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Foreword

Harry Alan Potamkin, “Alexander Bakshy,” National Board of Review Magazine, 11, no. 9 (September 1927): pp. 4, 6.

Harry Alan Potamkin (1900-33) began publishing film criticism in 1927. From then until his premature death (from stomach ulcers), his work appeared regularly in a broad range of film journals (Close Up, Movie Makers, American Cinematographer), liberal periodicals (New Freeman, Hound and Horn), and organs of the Left (The New Masses, Workers’ Theatre). The Compound Cinema: The Film Writings of Harry Alan Potamkin was published posthumously, in 1977.

No American has captured in writing the qualities of film so well as Alexander Bakshy, a Russian/Anglo-American critic. Bakshy’s brief essay “The Cinema as Art”—written in 1913, published in 1916 in The Drama (Chicago), and reprinted in the same year in his volume The Path of the Modern Russian Stage—is an amazing statement about the movies and an anticipation of its present and imminent problems. Bakshy almost fifteen years ago recognized the cinema as an art form, but in doing so he did not speak vaguely or too broadly. Bakshy more than a decade ago indicated the folly of literary intrusion on the cinema. He was not carried away by the adaptation of Cabiria [1914, dir. Giovanni Pastrone], as was Vachel Lindsay. From his point of view, not even Gabriele D’Annunzio belonged in the cinema.

Yet Bakshy kept his poise when he touched upon these intrusions. Unlike numerous other commentators, he was not shunted into an abuse of the inherent or self-contained film. He recognized that the usual attack is not the cinema’s particular concern, that it is really an attack upon evils not peculiarly the cinema’s. He understood that there is a quarrel, not between the mechanical and the non-mechanical, but between the artistic and the non-artistic. He remarks upon the need for independent film artists; he realizes that the problem of commercial concentration was present in the movies ten years ago.

But the importance of Bakshy’s contribution does not lie in his pointing to the negative aspects of cinematic procedure. It consists of an immediate recognition of the character of filmic pantomime that is almost prophetic. Filmic pantomime, he said more than a decade ago, “is the most abstract form of pantomime,” and should be left “to the dancers, clowns, and acrobats, who do know something about the laws of movement” [“The Cinema as Art,” The Drama (Chicago), 6, no. 22 (May 1916): p. 274]. This is a recognition manifested in the success of the greatest of the movie pantomimists, the low comics. Bakshy saw in the ballet itself the rudiments of cinematic rhythm. As if to confirm his judgment, a few years later the Fernand Léger/DudleyMurphy film Ballet Mécanique [1924] appeared.

Bakshy resolved the optical problems of film into simple terms of the camera—which, a decade ago, was an amazing apprehension. What director today knows that the camera and not the picture is the medium? Bakshy anticipated by more than ten years the silhouette film; Germany produced the first multiple-reel movie of silhouette cutouts in 1926 [The Adventures of Prince Achmed, dir. Lotte Reiniger; it was also the first feature-length animated film]. Since its origins the cinema has been overrun with investors and inventors: the talking picture, the colored picture, the stereoscopic picture. Bakshy anticipated another “problem” soon to threaten us, the natural-vision film. Yet he met the problem of the natural depth, three-dimensional motion picture, not by opposing it, but by separating the cinema into two kind of pictures: the one-plane, flat film—which would be our present one—and the stereoscopic, in-depth film; a moving picture and a moving sculpture, as it were. This moving sculpture is quite different from Vachel Lindsay’s sculpture-in-motion. Lindsay’s is based on an analogy with sculpture; it is, in fact, only that sculpture in motion. Bakshy’s conception is of three dimensions interrelated by motion, interrelated so as to create a rhythm, preconceived by the régisseur and then sustained and exploited by the camera.


The art training of a Lindsay is not such as would be very helpful to cinema, even were cinema only an extension of the graphic. And it is certainly evident that his understanding of art does not include a familiarity with its divisions, together with their circumscriptions and particular concerns. Bakshy is intimately cognizant of what belongs to each of the different plastic arts. He sees the confusion of plastics in futurism, which wanted to give cinematographic value to sculpture and painting. Time, of course, has been included as an element in painting by every important painter. But futurism wanted to realize time, not visualize it. It is to the cinema that the realization of time pictorially belongs—in other words, actual rhythmic motion. In his recognition of divisions, of categories, Bakshy emphasized the fact that the cinema is a medium, not of colors, but of tones or color-values. The French critics understand this, although French movies are full of color impurities. American journalistic critics, however, are unable to make the distinction. Someone like Quinn Martin [of the World newspaper] therefore waxes eloquent on the adventurousness of Douglas Fairbanks in furthering Technicolor.

The work of Bakshy indicates what movie critics should be doing. He has extended the artistic consideration of the cinema. Last year he advocated the exploitation of the screen as the receptive medium— one receptive to new ideas. An elementary use of this notion was made in the enlarged film Chang: A Drama of the Wilderness [1927, dir. Ernest B. Schoedsack & Merian C. Cooper; this picture made use of the Magnascope, an optical device used to get a close-up of small objects, and thus to temporarily increase the size of the image on the screen] and Old Ironsides [1926, dir. James Cruze; this picture also made use of the Magnascope]. But Bakshy advocated a multiple screen for purposes of rhythm, relationship of minor to major actions, and climax. Any one filmic unit could thus be separated into its elements, before having them fused. Undoubtedly, someone will make use of this idea, too. And that is the point of Bakshy’s importance. He is not a weathercock but a prophet.


Criticism is altogether too redundant nowadays. No one thinks it important to do anything else but repeat what has been said many times before. Criticism must save its wind, to be sure. It must also have something to do with the generating of that wind. Its prophecy, however, must not be concerned with presentiments so as to appear miraculous, but must subject itself to the discipline of its category. It must be criticism in terms of the intrinsic qualities of the thing criticized: in this instance, the cinema. From a scrutiny of the cinema and what criticism of pertinence it has called forth, certain tenets can be drawn. These tenets must be qualified, extended, and applied, both by the film practitioner and the film critic. In fact, the critic must be a practitioner as well. That is, his criticism must be such as to be immediately convertible into practice. Bakshy’s criticism is of that kind.



Introduction

Alexander Bakshy (1885-1949) wrestled with major problems of the drama and the motion picture at significant moments of their evolutions, and he had a sound understanding of general aesthetics as well. Very little is known about him as a personality—the prominent New York drama critics Eric Bentley and Joseph Wood Krutch remembered him only as a name. Born in Kerch, Russia, on the Black Sea, he immigrated to England sometime before 1912 and subsequently became the corresponding art critic in London for several Russian periodicals. Bakshy’s confessed lack of scholarly credentials or practical knowledge of the stage did not prevent him from writing perceptive essays, in addition, on the drama; they are collected in his two major books (as well as, posthumously, in Drama According to Alexander Bakshy, 1916-1946 [2022]), both published in London: The Path of the Modern Russian Stage (1916) and The Theatre Unbound (1923). Between these two publications, in 1919, he tried unsuccessfully to establish a journal in English for the serious study of the theater, but, as he lamented, his tiny craft titled Proscenium “foundered immediately it came out into the open sea” (Theatre Unbound, 9).

Applications on file in the U.S. Copyright Office indicate that Bakshy was a citizen of the United States as early as April 7, 1938 (having come to America sometime between 1923 and 1927), and as late as February 25, 1949, and that he maintained a New York City address. But even before this he contributed sixty-six articles as film critic for the Nation from 1927 to 1933, in addition to writing theoretical essays for John Cohen’s film page in the New York Sun (collected in Scrapbook, Volumes I-III, which is housed in the Herman G. Weinberg Collection at the New York Public Library). From 1913 to 1945 he free-lanced for other periodicals and newspapers on the subjects of film, drama, painting, even history and ballet—in such publications as American Mercury, Current History, The Dial, The Drama, English Review, Poet Lore, Saturday Review, Theatre Arts Monthly, and The New York Times. At the same time, Bakshy was translating the works of Russians like Bunin, Ehrenburg, Gogol, Gorky, Kuprin, Lopatin, Solovyov, and Meyerhold.

When he wrote about film, Bakshy lent a voice of maturity to the current of enthusiasm for the new art among the intelligentsia. In his first American essay, written for Theatre Arts Monthly in April 1927, he cautioned the youthful enthusiasts against too readily shouting “masterpiece!” Only in the past few years, he maintained, had the moving picture realized its potential as an art form. Bakshy spoke from experience. His essay “The Cinema as Art,” written in England in 1913 (and first published in the United States in 1916 in The Drama), was one of the earliest perceptive critical pieces written on the nature of the cinema. In this essay Bakshy called for an end to vulgar realism, to the mechanical reproduction of the stage play. The moving picture must overcome the grotesque gestures and facial distortions of the filmed stage play. To assume a more graceful naturalness was the responsibility of a different corps of actors; the cinematograph must replace the stilted performers from the traditional drama with harlequins, mimes, and ballet dancers who made a living as “students of motion” (Jacobs, 63).

Writing in 1928, in a prefatory note to the reprinting of “The Artistic Possibilities of the Cinema,” Bakshy expressed embarrassment at the immaturity of these earlier remarks, for the film medium had evolved far beyond pantomime as the sole method of cinematic acting (3). In spite of his altered view of pantomime, Bakshy’s critical theory remained distinctly opposed to the moving picture viewed as a realistic art. He inveighed against the obsession with realism, against those who imagined the cinema as a conglomeration of irrelevant details without emphasis or unity (“Road to Art,” 457-458). For Bakshy, the essentials of aesthetic appreciation would always remain the same:

The work of art is something that is endowed with a peculiar life of its own, and that asserts its identity against our effort to grasp and absorb it into the complex whole which constitutes our own identity. This life is a form of functioning of the material in which the work of art finds its expression, and the keener our appreciation is of the nature of the material, the more attuned we are to its inner resonance—the more profound and exhilarating is the aesthetic thrill we experience in the presence of genuine works of art. (“New Art,” 279)

If the moving picture had progressed beyond the natural gracefulness of pantomime, what was the unique nature of the film medium? For Bakshy, the cinema might be classified into three distinct types of drama. First, there was the “realist drama,” which ignored the necessity of form and which proceeded without spectator involvement, limiting the audience to the role of observer. Secondly, the “semi-independent drama,” which remained unrelated to the medium’s dynamics, but did appeal to the spectator’s imagination by selection and style within the individual frame. Thirdly, there existed the “dependent drama,” which daringly neglected to disguise the nature of the medium, placing complete emphasis on the presence of the audience (“Road to Art,” 455).

Alone among the important contributors to American film literature, Bakshy most consistently advocated, in “dependent drama,” direct contact with the audience. While other critics discussed the art of masking art, Bakshy described an aesthetic future where the visible mechanics of the film would provide sensual thrills. In his more theoretical pieces, he objected that the screen itself had not been utilized as an arena of dramatic movement (“Future of the Movies,” 362). He imagined a vast screen where images might “leap” from one corner of the theater to another, “flitting” laterally before the viewer (“New Dimensions in the Talkies,” 703), or where separate pictures might be flashed onto the screen to reveal a simultaneous number of subjects (“Road to Art,” 460). In other words, the cinema might exhibit the thrill of personality once thought to be the province of the vaudeville stage. Only in this instance the personality would derive, not from the delightful antics of an individual actor, but rather from the continuous play of dynamically related images (“Movie Scene,” 102).

Bakshy’s remarks provide the most radical statement of an assumption underlying much of the theoretical writing of the late 1920s: that technique, based upon a sophisticated knowledge of the medium, might provide aesthetic pleasure divorced from any considerations of theme or subject matter. And filmic technique, for him, included acting—specifically, presentational acting, which acknowledges the audience, whether directly by addressing them or indirectly through the use of words, looks, gestures, or other signs that indicate that the character/actor is aware of the audience’s presence. When Bakshy began seriously to examine the cinema, he was in a state of excitement about a possible presentational revival for all of the arts, not just for drama, which for centuries (until the advent of realism in the nineteenth century) had been the natural home of presentationalism.

Because he was bruiting the virtues of presentationalism, he considered the silent film (which he thought of as presentational) more promising than the early “talkies” (which appeared to him ludicrous attempts to imitate stage representationalism). For a number of years sound appeared to be merely a gratuitous intrusion on the purely visual experimentation of the silent picture, with such techniques as double exposure (to round out the presentation of character more imaginatively than flashback) and the split screen (to present simultaneous actions), to mention only two of the formal innovations that Bakshy encouraged during his tenure as film critic for the Nation. From his point of view, representational films and realistic theatrical productions were two heads of the same ogre, which only popular audiences could keep alive in their obeisance to Hollywood and Broadway.

Representational films, however, appeared less menacing when photographic and sound technology improved. Bakshy then conceded that, if the controlling producers and directors allow, sound cinema could develop its own potentialities as a representational medium distinct from silent film—which could then be given more freedom to explore presentational expressiveness—and also distinct from its counterpart of representational drama, since the “material on screen [unlike the kind found in the theater] is not actual objects but images fixed on the screen” and thus “has properties that are never found in the actual objects” (“Talkies,” 236). If these differences of form are observed, representational sound pictures would have the capacity of dealing directly with the real world, provided they become as truly representational in sound as they can be in visual imagery. Moreover, the visual images that penetrate into the visual substance of the human world can attain greater realism through natural colors and stereoscopic effects (“Talkies and Dummies,” 562-563). Such a cinema would outdo and even instruct the drama in representational possibilities, since movies have “greater technical resources for creating that very illusion of life existing outside the theater” (“Future of the Movies,” 360).

Bakshy’s tendency to think of talkies as representational and silent films as presentational was halted when he began to see presentational possibilities in the use of sound, such as fade-outs and “separating the voice from the image of its owner” (“Year of Talkies,” 773). Speech, sound, and image, he then suggested, could be inflected in an infinite number of ways, and the form of the cinema might combine presentational with representational devices, even if (as he suspected) representationalism was going to predominate in the new industry. That Bakshy’s optimism about the cinema waned, however, becomes increasingly clear in his movie reviews for the Nation. His last one was a virulent attack against Hollywood for its failure to develop either presentational or representational cinema effectively (“More Celluloid,” 76).

But before he became disillusioned with traditional moviemaking, Bakshy intelligently probed the evolving techniques of the new medium. For him the most distinctive attribute of the camera, the most formative component, is its freedom of movement in time and space, since these dimensions are relative in cinema and not absolute, as they tend to be in the theater. Motion pictures can mold time by “rearranging its natural sequences, compressing it into a single moment, or expanding it into an infinity” (“New Art,” 280). Some of the possibilities of emancipated spatial movement, in Bakshy’s loving elaboration, are: movement in the position of photographed objects, through a change in the position of the camera (as in close-ups or high-angle shots), or movement in perception through a change in lighting and coloring of these objects; movement of images through acceleration or retardation; and movement through “the joint functioning of the projector and the screen—the movement of a small picture growing large, or of a picture traversing the screen from one end to another” (“New Art,” 281). It is the responsibility of the director to integrate all movement and all sound into a single dramatic pattern whose rhythm creates “an independent ideal world, entirely self-sustained and coherently compact, which has its own life and its own emotional logic” (“Miracle of Arsenal,” 640).

That the screen (as well as the camera) is a mechanical device does not preclude its development for artistic expression, since “all mechanisms must be controlled by human power at one moment or another” (“Cinema as Art,” 272). The screen, if used representationally, “is merely an inert surface playing no part in molding the form of the picture” (“New Dimensions in the Talkies,” 703). But a presentational cinema could have the performance emanate from the godlike presence of the screen, which “must become a physical reality in the eyes of the audience, a part of the theater building that provides the graphic frame of reference for the very being of characters in space, as well as for the form in which they are presented to view” (“Screen Musical Comedy,” 160). The presentational screen of the future, therefore, should “be the most important part of the building. It will occupy the largest area architecturally possible in the theater, and it will be used for the effects of movement obtained by changing the position of the picture, by changing its size, and, finally, by employing simultaneously a number of separate [visual] subjects that are organized to form a single dramatically dynamic pattern” (“Future of the Movies,” 362). Then a “direct physical contact” of screen with spectator could be established (“Movie Scene,” 107).


Bakshy’s changing ideas about the film actor show his attempts to adjust his thinking about the cinema as it evolved. At first, in silent movies, the actor, was an image presented through moving form and color (if only the colors black and white)—and because of this presentational status, according to Bakshy, he considered it “irrelevant whether the acting . . . is performed by living persons, by dolls, or by cinematographic shadows” (“Cinema as Art,” 275). The genius of Charlie Chaplin, for example, lay in his ability to adjust what he had learned from the presentational art of vaudeville to the nature of cinematic art—hence his ability to convey an emotion by “a movement of the body, a twist of the head, or a doll-like fixedness of expression” (“Knight-Errant,” 413; “Charlie Chaplin,” 247-248); and his sense of dramatic composition in “the use of emphasis in a portrait-like portrayal, the appreciation of rhythmic pattern, the knowledge of the exact location for the dramatic accent” (“Knight-Errant,” 413; “Charlie Chaplin,” 247-248).

But with the coming of sound and the introduction of dialogue, the actor ceased to be a shadow and became a person. As a result, the movie spectator’s aesthetic distance became more difficult to maintain than was the case in the theater auditorium; the inevitable intimacy and realism of the human voice at close range induce the film audience to see the actor as a character. And as the actor becomes character, character becomes bound to a setting of natural surroundings, thus making representationalism an important mode for the cinema. Representational dialogue, however, is different in the cinema from what it is in the drama, where dialogue must perform a duty “for a great deal of human conduct that is essentially wordless” and that in a movie can simply be conveyed visually, photographically (“Hollywood Tries ‘Ideas,’” 708). For this reason, “unlike the stage actor, the film actor appears best when he acts least. All he needs is personality, character, for this is enough to make his acting both natural and convincing” (“The Shrinking of Personality,” 590).

In spite of his recognition of how congenial the film is to representational acting, Bakshy occasionally ventured the hope (before giving up on Hollywood) that presentational acting and non-realistic speech could be employed in the cinema; but the movie actor in either mode, representational or presentational, would never be the active agent he is in the drama (“Talkies and Dummies,” 562-563), in part because of the reduced role of the spectator. That is to say, though the presence of a spectator is assumed in the cinema in order to justify the joint efforts of actor and camera, his role is less indispensable than it is in the theater because of the ultimate impersonality of the newer medium. No frankly or self-consciously acknowledged screen in a presentational picture could create the intimacy of a presentational actor playing to his viewers in the theater; and no representational movie could evidence an awareness of an audience as does the theater performer as he paces his lines, in a representational drama, in response to audience laughter. Nonetheless, Bakshy once suggested that the movie spectator, in surrendering himself to the rhythmic pattern of a film and its impact upon his emotional sensibility, would not only experience the freedom of transcending worldly time and space but could also undergo a sort of Aristotelian catharsis (“Future of the Movies,” 360).

Because of the commonalities between the stage and screen—as discussed above, both feature people acting (whether presentationally or representationally) a story within a frame before your eyes—most early movie critics made little distinction between the two art forms. But not Bakshy. “Analogies between the stage and the screen assume that they deal with the same material. But they don’t,” he wrote in the Nation in 1929:

The material of the screen is not actual objects but images fixed on the film. And the very fact that they have their being on film endows these images with properties that are never found in actual objects. For instance, on the stage the actor moves in real space and time. He cannot even cross the room without performing a definite number of movements. On the screen an action may be shown only in terminal points with all its intervening moments left out.


In watching a performance on the stage, the spectator is likewise governed by the actual conditions of space and time. Not so in the case of the movie spectator. Thanks to the moving camera he is able to view the scene from all kinds of angles, leaping from a long-distance view to a close-range inspection of every detail. It is obvious that with this extraordinary power of handling space and time—by elimination and emphasis, according to its dramatic needs— the motion picture can never be content with modeling itself after the stage. (“The Talkies,” 238)

Bakshy’s importance as a critic wasn’t lost on Harry Alan Potamkin, another early film critic. Pointing to Bakshy’s early writings about movie pantomime as a kind of cinematic rhythm and the medium’s use of color tones before the appearance of flashy color processes, Potamkin declared the following in 1927: “No American has captured in writing the qualities of cinema so well as has Alexander Bakshy” (Potamkin, 4). Bakshy, then, was one of the more progressive cultural critics of the years between the world wars, one who did his part in easing the movies toward acceptance as an art form. In his application to cinema of the discourse of self-reflexive modernism (prizing anti-illusionist medium-awareness)—a discourse that had emerged in theater criticism in the early 1900s—he was also an innovative theorist.

Nonetheless, Alexander Bakshy quit film criticism in 1933, fed up with the low quality of the movies. As he wrote in his final column for the Nation:

Not only are there woefully few [films] that are worthy of serious consideration, but if you happen to be a film critic you are obliged to stop and analyze the incessant flow of bilge issuing from the film factories of Hollywood and elsewhere as if it were really to be measured by the standards of intellectual and artistic achievement. The whole procedure becomes unspeakably grotesque, resembling in a way what the Russians describe as shooting sparrows with cannon balls. Worse still, it becomes wearisomely repetitious, for in the films originality is found in virtues, not, as in real life, in sins. (“More Celluloid,” 76)

Bakshy managed to deal with the bilge by approaching each piece of film criticism as the occasion for some larger essayistic rumination, say, on the subject of theater vs. cinema. But no reviews of bilge are reprinted in Alexander Bakshy on Film, 1913-1935; instead, the reader gets thoughtful commentary on such important films as Chaplin’s City Lights, Eisenstein’s Ten Days That Shook the World, Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc, Clair’s Sous les toits de Paris, Pabst’s Kameradschaft, Kinugasa’s Slums of Tokyo, Lubitsch’s Trouble in Paradise, and Milestone’s All Quiet on the Western Front. The reader is also treated to evidence of Bakshy’s penchant for “theoretizing,” in essays on film acting, experimental or art-house movie theaters, and sound vs. silent cinema.

In sum, not only was Alexander Bakshy one of America’s first full-time professional film critics (and perhaps the best of this incipient lot), he was also one of the nation’s first film theorists and was even hailed, in his own lifetime, as “the father of film aesthetics” (Stern, 19). His work now again receives some of the attention it richly deserves— attention heretofore reserved for the work of other significant early American critics such as James Agee, who himself began writing movie reviews for the Nation in 1942; Otis Ferguson, the film critic of the New Republic during the mid-1930s and early 1940s; Robert Warshow, who wrote about cinema for the Partisan Review and Commentary in the late 1940s and early 1950s; and Bakshy’s admirer Harry Alan Potamkin, the film critic of the New Masses during the same years Bakshy was writing for the Nation: 1927 to 1933. Gentlemen, move over.
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Essays & Articles

1. The Artistic Possibilities of the Cinema (1913)

Prefatory Note (1928) to “The Artistic Possibilities of the Cinema”

Fifteen years ago is a recent but already distant past. My article “The Artistic Possibilities of the Cinema,” published in 1913 in the Kinematograph and Lantern Weekly, was one of my first literary efforts in English. Hence its ponderous phraseology and awkwardness of expression, as well as its somewhat naïve and confused reasoning. At the time this essay was written—1912—it was to me something in the nature of a manifesto in defense of the movies as an independent medium of art. I hoped it would instantly convert all intelligent people to my ideas. My first disappointment came when the editor of the paper, taking little notice of my repeated appeals, published the article almost a year after he had accepted it. However, I was rewarded for my labors and waiting with the munificent fee of one guinea.

In 1912 and 1913 it was still necessary to argue with artists that the “cinema” was an art. The only artist of standing in England known then to take an interest, and even to experiment, in the movies was Hubert Herkomer [1849-1914], famous in his day as the painter of The Chelsea Pensioners [a.k.a. The Last Muster, 1875] and of numerous portraits of members of the English and German royal families. Though not an admirer of Herkomer’s work as a painter, I was anxious to see his films. A request for an opportunity to view them, accompanied by my article in the Kinematograph and Lantern Weekly, brought the answer that he would be glad to show me his work in his studio in Bushey [Hertfordshire]. I remember that my request for an interview was edited for me by a friend, an English journalist, as I was anxious to avoid mistakes. But I addressed the envelope myself, and on it I wrote “Sir Hubert Herkomer, Esquire”—an excess of politeness that, probably, was the reason for Herkomer’s greeting me with the question, “Are you Dutch?” The nickname “Dutchman” was then popularly applied to all who spoke funny English.

Herkomer’s magnificent castle, built in the German style and decorated inside with mural paintings by the artist, was an interesting, even amusing place to visit. But of his films [at least five shorts made between 1913 and 1914 ] I remember only that they completely failed to impress me, while in the matter of theories, though he had read my article, Herkomer did not seem to appreciate its unique importance to the world.

What of the views expressed in this article? Today their immaturity is so apparent that I am embarrassed to see it exposed to public gaze. And yet, there are ideas in the essay that are still ahead of the accepted standard. For instance, I advocate there pantomimic, i.e., wordless acting, and only a few months ago I read something by George Jean Nathan [American drama critic] in which he laid down the rule that pantomime was the only artistic form of acting in the movies. Of course, today the conception and, to an extent, even the practice of cinematic art have advanced far beyond pure pantomime, but pantomimic acting still remains an unrealized ideal for the majority of film directors in Hollywood.

My defense in the article of cinematic photography as a field for “original pictorial development” has been borne out by a series of magnificent pieces, from The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari [1920, dir. Robert Wiene] to The End of St. Petersburg [1927, dir. Vsevolod Pudovkin]. Only now we must aim beyond the pictorial effects of static pictures. The ideal today is pictorial and dramatic dynamism.

I also note with satisfaction the distinction made in this early article between two-dimensional and three-dimensional pictures, as bearing on their aesthetic significance. Equally important is the difference made between the illusory nature of the movies and the actuality achieved, on occasion, in the legitimate stage drama. These problems are still among those marked for solution by the critics, though they are still being persistently ignored by those who now make films.

The Artistic Possibilities of the Cinema

That the cinema has come to stay goes without saying. Little more than six or seven years have passed since it started its sweeping march over the world, but its victory is now complete, and among the different fields in which film has permanently established itself, it stands prominent as the most popular with the public in one—the field of dramatic entertainment. Some people doubt whether the latter really has any future. For instance, in a recent article in Everyman [“The Cinema,” 25 Apr. 1913, p. 46], Percy Dearmer [Anglican priest, 1867-1936] declares most emphatically that the cinema will not take the place of art—it can never be a theater, and the great work that lies before the stage drama of the future will be just as much needed as ever.

Now it is obvious to me that, however great the confusion in the prevailing notions of art, verdicts on the artistic future of the cinema like the one just cited are simply based on a certain conservatism of thought that satisfies itself with the awkward features of the phenomenon under review, reluctant to take the trouble of looking at the root of the matter. With a phenomenon so new as the cinema, examining elements and bases is the only safe way of arriving at correct conclusions. And in this way I propose to deal with the question in the present article.

To compare cinematic productions with legitimate stage drama, we shall for a time have to leave out of consideration the problems pertaining to the mechanical process of filmmaking and the peculiar optical effect it creates. The chief question we are concerned with now is what constitutes the specific character of filmic drama as compared with the ordinary theatrical production. The answer to this is simple: the cinema is wordless pantomime (as opposed to gramophone talking). This self-evident fact cannot be sufficiently emphasized, as it has been generally overlooked and never fully appreciated. Thus the problem of the cinema resolves itself into the problem of artistic pantomime.

Dearmer believes that many present-day cinematic productions are entirely outside art. I quite agree with him in this belief. But what is wrong with them? Again the answer is apparent: the filmic drama of today is a pantomime in which the performers conscientiously neglect the very essence of its peculiar medium—motion. On the other hand, the essence of film acting, as these performers understand it, consists of only one thing—emphasizing and exaggerating actual, everyday gesture and mimicry. “Roll your eyes” is what I should call the emblem of the present-day cinema. The principle of mimic motion is entirely different. It throws aside all the conventional restrictions of motion as set by daily life and finds its peculiar means of expression in the language of movement, infinite in its variety and capable of the highest form of artistic rhythm.

It can be seen from this that artistic pantomime is absolutely inconsistent with “realism” as it is usually understood, and the more so with the realism of cinematic drama. Progress would be made in the latter by mere recognition of the principle of pantomime, thus doing away with its horrible “realism.” But now I might be asked, what is there in pantomime? And what future does it possess? To answer this I must point to history—to John Rich’s Covent Garden and Colley Cibber’s Drury Lane. The pantomime was ousted only by the advent of the modern music hall. But it is already being revived now in new and still more fascinating forms. Take the modern ballet. What is it but a higher form of pantomime? And what are the theatrical productions of Max Reinhardt but magnificent pantomimes? Why, even in the legitimate stage drama, is the new spirit manifesting itself in the eminence ascribed—by Gordon Craig and others—to pure motion? These facts, I think, sufficiently justify me in saying that the only artistic possibilities for the cinema lie in the direction of pantomime in all its various forms. It is already developing in this way, and the time is not far distant when we shall routinely see film ballet as we now see in The Miracle [1912, dir. Michel-Antoine Carré].


But the possibilities of the cinema are even more numerous. I shall mention only two forms of pantomime, the artistic possibilities of which in the cinema have not yet been fully realized. These are the silhouette and marionette plays. Of the latter, Maurice Maeterlinck is a known advocate [in such plays as Interior (1895), The Death of Tintagiles (1894), and Alladine and Palomides (1894)], and of both forms it may be equally said that they possess quite a peculiarly quaint charm. It is sometimes argued that an artistic cinema could not and need not exist; that it is popular now just because it is not artistic, appealing to the masses by its crude realism, its simplicity and commonplaceness, and that, on the other hand, a really artistic cinema, appealing to select and refined audiences, is simply not wanted, as the ordinary stage can satisfy these circles much better and more fully. For an argument like this one can find only one justification—the belief that no real art can ever be made popular, and that every attempt to popularize it with the masses is predestined to failure.

Without going into a general discussion of this contention, it is sufficient to say that such arts as music and painting do find their way to the masses and with every year extend their influence more and more. The only means by which this was achieved was that of making works of art more accessible to the masses. To make more accessible to the masses the art of pantomime is the mission of the cinema, and there is no doubt for one moment that it is capable of carrying out this mission.

I turn now to that side of cinematic pantomime which distinguishes it from ordinary pantomime, i.e., to its mechanical process. What is its artistic value and significance? The principal component of the process is photography, and the reputation of the latter among people of refined taste is undoubtedly bad. Yet this does not destroy the case for the cinema. In the first place much of the lack of taste apparent in modern photographic art is accounted for by the fact that very few real artists go in for photography. (As to the so-called “artistic” photography, it is quite on a par with the multitude of “artistic” paintings.) What wonderful results can be achieved by photography as a pictorial art are to be seen only in some reproductions in print, which infinitely surpass ordinary photos. The same result would be attained in the cinema were the matter taken in hand by real artists. Even more than this: the artist would then find, in the cinema, a province of quite original pictorial development.

There is still another difference between an ordinary photograph and a cinematic picture. The latter may set as its object only a facsimile reproduction of the model, yet the film director, with the assistance of the lighting cameraman, is more able to make the model look artistic than the ordinary photographer. Saying this I presume such improvements in cinematography as would allow for perfect color and stereoscopic effects (in both these respects we are already not far from the object), and would place the cinema at least on a level with the best modern print.

I have just mentioned the stereoscopic effect. This problem technically has been already solved on the screen in the first place, and without a screen by means of an invention styled the “Kinoplastikon” [which featured three-dimensional pictures in motion on a real stage]. But these achievements raise another problem—the difference between staging plays in two dimensions and three dimensions. The present-day cinema is flat and practically two-dimensional. In this respect it closely approaches paintings, in which flat treatment, with its decorative effects, is considered by some great artists as the very essence of this art. On the other hand, such flat-plane treatment as applied to staging achieves most peculiar psychological effects quite distinct from the effects of an ordinary, three-dimensional staging. For a philosophically inclined mind, this distinction opens up a realm of most fascinating speculation. But here, suffice it to say that for a conscientious and consequential carrying out of the principle of two-dimensional staging, the cinema affords even greater advantages than the ordinary stage.

There is one more aspect of the cinematic play that must present exceptional interest for every student of art. Since Nietzsche, we have been accustomed to speak of Dionysian and Apollonian art. Those who see in the nature of art the spirit of Dionysus believe that art is active life, raised to that state of emotionalism when it reveals in itself its irrational, mystic nature. In drama these believers in the Dionysian art see a means of shaping human life, a form of religious service, a liturgy in which the distinction between actors and spectators disappears and the latter actively participate in the play. The Apollonian art is distinctly different. It is passive and reflective in its nature. Among our different forms of perception, that one is considered artistic which perceives the rhythm, the harmony, the “measure” of the outside world as reflected in our mind. In drama this conception leads to separating the spectator from the stage, to emphasizing the illusionary character of the latter.

Now the establishing of the cinema in the popular estimation and its future development along artistic lines will have a momentous effect upon these two conceptions of art. It is obvious that in the cinema there will never be anything like an active union between the audience and the actor. The illusionary character of the cinematic play is too apparent to allow for it. On the other hand, the screen will develop that reflective attitude toward the play which, though now so lacking in intelligence, is in entire conformity with the trend of feelings in our time. We are too much children of a “decadent” age and consequently too lazy to move and act. If only for this, we may be sure, the cinema will find more sympathy with the public than all the attempts to re-create a liturgical, participatory drama. (Kinematograph and Lantern Weekly, August 1913. Reprinted in National Board of Review Magazine, November 1928)



2. The Cinema as Art (1916)

A thoughtful exposition of the movies in their social relation to the culture of the masses, which was recently published in the Atlantic Monthly [Walter Prichard Eaton, “Class-Consciousness and the ‘Movies,’” Jan. 1915, pp. 49–51], is essentially sound, provided that the reader assumes the impossibility of development in the art of the cinema. Judging the cinema by what it is today, the outlook is discouraging. But a little acquaintance with the ideals of the cinema as it might be, and as certain Continental régisseurs dream of transforming it, will reveal the wildest possibilities of artistic expression in the medium’s future development, and a democratic extension of its noble, imaginative influence that is most difficult to measure.

The wonderful popularity enjoyed by the cinema during the last decade has for a long time been a subject of eager discussion in those circles that have the interests of the theater at heart. The various groups of art-workers connected with the theater—the dramatists, the actors, and the designers—are directly involved in this discussion, and it is interesting to note how different has been the attitude revealed toward it by each of these sections. The designers, perhaps the most cultured of the three groups from the standpoint of art, have simply ignored the new medium, regarding it as something so crude and inartistic as to be unworthy of serious notice. It is true that a few genuine experiments have been made in the direction of the cinema, but for several reasons, chiefly because the designers failed to comprehend the real nature of the nascent form, they have all proved a complete failure.

The attitude of most actors has been much more condescending. Those actors who generally concern themselves very little with matters of art have accepted the cinema with the docile humility accorded to all things in the natural order. They have transferred to the new invention whatever knowledge of drama they gained on the legitimate stage, and have supplied only one new feature: extreme exaggeration in mimicry and action, which they hold to be the chief peculiarity of moving pictures. On the other hand, the more advanced members of the theatrical profession, who have been truly anxious to establish on the stage the principles of vital art, however much they may have differed in their interpretation of them, at once realized the danger that threatened the drama from the encroachment of modern movie theaters, and did not hesitate to proclaim a most resolute opposition in an attempt to protect their art from being contaminated by this vulgar, “mechanical” device. Thus we see large sections of the community, for whom art is an object of vital faith, rejecting the cinema as a medium devoid of any artistic qualities.

But it would be wrong to infer that the cinema has always lacked faithful champions. Strange as it may seem, these have come from the group that is furthest removed from the actual everyday problems of the theater—the dramatists
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		47. Fantasy All the Way: Le Million (1931), dir. René Clair; The Beggar’s Opera (1931), dir. G. W. Pabst.



		48. Hollywood “Entertains”: The Maltese Falcon (1931), dir. Roy Del Ruth; A Free Soul (1931), dir. Clarence Brown.



		49. Love and Sex: Transgression (1931), dir. Herbert Brenon; The Skin Game (1931), dir. Alfred Hitchcock.



		50. Lectures from the Screen: Hell Below Zero (1931, doc.), dir. Carveth Wells; The Mystery of Life (1930, doc.), dir. George Cochrane.



		51. Out of Their Own Mouths: The Common Law (1931), dir. Paul L. Stein; The Immortal Vagabond (1930), dir. Gustav Ucicky & Joe May.



		52. Emasculated Dreiser, Miraculous Capra: An American Tragedy (1931), dir. Josef von Sternberg; The Miracle Woman (1931), dir. Frank Capra.



		53. Sidewalks of New York: Street Scene (1931), dir. King Vidor.



		54. Hollywood Tries “Ideas”: As You Desire Me (1932), dir. George Fitzmaurice; Two Seconds (1932), dir. Mervyn LeRoy.



		55. Morals, Facts, and Fiction: Bring ’Em Back Alive (1932), dir. Clyde E. Elliott; The Doomed Battalion (1932), dir. Cyril Gardner.



		56. Personality or Talent?: Make Me a Star (1932), dir. William Beaudine.



		57. Nonsense and Satire: Million Dollar Legs (1932), dir. Edward F. Cline; What Price Hollywood? (1932), dir. George Cukor.



		58. Madness from Hollywood: Horse Feathers (1932), dir. Norman Z. McLeod; American Madness (1932), dir. Frank Capra.



		59. Premature Births: Love Me Tonight (1932), dir. Rouben Mamoulian; Back Street (1932), dir. John M. Stahl.



		60. Intermission: Strange Interlude (1932), dir. Robert Z. Leonard.



		61. School Days: Mädchen in Uniform (1931), dir. Leontine Sagan.



		62. Class War: Cabin in the Cotton (1932), dir. Michael Curtiz; A Bill of Divorcement (1932), dir. George Cukor.



		63. Going into Politics: Washington Merry-Go-Round (1932), dir. James Cruze.



		64. Captive Comrades: Kameradschaft (1931), dir. G. W. Pabst; I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932), dir. Mervyn LeRoy.



		65. Gastronomy: Trouble in Paradise (1932), dir. Ernst Lubitsch; The Most Dangerous Game (1932), dir. Irving Pichel & Ernest B. Schoedsack.



		66. A Novel Idea: If I Had a Million (1932), dir. James Cruze & H. Bruce Humberstone; The Sign of the Cross (1932), dir. Cecil B. DeMille.



		67. Hemingway in Hollywood: A Farewell to Arms (1932), dir. Frank Borzage.



		68. More Celluloid: Rasputin and the Empress (1932), dir. Richard Boleslawski & Charles Brabin; The Half-Naked Truth (1932), dir. Gregory La Cava.



		Afterword: “Impressions in a Studio,” by Alexander Bakshy
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