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Robert Sklar's Movie Made America is a significant piece of literature that explores the
intricate relationship between the American film industry and the cultural, social, and
political landscape of the United States. Released in 1993, this book delves deeply into the
history of American cinema, providing insights into how movies have both shaped and
reflected the national identity. Sklar’s work is not just a historical account; it is a
comprehensive analysis that connects various facets of American life to the evolution of
film.

The Journey of American Cinema

Robert Sklar’s narrative begins with the dawn of cinema in the late 19th century. He
charts the development of the film industry from its humble beginnings to its current
status as a global powerhouse. His examination covers several key periods, each marked
by distinctive changes in technology, audience expectations, and artistic expression.

The Birth of Cinema

In the late 1800s, motion pictures were a novelty. Sklar discusses how Thomas Edison and
the Lumière brothers played pivotal roles in popularizing this new form of entertainment.
The first films were short, often depicting everyday life. However, as audiences’ appetites
grew, filmmakers began to experiment with narrative storytelling.

The Silent Film Era

The silent film era, spanning from the 1910s to the late 1920s, brought about
revolutionary changes in filmmaking. Sklar highlights the emergence of stars like Charlie
Chaplin and Buster Keaton, whose physical comedy transcended language barriers. This
period also saw the rise of film studios and the establishment of Hollywood as the
epicenter of American cinema.

The Introduction of Sound

The transition to sound films in the late 1920s marked a significant turning point in
American cinema. Sklar examines how "The Jazz Singer," released in 1927, revolutionized
the industry and changed audience expectations. This innovation not only transformed
storytelling techniques but also introduced new genres and styles of filmmaking.



Cultural Reflections in Film

One of the most compelling aspects of Sklar's work is his exploration of how films reflect
societal values and concerns. Film has often served as a mirror to the American
experience, depicting the hopes, fears, and conflicts faced by society.

The Great Depression and War

During the Great Depression, Hollywood found ways to escape the harsh realities of life.
Sklar notes that musicals and comedies became popular as they provided audiences with a
respite from their struggles. However, as World War II approached, films began to reflect
a more serious tone, addressing themes of patriotism, sacrifice, and heroism.

The Post-War Era

The post-war era brought about significant changes in American society, including a
growing emphasis on consumerism and the emergence of the counterculture. Sklar
discusses how films like "Rebel Without a Cause" captured the disillusionment of the youth
and the changing dynamics of family and authority. This period also saw the rise of
independent filmmakers who challenged the traditional studio system.

The Impact of Television

As television became a staple in American households during the 1950s, the film industry
faced new challenges. Sklar analyzes how Hollywood responded to the competition by
producing larger-than-life spectacles and embracing new technologies like Cinemascope
and 3D films. This era saw the emergence of blockbuster films that aimed to draw
audiences back into theaters.

Changing Narratives and Diversity in Film

Sklar emphasizes the importance of diverse voices and narratives in American cinema. His
work highlights how filmmakers from various backgrounds have contributed to the
richness of the film landscape.

The Civil Rights Movement and Representation

The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s had a profound impact on American cinema. Sklar
discusses how films began to address issues of race, gender, and class, reflecting the
societal upheaval of the time. Movies such as "Guess Who's Coming to Dinner" and



"Sweetback's Baadasssss Song" challenged stereotypes and opened doors for more
inclusive representation.

The Rise of Women Filmmakers

In the late 20th century, more women began to break into the film industry, both in front
of and behind the camera. Sklar highlights the contributions of directors like Kathryn
Bigelow and Sofia Coppola, who brought new perspectives and narratives to mainstream
cinema. This shift signaled a growing recognition of the importance of gender diversity in
storytelling.

The Globalization of American Cinema

Robert Sklar’s analysis also touches on the globalization of the film industry. As American
films became popular worldwide, the influence of international cinema began to permeate
Hollywood.

The Influence of Foreign Films

Sklar notes how filmmakers such as Martin Scorsese and Quentin Tarantino drew
inspiration from international cinema, incorporating elements from various cultures into
their work. This cross-pollination has enriched American storytelling, creating a more
diverse cinematic landscape.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of American
Cinema

In summary, Robert Sklar's "Movie Made America" serves as an essential resource for
understanding the evolution of American cinema and its profound impact on culture. His
detailed examination of historical developments, societal changes, and the contributions of
diverse filmmakers illustrates how film is both a reflection and a shaper of American
identity.

As cinema continues to evolve in the 21st century, Sklar's insights remain relevant. The
film industry faces new challenges and opportunities in an increasingly digital world, but
the fundamental connection between film and the American experience endures. "Movie
Made America" not only captures the history of American cinema but also invites readers
to consider its ongoing transformation and significance in contemporary society.

In a world where visual storytelling continues to dominate, Robert Sklar’s work stands as
a testament to the power of film in shaping cultural narratives and fostering
understanding among diverse communities. His exploration of the past provides a



foundation for examining the future of American cinema and its role in an ever-changing
world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Robert Sklar's 'Movie Made
America'?
'Movie Made America' is significant as it explores the cultural and historical impact of
cinema in shaping American identity and society, offering insights into how films reflect
and influence social values.

What themes are prevalent in 'Movie Made America'?
The prevalent themes include the evolution of the film industry, the relationship between
Hollywood and American culture, and how movies serve as a mirror to societal changes
and movements.

Did Robert Sklar emphasize any particular era of
American cinema in his work?
Yes, Sklar emphasizes the evolution of American cinema from the silent film era through
the Golden Age of Hollywood, highlighting key developments and shifts in the film
industry.

How does 'Movie Made America' address the concept of
genre in films?
'Movie Made America' addresses genre by examining how different film genres reflect
societal issues and cultural trends, illustrating the ways in which genres evolve in
response to changing audience expectations.

What impact did 'Movie Made America' have on film
studies?
'Movie Made America' had a significant impact on film studies by providing a
comprehensive analysis of the intersection between film and American culture, influencing
subsequent scholarship and discussions in media studies.

Are there any notable filmmakers mentioned in 'Movie
Made America'?
Yes, Sklar discusses several notable filmmakers, including D.W. Griffith, Frank Capra, and
Martin Scorsese, analyzing their contributions to the film industry and cultural narrative
of America.



What is the overall message of Robert Sklar's 'Movie
Made America'?
The overall message of 'Movie Made America' is that cinema is not just entertainment; it is
a powerful cultural force that shapes and reflects the American experience, influencing
public perception and identity.
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