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Reading #1.  HISTORICAL OVERVIEW:  ART, INDUSTRY, AUDIENCE

BOX OFFICE

CINEMA IS THE MOST EXPENSIVE ARTISTIC MEDIUM IN HISTORY, and its development has been
largely determined by those who paid the bills.  Fiction filmmakers need cameras, actors, film stock, sound
and editing equipment, costumes, lights, and so on.  Like all artists, they've got to earn a living, and they do
so by providing a product which has a cash value to its consumers.  In most European countries the cinema
in its early stages of development fell into the hands of artists who shared most of the values and tastes of
the educated elite.  European movie houses before World War I were usually located in fashionable districts
and catered to the cultivated classes––the same patrons who attended the legitimate theatre and the opera.
In the Soviet Union and other Communist countries, film production has been carefully regulated by the
government, and the movies produced in these countries reflect most of the values of the political elite.

In the United States, which quickly became the leading film-producing nation in the world, motion
pictures developed as a popular art within a capitalistic system of production.  The industry catered
primarily to patrons of the lower social echelons, who likewise wanted to see their values, tastes, and
aspirations sympathetically portrayed.  Before 1900, when movies were in their infancy, 90 percent of the
American population had never been exposed to any form of enacted drama.  Within a decade, as historian
Benjamin Hampton noted, the small coins of the masses had created a business larger in volume than the
live theatre, vaudeville, museums, lecture bureaus, concert halls, circuses, and carnivals combined.

Movies were a boom industry in the United States primarily because audiences were getting what
they really wanted.  The American cinema was the most democratic art in history, reflecting most of the
strengths and failings of the society that nurtured it.  In order to guarantee their continued employment in
this expensive medium, fiction filmmakers had to be sensitive to the demands of the box office, to the tastes
of those anonymous millions who cared little for "culture," "edification," and other such lofty abstractions.
Above all, audiences wanted to be entertained, and only at his own peril would a Hollywood film artist
ignore this fundamental commandment of the box office.  The best as well as the worst American movies
have been produced within this commercial framework of a mass audience and a competitive marketplace.

Of course Hollywood films are hardly unique in this respect.  Shakespeare, Dickens, and Mark
Twain, to name only a few, also appealed primarily to "vulgar" audiences, and like the earliest American
moviemakers, they were harshly criticized by the cultural establishments of their day for pandering to the
low tastes of the mob.  In fact, the Renaissance scholar Mario Praz has pointed out that the unruly patrons
who thronged to Shakespeare's plays were very much like American movie audiences, especially in their
fondness for the spectacular and the sensational.  The staples of the American cinema––violence, sex,
comedy, fantasy, and "heart interest" (sentimental melodramas)––were also the staples of the Elizabethan
drama.  Sex and violence have always headed the list.

Particularly before World War II, most American intellectuals lamented the state of the Hollywood
cinema.  Movies were routinely dismissed as "cheap shows for cheap people" and "the flimsy amusement of
the mob."  With dubious logic, cultural commentators insisted that art had nothing to do with commerce,
with "show business." Whatever their individual merits or failings, American pictures were automatically
suspect because even the most serious artists were required to work within commercially viable formats––as
though this weren't true for all artists in all mediums.  (In our own time, television is often condemned with
these same objections.)

The reasons for this hostility are understandable, for out of the five hundred or so pictures
produced yearly in Hollywood between the two world wars, only a relative handful were of enduring
aesthetic value.  Because of this sheer volume, the best movies were often overshadowed by the worst, or at
least by the merely routine.  Conversely, only the most prestigious foreign movies were exported to the
United States, amounting roughly to 2 percent of the pictures exhibited in this country.  For the most part
these dealt with subjects that rarely attracted American filmmakers, particularly that virtually taboo theme,
honest failure.  Popular audiences regarded foreign movies as arty, downbeat, and very slow––at least when
contrasted with American pictures, which were usually unpretentious, optimistic, and fast-moving.  Only
box office hits were widely imitated in Hollywood, and since foreign films seldom attracted large audiences,
American producers were content to leave "highbrow" subjects to European and Japanese filmmakers.

These cinematic differences were based on totally different social conditions.  After World War I,
the major film-producing nations of Europe were spiritually exhausted, their economies in shambles.
Disillusionment and pessimism were in the air, traditional standards of morality were collapsing, and
absolute values were viewed as naive.  While Europe was plunged in chaos and despair, the United States
was thriving, immersed in the gaudiest spree of its history, to use Scott Fitzgerald's famous phrase.  Millions
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of destitute immigrants were pouring into the country, eager to make it in the Land of Opportunity.  In
greater numbers than ever before, rural Americans streamed to the cities in search of excitement and wider
options.  These were the major patrons of the movies during this formative stage, and what they wanted to
see above all were success stories.  It wasn't for nothing that the American film industry was sometimes
called the Hollywood dream factory.

Because the best European movies during this era generally dealt with pessimistic themes, they
were regarded by naive intellectuals as innately more "artistic" than American pictures.  (Only after the late
1960s did such themes become popular in the United States, thanks to America's tragic Vietnam adventure
and the jarring Watergate revelations of the early 1970s.)  Furthermore, unlike the foremost European
filmmakers, who considered themselves serious artists, almost all Hollywood artists preferred to think of
themselves as professional entertainers, though in fact a good number of them were well educated and
cultivated people, especially those who had emigrated from Germany and Austria.  Nonetheless, the
stereotype persisted.  ''The people who make films don't do it to ennoble man," wrote the novelist André
Malraux; "they are there to make money.  Consequently, inevitably, they work upon man's lower instincts."
Perhaps what was most galling––though it was seldom openly acknowledged––was that the best American
movies often did both:  they made money and ennobled man.

This hostility was economically motivated as well, for between the two world wars, American
movies dominated over 80 percent of the world's screens and were more popular with foreign mass
audiences than all but a few natively produced movies.  As much as 40 percent of the grosses of American
pictures were earned abroad, especially in Great Britain, which accounted for nearly half the total foreign
revenue of American films.  Thus, foreign producers and directors complained bitterly that they were being
closed out of their own markets, that they were being oppressed by a form of "cultural colonization."
Various theories were offered concerning the "mystery" of American movies, but film historian Hampton
claimed that the explanation was perfectly obvious:  "The mystery is nothing but a willingness to give the
public what it is willing to pay for instead of a desire to ‘educate’ the public against its will."

THE STUDIO SYSTEM

During their primitive phase (roughly from 1896 to 1905), American movies were aesthetically
crude, devoid of serious artists, and immensely popular.  Exhibitors clamored for more "product," and still
the demand swallowed up the supply.  New production and distribution companies sprang up, until by
1915 there were over two hundred of them in the United States.  As the industry and the art grew more
complex, the production of movies became more specialized.  The earliest filmmakers were former actors,
mechanics, and cameramen who improvised as they went along.  The most successful of these eventually
became directors, supervising the actual making of a movie from the creation of the story line to the
coaching of the actors to the placement of the camera to the final assembly of shots into a coherent
continuity.

Eventually producers developed a factory system of production.   With the rise of the star system
in the early teens, movies soon centered on a popular player, with stories especially tailored by studio
scenarists to enhance a star's box office appeal.  Set designers, cinematographers, and specialized technicians
relieved the director of many of his former responsibilities, allowing him to concentrate on the players and
the placement of the camera.  With the exception of the most prestigious directors and stars, who insisted
upon greater artistic autonomy or simply went into independent production, movies by committee become
the general rule.

Under the factory system, the key figure was usually the producer, who by controlling the financing
of a film also exercised significant control over how it would be made, although the director generally still
commanded the camera, and hence, the mise-en-scène (that is, the photographed images).  By the mid-
1920s, movies were big business, with a total capital investment of over two billion dollars and an annual
commerce of about one and one-quarter billion.  The film industry was one of the top ten in America, a
prominence it maintained for twenty-five years, a period which industry regulars refer to wistfully as the
golden age of the studio system.

Greed (1924) was written and directed by Erich von Stroheim, based on the novel McTeague, by Frank Norris.
Stroheim was one of the first casualties of the studio system.  He began Greed in 1923 for the Goldwyn
Company just before it merged with Metro Pictures, with Louis B. Mayer as chief executive.  Stroheim was
determined to preserve every word of Norris's pessimistic novel, a classic document of American literary
naturalism.  The director shot forty-two reels (approximately nine hours), which even the impractical
Stroheim realized was excessive, so he cut the movie to twenty-four reels.  Mayer and his production chief
Irving Thalberg loathed the film because it had no stars, no glossy production values, no glamour, no
sentimental affirmations, and no happy ending––all MGM trademarks.  Fiercely opposed to a director-
oriented cinema and determined to humble the haughty Stroheim, Mayer and Thalberg had the movie cut to
ten reels, its present form.  All the discarded footage was burned and lost forever.  Though the two-hour
version of Greed is still regarded as a masterpiece, Stroheim disowned the work, referring to it as his
"mutilated child."
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The three main branches of the industry––production, distribution, and exhibition––were
controlled by different interests in the earliest years.  "Movies were sold outright by the linear foot,
regardless of quality.  The original distributors were called exchanges and were set up in key cities where,
for a fee, exhibitors could swap their used prints for those of other theatre owners.  This system eventually
proved too crude for the burgeoning industry, and by the late teens, the most aggressive exhibitors and
producers had begun to integrate all three phases of the business under one directorship––a method of
consolidation known as vertical integration.  This movement was spearheaded by such daring and cunning
businessmen as Adolph Zukor of Paramount Pictures, William Fox of the Fox Film Corporation, and Marcus
Loew of Loew's Inc., the parent firm of what eventually became Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.

Under Zukor's shrewd leadership, Paramount became the leading film company of the teens and
twenties, with most of the biggest stars of the period under contract.  As early as 1921, the company owned
over four hundred theatres, most of them first-run city houses, which commanded the highest ticket prices
and the largest audiences.  Zukor also introduced such concepts as blind and block booking, whereby even
independent exhibitors were required to rent Paramount films––sight unseen––as a package rather than
individually.  The studio thus reduced its risk on any single production and also guaranteed a constant
supply of product for exhibitors.  (It wasn't until the late 1940s that the U.S. Supreme Court declared this
system a monopoly and in restraint of trade.  The court ordered the studios to divest themselves of their
theatre chains and to cease the practices of blind and block booking.)

Other producers and exhibitors followed Zukor's example by merging their considerable resources.
By 1929 only five companies, known in the trade as the Big Five or the majors, had a virtual monopoly on
the industry, producing over 90 percent of the fiction films in America.  Paramount was responsible for
about 25 percent of this output, a percentage matched by Warner Brothers, which had forged into
prominence in 1927 with the introduction of talkies.  Fox and MGM produced about 40 percent of the
movies that year.  Radio-Keith-Orpheum, commonly known as RKO, was established in 1928 as a subsidiary
of RCA, but despite this late start, it was capitalized at $80 million, boasted four production facilities, and
like the other majors, was fully integrated, with a chain of over 300 theatres.  These five companies
controlled over 50 percent of the seating capacity in America, mostly in urban first-run houses, where the
big money was earned.  Of the remaining 10 percent of the movies made in 1929, most were produced by
the so-called Little Three:  Universal, Columbia, and United Artists.

United Artists was established in 1919 by D. W. Griffith, Mary Pickford, Charles Chaplin, and Douglas
Fairbanks.  Strictly speaking, UA was not a production company but a distributor of the independently
produced movies of its four principal stockholders, who were the top box office personalities of the American
cinema of that era.  "So the lunatics have taken charge of the asylum," one wag quipped at the founding of the
company.  UA sold and promoted its films individually, not in blocks.  It had no contract players or directors,
no company-owned studio.  Eventually other important independent producers––like Sam Goldwyn, Walt
Disney, and David O. Selznick––also distributed their product through UA.  Although the output of this
company was small in its earliest years, the quality of its movies was generally high.

The Hollywood studio system was modeled along the lines of "the American system of
manufacture," introduced by Eli Whitney in the mass production of rifles.  Henry Ford's concept of the
assembly line in the manufacturing of autos was clearly derived from Whitney's ideas, and today, of course,
these techniques are commonplace in virtually all forms of industrial mass production.  The main features of
this system are as follows:  A product can be manufactured with greater efficiency and in far greater
numbers if it's broken down into standardized interchangeable parts.  These parts are assembled not by a
single skilled craftsman but by ordinary workers who are responsible only for adding a simple component
to the product, which is then passed along for ultimate completion by other workers in the assembly line.
Except for an overseer of some sort, no one handles the product from beginning to end.

As a number of critics have pointed out, this system works admirably in the production of rifles
and autos, where uniformity and predictability are desirable.  In the production of movies, however,
standardization is inimical to artistic excellence, and often even to commercial success.  Assembly-line
methods worked most efficiently in the production of the so-called program films.  Over half the movies of
the majors consisted of these routine formula pictures, which were also known as B movies.  Program films
were seldom box office hits, but they were considered safe investments by the studios.  Some interesting
movies were produced in this form, but in general they were regarded even by the industry as its filler
product.

Though all the studios attempted to standardize production as much as possible even for their
important A films, intelligent producers realized that the key ingredients of box office hits were usually
style, boldness, and originality––hardly the qualities encouraged by the assembly-line method of
production.  In general, studio executives tried to steer a middle course, allowing their most prestigious
(that is, commercially successful) employees greater artistic autonomy, whereas their less accomplished
colleagues were expected to do what they were told.  Realizing that the studio system was the only
ballgame in town, most ambitious artists resigned themselves to this situation in the hopes that eventually
they too would be successful enough to demand more creative independence.

Studio chiefs were often under fire from two flanks.  Serious artists complained they were being
forced to make cheap compromises in their work, and company officers in New York (where most of the
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studios had their financial headquarters) lamented the reckless extravagance of their West Coast executives,
the flamboyant "moguls."  The moguls responded to these accusations by pointing out that box office hits
were produced by instinctive gamblers rather than cautious businessmen.  Conservatives almost invariably
disappeared from the industry, for the public was notoriously fickle, subject to radical shifts in taste from
year to year.  For example, in 1930, mighty Paramount was sinking into insolvency, but by the middle of the
decade, the studio's net earnings were up 820 percent, thanks largely to the films of Mae West.  Similarly, in
1929, Warner Brothers was the top studio in Hollywood, with a net profit of over $17 million.  Two years
later it showed a deficit of almost $8 million.  Little wonder, anthropologist Hortense Powdermaker
observed, that Hollywood movies were produced in an atmosphere of constant crisis.

Each of the majors during the era of studio dominance was a virtual city-state, with vast holdings
in land and buildings, standing back lots, and sound stages.  Technical staffs and creative personnel were
under long-term contract, and in such tightly organized studios as Warners and Columbia, employees often
ran rather than walked to their next assignments, so "efficiently" were they scheduled.  Each studio had an
array of specialized departments, such as publicity, costumes, art design, story, and so on.  Most of the
decision-making power rested with the front office, which consisted of the studio head, the production
chief, the producers, and their assistants.

To such rebellious artists as Warner Brothers' Bette Davis, the front office symbolized cautious
mediocrity, for she had to fight to make most of her best films (often on loan-out to more adventurous
producers), and she was frequently put on suspension by the equally intransigent Jack Warner for refusing
to act in routine studio projects.  Ironically, the movies she fought for usually made more money than the
potboilers favored by the front office.  At this time most film stars were under exclusive seven-year contracts
which the studios could cancel after six months' notice.  Suspended employees were legally barred from
working for others, and their suspension time was cruelly added to their seven-year terms.  Davis
claimed––with some justice––that she was trapped in perpetual servitude.

The front office of each studio was determined in part by the personality and tastes of the colorful
moguls who ran the studios autocratically.  Virtually all of them were Jewish immigrants, or the sons of
Jewish immigrants, from eastern Europe.  Most of them were born in poverty and became self-made men
whose tastes didn't differ radically from those of the masses who flocked to their movies.  All the moguls
were shrewd businessmen, even though some, like William Fox, were barely literate.  Others, like MGM's
Louis B. Mayer, were incredibly philistine in their taste in movies.  A few––like production chief Hunt
Stromberg, Thalberg's successor at MGM; RKO's Pandro S. Berman; Hal B. Wallis of Warners and later
Paramount––were men of considerable intelligence and taste.  Such independents as David O. Selznick and
Samuel Goldwyn were also admired for the quality of their films.  Darryl F. Zanuck, one of the few gentiles
among the moguls, headed "the goy studio," 20th Century-Fox, which in the late 1940s and 1950s became
one of the most progressive studios in Hollywood, a distinction it shared with Harry Cohn's Columbia
Pictures, which also produced some excellent movies during this era of changing tastes.

The production chief was the front office executive who made most of the important decisions
concerning what movies to make and how.  He was sometimes given the title of vice-president in charge of
production.  Generally he supervised about fifty films per year and was responsible for all the main
assignments, budget allocations, and the selection of key personnel for each project.  He also made the
important decisions concerning potential properties (that is, novels, plays, and stories which might serve as
sources for movies) and the principal emphasis of scripts.  Furthermore, he had the final say about how a
movie ought to be reshot, edited, scored, and publicized.  All these decisions were based on such
considerations as the types of stars and directors under studio contract, the genres that were enjoying the
greatest popularity during any given period, and the production chief’s gut instincts about the box office.

The title of producer was one of the most ambiguous of the studio era and could refer to a
prestigious mogul or a glorified errand boy, depending on the individual involved.  As a class, however,
producers enjoyed more power within the industry than any other group.  They were also among the
highest paid, accounting for nearly 19 percent of the net profits of a studio, according to sociologist Leo
Rosten.  The rise to power of producers coincided with the rise of the studio system.  In the mid-1920s, for
example, there were only about 34 major producers in the industry.  Ten years later, when the studio system
was firmly entrenched, there were over 220 of them, even though the studios produced 40 percent fewer
pictures.  Nepotism was common in the front offices of many studios, and a good number of associate and
assistant producers were talentless relatives of the company top brass.  In order to justify their high salaries,
many of them threw their weight around by obstructing the work of others, often out of envy and spite.
Directors were especially loud in their complaints that they weren't able to perform their duties because of
the interference of these minions.

Depending on the complexity of the studio, each front office had a number of producers, most of
them specialists in a particular type of work:  A productions, star vehicles, B films, musicals, short subjects,
serials, newsreels, and so on.  These producers usually shaped the writing and rewriting of the script, had a
major say in the casting, and often selected the cameraman, composer, and art designers.  The producer and
his assistants oversaw the director's day-to-day problems of filming, smoothing out difficulties if they were
good at their jobs, creating more if they weren't.  Producers superceded directors in the final cut of a film.  If
a director was sufficiently prestigious, he was at least consulted on many of these decisions; if he wasn't, he
was informed of them.
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There were two other types of Hollywood producers, and though they were few in number, they
accounted for much of the best work in the industry.  The so-called creative producer was usually a
powerful mogul who supervised the production of a film in such exacting detail that he was virtually its
artistic creator.  David O. Selznick was the most famous of these, for his Gone with the Wind (1939) was the
top-grossing movie in history, a supremacy that remained unchallenged for years.  "Great films, successful
films, are made in their every detail according to the vision of one man," Selznick insisted, and in his own
case, that man was David O. Selznick.

Most of the artistically significant works of the American cinema have been created by the top-
echelon producer-directors.  By controlling the financing of their movies, producer-directors control
virtually every aspect of their work, without making crippling concessions and compromises.  During the
studio era there were about thirty producer-directors, most of them working independently in the majors.
They were among the most admired artists in the industry––and also the most commercially successful, or
they wouldn't have remained independent for long.  In addition to controlling the staging and the
placement of the camera (which was true even of most studio-employed directors), producer-directors had
the final say about scripts, which they often wrote themselves, or at least closely supervised.  In addition,
they controlled the casting, scoring, and editing of their movies.  Such autonomy was rare during the studio
era, as producer-director Frank Capra pointed out in 1939 in the New York Times:  "I would say that 80% of
the directors today shoot scenes exactly as they are told to shoot them without any changes whatsoever, and
that 90% of them have no voice in the story or in the editing."

The following are the most distinguished producer-directors of the studio era:  D. W. Griffith,
Charles Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Ernst Lubitsch, Frank Capra, John Ford, Howard Hawks, William Wyler,
Fritz Lang, John Huston, Orson Welles, Alfred Hitchcock, Billy Wilder, Elia Kazan, Fred Zinnemann,
Arthur Penn, Stanley Kubrick, Robert Altman, Leo McCarey, George Stevens, Joseph Mankiewicz,
William Wellman, King Vidor, and Preston Sturges.

The studio system began its slow decline in the late 1940s, after the Supreme Court ordered the
majors to divest themselves of their theatre chains.  Deprived of a guaranteed outlet for their product, the
majors gradually were supplanted by more aggressive producers, most of them independents.  One by one
the stars left the studios, some to drift into obscurity, others to free-lance successfully, a few into
independent production.  In the early 1950s, television supplanted movies as the country's leading mass
medium, siphoning off most of the so-called family audience, which had been the mainstay of the industry
during the studio era.  Film attendance began to shrink precipitously.  In 1946, the industry's peak year,
ninety million Americans went to the movies each week––nearly 75 percent of the population.  In 1955, this
figure had dwindled to forty-six million.  By 1973, only twenty million patrons attended weekly––about 10
percent of the population.  Though still a big industry, movies have become a minority art, catering to a
variety of specialized audiences, most of them young and educated.

Scholars and historians have noted other reasons for the waning of the studios.  After World War
II, American audiences began to develop more mature tastes in themes, but studio regulars were inclined to
favor the romantic, sentimental, and escapist themes of the prewar cinema.  MGM, the most prosperous
studio since the early 1930s, began to lose touch with the audience's tastes, and except for its excellent
musicals of the 1950s, the studio never regained its former eminence.  Another factor contributing to the
deterioration of the studios was the increasing tendency of filmmakers to shoot on location rather than in
Hollywood.  The huge back lots and sound stages thus became white elephants, too expensive for the
studios to maintain, especially during a period of rapidly escalating production costs.  Eventually these
facilities were sold or rented out, mostly to television production companies.

By the mid-1950s, most of the old moguls had been replaced by younger men, but it became
increasingly apparent that the new era belonged to the independents.  They were producing not only the
best movies but also the lion's share of the box office hits as well.  (Of course the two are by no means
incompatible and never have been:  some of the greatest films of the American cinema are also its box office
champions.)  European movies were beginning to make sizable inroads into the American market, and the
so-called art theatres catered primarily to these more sophisticated audiences.  By the 1960s, the studios
were producing only a few expensive "blockbuster" films, leaving the rest of the field to the independent
producers, who often distributed their products through the majors.  In the area of production, however, the
heyday of the studios was clearly over.

Today, American movies are financed through a variety of methods.  Many important stars and
directors act as their own producers, assuming the financial risks in order to guarantee their artistic
autonomy––somewhat in the manner of the founders of United Artists.  Others employ a method favored
by many important European directors, who relegate the financing and business details to professional
producers.  Artists can thus concentrate on artistic decisions.  A number of independent producers are
former agents, who secure their financing by presenting package deals to potential investors.  Such packages
often include the story property, the director, and one or more "bankable" stars, that is, proven box office
magnets.  Frequently these artists prefer a percentage of the net profits rather than a straight salary.  There
are also a few production companies, like AlP, that concentrate on low-budget films––the last vestige of the
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B tradition.  Today the majors––Warner Brothers, Paramount, 20th Century-Fox, Columbia, UA, and
Universal––are primarily distributing companies and film investment firms.

THE STAR SYSTEM

The star system isn't unique to the movies.  Virtually all the performing arts––live theatre,
television, opera, dance, concert music––have exploited the box office popularity of a charismatic performer.
In America, the star system has been the backbone of the film industry since the mid-teens.  Stars are the
creations of the public, its reigning favorites.  Their influence in the fields of fashion, politics, and public
behavior has been enormous.  They confer instant consequence to any film they appear in.  Their fees have
staggered the public.  In the teens, Pickford and Chaplin were the two highest paid employees in the world.
Contemporary stars like Tom Cruise and Tom Hanks command salaries of $20 million plus per film––so
popular are these box office giants.  Some have reigned five decades:  Henry Fonda, Bette Davis, and John
Wayne, to name a few.  Like the ancient gods and goddesses, stars have been adored, envied, and venerated
as mythic and psychic icons.

Before 1910, actors' names were almost never included in movie credits, for producers feared the
players would then demand higher salaries.  But the public named their favorites anyway.  Mary Pickford,
for example, was first known by her character's name, Little Mary.  From the beginning the public often
fused a star's artistic persona with his or her private personality, and in Pickford's case, as with many others,
the two were radically dissimilar.

Carl Caemmle, the diminutive and likable mogul who eventually ran Universal Studios, is credited
with introducing the star system.  In 1910 he staged one of his flamboyant publicity stunts by announcing
that he had hired away the Biograph Girl, who was identified as Florence Lawrence.  Adolph Zukor also
contributed to the star craze.  In 1911 he secured the distribution rights to the French movie, Queen Elizabeth,
featuring the aging Sarah Bernhardt, the most famous stage star of her generation.  With the profits from
this film Zukor established the Famous Players Company in 1912, and he soon was able to hire some of the
most prestigious stage stars of that era to perform before his cameras.  But most of these actors were too old
for the movies and too stagey in their techniques.  Film-trained actors were younger, better looking, and
more natural in their gestures.  "In the cinema the actor must think and let his thoughts work upon his face.
The objective nature of the medium will do the rest," wrote the French stage star, Charles Dullin.  "A
theatrical performance requires magnification, a cinema performance requires an inner life."
Overwhelmingly, the best movie-trained players were able to convey this inner life.  Stage-trained actors
usually appeared hammy and insincere.

Mary Pickford was the most powerful woman in the American film industry of the silent era.  "My career
was planned," she insisted; "there was never anything accidental about it."  In 1914 she was neck and neck
with Chaplin in the star salaries sweepstakes.   She commanded from $300,000 to $500,000 per picture
between the years 1917 and 1919.  After she went into independent production in 1919, she grossed as much
as $1,200,000 per film.  Reputedly she was the business brains behind United Artists.  She also directed many
of her own films, though never with official credit.  Pickford specialized in playing waggish
juveniles––bouncy, high-spirited, and sentimental, like the pubescent heroines of such popular hits as Rebecca
of Sunnybrook Farm (1917) and Pollyanna (1920) in which her blonde curls were her trademark.  By 1923, at the
age of thirty, she was weary of playing wide-eyed innocents, and urged her fans to suggest possible new
roles.  The response:  Cinderella, Heidi, Alice in Wonderland, ad nauseum.  She was a prisoner of her public.
In desperation, she defiantly cut off her curls in 1929––at the age of thirty-seven.  Her new flapper's bob was
her emancipation proclamation, but she appeared in only a few more films after that, and none of them was
popular with the public.  Her last movie was Secrets (1933).  She retired from acting at the age of forty.

By the mid-teens, the desperate scramble for stars was on.  Producers plundered each others'
stables like bandits.  Stars grew giddy with their sudden wealth and power.  Intoxicated by the opulence of
Hollywood's new royalty, the public was hungry to learn more of its favorites.  Fan (short for fanatic)
magazines sprang up by the dozens, and the burgeoning studios churned out a steady stream of
publicity––most of it fabricated––to feed this insatiable curiosity.  Fabulous legends circulated in the 1920s
concerning the lavish parties and palaces of such celebrities as Pickford, Lloyd, DeMille, and a host of
others.  Paramount's rival queens, Gloria Swanson and Pola Negri, vied with each other in the extravagance
of their life-styles.  Both of them married many times, and each managed to snare at least one petty
nobleman among her stable of rapt admirers.  Swanson's contract stipulated that she could be seen only in
the most expensive designer clothes.  "I have gone through a long apprenticeship," Swanson said. "I have
gone through enough of being nobody.  I have decided that when I am a star I will be every inch and every
moment the star.  Everyone from the studio gateman to the highest executive will know it."  She boasted
such yearly expenditures as $50,000 for gowns, $25,000 for furs, $10,000 for lingerie, and $9,000 for silk
stockings.

Few of the stars of the silent cinema survived the transition to talkies.  Most of them had risen to
fame on the basis of their good looks, but after 1927 they were regarded, rather unfairly in some cases, as so
many pretty faces.  The problem wasn't just their voices.  Sound made movies startlingly realistic, and the
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exaggerated gestures that silent players had developed to compensate for their lack of voices now appeared
florid and old-fashioned.  Audiences laughed at their former deities.

The talkie stars came from the live theatre primarily.  Such important newcomers as James Cagney,
Bette Davis, Edward G. Robinson, Cary Grant, Katharine Hepburn, and James Stewart became popular in
part because of their distinctive manner of speaking––the so-called "personality voices," as they were known
in the trade.  In their first years under studio contract, they were given maximum exposure.  For example,
Clark Gable appeared in fourteen movies in 1930, his first year at MGM.  Each of his roles represented a
different type, and the studio kept varying them until one clicked with the public.

The majors viewed their stars as valuable investments, as "properties."  Promising neophytes
served an apprenticeship as "starlets," a term reserved for females, though male newcomers were subjected
to the same treatment.  They were often assigned a new name; were taught how to talk, walk, and wear
costumes; and frequently had their social schedules arranged by the publicity department to insure
maximum press exposure.  Suitable "romances" were arranged to fuel the columns of the four hundred and
more reporters who covered the Hollywood beat during the studio era.  A few zealous souls even agreed to
marry a studios-elected spouse if such an alliance would further their careers.  Of course there were always
some who disdained such folly, generally the most self-respecting.  For example, both Davis and Hepburn
refused to pose for cheesecake photos, and they insisted that their private lives remain private.

Though stars were often exploited by the studios, there were some compensations.  As a player's
box office power increased, so did his or her demands.  Top stars often had script approval stipulated in
their contracts, as well as approval of director, producer, and co-star.  Glamorous stars insisted upon their
own cameramen, who knew how to conceal physical defects and enhance virtues.  Many insisted upon their
own clothes designers, hair stylists, and lavish dressing rooms.  The biggest stars had movies especially
tailored for them, thus guaranteeing maximum camera time, and in some cases even a specified number of
close-ups––the favored shot of the stars.  And of course, they were paid enormous sums of money.  In 1938,
for example, there were over fifty stars who earned more than $100,000 a year.  But the studios got much
more.  Shirley Temple made over $20 million for 20th Century-Fox in the late 1930s.  Another juvenile,
Deanna Durbin, saved Universal from bankruptcy during this same period.  Furthermore, though there
were a few important exceptions, movies without stars generally failed at the box office.  Most serious stars
used money and power to further their art, not just to gratify their vanity.  Bette Davis was considered
difficult during her stormy tenure at Warners because she insisted upon better scripts, more sensitive
directors, and stronger co-stars (she was often paired with the serviceable George Brent as her leading man).

During the big studio era, most of the majors had a characteristic style, determined in part by the
stars under contract.  During the early 1930s, sophisticated Paramount could boast such polished players as
Claudette Colbert, Marlene Dietrich, Carole Lombard, Frederic March, and Cary Grant, who eventually
became the finest light comedian of the big studio period.  Warners was a male-dominated studio, with an
emphasis on fast-moving urban melodramas.  Many of their stars were the famous tough guys:  Edward G.
Robinson, James Cagney, Paul Muni, and Humphrey Bogart.  At MGM, both Mayer and Thalberg preferred
glamorous female stars, Mayer because he could bully most of them, Thalberg because he had a romantic
sensibility––so romantic, in fact, that F. Scott Fitzgerald used him as a model for the wistful hero of
Fitzgerald's Hollywood novel, The Last Tycoon.

After the 1950s, stars could no longer count on the studios to mold their careers.  Marilyn Monroe
at 20th Century-Fox was perhaps the last to benefit from––or endure––the buildup techniques developed by
the majors.  After nearly a quarter of a century, Gable left the security of MGM in 1954, but he never
regained his former eminence.  The great prewar icons were fading, and such new stars as Marlon Brando,
James Dean, and Montgomery Clift openly sneered at the Hollywood studio system, making even such
long-time rebels as Bogart look docile by comparison.  Acting in movies was no longer considered second
best to the live theatre, and besides, many of the new stars had conquered both.  Glamour was increasingly
considered old-fashioned and tinselly.  During the 1960s even such strikingly attractive stars as Elizabeth
Taylor and Paul Newman coarsened their images to demonstrate their considerable talent as actors.  After
1970, few of the top stars were conventionally glamorous, and many of them were first-rate actors pursuing
distinguished careers.  Such stars as Dustin Hoffman, Al Pacino, and Jane Fonda are among the most
respected performers in the world.

From the beginning, stars were commonly classified into character types:  virgins, vamps, romantic
leading men, swashbucklers, flappers, and so on.  At Mack Sennett's Keystone Studio, the leading clowns
were classified by physical type––fat, tall, skinny, cross-eyed, and so forth.  Over the years, a vast repertory
of types evolved:  the Latin lover, the he-man, the heiress, the good bad girl, the cynical reporter, the career
girl, and many others.  Of course all great stars are unique, even though they might fall under a well-known
category.  For example, the cheap blonde has long been one of America's favorite types, but such important
stars as Mae West, Jean Harlow, and Marilyn Monroe are highly distinctive as individuals.  A successful
type was always imitated.  In the mid-1920s, for example, the Swedish import Greta Garbo supplanted such
passé vamps as Bara and Negri in favor of a more sophisticated and complex type, the femme fatale.  Garbo
inspired many imitations, including such important stars as Marlene Dietrich and Carole Lombard, who
were first touted as "Garbo types," only with a sense of humor.  In the 1950s Sidney Poitier became the first
black star to attract a wide following outside of his own race.  In later years a number of other black
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performers attained stardom in part because Poitier had established the precedent.  He was one of the great
originals and hence worthy of imitation.

Stars commonly refuse all parts that go against their type, especially if they're leading men or
leading ladies.  Performers like Barbra Streisand would never play cruel or psychopathic roles, for example,
because such parts would conflict with her sympathetic image.  If a star is locked into his or her type, any
significant departure can result in box office disaster.  For example, when Pickford tried to abandon her little
girl roles in the 1920s, her public stayed at home:  they wanted to see Little Mary or nothing.  Similarly,
when such nice guy types as Gregory Peck attempt roles outside the standard leading man range, the
response is usually lukewarm or even hostile.

Many top stars stay on top by being themselves, by not trying to impersonate anyone.  Gable
insisted that all he did in front of the camera was to "act natural."  Gary Cooper's sincerity and homespun
decency attracted audiences for over three decades, and the persona he projected on the screen was virtually
identical with his actual personality.  Similarly, Marilyn Monroe was always at her best when she played
roles that exploited her indecisiveness, her vulnerability, and her pathetic eagerness to please.  Such
contemporary charmers as Woody Allen and Burt Reynolds are never so attractive as when they play
variations of their own personalities.  Critics sometimes refer to this type of player as a personality-star.

On the other hand, there have been many stars who refuse to be typed and deliberately attempt the
widest array of roles possible.  Such actor-stars as Davis, Hepburn, Brando, Streep, and De Niro have
sometimes undertaken unpleasant character roles rather than conventional leads in order to expand their
range, for variety and breadth have traditionally been the yardsticks by which great acting is measured.
Many stars consider the live theatre technically challenging, and they've suffered considerable financial
sacrifice in order to act in both mediums.  Stars like Orson Welles have worked successfully in four
performing mediums––radio, stage, movies, and television.

The distinction between a professional actor and a star is not based on technical skill but on mass
popularity.  By definition, a star must have enormous personal magnetism, a riveting quality which
commands our attention.  Few public personalities have inspired such deep and widespread affection as the
great movie stars.  Some are adored because they're fun-loving and generous:  the doings of "Doug and
Mary at Pickfair" were as fascinating to audiences in the 1920s as those of "Liz and Richard" or “Tom and
Katie” six decades later.  Some stars are loved because they embody such traditional American values as
plain speaking, integrity, and idealism:  Jimmy Stewart and Henry Fonda are examples of this type.  Others
are identified with anti-establishment images, and include such celebrated loners as Bogie, Clint Eastwood,
and Jack Nicholson.  Players like Cary Grant and Carole Lombard are so captivating in their charm that
they're fun to watch in almost anything.  And of course many of them are spectacularly good-looking:
names like Garbo and Redford are virtually synonymous with godlike beauty.

Humphrey Bogart is one of the most universally recognized icons of American culture.  His persona evolved
slowly and incorporated elements from his actual personality as well as his screen performances.  In his early
years at Warners, he was repeatedly typecast as a gangster––tough, cynical, antisocial.  His persona became
more humanized and sympathetic in the early 1940s, though his shadowy association with violence was
never abandoned, and he remained more of an antihero than a conventional leading man.  A loner, Bogie
seldom got the girl in his films, nor was he swayed by the opinions of others.  He followed a private code of
honor rather than the dictates of social convention.  Above all, he was his own man––cool, sardonic,
contemptuous of all forms of hypocrisy.  In private life he was outspoken and refused to allow others to
define his nature.  He loved to needle authority figures.  Casablanca is perhaps his most popular movie,
because his performance synthesized the associations of his earlier roles and also revealed a more tender
sensibility and heroic stoicism.  Beneath the tough exterior lurked a melancholy, vulnerable idealist, capable
of the ultimate romantic gesture––self denial.  He has inspired such diverse artists as Woody Allen and Jean-
Luc Godard, who paid homage to him in Play It Again Sam and Breathless.  Casablanca was produced during
the darkest days of World War II, when Americans were being called upon to make personal sacrifices for a
higher cause.  One critic has suggested that the movie is not a portrait of the way we were, but of the way we
wanted to be.

Sophisticated filmmakers exploit the public's affection for its stars by creating ambiguous tensions
between a role as written, as acted, and directed.  "Whenever the hero isn't portrayed by a star the whole
picture suffers," Alfred Hitchcock observed.  "Audiences are far less concerned about the predicament of a
character who's played by someone they don't know."  When a filmmaker selects a star rather than a
conventional actor to play a role, much of the characterization is fixed by the casting; but what he and the
star then choose to add to the written role is what constitutes its full dramatic meaning.  Some directors
have capitalized on the star system with great artistic effectiveness, particularly studio-nurtured filmmakers
like Capra, Hawks, and Huston.  The most perceptive film critics and commentators on the American
cinema have also been exceptionally sensitive to the complexities of the star system.

Perhaps the ultimate glory for a star is to become an icon in American popular mythology.  Like
the gods and goddesses of ancient times, some stars are so universally known that merely one name is
enough to evoke an entire complex of symbolic associations––like Marilyn for example.  Unlike the
conventional actor (however gifted) the star automatically suggests ideas and emotions that are deeply
embedded in his or her persona.  These undertones are determined not only by the star's previous roles but
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often by his or her actual personality as well.  Naturally, over the course of many years this symbolic
information can begin to drain from public consciousness, but the iconography of a great star like Gary
Cooper becomes part of a shared experience.  As the French critic Edgar Morin has pointed out, when
Cooper played a character, he automatically "garycooperized" it, infusing himself into the role and the role
into himself.  Since audiences felt a deep sense of identification with Coop and the values he symbolized, in
a sense they were celebrating themselves––or at least their spiritual selves.  The great originals are cultural
archetypes, and their box office popularity is an index of their success in synthesizing the aspirations and
anxieties of an era.  As a number of cultural studies have shown, the iconography of a star can involve
communal myths and symbols of considerable complexity and emotional richness.

STORIES

With surprisingly few exceptions, the best American movie artists have been excellent storytellers.
In fact, even modestly talented filmmakers have at least mastered the craft––if not the art––of narrative
action.  Stories are seductive, and many viewers have known the experience of getting hooked on an
otherwise banal picture because they want to see how it turns out.  Elements such as character, theme, and
mood are all subsumed within the story line––the structural spine of virtually all American movies.  Seldom
does the narrative drift, or the pace of the action slacken.  Dull stretches are edited out.  Characters are
almost invariably doers rather than thinkers or dreamers, and what they do constitutes the story.  American
movies move.  Within the first few minutes we're presented with a clear-cut conflict that's intensified
according to classical conventions of dramaturgy:  the introduction of a protagonist versus an antagonist, a
progressive escalation of their conflict, and a climactic clash leading to a resolution.

Since the publication in 1835 of Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in America, the French have been
among the most perceptive commentators on American culture, perhaps because it's so radically different
from their own.  In striking contrast to the American cultural establishment, French enthusiasm for
American movies sometimes bordered on idolatry, especially after World War II.  Influential critics like
François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, and Claude Chabrol were awed by the narrative vitality of the
American cinema, and when they became filmmakers themselves, they imitated American models.
Interestingly (and perhaps inevitably) they drifted away from action in favor of character delineation,
atmosphere, and the exploration of ideas––essentially static elements.  "If you want to say something,"
Godard once remarked of his movies, "there is only one solution:  say it."  An American filmmaker would
have said "show it."

The earliest American movies centered on such non-narrative subjects as sporting events,
vaudeville acts, and public ceremonies.  Shortly after 1900, the first story films made their appearance in the
United States.  Most of these short works were innocent comedies and didactic allegories of good versus
evil.  The range of characters included a few basic types, most of them borrowed from the live theatre of that
era:  the boy, the girl, the villain, the mother, and a handful of others.  Eventually three genres became
especially popular:  slapstick comedies, westerns, and melodramas.  Fantasy elements played an important
role in these movies, and the happy ending was almost invariable.  Many of them centered on such rags-to-
riches myths as the Horatio Alger story and its feminine counterpart, the Cinderella story.  Almost all of
these movies were violent, grossly sentimental, and aesthetically crude.

Eventually more gifted artists filtered into the industry, and by the mid-teens, stories had become
more sophisticated, characters more fully rounded.  The range of dramatic materials was radically
expanded, thanks largely to D. W. Griffith.  Filmmakers learned to sharpen the narrative thrust of their
movies by focusing almost exclusively on goal-oriented characters in a hurry to succeed.  American movies
generally open with an implied dramatic question:  how will the protagonist get what he or she wants in the
face of considerable opposition?  These dramaturgical conventions are used in the best as well as the worst
American films.

For example, in Orson Welles's Citizen Kane (which many critics regard as the greatest movie of all
time), the story materials are innately rambling and unfocused.  The film traces the life of Charles Foster
Kane from the time he was a young boy until shortly after his death as an old man.  In order to give these
materials a narrative urgency, Welles and his co-scenarist Herman Mankiewicz scrambled the chronology of
events and introduced a note of suspense.  At his death, Kane utters the word Rosebud.  No one seems to
know what it means, and its significance piques the curiosity of a newspaper reporter who spends the
remainder of the movie questioning Kane's former associates about this mystery.  Only at the end of the
movie do we finally learn its significance, though we also discover that it's merely one piece of an infinitely
complex jigsaw puzzle.  Welles claimed that the Rosebud motif was merely a plot gimmick, intended to
hook the audience on a dramatic question that's really a red herring.  But the gimmick works.  Like the
hopeful reporter, we too think that Rosebud will provide us with a key to Kane's ambiguous and
contradictory personality.  Without this gimmick, the story would have remained sprawling and far less
urgent.  This is what the French mean by the American genius for storytelling.

In the earliest years of the silent cinema, filmmakers seldom worked from scripts, preferring to
improvise around the sketchiest of story outlines, which they often carried in their heads.  With the
introduction of the studio system, the producer usually insisted that stories be outlined in greater detail, for
in this way he could guarantee the box office appeal of the narrative elements before the director began the

Page 9 of 69



actual filming.  Eventually the construction of the story line was taken over by the producer and his hired
scenarists, and the director was relegated to matters of execution.  Even in the silent period, multiple
authorship of scenarios was common.  Under the studio system, it was almost invariable.  Scripts were
assembled rather than written, the collaboration of producers, directors, stars, and writers.  Specialists were
called in to doctor specific narrative ailments.  Some of these writers were idea people, others genre experts,
dialogue writers, plot carpenters, comic relief specialists, and so on.

When asked what value he placed on his stories, director Josef von Sternberg replied that narrative was of
"no importance whatsoever" to him.  Mise-en-scène was his obsessive concern.  Unlike most American
filmmakers, he actually deemphasized action in order to create a dreamlike atmosphere of rich textures,
suggestive camera movements, and evocative lights and shadows.  He abhored everything "natural" and
pursued a goal of art-for-art's-sake.  He was concerned not with authenticity but with visual lyricism:  "There
is nothing authentic about my pictures," he boasted.  When asked why he preferred the studio to actual
locations, he said, "Because I am a poet."  He made seven movies with Marlene Dietrich in the 1930s, mostly
at Paramount, mostly at her behest.  Her screen character is revealed not by what she says or does so much as
by how she's photographed.  "Everything I have to say about Miss Dietrich I have said with the camera," he
replied when asked about his famous protégée.

Producer-directors often scoffed at this assembly-line method of scriptwriting, for they believed
that a story ought to be dominated by a single personality––the storyteller's. But the issue is more complex.
In the first place, even the greatest filmmakers sometimes rely on the assistance of writers to elaborate their
story ideas––Fellini, Kurosawa, Truffaut, to name a few.  Others insist that the effectiveness of a movie
depends on the way the story is told, not on the subject matter per se, which can be quite simple.  Critics like
Andrew Sarris have pointed out that movie scripts seldom are interesting reading precisely because they're
mere blueprints of the finished product.  Even studio-employed directors controlled the staging of the action
and the placement of the camera, and according to Sarris these two factors (constituting the mise-en-scène)
are the crucial artistic elements in most movies:

The choice between a close-up and a long-shot, for example, may quite often transcend the plot.  If the story
of Little Red Riding Hood is told with the Wolf in close-up and Little Red Riding Hood in long shot, the
director is concerned primarily with the emotional problems of a wolf with a compulsion to eat little girls.  If
Little Red Riding Hood is in close-up and the Wolf in long shot, the emphasis is shifted to the emotional
problems of vestigial virginity in a wicked world.  Thus, two different stories are being told with the same
basic anecdotal material.  What is at stake in the two versions of Little Red Riding Hood are two contrasting
directorial attitudes toward life.  One director identifies more with the Wolf––the male, the compulsive, the
corrupted, even evil itself.  The second director identifies with the little girl––the innocence, the illusion, the
ideal and hope of the race.  Needless to say, few critics bother to make any distinction, proving perhaps that
direction as creation is still only dimly understood.

But of course a director must have a fighting chance.  As critic Pauline Kael has pointed out, when a gifted
filmmaker is strapped with trashy materials, untalented stars, philistine producers, or various combinations
of these, all he can hope for is to make an entertaining bad movie.

During the big studio era, each of the majors had a story editor who headed the story department.
His or her job was to scout potential properties for movies––mostly novels, plays, short stories, and
magazine articles.  During this period, literary properties were generally more prestigious than original
screenplays because a novel or a stage drama was thought to have a pre-sold audience.  The most popular
stories by far dealt with American life.  For example, 481 of the 574 features produced in 1938 and 1939 were
set in the United States.  Literary sources were generally loosely adapted and made to conform to box office
realities and the talent available to the producer.

The assembly-line method was employed with a vengeance in the construction of studio
screenplays.  During the script conference, the producer (and sometimes the director and stars, depending
on their power) outlined what the principal emphasis of the story should be.  A studio scribe then worked
out a first draft.  This was duly criticized and sent back for revision, often to another writer, and then to
another, and so on.  Action and plot generally took precedence over all, even at the expense of character
consistency and probability.  After the rough draft was completed, additional writers were instructed to
sharpen the dialogue, speed up the story, add comic relief, and provide a host of other finishing touches.

Little wonder that studio writers enjoyed scant fame in the world of belles lettres.  Many thought of
themselves as whores, hired hacks who wrote to order.  Anthropologist Powdermaker observed that writers
were the least powerful and least respected group in Hollywood.  They were also the best educated:  over 80
percent of them had college degrees.  Torn by conflicting desires of greed and literary ambition, writers took
masochistic delight in mocking themselves.  A famous writer's lament has been attributed to a number of
Hollywood wits:  "They ruin your stories.  They massacre your ideas.  They prostitute your art.  They
trample on your pride.  And what do you get for it?  A fortune."

The most successful writers were seldom such distinguished novelists as Fitzgerald and Nathanael
West, who both failed as scenarists, but people who had previously been salaried writers in such areas as
journalism, advertising, and public relations.  Writers from the live theatre tended to be too talky.  Those
who had been novelists were inclined toward beautifully phrased descriptive passages and interior
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motivations, but they often lacked a sense of action.  Within the industry, writers were widely regarded as
highbrows, with little or no sensitivity to the demands of the box office.  They in turn complained that their
scripts were vulgarized by trite formulas.  With rare exceptions, studio scribes weren't even allowed on the
set while the director was filming the script.

Some of the best Hollywood writers eventually became directors to protect their scripts, especially
after the success of writer-director Preston Sturges.  Other important scenarists produced much of their
finest work collaborating with producer-directors, who were usually more receptive to fresh story ideas.
They were also more likely to prefer the writer to remain on the set in case of last-minute adjustments in the
script.  A number of scenarists frequently teamed with prestigious directors:  Robert Riskin with Capra, Ben
Hecht with Hawks and Hitchcock, Dudley Nichols and Frank Nugent with Ford.

American movies commonly fall into well-known story types––genres.  In fact, sociologist Leo
Handel pointed out that genre was second only to stars in box office appeal.  Genres are distinguished by a
characteristic set of conventions in style, values, and subject matter.  Many of these conventions can be
artificial and stylized.  For example, musicals require the audience to accept song and dance as the major
means of artistic expression, much like the opera and ballet.  Genre is also a method of organizing and
focusing the story materials.  Virtually all westerns, for instance, deal with a specific era of American
history––the western frontier of the late nineteenth century.  The stylized conventions and archetypal story
patterns of genres encourage viewers to participate ritualistically in the basic beliefs, fears, and anxieties of
their culture.

The major shortcoming of genre pictures, of course, is that they're easy to imitate and have been
debased by stale mechanical repetition.  Genre conventions are mere clichés unless they're united with
significant innovations in style or content.  But this is true of all the arts, not just movies.  As Aristotle notes
in The Poetics, genres are qualitatively neutral:  the conventions of classical tragedy are basically the same
whether they're employed by a genius or a forgotten hack.  Certain genres enjoy more cultural prestige
because they've attracted the most gifted artists. Genres that haven't are widely regarded as innately
inartistic, but in many cases their déclassé status is caused by neglect rather than an intrinsic inferiority.  For
example, the earliest film critics considered slapstick comedy an infantile genre––until such important comic
artists as Chaplin and Keaton entered the field.  Today, no critic would malign the genre, for it boasts a
considerable number of masterpieces.

The most critically admired genre films strike a balance between the form's pre-established
conventions and the artist's unique contributions.  The artists of ancient Greece drew upon a common body
of mythology, and no one thought it strange when dramatists and poets returned to these tales again and
again.  Incompetent artists merely repeat.  Serious artists reinterpret.  By exploiting the broad outlines of a
well-known tale or story type, the storyteller can playoff its main features, creating provocative tensions
between the genre's conventions and the artist's inventions, between the familiar and the original, the
general and the particular.  Myths embody the common ideals and aspirations of a civilization, and by
returning to these communal tales, the artist becomes, in a sense, a psychic explorer, bridging the chasm
between the known and the unknown.

Moviemakers are attracted to genres for the same reason they're attracted to stars:  a genre
automatically synthesizes a vast amount of iconographical information, freeing the filmmaker to explore
more personal concerns.  A non-generic movie must be more self-contained.  The artist is forced to
communicate virtually all the major ideas and emotions within the work itself––a task that preempts much
of his screen time.  On the other hand, the genre artist never starts from scratch.  He can build upon the
accomplishments of his predecessors, enriching their ideas or calling them into question, depending upon
his inclinations.

The most enduring genres tend to adapt to changing social conditions.  Most of them begin as
naive allegories of good versus evil.  Over the years they become more complex in both form and thematic
range.  Finally they veer into an ironic mode, mocking many of the genre's original values and conventions.
Some critics claim that this evolution is inevitable and doesn't necessarily represent an aesthetic
improvement.  Genres at the beginning of their development tend to be simple, direct, and powerful in their
emotional impact.  A genre in its intermediate stage is often said to embody such classical ideals as balance,
richness, and poise.  In its ironic phase, the same genre is often self-conscious, stylistically nuanced, and
more intellectual in its appeal.  For example, the western's naive phase is exemplified by Edwin S. Porter's
The Great Train Robbery (1903).  Its classical phase could be typified by John Ford's Stagecoach (1939).  A
transitional western like Fred Zinnemann's High Noon (1952) features many ironic elements, though it's still
essentially in the heroic mold.  Arthur Penn's Little Big Man (1970) is virtually a parody of the genre.  A
number of cultural theorists insist that questions of individual value in a genre's evolution are largely
matters of taste and fashion.

Some of the most suggestive critical studies have explored the relationship of a genre to the society
that nurtured it.  The very success of Hollywood, according to Leo Rosten, was in the skill with which it
reflected the assumptions, the fallacies, and the aspirations of an entire culture.  This sociopsychic approach
was pioneered by the French literary critic Hippolyte Taine in the nineteenth century.  Taine claimed that
the social and intellectual anxieties of a given era and nation will find expression in its art.  The implicit
function of an artist is to harmonize and reconcile cultural clashes of value.  He believed that art must be
analyzed both for its overt and its covert meaning, that beneath its explicit content there exists a vast
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reservoir of latent social and psychic information.  In the area of film, for example, genre critics have pointed
out how gangster movies are often vehicles for exploring rebellion myths and are especially popular during
periods of social breakdown.

The ideas of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung have also influenced many genre theorists.  Like Taine,
both psychiatrists believed that art is a reflection of underlying structures of meaning, that it satisfies certain
subconscious needs in both the artist and his audience.  For Freud, art was a form of daydreaming and wish-
fulfillment, vicariously resolving urgent impulses and desires that can't be satisfied in reality.  Pornographic
films are perhaps the most obvious example of how anxieties can be assuaged in this indirect manner, and
in fact Freud believed that most neuroses were sexually based.  He thought that art was a by-product of
neurosis, though essentially a socially beneficial one.  Like neurosis, art is characterized by a repetition
compulsion, the need to go over the same stories and rituals in order to reinact and temporarily resolve
certain psychic conflicts, which are rooted in childhood traumas.

The Great Train Robbery (1903), directed by Edwin S. Porter, produced by the Edison Company.  Porter's
ten-minute western was immensely popular with the public and inspired many imitations.  Within a decade,
the genre was one of the staples of the American cinema.  Westerns are often vehicles for exploring clashes of
value between East and West.  Critics like Peter Wollen and Jim Kitses have pointed out how each cultural
polarity symbolizes a complex of positive and negative traits:

West East
Wilderness Civilization
Individualism Community
Self-interest Social welfare
Freedom Restriction
Anarchy Law and Order
Savagery Refinement
Private honor Institutional justice
Paganism Christianity
Nature Culture
Masculine Feminine
Pragmatism Idealism
Agrarianism Industrialism
Purity Corruption
Dynamic Static
Future Past
Experience Knowledge
American European

Jung began his career as a disciple of Freud, but eventually he broke away, believing that Freud's
theories lacked a communal dimension.  Jung was fascinated by myths, fairy tales, and folklore, which he
believed contained symbols and story patterns that were universal to all individuals in all cultures and
periods.  According to Jung, unconscious complexes consist of archetypal symbols that are as deeply rooted
and as inexplicable as instincts.  He called this submerged reservoir of symbols the collective unconscious,
which he thought had a primordial foundation, traceable to primitive times.  Many of these archetypal
patterns are bipolar and embody the basic concepts of religion, art, and society:  god-devil, light-dark,
active-passive, male-female, static-dynamic, and so on.  Jung believed that the artist consciously or
unconsciously draws on these archetypes as raw material, which must then be rendered into the generic
forms favored by a given culture.  For Jung, every work of art (and especially generic art) is an infinitesimal
exploration of a universal psychic experience––an instinctive groping toward an ancient wisdom.  He also
believed that popular culture offers the most unobstructed view of archetypes and myths, whereas elite
culture tends to submerge them beneath a complex surface detail.

A story can be many things.  To a producer it's a property that has a box office value.  To a writer
it's a script.  To a star it's a vehicle.  To a director it's an artistic medium.  To a genre critic it's an objective,
classifiable narrative form.  To a sociologist it's an index of public sentiment.  To a psychiatrist it's an
instinctive exploration of hidden fears or communal ideals.  To a moviegoer it can be all of these, and more.

Walt Disney's work draws heavily from fairy tales, myths, and folklore, which are profuse in archetypal
elements.  Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), based on a complex of tales collected by the Grimm
Brothers, features many nightmarish scenes derived from the Sleeping Beauty myth:  storms, magical
transformations, a poisoned apple, forbidden gardens, enchanted palaces, a wicked stepmother, and so on.
According to scholar Joseph Campbell [Masks of God:  Primitive Mythology], the folktale is "the primer picture-
language of the soul," an art form on which the whole community of mankind has worked and which draws
on universal, deeply rooted impulses.  "The folk tale survives not simply as a quaint relic of days childlike in
belief," Campbell has observed.  "Its world of magic is symptomatic of fevers deeply burning in the psyche:
permanent presences, desires, fears, ideals, potentialities, that have glowed in the nerves, hummed in the
blood, baffled the senses, since the beginning."
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SUMMING UP

As even this brief outline may suggest, the American cinema is immensely complex, subject to a
variety of often conflicting generalizations.  Its follies and vices have been amply documented.  At their
worst, American movies can be shallow, gaudy, and cheaply sensational. Few of our film artists have
matched the intellectual subtlety and wit of the greatest French moviemakers or the political sophistication
of the Italians at their best.  Nor can we boast such great contemplative artists as the Japanese Yasujiro Ozu.
Unlike the works of the Swedish Ingmar Bergman, the darker side of the human psyche has been
consistently minimized by most American moviemakers.  Except for a rare figure like Orson Welles, they
tend to lack a mature sense of evil, falling back on glib and evasive formulas.  Even some of the better
American films can be sentimental, anti-intellectual, or stylistically overwrought.

Key Text:  Taxi Driver (1975), written by Paul Schrader, directed by Martin Scorsese.  Although there have
been important exceptions, one of the major weaknesses of the American cinema had been its unwillingness
to go beyond formulaic conventions in its portrayal of evil.  Vietnam and Watergate changed that:  Americans
finally relinquished their most cherished illusion––innocence.  A bleak vision characterized many of the best
American movies of the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate era.  Young filmmakers like Martin Scorsese rejected
the good-guys-vs-bad-guys clichés of the past, insisting that evil is inherent in the human condition.
Scorsese's urban infernos are steeped in violence, complicity, and guilt.  Moral distinctions are blurred, and
innocence is portrayed as a form of self-deception.  Characters act upon impulses they scarcely perceive,
much less understand.

On the other hand, the American cinema is unmatched in emotional intensity, excitement, and
narrative verve.  Even its harshest detractors concede its technical brilliance.  Nor can any other nation
approach the richness and variety of American film comedy.  It's a profoundly democratic cinema, overtly
hostile toward rank, privilege, and authority.  Almost invariably its sympathies are with the underdog and
the oppressed.  Conflicts between the individual and society are usually resolved in favor of individuals.  In
fact, if there's one overriding subject that American filmmakers return to with compulsive regularity, it's the
theme of individualism.  The cult of personality is a national characteristic and can be traced back to the
very founding of the country.  In 1865, for example, journalist Edwin Godkin noted:

A society composed at the period of its formation mainly of young men, coming from all parts of the
world in quest of fortune, released from the ordinary restraints of family, church, and public opinion,
even of the civil law, naturally and inevitably acquires a certain contempt for authority and
impatience with it, and individualism among them develops itself very rapidly.

Metaphor:  Jack Nicholson in One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1975), directed by Milos Forman  Like the
romantic revolution that swept across Europe and the Americas in the nineteenth century, American movies
have repeatedly glorified nonconformists and outsiders.  Romantics of all periods advocate the overthrow of
stultifying convention and decorum.  Social institutions are portrayed as antihuman and tyrannical.  Above
all, romantic art is an art of revolt against the Establishment, and its characteristic hero is the rebel.

The protagonists of American movies are often rebels, outsiders, and inner-directed loners.  Their goals are
personal rather than social, and their morality is often based on a private code rather than a consensus.

The American cinema is also deeply romantic, like most of the best art produced in this country.
Detachment and objectivity are rare.  The characters and events are dramatized in a frankly partisan
manner, and film artists employ every technique at their command to encourage the viewer to identify with
the characters and their goals.  A romantic yearning for the extraordinary is the rule rather than the
exception, and this theme is frequently expressed with lyrical fervor.  American movies are encumbered by
few traditions of restraint, decorum, or "good taste"; genres are mixed with casual nonchalance; the fantastic
and the real are fused with matter-of-fact facility.  Impatient of nuances, our filmmakers prefer bold,
sweeping themes and strident clashes.  Even our comedies tend more toward physical mayhem than to
sophisticated wit, though there are important exceptions, such as the polished comedies of Lubitsch.

There have always been important exceptions.

Reading #2
MASTERS OF THE AMERICAN CINEMA

The Cinema of Fritz Lang

FRITZ LANG MADE MAJOR CONTRIBUTIONS IN BOTH THE GERMAN AND AMERICAN CINEMAS.  His career fell into
two roughly equal parts.  The violent social upheavals in post-World War I Germany had a lasting effect on the movies he produced in
that country.  He was also influenced by the revolutionary art movement called German expressionism, and he was regarded as a
foremost practitioner of this style in the 1920s.  His German period culminated with his masterpiece, M.  With the rise to power of the
Nazis, Lang was forced to flee to the United States, where for many years he was widely regarded as a victim of the Hollywood studio
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