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PREFACE

umming up a hundred years in the development of a

major mass medium is a daunting task. We have
tried, within the compass of a single volume, to con-
struct a readable history of the principal trends within
mainstream fictional filmmaking, documentary film-
making, and experimental cinema. Our Introduction,
“Film History and How It Is Done,” lays out in more
detail the assumptions and frame of reference that have
guided our work. We hope this book will prove a useful
initiation to an endlessly fascinating subject.

We have been studying film history for over thirty
years, and we are well aware of how much a historian
owes to archives, libraries, and individuals. Many
archivists helped us gain access to films and pho-
tographs. We thank Elaine Burrows, Jackie Morris,
Julie Rigg, and the staff of the National Film and Tele-
vision Archive of the British Film Institute; Paul Spehr,
Kathy Loughney, Patrick Loughney, Cooper Graham,
and the staff of the Motion Picture, Television, and
Recorded Sound Division of the Library of Congress;
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INTRODUCTION

Film Hislory and How It Is Done

WHY DO WE CARE ABOUT
OLD MOVIES?

Around the world, at any instant, millions of people are
watching movies. They watch mainstream entertain-
ment, serious “art films,” documentaries, cartoons, ex-
perimental films, educational shorts. They sit in air-
conditioned theaters, in village squares, in art museums,
in college classrooms, or in their homes before a televi-
sion screen. The world’s film theaters attract around
15 billion customers each year. With the availability of
films on video—whether broadcast, fed from cable or
satellites or the Internet, or played back from cassette
or DVD—the audience has multiplied far beyond that.

Nobody needs to be convinced that film has been
one of the most influential media for over one hundred
years. Not only can you recall your most exciting or
tearful moments at the movies, you can also probably
remember moments in ordinary life when you tried to
be as graceful, as selfless, as tough, or as compassionate
as those larger-than-life figures on the screen. The way
we dress and cut our hair, the way we talk and act, the
things we believe or doubt—all these aspects of our lives
are shaped by films. Films also provide us with power-
ful aesthetic experiences, insights into diverse cultures,
and glimpses of new ways of thinking.

So we aren’t surprised that people rush to see the
latest hit or rent a cult favorite from the video store.
Why, though, should anybody care about old movies?

For one thing, they provide the same sorts of in-
sights that we get from watching contemporary movies.
Some offer intense artistic experiences or penetrating
visions of human life in other times and places. Some

are documents of everyday existence or of extraordi-
nary historical events that continue to reverberate in our
times. Still other old movies are resolutely strange. They
resist assimilation to our current habits of thought.
They force us to acknowledge that films can be radically
different from what we are used to and that we must
adjust our own field of view to accommodate what was,
astonishingly, taken for granted by others.

Film history encompasses more than just films. By
studying how films were made and received, we discover
the range of options available to filmmakers and film
viewers. By studying the social and cultural influences on
films, we understand better the ways in which films may
bear the traces of the societies that made and consumed
them. Film history opens up a range of issues in politics,
culture, and the arts—both “high” and “popular.”

Yet another answer to our question is this: studying
old movies and the times in which they were made is in-
trinsically fun. As a relatively new field of academic re-
search (no more than forty years old), film history has
the excitement of a young discipline. Over the past few
decades, many lost films have been recovered, little-
known genres explored, and neglected filmmakers re-
evaluated. Ambitious retrospectives have revealed en-
tire national cinemas that had been largely ignored.
Even television, with cable stations devoted wholly to
cinema, brings previously rare and obscure silent and
foreign films into viewers’ living rooms. And much
more remains to be discovered. Simply put, there are
more old movies than new ones and, hence, many more
chances for fascinating viewing experiences.

In the space of this one volume, we aim to introduce
the history of film as it is presently conceived, written,
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and taught by its most accomplished scholars. This book
assumes no specialized knowledge of film aesthetics or
theory, although some acquaintance with these areas
would certainly benefit the reader.! We limit our scope
to those realms of filmmaking that are most frequently
studied. We consider theatrical fiction films, documen-
tary films, experimental or avant-garde filmmaking, and
animation. There are other types of cinema—most no-
tably educational, industrial, and scientific films—but,
whatever their intrinsic interest, for the moment they
play secondary roles in most historians’ concerns.

Film History: An Introduction is not, however, ex-
actly a distillation of an “essential” film history. Re-
searchers are fond of saying that there is no film history,
only film histories. For some, this means that there can
be no intelligible, coherent “grand narrative” that puts
all the facts into place. The history of avant-garde film
does not fit neatly into the history of color technology
or the development of the Western or the life of John
Ford. For others, film history means that historians
work from various perspectives and with different in-
terests and purposes.

We agree with both points. There is no Big Story of
Film History that accounts for all events, causes, and
consequences. And the variety of historical approaches
guarantees that historians will draw diverse and dissent-
ing conclusions. We also think that film history is more
aptly thought of as a set of film histories, because re-
search into film history involves asking a series of ques-
tions and searching for evidence in order to answer
them in the course of an argument. When historians
focus on different questions, turn up different evidence,
and formulate different explanations, we derive not a
single history but a diverse set of historical arguments.
In this introduction we will explain what film historians
do and the particular approach Film History: An Intro-
duction takes.

WHAT DO FILM HISTORIANS DO:

While millions are watching movies at this moment, a
few thousand are studying the films of the past. One
person is trying to ascertain whether a certain film was
made in 1904 or 1905. Another is tracing the fortunes
of a short-lived Scandinavian production company. An-
other is poring over a 1927 Japanese film, shot by shot,
to find out how it tells its story. Some researchers are
comparing prints of an obscure film to determine which
one can be considered the original. Other scholars are
studying a group of films signed by the same director or

set designer or producer. Some are scrutinizing patent
records and technical diagrams, legal testimony, and
production files. And still others are interviewing retired
employees to discover how the Bijou Theater in their
hometown was run during the 1950s.

Why?

Questions and Answers

One reason is evident. Most film historians—teachers,
archivists, journalists, and freelancers—are cinephiles,
lovers of cinema. Like bird-watchers, fans of 1960s tele-
vision, art historians, and other devotees, they enjoy ac-
quiring knowledge about the object of their affection.

Movie fans may stop there, regarding the accumu-
lating of facts about their passion as an end in itself.
But whatever the pleasure of knowing the names of all
the Three Stooges’ wives, most film historians are not
trivia buffs.

Film historians mount research programs, system-
atic inquiries into the past. A historian’s research pro-
gram is organized around questions that require answers.
A research program also consists of assumptions and
background knowledge. For a film historian, a fact takes
on significance only in the context of a research program.

Consider the image at the top of the page, from a
film of the silent era. A film archivist—that is, someone
who works in a library devoted to collecting and pre-
serving motion pictures—often finds a film she cannot
identify. Perhaps the title credit is missing or the print
carries a title that differs from that of the original film.
The archivist’s research program is, broadly, identifica-
tion. The film presents a series of questions: What is the
date of production or of release? In what country was it
made? Who made the film? Who are the actors?

Our mysterious film carries only the title Wanda I'es-
pione (“Wanda the Spy”)—most likely a title given to it
by a distributor. It was probably imported rather than
made in the small country in which the print was discov-



ered. Fortunately there are some clues in the print itself
that a knowledgeable historian can spot. Its lead actress,
seated in the foreground, is a famous star, Francesca
Bertini. Identifying her makes it almost certain that the
film is Italian, made during the height of her career in the
1910s. The film’s style allows the researcher to narrow
the range of dates even more. The camera frames straight
toward the back wall of the set, and the actors seldom
move closer to the camera than they are seen here. The
editing pace is slow, and the action is staged so that per-
formers enter and exit through a rear doorway. All these
stylistic features are typical of European filmmaking of
the mid-1910s. Such clues can be followed up by refer-
ring to a filmography (a list of films) of Bertini’s career. A
plot description of a 1915 film in which she starred,
Diana laffascinatrice (“Diana the Seductress”), matches
the action of the unidentified print.

Note that the identification depended on certain as-
sumptions. For example, the researcher would have as-
sumed that it is extremely unlikely, if not impossible, for,
say, a 1977 filmmaker to scheme to bedevil archivists
and make a fake 1915 Italian film. (Film historians sel-
dom need worry about forgeries, as art historians must.)
Note, too, that background knowledge was indispens-
able. The researcher had reason to believe that films
staged and cut a certain way are characteristic of the
mid-1910s, and the researcher recognized a star from
other films of the period.

Consider another possibility. An archive holds
many films made by the same production company, and
it also has numerous filing cabinets bulging with docu-
ments concerning that company’s production process.
Its collection also includes scripts in various drafts;
memos passed among writers, directors, producers, and
other staff; and sketches for sets and costumes. This is a
rich lode of data—too rich, in fact, for one researcher
to tackle. The historian’s problem is now selecting rele-
vant data and salient facts.

What makes a datum relevant or a fact salient is the
historian’s research program and its questions. One
scholar might be interested in tracing common features
of the company’s production process; he might ask some-
thing like, “In general, how did this firm typically go
about making movies?” Another historian’s research pro-
gram might concentrate on the films of a certain director
who worked for the company. She might ask, “What as-
pects of visual style distinguish the director’s films?”

Some facts would be central to one program but pe-
ripheral to another. The historian interested in the com-
pany’s production routines might not particularly care
about a daring stylistic innovation introduced by the di-
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rector who is the focus of the other historian’s inquiry.
Conversely, the latter historian might be uninterested in
how the company’s producers promoted certain stars.

Again, assumptions exert pressure on the re-
searcher’s framing of questions and pursuit of informa-
tion. The company historian assumes that he can trace
general tendencies of production organization, largely
because film companies tend to make films by follow-
ing fairly set routines. The director-centered researcher
assumes—perhaps initially only as a hunch—that her
director’s films do have a distinct style. And both histo-
rians would mobilize background knowledge, about
how companies work and how directors direct, to
guide their research.

Historians in any discipline do more than accumu-
late facts. No facts speak for themselves. Facts are in-
teresting and important only as part of research pro-
grams. But facts help us ask and answer questions.

Film History as Description and Explanation

Inevitably, a historian needs at least a little information
to prod him to ask questions. But the historian does not
necessarily sift through mountains of facts and then ju-
diciously ask a question. A historian may begin with a
question, and sometimes that question might be better
described as a hunch or an intuition or even just an itch.
For example, one young historian saw a few of the
“anarchic” American comedies of the 1930s and no-
ticed that their vulgar gags and absurd situations were
very different from the more sophisticated comedy of
the period. Suspecting that stage comedy might have
been a source, he framed a question: “Might vaudeville
and its performance style have shaped these particular
comedies of the early 1930s?” He began to gather in-
formation, examining films, reading coverage of the co-
medians in the Hollywood trade press, and studying
shifts in American taste in humor. The process of re-
search led him to refine his question and to mount a de-
tailed account of how comedians introduced a vaude-
ville aesthetic into sound films but then muted it in
accord with Hollywood’s standards of taste.?
Nonbhistorians often visualize the historical re-
searcher as a cousin to Indiana Jones, braving library
stacks and crawling through attics in quest of the
treasure-lode of documents that overturn popular opin-
ion. Certainly new documentation has a key role to play
in historical research. One scholar gained entry to the
long-inaccessible files of Hollywood’s self-censorship
agency, the Hays Office, and she was able to put forth a
new account of the office’s procedures and functions.3
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Similarly, the increasing availability of films from cin-
ema’s earliest era has created an entire subfield of cin-
ema history.4

Still, many research programs rely more on asking
new questions than on unearthing new data. In some
cases, the research question seems to have been an-
swered by previous historians, but another researcher
comes along and suggests a more complete or complex
answer. For example, no historian disputes the fact that
Warner Bros. was quick to invest in talking pictures in
the mid-1920s. For a long time most historians believed
that the firm took this risky step because it was on the
verge of bankruptcy and was desperate to save itself. But
another historian with more knowledge of economics
and how to read companies’ balance sheets concluded
that evidence—which had long been publicly available
to researchers—strongly indicated a quite different situ-
ation. He argued that, far from facing bankruptcy,
Warners was quickly expanding and that investing in
sound films was part of a carefully planned strategy for
breaking into the ranks of the major studios.®

Our examples all indicate that the historian’s re-
search program aims to do at least two things. First, the
historian tries to describe a process or state of affairs.
She asks What and who and where and when. What is
this film, and who made it, and where and when? In
what ways does this director’s work differ from that of
others? What was the vaudeville comedic style? What
evidence is there that a studio was nearly bankrupt?
Who is the actor in this shot? Who was responsible for
scripts at this company? Where was this film shown,
and who might have seen it? Here the historian’s prob-
lem is largely one of finding information that will an-
swer such questions.

Accurate description is indispensable for all histori-
cal research. Every scholar is indebted to descriptive
work for identifying films, collating versions, compiling
filmographies, establishing timelines, and creating refer-
ence works that supply names, dates, and the like. The
more sophisticated and long-lived a historical discipline
is, the richer and more complete its battery of descrip-
tive reference material is.

Second, the historian tries to explain a process or
state of affairs. He asks, How does this work? and Why
did this happen? How did this company assign tasks,
lay out responsibilities, carry a project to completion?
How did this director’s work influence other films from
the company? Why did Warners pursue talkies when
larger companies were reluctant to do so? Why did
some sound comedians adopt the vaudeville comedic
style while others did not?

The film historian, like a historian of art or politics,
proposes an explanatory argument. Having asked how
or why, she puts forward an answer, based on an exam-
ination of evidence in light of assumptions and back-
ground knowledge. In reading historical writings, we
need to recognize that the essay or book is not just a
mass of facts but an argument. The historian’s argument
consists of evidence marshaled to create a plausible ex-
planation for an event or state of affairs. That is, the ar-
gument aims to answer some historical question.

Evidence

Most arguments about empirical matters—and the his-
tory of film is principally an empirical matter—rely on
evidence. Evidence consists of information that gives
grounds for believing that the argument is sound. Evi-
dence supports the expectation that the historian has
presented a plausible answer to the original question.

Film historians work with evidence of many sorts.
For many, copies of the films they study are central
pieces of evidence. Historians also rely on print sources,
both published (books, magazines, trade journals, news-
papers) and unpublished (memoirs, letters, notes, pro-
duction files, scripts, court testimony). Historians of film
technology study cameras, sound recorders, and other
equipment. A film studio or an important location might
also serve as a source of evidence.

Usually historians must verify their sources of evi-
dence. Often this depends on the sort of descriptive re-
search we have already mentioned. The problem is par-
ticularly acute with film prints. Films have always
circulated in differing versions. In the 1920s, Holly-
wood films were shot in two versions, one for the
United States and one for export. These could differ
considerably in length, content, and even visual style.
To this day, many Hollywood films are released in
Europe in more erotic or violent versions than are
screened in the United States. In addition, many old
films have deteriorated and been subject to cutting and
revision. Even modern “restorations” do not necessar-
ily result in a film identical to the original release ver-
sion. (See “Notes and Queries,” Chapter 4.) Many cur-
rent video versions of old films have been trimmed,
expanded, or otherwise altered from their theatrical re-
lease format.

Often, then, the historian does not know whether
the print she is seeing represents anything like an origi-
nal, if indeed there can be said to be a single “original”
version. Historians try to be aware of the differences
among the versions of the films they are studying and



try to account for them; indeed, the fact that there are
different versions can itself be a source of questions.

Historians generally distinguish between primary
and secondary sources. As applied to film, primary usu-
ally refers to the people directly involved in whatever ob-
jects or events are being studied. For example, if you were
studying Japanese cinema of the 1920s, films, interviews
with filmmakers or audience members, and contempo-
rary trade journals would count as primary material.
Later discussions concerning the period, usually by an
earlier historian, would be considered secondary.

Often, though, one scholar’s secondary source is an-
other’s primary source, because the researchers are ask-
ing different questions. A critic’s 1960s’ essay about a
1925 film would be a secondary source if your question
centered on the 1925 film. If, however, you were writ-
ing a history of film criticism during the 1960s, the
critic’s essay would be a primary source.

Explaining the Past: Basic Approaches

There are distinct types of explanation in film history.
A standard list would include

Biographical history: focusing on an individual’s life
history

Industrial or economic history: focusing on business
practices

Aesthetic history: focusing on film art (form, style,
genre)

Technological bistory: focusing on the materials and
machines of film

Sociallcultural/political history: focusing on the role of
cinema in the larger society

This sort of inventory helps us understand that there is
not one history of film but many possible histories, each
adopting a different perspective. Typically, the researcher
begins with an interest in one of these areas, which helps
him to formulate his initial question.

Nevertheless, such typologies can be restricting if
they are taken too rigidly. Not all questions the histo-
rian may ask will fall neatly into only one of these
pigeonholes. If you want to know why a film looks the
way it does, the question may not be purely aesthetic;
it might be linked to the biography of the filmmaker or
to the technological resources available when the film
was made. A study of film genres might involve both
aesthetic and cultural factors, and a person’s life can-
not easily be separated from his or her working condi-
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tions within a film industry or from the contemporary
political context.

We propose that the student of film history think
chiefly in terms of questions, keeping in mind that these
might well cut across typological boundaries. Indeed,
one could argue that the most interesting questions will.

Explaining the Past: Organizing the Evidence

Finding an answer to a historical question may involve
both description and explanation, in different mixtures.
The techniques of descriptive research are specialized
and require a wide range of background knowledge.
For example, some experts on early silent cinema can
determine when a film copy was made by examining the
stock on which it is printed. The number and shape of
the sprocket holes, along with the manner in which a
manufacturer’s name is printed along the edge of the
film strip, can help date the print. Knowing the age of
the stock can in turn help narrow down the film’s date
of production and country of origin.

Historical explanation also involves concepts to or-
ganize the evidence produced by specialized knowledge.
Here are some of them.

Chronology Chronology is essential to historical ex-
planation, and descriptive research is an indispensable
aid to establishing the sequence of events. The historian
needs to know that this film was made before that one
or that event B took place after event A. But history is
not mere chronology. A chronology stops short of ex-
planation, just as a record of high and low tides gives
no hint as to why tides change. History, as we have al-
ready seen, centrally involves explanation.

Causality Much historical explanation involves cause
and effect. Historians work with conceptions of various
kinds of causes.

Individual Causes People have beliefs and desires that
affect how they act. In acting, they make things happen.
It is often reasonable to explain a historical change or a
past state of affairs in light of the attitudes or behavior
of individuals. This is not to say that individuals make
everything happen or that things always happen as
people originally intended or that people always under-
stand just why they did what they did. It is simply to
say that historians may justifiably appeal to what people
think and feel and do as part of an explanation.

Some historians believe that all historical explana-
tion must appeal to person-based causes sooner or later.
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This position is usually called methodological individ-
ualism. A different, and even more sweeping, assump-
tion is that only individuals, and exceptional individu-
als at that, have the power to create historical change.
This view is sometimes called the Great Man theory of
history, even though it is applied to women as well.

Group Causes People often act in groups, and at times
we speak of the group as having a kind of existence over
and above the individuals who compose it. Groups have
rules and roles, structures and routines, and often these
factors make things happen. We speak of a govern-
ment’s declaring war, yet this act may not be reducible
to more detailed statements about what all the individ-
uals involved believed and did.

When we say that Warner Bros. decided to adopt
sound, we are making a meaningful claim, even if we
have no information about the beliefs and desires of the
individual decision makers at the company; we may not
even fully know who they were. Some historians assert
that any historical explanation must, sooner or later,
ground itself in group-based causes. This position is
usually called holism, or methodological collectivism,
as opposed to methodological individualism.

Several sorts of groups are important to the history
of cinema. Throughout this book we will be talking
about institutions—government agencies, film studios,
distribution firms, and other fairly formal, organized
groups. We will also be talking about more informal af-
filiations of filmmakers. These are usually called move-
ments or schools, small assemblies of filmmakers and
critics who share the same interests, beliefs about cin-
ema, conceptions of film form and style, and the like.
(Movements are discussed in more detail in the intro-
duction to Part 2.)

Influence Most historians use some notion of influ-
ence to explain change. Influence describes the inspira-
tion that an individual, a group, or a film can provide
for others. Members of a movement can deliberately in-
fluence a director to make a film a certain way, but a
chance viewing of a movie can also influence a director.

Influence does not mean simple copying. You may
have been influenced by a parent or a teacher, but you
have not necessarily mimicked his or her behavior. In
the arts, influence is often a matter of one artist’s get-
ting ideas from other artists’ work but then pursuing
those ideas in a personal way. The result may be quite
different from the initial work that stimulated it. The
contemporary director Jean-Luc Godard was influenced
by Jean Renoir, although their films are markedly dif-

ferent. Sometimes we can detect the influence by exam-
ining the films; sometimes we rely on the testimony of
the filmmaker.

A body of work by a group of directors may also
influence later films. Soviet cinema of the 1920s influ-
enced the documentary director John Grierson. The
Hollywood cinema, as a set of films, has been enor-
mously influential throughout film history, although all
the directors influenced by it certainly did not see ex-
actly the same films. Influences are particular kinds of
causes, so it is not surprising that influences may involve
both individual activity and group activity.

Trends and Generalizations Any historical question
opens up a body of data for investigation. Once the his-
torian starts to look closely at the data—to go through
a studio’s records, examine the films, page through the
trade press—she discovers that there is much more to
explore than the initial question touches on. It is like
looking into a microscope and discovering that a drop
of water teems with organisms of confounding variety,
all going about very different business.

Every historian omits certain material. For one
thing, the historical record is already incomplete. Many
events go unrecorded, and many documents are lost for-
ever. Further, historians inevitably select. They reduce
the messy complications of history to a more coherent,
cogent story. A historian simplifies and streamlines ac-
cording to the question he is pursuing.

One principal way historians go about such simpli-
fication is by postulating trends. Lots of things are going
on, they admit, but “by and large” or “on the whole”
or “for the most part,” we can identify a general ten-
dency. Most Hollywood films of the 1940s were made
in black and white, but most Hollywood films today are
in color. On the whole, there has been a change, and we
can see a trend toward the increasing use of color film
stock between the 1940s and the 1960s. Our task is to
explain how and why this trend occurred.

By positing trends, historians generalize. They nec-
essarily set aside interesting exceptions and aberrations.
But this is no sin, because the answer to a question is
necessarily pitched at a certain level of generality. All
historical explanations pull back from the throbbing
messiness of reality. By recognizing that tendencies are
“for-the-most-part” generalizations, the scholar can ac-
knowledge that there is more going on than she is going
to explain.

Periods Historical chronology and causation are with-
out beginning or end. The child who incessantly asks



what came before that or what made that happen soon
discovers that we can trace out a sequence of events in-
definitely. Historians necessarily limit the stretch of time
they will explore, and they go on to divide that stretch
into meaningful phases or segments.

For example, the historian studying American silent
cinema already assumes that this period within film his-
tory ran from about 1894 to around 1929. The histo-
rian will probably further segment this stretch of time.
She might break it down by decade (the 1900s, the
1910s, the 1920s), by changes external to film (say,
pre—World War I, World War I, post-World War I), or
by phases in the development of storytelling style (say,
1894-1907,1908-1917, 1918-1929).

Every historian periodizes according to the research
program he adopts and the question he asks. Historians
recognize that periodization can’t be rigid: trends do not
follow in neat order. It is illuminating to think of the
American “structural” film of the early 1970s as a kind
of response to the “underground” film of the 1960s, but
underground films were still being made well into the
1970s. Histories of genres often mark periods by inno-
vative films, but this is not to deny that there may be a
great deal of continuity in less innovative works across
periods.

Similarly, we ought not to expect that the history of
technology or styles or genres will necessarily march in
step with political or social history. The period after
World War II was indeed distinctive, because this global
conflict had major effects on film industries and film-
makers in most countries; but not all political events de-
marcate distinct periods in relation to changes in film
form or the film market. The assassination of President
Kennedy was a wrenching event, but it had little if any
effect on the film world. Here, as ever, the historian’s
research program and central question will shape her
sense of the relevant periods and parallel events. (This
is one reason that scholars often speak of film histories
rather than a single film history.)

Significance In mounting explanations, historians of
all arts make assumptions about the significance of the
artworks they discuss. We might treat a work as a
“monument,” studying it because it is a highly valued
accomplishment. Alternatively, we might study a work
as a “document” because it records some noteworthy
historical activity, such as the state of a society at a
given moment or a trend within the art form itself.

In this book, we assume that the films we discuss
have significance on any or all of the following three
criteria:
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Intrinsic excellence: Some films are, simply, outstand-
ing by artistic criteria. They are rich, moving, complex,
thought-provoking, intricate, meaningful, or the like.
At least partly because of their quality, such films have
played a key role in the history of cinema.

Influence: A film may be historically significant by
virtue of its influence on other films. It may create or
change a genre, inspire ilmmakers to try something
new, or gain such a wide popularity that it spawns
imitations and tributes. Since influence is an important
part of historical explanations, this sort of film plays a
prominent role in this book.

Typicality: Some films are significant because they
vividly represent instances or trends. They stand in for
many other films of the same type.

A particular film might be significant on two or
even all three of these counts. A highly accomplished
genre film, such as Singin’ in the Rain or Rio Bravo, is
often considered both excellent and highly typical.
Many acclaimed masterworks, such as The Birth of a
Nation or Citizen Kane, were also highly influential,
and some also typify broader tendencies.

OUR APPROACH TO FILM HISTORY

Although this book surveys the history of world cin-
ema, we could hardly start with the question What is
the history of world cinema? That would give us no
help in setting about our research and organizing the
material we find.

Following the aspects of film history outlined here,
we have pursued three principal questions.

1. How have uses of the film medium changed or
become normalized over time? Within “uses of the me-
dium” we include matters of film form: the part/whole
organization of the film. Often this involves telling a
story, but a film’s overall form might also be based on
an argument or an abstract pattern. The term “uses of
the medium” also includes matters of film style, the pat-
terned uses of film techniques (mise-en-scéne, or stag-
ing, lighting, setting, and costume; camerawork; edit-
ing; and sound). In addition, any balanced conception
of how the medium has been used must also consider
film modes (documentary, avant-garde, fiction, anima-
tion) and genres (the Western, the thriller, the musical).
So we also examine these phenomena. All such matters
are central to most college and university survey courses
in film history.
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A central purpose of Film History: An Introduction
is to survey the uses of the medium in different times
and places. Sometimes we dwell on the creation of sta-
ble norms of form and style, as when we examine how
Hollywood standardized certain editing options in the
first two decades of filmmaking. At other times, we ex-
amine how filmmakers have proposed innovative ways
of structuring form or using film technique.

2. How have the conditions of the film industry—
production, distribution, and exhibition—affected the
uses of the medium? Films are made within modes of
production, habitual ways of organizing the labor and
materials involved in creating a movie. Some modes of
production are industrial. In these circumstances, com-
panies make films as a business. The classic instance of
industrial production is the studio system, in which
firms are organized in order to make films for large au-
diences through a fairly detailed division of labor. An-
other sort of industrial production might be called the
artisanal, or one-off, approach, in which a production
company makes one film at a time (perhaps only one
film, period). Other modes of production are less highly
organized, involving small groups or individuals who
make films for specific purposes. In any event, the ways
in which films are made have had particular effects on
the look and sound of the finished products.

So have the ways in which films are shown and con-
sumed. For example, the major technological inno-
vations associated with the early 1950s—wide-screen
picture, stereophonic sound, increased use of color—
were actually available decades earlier. Each could have
been developed before the 1950s, but the U.S. film in-
dustry had no pressing need to do so since film at-
tendance was so high that spending money on new
attractions would not have significantly increased prof-
its. Only when attendance dropped precipitously in the
late 1940s were producers and exhibitors impelled to
introduce new technologies to lure audiences back into
theaters.

3. How have international trends emerged in the
uses of the film medium and in the film market? In this
book we try to balance the consideration of important
national contributions with a sense of how international
and cross-cultural influences were operating. Many na-
tions’ audiences and film industries have been influ-
enced by directors and films that have migrated across
their borders. Genres are vagabond as well. The Holly-
wood Western influenced the Japanese samurai film and
the Italian Western, genres that in turn influenced the
Hong Kong kung-fu films of the 1970s; interestingly,

Hollywood films then began incorporating elements of
the martial arts movie.

Just as important, the film industry itself is signifi-
cantly transnational. At certain periods, circumstances
closed off countries from the flow of films, but most
often there has been a global film market, and we un-
derstand it best by tracing trends across cultures and re-
gions. We have paid particular attention to conditions
that allowed people to see films made outside their own
country.

Each of these how questions accompanies a great
many why questions. For any part of the processes we
focus on, we can ask what conditions caused them to
operate as they did. Why, for instance, did Soviet film-
makers undertake their experiments in disturbing, ag-
gressive narrative? Why did Hollywood’s studio system
begin to fragment in the late 1940s? Why did “new
waves” and “young cinemas” arise in Europe, the So-
viet Union, and Japan around 1960? Why are more
films produced now with international investment than
in the 1930s or 1940s? Historians are keen to know
what factors made a change occur, and our general
questions include a host of subquestions about causes
and effects.

Recall our five general explanatory approaches:
biographical, industrial, aesthetic, technological, and
social. If we had to squeeze our book into one or more
of these pigeonholes, we could say that its approach is
predominantly aesthetic and industrial. It examines how
types of films, film styles, and film forms have changed
in relation to the conditions of film production, distri-
bution, and exhibition within certain countries and
within the international flow of films. But this summary
of our approach is too confining, as even a cursory look
at what follows will indicate. Sometimes we invoke the
individual—a powerful producer, an innovative film-
maker, an imaginative critic. Sometimes we consider
technology. And we often frame our account with dis-
cussions of the political, social, and cultural context of
a period.

Take, for example, our central question: How have
uses of the film medium changed or become normalized
over time? This is a question about aesthetic matters,
but it also impinges on factors of technology. For in-
stance, conceptions of “realistic” filmmaking changed
with the introduction of portable cameras and sound
equipment in the late 1950s. Similarly, our second ques-
tion—How have the conditions of the film industry af-
fected the uses of the medium?—is at once economic,
technological, and aesthetic. Finally, asking how inter-



national trends have emerged in the uses of the film
medium and in the film market concerns both economic
and social/cultural/political factors. In the early era of
cinema, films circulated freely among countries, and
viewers often did not know the nationality of a film they
were seeing. In the 1910s, however, war and national-
ism blocked certain films from circulating. At the same
time, the growth of particular film industries, notably
Hollywood, depended on access to other markets, so
the degree to which films could circulate boosted some
nations’ output and hindered that of others. In addition,
the circulation of U.S. films abroad served to spread
American cultural values, which in turn created both
admiration and hostility.

In sum, we have been guided, as we think most his-
torians are, by research questions rather than rigid con-
ceptions of the “kind” of history we are writing. And
what we take to be the most plausible answer to a given
question will depend on the strength of the evidence and
the argument we can make for it—not on a prior com-
mitment to writing only a certain kind of history.

History as Story

Our answers to historical questions are, however, not
simply given in a list or summary. Like most historical
arguments, ours takes a narrative form.

Historians use language to communicate their argu-
ments and evidence to others. Descriptive research pro-
grams can do this through a summary of findings: this
film is Diana 'affascinatrice, made in Italy by Caesar-
Film in 1915, directed by Gustavo Serena, and so on.
But historical explanations require a more complicated
crafting.

Sometimes historians frame their explanations as
persuasive arguments. To take an example already cited,
a historian investigating the development of sound by
Warner Bros. might start by considering the various ex-
planations already offered and taken for granted. Then
he might set forth the reasons for believing his alterna-
tive interpretation. This is a familiar form of rhetorical
argument, eliminating unsatisfactory beliefs before set-
tling on a more plausible one.

More often, historians’ explanations take the form
of stories. Narrative history, as it is called, seeks to an-
swer how and why questions by tracing the relevant cir-
cumstances and conditions over time. It produces a
chain of causes and effects, or it shows how a process
works, by telling a story. For instance, if we are trying
to answer the question How did the Hays Office nego-
tiate with firms to arrive at an agreement about an ac-
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ceptable film? we can frame a step-by-step narrative of
the censorship process. Or, if we are seeking to explain
what led the Hays Office to be created, we might lay
out the causal factors as a story. As these examples in-
dicate, the story’s “players” might be individuals or
groups, institutions or even films; the “plot” consists of
the situations in which the players operate and the
changes they initiate and undergo.

Narrative is one of the basic ways in which humans
make sense of the world, and so it is not surprising that
historians use stories to make past events intelligible.
We have accordingly framed this book as a large-scale
narrative, one that includes several stories within it.
This is partly because of custom: virtually all introduc-
tory historical works take this perspective, and readers
are comfortable with it. But we also believe that there
are advantages to working on a wide canvas. New pat-
terns of information may leap to the eye, and fresh con-
nections may become more visible when we consider
history as a dynamic, ongoing process.

We divide film history into five large periods—early
cinema (to about 1919), the late silent era (1919-1929),
the development of sound cinema (1926-1945), the pe-
riod after World War II (1946-1960s), and the contem-
porary cinema (1960s to the present). These divisions
reflect developments in (1) film form and style; (2)
major changes in film production, distribution, and ex-
hibition; and (3) significant international trends. The
periodization cannot be exactly synchronized for all
three areas, but it does indicate approximate boundaries
for the changes we try to trace.

In our attempt to systematically answer the three
principal questions outlined earlier, we have relied on
secondary sources, principally other historians’ writings
on the matters we consider. We have also used primary
sources: trade papers, the writings of filmmakers, and
films. Because films constitute our major primary source,
we need to say a few more words about how they serve
as evidence in writing film history.

Although the cinema is a relatively young medium,
invented only a little over a century ago, many films have
already been lost or destroyed. For decades, movies were
seen as products with temporary commercial value, and
companies did little to ensure their preservation. Even
when film archives were founded, beginning in the
1930s, they faced a daunting task of collecting and shel-
tering the thousands of films that had already been
made. Moreover, the nitrate film stock, upon which
most films up to the early 1950s were shot and printed,
was highly flammable and deteriorated over time. Delib-
erate destruction of films, archive and warehouse fires,
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A frame from
Knocknagow
(Film Company
of Ireland, 1918)

and the gradual decomposition of nitrate stored in bad
conditions have led to the loss of many titles. (In the
frame above, severe nitrate deterioration has all but
obliterated the figures.) According to rough estimates,
only about 20 percent of silent films are known to sur-
vive. Many of these are still sitting in vaults, unidenti-
fied or unpreserved due to lack of funds.

Even more recent films may be inaccessible to the
researcher. Films made in some small countries, partic-
ularly in Third World nations, do not circulate widely.
Small archives may not have the facilities to preserve
films or show them to researchers. In some cases, politi-
cal regimes may choose to suppress certain films and
promote others. We have attempted to examine a great
range of types of international films. Inevitably we
could not track down every film we hoped to see, and
sometimes we were unable to include photographs from
those we did see.

Nevertheless, we have surveyed a large number of
films, and we offer this book as both an overview of the
history of cinema and an attempt to see it in a somewhat
new light. Film history, for us, is less an inert body of
knowledge than an activity of inquiry. After a researcher
has made a serious argument in an attempt to answer a
question, “film history” is no longer quite what it was
before. The reader gains not only new information and
a new point of view. New patterns emerge that can make
even familiar facts stand out with fresh force.

If film history is a generative, self-renewing activity,
then we cannot simply offer a condensation of “all previ-
ous knowledge.” We are, in a sense, casting what we find
into a new form. Throughout the years spent researching
and writing this book, we have come to believe that it of-

fers a fairly novel version of the shape of film history,
both its overall contour and its specific detail. We have
relied on the research of a great many scholars in gather-
ing the information and arguments presented here, but
we are chiefly responsible for the particular story we tell.

Recognizing that there are many stories to be told
about cinema, we have appended to each chapter a sec-
tion titled “Notes and Queries.” In these we raise side
issues, explore recent discoveries, and trace some more
specialized historiographic matters.

We have taken the opportunity of this second edi-
tion of Film History: An Introduction to update its cov-
erage and to take into account historical work that has
appeared since its initial publication in 1994. We thank
the scholars whose research initially made it possible
for us to rethink the history of the medium we love, as
well as those who contributed to this revision and those
who will continue to challenge us to hone the ideas we
offer here.
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PART

ONE

EARLY CINEMA

he medium of cinema appeared in the mid-1890s, an era when the

United States was still expanding into one of the world’s major colo-
nialist powers. The Spanish-American War of 1898 resulted in the United
States’ gaining control of Puerto Rico, the Philippines, Guam, Hawaii,
and part of Samoa. The United States itself was still in the process of for-
mation. Idaho, Montana, and North and South Dakota had become
states in 1889, and Arizona and New Mexico would not enter the Union
until 1912. During the late nineteenth century, railroad, oil, tobacco, and
other industries were expanding rapidly, and, in 1890, the Sherman Anti-
trust Act was passed in an attempt to limit the growth of monopolies.

Due to hard times in southern and eastern Europe, a new wave of im-
migrants arrived on American shores after 1890. Living mostly in ethnic
communities within large cities, these non-English speakers would form a
sizable audience for the silent cinema.

The first decade of the new century saw a progressivist impulse in
America, under the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. There were move-
ments to give women the vote, to prohibit child labor, to enforce anti-
trust laws, and to institute regulations to protect consumers. This era
was also one of virulent racism, scarred by many lynchings. African
American progressives formed the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People in 1909.

American expansion came at a time when the major European powers
had already established far-flung empires and were engaged in an intricate
game of jockeying for further power in such unstable areas as the Balkan
States and the decaying Ottoman Empire. Tensions over such maneuver-
ing, as well as mutual distrust, especially between France and Germany,
led to the outbreak of World War I in 1914. This conflict gradually drew
countries from all over the globe into the fighting. Although many citizens

1"
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wanted no involvement, the United States entered the
fray in 1917 and broke the stalemate that had devel-
oped, ultimately forcing Germany to surrender in 1918.

The global balance of power had shifted. Germany
lost many of its colonies, and the United States emerged
as the world’s leading financial force. President Wood-
row Wilson tried to expand progressivist principles on
an international scale, proposing a League of Nations
to foster world unity. The League, formed in 1919,
helped build a spirit of international cooperation dur-
ing the 1920s, but it proved too weak to prevent linger-
ing tensions from eventually causing a second interna-
tional conflict.

During the three decades before World War I, the
cinema was invented and grew from a small amusement-
arcade business to an international industry. Films began
as brief moving views presented as novelties, and, by the
mid-1910s, the lengthy narrative feature film became the
basis for cinema programs.

The invention of the cinema was a lengthy process,
involving engineers and entrepreneurs in several coun-
tries. Struggles among patent holders in the United States
slowed the development of the industry here, while
French companies quickly seized the lead in markets
throughout the world (Chapter 1).

From 1905 on, a rapid expansion in demand for
motion-picture entertainment in the United States led to
the spread of small movie theaters called nickelodeons.
This demand was fueled in part by the rising immigrant
population and in part by the shorter work hours gained

by the increasingly militant labor-union movement.
Soon America was far and away the world’s largest mar-
ket for films—a situation that would allow it to increase
its selling power abroad as well.

During the period of the “nickelodeon boom,” the
story film became the main type of fare offered on pro-
grams. Films made in France, Italy, Denmark, the United
Kingdom, the United States, and elsewhere circulated
widely around the world. Narrative traits and stylistic
techniques changed rapidly as influences passed back
and forth among countries. Movies grew longer, em-
ployed more editing, added explanatory intertitles, and
featured a greater variety of camera distances. Adapta-
tions from literature and lavish historical spectacles
added prestige to the new art form (Chapter 2).

World War I had enormous effects on the cinema.
The outbreak of hostilities triggered a severe cutback in
French production, and the country lost its leading posi-
tion in world markets. Italy soon encountered similar
problems. The growing Hollywood film industry stepped
in to fill the gap in supply, expanding its distribution sys-
tem abroad. By the war’s end, American films had an
international grip that other countries would struggle,
usually with limited success, to loosen.

During this era, filmmakers in many countries ex-
plored film form. Film editing grew subtle and complex,
acting styles became varied, and directors exploited
long takes, realistic decor, and camera movement. By
the end of World War I, many of today’s film conven-
tions had been established (Chapter 3).



CHAPTER

THE INVENTION AND EARLY YEARS
OF THE CINEMA. 1880,-1904

he nineteenth century saw a vast proliferation of visual forms of

popular culture. The industrial era offered ways of mass-producing
lantern slides, books of photographs, and illustrated fiction. The middle
and working classes of many countries could visit elaborate dioramas—
painted backdrops with three-dimensional figures depicting famous his-
torical events. Circuses, “freak shows,” amusement parks, and music
halls provided other forms of inexpensive entertainment. In the United
States, numerous dramatic troupes toured, performing in the theaters
and opera houses that existed even in small towns.

Hauling entire theater productions from town to town, however,
was expensive. Similarly, most people had to travel long distances to visit
major dioramas or amusement parks. In the days before airplane travel,
few could hope to see firsthand the exotic lands they glimpsed in static
view in books of travel photographs or in their stereoscopes, hand-held
viewers that created three-dimensional effects by using oblong cards with
two photographs printed side by side.

The cinema was to offer a cheaper, simpler way of providing enter-
tainment to the masses. Filmmakers could record actors’ performances,
which then could be shown to audiences around the world. Travelogues
would bring the sights of far-flung places, with movement, directly to
spectators’ hometowns. Movies would become the most popular visual
art form of the late Victorian age.

The cinema was invented during the 1890s. It appeared in the wake
of the industrial revolution, as did the telephone (invented in 1876), the
phonograph (1877), and the automobile (developed during the 1880s
and 1890s). Like them, it was a technological device that became the basis
of a large industry. It was also a new form of entertainment and a new
artistic medium. During the first decade of the cinema’s existence, inven-
tors worked to improve the machines for making and showing films.

13
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Filmmakers also had to explore what sorts of images
they could record, and exhibitors had to figure out how
to present those images to audiences.

THE INVENTION OF THE CINEMA

The cinema is a complicated medium, and before it
could be invented, several technological requirements
had to be met.

Preconditions for Motion Pictures

First, scientists had to realize that the human eye will
perceive motion if a series of slightly different images is
placed before it in rapid succession—minimally, around
sixteen per second. During the nineteenth century, scien-
tists explored this property of vision. Several optical toys
were marketed that gave an illusion of movement by
using a small number of drawings, each altered some-
what. In 1832, Belgian physicist Joseph Plateau and
Austrian geometry professor Simon Stampfer indepen-
dently created the optical device that came to be called
the Phenakistoscope (1.1). The Zoetrope, invented in
1833, contained a series of drawings on a narrow strip
of paper inside a revolving drum (1.2). The Zoetrope
was widely sold after 1867, along with other optical
toys. Similar principles were later used in films, but in
these toys, the same action was repeated over and over.

A second technological requirement for the cinema
was the capacity to project a rapid series of images on a
surface. Since the seventeenth century, entertainers and
educators had been using “magic lanterns” to project
glass lantern slides, but there had been no way to flash
large numbers of images fast enough to create the illu-
sion of motion.

A third prerequisite for the invention of the cinema
was the ability to use photography to make successive
pictures on a clear surface. The exposure time would
have to be short enough to take sixteen or more frames
in a single second. Such techniques came about slowly.
The first still photograph was made on a glass plate in
1826 by Claude Niépce, but it required an exposure time
of eight hours. For years, photographs were made on
glass or metal, without the use of negatives, so only one
copy of each image was possible; exposures took several
minutes each. In 1839, Henry Fox Talbot introduced
negatives made on paper. At about this same time, it be-
came possible to print photographic images on glass
lantern slides and project them. Not until 1878, how-
ever, did split-second exposure times become feasible.

Fourth, the cinema would require that photographs
be printed on a base flexible enough to be passed
through a camera rapidly. Strips or discs of glass could
be used, but only a short series of images could be reg-
istered on them. In 1888, George Eastman devised a still
camera that made photographs on rolls of sensitized
paper. This camera, which he named the Kodak, simpli-

1.1 A phenakistoscope’s spinning disc of figures gives the
illusion of movement when the viewer looks through a slot
in the stationary disc.

1.2 Looking through the slots in a revolving Zoetrope, the
viewer receives an impression of movement.
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1.3 One of Muybridge’s earliest motion studies, photographed on June 19, 1878.

fied photography so that unskilled amateurs could take
pictures. The next year Eastman introduced transparent
celluloid roll film, creating a breakthrough in the move
toward cinema. The film was intended for still cameras,
but inventors could use the same flexible material in de-
signing machines to take and project motion pictures
(though it was apparently about a year before the stock
was improved enough to be practical).

Fifth, and finally, experimenters needed to find a
suitable intermittent mechanism for their cameras and
projectors. In the camera, the strip of film had to stop
briefly while light entered through the lens and exposed
each frame; a shutter then covered the film as another
frame moved into place. Similarly, in the projector, each
frame stopped for an instant in the aperture while a
beam of light projected it onto a screen; again a shutter
passed behind the lens while the filmstrip moved. At
least sixteen frames had to slide into place, stop, and
move away each second. (A strip of film sliding contin-
uously past the gate would create a blur unless the light
source was quite dim.) Fortunately, other inventions of
the century also needed intermittent mechanisms to stop
and start quickly. For example, the sewing machine (in-
vented in 1846) advanced strips of fabric several times
per second while a needle pierced them. Intermittent
mechanisms usually consisted of a gear with slots or
notches spaced around its edge.

By the 1890s, all the technical conditions necessary
for the cinema existed. The question was Who would
bring the necessary elements together in a way that
could be successfully exploited on a wide basis?

Major Precursors of Motion Pictures

Some inventors made important contributions without
creating moving photographic images. Several men were
simply interested in analyzing motion. In 1878, ex-
governor of California Leland Stanford asked photog-
rapher Eadweard Muybridge to find a way of photo-
graphing running horses to help study their gaits.
Muybridge set up a row of twelve cameras, each making
an exposure in one-thousandth of a second. The photos
recorded one-half-second intervals of movement (1.3).
Muybridge later made a lantern to project moving images
of horses, but these were drawings copied from his
photographs onto a revolving disc. Muybridge did not go
on to invent motion pictures, but he made a major contri-
bution to anatomical science through thousands of mo-
tion studies using his multiple-camera setup.

In 1882, inspired by Muybridge’s work, French
physiologist Etienne Jules Marey studied the flight of
birds and other rapid animal movements by means of a
photographic gun. Shaped like a rifle, it exposed twelve
images around the edge of a circular glass plate that
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made a single revolution in one second. In 1888, Marey
built a box-type camera that used an intermittent mech-
anism to expose a series of photographs on a strip of
paper film at speeds of up to 120 frames per second.
Marey was the first to combine flexible film stock and
an intermittent mechanism in photographing motion.
He was interested in analyzing movements rather than
in reproducing them on a screen, but his work inspired
other inventors. During this same period, many other
scientists used various devices to record and analyze
movement.

A fascinating and isolated figure in the history of
the invention of the cinema was Frenchman Emile Rey-
naud. In 1877, he had built an optical toy, the Project-
ing Praxinoscope. This was a spinning drum, rather
like the Zoetrope, but one in which viewers saw the
moving images in a series of mirrors rather than through
slots. Around 1882, he devised a way of using mirrors
and a lantern to project a brief series of drawings on a
screen. In 1889, Reynaud exhibited a much larger ver-
sion of the Praxinoscope. From 1892 on, he regularly
gave public performances using long, broad strips of
hand-painted frames (1.4). These were the first public
exhibitions of moving images, though the effect on the
screen was jerky and slow. The labor involved in mak-
ing the bands meant that Reynaud’s films could not eas-
ily be reproduced. Strips of photographs were more
practical, and in 1895 Reynaud started using a camera
to make his Praxinoscope films. By 1900, he was out
of business, however, due to competition from other,
simpler motion-picture projection systems. In despair,

1.4 Using long flexible bands of

drawings, Reynaud’s Praxinoscope
rear-projected cartoon figures onto
a screen on which the scenery was
painted.

he destroyed his machines, though replicas have been
constructed.

Another Frenchman came close to inventing the cin-
ema as early as 1888—six years before the first commer-
cial showings of moving photographs. That year, Au-
gustin Le Prince, working in England, was able to make
some brief films, shot at about sixteen frames per second,
using Kodak’s recently introduced paper roll film. To be
projected, however, the frames needed to be printed on a
transparent strip; lacking flexible celluloid, Le Prince ap-
parently was unable to devise a satisfactory projector. In
1890, while traveling in France, he disappeared, along
with his valise of patent applications, creating a mystery
that has never been solved. Thus his camera was never
exploited commercially and had virtually no influence on
the subsequent invention of the cinema.

An International Process of Invention

It is difficult to attribute the invention of the cinema to
a single source. There was no one moment when the
cinema emerged. Rather, the technology of the motion
picture came about through an accumulation of contri-
butions, primarily from the United States, Germany, En-
gland, and France.

Edison, Dickson, and the Kinetoscope In 1888, Thomas
Edison, already the successful inventor of the phono-
graph and the electric lightbulb, decided to design ma-
chines for making and showing moving photographs.
Much of the work was done by his assistant, W. K. L.



Dickson. Since Edison’s phonograph worked by record-
ing sound on cylinders, the pair tried fruitlessly to make
rows of tiny photographs around similar cylinders. In
1889, Edison went to Paris and saw Marey’s camera,

1.5 The Kinetoscope was a peephole device that ran the film
around a series of rollers. Viewers activated it by putting a
coin in a slot.
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which used strips of flexible film. Dickson then obtained
some Eastman Kodak film stock and began working on
a new type of machine. By 1891, the Kinetograph cam-
era and Kinetoscope viewing box (1.5) were ready to be
patented and demonstrated. Dickson sliced sheets of
Eastman film into strips 1 inch wide (roughly 35 milli-
meters), spliced them end to end, and punched four
holes on either side of each frame so that toothed gears
could pull the film through the camera and Kinetoscope.
Dickson’s early decisions influenced the entire history of
the cinema; 35mm film stock with four perforations per
frame has remained the norm. (Amazingly, an original
Kinetoscope film can be shown on a modern projector.)
Initially, however, the film was exposed at about forty-
six frames per second—much faster than the average
speed later adopted for silent filmmaking.

Edison and Dickson needed films for their machines
before they could exploit them commercially. They built
a small studio, called the Black Maria, on the grounds
of Edison’s New Jersey laboratory and were ready for
production by January 1893 (1.6). The films lasted only
twenty seconds or so—the longest run of film that the
Kinetoscope could hold. Most films featured well-
known sports figures, excerpts from noted vaudeville
acts, or performances by dancers or acrobats (1.7).
Annie Oakley displayed her riflery and a bodybuilder
flexed his muscles. A few Kinetoscope shorts were
knockabout comic skits, forerunners of the story film.

1.7 Amy Muller danced in the Black
Maria on March 24, 1896. The black
background and patch of sunlight from
the opening in the roof were standard
traits of Kinetoscope films.

1.6 Edison’s studio was named after the police paddy wagons, or Black Marias,
that it resembled. The slanted portion of the roof opened to admit sunlight for
filming, and the whole building revolved on a track to catch optimal sunlight.
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Edison had exploited his phonograph by leasing it
to special phonograph parlors, where the public paid a
nickel to hear records through earphones. (Only in
1895 did phonographs become available for home use.)
He did the same with the Kinetoscope. On April 14,
1894, the first Kinetoscope parlor opened in New York.
Soon other parlors, both in the United States and
abroad, exhibited the machines (1.8). For about two
years the Kinetoscope was highly profitable, but it was
eclipsed when other inventors, inspired by Edison’s new
device, found ways to project films on a screen.

European Contributions Another early system for tak-
ing and projecting films was invented by the Germans
Max and Emil Skladanowsky. Their Bioscop held two
strips of film, each 3': inches wide, running side by side;
frames of each were projected alternately. The Sklada-
nowsky brothers showed a fifteen-minute program at a
large vaudeville theater in Berlin on November 1, 1895—
nearly two months before the famous Lumiére screening
at the Grand Café (see below). The Bioscop system was
too cumbersome, however, and the Skladanowskys even-
tually adopted the standard 35mm, single-strip film used
by more influential inventors. The brothers toured Eu-
rope through 1897, but they did not establish a stable
production company.

The Lumiére brothers, Louis and Auguste, in-
vented a projection system that helped make the cin-
ema a commercially viable enterprise internationally.
Their family company, Lumiére Fréres, based in Lyon,
France, was the biggest European manufacturer of pho-

1.8 A typical entertainment
parlor, with phonographs (note the
dangling earphones) at left and
center and a row of Kinetoscopes
at the right.

tographic plates. In 1894, a local Kinetoscope exhibitor
asked them to produce short films that would be cheaper
than the ones sold by Edison. Soon they had designed an
elegant little camera, the Cinématographe, which used
35mm film and an intermittent mechanism modeled on
that of the sewing machine (1.9). The camera could serve
as a printer when the positive copies were made. Then,
mounted in front of a magic lantern, it formed part of
the projector as well. One important decision the Lu-
mieres made was to shoot their films at sixteen frames

1.9 Unlike many other early cameras, the Lumiére Ciné-
matographe was small and portable. This 1930 photo shows
Francis Doublier, one of the firm’s representatives who toured
the world showing and making films during the 1890s, posing
with his Cinématographe.
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per second (rather than the forty-six frames per second
used by Edison); this rate became the standard interna-
tional film speed for about twenty-five years. The first
film made with this system was Workers Leaving the Fac-
tory, apparently shot in March 1895 (1.10). It was shown
in public at a meeting of the Société d’Encouragement a
I'Industrie Nationale in Paris on March 22. Six further
showings to scientific and commercial groups followed,
including additional films shot by Louis.

On December 28, 1895, one of the most famous film
screenings in history took place. The location was a room
in the Grand Café in Paris. In those days, cafés were gath-
ering spots where people sipped coffee, read newspapers,
and were entertained by singers and other performers.
That evening, fashionable patrons paid a franc to see a
twenty-five minute program of ten films, about a minute
each. Among the films shown were a close view of Au-
guste Lumiére and his wife feeding their baby, a staged
comic scene of a boy stepping on a hose to cause a puz-
zled gardener to squirt himself (later named Arroseur ar-
rosé, or “The Waterer Watered”), and a shot of the sea.

Although the first shows did moderate business,
within weeks the Lumiéres were offering twenty shows
a day, with long lines of spectators waiting to get in.
They moved quickly to exploit this success, sending rep-
resentatives all over the world to show and make more
short films.

At the same time that the Lumiére brothers were de-
veloping their system, a parallel process of invention was
going on in England. The Edison Kinetoscope had pre-
miered in London in October 1894, and the parlor that
displayed the machines did so well that it asked R. W.
Paul, a producer of photographic equipment, to make
some extra machines for it. For reasons that are still not
clear, Edison had not patented the Kinetoscope outside
the United States, so Paul was free to sell copies to any-
one who wanted them. Since Edison would supply films
only to exhibitors who had leased his own machines,
Paul also had to invent a camera and make films to go
with his duplicate Kinetoscopes.

1.10, left The Lumiére brothers’ first
film, Workers Leaving the Factory, was
a single shot made outside their photo-
graphic factory. It embodied the essential
appeal of the first films: realistic move-
ment of actual people.

1.11, right  Birt Acres’s Rough Sea at

Dover, one of the earliest English films,
showed large waves crashing against a

seawall.

By March 1895, Paul and his partner, Birt Acres,
had a functional camera, which they based partly on the
one Marey had made seven years earlier for analyzing
motion. Acres shot thirteen films during the first half of
the year, but the partnership broke up. Paul went on im-
proving the camera, aiming to serve the Kinetoscope
market, while Acres concentrated on creating a projec-
tor. On January 14, 1896, Acres showed some of his
films to the Royal Photographic Society. Among these
was Rough Sea at Dover (1.11), which would become
one of the most popular first films. Seeing such one-shot
films of simple actions or landscapes today, we can
hardly grasp how impressive they were to audiences
who had never seen moving photographic images. A
contemporary review of Acres’s Royal Photographic So-
ciety program hints, however, at their appeal:

The most successful effect, and one which called forth
rounds of applause from the usually placid members
of the “Royal,” was a reproduction of a number of
breaking waves, which may be seen to roll in from the
sea, curl over against a jetty, and break into clouds of
snowy spray that seemed to start from the screen.!

Acres gave other demonstrations, but he did not sys-
tematically exploit his projector and films.

Projected films were soon shown regularly in En-
gland, however. The Lumiére brothers sent a represen-
tative who opened a successful run of the Cinéma-
tographe in London on February 20, 1896, about a
month after Acres’s first screening. Paul went on im-
proving his camera and invented a projector, which he
used in several theaters to show copies of the films Acres
had shot the year before. Unlike other inventors, Paul
sold his machines rather than leasing them. By doing so,
he not only speeded up the spread of the film industry
in Great Britain but also supplied filmmakers and ex-
hibitors abroad who were unable to get other machines.
Among them was one of the most important early di-
rectors, Georges Méliés.
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American Developments During this period, projec-
tion systems and cameras were also being devised in the
United States. Three important rival groups competed
to introduce a commercially successful system.

Woodville Latham and his sons Otway and Gray
began work on a camera and projector in 1894 and
were able to show one film to reporters on April 21,
1895. They even opened a small storefront theater in
May, where their program ran for years. The projector
did not attract much attention, because it cast only a
dim image. The Latham group did make one consider-
able contribution to film technology, however. Most
cameras and projectors could use only a short stretch of
film, lasting less than three minutes, since the tension
created by a longer, heavier roll would break the film.
The Lathams added a simple loop to create slack and
thus relieve the tension, allowing much longer films
to be made. The Latham loop has been used in most
cameras and projectors ever since. Indeed, so important
was the technique that a patent involving it was to
shake up the entire American film industry in 1912. An
improved Latham projector was used by some exhibi-
tors, but other systems able to cast brighter images
gained greater success.

A second group of entrepreneurs, the partnership
of C. Francis Jenkins and Thomas Armat, first exhib-
ited their Phantoscope projector at a commercial expo-
sition in Atlanta in October 1895, showing Kinetoscope
films. Partly due to competition from the Latham group
and a Kinetoscope exhibitor, who also showed films at
the exposition, and partly due to dim, unsteady projec-
tion, the Phantoscope attracted skimpy audiences. Later
that year, Jenkins and Armat split up. Armat improved
the projector, renamed it the Vitascope, and obtained
backing from the entrepreneurial team of Norman Raff
and Frank Gammon. Raff and Gammon were nervous
about offending Edison, so in February they demon-
strated the machine for him. Since the Kinetoscope’s ini-
tial popularity was fading, Edison agreed to manufac-
ture Armat’s projector and supply films for it. For
publicity purposes, it was marketed as “Edison’s Vita-
scope,” even though he had had no hand in devising it.

The Vitascope’s public premiere was at Koster and
Bial’s Music Hall in New York on April 23, 1896. Six
films were shown, five of them originally shot for the
Kinetoscope; the sixth was Acres’s Rough Sea at Dover,
which again was singled out for praise. The showing
was a triumph, and although it was not the first time
films had been projected commercially in the United
States, it marked the beginning of projected movies as a
viable industry there.

1.12 At the right, a Mutoscope, a penny-in-the-slot machine
with a crank that turned a drum containing a series of photo-
graphs. The stand at the left shows the circular arrangement
of the cards, each of which flipped down and was briefly held
still to create the illusion of movement.

The third major early invention in the United States
began as another peepshow device. In late 1894, Her-
man Casler patented the Mutoscope, a flip-card device
(1.12). He needed a camera, however, and sought advice
from his friend W. K. L. Dickson, who had terminated
his working relationship with Edison. With other part-
ners, they formed the American Mutoscope Company.
By early 1896, Casler and Dickson had their camera, but
the market for peepshow movies had declined, and they
decided to concentrate on projection. Using several films
made during that year, the American Mutoscope Com-
pany soon had programs playing theaters around the
country and touring with vaudeville shows.

The camera and projector were unusual, employing
70mm film that yielded larger, sharper images. By 1897,
American Mutoscope was the most popular film com-
pany in the country. That year the firm also began
showing its films in penny arcades and other entertain-
ment spots, using the Mutoscope. The simple card
holder of the Mutoscope was less likely to break down



than was the Kinetoscope, and American Mutoscope
soon dominated the peepshow side of film exhibition as
well. (Some Mutoscopes remained in use for decades.)

By 1897, the invention of the cinema was largely
completed. There were two principal means of exhibi-
tion: peepshow devices for individual viewers and pro-
jection systems for audiences. Typically, projectors used
35mm film with sprocket holes of similar shape and
placement, so most films could be shown on different
brands of projectors. But what kinds of films were being
made? Who was making them? How and where were
people seeing them?

EARLY FILMMAKING AND EXHIBITION

The cinema may have been an amazing novelty in the
1890s, but it came into being within a larger and varied
context of Victorian leisure-time activities. During the
late nineteenth century, many households had optical
toys like the Zoetrope and stereoscope. Sets of cards de-
picted exotic locales or staged narratives. Many middle-
class families also owned pianos, around which they
gathered to sing. Increased literacy led to the spread of
cheap popular fiction. The newfound ability to print
photographs led to the publication of travel books that
took the reader on vicarious tours of distant lands.

A great assortment of public entertainments was also
available. All but the tiniest towns had theaters, and trav-
eling shows crisscrossed the country. These included dra-
matic troupes putting on plays, lecturers using magic-
lantern slides to illustrate their talks, and even concerts
featuring the newly invented phonograph to bring the
sounds of big-city orchestras to a wide public. Vaudeville
offered middle-class audiences a variety of acts on a
single program, ranging from performing animals to
plate-spinning jugglers to slapstick comedians. Burlesque
offered a similar potpourri of acts, though less family-
oriented with their vulgar comedy and occasional nudity.
People living in large cities also could go to amusement
parks, like Coney Island in New York, which offered
such attractions as roller coasters and elephant rides.

Scenics, Topicals, and Fiction Films

The new medium of film moved smoothly into this spec-
trum of popular entertainment. Like the early films that
we have already mentioned, most subjects were nonfic-
tion, or actualities. These included scenics, or short
travelogues offering views of distant lands. News events
might be depicted in brief topicals.
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In many cases, cinematographers covered news
events in the locations where they occurred. Often, how-
ever, filmmakers recreated current events in the studio—
both to save money and to make up for the fact that
cameramen had not been on the scene. In 1898, for ex-
ample, both American and European producers used
model ships in miniature landscapes to re-create the
sinking of the battleship Maine and other key occur-
rences relating to the Spanish-American War. Audiences
probably did not believe that these faked scenes were ac-
tual records of real incidents. Instead, they accepted
them as representations of those incidents, comparable
to engravings in newsmagazines.

From the beginning, fiction films were also impor-
tant. Typically these were brief staged scenes. The Lu-
mieres’ Arroseur arrosé, presented in their first program
in 1895, showed a boy tricking a gardener by stepping
on his hose. Such simple jokes formed a major genre of
early ilmmaking. Some of these fiction films were shot
outdoors, but simple painted backdrops were quickly
adopted and remained common for decades.

Creating an Appealing Program

Looking at the earliest films, we may find them so alien
that we wonder what sort of appeal they held for audi-
ences. With a little imagination, though, we can see that
people then were probably interested in films for much
the same reasons that we are. Every type of early film has
some equivalent in contemporary media. The glimpses
of news events, for example, may seem crude, yet they
are comparable to the short clips shown on television
news programs. Early scenics gave viewers glimpses of
faraway lands, just as today college and church lectures
and televised documentaries utilize films to show simi-
larly exotic views. An evening of television offers a mix
of shows that is somewhat comparable to early film
programs. Despite the variety of early genres, fiction
films gradually became the most popular attraction—
a position they have held ever since.

Most films in this early period consisted of a single
shot. The camera was set up in one position, and the ac-
tion unfolded during a continuous take. In some cases,
filmmakers did make a series of shots of the same subject.
The resulting shots were then treated as a series of sepa-
rate films. Exhibitors had the option of buying the whole
series of shots and running them together, thus approxi-
mating a multishot film, or they might choose to buy only
a few of the shots, combining them with other films or
lantern slides to create a unique program. During this
early period, exhibitors had considerable control over the
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The Spread of the Cinema around the World: Some Representative Examples

A magician, Carl Hertz, shows R. W. Paul films at the Empire Theatre in Johannesburg,

Carl Hertz shows his R. W. Paul program at the Melbourne Opera House, Australia.

MARCH 1 oo ® A Lumiére program premieres in Brussels, Belgium.
L e ® South Africa, using a projector purchased from Paul.
May i1y @ e ® A Lumiére program begins a run in Madrid, Spain.
MAY Wl ® A Lumiere operator shows films in St. Petersburg, Russia.
biyz @ oo ® |umiere operators show films in a rented room in Watson's Hotel, Bombay, India.
Celm o ® A Lumiére program opens in a fashionable district of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
CERT G ® The first Lumiére screening in Czechoslovakia takes place in the Casino in Karlovy Vary.
AUG,UST """"""""""" g (The first Lumiére program in Australia begins in Sydney on September 28.)
AUG. 11 ® A Lumiére operator shows films as part of a Shanghai vaudeville program.
Auc. 15

---------------- ® A highly successful run of Lumiére films begins at a rented hall in Mexico City.

A Lumiere program shows at a café in Alexandria, Egypt.

Lumiére films are shown in a fashionable theater in Maracaibo, Venezuela.

Under the supervision of a Lumiére representative, a Japanese entrepreneur premieres the Ciné-

Sy R @
L matographe in a theater in Osaka. (Edison’s Vitascope was shown a week later, also in Osaka.)
LATE FEBRUARY oo ® A Lumiere program premieres in Ruse, Bulgaria.
T ® An Edison representative toured Chinese tea-houses and amusement parks.

shape of their programs—a control that would gradually
disappear from 1899 onward, as producers began mak-
ing longer films consisting of multiple shots.

Quite a few of these early exhibitors had experience
running lantern-slide programs or other forms of public
entertainment. Many mixed scenics, topicals, and fiction
films in a single, varied program. The typical program
had musical accompaniment. In the more modest pre-
sentations, a pianist might play; in vaudeville theaters,
the house orchestra provided music. In some cases, ex-
hibitors had noises synchronized with the actions on the
screen. The exhibitor might lecture during part of the
program, describing the exotic landscapes, the current
events, and the brief stories passing across the screen. At
the least, the exhibitor would announce the titles, since
early films had no credits at the beginning or intertitles

to explain the action. Some showmen mixed films with
lantern slides or provided musical interludes using a
phonograph. During these early years, the audience’s re-
sponse depended significantly on the exhibitor’s skill in
organizing and presenting the program.

During the first decade of cinema, films were shown
in many countries around the world. But the making of
films was concentrated largely in the three principal
countries where the motion-picture camera had origi-
nated: France, England, and the United States.

The Growth of the French Film Industry

The Lumiéres’ early screenings were successful, but the
brothers believed that film would be a short-lived fad.
As a result, they moved quickly to exploit the Ciné-
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1.13 Lumiére operator Eugéne Promio influenced many
filmmakers by placing his camera in moving boats to make
several of his films, including Egypte: Panorama des rives du
Nil (“Egypt: Panorama of the Banks of the Nile,” 1896).

matographe. They initially avoided selling their ma-
chines, instead sending operators to tour abroad, show-
ing films in rented theaters and cafés. These operators
also made one-shot scenics of local points of interest.
From 1896 on, the Lumiére catalogue rapidly expanded
to include hundreds of views of Spain, Egypt, Italy,
Japan, and many other countries. Although the Lumiére
brothers are usually remembered for their scenics and
topicals, they also produced many staged films, usually
brief comic scenes.

Some of the Lumiére operators’ films were techni-
cally innovative. Eugéne Promio, for example, is usu-
ally credited with originating the moving camera. The
earliest cameras were supported by rigid tripods that
did not allow the camera to swivel and make panorama,
or panning, shots. In 1896, Promio introduced move-
ment into a view of Venice by placing the tripod and
camera in a gondola. Promio and other filmmakers con-
tinued this practice, placing their cameras in boats and
on trains (1.13). Traveling shots of this type (and soon
panning movements as well) were associated mainly
with scenics and topicals during this era.

Because the Lumieéres quickly began exhibiting their
films abroad, the first showings of projected motion pic-
tures in many countries were put on by their represen-
tatives. Thus the history of the cinema in many nations
begins with the arrival of the Cinématographe. This is
apparent from the previous box, which samples the ear-
liest known public screenings in several countries.

Of course, the Lumiéres and their rivals concen-
trated on the more lucrative markets and avoided some
smaller countries. No screenings are known to have
taken place in Bolivia, for example, until 1909, when
two Italian entrepreneurs took films there. Ideological
pressures kept the cinema out of some markets. In
1900, Iran’s royal family obtained a camera and projec-
tor in Europe and began making home movies. A the-
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ater that opened in Tehran in 1905, however, was soon
forced by religious leaders to close.

On the whole, though, the Lumiéres and a few other
firms made the cinema an international phenomenon.
The Lumiéres further aided the spread of cinema when,
in 1897, they began selling their Cinématographes.

The same year saw a setback for their firm, however.
On May 4, 1897, during a film screening at the Charity
Bazaar in Paris, a curtain was ignited by the ether being
used to fuel the lamp of the projector (which was not a
Cinématographe). The resulting blaze was one of the
worst tragedies in the history of the cinema, killing
about 125 people, most of them from the upper class.
As a result, the cinema lost some of its attraction for
fashionable city dwellers. In France, for several years,
films were mainly exhibited in less lucrative traveling
fairground shows (fétes foraines). The Lumieres contin-
ued producing films, but gradually more innovative ri-
vals made their films seem old-fashioned. Their firm
ceased production in 1905, though Louis and Auguste
remained innovators in the area of still photography.

Following the initial success of the Lumiére Ciné-
matographe in 1895, other film production firms ap-
peared in France. Among these was a small company
started by a man who was perhaps the single most im-
portant filmmaker of the cinema’s early years, Georges
Meélies (see box).

Two other firms that were to dominate the French
film industry were formed shortly after the invention of
the cinema. Charles Pathé was a phonograph seller and
exhibitor in the early 1890s. In 1895, he purchased
some of R. W. Paul’s imitation Kinetoscopes, and the
following year formed Pathé Fréres, which initially
made most of its money on phonographs. From 1901,
however, Pathé concentrated more on film production,
and profits soared. The firm expanded rapidly. In 1902,
it built a glass-sided studio and began selling the Pathé
camera, which became the world’s most widely used
camera until the end of the 1910s.

At first Pathé’s production was somewhat derivative,
borrowing ideas from Méliés and from American and
English films. For example, in 1901, Ferdinand Zecca,
the company’s most important director, made Scenes
from My Balcony. It picked up on the vogue, recently
started in England, for shots presenting things as if seen
through telescopes or microscopes (1.17, 1.18). Pathé’s
films were extremely popular. While it only took a sale
of 15 prints of a film to break even, actual sales averaged
350 prints. Pathé expanded abroad, opening sales offices
in London, New York, Moscow, Berlin, and St. Peters-
burg in 1904 and 1905 and others in later years. Selling
both projectors and films, Pathé encouraged people to
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Meélies was a performing magician who owned his own
theater. After seeing the Lumiére Cinématographe in 1895,
he decided to add films to his program, but the Lumiére
brothers were not yet selling machines. In early 1896, he
obtained a projector from English inventor R. W. Paul and
by studying it was able to build his own camera. He was
soon showing films at his theater.

Although Méliés is remembered mainly for his delight-
ful fantasy movies, replete with camera tricks and painted
scenery, he made films in all the genres of the day. His ear-
liest work, most of which is lost, included many Lumiére-
style scenics and brief comedies, filmed outdoors. During
his first year of production, he made seventy-eight films,
including his first trick film, The Vanishing Lady (1896). In
it, Méliés appears as a magician who transforms a woman
into a skeleton. The trick was accomplished by stopping
the camera and substituting the skeleton for the woman.
Later, Mélies used stop-motion and other special effects to
create more complex magic and fantasy scenes. These
tricks had to be accomplished in the camera, while filming;

GEORGES MELIES, MAGICIAN OF THE CINEMA '

prior to the mid-1920s, few laboratory manipulations were
possible. Méliés also acted in many of his films, recogniz-
able as a dapper and spry figure with a bald head, mous-
tache, and pointed beard.

In order to be able to control the mise-en-scene and
cinematography of his films, Mélies built a small glass-
enclosed studio. Finished by early 1897, the studio permit-
ted Méliés to design and construct sets painted on canvas
flats (1.14). Even working in this studio, however, Méliés
continued to create various kinds of films. In 1898, for ex-
ample, he filmed some reconstructed topicals, such as
Divers at Work on the Wreck of the “Maine” (1.15). His
1899 film, The Dreyfus Affair, told the story of the Jewish
officer convicted of treason in 1894 on the basis of false
evidence put forth through anti-Semitic motives. The con-
troversy was still raging when Mélies made his pro-Dreyfus
picture. As was customary at the time, he released each of
the ten shots as a separate film. When shown together, the
shots combined into one of the most complex works of the
cinema's early years. (Modern prints of The Dreyfus Affair

1.14 The interior of the Star studio, with
Mélies on the balcony lifting a rolled backdrop
while assistants arrange a large painted shell and
trapdoors. Painted theater-style flats and smaller
set elements are stored at the right rear or hang
on the back wall.

enter the exhibition business, thus creating more demand
for Pathé films. As we shall see in the next chapter, within
a few years, Pathé Fréres would be the single largest film
company in the world.

Its main rival in France was a smaller firm formed
by inventor Léon Gaumont. Like Lumiere Fréres, Gau-
mont initially dealt in still photographic equipment. The
firm began producing films in 1897. These were mostly
actualities made by Alice Guy, the first female film-
maker. Gaumont’s involvement in film production re-

mained limited in this era, since Léon was more con-
cerned with technical innovations in film equipment.
Building a production studio in 1905 made Gaumont
more prominent, largely through the work of director
Louis Feuillade.

England and the Brighton School

After the first public film screenings in early 1896, film
exhibition spread quickly in England, largely because



1.15 One of many reconstructed documentaries relating to the
sinking of the American battleship Maine, which began the Spanish-
American War. Georges Mélieés's Divers at Work on the Wreck of
the “Maine” used a painted set with actors playing the divers.

A fish tank in front of the camera suggested an undersea scene.

typically combine all the shots in a single reel.) With his next
work, Cinderella (1899), Mélies began joining multiple
shots and selling them as one film.

Méliés's films, and especially his fantasies, were ex-
tremely popular in France and abroad, and they were widely
imitated. They were also commonly pirated, and Méliés had
to open a sales office in the United States in 1903 to pro-
tect his interests. Among the most celebrated of his films
was A Trip to the Moon (1902), a comic science-fiction
story of a group of scientists traveling to the moon in a
space capsule and escaping after being taken prisoner by a
race of subterranean creatures (1.16). Mélies often en-
hanced the beauty of his elaborately designed mise-en-
scéne by using hand-applied tinting (Color Plate 1.1).

Except in Méliés’s first years of production, many of
his films involved sophisticated stop-motion effects. Devils
burst out of a cloud of smoke, pretty women vanish, and
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1.16 The space capsule lands in the Man in the Moon'’s eye in
Mélies's fantasy A Trip to the Moon.

leaping men change into demons in midair. Some histori-
ans have criticized Méliés for depending on static theatrical
sets instead of editing. Yet recent research has shown that
in fact his stop-motion effects also utilized editing. He
would cut the film in order to match the movement of one
object perfectly with that of the thing into which it was
transformed. Such cuts were designed to be unnoticeable,
but clearly Méliés was a master of one type of editing.

For a time, Méliés's films continued to be widely suc-
cessful. After 1905, however, his fortunes slowly declined.
His tiny firm was hard put to supply the burgeoning de-
mand for films, especially in the face of competition from
bigger companies. He continued to produce quality films,
including his late masterpiece Conquest of the Pole (1912),
but eventually these came to seem old-fashioned as
filmmaking conventions changed. In 1912, deep in debt,
Mélies stopped producing, having made 510 films (about
40 percent of which survive). He died in 1938, after de-
cades of working in his wife's candy and toy shop.

1.17,1.18 One of many mildly risqué
films made in this early period, Zecca’s
Scenes from My Balcony shows a man
looking through a telescope, followed
by shots of what he sees, including a
woman undressing.
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R. W. Paul was willing to sell projectors. At first, most
films were grouped together to be shown as a single act
on the program of a music hall (the British equivalent of
American vaudeville theaters). Beginning in 1897, short,
cheap film shows were also widely presented in fair-
grounds, appealing to working-class audiences (1.19).

At first, most English filmmakers offered the usual
novelty subjects. For example, in 1896, Paul made
Twins’ Tea Party (1.20). Topicals showing the annual
Derby were popular, and both the parade celebrating
Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1897 and events relating to
the Boer War in South Africa were widely circulated.
Some of these early newsreels consisted of more than
one shot. The operator might simply stop and restart
the camera to capture only highlights of the action, or

1.19 A typical fairground film
show in England, about 1900.
Behind the elaborate painted
facades, the auditoriums were
simple tents. Note here the picture
of Thomas Edison in the center
and the use of a drum to attract
spectators.

he might actually splice bits of film together to hurry
the action along. Similarly, some scenics were influ-
enced by the Lumiére films’ placement of the camera
on moving vehicles. Phantom rides, designed to give
the spectator the illusion of traveling, became popular
in England and other countries (1.21). As elsewhere, in
England exhibitors gathered many types of films into a
varied program.

Early English films became famous for their imagi-
native special-effects cinematography. For example,
Cecil Hepworth began producing on a small scale in
1899. At first he concentrated on actualities, but he
soon directed trick films as well (1.22). Hepworth went

on to become the most important British producer from
1905 to 1914.

1.20 Paul’s Twins’ Tea Party appealed 1.21  View from an Engine Front— 1.22 In Hepworth’s Explosion of a

to audiences by showing two cute
toddlers squabbling and then kissing
and making up. It was typical of many
films of this era: a single shot taken on
an open-air stage in direct sunlight,
against a neutral backdrop.

Barnstaple, made by the Warwick
Trading Company in 1898, was typical
of a popular genre, the phantom ride.

Motor Car (1900), stop-motion
changes a real car into a fake one,
which promptly blows up. A passing
bobbie dutifully inventories the body
parts that rain in from above, creating
a grim but amusing film.
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1.23,1.24 Two stages of Williamson’s
The Big Swallow, as the irritated subject
“eats” the cinematographer and camera.

There were other producers scattered around En-

gland, but the most notable were those in the small, but
influential, group later dubbed the Brighton School be-
cause they worked in or near that resort town. Chief
among them were G. A. Smith and James Williamson,
both of whom were still photographers who branched
into filmmaking in 1897. They also built small studios
thatopened at one side to admit sunlight. Both explored
special effects and editing in ways that influenced film-
makers in other countries.

Williamson’s 1900 film The Big Swallow is a good
example of the ingenuity of the Brighton filmmakers. It
begins with a view of a man, seen against a blank back-
ground, gesturing angrily because he does not want his
picture taken. He walks forward until his wide-open
mouth blots out the view (1.23). An imperceptible cut
then substitutes a black backdrop for his mouth, and
we see the cinematographer and his camera pitch for-
ward into this void. Another concealed cut returns us
to the open mouth, and the man backs away from the
camera, laughing and chewing triumphantly (1.24).

Smith’s 1903 grotesque comedy Mary Jane’s Mishap
uses editing in a remarkably sophisticated way. One
basic distant framing of a slovenly maid in a kitchen is
interrupted by several cut-ins to medium shots that show
her amusing facial expressions (1.25, 1.26). Although
the actor’s position is usually not matched well at the
cuts, there is a general attempt to create a continuous
action while using closer shots to guide our attention.

1.25,1.26 In Mary Jane’s Mishap,
close views alternate with long shots to
show such detail as the maid’s acciden-
tally smearing a “moustache” on her
face while shining some shoes.

This principle would become one basis for the dominant
continuity style of filmmaking that developed over ap-
proximately the next fifteen years (see Chapter 2)

The English cinema was innovative and internation-
ally popular for several years early in the history of mo-
tion pictures, though it would soon weaken in the face
of French, Italian, American, and Danish competition.

The United States: Competition
and the Resurgence of Edison

The United States was by far the largest market for mo-
tion pictures since it had more theaters per capita than
any other country. For over fifteen years American and
foreign firms competed vigorously here. Although Amer-
ican films were sold abroad, U.S. firms concentrated on
the domestic market. As a result, France and Italy were
soon to move ahead of the United States and control the
international film trade until the mid-1910s.

Exhibition Expands After the first New York presenta-
tion of Edison’s Vitascope in April 1896, film venues
spread rapidly across the country. The Vitascope was
not for sale, but individual entrepreneurs bought the
rights to exploit it in different states. During 1896 and
1897, however, many small companies marketed their
own projectors, all designed to show 35mm prints.
Since movies were not yet copyrighted and prints were
sold rather than rented, it was difficult to control the
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1.27 “The Messiah’s Entry into Jerusalem,” one of the
single-shot tableaux that made up The Passion Play of
Oberammergau, produced by the Eden Musée, an important
New York entertainment establishment.

circulation of films. Edison’s pictures were often dupli-
cated and sold, while Edison profited by duping films
imported from France and England. Firms also fre-
quently made direct imitations of each other’s movies.

Soon hundreds of projectors were in use, and films
were shown at vaudeville houses, amusement parks,
small storefront theaters, summer resorts, fairs, even
churches and opera houses. The years from 189S5 to
1897 were the novelty period of the cinema, because the
primary appeal was simply the astonishment of seeing
movement and unusual sights reproduced on the screen.
By early 1898, however, films’ novelty had worn off. As
attendance declined, many exhibitors went out of busi-
ness. One event that helped revive the industry was the
Spanish-American War of 1898. Patriotic fervor made
audiences eager to see anything relating to the conflict,
and companies in the United States and abroad profited
by making both authentic and staged films.

Another type of film that helped revive the industry
was the Passion Play. Beginning in 1897, filmmakers
made series of single-shot scenes from Jesus’ life—views
that resembled illustrations in Bibles or magic-lantern
slides. One such series of shots was released in Febru-
ary 1898 as The Passion Play of Oberammergau (1.27).
(The title lent the film respectability, though it in fact
had no connection with the traditional German specta-
cle.) As with many of the more elaborate films of the
day, the exhibitor had the option of buying some or all
of the shots and combining them, along with lantern
slides and other religious material, to make a lengthy
program. Prizefight films were also popular, especially
since they often could be shown in places where live
bouts were prohibited.

From 1898, then, the American film industry en-
joyed a certain stability, with most films being shown in
vaudeville theaters. Production increased during this pe-
riod to meet the high demand.

1.28 Eugeéne Lauste, an American Mutoscope Company
employee who had helped invent the Biograph camera, by the
camera booth in the Casino de Paris, where he showed films
in 1897 and 1898. The hall, with its potted palms and chan-
deliers, indicates the sort of elegant venue in which some
early film screenings were held.

Growing Rivalry The American Mutoscope Company
did particularly well during the late 1890s, partly because
of its clear 70mm images, displayed by the company’s
own touring operators in vaudeville houses. By 1897,
American Mutoscope was the most popular film com-
pany in America, and it attracted audiences abroad as
well (1.28). American Mutoscope began filming in a new
rooftop studio (1.29). The firm changed its name in 1899
to American Mutoscope and Biograph (AM&B), reflect-
ing its double specialization in peepshow Mutoscope
reels and projected films. Over the next several years,
AM&B was hampered by a lawsuit brought against it by
Edison, who consistently took competitors to court for
infringing patents and copyrights. In 1902, however,
AM&B won the suit, because its camera used rollers
rather than sprocketed gears to move the film. The com-
pany’s prosperity grew. In 1903 it began to make and sell
films in 35mm rather than 70mm, a change that boosted
sales. Beginning in 1908, it employed one of the most im-
portant silent-era directors, D. W. Griffith.



Another important company that got its start dur-
ing the early years of the cinema was American Vita-
graph, founded in 1897 by J. Stuart Blackton and Albert
E. Smith as an advertising firm. Vitagraph began pro-
ducing popular films relating to the Spanish-American
War (1.30). Like other production companies of this
period, Vitagraph was threatened with patent- and
copyright-infringement lawsuits by Edison, who hoped
to control the American market. Vitagraph survived by
agreeing to cooperate with Edison, making films for the
Edison firm and in turn dealing in Edison films itself.
AM&B’s 1902 legal triumph over Edison briefly reduced
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1.29 Officials of the American
Mutoscope Company (including
W. K. L. Dickson, second from
right) in the firm’s new rooftop
studio. Like the Black Maria, the
studio rotated on rails to catch
the sun. The camera was sheltered
in the metal booth, and simple
painted sets were built against the
framework.

1.30 At the City Hall in New
York, Vitagraph personnel (J.
Stuart Blackton, to the right of
the central camera, and Albert E.
Smith, second from left) ready to
film an important topical event:
the triumphal return of Admiral
George Dewey after the Battle of
Manila, 1898.

the risk of lawsuits throughout the industry by establish-
ing that Edison’s patents did not cover all types of
motion-picture equipment (see Chapter 2). As a result,
Vitagraph expanded production. Within a few years, it
would emerge as an important firm making artistically
innovative films. Blackton would also make some of the
earliest animated films.

Edwin S. Porter, Edison’'s Mainstay The rise in pro-
duction at AM&B and Vitagraph in the wake of Edi-
son’s failed lawsuit obliged Edison’s company to make
more films to counter their competition. One successful
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1.31,1.32 Porter’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin
used an intertitle to introduce each
shot. Here “The Escape of Eliza” leads
to a single shot of the famous episode in
the novel in which Eliza flees across the
ice floes on a river.

tactic was to make longer films shot in the studio. In
this endeavor, it had the assistance of the most impor-
tant American filmmaker of this early period, Edwin
S. Porter.

Porter was a film projectionist and an expert at
building photographic equipment. In late 1900, he went
to work for Edison, whom he greatly admired. He was
assigned to improve the firm’s cameras and projectors.
That year the Edison Company built a new glass-
enclosed rooftop studio in New York, where films could
be shot using the typical painted stage-style scenery of
the era. In early 1901, Porter began operating a camera
there. At this point in cinema history, the cameraman
was also the film’s director, and soon Porter was respon-
sible for many of the company’s most popular films.

Porter has often been credited with virtually all the
innovations of the pre-1908 period, including making the
first story film (Life of an American Fireman) and invent-
ing editing as we know it. In fact, he often drew upon
techniques already used by Méliés, Smith, and William-
son. He imaginatively developed his models, however,
and he undoubtedly introduced some original techniques.
His position as the foremost filmmaker of the preeminent
American production company gave his works wide ex-
posure and made them popular and influential.

There had been many, indeed hundreds, of staged
fictional films made before Life of an American Fireman
(1903). Porter himself had done several, including a ver-
sion of Jack and the Beanstalk in 1902. He had access
to all the foreign films that the Edison Company was
duping, so he could study the latest innovations. He ex-
amined Mélies’s A Trip to the Moon closely and decided
to copy its manner of telling a story in a series of shots.
From 1902 on, many of his films contained several
shots, with significant efforts to match time and space
across cuts.

Porter’s Life of an American Fireman is a notable
attempt at such storytelling. It begins with a long shot
of a dozing fireman dreaming of a woman and child
threatened by fire; the dream is rendered as a sort of
thought balloon, a circular vignette superimposed in the

upper part of the screen. A cut to a close-up shows a
hand pulling a public fire alarm. Several shots, mixing
studio and location filming, show the firemen racing to
the scene. The film ends with two lengthy shots that
show the same action from two vantage points: in the
first, a fireman comes in a bedroom window to rescue a
mother and then returns to save her baby; in the sec-
ond, we see both rescues again, from a camera position
outside the house. To a modern audience, this repeti-
tion of events may seem strange, but such displays of
the same event from different viewpoints were not un-
common in the early cinema. (In Mélies’s A Trip to the
Moon, we see the explorers’ capsule land in the Man in
the Moon’s eye [see 1.16] and then see the landing again
from a camera position on the moon’s surface.) Life of
an American Fireman was based on earlier films and lan-
tern slides depicting fire-fighting techniques. Brighton
School director James Williamson had made a similar
film, Fire!, in 1901.

Porter made several significant films in 1903,
among them an adaptation of the popular stage version
of the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Porter’s film was a se-
ries of one-shot scenes of famous episodes in the novel,
linked by printed intertitles—the first known to have
been used in an American film (1.31, 1.32). (Porter de-
rived this technique from a G. A. Smith film.) His most
important film, The Great Train Robbery, also made in
1903, used eleven shots to tell the story of a gang of
bandits who hold up a train. A telegraph operator,
whom they tie up at the beginning, alerts authorities,
and a posse ambushes the thieves as they divide the loot.
After the lengthy robbery scene, the action returns to
the telegraph office seen earlier, then moves to a dance
hall as the telegraph operator runs in to alert the local
townspeople, and finally switches back to the robbers
in a forest. Although Porter never cuts back and forth
among these locales, a few years later ilmmakers would
begin to do so, thus creating a technique called inter-
cutting (see pp. 46—48). Porter’s film was, nonetheless,
gripping in its depiction of violent action (1.33). Indeed,
a novel extra shot, showing one of the robbers in a close



1.33 To make this shot for The Great Train Robbery, Porter
exposed the film twice, showing most of the action of the
holdup staged in the studio, with the view of the train as seen
through the window filmed separately.

view firing a gun toward the camera, was included; ex-
hibitors had the option of placing it at the beginning or
end of the film. Perhaps no film of the pre-1905 period
was as popular as The Great Train Robbery.

Porter worked for Edison for several more years. In
1905 he directed The Kleptomaniac, a social critique
that contrasted the situations of two women who com-
mit theft. The first part shows a rich kleptomaniac steal-
ing goods at a department store; we then see shots of a
poor woman impulsively taking a loaf of bread. The
final courtroom scene shows the poor woman being sen-
tenced, while the rich one is let off. In Porter’s 1906 film
The Dream of a Rarebit Fiend, superimposition and a
rocking camera depict a drunkard’s dizziness while
Mélieés-style special effects show his dream of flying
above a city. In 1909, Porter left Edison to become an
independent producer, but he was soon outshone by
others just entering the field.

From 1902 to 1905, Porter was one of many film-
makers who contributed to an industrywide concentra-
tion on fiction filmmaking. Unlike topicals, which were
dependent on unpredictable news events, fiction films
could be carefully planned in advance. While scenics in-
volved expensive travel to distant locales, fiction films
allowed their makers to stay at or near the studio. Both

Notes and Queries

IDENTIFICATION AND PRESERVATION OF EARLY FILMS

In the silent era, there were no archives devoted to preserv-
ing films. The great majority of films from the first decade
of the cinema are lost or incomplete, and even those that
survive are often difficult to identify. Many had no title at
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of these factors enabled companies to create films steadily
and on schedule. Moreover, audiences seemed to prefer
films with stories. Some of these were still one-shot views,
but filmmakers increasingly used a series of shots to de-
pict comic chases, extravagant fantasies, and melodra-
matic situations.

By 1904, major changes were taking place in the
new medium and art form of the cinema. Fiction films
were becoming the industry’s main product. Increas-
ingly, movies were rented to exhibitors, a practice that
established the division among production, distribution,
and exhibition that was to shape the expansion of the
film industry. Exhibition was spreading internationally,
so films would soon be seen in most countries.

Although we have stressed production in France,
England, and the United States, small-scale production
also occurred in other parts of the world from an early
date. Enterprising exhibitors made scenics and topicals
of local interest to mix into their programs of imported
films. In Spain, for instance, the first films were taken
by Eugéne Promio when he brought the Lumiere Ciné-
matographe to Madrid in June of 1896. By October of
the same year, however, Eduardo Jimeno shot the first
Spanish-made film, Worshippers Leaving the Noon
Mass at Pilar de Zaragoza; similar imitations of Lu-
miére actualities and even fiction films were produced
in 1897. In India, exhibitor Harishchandra Sakharam
Bhatwadekar ordered a European camera and filmed
wrestling matches, circus monkeys, and local events,
showing these actualities alongside imported films be-
ginning in 1899. Entrepreneurs in other countries made
similar films, but since only one or a few prints were
made, hardly any survive.

During the first ten years of the commercial ex-
ploitation of the cinema, conditions were established
for international growth of the industry. Moreover,
filmmakers had begun to explore the creative possibili-
ties of the new medium. These explorations were to in-
tensify over the next decade.

the beginning, and there were seldom stars or other dis-
tinctive traits that would provide clues to the source.
Fortunately, however, some segments of this era of film
history have been preserved. In the United States, there was
a method of copyrighting films by printing every frame on
a long roll of paper. This practice lasted from 1894 to 1912,
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although only a small proportion of films produced were
copyrighted in this fashion. These “paper prints” were dis-
covered in the 1940s at the Library of Congress and re-
photographed onto film. In France, many negatives of the
Lumiére company were preserved, and even now hundreds
have yet to be printed as positive viewing prints. In some
cases, release copies of early films were stored away and
found later, so archivists can now duplicate them.

Historians have also combed catalogues of early sales
and distribution companies, trying to create filmographies
of the movies made in a country or by a single studio. For
a description of the paper prints, see Kemp Niver, Early
Motion Pictures: The Paper Print Collection in the Library
of Congress (Washington, D.C.: The Library of Congress,
1985), and Charles “Buckey” Grimm’s “A Paper Print Pre-
history,” Film History 11, no. 2 (1999): 204-16. Niver’s
Biograph Bulletins 1896-1908 (Los Angeles: Locare Re-
search Group, 1971) reproduces the American Mutoscope
and Biograph catalogues for this era; it provides a good
example of the type of material historians work with.
Denis Gifford’s The British Film Catalogue 1895-1985: A
Reference Guide (London: David & Charles, 1986) repre-
sents one of the most ambitious attempts to document a
country’s entire fiction-film production.

REVIVING INTEREST IN EARLY CINEMA:
THE BRIGHTON CONFERENCE

For many years, the earliest period of the cinema was
treated as relatively unimportant. Historians dealt with the
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