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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION
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Around the world, at any instant, millions of people
are watching movies. They watch mainstream en-
tertainment, serious “art films,” documentaries, car-
toons, experimental films, educational shorts. They sit
in air-conditioned theaters, in village squares, in art mu-
seums, in college classrooms, in their homes before a
television screen, in coffee shops before a computer
monitor. The world’s movie theaters sell 8 billion tickets
each year. With the availability of films on video—
whether broadcast, fed from cable or satellites or the
Internet, or played back from DVD or on cell phones—
the audience has multiplied far beyond that.

Nobody needs to be convinced that film has been
one of the most influential media of the last hundred
years. Not only can you recall your most exciting or
tearful moments at the movies, you can also probably
remember moments in ordinary life when you tried to
be as graceful, as selfless, as tough, or as compassionate
as those larger-than-life figures on the screen. The way
we dress and cut our hair, the way we talk and act, the
things we believe or doubt—all these aspects of our lives
are shaped by films. Films also provide us with power-
ful artistic experiences, insights into diverse cultures,
and new ways of thinking.

In this book, we introduce the history of film as it
is presently conceived, written, and taught by its most
accomplished scholars. Film History: An Introduction
is not, however, a distillation of everything that is
known about film history. Researchers are fond of say-
ing that there is no film history, only film histories. This
partly means that there can be no single survey that puts
all known facts into place. The history of avant-garde
film doesn’t match neatly up with the history of color
technology or the development of the Western or the
life of Alfred Hitchcock. For this reason, the enterprise
we call “writing film history” is a big tent housing
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people who work from various perspectives and with
different interests and purposes.

So there’s no Big Story of Film History that will
list, describe, and explain everything that took place.
We think that writing film history involves asking a se-
ries of questions and searching for evidence in order to
answer them in the course of an argument. When histo-
rians focus on different questions, they select different
evidence and formulate different explanations. For ex-
ample, the historian who wants to know how European
cinema developed in the Cold War will not pay much
attention to why Marilyn Monroe had career problems
near the end of her life. For this reason, historians cre-
ate not a single, infinitely extended history but a diverse
set of specific historical arguments.

Three Questions

In writing this book we have focused on three key
questions.

1. How have uses of the film medium changed or
become normalized over time? Within “uses of the
medium” we include matters of film form: the overall
organization of the film. Often this involves telling a
story, but a film’s overall form might also be based on
an argument or an abstract pattern. “Uses of the
medium” also includes matters of film style, the pat-
terned uses of film techniques: mise-en-scene staging,
lighting, setting, and costume; camerawork; editing;
and sound. In addition, any balanced conception of
how the medium has been used must also consider film
modes (documentary, avant-garde, animation) and gen-
res (such as Westerns, thrillers, musicals). So, we also
examine these phenomena. All such matters are central
to most college courses in film history.

A central purpose of Film History: An Introduction
is to survey the uses of the medium in different times



and places. Sometimes we dwell on the creation of
stable norms of form and style, as when we examine
how Hollywood standardized certain editing options in
the first two decades of filmmaking. At other times, we
examine how filmmakers have proposed innovations in
form, technique, and genre.

2. How have the conditions of the film industry—
production, distribution, and exhibition—affected the
uses of the medium? Films are made within modes of
production, habitual ways of organizing the labor and
materials involved in creating a movie. Some modes of
production are industrial. In these circumstances, com-
panies make films as a business. The classic instance of
industrial production is the studio system, in which firms
are organized in order to make films for large audiences
through a fairly detailed division of labor. Another sort
of industrial production might be called the artisanal, or
one-off, approach, in which a production company
makes one film at a time. Other modes of production are
less highly organized, involving small groups or individ-
uals who make films for specific purposes. In any event,
the ways in which films are made have had particular ef-
fects on the look and sound of the finished products.

So have the ways in which films are distributed and
consumed. For example, the major technological inno-
vations associated with the early 1950s—widescreen pic-
ture, stereophonic sound, increased use of color—were
actually available decades earlier. Each could have been
developed before the 1950s, but the U.S. film industry
had no pressing need to do so. Theater attendance was
so high that spending money on new attractions would
not have significantly increased profits. Only when at-
tendance dropped in the late 1940s did producers and
exhibitors feel compelled to introduce new technologies
to lure audiences back into theaters. Exhibition in turn
changed film styles and genres, with new approaches to
staging and a trend toward more spectacle.

3. How have international trends emerged in the
uses of the film medium and in the film market? In this
book, we try to balance the consideration of important
national contributions with a sense of how international
and cross-cultural influences were operating. Many na-
tions’ audiences and film industries have been influ-
enced by creators and films migrating across borders.
Genres are vagabond as well. The Hollywood Western
influenced the Japanese samurai film and the Italian
Western, genres that in turn influenced the Hong Kong
kung-fu films of the 1970s; Hollywood films then began
incorporating elements of the martial arts movie.

Just as important, the film industry itself is signifi-
cantly transnational. At certain periods, circumstances

closed off countries from the flow of films, but in gen-
eral there has always been a global film market, and we
understand it best by tracing trends across cultures and
regions. We have paid particular attention to conditions
that allowed people to see films made outside their own
country.

Each of these how questions accompanies a great
many why questions. For any part of the processes we
focus on, we can ask what conditions caused them to
turn out the way they did. Why, for instance, did early
Soviet filmmakers undertake their explorations of dis-
turbing, aggressive narrative? Why did Hollywood’s
studio system begin to fragment in the late 1940s?
Why are more films produced now with international
investment than in the 1930s or 1940s? Historians are
keen to investigate causes and effects, as you will see
in this text.

If film history is a generative, self-renewing activity,
then we cannot simply offer a condensation of “all pre-
vious knowledge.” We are, in a sense, casting what we
find into a new form. Throughout the twenty years
spent researching and writing and rewriting this book,
we have come to believe that it offers a unique version
of the shape of film history, both its overall contour and
its specific detail.

Answering the Questions: Our Approach

We divide film history into five large periods: early cin-
ema (to about 1919), the late silent era (1919-1929),
the development of sound cinema (1926-1945), the
period after World War II (1946-1960s), and the con-
temporary cinema (1960s to the present). These divi-
sions are fairly conventional, and they have the advan-
tage of capturing important developments in the areas
that our questions address—form and style, the film
industry, and international trends.

But our book differs significantly from most other
surveys. For one thing, it is very comprehensive. Some
books restrict themselves to the most famous films.
This probably made sense in an era when access to
films was more restricted. Today, however, people can
rent or buy DVDs from all over the world, and our
sense of film history has expanded enormously. As the
field of film studies has grown, small countries and lit-
tle-known films are now objects of intense research. A
textbook should reflect our new vision of world cin-
ema and introduce readers to great films that have
been rediscovered.

For similar reasons, we haven’t confined ourselves
just to live-action fiction films. Documentary and ex-
perimental cinema are important in their own right, as
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vehicles for innovations in form and style. In this text,
we consider these modes from the earliest efforts to the
recent work of Michael Moore, Errol Morris, and
Matthew Barney.

Organization and Distinctive Features

Film History: An Introduction is comprehensive in an-
other way. Most textbooks are organized as a chrono-
logical string of national cinema chapters. Each major
producing country typically gets a single chapter sum-
marizing its accomplishments across many years.
Sometimes we also take this tack, usually when a coun-
try’s contribution to a period is very significant. But a
unique feature of our book is the way we try to relate
developments in one nation to parallel developments
elsewhere.

Why is this important? Cinema began as an inter-
national art, and for most of its history, it has func-
tioned that way. Filmmakers in one country are often
well aware of what their counterparts elsewhere are
doing. And several national film industries are often
responding to the same conditions at the same time.
For example, during the 1930s, many countries were
working to meet the challenge of making sound films.
Today, filmmakers face shared problems of global dis-
tribution and digital convergence. To trace each coun-
try’s cinematic history in isolation would miss the com-
mon features at work in a particular period.

As a result, most of our chapters compare develop-
ments across different national film traditions. Instead
of devoting a single chapter to the French cinema of the
1960s, Chapter 20 situates the French New Wave
within the emergence of New Waves and Young Cine-
mas around the world. Similarly, instead of treating
major directors of the 1950s and 1960s such as Fellini
and Bergman solely as individuals, Chapter 19 explains
that they rose to prominence thanks to an international
film culture driven by festivals, magazines, and a new
idea of the filmmaker as a creative artist. Most chapters
of our book use this comparative approach, because it
helps answer our general question of how cinema has
developed as an international art. By presenting broad
patterns rather than isolated facts, the strategy also
helps the reader make new connections.

A concern for this broader view informs another
unique feature of our book. Filmmaking and the film
industry operate within a broad social, economic, and
political context. We can’t fill in all the details of that
context, of course, but most chapters do point out this
wider frame of reference. For example, the development
of Soviet cinema, in both the silent period (Chapter 6)
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and the sound era (Chapters 9 and 18), can’t be under-
stood outside the political imperatives at work in the
U.S.S.R. Less obviously, the rebuilding of European cin-
ema after World War IT owes an enormous amount to
the Marshall Plan, a new emphasis on central planning
and regional cooperation, and shifts in the world econ-
omy (Chapter 17). Our need to situate film history
within broader trends is just as pressing in recent eras.
What we call the “critical political cinema” of the 1960s
(Chapter 23) developed in response to postcolonialism,
the rise of a new generation, America’s involvement in
the Vietnamese civil war, and other wide-ranging condi-
tions. Likewise, economic and cultural factors are at the
center of our discussion of globalization (Chapter 29).
Our treatment of digital convergence in Chapter 30 con-
siders overarching technological changes in the 1990s
and 2000s.

Film History: An Introduction relies on another un-
usual feature. For illustrations, many textbooks are con-
tent to use photos that were taken on the set while the
film is being shot. These production stills are often
posed and give no flavor of what the film actually looks
like. Instead, nearly all of our illustrations are taken
from the films themselves. Collecting frame enlarge-
ments has obliged us to pursue elusive prints in film
archives around the world, but the results are worth it,
because we are able to study exactly what viewers see
on the screen. Thanks to these images, we can enrich
our historical argument and focus on a short sequence
of images that is typical or innovative, as when we study
1910s techniques of precision staging versus continuity
editing (Chapter 3), cutting patterns in Soviet montage
cinema (Chapter 6), and typical Neorealist sequences in
Umberto D. and Open City (Chapter 16). These moment-
by-moment analyses bring important films alive for
readers, who can step through DVDs frame by frame.

Yet another distinctive feature of our text is that it
rests on thirty years of our research. Putting aside our
two textbooks, we have published twenty books in film
studies, many of those books devoted to film history.
Film History: An Introduction is deeply indebted to the
work of many other scholars, but to a considerable ex-
tent it reflects the breadth and depth of our original re-
search into silent film, the history of U.S., European,
and Asian cinema, and contemporary film trends across
the world. We have done research in most of the
world’s major film archives. We have written books on
films and filmmakers from Germany, Russia, Japan,
France, Denmark, China, and the United States. One of
us has written a book on the historiography of film.
Film History: An Introduction is the fruit of many



decades of watching films, studying them, and thinking
about their relations to other arts, to culture, and to the
larger world.

Changes in the New Edition

As film history develops, we not only confront new films
and filmmakers, but we often reconsider the past. In most
chapters, we have corrected errors and added material
reflecting recent research, but the major revisions in this
third edition reflect our rethinking of post-1970 film his-
tory. Most of the changes introduce fresh information and
ideas. For example, Chapter 24 on documentary and
experimental film now includes discussion of the uptick
in theatrical documentary led by Michael Moore of and
the tendency of experimental filmmakers to gravitate to-
ward installations and gallery art. The sections on East-
ern Europe and Russia in Chapter 25 now trace how these
regions have become privatized film industries.

The biggest changes have been made to the last six
chapters. These changes reflect the fact that cinema con-
tinues to grow as a worldwide medium. Although
American movies are the best known, other countries
are becoming global players. The most obvious emerg-
ing industries are in India and China, but other coun-
tries are also finding their voices. As a result, what we
covered in a single chapter in our last edition (“Beyond
the Industrialized West,” formerly Chapter 26) is now
treated in two chapters. The first, “A Developing
World: Continental and Subcontinental Cinemas since
1970” (new Chapter 26), surveys Africa, the Middle
East, South America, and India. We give more space to
cinema in Nigeria (the now-famous “Nollywood”), the
alliances among Arab countries, and of course India,
which is daily becoming more important economically
and artistically—not only through Bollywood but also
through the nation’s many regional capitals.

Chapter 27, “Cinema Rising: Pacific Asia and Oceania
since 1970,” shifts to another epicenter of change. Our
earlier material on local industries has been updated, and
we have added a new sidebar on the importance of the
Sony Corporation. The biggest revisions come, however,
in our treatment of mainland China. Like Russia and
India, China has an exploding film industry. The power
shift in commercial Asian filmmaking from Japan (up to
the 1980s) to Hong Kong (1980s-1990s) to mainland
China in the 2000s is a fascinating story, and one that our
survey of world cinema needs to tell.

Where does American cinema fit into all this?
Part Six, “Cinema in the Age of Electronic Media,”
opens with a consideration of this problem. Chapter
28 discusses how Hollywood adjusted to new forms

of entertainment—notably cable television and home
video. The counterbalance, and the most extensively
revised portion of the chapter, is an expanded treat-
ment of independent U.S. cinema. We include a new
chronology of independent film, a discussion of how
Hollywood studios have infiltrated the indies, and a
discussion of the current trend toward do-it-yourself
cinema, particularly the Mumblecore movement.

The book ends with two wide-ranging surveys of
the contemporary film landscape. Chapter 29, "Toward
a Global Film Culture," updates our earlier edition’s
chapter on globalization, offering fresh information and
ideas about Hollywood’s domination, regional re-
sponses to it, cinemas of the diaspora, film festivals,
piracy, and fan subcultures. All of these are treated as
aspects of globalization, tying developments in film to
wider economic and cultural patterns.

The final chapter, “Digital Technology and the Cin-
ema,” is wholly new to this edition. How, we ask, has
the digital revolution affected filmmaking? How have
they changed production, distribution, and exhibition?
Our answers move across many current developments,
including 3-D animation, 3-D live action, digital exhi-
bition, and the use of the Web for publicity and distrib-
ution. The focus is on Hollywood, the economic engine
behind CGI and other digital developments, but we also
consider the contributions of independent filmmakers
and filmmakers in other countries. young people will
recognize their media landscape, from YouTube to Sec-
ond Life, in the story we tell here.

But that story isn’t over, and it can be retold in
many ways. We hope that teachers and students go
beyond what the book offers and explore film history
on their own. To this end, we offer many supplements
that try to tease you into byways we couldn’t pursue in
an already wide-ranging text.

First, we have prepared a broad background
essay, “Doing Film History,” which is available online
at www.davidbordwell.net. A version of this served
as an introductory chapter in earlier editions of this
book, and in order to expand the essay’s availability, we
have moved it online. In addition, many of the bonus
materials that appeared in earlier editions have
migrated to McGraw-Hill’s website for this book,
www.mhhe.com/thompson3e. There you will find bib-
liographies keyed to each chapter, as well as a bibliog-
raphy for more general topics. Just as important are the
Notes and Queries sections we had appended to chap-
ters in the first two editions. Now they and new ones,
are at www.mhhe.com/thompson3e. online, and we
urge both teachers and students to consult them. The
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Notes and Queries discuss general issues of historical
research as well as topics we find intriguing. (How did
Japanese anime become so popular in the U.S.? Why do
some Italian critics think that Neorealism never ex-
isted?) The advantage of moving the Notes and Queries
online is that we can update them and add others as the
need arises. Finally, we invite everyone to visit our blog,
“Observations on film art and Film Art,” at www
.davidbordwell.net/blog, which often considers histori-
cal topics relevant to the questions, evidence, and ex-
planations we present in this book.
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