Centre for Film Studies.

LT121: Introduction to Film Studies.

Week 3, Class 2:  Complex Narrative and ‘Film Grammar’.

1. Development of the Language of Film – D.W.Griffith.  The limitations of film-making technique of the early cinema were mentioned in last week’s class. Essentially these were due to a failure to see film as other than a form of theatre in which continuous uninterrupted action (Aristotle’s unities of time and place) was presented to the audience and in which the efforts of actors were presented to the audience directly and from a uniform point of view. In short the potential for different camera placement, inter-cutting of short sequences of action that could be differentiated in both time and place, and the development of longer, more complex stories all escaped the earliest film-makers. This criticism needs to be qualified to some extent; examples of imaginative reaching beyond these limitations do emerge through the early period (roughly 1895 – 1910). But these tend to be isolated instances that are not taken up in any general way – experiments that fail to ‘go anywhere’. The major figure who breaks away from these early limitations, who ‘invents’ the grammar of film-making, is David Wark Griffith (1875 – 1948). He it is who systematically and progressively breaks with ‘early cinema’ conventions and develops methods of camera placement and movement, editing, and acting styles in a manner which makes his films the most popular of the day. His success had inevitable commercial consequences and ensured that his methods were copied by all his competitors and fellow film-makers. In fact they formed the basic language of narrative film-making that is used to this day in the creation of mainstream movies. Even those who seek to challenge this language (for whatever reason) are acknowledging Griffith, if only by default.  

Some quotes on Griffith:

· The great discovery at which he would arrive, bit by bit, was that a scene could be split up into small fragments, incomplete in themselves, out of which the whole could be reassembled. This, he recognised, gave him much more command of dramatic and emotional effect.  (Robinson, 128)

· Griffith broke the “twelve foot” convention, which used the screen like a proscenium arch. (Ibid.)

· Griffith realised that the content of the shot should determine the camera’s relation to it. (Mast & Kawin, 57)

· Griffith discovered the power of two moving-camera shots: the pan and the travelling shot. (Ibid, 58)

· Griffith’s “discovery” was far more than a mere technique or assortment of devices; it was the way to make film narrative, storytelling with moving images, consistently coherent. (Ibid. 58-9)

The meaning of this last quote, which goes to the heart of the matter, is illustrated by a comparison between Porter’s The Great Train Robbery (1903) and The Girl and Her Trust,  (not to mention the two Griffith shorts recommended for “further viewing,” The Mothering Heart and The Burglar’s Dilemma). Porter is an innovator and deploys an embryonic form of editing to create a relatively complex narrative structure; but the structure is crude, the links between sequences are ill defined, and some aspects of the narrative are hard to follow. The narrative sequencing is made to appear arbitrary through the lack of establishing shots and the absence of inter-cutting. At the same time Porter does create something more exiting and varied than his contemporaries but this imaginative development is not followed through or developed. Griffith, working a decade later, makes full use of the opportunities that technological advance gives him. He may well have ‘copied’ Porter but he carries the ideas to their logical conclusion and adds many of his own. 

Nine years separate The Great Train Robbery (1903) and The Girl and Her Trust (Griffith, 1912). Comparing the two films makes clear the way in which both the deployment of the camera and the technique of editing have developed during this relatively short period of time. Note the way in which the later film varies the distance of the camera from the action, including moments of relative close-up. The organisation of scene and location (mise-en-scene) is much more complex and detailed. Extensive use of made of match on action (going through a door from one space to another for instance) to create the impression of continuity of movement – ie of time and space. Cross cutting is also used to relate simultaneous action in two different places. The filming of the train is on a much greater scale and much more use is made of it as a dynamic and dramatic resource. (The camera travels at speed parallel to the speeding train.) A continuous, logically constructed narrative is created. The whole effect is more highly wrought – the experience of watching film has become more compelling. (See extracts).
At the same time the two films do share some common features: it is the cinematic power of the storytelling that has changed so much and was to continue to do so. 
Griffith had a very long career and directed an enormous number of films. However he was not able to sustain the success of his early pioneering work and his popularity did not survive the coming of sound. This was in large part due to the fact that Griffith was a Victorian and his films were largely melodramatic in form (the Belasco effect, films that copied theatrical melodramas made popular by the impresario Belasco), and moralistic in tone: our two “further viewing” films illustrate these characteristics perfectly. Nothing could have been less acceptable to hedonistic America of the 1920s. His reputation is based on his undoubted silent masterpieces, The Birth of a Nation (1915), Intolerance (1916), Broken Blossom (1919), Way Down East (1920), and what these meant for the development of the art of narrative cinema. For a modern movie that conveys something of the stature of Griffith and his efforts in creating epics such as Intolerance see the Taviani Brothers’ Good Morning Babylon (1987). 

2. The Silent Cinema Develops: Buster Keaton’s Sherlock Jnr. (1924)

The difference in narrative complexity and technical sophistication between Sherlock Jnr. and The Great Train Robbery or even The Girl and Her Trust  is very marked. Although the humour of the film is largely based on Keaton’s extraordinary talent as an acrobat in the vaudeville tradition and his apparent ability to survive the most prodigious falls unhurt (partly an illusion at least – Keaton broke many bones in his career) it also features a very early awareness of the nature of cinema and of our relation to it, a relation largely governed by the narrative conventions that help determine our expectations of ‘story.’  There is no mistaking the film’s recognition of the cinema as a vehicle for the creation of our dreams, both those wishes that we know are forever beyond our reach and those whose seeming possibility draws us into action. At the same time the comedy of violence without pain or injury, such a feature of humour both in the cinema and elsewhere,  illustrates Bergson’s notion that in comedy human beings behave and are treated like machines. The cinema is itself a machine and machines of various kinds are very prominent features of Keaton’s cinematic world.

The film begins in the cinema and focuses on a young man who aspires to emulate the great detective (who is, of course, a fictional character) but whose ‘real’ job is as a film projectionist (and sweeper up). The contrast between his dreams which he will never be able to fulfil and his everyday reality is marked but enables the film to make its initial point while also providing the opportunity for some old-time vaudeville sight gags about dollar bills (which are also about poverty and hard times). The gap between the unrealisable fantasy of being the great detective is displaced by the perhaps realizable fantasy of winning the love of the Girl. The lineaments of both these ‘stories’ of how life can be, are drawn from the movies and the film makes this point by dissolving the boundary between ‘reality’ and dream in the subsequent narrative. The sequence in which the dreaming Boy’s fantasy self enters the world of the film that is being projected in the cinema in which he works is masterly in its technical accomplishment. The sequence was very complex for its time and its effectiveness remains to this day – it still works. It also stands as a metaphor for the way in which we enter narratives in our own lives that our culture has constructed for us. On entry to the film within the film we are then shown an exercise in a comedy of bewilderment and mishap as the boy falls with apparent continuity of action from one different situation to another. The ‘action’ of this sequence has nothing whatsoever to do with the action in either of the film’s worlds; it is a pure exercise in cinematicity, a comic demonstration of what the cinema can do to amuse and amaze; this demonstration is based purely on editing (and the meticulous organization of screen space). The result is, paradoxically, a masterly exercise in continuity editing and a comedic sequence that relies on the complete disruption of the logic of place. 

As the film within the film develops, the boundaries between the world of the Boy and Girl and the world of the film within the film dissolve altogether and what we see is a highly inventive series of comic episodes in which the difference between ‘real’ and fantasy characters ceases to matter. When the ‘dream’ sequence ends with the Boy’s awakening we find that it is the Girl who has solved the ‘real’ crime and the boy is left to find his future path still being mapped out for him by a fictional narrative (love, marriage, family) but represented on the screen, that world which he has come to realise is associated with dreams rather than the realities of the world; he scratches his head in his bewilderment  - as do we all when we follow our own narratives into a world in which they do not fit. 

3. This Week’s Reading.
Everson.  Everson devotes one chapter to Porter and Griffith and the way in which their film-making (and the companies for which they worked – Edison and Biograph respectively) influenced the development of ‘film grammar’. His other chapter deals with Birth of a Nation and the films and directors who followed the first great movie sensation. He charts the way in which others superseded Griffith but, at the same time, were indebted to him as the great innovator whose ideas they followed. Everson suggests that it is largely due to Griffith that, by 1914 the movies “. . . had earned the right to be called art.” (71)

Musser.  Musser draws on quite detailed knowledge of early cinema, tracing the way in which exhibitors, responding to rapidly changing popular tastes, played a significant part in early cinema development. Some film-makers such as Porter began as exhibitors and followed the ‘natural’ business path of combining the production and exhibition roles, a path which the studios were to follow as the industry grew. Musser makes much of film’s similarity to the experience of the railways, the latter being one of the most significant developments of the C19th along with the coming of industrial and urban modernity. He details the way in which trains played an important part as subjects for the early ‘actuality’ films and how they also fitted easily into the genre that grew out of these primitive earliest efforts, the travel films. The latter employed various techniques which amounted to simple montage or editing to create a longer and more varied film experience. Thus it became a short step to the creation of fictional cinematic narrative and the eventual emergence of Griffith’s form of realism. All of these important trends can be detected in Porter’s The Great Train Robbery which Musser analyses in some detail. As Musser states on p. 125, “. . . a film like Boarding School Girls Porter, 1905) . . . come[s] much closer to obeying basic rules of classic cinema, particularly the need for a seamless mimetic consistency.” (By this he means the effect of ‘continuity editing’.) In effect Musser’s article ‘fills in’ the 15 year gap between the Lumiere Brothers and Griffith; what he describes are the developments which Griffith continued, enlarged and had ‘codified’ by 1913, but which others like Porter had ‘invented’. 

4. Extracts. 
(i) The Great Train Robbery (Porter, 1903). A relatively complex narrative. The Western Genre. The robbery of the passengers – imaginative and complex- not ‘theatre’. 9 mins 52 sec – an epic for its day. Different scenes but not clearly connected. Static camera, no close-ups – therefore no facial expressions. Acting style therefore uses whole body and is exaggerated (by today’s standards). No cutting within a scene. “Crime does not pay.”

 (ii)  Way Down East (Griffith, 1920). All the principle elements of (silent) film grammar are now deployed. Camera is placed according to the required meaning and structure of the shot. Cuts to closer shot – results in alteration of framing. Use of close-up. Facial expression to convey meaning and emotion. Angle of vision varies. Characters are shown individually and collectively within same sequence. Lighting is used to create variable effects. 2 hours 25 mins. long – compare with GTR. 

  On the ice. Intercutting with close-up and distance shots to create effect. Considerable realism achieved re. river and ice. Intercutting with shots of real major falls (Niagara). Timing of cutting sequence builds real tension. A ‘big finish’ for a big film. 

(iii) Sherlock Jnr. Keaton’s use of cinematography and editing to create comic and completely non-realist effects. 

5. Further Viewing:

Rescued By Rover (Hepworth, UK, 1905)  This short film is an further example of the way in which cinema began to respond to the need for narratives that would claim the attention of an audience. Simple continuity of action in time and space is constructed by editing sequences together; it is the way in which this is done that leads the audience to ‘construct’ the continuous narrative that they desire. 

The Mothering Heart and The Burglar’s Dilemma (D.W.Griffith, US, 1912-13). Further evidence of the way in which Griffith used the techniques of continuity editing and abandoned restrictive rules on lighting and camera placement to develop ever more complex cinematic 

techniques which result in narratives that are, paradoxically, increasingly convincing and easy to ‘read’. In other words we see the growth of ‘classical realism’. What becomes increasingly clear in these little films, average length about 15 mins., is Griffith’s development as a cinematic (ie visual) story-teller whose roots are firmly in C19th. melodrama. Cinematically these narratives, although simple, do show how Griffith begins to exploit varied camera placements; the camera is almost always front and centre but he does vary its distance from the action, abandoning the “whole body” rule and featuring characters who walk towards and past the camera, as well as into and out of shot from the sides of the frame. He uses external locations freely, including effective scenes shot by the sea (The Unchanging Sea, 1910). He also composes internal scenes of considerable complexity, involving large numbers of people and a good deal of movement, as in the cabaret scenes in (The Mothering Heart 1913). The comparison between these two, separated in time by a mere 3 years, indicates how rapidly film-making techniques were developing at this time. However it should be noted that moving camera and short takes remain rare.  The Mothering Heart does  features cross-cutting however, and there is evidence of a growing use of match-on-action editing technique. Note also the range and compelling power of the performances of Lilian Gish, whose career outlasted that of both Griffith and silent cinema, as illustrated in Night of the Hunter (1955).  

These Biograph Shorts were made in a six year period from 1908 to 1913. Together they display the techniques that were to be employed in much more highly developed form in The Birth of a Nation (1915).  
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