the ten commandments 1956 analysis

the ten commandments 1956 analysis offers a detailed exploration of Cecil B. DeMille’s epic
biblical drama, a film that has stood the test of time as a monumental cinematic achievement. This
analysis delves into the film’s narrative structure, thematic depth, and visual grandeur, highlighting
its significance in both the religious and cinematic landscapes. As one of the most iconic portrayals
of the biblical story of Moses and the Exodus, the movie combines powerful performances,
groundbreaking special effects, and a compelling script to deliver a masterpiece of the 1950s. This
article examines the historical context of the film’s production, its critical reception, and the ways it
adapts and interprets the source material from the Book of Exodus. Additionally, the analysis covers
the film’s cultural impact and its ongoing relevance in contemporary film studies. The following
sections will provide a comprehensive breakdown of the key elements that make the 1956 version of
The Ten Commandments a classic in religious cinema.

 Historical Context and Production Background

e Narrative Structure and Storytelling Techniques
e Thematic Elements and Symbolism

e Visual and Cinematic Achievements

e Character Analysis and Performances

e Cultural Impact and Legacy

Historical Context and Production Background

The Ten Commandments 1956 analysis must begin with an understanding of the historical and
cultural milieu in which the film was produced. Directed by Cecil B. DeMille, a pioneering figure in
Hollywood, the film was released during the post-World War II era, a time when epic biblical dramas
were particularly popular. DeMille himself had a long history with biblical epics, having directed
earlier silent and sound versions of the story. The 1956 film was created with a massive budget and
groundbreaking technology, including the use of CinemaScope and Technicolor, which contributed
to its grand scale and visual spectacle.

Production Scale and Challenges

The production involved thousands of extras, elaborate sets, and extensive location shooting,
primarily in Egypt and the United States. The scale of the film was unprecedented at the time,
reflecting DeMille’s ambition to create a definitive cinematic depiction of the Exodus story. The
film’s production also faced challenges such as coordinating large crowds and executing complex
special effects sequences, including the iconic parting of the Red Sea scene.



Narrative Structure and Storytelling Techniques

The narrative of The Ten Commandments 1956 follows a classical epic structure, blending historical
storytelling with religious devotion. The film is divided into two main parts: the early life of Moses
and the liberation of the Hebrews from Egyptian bondage. This dual narrative provides a rich
tapestry that explores both personal and collective journeys.

Adaptation of Biblical Texts

The screenplay adapts the Book of Exodus with some creative liberties to enhance dramatic effect
and character development. Key events such as Moses’ adoption by Pharaoh’s daughter, his
encounter with God in the burning bush, and the plagues of Egypt are portrayed with a balance of
reverence and cinematic flair. The film’s narrative pacing carefully balances moments of intense
drama with reflective sequences, allowing audiences to engage with the spiritual themes.

Use of Narration and Dialogue

The film employs narration to guide viewers through complex theological and historical concepts,
providing context and reinforcing the moral lessons of the story. The dialogue is crafted to reflect
the gravitas of the source material, often using formal and elevated language to convey the epic’s
solemnity.

Thematic Elements and Symbolism

The Ten Commandments 1956 analysis reveals a rich layering of themes and symbols that
underscore the film’s religious and moral messages. Central themes include faith, freedom, divine
justice, and leadership. The film emphasizes the covenant between God and the Israelites,
highlighting obedience to divine law as the foundation of moral order.

Faith and Divine Intervention

Faith plays a critical role in the narrative, illustrated by Moses’ transformation from a reluctant
leader to a prophet who trusts in God’s plan. Divine intervention is depicted through miraculous
events such as the plagues and the parting of the Red Sea, symbolizing God’s power and support for
the oppressed.

Freedom and Deliverance

The theme of liberation is central to the Exodus story, and the film portrays the Hebrews’ journey
from slavery to freedom as both a physical and spiritual awakening. This motif resonates with
broader human struggles for justice and dignity.



Symbolism of the Ten Commandments

The giving of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai serves as the film’s climactic moment,
symbolizing the establishment of a moral code that transcends time and culture. The commandments
themselves function as universal ethical principles, underscoring the film’s enduring relevance.

Visual and Cinematic Achievements

One of the most celebrated aspects of The Ten Commandments 1956 is its visual grandeur and
technical innovation. DeMille’s use of widescreen cinematography and vibrant color brought the
biblical world to life in unprecedented detail and scale. The film’s special effects, particularly the
parting of the Red Sea, remain iconic in film history.

Set Design and Costuming

The elaborate sets and authentic costumes contribute to the film’s immersive experience. Attention
to historical detail and artistic creativity combine to create a visually stunning representation of
ancient Egypt and the desert wilderness.

Special Effects and Cinematography

The special effects were groundbreaking for their time, employing practical techniques and optical
illusions to depict supernatural events. The cinematography captures vast landscapes and intimate
moments with equal skill, enhancing the epic’s emotional and spiritual impact.

Character Analysis and Performances

The film features a strong ensemble cast, with Charlton Heston as Moses delivering a commanding
performance that anchors the narrative. The characters are crafted to embody various facets of the
story’s themes, from Pharaoh Rameses’ conflicted authority to Yul Brynner’s powerful portrayal of

the Egyptian ruler.

Moses as a Protagonist

Moses’ character arc is central to the film’s emotional and spiritual journey. His struggle with
identity, faith, and leadership mirrors the broader narrative of liberation and covenant. Heston'’s
portrayal emphasizes Moses’ humanity and divine mission.

Supporting Characters

The supporting cast adds depth to the story, with characters such as Nefretiri, Miriam, and Aaron
providing personal and political perspectives. Their interactions with Moses enrich the narrative,
illustrating the complexities of loyalty, love, and sacrifice.



Cultural Impact and Legacy

The Ten Commandments 1956 has had a lasting impact on both religious cinema and popular
culture. It set a high standard for biblical epics and influenced subsequent films in the genre. The
movie continues to be broadcast annually during religious holidays, underscoring its enduring
appeal.

Influence on Film and Media

The film's success demonstrated the commercial viability of religious epics, paving the way for
future productions. Its visual and narrative techniques have been studied and emulated by
filmmakers seeking to capture similar grandeur and spiritual depth.

Reception and Criticism

While largely praised for its scale and performances, the film has also faced criticism for historical
inaccuracies and its portrayal of certain characters. Nonetheless, its artistic achievements and
cultural significance remain widely acknowledged.

Enduring Popularity

The Ten Commandments 1956 continues to be a staple in film history discussions and religious
observances, reflecting its unique position as both a cinematic masterpiece and a cultural artifact.

e Epic storytelling blending history and religion

e Groundbreaking production techniques and special effects
e Strong thematic focus on faith, freedom, and morality

e Memorable performances by a distinguished cast

e Lasting influence on religious cinema and popular culture

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Ten Commandments'
(1956)?

The central theme of 'The Ten Commandments' (1956) is the struggle between good and evil, faith,
and liberation, focusing on the biblical story of Moses leading the Israelites out of Egyptian slavery



and receiving the Ten Commandments from God.

How does the 1956 film portray the character of Moses
compared to the biblical account?

The 1956 film portrays Moses as a heroic and morally strong leader, emphasizing his human
struggles and divine mission, closely aligning with the biblical account but adding dramatic elements
to enhance his character's depth and heroic journey.

What role does Cecil B. DeMille's direction play in the impact
of 'The Ten Commandments' (1956)?

Cecil B. DeMille's direction is crucial in creating the epic scale and grandeur of the film, using
innovative special effects, large sets, and a powerful narrative style that brings the biblical story to
life and engages audiences emotionally and visually.

How are the Ten Commandments themselves presented and
emphasized in the 1956 film?

In the film, the Ten Commandments are presented as divine laws given to Moses on Mount Sinai,
highlighted through dramatic scenes and Moses' powerful delivery, underscoring their importance
as moral and spiritual guidelines for humanity.

What cinematic techniques contribute to the lasting legacy of
'The Ten Commandments' (1956)?

The film employs sweeping cinematography, grand set designs, Technicolor visuals, dramatic
lighting, and memorable performances, all combined with a compelling score, which together create
an immersive and timeless cinematic experience that has cemented its status as a classic.

Additional Resources

1. The Ten Commandments: A Cinematic Analysis of the 1956 Epic

This book delves into the filmmaking techniques and narrative structure of Cecil B. DeMille's 1956
film "The Ten Commandments." It explores how the film adapts the biblical story for a mid-20th-
century audience, highlighting its use of special effects, casting choices, and thematic emphasis. The
analysis also considers the cultural and religious impact of the movie upon its release.

2. Faith and Film: The Theology Behind The Ten Commandments (1956)

This work examines the theological messages embedded in the 1956 film "The Ten Commandments."
It discusses how the movie interprets the biblical commandments and presents moral lessons
through its characters and plot. The book offers insight into the religious significance and the film’s
role in promoting Judeo-Christian values.

3. DeMille’s Masterpiece: Historical Accuracy and Artistic License in The Ten Commandments
Focusing on the balance between historical fact and creative storytelling, this book analyzes how
"The Ten Commandments" blends scriptural accounts with Hollywood dramatization. It critiques the



film’s portrayal of ancient Egypt and the Exodus, evaluating the impact of artistic choices on
audience perception of biblical history.

4. Iconography and Symbolism in The Ten Commandments (1956)

This title explores the visual and symbolic elements used throughout the film to convey deeper
meanings related to the Ten Commandments. From the parting of the Red Sea to the tablets of
stone, the book decodes imagery and motifs that reinforce the film’s moral and spiritual themes. It is
a valuable resource for understanding the film’s artistic depth.

5. Cultural Impact of The Ten Commandments: From 1956 to Modern Christianity

This book traces the influence of the 1956 movie on American culture and Christian communities
over the decades. It discusses how the film shaped popular perceptions of biblical narratives and
contributed to religious education. The analysis includes the movie’s role in public discourse about
morality and law.

6. Character Study: Moses and Pharaoh in DeMille’s The Ten Commandments

This detailed character analysis focuses on the portrayals of Moses and Pharaoh by Charlton Heston
and Yul Brynner, respectively. The book examines how these characters embody the themes of
leadership, faith, and power conflict. It also considers the actors’ performances and their
contribution to the film’s enduring legacy.

7. Music and Sound in The Ten Commandments (1956): Enhancing the Epic

This book looks at the film’s score and sound design, highlighting composer Elmer Bernstein’s
contributions to creating an epic atmosphere. It analyzes how music and sound effects support the
narrative’s emotional and dramatic moments. The work demonstrates the importance of auditory
elements in reinforcing the film’s grandeur.

8. Reception and Criticism: The Ten Commandments Through the Decades

A comprehensive survey of critical responses to the film from its release to the present day, this
book covers both praise and critique. It explores how changing cultural and cinematic standards
have influenced the interpretation of the movie. The book also addresses the film’s place in the
history of religious cinema.

9. The Ten Commandments in Popular Media: Legacy of the 1956 Film

This title examines how the 1956 film has inspired various adaptations, parodies, and references in
television, literature, and other films. It assesses the movie’s role in shaping the portrayal of biblical
stories in popular media. The book highlights the enduring popularity and cultural resonance of
DeMille’s work.
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