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HE M U S E U M OF M O D E R N ART 
1 WEST 53RD STREET, NEW YORK 

TELEPHONE: CIRCLE 5-8900 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

MUSEUM OF MODERN ART OPENS LARGE EXHIBITION OF WORK 

OF D. W. GRIFFITH, FILM MASTER 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o b l u e p r i n t g e n i u s , but i n i t s e x h i b i t i o n 

documenting t h e l i f e and work of David Wark G r i f f i t h the Museum cf 

Modern A r t , 11 West 53 S t r e e t , w i l l a t tempt to show t h e p r o g r e s s i v e 

s t ep s through which t h i s American f i l m p ionee r between 1909 and 1919 

brought to the motion p i c t u r e the g r e a t e s t c o n t r i b u t i o n made by any. 

s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l . In t h a t impor tan t decade he t augh t t h e movies 

to become an o r i g i n a l and powerful ins t rument of e x p r e s s i o n i n 

t h e i r own r i g h t . 

The G r i f f i t h e x h i b i t i o n . w i l l open to xhe p u b l i c Wednesday, 

November 1 3 , s i m u l t a n e o u s l y wi th an e x h i b i t i o n of the work of 

ano ther American, t h e two combined under t he t i t l e Two Great Ameri­

cans : Frank Lloyd Wright , American A r c h i t e c t and D. W. G r i f f i t h , 

American Film Master . Although a t f i r s t g lance t h e r e may seem t o 

be no connec t ion between them, a c t u a l l y a cur ious p a r a l l e l e x i s t s . 

Amer ica ' s g r e a t e s t f i l m d i r e c t o r and Amer ica ' s g r e a t e s t a r c h i t e c t , 

t he one i n t h e second decade of t h i s c e n t u r y , the o t h e r roughly 

from 1905 t o 1914, had an immense i n f l u e n c e on European motion 

p i c t u r e s and a r c h i t e c t u r e . After t he f i r s t World War t h i s i n f l u ­

ence was f e l t i n t h e c o u n t r y of i t s o r i g i n i n the g u i s e of new 

European t r e n d s , even though European a r c h i t e c t s and motion p i c t u r e 

d i r e c t o r s openly acknowledged t h e i r debt to Wright and G r i f f i t h . The 

G r i f f i t h e x h i b i t i o n was assembled by I r i s Bar ry , Curator of t h e 

Museum's Film L i b r a r y , and i n s t a l l e d by h e r and Allen P o r t e r , C i r ­

c u l a t i o n D i r e c t o r . 

By means of en la rged pho tographs , p o s t e r s , s t i l l s , s c r i p t s , 

o r i g i n a l documents and o t h e r i t e m s , G r i f f i t h ' s c a r e e r w i l l be 

t r a c e d from h i s e a r l y yea r s of s t r u g g l e as an a c t o r - - f i r s t on t h e 

s t a g e , then on t h e s c r e e n - - a s author of one produced p lay and 

s eve ra l movie p l o t s , th rough h i s notab le yea r s as d i r e c t o r a t t h e 

old Biograph Company i n New York and the b r i l l i a n t p e r i o d of h i s 

m a t u r i t y . Blow-ups of i n d i v i d u a l frames from a sequence i n 
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The Birth of a Nation w i l l provide a p i c t o r i a l ana lys i s by means 

of which G r i f f i t h ' s ac tua l technique can be s tudied c lose ly . This 

wi l l be supplemented by the continuous p ro jec t ion of the same 

sequence on the opposite wall of the ga l l e ry . 

But only par t of the Gr i f f i th exhib i t ion i s being shown 

in the Museum's g a l l e r i e s . The other part is in the form of a 

cycle of Gr i f f i th films from 1907 to 1924 arranged in a s e r i e s of 

ten programs (twenty-two f i lms) to be shown i n r o t a t i o n da i ly a t 

4 P.M. and Sundays a t 2 and 4 P.M. in the Museum's auditorium 

throughout the period of the exh ib i t ion , which w i l l extend through 

Sunday, January 5 , 1941. 

Movie audiences of today may be surpr ised to see Gr i f f i th 

appear as leading ac tor of the f i r s t two films in the s e r i e s shewn 

at the Museum. The other twenty films in the s e r i e s were a l l 

d i rec ted by Gr i f f i th and include such ea r ly p ic tu res as A Drunkard's 

Reformation (1909) with Linda Arvidson and Arthur Johnson; 

Resurrection (1909) with Arthur Johnson and Florence Lawrence, the 

famous "Biograph g i r l " ; The Lonely Vi l la (1909) with Mary pickferd 

and James Kirkwood; The Lonedale Operator (1911) with Plancne Sweet; 

The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912) with L i l l i an Gish, Lionel 

Barrymore, Karry Carey and Robert Harron; The New York Hat (1912) 

with Mary Pick ford and Lionel Barrymore; Judith of Bethulia (1913) 

with Blanche Sweet, Henry B. Walthal l , Robert Harron, Mae Marsh, 

L i l l i a n Gish. 

Then came The Bi r th of a Nation, the masterpiece tha t 

f i n a l l y es tab l i shed the movies as a new and important a r t . From 

the beginning i t sha t te red a l l precedent. I t opened March 3 , 1915, 

in a Broadway thea t r e with top admission pr ice of $2.00. Before 

The Birth of a Nation the movies had usua l ly been considered a cheap 

form of amusement . But with The Birth of a Nation the films were 

accepted as serious entertainment and within a few years "palaces" 

and "cathedrals" were b u i l t to house them. Based on Thomas Dixon's 

novels The Clansman. Gr i f f i th a t no time used a scenar io . Tne film 

was nine weeks in production, a remarkably short time in considera­

t ion of the magnitude of the ba t t l e scenes and the condit ions under 

which they were shot . I t remains today one of the most popular and 

prof i tab le films ever made, and in a ba l lo t ing by movie goers a year 
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ago was again voted the f a v o r i t e . As a wri ter of the time so 

apt ly said " I t is l i ke wri t ing h i s to ry with l i gh tn ing and my one 

regre t is tha t i t i s a l l so t e r r i b l y t r u e . " 

Intolerance , a lso shown in the Museum's Gr i f f i t h s e r i e s , 

was the great d i r e c t o r ' s next production. On i t he spent with 

lavish prod iga l i ty much of the p ro f i t s from The Birth of a Nation. 

Intolerance was not so great a popular success but i t showed 

G r i f f i t h ' s d i r e c t o r i a l genius a t i t s g r e a t e s t . 

The Museum's s e r i e s continues with Broken Blossoms, 

G r i f f i t h ' s beau t i fu l p ic tu re of the "Chink and the Child" based on 

a s tory from Thomas Burke's Lime house Nights . L i l l i a n Gish and 

Richard Barthelmess played the unforget table l e a d s . This p ic tu re 

is followed in the s e r i e s by Way Down East , one of the mcst success­

ful p ic tures he ever made. The se r i e s ends with a p ic ture pro­

duced pa r t l y in Germany in 1924--a study of post-war chaos in 

Central Europe made somewhat in the manner and mood of the best of 

G r i f f i t h ' s ear ly Biograph f i lms, with the same s impl ic i ty and 

natural ism and the same power to express feel ing through small de­

t a i l s and r e s t r a ined performances . 

The book, D. W. Gr i f f i th ; American Film Master, which the 

Museum w i l l publish simultaneously with the opening of the exhib i ­

t i o n , contains a biographical and c r i t i c a l essay by I r i s Earry, 

Curator of the Film Library, and A Note on the photography of 

Gr i f f i t h Films by Beaumont Newhall. Miss Earry weaves her c r i t i ­

cal comment through her biographical data and account of G r i f f i t h ' s 

ca reer . She wr i tes in pa r t : 

"The period between Intolerance and Way Down East 
marks the apex of G r i f f i t h ' s success. A f igure of i n t e r ­
na t iona l importance, he had played a s igna l part in 
founding a huge indust ry--he had already created a new 
a r t form--in which the United Sta tes became and remained 
supreme. Except for Frank Ll^yd Wright, no such eminent 
American as he had a r i sen in the a r t s s ince Whitman. He 
was to continue ac t ive for another decade, though the mcst 
f r u i t f u l years were pa s t . Already men t ra ined under him 
were stepping into the l ime l igh t , a t the same time tha t 
newcomers drawn from many walks of l i f e , and from Europe 
as well as from t h i s country, were l ikewise con t r ibu t ing 
new ideas , new techniques . . . . 

"The fi lm Intolerance is of extreme importance 
in the h i s to ry of the cinema. I t is the end and jus ­
t i f i c a t i o n of tha t whole school of American cinematography 
based on the t e r s e cut t ing and d is junc t ive assembly of 
lengths of f i lm, which began with The Great Train Robbery 
and culminated in The Birth of a Nation and i n t h i s . All 
the old and many new technica l devices a re employed jn 
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i t - - b r i e f , enormous c lose-ups not only of faces but of 
hands and of objects ; the 'eye-opener' focus to i n t r o ­
duce vast panoramas; the use of only pa r t of the sc reen ' s 
area for c e r t a i n shots ; camera angles and t racking shots 
such as are commonly supposed to have been introduced by 
German producers years l a t e r ; and rapid c ross -cu t t ing the 
l i ke of which was not seen again u n t i l Potemkin . . . . 

" . . . t h e men who make films today know who i t v/as 
tha t taught them the basis of t h e i r c r a f t . The American 
publ ic , which for 45 years has so keenly enjoyed and sup­
ported the motion p i c tu re , has been somewhat r e luc t an t 
to allow i t the s t a t u s of an a r t . Now, gradual ly , they 
too are recognizing t h a t in Griff i th they have one of the 
g rea tes t and most o r ig ina l a r t i s t s of our t ime." 

The exhib i t ion of Two Great Americans, which opens to the 

public Wednesday, November 13, wi l l remain on view through Sunday, 

January 5, with the exception of Christmas Day when the Museum 

wi l l be closed a l l day. The Museum hours are .10 A.M. to 6 P.M. 

da i ly including Saturday; from Noon u n t i l 6 P.M. on Sunday; 

Wednesday night the Museum s tays open, to accommodate business 

people, u n t i l 10 P.M. The Gr i f f i th film programs w i l l be shown 

a t 4 P.M. da i ly and at 2 P.M. and 4 P.M. on Sunday. On the Sun­

days when The Bir th of a Nation, Intolerance and Orphans of the 

Storm are shown the f i r s t showing w i l l begin at 1:30 P.M. instead 

of 2 o'clock because of the length of these f i lms . 


