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Wittgenstein and Lacan deny that there could be a true metalanguage for describing

human action.
19 Decoding Advertisements: ldeology and Meaning in Advertising, London, 1978, p. 25.
20 Ibid., p. 26.

21 Ibid., p. 27. A :
22 Ibid., p. 25. Smells may be meaningless but they are certainly evocative. For a very

interesting discussion of why evocativeness may be raised by the fact that ‘there is
no semantic field of smells’, see Dan Sperber, Rethinking Symbolism, Cambridge, 1975,
pp. 115-19.

23 ‘... thisseems like the reverse of “totemism”, where things are used to differentiate groups
of people . . ., Williamson, op. cit., p. 27.

24 An interesting problem: is there anything ‘French’ about the image of Catherine Deneuve
if her name is taken away? (What happens if the Chanel ad remains just as it is save for
the substitution of, say, ‘Shirley Saunders for Chanel’?)

25 Stuart Byron (interviewing Robert Aldrich) “I can’t get Jimmy Carter to see my movie!”,
Film Comment, no. 13, March-April 1977, p. 52.

26 In The Choirboys the cluster reappears, but its ‘unacceptability’ now inscribed within the
text itself in the form of the violence of ‘bad’ sado-masochistic relationship leading to the
policeman’s shame and suicide.

27 The phrase helps clarify a second Deneuve Chanel ad reproduced by Williamson, op.
cit., p. 28, in which a head-and-shoulders photograph of Deneuve with Chanel bottles
bears the text ‘It's one of the pleasures of being a woman’. The image might be puzzling
because Deneuve is unsmiling, stern-looking, not obviously enjoying any ‘pleasure’ —
save, perhaps, that of being ‘the great lady’.

28 ‘The role that got away’, Film Comment, no. 14, Jan.—~Feb. 1978, pp. 42-48.

PART TWO

IHE CREATION OF THE
FILM ACTOR

Introduction

Furly einema’s link to novelty and attractions, rather than narrative or theater, meant that not
uhly actors from vaudeville and theater, but also non-actors caught in actualities, dancers,
Athletes, models, and other entertainers were put on screen. In the earliest days of cinema, an
sshibitor might show one film consisting of documentary footage of a train passing by or a city
sieet, followed by a film of a beautiful barely clad woman dancing, followed by a muscleman
mudeling his physique, then a stage actor “performing” a monologue in costume. In these
#atly films, it was not only the case that the human subjects were not “ontologically favored” by
the camera in relation to other objects, but also that various human subjects were of equal
Sl Actors and non-actors were on equal footing and neither was recognizably acting, at least
it according to the understanding of acting developed in theater. Rather than acting per se, the
dttuis who did participate in films were likely to be objects of display, like their non-acting
tulnterparts, Their work on film was viewed as modeling or posing, not acting.

Instead of an organic outgrowth of stage acting, the film actor was virtually an original creation
Al film acting a novel profession. Whereas the essays in the last section attempted to define
e ontological characteristics of the film actor as opposed to the stage actor, the essays in this
SeElion examine the transition from stage to screen historically, looking at institutional
IBuirements, labor issues, and aesthetic transformations in light of changing technologies.

Charles Musser’s essay traces the changing status of the film actor from film’s beginnings
W01y, He details how film acting went from being an anonymous, casual, and intermittent
piufession—often assumed part-time by stage actors who were embarrassed to be associated
With the new low form—to become a full-time profession that rivaled stage acting as a source
sliscognition, financial reward, and artistic satisfaction. Musser explains how deeply imbricated
Istitutional issues, labor issues, and aesthetic issues were in the creation of the film actor. As
Ml companies increased their rate of production to meet the demands of nickelodeons for
ity films, they hired permanent stock companies of actors. The regular rotation of actors meant
it audiences began to recognize individual players, creating the conditions for a developing
s system, Eventually the star system not only altered the structure of the industry, in terms of
sulury and publicity, but also effected ¢ hanges in the mode of representation, such as the use of
tlane-ups to focus attention on audience favorites. The rise of the feature film brought artistic

e
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respectability to the motion picture and enabled high-profile crossovers from the theater to
present their work to the mass market, helping to legitimate the cinema at the same time it
provided the actors with new artistic challenges.

Roberta Pearson also focuses on early cinema, and particularly the transitional period between
1908 and 1913 when film's narrative techniques were reformulated. Her essay analyzes how
actors in the films of D. W. Griffith gradually shifted from a “histrionic” mode of performance
derived from nineteenth-century theater to a “verisimilar” style that approximated contemporary
perceptions of realistic behavior. “Histrionic” acting adopted conventionalized gestures to
externalize emotion and substitute for language. Rather than a simple or static style, however,
“histrionic” performance could include a range of gestures, from very small to very broad, or,
as Pearson says, “checked” to “unchecked.” The “verisimilar” code dropped more convention-
alized codes of gesture from the histrionic style in favor of more individualized gestures. It
included greater use of props, smaller gestures, and more attention to the face and eyes. Arguing
against a strict model of evolution, Pearson argues that the histrionic and verisimilar existed
alongside one another until about 1912 when the verisimilar code largely displaced the histrionic,
though the histrionic was still used for moments of great emotional intensity.

Ben Brewster and Lea Jacobs also examine the convergence of “realistic” styles and what
they call “pictorial” styles in film acting during the transitional period from 1908 to 1912. But they
argue that posing, a feature of Pearson's “histrionic” code, should not be theoretically opposed
to realism or viewed as a precursor to realism. Instead, Brewster and Jacobs suggest that
theatrical styles of posing are modified to accommodate film technique. For instance, they argue
that the lack of sound, the relatively small size of the actor’s image—due to the great
figure/camera distance and small exhibition screen—and compressed duration of a one-reel
narrative may have led stage actors to adopt a more emphatic use of gesture in film than they
would have employed on stage. Ultimately, by 1912, new editing techniques begin to interfere
with the actor’s performance and displaced some of the traditional functions associated with
acting, such as directing the viewer’s attention within a space, underscoring dramatic situations
or regulating the pace of a scene. According to Brewster and Jacobs, it is not the case that editing
permitted a verisimilar style, but the pace of a highly edited film virtually required it.

While the creation of the film actor and a film acting aesthetic may seem to have been fully
developed by the time the classical style was established, Cynthia Baron's essay suggests that
the creation of the film actor was an ongoing process and that acting professionals were still
responding to new challenges in studio productions of the 1930s and 1940s. First, Baron
describes how the transition to sound transformed production practices. As sound created an

increasing demand for actors trained on stage, sound cinema ironically created competition
with theater and led to the decline of stage productions, thus depleting acting labor resources
and forcing film studios to develop other ways of training talent. No longer able to rely on
a steady stream of stage actors, studios adopted their own increasingly systematic methods
for training actors. Then, film performances were the result of an increased division of labor
as dialogue coaches, dialogue directors, drama coaches, and drama schools became an integral,
but hidden, part of the production process. Interestingly, with augmented focus on actor training,
stage acting and screen acting were no longer viewed as fundamentally different. Acting
professionals found ways to integrate techniques developed in silent cinema with techniques and
principles of stage acting. In particular, film acting teachers and coaches advocated strategies
derived from, or closely resembling, the Moscow Art Theatre and Stanislavki's system.

Ihe Changing Status
of the >Qwﬁ 3

CHARLES MUSSER

The Kalem Girl is charming,

And fair as the flowers in May.

Her eyes are the sweetest upon the screen:
They have stolen my heart away'

The year 1915 was one of accomplishment and triumph for the stil| young film industry
W, Griffith’s The Birth of A Nation was released and quickly hailed as cinema'’s :aw
Iasterwork. Poet Vachel Lindsay published The Art of the Moving Picture, comparing the movie
house to an art gallery, while Harvard philosopher Hugo Miinsterberg wrote The Photoplay: A
Wuchological Study, contending that cinema was a major art form of the twentieth century A_:
leus than twenty years, film practice had undergone an astounding series o:a:mﬁo::mzm:m
which made this new recognition possible. The changing role and status of the film actor was
nhie aspect of these transformations.?

When projected moving pictures were a novelty, in 1896, an exhibitor’s program might
[Bllow one scene of Annabelle Moore dancing against a black background with mﬂoﬁrmﬁ view
0l 8 wave crashing against the shore. These subjects were of equal status: onlyin later years
Would the subject of such “scenics” become the background for the actor's performance. Until
al least 1904, production personnel, nonprofessionals, and stage actors took turns Umao.::m:m
(61 the camera. |. Stuart Blackton and Albert Smith alternated working behind and in front
ul the camera—with Blackton playing the tramp in Burglar on the Roof (Vitagraph, 1898) and
Him 18 as magician in The Vanishing Lady (Vitagraph, 1898). The ioim:-o:_-ﬁrm-mimmﬁ
Whose dress is lifted by air from a subway grate in What Happened on Twenty-Third Street (Edison
1901) Is on a par with the skilled performer in Trapeze Disrobing Act (Edison, 1901). _

With the rise of story films in 1903-04, actors became a more important part of film
production. Rube and Mandy at Coney Island (Edison, 1903) is a transitional film in this regard
I many scenes, Coney Island served as a backdrop for the performers’ comic business U:m
I others the scenic impulse was still dominant By the time of The Suburbanite Am_omﬂmbr
1904), the ¢ '1s had assumed a more central position in the mise-en-scéne >»,.
A tesult, the actor's S were increasingly o s
All

PlEtire actor as st
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companies only for brief periods of time. Stage actor will Rising was “in hard luck” when he
appeared as the judge in The Kleptomaniac (Edison, 1905).2 When the Edison Company made
Daniel Boone (1906), producer Edwin S. Porter and stage manager Wallace McCutcheon hired
many of their actors from a theatrical troupe presenting the Wild West show Pioneer Days
at the New York Hippodrome. Porter and McCutcheon had to adapt their schedule to the
actors’ principal commitment—the show. To complete their cast, the two collaborators
also had a casting call for this one film. In this way, film companies treated each film as an
individual project and hired actors on a per film basis. Film acting was part-time, occasional
work: a way for stage actors to supplement their income. It also was a form of anonymous
employment in most circumstances. A film company rarely revealed the names of its cast:
high-toned projects were among the few exceptions.

The casual, intermittent relationship between actors and film companies, prevalent before
1907, proved impractical as these companies increased their rate of production to meet the
nickelodeon theaters' insatiable demands for one-reel story films. Efficient production
required producers to create permanent stock companies of actors. Film acting soon became
salaried employment, requiring a full-time commitment. Actress Gene Gauntier, who
had enjoyed some prominence in repertory theater, agonized over her decision to stay with
the Kalem Company on a long-term basis.* When it came down to making a final choice,
players were often persuaded by the steady income received from film work. By 1908, there
was a growing group of people who had become professional moving picture actors.

The decision to enter the film industry on a permanent basis was a particularly complicated
one for actors conscious of the cinema’s low status. Prestigious newspapers such as the
Chicago Tribune asserted that films shown in nickelodeons encouraged wickedness and “not a
single thing connected with them had influence for good.” In addition, film acting was
considered less artistically demanding than stage performance. David Belasco saw cinema
as a pale imitation of the theater, a form of entertainment that would soon lose its popularity.
Wwith moving pictures “the audience would always be wholly wanting the indescribable
bond of sympathy which existed between the actor and his audience.”® Action, not acting,
was considered the keynote of motion pictures, and cinema apparently required neither
the character psychology nor the actor’s personality that stage performers brought to
their work.

Even as critics were dismissing the film actor’s profession, changes in film practice were
actively reshaping the actor’s role. Fiction films were heavily indebted (both directly and
indirectly) to other narrative forms such as the novel, short story, and dramatic work.
Story construction assumed a n_mmﬂ.ZmSH_é of characters. For example, Foul Play (Vitagraph,
1906) focuses on three primary characters: a man who is framed for a crime, the man’s
wife, and the villain. The film also includes several secondary characters, such as the bank
owner, as well as a cast of bit players. Upon such a hierarchy, the motion picture “star system”
was to be constructed. Star systems in related practices such as theater and vaudeville,
a cultural preoccupation with authorship, and the audience’s desire for realistic yet larger-
than-life heroes were just some of the added factors that made this development “logical” and
even “natural.”

From 1907 through 1909, an implicit contradiction existed between the film narratives

i which treated every

with thelr hierarchy of characters and the methods of p
jount, Actors were elther regular

e meant that some

actor the same way=-at least all were pald the same
e embasa alaatack campanvordav plavers. Yet the stock company
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actors appeared weekly in a studio’s offerings. Regular moviegoers soon recognized leading
players and nicknamed them “The Vitagraph Girl” (Florence Turner), “The Kalem Girl” (Gene
Gauntier), or “The Biograph Girl” (first Florence Lawrence, later Marion Leonard and Mary
Pickford).

Changes in representation techniques enhanced those very qualities that were said to be
the mark of a successful stage performance. Biograph director D. W. Griffith, in particular
introduced a more restrained, realistic acting style which developed the Um<.n:o_om< of _:m”
characters. As he and other directors moved their cameras closer to the performers, the actors’
personalities came through with increasing strength. By early 1910, one prominent critic
asserted that

a competent actor or actress has practically the same chance of coming to the front on
the motion picture stage as he or she has on the ordinary stage. That is what they are
doing. So it comes about that the personalities of these good people are of growing
interest to the public.”

Increasingly the spectator was experiencing not only a character and his/her psychology
but the personality of the actor who created that character as well. One need only no::mmﬁ.
L.ou Delaney’s performances in Foul Play (Vitagraph, 1906) and A Tin-Type Romance (Vitagraph
1910) to see the changes wrought in the intervening years. .

Production companies, trade papers, and exhibitors were flooded with questions about
audience favorites—not only their names, but their marital status. During late 1909, when the
Lidison Company found itself at a commercial disadvantage with films that imwm not very
popular, the company sought to exploit this interest by featuring its principal players
Il promotional materials.® Such practices were not only designed to popularize company
performers, but, by emphasizing the actors’ experience with prestigious theatrical companies
they increased the prestige of moving pictures in general and Edison subjects in Um:mn:_mm
A lew months later, Kalem made another breakthrough: they offered exhibitors a lobby
tlisplay with the names and pictures of its players. Despite the success of this innovation
Moving Picture World cautioned, “While the pictures have attained a distinct prominence 5.
the theatrical field and are now regarded as a standard attraction, the people playing the
parts in them are very sensitive about having their identity become known. . . . They have
anh undisguised impression that the step from regular productions to the scenes before the
tamera is a backwards one.”

Leading actors were increasingly treated as stars, at least on a rudimentary level.
Competitive bidding for the services of leading players began in December 1909, when Carl
Lasmmle hired away Biograph Girl Florence Lawrence for his Independent Moving Picture
Company (IMP) and announced that she would be known as the IMP girl. That March,

Bl Louls newspapers suddenly reported the death of Miss Lawrence. Her many admirers
wore distraught, and Laemmle, who was almost certainly responsible for this misinformation
vapltalized on the publicity with a special tour for his very much alive star.'? The <:mmavm
Company responded to this competitive move by holding “A Vitagraph Night for the
Vitagraph Girl” in Brooklyn, New York. The patrons in the jammed theater sang choruses
ol the popular song “The Vitagraph Girl" and demanded an encore so they could sing it .;_.:,: !
Huch reactions gave the emerging stars new conlidence. When Kalem Girl :.__:._ :...._::.._ ,

. wan askod I whe had glven up the stage, she responded,
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¢ Why | haven't given it up. There is just as much art in moving picture acting, and more
scope for individuality—and certainly fewer who can do it well, besides a greater field.
Who knows what will be the status of the motion picture actor in ten years? It is on the
flood while the theatrical situation, to put it mildly, is uncertain.'?

Her faith was to be quickly confirmed.
When Florence Lawrence left Biograph for IMP, Mary Pickford soon took her place. A

reviewer commented on “the pleasing kittenish playfulness of the little lady that played
ingenue parts” at Biograph and predicted that “she has a future if she doesn’t permit her head
to get swelled.”"® When Lawrence left IMP for the Lubin Company late in 1910, Laemmle lured
Pickford away from Biograph by offering a salary of $175 a week. Laemmle, who understood
the commercial possibilities of star power better than most of his contemporaries, did not
try to promote her as the next IMP girl, but as Mary Pickford. More than a leading player,
she was a star in her own right. Many of her IMP films, such as The Dream (1911), were star
vehicles. The story’s principal function was to foreground Pickford’s personality, as the actress
became the dominant element of the film. In a marketing ploy, Laemmle, after firmly
establishing that Pickford was at IMP, stopped associating her with any specific films in
his advertisements. Film exchanges were forced to purchase all the IMP films if they were to
get all the Pickford films.
Between 1908 and 1911, only truly dedicated spectators or “fanatics,” followed the careers
4 of leading players. Even for this group, information was hard to gather. In February 1911,
however, the New York Telegraph added a motion picture section to its Sunday editions,
featuring portraits of leading players from all the companies. Vitagraph’s J. Stuart Blackton
also started the monthly Motion Picture Story Magazine which presented film narratives re-
written as short stories and published photographs and brief biographies of the stars. Both
publications were designed for spectators rather than for members of the industry.
Increasingly exhibitors were urged to “play up the personality of the player.” To aid
their efforts, the Edison Company began to advertise the names of leading actors for each
of its films—this by July 1911.'* The projection of slides as a primitive trailer or coming attrac-
tion was one approach: “Run a slide that you've a Vitagraph coming with Miss Turner, and
then flash Miss Turner's slide. It is more than doubly effective.”!®> Soon the business
of promotion was too important to leave to the exhibitorwho might—or might not—provide
his patrons with the desired information. By mid-1912 several companies were using head
titles to credit the leading actors. Edison, still m?cmm__:m with its relatively unpopular
films, went even further and introduced each player with a title caption when he or she first
| appeared on screen.'¢ Short subjects, such as Ancient Temples of Egypt (Kalem, 1912), which
n showed the Kalem stock company visiting the Egyptian ruins, were ways to show actors
| “behind the scenes” and arouse even greater interest in their private lives as well as on-screen
performances. Such innovations in promotion enabled the casual moviegoer to identify

the players on the screen.
Biograph, in contrast to virtually all the other companies, refused to divulge even the

names of its leading performers. This prompted one angry fan to write,

How do you feel when, attending a play on the legitimate stage, the stupld usher forgets
to give you a programme? Rather uncomfortable, eh? You leal like gliving Mr. Usher a
good, swift kick. At present the Biograph Company Is playling the tole of the stupid
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:z__...T ruining their otherwise good photoplays by the stupid narrow-minded policy of
‘reticence” that they foolishly adhere to.!?

Film companies faced a terrible dilemma over the best ways to exploit their key actors. On
uhe hand, “the manufacturer cannot be blamed for wanting to preserve the incognito o:u_.m er
and producer, for the instinct of self-preservation is a natural law and the ‘star’ s mﬁME
Ihvarlably creates abuses” such as salary demands. On the other, “the Bm:cmmnﬁcﬁwﬂ can
unhly avail himself of the advantage derived from the exploitation of personality since
Ihe situation has run away from him.”!® While Biograph argued that the company, not the
Individual players, was the guarantee of quality, its director, Griffith, assured the no.B any's
tantinued favor by turning one actor after another into a popular U_m.ﬁ:. These ..m:o:%Bow_Um

@

atare” were a contradiction in terms, and the Biograph Company lost many players, tired of

Ahonymity, to its competitors. This was a luxury none of its rivals could afford Biograph was
it lansic case of uneven development: advances in one area (Griffith’s a:on:.m.: innovations)
nllowed the company to be unresponsive in others (promotion). ¥

A the star system emerged, it altered the structure of the industry. By 1911-12, a name
player was often the most important commercial element, and salaries am:mn.ﬂma this
it They were said to run from $35 to $75 a week for regular players but up to $400 and
,.25 In the case of stars.! Elite actors justified their cost. When the Majestic Compan
Appeared in late 1911, its success was assured because Mary Pickford was joinin :_M
Higanization—leaving behind Laemmle whose $175 a week must have begun to MmmE
paltry. By the second half of 1912, stars were using their enhanced status to start their own
pioaduction companies. Gene Gauntier and director Sidney Olcott left Kalem to form the
Hene E..MS:Q Feature Players Company, while Helen Gardner left Vitagraph for a similar
“.._.““._.U.._Z.. These “authors” of leading roles used their position to claim authorship of the overal]

The emergence of the star system also had an impact on the mode of representation
Ulome-ups and other compositional strategies, which were largely absent in films of _oomloo.
Wale developed by directors who were not only interested in telling a clear logical story UE.
I locusing attention on their popular performers. Griffith’s The Old Actor :w.momﬂmvr 1912) is
Al Interesting deviation from this dominant approach. Mary Pickford, who had .qm_.om:ma
Higraph, was the film’s obvious star personality, but she was made to U_m.<m supporting role
Mureover, when Griffith uses a closer view, he moves in on the old actor not Pickford ,_,:m.
lisctor isolates a particular moment when the central character, played 9“2 Christie Z.::Q
thimself an old actor), reads Shakespeare.?! Role and reality converge. .

Within a few years, the film industry had produced and pushed to new extremes a star
System similar to that in other cultural practices, notably the theater. This, however did not
WBAN the acceptance of cinema as an art form by “the better classes of the Q.VBB ::3_\ "When
IIBviewing the newspaper editors who were not only members of these elite n_mm.mmm but
helped to shape their opinion. Moving Picture World found that “the present status of the moti
PlEtire came in for much hostile cri cism,” although the opinion makers felt “the EQ:MM

Will do greater and better things in the future."* As Clayton Hamilton then observed as he
ia!__”i nema's cu tus, “the domain of eriticism is co-extensive with the domain
alart " until prominent newspapers reviewed films as cultural works instead of citing
them as dist g examples of low culture, the elnema could not be considered a serious
A form. Late In 1911, the New York Tribune wan still complaining about the film :_._:,.:<.P..

.
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1916 that leading

excessive depiction of elopements; it was not until late 1915 or early
finally offered this

members of the New York press—the Herald, Tribune, World, and Times
kind of attention to select films.
1L:One of the developments crucial to film’s elevation in status was the appearance of the
feature film_It “raised the moving picture to a plane on which it has won t admiration and
loyalty of millions of new followers.”* Many of these early subjects came from Europe. When
the Italian-made Dante’s Inferno was released in the United States during 1911 in five reels
(approximately an hour and a half), it was shown at legitimate theaters with ticket prices as
; high as seventy-five cents.?’ One particularly important group of films starred Sarah Bernhardt:
Camille (over two reels, Franco American Film Company, advertised in the United States
f: February 1912), Queen Elizabeth (3 reels, Famous Players Film Company, July 1912) and La
Tosca (Universal Features, October 1912). Adolph Zukor, theatrical producer Daniel Frohman,
and Edwin Porter acquired the American rights to Queen Elizabeth and with it convinced
Jjames O'Neill, James Hackett, and other theater stars to appear in feat ure-length adaptations
of successful plays. As Zukor explained, “When they learned the elaborate manner in which
we are going to stage their productions, their attitude changed. They saw that it would be

to their advantage, that it would arouse popular interest not only in their productions but
26 Unlike the many American players who had defected to the

actors were immensely successful in

in their personalities as well.
motion picture industry in previous years, these
the theater, catering to the cultural tastes of the “better classes.” Their acceptance of cinema,

even as a means to record their stage performances for posterity, was an important step
that was noted in the press. Prisoner of Zenda (Famous Players Film Company, 1913) with James
Hackett was even reviewed favorably in New York newspapers. As the World observed, “The
exhibition was unexpectedly successful for it sustained the interest and suspense of the
audience to the end.””’
When asked about the attitude of the most successful stars toward moving pictures,
_Daniel Frohman responded, “Most of them are trying to figure out how they can become
photoplayers with the most possible grace and with the least possible loss of dignity. But they
\will soon come to it.”?® The formation of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Film Motion Picture
Company in December 1913 offered such an opportunity for many players. Its first film,
The Squaw Man (February 1914) was based on a well-known stage play, starred the renowned
stage actor Dustin Farnum, and was heartily praised in the press. Four months later Lasky
acquired the motion picture rights to Belasco’s past and future theatrical productions
including The Girl of the Golden West.2 The original stage actors were supposed to re-create their
roles whenever possible. While this did not always happen, the Lasky company gained access
to actors associated with Belasco. In the case of Cecil B. DeMille’s film adaptation, The Girl
of the Golden West (January 1915), the performances were declared to equal those in the original
play. After seeing the film, Belasco praised it and another adaptation as “decidedly artisti
successes” and acknowledged that the medium could achieve a realism that eluded him
on the stage. The “merciless eye” of the camera could be more demanding than the stage i
settings and even—although this went unstated—for actors. 30
e The Birth of A Nation was released in February 1915
He claimed that theatric

@ insilly and inc onsequential subjects, by
{ocl dramatic productions

Even befor Frohman articulated an

ingly common position.
“can degrade their art by appeari
well as thelrart of the theatre by appearing in digni!
arger audience base, acturlk could use the cinema

king the transition to film
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to in i i i :
A crease the size of their following. Frohman was also implying that the ideal on/ w.
anmomw who could move back and forth between theater and moving Ewmcwmw ,,>m _oww
egan i .
gan, film not only rivaled theater as a source of recognition and financial reward, but, it was

felt, offered actors a different kind of artistic challenge.
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_ palnting to the door In one of the most parodied of all histrionic gestures

The Histrionic and Verisimilar
Codes in the Biograph Films

i

ROBERTA PEARSON

The histrionic code

Film scholars may increasingly supplement textual analysis with knowledge of how a
particular text both relates to other texts and functions in the larger culture, but close formalist
analysis still remains an important methodology in cinema studies and other disciplines.
liven Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott, who believe that the text is “an inconceivable
object,” nonetheless do not suggest that “texts have no determinate properties—such as a
definite order of narrative progression—which may be analyzed objectively.”! In this chapter
| .] I shall focus on these “determinate properties.” |. . .|

It may help to begin by formulating some general principles about the actors’ use of the
lilstrionic code at various points in the early Biographs. Most shots in these films fall into one
ol live categories:

| the tableau;

) everyday activity;

1 conversations;

4 heightened emotions and action scenes with more than one performer; and
% gestural soliloquies in which an actor emotes while alone in the frame.?

A o rule, the performances in these categories tend to range from the checked to the
unchecked histrionic code.

| Modified tableau. Although the Biographs borrowed the tableau from the stage melodrama,
they somewhat modified its usage. In the theatre, performers used the tableau to convey
ntense emotions in nonverbal form, freezing in place with arms fully extended outward,
Hownward, or upward at an act's climax. A contemporary print depicting the second act of
Fust Lynne shows the actors in the act-ending tableau: In the center a man sits in a chair,
hands clasping head in an agony of despair. A young girl kneels at his feet, her right hand
teaching up in supplication. To the left, an elderly gentleman has both hands raised
high above head In an appeal-to-heaven posture. To the right, a stern woman points at
the girl with lelt hand, while het

weld perpendicular to her body, the finger
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the goal of expressing strong © i1y nonverbal
vewed Tully axtefidad gestures

flonal Intensity {hrough a

Obviously, the Biographs retained
fashion but somewhat modified the technique. The actors €s
and kept their arms close to their bodies, expressing @1
comparative lack of movement rather than absolute stillness, The oniy | cun tableau
in the Biographs occurs in A Corner in Wheat (1909) at the moment when {he poot line up to
buy the overpriced bread and become perfectly motionless, ¢ ontrasting with (lye frenzied

activity of the Wheat King's party

Usually, the actors make small gestures that contrast ms kedly with the more common
broad gestures of the histrionic code and thus convey { renslon ol relative
johnsot ind | ::___>_.<._Qmos

motionlessness. In the last shot of A Drunkard's Reformation, Artl
of the fire with their little girl. The child sits on the
ts on thearm of the chair. Arvidson has herarima
e hand, Johnson gestures 1O the girl, as |1 1O €I

flool helore —:.— Amﬁjmq.m
TTIGAL hnson, and they
{ her with his

sit in front
chair, the mother si
hold hands. with his fre
reformation.

9 Everyday activity. In scenes of every
outine prior to the introduction of narr
rmers plowing their fields in the openin
t the beginning of The Lonely Villa (1909

swit golng about their

day activity characters are
They might he shown at

ative disequilibrium
g shot of A Corner in Wheat, OF at home,

). In these shots, gesture helps

normal r
work, like the fa

like the happy family a

to establish a character and that character's relation to other characters, The characters

often handle props. such as books, or the tools of their trade, that prevent fully extended
d, and not

outward movements.* Gestures tend to be close to the body, fairly slow, unstresse

held for any significant time.

In the first shot of Lady Helen's Escapade
n. Shesitsina chair beside a table on
t. When a maid offers food, she rejects i
houlders visibly moving, and yawns. A
her arms and hands stay close to her body.
3 Conversation. In the Biographs, conversations among characters involve a great many
might call, tousea semanticterm, “diectic” or ..m:muro:n_r\nrm gestural
equivalent of verbal “shifters,” personal pronouns and words indicating place, such as here

and there.’ In the films, these meanings are expressed by inward movements, indicating 1 or
u, there, or similarideas. In A Convict's Sacrifice (1909),

laborer, Henry Wwalthall, who is eating his
nd Walthall hands him the dinner
himself and then the convict,

(1909), Florence Lawrence portrays a bored, wealthy
which her arm rests, her hand dangling loosely
t with a languid wave of the hand. Then
Il her gestures are slow, and with

woma
over the fron
she heaves a sigh, s
the exception of the wave,

gestures of atype we

fere, and outward movements, indicating yo
the released convict, James Kirkwood, talks to @
lunch. Kirkwood points to the food and to himself a
pail. Then walthall asks his boss to hire Kirkwood, pointing at

as if to vouch for his behavior.
no:<mqmmzo:m_ gestures usually fall somewhere between the contained stillness of the

tableau and the frantic extended movement of the gestural soliloquy. In The Voice of the Violin
(1909), Arthur Jjohnson proposes to Marion Leonard. He declares himself with both hands on
his chest, then extends his arms one on either side of the woman. No, she says. with her hand
hest, then points to him, then puts her hand back on her chest. We can see the gradual
atlons in the histrionic code by looking at another marriage sSUOmm__ from a film
released the [lowing year: In A Summer \dyl ( 1010), walthall proposes to a society woman
(Btephanie Longlellow), who rejects him, He leans ¢ loser to her, g hand on his chest, then

g b an hand t0 NI palm up Then he takes her hand in b it of his, She says no.
WP S s alasttha Hngers relaxed. All

onherc

mod
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his motions a
re slow and gracef i
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ist i s alr and birinas his arm sharply down
i im. Then he makes a fist in the alr an
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uﬂ_‘ﬂoﬂ m_‘.m
. Note howevel ___2.__- v

i-ci i I O_ action I W -] :._
:Dmmg_nﬂ:‘ﬁ_mmm TQQ@O_QWMOSNACE se - - = _... ___ . ~

vother slgnifyling prac tces.

and upi . : —
gestures might be incomprehensible without the prese

how difficult it is to discuss performance in isolatior
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her hat, but he gestures her away. In another cut to medium shot, Pickford takes a pair of
gloves from a hook near a mirror, and straightens the mirror. She arranges the gloves in her
left hand, smiles, and looks in the mirror. Looking doubtful, she takes the hat off, hangs it up,
and shakes her head. Again she looks in the mirror, looks at the gloves, smiles and smooths
her hair with her hand. Even without the intertitle, Pickford’s performance clearly establishes
her character’s decision to ask for the hat and her shifting emotions, as she first tries to make
do with the old hat and then decides to do the best she can without it.

Although the various elements of the code all work together to externalize mental
processes, as in the above example, one can better understand the actual operation of the
verisimilar code by isolating, insofar as possible, each component. We start by examining
several examples of byplay, the small, realistic touches the actors called “bits of business,”
which are the performance equivalents of Barthes’s realistic effect.3

The God Within (1912), with Henry Walthall, Lionel Barrymore, Blanche Sweet, and Claire
McDowell, recounts the intertwined fates of two couples. Barrymore seduces Sweet and
leaves her pregnant, while Walthall's wife, McDowell, announces to her husband that she
too is expecting a child. McDowell dies in childbirth, Sweet’s baby is born dead, Sweet acts
as a wet nurse to the motherless child, and all turns out well as Walthall and Sweet form a
family at the end. The acting of the principals is verisimilarly coded, and all four employ bits
of business in their interchanges with other characters.

Near the start of the film, Barrymore comes to tell Sweet that he is leaving town. She sits
alone, waiting for him, and when she hears his knock, wipes away her tears, clasps her hands
in her lap, and smiles. As they talk, she stands close to him, her hand stroking his lapel,
and then leans closer to whisper that she is pregnant. Barrymore rubs the back of his neck in
perplexity and then gestures to the door with his thumb. As McDowell tells Walthall that
she is pregnant her actions are similar to Sweet’s. She takes his sleeve, fingers his collar,
puts a hand on his shoulder, and whispers in his ear. When the doctor proposes to Walthall
that he take Sweet into his home, Walthall scratches the back of his neck as he thinks. At the
[flm’'s end, Barrymore comes to Walthall’s cabin and proposes to Sweet. Walthall returns
home and also proposes to her. Sweet picks Walthall, signaling her decision by taking his
hand. The two men converse over the seated woman, and, as they talk, Sweet tilts her head
5o that her cheek touches her and Walthall's linked hands, the small gesture registering her
character's fulfillment and happiness.

These kinds of small gestures can be combined to create the verisimilar equivalent of the
gostural soliloquy, in which characters express intense emotions. But while the intent is
Ilie same, the nature of the gestures is vastly different. In The Lesser Evil (1911), Blanche Sweet
I8 trapped in a boat's cabin, with only the captain standing between her and a crew of would-
lie rapists. She stands at the cabin door, hands around the bolt, looking upward and perfectly
sl except for the slight movement of her hands on the bolt. She then reloads the captain’s
gun, opens the door to hand him the weapon, then rebolts the door. She leans against the
toor, her right hand on the bolt and left hand to her face.

The Impact of this sce
hut Blogra

» admittedly depends on her expression as well as her gestures,
y capable of ing Strindberg’'s wish that important scenes
k to the audience, To return to The God Within, Walthall has a gestural
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he talses his hat to his mouth as Il to stifle a sob, He turns his back to the camera, showing
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view pattern began to be standardized, as several films feature sequences in which characters
look through windows and then react to what they see, the reaction shot sometimes in

closer scale than the rest of the film (The Chief's Daughter, Enoch Arden, His Mother's Scarf, The
Two Sides).

The code shift

By 1912 most performers, under most circumstances, in most Biographs employed the
verisimilar code, some being more adept at it than others. Using the word adept comes peri-
lously close to making a value judgment about good and bad acting. What does adept mean
in this context? Those performers skilled in the new style used smaller gestures, gave them
less emphasis, and melded them into a continuous flow. The less skilled retained elements
of the histrionic code: while they might not use conventional gestures, their movements
tended to be larger, more emphasized, and more discrete. Skilled performers also used more
byplay and bits of business to construct their characters. Those performers whom subsequent
generations have valorized as good (i.e., Blanche Sweet, Bobby Harron, Henry Walthall, Lillian
Gish, Mary Pickford, Mae Marsh) are the ones who mastered the verisimilar code, so that it
is possible in this instance to identify the components of “good acting” or at least specify what
most people probably mean by “good acting” in the Biographs.

By 1912, however, the histrionic code had not entirely vanished. Actors still represented *
conversation with diectic gestures and the occasional conventional gesture.? In The Black
Sheep (1912) a father warns off his daughter's suitor (Charles West). The father gestures with
his thumb over his shoulder in his daughter’s direction, raises his hand like a police officer
halting traffic, and shakes his head. In The New York Hat, the village gossips tell Pickford's
father (Charles Mailes) about the minister's purchase of the hat. Their leader (Claire
McDowell) takes his arm, points offscreen, and touches her hat. The father points to his chest,
then his head, looks severe, clenches his fists, nods, and says thank you.

The histrionic code persisted not only in conversations but also during emotional high
points. In The New York Hat, the father comes upon his daughter wearing the new hat. He
spreads his arms wide with fists clenched, as he asks where she got it. When she answers,
he runs his hands across the top of his head and yells at her, raising his clenched fists in the
Al In The Lesser Evil, Sweet's fiancé (Edwin August) sees Sweet being kidnapped. He raises
his hands high above his head, staggers back, and waves his arms.

Perhaps it was only actors less skilled at the verisimilar code who resorted to the histrionic @
at times of great emotion? This does not seem to be the case. Even such a master of the
verisimilar code as Henry Walthall, capable, as we have seen, of portraying intense grief with
lils back to the camera, uses histrionic gestures. In The God Within, when the doctor wishes
him to take his baby to Sweet, Walthall makes the standard gesture of rejection, his hand
lear his head, arm bent at the elbow and then brought downward and out in a thrusting-
away movement, Is editing perhaps the explanatory factor? To some extent, certainly, but
the histrionic code can appear in a reaction shot. In The Inner Circle, Lestina looks through a

window, seeing his daughter in the house under which he has just planted a bomb. He
alageers back, arms wide, clenchi fists
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Of course, Griffith’s attitudes, and those of his colleagues, toward acting constitute
another issue, but here again Staiger oversimplifies. In the period in question, the film
industry’s perceptions of the relation of film to theatrical acting underwent several shifts.
In 1907-1908 some critics rejected theatrical acting as unsuitable by virtue of its “repose,”
presumably believing that the new style would fail to “get it across.” In the next few
years the film industry sought, as Staiger says, to emulate the “first class theatre,” but
also, as she omits to mention, to distance itself from the popular-priced theatre, where
the histrionic code still reigned. By 1912 the film industry had developed a consensus
as to what constituted appropriate film acting, convincing itself that it could not only
outdo the popular-priced theatre but could surpass the verisimilar code as seen on the
legitimate stage. It is true that “by 1912, companies were filming popular stage successes |
with current theatrical stars” (19), but the reaction of the trade press was far from laudatory
as suggested by a review of Nat Goodwin’s Fagin in Oliver Twist: “The well defined action
of the best motion picture actor is missing throughout” (“Nat Goodwin Disappointing,”
The New York Dramatic Mirror, June 5, 1912, 27). It should teach that if players of note are to
enter film production it is necessary that they study to employ the art and technique of
the picture, which at its best is decidedly removed from the stage.

7 Two methodological caveats, with which I did not wish to clutter the text, may be relevant
here. The fact that most gesture is analogic rather than digital under normal circumstances
prevents the analyst from segmenting gestural signification. The analyst armed with a
Steenbeck flat-bed editing table can stop the flow of gesture at will. Although the
technology enables us to note each small gesture, the reader should realize that this
segmentation is an artificial process, and that one of the essential features of the
verisimilar code is its analogical nature.

Although with the Steenbeck it becomes possible to annotate movement, assigning

a specific meaning to each gesture or combination of gestures is much more difficult with
the verisimilar than with the histrionic code, partly, of course, because the former is
not predicated on a one-to-one correspondence between gesture and meaning. In the
absence of a lexicon restricted by convention, gesture and especially a combination of ¢
gestures can take on an infinity of meaning, with the narrative context alone limiting the
connotations. For this reason, the analyst’s personal judgment becomes a greater factor
with the verisimilar than the histrionic code. Suppose that an old man enters a shot, head
howed, shoulders sagging, arms hanging limply at sides. Does this signify defeat, despair,
lesignation, sadness, or simply momentary weariness? The problem becomes intensified
with facial expression: two people can debate the meaning of a particular close-up for
hours, as in often-cited instance of Garbo's expression in the closing shot of Queen Christina.
lven facial expression combined with posture can defeat attempts at quick and facile
Interpretations. Certainly no one would dare to impose a single, precise meaning on
the final shot of Vertigo as Jimmy Stewart, having witnessed the second death of his
haloved, teeters on the brink of oblivion.

A Mae Marsh, Screen Acting (Los Angeles: Photostar Publishing Company, 1922), 54.

4 Throughout the Biographs, actors use deictic gestures, leading me to include them in the

hlstrionic code, However, | have no evidence that the deictic gesture was frequently
sinployed fr stheatrical

code. Because the tl

rical performers could have

Usad varbal shifters and might not have needad delctic gestures, It may be the case that
!n standardized and conventional use of delctic gestures orlginates with silent (ilm. I so,
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Pictorial Styles and Film Acting

BEN BREWSTER AND LEA JACOBS

The problem [. . .| is to register when and how actors are adapting pictorial stage traditions

to the cinema. Most immediately, in our case, the problem is how to recognize a pose when
we see one. |. . .|

[1]n our efforts to analyse this acting style, the time of the pause could not be the sole
criterion for defining a pose or attitude. Instead we have looked for the following:

There is a slight pause in the actor's movement when the film is viewed at the

correct speed of projection (remember Humboldt's term, of a ‘hesitant calm’'—zigernde
Ruhe);

2 The actor assumes a stereotyped posture;

The posture expresses the character's interior state or in some other way clearly
and directly relates to the dramatic situation;

4 The posture is systematically iterated and varied by the actor;

The blocking of the actor's movement, or of the acting ensemble, clearly leads up to
the pose or leads from one pose to the next.

Obviously the frame stills used in this chapter do not ‘prove’ the existence of an attitude, since
they represent no more than one-sixteenth of a second of the actual time of the performance.
Rather, they are used to facilitate the work of description.

Poses in the sense proposed above appear in a wide range of silent film. Perhaps the most
systematic attempt to describe how they function is Roberta Pearson’s discussion of what
she calls the ‘histrionic code’ of film acting at Biograph in the period between 1908 and 1912.
While we find Pearson’s analyses of individual films compelling, we believe the theoretical,
latims of her argument misrepresent pictorial styles of acting on the stage and make it difficult #W

1o understand the various ways poses were adapted to film. !
Pearson defines the histric

code

 opposition to the verisimilar code. The former does
not alm to create psychologically complex characters, nor an effect of realism, while the latter
tdoes. The former frankly admits its theatric

conventionalized poses and attitu

fty==the actor palpably ‘acts’, striking
atter eschews such self-consciousness,

gc.:_:z stage business and byplay with props. But we have tried to indicate the difficulties
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gestural asides to the camera. In the film, Suzanne (Suzanne Grandais) quarrels with Léonce
(Perret) over his refusal to purchase an expensive lobster from a local fisherman. He then
pretends to go out fishing for lobsters on a stormy night while in fact having made arrange-
ments to buy them. He finally returns home and, with much mugging to the camera, pretends
that he is exhausted and suffering from cold after having spent a difficult night at sea. The
revelation of his deception leads to a quarrel which is only resolved by the fact that he must
rescue the sea-bathing Suzanne by removing an offending crustacean from her posterior.
While Perret and Grandais employ vivid and expressive gestures, these often take the form
of a rapid ‘dialogue’, gestures expressing exasperation or reproach exchanged between
man and wife during their quarrels. The only attitudes notably held in the film occur during
what is for Suzanne (but not the spectator) a potentially tragic moment; during the long night
that Suzanne awaits Léonce’s return, Grandais poses, first at the window looking out to
sea, then in her bedroom, on her knees in prayer. The contrast between the comic and
the serious tone is particularly shown up later in this scene when, through a split screen
composition, the film composes a triptych showing Grandais on the left, in an attitude of
prayer, the sea in the middle of the frame, and Perret on the right, seated comfortably at the
movies, and laughing with glee at the Gaumont comedy on the screen.

Note that Perret does not hold a pose in the triptych; this is reserved for Grandais'’s
expression of grief and remorse. It is as if Grandais’s acting in Le Homard falls out of the comic
mode in order to convey Suzanne’s state of mind. In general, it seems quite clear that genre
was an important factor in determining whether or not the actors choose to adopt attitudes,
and the length of time the attitudes were held. Serious drama called for a slower style than
comedy, with more pronounced poses and gestures (this was true on the stage as well as
film, as Coquelin’s discussion of theatrical genres already cited indicates). One tends to find
the longest and most marked posing in historical or costume pictures such as L'Assassinat
du Duc de Guise (1908) or Quatre-vingt-treize (1914-21), or sentimental stories, especially those
dealing with dignified, upper-class characters such as Ma I'amor mio non muore! (1913). Pearson
notes a similar division in her survey of Walthall's films for Biograph, with one of his most

‘histrionic’ performances being a historical romance, The Sealed Room (1909).7

But even within serious films, poses become more pronounced at climactic moments, as
Il the actors are ‘saving’ them for the big scenes. That is, posing is determined by situation
us well as by genre. One of the clearest examples we have seen of this tendency is the Danish
lilm Klovnen (The Clown, 1917). Joe Higgins (Valdemar Psilander) is the clown in the travelling
clicus run by Mr and Mrs Bunding in which their daughter Daisy (Gudrun Houlberg) is
the bareback rider. Joe and Daisy are in love, and when a major impresario offers Joe a big
tity contract, he makes it a condition of accepting that the Bundings accompany him. Two
yoars later he is a great success and has married Daisy, but Daisy is courted by Count Henri.
One day after his performance, Joe sees Henri kissing Daisy in the mirror in the green room
ol the theatre, He goes home in despair and finds Daisy there waiting for him. He asks her
Il she loves the Count; she says yes, so he tells her to go to him. The plot then takes a
predictably unhappy turn. After the Count tires of her, Daisy tries to return to Joe, is rebuffed
by her father, and commits suicide Having forgiven Daisy on her deathbed, and mourning
her loss, Joes goes dowr 1self, and is working in a cheap circus when he meets the
s old rival belore expiring
The scenes of Joe's happy lie—the ourtship o

Count once again

alsy, eating dinner with the family, the

. hack-stage prepatations for thelr acts (n the travelling clrcus—are all done at normal tempo
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and without marked posing. However, the whole tempo and style of th i alter alter Joe

sees Daisy and the Count kissing in the mirror. The shift is particulatly evident in the
confrontation between the two at the house which follows Daisy's depattire [ the theatre
(the titles are translations from the Danish ones in the print):

1  Asalon in Joe’s palatial mansion: the anteroom brightly lit rear contie and right, with
a closed glass portiére at the top of a short flight of steps; a bay window left; a small
table, chair, and settee front centre. Houlberg is sitting on the settes, hor hoad on her
hands on the table. Psilander enters from the rear right, opens the portiere, looks at
Houlberg (who does not yet look at him) and stops (Figure |) He staggers slowly
down the steps, then comes forward more quickly, pauses | tight, crosses
to stand between the chair and the settee, with his right | s chalr back. He
speaks. Houlberg raises her head with a start, looks up, and leans slowly backwards as
he leans forward to her. She apologizes (Figure 2). She leans lorward agalin and looks

ot hand and steps

off right. He leans down and seizes her hand. She rises. He releasos
back, briefly wringing his hands. Without looking at him, she looks down at the table
as he leans back towards her, his fist on the table (Figure 3). He nks
2 Title: ‘Daisy, do you love him?’
3 Cut-in to medium shot. Psilander is in profile left, Houlberg's |
slowly nods assent, then wipes tears from her eyes. Psil
vacantly in grief. He puts his hand on his forehead (Figure 4)
As 1. Cut on action. Psilander with hand to forehead, Houlberg looking down left front
(Figure 5). Psilander backs unsteadily to stand with his right hand on the chair back. He
speaks to her. She turns to him, starts, and looks him full in the face. He comes forward
and leans on the table.

5  Title: ‘Then you have only one thing to do; go to him!’
As 1. Houlberg turns quickly to face front left and puts her left hand to her heart. She leans

over to front right in agony (Figure 6). Psilander comes forward, raises his hands as if
to grasp her shoulders but drops them again. He retreats round the settee, his left hand
on its back. He points listlessly off left (Figure 7). She tries to face him, raises her arms
halfway in appeal, drops them again, turns to face front right, then back again, and passes
in front of Psilander and off left slowly. Psilander watches her go, makes a full gesture
of appeal off left, raising his hands to head height (Figure 8). He leans back and puts
his hands on his head. He turns to front left, pulls his hands down the sides of his face

and leans slightly forward (Figure 9).

d Is raised. She very
ooks off front centre

The plot is nominally advanced in these six shots. Daisy decides to part from Joe, but with
regret, and Joe's agony at the loss is reaffirmed. However, much more important story events
occur in the prior discovery scene in the green room, or a subsequent scene in which Bunding
disowns his daughter, thus preparing for his later dismissal of her after she has repented, and
her suicide, In contrast, this scene is almost entirely devoted to extending and elaborating
upon the situation put in place by Joe's discovery of the betrayal. The acting does not operate

to further the action, but to delay it—to maintain the situation and exploit its emotional
he pace of the acting slows down

V173 feet or 2 minutes,

of events, Our sense th

next t

reso

six shots ¢«
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styles in the theatre (although, of course, bad actors were everywhere). The fully outstretched
hand position adopted by Arthur Johnson in this example would have been anathema to
most nineteenth-century teachers ofacting. What she characterizes as the ‘slow and graceful’
movements typical of Walthall’s performance in A Summer ldyl are much closer to the way in
which we understand the elements of pictorial style in the theatre. 2

As we have noted, the late eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century acting manuals
repeatedly stress the importance of grace and good bearing; they also specifically recommend
against fully extended limbs. For example, in his lesson on hand position, Jelgerhuis argues
that the fingers should always be gracefully curved. to give ‘play and contrast’ to their position.
He cautions against either one of two extremes:

I used to know a very good speaker on the Stage, who out of unthinking habit, always
appeared with crooked fingers; what a wretched habit! I hope, that this example will
be enough, to draw your attention to it, so that you will always avoid it —Yet don't think,
Dear Students! that the hand hanging down with straight fingers can wholly redress
{ this, no, although better than with crooked fingers. . . . For the hanging arm, and the
, free and unforced hand, there must be play and contrast in the posture of the fingers, to
make it ook elegant, to give it looseness, freedom and decorum.'?

Flgpre 7

Similarly, he characterizes a fully extended arm as ‘without grace, stretch|ed] out like a pole’
and cautions against movements involving both hands and arms together unless ‘one adopts
them purposely, in order to become ridiculous’.! Riccoboni also tells students to avoid having
both arms equally extended, and raising them to the same height. He cites a ‘well enough
known rule’ that the hand should not be raised above the eye, adding the caveat that ‘when a
violent passion carries him away, the Actor can forget all the rules; he can move with despatch,
and lift his arms even above his head’ !’ Riccoboni’s remarks suggest that actors could use
fully extended, and thus relatively emphatic gestures, but only sparingly, and in accordance
with extreme situations. Recall that Yeats makes just such an analysis of Edouard de
Max’s performance in Phédre, in which he apparently saved his biggest gesture for the climax
of the scene: ‘Through one long scene De Max, who was quite as fine, never lifted his hands
above his elbow, it was only when the emotion came toits climax that he raised it to his breast ’
Figure 8 lessing’s remark already cited about wild or baroque gesture also suggests the importance
ol modulating such gestures in a sequence; he argued that they could be made acceptable if
the actor prepared for them and finally resolved them into more harmonious poses:
The sequence already discussed from Klovnen provides a good example of the way in
which emphatic gesture could be controlled through the modulation of poses. The actors
adopt a series of attitudes expressing grief. These are ‘smaller’ in shot 1, with Psilander posing

far In the background, or, after he has come forward, leaning on a chair or table for support,
With Houlberg turning away from him. The scale changes in shot 3, a medium shot, so that
faclal expressions can be emphasized with very little movement on the part of the actors,
A8 In Houlberg's small nod of her head in affirmation to the question whether or not she
loves the Count .::.x:.:z:.:::.f,_:::,_::n:f,_:::;:::m::aU::lmﬁoqrm_mﬁmmﬁmmmﬁcﬂmm
I shot 6: Houlberg's attitude in which s s her hand to her heart and leans her body
away from Ps der to the right to express her griel, and Psilander's attitude, in th

shot after her exit, In which he exten
later, when he

v -

s armsa o8 his hands to

helght, and then
lown the sides of his face (1 lgures 6, 8 and 9)

his hat
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were forced to rush the last scene to ensure that the film was the proper length. Even if Woods
is wrong in his guess about what happened at the end of this specific film, the comment
suggests that he was aware of the lack of ‘space’ on the reel as a problem foractors. We would
argue that it continued to be, and, as compared to the early feature, actors in the one-reel
film were given many fewer opportunities to dwell on situations, to hold poses or develop
elaborate sequences of them. A three-minute sequence of the sort described in Klovnen, in |
which almost nothing happens at the level of the plot, would be extremely difficult to
accommodate within a sixteen-minute movie.

Our attempt to search out the most accomplished and technically elaborated examples
of pictorial styles has thus led us to focus primarily on the early feature film. But at the same
time this periodization introduces a new limitation or constraint on pictorial acting, since
by this point the editing options open to filmmakers begin to interfere with the actor's
performance in ways that would not have been imaginable in the theatre. As Tom Gunning '
has argued in relation to the example of After Many Years already cited, editing can potentially ¢
disrupt and reconfigure the actor's pose and gesture. Cross-cutting of the kind in After Many
Years, and, later, the kinds of scene dissection which Gunning discusses in relation to The
Lady and the Mouse (1913), effectively displace some of the actor's traditional functions,
providing filmmakers with other means of directing the spectator’s attention within a space,
regulating the pace of a scene, expressing emotion, and underscoring dramatic situations.?
This possibility is evident as well in the scene of Little Eva’s death in the World version of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in which the various expressions of grief on the part of the actors are directed
and controlled by the editing pattern which alternates between the bedroom and the various
paces outside it. In contrast, in the theatre this regulation of the spectator’s attention
would have been structured largely through the acting of the ensemble, through the actors
tuking turns, the gesture of one setting off or leading to the gesture of another in what
Riccoboni compared to ‘musicians who sing a piece in several parts’. Editing could thus
al least partially fulfil functions which had previously been fulfilled by the actor(s) through
Ihe generation of pictorial effects. This is not to say that film editing could not coexist with
[iosing and pictorial styles; but it is to say that a highly edited film could more easily support
had pictorial acting, or non-acting, ora more reduced, i.e. less emphatic, style.

Pearson argues the latter case. In a careful comparison of After Many Years (1908) with Enoch
Atllen, she shows how the later version of the same story requires fewer gestures, and less
sitended ones, because Enoch Arden can rely on more cross-cutting and glance/object editing
I convey important information about story events and character states. 20 But moving away
i the example of the Griffith Biographs, we would also suggest that highly edited films
Lol help to accommodate very bad, or at least inexperienced, acting.

Indeed, while Biograph films are usually praised by reviewers in the trade press when they
Wie discussing acting specifically, discussions of Biograph's fast-paced editing usually elicited
salnplaints about its effect on acting style. One review of A Girl's Stratagem (1913) notes ‘The
Adtlon [s held in pretty closely to its center of interest, and the scene-making searchlight

SHape back and forth from one actor to another and seems to pick out the different elements
althe situation almost simultaneously. This is a speedy method and makes the picture, as
A Whole, clear at the expense, now and then, of the acting. The scenes change so fast that

’. players now and then seem all and hands " And from a review of The Hero of Little
(1919); "There (s a good story In this pleture and the producer has made it exciting, As it
toaches its climax, the scenes, lashed back and forth, keap the action concrete and almost
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Crafting Film Perforrnances
Acting in the Hollywood Studio Era

CYNTHIA BARON

In the 1930s and 1940s, studio publicity focused the public’s attention on stars’ personalities'
rather than their craftsmanship. In promotional campaigns for specific pictures and behind-
the-scene bios of individual stars, audiences were told that Hollywood actors were natural
actors whose unique qualities were captured by the camera. That image — of Hollywood actors
playing themselves — might in some circumstances be entirely accurate. Clearly there was
little craftsmanship involved in cases where inexperienced actors simply memorized their
lines and hit their marks, or, to portray emotional intensity, worked themselves into agitated
states by remembering traumatic experiences. Similarly, it makes no sense to discuss stars’
agency and expertise in cases where established, experienced actors chose not to prepare for
parts, and instead relied on habit, guidance from directors, and support from fellow actors.

Cases such as these, however, need not be taken as representative. In marked contrast to
the view that film performances were produced with no effort expended by actors themselves,
practitioners of the period consistently argue that training, labour, and practical craft
experience allowed actors and their collaborators to create performances and respond to the
specific challenges of Hollywood studio productions in the 1930s and 1940s. Put most broadly,
professionals working in Hollywood during this period seem to have found ways to integrate
methods developed in American silent film with principles formulated by individuals working
in American theatre. Hollywood workers whose focus was dramatic performance appear to
have derived strategies based on their understanding of Moscow Art Theatre productions
and Stanislavsky’s System, or to have found similar solutions to shared problems of ‘modern’
performance.

Throughout the period, the disparate demands of specific characters, narratives, and
genres required actors and their collaborators to use an eclectic collection of methods
horrowed from dance, modelling, vaudeville, and the legit stage. Rather than there being
u single method, or even style of acting, actors’ methods and performance styles reflected
the demands of each screenplay. For example, a Marx brothers’ comedy like A Night at the
Opera (1935) required methods of preparation and performance styles that were very different
[tom those built into John Ford's expressionistic drama The Informer (1935). Similarly, the
ily lead an actor like Cary Grant to
Iferent from those called for by Clifford Odets'
low-life melodrama None but the Lonely Heart (1944)
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perhaps summarizes the received wisdom of the day in arguing that the ‘traditional actor’,

the stage actor ‘schooled in the method of bringing life, emotions, and humor directly to the

audience’ looked to be the dominant type of actor in theatre and the Hollywood sound film.!
The transition to sound made stage experience a valuable commodity, and opened the
floodgates to scores of theatrically trained actors. It also indirectly and incrementally led
to new venues and methods for actor training, for Hollywood's transition to sound not only
made stage training increasingly important, it also made securing that experience increasingly
difficult. In the teens and twenties, actors had learned their craft through apprenticeships
in film and/or theatre, but the arrival of sound reduced actors’ opportunities for on-the-job
training, and in particular training in theatrical venues. Participating in a process shaped by
multiple economic and industrial forces, Hollywood sound cinema contributed to the decline
of vaudeville, Broadway, and theatrical stock companies by cutting into stage productions’
already reduced audiences. Exemplifying the trend of all American theatre, the number
of productions mounted on Broadway dropped from 300 in the 1928/1929 season to 80
productions ten years later.

As the 1930s progressed, film executives openly discussed the fact that traditional

{raining grounds for Hollywood actors had been raided to breaking point. The steady decline
I the number of stage productions forced the studios to search for other ways of developing
and maintaining acting talent. They began to hire acting experts and establish actor training
programmes on the lots. The first dialogue directors and drama coaches were brought into
ihe system in 1933, when Paramount hired veteran stage producer/director Lillian Albertson
15 a dialogue coach, and, as head of the talent department, Phyllis Loughton, who had stage
managed for Norman Bel Geddes and the Jesse Bonstelle stock company. In 1935, Florence
Inright, a founding member of the prestigious Theatre Guild in New York, became a drama
toach at Universal, and the next year moved to Twentieth Century Fox. In 1936, Lillian Burns,
Al actress who learned her craft with the Belasco Company and had been a member of
the Dallas Little Theatre, was put in charge of MGM's drama department. In 1938, Warner
li10s hired Sophie Rosenstein to design their actor training programme. Rosenstein came to
Warner Bros with ten years of experience as a drama teacher at the University of Washington.
An 0 child she had studied with Josephine Dillon, yet another figure who in the studio years
|uined the ranks of film acting teachers. In the mid to late 1930s, drama schools were
wiatablished throughout Hollywood and by 1939 all of the major studios had actor training
plogrammes.

I addition to opening drama schools on the lots, the studios developed an increasingly
‘|ime relationship with established institutions such as the American Academy of Dramatic
All and the Pasadena Playhouse, as well as drama schools set up by Moscow Art Theatre
sapatriate Maria Ouspenskaya and theatre companies such as the Actors’ Laboratory. The
Avademy of Dramatic Art, founded in 1884, was the oldest acting school in America, and
o Its inception had been guided by the philosophy that ‘imitative methods’ of coaching
Mt be replaced by what Academy directors such as Charles Jehlinger believed were

Wnethods of scientific training’. Courses in acting were first offered by the Pasadena Playhouse
I 1928, The two-year progri

W what Playhouse fc
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of stage and screen acting. In film acting manuals from the early 1920s, practitioners
consistently argue that ‘screen acting had become an art in itself |and that] it is not acting as
we understand the word from what we see on the stage’.? Yet professionals working in
Hollywood after the coming of sound no longer saw acting on stage as fundamentally different
from acting on screen. Finding quantitative rather than qualitative distinctions in this
later period, they discuss the need to adjust gestures and vocal delivery when moving
from one venue to the other, and the fact that film acting required more training, experience,
and concentration.

The period's changed perspective on screen acting is suggested by the fact that while
practitioners in the early 1920s held conflicting views about the value of training in drama
schools and theatrical productions, by the mid to late 1930s Hollywood professionals
seem to have developed a definite consensus that training in dramatic schools and on the
stage was not only valuable, but essential training for film actors. Training in tone production
and diction were seen as important for work on both stage and screen. Training to create and
maintain a body flexible enough to represent different types of characters was seen as a basic
requirement of both stage and screen acting. Doing exercises to develop one’s sensibilities,
emotional recall ability, and skill in observation and concentration were considered part
of any actor's work. The labour of building a character by analysing the script as a whole,
creating a backstory for the character, and breaking down each scene to discover its purpose

and the character's task, was seen as central to an actor's preparation for performances on
both stage and screen.

In an article in Theatre Arts, American Academy of Dramatic Art graduate Hume Cronyn
argues that ‘the difference between acting for the screen and acting for the stage is negligible
and the latter is, despite the exceptions, the best possible training for the former 2 He explains
that the difference is negligible because in film, the actor's ‘business, as in theatre, remains
with the character he is to play and this will require his full powers of concentration’.*
In another article in Theatre Arts, Bette Davis demystifies the stage/screen opposition by
explaining that acting in theatre and film does not require actors to approach their characters
differently, but that in preparation and performance certain adjustments need to be made.
Sihe writes that while ‘it is axiomatic that a screen actor works in a medium that has its own,
Its special technical demands . . . this is not a qualitative distinction; it is merely quan-
litative'.” Davis explains the difference is merely quantitative because ‘the art itself is not
different . . . there does not exist one kind of acting for the stage, another for the films’.¢
Instead, stage and screen actors all ‘work with the same tools. Our craft requires slight
modification in them, that is all’.”

Practitioners of the period emphasize the fundamental bond between acting on stage and
seteen, and at the same time acknowledge that film practice in the studio era had its own
tochnical demands. One finds actors consistently discussing the adjustments actors made
when moving from one venue to another. They explain that ‘acting in the movies [is| the same
Ak acting anywhere [and that while they use| different projection, [they use| the same energy

|[because the transition is| like going from a big to a small theatre’ 8 Actors who came to film

ftom theatre had to unlearn the practice of presenting large gestures on the stage, and

tiscovered instead that ‘shades of feeling could be made intimately visible by minute
sontractions of a muscle'”

Many theatre to enjoy working (n film precisely because It allowed them to

Be small pleces of business to convey m g As Bette Davis explains, 'w the process
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Dillon’s advice to use internal dialogue to colour expression in actors’ eyes suggests the
integral points of contact between stage and screen acting in this period, for the method
is in fact an extension of practices developed for performances in ‘modern’ theatre. As
Rosenstein and her colleagues explain in Modern Acting: A Manual, actors should give
themselves ‘positive silent lines [that are| as true and absorbing as any lines’ spoken on
stage.'8 The authors point out that it will be easier for the actor ‘to guarantee his attention
in |a] particular scene if he works out a suitable thought pattern of definite reactions w
he undergoes as religiously as he adheres to the written dialogue the author has given him """
Rosenstein and her colleagues refer to the thought pattern developed for each and every
scene as ‘silent thinking’.2
Echoing observations about quantitative adjustments made for performing on camera,
practitioners of the period consistently discuss shooting out of sequence, and having little
or no rehearsal on the set in terms of adjustments to established (theatrical) methods
is, even given the logistics of Hollywood film production, the transition to sound seems
to have led professionals to minimize distinctions between methods for approaching stage
and screen performance. With the addition of filmed ‘dialogue scenes’, at least some
practitioners seem to have considered various methods of preparation for film performances
as modifications of processes involved in theatrical rehearsals. Actor Hume Cronyn explains
that when he worked in his first film ‘it became obvious that in theatre terms there was to
be practically no rehearsal’.?' Understanding that, Cronyn responded like other experienced
actors working in Hollywood and took the task of preparation on himself. He studied
his script, chose his wardrobe, studied his character’s relationship to other characters in
the screenplay, developed ‘some detailed ideas on |his] own character’s background and his
action throughout the story’.?? He used an extension of theatre’s dress rehearsal routine
by choosing his character's house in the neighbourhood they were shooting, his character's
place of work, and so on. He kept a notebook that gave him ‘a point of reference . . . to return
to, and recheck, character fundamentals’.2* Cronyn explains that a film actor's individual
preparation makes it possible to ‘step before the camera with a clear and logical plan of
what you would like to do and how you would like to do it’. 2
Repeating points made by theatrically trained actors like Cronyn, MGM drama coach Lillian
Burns describes the work of film professionals who came to the set fully prepared, able to
Incorporate directors’ suggestions precisely because they had done their homework and could
create characters on their own. In an interview with columnist Gladys Hall, Burns explains that
little rehearsal time on the set meant more, not less, labour for film actors. Burns argues
that while ‘they say it's so easy [to act in film|] you don’t go over and over it |on the set| as
you do on stage’.”” Burns sees overcoming the problem of working without rehearsal and
shooting out of sequence as one that required skill, rather than reliance on a larger-than-life
personality. Noting that she gets ‘angry when people say [film acting] isn't as difficult as the
stage’, Burns points to the example of Greer Garson, who in playing a scene in Madame Curie
‘mat absolutely quiet, didn't talk for ten minutes, then walked to a drape and broke down and
sobbed', Burns remarks, ‘to walk into that on a cold morning, that takes doing’.26
Coming from Burns, the insight and the compliment is worth noting, for before Burns

tame to MGM in 1936, there had been classes in diction, body movement, and so on, but

‘Working through production [helping to cast and rehearse actors| had never been done quite

the way [she| did it' " Burns not only worked with executives on hiring and casting, she also
worked with, and sometimes around, studio directors She would work privately with leading



90 CYNTHIA BARON
CRAFTING FILM PERFORMANCES 91

‘get performances out of throu o R } .

_gzca’_w_md:%“_\“m_\M_H‘_ﬁ““.:wﬁww‘_ﬁmﬂ is R.,:mnﬁma. and explains that ‘the author supplies the ial whi
that actors play EmEmm?mme_mM“M::M o n.:xma& WY :O‘HM”‘\SM sﬁ‘.__%_
ottt cheotsnenis no_.OS ead, she is articulating the era's dominant view that mmm s S‘m
take conscious control of it mm ﬂ U.mlo::m:nm. and that as a consequence an mQOwnﬁoﬁm
it e s mn:_.J choing >_U2.ﬁmo:,m point, the Actors’ Laboratory tea ﬂ.cmﬁ
the actor's personal mo:_oamwﬁ mmﬂwﬂmo”wmmmﬁ:_uﬂnoﬂoaﬁmm in sensible terms and by Bmmn:m_%
Acting experts of the peri or image previously indicat
impression of the nrMhMMWMM”NMTm e o.m acting as one in which MMMWMH_AM%TQ.
B 1o i Bl o = mn:E.. and in the process of representing the chara w:
B ot this process; Mori n mxoﬁmmm_o:.. Underscoring the period’s holisti ; ﬂ

i is Carnovsky explains that acting is never a vmmmm,\m_nmmwmwmg_n
ience

UmnmCmm_mm_mUCﬁm t ﬁ_ eres 1 Oﬂm_ﬂ:_ﬂ_ 110 mﬂ_ aracter| withou giving out — no reactio
_ i
without actior >__ IS 11 U ocess o_ UOOOE_DW

se, as MGM executive Al Trescony explains, she could
sed them'.2 Trescony notes that Burns not only prepared ‘most of our

. often she would be asked by the heads of the other studios
to work with their stars' .2 ‘Respected because of her talent and feared because she leveled
with everyone’,* like other dialogue directors and drama coaches of the period, Lillian Burns
played a pivotal role in the production of film performances in the 1930s and 1940s.
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out of your lines . . . your MOOD [must| be what it should be |because| spoken words mean

practically nothing unless mood colors them.*®
For experienced practitioners of the
dialogue were established by actors making decisions
decisions would become ‘scripted’
ring performance. Because they were ‘synthetic
cript, they could be activated by
e or take was over.
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to stop the flow!*
Rosenstein’s Modern Acting: A Manual anticipates Albertson’s observations, and is especially

clear that actors must learn to transfer emotions to the circumstances of the scene. Describing
the role imagination plays in the process of preparing a part, Rosenstein and her colleagues
explain that ‘once we recall a former emotion we must sustain it long enough to transpose it
to the new situation’, and that while it may not be easy to dispense with recollected details,
‘by constant drill .. . we can learn to drop them at will and preserve only the emotion they

/51 |n other words, for acting experts of the period, developing the ability

served to revive'.
to concentrate did not just keep actors from being distracted — it was seen as the basis of

convincing performance.
For practitioners in the 1930s and 1940s, concentration, not feeling, was the key to great

acting. Like other acting professionals of the period, Morris Carnovsky articulates the logic
of striving to maintain emotional distance from the feelings portrayed. He explains that actors
cannot get lost in emotional moments because they need to keep up with and anticipate
the sequence of actions in the narrative. He writes: I always think of the actor as not only
doing, but standing aside and watching what he is doing, so as to be able to propel himself
to the next thing and the next thing and the next.’>? Josephine Dillon also makes the point
that actors need to be able to think about what they are doing, and she argues that acting in
film makes emotional distance an especially high priority. Dillon explains that ‘to submerge
one’s self into the emotion of the part being played would be to put the actor at the mercy
of his emotions and make him incapable of using the skillful technique that the camera

demands.””?

Drama coach Lillian Albertson continually contrasts the methods she describes with

positions that encouraged actors to use their own feelings to generate convincing perfor

mances. Albertson notes that she had seen ‘young actors in motion pictures try to lash
themselves into a pathetic mood |by trying| to think of something real that {would| harrow
their souls’.>* She explains that in the process, actors would find themselves in an ‘agonizing
attempt to feel something’ that was easily and invariably disturbed by the concrete reality
of the performance and production context.” Albertson argues that the strategy of drawing
on mood patterns and voice patterns that have been embedded into the mental pictures
actors construct in their study of the part was a technique for generating lifelike performan
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PART THREE
STYLE AND TECHNIQUE

Introduction

The essays in the last two sections dealt with acting in general, either analyzing the status of
film acting in general or broad historical trends in the creation and transformation of film acting

inthe early twentieth century. Essays in this section, by contrast, attend to specific performances
or modes of performance, ranging from Li

n Gish’s performance in True Heart Susie (1919) to
Marlon Brando’s performance in On the Waterfront (1954), and from 1930s American film

comedies to European avant-garde and independent cinema. These essays represent a range of
approaches to cinema acting. In addition to analyses of the external signs of performance, or,
in other words, descriptions of what an actor or actress does on screen, these essays consider
various theories of acting and actor training that lay behind individual performances, as well as
general principles of performance for specific genres or modes of film making. Just as the essays
in the last section attested to the resiliency of seemingly outmoded styles of acting, such as the
“histrionic” style, and the overlap among acting styles in different historical periods, the essays
in this section suggest that at any given moment in time, and even within a single performance,
there is not a simple or singular approach to acting involved, such as a Delsartean system
of poses or pure Method acting. Instead there exists a host of options that will be employed by
an individual actor in a single film, within a genre across a series of films, or among members
of an ensemble in a film or series of films. Offering varied approaches to acting and providing
close and detailed analyses of acting in four distinct styles and time periods, the essays here
furnish a glimpse of the wide-range of styles and techniques employed in film acting and provide
models for future research.

Following on the heels of the transitional period in silent-film acting discussed in the essays
by Roberta Pearson and Ben Brewster and Lea Jacobs in the last section, it would seem that
Lillian Gish's performance in True Heart Susie would be easy to place within the well-established
“verisimilar” style. However, despite the fact that the dominant discourse around acting since
at least 1914 emphasized “natural,” transparent behavior, James Naremore claims that a close
examination of Gish's 1919 performance shows her employing a wide variety of acting styles, and

not just the dominant “natural” style. In a performance that Naremore says "ranges between
Innocence and experience, between stereotypical girlishness and wry,

sophisticated maturity,"
Fﬁ:: draws on techniques that range from the much-praised naturalis

m for which Griffith and



