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1925           USA               150 minutes Cert PG

Director King Vidor       Screenplay Harry Behn  
Story Laurence Stallings, based on a play by Joseph Farnham
Cinematography John Arnold           Producer Irving Thalberg

Cast John Gilbert (James Apperson), Renée Adorée (Melisande), Hobart
Bosworth (Mr. Apperson), Claire McDowell (Mrs. Apperson), Claire
Adams (Justyn Reed), Robert Ober (Harry), Tom O’Brien (Bull), Karl
Dane (Slim)

I think that for today's audience it is important to emphasise that The Big
Parade was released just seven years after the armistice that ended the
First World War.  Therefore for the majority of it's audience it covered the
most significant event in their lives and captured the imagination of the
country with its potent combination of realism and romanticised nostalgia.

In addition,silent cinema wasn’t about realism, it was about expressing
ideas through images to an audience that was paying close attention to
every gesture and insert. It was a collaboration between the film and the
imaginations of the people watching. That’s what makes the era’s epics
so impressive. It’s one thing to ask audiences to connect the dots in a
slapstick two-reeler or a domestic melodrama, but for a story that spans
years and nations, it takes a remarkable degree of control. 

Tonight's film is one of the very best films of its era and of its genre. It
has a nice blend of drama, action, and lighter moments, with plenty of good photography and settings. The 
characters are simple, believable, and unpretentious, and they are brought to life well by the cast .

In his autobiography A Tree Is a Tree, Vidor recounts the origins of  the film.  Having made some good but 
ephemeral films for the fledgling M-G-M, Vidor told Irving Thalberg, “If I were to work on something that had
a chance at long runs…, I would put much more effort, and love, into its creation.”

If there is anything wrong with the film it is that Vidor put too much into it. The film is at once a grand epic, 
an intimate romance, a comedy of camaraderie, and a 
savage polemic. Somehow, Vidor managed to hold all this 
together, and seemingly overnight became the leading 
“serious” director in America, assuming at age thirty-one the 
mantle which had fallen from D. W. Griffith’s shoulders when 
the Master was forced to sign a contract with Paramount 
earlier in 1925.

Vidor wrote, “I wanted it to be the story of a young American 
who was neither overpatriotic or a pacifist, but who went to 
war and reacted normally to all the things that happened to 
him. It would be the story of the average guy…He simply 
goes along for the ride and tries to make the most of each 
situation as it happens. Thalberg was immediately 
interested.” Upon viewing footage of a group of soldiers 



solemnly escorting a funeral cortège, Vidor was inspired to choreograph the filming of the American forces' 
march through Belleau Wood to the beat of a metronome amplified by a bass drum to heighten the sense 
of foreboding and death.

Vidor stated that several American and British veterans hired for the film considered his directions of 
moving to the drum beat ludicrous. During the film's premiere at the Egyptian Theatre, Vidor requested that 
the orchestra remain silent during the sequence to allow the visual cadence to become apparent to the 
audience. The sequence went on to become one of the film's signature pieces and one of the most famous 
of the silent era. 

Yet the images one retains longest are those of tender
moments between John Gilbert and Renee Adoree, whose
star-crossed careers and lives reached their pinnacle in this
film. 

The Big Parade was one of the greatest hits of the 1920s
earning  gross rentals of $4,990,000 in North America and
$1,141,000 overseas on a budget of $382,000 during its initial
release, with MGM recording a profit of $3.4 million.  It played
in some larger cities continually for a year or more, boosting
Gilbert's career, indeed he was in 1925 a bigger star than
Valentino.  The film made Renée Adorée a major star, although
she would soon be diagnosed with tuberculosis and die only a few years later aged 35.  The film ultimately 
grossed $18–$22 million in worldwide rentals and is sometimes proclaimed as the most successful film of 
the silent era,although it is most likely this record falls to The Birth of a Nation. 

After the film's producers found a clause in Vidor's contract that entitled the director to 20% of the net 
profits, studio lawyers called for a meeting with him. At the meeting, accountants upgraded the costs of the 
picture and downgraded their forecast of its potential success. Vidor was thus persuaded to sell his stake in
the film before he could receive his percentage. However, the film's tremendous success established Vidor 
as one of MGM's top directors for the rest of his career. 

Vidor and Gilbert followed this success with two more hits,and these added to Gilbert’s growing reputation 
as the screen’s Great Lover. But it was his next film, Flesh and the Devil (1926), with the new Swedish star 
Greta Garbo, which cemented it. Their chemistry fired their love scenes with a blatant eroticism that blazed 
through two more silent films together and an offscreen affair that lasted for several years. By 1927, John 
Gilbert was an idolized superstar.

Gilbert’s transition to sound was less successful than director Vidor, whose last film was Solomon and 
Sheba in 1959. For many years, the myth persisted that Gilbert’s voice was thin and high, and at odds with 
his romantic image. The truth is more complex. His voice was a light baritone and perfectly adequate, 
according to reviews of Gilbert’s first talkie, His Glorious Night (1929). The problem was the film’s silly 
dialogue, consisting of “I love you, I love you, I love you!” endlessly repeated and over-precisely 
enunciated. As a 1930 Photoplay magazine article commented, “The same amorous techniques that made 
Jack adored and famous in the dear old days is inclined to raise a storm of titters in the new.” Gilbert 
remained under contract to MGM until 1934, but the choice roles went to a new breed of actor, like Clark 
Gable. The loyal Garbo insisted that Gilbert play opposite her in Queen Christina (1933). Although he 
received good reviews, the film was not a success. Morose and drinking heavily, Gilbert’s health 
deteriorated. He died of a heart attack in 1936, at the tragically young age of 36. 

In 1992 The Big Parade was selected for preservation in the United States National Film Registry by the 
Library of Congress as being "culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant".

Iain McGlashan
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Real to Reel: A Century of War Movies
Imperial War Museum London - Until 8 January 2017

Admission Price
Adult £10
Child £5
Concessions £7

Go behind the scenes
of some of the most
iconic war films which 
have captured the
imagination of cinema-going audiences for generations.

This major exhibition explores how film-makers have found inspiration in 
compelling personal stories and gripping real events from wars of the past
century. See how film-makers have used war's inherent drama to 
translate stories of love and loss, fear and courage, triumph and tragedy 
into blockbusters for the big screen.

For the first time, Real to Reel: A Century of War Movies brings together 
a unique combination of film clips, costumes, props, scripts, sketches and
designs, alongside original archival material and artefacts from IWM's 
Collections.

Spanning decades and featuring over 200 objects, the exhibition includes 
items from films such as The Dam Busters, Where Eagles Dare, 
Apocalypse Now, Battle of Britain, Das Boot, Casablanca, Jarhead, 
Atonement and War Horse.

Delve into the historic events and
experiences that have inspired the movies.
Look at the man behind the myth in 
Lawrence of Arabia, through to the real
events of D-Day which were vividly
recreated in Saving Private Ryan. 



Comments and reactions to: The Good Lie
An excellent choice for One World Week – a great lesson in humanity
An excellent choice for One World Week A good choice for One World Week
Powerful story – a good choice for this week
Very moving – Thank you, Committee, for another excellent choice for One World Week
What an interesting film – a good choice for One World Week – Thanks to WNCC
An American film for One World Week!! Very good so a pleasant surprise
Inspiring, redemptive with courage and compassion
Thank you - this is what film clubs are about – excellent choice
Well told, well acted, well worth watching Powerful film:truth stranger than fiction
Very moving – should be shown more widely Very moving
A moving story – too bad that there are more bad lies than good
A really moving “Africa” film, but probably rather too ideal in the USA 
(PS Witherspoon hard to understand – not sure why?)
Nice idea to start with “Look at Life” - the plight of refugees is given the “Hollywood 
treatment” but survives to show how the human spirit can transcend adversity

Score 0 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8  9 10 
 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 1 2 13 13 2 1

No of reaction slips received = 33 Average Score = 7.50

Position Film Average Score
1st Bridge of Spies 8.24
2nd The Good Lie 7.5
3rd Carol 6.97
4th Comme Une Image 5.82

Special
screening on

24 November:
Kirk Douglas will be 
100 years old on 
9 December. To mark 
that event we present 
this classic Western 
from 1957 which also 
stars Burt Lancaster.   
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