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An im -'peck'-able screen legacy. For more than 40 years, Gregory Peck reigned supreme as Hollywood's everyman with a heart of 
integrity; a screen persona cultivated and nurtured by the studio system, but one that Peck apparently lived up to in his private life. It's 
been said to the point of absurdity about many a Hollywood legend, but there's never been an actor before or since quite like Gregory 
Peck. His intelligence, charm and handsome good looks are only part of the package that made him an enviable and highly bankable star. 
 
In the late 1980s, Peck toured the country in an interactive Q&A stage show entitled 'An Evening With Gregory Peck'. After one of these 
live performances an audience member told Peck backstage that she had come all the way from France to see if the legend she had only 
known and admired from his movies was indeed the same as the man in the flesh. The patron concluded to Peck that he was. Today, 
lengthy star careers such as his are nonexistent and the likes of another actor of Peck's magnitude, even more abysmally remote. 
 
Above: from left to right - struggling with his emotions and Dorothy McGuire in Gentlemen's Agreement (1947), conflicted but still able to do 
the right thing opposite murderess, Valli in Hitchcock's The Paradine Case (1947), flawed but heroic as the flyer about to crack in Twelve 
O'clock High (1949), rating a date with Princess Audrey Hepburn in William Wyler's Roman Holiday (1950) and considering the facts as the 
ultimate man of compassion and conviction, Addicus Finch in To Kill A Mockingbird (1962); the role for which Peck was finally honoured 
with an Oscar win.  
 
* When filming ended, the novel's author Harper Lee presented Peck with a watch belonging to her late father, in reverence to how well 
she believed Peck had captured the essence of the man. As an actor, Peck arguably received no finer accolade. 



In 1989, Gregory Peck, luminous star of the first 

magnitude, spoke these words before an assemblage of 

his peers in acceptance of his Lifetime Achievement 

Award from the American Film Institute.  Regrettably, 

Peck's words were to fall, primarily, on deaf ears outside 

of that auditorium. For, in the intervening decades, 

technologically and artistically speaking, movies have 

become much less than they once were - either during 

Peck's reign or at that moment in 1989 when he delivered 

his speech.  

 

Television is only partly to blame. More directly, there 

has been a systematic reduction of the hallmarks Peck 

extolled that began with the introduction of television in 

the 1950s, but that has since been escalated and blown 

out of proportion by misguided market research. In this, 

the first in a series of articles on movie making today, we 

will examine how the movies have gotten smaller. So, 

let's begin with an obvious change.  

 

Yesteryearôs ornamental movie palace is todayôs large 

box stadium styled multiplex. The once enveloping 

concave surface of Cinemascope and 70mm projection 

has today been replaced with flat, television friendly 

aspect ratios that are easily transferable to the small 

screen. Movies are no longer made for wide screen. 

Hence, movies are no longer their own enterprise, but 

rather, just the first stop on a journey into media blitzed 

oblivion. Even 3D - that fleeting gimmick of the early 

1950s has made a resounding comeback in theatres - 

thanks, in part to new technologies that report to 

someday have a 3-D TV in everyone's living room...we'll 

see. But who would have guessed as much even two 

years before? 

 
RIGHT: Although 20th Century-Fox debuted Grandeur 70mm as early as 1931, it 
was not until 1953 that the widescreen revolution really took off thanks to 
ompetition from television. Top to bottom: Fox's Cinemascope, Paramount's 
VistaVision, independent producer Mike Todd's Todd A-O created by American 
Optical and Technicolor's patented Technirama all toyed with making the movies 
bigger than ever. Eventually, Panavision became the standard. Today, however, 
many movies are shot in the more television friendly aspect ratio of 1:78:1. 



 
ABOVE: The age, and the end, of innocence. Hollywood's biographical exultations on celluloid once celebrated the high ideals of 
individuals whose contributions to society at large were unquestionably for the benefit of all mankind. TOP ROW LEFT: Paul Muni 
contemplates the sin of silence in his defence of an innocent soldier in The Life of Emile Zola (1937). MIDDLE: Greer Garson and Walter 
Pigeon are tireless in their quest for uranium in MGM's lavishly appointed Madame Curie (1943). BOTTOM LEFT: Ben Kingsley resurrects 
the 'little brown man' who indelibly defied British Imperialism in India in Gandhi (1982).  
 
The 1980s saw the last spate of biographical movies dedicated to noble minds and kind hearts. TOP RIGHT: Woody Harrelson as 
Penthouse publisher Larry Flynt cuddles Courtney Love's drug addicted pin up in The People Vs. Larry Flynt (1996) a movie that used the 
First Amendment as grounds to celebrate one man's quest to publish smutty nudes and graphic sexual acts. BOTTOM MIDDLE:  Mike 
Myers as Steve Rubell, the drug addicted proprietor of New York's famed Studio 54 (1998); a club that catered booze, drugs and women to 
high rollers. BOTTOM RIGHT: the usually glamorous Charlize Theron dramatically transformed into serial killer, Aileen Wuornos in 2003's 
Monster. Despite a dramatic resolution on the side of the law, the film took great pains to critique Wuorno as a flawed and misunderstood 
woman who descends into madness through the alienation of society.  

 

For some time now, contemporary directors have been encouraged to shoot their stories with 

future television broadcasts in mind. Excluding the errant overstuffed Oscar contender, the 

average running time of todayôs films rarely tops the two hour mark. More often it leans toward 

the much shorter and peak friendly ninety minutes. Coupled with an inflated price of admission 

and the absence of newsreels, cartoons and our national anthem, the excitement of going to the 

movies has on the whole been compromised. Is it any wonder that the contemporary film attendee 

is inundated with commercial endorsements for Ford, Coca-Cola and Cingular wireless service 

before the feature presentation? Todayôs moving going experience has been systematically 

reduced to glorified television status. 

 

In both content too, movies have shriveled from their once galvanic narratives of Olympian 

heroism. Hollywood en masse no longer seems interested in extolling the high ideals of humanity, 

but rather salaciously investigating its lowest common denominators. Take the biographical movie  



as a prime example; once character driven with introspective critiques 

of Emile Zola and Gandhi, but today a tabloid-esque investigation of 

serial killers (Monster 2004) or exultations of smut-raking corporate 

titans like Larry Flynt.  

 

Consider also that todayôs musicals have supplanted blind optimism and 

that inimitable sparkle of sheer joy found in such classics like Singinô 

In The Rain (1952), creating instead an artistic discomfort and 

disconnect in their shift from buoyant fantasy to gritty reality (Nine, 

2009). In absence of any genuine shock value, contemporary horror 

merely repulses for its obligatory thirty-second moments of 

gruesomeness often ladled on top of one another. Perhaps, romantic 

comedies have suffered the most - usually under political correctness; 

merely eschewing the all out battle of the sexes, still most astutely 

handled in films like Woman of the Year (1942) or Adamôs Rib 

(1949). At best then, todayôs comedies reaffirm the clich® of idyllic 

heterosexual romance (Valentine's Day 2010) or serve to make light of 

ethnic stereotypes (My Big Fat Greek Wedding 2002).    

 

Stylistically, all genres share in their guerilla-styled editing that has 

taken over from film aesthetics. The master shot is regrettably dead. 

Populated by quick cut juxtapositions befitting MTV's music videos, it 

is a deliberate - often nauseating - tactic that has been designed to mask 

the problematic shortcomings of today's celebrities - mainly, that few 

can sustain a scene alone with a stationary camera fixated on them for 

more than a few seconds at a time. As such, performance in 

contemporary cinema largely tends to lack the subtlety of movies from 

Hollywood's golden age. 

 
RIGHT: Directors are the masters of fine art. Here are a few of Hollywood's best. TOP: George Cukor, 
whose catalogue of classics included Garbo's Camille (1936), Garland's A Star Is Born (1954) and 
Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady (1964).  MIDDLE: Cecil B. DeMille, without whom there would have 
never been a Paramount Pictures Studio. DeMille's cinematic art has today been regrettably distilled 
into one film; his glossy remake of his own, The Ten Commandments (1956). But DeMille also gave 
us our first glimpse at Cleopatra (1936) and made Union Pacific (1939) - a celebrated western. 
MIDDLE: David Lean - the oft' ornery, fastidious perfectionist whose style of film making came to 
symbolize the ingredients integral to Hollywood epic with films like The Bridge on the River Kwai 
(1957), Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and Doctor Zhivago (1965). 
 
 BOTTOM: left to his own devices, Billy Wilder created some of cinema's most transitional and 
progressive entertainments, beginning with 1944's Double Indemnity, and continuing throughout the 
1950s and 60s with biting social commentary in films like Sunset Boulevard (1952) and The 
Apartment (1960). Wilder could also do comedy as he proved numerous times, perhaps nowhere 
more succinctly than in Some Like It Hot (1959). Today, with so much fumbling of stars and singers 
who desire their chance to call the shots, practically anyone can be a director, though arguably not 
everyone can direct.  


