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PART FOUR
- CHARACTER AND TYPE

Introduction

Film actors have decried typecasting almost since the beginning of filmmaking. For instance,

silent-film actress Louise Brooks viewed typecasting as a measure of Hollywood success but also

45 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 it into any

Category . .. You see, | didn’t interest them because | couldn’t be typed” (Kobal 1986, 46). Where
- Brooks described type in terms of roles, classical British actor Eric Portman linked typing to
- Mardom and the actor’s personality. He wrote, “So, personality can make you a film star. Whether

you are a film actor or not, will depend on your histrionic talent . . . Still, if you have only a little

tulent, and a lot of personality, you may succeed—as a type. This means you will always be cast
for the same parts. Your film life will, then, not be a long one” (Cardullo et al. 1998, 97). Bringing
home Portman’s threat, silent-film star Mary Pickford, explaining why she left the screen,
suggested the dangers of being 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 waiting
for the little girl to kill me. I'd already been pigeon-holed . . . | could have done more
dramatic performances . . . but | was already typed.”
by (Brownlow 1989, 135)

—

I these actors—and | could cite many more—typecasting represents commercial, mass-
uction instincts that are opposed to artistry and disenfranchise the actor who wishes to
fm more complex roles.
However, while the assumption seems to be that typecasting is a sign of an actor’s limitation,
fncession to commercialism, and the antithesis of art and originality, we also expect actors
stick to type and often reject actors' efforts to play against type. As with typecasting, critics
audiences will frequently view an actor's efforts to play against type as evidence of the actor’s
of talent-—because the actor s uncanvineing in the new role—or as gross commercialism-—
ar as the role is assigned to o money making star rather than a better.suited but lesser-known
« In line with this view, in the boak Stacing dohn Wavne as Canahis kKhonl Meallowandie
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All-time Worst Casting Blunders, author Damien Bona chastises _.._o__szoom mE_‘_Q_OW _.\oﬂh ﬂwwuzom
actors against type and seems to view actors’ desire ﬁ.o play against .nw%m m_” t ”\_in“ﬂm: o
hubris. Bona's categories of miscasting include :2:193%3033.03. such as .w_”o,_.Eam v
in The Teahouse of the August Moon (1956), because they show a disregard for <N:_J_3_:_ b
favor of star power; “generation gap,” including actors who refuse to age mBmm M Mnhg i
or, alternately, are in too much of a hurry to grow old (think of an aged Mae Westin m@mzaa 3owm3
or a youthful Barbra Streisand in Hello, Dolly![1969]); “performers whose umamu:m LETY
sensibilities were completely out of place when they traveled to the past” ( m:._o_.‘_m . nawgm
include John Wayne as Genghis Khan in The ﬁow_a:@Sﬁ T..mmm_ .m.:& Ao:v« n::_ﬂo_um hﬁmBEm
[1960]); and, finally, a category called “out of their _mmm:m.. ﬁo..q BOM_m stars w s
at roles different from those they usually played were stymied” by a “too strongly e
” (Bona 1996). .
mQMmm:»WMMM”M”m_MQ and M%BWE:R contradictory responses ﬁ.o J\.vmnmm::m m.‘_mmmmw~ vawﬂﬂ_ﬁ__“_m
in film is, to a large degree, inescapable. Insofar as .w__:‘_ acting is vw: o?um Cm_A_MM”m » mﬁm_u
typecasting will be crucial to the institution, m:mv.__zm. ?m:.&-:m_j_:m an BN«m 3mco<m .
commodities. But it is not the case that typecasting is simply imposed on actors fro oo
studio publicity departments; rather, typecasting occurs .3 the level of wm:«o_‘:‘aﬂmm. m__oi_mm
casting, and through audience demand. Typecasting no:.ﬁ:vSm.m ﬁ.o :E.S.:é ﬂno:wﬁrw: i
audiences to quickly and easily recognize a character by associating _,_:.: or m_uﬂ wi ap
previous roles. Further, types and typing play into our m<mQam< notions about Mmov i
identities, and our tendency to read people in terms orrm:.mmm. mm.x. qmnm., wm: m.:.”% vcw
nationality, class, or other categories, whether insidiously in racial profiling orin .mmm _m_“_: .
no less stereotypical ways of assessing persons. Types in film do Jon. _‘_0<<m<mﬂ m._Bv <ﬁ hua =
social stereotypes, but may create new types, or even the seeming contradiction Mmﬁﬂm- "”m:
type; they may mirror stock types from literature o mn_<m.:nm ew mwmq.moQﬂmM. o
something static, types change according to nrm:mﬂ_mﬁ.so:o:m of identity, changing p ,
i eptions of realism, and changing aesthetics. :
n:wmmm,wmw_ Mn_u_ﬂn_‘_mm.m complications, the essays in this section now_mam_‘ .Jﬁwm: Qnmqmmﬁ_zm.nwz_m__
stereotypes from a variety of perspectives, considering typecasting as _:mﬁ_"c.:o:m__vanm«:o.: .
relation to stereotyping and identity politics, and at the _m<m._ of mS.&OB .mm <<.m as : Q:,”r
character actors. They share in common a concern with the ideologies of amﬂﬁ;ﬂ.m«: M_._: )
in notions of type and character and each, in different ,«mv\w_ proposes :‘_mﬁ_ﬁ. mn_ _m;::m:A.:
institution of cinema should be modified to more realistically represent the lived expe
OmJ”ﬁ.wH_“vammﬁmzm._. Pamela Robertson Wojcik explores no:‘i.mz:.m q.,o:o:mWH”<MM<wMﬂMMnMM”.__H
as they relate to discourses of realism, and discusses vannwrsm inits 30” r“ eral i
labor issue and as institutional practice in Hollywood: that is, in ﬁm:.sm o _mno:M_” i .”
practices. Wojcik argues that the discourse of realism in most gm::mﬁr.nmzmcﬂw ‘EMW::.::.;
acting deals with performance style, whereas vanmmz:m.amwoﬁ a no_.:v_@.A we M 1 .
practices. She claims that, in Hollywood, acting style and _:mﬁ.;::oj»_ USQ_nM..M: _ﬂnﬂom,_: s
casting practices, represent a case of uneven development, <<_E acting style s ﬂ_& _%m _ﬁ o :.:.v_,.._
to the dominant naturalist model while casting maintains a residual o_:::,o,am t ov.... ____C_ g
that predates Stanislavskian realism. In particular, she links casting practices 3 : A_v. x%_“._:._ .
the eighteenth-century lines-of-business tradition, which assigned an _.: tor to a cer ...:. o
role across his career. lronically, Wojcik suggests that despite today's discourse of diversity,

he earlier
contemporary casting practices may be more rigid in thelr conception of identity than t
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theatrical traditions, as casting directors, operating under shifting conceptions of realism,
increasingly delimit the actor’s roles by tying them to her physical appearance, race, age, gender,
and sex.
Donald Bogle’s contribution examines three major African-American stars of the 1950s and

asserts that these stars represented a shift in black representation from “mythic types” and
stereotypes of earlier decades to “the emergence of distinct black personalities who, through their
own idiosyncrasies” came to be true stars. Bogle focuses on Ethel Waters, Dorothy Dandridge
and Sidney Poitier, characterizing each star in relation to his or her roles and public reception
in the 1950s. In each case, Bogle finds traces of a more “mythic” type, but is interested in the
way each star personalized that type within a contemporary context. For Bogle, Waters represents
an Earth Mother figure, but one who no longer fits into an alienated society. He describes her
as signifying “some noble part of our heritage that was quickly becoming extinct . . . the
individualist foolish enough to assert herself yet strong enough to pay for the consequences.”
Dandridge portrays the classic tragic mulatto, though she was marketed as a more contemporary
and daring figure. A socially significant figure—the first black actress ever to appear in the arms
of a white actor on screen—Dandridge was also a tragic figure who seemed doomed to live
out the sad plotline of her films. If Waters and Dandridge represented the revivification of classic

black stereotypes, and ultimately suffered for it, Poitier seems to have created an original hero,

perfectly in tune with his times. Bogle calls him a “hero for an integrationist age” and argues

that he appealed to white liberals and middle-class African-Americans because he embodied

middle-class ideals of education and refinement, and was the antithesis of the black buffoons

of earlier decades. Despite his claim that Poitier was a throwback to the Uncle Toms and servants
of the 1930s, Bogle still suggests that Poitier’s integrationist message was a “beautiful dream,”
which is “what great movies and careers are all about.”

Rather than stars, the remaining essays in this section examine the often overlooked role of
character actors. Rudolf Arnheim and David Thomson each offer an ontological view of the
character actor. For Arnheim, writing in 1931, the character actor can be differentiated from the
lead actor because he represents a specific type, close to reality, whereas the lead actor represents
i more general, idealized type. Arnheim recognizes a difference in modes of performance for
character actors and leads and suggests that the character actor’s ability to individualize a role,
and especially to bring out its grittier qualities, needs to penetrate into the hero’s territory.
Thomson similarly suggests that character actors represent us, the unnamed throng, as opposed
10 idealized heroes. He queries whether character acting should only be viewed as “support,”
and argues that the “panorama of small lives” in ensemble acting may be closer to the experience
of reality in which we all consider ourselves stars and not support.

Taking a different view of the character actor’s role as “support,” Patricia White asks “What
I8 it that supporting characters are meant to ‘support’ if not the imbricated ideologies of
heterosexual romance and white American hegemony permeating Hollywood cinema?”
Ixamining the career of Agnes Moorehead, White suggests that it is no accident that character
Actors like Moorehead—or, we might add, Edward Everett Horton or Eric Blore—embody
Mereotypes of sexual difference, such as the lesbian, spinster, old maid (or, inthe case of Horton
0r Blore, the pansy). Rather, she argues that Hollywood needs them, to define and uphold the
tonventional ideals represented by the lead actors. Thus, while it might be more realistic to bring
the traits of character actors into the center, as Arnhelm and Thomson suggest, White underlines

how the center and the margin are ideologically defined and represent presumptions about
norms and differences that are still difficult 1o overcome



- Typecasting

lanuary 2000, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
otested the lack of representation of people of color in American TV shows and demanded
iore diversity in casting, to provide more opportunities for actors of color and to more
curately reflect the multi-racial diversity of America. Shortly thereafter, the NAACP signed
Isity agreements with all the major networks—NBC, CBS, ABC, and Fox. The networks
Wieed to increase opportunities for people of color, both behind the scenes and on-screen,
) I with most public attention and scrutiny focused on the promise for better casting
Ices and image portrayal.
~ This recent protest strongly echoes a World War Il protest in which—frustrated with
_ illywood's perpetuation of stereotypes that Donald Bogle famously encapsulates as
Jns, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks” ( Bogle 1973)—the NAACP demanded better
presentation of African Americans in Hollywood films, claiming it would be hypocritical to
shounce Nazism without addressing racial issues at home. The issues of concern to the
CP in both protests have also been of concern to the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) (est.
44), which began issuing Casting Reports in 1977 to keep data on film and TV roles,
0 orically cataloguing them by gender, age, race, and ethnicity; and which resolved in 1990,
lowing the debacle of Miss Saigon casting, that performers of color should receive
wlerential consideration for ethnic roles. A related movement is Non-Traditional Casting,
., i works to advance the open casting of actors of color, female actors, and actors
Il disabilities.' These movements, like the NAACP protest, endeavor to ensure that casting
ctices are representative and fair. They seek diversity both in the kinds of roles performed
among the actors who perform them.
belining diversity another way, SAG staged a somewhat different protest over casting
uctices in March 1950. The Los Angeles Times reported that SAG was waging a campaign to
I motion picture studios to Stop typecasting. Angry that an actor would be consistently cast
iy, bartender parts, SAG spokespeople were quoted in the Los Angeles Times (27 March 1950)
ying “Typecasting should not prevent an actor who is established in the public mind as
portrayer of one particular role from belng given the opportunity to display his acting
& In other types of roles " Rather than raclal diversity, SAG's 1950 protest aimed to open
sting practices to allow Individual actors the tight to portray a diversity of roles, rather
 be typed (n one kind of role. At stake 18 the actors’ desire to show thelr versatility and
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also to escape being typecast in bit parts, thus failing to climb the Hollywood ladder to leading
roles and stardom.

Interestingly, almost a hundred years earlier, theater actors had protested against versatility
requirements and demanded a form of typecasting. In 1864, the American Theatrical Protective
Association formed. In its first set of resolves the union asked for 1) “a fixed minimum salary
for each distinct line of business, from leading to utility” and 2) “a return to the old system
of engaging members of the profession for definite lines of characters, thus obviating all
professional misunderstanding and preventing any artists from undertaking any more than
his or her legitimate business, and by such means keeping another professional out of an
engagement” (McConachie 1992, 248). This protest differs markedly from the 1950 SAG protest
in that it aims to protect an actor’s right to perform a single type of role, or “line,” consistently
across his or her career rather than be forced to play multiple and diverse roles. Here, the
stakes are job security and the right to maintain one’s earned place in the “lines-of-business”

hierarchy of roles (which I will discuss in detail shortly).

Each of these protests, spanning three separate entertainment forms, and crossing three

centuries, protest unfair casting practices. None of them succeeded in their goals. I begin
with them because they seem to me to provide useful touch-points for thinking about the
relationship between acting and identity, and particularly changing notions of type. Each of
them makes clear that typecasting is political practice, not only as a labor issue but also as
a touchstone for ideologies of identity. The shift between the 1860s Theatrical Protective
Association resolution and the 1950 SAG campaign, especially, reflect a sea change in the
discourse around acting, and especially shifting notions of what constitutes realism in acting
The 1990s NAACP protest represents the culmination of that changing discourse, which leads
to an increasing demand for a homology between actor and role, and which, ironically,
enforces typecasting in the service of diversity.

Typecasting may be, as one critic put it, “one of the theatre’s deadly sins” and the
“sublimation of the unprofessional in acting” (Isaacs 1933, 132) but, as these somewhal
contradictory responses to typecasting suggest, typecasting in film is, to a large degrec
inescapable. Insofar as the business of film acting, and especially the star system, relies on
recognizability, marketability, and the necessity for known commodities, typecasting will be
part and parcel of the institution. Further, insofar as the actor represents human characters
film acting relates to changing conceptions of identity and identity politics, and thus the
actor will inevitably negotiate stereotypes and represent identities inflected by race, gender,
ethnicity, class, and national differences. Rather than something imposed on actors and
audiences from without, or simply an effect of casting or performance style, typecasting
oceurs at many varied levels, and is equally something spectators and fans enact or impos¢
on actors. As Patricia White succinctly explains: “Casting and performance are already a
reading of type; the audience performs a reading on another level, informed by cultural :
subcultural codes, spectatorial experience of the star in other roles, and subsidiaty
discourses” (White 1999, 149).

Rather than critique or defend typecasting, this essay explores competing notions of type
especially as they relate to discourses of realism, and discusses typecasting in its most literal

sense as a labor issue and as institutional practice in Hollywood: that s, in terms of historical

casting practices.
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Types and realis! discourse
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heavy, young and romantic roles for juveniles and ingénues, and two leading roles, whether
tragic or comic.

Despite the promise of mobility and versatility, in the lines-of-business tradition, an actor's
movement is limited and determined by the actor's seniority, rules of succession, precedence
in performance, and “possession of parts.” “Possession” refers to “the assumption by an actor
of the privilege to play every part in which he appeared with success before the publicin any
and all subsequent revivals of the play until he resigned the part, retired, or died” (Burge
1986, 3). In the lines-of-business tradition, “possession” is literal. Since actors are not given
whole scripts, but only the “sides,” or sheets with just their lines, if an actor owns the
sides, he owns the part. Thus, the actor may, through possession, stay in a line that another
actor could perform better and for which he or she is no longer well suited—and there
seem to be numerous cases of juveniles being played by actors with seniority who are well
past their prime.

Most often, an actor in the lines-of-business tradition will settle into a line and perform
all roles in the repertoire that apply to that line, occasionally picking up general utility roles
when a play does not contain his or her line. As is the case with Hollywood's division between
character actors and stars, actors in the lines-of-business tradition are unlikely to shift
between leading roles, such as Hamlet or Tartuffe, to mid-level character roles, such as
heavies or eccentric business. Rather, an actor will develop a specialty within a line, perhaps
serving only as a lead tragedian, never doing comedy, or narrowing his eccentric business
to specialize in Irish or Jewish roles. Furthermore, the interpretation of the role in the lines
of-business tradition is, to a large degree, fixed. Historically, the interpretation of a role
was taught to an actor by the playwright, and then handed down from one actor to anc ther,
along with sides and costumes—and the interpretative mode tended toward frontal displays,
declamation, and codified poses.

As the 1860s American Theatrical Protective Association protest suggests, lines-of
business and possession of parts were the actors’ preferred mode of operation. In the stock
system, actors worked in a number of different plays, in high rotation, with virtually no
tehearsal, and they supplied their own costumes. Thus, it was in their interests to be identified
with a particular line or set of roles and typecasting was a very practical response to the
material circumstances of theater production.

From Stanislavski's perspective, the stock system necessarily produces bad mass
produced acting and leads actors to create types rather than characters. Citing the large
humber of plays performed and the general lack of rehearsal for them, he asks, “Is it
astounding then that these unfortunate and hard-pressed actors have recourse first to
craft and then to mass production methods in their parts? What happens is a division of labor
With each actor having his own specialized field of endeavor”(Stanislavski 1968, 16). He claims
that the division of labor, in turn, attracts people who cannot act but who can be a type: “The
most ardent partisans of the custom of type-casting are the poorly endowed actors, whose
lange is not broad but rather one-sided. Such gifts as they have are somehow made to do
[or narrowly circumscribed types, but they are unlikely to be sufficient to meet any wider
domands” (Stanislavski 1968, 16)

In-an interesting twist on the Stanislavskian critique of typecasting, avant-gardists such

An Brecht have viewed the antistealist aspect of typecasting as offering a crucial alternative
1o mainstream commercial practice and have embraced the use of types linked to commedia
Ilarte and other anti-realist traditions, ke vaudeville, as a means of hieving allenation
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effects that de-naturalize the assumed fit between actor and role. By contrast, some avant-
garde theorists and practitioners have regarded typecasting as a means of ensuring greater
realism. In Soviet cinema, for instance, a form of typecasting, called “typage.” calls forthe use
of non-actors, selected solely on the basis of appearance, to create a realist effect.

The principles of typage were articulated by Lev Kuleshov in his 1929 Art of the Cinema.
Arguing that “real things in real surroundings constitute cinematographic material,” Kuleshov
states that “imitating, pretending, playing are unprofitable, since this comes out poorly

" (Kuleshov 1974, 56, 63). For example, he relates, “If you need a tall, stout man, but

on screen
.. the results on

your actor is thin, and you pad your thin actor with cushions, and the like .
screen will be obviously false, theatrical, a prop, a game.” Therefore, he claims:

Because film needs real material and not a pretense of reality—owing to this, it is not
theater actors but “types” who should act in film—that is people who, in themselves, as
they were born, constitute some kind of interest for cinematic treatment. That is, a person
with an exterior of character, with a definite, brightly expressive appearance could be

such a cinematic “type” (Kuleshov 1974, 63-64).

For Kuleshov and his followers, including Eisenstein, and, later, Italian neo-realists like De
Sica, the use on non-actors lends films a documentary touch. The non-actor not only fulfills
realist criteria for physical appearance, but also is taken to reflect and be typical of the reality
represented. As Siegfried Kracauer puts it, “It is precisely the task of portraying wide areas of
actual reality, social or otherwise, which calls for ‘typage’—the recourse to people who are
part and parcel of that reality and can be considered typical of it” (Kracauer 1960, 99).

In its emphasis on the exterior appearance of the non-actor, and its recognition of real
iffers from those versions of typecasting that refer to stock character

persons as types, typage d
owever, as Kracauer points out, the non

types, such as the juvenile, or the heavy. Ironically, h
actor in typage clearly resembles a different concept of type in Hollywood—the star:

The typical Hollywood star resembles the non-actor in that he acts out a standing
character identical with his own or at least developed from it, frequently with the aid
of make-up and publicity experts. As with any real-life figure on the screen, his presence
in a film points beyond the film. He affects the audience not just because of his fit

ness for this or that role but for being, or seeming to be, a particular kind of person
.. The Hollywood star imposes the screen image of his physique, the real or stylized
one, and all that this physique implies and connotes on every role he creates (Kracauer

1960, 99).

Both the non-actor in typage and the Hollywood star create a role homologous with
themselves, a “character identical with his own or at least developed from it” that is, as
Kuleshov says, defined in large part by “exterior of character” and “expressive appearance.”
One term used to describe Hollywood casting that would also apply to Soviet typage Is
rnal appearance (Yoakem 1958). This mode of casting

“face casting,” or casting based on exte
and the man with the broken

in which a pretty girl and not an aged male, plays the ingénue,
nose and cauliflower ears will be cast as a boxer, not a banker—tends to be taken for granted

However, it is worth noting that other modes of performance and casting do not place
ce. lor Instance, certain kinds of

the same emphasis upon the actor's individual app
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non-realist __:.___.._ .::::3:: ?. ‘urte o ; r.-?:r. amor _Tm Nn-=relyonn mm_nm ar 1 ua NmA_
i 2_ n ‘ [} y
I —X_n..t :— erformance | S\_ chthe actor's —.u e arl Q exter m_ m“vwvmm_m cedre :_m_m ar Ina
| — n 1l _ _ . v lac V. t
re veln, because _ ne _—u ._...A_J:—.uo— S50 W.___._ Icinema has lor grelle EUC_ the use

ol c_mxg; singers to dub actors’ voices, and in the 1940s attempted “voice casting, or th
. M e . $ "
:7”_1 of mam_:m_:m voice that matched both the speaking voice and personality of the actor”
_.:....,_M__E mm wo.o I _od. Later, and continuing to the present day, Hindi cinema dropped the
| ~ _nmao r<o_n_m casting and created a new model of stardom in which both the on-screen
actorand the playback singer achieve stardom wi i -
with a split between visual
b : . sual and aural stardom.
e__.__a_‘_h.ﬁm:w%: m_QmM: ﬂﬁmﬂ may be cast according to principles like those of Soviet or Hollywood
‘Ilhema, the playback singer, cast as only a voice, and e i
; ; qual to or greater in stardom than
””“zo“mnﬂmm: m.nﬁoh_gnrm__m:mmm the primacy of the face. Rather than assumed as the norm
, lace casting should be seen as merel i i ;
- b y one possible response to certain conceptions
W e
L ~<c_w_m_m Mﬂ: moSmﬂQ%_mBm and Hollywood emphasize face casting, however, the non-actor
iffers markedly from the Hollywood star be <
cause the two models of t b
Hh competing notions of identit indivi s
y and the role of the individual. In t
. , { ypage, the non-actor
"-__.“:.,mmc:a mmm”n_m: type, characterized by social class and social role—a Bolshevik, a sailor
ember of the aristocracy, etc. The individual i ; .
‘ : e arl , etc. serves as a stand-in for a class or caste and
"”M_:._Mz_:_m_mmm in himself # Rather than individual psychology, typage relates the character's
vidual personality and problems to lar. i
ger social forces, such as povert
. . ; y, and uses non-
.n.qo;._ Lo represent “ideas, elements in an intellectual argument” (Heath 1981 183). Thus, a
.urn.-‘””:» :H.m_w\ be cast as something he is not, since the role is based on physical mvnmmam:.nm
0ks like a czar) and is not meant to reflect hi i i
s real identity. In fact, the role mi
Lolnter to the non-actor's ideol i : PS50
ogy, personality, and class. For instan i
E . : ; ce, according to
.nmmz__._mh_m_:, Eﬂm: he cast non-actors, they often resisted playing characters different from
" _,7..%8. when the role was viewed as negative, because they did not want their friends
P r. ~ eir screen persona as reflecting their real self. Thus, he would have to “resort to
:cqo“,m. “m:wmmmﬁ 5@_; Eﬂm: filming Ten Days, “Everyone wanted to play the Bolsheviks and
anted to play the Mensheviks [so| we
el gave the actors the text of an infl
Spiwach and they spoke it with i gAY
great fervor. After this we added titl i
Hpposite” (Eisenstein 1988, 198). R R
. __.z A_.A.J:Mmmﬁ to Em Soviet model, Hollywood characters are generally defined in psycho-
-oma: ] .”z _roﬁ mo:n_m_ terms. Social situations, such as a war or the Depression, may establish
i, but then the narrative will focus on how indivi |
individuals respond. Thus, Holl
. . . y : ywood adopts
u‘n-_ﬂ..“.z.nﬁ .__,_< wmm“_mﬁ B.OQQ of narration and character: narrative action springs from :&?Em&
e « J << o function as causal agents with psychological motivation, goals, and desires
. ”._ rprisingly, :__m:. the Hollywood star is not generally seen as representing a Bm:&mm
lass or caste. Instead, she is considered a uni indivi
' ue ind
e q ividual. Stanley Cavell usefully

~ The creation of a (screen) performer is also the creation of a character—not the kind of
tharacter an author creates, but the kind that certain real people are: a type D ” :n.u
mean t movies can never create Individuals, only types? What :.Bmm:m _m w:mwwﬂw wm
the movies' way of cre Ividuals: they create individualities. For what makes mQBm_Om:_M

fty with other members of that t i ki
] attype but his striking separateness
e (Cavell 1979, 29, 11) b

atypels not
from other
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s not only the actor's unique physiognomy but also his

i i _then, emphasize agn .
NI 59 . iewed as distinguishing him from the

personality and performance style, and these are v

masses. : 4 4
An additional difference between the actor in typage and the actor in Hollywood ha

iti i he
do with issues of recognizability and repetition. The actor or :o.:\mQQ cast mnno&_:m_mm ﬁw
rules of typage can appear and fulfill his role as a type in a m—:m._m muaommasﬂm oq ; .qo_M
if vi i i ce the star might be viewed as performing
contrast, if viewed only in a single appearance, ightd . -
acter, in the Stanislavskian sense. Typification—and, indeed, mﬁm&oﬂ
occurs through the actor’s recurrence across a number of films in different roles. _Nmmom”_ _ﬁﬂ:
i TR i i
i i i double identification in which we see no
of the actor in a series of films creates a : . 4 ad _
character but also the star. This recognition is crucial both to the star’s function in ﬁrm.ﬁwmx_
i tes, recognition
i On the one hand, as Murray Smith notes,
and his or her extratextual success. ,
is the most basic level on which viewers grasp and construct characters. We know a nrmﬂn: I
i es
in a film and perceive her as a continuous agent because we recognize the body %mﬁ%o mﬂ |
g R
around her and “the star system provides an especially well-developed set of ¢ mﬂmm
models” to enable recognition (Smith 1995, 119). On the other hand, qmbmmﬁm.a ﬂmnﬁom:_“m:
g 0
enables the commodification of the star. As Gaylyn Studlar suggests, acting stars
disappear into their roles are never stars for very long™:

as a realist char

The Hollywood system appears too dependent on the mx:mﬁmx?.m_ as im”‘wm.wmwwﬁ_.__h_,“
overvaluation of star faces and bodies as qmnom:imv_m.noaaoa_:mm ... Whi .m i -
ars to transform themselves physically in the process of ﬁm.w::m now ﬂ_ :
of character (such as Robert De Niro's weight gain for Raging m::.v. m _Um mm:m:_.__.<.
acknowledged that making your star unrecognizable is Qm:mmﬂo.:m. ,?_m is mn.m:mm
value of stardom is most frequently measured in audience anticipation at seeing—
recognizing—their favorite box-office attraction (Studlar 1996, 237-238).

unknown for st

nly the recognition of the social type through external cl

e requires O : .
s ed relationship between audience recognitiol

recognition in Hollywood entails a complicat

of the star and the character. : 9
In Hollywood, the star image is used in the construction of character and the charactel

that a star plays are seen to reflect aspects of the m.ﬁmwm “real” mm_..h To Uo:o%\ a Mwwm_mﬁu_____,:.
Erving Goffman, the star achieves a form of ..mx_uﬂmmm_.,\m no:m.wm.:nm Um:zmm:m_m m: g
his outward performance and appearance—and his “true” inner self (Go Bmmﬂm: <_,:.s. y
There may be instances when the star and role .mmmB. at odds but these mHMmMM_mo nv_\a,:,: 3
as exceptions to the rule: failures. Understood in this way, not only mﬁa.m c_ r——y
actors are types. As Cavell says, “Not to remember the name Q a :ma_:w:m QM::.:_ by
player is possible, if hardly excusable; not to remember their faces and temp

i " (Cavell 1979, 76). .
csﬁw_*:n_mw_mmm.ﬂﬁ:m individual actor type may also amnﬂmmm:.ﬁ a social S.\Um._ mﬁo%ﬁ .mrﬁm_““:f___.._ i
stereotype. Smith notes that particularity, even in the realist novel, <<___. also w _”: _:.t -
of types. For instance, proper names individuate agents but also perform a typilying

asp I d = ass L :.:ln.—_ N
C ' Y Y 8
tion insotar as —.Ovm;j:jmumUmm:ﬁo:Doq‘:_O:v ) A_uff egic o " 1
_:_iq..__:: actor as a type

(Smith 1995, 30 and passim). For Cavell, there is a distin - - r——
, _ | | se S, and ' Can
individuated through his eccentricity, o striking separa n othe - -
yutam of soclal types ind stereotypes. He says, suntl] recently, types of black human belngs
] i ' \
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were not created in film: black people were stereotypes . . . We were not given, and were not
in a position to be given, individualities that projected particular ways of inhabiting a social
roles; we recognized only the role” (Cavell 1979, 33). To be a type is to individuate the
social type, stock character, or stereotype. Thus, according to this notion, Marilyn Monroe may
be the quintessential dumb blonde, representative of a class; Thelma Ritter may never rise
above the rank of low comedy eccentric; and Butterfly McQueen may be stuck in racist maid
roles; but, as a type, each is unique in the way she inhabits the role.

Ironically, then, it is Hollywood's adherence to realist principles of individual character
psychology which allow the realist character—who exists in a single film—to be transformed
into a recurrent type, the star or character actor. This suggests that, despite the anti-type
discourse of realism, the break between pre-Stanislavski acting and post-Stanislavski
acting isn’t as strong as it might seem. And, in fact, in his essay on type, Stanislavski’s litany
of types includes not only traditional stock roles, such as “farce comedians” and “dandies,”
but also realist types such as “Ibsen types” and “neurasthenic Hauptman roles,” thus
emphasizing his point that typecasting occurs due to the way theaters are organized, and
cannot be simply altered by performing different kinds of texts (Stanislavksi 1968, 13). The
seeming conflict between a realist aesthetic and typecasting in Hollywood, then, can be
explained by acknowledging the fact that the discourse of realism in most 20th-century
theories of acting deals with performance style, whereas typecasting reflects a complex web
ol institutional practices. It is not the case that acting style and institutional practice are unrelated.
Stanislavski, after all, recognized that in order to transform acting one had to transform the
Institution of theater by enhancing the role of the director, adding rehearsal time, cutting
the number of plays performed, creating new realist set designs, etc. However, in Hollywood,
acting style and institutional practice, and in particular casting practices, represent a case of
lineven development, with acting style shifting increasingly to the dominant naturalist model
while casting maintains a residual outmoded theatrical model.

lypecasting and acting in early cinema

As many critics and film historians have argued, because technological limitations encouraged
the use of a frontal, presentational style of acting and the lack of dialogue seemed well-suited
0 pantomime, early cinema adopted the performance style and character conception of 19th-
tentury melodrama rather than Stanislavskian or novelistic modes of realism. Most accounts
ol early Hollywood acting thus recount a tale of the new film form having to overcome
uutmoded theatrical traditions as part of a progressive march toward a more naturalistic
Al more cinematic acting style. For instance, in her analysis of acting in the films of D. W.
Litlltith, Roberta Pearson argues that there is a shift from a “histrionic” or theatrical, melo-
ttamatic pantomime style of acting influenced by theories of pantomime, such as Delsarte’s
system of poses, to a “verisimilar” style, which is more realist, and involves by-play and
sinall gestures; and she links this stylistic change to cinema’s transition from its status as

theap amusement to respectable mainstream mass media (Pearson 1992). With a different
simphasis, Ben Brewster and Lea lncobs argue that more naturalistic styles developed as film
Hoveloped | ng, which Teft actors little time for posing and insisted instead on
fragmenting the perlormance nto parts (Brewster and Jacobs 1997, 109) Similarly, James

atemore traces the It from melodiamatic styles to more naturalistic or “invisible”
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ging that pantomime exists residually in classical Hollywood,
Naremore also argues that cinema realizes a Stanislavskian ideal through such technical
innovations as close-ups, directional microphones, and shot-reverse shot editing, that enable
n-ostentatious acting style (Naremore 1988, esp. 9-98).
Without denying the importance of melodramatic styles and theories of pantomime, of
technical limitations, for understanding acting in early cinema, | would suggest that we can
supplement these accounts of early film acting by considering early Hollywood's institutional
structure, which increasingly models itself on the outmoded stock system and lines-of-
business tradition at the same time that it moves toward progressively more naturalistic
acting styles.
By most accounts, the lines-of-business tradition and theatrical stock companies largely
e 1860s and 70s.° First, as | have been suggesting, the turn to realist
modes of theater challenged the precepts of lines. More importantly, realist theater displaced
the manager in favor of the director, and placed castingin the director's hands, not the actors’.
In addition, the rise of the star system threatened stock. The rise of the star can be traced back
to 18th-century Licensing Acts in England, which limited the number of new plays performed
and stabilized the repertory so that companies tended to rotate a stable group of plays, thus
highlighting the work of a few actors, like David Garrick, in roles that could be repeated time
and again. The star system developed further in America in the 19th century through the
g-runs and combination systems. Motivated by economic rationalization,
single role foralonger period of time than repertory
ation systems created traveling

approaches. Acknowled

a transparent, mmmﬁ:m_mmm‘ u

expired in America in th

development of lon
the long-run allowed a performer to playa

theater, and thus highlighted the role of the virtuoso. Combin
ur a single play throughout the country, rather than perform a

companies that would to
arand supporting players, combinations meant

repertory in a single theater. Consistingof ast

that actors were hired for single parts, instead of lines.
However, while touring companies and headliners displaced one version of stock, 19th-

century melodrama created another. According to David Grimsted, melodrama arose in large
part as a way of competing with the burgeoning star system. Whereas stars were associated
with sure-fire old plays and revivals, especially Shakespeare, stock companies offered new
plays, and especially melodrama, in order to compete (Grimsted 1968, 92-93). Due to its
reliance on stock characters such as the virtuous heroine, the villain, the old man father, and
low comedy men and women, melodrama was well suited to the lines-of-business tradition
In addition, the lines-of-business tradition was still an undercurrent in casting practice
m. As Benjamin McArthur explains, the combination system created
new casting needs (McArthur 1984, 17). While the star headliner might tour with the show,
smaller parts were often cast city-by-city. No longer an in-house process, casting became
rationalized in the 1860s and dramatic agencies were created. Much as they do today, dramatic
agents served as brokers for actors and managers. Actors registered at agencies and filled
es, describing the parts they had played, their physical characteristics, and
tacted agencies, they tended to request actors using
e for a soubrette or a heavy, rather

outside the stock syste

out questionnair
their wardrobe. When managers con
terminology from lines-of-business, calling, for exampl

than describing the particulars of the role.

S0, lines-of-business typecasting existed residually in 19th tury melodrama and
casting practices. In addition, the realist theater created a new kind of type. The new re:
style, as popularized in America by William Archer, advoc ated "a Wnee on personality, By

y Into the rale he played——openly

this was simply meant that the actor infused his person:
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and without apology” m
i Y (McArthur 1984, 183). This was i
Q- . , 183). as intended to help the actor br
..w”: C .:M: ind toward creating individuated and psychologically defined ch s ”ﬁmm 4o
¢s charge ) o
arged that modern actors . . . played every role in a similar fashion BM_MG. M”:
; ng the

author's ﬁT&_LA:.— me ¢_< a <m___ﬂ_m _O_ _”Tm: IT Q::QCN_ persor m:ﬁV\ m:& Qmﬁ__mQ an era Om

lypecastin i
_cﬂa _mwwm,._,”\.:: outward Mcbmmam:nm valued more highly than proven acting skill” (McArth
i . This new type, defined by the actor's o
i g appearance and personality, is akin to, and
Thus the 19 i
g nw”:nmzr._é Mmﬁm_u:m:mm new trends toward typecasting despite anti type
ges in theatrical institutions. Lines-of i -
i . : j s-of-business and typecastin
. Qmmﬂw_:\ in melodrama and the rise of dramatic agencies; and star m<mﬁm3m m:.mn_g ﬁ_nw_m
. ; I
e an emergent new type, hinged on the individual actor. All these tendenci i
:nds will be reproduced in early cinema : s
In terms of s
- E:N_m“moaam:nm mQ_m.. early cinema adopted many of the features of 19th-centu
" ; .::w not only its presentational style and use of pantomime, but al .2
B Bmﬁmnﬁm:Nm:o:.m:a reliance on stock types (Musser 1990, 3-5). More _:: Omﬁmo __ﬁm
-y _::ﬁ.&m ong-lasting institutional effects, early cinema modeled itself on wra .
o nm.8 o_m <ﬁ m:m O.Tm_,_mm Musser points out, when films were first made, there sw o
=m_ : :nm:mmawnw the :_E onﬂ.. Early cinema has been famously described UW\ Tom O:m:m Joﬁ
. ﬁ” attractions” linked to novelties, amusements, and modes of displ :_:m
yra i ilm i _ m
- er ﬁ”m:.:m:m:é. Early film included actors from theater and <mmgM m%
" OH the circus, boxers, dancers, and non-actors caught in actualities or <ﬁ_ "
- :._m:mmw. .m<m:Hm.A§cmmm~ 1987, 57-62; Musser 1990, 3. Gunning 1990) Wmﬁr%ﬁro:
_o,oo .ﬁ: >mmr_<_m<.o: film was understood as a form of modeling, or UOm:_m. (DeCord an
723.: o mmw m_ cinema om,mzanzo:m.. gave way to story films, the notion of EBOMQA.UE
o QmmﬁmamMM oped. The rise in .mﬁoa\ films coincided with the nickelodeon boom in _ﬁwww
R retec. _oww:w“a for more films and, therefore, greater rationalization (Musser 1987
i 1 :_; ). ,_,M handle the greater demand, film companies could no longer qm:M
ermittent use of actors for indivi i
e ndividual films and so created permanent
These stock ies initi i
R nMMMUm%_mm initially emphasized versatility. An actor in a Griffith film, for
st ; : ording to Roberta Pearson, “play th i i :
. ; , “play the lead in one film and a
- M“QM: party ﬁr.m next” (Pearson 1992, 88). And, as late as 1909, there mabnw_vmm_ﬂﬂ mwrm:
e W:Q_nnmmoamm:_mm receive equal pay, five dollars a day (DeCordova 1990 qu _mﬁ
e ..:op:::o:m_:w O<.< Sq_”m30<ma film acting still is from theater, actors were ::nwmammu
¢ . Despite these differences, film ducti ..
i . g production was similar to th
"_:_ ﬁs:ao: _M theatrical repertory theaters. Until about 1912 film Uﬁoacnzom vy
e i i : 4 .
rmed with the whole script. Leads might be given a script beforehand Ucﬁmw:_m::
{ nor

players wouldn't know anythi i
ything about the film until th
still wouldn't know the whole (Pearson 1992 85-86) e s

Qver tim ::: I ___ mn l eatr Y _'mn ame
1 8,1 { ‘ verge — :: er __C_ 1 i _
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arters. Such a company includes five or six emotional

and ingénue leads (actresses); about the same number of leading actors; three or four
“heavies” (both actors and actresses) (this type is sometimes called the villain of the
play); three or four character artists; two children for juveniles and half a dozen or more
minor players who serve for general business, playing various parts and requiring some

versatility (Agnew 1913, 51, 53).

studio and in the western headqu

As in repertory theater, actors were required to supply their own costumes, and do their

own make-up (Agnew 1913, 75-78). Under the stock system, the director initially controlled
casting, selecting leads from his stock company and extras from anyone who appeared at
studio “bull-pens” (Bordwell, Thompson and Staiger 1985, 149). As in the lines-of-business,
actors in the studio stock system could ascend through the ranks, from extra to lead (Agnew

1913, 44, 65).
As actor Charles Graha
from the lines-of-business tradition. He d

begin acting in 1912:

m makes clear, early film casting adopts terminology and practices
escribes how he was picked out of a bullpen to

We joined a crowd of people . . . We had said not a word to a soul, and no one had
s, when a man in shirt sleeves and with a green shade over his eyes came
d first one and then another. He picked out one ortwo, then
came to Arundel and myself. “I can use you,” said he, and handed each of us a card. My
card bore a number and the mystic words “Walking Gent Card Scene.” Arundel’s card
bore the same number and the same words. We learned that the film would be known
by this number till its name was revealed to a waiting public, that we were the “walking
gents” in a card playing scene which was to be shot that morning and that we were to

take the card to the wardrobe room.

questioned u
into the room and scrutinize

Told to wear their own clothes, but with straw hats, Graham and Arundel are made up and
sent to the studio. For about three hours, “we smiled the same smiles, we frowned the same
frowns, we played the same cards and at last the big lights went on and we did it all again
while the cameras shot the scene.” Graham, limited in knowledge to his activities, has noidea
of the whole film: “Mr. Young . . . was the producer, and if he knew what he was producing |

certainly did not” (Graham 1998, 19-20).
As film production expands, and director units are overseen by producers, the assistant
a:mnﬁo:mwmmo<mq8m::mm:a3mwo~ players hire agents. Then, in 1915, the first casting

director is hired.” As Janet Staiger explains:

" has literal implications within this mode of production. In
em, the casting director, an expert who replaced the more
casual approach which the firm had employed, needed some method to classify the
potential players for his system . ..the selected classification became somewhat
permanent as it went down on a card with other statistics and into the casting director's
indexed and cross-indexed files (Bordwell, Thompson and Staiger 1985, 149).

The phrase “type-casting
order to set up such a syst

Increased rationalization of the stock system thus leads to more s iffed systems of casting

and Increased typecasting
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At the same time, the studio stock system, like theatrical stock, fi
n””““.,.f_ﬁ_____‘_w_w __M:__A__,:«“ ,.,_ .__ onymity and versatility, The stock system of En.mmmmw Hwﬁwm_w_nhﬂmm
K _:._szmma. ___26._____,‘.._<.._.. _J; to nickname them according to which studio’s stock compan
- rm?m:% ,.”,:.*_ ___H . I _::,:nm. Turner becomes known as The Vitagraph Girl, and maﬂ
. Wv\mwm":_ n,o_”:: Z.mQ _u_m_&o.a are recognized as Biograph Girls. Recognition
i m_oﬂm:.nm.rm petitive bidding mo.ﬂ leading players begins in 1909 when Carl
Ay
b , 58-59). Then, publicity for individual actors
_z...._::e&mﬁm identity for film mQMWmH%MOMMm.,\%mwmmw%mm_ﬁ_wwmﬁ”ﬁmm:vMEﬁm ol

Ian recognition begins with the actor's image—her U_émmwm_ HVUMMMMMM The pict

; ure

vn_l:- nu_ ﬁ< 1 Q_ﬁmﬂmm an interest ir : € persona Av\ O* : € playe represe: QQ (e}
a as pr t _3

Personali i
.,:.238__2 mx_.ﬂﬁma as an effect of the representation of character in a film—or. mor
:_.:.n:o:mw mm. t m.mmmnﬁ of .ﬁ:m representation of character across a number of m.:: _mm
primarily to ascribe a unity to the actor's various appearances in film. How .
% ever

dothe ___Cm_o_ ﬁ_ at it _mQ its Umm_m OCﬁm_Qm ﬁ_ 8 :_: was constar ﬁ_( n m:;m_:mﬁ_
:v@‘A O~Q0<m OOC mwow

I disc iti
M.!..Qm“cmﬂm Mﬁ_ww\_wmmmwﬁo:m::mw m.mmm;m aconnection between the actor's identity and the
thatacter types, if not _:mEMMNTM_M_M%M ﬁnﬂwmﬂmmmﬁmw%%:%ﬁ :Mm M_Qmo:m:s\ AU
i ; ey . m to film. As DeCordova poin
- owﬂﬂ,mwhzmmmﬁﬂwn_m.% _MmaEE version of this homology in that the serial Mrm_‘wwmﬂ.ﬁm.
(ks QmMMQ.H e mn.ﬁo_‘ through naming, so that King Baggot plays a character
-o.n_::rém A _<mamm:m.m_ m:a Kathlyn Williams stars in The Adventures of Kathlyn
ul her screen mawmm‘.ﬁ:m U_%“.Emwmnwwmw__mwm“\”wﬁWr:m mnwoﬂ.m ﬂmm___.amzsg i SO

| b3 professional existence—a hi

”“"g”““.”_ﬁmw in :_BM and plays and m. Um_‘umo:m:J\ gleaned from those mUUmmM:nmmM,_,mMmWQ.ﬂM

E :2:2 muc m_uo.S the actor’s private life (DeCordova 1990, 92) . _
.wu&.:_”:.m mfmawm_ﬂwo_ﬂmmmv\ mmﬁmw_._.mrmm ﬁ.rm screen actor as a type defined by physical
'soi_z_sa L :E:A: :Emm_ ﬁmmﬂ.ﬁ the private lives of players were constituted as a site of
B a_mno:am_ o mm _::m to ﬁ.rm development of the star proper (DeCordova 1990
i o the star’s personal life—her marital status, homes, _mmmcﬂm.
b _:Bm e m_. etc.—the homology between actor and character is Qmmvozma,
e . :Jm.ﬁ o e ovam:w of :Jm. star system alters the nature of studio mﬁOnr
e y are more hierarchical. Rather than a company of versatiles that

pon to play any role, the star system creates a hierarchical system. In it, stars

sonv— o _n ,:* H:Q « are € T arange ol non-sta ypes _0 _m~ er actor
ds leaaqs; é smalier| ines _Q
y
: g S t s [ ac a

* __. : ‘ i
2 sin " ut not "known Ve _ __.<A. , recog _NNU_Q ar Q mmeﬁ_mﬁmQ E_: a Um_ﬁ_.nc_m_
’ as, ( asarea I'f i ate person | iti
.3— wsIness, b ) dle pe . NO_Q;_C t i p
| __ L _: —. r AL MV ' m_mmﬂmv; _m<m_m
S‘- Ktras, w ::__<:_ may nol asce _:_ __::Zz__ ___A. _..—:_Am to Umn,ogm starsorc aracter actors
; stars ana ¢ wrer actors atr .
L per went members o . i
L] 8 ( s .-CA_A companies, e re
__ | * oare pet ] « —T._I ~... es, extras a

.f_n_: e and hirec

(I s al € _
B o thie b _m__ 16 Cantral Casting Corporation, formed in 1925
5 hie "
o | :____. Heal and asconding system of roles, the studio system theref
@ oartier slock wys y X oy refore
ystem, on the ane hand; but, on the other hand. with the clear
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hierarchy between stars and character actors, and the tendency for studios to loan headliners
out for particular projects, Hollywood re-invents the combination system. Throughout the
classical system, Hollywood studios have stock companies. In addition, certain directors
and producers, like Preston Sturges, John Ford, and David Selznick, maintain their own stable
of players within the studio. When actors become free agents in the 1960s, the official stock
system breaks down, but continues in de facto stock companies such as the stable of players
linked to Martin Scorsese, John Cassavetes, Spike Lee, the Coen Brothers, and Paul Thomas
Anderson.

Emphasizing practical considerations, many actors’ manuals recommend that the actor
must be willing to be typecast in order to be more easily classified with agencies. For instance,
one manual acknowledges, “There are stars, of course, who are remarkably versatile. But for
a beginner it is wise to work out one especial type of thing, one sort of characterization, which
will be particularly good, even though he should try to learn to play every sort of role. Then
there is no difficulty in making classifications when one registers with a casting director of
agent” (Klumph 1922, 72-74).% An essay entitled “The Value of Specialization” suggests thal
an actor should not just adopt a broad specialization in comedy or drama, but should carve
out a niche in small roles. The list of possible specialties includes butlers, smart city men
bookmakers, doctors, flunkeys, and judges for male actors; and cooks, maids, half-castes
aunts, nurses, and typists for actresses (Pickford, 6-12). This highly stratified division of labo
is aimed at keeping the actor employed in a regular line of business when being a lead may
not be a reality. Stuart Hemward puts it bluntly in his actor’s manual:

The average feature picture usually has two “leads” which call for a good looking yourny
girland boy . . . but there is also the surrounding cast . . . older men and women, heavics
comedians, singers, dancers. Therefore in point of quantity there is a greater demand ol
the fiomelier, standard types than for the ingénue and leading man . . . Your face may be
your fortune, but not exactly in the way you think. There are many types of comediennes
who are not known as beauties, but who, nevertheless, have been successful

Therefore, first of all, type yourself (Hemward 1937, 9).

Interestingly, and in contrast to Stanislavski, early cinema discourse views typecas!
not only as a practical strategy but also as key to naturalistic acting. Arguing against versatility
in a how-to acting book, producer Kenelm Foss argues:

Acting, in the sense of impersonating a character foreign to the player's personality
does not exist. All actors deny this: all actors can play anything, given the chance
according to their own account . . . Ifan actor is not himself the part, or if his person ity
does not approximate to that of the part, he’s not the man to play it . .. Types! That Is
what casting comes to, first and last—the selection of proper types (Pickford, 25-20)

Similarly, Hemward emphasizes that typing will produce more realistic performances: “Yall
must know your type and then develop naturalness of acting within the characteristics of the
personalities you desire to portray” (Hemward 1937, 13). In addition, typecasting is viewel
as the result of the camera’s “accuracy” which demands a particular kind of realism akin o
typage. Frances Agnew writes:
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Oh, that word "type!" In days of yore, an artist was always an artist, By the aid of make-
:_n and ,.::...:. temperament a young man or woman played a character many <M._:,.
his senior, or an older player was likewise considered capable of giving an ‘::JA.:A.,,
youthful characterization . .. To-day the cry of managers is for types; a n__:ﬁ.* :_.:i

be played by a child, sweet sixteen must be sweet sixteen, not only in years, but in
m“uvmma:nm offstage” as well as on; the stage mother, aunt, old maid, ete. must be
p w_ﬁwa U_Mmoﬁmmmmm possessing the appearance in private life; the handsome hero, the
gallant old gentleman—each must look the i :
part to a certain ext 3
R ent when engaged (Agnew

i
{

While the idea of typing oneself goes against the grain of most theories of naturalism_ i

Io__éooa_ typing oneself quickly became and continues to be a practical necessity, and : :.
been institutionalized and formalized in casting practice through the ﬂoac<m. ;”
distribution of casting directories and casting services. : e

Casting directories and services

>_30m.n as soon as casting becomes rationalized through the development of dramati
agencies and in-house casting directors, casting directories that promote and categori ;
actors are published and circulated. These directories feature photographs of onM mMM
-nzm.mmmw sometimes listing their credits and/or studio affiliations, in alphabetical order and
- Within certain categories. The earljest casting directories categorize actors using terminol
that closely resembles the lines-of-business tradition.’ For instance, the undated Direct i
Artists .c:%x Exclusive Management of the Edward Small Company—which E.m can assume ﬁo_”_M Mw o
the ,.v_mr:m personality” era, due to its epigraph, “Personality is a Commodity’—cate, o:oB
,” -Qoq.m in descending order as either leading men, juveniles (including leads nrmSQMm NmM
:omsmm.v. males (including second leads and heavies), or character men. éo&m: are m:::m:_
tategorized as leading women, ingénues, females (including second leads and heavies) M“M
n:mqmnﬁ.mﬂ women. In 1924, The Screen Artist breaks down its listings into feature men mmm.:c_,m
noamm_m:m. leading men, juveniles, heavy men, and character men, with virtually :_dm sam
& .__o:v:,.,mm for women and a separate category for children. Reflecting the need for _3Qmmmmm
Npecialization, The Standard Directory of Motion Picture Talent from 1922 lists principals accordi
1o compressed lines-of-business—feature men, leading men, juveniles, character 35@
! [sature comedians—but also adds a section for “supporting cast,” noab:w:m those E_Mha_
no_nm :&.ﬂ io:EEmé been filled U.< the lower ranks in the lines-of-business tradition. This
Slpporting cast” includes an amazing array of specializations, defined by appearance or rol
and including male roles as acrobats, bits and parts, character men (old) and charact .
(young), Chinamen, doctors, female impersonators, Jewish (old and young) w:mm_m:mﬁﬂ e
twins, underworld types, and well-dressed men (old and young). For women mﬂc orti i
Include not only character women and ingénues, but also cooks am:nm_.w w%:a :am i
Hiuns, small town (old and young), tall women (old and young), m:_a witch Qnmmn s

Eventually, these specializations will disappear from primary casting directories and will
he relegated to ca Ing services dedicated to extras, For instance. in 1946 the A._.Zdz:%_a
groupings for the Central Casting Cotporation include the _:__:s”_;., American _,_, :. »
Arablans, able to handle camels, beardadress and character, _::_...w_ A_____::,.a ._f_uﬂ_:....____”“
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girls; clowns; cops; girls—sweet looking; Hindus, able to handle elephants; midgets; rough
characters; strong men; and short men. These specializations also exist residually in studio
files on contract players such as those of casting director William “Billy” Gordon. Gordon was
casting director at MGM Studios from the 1930s to1947, and then at 20th Century-Fox until
1960, and he became head of talent at Columbia for the 1960s and 1970s. Gordon'’s files on
actors from his tenure at MGM consist of typed lists of actors placed in folders with headings
such as the following for male actors: Anglo Saxons, Arab, bald, bartender, beards, character,
collegiate, colored/Negro, cripples/midgets/freaks, fat, fencers, juveniles, nances, rubes, and
underworld. For actresses, Gordon's files include: beautiful, blonde, characters (young),
colored/Negro, exotic, fat, heavies, hookers, maids, old, old maids, prison matrons, showgirls,
and singers.

As general utility and supernumerary specialties fall increasingly under the category of
extras and bit parts, most casting directories are then focused on actors who can fill principal
parts; and typical directories list lines-of-business and include information about whetheran
actor is under contract. There is some overlap among categories. For instance, in 1924’s
The Screen Artist, Francis X. Bushman is listed as both a leading man and a feature man,
indicating a distinction between starring roles and other major roles. Similarly, in The Players
Inc. Screen Casting Directory of 1928, Skeets Novyes is listed as both a heavy and a character.
There is some mobility among the lines—an actor can ascend from juvenile or ingénue to
lead—but the distinction between starring roles and roles as characters or comedians seems
firm.

At this time, the actors listed are almost all white but race and ethnicity figure heavily in
the category of “character,” which seems to refer back to the categories of light comedy and
eccentric business in traditional lines and generally includes actors who play distinct ethnic
types, roles in uniform or other elaborate costumes, and roles in heavy make-up.'? For
instance, in a June 1928 issue of The Players, Inc., character actor william Vox Mong lists his
specialities: “Chinamen, Frenchmen, Russians and Americans and am learning English,
Roman and Eskimo.”

By the 1930s, race becomes its own category as The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
Players Directory Bulletin (generally referred to as The Academy Players Directory) includes separate
sections labeled “Colored” and “Oriental,” which list all African American and Asian actors
and actresses, adults and children, together while it classifies white men (without identifying
them as such) as leading men, younger leading men, characters and comedians; whit
women as leading women, ingénues, characters and comediennes; and white children as
boys and girls. While African American and Asian actors and actresses exist outside the lines,
as it were, with no indication of whether they are, for instance, characters or ingénues, white
actors such as Bela Lugosi and Peter Lorre who play ethnic types are still listed in the maln

male categories as “characters.” By 1945, possibly in response to NAACP calls for better
representation in Hollywood, actors of color are included among the regular categories but
are indexed separately. Initially, there seems to be an unwritten rule that an African Americar
or Asian actor cannot be a lead. Lena Horne, for instance, is listed as a “character and
comedienne” in the 1945 Academy Players Directory, despite her groundbreaking star contracl
While actors of color were eventually included among leads, they were st il indexed separately
as, first, Colored, then Negro, and eventually as Black, Today, this practice continues with
increasing attention to multic ulturalism and political correctnens, as actors and actressen
L s il e e Al it S hLiIBlaa dinsluding the
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e e T
IMMM”n MMH.:Mm Mm ﬁﬂ;m: disability, such as quadriplegic, amputee, etc.), Deaf and Hard of
g Artists, Little People, Asian Pacific Arti i i ists; Nativ
Wb ists, Hispanic Artists, Native American Artists,
Ultim i i
Io__<éoMMmM<_ ﬁ:_ao:mr the combined forces of increasing rationalization and the star system
evelops a complex and hierarchical ladd _
er of types—some defined i
some by appearance, some b i s
! y personality, some associated with i
. . ’ rtain stereot 5 |
some with social types, some o i « olaid
) perating as stars and some as ch
years, the categories into which the O ——————
se types can be sorted change i ,
tastes and mores. And, as the a v
; ; ssumed homology between actor
; . and role, and rol |
appearance gets increasingly rigi i i : i
gid and increasingly politicized i ifi
and increase exponentiall i i e in aea
y but are still recognizable as types. For i
B i . ypes. For instance, a recent survey
ervices, the leading print and web i
casting, found roles described | i by e .o
; argely in terms of types. These t
characters such as “high scho ‘ -~
ol sweetheart” and “mother type” i
. ype” to racial categories
e e . gories and
- Mmmooazﬁm_,_:m stereotypes (“African American, 20-35. Dance . . . Basketball skills req :_:i”v
" mem e .:ma by pre-existing actors and characters (“a young Jodie Foster or Ocmm_._ Latifal
._,ﬂuumg_:ﬁ Patty from Peanuts” in a call for “real” and diverse girls).!? ; |
us, in i i i :
1 no:nmuﬁ_M:nOmMﬁnm_:ﬁ.mm:mm.. H:M older lines-of-business practice was less traditional in
asting—insofar as what enabled an act i
; , : or to play a line was not s
E i ot strictl
mM mw._:m M.m physical appearance but rather his costume and make-up, whereas in :5..<.<
eming diversity, the actor is defined in i i : o
; creasingly by physical a “
type, age, gender, and sex. In the i EPGRS S
i : i e interests of upholding shiftin i i
) g conception 2alls
Hollywood has proliferated rather than blurred the lines. '? ’ v

Conclusion
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’ g S t p U
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1ecognizing the influence of embedded 18th-century theatrical traditions on cont
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_oﬂ ting may lead us to view typecasting as inevitable, it should also open a door to n% L
as Stanislavski s LT I i
.__.. : Stani _h_s.._: suggests, performance style and institutional practice go hand in hand
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yuto break free from residual
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Notes

1 Formoreon Non-Traditional Casting, see Gibbons 1991; Schechner 1989; and the website
for the Non-Traditional Casting Project, www.ntcp.org

9 The zanni is the clownish underling or servant, an acrobatic mimic, a Harlequin.

3 The Australian larrikin is a young street rowdy, a delinquent. Though the term refers to
minor criminals, it can also be used to name valued Australian characteristics such as
irreverence, non-conformism, and impudence.

4 Typage tends toward representations of what Richard Dyer calls “member types.” Member
types “are linked to historically and culturally specific and determined social groups or
classes and their praxes, which are almost bound to be outside the present cultural
hegemony (in so faras it has so much invested in the notion of individuality).” Dyer values
member types because they hold out the promise of collective identity, and therefore,
political action, as opposed to social types and stereotypes which operate on an
exclusionary basis. See Dyer 1980, 37.

5 On “expressive coherence” and theories of acting in Hollywood, see Naremore 1988, 68-82
and passim.

6 On the demise of the lines-of-business tradition, see Burge 1986, 212-213; McConachie

1992, 248-256; and McArthur 1984, 7-8.

7 See “Casting Efficiency,” Motion Picture World 26, no. 11 (11 December 1915): 1985.

8 Similarly, in contrast to herown discomfort with typecasting, Mary Pickford advises actors
to know their strengths and weaknesses and find types or roles they can play. She writes:
“The producer will probably help you in your selection of the part. If he knows his work,
as most producers do, he has divided humanity in sections—young men, old men,
comedians, tragedians—and within a few minutes of your first appearance before him he
will have allotted you to one of those sections, and more often than not his judgment will

be the right one.” Pickford, 29.

9 All casting directories listed here are available at the Margaret Herrick Library of the
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Los Angeles.

10 This sense of the category of “character” parallels the use of the term “character” in dance,

where, the “character dance” is invariably ethnic in nature and principally from the Russian
or Slavic traditions, although there are Mediterranean character dances such as the

Tarantella; and “character dancer” refers to those dancers who portray older or comical
of the step mother in Clndere

his explanation of this terminology

V Cop,

characters such as Dr, C¢

by a

reyet ¢

lo dancer ) am indebted to Kevin
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11 Ac i : i
e M“uznswa a _~. bruary 2001 telephone interview with Keith Gonzalez, the current edit
e Academy Players Directory, actors and/or thei i ; o
L ! eiragents decide wheth i
as leads, younger leads or in Soones o
) génues, or characters and comedi
whether or not to be cross-ind i B
-indexed. Gonzalez, like casting direct: i i
actors are poor judges of their t - . i
ype and often mis-categorize th
e . ) g gorize themselves.
:mma_:oﬁw UmmZ_nmm. Ltd. Provides “breakdowns” or capsule descriptions of all roles
833% ._ e cast for EOmﬁ Hollywood productions, including feature films, TV shows
Q:mnﬁoan_m nm_\ ma.cqm:ﬁ :_Bm._ and industrials. The breakdowns are é::m:.g castin .
E an o.ﬂ in-house writers and breakdowns are sent to agents, managers, and oth :
» Mc scribers daily. See www.breakdownservices.com : . L
A M i
Qom”:m&oﬁm will _:@_nmﬁm how traditional “non-traditional” casting can be. When | was
g wMMmmmRﬂ moﬂ z:m.m:_o_m‘ I had a conversation with a Chicago-based nmm.z:m director
mmm:Bma_ﬂ\m t _Mﬁ Mm director asked to fill a role for a Polish female bank teller (which she
it oﬂ_ wm played by a Polish female actress), she might suggest the role
P m:w\a Bmm% ac _..mm<. Mza male instead; but her conception of who could play black
; e was limited to actors who were thems :
| elves black, gay, and mal
" Ay d ! ] . , gay, ale. Thus, her
k" nMﬂ_o:%m :om: traditional” casting consisted of swapping one type for another and
ception of type was tied to the actor’s indivi
; . individual “real” identi imi
conversations with casting directors in Los Angeles i i
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The 1950s

Black Stars

Ethel Waters sways her massive shoulders as she sings “His Eye Is on the Sparrow,” and
suddenly, becomes—for a new generation—its great earth-mother figure. . .. Dorothy
Dandridge, first as Carmen, then as Margot, later as Bess, acts her heart out, wins her
Oscar nomination, and emerges on screen and off as the living embodiment of the tragic
mulatto. . . . Sidney Poitier enters the era shyly as a young unknown in No Way Out, only
to close the decade as one of the most important leading men—black or white—in the
movies. . . . Writer Richard Wright, baseball player Jackie Robinson, boxer Jersey Joe
Walcott, tennis champ Althea Gibson, football player Woody Strode, trumpeter Louis
i Armstrong, crooner Nat “King” Cole, songstress Eartha Kitt, comedienne Pearl Bailey, jazz
stylist Ella Fitzgerald, and calypso artist Harry Belafonte invade the movies and go
“dramatic.” . . . And problem pictures continue, alternately engaging and alienating their
audiences.

It was the 1950s, an era to be remembered as apathetic and sleepy-eyed, vulgar and

Icero and Chicago, the Supreme Court Decision of 1954, Marian Anderson at the Met,
mett Till lynched in Mississippi, bus boycotts (later bombings) in Montgomery, the rise
Martin Luther King, sit-ins in Oklahoma, federal troops in Arkansas.
The 1950s’ social-political whirl penetrated the motion-picture industry, which like the
st of the country, had to undergo change. Already the industry had lost some of its best
ilents because of blacklisting. Slowly, too, the look of the American feature film was altered,
10 longer stamped with the big-studio gloss but marked now by the individual signature of
the Independent director or producer. Television sets had come into homes across the nation
hd when box-office attendance, after its great boom in the war years, tapered off drastically
@ film industry offered the glant wide screens—Cinerama, CinemaScope, VistaVision, 3-D—
a desperate means of holding the audience, Likewise the industry picked up bold themes
part to lure the television audience away from home and in part as a realistic reflection of
he growing chaos (n the streets of America and In the psyches of its citizens, Gone almost
Wtirely was the magical, romantic, biggerthan-life daydream quality of the old movies as
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independent filmmakers brought to the public not only more problem pictures but “message”

pictures, “serious” pictures, “thoughtful” pictures, “studious” pictures, and “controversial
pictures, all interchangeable but carrying different labels.

For black actors this era of silent change was important. The great gains of the late 1940s
nued in the 1950s with the emergence of distinct black personalities who, through
es, invigorated the Negro Lead Character and the Negro Theme. Almost
ack personalities stood out prominently, and they were to
g the greatest breakthrough for the black actor in
Dandridge, and Ethel Waters transformed
or personalities to one of star

were conti
their own idiosyncrasi
immediately three diverse bl
remain so throughout the decade, makin
American motion pictures. Sidney Poitier, Dorothy
the history of blacks in films from a study of pictures or parts
dimensions.

As already seen, in the early days of m
mythic types. Through the push and power of their
great pop figures. Everything in Hollywood was a game, they knew, and they did not expect
to be taken very seriously. Movie audiences loved and laughed at these great comic strip
characters. They left theaters having enjoyed themselves but with little reason to think twice
about what they had seen. No one ever cared what Bill Robinson was really thinking as
he danced up the staircases with Shirley Temple. Nor did anyone give a second thought to
how Hattie McDaniel must have felt as she ripped the bandana from her head after a
particularly humiliating scene.

Occasionally, with black actors such as Stepin Fetchit or Lena Horne or Paul Robeson,
because their off-screen exploits paralleled their on-screen images and because they were
publicized by their studios, audiences felt they had some insight into the person on celluloid
But still unlike the important white stars—such as Garbo and Gable—the old black actors
were not monolithic figures. They did not symbolize disparate elements of their audience’s
personalities. They were not able to affect lives dramatically or touch on the mass imagination
Indeed, the moviegoing public was not yet prepared to be swept off its feet by the intrigues
of a colored personality.

But in the 1950s Poitier, Dandridge, and Waters reached out and affected the imagination

s believed in them. Often because of their private lives or becaus¢
of a strongly rooted image, the trio overpowered the films in which they appeared. Moreover,
in this strange psychoanalytic age when audiences started dissecting not only their own
those of their movies and movie stars as well, when patrons went to see
ere entertainment but for a comment on the black experience,
these three performers became popular because of what they represented to moviegoers
Like all great stars, they were aesthetic beings in themselves. To contemplate Waters
humanity or Dandridge’s beauty or Poitier’s code of decency was worth the price of admission,
and the three made a slight dent at the place Hollywood has traditionally cherished mos!

the box office.

oviemaking black actors were rigidly consigned to
personalities, some actors had created

of the mass audience. Patron

inner selves but
black performers not for m

Ethel Waters: earth mother for an alienated age

Ethel Waters was the first of the three to win mass audience app! | 8he had been around

foralong time, and her life and career were a tale of disorder and much early sorrow Growing

up in Chester, pennsylvania, she had stolen food to eat, n w (o whores, been a lookout
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Nﬁ“_ﬂﬁhﬂ. .,:_“m “\_,\_.__.._.“”s. il "_z.:n. Al thirteen she was married. At fourteen she was separated
g _:.““ .u:,:w.; and laundress at a Philadelphia hotel where she mm::ma.
 orm——— _u_::w ulously w:m rose from poverty to international acclaim, first
. m::..;...; ,d were she ,imm billed as “Sweet Mama Stringbean” and later Om the
i §¢ .: productions as Africana, Blackbirds of 1930, Rhapsody in Black, A
e Emﬂﬂ. ﬂ Home Abroad, Mamba's Daughters, and Cabin in the Sky. o
i mwm:mm_mmﬂ Mmmnrmw a éro._m new audience with her impressive film work. But
i _m:mm_.mﬂ_, am__ flat in the Ema-_oaow Overwork, exhaustion, mxv_o:m.:o:
W_ . Hrmvmmﬂ mw nm@. Emam her “difficult” and chronically suspicious of m<m20:m.
B e o oa sﬁ in in the Sky remain a part of Hollywood legend. mccmmn:m::m
7 e M&M :smBU_o.S:mZ in the film capital, and by 1948, when Darryl
3 e on ki ﬁm_ma\ in v:_@..mﬁrm_ Waters was almost at the point of begging
e an old typed vehicle but she got mileage out of it, and her caree
gear. Today, because of her appearances in such films as Cairo :onwwa

new style i

P _oﬂOmWchmecwhmﬁﬂMmmmo %M :Bm\EOE mammy. But as significant a figure as she was
e e mﬂM: oémMQP in the film version of Carson McCullers’ play The
. ; scored her greatest screen triumph and an overwhelming
The Member of the Wedding was more than simpl i

R e ply a movie. It was in two very i
W-i M”MMMM%MHMMWE. monm:.doﬂ. it marked the first time a black mnﬁmwm_ﬂm_umo”mmm_“
i b ﬁm ﬂﬂoamn:o:. Secondly, the movie was another comeback for
Qe 2 mrw ﬂmﬁwaw\ ".___m Eye _m.os the Sparrow had recently been published and
e ﬁ.ﬁo:v_mo nm . the E.:a details of her life—the fights, the lovers, the

R S. c:o:m:\. instead of alienating her audience, the turbulent
B e ;_wmw mnon“:\_:nma patrons that Ethel Waters, who had always portrayed
e ﬁﬁc_v\.mcmma :Q m_ma the characters she played. Moreover, audiences knew
e ed. Now Um:oadm rooted for her to succeed—to triumph. Wh
il N_A edding finally opened, audiences got just that. . -

- BMW_mWMMM _MMMN_:Q:mBN:J Wmﬁc_‘m was a serious, oddly structured film for 1952
ol ﬁrm_:ﬁmﬂmnmo:m OMH the original Broadway cast. It had little plot, and focused
 — ree outcasts: Frankie Adams (played by Julie Harris), a twelve-
e maz_A.mﬂ‘~:m.mao_mmnm:nm.mza wanting desperately to belong; John-Henry
e _mmﬂm:m_nm m_m_xm\mmvo_a sickly cousin-playmate; and the weathered and
. n::a&:w mo_:m. :_.ﬁ e no:a.m of the film, Berenice is revealed as the guiding
B :now:M ives. She is cook, housekeeper, protectress, reprimander
tihe and the children .m: in ~rmo_“ﬁ.nﬁm“:c.m.%__“\ﬁﬂmﬁﬁmdmm.r_mﬂa mMBm o _wm«m:mnm
.. irveh i ,John-Henry,” she tells th

u-_“n“”“”_% Mrmm: mw :%:. bridge game. “You know you got to play the rules o*mﬁ%mov\uhmd

- sﬂ_uo.___“_, times turbulent moments among the three, author Carson Znnm::mww
‘ ¢ as appa as her the i i

lound trying one thing. Then another. Yet i..._“w%_m__rmcquM”ﬁ_wmm_ﬂ_ManM”M_ﬁWmm“wM:M:A ,,_My\m

" Be g Frankie.

nother time, in her 1
¢ nost moving n lo ] i
gue, she explains to th i
nented blind alleys ) , hume s oms
,..na_z = ::.<< _ 1of Hie “He was the first man | ever loved. Therefore | had to go
, or alter and what | did was to marry off little pleces of Ludl whenever
| ‘ neve
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| run across them. It was my misfortune that they all EBma out to be ﬁ.rm ,Eo”m Uq_Mn._ﬂmm.m mm__,_\“
comforts the two and helps them grow roﬂ her Wﬁm:m:nmmmq.gwmwmmﬂ_ﬂmwmmg,Mm vm:oa.:_
Is on the Sparrow.” The film is resolved with Frankie grown . : g
ice stands alone in the kitchen of the house. She is leaving to work els
“ﬂﬂ”n%%MM%MwMMGS:& that her talents as an earth mother, to nourish and comprehend,
i ew household. :
mﬂm,_mﬁmhwmmw w\ﬂ:m Wedding was a critical success, but reports of its strange U%:Mmm%:mﬁm_mm M_____._"
unconventional characters scared off many viewers. Others found them Uﬂ ing. B
Waters, the actress and the human being, i”m camwmﬂﬂg\ m<mNoMM,.:M<%m:UNM__M_mwﬂﬁsmm: "
like the film. Berenice was a perfect role for her, and there we g
sed tragic life of the movie's heroine and the _mmm:aw about the entertaine ,,
meﬂw?n,w%mo: of ._,Mm Member of the Wedding, the role was so well written and %m_n:ﬂww””;__._.
well etched that Waters at long last had the material fora w.:mﬁ:m _”.vmlqum:nM. :Q -
every line, even aseemingly unadorned mﬁmﬁmﬂm:.ﬁ iﬁmm am__Mmmmwzw_ﬁ_mz“%“ﬂémw s
he script. “Can’t bid,” she said during the car 4 tha . :
MMMM.WN%:B@M% I _umM: wanting things 1 ain't been getting,” she cxmﬂmm U_m_:ﬁw\m._ww EW«HM”A_«_
because The Member of the Wedding, with its skinny tomboy rmqo_:m mq %_8 Mca_m::_..
bespectacled leading man, was so unlike the typical mmﬁc&mxmé:_:m 30<Mmmwﬁrm i~
tended to accept Ethel Waters and her life rather MTM: _%m :m<_wm%mdﬂﬂmm¢hwo:m b Eo.B.__.
emerged now as more than just a representative of the long- ; : i
at “serious” popular myth come true. For black audiences, Ethe fm ers was |
MMMMMWMMMW: of the U_mMA spirit they believed had prevailed during the hard :”.dﬁmm oﬁw__mm,\_.:_u
and they felt she brought dignity and wisdom to the Enm.. For the B_mmwaé i Mﬂmw:o: .
Ethel Waters spoke to an inner spirit of a paranoid m.:& emotionally para MNm Mm:: o
longed for some sign of heroism. Movie stardom itself has often been base: o:S:m o
between actress and myth, and with this performance Ethel imﬂmqm became a mma gl
star. Her personality, rather than her character or vma 3.o<_m. Jmaamamncw - mw:s.
imagination, and thus the history of the Negro in American films gained a ne xv i Mvo_: __
But if Ethel Waters altered black film history, she was perhaps .%m last .mo Mnmuo o
For in spite of her impressive performance, she nc:n:mE became in %w ::a.ﬁ_ - Mmum:?_,
of audience indifference. From The Member of the ;:.&.EQ mrm. imH; on ﬁm w&_,ﬂowm:mé o Y
appearances. There was also the successful television series Beula _A e A
arose: income-tax evasion and other debts. Finally, her debts and prob meBo o |
that she was forced to make an excruciatingly painful mnnmm&.:wm oq t M H.m%< o
show “Break the $250,000 Bank.” The great actress stood before 3_:63 :AJ t m_.qa oﬂ:m:. .
to win money to pay her taxes. Surprisingly, audiences took her plight .5 mmn e. nere vy
neither outrage nor great sadness. In a frightening way, Ethel é.mﬁm.a pu Ln mroa ,__;v b
humiliation were considered fitting for the tough endurable :.:i:.n :mfm igwur ” :M__ __..,._
shown America that she could prevail, even under the most trying m:mm:om_m... ! % et
film, The Sound and the Fury (1959), was released, Twentieth .nmq.;car_uo.x S .ﬁ.vc Ln__s\immu? v
announced that “everybody's favorite,” indeed “America’s WZO:E\ Am*” m a 3.:,___ _._ :
back. As Dilsey, the “indomitable skeleton,” the part Faulkner r_B,f..w: mig ﬁ : .m,mmq.sﬂ -
her, Waters again acted the strong black woman in grand style. The :*:7,\”\: .,_ A_“m -
promising, with a cast that included Yul Brynner, Joanne Woodward .__:.._ ..:.r.__,“__ _L ,z,_ v
But the actors floundered in one mess of a script, and Waters [ it Lo stay aflo:

last film of the decade i
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The 1950s ended with Ethel Waters having appeared in but two motion pletures. But for
this anemic, Insecure age, ane scared of Its own shadow and terrified of taking risks, she
was an echo of the past. Lithel Waters seemed to be some noble part of our heritage that was
quickly becoming extinet, In a period of mass uniformity, she was the individualist foolisl

enough to assert hersell yet strong enough to pay for the consequences. In the and, hey

“Route 66,” “The Great Adventure,” and “Owen Marsha ,"again playing the strong

heroine. In her later years, she appeared with Billy Graham’s Crusades. In 1977, Wa
at age 80.

Dorothy Dandridge: apotheosis of the mulatto

Dorothy Dandridge was the second of the black stars. Before the apathetic Eisenhower age
ended, she had infused it with her great intensity and risen as its most successful black leading
lady. For a period that prided itself on appearances, hers was a startling presence. She was a
great beauty. Her eyes were dark and vibrant, her hair long and silky, her features sharply
defined. And she had the rich golden skin tone that had always fascinated movie audiences,
black and white. Moreover, she was a distinctive personality, schizophrenic, maddening,
suphoric, and self-destructive. Before her Nina Mae McKinney had displayed uncontrolled
faunchiness. Fredi Washington had symbolized intellectualized despair, and Lena Horne had
ncquired a large following through her reserve and middle-class aloofness. On occasion,
Dorothy Dandridge exhibited all the characteristics of her screen predecessors, but most
Important to her appeal was her fragi ity and her desperate determination to survive. In a

Way never before demonstrated by a black personality, she used her own incongruities
und self-contradictions to capture and extend the mass imagination. Her life and career were

Vigorously reported on by the white and black press. At times she seemed to bask in her own

- publicity, and it was obvious that she took pains to create an image, to package it, and then

10 market it for mass consumption.

The irony that overshadowed Dorothy Dandridge’s career was that although the image
she marketed appeared to be contemporary and daring, at heart it was based on an old and
tlassic type, the tragic mulatto. In her important films Dorothy Dandridge portrayed doomed,
lnfulfilled women. Nervous and vulnerable, they always battled with the duality of their
- [irsonalities. As such, they answered the demands of their times. Dorothy Dandridge’s
thuracters brought to a dispirited nuclear age a razor-sharp sense of desperation that cut
through the bleak monotony of the day. Eventually—and here lay the final irony—she may
lave been forced to live out a screen image that destroyed her.

Dorothy Dandridge came to films after a lengthy and arduous career as a stage entertainer.
The daughter of a Cleveland minister and a comedienne-actress named Ruby, she performed
Ak a child with her older sister Vivian in a vaudeville act billed as “The Wonder Kids.” At fi fteen
she and Vivian along with another black girl appeared as the Dandridge Sisters, touring the

tountry with the | welord band. At sixteen, Dorothy Dandridge performed at the
Lotton Club, w e met Hatold Nicholas of the dancing Nicholas Brothers. She married
Bl and bore him a daughter Later the palt divoreed. Throughout the 1940s, she worked in
Nlghtclubs as well as in a steing of flims such as Lady from Louisiana (1941), Bahama Passage

1942), Drums of the Congo (1942), Ebony Pardde, ane The Hit Parade of 1943
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In the early 1950s, a trio of low-budget movies in which she played “good girl” roles served
as springboards for Dorothy Dandridge’s rise. The first, Tarzan's Peril (1951), was typical jungle
fare with one twist. In a crucial episode, Dandridge, as a kidnaped African princess, was
tied to the stakes by a warlike tribal leader. As she lay with legs sprawled apart, heaving and
turning to break loose, it was apparent that never before had the black woman been
so erotically and obviously used as a sex object. From the way Lex Barker's Tarzan eyed the
sumptuous Dandridge, it was obvious, too, that for once Tarzan’s mind was not on Jane or
Boy or Cheetah!

In Columbia’s The Harlem Globetrotters (1951), Dandridge was cast as a sympathetic young
wife trying to keep a decent husband from going bad. She had little more to do than look
lovely. MGM's 1953 all-black Bright Road, followed, giving Dorothy Dandridge her first starring
role. As a grade-school teacher working to reach an unhappy wayward student, she was
cast opposite child actor Philip Hepburn and a shy newcomer named Harry Belafonte. Here
she revealed a soft, radiant, melancholic quality. “Her work in MGM'’s See How They Run [the
title was changed upon release| projects sultry Dorothy Dandridge into the enviable role

of Hollywood's No. 1 female star,” wrote Ebony. Life magazine also ran a special article on the
film, spotlighting its leading lady. Thus by 1953, the momentum for Dandridge’s career
was well under way. Had she continued playing such nice-girl roles, her career might have
been entirely lackluster. But Dorothy Dandridge learned early that there were better things
ahead on the other side of virtue.

Carmen Jones was the celebrated movie that established her as the definitive tragic mulatto

It also contains the definitive Dandridge mulatto performance. The legend of how director
Otto Preminger first decided to cast Dandridge for the lead in his film reads like a press
agent’s dream tale, but it appears to be true. Initially, Preminger had thought her too sleck
and sophisticated for the role of a whore. But he underestimated the talent and determination
of the actress. When it appeared as if she had lost the role altogether, Dorothy Dandridge
completely redid her appearance and style. She taught herself a Southern dialect. She
mastered wildly uninhibited body movements. She shrewdly exploited her own nervous
tension. With her new image perfected, she tossed her hair about her head, made up her eyes
darkly, dressed herself in a sheer low-cut blouse and a long, tight skirt, and then audaciously
strutted into Preminger’s office. Vivacious, sportive, alluring yet somehow haunted and
vulnerable, Dorothy Dandridge was the living embodiment of the director's Carmen. The
role was given to her.

Carmen Jones, released in 1954, was the 1950s’ most lavish, most publicized, and mos!
successful all-black spectacle. If audiences truly yearned for relief from the tedium and routine
of their lives, surely this was perfect pop entertainment. Based on Bizet's comic-strip opera
Carmen, it cleverly transformed the opera’s colorful Spanish cigarette girl into Carmen Jones
a sexy black factory worker in the South. Her foil is a Good Colored Boy, Joe, portrayed by
Harry Belafonte. Carmen lures him into deserting the army, goes with him to a sleazy Chicago
hotel where they evade the law, then deserts him for a prize fighter, and finally is strangled

by him for her unfaithfulness.

The plot and the characters of Carmen Jones were pop creations, and the film relied on the
e barroom brawl, the

stock situations: hair-pulling fights between black females, the inevi
exaggerated dialects, the animalistic passions and furies of
made impressive nonetheless by its director's exuberant style and Its cast's great élan
Everyone seemed to be there to have a good time, Di:

i Oldestyle kitsch, i

i
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”V__._.___”—c_,__“ _..___,....::2_ s good-time girl friends. Olga James portrayed the submissive Cind

- Mﬁ " cters snatled glorlously as the villainous Sergeant Brown. Joe Adams as UlNM

B :.m :.m_“,,< Z_. ler was such an C<.m:_< mm.x:m_ performer that audiences could understand
erwent far in films. White audiences still found sexually assertive black males

~ d Q to Dﬁﬂmﬁ:. _:...___ Bai €y was an OUm_ Qm__m_ t as m_ e Um_ﬂmQ out a ﬂOCm:._W wmmﬂ OCﬁ :Jmm
_~_;H_ monaD um., mCﬁ UN:Q:QWmmnm:_ en Qo: _:mﬁmaﬂ e C_OQCOA on. Or : € one ha C_
nco_. ﬂm_nc_m:_ € m__Q Um:mﬂﬂ_( OO_:_Qm:ﬁ on :~m On_ er, _OO_A_mmm ar Q Insecure m~ e

) IS

10 say, “it ain’t real, but [ am!”
“The ran
R omwmwﬂwmmzagm two parts [Carmen Jones and Bright Road| suggests that she is
Ing dramatic actresses of the screen.” w.
3 te Newsweek. “Of all the di
grand opera—from Emma Calvé of i . i
the 90s to Risé Steven h
1ole of Carmen and have in turn b e T
een made famous by it, none wa i
- . . ; ; S ever so decorative or wj
Eonm_uaﬂwzo:ﬂzmm fame so quickly as the sultryyounglady . . . on Life's cover this week ” inumw_
ors of Life when Dorothy Dandridge became the first black ever to grace its no.<m~

But I o
R Q_,o_mmmu:m ﬁhm great fanfare and recognition after her triumph in 1954 Dorothy Dandridge
Ic__“iooﬂ%‘\/\mﬂm M:mm_a._m émw no place for her to 80. Bigotry and bias still had their place w:
- Very tew film offers came her way. Those that di i

y ; at did were little more tha iati
on _A‘a“_:m:r.»_smﬁ she was to be cast as exotic, self-destructive women ey

us 2 We idge’ /

such a character was Dandridge’s Margot in Robert Rossen’s Island in the Sun (1957)

Here she was cast in the fi A
she was cas 1e first of her interracial-|
: -love roles. Today some might think i
” | _
Unimportant that Dorothy Dandridge was the first black woman ever Hm b Mx_“ g
arms o ite O be held in the
.y T__i___: I nanAmerlcan movie <....,x_am:mmmrmimmUmzj_.:mQﬁo bring int ted
" _ - . egrate
: _:_ 1€ mass audience In an age about loerupt :_A._:.om:i,:_%Iacoo:_:mm« ti v h
smains a soclally slgnifi : - vy
slg e Hlm. 1t was a test ) i
i : S atestament to her Importance as a
R __i. ._": th Contury-Fox rluked loaturing her Opposite white actor John Justin, But
ant ¢ . Y . |
tLas the move was, Islund (1 the Bun was matred by compromises. Even | prodi
WO e v P o _.-._V
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Darryl F. Zanuck, has admitted not liking the finished film because of them. Because of its
theme of miscegenation, Island in the Sun was controversial even during the shooting. Before
its release, some theater owners (mostly Southern) threatened to boycott it. The South
Carolina legislature even considered passing a bill to fine any movie house that showed the
film $5000. That bill was never passed, but the threats had their effect. Cautious steps were
taken to avoid too much controversy. In the movie, Dandridge and Justin held hands and
danced together, but little else happened. “The one scene | objected to seriously was the
one in the summerhouse where John confesses his love for me,” Dandridge later said. “We
had to fight to say the word love.” In the summerhouse scene, Dandridge’s Margot seemed
tense when asked about her background. Audiences associated that nervousness with the
character rather than the actress. As patrons watched Dandridge and Justin dance together,
surely they thought how lovely the pair looked and how happy they could have been if only
the jittery beauty weren't colored. She had everything else going for her! Surprisingly as
controversial as some thought the miscegenation theme to be, it attracted movie audiences.
Island in the Sun was made for $2,250,000 and grossed $8 million.

That same audience reaction, however—pity for the poor racially “tainted” beauty on
screen—seemed built into the subsequent Dandridge films The Decks Ran Red (1958), Tamango
(1957), and Malaga (1960). The latter two were filmed abroad.

Like Paul Robeson, Dorothy Dandridge fled this country, hoping to find in Europe an
opportunity to play diversified, untyped characters. But she too encountered only
disillusionment and repeated compromises.

Tamango cast her a mulatto slave loved by a white ship captain (Curt Jurgens). Two versions,

one French, the other English, of all the love scenes were filmed. Then because of the
interracial love theme no major American company would distribute the picture, and it failed
The Decks Ran Red fared a little better. In this tempestuous tale of a ship mutiny, Dandridge
was surrounded by a trio of handsome white actors, James Mason, Stuart Whitman, and
Broderick Crawford. As all three furtively undressed her with their eyes, it was apparent thal
had she not been black she would have ended up in the arms of one or the other before the
picture’s conclusion. In Malaga, Edmund Purdom and Trevor Howard were her leading
men. As a woman torn between two loves, Dandridge was peculiarly remote and melancholy
So immersed was she in despondency that her performance at times seemed separate from
the rest of the movie. Here Dandridge was fully stripped of the fire and passion that dominatec
her Carmen. Instead she appeared at her most vulnerable. What weighed her down was nol
so much her character's dejection as her own. “No one knew what her nationality was (o
be in the picture,” her manager, Earl Mills, later reported. “The problem as to whether Trevol
Howard should kiss her on the screen was called ridiculous. This was Dorothy’s mosl
frustrating acting experience by far.”

Curiously, the important aspect of these three European movies (as well as Island in the Sun)
was that Dandridge was bringing her own personal disappointments and frustrations to hel
characters. Audiences responded to the sadness on screen as an outside force. Perhaps they
told themselves that the reason Dorothy Dandridge—this exquisite black love goddess
was unfulfilled was because of that drop of Negro blood. It was wrecking her chances lol
fulfillment. And indeed, for Dorothy Dandridge, on screen and off, in mass imagination
the tragic flaw was her color.

Dandridge’s

h Row's
W@ tight
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manners. For the mass white audience, Sidney Poitier was a black man who had met the
standards. His characters were tame; never did they act impulsively, nor were they threats to
the system. They were amenable and pliant. And finally they were non-funky, almost sexless
and sterile. In short, they were the perfect dream for white liberals anxious to have a colore!
man in for lunch or dinner.

Poitier was also acceptable for black audiences. He was the paragon of black middle-clas«
values and virtues. American Negroes were still migrating north and were gradually increasing
their political power. The rising middle classes and the power (limited as it might have
seemed) of their money supported Poitier. Black America was still trying to meet white
standards and ape white manners, and he became a hero for their cause. He was neithe
crude nor loud, and, most important, he did not carry any ghetto cultural baggage with him
Nodialect. No shuffling. No African cultural past. And he was almost totally devoid of rhythm
In short, he was the complete antithesis of all the black buffoons who had mnbmmﬂma before
in American movies. This was one smart and refined young Negro, and middle-class Americi
both black and white, treasured him.

But the second reason for Poitier's ascension was that in many respects his characters we/ e

still the old type that America had always cherished. They were mild-mannered toms
throwbacks to the humanized Christian servants of the 1930s. When insulted or badgered, the
Poitier character stood by and took it. He knew the white world meant him no real harm. |1¢
differed from the old servants only in that he was governed by a code of decency, duty
and moral intelligence. There were times in his films when he screamed out in rage at
injustices of a racist white society. But reason always dictated his actions, along with love
for his fellow man. Most important, he did not use his goodness only as a means of saving i
position. Past good Negroes in the movies, notably Bill Robinson, were usually conceri
about pleasing the master in order not to be booted out of the Big House. But Poitie
not care about the Big House. Nor did his goodness issue from some blind spot of Christla
faith (as with his screen “mother” Louise Beavers.) He acted as he did because an overridiig
intelligence demanded that his characters be humane.

Finally, Poitier became a star because of his talent. He may have played the old toi
dressed up with modern intelligence and reason, but he dignified the figure. Always on displi
was the actor’s sensitivity and strength. One can trace in all the Poitier features of the 19"
the qualities that made him a national favorite. Interestingly, the evolution of the Polt|i|
screen personality was swift. In his first film, No Way Out (1950), audiences saw all the qualities
that would make Poitier characters so “laudable” for the rest of the decade.

Joseph Mankiewicz's No Way Out launched not only Poitier's career but the cycle of probluiy
pictures in the 1950s. Literate and sophisticated, the movie spotlighted the race riots that |yl
broken out after World War II, at the same time presenting a sensitive portrait of the educill
Negro. The plot centers on a young Negro doctor, Luther Brooks, at a large metropolitii
hospital. When two white hoodlums are wounded during an attempted robbery, Brooks tefids
the pair. One of the men dies. The other then accuses Brooks of murder. Thereafter the youg
doctor is embroiled in controversy, and he fights to prove his innocence. When the ren 1
white hoodlum organizes a group of racist friends to attack the ghetto area, the city verges
onamajor race riot. By a lucky stroke of Hollywood imagination, Brooks proves his CONEH

through an autopsy, and equilibrium returns to the city

With its crisp and quick-witted dialogue, No Way Oul to &
of postwar America and sumir

16 degree captured tl

Ip its repressed raclal hostilities, Likewise its Nogio
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of coffee. But Poitier jumps upon him with passion and regains any lost dignity. Young black
audiences loved him for it. Here at long last was a sane black man, free and strong enough
to shout back to whitey.

Shouting back was very much a part of The Blackboard Jungle (1955). In this harrowing exposé
of American high schools Poitier was costarred with Glenn Ford, Anne Francis, and Vic
Morrow. He portrays Gregory Miller, an intelligent, complex student who fears that in the
outside world there will be no place for a second-class citizen to take the lead. He hounds
and torments white teacher Ford, who represents the oppressive system. He snatrls, acts
tough, and displays his virility more effectively than in any other film. “Come on! Go ahead!
Hit me!” he yells to Ford. Here the disaffiliated young of the 1950s saw a man with a choice.
He didn’t have to take anything. Even before it was fashionable, he was bucking the corroding
system. Yet at the same time, Poitier's Miller was an easily hurt, sensitive young man
forced to live outside society. He was the classic loner of the 1950s, much like Marlon Brando
and James Dean. And young audiences understood his loneliness, his confusion, and his
entrapment because it was a comment on their own in the Eisenhower age. At The Blackboard
Jungle's conclusion, when he aids teacher Ford against a student with a switchblade, some
of his earlier impact is diminished, but his code of decency is reaffirmed, and Poitier's Miller
becomes a hero for young and old.

During the next four years Sidney Poitier worked in six motion pictures. In Something of
Value (1957), with Rock Hudson, Band of Angels (1957), with Clark Gable and Yvonne De Carlo,
and The Mark of the Hawk (1958) with Eartha Kitt and Juano Hernandez, he was an unlikely
amalgam of The Blackboard Jungle's Gregory Miller and No Way Out's Luther Brooks. Sullen,
angry, quick-tempered, and headstrong, he rebelled in many of these films, occasionally
playing a modernized version of the black brute. (In the movies, most black men politically
militant or merely politically motivated are simplified by the scenarists into the unreasonable,
animalistic brutes of old.) But always, as if to save Poitier's image and the scriptwriter's white
supremacist neck, the features concluded with Poitier's goodness and humanity reasserted,
and once more audiences discovered him to be on the side of the angels. In this four-year
period, the archetypal Poitier roles—the two that remain among the finest in his gallery
of characters—were as Tommy Tyler in Edge of the City (1957) and as Noah Cullen in The Defian!
Ones (1958).

The David Susskind-Martin Ritt production Edge of the City was an adaptation by Roberl
Alan Aurthur of his own television drama “A Man Is Ten Feet Tall,” in which Poitier had alreacly
appeared. The story is about two men, a white and a black. In a true gesture of integrationis!
harmony, railroad worker Tommy Tyler befriends a wayward and confused army deserter (
Cassavetes). The story has a twist because for once it was the black man extending
hand to the white. Poitier helps the white man find a job, and then as his greatos!
manifestation of friendship invites him home to meet his wife (Ruby Dee) and have dinnei
A Christlike figure, he stands for conscience and humaneness. But he is destroyed by il
kindness and loyalty. During an argument with a fellow white worker in which Poitier defencs
Cassavetes, a fight breaks out. Poitier is winning. But he begs his white opponent to quill
When he turns to walk away, the white man stabs him in the back. Poitier dies in Cassavelos
arms.

Poitier's role won him great favor with the critics, The New York Herald Tribune i
black man one of deceptive simplicity, “With his quick smile and exhilarating talk,” wrote the
raviewer, "he can cajole the boy out of deep gloom, With a joke he can stop an ugly Hght

ed his
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developed. For, once they have been unchained, the good Poitier comes to the rescue of
Curtis, not out of necessity but out of brotherly love. Again he sacrifices himself, this time not
with his death but his freedom, all for the sake of his white friend. In this film, one of his
biggest hits, Poitier alienated a certain segment of the audience. When he saved his honky
brother, he was jeered at in ghetto theaters. Black audiences were consciously aware for
the first time of the great tomism inherent in the Poitier character, indeed in the Poitier
image. Stanley Kramer's drama had glossed over the real issues and bleached out its black
hero. Yet to Poitier's credit, his power as an actor demanded that the role and the film be
taken seriously, and the jeers were somewhat muffled when he received an Oscar nomination

for best actor of the year.

Porgy and Bess was poitier's la
dancing, clowning darkies of old. Poitier
and, although his performance was engaging, he
was Martin Luther King. There were sit-ins, demonstra
America’s black idol doing? There he stood singing, “I got plent

st film of the 1950s. The movie portrayed blacks as the singing,
accepted the role of Porgy only after much pressuring,
seemed out of place. Here it was 1959. There
tions, and boycotts. And what was
y of nothin’, and nothin’s

plenty for me.”
In retrospect, it can be said that all the Poitier films of the 1950s were important and

significant. Because they were all made to please a mass white audience at a time when the

school desegregation, today their messages may seem rigged

or naive. But they retain a certain raw-edged bite and vigor. Audiences still respond to the
actor's sophistication and charm, to his range and distinctly heroic quality. In the 1960s,
Hollywood belittled and dehumanized Poitier's great human spirit by making it vulgarly
superhuman. He became SuperSidney the Superstar, and he was depicted as too faithful
a servant, the famous Poitier code then a mask for bourgeois complacency and sterility. Bul
in the 1950s his work shone brightly. For black and white Americans he was a marvelous
movies. And whether an integrationist or a separatist age likes it Of
cters in the 1950s singlehandedly made audiences believe
rth working out. It was still just a beautiful dream,

main topic of conversation was

reason for going to the
not, Sidney Poitier’s movie chara
things would work out, that they were wo
but often that's what great movies and careers are all about.
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the “man without qualities.” Of necessity he possesses a sex and an age, but this exhausts
his personal traits. One can confuse lead actors, never character actors. Whether a female lead
Lilian Harvey, Marianne Winkelstern, Renate Mueller, Kaethe von Nagy,

Liane Haid, whether the lover is played by Froehlich,
and

role is played by
Mady Christians, Maria Paudler, or
Brausewetter, Liedtke, Stuewe, Verebes, Lederer, or Trevor, only the slightest nuances

the contracts which have been coincidentally drawn up differentiate them. How, though,
could we ever confuse Gerron with Junkermann, Sandrock with Wangel, Bressart with Rasp
Puffy with Arno? This is not to belittle the acting talents of the leading players, but only the
way in which they are used. The character actor’s individuality is often emphasized to the
point of unbearability, so that he bears more resemblance to a prehistoric amphibian than a
respectable contemporary man with a right to vote and a five-room apartment—the leading
player's uniqueness is filed down so forcibly that such different and unique actresses
Harvey and Sten cannot be told apart under the same ship officer's cap and after the same
application of makeup.

Even average directors have the most charming notions so long as they're working with
character actors. They cleverly use original props and work on the most effective mannerisin:
of facial expression, speech, and gesture. The leading player they mold into a manneqt
forbid him everything impulsive, everything new, everything mundane. His sorrow and his
pain must submit to the conventional gymnastics, and, just as in court, nothing may be added
and nothing withheld.

What must be demanded of practical directorial work is the penetration of the charactel
actor's methods into the hero's territory. The great success of Hans Albers is due in significan!
part to the fact that he works in this manner. He plays the hero, the lover, but at the same
time he acts like a normal person, like a character actor. He yawns, he makes faces, he doesi'|
behave himself. Not that we're recommending bad behavior for bon vivants here. But how
much liveliness, how much direct contact to the public would be gained if we got away froin
the childish prejudice that lovers must be on their high horses just because |
enlargements appear in the advertisements. The actors would breathe sighs of relief,
would be more interested in what they're doing, and they would have more opportunity (i
demonstrate their individuality. We should allow ourselves to let the lead player act, wi
pressure being put on him regarding his costume, make-up and acting—just as individually

just as mundanely, and inflicted with just as many tragic flaws as the character actors. We
should let ourselves be convinced that wrinkled trousers are thoroughly reconcilable with 4
love scene, and that a young hero can blow his nose upon learning of his mother’s death ovel
the telephone. If we dare it, it will immediately be apparent what a wealth of untapped
possibilities lie hidden here, and what charming warmth and naturalness remain to be ¢
out of the simplest plot motif..
Let us dethrone the studios’ values and take a look
astonished to see that in this, our real world, there aren’t any leading men to be seel
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helps them, they are told; for, without securit
everyone know that an actor's
likes four at-bats every day? It'
secure. From a t
56 million a pict
their stock down
Character act
followings must
people today co
Dan Seymour, Ri
Verna Bloom, M
be leads, they liv
way things work
character actor
get series, pro

y, they have to keep on working—and doesn’t
craft needs to be honed every day, just the way Kirby Puckett
s only the stars who can getaway with taking a year off. They're
ax point of view they may need to rest for the next ten months. And at
ure, who wants to work just for the sake of it and risk a dog that could drag
? They don't have to hit, they only need to be the designated hitter,

ors must feel unusually isolated. They do not have an entourage, and their
be taken on trust. Even among the readers of a movie magazine, how many
uld put the right name to the face if the pictures were of John Mahoney,
chard Bright, Mercedes Ruehl, Tom Noonan, Charles Napier, Barbara Baxley,
argaret Wycherley, James Villjers? Just because they all set out hoping to
e with disappointment, draining struggle, and the lie that they are happy the
ed out. Television is their best chance of fulfillment, for that is where natural
s—from Ed Asner to Betty White, from Michael Tucker to Blair Brown—may

minence, work and residuals. TV is certainly the arena in which the most
Interesting ensemble actingis to be seen in America. It is also
ol budget and schedule fight the last bat
hesitation of stars.

the medium in which pressures
tle against the prevaricating whim and neurotic

Nor is there any evidence that America is suffering in its supply of character actors,
Hill Street Blues and L.A. Law have been rich proving grounds, even if many of the Blues seem
10 have died with the series. In the selection that follows, there is ample evidence of quality
and daring. Moreover, we still have a few so-called star actors who honor the attitudes
ombodied in character acting—I am thinking of Gene Hackman, Alec Guinness, Robert Duvall,
Meryl Streep, Vanessa Redgrave, Susan Sarandon.
But the most important point that an introductory essay like this can make is to remind
s of how often America’s movie-making has excelled when it has been founded in something
like a stock company, a group of actors for whom human and social character has seemed
more interesting than clout.
Consider the work of Griffith, Lubitsch, Welles, Preston Sturges, Hawks, Ford, Coppola
and Altman. Not that any of them have
shows—so long as one remembers Well
himself, and Altman’s preoccupied bu

proved helpless or intransigent with stars and starry
es’ insinuating and Gutmanesque need to be that star

t casual urge to knock the shine off big-name actors,
Griffith helped define stardom as a narrative device; Lubitsch cherished the vanity of all

- ictors, especially the pomp of small men; Hawks made so rare an icon of Lauren Bacall that
1o other director could ever rediscover it. John Ford is largely responsible for what we think
0l as John Wayne: and Coppola has drawn extraordinary, dominating performances from Al
Pacino, Gene Hackman and Marlon Brando.
But those starry triumphs cannot be detached from the aura of the group that pervades
The Godfather, Only Angels Have Wings, The Shop Around the Corner, The Magnificent Ambersons or
Nushville, In some of those cases, It may be argued that the community of actors has produced
sentimentality that hinders the action or the meaning of a film: there is a false clubbiness
msible in such films. In John Ford. the rhetoric of team spirit can serve as a blithe cover for
Ilitary obedience, There [s s more dispute, contradiction and everyone-talking-and-

hinking-at-once in the groups of Howard Hawks, Further, in The Godfather, it is the very
1o y leeling that leaves the behavior of the Corléones so ambiguous, We have
Ueh a good time watching the fonding Interplay of Pac ho, Duvall, lames Caan, Richard



210 DAVID THOMSON

Cazale, that we sometimes forget what it is the team does.

Castellano, Abe Vigoda and John
here are those in his

The process of the movie reveals the beguiling Don in Coppola—yet t
mily who have beheld not just a patriarch, buta loner, a user and a prince of

real extended fa
el Corleone. From Capra to Coppola, there are films that rhapsodize

darkness to match Micha
over community yet plot dictatorship.

allenging ideal in movie-making, which is to show us the groupasa natural,
t so much a unified team as the inevitable gathering together of
lonely, suspicious, unhappy individuals who will occasionally rise to states of love, rapport
and association, before slipping away from one another. This is a view of life that respects
both solitariness and responsibility, and which sees how private lives and actions cannot
help but affect public experience. It leads to a kind of film that spreads beyond the frame
ora set storyline; it invokes a continuity and a crowded context that goon, seemingly, forever.
Needless to say, it understands how far the common state of experience is that flux of
farce and tragedy in which we would all like to be at the center of the wheel. But cannot be.
Any objective observersees a wheel but subjectivity insists there are as many wheels as there
are spokes. This is a way of seeing that confronts a factory of wheels; it is the cinema of Renoir
and Mizoguchi—it is not entirely American.

ch a view does not fit well with tidy, conclusive and uplifting endings, of
les or lives being grander than others. The panorama of many
s—produces doubt, dismay and caution. Whereas so many

There is amore ch
helpless arrangement, no

For example, su
with any notion of some ro
small lives—of character actor

American films want us to feel good.
Let me process three films which do pass this test with honors: The Shop Around the Corner;

The Magnificent Ambersons and Nashville. In the Lubitsch picture, the title signals how far the
place is the subject, evenifitisa Culver City Budapest: James Stewart and Margaret Sullavan
d the discovered love between their characters is the destination of the story. Ye!
sunderstanding and off-setting context, of many different things going
on at once, of chance revelation and unexpected benefit. And it is in the company of Frank
Morgan, Joseph Schildkraut, Felix Bressart. Sara Haden and William Tracy that we sec
collection of stories and a climate of confusion such that Stewart and sullavan pass as equal
characters, noble fools living in the same light as everyone else. In Ambersons, love and
happiness cannot be achieved anywhere without some corresponding loss elsewhere: a kind
of emotional bookkeeping is at work, and no accumulation of assets or sentimental credit 1%
proof against failure. It is that rare American film in which every character fails—no wondef
the system lacked the heart to finish it. Nashville is the apotheosis of this way of looking: It 1%
a film about the crowd, maybe the first American film about us, the audience, that throng | if

are stars, an
it is a movie about mi

unnamed character actors.
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Agnes Moorehead was a familiar and popular television personality in the role of Endora

on “Bewitched” when in one of the last of some sixty film roles she provided the voice of
the goose in the animated feature Charlotte's Web. It was not a degrading part, as Clarabell
Cow was meant to be—she co-starred with her “beloved friend” Debbie Reynolds, and
Paul Lynde contributed to the barnyard fun. The role drew on her roots in radio—what one
reviewer described as her trademark “crackling, snapping, sinister, paranoic, paralyzing
voice.”! And, before her stardom as television's preeminent witch, Moorehead reigned as
one of the most widely recognized and highly regarded supporting actresses in Hollywood
cinema. Like George, she played “types”; she was the silver screen’s definitive spinster
aunt. In accounting for the adaptability of her persona across a range of popular media, |
believe that another element of Moorehead's star image must be considered. In an interview
with Boze Hadleigh, “A Hollywood Square Comes Out,” Lynde, a special guest star ol
“Bewitched” who played an “uncle” as aptlyand as memorably as Moorehead played an “aunt ,,
remarks, “Well, the whole world knows Agnes was a lesbian—I mean classy as hell, but one
of the all-time Hollywood dykes.”
Regardless of whether the lady really was a lesbian, the characterization complements
her persona. It represents a gendered node within what Eve Sedgwick has described as the
modern Western “epistemology of the closet.”? If the swhole world” knows about Agnes, the
so-called general audience may exercise what Sedgwick calls “the privilege of unknowing"
after all, it's only entertainment. | would like to argue that it is no mere queer coincidence
that Agnes Moorehead can be dubbed both one of the all-time Hollywood supporting
actresses and one of the all-time Hollywood dykes. Moorehead is a prime candidate for gy
hagiography. Her best known incarnation, Endora, is a camp icon; she passes even the
cinephile test, having been featured in films by auteurs such as Welles, Sirk, Ray, and Aldrich
But, more important, Moorehead's ubiquity and longevity as a character actress are such thal
she can be identified with the very media in which she triumphed, with the regime of populdl
entertainment itself, and with the continuities and ruptures in gender and sexual ideology
that can be read off from it. At once essential to classical realism and marginal to its narrative
goals, the supporting character is a site for the encoding of the threat and the promise
of female deviance. As New york lesbian performance artist Lisa Kron writes in a biographical
note, reflecting on the animal and grandmother roles she was asked to play in college
“It begins to dawn on her that ‘character actress’ is really a code word for lesbian.” The
negative valence of many of Moorehead's roles is marked—Endora herself is the butt of &
constant barrage of mother-in-law jokes. Her persona is less “heartwarming” than mafy

a golden age supporting actress—from Anne Revere to Mary Wickes to Marjorie Malli

Although the ideological stake in subordinating female difference is apparent, this negal fvity

may also be Moorehead’s most subversive edge.

My discussion of Moorehead takes up three overlapping areas of inquiry: the n:
function of supporting characters in the heterosexual Hollywood regime (as well as the
ideological weight that they carry in television’s world of family values); the importance ol
typification in these roles and in lesbian recognizability more generally; and the undel
standing of star images as complex, contradictory signs, as exemplified in the work of gay I
theorist Richard Dyer as well as in the reception practices of gay ¢ ulture.

what is it that supporting characters are meant to s it i not the imbricated
ideologles of heterosexual romance and white American hegemony perme
cinema? They prop up a very particular representatic
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to confidante characters and a self-conscious reading practice to their fans, but he Bm%
oes on to cite Russo's

these images in relation only to male characters and spectators. He g
work on sissy roles and the actors who specialized in their portrayal in Hollywood films of the
thirties and forties. Bronski asserts, “Woman sidekicks were never played as lesbians, just ‘old

maids, but the non-romantic male was always implicitly gay.”’

Given the virtual conceptual blank that is lesbianism in the culture at large, itis no accident
that the social types standing in for lesbians in Hollywood cinemaare misogynistically coded
as “asexual.” They are trivialized and rendered comical rather than threatening. Although
sex and ideology certainly mark the stereotypes of sissy and old maid differently, in particular
n to tropes of gender inversion, Bronski’'s statement limits the operation of the

in relatio
pounds the invisibility to which lesbians

connotative in the femnale images and thus com

are already consigned.

In contrast, one lesbian writer confidently attributes sexuality to a much later incarnation

of the “old maid" type. In a cover article for Lesbian News entitled “The Truth about Miss
Hathaway,” Marion Garbo Todd defends the spinster secretary character played by Nancy
an sitcom “The Beverly Hillbillies” from the following assessmen!

Kulp on the sixties Americ
in the fan magazine Television Collector: “Miss Jane Hathaway could have been the prototype
ome of a spinster.”

for the term ‘Plain Jane.’ Tall and lanky, with an asexual manner, the epit
Todd retorts, “Where does this ‘plain Jane’ stuff come from? How can the word plain be
used to describe the handsome Miss Hathaway? Tall and lanky’ is not the right phrase for
her body; ‘long and sensuous’ is much more accurate. Her long neck, aquiline nose, wavy
hair, and large bright eyes made her very beautiful. She had smile lines to swoon over, and

__In her tasteful skirt suit, short hairdo, and horn-rimmed glasses,

her voice was a delight. .
"8

she could have been the lead character in any lesbian pulp novel.

Visual codes are recognized, enumerated, and deployed to cas
nre. In her groundbreaking work on studio-era lesbian directo
that, in her films, secondary women characters can be seen sporting the
e manner that Arzner herself affected. Lesbianism is made visible

t Kulp in a leading role in

a different ge r Dorothy Arzner,

judith Mayne notes
dapper dress and masculin
within the text through ironic inflection of an “asexual” type.’

As Richard Dyer writes, in an essay on “typical” lesbian and gay representations, “A majol
fact about being gay is that it doesn’t show. . . There are signs of gayness, a repertoire ol
s, clothing, and even environments that bespeak gayness, bul
these are cultural forms designed to show what the person’s person alone does not show: thal
he or she is gay. Such a repertoire of signs, making visible the invisible, is the basis of any
representation of gay people involving visual recognition, the requirement of recognizability
in turn entailing that of typicality.”!* Thus, historically and culturally specific codes in lesbian
and gay communities function similarly to the codes of recognition in popular cultt il
s light, the often-heard demand for nonstereotypical, «well-rounded” gay
s in film may go against the very conditions of our visibility. Dyer detects
cal discourse of “in-betweenism’—the notion that homosexuals
betray characteristics of the opposite gender—in a range of typical visual representatic

representations, of effeminate men and mannish women. Citing The Ki
r rival Mercy Croft's chic and tailored

gestures, expressions, stance

forms. In thi
and lesbian character
the prevalence of the sexologi

including self- Il

of Sister George, he sees both George’s tweeds and he
predatory look as variations on this “dyke” type.'' The vexed question of lesblan stereotyping
can be related to the potentially subversive implications of more general practices of vis al

typing in female supporting characters
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Moorehead in her bathrobe prevents Jane Russell’s sexuality from being perceived as intended
for the male spectator alone. Yet the early feminist analysis of this film, too, ignored its lesbian
visual economy. In another two-shot, Agnes Moorehead and Debbie Reynolds embody the
visual relation between a supporting actress “type” and a bona fide female star. On-screen
and off, the couple conforms to the stereotype of older, sapphic sophisticate who preys on
innocent younger woman; in this case the singing nun.

While great Hollywood supporting actresses such as Thelma Ritter or Mercedes
McCambridge could perhaps be read as working-class butch or fifties inbetweenist types,
Agnes Moorehead’'s persona fits a more upper-class sapphic stereotype.'* As a QoBoso:E
item describes her, “Rated as one of the best dressed stars of screen and radio, her preference
runs to tailored suits™—to recall Lynde’s words, she was “classy as hell”. On-screen, the
spinster type refuses both the masculine signifiers that make lesbianism visible in
heterosexual terms and the hyperbolization of the feminine that is the very definition of
womanliness. The type is a product of a misogynist and heterosexist imagination—yet within
it the spinster can at once “pass” as straight and be recognizable as lesbian.

It is impossible to unpack the ambivalent character of the narrative category of support
and the negotiable aspects of visual typification apart from a consideration of the performer
as text. Donald Bogle, in Toms, Coons, Mulattoe, Mammies, and Bucks, his influential book on
African American stereotypes, presents the most sustained argument for how particular
performers become visible in these roles and transform types. As he states in an interview,
“There was another life and point of view that was being suggested tome by Hattie McDaniel's
rather hostile edge.”!* It is Ritter's nurses, Arden’s sidekicks, Franklin Pangborn’s sissies,
and McDaniel’s maids that capture the imagination. The more roles an actress appears in,
the more unforeseen the effects that are introduced in a particular text by her casting. Star
texts are ongoing, modified by shifting ideological imperatives, shaped by audience response

On series television, the weekly appearance of the performer works like typecastingin studio
films. It is in this sense that 1 want to speak of Moorehead’s queer career.

In his work on stars, Dyer argues that, in narrative films, novelistic conceptions of character
are articulated with stars as already signifying images—which essentially function within the
same bourgeois ideology of the self-consistent individual. How might this approach apply t0
Moorehead, who, asa character actress, however familiar, is not strictlya “star’? As Dyer notes,
“Type characters are acknowledged to have a place ... but only to enable the proper elabora
tion of the central, individuated character(s). In this respect, no star could be just a type, since
all stars play central characters.”"” Moorehead does not have a fully individuated star image

(at least not before “Bewitched”), yet neither can her on-screen type be considered merely an
extension of her off-screen “self” (which would reintroduce the category of the individual In
another way). She has a subversive edge that does not get “rounded off.” What was distinct wiis
the fact of her acting, which allowed her to represent and to “quote” a type at the same time

Agnes Moorehead's long career encompassed a gallery of types connoting female
difference. Her early success was achieved on radio as, among other things, a stooge to mait
comics. After she went to Hollywood with Orson Welles and the Mercury Theater, she
continued her radio work as an all-purpose female voice, impersonating Eleanor Roosevell

and scores of other women on the “March of Time.” Outside the Hollywood regime of the
gaze, it seems that a deviant version of femininity could represent the norm. On-screen, she
never portrayed a central character, receiving top billing only In the p sthumously released
e BalbaasbaadDalllahulnstead, she played gecond fiddle, varlations on the unmarried
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to whisper her suspicions to George, looking on from the edge of the frame or the bk
ground of the composition—as a vantage point for the spectator. She actually preveris
the formation of two heterosexual couples by her interference. In material excise«
film’s release version, Fanny is shown at the end among a veritable colony of splisteis i
the boarding house. Her discourse pervades the film, even if she triumphs only as the
representative of its themes of frustration and barrenness.

One commentator characterizes the challenge for Moorehead as an actress, “to ¢ bt
her tremendous energy so that it would emerge in accord with the film rather than as
intriguing distraction.”?® Elements of her tour-de-force characterization of Aunt Faniy ¢
as fascinating “distractions” in such later roles as Mrs. Reed in Jane Eyre and Countess b

in The Woman in White. The question of Moorehead's discordant difference and ol hei | i
to the fulfillment of the romance plot is marked in another literary film, The Lost Mosen!

(1947). In this adaptation of Henry James's The Aspern Papers, Moorehead plays the elideily
aunt who in her youth was the recipient of love letters from a famous poet. A ettt
genarian in the novella becomes a hideously madeup 105-year-old in the filim. It 5 as i e
plausibility of Moorehead's participation in such a romance even in the past detaids
extremes of disguise.

Moorehead thoroughly embraced that inexplicable quality of her characters that (it
others to react with dislike, even phobia. In Since You Went Away (directed by Jolin € 1ol

1944), David O. Selznick’s sentimental story of women on the homefront during Weild Wt
I, Agnes portrays a local busybody, a character who embodies a displaced anxiety sl thie
unheroic activities in which women might become involved while the menfolk are away al
~ war. Joseph Cotten’s character repeatedly insults her, joking that the sound of har viile e giates
on him even when he’s far away from her. The penetrating, persecuting female voilce slgiihies
~ here not only as a quality of Moorehead'’s character, Emily Hawkins, but as Moo e ae
~ an actress, who often worked with Cotten. Ultimately, the disparate desires of the wirtie i 1
the film are rallied into patriotic solidarity when they castigate the Moorel
petty war profiteering. The film scapegoats her to consolidate both nationalis | gonilig
ideology, a project that could be seen as operating across the forties, the perfod 1 whis by
Moorehead’s image was established.

vatae et b

In Good Dames, his book on five female “character stars” (supporting actresses tarely e ol

individual biographies), James Robert Parish comments on Moorehead's perforinatie e (i Hie
film:

The role itself was a variation of the cinema type portrayed throughout the 19405 by the
very adept Eve Arden. The difference in these two actresses’ approach to
that whenever Agnes is required to make a flip remark on the screen, it comes ac s
in total seriousness as a reflection of her character's basic, unregenerate meanness Hel

piercing eyes and overall body movements provide the viewer with no other inte
pretation. In contrast, Arden can toss off the most devastating remark, and It emergos
as a pert observation, fulcy and smart, but essentially nonvicious.?¢

and
iments ol uniegenerate meanness, The subversiveness ol the
best character stars, such as Arden and Ritter, can be neutralized by thelr being enthi

slastically adopted as cuddly curmudgenns. Mootehead's unlikableness, on the razor-thin

Although Moorehead did play sssentially nonvicious roles, she was more convincing
less recuperable~in her 1
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edge of misogynist dismissal, contravenes this tendency. It is hard to embrace Moorehead

without being spattered with acid.
Madge Rapf in the Bogart/Bacall vehicle Dark Passage (1947), directed by Delmar Daves,

is a curious sort of femme fatale, whose fate is a telling example of the retribution that the
Moorehead character could bring down. Moorehead's being cast against character in a
“sexual” role is in part responsible for the film’s surreal effects.?” As Dana Polan comments
sis. “The narrative of Dark Passage is one in which dramatic coincidences
any question of plausibility.”?® When Madge happens to
gh an unlikely chain of circumstances, escaped
gnizes the voice of his nemesis.

in an important analy
oceur so often as to break down
knock at the door of the apartment where, throu
convict Vincent Parry (Bogart) is hiding, he instantly reco
Madge had testified against him at his murder trial. As he observes, “She’s the type that
comes back, and back again.” This not only indicates how she functions in the film as the
return of the repressed but is a fitting comment on Moorehead's career.

Madge's character is attributed with the evil, inconsistency, and unintelligibility of motive
of an ordinary femme fatale, without the movie conceding that sexuality is her tool for leading
men to destruction. Instead, her fatal quality seems to be the simple fact of her existence,
rendered as “interference” through Moorehead's “nagging” connotations. As Vincent describes
her, “Madge knows everybody, pesters everybody.” Her ex-fiancé, Bob, snaps at her, “You're
not satisfied unless you're bothering people. I'm annoyed whenever | see you.” Responding

to her concern that Parry will try to kill her, Bob remarks, with an extraordinary mixture

of outright malignance and contemptuous dismissal, “You're the last person he wants to sec,

let alone kill. . . . You're not the type that makes people hate.” Her insignificance is thus
marked in rather significant terms. It is as if the other characters recognize the difficulty ol
integrating her in the plot. Vincent muses, “Maybe she’ll get run over or something.” And his
wish is granted.

In this profoundly illogical film, the logic of misogyny works with classic simplicity; it can
be placated only by Madge's abjection, by the spectacle of her death. When Vincent comes
to her apartment to accuse fier of murdering his wife, she defies him to prove it. At her crowning
moment of Moorehead histrionics, she “accidently” and quite improbably falls through
a picture window, with a flounce of floor-length drapes. The camera dwells on her body's
descent, a markedly excessive cinematic flourish. Polan has commented on the ambiguity and
threat embodied in domestic space in forties films: “Significantly, in several films, murde!
suicide, and accidental death through windows blur (and not only for the characters but also
for the spectator), thereby suggesting the ambivalence of sense.” He captures somet}
of the spectator’s bewilderment in this instance: “In Dark Passage, for example, it is never cleat
(even with motion analyzing equipment and freeze-framing) how Madge manages to fall
through her apartment window to her death.”?’

Dark Passage plays out the film noir's generic fear of feminine difference. The hero Ix

vindicated, and woman is both criminal and victim. However, here it is not the alluring bul

the annoying woman who is punished, an extreme case of the anxiety that the Moorehenl
s woman, is marked for death from the

character could provoke. Madge, as a “bad,” superfluou
beginning. But for all that it is an almost mundane exigency of plot, her killing se
to require a supernatural force, thereby foregrounding the ideology that demands it. And

Madge's fall doesn't immediately benefit the hero it has sot
threatens, “You will never be able to prove anything

willed disappearance. Madge

| won't be there
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by different types of character actresses, Moorehead and Emerson, work in consort to keep
the female community intact. In Caged, Moorehead's character can represent the film’s moral
center because here she presides over a homosocial world and, fittingly, over an
extraordinarily talented female supporting cast.

While the pleasures of reading Moorehead’'s ornery forties persona are obviously
augmented by her syndication canonizationin “Bewitched,” both her situation and its comedy
on that show are made possible by the character of her prior Hollywood career. Writing
on the popularization of camp taste in the sixties and on Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? in
particular, Andrew Ross claims, “The camp effect . . . iscreated . .. when the products (stars,
in this case) of a much earlier mode of production, which has lost its power to dominate
cultural meanings, become available . . . for redefinition to contemporary codes of taste.”*
Of Robert Aldrich’s follow-up to Baby Jane, Hush, Hush Sweet Charlotte, produced the year
“Bewitched” debuted, Bosley Crowther ranted, “Agnes Moorehead as |Bette Davis's| weird and
crone like servant is allowed to get away with some of the broadest mugging and snarling
ever done by a respectable actress on the screen. If she gets an Academy Award for this
performance . . _the Academy should close up shop!”** The slatternly Velma Cruther
significantly reverses an important element of Moorehead’s image—her fastidiousness. In
a cycle in which the biggest female stars travestied their former images, it is appropriate for
one of the great supporting actresses to play a classic supporting role, the loyal servant, in a
spectacularly unsupportive manner—to indulge in upstaging and scenery chewing that puts
Davis herself to shame. Velma may be killed off for her snooping by a fall nearly as dramatic
as that in Dark Passage, but icons never die.

One of Moorehead’s last films, scripted by Henry Farrell, who wrote Baby Jane, continues
this self-conscious exploitation of her image. Set in the thirties, What's the Matter with Helen”?
(directed by Curtis Harrington, 1971) features Debbie Reynolds and Shelley Winters as the
mothers of two convicted thrill killers in the Leopold and Loeb mode, who move to Hollywood
to escape their past. Reynolds, intrigued by the story, which was originally titled Best of
Friends, persuaded her friend Agnes Moorehead to play powerful radio evangelist Sistel
Alma. The “matter” with Helen concerns not only her psychopathic murderous tendencies
but her fanatical devotion to the evangelist's message and. surprise, her lesbian love for het
best friend. The role and the project thus summed up a number of strong components of the
Moorehead persona: radio, religion, the famous personality, lesbianism, the relationship
with Reynolds.

Endora represents the culmination of Moorehead meddlesomeness. In the premiere
episode of “Bewitched,” she q.mcmmmma:\ evicts Samantha’s husband from the honeymooih
suite, and she literally casts a dark shadow over heterosexual relations each week when hel
credit “and Agnes Moorehead as Endora” appears on a black cloud of smoke blotting ol
“Derwood” and Samantha’s embrace. What's-his-name’s anxiety about his wife’s powers afe
well founded: she belongs to a matriarchal order of superior beings. “Bewitched” suppo!
a veritable gay subculture among its “funny” witch and warlock character actors. A recenl

“Bewitched’-kitsch revival attests to the show's influence on the queer nation generation. I
a recent interview with the Los Angeles lesbian and gay newsweekly the Advocate, star Elizabeth

4

Montgomery even agreed that the show's premise was “tl iItimate closet story.
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iner, Lynde recounts, “At night, we'd sit around
and dish. |Director| Jerry |Paris| told me those rumors that everybody's heard about
Debbie |Reynolds| and her close friend Agnes Moorehead. . . . I'd heard those rumors, but
Jerry filled in some details that. . . . Oh, I'd better not,I'm not even sure if the story's really
true” (Outlook 6 |Fall 19891 26). Hadleigh claims that Reynolds threatened to sue Eddic
Fisher if he included the story in his autobiography.

Reynolds herself reports the “innuendo” that she and Moorehead were lovers withoul
explicitly denying it (see Debbie Reynolds with David Patrick Columbia, My Life [New York
Pocket, 1988], 388). Moorehead repeatedly discussed “why | adore Debbie Reynolds”
(interview with Sidney Skolsky, New York Post, 2 August 1964), avowing, “It's really the
loneliest sort of life. . . . 1 did become good friends with Debbie Reynolds” (New York Posl,
11 January 1969). The friendship is generally considered a salient fact about Moorehead
The two women “became close friends, in a mother—daughter type relationship” Games
Robert Parish, Good Dames |[New Brunswick, N.J.: Barnes, 1974], 122).
es. there is no more than ample documentation of the rumor 11
the gay press: “Hollywood knew her as its reigning lesbian, queen of Sapphic love. (Whu
was Carrie Fisher's mother? the old joke went. ‘Debbie Reynolds. Who was her fathet?
Agnes Moorehead')” (NYQ, 22 December 1991, 41). Dick Sargent, the second actor 10
play Samantha’s mortal husband on “Bewitched,” who recently came out in People and
on “Entertainment Tonight” as well as in the gay press, was unable to confirm the tales
about Moorehead's lesbianism. The knowledge that Darrin, the show's representative o
put-upon normalcy, was played by a gay actor literalizes what the Advocate calls the “gay
allegory” of “Bewitched” (30 July 1992, 69). In a gracious interview with the lesbian anl
gay news weekly on the occasion of her serving with Sargent as grand marshall of the Los
Angeles lesbian and gay pride parade, star Elizabeth Montgomery notes, “Don’t think
that didn’'t enter our minds at the time. We talked about it on the set . . . that this was
about people not being allowed to be what they really are . ... and all the frustration afil
trouble it can cause. It was a neat message to get across” (ibid., 69). Asked aboul

Moorehead’s lesbianism, Montgomery replies, “I've heard the rumors, but | never talked
with her about them. . . . It was never anything she felt free enough to talk to me aboul
I wish . . . that Agnes felt she could trust me. . . . We were very fond of one another, but Il
never got personal.” In characteristically grande dame fashion, Moorehead herself wrole
“I have played so many authoritative and strong characters that some people are nervolis
at the prospect of meeting me. . .. There is a certain amount of aloofness on my pafl il
times, because an actor can so easily be hurt by unfair criticism. 1 think an artist sh il
be kept separated to maintain glamour and a kind of mystery. . .. 1 don't believe in the
girl-nextdoor image. What the actor has to sell to the public is fantasy, a magic kil
of ingredient that should not be analyzed” (quoted in the New York Times obituary, | May
1974, 48).
Outside of gay publications, what
Moorehead’s sexuality is an emphasis on her religi

2 While filming How Sweet It Is on an ocean |

As corroboration go

often appears in place of any remarks aboul

question. But religion seems t
the very emblem and safeguard of spinst:
housekeeper who resembled a physical education
before portrayed Sehultzy on “The Bob Cummings Show

ous beliefs (see Herbie J. Pilato, The
Bewitched Book [New York: Delta, 1992], 24-26). That Moorehead was devout is not i
o appear as a defense against a homosexual reading, a
erishness. Ann B, Davis, who played Alice, the
teacher, on “The Brady Bunch” (an
"), has also enjoyed a surge [
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15 Richard Dyer, Stars (London: BFI, 1979), 117; see also 109-10.

16 The comment that character actors are a “brassiere for the star, literally holding him or
her up,” is difficult to resist quoting in this case (Hortense Powdermaker, Hollywood: The
Dream Factory |[New York: Little, Brown, 1950], 206, quoted in Barry King, “Articulating
Stardom,” in Stardom: Industry of Desire, ed. Christine Gledhill [New York: Routledge, 1991,
179).

17 See Sherk, Agnes Moorefiead, 70. In Charles Laughton’s bio of Moorehead for Don Juan in Hell,
in which they toured extensively in the early fifties, he writes about her days as a drama
student in New York: “She was kind of mad around this time, not because she had to pull
in her belt notches, but because she hadn’t enough money to buy mauve lace, and mauve
taffeta and mauve velvet and mauve feathers and geegaws which are a necessity to Agnes
Moorehead’s breathing.”

18 James Robert Parish, Good Dames, 78.

19 The Agnes Moorehead fan club’s publication was originally entitled “Versatility,” as noted
in an issue of “Moorehead Memos,” a later incarnation of the club’s newsletter.

20 Unidentified clipping, Agnes Moorehead Clipping File, Museum of Modern Art Film Study
Center, n.p.

21 Quoted in Mason Wiley and Damien Bona, Inside Oscar (New York: Ballantine, 1986), 241.

22 Classic Images 136 (October 1986): 18.

23 Tania Modleski, Feminism without Women (New York: Routledge, 1991), 50.

24 Susan Sontag, “Notes on Camp,” in Against Interpretation (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux,
1975), 283.

25 James Robert Parish, Good Dames, 84.

26 James Robert Parish, Good Dames, 90.

27 In another revealing comparison, Parish notes that Dark Passage gave Moorehead an
“opportunity to portray . .. a woman close to her own age without disguising costumes,
makeup or foreign accents. ... Here was a jealous, sex-starved characterization that
the electric Dame Judith Anderson would have been proud to play in her heyday” (ibid.,
94). Charles Higham and Joel Greenberg acknowledge that “Agnes Moorehead's prying,
vicious Madge Rapf is a definitive portrait of bitchery” (Hollywood in the Forties [New York
Barnes, 1968], 39).

28 Dana Polan, Power and Paranoia: History, Narrative, and the American Cinema, 1940-1950 (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 195.

29 Ibid., 274.

30 Jack Smith, “Remarks on Art and the Theatre,” in Jack Smith, ed. Ira Cohen, Historical

Treasures no. 33 (New York: Haumann, 1993), 133-35.

Boyd MacDonald, Cruising the Movies: A Sexual Guide to Oldies on TV (New York: Gay Press,

1988), 21.

32 Andrew Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 1989), 139

33 Bosley Crowther, The New York Times, 4 March 1965, section 1, 36.

34 Advocate, no. 608 (30 July 1990): 69.

35 Patricia Mellencamp, “Situation Comedy, Feminism, and Freud: Discourses of Gracie and
Lucy,” in Studies in Entertainment, ed. Tania Modleski (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1986), 91.
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