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HPHI7011: Screening the Past: Film and History – Ancient, Medieval and Modern:

Activity: ‘Applying Cinematic Terminology’, Submit a brief discussion (say, up to 500 words) which uses key terms from Corrigan’s book ‘A Short Guide to Writing About Film’ 8th edition by Timothy Corrigan: to interpret an aspect (special effects; skeleton fight/army) of any of the films viewed for Weeks 1 and 2 of the module: Jason and the Argonauts (1963):

Having grown-up watching sci-fi and fantasy, I must have only been seven or eight years old when I first watched the skeleton fight/army scene of Jason and the Argonauts (1963). Upon reflection, I may have only ever watched it very briefly since my first viewing – and certainly not in any critical, formal, or analytical manner.

The narrative follows Jason in this Greek classic to retrieve a golden fleece and in his sights: the throne of Thessaly. Upon their quest, he and his crew encounter the well-articulated skeletal foe in their escape from Colchis! This segment alone (shot in Greece/Italy) took four months if not longer to produce – and has left a lasting effect on the cultural-life of film. Without a doubt, the composition of the frame is downright dark and even mildly-horrifying to children and adults alike.

Delving-into the films handcrafted creatures and warring skeletons (Spartoi) a vital role in cinema and in stop-start animation on the big screen took-place. Today, stop-motion films with their enduring shifty movements and somewhat strange sound effects are few and far between (Isle of Dogs, 2018 may be one modern example with Clash of the Titans – Medusa battle scene (1981 original) rivaling the skeletons for causing many a sleepless night to many (something I would argue CGI has yet to do).

The fight, which lasts approx. 2:18 min has in one-instance over 1.5 million views on YouTube since 2012. Thus, modern-media outlets are and have been for over a decade provided a platform to a whole-tech savvy generation easy viewing to the risen-dead, risen from their graves (sword in hand) action-scene and in doing so pay a wonderful respect to Harryhausen (directly or indirectly). 

The mis-en-scene (which is essentially what we see or what is put in view of the shot/camera) for the skeletal battle was a painstaking and intricate affair – not only for its continuity but also one must consider the frailty of the figures from over-use. In short, along with the animation and score this scene is recognized as one of the best stop-start scenes ever made! And has been formative in laying the groundwork for later works from Tim Burtons ‘Night Before Christmas’ (1993) to ‘The Mummy’ (1999) – the result of which has left a lingering legacy on the developing world of stop motion model animation, dark/scary visual effects even original theatrical release posters (design: illustration).













