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INTRODUCTION: A JOURNEY THROUGH CINEMA’S HIDDEN HISTORY

Few documentaries about cinema have dared to be as ambitious, as poetic, and as globally minded
as The Story Of Film: An Odyssey. Directed by the passionate film scholar Mark Cousins, this 15-
hour epic is not merely a chronological list of great movies or a celebration of Hollywood’s golden
age. Instead, it is a sweeping, deeply personal meditation on the art form itself—one that travels
from the earliest flickering images of the late 19th century to the digital innovations of the early 21st
century. For anyone who has ever wondered how cinema evolved, or why certain films from distant
corners of the world deserve just as much attention as the blockbusters we all know, Cousins’
odyssey offers a revelatory experience. It reframes film history not as a ladder of progress but as a
vast, interconnected web of inspiration, rebellion, and cultural exchange.
What makes The Story Of Film: An Odyssey so distinctive is its refusal to center the narrative on
the usual suspects. While Alfred Hitchcock, Orson Welles, and Steven Spielberg certainly appear,
they  share  the  stage  with  pioneers  from  India,  Japan,  Iran,  Senegal,  and  Brazil.  Cousins
argues—convincingly—that innovation in cinema has often come from the margins, from filmmakers
working with limited resources but unlimited imagination. This article will take you through the key
themes,  episodes,  and insights  of  this  monumental  series,  exploring  why it  remains  essential
viewing for cinephiles and casual moviegoers alike.

THE VISION BEHIND THE ODYSSEY: WHO IS MARK COUSINS?

Before diving into the content of the series, it is worth understanding the mind behind it. Mark
Cousins is a Northern Irish filmmaker, writer, and curator whose love for cinema is both encyclopedic
and emotional. He does not approach film history as a dry academic subject; rather, he treats it as a
living, breathing organism. In The Story Of Film: An Odyssey, Cousins serves as both narrator
and guide, speaking in a hushed, lilting voice that invites viewers into a kind of shared reverence. He
walks through empty streets, stands in the rain, and sits in quiet theaters, all while describing the
magic of what happens on screen. His approach is deliberately subjective—he tells you which scenes
move him, which inventions change the way we see, and which films deserve far more recognition
than they have received.
This personal touch is one of the series’ greatest strengths. Instead of a dry textbook recitation, The
Story Of Film: An Odyssey feels like a long, passionate conversation with a friend who cannot
stop talking about the beauty of cinema. Cousins’ deep baritone and lyrical phrasing have been
compared to a cinematic poet, and indeed, the series itself is structured more like a symphony than
a lecture. It moves through history not by strict decade but by thematic waves—moments when
filmmakers around the world seemed to suddenly discover a new way of seeing.

BREAKING THE HOLLYWOOD-CENTRIC MOLD

One of the most refreshing aspects of The Story Of Film: An Odyssey is its global perspective.
Traditional film history documentaries often focus overwhelmingly on American cinema, with a nod
to  a  few  European  directors.  Cousins  flips  this  approach  entirely.  He  spends  significant  time
exploring  the  vibrant  film  industries  of  India,  China,  Japan,  and  Africa  long  before  they  gained
widespread Western  attention.  For  example,  the  series  dedicates  substantial  segments  to  the
Bengali director Satyajit Ray, whose Pather Panchali (1955) is presented not as a charming regional
curiosity but as a masterpiece that redefined realism in cinema.
Similarly,  Cousins examines the Iranian New Wave,  the Serbian black wave,  and the Brazilian
Cinema Novo movements with the same depth and enthusiasm he gives to French New Wave or
German Expressionism. By doing so, he makes a powerful argument that film innovation is not the
property of any one nation. The language of cinema is universal, and its most exciting developments
often occur  where political  turmoil,  resource scarcity,  and cultural  tradition collide  to  produce
something entirely new. The Story Of Film: An Odyssey thus becomes a kind of corrective to the
canon, widening the lens to include voices that have been systematically overlooked.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE ODYSSEY: 15 EPISODES OF DISCOVERY

The series is divided into 15 episodes, each roughly one hour long. While a full episode-by-episode
breakdown would itself fill a book, a few key chapters stand out as particularly illuminating.

Episode 1: The Birth of Cinema
(1895–1918)
Cousins begins not in Hollywood but in the factories and fairgrounds of Europe and America. He
reminds  us  that  the  Lumière  brothers’  Workers  Leaving  the  Factory  was  not  just  a  technical
novelty—it was a radical act of seeing ordinary life as worthy of documentation. He traces how early
filmmakers like Georges Méliès and Edwin S. Porter discovered that film could do more than record
reality; it could invent new worlds. This episode sets the tone for the entire odyssey: a focus on the
human impulse to capture, transform, and share experience.

Episode 5: The Arrival of Sound (1930s)
Rather  than simply list  the first  talkies,  Cousins examines how sound changed the very texture of
cinema.  He shows how Japanese directors  used silence and ambient  noise  with  extraordinary
subtlety, while Hollywood initially struggled to free its cameras from soundproof booths. The episode
is filled with stunning examples of early sound design that still feel modern.

Episode 9: The New Waves (1960s)
This  is  perhaps  the  most  exhilarating  chapter  of  The Story Of  Film: An Odyssey.  Cousins
connects the French New Wave to the Czech New Wave, the Japanese New Wave, and the Brazilian
Cinema Novo, showing how young filmmakers around the world simultaneously rebelled against the
rigid conventions of studio filmmaking. He argues that these movements were not imitations of each
other but parallel responses to a world in turmoil—the Vietnam War, decolonization, and the rise of
youth culture.

Episode 14: The Digital Revolution
(1990s–2000s)
As the series approaches the present day, Cousins explores how digital cameras, editing software,
and the internet  democratized filmmaking.  He celebrates  the raw energy of  Dogme 95,  the visual
poetry of Wong Kar-wai, and the experimental documentaries of the early 21st century. Yet he also
sounds  a  cautionary  note  about  the  homogenization  of  global  cinema  under  the  influence  of
corporate  blockbusters.

THEMES THAT BIND THE ODYSSEY TOGETHER

Beyond its chronological sweep, The Story Of Film: An Odyssey  is held together by several
recurring themes that surface across different eras and cultures.

The Power of the Close-Up
Cousins frequently returns to the close-up as one of cinema’s most potent tools. He shows how early
silent  film actors  like Lillian Gish and later  directors  like Ingmar Bergman used the human face to
convey emotions that words could not. In one memorable sequence, he juxtaposes a close-up from a
1920s Soviet film with a similar shot from a 1990s Iranian film, demonstrating that the language of
the face transcends time and place.

Cinema as a Tool for Social Change
Another thread running through the series is the idea that film can be a force for political and social
transformation.  Cousins  highlights  filmmakers  who  used  their  cameras  to  expose  injustice,
document struggle, and imagine alternative futures. From the Soviet montage directors who sought
to  awaken  revolutionary  consciousness  to  the  African  filmmakers  who  reclaimed  their  own  stories
from colonial narratives, The Story Of Film: An Odyssey insists that cinema is never neutral—it
always carries the values of its makers.

The Poetry of Everyday Life
Perhaps  the  most  touching  theme  in  the  series  is  Cousins’  belief  that  the  best  films  find
extraordinary beauty in ordinary moments. He lingers on scenes of people cooking, walking, or
simply sitting in silence, arguing that these small  gestures are the true heart of  cinema. This
perspective  is  deeply  influenced  by  the  Italian  neorealists  and  the  masters  of  slow  cinema,  but
Cousins  finds  versions  of  it  everywhere—in  a  Japanese  family  drama,  a  French  romance,  or  an
Iranian  village  story.

WHAT THE STORY OF FILM: AN ODYSSEY TEACHES US ABOUT WATCHING MOVIES

One of the most valuable outcomes of watching this series is a renewed sense of how to watch films.
Cousins does not just tell you what to think; he shows you how to look. He pauses on a camera
movement, a lighting choice, or a cut, and explains why it matters. In doing so, he trains the
viewer’s eye to become more active, more curious, and more generous.
After  experiencing  The  Story  Of  Film:  An  Odyssey,  you  may  find  yourself  watching  movies
differently. You might notice the way a director positions actors within the frame, or how the rhythm
of editing creates a particular emotional response. You might seek out films from countries and eras
you previously ignored. The series is, in essence, a masterclass in visual literacy disguised as a
documentary.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS

No work as ambitious as The Story Of Film: An Odyssey is without its critics. Some have argued
that Cousins’ subjective narration can be overly sentimental, and that his choices of which films to
highlight are sometimes idiosyncratic to the point of eccentricity. Others have pointed out that the
series, for all its global reach, still gives relatively short shrift to certain regions, such as Southeast
Asia  and  the  Middle  East.  Additionally,  the  episodic  format  means  that  some  directors  and
movements receive only a few minutes of screen time, which can feel superficial to specialists.
Yet these limitations are, in many ways, the inevitable result of trying to tell the story of an entire
art form in 15 hours. Cousins himself acknowledges that his odyssey is incomplete and personal. He
does not claim to be definitive. Rather, he invites viewers to use his journey as a starting point for
their own explorations. In that sense, The Story Of Film: An Odyssey is not a destination but a
doorway—a gateway to a world of cinema that is far larger and more diverse than most of us ever
imagined.

THE LEGACY OF THE ODYSSEY

Since  its  release  in  2011,  The  Story  Of  Film:  An  Odyssey  has  become  a  touchstone  for  film
education. It is used in university courses, film clubs, and by individual enthusiasts around the world.
It has inspired a companion book, a sequel series, and countless conversations about what cinema is
and what it could be. More importantly, it has introduced generations of viewers to films they might
never  have  discovered  otherwise.  How  many  people  first  encountered  the  work  of  Ousmane
Sembène,  Yasujirō  Ozu,  or  Agnès  Varda  because  of  this  series?  The  number  is  undoubtedly
significant.
In an age of streaming algorithms that tend to reinforce our existing tastes, The Story Of Film: An
Odyssey  stands as a powerful counterforce. It actively expands the frame, pushes against the
familiar, and insists that the best stories are often the ones we have not yet seen. It is a reminder
that cinema, at its core, is a medium of empathy—a way of seeing the world through someone else’s
eyes.

CONCLUSION: AN INVITATION TO EXPLORE

The Story Of Film: An Odyssey is more than a documentary series; it is an invitation. Mark
Cousins invites us to step out of our comfort zones, to set aside our assumptions about what makes
a film great, and to embark on a journey of discovery that spans continents and decades. He invites
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us to see cinema not as a product to be consumed but as a living art form that continues to evolve,
surprise, and connect us.
Whether you are a lifelong cinephile or someone who simply enjoys a good movie now and then, this
odyssey has something to offer. It  will  challenge you, inspire you, and quite likely change the way

you watch. In a world where attention is increasingly fragmented and screen time is often passive,
The Story Of Film: An Odyssey calls us back to a deeper engagement with the moving image. It
reminds us that every frame is a choice, every shot a perspective, and every film a doorway into a
different way of being human. That is a journey worth taking.


