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CHAPTER T
BACKCGROUNDS TO BELASCOISHM

Many men speéd their lives working in the theatre. Most
only c¢opy what they see around them, uwhile a few, disliking
whalt they see¢, create something new in the theatre. David
Belasco was one of the few., He gave the American theatre

sonebhing new--naturalistic productions. For three dacaudes

u\_’.:S’

Belasco was perhaps the nmost infTluential and certainly the

v

most controversial producer-direcltor in the Awerican thestra,

Praised, acclaimead, and loved by the public, he was slands

sved, and slammed by the critlics. He was affectionstely, and

not so affectionately, known as the "Bossg," the "Wirard," ang
the "Coverncr." Although his productions vere often questioned
artistically, there was one fact that was never questioned-~
Belacsco was a grealt showman. He seemed to kaow what tha
public liked and wanted.

Arnother poinrt of agreement, amcng all who knew Belacco,
was hias love for and dedicstiocn to his work. "To David
1

Belasco, hils work was his God." This statoment by Thonos A,

Ll A

Curry, Belacco's friend and private secretzry for eighteer

A8

years, accurately describes Bzlasco's life aand work in the

1 » . .
Craig Timberlake, Ing RBighon of Broaduay (Mew York,

1954 Y, p. B0O.
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theatre. His work was his god and this zod was the theatre.
When Belasco died in 1931, the American theatre lost a great
personality: a personality who had devoted his life to the
theatre.

In the arca of stagecraft, Belasco had, perhaps, more
influence than any other single individual in American theatre
history. Beglnning his work in the theatre at a time when
romanticism and classicism filled the American gstags, Belasco
led the American theatre to naturalism. Alihough Belasno's
productions were characterized by naturalistic writing and

acting, his greatest contributions to ths theatre lie in his

naturalistic stage setiings and lighting.

Statement of Purpose
It is the purpose of this paper to make a general study

of David Belasco's use of naturalicesm in the Americarn thestro

EEERE 4

More specifically, it is To determine Belssco's metheds of
achieving naturalism in his stage settings and lighting.
From the study of his techniqres and methods, sn eiffert is
made to establish his centritutions to the naturalistia

mnovenent.

Sunmery of Design
Chapfer One, introductory in nature, includes @ short
histery of Belasco's 1ife; in addition, for clarvificatior of
terms and for a better understarding of Belasco's vork,

naturalism is discussed and coupared with "Belascoisn,™
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Chapter Two is a discussion of the natunralistic techniques
and stage settings used in Belasco's productions. Belasco's
theory and practice in creating completely naturalistic
settings, his insistence upon bringing nature to the stage,
and his attention to detail are brought out. Chapter Three
inclvdes Belasco's theories on naturalistic lighting, and
examples of some of his most famous lighting effacts are cited.
The experimentations and inventions of Belasco and Louis
Hartmann, his chief elecirician, are also discussed. Chapter
Four is a summary of Belasco's methods and an evaluation of
his contributions 1n the area of natoralistic settings and
lighting.

Isolated scenic and lighting effects ares cited from
many of Belasco's productions; however, most examples and
illustrations are taken from twelve of his nore famcus ang
netevuorthy shows. The twelve plays, the premiere date for
each, and the theatres in which they opensd are listed below.

1. IThe Heart of Moryland
Premiere, October 22, 1899, Herald Square Theatre

2. Madame Butterflv
Premiere, March 5, 1900, Herald Square Theaftre

3. Under Tuwp Flacs
PLGMJLTE, February 5, 1901, Garden Theatre

Al

Premiere, December 25, 1901, Criterion Theatre

5. The Darlins of the Gods
“Premiere, “December 3, 1902, Republic Theatre

6. The Girl of the Golden West
Premiere, November 14,7 1905, Repnblic Theatre




7. The Rose of the Rancho
. Premiere, November 27, 1906, Republic Theatre

8. The Easiest Way |
Premiere, January 19, 1909, Stuyvesant Thestre

9. The Return of Peter Grimm
“Premiere, October 17, 1011, Belasco Theatre

10. The Governor's Lady
Premiere, September 10, 1912, Republic Theatre

11. Marie-0Odile
Premiere, January 26, 1915, Belasco Theatre

12, Mima
Premiere, December 13, 1928, Belasco Theatre?

The remainder of this chapter is divided into two parts:
a brief sketch of Belasco's life and a discussion of nsturalism
versus "Belascoism.” In the biographical section, the events
and facts presenied were selected because they tend to show
early infliunences that affected Belasco's later work in the
theatre. The second section deals with naturalism., More
specifically, "Belascoism'" and how it differed from the main
stream of naturalism are explored. The information pire-
sented in these sections is designed as background material,
and should add greater understanding and sppreciation of tha

chapters that follow.

Belasco's Life
0f the many writers who have tried to capture in words
David Belasco's personality, Niven Busch has probably said

it best. In "“The Great Impersonator," an article written

2Thid., pp. 452-457,

v e



shortly before Belasco's death, Mr. Busch, who knew and had
interviewed Belasco many times, described Belasco as follows:
David Belasco has created one role that is
nndoubtedly immortal. It is the role of Belasco,

the great producer. He has spent his life per-

fecting it, has bulilt up a tradition to go with

it, and for {ifty years has dressed for it in =a

costume which he does not find The less suitable

although it happens also to be the cofficial cosztume

of ministers of the Gospel. . . . The role has

becore a tradition which, reneved amazingly through

three generations, has absorted and partly cen-

cealed the stormy and immensely lifinhungry and

magnetic little man who created it.

If Belasco's life was cne great role, as Busch has in-
dicated, then 1t must have been an exciting and interesting
rcle to play, for Belasco's life was far from ordinary. The
foliowing is not intended to be a complete and thoroupgh
blogrephys; it is rather a capsule of Belasco's life and work

in the theatre.

Belasce as a Young Rov
It is difficult to write with certainty atout Belasco's
eafly 1ife. There are many contradictions in what is cald
and what is knowun about this part of his life. Add to this
the many apparent half-truths and illusicns created by
Belasco himself in "My Life Story," and one can do-little
more thoan record these contradictions.

David Belascc's father, Humphrey Abraham Belasco, was

a harlequin ir variotis London theatres. Beconing dissatisfied

o

3’Ce-,c::rgen Oppeniieimer, edltor, The Passionate Plaveoct
{(New Yorl:, i1958), »p. 391-392,




with his income, Humphrey and his wife sailed for California
in hopes of finding gold. On July 25, 1853, shortly after
arriving in San Francisco, their first c¢hild, David, was born.
Five years later the Belasco family moved to Victorie, then

a trading post in the Hudson Bay Compauny, and il wac here
that David spent much of his ch.‘ilc’il'moc'i.)'+

In writing about some of the events of his early boyhood,
Belasco includes iwo stories which can not be verified:

(1) his stay in a monastery, and (2) his joining a circus.

How much truth is in either stery will never be knowns however,
William Winter, the author of the most complete work on
Belasco, did accept those two eveants as factual. They are
recorded here with snppositions as to their influsnce on

young Belasco; neverthsless the reader should bear in mind
that these two events, which seemed important fo Belasco,

may in fact, have been either highly glamorized or only a

part of Belasco's imagination.

When David was aboul seven or eight years old, he becaume
acquainted with a Roman Catholic Priest, Father McGuire.
Heving prevailed upon the parents to let him vndertake David's
educatiocn, Father McGuire took David with him to a monastery
in the srea. The training David recelved 2t the meonsstery
during the next two and a half years influenced his actions

and ideas throughout his life. In referring to the influence

P

vt 5 e o

ry, The Life of David Belasco, Vol. I
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Father McGuire and the other priest at the monastery had upon
Belasco, Winter states ". . . their influence cadured, and
it is visibie in David Belasco's habits of thought, use of
mental powers, tireless labor, persistent purpoée to excel,
and likewise in his unconsciocus demeanor, and even 1n his
attire,"? |

After a few years at the monastery,6 David became rest-
less and distressed by "the falseness of one of the monks to
his vows . . ."/ When the Rio de Janeliro Circus came to
town, Belasco left the monastery and took az job with the
circus.® Young David spent the next few months learning "{o
ride horses 'bareback' and to perform as a miniature clown."Y
If the circos story is true, it could very well have heen
this experience which initiated Belasco's love Tor execiting
and thrilling an audience--a love in which he indulged him-
self later in creating his more elaborate scenic effects.

While with the circus; David became seriously i1l and
was left behind in a small country town. His recovery waes
a tribute to Walter Kingsley, a cloun vho stayed and cared

for David and later died from the same illness. Soon after

2Inid.s pe 5.

6Belasco said five years, Winter said tvo and one half
years.

7David Belasco, fMy Lif'e Story," Hearslt Magazine, XXV
8

. Orrs .
Thid. “Winter, op. cit., v. 6.



the death of Kingsley, Humphrey found David and retirned

home with his son. ©
Tne above stqry of David's boyhood is 1ikelthe account

{t{hat Belasco told. and like thz story recorded in William

Winter's book. Craig Timberlake. in writing his book IThe

Bishop of Broaduway, tried to corroborate this account of

Belasco's boyhood, but was unable to verify either the part
of the story concerning Belasco's 1life with Father McGuire

o his touring with a circus. Timberlake states:

S

diligent search in the archives of Victoria

fails to bring to light any record of service to

that community of a Catholic priest named McGuire.

There was, moreover, ne Catholic monastery or

monastic OTQGT in Victoria during the Belasco

residence.

David's mother played an important role in fostering
his inclinations toward the theatre. Belng fond of poetry,

12

she taught David to Ymemorize and recite verses,” She
also loved the theatre and took David often. While s%3il11 in
Victoria, David "was freguently utilized for infantile ang
juvenile parts at the Victoria Theatre."'3 In later lite,
Belasco often gave his mother credit for having tsught him
to love naiture, to notice the delicacies of color, znd to
appreciate the little things.

By 1865, the RPelasco family h2d grown tired of Victoria

and had returnsd to San Francisco. Tt was around this time

A A T s SR

‘ngig., r. 6. 11Timberlak.e, on. cit., p. 19,

12‘¢J§_rster, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 6. 13}_’.._&3;%., n. 10,



that David first began to write plays. When the neuws of
President Lincoln's assassination reached San Francisco, it
catsed a rict which cost the c¢ity over $20,000 in damage
suits, and gave David the ides for his first play:

Shortly after the President's Jeath, voung
David Belasco, inspired by the events of the day
completed whal must have been his [first effort
as a playwright. He named his play The Eoll of
the Drum and it probsbly received its premiere
in a basement theatre operated by the tuelve-~year-
old dramatist and stagestruck friend. The price
of admission to this temple of Thespis constitnted
ohe gunny sack or beer bottle and entitled the
spectator to view blood~curdling melodramas,
starring David Belasco, who was also trﬁasurer,
stage manager and resident playwright.!

k)

Even at this early age, one can see not only Belasco's love
of the theatre, but also his infterest and excitement in all
areas of prroduction.

While Belasco claimed to have been educated at Lincoln
College, California, it was actually Lincoln Grsmmar School.
It was at this schoel that Belasco received intensive training
as an elocutionist. Provirng to have wvnusnazl talent in the
field of elocution, he appeared in public on numerous
occasiong., His repertoire of selections inclodad zuch
heart~rending pieces as "The Vagabonds" and "Curflew Must
ot Ring Tonight."'” The latter was the basic for Belasen's

The Heart of Maryland, which was for Belasco hisz first big

P -

-t o Sy o - enmr, N T

1y

Timberlake, op. cit., p. 21.

1 sjkﬁg_, , 'p. 22.

e
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New York successy; and for Mrs. lLeslie Carter it was a star-
making vehicle. I{ was in this play that Mrs, Carter made
her famous climb to the top of a forty-foot bell towver,
"erasped the clapper of the great bell and swung to aud fro
over Belasco's Maryland landscape, thus enabling the hero to
effect his escape.“16

It is hefe, with his studies at Lincoln Grammar School,
that one can find the first concrete evidence of early in-
fluence on Belasco's later work in the theatre. His training
as an elocultionist was probably a major factor in creating
his love for melodrama. The selections that he and other
elocutionists of his day used were almost always melodramatic.
Indeed, as was just mentioned, he used one such selection asg
the basis for one of his most successful plays, which is
probably a good indication of the influence of this training
upeon his taste and style.

Ir the enactment of these melodramstic pieces, it is
also possible to see Belasco's talent as an actor evolving.
Timberlake describes Belasco's rendition of Mattheu Gregory
Lewis' "The Maniac:®

The curtains would part to reveal David lying on

the floor, clad in a cast-off suit of his father's,

manacled with chains, his face smudged with dirt

and nis hair matted with straw. ¥is realistic

Imperscnation of a madman was inevitably greeted

with enthusiasm by his schoolmates, and his wild

abandon caffled a professor to comment that "the
boy would one day break a blood vesszel." So

- — ~

161014., p. 161.
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successful were his efforts, notwithstanding this
dire prediction, that he won 2 gold medal for ?Be
finest rendition of tragedy at Lincoln School.

Belasco the Acltor and Plavurieht

Still in his teens, Belasco began playving "bit" parts
and working behind the scenes in the San ¥rancisco theatres.
His major succe=ss as an acltor--the part of Prince Saucilita

in The Gold Demon~--brought him to the aitentlon of the critics,

but it did not establish him as a leading actor, which was
his goal at that time.'S
There is not much writfen ebout Belasco's acting ability,
end what can be found is not very favorable. Critiecs claimed
he distorted his face and body to the point of distraction;
in additlion he was handicapped by his short stature ang
“high veice. ‘'These factors may have conspired to keep hinm
subordinated as an actor, and gradually his energies were

nt9

directed toward playwriting and preduction. Some of hisg

more noteworthy performances as an actor were as Armznd Duval

in Canille and Uncle Tom in Uncle Tom's Cabin., For several
years, he continved to play small roles and werk back stage.

In an atterpt Yo bulld a neme a3 an actor, Belasco tried
several times tc play leading roles on tours. These ventures

were ucsually tnderfinanced and folded vefore they gobt far.,

T~ .. et Ly ¢ e e

= sy -
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Discourazed but notl beaten, Belasco always managed to get
back to San Francisco, where he would work as a stage nanager,
piay more small parts, and occasionally adapt or write a
play.

Belasco was successful as & siage nanager, and his sets
and special effectis begen to bring him more recognition than
his acting. Some examples described in Chapter Twe, of his

early success with scenery are the "Battle Scene” in Not

2

uilty, 18783 the "terrific fire spectacle® in ¥ithin An Inch

Bis Life, 18793 and the scenes in The

A P Al e ——

ra,
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Q)
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With 1little sticcess as an actor corpared with his reccgniticn
as a sbage managzer, belagco's efforts were dirvectied more angd
more toward production.

In the early 1870's, Belasco became acquainted with Tom
Maguire, the legendary theatre-manager of Califoeornia vho-~
in collakeration with Elias Baldwin--built the famous Baldwin
Hotel and Theatre. When %the theatre opened in 1876, David
Belasco was the assistant stage manager.go The next few
years found Belasco in many Jobs in many theatres; writing
or adapting plays, working as a stage mapvager, and playing
many small parts in plays. His most rewarding advertures
are listed in chronology bhelow.

1877~~He worked as stage manager at the California

Theatre, and Joined the Froyue Troupe, at Huamboldt,
Cregon.

g et

207pi4., v. 68.

i
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1878--He appeared with the New York Union Square Company
at the Baldwin Theatre, and later traveled with
the company, as stage manager. Belasco's version
of The Vicar Wakefield and his Procf Positive
were produced at tha Baldwin.

1879~~Belasco wrote Chums with James A. Herne, and
later they formed a partnershin. Chums was taken
on the road with performances in Chicago,
Cincinnati, Indianapolis, and New York.

T - T

to the Baldwin, where he directed the famous
melodrama The World.

1880--After dissolving his partnership, Belzsco returned

1881 --He toured with the Baldwin Company, and made a
trip to New York. Later, he sold his interest in
the play la Belle Russe.

Som el

was presented at the Baldwin., A revival of
Belasco's rearranged version of The Octoroon,
introducing Callerder's Colored Minstrels, was
directed by Belazco. He lef{ San Francisco,
traveling with the Frohman Company, and later be-
caime stage manager at the Madison Square Theatre,
which marked the beginning of his work in the New
York theatres.

1883~~Belasco got his first jg? as director 2% the
Madiscn Sguare Theatre.,©

One can see from the chronclogy that as the years passed,

Belasco the getor disappecred and was replaced hy Belasco

-

N N £ st

Belasg:

Hw)

the Dirsctor and Producer

5

Starting with his directing at the Madison Square Theatre

in 1883, Belasco's career begen a steady climb, reaching a

 sround 1910. As a result of the success of his

- -t ey e

“i1lian Wirter, The Life of David Balssoo, Vol
York, 1918), pp. 473-497.
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productions, naturalism or Belasceism became the dominatiag
force in the American theatre. Belasco's plaoys, theatre |
designs, stage settings, and stage lighting were known and
respected in Europe as uwell as in America.

As a prodoacer and director, Belasco devoted himself
Tully to one style of preduction~-naturalism. There was no
area of production that did not receive his special attenticn.
8ince later chapters survey Belasco's work as a producer-
director in relation to his settings, properties, costumes,
make~up, and lighting, it seems pertinent to mention now, at
least briefly, his directing technlques in regard to hzidling

il

actors.

Some of the more notsble actors and actrecses who received

SR A
TS e

training from Belasco were Jane Coul, Judith Andarzon, M

i ot
&

n Cart

s

W

Lesl T, Yrances Starr, Lenore Ulric, Mary Picklord,

bavid Warfield, and Arthur Dyror. All of the ones mentioned,
"at one time cr another, publicly acknowledged that rno previouvs
experience of their careers had been comparable in valie to
his tuition.m??

Beiagsco's nandling of actors was not always consistent,
as can ve seen in cthe contrasting quotations below:

I have never rescried i
rake my achtors do gs T wish
thzt The best resulls can b
siiptly to Theisr imaginati an convey uere to
then by a look or a gesture than by a long harangue
or scoldlng,

o bullying in order to
T have alusys found
gained by appenling

v
.

3
o
=

25Timberlake, on. ¢it., p. 207,

e
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I appeal to their imagination, emotion, and in~
telligence, and draw from them all Y can. When

I can get no more from them, I then give them all
there is in me. T coax and cajole, or bulldoze
and torment, accordingﬂto the temperament with
which T have to deal.~

In one area, houwever, Belasco was very conzistent--he
expectad his actors to spend loag hours in rehearsal, on
occasions keeping them on stage Tor twenly hours strzight.
At times, actors would be requlired to read z single line over
and over, experimenting with 1ittle subtleties of tone or
gesture, until Just the right effect was achisved. Perhaps
the hest story of the lengtnh to which Belacco weuld go in
gelting what he wanted is the watch story:

Belasco, after hours of rehearsel, is unoble to
reuse his tired performﬂrv to vhe emovional in-
tengily reqnired in a given sgcens. In a rage he
springs from his chalr and clavs the air frantically
in search of some inanimales object against which
to vent his anger at 211 menkind and cotors in
particular. 1In dezperation hie shnatches o walceh
from his vest pocket and huarls it to the stage
flonr, There is a sickening ncment of zilence
zs he fre eezes, transfixed with horrer. '"What have
I done,” ne whimpers piteoctsly, 'my mcther's
\dtnh Her last gift to me. Oh, mother, mothﬂr’“
Falling to his knees he gathers the pieces of th
shattered timepiece, Clubching thewm to hi
breast, ne sits with bowed heod and tear-
eves. At laost he speaks. VI an b
murs gently, "a tired, ¢vil old man, s
tired. Wonlt you try once mere for we
And the actors, touched to the peind
this heari-re RGJA“ appeai, atteck the se
conguer it. AU the epd of the rehcareal,
whispers to his dna:ct&ﬁtg "Thet waent we ]
it? Remind me to buy znother »f those Lﬂo do
watches tororrow.”

F
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"But, Gov'nor, you can't smash your mother's
vateh twice in the same play.”
"There will be other, plays,” he repllﬁq,
smiling in anticipation.2t
Belasco's fame does not lie, however, in his handling
and directing actorsj; but instead, his recognition lies in
technical achievements and his efforts to bring complete
natonralism to the stage. The techniques used by Belasco have
long since been taken over by the photographic realism of
motion pictures; nevertheless, at the time he was king, he
tried to create for his audiences such photeographic pictures
of life.
Although Belasco celebrated his seventy-~fifth birthday
in 1929, he was still very active zs a preducer and director. 25
spent his last two years prodacing a series of puoblic-nleasing
plays. His death, in 1931, was felt throughcout the pro-

fession. The New York Times said, "He was the last ol the

completely versatile men of the theatre."20 The Herald

. . . 1 -

Tribuns called him "Broadway's premiere showman."<7 He was
daescribed by Katherinz Cornell es "The most picturesque and
avthentic theatrical figure this countey has gver.kngwn;HQS“

Bthel Barrymore commented, "The whole thes tv1czl profession

A v e L e —— e wv

24Thid., p. 4Oh. S1nid., p. 392



17

will be shocked over the loss of its leader."2? These were
but a few of the many tributes paid David Belasco.

In this brief sketch of Belasco's life and work, one
can see some of the factors which were instrumental in his
becoming a leading theatre producer. First, his birth into
a family who both loved the theatre and worked in it~-his
father a harlequin, his mother a lover c¢f poetry and acting.
If the monastery story is accepted, one can conclude, as
Winter did, that diligence and sslf discipline, which later
characterized his work, were learned during his stay with
Father McGuire; The uncorroborated circus experience,
learning to recite poetry, and playing juvenile parts in
professional theatres were other factors which led Belasco
closer and closer to a career in the theatre. His interest
in playwriting and other areas of production can be seen in
his elfforts, as a boy, to present plays in his.basement the-
atre. Training in elocution and the selections he perfermed
were probably facltors in developing his taste for melcdrama,
which brought him much criticism in later years.

Gne factor, more than others, was ihe leading force in
direcling the course of Belasco's career: his continuing
disappeintments as an actor coupled with his succass and
recoghition as a scene designer and stage manager. More and

more Belasco turned to scene building, stage managing, and

291bid.
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directing. In summary, early experiences developed his love
and inclination for the theatre, while his failure as an
actor and success as & designer and stage manéger dictated

the course of his career; and a love of nature, detail, color,

light, and melodrama dictated his style.

Natnralism and Belascoism

According to most critics, Belasco was the unquestioned
leader in the development of natuoralistic stage settings and
lighting in America. To understand the significance of this
achievement, onz must first have a clear picture of the type
of %theatre that existed in America before Belascc's influence.
In addition, one muast have a basic understanding of the major
principles of naturalism.

Before Belasco's leadership in the theatre, the settings
used in America were generally of the poorest quality. Little
attention was given to "realistic" or "naturalistic" effects
furthernore, there was very little, if any, detail in stage
gsettings. The idea of having a new set for sach production
was not offern considered. Most theatres had only a few stan-
dard wing pleces and matching drops wnich were used over and
over with only minor changes. An important thing to remsmber
here is that this was not considered to be tndesirable at the

tine; it was the zccepted zand customary way of staging a
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production. The andience went to see the actors and the
play, not the settings.3o

Lighting, also, was of little importénce, Candles or
gas lights were used for general illuomination, and only
rarely was any attempt made at specific or area lighting.
The candles or gas lights were placed acress the front of the
stage in the form of footlights., 1In these systems the candle
power was weak, the lights cast shadows across the backdrop,
and there was the danger of fire. This, too, was accepted
by the audiences as being the only way of lighting the stage.

The conditicns described above also existed in the
European theatres before the nataralistic movement thare.
The naturalistic movement in America came later than the
movement in Europe. By the time Belasco's inflvence was
beginning o have an effect on the American stage, naturalisnm
had already proved itself in Europe. The European movement
began with the Saxe-Meiningen Company and such writers as
Emile Zola. Zola believed in determinism, and “insisted on
a complete, objective and impersonal representation of
truth.®3'  In his efforts to transform‘the theatre from a
state of "frivial™ and "superficial" entertainment, Zola
proclaimed, "Our theatre will be naturalistic or it will not

exist,."32

630M0rdecai Gorelik, New Theatres for 0ld (New York, 31962),
p. 103.

3'agkell M. Block end Robert G. Shedd, editors, Makters
of Modern Draun (Few York, 1963), p. 3.

Vo B
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While Zola was crusading for plays which were naturalistic
in what they had to say, Duke George II of Saxe-Meiningen
was crusading for more naturalistic acting and staging. The
Saxe~Meiningen Company was formed "in protest against the
acting style of rhetorical and bombastic declamation.'33 The
Duke developed a company which becans famous for 1ts epnsemble
acting. He placed a new importance on scenery and accurate,
detailed costumes.3h

Under the influence of Zola, André Antoine opened his
famous Théitre Libre. It was here that naturalism began to
take roots as a strong force in European theztre. 3Beginning

in 1887 with Antoine's production of The Ugly Duckling, the

Theatre was used as a "trial laboratory” for new naturalistic
plays. The productions at Antoine's Théftre Libre were
sometimes warm and quiet, but more often they were crass and
valgar s however, they were always naturalistic.3)

Naturalism, as it developed in Burope, was a movement
in all areas of theatre--writing, acting, theatre design,
stagecraft, scenery, properties, costumes, and lighting.
Leading the nmoverment in writing were Ibsen, Strindberg, and
Chekhov; and iIn production, Antoine, Duke of Saxe-Meiningen,
and Staniclavsky. The writers wanled tco show man in his

environment, his conflicts with Lis environment, and his

3b1pid. 35Gorelik, op. cit., pp. 122-168,
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sccial and political problems., They wanted "an objective
study of 1ife.36 Their purpose was "lo seize life . . . to
" dissect it with the curiosity of a surgeon.“37

The producers wanted to take the plays of the naturalistic
writers ard produce them in a {rue te life way--to show real
places with actors walking.and talking like real people.
Gorelik states they wanted to bring life to the stage "by

bringing an exact reproduction of life to the stage."38

Antoine, breaking with the traditionzl type of settings,
constructed a new set for each play. His sets were not
elaborate but they were realistic and very detailed. dHe
replled to critics in thiis way:

In modern works written in the spirit of trnth and

naturalism in which the theory of envirenment and

the influsnhce of external things has taken so

large a part, is not the setlfing a natural

part of the work? . . . Ig it not a sort of ex-

position of the subject?39

The Moscow Art Theatre placed even more emphasis on
naturalistic settings than Antoine. The actors and designers
wounld visit and study places which they planned to reproduce
on stage. Many times properties and costumes were brought

back and used in the plays.ho Even though nateralistic

settings were emphasized, the Moscow Art Theaire galined its

361hid., p. 153.
371p14., p. 132. 381p14.

3%91b5d., p. 139,

HOrbhid., pp. thk-145.

P =p i)
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world recognition mainly from naturalistic and ensemble
acting. Stanislavsky and Danchenko developed a nsw approach
to acting~-the actor must not play the part, he must live
the part.h1

Naturalism in European thealres developed as a result or
as a part of an over-azll change in the social, political, and
economic conditions in Europe in the latter part of the nine-
teenth and early part of the twentieth centuries. The commen
man vas beginning to demand, and get, a better way of life.
Socizal and class distinctions were fading away, and economic
conditions for the workers were improving. With more and
better educated people, there was an increased interest in
science and questions concerning man's significance in the
world. Accordingly, theatre aidlences were changing-~the
working class, with better pay and more lelsure time, began
going to the theatre. With the changing audiences, "the
drama's center of interest was no longer the heroic deeds of
rulers bot the stndy of individual will and conscience."l’2

The extent to which the naturalistic movement in Burope
and its leazders influenced Belasco is hzrd teo determine.
Belasgco did not adwit being influenced by the European move-
mentv; quite the contrary, in fact, he claimed to have been
first with most of the inncvations. In the area of lighting

he states he was first to do away with footlights:

B e T VD S
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S

LHKenneth Mzecgowan znd Wil
(Englievwoed Cliffs, N. J., 1955%)

h2Gorelik, on. clb., p. 1952,

i
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T think that we may fairly and without vanity
claim to have revoiuntionized stage lighting. I
confess that I have at times felt some annoyance
when I have been informad by young writers in the
press,=~who were not born until long after T had
made great improvement in lighting,~-that in
dispensing with footlights I have 'imitated' Mr.
Granville Barker, Mr. Max Reintardt, and various
other so-called 'innovators.' Such stzatements are
nonsensical. My first regular precduction withouvt
'foots' was made in 1870,% when I staged Morse's
"Passion Play" in San Franciscec.

*¥At which Time Mr. Granville Barker was two
years old!--J.W.%3 [The footncte in this quotation
was added by William Winter's son Jefferson who
finished and published this work after his fatner's
death.]

In the area of stage design and stage technique, Belasco
also claimed many firsts. 1In his Madison Square Theatre, he
claimed he had the first double stage in the world--invanted
by Steel Mackaye. At the Belasco Theatre, Belasco installed
footlights that would automatically gink below the level of
the stuge floor. At the same time an "apron" would slide out
over the orchestra pit. This transformed the stage into a
type of "thrust stage."hh

As stated by Belasco, these technical innovations were
first used in America by Americans, and not in EBurcpe as most
writers would have one believe. Belasco not only spoke in
his own behalfy but he also spoke for American theatre in

“general:

Y3William Winter, The Lifs of David Belasco
(New York, 1918), p. 24

Wipayia Belasco, The Thezire Its
(New York, 1919), pp. 242-2L3,
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I fear I have been rather too tolerant of the

attacks by many of our writers on the subject of

dramatic ari, whose eyes are fixed on the foreign

stage and to whom it never seems to occur that

our native accomplishments in the theatre are

entitled to recognition and encouragement. 5

Whether influenced by the naturalistic movement in
Burope to some degree, or not at all, David Pelasco had his
own ideas and beliefs abont naturalism. Belasco's favorite
expression in regard to his belief was "to hold the mirror up
to nature." "The stage,” he saild, "“is a mirror in which zare
reflected the manners and peculiarities of life . . .”h6 He
believed that actors, directors, electricians, in fact all
artists of the theatre shonld use nature as a guide in their
work. He inslsted that for these artists, "the book of nature
is never closed."h/

In the areas of naturalistic scenery and lighting,
Belasco's leadership is generally unguestionzd; however there
is sciz dispute as to his leadership in bringing naturalictic
acting to the New York stage. In the writing of his life
stery, Belasco relates how he introduced naturalistic acting
to New York:

Coming to New York as a stranger, I knew I had

a task before me to introduce the new style of

acting which I feltl was destined to take tha

place of the melodramatic method. . . . I intro-~
daced the quiet acting . . . It was 2ll new, and

oo ot

451pid., p. 245.
461pid., p. 229.
"7 ip1g.
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those who saw went away stunned and puzzled., We
were considered extremist at the Madison Square
Theatre, but ve persisted, g%th the result that
our nethod prevails to-day.

William Winter, critic for the New York Tribune and

author of the most detalled work on the 1life of Belasco, took
notz of this claim by Belasco:

Long before Belasco's advent the New York audience
had seen, enjoyed, admired, and accepted Edwin
Booth . . . Lester Wallack . ., . Emery . . . 2ll
of whom (and many more might be mentioned) were
conspicuously representative of the most refined,
delicate, "natural," "qu&et" style of acting that
has been known anywhere.19

As indicated by Winter, Belasco did.not introduce naturalistic
acting in New York; howvever, he should be given credit for
making naturalistic acting the most accepted and widely used
method,

While Stanislavsky was a great leader of the naturslistic
novement in Europe, he was very much impressed with the acting
and with the productions in America. In 1923, while visiting
in New York, he wrote his friend Nemircvich-~Danchenko:

It is a great mistake to suppose that they
don't know good actors here . . . The whole the-
atrical business in America is based on the
personality of the actor. . . . Plos the most
lavish production, snch as wg don't know. Plas
the most marvelous lighting equipment, about which
we have no idea, Plus stage technique which we have
never drezmt of. . . . Such an actor as David
Varfield, whem T saw in the part ef Shylock, we
have not got. And Belasco's production of The
Herghant of Venice exceeds in sheer lavishness

1
*8Winter, op. cit., Vol. ¥, p., 152,

o ———

"910id., vp. 152-153.
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anything I ever saw, and as for its technical 0
achievements, the Maly Theatre cculd envy them.5

Gorelik, in New Theatres for 01d, used the term "Belas-

coism" to describe what he coﬁsidered a specific American
form of naturalism,51 There seemed to be ssveral differences
between Belascoism and naturalism as it develoved in Burope.
First, and probably the most significant difference was in
the general purpose. In Europe, naturalism was a study of
man-~his environment and problems. For Belasco, naturalism
was simply a better, more true-to~life style of production.
He was not concerned with environmeht and how it affected
men's lives, as they were in Burope; but rather wlth envir~
onment as a type of atmosphere which reflected realistically
the time and place of the story he was presenting. HNelther
was he concerned with man's social, political, or economic
problems. In the strictest sense of naturalism, the setting
was to provide environment; indeed this was the goal for
which Zola and Antoine had aimed. On the other hand, "“it was
not meaning, but gffect that was important,“52 in "Belas~-
colsm."

The writers end producers of Burope were interested in
soclal comments; accordingly they wished to enlighten their

abdiences and make thewm think, It was their belief that to

50Pimberlake, op. cit. p. 371.
51Gorelik, opn. ¢it., p. 162.

521p1d., p. 163.
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accomplish this goal they must show man in his real envir-
cnment~~the spectators could recognize themselves and their
fellow man and could learn from the expefience. One can

find no such goal in a Belasco production. Despite denials
from Belasco, his main objective was to entertaln. Rarely
did his plays deal with ordinary people, and when they did,
they were highiy romanticized. Romanticism, in fact, cculd
be seen in all of his productions. Thea characters in his
plays were usually hero and heroine types. Many of his plays
vere set in romanticized sections of the country--a gold

mining camp on Cloudy Mountain in The Girl of the Golden Mest

Va2 1y

or a Southern plantation in Ihe Heart of Maryland. Also,

the romantic settings of foreign lands were used: in Japan,

The Rose of the Rancho. The mere lavishness of a Belasco

production tended to romanticize it. Sets, costumes, lighting,
all were lavish--realistic and accurate in every detail, but
lavish., In these romanticized productions, Belasco wanted
his audiences to believe they were seeing the real thing,
not for their enlightenment, bul for their entertainment. As
stated below, he wanted to interest and held the attention
of his audiences:

When T set a scene representing a Child's Res-

taurant how can T expect to hold the attention of

my abdience unless I show them a2 scene that looks
real? They see it, recognize it, accept it and
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then if the actors do their part, the audience

forgets that it isn't lcoking into a real place.53
In referring to Belasco's romanticized naturalistie pro-
ductions Gorelik stated: "Belasco's melodramas had a mixtore
of sweetness and light in a blend to which, it is likely, he
had a unique claim. If any social criticism remained it was
reduced to a m«:hJ',Sper."51'r

The type and quality of the plays presented in Enrocpean
theatres also differed with the type and quality presented
by Belasco. European theatres were produéing quality plays
by Ibsen, Strindberg, Chekhov, Hauptmann, Shaw, and cothers;
at the same time Belasco was producing mzlcdramatic plays
written by himself or adapted plays and steries ty litile
known authors. The plays presented in Burope were charac-
terized by little action and much discussion; Belasco's plays,
on the other hand, were full of action with a minimum of
dialogue. It was the quality of the plays he preduced that
brought Belasco more criticism than any other factor.

In summary, naturalism as it developed irn Burope was a
movement in writing, acting, and stagecraft. While settinzso
were important and should add envircament, the mescage of the
play was the most important factor. Producers and dirschors
like the Duke of Saxe-Meininger, Antoine, and Stanislevshky

developed naturalistic acting and stagecrafi--vith deltailled

[ERT
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and accurate cestumes and scenery; at the same time, Ibsen,
Strindberg, and Chekhov were writing plays dealing with the
common man and his problems. Their plays were filled with
social and political criticism aimed at\enlightenment. Be~-
lasco's form of paturalism was a romanticized form of natoralism.
He was less concerned with social and political criticism,
and more concefned wlth detailled and lavish settings, lighting,
and entertainment. |

This chapter has surveyed Belascc's life and work to
determine early influences and to show the relation between
"natoralism" and “"Belascoism.'" It is now possible to procecd
with a careful investigaition of Belasco's naturalistic
settings and lighting. His romanticized view of life and his
passion for details were important factors in his stage
scenery. Chapter Two will show how these factors wers re-

flected in his stage settings.



CHAPTER IT
BELASCO'S NATURALISTIC STAGECRAFT

In an effort to crystallize the methods ang techniques
used by Belasco in creating his naturalistic stage settings,
it is necessary to discuss factors that are both directly
and indirectly related to his stagecraft. Ineciuded first in
this chaplter are some of Belasco's general characteristics
and attituades which influenced his naturalistic stagecralt,
Next, a look at his theatres--their design, equipment, and
Tlexibility~-~will show the facilities needed and used by
Belasco for his productions. Third, a step by step survey
of how his scenery was created indicates hisg specific methods
and techniques. Since Belasco considered stage properties
and costumes as an intricate part of naturalistie setiings,
his techniques in these areas are cited; Beyond the zctual
design and constructicn of scenery, additional techniques
used by Belasco to create atmosphere of time and place and to
create photogrophic stage pictures are discussed. To add
efiphasis te the points mads in the discnssions, some of
Belasco's scenie effects, pictures, illustrations, and pro-
perty plots are also included. Tt is hoped that this chapter

will give the reader insighkt into Belasco's methods,
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General Charzcteristics

The critics and writers who knew David Belasco personally
and observed his work first-hand were uranimous in acclaiming
his love for anrd dedication to his work, TFor Mr. Belasco,
the theatre was "almost his entire life."! H, A. Harris put
it this way:

He is more then a wurkmsn, he is a human dynamo

and during the months whan a play is in ccurse of

construction and production everything else nust

give vay. His almost phenomensl power of concen-

tration 55 one of the greatest secrets of his
SUCCeSsS.

Even Belasco's severest critics did not deny thz quality
which he brought to the American stage. Where his critics
could challenge his selection of plays and his occasional over-
emphasis of detail, they could not, nor did they, challenge
his expenditures in time z2nd money in order to bring first
quality productions to the stage. As one critic wrote: '"Mr,
Belasco himself has rendered a2 great service to the theatre.

He has mainteined a2 standard of production that deserves much
gratitude."3 Another critic wrote: "He has contributed morse
to the zactual working stage in New Ynrk thar anyone since the

time of Avgustin I)aly."’f William Winter assessed Belasco's

B

H, A, Harris, "David Belasco--The Man and His Work,"
Cosmoepolitan, XLVII (November, 1609), 755-764,

2Tbigd.

3vMr, Belasco's Quarrel With the Experimental Theatres,*
Current Ovinion, IXII (March, 1917), 18%,

L
Montrose J. Mo » "Belascos Stage Realist,"” Indehendent,
XXCVI (May 29, 1916), 336-337.
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work in this way:

As a stage manager he is competent in every par-

ticanlar and has no eghal in this country to-day.

No theatrical director within my observation,

« o « has surpassed him in the resclute, %iren

less capability of taking infinite pains.

The time spent in preparation and rehearsal for a
Belasco productiocn has rarely been equalled. Belasco would
spend months in planning a production. Occasionally he would

spend even longer: "Two years were spent in planning the

preoduction of Mima."6

After the preliminary preparation,
Belasco would spend weeks and sometimes months in rehearsal.
He had no qualus about postponing an opening if he felt the
show needed more work.,

The wecks and months of rehearsals reguired for a Belasco
production become even more significant when one considers
that his rehearsals lasted fifteen or sixteen hours.’/ His
actors did not seem to mind the long rehearsals. Belasco's
ability to get his actors to work such long hours 1is explained
by H. A. Harris: "He, like no other stage producer, invariably
manages to inspire his company with his ouwn enthusiasm."8

Belasco seemed to have superhuman strength and endurance

when it came to work. 1In 1929, when he was seventy~five, he
Wil
York, 191

%% anm Jlnggr Yhe Life of David Belasco, Vol. I (New
- 1 -

6Lou s Hartmann, Thealre Lightine A Manaal of the Stage
Switehboard (Hew York, 19307, p. 119.

N Sy b . P

7Harris, op. cit., pp. 755-76k.
81n1g.
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undertook his most ambitious produaction--Mime. Touis Hartmann
described the last month of rehearsal:
The last four weeks were taken'up almost en-

tirely with rehearsals, each of which started at

ten AM., and unsunally lasted uwntil three A.M. the

following morning. David Belasco spent at least

twenty hotrs out of every twenty-~four in the

theatre. When the rehearsal was over he would

still remain, absorbed in watching his staff make

the changes he had ordered during it. Five A.M.

was the time the crew generally left the theatre,

to return at nine~thirty to be ready for the next

rehesarsazl at ten.?

In addition to the hours, weeks, and months spent on a
production, Belasco spared no expense., His willingness to
spend unlimited amounts on a show was certainly an important
facter in what he achieved. His methods of production would
have heen completely different if he had been forez2d to work
on a limited budget. Most of what made him famous--lavish
sets, beautiful cestumes, and outstanding lighting effects--
were things that cost greal sums of money.

Belasco was not rich. He made what money he had in the
theatre. Most of what he made on one shew went into the pro-
duction of the next. He made a profit on some shows and lost
money on others. The mere faect that profit was not always
Belasco's primary goal is a testimony to his love of the
theatre. In answer to why he produced unprofitable plays,

Belzsco aaswerad:

Neither desire for morey nor personal aggran-
dizement enter into my ambition to achieve better

C}Hartmémn, op. cit.,, p. 120,
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stage presentations. I am repald for months of
labor, for enormous expenditures and resultant
loses if, when my production %6 complete, it sets
a new standard of excellence,

Belasco's profits were swall or non-existent on some of

his more outstanding productions: The Darline of the Gods,

Du Barry, The Merchant of Venlce, and E;ggﬁga.11 In The
Darling of the Gods, Belasco's original investment was over
$78,000, In addition to the original cost, the expense of
running the show was so much that at the end of 2 two year
run the show had only a net gain of $5,OOO.12 His greatest
finanecial and critical disaster was Mima. On this play, he
lost a quarter of a million dollars.!3

In general, one can conclude that (1) a deep love of and
dedication to the theatre, (2) long periods of time spent in
preplanning and rehearsals, and (3) unlimited budzets were
three distingvishing characteristics of Belasco's methods.
Keeping these general characteristics in mind, it 1s possible
to discuss more meaningfully Belasco's specific methods of

staging plays.

)
‘ODavid Belasco, "Why T Produce Unproritable Flays,"
Theatre Mzgazine, XLIX (February, 1929), 22, 68

H1pig.

12 . . .
William Winter, The Life of David Bslasco, Vol. II
(New York, 1918), p. 85. ’

13craig Timberlake, The Bishop of Broaduay (New York,
1954), p. 392.
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Theatres and Staff

Although in the early parts of his career Belasco directed
and produced plays in several different theatres in San Fran-
cisco and New.York, his later and more important produvctions
~were produced in his own thestres., The design of the stages
in these theatres was an important factor in Belasco's natural-
i1stic stagecraft.

Belasco built and managed two theatres in New York. One
theatre wes lccated at Broadway and Forty-second Street, the
other, on the north side of Wesl Forty-fourth Street, betweenr
Broadway and Sixth Avenue.1bl

Belasco acquired his first theatre in 1602 from theatrical
manager Oscar Hammerstein., ©Since the new theatre did not meet
kis reguirement, Belasco immediately began remodeling. The
entire interior of the theatre was ripped out, leaviang only
the four outside walls and part of the roof. Belasco also
had the front part of the theatre excavated in order toc have
basement storage rooms and a work shop. When the remodeling
was completed, some five months later, David Belasco and New
York had one of the finest and best equipped theatres in the
world. The lighting system was without question the best in
the wbrld at that time. The remodeling cost more than

$150,000.12

Yiyinter, on. eit., Vol. II, p. 238.
‘I_5:ij.de, pl 53-
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The anditorium and lobby of the new Belasco theatre were
excepticnally beautiful and luxurious. The seating capacity
was hine hundred and fifty persons: three hundred in the
gallery, two hundred in thne balcony, and four hundred and
£ifty on the main floor.'0
| The stage was designed to give as much flexibility in
scene design and construction as possible. The entire acting
area was made np of a series of close~fitting trapdoors. The
center section of the stage was a large elevator which could
be lowered into the basement. When the elevator was in the
basement, a platiorm loaded with a complete set could be relied
on the elevator and raised to stage level. Seversl of ihese
platforms with complete sets could be used during a single
shevi. The platforms were fifteen feet wide and thirty feet
1ong,1?

In addition to the moveable platforms and trapdoors,
the stage had a complete fly system. It wase one of the few
theatres in the world, at that time, to have a counter weight
sysﬁem.18

The fcotlights were installed in such a way as to diffuse
the light evenly across the entire stage. Each lanp in the

footlights and In the border lights was placed in a sepzrate

"0Ihig., p. 58.
Y710id., p. 56.

"3Ihig.
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compartment. All lights, including the house lights, were
controlled by dimmers.19

Belasco built his second theatre in 1906. This theatre
was originally called David Belasco's Stuyvesant Theatre.

Irn 1910, the name was changed to The Belasco Theatre. 20

| The original cost of the building with its later imn-
provements was nearly a million dollars. The stage in the
new theatre was basically the same as the one in his first
theatre., 7The stapge was somewhat larger--~eighty feet wide and
tienty~seven feet deep--uwith the same trapdoors and elavator
p-atforns. The new theatre did have an adjustable apron vhich
coruld cover the musician pit. The auditorium was one of the
first not to have supporting pillars, giving everyone in the
avbdience an unobstructed view of the stage.21

The design of Belasco's theatres gave him the flexibility
he needed in producing naturalistic plays. This flexibility
was a great aid to him. Since it was Belasco's practice to
build heavy, solid scenery, it would have been next to im-
pessivle to present his multiple-set shows without an elevator
stage. TIn most cases, lhe sets were too heavy and bulky to
be flown or even to be moved into the wing areas. With the
sets built on platforms or wagons, they could be lowered

inte the basement and another set brought to stage level.

191p1d., p. 57.

?O1bid., ». 239.
2 1hig., p. 240.
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The interlaced trapdoors, fly area, and counter weight system
gave additional flexibility, and were often used in con-
junction with the elevator and platforms.,

Belasco's bagsement workshops-~scenic and electiric--vere
also important in making his stages completely flexible, 1In
.the scenic workshop, medern equipment enabled his craftsmen
to construet the heavy scenery he used; accordingly, the
electric workshop turned out apparatus o create the natural-
istic lighting needed for each show., By maintaining workshops
in his theatre, Belasco established a practice that has since
heen taken over by resident, amateur, and eduzational the-
atres~~having all services under one roof. When Belasco
began his work in the theatre, no other producer followed
this practice.

As one studies Belasco's stagecraft, it becomes more an
more evident that withoutl flexible, well~-equipped theatres
Belasco's naturalistic settings would have been less spec-
tacular. Tor instance, as can be seen later in the chapter,
many of his more famous and complicated sets would not have
been posgible on a small ill-equipped stags.

Belasco surrounded himself with an exceptionally qual-
ified svaff: & staff whose dedication and work came elose to
matehing his own. Many of his stagehands, electricians, and
office personnel worked for Belasco during most of the three
decades that he was the leading producer in New York. TFore-

moet among these were Thomas Curry, Elizabeth Ginty, and Louis
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Hartmann. Thomas Curry was Belasco's "secretary snd constant
companion for eilghteen years.“22 Elizaneth Ginty worked with

Belasco in writing many of his plays. In The Bishop of Broad-

way, Cralg Timberlake wrote:

As for Miss Ginity, the extent of her literary con-
triboution to Belasco's plays will probably never
be known. Much more than a mere cecretary, she
vas an intelligent woman, who remained with the
producer until his death, performing the multiple
functions of a devoted companion, tggsted liev~
tenant and astute literary adviser.c

Louis Hartmann was Belasco's chief electrician for thirty
years. It is doubtful that Belasco could have won his repu-
tation in the area of lighting without the dedicated work of
Hartmann. 1In the Foreward of Hartmann's book, Theatre
Lightinz, Belasco praised Hartmann's work and loyalty:
Mr. Haritmann is an expert in lights, shading

and coloring, an artist who paints with lighi~

beams and diffused glows instead of piguents and

brushes. The resunlis that have been achieved in

my experimental laboratory in the twenty-eight

years of our association have raised him tc the

status of an inventor. DNever in all of these

years hag he fﬁiled to neet my most exacting
requirements.?

Cther loyal and dedicated members of Belasco's staff
deserve mention--Ben Roeder, his business manager; Howard

1 24
Bookbinder, bookkeeper; "Matty,“25 property man;“° and

22Timberlake, ov. ¢it., p. 400.

23;@1@., p. 178, thartmann, on. cit., pD. V.

25A1though "Matty" apparently served Belasco for many
years, it was not possible to determine his full name.

20George Middleton, These Things Are Mine (New York,

1947}, p. 276.
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William Dean, general stage manager.27 The service of these
and other longtime employees of Belasce was an important
factor in the long list of Belasco productions.

Without his modern, flexible, wellweqdipped theatres
and without a competent, dedicated staff, Belasco's leader-

ship in naturalistic staging would proebably have been less.

Scenery: Design and Construction

The sets for a Belasco production were always built with
great care. When starting to werk on a play, he would bhegin
by planning all of the scenes himself rather than following
the set descriptiens in the manuscript. He said of this
planning, "I consider where a window cr door, a balcony or a
fireplace, will be nost effective."@8 After he had developed
some definite ideas aboul a particular scene, Belasco would
then make a rough sketch of the scene. After completing his
sketches he would then send for his scenic artist:

When I have settled these matters approxi-

mately, I send for my scenic artist. With him

seated in front, T take to the empty stage and, as

far as possible, try to act the whole play, making

every entrance and exit and indicating nmy ideas of

the groupings of the characters and their sur-

roundings. - This process, which would probably seem

farcical tc a casual onlooker, will consume perhaps

four or five evenings, for not one detail can be

left to chance or put aside until I am satisfisd
that it cannot be improved.29

27Harris, op. cit., pp. 755-76k.

28pavig Belasco, The Theatre Through Tts Stage Dooy (New
York, 1919), p. 53.

29Tbid.’ po 5!'*.
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The scenic artist would then make detailed drawings of
the scenes. After these drawings were approved, the scenlc
artist would construct the actunal scene models. The models
were about four feet long, and complete in every detail.

After the models were complete, Belasco and his staff would
| experiment with the models-~-changing colors, furniture, tex~
tures, ete. until he had the exact naturalistic effect he
wanted.

Up to this point, with the.exception that Belasco actually
spent four or five days acting out the entire play for his
scenlc artist, his methods were very similar te those of other
producers. In the next step, however, there is an important
departure from the accepted or customary procedure. With a
goal of complete naturalism, Belasco had his scenery con-
structed with solid materials. In addition, he did not follow
the common practice of having the scenery contracted; it was
all built in his workshop onder his direction. Solid scenery
is completely naturalistic in principle; nevertheless, nost
naturalistic producers did nol carry naturalism this far.
Whereas they would emphasize details, real properties, and
accurate costumes, they continued to construct scénery by
using canvas. To Belasco, however, a shaking wall destroyed
the true-to-1ife illusion he was trying to create:

I will allow nothing to be built ont of canvas
stretched on frames. Everyihing nust be real.

29Ibid., v. 4.
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I have seen plays in which thrones creaked on

which monarchs sal, and palace walls flapped when

persons touched them. Nothing so destructive t030

illusion or so Judicrous can happen on my stage.

In praise of Belasro's g0lid scenery, critic Francis
Lamont Peirce wrote: "The walls of his rooms never shake ang
. sway and threaten to collapse with the c¢losing of a door. . .
The Belascoan backdrops have an ingratliating way of remaining

. 2
stationary and smooth,"3?

The scenery was buailt in sections in the workshop, znd
then bronght to the stage and assembled:

At last comes the order to put them together. Then

for three or four days my stage resembles a house

in process of belng furnished. Confusion reigns

supreme with the carpenters putting on docor-knobs,

decorators hanging draperies, workmen laying car~

pets agd rugs, and furniture men taking measuvre~

ments, 32
The sels were assembled on stage approximately twg meeks be-
fore a production had its premier. Here again is an importany
departure from the norm of his time. In a naturalistic pro-
duction, where the set was such an intricate part of the plsy,
it was zlmost & necessily that the set be ready several weoks
before opening. This was pariicularly true in a Belesco pro-
duction where he used numerous detzils to aid his actors in

creating the atmosphere he wanted.

301pid., o. 61.
31 prancis Lamont Peir
The Drama, VII (March, 197

I

ce, "Youth, Art; and Mr. Belasco,"
?)! 1?6"!91 .

- [
32pavig Belasco, The Theatre Thrournh Its Stage Donr (New
York, 1919}, p. 76. ,



Belasco's sets wé?e constructed in what ic sometimes
called the "practical set" method., That is to say that every-
thing was three-dimensional and solid. The windows were not
Just painted on canvas, or merely openings in the wall, butl
they were real windows that could be raised cr lowered.d33
The sets appeared real, and in facade, at least, they were
real. With this type of set, Belasco believed he had accom-
plished his goal--"how can I expect to hold the attention of
my audierce unless I show them a scene that loonks ;ggi?“3h
An example of this type of practical, solid set was found in
Belasco's production Du Barry. The last scenc in this pro-
duiction was a reproduction of a narrow street in Paris. The
street was lined with solid four-stery, three~dimensional
houses. Madame Du Barry was brought down this street on her
way to execution; men and viomen could be seen in the upper
windows and balconies of the buildings along the street.
This set was so large and heavy it had to be built onto the

hack wall of the theatre.35 In 1926, Belasco's production

of Luln Belle had a2 similar setting: a street scene in New
York showing five~story tenement houses complete with oc-

cupants.36

A
33Arthur Edwin Xrows, Plav Producticn Tn America (Feu
York, 1916}, p. 130.

) .
3*Winter, op. cit., Vol., IT, p. h55,
3%4.

p Nichelas Vardac, Stage To Screen (London, 19:9),
p. 116,

~

Tinberiake, on. ciis., p. 386,
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Usunally Belasco's scenic artist and carpenters courld
reproduce exactly what he had In mind. On occasion, however,
not being satisfied with a copy of what he wanted, Belasco

would go after the rezl thing. When he produced The Basiest

Wav. he wanted an exact copy of a room in a cheap theatrical
boarding house. The set was built several times but each

time Belasco felt the illusion was wreng. IV did not look
chezp and shabby, only poorly built. Finally, he went to a
cheap boarding house and bought the Y“patched furniture, thread-
bare carpel, tarnished and broken gas fixtures, tumbled-down
cupbeards, dingy doors and window casings, and sven the faded
paper on the wall,"37 Belasco then completely rebullt the

room on his stage. With this reproduction of an actual rooum,
Belasco felt he had brought to the stage the ultimate in

naturalistic staging. It should be noted here that vhile

3 —

this set was perhaps as close to nature as possible, it was
a departure from his usval method of scene construction.
Anothier, and sorewhat more famous, example of tinis tyve of
scenary was used in the lzst act of Belasco's production of
Ihe |

the Child's Rostauraut Company build a set that was 2 com~

G

overncr's Loady. Feor the last scene in the play, he had

plzate reproduciion ol one of thelr restaurants. The company
not only furnished the equipment and walls for the set, bat

they also furnished a complete supuply of cries, ples, and

e

e s e et

37pavid Belasco, The Theatrs Throoel Tis Stzee Door (Neu
York, 1919}, v. 77. _ )
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other food for each verformance. TIn this set "one conld have

filled an order for two fried eggs, a cup of coffee, and sone

incidentals common to an institution of the kind."3® Tne

set also had "an elevator to sénd butter-cakes from the griddie

~in the fronl window, to the room upstairs."39 Again, hy

haﬁing an outside firm do the werk con this set, Belascc was

not following his customary methods of constructing scenery.
The above-mentioned scenes in The Easiest Way and The

Governor's Lady have been, for many years, singled out for

eriticism. Whether one is inclined to agree with Hr., Belasco-~
that he brought to the stapge the ultinmate in naturalistic
staging~-or with his critics, who felt that he had gone too
far, it shouid be pointed out that these two scenss were nct
characteristic of Belasco's methods., In these two scenes,
Belasco presented completely naturalistic scenerys; however,

in trying to determine his general techniques and methods,

s

two scenes.

Propertlies and Costumes
Belasco was concerned with all elements of production.
He wanted every aspect of his producticns to be as natural
and realistic as possible. The properties and costumes used

in his productions waole 2lways accurate in every detail. A1l

38Krow53 ope cit., p. 193,

39114,
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possible storage space in both Belasco Theatres was filled
with second~hand furniture, pictures, vases, whatnots. lamps,
and all types of junk that might sometime.be used on the
stage. Belasco had a passion for antiques and Junk shops.

“Willard J. Friederick, in his book Scenery Design for the

Amataur Stage, described Belasco's search for stage properties:

His penchant for naturalistic detail was carried

over to the least property. No theatrical sub-

stitute for the real properly was ever used; the

real article was provided, regardless of the time,

trouble, and cost involved in its procurenment.

His reason was that, even if the audlence didn't

know it the actors did and would findhit more

natural to feel the moced of the play.

Most producers leave the selection of properties for
somecne else~-not Belasco. He enjoyed worxzing on this type
of deteil. He sald of his search for properties: "My ex-
plorations in search of stage equipnent are really the most
interesting parts of my work, I attend auction sales and
haunt antique-shops, hunting for the things I '«:amt."l":i

Belasco belicved the costumes to be as much a part of
naturalistic scenery as the sets and properties. In the asual
Belasco fashion, he gave a greal deal more time and consid-

sration to the costumes than most producﬂrq ¢f his day. If

the ploy were a costume play, Belasco would begin planning

and designing the costumes months before the show opencd. He

T

*OWanrrq J, Friederick, Scenery Dasign for the Amateu
(few Yori, 1950), p. 0.

St

.'-a—lw ]

hiDdVid Belasco, The Theatre Through Tts Stage Door
(New Yorl, 1919}, p. 75. g 107
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wonld study photographs and paintings of the period, and have
his costume designers recreate exact copies of the costumes

of the period. In the book Etasre to Screen, Nicholas Vardac

gives the following description of the corbtimes in Belasco's
production of Dy Barzry:

The lavish and accurate reproduction of costunes

and properties of the period defies description.

Nothing was artificial, everything was reproduced

as 1f from a plaster cast of the original. FEm-

broideried costumes were rnot simulazted with printed

or stamped patterns, but showed the depth of

genuine negdlework with an awmazing thoroughness

of detail.*?

Fer productions cother than costume plays, Belasco wonld
have his actors go to clothing shops in New York to have their
costumes made. If the characters of the play werec the type
that would not have been able to afford tailor-made c¢clothes,
Belasco then sent his actors to the department stores to buy

ready-made clothing.h3

To check the costume completely, Belasco conducted what
becawe known as his "dress parade."hh These sessions were
different from, and in addition to, the regular dress re-

hearsals, The cast did not run through %*he play; they mevely

1*"?Vax'da,w,‘ on. cit., . 115,

43pavig Belasco, The Theatre Througl Its

ol Tts Stare Door (New
York, 1919)’ pl 610

1

LHA}.t‘hough 1t 1s impossible to say with certainty, 1t
seems llkely that the customary term "dress parade’ origsinated
with Belasco since he was ore of the first producers te be
conecerncd with the effect of light on costumes. He 6id SaY,
"whet has become knoun az my 'dress parade,'" which would

&

indicate that he originated the practice.
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walked back znd forth on the stage. This enabled Belasco to
check each individual actor as to the detail of his costume
and the effects of various lights on his c:c:rsti.une.,‘FS
In justification of his great attention to sets, pro-
perties, costumes, and lighting, and in answer to the critics
who said he overemphasized these things, Belasco seid:
But all these adjuncts of lightiug, color,
and costumes, however useful they may be, and
however pleasing tec an audlence, really mark the
danger-point of a dramatic production. No other
worker in the American thealtre has given son much
time and energy to perfecting them as I3 never-
theless, 1 count them as valuable only when theyh(
sre held subordinate to the play and the acting. '™
Atmosphere and Photographic Naturallsm
In discussing Belasco's methods and techniguss, one must
incluade his efforts to create proper atmosphere and his come
pletely naturalistic stage pilctures. It is difficult Lo find
a review of a Belasco production or any critical analysis of
nis work that does no® mention the atmosphere in his pro-
duetions., Winter said, "His judgement, taste, and expsri
skill in creating appropriate environment, background, andg
- » 1
atmosphere for a play and the actors in it are marvelous." 7

Another critic wrote:

s, Tt

W .
Y2David Belasce, "A3ds to the Actor's Art," Hunsey
Magaring, IXIIY (March, 1 Y, 2

\,
"o 1p1d.

——— L=l A

l*’7‘.13’:L11‘:.;er, v, eit., Vol. I, p. 160,
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As a composer of stage pictures and as a

master of the minutiae of stage management, David

Belasco has long held foremost rank in this country.

He hasg achieved this prominence mainly by reason

of one thing: the ability to ecreate convincingly

the atmosphere of the time and the placehén which

his many successful plays have been set.

Belasco believed that the atmosphere in his plays came
mostly from his actors. He claimed that one of the main
reasons for having real properties on stage was more for hi:
actors than for his andiences. There is no reason to doubt
this statement when one considers that many of the little
details, on which Belasco Insisted, were things that the
andience would hazave never known whether they were real or ar-
tificial. In an interview with Archie Bell, Beslasco stated,
"I{ everything on the stage is Spanish, and the actors are
thoroughly steeped in the atmocphere, they will radiate it,
and there comes the real artistry. . . ."h9

Almost every critic agreed that Belasco's creating a
believable atmecsphere for each production was the main reason
for his phenoitenal success. The public loved this atmnsphere.
They went to a Belasco play "to be hypnotized by the Delasco

atmosphere.“so_ in an article by W. P. Baton, in which he

criticized the quality of many Wew York produoctions, the

Ny,

48,
Playe by Belasco and Pitch,” Harper's Weekl L
(Decerber, {qoog 1867, 1875, —

149Archie Bell, "David Belasco Attacks Stage Tradition,"
Theatre Magazine, le.]' (I*':ay, 1911), 164, 166, 168.

7Opavidg Belasco, 8ix Plavs (Boston, Mass., 1929), p. kb,
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Belasco atmosphere was praised:

« « + as a stage manager Mr. Belasco is a genius.
We all know how in 2 long succession of his pro-
doctions he has evoked for each the proper
atmosphere: in The Girl of the Golden West the
romantic charm of Bret Harte's Califoraia; in The
Darling of the Gods and Madame Butterflv an exotic
atmosphere fhat seemed to us aliens, at any rate,
like Japanj « « » 1n The Easiest Way the stif;

ling, sordid atmosphere of the Tenderiloin . . .52

How did Belasco create his famous atmosphere? In an
attempt tc answer that question, Adolph Klavpber, a reporter

for the New York Times, observed Belasco in a rehecarsal of

Ihe Music Master. Mr. Klatber related the ususal innomerable

little details to be found in the Belasco set~-~details that
ninetly percent of the audience would never novice, or details
like a2 clean spot 6n the wall vhere a chtekoo cloel had been
taken down to be sold. Of that clean spot on the wall,
Klauber wrote: "That bit of clean wall illustrates in sn un-
mistakable way just why David Belasco is head and shonlders
above other stage menagers when it comes to realizirg ‘'at-
mosphere.'"53 Mr. {lauber also gave a glimpse of Belssco in
action:

I want all that farniture poiished; make it
shine. We've got to make thom see that Miss Houston

1
5 Mr. Eaton was probably referring to an earlier zrticle
in which a Japanese eriticized Belasco's production of The
Darling of the Gods as not being at all like Japarn.

s —t

52w. P. Baton, "The Wegleect of Stage Management,"
Amerdcan Mapezine, IXXI {(Junuary, 1911}, LOO~L01.

53lew York Times, October 2, 1704,




is a good housekeever. But those globes up there,.
Well, she's too old to climb up there. They're
too clean. Take 'em down. They want to lock as
if they'd never been washed, %ﬁw mind, no paint
on them. Get dirt, real dirt.

Another technique Belasco used in creating atmosphere

was the building of extra rooms behind the main set. When
the door or doors to the main set were open the audience
cotild see through into these additional sets. In like manner,
"a Belasco window never opens upon a flat background that
merely suggests the sky or a garden or a building wall, but
always reveals outside a detailed landscape scene or an in-
tricale architectﬁral composition."55

In creating atmosphere and in emphasizing detail, Belasco

vas often criticized for making his sets appear clutiered and
overcrouded. 26 While this is probably true in scme cases, at
times Belasco was praised for his simplieity. In his pro-

ductions of Marie-0dile and Little Lady in Blue, his sets

were almost bare,?/ TFor Marie-Odile, he used "four walls, a
table, a few chalrs, an image of the Madonna, a painting,

. ub
two or three pigeons, and a small casr.“’g

5% In1d.

YSnjn Indictment of David Belasco as the Bvil Genius of
the Theaire," Current Oninicn, LVIIY (February, 1915), 96-97,

561hid.

w————

27peirce, on. cit.

58."’:3«.:11@5 Gibbons Hunker, "David Belasco," Qutlook, CXXVIT
(Maxch 16, 1921), 418-k422, o
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Belasco sometimes used the technigqus of decorating the
aunditorium in order to assist in creating atmesphere. When
Belasco directed the Passion Play in 1882, he "transformed
the anditorium to represent a cathedral, and used hangings
~of sackcloth. « . ."59 He di1d the sams thing when he produced
Marie—Odile.60 In Mima, "the setting was carried out iato

the anditorium as far as The bslconies. . . ."61 The boxes
and balconles were covered with metal., "The interior of the
Belasco Theatre resembled the engine room of a battleship."62
Belasco also had the practice of beginning his plsys in
ways that would allow the avdience to grasp the setting, mood,
and atmosphere of the play before the action or dialogue be-
gan. One technique he used was to begin a play with five to
ten minntes of insignificant and simple action. The beginning

of Mzrie-0diie was described by Arthur Krows:

It was some time after the curtain rose, before the
heroing, who was discovered dusting the convent
table, chairs, floor, and so forth, or any other
character, uttered an Intelligible word.. Nuns
passed and repassed, the bell was zong, Latin
prayers were mumbled, and so orn. The complete
atmosphiere of the convent was_conveyed with the
scene before the nlay hegag.gﬁ

In praise of this type of beginning ansther critic described

59}‘:1‘0"-’-‘8, _9_1)_0 (:it.., I]p' 175""1?60
601114,
61Hartmann, on. cit., p. 119.

627imberlake, op. cit., p. 391.
63Krows, on. ¢it., p. 172.
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the beginning of The Rose of the Rancho:

« « » the rising curtain discloses Padre Antonio,
the Superior of the Mission, dozing over his wine
in his embowered porch. Across the garden, stretched
at full length beside a flowery trellis, and sound
asleep, 1is Don Luls de la Torre, a "spark" from
Monterey. TInstead of having these figures spring
to actiony, Mr. Belasco permits them to remain un-~
disturbed for five minutes or more while a Spanish
girl with a live parakzet upon her arm comes in
and nolselessly fills her earthen jaghwith water
from the well in the Mission Gavden.

The elaborate use of backdrops, or more accurataly,
frontdrops, was another technique created and used to esteblish
atmosphere at the teginning of a play., Painted backdrops had
been in use for centuries before Belasco began hils stage pro-
ductions; however, he used them in a way other prodncers had
not considered. In 1910, Belasco introdiiced a new purpose

for painted drops. For his production of Madame Butizreflv,

he used a cerles of "picture drops" arranged at the proscenium
to set the mood of the play. As the house lights dimmed, the
drops were shown to the accompaniment of music. William
Winter described them in the following manner;

A notably effective scenic innocation was the
precedent vse of "pilcture drops,” gelicately
painted and very lovely pictures shouing various
aspecte of Japan,--a rice field, a flower garden,
a dilstart prospsct of a snow-capped volcazno in
the light of the setting sun, and other views =~
by way of creating a Japanese atmcsphgra before
the scene cf the drama was disclos=d.05

6Li"Plays by Belasco and Fitch," Harper's Meekiy, L
(December, 1906), 1867, 13565,

65Winter, op. cit., Vol. I, pp. 482-483,
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Belasco used & similar device in The Darling of the Gods;

however, it was Just one scene with different sectlons being

lighted at different times.®5®

In The Girl of the Golden West, Belasco introduced still

ancther innovation in the use of drops and painted scenery.
The play "takes place in 1849 around a mining camp on Cloudy
'Mountain,‘California,“67 To ¢reate the atmosphere of this
mining camp high in the California mount tains, Belasco first
had the mountain scene painted on the front curtain:
It consists of a scene painted in "poster" manner,

representing four trees well in the foreground,

behind which is a stretch of necutral color dotted

with . . . sage brush. Back of this streteh rise

blackish green monntains over the central dip in

which shines a setting suwuu, and above which are

clouds of red znd yellow and gray. The sgr

illuminated by placirg a light behind it.
The audience saw the above~described painted curtain as they
entered the theatre. When it was time for the play {o begin,
the house lights were dimmed slowly, and at the same time
the sun faded out. The curtain "rose silently and unseen as
the lights were brought up on a panoramic view moving verti-
cally across the proscenium opening . . ."69 The panorama

began where the palnted curtain had stopped. It-showed the

same scere at zundoun. As the painted canvas began to roll

66"‘I‘he Story of The Darling of the Gods

-y —

Tol
Pictures," Taeatre Marazine, 111 (Februsry, 1903

67Vafdac, op. cit., p. 126.
681phid., pp. 126-127. 691nig., p. 127.
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upward, it gave the same effect as a motion picture "booming"
downward from a great height. The scene moved down from the
mountain top tc a small cabin on the side of the mourtain.
From the cabin, the panorama moved slowly down a path to the
foot of the mountain and stopped with a view of the outsids
of the Polka Saloon. At this point, light could be seen
coming from inside the saloon, and music and singing could
be heard. The lights faded, and the panorama was raisz=d out
of sight. As the lights were bronght up once more, the
audience saw the first scene of the play~-inside the Polka
Saloon.70

The scenes 1n Belasco's productions were often described
as beinz photographic. Some writers believe that Belzsco's
photographic scenes had a direst influence on realism found
in the motion pilcture industry. Mordecai Gorelik, in his

book New Theatres for Ql1d, explalins what he believed (o be

Belasco's influence on the American moticn pilcture.

« « o Belasco Naturalism has been perpetnated in
still wider fashion through the American picture.
Let us note that the American cinems was
corning out of its swaddling clothes at the very
time when Belascoism was the standard of American
dranatic art. The record indicates that Belasco
Naturalisnw appeared on the scene in tinme to affect
the whole future of the motion picture.
You will find the Belasco touch in the next Holly-
wood picture you go to see; and you may well ask ,
yourself what Hollywood could have doac without it.7!

*

701hig.

71Mordecai Gorelik, Nzw Theatres for 01d (New York,
1962}, pp. 166-168.
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In contrast tc Gorelik's opinion, 1s the:opinien of
Nicholas Vardac, author of Stage to Screen. Mr. Vardac
states that Belasco's photographic realism was an attempt to
survive and compete with the motiocn pictures. However,

Belasco's comments about the motion picture industry and the
fact that writers were describing Belasce's setiings as being
photographic as early as 1899 perhaps indicate that Belasco
was not copying the motlon picture indnstry. There are some
techniques, hovever, used by Belasco that seem to have been
borrowed from the movies. The use of picture drops showing

scenes to create mood, such ags he used in Madame Butierflw,

¥as similar to opening scenes in movies. The panorama scene

in The Girl of the Golden HWest with its "booming" douwn effect
could have been copied from motion pictures. One eritic
gescrined a scene in Mima which resembled a motion picture
technique:

Four hydraulic elevators . . . railse and lower

scenery and bring into view the series of episcdes

in the fiyrst aect. These interiundes are set and

pecpled on the stage and then raised to the flies.

Traveling downward they are picked vp by ingen-

iously arranged lights ir a vay that gilves the

impresczion of a motion picture fade-in.72
It is Iwmpessible to deternine whnether scenes like these only
resembled techniques used in motion picturss or whether they
vwere actually copled. If oune or two techniques were borrowed

from the movies, it is still safe to say that on the whole

72y ey York Times, December 23, 1928,

Sy o
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Belasco's photographic scenes were cnly his attempts to bring
nature to the stage, and tc reflect life in a rzalistic way.
The term "photographie" was first used to describe the

scenes in Passion Play. which Belasco directed in 1879. One

writer said the play was *"the most picturesque prcduction
in San Francisco's annals . ._."73 William Winter described
the play as "a long series of dialognes accompanied by pie-

tures angd tableaux."7h Vardac said:

There vas rarely any imaginative or suggestive
kind of scenery, costume or property. «Iven the
supernatural was literally and photographically
treated., « . « The success cof the production
stands in evidence of the nineteenth-centvry
taste for pictorlal realism and of Belasco's  _
successful illustration of the Biblical story./)

All through Belasco's career, he was both praised and
eriticized for his stage plcture techniques. One eritic
saild that one doesn't need ears to enjoy a Belascc production,
for the visunal pictures told tle story. Belasco, on the
other hand, did not see his productions in this light. Ile
defended them in the following passage:

If for however brief a time scenery, acces-

sories, cr any of the details of the environment,

no matter how clever they be in themselves, dis-

tract the audience': ettention from the play

proper or ccuse to be other than mere assisting
agencies, their value is destroyed and they btecome

730ral Semmer Coad, The fumerlcan Stage, Vol. XTIV (New

I Lo .

Haven, Conn., 1929), v. 182.

Myinter, op. git., Vel. I, p. 117.

-

75Vardac, bop. cit., p. 110,
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more a hindrance thﬁg an ald and consequently, an
inartistic blunder.

In 1901, at the Garden Theatre 1in New York, Belasco's

production of Under Twp Flags opened. In this preoduction

Belasco again used stage plctures and naturalistic sets to

- such a degree that Vardac wrote that the preduction was Yin
apparent response to the stimulation offered by the photo-
graphic realism of the moticn picture."’?7 Whatever Belasco's
reason for producing the play, he must be commended for suc-
cessfully producing a story that most producers would not have
attempted. The mountain pass scene.in the play was a master-
piece of solid three-dimensional scenery. "At the extreme
height of the stage Bedouins could be seen hidden behind rocks
and crags waiting in ambush ., . ."78 The sand sterm scene

in this production was another ountstanding scenic effect.

A description of the storm as reported in the New York Sun,
February 10, 1901, and reprinted in Vardac's book, gives some
indicationlof its effect:

The wind sighs in the distance and rages as
It comes near. . . o, The light of day fades to
dimness. The sand that is blovwn in these storms
of the African desert came lightly at first, bot
soon so heavily as to look like fuoriously driven

hail. Rapid reflections on gauze curtains, in
conjuncticn with the noises of the wind and ths

David Belasco, The Theatre Through Its Stage Door

76
(New York, 1919), p. 18%.

7?Vardac, ov. cit., p. 112.
781p1g., p. 113.
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bending of trees, make a really awe-inspiring imji-

tation of natural phenomenon.7§
Very few directors could have successfully produced, on stage,
a play that required as much action as Under Twg Flags.

The atmosphere of time and place and photographic natu-
‘ralism were outstanding characteristics of a Belasce production.
The techniques he uscd, consistently gave the result he wanted:

a conpletely naturalistic production.

Outstanding Scenic Effects

Belasco followed the practice of including one cr two
outstanding scenic effecls in each production. Although these
effects usually brought a great deal of publicity and de~
lighted his audiences, they often raised the cost of the
producticn to a point where profits were very small. fThe
effecis were paturalistiec or belisvable, and were well inte~
grated into the preductions. Descriptions of some of these
onasual effects are included here.

It was in The Darling of the Gods that Belasco gave his
audiences the famous "River of Souls" scene. This scens wes
a sort of purgatory where the soul drifted for a thousarnd
years pefore entering Japanese Heaven. Balasco éame on te
this scenic effect by accident:

The noted producer spent $6,000 on elaborate

mechanism to show the souls of Yo San and her

lover floating through the thousand vears, angd
at the last moment he remained unsatisfied. Then

791b14.

A erpre—
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a stage hand chanced to pass across the stage
between the gauze drops. As he did so, he cast
twenty shadows. It was the big idea. Discarding
all his expensive machinery, Belascon had eight
girls walk across the stage as the stage hand had
done. From their shadows, they looked like nco
less than one hungsed and fifty persons. And all
it cost was $200.

. While a scene depicting purgatory or any supernatural place

coutld never be truly reali, in this case the scene was
naturalistic in the sense that Belasco's purpose was to make

this fanciful scene as believable as possible--to give the

11llusion that this might indeed be what Japanese Purgatory

was like.

In The Girl of the Golden West, Belasco came up with

another spectacular naturalistic effect. It was a blizzard
scene., William Winter's detailed description of that scene
gives the reader an insight into Belasco's stagecrafﬁ. Bven
though it 1s long, parts of that description are inclnded

here because it iz the most detailed report of any of Belasco's

scenes.

Nothing of the kind which I have ever seen in
the theatre has fuily equalled in verisimilitage
the blizzard on Cloudy Mountain as depicted by
Belasco in the Second Act of this fine melodrama.
» « » When the scene, the interior of the Girl's
log-cabin, was disclosed the spectators perceived,
dimly, through windows at the back, a far vista
of rugged, snow-clad mountalns which graduvally
faded from vision as the fall of snow increased
and the casenents became obscured by slset. Then
the sense of desolation, dread and terror, the
audience heard the wild mcaning and shrill whistle
of the gale, and at moments, as the tempest rose

80%row, op. cit., p. 228.
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to a climax of fury, could see the fine-powdered
snow driven in tiny sprays and eddies through
every crevice of the walls and the very fabric of
the cabin quiver and rock beneath the impact of
terrific blasts of wind,--long-shrieking down the
mountalin sides before they struck,--while in every
fitful pause was audible the sharp click-~click-
click of freezing snow driving on wall and window.

] * . ] . - * . L4 . - . - - * . . . - . - * * - .

« + « operation of the necessary mechanical con~-
trivances required a force of thirty-two trained
artisans,~~a sort of mechanical orchestra, direccted
by a centrally placed conductor who was visible
from the special station of every worker. . .

the perfectly harmonious effect of this Pemdrfable
imitation of a storm necessitated that every per-
formance exactly the same thing should be done on
the stagg at, to the second, exactly the prearranged
instant.®!

In addition to the effect created, it ies important to note
the behind the scene activity necessary to produce soch an
effect.

In the play Within ag Inch of His Life

T e e e

Belasco intro-

duced & striking mechanical effecty copies of which can be
seen in the theatre today. The neuspapers of the day called
it Ythe terrific fire spectacle."82 The scens was nothing
more than "flames" made by a series of red and yellow strips
of silk, and fanned freom beneath by bellovs and 11t with
colored lights.83 In this particular scene the effect appears
to have been closer to realistic technique than é naturalistic
one, that is to sey he did not us2 a sysltem of real fire but

rather a system that looked like real fire.

+ - ——

81yinter, op. cit., Vol. IT, pp. 205-207.

82yinter, on. cit., Vol. I, p. 11b,

831p14.
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The "Battle Scene" in Kot Guilty was another ocuatstanding

scene. Belasco, with his usual modesty, described it as
"spectacular.“Sh For this scene Belasco crouded on the
stage several hundred people, horses, and cannons. Of this
scene, even his critics were complimentary. One critic
"wrote, "the Battle Scene, in the Fourth Act, was aboul the
most realistic everg produced on the stage;"85

Belasco's most ingenious and elaborate scenic affects
occurred in his production of Mimza. ¥For this play, the stzge
had to be remndeled. It took months to bulld the great iron
machine which filled the stage and had numerous motors and
working parts. Tﬁe set had to be built in stch a way that
it would collapse and appear to be destroyed at the end of
each perforiance. To build the set: "Tons of iron were used
for supports and deccrations. Forty-five thousand nickel
tupholstery naiis were used to give the effect of rivet heads.“gc
The larger cylinders of the great "psycho~corrupter" served
as acting areas. The doors of the cylinders were opened'and
closed by motors, Four elevators vere used to raise and
lower other scenes. These scenes, called "visions,™ vere
described by Louis Hartmznn:

The "visions" were set on an elevated platform, in
front of whick thore was a round gauze ten feat in

841pid., p. 110.

851314,
86

Hartmann, op. 2it., p. 119,









74

dizameter, framed in a black velvel drop.. When the

- 1lights were gradually brought up on the "vision,"
the elevated platform was twelve feet above stage
level. As the lights came on, the scene started
slowly to descend, the lights being raised at the
same speeG as the movement of the sinking plat-
form. The resultanl illusion was that the scene
was suspended in the airé and as it slowly went
down it seemed fto float. _

Mima was Belasco's most costly production. He had hoped
the production would be his greatest contribution to the
theatre. The critics were amazed at the set, but they were
not pleased with Molnar's 'hackneyed dramatlc seruann;" the
prodvction was therefore a costly failure. The play lost &
quarter of a million dollars.88

Gorelik described two outstanding naturalistic effecis

in Belasco's 1917 production of Tiger Rosea:

e « «» a log cabin was shown in a forest of the
Canadlian Northwest; the stage was covered with
pine~needles upen which the actors trod, wafting

the scent into the awditorium. In the second act

of the same play there was a rainstorm so coavincing
in its effect that at the end of the act spec-
tators, going to the lobby were astoundad to,find
that it was not raining outside the theatre.v9

Belasco's audiences soon began to expect these natural-
istic effects, and many timec came just to see tham. Some
of the elfects were genuinely new and very inventive, while
many were just variations of earlier dovices. Most of these

naturalistic tonches were so real that Relasco was often

-———

—n.

871b1a., p. 120.

) |
88pimberlake, op. cit., p. 392.

89Gorelik, op. cit., p. 164,
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called the Wizard." Perhaps Belasco's naturalistic lighting
and scenle effects would no longer seem unusuzal, but to
Belasco's audiences, unaccustomed to the realism of the modern

movies, he was truly a Wizard.

Illustrations
To add emphasis to points made in fegards to Belascb's
naturalistic stage settings, pictures and scene designs of
three Belasco prodictions are included. First, the set for

The Feturn of Peter Grimm was selected as an example of

Belasco's naturalistic interiors-~solid, cluttered, and de-

tailed. In contrast, the set from Madame Butterfly is

presented to show that Belasco also created simple, uncluttered,
haturalistic sets when that type of set was appropriatc to

the play. The third scene selected serves as an example cof
Belasco's naturalistic exterior settings.

The picture and scene design of The Return of Peter Grimn

"

(pp. 77 and 73) illustrates several points made in the chapter.
First, from the picture, it is possible to see whv Belasco's
scenes were often referred to as photographic haturalism.

The room appears, in every respect, to be a real room-~com-
plete with rugs, whatnots, pictures, and real wall paper.

If the charactzrs, in their posed positions, were removed,

it wonld be very difficult for someone, seeing the picture

for the first time, to delermine that it was not 2 real room.

The scene design 1llustrates other characteristics of 2
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The scenery in Madame Butterfly (p. 79) was very simple

in comparison to most other Belasco sets, In this case it
was simplicity, which was true to Japanese life, that made
the scene naturalistic. From the scenlec wall panels to the
silk~covered windows and floor mats, the scene appeared to
" be very real, and indeed very nuch like scenes one can sees
in mcdern Hollywood movies with orlental settings.

The lést example to be considered here is the first

scene of Belasco's production of The Rosz of the Ranchg. By

putting together bits snd pieces of information gained fronm
severzl different sburces, it shounld be possible to determine
how Belasco proceeded in creating naturalistic scenery.

The setting for the first act of this play was the gar-
den of San Juan Mission in scuthern California. 'The basic
set was constructed in the following manner. The right side
of the stage was the exterior of Padre Antonio's house. Up
stage righty, as part of the house, there was a vine-covered
porch. Near the back of the stage and running horizontally
there was a hedge fence with a stone arch and gate set in it.
Benind the fence there was a painted backdrop which showad
a view of the front of the Mission with its bell tower. On
the left eide of the stage Just inside the hedge fence a
large flowsr could be scen. The remainder of thz left side
of the stzge was fiiled by a large grape arbor. To complets
the set, an old fountain was located in the center of the

garden.
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By taking the set and applying the known. facts about
Belasco's methods, together with the property plot, it is
possible to determine how he created a completely naturalistic
set. First the exterior view of the Padre's house would have
been constructed from solid materials to approximate an adobe
facade. The Mlssion backdrop, of c¢ourse, was painted on
¢canvas; however, Belasco experimented for several weeks
'changing'the colors of the Mission walls and the colors of
the lights until he found a ccmbination which added dimensicn
to the painting.

In the property plot, one can see the numercus, ninute
details with which Belasco dressed his set. Since the scene
was to represent a garden, Belasco covered every available
space wlth trees, follage, and flowers. The careful layout
of each flower bed indicates the planning and thought behind
each Belascoan detail. One can concludes that when Belasco
saw, in his mind, a flower bed, he did not see Jjust spone
flowers, not even some geraniums, poppies, heollyhocks,
azaleas, eftc.y but he cav nine geraniums, eighteen poppies,
three hollyhocks, cne azalea, gt¢c. It was surely this type
of énalytical planning which made Belasco's naturalistic sets
unigtz.

From the property plct, or olner sources, it was inm-
possible to determine how much of the vegetation was real.

It can be noted, nevertheless, that the plot does state that

the Pheonix palm was real and the fruit trees had fruoit.
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As one notes the detailed planning and thought that
must have gone into creatlng this scene, znd the completeness
of the set, it shnuld be remembered that this was but one
of three equally complete and detailed scenes used in the

production,

Property Plot
Jhe Rose of the Rancho

ACT I

Down R. Flower Bed containing:
9 Geranium plants.
18 Poppy plants.
3 Hollyhock plants.
1 Azalea plant.
3 Tube rose plants.
1 Century plant.
1 Lily plzant.
Down R. on scene:
1 Lattice of fuchsia,
1 Latfice of roses.
On arbor, hanging on scene:
Rose vinz and roses.
Bird cage.
In arbor:
Table.
Armchair,
Footstool (Janet).
On table:
2 Glasses.,
1 Jug.
1 Bottle with cold tea.
4 Books.
1 Money box.
1 Leather cushlon on chair.
Shawl on arbor.
Gerarium in window.
Stone seat at foot of arbor.
L. of arbor, flower bed containing:
Geraniom plants,
1 Century plant.
12 Poppy plants.
3 Sets of hollyhocks.






1st set of 3.
2nd set of 2.
3rd set of 4,
On wall diztributed:
7 Hollyhocks.
On L. of wall:
1 Hollyhock.
Center: 1 fountain with 2 water pans and 2 gourds
~-curb is broad to sit on.
. Dowun L, 1 bed containing:
6 Assorted plants and 12 popples.
On arbor:
2 Geranium vines on front.
2 Geranium vines on top.
1 Tub of water in fountain.
1 Gourd dipper on fountain.
1 Orange tree with fruit R,
1 Orange tree with fruit L.
1 File of oranges L.
Several oranges on ground.
1 Small fig tree with fruit L.
1 Grape vine con back.
Bird nouse on arbor.
In arbor:
1 Long stone seat with rug.
1 Small flower bed containing:
2 Geranium plants,
6 Poppiec.
1 Real Pho=znix palm
1 Small bench.
1 Basket of fruit.
T Jug of tea and glszgs.,
1 Set of hollyhocks of 3.

Back:
Tree.
Peony bush.
Rose bush.
Orange blossom bush,
Set bricks and grass mats.
Phoenix palm on 2nd Y. wing.

-t o o anh wwd —

L Btage:
Cushion.
Foot~warmer.
Prayer=-book.
Large parasol,
Wneelbarrow, 2 baskehLs of grapes.
Cart, gtec., up L. with horse to carry four.
Grass up C.

6 Doll sticks 4 feet lonz each.



8 Largs boxes of confetti at each entrance.
Trays of cascarones for servants.

Red rose and pink tuberose for Juanita.

Candies for Donna Pefrona.

Jewelled stagg for El Tecolero.

Cigarettes for ten men.

Box of znuff for Donna Petrona.

Embroidery for four women on small tambour

frames, needles, gtc.

. 60 Coins for twelve men.

Basket of seeds for Manuel,

Heavy battering-ram effect off C.

Small stone seat--up L.

3 Water jugs up C.

1 Lariat for Ortega.

3 Couw~bells down R.

1 Lariat.

Coins for Sumnol.

Tuber Rose for Kearney.

Cigars for Kearney.

1 Set of chimes off R.

Bell off L. .

Rebecca clay water~jug off L.

Parrot for girl to carry on her finger off L.

Effect of creaking cart off L.

0ld whip for Sunol.

Guiter with broad ribbon for door L.

2 Cups and plates for checolate off R.

Cigarette case and matches for Luis.

Cigars and matches~~Kincaid.

Mule tingle.

"Entry Papers."

ACT IT

Down R:
Lantern in arbcer.
Tree stump and hanging vase with flowers.
Grape vine in arbor.
Table on same.
Fruoit basket.
Red silk shawl.
5 Douel sticks for fight.
3 Tamhourines.
Stool.
Basket of Flowers under table.
Long bench.
Over table to Balcony:
1 Bracket.
Tambourine on sama,

85



Center:
Glass with flowers.
Bracket cn scene of scones.

Watering-trough with flowers and grindstone.

Bird cage under balcony.

1 Chair under balcony.

1 Peg for lariat on scene C.

1 Green hide lariat on peg up L.
Bench and 2 tambourines,

+ 1 Tambourine on window.

On Scene I: JIron horseshoe candle~holder.

Under Balcony:
1 Lantern and on scene I wood pictare.

On balcony:
Rug on balcony.
Boxes for serpentine and 2 boxes for
Lanterns.
Vase of flowers on edge of baicony.
Vase ¢f flowers con ceiling.
Pictures on backing Juvanita's room.
Box of flowers Center.
Vase of flowers on end.
Madonna in niche with lantern.

..s_s..sm-l—lmw

Off Stage:
Down R.
4 Scones to be carried on 1lit.
2 Single candlesticks 1it.
2 5-arm candelabra.
3 Lanterns on pole.
1 2-figure confettl fight.
1 Box confetti.
2 Steols and 4 chairs-~1 armehair.
Heavy lock chain and iron bar on gate.
1 Large Indian water jug of flowers.
Silver platfter of cascarones on table.
1 Table, 30 x 40, to be carried.
Indian rug and footstool to be carried.
2 Backels confetti balis to be carried
Basket of flowers to be carried.
Drum to be carried.
Bench for musicians.
Gun rack containing 2% guns.
Crash of breaking in a sterne wall.
Doorbell and knocker.
Lantern for Padre.
Lantern for Kearney.
Box Mission sweets for Padre.
Ram for Xearney.

B e N U N SO N N ' SV N

confetti.

on.
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1 Gun for Kearney.
2 Cigars for Kearney.
1 Saddle and wagon.

Documents for Kinkaid and ciger and matches.

6 Doll sticks 4 feet long =ach.
Rosin boards off L, 2--R, 1.
Sprinkle rosin on stage where dances occur.

ACT TII

. On Stage:
1 Barricade consisting of:
1 Frame piece.
4 Boards.
2 Stones.
1 Set rock.
1 Arber over barricade,
t Lantern in barricade.

On Wall:
! Breakaway vase and crash,

On Stage:
1 Chair.
2 Scones on posts.
t Arbor piece with grape vine.
Lantern on same.

0ff Stage R:
Crash.
Bundle of clothes.
Lantern in pail.

Off Stage L:
A tray of dishes containing:

5 cups and saucers.

t Teapot.

1 Creamer,

Document for Ssumy.

1 Plstol for Xearney.

1 Bhawl for Kinkaid.

3 Revolvers.

1 Lantern. .

. @
Glass crasn.'o
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Summary.

Having reviewed Belasco's stagecraft in detail, it is
now possible to make some observations and generalizations.
First, each production, and each element of that production,
was of the highest quality. Within his style-~naturalism--
he could not be equaled. The quality he brought to stage-
craft was the results of unusual dedication, perserverance,
and planning, As producer, directbr, and many times play-
wright, his productions were "Belasco" in every detail, and
all elements were considered important and received his per-
sonal attention.

In general, éelasco'slnaturalistic scenery was solid,
three-dimensional, and practical, and he dressed his set with
numerous details, Belasco's goal was to make each and every

scene of his productions as believable or naturalistic as

possible; hence atmosphere was of primary importance. All

of his prcduction technigues and naturalistic effects were
used to create this all-important believable atmozphére.' He
reascned that if what his audience saw appeared to be con-
pletely real and believable, the play itself wouid, therefore,
ke believable.

The believable atmosphere, which Belasco created through
the vse of naturalistic scenery, was snhanced and comple-
mented by his skillful and inventive use of light. It
remains, then, in Chapter Three to investigate this important

aspect of Belascolsm.



CHAPTER III
BELASCO'S NATURALISTIC LICHTING

If David Belasco deserves more recoghition in one area
of production than in others, that area would undoubtedly
be stage lighting. His passion for scenic detail was perhaps
surpasced by his fascination for color and light. With com=-
pletely naturalistic stage lighting as a goal, Belasco spent
years experimenting, developing, and improving stage lighting.
The fruits of these experiments were shared with the entire
profession and it is probably here that Belasco made nis
greatest contributions to the theatre of his day. VWriters
who were critical of Belasco's scenery, generally praised
hie lighting efforts; indeed one snch critiey Jane Dransfield,
wrote: "From candle light, through gas, locomotor reflectors,
the coxyhydrogen lime-light, up to the pre»ent electric system,
Ar. Belasco has pursued the advance of his arty until to-day
none c¢an rival hin in the wizardry of stage Iighting."1

For the purpose of intensified study, Belasco's natural=-
istic stagecrart and naturelistic lighting are being discussed
in separate chaplerssy it sheuld be noted, however, that in

practice Belasce's naturalistic scenery and lighting were

1Jane DIAnsfl 13, YBehnind the Scenes with Belasco,"
Theatre Magazine, : XLV (April, 1 22) 228, 230, 260.

&9
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very closely related, and worked together to create an over-
all effect. For simplification and discussion, Belascc's
naturalistic lighting hes been divided into six categories:
Early Interest and Experiments, Philosophy and Theories,
Specific Techniques, Procedure, Illustrative Effects, and

Technical Aspects.

Barly Interest and Experience

Belasco's interest in theatre lighting developed almost
simultaneocusly with his interest in acting and directing;
and even as a young boy he played with toy theatres lighted
with oil 1amps.2 Although vague zbout when,Belasco was spe-
cific about where he got his first ideas about lighting:

I gained my first ideas of lighting from the won-

derful skies of southern California. I went direct

to nature for my inspiration. There, on the brightest

days, I would sit among the hills and watch the

lights and shadews as they came and weni. After

a time I beggn trying to reproduce those lights

and shadous.

When he began his acting career, candles and gaélights
vere still in use; nevertheless, even with the gas lamp,
Belasco wzs able to get some startliing effects. The earliest
record of a Belasco lighting effect seems to bz the ghost
illusion he and 2 friend, ¥Frank Gardner, created at the

Bgyptian Hall in San Francisco in 1877. Belasco described

the effect:

2David Belasco, The Theatre Through Its Stage Door (New
York, 1919), p. 165,

3.;[9_1.@' s p. 236.
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There was a stage, covered with black velvet, and

a sheet of glass, placed obliquely over a space
beneath the stage,~-which was called the 'oven.'
Gas lamps were ingeniously concealed so as to give
the impression of a phosphorescent light from
ghostlike bodies. The characters in the play were
obliged tc enter the ‘overn' under the black velvet,
and to lie on their backs, while their misty
shadows were thrgwn like watery Impressions upon
the glass plate. ’

This is the first record of a Belasco lighting effect; how-
ever, he had been experimenting with stage lighting before
this time. When asked if the ghost illusion was his first
experiment in the area of lighting, he replied:

It was not. ©Some time before I had been working

with locomotive headlights, and I had discovered

the ease with which I could get certain effects

by pvlacing tin pans before oil lamps. Then it

occurred to me that by means of colored silks,--

my own forerunner of gelatin slidesgy~~1 could add

further variations to colored lights, and it was

after this experience that I began tc pay par-

ticular attentign to the charm of stage

lighting. « « «

From the information available, it seems likely that in
the beginning Belasco's primary interest in stage lighting
was purely for "effects." Although he later became inter=-
ested in developing controlled naturalistic light, his earlier
effortls came at a time when theatre lighting was little moras
than general I1llumination. With the advent of elesctric
lighting, the potential for bright, conirolled light was

greatly increased. 1In America, the first attempt to use

"Williem Winter, The Life of David Belasco, Vol. I (Neu
York, 1918}, p. 97.

SIbid., pp. 99-100.
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electric lights in the theatre "was at the California Theatre,
San Francisco, February 21 to 28, 18?9."6 Belasco was there,
and the experiment served to increase his interest in stage
lighting. His interest in lighting continuned through the
1880's and 1830's, and in 1902, when he built his first
theatre, he installed a completely electrical system., Tt
should be noted, however, that ths system would be ccnsidered
very crude and inadequatelin comparison to modern eguipment.
General illumination came from fcotlights and borders which
were nothing more than several rows of sixteen candle power
lamps. The only other available equipment was the M"arce”
spotlight and the "arc'" olivette--the "arcs" were later re-
placed by incandescent lamps. Beczuse of the large sizs of
the early M"arc'" lights and the fact that they reguired an
operator, it was diffi cult to place and use more than a Tew
at a time, Belasco found room for two in each wing, but was
never satisfied with the results because the light could not
be adequately diffused, cclored, or controlled. WNevertheless,
with the aid of silk coloring and mica slides for dimming and
spotting, Belasco was able to achleve amazing resnlis with
the cruds equipment. In an effort to improve the existing
equipnent and develop new eguipment which would give him the
results he wanted, Belasco included an electrical workshop

in the basement of his new theatre. It was in thils workshopn

William Winter, The Life of David Belasco, Vol. IT (New
York, 1918), p. 245,
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that he and Hartmann, his chief electrician, conducted their
lighting experiments. With an unusual interest in lighting,
and as he became financially able, it was only natural that
Belasco should spend much time and money developing this
important aspect of production. Although he gained consid~-
erable recognition, his greatest reward was probably the

satisfaction he received from entertaining his audiences.

Philosophy and Theories

Any play worth producing at all is entitled
to the most perfect interpretation that can be
secured for it. Any means that aids the audience's
grasp and understanding of it, or that appeals to
the esthetic-sense, is useful and legitimate in the
theatre . . .7

In this statement by Belascc, one can see the under~
lying philosophy behind his use of lights, and indeed all

aspects of his stagecraft. Any means that sided the avdience's

understanding was legitimaste-~-this sane philosophy con be

found in many of Belasco's essays on the theatre; hcwever,
when Belasco made the above statement, and each time he ﬁade
a similar statement, ne was qguick to qualify it by adding
that the divector, nevertheless, must always rememher that
“the nlay itseif is the main thing."®

A seccond important tenet of Belasco's lighting philosophy

can be found in his beslief "that it is mbch easier to appeal

te th Actor's Art," Munser's

7David Relasco, "Aids t
1918), 265-279,

Magazine, LXIII (March,

8Tpid.



to the hearts of andiences through their senses than through
their intellects."? Trom this statement it is possible to
determine twe things. First, when he said, "appeal to the
hearts of audiences," he confirmed, as was stated in Chapter
I, that his primary goal was tec interest and entertain an
audience. In fact he cnce sald people go to the theatre
mainly "tec have their emotions stirred."TO Secondly, by
stating that a stronger éppeal can be made through the serses,
Belasco indicated one major reason why he gave so nmuch at-
tention to scenery and lighting.

In appealing to his aundiences' senses, Belasco had some
definite theoriesoas to their likes and dislikes. Critics,

even the ones who disliked Belasco's productions, all agreed

that he had an vnuswal ability to determine or sense what

effective moments and scenes.™ ! In this regard, Arthur
Hobson Quinn wrote that he had "a keen sense of the in-
stinetive motor and emoticnal reactions of an audience."!2
Belasco's analysis of what audiences wanted, however, was

not ail guess work~~he studied his aundiences. Often he stood

back stage in the wings and observed the reactions of his

-

9David Belasco, The Theatre Throush Its Stage Door (New
York, 1919), pp. 74-75.

O1p14., p. 75.

.

Ystark Young, "Belasco," The New Republle, IXVIT (June
17, 1931), 123-124, ,

12prthur Hobson Quinn, A History of the American Drang
{(New York, 1936), p. 199.
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audiences, and one conclusion that Belasco reached was that
audiences constantly demand new and better things: “I
realized that the auvdience must be my principal study. Then
I soon realized that the audience has not only a willingness,
but a real desire for better things."13 It was perhaps,
indeed, this very realization which kept Belasco continually
working to improve his lighting and other scenic effects.
Belasco's analysis of hié audience would seem to indicate
that his effects were primnerily efforts to give his audiences
good theatre. However, when one reads the fellowing statement
by Louls Hartmann, it appears that Belasco's effects may have
been purely for tﬁe sake of novelty:
Theatre audiences demand novelty. New methods

must be devised constantly. David Belasco always

has realized this; and when the old methods began

to lose their effectiveness he discarded them with

an uncanny ;Eresignt that sensed the danger before

it arrived.
A reascnable explanation of this apparent contradiction is
that Belasco was solproduction—minded that he actnally could
never truly make the distinction between an effect that was
Just an effect and an effect which genuinely aided inter-
pretation or understanding of the play.

¥t was also Belasco's theory that in their demand for

change and better things, audiences were "azlways moving toward

-
1-‘.J!u’c:hie Bell, "David Belasco Attacks Stage Tradition,"
The Theatrs Magazine, XIIT (May, 1911), 164, 166, 168,

MLouis Hartmann, Theatre Lighting (New York, 1930),

P« 5.
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naturalism."15 He said it is natural and right for the
Yaudiences to demand better effects than their grandfathers
witnessed . . . American audiences are through with all of
these things on the stage that are false, when compared to
the realities of 1life."!6

Much has already been said in Chapter II about the at-
mosphere in a Belasco production; however, it should be nected
here that his naturalistic lighting was, perhaps, the most
important single factor in creating this atmosphere.. Belasco
used his lights to create mood and atmosphere much as other
producers used music--"lights are to drazma what music 1s to
the lyrics of 2 séng."17 Belasco, himself, stated that
lighting was the mest important element of production: "No
other fzcteor that enters into the production of a play is so
effective in conveying its moods and feeling."18

Belasco was, also, one of the first to recognize the

psychological effects of light on both his actors and audi-

¢« « o the spell prodecad by light is an incalculable
aid to the art of the actor., Light haz a psychological
effect which parhaps he is not able te undarstand

or ex¥plain, but he feels it instantly and responds

to it, and then the audience just as quickly re-

sponds to him., I have someltimes doubled the

e
’Bell, on. cit., pp. 164, 166, 168,
167p14,

b

17David Belasco, The Theatre Throush Tts Stase Door (New
York, 1919), p. 56.

181big.



persuasiveness of a speech, not by changing a word

written by the author, or an intonation or gesture

by the actor, but by increasing the value of the

light in which the character stands.!9
The theory of "“changing light" was important.to Belzasco.
To be natural, light must net be fixed, but munst be constantly
changing~-in color, intensity, and direction~~just as in life
the sun's rays are constantly changing in color, intensity,
and direction. Of the almost andetectable 1little subtleties
and changes of light thet were a part of all his plays, he
explained that the avdience can feel or sense the difference,
"just as one is conscious of heat, yet does not see it, on
entering a warnm reom."20  He believed that in any production
" the opportunities for subtle changes were numerous:

o+ ¢« » there are also thousands of chances for

delicate strokes of illumination in a well-managed

modern play which neither audience nor critic is

likely to notice, yet which works unconsciously

uponn the feelings and imagination.?2]
By way of praising and explaining Belasco's ever-changing

PrSw b LA A A

of the Rancho:

The significant part of psychology as applied
to stage lighting is that, in the highest per-
fection of its handling, it is never fixed,
particularly in plays dependent upon special
atmoaphere. _

* L 4 L L . * L » ’ L 4 4 [ ] * L . > - L

Y91b1d., p. 7h.
201bid., p. 57.

21 payig Belasco, "Aids to the Actor's Art," Munsev's
Magazine, IXIII (March, 1918), 265-279, .



98

In "The Rose of the Rancho," during the course
of the first scene, with the sun beating down cn
the Mission garden, with the Padre asleep on his
vine~covered porch, the electrician is busy at the
switch, Some lenses are focused for light, others
for shadow, amber is thrown upon the gate, straw
medium paints the orange tree. A rose bush must
have a special ray upon it, while the arbor, and
certain roses, must catch the glint of sunlight,
One lens strikes the fountaln, centered on the
stage, coloring the stone seat upon which Juanita
flirts with Kearnev. All the while the baby lens
1z kept busy spotting the chief actors on the
stage. '

Light, to Belasco, meant colored light, and basic to an
understanding of his use of light is an awareness of his
sensitivity to color. It was cclored, not white light, that
he used to create mood and atmosphere; accordingly it was his

use of celor that made his light natuoral. Belasco atiributed

much of his success to his feeling for color:

The greatest part of my suvccess in the theatre I
attribute to my feeling for colors, trenslated

into effects of light. Sometimes these effecis
have been imitated by other producers with con-
siderable success, but I do not fear such encroach-
ments. It may be possible for others to copy mE
colors, but no one can get my feeling for them.23

The delicate way in which Belasco manipulated light and
color on stage was often compared with the way a painter
manipulates paint on canvas. James Hunsier wiote: "Primarily
David Belasco is a painter. FHe wields a big brush and paints

broadly, but ke can produce miniature effects; =ffects that

22Mon§rose J. Moses, The American Dramatist (Bosten,
Mess., 1925), pp. 250-251.

23David Belasco, The Theatre Throush Its Ztage Donv
(New York, 1919), p. 50, "
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charm, atmospheric effects. "4  In like manner, Montrose J.
Moses makes the analogy:

In his studio, Mr., Belasco first imagines his can-

vasj he then places his "light plots" in the hands

of his electrician for fulfillment. At rehearsal

he adds to, modifies, rejects, fus%ng the whele

as a painter does with his brush.?
Indeed, Belasco himself compared his work with lights to that

of a painter. 1In an article for Harper's Weekly hie wrote:

+ « o the lighting of each new scene that I pro-
duce 1s a new and original picture which retains
its identity once I have painted it. My process
of producing light bears the same relation to the
stvage that the painter does to his canves. . . .

I have directed the distribution of light on can-
vas as a painter manipulates colors, shading here,
-brightening there, till the effect was complete.
It was all done at that one sitting . . . T could
never repaint that picture once complete.26

The extreme importance Belasco placed on color and
shading can, perhaps, best be illustrated by the fact that
he had colored lights installed in the dressing rcoms and
insisted that actors make themselves up in light similar to
that used on stage.27 To emphasize the importance of the

colored lights in the dressing room, Belasco told of the

difficulty he had when he produced The Heart of Wetona,in

thames Gibbons Huigker, "David Belasco," Qutlook, CXXVIT
(March 16, 1921), L18-%2p,

25Moses, op. cit., p. 247,

26David Belasco, "Dramatizing the Present," Harper's
Weekly, LVII (April 12, 1913), 26,

2/David Belasco, The Theatre Through Its Stage Donr (New
York, 1919), p. 81.
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which William Courtleigh played an Indian. After many tries
Courtleigh was still unable to make himself appear the color
of an Indian. It was finally discovered that the problem
was caused by white lighﬁs in the dressing room. Courtleigh,
using white lights, "had been trying to contrive an effect
which the audience was to see in a scene that was amber in
the tone of its illuminations."28 The problem was then easily
solved--amber lights were placed around the mirror in the
drecssing room.29

Tt can be noted from the above incident, which seems
naive today, Jjust how little consideration had bveen given to
the effects and use of colored light. What now seems to be
a simple prcblem was at that time o serious one. Without
the present-day knowledge of the éffects of colored light ou
pigments, Belasco's placing of colored lights in the d:essing
rooms was, perhaps, the simplest and most logical sclubfion.

Belasco's primary purpose for using color was to convey
meaning and mood to his audiences: "To use color, not for
mere adornment, but tc convey a message to The hearts of my
audiences, has vecome my creed."30 Belasco wanted not juse

scensry, but natural, real, believeble scenery; accordingly

e gl et Srriegs
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To this end, the same ﬁype of detailed creative preparstion
went into his achievements in naturalistic lighting as went
into the execution of his scenery. ZEXvery detail had fo be
considered--the intensity of each lamp, the coler of each
frame, the direcltion of light rays, the location of shadous
and highlights, light cues, and timing.
Now that the philosophy and theory behind Belasco's

natoralistic lighting have been outlined, a more meaninglul

stody of his specific technigues can now ve conducted.

Technigues

In 1902, when Belasco built his first theatre, he
inclnded an electrical workshop in whicih various types cf
lighting equipment were invented--eqnipment which greatly
increased the poténtial of Belasco's iighting effscts. Before
this time, however, Belasco had been achieving unusual and
praiseworthy results with the eguipment which was then
available. Hsrtmann wrote: *The szame apparatus was in
general use in all theatres. David Belasco achieved better
results because he gave more time and atltenticn to the way
it was nandled.”31 One can see then that in his lighting,
as in every other phase of production, it.was Belasco's dil-
igence and perserverance-which wes the underlying force behind
all he achieved, His gernins and wizardry were in many cases

nothing more than }just plain hard work, planning, and money.

3

1 .
Hertmann, gon. ci%.., p. 2.
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In general, Belasco's lighting techniques were charac-
terized by three distinctive features: (1) his unique use of
the baby spot, (2) his limited use of footlights, and (3) his
border system of controlled reflected light. Other than
what cotld be considered 'special effects," it was these
three features which made Belasco lighting as effective and
naturalistic as it was.

Perhaps the outstanding feature of Belasco's techniques
was his unique use of baby spots. With the exception of brief
appearances of very minor éharacters, an individual baby spot
follewed every player about the stage. Before Belasco began
this praclice, other producers had used larger spots, located
in the balconies, to follow the star. The effect that Belasco
achieved, however, was guite different; whereas larger spots
were noticeable and called attention to the star, Belasco's
baby spots were not noticeable and all principal players were
spotted. Belasco's main purpose in vsing the individual
spots was, as it was with every element of production, to
incresse the naturalness ol the produnction. At first thought,
the vse of individual spols does not seem naturalistic: indeed
in life one does not walk around in his own individual lighs.
Nevertheless, o c¢lose look at Belasco's method and purpese

will show that his aims and results were naturalistic. Pir

4+
v

2

b ]

Belasco begen To use individual spots in an effort to solve
a major problem in stage lighting--to light the stage creating

the appropriate naturalistic atmosphere, and at the same tine
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to have enough light on the actors’ faces that they could
be seen clearly frcm the aunditorium, Hartmann was very
eritical of other producer's methods in this regard:
The procedure of most directors in such cases

was to raise the fools until the actors' eyeballs

could be seen from the last row of the orchestra

seats. Thus they had strong high lights on every-

thing in the foreground. This form of lighting

could not even be czlled a compromise; from an

efficiency standpeint it was just a makeshift,32
In contrast, Belasco developed and used individual baby spots.
In order to use the individual spots effectively and without
drawing attention to their presence, several additional prob-
lems had to be solved; the most cbvious of these was the
movement of the actors. Actors could not remain in one place
throughout a play; therefore, if the spots were to be effective,
they must follow the actors, and this meant an individual
operator for each spot used, which ran the cost of lighting
far beyond the price most producers were willing to spend.
Other producers itried a modification of the system: "They
would set the bables for a scene, generally using an insuf-
ficient ntmber of them, so that it became necessary to fix
the sctor's position to the relation to the light."33 0n

the other hand:

David Belasco would not move an actor an inch to
adjust him to a mechanical effect, maintaining that
the mechanics should be used to ald the actor, nct
to hamper him--which they certainly gg if ne has

to be conlinually censcious of them,3”

32Hartmann, opn. cit., p. 19. 33Ipid., p. 28.

341piq.
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A second problem in making the use of individual spots
natnralistic was how to light the actor and yet not draw
attention to it by a hard circle of light. This problem was
solved by the use of special mica slides. The constructioh
of the slides will be discussed later in this chapter; for
now it is enough to say that they were designed to let through
bright light, just the size of the actor's face with the re-
mainder of the 1light belng quickly diffused and blended.

A third problem involving the individual spots had to
do with the intensity of the light. When the actor was far
avay from the spot, the light had to be more intense; hence,
as the actor approached the light, the brightness had to be
reduced. Changes in intensity also had to be made if an
actor catle close to some supposedly natural light sourze on
stage, such as a lamp or window. This problem was solved by
equipping each individual spot with a dimmer; thus the operater
of the light cowld also adjust the intensity of the light.

Finding a workable place to locate the spotlights was
another difficulty to be solved. In this case, Belasco .
stationed lights and operators in small compartments cn each
side of the proscenium, and also on a light bridge running
across the top of the stage just benind the main curtain
(See pr. 105 and 106).

The baby spofs wnich Belasco unsed to spot his actors
were clten referred to as "Du Barry Lights" because they were

first used in his 1901 production of Dy Barrv, and they were
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alsc called Ychasers." Belasco's masterful use of these ever-
changing spots~-both in direction and intensity~-won for him
great praise énd recognition.

Two other techniques used by Belasco to erezte natural-
istic lighting sheould be noted here, for they were, at the
time, innovations. First, he did away with footlights.
Second, he developed the use of reflected light. 1In thé
former case, he first eliminated footlights in 1879 at "The

Possicn Flay in San Francisco, using old locomotive bull's-

eyes from the balcony to light the distant stage."35 He
dispensed with footlights off and on depending upon the lighting
equipment available in the theatre he was uwsing ard require-
ments of the pléy antil 1915, when he did away with them
comnletely, n nis first theatre, he had "reversitle footi-
lights that could be turned out of sight at will."36 in 1915
he covered over his footlights and extended the apron of his
stage and had all of his lighting coming from abeve. The

New York Times praised this method of lighting when it re-

viewed the production of Marise-0Odile. The review first com-

mented on the lights which came Trom the light bridge anrd
then added:

In the back of tue convent, high above the actors!
heads, 1s a stained glass window, and benind this
window Mr. Belacco has hung more lumps, and

35Arthur Edwin Krows, Play Production in America (¥ew
York, 1916}, p. 202.

361p14.
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altogether the effect is just as it would be in
real life--sunlight or moonlight coming from just
where it shonld come, above.3%

" The development and use of reflected light gave Belasco
still further flexibility and more natufai light. A de-
seription of the system Belasco used can be feound on page 130,
The system of reflected light made it possible for Belasco
to diffuse light evenly across the stage, using a bright light
source placed comparatively near to the subject. "The method
is comparable with that by which a person five feet from a
mirror is to all intents and purposes ten feet-from his
image . . ."38 |

PFor reflecteé 1ight to be of any real value {o Belasco,
it had to be ceclored. It vas disceovered thal very natural
¢olors could be obtained by painting the reflectors with a
thin coal of ¥French colored lacquer. Theodorg Fuehs indi-

cates that the colors which were achieved were very realistic,

and the cclored lacquer did not fade as quickly zs gelatin

9

(S

mediz.
- Belasco believed at the time that the new systom of

reflected light would completely replace existing borderlight

systems; however, with the development of the fresnel lens,

Belasco's system was no longer needed. It was described in

37Ney York Times, Jannary 31, 19i5

g

38Hartmann,'gg. cit., p. 77.

igTheodore Fuchs, Stage Lighting (New York, 1957),
re 175,
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the New York Times: "The new equipment abolishes what are

known in the theatre as ‘'gelatin mediums.' Silver reflectors

treated with dyes are used to get the color values."H0

Procedure

In planning the lights for a production, Belasco began
in muech the same way as he began planning the scenery. Just
as he very carefully acted out the piay for hiz sceniec artist,
he explained to his electrician, scene by scene, the lighting
he had in mind. Belasco and Hartmenn then took the models,
which had been constructed by the scenic artist, and 1it then
with colored lights, experimenting until the right effects
were achleved. Of these experiments with the models, Belasco
said: "Night after night we experimented together to obtain
color or atmospheric effects, aiming always to make them aid
the interpretation of the scenes. Wi While it is true that
other producers sometimes made models of their scenery,
Belasco's use of the models to experiment with lighting was
indeed unique.

Afterlthe scenery had been assembled on stage, Belasco
began to try to duplicate the effects he had cbtained with
the models. "The lights were gradnated znd balaneced so the

setting had the proper effect for the time of the action, "2

brOI‘-Iew York Times, July 23, 1923,

h1David Belasco, Ihe Theatrs Throuzh Its Stase Door (New
York, 1919), p. 56. _

thartmamn, op. cit., p. 19,
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- This was not, however, the final setting of lights, but only
the beginning. Once the actors were brought on stage many
changes usbally had to be made. When Belasco had decided
exactly what he wanted he gave his actors a day off, and
devoted that time to the final adjustments of lights:

I utilize thils tire making the final adjustment of
my lights, for T have now decided upon the exact
effects I require. It may take hours or, perhaps,
a whole day and s night, in a darkened theatre, for
the timing of the nmovements of the players, For
instance, the transition from afternoon to sunset
must create a perfeect illusion, or elsg3 in its
abruptness, it will become ridiculous.”
Once the lights were set for the effects Belasco wanted, it
was then time to begin light rehearsals which would sometimes
be cornducted with actors and sometimes without, depending
npon how complicated the lighting was for a pariicular shov.

Hartmann contrasted the nomber of lighting rehearsals Belasceoe
conducted with those of other producers of his day.

David Belasco always devoted a great deal of time

to light rehearsals, althobugh most prcducers still
consider one or two such rehearsals sufficient

during the production of 2 new play. Light re-
hearsals at the old Belasco Theatre generally

lasted & week, wilh two weeks on the road; then

two dress rehearsals witghfull lighting before

they opened in New York.

When Theodore Fuchs was a young boy, he worked for Be-

lasco &s an operator of baby spcts;hs therefore, his commenis

“3pavid Belasco, The Theatrs Throush Its Stase Daor (New
York, 1919), p. 80.

hhﬁartmann, op. cit., p. 1k,

by . .
5Dlscussion with Dr. Robert Black, North Texas State
Universily, March, 1967.
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about Belasco's lighting are of particular value. In his

book Stags Lighting he had this to say about Belasco's light

rehearsals:

He comprehends perhaps more than any other producer

the value of stage lighting in strict coordination

with the other elements of play production. Tor

this reason he has always been very painstaking

with the lighting of his prodoctiens. Weeks are

sometimes spent by him in tedilous Eg expensive~-but

result-producing~~light rehearsals.

In additicn to the unusual number of light rehearsals,
Belasco's naturalistic lighting required an unusunally large
number of electricians-~the number varied from show to show
but it was rarely less than fifteen and sometimes as high as
thirty.

As hss already veen stated, much of the naturalism of
Belasco's lighting came from the fact that the lights for
any one scene were rarely fixed, but censtantly changing;
however, most of the changes were so subtis that the audience
was not asware of them, Changes in intensity could be made
from the switchboard by use of dimmers; whereas changes in
the direction of light had to be made by an individual oper-
ator for each light that tequired moving, and in a Bazlzsco
production that meant almost every spotlight. TIn his pro~
duction c¢f The Grapd Army Man, "Belasco used thirty-two

separate lights, each with its oun attendant."h7

1
*nhecdore Fuchs, Stage Lighting (New York, 1957), p. 51.

47prthur Bdwin Xrows, Flay Production 1n America (Wew
York, 1916), v. 206. _
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To have constantly changing light that was effective
required a well—tréined 1ighting crew. Belasco beileved
that to work effectively, his c¢rews must "become as familiar
with the play as the actors themselves."118 In praise of his
electricians, Belasco said: M"They do not work mechanically,
but with their hearts and souls, for, once having comprehended
the spirit of the play, they are as dexterous with the appli-
ances for regulating the lights as musicians with their
instruments.“hg Montrose J. Moses made a similar observation
about a Belasco electrician: "He is no machine, no mere
feeder of the stage with light. The human tempo of the sito-

ation pulses in hic veins. . . 150

The lighting required for The Return of Peter Grimm is
a good example of the points.just made in regard to Belasco's
rehearsals and electricians. Two weeks were spent rehearsing
the lights, which were an intricate part of the production.
At the time of the rehearsals, another play was runhing at
the theatre; and in order to rehearse the lighting for Grimm,
it was necezsary to walt until eleven P.M. after the other
show had ended. Starting at eleven, it teok the crew approx-
imatzly six heoure to sirike the lights used in the current

play ard set tp the lights for Grimm. The erew would then

p—

hSDand Belasco, The Theatre Through Its Stags Door (New
York, 1919), p. &0.

H97514.

SOMontrose J. Moses, "Fsychology of the Switchboard,”
Theastrse Magazine, X (August, 1909), 64%-66
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leave the theatre, and return at nine A.M. for the rehearsal
that lasted until five in the afternoon, at which time the
ligﬁts for Grimm had to be struck and the théatre prepared
for the performance that night. Of these grueling two weeks,
Hartmann wrote: "I know of no other business where men conld
be induced to work over such a prolonged period, with little
or no sleep, getting meals at irregular hours, and still
doing their stint without grumbling.‘“51

To make the show more effective, Peter Grimm, when he
returned as a ghost, was seen in a different light from the
other characters. To accomplish this, each character was
followed with an individual spot, amber in color, while Peter
was spotted with a greenish-brown light. To get just the
right effect and not destroy the illusion:

Each operator had to be drilled so that he re-
membered his cues and the various light gradations.
Peter Grimm at times would stand close to the living
characters; but the amber light must never be per-
mitted vo show on him. To accomplish such pre-
cision reqguired time and care. If the lamps had
worked jerkily, the illusion would have been
destroyed. But when the illumination was steady
and accurately followed the characters the trailing
lights were not apparent as such to the audience.

This was exacting work and called for perseverance,
from every one, director, actors and electricians,”®
Many times Belasco would spend hours perfecting some

minor detail "on wnich other producers wovld not waste five

minutes."53 He "did not rzally believe that an effect could

5wHartmann, op. ¢it., p. 36.

e

21h1d., p. 36-37. 537pid., p. 21.
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make or break a play; but he knew the value of small details, w9t
A good illustration of one small effect occurred in The Music
Master. The effect involved bringing up the intensity of a
baby spot to match the movement of a lantern on stage.

One of the scenes where this was especially effective

was where Von Barwig holds up the lighted lamp to

see Helen's face. I'll never forget the nmany times

Mr. Warfield lifted up the lamp during rehearsals

while we st%gggled to bring up the bables at the

right time. -

In scme respects, Belasco procedures were similar to
those of other producers. The distinguishing characters of
his methods were his experiments with models, numerous lighting

rehearsals, and a well-~trained lighting crew.

Lighting Effects

One can gain, perhaps, the greatest insight into the
delicate subleties of Belasco's naturalistic lighting by
examining some of the effects he creatad. The effects se~
lected represent different aspects of his lighting: the
importance he attached to each naturalistic effect, his use
of light to designate the passing of time, changing light to
hold the audiences' attention, and his expert lighting of
exterior settings.

Tn the story of Beslasco's efforts to create a believable

California sunset for his production of The Girl of ihe Golden

A am— . .

1pid., p. 31.

55Fuchs, op. eit., p. h62.
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West, one can see the importance Belasco attached to the
naturalness of each effect. For this scene Belasco spent
$5,000 and an entire summer trying "to reproduce the hazy,
shifting hues of the sun as it sinks below the Sierra Nevada
Mountains in Calif‘mr'nia.."56 When he was unable to get the
effect he wanted, he sold the created effect to another pro-
ducer and began over again, Of the effect, Belasco said:
"It was a very beautiful sunset that we contrived, but it was
not even remotely Californian."57

Belasco sometimes used lights to designate the passing

of time. 1In hils producticn of Madame Butterfly, he took

fourteen minutes to represent the passing of a night. Craig
Timberlake's description of that scene is the most detailed

available:

In the fading twillight, Butterfly, her child and
servant, Suzuki, took their cstation at the window
to await the imminent return of Pinkerton whoese
warship had been seen steaming into the harbor be-
low. UNight fell, stars appeared and the lanterns
of celebration, 1it by Butterfly, flickered out one
by one until finally the scene was enveloped in
darkness. Gradually, in the gray light of dawn
the audlence could make out the lonely figure of
the faithful Butterfly still at the window and,
finally, the prostrate forms of Suzuki and Little
Trouble, huddled in sleep at her feet. The rosy
glow of sunrise filled the room and birds trilled
their morning song from the cherry trees blooming
outside in the garden. Belasco's simulated nignht
lasted fourteen minuvtes, and so adroit was this
technical tour de force that an awve-struck

50pavid Belasco, "Alds to the Aetor's Art," Munsev's
Magazine, IXIIT (March, 1918}, 265-279,

571bid.
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andlence scggcely dared move or breath during the
transition.

When scenes were long and did not involve much action,
Belasco used changes in light to hold his audience'’s atiention.
Indeed, as has been mentioned several times, holding fhe
audience's attention was always his gozl. The way in which

he handled the lights in the second act of Trhe Boomerang

illustrates the point. At the beg_dn»ng of the act theres is
a long twenty minute scene in which there is no actionj hou-
ever, the undramatic dialogue of the scene is very important
to the rest of the play. Belasco tried acting the scene with
the lights up but found that it had no impact. He explained:

Then I decided vo vary the lights and have then
enforce the moods of the characters. So the cur-~
tain was 1lifted tpon a room dimly 1it, save for a
log burning in the fireplace and a lamp casting
its rays upon a card table . . . as the story
progressed . . . I found a pretext for changing
the lights and varying the illumination on the
faces of the characters. To examine her chart and
show tne boy some pictures, the nurse touched a
button and turned on a chandelier, permitting
what followed to be played under altered illomi-
nation, with a corresponding altered effect upon
the audience. At last the stand-lsmps in the
room viere put out altogether and the lights at
the tack were turned up, agsin varying the appear-
ance of the scene and unconsciously introducing
another mood. In this manner Y kept the attention
of the audience always in control while acquainting
them with the undramatic details of the story whjkl
were neaded for the p‘ay later development. 59

———

580?&1? Timberlake, The Bishov of Broaduwav (Waw York,

‘!9511)’ D. 190

59David Belasco, The Theatrs Throueh Iis Staze Door (New
York, 1919), p. 186.
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It is interesting to note that, here once again, we see
Belasco's complete preoccupation with production. Most pro-
ducers' solution to the problem would probably have been to
have the scene rewritten; however, this was not Belasco's
way; instead he solved the problem with lighting.

The lighting for Belasco's The Rose of the Rancho was -

among his most beautiful and raturalistic. DOne can find in
this show an excellent example of creating naturalistic light
for an exterior setting which is, perhaps, the most difficuld

type of scene te light. The Boston Evenine Post described

the scenery and lighting as follows:

A hundred scenes on our modern picture stage have
swam (sic] in semi-tropical sunshine, yet not one
of them has seemed so to glow and quiver with
soft, cloud~flecked light as did that of the
mission garden last night., There have been many
similar gardens on the stagej but his climbing
white roses and his flaming geraniums had fresh-
ness, luster, life. The blune softness of the
semi~tropical night hung over the court of his
Spanish house, and the moonlight was silvery from
heaven and not metallic from the electric laup.
The wan dawn mounted and brightened the sky, and
it was as the coming of the day over the purple
boskiness of the California hills and not a
'stage effect' in the theatre.

One can get a clear picture of the placement of lights

and the purpose for each light by loocking at the following

- lighting design and key.

60%Rose of the Rancho," Current Literaturs, XLIT
(Janusry, 1907), 62~63.
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LIGHT KEY - ACT ONE
ROSE OF THE RANCHO
On Fly Gallery Right - 2 light bridges--

(1) 22 feet from stage.
(2) 30 feet from stage.

Upper Bridge--10 25 amp. lenses.
Lower Bridge--11 25 amp. lenses.

Stage Left~~light bridge--25 feet from stage--
11 25 amp. lenses.

Under Back of fountain--2 250 watt baby spotlights.

On platform right--2 25 amp. lenses.

Back of wall right--2 olivettes-~to light drop.

Back of wall left--2 olivettes--to light drop.

Back of 2nd. follzge border--2 flaming arcs in special
housing with color slide. Slide is worked from 2nd

light bridge right with endless line.

2 babies on stands in tst entrances right and left for
chasers.

4 border lights--three circuits--amber, orange, blus,
Right Bridges
1 - 2¢ fountain.
- 41 area back of fountain,
orange tree--~full spread.

:t Trose btlish.

0 N W W
)
o

- 9: floor back of gate.
10-11: thickness of wall at gate, throwing shadow of gate.

12-13-14%: Front of arbor, sharp focus, to throw shadow of
leaves.

15 : Flowers on centzr of fountain.
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Vi : Wall and flowers left.
8 - 9: Area back of gate.
Chaser babies in right and left 1st entrances follow Miss

Starr throughout act.5!

Technical Aspects
Workshop

The material in this section 1s technical in nature, and
its purpose is to give a detalled description of some of the
more knucsual lighting devices used in Belasco's productiens.
Since Belasco's career as a produéer began at g time when
electric lighting was just coming into general use, most of
the lighting equipment and apparatus he needed had to be con-
structed, if not invented, in his own workshop. At this time,
the manufacturers of lighting instruments were more concernad
with developing equipment for the larger markets of home and
industry than for the more limited theatre market, Most of
the eguipment that was in general use in the theatre was
equipment that had been designed for another purpose and
simply converted to theatre use. In an effort to improve
theatre lighting equipment, Belasco had an electrical work-
shop built In the basement of his Republic Theatre (See plate

22, page 121). The experiments conducted in this worksaop

-

618tuart W. Allen, "“An Analysis of the Theatrical Ari
of David Belasco,” unpublished master's thesis, Department
of ©peech and Drama, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio,

1938, vp. 72-7h.
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and the resultant inventions were conducted under the leader-
ship of Belasco and Louis Hartmann., Most of the experiments
with light, color, shading, and special effects were actually
done by Belascoj; whereas the construction, modification, and
inventing of the lighting devices was done by Hartmann. The
purpose of the work.in this electrical shop was not only to
improve theatre lighuing equipment in general, but mainly to
find ways and means of creating artificial light which woulid
closely approximate natural light. Belasco gave thils de-~
seription of his werkshop:

At any hour in the day, and often far inte the

night, experts are busy with me or under nmy

directicn in this unique little workshop, exper-

imenting with my light and color devices, tryiag

by ﬂve*y means that ingenuity can suggest to bring

ny stage 1 50 still closer harmony with the secrets

of nature,
The inventions to come out of this workshop were shared with
the professicn--of course after Belasco had first used them
himself. Although there seems to be no evidence to support
the c¢laim, Belasco stated on several occasions'that lighting
experts came from all cver the world to study his nethceds.
It is lknoun, however, thal some of the lighting devices, in-
vented in the workshep were indeed adopted by othér producers=~-
notstly the baby spot.

The exzpense of opsrating the workshop was no small matter,

The Scientific Amarican reported the cost to be $18,000 to

62Dav1d Belasco, "Aids to the Acto”'s Art," Munecv! 5
Magazine, LXITT (March, 1918), 265-2

e
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$25,000 annually.63 Most producers, particularly of Belasco's
day, would seriously question the returns on this type of
lighting investment. The mere fact that Belasco did make
the investment, and in doing so did much to refine and im-
prove stage 11ght; deserves recognition whether cne agrees
with his use of lights artistically or not.

Descriptions of the mecre vnusual devices and systens
which were used by Belasco are includzd to show the nature
and guality of this early elecirical e@uipment. Most of the
apparatus hags long since heen replaced by more modern lighting

equipment.

General Bquiphont

The general lighting equipment in both Belasco theatres
was very similars therefore, this description will make no
distinctions between the two, buf rather describe them jointly.
The light in Belasco's theatres came from five Jifferent
sourcesg: ths apron, the balcony, overhead, the wings and
light bridges-~front, left and right. It shouid he noted
here, however, that it was not the locations of the lights
but the eguipment he used which was unique and werrants de~
seription. The theatres were equipped with footlights which
could be turned cut of sight at will., It was impossible to

determine whether Belacco's system of overturning footlights

637onn J. Wallace, "“The Tmpossible in Stage Lighting Ts
Achieved," Scientific American, CXXXIIT (September, 192%).
154-155, .




was the first such system 1n America; nevertheless, it is
safe to say that if not the first it was certainly among the
very first. Arthur Krows states that when Belasco had "his
overturning foots he had an added row of 'linolites,' long
incadescent finger-bulbs, placed end to end in a thin line,
particunlarly for use when the fools were inverted."éh There
was no further information in regard to this added row of
light, either as to exact location, design, or purpose.

The baléogy lights vere located in an apparently orna-
mental pahel on the front edge of the main balecony. The panel
was equipped with small deoors which could be cpened and closed
very clowly by controls on the switchboard, thereby changing
the intensity of 11g'nt’.65

"he overhesad lighiling was composed of different tyres of
borderlights--some like those found in other theatres of the
time while others were of spccial design., Notably of the
latter type was the installation of a2 large iron hooq which
extended out into the andiforium over the aprgn. The iron
hood was developed when Belascc did away with his footlights
permanently and extended the apron of his stage. The ircn
hood was joined to the froal of the proscenivm at the top and
extendad out over the apron in a covered fashion which matched

the curve of the apron. The cutside of the hocd was masked

b
6}1(:(‘0@:3, or. cit., p. 202,

65quinn, op. cit., . 193.
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with a beautiful French curtain. (See plates 23 and 2k on
page 126). Inside the hood and also following the curve of
the'apron, the first row of borders was installed. There was
an additional row of lights just inside the proscenium and
still another row about midway to the back of the stage, Rach
border consisted of four iron boxes, each containing foar large,
ribbed reflectors for a totai of sixteen. Each set of four
could be controlled separately from ths switchboard, and each
reflector had a slide for gelatin color frdmua.66

The lighting equipment used from the wings and light
bridges ccnsisted mainly of baby and larger ontlight Al-
thougu the larger spots were in general uwse by all proivuﬂra,
the developmrent of the babty spot can be attributed to Belasco
and Hartmann. When Hartmann developed the spot, or as it was
Tirst caelled-~-"baby lens," he used "a concentrated filament
lamp put on the market for use in small stereopticons for the
home.“67 The fifty candle power lamp was plaqed in a small
metal housing and fitted with a five-inch by nine-inch lens.
Later, as more and more uses were found for the baby spot,
the candle pouwer and lens size were varied to fit different
needs, %8

In addition to the lights in the theatre, Belasco's gen-

eral equipment included one large switehboard vlus several

,

[ #) -
Krows, on. cit., ©. 207,

®Truchs, an. eit., p. ¥62.  681pig.. . h6aues.
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portable dimmers. The switchboard that was installed at the
new Belasco Theatre in 1914 was at the time the largest in
Ameficaég (See plate 25 on page 128).

It should be noted once again that the general equipment
in the Belasco theatres would not szem spectacular or even
adequate in a modern Kew York theatre., It was, nevertheless,
unigque and very advznced at the time. As was pointed out
earlier, the inventicns and innovations which came from the
Belasco theatre and workshop were shared with the prcofession.
The baby spots, light bridges, and horizontal lightirg were
some of the things which were quickly adopted by other pro-
ducer3.70 The descriptions which follow are some of the more

unusual eguipment which was not in general use,

Special Eguinment

Silk Color Media.~--Belasco often used colored silk placed

in front of his lighting instruments to color‘the light., BSil%k
was later replaced by colored gelatin and the gelatin by
colored reflectors. The use of silk to color lights was not
unigue in itselfl; however, Belasco made more use of colored
light in the first years of electric lighting than other

American producers of the day. For his preduction of Madeonme

s
-

69David Belasco, The Theatre Through Its Stage Docr (New
York, 1919), p. 162. ,

70Wallace, cp. cit., p. 154-157,

v
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Butterfly, Belasco used bands of colored silk on rollers
vhich were mcunted on the front of the lights. The bands of
silk were made up of different colors, and the color of the
light could be changed by rolling the bands upward or down-
ward. To make the color change more gradual, the diﬁiding
lines betuween two colors was in the shape ef a triangle, thus
blending the colors slowly.?1 Belasco also used colored silk

for effects in The Darling of the Gods; however, one critic

of this production felt that Belasco used too much color:
YReal Japancse scenery is not bathed in such strenuous light,
such as colored electric contrivances of Mr., Belasco's ma-

'chinery fajirly pours upon his scenes."72

MMime! Lirht.--What was referred to as the "Mima" light
was simply a spotlight which had an automatic color changer.
The New York Times described it in this way: "the 'Mima'
light . . . is placed in the metal covered proscenium arch

and by antomatic control changzes the gelatin frames.“73

Mica Slides.--When using spots to light the actors!'
faces, the spols were equipped with special mica slides. The
slides were made by placing six pieces of frosted mica to~
gether. Fach piece of mica had a clear space in the center

which varied in size from about the size of a dime on the

71

Hartmann, op. ¢it., p. 17.

_ 72u7he Darling of the Gods," The Critic, XLII (January,
1903), 70-72. : '

73New York Times, Dzcember 23, 1928.
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Tirst to that of a quarter on the sixth. The six pieces were
then bound together on the edges with a metal strip. '"The
several sheets of frosting left the ounter surface practically

1
opaque with a graduated, irisliike opening in the center."’"

Reflected Light.~~In trying to bring artificial light

closer to natural light, Belasco was constantly plagued with
four recurring problems: poorly diffused light, brightness

in the center of the jillumination, harsh edges, and not enongh
control of color. These were, of ccurse, not just Belasco's
problems, but were rather the major problems in all theatre
lighting &t that time. Although most other producers accepted
“the problens as being inherent to electric lighting, Belasco
never gave up his efforts to discover scolutions., When he and
Hartmann developed a system of controlled reflected light, he
solved all four problems: "Nowhere in the light wac there
visible shadow; center of illumination was down to the ir-
reducidble miﬁimum and the area of the light was equal through~
out. Best of all, the light was practically fedgeless,"
melting into its surroundings by absorption."?s To achieve
controlled reflected light, spotlights were directed doun~
ward and focused upon bowed circular discs (See plates 26

and 27 on p. 131). The discs were bowed to give control,

and by turning the discs, light could be directed in any

7hHartmann, op. cit., p. 20.

/5Wallace, on. cit., 154-15%5,






132

direction. By first coating the discs with silver leaf and
then using colored lacquer, the reflected light was tinted.76
Considering the equipment then available, this system of
reflected light was a superior system. Howe vur, with im-
provements in lamps and with the invention of the Fresnel
lens, better results could be obtained with less complicated

equipnent.

Summary

After examining Belasco's theories, techniquas, and de-
velopments, what conclusions or generalizations can be drawn?
First, from Belasco's philosophy and wetheds, 1t would appear
that much of his stccess was due to his ability to sense what
audiences wanted. If audiences demanded "betfer things" and
novelty, as Relasco believed they did, that is what he gave
themn.

Second, one can conclude that Belasco's technigues were
major factors in nis getting good recults even from crude
equipment. As Hartmann said, Belaszco got bet LQT resulis
becatse he worked harder. The uhique ucse of baby spots, the
elimination of footlights, and the tse of coatrolled reflected
light were the distinguicshing features of Belasco's technigus.

From Belasco's procedurai, it is possible to draw 2 third

- &

conclusion-~his lighting methelds followed the same pattern

of tireless gffort that characterized all his vwcrk.

76I)

—--—---;
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Fourth, Belasco's efforts in the beginning seened to be
mainly for effect. ILater, however, his maintenance of an
electrical workshop and his years of experimentation seem to
indicate a genuine desire Tc improve theatre lighting.

Last, it should be remembered that whether it was a
"gpecial effect," general illumination, or light to create
atmosphere, it was always as natural and believable as pos-
sible.

Belasco's 1ife was examined in Chapter Ore and his
scenery and lighting in Chapters Two and Three. The final
chapter will be a summary and evaluation of Pelasco's con-
tributions to American theatre in the areas of naturalistic

scenery and lighting.



CHAPTER IV
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

It was the objective of this study to make a general
study of Belasco's use of naturalism in American theatre, and
more specifically, to determine Belasco's pethods of achisving

natvralism in his stage settings and lighting. Information

was collected in an effort to determine, as nearly as pos-
sible, his step by step procedures. In addition, it wvas
necessary to make certain references {o Belasco's philosophy
and theories concerning scenery and lighting in order to
clarify the reasoning behind his metheds. It remains novw to
summparize the findings and draw some conclusions.

A study of Belasce's early years reveals two sets of
evidences which seem to be outstanding in shaping his the-
atrical life and work. The first of these was. his tralining
in elocution. Tt was surmised from the strong evidence of
the melodramatic selectiens which were popular‘at the time
and from the fact that one of Belasco's most successful plays
was patterned directly after one such meledramatic selection,
that this training was, in fact, an influencing factor in
the type of plays he later wrote and/or produced, His
training in elocution was not only a factor in developing

his preference in drama but was also the first real outlet

13k
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for his dramatic inclinations. From the evidehce 1t would
appear that Belasco's elocutlionary recitations were, in fact,
a one man performance.

The second evidence of carly influence was established
from the knowledge thaty, while Belsasco had very limited success
as a young actor, he was critically commended in the areas of
stage managing, scenery and specizl effects, and playuriting.
It seems épparent that through these early years of struggling
to become an actor, Belacco himself came to the realization
that his true talent was in production. By 1890, roughly
fifteen years aftef his beginning as an acltor, Belasco the
producer~director had emerged.

If one had to choose a word to characterize Belasco's
nltimate goal in the theatre, that word would prebably be
Yentertainment." Belasco could nect resist trying %o thrill
an audience, and as a young director he apparently concluded
that the audiences of the day were most thrilled, impressed,
and entertained by scenery and effects which closely duplicated
real places and phenomzna. Following this contlusion to &
logical end, the more "real things" and believable effects
he could include in a production, the more entertsinzd his
avdiences would bej; thus emerged not just Belasco the pro-
ducer, but Belasco the expert of naturalistic stagecraft.

With Belasco's natural, solid, believable scerery and
effects setting the example, other American prcducers scon

began to imitate this type of production. Again, it should
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be noted that the social, political, and didactic aspects,
which characterized naturalism in Europe, were not present
in Belasco's productions. His primary gozl was not so much
the enlightenment as the entertainment of the American
audiences. In his genuine efforts to please his audiences,
he designed his productions not as didactic drama but rather
as romanticized, melodramatic plays with believable, and often
lavish, scenery and lighting.

Belasco often made statements to the effect that the
ﬁlay is the thing, that nothing must detract from it or the
actors, and thal all elements of production must z2id, but
remain subordinate vo the play. It is difficult to accept
these statemenlts since they are in apparent contradiction to
other Belasco statements and, indeed, with what he practiced;
for example, consider his advice to directors:

Abeve all, he must think in pictures, so that esach

second of the play from the rise of the curtain

to its fall, may provide ceaseless occupaticn for

the eye as well as the ear., If possibley he must

not let the interest lag for a moment; when once

the audience has room for a thought outside the
thoughts of the play, everything is lost.

With statements like these which more closely match what he
did, and with the knowledge of the type of melodfamatic pLay
he produced, one can only conclude that in reality production,
not good drama, was Belasco's major interest, and enter- ‘

tainment his goal.

DaV1d Belasco, "How I Stage My Plays," The Thect*e
Magazine, IT (November, 1902), 31-32.
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In establishing Belasco's specific techniques, one should
keep in mind the perscnal traits which directly influenced
his work: (1) his deep love for and dedication to the theatre,
(2) his energy and perseverance in preplannirg and rehearsals,
and (3) his willingness to allocate lavish funds on a pro-
duction.

The flexibility which Belasco's well-equipped theatres
gave him was another important facteor in his nzturalistic
stagecralt. Elevator platforms, trap doors, counter weight
systems, and a complete elecirical system were the more out-
standing features of his theatres. When it is remembered
that his multiple-set shows were usually staged with heavy
solid scenery, one readily appreciates the flexibility of
this theatre plant.

From this study of Belasco's stagecrafi, certain charec-
teristic patterns emerge as his methods in achleving naturalisiic
sels. First, Belasco began by acting out the entire play for
his scenic artist. The artist made sketches ﬁntil Belasco
got what he wanted. Second, small models were made from the
sketches, and vere built and rebuilt uentil they were satis-
factory. Third, with the models as guides, the full size
‘scenery was built in Belasco's own workshep and assembled on
stage two weeks before the opening. Fourth, all sets were
solid and three-dimensional, Eifth, in multiple-set shows,
scenery was buillit on platformé and brought wvp from the base-

mentv on elevators as neoded, Sixth, all properties were real
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and Belasco made many of the selections himself. Seventh,
costumes for period plays were reproduced with accuracy and
detail. Costumes for modern plays were made in local tailer
shops or purchased in ready-to-wear stores.

Belasco's sets were so detailed and naturalistic that
the term photographic was often applied to them. There is
some dispute as to whether Belasco influenced the motion
picture industry or the motlon pictures influenced him. The
stronger evidence tends to support Gorelik's opinion:
Belasco's naturalism was taken over by the movies.

In the area of lighting, Belasco made a substantial con-~
tribution to the theatre of his day. While his methods,
inventions, and innovations hzve since been replaced by modernu
lighting technology, he set a standard of excellence when
electric stage lighting was still new and undeveloped., For
a guarter of a century, he maintaired an electrical workshop
in which the equipment he needed was Ilnvented., Over the years
his inventions and innovations were shared wifh and adopted
by other producers. The more notable of these contributions
were (1) the elimination of footlights, (2) the invention
and uss of the baby spotlight, (3) the deveIOpmeﬁt of re-
flected lipght, (4) experiments with colorsg iight, and (9)
refinements In the tungsten lamp (for numbers 2, 3, and §
Louis Hartmann mnst be given the technical credit).

Wnen Bslasco's lighting methods and procedures are re-

viewed, three characteristics emerge which significantly-
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distinguish Belasco's work from that of other producers of
the day. The first of these characterized all of Belasco's
work--a patterh of tireless effort and analytical preplanning.
The second was his unique practice of following actors with
individual baby spotlights., Last was the fact that his
lighting was constantly changing--in color, intensity, and
direction-~often so subtly that the sundience was not auware

of the change.

Writers have c¢oined the term "Belascoism" to describe

N,

Belasco's romanticized brand of naturalism. Frem the present
study, 1t now seems possible to give additioral insight into
"Belascoism" by applying the label "believable" to Belasco's
scenery snd lighting. While it is true that naturalistic
scenery in the uswal sense is believable, it is alco true
that Belasco's scenery and effects did not always ceonform to
accepted definitions of naturalism. As it developed in
Eurcpe, gaturalism, in terms of production, meant environ-
ment, and the plays depicted characters whichiclosely
resembled resal people in settings which could easily be

recognized as accurate, trus~to~life presentations. In

Chekhov's The Cherry Qrchard, the decline of the aristocracy
is clearly ontlined by characters who seen genuire. The
setting--a country estatz--appears real, thereby adding
credence to the play. Other examples can be cited: the

stark picture of the slums in The Lower Depths, the portrayal
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and Ghosts, and uncontrolled passion and class distinction

in Strindberg's Miss Julis. Bach of these, along with other

naturalistic plays of this period in Europe, dealt with
people and places like those found in the 1life of the time.

On the other hand, many of Belasco's plays were partially or
whelly fanciful, and the others were highly romanticized. A
fanciful or romanticized setting cannot be natnralistic if

one adheres to a strict representation of true-to-life char-
acters and true-to-life settings. Despite this apparent
contradiction there seems to be one strong connécting link
between "Belascoism™ and strict naturalism--both wanted
audiences 1o believe. The European naturalist wanted aundiences
Lo believe for purposes of enlightenmenl; Belasco wanted
audiences to believe for purposes of entertainment. Belascon's
principle of making every set and effect as believable as
possible can be seen in such fanciful and romanticized scenss

as the sand storm in Under Tuwg Flags, the blizzard in The

Girl of the Colden ¥West, the nse of panorama and picture

drops, the entire settings for Mima, the romanticized sets

and the "River of Souls" scene in The Darlips of the Gods,

ete. Therefore, if one examines Belasco's work as a whole
and not isolalted scenes like the now famous Child's Restzurant
set, the term "believable" comes clese to actually describing
Belasco's stagecraft.

It is also important to clarify what is apparently a

present day misnnderstanding of Belasco's methods. At two
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points in Belasco's career he probably came as near to com~
pletely naturalistic scenery as possible: the boarding house

set in The Easiest Way and the Child's Restaurant scene in

The Governor's Lady. These two scenes are often used by
writers as examples of Belasco naturzlism, thereby implying
that he created his naturalistic scenery by transperting resl
rooms to his stage. This, of course, is not true; because
these two sets were exceptions to Belasco's customary methods
of creating scenic locale.

Whether or not one agress wilh his style of production,
it should be concluded that Belasco brought a new scenic
standard to the American theatre, It should be remembered,
before Belasco began to use guality scenery with_new 5218
for each production, i{ had been the practice in America tc
use the same standard sets for all shows. The qualiity of his

scenery and lighting was seldom matched in America. In a

recent article in Western Speech it was concloded:

It is doubtful whether the intellectual revolt

and consequent practical reform in theatre would
have bezen possible without a Belasco to change the
theatre from flimsy canvas and unbelievable scenic
illusions to at least a kind of pictorial reality
suffused with sentiment. Belasco's contributions
to the theatre cannot be dismissed easily.?

Most of the techniques nsed by Belasco ended with his
death, His leng career covered the period which saw the

rise and fall of naturalism. His sets were usually lavish

2Janet Loring, "Belasco: Preface to a Re~-Evaluation,"
Western Specch, XXIII (Fall, 1959), 207-211,
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and beautiful, occasienally fanciful, but always believable,

and most important, entertaining.
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