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Practcally speaking, the artistic maturing of the cinema
was the single-handed achievement of David W. Griffith
(1875-1948). Before Griffith,photography in dramatic films
Line consisted of little more than placing the actors before a sta-
(5) tionary camera and showing them in full length as they
would have appeared on stage. From the beginning of his ca-
reer as a director, however, Griffith, because of his love of
Victorian painting, employed composition. He conceived of
the camera image as having a foreground and a rear ground,
(10) as well as the middle distance preferred by most directors. By

1910 he was using close-ups to reveal significant details of
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the scene or of the acting and extreme long shots to achieve a
sense of spectacle and distance. His appreciation of the
camera’s possibilities produced novel dramatic effects. By
splitting an event into fragments and recording each from the
most suitable camera position,he could significantly vary the
emphasis from camera shot to camera shot.

Griffith also achieved dramatic effects by means of cre-
ative editing. By juxtaposing images and varying the speed
and rhythm of their presentation,he could control the dra-
matic intensity of the events as the story progressed. Despite
the reluctance of his producers, who feared that the public
would not be able to follow a plot that was made up of such
juxtaposed images, Griffith persisted, and experimented as
well with other elements of cinematic syntax that have be-
come standard ever since. These included the flashback ,per-
mitting broad psychological and emotional exploration as well
as narrative that was not chronological,and the crosscut be-
tween two parallel actions to heighten suspense and excite-
ment. In thus exploiting fully the possibilities of editing , Grif-
fith transposed devices of the Victorian novel to film and
gave film mastery of time as well as space.

Besides developing the cinema’s language, Griffith im-
mensely broadened its range and treatment of subjects. His
early output was remarkably eclectic:it included not only the
standard comedies, melodramas, westerns, and thrillers, but
alsa such novelties as adaptations from Browning and Ten-
nyson, and treatments of social issues. As his successes
mounted , his ambitions grew,and with them the whole of
American cinema. When he remade Enock Arden in 1911,
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he insisted that a subject of such importance could not be
treated in the then conventional length of one reel. Griffith’s
introduction of the American-made multireel picture began
an immense revolution. Two years later,Judith of Bethulia,
(45) an elaborate historicophilosophical spectacle,reached the un-
precedented length of four reels,or one hour’s running time.
From our contemporary viewpoint, the pretensions of this
film may seem a trifle ludicrous,but at the time it provoked
endless debate and discussion and gave a new intellectual re-

(50) spectability to the cinema.
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In large part as a consequence of the feminist move-
ment , historians have focused a great deal of attention in re-
cent years on determining more accurately the status of
Line women in various periods. Although much has been accom-
(5) plished for the modem period, premodern cultures have
proved more difficult;sources are restricted in number, frag-
mentary,difficult to interpret,and often contradictory. Thus
it is not particularly surprising that some earlier scholarship
concening such cultures has so far gone unchallenged. An ex-
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ample is Johann Bachofen’s 1861 treatise on Amazons,wom-
en-ruled societies of questionable existence contemporary
with ancient Greece.

Starting from the premise that mythology and legend
preserve at least a nucleus of historical fact,Bachofen argued
that women were dominant in many ancient socicties. His
work was based on a comprehensive survey of references in
the ancient soruces to Amazonian and other societies with
matrilineal customs—societies in which descent and property
rights are traced through the female line. Some support for
his theory can be found in evidence such as that drawn from
Herodotus,the Greek “historian” of the fifth century B.C. ,
who speaks of an Amazonian society , the Sauromatae , where
the women hunted and fought in wars. A woman in this so-
ciety was not allowed to marry until she had killed a person
in battle,

Nonetheless, this assumption that the first recorders of
ancient myths have preserved facts is problematic if one be-
gins by examining why ancients refer to Amazons, it be-
comes clear that ancient Greek descriptions of such societies
were meant not so much to represent observed historical fact
— real Amazonian societies — but rather to offer “moral
lessons” on the supposed outcome of women’s rule in their
own society. The Amazons were often characterized , for ex-
ample, as the equivalents of giants and centaurs, enemies to
be slain by Greek heroes, Their customs were presented not
as those of a respectable society,but as the very antitheses of
ordinary Greek practices.

Thus, I would argue,the purpose of accounts of the A-
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