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same—this at a time when the flatness of the screen also was asserting
itself with a forcefulness to which viewers were not accustomed. I am
describing a possible tension between the heightened awareness of the
two-dimensionality of the screen image and the potentially frenetic vi-
sual intensity of the vocalizing human figure.

A theater chain executive wrote in 1930 that “no matter how effec-
tive your silent sequences might have been, they were still shadows, leg-
ends, phantoms. Once they become vocal, however, they become people;
they come right off the screen into the laps of the audiences—whatever
their effect was while mute, it trebles, and trebles again, in voice.”%’ In
1932 Knox, describing recent improvements in motion picture sound
technology, wrote that “many persons listening to Wide Range repro-
duction have expressed themselves as having the feeling that the actors
are actually present in person. They seem to stand out in bolder relief,
and one is not continually aware that it is only a picture.””? It seems safe
to assume that if improvements in synchronized sound technology could
endow human figures with a quality of embodiment, the initial applica-
tions of the technology probably aroused similar sensations—with an
added force deriving from the technology’s newness. If so, the impres-
sions of bloodlessness may have combined with ones of the vocalizing
figures as more densely and protrudingly corporeal than the figures in
silent films. This would help to explain why figures in silent films seemed
to Bakshy “more phantom-like, but no less expansive and penetrating,”
than the ones in sound films. Possibly, then, viewers experienced a com-
posite sensation of these figures. First, as Claudia Gorbman writes, “the
recorded voice fleshed out the human body on the screen.”! Also, how-
ever, the voice initially drained this body of its color and vitality. Such a
body, at once lifeless and three-dimensional, might have born a resem-
blance to a living human corpse.®?

A MODALITY

BELA LUGOSI: I just finished Frankenstein Meets the
Wolf Man for Universal.
FRED ALLEN: Another musical, hey?

“Texaco Star Theater” radio program, 25 April 19433
I began this chapter by making some contrasts between horror films,

gangster films, and the lofty, experimental Strange Interlude. 1 conclude
it by claiming that with respect to the coming of sound, the closest rel-
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ative of the horror film is the musical. Describing their relationship now
will help me refine my characterization of the uncanniness of the sound
transition cinema while also previewing the means by which I will link
that uncanniness to the origins of the horror genre.

Both genres seized on the abrupt tonal shifts that early sound film-
makers sometimes effected in their films unintentionally. Consider movie
musicals, in which musical numbers stand apart stylistically from the se-
quences that precede and follow them. A film shifts gears when a num-
ber starts, then shifts them back again after it is over.”* The songs would
threaten to break away from the rest of the film if their narrative moti-
vation (the characters are putting on a show, the characters are falling
in love) and the viewer’s familiarity with the conventions of the genre
were not holding the numbers firmly in place. This characteristic regis-
ter switching has roots in the cinema of the sound transition.

During the transition, as Lastra and Altman note, two models com-
peted for dominance as film practitioners experimented with different
ways to integrate sounds and images.”®> One model, the scale-matching
(or invisible auditor) approach, adjusted the sound scales of the individual
shots to correspond to the shots’ image scales. And so close-ups would
be accompanied by “close-up sounds,” while figures speaking in long
shots would be harder to hear. The other model, the foregrounded-sound
approach (which I have already found contributing to sensations of the
unreality of close-up faces), placed dramatically significant speech atop
a hierarchy that overrode the image scales of the individual shots and
organized within itself all sounds according to their narrative relevance
and presumed viewer interest.”® Lastra writes that the scale-matching
model, though it did not prevail, “found validation in an important early
sound film form—the Vitaphone short—whose representational needs
meshed seamlessly with the perceptual model of recording.”®” A model
aimed to reproduce the experience of watching a live act from the van-
tage point of a theater seat proved ideal for the early Vitaphone shorts,
which, Crafton observes, strongly resemble the numbers in many early
musical feature films.”® Through this pair of observations we can sketch
a line of likely influence and development.

According to this sketch, the scale-matching model, which from the
standpoint of narrative flow, represents the more disruptive of the two,
gets funneled into the numbers in early musical feature films. The genre
takes advantage of this model’s assertion of an invisible auditor to po-
sition viewers in front of virtual live musical performances. Musicals latch
onto—and codify—aspects of the more “disturbing” model, the one that
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tended to imbue single shots with too much weight and distinctness with
respect to the other shots in a sequence. These codified aspects, with the
weight and distinctness transferred from individual shots onto whole,
segmented musical numbers, are in turn passed down through the his-
tory of the genre, which never stops encapsulating musical numbers to
varying degrees.” Musicals thus carry forward into the sound era ves-
tiges of the scale-matching model, and a short-lived idiosyncrasy of the
transition furnishes raw material for a durable genre practice. We can
compare this development to the inception of the horror genre as it re-
lates to the sound transition. The precise nature of the parallel I want to
draw is richly suggested by Katie Trumpener, who considers the first fea-
ture film that Douglas Sirk directed, when he was still in Germany and
his name was still Detlef Sierck.

The film is April, April! (193 5), which interests Trumpener because it
manifests the “texture of transient moments” and because it poses what
she refers to as “the problem of the overlap film.”'% Already the
prospects for comparing the musical and horror genres seem tantalizing,
even though the transient moment that is Trumpener’s main interest con-
cerns the overlap between the fall of the Weimar Republic and the rise
of fascist Germany. Still, Trumpener also is interested in sound in Sierck’s
film, which, she finds, bears the markings of an early sound film. For her,
the film’s transitional status (in both senses) is most evident in its two
brief musical sequences, especially where they begin and end:

Sierck audibly and visibly shifts out of one modality (with its own partic-
ular use of space, sound, rhythm, and the bodies, gestures, and language
of the actors) into a different modality, then back again. By now, nothing
could be more familiar than such shifts. Since the early 1930s, indeed, they
have formed part of the generic code of the musical, evolving from the prac-
tical need in early sound films to change the miking (and thus the mode of
camera work as well) whenever there was a move from an action sequence
into a singing sequence or vice versa. Ever since, when musical numbers
appear or disappear in a musical, there is often a perceptible shift in the
atmosphere, the emotional “weather” of a movie. The action of the film
slows to a dream-like halt—or shifts into a different tempo; and then, sud-
denly, the onset of the music lifts the audience out of the inert everyday
world into the more magical world of the song. When the music is rudely
interrupted, or slowly fades away, the audience awakens, as if from a
dream. If the movie itself works on its viewers as a kind of enchanted dream,
a song sequence is a dream within a dream.!%!

Several points Trumpener makes here are worth underscoring: that as-
pects of musical films reach back to practical production realities of the
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sound transition; that the grouped, salient, formal characteristics of mu-
sical numbers can usefully be called a modality; that the modal shifts
into and out of these numbers trigger changes in the “emotional ‘weather’”
of a film, with the numbers themselves constituting something like self-
contained weather events traveling across the screen of the viewer’s con-
sciousness; and that this emotional weather is manifestly dreamlike, even
against the dreamlike background of the film itself.'9> Each of these
points correlates with an aspect of the uncanny body of early sound
films.

The uncanny body was a modality. Its appearance marked a shift in
a viewer’s perception of the space, sounds, rhythms, bodies, acting ges-
tures, and spoken language in a film. And like the numbers in a musical
film, this body came and went. It might be called up by a voice suddenly
sounding reedy or booming, a cut to a close view, an audible pop ac-
companying a film edit, or a combination of these events. Also, this shift,
like the one into a musical number, reorganized a viewer’s experience of
a film. It provoked a change in the movie’s “emotional ‘weather,”” ef-
fecting a transition into a more deeply dreamlike state—although in the
case of the uncanny body, this state was closer to a nightmare than to an
enchanting reverie.

The patchy, inconsistent quality of early sound films thus becomes im-
portant for understanding the early developments of two genres. In the
case of the musical, the numbers are not distinctive unless comparatively
banal talking sequences precede and follow them. Put another way, there
is no modal shift if the whole film is more or less uniformly dreamlike.
Trumpener juxtaposes Sierck’s film with ones directed by René Clair in
which “the extremely subtle, balletic passage between spoken and sung
sequences reinforces both the sense of waking dream and the sense of every-
day life itself—street life, domestic routine—as a kind of unselfconscious
but choreographed group dance, enchanting in its quotidian ordinariness.
April, April! handles its transitions far more baldly, pasting its two musi-
cal sequences into the narrative with an audible montage, a visible shift
in register and rhythm.”1%® Gradual transitions of the sort Clair orches-
trates, however beautiful, prefigure the formal distinctness of the musical
film less strongly than do the abrupt starts and stops in Sierck’s film.

Similarly, perceptions of the uncanny body were intensified by per-
ceptions of the sometimes normal appearance of human figures in early
sound films. That is, the relative instability of film style and reception
during the period acted to set the uncanny body off against its sur-
roundings more crisply. A dismayed fan wrote to Picture Play in 1928:
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With the Vitaphone the smooth effect of varied action must be cut and al-
ways subordinated to the voice, to words, thus striking at the very heart
of all that motion pictures have come to represent.

With the Vitaphone, one has a feeling of discord within, or a sensation
like a tug-of-war. That part of one’s receiving set which the cinema has
developed is led to expect one thing, and before this is completed, the mind
must be focused on the voice. It is a case of oil and water mixing.'%*

Impressions like this one—of churning internal disarray, fugitive parts
within stormy wholes—enhanced the general “atmospheric conditions”
for the integrations of both songs and living corpses into new Hollywood
genre productions.'

We can think of the uncanny body as a form of reception interference
or static. This shadow of life did not represent—from the standpoint of
an institution dedicated to telling stories about flesh-and-blood living
persons—a welcome side effect of adding synchronized sound to films.
But neither were these incidental viewing energies counterproductive from
the standpoint of every Hollywood interest. In the pressbook for The
Bride of Frankenstein (193 5), director James Whale made the following
analogy as he reflected on the art of frightening audiences through the
power of suggestion: “Lock yourself in a windowless room alone, turn
out the light, and put your radio on in such a way that all you get is
screams and moans and unearthly noises produced by static. Unless you
are the rare exception, you will very hastily switch on the light, fully ex-
pecting to see some terrifying intruder in the empty room with you.”1%
Whale, Tod Browning, and others made monsters out of the static of the
sound transition. Browning’s was not the first film to do this. The next
chapter looks at some other early sound films as it examines the mech-
anism of this transformation.



