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Preface

For anyone who enjoys even a cursory familiarity with American film of the 1930s and 1940s, with How Green Was My Valley or Going My Way or The Little Colonel, the idea that sentiment declined in the 1920s may seem implausible. But this book does not maintain that Hollywood ceased to produce films that might be considered moving or, by some, excessively pathetic. Rather, it seeks to delineate the moment when journalists and reviewers first began to criticize films on the grounds that they were cloying, foolishly optimistic, or too intent on achieving big dramatic effects. It argues that the rejection of sentimentality was a relatively new phenomenon within the American cinema of the period following World War I, although such a position already had currency in elite literary circles.

This work is proposed as a history of taste. While there are precedents for it in art history, I do not know of any in the field of film studies. I should make clear, therefore, that this investigation does not encompass the film spectator as such. I do not attempt to document the vagaries and eccentricities of individual viewing preferences, fascinating though these can sometimes be, nor do I embark upon a more properly sociological account of taste considered as the aggregate of individual preferences. Insofar as taste can be said to have a history, it seems to me to consist in the systematic alteration or, more conservatively, preservation of criteria of judgment. Commentary in the film industry trade press, as well as less specialized reviews, provides a good way to observe the articulation and institutionalization of such criteria. Films themselves are also crucial in that they responded to, and sometimes shaped, this critical discourse. I shall attempt to demonstrate the importance of key films that provided models for both critics and filmmakers and whose narrative and stylistic innovations led the way in the transformation of taste.

When I began studying film history almost three decades ago, the field of early cinema (cinema prior to 1915) had just opened up, a terra incognita. In contrast, the Hollywood cinema of the 1920s seemed almost depressingly familiar. In undertaking this project I have become much less certain of our knowledge of the latter period, more aware of the gaps and lacunae in the historical record, and excited by the opportunities for further research. It is my hope that this work will contribute to a reconsideration of some of the films we thought we knew and a rediscovery of many that have been forgotten.

I am grateful for a fellowship from the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation that provided the boon of uninterrupted time. I would also like to thank the Graduate School at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and especially Judith Kornblatt, and the College of Letters and Science for their support.

Many archives and archivists made this work possible. Michael Pogorzelski and his staff at the Pickford Center of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences accessed many obscure films from the 1920s and taught me much about the status of the prints. Barbara Hall guided me to documents in Special Collections at the Academy’s Margaret Herrick Library. Schawn Belston, of Twentieth Century Fox, paved the way for my seeing rare prints and papers. I spent several weeks taxing the staff of the Film Division of George Eastman House; Paolo Cherchi Usai, then its director, patiently interrupted his work to answer queries and helped me through a formidable March blizzard in Rochester. Special thanks are due to Madeleine Matz and Zoran Sinobad of the Motion Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound Division of the Library of Congress, where I spent a blissful month at the viewing tables. Both Ned Comstock, at Special Collections, Doheny Library, University of Southern California, and Eddie Richmond, of the UCLA Film and Television Archive, were most helpful. Closer to home, Maxine Ducey and Dorinda Hartmann of the Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research located stills and pulled films on short notice.

I received help at various stages of this project from colleagues past and present in the Department of Communication Arts at the University of Wisconsin, among them Tino Balio, Kelley Conway, Mary Anne Fitzpatrick, Scott Higgins, Michael Newman, J. J. Murphy, Sara Ross, Ben Singer, Jeff Smith, and Kristin Thompson. Three remarkable research assistants worked through the trade press of the 1920s with me: Jane Greene, Katherine Spring, and Rebecca Swender. Members of my seminar on the 1920s, Maria Belodubrovskaya, Jennifer Chung, Eric Crosby, Rachel Fischler, Lisa Jasinski, Pearl Latteier, Brad Schauer, and Tom Yoshikami, really did teach me more than I did them, as their names in several back-notes attest.

David Bordwell’s rigor, wit, and omnivorous viewing habits are matched only by his mania for recording off air. I am very grateful for the movies he sent my way, and also for his editorial suggestions, which, I am afraid, were more honored in the breach than in the observance. Vance Kepley saved me from many stylistic infelicities and, at a crucial juncture, volunteered a much needed bottle of gin. Janet Bergstrom provided a home away from home in Los Angeles and expert editorial advice on an early version of chapter 4. I am indebted to James Naremore and Mathew Bernstein for their careful and astute readings of the manuscript, detailed commentary, and great generosity.

In an interview Mack Sennett once spoke of the necessity of employing a “cloud man,” a writer who could walk into a room of stymied fellow gag men and, with an unexpected idea, “you take this cloud, see . . . ,” inspire new avenues of invention. This book is dedicated to Ben Brewster, who, in addition to being editor, translator, computer wizard, and inveterate companion at the movies, is my cloud man.





1   Toward a History of Taste

The real war had been fought during the decade before 1920, when almost every new writer was a recruit to the army against gentility, and when older writers like Dreiser and Robinson were being rescued from neglect and praised as leaders. In those days, Mabel Dodge’s salon, the Provincetown Playhouse and, in Chicago, the Dill Pickle Club were the rallying grounds of the rebel forces. The Masses (1911), Poetry (1912), and the Smart Set (of which the greatest year was 1913) and the Little Review (1914) were its propaganda organs. Every new book was a skirmish with the conservatives, and some were resounding victories—as notably “Jennie Gerhardt” (1911), “American’s Coming-of-Age” and “Spoon River Anthology” (1915), “Chicago Poems” (1916), “The Education of Henry Adams” (1918), “Winesburg, Ohio” and “Our America” (1919). In that same year, Mencken began publishing his collected “Prejudices.” The appearance and suppression and eventual re-issue of “Jurgen” were a major triumph. Then, in 1920, came the success of “Beyond the Horizon,” the first play by a member of the group to be produced on Broadway, and the vastly greater success of “Main Street.” By that time, the genteel critics were fighting rearguard actions to protect their line of retreat. The “young intellectuals” were mopping up territory already conquered.

MALCOLM COWLEY, After the Genteel Tradition (1937)

In the years prior to and immediately following World War I American literary culture may be said virtually to have defined the term culture wars. Fueled not only by disagreements about what constituted literary merit but also by attempts at censorship, the debates were vociferous and prolonged. This study is concerned with how these perturbations within the field of letters affected Hollywood film. Of course the American cinema is often said to have altered during the 1920s. Historians frequently characterize the decade in terms of the development of the stereotype of the flapper—epitomized by the stars Clara Bow and Colleen Moore—and of a new sexual permissiveness, both reflected in films and, perhaps, reinforced by them.1 Some historians have explained the new representations of sexuality seen in the films with reference to the emergence of a culture of consumption.2 It seems to me that these by now standard interpretations of the period do not account for the nature or full extent of the cinema’s transformation. In what follows I shall describe a decisive shift in taste that was manifested in critical discourse, in filmmaking technique, and across a broad spectrum of film genres. I will contrast the films that came to be identified as “sophisticated,” on the edge of what censors or more conservative viewers would tolerate, with others that were dismissed as sentimental or simply old-fashioned.3

The changes that occurred within the cinema were congruent with, and to some extent parasitic upon, other cultural trends. The assimilation of jazz and blues by the Tin Pan Alley composers prompted a radical reworking of the sentimental ballad.4 America’s spectacular confrontation with modern art in the Armory Show of 1913 was moderated by a more gradual diffusion of modernist and protomodernist graphic elements into advertising and interior and industrial design.5 But while the new forms of popular song and of graphic design certainly influenced filmmaking, it seems to me that the literary upheavals of the 1910s and 1920s provide the best context for explaining how taste altered. Dissident critics and journalists were articulate about what they admired and what they despised. Their writings, as well as the history of more or less successful attempts at literary and theatrical censorship, provide a vivid record of a transformation that eventually extended well beyond the literary sphere. This is not to propose that film critics and the mass audience for the movies straightforwardly adopted the positions and preferences of advanced literary intellectuals. Many aspects of elite literary taste remained quite remote from popular culture. Moreover, the cinema was distinct from literature both as an institution and as a medium. It had its own critical organs, most importantly the trade press, which figures prominently here as a guide to the industry’s evaluation of its own products. In addition, the cinema had its own narrative and stylistic traditions. Thus it absorbed and reprocessed the ramifications of the literary rebellion of the 1910s and 1920s in distinctive ways. Nonetheless, the culture wars of the early twentieth century had a decisive impact on the ways in which reviewers judged films, on the novels and stage plays chosen for adaptation by the studios, and on the narrative models available to both screenwriters and directors. Before turning to an examination of the cinema, we need therefore to explore the debates that characterized the literary institutions of the period in more detail.

THE CHANGE IN LITERARY TASTE

The literary history of the 1910s and 1920s has been analyzed and described in many ways. In terms of the history of ideas it has been characterized by the entrance onto the American scene of Nietzsche, Freud, and Marx, and the consequent questioning of older assumptions about the inevitability of progress and absolute moral values. In terms of the history of institutions it has been associated with the demise of the older organs of genteel culture, the staid monthly magazines and publishing houses, and the ascent of the little magazines and new and more adventurous publishers.6 In terms of urban history it has been depicted as the time of the formation of the first real American communities of bohemians: the Greenwich Village community that included such disparate types as Emma Goldman, Theodore Dreiser, Floyd Dell, and Randolph Bourne; and also the Chicago community that included Dell (at an earlier point in his career), Carl Sandburg, Margaret Anderson of the Little Review, and famously cynical newspapermen of the likes of Ring Lardner and, later, Ben Hecht.7 In terms of the history of literary forms the period has been frequently celebrated as the point of a radical break with the past: the explosion of modernist experiments in poetry, the novel, and the short story in the United States and abroad.

But, of most importance here, this period may also be understood in terms of a profound questioning of what had formerly been considered the acme of literary achievement, a reevaluation of both the canon and the criteria of literary judgment. Henry May describes William Dean Howells’s birthday dinner in 1912, at which guests included President Taft among other luminaries, as the culmination of a certain kind of progressive ideology and literary culture. Howells was being vilified by 1920. And as Howells’s stock went down, Twain’s went up. Melville, more thoroughly forgotten than Twain had ever been, was rediscovered. Whitman was revivified.8 This reevaluation of nineteenth-century authors was accompanied by much more vitriolic debates about more recent ones. Although the 1920s are thought of as the time when modernism proper flowered—the time of Pound, Eliot, and Joyce—the change in taste that made it possible to appreciate, even to publish, these authors began much earlier, in the years prior to World War I. This change concerned writers who, from our vantage point in history, are considered more old-fashioned: the naturalists and, most notoriously, Theodore Dreiser as portrayed and promoted by H. L. Mencken. It may well be, as Henry May has argued, that European naturalism had its American advocates at the turn of the century; that Zola, Flaubert, Turgenev, and Ibsen were acceptable to the “most tolerant of the arbiters of American taste,” men like Howells and Henry James.9 But this acceptance was limited to a small number of critics, and, as May explains, their liberality was at least in some cases a function of “their confident assumption that American society was, and would remain, different from that of Europe. Not life, but the Second Empire was being terribly described by Zola. There was little danger that a young American, reading Flaubert’s Sentimental Education, would start looking for a fashionable married woman willing to become his recognized mistress. If even Turgenev was a pessimist, it must be because things were sad in Russia.”10

Another reason why the European naturalists did not fundamentally disturb the turn-of-the-century American literary scene is that they were not considered seriously as part of the canon. As Kermit Vanderbilt has shown, for most American literary scholars that canon was largely comprised of British authors until the 1910s. Even American letters were not regularly taught within the academy. Referring to Van Wyck Brooks’s experience at Harvard during the years 1904–07, Vanderbilt evokes an atmosphere of Anglophilia and “spiritual toryism,” noting: “Brooks remembered that the academic mood of the period was to equate Americanism with philistinism, following Matthew Arnold’s view that American life and culture were, frankly and simply, not interesting.”11 Vanderbilt’s history of the creation of the American canon commences with the Cambridge History of American Literature, published in four volumes from 1917 to 1921.12 Discussion about Dreiser becomes heated at just this point: Mencken’s well-known attack on the critic Stuart P. Sherman and defense of Dreiser appears in A Book of Prefaces in 1917. Thus, although there had been naturalist writers in America at least since Frank Norris, and defenders of naturalism among even such traditional critics as Howells, the way in which this movement upset the hierarchy of traditional tastes did not become apparent until the 1910s, amid debates about the American literary canon.

Writing in the Smart Set in 1912, on the occasion of the translation of some short stories by Zola, Mencken explained why, in his view, naturalism remained important: “Zola, I am aware, did not invent naturalism—and naturalism, as he defined it, is not now the fashion. But it must be obvious that his propaganda, as novelist and critic, did more than any other one thing to give naturalism direction and coherence and to break down its antithesis, the sentimental romanticism of the middle Nineteenth Century—Uncle Tom’s Cabin, David Copperfield, La Dame aux Camélias—and that his influence today, even if he has few avowed disciples, is still wide and undeniable.”13 This is more than an assessment of Zola, for Mencken himself, as critic and propagandist, would use naturalism in precisely this way, as an attack on what he took to be the sentimental qualities of American literature.

The assault on “sentimentality” in the literary discourses of the 1910s, often conjoined with criticism of the “genteel,” presents a complicated problem in the history of taste. The negative valuation of sentimentality is as old as the eighteenth-century literature of sentiment itself.14 Further, within the context of America in the 1920s, the New Humanists Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, among the most intellectually formidable enemies of journalists such as Mencken, surely despised sentimentality in equal measure. Randolph Bourne, for example, speaks of More’s dislike of “sentimental humanitarianism,” while the idea of “uplift” and progressive political rhetoric was also repugnant to Mencken.15 And both ends of this literary spectrum would have frowned upon most popular culture as sentimental “mush for the multitude,” as Mencken dubbed it in one of his Smart Set book reviews.16 Nonetheless, the discussion about the place of naturalism within the canon gave a new energy and vigor to the rejection of sentiment, an energy that reverberated throughout the culture and eventually affected even the assessment of popular culture made by some intellectuals in the 1920s.

Sentimentality, for the young intellectuals of the 1910s and 1920s, was often associated with a highly moralized view of literature and life. Mencken’s 1917 essay on Dreiser provides a particularly clear instance of this point of attack. Mencken compares Dreiser to Conrad, quoting from Hugh Walpole’s assessment of that author:

Conrad is of the firm and resolute conviction that life is too strong, too clever, and too remorseless for the sons of men. . . . It is as though, from some high window, looking down, he were able to watch some shore, from whose security men are forever launching little cockleshell boats upon a limitless and angry sea. . . . From his height he can follow their fortunes, their brave struggles, their fortitude to the very end. He admires their courage, the simplicity of their faith, but his irony springs from his knowledge of the inevitable end.

Mencken goes on to write:

Substitute the name of Dreiser for that of Conrad, and you will have to change scarcely a word. Perhaps one, to wit, “clever.” I suspect that Dreiser, writing so of his own creed, would be tempted to make it “stupid,” or, at all events, “unintelligible.” The struggle of man, as he sees it, is more than impotent; it is gratuitous and purposeless. There is, to his eye, no grand ingenuity, no skilful adaptation of means to end, no moral (or even dramatic) plan in the order of the universe. He can get out of it only a sense of profound and inexplicable disorder.17

Indeed, according to Mencken, the only problem with Dreiser’s view of the unintelligibility of the universe is that he is still too wide-eyed about it—he insists too much, because the discovery remains something of a shock to his Hoosier soul.18

In contrast to Mencken’s celebration of Dreiser’s amorality, those who rejected naturalism often did so on the grounds of an adherence to fundamental moral values. A prototypical, if rather extreme, example from 1913 is theatrical doyen William Winter’s attack on Ibsen:

It is easy to say, as was said by the despondent, hysterical, inflammatory Jeremiah, in the Bible, that the heart of man is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked. But what good have you done when you have made that statement? As a matter of fact it is only half true. There are in the world many kind, pure hearts and noble minds; not a day passes without its deed of simple heroism; not an hour passes without some manifestation of beautiful self-sacrifice, splendid patience, celestial fidelity to duty, and sweet manifestation of unselfish love. There must be evil to illustrate good, but in art, and emphatically in dramatic art, it must be wisely selected. The spectacle of virtue in human character and loveliness in human conduct will accomplish far more for the benefit of society than ever can be accomplished by the spectacle of imbecile propensity, vicious conduct, or any form of the aberrancy of mental disease.19

If Winter’s position strikes us as sentimental, it is no doubt because the literary intellectuals of the 1920s won this particular culture war. The kind of affirmation made here in rebuttal of naturalist pessimism itself became a target, and the value of this kind of moral suasion as literary judgment came to be contested.

Mencken’s rebuttal to Sherman’s assessment of Dreiser provides a notorious example of the debunking of moral criteria in the evaluation of art:

I single out Dr. Sherman, not because his pompous syllogisms have any plausibility in fact or logic, but simply because he may well stand as archetype of the booming, indignant corrupter of criteria, the moralist turned critic. A glance at his paean to Arnold Bennett at once reveals the true gravamen of his objection to Dreiser. What offends him is not actually Dreiser’s shortcoming as an artist, but Dreiser’s shortcoming as a Christian and an American. In Bennett’s volumes of pseudo-philosophy—e.g., “The Plain Man and His Wife” and “The Feast of St. Friend”—he finds the intellectual victuals that are to his taste. Here we have a sweet commingling of virtuous conformity and complacent optimism, of sonorous platitude and easy certainty—here, in brief, we have the philosophy of the English middle classes—and here, by the same token, we have the sort of guff that the half-educated of our own country can understand.20

Although Randolph Bourne had his differences with Mencken, he makes a similar argument, and with almost the same targets:

Read Mr. Brownell on standards and see with what a bewildered contempt one of the most vigorous and gentlemanly survivals from the genteel tradition regards the efforts of the would-be literary artists of today. Read Stuart P. Sherman on contemporary literature, and see with what hurt panic a young gentleman, perhaps the very last brave offshoot of the genteel tradition, regards those bold modern writers from whom his contemporaries derive. One can admire the intellectual acuteness and sound moral sense of both these critics, and yet feel how quaintly irrelevant for our purposes is an idea of the good, the true, and the beautiful, which culminates in a rapture for Thackeray (vide Mr. Brownell), or in a literary aesthetic (vide Mr. Sherman) which gives Mr. Arnold Bennett first place as an artist because of his wholesome theories of human conduct. Mr. Sherman has done us the service of showing us how very dead is the genteel tradition in our hearts, how thoroughly the sense of what is desirable and absorbing has shifted in our younger American life.21

Thus, for Mencken, and for the slightly younger generation represented by Randolph Bourne, the taste for naturalism encompassed both a rejection of morality as a key component of literary judgment and a rejection of those literary works that had the cock-eyed optimism to posit a morally comprehensible universe.

The advocates of naturalism questioned aesthetic as well as moral principles of judgment. Naturalism overturned the rules of decorum that had governed nineteenth-century literature and the nineteenth-century stage. This was, first of all, an issue of censorship: the naturalists took up subject matter considered unfit even to be mentioned in mixed company. One gets a sense of the infraction of decorum by the outrage expressed on the occasion of the first American performance of Mrs. Warren’s Profession, eleven years after the play first caused censorship controversies in England.22 The reviewer for The New York Herald wrote: “The limit of indecency’ may seem pretty strong words, but they are justified by the fact that the play is morally rotten. It makes no difference that some of the lines may have been omitted and others toned down; there was superabundance of foulness left. The whole story of the play, the atmosphere surrounding it, the incidents, the personalities of the characters are wholly immoral and degenerate. The only way successfully to expurgate Mrs. Warren’s Profession is to cut the whole play out. You cannot have a clean pig sty.”23 Revolted as the reviewer was, he quoted extensively from the speech made by the producer Arnold Daly (who also played the role of Frank) in defense of the play. Daly attacked efforts at censorship, singling out Anthony Comstock, the director of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice. He defended the play on the grounds of realism: “We have many theatres . . . devoted to plays appealing to the romanticist or child—New York has even provided a hippodrome for such. But surely there should be room in New York for at least one theatre devoted to truth, however disagreeable truth may appear.”

The terms of this debate were to be repeated throughout the decades that followed. The story of Dreiser’s difficulties with publishers, and the pressure brought to bear by the Society for the Suppression of Vice to inhibit publication of his novels even as late as 1916, are too well known to need recounting here, at least in part because Mencken conducted such a vigorous public relations campaign against censorship in general, and the censorship of Dreiser’s writings in particular.24 Joyce is not usually classified as a naturalist, although one of the many critics who objected to Ulysses considered him as such.25 But the banning of the 1920 issue of the Little Review containing the “Nausicaa” episode from Ulysses raised issues similar to those surrounding Shaw and Dreiser about the province of literature and the boundaries of good taste.26 Patrick Parrinder points out that Joyce’s representations of bodily functions offended not only literary conservatives and, in New York, watchdogs for the Society of the Suppression of Vice but also English novelists from H. G. Wells to Virginia Woolf and Rebecca West; Pound himself was eventually put off by the “cloacal” aspects of the work.27

These and other censorship battles represented more than just a debate over the limits, if any, that could legally be imposed on the novel or the stage. They also represented a decided shift in what was considered appropriate or fitting subject matter. In the United States in the 1910s the naturalists, preceded by muckraking journalists such as Lincoln Steffens (with whom they shared some affinities),28 were the first to open up the terrain of the novel: big city corruption, prostitution, life in a gold-mining camp, work in the meat stockyards, and, one of Dreiser’s specialties, the straitened horizons and ugly surroundings of the lower middle class. I imagine that this departure from the canonical subject matter of the novel imbued writers and literary intellectuals of the period with a tremendous sense of freedom. One gets this impression from Bourne:

The other day, reading “My Literary Friends and Acquaintances,” I shuddered at Howells’s glee over the impeccable social tone of Boston and Cambridge literary life. He was playful enough about it, but not too playful to conceal the enormity of his innocence. He does not see how dreadful it is to contrast Cambridge with ragged vagabonds and unpresentable authors of other ages. To a younger generation which feels that the writer ought to be at least a spiritual vagabond, a declassed mind, this gentility of Mr. Howells and his friends has come to seem more alien than Sologub. We are acquiring an almost Stendhalian horror for those correctnesses and tacts which wield such hypnotic influence over our middle-class life.29

Thus, what came to be stigmatized as “sentimental” or “romantic” or “genteel” was, in part, a refusal to accept subject matter that violated middle-class correctness and tact: explicit descriptions of sexual urges and encounters; an interest in the body and emphasis on the primacy of the instincts; exploration of the modern city or ugly industrial milieux that bore down upon and sometimes controlled the naturalist protagonist.

With the change in subject matter, the naturalists also abandoned the idea of a polite or refined style. Mencken spends a whole section of his 1917 essay on Dreiser documenting that author’s brutal accumulation of detail and the unfinished quality of his language. Dreiser’s awkwardness as a writer is used as a scourge against the taste for elegant and polished prose.30

The reaction against genteel stylistic conventions may help to explain why it was Dreiser, and not Henry James, who became the canonical pre-War American writer for the literary intellectuals of the 1910s and 1920s. For present-day critics, James certainly ranks higher, and he is considered to have broken new ground as a stylist. Writing in 1966, Richard Bridgman argued that despite the obvious differences in their respective styles, Henry James and Mark Twain shared an innovative tendency to incorporate colloquial language into both dialogue and narrative prose, thereby loosening the more formal and rigid characteristics of the literary style they had inherited.31 In a 1975 study comparing James’s style with that of popular Victorian novelists such as Susan Warner, Fanny Fern and E. D. E. N. Southworth, William Veeder concluded that James’s language, at least after the period of his apprenticeship, typically qualified the superlatives in which the best-selling novelists so frequently indulged, and that the resulting complications of his style helped to prepare the way for his essentially modern representation of characters’ mental processes.32 But this was not at all the evaluation of James during the 1920s. Veeder refers slightingly to the “Brooks-Parrington thesis that Henry James was an ivory tower émigré aloof from the turmoil of his times.”33 This was, however, the predominant 1920s view of James, and it encompassed a judgment not only about his life choices and the restriction of his novels to middle- and upper-class characters of the Northeast and their European counterparts but also about his style.34 In his monograph on James, one of the few works on the author to be published in the period, Van Wyck Brooks acknowledged that James had good reasons for feeling alienated from the American scene, among others, “the little tales, mostly by ladies, and about and for children, romping through the ruins of the language in the monthly magazines.”35 For Brooks, the prose of the mature Henry James was the opposite of this, too perfect: “His sense, like Adam Verver’s, had been kept sharp, year after year, by the collation of types and signs, the comparison of fine object with fine object, of one degree of finish, of one form of the exquisite with another; and type and object and form had moulded his style. Metaphors bloomed there like tropical air-plants, throwing out branches and flowers; every sound was muted and every motion vague.”36 James’s prose thus registered as different from the despised models of the lady novelists, but it did not provide what the intellectuals of the 1920s considered a viable alternative. For them the models were Whitman and, above all, Twain.

One gets great insight into the transformation of literary tastes by considering the reevaluation of Twain. In part this was a function of the rediscovery of The Mysterious Stranger and the belated publication of What Is Man? which enabled critics to see his atheism and pessimism and thus assimilate his work to the world view of a Conrad or Dreiser. Predictably for Mencken, this is to Twain’s credit, while for Sherman it is the object of a gentle remonstration.37 But in addition to revising the biographical view of Twain as genial humorist, literary intellectuals came to a new appreciation of his language. In a 1911 Smart Set review, “Twain and Howells,” Mencken refers to the “straightforward, clangorous English of Clemens and the simpering, coquettish, overcorseted English of the later Howells.”38 In his 1920 study of Twain, Van Wyck Brooks bemoans the restrictions placed on Twain’s language by his contemporaries. He cites a memorandum by Twain, in the form of a dialogue with his wife, written when they were going over the manuscript of “Following the Equator”:

Page 1,020, 9th line from the top. I think some other word would be better than “stench.” You have used that pretty often.

But can’t I get it in anywhere? You’ve knocked it out every time. Out it goes again. And yet “stench” is a noble, good word.

Page 1,038. I hate to have your father pictured as lashing a slave boy.

It’s out, and my father is whitewashed.

Page 1,050, 2nd line from the bottom. Change “breech-clout.” It’s a word that you love and I abominate. I would take that and “offal” out of the language.

You are steadily weakening the English tongue, Livy.

Both Mrs. Clemens and William Dean Howells come in for criticism for this bowdlerization of Twain’s language. Van Wyck Brooks concludes:

We can see from this that to Mrs. Clemens virility was just as offensive as profanity, that she had no sense of the difference between virility and profanity and vulgarity, that she had, in short, no positive taste, no independence of judgment at all. We can see also that she had no artistic ideal for her husband, that she regarded his natural liking for bold and masculine language, which was one of the outward signs of his latent greatness, merely as a literary equivalent of bad manners, as something that endangered their common prestige in the eyes of conventional public opinion.39

Brooks’s characterization of Howells’s role in the process follows, and it accords with Mencken’s description of Twain’s friend and editor: “And in all this Mr. Howells seconded her. ‘It skirts a certain kind of fun which you can’t afford to indulge in,’ he reminds our shorn Samson in one of his letters; and again, ‘I’d have that swearing out in an instant,’ the ‘swearing’ in this case being what he himself admits is ‘so exactly the thing Huck would say’—namely, ‘they comb me all to hell.’ ”40 Van Wyck Brooks’s monograph on Twain represents an angry protest against what he considered the genteel strictures on prose style: excessively polite, restricted in usage, and clearly (to poor Howells’s detriment) identified as feminine.

Quite beyond their appreciation of the beauties of Twain’s prose, the intellectuals of the 1910s and 1920s became interested in the literary appropriation of colloquial speech as a means of avoiding the constraint and formality of prior styles. For Van Wyck Brooks, Sherwood Anderson, Edmund Wilson, and others, Twain became the reference point to which they could compare other authors, such as Ring Lardner, who were experimenting in the vernacular.41 Twain’s language was also a crucial point of departure for Hemingway, whose alter ego in Green Hills of Africa asserts that “all modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.”42 The engagement with the vernacular is evident in H. L. Mencken’s magnum opus, The American Language: An Inquiry into the Development of English in the United States.43 Mencken excoriated the professional teachers of English and grammar for keeping alive what he claimed was, for most Americans, a dead language, one which could only “serve admirably the obscurantist purposes of American pedagogy and of English parliamentary oratory and leader-writing,” as well as providing “something for literary artists of both countries to prove their skill upon by flouting it.”44 He discoursed at length on the felicities of the vernacular:

Such a term as rubber-neck is almost a complete treatise on American psychology; it reveals the national habit of mind more clearly than any labored inquiry could ever reveal it. It has in it precisely the boldness and contempt for ordered forms that are so characteristically American, and it has too the grotesque humor of the country, and the delight in devastating opprobriums, and the acute feeling for the succinct and savory. The same qualities are in rough-house, water-wagon, near-silk, has-been, lame-duck and a thousand other such racy substantives, and in all the great stock of native verbs and adjectives.45

Many of Edmund Wilson’s reviews from the latter half of the 1920s indicate the ongoing fascination with the vernacular. In his 1927 “Lexicon of Prohibition” Wilson lists one hundred and five words denoting drunkenness, arranged “in order of the degrees of intensity of the conditions which they represent.”46 In addition to tweaking Prohibition, one of Mencken’s favorite pastimes, Wilson echoed the compilations of idiomatic expressions found in Mencken’s The American Language, as well as an early 1913 essay in which Mencken had listed fifty American synonyms for “whiskers.”47 In his drama reviews Wilson compared the stodgy and pretentious language of the theatrical avant-garde with the racy vernacular of popular American stage successes. In 1925 he complained about the slow and ponderous speech of the actors in the current crop of “serious plays”—Joyce’s Exiles at the Neighborhood Playhouse, Wedekind’s Erdgeist produced in New York as The Loves of Lulu, and What Price Glory—contrasting it with the swift pacing of the “musical shows” praised by Gilbert Seldes.48 Similarly, while criticizing the literary quality of George Abbott’s and Philip Dunning’s 1927 play Broadway as “melodrama,” Wilson nonetheless praised the language, “written entirely in New York slang,” for its flavor and color. In the same review he complained that T. S. Eliot’s play “Wanna Go Home, Baby?” published in the Criterion, lacked the linguistic resources exhibited by the authors of Broadway: “It is written in a vernacular—part English and part American—which Mr. Eliot appears to have acquired in somewhat the same fashion as Sanskrit.”49

The changes in literary taste and culture of the 1910s and 1920s thus included an affirmation of naturalism, a rejection of decorum in the selection of literary subject matter, sometimes to the point of courting legal censorship, and an appreciation of the rough and inventive aspects of American slang over more polished and formal rhetorical conventions. This particular rapprochement provided some literary intellectuals with the opportunity to engage seriously with popular culture and, indeed, to set many of the terms by which we have appreciated it ever since. Edmund Wilson’s 1924 review of Gilbert Seldes’s The 7 Lively Arts characterized it as “a genuine contribution to America’s new orientation in the arts which was inaugurated by [Van Wyck Brooks’s] America’s Coming of Age, in 1915, and more violently promoted in 1917 by A Book of Prefaces.”50 Seldes’s well-known essays on the Ziegfeld Follies, on vaudeville performers Fanny Brice and Al Jolson, on jazz, on George Herriman’s Krazy Kat, and on the films of Charlie Chaplin and Mack Sennett argued for such works and artists as constituting an American vernacular culture, one free from the restrictions of genteel good taste and from pretentiousness and sentimental bunk.

The conjoining of the taste for naturalism with the taste for slapstick is perhaps most appropriately exemplified in the case of Sennett, for in addition to being lauded by Seldes, Sennett was praised and interviewed by Dreiser. In 1924 Seldes, looking back to the films Sennett made in 1914, wrote that he believed that slapstick was in danger, that in the intervening decade “the remorseless hostility of the genteel began to corrupt the purity of slapstick.”51 While he praised Chaplin’s work after he left Sennett, and in addition the independent work of Ben Turpin, Al St. John, Mack Swain, and Chester Conklin, he remained suspicious of Harold Lloyd, who he suspected was “a step towards gentility.”52 His approbation of slapstick’s vulgarity becomes clear in contrast to his evaluation of the most important polite comedians of the mid-teens:

Let us . . . look for a moment at the comedy which was always set against the slap-stick to condemn the custard-pie school of fun—the comedy of which the best practitioners were indisputably Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Drew. In them there was nothing offensive, except enervating dullness. They pretended to be pleasant episodes in our common life, the life of courtship and marriage; they accepted all our conventions; and they were one and all exactly the sort of thing which the junior class at high school acted when money was needed to buy a new set of erasers for Miss Struther’s course in mechanical drawing. The husband stayed out late at night or was seen kissing a stenographer; the wife had trouble with a maid or was extravagant at the best shops; occasionally arrived an ingenuity, such as the romantic attachment of the wife to the anniversaries contrasted with her husband’s negligence—I seem to recall that to cure her he brought her a gift one day in memory of Washington’s birthday. These things were little stories, not even smoking room stories; they were acted entirely in the technique of the amateur stage; they were incredibly genteel, in the milieu where “When Baby Came” is genteel; neither in matter nor in manner did they employ what the camera and the projector had to give. And, apart from the agreeable manners of Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Drew, nothing made them successful except the corrupt desire, on the part of the spectators, to be refined.53

In contrast with such polite one-reel films, Seldes held up the unpretentious and, he claimed, more cinematic, 1910s features of Douglas Fairbanks and Charles Ray. But, most important, he opposed the films of the Drews to those of Keystone:

It is equally bad taste, presumably, to throw custard pies and to commit adultery; but it is not bad taste to speak of these things. What is intolerable only is the pretense, and it was against pretentiousness that the slap-stick comedy had its hardest fight. It showed a man sitting down on a lighted gas stove, and it did not hesitate to disclose the underwear charred at the buttocks which were the logical consequence of the action. There was never the slightest suggestion of sexual indecency, or of moral turpitude, in the Keystones; there was a fuller and freer use of gesture—gesture with all parts of the human frame—than we are accustomed to. The laughter they evoked was broad and long; it was thoracic, abdominal. . . . The animal frankness and health of these pictures constituted the ground of their offense. And something more. For the Keystone offended the sense of security in dull and business-like lives. Few of us imagined ourselves in the frenzy of action which they set before us; none of us remained unmoved at the freedom of fancy, the wildness of imagination, the roaring, destructive, careless energy which it set loose.54

This praise of anarchic comedy is now familiar, having been elaborated in numerous subsequent scholarly works on both silent and sound film comedy.55 But it is important to note both the originality of Seldes’s argument with respect to film in 1924 and the way that his argument came out of prior literary debates about the canon. In appreciating Sennett, Seldes defied both the strictures of genteel taste regarding the subject matter fit for representation and the preference for a polite and polished style.

Dreiser’s interview with Mack Sennett was published in Photoplay in 1928, and since presumably he would not have been paid for an article that was derogatory to the movies one must be wary. Nonetheless the grounds for praise of Sennett seem both typical of Dreiser and of Seldes’s earlier defense of slapstick. Dreiser began the interview:

My admiration for Mack Sennett is temperamental and chronic. I think it dates from that long ago when he played the moony, semi-conscious farm hand, forsaken by the sweetly pretty little milkmaid for some burlesque city slicker, with oiled hair and a bushy mustache. . . . For me he is a real creative force in the cinema world—a master at interpreting the crude primary impulses of the dub, the numbskull, the weakling, the failure, clown, boor, coward, bully. . . . Positively, if any writer of this age had brought together in literary form—and in readable English—instead of upon the screen as has Sennett—the pie-throwers, soup-spillers, bomb-tossers, hot-stove-stealers, and what not else of Mr. Sennett’s grotesqueries—what a reputation! The respect! The acclaim!56

The interview turned repeatedly to ideas of genre. Sennett’s “burlesque,” described as “grotesque” by Dreiser and by Sennett himself as “rough,” is opposed to the “sentimental” or “melodramatic” tendencies of the drama. Sennett recounted the origins of his own comedies at Biograph in contradistinction to the genres that he claimed were then made at the studio (conveniently forgetting the Mr. and Mrs. Jones comedies directed by Griffith): “They didn’t make comedies then, just sentimental romances and very meller melodramas and tragedies—what tragedies! These were awfully funny to me; I couldn’t take them seriously. I often thought how easy it would be, with the least bit more exaggeration—and they were exaggerated plenty as it was—to turn those old dramas into pure farce.”57 Sennett also described his own failure to make a convincing melodrama: despite his best efforts, audiences found it funny.

After discussing the famous comedians that were trained at Keystone, the two men speculated on the absence of comediennes, with Sennett citing the exceptions of Mabel Normand, Louise Fazenda, and Polly Moran.

“I was just thinking of a nice woman we had out there at the studio.” He laughed at this point. “Good actress, too. Played crazy parts that we created for her, but did it under protest sometimes because she didn’t always like it. . . . Well, we got up a part in which she had to wear a big red wig and a cauliflower ear.” And here he went off into another low chuckle that would bring anyone to laughing.

“What a shame!” I said, thinking of the hard-working, self-respecting actress.

“I know,” he replied. “It was sort of rough.” And he laughed again. “But we couldn’t let her off.” And into that line I read the very base and cornerstone of that ribald Rabelaisian gusto and gaiety that has kept a substantial part of America laughing with him all of these years. Slapstick vigor—the burlesque counterpart of sentiment—the grotesquely comic mask set over against the tragic.58

Like the dirty joke as discussed by Freud, this interchange takes as its object the unnamed actress, identified with good taste and, perhaps, vanity, who is undone by the Rabelaisian vigor of slapstick. While casual and semicomic in tone, the interchange brings together several aspects of advanced early-twentieth-century literary taste: the misogyny (quite remarkable in Photoplay, which was essentially a woman’s magazine) attendant upon the simultaneous rejection of sentimentality and celebration of the vulgate.

The intellectual appreciation and approbation of slapstick by the likes of Seldes and Dreiser came at a cost. The system of taste that admitted these films excluded others. This is most apparent in the case of The 7 Lively Arts, in which Seldes made clear his distaste for most serious and ambitious Hollywood feature filmmaking of the 1910s, which he scornfully typified as “Elinor Glyn-Cecil De Mille-Gilbert Parker” or “le côté Puccini.”59 Even Griffith, after The Birth of a Nation, was thought to be overly dignified and genteel.60 Seldes failed to find value in works justly lauded today: Cecil B. DeMille’s dramas and society comedies of the late 1910s, Griffith’s Way Down East and Broken Blossoms, Maurice Tourneur’s lovely Victory, and Frank Borzage’s Humoresque.61 In making judgments like these, Seldes produced and helped to promote a very selective definition of popular culture, one that highlighted artists whose works could be valorized as inventive, masculine, and genuinely vulgar. This view of authentic popular culture is also reinforced, it should be noted, when Sennett, in his interview with Dreiser, dismisses Biograph films other than his own as sentimental romances, exaggerated “meller melodramas” and tragedies.

One can see why Seldes, one of the most perceptive critics of the 1920s, was predisposed to dismiss most film drama of the late 1910s and early 1920s. Many early narrative films emulated nineteenth-century models. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for instance, one of Mencken’s hated triumvirate of works characteristic of “the sentimental romanticism of the middle Nineteenth Century,” has had a long and important history of silent film adaptation beginning as early as 1903.62 After 1914, once feature filmmaking was the industry norm, the adaptation of well-known plays and novels became the mainstay of an industry seeking higher ticket prices, longer runs, and greater cultural respectability. The films of Griffith, of Tourneur, and of Cecil B. DeMille and William C. deMille, among others, can be seen as more or less self-conscious efforts to emulate the norms of the official culture and to claim an elevated status for the cinema (although it seems to me that Cecil B. DeMille’s efforts, in particular, always resulted in such bizarre and sensational works that they can hardly be characterized as “genteel”). I have no doubt that the best dramatic features of the 1910s provided little, if any, ammunition for the advocates of naturalism and the critics of America’s congenital optimism and sentimentality. Seldes’s judgments had their own logic and necessity.

The problem is that the intellectuals of the 1920s set an agenda that is still with us. While few would now accept the claim boldly made by Seldes in “An Open Letter to the Movie Magnates” that most film drama of the 1910s represented an imposition of bogus, middle-brow taste upon a genuinely popular form, the best present-day scholarship continues to look back to the prefeature cinema, and to the preclassical cinema, when it tries to imagine film’s relationship to the rebellions and cultural perturbations that presaged modernism. Noël Burch’s important work on early cinema, for example, posits an affinity between primitive and avant-garde film.63 Tom Gunning and Ben Singer, while engaging a very different account of the nature and origins of modernism than Burch’s, still turn to preclassical examples, the cinema of attractions and the early crime serial, respectively, as instances of a genuine vulgate informed by the ethos of modernity and bearing the traces of modernist aesthetics.64 But I think it is important to begin to question the very idea of the vulgate as rough and shocking, anarchic and masculine. I would insist that the enthusiasm for the sentimental or pathetic—Uncle Tom’s Cabin if not La Dame aux Camélias—was just as profound an aspect of popular taste as that for slapstick or burlesque. The older traditions of stage melodrama and the illustrated story papers give ample evidence of this, and I hope to show that the films of the 1910s and early 1920s were no exception in this regard. If we are to understand how changes in literary taste and in the canon rebounded upon the institution of the cinema, it will not do to accept blinkered definitions of “authentic” popular culture elaborated in the 1920s, definitions that already presuppose a rejection of sentiment as bogus or middle-class. We must get an independent sense of how the canons of popular taste were configured and how they changed over time.

A HISTORY OF POPULAR TASTE

Taste, however capricious, always depends on more than taste. Any aesthetic system, however loosely held together, is inextricably bound up with a whole series of forces, religious, political, nationalist, economic, intellectual, which may appear to bear only the remotest relation to art, but which may need to be violently disrupted before any change in perception becomes possible. Dealers and artists, historians and clergymen, politicians and collectors, may all at one time or another have different motives for wanting to change or to enforce the prevailing aesthetic hierarchy. Enforcement can indeed be just as dominant an urge as change.65

There are clear models for writing the history of elite taste in art. Francis Haskell examines changes in the canon of Old Master paintings in England and France in the period after the French Revolution by considering how what he calls rediscoveries in art were affected by “the availability or otherwise to the collector or connoisseur of recognized masterpieces; the impact of contemporary art; the religious or political loyalties that may condition certain aesthetic standpoints; the effects of public and private collections; the impression made by new techniques of reproduction and language in spreading fresh beliefs about art and artists.”66 Haskell has the advantage of being able to study concrete artifacts that were bought and sold, exhibited or not, under conditions he can specify. The question of how to conduct a study along similar lines in the case of the cinema has not really been posed. Most film scholars have been concerned with either the history of exhibition or the history of reception; the latter has been most successfully approached via the study of specific viewing communities such as Lexington, Kentucky, or Sacramento, California.67 Work of this kind has some bearing on the history of taste, but it is primarily aimed at reconstructing the reactions of groups of actual spectators. What interests me above all is something more abstract: the systematic assumptions and categories that structured film preferences. According to what logic were films ranked? What was their cultural status? How were they grouped together?

This book uses two basic strategies to explore alterations in the system of taste. The first is the discursive analysis of the industry trade press, augmented to some degree by other journalistic sources. The second is the examination of the historical development of films directly influenced by literary naturalism, as well as four popular narrative types—the sophisticated comedy, the male adventure story, the seduction plot, and the romantic drama. All four types elicited discussion about what was old-fashioned and what was not. They provide a spectrum of comedic and dramatic forms. They also permit a contrast between films that were supposed to appeal to men and films that were supposed to appeal to women. By examining successive iterations of these plots, it is possible to hypothesize a sort of feedback loop between reviewing and film production and to chart alterations in both the critical judgments made by reviewers and the ways filmmakers handled precisely circumscribed sets of narrative conventions.68

My use of the trade press requires some comment, since it differs from that of histories of reception, which take it as evidence of how audiences might have actually reacted to films. Here the trade press is considered as producing a discourse on films and on audiences, not as a reflection of what real spectators did with the movies they watched. Many of the critical judgments found in the trade press were framed in terms of a film’s potential profitability and appeal in the market. The nature of this market gives us some insight into the way in which the trade press constructed its idea of the audience. As Richard Maltby has insightfully pointed out, while those involved in film distribution and exhibition did not do audience research in the 1920s, they did know a great deal about theaters.69 By the early 1920s three major film companies, Paramount, First National and Loew’s, were vertically integrated, encompassing film production units, distribution exchanges, and theater chains. Ticket sales for affiliated theaters would have been carefully monitored by distribution personnel. All theaters were classified according to their location and the population they served and were on this basis assigned a “run” and a minimum ticket price, and thereby a place in the distribution hierarchy. Reviewers for the trade press, particularly Variety, tried to estimate where a film would fit within this hierarchy: in the major downtown picture palaces, in the subsequent-run theaters in urban neighborhoods (the “nabes” in Variety parlance), or in small towns and rural areas. The reviewers also made some estimate about how long a film would play—whether it would last only week or be “held over” on Broadway, whether a film was appropriate for a split week (three or four days) in a neighborhood theater or, even worse, only a single day in what was called a “grind” house.70 Some films were deemed fit only for the second half of a double bill. There was frequently an estimation of the budget spent on the film and its worth relative to this: Variety sometimes praised a cheaply made independent film on the grounds that it was a “good independent” and able to hold an audience despite its low cost. Similarly, the reviewer would make an estimation about whether a high-budget film was worth roadshowing at special prices—what was called a “$2 special.” Sometimes studios were chastised for trying to sell an ordinary big budget film as a special; at other times they were praised for refraining from trying to elevate a simple “programmer” to this status.

Variety’s judgments about where a film would play, how long it would play, and at what cost were linked to judgments about its potential audience. For example, Variety reviews often assume that audiences in neighborhood theaters are working class and less educated than those in downtown theaters. In the case of Hook and Ladder No. 9, a drama about firemen, the Variety reviewer wrote (December 21, 1927: 25): “This picture will be most appreciated by unsophisticated customers. Best for the neighborhoods and small towns. In the best places it would encounter tough sledding.” However, on some occasions the neighborhood theaters were connected with female, as opposed to working-class, viewers, as in this review of Three Hours (March 9, 1927: 16):

Corinne Griffith’s last for Asher, Small & Rogers and First National hints at being one of those pictures that will roll off the laps of men but which women may like. The male population at the Strand Sunday afternoon wasn’t overly interested, but the symbolized death of a child had a few of the girls blowing their noses. . . . Neither great nor bad, and on its feminine appeal apparently a better matinee picture than as after-dinner entertainment. Which brings about the conclusion its sphere is in the neighborhoods, where the Griffith name should mean something and where mothers predominate. A woman’s picture.71

Presumably women were associated with the neighborhood theaters because these tended to be located in suburban shopping districts where housewives ran their errands.72 The biggest picture palaces on Broadway in New York, or in the Loop in Chicago, were presumably too remote and too expensive for all but the wealthiest women to use regularly, as a place to drop in casually after shopping.

The trade press thus provides a subtle, professional estimate of the market for a given film: as urban or rural, male or female, for the “classes” or the “masses.”73 Trade press reviews do not comprise direct, empirical evidence about the composition of a film’s audience. Nor is a single, isolated review necessarily trustworthy in its forecast about how well an individual film will perform either in the market as a whole or in particular sectors of the market. Nonetheless, reviews provide a record of an informed reporter’s tastes and preferences. Moreover, read en bloc for a given genre or plot type, they permit us to understand how the industry assessed its audience and understood the appeal of particular sorts of films. What follows derives from an examination of two industry trade papers, Variety and, as a point of comparison, Film Daily (called Wid’s Daily until 1922). I also refer to the trade papers Moving Picture World and the Exhibitor’s Trade Herald, to the fan magazine Photoplay and the more refined Exceptional Photoplays, and to the New York Times and Life. I believe that Variety is the single best source for understanding how the industry evaluated its product. Film Daily, Moving Picture World, and the Exhibitor’s Trade Herald were largely for the exhibitor: they published advice about how to advertise and exploit the coming films, tried to anticipate audience response, and occasionally gave warnings about films to be avoided. Variety seems to have been directed to the interests of producer-distributors (although, of course, exhibitors read it). It tended to make more careful judgments about genre, to write about plot in more detailed terms, and frequently to assess a film’s technique. It also usually gave the best general account of where a film fit in the distribution hierarchy.

For the most part I cite trade papers rather than critics, as most reviews in the trade press—including, for example, those in Moving Picture World and Exhibitor’s Trade Herald—were published anonymously. Presumably many of the reviews in Wid’s Daily in the late 1910s and early 1920s were by the editor Wid Gunning, but it seems unlikely that he was responsible for all of the films discussed. Variety reviewers were identified by three- or four-letter “dog-tags.” Only some of those working in the 1920s can be named on the basis of an article by Robert J. Landry published in that paper in 1974.74 The decision to refer to journals rather than individuals seems appropriate given that the trade press sought impersonal evaluations of film. As Landry noted, “Nobody is hired by Variety as a critic. Instead as a reporter. Criticism is on the side, hopefully not too bad, but surely in a wide range of quality.”

While Variety reviewers, like others working for the trade press, were not encouraged to cultivate distinctive profiles, they collectively invented a highly distinctive house style. According to H. L. Mencken, the lexicographer W. J. Funk, writing in 1933, identified the Variety editor Sime Silverman as one of the ten “most fecund makers of American slang.” Walter Winchell credited the Variety reporter Jack Conway with finding palooka, belly-laugh, S.A. (sex appeal), high-hat, pushover, baloney (bunk), and felicitous verbs such as to scram and to click.75 In addition to providing what is, in my view, the best account of a film’s genre and market among the trade papers of the 1920s, Variety is also, indubitably, the most fun to read.

The film industry trade press provides not only evidence of how films were evaluated in relation to the distribution hierarchy of theaters but also of how they had fared or would be likely to fare under the restrictions of political censorship as administered by the states. Discussions about censorship, or films likely to cause outcry in rural communities, provide important additional clues for the historian of taste. To an even greater degree than novelists or dramatists, film producers could not ignore the strictures of the moral guardians of decency. With the backing of a producer or publisher willing to fight, authors such as Shaw, Dreiser, and Joyce were able to challenge the dictates of the Society for the Suppression of Vice. When their work was subject to regulation, there was a public debate about its censorship; by 1933 even Ulysses was granted constitutional protection by the courts. However, the Mutual decision of 1915 excluded film from the category of “speech” as defined by the First Amendment. State censor boards operated in Florida, New York, Massachusetts, Kansas, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia and Maryland, and in the city of Chicago a board was run by the police. The sphere of influence of these boards actually extended beyond their geographical boundaries, since distribution was run through exchanges that served more than one city or state: thus prints altered for one state board would have been distributed to the entirety of the area served by the exchange.76

To avoid having state censors cut their films, producers had to make concessions to what Randolph Bourne called middle-class tact and correctness. In my view, the problem censorship posed for the industry was not simply one of enforcing a particular moral agenda but also, and more importantly, of negotiating very different sets of assumptions about the subject matter deemed fit for inclusion in a film and the manner in which it could be represented: it was an issue of decorum as much as of morality. The difficulty was exacerbated by the wide range of Hollywood’s audience. Films would play in rural districts or conservative sections of large towns that would never have been exposed to the latest succès de scandale on Broadway. Writing in 1926 about the film The Far Cry, an exhibitor in Melville, Louisiana, complained to the Moving Picture World: “Here it was a case of ‘another lemon from the First National orchard.’ These pictures may have gone over big in the large cities, but the average country patron does not enjoy eight reels of a cigarette smoking heroine, who makes unchaperoned visits to the hero’s studio.”77 The industry was clearly aware of the disparities in taste with which it had to deal. The Formula, one of the first self-regulatory policies adopted by the film industry in 1924, states: “The members of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, Inc., in their continuing effort ‘to establish and maintain the highest possible moral and artistic standards of motion picture production’ are engaged in a special effort to prevent the prevalent type of book and play from becoming the prevalent type of picture.”78 But it was not simply a matter of ignoring current literary and dramatic productions: Broadway was a more important market than Melville, Louisiana, and it was in major metropolitan centers that the vertically integrated producer-distributors owned their theaters. Film producers thus had to steer a course between the minority whose tastes might be epitomized by the hip and irreverent Smart Set and the vast majority who remained loyal to Norman Rockwell and the Saturday Evening Post. The trade press estimates of the kinds of films that were likely to be censored or provoke offense provide an extensive record of the attempt to negotiate this passage and show the distinctions made between what was held to be old-fashioned or sentimental and what was deemed more up to date or too far outside of mainstream tastes.

The trade press also allows us to broach the complicated question of the relationship between gender and taste. Any analysis of the reconfiguration of taste in the 1920s must deal with this issue, since women were held to epitomize gentility in the literary discourses of the 1910s and 1920s and are still assumed to have a preference for sentimental, sad, and stirring tales. In Variety, assumptions about gender often took the form of a comparison between a particular film and the works of one of a number of lady authors, most commonly E. D. E. N. Southworth or Laura Jean Libbey. Sometimes a film’s plot was said to have originated in True Confessions magazine or to be of that ilk. Nonetheless, it is important to note that Variety assumed a predilection for sentiment among diverse sectors of the audience. Films criticized by Variety for being soppy were said to appeal sometimes to women, sometimes to lower-class viewers, and sometimes to small-town audiences. For example, a Variety review of a low-budget independent release, Tessie (September 23, 1925: 39), complained about the preponderance of lachrymose tales in the nabes: “The important thing about Tessie is that it is the first of many features lined up by Arrow for the new season and that it is mercifully free from the pathos and bunk which have permeated so many features from the independent market. This one is a breezy and ingratiating little comedy able to hold up the feature end of a program in the intermediate and neighborhood houses.”79 There was also sometimes a confusion between the presumed sentimentality of female viewers and working-class ones. Noting that Hearts of Youth was adapted from a novel by E. D. E. N. Southworth, the Variety reviewer posited a sentimental feminine appeal for the original novel (May 20, 1921: 41): “If you ask your ‘living ancestors’ of the feminine sex about it they will tell you how they wept over the tribulations of Ishmael Worth” and a working-class audience for the film: “It is rather well done in approved 10–20–30 fashion and should appeal to the proletariat.”

Moreover, contrary to our present-day conceptions, the trade press in the 1920s was far from assuming a universal feminine taste for lachrymose tales. The industry lore on this question is far better summed up in a Variety article of 1931 headlined “Dirt Craze Due to Women” (June 16, 1931: 1 and 24): “Women love dirt. Nothing shocks ’em. They want to know about bad women. The badder the better. . . . Women who make up the bulk of the picture audiences are also the majority readers of the tabloids, scandal sheets, flashy magazines and erotic books. It is to cater to them all the hot stuff of the present day is turned out. . . . Women are far more interested in anything with sex interest to it than are men.” The reporter’s statistics are dubious: there is no solid evidence that women made up either the bulk of motion picture audiences or the bulk of the readers of “flashy magazines and erotic books.”80 But, as I will argue in chapter 6, patterns of filmmaking and reviewing in the 1920s help us to understand how this could have been a plausible depiction of feminine viewing preferences for someone in the industry who had been keeping up with the latest trends in filmmaking and carefully reading the trade press.

Examples such as these lead me to investigate the process by which certain plots, whether dubbed “sentimental” or “sophisticated,” came to be associated with women. In addition I shall consider the problem of gender in differential terms, contrasting what was considered “masculine” with what was considered “feminine” taste in film within the trade press discourse and the genre conventions of the 1920s. Rather than assuming that women have always liked weepies, I pose the question of how films were sorted by gender and by whom, and at what point this occurred in the history of the decline of sentiment.





2   Hollywood Naturalism

The basic backbone of all stage or screen performance is action, be it dramatic, comedy, hokum, but it must be action. Thus “Wild Geese” is a little more exciting than one of Mencken’s “Prejudices” scenarized. . . . Tiffany-Stahl’s ambassadorial entry into the Roxy is by no means a handicapping try. Very likely “Wild Geese” will do business here for the Roxy is just the type house a picture of this nature will please. The sophisticated downtown film fan that contributes to the Roxy’s staggering grosses will rather fancy the deft treatment of each character. . . . “Wild Geese” is conversely questionable for mass appeal in relation to its artistry. Somewhat subtle and generally sluggish, the mob of hinterland fans might not cotton to it as much as it deserves.

Review of Wild Geese, Variety, December 7, 1927

Although this book is primarily concerned with popular film genres, it seems necessary to take account of the fact that, along with its impact on the American literary establishment, naturalism had an effect on the margins of Hollywood filmmaking. Given its pessimism, its depiction of protagonists overwhelmed and acted upon by their environment, and its open-ended and dilatory plots, literary naturalism would seem to be the antithesis of the classical Hollywood narrative based on a goal-oriented protagonist, a rising curve of action, and a well-calculated articulation of suspense. That at least some directors sought to reconcile such seemingly antithetical modes of storytelling is a testament both to the growing prestige of naturalism in the 1920s and to the relevance of the literary debates it inspired for the institution of the cinema.

It should be noted that aestheticism, like naturalism usually considered an important precursor to modernism, also influenced some Hollywood films of this period. Kristin Thompson discusses two 1918 adaptations of Symbolist works by Maurice Tourneur, The Blue Bird, from Maeterlinck’s allegorical fantasy (figures 1 and 2), and Prunella, from a play by Granville Barker. She also makes reference to Alla Nazimova’s Salome, 1923, with sets by Natacha Rambova, based on Aubrey Beardsley’s drawings for the original edition of Oscar Wilde’s play.1 Salome was not only visually stylized, but assimilated the sexual decadence frequently associated with aestheticism. Echoes of both exotic visual motifs and sexual decadence also occur in more mainstream Hollywood fare, often to represent villainy, or motivated historically, as when a film represents a period as decadent. An example of the first may be found in the decors associated with Satan Synne in DeMille’s Affairs of Anatol (1921); the second can be seen in the Babylon story in Griffith’s Intolerance (1916). By the early 1920s what I would consider a less overt form of aestheticist mise en scene had also begun to develop. Fantastical set design, like that found in The Blue Bird and Salome, gave way to decorative effects achieved less obtrusively, with lighting, soft focus, and composition. See, for example, the highly stylized use of landscape in Tourneur’s luminous The Last of the Mohicans (1920) (figures 3 and 4), as well as in many of his other films. The films produced after 1924 by Rex Ingram’s unit in Nice are similarly characterized by deliberate artifice and self-conscious pictorialism, apparent in the use of landscapes and, for scenes shot in the studio, diffused lighting and atmospheric effects.
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Aestheticism did influence directors, such as Josef von Sternberg, who were associated with naturalist-inspired filmmaking in the 1920s. Within the framework of the cinema, at least, aestheticism and naturalism should not be considered as opposed, or even completely distinct, tendencies. Nonetheless, I think it would be fair to argue that aestheticism’s impact in Hollywood was largely exercised at the level of visual design, whereas naturalism’s was more acutely felt, and rendered problematic, at the level of plot. My concern here is with the latter’s effect on narrative conventions and particularly with the way in which naturalism eventually provided a framework for filmmakers who sought to depart from sentimental narrative prototypes.

The prime example is, of course, Erich von Stroheim’s Greed, adapted from Frank Norris’s McTeague and premiered in December 1924. Although Greed was a commercial failure, it was followed by a number of films in the same vein, some highly budgeted and publicized, that still retain a prominent place in the silent film canon—among them The Crowd, The Docks of New York, and The Wind. However, naturalism was well established as a literary movement before the commencement of narrative filmmaking, and its effects can be seen as early as the 1910s. In this chapter I will consider protonaturalist filmmaking before Greed in some detail. I find these films important for two reasons. First, they helped to establish the taste for simple stories about ordinary people, a preference that will be at issue for almost all of the films and film genres discussed in this study. Second, the radical nature of von Stroheim’s experiment, its especially virulent antisentimental tendencies, becomes readily apparent against the backdrop of these prior works.

The variety programs of one- and two-reel films, which predominated in the nickelodeons between 1908 and 1913, were composed of films in a range of genres: comedies, dramas, scenics, Westerns. As scholars of early cinema have shown, the variety format allowed for some experimentation with narrative form, because a film with a sad, or even a rather inconclusive ending, could immediately be followed by another with more traditional closure. A relatively open-ended film such as Griffith’s The Country Doctor seems reminiscent of a short story by O. Henry or Guy de Maupassant. A family is introduced in an idyllic country setting. The little girl becomes ill, apparently with diphtheria, but her father, the doctor, is called away to attend to the child of a poor neighbor, stricken with the same disease. The film cuts between the two families as the doctor moves back and forth between them. Finally the doctor successfully operates on the daughter of the poor family, only to return home and find his own daughter dead. Tom Gunning has noted, “As happens more often in Biograph films than clichéd views of Griffith would indicate, the rush to the rescue fails, and we are confronted with the grim image of a child’s death and a family’s despair. Parallel editing does not always announce a victory over time. Family order does not always defeat the forces that threaten it.”2 For Gunning, two “empty” shots, pans over the landscape that open and close the film, assimilate it to naturalism: “This landscape, unchanged after the child’s death and reflecting none of the family’s loss, operates in naturalistic counterpoint to the grief behind the closed door.” In my view, it is also the lack of a providential outcome that places this film within the compass of naturalism, evoking that “sense of profound and inexplicable disorder” that Mencken found so characteristic of Dreiser’s work. Of course, there are many films by Griffith and others in this same period in which the unjust are punished and the virtuous rewarded; indeed, as Gunning argues, the development of a panoply of techniques for establishing moral judgments on characters and actions is one of Griffith’s great accomplishments in the early years at Biograph. Yet the very structure of the one-reel film, and of the variety program in which one-reel films were exhibited, allowed for less moralized and more open narrative forms. Prominent Biograph examples in addition to The Country Doctor include The Broken Doll, Just Gold, and even to some extent A Corner in Wheat, in which the greedy and unscrupulous wheat king is deservedly killed, suffocated by his own wheat, but the people who have been most harmed by his manipulations of the stock market do not know this, and their life goes on as before.

In the early feature period many films were drawn from naturalist or naturalist-inspired sources. Steven Ross has written of the 1914 adaptation of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, about a strike in a meatpacking plant.3 In 1916, well before Greed, Norris’s McTeague was adapted as Life’s Whirlpool, directed by Barry O’Neill and distributed by World.4 DeMille’s 1915 Kindling, taken from a play by Charles Kenyon, dealt with life in the slums of Hell’s Kitchen and used sets and cinematography modeled on Jacob Riis’s photographs of the poor.5 Raoul Walsh’s Regeneration, also released in 1915, was based upon a play derived from a memoir by Owen Kildare, which recounted his experiences as a youth in an urban gang in the Bowery. Although these and similar films occupied the terrain of the naturalist novel, most followed the narrative formula of the social problem film, identifying problems that were more or less successfully resolved by the film’s end.6 Even if the characters faced an unhappy outcome, the plots provided moral and narrative closure, and in this respect were quite different from a film like The Country Doctor. For example, although Jurgis Rudkus, one of the striking workers in The Jungle, is sent to jail and loses his wife and child, the film ends hopefully with his discovery of socialism. Regeneration is not so explicitly radical a film, but it follows the same pattern: reformed by his love for a settlement worker, the gang leader Owen resolves not to take revenge when she is accidentally shot during a gun fight between gang members and the police. Life’s Whirlpool seems to have been an exception in this regard; although one cannot be sure, since no print has so far been recovered, the summary in Moving Picture World (January 1, 1916: 146) suggests that the film remained faithful to the pessimistic tone and ending of the original novel.

Classical Hollywood narrative patterns and genre norms were well established by the time filmmakers began to experiment with naturalism in the 1920s. Thus directors and screenwriters actually faced more resistance than Griffith and others had in the one-reel period. The Variety review of Young Nowheres (October 9, 1929: 38), an obscure film starring Richard Barthelmess, indicates some of the areas of difficulty. The film was thought to be artistically ambitious but unlikely to do well at the box office: “It requires a certain courage, coupled with confidence, to attempt such a fragile and homely story. It is remarkable, too, that a star deliberately chooses to impersonate anyone so deficient in glamor as an elevator boy and so submerges the personality of the actor that the audience sees only the eventlessness of an existence that is a dull ache and a haircomb only a lift engineer would wear.” The humdrum characters and setting are said to pose difficulties for the actor, in that Richard Barthelmess does not have a typical “star” part, but also for the plot. Variety formulated the problem as one of sustaining interest for the length of a feature film: “Running but 65 minutes, ‘Young Nowheres’ is the cinema equivalent to a short story as distinguished from a full-length many-episoded novel. It deals with a situation rather than a plot and bases appeal entirely on humanity.”7 The kinds of debates that naturalism inspired in the literary arena—debates about moral comprehensibility and optimism, the subject matter fit for representation, decorum and formal polish—did not become relevant for Hollywood filmmakers until the release of Greed and von Sternberg’s The Salvation Hunters. Instead, during the first half of the 1920s, the critical response to naturalist-inspired filmmaking dealt largely with the problem of making compelling narratives about ordinary people in everyday settings, and films were blamed or praised for the slightness of their plots.

Most of the films made prior to 1925 that essayed reduced or dilatory plots took place in the country and adopted a nostalgic view of rural America. In this sense they were quite sentimental. Griffith’s A Romance of Happy Valley, released in January 1919, provides a clear example. It was considered a “small” feature compared to the director’s films immediately preceding it, the spectacular Hearts of the World, which was a road-show release in 1918, and The Great Love and The Greatest Thing in Life of the same year, made on smaller budgets but nonetheless, like Hearts of the World, dealing with the weighty theme of World War I. Wid’s Daily (February 2, 1919: 23) discussed A Romance of Happy Valley as a return to an earlier form of filmmaking: “The war is over. Griffith has demobilized his soldiers, converted his trenches into corn fields and stacked his guns in an armory. He is back again among simple, peaceful folk, whose problems and struggles are in their own hearts. He is doing more superbly than ever, what he has done so surpassingly well in the past.” For Wid Gunning the film was one of the pastoral Biograph one-reelers writ large. Exhibitor’s Trade Review (February 1, 1919: 715) expressed a similar opinion:

This time the genius of D. W. Griffith has been turned to the country, the farm section of Ohio [actually Kentucky], and about the people of a little village he has woven a romance that for sheer interest, homely pathos and a deep understanding of human nature has never been approached on the screen before. There are no “big” scenes in this picture, no thrills, no massive sets or anything of that nature. It’s just about as different from Mr. Griffith’s late pictures as darkness is from day, but it is one of the most human documents ever filmed.

Despite the claims of Exhibitor’s Trade Review that the plot abjures “thrills,” A Romance of Happy Valley actually combines a bucolic, semicomic romance with a murder mystery that comes to the fore at the film’s end. Part of the interest of this example lies in the fact that almost all of the critics preferred the romance, which they regarded as realistic, to what they perceived as the “melodrama” of the ending.

John L. Logan, Jr. (Robert Harron), lives in rural Kentucky, assisting his parents in the running of the local inn, the Happy Valley Cottage. Despite the opposition of his parents and his sweetheart, Jennie (Lillian Gish), he resolves to go and make his fortune in New York. His resolve is shaken briefly by his rebirth into the Sanctificationist Church, but, after a bitter argument with his father, he does leave, promising Jennie to return in a year’s time. Once in the big city, John takes a job in a toy factory and spends his spare time trying to design a toy frog that will swim. Years pass, the frog fails to swim, and he does not return, but Jennie remains true. The inn falls on bad times, and, just as the frog does at last swim, John’s father is forced to go to the nearby town to try—unsuccessfully—to borrow money from an old friend. While there he notices a rich stranger, whom he follows back to his own inn. Meanwhile, a gang is surprised attempting to rob the bank in the town; one of the robbers is shot and wounded, and the sheriff’s posse pursue him to Happy Valley. John’s father, finding himself alone in the Happy Valley Cottage with the rich stranger, resolves to rob him. Feeling for the sleeping stranger’s wallet in the darkened bedroom, he accidentally wakes him, and, after a brief struggle, finds that the man is dead. He takes the body down the back stairs and dumps it in a field.

John’s mother has a sudden intuition that her long-lost son has returned. Discovering a token in the guest’s room that confirms this, she joyfully announces the return of their son to John’s father, who is stricken to think he has killed his own son. John himself suddenly enters from the back stairs, unharmed. He says he had heard shooting outside and gone out to investigate but could find nothing. The posse arrives, and as the sheriff begins to interrogate John and his father, the bank robber is found dead in the field. John’s father realizes that the wounded robber must have sought refuge in the Cottage and died from his wounds when aroused by the attempt to find the wallet. John proposes to Jennie, who accepts him. At the Sanctificationist Church service, John’s father admits the error of his ways.

As Ben Brewster has argued,8 the resolution of the story depends on a double enigma. The first enigma concerns the identity of the rich stranger; the film is staged to obscure the hero’s face until he arrives back in his old bedroom, although of course many spectators would have guessed his identity before this moment. The second and more obscure enigma concerns the substitution of the bank robber for John Logan, a mystery that is established by blocking the face of the criminal as he struggles with John’s father and by withholding John’s action of leaving his room and the thief’s subsequently entering it (this information is provided in flashbacks when the solution to the mystery is explained).

Most reviewers commented on the way the ending shifted the tone of the piece. Variety (January 31, 1919: 52) described the film as “a simple story of bucolic life” that “progresses sweetly until the last reel, when it takes a morbid, tragic twist, the curse of which is taken off by a surprise climax.” Moving Picture World (February 8, 1919: 804) was more critical of the ending: “The first half of the story is a study in character that delights by its quaintness and truth. Then comes a change in the mood of the picture that is as unexpected as a snow storm in June. And to many spectators it will be as unwelcome. From a well balanced and consistent tale it suddenly turns into a highly colored melodrama with a convenient bank robbery, the mortgage-on-the-farm motive and an attempt on the part of the elder Logan to murder and rob a stranger who turns out to be his own son.” Wid’s argued that “the struggles of the would-be inventor are handled in a way that works up quite a bit of suspense and when the frog actually swims, a real climax in the picture has been reached, in fact a more natural climax than that prepared for the melodramatic ending.”

A number of films that followed the release of A Romance of Happy Valley were discussed, and sometimes advertised, as simple stories of country life. Griffith’s True Heart Susie was compared to the earlier film in Wid’s (June 8, 1919: 25) and Motion Picture Classic (August 1919: 60). In True Heart Susie Griffith eliminated the “melodramatic” elements and focalized the film around the heroine; he did so perhaps partly in response to the trade press’s praise for the bits of comic business Lillian Gish had performed as Jennie in A Romance of Happy Valley.9 Susie is a plain girl in love with William. William’s father cannot afford to send him to college. When a rich man’s promises of help prove to be empty, Susie sells some of her farm animals to raise the necessary capital. She sends a letter to William, ostensibly from the rich man, promising to pay his tuition. After four years of college William returns to take up a position as minister in the local church. Although he tells Susie that men do not actually marry girls who use paint and powder, he is ensnared by Bettina, a milliner from a nearby town and one of the “paint and powder brigade.” William is rapidly disillusioned with his wife’s slovenly ways and bad cooking, and she is bored and lonely. One night she sneaks out to join some former associates at a party. On the way home she is caught in the rain and finds she has lost her house key. She appeals to Susie to give her shelter for the night and to lie to William about the reason for her absence from home. After some resistance, the kind-hearted Susie backs Bettina up. But exposure to the rain leads to Bettina’s falling ill and dying, and after William learns of Susie’s sacrifices for him, and of Bettina’s activities on the night that led to her death, he proposes to Susie.

Variety (June 6, 1919: 49) called True Heart Susie a “comedy-drama,” and considered it likely to appeal to women because clothes and make-up figure as vital strategic elements in the plot. Most of the other reviews stressed the twin ideas of realism and simplicity. In response to the film’s first intertitle, “Is real life interesting? Every incident of this story is taken from real life,” the New York Times critic responded (June 2, 1919: 20): “He might have said that the photoplay holds a mirror up to life, for in it is reflected what has happened, not once, but thousands and thousands of times, is still happening and will happen always.” After a summary of the plot, deemed “simple,” the review continued, “These human beings, with their virtues and shortcomings, making their mistakes and going wrong blindly, are the essence of ‘True Heart Susie,’ and the environment in which they move, the rural scenes and characters of the background, have been represented with such care and faithfulness that the photoplay as a whole is a unit, harmonious throughout.” Both Moving Picture World and Motion Picture News recommended exploitation schemes keyed to the ideas of realism and country life. Moving Picture World (June 14, 1919: 1679) proposed the advertising catch phrase “Another D. W. Griffith Masterpiece in Which He Tells a Simple Story of Everyday Life in a Highly Artistic and Satisfying Manner”; and Motion Picture News (June 7, 1919: 3813) suggested, “Now this is a simple little story with every scene laid in a country town and the nearest villain that we have is a sort of amateur near-vampire and the only violence a rather comic fight between the hero and another of the boys at college. Simplicity is the point to stress the greatest at the same time telling your patrons that it is the art of Griffith that makes this so delightful.”

But praise for True Heart Susie was by no means universal. A later issue of Motion Picture News (June 14, 1919: 4029), while continuing to advise exhibitors to sell the film as a “plain story of plain folks,” contained this complaint from Peter Milne: “It is a see-sawing Griffith that we meet these days. Right after we have seen in ‘Broken Blossoms’ what is probably the highest form of the motion picture art, we find him stretching a two-reel story out to feature length in his latest Artcraft, ‘True Heart Susie.’ ” Wid’s (June 8, 1919: 25) had voiced the same complaint:

The trouble here is that there is not enough plot substance to balance properly a production of this length. At times the picture drags, not through any deficiencies on the part of the players, or any shortcomings in the direction, rather owing to a lack of variety in the action. The thinness of the plot makes necessary the too frequent repetition of scenes that in their meaning and expression of emotion are virtually the same. In more abbreviated form, “True Heart Susie” might easily have become a masterpiece of screen character fiction. At present, it suggests an ideal short story expanded to novel length.

No doubt True Heart Susie, released in June 1919, and one of six program features made for Paramount-Artcraft, suffered in comparison with Broken Blossoms: the latter, released only one month earlier, was Griffith’s first film for United Artists, made at a much higher budget, and given roadshow distribution and an elaborate publicity campaign.10 Still, one cannot help being struck by the disparity between the reception of A Romance of Happy Valley, criticized for an overly contrived ending that departed from the pastoral tone of the romance, and the reception of True Heart Susie, rendered more consistent in tone and criticized for being monotonous and thinly plotted.

Joseph de Grasse’s The Old Swimmin’ Hole, which featured actor Charles Ray, exemplifies a film with an extremely reduced plot that managed to finesse the ambivalence with which the trade press typically viewed “plain stories of plain folks.” Ray, who had been very successful in a series of 1910s program features produced by Thomas Ince, usually played juvenile parts, in many ways the male equivalent of Pickford’s girl-woman roles, except that Ray was more consistently associated with rural types than was Pickford.11 In its review of The Old Swimmin’ Hole, Wid’s (February 20, 1921: 2) noted that Ray was “best known and liked for his ‘Rube’ country boy portrayals.” Indeed, the Charles Ray films made prior to The Old Swimmin’ Hole may well have provided a model for Griffith’s features about country life. The Hired Man, released in 1918 and made before True Heart Susie, dealt with a similar situation: Ezry Hollins, a hired hand on a New England farm, longs to go to college and is in love with the farmer’s daughter. The Busher (1919) plays up the opposition between small-town and big-city life. Ray plays a minor-league pitcher who makes the majors, the St. Paul Pink Sox, becomes a snob, and deserts his small-town girl for a city woman. When he loses his skill he is sent back home, where he wins a game for the home team and gets back his sweetheart.

In 1920 Ray formed his own production company, distributing through First National. The Old Swimmin’ Hole (1921) was perhaps the most ambitious of the First National films and is certainly the best known. The film was made without intertitles and was widely regarded as experimental at the time of its release. Summary is difficult since the main line of action is slight, with a wealth of anecdote only peripherally related to it. The film follows Ezra Hull (Ray), a schoolboy, in the days leading up to the Settler’s Day Picnic. Ezra is enamored of Myrtle, who seems to favor Skinny (played by the rotund Lincoln Stedman). Esther, ignored by Ezra, desires his attentions. At the picnic Ezra fights with Skinny, is spurned by Myrtle, and consoled by Esther. This action is paralleled by the shoe motif. Barefoot for much of the film, Ezra early on pleads with his mother for a pair of shoes and then “borrows” his father’s on the day of the picnic. However, they prove to be as much of a disappointment as is his encounter with Myrtle, for they make it impossible to run or climb fences. When Esther unpacks a lunch for Ezra at the film’s close, he contentedly removes shoes and socks and puts his feet in the river.

Much of the plot is taken up with incidental boyish pranks played by Ezra and his friends. The sequence that gives the film its title has nothing to do with the burgeoning romances described above. When Ezra gets home at the end of the school day, his mother gives him money to go to the store for her and tells him to take the baby. He is pulling the baby’s wagon when he meets Skinny, who carries a note addressed to Mrs. Hull from their teacher, explaining that Ezra has been temporarily expelled from school for bad behavior. The boys “fight”—they step on one another’s feet, strike postures, and, after Ezra draws a line in the dirt, flail their fists at a safe distance from one another. Ezra trades his sling shot for the teacher’s note. Skinny forges Mrs. Hull’s response: “Ezra says he will be a good boy from now on.”

While the other boys play at the swimming hole, Ezra takes the baby to the store. He gives the storekeeper the order, then goes to watch the shoemaker next door, leaning up against the glass and peering longingly inside. He gets a package of goods, including a bag of flour, from the storekeeper. As he leaves, he notices some watermelons and manages to purloin one.

He takes the baby’s wagon over a rough plank bridge to the swimming hole and falls over a log, splitting the melon. He shares the melon with the other boys. Meanwhile his mother goes looking for him with a switch, her actions intercut with those of the boys. Ezra enters the water and the boys get into a mud-slinging fight. One boy takes the package out of the baby’s wagon and starts throwing the flour. The baby is dirtied by both mud and flour. His mother approaches. Ezra hides under water while the boys assure her that her son is not with them. After she leaves they convince Ezra that he needs to go on hiding, and while he is under water they steal his clothes. He wraps himself in the baby’s blanket and takes the wagon back over the plank bridge.

Several other sequences resemble this one in their tenuous relationship to the main line of the plot. The opening, for example, establishes Ezra’s intention to invite Myrtle to the picnic (he writes this information in his diary), but on the way to her house he is distracted by the boys, who convince him to steal some apples from a farmer’s orchard. His misadventures with the stolen apples and pursuit by the irate farmer dominate the film’s beginning, even though these actions have no consequence for what follows. The film is unified, then, not so much by a strong causal development as by restricting story time to the days leading up to the picnic and by focalizing on Ezra.

The press uniformly praised the film and connected the absence of intertitles to the simplicity of the plot. Wid’s (February 20, 1920: 2) advised exhibitors, “Maybe you won’t believe it but there are no sub-titles in it. The pictures tell the story and you understand it perfectly. There isn’t any plot or ‘intrikut’ business. It’s just a series of incidents in the life of a country boy but they’re important enough to keep you interested all the time.” Burns Mantle in Photoplay noted, “Of course it is not a story that demands titles.” In an interesting inversion of the frequent correlation between simple plots and the form of the short films of the 1910s, he noted that the film “could go on and on for sixteen as easily as for six reels.”12 The point is telling: the film works by the accumulation of incidents, a structure that allows for expansion just as readily as contraction (although obviously boredom becomes a problem in the expanded forms). Variety (February 25, 1921: 42) thought The Old Swimmin’ Hole was well made, if inexpensive, but noted that the lack of plot made it easy to produce a film without intertitles: “In some respects it is hardly a fair test, inasmuch as there is little or no story to the picture, merely a series of incidents in the life of a bucolic youth.” The New York Times (February 28, 1921: 2) defended the experiment: “It may be pointed out that a story more complex in plot and characterization would not lend itself to wordless treatment as ‘The Old Swimmin’ Hole’ does. And this is all true. . . . But there’s more to the matter than this. The photoplay remains significant and promising. For, in the first place, no matter how easily its story may be told without words, 999 directors out of every 1,000 would have done the usual thing and used words.”

Although it was not stated in the press at the time, it seems to me that one of the most radical aspects of Ray and De Grasse’s experiment is their willingness to allow a story of everyday people and events to proceed without the narrational intervention of subtitles. In contrast, both of Griffith’s experiments in this vein depend heavily upon intertitles. The opening title of A Romance of Happy Valley distances the spectator from the rural world depicted, which is given a fairy tale aspect:

What better place for a romance
Than Old Kentucky—
In the County of MAKE-BELIEVE
On the Pike THAT NEVER-WAS?

A second title introduces two incidental characters symbolizing pessimism and optimism, respectively. It also prepares one for the church scene and the small-town atmosphere that John finds so hostile to his aspirations: “A bit of dream life, atmosphered by a religion, still clinging to the doctrine of complete sanctification; where Vinegar Watkins and Old Lady Smiles wage an unseen battle.” The film often resorts to irony in the intertitles dealing with the heroine. A good example occurs in an early scene where Jennie plans to make a new dress: “Jennie struggling between duty to her father, who wants her clothes patterned after Mother’s, and the terrible fear that unless she follows a more up-to-date model, Kentucky will lose John.” During the scene in the church, Jennie prays, “Save him from the Devil—and New York.” Such titles juxtapose our own understanding of events with what are supposedly old-fashioned, rural values.

True Heart Susie goes even further than A Romance of Happy Valley in using titles to set up an ironic distance between the spectator and the world of the characters.13 For example, the sequence in which Susie decides to fund William’s college education begins with a narrative title: “Susie confides her sorrows to sister Daisy.” This is followed by a shot of the heroine seated in a field beside a cow. Susie explains, “—and I want him to go to school—I MUST marry a smart man.” She hugs the cow and cries over it. After Susie tells her aunt that she will sell the cow and other things to send William to college, there is a shot of a turkey in the farmyard. A narrative title follows: “The various stepping stones upon which William is to rise to fame.” We see more ducks and hens in the farmyard. There is no doubt that the spectator is meant to admire the sacrifice that Susie makes for William’s sake, but humor comes from the fact that we do not share her sentimental attachment to the cow and from the mock-heroic description of the impending fate of the turkeys, ducks, and hens.

By eschewing intertitles, The Old Swimmin’ Hole provides more direct access to the diegetic world. The foibles and eccentricities of rural types are not self-consciously presented to the spectator as they are in the Griffith examples. The narration does not intervene to point out the significance of ordinary events or to mark the distance between the rural world and our own. It would be easy, for example, to miss the significance of the shoe motif, as its importance is not built up either through narrative or dialogue titles. The relative opacity of the narration in The Old Swimmin’ Hole moves it closer to a naturalistic mode of storytelling than is the case in the previously discussed examples of bucolic romance.

Yet all of the examples discussed thus far may be considered sentimental in that they partake of a nostalgia for a rural past. Most are also highly moralized, with the possible exception of The Old Swimmin’ Hole, which glories in the naughtiness of the boys, and in which the children’s cruelty to each other is not punished. A few films made in the period prior to the release of Greed are more critical or pessimistic. Most were adaptations of contemporary literary works, and in such cases it is important to consider the source material in some detail, as that perhaps best indicates the changes in taste under consideration here.

William deMille’s 1922 version of Zona Gale’s Miss Lulu Bett provides a good contrast to the nostalgic stories of rural life already discussed. Most of the press coverage at the time of the film’s release was concerned with deMille’s adaptation of the play, which Zona Gale had derived from her original novel and which was well known in literary circles, having garnered the Pulitzer Prize for drama in 1921.14 Despite the differences imposed by the lack of spoken dialogue, the New York Times (sec. 6, December 25, 1921: 2) and Wid’s (December 25, 1921: 49) praised the film’s rendering of the main characters. As with previous stories of rural life, the plot was considered slight. Variety (December 23, 1921: 35) called it a “first-rate, non-sensational, program feature” and “a well-wrought, closely-knit, straightaway, cumulative domestic drama of rural life.” Wid’s found it “a quite delightful entertainment that consists mostly of characterization, though there is a consistent plot that is developed smoothly and interestingly to an effective climax.” In Representative Photoplays Analyzed, Scott O’Dell warned, “A brief analysis of Miss Lulu Bett might make it appear that it was a story of very simple development. It was really a story exceedingly hard to write, for the reason that almost the entire burden of interest was thrown upon Lulu’s characterization and such contrasting bits of characterization of other members of the cast as would always keep Lulu the figure of dominant interest.”15 It was clearly considered a simple story in which characterization played a more important role than plot. Yet just as clearly, in my view, the source material and consequent film adaptation pushed it in a rather different direction than films such as A Romance of Happy Valley and The Old Swimmin’ Hole.

Upon its publication in 1920, the novel Miss Lulu Bett was hailed by critics as a welcome departure from what they considered Gale’s overly sentimental Friendship Village stories. These popular stories, originally published as magazine fiction, were very much in the vein of Griffith’s A Romance of Happy Valley and may indeed have been an influence upon it. Friendship Village, Gale’s first collection of stories about an imaginary Wisconsin town, appeared in 1908. Four more published collections followed, the last appearing in 1919, as did the one-act play The Neighbors, produced by the Wisconsin Players in 1920. Writing in the New Republic in 1920, Constance Rourke praised Miss Lulu Bett in relation to these previous works:

The typical Friendship Village story is also a typical American story. Calliope Marsh, who is made to do most of the telling, is an own sister of those many dealers in maxims who have adorned our literature. Uplift is her purpose; she wants improvement. But her tone is the familiar tone of content with our American life. The stories which she often quite unnaturally sets forth are full of a factitious optimism, with an occasional dash of native wit, and a general air of provincial blessedness overspreading all. Calliope always finds the sweet and wholesome and good.16

Although Rourke finds some hints of injustice and unresolved social conflicts in the later Friendship Village stories, she nonetheless argues that “one is wholly unprepared for Miss Lulu Bett. This last story of Zona Gale’s teaches no lesson and holds no brief. It is written almost bitterly.” She concludes, “It would be interesting to know the road by which Miss Gale traveled out of Friendship Village and into the greater world in which this last story lives; but this is her own affair. Whatever its antecedents, the book stands as a signal accomplishment in American letters.” An article published in Bookman in 1923 echoed Rourke’s argument:

There was a time, not so many years ago, when the sweet sentimentalism that ran through Zona Gale’s work was like to shove her over the cliffs to disaster. She was so sickeningly dear and precious that it hurt—almost as good and cream puffy as the author of “Pollyanna.” But of course her stories had more relation to art; and when one thought of her early promise, in several lovely poems, one was inclined to weep for her going rapidly the way of the popular magazine writer, making money out of a stupid optimism, preaching an all’s-right-with-the-world doctrine, when her common sense must have told her often enough that all was not right.17

The reviewer argued that Gale salvaged her literary reputation with the more realistic and pessimistic novels Birth (1918) and Miss Lulu Bett.18

Despite the fact that the theatrical version of Miss Lulu Bett was criticized for having a weak dramatic structure, and the author for making a concession to popular taste in the form of a revised, happy, ending, the play was viewed as a contribution to an emerging naturalist canon.19 In the pages of the Nation, Ludwig Lewisohn compared it to Eugene O’Neill’s Beyond the Horizon, and in the New Republic it was classed as “a part, if you like, of that wonderful Discovery of America which is now being made by Willa Cather, Sherwood Anderson, Sinclair Lewis, Floyd Dell, Edith Wharton.”20 Literary Digest compared it to the “small-town stuff” found in Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street and Floyd Dell’s Moon-calf.21 Alan White, cited in Heywood Broun’s column in the New York Tribune, noted, “The old-fashioned ‘hick’ farce of reuben melodrama, which went to the country town to expound the beauties of the simple life and homely virtues, has no relation to these new expressions of small-town life. Small-town life is used to-day not to lure us ‘Back to Mother’s Knee,’ but rather because small-town life is a plastic medium. It is used in the drama and the novel and free verse to tell big necessary things with compelling, artistic vigor. And Zona Gale in Miss Lulu Bett has led the back-to-the-earth movement.”22

The story is fundamentally the same in novel, play, and film, with some differences to be described below. Lulu and her aged mother live with her sister Ina, who is married to Dwight Deacon, a dentist and the town magistrate. The household includes two children: Diane, who has just finished high school, and the young Monona (although the author does not specify the location of Warbleton, the small town in which the action takes place, the youngest daughter is named for one of the lakes in Wisconsin’s state capital). Lulu is a household drudge and the helpless butt of Dwight’s teasing. When she buys a potted tulip for the house, he first pretends to think it is a gift from a suitor, to her great embarrassment, then chastises her for spending his money on luxuries.

Dwight’s brother Ninian, a traveling salesman, visits after an absence of twenty years. Although he is crude and egotistical, he perceives the inequities in the household division of labor. He joins Lulu when she does the dishes in the kitchen after dinner, and he invites her to join the family and their guests in the parlor, a breach of precedent. Since Lulu is never invited anywhere, Ninian takes her, along with his brother and sister-in-law, to the city for dinner and a show. During a lull in the conversation after dinner, partly out of boredom and partly to torture Lulu, Dwight playfully dares them to reenact the marriage ceremony. After they have done so, Dwight recalls that he is a magistrate and that the ceremony is binding. Ninian tells Lulu that he is willing to let the marriage stand, and she shyly agrees. They depart for Savannah, Georgia, where Ninian has business.

Upon their return home, Ina and her mother realize that they will be seriously inconvenienced by Lulu’s departure. Neither one of them can cook a decent meal, nor do they relish doing the housework. In the film version, this point is made viscerally as dishes pile up in the sink and ants take over the kitchen counters. Lulu returns home unexpectedly. She explains that Ninian had confessed that he had been married eighteen years before and later deserted by his wife. Unsure whether or not his wife was still living, Ninian hoped that Lulu would go on with him all the same. But, given doubts about the legality of the marriage, Lulu opted to return to Warbleton.

The novel, play, and film diverge slightly at this point, although all turn upon the fact that Dwight and Ina want above all to protect the family name and prevent gossip about Ninian’s bigamy. They ask Lulu to keep quiet about her reasons for having left Ninian, which leaves the townsfolk to conclude that she has been rejected by her husband. In the novel, this is seconded by Dwight’s convenient assumption that this is, in fact, what has happened. He confidentially assures Lulu that Ninian’s claim to have been married before was just a ruse to get rid of her. Lulu resumes her old place and her old chores, but she is not as passive as before. Determined to know where she really stands with her erstwhile husband, she threatens to tell everyone her version of events, thereby forcing Dwight to write to Ninian and ask for proofs.

Ina and Dwight depart for a few days, leaving Lulu in charge of the children. Dwight gives Lulu strict instructions not to open “his” mail, including any letter that might come from Ninian. During their absence, the letter containing proof of Ninian’s marriage arrives and is opened by Lulu’s mother, who does not seem to have registered Dwight’s prohibition. A family friend, Neil Cornish, witnesses the contents of the letter, as well as Lulu’s predicament with regard to its opening.

Meanwhile, the older daughter, Diane, elopes with her high-school sweetheart. Lulu follows them to a neighboring town, where the girl, at least, hopes to get married (the boy is the more reluctant partner). As she argues with Diane about the wisdom of the elopement, Lulu realizes the kinship between them: Diane wants to get married because she longs to escape from the family as much as her aunt does. Lulu brings Diane home and helps her to keep her parents, who have returned from their trip, ignorant of the episode.

Dwight is furious at finding the letter open. However, he and Ina convince Lulu that she needs to keep silent about Ninian’s bigamy for the sake of the girls, and Dwight “forgives” her. Lulu decides to leave the Deacons, even though her prospects of employment—making cakes for a local bakery, working as a chambermaid in a hotel—are not promising. When a second letter arrives from Ninian, which confirms that his first wife is still alive, Neil Cornish proposes marriage. He admits that he is not likely to be very successful as a businessman, but Lulu accepts him. Ina and Dwight view this sudden marriage with alarm, realizing that they will now have to make the news of Ninian’s bigamy public.

The first version of the play has a more severe ending than the novel, one reminiscent of A Doll’s House, in which Lulu refuses Neil’s offer of marriage and departs to an uncertain future.23 In the revised version Ninian returns to town with evidence that his first wife is dead, which not only provides a happy end but obviates the scandal of the week Lulu spent with him in Savannah. In the film the romance plot is both “happier” and better integrated than in the other two versions. The character of Neil Cornish is introduced much earlier in the plot, and he witnesses Lulu’s mistreatment by her family before Ninian’s arrival. When she returns from Georgia he treats her sympathetically in the face of the town gossips who assume that she has been rejected by her husband. He is also made a more respectable suitor, a schoolmaster, and is acted by the handsome Milton Sills, who was known for playing stalwart types.

Despite having the most conventional romance plot of the three versions, the film retains those elements of the play and original novel that break most definitively with the nostalgic representation of rural life: the negative characterization of the various Deacons and the evocation of an oppressive domesticity. These were the points most widely praised by literary critics writing of the play in the 1920s. For example, Ludwig Lewisohn: “That Deacon family group on its front porch is magnificent and memorable. The preaching and blustering and nagging of Dwight, the prattling and posturing of his wife, the cold and weary resistance of Lulu, the crafty little rebellions of the child Monona, the sentimentalized scorn and detachment of Diana—these things that project the strain and tug and essential hollowness and maladjustment of the lives involved, mark an enormous advance in the American drama.”24 The reviewer for the New Republic singled out the character of Dwight Deacon as the butt of the play’s satire:

He is a small-town dentist, but of a self-sufficiency that would fit him for the Cabinet and with a line of pontifical axioms that would get him re-appointed at the renewal of the term. In addition to this insufferable pomposity there is his insufferable good-nature, his great American habit of “kidding,” with no idea as to the point at which attention to personality becomes invasion of personality and the sin of sins. He is a provider, possibly a good provider, but he provides the tribal morals and manners as well as the canned salmon and the oatmeal wallpapers and the rocking chairs and the chandelier.25

Heywood Broun particularly approved of Monona: “Generally a child is treated by a dramatist as unbelievably saintly, and the effect is wearing on both actor and audience. Monona, on the contrary, is studiously bad and unlovely in thought and word.”26 Robert Benchley praised Gale for her “almost phonographic reproduction of the vocal processes of the average American in a state of domesticity.” He approved of the way the author captured the banality of everyday speech and quoted several passages from the novel, including this one:

“Baked potatoes,” said Mr. Deacon. “That’s good—that’s good. The baked potato contains more nourishment than potatoes prepared in any other way. The nourishment is next to the skin. Roasting retains it.”

“That’s what I always think,” said his wife pleasantly.

For fifteen years they had agreed about this.27

The film has its own techniques for evoking the banality of domestic life and Dwight’s bluster. These techniques, as well as the slow pacing noted in the film industry trade press, are clearly apparent in the opening. Monona comes into the dining room, where the table is set for dinner. She steals food and hides under the table to eat it. Dwight enters and compares his pocket watch, which indicates that it is after six o’clock, with the clock on the wall, which shows ten minutes to. He changes the time on the wall clock. Meanwhile, Monona steals out from under the table and goes onto the back porch. She innocently reenters the room. Her father shows her his watch and chides her for being late. The two sit at the table. Ina approaches and, seeing her husband seated, apologizes for her lateness. She then looks at the clock on the wall and indicates that it is fast. Dwight disagrees, showing her his pocket watch as proof. When Diane arrives, she, too, is reprimanded. She checks her wrist watch, asserting that she has a different time. Her father resolutely points to his pocket watch as final arbiter. Mrs. Bett finds the family seated and puts on her glasses to read the time on the wall clock. Dwight stands and addresses her, “Has the Queen of our Household such pressing business that she can’t be on time for supper?” Mrs. Bett takes offense and goes off into the kitchen. Lulu brings in the dinner and is confronted with Dwight holding his pocket watch. As she, too, questions the time on the wall clock, the film cuts to a factory whistle, blowing, to indicate that it is six o’clock. Lulu assures her brother-in-law that the clock is fast, to the great pleasure of the assembled company.

The point is to show not only Dwight’s unwarranted exercise of paternal authority but also the way in which everyone in the family automatically responds to the ritual of the six o’clock dinner hour: Ina has only to see her husband waiting to know she is late, Mrs. Bett only to see the family seated to put on her glasses and check the time. The relatively trivial question of whether the clock on the wall is accurate assumes inordinate importance within the life of the family. This point is restated in the film’s opening title, which proposes the moral “The greatest tragedy in the world, because it is the most frequent, is that of a human soul caught in the toils of the commonplace.”

Unlike Zona Gale’s play, which was criticized for its lack of conventional dramatic structure, the film version of Miss Lulu Bett builds to a clear-cut climax that involves Lulu’s renunciation of her family. Although from the point of view of naturalist dramaturgy the final decisive confrontation may be seen as a defect and a concession to popular taste, it sustains the film’s satirical treatment of the Deacons and its forceful evocation of an oppressive domesticity.

After Lulu has prevented Diane’s elopement, Cornish drives them home from the train station. Lulu is shaking Neil’s hand in thanks when Dwight and Ina come home. A shot from their point of view shows the couple talking, framed by the doorway, Lulu still holding the suitcase with her niece’s things. Neil says, “If you were only free—” and Dwight comes to the conclusion that they are eloping. He enters and accuses Lulu of once again disgracing the family. After Neil leaves, Dwight and Ina confront Lulu, while Diane and Monona sneak down the stairs to listen to the quarrel going on in the parlor. In the course of the following scene, every character in the family, at one time or another, attempts to send the recalcitrant Monona back upstairs. Dwight insists on knowing what Lulu was doing with a suitcase. Having promised to keep Diane’s secret, she cannot speak in her own defense. Dwight sees the girls and motions for Monona to leave the room, telling Lulu she is not fit to be under the same roof with his innocent children. Lulu agrees to leave and goes to say goodbye to her mother. Dwight, Ina, and the girls then confer. Each acts in his or her own self-interest, without concern for Lulu. Diane says nothing. Ina asks who will do the work if Lulu goes. Monona pleads, “Oh, papa, let Aunt Lulu stay! She cooks lots better than mama.” This point infuriates her mother, who orders her upstairs, but it registers with her father, who decides to countermand his request. Diane then upbraids her sister, who retreats only partly up the steps.

In the kitchen Dwight tells Lulu he cannot turn his wife’s sister out into the streets, so he has decided to forgive her. Lulu loses her temper, upsetting the pots on the stove and breaking the crockery. She throws the scrubbing brush at her sister and mother, saying, “Now do your own dishes!” She denies Dwight’s right to exercise authority over her, even in the guise of forgiveness. A short epilogue shows Lulu, now working at a local bakery, bringing Neil Cornish a letter from Ninian indicating that his first wife is still alive and thus opening the way to their courtship. But the force of the ending lies in Lulu’s rebellion against domestic tyranny and in the almost bitter satire of familial relationships that prepares the way for her outburst. In this regard, deMille’s film remains quite close to those aspects of the play praised by literary intellectuals in the 1920s.

Critics classed Zona Gale with other novelists writing about the Midwest, particularly Sinclair Lewis, whose Main Street, published in 1920, and Babbitt, published in 1922, were critically acclaimed by contemporaries for their merciless dissections of American small-town life. Warner Brothers produced adaptations of both novels under the direction of Harry Beaumont. Neither film seems to have survived. The reviews of Main Street indicate that, like many of the other films already discussed, critics found the plot slight. Variety (May 3, 1923: 22) wrote, “A consensus of opinion would indicate that the producers took a chance on making a picture out of the story, for the book’s principal attribute was the penmanship of the author in drawing his characterizations of the small-town inhabitants. That left little action upon which to build interest for filming.” Film Daily (June 17, 1923: 3) simply advised exhibitors, “You’ll have to cut this one.” The reviews in the trade press also suggest that the film might have had difficulty finding a market. Variety thought that it would not be able to draw the crowds to sustain it at the highest prices in the major metropolitan theaters. But Film Daily surmised that the film’s only chance would be in the big cities: “When cut to moderate length will doubtless have big appeal in the big cities because of popularity of the book, but small town folk may object to caricatures of Main Street types which are enormously exaggerated.” Indeed, the description of the film in the New York Times (June 12, 1923: 22) suggests a comic treatment of small-town manners and cultural aspirations. Carol Milford moves from a large city to Gopher Prairie when she marries the town doctor.

The party given for her [Carol] at which Dave Dyer officiates as master of ceremonies is interesting, especially when a Gophir [sic] Prairie girl recites, her gestures being amusing and quite true to the type. When another individual has consented to sing the gathering is obviously restless, and it is with great relief that they hear: “This way for the eats.” Mr. Beaumont paints a very hungry lot of people in Gophir Prairie, and their manners need correction. They are eager to pass dishes of food, but they appear to be more eager to get other dishes. Carol is pictured as a person utterly dismayed by the constant interchange of dishes. One arm crosses her from one side and then another from the other, so much so that she has no time for conversation or to eat.

According to the Times, the film included an equally amusing “Chinese” party, replete with its own poetic oration, which Carol gives in an attempt to lift the cultural tone of the town.

The script for Babbitt suggests that the filmmakers backed away from the most controversial aspects of Lewis’s novel, which is set in Zenith, described as a small Midwestern city. In the film script the description of shot 3 is “PAN SHOT. LARGE MIDDLE WESTERN CITY, such as Detroit or Toledo. This shot is inserted as essential coloring to the characterization of Babbitt; it should impress the audience that it is a big city which produced Babbitt, that he is not in any sense the product of Main Street.”28 Based upon the evidence of the script, the filmmakers do not seem to have sought out equivalents for the novel’s meticulous, semiparodic descriptions of Babbitt’s real-estate dealings or his participation in local fraternal organizations. Rather, as Variety (July 16, 1924: 22) pointed out, the film becomes “the time-worn tale of the middle-aged fairly successful business man, tired of home surroundings and the wife who has reared his three children. He is ripe for the first vamp who makes up her mind to ensnare him.” The film was also apparently played for comedy. Variety noted, “It is all told in a human vein with an eye on the main chance for laughs, and the latter are plentiful.” Film Daily (July 20, 1924: 9), which preferred Babbit to Main Street, recommended to exhibitors that they run a trailer showing some of the “comedy bits.” The New York Times (July 15, 1924: 9) complained that the film’s comedy was “handled with the bludgeon rather than with the rapier.”

The tendency of Hollywood filmmakers to push naturalist or quasi-naturalist treatments of small-town life toward comedy is evident in all of the examples cited above, from Griffith’s gentle parody of the Sanctificationist Church meeting in A Romance of Happy Valley to deMille’s ironic undermining of Dwight Deacon in the opening of Miss Lulu Bett. It seems also to have been a feature of Beaumont’s adaptations of Sinclair Lewis. Mal St. Clair’s 1925 A Woman of the World is the logical extension of this trend. The plot, loosely based on Carl Van Vechten’s novel The Tattooed Countess, focuses on an Italian countess (Pola Negri) who is disappointed in love and comes to visit relatives in Maple Valley, a town in the Midwest. Featuring slapstick comedian Chester Conklin in a major supporting role, the film has no pretensions to naturalism. However, the attack on small-town notions of propriety and lack of tolerance bears comparison to Miss Lulu Bett and the descriptions of Main Street. Many of the jokes revolve around the differences between the cosmopolitan aristocrat and the denizens of the town. Running gags concern reactions to her clothes and her habit of smoking in public, as well as the unrelenting gossip inspired by rumors about the tattoo that she keeps hidden. When the leading citizens of the town gather to meet the Countess, her shocked reaction to their manners, eating habits, and narrow view of the world echoes Carol’s reaction in the party scene in Main Street as recounted in the New York Times. The tendency to push the criticism of rural life in the direction of comedy is worth noting, since the tone of naturalist depictions of rural America becomes much more grim in the second half of the 1920s, as I will show.

Writers such as Frank Norris and Theodore Dreiser who inaugurated naturalism in America were much more concerned with urban experience and urban types than the later generation represented by Sinclair Lewis and Zona Gale. But aside from the social problem films of the 1910s discussed above, most of Hollywood’s experimentation with reduced plots and everyday characters prior to the release of Greed in 1925 dealt with rural life. The 1923 film adaptation of Eugene O’Neill’s Anna Christie is distinctive in that it essayed a story about the life of immigrants in the city.29

The play Anna Christie, first performed in 1921, was one of O’Neill’s early successes. It garnered him his second Pulitzer Prize and was popular enough to run for 127 performances on Broadway.30 The play recounts the familiar story of a prostitute redeemed by love, a variant of the seduction plot that I will discuss in more detail in chapter 5. However, O’Neill’s play is distinguished in part by its emphasis on the lower-class surroundings of a sailor, Chris Christopherson, and his daughter, Anna. Writing at the time of the play’s first production, Burns Mantle called it “a rough play in that it is a story of rough characters.”31

Chris, who deserted his family years ago, is delighted to receive a letter from his daughter, Anna, announcing an impending visit. Upon her entrance it is clear that she is a prostitute down on her luck, but Chris is oblivious to this fact and takes her to live with him on the coal barge of which he is the captain. At sea some weeks later they pick up four stokers, the sole survivors of a wreck. One of them, Mat, makes a play for Anna. When she rebuffs him and refers to the presence of her father, Mat assumes she is “decent” and begins to court her. Chris attempts to interfere. He blames the sea for everything bad that has happened to him, or that he has done himself, and he does not want Anna to marry a sailor. A particularly vehement argument between the men motivates Anna to reveal that she is not what they both suppose: she has worked in a brothel just like the ones Mat and Chris visit when they arrive in a new port. Disillusioned, both men disappear on drinking sprees. Chris, who returns first, tells Anna that he is going to “help” her by shipping out as bosun on the Londonderry and making his wages over to her. Anna clearly thinks that Chris is simply running out again, as he has always done, but she has her own brand of fatalism. The dialogue here and throughout the scene implies that though she regards herself as a “bad” woman she does not think she could have helped it, any more than Chris could help either his attraction to the sea or his tendency to hold it accountable for his actions. Mat then returns and quarrels with Anna, who alternates between attempts to assure him that love has made her “good” and a tougher stance in which she tells him that if he cannot accept what she was, he can leave. He finally allows himself to be convinced that she has reformed. He, too, is shipping out on the Londonderry, but the couple plan to be married before he goes.

According to Christine Dymkowski, O’Neill was disturbed by the reception of the play. When critics congratulated him for finally catering to popular taste, he complained in a letter to the New York Times: “A kiss in the last act, a word about marriage, and the audience grows blind and deaf to what follows.”32 O’Neill’s reference is to the play’s end, in which Chris curses the old devil sea, presumably implying that the sea is about to claim both of the men who love Anna. In addition to this pessimistic note, the idea of redemption is only fitfully articulated at the play’s close, largely confined to the character of Mat. A similar clarity of moral judgment cannot be ascribed either to Chris, for whom the sea figures as an all-encompassing symbol of fate, or to Anna, who, like him, considers the circumstances that made her “bad” as well as “good” to be beyond her control. These elements of the play, which are clearly an inheritance of naturalism, were retained in the film adaptation and help to account for its reception.

Anna Christie was a “prestige” production that earned the producer, Thomas Ince, credit for realism and seriousness. Indeed, George Pratt indicates that Ince chose to adapt the play to improve his reputation as a producer.33 In the National Board of Review magazine Exceptional Photoplays, Ince and the director, John Griffith Wray, were congratulated for “picturizing the first play of our greatest living dramatist” and for hewing closely to the outlines of the original without distorting the work into “standardized movie product.”

Here certainly is a play which at first blush seems far removed from the smugness of the movies and their tricky moralising. Mr. O’Neill’s honesty, the realism of his dialogue, the incisiveness of his character drawing, and above all his method of establishing the fundamental morality of his theme without sentimental concessions, were so many more obstacles to deter the conventional scenario writer and director. Anna is not a girl who is made good or who turns out to be a misunderstood model of virtue. She is simply that rarest thing in the movies or, for that matter, in the theatre too—a convincing human being.34

Exceptional Photoplays was not alone in celebrating the film version. The New York Times (December 10, 1923: 20) wrote, “This photodrama, now at the Strand, is an example of progress in film history, and let us hope, one which will help to deter some producers from putting forth money into nonsensical contraptions. It sheds light on the way directors can strengthen their productions.” Variety (December 6, 1923: 23) reported that the film deserved the honor of being the first of the 1923–24 season to be chosen for a special showing before the membership of the National Board of Review: “It is a picture that is interesting. It is a picture that is as different to the regular runs of screen productions as the Eugene O’Neill plays are to the majority of hits and near-hits that come to the spoken stage; but, still, there is going to be a question whether or not it is going to pull money to the picture theatre box offices the country over.” Variety thought that the problem was not that the film would be found offensive but rather that the author and play were not well known to exhibitors or audiences outside New York. There is at least one piece of evidence that Variety was correct in its estimation of the film’s lack of box office appeal. When the film played in repertory in New York in 1928, the New York Times (December 23, 1928: 7) reported that upon its first release it was “by no means a howling success.” Nonetheless, Anna Christie is an important early example of filmmakers’ banking on the prestige of literary naturalism. It is quite different in scale and aspiration from the deliberately “small” and unpretentious films about country life directed by Griffith or De Grasse, and it was also accorded much more prominence in the trade and popular press than the more or less comedic adaptations of Miss Lulu Bett and Main Street. Assimilation of naturalism into the serious, prestige picture was to be carried much further with Erich von Stroheim’s adaptation of McTeague.

When Erich von Stroheim was shooting Greed, he gave an interview to the New York Times (August 5, 1923: 10) in which he called for greater realism in films. He made the familiar distinction between stories that rely on plot, “thrilling, romantic or amusing situations,” and those that rely on character. For von Stroheim, realism emphasized character development over plot, and he mentioned Dickens, De Maupassant, Zola, and Frank Norris as exemplifying this kind of storytelling. He argued, “Little realism has been seen on the screen. There are ‘Miss Lulu Bett,’ some of Will Rogers’s pictures, ‘Grandma’s Boy’ and ‘The Kid’ in comedies. Certain moments in Marshall Neilan’s pictures have possessed the spark, as did the two-reel production of O. Henry’s ‘The Cop and the Anthem’ and other O. Henry stories. There was realism in Rex Ingram’s ‘The Conquering Power,’ and that to my mind is about all.” Thus, realism in film was for him primarily identified with comedy—Miss Lulu Bett, Will Rogers, Harold Lloyd’s Grandma’s Boy and Chaplin’s The Kid—and with the short film, Vitagraph’s 1917 adaptation of “The Cop and the Anthem” to which he refers.35 It is a mark of its originality and importance that Greed broke definitively with both of these trends. It was much darker in tone than any of the previous 1920s experiments. And, as originally conceived by its author, its meticulous accumulation of detail and painstaking character development accrued over many reels: Greed was infamously long.

The vexed textual history of Greed necessitates comment. Richard Koszarski’s account of the production cites two early reports of the length of the rough cut, one indicating forty-five reels with a nine-and-a-half-hour running time, the other forty-two reels. In the initial round of editing, von Stroheim reduced the film to twenty-two reels, but it was still too long for any exhibitor of the period to cope with. With the help of editor Grant Whytock, von Stroheim cut the film down further, to a version alternatively described as eighteen and fifteen reels.36 He hoped that MGM would release this version in two parts, to be shown on successive nights. When the studio took over, the film was given to Joseph Farnham, a respected title writer, who drastically reduced the exposition in the opening sections, completely excised two major subplots, and shortened the main story about Mac and Trina, writing titles to fill in the gaps he had created.37 This 133-minute, ten-reel version was premiered in December 1924 and released in January of the next year. As is well known, the excised footage has never been found. But in 1999 Rick Schmidlin produced a virtual reconstruction on video, using extant production stills of the missing scenes, creating new titles based on von Stroheim’s script and Norris’s novel, and eliminating some of the original titles, presumably those he attributed to Farnham. Because Schmidlin’s version is too far removed from the historical Greed, i.e., from the version that reviewers and audiences saw in the 1920s, I have drawn the following summary from the release print and the published version of the complete script, which identifies the footage that survives in the 1925 version, and includes the titles added to that version to cover narrative gaps.38

The young McTeague works in the Big Dipper gold mine in Placer, California.39 His mother aspires to better things for him and sends him off with an itinerant dentist of dubious training to learn the trade. Some years later McTeague has established a small dental practice on Polk Street in San Francisco, living in the room he uses for his office.40 Mac’s friend Marcus Schouler brings in his cousin and sweetheart, Trina Sieppe, for a series of treatments. One day his drilling causes her pain and he administers ether. He finds himself attracted to the unconscious woman and, despite a struggle with his conscience, kisses her. When she awakes, he proposes marriage, which she refuses.

Learning that his friend is glum because he is in love with Trina, Marcus offers to let Mac “have” the girl. The two men take the train to Oakland to meet Trina and her family. Mac begins to visit Trina regularly, and they become engaged. When Trina and her family repair to Mac’s room for a celebratory dinner, a representative of a lottery company informs Trina that her ticket has won $5,000. Alone after the celebration, Marcus curses his luck: if he had kept Trina, he would have had the $5,000.

A month later Mac and Trina are married in the rooms across from the dental office that Mac has taken for their new home. After a large supper with the family, the Sieppes move permanently to Southern California, leaving a frightened Trina alone with her new husband. In the early months of their married life, Trina’s stinginess becomes apparent. Mac hopes to rent a little house where they can be by themselves, but Trina considers the rent too high.

Mac and Marcus quarrel when Marcus demands a share of the lottery money and is refused. Marcus becomes violent, throwing a knife at Mac. Sometime later Marcus visits the McTeagues in their rooms and tells them that he is leaving permanently to work on a ranch. After his departure Mac receives a letter from the State Board of Dentistry, forbidding him to practice without a license. Trina realizes that it was Marcus who reported them. Mac’s business drops away, and he swears vengeance on his former friend.

Without an income from Mac’s practice, Trina sells their nicest things and begins to earn money whittling toys so as not to touch her $5,000. She hides the gold coins in a trunk, taking them out in secret and polishing them. When Mac is fired from a job at a surgical instrument factory, Trina demands that he look for another job immediately, and she takes away his severance pay, refusing him a nickel for carfare. Drenched while walking home in the rain, Mac is invited into Joe Frenna’s saloon by his former mates and treated to several drinks. Drinking and idleness become habitual to him. One day, after promising his mates in the bar that he will return with some money, he attacks Trina, pinching her shoulder and biting her fingers until she gives him a couple of dollars. Shortly thereafter he abandons his wife.

Trina becomes a scrubwoman, living in the school that she cleans. As Trina prepares for bed, pouring her gold pieces onto her mattress, Mac, now a bum, comes to her window. He rouses her and begs for money for food. He says he “wouldn’t let a dog go hungry.” She replies by showing him her hand, which is now missing two fingers, and says: “Not if he’d bitten you?” She closes and locks the window as he utters threats. He returns on Christmas and kills Trina in a struggle for the key to her trunk. He takes her gold.

Some weeks later a reward is posted for McTeague’s arrest and apprehension. Marcus, now a cowboy, reads this notice and joins the posse being assembled to follow the culprit into Death Valley. Mac leads his mule deep into the desert and fills his canteen at the last watering hole. While the rest of the posse elect to circle around the desert, Marcus insists on following Mac’s trail directly. His horse dies, and he runs out of water, but he continues the pursuit on foot, eventually finding Mac and pulling a gun on him. The mule carrying Mac’s canteen begins to run off, and Marcus shoots and kills the animal. The two men discover that Marcus has inadvertently shot a hole in the canteen, squandering the last of their water. Mac nonetheless decides to push on and indicates that he wants his saddle bags, which contain the gold. Marcus claims the money, and the men fight for it. While Mac bludgeons Marcus to death with the revolver, Marcus manages to secure handcuffs on one of Mac’s wrists. Sitting handcuffed to the corpse, Mac waits.

Two of the film’s stylistic features not captured by this plot summary are important, as they account more fully for its debt to literary naturalism. In 1925 the film was notable for its departure from the decorum that actors in serious drama typically maintained. In its mildest form, this departure consists in a predilection for low comedy. On the trip to the picnic grounds, Chester Conklin as Pappa Sieppe carefully lines up first his children and then the adults, briskly marches up and down the line himself, and then gives the order to advance. When Jean Hersholt as Marcus comes to collect Trina from Mac’s office, he makes an entrance that looks like a ham-fisted arabesque, giving a little jump and closing the door with his foot. Then, in an effort to amuse Trina, he rotates his hat and turns up the brim, pulls up his collar, and strikes the familiar “Napoleon” pose, with hand resting in the lapel. As he exits with Trina, he waves breezily to Mac and then flicks his coat tails as he goes out the door, exposing his behind. In other scenes, crude or indecorous gestures are introduced with little or no comic effect but merely as an indication of the lower-class milieu. In the scene in which Marcus first introduces Trina to Mac, for example, he nudges her repeatedly with his elbow, sticks his finger in his ear to scratch it, and picks his nose. When Mac descends from the train at the Oakland station, Trina greets him and almost immediately pulls back her upper lip, displaying her dental work. At the wedding dinner the guests are shown eating in a gross manner: Mr. Sieppe gnaws on a calf’s head, the skull already visible, and uses his napkin to wipe the sweat from his face; Mrs. Sieppe pulls meat off a carcass with her teeth; at their table the children, besmeared with food, quarrel over a tidbit; Heise, with a large and very dirty napkin tucked into his shirt, eats, drinks, and belches.

The emphasis on uncouth bearing and demeanor sometimes approaches the grotesque, as in the shot from the wedding dinner of Chester Conklin with the calf’s skull in hand. Similarly, the shot of the stranger from the lottery company who brings Trina the news of her winning is gratuitously ugly. The man has a boil or open wound covered by plaster. He stands at the top of the stairs, framed in a low angle so that he looms toward the camera, the use of a wide angle lens further distorting his features. Even with the cuts made by the studio in the released version, one senses how von Stroheim planned Tina’s gradual transformation from a neat and pretty girl to yet another grotesque figure—hair falling in disarray, ragged clothes, a mutilated hand with the remaining fingers covered in bandages. It is a process brilliantly enacted by Zasu Pitts, who manages to alter both her carriage and her range of facial expression in the course of the film.

A second innovation is in the titling of the film. Most of the dialogue titles were not written by Farnham but derive from the original script and remain in the 1925 release print. They were designed to evoke vernacular speech. Finally enraged by Marcus’s attack on him in Joe Frenna’s saloon, McTeague says, “—he can’t make small o’ me,” a phrase he repeats when he is drunk and quarrelling with Trina. Marcus complains, “All I know is . . . that I’ve been soldiered out of my girl an’ out o’ my money.” The use of slang by the American-born characters is complemented by the indicated Swiss-German accents of Mr. and Mrs. Sieppe. As she says goodbye to her daughter after the wedding dinner, Mrs. Sieppe tells McTeague, “Doktor . . . pe goot to her! Pe vairy goot to her . . . von’t you?” The inarticulate McTeague’s efforts to communicate are conveyed by multiple, fragmentary titles. For example, take the scene at the Cliff House in which Mac and Marcus first discuss Trina (each iteration of the character name represents a distinct title card, separated by shots of the interlocutors):






	MAC:  
	“It’s . . . it’s . . . Miss Sieppe!”


	MARCUS:  
	“You mean . . . that you, too—”


	MAC:  
	“She’s been the first girl I’ve ever known. I couldn’t help myself.”


	MAC:  
	“—I was so close to her—”


	MAC:  
	“—an’ smelled her hair—”


	MAC:  
	“—an’ felt her breath!”


	MAC:  
	“Oh! . . . you don’t know.”




Mac’s difficulty is conveyed by the large number of titles, the use of sentence fragments, and the dashes and ellipses suggesting the speaker’s hesitations. The radical nature of von Stroheim’s experiment in the treatment of dialogue titles becomes apparent if we contrast Greed with Ince’s Anna Christie. Although some of the dialogue titles for Chris suggest that he speaks with an accent, the dialect is much less marked than that spoken by the Sieppes, or, indeed, than that in the written text of O’Neill’s play. Thus Chris says, when he first sees Anna: “You’re grown up, and you’re so purty” And, later in the same scene: “Anna, on the sea, in my ship, will be as good for us as on land.” Anna initially speaks in a prose that would be considered rough for a woman in 1923. When Martha tells her that Chris is at sea, she says, “Damn. That means I got to find somebody again. Lousy dump!” But she usually speaks in complete sentences with only a hint of slang: “I got to get a roof over my head, and somethin’ to eat. I need a rest. I’m knocked out.”41 By contrast, von Stroheim’s dialogue titles distort spelling much more radically in the case of accented speech. They are also much more fragmentary and informal. Von Stroheim’s use of slang and his attempt to replicate the speaking rhythms of largely inarticulate characters seem to have been inspired by Norris’s own attempts to reproduce working-class speech. More generally, he adheres to the naturalist tendency to abjure a polished style in favor of an exploration of the vernacular.

A certain obviousness attaches to the debate over Greed. Everyone agreed that the film lacked popular appeal, that it was, to use the Shavian term, “unpleasant” and unlikely to prove a financial success. Film Daily (December 7, 1924: 4) commented, “As a great picture, a big picture, one which took over a year to make and therefore developed certain anticipations, ‘Greed’ is one of the keenest disappointments of the season. It may interest certain peculiar types to the box office but as an outstanding attraction for even the average theater-goer ‘Greed’ will not do.” Moving Picture World (December 20, 1924: 726) outlined the reasons for its unacceptability: “ ‘Greed’ which consumed many months in the making and a great outlay of money, fails to measure up to expectations. Despite its good points, it is deficient in the basic requirement for success; it does not entertain, for it leaves one with the impression in which a sordid theme, a morbid tone, the stressing of the unpleasant and a gruesome ending are dominant and outweigh the excellent acting, fine direction and undoubted power of the story.” Variety (December 19, 1824: 34) wrote in a similar vein:

Nothing more morbid and senseless from a commercial picture standpoint has been seen on the screen in a long long time than this picture. Long awaited, von Stroheim having utilized two years and over $700,000 of Goldwyn and possibly some Metro money in the making, it came as a distinct shock to those viewing it.

Never has there been a more out-and-out box office flop shown on the screen than this picture. Even D. W. Griffith’s rather depressing “Isn’t Life Wonderful?” is a howling comedy success when compared to “Greed.” Metro-Goldwyn will never get the money that was put in this picture out of it, and the exhibitors that play it will have a heck of a time to get back via the box office route what they pay out in rentals for the picture.

Pointing out, however, that von Stroheim was not entirely to blame for the fiasco, since the film exhibited was not his version, the Variety reviewer thought that both von Stroheim’s final cut and the studio’s should have been exhibited to the trade for evaluation and that MGM had been hasty in ruling out a longer version to be shown over two successive nights.

Some of the major newspaper reviewers agreed with the assessment in the trade press that Greed was likely to offend the sensibilities of the average viewer. While recognizing the importance of the film, the New York Times (December 5, 1924: 28) cautioned, “It is undeniably a dramatic story, filled with the spirit of its film title, without a hero or a heroine. The three principals, however, deliver splendid performances in their respective roles. Gibson Gowland is unusually fine as McTeague: but from beginning to end this affair is sordid, and deals only with the excrescences of life such as would flabbergast even those dwelling in lodging houses on the waterfront.”

Greed was by no means universally condemned, however. A number of important reviewers came to the defense of the film on grounds reminiscent of the earlier literary debates about naturalism. The film was held to be a welcome corrective to the sentimental bunk that dominated Hollywood filmmaking. The reviewer for Exceptional Photoplays argued:

Most emphatically there is and should be a place for a picture like Greed. It is undoubtedly one of the most uncompromising films ever shown on the screen. There have already been many criticisms of its brutality, its stark realism, its sordidness. But the point is that it was never intended to be a pleasant picture. It is a picture that is grown up with a vengeance, a theme for just those adults who have been complaining most about the sickening sentimentality of the average film. Nobody can complain of being deceived when he goes to see it; Zola did not compete with Gautier and Frank Norris would never have sent any story of his to True Romance.42

Writing for the Spectator in London, Iris Barry echoed this argument:

Nothing could have been sweeter to the cinema enthusiast’s ear than the mingled noise of hissing and clapping which greeted the new film, Greed, on its first night at the Tivoli, Strand. The sheep and the goats were expressing their different points of view at last. There were those present who genuinely disliked it: those—no doubt the majority—who frankly prefer the usual type of film, with its hero and heroine suffused with meaningless virtue, its scenes of gilded boudoirs and ballrooms, its false but flattering psychology, and its soothing “happy endings.” Such people need not be alarmed, there will always be plenty of what they like. But among the millions of people who every night of the year frequent picture palaces are reckoned a good many hundred thousands who appreciate a degree of realism, of imagination, or of wit.43

Robert Sherwood, writing in Life, began his review: “Ferocity, brutality, muscle, vulgarity, crudity, naked realism and sheer genius are to be found—great hunks of them in Von Stroheim’s production, ‘Greed.’ It is a terribly powerful picture—and an important one.”44 Carl Sandburg, who reviewed the film twice in the Chicago Daily News, informed readers, “Among the best pictures which have come to our city within the last year—standing by itself for the low percentage of bunk and hokum—is the photoplay named Greed, now in its second week at the Roosevelt Theater.”45

Even the critics who defended the film found it sometimes overstated or exaggerated, however. The review in Exceptional Photoplays praised Gibson Gowland’s and Zasu Pitts’s acting but concluded, “Jean Hersholt’s impersonation of Marcus Schouler, McTeague’s false friend, is hardly less skillful though it, together with the other characters, shows some of the exaggerations of low comedy into which the actors were undoubtedly pushed by Stroheim’s over-direction. There are times when Stroheim squeezes the lemon a little too hard.” In addition to this complaint about overacting, which was blamed on the director, there were objections to the film’s heavy-handed symbolism. Both Robert Sherwood and Iris Barry complained about the yellow stencil-tinting of objects such as Trina’s dental bridge, the watch Marcus gives her at the wedding, and her coins, which made them stand out against the more neutrally tinted and toned background. Sherwood thought that the underlining of the film’s theme marred the effect of realism. Barry complained about “unnecessary symbolism,” referring to the nondiegetic insert of emaciated hands and arms fondling gold coins that appears at intervals. She also disliked the intercutting between Marcus and a cat stalking the McTeagues’ pet birds, which occurs in the scene in which Marcus visits Mac and Trina to say good-bye. This use of animals foreshadows the next scene, where the letter arrives from the State Dental Association forbidding Mac to practice dentistry without a license (at this point in the plot the cat actually pounces on the bird cage). The criticisms of Greed by reviewers sympathetic to von Stroheim’s project point to its anomalous stylistic status. While the film was, I think rightly, considered to be one of the most radical experiments in naturalist filmmaking produced by the Hollywood studios, its grotesque characterizations and emphatic symbolism represented a departure from the dedramatized narratives and abjuration of strong effects found in previous films such as Miss Lulu Bett, or The Old Swimmin’ Hole. Greed proposed a spectacular, deliberately overwrought naturalism—it may have been about “simple folk,” but it was about as far as one can imagine from a “simple story.”

The extent to which Greed altered the tone and temper of naturalist-inspired filmmaking becomes evident when it is contrasted with Griffith’s Isn’t Life Wonderful, which also appeared in December 1924. There is evidence to suggest that Griffith’s film was made in response to von Stroheim’s. Koszarski informs us that von Stroheim arrived in San Francisco to begin location shooting early in January 1923. The production was highly publicized both locally and nationally; it would not have escaped Griffith’s notice.46 Moreover, it is at least possible that Griffith was aware of the 1916 adaptation of McTeague. Life’s Whirlpool was released while von Stroheim was working as an assistant director for Griffith at Fine Arts. Koszarski concludes that von Stroheim had seen it, since he referred to this version while making his own, and it seems plausible that Griffith would also have gone to see such an important new release.47 Griffith did not start production on Isn’t Life Wonderful until after Stroheim had finished shooting Greed and was working on the editing. He purchased the rights to Geoffrey Moss’s story “Isn’t Life Wonderful” in June 1924 and sailed to Germany to begin location shooting in July of the same year.48

The story concerns a family of Polish refugees in Berlin in the period of rampant inflation following World War I. Ina, who has been adopted by the Professor’s extended family, lives with all of them in two small rooms. They subsist on meager rations of potatoes. She eagerly awaits the return of Paul, one of the two sons, from the War. Paul returns ill, having been gassed at the front. Ina tenderly nurses him, giving him portions of her food as well as his own until his strength returns. The young couple want to get married, but the family counsels against it since there is neither enough food nor housing available to them. At the shipyard where he works Paul is given an allotment and plants potatoes. He begins building a house for Ina with his own hands. In addition to a job as a salesclerk, Ina works in a used furniture store where she is paid in kind, allowing her to build up a supply of household items for her dowry. Because of inflation, food becomes even more scarce, and the family is reduced to a diet of turnips. Ina tries to buy some meat for the ailing grandmother, but as she waits in line at the butcher’s, the price is raised beyond what she can afford to spend. A run of good luck follows. A neighbor leaves some hens for Ina to look after, and one lays an egg. Theodore, the other son, is given a gift of liverwurst in the nightclub where he works as a waiter. Paul brings home part of the potato crop. They share their bounty with neighbors, and, amidst the general celebration, the family agree to Paul’s and Ina’s marriage. But when Paul and Ina go to dig up the potato crop that will feed the family for a year and permit their marriage, they run afoul of a mob of unemployed and hungry laborers. The men had been stealing food from war profiteers, but, even after Ina has convinced them that Paul is a workingman like themselves, they knock him out and take the potato crop. At first Ina thinks that Paul has been killed. When he recovers, Ina assures him that all is not lost as long as they have each other. An epilogue shows the family accompanying Paul and Ina to their cabin the following year, this time with “enough potatoes for all!”

The trade press considered Isn’t Life Wonderful a worthy and realistic film but a difficult sell. Variety (December 3, 1924: 27) wrote, “The story is too realistic. It is a page torn from life. Those who rave about ‘the finer things in pictures’ may not come to the box office in sufficient numbers to offset the out and out fans who will stay away. After all the latter are the ones to be catered to. Fans like naught but the sweetened pap fed to them day after day on the screens of this country.” Film Daily (December 1, 1924: 1) warned, “Exhibitors—especially those who do not have limousine trade—had better see this first.” But the film was praised, and in terms quite reminiscent of the reviews of A Romance of Happy Valley and True Heart Susie. Although Moving Picture World (December 13, 1924: 624) thought that the film would not have much appeal to “the masses,” the reviewer noted, “It is a story which is simplicity itself, a page from life which depends upon its absolute realism, its remarkable character delineation and superb handling. He [Griffith] has steered clear of melodrama or the familiar devices of the drama to heighten the effect.” Exhibitors Trade Review (December 13, 1924: 55) agreed, “In ‘Isn’t Life Wonderful’ he has disregarded all the recognized rules of plot values, carefully built-up suspense, etc., and given us another innovation—a picture of straight narrative simplicity, just the plain record of a few humble lives, devoid of melodramatic complications, but starkly realistic and irresistibly compelling in its power of awakening emotional response.” Motion Picture News (December 13, 1924: 3077) explained that Griffith had “departed from the era of big sets and crashing climaxes, eliminated storms and ice-jams and rides-to-the-rescue, and told a simple compelling human story about the privations of a family of Polish refugees in a German village. . . . Stressing characterization, rather than the mechanics of plot, Griffith has contrived to tell an extremely human story in a very human way. There is a total absence of ‘hokum.’ ”

Although the critical reception of Isn’t Life Wonderful dubbed the film a page torn from life and a challenging example of realistic filmmaking, the tone of the film differs considerably from that of Greed. This difference was registered in the Variety review of the latter, already cited, which found Griffith’s film to be a “howling comedy success” in comparison to von Stroheim’s. In my view the more far-reaching pessimism of Greed is a function of the conception of character and the motivation of the action. Von Stroheim seems to have been well aware that naturalist writers typically used heredity or environment to motivate character action. Thus in the scene in McTeague’s dental office in which he tries and fails to resist the urge to kiss the unconscious Trina, a title explains, “But below the fine fabric bred of his mother, ran the foul stream of hereditary evil . . . the taint of generations given through his father.” This title, given in the complete script as well as in the 1925 release print, refers back to an earlier sequence, excised by the studio, that dealt with Father McTeague’s cruelty toward his wife, his alcoholism, and his relations with other women. But references to inherited vice seem less important in the film as a whole than the irrationality and self-destructiveness of the major characters. This is most strikingly the case for Trina, whose growing miserliness makes less and less sense as the McTeagues descend into ever more miserable circumstances and she increasingly alienates the husband whom the film is at pains to show she actually loves. At the nadir of her descent, when she climbs into bed with her money, her relationship to gold is explicitly represented as perverse. Although there is a certain logic to Marcus’s envy of McTeague’s luck in getting Trina and her money, his decision to report McTeague to the State Dental Association is a purely gratuitous act of spite; he does not thereby recoup his fortunes. The final scene in Death Valley when, despite recognizing their impending doom, the men waste what little energy they have left fighting over money, presents a similarly bleak view of human nature. If Greed seems pessimistic, it is not only because many of its characters seem incapable of altruism and real generosity, a point that could be made about a much less radical film such as Miss Lulu Bett, but, more important, because the protagonists seem incapable even of rationally pursuing their own self-interest.

Given the likelihood that Griffith was familiar with Life’s Whirlpool and anticipated von Stroheim’s adaptation of Norris’s novel, it is tempting to see Isn’t Life Wonderful as a kind of refutation. The opening title asserts a moral:

This simple story shows:
That LOVE makes beautiful all that it touches;
That when we LOVE, no trials are ever grim;
No disappointments make us morbid;
Our struggles, however tense, are never depressing;
For where there is LOVE there is HOPE

and TRIUMPH—which is what
MAKES LIFE WONDERFUL

This title is followed by another, which sets up the film as a kind of thought experiment: “Time: From the Armistice until 1923. The story is laid in Germany only because conditions there were most favorable for showing the triumph of love over hardship. It concerns a family of Polish refugees.” It should be clear that this assertion of a human spirit existing apart from material circumstances runs counter to the tenets of literary naturalism. Moreover, in decided contrast with Greed, Isn’t Life Wonderful presents no hint of gratuitous cruelty or self-destructive impulses. Even the stealing of food by the gang of unemployed laborers is instigated by a scene in which the gang leader sees his wife trying to force herself to eat rotten stuff taken from the garbage. Later, when the leader is in a position to take Paul’s and Ina’s potatoes, his motivation is emphasized by a dissolve that indicates that he is thinking of his starving wife. As the men take the food they cry that they have been made to act like “beasts,” but it is clear that their actions are purely a function of dire circumstances and that they experience some degree of remorse.

Both Isn’t Life Wonderful and Greed were considered realistic films by the trade press in 1924, and of the two, Griffith’s was certainly better received. But there can be no doubt as to which film ultimately left a greater mark on the development of naturalist-inspired filmmaking in Hollywood. Passive protagonists overwhelmed by harsh social conditions or natural surroundings, families riven by tyranny or jealousy, sexuality rendered as a predatory and violent force—the path led out of Happy Valley.

Three of the principal examples of urban naturalism in the late silent period, Josef von Sternberg’s The Salvation Hunters and The Docks of New York and King Vidor’s The Crowd, may be distinguished from both Greed and Anna Christie in that they are not adaptations of well-established literary works. The Salvation Hunters and The Crowd are from original stories by von Sternberg and Vidor, respectively, while the screenplay for The Docks of New York was written by Jules Furthman and inspired by a story by John Monk Saunders. These examples suggest a more thorough-going assimilation of naturalist literary trends by Hollywood directors and screenwriters.

Both The Salvation Hunters and The Docks of New York were dubbed “sordid” at the time of their release, and, perhaps because of their tone and subject matter, historians often identify them with Greed.49 However, von Sternberg’s films cannot be solely, or even primarily, ascribed to naturalist influences. He began his career as a laboratory technician and then assistant director working for World, where there was a great deal of interest in stylistic experimentation and the influence of French émigré directors was strong. In addition to Maurice Tourneur, the group at World included George Archainbaud, who had worked for the French company Éclair both in Paris and Fort Lee; Albert Capellani who was a veteran of Pathé Frères; and Émile Chautard, cited in von Sternberg’s autobiography as a mentor, who had been an actor on the Paris stage and then a director for Éclair.50 Von Sternberg is likely to have been familiar with the symbolist experiments of Maurice Tourneur, The Blue Bird and Prunella; these, although distributed by Famous Players-Lasky, were made at production facilities in Fort Lee, New Jersey, which was also the production center for World.51 Starting with the first films over which he could exert control, von Sternberg demonstrates a marked interest in highly stylized camerawork and mise en scene that is much closer to aestheticism than to naturalism. In the case of The Salvation Hunters, this emphasis is conjoined with a symbolism even more marked than that for which von Stroheim was criticized.

The Salvation Hunters was released in February 1925, just two months after Greed. It was independently produced and directed; in 1965 von Sternberg recalled that he had had a budget of $6,000 and that shooting was completed in three and a half weeks.52 The film impressed Charlie Chaplin and Mary Pickford, and it was picked up by United Artists. However, reviews were generally hostile, and it does not seem to have been widely distributed. The status of the surviving copies is not entirely clear. Of the two prints that are at the Library of Congress, one, in 35mm, has been drastically cut for what appears to be reasons of censorship. The 16mm print is more complete but may not be the version released by UA, although one cannot determine this definitively from the published reviews. Given the uncertainty as to what was actually seen in the 1920s, I have based the following summary on the longer version.

In keeping with the abstraction typical of symbolist drama, none of the characters have proper names. The Boy, the Girl, and the Child, all destitute, live on a dredge that pulls mud and sand from the waterfront.53 The Boy, who has been unsuccessful in his attempts to find employment on the waterfront, dreams of something better for himself and the Girl. The Brute, the man in charge of the dredge, makes an advance to the Girl, which she rejects with contempt. The Boy and Girl watch as the Brute admonishes the Child and then beats him. When the Boy does nothing to help, the Girl calls him a coward. Finally the Boy helps the Child out of the Brute’s grip, and they find a hiding place on the rig. Later the Boy tries to convince the Girl that they should “get away from the mud.” She is dubious: “There’s mud all over.” The film does not motivate her change of mind very clearly, but finally she joins the Boy and the Child in their departure from the dredge.

All three walk in the city, tired and hungry.54 They meet a pimp, the Man, who offers them lodging with the aim of getting the girl to work for him. The Man cautions the Woman, a whore who lives with him, not to feed the three young people so as to make the Girl more tractable. The next day the Boy is not successful in finding work. He comes back with only a stick of chewing gum for them to share, but in an attempt to amuse his companions he spins a fantasy in which they are wealthy and riding in a fancy car. The Child insists that he is hungry. The Girl makes up and goes out onto the street. She is followed home by a john, the Gentleman (the pick-up and much of the following action inside the flat are not in the Library of Congress’s 35mm print). When he sees the Boy and the Child in the apartment, the Gentlemen decides to withdraw, offering them money, which the hungry Child promptly accepts. The pimp stops the Gentleman in the hallway and offers to fix things up for him. He then enters the flat and tries to convince the Girl to oblige. She watches the effect of these negotiations on the Boy, who does nothing. She finally closes the door on both the pimp and the Gentleman waiting in the hall. The Man tells the Woman that he will take the Girl out into the countryside and try to soften her up with some romance.

All five characters travel by car to a grassy hillside with a real estate agent’s sign: “HERE ‘Your Dreams Come True.’ ”55 The Man takes the Girl away to talk to her, while the Woman distracts the Boy. The Child comes between the Girl and the Man, and the Man begins to beat him. The Boy is finally roused to fight and beats up the Man. The Girl, the Boy, and the Child walk off together.

The naturalist influences on the film are evident from the plot summary: a story about derelict characters, much of it shot in real urban locations, which frankly depicts the sexual and monetary negotiations around the act of solicitation. However, the film also shows evidence of symbolist influences. It begins with three titles evoking the power of thought, which conclude, “Our aim has been to photograph a thought—A thought that guides humans who crawl close to the earth—whose lives are simple—who begin nowhere and end nowhere.” Evoking an ideology very close to that espoused by Griffith in Isn’t Life Wonderful, the film explores the capacity of the characters to rise above their environment. The Boy is introduced with the title “This boy was a failure because he believed in failure—a coward because his soul was unripe—only his dreams saved him from destruction, and his blind unreasonable faith in a better day.” The film differs from the Griffith example, however, in its radical insistence on the power of the environment to determine the character of the Boy and the Girl, both of whom are fundamentally passive. For most of the film he longs to change his circumstances but proves incapable of actually bettering them. She watches him, hardly daring to expect that things will improve.

The dredge, and especially the movement of its giant claw, are visually dominant in the opening scenes (figures 5 and 6). A title informs us: “The huge claw was a symbol of the boy’s faith. He believed that all mud could be brought up into the sun.” However, the claw’s movement is also linked to the futility of human endeavor. A title explains, “For every load of mud the claw dislodged, the earth laughed and pushed in another.” Neither of these titles fully accounts for the way the motif of the dredge functions, however. The Boy’s attempt to convince the Girl to leave for the city is articulated in terms of “getting away from the mud,” and the claw in the background of so many of the shots in the opening sequences helps to construct the dredge, as well as the mud it carries, as a symbol of all that they seek to leave behind. In Carl Sandburg’s interpretation, “The big clamshell shovel, moving, closing, opening, is an incessant figure or symbol in the movement of the first two-thirds of the play. It is ruthless, ironic, necessary, hard to get away from.”56 Less complex and of less visual interest are the shots that pose the pimp beneath a pair of horns that hang inside his apartment. The connotations of priapism seem inescapable, although the reviewer for the New York Times (February 2, 1925: 14) thought the pose merely gave him a “diabolical aspect.”

In conjunction with the highly explicit symbolic structure of the film, certain shots of the waterfront utilize soft focus imagery to convey a much more amorphous sense of atmosphere. Note, for example, the extreme softness of the edges of the shot of the Boy walking along the edge of the harbor (figure 7). This kind of aestheticized cinematography, seemingly out of place in a realistic treatment of urban derelicts and their haunts, is even more pronounced in The Docks of New York.

Von Sternberg’s distinctive use of actors in The Salvation Hunters elicited much commentary at the time of the film’s release. Von Sternberg seems to have opted for an acting style entirely unlike the grotesque postures and facial expressions adopted by the principals in Greed. His actors move very little and employ facial expressions only sparingly. Take, for example, the extremely dedramatized presentation of the interaction between the Girl and the Boy, when the Man (for clarity described as the pimp in what follows) tries to convince her to oblige the Gentleman. Although this particular scene, taken from the Library of Congress’s 16mm print, may have been censored from the version released by United Artists, it has been chosen because it is indicative of von Sternberg’s tendency to restrain his actors even in a scene that would seem to call for highly wrought emotions and big gestures:
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1.   Medium long shot of the Gentleman standing in the hallway. The pimp enters from the apartment shared by the children. He approaches the man, nods and mouths “I fixed it.” The man nods.

2.   Extreme long shot of the apartment interior. The Girl walks to the open door.

3.   Medium shot, frontal view, of the Boy sitting on the couch, looking down.

4.   Medium long shot of the girl, in left profile. She turns slowly to look behind her.

5.   Medium long shot, her point of view, of the Boy on couch, showing the back of his head and a quarter view of his face. He does not look back at her.

6.   The Girl as before, looking in his direction.

7.   Medium shot of the Boy on the couch in a frontal view, i.e., not from her point of view. He rubs his hands and his face works.

8.   The Girl as before, looking in his direction.

9.   Medium long shot of the Gentleman, and behind him the pimp, waiting beside the apartment door. The pimp turns and looks into the apartment, then looks back at the Gentleman.

10.   The Girl as before, looking in the direction of the Boy. She turns more in his direction and shrugs slightly, raising her hands. She closes the door.

11.   Medium long shot of the door hitting the pimp, who stands beside it. He steps away from it and looks in the direction of the door.

12.   Long shot of the apartment. The Girl walks over to the couch and sits next to the Boy.

13.   Medium long shot of the pimp. He opens the door and looks in.

14.   Long shot of the apartment, the pimp now inside, holding onto the open door. He says something to the Girl. She shakes her head very slightly. The pimp withdraws.

There are no dialogue titles and very little in the way of facial expression to signal the interior states of the characters. The one shot in which the Boy clearly registers distress with his face and hands is not seen by the Girl, whose point of view only reveals the back of his head. Georgia Hale, as the Girl, displays neither chagrin nor shock at the proposition made to her. She watches the Boy dispassionately, waiting for a signal that does not come. Her refusal of the pimp’s offer is indicated by relatively small actions—shutting the door, shaking her head—and her solidarity with the Boy is indicated by the simple act of sitting down beside him. In this scene, as throughout the film as a whole, the spectator must intuit the characters’ feelings and motivations on the basis of a limited number of small gestures and the direction and object of the actor’s look, often specified through point-of-view editing. The restraint of the acting strikes me as much more modern than that employed in Greed, and, with the possible exception of the reduced style adopted in sophisticated comedy, to be discussed in chapter 3, it has few precedents in the American cinema of the early 1920s.

The reception of The Salvation Hunters was by no means uniform. Variety (February 4, 1925: 33) found the film pretentious, apparently largely because of its symbolist, as opposed to its naturalist, aspirations: “The Salvation Hunters’ is nothing more nor less than another short cast picture to express an apparently Teutonic theory of fatalism. The derelicts of the world are the characters and a flock of freshman philosophy the theme. The idea of the whole thing is that, although we’re born in the mud, we can lift ourselves by our own bootstraps until we see the sun. That’s the alleged original idea.” The New York Times reviewer objected to the depressing tone of the film, which he characterized as “mud, indolence and depravity, with a ray of sunshine thrown in at the end.” This reviewer also recommended that the director alleviate tedium by “picturing natural movements with his characters,” complaining that the actors “move their heads very slowly when talking to one another.”

The reviewers who praised the film tended to construct it as a naturalist work of art. The review in Exceptional Photoplays explained the film’s premise as “the effect of environment upon a young boy and girl,” and the deployment of actors was understood to express this theme:

How real is the battering on two souls of the constant fall and rise of the dredge, all day long, day after day. How dulling and killing this effect is on these two young minds is disclosed to the audience by the slow moving, often motionless, poses of the girl and the boy on the scow. The slow tempo is far from the nervous action popularly supposed to represent motion picture art. And yet, these quiet, monotonous scenes often reveal in an insistent manner the dull unhappiness of two persons imprisoned by circumstances.

There are other touches, too—such as when in the squalid room in the slums the two feel defeat creeping up the stair. They sit and look. That is all. But in the director’s hands what does this almost motionless motion picture scene not tell us?57

Thus the film’s most notable stylistic eccentricities, the visual prominence of the dredge and the impassivity of the actors, were explained as the director’s way of representing the weight of material circumstances upon the human spirit.

Other positive reviews stressed the film’s simplicity, in terms reminiscent of those employed in many of the reviews already discussed. Film Daily (February 8, 1925: 10) called The Salvation Hunters “a bit of life” as opposed to a “drama” or “melodrama.” The review continued, “There’s practically nothing to the story and there’s not much more to the production. Sternberg didn’t have to spend a fortune on sets to make a fine picture. But he’s shown a wealth of understanding, an abundance of human interest and realism—even if it isn’t always pleasant—plus a quantity of deft touches that can not help but make his effort outstanding.” Moving Picture World (February 14, 1925: 701) assessed the director’s treatment of the theme of faith’s conquering adverse circumstances: “How does his treatment of this theme differ from the accustomed handling? By the employment of symbolism, exceptional simplicity and straightforwardness in direction and unusual restraint in the acting of his players; by reducing his sets to a minimum, discarding the obvious as far as possible and avoiding the theatric.” This astute review notes both the symbolist predilections of the film and the pared-down quality resulting not only from the low production budget but from the handling of the actors and the deliberately flat presentation of events.

While historians often class The Docks of New York with The Salvation Hunters, it actually emerged at a very different point in von Sternberg’s career and was very differently assessed by the trade press. The Docks of New York was released in September 1928, after von Sternberg had experienced commercial success working in the genre of crime melodrama (not yet then called the “gangster film”). Underworld, with George Bancroft playing the head of a crime syndicate, had been released in August 1927.58 Another crime film, now lost, The Dragnet, appeared in May 1928, this one with Bancroft playing a tough urban cop. The Docks of New York provided yet another rough and tumble part for the star.

Bill Roberts, a stoker on a commercial vessel, has one night ashore in New York. He rescues Mae, who has attempted suicide by drowning, and takes her to a room in a waterfront dive, the Sandbar, stealing some clothes out of a pawnshop for her. At the same time one of the officers on the same vessel, the Third Engineer, discovers the wife he had deserted three years before working as a prostitute in the dive. During the course of the evening in the Sandbar, the two men quarrel and almost fight over Mae. Bill marries Mae on a lark, to the delight of the drunken denizens of the establishment. Immediately after the wedding he tells a pal that he is more or less serious, “Who says I want to get rid of her?” However, at breakfast the next morning he informs the Third Engineer that it was all in fun and he intends to ship out as usual. After Bill’s departure, the Third Engineer makes advances to Mae, whereupon his embittered wife kills him. Bill returns briefly to help Mae, who stands accused of the crime. But when the wife’s confession frees the girl, Bill shoves off again. His ship departs, and he is back at work in the boiler room when he has a change of heart. He jumps ship and returns to find that Mae has been arrested for possession of stolen clothes. He takes the sentence the judge would have imposed on her and asks her to wait for his release.

This plot has extensive debts to naturalism. It reworks, and perhaps improves upon, the story of Anna Christie. Suspense revolves not around the man’s discovery of the woman’s shady past, as in O’Neill’s play, but rather around whether the man will prove reliable. The parallel between Mae and the Third Engineer’s wife is stressed at several points. For example, when the minister calls for the ring during the impromptu wedding ceremony, the wife lends hers to the bride, remarking, “I hope it does you more good than it did me.” The next morning, after the murder, the wife repeats the sentiment: as the police lead her away, she tells Mae, “I hope you have better luck than me—but I doubt it.”

Notwithstanding the naturalist underpinnings of its plot, the film represents one of the acmes of aestheticism in the late silent period. Both the boiler room and the night scenes on the docks are dominated by low-key lighting, augmented by prodigious amounts of smoke and fog. The elliptical sequence of Mae’s attempted suicide and Bill’s rescue makes striking use of reflections and silhouetted figures. Exquisitely tawdry, the Sandbar set provides an exceptionally dense mise en scene. Large numbers of extras fill several spatially distinct areas, among them a bar with tables around it and a dance floor with a raised platform that holds a player piano (and later the minister). The camera frequently tracks through this crowded space, the movement revealing nautical motifs such as nets and a ship’s wheel that protrudes into the frame. These techniques are far removed from the location shooting and simple, pared down sets of The Salvation Hunters.

Most of the contemporary reviewers did not comment on the highly stylized mise en scene of The Docks of New York, although Variety (September 19, 1928: 12) compared the “foggy mystic water shots” on the waterfront to the visual quality of Borzage’s Street Angel. But the same reviewer found the Sandbar set to be “a faithful replica of the barrel houses that used to dot the waterfront.” Despite the putative realism of the setting, Variety did not consider the plot to be an instance of naturalism but placed it, rather, in the context of the previous crime films that von Sternberg had made with Bancroft: “The sense of conflict which existed in ‘Underworld’ and ‘The Drag Net’ is absent here.” Although Motion Picture News (September 22, 1928: 928) found a “hint” of the realism of The Salvation Hunters in the atmosphere and background of The Docks of New York, it praised the film largely for its underworld elements: “Von Sternberg knows what he’s shooting at since he directed ‘Underworld,’ and his newest essay along the paths of crime once again indicates that he knows his slums and his boys ‘who take ’em for a ride.’ ”

Only one review saw The Docks of New York as a calculated departure from conventional plot formulae. Richard Watts, writing in the Film Mercury, argued, “In The Docks of New York, von Sternberg has a story that is essentially a melodrama in story, background and characterization. His hero is one of those hard-boiled he-men, given to smashing up waterfront dives at the slightest opportunity. His heroine is one of those sad-eyed sentimental prostitutes so often encountered in the works of Mr. Eugene O’Neill and his lesser colleagues.” Following a summary of the plot, which included references to Bill’s rescue of Mae, the bar-room brawls, and the shooting, he notes, “To all of this potentially sensational material, Mr. von Sternberg adopts the most casual attitude imaginable. His plot always seems a distinctly side issue with him. He starts just as if he were all set to build up to a vigorous climax and then he calmly refuses to get excited, while his narrative, all set for something smashing, slides off into semiplacidity. In many a director, you would say that this neglect of the climactic was the result of an inability to accomplish it. But in The Docks of New York it is so obvious that this truncated manner of melodramatic narration is intentional, that you realize it comes from the intent of a man who knows just what he is doing.”59 Von Sternberg’s abjuration of the highly dramatic and overwrought is evident, for example, in the decision to elide the shooting of the Third Engineer. It may also be found in the well-known scene that follows. Mae, deeply regretting Bill’s imminent departure, remains largely stoical, a tear evident only when she attempts to sew the pocket of his shirt: we see a blurred point-of-view shot of a needle that she is unable to thread. The understated acting style and avoidance of dramatic climaxes in The Docks of New York recalls the more extreme experimentation with dedramatized narrative found in The Salvation Hunters. And, despite the film’s aestheticized mise en scene, it provides one of the most convincing connections between The Docks of New York and the tradition of naturalist-inspired filmmaking that, at least since A Romance of Happy Valley, had been characterized by the avoidance of “melodrama.”

While Greed, The Salvation Hunters, and The Docks of New York were considered sordid, a “lower-depths” model of naturalism, films such as Vidor’s The Crowd and Paul Fejös’s Lonesome concerned themselves with the lives of everyday working people in the city. The Crowd traces the life of John Sims, an ambitious boy with great expectations for his future. His father dies when he is but a youth, and at the age of twenty-one John goes to work for an insurance company in New York City. Through a coworker, Bert, he meets and marries Mary, whose more prosperous brothers look down on him. Husband and wife struggle to survive on his meager income and have a spat about their cramped living quarters. When his son is born, John feels a renewed impetus to become “somebody.” Then a second baby arrives, a girl. John has remained at the insurance company and received only a small increase in his pay, in contrast with the more forceful Bert, who has risen in the company ranks and become John’s boss. Husband and wife quarrel over his failure to make good. John enters an advertising slogan contest and wins $500, but the toys he buys for the children with the money prove a misfortune. Running across the street to receive her gifts, his little girl is struck by a truck and dies. Grief-stricken, John gives up his job. He is unable to obtain another, and Mary goes to work to keep the family. After a violent quarrel with Mary, John walks to the railway yard and considers jumping off a bridge, but he does not have the courage to carry through with the suicide. His son’s faith in him raises his spirits. He gets a job as a sandwich-board man promoting a restaurant: he walks up and down the street juggling, wearing a clown costume. Mary, under the influence of her brothers, prepares to leave him. With money from his new job John brings her small gifts, including tickets to a vaudeville show that evening. She cannot bring herself to leave. The family attends the vaudeville show, notices John’s advertising slogan in the theater program, and laughs at the show.

Vidor describes having shot seven endings due to uncertainty about how to conclude the film, and he recalls that MGM distributed it giving exhibitors a choice between the ending described above and an alternate, less “realistic” one.60 MGM script files contain a fragment of a cutting continuity in which the film concludes as follows: Mary decides to stay with John, a title covers an ellipsis of many years, and the final scene shows the family, with a new baby, gathered around a Christmas tree. John, now a successful advertising executive, is admired by Mary’s mother and brothers.61 Both Variety (February 22, 1928: 20) and Welford Beaton in the Film Spectator describe the film being shown with two different endings at its premiere.62

The New York Times (February 20, 1928: 14) praised the virtuoso cinematography, which utilized a highly mobile camera, singling out the well-known shot in which the camera appears to mount a skyscraper and then penetrates the open-plan office of the insurance company, lined with rows of identical desks, coming to rest on John. Gilbert Seldes in the New Republic likewise expressed admiration of Vidor’s technique. But in addition to the flashy cinematography, he valued the simplicity of the plot. Arguing that the film broke “completely with the stereotype of the feature film,” he wrote, “There is virtually no plot; there is no exploitation of sex in the love interest; there is no physical climax; no fight; no scheduled thrill. The characters, all commonplace people, act singularly unlike moving picture characters and singularly like human beings; there is no villain, no villainy, no success.”63 Like Seldes, Exceptional Photoplays considered The Crowd a welcome relief from the “fairy tale” diet usually accorded motion picture fans and noted: “The picture has next to no plot. There are no fights in it and no big moments.”64 This observation does not seem to me entirely accurate for a film in which a baby is run down by a truck in front of her parents’ eyes, but it would be fair to say that much of the plot is systematically anticlimactic. The narrative is structured by the failure of John’s career despite his early ambitions. Individual scenes are similarly built around anticipated big moments that fail to materialize: the suicide attempt that simply peters out, the separation between husband and wife averted through John’s simple gifts, and Mary’s habitual care for him.

Vidor’s use of the anticlimax as a structuring principle points to one aspect of his narrative that differentiates it rather strongly from comparable films of the early 1920s. In A Romance of Happy Valley Griffith may have poked fun at John Logan’s aspirations for a big city career but, at the crucial moment, the frog swims. Reviewers of The Crowd were strongly divided over the merits of a story in which an ambitious young man ends up walking the street in a clown costume. Exceptional Photoplays was impressed by Vidor’s daring: “A picture so drab, so devoid of our national optimism, so unmindful of the ‘send them home smiling’ slogan of our popular directors who are so sure of knowing what the public wants, must have some outstanding virtues to carry it to success.” Welford Beaton thought that both the director and the studio deserved credit for attempting a film that was out of the ordinary, but that it was ill-advised to frustrate spectators’ expectations for their screen surrogates:

The discouraged stenographer is inspired by the fact that the stenographer in the picture marries the boss, and the traveling salesman is given fresh hope when he sees Dick Dix or Bill Haines, playing a salesman, cop the millionaire’s daughter in the final reel. . . . But what does anyone get from The Crowd? . . . With extraordinary vigor and conviction it plants the utter futility of endeavoring to battle one’s way to success. It shows that the crowd is too powerful to be combatted, and it breathes hopelessnesss and despair. All these drawbacks are accentuated by the excellence of the production from a motion picture angle.

I presume that similar reasoning underlay the Variety review, which found the film “a drab actionless story of ungodly length” and an unlikely prospect for release as a “special” on Broadway. The reviewer commented that the only character who showed any spirit was Mary: “Casting aside his permanent desk job through mental strain over the death by a truck of his little daughter, the young husband tries other jobs in vain, until his wife, disgusted, finally slaps him in the face and walks out. That is the sole bit of action.” Both positive and negative reviews point to what was most unusual about the plot of The Crowd in relation to its precursors: its emphasis on a relatively passive and hapless protagonist. This construction of character allies the film with both Greed and The Salvation Hunters, despite the fact that Vidor’s characters are less spectacularly “low,” and despite his predilection for a much more sentimental treatment of the family.

As already noted, in the latter half of the 1920s naturalist or quasi-naturalist treatments of small-town life undergo a decided shift in tone. The bucolic rendering of village life in the films by Griffith and Charles Ray, and even the relatively cheerful satire of provincial domesticity found in such films as Miss Lulu Bett and Main Street, give way to explorations of deeply exploitative families, predatory sexuality, and weak or guilt-ridden protagonists. Although most of the innovations in rural naturalism appeared after 1927, well after the release of Greed and Salvation Hunters, Victor Sjöström’s first American film, Name the Man, anticipates this trend. An adaptation of a best-selling Hall Caine story set in the Isle of Man, the film went into production about the same time as Greed and was released before it in January 1924.65 The story concerns the seduction of a peasant girl by the son of the island’s deemster or chief justice. According to tradition, the son inherits his father’s post, and he is called upon to pass sentence upon the girl for the infanticide of the child he himself had fathered.66 Apparently in the same vein as Name the Man, Sjöström’s 1925 The Tower of Lies, adapted from a novel by Selma Lagerlöf, and starring Norma Shearer and Lon Chaney, remains a lost film. While press accounts of the plot seem garbled, there can be no doubt that it was a tale of sexual betrayal and male guilt set in the Swedish countryside.

Karl Brown’s Stark Love, released in late February 1927, was shot in the Great Smokey Mountains of North Carolina with a nonprofessional cast drawn largely from the village where the action was set. The film undertakes a seemingly anthropological documentation of the way the mountaineers live and work. We see wheat being milled into flour, the dividing of the spoils after the men have finished hunting, women preparing meals over an open fire, and sleeping quarters being organized for a large family living in a one-room cabin. A “funeral feast,” a yearly celebration for generations of past dead, coincides with the arrival of the circuit preacher, and all “wild marriages” are legalized in a single ceremony. Following a funeral, the film demonstrates the building of a typical burial mound. The documentary aspects of the film led both Variety (March 2, 1927: 16) and the New York Times (February 28, 1927: 22) to compare it to Flaherty’s Nanook of the North. But the plot, obviously a dramatic construct, engages with the traditions of naturalist-inspired filmmaking.

The people of Wolf Trap Creek live isolated from the world in a community that treats women as the property of men and as their beasts of burden. Rob Warwick has been reading about the polite ways of the world and tells his friend Barbara Allen about the conventions of chivalry. Rob asks her if she would like to be treated with love and respect, to be taken care of and protected. She informs him that she can protect herself and is surprised when he offers to carry her sack of flour home from the mill. Later, at the Warwick cabin, Rob’s father reacts with sarcasm when the boy offers to help his mother, who is ill, by chopping wood.

Rob tells Barbara that he will accompany the itinerant preacher to the city and sell his horse so that he can afford to go to school. She encourages him to go and says that Rob should not have told her about all the “beautiful things,” because she is now dissatisfied. He promises to send her to school and to take her away with him to the city.

Rob and the preacher travel to the city and sell the horse. In the village Barbara dreams of better things while chopping wood. She pretends to shake hands with the axe and talks politely to imaginary interlocutors. Later, realizing that she has resin on her shift from the pine she has been cutting, she goes into the house to change clothes. Her father and brothers watch her, and we see her naked from behind. A title explains that there is no privacy in the cabin. She looks off wistfully in response to the men’s laughter. At the school Rob enrolls Barbara in his place. He is told to walk home by an alternate route, as the river is flooding and he no longer has a horse to ford it.

While Rob is away his mother dies. Jason, in need of someone to clean and take care of the children, asks Barbara’s father, Quill, if the girl may come and live with him. He promises to legalize the marriage at the next visit of the itinerant preacher. Barbara is sent with Jason against her will.

Rob arrives home first. By the time Jason and Barbara walk home, the foot bridge is out, and they have to wade through the water to cross the river. Rob is appalled when Jason, pinching a bit of Barbara’s exposed midriff, announces that she is the new mother. He explains that he has enrolled Barbara in school and pleads with his father to let her go. When Jason refuses, the men struggle. The more powerful Jason beats his son severely and deposits him outside by the river bank. When Jason returns, Barbara picks up the ax that once belonged to Rob’s mother. He seems to be afraid that she will kill him, but she merely hacks her way through the lock on the door and warns him not to follow.

Outside, Barbara discovers that the river has risen still further and that Rob is now floating in it. Barbara joins him, and together they grab a log and float downstream. They go through some rapids and finally make it to a point of dry land. A title informs us that a new life starts the next morning. They walk through fields and are last seen with their arms around each other, looking down a hill to the highly lit city beyond.

In decided contrast to the films of the early 1920s, Stark Love avoids any trace of nostalgia for a rural past. The city represents the only hope of a decent life, whereas the village in the Great Smoky Mountains is characterized by harsh working conditions and the sexual exploitation of women, a point emphasized in what is perhaps too blatantly Oedipal a scenario. The plot recalls The Salvation Hunters in its depiction of a young couple trapped by intolerable social conditions who manage to escape to an uncertain future at the film’s close. The relative impassivity of the actors, possibly a function of the use of nonprofessionals, further recalls von Sternberg’s film. With the exception of the scene in which Barbara threatens Jason with the ax, the film avoids overt emotional display. In emotionally important scenes such as when the couple courts, Rob tells the preacher he has sacrificed his place at school for Barbara, or Jason speaks a rough eulogy for his dead wife, facial expressions remain neutral and gestures are restricted to functional, everyday tasks like smoking a pipe or hefting a bag of flour. The similarities between The Salvation Hunters and Stark Love help to position the latter as a relatively modern reworking of rural naturalism. Perhaps this accounts for Variety’s judgment that “if there are any high-brows in the neighborhood they are going to rave over it,” although the film was also thought to contain enough “raw melodrama” to attract the “low-brows.”

The release of Stark Love was followed by a number of films in the same vein. Wild Geese, which, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, Variety found exceedingly dull, was released by Tiffany-Stahl in November 1927. To my knowledge no print has survived, but the novel by Maria Ostenso upon which it is based concerns a Canadian farm family ruled by an autocratic and land-hungry patriarch who works his children without mercy for the benefit of the farm. The New York Times (December 5, 1927: 26) found the scene in which a rebellious daughter throws an ax at her father reminiscent of Stark Love.67

The best-known example of Sjöström’s naturalist work in America, The Wind, an adaptation of Dorothy Scarborough’s novel, appeared in November 1928. This film provides a clear illustration of the extent to which rural films of this period depart from a pastoral rendering of the countryside; the landscape is shown to be hostile, or at best indifferent, to human needs and aspirations. Coming from Virginia to live with her cousins on the plains, Letty confronts cyclones and wind storms that, along with the social isolation attendant upon ranch life, increasingly frighten her and endanger her fragile mental equilibrium. As in Stark Love and Wild Geese, Letty finds herself at the mercy of a hostile family. The warm reception given her by her cousin and his children provokes jealousy on the part of Cora, her cousin’s wife. Cora eventually drives Letty from the house, effectively forcing her into marriage with Lige, a rough rancher whom she had previously refused. Despite his lack of fine manners, Lige behaves kindly when he discovers Letty’s distaste for him. He decides not to consummate their marriage and to try to earn enough money to send her away. When a wind storm arises most of the ranchers, including Lige, depart, hoping to corral some wild horses. The cattle dealer Roddy takes advantage of Letty’s fear of being alone, and of the wind, and rapes her. She shoots him the next morning and tries to bury him in the blowing sands. This dramatic climax recalls Barbara’s confrontation with Jason in Stark Love, although it could not have been taken from that film, as it derives from a novel published in 1925. The confrontation in The Wind is obviously more extreme, both in its representation of the man’s sexual aggression and the violence of the woman’s response.

Several endings were considered for The Wind. The synopsis of the original novel in the MGM script files recounts Scarborough’s ending, in which the wind uncovers Roddy’s corpse, and Letty, driven mad, runs off into the raging storm. The studio reader continues, “A first-rate tragedy, done with fine honesty and truth. It would be immensely effective on the screen, but would probably be a box-office failure. However, it could be made into another ‘Greed.’ ”68 This ending does not seem to have been seriously considered, for it does not figure in any of the versions of the script by Francis Marion. Rather, Marion seems to have essayed different ways to motivate a reunion between Lige and Letty. The phantom horses that figure Letty’s horror of the wind in the finished film are doubled in several script versions by real wild horses that stampede and threaten the fleeing girl until she is rescued by her husband. In several early variants of the plot Roddy, though wounded, survives the murder attempt.69 In the ending finally selected, Lige returns to find Letty at home, and the two are reconciled with only minimal discussion about the circumstances of Roddy’s death. It is the simplest and, in my view, the most effective of the proposed endings.

Reactions to The Wind were lukewarm at best. Variety (November 7, 1928: 15) acknowledged the film’s technical excellence but considered the story “poison for screen purposes.” While it is not surprising that this grim story would have been considered a dim prospect, more interesting is the opinion expressed by a number of reviewers that the film was too explicit in its evocation of the threatening landscape. Exceptional Photoplays complained: “Its atmospheric chord is twanged too often.”70 The New York Times (November 5, 1928) agreed, “Victor Seastrom hammers home his points until one longs for just a suggestion of subtlety.”71 Photoplay, which praised Lillian Gish’s performance as Letty, took a humorous tack in describing the setting: “Out where men are men and weather is weather.”72 Although highly esteemed by present-day critics, The Wind seems to have been considered overwrought in the 1920s. Its reception stands in sharp contrast with that of the more restrained, documentary-like Stark Love, which garnered much more positive reviews.

It seems clear, then, that following the release of Greed in 1925 both the urban and rural strains of film naturalism assume a more full-bodied pessimism and make a decisive break with the bucolic romances of simple folk that had predominated in the first half of the decade. The films also became more ambitious than the modest stories made by Griffith, Charles Ray, and William deMille, a change reflected in the production budgets of the films. True Heart Susie, The Old Swimmin’ Hole, and Miss Lulu Bette were program pictures made at relatively low cost, a situation that changed with Ince’s Anna Christie, and even more decisively with Greed. Despite the fact that von Stroheim’s film as well as many of those that followed were judged bad commercial bets by the trade press, they commanded long production schedules, high budgets, often top-flight technical personnel, and, less frequently, stars. In addition to Greed, relevant examples include Sjöström’s early films Name the Man and The Tower of Lies, and The Crowd and The Wind. Although it was not completed as originally planned, Murnau’s City Girl may also be added to this list. Variety (April 9, 1930: 39) noted that this film, about a Chicago waitress who marries the son of a ruthless and domineering Minnesota wheat farmer, was scheduled to be released in 1928 as a “potential two-buck topper,” i.e., a special. However, Fox decided to add dialogue sequences and reshot some of the footage, and the resulting severely truncated and altered print was not released until 1930, when Variety judged it to be only fit for the “grinds.”73

In addition to the high budgets accorded to the naturalist films of the late 1920s, the films were stylistically more ambitious, self-conscious, and flashy than those of the first half of the decade. Indeed, some films became vulnerable to criticism at this level. Variety chastised Josef von Sternberg, for example, for the “freshman philosophy” enunciated in the opening titles of The Salvation Hunters. The overt symbolism of Greed and The Wind disturbed even sympathetic critics. But on the whole the films were well received in venues such as Exceptional Photoplays, Life, and the New York Times, and garnered praises from intellectuals such as Gilbert Seldes, Iris Barry, and Carl Sandburg. It would be fair to say that by the late 1920s naturalism provided the framework for most serious, intellectually ambitious filmmaking within the classical Hollywood cinema.

Yet despite the vitality and importance of this tradition, these films occupied a marginal status within the industry. The trade press, and particularly Variety, consistently described them as drab and downbeat and unlikely to appeal to a mass audience. Studio executives also seem to have entertained doubts about their commercial viability. That is why so many of these projects suffered extensive interference—consider the hatchet jobs done on Greed and City Girl, the multiple endings filmed for The Crowd, the multiple endings scripted for The Wind. Moreover, it seems likely that The Salvation Hunters, arguably more important than Greed in its influence on rural dramas such as Stark Love and Wild Geese, would never have been made at all had it not been produced completely outside the parameters of the studio system. Given the tenuous position occupied by the naturalist films and filmmakers, how are we then to understand their influence outside the confines of the prestige picture? How, if at all, did they affect the vast bulk of Hollywood’s output?

This study is primarily concerned with popular Hollywood genres: the sophisticated comedy, the male adventure story, the seduction plot, and the romantic drama. Although individual films within these categories were certainly directly influenced by naturalism in its literary or filmic variants, I would not maintain that many were, nor that Hollywood films en bloc became in some sense more “naturalist.” I would argue, however, that some of the most prominent stylistic and narrative features of the naturalist films recurred in other generic contexts. Thus, in discussions of films otherwise quite remote from naturalist concerns, one finds praise for simple over complex plots, for dedramatized scenes and situations, and for restrained modes of storytelling. It would be decades before the Hollywood cinema readily accepted (and could prevent the censorship of) the sort of frankly salacious material to be found in Greed or The Salvation Hunters. But across a wide spectrum of Hollywood filmmaking in the 1920s one finds a rejection of blatantly didactic or highly moralized narratives. It became an insult to describe a film as “Pollyannaish,” and critics came to value films that engaged a darker or more cynical view of sexuality and of marriage. The kind of “low” gestures employed in Greed had always been acceptable in comedy, and, as Seldes notes, been de rigueur in slapstick. But over the course of the 1920s a premium came to be placed on the actor’s informal carriage and bearing in dramatic contexts as well, where this style was prized for its realism. Experimentation with intertitles included efforts to mimic vernacular speech, as von Stroheim had done in Greed, as well as a more general movement to reduce the number of intertitles and to make them more “snappy.” I will argue that the net effect of these alterations in filmmaking conventions, and in the criteria for judging films, was a diminution of sentimentality and the taste for sentiment.
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