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ABSTRACT

That’s Not What [ Heard:
Synchronized Sound Cinema in Montreal 1926-1931

JoAnne Stober

This thesis recognizes the introduction of synchronized sound cinema as a point of
departure into a study of the cultural and social dimensions of moviegoing. This research
focuses on Montreal between 1926 and 1931 where the first Canadian demonstrations
and exhibitions of synchronized sound cinema took place. Using film critiques,
advertisements for theatres, letters to the editor and editorials in the Montreal popular
press to examine appeals made to audiences, [ locate patterns and relationships of
moviegoing. This study makes clearer the development of a process through which social
and cultural experience is articulated, interpreted and contested all of which point to a
need to revisit Canadian film history and audiences. By situating early cinema and early
audiences within a complex cultural space of performance, diversity of entertainment,
theatre architecture and interior design it is clear that more than technology is implicated
in shaping cinematic spectatorship and the conception of historical audiences. The
relationship between technology and culture is examined in a synchronic manner to avoid

missing the crucial dimensions of moviegoing as it pertains to Montreal.
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[ntroduction

To coincide with the 300" anniversary of the signing of La Grand Paix-The Great
Peace' in Montreal, organizers at the Montreal Museum of Archeology and History
sponsored a series of performances in the narrow, cobblestone streets and alleys of Old
Montreal. Situated along a walking path, spectators were invited to move from
performance to performance. Despite cloudy skies, hundreds of people gathered in Old
Montreal to experience 1701 through the dramatic recreations in the streets. Since the
group of spectators was very large and everyone began at the same point, a long line of
people began to file along the street to the site of the first performance. A small theatre
troupe was at each site and gave a reenactment of life in Montreal three hundred years
ago. After a crowd had gathered, the performers would begin. At each special station,
audience members would watch quietly as the drama played out and then a cast member
would indicate the end of the skit by yelling, “circulate.” This was both the cue for
members of the audience to move on to the next reenactment and for the long line of
people waiting to move forward and take their places. Those who had been in the back of
the group would then file into position—the good seats—and wait as the actors prepared
to perform the skit again.

On more than one occasion, [ was at the edge of the audience: that is, [ was close

enough to see most of the action but too far away to be able to hear clearly what was

! Commemorating the ratification of the Great Peace Treaty in 1701 between 39
representatives of Amerindian nations and the French inhabitants of Montreal. The Treaty
was signed in Montreal and 2001 marks the 300" anniversary of the event.



being said. This was an obscure position. From my vantage point, [ was acutely aware of
a “borderland™ space between the audience and those waiting in line to see the
performance. The people behind me, unable to see or hear, would talk amongst
themselves, laugh and carry on as if the performance was not even happening. The people
in front of me would lean forward intently to catch the action. The “borderland” was a
precarious place and while inhabiting it, [ was aware of the performance because [ could
hear and see bits and pieces yet [ was also aware of those who were not able to see the
action because I could feel their pushing and hear their private discussions. As the crowd
behind me grew, it seemed those in the “borderland” began to also talk amongst
themselves, admire the architecture of Old Montreal, and make plans for after the
performance. This conduct bied forward until it seemed only audience members in the
first two rows were actually watching and listening to the performers. In the end. I spent
more time in the “borderland” than I did watching the skits, even when [ was able to
move into the first couple of rows of spectators I found myself struggling to separate
from the people behind me in order to direct my full attention toward the performance.
The vigor [ normally devote to live performance, was absent. The venue of the street, the
mobility required of spectators and the autonomy that this gave the audience resuited in
an atmosphere that shaped the way viewing took place.

[ offer this anecdote to remind the reader that the conceptualization of the public
as “a mixture of competing forms of organizing social experience means thinking of it as
a potentially volatile process, defined by different speeds and temporal markers.” The

spectatoral situation of the re-enactment of the Great Peace was influenced by the

2 Hansen, Miriam, “Transformations of the Public Sphere” Viewing Positions: Ways of
Seeing Film, ed. Linda Williams (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 1994) 144.
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location, the time, the performance schedule, the surroundings of Old Montreal, the size
of the crowds, the amplification of the performers voices, and the movement required of
the spectators, not to mention the wide range of non-spectral activities and reasons for
people to be at the performance—wanting to get out of the house, a chance for a family
activity, an occasion for walking in the romantic streets with a love interest, something to
do before going for a drink at the pub. With certainty, the anecdote reminds us of all the
influences on spectatorship present at the site of the performance. In addition, competing
popular forms of entertainment influence audience behavior and etiquette. If we are to
situate audiences in a specific historical and social framework, it is necessary to consider
the cultural practices of that time. In other words, the process of envisioning the public is
as unpredictable as understanding all elements of exhibition and performance. As
Catherine Russell considers;

By locating early cinema within a complex cultural space of architecture,

theatre, journalism, and a diversity of popular entertainments, the activity

of film-viewing is conceived as a function of everyday life. Moreover, the

mobility of the spectator through the diversity of spectacles, along with the

role of intertextuality in early cinema, renders the viewer's participation

highly interactive.’
While the foundation of classical theories of spectatorship presumed a distanced,
decorporealized, monocular eye completely unimplicated by the objects in its vision,*

researchers later began to view the body as subjective rather than a fixed object—vision

3 Russell, Catherine, “Paraliax Historiography: The Flaneuse as Cyberfeminist,” Scope.
(January 7, 2000). Accessed 06/26/01 hup //www nottingham.ac.uk/film/.

*Linda Williams, ed. Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers UP, 1994) 5.
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was an unfolding process within the body—the body was capable of producing images
rather than only registering them. From here, among other theories of vision, came many
of the apparatus models of spectatorship that dominated early film theory. If the
spectator-position of apparatus theory aligns viewing with transcendental forms of
consciousness and the illusions of visual mastery, the spectator of early and late cinema is
an embodied, socially configured and heterogeneous construction.

Spectatorship has evolved with changes in cinematic production and exhibition. A
historiography of spectatorship needs to take into consideration the particular dynamic of
the public as well as the cinematic and non-cinematic influences on spectatorship. It is
also necessary to have a theoretical understanding of the possible relations between films
and viewers and to be able to situate the viewers in the cultural practice of going to the
movies. The conception of film exhibition in the transitional phase of silent to sound
cinema created an unpredictability between what was understood as a live performance
(variety acts, vaudeville and performance combined with film presentation) and what
became a more streamlined cinematic exhibition momentarily phasing out live
performance. Cinemagoers were subject to a shift in technology and presentation that
imposed a new form of viewing on the public. Not only did the cinema undergo a
dynamic innovation with the introduction of synchronous sound, films were viewed
differently. As Miriam Hansen points out, films were likely to have

..-a wide range of meanings depending on the neighborhood and status of

the theatre, on the ethnic and racial background of the habitual audience,



on the mixture of gender and generation, and on the ambition and skills of

the exhibitor and the performing personnel.’

Linda Williams rationalizes the need for theorists to insist on prodding the
cerebral matter of the hypothetical subject. “No amount of empirical research into the
composition of audiences will displace the desire to speculate about the effects of visual
culture and especially moving images, on hypothetical viewing subjects.™ The concept
of the spectator-subject as a passive subject is, as Williams sees it, a stereotype in need of
revision in order to emphasize the plurality and variation of many different historically
distinct viewing positions. “Film historians have often traced the history of cinema in
technologically deterministic terms: that is, once the technological apparatus was
invented, cinema as we know it could be seen to follow.™ Scott MacKenzie argues that
relations between technology and culture “need to be examined in a synchronic manner,
and not strictly by a causalist view of technological determinism.™ As this study will
prove, much more than technology is implicated in shaping cinematic spectatorship and
the conception of historical audiences involves complementing the research of a specific
time period. To be sure, a local study, precise in scope and size, will avoid missing all
the wonderful, and crucial dimensions of moviegoing as it pertains to specific places. To
capture the relationship between the cinema and early audiences is to examine specific

locations to see the “development of a process through which social experience is

‘Miriam Hansen “Early Cinema, Late Cinema: Transformations of the Public Sphere”
Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film. Ed. Linda Williams (New Brunswick NJ:
Rutgers UP, 1994) 147.

¢ Williams, Viewing Positions, 4.

7 Ibid., 10.

® Scott MacKenzie, “A Screen of one’s own: early cinema in Quebec and the

public sphere 1906-1928,” Screen 41.2 (Summer 2000) 201.




articulated, interpreted, negotiated and contested in an intersubjective, potentially
collective and oppositional form.™

This study focuses on Montreal from 1926-1931—a range of five years when
synchronized sound exhibition was being experimented with and implemented in the
cinemas of Montreal. In the first chapter, [ will characterize some of the historical forces
that have assured a continued destabilization of the spectator. [ will situate this study in a
review of historiographical research in cinematic reception and examine further the
theoretical role of the spectator. This chapter will also highlight the relevance of
examining specific areas or localities of early cinemagoing. Further to that, [ will sketch
my method to present the emergence and development of popular press discourses on
cinema and synchronous sound as they pertain to Canadian film history and film theory.

Rather than position ‘cinema’ as a strictly empirical force or a byproduct of a
homogenous textual reading that often results in banishing audiences to the speculative,
approaching cinemagoing through the popular press is one way to augment empirical
research. Empirical research on audiences is characterized by counting and categorizing
audience members and by attempted measurement of direct effects of communication.
Therefore, by locating the appeals made to audience members in the popular press we can
move toward a cultural understanding of historical audiences and of cinemagoing during
the period when sync-sound was being introduced in the theatres. To get at the early
cinematic spectator, the cinema must be understood as an attraction, one that changed
from a performative, live action address to a representational, more streamlined, stylistic

exhibition. Audiences in the late 20s were not only going to the cinema to see the movie

? Miriam Hansen, introduction, Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film, (New
BrunswickNJ: Rutgers UP, 1994) 144.



that was playing. Unlike most audiences of today who decide which film to see rather
than where to see it, audiences of film in the late 20s were given fewer choices of films
and cinemas would offer short runs—usually a week held over to two if the film drew
large crowds. Going to the movies was offered to audiences as an experience, an event,
complete with musical numbers, variety acts, comedy shorts and newsreels. I[n addition,
theatre managers went out of their way to create the atmosphere of famous ‘picture
palaces’ where audiences could go to see the films. Therefore, the question of exhibition
cannot be studied in isolation. “The mateniality of cinemagoing as a practice needs to be
acknowledged; the activity itself is a form of cultural expression and participation, one
that operates in the context of economics and taste.”'° By moving toward cultural studies
wherein the industrial dimensions, the audience and the practice of cinemagoing are
combined, categorical interpretations of reception can be avoided. A reminder that
cinemagoing is a collection of practices both filmic and extra-filmic is in order so as not
to neglect one or the other.

In the second chapter I will examine the American accounts of reception to early
sound exhibition. Authors who have focused on the industrial structures have provided
important works of history; however, a wide range of cultural practices and determinants
are not considered, especially the discursive construction of the movie audiences. On an
industry level, Hollywood dominated the moviemaking scene in the late 1920’s.
Ultimately, seeking to examine filmgoing in Canada leads to the American film industry

and to the reception of Hollywood films in Canada since it was primarily American films

' Charles Acland. “Popular Film in Canada: Revisiting the Absent Audience,” A
Passion for Identity, eds. David Taras and Beverly Rasporich (ITP Nelson:
Scarbourough, 1997) 281-96.



that Canadians were watching. According to Raymond Williams, “an essential starting-
point in history is provisional analysis and groupings which are intended to clarify, rather
than merely register, the diversity itself ™' This chapter seeks to examine how U.S.
audiences have been talked about historically and in particular at the introduction of
synchronous sound. Canadian audiences are consumers of American film, which is why [
want to first explore how the U.S. filmgoing experience has been treated and discussed.
This will lead to the ways in which the experience of filmgoing was localized for
Montrealers—audiences of the same films first exhibited in the United States before
moving north across the border, sometimes over a year after the U.S. premiere.

Chapter three will begin the review of the popular press in Montrea! from 1926-
1928. These years mark a sort of pre-history to the arrival of the first feature length sound
films characterized by experiments in sound, demonstrations in theatres, speculations
about the cinema and the effects of sound, and the introduction of mechanisms used to
exhibit sound film like the de Forest Phonofilm. Here we see that both anticipation and
dread engulfed the introduction of sound to the cinema. At the time, Montreal was a
hotbed for cinema and theatre entertainment, often exhibiting the same or similar shows
to New York City. As Pierre Véronneau says, “Montréal est une ville de cinéma” perhaps
the cinema capital of Canada."

Chapter four deals with 1928-1929 when the first exhibitions of synchronous
sound cinema using Movietone and Vitaphone technology took place in Montreal. This

chapter is an exploration of the discursive appeals made to the audiences, the reactions to

'' Raymond Williams, “British Film History: New Perspectives,” British Cinema History
Eds., James Curran and Vincent Porter (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson 1983) 11.

2 Pierre Véronneau, Montréal Ville de Cinéma. (Montréal: Cinémathéque
québécoise/musée du cinéma, 1992) 5.



synchronous sound, the conversion and decoration of theatres to support sound systems
and the changes in exhibition that coincided with the introduction of synchronous sound
cinema. [ will examine the press accounts of the first exhibited talking films in Montreal
and how they were received by critics and audiences. Finally I look at the legend of The
Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927) and the status the film has obtained in historical
accounts of the beginning of sound films. Despite the fact that The Jazz Singer was not
exhibited in Montreal until December of 1929 the picture maintains a perhaps
unwarranted status in popular culture as the watershed film of talking cinema.

[n chapter five I look more closely at audience practices, movie programs, and
critical commentary in the popular press as Montrealers adapted to the changes in
exhibition that occurred with the introduction of sound film and had time to settle into
patterns of moviegoing. For the most part, this chapter is an examination of audience
reactions to sound exhibition and the changes in exhibition and spectatorship brought
about by sound. This chapter also brings us closer to the audience through letters from
local moviegoers published in the Montreal Daily Star. The writers expressed both
resistance and praise for sync-sound cinema as well as vocalizing social and cultural
concerns directly stemming from the influence film was thought to have on society.
Indeed, resistance to the talkies was experienced in numerous ways in Montreal;
especially vocal were the editorials of Samuel Morgan Powell, the drama editor with the
Montreal Daily Star. He argued consistently for the supremacy of the legitimate theatre
and a revival of silent cinema. His writing makes us a large part of the discourse

surrounding the emergence and development of sound cinema.



Finally, in the sixth chapter [ examine the adoption of new technology and
exhibition practices as cinema managers competed to get an edge over other cinemas in
the city. After the initial excitement that surrounded the arrival of sound in Montreal,
theatre managers were forced to work harder to bring in spectators. Not only were
moviegoers more critical of films, they were more vocal about what they liked and did
not like about the program of exhibition. Attendance in theatres declined at the beginning
of 1930 and into 1931 and once the appeal of novelty had dissipated, the decreased
presence suggested that audiences found other sources of popular entertainment and
spectacle. Most notable in this period was the return to live performance in the cinema,
which had, with the introduction of synchronous sound, been banished in some theatres
in favor of film entertainment. This suggests that sound cinema addressed the needs of
spectacle and pleasure rather than the films having narrative appeal.

As Tom Gunning has pointed out, early cinema was characterized by the power to
astonish over the ability to narrate. The factors that brought about debate were linked to
the nature of the attraction itself. Sound, was both embraced for its technological merit
and novelty and resisted for the social and cultural effects it was thought to bring about.
As Scott MacKenzie has argued, “the ‘power’ of the cinema lies at the intersection of:
first, the public space; secondly, the audience; thirdly, the cinematic text; and fourthly,
the public discourses which surround the cinema.”” The present work has traced the
arrival of synchronized sound cinema and the development of the popular press
discourses as they pertain to Canadian film history and film theory. As this thesis will

demonstrate, the ‘power’ of synchronized-sound cinema was lodged in the four

13 Scott MacKenzie, “A Screen of one’s own: early cinema in Quebec and the public
sphere 1906-1928,” Screen 41.2 (Summer 2000) [83- 202.
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intersecting aspects MacKenzie has pointed out. I contend that these relations and
intersections, examined together stress the cultural and social impact of the arrival of

sound and successfully lead to a clearer understanding of the period.

11



Window of Opportunity:

Rethinking Canadian Film History

In the introduction to Germain Lacasse’s Histoires de Scopes, Pierre Véronneau
spells out the current state of what is needed in film history. Véronneau claims we know
the work that has preceded Lacasse—the work of Canadian film historians like Belanger,
Morris and Turner."* Large surveys of Canadian film and general accounts of Canadian
production and film technology offer invaluable information but, the point of view
representing the production, the distribution and the exploitation of the films in Quebec’s
silent cinema is missing.'> Véronneau claims a window of opportunity was offered to

Lacasse—a moment in the grand history of cinema in Quebec where very little is known

“Germain Lacasse, Histoires de Scopes, Les Archives Nationales du Quebec (Montreal:
La Cinémathéque québécois, 1988) 3.

'3 Other prominent contributions to Canadian Film History relevant to this study include:
Leon-H Belanger, Les Quimetoscopes: Leo Emers Ouimet et les debuts du cinema
Quebecois, (Montreal-Nord: VLB 1978); Peter Morris, Embattied Shadows (Montreal:
McGill-Queens University Press, 1978); John Turner, “Dans la nouvelle vague des
annees 1920: Joseph-Aurthur Homier” Perspectives, 26 (January 1980). Arguably the
contributions of Belanger, Lacasse and Andre Gaudreauit are not well known outside of
Quebec in North America. This makes it seem as if even fewer Canadian contributions
have been made to the field of film history. Notably Gerald Graham has made a
significant contribution toward a history of Canadian film technology. See, Gerald G.
Graham, Canadian Film Technology, 1896-1986. (Newark: University of Delaware
Press. London: Associated University Press 1989).

12



aside from the general accounts that have been written. [n relation to the work done by
Lacasse, Véronneau claims it is necessary to present a living, detailed history of events as
they were presented in the pages of the popular press in Montreal. Despite the fact that
many of the silent films have been lost and many of the first theatres in Montreal are no
longer in existence, the press, Véronneau argues, can offer a revitalization of the battles,
the victories, and the defeats of the initiators of silent film in Quebec.

This thesis is a response to Véronneau’s call to engage with Canadian film
history. When we look at what has been written on Canadian film history we find general
accounts covering the last 100 years of cinema that offer few insights of early audiences.
It becomes evident from the lack of detailed history and the absence of audiences that the
work of the cultural historian is to look more closely at isolated periods, to seek new
sources from which to draw out the living moment of the early years of film exhibition
and filmgoing in Canada, and to engage what we already know with what we find in
untapped sources such as archives and the popular press.

There have been some major contributions to the history of film and the topic is
of interest to many fields of scholarship. The methods of doing film history continue to
be debated among the fields of film studies, history, cultural studies and communication
studies. Robert Skiar explores some of the aspects of the current state of historical
writings about film in his essay “Oh' Althussar!: Historiography and the Rise of Cinema
Studies.” His feeling is that cinema studies developed quickly and fostered little criticism
from within its own or other fields of academic study. The quick growth resuited in
primarily theoretical contributions. Sklar claims that film history under the purview of

dominant theoretical discourse had little tied with traditional academic history, “at best, it



[film historiography] could do little more than assemble the raw empirical data that
theorists required to exercise their analytic powers on historical subjects.™"®

The form of historical knowledge born of what Dominick LaCapra calls ‘the urge
to historicize’ is characterized as “limited to plausibly filling in the gaps in the record’.”"’
Douglas Gomery summarizes the work that has been done by historians of cinema as
follows: “There seem to be at least two approaches that researchers have utilized to
improve our knowledge: 1) working backward from cultural appeals of the films
themselves, or 2) crudely estimating from evidence generated by social scientists during
the 1940°s.”'® Gomery is extremely critical of the later approach. He says that some
historians have approximated earlier audience attendance figures based on information
concerning American audiences of the 1940°s. Leo Handel’s 1950 book entitled
Hollywood Looks at its Audience ° generated a large amount of empirical information
about American audiences which has been utilized as a source by historians who argued,

it is plausible to simply extrapolate backwards, and conclude that the size and

' See Robert Sklar, “Oh! Althusshar!: Historiography and the Rise of Cinema Studies™
Resisting Images: Essays on Cinema and History Eds., Robert Sklar and Charles Musser
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press 1990) 16. Film historians continued to
accumulate empirical data however; it was Sklar’s position that they would have faced
great difficulty establishing historical methods in the field of cinema studies due to a rise
in theoretical studies, film criticism and work based on film texts.

'’ Dominick LaCapra is quoted from Robert Sklar’s “Oh! Althusshar!: Historiography
and the Rise of Cinema Studies,” Resisting Images: Essays on Cinema and History.
Eds., Robert Sklar and Charles Musser (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990) 4.
*Douglas Gomery, “Movie Audiences, Urban Geography, and the History of the
American Film,” The Velvet Light Trap, no. 19 (1982) 23.

¥ Leo A. Handel, Hollywood looks at its audience; a report of film audience research.
(Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 1950). Handel was the former director of audience
research at MGM and in 1953 he claimed that Hollywood was the only major industry to
have not made an attempt to study its potential market. See also Leo A. Handel,

“Hollywood market research,” Quarterly of Film, Radio and Television vol. 7 (Spring
1953) 308.
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composition of audiences for movies in the 1920’s closely resembled the socio-economic
characteristics of their latter counterparts in the forties.”’ In response, Charles Musser
criticizes cinematic scholarship for remaining adamantly anti-historical, and “tainted by
empiricism” no doubt a reaction to accounts of film history that have taken empirical data
and tried to make novel interpretations.”' Other inquiries hinged on the concept of the
ideal spectator, attempting to claim a “unified and unifying position offered by the text or
apparatus.™ Earlier attempts at film history revolving around the spectator as passive are
no longer current according to Miriam Hansen. She claims the historical significance of
the 1970s theories of spectatorship is that they may have “mummified” the spectator-
subject of classical cinema thereby permitting a shift in film-spectator relations to
correspond to emergent, highly specific modes and venues of consumption.” I maintain
that the shift also permits a rethinking of early cinema in its unique and specific contexts
of exhibition. A discursive approach to audiences permits research into both the empirical
and the cultural. In this way, empirical evidence previously collected is not called upon to
support new claims and more is discovered about the audience through discursive
methods such as the recovery of journalistic pieces and archival material.

The initial emergence of the movies has been studied using a cultural approach to

history in an effort to reconstruct and revisit the past. According to Sklar, movie

“Gomery, “Movie Audiences, Urban Geography, and the History of the American Film,”
29

* Charles Musser, introduction, Resisting [mages: Essays on Cinema and History. Eds.
Charles Musser and Robert Skiar. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990) 3.

2 Film theory in the 1970s and 1980s that revolved around the spectator has fallen to
ritual critique of its epistemological and methodological shortcomings. See Minam
Hansen,. “Early Cinema, Late Cinema: Transformations of the Public Sphere” in
Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film. Ed. Linda Williams. (New Brunswick NJ:
Rutgers UP, 1994)134.

B Miriam Hansen. “Early Cinema, Late Cinema,” 135.
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audiences of this era hardly received any attention as theorists focused on cinematic
apparatus—concluding that the spectator saw cinema through the ideology of the
apparatus. Studies of this framework drew attention away from the work historians do by
focusing on the text, ideology and audience as subjects. Tom Gunning’s “Cinema of
Attraction” challenged the notion that audiences were subjects of film exhibition. He
notes, “spectator identification with the viewpoint of the camera is a linchpin of early
cinema.”* Asserting more than just a connection between the film text as ideology and
the apparatus as the source of ideology exists, Gunning claims audiences went to films to
see how the mechanical apparatus would work as well as to watch the films, and that
audiences had an undisguised awareness of their active position as viewers, not an
anonymous absorption into the film narrative. Theorists’ focus on cinematic apparatus as
purveyor of ideology is a dominant viewpoint resulting in the view of the audience as
homogeneous.” Douglas Gomery’s says that film should be seen as ‘cinema’, as an
ideological practice, an apparatus, an institutional mode of representation, a classical
Hollywood narrative and an imaginary signifier because this all points to the spectator as
subject. ‘Cinema’, as Gomery proposes, is a more inclusive category of study, one that
attempts to rationalize all aspects of film production and consumption in order to draw
theories and conclusions. By moving toward a more inclusive history of film, we can

avoid some of the past faults. As Robert C. Allen points out,

* Tom Gunning. “The Cinema of Attractions,” Early Film: Frame, Space, Narrative, ed.
Thomas Elsaesser (London: BFI Publishing, 1995) 58.

®Gunning’s work represents a major shift in early cinematic theory. Critical study of
audiences, had previously concentrated on the text of the film emphasizing the
interpretive strategies used by majority and marginal groups of viewers to suggest the
ways a film is understood and meaning created.
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Film history had been written as if films had no audiences or were seen by

everyone in the same way, or as if however they were viewed and by

whomever, the history of ‘films’ was distinct from and privileged over the

history of their being taken up by the billions of people who have watched

them since 1894.%
To better understand the evolution of ‘looking at the audience’ to gain insight into
cultural practices it is important to draw upon past contributions in cinematic history. The
conflicts of early cinema influence the “dominant ideologies and discourses on the
relation of media, class, and culture” and are therefore relevant to current studies.”’
Two works in the U.S. made great strides toward the advancement of knowiedge of early
cinema audiences—Russell Merritt’s 1976 essay “Nickelodeon Theatres, 1905-1914:
Building an Audience for the Movies,”® and “Motion Picture Exhibition in Manhattan:
Beyond the Nickelodeon™ written by Robert C. Allen in 1979.2° These works were
revisionist texts methodologically and historically. From a methodological standpoint,
both articles focused on an individual city, Boston and Manhattan respectively, as test
cases. This localized approach served to transform the general interpretation of the

audience of early film exhibition.’® Allen claimed that, at least in Manhattan, the middle-

% Robert C. Allen, “From Exhibition to Reception: Reflections on the Audience in Film
History,” Screen 31.4 (Winter 1990) 348.

7 Sklar. “Oh! Althusshar!: Historiography and the Rise of Cinema Studies” 20.

% Meritt, Russel. “Nickelodeon Theatres, 1905-1914: Building an Audience for the
Movies,” The American Film [ndustry, ed. Tino Balio (Madison: U of Wisconsin Press,
1976) 59-79.

 Robert C. Allen, “Motion Picture Exhibition in Manhattan: Beyond the
Nickelodeon,” Cinema Journal vol. 19, no 2 (Spring 1979).

* Merritt and Allen challenged what Judith Thissen calls ‘the founding myth’ of film
history—the assumption that audiences of early film exhibition were primarily working
class and immigrants. See Judith Thissen “Jewish Immigrant Audiences in New York
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class as well as working class and immigrant audiences’ embraced moviegoing between
1906 and 1912. Using Trow’s Business Directory, Allan based his findings on his
mapping of theatre locations in the city. He then determined attendance based on
residential class profiles. Robert Skiar and Benjamin Singer challenged Allen’s findings.
Singer uncovered archival sources (a police report calling for the shut down of all
nickelodeons in Manhattan) that contradicted the estimates Allen made about the number
movie theatres. Taking issue first with his empirical evidence, Singer also questioned
whether social composition of movie audiences could be determined as a reflection of the
neighborhood wherein the theatre is situated. Despite his critiques, Singer’s findings were
also largely based on empirical data and Judith Thissen, William Uriccho and Roberta
Pearson’! took issue with his conclusions.

Exactly what can be generalized from the length to which Allen and Merritt’s
findings about movie audiences have been disputed? Primarily, and of interest to this
study, is the need to expand inquiry into film history beyond empirical information.
Conclusions can be drawn from empirical data but need to be reinforced by seeking ways
to examine cultural history. The method of locating the historical audience cannot
singularly be approached as an empirical study. The Allan and Merritt studies fail on this
count as they base their findings on sources such as telephone directories and mapping
the city. There are trying to answer questions about the composition of historical film

audiences in New York City without actually seeking to discover the social and cultural

City, 1905-14" American Movie Audiences from the Turn of the Century to the Early
Sound Era, eds. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby (London: British Film Institute
1999) 15-28.

*t Melvyn Stokes, introduction American Movie Audiences from the Tumn of the Century
to the Early Sound Era. (London: British Film Institute, 1999). 4.
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practices. The question of how audiences are composed and what meaning is given to
attendance and exhibition “could be better approached by means of discursive evidence
surrounding then than by the kind of evidence preferred by Singer.”*> Certainly the
cinematic subject is much more interesting as “one that continues to be formed and
reformed throughout the history of cinema, a product of converging and diverging forces
including the economic, technological, and textual. ™ There is a need to shift inquiries
about spectatorship to the cultural and to locate new sources for inquiry that will permit a
convergence of empirical and discursive information. In doing so, a more intricate
exploration of the social formations and lives of spectators can be drawn out. To be sure,
moments of emergent forms like sound are crucial to marking the history of cinema and
its relation to local audiences.

[n “Film History and Visual Pleasure: Weimer Cinema,” Thomas Elsaesser
claims:

The best part of the energy in recent writing comes from an awareness of a

double front: a dissatisfaction with all those film histories where a

consensus is presupposed about what ‘film’ and ‘history’ have to do with

each other, and a debate among the new generation of film historians

about the ‘determinants’ (demographic, economic, technological,

ideological) that might have ‘produced’ the qualitative changes and

2 bid., 4.
% Charles Acland, “Cinemagoing and the Rise of the Multiplex,” Television and New
Media. vol. I, no. 3 (August 2000). 3.
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permutations of forms on whose account films may lay claim to have any

history at all.*
He claims that film history has moved away from the study of films and film criticism
toward what used to be called the sociology of film—of which the task was to define
genres, movements, periods or, occasionally, the sociocultural significance of a particular
national cinema.”> The new film history Elsaesser refers to may have moved away from
films but it was devoted to ‘materialistic determinants’—“entrenched in economic
histories of particular studios and financial cartels, of court actions and patent wars, real-
estate deals, popcorn franchises, ‘zoning’ agreements and fire regulations.™ This sort of
application of reception theory as a historical project is what Mary Beth Haralovich refers
to as “de-centered” history—history that discusses the intricacies of the social formation
from many points of entry, avoiding the consensus interpretations, which can mask the
heterogeneity of social life. What is needed to analyze heterogeneity as well as the ways
people participate in dominant discourses is an expansion upon the empirical base to look
for the ‘passage ways into which and through which experiences and ideas flowed.””’
The ‘materialistic determinants’ Elsaesser claims film historians became fixed on were a
way of moving away from films toward social intricacies however, they also ‘de-
centered’ history by failing to look for the flow of experiences and ideas and especially

by failing to locate the audiences within these passages.

“Thomas Elsaesser, “Film History and Visual Pleasure,” 48.
% Ibid., 49.
% Ibid., 49.
7Ibid., 48.



Whereas in the past, “theorists were no more likely to be found in archives than
an atheist in a foxhole.™® There are still many questions in early film history that are
largely unanswered. Moreover, there are assumptions, particularly about audiences as
homogeneous crowds and entire nations as indistinguishable masses, that are not well
documented or supported. “Applications of reception theory and cultural studies are
based on the assumption that films can be received and understood differently by a

=3 Scholars have become more interested in critical

diverse and identifiable social group.
interpretation of the discourses that formed the context of spectatorship in historical eras.
“Historical spectators, to be sure, can only be apprehended in their contemporary setting
by what was said to and about them.™ Questions about historical periods in film and the
recent interest in reception of cinema can add to film scholarship by shifting the focus
from text driven studies in film history to localized studies that attempt to frame a
particular era of film history. The diversity of moviegoing in early cinema calls for an
approach like that of Charles Musser who, in 1991, demonstrated the value of going into
the archives and seeking previously unexplored material such as legal documents,
correspondence and newspaper articles to make claims about early filmgoing.*' The
importance of seeking primary and archival material is that the documents haven’t been
examined before and they provide a new path for the discovery of early film audiences.

Spectatorship theories that portrayed audiences as having a homogenous, national

** Robert Sklar, “Oh! Althusshar!™ 16.

* Mary Beth Haralovich “The Social History of Film: Heterogeneity and mediation™
Wide Angie vol. 8, no. 2 (1986) 5.

“ Robert Sklar, “’The Lost Audience’: 1950’s spectatorship and historical reception
studies,” [dentifying Hollywood’s Audiences: Cuitural Identity and the Movies, eds
Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby (London: British Film Institute, 2C00) 89.

* Charles Musser, Before the Nickelodeon: Edwin S. Porter and the Edison
Manufacturing Company. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).
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character do not provide enough insight to talk about moviegoing in detail. [ say national
because the national spectator is often taken as the lowest common denominator in
research into audiences. Preferably, cultural inquiries with a local audience as a base for
the study can begin to piece together the national scope of historical audiences rather than
beginning with large generalizations, it is possible to add up smaller studies to create a
more precise, inclusive picture of Canadian film audiences.

Another element has been added to film historiography over the last 15 years.
Film scholarship has shown an increasing concern with historical issues surrounding the
exhibition of films and film audiences. Film exhibition has been added to the agenda of
film history, which Allen sees as a demonstration of “how important exhibition was as an
historical determinant of film history.”*> While Phillip Corrigan declared “the history of
film audiences is still almost completely undeveloped, even unconsidered,” ** the interest
in exhibition brings moviegoing and audiences to the forefront. Since then, several
theorists have found newspapers and periodical presses to be fruitful sources to
reconsider the history of film. Newspapers themselves offer both empirical and
discursive evidence of moviegoing, which allows for a more intricate exploration of the
lives of spectators. This is precisely what is needed for Canadian film studies as it is at an
in-between stage, still trying to provide answers to fundamental qualitative questions and
ready to apply what we already know to move toward a cultural history.

Newspapers are especially valuable in that they can fill in the missing voice of

those who lived in the period of early film history. While historical research often

2 See Corrigan’s comments in Robert C. Allen, “From Exhibition to Reception:
Reflections on the Audience in Film History,” 349.
“ Ibid., 349.




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































