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On the technical level, we have the finest cinematography of the period, and the framing is always perfect. The best example is the opening scene: as the Pharaoh's army marches across the desert, we see the men's beards flowing past their faces. If you were going to have a scene like this in the desert, you could have shot this sequence in the desert or had a desert set, but you would have made the picture look fake. In The Ten Commandments, de Mille manages to accomplish it in three takes. Gershwin's music adds to the feeling of the film. Swenson says in his prologue: "The music has a folklike quality, but it's rich with a lyricism of its own, which is surprising in an orchestral score." High praise from the greatest musical director of them all. Second, the story itself.
Some caution here: While it is generally thought that Biblical Hebrew had a greater proportion of long words to begin with (there are 25,000 words in the Tanakh(the Jewish Bible), whereas most modern dialects have fewer than 7,000), Biblical Hebrew is also notoriously difficult. Right out of the gate, Moses asks God where he can live, and God replies, Where I choose! Thus, DeMille is forced to carry around a lot of geographical information about where various Biblical characters live. As Swenson points out: Moses, who is born in Amarna and adopted as a child by Pharaoh, lives in the Sinai wilderness, but as an adult he visits the future King Solomon at Jerusalem. If youre not careful, you might think the Bible is about a Jewish menagerie. Third, and this is the real

conundrum, is that I think it is a mistake to read the movie the Bible as the Bible. The real story is one of God, the Creator, who speaks to Moses through a burning bush, Pharaoh, who is subservient to the worship of God, and the faithful Israelites, who are commanded to worship no other god but Yahweh alone. Indeed, if we follow the narrative, the whole movie seems almost irrelevant. What is the point of the Exodus if Moses doesnt lead the Israelites out of Egypt after all? Why go to the Sinai if God doesnt direct his chosen people to live there? Perhaps, but this is a Hollywood movie. So the givenshould be compared, to the best of our ability, to the Bible. Until we get a better handle on how the story in the movie breaks down with the plain sense of the Bible, we are
bound to go by feel. A very good viewer, however, will be able to spot the chasms.
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