Weaving a Narrative

Style and Economic Background in
Griffith’s Biograph Films
TOM GUNNING

The spectre of D. W Grilhth, the mythical *lather” ol hiloas an an

form, haunts lilm history. All wo olten Grithth has been an excuse lor

a lack of scholarship on carly hlm. To relieve il scholars of the
burden and anxicty ol wading into the morass of anonymous or lttle-known
lilms that mark the early years ol the cinema, Grillith has been labelled as the
‘beginning’ of film as an art form. A whole barrage ol technigues have been
identified as Grillith “discoveries’. Or when this myth ol actual invention could
not be maintained, Grillith was seen as the man who first gave these techmques
meaning; or used them in an artistic context. A radical inversion ol this inyth has
also appeared. In this counter-myth, Grilhth is seen as the betrayer ol a purer
idea of film found in the work ol Mélies and Lumiere, as the man who
introduced the fatal element ol bourgeois narrative, the Adam lrom whose lall
filin 15 yet 10 recover.

Like any myth ol a lather’s role, both these approaches carry some-
thing of the significance and paradox ol Grithth’s place in film history. Yet some
attempt to demythologize Grillith’s contribution is necessary, il only 1o help us
understand the inyth more fully. An examination of the economic lactors at the
time of Grilhith's entrance into hlm shows the extent 1o which they determined
the transformations ol hlm Torn that appear in Grilhth's hrst hlms. Grilhth's
early work must be seen as a paradigm of the development demanded by the
new economic identity him was establishing, rather than as the m'_.lgig.;m
ul_a semi-mythical culture_hero. At the same time, Gnlfith's work appears
curiously overdetermined, lullilling certain expectations and aspirations ol the
hlm industry of the time, and yet also running intw conllict with them -
exceeding them. | feel that this excess created a tension between his work and
the film industry as an economic entity that was to pursue Grilfith throughout
his career. The way Grillith's carly style resulted from cerain demands within
lilm economics will be shown by an examination of the ilm industry in 1908-9
and the treatment ol one aspect ol his style during these
years. We may also find within the use of parallel editing something ol the
tension that would develop between Grillith and the very conditions which
allowed his film style w appear.

Griffith Films in Economic Context: The Years 1908-1909
Any close examination ol the early period of film reveals its non-monohtlie
mature. The penod Irom 1895 1w 1915, that is, from Lumiére o The Birth of u
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Nation, is nota unilorm slice o hlin history that can be Libelled sunply “early’ or
‘priomuve’ bl Our sk must be o tind the pomnts ol articulanon wathin this
penod, the breaks and reroutings in ilm pracuce Pracucally every year in this
wwenty-year period provides something ol a milestone i the development of
cinema. But the years 1908-9 are of a peculiar nature worth dehining. The
changes that begin in these years mark the natare ol him unal 1913, when other
lactors begin o dominate

1908 is a year not so much ol mnovanon as of crystallization. s not
the year ol the hirst story film, or of the lirst full reel (1,000-toot) or the first lilm
exchanges or nickelodeons. Rather, it is the year when the hlim industry tned 1o
kmitall these developments intoa stable industry. Penmanent hilin theatres, built
lor the showing of hilns, had begun appearing in 1905. A large number of steady
theatres had allowed tor the growth of hlm exchanges as a means of distnbution.
The hiln of one-reel length had become common by 1906. And by 1908 the
heads of the him industry saw economic organization as a way to unite all these
lactors into an assured proht-making system

The formation in December of 1908 of the Motion Picture Patents
Company (mrrc) was t be the means of this stabihization  The combine was an
agreement between the Edison Film Company and the other p'nm ipal Amnerican
producing companies to end the decade of lawsuits over patent nlnngements,
by acknowledging Edison’s priority. The American Mutoscope and Biograph
Company lelt confident in the strength ol its own patents (and the hnancial
support o the powerlul Empire Trust Company) and held back [rom joining the
combine. However, at the end ol 1908, Biograph was admitted on an equal basis
with Edison, and the mrec was officially forined

The mrre: brought to the hlm industry the kind of organization that
had been dominating American business since belore the wrn of the century.
Industry had moved away [rom a system of competition between nval firms
towards a variety ol pooling agreements and “trusts' which would limit compe-
ution. This process had encountered opposition from the government, the
strongest being the Sherman Anti-Trust Law ol 1890. However, control of
patents seemed a way to aircumvent those restrictions, and it was on this basis
that the mrre was formed.

Control of patents was only a means to an en.l. The aim of the mprc
was total control of the hlm industry in all us aspects. All of the major American
producing companies were included in the group (as well as the American
representatives ol several loreign companies: Pathé, Méliés, Gaumont and
Echpse). A lew inconsequential American firms and a large number of European
manulacturers were excluded. To further sew up ns control of the production
end of the industry, mrrc worked out a contract with Eastman Kodak, the
world’s largest supplier of film stock, for exclusive use of their product_Wath the
company pool ol patents, the mere_hoped 1o restrict the Amenican use of any

Exerting control over the various aspects of the flm industry was as
unportant a motivation lor the establishment ol the new hlim combine as the
regulation ol competiion among lilin production companies. In 1909 the me
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abolished Edison’s previous exclusive contract with the Film Service Associ-
ation, an organization of independently owned exchanges which had distni-
buted the hilms of the Edison combine. Instituting a new series of licences for the
exchanges handling their ilms, the mprc also exerted a large measure of control
over the methods of film distribution, setting release dates for films and hirm
price schedules for rentals. This led the way for a new unihed distnibution
corporation directly under the control of the merc, General Film, which was
introduced in 1910. With its patents for projectors and control of the major
sources of American films, the mprc could also exert pressure on film exhibitors,
instituting restrictive licences and a collection of royalties. Under the merc the
film industry was rearganized both vertically and horizontally under a central
controlling body.

Ultimately, the ‘Film Trust’ (as it was called by its rivals) lailed, for a
number of reasons. But what is important for our purposes is not the economic
defeat of the combine, but rather the desire in 19089 to create a centralized,

il pigabias Lol
permanent and stable industry. The mppc claimed its economic control of the
film industry would "uplilt’ the motion pictures, improving their contentand the
means of exhibition. In July 1909 the Moving Picture World praised its success in
this direction.! If we look carefully behind the Film Trust's rhetoric of reform,
we discover a major purpose of the mprc — the_wooing ol a middle-class
audience. In most Alm histories, this phenomendn is assigned a later date. Butlt
begins (as Russell Merritt has pointed out?) during Griffith's work at Biograph. It
is difficult 10 understand Grilfith's early work without being aware of this
background.

The push to make 1} respectable (i.e. acceptable to the middle class)
opened on two basic lronswmyﬂcﬂ&%ﬂ?ﬁ
ili_E_gt_rgs in which the ilms were shown. Both of these issues en inllamma-
tory in the hands of anti-hlm relormists. These groups had shown their ability to
convince authorities that films were an undesirable anti-social lorce when, in
December 1908, Mayor McClellan of New York City had.ordered all nickel-
adeons shut down as a threat to the city's physical and moral well-being To

succeed in capturing a new audience, the mprc had to deluse the criticisms of the

reform groups. In 1909 the People’s Institute, a liberal-minded reform organiz-

ation, set up the National Board of Censorship in association with the mpec. The
mepc submitted all films made by its ten-member companies to this board for
review. This support of Alm censorship had two aims: to ‘improve’ film content
and therefore attract a ‘better class’ of audience, and 1o keep censorship out of
the hands of the police and clergy who might deal more harshly with the films
than the producers wanted.

mppC's drive to improve theatres centred on an issue now almost
forgottent — fear of the dark. The darkness of the motion picture theatre
blackened film's image lor the respectable classes. In that darkness, anything
could (and perhaps did) happen. Crawling with real or imagined ‘mashers', the
darkened theatre was a place a middle-class patron hesitated to enter (unless, of
course, he was a masher). The merc stressed the possibility of lighting set-ups
whereby the theatre could be light enough 1o read a newspaper while the film
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was projected.” In an olhcial announcement, the mivc declared the ight theater
is one of the most desirable changes that can be made toward the elevation of the
motion picture business.™
The mere. did not single-handedly lather this desire to elevate him o
the level of middle-class entertainment. The hilm trade journals reflect this
longing lor middle-class respectability as well. We find this in their discussion of
the hlm theatres. The trade journals encouraged exhibitors 1o cater o the
creature comlorts of their customers, providing such things as iced water,?
comfortable chairs and proper ventilation * The Moving Picture World advised
against using sidewalk barkers for film shows, saying ‘this sort of thing jars the
nerves ol refined people 7
The terms ‘educational’, ‘instructve’ or *a moral lesson’ appear again
and again in the trade journals as a justificaton ol the ilm medium. The claim
that entertainment was in fact educanonal has long been an impomme—
American culture 1o justify (or disguise) [rivolous pasimes to a middle class still
dominated by a puritan ethic. The need lor films whose outlook would be
mcamr a constant theme in trade journals during
this period. The National Board of Censorship addressed itsell to this issue, but
the journals emphasized its finer points. “lmprove your pictures’, said Nickel-
odeon, *and you will improve the class ol patrons who come o your theater'®
Moving Picture World noted that Biograph's Confidence, a lm without a chase or
murder, would appeal to the ‘higher class’ audience ”
~ Along with the drive 1o eliminate gruesome melodrama or vulgar .z
comedy, we find during this period a lobbying for thehappy endingoas a
requisite for all hims. This enforced opumism seems in tune with the pursuit ola
middle-class audience. An ediorial in Nickelodeon states, "We are living in a
happy, beautiful, virile age ... we do not want sighs or tears. ... We are all
secking happiness — whether through money or position or imagination. It is
our privilege to resent any attempts to lorce unhappy thoughts on us ™" The
Moving Picture World also sounded this theme, saying in one review, "We object
to being made sad in motion picture houses.™'
All of this defines the years 1908-9 as the origin of a unified ellort to 5
attract the middle class to motion pictures, an effort that extends over the whole o
span of Griffith's work at Biograph (1908-13). As Russell Merritt has pointed
out, these are transition years, when film was still catering to the working cls

MMM This is the context within which Gnlhith's
Biograph work must be seen: a period of, on the one hand, the economic
stabilization of a large industry reaching a mass audience, and on the otherhand &
the decision of that industry that its ulumate stability lay in its ataining social R
respectability. '
Attracting a middle-class audience entaled more than lighung the
theatre and brightening the content of the hims. Tﬁs__ngmuu_smu;mmnl_lhc RN
filins would have 10 be brought more in line with the traditions of bouggeols
epresentation. One of the clearest signs of this is the hims made in 1908-9
based on lamous plays, novels and poems. Belore 1908, the pnmary sources lor
filins seem to have been vaudewiile and burlesque sketches, fairy-tales, comic




5|r|..l popular songs. These lorms stressed spectacular ellects or physical
action, rather than psychological motivation. Although sull in an elementary
form, film now looked towards more respectable narranve modcels and the
problems they entuled.

Many ol the adaptations that appeared were grected with the same
complaints by trade journals: the audience did not understand them " Film had
not yet developed a narrative style suited to the bourgeois traditions it wished to
emulate. The emphasis ol earlier hims had been on the technical mastery ol
magical effects (as in the “trick’ films of Méhes and Pathé) and the creation ol a
unified geography from shot to shot in the chase hlms. The need now appeared
for a series of film technigues that could articulate the narrative elements and
involve the audience in their unfolding.

Parallel eduting ywith its Iracturing ol the natural continuny of the
actions, i € most important ol these new techniques and the him
'l_Echmquc with which the name of Gnlluhis most cleaily Tied. Through paratiet
ediung we sense the hand of the storytelier as he moves Us from place to place,
wn:avingau\c’\wmmm The development of parallel edinng
can be seen not simply as the product of Griffith’s individual genius, but as a
response to the demand for a more complex narrative style. More investigation
is needed of the use of parallel editing by other film-makers during this period. It
may be that what | have to say about Grifhith's style is that it is merely typical of
film style of the period. However, my preliminary investigation of other film-
makers seems to indicate that Grilfith's use of the technique exceeds that ol
other film-makers and has a larger variety ol meanings. This excess and vanety
of meanings may represent Grilhth's movement beyond the style demanded by
the times.

Parallel Editing ot Biograph: Meanings and Implications
In a lecture at New York University, Noél Burch gave a handy schema for
describing the editing of early film. He pointed out that there are three basic
spatial relations possible between any two shots. The hrst, which he called
Calierity)is the movement [rom one location to an entirely different one (for

instance, in Porter's The Great Train Robbery, the edit Irom the girl untying the
telegraph operator in_his olfice to the interior of the dance hall). The next
possibility is an edit from one space to a space very near yet
dillerent [rom it. This obviously shades into alterity, but a clear example ol Tt
would be an edit [rom a character opening a door in an interior to an exterior
shot of the character emerging from the door. Most shov/counter-shot patterns
would be examples of proximity. The third spatial relation would be for a shot to
include part of the space of the preceding shot. The classical example of this
would be a cut-in 10 a close-up ol something previously seen in the preceding
master shot (e.g the close-up of the wrench near the end of The Lonedule
Operator). The cut from such a close-up back to the master shot would also be
included in this category. Although Burch does not use this term, | will call this
spatial articulationciver

Parallel editing is a subclass ol alterity. The traditional definition of
—_—
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the term would be alterity with the quahificaton ol simultaneous ume Qc
events within the shots. The classical examples ol parallel editing are sequ¥®es

of shots which altemate from one location, or group of characters, o another,

with the indication that the actions are occurning at the same tune. Closely

related to this strict definition ol parallel ediing - and in Gnffith's Biograph

films at poimts dilticult 1o separate from it — are aliernating patterns of shots
which do not necessarily happen simultaneously. (Chnistian Metz's term ‘alter-

nating syntagm’ in_ his essay ‘Some points i the semiotics ol cinema’, which

would include both patterns, might be useful here However, Metz later
separated the patterns more completely into 'parallel syntagm’ and “alternaung
syntagm’.'" The basic structure underlying much of Gnlfith's ediuing at Bio-

graph is this pattern ol interweaving one location or action with another, ol

interrupting one line of narrative development by a separate vne.

The history of parallel editing belore 1908 sull needs to be written.
Although isolated examples of it appear belore 1908 (particularly in European
hilms), it is extwremely rare in American hlins belore Gnlhth. Further research
may reveal that the role of Grilhith in making it a common element in film
narrative will be his strongest claim as one ol the lathers of the narrative filin
style. In any case, by 1909 Grilhith structures parallel editing in such a way that
the pattern overrides the unlolding of action within individual shots. In 1908
Grilfith had already cut between two threads of actions (Irom rescuers speeding
to save victims [rom some imminent disaster, such as a lynching about to uke
place, or a mechanically rigged pistol about 1o go off) to build suspense. With
The Drive Jor a Life (1909), Griffith begins to place his eduts so that they interrupt
the action at a crucial point, in the middle of a gesture. In this film a woman
scorned has sent her ex-lover's hiancée a box of poisoned chocolates. The lover
finds out and rushes off in a car o warn his hancée. Grillith cuts from the
speeding automobile to the innocent girl at home about to eat the chocolates. At
the end of each shot of the hancée, she is in the middle ol an action: holding the
chocolate to her lips or opening her mouth. Of course when we cut back 1o her,
she hasn't eaten the chocolate (she is interrupted by her sisters, or drops it, or
merely kisses it). Griffith builds suspense, then, not only by cutting away lrom
the dangerous situation, but also by placing his edit at a point where the action 1s
incomplete. The pattern of the editing overrides the natural unlfolding of the
action. The action’s continuity is noticeably interrupted, 1ts unity shced and its
development suspended, by the structure of the shots. One senses, then, the
intervention of the storyteller, the manipulator of narratve signs, who directly
invokes the audience's participation by withholding - for a moment - the
desired informarnion.

Griltith ased a structure similar o parallel ediing in non-suspense
sequences as well. The most lamous example of this 1s in A Corner in Wheal
(1909). In this iilm Grilhith cuts [rom the imancial gain of the Wheat King to the
sullering he causes farmers and the poor. In this case the primary thrust ol
Grilhth's ediung is not 5llnu|l-mtlly (though that 1s not ruled uutm:.%g_mﬁ,

(Merz's’ dlll!ﬂ‘tdlll'l‘g rcn wit

poor, is lound in a numbu ol Gnlfith’s Biograph hlins. First sketched in The
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Stl%ﬂll‘ﬂlll_fll‘)UB),1|;l|5L) appearsiny The Usurer (1910), Gold Is Not All (1910)
and One Is Business, the Other Is Crime (1912). The ierweaving in these hilms ol
rich and poor, exploiters and exploited, 15 articulated by pairs ol shots that
sharply contrast. The death of a poverty-stricken woman is cut with hosses
caring heartily at a restaurant (The Song of the Shird); the Wheat King’s lavish
entertainment is contrasted with poor people unable to buy bread (A Corner in
Wheat); a poor couple play with their children while a rich woman's daughier
dies (Gold Is Not All). The intervention here of the storyteller allows the creaton
of a moral voice, who not only involves the audience in reading the narrative
signs — recognizing the contrast - but also instructs them by causing them to
draw a moral conclusion.

Itis interesting to note that, in The Usurer, a 1910 near remake ol A
Corner in Wheat, Grillith combines this contrast pattern with the pracuice of
suspending the outcome of an action by an edit. In one shot we sce |lenry
Walthall as a poor man ruined by the Usurer's greed. He stands alone in his
apartment, points a gun to his breast, and shuts his eyes. We cut to the Usurer at
alavish party raising his glass. We return 1o Walthall staggering and Falling dead
on the floor. The pattern here is very interesting. On the one hand we have the
structure, already established in the hlm, of contrasting the evil joys of the rich
with the miseries of the poor. In addution, we have the intensilication given by
interrupting actions (both the pistol shot and the Usurer's raised glass; in the
shot following Walthall's death we return to the Usurer as he drinks). The
editing pattern (and particularly the ellipses of the actual firing of the gun, which
presumably occurs while we see the usurer raise his glass) certainly seems 1o
indicate simultaneity. The edit involves a degree of suspense, but since no rescue
is attempted this is not the main effect of the edit. The ironic juxtaposition with
its indication of cause and elfect becomes the principal meaning, Later in the
film, Grilfith cuts from the Usurer, accidentally locked in his own safe and
beginning to suffocate, to Walthall's dead body, underscoring the irony.

In Grilhith's later Biograph hims, some form of alternating pattern
increasingly underlies the narrative form, even in cases that don't involve
suspense or contrast. In 1912 and 1913, the first two shots [requently introduce
two characters (or two groups of characters) before they have actually met. The
characters’ stories will be intercut in the opening sections of the film until a
scene where they are finally narratively linked. Such interweaving seems 1o be
Griltith's basic narrative schema. Grillith also further articulates its use lor
dramatic effects. In A Woman Scorned (1911), Griffith uses interruption of an
action and contrast to accent an act of violence. A doctor (Wilfred Lucas) has
been lured to an apartment by a gang of thieves who knock him unconscious. As
he falls, we cut from this action to his wile and child a1 home sitng down 1o
supper. In this shot, the father's empty place at the table is prominent in the lelt
foreground. Although one might be dubious that this is intentional (similar
structuring of space across edits in other Biograph films leads me 1o think that it
15), it 1s worth pointing out that this empty place occupies the same area of the
Irame that Lucas collapsed in1o in the previous shot.

Later in the same hlm, Grilfith enhances a contrast edit by presenting
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two radically opposed but visually similar actions. 1le cuts from the mother
untying her daughter’s shoes as she lies on her bed 1o the thieves YI0Ra gag on
Lucas, who is also lying in bed. By this kind ofWisual Thymin G“fﬁ'hdﬂdups
a visual structure that overlays and articulates the narrative action taking place
in the shots themselves. This elaboration of the formal elements of the shots
beyond the necessary narrative information is one of the clearest examples of
Grifhith’s tendency to make the storyteller evident to the audience. The act of
arranging narrative information becomes as important as simply conveying y

During the Biograph period, Grilhth's use of patterns of alternaung
shots takes on several meanings, usually distinguishable from each other, but at
points shading into one another, as though not yet moulded into rigid formulas,
The meanings of parallel editing patterns become particularly complex when
they are used in relation to the psychological development of characters. Very
early in his career appears a type of parallel editing based on the thoughts of his
characters. Here we can see Grilfith using parallel editing to provide one of the
most basic desiderata of a bourgeois narrative — psychological mouvation. By the
intercutting of disparate locations and characters within certain narrative con-
texts, Griffith creates, as it were, a sort of psychological space. Significantly, its
first use is in an adaptation of a respected literary source, his 1908 version of
Tennyson’s Enoch Arden, After Many Years. -

The intercutting of the faithful wife at home with her distant ship-
wrecked husband provides one of Griffith's first cuts on action. As the husband
on his desert island kisses his wile's locket, we cut back to her standing on her
porch, arms outstretched, as if yearning for her absent husband: the splicing
together of the gestures metaphorically unites the characters across vast space.
Later in the Biograph period, Griffith's editing [requently joins characters
separated in space. The vehicle of these connections is often a prayer (The
Fugitive, The Broken Locket, The Last Deal, A Pueblo Legend). Many shots of this
sort include a token of the absent person, a locket or necklace, which the
characters gaze at as they long for reunion (Rose of Salem Town, The Broken
Locket, After Many Years). This pattern is often combined not only with an
interrupted action (like the kiss in After Many Years), but also with a contrast. In
The Fugitive, for instance, we cut [rom a mother praying, to her son's death on
the battlefield. The defining quality of the parallel editing in these instances s its
participation in the characters' desires; the motive for the editing springs from
their desire to cross space and join their loved ones. Through the editing their
emotional union is stressed along with their physical separation.

There are films in which the expression of an emotional sympathy
between separated characters takes on a nearly supernatural overtone. This is
especially true in those cuts where the simultaneity of events is stressed. In both
Asltlsin Life (1910) and In Life’s Cycle (1910), Griffith cuts from pair of lovers
embracing to a male relative of the girl far removed from the scene. The relatives
(who in both flms disapprove of their girl's lover) suddenly look very disturbed
or shiver involuntarily. When we rewurn in the lollowing shot to the couple of In
Life’s Cycle. the girl 100 suddenly looks upset, as if aware of her brother’s distant
disapproval.
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In Sunshine Sue (1910), Grllih expresses this type ol emotional
connection over distances through composinon s well as edinng, A beloved
daughter (Marion Sunshine) is lirst introduced playing the prano tor her parents.
Later in the film she is stranded, penniless, in a big city. Geting a job at a music
store, she is preyed upon by the store's manager. Upset, she leans againsta prano
in the left foreground of the shot and weeps. Grllith cuts 1o her lather m the
lamily parlour looking at a piano (which is associated with the daughier from
the hirst shot) and parting it fondly. Not only do both shots contain pranos, both
pranos occupy the left foreground of the Irame. Through this editand the similar
arrangement of space in each shot, Grillith translers the father's caress from the
prno to his distant daughter who occupies the same area of the frame i the
preceding shot.

Less dramatic than these shots of emotional union, but perhaps more
revealing of the psychological meanings Griffith derived from parallel ediung, is
what 1 will call the ‘motive shot’. An early example of this kind ol ediing appears
in A Salvation Army Luss (1908). A tough (Harry Salter) has scorned his
girllriend’s (Florence Lawrence) attempt to dissuade him from joiming a burglary
with his cronies, and has knocked her down. As he and his gang creep along the
edge of a bmlding. he suddenly stops and looks offscreen. Grilfith cuts to a brief
shot of Lawrence still on the ground. In the next shot we return 1o Salter, who
changes his mind about the burglary, hands his gun back 10 his companions,
and leaves the frame. The editing pattern articulates and explains Salter's
decision. It splits in two the moment when Salter changes his course ol action,
interrupting it with a shot ol the lactor that causes the change. The ediung
portrays a mental act and supplies a motive lor the action (‘He thinks of his true
love ...).

However, {Lis the double nature of this shot which reveals the still
lluid stage in the evolution o Ctenizes Grilhith's Biograph
films, The shot of Lawrence is not univocally defined as a mental image, released
from the objective space and time of the diegesis. The use of parallel editing
remains an intervention of the storyteller who ‘points ourt’ the character's
mnativation, rather than assigning the shot unambiguously to the subjn.-cn_va;'ol
the character. Salter's offscreen look could dehine the shot of Lawrence as an
awkward sort of point-ol-view shot. Or we could stress the simultaneity of the
shot and see it as a stnct parallel edit, conveying the inlormanon ol what 1s
happening to Lawrence as Salter sets ofl on the burglary. But since it neither
olfers new narrative information (at most it tells us that Lawrence is sull lying
there), nor develops a suspense situation, its articulation of Salier's decision
remains s primary ellect,

This three-shot pattern frequently recurs in Grilfith's Biograph hilms
to portray a decision by a character. Its appearance in A Pluin Song (1910) is
typical. A girl (Mary Picklord) is leaving her aged parents and running oll with a
carnival man. At the train station, she sees a group ol old people beng taken ol
10 the poor house. Struck by the scene, Pickford stands mononless in the
foreground. Grilhth cuts 1o her parents at home. We then retarn 1o Picklord,
stll lrozen in her previous position. The carmval man approaches with the trn
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tckets, but she turns away lrom hunand runs home Apam the mterpolated shop
of the parents articulates and motvates i deasion In this case there is ng
possibiity ol its being a point-ol-view shot Mary’s lrozen stance, as if she were
in deep thought, also stresses the psychological nature of the shot We can hnd
the same pattern in The Sands O'Dee (912). Mae Marsh has decided not to keep
anarranged meeting with an artist on the beich. She stands motionless by her
window. We cut {o a shot of the artst wrapped in a shawl, waiting at the beach
We cut back o Mae, who apparently has changed her mind and chinbs out ol
her window to keep the assignation,

In both these instances, we must hesitate belore we describe the
mterpolated shot purely as a mental mage. Picklord’s parents are waiting at
home for her, and the artist is waiting on the beach lor Mae. The shot of the artis
cludes detuls thar Mae could not magine’, such as his paisley shawl. Th
shots therelore are also parallel edits to events occurning at the same ume. Ths
dual role of expressions ol the characters' thoughts and parallel edits 1o
autonomous events shows the sull pliable nature of Gilfich's flm syntax at this

pomnt

Interesungly, in 1913, we find Gnlfith modilying this pattern, prob-
ably in order 1o present the nterpolated shot more uncquivocally as a menmal
image. In the opening ol Death’s Marathon (191 3. a clerk (Walter Miller) looks
up Irom his work with a dreamy expression. The next shot begins extremely
underexposed and then brightens in a camera-made “fadé-in'. We see a gl
(Blanche Sweet) seated on a bench in a garden lacing the camera in a rather static
posture (this is her hrstappearance in the filim). The shot lades and we return 1o
Miller, who rouses himsell as if 1o shake off his reverie and return 1o work. The
use of lades and the actionless shor of Sweet seem 1o signal the shot as Miller's
mental image, rather than a parallel edi which indicates that Sweer is siting ina
garden at this precise moment. Itis in this way that Grilfith presents memories in
The Binth of a Nation, by a thoughtlul look ol a character and an interpolated shot
bracketed by fades. The fades signalan entrance mto another dimension, that of
unequivocal mental images. However, even this example s notan unambiguous
image ol a single characier’s subjecuvity. The three shots from Death's Marathon
just described are theinselves brackered by two shots of Walthall, who plays a
co-worker of Miller. Walthall too is in love with Sweet, and this rivalry forms the
basic dynamic of the plot At the end ol the first shot of Walthall he pauses
When we retarn to him alier the shots of Miller and Sweet, he 100 seems 1o be
cmerging from a daydream: The shot of Sweet, then, could be interpreted as a
shared mental image Again the pattern seems 1o be a gesture ol the storyteller
unwilling to relinguish the authonty ol the image to the subjectivity of any one
character,

Galhely's use of parallel editing in the hlms at Biograph created not
only a4 narranve form, bur a lorm of harranon, a storyteller 1o tell the story
Through parallel edinng Grillith could creare suspense by interrupung acion
and delaymg mlormanon, make moral judgments, underscore characters’
desires, and reveal motvanon. All of these techmques lulhlled essential con-
dinons for a new bourgeons narranve lorm, the nval of theatre and the novel
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However, the process ol ||_|"'|I|||'||_ll these demands does not ('Xl'li'.ll!'l awiaty all 13 See, lo cx.llnpll' “the reviews ol Fdison's |'mk|ulllull- ol Moliars The Deval and Halin's
ellects of the techmigue. The muluph: meanings l'-i"“':d trom this one wechmyue Ingomnear i the New Yorke Dvamatie M, 19 Seprember 1908, p 9, and Moving Putwe

_ i Winlkd vol ¥, p 213 v
i dillerent situations show something ol uts enormous power and lar-reachimg, 4« ;,:N":,'Ml.', " ,.,,,,I, i:::‘::,:v::l w Vark Oxterd 4 ity Iress. 1979 o 104
b . = : il 2. I o i nversity Press, it

IIIIPIICEIIIUHS. B Ly O b 15 H;llll'lll‘\ ol such reviews can be lound m George Pran, j’u-ﬂhmnd in Durkness
lrames that are separated in space, b wis in the nuddle ol (Greenwich, Conn, 1973), pp 95 105

th creates a hssure in the continuity ol the narrative and
[orms a synthesis on a new level Grlhith's ediimg becomes a not iceable lorce
which suspends, interrupts and yet knits together actions within lus narratives
What is sensed behind this narrative kabour is the storyteller. This invisible but
sensed hand will reach its apogee in Griftih's commercial disaster Intolerance.
The ‘uniter of here and herealter’ will prove an obstacle to much of hisaudience,
a frustration rather than a guide. Alrcady wowards the end ol his tenure at
Biograph the trade journals (which had praised some of his earlier films lor their
“high class’ appeal) were finding his style too disjoined, too brutal, and were
complaining about the large number of shots in Biograph hims, the disorienting
nature of their editing. '* This kind of dissatisfaction may have had a role in the
tension between company executives and Grillith that led to his leaving Bio-
graphin 1913.

Increasingly in the leature era, the storyteller would blend indis-
tinguishably into the unfolding of the action of the narrative, and Grilfith’s style
would be found old-fashioned or clumsy. Writing the history of this process and
the many factors that contribute to it - the rise of the studio style as pioneered by
Ince, the importance of film stars, and a new economic organization ol the ilm
industry — will require a great deal of new research. Grilfurh’s place within that
history is complex. But it is clear that Griffith's development of parallel editing
during the Biograph years opens a tradition that not only moves towards the
invisible editing of the classical Hollywood narrative, but also to (as he was the
lirst to admit) the radical understanding of montage in the films of Sergei W

Eisenstein.

1A

composing simlar
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