Hist/HRS 169: Sample ‘A’ Answers in Exam #1 in Fall 2005.
The house that Adolf Zukor built is one that still stands today –the studio system.  Zukor, who was one of the independent movie makers who fought against Edison’s Trust, began his career in the industry with nickelodeons.  Seeing the opportunity to make more than nickels, however, Zukor began making movies with his Famous Players Production company,  With his eyes always on potential profits, Zukor soon realized he would have to control not just production but distribution (and later exhibition) to see the profits he desirerd.  With the help of New York financiers Zukor soon took over Paramount Pictures, which had begun under W.W. Hodkinson strictly as a distribution company.  Although Zukor now controlled production and distribution of his films, he now set his ambitions on exhibition.  Because Zukor had famous actors like Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin under contract, he had enough leverage to further his interests.  He began block-booking theaters, which gave exhibitors the right to show Pickford and Chaplin movies, but only if they bought the rights to all of Paramount’s films.  Even with this lever over exhibitors, Zukor was not satisfied with his profits, and by 1921 he had purchased two movie palaces in New York and over 600 theaters across the country for the use of his company.  This vertical integration, along with having all his players under contract, soon became the standard for the movie industry, and the studio system emerged.
Rudolf Valentino and Clara Bow were sex symbols during the 1920s after the passing of Prohibition and a sometimes rigid film code.  Rudolf Valentino appealed to women because of his restrained passion exhibited through slow, deliberate movements and intense stares directed at the objects of his affection.  In ‘The Sheik’, Valentino’s character pushed the limits of social behavior with the near rape of his captive, but he restrains his burning passion until his love for the heroine overcomes his animal attraction and upholds the moral standards of decency.  Women loved the emotional dynamic that Valentino shared on screen; while men, perhaps threatened in their masculinity, called him a “pink pansy” and stayed away from his movies in droves.

Clara Bow appealed to both men and women.  To women she was a symbol of feminist freedom and a symbol of the flapper with bobbed hair and raised hemlines.  In the movie ‘It’ Clara Bow exhibits how a woman’s natural spontaneity transforms one from the average working girl to a social sensation, when she redesigns her uniform into an evening dress and cuts off her hair into a fashionable bob.  She is upbeat and lively with sparkling, flirtatious eyes.  Men loved Clara Bow’s uninhibited sexuality.  Her unremitting pursuit of the man she loves, and her light-hearted engagement while playing a ukulele aboard ship in ‘It’ makes her appeal cute and willing in contrast to the rigid, socially superior elite girlfriend of the hero.


Valentino was restrained passion, while Clara Bow was carefree and spirited charisma.  Both sex symbols in different ways.

Frances Marion was one of the most successful women in early Hollywood, and she was able to continue her success well into the 1930s.  Her success was due mainly to her being a brilliant scenario writer.  She excelled in writing scripts with the talents of the starring player in mind, playing to his or her strengths.  A good example of this can be seen in the films she wrote for Mary Pickford.  She interjected not only the customary happy ending, but also fun and humor, thus delighting audiences.


Marion wrote realistic dialogue, even during the silent era.  Since after a while, people learned to read lips, Marion would write not only the stars’ dialogue, but also the extras’.  Her writing led to believable characters, which in turn drew the audience in emotionally to the story. 

Marion knew how to use lighting, props, and small details to move the story forward, to develop relationships between her characters.  Her characters were not cardboard cutouts, but resembled real people with real problems, and her movies are like looking into a window on a developing relationship.


Marion knew how to adapt classics to film, changing the focus of the story, or developing further a part of it that related to the audience.  Take for example her work on the ‘Scarlet Letter,’ where the narrative focus is shifted from the pastor to Hester Prynne.


Marion was also adept at directing, and it showed in her scripts.  She kept in mind close-ups, camera angles, lighting, sound effects, props, etc.


Her abilities in all these areas made her transition to sound motion pictures smooth.  The skill with which she manipulates emotions and sound in film can be seen in movies like ‘The Champ’ and ‘The Big House,’ for which she won an Oscar.

