Jason and the Argonauts (1963)
Dir. Don Chaffey

Directed by Don Chaffey, Jason and the Argonauts tells the story of the Greek hero Jason on his epic quest to retrieve the Golden Fleece. Considered by some to be “the greatest film ever made[footnoteRef:1]”, Jason and the Argonauts is an example of the rise of fantasy adventure film genre into popular culture, heralded by the exemplary special effects work of Ray Harryhausen. Harryhausen’s work for ‘stop motion’ cinema revolutionised the film industry in terms of the realisations of what cinema could become with his culminating work on other films such as Clash of the Titans (1981) and The 7th Voyage of Sinbad (1958). In comparison to modern special effects and techniques used by modern filmmakers, the film seems dated and very much cemented within its era. This, however, adds to the overall tone of the film, adding a vintage ‘charm’ to the film and not removing from the enjoyment. It is a fortuitous circumstance in which Harryhausen lent his talents to the film, as the incredible effects and monsters/antagonists that Jason meets on his odyssey are at the forefront of this movie, with each obstacle becoming its own character and becoming a more grandiose spectacle at every turn.  [1:  Tom Hanks, Tom Hanks At The 1992 Gordon E. Sawyer Awards, 2019 <https://www.facebook.com/RayHarryhausen/videos/1125494344251069> [Accessed 9 October 2020].] 


One of the most impressive techniques deployed by Chaffey is the multiple perspective tricks to create characters and locations appear larger, such as when Jason (Todd Armstrong is in conversation with Zeus (Niall MacGinnis), and the awakening of Talos. While a simple effect, its use on-screen remains immersive to the audience and revolutionised the film making industry with its special effects. The time and effort it took creating these special effects are shown with the onscreen result; Ray Harryhausen animated the ending skeleton battle on his own and built the Talos statue from scratch, adding ‘clunky’ animations to it to reinforce that the statue was made of metal[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Elliot Stein, "The Thirteen Voyages Of Ray Harryhausen", Film Comment, 13.6 (1977), 24-28.] 


The score, produced by Bernard Herrmann, who’s prolific career alongside greats such as Alfred Hitchcock and Orson Welles has led to one of the greatest discographies in the film industry[footnoteRef:3] is a strong aspect of the film. The music matches well with the ongoing tone throughout the film, with the orchestra reaching its crescendo at the peak of the battles and creating the correct atmosphere for what is seen on screen. This atmosphere is also matched by the large set pieces and battles throughout the film. The battle led by Pelias (Douglas Wilmer) at the beginning of the film and the Talos fight, show the effort and attention given to the extras and background by the wardrobe and props department to create a believable mise-en-scene which blends well with the stop motion special effects.  [3:  Stephen C. Smith, A Heart At Fire's Center: The Life And Music Of Bernard Herrmann (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).] 


In conclusion, Jason and the Argonauts is an exemplary film to show incredible special and practical effects within the film industry. The mise-en-scene created, alongside Herrmann’s score allows for an immersive experience, and a perfect combination to run alongside the visuals provided by Ray Harryhausen. Jason and the Argonauts displays the promise and the creativity emanating from filmmakers during the 1960s leading the fantasy and sci-fi revolution that would occur just a decade later. 
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