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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

The Decline of Sentiment: American Film in the 1920s

By Lea Jacobs

Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008. ISBN: 0-520237018 (hbk). ISBN: 0-520254572 
(pbk). 40 illustrations, iii + 374 pp. £38.95 (hbk), £16.95 (pbk). 

A Review by Daniel Bashara, Northwestern University, USA

By any account, the 1920s were a decade of great change and development in American cinema; the 

growth and merging of studios, the expansion of the star system, and the advent of sound during 

the period are merely some of the most popular chapters in the Hollywood story. With The Decline 

of Sentiment: American Film in the 1920s, film historian Lea Jacobs plants her own flag in this 

seemingly well-trodden terrain, outlining the as-yet-unexplored shift in taste away from the 

sentimental and toward a more restrained, "sophisticated" style of cinematic storytelling. For Jacobs, 

this development is an outgrowth of the debates over literary naturalism raging in intellectual circles 

throughout the 1910s and 1920s, a period in literary history marked by greater experimentation in 

both form and content. A retreat from genteel linguistic polish, a slackening of narrative pacing, and 

an engagement with pessimism, quotidian life, and open endings came to signify sophistication in 

literature, a trend with Jacobs uncovers in American film as well.

To chart this shift in popular film taste, Jacobs combines two methodologies: a discourse analysis of 

trade presses -- largely Variety and Film Daily, but others, such as Moving Picture World and 

Photoplay, appear as well -- and extensive narrative and textual analysis of key films seen to 

influence and respond to this industry discourse. Positing "a sort of feedback loop between 

reviewing and film production", she follows the effects of this loop through the developments of 

some of the major popular film genres of the period (18). In so doing, Jacobs sets her project apart 

from its closest scholarly neighbors, exhibition and reception studies; openly unconcerned with 

specific viewing communities or the behavior of actual, individual spectators, she instead goes for 

"something more abstract: the systematic assumptions and categories that ranked film 

preferences" (18). 

Imbricated in the industrially determined currents of taste, Jacobs argues, are key issues of class 

and gender. As trade publications, Variety and Film Daily addressed a readership of distributors 

and exhibitors; consequently, their reviews were oriented toward the identification of the most 

responsive -- and therefore the most profitable -- audiences. The generally accepted thrust is by 

now easy to guess: sophisticated films are appropriate for educated, moneyed, urban, largely male 

audiences, while more sentimental, old-fashioned fare belongs to the working-class, suburbanites, 

and emotional housewives looking for a good cry after a busy day of shopping. However, one of The 

Decline of Sentiment's most valuable contributions to the field of 1920s film history is its careful 

and persuasive troubling of such intuitive and uncritical binaries. Taking trade reviews as productive 

of a discourse rather than as reflective of empirical spectatorship practices, Jacobs complicates our 

simplistic view of gender and class assumptions of the era, locating instances in which women in 

particular sometimes -- I stress the "sometimes," as the intent here is not to overturn, but to add 

nuance -- escaped this network of associations to occupy the forefront of progressive taste at the 

movies. In uncovering this presumed female spectator, she enhances our understanding of the 

forces at work in the shaping of modern American gender: to the widely recognized accounts of 

increased sexual permissiveness and the growth of a consumer culture, we may now add Jacobs's 

identification of the filmgoing woman and the shifting designation of the "feminine" proposed by the 

Hollywood industry press.

The other field on which the shift away from sentimentality played out is, of course, in the films 

themselves, and here Jacobs shows off her extensive archival research and her impressive powers 

of textual analysis. Picking up literary naturalism's intervention in its own field, she finds a similar 

movement in American cinema in the 1920s; Erich von Stroheim's Greed (1924) is her prime 

example, but she follows the trend through other films, among them Josef von Sternberg's The 

Salvation Hunters (1925) and King Vidor's The Crowd (1928). She observes, "It would be fair to say 

that by the late 1920s naturalism provided the framework for most serious, intellectually ambitious 

filmmaking within the classical Hollywood cinema" (77); however, as she rightly acknowledges, 

"serious" and "intellectually ambitious" did not necessarily translate into "crowd-pleasing", and much 

naturalist filmmaking remained marginal, or suffered severe studio interference in an attempt to 

make its pessimism and experimental nature more palatable to a mass audience. Here she is careful 

to hedge her bets: "I would not maintain…that Hollywood films en bloc became in some sense more 

'naturalist.' I would argue, however, that some of the most prominent stylistic and narrative 

features of the naturalist films recurred in other generic contexts" (77). 

The remainder of the book represents Jacobs's attempt to chart that recurrence in four major 

popular film genres of the 1920s: the sophisticated comedy, the male adventure story, the 

seduction plot, and the romantic drama. While fragments of the naturalist impulse manifested 

themselves differently within the constraints of each genre, a discernible throughline does emerge. 

What Jacobs calls "the emergence of a preference for a laconic and understated style" is for her 

Hollywood cinema's "crucial development" during the period (275); markers of this new style include 

the reduction of intertitles, the reluctance to moralize, indirect methods of representation, an 

increase in sexual content, the introduction of vernacular language, and a complex system of 

narration built upon point of view shots, structures of symmetry and repetition, and a focus on 

seemingly minor detail as symbolically or narratively important. 

Again, the inclusion of these traits was not universal. Part of Jacobs's discovery in her analysis of 

Variety and its contemporaries is that sentimental filmmaking was still occurring; it was just being 

savaged by the critical press as outmoded and unsophisticated. Reviewers preferred the emerging 

low-key, modernist-inflected style even as they warned distributors and exhibitors that such films 

would likely have trouble selling outside of downtown urban areas. However, The Decline of 

Sentiment's central intervention here is the concept of the feedback loop: as Variety and Film Daily 

warned that the sentimental style was on its way out, film production evolved to keep up with the 



times as they were painted in these publications. The empirical "truth value" of these warnings -- 

were audiences actually tired of sentimentality, or was it just the reviewers who felt the naturalist 

itch? -- is not of concern to Jacobs here; her analysis operates on the avowedly "abstract" level of 

discourse, and she persuasively proves her point that the discourse itself was enough to effect 

change in Hollywood filmmaking practice.

In fact, the only complaint I have is that Jacobs sometimes proves her point too persuasively. 

Extensive and intricate plot summaries abound in The Decline of Sentiment; a significant percentage 

of each chapter (particularly the ones oriented around specific genres) is devoted to scene-by-scene 

recitations of individual film narratives. Given the decade of focus, this is likely unavoidable: many of 

these films are unavailable outside of archives, and some of them no longer exist at all, and had to 

be reconstructed from distribution materials or from the reviews themselves. This painstaking 

research deserves its moment in the spotlight, and Jacobs is to be applauded for making the plots 

of these rare or destroyed films accessible to a wide audience. (And this book is indeed appropriate 

for a wide audience: Jacobs's avoidance of jargon or insider lingo renders this book useful and 

comprehensible to interested readers of all backgrounds, and refreshing to readers of specialized 

ones). However, the length of her summaries occasionally approach excess, giving the book an air 

of the merely descriptive rather than the analytical.

Overall, though, its contributions to the field of film history far outweigh this minor setback, which 

may not even be a setback, but rather merely the nature of the beast when dealing with cinema of 

the preclassical era. The Decline of Sentiment has much to teach us about the development of the 

Hollywood film in the 1920s, and about the trade press's role in the turn away from sentimental 

storytelling. Lea Jacobs has given us a comprehensive history of film form and content during a 

contentious moment in popular filmmaking, and an account of taste and tastemaking that still 

resonates in today's film culture.
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