of justice. They do tell each other their professions, but they give information about their backgrounds hesitantly, such as when Juror #5 admits that he has lived in slums all his life. Rose's script keeps their identities from each other with casual uses of language, such as the way they will sometimes refer to “this man” while pointing, or when Juror #3 refers to Juror #8 as “that tall man.” Viewers of the film or the play will not necessarily pick up on the fact that names are not used.

The film draws attention to this pattern of hidden identities at the end, when Juror #9 asks Juror #8 his name. Exchanging names is a sign of respect and friendship, and they shake hands as they do it. Juror #9, McCardle, then leaves, showing that speaking their names, establishing the identities they have outside of the jury room, has completed their friendship. The play, by contrast, ends with Juror #3 agreeing to vote “not guilty” and Juror #8, his assumed nemesis, showing him mercy. No names are ever mentioned.


Read, Watch, Write


	Watch 12 Angry Men again, paying close attention to the character of any one of the twelve jurors. Then look for pictures of strangers, choosing ten strangers who you think could be chosen to play that part. Create a chart or digital presentation that contains a written explanation of what aspects of the character you see in each person's appearance.
	How do you think the argument in the jury room in 12 Angry Men would have been different if one or two characters had been of an ethnic or racial minority? How would it have changed if most of the jurors were from ethnic minorities? Use sources about race relations in social settings in the 1950s to support your ideas in an essay.
	Watch Sidney Lumet's final film, Before the Devil Knows You're Dead, released in 2007, fifty years after 12 Angry Men. Take notes on the various directorial techniques displayed in this motion picture. Use footage from both films to explain to your class some techniques that you think Lumet learned in his fifty years of filmmaking, as well as techniques that he knew from the start were successful.
	Young adults often find themselves forming emotional relationships with characters in Jodi Picoult's fiction. Read My Sister's Keeper, Picoult's 2005 novel about a thirteen-year-old girl who sues her parents to stop them from using her organs to help her older sister battle leukemia. Write a script in which some of the jurors from the film argue the merits of the girl's case, using lines of dialogue from the novel when appropriate.
	Watch the highly acclaimed documentary about the Mexican legal system Presumed Guilty (Presunto Culpable), which follows the struggles of a wrongly convicted man as he is processed through the courts and prison. Write an essay about whether you think the principle of “guilty beyond a reasonable doubt” is the main difference between the legal systems of the United States and Mexico, or if there are other aspects that make more important differences.
	Lumet added a few outdoor scenes to 12 Angry Men to differentiate it from a stage play. Imagine that you had to add ten more minutes of footage taking place outside the jury room. Write a script for these scenes, and include with each scene a synopsis that explains how the scene will help viewers understand or enjoy the overall story.
	Gary Fleder's 2003 film Runaway Jury, based on a John Grisham novel, shows corruption in jury selection in a high-profile case, with a wealthy corporation studying the backgrounds of prospective jurors to ensure a favorable outcome. After watching both movies, write an opinion essay about how you think technology has affected and will affect the jury system.





Responsibility

Juror #8 is the main character in this film because he most fully understands the responsibility that he, as a juror, has to the legal system. He knows that if he has any doubts about the defendant's guilt, then he is obliged to examine those doubts. As he explains to the other jurors after the initial vote, he does not necessarily believe that the defendant is innocent, but he believes that the matter should be discussed.

This puts him in the position of keeping the conversation on track, a responsibility that should be fulfilled by the jury foreman but is not because Juror #1 is too insecure about his authority to offend the others. Juror #8 flies into a rage when he finds two other jurors playing tic-tac-toe while they are supposed to be involved in discussions that could save the defendant's life.

Juror #8's sense of responsibility slowly rubs off on the others, who begin to police themselves so that, as a group, they can focus. Even meek, soft-spoken Juror #2 snaps at boisterous Juror #7 when he feels that the matter at hand is not being carefully tended in a responsible manner.

Compassion

Compassion for the defendant is handled awkwardly by the men of the jury, though not by the filmmakers. Early on, Juror #8 focuses on the difficult life the defendant has led. He has never known stable living conditions, having lost his mother young and having been raised by a father who beat him, within terrible surrounding social conditions. Juror #8 mentions these facts to remind the other jurors that there might be reasons for the boy to carry a knife, to fight with his father, and to have the criminal record that he has.

However, compassion is not all there is to the jurors' task. Juror #6, who is meek and does not have any particular interest in persecuting the boy, reminds Juror #8 of the horrible consequences of standing up for the boy and being wrong: he might be involved in freeing a boy who is so violent that he would murder his own father.




Style

Single Set

Plays adapted as films often take advantage of the mobility available to cameras by adding new scenes that take place beyond the confines of the stage set. This film adds a few such scenes, but they only amount to a few minutes of its running time. They are clustered at the beginning of the film and at the end, and they never stray beyond the courthouse's front steps.

By confining the cameras to the jury room, Lumet is able to give his audience an experience that resembles what the confined jury must feel. The story takes place on the hottest day of the year, and the characters become more and more soaked with sweat as deliberations go on, giving the oppressive heat in the room a visual form.

Confining the action could make the film visually static, but Lumet and his director of photography, Boris Kaufman, used a wide array of camera angles and motions to keep viewers visually engaged. Keeping the cameras moving entails precision work in moving the actors around the set, changing camera lenses, and zooming in and out on faces. Walls were made to move away quickly to accommodate the motion of bulky cameras, and in some cases cameras were hidden behind opaque set walls, so that they would not show up on film shot by other cameras at the same time. The methods are complex, but they were necessary to achieve the film's uniquely claustrophobic style.

Black-and-White Film

By 1957, color photography was common in film. It was more expensive, however, than black and white. Films that were released in black and white either were made on a limited budget or, like black-and-white releases today, used gray scale as part of their artistic style.

Releasing 12 Angry Men in black and white served as a reminder to viewers that there may be realistic elements to the story but that it is, after all, a parable. A deliberation like the one the film presents could possibly happen, but the movie is not trying to make viewers believe in the actuality of the situation. Several elements indicate a symbolic, nonrealistic type of story: the jurors are known only by their numbers and not by names, the proceedings occur during a heat wave (broken by a thunderstorm once the vote is tied), and two knives are plunged into the juryroom table. Similarly, black-and-white photography is not realistic. It takes viewers out of the realm of reality and puts them into the special, very specific world of the story.




Cultural Context

Television Anthology Drama Series

As television became popular after the end of World War II in 1945, there came a need for new programming. One source of material was adapting stage dramas to television shows, as radio had been doing for decades. These shows were broadcast on an individual basis at first, but broadcasters soon saw the benefits of creating a regular schedule of televised plays, or “teleplays.” In 1947, Kraft Theater became the first weekly television series to be broadcast regularly on a television network and the first regularly scheduled anthology series. The following year saw the premieres of several programs following the format, such as the Ford Television Theater, Philco Television Playhouse, Actors' Studio, and Studio One. These shows, broadcast live out of New York City, brought the prestige of Broadway drama to the small screen, and they were a hit with critics. Networks tried to reproduce the format with live broadcasts from Hollywood, taking advantage of the talent gathered on that side of the country for the filmmaking industry, but they were less successful. Eventually, the Hollywood productions became standardized as half-hour broadcasts, often filmed in advance. Many of these anthology programs were named after particular stars who hosted and introduced each broadcast, such as with The Loretta Young Show, Douglas Fairbanks Presents, The Barbara Stanwyck Show, and Crown Theatre with Gloria Swanson.

The growth of the television industry created the necessity of filling the expanding broadcast schedules with regular scripted dramas and situation comedies (sitcoms) that had recurring characters who returned each week. These series gained in popularity as producers found the market for reruns and syndication. Live anthology dramas, meanwhile, continued throughout the 1950s.

One of the most successful and respected of the live anthology drama programs was Studio One, the show for which Reginald Rose wrote the first version of 12 Angry Men. This program had a ten-year run, from 1947 to 1957, having begun as a radio series in the mid-1940s. It distinguished itself from the other programs in the same vein with its technological innovations in camera angle and placement, accomplishing the illusion of a closed room (instead of a three-walled set) and switching live from one set to another to weave such elements as flashbacks into the story. In the 1950s, writers for the series, such as Rose, moved away from adapting existing properties and toward producing original stories, of which 12 Angry Men, broadcast in 1954, was one of the first.

Standardization of the industry made filmed shows with continuing characters more financially lucrative than live broadcasts of individual stories, and the anthology drama series died out by the end of the decade, with Kraft Television Theater, the last of the kind, going off the air after its 1957–1958 season. By then, all television production moved to the Hollywood sound-stages, where film had been for decades. The anthology format stayed on in a half-hour form with series such as Twilight Zone and Thriller, and it returns from time to time to this day.

Youth and Justice

In the years after World War II, when the country was enjoying a level of prosperity that it had never known before, there arose a fear of the dangers posed by juvenile delinquents—young people who committed crimes.

Fear of juvenile delinquency was a long time coming. Its roots came in the social reforms of the nineteenth century. Education and psychology experts recognized that it was counterproductive to treat children the same way adults were treated—that is, to expect them to work—pushing for public education. In the early twentieth century, reformers pushed for laws regulating child labor, though it was a difficult battle: a minimum age for being sent to work was not established until 1937, when the labor market was awash with potential workers during the Great Depression.

While reformers were pushing for new standards for children in education and labor, there was also a drive to establish separate courts for juvenile offenders. The first such court, established in Illinois in 1899 through the efforts of the Chicago Women's Club, provided for a separate courtroom, judge, and records process for young lawbreakers. These measures were seen as being necessary to nurture, not punish, children, with the hope of rehabilitation. The new system proved popular and quickly spread to other jurisdictions.

The early juvenile courts took on the legal and moral role of parents: the judge was seen not as a punisher but rather as someone who was there to protect the youthful offender. This view was countered by some who felt that young criminals were only emboldened by easy treatment. These different viewpoints are both on display in 12 Angry Men, with some jurors focusing on the home life that might have driven the defendant to crime and others feeling that, regardless of the causes, a young criminal should be treated the same way an adult criminal would be. It was not until the 1980s that the U.S. Supreme Court ruled against executing anyone age fifteen or younger. In 1992, the United States ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which has a provision against using the death penalty on offenders under the age of eighteen, but the United States specified in its ratification that it reserved the right to continue executing juvenile offenders, a practice the Supreme Court eventually outlawed in 2005. The eighteen-year-old defendant of the film would be eligible for the death penalty today, but not the sixteen-year-old defendant of Rose's stage play.




Critical Overview

The film 12 Angry Men was a hit with reviewers from the moment it was released in April 1957. It did not win any of the three Academy Awards for which it was nominated—Best Film, Best Director, and Best Adapted Screenplay—but the competition was particularly strong that year, with Bridge on the River Kwai taking those three awards plus four more. Nonetheless, 12 Angry Men was recognized internationally, winning the Golden Bear, the highest award available for a film, at the Berlin International Film Festival in 1958. It did not sell many tickets that year, likely because of its serious subject matter and the fact that it was filmed in black and white at a time when color film had been available for two decades; still, the relatively low budget ($350,000, or about $3 million in current dollars) was made back over the years.

More important than ticket sales was the recognition of film critics, such as that of A. H. Weiler in the New York Times of April 15, 1957:

Reginald Rose's excellent film elaboration of his fine television play … is a penetrating, sensitive and sometimes shocking dissection of the hearts and minds of men who obviously are something less than gods. It makes for taut, absorbing and compelling drama that reaches far beyond the close confines of the jury room setting.

A contributor to Variety, a publication geared toward show business, makes a point of drawing attention to Lumet's work in directing his first feature film, stating that he “cleverly maneuvered his players in the small area. Perhaps the motivations of each juror are introduced too quickly and are repeated too often before each changes his vote. However, the film leaves a tremendous impact.”

As the Variety reviewer reveals, there were some critics who found flaws in the film. Jona-than Baumbach wrote one of the rare negative reviews of the film in Film Culture in 1957. In the article “Twelve Angry Men Is a Shallow Call to Civic-Mindedness,” Baumbach admires the film's technique but finds that its message is less than it appears to be at first glance. He calls it “undoubtedly a melodrama of the first rank if one is willing to accept it solely on its presentational level” but holds that once one searches “beneath its shiny surface,” the film is on “less solid ground.” Even with his dissatisfaction, however, Baumbach admits that “within its simplicity there is a freshness and ingenuousness about Twelve Angry Men uncommon in a slickly sophisticated film industry.” It is that central honesty, in spite of the film's more awkward emotional devices, that has kept 12 Angry Men on lists of important Hollywood productions for decades.



[image: Image]


What Do I See Next?


	Lumet's cinematic version of 12 Angry Men is based on the television play that was broadcast live on September 20, 1954, as part of the Studio One anthology series on CBS. This version, also written by Reginald Rose, starred Robert Cummings as Juror #8, Franchot Tone as Juror #3, and Edward Arnold as Juror #10. For nearly half a century it was thought to be lost, but a copy was found in 2003, and it is now available on DVD.
	Generations of young adults have grown up remembering the lesson in social compassion learned from Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch, the father of two young children, in To Kill a Mockingbird (1962), directed by Robert Mulligan and based on the classic novel by Harper Lee. Peck's trial defense of a black man accused of murder in a hostile environment rivals the legal nuances explored in Lumet's film.
	William Friedkin directed an updated version of 12 Angry Men for the Showtime network in 1997, with a star-studded cast including Jack Lemmon, Ossie Davis, James Gandolfini, and William Peterson. Reginald Rose wrote a new version of his script for this broadcast. Orion Home Video released a VHS version of this film in 1998, but it has not yet been released on DVD in the United States.
	A courtroom drama that is often compared to Lumet's film for its psychological complexity is Otto Preminger's 1959 production of Anatomy of a Murder, concerning an army officer charged with killing a man who allegedly molested his wife. The film was lauded for performances by Ben Gazzara, Lee Remick, George C. Scott, and James Stewart, as well as for the innovative jazz soundtrack by Duke Ellington.
	In 1960, Stanley Kramer directed Inherit the Wind, based on a play by Jerome Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee. It is loosely based on the famed “Scopes Monkey Trial” of the 1920s, in which internationally famed lawyers Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan squared off over the issue of a schoolteacher in Dayton, Tennessee, being fired for discussing Darwinian evolution in class. Spencer Tracy and Fredric March star in the film.
	In 1982, Lumet directed Paul Newman in The Verdict, a film about a drunk, self-loathing lawyer who rises up to fight for the cause of justice against a hospital that permanently damaged his low-income client. The film also stars Charlotte Rampling, James Mason, and, from 12 Angry Men, Jack Warden and Edward Binns.
	Nikita Mikhalkov's film 12, nominated for an Academy Award for Best International Film in 2008, follows the same basic shape as Lumet's film. It concerns a Chechen youth accused of killing his father and a jury of twelve arguing the facts of the case. The Russian production has little else in common with its inspiration, though, with more intensity and more focus on current events in eastern Europe. The DVD, with subtitles, is available from Sony International.
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