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OVERTURE

After a painful absence, during which he has undergone treatment for a severe nervous disorder, a brilliant and sensitive composer returns home to his wife, who in the interim has fallen in love with another man and is now on the point of marriage. “Let me come back to you,” the man begs, with all the feeling in his heart. “Take me into your life again.” This is John Barrymore (1888–1942) with Billie Burke (1884–1970), in George Cukor’s great masterpiece A Bill of Divorcement (1932). “Let me . . . only . . .”

Burke could not make it plainer, through the way she turns her head down, moves toward and swiftly away from him with her eyes, holds her breath, that (a) not only is she still completely swept away by this man but (b) he is something of a force of nature, and so compelling in this way that she is on point of being driven mad by her need for freedom now caught against her enduring affections. Further, (c) he has amazing powers of persuasion, surely an amazing voice for uttering (as might anyone who writes rhapsodic concerti for piano) and also (d) in her eyes there is no doubt that he is in extremis, lonely, frightened, aging, adoring, fearing, quivering with doubt. As to Barrymore, here in what may be the truly supreme moment of performance of his cinematic career, he is both noble and beautiful (as should be any dream vision of a composer of rhapsodies) but also broken and decayed. Something has disempowered him utterly. His need for Meg is more than a need, it is an obsession born of the summation of all his creative powers and all his hopes. She is his future. She is his Statue of Liberty, with that towering eminence, that beckoning voice, and he is her tired, her poor. Indeed, he feels himself low, and in the screen moment, after stumbling awkwardly from the door over to the wing chair in which she sits in her last wave of poise, he stumbles, hesitates, crumples. His body literally crumples inward, a mere bladder (out of Shakespeare) from which the air has been kicked. At the critical juncture, the instant that converts her, shining the light once again but also showing the entrapment of her dream, he falls to the carpet at her feet. He knows she would show mercy to her dog, and might she not show at least as much mercy to him? “Little things . . .”

Not love but mercy.

Might she not show at least as much mercy to him as to her dog, so that, with his voice now (artfully) cracked (his operatic voice) and his posture disassembled he might indeed resemble nothing so much as her dog, her faithful loving dog, the dog who will never abandon her, though she may see fit, in a flicker of feeling, to kick him into the kitchen. Yes, though he may be kicked bluntly into the kitchen, thence to be kicked through the servants’ door onto the pavement outside. Outside, where some passerby might even kick him into the street.

Cukor’s greatest strength as a filmmaker was knowing when to leave actors alone, as, notably, he does here. In the action I describe above his camera is there simply to make observation, not to emphasize through close-ups or other tricks, not to suggest an “angle” through which we might critically witness the event. Here in their fragile, their expressly existential moment, the Cukorian camera observes Hilary and Meg wide-eyed, a child confronted by a catastrophe, so that finally, invested with the vision of them on the precipice, we may catch our breath to wonder and surmise and never, once having seen and heard them, forget. But having sketched the scene only too briefly—it runs for several minutes—let me here pull away to note several features of Barrymore’s and Burke’s work that are simultaneously present and inseparable onscreen:

• Performances are of the body and from the body, expressed by way of the body, here on both sides of the conversation. Yet in cinema bodies are also foreign, absent, to us. We sit embodied, then lose our sense of the body as we hover, in onlooking engagement, over the behavior of simulacra. But those flickering images result from the presence of real bodies, too. We are seeing the trace of real life, preserved (see Bazin) in so magical a way that every nuance of life is here but for the palpable presence of the flesh itself (that is given onstage, yet at a forbidding distance). We must find our way toward and into these bodies, especially these bodies offered at such an apotheosis of feeling and being. The recognizable face is a central aspect, not only for our appreciations of feeling and identity but also for Hollywood’s business machine.

• The expressions of both characters are entirely confluent with what has happened in the film so far for each of them (and what will happen hereafter), but at the same time the fluidity of the film—its carefully edited passage from before until later by way of here and now—does not overwhelm or hold back the emergence and glow of this moment. What we see stands out but without breaking away from its context. At the same time it is valuable to note the obverse, that what we see is tidily embedded in its context yet achieves a special, standout glow that makes our experience of the scene utterly radiant. This moment is no blemish, but we cannot take our eyes from it.

• Neither of the two instrumentalities—Barrymore’s presence, Burke’s presence—overwhelms the other, yet each is emergent and spectacular. Call this directorial balance; call it performative etiquette and grace; call it aesthetic modulation. There are numerous very notable performers who have never yet shown onscreen the capacity to hold back from taking over by the power of their personalities and gestures. In the cases of Barrymore and Burke we have two exceptional talents with immense range, and either could easily have made the scene a self-promotion.

• The actors both remain in character and transcend character. That is: Barrymore is always as present as Hilary is; Burke as present as Meg. But, the Hilaryness of Barrymore and the Barrymoreness of Hilary are not at war or in struggle, and we are not led in this scene to wonder about the actor’s life. Watching Barrymore here is gaining a great lesson in the technique of characterization and cinematic movement and presence, with each flicker of gesture a telltale indication of Hilary’s sensibility at the instant and also of the actor’s method of indicating it. In listening to the stage dialogue of Oscar Wilde pronounced by John Gielgud (on Broadway in 1947) or that of Chekhov pronounced by Raul Julia (1977), to the pianistic modulations of Liszt or Rachmaninoff accomplished by Aldo Ciccolini or John Browning, to the vocal sensitivities of Strauss in the voice of Jessye Norman one has a like sense of doubling, of catching the composition and the performance indivisible together. 

• Technical skills are in use that eclipse the knowledge and perception of the ordinary spectator. Yet the spectator never feels diminished in capability as she or he watches. By contrast, many effects are produced that give the actor no special challenge (given training and experience) yet seem to the viewer astonishing achievements. 

• Both performers in this scene must seem to “fit” into the more globalized, ongoing career being established by each, in film after film. Barrymore in particular, the more widely known of the two, must never so uncontrollably dive into Hilary that his presence as Barrymore is effaced, yet in this moment he does appear to dive this way. And Hilary must never do anything, feel anything, or behave in such a way that the John Barrymore whom audiences know and love, the John Barrymore who gained their undying allegiance could not reasonably do, feel, or behave. Barrymore’s dive into Hilary and Burke’s into Meg must be, in short, recuperable, whatever depths it leads to; and recuperable whether or not it seems to be. 

• The estimable technical virtuosity involved in giving performance of this kind must not “give the show away” by revealing itself as such, by making plain to the viewer’s eye nothing more than a bag of tricks that the actor dutifully schleps around from job to job and reaches into for a moment’s help. The performance should not seem technical. Yet of course it is technical, as is all work diligently done.

• The feeling generated in the scene must have a genuine quality, but at the same time—and with feelings of great extremity, such as here, this is of central urgency—it must be produced by people working on a contract that could require them to retake the scene (for any of a dozen good reasons) again and again. It might well seem logical to think that the more extreme the feeling as performed the more vitiating the work, yet for film actors it is vital never to be unable to keep going. Involved in the tumbling of the work, then, is a kind of acrobatic roll. Whilst we do not see the actor’s reserve of energy and tension, she is constantly aware of it, constantly maintaining it against the continually incalculable odds of a long, hard day.

• Here and in almost all films, the performer is not in control of what the final screened scene will look and sound like, since the sound recording, the camera work, the editing, and the use of ancillary effects are all in other people’s hands. When onstage an actor makes a posture with the body, it can be known what the human form thus constructed will look like from various points in the auditorium. But with film it is the camera’s position and movement, and even more the lens, that shape the body’s form in the frame; and it is the editor who shapes the character’s tempo and duration.

There are numerous other contingencies of acting of the sort one sees from Barrymore and Burke in this scene, acting that I will refer to, because of its purity and extremity, its power and its idiosyncrasy, its delicacy and the supremeness of its expressive effect, as “virtuosity.” I think it rather unlikely that every actor is capable of virtuosic performance; yet at the same time I suspect it very likely that many more actors are capable in this way than we have come to know, many more than have been given opportunity to show what they can do when brought to a height. And we must remember that sometimes it is cinema itself that shapes and configures the virtuosity of a performative moment. And remember, too, that screen narrative works because many moments are happily enough not virtuosic. 

Many other things about cinema, the way performance is magnified in it, the way performance can flame, will come to view in the exploration I hope now to begin.

For those who must know, Meg does take Hilary back, giving up her dream of release. And he does, at a very satisfying moment, sit at the piano and complete his long-unfinished concerto.


1

A Brief History of the Virtuosic Moment
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FIGURE 1 Richard Burton in John Gielgud’s production of Hamlet (taped in Electronovision) (Theatrofilm, 1964). Digital frame enlargement.

Writing about the hand in culture, Frank Wilson reflects on prodigy: “Musical skill provides the clearest example and the cleanest proof of the existence of a whole class of self-defined, personally distinctive motor skills with an extended training and experience base, strong ties to the individual’s emotional and cognitive development, strong communicative intent, and very high performance standards” (207). Some notes about these standards and this class:

First, acting works like musical performance (moving as they do through harmonic space and across rhythmic time, actors are musicians1). And secondly, as Wilson himself notes, “very high performance standards” are a relatively modern addition to the repertory of an artist’s strengths. With both music and acting, the professionalism we associate with extreme levels of performative articulation followed long periods of less intensive, amateur activity (activity deriving from enthusiasm), in which people made music and occupied the stage—the “stage”: a specialized area summoning concentrated attention—because they loved to do so, or felt a calling (a vocation), or needed a moment of expression, but in any event for fluid, personal and unorganized, possibly religious reasons. If Greek drama was impressively declamatory, requiring vocal strength for long projection in an open-air odeon, it was also practiced by citizens who had not necessarily developed body and personality, through struggle and training, for the challenge of wearing the mask. The audience required only sufficient clarity of projection for the voices and postures to be received and interpreted straightforwardly; the prodigy of the drama lay in a text spoken, however it was spoken. When Oedipus Rex was played, Sophocles was the virtuoso: “Count no man happy until he has passed the final boundary of his life secure from pain.”

The major cultural change in music, Wilson tells us, came with Franz Liszt (1811–1886), who, living and working at the same time as Charles Darwin, was similarly concerned with competition and life experience. Both saw the elaboration of technique as vital to success. “Where do we find the selection pressure,” Wilson wonders, “that explains the descent of musicians?” and, with Liszt and those who followed him, explicitly the descent of brilliant musicians who beyond interpreting a score could put on a show by reading it in a spectacular fashion. To Liszt, Wilson reminds us, is attributed the exclamation, “Le concert, c’est moi!” From the brilliant musician it is but a short leap to the brilliant performer onstage or onscreen, who also declaims, “L’acte, c’est moi!” Before Liszt, the celebrated actor was in service of the script; afterward, with the invention of virtuosity in performance, the script could be seen as serving the performer.2

No natural wellspring, the artistic prodigy had endured “specialized educational practices” (Wilson 228) geared to strengthen certain sinews, attune certain sensitivities, focus the mind on delicate muscular manipulations, and the like. Here is grounded the startling aplomb of Sarah Bernhardt, the magical transformations of John Barrymore, the noble gracility of John Gielgud3 and flamboyance of Laurence Olivier, the cagey concentration of Derek Jacobi and his pupil Kenneth Branagh, the high-cheeked flush of Edith Evans, and the ineffable sadness of Laurette Taylor, whose playing of Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie on Broadway in 1945 so stunned audiences, but especially actors who paid over and over to see her, that her moments endured for them as eternal memories of greatness. According to accounts, she simply was, on the stage; no affectation. 

To distinguish the script from the speech, one might note Hamlet’s too famous self-mocking “To be or not to be” and its many orators. Gielgud’s Hamlet differed from Richard Burton’s and Laurence Olivier’s and Maxine Peake’s. One thinks of Gielgud’s voice as having quaver and resonance, like a great organ, his intonation sepulchral and secret, a phantasm’s; so that when with this great soliloquy Hamlet wanders through the forest of his mortality we feel we are in some stark, whispered privacy with him, perhaps inside his soul. Olivier used facial muscles, knowing that his Hamlet would be seen in close-up, so that the shifting eyes, the relaxing and tensing lips, the hollowed cheeks when the head was turned would all sum to neurotic sensibility losing its way. Burton had been gifted with a voice like cut diamond, and when he spoke (I saw his performance in a theater of 3,500 souls, where the words swam in the air before me) one could hear something akin to a trumpet being played in all its registers, softly or with force, and with unbounded power to shift moods even in the middle of a syllable. This Hamlet sang his pain, was an undiscovered artist whose fate darkened because of his artistic power. Peake used a clipped matter-of-fact tone, drawing the audience to her as friends, but also staccato pauses to gain attention.

Professional artistic culture, suggests Wilson, “created its own archaeological context for defining and then reciprocally redefining the fitness” of the performer (216). The performer’s fitness, for both audience attention and the special illumination of the stage or cinema, became an issue for criticism. Francisque Sarcy, a theater critic for both L’Opinion nationale and Le Temps, adjudicated Bernhardt: “She carries herself well and pronounces with perfect precision. That is all that can be said about her at the moment” (Skinner 37; my emphasis); the virtuosity she promised apparently required more still. And reviewing the same Burton performance I saw (more or less, because now the cast, including Hume Cronyn as Polonius, Alfred Drake as Claudius, Eileen Herlie as Gertrude, Linda Marsh as Ophelia, as well as George Voskovec, George Rose, and Barnard Hughes, had moved to the Lunt-Fontanne Theatre in New York) the New York Times was overwhelmed by its capacity and girth: “Richard Burton dominates the drama, as Hamlet should. For his is a performance of electrical power and sweeping virility. But it does not burst the bounds of the framework set for it by John Gielgud’s staging. It is not so much larger than life that it overwhelms the rest of the company. Nor does it demand attention so fiercely for itself that the shape and poetry of the play are lost to the audience” (Taubman). Two essential provisos for brilliant performance: (1) do not overwhelm your circumstances; (2) do not obfuscate the script. “It is clear early on that Mr. Burton means to play Hamlet with all the stops out—when power is wanted. . . . I do not recall a Hamlet of such tempestuous manliness.” With all the stops out: the reviewer is showing himself experienced, has seen acting with “stops left in,” has heard tones muted but here and now made sonorous and deep. 

Prior to Gielgud’s modern-dress staging with Burton, fifty-nine productions of Hamlet had found their way to Broadway, perhaps most famous the 1922 John Barrymore offering, which, if it also stunned the Times, created, it seems, a more ethereal, even ghostly effect. Barrymore also possessed an orchestral sound, although of the two voices Burton’s was the jewel with more carats:

The atmosphere of historic happening surrounded John Barrymore’s appearance last night as the Prince of Denmark; it was unmistakable as it was indefinable. It sprang from the quality and intensity of the applause, from the hushed murmurs that swept the audience at the most unexpected moments, from the silent crowds that all evening long swarmed about the theatre entrance. It was nowhere—and everywhere. In all likelihood we have a new and a lasting Hamlet.

Mr. Barrymore disclosed a new personality and a fitting one. . . . This youth was wan and haggard, but right manly and forthright—dark and true and tender as befits the North. The slender figure, with its clean limbs, broad shoulders and massive head “made statues all over the stage,” as was once said of Edwin Booth.

Vocally, the performance was keyed low. Deep tones prevailed, tones of a brooding, half-conscious melancholy. The “reading” of the lines was flawless—an art that is said to have been lost. The manner, for the most part, was that of conversation, almost colloquial, but the beauty of rhythm was never lost, the varied, flexible harmonies of Shakespeare’s crowning period in metric mastery (Corbin).

If the virtuosity of Burton was operatic,4 the virtuosity of Barrymore’s Hamlet had a cousinly charm, that of a handsome young articulate who chatted his lines, watched his rhythms, posed with sculptural grandeur. Burton, by contrast, was terrifying, slouching in his open-necked jet-black work shirt.5 

Even when she is enunciating a deeply meaningful and very poetic script, the body and presence of the performer enunciate themselves with special force in virtuosic acting, just in the way that, before the performance began, they had promised to do (leading strangers to pay good money for the experience of catching a view). If in music, during the Romantic era,6 artists effectively competed with one another by giving public performances of the same “classic” (read, canonical) concertos—the Grieg A minor (1868), the Tchaikowsky B-flat minor (1875), the Brahms D minor (1858), any of the five Beethovens (1795–1810), the Lizst No. 2 (1861)—so that what the listening audience finally received was an idiosyncratic version of a text already known, similarly onstage Hamlet was an already known score, and the competitive performativities that lent themselves to it were taking opportunity to show personal, often entirely quirky ways of saying words and phrases everyone knew other performers had already said, in their own ways. Which words or syllables would gain emphasis? Where would pauses be inserted? Where stage business undertaken? What gestures of the face and limbs might express emotion? In the early 1990s I attended an enchanting lecture by the great British actor Ian Richardson,7 about Shakespeare’s soliloquies. He made it quite plain that as far as he was concerned the way to do it was to read the exact text, with five stressed beats to the line, counting silently to oneself and doing business whenever a line had fewer than five iambs. He demonstrated and, indeed, his logic was flawless. Other performers, of course, enjamb the lines, pause in mid-line, raise their pitch on eccentric syllables, often try to divine the meaning of the text so as to convey it to the listener rather than assuming the text has the meaning already and the listener will hear. 

Once the age of virtuosity has dawned, writers and composers begin to design materials ideal for the display of a performative self: rich meaty verbs (Joe Pesci in Goodfellas [1990]: “Fuck you, you fuck!”), character action strange enough to seduce the eye (in Woman of the Year [1942], Katharine Hepburn trying hopelessly to cook breakfast for Spencer Tracy). Scripting in both stage work and film attends rigorously to performative possibilities: eccentric and highly visualized action (Sam Shepard’s Operation Sidewinder [Vivian Beaumont Theatre, Lincoln Center, 1970] had a small tribe of Native Americans, in full regalia, literally disappear from center stage); fabulously unpredictable language (Olivier in toga to almost naked Tony Curtis in Spartacus [1960]: “Do you eat oysters?”); marvelous choreography (the cattle shoot in Hud [1963], in which Melvyn Douglas gives an unforgettable virtuosic turn by standing stock still in defeated silence). Materials produced much earlier, for less ostentatious display or display with an entirely different kind of ostentation—Shakespeare’s plays, Dickens’s novels—are reinterpreted with new, self-declarative voices: Ethan Hawke doing a slacker Great Expectations (1998), Helen Mirren playing Prosper(o)a in Julie Taymor’s The Tempest (2010). Dramatic renovations offer almost unlimited opportunity for virtuosic playing, since the presence of unexpected personnel has the capacity to make every tiny gesture seem significant, enriching, and special (as, between April 19, 1979, and June 28, 1981, with David Bowie taking over the lead in Bernard Pomerance’s The Elephant Man from Philip Anglim, at Broadway’s Booth Theatre).

“Musicians had always spoken to and for people’s feeling,” writes Wilson, but “the Lisztian declaration—a new formula for survival—profoundly transformed the relationship between musicians and audiences, and in so doing transformed the definition of musical skill” (215). What was the “new formula” wedding actors to audiences, then?: formal audiences who might sit in vast swathes in the darkness or smaller audiences, who might torment the privacy of the dressing room or hotel suite? Here is Sarah Bernhardt’s (1844–1923) own reflection, my added italic drawing emphasis to her hyperbolically repeated hyperbole even as she remembers the virtuosic feelings of a moment long past:

When I arrived at [New York’s] Albemarle Hotel I was tired and very much in need of solitude. I made haste to lock myself up in one of the bedrooms, in the suite of rooms reserved for me. I closed all the doors. One of them had neither lock nor key, so I pushed a piece of furniture up against it and forcefully refused to open any door.

In the drawing room there were about fifty people, but I was overcome by the kind of extreme fatigue that will drive you to violent extremes to obtain an hour of rest. I wanted to stretch out on the carpet with my arms folded, my head back, and my eyes closed. I did not want to talk any more, smile any more, or look any more. I threw myself down on the floor and made no response to the knocking on my door and [her secretary] Jarrett’s pleas. I did not want to enter into any discussion. I did not say a word. I heard the buzzing of visitors outside and the muttering of Jarrett as he tried to hold them back. I heard a piece of paper being slid under the door and then the whispering of [her friend and assistant] Mme. Guérard.

“You don’t know her, Mr. Jarrett. If you force the door that she has jammed, she is quite likely to jump out of the window.” (253)

What a picturesque dramatization is Mme. Guérard’s knowing supposition!: one can imagine the movie scene, with Paul Giamatti forcing the door against the wishes of the dutiful Meryl Streep, and hyperexhausted Helena Bonham Carter indeed throwing herself out the window, arms raised to her face, lips as pallid as ash.

Virtuosity need not inhere in a performer’s look. Bernhardt’s follower Eleonora Duse (1858–1924), unequivocally virtuosic by all accounts, wore little makeup according to her biographer, and “made herself up morally. . . . She allowed the inner compulsions, grief and joys of her characters to use her body as their medium for expression, often to the detriment of her health” (Winwar n.p.; my emphasis). A later Italian genius of performance, Anna Magnani (1908–1973), was called a “living she-wolf symbol” of the screen, “the volcanic earth mother of all Italian cinema” (Monush n.p.). Roberto Rossellini, for whom she made the astonishing L’Amore (1948), thought her “the greatest acting genius” since Duse (Johnson 194). To watch L’Amore is to be swept away, distanced from shore by an oceanic force. 

Virtuosity can be self-distancing. Richard Burton, no big fan of “To be or not to be”:

For some reason English people adamantly believe that acting in the theatre is superior (what a funny word) to acting in the films or TV. I’ve done all three with considerable success, and I’ll tell you, . . . that they are all difficult but with the difference that after, shall we say, 10 weeks of playing Hamlet on the stage one’s soul staggers with tedium and one’s mind rejects the series of quotations that Hamlet now is. Has there ever been a more boring speech, after 400 years of constant repetition, than “To be or not to be”? I have never played that particular speech, and I’ve played the part hundreds and hundreds of times, without knowing that everybody settles down to a nice old nap the minute the first fatal words start. 

. . . 

[An American lady] said that she had seen me as Hamlet in New York, and actually asked me how could I possibly remember the lines. I told her that I never did actually get them straight and that some of my improvisations on speeches which I hated and therefore could never recall would have been approved by the lousy actor-writer himself. I told her that once I spoke “To be or not to be” in German to an American audience, but she obviously didn’t believe me. I told her there were certain aspects of Hamlet, I mean the man
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