












I heard this is the first silent movie or the first movie with a plot. 
Is this true?

This isn’t the first silent film. Or the first silent narrative film. As TCM put it, The 
Great Train Robbery “became the first influential narrative film in which the edit-
ing was imaginative and contributed to the narrative.”

Not quite as snappy as The First Silent Movie but we take what we can get.

What is the movie about?

This is an action western. It wastes no time on frivolity and quickly gets down to 
business. A gang of robbers overpower a railway station clerk, sneak aboard a pas-
senger train and then proceed to strip it of valuables. They blow up the safe (with a 
pink and orange hand-colored explosion) and then rob every last passenger. The 
gang gets clean away but a posse soon pursues them to mete out Western justice.

Or is it New Jersey justice? The Great Train Robbery was an east coast creation 
(like most American films at the time) and was shot in Milltown, New Jersey.

Is the movie based on real events or a fictional work?

It was mildly based on an 1896 melodrama of the same title by Scott Marble, 
though the story was streamlined considerably for the movies. (It has also been 
suggested that the film was inspired by a 1900 train robbery commited by Butch 
Cassidy– yes, that Butch Cassidy– which is possible considering the amount of at-
tention Butch and his gang received from the press.)

Are there any recognizable stars in the film?

As was the custom at the time, no actors were given onscreen credit. G.M. Ander-
son played several extra roles in the film, most significantly as the train passenger 
who tries to flee and gets plugged for his troubles. A few years later, he would 
adopt the persona of Broncho Billy and prevent these sort of villainous happen-
ings.

The leader of the bandits (and the fellow who famously shoots directly into the 
camera) was Justus D. Barnes. What an ideal name for a western actor! He acted 
prolifically until 1917.

Will a modern audience like this movie?

At this point in time, we are used to rooting for thieves, bandits and ne’er-do-wells 
of all stripes. The Great Train Robbery does not invite the audience to sympathize 
with its villains. The movie was meant to shock and horrify by showing realistic 
western violence.

We tend to forget that in 1903, the western setting was not a time period but a 
place. This wasn’t history. It was torn from the headlines.

In general, though, modern viewers should have no trouble with the story. Its nar-
rative is clear (note the lack of intertitles!) and director Edwin S. Porter keeps 
things fast-paced. Further, the outdoor shots and decidedly un-glamorous cast 
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“The Great Train Robbery is a 
1903 American Western film by 
Edwin S. Porter. Twelve minutes 
long, it is considered a 
milestone in film making, 
expanding on Porter's previous 
work Life of an American 
Fireman. The film used a 
number of innovative 
techniques including cross 
cutting, double exposure 
composite editing, camera 
movement and on location 
shooting. Cross-cuts were a 
new, sophisticated editing 
technique. Some prints were 
also hand colored in certain 
scenes. None of the techniques 
were original to The Great Train 
Robbery, and it is now 
considered that it was heavily 
influenced by Frank 
Mottershaw's earlier British film 
A Daring Daylight Burglary. The 
film uses simple editing 
techniques (each scene is a 
single shot) and the story is 
mostly linear (with only a few 
"meanwhile" moments), but it 
represents a significant step in 
movie making, being one of the 
first "narrative" movies of 
significant length. It was quite 
successful in theaters and was 
imitated many times.”

























































Was that it? Well, if it was, it was everything: Gilbert loves Adoree and now we’re fully in-

vested in Gilbert. He’s got to survive this damned war; he’s got to get this girl back!

The battle scenes that follow are eerie, ferocious, heart-breaking and rousing, sometimes 

all at once. While Gilbert spouts occasional corn across the title cards once the men have 

advanced deep into battle, it was surely served fresh back during the original run of the 

film. Previously my favorite infantry battle scenes were from All Quiet on the Western Front 

(1930) and as soon as Kirk Douglas blows his whistle in Paths of Glory (1957). Vidor’s elabo-

rately choreographed and shockingly brutal battle from The Big Parade now stands along-

side them, if not out front.

Even before the mustard gas or the tense wait in the shell holes I was hooked. As the men 

make their initial march forward, spread just a few feet apart, the silence of  The Big Parade 

is magnified. Why? Because we’re in their boots now, the movie has totally captured us. 

Out of the corner of your eye you’ll spot a soldier dropping to the ground dead and the 

death just doesn’t stop. The slow determined march moves forward, the falling bodies be-

coming more prominent and our only hope becomes that Gilbert, Dane and O’Brien con-

tinue to stand and march.

I’ll be honest. There were times during the first half of the movie, when Gilbert and 

Adoree were falling for each other, that I thought to myself, isn’t this supposed to be a 

war movie? I was enjoying what I watched, but it wasn’t what I had originally expected. I 

knew the importance of Adoree’s involvement, but still, I came to the movie expecting 

war to be hell from start to finish. Our war finally comes, but it really begins just before 

that first battle when Adoree desperately seeks out the young American she has fallen in 

love with.

And that made my second viewing on Tuesday night all the more pleasant. The Big Parade 

gets better the second time. The power of what is to come still builds anticipation, but the 

story that leads us to the battlefield is improved both by knowing what does follow yet 

understanding just how much we will come to value these characters in reaching the hell 

that Vidor is about to put them through.

I watched The Big Parade nearly ninety years after it was first released. I suppose the best 

answer as to how it was received in the 1920s would be the bottom line. It became, argua-

bly, the highest grossing film to that time and is still, along with The Birth of a Nation 

(1915), one of the two all-time highest grossing films of the silent era.

The Big Parade was originally released at 140 minutes in 1925 when it premiered at Grau-

man’s Egyptian Theatre in Los Angeles. A few weeks later it premiered in New York at the 

Astor Theatre where it ran for a stunning two years! It only had limited release at that 

time and most of the country had to wait nearly two years for it to reach them during a 

September 1927 re-release.

The copy I viewed was recorded off of TCM from the 1988 restoration produced by 

David Gill and Kevin Brownlow. The Big Parade was previously released on VHS in 1992 

and after yet another restoration in 2005 finally comes to Blu-ray and DVD from Turner 

Home Entertainment on October 1, 2013.

Third time should be even more the charm for me come this October.
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MORDAUNT HALL’S 
ORIGINAL NEW YORK 

TIMES REVIEW
 NOV. 20, 1925

“It is a subject so compelling 
and realistic that one feels 
impelled to approach a review 
of it with all the respect it 
deserves, for as a motion 
p ic ture i t i s someth ing 
beyond the fondest dreams of 
most people. The thunderous 
belching of guns follows on 
the heels of a delightful 
romance between a Yankee 
doughboy and a fascinating 
French farm girl. There are 
humor, sadness and love, and 
the suspense is maintained 
so well that blasé men last 
night actually were hoping 
that a German machine gun 
would not "get" one of the 
three buddies in this story.”
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Vanessa Applegate - Artist, artisan, and editor, somehow she put up with Chris watching all these damned silent movies! 
She makes hairpieces and hats that you will find at whiskeytangofashion.com

James Bacon - a Hugo-winning Fanzine Editor. Chris has just sent him a thumbdrive with a dozen pieces of silent news-
reel footage from WWI. 

Christopher J Garcia - Lives in Boulder Creek, California, sees silents a few times a year, and edits fanzines.

Forgotten movie stars and obscure old movies are the focus of Cliff Aliperti’s blog, Immortal Ephemera.com. Estab-
lished in 2002 as a base for Cliff’s online movie collectibles business, Immortal Ephemera has expanded over the years 
into a site concentrating upon movies and stars of the 1930s, especially those whose stories have been too long neglected.

Rich Coad is a writer and editor out of Northern California. His zine Sense of Wonder Stories, really is worth checking 
out. It’s available at http://efanzines.com/SoWS/index.htm

Andrew Duvall is one of the best film experience writers you’ll ever find! He’s watching his way through 1001 Greatest 
Movies Ever!  You can read his film thoughts at http://1001movieman.blogspot.com

Will Frank is an exceptionally funny human being and a nice guy... despite being a lawyer. 

Rachael Grace is an amazing filmmaker out of New York. Her film Sumi was a big hit at Cinequest in 2014.

Nathanael C Hood does Forgotten Classics of Yesterday  which is always worth reading. His piece first appeared at 
http://forgottenclassicsofyesteryear.blogspot.com/2010/07/life-and-death-of-9413-hollywood-extra.html

Fritzi Kramer is a writer whose work can be read at http://moviessilently.com. His piece first appeared at 
http://moviessilently.com/2013/11/03/the-great-train-robbery-1903-a-silent-film-review/. He also maintains 
vimeo.com/moviessilently

Mac McCann is a writer and student at the University of Texas. http://macmccanntx.com/. His piece first appeared at 
http://macmccanntx.com/2013/02/01/unredeemable-racism-a-review-of-d-w-griffiths-birth-of-a-nation/

Chuck Serface is the King of Men and co-host of the Nerdvana Podcast (http://nerdvanapodcast.com) 

Jason Wiener - Film Fan, Festival Junky, Scientist, and Drinking Man! You can find his film blog at 
http://jasonwatchesmovies.blogspot.com


