TheatreMagazine

DECEMBER, 1929

Talkie-Town-

A critical estimate of
the Hollywood manner

O a regular cinemagoer in the cra

of silent films attemclance at the

motion-picture playhouses today is

a continuously disturbing experi-
ence.  With somewhat phenomenal vigor
the screen show shops have recast the en-
tire scope and quality of their entertain-
ments in a bit over two years. The dis-
covery that the shadowy images of the
screen could be made articulate was as
fruitful for exploitation to the captains
of the cinems industry as was the realiza-
tion that women would wear long skirts to
the coxturiers. They slowed up produc-
tion for about. six months and then re-
sumed full-sixe schedules with altered stu-
dios and theatrcs and virtually a new
mcdium,

So far as the externals are comcerned,
this extraordinary metamorphosis of the
fifth largest industry in the country can
be pretty clearly traced and evaluated.
Film manufacture hos become closcly afhli-
ated with our huge public-service com-
bince, which furnish the machinery for
sound reproduction and synchronization.
It has increasingly fallen under the domi-
nation of Wall Street until there are prac-
tically no concerns todsy.with powerful
individual cxccutives, And, above all, the
whole medium of sound pictures has be-
come inevitably concerned with the go-
ings-on of the theatre proper, being at onc
and the same time a menace to the stage
and its dependent and benefactor. With
the vast expansion of motion-picture play-
house construction, studios are now forced
to turn aut an enormous schedule of enter-
tainments. Paramount alone has alrcady
announced 243 rclesses for mext season,
double the number ssued this year, and
othcr companies are following suit.

Such matters are of passing intereat, we
may asswmine, only to a zealous film fan.
His concern is, as it was in the heyday of
silence, with the finished product of the

screen. A large number of the silent
screen’s most valiant defenders attended

thefirstsound pictures with some
bewilderment. There are some who will
remember that very bad picture, Otd San
Francisco, a little over two years ago,
where sound accompaniment to the earth-
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quake made & startlingly cffective climax.
For a timc it was in sound only that the
films experimented, and no one was par-
ticularly disturbed by the phenomenon.
With the introduction of speech, however,
the screen became ax inarticulate in form
as it was articulatc in function.

Sloppy synchronization, faulty and fre-
quently ugly sound recording and alto-
gether unskillful manufacture of these
carlv disloguc films drove the cinema’s
most intelligent followers into voluntary
exile from the movie playhouscs, That
budy of cinemagoers who liked to make it
a topic of pnrlor conversation deserted the
new medium in draves.  Motion-picture
eritics who, for the most part, had very
clear ideas of what constituted
the screen’s sesthetica, were left
in considerable perplexity in a
discussion of the new medium.

Most of them waged a rather

gallant and fruitless war

agsinst the '‘talkies,” remi-

nisced fondly on she grand old

days of the xilent pictures, and

then capitulated to the new

form, content to decide its pos:

sibilitics for entertainment . and

forget all about artistic poten-

tialities or achicvements. So

far ax one can see, the public

gencrally was puct:c.allv ignored in the
transition period. Only last winter an ex-
tensive poll of film fans showed them rels-
tively unsatisfied with sound psctures and
desivous of once tore seeing nileat pic-
tures. The answer of the producers was
to increasc disloguc picturc schedules.

To those few screen cnthusiasts who
still think the motion picture one of the
most exciting and interesting expressions
of contemporary civilization, the sound
picture wedium is ut best largely an un.
fulfilled promise. To complicate matters
enormously, wot cven the brightest sdher-
ents of the cincma arc very sure of just
whst ‘this promise of the audible screen
holds in achievement. A scattered hangd-
ful of sound pictures have woa critical ae-
claim and have cstablished s>mething of
a8 basis for discussion and speculstion,
Wlherre, in the days of silent oictares, the
average filln conld be comted eon for bejef
intervals  of  oxeiting  and  compellin
hesuty, however, the general 1un of eouns
pictures offers nothing but a hodge-podge
of familiar atage and screen techniques,
Even those who are still coavinced thlt
the films sre potent to turn out distin-
guished and beautiful product: have aban-
doned constant attendance, and the screen
is in imminent peril of losing that impera-
tive need of a growing art form, an intelli-
gently intcrested, particular, and criticsl
sudience.

The silent photoplay, whatever else one
meay have thought of it, had developed
definite forms and cxcg‘dngl) skilled
craftsmanship within the confines of the
medium, before the overnigit sdvent of
sound. The beat of the industry’'s artisans
had been trained through ll«e rapid but
poinful adolescence of the screen until
they were accomplished in practically
every function of writing, directing, act-
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ing, and photograpby. For
many years prodacers, work-
ers, and the publie considered
the form fit only for the most
ignorant and insensitive branch
of amuscment secsers. Then,
with the gradual buildiog up
of a small but loyal, intelligent
audience and the example of
forcign film importations, Hol-
Iywood producers heard mur-
murs that they were dealing in
an art form. Greedily they
seized on the magical word and
its connotations. and in & sur
prisingly Jarge numbcr or cases srtistic
quality was pﬁaccd above all other consid:
erations.

Under these circumstances the 6lms
were latent with untold possibilities. A
remarkable glsmour settled over nearly
cverything issuing from Hollywood. Chsp-
lin was called s genius and many consid-
ered the comedics of Raymond Griflith and
screen dramas of Menjou the equal of

stagc works. Lubitsch, Von Stroheim,
Jannings, fresh from foreign schieré”
ments, were brought to Hollywood to do
onything they wished. Awong Awcriad
directors there were King Vidor, Monts
Bell, Val St. Clair, Brenon, :nd a score ©
others who considered their work as an art
process, and the same applied to such
players as Garbo, Menjou, Fairbanks,
Talmsdge. and Piekford.

It took no high-sounding phrses of the
high Lrow critics to explain to these peo-
ple what they were doing in pictures. The
screen, for all its limitations, had a variety
of techniques at its command altogether
unique in dramatic history. It could ex-
press pantomime magnificently, far better
than the stage had ever dresmed of. The
aingle gigantic figure of the flms, Chaplin,
carricd this form to its ultimate in his
great series of comedies. Under him s
whole school of comedy srose, utilising the
same peculiar technique.

At the same time the screen, through the
convention of the close-up, could schieve
extraordinarily effective results. The
greatest of French pictures, TAe Pasnion
of Jeanne d’Arc, made by the great Dan-
ish director, Carl Dreyer, was done almost
entirely in this form with brilliant artistic
success, if none too gratifying a comemer-
cial return. This concentration on the
doec-up, aptly described by onc commen-
tator a5 “living sculpture,”’ was at the
samc time used sparingly but cffectively
in all the finest program pictures of the
period.

In addition to the remarkable tech-
niques of pantomime and close-up the
screen achieved probably its most splen-
did cffocts through its ability to reproduce
panoramic effects, either of mob scenes or
setivity across distance. The Western
Ppictures carried this form to its most popu-
lar expression, while the
great foreign films, such
a3 Variely, Polemkin,

The End of St. Peters-
burg, were the most mag-
nificent expressions of

A few months after the discovery that
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the screen could he made audible, how-
ever, all this accumulated talent in picture-
making. distilled from years of cxperi-
mentation aith  the <ilont cevien, was
scrapped.  \Workers in the industry were
told to forget the qualities that set aside
movies as a unique and tremendously
exciting art form and concentrate instead
on the attributes of Broadway offerings.
From being s distinctive expression with
its own peculiar problems and capacitics
for fine achievement, the films suddenly
were placed in the not particularly en-
viable position of camera and phonogrsph
for stage plays and musical shows,

The tremendous vigor of the films, how-
ever, coupled with the supreme ignorance
of msny sereen workers, have saved them
for the most part from a rather stupid
two-dimensional recording of the theatre's
three-dimensional products. It is truc that
such a resuit is, gemerally, their avowed
intent and function today, but with ome
or two notable exceptions they have failed
to turn out ¢ven a competent aping of the
stage. The failure is responsible for what
is perhaps the worst lot of dramatic truck
ever foisted wholesale on a supposedly
adult lot of amusement seckers. At the
same time it is the most encouraging sign
to some of us that the motion picture is
still capable of arousing us, moving us
deeply, and compelling our admirstion in
its own right and in its own pecullar
terms.

What happened in the first dsys of talk-
ing picture manufacture
is mot difficult to trace.
Always a far more ship-
shape industry than the
theatre, the cincma
scised upon the exploi-
tation values of sound
picturcs with consides-
able glee. They gave
promise of satisfying a
public’s abnormal tastes
for novelty and at the
same time they offered
s far more dcadly
weapon than the old
silent pictures in the
screen’s desultory com-
‘petition with the stage
for popular patremage.
Uantrained in the mys-

teries of dislogue writ-
ing or acting or musical show production,

Hollvwood decided to transpcrt Broad-
wny almost badily to the picture stodios.
Pluywrights, pluyers, dievctors, even pro-
ducers, were Jured with golden baits from
the theatre to the screen, old and new
plays were bought wholesale, and the film
producers sat back, confident that the

talking motion picture would cmecrge iw-
mcdiately a0 o finfshed produet

IT happened, however, that the silent

flm workers' ignorance of the liv-
ing stage was as nothing to the thestre
workers' ignorance of film techalque. The
result has been as inevitable as it has been
psinful. Moat of the pictures bave been
as uninteresting in the régime ¢f sound as
thcy were exciting in the sident days.
They have fallen, roughly, into two groups
—thosc picturcs made with a tlear aense
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of cinematic values and no coieeption of
the cxigencies of dislogue and tight,
clearly motivated drama and wearisome
reproductions of plays, as unskillfully di-
rected and acted as they have been care-
lessly adapted from their originals.

In general, one can observe the influ-
ence of Broadway on Hollywood most
clearly in the two dominant forms of
talking picturc emtertainment today, the
more or less polite drama with its recur-
ring themes of infidelity backsiage or col-
lege romsance or gangeter activity to give
it sest, and thc musical cxtravagansas.
In the first of these forms tlere is still
a pgeponderance of screem werkers, whe
arc content to handle any dnmatic ma-
terial, no matter how unsuied to the
screen, and constantly interrupt whateves
thin line of dramatic progresson is pres-
ent with camera effects and insignificanl
details. With musical shows, the Broad:
way showmen are generslly responsible
for the finished product and their efforts
arc even more stapid, confin:d ss they
are to an unimsginative reproduction of
opcratic spectacics with no attcapt te
arrsnge them in an interesting screer
pattern.

To their immense credit, however, the

films bave alrcady plunged desp into un
charted reaches of their new medium Irx
s few cxamples, giving the talking ple-
ture precedents for distinguished success:
ors and creating u whole new bedy of
matheticx for & new medium. To realize
fully the extent of this achievement, it
has been necessary to attend a large majority
of the pictures that have
stopped in New York on their ex-
tended rounds of exhibition. The first
brilliant cflorts of the talking pic-
tures were with a wide variety of
themes. There were those two excit-
ing and compelling melodramas,
4kibi and Bull Dog Drummond, in
which, for the first time, stage plays
were converted intelligently into fast-
paced working scripts for the screen.
Ably directed and acted, these pic-
tures had all the quality of panto-
mime, the deft use of close-ups and
significant movement that character-
ized the silent pictures and had, in
addition, & fascinating new range of
sound values. The amazingly effec-
tive climactic value of sound distor-
tionwas apparent in a policeman’s
tapping on a sidewalk curb with his
nightstick. the curious screen equiva-
lents of 8 powerful motor car rush-
ing through space or even the mere
ticking of a clock in a third degree
SCeNC.

'!‘hen there was King Vidor's Halle-
hual_t, One of the most moving and ab-
sorblng.of all screen dramas, adding

a sparing and effective sound ac-
companiment toa distinctlycinematic
narrative and catching more of the
spirit of thc Negro than the stage

everdreamedof achieving until the
stage Presentation of 7The Green Pas-

tures As an inconspi i
picuous little pro-
w%"";:“mcturc there came The
soundA'ngeL vart silent
picture,,... the latt

skillfully woven into a com

|S'l op-
and part
er portion
passionate
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and simply moving drama with
extraordinary effectiveness. Jeannc

Monta Bell, the show’s di-
rector, made a splendid dinlogue out
of Somerset Maugham's stage play,
The Letter. by converting the mate-
rial rigidly to cinematic termms and
Rouben Mamoulian made an absorb-
ing and distinctive photoplay in A p-
Mause by forgetting his stage train-
ing except in so far as it enabled him
to heighten his cinematic efforts.

Sinee that time there have been
such  worthwhile products  of the
sound screen  as Fast Company,
Thunderbolt, The Valiant. Men With-
out Women, Street of Chance, and th?
recently relecased The Devil’s Hols-
day. In musical shows, The Vaga-
bond NKNing and The Rogue Song
showed that the cinema was potent
to mold the operatic form to its own
terms at leust part of the time and
Mr. Lubitsch went considerably far-
ther in the Maurice Chevalier pic-
ture, The Love Parade, by pointing the
way clearly to an interesting compro-
mise between stage and screen tech-
niques in musical shows., Meanwhile
there were able recordings of stage
warks, with George Arliss’s perfect
reproduction of Disraeli on the screer,
Ruth Chatterton’s assured perform-
ance in the skillfully done Madame
X. and Journey’s End. although at
the best they were merely faithful
copies of stage works confined to the
same limitations as the theatre and
lacking the vitality of living per-
formance.

Probably the most heartening event
in the history of the motion picture
since it became audible is Lewis Mile-
stone’s magnificent production of il
Quict on the Western Front. An ad-
miring observer of the techniques of
Eisenstein and Pudowkin, Mr. Mile-
stone took ua written record which

(Continued on page 64)

(LOST)

By HOWARD BARNES
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