Early Scenes from ‘The Graduate’ (1967)

The film opens with a close-up, disembodied image of Benjamin Braddock's face (Dustin Hoffman) [a 29 year-old convincingly playing a 21 year-old in his film debut]. It appears that he is alone and isolated - he is - but as the camera pulls back, it reveals that he is on a plane filled with passengers of various ages. He is returning home to Los Angeles from college in the East. Appearing slightly shy and unprepossessing, his face has a blank, expressionless, enervated, zombie-like look. [The beginning and ending scenes of the film are symmetrically patterned after each other - the young couple are also surrounded by a busload of passengers, but remain isolated and impassive.] 

While standing mute by himself on the automated, moving walkway (with a monotonous recording: "Please hold the handrail, and stand to the right. If you wish to pass, please do so on the left") at the busy LAX airport, the credits play as The Sounds of Silence is heard on the soundtrack, reinforcing the theme of his emptiness and alienation from his surroundings: 
...And in the naked light I saw, ten thousand people, maybe more. 
People talking without speaking, people hearing without listening. 
People writing songs that voices never shared, no one dared disturb the sound of silence...
The scene of the retrieval of his luggage from a mechanized conveyor belt, and his disappearance into the terminal's crowd and to the outer doors dissolves into the next scene. Benjamin is in his upstairs bedroom in his upper-middle-class parents' home. He sits staring blankly ahead, positioned in his room in front of his aquarium tank (while observing its occupants) and wanting to be alone with his thoughts. At the bottom of the aquarium tank is a model of a diver - symbolizing Ben's "drowning" and foreshadowing the scene in which he shows off scuba gear and hides from everyone by sinking to the bottom of the swimming pool. 

Ben is the pride of his wealthy Southern California suburbanite parents who have prepared a welcome, home-coming cocktail party for their recent graduate and invited all of their friends, rather than his, to the party. His father (William Daniels) finds his son upstairs and wonders if anything is wrong. Inarticulately, Ben tells his father that he is rudderless - he has no plans or direction to his life and is worried about his future: 

Ben: I'm just...
Mr. Braddock: ...worried?
Ben: Well...
Mr. Braddock: About what?
Ben: I guess about my future.
Mr. Braddock: What about it?
Ben: I don't know. I want it to be...
Mr. Braddock: ...to be what?
Ben: ...Different.

Ben is confused and frustrated, trying to make sense of adult life and game-playing, and attempting to find his own standards. He is struggling to search out an honest and sincere way to live his own life, without following his parents' California lifestyle. 

His parents insist that he join the party and make an appearance to adoring friends and family - he's to be on display. As Ben is coaxed downstairs, the camera pauses on another display - a framed black and white picture of an unhappy clown hanging on the wall on the stairs landing - a reflection of Ben's own role as the featured attraction. His parents' many friends greet him at the party as he bounces between small groups of adults. They see the young graduate as a means of fulfilling their own ambitions - in classic 'small talk' encounters: 

Hey, there's the award-winning scholar. We're all very proud of you, Ben.

As a graduation present, Ben has been given a shiny red Alfa Romeo. Another family friend congratulates him: "Hey, here's the track star. How are you track star?" More guests make a fuss over him and offer congratulatory kisses: 

Guests: We're all so proud of you, proud, proud, proud, proud, proud, proud, proud. What are you going to do now?
Ben: I was going to go upstairs for a minute.
Guests: I meant with your future, your life.
Ben: Well, that's a little hard to say.

Ben is hesitant, embarrassed by all the attention, and lacking in social graces. By the family swimming pool, Ben receives words of advice from Mr. McGuire (Walter Brooke), a family friend, in one of the most memorable lines from film history: 

Mr. McGuire: I just want to say one word to you - just one word.
Ben: Yes sir.
Mr. McGuire: Are you listening?
Ben: Yes I am.
Mr. McGuire: 'Plastics.'
Ben: Exactly how do you mean?
Mr. McGuire: There's a great future in plastics. Think about it. Will you think about it?
Ben: Yes I will.
Mr. McGuire: Shh! Enough said. That's a deal.

Sweating and unable to take any more badgering and unwanted advice, feeling generally repugnant of the upper middle-class values that surround him, Ben realizes that he is totally estranged from the financial measures of value that are being thrust upon him. He retires to his bedroom to lie down while everyone listens to his accomplishments from his college yearbook: "Captain of the Crosscountry Team, Head of the Debating Club, Associate Editor of the college newspaper in his junior year, Managing Editor in his Senior (He slams his bedroom door shut.)..." 
Ben's alienation is symbolized by shots through glass - he looks out on the backyard swimming pool through the upstairs window. His face is viewed through his fish tank's glass as he stares into it and studies it - possibly envying the peaceful position of the plastic deep sea diver. When a black-clad Mrs. Robinson (36 year old Anne Bancroft, only 6 years older than Hoffman), the wife of his father's business partner, opens his bedroom door in the frame, they both appear behind the pane of glass. She has followed him there (first viewed in the living room eyeing him), explaining that she is looking for the bathroom, but her interest in him belies her excuse. 

Looking upset, Ben admits he is "disturbed about things" in general and would rather be alone. She insists that he drive her home because her husband has already left with their car. When he offers his own car keys ("Do you know how to work a foreign shift") and she claims that she can't drive a stick shift, she throws the keys into the aquarium. He reluctantly agrees ("Let's go") after fishing out his keys. 

In a classic scene after he drives her to her home in his Alfa Romeo convertible, she lures him into the house, coolly and firmly persuading him to accompany her into the house until she switches on the lights. She pours drinks, and then a bumbling, passive Ben is left helpless, flustered, and confused in the face of a sexual seduction by the neurotic, cynical and alcoholic Mrs. Robinson: 

Mrs. Robinson: Would you mind walking ahead of me to the sun porch. I feel funny about coming into a dark house.
Ben: But it's light in there.
Mrs. Robinson: Please. (She shuts the front door, enclosing him in the house. They enter the sunroom.)
Mrs. Robinson: What do you drink? Bourbon?
Ben: Look, uh, Mrs. Robinson, I drove you home. I was glad to do it. But I have some things on my mind. Can you understand that?
Mrs. Robinson: Yes. (She nods)
Ben: All right.
Mrs. Robinson: (She prepares drinks for both of them.) What do you drink? Benjamin. I'm sorry to be this way, but I don't want to be left alone in this house.
Ben: Why not?
Mrs. Robinson: Please wait till my husband gets home.
Ben: When is he coming back?
Mrs. Robinson: I don't know. Drink?
Ben: No. (She hands him one anyway.) Are you always this much afraid of being alone?
Mrs. Robinson: Yes.
Ben: Well, why can't you just lock the doors and go to bed?
Mrs. Robinson: I'm very neurotic. (She turns on some music.) May I ask you a question? What do you think of me?
Ben: What do you mean?
Mrs. Robinson: You've known me nearly all your life. You must have formed some opinion of me.
Ben: Well, I always thought that you were a very...nice...person.
Mrs. Robinson: Did you know I was an alcoholic?
Ben: What?
Mrs. Robinson: Did you know that?
Ben: Look, I think I should be going.
Mrs. Robinson: Sit down, Benjamin.
Ben (in a panic, now standing): Mrs. Robinson, if you don't mind my saying so, this conversation is getting a little strange. Now, I'm sure that Mr. Robinson will be here any minute now and -
Mrs. Robinson: No.
Ben: What?
Mrs. Robinson: My husband will be back quite late. He should be gone for several hours.
Ben: Oh my god. (He retreats)
Mrs. Robinson: Pardon?
Ben: Oh no, Mrs. Robinson, oh no.
Mrs. Robinson: What's wrong?
Ben: Mrs. Robinson, you didn't - I mean, you didn't expect -
Mrs. Robinson: What?
Ben: I mean, you didn't really think that I would do something like that.
Mrs. Robinson: Like what?
Ben: What do you think?
Mrs. Robinson: Well, I don't know.
Ben: For God's sake, Mrs. Robinson, here we are, you've got me into your house. You give me a drink. You put on music, now you start opening up your personal life to me and tell me your husband won't be home for hours.
Mrs. Robinson: So?
Ben (naively): (The camera shoots under her upraised leg, framing Ben underneath) Mrs. Robinson - you are trying to seduce me .... Aren't you? 
Mrs. Robinson: Well, no. I hadn't thought of it. I feel very flattered.
Ben: Mrs. Robinson. Will you forgive me for what I just said?

Apologetically confessing to being "mixed up" and confused, Benjamin gulps his drink. Knowing that he has not seen her daughter Elaine's (Katharine Ross) portrait done the previous Christmas, she lures him up the stairs to Elaine's bedroom. [The connection between mother and daughter and Ben's relationship to both of them is emphasized in her ploy.] As he looks up at the portrait, she begins to casually disrobe and asks for assistance: 

Mrs. Robinson: Will you unzip my dress? I think I'll go to bed.
Ben (terrified): Oh well, goodnight. (He turns away.)
Mrs. Robinson: Won't you unzip my dress?
Ben: I'd rather not, Mrs. Robinson.
Mrs. Robinson (imperiously): If you still think I'm trying to seduce you...?
Ben: No, I don't, but I just feel a little funny.
Mrs. Robinson: Benjamin. You've known me all your life.
Ben: I know that but I'm...
Mrs. Robinson: Come on. It's hard for me to reach. (He complies and pulls the zipper down.) Thank you.
Ben: Right.
Mrs. Robinson: What are you so scared of?
Ben: I'm not scared, Mrs. Robinson.
Mrs. Robinson: Then why do you keep running away?
Ben: Because you're going to bed. I don't think I should be up here.
Mrs. Robinson: Haven't you ever seen anybody in a slip before?
Ben: Yes, I have, but I just...Look, what if Mr. Robinson walked in right now?
Mrs. Robinson: What if he did?
Ben: Well, it would look pretty funny, wouldn't it?
Mrs. Robinson: Don't you think he trusts us together?
Ben: Of course he does, but he might get the wrong idea. Anyone might.
Mrs. Robinson: I don't see why? I'm twice as old as you are. How could anyone think that...
Ben: But they would! Don't you see?
Mrs. Robinson: Benjamin. I am not trying to seduce you!
Ben: I know that, but please, Mrs. Robinson. This is difficult..
Mrs. Robinson: Would you like me to seduce you?
Ben: What?
Mrs. Robinson: Is that what you're trying to tell me?
Ben: (A long pause.) I'm going home now. I apologize for what I said. I hope you can forget it. But I'm going home right now.

Her forwardness and coming on to him terrifies him, and eventually scares him out the door and down the stairs. But before he goes, she insists that he personally deliver her purse from the table in the hall. He is fearful to come upstairs again but scurries to her commands when she orders him: 

For God's sake, Benjamin, will you stop acting this way and bring me the purse!

As he lays the purse on Elaine's shelf in her room, Mrs. Robinson enters behind him totally naked, her nudity reflected in the glass which covers her daughter's portrait [foreshadowing the contrasting role that both women will play in his life - one innocent and young, the other older and sexually aggressive]. Locking the door behind her, she startles Benjamin - who turns three times and gasps: "Oh God, oh, let me out." While she calmly offers herself to him, now or at any time later, glimpses of her naked breasts flash before Benjamin's averted eyes, as he glances askance at her: 

Mrs. Robinson: Don't be nervous.
Ben: Get away from that door.
Mrs. Robinson: I want to say something first.
Ben: Dear God.
Mrs. Robinson: Benjamin. I want you to know that I'm available to you, and if you won't sleep with me this time...
Ben: Oh, my God.
Mrs. Robinson: ...if you won't sleep with me this time I want you to know that you can call me up anytime you want and we'll make some kind of an arrangement. Do you understand what I...?
Ben: Let me out.
Mrs. Robinson: Benjamin. Did you understand what I said? (Screeching car tires are heard outside in the driveway.)
Ben: Yes, yes, let me out.
Mrs. Robinson: Because I find you very attractive. Now, anytime you want, you just...
Ben: Oh Jesus, that's him.

He pushes her aside, struggles with the door lock, opens the door, and rushes downstairs. The completion of the seduction is prevented by the arrival of Mr. Robinson (Murray Hamilton). Shaken up, Benjamin pretends as if he has been sitting alone in the sun room having a drink. He whimpers in terror while explaining his agitated state: "I'm just a little worried about my future. I'm a little upset about my future." Mr. Robinson engages him in a fatherly chat, advising him with a nightcap to sow a few wild oats at his nearly 21 years of age: 

I wish I was that age again because Ben...you'll never be young again...Ben, can I say something to you?...uh, how long have we known each other now? How long have you and I known each other? How long have your dad and I been partners?...I watched you grow up, Ben...In many ways, I feel as though you were my own son...So I hope you won't mind my giving you a friendly piece of advice...(Mrs. Robinson's upstairs door slams, announcing her imminent entrance) I think you ought to be taking it a little easier right now than you seem to be...Sow a few wild oats, take things as they come, have a good time with the girls and so forth...You have yourself a few flings this summer. I'll bet you're, you're quite a ladies man...You look to me like the kind of guy who has to fight 'em off. (To Mrs. Robinson) Now doesn't he look to you like the kind of guy who has to fight 'em off?

During their chat, Mrs. Robinson appears in the out-of-focus background between them, descends the stairs, and loudly marches into view, approving of her husband's "sound advice." [Only one scene later, Ben has been motivated to follow Mr. Robinson's counsel "to sow a few wild oats."] As he leaves, the unsuspecting Mr. Robinson suggests that Ben give his daughter Elaine a call after she returns from Berkeley the next Saturday. 
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