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 
 

 

 

            Motion pictures are very important as ART . . . the motion 

            pictures, which are the most popular of modern arts for the  

            masses, have their moral quality from the intentions of the  

minds which produce then and from their effects of the moral 

lives and reactions of their audiences. This gives them a most 

            important morality: 

 

               1. They reproduce the morality of the men who use the  

                   pictures as a medium for the expression of their ideas 

                   and ideals. 

 

              2. They affect the moral standards of those who, through  

                  screen, take in these ideas and ideals. 

 

In the case of motion pictures, this effect may be particularly  

            emphasized because no art has so quick and so widespread   

an appeal to the masses. It has become in an incredibly short  

            period the art of the multitudes. 

 

                                                The Motion Picture Production Code 

                                                                                       March 1930 

 

 

 

                          
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There is a huge overemphasis in American Culture on the new, and far too many 

younger filmgoers seem to think that movies began sometime in the Seventies or 

Eighties, and evince absolutely no interest in anything earlier. That Hollywood 

pictures overall have got progressively worse since the early 1960s --- except for a 

brief renaissance almost a decade later --- is a fact acknowledged and lamented by 

nearly every film critic and historian. 

 

                                              Peter Bogdanovich - Movie of the Week: 52 

                                              Classic Films for One Full Year 1999 

 

 

For me film history starts with the first movie that I can remember seeing by title, 

and that’s Duel in the Sun, 1946. So we start there and we go back and move 

forward --- So what I’m trying to do is excite some of the younger film makers or 

people interested in film --- to make them go and search out the older films, films 

of the old masters, so to speak and films of the “B” directors and that sort of thing. 

The problem is that budding movie buffs have little concept of the past. I’ll talk to 

some student groups sometimes and I’ll mention Sweet Smell of Success or John 

Ford’s Wagon Master and suddenly I realize they don’t know what I’m talking 

about. In many cases you find that film history starts with maybe Forrest Gump. 

But I said that yesterday and I was told that’s too early. 

 

                                         Martin Scorsese - A Personal Journey With  

                                         Martin Scorsese Through American Movies 1997  

 

 

The present state of cinema seems a mixed bag at best. The technology is 

exploding. People are making more money than ever before. But the films 

themselves often seem disappointing. As the technology increases and sights and 

sounds overwhelm us, the very qualities that once made us love films, the drama 

and characterization, are normally thin shadows of the past. 

 

                                       Ira Konigsberg - Complete Film Dictionary 1997 
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 
   

Sneak Preview  
 

 
 
A ballot published in Rolling Stone‟s review of 2000 films captured the growing 

feeling of contempt among critics and audiences with output from the so called 

Hollywood dream factory as the 20
th
 century came to a close: 

 

                                 Y2K (2000) at the flicks was 

 

         The Worst in a decade 
 
        Hell, the worst in history 
 
         So bad, the Academy should cancel the Oscars 
 
         All of the above 
 
Peter Travers and other observers of American cinema believe there is a creative 

crisis in the film industry where studios fearing failure have turned over movie 

making to marketing departments. The marketing departments have spawned focus 

groups which are suffocating originality. As box office sales have fallen more than 

15 percent in 2000, the studios have clung to old formulas that are well past “their 

sell-by dates.” Box office failure now equals a death sentence and good films that 

failed commercially during initial release can no longer pick up the slack on video 

and DVD rentals. The marketing departments have succeeded in persuading the 

public to rent only “hits,” but there are fewer and fewer bona fide hits to choose 

from. 

 
The creative crisis lamented by Travers is real, but the decline in movie attendance 

has deeper roots than the marketing departments of the major studios. The author 

of this book contends that the viewing public, entertainment conglomerates, film 

producers and some critics are no longer “historically grounded” in the evolution 

of movie making during the 20th century. To support this contention and develop 
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Rediscovering the Greatest Films of the Twentieth Century: An Antidote to the 

Hollywood Counter Culture, the history of the film industry in the United States 

was studied in depth. I had originally intended to present a decade by decade 

historical chronology of the evolution of the American film industry during the 

twentieth century that author after author had already provided this documentation 

in a variety of formats. Tim Dirks Greatest Films:www.filmsite.org has a web-site 

port entitled “Film History” that provide the decade by decade historical 

“snapshots” that I had originally envisioned. While the film historians researched 

are too numerous to all be singled for recognition on these pages, contributions of a 

few film historians were invaluable in shaping the content of this book.  Leslie 

Halliwell whose Filmgoer’s Companion and Film Guide displayed a special 

affection for films he saw as a young man. Films with little sex and violence but 

with plenty of humor. Halliwell knew that time was the ultimate judge of great 

films. Of all the histories of American films, Steven Earley‟s Introduction to 

American Movies was the most informative step by step examination of American 

films from the early twentieth century through 1978. Earley captured the essence 

of the film historian when he described the purpose of his book: 

 

           “ To improve film viewer‟s visual literacy, understanding of cinema  

              and intensity their enjoyment of the movies through knowledge of 

              the historical origins of films.” 

 

Ephraim Katz, who has written the most comprehensive encyclopedia of world 

cinema in a single volume (The Film Encyclopedia) which includes a 

straightforward and concise history of film in the United States and other countries 

such as France, England, Italy and Russia. Other valuable references for a “crash 

course in film history,” are Andrea Gronemeyer‟s Film, An Illustrated Historical 

Overview and the recently distributed Cinema Year by Year: 1894-2000 (Dorling 

Kindersley Books) which may be the best chronicle of film history ever published. 

Barry Norman, who shares this author‟s nostalgia for the “Golden Age of Movies” 

and who in his book The 100 Best Films of the Century defines good classic films 

as “having that vital but indefinable quality, the result perhaps of a kind of 

chemical reaction that occurs when all the components blend so well that 

somehow, good as the individual parts may be, the whole is even, better.” 

Norman‟s overriding criterion for great classic films, “is that they have legs, 

marathon runners‟ legs: they have stood the test of time.” Finally, I owe a special 

debt of gratitude to Ira Konigsberg, a film historian whose Complete Film 

Dictionary contains a gold mine of special historical essays and documentation of  

the radical and revolutionary changes in the film industry since Barry Norman‟s 
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golden age of films. In the introduction of his book, Konigsberg articulates these 

changes from a very personal perspective: 

 

“The present state of the cinema seems a mixed bag at best. People are making 

more money than ever before, but the films themselves often seem disappointing. 

The technology is exploding. As the technology increases and sights and sounds 

overwhelm us, the very qualities that once made us love films, the drama and 

characterization, are becoming thin shadows of the past. The reason for this 

situation is clear. In recent years, cinema has become the software for a long list of 

hardware - theatrical distribution, home video, cable and network television, novel 

adaptations, musical recordings, video and computer games, theme parks, and 

various kinds of tie-ins. At the same time, software has become an international 

commodity with foreign theatrical distribution almost equaling that in the United 

States in gross revenue. The motion picture then must be all things to all people 

and, in being so, must lose a good deal of uniqueness and depth.” 

 

Do the greatest films of the 20th century as selected by The National Film 

Registry, The American Film Institute, Entertainment Weekly, or this author have 

the uniqueness, depth and the “legs” to provide a “historical grounding” in the 

evolution of American Society during the 20th century? To answer that question, 

this methodology was followed to identify and present the 500 greatest films of the 

twentieth century: 

 

  Film genres were identified to provide a historical framework for categorizing 

and grouping the greatest films of the twentieth century. Two genres more 

commonly recognized as sub-genres, were elevated to a more distinct genre status. 

The genres of “Literary Classics” and “Social Change and “American Politics,” 

along with “Historical Epics” emphasize the importance  of films in depicting 

historical events and a historical continuum from which to judge and internalize 

constructive values that built our society. Films in these particular genres not only 

depict our historical roots but can help shape our aspirations. The genres selected, 

can be summarized as follows: 
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  Action Adventure and “Swashbuckler Films” 

 

  Animated Films 

 

  Comedy 

 

  Drama, Suspense & Gangsters 

 

  Historical Epics 

 

  Horror 

 

  Literary Classics 

 

  Love Stories & Relationships 

 

  Musicals 

 

  Science Fiction & Fantasy 

 

  Social Change & American Politics 

 

  Sports 

 

  War 

 

  Westerns 

 

  Film Noir & Cult Films  

 

  Using these genres as a framework, this author selected what in his opinion and 

his opinion alone constituted the greatest 500 films of the twentieth century. The 

following criteria were used by this author to make that selection: 
 

 Criterion One: An awareness of the historical development of the film medium 

which sees the individual work in the context of traditional subjects and 

techniques while citing its innovative qualities. 
 



13 

 

 Criterion Two: An awareness of the story and characters of the film(s) 

relationship to the social and cultural environment of the time......without 

minimizing the film as a self-contained work of art. 
 

 Criterion Three: An awareness of each film as a product of a particular time and 

place and an understanding of the social and cultural impact of each film upon 

the viewing public. 
 

 Criterion Four: Character and story development that clearly signals a 

juxtaposition of “good” and “evil” and makes a value judgment of the difference 

while presenting consequences for acts of anti-social violence.  

 

 Criterion Five: The “ magical blend” of story, character, dialogue and production 

qualities that provide a film with “long legs” to keep a film going for 

generations. 

 

 Criterion Six: If the author were assigned to live alone on a desert island for five 

years, what 500 films would he take with him knowing these might be the last 

films he would ever view. (The Barry Norman criterion) 

 
For me criterion five may be the most important. Like Otto Penzler, “ I don‟t really 

give a rip whether you will better appreciate the interplay of light and dark if you 

play a film backwards,” I want to be entertained. A director can master all of the 

technical aspects of film making but if the story, characters and dialogue do not 

come together, the result may be a lousy movie.  

 
I would be the first to admit that these criteria have not been applied evenly to all 

of the movies selected in this book. However, at least these criteria were 

considered by this author in the selections that were made. I would also 

acknowledge that all “greatest films” lists are subjective and the readers of this 

book will each have favorite films that did not make this list. All movie fans are 

film critics and in one fashion or another. They usually want to see a particular 

film again and again because it reflects their values, historical roots and aspirations 

to be more than they are.    

 

 The 500 films selected, were spread across and grouped within the genres that 

most closely matched up with the content and messages of the films selected. 

Some genres contain more films than other genres as there was no predetermined 

number of films designated to fill out each genre. The selection of these films was 

made solely based upon the above criteria. 
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  After this “anthology of greatest films” was selected, a historical narrative was 

developed for each genre using a chronology of greatest films within each genre as 

“historical film benchmarks.” 

 

  Following the narrative chronology presented for each genre, a summary of 

critical ratings for each of the greatest films selected in a particular genre is also 

presented. For these ratings, noted film historians and critics were selected that 

were judged by this author to have a more comprehensive and objective grasp of 

twentieth century film history. The author‟s ratings and their ratings were then 

compared with the rankings and ratings of the American Film Institute and 

National Film Registry for the same films. 

 
Leonard Maltin:  One of the country‟s most respected film historians, Maltin has established his 

credentials with a series of definitive books (on topics ranging from Hollywood cameraman to 

the history of animated cartoons). He is the resident film critic and historian on Entertainment 

Tonight, and he hosts a syndicated radio program, Leonard Maltin’s Video View. He is a member 

of the Authors Guild and serves on the Advisory Board of the Hollywood Entertainment 

Museum. As a member of the National Film Preservation Board, he votes on the twenty five 

films named each year to join the Library of Congress” National Film Registry. His recent 

publication of Leonard Maltin’s Family Film Guide, his growing concern over letting children in 

their “formative years see brainless action movies full of explosions, mutilations and various 

antisocial behaviors.” Maltin questions how children “are supposed to receive or accept films 

that rely on storytelling or characterizations when their idea of entertainment is things blowing 

up.” In his popular Leonard Maltin’s Movie & Film Guide, the highest film rating is  

and his lowest film rating is Bomb! 

 

Leslie Halliwell:  Leslie Halliwell who died in 1989 is one of the most enduring of all film 

historians. He is the creator of Halliwell’s Filmgoer’s Companion and Halliwell’s Film Guide, 

“two of the most wide-ranging and idiosyncratic reference books on film.” He wrote his books 

for people like this author who like movies. He particularly enjoyed films made in the thirties 

and forties, was increasingly disturbed by excessive violence in current films, and his books were 

indispensable film guides in sorting out the “good from the bad and the ugly.” The highest Leslie 

Halliwell film rating is  and his lowest film rating is no stars.  

 

The Movie Guide - CineBooks:  The editors of The Movie Guide (Ken Fox, Ed Grant, Jo 

Imeson, Andrew Joseph, and Maitland McDonagh) have compiled one of the most focused film 

guides of achievements in the world of cinema. The more in-depth reviews in this guide are the 

result of a team of film experts and not just one individual. Each of the experts that compiled this 

useful guide, are skilled in different kinds of films and genres. The highest CineBooks movie 

guide rating is  and the lowest film rating used by the editors of the guide is  

(without merit). 
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TLA Film & Video Guide: Like the editors of the CineBooks guide, David Bleiler has utilized a 

team of writers and film experts to provide a more comprehensive critical analysis of some 9,500 

films. This guide bypasses many made for TV films and “hack straight to video titles to give 

greater attention to unknown movie gems.” The highest film rating in this “Discerning Film 

Lover‟s Guide” is  and the lowest film rating is this guide is . 

 

Barry Norman: Barry Norman is an eminent British film critic and BBC film commentator and 

critic. His The 100 Best Films of the Century is a fascinating collection of great films that not all 

may agree with, but also includes an insightful chronicle of cinema history. A view of film 

history  that supports the contention of Peter Bogdanovich that Hollywood films at least “have 

gotten progressively worse since the early sixties, and the thirties and forties were truly the 

“golden age of movies.” As  Mr. Norman used no particular rating system for his 100 greatest 

films, a  symbol will be used to designate any film that Mr. Norman selected. 

 

Steven Earley: Steven C. Earley, was a retired professor of English and Film when his An 

Introduction to American Movies was published. Earley‟s book is a comprehensive guide to the 

evolution of the American film industry from 1900 to 1980. It “combined a fascinating overview 

of more than seventy years of industry wide development with brilliant individual studies of all 

major film categories.” (genres as defined by Earley) Earley also selected his favorite films in 

each of the genres he described. Like Barry Norman, he used no particular rating system for the 

films he selected and a  symbol is also used to designate any film selected by Mr. Earley. 

 

The ratings of Maltin, Halliwell, Norman, Earley, CineBooks and the TLA Film/Video Guide 

were then presented for 500 films and cult films selected by this author as the greatest films of 

the twentieth century. Finally, the selections and rankings of greatest films by Tim Dirks 

Greatest Films Web Site, The National Film Registry and The American Film Institute were 

reviewed against film selections made by the author. 

This allows the reader to ascertain how the author‟s selection of greatest films stacks up against 

critical ratings of these films by noted film critics and historians as well as to ultimately compare 

the author‟s selections against selections of greatest films made by the American Film Institute.  

It should be noted that the term “thriller” is an identifier for some AFI films. On June 12, 2001, 

the American Film Institute released another list of some 100 greatest “thrillers.” These films 

ranged from Psycho to the Wizard of Oz to Twelve Angry Men. There are many great films on 

this list, but as USA Today observed, “the term „thriller‟ is not the best adjective to describe 

many if not most of the films on the latest AFI list” and the author would agree with that 

assessment. 

 

 Three of the chapters in this book chronicle great character actors, underrated 

and forgotten film stars and great directors of the twentieth century. Their films 

ranking in the 110 greatest films of the last century, are depicted in bold type and 

their other great films referenced in this book are depicted in regular type 

following biographical career profiles: (example) 

 
Basil Rathbone (1892-1967) 
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                                                    Ὲ Biographical Profile Ὲ 

 

 David Copperfield  (1934) 

Tale of Two Cities  (1935)                      }       Ranked among 110 Greatest Films 

The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938) 

  

 Captain Blood (1935) 

The Hound of the Baskervilles (1939)     }       Ranked among 500 Greatest Films 

The Mark of Zorro (1940) 

 

While the historians and critics cited in this book, would probably at least 

acknowledge the importance of including some of the foregoing criteria in making 

a determination of their greatest films, I would again admit that many if not all of 

those eminent film experts would reject criterion four. To many, the insertion of 

moral judgments into any film assessment, violates artistic creativity and suggests 

a return to the hated Hayes Production Code. That is not the intent of this author 

who simply finds few writers, directors or producers of  contemporary films 

presenting serious consequences for the violent acts they depict.   

 

Maltin, Halliwell, Norman and Earley were not selected because their ratings 

would be consistent and reinforce this author‟s selection of greatest films. There 

are many instances where there are no comparative ratings from historians like 

Norman or Early simply because they restricted their greatest movie lists to a few 

hundred films. In other instances, a film historian like Halliwell was always 

extremely reluctant to bestow the mantle of greatness on any film and three and 

four star ratings from Halliwell were extremely rare. 

 

In no instance was some kind of “composite ranking index” for various films 

developed based upon the collective ratings of these historians and then used as a 

basis for the 500 greatest films listed in this book. This author simply presented the 

ratings and opinions of these imminent historians and critics for the reader to 

compare against his own selections. These particular historians were also selected 

because (in the opinion of this author) they have the professional integrity not to 

reconstruct film history in an attempt to achieve some kind of politically correct 

cultural balance. They have a “historical grounding” in film history and excellence 

that the bureaucratic inner workings of  The American Film Institute seems to lack. 

Either a film has the staying power and the “legs” to deserve a designation of 

greatness based upon its story, character, dialogue and production values or it does 

not. 
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 The field of 500 greatest films of the twentieth century, was then narrowed to 

the author‟s greatest 110 films for the reader to compare against the American Film 

Institutes list of 100 greatest films. This narrowing of the field was more subjective 

giving deference to films that emphasize the positive qualities of humanity and the 

“selflessness and nobility that ordinary citizens are consistently capable.” While 

this final selection obviously reflected this author‟s personal tastes and film 

preferences, it also reflects a more balanced historical depiction of American 

society presented on film. This anthology of greatest films, is presented as a 

mainstream historical  alternative to the twisted cultural landscape of deranged and 

pathetic characters manufactured by the “Hollywood Counter Culture.”  A twisted 

cultural view of America that is ever more pervasive because it is cloaked by 

organizations like the American Film Institute. 

 

One hundred of the top 110 films can be classified as sound films with live actors, 

five of these films are from the silent era and five of these films are animated. 

 

Finally, I would agree with Barry Norman‟s characterization of the role movie 

critics in shaping film history. Norman contends that “all professional critics are 

parasites in that they live off other people‟s work., but they are useful in that they 

can clean the infection from wounds and that‟s what  critics as parasites can do.” 

Norman further observes that critics (and hopefully this author) can by separating 

excellence from mediocrity play their small part in maintaining higher standards of 

excellence. 

 

This book is one reference that the youth and others in our society can follow to 

discover the greatest movies of the 20th century. It is also a reminder to older 

generations of how art and substance can be sacrificed to technology and profit. 

 

Nick Boshard 

Hartsburg, Missouri 

January 1, 2000 

 

Revised: June 1, 2010 
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Key to Ratings Guide at End of Each Film Genre 
 
 

                                                                                 
                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

                                                                             
                                                                                                                         
 
                                                                                                         
                                      Film Historians & Critics                Film Guides        Dirks     National                                                            
                                                                                                                            Web      Film  
                                                                                                                            Site       Archives          

 
                      Maltin        Halliwell    Norman   Earley      Cine          TLA       Greatest   NFR    AFI  

   Title                                                                                            Guide        Guide        Films 

                                   
Adventures of                                NR                           NR** 

Robin Hood (15)*                                                                             

1938 

 

Year of the Film              Rank Among Boshardôs 110 Greatest Films*                     Not Rated** 
 
 
NFR = National Film Registry 
AFI =  American Film Institute 
 
 

,                           

 

 

 

 

 

 



19 

 

 

 

 


