

[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]

Copyright © 2012 by Ty Burr

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and in Canada by

Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Pantheon Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Burr, Ty.
Gods like us : on movie stardom and modern fame / Ty Burr.
p.   cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
eISBN: 978-0-307-90742-4
1. Celebrities in mass media—History—20th century.  2. Celebrities in mass media—History—21st century.  3. Fame—Social aspects—United States—History—20th century.  4. Fame—Social aspects—United States—History—21st century.  5. Popular culture—United States—History—20th century.  6. Popular culture—United States—History—21st century.  I. Title.
P96.C35B85 2012 306.4′8—dc23 2012000618

www.pantheonbooks.com

All photographs are courtesy of the Kobal Collection/Art Resource, New York.

Jacket photograph of Marlon Brando by John Kobal Foundation/Getty Images Jacket design by Emily Mahon

v3.1





For Lori





“It’s all—nothing! It’s all a joke. It can all be explained, I tell you. It’s all—nothing.”

–CHARLIE CHAPLIN, under assault from a mob of fans outside the Cirque Medrano, Paris, 1925
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Introduction: The Faces in the Mirror

What are the stars really like?

That question is not the subject of this book. The subject of this book is why we ask the question in the first place.

Still, people want to know. In my day job, I’m a professional film critic for a major metropolitan daily newspaper and throughout the 1990s I wrote reviews and articles for a national weekly entertainment magazine. Over the years, I’ve interviewed a number of actors and directors, ingénues and legends, and often the first question I’m asked by people is just that: What are they really like?

The answers always disappoint. Always. They range from “Pretty much what you see on the screen” to “Not all that interesting sometimes” to “Pleasantly professional” to an unspoken “Why do you care?” When pressed (and I’m usually pressed), I’ll allow that Keira Knightley and I had a lovely chat once and Lauren Bacall was nastier than she needed to be to a young reporter just starting out. That Laura Linney seemed graciously guarded, Steve Carell centered and sincere, Kevin Spacey cagey and smart. I once took the young Elijah Wood to a Hollywood burger joint while interviewing him for the magazine. He was a kid who really liked that burger, no more and no less.

They are, in short, working actors, life-sized and fallible. There is no mystery here. But this is not what you want to hear, is it? If there’s nothing genuinely special about movie stars, why do we give them our money? Why do we pay for cheaper and cheaper substitutes—reality stars, hotel heiresses, the Kardashians? Are we interested in the actual person behind the star facade, or just desperate to believe the magic has a basis in reality?

In truth, the relationship between persona and person can be problematic. Of all the celebrity encounters I’ve experienced, the one that sticks with me is the briefest, most random, possibly the saddest. Early one morning, many years ago, I came out of my apartment building on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and got ready to go for a run. As I breathed the spring air, the door to the adjoining building opened and another jogger emerged. We started stretching our hamstrings side by side, and I glanced over and acknowledged the other man with a friendly nod.

Three almost invisible things happened in rapid succession. First, he nodded back with a pleasant smile. Second, I realized that he was Robin Williams. Third, he realized that I realized he was Robin Williams, and his eyes went dead. Not just dead: empty. It was as if the storefront to his face had been shuttered, cutting off any possibility of interaction. There wasn’t anything rude about this, and I respected his privacy, honoring the code observed by all New Yorkers who know they can potentially cross paths with an A-list name at any corner deli. Or was it his celebrity I was respecting? Whichever, a very small moment of human connection between two people had been squelched by the appearance of a third, not-quite-real person: the movie star. The second I recognized who the other jogger was, his persona got in the way. I couldn’t not see him as “Robin Williams.” And he knew it.

This happens dozens of times in any well-known person’s day. It’s why Williams’s eyes shut down so completely; it’s why I left him alone and went for my run. I felt bad for the man, even if I hadn’t actually done anything. Because people do, in fact, do things. Think of all those fans who meet movie stars and insist on being photographed with them, the snapshot serving as both proof and relic. Think, too, of the man who shot and killed John Lennon but made sure to get his autograph first.

Why a history of movie stardom? To celebrate, interrogate, and marvel over where we’ve been, and to weigh where we are now. As the twenty-first century settles into its second decade, we are more than ever a culture that worships images and shrinks from realities. Once those images were graven; now they are projected, broadcast, podcast, blogged, and streamed. There is not a public space that doesn’t have a screen to distract us from our lives, nor is there a corner of our private existence that doesn’t offer an interface, wireless or not, with the Omniverse, that roiling sea of infotainment we jack into from multiple access points a hundred times a day. The Omniverse isn’t real, but it’s never turned off. You can’t touch it, but you can’t escape from it. And its most common unit of exchange, the thing that attracts so many people in the hopes of becoming it, is celebrity. Famous people. Stars.

Or what we’ve traditionally called stars, which traditionally arose from a place called the movies. As originally conceived during the heyday of the Hollywood studio system, movie stars were bigger and more beautiful than they are now, domestic gods who looked like us but with our imperfections removed (or, in some cases, gorgeously heightened). Our feelings about them were mixed. We wanted to be these people, and we were jealous of them too. We paid to see them in the stories the movie factories packaged for us, but we were just as fascinated—more fascinated, really—with the stories we believed happened offscreen, to the people the stars seemed to be.

Not many of us remember those days. Moreover, few are interested in connecting the dots between what we want from movie stars now and what we wanted from them then—and the “then” before that, and the “then” before that, all the way back to the first flickering images in Thomas Edison’s laboratory. The desires have changed, but so has the intensity. Mass media fame, a cultural concept that arose a century ago as a side effect of a new technology called moving pictures, now not only drives the popular culture of America (and, by extension, much of the world), but has become for many people a central goal and measure of self-worth.

When we were content to gaze up at movie stars on a screen that seemed bigger than life, the exchange was fairly simple. We paid money to watch our daily dilemmas acted out on a dreamlike stage, with ourselves recast as people who were prettier, smarter, tougher, or just not as scared. The stories illustrated the dangers of ambition, the ecstasies of falling in love, the sheer delight of song and dance. Because certain people embodied uniquely charismatic variations on how to react in certain situations—Bogart’s street smarts, Kate Hepburn’s gumption, Jimmy Stewart’s bruised decency, Bette Davis’s refusal ever to budge—we wanted to see them over and over again.

We wanted to be them. Why else would women have bought knockoffs of Joan Crawford’s white organdy dress in 1932’s Letty Lynton (half a million sold through Macy’s) or men have chosen to go without an undershirt like Clark Gable in 1934’s It Happened One Night? On an even deeper level, we also burned with resentment at the stars’ presumption to set themselves up as gods when our egos told us we were the ones deserving of attention. Behind every adoring fan letter is the urge to murder and replace. An image that reoccurs time and again in the pages that follow is that of a star out in public, surrounded by a mob that grabs and tears, ripping off buttons, chunks of clothing, as if to simultaneously absorb and obliterate the object of affection. There is love there and also a powerful, inarticulate rage. We want the stars, but we want what they have even more.

The strange part is that we got it, and the book in your hands hopes to show how that happened. The history of modern stardom isn’t just a roll call of icons but a narrative of how those icons affected the people and society that watched them, what psychic and cultural needs each star answered, and how that has changed over time. It’s an ever-evolving story of industrial consolidation intertwined with technological advancement, each wondrous new machine bringing the dream tantalizingly closer to the control of the dreamers—to us.

The early cinema, for instance, allowed audiences to see actors close up, which rendered them both more specific and more archetypal than the players of the stage. The arrival of sound then let us hear the new stars’ voices. Radio brought those voices into our homes; TV brought the rest of the performer, repackaged for fresh rules of engagement. Home video let us own the stars and watch them when we wanted; video cameras allowed us to play at being stars ourselves. The Internet has merely completed the process by providing an instant worldwide distribution and exhibition platform for our new star-selves, however many of them we want to manufacture.

In addition, an extremely profit-driven group of entertainment conglomerates now keeps the popular culture rapt in a feedback loop of movie stars, TV stars, pop stars, rap stars, tweener stars, reality stars, and Internet stars, all mutable, all modeling ways in which consumers can alter their own homemade identities for maximum appeal to friends and strangers. The revolution is complete. One hundred years ago, Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, and a handful of others became the very first living human beings to be simultaneously recognizable to, in theory, everyone on earth. Today, a twelve-year-old child can achieve the same status with an afternoon, a digital camera, and a YouTube account. We have built the mirror we always dreamed about, and we cannot look away.

Part of the original impulse behind this book was to fashion a memorial for the old ways—for a cultural coin that had such worth for so long and that still retains value. The classic star system—as created by the Hollywood studios in the teens and twenties and sustained through the 1960s and, although much diminished, into the present day—was modern humanity’s Rorschach test. We looked at those ink-blots on the screen and saw what we needed: proof of discrete, individual, desirable human types. The system evolved, with stars falling away and new ones rising as necessary to the cultural demands of the time. Marlon Brando would have been unthinkable before World War II, and yet postwar Hollywood would be unthinkable without him. Each era has its own yearnings, pop star responses, and technological developments that change how the machine works, and each is a further step toward where we are now.

Where are we now? A way station, I believe, on the way to someplace very different, more truthful in some aspects, profoundly less so in others. A century of mass media and the concept of “stardom” have changed human society in ways we can barely encompass, but the one constant has been an urge toward personal fulfillment and freedom of identity that would have seemed perverse, if not sacrilegious, to our grandparents’ grandparents.

Centuries ago, the common man’s worth was marked primarily by duty—how hard he worked and how hard he prayed. The notion of “ego,” of something unique within each individual person that needed to be expressed, was alien. What stars there were tended to be generals and kings, religious leaders and charlatans, and you didn’t aspire to be like them. You simply followed where they led, or you kept your head down and worked the farm.

The movies helped change that. (All votes for movable type, the Enlightenment, the decline of the agrarian state, Sigmund Freud, and the rise of constitutional self-government will be counted.) The new medium tricked us, though, because it turned flesh-and-blood actors into dreamlike phantoms writ large on a wall. They didn’t speak at first, either, so you could impose upon them any voice, any meaning, you wished. The stars thus became better versions of ourselves, idealized role models who literally acted out the things we wanted to do but didn’t dare. If they died, as Cagney always seemed to, we still got safely up and went home.

Somewhere along the line, after many decades, we learned not to trust these role models anymore. Technology is inextricable in this, because each new medium effectively disproves the one preceding it. TV is somehow “better” than the movies, video and cable are “better” than network TV, the Internet is “better” than five hundred channels of Comcast. “Better” means less restricted in location and time, more portable, and more directly serving the immediate needs of you and me. We plug into star culture and its discontents on our cell phones now. The latest slice of the Lindsay Lohan/Mel Gibson/Charlie Sheen Meltdown Show is right there any time we want it.

When a specific medium is put out to pasture, so are its most representative figures, as the stars of the silent era would be the first to tell you. At the same time, that primal ache has never gone away. If anything, it has gotten stronger, because each wave of technology doesn’t always make our lives better. Busier, yes, and faster. More than anything else, it just brings us closer to the mirror in which we reflect ourselves to the world. We still each in our own way ache to be somebody, to make our mark, to stand out from the crowd, to be seen. Otherwise, who are we? What’s life for? Uniqueness of identity is the promise movie stars hold out to us; if they’re able to separate themselves from the swarm of humanity, so might we.

I wonder what Marlene Dietrich would make of all this. There was a woman who knew from desire and who trusted a cameraman to keep her secret—that the magnificently shadowed creature of all those early-’30s classics was an ordinary German girl with bedroom eyes. Or the other Hollywood gods—what would they think? Archie Leach and Ruby Stevens, Frances Gumm and Marion Morrison and Norma Jean Mortenson.

Who? Well, yes, you know them as Cary Grant and Barbara Stanwyck, Judy Garland and John Wayne and Marilyn Monroe. Those original names were left in the closet, along with Roy Scherer’s—excuse me, Rock Hudson’s—homosexuality. Entire pasts were abridged or erased because they didn’t jibe with the luxuriant beauty onscreen, the gorgeous lie. The movie moguls kept the secrets, and the press played along because they understood that, really, we didn’t want to know.

With some exceptions, though, the mystery that surrounded movie stars for the better part of a century is now highly suspect. Indeed, many pop consumers consider it their duty to pull down the idols and pass their dirty secrets around the Web. How can we trust Tom Cruise the movie star when we can Google the “real” one bouncing on Oprah’s couch? We now have as much control over the idea of celebrity as the studio publicity departments once did, and is it any wonder that movie stars are ruthlessly mocked while our own sweet selves are headlining on YouTube?

Is this something like revenge? Or is it just the evolution of a species gradually conditioned to narcissism? For a century we accepted stardom as a blessing visited on those more gifted than we, a state of grace to which you and I in our drabness could not, and should not, aspire. We knew our place, and it was in the fifth row of the Bijou, worshiping as MGM chief Louis B. Mayer handed out the communion wafers. In 1919, when Chaplin and Pickford joined with Douglas Fairbanks and D. W. Griffith in creating United Artists, the first movie studio run by the talent, the other movie moguls complained “that the inmates had taken over the asylum.” If only they knew. Sometime in the past two decades, between video and pay cable and the rise of the World Wide Web, the walls were breached and the masses poured in. The asylum is now ours.

You could see it coming a long way off, actually—since the late 1960s, with their anarchic overturning of the old ways. (Or maybe even further back, when Elvis arrived—an outsider who didn’t need a new name.) The acknowledged motto of the new star order is Andy Warhol’s much-abused announcement in the catalog of a 1968 Swedish art show that “in the future everyone will be world-famous for 15 minutes.” A better, more concise variation came a year later, when Sly Stone recorded the number one pop hit “Everybody Is a Star.”

The song’s title was offered in a spirit of blissful hippie democracy, a counterculture version of the same promise that had lured tens of thousands of men and women to California and the entertainment industry over the decades. That promise said that you are the center of the universe, if only you can get the rest of the world to see it. Sly tweaked it enough to take the desperate edge off. Stay home, the song advises, and take heart. You are already your own star. Technology would eventually prove Stone correct. In effect, he predicted the Internet down to the size of a blogger’s bedroom.

What happens to stardom, then, when we at last become stars ourselves? It mutates and spreads in a thousand directions. From our new perch we can now ridicule stars like Cruise, Gibson, Christian Bale, disseminating their audiovisual missteps to the world at large. We can lightly or wholly fictionalize our existence on Facebook or Second Life, developing plot threads, heroes, villains as we go: life not lived but shaped and produced. The new rules have also helped establish the half-lit world of reality TV, with its stars who are not stars because they are us (or less), as well as grotesque mash-ups of fame-mongering like I Want a Famous Face!, the 2004 MTV series that featured regular folks who volunteered to undergo surgery to look like their favorite celebrity. One wonders what these people felt when they came out of anesthesia and found they were still the same inside.

It is a long and fractured line from Charlie Chaplin to I Want a Famous Face!, but it is a line, and this book will try to trace it. I propose a cultural biography of modern stardom, a journey through the permutations of celebrity as it began with the founding of the first global delivery system for fame—the movies—one hundred years ago, all the way to the early twenty-first century, when stardom means something very different and not wholly understood. We’ll see how the very concept of the movie star was an audience urge forced upon the first movie producers against their wills, and we’ll see how that urge formed the transactional base—the primary unit of value—for an immense industrial system of production and consumption from the 1920s through the post–World War II era and, with various modifications, up to the present.

Some of those early figures are now forgotten—would you believe it if I told you that Norma Talmadge meant as much to women of the 1920s as Anne Hathaway or Natalie Portman mean to our daughters?—but they’re crucial to an understanding of those who followed. The silent stars fashioned the original archetypes of Good Girl, Bad Boy, Action Hero, and Drama Queen, and it is their DNA that has been passed down from generation to generation, crossing mediums and mutating as necessary. Can one fully appreciate how Angelina Jolie functions in our popular culture, as a figure of both iconic power and tabloid absurdity, without understanding her persona’s roots in the movies’ original man-eater, Theda Bara? Probably, but it’s so much more instructive, not to mention fun, to do the math. So the first generation of superstars—the Pickfords and Valentinos, Chaplins and Swansons, Gishes and Gilberts—take up a good-size chunk of the early chapters. You need to know these people if you want to understand their children and grandchildren.

You need to know their parents, as well—the movie studios and the men who ran them, crudely brilliant businessmen who mastered the paradoxical art of mass-producing unique personalities. I’ve tried to trace how changes in technology, whether affecting the production, distribution, or exhibition of entertainment, gradually changed what kinds of stars audiences wanted, usually before the executives themselves figured it out. There’s a fair amount of industry history here—the initial scrambles for dominance, the crisis of the talkies and the rise of the great studio factories, their decline and absorption into the towering corporate colossi that decree what we see and hear and buy today. These are the necessary girders that have supported a century-long system of celebrity. This is what lies on the other side of the screen.

Nor is this book solely about the movies. As we move forward through the decades, the gates open to different kinds of stars, TV tailoring celebrity for the small screen, pop music becoming the primary locus of new personas during the 1950s and ’60s, and the Internet brokering fresh relationships between fame and “real life.” You can’t discuss the 1950s without Elvis and Lucille Ball, the 1960s without the Beatles, or the new millennium without lonelygirl15.

That said, I’ve had to draw the line somewhere. Athletes and aviators are out, despite what Charles Lindbergh meant to the 1920s. (And yet I’ve broken my own rules, since the changes in African American star persona in the 1960s are inconceivable without Muhammad Ali.) Socialites, too: this will not be the place to speculate on the cultural meanings of Barbara Hutton or Paris Hilton. I haven’t been able to give hip-hop and its slow-growing conquest of the music industry (and, to a large extent, the entire entertainment business) the space or analysis its performers deserve. In fact, your favorite star may well not be in here. Given the span of time and scope of inquiry, drive-bys are inevitable. The details can be fascinating, but the larger journey is the point.

That journey could be defined as one from distant adoration to engaged self-actualization. Alternately, it could be described as a long trek from grand illusion to functional delusion. If there’s a thematic through-line, it’s in the ways the gods and goddesses of Hollywood were yanked off their thrones over the years as audiences increasingly demanded stars who looked and acted like them—i.e., people who seemed real rather than fake—and as the industry got better at the job of providing those stars. In 1949, Marlon Brando made every other Hollywood actor look like a fraud; twenty years later, Dustin Hoffman, Jack Nicholson, and Robert De Niro served as the new benchmarks in realism. Today it’s the cast of Jersey Shore who are signifiers of actuality at its most extreme—a “realness” that makes us feel better about our own.

Yet the classic movie star lives on—has to live on, if only to give us something better to aspire to than Snooki and the Situation. We still have a varied buffet of star types before us, from the impenetrable Hollywood gloss of Jolie and Brad Pitt to the scruffy approachability of recent arrivals like Ellen Page and Joseph Gordon-Levitt. Younger audiences respond to those last two because they speak and act in ways that resonate with how people their age actually see themselves, as Hoffman did in the 1960s, as Mickey Rooney did in the 1930s. We want performers who reflect our reality—who seem to order that reality, comment on it, laugh at it, blow it up. The ones who do so with an appealing consistency of persona across a range of movies or other forms of media are those we call stars.

A distinction can and should be made between stars and actors. All stars are actors one way or another; not all actors are stars. Great actors—the true master craftsmen and -women—transform themselves in role after role, and if the projects are successful and the actor is celebrated enough, that changeability becomes his or her persona, whether it’s Lon Chaney in the silent era, Alec Guinness after World War II, Meryl Streep in the 1980s, or Cate Blanchett today.

Stars, by contrast, don’t hide themselves. On the contrary, the great movie stars each construct an image that is bigger than their individual films even as it connects those films in a narrative of unfolding personality. This is important. A concept we’ll return to over and over in this book is that every successful star creates a persona and within that persona is an idea. The films are merely variations on the idea. The idea can be expressed as action or as attitude or simply as an unstated philosophy of how to live and behave in this world (or how not to live and how not to behave) that the player embodies in charismatic, two-dimensional human form. You could call it identity, too, but it’s identity so contained, defined, and appealing that moviegoers grasp at it in an attempt to define their own senses of self.

Bette Davis acts out an ongoing drama of difficult women in a constraining society. Clint Eastwood shows time and again how macho toughness is affected by the stress-fractures of morality, even tenderness. Jimmy Stewart and Tom Hanks represent good men in an unkind world, but where the former responds with troubled decency, the latter wields ease and bonhomie. The idea can be as simple as Angelina Jolie = Amazon Queen, or Tom Cruise = Action Hero. It can be as complex as Johnny Depp, who projects shyness, mercurial daring, rebellion, eccentricity, and old-fashioned sex appeal, and whose persona can probably be best expressed as maverick idol.

There are many performers who don’t convey an idea at all, whose star identity remains in flux. Matt Damon is an ambitious, well-liked actor who makes interesting choices in roles and has been rewarded with box office hits and critical approval, yet he doesn’t convey a persona outside the movies other than as a smart, hardworking guy. In a sense, Damon’s lack of persona is his persona, one that 2001’s Ocean’s Eleven and its sequels had great fun with by making his character the butt of jokes from Brad Pitt and George Clooney, two genuine stars who project, respectively, surfer-dude poise and devilish charm tempered by gravitas.

Again: each star is an idea of how we could be or should be or might want to be. The other important concept to keep in mind as you read this book is that each star-idea often has little to do with the person acting it out. James Cagney played bastards onscreen, but he was known and loved as one of the nicest guys in the movie business. Cary Grant, the studio system’s Perfect Man, privately raged against the Academy for not giving him an Oscar and experimented extensively with LSD. Read between the lines of their existing biographies and the mythic love affair of Kate Hepburn and Spencer Tracy turns into a problematic tale of alcoholism, enablement, and emotional cruelty. I’m pretty sure Tom Hanks picks his nose.

In other words, these are human beings whose flaws we in the audience suspect and ignore, torn as we are between venerating the larger projection and wanting to pull down the screen. Even the stars themselves had mixed feelings about what they had created. “Bogart’s a helluva nice guy until 11 p.m.; after that, he thinks he’s Bogart,” said a Hollywood restaurateur who knew the star well. But most famous actors recognize the size of the gap between person and persona. The ongoing mistake of the moviegoing public is to confuse the two and to ascribe great psycho-mythic power where there is usually only very good playacting. This is the mistake that fuels fan mail, Web shrines, and celebrity stalkers alike—that the star is exactly who we see—and it masks the ignored but necessary pleasures of the ordinary.

Remember the ordinary? It’s passé right now, in our brave wired world of enabled fantasy. Maybe it’s headed for extinction. Still, it’s worth asking: What’s so terribly wrong with us that we need to be someone else? This isn’t a question that concerned our ancestors in the same way. If you asked a ten-year-old in nineteenth-century America what she or he wanted to grow up to be, the answers would doubtless have revealed the limits of cultural expectations and the immediate horizon: farmer, merchant, teacher, tradesman, soldier, mother, cop. Maybe a preacher or a rabbi. The adventurous ones dreamed of cowboys and explorers.

Ask a modern ten-year-old the same question, and you’ll hear pop singer, athlete, actress, model, star. All variations on being noticed. On that level, this book isn’t a history or a pop celebration or an anthropological thumbsucker. It is an inquiry and, in its later chapters, an intervention. It wants to know how we got here from there, who was important on the way, where we are now, and why that matters. It hopes to honor those performers and personas who really do seem indelible and who live on in the culture long after their physical deaths. And it suggests that for a great many people, fame—the act of seeing, the desire to be seen—has come to matter most of all, that culture is now hostage to celebrity, and that a massive, profit-driven corporate oligarchy considers it very good business to keep it that way.

Some of the questions we need to ask ourselves are the same as they’ve been for decades. Why does a particular star speak to one era but not another? How much of any celebrity is his or her own invention and how much our projection? Other questions are vastly different from those of a century, half a century, even a decade ago. Why do we pay to see famous actors in a movie theater, then go home and make fun of them on the Web? Why do we still need Hollywood’s manufactured identities when we can create them for ourselves? Am I my Facebook page, or the other way around? Why, oh Lord, do we Google ourselves? And how are we supposed to stop when it feels so good?

If there are answers, they begin with Florence Lawrence.


1.
The Star Is Born: From Edison’s Blobs to Florence Lawrence

Here is the hardest part to understand: one hundred years ago, the movie star was a radically new idea.

Think about that. In the new millennium, a movie can gross a hundred million dollars on the strength of Will Smith’s or Johnny Depp’s name alone. A film without a star remains a nearly impossible sell; dreadful ideas are green-lit only because a famous face is attached. Although the rules have changed over the decades and fads have come and gone, movie stars still drive the commerce of mainstream narrative filmmaking and have done so seemingly forever.

“Forever” in Hollywood is relative, though. At the beginning, the movies were driven by anonymity. While there were actors onscreen in 1908, you probably didn’t care who they were, and even if you did, they were unbilled and unknown. But maybe you had seen the same face reoccur from one one-reeler to the next, and you found that, in a strange way, you were attracted to it. The actor, whoever he or she was, registered feelings the way you did, in closeup and without gesticulating to the back of the balcony. At the same time he or she seemed to magnify those emotions and lend them a deeper, more forceful permanence. What they felt felt bigger.

You discovered that you wanted, maybe even desperately, to see this person again, not because of the part he or she played but because of who he or she was. Or seemed to be—that was what was keeping you up at night. Actors and actresses onstage clearly played roles, no matter how charismatic the performances, but the giants up there on the nickelodeon wall weren’t acting. Were they? You were so close to the performer and to the answer, closer than you’d ever been before. You had to find out. To do that, you had to know who he or she was.

Thus the first great secret in movies was a name, because not a single actor was credited for the first decade and a half of cinema. Nor were directors, producers, or screenwriters. All you got when the lights went down was the film’s title and the name of the company that made it.

It wasn’t enough. By the last half of the first decade of the twentieth century, early film studios found themselves buried under a growing avalanche of letters. The writers begged to know who that nice young man in The Valet’s Wife was, or the girl with the curls. What are their names? Anxiety leaks out between the neatly handwritten lines. A 1909 letter addressed to “the lady who appeared in The Ingrate” asks, “Will you please answer this letter, a postal will do, just telling me your name, your real name not a stage one. I promise I won’t tell no one.” I’ll keep your secret, and only you and I will know. That’s how close the new breed of performers seemed and how directly they spoke to each member of the audience.

It seems perverse, but no answer came—or was allowed to come, or had a conduit through which to come—and as the mystery lengthened, the need to solve it became more urgent. Early moviegoers turned to nicknames, alternate signifiers of the physical and psychic bigness of the new figures. “In order to have some kind of name for you we called you ‘The Queen of Sheba,’ ” wrote a fan to one popular actress, as if passing along a secret code.

Since most audiences identified players by the studios for whom they worked, this particular actress was more popularly known as “the Biograph Girl.” When she was hired by another studio and other players filled her roles, fans resisted. “She is all right,” wrote one man to an early movie magazine about the anonymous Marion Leonard in 1909’s Through the Breakers. “But she is not the Biograph Girl, not THE Biograph Girl.”

In fact, THE Biograph Girl was about to be given a name, but first, the overarching question: Why this code of silence? What counterintuitive conspiracy was going on here? The mystery surrounding the early days of film isn’t how the star system was born but why it took so long to come into being—fourteen years, if we count from the first public screening of a motion picture. It seems crazy. It is crazy. Couldn’t the photoplay moguls understand that we go to movies to see the people in them?

No, because for a very long time we went to see movies for other, less needy reasons. The early film studios didn’t think in terms of stars because the cinema was, in order, a scientific discovery, a novelty, a bust, and an industrial product aimed at a lower-class, socially undesirable audience.

Until the Biograph Girl, Florence Lawrence, came along. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves.

Actually, the very first person in a movie shot in America was a blob. The date was June 1889, or maybe it was November 1890. The blob was an Edison lab assistant, either John Ott or G. Sacco Albanese. No one remembers. If there are records, they’ve been lost. Everything about him, whoever he is, is visually and historically indistinct.

The film is called Monkeyshines No. 1, and it consists of a ghostly image of a man waving his arms. Maybe it’s a man. The focus is so fuzzy it looks more like an astronaut—some bioluminescent emissary from beyond time and space. What is he saying? What important message does he bear? The snippet lasts twenty-seven seconds, not long enough to decode. You can watch it over and over again on the Kino DVD set Edison: The Invention of the Movies, as if repetition will unpack its meaning. But it resists, other than to say: Start here.

Behind the camera was a man named William Kennedy Laurie Dickson—W. K. L. Dickson in the history books—who was the scientist/mechanic that Thomas Edison had assigned to develop his Kinetoscope project. By this point in his life, Edison himself, the Great Man, handled the broad theorizing and patent filing while leaving the day-to-day tinkering to employees. It is Dickson who should be rightly called the father—or perhaps the midwife—of moving pictures. From 1888 until 1895, when he left Edison to work with other inventors on a movie projection system and eventually cofounded the studio that would become Biograph, Dickson and his assistants ground out the first films to be produced in America.

The Kinetoscope was a boxy, single-viewer peepshow—you paid your money and cranked a small mechanical arm, looking through a slot that revealed a brief scene to you and you alone. The thrill of voyeurism, of secrets revealed in a private exchange, was thus established as the rock-bottom commerce of the movies.

Who was in these early films? Dickson himself was the “star” of the first shown at an 1891 public demonstration—less than a second of the dapper inventor sweeping a straw hat before him, as if to say Welcome to a future that will ask you to consider Ashton Kutcher a major public figure. The true novelty of the Kinetoscope, though, was in its recording of mundane reality, and of preexisting celebrities who existed in that reality. Dickson brought the barnstorming tent-show star Annie Oakley into Edison’s New Jersey studios and had her fire off a few trick shots. He filmed boxing matches that the company sold to peepshow parlors at $22.50 a round; customers then paid a dime for each of the six rounds, moving from machine to machine until the final knockout—an early version of pay-per-view sports.

Vaudeville performers were ferried across the Hudson from Broadway to the Edison studios and asked to re-create truncated versions of their acts: Louis Martinetti, contortionist; Annabelle’s Butterfly Dance; Professor Welton’s boxing cats; Hadj Cheriff, Arab Knife Fighter. “Billy Edwards and the Unknown”—it sounds like a Beckett one-act, or an existential superhero comic—turns out to be more boxing.

Already sex, or the promise of sex, was an integral aspect of the new technology. (This had been true of photography, with the “French postcards” of the 1890s, and it would be true of the Internet; the common ground is the one-to-one privacy of the viewing experience.) In 1896 The Kiss shocked bluenoses by having stage actors John C. Rice and May Irwin cuddle and peck in unexpected closeup, and when Fatima the Muscle Dancer shook her fully clothed moneymaker for the Edison cameras, the film was released in both a censored version (with black bars across her naughty bits, as though you were peeking at her through a Venetian blind) and in an unexpurgated cut. Interestingly, the censored version feels dirtier.

Still, a critical element was missing: the audience in its plural sense. The entire history of theatrical presentation, from cavemen to Broadway impresario David Belasco, provided a template for communal entertainment—for mass dreaming—that the movies had to adhere to if they were to become more than an onanistic gizmo. Visions are meant to be shared. We needed to see the images as part of a crowd.

Thus Edison went to it—which included “borrowing” and buying ideas from other inventors—and a working projection system debuted at Koster and Bial’s Music Hall in New York City on April 23, 1896, the date generally agreed upon as the starting gun for movie history proper. The next day, the New York Times described the scene: “A buzzing and roaring were heard in the [projector’s] turret, and an unusually bright light fell upon the screen. Then came into view two precious blonde young persons of the variety stage in pink and blue dresses, doing the umbrella dance with commendable celerity. Their motions were clearly defined. When they vanished, a view of an angry surf breaking on a sandy beach near a stone pier amazed the spectators. A burlesque boxing match between a tall, thin comedian and a short, fat one, a comic allegory called ‘The Monroe Doctrine’; an instant of motion in Hoyt’s farce, ‘A Milk White Flag,’ repeated over and over again, and a skirt dance by a tall blonde completed the views, which were all wonderfully real and singularly exhilarating.”

Here, in utero, are so many of the shards that would come to be part of the movies: scenic views, comedy, action, blondes. (And how, exactly, was the effect of pink and blue dresses achieved? Early color tinting?) The difference was that instead of bending to peer into a machine, the audience leaned back to see human beings projected onto a wall (“half life size,” but that would change) and sharing the experience with everyone else in the room. Each inhalation of breath, each startled cry, echoed about the theater like sympathetic waveforms.

But there still weren’t stars, not as we know them. Projected movies found a niche in vaudeville in the final years of the nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth, but primarily as a mechanical novelty, rolled on between the singer and the comedy act. The short films that were shown featured other vaudeville acts, U.S. presidents, famous battles (or, more often, unconvincing re-creations of famous battles), and nature shots. There were a few fictional vignettes, though—The Burglar on the Roof (1898), The Life of an American Fireman (1903)—and then came a breakthrough: the twelve-minute The Great Train Robbery (1903).

No stars there, but there was a man who went on to become one. Directed by Edwin S. Porter—after Dickson’s departure the main movie man at Edison—Robbery has some of the elements that would come to define cinematic language, such as crosscutting and, at the very end, like a lightning bolt from the gods, a closeup. Playing at least three roles was a nice Jewish boy from Arkansas named Max Aronson who had taken the less ethnic stage moniker Gilbert M. Anderson. As “Broncho Billy” Anderson, he would soon become the first western star and an early movie mogul, forming the Essanay studios in 1907 and eventually directing and starring in close to four hundred early horse operas.

In Train Robbery, of course, he’s unbilled, and he doesn’t even get the movie’s big scene. In the final frames, the bandit played by Justin Barnes lifts his six-shooter, aims it directly into the camera, and fires it at us (in some prints the explosion was tinted red). The bit was a sensation, and it welded screen violence with the visceral charge that comes from an audience’s sudden understanding that it can’t be hurt. (Today’s horror movies offer the exact same compact to teenagers, who think they’ve just discovered it for themselves.) Martin Scorsese consciously reprised the bit at the end of Goodfellas, Joe Pesci shooting into the camera as if finally answering the Great Train Robbers back, eighty years on.

Yet by 1905 or so, the movies appeared to be over. The novelty wore off; the crowds got bored. Vaudeville theaters began to put movies at the end of the bill as “chasers,” handy for clearing out the house. Ironically, the passing of the first fad set the stage for the next and more lasting phase—the first dedicated movie theaters, known as nickelodeons. As the vaudeville houses sold off their unwanted equipment, immigrant entrepreneurs like William Fox, Marcus Loew, and Adolph Zukor decided to take a flyer on movie exhibition. Why not? Some of them had already made a killing on the peepshow arcades, and the new yet unwanted big-screen projectors were cheap enough. A savvy businessman like Zukor—a fur merchant who’d go on to create Paramount Pictures and keep a seat on the board until his death in 1976 at 103—could do the math. They opened small picture parlors, charged a nickel per show, and found that they made money without even trying.

One difference was that the audience was often made up of immigrants who spoke little English and could thus enjoy movies without the barrier of language. It is very possible that if talkies had existed from the beginning—and Edison and Dickson had certainly experimented in that direction—the movies as we know them would never have taken over America and the world. Unlike the legitimate stage, unlike vaudeville, silence made the cinema everybody’s medium.

Because they were classless, movies were initially considered lower class, but the seeds of change were already present. Another key component of the early nickelodeon audience was the middle-class or lower-middle-class woman, ducking into the storefront theater between errands and maybe not telling her husband about it later. She was seeking diversion, a little time of her own, something to take her outside of herself. This is where the dreaming starts.

Things happened very quickly now. The number of nickelodeons exploded over the next few years, from a handful in 1905 to an estimated 2,500 two years later, and onward and upward in geometric progression. By 1909, there were an estimated 9,000 small theaters across the country specializing in showing movies.

After that, basic business physics took over. What happens when you have an unprecedented expansion in the number of screens? There follows an upsurge in demand for product to fill those screens. Studios needed to be built, stock companies of actors had to be hired. The exhibition and production ends of the early film business began a transformation from cottage industries to organized entities, as did the distribution companies, called film exchanges, which transported early movies from the people who made them to the people who showed them. And because the number of movies being produced, distributed, and exhibited ballooned, the nature of what was in those movies had to change.

And rapidly. The earliest moviemakers went out and filmed reality or fudged it in the studio—telling stories was only a fraction of what they were about. But when your exhibitors are screaming for twice, thrice, ten times as many movies per week as before and there aren’t nearly enough wars or parades to film, you have to start thinking outside the box. Fiction, then, was a natural. You only had to cook up a story, or steal one from a play or a book, and put on a show in front of the camera.

Between 1907 and 1908, narrative movies—dramas and comedies—leapt from 17 percent of all film output (as opposed to documentary “actualities,” vaudeville performers, and sporting events) to a full two-thirds of the total. The early film studios began to adopt the factory model to meet the demand, and part of this new order was the hiring of a stable group of professional actors.

And here, at last, is where it begins. You cannot have stardom without familiarity—without an audience encountering the same faces again and again on a regular basis—and you cannot have familiarity without an established system of production. We think of movie stars as aspects of charisma, unique and self-willed, but they would not exist without a group of businessmen in derby hats slowly coming to understand that making movies was as pure a profit venture as showing them and that actors were the best way to disguise the commerce of the thing.

And yet—still no movie stars, at least initially. Professional stage actors were embarrassed to be associated with the upstart medium, and producers didn’t want to give performers a reason to ask for more money. Most important, the early studios were more focused on establishing their own brand names, the thinking being that if you’re selling toasters you don’t need to promote the individual slices of bread.

There was this, too: no one was really sure what people actually did in movies. What limited media coverage there was used verbs like “posing,” “modeling,” and “shamming,” rather than “acting,” to describe early film performances. The vocabulary and the mentality it reflected came from still photography rather than the theater, and as narrative storytelling turned from the exception to the norm, journalists of the era struggled to leap from one conceptual paradigm to another. “The repertoire actor has discovered a new use for his talents,” wrote Moving Picture World in October 1907. “He is now a moving picture. That is, he now poses for moving pictures. By lying down, rolling over and jumping in front of the camera he is able to earn in three days a sum equal to a week’s salary at his former industry.”

“Lying down, rolling over and jumping in front of the camera”—not what you’d call “acting,” is it? The silence that brought the early cinema to its first mass audience also cut it off from the respect afforded the legitimate stage. Everyone knew that real actors like Maude Adams, Sarah Bernhardt, and Edwin Booth spoke in fluent Shakespeare, with grandiloquent cadences designed to volley off the furthest balcony. The movies, by comparison, were mummery, playacting—a puppet show. These people weren’t acting, they were simply being.

So established stage actors sneered at the infant medium, and that is probably the best thing that could have happened to it. No one understood that entirely different gifts of self-presentation were needed; that the camera, in effect, gave each member of the audience the most intimate seat in the house. Yet the men and women—mostly women—who would become the first movie stars intuitively understood that less is more, that being was acting, and that the naturalism needed for the screen brought them elusively closer to the audience than anyone had dreamed possible.

They also had less to lose. When they weren’t rank beginners—office boys and neighborhood girls drafted to stand in front of the camera—early film actors tended to be unknown stage performers struggling to find regular work in New York or on the road. In many cases, stepping into the new Edison studios on East Twenty-first Street or going out to Vitagraph in Flatbush, Brooklyn, represented the difference between making a living and giving up. Other performers welcomed the chance to earn extra cash during idle periods. Much has been made of the fact that many of the first major stars came from broken homes—fathers long gone, stage mothers dragging broods from theater to theater, young girls becoming breadwinners for whole families. Movies were not something to be spurned. They put food on the table. They were an in.

From the audience’s perspective, if you went to a movie in 1908, you knew only the title and the production company. The studio’s name was the chief means of product differentiation: Edison, Biograph, Vitagraph, Selig, Kalem, Lubin, Essanay were the primary brands. Not that the product itself was terribly variable, but in a hangover from the Gilded Age, business profit was considered the only measure of success. The men who created these companies wanted very much to be taken seriously, and to that end the corporation was the star.

Moviegoers refused to play along and became obsessed, instead, with the actors in the movies. Some of the companies figured it out. As early as January 1909, Kalem published a trade ad identifying its key players. Others resisted, with the hidebound Biograph refusing to promote actors by name until 1914, despite the fact that from 1908 to 1913 D. W. Griffith was inventing modern movie storytelling at the studio and making stars of the Gish sisters, Blanche Sweet, Bobby Harron, Lionel Barrymore, Mary Pickford, and Florence Lawrence.

A new breed of upstart businessmen figured it out as well, and the first was Carl Laemmle, the future father of Universal Pictures. A Bavarian immigrant with a decided playful streak, Laemmle was hated by many in the young film industry, and he reveled in the role. He had a target, too. In 1908, in an Edison-sponsored effort to protect patents and profits, the early studios had formed the Motion Picture Patents Company, aka “the Trust.” The Trust was serious business, prosecuting perceived infringement—i.e., anyone else making a movie on his own and trying to get it seen—with lawsuits and hired goons. Since the licensed companies had an exclusive deal with Kodak, you couldn’t even buy film legally unless you were in the magic circle.

Against the Trust was a motley, unorganized group of companies, many founded by Jewish immigrants as opposed to the solid American burghers of Vitagraph and Biograph. From the start, class and ethnicity were crucial aspects of the struggle for control. The new men were collectively lionized and despised as “the independents,” and since many of them had started out owning nickelodeons, they were able to witness and respond to audience reaction with their own eyes. They understood that a movie sold on the strength of its story and performances, not by its length in feet (the Trust’s method of doing business). The fight between the Edison Trust and the tatty independents represented the first collision of the mainstream with an alternative in American movies. Who ultimately won? Look to the corporate credits of almost every Hollywood movie we see today: Paramount, Universal, Fox, and MGM were all started by the men who opposed the Trust.

“Uncle Carl” Laemmle was hilariously blatant about his desire to tip over Edison’s applecart. He called his outfit the Independent Moving Picture Company—IMP—and chose as its logo a grinning devil, wielding a pitchfork presumably aimed at the Trust’s fat rear end. Casting about for a way to build up his own business while driving the enemy crazy, he fixed on promoting a star. And not just any star. He stole the Biograph Girl. Naughty man.

It’s difficult, one hundred years on, to understand why audiences responded so strongly to Florence Lawrence. Her very few surviving films reveal a statuesque woman, attractive in the preferred Gibson Girl mode of the day, with a prominent nose, broad face, serene expression. Her acting is histrionic without being overbearingly so, yet there’s little that makes her jump off the screen the way a movie star is supposed to. The cultural context for her style of performance has vanished, and with it the tools to appreciate her. To watch Lawrence—along with most of her peers—is to see a female type that owes everything to nineteenth-century values and modes of expression. Perhaps that’s why the crowds went mad. She was familiar but new, a known quantity seen from an entirely fresh angle.

In point of fact, Florence Lawrence was out of work when Laemmle came calling. In mid-1909, she and her husband, Biograph actor Harry Solter, had made the mistake of writing to Broncho Billy Anderson, offering to jump ship to his Essanay studio, which was then working out of a flyspeck California hamlet called Hollywood. Solter wanted to direct; Lawrence was getting enough fan mail by then to think maybe she was worth something, and, besides, she resented the speed at which Griffith and the Biograph brass insisted actors play their scenes. Like her colleagues, Lawrence worked hard, appearing in forty-six one-reelers in 1908, and sixty-two in the first two-thirds of 1909 alone. It’s possible she simply wanted a break, or maybe some respect.

Biograph and Essanay were both part of the Trust, though, and management across member studios closed ranks against the hired help. In short order the Solters were ratted out, shown the door, and blacklisted from working at any other licensed company. Lawrence signed up with IMP because she had no choice. The first thing Laemmle did was put her in movies. The second thing he did was kill her off.

The actress was working in IMP productions as early as August 1909, but it wasn’t until the end of the year that Laemmle started promoting that fact. At first he simply ran a photo of her face with the words “She’s an IMP!” in a December issue of Moving Picture World, the assumption being that fans knew her by appearance rather than name. The ground beneath the film industry’s feet had been shifting all that year, though. Vitagraph had already advertised its one-reel version of Oliver Twist as featuring “Miss Eliza Proctor Otis as Nancy Sykes, the role which this eminent actress has made famous throughout the world.” Edison was promoting the French mime artist Mlle Pilar-Morin in a series of shorts and even starting to list the casts for its prestige productions in onscreen credits. Early in 1910, Kalem released a lobby poster featuring eleven of its most popular players. The bomb had been assembled, but no one seemed to have a match.

In February 1910, Carl Laemmle lit the bomb. On the 19th, according to Lawrence’s 1914 memoirs, her obituary, with a photo, appeared in a New York newspaper. To the actress’s great surprise, she was dead, run over by a speeding automobile. Other sources say the story ran in a St. Louis newspaper and that she’d been mown down by a streetcar. It’s possible the story didn’t run at all; the main order of business was the correction that appeared in Billboard a week later, avowing that the actress was indeed alive. “Miss Lawrence has a one hundred percent health certificate that should keep her with us a long while,” the writer said about “the queen of moving pictures.”

Then Laemmle took off the gloves, running a full-page ad in the March 5th issue of Moving Picture World highlighted by Lawrence’s photo and the headline “WE NAIL A LIE.” The rumors of the actress’s death, he claimed, had been started by IMP’s rivals in the Trust because—well, why? So that audiences would no longer look for her in movies? That makes no sense.

It was all a big fib, the opening gong in a century of sweaty, hectoring studio ballyhoo. Laemmle possessed two characteristics that his opposite numbers in the Trust lacked: tastelessness and a willingness to exploit it. This proved to be crucial to the history of both the movies and twentieth-century popular culture, and it’s why the Trust companies eventually died out. They wanted to make the movies into a proper business, while Laemmle understood that it is our improper urges that lure us into the dark over and over again. Nothing sells a star like his or her death; the 2008 pop detonation surrounding The Dark Knight and Heath Ledger’s final performance is just a more recent example.

Lawrence, conveniently, was still alive. On March 6th, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch ran an unprecedented front-page story in its Sunday magazine, calling Lawrence “the Girl of a Thousand Faces” and illustrating the notion with copious photos and an interview with the actress. Never before had an article about a movie actor appeared in the non-trade press. The piece was uncredited, and surely it came from Carl Laemmle or someone close to him.

Now comes the brilliant part. In addition to giving movie fanatics of St. Louis all the information about Lawrence that her previous employer, Biograph, had withheld, the article announced that the actress would make a personal appearance in the city later that month, along with frequent costar King Baggot. “You’ve Seen Them On The ‘Screen,’ Come See Them In Person,” ran an ad the day of their arrival.

And there it is. Consciously or instinctively, Laemmle had divined the desire hovering beneath the surface of Florence Lawrence mania—the burning need to prove she was real. Since no box office records of the era survive, we don’t know how much money her movies made, but we do know that given the chance to see the actress in the flesh, the public went crazy.

The St. Louis appearance was a mob scene, the first directly caused by a movie actor. Hundreds pressed onto the platform to glimpse the actress, and when she left the train to get into a car, reported the St. Louis Times, “there were enthusiastic shouts from female voices, and a rush of well-dressed women to get a closer view of the little woman in a close-fitting blue dress whom they instantly recognized as Miss Lawrence, their heroine.” According to Laemmle’s biographer, fans started “tearing the buttons from her dress, the trimming from her hat, and the hat from her head”—an early instance of the weird piranha frenzy that celebrities can experience when swallowed by a crowd. Everyone wanted a piece. Everyone wanted their piece.

Lawrence became agitated and reportedly fainted; once her party made it to the automobile, fans surrounded the vehicle and refused to let it move. “I had no idea that so many people were interested in me,” she later told the Times. “It seems so strange that so many people would gather at the train to welcome one they had never seen, only in pictures.” No one understood what had just happened, least of all the woman at the center of the rapture. Seeing Lawrence in person seemed profoundly necessary in order to prove that she really existed and that the emotions she stirred up weren’t illusory. She was there. It wasn’t a trick.

There existed no parameters for this sort of popularity, and the impact of a star like Lawrence, onscreen and off, was both scary and exhilarating. Stage actors had always been faraway figures, glamorous but distant, encrusted in a sort of exaggerated gentility. By contrast, the new “picture personalities” often dressed like the people who paid to see them, and they certainly acted like them. The settings of the stories were often bourgeois and domestic; there were even slum dramas like Griffith’s 1912 The Musketeers of Pig Alley, arguably the first urban gangster film. Even before the closeup was established, successful movie performance didn’t broadcast emotions but embodied them in a new and unprecedented naturalism.

Journalists and average moviegoers struggled to articulate what was going on. “We do not know the lady’s name,” wrote one reviewer about Resurrection, a 1909 Lawrence Biograph, “but certainly she seems to us to have a very fine command of her emotions and to be able to express those emotions before such an unemotional thing as a camera. A very ordinary person can indeed act before a crowded house of interested men and women, but it takes a genius to do so with real feeling on a moving picture stage.” Suddenly it was the stage actors who were “ordinary” and the once-shunned film actors who were “geniuses.”

But what relationship did the genius onscreen bear to the actual person? Was it an act? Was it actual? If the essence of a moving picture player seemed to stream directly off the screen—and moreover seemed constant from film to film—wasn’t that proof of something inherently special in the actor? This was what was untested. This was what had to be found out.

Executives at the other studios, no fools, saw what Laemmle had done and followed suit. In April, Vitagraph released a lobby poster of its stock company and sent its own Florence—Florence Turner, alternately “the Vitagraph Girl” and “the Shadow Girl”—on a series of personal appearances in Brooklyn. Reported Moving Picture World, “That those who pose for the Silent Drama gain a tangible hold on their audiences we were aware. That the popularity of the Shadow Girl would cause a small riot by reason of the eagerness of those who knew only the ‘shadow’ to greet the reality was, to say the least, a surprise.”

The surprise was short-lived. Over the next few years, the building blocks of the star system fell quickly into place, and actors became the primary object of value in promoting movies and forging a contract between studio and audience. Lawrence benefited, but not for terribly long. Before 1910 was over, she had left IMP for the Lubin studio, subsequently quitting that company and sailing to Europe claiming nervous exhaustion (another first: the star as rehab-ready victim), then returning to found her own independent mini-studio (another first), then quitting again in 1913 to cultivate roses, only to stage a further comeback later that year. She offers ground-entry evidence that creating movie stars can lead to rampaging neurosis, diva fits, and trouble. Also, that it’s generally worth it, for the producers and the audience, if not for the star herself.

If Lawrence’s appeal had roots in the nineteenth-century past, the movie stars that quickly came to dominate pointed forward. The two decades from “WE NAIL A LIE” to the onset of the Great Depression in 1929 saw a seismic cultural shift, no less than the overthrow of the Victorian Age for the Modern Era. America was no longer an agrarian society, for the country’s urban population, 20 percent of the whole in 1860, had crossed the 50 percent line for good in the 1920s. With the move to the cities, small-town codes of behavior were left behind, as were the social contracts that governed village life.

In the city, men and especially women were free to reinvent themselves, had to reinvent themselves, since they were cut off from roles established over many decades of postcolonial American society. If they were lucky, the new urbanites had a good job, decent hours and wages, and leisure time—a fresh concept—in which to spend those wages. The manufacturing companies and the nascent advertising industry rushed to fill the gap; the great consumer culture shuddered to life. Average household spending tripled between 1909 and 1929, while the total volume of magazine advertising doubled that, growing 600 percent between 1914 and 1929. Personal identity ceased to be a matter of societal context, of where you belonged in the continuity of a small town. More and more, you were what you owned and what you wore.

World War I, meanwhile, hardened and made worldly the wholesome young men who fought it and the proper young women to whom they returned. Sex was suddenly in the air, and Freud, and a hectic sense that one’s duty was not to one’s parents or to God but to oneself. “My candle burns at both ends,” wrote poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, and many followed her example. We like to think the 1960s invented the sexual revolution, but if you knew what your great-grandparents were up to, you’d probably be shocked.

The movies’ place in all this is problematic, busy, and crucial. The cinema both reflected these social changes and helped cause them, decried them and egged them on, sold audiences a lifestyle to which they could aspire and then criticized them for aspiring to it. The movies were the iconic battleground between old and new—the stage on which the great change played itself out—and they were, more and more, available and necessary to everyone.

In the period immediately after IMP and other forward-looking studios consciously built the star system on the bones of the Trust’s ignorance, the movies began to seriously court the middle and upper-middle classes. The number of theaters in New York City increased eightfold between 1910 and 1930, and some of them were astonishing palaces. By 1913, at least three stage theaters in the Herald Square–to–Times Square axis had converted to movies, and in early 1914, Vitagraph reopened the Criterion with a mighty Wurlitzer organ to give sonic accompaniment to the dancing shadows.

They were all shown up by the April 1914 opening of the Strand, a neo-Corinthian temple on Broadway and Forty-seventh Street that was built by the Mark brothers specifically to attract a high-class crowd. The Strand was managed by impresario Samuel “Roxy” Rothafel, whose nickname would itself go on to adorn countless theaters—a signifier of smart uptown pleasures in even the smallest villages. Roxy kicked off the Strand with cannon fire, the American flag, baseball footage shot that morning in Brooklyn, a Keystone comedy, and the nine-reel, 135-minute William Farnum western The Spoilers. The opening-night glitterati were astounded, and a Times reporter wrote, “If anyone had told me two years ago that the time would come when the finest-looking people in town would be going to the biggest and newest theater on Broadway for the purpose of seeing motion pictures I would have sent them down to visit my friend Dr. Minas Gregory at Bellevue Hospital.”

It was all changing so fast. The movies were changing, too—becoming longer, more lavishly produced, better told. D. W. Griffith’s 1915 The Birth of a Nation is generally considered the first true movie sensation—never before had a strip of celluloid become Topic A on all levels of American society from the president on down—but it was far from the first feature-length production. Multi-reel films exhibited in installments were being produced as early as 1909, and some 1910 theater owners experimented by showing Vitagraph’s five-reel The Life of Moses in one sitting, to record business. By 1913, even before Griffith ran into front-office resistance to his four-reel Judith of Bethulia, longer films were becoming more and more common. (Once again, Biograph seems curiously unable to have predicted the future; as a result, the company’s prized director finally up and quit.)

Griffith’s true revolutionary spadework had already been accomplished in the hundreds of short films he made for Biograph from 1908 to 1913, in which he hammered out the cinematic grammar with which we still live. The director didn’t invent crosscutting or the closeup or editing for suspense or atmospheric long shots, but he was the first to use such devices consistently, consciously, and artistically. He was the first person to think as a filmmaker. It’s in his camera lens that the modern star was born.

The closeup, for example. When he tried it out in a Biograph film his bosses were horrified. “We pay for the whole actor, Mr. Griffith,” he was scolded. “We want to see all of him.” As the director brought his camera closer, though, strange things began to happen. Audiences found they could read an actor’s thoughts. Actors discovered they didn’t really have to act, at least not in the accepted stage style. They had to focus and remain open and be. In a 1921 pocket book called Screen Acting, actress Mae Marsh described the process and hinted at the vanishing border between player and role. “Good screen acting,” she wrote, “consists of the ability to accurately portray a state of mind.… It never pays to imitate anyone else’s interpretation of any emotion. Each of us when we are pleased, injured, or affected in any way have our own way of showing our feelings. This is one thing that is our very own.”

Galumphing about and windmilling one’s arms was passé, even if the old style held on in the form of famous stage personalities lured before the cameras. The celebrated nineteenth-century actress Sarah Bernhardt starred in a handful of French photoplays that found great success when Adolph Zukor brought them to America in 1912; he subsequently produced a number of filmed stage productions with established Broadway stars under the company name “Famous Players in Famous Plays.” Made a bundle doing it, too, even if the movies themselves were dreadful.

Zukor was nothing if not smart, and he understood that Bernhardt’s semaphoric acting style didn’t suit the new medium. Instead, he had his eye on a young girl appearing in a Belasco play. “I knew Mary Pickford had had picture experience, because she had been with Biograph a couple of years before and knew the camera,” the mogul told the audience at a 1927 Harvard Business School lecture. “We tried people who were well advanced on the stage, but the director could not make them do things to suit the camera. I felt if we could get people who had experience on the stage and also had some camera experience, the results would be much better.”

This sounds a little like Sam Phillips’s early-1950s comment that if he could find a white kid who sang like a black man, he might make a killing. And in fact Mary Pickford was the Elvis of early movie stardom, the figure who completely rewrote the rules for audience investment in a person appearing in motion pictures. She was the first global media star—the first person to be famous across the entire planet at the same time. She was the first star to take control of the business of herself. And she was the first star to be held prisoner by her onscreen image—the original celebrity victim of persona.
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