
HPHI5903: Cinema and War 

Week 2: Early Cinema and the 
Spanish-American War 



“The projection of light and waves had 
replaced the old projection of arrows 
and javelins” 

Virilio, Paul. War and Cinema: The Logics of 
Perception. Verso. London. 1984. (P.76)  



April 1898 to July 1898 

 



The Spanish-American War and 
American Imperialism 

• Spanish colonies in Cuba & the Philippines 
became difficult to rule 

• Cuba rebels fought between 1868 & 1878 

• US imposes a sugar tariff in 1894 causing 
economic chaos & a rebellion in 1895 

 



• US newspapers 
support the rebels 

• Feb 1898, USS Maine 
blows up in Havana 
Harbour 

• Spain is blamed & US 
press whips up hysteria 

• US declares war on 
Spain in April 1898 

 



• The war last four months 

• US annexes the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and 
Guam.  

• AMERICA BECOMES AN EMPIRE 

• Teddy Roosevelt (1901 onwards) continues 
empire expansion 



https://www.britannica.com/art/history-of-the-motion-picture/Edison-and-the-Lumiere-
brothers 
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“It was 1861, whilst travelling on a paddle-steamer 
and watching its wheel, that the future  colonel 
Gatling hit upon the idea of a cylindrical, crank-
driven machine-gun.  

In 1874 the Frenchman Jules Janssen took 
inspiration from the multi-chambered Colt 
(patented in 1832) to invent an astronomical 
revolving unit that could take a series of 
photographs.  

On the basis of this idea, in 1882 Etienne-Jules 
Marey then perfected his chronophotgraphic rifle, 
which allowed the user to aim at and photograph 
an object moving through space” 

Virilio, Paul. War and Cinema: The Logics of Perception. Verso. London. 1984. (P.11)  





 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/spanish-american-war-in-motion-pictures/about-
this-collection/ 
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Tearing Down the Spanish Flag 
R: J. Stuart Blackton. K: Albert E. Smith. P: Vitagraph Company of America. USA 
1898 Filming Locations: Brooklyn, New York City 

 “ Almost as soon as war was declared, J. Stuart 
Blackton and Albert E. Smith of the Vitagraph Co. 
produced what is often called the world’s first war 
movie. The film was called Tearing Down the Spanish 
Flag, and it caused a sensation. The film was simply 
a close-up of Blackton’s hands pulling down a 
Spanish flag and replacing it with the American 
standard. ‘It was taken in a 10 x 12 studio room, the 
background a building next door’, Blackton explained 
in a lecture at the University of Southern California 
in 1929. ‘We had a flag pole and two 18-inch flags. 
Smith operated the machine and I, with this very 
hand, grabbed the Spanish flag and tore it down from 
the pole and pulled the Stars and Stripes to the top 
of the flag pole. That was our very first dramatic 
picture and it is surprising how much dramatic effect 
it created… the people went wild.‘” movie movie 

http://www.moviemoviesite.com/Years/19th Century/1898 Articles/the_maine_attraction.htm


 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G2Sutv2zhT4 
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Cameramen Billy Bitzer and Arthur Marvin were sent almost immediately by Biograph to Cuba 
to film events related to the increasing tensions. There they filmed the wreckage of 
the Maine and other motion pictures in Havana. Other Biograph film crews were sent to 
Washington, D.C., to film ships, cavalry, and Theodore Roosevelt. The resulting motion pictures 
proved very popular to vaudeville audiences who were eager to see views of the situation. 



Key Points 

Thomas Edison's film company, among others, 
recognized the potential of the emerging 
motion picture technology to document and 
convey current events.  

 

The Spanish-American War presented a unique 
opportunity to capture real-life footage, and 
Edison's team was among those who ventured 
to do so. 

 



Edison Film Company 

• In 1898, the Edison Film Company 
produced a series of short films 
related to the Spanish-American 
War.  

• While these early films lacked 
sound and sophisticated editing, 
they provided audiences with a 
glimpse of the war's events in a 
way that photographs and written 
accounts couldn't. 

 





 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mX0fxdRfsQk 
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Emergence of Early War Films:  

• The Spanish-American War marked one of the 
first instances in which moving images played a 
role in documenting and conveying the 
experience of war.  

• Although early films and newsreels lacked the 
sophisticated technology and narrative structure 
of later cinema, they laid the foundation for war-
related storytelling.  

• Filmmakers recognized the potential of war as a 
subject that could attract audiences, and the 
war's representation in these early films paved 
the way for future cinematic depictions. 

 



Use of Patriotic Themes:  

• The patriotic sentiments surrounding the 
Spanish-American War influenced subsequent 
war films. Many early twentieth-century war 
movies drew upon themes of national pride, 
heroism, and the defense of American values.  

• These themes, rooted in the Spanish-
American War's portrayal of the United States 
as a defender of freedom and justice, 
persisted in films depicting later conflicts, 
including World War I and World War II. 

 



Visual Iconography:  

• The visual iconography associated with the 
Spanish-American War, such as military 
uniforms, naval battles, and the American flag, 
became recognizable symbols in war cinema.  

• Filmmakers used these symbols to convey the 
themes of sacrifice, duty, and honor, which 
continued to be prominent in war films 
throughout the twentieth century. 

 



Narrative Conventions: 

• Early war films often followed basic narrative 
conventions, including a focus on brave 
soldiers, the depiction of enemy forces as 
antagonists, and a clear sense of right and 
wrong.  

• These conventions, rooted in the portrayal of 
the Spanish-American War and other 
historical conflicts, became established 
conventions in war cinema. 

 



Genres and sub-genres 

• Reportage (film as news footage) 

• Documentary 

• Re-enactments 

• Feature films 

• Propaganda films 

• …amongst many 

 



Exploration of Complex Themes: 

•  As filmmaking techniques and storytelling 
evolved, so did the depth and complexity of 
war narratives. While early war films often 
presented a straightforward narrative of good 
versus evil, later films began to explore more 
nuanced themes, including the psychological 
toll of war, the moral ambiguity of combat, 
and the impact of war on civilian populations. 

•  This evolution reflected changing societal 
attitudes and the recognition of the 
complexities of real-world conflicts. 

 



Technological Advancements:  

• The Spanish-American War saw the use of 
new technologies, such as early motion-
picture cameras, to capture events. 

•  As technology advanced, filmmakers in the 
twentieth century were able to create more 
realistic and immersive war scenes, 
contributing to the growth of war cinema as a 
genre. 

 



Historical Context:  

• The Spanish-American War, along with other 
historical conflicts, provided filmmakers with 
source material and a historical context for 
their narratives.  

• Many war films set in the early twentieth 
century, such as "The Rough Riders" (1940), 
drew inspiration from this period, recreating 
the look and feel of the era. 

 



Stylistic advancements 

• Shot types 

• Lenses 

• Camera movement 

• Editing sequences  

• re-creations / reenactments 

• Staged scenes 

• Special effects 



ESSAY – worth a read pg.140 onwards 











Exhibition 

• There were no cinemas in 1890’s 

• Exhibition (screenings) were in a variety of 
places; 

 Theatres / Musical Hall (Vaudeville) 

 Town Halls 

 Churches 

 Tents / Marquees 

 Fairgrounds  



Pg. 203 onwards 



 



 The Birth of a Nation (Griffiths.1915) 

• Very problematic “history” film 

• Racially inflammatory 

• Incredibly successful at the Box Office 

• Incredibly accomplished film-making 

 

 ”It is claimed that the play [film] is historical: 
but history is easy to misuse”  Jane Addams. 
Quoted in D.W. Griffith's the Birth of a Nation: A History of the Most Controversial 
Motion Picture of All Time. Stokes, Melvyn. Oxford Uni Press. 2008 
 
 
 



37 minutes in… 



 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ebtiJH3EOHo 

 

From 2hrs 
51mins 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ebtiJH3EOHo


 



Problematically, “Birth of a Nation” wasn’t just a 
seminal commercial spectacle but also a decisively 
original work of art—in effect, the founding work of 
cinematic realism, albeit a work that was developed 
to pass lies off as reality. It’s tempting to think of the 
film’s influence as evidence of the inherent 
corruption of realism as a cinematic mode—but it’s 
even more revealing to acknowledge the disjunction 
between its beauty, on the one hand, and, on the 
other, its injustice and falsehood. The movie’s 
fabricated events shouldn’t lead any viewer to deny 
the historical facts of slavery and Reconstruction. But 
they also shouldn’t lead to a denial of the peculiar, 
disturbingly exalted beauty of “Birth of a Nation,” 
even in its depiction of immoral actions and its 
realization of blatant propaganda. 



“The cavalry charges of the K.K.K., 
done with moving cameras that hurtle 
backward at the speed of the gallop, 
are visually exhilarating and viscerally 
thrilling, despite the hateful and 
bloodthirsty repression that they 
represent; it's the kinetic model for a 
century of action scenes.” 


