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 Power for the Parkinsons (2008) Produced and Directed by Ephraim Smith Distributed by ITN Distribution http://www.powerforparkinsons.com/ 57 minutes
 
  Power for the Parkinsons, produced and directed by Ephraim Smith, is a rare breed of documentary: a documentary about the making of a documentary. Smith examines the making of Power and the Land, a 1940-government release that touted the benefits of bringing electricity to rural America. Produced for the Rural Electrification Administration (a New Deal agency created in 1935), Power and the Land was directed by Joris Ivens and conceived of by Pare Lorentz, more famously known for The Plow that Broke the Plains 1936 and The River 1938, films also produced for New Deal agencies. Power and the Land implicitly encouraged farmers to form electrification cooperatives that would be financed by loans from the Rural Electrification Administration, at a time when approximately seventy-five percent of farm households still lacked electricity.
 The government film utilized a simple technique to extol the advantages of electricity. It profiled the Parkinsons, a dairy farming family of six from rural, southeastern Ohio, before and after the arrival of electricity. Family members (actors were not used) were filmed struggling with the routine tasks of housekeeping and agricultural production—work that became less burdensome after the adaptation of electricity. Ephraim Smith, an independent film producer and professor emeritus of history at California State University, Fresno, was attracted to the story of the Parkinsons and wanted to interview the family’s descendants. The historian, however, was sidetracked by other projects and never had the opportunity to interview the Parkinsons’ four offspring, as they all had died by the time Smith journeyed to Ohio. Despite this setback, Smith found other sources to interview for his documentary: film scholars, historians, and the family’s grandchildren, relatives, friends, and neighbors. In Power for the Parkinsons, Smith combines these interviews with original film clips from Power and the Land to not only document the making of the New Deal-era film, but also to provide a snapshot of rural America before electrification.
 Smith also takes a critical look at Power and the Land. As a government produced project, it should be analyzed as a propaganda film, albeit one with a compelling portrait of a rural household that exemplifies traditional American values of self-reliance, thrift, and the work ethic. The message was simple: While private power companies had “little enthusiasm” for bringing electricity to sparsely-populated rural America, the federal government, via the Rural Electrification [End Page 79] Administration, would help farmers acquire electricity and thus transform their lives. The transformation depicted in Power and the Land, however, was misleading. The prohibitive startup costs for electrification are not mentioned, and the Parkinson farm and household, within a year of acquiring electricity, seemingly procured numerous electrical household appliances and modern farm equipment. For the average farmer during the Depression, attaining these trappings of modernization would not have been possible in a year—with or without electricity. Furthermore, when Power and the Land was filmed, the Parkinsons already had electricity, forcing the film crew to place furniture in front of the house’s electrical outlets and switches. The crew also needed multiple shoots of the Parkinsons attending to their daily chores, a necessity that bemused the family, since it made little sense to repeatedly perform the same task once it was completed. Viewers, of course, did not have a sense that the scenes were partly staged, since the film implied that the camera was an unobtrusive observer of the household. Despite these occasional misrepresentations, the film historians interviewed for Power for the Parkinsons suggest that Power and the Land is “significant,” because it captured a way of life (pre-electrification) that soon vanished from the United States.
 Although Smith drew upon these historians to explicate the strengths and weaknesses of Power and the Land, a fuller explanation of historical context would have added more significance to Power for the Parkinsons. During the 1920s, agricultural prices and farmers’ incomes plummeted. By the time the Depression set in, farmers—approximately one-third of the labor force—earned noticeably less than industrial workers. For President...
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