THE FILM MEDIUM

that we can remedy some of the “defects” of a medium rather than
exploit them? Should we regret the development of sound, as all
three of these theorists do?

Robert Warshow, an important American critic of the era just
after World War 1], tries to show that Carl Dreyer’s basic problem
as an artist is one that almost inevitably confronts the self-con-
scious creator of “art” films. Warshow defines an art film as one
that attempts to exploit only the visual or the formal properties of
the cinematic medium, often because this exploitation is thought
to be the proper way to realize the cinema’s peculiar affinity for
pure movement. But, Warshow argues, in showing human beings
in movement, one cannot divorce movement from content, form
from document, or spectacle from drama. The inherent realism of
the medium asserts itself, upsetting the artist's intention and mak-
ing inevitable a profound incoherence of style. These are the prac-
tical consequences of violating the conditions of the medium, which
demand attention to physical reality, narrative coherence, psy-
chological observation, and historical accuracy.

Finally, Francis Sparshott, a contemporary philosopher and
aesthetician, challenges the assumptions of the Lessing tradition
to which all these writers subscribe. Sparshott regards many of the
views expressed by Panofsky, Kracauer, and Arnheim as dogmas.
“"Whatever can be done with a medium is among its possibilities
and hence ‘true to’ it in a sense that has yet to be shown to be il-
legitimate.” Sparshott offers an account of the film medium which
indicates both its great range and its special features—its unique
way of representing space, time, and motion. This analysis pro-
vides the foundation for his conclusion: “Film is unique in its ca-
pacity for visual recording and analysis, in its ability to convey
the unique present reality of things, in its ability to reveal the quali-
ties of lives; but also in its formal freedom, its capacity for realizing
fantasy and developing abstract forms.” Sparshott's essay implies
that a definition of the film medium ought not to be some simple
assertion of dogma or a naked attempt to establish as law the dic-
tates of individual taste or the surmises of personal experience.
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Film art is the only art the development of which men now living
have witnessed from the very beginnings; and this development is
all the more interesting as it took place under conditions contrary
to precedent. It was not an artistic urge that gave rise to the dis-
covery and gradual perfection of a new technique; it was a technical
invention that gave rise to the discovery and gradual perfection of
a new art, -

From this we understand two fundamental facts. First, that the
primordial basis of the enjoyment of moving pictures was not an
objective interest in a specific subject matter, much less an aes-
thetic interest in the formal presentation of subject matter, but the
sheer delight in the fact that things seemed to move, no matter what
things they were. Second, that films—first exhibited in “kineto-
scopes,” viz., cinematographic peep shows, but projectable to a
screen since as early as 1894 —are, originally, a product of genuine
folk art (whereas, as a rule, folk art derives from what is known as
“higher art”). At the very beginning of things we find the simple
recording of movements: galloping horses, railroad trains, fire en-
gines, sporting events, street scenes. And when it had come to the
making of narrative films these were produced by photographers
who were anything but “producers” or “directors,” performed by
people who were anything but actors, and enjoyed by people who
would have been much offended had anyone called them "art
lovers.”

The casts of these archaic films were usually collected in a “café”
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where unemployed supers or ordinary citizens possessed of a suit-
able exterior were wont to assemble at a given hour. An enterpris-
ing photographer would walk in, hire four or five convenient char-
acters and make the picture while carefully instructing them what
to do: “Now, you pretend to hit this lady over the head”; and (to
the lady): “And you pretend to fall down in a heap.” Productions
like these were shown, together with those purely factual record-
ings of “movement for movement’s sake,” in a few small and dingy
cinemas mostly frequented by the “lower classes’’ and a sprinkling
of youngsters in quest of adventure (about 1905, I happen to re-
member, there was only one obscure and faintly disreputable kino
in the whole city of Berlin, bearing, for some unfathomable reason,
the English name of “The Meeting Room”). Small wonder that the
“better classes,” when they slowly began to venture into these
early picture theaters, did so, not by way of seeking normal and
possibly serious entertainment, but with that characteristic sensa-
tion of self-conscious condescension with which we may plunge,
in gay company, into the folkloristic depths of Coney Island or a
European kermis; even a few years ago it was the regulation atti-
tude of the socially or intellectually prominent that one could con-
fess to enjoying such austerely educational films as The Sex Life
of the Starfish or films with “beautiful scenery,” but never to a
serious liking for narratives.

Today there is no denying that narrative films are not only "art”
—not often good art, to be sure, but this applies to other media as
well—but also, besides architecture, cartooning and “commercial
design,” the only visual art entirely alive. The “‘moviés” have re-
established that dynamic contact between art production and art
consumption which, for reasons too complex to be considered here,
is sorely attenuated, if not entirely interrupted, in many other
fields of artistic endeavor. Whether we like it or not, it is the movies
that mold, more than any other single force, the opinions, the taste,
the language, the dress, the behavior, and even the physical ap-
pearance of a public comprising more than 60 per cent of the popu-
lation of the earth. If all the serious lyrical poets, composers, paint-
ers and sculptors were forced by law to stop their activities, a rather
small fraction of the general public would become aware of the fact
and a still smaller fraction would seriously regret it. If the same
thing were to happen with the movies the social consequences
would be catastrophic.
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In the beginning, then, there were the straight recordings of
movement no matter what moved, viz., the prehistoric ancestors
of our “documentaries”; and, soon after, the early narratives, viz.,
the prehistoric ancestors of our “feature films.” The craving for a
narrative element could be satisfied only by borrowing from older
arts, and one should expect that the natural thing would have been
to borrow from the theater, a theater play being apparently the
genus proximum to a narrative film in that it consists of a narrative
enacted by persons that move. But in reality the imitation of stage
performances was a comparatively late and thoroughly frustrated )
development. What happened at the start was a very different
thing. Instead of imitating a theatrical performance already en-
dowed with a certain amount of motion, the earliest films added
movement to works of art originally stationary, so that the dazzling
technical invention might achieve a triumph of its own without in-
truding upon the sphere of higher culture. The living language,
which is always right, has endorsed this sensible choice when it
still speaks of a "moving picture” or, simply, a “picture,” instead
of accepting the pretentious and fundamentally erroneous "screen
play.”

The stationary works enlivened in the earliest movies were in-
deed pictures: bad nineteenth-century paintings and postcards (or
waxworks 2 la Madame Tussaud’s), supplemented by the comic
strips—a most important root of cinematic art—and the subject
matter of popular songs, pulp magazines and dime novels; and the
films descending from this ancestry appealed directly and very
intensely to a folk art mentality. They gratified —often simultane-
ously —first, a primitive sense of justice and decorum when virtue
and industry were rewarded while vice and laziness were punished;
second, plain sentimentality when “the thin trickle of a fictive
love interest” took its course “through somewhat serpentine chan-
nels,” or when Father, dear Father returned from the saloon to find
his child dying of diphtheria; third, a primordial instinct for blood-
shed and cruelty when Andreas Hofer faced the firing squad, or
when (in a film of 1893-94) the head of Mary Queen of Scots actu-
ally came off; fourth, a taste for mild pornography {I remember
with great pleasure a French film of ca. 1900 wherein a seemingly
but not really well-rounded lady as well as a seemingly but not
really slender one were shown changing to bathing suits—an hon-
est, straightforward porcheria much less objectionable than the
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now extinct Betty Boop films and, I am sorry to say, some of the
more recent Walt Disney productions); and, finally, that crude
sense of humor, graphically described as "slapstick,” which feeds
upon the sadistic and the pornographic instinct, either singly or in
combination.

Not until as late as ca. 1905 was a film adaptation of Faust ven-
tured upon (cast still “unknown,” characteristically enough), and
not until 1911 did Sarah Bernhardt lend her prestige to an unbe-
lievably funny film tragedy, Queen Elizabeth of England. These
films represent the first conscious attempt at transplanting the
movies from the folk art level to that of “real art”; but they also
bear witness to the fact that this commendable goal could not be
reached in so simple a manner. It was soon realized that the imita-
tion of a theater performance with a set stage, fixed entries and
exits, and distinctly literary ambitions is the one thing the film
must avoid.

- The legitimate paths of evolution were opened, not by running
away from the folk art character of the primitive film but by de-
veloping it within the limits of its own possibilities. Those primor-
dial archetypes of film productions on the folk art level —success
or retribution, sentiment, sensation, pornography, and crude hu-
mor—could blossom forth into genuine history, tragedy and ro-
mance, crime and adventure, and comedy, as soon as it was realized
that they could be transfigured—not by an artificial injection of
literary values but by the exploitation of the unique and specific
possibilities of the new medium. Significantly, the beginnings of
this legitimate development antedate the attempts at endowing the
film with higher values of a foreign order (the crucial period being
the years from 1902 to ca. 1905), and the decisive steps were taken
by people who were laymen or outsiders from the viewpoint of the
serious stage.

These unique and specific possibilities can be defined as dynami-
zation of space and, accordingly, spatialization of time. This state-
ment is self-evident to the point of triviality but it belongs to that
kind of truths which, just because of their triviality, are easily for-
gotten or neglected.

In a theater, space is static, that is, the space represented on the
stage, as well as the spatial relation of the beholder to the spectacle,
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is unalterably fixed. The spectator cannot leave his seat, and the
setting of the stage cannot change, during one act (except for such
incidentals as rising moons or gathering clouds and such illegitimate
reborrowings from the film as turning wings or gliding backdrops).
But, in return for this restriction, the theater has the advantage that
time, the medium of emotion and thought conveyable by speech,
is free and independent of anything that may happen in visible
space. Hamlet may deliver his famous monologue lying on a couch
in the middle distance, doing nothing and only dimly discernible
to the spectator and listener, and yet by his mere words enthrall
him with a feeling of intensest emotional action.

With the movies the situation is reversed. Here, too, the spectator
occupies a fixed seat, but only physically, not as the subject of an
aesthetic experience. Aesthetically, he is in permanent motion as
his eye identifies itself with the lens of the camera, which perma-
nently shifts in distance and direction. And as movable as the spec-
tator is, as movable is, for the same reason, the space presented to
him. Not only bodies move in space, but space itself does, ap-
proaching, receding, turning, dissolving and recrystallizing as it
appears through the controlled locomotion and focusing of the
camera and through the cutting and editing of the various shots—
not to mention such special effects as visions, transformations,
disappearances, slow-motion and fast-motion shots, reversals and
trick films. This opens up a world of possibilities of which the
stage can never dream. Quite apart from such photographic tricks
as the participation of disembodied spirits in the action of the
Topper series, or the more effective wonders wrought by Roland
Young in The Man Who Could Work Miracles, there is, on the
purely factual level, an untold wealth of themes as inaccessible to
the “legitimate” stage as a fog or a snowstorm is to the sculptor;
all sorts of violent elemental phenomena and, conversely, events
too microscopic to be visible under normal conditions (such as the
life-saving injection with the serum flown in at the very last mo-
ment, or the fatal bite of the yellow-fever mosquito); full-scale
battle scenes; all kinds of operations, not only in the surgical sense
but also in the sense of any actual construction, destruction or ex-
perimentation, as in Louis Pasteur or Madame Curie; a really
grand party, moving through many rooms of a mansion or a pal-
ace. Features like these, even the mere shifting of the scene from
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one place to another by means of a car perilously negotiating heavy
traffic or a motorboat steered through a nocturnal harbor, will
not only always retain their primitive cinematic appeal but also re-
main enormously effective as a means of stirring the emotions and
creating suspense. In addition, the movies have the power, entirely
denied to the theater, to convey psychological experiences by di-
rectly projecting their content to the screen, substituting, as it were,
the eye of the beholder for the consciousness of the character (as
when the imaginings and hallucinations of the drunkard in the oth-
erwise overrated Lost Weekend appear as stark realities instead of
being described by mere words). But any attempt to convey
thought and feelings exclusively, or even primarily, by speech
leaves us with a feeling of embarrassment, boredom, or both.

What I mean by thoughts and feelings “conveyed exclusively,
or even primarily, by speech” is simply this: Contrary to naive
expectation, the invention of the sound track in 1928 has been un-
able to change the basic fact that a moving picture, even when it
has learned to talk, remains a picture that moves and does not
convert itself into a piece of writing that is enacted. Its substance
remains a series of visual sequences held together by an uninter-
rupted flow of movement in space (except, of course, for such
checks and pauses as have the same compositional value as a rest
in music), and not a sustained study in human character and des-
tiny transmitted by effective, let alone "beautiful,” diction. | cannot
remember a more misleading statement about the movies than Mr.
Eric Russell Bentley’s in the spring number of the Kenyon Review,
1945: “The potentialities of the talking screen differ from those
of the silent screen in adding the dimension of dialogue—which
could be poetry.” I would suggest: “The potentialities of the talking
screen differ from those of the silent screen in integrating visible
movement with dialogue which, therefore, had better not be po-
etry.”

All of us, if we are old enough to remember the period prior to
1928, recall the old-time pianist who, with his eyes glued on the
screen, would accompany the events with music adapted to their
mood and rhythm; and we also recall the weird and spectral feeling
overtaking us when this pianist left his post for a few minutes and
the film was allowed to run by itself, the darkness haunted by the
monotonous rattle of the machinery. Even the silent film, then, was
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never mute. The visible spectacle always required, and received,
an audible accompaniment which, from the very beginning, dis-
tinguished the film from simple pantomime and rather classed it—
mutatis mutandis —with the ballet. The advent of the talkie meant
not so much an "addition” as a transformation: the transformation
of musical sound into articulate speech and, therefore, of quasi
pantomime into an entirely new species of spectacle which differs
from the ballet, and agrees with the stage play, in that its acoustic
component consists of intelligible words, but differs from the stage
play and agrees with the ballet in that this acoustic component is
not detachable from the visual. In a film, that which we hear re-
mains, for good or worse, inextricably fused with that which we
see; the sound, articulate or not, cannot express any more than is
expressed, at the same time, by visible movement; and in a good
film it does not even attempt to do so. To put it briefly, the play —
or, as it is very properly called, the "script” —of a moving picture
is subject to what might be termed the principle of coexpressibility.

Empirical proof of this principle is furnished by the fact that,
wherever the dialogical or monological element gains temporary
prominence, theré appears, with the inevitability of a natural law,
the "close-up.” What does the close-up achieve? In showing us,
in magnification, either the face of the speaker or the face of the
listeners or both in alternation, the camera transforms the human
physiognomy into a huge field of action where—given the qualifi-
cation of the performers—every subtle movement of the features,
almost imperceptible from a natural distance, becomes an expres-
sive event in visible space and thereby completely integrates itself
with the expressive content of the spoken word; whereas, on the
stage, the spoken word makes a stronger rather than a weaker im-
pression if we are not permitted to count the hairs in Romeo’s
mustache.

This does not mean that the scenario is a negligible factor in the
making of a moving picture. It only means that its artistic intention
differs in kind from that of a stage play, and much more from that
of a novel or a piece of poetry. As the success of a Gothic jamb
figure depends not only upon its quality as a piece of sculpture but
also, or even more so, upon its integrability with the architecture
of the portal, so does the success of a movie script —not unlike that
of an opera libretto —depend, not only upon its quality as a piece
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of literature but also, or even more so, upon its integrability with
the events on the screen.

As a result—another empirical proof of the coexpressibility
principle—good movie scripts are unlikely to make good reading
and have seldom been published in book form; whereas, con-
versely, good stage plays have to be severely altered, cut, and, on
the other hand, enriched by interpolations to make good movie
scripts. In Shaw's Pygmalion, for instance, the actual process of
Eliza’s phonetic education and, still more important, her final tri-
umph at the grand party, are wisely omitted; we see—or, rather,
hear—some samples of her gradual linguistic improvement and
finally encounter her, upon her return from the reception, victori-
ous and splendidly arrayed but deeply hurt for want of recognition
and sympathy. In the film adaptation, precisely these two scenes
are not only supplied but also strongly emphasized; we witness the
fascinating activities in the laboratory with its array of spinning
disks and mirrors, organ pipes and dancing flames, and we par-
ticipate in the ambassadorial party, with many moments of im-
pending catastrophe and a little counterintrigue thrown in for
suspense. Unquestionably these two scenes, entirely absent from
the play, and indeed unachievable upon the stage, were the high-
lights of the film; whereas the Shavian dialogue, however severely
cut, turned out to fall a little flat in certain moments. And wherever,
as in so many other films, a poetic emotion, a musical outburst,
or a literary conceit (even, I am grieved to say, some of the wise-
cracks of Groucho Marx) entirely lose contact with visible move-
ment, they strike the sensitive spectator as, literally, out of place.
It is certainly terrible when a soft-boiled he-man, after the suicide
of his mistress, casts a twelve-foot glance upon her photograph
and says something less-than-coexpressible to the effect that he
will never forget her. But when he recites, instead, a piece of poetry
as sublimely more-than-coexpressible as Romeo’s monologue at
the bier of Juliet, it is still worse. Reinhardt's Midsummer Night's
Dream is probably the most unfortunate major film ever produced;
and Olivier's Henry V owes its comparative success, apart from
the all but providential adaptability of this particular play, to so
many tours de force that it will, God willing, remain an exception
rather than set a pattern. It combines “judicious pruning” with the
interpolation of pageantry, nonverbal comedy and melodrama;
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it uses a device perhaps best designated as “oblique close-up”
(Mr. Olivier's beautiful face inwardly listening to but not pro-
nouncing the great soliloquy); and, most notably, it shifts between
three levels of archaeological reality: a reconstruction of Eliza-
bethan London, a reconstruction of the events of 1415 as laid down
in Shakespeare’s play, and the reconstruction of a performance of
this play on Shakespeare’s own stage. All this is perfectly legitimate;
but, even so, the highest praise of the film will always come from
those who, like the critic of the New Yorker, are not quite in sym-
pathy with either the movies au naturel or Shakespeare au naturel.

As the writings of Conan Doyle potentially contain all modern
mystery stories (except for the tough specimens of the Dashiell
Hammett school), so do the films produced between 1900 and 1910
pre-establish the subject matter and methods of the moving picture
as we know it. This period produced the incunabula of the Western
and the crime film (Edwin S, Porter's amazing Great Train Robbery
of 1903) from which developed the modern gangster, adventure,
and mystery pictures (the latter, if well done, is still one of the
most honest and genuine forms of film entertainment, space being
doubly charged with time as the beholder asks himself not only
“What is going to happen?” but also “What has happened be-
fore?”). The same period saw the emergence of the fantastically
imaginative film (Meélies) which was to lead to the expressionist
and surrealist experiments (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Sang d'un
Poete, etc.), on the one hand, and to the more superficial and spec-
tacular fairy tales 2 la Arabian Nights, on the other. Comedy, later
to triumph in Charlie Chaplin, the still insufficiently appreciated
Buster Keaton, the Marx Brothers and the pre-Hollywood creations
of René Clair, reached a respectable level in Max Linder and others.
In historical and melodramatic films the foundations were laid for
movie iconography and movie symbolism, and in the early work of
D. W. Griffith we find, not only remarkable attempts at psycho-
logical analysis (Edgar Allan Poe) and social criticism (A Corner
in Wheat) but also such basic technical innovations as the long shot,
the flashback and the close-up. And modest trick films and cartoons
paved the way to Felix'the Cat, Popeye the Sailor, and Felix’s pro-
digious offspring, Mickey Mouse.

Within their self-imposed limitations the earlier Disney films,

159



THE FILM MEDIUM

and certain sequences in the later ones,* represent, as it were, a
chemically pure distillation of cinematic possibilities. They retain
the most important folkloristic elements—sadism, pornography,
the humor engendered by both, and moral justice—almost without
dilution and often fuse these elements into a variation on the primi-
tive and inexhaustible David-and-Goliath motif, the triumph of the
seemingly weak over the seemingly strong; and their fantastic in-
dependence of the natural laws gives them the power to integrate
space with time to such perfection that the spatial and temporal
experiences of sight and hearing come to be almost interconvertible.
A series of soap bubbles, successively punctured, emits a series of
sounds exactly corresponding in pitch and volume to the size of the
bubbles; the three uvulae of Willie the Whale—small, large and
medium —vibrate in consonance with tenor, bass and baritone
notes; and the very concept of stationary existence is completely

*I make this distinction because it was, in my opinion, a fall from grace when
Snow White introduced the human figure and when Fantasia attempted to pictur-
alize The World's Great Music. The very virtue of the animated cartoon is to ani-
mate, that is to say endow lifeless things with life, or living things with a different
kind of life. It effects 2 metamorphosis, and such a metamorphosis is wonderfully
present in Disney’s animals, plants, thunderclouds and railroad trains. Whereas his
dwarfs, glamourized princesses, hillbillies, baseball players, rouged centaurs and
amigos from South America are not transformations but caricatures at best, and
fakes or vulgarities at worst. Concerning music, however, it should be borne in mind
that its cinematic use is no less predicated upon the principle of coexpressibility
than is the cinematic use of the spoken word. There is music permitting or even re-
quiring the accompaniment of visible action (such as dances, ballet music and any
kind of operatic compositions) and music of which the opposite is true; and this is,
again, not a question of quality (most of us rightly prefer a waltz by Johann Strauss
to a symphony by Sibelius) but one of intention. In Fantasia the hippopotamus
ballet was wonderful, and the Pastoral Symphony and “Ave Maria” sequences were
deplorable, not because the cartooning in the first case was infinitely better than in
the two others (cf. above), and certainly not because Beethoven and Schubert are
too sacred for picturalization, but simply because Ponchielli’s “Dance of the Hours”
is coexpressible while the Pastoral Symphony and the “Ave Maria” are not. In cases
like these even the best imaginable music and the best imaginable cartoon will impair
rather than enhance each other's effectiveness.

Experimental proof of all this was furnished by Disney’s recent Make Mine Music
where The World's Great Music was fortunately restricted to Prokofieff. Even
among the other sequences the most successfu! ones were those in which the human
element was either absent or reduced to a minimum; Willie the Whale, the Ballad of
Johnny Fedora and Alice Blue-Bonnet, and, above all, the truly magnificent Good-
man Quartet.
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abolished. No object in creation, -whether it be a house, a piano,
a tree or an alarm clock, lacks the faculties of organic, in fact an-
thropomorphic, movement, facial expression and phonetic articula-
tion. Incidentally, even in normal, “realistic” films the inanimate
object, provided that it is dynamizable, can play the role of a lead-
ing character as do the ancient railroad engines in Buster Keaton’s
General and Niagara Falls, How the earlier Russian films exploited
the possibility of heroizing all sorts of machinery lives in every-
body’s memory; and it is perhaps more than an accident that the
two films which will go down in history as the great comical and
the great serious masterpiece of the silent period bear the names
and immortalize the personalities of two big ships: Keaton’s Navi-
gator (1924) and Eisenstein’s Potemkin (1925).

The evolution from the jerky beginnings to this grand climax
offers the fascinating spectacle of a new artistic medium gradually
becoming conscious of its legitimate, that is, exclusive, possibilities
and limitations—a spectacle not unlike the development of the
mosaic, which started out with transposing illusionistic genre pic-
tures into a more durable material and culminated in the hieratic
supernaturalism of Ravenna; or the development of line engraving,
which started out as a cheap and handy substitute for book illumi-
nation and culminated in the purely “graphic” style of Diirer.

Just so the silent movies developed a definite style of their own,
adapted to the specific conditions of the medium. A hitherto un-
known language was forced upon a public not yet capable of read-
ing it, and the more proficient the public became the more refine-
ment could develop in the language. For a Saxon peasant of around
800 it was not easy to understand the meaning of a picture showing
a man as he pours water over the head of another man, and even
later many people found it difficult to grasp the significance of two
ladies standing behind the throne of an emperor. For the public
of around 1910 it was no less difficult to understand the meaning
of the speechless action in a moving picture, and the producers em-
ployed means of clarification similar to those we find in medieval
art. One of these were printed titles or letters, striking equivalents
of the medieval tituli and scrolls (at a still earlier date there even
used to be explainers who would say, viva voce, “Now he thinks
his wife is dead but she isn't” or "I don’t wish to offend the ladies.
in the audience but I doubt that any of them would have done that
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much for her child”). Another, less obtrusive method of explana-
tion was the introduction of a fixed iconography which from the
outset informed the spectator about the basic facts and characters,
much as the two ladies behind the emperor, when carrying a sword
and a cross respectively, were uniquely determined as Fortitude and
Faith. There arose, identifiable by standardized appearance, be-
havior and attributes, the well-remembered types of the Vamp and
the Straight Girl (perhaps the most convincing modern equivalents
of the medieval personifications of the Vices and Virtues), the
Family Man, and the Villain, the latter marked by a black mus-
tache and walking stick. Nocturnal scenes were printed on blue or
green film. A checkered tablecloth meant, once for all, a “poor
but honest” milieu; a happy marriage, soon to be endangered by
the shadows from the past, was symbolized by the young wife’s
pouring the breakfast coffee for her husband; the first kiss was in-
variably announced by the lady’s gently playing with her partner’s
necktie and was invariably accompanied by her kicking out with
her left foot. The conduct of the characters was predetermined ac-
cordingly. The poor but honest laborer who, after leaving his little
house with the checkered tablecloth, came upon an abandoned
baby could not but take it to his home and bring it up as best he
could; the Family Man could not but yield, however temporarily,
to the temptations of the Vamp. As a result these early melodramas
had a highly gratifying and soothing quality in that events took
shape, without the complications of individual psychology, accord-
~ ing to a pure Aristotelian logic so badly missed in real life.
Devices like these became gradually less necessary as the public
grew accustomed to interpret the action by itself and were virtually
abolished by the invention of the talking film. But even now there
survive—quite legitimately, I think —the remnants of a “fixed atti-
tude and attribute” principle and, more basic, a primitive or folk-
loristic concept of plot construction. Even today we take it for
granted that the diphtheria of a baby tends to occur when the par-
ents are out and, having occurred, solves all their matrimonial
problems. Even today we demand of a decent mystery film that the
butler, though he may be anything from an agent of the British
Secret Service to the real father of the daughter of the house, must
not turn out to be the murderer. Even today wé love to see Pasteur,
Zola or Ehrlich win out against stupidity and wickedness, with their
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respective wives trusting and trusting all the time. Even today we
much prefer a happy finale to a gloomy ore and insist, at the very
least, on the observance of the Aristotelian rule that the story have
a beginning, a middle and an ending—a rule the abrogation of
which has done so much to estrange the general public from the
more elevated spheres of modern writing. Primitive symbolism,
too, survives in such amusing details as the last sequence of Casa-
blanca where the delightfully crooked and right-minded préfet de
police casts an empty bottle of Vichy water into the wastepaper
basket; and in such telling symbols of the supernatural as Sir Cedric
Hardwicke’s Death in the guise of a “gentleman in a dustcoat try-
ing” (On Borrowed Time) or Claude Rains’s Hermes Psychopom-

pos in the striped trousers of an airline manager (Here Comes
Mister Jordan).

The most conspicuous advances were made in directing, lighting,
camera work, cutting and acting proper. But while in most of these
fields the evolution proceeded continuously —though, of course,
not without detours, breakdowns and archaic relapses—the de-
velopment of acting suffered a sudden interruption by the invention
of the talking film; so that the style of acting in the silents can al-
ready be evaluated in retrospect, as a lost art not unlike the painting
technique of Jan van Eyck or, to take up our previous simile, the
burin technique of Diirer. It was soon realized that acting in a silent
film neither meant a pantomimic exaggeration of stage acting (as
was generally and erroneously assumed by professional stage ac-
tors who more and more frequently condescended to perform in
the movies), nor could dispense with stylization altogether; a man
photographed while walking down a gangway in ordinary, every-
day-life fashion looked like anything but a man walking down a
gangway when the result appeared on the screen. If the picture was
to look both natural and meaningful the acting had to be done in
a manner equally different from the style of the stage and the re-
ality of ordinary life; speech had to be made dispensable by estab-
lishing an organic relation between the acting and the technical
procedure of cinephotography —much as in Durer’s prints color
had been made dispensable by establishing an organic relation be-
tween the design and the technical procedure of line engraving.

This was precisely what the great actors of the silent period ac-
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complished, and it is a significant fact that the best of them did not
come from the stage, whose crystallized tradition prevented Duse’s
only film, Cenere, from being more than a priceless record of Duse.
They came instead from the circus or the variety, as was the case of
Chaplin, Keaton and Will Rogers; from nothing in particular, as
was the case of Theda Bara, of her greater European parallel, the
Danish actress Asta Nielsen, and of Garbo; or from everything
under the sun, as was the case of Douglas Fairbanks. The style of
these "old masters” was indeed comparable to the style of line en-
graving in that it was, and had to be, exaggerated in comparison
with stage acting (just as the sharply incised and vigorously curved
tailles of the burin are exaggerated in comparison with pencil
strokes or brushwork), but richer, subtler and infinitely more pre-
cise. The advent of the talkies, reducing if not abolishing this dif-
ference between screen acting and stage acting, thus confronted
the actors and actresses of the silent screen with a serious problem.
Buster Keaton yielded to temptation and fell. Chaplin first tried to
stand his ground and to remain an exquisite archaist but finally
gave in, with only moderate success (The Great Dictator). Only
the glorious Harpo has thus far successfully refused to utter a single
articulate sound; and only Greta Garbo succeeded, in a measure,
in transforming her style in principle. But even in her case one can-
not help feeling that her first talking picture, Anna Christie, where
she could ensconce herself, most of the time, in mute or monosyl-
labic sullenness, was better than her later performances; and in the
second, talking version of Anna Karenina, the weakest moment is
certainly when she delivers a big Ibsenian speech to her husband,
and the strongest when she silently moves along the platform of
the railroad station while her despair takes shape in the consonance
of her movement (and expression) with the movement of the noc-
turnal space around her, filled with the real noises of the trains and
the imaginary sound of the “little men with the iron hammers” that
drives her, relentlessly and almost without her realizing it, under
the wheels.

Small wonder that there is sometimes felt a kind of nostalgia for
the silent period and that devices have been worked out to combine
the virtues of sound and speech with those of silent acting, such as
the “oblique close-up’’ already mentioned in connection with Henry
V; the dance behind glass doors in Sous les Toits de Paris; or, in the
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Histoire d'un Tricheur, Sacha Guitry’'s recital of the events of his
youth while the events themselves are “silently” enacted on the
screen, However, this nostalgic feeling is no argument against the
talkies as such. Their evolution has shown that, in art, every gain
entails a certain loss on the other side of the ledger; but that the
gain remains a gain, provided that the basic nature of the medium
is realized and respected. One can imagine that, when the cavemen
of Altamira began to paint their buffaloes in natural colors instead
of merely incising the contours, the more conservative cavemen
foretold the end of paleolithic art. But paleolithic art went on, and
so will the movies. New technical inventions always tend to dwarf
the values already attained, especially in a medium that owes its
very existence to technical experimentation. The earliest talkies
were infinitely inferior to the then mature silents, and most of the
present technicolor films are still inferior to the now mature talkies
in black and white. But even if Aldous Huxley's nightmare should
come true and the experiences of taste, smell and touch should be
added to those of sight and hearing, even then we may say with the
Apostle, as we have said when first confronted with the sound
track and the technicolor film, “We are troubled on every side,
yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair.”

From the law of time-charged space and space-bound time, there
follows the fact that the screenplay, in contrast to the theater play,
has no aesthetic existence independent of its performance, and that
its characters have no aesthetic existence outside the actors.

The playwright writes in the fond hope that his work will be an
imperishable jewel in the treasure house of civilization and will be
presented in hundreds of performances that are but transient varia-
tions on a "work” that is constant. The script-writer, on the other
hand, writes for one producer, one director and one cast. Their
work achieves the same degree of permanence as does his; and
should the same or a similar scenario ever be filmed by a different
director and a different cast there will result an altogether different
llplay.ll

Othello or Nora are definite, substantial figures created by the
playwright. They can be played well or badly, and they can be
“interpreted” in one way or another; but they most definitely exist,
no matter who plays them or even whether they are played at all.
The character in a film, however, lives and dies with the actor.
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It is not the entity “Othello” interpreted by Robeson or the entity
“Nora” interpreted by Duse; it is the entity “Greta Garbo” incarnate
in a figure called Anna Christie or the entity ‘“‘Robert Montgomery”
incarnate in a murderer who, for all we know or care to know,
may forever remain anonymous but will never cease to haunt our
memories. Even when the names of the characters happen to be
Henry VIII or Anna Karenina, the king who ruled England from
1509 to 1547 and the woman created by Tolstoy, they do not exist
outside the being of Garbo and Laughton. They are but empty and
incorporeal outlines like the shadows in Homer’s Hades, assuming
the character of reality only when filled with the lifeblood of an
actor. Conversely, if a movie role is badly played there remains
literally nothing of it, no matter how interesting the character’s
psychology or how elaborate the words.

What applies to the actor applies, mutatis mutandis, to most of
the other artists, or artisans, who contribute to the making of a
film: the director, the sound man, the enormously important cam-
eraman, even the make-up man. A stage production is rehearsed
until everything is ready, and then it is repeatedly performed in
three consecutive hours. At each performance everybody has to be
on hand and does his work; and afterward he goes home and to
bed. The work of the stage actor may thus be likened to that of a
musician, and that of the stage director to that of a conductor. Like
these, they have a certain repertoire which they have studied and
present in a number of complete but transitory performances, be
it Hamlet today and Ghosts tomorrow, or Life with Father per
saecula saeculorum, The activities of the film actor and the film
director, however, are comparable, respectively, to those of the
plastic artist and the architect, rather than to those of the musician
and the conductor. Stage work is continuous but transitory; film
work is discontinuous but permanent. Individual sequences are
done piecemeal and out of order according to the most efficient
use of sets and personnel. Each bit is done over and over again un-
til it stands; and when the whole has been cut and composed every-
one is through with it forever. Needless to say that this very pro-
cedure cannot but emphasize the curious consubstantiality that
exists between the person of the movie actor and his role. Coming
into existence piece by piece, regardless of the natural sequence of
events, the “character” can grow into a unified whole only if the
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actor manages to be, not merely to play, Henry VIII or Anna Ka-
renina throughout the entire wearisome period of shooting. I have
it on the best of authorities that Laughton was really difficult to
live with in the particular six or eight weeks during which he was
doing—or rather being—Captain Bligh.

It might be said that a film, called into being by a co-operative
effort in which all contributions have the same degree of perma-
nence, is the nearest modern equivalent of a medieval cathedral;
the role of the producer corresponding, more or less, to that of the
bishop or archbishop; that of the director to that of the architect
in chief; that of the scenario writers to that of the scholastic ad-
visers establishing the iconographical program; and that of the
actors, cameramen, cutters, sound men, make-up men and the
divers technicians to that of those whose work provided the physi-
cal entity of the finished product, from the sculptors, glass painters,
bronze casters, carpenters and skilled masons down to the quarry
men and woodsmen. And if you speak to any one of these collabo-
rators he will tell you, with perfect bona fides, that his is really the
most important job—which is quite true to the extent that it is in-
dispensable.

This comparison may seem sacrilegious, not only because there
are, proportionally, fewer good films than there are good cathe-
drals, but also because the movies are commercial. However, if
commercial art be defined as all art not primarily produced in
order to gratify the creative urge of its maker but primarily in-
tended to meet the requirements of a patron or a buying public,
it must be said that noncommercial art is the exception rather than
the rule, and a fairly recent and not always felicitous exception at
that, While it is true that commercial art is always in danger of
ending up as a prostitute, it is equally true that noncommercial art
is always in danger of ending up as an old maid. Noncommercial
art has given us Seurat’s “Grande Jatte” and Shakespeare’s sonnets,
but also much that is esoteric to the point of incommunicability.
Conversely, commercial art has given us much that is vulgar or
snobbish (two aspects of the same thing) to the point of loathsome-
ness, but also Direr’s prints and Shakespeare’s plays. For, we must
not forget that Ditrer’s prints were partly made on commission and
partly intended to be sold in the open market; and that Shake-
speare’s plays—in contrast to the earlier masques and intermezzi
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which were produced at court by aristocratic amateurs and could
afford to be so incomprehensible that even those who described
them in printed monographs occasionally failed to grasp their
intended significance —were meant to appeal, and did appeal, not
only to the select few but also to everyone who was prepared to
pay a shilling for admission.

It is this requirement of communicability that makes commercial
art more vital than noncommercial, and therefore potentially much
more effective for better or for worse. The commercial producer
can both educate and pervert the general public, and can allow the
general public—or rather his idea of the general public—both to
educate and to pervert himself. As is demonstrated by a number
of excellent films that proved to be great box office successes, the
public does not refuse to accept good products if it gets them. That
it does not get them very often is caused not so much by commer-
cialism as such as by too little discernment and, paradoxical though
it may seem, too much timidity in its application. Hollywood be-
lieves that it must produce “what the public wants” while the public
would take whatever Hollywood produces. If Hollywood were to
decide for itself what it wants it would get away with it—even if
it should decide to “depart from evil and do good.” For, to revert
to whence we started, in modern life the movies are what most
other forms of art have ceased to be, not an adornment but a neces-
sity.

That this should be so is understandable, not cnly from a socio-
logical but also from an art-historical point of view. The processes
of all the earlier representational arts conform, in a higher or lesser
degree, to an idealistic conception of the world. These arts operate
from top to bottom, so to speak, and not from bottom to top; they
start with an idea to be projected into shapeless matter and not
with the objects that constitute the physical world. The painter
works on a blank wall or canvas which he organizes into a likeness
of things and persons according to his idea (however much this idea
may have been nourished by reality); he does not work with the
things and persons themselves even if he works “from the model.”
The same is true of the sculptor with his shapeless mass of clay or
his untooled block of stone or wood; of the writer with his sheet
of paper or his dictaphone; and even of the stage designer with his
empty and sorely limited section of space. It is the movies, and only
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the movies, that do justice to that materialistic interpretation of the
universe which, whether we like it or not, pervades contemporary
civilization. Excepting the very special case of the animated car-
toon, the movies organize material things and persons, not a neu-
tral medium, into a composition that receives its style, and may
even become fantastic or pretervoluntarily symbolic, not so much
by an interpretation in the artist’s mind as by the actual manipula-
tion of physical objects and recording machinery. The medium of
the movies is physical reality as such: the physical reality of eigh-
teenth-century Versailles—no matter whether it be the original or
a Hollywood facsimile indistinguishable therefrom for all aesthetic
intents and purposes—or of a suburban home in Westchester; the
physical reality of the Rue de Lappe in Paris or of the Gobi Desert,
of Paul Ehrlich’s apartment in Frankfurt or of the streets of New
York in the rain; the physical reality of engines and animals, of
Edward G. Robinson and Jimmy Cagney. All these objects and per-
sons must be organized into a work of art. They can be arranged
in all sorts of ways (“arrangement” comprising, of course, such
things as make-up, lighting and camera work); but there is no run-
ning away from them. From this point of view it becomes evident
that an attempt at subjecting the world to artistic prestylization,
as in the expressionist settings of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari
(1919), could be no more than an exciting experiment that could
exert but little influence upon the general course of events. To
prestylize reality prior to tackling it amounts to dodging the prob-
lem. The problem is to manipulate and shoot unstylized reality in
such a way that the result has style. This is a proposition no less
legitimate and no less difficult than any proposition in the older
arts.
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