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Middle-Aged Masculinity Performed:
James Mason in Bigger Than Life (1956)

Hajime KUNINAGA

Abstract

This article examines the intersection of masculinity and performance in Bigger
Than Life (1956), focusing on British actor James Mason’s portrayal of Ed Avery. The
analysis is structured into three parts. First, it outlines the dominant trends in male
representation in postwar American cinema, particularly the rise of introspective
young men shaped by Method acting (Section I). In contrast, middle-aged male
characters, such as Ed, have often been pathologised or overlooked in performance
analyses (Section II). To address this gap, the second part draws on Konstantin
Stanislavski’s concept of “the art of representation” to reconsider Ed’s bodily
performance. It demonstrates how Mason’s controlled gestures and mannerisms
construct the image of a reliable father and husband and how their disruption at key
moments acquires heightened significance, exposing the performative nature and
fragility of this constructed identity (Section IIL, IV, and V). Finally, the study analyses
the mirror-shattering scene, where a rupture in these gestures reveals not only the
theatricality of Ed’s roles, but also the dissonance between Mason’s star persona,
marked by foreignness, intensity, and sadism, and the normative image ofan American
middle-class patriarch. Situating this dissonance within the material comfort of the
1950s, the article argues that Mason’s performance subtly undermined the era’s ideals
of male authority, foregrounding the layered and unstable nature of masculine identity
onscreen (Section VI and VII).
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The 1950s marked a transitional period for the representation of masculinity in
American cinema. After the end of World War II, American men faced mounting
pressure to reintegrate into a rapidly transforming peacetime society. The Cold War
intensified anxieties regarding national identity, social conformity, and political
allegiance, contributing to a culture of surveillance and ideological scrutiny.
Suburbanisation and the rise of consumer culture have placed new expectations on
men to become stable providers and emotionally contained patriarchs within the
domestic sphere. Meanwhile, shifting gender roles—especially the lingering impact
of women’s wartime labour participation—further unsettled the traditional masculine
authority. Amid these tensions, cinematic portrayals of male protagonists have
become increasingly conflicting.

This study explores how masculinity was performed and represented in the 1950s
American cinema, particularly focusing on the 1956 film Bigger Than Life directed by
Nicholas Ray, and the performance of British actor James Mason, whose work makes
one reconsider the representation of middle-aged masculinity on screen. Research
argues that the postwar representation of masculinity in films was marked by neurosis
and hysteria, and shaped by shifting star personas and the emergence of young actors
influenced by Method acting in the United States (Benshoff and Griffin 276). These
studies often associate the portrayal of sensitive and introspective masculinity with the
psychological depth emphasised by Method acting, thereby privileging the
subjectivity of young male figures. Moreover, an overemphasis on the actor’s interal
emotional state, as emphasised by traditions upholding Method acting and
psychological realism, tends to obscure the importance of analysing their physical
behaviour on screen during a performance. Such an approach risks neglecting the
crucial fact that the image of a fictional character is primarily constructed through
meanings generated by the actor’s body.

In light of this concem, this study tumns to Bigger Than Life and James Mason’s
performance, which exemplify an altemative to Method-based expressions of
masculinity. Mason was not a Method actor, and his screen persona, already firmly
established in British cinema, offered a productive contrast to the younger, emotionally
volatile American actors of the time. Drawing on insights from critical performance
theory, this study examines how Mason’s performance negotiates middle-aged
masculinity through bodily expressions rather than psychological interiority. To
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situate this approach within a broader framework, the discussion first outlines the
prevailing trends in the representation of masculinity in 1950s American cinema.

L Trends in Male Representations in 1950s American Cinema

From a gender perspective, the 1950s marked a significant shift in cinematic
representations of masculinity. Television, rapidly becoming a staple in American
households, projected idealised images of domestic life—featuring a dependable
father, a nurturing mother, and a cheerful child. In contrast, Hollywood films often
expose tensions and contradictions beneath this idealised surface. According to film
scholars Harry Benshoff and Sean Griffin, as American society became increasingly
corporate-centred and conformist, many men, from youth to middle-aged, grew
anxious about conforming to normative gender roles (275). These men, who wore
nearly identical suits, commuted by train, and worked in interchangeable white-collar
jobs requiring little physical exertion, often felt emasculated. This sense of alienation
and unease has been frequently expressed by male characters portrayed on screen
during this decade. Within this broad context, the emergence of young male characters
burdened by the contradictions of masculinity has introduced a new dynamic to the
cinematic representations of men. According to Benshoff and Griffin, one major
catalyst for this shift was the rise of actors influenced by Method acting, as taught at
the Actors Studio under the direction of Lee Strasberg (275). Performers such as
Marlon Brando, Montgomery Clift, and James Dean delivered powerful portrayals of
introspective men—characters paralysed by emotional complexity and struggling
with the psychological weight of conforming to traditional masculine ideals (275).
Recent critical discourse often describes such performances as emblematic of what is
now termed as, “vulnerable masculinity”!.

The film scholar Virginia Wright Wexman offers a comparative perspective on
why Method acting aligned so closely with these new representations of masculinity.
She explains that while British classical acting emphasises external techniques—such
as posture, costume, and elocution—, Method acting prioritises subtle emotional
expressions rooted in the actor’s own personality, emotional memory, and physical
presence, often taking precedence over scripted dialogue (128)°.

This emphasis on internal emotional truth over external theatrical techniques was
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further illustrated by director Elia Kazan, a key figure associated with the Actors
Studio. In his reflections on Method acting, Kazan describes how performers are
trained not to consciously plan gestures or movements, but to generate them
organically from deeply felt psychological states:

We would work on the actor’s disposition at the time of the visit, what
Hurstwood feels toward his guest and what he wants to accomplish in the
scene that’s to follow. Having determined these—no, Il put it correctly:
Having experienced these, that is to say, having found them within ourselves,
we’d trust that the detail of how the chair is offered would take care of itself.
(144)

These perspectives have been foundational in shaping critical discourse around 1950s
masculinity on screen. Method-trained actors, such as Marlon Brando, Montgomery
Clift, and James Dean, are frequently celebrated as archetypes of vulnerable
masculinity, whose intense subjectivity and psychological nuances articulate the
gendered anxieties of the era.

However, while influential, this framework reduces mid-century masculinity to a
narrow set of emotional and performative traits, particularly those derived from the
Method tradition. It tends to marginalise other acting styles that convey male
vulnerability and conflict through more stylised or physically coded means. In
privileging interiority and psychological realism, these readings often overlook
performances that foreground the actor’s body as a vehicle for meaning rather than as
a transparent conduit of inner emotion.

This limitation is particularly striking when we shift our attention from the young,
emotionally volatile male protagonists who dominate Method-centred analyses to the
cinematic depictions of middle-aged men—figures who often bear the brunt of the
19508’ social and familial expectations. These characters frequently appear not as
rebellious outsiders but as patriarchs in crisis, struggling to meet the conflicting
demands of emotional restraint, authority, and conformity. However, despite their
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centrality in postwar domestic narratives, such representations received comparatively

little attention in performance-based analyses of 1950s cinema.
IL. Shifts in the Representations of Middle-Aged Men

From the late 1940s onwards, with television rapidly spreading into American
homes and film audiences’ increasing segmentation, studios began producing films
targeting young viewers. However, other films were explicitly aimed at adult
audiences. For example, the 1951 film adaptation of Death of a Salesman, originally
written by Arthur Miller in 1949, and the 1956 adaptation of Sloan Wilson’s 1955
bestselling novel The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit both addressed the masculinity
crisis from the perspective of a generation older than Brando and Dean.

Most of these men served in the war and later returned to civilian life to occupy
white-collar positions within corporate structures. Unlike their wartime experiences,
these men’s postwar jobs require little autonomy, creativity, or physical exertion.
Within this new context, conforming to institutional norms and supporting a materially
comfortable domestic life came to define middle-aged masculinity (lioka 197).
However, not all men can easily adapt to this new ideal; hence, films targeting adult
audiences began portraying men struggling with such shifting expectations.

This growing cinematic focus on conflicted masculinity extended beyond
domestic dramas to other popular genres of this era. The Westen, in particular, began
to incorporate male protagonists who were marked by emotional hesitation,
psychological distress, or weakened authority. In Winchester °73 (1950), a male
character abandons his female companion during a Native American attack, while
even Stewart’s expert marksman admits a feeling of fear. In High Noon (1952), Gary
Cooper’s marshal is deserted by his community and nearly loses his wife’s support as
his unwavering sense of duty alienates those around him. Similarly, The Searchers
(1956) features John Wayne as a man driven by obsessive rage, whose masculinity is
shaped by violent emotions and racial animus.

This thematic concern with fractured masculinity also appears in Bigger Than Life
(1956), produced by and starring James Mason. Similar to the aforementioned
Western works, the film portrays a male protagonist, whose authority is undermined
by psychological instability and social dislocation. Critical discourse has often framed
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Mason’s character Ed Avery in pathological terms. He is frequently described as
“tyrannical”’ or “fascistic”, with critics diagnosing him as a megalomaniac or madman
suffering from psychosis (Andrew 107; Rosenbaum).

The film centres on Ed Avery (James Mason), a schoolteacher, his wife Lou
(Barbara Rush), and their son Richie (Christopher Olsen). They depicted the domestic
life of a typical middle-class American family®. To maintain their lifestyle, Ed secretly
takes on a second job as a taxi dispatcher. Lou, noticing changes in his behaviour,
suspects that he may be having an affair. One day, Ed collapsed with abdominal pain
and was hospitalised; he was diagnosed with a rare and potentially fatal illness. After
being prescribed a new medication, cortisone, Ed recovers and resumes family life.
However, his increasingly erratic mood swings raised concems among his family
members.

Following the film’s release, some critics voiced concems that the film’s depiction
of cortisone’s side effects could provoke public fear of pharmaceuticals (“New
Showmanship Maxim” 22). Accordingly, Ed’s increasingly threatening behaviour
was widely perceived as the result of both his illness and the medication’s addictive
effects. Within this framework, the film has often been interpreted as representing
adult masculinity in a crisis mediated through pharmacological intervention.

While this interpretation foregrounds the pharmacological aspects of Ed’s
transformation, it may also obscure a deeper ideological function. As William
Scheibel argues, Bigger Than Life “diagnoses masculinity itself as a social problem
under the superficial guise of a medical case history, displacing latent psychosexual
issues onto an external cause of concern” (184). For Scheibel, the film’s depiction of
cortisone addiction functions less as a medical waming than as a representational
screen—a narrative device that renders culturally fraught anxieties about masculinity
legible to mainstream audiences. In this view, the pharmacological premise is not
simply about drugs, but a way to externalise and contain what might otherwise remain
as unspeakable social anxiety.

Building on similar observations—though independently developed—, Mikiro
Kato examines how such strategies of externalisation are embedded within the
conventions of Hollywood melodrama. He identifies Bigger Than Life as a “male
melodrama” in which the protagonist’s breakdown is attributed to a clearly identifiable
external force—namely, the drug’s effects (83). According to Kato, this narrative
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framing affirms the protagonist’s fundamental goodness and enables a therapeutic
logic of redemption, wherein a middle-aged man’s crisis can be resolved through
appropriate interventions. In this way, the film ultimately reaffirms normative
masculinity by allowing the protagonist to return to his familial role (84-5).

While Kato’s reading insightfully identifies Bigger Than Life as a “male
melodrama” in which the protagonist’s breakdown is caused by an external force—
cortisone addiction—this framework remains grounded in narmrative logic that
ultimately resolves the crisis and reaffirms the protagonist’s essential goodness. In this
reading, Ed’s transformation is understood as a medically induced deviation, and the
film’s dramatic arc participates in a therapeutic model that privileges diagnosis and
redemption.

However, this emphasis on causality and resolution risks overlooking the equally
significant dimension of James Mason’s stylised performance. His portrayal of Ed
Avery—through repetitive hand gestures, abrupt shifts in posture, and heightened
physicality—renders a visible form of middle-aged masculinity that resists narrative
containment. Rather than presenting vulnerability as a temporary lapse cured by the
narrative’s reassuring resolution, Mason’s performance suggests a deeper, ongoing
struggle to inhabit the social role of the patriarch. In doing so, Bigger Than Life
troubles the notion that masculine identity can be restored through narrative closure.

To account for these unresolved tensions, this study shifts focus from narrative
causality to performance analysis, with particular attention to how Mason’s body
enacts middle-aged masculinity as an unstable and contingent construct. Central to this
shift is a rupture in the pattemed embodiment of patriarchal authority, wherein
masculinity is revealed not as something that fails under extemal pressure, but as
something that was never fully secure to begin with.

II1. Rethinking Middle-Aged Masculinity through Performance

While previous interpretations of Bigger Than Life have centred on the film’s
narrative structure and thematic preoccupations—yparticularly its representation of
conflicted masculinity as a pathologised or moralised deviation—such readings often
remain bound to the logic of causality and resolution. This focus on the “what” of the

story (what happens, what causes the breakdown, and what restores order) tends to
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marginalise the “how”—how the protagonist’s condition is made visible, how his
instability is signified, and how the performance of masculinity is staged and sustained.

To shift attention to this performative dimension, the discussion tumns to what may
be called “the art of representation”—a mode of acting that does not seek to efface its
own theatricality, but rather foregrounds the actor’s expressive choices. In Bigger Than
Life, James Mason’s performance does not simply illustrate Ed Avery’s psychological
decline; it exposes the fragility of the patriarchal role through a heightened, stylised
physicality that intermittently ruptures the illusion of stable masculine authority. It is
precisely in these moments of stylisation—repetitive gestures, exaggerated postures,
and abrupt bodily shifts—that the performance exceeds narrative containment and
calls attention to the constructedness of the role itself.

Some studies have analysed the depiction of middle-aged masculinity in the 1950s
from a performance perspective. A notable example is Dennis Bingham’s discussion
of James Stewart. Focusing on Stewart’s star persona, Bingham examines how his
performance style helped construct a widely accepted image of masculine
“naturalness”. He draws attention to Stewart’s restrained manner, frequent stammering,
and soft-spoken delivery—traits that define his prewar and early postwar persona,
conveying sincerity and modesty. These qualities aligned with earlier ideals of
individual decency and humility but were increasingly displaced in the 1950s.

According to Bingham, this style evolved in the Westerns Stewart made with
Anthony Mann. In these films, Stewart’s speech becomes more abrupt and
monotonous, and his earlier signs of wvulnerability—such as hesitancy or self-
effacement—are replaced by brusque movements and emotionally flat delivery, often
signalling toughness and stoicism (26-9, 54).

Although Bingham attempts to deconstruct Stewart’s “naturalness” by attending
to its performative construction, he ultimately attributes these shifts to extratextual
factors, such as Stewart’s military service or his public image as a devoted father and
breadwinner (52—4). Therefore, the depiction of middle-aged masculinity, unlike
vulnerable younger men, has not typically been examined in relation to specific acting
styles.

Unlike Bingham’s emphasis on masculinity as an extension or confirmation of a

de 6

star’s “true self’, Bigger Than Life foregrounds the dissonance between what is

enacted on screen and what is known or assumed about the actor off screen. That is,
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the film strategically exploited Mason’s performance style and established persona to
generate a sense of estrangement. This suggests that masculinity is not merely
“expressed” through performance but can be stylised, fragmented, or problematised
through it. Instead of treating performance as proof of authenticity, Bigger Than Life
invites the audience to read it in a constructed form, one in which external techniques
and internal expressions do not align seamlessly.

This reading draws on “the art of representation”, a concept formulated by Russian
theatre practitioner Konstantin Stanislavsky. Rather than constituting a coherent
training system like Stanislavsky’s own System or Strasberg’s Method—both of
which have distinct lineages and pedagogies— “the art of representation” emerges
from a long-standing tension within performance theory: Should actors prioritise inner
psychological experience or external technique? This fundamental dichotomy, which
Stanislavsky reformulated as “the art of living a part” versus “‘the art of representation”
(Creating, 27), underpins much of modem acting discourse and resonates with broader
conceptualisations of performance®.

For instance, as noted in Section I, Virginia Wright Wexman has demonstrated
how such binaries underpin critical paradigms that contrast “authentic”” immersion
with “stylised” or “theatrical” self-consciousness in film acting. She associates the
latter mode with the so-called “British school of acting”, which privileges technique,
restraint, and exterior form over spontaneous emotional expressions. Stanislavsky’s
terminology thus provides a historical and theoretical anchor for examining stylistic
divides in screen performances.

According to Stanislavsky, in “the art of representation”, the actor begins by
discovering a singular, appropriate physical expression of the character’s inner life.
Mastery of this expression enables the actor to reproduce it fluently and precisely—
even in the absence of genuine emotional engagement—through technical training,
vocal control, gesture, costume, and repetition (20-3). While Stanislavsky ultimately
regarded this mode as inferior because it risks turning it into mechanical repetition, he
acknowledged that both approaches often coexist in practice?.

Importantly, although Stanislavsky developed the concept from an actor-training
perspective, employing it is proposed from an analytical perspective as a tool for
examining screen performance. In doing so, it is acknowledged that James Mason
himself never explicitly identified his style in these terms. Rather, this concept is
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adopted to illuminate how performance is registered onscreen in Bigger Than Life,
especially in moments in which carefully composed gestures and stylised
comportment are foregrounded as performance strategies.

James Naremore’s analysis of Marlon Brando’s performance in On the Waterfront
is a useful precedent for employing acting styles as analytical rather than prescriptive
tools. Discussing Brando’s act of picking up Eva Marie Saint’s dropped glove,
Naremore notes that the actor’s name has often been used metonymically to evoke
Method acting as a distinct style or movement, even though Brando was never a direct
student of Lee Strasberg and was instead trained by Stella Adler (197). Naremore
argues that if critics are to invoke the Method in discussing Brando,

as a description of film acting, the Method therefore seems most useful when
it points to something at once broader and more specific than either Brando or
the teaching of the Actors Studio—that is, when it indicates a stylistic or
ideological leaning within fifties culture, which has left its traces on
contemporary Hollywood. (200)

Similarly, this study employs “the art of representation” as an analytical concept, rather
than a fixed-acting method. As previously discussed, the term is often associated with
the so-called “British school” of acting, which privileges technique and restraint. Yet
unlike the Method, it does not originate from a codified system or a single founder, nor
did Mason himself ever describe his craft in such terms. Nevertheless, the concept is
productive here precisely because Mason’s performance departs from the classical
rhetoric of vulnerability associated with Method acting (Naremore 201), while still
embodying vulnerability through formal, stylised means. In this sense, Mason acts out
the paradigms of the 1950s performance culture, revealing the constructedness of
masculine expressivity within the period’s stylistic and ideological framework (200).
This framework is especially useful, given that critical accounts of postwar
Hollywood cinema often interpret performances primarily in relation to external socio-
historical factors—such as biography, politics, or industry shifts—rather than treating
performance style as an expressive system in its own right. Such tendencies, as
discussed above, frequently treat the depiction of masculinity as something externally
validated rather than stylistically embodied. In Bigger Than Life, however, this logic
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is deliberately strained. While the film’s representation of Ed Avery is rooted in a
recognisable social context, its emotional and ideological charges depend heavily on

the formal qualities of Mason’s screen performance.
IV. Physical Mannerisms

This section examines how Mason’s performance style, rooted in “the art of
representation”, structures Ed Avery’s bodily expressivity in Bigger Than Life. In
particular, Ed’s hand movements formed a pattern of physical mannerisms that,
although subtle, were consistently repeated throughout the film®. These gestures—
clasping, fidgeting, and gripping—create a repertoire of stylised motions that
simultaneously signal restraint and self-containment. However, what makes these
patterns significant is not only their persistence but also the way the film stages
moments of rupture—temporary departures from these codified behaviours. In these
moments, the character’s attempt to maintain patriarchal authority is betrayed by the
body. Bigger Than Life constructs vulnerability not through the rejection of style but
through the strategic exposure of its constructed nature, as the actor’s stylised routine
momentarily falters. In these subtle shifts, when Ed instinctively reverts to mannerism,
he seems to wish to suppress the fragility of his middle-aged masculine identity that
the film crystallises.

A fictional character’s physical behaviour is inseparable from the actor’s
performance. Ed’s fictional body is, fundamentally, James Mason’s corporeal body.
Thus, film acting operates on a dual register, simultaneously invoking the character
and the actor, and any analysis of Ed’s gestures must be situated within a broader
understanding of Mason’s style of performance. In a comparative study of the 1937
and 1954 versions of A Star Is Born, Roberta E. Pearson identified stark contrasts
between the performances of Fredric March and James Mason in the role of Norman
Maine. While March embodies a brash yet composed masculinity rooted in the late
1930s, Mason portrays a melancholic figure whose vulnerability is externalised
through finely calibrated gestures: changes in gaze, posture, and manipulation of props
(61-6).

Pearson notes that Mason’s engagement with props constitutes a form of business
(65), aterm often used to describe physical activity that enhances characterisation, and
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one typically associated with Method acting. The film scholar Paul McDonald
elaborates on this concept, observing that Method actors frequently make a series of
seemingly inconspicuous gestures—smoking a cigarette or drinking alcohol—
referred to as business (329). He argues that these characters are generally perceived
as sensitive and emotionally vulnerable because, although the actors perform these
gestures rapidly, the narrative often provides no clear reason—neither to other
characters nor to the audience—for the character’s behaviour (328-9). This
observation highlights the strong correlation between the representation of vulnerable
masculinity and the use of business in performance.

For an actor, hands serve a function akin to the eyes: they focus the viewer’s
attention and convey the character’s inner state (Bordwell et al. 134-5). However,
Mason’s approach diverges from that of Method actors. While he employs small-scale
physical activities to enrich his characteristics, his gestures in Bigger Than Life are
more formalised, fewer in number, and frequently repeated. For instance, in an earlier
scene in a school corridor, Ed walks alongside a female colleague with his right hand
hanging freely. However, upon encountering another colleague, he immediately
clasped his hands in front of him, adopting a composed, almost deferential posture
(Fig. 1) (00:02:44-00:03:17). A similar shift occurs when Ed returns home and realises
that he has forgotten to buy olives as his wife requested. He transitioned from carrying
his bag casually to gripping it tightly with both hands at the chest level (00:06:11—
00:06:22). Later, as he lies on a hospital bed confessing his financial troubles to Lou,
he again clasps his hands over his body, fidgeting with his fingers while speaking
(00:20:29). His business—especially in Bigger Than Life—does not function
primarily to express spontaneous interior states. Rather, it operates as a ritualised
physical code, projecting the fragility and overdetermined nature of masculinity
through stylised repetition. This performative strategy foregrounds externalised
behavioural pattems rather than psychological realism, positioning Mason's
performance distinct from the naturalistic impulses of Method acting.

It is important to stress here that Mason’s stylised use of his hands in Bigger Than
Life should not be mistaken for personal mannerisms carried out across all his roles.
Rather, it is a deliberate performance strategy tailored to the characteristics of Ed. This
becomes particularly clear when contrasted with Mason’s performance in 4 Star Is

Born, as discussed earlier by Pearson. As Norman Maine, Mason’s physicality is
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looser and far more varied. He often lounges, sitting on the stairs or on the edge of a
bed, and at times raises his arms above his head in moments of introspection. His
posture in that film conveys not rigidity but weariness, in stark contrast to Ed’s constant
stiffness (see, for example, 01:25:03).

Mason’s performance in The Reckless Moment (1949) offers another point of
contrast. While his bodily movements in that film are generally more restrained and
less expressive than in A Star Is Born, he does not repeat any specific gestures in the
stylised, almost ritualistic way seen in Bigger Than Life. His body remained mobile
and understated.

These comparisons demonstrate that Mason adapted his physical performance
style to the character and context of each film. While many more examples can be
cited from both his earlier and later films, it is beyond the scope of this paper to
examine each one. The repetitive and formalised gestures that define Ed’s presence
are, therefore, not default traits of Mason’s acting but deliberate, role-specific choices,
underscoring how the film constructs masculinity as fragile and overdetermined
through performance.

Mason’s repeated use of stylised gestures in Bigger Than Life, such as lightly
clasping his hands or shifting the way he grips a bag, recalls Stanislavsky’s notion of
“the art of representation” in which a performance is constructed through consciously
controlled external techniques rather than spontaneous internal experience. Unlike
Method acting, which foregrounds psychological realism through improvisatory
gestures or business, Mason’s performance in Bigger Than Life is composed of

deliberate, formalised physical choices.

Fig. 1. Ed clasping his hands in front of the body. (00:03:08)
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V. Rupture in Repetition

Moreover, because Mason established this patterned repetition, comprising of
stylised gestures dismissed by Stanislavsky as lacking creative vitality, any deviation
becomes significant. Such moments of rupture draw attention to the performance itself,
exposing its constructed nature and highlighting the fragility of Ed’s exterior.

One such rupture occurs in a dinner scene in which Ed reprimands Lou and Richie
for drinking milk behind his back. The symmetrical composition—Ed on the right,
Lou on the left, and Richie facing the camera—visually underscores the increasing
tension between the husband and wife regarding parental authority. A fter saying grace,
Lou pours milk into Richie’s glass. Ed’s expression darkens upon observing this. He
curtly demands the pitcher from Lou, takes Richie’s glass, and pours the milk back in.
However, traces of milk cling to the glass, indicating that the full volume could not be
restored (01:12:23-01:12:54).

Subsequently, struggling to maintain control, Ed asks in a clipped restrained tone:

ED. Quite obviously, one glassful has already been poured out of this. What
became of it?

LOU. It’s my fault, Ed. I brought it to him while you were upstairs.

ED. Lou, it would be better for all of us if you clearly understand one thing. I
will not tolerate your attempts to undermine my programme for Richard.

LOU. Yes, darling.

ED. Be good enough not to speak to me in that hypocritical tone of voice.

(01:13:04-01:13:35)

Lou admits fault softly, and Ed replies in a tightly contained manner, reasserting
his authority over the programme; he then raises his voice to accuse her of being two-
faced—outwardly compliant but inwardly resistant. Ed erupts with explosive anger,
giving Lou no opportunity to respond. He asserts total control over Richie’s upbringing
and treats Lou as someone to command rather than as a partner. When the shot cuts
from a medium angle of Ed to the earlier symmetrical master shot, the visual distance
between the couple mirrors their emotional estrangement (01:13:36). Soon after, Ed
slams both palms on the desk and says, “I’m staying in this house solely for the boy’s
sake!”(01:13:40), pressing his right hand against the desk in a controlled, deliberate
motion and fixing his gaze on Lou (Fig. 2) (01:13:41). With Lou and Richie remaining
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silent, his dominance is absolute.

However, in the next moment, a subtle breach of this carefully maintained control
occurs. Upon concluding his speech, Ed lowers his gaze to the table and instinctively
begins to clasp his hands in front of his body. Yet, as though suddenly made aware of
this habitual gesture, which signifies anxiety or submission elsewhere in the film, he
abruptly catches himself and returns his hands to their original positions. His
expression is briefly marked by confusion, as if disturbed by this involuntary retum to
a bodily pattern that he seemingly transcended (Fig. 3) (01:13:56).

\
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Fig. 3. Moment indicating the re-emergence of Ed’s physical mannerism. (01:13:56)

This fleet moment of self-interruption exemplifies the tension between stylised
repetition and its breakdown, between what Stanislavsky dismissed as the mechanical
“art of representation” and the vulnerability exposed when that representation falters.
The gesture functions not as a symbol of psychological depth, but as a fissure on the
performance’s formal surface, exposing the instability of Ed’s masculine authority.

This scene also invites a reconsideration of the relationship between vulnerability

and what acting manuals often describe as small businesses and seemingly incidental
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actions involving props. As Pearson noted, Mason’s engagement with props
frequently constitutes a form of business, a term associated with Method acting.

Although vulnerable acting is conventionally associated with emotional openness
and psychological realism, Mason’s performance in Bigger Than Life presents a
different mode of embodiment. Rather than expressing inner depth through
spontaneous expression, he constructed Ed’s presence through a rigid code of stylised
gestures—clasped hands, stiff postures, and deliberate movements—that shows
control rather than reveal emotions. This outwardly fixed routine recalls what
Stanislavsky criticised in “the art of representation”: a reliance on external form over
inner experience.

However, the power of Mason’s stylisation lies in its precision. Because
performance is tightly codified, the slightest disruption, such as a momentary falter or
the withdrawal of a habitual gesture, becomes charged with meaning, exposing the
fragility of the masculine persona it seeks to sustain. These brief slips do not merely
betray inner turmoil; rather, they expose the labour of sustaining masculinity as an act
of continual self-discipline. In this sense, Mason reclaims “the art of representation”
not as a barrier to authenticity but as a mode of performing a layered self that is
constantly maintained through ritualised gestures and, at times, momentarily undone
by their failure.

VI. Performance that Evokes Star Persona

In the previous section, based on “the art of representation”, this study examined
the repetition and variation of hand gestures to show that Ed Avery portrayed the ideal
of a reliable father. However, Bigger Than Life includes other moments in which such
a performance is foregrounded, and Ed’s theatrical nature is laid bare. This section
focuses on a key sequence that takes place shortly after Ed begins his cortisone
treatment: wearing a wine-red nightgown, Ed stands at the bathroom sink and takes
the prescribed medication. After finishing a glass of water, he gazes at the mirror,
slightly tilting his head from side to side, as if carefully inspecting his reflections
(00:38:45-00:38:56). He adjusted a strand of hair falling across his forehead, closed
his lips, which had slightly parted previously, and raised the corners of his mouth to
smile (00:38:56-00:38:59). Ed suddenly noticed something to the right of the sink and
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reached towards it. Draping a towel around his neck, he straightens his posture, lifts
the comers of his mouth once again, and gazes satisfactorily at his reflection in the
mirror. Subsequently, holding a half-smoked cigarette delicately between his thumb
and forefinger, Ed takes a puffand lets the smoke linger. He then shifts the cigarette to
another set of fingers and exhales another stream of smoke (00:38:59-00:39:15).
Furthermore, by picking up a half-smoked cigarette between his thumb and index
finger, he takes a puff and allows the smoke to curl around him before shifting the
cigarette to another grip and exhaling (00:39:15-00:39:25).

Throughout this sequence, the camera remains stationary and stable and is
committed solely to observing Ed’s performance. Consequently, his aristocratic and
narcissistic handling of cigarettes clearly communicates with viewers Ed’s self-image
as an authoritative and important figure who harbours strong feelings of self-love.
Moreover, his repeated glances at the mirror underscore the heightened self-
consciousness of his own gestures.

However, Ed’s narcissistic performance abruptly ends when he hears Lou
ascending the stairs. Ed immediately lowered his head, furrowed his brow, set down
the cigarette, and moved the bathroom mirror aside (00:39:15-00:39:34). When Lou
fills the bathtub, the partially open mirror continues to shake slightly, symbolising the
instability of Ed’s self-image in her presence. Despite being aware of Lou’s
movements, Ed feigns indifference by sipping water and brushing his hair away from
his forehead and carefully avoids direct eye contact with her (00:39:34-00:39:48). His
restlessness is evident when he nervously clasps his hands in front of him and twitches
his eyebrows. Nevertheless, just as Lou is about to leave the bathroom, Ed, without
turning towards her, orders her to bring in more hot water (00:39:49). Provoked, Lou
sharply responds, “You are not in the hospital now!”and roughly slams the bathroom
mirror shut (00:39:54). The mirror instantly cracks into countless pieces, startling Ed,
who tightly grasps both his upper arms with his hands (Fig. 4). Biting his lower lip and
breathing heavily, Ed remained frozen (00:39:54-00:40:22). This image conveys
profound fragility. Ed’s confident self-image now appears to be on the verge of
collapse, and his desperate attempt to maintain composure by clutching his arms
reveals that he is far from embodying a reliable father or husband.

Using the bathroom scene as an example, Richard de Cordova observed that

melodramas often create spaces foregrounding actors’ performances, highlighting
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characters’ feelings of suffering, hysteria, and madness (156). Similarly, Robin Wood
interprets this sequence as “the moment at which his ‘image’ as integrated social man,
respected teacher, happy husband and father is decisively shattered” (60). Further,
Wood concludes that “the broken mirror becomes an emblem, then, not only of Ed’s
plunge into psychosis but also of the extreme fragility of the ‘normal’ family life he
and Lou have been living” (60).

While these readings help underscore the psychological and narrative significance
of the scene, they pay little attention to the specific textures of Mason’s performance,
or how his star persona complicates the character’s breakdown. As such, they remain
primarily concemed with character psychology and thematic symbolism, rather than
the performative strategies of the foreground.

However, recall Ed’s behaviour immediately before the mirror shatter. He wore a
bathrobe with a towel around his neck and smoked cigarettes elegantly. Ed embodies
the typical American middle-class man of the 1950s, enjoying suburban comfort —a
single-family home, wife and child, refrigerator, and television—and the sumame
Avery further emphasises his middle-class typicality (Wood 60). Nevertheless,
Mason’s performance in front of the mirror carries an aristocratic air that is unusual for
suburban men struggling with household finances. This discrepancy between Ed’s
refined gestures and his suburban lifestyle also provides a compelling entry point for
analysing this vulnerable middle-aged man.

Fig. 4. A frightened Ed clutching his upper arms. (00:39:56)

VII. James Mason’s Star Persona

The performance delivered by Mason immediately before shattering the mirror,
evoked his established star persona. Nicholas Ray, director of Bigger Than Life, is
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often associated with Method acting because of his role in mythologising James Dean
in Rebel Without a Cause. However, as a director, Ray emphasised the necessity of
collaborating with actors rather than excessively manipulating their physical presence
through camerawork or editing’. Ray states, “(T)he actor, if he has a method of work
at all, must be encouraged in his method of work so that he can arrive at the same truth
ofemotion (...)” (Eisenschitz 76). This statement clearly indicated his respect for each
actor’s approach.

In addition, the vulnerable man motif recurs in Ray's filmography. The film critic
Geoff Andrew argues that Ray’s characterisation challenges binary oppositions and
subverts audience expectations (12-3). Ray’s examination beneath—or beyond—the
surface of conventional cinematic stereotypes reveals refined and gentle sensibilities
hidden within violent acts and vulnerabilities and weaknesses concealed beneath
seemingly fulfilled lives (12). This nuanced approach helped him uncover genuinely
complex human psychology. Hence, this paper argues that the representation of a
vulnerable middle-aged man in Bigger Than Life is achieved through Mason’s
established star persona and the distinctive qualities of his performance.

To explore the incorporation of Mason’s star persona into the film, one should
review the contemporary critical responses to Bigger Than Life following its release.
Critics argued that the film's depiction of cortisone overdose might create a lasting fear
of medication among general movie audiences (“New Showmanship Maxim” 22).
Consequently, Mason’s contract with Twentieth-Century Fox as a producer/
actor/director was suddenly terminated by the studio (Day 19). Interestingly, years later,
Mason claimed in his autobiography that the primary reason for the film’s critical
failure was not its portrayal of a cortisone overdose but his own decision to casthimself
in the leading role (380):

I made a big mistake in allowing myself to play the central character. I had
been an international star for over ten years and, in spite of my determination
to play all sorts of different roles, I was stuck with a certain image which was
solidly entrenched in the mind of the American movie-goer. He saw me as a
foreigner ... and as one who was mean to people.... So, I should not have cast
myself as an ordinary American small-town schoolteacher. (380)
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Accordingly, Mason identified casting as the film’s central issue; he was not alone in
highlighting this miscasting. The film scholar Stefan Huntke notes, “(T)he casting of
James Mason has always, at best, been a puzzle and, at worst, an annoyance” (102).
Huntke further questions, “If the part needed an American Everyman, why not James
Stewart? If it needs someone at odds with middle-class gentility, why not John
Garfield or Marlon Brando?”(102). These criticisms highlight the discrepancies
between fictional characters and Mason’s established star personas. However, rather
than seeing this tension as a flaw or miscast, it can be reconsidered as a productive site
of meaning, where Mason’s foreignness and class-coded persona ironically intensify
the film’s exploration of an unstable middle-class masculinity.

Mason’s career can be divided into three distinct phases: a “three-act drama”
(William Evans 108). The first act corresponds to Mason’s British period, the second
to his American period, and the third to the phase during which he frequently moved
between Europe, America, and Australia.

Mason was born in 1909 and started acting while studying at Cambridge
University. Despite eaming a master’s degree in architecture, he decided to pursue
acting professionally. After performing with repertory companies and appearing on the
London stage, he made his screen debut in 1935, denoting the first act of his career. In
the early 1940s, Mason gained prominence through his roles in melodramas produced
by Gainsborough Pictures, such as The Man in Grey (1943), Fanny by Gaslight (1944),
and The Wicked Lady (1945). Following the commercial successes of The Seventh Veil
(1945) and Odd Man Out (1946), Mason moved to Hollywood.

In his second career act, Mason appeared in films directed by some of
Hollywood’s most acclaimed filmmakers, including Max Ophiils’s Caught (1948)
and The Reckless Moment (1949), George Cukor’s 4 Star is Born (1954), and Alfred
Hitchcock’s North by Northwest (1959). Bigger Than Life was produced during the
latter half of his career’s second act. Finally, in his third act, Mason starred in Stanley
Kubrick’s Lolita (1962), after which he increasingly appeared in television
productions, and continued his career until his death in 1984.

By appearing in these films, Mason cultivated a star persona that distinctly
contrasted with the image of the average American man embodied by actors such as
James Stewart and Fredric March. In her book-length study on Mason, Sarah Thomas
describes this persona as “the man you love to hate” (3), a phrase that was used in an
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American fan magazine in 1946 (Mead 34-5). Indeed, ten years later, an article titled
“Are You Tired of James Mason?”’ appeared in the magazine Picturegoer; it included

an interview in which Mason analysed his own star persona:

‘I believe picturegoers are as bored as I am with the typical James Mason part
and performance,” he said in the typical James Mason style of speech. You
know it well: calm and careful enunciation with overtones of boredom. ‘Never
again will I play the sort of part I have in this film. It’s the part I've had in too
many films.” ‘I mean the role of a man with deep personal worries. He has a
permanently wrinkled brow and a lot of troubles. And he takes life very hard.’
‘It started with The Seventh Veil [sic] and it has gone on ever since. This is the
last of them.” (Raymond 21)

The persona analysed by Mason, a man who is acutely sensitive to emotional subtleties
and tormented by anxiety and inner conflict, is precisely the vulnerable male figure
image portrayed throughout his career. In particular, a violent scene in The Seventh
Veil, in which Mason’s character strikes the female protagonist’s hands with a cane,
prompted contemporary off-screen commentary to label him “sadistic”, “unpleasant”,
and “threatening” (Mead 36;“James Mason” 50;Wild 54). These descriptions
highlight how his persona differs from the image of an average, relatable Hollywood
star.

However, despite frequently portraying morally ambiguous or emotionally
complex characters, Mason was voted the most popular British actor in a 1946
popularity poll and was sufficiently admired to be labelled a “bobby-soxers’ idol”
(“Mason Tops Film Poll”” 11;Wilson 90). Reflecting on Mason’s popularity, spreading
“like an atomic bomb” in mid-1940s America, one psychologist remarked:

They decided that James Mason typifies exactly the male ideal which women
consider desirable these post-war days. They explained that reaction had now
set in after all the starkness of interational struggle, that women now felt the
need for tendemess and sympathy, along with masculine confidence and
determination. Instead of being wooed hastily and almost brutally, they wanted

elegance and courtesy and a measure of consideration. Mason suggests all this,
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and so he appeals overwhelmingly. (Grimstead 74)

The appeal of Mason’s persona, particularly to female audiences, lies in the portrayal
of a dignified, non-threatening masculinity, whose restraint hints at deeper, concealed
emotions. This contrast between the composed surface and hidden intensity creates a
dual character identity similar to the Jekyll-and-Hyde figure. The theme of the
disjunction between a character’s external appearance and the inner world is central to
Bigger Than Life. In the scene in which the bathroom mirror shatters, Mason’s
performance in the film’s middle-class American domestic setting evokes a screen
persona that differs from a typical Hollywood star image. Moreover, his stylised acting
exposes the emotional and psychological undercurrents underlying the material
affluence of middle-class American households.

Conclusion

This article reconsidered the representation of masculinity in Bigger Than Life
within the broader context of 1950s American cinema by focusing on performance. It
began by observing that previous scholarship had largely overlooked the performance
of middle-aged masculinity during this period, in part because the vulnerable male
figure was often associated with psychological depth and interiority, particularly
through the lens of Method acting. In response, the analysis proposed a rereading of
Ed Avery as a vulnerable rather than pathological figure and drew on Stanislavski’s
notion of “the art of representation” to shift analytical attention towards the external,
bodily dimensions of performance.

Based on this framework, the analysis examined Mason’s recurrent hand gestures,
particularly his habit of clasping his hands or gripping objects in moments of tension,
as a behavioural pattern that communicated Ed’s desire for control. Despite their
subtlety, these gestures accumulated narrative meaning by signalling his attempts to
portray a reliable father, especially when they were disrupted or reversed at key
dramatic moments. This redundancy created a set of physical mannerisms through
which the fictional character Ed was constructed. The significance of these
mannerisms became most apparent in moments of rupture, when Ed departed from
his established gestures. These moments foregrounded the performative nature of his
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roles as husband and father, revealing the precariousness of the postwar ideal of
dependable male providers. Furthermore, by examining the disjunction between Ed’s
inner and outer selves, the analysis identified a qualitatively different form of
performance in the bathroom mirror scene.

Ultimately, the analysis demonstrated that this disjunction activated James
Mason’s star persona by prompting the audience to perceive not only Ed Avery’s
fictional character but also the actor’s well-established screen identity, one that
introduced an element of foreignness, sadism, and emotional intensity that clashed
with the image of a typical American father. As Mason embodied a dual persona—
sadistic and emotionally rich, intellectual, yet threatening—his performance could not
fully assimilate the image of an average middle-class American man. This inability did
not expose the hidden vulnerability behind the fagade of stability but rather the
incoherent layering of identities projected onto postwar American manhood, where
the ideal of the dependable male provider collides with the foreignness, intensity, and
menace embodied by Mason’s star persona. Ultimately, the interplay between
Mason’s pattemed gestures and his incongruent screen identity foregrounds the
constructedness of middle-class masculinity, as well as the tension between the film
and the sociocultural ideals it ostensibly upholds.

Endnotes

1 For example, see the discussion by Geoff Andrew (1-22).

2 She refers to the contrasting style as the British school when explaining Method acting,
partly because figures such as Lee Strasberg and Elia Kazan frequently cited Laurence
Olivier as a representative of a performance tradition fundamentally opposed to Method
acting. See, for example, Lee Strasberg’s discussion on nonrealistic styles (177).

3 The film’s narrative is based on an article in 7he New Yorker titled “Ten Feet Tall,” which
recounts a case of drug abuse by a schoolteacher (Rouche 47).

4 “Theartof representation” (predstavlenie) was one of the three modes of acting classified
by Konstantin Stanislavsky, along with “craftsmanship” (remeslo) and “the art of living
a part” (perezhivanie). The mode of craftsmanship, not discussed in detail in this paper,
is characterised by cliché—those “silly tricks of the trade that may have been vital and
communicative at some time in the past, but have lost all connection to ‘the life of the
human spirit”” (Camicke 135). It is important to note that “the art of representation”
should not be conflated with stereotype. Unlike craftsmanship, it requires the actor to
discover a specific external form suited to the role, even if this process occurs outside the
presence of an audience. Similarly, James Mason’s bodily performance in Bigger Than
Life—and by extension, Ed Avery’s gestures— does not reproduce clichés in a
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mechanical or uncreative way. Rather, Mason’s repeated movements acquire expressive
precision through deliberate stylisation, aligning with the logic of representation rather
than that of rote imitation.

5 Despite privileging the actor’s psychology in his early writings, Stanislavski later came
to reassess the importance of physical training for actors. While developing Method
acting, Lee Strasberg concentrated on the actor’s psychological state mainly because he
based his interpretation on Stanislavski’s early works. For further details, see the
translator’s afterword in the Japanese edition by Shinji Horie in Stanislavski’s An Actor's
Work (642-53).

6  In this study, the term physical mannerism refers to the habitual speech, pronunciation,
posture, and gesture patterns that are characteristic of an individual. These behaviours are
repeated unconsciously in daily life and typically not considered intentional by the
individuals themselves.

7 Nicholas Ray had a background in the theatre and was acquainted with members of the
Group Theatre. Among them, Elia Kazan had a particularly strong influence on Ray and
played a pivotal role in bringing him to Hollywood. This connection influenced Ray’s
approach to direction as well. Even before collaborating with Method actor James Dean
in Rebel Without a Cause, Ray had already begun adopting techniques—such as
improvisation—that resonated with the Method style.
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This essay is based on the paper presented in Japanese at the 50" Annual Conference
of Japan Society of Image Arts & Sciences titled ““Varuneraburu na Dansei no Miburi:
1950-nendai Hollywood ni okeru Jamas Mason Saiko” [Performing Masculine
Fragility: Jamas Mason in 1950s Hollywood]. (2 Jun 2024, Kyushu Sangyo
University)
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