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A Short Survey of the Film in Ameriea
circulated by
The Museum of Modern Art Film Library

Program I
The Development of Narrative: 1894-1911

The Execution of Mary Queen of Scots 1893-4
Produced by The Edison Co. Directed by William Heiss, Cast: Unknown.

Once people had overcome their amazement that the moving picture really
moved, the new invention was appreciated because it could record the present
—topical views of Fifth Avenue or a French railway station were muech
enjoyed—and because it could recreate the past. This ruthless little Edison
film was made for the peep-show, or kinetoscope, but in February 1894 Jean
A. LeRoy succeeded in projecting it on a screen. After 1895, films were com-
monly shown on screens.

Wash Day Troubles 1893
Directed by Edmund Kuhn. Cast: Mrs. Edmund Kuhn and others.

The film could do more than record and recreate: it could invent new stories.
Comic incidents like this were improvised from the earliest days, and devel-
oped later into slapstick comedy.

It was after the period now under review that the American film devel-
oped its own characteristic expression. During the early years foreign films
contributed much to the repertory of the cinema in America. Trick films
and historical films from France, spectacles from Italy and melodramas
from England were widely shown. .




A Trip to the Moon 1902

Produced and directed by George Méliés. Story, design, scenery, effects by
George Méliés. Cast: George Méliés, dancers from the Théftre du

Chatelet, acrobats from the Folies Bergéres.

Méliés made hundreds of films between 1896 and 1914. His experience as
an illusionist and magician helped him to exploit the camera’s resources,
go that he quickly hit upon stop-motion photography for magical trans-
formations and disappearances, used a close-up as early as 1896 and made
the first film by artificial light. His influence can be traced in innumerable
films but most markedly in French advance-guard work like Cocteau’s
The Blood of a Poet.

Clearly, Méliés regarded the film literally as a series of tableaux vivants,
though he achieved a continuity by overprinting the end of each scene on the
beginning of the next, As in most early narrative films, the scenery is disposed

and the characters move horizontally as on a stage in view of an audience.

The beautiful painted backcloths, movable scenery and stylized props Méliés
himself designed, and executed in grisaille: he was an enthusiastic student
of Prud’hon, Delacroix and other Romantic painters. Méliés notably devel-
oped screen narrative by ransacking literature for stories to tell and by telling

them in his own energetic and imaginative manner.

A Trip to the Moon was made when most films were only three minutes long.
It displays the richness of Méliés’ invention and humor: his zooming close-up
of the face of the moon is masterly and the whole film is charmingly unreal-
istic and gay.

This print is incomplete: there should be thirty instead of the present twenty-
five tableaux. Scenes of rejoicing when the explorers return to port are miss-
ing at the end.




The Great Train Robbery 1903

Produced by The Edison Co. Directed by Edwin S. Porter. Cast: George
Barnes, “Bronco Billy” Anderson, A. C. Abadie, Marie Murray and
others.

This short story in cinematography created a sensation upon its appearance
and has become a clasgic of the screen. The whole feeling of the film is defi-
nitely cinematic, movement is employed towards and away from the camera
as well as horizontally in front of it. Once or twice the camera is even swung
to follow the action. The sudden close-up with which the picture ends could,
according to the original Edison catalog, be inserted either at the end or the
beginning as desired.

The story is told falteringly and the continuity is crude, yet already here is a
feeling for the inter-play and assembly of short ghots which D. W. Griffith
afterwards mastered and the Russians have since developed into modern
montage. Porter had hit upon the principle of film editing.

Its style is mixed. In the chase scenes there is not a trace of the theatrical: the
dance-hall has a stage backdrop with painted stove and lamp; in the station-
master’s office a horizontal stage-set looks onto the great outdoors.

When issued, the film was printed on tinted celluloid—yellow for the dance-
hall, bluish-green for the woods. Since tinted stock is seldom used today, it
has not proved practical to match the color of the original.

Faust cl1905
Produced by Pathé. Director and cast: Unknown.

This is not the Faust which Méliés made, but another version. The last half
of the film is missing, Like so many of the early French pictures it was issued
either plain or hand-colored: the coloring cost extra and was done in bright
stained-glass or stereopticon hues.

It is interesting to note how, in an effort to let the audience know what the
actors were thinking, “visions” were used as here when the tapestry on the
wall gives place to Marguerite’s memory of her meeting with Faust.




Queen Elizabeth 1911

Directed by Louis Mercanton. Acquired through the courtesy of Paramount.
Cast: Sarah Bernhardt, Lou Tellegen and others.

“This is my one chance of immortality,” Sarah Bernhardt said when first
asked to act for the screen. The ability of the film to bring eminent persons of
the day before the widest public has preserved for us here a ghostly souvenir
of the theatrical past. It was Adolph Zukor who acquired this French picture
and distributed it here as the first of the “Famous Plays with Famous Players™
with which the career of the firm we now know as Paramount was begun.
“Presented by Daniel Frohman,” it made its first appearance at the Lyceum
Theatre, July 12, 1912, The story of the film’s introduction to and subsequent
career in this country is well told in Will Irwin’s “The House That Shadows
Built.” (Doubleday Doran, 1925).

Queen Elizabeth is a photographed play rather than drama conceived in terms
of the cinema. There is, nevertheless, a distinet shock to the spectator when,
at the conclusion, the star takes a curtain, for on the screen the player has
hardly ever stepped out of his role. (A recent exception occurred in Escapade,
with William Powell and Luise Rainer). It is noticeable that the acting, which
is for the most part decidedly statuesque, at times becomes painstakingly
pantomimie, especially in the scenes between the Queen and the Countess of
Nottingham. Long subtitles are also employed throughout, each of which

describes carefully the action about to take place.

Sarah Bernhardt’s prestige surpassed that of any player now living: she could
do no wrong, and the fact that ghe had consented to act for the films did much
to diminish prejudice against the movies. The success of this film and of the
Italian spectacle Quo Vadis helped to establish the longer feature.

Iris Barry

The music for this program was arranged by Miss Alden Beach.

The next program in this series will be
The Rise of the American Film




