Sex and Romance in American Silent Movies of the 1920s
How the films are marketed in (more or less) puritanical America: “voyeuristic glimpse of hidden pleasures and desires”; European actors and locations.  Movie shown in fabulous movie palaces.

Films tend to be romantic, fantasy, unrealistic (compare to talkies, which will be more realistic).

Appeal mostly to women (despite Fairbanks, male audience is relatively untapped).

E.g., Cecil B. DeMille; Erich Von Stroheim.

Rudolf Valentino – matinee idol of American women – dark, handsome, gleaming teeth; “mixture of passion and melancholy that sent chills down female spines”; but despised by men – “painted pansy”, “pink powder puff”; died 1926.


‘The Sheik’ 1921 — Valentino’s persona.  Agnes Ayers.

Greta Garbo – Swedish origin; her career; her impact – read Katz.

Recruited from Sweden by Louis B. Mayer for MGM

‘Flesh and the Devil’ 1927.  Directed by Clarence Brown (Garbo’s favorite director).

Location: 1900 Germany (safely out of the USA)
New orchestral soundtrack composed for the restored version.

Lars Hanson (Swede) and John Gilbert (USA) in love triangle; 

Some scene chewing by Garbo and Gilbert, who are having an affair during filming.
Garbo’s persona: beautiful, mature woman of mysterious origin; confident, bold, takes the initiative; she gives all of herself to love, “slave to love”

Main theme of film: male friendship (enshrined on Isle of Friendship!) threatened by glamorous, enigmatic foreign woman.

Some entertaining comedy (at the ball)

Garbo’s tumultuous sexual and romantic feelings threaten society and lead ultimately to her death – tragic ending in which she is punished for her misdeeds, but her (male) lover gets second chance, returning to friendship bond with Lars.

Film image of woman:  your highest destiny is to love a man; if you violate society’s expectations, you will be punished (in this case death).  
