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PART THREE
STYLE AND TECHNIQUE

Introduction

The essays in the last two sections dealt with acting in general, either analyzing the status of
film acting in general or broad historical trends in the creation and transformation of film acting
inthe early twentieth century. Essays in this section
or modes of performance, rangin
Marlon Brando’s performance i

by contrast, attend to specific performances
g from Lillian Gish’s performance in True Heart Susie (1919) to

n On the Waterfront (1954), and from 1930s American film
comedies to European avant-garde and independent cinema. These essays represent a range of

approaches to cinema acting. In addition to analyses of the external signs of performance, or,
in other words, descriptions of what an actor or actress does on screen, these essays consider
various theories of acting and actor training that lay behind individual performances, as well as
general principles of performance for specific genres or modes of filmmaking. Just as the essays
in the last section attested to the resiliency of seemingly outmoded styles of acting, such as the
“histrionic” style, and the overlap among acting styles in different historical periods, the essays
in this section suggest that at any given moment in time, and even within a single performance,
there is not a simple or singular approach to acting involved, such as a Delsartean system

of poses or pure Method acting. Instead there exists a host of options that will be employed by
an individual actor in a single film, within a genre across a series of films, or among members
of an ensemble in a film or series of films. Offering varied approaches to acting and providing
close and detailed analyses of acting in four distinct styles and time periods, the essays here

furnish a glimpse of the wide-range of styles and techniques employed in film acting and provide
models for future research.

Following on the heels of the transitional period in silent-film acting discussed in the essays
by Roberta Pearson and Ben Brewster and

Lea Jacobs in the last section, it would seem that
Lillian Gish's performance in True Heart Susie would be easy to place within the well-established
“verisimilar” style. However, despite the fact that the dominant discourse around acting since
at least 1914 emphasized “natural,” transparent behavior, James Naremore claims that aclose
examination of Gish's 1919 performance shows her employing a wide variety of acting styles, and
not just the dominant “natural” style. In a performance that Naremore says “ranges between
Innocence and experience, between stereotypical girlishness and wry, sophisticated maturity,”

Gish draws on techniques that range from the much-praised naturalism for which Griffith and
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his actors are famous to the seemingly outmoded but nonetheless effective practices of gestural
“signing,” pantomime, and pictorial poses. Naremore claims that Gish shows a gift for physical
comedy and adopts a wide vocabulary of movement akin to emergent silent comedians such
as Harold Lloyd. In addition, she utilizes small gestures and extremely subtle changes in expres-
sion—akin to the “polyphonic play of features” Balazs describes—in close-ups where she
“reduces theatrical pantomime to its most microscopic form, displaying a stream of emotions.”

Rather than a single performance, Henry Jenkins's contribution examines general principles
of performance in early sound comedies. Looking at five classes of comedian comedy, including
revue films, showcase films, comic romances, anarchistic comedies, and affirmative comedies,
Jenkins suggests that there are certain tendencies in comedian comedy of the 1930, which will
be employed to varying degrees in these varied subgenres and which differ from classical realist
styles. First, he notes that, as in the musical, moments of comedic performance will be more or
less integrated with the narrative, but that, in general, comedian comedies will allow moments
of virtuoso comedic performance to exceed and even abandon narrative motivation. Second,
unlike classical realist cinema, where the character and star will usually be well-integrated to
create a neat fit, in early sound comedies, the performer’s personality will often overtake the role.
Related to both of the above, Jenkins finds that comedies allow a kind of “expressive anarchy”
inwhich the comedian’s gags are not coordinated with the development of a rounded character,
but function independently of character. This goes against a classical realist tendency toward
“expressive coherence” between actor and role. This “expressive anarchy” factors into a more
presentational style of performance in which comedians frequently violate the representational
convention of the fourth wall and employ direct address, reflexive gags, and muttered asides to
the audience. Finally, Jenkins claims that actors in a single film will represent a heterogeneous
mix of contrasting acting styles, rather than homogeneity across the cast. Thus, in a Marx Brothers
movie, for instance, there may be differing codes of performance for Groucho, Harpo, and Chico,
as opposed to straight comic foils like Margaret Dumont, and there may be an entirely different
set of performance principles at work for the romantic leads.

Taking a different tack from both Naremore and Jenkins, Virginia Wright Wexman situates
her analysis of Marlon Brando's performance in On the Waterfront in a discussion of Method
acting and the sexual politics of 1950s America. Wexman claims that American films in the 1950s
adopted the Method as a more realistic style of acting not only because of the style’s emphasis
on a close fit between actor and character but also because Method techniques were “peculiarly
well-suited to delineate a new type of male romantic hero.” Wexman traces the tenets of
Method acting from its origins with Stanislavski and the Moscow Art Theatre through its
incarnation at the American Group Theatre in the 1930s to Lee Strasberg’s interpretation of
the Method at the Actors Studio in the 1950s. She argues that the Strasberg version of the Method
was especially well-suited to the Hollywood star system because Strasberg transformed a
socialistic, egalitarian theory of acting into a more solipsistic, confessional approach to acting
that mapped the actor’s personal feelings onto those of the character. Through a close reading
of Brando's Method techniques in On the Waterfront, Wexman finds that he “recreates romance
as a drama of male neuroticism” and also invests his characterization “with an unprecedented

aura of verisimilitude.”

Finally, Andrew Higson offers an assessment of acting in independent European cinema
that is, at the same time, proscriptive for British independent cinema, In order to characterize
an acting style, Higson suggests that one can examine the intentions behind acting, by looking
at theorles of acting, such as Brecht, or actor training, sue Iy as the Method, or examine the effects
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Lillian Gish in
Irue Heart Susie (1919)

JAMES NAREMORE

Griffith's True Heart Susie opens in a one-room Indiana schoolhouse, where a teacher is
conducting a spelling bee. The students are standing in a row around the walls of the room,
arranged according to their ages. The camera isolates two students—William and Susie
(Robert Harron and Lillian Gish)—showing them facing the camera as if in a police lineup.
Susie stands on the left, holding herself at attention with her arms stiffly at her sides; her head
is cocked slightly, her eyes opened wide, her brows raised in an exaggeratedly cute, almost
dopey, innocence. Next to her William stands more awkwardly, rocking from one foot to the
other in discomfort over the teacher's impending question. Although a title card prior to
the shot identifies Susie as “plain,” the girl we see is quite pretty. Her tiny nose and rosebud
mouth are set off against her large eyes, and her pale face is surrounded by wispy blonde hair
gathered into pigtails. A simple plaid frock conceals her body, but obviously she is slender
and well proportioned.,

Griffith now cuts to the teacher, who quizzes the younger students and turns to glance
offscreen in the direction of William and Susie. “Anonymous,” she asks, and we return to a
shot that appears identical to the previous one; at any rate the camera angle is the same, the
clothing and the relative positions of the players are the same, and Robert Harron still looks
like the same clumsy boy. Gish, however, might be a different person. One reason for the
change is a subtle, unmotivated alteration in the lighting, which makes her hair seem much
darker; but she also wears the hair differently, so that bangs fall over her forehead and her
curls are less evident. Moreover, her posture and her facial expression suggest that she has
totally revised her conception of the role. Her arms are relaxed, her hands are clasped calmly
In front of her, and she glances sidelong up at William; gone is the kewpie-doll innocence,
feplaced by a quite mature face, less self-consciously pretty and more knowing.

Suddenly, a jump cut returns us to the first image of the couple, as if Griffith had discovered

~anerror, partly erased it, and restored the original shot. William raises his hand for another
chance at answering the question, Susie, looking rather dotty, her eyes wide with fake
[nnocence and her head wobbling from side to side, seems to say, "l know!” She spells the
Wword, ending her recitation with a sell-satisfied smile.

~ When the sequence Is slowed down with an analyzing projector or when a single frame
& solated from the two shots, the transformation in Gish s remarkable, During an ordinary
viewing, however, the error in continulity fos by almost unnoticed. | mention it ¢
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because the two images of Gish indicate a polar opposition that she keeps in balance
throughout the film. Her performance ranges between innocence and experience, between
stereotypical girlishness and wry, sophisticated maturity—the latter quality giving True
Heart Susie much of its continuing interest. In other ways, too, Gish adopts a variety of
expressive attitudes for the role. As the narrative develops, she exhibits distinct personae that
mark the growth of the character: and within individual sequences, her performance involves
multiple faces that the audience is supposed to notice—especially when Susie is shown mask-
ing her feelings around others. If we look at her work more closely, we can see that it also
entails a variety of acting styles, creating a complex emotional tone within Griffith’s other-
wise simple story. Thus, although Susie may be a “true heart,” her identity (much like Gish’s
public identity as a star) is created out of disparate, sometimes contradictory, moments, all
held together by a name, a narrative, and a gift for mimicry. The minor disturbance of illusion
in the sequence I have described helps call attention to the way Gish normally keeps differing
elements of the characterization in harmonious relation, maintaining a sense of unity across
scores of shots.
I'want to emphasize Gish’s variety because True Heart Susie requires a good deal more
actorly invention than is usually recognized. Then, too, | hope to counter the misleading
H notion that good movie acting consists of being rather than meaning. In certain ways, of course,
we hardly need to be reminded that Gish was a player who contributed artistic labor to her
films; her scenarios were constructed to highlight her emotive talents, and the silent medium
made her seem an artist by definition, a “poet” who suggested character through panto-
mime. Even so, the dominant theory of movie acting after 1914 was articulated in terms of
“natural,” transparent, behavior. “We are forced to develop a new technique of acting before
the camera,” Griffith wrote. “People who come to me from the theater use the quick broad
gestures and movements which they have employed on the stage. | am trying to develop
realism in pictures by teaching the value of deliberation and repose” (quoted in Gish, 88).!
As aresult, performers like Gish were frequently praised for their authenticity, a quality that
transcended mere art.
The star system contributed to an increasingly antimimetic conception of acting because
it made some of the links between actors and roles seem inevitable. Almost from the
| beginning, movie stars were regarded as aesthetic objects rather than as artists, or as
personalities who had a documentary reality. Griffith and many other directors strengthened
the “organic” effect by inserting details from an actor's real life into the fiction. In True Heart
Susie, for example, when Susie carries on imaginary conversations with the photograph of her
dead mother, the picture she looks at shows Lillian Gish’s own mother, cradling the infant
Lillian in her arms. When William later tells Susie that men flirt with “painted and powdered”
women but marry the “plain and simple ones,” the joke is partly on Robert Harron, who
said the same thing during his offscreen courtship with Dorothy Gish. It hardly matters
whether anyone in the audience recognized these details, since the deepest purpose of
biographical material was to facilitate performance, helping players to merge with their parts
The emphasis on personal relevance and sincerity was further enforced by the early critical
discourse on stars, which helped shape the attitudes of viewers and moviemakers alike. Thus

Edward Wagenknecht, who in 1927 wrote the first extended appreciation of 1, remarked
that “she always claims the right to make her roles over to suit Lillian Gish." He praised her
forexpressing “her own point of view, a distinctive something which s | 1 GHsh and nobody

nd the actress are one,” he wrote. "I a very deep and very true
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Richardson’s writing (like Griffith’s direction and Gish’s performance) seems compounded of
two voices, neither having absolute priority. The result is what Eagleton describes as an
uneasy relation between “the metalanguage of bourgeois morality” and a “still resilient
popular speech” (The Rape of Clarissa, 32-33).
The film seems only partly aware of the discrepancy, and its plot goes through a series of
improbable twists in order to achieve a happy ending. Bettina steals William from Susie,
marries him, and becomes a philandering wife. One evening, she finds herself accidentally
locked outdoors during a rainstorm. Her exposure to the elements gives her pneumonia,
and even though Susie nurses her, she dies. Later, one of Bettina's friends tells William the
truth about his dead wife’s infidelity, and at nearly the same moment he learns that Susie
paid for his education. Soon afterward, in an especially coy scene, we see him proposing
marriage to Susie from outside her flower-bedecked window. They consummate a long-
deferred kiss, and to make the ending still more rosy the film transforms Susie—now a mature
woman who has suffered rejection—back into a girlish innocent: Griffith closes with a reprise
of an image we saw near the opening, showing William and Susie as children, walking together
down a country road. The soft focus shot is bathed in a nostalgic light, and a title card
asks us to imagine the two “as they once were.” Thus, using plot conventions of nineteenth-
century melodrama, together with certain events from Dickens’s David Copperfield and Great
Expectations, Griffith has awkwardly smoothed over the many contradictions that sustain an
ideology of the natural self.

As Thomas Elsaesser and others have pointed out, this sort of plot has a long history;
where Susie is concerned, the ancestry of the narrative can be traced back not only to
Richardson’s novels but also to the eighteenth-century dramatic genre known in England as
“sentimental” or “weeping comedy.” Literature for the stage in the eighteenth century
was designed to challenge the cynical attitudes of Restoration drama (much as Griffith
denounces flappers and city slickers), showing bourgeois life in its best light. Leading
characters were admired for their sincerity or “sentiment”—a term that suggested “virtuous
or moral emotion’—and the chief acting style, made famous by the tragedian David Garrick,
involved painterly tableaux, in which the players struck elaborate poses (Todd, 34). The typical
plot formula combined pathetic and comic situations, resolving all conflict in the fifth act
and confirming marriage and sensitive fellow-feeling as the ultimate good. Oliver Goldsmith

» joked about the form, noting its hypocritical tendency to forgive any fault or reprieve any
character “in consideration of the goodness of their hearts.” Nevertheless, sentimental
comedies multiplied, directly influencing Victorian literature and, indirectly, the Hollywood
narrative. The leading characters of such dramas also helped to form the style of early movie
stars. Gish, for example, repeatedly played women whose emotions were “spiritualized,”

« motivated by a simple goodness of heart. Charles Chaplin is a more complex, refined version
of the same type. As David Thomson notes, “Chaplin’s persona is often very close to
eighteenth-century sentimentality: a beautifully mannered dreamer who has trained himself
into the emotional sensibility that will sometimes shame a woman” (98).

Variants of bourgeois sentimental comedy can still be found in modern theater and films,
disguised somewhat by naturalistic conventions and inflected by the Freudian “family drama.”
Critics nearly always treat Griffith's uses of the form with condescension, but the survival
of the basic plot indicates that we have not moved far from his values—especlally as they
are expressed (n marriage, family life, and charity toward the weak. Raymond Willlams has

cautioned historlans not to take these values lightly
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she must also provide a lively charm that will countervail self-sacrificing goodness. As she
herself once put it, “Virgins are the hardest roles to play. Those dear little girls—to make
them interesting takes great vitality.” At every moment, therefore, she suggests a duality in
her character, making us feel cleverness beneath youth, strength beneath fragility, humor
beneath spirituality, and sexual warmth beneath propriety. To do all this, she has to call upon
a variety of skills and a number of possible “selves.” In the following brief analysis, I try to point
out some of them, illustrating the range of tasks she accomplishes in the course of what
might seem one of her simplest performances.

Gish was influenced by the pantomime, or mimetic, form of acting she had learned in turn-
of-the-century theater. But in Griffith’s films, even at this relatively late period, players could
swing back and forth between radically different kinds of behavior. At one extreme, especially
in comic episodes, his characters used a rudimentary gestural “signing.” Notice, for instance,
the scene in True Heart Susie where Susie shares her bed with the ailing Bettina: first Gish
purses her lips, squints, and doubles up her fist as if she were going to sock her rival in the
jaw; then she virtually wipes away the angry expression and registers ostentatious pity,
tenderly putting her arm around the sick woman. At another extreme, Griffith inherited
some of the performing conventions of eighteenth-century sentimental drama. In close-ups,
his actors could sometimes behave with remarkable naturalism, but they were also required
to model for artfully posed moments of gestureless “restraint.” The style was influenced
by late Victorian portrait photography and painting, which meant that Gish had to serve not
only as Griffith’s Little Nell, but also as his Elizabeth Sidall and his Jane Burden. She seems
to have been eager and skillful at turning herself into a pictorial representation, an object
of desire: she selected her own clothes with fastidious care, she persuaded Griffith to hire
Hendrick Sartov because of his ability to light her hair, and she was able to pose for virtually
still, “painterly” imagery without appearing as rigid as a figure in a tableau vivant. Susie is
full of these images, largely because the central character spends so much time “waiting"
for her man. It is worth considering some of them to illustrate how even as a photographic
model Gish appears in a variety of guises.

At one point, for example, she is Susie the rural maid, patting her cow on the neck and
kissing it farewell; the dumb animal nuzzles her, its broad, hairy face in vivid contrast to her
own, which is childlike, pigtailed, sad, and very pretty beneath a flat little hat. Later, preparing
herself to be a “fitting mate” for her hero, she is posed like a young Lincoln, reading books by
firelight, her hair gathered in a bun and a look of eager studiousness on her face. Still later,
in a shot titled “Susie’s Diary,” we see her in her room at night, her hair down to its full
Pre-Raphaelite length, as in an illustration for a pseudo-Arthurian romance. Wearing a loose
dressing gown, she is seated on a stool at the right of the frame, her knees toward us and her
upper body twisted slightly to the right as she leans forward on a desk to write—an unnatural
position that creates a languid, graceful line and contributes to the sublimated eroticism
of the image. An unmotivated keylight falls from the upper left, making her skin glow white,
and backlighting halos her fine hair, which spills in ringlets down her cheeks; her lashes
are lowered to the paper, her slender hand holds a penc d her features are relaxed

and aristocratically serene. By contrast, toward the end of the film she |8 deplcted as a “single
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and a sense of ironic detachment that keeps her from falling into self pity. In fact, Gish elicits
more emotion from the audience than she herself shows—although there are tears in her eyes
at one point, she demonstrates how the close view of the camera enables the actor to use
smaller and less extreme emotional gestures. At no time is she the wilting, suffering heroine
who gives way to hysterics. She laughs ironically more often than she cries, creating a drama
out of Susie’s precarious balance between strength and pain.
[...1 A few of the many faces she gives us during this crucial close-up |. . .| give the
impression of expressive gymnastics, but in the shot itself they are linked together with
such fluid transitions that Gish seems to be doing hardly anything. Turning her head away
from the scene she has just witnessed, she faces the camera and looks abstractedly downward,
her lids half lowered. She seems dazed or lost in thought, and her left hand rises to finger
the dark choker around her neck. (This movement echoes a gesture from earlier in the film
when William sits on her front porch and asks if she thinks he should get married. Trying to
conceal her emotions, Susie smiles pleasantly and lifts her hand involuntarily, somewhat
nervously, to stroke her neck and cheek.) There is just a hint of crazed numbness in her face,
an effect that owes chiefly to the unfocused look in her eye, and to a tiny wisp of hair sticking
wildly out from under her bonnet. Her fingers rise slowly from the choker, moving up her
throat and cheek to pluck at her right earlobe. Her head tilts and she “thinks,” a sad, faraway
look in her eyes. Her half-closed lids blink, her head straightens almost imperceptibly,
and the corners of her eyes turn down more; she blinks again, looks up a bit, and a wry little
smile breaks over her mouth. For a moment Gish allows herself a half-suppressed laugh that
seems to block her tears, her hand moving down from her ear to cradle her chin. She lowers
her eyelids again and purses her lips slightly, continuing to smile. Turning her head, she
glances toward the room where she has just seen William and Bettina: still holding her hand
to her cheek, she smiles more openly, presumably amused by the foolishness of everyone
concerned in the love triangle. (At this point she looks older than at any time in the film and
evokes the same sort of saddened, tolerant, maternal amusement she uses in Laughton's
Night of the Hunter thirty years later.) Her smile fading a bit, she turns her head back toward
the camera, her eyes cast to her left, looking at nothing in particular. Her head then turns to
the left, and she brings her hand from her cheek to her chin. Cradling the chin once more, she
brushes her lips thoughtfully with her extended little finger. Her smile has faded almost
completely, and her mouth parts while her finger moves gently, pensively, back and forth
across her lower lip; maternal only a moment ago, she now looks sexual and childlike, her lips
forming into a moue. Her eyes blink again and glass over, as if she were in a trance. Her little
finger plucks more roughly at her lip, rubs it, and then plucks it again. She turns her head back
toward the room and inserts the tip of her finger between her lips, nibbling it thoughtfully
Her other fingers, spread across her cheek. clutch slightly at her face, the nails digging into
her flesh in a way that suggests a sudden painful surge of emotion. She holds this position
fora moment and then relaxes, moving her hand away; a slack, heavy-lidded look passes over
her, and her head bobs. She seems on the verge of fainting, but then rights herself, raising
her head. Her mouth opens slightly and her eyes widen in fear, her brow furrowing, She tilts
it, her hand touches the choker again, and she softly rubs her neck to
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centerpiece of such films, the image to which they all gravitate. But the actor is seldom called
upon to register suffering alone. Usually, the film wants the woman to express some delicate,
“restrained” mixture of pain, renunciation, and spiritual goodness—a smiling through tears
that leads up to a kind of acquiescence in suffering. Barbara Stanwyck’s Stella Dallas is a
classic example, and it is interesting to compare Gish’s long close-up to one of Stanwyck. In
both cases, the actor's job involves combining conventional expressions (anger or indignation
are the only emotions the genre seems to rule out), so that the shot has a slightly ambiguous
effect.

Where Gish is concerned, the close-up is especially notable on technical grounds, giving
her an opportunity for straightforward, bravura pantomime, showing the remarkable range
of effects she could achieve within the limits of a formula and without the aid of props, editing,
or expressive photography. Her carefully modulated changes of expression also reveal
something about the structure of her performances in general. She was a superb instrument
for Griffith’s obsessive “visions” of maidenhood crushed like a flower, and she was also good
at suggesting other qualities—maternal care, sexuality, intelligence, and a prim courage
and resolve that embodied elements of the pioneer ideal. In some ways, she was a more
sophisticated artist than the director she always referred to in public as “Mr. Griffith”; in both
the comic and pathetic episodes of this film, she gives her character an ironic self-awareness,
cutting against the grain of Griffith’s pastoral allegory, as if she were constantly tending
toward the more plausible version of Susie that can be seen in the second image at the
beginning of this chapter. Whatever her personal motives, however, her success depended
on the way she collaborated with and complicated Griffith’s sentimental fictions; ultimately,
her different faces and gestures were organized into the illusion of a “personality,” and her
mime took on the power of myth.

Notes

| Gish recalled that one of Griffith’s favorite mottos was “Expression without distortion,”
and Mack Sennett once claimed that when he tried acting for Griffith he was congratulated
by the director for simply standing in front of the camera.

2 Wagenknecht's rapturous mystification of Gish is understandable, given her charm, and
is no different from countless other essays about actors. Compare, for example, George
Bernard Shaw’s comments in the English Saturday Review of the 1880s, on the stage
performances of Mrs. Patrick Campbell: “Who wants her to act? Who cares twopence
whether she possesses that or any other second-rate accomplishment? On the highest
plane one does not act, one is. Go and see her move, stand, speak, look, kneel—go and
breathe the magic atmosphere that is created by the grace of all those deeds. . . .*

Interestingly, although Hollywood promulgated similar ideas, it sometimes tried to
create counterillusions that would selectively dispel them. Hence, the typical fan magazine
story that showed an actor like Edward G. Robinson at home among his paintings and
children, a happy bourgeois rather than a Little Caesar. Dorothy Gish once joked about how

her sister was confused with her screen persona: “The popular conception of Lilllan as soft
and dreamy makes me think of the gag used too often in the comic strips. A hat Hes upon
the sidewalk; some person kicks it enthusiastically and finds to his astonishment and pain
sre s hidden inside it a brick” (The Movies, Mr. Griffith, and Me, 96)
——
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"A High-Class Job of
Carpentry”

Toward a Typography of Early
Sound Comedy

HENRY JENKINS

|...] While it is beyond the scope of my current project to propose a general framework for
discussing film acting across different genres, | would like to isolate a series of five fairly basic
criteria that, if not exhaustively, point toward some key issues surrounding performance in
the early sound comedy. These five criteria reflect the five central relationships that constitute
film performance—the performer's relationship to the narrative, to the character, to the signs
of his or her own performance, to the other performers in the production, and to the audience.
One might, of course, add the player's relationship to the script and to the director, but those
relationships are less open to textual analysis and can be resolved only through historical
investigation.

Narrative integration. Performance within some genres, such as the musical or the comedian
comedy, may be foregrounded in certain more or less enclosed sequences of self-conscious
spectacle rather than integrated into the overall development of the narrative.! Patricia
Mellancamp characterizes the song-and-dance numbers within Hollywood musicals as
“closed units within the larger narrative, set off by a system of brackets”: the audience’s
attention shifts at such moments from plot development onto the materiality and atempo-
rality of performance.? The interaction of certain codes of visual and aural representation
(musical accompaniment, centered framing, elevated staging, internal audiences) mark these
sequences as privileged moments of heightened interest. Historians of the musical trace
a general movement toward the causal and thematic integration of these performance
spectacles. Many comedies, as we have seen, are also characterized by a fairly sharp division
between sequences of performance virtuosity and sequences of narrative development and
exposition. This heightened attention to performance is partially a product of certain visual
codes (frontality, flattening of narrative space, long takes and camera movements, absence
of point of view cutting). Much as in the musical, these sequences may be presented
as diegetic performances (as (n the mangled magic act William Gaxton, Ole Olsen, and Chic
Johnson perform in 50 Million Frenchmen, Warner Brothers, 1931); they may also stand apart
from narrative actions because of thelr qualities of excess, stylization, and exaggeration (as
In Mitchell and Durant's acrobatie display in Stand Up and Cheer or the Marx Brothers' mirror
act in Duck Soup). These scenos excoed thelr narrative motivation through their flamboyance,
thelr refusal of nartative economy, and thel prolonged duration, Some such sequences exist
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exaggerated style of performance, in contrast to the young couples in their romance plots who
are more naturalistic; these contrasting acting styles emphasized the clown’s eccentricity
and the performer’s virtuosity. This heterogeneity may occur between different syntagmatic
units (as in Stand Up and Cheer, where the administrator reviews a succession of different

would-be variety acts) or between paradigmatic clusters of characters (as in the example of
the Wheeler and Woolsey comedies discussed above).

Audience consciousness. This category refers to the relationship between performer and the
spectator. Theater historians frequently draw a distinction between representational and
presentational styles of performance. Representational styles create an invisible “fourth
wall” separating actor and audience; the actor displays no awareness of the spectators (orin
film acting, of the camera). Presentational styles are directed at the Spectators and are shaped
by the audience’s affective response. [V]audeville encouraged the maintenance of the
presentational style long after it was out of fashion in the legitimate theater; variety
entertainment rewarded the performer’s direct engagement with spectators. While the
extreme transgressions of the separation between spectator and performance space found
in vaudeville (Olsen and Johnson’s bombardment of the audience, the magician’s call for
volunteers to come onstage) were clearly impossible within the cinema, traces of that
tradition may be found in the frontality of staging, direct address to the camera, muttered
asides, and other reflexive gags. Certain gestures mark the comic star's awareness of the
potential presence of film spectators. Robert Wolsey punctuates gags with looks into the
camera, puffs on his cigar, and raises his eyebrows, sometimes accompanied with a prolonged
“Whoa!” Groucho Marx suggests that the spectators might wish to go into lobby for popcorn
until a particularly dull scene is completed. Ed Wynn giggles at his own gags and mutters,
“Isn’t that the silliest thing?” Jimmy Durante mutters, “Ev'rybody wants to get into de act.”

These performance signs reflect a higher degree of audience consciousness than would be
generally characteristic of the classical cinema.

Each of these categories should be interpreted as a continuum of possible choices, not a set
of binary oppositions. To take character integration as an example, most film performances
maintain some degree of distance between the star's image and the film'’s character, though
certain types of films (comedy, musical) focus audience attention on that gap while others
(social problem films, melodramas) efface it as much as possible. The other categories offer
a similar range of possibilities. John Mueller has revised traditional distinctions between
integrated and nonintegrated musicals by suggesting other different relationships that might
exist between a musical number and its larger narrative context.6
By focusing on these five categories, one may make fairly precise distinctions between the
acting styles preferred by different genres and subgenres. It is possible to identify a set of five
different classes of comedian-centered comedies in the early sound period based upon their
utilization of distinctive performance strategies, Remember, however, that this particular
laxonomy is constructed through critical analysis and does not necessarily reflect the explicit

distinctions employed by the filmmakers or contemporary viewers, who typically categorized
lilms from any of the five os" or "musical comedies,"’
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“The Melting Pot of Music”: The Revue

Revue films, like Hollywood Revue of 1929, Paramount on Parade, King of Jazz (Universal, 1930), and
The Show of Shows, stand at one extreme in their exclusive concentration on performance at
the expense of any attempt at narrative or character development. These films preserved
many conventions of the theatrical revue or the vaudeville show. Each presents a succession
of totally independent performance units, acts, numbers, or sketches, marked off by such
rhetorical practices as the opening and closing of curtains, the use of title cards, the dimming
of lights, the crescendo of orchestral music, or the reappearance of a master of ceremony. Only
minimal narration creates unity. King of Jazz, for example, opens with the image of a giant
book announcer Charles Erwin explains is the scrapbook of Paul Whiteman and his orchestra:
“Its pages are crowded with melodies and anecdotes, which we are going to bring to life for
you by the magic of the camera.” The initial segment—an animated cartoon by Walter Lantz—
does indeed explain in a humorous fashion how Whiteman became known as the “King of
Jazz."” Subsequent sequences, however, are linked by the recurring image of the book or by
introductions from Whiteman or Erwin. These segments, however, frequently have little or
nothing to do with Whiteman and his band. They are selected not to reflect his “melodies and
anecdotes” but rather to constitute a varied program. Paramount on Parade and Show of Shows
make far less pretense at thematic coherence, depending upon the periodic appearances
of masters of ceremony to introduce the individual “acts” and to create minimal unity between
the segments. As Skeets Gallagher, Jack Oakie, and Leon Errol explain at the beginning of
Paramount on Parade, “Anytime you grow confused or find yourself perplexed, one of us will
stagger out and tell you what is next. . . . We're the masters of ceremony—keeping you people
in touch with Paramount on Parade.”

Performers make few efforts to blend into characters here. Their introductions identify
them by name and focus attention on their particular skills and talents. These introductions
may range from a simple announcement that “Chevalier's next” (Paramount on Parade) to
elaborate sequences, such as Frank Fay's prolonged build-up for many of the performers
in Show of Shows. The most lengthy introductions, in fact, are given to dramatic performers,
like John Barrymore in Show of Shows or Ruth Chatterton in Paramount on Parade, who normally
sought to blend more fully into their characters. Here, however, it is the performers’ status
as performers that is stressed, focusing attention not on the characters they are playing but
rather on the skills with which they execute those roles. In Paramount on Parade, Skeets
Gallagher appears outside Chatterton’s dressing room, enters and berates her for being late
to the show and keeping the other actors waiting; this scene plays with the disjunction
between her slangy talk in the dressing room and the more pretentious language Chatterton
employs onstage. She promises to appear in “less than five minutes,” so Gallagher steps
outside and introduces the sketch, which then builds toward Chatterton’s entrance. Barrymore
appears before the curtain in Show of Shows to explain the context for his soliloquy from
Shakespeare’s Richard 111, before disappearing and reappearing again in character as the
demented hunchback. This brief introduction also serves to highlight the gap between
Barrymore's normal appearance and delivery and his assumption of a Shakespearean role

Moreover, the revue films actively play with the celebrity status of some of their featured
performers, highlighting thelr extratextual status, Maurice Chevaller's parformance of “AllL
want 1s Just One Giel" in Paramount on Parade 15 mmediately followad by an appearance by

Mitzl Grean who not only Impersonates Chevaller's rendition but also shows how the same
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song might be performed by Moran and Mack. Green’s act places attention both on Chevalier's
mm.m.Em as a celebrity performer and on Green’s impersonation skills—especially given the
disjunction between her frilly dress and the male stars she mimics. King of Jazz plays extensivel
with the image of rotund bandleader Paul Whiteman. Not only does Whiteman serve as Bmmﬁmw
of n.mamaoamm but he is also impersonated by a double who does elaborate dances: he is
wm:nmz:ma on the book’s cover, on the heads of drums, even on the face of the Bom:. he
is ﬂm:m.qo::ma into a cartoon character within the Walter Lantz animated sequence mse.s of
Shows directs attention to the fact that Al Jolson was one of the few Warners stars not 8. appear
and has Sid Silvers impersonate him while Frank Fay jokes about Jolson’s nrmﬂmnﬁm%mzn
gestures and vocal mannerisms.

Expressive coherence is generally maintained within individual acts, though the same
U.m;o::ma may play multiple roles in the same film and adopt Q_mmqmmﬁ acting styles for
a_.mmﬂm:ﬁ appearances. The revue films, like vaudeville itself, exhibited a diversity of enter-
tainment: everything from Shakespearean drama and poetic recitations to eccentric dancin
.m:a acrobatics, from classical music to cartoons and dog acts: these works displayed ::_M
interest in stylistic consistency between the various segments. Ensemble effects were, for
the most part, reserved for the closing numbers—"Sweeping the Clouds Away” in _u=5§,e=§
on Parade, “Lady Luck” in Show of Shows, “The Melting Pot of Music” in King of Jazz, etc —which
brought the entire cast together in one musical extravaganza. Even here ﬁ.:m m::&ma
sm.a staged so that each performer was allowed one final moment in the mvoﬁ.:mrﬁ to reprise
or introduce a specialty, before blending back into the larger chorus. Such sequences involved
a constant play between the ensemble and the individual, between moments of novelt
and a general movement toward homogeneity. 4

The revue films maintain a degree of audience consciousness unprecedented in the
classical Hollywood cinema. As a result, they are often dismissed as overly “theatrical.” A few
sequences—Ruth Chatterton’s “My Marine” and Helen Kane'’s “Boop-Boop-A-Doo mn:.oo_: in
vﬁa.‘:uzi on Parade, for example—follow later Hollywood practice of constructing an internal
audience to justify the more presentational aspects of performance numbers. More often
the .Emmm:ﬁma directly address the camera and through it, make concrete S*m.am:nmm to 25_
“ladies and gentlemen” in the movie audience. Jack Oakie, who appears as a murder victim
in a :.émﬁma\ movie parody in Paramount on Parade, suddenly breaks character, bursts out
laughing, and points directly into the camera; Oakie claims that the sketch ,%\mm “written
uspecially for me” rather than for its alleged stars—Warner Oland, Clive Brook, William Powel|

- and Eugene Pallette—each of whom had previously claimed top billing. m;ﬁmﬁ Om:mmrmﬂ.
anters one scene and thanks the audience for an anticipated ovation, holding his ear so
Lhat he may hear the applause better; there is the sound of one pair oW clapping hands on
the soundtrack. An off-screen voice, presumably from the cinema audience, harasses
and insults his performance, before he walks off screen, glaring at the camera : Frank Fa

ndopts a similarly reflexive stance throughout Show of Shows. During his :;aoacnz.o: of :m:w
Horodoni, for example, Fay explains that if the audience does not understand the French
lyrics of the chanteuse's numbers, they may speak to him after the show and he will be olad
Lo trar e, Paradoxically, such devices increase the sense of spontaneity and mBBmQMn

allowing scree ibatitute more fully for live stage appearances, but :JM«“

also direct attention upon the te
[ smpotal and special gap betweer
8§ al g 'n the performance and
I8 reception ; . 4

E
a
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Stop the music! the showcase film

The showcase film embeds the nonintegrated units of the revue film within a frame story.
Comedies, like International House (Paramount, 1933), The Big Broadcast (Paramount, 1932), and
Stand Up and Cheer, were initially viewed as an improvement upon the earlier revues because
their interest was not entirely conditional upon the entertainment value of the individual
segments. Yet, as the case study of Hollywood Party suggested, the attempt to merge spectacle
with narrative, performance with characterization, presents problems not faced by the more
openly presentational revue films. First and foremost, there was the problem of how to
build narrative motivation for these performance sequences. For the most part, these films
solved this difficulty by adopting settings in or around the world of show business; such a
context not only provides a narrative rationale for the performances but also presents
opportunities for diegetic audiences with whom the performers can interact. In Stand Up
and Cheer, the central character’s job (Secretary of the Department of Amusements) requires
him to audition and recruit variety entertainers. International House concerns the initial
public demonstration of a new form of television, with the revue segments displaying
the technological wonders of this novel invention. The Big Broadcast films are set in or around
radio studios and include “broadcasts” from popular performers. Thrill of a Lifetime (Paramount,
1933) concerns the production of a revue at a summer resort and opens in the office of a
vaudeville agent—both settings where performances may natu rally occur. In Here Comes Cookie
(Paramount, 1935), a series of miscalculated business transactions leaves Gracie Allen in
charge of her father's estate; the ever daffy Gracie mistakes her father's desire that he appear
penniless for instructions to spend all his money. As a result, she turns his mansion into a
free boarding house for vaudeville troupers. The screen space overflows with performance,
embodying the vaudevillians disruptive presence in the characters’ lives. In one shot, the
camera pans across Gracie's living room, showing, in quick succession, jugglers, acrobats,
trained dogs, magicians, unicycle riders, knife throwers, a jazz band, and a lasso artist, all
practicing their acts simultaneously in a cramped domestic space.

In each film, a certain number of performance numbers are introduced as part of the
general atmosphere of the film’s show world setting and are treated as pure spectacle, while
others assume a higher degree of narrative significance. In The Big Broadcast, the survival
of Station WADX depends upon a radio appearance by Bing Crosby, although the star is so
embroiled in his romantic difficulties that it seems unlikely he will reach the studio in time
to make the broadcast. Station manager Stuart Erwin frantically searches all over town for
a phonograph recording of Bing Crosby to air instead. Meanwhile, back at the station, a
series of performers (Kate Smith, Cab Calloway, the Boswell Sisters, the Mills Brothers, and
Vincent Lopez and his Orchestra, among others) delay for time. The film cuts back and forth
between the narratively centered actions of Erwin and performance numbers at the studio.

Bing's performance is thus doubly marked as the film’s entertainment highpoint and the
resolution of its plot action.

The showcase film is characterized as well by a high degree of stylistic diversification;
heterogeneity is introduced not simply between different forms of entertainment within the
performance segments but between the presentational style of the explicit performance
units and the more representational style of the narrative segments International House, in
fact, involves at least four different levels of performance:

L

i

=

IYPOGRAPHY OF EARLY SOUND COMEDY 117

I Performers who appear only on the
appear under their owy
Holloway):

2 Performers wh

O appear under their own
: names but ass i
» _Mo_w_c:m Joyce, George Burns and Gracie Allen); T gy
erformers who appear as icti :
! totally fictionalized
. charact i
: “U:meﬂmﬁma into those characters (W. C. Fields as _uﬂoﬁmmmoﬁww v_F“H e N
erformers who i i e
— .@W:Q ::.o their characters and maintain the primar
o : within the film (Stuart Erwin as Tommy Nash, Bel A< ooy
onovich, Lumsden Hare as Sir Mortimer Fortescue) e T —

i radioscope or in the hotel's stage show and who
es (Rudy Vallee, Cab Calloway, Baby Rose Marie, Ster

leo::m.:nm is quite complex. Each leve|
Integration, audience consciousness, and

'mance are explicitly marked through the

_:<o_<mm. its own conventions regarding characte
€xpressive coherence. Sequences of pure perfo
presence of a diegetic i
- Uﬁmmmim:mo:m mmcm_m:nm. the constant reinscription of the frame of the radi
sy o WOmanmmﬁ material, and the acceptance of a fair| .m it
sclousness including direct address Narratively active ch e
{ ec

in i |
Categories 2-4) do not appear within the radioscope: e g

International House (“Say, this isn’t _Am.:“m %ﬁ_.mw:mmﬁma T e
; 1ty?”), though he retains a privi
privileged relationshij
p

§
O the U_Cman ast Ir ages W en | _O_Qm enters m_ € roon QC_ I g One O_ D or gs Qm_ «
] t ' « « , ¢ y _EUH_ g S nur e
tratio mo<~ e oadcast | age o Ru y <n.w_ ee m:m at _._ nto mﬁoc Inte o :
€8S NIS Cé ( [§ wawu_vim—ch ( mm_ﬂﬁ_n\. els 1vView ,
| mw_;m m~ scane into yé C 1
' stoavil ol a

navy ,n.,__:v which Fie | [\ S S
; dds sinks b |
st | ( :___:.;______.:_..__<..._..<1_:_:: SSé¢ C :,r.:C_C:_<l_..,.1::

- nts but also destabilize the space between



118 HENRY JENKINS
on of actors according to plot-

This fairly radical (though sometimes unstable) separati
e film from the

centered and performance-centered functions distinguishes the showcas
backstage musicals of the same vintage.? Typically, the plot of a backstage musical, such as
42nd Street (Warner Brothers, 1933) or Footlight Parade (Warner Brothers, 1933), centers upon
w. The performers in the onstage sequences become characters
nces are rich in narrative significance. It
moments of 42nd Street

the process of puttingon a sho
within the frame narrative; their resulting performa
is not Ruby Keeler the star who steps onto the stage in the climactic
but rather her character, the young dancer who has waited all her life for her chance at
stardom. Her musical number primarily marks the young woman’s triumph, rather than
showcasing Ruby Keeler's virtuosity, though these two cannot be easily separated. For the
most part, performances in backstage musicals display a high degree of character integration
and a low degree of audience consciousness when compared to the performances in show-
tion may be cameo appearances by famous stage stars, such
g the American Girl (Paramount, 1929), that often
mer's talents; the onstage
al status

case films. A notable excep
as the appearance of Eddie Cantor in Glorifyin
motivate numbers existing primarily to display these perfor
appearance by fictional characters decreases attention to the performer’s extratextu

and more fully integrates performance into narrative.

Acting in society: the comic romance
Umlo::m:nm-nmzﬁmama actors breaks down further

within the comic romance. While the frame story in the showcase film is merely a device for
e sequences, plot becomes the primary appeal of the comic
ated to narrative demands and appears only
is first and foremost a romance concerning
tal opposition

The distinction between plot-centered and

structuring the performanc
romance. Here, comic performance is subordin

sporadically. Dixiana (RKO, 1930), for example,
Everett Marshall) who must overcome paren
Unlike traditional romantic comedy, such

particular emphasis

two young lovers (Bebe Daniels,

and the threat of a powerful rival (Ralf Harolde).
ed melodramatically rather than comically, with
paration. Dialect comic Frances Cawthorne and the

bulky Jobyana Howland appear as the boy's squabbling parents, who alternate between comic
e's hopeless efforts to cultivate her immigrant husband and more

s reservations about their son’s unsuitable choice
the exaggeration of the comic

romances are treat
placed upon the pain of the lovers’ se

scenes involving the wif
dramatic sequences involving the couple

of a bride. Their performance style shifts abruptly between
alistic tone of the dramatic scenes. As dramatic performers,

ard mobility; as comic performers, they pose
eve acceptance in genteel

scenes and the more natur

Cawthorne and Howland block Dixiana’s upw
t rigid class barriers. After all, if these two can achi

questions abou
a seems assured of eventual success in her attempts to

society, the more ladylike Dixian
leave burlesque and join the southern gentry.

Bert Wheeler and Robert Woolsey offer a comic contrast to the romantic couple. Their
own buffoonish dispute over Dorothy Lee parallels and parodies the rivalry over Dixiana. This
function is particularly apparent during a broadly played duel between the two comic leads
ilm’s climactic and far more serious duel between the two dramatic

1d. however, the two comics also adopt a more restrained

that foreshadows the f
leads. Like Cawthorne and How
and naturalistic acting style d
L comfon Bebe Danlels following

\con, as when

ng scenes that have greater narrative con
rom her lover' s house, These
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Comic romance serves as an interesting intermediary category between the comedian
comedy and the screwball comedy traditions. While the plots of films like Poppy and Her Majesty
Love follow the same story conventions as screwball comedies like You Can’t Take It with You
(Columbia, 1938) or Bringing Up Baby (RKO, 1938), their performance style is fundamentally
different. The screwball comedy owes relatively little to the vaudeville aesthetic, representing
the translation of theatrical farce into classical Hollywood narratives. While the comic
romance still contains some nonintegrated performance sequences, specifically those
centered around the star clowns, screwball comedy always endows impersonations or
performances with narrative consequences. Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert impersonate
a bickering married couple in It Happened One Night (Columbia, 1934); this scene, however,
contributes to the plot development in a way that Wheeler and Woolsey's performances
in Diviana generally do not. The characters’ ability to act as a married couple prefigures their
own union at the film’s conclusion. Stage-trained performers like Katharine Hepburn and

Cary Grant melded directly into their characters, with casting designed to maximize the match
between performer and assigned role. Screwball comedy, moreover, maintains a high degree
of stylistic consistency between the film's performers, while comic romance is characterized
primarily by the thematization of multiple styles, the radical separation between comic
and dramatic performers. For the most part, the screwball comedy tries for a style of perfor-
mance that is less naturalistic than the dramatic segments of the comic romance and less

exaggerated than the comic sequences.

“Like a playful child”: the anarchistic comedy

If the revue and showcase films display the performance skills of various entertainers, the
anarchistic comedy is constructed as a vehicle for a particular comic personality; it con-
sistently creates opportunities for a comic star or team to demonstrate the full range of
their abilities. Comic director Norman McLeod has characterized the development of such
a film project as “a high class job of carpentry”; the stars’ repertoires of existing stage busi-
ness provided raw materials that could be assembled into a flimsy narrative structure.’ This
reuse of already familiar material ensured that the comic performer remained imperfectly
integrated into any particular character role. Certain sequences (Eddie Cantor’s blackface
numbers, Harpo's harp solos, Bert Wheeler's female impersonation, W. C. Fields’s golf or
pool tricks) stand apart from the rest of the film, marked as star turns inserted into the narra-
tive with only the most transparent attempt at motivation. These moments invite comparison
with previous films and thus direct attention away from their context within this particular
story. In Ali Baba Goes to Town (Fox, 1937), Eddie Cantor resorts to blackface, jive, and jazz when
his efforts to communicate with a group of Nubian slaves prove unsuccessful, while he poses
as an “Ethiopian Beauty Specialist” in Roman Scandals (United Artists, 1933). The resulting
numbers are totally anachronistic and have next to nothing to do with the plot; they
do, however, showcase Cantor's trademark singing style and incorporate jazz performers and
tap dancers. Audience members often expressed dissatisfaction if these specialties did not
appear in a particular vehicle, expecting their repetition regardless of narrative context.'?

Individual scenes are conceived as set pieces, opportunities for performance, with their
narrative significance often added as an afterthought. Story information ls compressed into
tight units of intrusive exposition at the beginnings and ends of scenes; the bulk of each
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lished characterization simply dissolves to allow Cantor
the performer to emerge. One might contrast that fluidity between characterization and
performance to the complex narrative motivations surrounding Marlene Dietrich’s stage
appearances in films like Morocco (Paramount, 1930) or Blonde Venus (Paramount, 1932).
Anarchistic comedies places a relatively low value on expressive coherence, openly
en character and performer or allowing for fairly abrupt shifts in
scene in Monkey Business, Groucho Marx adopts

e instructor, a gangster, a quiz
step ahead of

blackface. At such moments, estab

creating disjunctures betwe
performance style. In the course of a single
the style and rhetoric of a patriotic stump speaker, a danc
show host, a little boy, and a flirtatious woman, all while remaining one
a mobster and his seductive moll. This “expressive anarchy” creates space as well for the
haracter and confront the audience directly, as Groucho does in almost

performer to break
generally display far less consciousness of the audience

all of his films, though the performers
than do the stars of revue or showcase films.

“Taking one's place in the social order”:
the affirmative comedy

Steve Seidman and Frank Krutnik have advanced a model of the comedian comedy that
sees the clown’s antics as signs of “identity confusion” and “behavioral disfunction,”
an inability to integrate into adult society.'? The comedian comedy, they argue, depicts the
comic protagonist's efforts to work through these personality difficulties and gain social
acceptance.' The normalization of the character’s conduct is mirrored by a normalization of
performance; the performers are more fully assimilated into their narrative roles as the
characters fit more perfectly within their social roles. Such a model of the comedian comedy
implies not a contestation between performance and narrative but rather a final subordination
ance to plot demands. The comedian’s virtuosity must yield to the demands of a
narchy” must be transformed into “expressive coherence.” Such
amodel seems inadequate to classes of comic films that either maintain a radical separation
of Umloﬂam:nm-nm:ﬁmﬂma stars and plot-centered actors (as in the showcase film or to a lesser
degree, the comic romance) or make the demands of character and story subservient
to spectacle and showmanship (as in the anarchistic comedy). There is, however, another
d comedies more closely conforming to the Seidman-Krutnik mode!
Ims of Joe E. Brown, the affirmative comedy contrasts
ematic of social integration and in its

of perform
character role; “expressive a

group of early soun
Perhaps best represented by the fi
sharply with the anarchistic comedy both in its th
d character over spectacle and performance.

s upon extended sequences of comic performance
s like Circus Clown (Warner Brothers,

emphasis upon plot an

Joe E. Brown's comedies amvm:a les
than upon small bits of character business. Even in film
1934) or Six Day Bike Rider (Warner Brothers, 1934), where Brown must perform onstage, these
performances are heavily determined by their story situations and have direct consequences
on future plot actions. In Circus Clown, Brown plays Happy Howard, the son of a famous circus
performer. Happy, like his father, aspires toward stardom under the big top Periodically

the film shows Happy rehearsing on a trampoline, allowing Brown to llsplay his acrobatic

abilities. These moments of perfor ce are so closely bound with the protags inist's personal

goals that they read as reflecting the developing abilities of Happy Howard the character
{ Brown the former clrcus parliarmer !

not the already well-developed talent
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social integration; earlier moments of stylization and expressive incoherence are read

as signs of the comic protagonist’s social immaturity rather than as moments where the

performer's personality surfaces. The relative restraint and coherence of Brown's

performances may be the product of the limited range of his performance skills. Whatever its

origins, this style of comedy, with its high emphasis upon the integration of comic
performance into character and narrative development, proved far more compatible with the
norms of the classical Hollywood cinema than the other classes of comic texts described

above. The comedian comedies of the late 1930s and 1940s (the vehicles of Joe Penner,
Abbott and Costello, Bob Hope, Danny Kaye, and Red Skelton) follow Joe E. Brown’s example
rather than adopting the anarchistic comedy model. Even anarchic performers like the
Marx Brothers or Wheeler and Woolsey were forced to restrain the more excessive aspects of
their performances and to integrate their comic routines more fully into the plot progression.
The gag sequences in Monkey Business thwart plot development, interrupting and derailing
the gangster subplot, rendering its actions ridiculous (as when Groucho acts as a sports
announcer providing running commentary on the final fist fight); similar sequences in A Day
at the Races further narrative purposes, as when the Marx Brothers create disturbances to
allow Allen Jones to sneak the horse away from its stable or to block efforts to investigate
Dr. Hugo Hackenbush’s credentials. What is read as performance virtuosity in the early Marx
Brothers films comes in their later works to signify the characters’ eccentricity, with the sudden
shifts of performance registers restrained by a greater attention to character motivation.

Each subgenre described above represents a different strategy for reconciling the competing
demands of the vaudeville aesthetic and classical Hollywood narrative. The revue film resolves
the contradiction by abandoning narrative altogether, offering the film as a substitute for a
stage presentation, as a text made of nothing but performances. The showcase film introduces
a minimal degree of plot development, yet interrupts the narrative periodically to allow
extended sequences of performance that have little or no direct bearing on the storyline. The
comic romance transforms the problematic relationship between performance sequences
and causal narrative into a dominant thematic concern, depicting the shifting styles of
individual performers as a process of class assimilation and posing eruptions into pure
performance as a threat to the romantic couple’s happiness. The anarchistic comedy provides
perhaps the most unstable balance between performance and plot, with each scene
transformed into a battleground between these two competing forces. Here, stories exist
to be disrupted and overwhelmed by excessive performances, while narrative destabiliza-
tion is experienced as a liberation of the comic performer’s creative potential. By contrast,
the affirmative comedy subordinates performance almost totally to the demands of
characterization, with the comic star's movement from performance excess to stylistic
restraint reflecting the character’s increased integration into the social order.
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Masculinity in Crisis
Method Acting in Hollywood

VIRGINIA WRIGHT WEXMAN

The imagery of libidinal revolution and bodily transfiguration once again becomes a
figure for the perfected community.
—Fredric Jameson

Masculinity is not something one is born with but something one gains . . . in American
life, there is a certain built-in tendency to destroy masculinity in American men.
—Norman Mailer

Marlon was a tortured man in the early days, and he was great on screen.
—~Sam Spiegel

Method-inspired preparation activities. Finally, Olivier decided to offer Hoffmann some
advice. “Why don’t you try acting?” he suggested. This story directs us to the Method's version
of itself as so realistic that the term acting cannot properly be applied to it. In fact, however,
the Method is not different from acting; it is simply a special style of acting. Method
performances in such popular films from the 19505 as A Streetcar Named Desire (195 | ) and Baby
Doll (1956) today seem as artificial as any other historically dated performance technique.
When advocates of the Method argue that this style is more “real” than “acted,” they are
In fact adapting a rhetoric routinely applied to all acting styles in the realist tradition. Changes
Ih courtship conventions entail changes in the fashions of Hollywood performance
styles, which can then lay claim to superior status by virtue of their putative ability to achieve
#reater realism than the style that preceded them. The movies’ appropriation of Method
Acting during the 19505 was yet another strategy by which Hollywood could lay claim to
a "reali 5is on a close fit between actor and character
And because Method techn| s were pecullarly suited to delineate a new type of male
tomantic hero

"%

effect” because of the style's emph
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Method acting and cinema

The special quality of Stanislavskian Method acting can be most readily understood by
comparing it to the British tradition, the other school of performance best known to American
film- and theatergoers. Where the British school focuses on external technique, emphasizing
makeup, costume, and verbal dexterity, the Method relies on understatement and what it
calls “inner truth,” cultivating an aura of mood and emotion derived from the actor’'s own
persona rather than stressing the interpretation of the language in the written script. The
British system encourages audiences to appreciate the actor's craft from an intellectual
distance. The Method, by contrast, seeks to maximize the audience’s identification with
the performer.

Inspired by realist playwrights like Chekhov and Ibsen, Stanislavsky developed his own
interpretation of realism at the Moscow Art Theatre. His concept focused on the psychology
of the actor rather than on the social milieu of the character. This he termed “living the
part.” In An Actor Prepares he wrote, “Always and forever, when you are on the stage, you
must play yourself” (167). The audience identifies with Stanislavskian actors in part because
these performers ignore the audience, even going so far, at times, as turning their backs
to the front of the stage.! Instead of interacting with the spectators, actors merge their
own psyches with those of the characters they play. Through what Stanislavsky termed
“affective memory” the actors recreate their roles in relation to aspects of their own personal
histories.? By emphasizing the subtle processes associated with the performer/character’s
inner life, such actors position themselves as creative forces who collaborate with the
playwright. As Timothy Wiles has observed, “Stanislavsky was the first to sense . . . that what
is essentially ‘real’ about theatrical realism lies as much in the reality of the performance
itself as in the true-to-life quality of the play's details” (14). In this sense Stanislavsky’s
method foregrounds the actor in the same way that the nineteenth-century concept of the
virtuoso foregrounded the musical performer. Like virtuosos, Stanislavsky's actors empha-
size the difficulty of performance. The painful struggle that such actors subject themselves
to in order to reach buried feelings is often manifest in the tortured quality identified with

Method style.

As some critics have observed, such a performance strategy is analogous in many ways
to the experience of psychoanalysis—not least because of its emphasis on releasing the
power of the unconscious. “The fundamental objective of our psycho-technique,” Stanislavsky
wrote, “is to put us in a creative state in which our subconscious will function naturally”
(266). This approach gave Stanislavsky’s system affinities to modernism as much as to
realism, for, like the stream-of-consciousness prose of Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, the
style of Stanislavskian actors is designed to allow glimpses of their characters’ unconscious
inner conflicts.

The specific techniques used in Method performance—improvisation, relaxation, the
cultivation of psychologically meaningful pauses, and the use of emotionally charged
objects—are designed to reveal psychic conflict. The first three of these techniques create
characters who appear to be speaking as if from a psychoanalyst’s couch. The use of objects

is a device used in all realist performance. In his book on Hollywood cinema Gilles Deleuze
comments on the significance of this technique for the creation of what he calls the action
image: “|TIhe emotional handling of an object, an act of emotion In relation to the object
can have more effect than a close-up in the action image. It y brings together
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implications. Both the Moscow Art Theatre and the Group focused on contemporary social
problems and used improvisation to build an ensemble performance that challenged the
older, hierarchically organized “star-centered” theater. For example, a filmed rehearsal for a
production of The Three Sisters staged by the Moscow Art Theatre includes a sequence in which
Stanislavsky asks his players, “Did you try to adjust to each other, to feel each other out?”
(Nash). In the American Group Theatre the ensemble ideal extended to the playwright
as well; its most characteristic productions, such as Waiting for Lefty and Awake and Sing, were
written by Clifford Odets, one of the Group’s own members. Odets’s plays for the Group
were contemporary dramas of working-class frustration, conforming to Stanislavsky’s ideal
of an indigenous theater of social protest.

The early political and group-centered orientation of Stanislavskian practice, however,
had eroded by the 1950s when Lee Strasberg promulgated his own version of the Method at
the Actors Studio. As has frequently been noted, Strasberg emphasized the individuated
psychoanalytic dimension of Stanislavsky’s program by supplementing the Method's affective
memory techniques with new exercises. The most famous of these required performers
to stage reenactments of “private moments” using material from their own lives. Although
these exercises enhanced the actor’s ability to portray powerful emotional states, Strasberg’s
training techniques also encouraged his students to substitute their own feelings for
those of the characters they played rather than to merge the two together as Stanislavsky
had envisioned.?

Under Strasberg, Method acting became more confessional than communal ? Such
an emphasis on the actor in isolation undermined the ensemble-oriented aspect of
Stanislavsky's system, producing actors like James Dean, whose on-screen aura of alienation
from those around him was enhanced by a solipsistic acting technique that could lead
him to step on the speeches of his fellow performers with line readings of his own that were
often inaudible. At the Actors Studio Stanislavsky’s conception of improvisation as a way to
develop a sense of community among actors was replaced by an approach to improvisation
that largely celebrated the neurosis of the individual performer. 10

Because of their tendency to substitute their personal feelings for those of the characters
they were playing, Actors Studio performers were wel] suited to become Hollywood stars. !!
In Hollywood, star types were defined through their participation in specially tailored films
("star vehicles”) and through publicity surrounding their offscreen activities. Thus, the closer
the fit between the roles that actors could play and their “real” personalities, the more easily
promotable they were as stars. In the case of performers from the Actors Studio, who were

oriented toward submerging the characters they played into their own psyches, this fit
Was especially close. In short, Lee Strasberg transformed a socialistic, egalitarian theory of
acting into a celebrity-making machine.

Movie stars spawned by Strasberg's Actors Studio were of a new type which is often labeled
the rebel hero (Houston, Kael, Morella and Epstein, Spoto, and Zaratsky). The three actors

who epitomized the new rebel type associated with the Method were Marlon Brando, James
bean, and Montgomery Clift

fact, none of these stars was trained primarily at the Actors
Btudio, Clift never attended Dean took only a few classes there, virtually abandoning
his training after the first | 10 that Strasberg criticized him Brando was trained primarily
by Stella Adler, a former member of the Group Theatre who had had a falling-out with
Htrasberg over his Interpreta lon ol Btanislaveky's (deas " By contrast, other equally talented
Actors of the 19508 with lar closer Hes o the Btudio, such as Julle Martis and EH \Wallaek  slisd
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not fit Hollywood's image of the male rebel hero and thus never achieved an appreciable
degree of Hollywood success.

In part because of the confusion generated by these popular associations of Method
acting with stars not trained at the Actors Studio, the two major studies of film acting
published to date, Richard Dyer's Stars and James Naremore’'s Acting in the Cinema, both
question the distinctiveness of Method performance (Dyer 154, Naremore 197-98). However,
whether directly influenced by ..m:mmc,mmm or not, the new male stars all to some degree or
other adapted Method techniques to support their identification as rebels, transforming
Stanislavsky's emphasis on relaxation into the “Method slouch,” his interest in improvisation
into libidinous temper tantrums, and his concept of inwardness into mumbling, tortured
pauses and sloppy grooming. Although these histrionic affectations quickly assumed the
status of clichés, it is important to bear in mind that they represented a clear application of
Stanislavsky's theories. Such strategies decisively shaped the kinds of characters that these

actors portrayed and the manner in which they portrayed them.
s

The cinematic Method text: On the Waterfront

In the three films of the 1950s most often cited in connection with Method performance—On
the Waterfront (1954), East of Eden (1955), and Rebel Without a Cause ( 1955)—the central conflict
concerns the rebel hero's difficulty defining himself in relation to a father figure. This conflict
is depicted in each film by means of climactic, highly charged scenes in which a young man
attempts to assert a model of virility different from that of his elder. Such scenes call forth
the Method actor's ability to indulge in the kind of emotional outpouring traditionally
associated with feminine behavior. James Dean’s anguished cry in Rebel Without a Cause, “You're
tearing me apart!” highlights the rebel hero’s conflict over his masculine role. The most
acclaimed of these films, On the Waterfront, is also the one that makes the most extensive use
of Method techniques. Directed by Elia Kazan, a man with close ties to the Actors Studio, it
features a performance by Marlon Brando that has come to be regarded as the preeminent
example of Method acting in film (Hirsch 299; Kazan, Interview, 8).'> When the film was made,
Brando was not only a movie actor but also a Hollywood leading man, and his performance
in Kazan's film won him not only an Academy Award but also a place on the list of the top ten
Hollywood stars of 1954 and 1955, a place that he would not regain until the release of The
Godfather in 1971 assured his rebirth as a preeminent character actor (Steinberg).

Brando’s performance in On the Waterfront uses Method techniques to define a new type
of male movie star and a new concept of romantic love. But the nature of his achievement
was not consciously appreciated by those most intimately involved with creating this
vehicle for him. In recalling the process of writing and selling the screenplay, both Kazan and
writer Budd Schulberg have repeatedly referred to the film’s romantic element as a concession
to the commercialism of Hollywood. As they saw it, they had attempted to write a story of labor
struggle, drawing on the experiences of Father John Corridan, the “Waterfront Priest,” and

on Malcolm Johnson's New York Sun series “Crime on the Labor Front." Terry Malloy, the film's
protagonist, was based on Anthony De Vincenzo, a key witness in the New York State Crime
Commission’s investigation of the docks in 1952, "We had taken real chatac tars and put them

[bherg "Was It too somber, too real

through o struggle that was still being waged,” wrote Sch
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ication i i i i le and her
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switching off his television set. The courtroom scene cannot become the site where the film’s
issues are resolved because it focuses only on words; but On the Waterfront is at least as
concerned with images, which are part of a visual texture that masks their psychological
significance. The bleak black-and-white photography and gritty location shooting that
give the film its distinctive visual feel identify it with a tradition of documentary realism. But
many of the images, especially those of Brando's face and the objects that he interacts
with, also convey the inward struggle that marks the character of Terry Malloy. Like its words,
the images of the films are gender identified.
Brando's performance must define masculinity against a visual background that represents
the male body as diminutive and vulnerable. Boris Kaufmann'’s bleak black-and-white
photography overpowers the film’s male groups with a superhumanly scaled and menacing
urban landscape: great loading docks, tall iron fences, vast desolate tracts of rubble, and
buildings with endless colonnades. In the film’s first shot the figures of Johnny Friendly
and his group are dwarfed by the looming shape of a docked freighter, and the whistle blast
from another freighter obliterates Terry's first attempt to speak what he knows to Edie. The
threatening quality of this landscape is emphasized by wide-angle shots in which people
and things move backwards and forwards in the frame with disconcerting rapidity: a truck
chasing Terry and Edie down an alley, Johnny Friendly’s henchmen scurrying out of the bar
when Father Barry momentarily distracts Terry’s attention. Most ominously, this world
of overscaled structures and precipitous movement involves the threat of falling. We see Joey
Doyle fall off the roof of his apartment building and later watch a cargo of whiskey cartons
drop on Kayo Doogan, another would-be informer,

As the film’s primary representative of femininity, Edie thinks only of escaping from
this environment back to the country where she goes to college or to the older way of living
represented in her fantasy of a farm. Terry, in turn, tries to escape through his pigeons, with
which he is more than once identified. He releases one of these pigeons into the air just
before Joey Doyle’s fatal fall. The bird's ability to counteract the gravitational pull that ensures
Joey’s destruction is underscored by Friendly's bodyguard Tillio (Tami Mauriello), who
compares Joey to a bird who could sing, “but he couldn’t fly.”

As if in response to this threatening visual context, Brando’s Method techniques depict a
character who is cautious and uncertain. The anguished pauses that mark his performance
are dramatized by high-key lighting and by Leonard Bernstein’s overwrought musical score.
At such moments the film’s long close-ups of the character of Terry Malloy suggest a level of
experience that is verbally inexpressible. Like the silences that occur on the psychoanalyst's
couch, these pauses convey inner confusion and blockage. Terry cannot articulate what is
#oing on inside of him because he does not consciously understand it.

Brando also draws on a Method-inspired use of objects to represent his character's
fepressed gender-related insecurities, As | have indicated, one of Brando’s most celebrated
scenes in this film involves his appropriation of a woman's glove. When Terry first meets Edie,

he takes up a glove that she has accident lly dropped and refuses to return it to her, playing

nd eventually putting his dinto It as he engages her in conversation. As James
Naremore has noted, “Few virlle male leads before im . .. would so effortlessly have slipped
anawoman's glove” (Acting in the Cliema 194). A further motif that brings out Terry's “feminine”
flde Involves his plgeons, In a curlous s one on the roof he tenderly holds a plgeon
srroneously referred to as "she” by Bdle, then ¢ loarly Identified as a male by Tommy, the

young Golden Warrlor ("She's a he, Hig name |s HWIILY") Immediately following Tommy's
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in Terry’s hand. This hermaphroditic creature, to

statement, however, the pigeon lays an egg
en as amodel for Terry's

which Terry refers approvingly on more than one occasion, can be tak

own confused identity, which effects a complicated mediation between masculinity and

femininity.

In keeping with the Method's psychoanalytically oriented preoccupations, Brando also
interacts with objects in such a way as to bring out psychologically coded meanings having
to do with enclosure, which Freud identified with femininity, or thrusting and penetration,
which he identified as male. Terry's habit of chewing gum, which involves the body's enclosing
properties, has overtones of femininity. These overtones are further played upon when
Terry offers gum to Edie to comfort her during the wedding scene. His gesture of exchange
here contrasts to some of the film’s instances of male bonding, which are marked by
exchanges of cigarettes—objects with more phallic overtones. A cigarette is exchanged
between Father Barry (Karl Malden) and one of the dockers as the priest is being hauled
up out of the hold, for example. Women may also be included in this ritual of male bonding:
the snatches of dialogue we overhear among members of the wedding party indicate that,
like the men, the tough-talking bride smokes, a further sign of her accommodation to a
traditional male world.

The film’s major example of a male-coded object is the gun given to Terry by his older
brother, Charlie. Despite the scenario implied by Charlie’s decision to give him this gun, Terry
cannot bring himself to use it to carry out the traditional role of the male who acts rather
than speaks.'® The gentleness with which Brando pushes this object away as Steiger begins
to brandish it in front of him and the careless way that he holds it in the bar suggest the
character’s lack of traditional male authority. Terry soon abandons the gun and gives testi-

mony at the hearing instead. When the hearing fails to clarify his sense of himself, Terry
must find another strategy. At this point Brando engages with yet another object: Joey Doyle’s
jacket. The feminine associations of enclosure inherent in this jacket are called forth when
Father Barry makes a show of zipping it up after Terry's beating. Yet the jacket is nonetheless
clearly identified as male. It thus constitutes an appropriate image for the androgynous
persona that Terry ultimately adopts. In wearing Joey's jacket, Terry affirms his commitment
to a sexual identity that can encompass both masculine and feminine traits.

Terry's ambivalent gender identity increasingly centers on the representation of his body,
and this representation is complicated by Brando’s relaxed Method posture. In an essay
entitled “Don’t Look Now” Richard Dyer has explored the mwm:,mmnm:.nm of the aura of hardness
surrounding erotic representations of the male body. This aura is typically achieved by means
of an emphasis on visible musculature and an association of the body with action, often
through the use of an active, upright posture. By contrast, Brando’s Method slouch depicts
his body as limp rather than upright, and he plays the first love scenes with Eva Marie Saint
in a passive position traditionally identified as feminine. At the same time, however, his
broken nose and the cut eyebrow that he affects for this role announce the character's
association with the prototypically male world of boxing. The body image of the character that
emerges has conflicting associations with both pugnacity and weakness. If the film is to
rehabilitate his image as a romantic male hero, these contradictions must be addressed. Like

his pigeon Swifty, who sits on the highest perch and attacks all who try t¢ ydisplace him, Terry
must establish his superiority to women and to other men

The masc side of Terry's persona begins to take precedence when he makes love to
Edle. Here, In a sequence noteworthy for its eroticization ol female sufrender to o |
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by the neurotic male Method stars of the fifties, newer Method stars like Robert de Niro,
Dustin Hoffman, and Al Pacino typically project a cold narcissism that suggests that they are
beyond romance. These actors represent the self-absorption that Lee Strasberg brought to
Method performance not by revealing an anguished inner torment as the stars of the fifties
were inclined to do but rather by projecting a truculent incommunicativeness that pointedly
excludes the audience.

Many of the most successful films made by these actors, such as Raging Bull (1980), The
Godfather (1972 and 1974), and Kramer vs. Kramer (1979), treat the failure of romantic coupling.
By contrast, attempts to feature these stars in traditional romantic plots in films like Bobby
Deerfield (1977), John and Mary (1969), and Falling in Love (1984) have for the most part been
notably unsuccessful. For these performers the drama of identity does not necessarily involve
a relationship with a woman. De Niro, for instance, is at his best playing psychotic characters
like Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver (1976) or Johnny Boy in Mean Streets (1973). Pacino has been
successful at portraying homosexuals in films like Dog Day Afternoon (1975) and Hustling (1980).
Hoffman plays at transvestitism in Tootsie (1982) and autism in Rain Man (1988). The identity
issues raised by such roles and by these stars’ offscreen personas as difficult loners suggest
that a pre-Oedipal scenario may have replaced the Oedipally related crises of gender roles
acted out by the Method stars of the 1950s. How this shift relates to the changing conventions
of romance and marriage is as yet unclear. In the world of commercialized artistry that

is Hollywood cinema, however, such changes are always meaningful.

Notes

1 In keeping with Stanislavsky’'s commitment to exploring the limits of realist

wall” convention first espoused by Diderot as a means of increasing drama’s capacity for
illusionism. For a discussion of Diderot’s influence on the development of theatrical
realism, see Arnold Hauser's essay “The Origins of Domestic Drama.”

2 For an attack on the efficacy of the technique of affective memory, see Bentley.

‘Stanislavsky himself was not hospitable toward the idea of Method acting in film. As Jay

"Leyda reports, “Stanislavsky’s personal feeling about cinema began in contempt, warmed

into antagonism, and never went beyond tolerance in later years” (76).

4 In the films he made as a director, however, Pudovkin’s primary identification is with the
Soviet tradition. Jay Leyda reports that Deserter, for instance, contained 3,000 shots as
compared to the average sound film’s 800 to 1,000 (297). In such films character is
delineated through editing much more than through acting. Pudovkin freely resorted to
other nonperformance techniques to portray character as well. In Mother, for instance,
high-angle shots of the mother designated in the title suggest her helplessness, and the
father's self-indulgence is revealed by a close-up of his hand scratching his stomach. In
both Film Technique and Film Acting Pudovkin also proudly recounted his ability to elicit

w

desired reactions from nonperformers. In his 1928 Storm Over Asia, for example, he was able
to draw an awed and fascinated response from a crowd of Mongollan peasants by
presenting them with a show put on by a ¢ W camera (170)
And in The Story of a Simple Case (1932) he evoked a smile from a young boy for a scene in
the film through similarly deceptive means (339<41) In sich a creative context the
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iti d physical
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drugs. Eli Wallach was told . o . sy
%mm:m:no:nm in Brando's apartment. He said to Brando, O:Zm_ BM Mﬂ_ﬁh_m_mnr e
in.” When Brando entered he looked a
around the room, then you walk in. GNP
i " Wallach, shocked at the language
d, “Who the fuck are you?” Wa j . ]
mw_ e at that time—said, “What?” Brando repeated the question. Wallach mUM.zM ~
_ im i ic

Momwmﬁzzm about the super having let him in to look at the mvm:Bmﬂ\:___Mor e
was interested in renting. Brando's language got cruder m,h\a__ﬂcram%.a ._m_uo:g U:mr.
i id; & ch said, 1

¢ i & hed him and said, “Just get out.” Walla .
Just a minute.” Brando pus : oA

A i the stream of threat and invec
don't push.” Brando continued . . . P
him ,ﬂ\m:mnr resisted and Brando picked him up M:M ﬁr«ﬁmi _M_“wnm%:. e
. i ind him. Wallach opened the door to ge ;
room, slamming the door behin e
i i do. But Marlon was laughing.

furious and really ready to kill Bran . ghis o

uncontrollably. In the post-scene discussion Wallach was criticized for not finding

narcotics (61-62).

: ! T -
Needless to say, such an approach has little todo with Stanislavsky’s ideal of collaboration
ee ;
nd ensemble playing. s
11 M:m compatibility of the Method with the Hollywood star m«mnt Jm.m also bee
Robert Brustein (Culture Watch) and Gordon Gow (Hollywood in Sm. ﬂq:aw, e .
12 For Adler's interpretation of the Method, see her book The ?&S.ﬂ:m e_\a n:mﬂa istoes o
i that Stanislavskian actors should a :
foreword by Brando. In it she argues . e A
|l as the inner aspects of pertor :
f style and craft—to the outer as we : . e
me_vw\nmamq Brando followed this practice, taking on roles that JM%M%NM&AM.E?. y
_ i a S
in fi ike Viva Zapata (1952), Julius Caesar ( v ‘
tume, and makeup in films like . oy
waézﬁ Moon (1956). Nonetheless, Hollywood typed him as a rebel along with

s ents was
Brando’s ease with the techniques of self-exposure that the Method repres

’ urnin Lasl
later attested to by Bernardo Bertolucci, who commented on the star's ancwwmmm iy _..__
i ked him to superim :

i i 4 d of entering the character, | as . .
S A U i thing but himself. It wasi'l
i i “1 didn’t ask him to become anything "
on it,” Bertolucci has recalled. : s 0 A
i i i i f psychoanalytic adventure” ( : .

- like doing a film. It was a kind o tic g s
13 Kazan's reputation has suffered because of his identification as an actor m_“_m_m -~y
i 3 “The Kazan Problem.”) My own ana
example, Robin Wood's essay : p—
_fﬁmﬂ 435@9\ contrast, implies that the integration of a strong performance style in
ate : ’ ! 4 .
‘.n_:mBm:n text is in itself a considerable directorial achievement.

4 el I nple SKIT rs 1S He Meller Murra eve olfman ¢ __n_ | __.
| | See mo exa —u_ mw_ _A_ Q A\T _p:m sSen, 2y, _ {21 Y, Nev ) IS . -
n . re : . ] s fi icati ‘ Ol Inic
Q S yre Most Ai ::JI—_ A:IA.CI.LC_-I see —_: :_—: as a '.._::__- ation :_ __:. 1l
ar od ' b b ,
._:l — 5as 1POIOEIa 10 Ka 'S S¢ berg's _.;:__<~ ] y
| azan .::_ s A_:__ [*4 fr (] before the |
thus as an ap | Al I ">
Un nerican Al tivities Cor ee o :___..f, I statement :_ ::-. argume ntcan be fol
A

(h Navauky

_T,
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Although persuasive on its own terms, this line of argument has tended to obscure
elements of the film that distinguish what happens to its hero from what happened to its
authors. The federal investigation in On the Waterfront is in no way corrupt or ill advised: it
is based on the Kefauver hearings of corruption on the docks, not on HUAC. Thus, Terry's
decision to inform is of a different order from the decision made by the filmmakers
regarding HUAC. Although this shift may be thought of as placing the actions of Kazan
andthe others in a more favorable light, its relationship to the central concerns of the film
is quite another matter. (I am indebted to Robert Savage for bringing this point to my
attention.)

Other readings of the film have argued that its complications are focused on an isolated
individual divorced from society as well as from romance. See, for example, Michaels,
Kitses (“Elia Kazan”), and Higson. An exhaustive history of the making of the film and the
backgrounds of its various collaborators can be found in Hey.

I5 Inan analysis of performance in East of Eden Joanne LaRue and Carole Zucker have pointed
out the way in which James Dean'’s Method style also functions to set his character apart
from the others. However, LaRue and Zucker assert that this strategy is wholly attributable
to Elia Kazan's direction rather than Dean’s acting, claiming that the star's Method-deri
style does not contribute to a sense of the character’s alienation. My own discussior
Brando in On the Waterfront makes a case against such a view by emphasizing the wa
which any performer’s extensive use of Method techniques associated with inwardn
will tend to produce a characterization in which alienation is a central feature.

16 The final shooting script, which was later published, gives this line as, “Never will be mucly
too soon” (26). Almost all Brando’s dialogue departs from the published script in a si
manner, although the speeches of the other characters tend to follow Schulberg’s writte
dialogue quite closely.

I7 The strategy of repeating lines was to become a central feature of Sanford Me
version of the Method. Meisner contends that this technique “is emotional and impulsive
and gradually, when the actors | train improvise, what they say—like what the com
writes—comes not from the head but truthfully from the impulses” (36-37). Me|
very different view of the effect of repeated lines speaks to the usefulness of this strategy
in training, not in actual performance.

I8 Terry's decision not to stage a climactic shoot-out calls into question Robert
characterization of On the Waterfront as a “disguised Western” (145).

19 Here, as in many Hollywood films, the woman’s resistance is seen as a function of e

misunderstanding of the situation, which the film's authors have constructed to valldate

the male point of view, and of her own emotions. Itis only by subjecting womarn to ileal

force that the man compels her to acknowledge her “true” feelings. Thus the film's ol

works to undermine the integrity of the female will and to sanction the use of force In
heterosexual relations. For discussions of the conventions governing the ciner
fepresentation of forced sexual encounters, see my Roman Polanski.

ved
10l
yin

ess

Ray's

Inan essay on American Gigolo Peter Lehman has argued that representations of male
passivity during erotic interplay lead to “hysterical” overcompensations in other parts of
the narrative, My own re. L O On the Waterfront supports this view by reading the scene
ol sexual assault as a ompensation tor the male's earlier passivity

20 1nan inlluential article Lindsay Anderson argued that this s enerellocts afa
view, for the men who follow Terry behave |ike ‘leaderlons sheep In search of a
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(130). By contrast, Michel Ciment and Kenneth Hey see the scene as a crucifixion, with
Brando as a Messiah who suffers in order to lead the men into a better world (Ciment 112,
Hey 690). But because neither of these positions considers the role played by sexuality
in the film, they are unable to account for the scene’s extreme emphasis on physicality

and its relationship to Brando’s distinctive performance style.
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Film Acting and Independent |
Cinema

ANDREW HIGSON

In September 1985, Screen published a special issue on acting and cinema, an issue which
included my interview with Mark Nash and James Swinson, co-directors of Channel 4's Acting
Tapes. The tapes and the special issue of Screen together seek ways of discussing the question
of film acting within the theoretical frameworks developed over the last few years and in
relationship to debates about independent cinema in Britain. More recently, the tapes were
shown as part of a short season focusing on film acting on Channel 4's Eleventh Hour slot, and
s part of a much longer season on the same topic at the National Film Theatre (NFT) in
llondon. In addition, there have been various events organised around the tapes, including
il Screen day school at the NFT, and a weekend of discussions, screenings and video/acting
workshops at Phoenix Arts, Leicester. What follows is an attempt to develop in a relatively
lystematic way some of the ideas thrown up in these various contexts, and to relate them both
10 the writings of Meyerhold and Kuleshov, Bresson and Brecht, and to the context of British
Independent cinema in general.!

At the NFT event, John Caughie argued that it is important to distinguish between two ways
ol thinking about acting,? which we might loosely summarise as the difference between the
Ilentions of specific traditions of acting, and the effects of acting in terms of the production
Mmeaning. My interest here is in the relationship between the two, and particularly the
Implications of such an approach for the development of appropriate acting strategies for
Ihdependent cinema.

On the one hand, different traditions of acting involve specific forms of training, the
tevelopment of particular skills and forms of concentration, and specific assumptions about
the relationship between interiority/exteriority, and/or between the individual subject/social

_ telations. This can perhaps be most easily characterised in terms of an example developed
i the Acling Tapes. For Stanislavsky, we might have the following structure —

80 | ran (response)
BIe the actor's training must concentrate upon devel 2 the skill and concentration
IBEeusary to emote fear. But In Meyerhold's blomechanical s hema, we have the f wing
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| saw a bear (stimulus)
| ran (response)
because | was frightened (implication).

(In Bresson's exhortation, ‘Let the cause follow the effect, not accompany it or precede it.')?
Meyerhold's actor must concentrate upon developing a visually expressive physical
dynamism, which in terms of cinema acting still seems useful, despite the behaviourist
undertones of the training.

The Acting Tapes deal specifically with the two acting traditions as distinguished here —the
naturalist tradition of Stanislavsky, the Group Theatre, the Actors’ Studio and the Method;
and the anti-naturalist tradition of Meyerhold and Kuleshov, Brecht and Bresson. This means
that the tapes are more concerned with institutions, forms of training and performance
conventions, than with acting as a sign-system capable of producing specific meanings in
specific contexts.

The second way of thinking about film acting is, however, directly concerned with the
semiotics of acting: the meaningfulness of acting signs produced in various systems of
difference and identity, under the particular conditions of the institution of cinema.* As
soon as one starts considering acting in these terms, it becomes clear that acting signs are
caught up in a polysemic production of meaning and pleasure, crucially dependent upon
the moment of viewing. As such, the intentions of a particular acting strategy (in the context
of the (inter)textuality of a film) do not have any necessary relationship to any particular
predetermined effect. As John Caughie argued at the NFT event, it would be wrong to operate
upon a rigid distinction between the ideological efficacy of naturalist and anti-naturalist
acting, where naturalism automatically means empathetic identification = bad, and anti
naturalism automatically means distantiation = good. Formal devices (and in this respec!
acting functions as a set of formal devices) cannot be assumed to have a fixed ideological
effect in all circumstances. Thus Brecht, in his essay ‘Against George Lukacs’, agrees with
those who ‘did not believe in such things as “the” method. They knew that many methods were
necessary to attain their goal.’ Later in the same essay, Brecht writes:

We must not derive realism as such from particular existing works, but we shall use every
means, old and new, tried and untried, derived from art and derived from other sources
to render reality to men —in a form they can understand.’

As an example of the way in which an acting style may produce quite unintended effects
Caughie pointed to the way in which the Method school of naturalist film acting may i1
fact drift into self-reflexivity, signifying a power of presence and an inner truth which may
actually exceed the requirements of narrative. Thus, the gestures of Marlon Brando in Th
Godfather tend to exceed narrative motivation — to exceed that which is narratively required
of character. Intended as a display of descriptive, realistic detail (ethnicity, authority, etc), Il
may actually be read as a display of the actor as such, In such cases, the dialectic of control

egotistic self-expression tends to draw attention to the actor's mastery (of actorly skills, of
% gestures, and to string

y to generate beguiling but superfl

self-control . . .), the ab
out narratively redundant actions = so that to watch Method actl

{8 to be fascinated by the
obsessive nature of the performance, rather than by the slgnitied or the re yresented ol

the action, Further, this spectacle of mastery too easily articulates a mas ulinity which s

R
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hardly appropriate to all roles. The other side of this dialectic is the tendency to draw attentiof
away ?o? the exigencies of character or role and towards the actor's persona in terms o
.m :émﬁ.mjo:m inner truth. In other words, the attempt to ‘portray reality’ is blocked by the
imprecision, irrelevancy and distraction of naturalism’s trivial verisimilitude.¢ On the othe!
hand, it should be recognised that there will always be a certain mBEmc:w coincidence
and redundancy of meaning built into any acting strategy. :

These considerations suggest that at the level of a semiotics of acting, the distinction
between naturalism and anti-naturalism, or between ‘the natural’ and ‘the stylised’ _f actually
not very useful. More useful is the distinction made by Barry King at the NFT m<m:1,?._§.._:

four _m.<m_m or categories of acting performance, thus specifying the material site of prodict i
of acting signs:

the facial

the gestural

the corporeal (or postural) and
the vocal.

_._o;.\m<m~ the actor may think about these different categories, for the spectator they (i {11
as m_m:m. which are themselves caught up in two distinct meaning systems.

First, we can note that the four categories are all, including the vocal, physical categorlon
consequently, the meaningfulness of each category, the extent to which they :.E;_.___ I8, In
part, dependent upon physical type (e.g., long face, large body, high-pitched voice . ) | |
up specific cultural connotations. John O Thompson has argued that such types are al ..:n
_w<m_ givens, or positivities: their meaningfulness is relatively autonomous of any systeimn ol
difference.® But at another level these types are further pitched into the play ol

::9.&: the system of physical differences scattered across a film. Thus the meaning ___.M
physical type is constituted partly in terms of positive identity, and partly in terms of |1s §A. y
from other types. !
Secondly, there is a differential system of movement/stasis of the face, the gestire. (e
body and the vocal chords. Again, there is an external (or mx?m#mi:m: ’ N internal
(textual) level of meaning produced here. ‘Externally’, there is both a highly conventionalis 1.;
cultural coding of movement (as in Delsarte’s codification of melodramatic gestures “._ _.__z

gestures of Peking opera) and a much more ambiguous though still re iral
codification of ‘everyday’ gestures signifying different emotions or states of mind (¢ @ _;_.....__
eyebrows as a sign of surprise). ‘Internally’, further meaningful Q_mmz._:_.___::...p | be
produced, between minimal and frenetic movement, between precise control and looseness
Or ambiguity of movement, between economy and superfluity. ¥

The exact range of these various intersecting fields of meaning in any particular film
will depend on several other factors: casting decisions; the skill of the actor: the persona of

the actor; the nature of character and role;® make-up and dress; mise-en-scéne, camerawork
and montage, e ,

I'now want to consider, in a relatively programmatic way, the practice of film acting in
telation to independent cinema, under six headings

the economy of the volce,
the economy of face/gesture/body « ‘dolng nothing'
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precision of movement in relation to the camera’s field of <._mmo:w A
fragmenting character and externalising emotion — identity and identification;
stylisation and distantiation in the cinema;

continuity and systematisation of work with actors — the ensemble.

o v AW

There is, however, a major problem in attempting to address independent Q:mBQm m_m _.ﬂﬂ
were a unified sector, or a unified practice. In what ﬁo:os.\m. I have Joﬁ attempted to m.wréﬁ_rm
the current problems of funding facing independent film and video workers, or iﬁ_r a
different sites of ‘independent’ film and video practice, m:a how these affect Em mmm_ e wnmm
politics and ideologies of oppositional and interventionist work. 2.3.” follows is a po mBH
call for a more imaginative cinema of ideas, which vaBnm.m both fictional and .QoQ::M: MM
forms — and crucially a cinematic practice which thinks seriously about the acting strateg

it mobilises.

The economy of the voice

Cinema is too often characterised as simply a visual medium, EEnr is clearly _:m.am_o_:m%. On
the other hand, British theatre is too often characterised as m_BUE. an o_,mﬁo:nﬂ ﬂm ﬁz.:jm
which is not only in itself inadequate but has also produced a nmEoc_m: style of t mm.m_nww
voice-training inappropriate for film-work in most cases. The mQ__mm:od m:.a n_m.mm-wvm.n_ c m<
of that training allows for only a very limited range of uses of the <.o_nm in .m_m_cm rn_:mm a
where it has been used primarily ‘to enunciate and Uﬁowmnﬂ text oq,a_m_omﬁ._m J >mU mmao e |
been noted, this has resulted in overly theatrical scripting o.ﬁ films, with the bur m:%_
‘intended meaning’ (the ‘message’ of the film) loaded on to a_w_omp._m. at ﬁrw mx“_umﬁ”mm:Mmm_
visually complex cinematic form. Obviously this is crudely put, but it does w_m:w Nmm:__
for a different approach to script-writing, mise-en-scene — and the vocal level of ac _:m‘:zo:.__
though they may be in certain circumstances, it is important not to fall back on no:<mm3: :“_
English theatrical speech patterns when different <Onm”__ work may be EO,B.Bm :m:mﬁ !
Brecht’s practice of using the voice in a gestic manner suggests that .: is impo b
work on different speech patterns, speeds of delivery and rhythms, on Q_mm«m:.ﬁ ﬁo:mmﬁw:
accents, and on the varying possibilities of conversational mvmwn? song, qmmm_:.m, oq_mm::<:
etc. In part, this is a question of developing a precise and economic use of the voice in re
to the microphone rather than the acoustics of the Hrmmﬂm. : O
Various cinematic references offer examples in i:_nr. the voice has a Q:.;J __ mhf g
signifying practice to that demanded of the English theatrical actor: the B.mms_.:m.c ::m:.., ;
Method acting’s vocal strategy is-as much dependent upon a §=.=§=é of __:m:n_&m. _M c:‘:.:__
it is upon the clear articulation of a verbal message; m_‘mmmo.: consistently c‘mmm a _m. mzwm__ “.
flat vocal tone, a voice without conventional intonation or m::.urmﬂmw nm:m‘“:_u e _>
independent films have also adopted unconventional vocal m:mﬂm.m_mm Am.m... _4 N m_,:“_:__ ._..;
History and the City, At the Fountainhead). Developing a strategy which requires a |

i sisti satrical ¢ M

listening’ on the part of the spectator does not necessarily mean resisting theatrical conve
i i » [~ » ,_ . .. . ) N
tions completely. Darkest England, for instance, in part depends upon the class connot _
; X i | ie | (s “wie 4l ] » ) —'—_.—

of different English theatrical voices: it is near-parodic in its use of these representati

conventions : : >
Before leaving the category of the vocal, It Is Important (o conslder the <:_:. \
_ | . [ uding
dacumentary, another key aesthetic and idecloglcal practice wit i Brltish elnema, Including
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the independent sector. Thirties documentaries such as Housing Problems (1935) established
the generic convention of the voice-over; but it was a convention with specific relations of
power built into it. Housing Problems has a key voice, which introduces the film and each of the
various other speakers of the film to the audience; in that sense it is the voice of authority —
and of course it is the voice of a white male upper-middle-class Southerner.

During World War Il documentarists cast different voice-types for the voice-overs of
their films, seeking more ‘populist’ voices (e.g.in Humphrey Jennings’ wartime films or Desert
Victory)."? Authority was now blended with trustworthiness and familiarity, and these three
categories have been crucial to the development of the documentary genre on television,
where similar vocal strategies have been used for voices-over, with a similar relationship
between the voice of authority (e.g., the newscaster) and other voices of the programme,
mediating their more ‘partial’, since less authoritative, ‘information’ to the viewer at home.
Recent documentary programmes produced in the independent sector have attempted
10 use the voice in different ways. Two recent Eleventh Hour films from Newcastle's Trade
workshop, whose vocal strategies are reminiscent of Rotha’s films of the mid-'40s, have been
particularly interesting in this respect. Both Farewell to the Welfare State and Mothers Don't Forget
fesist the use of any single voice of authority, having instead a montage of voices, some of
which are identified as the voices of people interviewed in the course of the programmes, but
others of which split the function of Housing Problems single voice of authority, presenting
‘Impartial’ information across a number of voices. More specifically, differently gendered
Voices are used, as well as voices specifying different regional, racial and class accents. In
addition, Farewell to the Welfare State uses a very specific modulation of the voice — consistently
teep (women as well as men) and consistently quiet (as opposed to strident). It is this
sort of attention to the voice, both in relation to its cultural connotations and the formal
Ielations of different voices, that the independent sector as a whole must develop.

Ihe economy of face/gesture/body - ‘doing nothing’

The things one can express with the hand, with the head, with the shoulders! . . . How
many useless and encumbering words then disappear! What economy!!?

It British actor-training is voice-specific, it is also inadequate in its attention to facial, gestural
and corporeal movement (and non-movement), particularly in relation to the requirements
ol cinema. From Kuleshov on, film directors and film actors have felt that the gestural
Iequirements of cinema are different to those of theatre, calling for a different training. In
part, this reflects a belief that it is cinema’s ‘natural’ propensity to be a photographically
- Iwalistic medium, a belief in the ‘essential’ (ontological) realism of cinema, and a desire
10 have as naturalistic a performance as possible, stripped of all theatrical mannerisms and
slylisations, which are believed to look wrong on the screen. Yet consider, on the other hand,
the highly stylised performances of Kuleshov's actors in The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West
W the Land of the Bolsheviks, the expressionistic acting used by Eisenstein in his films, but
patticularly tvan the Terrible, and the use of music-|

[l performers such as George Formby and

Mommy Trinder in certain Britls popular Hlms, Clearly, in certain circu stances, stylised
ane mannered performance s uselul « and Just as clearly there 1s perfect fit between
Uleshov's theory and practice, ' He wiltes ‘wtyllzgation (n the cinema simply does not work'!"
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work because he makes a distinction between ‘theatrical fake’ and ‘real

— but it does not
f reality and illusion is to be played upon in the film,

material’. Where an ambiguity o

stylisation may well work.
At the same time, even within a stylised acting practice, p

be economic, and regulatable. Kuleshov again:

hysical movement must still

In order to give maximum expressiveness to the symbol, one must exploit the given
plane of the screen with optimal economy —in other words, there must not be one piece
of superfluous space on the screen, and if you show something which cannot occupy

the whole surface, then all excess must be eliminated.'®

as to any other aspect of mise-en-scene (and indeed is developed
by Brecht as a key facet of his ‘epic acting strategy for the theatre), and involves stripping away
all that is not required within the scene or image. Whether in a stylised acting practice, or in
a naturalist acting practice (although of course naturalism is just as much a style as any
other acting practice), there are moments when one or more actors are required to ‘do nothing’,
thus calling for a minimalist style of acting (although still calling for work and concentration):
shots involving characters waiting, or watching, or thinking, or day-dreaming, where the
key to the success of the scene is the absence of movement or expression (which is expressive
teresting to note that it is precisely this minimalism that English
about acting for the camera. Indeed, as Barry King
such requirements seem like

This applies as much to acting

in itself: of course). It's in
theatrically trained actors find most difficult
has pointed out, within the ideology of the acting profession,
an abuse of or failure to appreciate the talents of the actor — in King's term, it seems like a

process of de-skilling."”
Bresson is perhaps the director who
‘models’ (as he prefers to call his non-professional

has most rigorously developed the skill of getting his
ly trained actors) to do nothing:

It is not a matter of acting ‘simple’, or of acting ‘inward’, but of not acting at all.

For Bresson, thisisbound upina metaphysics of the subject (the actor/character as subject);

a search for an inner truth:

Unusual approach to bodies. On the watch for the most imperceptible, the most inward

movements.'®

ge between intention and effect. While we may agree

) 19

But once again, we may note a slippa
with Bresson that ‘it is the flattest and dullest parts that in the end have the most life’,
of view it is not a revelation of some ‘inner truth’ which is remarkable,
but the extent to which this ‘minimalist naturalism’ becomes strange, in the Brechtian
awing attention to the actor-character's performance of everyday events, perhaps
y. This is certainly one of the effects of the use of a similar acting
as Nick Burton suggested at the Phoenix Arts
it may be useful to think in terms ol

from a materialist point

sense, dr
de-familiarising the everyda
style in the films of Straub-Huillet. Further,

workshop, from the point of view of directing actors,
ails, but then continuing to re-work the action

Imost imperceptibly, strange This Is perhaps
polnt, he describes precisely in terms of

stripping an action of all extraneous det

(rehearse it) until it becomes deliberately, but a

comparable to Elsenstein’s approac h which, at one
‘thealimination of all that (s acc idental’ but then adds that he wants 1o alavate those elements

FILM ACTING AND INDEPENDENT CINEMA 141

H__mﬂ_m: ain ‘to __m__ __m t leve O_ expre: vene eshov the econo :—
t g S _ _ pressi SS >m Ku M_J s 3_ S * ny
g
H—.O acting is U_OQCOQQ n z_m _0_mﬁ_o: Umﬁs\mm_ ﬁ__m _m:_Ocm_ O‘ unwar HmQ mmm:_ a5, a ‘ -...
mxmmmm_mﬁ_o N:Q Inter m_:ﬂm:OB O~ ﬁTOmm ﬁ_ at remair —_ us in Ivan Zﬂm‘ _&:;\u? Elsenstel
. '
n m_Amm H_ e actir g strar ge U<mn_o__m_< mH(__w:_ﬂ_mn_m_ st _ 8] «
, gestural, cor Oﬂmm_m Q<CA 1l movermen
c"__mﬁ__m_ m_mmmo_ or m_mm__Mﬁm:_ ﬂ_ € Prir O_Um_ remailr Mﬁ_ € same gt §
f v mc_mgo_ an ecornt

t/1 on-movement Aﬂo:ﬁ_o_ excess). For Br €SSOl Q K _m \'% A( ave <~. "

movemen /ex v
an u MTO ' the ¢ | n
O* economic actir g Is O_Cﬁ_m:( Q@Um_ O_m_ t upon ﬁ__m actor/n OQm_ S automatic m:A_ mechani ;
Umlo::mm ce O_ actions. For m~mmmo_ 5 _”_ IS ﬁmmw O_ recoverit g H_ e automatism of rea L i
DCQMZO: Ommooa Q:mﬁﬁ: g EA:_A_Z W n OQ@ S way a ﬁ_ ey Qo_ ott
: g _ﬁ_‘._ _m In Enj as HT
g » e
g
f__mﬁ ﬁ__mz are mW<: or Qo: —NNQ-OWZ% mCU_n:mmm intentions ir your CQm_m ¢
. A>m in, th

OUQ_ to UO._”__ an mﬁm:m__MH m:Q a :_mﬁmﬁu_ <m_ﬂm_ _me: mv | or _A_.:mm_ ov, automatic pe _: mance

o‘ acqu _QQ M_A_ m_mmscmmzou O‘ rigorous ar O_ M(Mﬁmw atictrai a e es _ (S (8] ;
g
Ing, JQ compare [\

:.mw S__O_m secret{o Q:c_jmm car _—mm In its Um:_m Q:<m auton m:ﬂm__< ﬁ_ at is, one does
sly T 1 cessary
ge gea a .
ot consciou t _AWUCZ whne t is neces O Cha € gears, as all of this is done
:_mﬁ_ m_:ﬂm:( ar Q 1T m::ﬂﬁzm:\. Y —_ e Qcm_:_ma __: WOHO_. ETOmm entire tec :,: je |8

c ﬂc_mﬁma to give an mmjﬁ_mjﬁ me: O_ S Scre e - recise
m_ g 1 e m [
. p O anc ._Mﬁjmﬂmmc_ﬁOmU @Cil! _<

Hut it is worth bearing in mind a warning from Brecht:

B .. ; !
e M:Q:UE. mcvm:._n_mj. .mo::m__mﬁ mechanical acting if in our technical training we
get fora moment that it is the actor’s duty to portray living people.2?

tocht, in hi iti i
“_-ﬁm:nmﬁ::_m later writings, continually stresses the need to not simply make strange, t
) L0
i mvmmwmnﬁmﬂor m:grﬁmm:mm empathy, but to create a tension between pleasure and
, between empathy and critical dist i
e ance, between the strangely revealing and the
_h:“mmﬁ_rmmﬂznm_ ﬁmm_:_:w of actors in Britain is particularly unsuited to the development of
, , economic facia
1 , gestural and corporeal aspects of acti f ice i i
Q10 e et . acting. If the voice is dominant,
n the discourse of British th i i i
R e . eatrical acting which sees good
!o g rms of work with props, ‘business’ i i :
I : —that is, quite th i i
“Wuthing. British theatrically trai 5 et
L y trained actors thus tend to ‘o § j i
A ! . veract’, to project voice and gesture
. That professionalism comes to i i
. constitute ‘actorliness’.?* F;
Bina (or TV) it thus becomes nec s
essary to develop ways of co i i
minimal vocal and gestural s
movement, and the ability to a i i .
i . oy . ppreciate, professionally,
. m_mm mMn_ duration. Within the Stanislavskian tradition, a form of no:nm::m:oﬂ
" m_ ﬂvm ,m3c:Q the use of objects: in training and in rehearsal/performance the
i s with objects (the Acting Tapes focus on the example of Brando’'s work with E
' 's » inascene "
E. \ _.__ s glove, in a scene from On the Waterfront) in order to take his/her mind off the ﬁmnw
HHing, to forget the presence of the audience, to erect the fantasy of the fourth wall of th
sy of the e

I.:-.‘. ->__ Americ mncritie, « ¢ « " ), rites of the Mosco Art _— atre
‘ ___:_ _._ Inthe Acti 2.-.2\-.’ wri J ] eatre
f Ites ‘ : ] OSsC ) &
; SCOW § «
.—____ﬁ Is r:ﬁ:::i...._. _<::.;._: In not .:_:_ﬁ.v .

’ _»—? _::__ ::. —.Z, ___.._ we may want __..4 Lo I8 _ Lhe 5 .
| y o s 1to bhe r.na__ ( __::__ :_ __. I e ::::. 106 as
PN —:__: I __:: com __q ¢ _<:__ I .uwz— n :;u I _.n—ﬁz ter, we mi _: Z_I: note :.2 __._!



AL

152 ANDREW HIGSON

:O__n %_ﬁ_ Od_mﬂﬂm may U::m in to ﬁ_ € :m:m_ space Ao: to ﬁ_ e screer - O_U_mﬁnm <<__ O__ are
H__m_m _O_ ﬁ_ e Um_ _m:ﬁ On 2.@ mﬁﬁo_. W:Q not ﬁ_ e Um:m:ﬁ O» w._ e mUmﬁﬁmHO_ : 1S UOHQ— :m_ excess
:Q OU ects m y Em: Um a CmmAC_ way O U mm_A: g ﬁ_Jm 1 _CM_O a <m~ ect o
O NQQQQ actions a jec a _ I
na C—m:m:_ Dc_mm to ﬁ_ e ﬁo:w_m_l O* Star _m_m<m_h¢ s intentior m- m:Q Q_mi: g attention to
e A
U@:OZ:N~ ceyto mﬁﬁnu:: ess; it may Ccor H:UCﬁQ to H_.m _GQCBQN_ cy Oﬁ Qmﬁm_ U_Oacﬁﬁ_cm O‘ a
Ie ic effect 1 y y 8] m ti i__m_mﬁ_ mowu_mﬂﬁ
'
D__Mﬁ 2 [ b tma _ ave a syn Unu__nmzmﬁné_m_ :_ﬂ__mm ace o ﬂ_ O:O or
or gesture nr:_ﬁ—n_o:m as an exterior sigr O_ ﬁ_ e interiorit O~ ﬁjm ﬁjm_mﬂﬁm Amm n ﬁ__m case o
g ¥
g
Brar Qo m:a w_ e m_o<®w But <<_ ere ﬁ_ IS use O* U_OUM m_z er susper Qw ﬁ_ el m:m:\(m In a
P or lor rou Q ﬁ_ e relatior MT_U ctor/ ] )
a Qmm:_o:_c_ 1 O~ Qm_m: eg S _ ni acto WCU ect ar Q prop. OU ect
y O_ awing a entio (o) P Umnsmm 1 H_ e
ﬁ_ IS wou Q Um a ver EQWW means O~ n tten n to the _m_m:o_ m_ 1
ﬁ_ racter naspace : E_ at we are W:m_ AO_ ___Mﬁm:ﬁm. s P
a il A i 1 e m_mﬁ_o:m_: U®ﬁ2®m~ ﬁ_ aracter
A m__m_ ﬁ-% Emﬁﬁ_ ng 0_ aracter B eatir g at m:oz_m_ .—”mwu_m in a restaurar : Ir Oﬁ_ er EO_QM to
Qc:oﬁ 1 mA mn:<m_< a QQDC 1017 _ﬂm_:\ n mv~_mQC:®m£C;mQ elc ~_O_ n of concentratio
4 ) )
P * n_ tor :_ u ests that it 1 Uo:m:ﬂ to concentrate in this case
O ﬁ_m art o e'ac . IS sugg S more 1
n m—_ ntly tc g . u S m\m ,ra S
on E_ at you are &m: QA & H_ wa __: 1 ﬁ_ e scer __Cﬁ ﬁ_ er H_ an using a OU ect to
escape ﬁ_ e scene as a moment Om mn::w. U% concentratir g or some mCUm_:EOCm actior

Precision of movement in relation to the camera’s
field of vision

ema rTV p ry to >
One ~m_ t mcmeMﬁ ﬁ_.mﬁ 1T mﬂﬂ_jm nog Z e Cln AO H. HT@ _OU_Q: isnott Ing orge
ﬁ:mﬁ m_ ere Is an WCQ_Q~ ce U_m ent OU ervir yo r every mov U:H In :w: g to QMﬁmU S
S Ing u e,
S d
'
Em_o or S\_ atisto U@ maa~mmmma at ﬁ_ e momer HO‘ Qm:(m_% IT n_ mmUmm:ﬂm ol ar QCQ_Q_ ce _J €
) )

y y te ﬁjm P (6] ance | _m 10 a, or, to nvm mort
_Am _ ere s OU<_OCM to m_:ﬁc_m m: rm e in relation to the camer
precise H__m cameras :Q_Q O‘ vision. O_:O_m__<. S\_ at Qmﬁm:.j:_mA e scope O : e actor’'s tfac

P g m_ Q_m C mT t

mmmnﬁ:m_ m:Q corpo mm_ reg ster are _”__m ;m.~m _m O :m 11 a e a A_ a e O ot a
~OOCM :__w__: 1 e O(m_m: :m:_ms_O:n O* ﬁ_ € mor ﬁmmm. Agaln, Ku mm_ oV U_O:Qmm ﬁ_ e start v
poilr t. Ron Levaco has QmmA ~U@Q _ S concer orthe

i iti e his actors

relationship of actor movement to cutting and composition. He mﬂo<.m noﬁ.ﬂmw_._a vpp
i inci i t is still valid,
i —afirst principle of the cinematha
aware of duration as movement —a : . ! B
that screen action always has to conform to the imperatives of cutting, to the
: i 2

of a particular sequence as conceived by the director. . ..

or I Vi i i | jor i ctors and
| der to achieve as P ecise movements as UOmm_U_m in the relatio m_.:U between a _f _
i i i t evelop an
i mU__3m~ en CQ
eries Om exercises _"O_ his actors,
camera, _ACmmw_JO< Qﬁ(Q_OUOQ as ; _ er kil
y i y OTmeomﬂmU y.
i ifi i d mmmﬁc reya se _Oﬁ_ﬁm: compiex I But ¢
ascetic codification of body an n ] ; . _ o
i i i m|Q_3m3m_ij co 8}
i rain Q®<0_O_UmQ in relation to a thre .
that OTOnOOm_‘mUT_n tral Ing Is . I ; . nﬁm_ o
i isi a mUmﬁ_m_m_‘_ ,orasp
i / on. _AC_mw_JO< _‘m_"¢ mﬁoﬁj_w as d spatia
tion Omﬁjmhmgm_‘Wme_Q OA VIS : .
Emwv In effect it is a _Qv\—.m::ﬂ tur mQ on its m_Qm, where the apex corres —JODQ‘m to =
ﬁ_Jm n.m nera - m:TOCWT it would make more sense to use the ..:_..__Cﬁ«\ of a cone, ra
e ) (s \ M I » ::A.:..
a pyra _Q While Kuleshov's Elﬁ_jmm on how the mC..:_.-_ web is to be use d make # o
. L : actual exercises
_‘mmﬁ:jm itis UﬂOUDU_V\ ore useful as a conc n._u_:..__aré.: 15 0 mode | foractua
way : i i } C sra’s Held of vision three-dime
& ay of —_::r__z'. the camera's fic " -
: n i __I__:___;_:._..:;...___....._:_.____::._...__.._ m_____:.._..___::__.r. ._:_t._ inte _
:,_r:: ol ___. camera-eye, and .A___Z:-_..( L) l<u_¢._: __..__7_.._.. upon ant

Ontheother |

the place and

o
&
o

the part of the actor to hang on to character
shoot

Ol the centre W coh

FILM ACTING AND INDEPENDENT CINEMA 153

reproduces a centring of the subject perspectivally. This corresponds to classical cinema
which is founded upon spectator identification with the look of the camera. As Ben Brewster
has put it, in commenting on Brecht's distrust of the cinematic institution: ‘acting is, as it
were, directed at that ubiquitous place, there is no oblique view.'? If a sense of distantiation
is to be achieved, it may be necessary to refuse that system which centres the subject, and to
somehow prise open, rather than close down, the apparently natural conjunction of camera-
identification and character-identification. As Brewster puts it,
in the theatre there are always as many points of view as there are seats, and some of
these points of view can be quite oblique, so the play is not directed at each spectator
inthesameway. . . . In the theatre my viewpoint remains my own from a particular place
in the auditorium, looking at a performance as well as at a fiction. It is this identification
with the camera that . . . makes it difficult to separate the objects being shown from the
process by which they are being shown, that is, the particular performance 29

One possibility which might be developed as a means of wresting apart camera-identification
(film performance) and character-identification (acting performance) is the strategy of abusing
Kuleshov's metaphor of the spatial grid: refusing the desire to perform actions centrally
for the eye of the camera (central to the camera/spectator’s field of vision), deliberately
producing oblique views of action, stressing the position and process of the look at the
actor. (Certain dance films might serve as a model here, and perhaps some of the work of Maya
Deren — though certainly, the films of Bresson, Straub-Huillet and Kuleshoy at moments
work in this way.) In effect, this is a question of exploiting off-screen space, at the margins
of the camera's field of vision. (Of course, the same sorts of effects might be achieved in the

montage — that is, in the mapping together of different looks, different points of view at
the same action.)

Fragmenting character and externalising emotion:
Identity and identification

F'or the actor, there is, additionally, the problem of how to prepare her/his part, given the
oxtreme fragmentation of the film-making process (scenes shot out of sequence, etc), and the
lecessity to respond to events, views and people where they are not actually in the field of
vislon of the actor (reacting to the camera, in the place of the absent co-respondent is a shot-
loverse shot structure, for instance). There are various strategies by which a sense of continuity
ahd coherence might be achieved. Rehearsals and shooting schedules could, of course, be
IBorganised; alternatively, one might consider the script as the site of coherence, the
llamework which holds together the various fragments of the film-making process, and within
Which character is constructed But in each case, there is a tension between the attempt on
as a coherent sense of identity and the need in
al aspect of character, a discrete fragment. Within

ncould be worked on as immensely fruitful and productive,
naturalist tradition it 1s Inev

ly constructed as a problem: from
ty has been the acting subject, or rather the role into
her/himsell, bt Immediately this tradition (s developed

e
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within the cinema, a further tension arises — because the centre of coherence and identity
for cinema is not so much the acting subject, or the inner truth of the character, but the eye
of the camera.

What is important for a radical film practice is to acknowledge these tensions between
fragmentation and coherence, separation and identity, and between the camera-1 and the
acting-subiject — rather than attempting to develop for the actor a psychologically rounded
identity prior to constructing character and action for the camera. What is important, in the
final analysis, is not the inner feelings of the actor, but how the image of actor-as-character
and the performed gestures look on the screen; the important question to ask is ‘does the
visible action demonstrate the necessary points?’ (A question which, incidentally, cannot be
answered by recourse to the script alone as the site of coherence.)

Thus, rather than adopting as the starting-point an assumption of psychological unity
and coherence, and acting as the embodiment of character, it may be more useful to start
from a training which sees acting as the production of visual and aural signs — that is, which
sees the body, its physical characteristics and its economy of movement, as a field of
discourse. This suggests that the anti-naturalist training of actors — and especially the strategy
of externalising emotions — may be more appropriate to all forms of cinema acting: the
conditions of cinema demand that emotion be read visually from facial, gestural and corporeal
signs, and aurally from vocal signs both diegetic (lip-synch, etc) and extra-diegetic (voice-
over as a means of signifying character interiority, etc). Brecht, for instance, writes:

Everything to do with the emotions has to be externalised; ie it must be developed
into a gesture. The actor has to find a sensibly perceptible outward expression for
his character's emotions, preferably some action that gives away what is going on

inside him.*

Acting, in this framework, becomes not the enactment of a coherent, Umﬁro_ommmm:v\ complex
character, but a montage of gestures (or ‘gests’), each one refined for the requirements of
the shot (the eye of the camera), rather than the supposed inner consistency of the character.
This is precisely the implication of Kuleshov's montage experiments, but also of Bresson's
reference to actors as models for the montage, and Hitchcock's statement (reputedly) that

‘actors are like cattle’. Brecht, again:

The coherence of the characterisin fact shown by the way in which its individual qualiti
contradict each other. . ..

splitting such material into one gest after another, the actor masters his character by
first mastering the ‘story’. It is only after walking round the entire episode that he can,
as it were by a single leap, seize and fix his character, complete with all its individual

features. .. .»!
Brecht's gestic technique is comparable to Kuleshov's semiotic range of facial expressions,
gestures and choreographies of the body. What Kuleshov can add, because he is talking about

the cinema, is that ‘people _x_:c::_:z:z.q.._:_ﬁi efficient work appear best on the screen.'’
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Stylisation and distantiation in the cinema

The actor: ‘It's not me you are seeing and hearing, it's the other man'. But being unable to
be wholly the other, he is not that other.®

Brecht's strategy of distantiation is a means of establishing a critical distance between the
.Umxo::m:nm of an action and the reading of that action, the process of making sense of it. It
is a means of foregrounding the ideas, or the ideological processes at stake in the mn:m
S%m.: than encouraging the audience to become inextricably bound up in the psycholo RM__
Emn.:nmam:ﬁ or emotional state of the character performing the action. It is a means of ::m_a:
the individual to the social as well as, or rather than, to the ‘inner self', and the discrete mn:om
to its historical context. This distance is achieved in part through ﬁr‘m stylisation of mbmmnr:
movement, posture. The intention is to perform actions in such a way that the mn:o:m_
themselves, and the issues at stake, are open to question, open to criticism. Thus

Brecht commenting on Stanislavsky’s theatre: : .

What he cared about was naturalness, and as a result, everything in his theatre seems
far too natural for anyone to pause and go into it thoroughly. You don’t normally examine
your own home, or your own feeding habits, do you?

There is a complete fusion of the actor with his role which leads to his making the
character seem so natural, so impossible to conceive in any other way that the audience
has simply to accept it as it stands.?

The actor must demonstrate an action as if it were an ideological statement, in such a
way that the audience feels obliged to form an opinion, to take sides in relation to wrm actic :_
For Brecht, good acting is that which makes familiar characters and actions strange .
astonishing again: not the reassurance of conventional documentary’s Enom:m:o:mm:ﬁ {
but the shock of recognition. As Brecht puts it, ‘everyday things are thereby raised above _._ '
level of the obvious and the automatic.’ Or Bresson: ‘an old thing becomes new if you det _._“.
it from what usually surrounds it.’*® In general, Brecht suggests, there are two condil
necessary for the achievement of these sorts of effects. The first requires that the actor shouls _
ﬁmmwmﬁ complete identification with the role and attempt to develop a form of amBo:f,,_ rative
acting. Secondly, as Ben Brewster has argued, it is crucial for Brecht that in theatre 9.._:.. [t
to-presence of audience and actors, in order that .

a distinction be maintained throughout the performance between the actors and th
parts that they are fictionally playing. . . . One can identify with the actor, which

a separation from the role, and then identify with the role and that implies a sepatation
from the actor.’

Brecht's epic theatre exploits these conditions, producing a constant oscillation between
Identification and non-identification, an oscillation which is central to his view of acting
d 1
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actor's work: his performance is not just composed of a bit of one and a bit of the other.
His particular effectiveness comes from the tussle and tension of the two opposites, and

also from their depth. . . .*’

In cinema, however, no such co-presence of actor and audience is achieved. On the
contrary, much of the fascination of narrative cinema is derived from the present-absence to
the spectator of the actor/persona/character.” Hence distantiation cannot be achieved
by the same means in theatre and in cinema. Classical cinema, as Brewster notes, has
produced a style of acting, or more specifically an institution of star-making, which uses
the cultivation of persona as a means of achieving an almost seamless coincidence of actor/
persona and character (or narrative role), that is, between star-image and narrative image.
But it is only an apparent seamlessness: there is a tension at the heart of the process, since
‘naturalistic presentation is consistently broken within the commercial system in the interests
of the star-system.’® Ostensibly, Hollywood depends upon a form of screen acting ‘where the
performer is just supposed to “be”, his or her technique invisible’,*® but the institution of
the star-system means that Hollywood constantly runs the risk of foregrounding the actor’s
persona, potentially against the grain of the narrative. There is always a certain disarticulation
at stake, the identity of character is never entirely present or coherent.

It is at the site of this tension that it seems useful to think through the possibilities of
distantiation in the cinema, despite — or rather, because of — the state of presence and absence.
Within the cinema, the actor is present only as image; this image can be stylised to such an
extent that it falls out of the flow of the narrative, halting that flow and resisting the struggle
to contain it as character, in role: momentarily, it functions precisely as an image. A radical
cinema performance might usefully exploit the split in identification between the image (the
actor as persona), and the narrativisation of the role. In addition, it is still possible in cinema
to separate out narrative role (the signified) from the performance of narrative actions (the

signifier). King, for instance, defines naturalism as in part a system in which particular
movements by the actor of face, gesture and body are to be read as natural to the narrative
character, as his or her own movements (and not, therefore, the movements of an actor).”!
Therefore a distantiating acting strategy might also attempt to execute such movements in
such a way that they do not seem to be the natural movements of the character, producing a
‘strange’ lack of fit. I now want to detail various means by which these separations, these
distances, these split identifications might be achieved.

First, there is the possibility of playing on the casting of actors according to or against
‘type’. | would suggest that casting decisions involve a combination of relating the profes
sional skills of the actor to the style of performance required, and relating the actor as a ‘type’
to the conception of narrative role. Casting on the basis of ‘type’ is itself at least a twofold
concept. First, there is the question of the physical look of the actor, in terms of facial and
corporeal characteristics as more or less culturally coded signs (and to this we may add the
vocal sound of the actor). Secondly, although clearly the first feeds into the second, then
the question of persona, which brings into play such ambiguous concepts as charisma,
personality, presence, aura, etc. In these senses, recognition of type involves a signification

of the actor as always already an ideological construction: ook’ and ‘persona’ function as
signs of both interiority and social status, establishing the actor as a relatively complex soc fal
and psychological type, a complexity which is brought into play (n the narrative development

et on the way i which the film and the

of the film. The extent to which this
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performance are read will depend on the extent to which the audience ‘knows’ th
“:zs_c:_cq roles, or other extra-filmic discourses, the range of facial, gestural nOwqum”ﬂoﬁM
ocal movements: ] 8 i . _
aim:z_:m:w“.ﬁ_,w A_._.__.._,__.__.A,..“_._.__::v play, the details of make-up and costume, and narrative
Itis worth noting that different types of film draw on these implications of type-casting i
:Emam:ﬁ.smﬁ - but also that, as John O Thompson has argued, there is a certain typi w._:
In all acting: ‘individuality’, the fully rounded character, always :.Eo_<mm asenseof t Su._nm“.:,\
or ,,z:mn Thompson calls category-meaning.*? The conventional British QOn:BmEMU_Mm _W_
10 foreground type in terms of physical look (and vocal sound) while the naturalist :Mq mm :
.__3.4 tends to foreground type in terms of persona. Both extremes involve a sense of nrma M<m
s ‘document’, but the former is assumed to be a more ‘objective’ form of document m_ng.ﬁ_z
the latter implies a more ‘subjective’ documentation of the ‘innerself’. It is also h a ._ !
that all actors ‘possess’ a persona, and not just Hollywood stars . e,
qu Bm.m:m of using ‘type’ to create the desired distance, the desired oscillation bet
Ilentification and separation, is, as Simon Watney pointed out at the NFT event, to mx,wﬂwm

S ISC m::mA _‘Ommﬂ yp y p
w_.ﬁm € Ol misca (6] :ﬁmmm_ S 0v. sm ey s startir oi was uo on rromn
; g aq ati *O

._M:m ,_\mQ concept oﬁ..a.am-nmma:m. may well serve to naturalise the explicit appearance of
_ w.o ogical contradition rather than its successful elision, just as the sense that an actor
s ‘'ideally cast’ may indicate that the critic is underwriting the projects of the film 43

O the other .:m:n_. mm.im?mv\ pointed out, the sense of an actor being ‘mis-cast’ does point
“o a:_ _amm_o%_nm_ ﬁms.m_o: inthe E.B. between the meanings brought into play by the actor as
ype', and the meanings brought into play in the narrativisation of role and character. Clearl
Il would be possible to exploit this tension as ideologically productive. (It is worth no? ari .
this to a comment in parenthesis by Brecht: ‘It often helped the educational eff u: -
badl actors instead of good ones.’)* s
>=w§mﬂ means of using ‘type’ is the possibility of developing the line of ‘stereotyping’
what r_.mm:mﬁmm: called ‘typage’. That is, casting according to ‘type’, but on the basis OWM S mm om
.:.a:m_:nm:.o: of the category of the type in question. In part this is the strategy %mn%m M
satller of using exterior signs as signs of both interiority and social status, a strate irm.m:
iaws on a usually implicit and fairly crude semiotics of the body (‘as if m.: cooks o Mn
all r...smm:ﬁm phlegmatic, all statesmen stately’,* or as in the case of mmmm:mﬂmm:\mﬂma mﬁm
the '20s, as if all capitalists were grotesquely bloated). The usefulness of this strate i oa
It contributes to a radical reading of, for instance, Coronation Street) is the extent to MM_.M::
Iveals character to be constructed, as opposed to natural: character can thus be recognised

Ak an Ideological category, separate from (but tied into) the body of the actor or the M ﬁ_mm.w_
ol the narrative and role. The type thus functions as a gestic summation of ideological ﬁm mm "
the strategy insists that character be read precisely as image, and not as ‘real’ ::Qmma it mMM_BmmH

,c!sn_ and yet still functions adequately as actant within the narrative). Caught in th
m,'.i::x of present absence, the actor/persona/character has been _u:mrma BM :Un__: =
to the realm of the image, It has become more Ideal, less tangible — and yet Mmﬁ” i
8 It 18 s0 heavily coded that It has become almost leaden, almost ﬁszw\%:._«\ M:MWMHM

he characters are no more than ¢

# - hoard cut-outs . . '), What seems useful here is the
on between real person and lmage, between the tang

and the i

wible, The
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possibilities of such an approach can be seen in Eisenstein’s films of n:m..wom of noEm.m~ U:M
also in the casting and acting of contemporary British independent :_E-Bmxmﬂ x_n:.m_q
Woolley's Telling Tales and Brothers and Sisters. Think also of the mmm‘nﬁm Q nmm::m Bernard 2:. es
and Brenda de Banzie opposite James Stewart and Doris Day in Hitchcock’s 1956 version
Too Much.

. qhamuwhzias“\“_«% playing on the disjunction of identification with the mnﬁoﬂ.\vmaw:m.
identification with narrative role, and identification of the performance of the mn:o:m.. is _m
terms of developing that eminently post-modern strategy of parody. Zm:ﬁ me:.uo._Em ﬁ
to the usefulness of parody at the NFT event, but perhaps the most pertinent description o
the potentialities of parody in general is provided by Peter Wollen:

First, parody has an emancipatory aspect. It is always QO:U:\.noama.A It is read m_o.Mmm_a.m.
through and apart from its ‘target’. It depends on a nOBU__nmﬁmm interplay of ._ m:ﬁ_;w\
and difference, accepting the authority and priority of the ‘target ﬁmx.ﬁ no:<m~m_.:m s;a
it, yet at the same time, separating itself from it, Q?.m:_:m_ detracting, rebelling an ,
subverting. Imitation, influence and allusion blend in, but Um.ﬂo% no:m.ﬁm:nz. <mm.?
towards the hybrid; towards the graft, both compatible and _:no::umcd_m with its
apparent model. The model itself is subject to a kind of %“_._m%:%. m. nmm::m mbmﬂ :.,_.
steal another favourite term from Derrida) which leaves it entire yet divided, releasing i
for a new form of understanding, of re-inscription.*®

It is this process of double coding that is important for o.:_‘.mc:uo%m“ Em:ac\ and a_mmazm ___
convergence and separation, compatibility and m:nOBUm:U__;.S m:ﬁ:m.ta divided. Eac .m%_ ,_
terms seems to make sense in relation to Brecht’s theory of Q_mwmszm:o:. and the possi _ | M
of developing it as a practice for the different conditions of the cinema —and, of no.Emm. .w”Q_ .,
is famous for his radical plagiarism, in itself a form of parody. Note m_mo.ﬁ:m sm« in which t ___
new inscription of the ‘original’ provides a new form of understanding o.ﬁ it, a n:_m:,,_. _
meaning: a new political space is opened up (in film acting terms, .Umgmm: _Emmm. role _______
performance of actions). The impact of parodic acting can be mm.m: ina m.ﬁc::_:m BTOSM.: __ |
Pumping lron 11: The Women, when Bev Francis parodies the posing routines of other bocly
Uc_/_mm_mn._g behind Nash’s interest in parody was an argument Smﬁ.: British indepen |
cinema is to progress, then it must draw on the most useful aspects of film, TV and stage w_, “ _"__’
as already developed in Britain. In fact, one might suggest that all im__-mxmncﬁmaﬁ :_ n .
theatrical acting as it has been taken up in TV and EB.SO.;G as Umﬂ.oa% partic ,_
of assumptions about class. King suggests that repertory acting in mw:mﬁm_ involves a :.._ :___. )
behavioural imitation,*” and we might suggest that, by a process .om inadvertent vm‘:x y, Lh
British theatrical tradition as taken up in film and TV work underlines ow mn_:_os_wﬁ._m?. thal
sense of imitation (specifying, in gestic manner, the specificities of the British class systein al

the level of representation). Nash's own example was to see the .:,ﬂ,:,m.:_ Ealing A.,: :..“,H “_
a form of parody. Consider, for instance, that of Alec Guinness in _.:_.. _\:,s;::; Hill M
Guinness’ character is a petty-minded, ineffectual, asexual bank clerk. ‘1 is, a ,...__.:.:_<_.“"
of the bank clerk mentality. Guinness' performance of the a s ol the role, however |
ties in with this stereotype, converges with it, identiftes (with) (t, but at the same thime ex
what s necessary to represent [t Bach sign of the bank clerk s exaggerated, but inan almost

Ll Ae ol
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expression (the subtly knowing smile in the opening sequence in a South American bar) each
gesture (twee and hesitant but highly controlled hand movements) and posture (tight,
diminishing, highly repressed, but methodical) becomes a sign in itself, escaping the narrative
body, foregrounding the performance, but also the stereotype, as such.

Athird strategy for achieving distantiation in the cinema is that adopted by Straub-Huillet
in their films. Moving away from the exigencies of typage, and the various ways of (ab)using
or parodying it, but still clearly dependent on questions of casting and direction, their
films seem to refuse the presence of either actor or character, thus unbalancing the sense of
present-absence: performance is consistently de-stylised, producing a radical non-presence
of the actor. This process can be seen, for instance, in the de-dramatised, non-charismatic
(i.e., non-theatrical) acting in their film Class Relations. Here the actors refuse the conventions
of emphatic gesture and voice; they operate mechanically, such that identification with
character in an empathetic sense is almost impossible, and we can relate to them only as
figures formed in the ideological conditions of the society which the film establishes.

Afourth strategy is found regularly in at least those films of the melodrama genre described
as ‘Brechtian’ (e.g., the films of Losey, Sirk and Minnelli in the 1950s). The performances
of certain male actors stand out as exemplary in these films — notably Stanley Baker (in Losey's
The Criminal, though also in his work for other directors — in Helldrivers and Violent Playground),
Kirk Douglas (in Two Weeks in Another Town) and Robert Stack (in Written on the Wind). The
productivity of such acting depends not only on the stylisation of movement, but also on the
economy of the performance: the tension created between periods of minimal, apparently
expression-less and emotion-less acting (the static, as it were), and sudden explosive bursts
of facial, gestural and postural movement. Highly controlled acting here functions as the
slgns of repression, the body not just restrained. but visibly strained (the same would
be true of the voice); the outbursts function as the return of the repressed, the out of control.
lFor the spectator, this style of acting may have the effect of producing a double, and contra-
dictory, presence of the performance, a performance which may become self-reflexive.
The strategy is comparable to Barthes’ comments on ‘the grain of the voice’ — for our
Plirposes, the voice which, over and above any articulation of linguistic utterances, signifies
Ity own materiality, its own performance (the voice, for instance, of Alpha 60 in Godard’s
Alphaville).

In one way or another, each of these strategies involves a form of vocal or choreographic
slylisation (or de-stylisation, which amounts to the same thing), playing on the paradox of
present-absence as a means of achieving a distancing effect. This seems close to Brecht's

theoty of the gest (gestus), the attempt to ‘get to the gist of things’ by pin-pointing with a
Hesture, ina physical dynamism of ideas. Although it would be wrong to collapse the idea of
# Qest solely into a gesture (in the sense of a physical movement of an actor, as | am using
the term here), clearly some gestures will work gestically. In order for the physical gesture of
Al actor to work gestically, it must both make sense within the narrative text, as the ‘natural’
#Etlon of a character, and point outside the text, to make some point about the social context
e meaning of the a 11t must work as a moment of summation, not just of narrative
development, but also ol the Ideological conditions pertaining at that moment, Thus the
Blllclde of o young unemployed n N Kuhle Wampe 1 n just the death of the ‘heroine's’
tther, not fust another eplsode in the unfolding of the plot = but, at the same time, a
e conditions of unemployment in Germany in 1931, It 1s.a gesture which

P —
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In his discussion of Brecht's epic theatre, Walter Benjamin suggests that one of its most
significant achievements is ‘making gestures quotable’.

Quoting a text implies interrupting its context. It will readily be understood, therefore,
that epictheatre, which depends on interruption, is quotable in a very specific sense. That
its texts are quotable would be nothing very special. But the gestures used in the process
of acting are another matter 48

All acting is made up of gestures, but while Brecht talks about breaking acting down into its
component parts, naturalism attempts to hold gestures in place, to mould them into a
coherent whole — the unity of character. Brecht’s theatre thus draws attention to the way in
which a character/actor may use a gesture fiere, but may lift it out of that context, and use it
also there. To quote a gesture in this way will tend to make the gesture as such stand out —
acting is revealed as a montage of gestures; but, further, the process by which meanings
congeal to the gesture will be ‘revealed’. Quoted outside its initial context, the gesture takes
on a different meaning; out of context, the gesture may be recognised as precisely a gesture,
and no longer the natural action of a real living character. To quote a gesture in this way
establishes it as sign, and constitutes an interruption at the level of language; it also, of
course, impresses upon us the connotations of the gesture.

But gestures are constantly quoted by spectators of ‘naturalist’ films also. Certain gestures
stand out in classic Hollywood films: the form cannot contain them, the narrative cannot
exhaust their meaning. They become eminently quotable as gestures. For instance, part of the
pleasure of the Western is the extent to which each successive film quotes the familiar
gestures and posture of the cowboy drawing his gun to shoot down the hero/villain. But
the gesture is also quoted outside the cinema by many spectators (not just in children’s
games, and perhaps even by those who have never even seen a Western!). Does such quoting
reconstruct the gesture as gestic? Perhaps, insofar as we thereby wrest it from its narrative
place, it becomes recognisable as a sign, and not just a narrative action: it thus draws attention
to the construction of meaning, and the conventionality of the representation. Perhaps it
is also gestic insofar as the quoting of the gesture is rarely to specify a precise moment
of narrative action in the film in which the gesture was last seen (though it must in part
involve that meaning), but tends to establish a particular image or construct of heroic
masculinity — in other words, to stand as a summation of a particular aspect of patriarchal
ideology.

A style of acting which deliberately draws attention to the skilful execution of actions will
consistently tend to produce gestures which exceed the narrative demands of a performance
As John Caughie pointed out at the NFT event, this was exactly the aim of Brecht's theatro
practice. Brecht called upon his actors to deliberately break the power of the naturalist illusion
by perfecting the performance of a gesture in itself, so that the audience could come to
appreciate, in a critical way, the skill of the actor as an actor. Thus, in addition to becoming
involved in the story and the predicaments of the characters, and in the ins and outs of the
ideological problematic of the play, the audience also become connoisseurs of acting skills
in a mood of ‘relaxed’ appreciation. In this respect, it is interesting to read Lee Strasberg's
reaction to the acting skills of the Berliner Ensemble: he is astonished by the re

performance Ifull of admiration for the skill with which the actors petl
tasks, the way in which they just do things (to perfection) he experlences no sense of

he most basi

FILM ACTING AND INDEPENDENT CINEMA 16

As a comparison, Caughie also discussed the acting of Buster Keaton % in whose films
he argued, gestures are presented in such a way that the audience again mu_vﬂmn_.mﬁmm them -
marvellous acting skills, over and above any narrative function they may have. And in n::._.w
the use o,mmmmz:mm in Method acting, Caughie noted that, while the intention 3..w< be differer »H
Amﬁﬁmﬁuﬂ_:m to achieve a completely naturalist performance), the effect may be the sam _
drawing attention to the skills of the actor, a certain actorliness, a bravura perform ” .
other words, naturalism may itself have an anti-naturalist mmmn:\ . e

. The gesture which exceeds could clearly be accommodated in the framework of most of the
.m_m.ﬂm:nm:m, strategies outlined above, and certainly the potential contradiction between ::.
desire for a naturalist effect and the desire for skilfully executed actions can be exploited .:.
a useful means of making strange. There is also clearly a potential no:Qm&n:o:UU t s
the call above for both the gesture which exceeds and an economy of movement in ?o:w sn_m:
nm_jwﬂm” this is intentional. The means of finding a space for these contradictions sn\u::._”
the film text is to construct the text as montage rather than as organic unity, allowing f _..
heterogeneity of possibilities, of effects. Perhaps the most productive Eo;.ﬂ is Emﬁm,\%w_;
produces a tension between ‘the natural’ and ‘the strange’, an acting strategy which is ca M_ .
of constantly drawing the spectator into the story but repeatedly pushing the momnﬁmﬁohﬂw.w

lerisation. At the Fountainhead, for instance, uses three different actors to play the same
character: an English actor, an actor from the Berliner Ensemble (i.e., Brechtian me:mn: AJ__”_M_
the ‘non-actor on whom the character was based. More recently, m:m perhaps more mE_ n 5

Ingly, there is the case of Revolution, which Pam Cook and Richard Combs have des h“_,,.*
as a form of epic cinema. Two strategies in relation to acting are important here: mﬁm:n _ L:,
lise of two quite distinct acting styles (British theatrical acting/Method :m::m___.m:: m\. ,d_,_
lp the opposition between oppressors and rebels (and between the past and the pr i

and secondly, a refusal to organise the plot around the development of character ovrmmm_: :
I8 not established as psychologically rounded and developing with the narrative; Vmﬂrwﬂm_qmﬂ

11..5_6:43 only in terms of what is necessary for each specific event. Event thus displaces
personality as the focus of attention 9! L

Continuity and systematisation of w .
actors - the ensemble ork with

whov, the Gr

Btanlslavs { 4
C.“:_ lavsky, 7 P Theatie, Drecht's Herliner Ensemble, Fassbinder and
shima (and Coronation Street?) all developed their work in the context ol ensembles el lah
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ent cinema, on the other hand, has in the main been marked by an extreme
uity of work, making it difficult to build up a close working relationship
e, systematic and rigorous forms of training. Even if
preferring not to work with the same actor-

independ
instability and discontin
with actors, or to develop appropriat

directors wanted to follow a Bressonian line —
ore than once, in order to achieve the required effects of automaticity and non-

_theatricality) — continuity of work would be important in order to gain
ovian style of acting would clearly be almost impossible
aining and long rehearsal periods. But
¢ is also the world-view of

models m
actorliness (non
experience of directing actors. A Kulesh
to achieve without a period of intense physical tr
it is not just a matter of physical training that is important: ther
the actor, and her/his attitude towards each project. In part, ensemble work is a means by

which actors can retain some control over their work —without becoming Bresson’s unthinking
‘demands

models, or Hitchcock's cattle. Further, Brecht noted that his epic style of acting
a considerable knowledge of humanity and worldy wisdom and a keen eye for what is socially
important’. And Benjamin notes that this orientation towards knowledge ‘in turn determines
not only the content, but also the tempi, pauses and stresses of (the actor's) whole
performance.’” How then to establish the conditions for ensemble work? Perhaps by arguing
for adequate funding of longer rehearsal periods; perhaps, as Adam Ganz suggested at the
NFT event, by employing actors, as well as film-makers and administrators as members of film

and video workshops. . . .
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PART FOUR
CHARACTER AND Typg

_:=oaco=o:

silent-film actress Louise Brooks viewed typecasting as a Measure of Hollywood success but also
A% a limitation of the System: “I just didn’t fit into the Hollywood scheme at all. | was never,
neither a fluffy heroine, nor a wicked Vamp, nor a woman of the world. | just didn't fit into any
Category . . . You see, I didn’tinterest them because I couldn't be typed” (Kobal 1986, 46). Where

Youare a film actor or not, will depend on your histrionic talent . -« Still, if you have only a little
talent, and a Jot oqﬁnmao:m:? You may succeed—as 5 type. This means you will always be cast
for the same pParts. Your film life will, then, not be 2 long one” (Cardullo et g, 1998, 97). Bringing
home Portman's threat, silent-film star Mary Pickford, explaining why she left the screen,
Suggested the dangers of bej ng successfully typecast:

‘I didn’t want what happened to Chaplin to happen to me. When he discarded the little
tramp, the little tramp turned around and killed him. The little girl made me. | wasn't Wwaiting
for the little girl to kill me. g already been Pigeon-holed . . .| could have done more
dramatic performances . . byt I was already typed.”

(Brownlow 1989, 135)

lor these actors—and | could cite many BOﬂm’vanmm::m represents commercial, mass.
Production instincts that are opposed to artistry and disenfranchise the actor who wishes to
petform more complex roles,

However, while the ssumption seems to be that typecasting is a signofan actor’s limitation,
A concession to commercialism, and the antithesis of art and originality, we also expect actors
10 stick to type and often reject actors' efforts to play against type. As with typecasting, critics
and audiences wil| frequently view an ac tor's efforts to play against type as evidence of the actor's
lack of talent because the actor | uncenvineing in the new role Oras gross commercialism
Insofar as the role 'S assigned to a money Making star rather than a better sulted but lesser known
HELOr, In line with this view, in the baak Sarting John Wayne ay Genghis Khan! Hollvwaend's

e



