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A DIRECTOR’S TAKE

BY PETER BOGDANOVICH

What is an essential director? To a degree, that designation is subjective. Everybody has their own personal favorite directors. When you fall in love with a film, you inevitably start to fall in love with the makers of that film. But history sometimes tells you a filmmaker is not so great, or that a film you love doesn’t stand the test of time.

The directors that Sloan De Forest and Turner Classic Movies have chosen as essential may be arguable in some cases; everyone may not agree. But it’s a solid place to start. I think the main factor that determines a great filmmaker is having a compelling sense of personality that comes across in the films. When the work is brilliant and also personal, we as the audience feel connected to the person who made it. There are also plenty of good directors who made brilliant films that are not personal, and personal films that are not so brilliant.
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John Huston, Orson Welles, and Peter Bogdanovich on the set of The Other Side of the Wind, 1974





As a director, I was lucky enough to go through the greatest film school imaginable. My teachers were John Ford and Raoul Walsh, Howard Hawks and George Cukor, Orson Welles and Alfred Hitchcock. Even Josef von Sternberg—by then disheartened by the business and possibly the saddest man I ever met—was kind enough to share his perspective and his experience making some of the finest silent and sound pictures of his day. All of these and more are profiled here.

Movies are affected by the time in which they are made, and the time in which they are seen. I grew up watching the Golden-Age classics, so I may be prejudiced, but I believe the silent-reared masters of the black-and-white era are still and will always be great. Their work, at its best, is timeless. It is profoundly influential. It is essential.







FOREWORD
BY JACQUELINE STEWART

When all five TCM hosts were asked, “Who is the first director you were aware of,” three of us said that director was Alfred Hitchcock.

Eddie Muller, Alicia Malone, and I all recalled watching Hitchcock films on television when we were kids. Eddie and Alicia said that the landmark interview collection Hitchcock/Truffaut was the first film book they ever owned. For me, the experience of seeing Hitchcock films was striking because no matter who the stars were—James Stewart in Rear Window, or Cary Grant in North by Northwest, or Laurence Olivier in Rebecca—I was always keenly aware that there was another artistic presence shaping the look and feel of the film. Dave Karger’s first director awareness came watching the films of John Hughes. And for Ben Mankiewicz, it was Martin Brest. As different as these directors are in their styles, they inspired the same response from us during our film formative years: a consciousness of the director as the person behind the scenes pulling all of the elements of a film together.
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Hitchcock, of course, did show up in cameos in his films. And he cultivated a public persona that made him a household name. A key aspect of his brilliance is the way he kept us aware that we are watching a Hitchcock film while simultaneously immersing us into the worlds he crafted so meticulously on screen. As Sloan De Forest, author of this wide-ranging appreciation of influential directors, points out: “a director’s main job is not simply to call ‘Action!’ but to make us believe; to make the audience forget there is a director.”

Over the years, it has arguably become harder to forget there is a director when we watch a film. More and more directors have achieved celebrity status. And film fans (not just scholars and critics) routinely recognize directors’ signatures, from the freeze-frames of Martin Scorsese to the double dolly shots of Spike Lee. What is more, we are learning details about the personal lives and behind-the-camera conduct of current and past directors, including revelations about inappropriate and discriminatory behavior, that can make it difficult to separate artists (including Hitchcock) from their art. And yet, even when we are aware of the director’s presence (in positive or negative terms), we rarely appreciate the full range of skills, activities, and responsibilities that film directing entails.

The Essential Directors highlights the many facets of directing. These profiles illustrate how directors actualize their vision on screen. And they trace the influence directors have on their collaborators, on subsequent generations of filmmakers, and on cultural history. Importantly, De Forest shines a light on directors who have been forgotten not just because they created compelling narratives but because they hail from historically marginalized groups. Filmmaking pioneers Lois Weber and Oscar Micheaux get the attention they deserve here, alongside underrecognized studio directors of the classical Hollywood era and many more famous and celebrated auteurs. As we read about their trailblazing careers and visionary films, we are inspired to pay closer attention to the history and craft of directing in all of its diversity and complexity.
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Billy Wilder directs Marilyn Monroe and Tom Ewell in The Seven Year Itch, 1955.





INTRODUCTION

We’re not selling clothes or cars or wood,” writer/director Samuel Fuller once observed of the film business. “We’re selling emotions.” For well over a century, those who create motion pictures have touched our hearts and souls; they have transported and transformed our minds, intoxicated and entranced our senses.
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Alfred Hitchcock, circa 1963





When we enjoy a great movie, we willingly suspend our disbelief, allowing ourselves to get swept away by the power of the moving image. This makes it easy to forget that someone painstakingly planned every detail of what we’re seeing. That someone is the director. Also crucial to any production are screenwriters, cast, editors, cinematographers, producers, composers, sound engineers; it’s a group effort. But the director is the single most important force behind the scenes.

Lois Weber chose to divide the screen into three parts at the climax of Suspense (1913), and the split-screen process was born. Michael Curtiz, himself a refugee, insisted on casting actual European refugees as patrons of Rick’s Café, lending a vital authenticity to Casablanca (1942). William Wyler devotedly guided Audrey Hepburn through every step of Roman Holiday (1953), helping her land a Best Actress Oscar for her first Hollywood movie. Martin Scorsese meticulously plotted every shot of the climactic shootout in Taxi Driver (1976) with hand-drawn storyboards, down to the last blood spatter. These are among the thousand creative choices a director makes, some more obvious to movie audiences than others.

And not being obvious is precisely the point. A director’s main job is not simply to call “Action!” but to make us believe; to make the audience forget there is a director. Casting such a magic spell requires a lot of work. “A director,” Billy Wilder observed, “must be a policeman, a midwife, a psychoanalyst, a sycophant, and a bastard.” The demanding temperament sometimes associated with the job is usually due to the pressure a director feels to deliver the film on time and under budget, a delicate balancing act.

The very first movies were hardly directed at all. Early silent filmmakers of the 1890s, such as W. K. L. Dickson and the Lumière Brothers, were more mechanics than directors, operating the equipment and capturing slices of real life on reels of celluloid. Even when the age of narrative filmmaking began and silent cinema exploded in popularity, the director remained a mysterious invisible force, unseen and sometimes even uncredited. Fast-forward to the 1950s and some directors—Alfred Hitchcock, for instance—became just as famous as the stars on the screen. Other black-and-white visionaries were too easily forgotten in the cultural shift of the 1960s and early ’70s, when the film school graduates—the brash young auteurs—took over Hollywood.
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Brian De Palma directs Al Pacino in Scarface, 1983.





The theory of film authorship has been hotly debated for decades. For the purposes of this book, I assume that the individual credited as “Director” has the greatest authority over the final movie, regardless of time period. Even when working with a script written by someone else, even when hired by a producer or studio with its own style, a director must say, “These are the tools that I’m asked to use, but I’m going to use my imagination to bring them to you in a different and more spontaneous way that reflects who I am,” Jodie Foster has said.

The goal of The Essential Directors is make the invisible visible, to illuminate the unseen forces behind some of the greatest screen triumphs in history. With a focus on narrative films (documentaries are considered a separate pursuit) and a concentration on Hollywood, we embark with the most prominent directors of the silent era and journey through each decade, up to the New Hollywood of the 1970s. Since then, trends and technology galore have altered the moviegoing experience. Arguably, though, the fifty-year period between the 1920s and the 1970s contains some of the most innovative, elegant, and unforgettable movies the world has ever seen.

The already difficult task of selecting fifty-six essential directors from hundreds of noteworthy names was compounded by other challenges. Some of history’s most successful filmmakers have tarnished reputations, due to controversies in their personal lives or even in their work. Furthermore, in a time, a place, and an industry that lacked diversity, very few people of color or women were given a fair shot at directing. Still, in these pages, I am able to spotlight gifted women and other diverse artists who broke through seemingly impenetrable barriers to make their mark on the art form and the industry. Ultimately, the final list was based on each filmmaker’s influence on the medium, cultural impact, and degree of achievement.

Those who are featured are among the most imaginative and accomplished individuals the business produced. As twenty-first-century director Alejandro González Iñárritu put it, “To make a film is easy; to make a good film is war; to make a very good film is a miracle.” Having made not merely one, but often several very good films, the men and women profiled here are nothing short of miracle workers. They have entertained and enlightened on a grand scale, often advancing the art form with their vision and abilities. As social mores shift, taken-for-granted talents can rise to posthumous prominence (Douglas Sirk, for one), and once-revered artists can become deplorable (D. W. Griffith, for example). Love them or hate them, the filmmakers who defined—and redefined—the medium have left behind works so essential, so paradigm-shifting, that they generate powerful feelings long after their creators are gone.
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Frank Capra at work, 1938





We may not be aware of the director when we experience the visceral rage of Tony Montana, courtesy of Brian De Palma’s Scarface (1983); or glide across the galaxy to Jupiter, thanks to Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968); or feel the delirium of whirlwind romance, conjured by Frank Capra in It Happened One Night (1934). But herein, the zoom lens is focused solely on the filmmakers. Turn the page and discover the ideas, the passions, and the dreams that drove the directors of cinema’s most indelible films.

Cut. Print. And enjoy.

—Sloan De Forest
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Erich von Stroheim and cameramen on the set of Greed, 1924










Chapter One

ARTISTS OF SHADOW AND LIGHT

By the 1920s, motion pictures had wildly exceeded expectations. The 1910s was a decade of technical improvements, increasingly sophisticated craftsmanship, and the creative input of a handful of visionaries who laid the groundwork. Thanks to the trial and error of early filmmakers, by the end of World War I, the silent feature film had flourished into not only an immensely popular medium of mass entertainment, but a legitimate form of art.

A new cinematic era dawned with the Jazz Age. With the war and its aftermath halting film production across Europe, the United States dominated the motion picture market. The sunny Los Angeles suburb of Hollywood replaced the East Coast as the hub of a thriving industry, a burgeoning system of ever-more-powerful studios that produced the majority of the world’s movies and shipped them to theaters around the globe.

Out of a population of fewer than 125 million, an estimated 80 million Americans went to the movies regularly. Grandiloquent palaces sprang up in cities everywhere to screen this proliferation of silent works; cavernous two-thousand-seat venues were packed nightly with eager patrons enjoying the universal language of pantomime. Live symphonic accompaniment coupled with a lack of speaking voices led to a transcendent audio-visual experience that depended largely on visual artistry. The composition of the shots, the lighting effects, the actors’ performances: these were the paints, a director the painter. The silents of the mid- to late 1920s reached a stylistic zenith, though most in the industry were unaware that the end of the parade—the coming of sound—was looming just around the corner.

During this time, stardom soared. The newly popular movie magazines helped bring great fame to the faces in front of the lens. But it was the men and women behind the cameras who were the all-powerful masters of the medium.










CHARLIE CHAPLIN

Years active: 1914–1967

THE WORD GENIUS IS OVERUSED IN HOLLYWOOD. Critics have been applying the term to Charlie Chaplin since 1915, when he was still a screen newcomer, his clownish Little Tramp character an instant international sensation. But few realized then that behind the toothbrush mustache and bowler hat was an adroit director. With the exception of his early days in Mack Sennett comedies, every film the Tramp appeared in was written and directed by Chaplin himself. He even composed the musical scores. His bold independence, razor-sharp comedic and dramatic instincts, and storytelling innovations substantiate the claim of genius.

London-born Chaplin was a maverick who had, as biographer David Robinson has written, “a lifelong compulsion to do everything himself,” from funding his own productions, to cofounding the independent distribution company United Artists, to casting actors who would faithfully perform their scenes precisely as he instructed. City Lights (1931), one of his masterpieces, costars Virginia Cherrill, an untrained actress whose every move was guided off-camera by Chaplin. The first meeting between Cherrill’s blind flower girl and the Tramp is one of the most tender, tragicomic sequences in cinema history—and no dialogue is required. The girl mistakes the shabby Tramp for a wealthy man, and he fails to dispel the illusion, creating a multilayered comic misunderstanding tinged with sorrow. A slapstick gag finishes the scene: the blind girl dumps a pail of water on the Tramp, not realizing he is there. Chaplin spent six weeks shooting and reshooting this sequence, resulting in a world-record 342 takes before he was satisfied. His perfectionism was rewarded with the highest critical acclaim.
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Charlie Chaplin and Jackie Coogan in The Kid





Originally a rude bumbler when he debuted in a 1914 Keystone short, the Tramp grew a touch more complex, a trifle more sensitive, with each film. Chaplin even ventured to craft comedies with unhappy endings (as in The Bank [1915]), unheard of at the time. “The theme of life is conflict and pain,” the auteur wrote in his autobiography. “Instinctively, all my clowning was based on this.” His milestone The Kid (1921) was not the first feature film to mix comedy and pathos. It was, however, regarded as the most skillful intertwining of laughter and tears yet seen. Los Angeles Times critic Harry Carr declared it “the best motion-picture comedy yet made. It has more than humor; it has tenderness and literary charm.” The winning combination of Chaplin’s lonely Tramp and Jackie Coogan’s plucky orphan planted the seeds of virtually all subsequent dramedies, Billy Wilder’s Oscar-winning The Apartment (1960) and James L. Brooks’s As Good As It Gets (1997) among them.

“Chaplin transformed the cinema. Chaplin made the cinema into a world means of artistic communication. And by what he did, he gave a stature to the cinema… and a future for the cinema which may not ever have happened if it hadn’t been for Chaplin.”

—RICHARD ATTENBOROUGH

Because Chaplin’s gift for pantomime was the main attraction, his filmmaking style was necessarily static and simple. Some of the most memorable gags in The Kid take place in a small room, the stationary, eye-level camera aimed straight at the action as a viewer would watch a play. “My own camera set-up is based on facilitating choreography for the actor’s movements,” he explained, though he rarely discussed his acting or directing processes in depth. “If people know how it’s done,” he often said, “all the magic goes.”

Soon, Chaplin’s finely nuanced performances swept the globe, shifting the direction of screen comedy in general and informing his slightly younger contemporaries, the affable Harold Lloyd and the deadpan Buster Keaton, two other silent legends who maintained creative control over their own films.

Chaplin managed to surpass The Kid with his follow-up, The Gold Rush (1925), a longer, more complex comedy set in the snowy Klondike. Three of his most iconic set pieces are seen here: the starving Tramp eats his shoes (made of licorice for the film); he performs a “dance” with bread rolls on forks; he topples from side to side in a cabin precariously perched on the edge of a cliff. Chaplin took great pride in The Gold Rush, calling it “the picture that I want to be remembered by.” As a writer/director, he will also be remembered for A Woman of Paris (1923), a soufflé of subtlety that set the stage for Ernst Lubitsch’s refined romantic comedies of the 1920s and ’30s.

Only Charlie Chaplin could make a successful silent film nearly a decade into the talkies; the Depression-steeped Modern Times (1936) was his final screen appearance as the mute Tramp, though a remarkably similar fellow with a small mustache would appear in Chaplin’s first talking picture, The Great Dictator (1940). A few years before the full atrocities of the Third Reich were revealed to the world, Chaplin bravely (and mercilessly) satirized Adolf Hitler, making millions laugh at the dictator’s absurdity, and yielding the biggest box office hit of his career.
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Virginia Cherrill and Charlie Chaplin in City Lights






MUST-SEE MOVIES

A DOG’S LIFE (1918)

THE KID (1921)

A WOMAN OF PARIS (1923)

THE GOLD RUSH (1925)

CITY LIGHTS (1931)

MODERN TIMES (1936)

THE GREAT DICTATOR (1940)

LIMELIGHT (1952)



KEY SCENE TO WATCH

Perhaps no moment in a Chaplin film so effectively tugs at the heartstrings as the finale of City Lights, when the blind flower girl, her vision restored, sets eyes on the Tramp, hands him a coin, and recognizes him as the man who made her operation possible. From the surprised Cherrill, Chaplin cuts to a close-up of the Tramp: His finger in his mouth, he smiles self-consciously at being seen for the first time by someone he adores. A gentle cascade of emotions wash across his face; on his timid, hopeful facial expression, the picture fades to black. In 1966, Chaplin recalled the close-up as “a beautiful sensation of not acting, of standing outside of myself. The key was exactly right—slightly embarrassed, delighted about meeting her again—apologetic without getting emotional about it.”





Always striking out against the established order, Chaplin skewered his lovable everyman image in Monsieur Verdoux (1947), a savage black comedy about a man who marries wealthy women so he can bump them off and inherit their riches. Despite Verdoux being condemned by moral groups and faring poorly at the box office, Chaplin’s snappy script was nominated for a Best Original Screenplay Oscar. The silent star, as it turned out, was verbally as well as physically gifted. Although he won only one competitive Oscar (for Limelight’s musical score), he was awarded with two special Academy Awards before his death in 1977.

Limelight (1952) emerged as “Chaplin’s last great film,” author Jeffrey Vance has noted; a swan song that “plays like a self-conscious summing up of his life and career.” In the Edwardian music halls where a young Chaplin had learned his craft, his aging entertainer, Calvero, faces depression, irrelevance, and the specter of death with courage and spirit. Although arguably his most poignant and personal movie (and the only screen pairing of Chaplin and Keaton), Limelight was not released until 1972 in America, where Chaplin had been labeled an “unsavory character” by the FBI for his alleged Communist leanings, unpaid taxes, and a dubious history with several very young women. Today—a century past the peak of his popularity—Chaplin’s scandals and political views have faded, and he remains one of the most well-known and imitated actor/directors in history, his work still influencing viewers around the world.



[image: image]
Charlie Chaplin choreographs his “roll dance” for The Gold Rush.












CECIL B. DEMILLE

Years active: 1913–1958

WHEN CECIL B. DEMILLE APPEARED AS HIMSELF in Billy Wilder’s landmark 1950 noir Sunset Boulevard, he had a solid thirty-five years of blockbuster filmmaking under his belt, and he wasn’t done yet. The film’s famous final stinger (hissed by Gloria Swanson, a real-life DeMille discovery) “Mr. DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up” carried weight because the public knew DeMille; he required no introduction. Since the late 1910s, his name had been synonymous with Hollywood grandeur, with the larger-than-life movies he orchestrated. “DeMille directed,” film historian Kevin Brownlow once noted, “as though chosen by God for this one task.”

So iconic was DeMille, in fact, that it can be difficult to see the filmmaker beneath the massive mountain of hype. Peel away the autocratic on-set persona; the riding breeches and leather boots he always sported; the masterful self-promotion; the sonorous, godlike voice that often narrated his own works; and what emerges is a prolific showman consumed with supervising every detail of the filmmaking process, from storyboards to props to marketing.

Like his predecessor, D. W. Griffith, Cecil Blount DeMille began as an actor. In 1913, following a stint producing stage plays in New York, DeMille partnered with Jesse Lasky to form the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company; it would eventually blossom into Paramount Pictures. Contrary to popular mythology, 1914’s The Squaw Man was not the very first feature-length film, but it was one of the first made in the up-and-coming film epicenter of Hollywood, California. The modestly budgeted western was a box office smash, and it was DeMille’s directorial debut.
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Cecil B. DeMille on location in Egypt for The Ten Commandments, 1954





He honed his craft with more than a dozen subsequent features in two years, but it was The Cheat (1915) that earned DeMille recognition as an important director. Though its plot was sheer salacious melodrama, elements in The Cheat’s editing and cinematography were years ahead of their time. The courtroom scene, for instance, begins with a high-angle view from the back of the room, and proceeds with an array of unconventional shots, including 180-degree reversals and a slow track across the jury box. Using a special placement of spotlights, DeMille pioneered a high-contrast chiaroscuro style he termed “Rembrandt lighting” (also known as “Lasky lighting”), to drench dramatic moments in atmosphere—such as when the sadistic Tori (Sessue Hayakawa) burns the flesh of his captive (Fannie Ward).

“I’ve learned what to do and what not to do from watching a lot of DeMille’s films. There’s very naturalistic acting, and then suddenly, out of the blue comes something which is almost preposterous. It’s like naturalism and bathos, naturalism and absurdity, it just goes back and forth. And I think he probably knew what he was doing.”

—STEVEN SPIELBERG

Taking a cue from Griffith’s game-changing 1916 historical epic Intolerance, DeMille answered with his own saga that same year, Joan the Woman, complete with an early color process to embellish Joan of Arc’s burning at the stake with blazes of orange and gold. Virtually each film he released seemed to top the last, boasting a more impressive effect or larger set piece. DeMille was at the forefront of defining the Roaring Twenties with his sophisticated marital farces, among them Don’t Change Your Husband (1919) and Why Change Your Wife? (1920), both starring Gloria Swanson, who shot to megastardom in these opulently appointed comedies. Making light of love, infidelity, and divorce, these social satires exhibit a wry understanding of women’s new roles as equal partners in relationships. DeMille’s longtime female collaborators (among them editor Anne Bauchens and screenwriter Jeanie Macpherson) assisted with the feminine viewpoint.
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Sessue Hayakawa and Fannie Ward in The Cheat, 1915





In tackling The Ten Commandments (1923), DeMille expanded the definition of epic, constructing towering replicas of ancient Egyptian monuments, employing 2,500 background extras (not to mention all the camels and goats), and using two-strip Technicolor to enhance major scenes. He also injected sex appeal into the Bible by glorifying sinful scenarios of pagan revelry, only to have Moses condemn them with his tablets of stone. This potent combination of religion and sex would make his talkies just as popular as his silents. The ancient Roman yarn The Sign of the Cross (1932) pushed the limit of lasciviousness with a naked Empress Poppaea (Claudette Colbert) frolicking in a bath of asses’ milk, a lesbian dance of seduction, and an unbridled pagan orgy.
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Victor Mature and Hedy Lamarr head a cast of thousands in Samson and Delilah.





The post–World War II years found DeMille—then approaching seventy—in greater demand than ever. In 1949, the director delivered a full-scale return to his glory days with Samson and Delilah, a Technicolor tale of lust and betrayal snatched from the Old Testament, led by a bejeweled Hedy Lamarr (Delilah) and a bewigged Victor Mature (Samson). The crowds ate it up. New York Times reviewer Bosley Crowther offered a tongue-in-cheek checklist comparing Samson and Delilah to DeMille’s previous epics: “There are more flowing garments in this picture, more chariots, more temples, more peacock plumes, more animals, more pillows, more spear-carriers, more beards, and more sex than ever before.” Critics sometimes accused DeMille of bad taste, but no one could deny his dazzling showmanship or his instinct for pleasing the public. The family-friendly circus drama The Greatest Show on Earth (1952) ramped up the people-pleasing (and the razzle-dazzle), making it the highest-grossing film of the decade and finally copping the oft-snubbed DeMille an Oscar for Best Picture.

DeMille’s grand finale was a mammoth remake of The Ten Commandments. No stranger to revamping his own work (he updated The Squaw Man twice, in 1918 and 1931), he always defended his remakes with the immodest argument that “You don’t throw away a Renoir after you’ve seen it once. You want to see a masterpiece time and again.” For The Ten Commandments (1956), he pulled out all the stops. Nearly four hours long and the most expensive picture ever made at the time (at a final cost of over $13 million), the VistaVision spectacle was shot on location in the deserts of Egypt, one-upping the silent version, which had been filmed in central California. DeMille suffered a heart attack while shooting, but returned to the set the next day, and spent two years crafting what would become a timeless biblical classic that’s been televised every Easter since 1973.

Although he died in 1959, DeMille’s name is still known to millions. His legacy lives on in the Cecil B. DeMille Award, a special Golden Globe given annually to those who have made “outstanding contributions to the world of entertainment.” DeMille’s influence can be seen in the grand visions of recipients Walt Disney, Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese, Oprah Winfrey, and other innovators who think big.


MUST-SEE MOVIES

THE CHEAT (1915)

MALE AND FEMALE (1919)

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (1923)

THE KING OF KINGS (1927)

CLEOPATRA (1934)

SAMSON AND DELILAH (1949)

THE GREATEST SHOW ON EARTH (1952)

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (1956)



KEY SCENE TO WATCH

The parting of the Red Sea by Moses had been a technical marvel in the 1923 The Ten Commandments, but it paled in comparison to the event as depicted in DeMille’s 1956 Technicolor blockbuster. On a rocky cliff overlooking the sea, Moses (Charlton Heston) invokes the power of God as the sea roils and rises up, forming two 50-foot walls of water so that the Hebrews can pass safely through the dry seabed. In the age before digital effects, twenty-four tanks had to dump 360,000 gallons of water into an enormous trough on the Paramount Pictures parking lot; cameras mounted on each side captured the rushing waters to create the spectacle. It earned John P. Fulton the Oscar for Best Special Effects.










D. W. GRIFFITH

Years active: 1908–1931

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF KENTUCKY-BORN DAVID WARK Griffith to the burgeoning craft of moviemaking can scarcely be overstated. As reviled today for the overtly racist The Birth of a Nation (1915) as he is revered for his groundbreaking artistry, the still controversial “Father of Film” began his journey as a stage actor. Raised on a farm and forced to drop out of school at fifteen to help his widowed mother, Griffith had nothing in his background to suggest a theatrical career except a poetic streak and a father who used to read Shakespeare aloud. When employed by the Biograph Company as a film performer, he was asked to try directing because no one else wanted the job.

At that time, a director was seen as nothing more than an actor wrangler; fame, wealth, power, creative control—none of these perks was yet associated with the position when Griffith stepped behind the megaphone in 1908. He would soon elevate the role of director to an almost omnipotent status as he established narrative filmmaking as we know it.

Griffith was not the first to employ certain techniques, but he perfected the most ingenious motion picture developments to build the basic conventions of the craft. Cross-cutting two parallel scenes to heighten dramatic tension was a method used by Edwin S. Porter in the seminal The Great Train Robbery (1903), but refined by Griffith in his early Biograph shorts, such as The Lonely Villa (1909), a tale of a family held hostage by criminals. Close-ups had already been seen here and there, but not in the way that earned Griffith renown: he inserted intimate shots of Mary Pickford’s forlorn face at the beginning and end of the romantic melodrama Friends (1912) to express the heartbreak of lost love. Griffith’s use of the close-up as a subtle way of revealing thought and emotion (without the interruption of a title card) became one of his signature moves. It was soon adopted by every other director. In short, Griffith taught the world how to tell a story with moving pictures, using edits instead of words.
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D. W. Griffith directing The Birth of a Nation





The term production value did not exist in the 1910s, but that’s what Griffith and his longtime cinematographer Billy Bitzer brought to the fledgling silents. Exquisite lighting, detailed set design, authentic locations, and actors who exuded emotional realism; these became synonymous with Biograph’s output during Griffith’s tenure there before he went solo as an independent. Constricted by the one- and two-reel limitations of those early nickelodeon efforts, the director envisioned a more substantial film, one that constituted “a whole evening’s entertainment,” as he put it. His four-reel Judith of Bethulia (1914) proved a successful experiment, but others—including a novice filmmaker named Cecil B. DeMille—were already producing five- and six-reelers with runtimes of over one hour.

For his first feature-length film (and, at twelve reels, the longest anyone had yet dared), Griffith adapted Thomas Dixon’s inflammatory novel The Clansman as The Birth of a Nation. It was instantly recognized as the most technically advanced motion picture yet made—but also one of the most famously offensive films of all time. The Civil War drama stoked racial tensions by depicting its Black characters as savage criminals and the Ku Klux Klan as heroic saviors. Riots and protests from the NAACP and other groups ensued, but Nation still became the most profitable movie of its time. Despite the film’s unprecedented success (by 1977, it was estimated that 100 million people had seen it), the vicious, violent racism of The Birth of a Nation would outrage audiences for generations to come. The film introduced many of the negative distortions and stereotypes about Black Americans that became ingrained in popular culture, and even sparked a revival of the KKK and a wave of terrorizing attacks on the Black community. Griffith tried to deflect criticism by claiming, years later, that he had never intended to indict an entire race, reminding detractors that “the leading villain in the story is a white man.” But his words only revealed his obliviousness—not only to the damaging iconography he perpetuated, but to The Birth of a Nation’s detrimental effect on his legacy and to the contribution to generations of racial oppression.

“Whenever I had the chance, I watched while he [Griffith] directed, and tried to remember everything he said and did. Not many people are lucky enough to have a genius for a teacher and the lessons were free. All I needed to do was keep my eyes and ears open.”

—RAOUL WALSH

Griffith’s next production was even bigger, and was conceived, in part, to defend The Birth of a Nation against censorship. Intolerance (1916) was an epic diatribe against oppression and discrimination through the ages, from 539 BC to the present. Vast in its scope and colossal in its ambition, the thirteen-reel saga featured countless innovations, such as the tracking crane shot that establishes an enormous palace courtyard in ancient Babylon (Griffith and Bitzer achieved this effect by constructing a special elevator rigged with two cameras). As the four parallel narratives that compose Intolerance reach their denouements, Griffith does not merely cut back and forth between scenes, but leaps across centuries with ever-intensifying speed so that the audience is catapulted from era to era in split seconds.

So convinced was Griffith that his magnum opus would lead to world peace that he largely funded its extravagant production costs, initiating a descent into debt from which he never fully recovered. Yet he had given birth to the Hollywood epic. Los Angeles Times headlines heralded “a remarkable feat in photoplay construction” that held “thousands entranced” at its 1916 premiere. It could be said that all subsequent historical spectacles—from The Ten Commandments (1923) to Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and beyond—owe a debt to Intolerance.

Thomas Burke’s story of an abused young woman (Lillian Gish) who finds solace in a forbidden interracial relationship with a Chinese man (Richard Barthelmess), 1919’s Broken Blossoms was sublime screen poetry that reverberated through such later classics as Erich von Stroheim’s Greed (1924) and Federico Fellini’s La Strada (1954). Blossoms was Griffith’s first film distributed by United Artists, the company he cofounded with Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charlie Chaplin. By the time the beautiful but highly melodramatic Orphans of the Storm was released in 1921, the Jazz Age was in full swing, and Griffith’s Victorian values—characterized by virtuous, wide-eyed heroines tormented by villains—were gathering dust. To make matters worse, he lavished so much time and money on his self-produced movies that they were incapable of earning profits.
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Lillian Gish on Vermont’s White River for Way Down East






MUST-SEE MOVIES

THE BIRTH OF A NATION (1915)

INTOLERANCE (1916)

HEARTS OF THE WORLD (1918)

BROKEN BLOSSOMS (1919)

WAY DOWN EAST (1920)

ORPHANS OF THE STORM (1921)

ISN’T LIFE WONDERFUL (1924)



KEY SCENE TO WATCH

The final climactic sequence of Way Down East (1920) follows Lillian Gish’s long-suffering heroine, Anna, as she stumbles through a raging blizzard and collapses on a frozen river. The ice breaks, sending her careening dangerously toward the rapids. Griffith shot these scenes during an authentic New England blizzard in White River Junction, Vermont. Gish spent hours in the river wearing only a woolen dress, her hand and hair trailing in the icy water. “After a while, my hair froze, and I felt as if my hand were in a flame,” she recalled. This pulse-pounding finale was not in the source material (an 1898 play by Lottie Blair Parker), but was added by Griffith because he felt it would have a powerful impact on viewers.





When talkies took over, Griffith demonstrated a keen understanding of the process with 1930’s Abraham Lincoln (he had even dabbled in early sound with Dream Street in 1921). But it was too late. By then, techniques he pioneered had become commonplace; the cross-cutting, the ratcheted pace, the impressive locales. D. W. Griffith’s vision was now the norm, and he was left behind by the very industry he had shaped. Hollywood had become a factory, cheaply churning out movies with more speed and mass appeal than he possibly could.

Griffith was presented with an honorary Oscar in 1936 for his achievements as a director, and for his “invaluable initiative and lasting contributions to the progress of the motion picture arts.” Though honored by the gesture, he was by then derisive about the assembly-line direction the medium had taken. As his relevance waned, Griffith challenged the next generation of filmmakers to “attempt, at least some time in your life, to make pictures, or at least one picture, for posterity, for truth, for beauty, knowing full well it will not be popular.”
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Ancient Babylon as depicted in Intolerance












FRITZ LANG

Years active: 1918–1960

STARTING IN THE LATE 1910S AND WORKING STEADILY through the 1950s, prolific and ingenious director/screenwriter/producer Fritz Lang was an unstoppable filmmaking force for over forty years. His German Expressionist–rooted sensibility was sometimes diluted by the budgetary constraints and breakneck pace of the Hollywood studio system, but he never surrendered. While the genres Lang visited appear disparate at first glance (espionage, science fiction, film noir, western), most of his movies concern the criminal underworld, society’s underdogs, and the cruelty of fate. He was not especially concerned with exploring criminals, he has said, but “the social evils.”

Vienna-born Lang got his start writing screenplays for noted producer Erich Pommer in Berlin. But, almost immediately, Lang sought more control. “I didn’t like the way my scripts were developed on film,” he recalled, and cut a deal to direct his next script himself: the romantic tragedy Halbblut (Half-breed [1919]), now lost. In 1922, he introduced archvillain Dr. Mabuse in Dr. Mabuse the Gambler, and would revisit the supercriminal in later decades with two sequels.

One of many collaborations with his second wife, novelist/screenwriter Thea von Harbou, Metropolis (1927) broke new ground as the world’s first science fiction epic, yet was neither a critical nor a box office success in its day. Lang had the last laugh, though, when Metropolis was later hailed as “one of the greatest sacred monsters of the cinema,” in the words of film historian David Bordwell. The iconography of Metropolis is monumental: the oppressed masses who
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