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The following dialogue between paleo-climatologist Jack Hall and the American vice- 
president Becker occurs in one of the opening scenes of Roland Emmerich’s 2004 
environmental disaster movie The Day after Tomorrow:

[Hall:] ‘[...] global warming can trigger a cooling trend. Let me explain. The 
Northern Hemisphere owes its temperate climate to the North Atlantic Current. Heat 
from the sun arrives at the equator and is carried north by the ocean. But global 
warming is melting the polar ice caps and disrupting this flow. Eventually it will shut 
down. And when that occurs there goes our warm climate [...] If we do not act soon, it 
is our children and grandchildren who will have to pay the price.’ -  [Becker:] ‘And 
who is going to pay the price of the Kyoto Accord? It would cost the world’s 
economy hundreds of billions of dollars.’ -  [Hall:] ‘With all due respect, Mr. Vice- 
President, the cost of doing nothing could be even higher ...’ (chapter 31)

The setting of this dialogue is a United Nations conference on global warming in New 
Delhi. The reference to the “Kyoto Accord”, a thinly veiled allusion to the Kyoto 
Protocol, the 1997 pact that aims to reduce greenhouse gases in the developed 
countries, shows that the conference takes place at a point of time not far removed 
from the contemporary audience’s present. It signals the central environmental issue at 
stake in the movie: global warming and its possibly drastic consequences for the 
earth’s climate. In fact, the fictional scenario that unfolds in the following is that of 
rapid climate collapse and the beginning of a new ice age in the northern hemisphere. 
The dialogue pits the scientist against the politician and draws attention to the political 
and economic dimensions that go along with the scientific dimension of global 
warming. It points toward the hotly debated question of how much a society is willing 
to invest for the purpose of minimizing a global ecological threat. While the 
environmentally-minded scientist argues in favour of preventive measures focussing 
on the possible long-term costs of the problem, the politician argues against such 
measures on the basis of consideration of short-term costs.

Moreover, largely with the filmic means of dialogue and choice of camera angle the 
scene makes clear that the movie supports a specific environmental ethical stance. The 
dialogue introduces Hall and the vice-president as antagonists who fight over the 
question whether ecological/environmental considerations must be part of political and

1 One of the many advantages of using DVDs lies in the fact that they are structured by 
chapters which can easily be accessed. In this essay I therefore identify relevant scenes by 
referring to the respective chapter of the DVD of The Day after Tomorrow.
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economic decision making. The fact that Hall wins the verbal dispute and the fact that 
he is presented by low-angle shots which enlarge his stature and convey a great amount 
of authority to his person and to his position show that he must be regarded as the one 
who is right, while the vice-president (who is presented with straight-on angle shots 
that make him appear as one among all the other delegates) must be regarded as the 
one who is wrong.2 Arguing in favour of taking preventive measures, Hall supports an 
anthropocentric environmental ethics that insists that human welfare depends on 
considerations of ecological processes and that is based on the awareness that the 
functioning of societies and economies rests on the functioning of natural systems.

After its release, the scientific tenability of the model of climate change proposed in 
The Day after Tomorrow was widely discussed. There was agreement among scientists 
that various features presented in the movie contradict scientific evidence and must be 
regarded as fictional devices that aim at spectacular visual and dramatic effect. For 
example, tsunamis -  such as the one by which Manhattan is flooded in the movie -  
cannot be caused by wind but only by an undersea earthquake, a landslide or a 
meteorite hit; the phenomenon of shock-freezing in the eye of a cyclone -  
spectacularly used in the movie -  does not comply with the laws of thermodynamics; 
and, finally, the short period of time during which the climate collapse occurs in the 
movie also contradicts scientifically established models which project a much longer 
period of time. And still, the movie makers, who were well aware of the artistic licence 
they took with scientific models for the purpose of compressing events into the 
narrative format of a blockbuster movie, were given credit for their comprehensive 
research efforts. The movie was regarded by many as a means to sensitise its audiences 
for the issue at stake and it was attested a thought-provoking quality.3

As a key segment of popular culture, the audio-visual medium film exercises a strong 
culturally shaping power. Hollywood movies in particular, because of their highly 
successful international distribution and consumption, have been a factor in the 
processes of personal and group identity formation for a long time.4 Their particular

2 The scene does, in fact, only consolidate Jack Hall’s heroic status which is established in 
the preceding scene: Hall and two colleagues are at work at a U.S. ice drilling station in 
Antarctica when the ice shelf splits in two. Risking his life for his work, he succeeds in 
saving some of the samples the team has gathered, thereby making sure that important 
scientific data for the research on climate change is not lost.
3 For scientists’ responses to the movie see Rahmstorf 2004; Associated Press 2004; 
Energy Future Coalition n.d.
4 This is, of course, not to say that audience response has been monolithic. Cultural 
studies approaches to film, in particular, have emphasised the role of the active viewer 
who, depending on his or her specific positionality in terms of, for example, 
socioeconomic milieu, gender, age and cultural context, responds in a distinct way to a 
movie’s identificatory offers (see Storey 1996, 60-74). With respect to The Day after 
Tomorrow, audiences’ and critics’ responses were very mixed as the large number of 
reviews available on the internet illustrates.
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mixture of the realist and the melodramatic mode of narration and the topicality of the 
issues addressed have attracted large and diverse audiences who made use of the 
opportunity to transcend their daily experiences, to transgress the borders of the known 
and move, for instance, into realms of the spectacular and the dangerous while at the 
same time receiving moral re-assurance through narrative closure. Acknowledging this 
strong culturally shaping power, we may argue that Hollywood environmentalist 
movies have the potential to contribute to the development of an ‘environmentally 
informed sense of self that is characterised by an awareness of environmental threats, 
by the wish to gain more comprehensive knowledge about them and by a disposition to 
participate actively in efforts to remedy the problem.

Teaching Hollywood environmentalist movies can thus contribute to the efforts made 
in the field of environmental education. This essay develops a model for teaching 
Hollywood environmentalist movies in the EFL classroom, to upper-level students and 
undergraduate university students of English by using The Day after Tomorrow as an 
example. The central teaching objectives are the development of knowledge, both 
environmental and cultural, and the development of a variety of skills:

Environmental knowledge is to be developed

• concerning the environmental problem addressed in the movie with respect to 
its ecological-scientific dimension as well as with respect to its political and 
economic dimensions.

Cultural knowledge is to be developed

• concerning the identification and assessment of historically and culturally 
specific concepts of nature which have had an effect on how humans have made 
use of the natural world

• concerning the relevance of texts and media in which such historically and 
culturally specific concepts of nature have been expressed and have become 
culturally formative.

Studying the relevance of texts and media contributes to the development of critical 
media literacy, i.e. to the development of abilities of critical viewing (including the 
employment of the categories and terms of film analysis and the discussion of classic 
modes of narration such as realism and melodrama) and critical assessment of the 
commercial dimension of the Hollywood film industry.

The key skills to be developed are

• language proficiency (acquisition and practice of relevant environmental/ 
ecological-scientific vocabulary; acquisition and practice of the vocabulary of 
film analysis; writing, speaking, watching and listening skills)

• analytical skills (film analysis; development of a repertoire of environmentally 
relevant questions that can be addressed to any (environmentalist) movie)
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• research skills (in particular: internet search -  familiarisation with types of 
sources, assessment of sources)

• presentation skills (oral and written; use of appropriate media; creation of 
learner products).

1. Teaching Hollywood environmentalist movies: 
a few theoretical and methodological remarks

In his study Green Screen: Environmentalism and Hollywood Cinema, David Ingram 
shows that Hollywood has produced a rather large number of what he calls 
“environmentalist” movies, i.e. movies “in which an environmental issue is raised 
explicitly and is central to the narrative” (2000: vii). His filmography alone lists 146 
titles. Among the genres that lend themselves to environmentally oriented study most 
readily are the Western movie, the (Disney) animal movie and the environmental 
disaster movie. Among the topical issues addressed most frequently are the 
representation of threats to wilderness areas and wild animals, the representation of the 
politics of land use and land development and the representation of the potential 
hazards of science and technology. Ingram, moreover, points out that analysis from an 
environmentally oriented perspective even of movies which do not raise environmental 
issues explicitly -  movies in which the representation of the environment serves 
merely as background to the human drama -  can be made productive. He claims that 
“the critical analysis of films of this type can bring to the foreground their 
unacknowledged, unreflective references to non-human nature, so that their 
environmentalist implications can become visible and open to question” (vii-viii). 
Finally, Ingram stresses that an analysis -  and, as I understand it, by implication the 
teaching -  of Hollywood environmentalist movies must address and assess the 
commercial imperative that directs all Hollywood productions. This commercial 
imperative places entertainment over political polemic, asks for the employment of a 
mixture of realist and melodramatic modes of narration and usually denies the 
articulation of “a single, coherent or clear intellectual position towards environmental 
issues” (viii).

The teaching of a Hollywood environmentalist movie can thus operate on the level of 
genre and on the level of narration. Concerning the latter point, it must address both its 
realist features -  those that make an audience recognise a story as plausible, as largely 
matching the reality it brings to the movie theatre -  and its melodramatic features -  
those that involve an audience not merely cognitively, but also affectively. The key 
features of the melodramatic mode of narration are

a) a Manichean moral order which is embodied in a cast of characters that strictly 
distinguishes between hero and villain, between the morally good and the morally evil. 
This order is attacked, temporarily disturbed, but ultimately re-established;
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b) a cause-and-effect driven plot which consists of emotionally highly charged scenes 
and ends in closure (often, though not always a happy ending).

Melodramatic narration in general has again and again come under attack because of 
its simplifying tendencies. Its use in environmentalist movies has become the target of 
criticism by activists because the environmental threats addressed are usually 
represented as individualized, Manichean conflicts, usually between a morally rather 
one-dimensional hero and a group of villains, and because of the creation of narrative 
closure which suggests an (easy) solution to the respective problem. Neither scientific 
complexity nor the complexity concerning questions of social and political 
responsibility are addressed, these critics argue, with probably detrimental effects on 
audiences which may leave the cinema convinced that the problems have been or will 
be taken care of. In contrast to such criticism, however, cultural studies scholars have 
argued that movie goers must be regarded as active and also critical viewers who may 
well be aware of the simplifying aesthetic strategies and their moral implications and 
thus keep or develop a sense of the continuing relevance of the environmental problem 
at stake (see Ingram 2000: 1-10; Williams 1998).

Crucial for the teaching of Hollywood environmentalist movies is, finally, the 
objective to identify the concept/s of nature that is/are presented in a movie. Such 
identification must rest on basic knowledge about the most important concepts of 
nature that have been developed and made use of in Western culture in the modem era. 
Students must be made aware of how different concepts of nature and the human place 
in it have had an effect on the relationship between nature and society, an effect on 
how humans have made use of nature as a resource. Using David Pepper’s survey of 
the sources of modem environmentalism, students could, for instance, be made 
familiar with the differences between medieval and Renaissance concepts of nature on 
the one hand and concepts of nature developed during the scientific revolution of the 
16th and 17th centuries on the other. While the former have an organic quality that 
insists on the interrelationship between humans and nature and asks for what we today 
would call a ‘sustainable’ use of natural resources, the latter dissolve this 
interrelationship by attributing a mechanistic quality to nature that once understood by 
humans can be made unlimited use of. Of particular importance in this context is the 
discussion of the Baconian creed of ‘power over nature’ that was to be achieved by 
means of scientific work and the notion of progress linked to it (see Pepper 1996: 124- 
48). Knowledge about the practical and ethical differences it makes whether human- 
nature interaction is based on an organic or a mechanistic concept of nature will enable 
students to critically discuss further historically relevant conceptualisations of nature 
that continue to be culturally shaping forces -  concepts such as wilderness, pastoral 
and sublime nature.
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2. Teaching The Day after Tomorrow

The environmental issue at stake in The Day after Tomorrow is, as pointed out at the 
beginning of this essay, global warming and its possibly drastic consequences for the 
earth’s climate. Envisioning the disastrous effects of abrupt climate change due to 
man-made global warming, it portrays the few weeks in which the Northern 
hemisphere enters a new ice age. Its focus is on how this dramatic process unfolds in 
the United States, but the global scope of climate catastrophe becomes apparent in 
scenes that show unusual weather turbulences in other countries and in scenes that 
provide the perspective on the earth from space. The model of historical climate 
change caused by global warming that paleo-climatologist Hall presents to the UN 
conference delegates in New Delhi turns out to be a prediction of what is happening 
soon after: global warming has led to the melting of the ice caps in the Arctic, which 
causes a melt-water inflow that brings the North Atlantic Current to a halt -  the current 
which transports warm water from the equator up North and is thus the fundamental 
basis for the climate as it has been known. The oceanic shutdown triggers super- 
storms, tornadoes, flooding, and cyclones in the eye of which extremely cold air is 
pulled down from the upper troposphere to the earth’s surface where it shock-freezes 
everything. Once the storms are over, in the U.S. about a third of the population has 
been killed, tens of thousands of Americans have become refugees in Mexico and in 
other parts of South America. In an ironic twist, the movie reverses the immigration 
pattern that has characterised the last decades of the 20th century: it is no longer 
Mexicans who try to enter the U.S. in the hope for better conditions of living, but U.S. 
citizens who try to enter Mexico in the hope of ensuring their survival. Parallel to these 
large-scale developments, the movie’s plot traces the story of Jack Hall’s family. Jack, 
who lives separated from his wife Lucy, a physician, and his son, Sam, has just come 
back from the conference in New Delhi when the weather turbulences begin. He 
becomes involved in the work of the emergency task force of scientists that tries to 
comprehend the events and to help the government devise rescue measures. Since Sam 
becomes trapped in New York City which has been hit by a tsunami and then by 
shock-freezing, Jack decides to go there and rescue him. Accompanied by the two 
colleagues who have worked with him in his research, he battles the hostile weather 
and succeeds in finding Sam and a group of others who have survived in the New York 
Library building. One of Jack’s colleagues loses his life on the way. Jack is introduced 
as a father who has always put his work first, as an almost obsessive, albeit 
environmentally-minded, scientist. In the course of the film he proves to be a caring 
and brave parent who is able to rescue Sam and re-unite the family. The Halls and 
some of their friends and colleagues survive the disaster.

The character Jack Hall is the key figure in the melodramatic character constellation 
and plot developed in the movie. He, his family and his colleagues develop a heroic 
dimension, they express the morally ‘good’ way of thinking and acting. Their actions 
are based on love, solidarity and concern for others. The plot traces the re-unification
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of the Hall family, and in the end narrative closure is provided: the central moral 
message of the movie being that the creation of a post-disaster civilization must rest on 
the family as social core unit.

In addition to that, Jack and the other positively drawn characters call attention to the 
role of the sciences: Jack and his colleagues are, for example, climatologists and 
oceanographers, Lucy Hall, his wife, is a physician, Sam is a “straight-A” student who 
proves to be able to employ his knowledge to the advantage of the little group of 
survivors when the disaster strikes New York City. The movie thus draws a very 
positive image of scientists -  a means that puts into even starker relief their helpless­
ness in the face of natural disaster. Ultimately, the movie makes the point that the most 
advanced and dedicated scientific work is still powerless against the forces of nature 
once they are unleashed.

Pre-viewing activities
To make students aware of the fact that Hollywood has addressed a variety of 
environmentalist concerns over time, teaching could start with a brain-storming 
exercise in which students are asked to think about which environmentally relevant 
movies they know, which features of narration they may have found striking and what 
effect the movies have had on them or may have had on diverse audiences. Their 
answers should be collected and compared with the information Ingram gives (e.g. on 
the various relevant genres) -  information that will draw students’ attention to aspects 
of genre and to topical issues.

At this point, the teacher must also make sure that students are able to work with the 
central categories and terms of film analysis. Returning to the examples mentioned by 
the students during the brain-storming exercise, he or she could first ask them about 
the filmic means that they can identify as important in a movie and then proceed by 
providing them with a list of terms and definitions. This list must afterwards be used in 
the while- and post-viewing activities.5

Additional pre-viewing activities could focus on the classic Hollywood mode of melo­
dramatic narration that tries to reach its audiences affectively. Students could be 
provided with

• a definition of the term ‘melodrama’ which gives information about its antique 
origin and which points toward the importance of music and sound effects 
(‘melos’ -  ‘song’) as a means to reach an audience not merely cognitively, but 
affectively

5 Valuable printed sources that can be used by teachers and that should be recommended 
to university students are: Bordwell, Staiger, Thompson 1985, Maltby and Cravenl995, 
Monaco 2000.
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• short texts that explain the compositional aspects of melodramatic narration and 
the commercial interest that motivates their employment (for instance, essays or 
essay excerpts from: Bordwell, Staiger, Thompson 1985; Williams 1998).

Necessary pre-viewing tasks and activities should, in addition, include an introduction 
to the environmental issues at stake in The Day after Tomorrow, global warming and 
climate change, and an introduction to the existence and function of historically and 
culturally different concepts of nature.

To ensure a more systematic research into the topics of global warming and climate 
change, students could be directed to relevant material on the internet, to web sites in 
English published, for example, by the United Nations and by non-governmental 
environmentalist organisations, but also by internet reference works. Useful web sites 
are, for example: “Climate Change Information Kit (UNEP 2002), “What is Global 
Warming?” (WWFAVorld Wide Fund for Nature 2005) and “The Global warming 
controversy” (Wikipedia n.d.).

With respect to introducing historically and culturally different concepts of nature 
students could be provided with short texts (e.g. poems, short prose texts), images 
(paintings, photographs) and figures that allow them to identify

• an organic concept of nature (Pepper 1996 provides figures of “The medieval 
cosmology” (127) and of “The Great Chain of Being” (137))

• a mechanistic concept of nature (Pepper 1996 provides text excerpts from 
Johannes Kepler (137) and Francis Bacon (145); longer excerpts could be taken 
from the respective original texts)

• a concept of nature as sublime, i.e. as a powerful force that evokes feelings of 
fear and respect (photographs by the American photographer Ansel Adams, to 
be found on the internet, for instance, at: The History Place 1999)

• a concept of nature as pastoral (in chapter 2 “Constructions of Arcadia” Gifford 
1998 provides a survey of texts that create a pastoral, arcadian concept of nature 
(13-44); longer excerpts of the full texts could be used)

• a concept of nature as wilderness (in chapter 1 “Old World Roots of Opinion”, 
Nash 1967/2001 provides information about various models of nature as 
wilderness (8-22)).

In addition to identifying the different concepts of nature, there should be a discussion 
on the probable effects they may have had in terms of how humans have made use of 
the natural world. Moreover, students’ attention should be drawn to the fact that the 
concepts have been expressed in different types of texts.

With respect to all pre-viewing tasks, students can be asked to work alone or in groups, 
they can be asked
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• to present their findings in short oral reports, in poster or computer presen­
tations or in the form of role play (staging, for instance, a discussion between 
two scientists of differing opinion or between an environmentalist who argues 
in favour of preventive measures and a politician or businessman opposing such 
a proposal)

• to include in their presentation information found by using additional sources, 
for example, web sites or newspaper clippings that address the issues on a local 
or regional basis; attention should be drawn to the concept/s of nature used in 
such sources.

While- and post-viewing activities
The knowledge gained in these pre-viewing tasks can then be applied to work with the 
movie. Students should analyse and assess which model of climate change The Day 
after Tomorrow uses to develop its scenario of climate disaster, they should identify 
and assess the concept/s of nature the movie makes use of and they should identify and 
assess the realist and melodramatic elements used to tell this story of environmental 
disaster.

The central scene that allows students to identify the model of climate change the 
movie’s events are based on is the one which presents Jack Hall delivering his paper at 
the UN conference on global warming in New Delhi (chapter 3). An analysis of the 
filmic means used in this sequence -  and analysis of different elements of mise-en- 
scene and of camera angles in particular -  enables students not only to identify the 
model, but also to realise the multi-layered implications of an environmental problem, 
to realise its scientific, political, economic and social dimensions.

The scene opens with a high-angle, long shot that zooms slowly in on the gathering of 
politicians who listen to Hall’s presentation in a large conference room. The perspec­
tive from high above minimises the size of the delegates and becomes a first indication 
of the ultimate powerlessness of the worlds’ highest-ranking political leaders when it 
comes to the catastrophic consequences of climate change. The international dimen­
sion of the issue at stake is signalled by the flags of various countries that are placed 
against the walls and by the delegates’ differing languages and clothes. Several shots 
provide close-ups of some of the movie’s major characters, most significantly of Jack 
Hall, British oceanographer Terry Rapson and the American vice-president Becker. On 
a screen in the background a map of the earth’s continents and oceans is shown onto 
which the North Atlantic Current is projected. The dialogue between Hall and some of 
the delegates ends in the verbal dispute between him and Becker signalling the two 
sides of the political conflict on global warming: support for the introduction of 
preventive measures vs. opposition against it. The use of camera angle -  in addition to 
Hall’s victory in the dispute between him and Becker -  indicates their respective 
positions in the environmental ethical order the movie proposes: Jack Hall, on the one 
hand, is presented in low-angle shots that enlarge his stature and, by implication,



114 Sylvia Mayer

attribute a high degree of authority to his words; Becker, on the other hand, is 
presented in straight-on angle shots as one delegate among all the others, being thus 
denied any special status. In terms of melodramatic convention, Hall is thus marked as 
the hero, as the one who thinks and acts in an environmentally benign way, while 
Becker is marked as the villain who is willing to risk human life in the future. The 
scene ends with several shots that show what is going on outside the conference 
building. A large crowd of environmentalists has gathered there to protest against a 
lack of action in political environmental decision making, and a reporter comments on 
the fact that New Delhi is experiencing the coldest weather ‘on record’ -  it is, in fact, 
experiencing a snow blizzard, another device that foreshadows the more drastic 
weather phenomena caused by climate change that will follow soon.

The following guiding questions and tasks can be given to students:

• Which model of climate change does Jack Hall develop? Collect the crucial 
steps of his argument.

• Assess the model of climate change that the protagonist presents in the context 
of the scientific debate on the issue.

• Which filmic means are used for the purpose of staging the conflict between the 
environmentally-concerned scientist who argues for risk assessment and for 
taking preventive measures and the politician who objects to such measures? 
Does the movie signal moral assessment of the respective positions? If so, how 
does it do this?

• By what means does the scene foreshadow the drastic developments that 
characterise climate change and the coming of a new ice age?

• Relate this early scene to later scenes (or chapters) in the movie in which 
climate change manifests in drastic weather phenomena. Compare two or more 
of them in terms of which filmic means are used (camera movement, camera 
angle, mise-en-scene).

• Relate this early scene to later sequences (or chapters) in the movie in which the 
controversy between environmentally-concerned scientists and resisting 
politicians is presented. Compare two or more of them in terms of which filmic 
means are used.

The Day after Tomorrow provides several scenes in which non-human nature is 
represented. Highly important is the opening credit sequence (chapter 1 of the DVD) 
that introduces the major element of the movie, water, and its most important state of 
aggregation, ice. The sequence presents a sublime landscape and thus a concept of 
nature as vast, dynamic, dangerous and potentially overpowering -  an effect that not 
even its beauty can soften: the icescape is of an overpowering beauty. An analysis of 
the filmic means used here -  of camera movement and camera angle in particular -
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will enable students to identify this concept of nature and to enter a discussion on the 
human efforts to ‘master nature’ by means of science and technology.

The most conspicuous quality of this sequence is that it consists of only one long 
tracking shot.6 As from the window of a helicopter, the viewer at first looks down on 
water dotted with smaller pieces of ice. In the course of time, the size and number of 
ice pieces increases, the rim of an ice shelf appears, and, finally, the viewer is 
presented with the large surface of the shelf itself. Ultimately, the shot ends by 
zooming in onto the tiny United States drilling station where Jack Hall and two 
colleagues conduct their scientific research. Characteristic for this tracking shot is the 
dominance of a high angle, close-up (sometimes extreme close-up) perspective and 
thus a framing that forces the viewer to pay close attention to the water and ice 
phenomena depicted and that denies him or her a survey of the landscape. Only very 
briefly does vertical panning allow for straight-on, medium shots that show a larger 
part of the Antarctica landscape -  the surface of the shelf and a mountain range along 
the horizon. Several times the movement of the camera suggests the danger of collision 
with the rim of the ice shelf. The last, panoramic shot that zooms in on the drilling 
station gives an impression of the spectacular vastness of the region and of the 
smallness of the station which looks totally lost.

Another important element of this sequence is a feature of lighting: the sun appears 
here for the last time before the onset of world-wide weather turbulences. It has 
already disappeared at the beginning of the very next sequence (chapter 2), in which 
the three scientists are shown at their work, and it returns only at the end of the movie 
(in chapter 29) when the weather has calmed down again and a new climatic balance 
has been reached. If we take the sun as a traditional symbol for human reason and for 
human scientific effort, this last appearance/disappearance signals the futility of any 
scientific and technological effort that can be made for the purpose of preventing 
impending disaster.

The credit sequence can, moreover, be compared with chapter 30, the scene in which 
Jack Hall and his colleague Jason Evans enter Manhattan to find Sam and his friends 
in the New York Library building. Chapter 1 and chapter 30 create a narrative frame 
since they both provide the concept of sublime nature that proves to be stronger than 
any human effort and in terms of the filmic devices used. Similar to the credit 
sequence, tracking, panning and close-up shots are used to force the element water -  
or, to be more precise: ice -  onto the viewer. The chapter opens with a high-angle, 
close-up shot that shows the statue of liberty, covered with ice, from overhead. And 
similar to the depiction of the tiny drilling station in Antarctica it also shows a place of 
human work and habitation surrounded and covered by a sheet of ice: this time, 
however, it is not a tiny place that a small number of scientists has created to explore

6 This shot is, moreover, one of the most spectacular in terms of innovative film 
technique. It is completely computer-generated.
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unknown natural spaces, but it is a former metropolis that the forces of nature have re­
claimed.

These two framing scenes that provide manifestations of sublime landscapes can be 
integrated into the larger web of scenes in which sublime nature is shown -  not 
necessarily as a landscape, but as powerful natural force: there are, for instance, the 
hailstorm in Tokyo (chapter 4), the tornadoes that destroy Los Angeles (chapter 10), 
the shock-freezing in the eye of the storm over Britain that destroys the helicopters sent 
out to rescue the royal family (chapter 12), the tsunami that floods Manhattan (chapter 
14) and the attack of the wolves from the Manhattan zoo who have been set free and 
now roam the frozen streets (chapter 27). The representation of nature as sublime 
landscape and force dominates the movie. There are hardly any other scenes in which a 
non-sublime nature is represented -  among the exceptions are very brief shots of urban 
nature such as the tree-lined street in which Jack Hall’s house is located in Washington 
D.C. (chapter 5) at the beginning of the movie and the surroundings of the American 
Embassy in Mexico where the American government has been evacuated at the end of 
the movie (chapter 31).

The following guiding questions and tasks can be given to students:

• Identify the concept of nature that is presented in the credit sequence! Assess 
the significance of the natural phenomenon focussed upon, water/ice, for the 
whole of the movie.

• What does the sequence suggest about the relationship between humans/human 
societies and the natural world?

• Identify the most important filmic means used in the credit sequence. Explain 
the effects they achieve.

• Focus on the use of lighting and music in particular. What effects are produced?

• Relate the credit sequence to other scenes in the movie. Can you find narrative 
and filmic patterns?

The use of the concept of sublime nature is one means to address the question whether 
human scientific and technological effort can ultimately ‘master nature’. Another 
means to address this question is the representation of scientists, scientific work and of 
the product of such work: technology. As already pointed out, the movie presents a 
rather large number of positively drawn scientists who do their work in a dedicated and 
responsible way. In addition to these characters, it presents several places where 
scientific work is done: the ice drilling research station in Antarctica, Terry Repson’s 
oceanic monitoring centre in Scotland, the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administra­
tion in Washington, D.C. and the space craft that surrounds the earth and observes the 
unfolding disaster from above. All these places signal that scientific work has 
produced impressive technological results: relying on a system of buoys in the 
Atlantic, the scientists are able to measure changes in water temperature; relying on the
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latest computer-software, they are able to process the data, develop models of climate 
change and make recommendations about which measures to take. And still, all these 
advances in science and technology ultimately do not suffice to prevent the catas­
trophe. The movie thus argues that there is no “technological fix”, no technological 
solution to an environmental threat such as global warming.

The following questions can be addressed:

• How is science represented in the movie? Is it represented in a realist way? 
Which filmic means are used?

• Which technologies are shown in the movie and how is their impact on dealing 
with environmental problems assessed?

• Why are the scientist-characters in the movie drawn in a rather positive way?7

Students should then be enabled to identify the realist and melodramatic elements that 
structure the movie. Identification of realism must centre on the fact that the movie 
addresses a contemporary environmental problem and that it presents characters which 
[or: who?] at least at first seem to live an ordinary life, whose ideas, wishes and 
behaviour provide room for identification. Such realist elements are of particular 
importance since they make sure that the future disaster scenario becomes plausible.

Identification of melodrama must centre on the way the plot is developed (it is cause- 
and-effect driven, suspenseful and ends in narrative closure) and on the movie’s 
character constellation which makes a clear distinction between good and evil 
characters. The plot can be divided into six segments. Following the credit sequence, 
chapters 2 and 3, presenting the events on the ice shelf in Antarctica and the New 
Delhi conference, function as an exposition. They introduce the environmental issue at 
stake and the protagonist Jack Hall. The breaking of the ice and the threat to the three 
scientists’ life foreshadow the impending catastrophe. Chapters 4 to 9 give further 
indication of a climate shift, the Scottish oceanographers and the astronauts in space, 
for instance, observe a number of striking weather anomalies. Chapters 10 to 15 focus 
on the outbreak of destructive weather turbulences; they present, for instance, the 
devastation of Los Angeles and New York City. All these events set the stage for a 
refocusing of the plot on various rescue missions, most importantly that of rescuing 
Sam Hall and his friends who are trapped in the New York Public Library (other 
rescue missions which become subplots of the movie are the successful attempt to 
evacuate the hospital in which Lucy Hall works and the failed attempts to rescue the 
royal family in England and the president in the U.S.). Beginning in chapter 16 scenes 
alternate between showing Jack and his colleagues on their way north and showing

7 At this point, a discussion of different representations of scientist characters in Western 
culture could be staged. It would be interesting to discuss Jack Hall, the dedicated paleo- 
climatologist who usually puts his work first, with reference to the stereotype of the “mad 
scientist” (as a source see Haynes 1994).
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Sam and his friends trying to stay warm in the library. Narrative closure -  and a happy 
ending of sorts, namely that of the re-unification of the Hall family (and that of Sam 
and Laura’s love story) -  is presented in chapters 30 and 31 when the group of people 
in the library is found. This plot development is characterised by the creation of 
emotionally highly charged scenes, all linked to the two major narrative strands, the 
unfolding of climate collapse and the rescuing and re-uniting of the Hall family. 
Completion of narrative action and emotional relief due to the survival of the morally 
good characters leave the audience with the empowering sense that the creation of a 
new civilization is imminent -  despite the fact that millions of people have died and 
that the northern hemisphere has become almost uninhabitable.

With respect to filmic means used to affect viewers both cognitively and emotionally, 
it may be necessary to focus on a few features only. Students’ attention could be drawn 
to the kind of editing needed by a cause-and-effect-driven plot, namely an editing that 
follows the principle that every scene must push the plot (or sub-plot) forward. In 
addition, special attention could be focused on the use of music which, as David 
Bordwell has pointed out, “functions as narration” (1985: 33) as well. The title melody, 
for instance, introduced in the credit sequence and picked up most conspicuously in the 
last two chapters of the movie (29 and 30), when the storms have ended and when Jack 
Hall and other rescue teams have reached a New York City that is now covered by ice, 
functions as a means to express the sublime quality of the forces of nature in sound. 
The music used in the chapters in which Jack Hall and his colleagues move towards 
New York City and when Sam and his friends succeed in fighting the wolves on the 
ship stranded in the streets of Manhattan and while looking for medicine for Laura 
adds to the creation of an atmosphere of high risk and danger. And, finally, the 
orchestration of human voices, of the sounds created by weather phenomena and of 
musical accompaniment -  for example in the scenes that show the destruction of Los 
Angeles by the tornadoes and the flooding of New York City by the tsunami -  creates 
an atmosphere of chaos and fear.

The following guiding questions can be asked:

• Identify both the realist and the melodramatic elements that structure the movie. 
Do you find the movie’s story plausible?

• Which filmic means are used to charge shots and scenes emotionally?

• Can you find elements of comic relief? If so, what effect are they supposed to 
have?

• Is the environmental hero Jack Hall drawn in a convincing way? What about the 
scene in which the environmental hero returns home only to find out that his 
plants are about to die because no one has watered them during his absence (see 
chapter 5)?

• Are environmentalist critics right to claim that melodramatic elements simplify 
treatment of a problem and thus do not contribute to the goal of providing
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information and creating concern about the environment? Does the focus on 
character distract from the representation of the environment or does it draw 
attention to it? Assess the creation of narrative closure in the movie.

A final issue that can be raised in teaching The Day after Tomorrow -  an issue, 
however, that deserves a more elaborate discussion than can be provided here -  
concerns the fact that large parts of the movie were created by using the most advanced 
film technique available. The whole opening sequence, for instance, was created 
digitally, and many other scenes also rely largely on computer-generated images. The 
question thus is what to make of a movie that on the one hand emphasises and to a 
certain extent even celebrates the sublime powers of nature and on the other hand 
creates its images not by filming ‘the real thing’, but by creating what are, in fact, 
virtual landscapes. While discussion of this question can introduce yet another way of 
addressing the issue of science, technology and the environment, it does ultimately 
require an extended discussion of the meaning and function of cyberspace for 
environmentalism, for environmentally oriented studies and for environmental 
education as a whole.
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