D.W. Griffith

"The task I'm trying to achieve above all is to make you see."
- D.W. Griffith

Widely and justly regarded as the American film pioneer, D.W. Griffith stretched the minds of audiences to bring film out of its infancy and launch it as the diverse and fascinating art form that it is today. Not content to be an actor in film (56k jpg), Griffith manned the helm of the director's chair and presented an incredible body of work between 1908 and 1913 alone, consisting of hundreds of short films. Many big stars of the movies got their first screen experience and learned their craft with Griffith. Mary Pickford, for instance, made over 100 short films with the master. The Female of the Species (American Biograph, 1912) is one example of the kind of films that Griffith was producing that presented a theme of social consciousness. Other future stars and screen artisans who would rise through the Griffith ranks were Jeanie Macpherson, Mack Sennett, Henry B. Walthall, Mabel Normand, Donald Crisp, Mae Marsh, Robert Harron, Lionel Barrymore Lillian and Dorothy Gish, Blanche Sweet, Constance Talmadge, Carmel Myers and Richard Barthelmess, among the numerous, in the 1910's.

The influence of Griffith upon film was so pervasive at that time that his name alone seemed to be on everyone's lips as the generic association with filmmaking itself. He built his artistic empire complimented by the artists and film craftsmen that he carefully integrated into his personal dream factory. He had the heart of a poet and the vision of a pharaoh. His performers, whom he considered his children, respected him with absolute admiration. To them, he was the father of film and the future of the medium. They were fortunate enough to be in his place at the right time. As his popularity and bankability skyrocketed, so did the creative juices that flowed through his veins. His greatest triumph that still reverberates to this day for its ingenuity and scope, as well as its controversial subject matter and cultural fallout, is the epic Birth Of A Nation (David W. Griffith Corp., for Epoch Producing Corp., 1915). All at once, this film made his fame and shattered it. He was forced to recognize that his point of view on Southern history had serious flaws. After Birth his dreams became bigger, but they were also tempered to his newly forged consciousness towards racism and war that was awakened by the very public that he sought to entertain. As Griffith continued to produce feature films into the 1920's, it became abundantly clear that the impact and reaction of his bigger productions was more wide spread and intense than the response to the hundreds of short films he made before. His next film, Intolerance (Wark Producing Corporation, 1916), would show an altruistic Griffith who sought the world's understanding of peace and respect from the public for his artistic vision. He was still the king of directors critically, but this grand gamble would fail financially. No film would ever be so grandly mounted and produced during Griffith's career nor in the silent era for that matter.

Griffith's stature within the Hollywood hierarchy was one of respect and integrity. He became one of the three lynchpins of the ambitious Triangle Studios, along with Thomas Ince and Mack Sennett. Bringing these three giants together to oversee the production of their own films, Triangle was the brain-child of financial organizer Harry Aitken. For the three producers it was like the Garden of Eden: in Edendale for Sennett, the rolling pastures of Thomas Ince's Inceville (and at his Culver City studio), and Majestic for Griffith, where he took studio residence at the former Majestic-Reliance lot. Triangle paid top dollar for the finest performers and productions and flourished - as long as the money held out. Although the venture lasted four years, Griffith, Ince and Sennett, along with their two largest money making stars, William S. Hart and Douglas Fairbanks, departed Triangle after two, in 1917.

In 1919 Griffith was asked to become a part of a daring plan to liberate the screen artisan from the suffocating embrace of studio control. Artists were completely dependent on these studios for better or worse. Griffith, as huge a figure as he was, accomplished his great works like a maverick with a mission. He didn't have anything to lose by joining this courageous crew. Always independent of mind and action, this proposal appealed to his nature. It is interesting looking at photos of the inauguration day of United Artists. In several of the pictures (48k jpg) each founding participant conveys an expression that seems to broadcast their thoughts on that bold day. Douglas Fairbanks looks apprehensive, not like the carefree Doug portrayed in the movies. This dangerous professional gamble of this move is apparent in his face. Charlie Chaplin looks like he is going to burst with glee. He was finally experiencing his dreams of industry power and his complete artistic independence was becoming a reality. Mary Pickford's demeanor is closest to Chaplin's in her expression of unabashed triumph. However, in contrast to all of this, Griffith is pensive and almost detached from the excitement, as if he is lost in thought over his next production starring his controversial protegee, Carol Dempster. The opportunity to have the freedom to create with the financial support and blessings from the studio - especially the feeling of having come out on top after his creative adversity concerning his previous films, must have been deeply satisfying.

After Intolerance Griffith may have turned away from the epic film because of the financial obstacles, but his gifted performers more than made up for this loss, for they were giants in their own right. For instance the Gish sisters blessed the films of Griffith, off and on from the mid-1910's to the early-1920's, with their exquisite beauty and awesome acting talent. Many film lovers covet Broken Blossoms (D.W. Griffith for United Artists, 1919) and Orphans of the Storm (D.W. Griffith, Inc., for United Artists, 1921) as their favorite Griffith productions. Both ladies ended their association with Griffith after Orphans.

D.W. Griffith, the actor.
A scene from Rescued from an Eagle's Nest (Edison, 1907), directed by Edwin S. Porter.
This was his first lead performance in a film.
It wouldn't be too long before Griffith would be directing the whole shebang. 

This photo is from the Silents Majority collection.

