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SOME REMARKS ON PICTURE PLAYING

This Series has been designed by the publishers for
two reasons: firstly, to meet the growing demand
from the more intelligent part of the audience for
music that is intrinsically good, and (secondly) to
provide music of such melodic attraction and simplic-
ity of construction as will appeal to ‘‘the man in the
gallery.”

Each number has been chosen because of its proved
efficiency, and the compiler, realizing from his owvn
experience that the player is not (like the Sea Horse)
endowed with independent eyes, capable of looking
in opposite directions at the same time, has excluded
all music calling for the undivided attention of the
performer.

Inasmuch as every Film portrays a definite emotion,
nebulous music has no raison d’tre (except in neutral
scenes), hence each selection has a dominant charac-
teristic which will synchronize with and enhance the
pictorial appeal. .

The exigencies of sudden changes of sentiment have
been carefully considered. The brevity of the musical
phrases in all these pieces afford opportunities for a
dignified termination whenever necessary.

The accompaniment of a Film should be a musically
sustaining undercurrent, always subsidiary. It should
provide atmosphere and emotional color, but, under
no circumstances, dominate. Cinema playing is not
an organ recital, neither is it an occasion for the dis-
play of digital dexterity and pedal pyrotechnics. Op-
portunities for this occur in the unemotional Scenic
Pictures, but, even then, the modest player will not
egotistically shut off the view.

Just how much organ may be artistically used, must
be left to the good taste of the executant, who, if he
has a rational outlook, will realize that the Play’s the
thing, NoT the organ. A midway course must be
steered between the Scylla of too much organ, which is
an impertinence on the part of the player, and (what is
worse) an annoyance to the audience, and the Charyb-
dis of too little which is apt to be dull and depressing,
As music is the handmaid of the Picture, and not the
mistress, the thoughtful player will be very conserva-
tive in his use of the power of the instrument, relying
on a liberal use of its tonal varieties to avoid drabness.
By frequent changes of touch, he will hold the interest
of his audience, and not be guilty of the b'tise of com-
mandeering their attention by force of arms.

] If it be thought that I am too insistent in suggest-
ing a conservative accompaniment,'I ask such of my
colleagues who disagree with me, tovisifia nejghboring
Playhouse and get the audienct's yiéwpuint. _ After

registering on themselves the efect of an aggressivaly”. ;3
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booming organ and mentally noting its irritation, T
think they will agree with me that my note of warning
is neither superfluous nor ill-timed.

It must not be forgotten that broad effects are
called for in the Theatre, and much latitude is allowed
the performer. Melodies should stand out, frequently
doubled (orchestra fashion) and the Pedal treated
generally as is the Double Bass, and not glued to the
heel of the player. Also it must be rcmcmh?rcd. U}:lt,
the ecclesiastical, ultra legato school of playing is in-
cffective for Motion Pictures.

Practically, the ‘‘theatre touch” is as far removed
from the churchly style as is the rectangle from the
arabesque. The reasons for this are obvious, but the
attainment of the requisite lightness and vivacity (a
composite touch, between the legato of the organ and

"the staccato of the piano) has proved a stumbling

block to many excellent organists, who have been
unable to free themsclves from the conventional
shackles of their ingrained ecclesiastical upbringing.

The inherited traditions, and the ‘‘touch of linked
sweetness, long drawn out,”” are not valuable assets,
but, on the contrary, handicaps which must be ruth-
lessly eliminated if the church organist expects to
make good in the elastic conditions necessarily pre-
vailing in the Theatre.

.

And it is not so much what is played as how it is
played. Perhaps I may be pardoned if I relate here a
personal incident which exemplifies this in a very
human way? It was told me by a well-known organist
(driven from Belgium after the wrecking of his historic
church by the affable ambassadors of the gentle art
of kultur) in the days of his transitional struggles in
a new environment at the most brilliantly illuminated
Picture House on Broadway. . . . I relate the epi-
sode in his attractively mixed French-English, but
words are powerless to paint the complex emotions
depicted on his mobile Gallic countenance! . . . .
“Ma foi! -A nightmare the most frightful. . . . I
play an Aria of Bach ... tres charmant . . . ze
Manage run to me and say, ‘CaN that church stufl
. . . play “Kees me again™'. . . . Mon Dieu! Que
voules vous!" . . Now, the Manager was right,
and T am sure (in the light of a larger experience), my
friend has acquired the theatre art of so playing the
classic as to earn the approval of the Gallery, which is
an art only to be attained by watchful waiting with a
sensitive finger held ever on the pulse of the public.
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The.: music, like the Film, must always be moving
Sustained chords, from the Theatre ar;g]c, are stag-.
nant spo'ts relegating the organist to the devotional
surroundings of the Choir Stalls and the accompani-
ment of long-metre hymns. In the orchestra, if the
fne}ody be stationary, one or other of the innc;' parts
is m_tcx:esting]y active: there are no “dead " places
and 1t 1s not a matter of difficulty for the player to
keep his music alive by borrowing a leaf from the or-
chestra book, even if he do no more than change from
one t9 another position of the chord, This does no
Injustice to the composer, and holds the interest of the
hearer, for which desirable object all legitimate means
must be utilized.

Whilea distracting restlessness and fussiness should
be avoided, movement is palpably an indispensable
requisite of a picture that moves,

Many people (particularly the screen stars), prefer
the unobtrusiveness of a subdued organ accompani-
ment to the more flamboyant playing of the orchestra,
but the organist must be ever on the alert to avoid
falling into an aimlessly monotonous rut of innocuous
ineptitude. He must remember that his audicnce is
made up of all grades of intelligence (and otherwise)
and that it is far better to be interesting, than schol-
arly. The great majority of his hearers would rather
listen to an old-time simple melody, played with
feeling, than to a Bach Toccata performed with perfect
academic precision. Rubinstein’s reply to the friend
who asked if his recital had been a success is illumin-
ating. “Yes, and I dropped enough notes under the
piano to make another Concert,” meaning that it was
soul that spelt success, not flawless technique.

In cueing music for a serious film, the inner meaning
of the Picture must be sensed and stressed. Often too
elusive to portray pictorially, it can be immediately
registered on the audience by a definitely suggestive
theme—a theme, which may, for the moment, belie
the face value of the passing film, but which will con-
vey to the minds of the audience the underlying
thought (too subtle for photography). A brilliant
ball-room scene (for example), at the conclusion of
which the heroine is to commit suicide, should be cued,
not by a glittering Strauss waltz (which the fnc-e valtlxe
of the film suggests), but by a Valse Triste, which will
prophetically foreshadow th coming tragedy.

It is just as necessary for the player to take t}}e
audience into his confidence, as it is for the scenario
writer, and it is often more effectively done by fhe
former than the latter, because the musical suggcstlfm
is stronger, more insistent, than the transient facial
expression of the actor. Therefore, the player m}xst
read between the lines and paint what 1s in the mind
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of the actor, perhaps unrevealed, and sometimes ap-
parently contradicted by the action, but which, never-
theless, is the real motif and the underlying dominant
characteristic.

In a tragic Play, even though the story be melan-
choly throughout, the accompanist should not add
to the prevailing depression by continuously playing
minor melodies, but should, as occasion offers, relieve
the atmospheric tension with music of a lichter nature,
than which nothing is better, nor more appropriate
than a contemplative (not necessarily sedative) ex-
cerpt from the classics.

Synchronization (timing the music to the varying
screen sentiments at the precise instant they occur)
must be rigidly adhered to. Of two evils, it is better
to end a theme in the middle of a phrase when a new
sentiment develops, than to kill the effect of the en-
trance of the new emotion (as so many organists do),
by meticulously finishing the selection, in a pedantic
adherence to “Form."” As a matter of fact, * Form”
(as taught by the schoolmen) and Rules and Regula-
tions (as laid down in the text-books) have no place
in Picture playing. There is only one rule, which is
inexorable, that in every case the Picture invariably
has the right of way. The player who has a logical
conception of his work, will see that his playing fits
the Film, and not be guilty of the bad art of carrying a
selection into a new situation because it offends his
sense of artistic propriety to promptly cut it off. Per-
sonally, I hold the opinion that a sudden stop is often
more dramatically effective than a critically correct
transition: it is certainly better than, for example,
carrying the last few notes of a War Dance into the
preliminary Pourparlers of a Peace Conference.
Most of us can recall similarly inexcusable incon-
gruities on the part of the accompanist.

The writer makes no claim for originality in the
foregoing remarks. Intimate association with the
average Picture House has taught him that, while
every department of Film production has improved
by leaps and bounds in the course of the last decade,
the music (save in certain specific instances) has
signally failed to keep pace with it, and is to-day, ten
years behind the Film, and five years beneath the
normal intelligence of the audience. He makes no
apology for asking for a more conscientious considera-
tion: a less haphazard, hit or miss treatment of Pic-
tures than they at present receive, and he has made
these suggestions in the hope that some of the incon-
sistencies may be deleted, and the young organist aided
in his aim to become a Picture Player, and not merely
a player of pictures.

A. LAcEy BAKER.
New York, August, 1919.
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Historical Recital Series, No. 15

Note:

An historical commentary suitable for use with the numbers in this series will be found in «Excursions in

Musical History " by Clarence and Helen A. DicRinson
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