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Filmsite Movie Review

Arranged through the generous assistance of Tim Dirks at www.filmsite.org

The Big Parade (1925) is director/producer King Vidor's most famous, precedent-setting war
film from the silent era. It was the first realistic war drama and has served ever since as an
archetypal model for all other war films. It was the first big box-office success of the newly-
formed MGM Studios - and possibly the most profitable silent film of all time - it helped bring
back the popularity of war films in the late 20s. Vidor, often compared to the end of the century's
director Steven Spielberg, brought his own epic, sweeping style to his intimate yet massive work
about love and war.

Screenwriter Harry Behn based his script on a story by author Laurence Stallings, who based
his writing on his own gritty wartime experiences as a Marine serving in N. France. Made only
seven years after the Great War's Armistice, the film captures the impact of the conflict on an
ordinary Gl. It was the first war film of its kind to tell its story from the viewpoint of the Gl.
Handsome matinee silent screen idol John Gilbert gave his greatest acting performance in a



star-making role as one of three Americans who enlisted and was swept into the war in France.

When compared to the first anti-war film of the talkie era, All Quiet on the Western Front
(1930), The Big Parade is more a film of escapist entertainment rather than an anti-war treatise,
although its powerful battle scenes and staging undoubtedly influenced director Lewis
Milestone's later film.

The Big Parade is divided into two distinct sections:

e Section I: about 75 minutes long, is part light-hearted comedic humor and romance
about the lives and experiences of three inductees (from different backgrounds - a
gawky riveter, a Bowery bartender, and a son-of-privilege millionaire) upon their arrival
in France, and the winning of the affection of a beautiful French-speaking village girl.

e Section Il: almost equal in length, is a grim statement of the madness and futility of
war, and filled with extraordinarily realistic and authentic battle scenes and vivid
representations of trench warfare (peppered with graphic language in the film's inter-
titles), and supplemented with a gripping and poignant love story to present the war's
emotional impact.

The Story

After the credits, a title card notes that "Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer gratefully acknowledges the
splendid co-operation of the Second Division, United States Army and Air Service Units, Kelly
Field."

Section I:

The first scenes of the film quickly introduce the three main characters in a United States of
1917 with booming productivity: "In the Spring of 1917, America was a nation occupied in
peaceful progression. Mills were humming with activity - Buildings climbed skyward, monuments
to commerce and profession. The three men from different walks of life, who will soon be called
to war, are introduced:

e "Here 'Slim' Jensen worked....just one of labor's millions, building a nation.” Tobacco
chewing, blue-collar steelworker/riveter Slim Jensen (Karl Dane) works high atop a
steel skyscraper.

e "Along The Bowery were men of another trade. Among them was 'Bull' O'Hara."
Bartender 'Bull' Michael O'Hara (Tom O'Brien) wipes a glass clean behind the bar.

e "On life's other side were rich men, chiefs of industry...and rich men's sons - such as
Jim Apperson." Jim Apperson (John Gilbert), the affable son of a wealthy southern mill
owner, belongs to the monied class - he is reclining and lathered up for a shave by a
black servant, who asks: "Are you for sure goin' to take a job in your father's mill?" A
lounger, he is unambitious and uninterested in productive work: "Me...work? | should
say not!"

Sirens and steam whistles signal more than the end of the work day. The day's newspaper
carries the headline that President Wilson has declared war and the troops are bound for
Europe: "WAR DECLARED - Tremendous Rush For Enlistment." "In such an hour, most
mothers are alike...and Jim's mother was no exception.” Jim's mother (Claire McDowell) is
concerned that Jim may have to enlist and go 'over there', but he laughs off the seriousness of
it: "I have enough war on my hands...with Dad." "As long as Jim could remember he had been
in love with Justyn Reed." His hometown, girl-next-door sweetheart Justyn (Claire Adams) is
caught up in war's enthusiasm and coaxes him to enlist - attaching romance to the idea of
fighting:

Justyn: Aren't you thrilled that we're going to war?
Jim: No.
Justyn: You'll look gorgeous in an officer's uniform! I'll love you more than ever then.



"What a thing is patriotism! We go for years not knowing we have it. Suddenly - Martial
music!...Native flags!...Friends cheer!...and it becomes life's greatest emotion!" Jim drives his
open convertible into town - his way is blocked by a flag-waving, patriotic parade of white-
uniformed nurses and marching bands, accompanying volunteers leaving his American
hometown for the battlefront of World War I. Excited friends from another vehicle call over to
him: "Come on! The whole gang's going over!" Impulsively, Jim taps his feet to the beat of the
martial music - the militarism is contagious. One parader carries a sign: "Berlin or Bust - We'll
Knock the L out of Berlin."

That evening, after Jim returns home and is dropped off by his buddies, his mother embraces
him with worry. His father (Hobart Bosworth) supports the war effort: "lt's come, Mother! Now we
must all pitch in and do our bit!l...Harry (Robert Ober) [Jim's younger brother] has already
organized double shifts at the mill...and he's going to work nights!"

Jim's father sternly lectures and points at Jim in his study and demands an end to his useless
idleness - comparing him to his more serious and responsible brother:

Mr. Apperson: Look here, young man! I've stood all the nonsense and idleness from you that I'm
going to stand! We're in the fight now...and it's time for every man to jump in and get busy! Look
at your brother! See how he's putting his shoulder to the wheel! The country's at war! There's no
room in my house for idlers! You'll do something or...get out!

Jim: (perplexed) Is that all? Do you mind if | stay here tonight? (His father assents) (to his
brother) Is it all right with you? (His brother agrees)

Justyn: (She enters and hugs her boyfriend) Aren't you all proud of him? (Jim's father asks:
"Proud of him. For what?") Hasn't he told you? (Mr. Apperson and Harry answer "No.") Jim has
enlisted!

There are surprised and mixed reactions - his mother hugs him and rests her head on his
shoulder, knowing that she will soon see him depart. His father smiles and rushes over excitedly
to shake his son's hand and lights up a cigar. Harry looks with pride toward his older brother.

"From avenue and alley they came...ROOKIES." The camera pans across the front row of boot
camp enlistees, including the threesome of Slim, Jim, and Bull. Jim sticks out with his affluent
clothing and belongings. The image of them walking behind their drill sergeant in street clothes
dissolves into their full-uniformed march as infantrymen - hundreds of them - marching and
singing optimistically as they proceed into France:

You're in the army now,
You're not behind a plow;
You'll never get rich,

You son-of-a-gun,

You're in the army now!

"And so the 'laughing American' boys, a song on their lips, marched into France. One nightfall,
after a march of twenty miles, they arrived in Champillon...weary and ready for sleep.” French
peasant girls gesture tantalizingly at the tired men as they arrive and receive "orders for
billeting."

In a light-hearted sequence, where the warfront is only a backdrop for frolicking hijinks, some of
the men climb up into a hayloft to sleep. But before they can retire, pushy Corporal Bull orders
them to "police" the yard and shovel the manure out of the barn - their first real task: "Hey, you
Bozoes! No sleep for you babies until you dress this manure pile! Come on! Take the anchors
off them shovels!" He sings a revised Army song to entertain them:

You're in the army now
No use to raise a row;
Shovel and chuck

The goo and the muck,
You're in the army now!

His buddies joke with Bull about the detestable work:

Slim (complaining): Say, | joined this army to fight...not shovel!
Jim: You'll shovel and like it, dearie!



Bull (after giving Slim a bigger shovel): Now, you big stiff - SHOVEL!

Jim has his first look at a young French peasant girl named Melisande (Renee Adoree), the
daughter of a farmer who doesn't speak English - she will eventually become the object of his
affection. She stands back as her mother (Rosita Marstini) complains about the noise of the
men outside their village home. Bull spurs on the men to work faster: "What do you birds think
this is...a May party? Come on! Show me some speed!" In a flurry, they shovel the manure

at him.

(continued at
file:///C:/Documents%20and %20Settings/Shakespeare/Desktop/SF/The %20Big%20Par
ade%20(1925).htm)




Arranged through the generous assistance of Luke McKernan at
http://lukemckernan.com/2013/10/25/the-big-parade/

When did I last see The Big Parade? 1 can’t remember where or when? On a big screen,
I think, and at least twenty years ago. My memory of it, apart from its huge emotional
impact, chiefly centred on the soldiers marching slowly through woods in the face of
gunfire. I saw the film again this evening, the new Blu-Ray release from Warners of
Kevin Brownlow and David Gill’s Thames Television restoration, and I was surprised
at how much I had forgotten. The march through the woods is as much of a cinematic
coup as ever it was, but so much of the film was as if new to me — which, though it
makes me worry about my memory, made it in all other respects a great pleasure
because it was as though watching a film classic for the first time.

The film tells a story now so familiar that you have to make a special effort to remind
yourself that nothing like it had ever been seen on the screen before, and that it was
shown to an audience for whom the First World War was but a few years ago with its
impact and consequences still being digested. Directed by King Vidor in 1925, it tells of
Jim, a young American playboy (John Gilbert) who enlists when America joins the war
and becomes close friends with two men from humbler working backgrounds, Bull and
Slim, played by Tom O’Brien and Karl Dane. They train for war, travel over to France,
and while stationed at a French village waiting for the fighting to begin, Gilbert falls in
love with French girl, Melisande, played by Renée Adorée, despite neither being able to
speak a word of the other’s language. Gilbert has left a fiancée back in America, so the
romance is touched with doubts if not guilt.

The soldiers go to the front, and having been strafed by a German airplane as they
march down a road, they meet proper action at Belleau Woods. This sequence has been
much praised for its realism, as the soldiers proceed slowly through the trees in the
bright light of day, one by one falling as they are picked off by sniper fire and machine
guns. It comes as a huge shock after the arcadian interlude in the French village, but
what struck me was how stylised the whole sequence it, so that realism is a quite
misleading concept. In its gentle rhythm, in its play of light and shadow, in its
intercutting between propulsive and repulsive elements, it seems a very formalised,
almost balletic sequence — a dream of war with the reality of death.

The fighting continues at night on open ground, where the trip find themselves in a fox
hole. Slim goes out on a doomed solo mission and is killed. Jim goes out to try and
rescue him, and in another of the film’s heart-stopping sequences, he shoots a German
soldier and then pursues him, both dragging themselves through the mud. Coming
together, Jim is unable to bayonet the man but instead gives him a cigarette, before his
young enemy dies. It is the kind of sequence advocates of the silent film hold up as
being quintessence of the medium. Nothing is said, everything is only felt and read
through the eyes until it becomes a scene that could only have been told silently. Its
power is the very model of what was lost when cinema found sound.



Jim returns home after the war, where we and his family learn for the first time that he
has lost a leg. again, one has to think back to how it must have come across in 1925 to
see a star of Gilbert’s romantic appeal so disfigured. His family — and conveniently his
fiancée — seem repulsed by him, even as his mother has a sweet vision of the different
stages of her child growing up, but this is a part of Jim’s new maturity. He has to reject
his inherited comforts and discover his true self back in France, where Melisane toils
the fields dreaming that he might return one day. But who is that figure she seems
hobbling on the brow of a hill, coming toward her? It is no less powerful for being the
only ending that the audience would ever have allowed the filmmakers to make.

The Big Parade has its occasional lapses and absurdities (Karl Dane’s eye-rolling
comedy; Melisande clinging onto the truck that is taking Jim away from her raises more
of a smile than a tear), but no more than must inevitably occur with the passing of time.
It rings true in both narrative and performance. Watching, however, I kept thinking of
how what was hugely popular once becomes the reserve of the specialist. The cinephiles
laud The Big Parade as the peak of silent film craft, with performances, technique and
theme that could hardly be bettered. I myself have just said how it rings true. Yet for the
general audience these things are not true. It is quaint. It is false. It has been rendered
implausible and unpersuasive by the passing of time and by the many films that have
adapted its template for the tastes of their own times. Some in that general audience
would fall for it, or at least appreciate its lasting values with a bit of context, but
ultimately The Big Parade is much like any other film, in that its relevance is
fundamentally tied to its popularity, and that is measured in a small number of years
before tastes move on.

When is dramatic art ever eternal? Art on a wall achieves this, perhaps because it is
static and not so dependent for its meaning upon an audience — it is constructed to stand
out of time. Of course dramatic plays have lasted down the centuries, but their
performances do not, as any vintage filmed or televised Shakespeare play will
demonstrate. It all changes, from what was generally understood to what is selectively
understood and requires apologetics. What is past is lost, or is in an ever-increasing
process of being lost. As John Gilbert’s embittered face towards the end of The Big
Parade suggests, film’s great hopes never last.







Stay in touch as we have many wonderful shows coming up
throughout the remainder of 2014. Many of the sessions have live
music with acclaimed Australian musicians.

¢ Sydney Lindfield Uniting Church 33 Tryon Rd (Cnr
Nelson and Tryon Rds) June 21, July 26 and Auqust 23.
Three Saturdays at 3pm all different films. Live music
with Dr Paul Paviour OAM Jackson heritage organ and
piano in June; John D’Arcy in July and August; John
Batts will welcome patrons on the Jackson organ in July
and August. June 21 the great Australian silent film, The
Sentimental Bloke. July 26 The acclaimed Chinese silent
film with English subtitles and starring the wondrous
Ruan Lingyu and Jin Yan in The Peach Girl. August 23
the silent film superstar Mary Pickford in the Sydney
premiere of the restored Sparrows. Tickets at Festival
website on right hand side. $25/$20 per session.
Discounted Festival Pass to all three sessions.

e Sydney Epping Baptist Church 1 Ray Road Epping (cnr
Carlingford Road and near station): four Saturdays at
3pm. All different films in classic shorts’ programs. Live
music with the mighty Christie theatre organ;: July 19
Cliff Bingham presents Laughter and thrills....Charlie
Chaplin double, Harold Lloyd and Australia’s Billy
Bevan. Auqust 16 Cliff Bingham presents the Kings of
Comedy...Charlie Chaplin, Harold Lloyd and Charley




Chase. September 20 John Batts presents Silents are
Golden....D W Griffith, Charlie Chaplin double and Buster
Keaton. October 18 John Batts presents Silent
comedies....priceless!...Charlie Chaplin, the animated
Gertie the Dinosaur, Buster Keaton and Laurel and
Hardy. Tickets at Festival website on this page right
hand side. Discounted festival pass to all 4 sessions
available. Details about sessions at the website.

e State Library NSW Sundays at 2pm: World War 1 themed
feature silent films with soundtracks: 13 July The Big
Parade; 31 August All Quiet on the Western Front. : Live
music with leading Australian silent film accompanists in
all 5 November sessions: Nov 2 Australian premiere high
definition restoration The Hunchback of Notre Dame; Nov
9 master Japanese master director, Ozu, with English
subtitles Passing Fancy; Nov 16, 23 and 30 Australian
premieres of high definition restorations of The Genius of
Charlie Chaplin, nine of his best short comedies at the
Mutual Studio across three Sundays!

The Festival with the State Library NSW salutes Charlie Chaplin’s start in
film 100 years ago: 1914-2014. In November many of his greatest comedy
shorts will be presented with live music in their full glory of their high
definition restorations

Charlie’s genius captivated and enchanted audiences around the world
within a very short period of time. That relationship has never ended. The
whole world claims Charlie as its own: the qualities in his roles as director,
actor and composer are timeless and universal. Many of his acclaimed
films shall be presented later this year. See below and the Festival website
for further details.



CHAPLIN

@ KEYSTONE

Thank you Charlie!
1914-2014

We acknowledge the assistance from Chapel Distribution in arranging the
film for this session. The Festival appreciates the invaluable and generous
support from the renowned David Shepard, Film Preservation and
Associates and Blackhawk Films, Lobster Films, Jeff Masino, Flicker
Alley, Robert Gamlen, Samantha Hagan, Marcelo Flaksbard, Leslie Eric
May and the sublime flair and talents of Stephanie Khoo.

Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb
reviews at Amazon by the Festival’s tireless supporter,
Barbara Underwood.
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