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Ba THE #1IMS OF D W, CRIFFITH

The magnihcence of the Babylonian sequence i In-
tolerance can hardly be overstated. | cannot vouch for its
histarical accuracy, but its dramatic power 1s over-
whelming. It revives the glory of the ancient world and
stimulates the imagination as few films have even at-
tempted to do it. Yet Intolerance could not move us as it
does for this reason alone. The hAnal justihcation of the
hlm is that it makes us care for human beings and what
they represent. If we grant that Gnffith fails to extend to
Pharisees the same charity that he nghtly and gladly
proffers to publicans, grant his unfairness to settlements
and foundations, grant that the specific measures he ad-
vocates and opposes may well occasion intelhigent dis-
sent, he was still everlastingly nght in his basic contention
that charity stinks when it is given without love, and we
know this better now than we did in 1916. Unfortunately
1t is still true in these latter days that many persons’ idea
of justice is “an eye for an eye, a tooth tor a tooth, and a
murder for a murder,” that war is “the most potent
weapon forged in the hres of intolerance,” and that con-
querors still cry, “*Kill, kill, kill, and to God be the glory,
world without end, Amen.” When [J. W. Grifith made
Intolerance, he was thinking of the Alm as a universal
tanguage, directed toward understanding and good will
and offening the hope of amelioration of ancient wrongs.
[t did not turn ocut that way, but that was not Gnffith's
fault. And though it i1s now the fashion to call him naive
for having believed, one may still be pardoned for con-
tinuing to feel that his naiveté may entitle him to a
higher place in the New Jerusalem than the disitltusioned
sophistication of those who have succeeded him.

Thus the final greatness of this great hlm lies some-
where beyond its heroic scope, the grandeur of its sets, or
its appeal to the imagination. [t even lies beyond the
technical innovations that were so far ahead of their time
that for many years they were thought of as having
onginated much later with the Germans and the Rus

sians. It is a great thing to be able to manipulate and
control multitudes to achieve a dramatic effect, but it is
greater to be able to deal with mdividual human beigs so
as to draw ont of them such acting as deepens the
humanity of all who see them. Gnfhth certainly does not
leave us indifferent to the people in the French and the
Babylonian stories. Take the wonderful moment in the
French story in which the priest draws the fleeing
Huguenot child under his robe and mto his house, -
dicating to her pursuers that she had fled down the street.
This was more than an attempt to placate Catholic
viewers; it was an afhrmation of Grifath's belief that there
is decency and humanity in men belonging to all parties
and all creeds.

Yet when all is said and done, the greatest tnumphs
in this kind are won in the modern story. Mae Marsh’s
anguish in the courtroom scene has been praised often
enough though not too highly, but surely her greatest
scene, and Harron's too, comes at the very end, when they
clasp each other again after he has been brought down
from the gallows. “This is a moment so true and so per-
fectly handled that one can hardly view it, no matter how
often he may have seen the film, without tears, and surely
it is one of the finest things that have ever been filmed.
Moreover, though the attention is rightly focused on the
principals, it is not the Jeast of the virtues of this scene
that the minor characters in it—the Governor's wife, the
priest, and at least one of the prnison ofhcials—are drawn
into its emotional pattern and make their contnbutions
to its overwhelming total effect. Can it be that they
represent ourselves? Here is humanity naked and un-
ashamed-not of sin, which is faunted often encugh—
but of love and innocence, which we so often fear and try
50 desperately to conceal. Surely something like this was
the effect Grifhith dreamed of and hoped that s film

mught create in the hearts of the world.
E. W,

The Fall of Babylon and The Mother and the Law

For the D. W.Gnffith Repertory Season at New York's
Ceorge M. Cohan Theatre, in the summer of 1919, the
director took two stories from Intolerance and presented
them as solo features. Following their New York pre-
miéres, both films were released on a states’-rights
basis.

The first to emerge as a separate film was The Fall of
Babylon, which opened on July 21. Gnifhith took the basic

story as it had appeared in Intolerance; shightly reedited
it; shot some additional footage, largely of Constance
Talinadge as the Mountain Girl and George Fawcett as a
Babylonian judge; and added a new endmg. Instead of
meeting death by a Persian arrow, the Mountam Garl
escapes with the Rhapsode, and goes with hun to her old
home 1 the mountains.

For the premiére of The Fall of Babylon, the director

devised an entirely origial fonn of presentation. The
curtain rose on a totally dark stage, on which was a globe
representing the earth, and a woman (Betty Kaye) repre-
senting ancient Babylon. On the globe was projected film
of New York City. Then began the filin proper, showing
Babylon in all its splendor, and introducing the Mountain
Girl and the Rhapsode. Then, as the Moving Picture
World (August 2, 1919) explammed: “Durning a feast given
by Belshazzar to lus favonte, the action s transferred
from the screen to the stage by a clever arrangement of
hights, and the dance which follows seems an appropriate
part of the story. It is called the shawl dance, and, as
perforined by Kyra, 1s a remarkable exhibition of grace
and dexternty.”

The presentation returned to the film at the point
where Cyrus, King of the Persians, is intraduced. Before
the end of Act One of the program, at which the Persians
are defeated, there was one further cutback to the stage,
when Margaret Fritts and Samuel Critcherson, as the
Mountain Girl and the Rhapsode, sang a duet.

Act Two began with the stage set to represent a hall in
the Babylonman Palace, and with a dance by Betty Kaye.
The film, then, reopened with the Feast of Belshazzar.
There was one further stage sequence, immediately prior
to the fail of the city, at which point Kyra performed the
Dance of Undulation.

As Edward Weitzel commented 1n the Moving Picture
World: “'The novelty ot the method [of presentation| will
cominend it, and D. W, Gnffith 1s to be applauded for his
willingness to try something new and to add to the scope
of the screen.”” OF the film itself, Julian Johnsan in Pho-
toplay (October, 1919} wrote: “1t was most interesting to
me as 3 reminiscence of my original enthusiasms, as | view
them n longer focus, for where has there ever been such
pamnting, such sculpture, such complete reconstruction of
a civihizahion not only dead, but forgotten?”

The Mother and the Law was first screened on August
18, 191G, minus—some mught say thankfully—any stage
presentation. As with The Fall of Babylon, Gnfhth made
changes, shooting additional footage, editing other fool-
age, and using film rejected for the story as it appeared in
Intolerance.

The production contains a number of major changes.
The most major, and certainly the most moving of which
15 the mdication of the fate of the baby taken from the
Dear One. As a result of insufficient care in the hands of
the Jenkins Foundation, it dies. This event results in one
of the most emotional moments of the filin, in which the
[dear One sees her dead baby in the coffin and bids him
good-bye. Arthur Lennig movingly descnibes the scene in
his book The Silent Voice: “. . . the Dear One 1s told,
‘Owing to your lack of care of the baby before we took it,
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it has died.” The hd has been put on the siall grey coffin.
She asks that it be hifted and looks at the dead chuld. Then
she appraaches 1it, siniles, and touches it lovingly; only
when she hnds it cold do her eyes take on a look of pain.
The scene 15 one of the greatest of all Grifith’s attempts
to touch the human heart.”

Scenes featuring Mae Marsh with Robert Harron, not
i [ntolerance, include the couple's first date and their
honeymoon, which, apparently, took place in a lumber-
yard. There are also many additional scenes of Robert
Harron in prison, breaking rocks and passing an open
grave.

When Intolerance was first shown in Philadelphia, The
North Amernican of December 30, 1916, criticized the film
for its “libel against a class which comprises some of the
cleanest-souled, most unselfish and self-sacrificing women
of the nation,” and for its “intent to incite popular re-
sentinent against social workers, because—drawing the
inference from the whole film—because they are danger-
ous foes of the saloon and the brothel.” To counteract
criticism such as this, Gnthth added an extremely lengthy
sequence to The Mother and the lLaw, depicting the
valuable work undertaken by the Salvation Anmy. This
sequence included shots of Kate Bruce as a Salvation
Army worker comtorting an unmarned mother-to-be.

Extant prints of The Mother and the Law now end at
the freeing of the Boy at the gallows. According to a list of
titles in the D. W. Gnfhith Collection at the Museum of
Modern Art, the ilm ornginally ended on a happier and
cozier note. The final titles were:

“They won't hang him, Father?”
Two Years Later

The little hub of the new universe

“Shu'um toothums!”

Such titles indicate that the Dear One and the Boy were
blessed by a second child, but give no indication as to the
fate of the Friendless One.

As released 1 1919, The Mother and the Law 1s for me
on¢ of Gnflith’s most moving and finest works. With all
the splendors and disasters of earlier eras removed, the
viewer may concentrate on this ssimple story of human
love and human frailty. No actor and actress of the silent
screen have done anything to compare with the playing of
Robert Harron and Mae Marsh, and no director has come
closer to perfection in realism than has D. W. Gnffith in
The Mother and the Law.
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nearly reduced to mmobility, being permitted hardly any
more action than if they were posing tor thewr portraits.
Some matters, too, such as the degree of the Rhapsode’s
involvement in the treachery of the High Pnest of Bel, are
left unpardonably obscure. But none of this counts for
much against the Alwm's scope, power, passion, and
humanity,

Ft was of course so colossal a failure commercially that it
cast its shadow over all the rest of Grnithth's career, a fact
which stands in amazing contrast tots tremendous repu-
tation and influence. Its influence on hlm spectacle was
ot limited to Ilnce's Civilization, Toumeur's Woman,
DeMille’s Joan the Woman {the first of his big specta-
cles), to say nothing of the two Ben-Hurs, several Cleopat-
rags and many more, but extended to France (Abel
Gance), Germany (Fritz Lang), and above all to Russia,
where Lenin toured it through the country for a decade
and the great directors of the burgeoning Russian cinema
ased it as their textbook. ‘

Though the abstract title of the filim was probably
unfortunate, especially coming as it did alfter the greatest
title in motion picture history, The Birth of a Nation,
whose eloquence still rings down the years, its commercial
fatlure has never been adequately explained. The stock
explanations, which practically every writer on films par-
rots from his predecessors, are that the use of tour mter-
woven stortes puzzled the simple spectators of 1916, that
the intensity of the film and the restlessness and pace of its
last two reels wearied themn, and that its temper was
antipathetic to that of a nation that was preparnng to
make the world safe for democracy by joining m the
bloodiest war that human 1diocy had thus far achieved
aud by this means destrov war forever. “There 1s 50 much
in 1t,” wrote Ins Barry; “there ts too much of it; the pace
mcreases so relentlessly; its mmtense hal of tmages—many
of them only Ave frames long—cruelly hanuners the sen-
ssbility; its climax 1s near hystena.”

Bat none of this really seems to cover the case. Even the
Womun Who Rocks the Cradle, the recurrent shots of
whom Griffith ases to symbolize hife's progress and coun-
hipuity and to mark transitions from one age to another,
has been boggled over. One gentleman objected that she
had nothing to do with the story, yet she obviously has
evervthing to do with it, for all the characters are her
children. Another objected that to an andience the nnage
of a woman rocking a cradie could only mean that a baby
was coming, but babies are generally rocked after birth,
not before. Alexander Woollcott found “grotesque -
coherence of design and utter fatuity of thought” m
Intolerance, and Heywood Broun confessed to preterning
the contemporary Annette Kellerman swimn spectacle, A
Daughter of the Gods, because it contamed a story that

could be followed. Surely g man does not often have a
hetter chance than that to make a fool of himself, for the
truth ts that anyone who had trouble following Intoler-
ance might also be expected to huve trouble with “Lattle
Red Riding-Hood”; | could name you a dozen onereel
Biographs which presented greater difhculties but which
the nickelodeon, often largely juvenile, audiences seem to
have taken 1n their stnide. Fredenick james Smith was
quite just when he pointed out in the New York Dra-
matic Mirror that the trouble with people like Wonlicott
was that thev did not know how to watch a motion picture
or understand the difference between stage and screen
technique. As for the war, everybody who lived through
those years knows that the Amertcan nation as a whole
was not burning with zeal to emnbrace the conflict i 1916;
if this had been so, Woodrow Wilson would not have
been reelected because “he kept us out of war.” Indeed, if
the war had any mfluence apon the immediate fate of
Intolerance, my own guess would be that people stayed
away from it, not because their mood was militanstic but
because they were getting enough of war in the news-
papers. But 41l speculation of this kind 1s guesswork, no
matter where it comes out. |

One thing is clear, however: the graduates of the mick-
elodeon were much better equipped to understand In-
tolerance in 1916 than most of the people who went to see
it only because it was being presented m “legihimate”
theaters. For while the film was creative, even revolution-
ary, in its techimique, it had long roots in cinema history
and especially i Gnihth’s own. This was never better
pointed out than by the reviewer in the Boston Evening
Transcript; Grifith cannot often have encountered so
well informed an evaluation of his work, and he must have
rubbed his eyes to ind it in such a defimtely “upper class”
newspaper. One wonders whethier Amy Lowell read it
nearby Brookling; along with Hardy's Dynasts and
Carlyle’s French Revolution, Intolerance may well have
influenced her Can Grande's Castle.

The [general] effect 15 naturally a stunning departure from
the customary moving picture, developed though it s from Mr.
Criffith’s own invention, the “flash back.” But it is not so much
& departure from Mr. Grifhth's past as many will think, Just as
the two difterent stones told, one following another, i the two
halves of The Birth, may be traced techncaily to his carher
Biograph flms, The Battle and The Battle at Flderbush
Gulch, so you may bnd “studses”™ for the vanous parts of In-
tolerance 1 othier Blms made in those almost prehistonie hut
mmmortal days when the future of the photoplay and of Mr.
Griffith was being made at the old Biograph studios. The slum
life of the modern story in Intolerance was handled m halt a
dozen films ke The Musketeers of Pig Alley, blending the
romance of the “"gunman” with an istinate reatism of treat
ment. The fall of Babylon had its prototype m fudith of Beth-
ulta. The Christ story has figured m a dozew bits of allegory i

photoplays of other penads. The Renassance of Chartes TN 1
almost whollv novel to the screen but Grifhth has handled
[talian costumes of that penod m The Perfidy of Mary ¥ and
The Blind Princess and the Poet There s even a bit of
Gridhth's old “Pickford stuff” | 1o the gir] from the mountains
who descends upon Babylon, displays her tempestuons talents
i the marrage market, and ends by dniving a rocking chaniot to
the relief of the city.

The element of propaganda was just as evident 1 the old
Biograph days. Mr. Grifhith has always been fascmated by the
ability of the flm to show, both in action and i printed
“leaders,” an ethical point of view. He taught a sort of cave-maun
psychology m Man's Genesis . . . ; he showed the eternal struggle
of the scholar-husband and the hght-mmnded dancer-wife 1in O
and Water; he made a sort of Everywoman of the films ia The

Blind Princess and the Poet; and the hist mught be continued
shmost indehnitely,

Intolerance was A Drama of Comparisons,” depicting
“Love’s Struggle Throughout the Ages.” It began with
the modern story, which i its orniginal form had been
made mdependently. The other three stones were an
afterthought, prompted m part by Griffith's resentment
of what he considered the mtolerance that had been
shown toward him by those who had opposed the ex-
hibition of The Birth of a Nation and partly perhaps by
his fecling that The Mother and the Law alone was not
big enough to be issued as a successor to that Alm.

But the changes and additions did much more than
transtorm The Mother and the Law into a glant specta-
cle. hey universalized the theme, leaving the hero and
the heroine no louger merely this man and this woman
but Humanity, the helpless Little Man, who, in every
age, asks only to be allowed to enjoy his simple life in
peace, and whose happiness is forever being wrecked by
the exploiters who break in upon him and enslave him to
make him the tool of their cruelties and selfish aggran-
cizement, the mstruments of their ineaningless greed and
hate and lust. “"The little factory couple in the modern
street scene called The Dear One and The Boy,” wrote
Vachel Lindsay, “seem to wave their hands back to
Babvlon aund the orchestration of ancient memories,
The ages make 4 resonance behind their simple plans and
terrible perplexities.”” Many vears later, A, Nicholas Var-
dac expressed the same idea more elaborately:

The young wife rushing to save her unjustly condemned hus-
band from the gallows was ... of ounly contemporary impor-
tance, but its dramatic and thematic signhcance was hifted out
of all thne and presented as an eternal venty through the
wtercutting of the culmmating events of the other three spec-
tacles: Christ struggling toward Calvary, the Babvlonian
mountam gul racimg to warn Belshazzar that lus priests had

P An erray, sarely; see the stills from The Pertdy of Mary w Lallian
Gush's Borothy and Lillian Gish, p. 21,
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betrayed han, aud the Huguenot fighting his way through the
streets on St Bartholomew's Dav to save his sweetheart from
nassacre by the French mercenanies.

This, surely, provided abundant justification for
Gnfhth's not setting forth events “in their historical
sequence, or according to accepted forms of dramatic
construction,” but, as he says, "as they might flash across
a mund seeking to parallel the hife of the different ages.”

Grifith had been known for his ingenious manipula-
tron of shots for a long time and his capacity to break a
scene up 1nto shots that enable us to see it, sometimes
with mcredible speed and convenience, from different
points of view. Paul ('Dell, whose analysis of the action
of Intolerance is the best available substitute for seeing
the him itself, has analyzed the murder sequence 11 de-
tail, bnding that it runs about Aive minutes and comprises
111 shots. In this Blm, moreover, Gnfhth intercuts not
only within each story but between the stories, so that at
last everything coexists i g kind of Eternal Now. Like
Shakespeare, Grifhth also knew the difference between
dramatic hine and actual fime, and the tine element i
Intolerance 1s handled so skillfully that nobody is ever
tronbied by the fact that it seems to be taking as long to
carry the Boy to the gallows as was required for the whole
Fall of Babylon and Mauassacre of St. Bartholomew's,

The French story is closed somewhat earlier than the
others, and the Christ story is useful primarily for the
grandeur of its associations; if He too was a vichm of
mtolerance, then mmdeed we are dealing with a cosmuc
theme, and all who suffer innocently are, w Biblical par-
lance, filling up His sufferings. At at least one point the
parallelisin may be open to objection: however mnocent
the Boy in the modermn story may have been, many must
experience a faint sense of biasphemy when his march to
the gatlows 15 juxtaposed to Chnst's walk along the Via
Dolorosa. Yet even this might be defended by citing His
own words that “masmuch as ye have done it unto the
teast of these, ye have done it unto me,” and many of the
other juxtapositions do shed a light on the signthcance of
what 1s being presented that could have been achieved n
no other way. I for one wust adunt iy indebredness to
Paul O'Dell’s penetrating note on the placing of the
Boy's return to the Dear One after his first term o prison
i1 Juxtaposition to Belshazzar's feast in the Babylonian
story:

The link between the Boy's return and Belshazzar's feast 15
not so shight or arbitrary as 1t nught at frst seem. In both cascs
the atmosphere s one of rejoicig and anticipation of more
settied tunes abead: and m both cases there s also a sense of
loss—the Bov s confronted with the seizure of tus child whom
e has never seen—and in both cases also, the hope for the
future 15 soon to be destroved, quickly, and unexpectedly.
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The Mountain Gul brngs Belshazzar news of the attack
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CRITICISM

There are a good many of us who will never be convinced
that Intolerance 1s not the greatest of all motion pictures,
“the end and justification,” as Ins Barry has said, “of that
whole school of American cimemuatography based on the
terse cuttimg and disjunctive assemblv of lengths of hlm,
which began with The Great Train Robbery and culnn-
nated in The Birth of a Nation and m this.”

This is not to say that it is 2 flawless work of art. On the
contrary, it has enough faults to wreck any bl except a
very great one. It is full of melodrama and half-baked
soctology, and it sometinmes forces the note m an attempt
to achieve unity by making intolerance the root of ail
woes. Thouogh so great an anthonty as A, H. Sayee was
trfnimtim:sly unpressed by the Babylonan section, the
simplification of the struggle between Babyloma and
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Persta as a confrontation of “good guys’ against “bad
guys,” with the fall of Babylon a calamity for civihzation,
would be difhcult to substantiate; one wonders too how
the Temple of Love and the festival and orgy scenes were
supposed to support the hypothesis of Babvioman
superionty! The conflict between the vanous acting styles
emploved is sometines troublesome. Mae Marsh, Robert
Harron, and others in the modern story are naturalistic,
but Constance Talmadge as the Mountam Gul s ob-
viously giving a performance and 4 very good one at that,
Though we know Grifhth's own attitude roward Cather-
me de Médicis to have been one of cousiderable chanty
and understunding, Josephine Crowell presents her i the
Al as more demon than woman, while such figures as
Christ, Belshazzar, and the Pnncess Beloved are very
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