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Abstract 
 
 
The Fellows Who Dress the Pictures: Montreal Film Exhibitors in the Days of 
Vertical Integration (1912-1952) 
 
Louis Pelletier, Ph.D. 
Concordia University, 2012 
 
The city of Montreal offers a valuable case study for the investigation of the multiple ways 

local film programmes have been shaped by both local agents and vertically integrated 

transnational organizations in the classical era. This influence negotiated such major 

transitions as the construction of the first movie palaces in the early 1910s and the later rise 

of television at the turn of the 1950s. Using data collected in corporate records, newspapers, 

trade journals, censorship records, official statistics, and even novels and diaries, this thesis 

posits that Montreal occupied a peculiar position in the continental film market as it was 

simultaneously integrated in transnational distribution networks and home to a large 

francophone population. This situation permitted local entrepreneurs to wrest a significant 

share of the film market from the various distributors and exhibitors affiliated with US 

producers, largely through the importation and exhibition of French films. The city’s varied 

population and unique nature also helped local exhibitors affiliated with US-based 

organizations preserve some degree of control over the programming and policies of their 

theatres, even though this was an era marked by the growing vertical integration and 

monopolization of the film industry. This thesis further demonstrates that, while vertical 

integration did marginalize many of the city’s exhibitors, the need for alternative attractions, 

created by the independent theatres’ increasingly limited access to US products, emphasized 

the intermedial nature of film programmes, and consequently facilitated the emergence of 

local talent. The numerous performers trained in moving picture theatres soon participated 
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in the creation of a popular theatrical tradition addressing the actual experiences and life 

conditions of Montrealers and, more particularly, of a French-Canadian population ill-

represented by both its own backward-looking elite and the current political system.
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Introduction 

 

One day in October 1942, John Grierson, famed documentary filmmaker and head of 

the new National Film Board of Canada, sat down in a CBC studio for a public chat on the 

elusive art of showmanship with J.J. Fitzgibbons, managing director of Famous Players 

Canadian Corporation – then the leading Canadian theatre chain – and Ray Tubman, local 

theatre manager. Grierson opened the ensuing radio broadcast by remarking that: 

[Showmanship] is, I know, far more important, far more intelligent and distinguished an 
art than many people suppose. And you, Fitz, as a head of the largest theatre 
organization in the country are a master of it. 
 
At the same time, I don’t think you could do much without people like Ray Tubman 
here. He is the showman on the spot, one of the hundreds of exhibitors like him across 
the country. He is the fellow who dresses the picture and presents it there in front on 
the marquee. It is he who knows the people and tells you when your pictures are good 
and not so good. He is indeed a very important person. The man with his finger on the 
public pulse.1 
 

In a few succinct words, Grierson had outlined a tension central to the development of film, 

but long overshadowed in media historiography by Hollywood’s glamour and the awe-

inspiring dealings of the moving picture industry’s major players. Grierson’s show reminded 

CBC listeners that the film industry had always been dependent not only on the strategies of 

master planners like Fitzgibbons, but also on the tactics of local film people like Tubman. 

The city of Montreal offers a unique opportunity for the study of the substantial but 

still largely neglected contribution of local showmen to film history. During the years 

covered by this research, Montreal was simultaneously a North American metropolis fully 

integrated to transnational film distribution networks and a peripheral market featuring a 

large French-Canadian population set apart from the primary audience of the then 

hegemonic US film industry by historical, cultural and linguistic realities. Yet, the unique 

nature of the city’s population did not prevent moving pictures from becoming a massively 
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popular form of recreation with Montrealers. Dozens of luxurious film theatres were built in 

the city from 1906 onward, and were subsequently attended by a wide variety of amusement 

seekers recruited across classes and linguistic communities. The attraction exerted by film 

entertainment on Montrealers ultimately proved so strong that even a sustained anti-cinema 

campaign waged by the Province of Quebec’s religious, nationalist and cultural elites could 

seemingly do little to prevent the city’s residents from attending its numerous moving 

picture shows. 

The same reasons routinely invoked to explain cinema’s international success as both a 

mass media and a popular form of entertainment no doubt largely account for the strong 

attraction exerted by moving pictures on Montreal audiences. In Montreal, as in countless 

other locations across the globe, moving picture theatres offered shows that were varied in 

content, constantly renewed, characterized by their strong attractional and narrative 

components, and quite moderately priced. These properties were, however, essentially 

predicated on the centralized mass production and wide distribution of films, which, in turn, 

meant that moving pictures were routinely consumed in contexts significantly different from 

those of their production. This situation intensified the need for local mediators, that is, for 

local agents who set up the conditions which made it possible for these exogenous texts to 

become acceptable, and hopefully attractive, to the members of the communities where they 

were being disseminated. 

These mediators could be institutions, such as the numerous censor boards seeking to 

enforce so-called “community standards” through the imposition of cuts in the film prints 

circulated in the territories falling under their jurisdiction. Producers, distributors and 

exhibitors also frequently altered films so as to boost their commercial potential. Films were, 

for instance, routinely subtitled, dubbed, or equipped with translated intertitles in numerous 
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national or regional markets. In some cases, they were even re-edited so as to accommodate 

tastes and expectations at odds with those of their intended primary audience. In Quebec, 

leading film entrepreneur J.A. DeSève was, for instance, known to regularly tamper with the 

French productions imported by his organization, France-Film. Titles were modified, scenes 

were cut or displaced, and, on at least a few occasions, new endings produced in France at 

the request of the Quebec company. These alterations aimed to provide a better fit between 

the Catholic morality imposed by influential groups in Quebec society, and maybe – who 

knows? – to indulge DeSève’s creative impulses.2 In short, films were frequently not the 

perfectly reproducible texts that many long assumed them to be. 

The most common type of operation aiming to ease the acceptance of imported films 

by local audiences nevertheless entailed, not their alteration, but rather their insertion in a 

wider text, that of the show or programme. Just as foreign popular songs were routinely 

broadcast as part of local radio shows, or as syndicated columns, cartoons and serials 

regularly appeared in local newspapers, films were systematically integrated to local events or 

performances also made up of a number of other attractions. It could therefore be argued 

that the early cinema practice by which film shows were sold piecemeal – view by view or 

tableau by tableau – actually never went away. Classical era exhibitors generally retained the 

last word on the composition and organization of their shows, no matter if the various 

building blocks making up their programmes were reels, acts or titles. The shows 

programmed by Montreal film theatres throughout the years covered by this study were thus 

composed, as a general rule, of one or two multi-reel features complemented by a few short 

films (cartoons, newsreels, comedies and travelogues being the most commonly used added 

attractions). In a significant number of film theatres, screen attractions were further 

complemented by live performances. These were especially important in the silent era, when 
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musicians and, in some instances, lecturers, were hired to accompany the pictures booked by 

exhibitors.3 

The programmes presented in local communities by moving pictures theatres offer an 

ideal site for the study and analysis of the tension between centralized control and local 

agency that largely shaped film history. Though ultimately selected by local theatre operators, 

the various attractions, filmic or otherwise, programmed by each venue were essentially 

determined by, firstly, the latter’s place within the film industry, as dictated by ownership, 

affiliations (or lack thereof) and rank within the hierarchy of local theatres, and, secondly, by 

the venue’s position within a geographically, socially, and culturally situated community. This 

determination process obviously went both ways, as communities could also be influenced 

by the texts circulated in their midst. The Province of Quebec was thus long notorious for 

the fear and resentment of cinema’s influence fostered in some of the groups making up its 

population. This type of reaction to the rise of cinema added yet another dimension to the 

activities of exhibitors, since theatre programmes could also occasionally be conceived as a 

form of discourse aiming to placate or assuage the industry’s opponents. 

Knowledge of one’s clientele, opposition, and industry, has always constituted the 

basis of showmanship. The local showmen active over the years covered by this research did 

not select the attractions they booked and assembled in their programmes according to a 

fixed set of rules. To quote a 1931 First National advertisement, they rather relied on “plain 

common sense” [Figure 0.1], which is to say, on a particular form of knowledge rooted in 

their experience as participants in both a transnational industry and a local community. The 

dual nature of the exhibitors’ identity generally enabled them to find ways to render the 

foreign texts showcased in their theatres attractive to their local audiences. The flipside of 

this mediation process was an almost continual, if sometimes latent, struggle, over theatre 
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control between local exhibitors and the transnational organizations controlling the film 

supply and set on acquiring a larger share of box office revenues. 

The present research will aim to generate a nuanced account of what being a classical 

era Montreal film exhibitor entailed, as well as of the struggle between local showmen and 

vertically integrated organizations controlling both the film supply and the leading theatre 

chains, whose outcome largely determined what Montrealers could see in their local moving 

picture houses. It won’t contradict the work of reputed historians like Peter Morris, Germain 

Lacasse, Manjunath Pendakur or Ian Jarvie, who have for the most part emphasized the 

influence of foreign producers and vertically integrated chains. The facts exposed over the 

following chapters will indeed show that cinema has been a transnational phenomenon since 

its inception, and that even in the days preceding its institutionalization and the appearance 

of luxurious movie palaces, continental theatre chains had represented a significant outlet for 

film producers. Vertical integration will further be shown to have deeply affected the 

activities of Montreal exhibitors from the early 1920s onward. The attention granted to these 

situations will however be counterbalanced in this account by a sustained effort to describe, 

contextualize and analyze the various tactics developed by local exhibitors to preserve some 

level of control on their operations. 

This side of the research dealing with theatre ownership and control will rely upon an 

analysis of the programming strategies devised by the various agents involved in moving 

picture exhibition in Montreal. It will more particularly be argued that, partly as a result of 

the difficult conditions prevailing in the city, where sizeable francophone, anglophone, and 

immigrant populations mingled, and where cinema had many powerful opponents, Montreal 

exhibitors were granted a significant degree of control over their bookings by the heads of 

the Toronto and New York-based theatre chains. We will also see how some entrepreneurs 
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eventually managed to bypass the tight control exerted by these transnational organizations 

on films and established theatre networks by exploiting the need for French-language film 

entertainments generally left unfulfilled in the Province of Quebec. 

The analysis of the programming strategies of Montreal theatres presented here will 

proceed from the belief that programmes are multifaceted phenomena shaped by multiple 

factors. These include the affiliations of each theatre and chain, which largely determined the 

range of films and attractions available, as well as the moment when they could be booked 

(i.e., the theatre’s “run”). As we will see, programmes were also made to fit the make-up of 

the population served by each theatre, which could significantly vary between downtown and 

neighborhood houses, or from one neighborhood to the other. The activities of competing 

venues, too, had a noticeable impact the policies and programming strategies of exhibitors: 

theatres could attempt to obtain better runs or book better attractions than the opposition, 

or try to compensate for inferior products by either offering more or charging less. The 

range of data pertaining to moving picture shows considered in the next chapters will 

therefore include admission prices, the frequency at which programmes were renewed, 

general programme formats (“combination,” “double bill,” etc.), as well as the whole gamut 

of attractions offered, including feature films, shorts, vaudeville, burlesque, music, songs, 

lectures, amateur contests, and giveaways. The internal organization of programmes, and 

more particularly the hierarchy established between headlining and supporting attractions 

(for instance, was the headlining attraction the imported feature or the local performer?) will 

further be considered. 

This research will as a result emphasize the intermedial aspect of film exhibition, 

which has generally been overlooked in the context of mainstream, classical era film 

exhibition in Quebec. Much research has been conducted on the strong intermedial 
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dimension of early cinema, as well as on the residual practices observed in marginal venues, 

such as the persistent use of film lecturers documented in some Quebec theatres as late as 

the 1930s.4 Most historical accounts however gloss over the actual shows offered by the 

downtown movie palaces and larger neighborhood theatres that constituted the site of most 

outings to the cinema. The leading assumption about film exhibition in the classical era thus 

seems to be that most film theatres were little more than sites dedicated to the consumption 

of US cultural productions. 

A closer look at the activities of theatres primarily dedicated to the exhibition of 

imported moving pictures in Montreal will nevertheless suggest that these amusement 

venues did contribute in a significant, albeit indirect, way to the evolution of Quebec culture 

and society. Beyond the influence of the films presented therein, the sudden appearance of a 

vast network of venues starved for attractions opened a space where local talent could 

develop in the early years of the twentieth century. Far from being suppressed by the 

institutionalization of cinema at the turn of the 1910s, this demand for local attractions 

seemingly held up, and even possibly grew as a consequence of the relentless movement 

toward vertical integration that deeply affected Montreal film theatres from the early 1920s 

onward. In many marginalized independent venues, local performers eagerly stepped in to 

fill the void created by the growing control exerted on film supply by the leading chains. This 

phenomenon in turn contributed to the development of a new strand of popular culture 

more in phase with the actual living conditions of Montrealers. It will more particularly be 

argued in chapter 7 that the local talent developed on the stages and orchestra pits of 

Montreal’s film theatres furnished an essential contribution to Gratien Gélinas’s celebrated 

Fridolinons revues, which played a key role in the renewal of the French-Canadian public 

sphere in the mid-twentieth century. 
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This claim positing a significant contribution of moving picture theatres to the social, 

cultural, and even political life of Montreal and the Province of Quebec should however not 

be taken as implying that exhibitors actively sought to transform society. As we will see, 

most early twentieth century theatre operators had previously made a living as small 

merchants (with a disproportionate number of Montreal film men having once been 

dairymen or confectioners), and obviously still saw themselves first and foremost as retailers. 

This tendency to treat cinema as just another line of products has irked many groups over 

time. Canadian film historians have for instance routinely demonstrated a negative bias 

against the exhibitors, and more particularly against the operators of vertically integrated 

theatre chains, who have worked to increase the presence on Canadian and Québécois 

screens of imported features, by far the most profitable type of attraction. I will however 

contend that a rather different perspective on the relationship between cinema and Quebec 

society can be conceived if one is willing to expand the range of phenomena covered by the 

study of film exhibition to include, not only the overt intentions and strategies of theatre 

operators, but also the actual consequences, both planned and unplanned, of their actions. In 

the same fashion, the integration to the field of inquiry of the intermedial dimension of 

commercial film shows permits the emergence of a more rounded approach to the 

progressive potential of cinema. 

The contribution of commercial moving picture shows to democratic life developed 

along multiple and at times seemingly contradictory lines. In Montreal as in most of the 

Western world, moving picture theatres first constituted one of the earliest public spaces 

where men and women of different classes, origins, and age groups freely mingled on a 

regular basis. We are for instance reminded by Lauren Rabinovitz that simply walking down 

the city streets was an activity regulated by a complex code for nineteenth century women. 
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Rabinovitz thus notes in regard to the figure of the flâneur associated with the emergence of 

modernity that: 

It is especially important to define the flâneur as a gendered subject, as a male for whom 
the streets were accessible, unrestricted public spaces that posed no physical danger or 
taint of unrespectability. The female flâneur or flâneuse was not possible until a woman 
could wander the city on her own. For a woman to assume flânerie in the nineteenth 
century was to risk being viewed as a prostitute: “The flâneur was simply the name of a 
man who loitered; but all women who loitered risked being seen as whores, as the term 
‘street-walker,’ or ‘tramp’ applied to women makes clear.”5 
 

Richard Butsch further observes that, as a result of the various concerns associated with the 

mingling of citizens of different gender and class, most groups tended to congregate in 

dedicated spaces throughout the nineteenth century: working class men would for instance 

hang out at the saloon, while their bosses socialized at the club and their bosses’ wives met 

in tea rooms or salons.6 Moreover, whereas a majority of nineteenth century entertainment 

places were technically open to most groups (often with the notable exception of people of 

color), the social stigma attached with the attendance of some types of venues, including 

cabarets and burlesque theatres, generally ensured that respectable women, amongst others, 

would not dare venture in. Some other venues did offer performances aimed at different 

groups and communities, but still enforced some level of segregation within their precincts. 

In many nineteenth century theatres, wealthy patron of the arts would for instance seat in 

boxes, while respectable middle-class citizens occupied the orchestra and working class 

people were crammed in high-perched balconies. 

In the years preceding the advent of cinema, commercial newspapers and, to a lesser 

extent, “high class” vaudeville shows largely contributed to the creation of the mass audience 

eventually addressed by moving pictures. But while newspapers disseminated information 

and debates within communities, and have therefore come to be regarded as an essential 

precondition to the emergence of rational publics, the fact remains that reading constitutes 
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an essentially private activity.7 As for vaudeville, it would never quite, in spite of its 

undeniable popularity, turn into the mass phenomenon that moving pictures were destined 

to become in the early decades of the twentieth century. This is more particularly 

demonstrated by the fact that, while vaudeville acts were presented in conjunction with 

several other types of attractions, including films, in many Montreal amusement places, only 

one theatre primarily dedicated to vaudeville, the Bennett’s (opened in 1907 and later known 

as the Orpheum), was ever built in the city. 

Moving picture shows nevertheless resembled newspapers and vaudeville theatres in 

that they strove to offer something to everybody through the integration of many varied 

features and attractions. Indeed, the success of Hollywood cinema has often been partly 

attributed to the development and mastery by its creators of formulas combining multiple 

types of content presumed to be particularly appealing to different segments of the mass 

audience, such as romance and glamour for women, action and adventure for men, or 

comedy for children and uneducated people. It has thus been observed by film historian and 

theoretician Rick Altman that:  

whereas film reviews almost always include generic vocabulary as a convenient and 
widely understood shorthand, film publicity seldom employs generic terms as such. 
Indirect references to genre are of course regularly used, but they almost always evoke 
not a single genre but multiple genres.8 
 

This strategy predicated on the multiplication of attractions and sales arguments also quite 

obviously constituted one of the main organizing principles of film theatre programmes. 

Exhibitors generally aimed to combine films and live performances attractive to different 

groups, and conversely avoided attractions apt to displease or upset some audience 

members. 

In his groundbreaking work on silent cinema, film historian Richard Abel has sought 

to emphasize the central role played by local exhibitors in the creation of programmes 
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deemed attractive by audiences, as well as the democratic potential of the space opened up in 

local communities by moving picture theatres. According to Abel: 

As long as managers retained a degree of local control, their theatres were public places 
where groups of people, from downtown shopgirls, stenographers, and shoppers to 
factory workers, from schoolchildren to families from a variety of neighborhoods, could 
regularly gather and make “their own.”9 
 

While Abel’s comment primarily deals with film exhibition in the transitional years of the 

early 1910s, a similar remark made by Hye Bossin, editor of the Canadian Film Weekly, in 

1942 suggests that Canadian theatres could still assume a similar function at the height of the 

classical era. “In cities,” claimed Bossin, “big movie houses are casual gathering places and in 

small towns, as in urban districts, they come closer to being a common parlor.”10 

The commercial interests of exhibitors consequently compelled them to act as 

mediators, not only between the transnational film industry and their local audiences, but 

also between the multiplicity of groups making up even the most homogeneous local 

communities. Theatre operators routinely found themselves compelled to find ways to 

facilitate the cohabitation of the different groups they sought to attract, as different 

spectators frequently had different takes on the shows they were attending, as well as 

diverging conceptions of what was expected of them as spectators. Already in the days of 

nickelodeons and scopes, exhibitors had had to find ways to accommodate both the women 

who wished to show off their new hats (and therefore refused to take them off) and the male 

spectators who complained about having their view of the screen blocked by these 

conspicuous displays of the milliner’s art.11 One exhibitor from Chatham, Ontario, 

elaborated in a 1942 issue of the Canadian Film Weekly on how acting as a mediator between 

the various groups making up his audience constituted a time-consuming aspect of his work: 

[W]e are running [a] picture for the morning salvage shows for the war effort. One 
morning for the children of the Separate schools and the next morning for those of the 
Public schools. 
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The Separate school children get their pictures taken for the paper. But the public 
school kids think they are being slighted so the old peacemaker has to get busy again. 
 
Then we put on a Sunday evening charity show and a preacher jumps down our throat, 
calling us tyrants and threatening us with the Lord’s Day Alliance. All this in spite of the 
fact that we raised $120.00 for the Ladies Auxiliary. To prove to the complainants that 
we are not pagans we insert a 220-line ad in the Saturday church page of the newspaper, 
asking the people to go to church on the morrow…12 
 

The latter testimonial tends to demonstrate that concerns stemming from the cohabitation 

of multiple groups still pervaded the film industry in the classical era, and that even small 

communities were not left unaffected. 

The activities of the Montreal theatres discussed over the course of the next chapters 

further suggest that moving picture houses could frequently be more than spaces where 

members of different groups cohabited. Indeed, evidence shows that some of the city’s 

smaller neighborhood theatres functioned as gathering spaces where community members 

could assemble and, through their interactions and continued support of particular shows 

and performers, tacitly take part in the redefinition of their identities. For instance, the 

popular characters created on the stages of the Théatre National, Cartier and Dominion film 

theatres by comedians such as Rose Ouellette, Juliette Petrie and Manda Parent arguably 

gave a voice to the women who inhabited the city’s working class francophone 

neighborhoods but had yet to be granted the right to vote in provincial elections. 

 

The present research covers a forty years period beginning with the opening of 

Montreal’s first bona fide palace, the Strand, in 1912, and brought to a close by the start of 

regular television broadcasts by CBC/Radio-Canada in 1952. The events documented in this 

thesis therefore predate the social, cultural, and political upheaval that unfolded in Quebec in 

the 1960s. This is not to say, of course, that the Province’s film shows had no connection 
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whatsoever to this eventual turn of event. Indeed, it could be argued that the dissemination 

of foreign values and ideas facilitated by the era’s mass media – newspapers, cinema, and 

later radio – greatly helped lay the groundwork for Quebec’s Quiet Revolution. By 

showcasing the moving picture shows’ indirect yet vital contribution to French-Canadian 

culture and identity, the story told here will therefore strive to represent cinema as more than 

the “denationalizing agent” stridently denounced by the nationalist elite of the first half of 

the twentieth century. 

The 1912 opening of the Montreal Strand occurred at a moment where moving 

pictures, after having been variously marketed as a technological marvel, an amusing novelty, 

and a plebeian amusement, were finally morphing into a genuine mass media destined to 

men and women of all classes and origins. In Montreal as in the rest of Canada, cinema’s 

unprecedented popularity, which had rapidly grown in the wake of the opening of the first 

scopes (as early moving picture halls were called in Quebec) and theatoriums in 1905-1906, 

kept expanding over the first decades of the century, and remained at remarkably high levels 

for the whole of the four decades examined here. This blessed era for film exhibitors would 

eventually last until 1952, when television began to deplete theatre audiences and force the 

film industry to reconsider many of its established practices.13 

The process that had led to the institutionalization of these practices (and concurrently 

brought about the marginalization of a wide variety of heterogeneous practices associated 

with early cinema) was well under way by the time of the Strand’s opening. Within a few 

short years of the appearance of the first movie palaces, it would lead to more stable and 

homogeneous ways of producing, distributing, and presenting films, as well as to a new, 

hegemonic, definition of film. By the second half of the 1910s, a “film” had thus come to be 

widely assumed to be a fictional narrative told with the use of moving pictures (and later 
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sound), lasting more than an hour but less than two, showcasing stars, displaying high 

production values, and originating from one of a handful of studios located in Hollywood, 

California. 

This narrow definition of cinema, which in many respects remains current a century 

later, consecrated one extremely popular use of the new technology of film at the expense of 

a multiplicity of other past or potential uses of moving images, be they informational, 

educational, instructional, artistic, or tributary to either local cultures or older media. Still, 

even the most cursory glance at the programmes advertised by Montreal picture theatres 

reveals that short nonfiction films, including newsreels, travelogues, and governmental 

productions, remained an essential part of moving picture shows all through cinema’s 

classical era. On that regard, it is worth noting that, according to Raymond Williams, 

hegemony is not a unidirectional process permitting one agent to either supplant others, or 

at the very least forcibly dictate their conduct, but rather a complex, dynamic phenomenon 

saturating the consciousness of a society to such an extent that it comes to define “the 

substance and limit of common sense for most people under its sway.”14 This common sense 

setting limits and exerting pressures however constantly needs to be renewed, recreated and 

defended, as, still according to Williams, a dominant culture cannot continue to make sense 

if it grows too detached from the other cultures with which it must cohabit. The strength of 

hegemonic phenomena consequently lies in their capacity, not to quash, but to incorporate 

the various subordinate practices, be they residual or emergent, alternative or oppositional, 

with which they must cohabitate. 

This incorporation process frequently aims, not to eliminate subordinate cultural 

practices, but to make them serve the dominant culture. It could therefore be argued that the 

various informational, educational, and propagandist moving pictures commonly shown 
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side-by-side with more entertaining views in the early years of cinema were not so much 

replaced by feature-length fiction films as made to support them. By way of example, 

classical era Montreal exhibitors seem to have integrated nonfiction films to their 

programmes partly so as to placate some of the groups critical of the film industry. The 

exhibition of short nonfiction films endowed with some level of cultural capital or patriotic 

value was presumably thought to help foster goodwill for movie shows, and consequently to 

be of some help in the sustained campaign aiming to facilitate the wide-scale importation 

and presentation of the foreign features actually sought by local audiences.15 

The particular mixture of imported multi-reel features, short films, and live attractions 

typical of classical era moving picture theatre programmes became firmly established within 

a few years of the opening of the Strand. It would remain current up until the early 1950s, 

when the introduction of television lured many performers away from local theatres and 

eventually spelled the end of the regular commercial theatrical exhibition of many types of 

short films, including newsreels, cartoons, and governmental productions. Still, this 

programme format can be said to have had something of a good run.  

The venues where these programmes were exhibited were also characterized by their 

relative stability over the same period. From the early 1910s until the turn of the 1950s, the 

majority of film theatres opened in Montreal were comfortable purpose-built venues 

equipped with proper booths and dual projector setups permitting continuous film 

screenings. All featured a single screen and auditorium. The locations chosen by exhibitors 

also remained quite consistent over these four decades: film theatres were either erected in 

Montreal’s central shopping district, which is to say on or near St. Catherine Street, or at the 

center of the city’s various neighborhoods, near public transit routes. This stability of 

programme formats and theatre sites was further accompanied by that of the distribution 
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system providing venues with films. Between the turn of the 1920s and the 1950s, the same 

system based on exclusivity and successive runs separated by protection periods was 

enforced. This system granted the operators of large, chain-affiliated theatres a privileged 

access to the few prints circulated by distributors in the Province, and thus vastly 

contributed to the growing influence exerted by national chains over this period. 

It should additionally be noted that the group of agents involved in the Canadian film 

industry remained surprisingly homogeneous between the 1910s and the 1950s. Moving 

pictures had been a young man’s game in the days of scopes nickelodeons, and quite a few of 

the entrepreneurs and showmen who had first entered the business in the early years of the 

twentieth century remained active within the industry for most of their active life. Many of 

the characters featured in the following chapters had entered the industry between 1906 (the 

Allen brothers) and 1916 (Nathan L. Nathanson), and remained involved until their 

retirement or passing around the mid-century. The leading Montreal chain, United 

Amusement, was thus controlled by the same group of local investors led by George 

Ganetakos from its inception in 1910 until its takeover by Famous Players Canadian Corp. 

nearly half a century later, in 1959. 

The relative stability of the group of individuals and organizations involved in film 

exhibition in Montreal and Canada between the 1910s and 1950s, combined with that of 

programme formats, theatre buildings, and distribution models over the same period, 

arguably makes the four decades covered by this project a coherent unit. Granted, forty years 

carved out of an eventful recent historical period might seem like a lot of ground to cover in 

a doctoral dissertation. The fact that some vital aspects of the history of film exhibition in 

Montreal have already been more than adequately covered by other researchers nevertheless 

renders it relatively manageable. This dissertation will, for instance, frequently rely on the 
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research conducted by Dane Lanken, Philip Dombowsky and Pierre Pageau on the style and 

architecture of Montreal theatres, a topic peripheral yet closely related to the issues of theatre 

control and programming.16 

The events unfolding over the some forty years separating the 1912 opening of the 

Strand from the 1952 beginning of regular television broadcasts in Montreal will be covered 

in the six chapters (two through seven) following the literature review presented in chapter 

one. These will be essentially chronological, though emphasis on distinct themes and 

phenomena will bring about some overlaps between the periods covered by different 

chapters. Chapter two will be dedicated to the years between 1912 and 1920. In addition to 

introducing a number of characters destined to play a leading role in the following chapters, 

this chapter will demonstrate that chains and foreign organizations have always played a 

significant role in the business of film exhibition in Montreal and Canada. It will further 

permit me to examine a new type of film theatre introduced in the 1910s, the movie palace, 

and show how the conception and location of these luxurious establishments reflected 

cinema’s transformation, from a novelty especially popular in the city’s francophone 

neighborhoods, into a mass media truly destined to all groups and classes. The growing 

rationalization of film distribution, and more particularly the advent of the runs system in the 

late 1910s will also be covered. 

Chapter three, covering the years 1920-1929, will show how these runs came to be 

separated by lengthy protection periods further strengthening the grasp of chain-affiliated 

exhibitors on the film market and, in turn, contributing to the marginalization of 

independent theatres. The chapter’s central event will be the creation of Famous Players 

Canadian Corp., a new national theatre chain led by Nathan L. Nathanson and affiliated to 

Adolph Zukor’s Famous Players-Lasky. The account of Famous Players’ first years will more 
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particularly demonstrate how access to the films produced by the leading US studios largely 

determined the outcome of the fight between Nathanson and the Allen brothers, whose 

chain had dominated the Canadian market up until the turn of the 1920s.  

The story of Famous Players’ rise will moreover illustrate the growing importance of 

first-run exhibition for the industry, as it will be argued that the national monopoly 

established by Nathanson by the end of the decade was essentially predicated on Famous 

Players’ takeover of the vast majority of large downtown venues situated across Canada. The 

issue of Famous Players’ control will nevertheless be put into perspective within chapter 

three by the examination of Nathanson’s dealings with the Montreal chain led by George 

Ganetakos, as it will be revealed that Ganetakos and his partners managed to successfully 

leverage their in-depth knowledge of local audiences and conditions to keep the control of 

their theatres in Montreal. 

Chapter four and five will deal with the consequences of the two major events 

affecting the business of film exhibition at the turn of the 1930s: the coming of sound in 

1928-1929, and the Great Depression brought about by the 1929 stock market crash. 

Chapter four will first examine the way established exhibitors reacted to these events. It will 

be argued that the coming of sound initially contributed to the delocalization of theatre 

control, as many independents were forced to make deals with Famous Players in order to 

either fund or hasten the wiring of their theatres. The effects of the Great Depression 

however seems to have soon offset this situation, as it persuaded chains to return some level 

of control to local managers in order to fight the early 1930s drop in theatre attendance. 

This, in turn, permitted local managers to increase their reliance on non-film attractions and 

policies previously frowned upon, such as double bills, amateur contests, giveaways and 

bingos. 
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Chapter five will then permit us to see how the presence of a large French-speaking 

population in Montreal complicated the local theatre’s conversion to sound, and in the 

process created opportunities for francophone entrepreneurs. Wishing to retain their 

French-speaking clientele, established exhibitors first experimented with subtitled prints, as 

well as with the French versions produced with some regularity by US studios in the early 

years of sound cinema. The discontinuation of the production of French-language versions 

and prints in the early 1930s however soon gave an edge to the francophone entrepreneurs 

involved in the importation and exhibition of French pictures. Soon, the popularity and 

relative abundance of French pictures, boosted by the nationalistic rhetoric of entrepreneurs 

such as J.A. DeSève, permitted the creation of a network of film theatres essentially 

dedicated to the presentation of French imports, and thus thoroughly escaping Famous 

Players’ control. This situation led by the decade’s end to the establishment of a sort of dual 

monopoly in Montreal and the Province of Quebec, with Famous Players being involved in 

the operations of just about every significant theatre or chain showing English-language 

films, and France-Film in control of numerous venues primarily dedicated to French cinema. 

We will then see in chapter six how a new national network engineered by none other 

than Nathanson, Odeon Theatres of Canada, managed to exploit changing conditions and 

grab a share of the expanding Montreal film market in the 1940s. Odeon acquired its first 

Quebec theatres in the wake of an unsuccessful attempt to have the established distribution 

system favoring Famous Players and its affiliates declared illegal. This situation had visibly 

convinced the new chain’s management to avoid competing head-on with the established 

chains, and to rather seek to establish its own niche. Odeon thus quickly prospered in 

Montreal after 1945 by specializing in programmes featuring French-dubbed versions of 

popular US productions and opening several new theatres in developing francophone 
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neighborhoods. Introduced in the Province of Quebec by US producers during the 1943-

1944 season, dubbing had initially been underutilized by the more established Montreal 

exhibitors, who might have been somewhat reluctant to step out of their comfort zone. 

The continued growth of theatre attendance in the postwar years nevertheless 

permitted Odeon to develop without doing much harm to established exhibitors, which, in 

turn, allowed the Montreal film market to reach a renewed stability within a few years of the 

opening of Odeon’s first local venues. While theatre buildings and programme formats were 

destined to change as a result of the advent of television and the quick growth of car-

dominated suburbs at the turn of the 1950s, Famous Players, United Amusement, France-

Film and Odeon would eventually stick with the same policies (original versions of US films, 

French cinema, and French dubs) up until the 1980s. 

The final chapter will look at some of the Montreal moving picture theatres 

marginalized by the trends described in chapters two through six. We will more particularly 

see how, by making it increasingly difficult for independent exhibitors to obtain films of a 

relatively recent vintage, vertical integration and the runs system ended up creating much 

demand for non-film attractions, and thus contributing to the development of the local 

artistic community. This situation soon led to the rise of new types of popular entertainment 

such as revues and burlesque canayen (different from US burlesque, though derived from the 

same tradition) particular to Montreal and, to a lesser extent, the francophone regions of the 

North American Northeast. In time, the pool of local talent developed as a result of the rise 

of these types of performances enabled the creation of Gratien Gélinas’ tremendously 

popular revues and plays of the late 1930s and 1940s, which were among the very first 

creations to offer a new portrayal of French-Canadian experience and identity. It will 

therefore be argued that the appearance of a vast network of moving picture theatres in 
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Montreal in the early decades of the twentieth century constituted an essential precondition 

to the revitalization of the French-Canadian public sphere spurred by Gélinas’ mid-century 

work. 

As previously stated, the story told by this dissertation does not entirely contradict 

previous historical accounts. I have nevertheless attempted to seize the opportunity created 

by the new availability of a number of exceptional historical sources to significantly expand 

on the various published accounts of cinema’s classical era in Montreal and Canada. The 

current project more particularly relies on a major archival collection recently acquired by 

Cinémathèque québécoise, the Cinéma Impérial collection. Discovered in the basement of 

Montreal’s Imperial theatre at the time of the latter’s transfer by its previous owner, Famous 

Players, to the Festival des films du monde organization, this collection is made up of about 

fifteen boxes of assorted documents related to the operations of Famous Players and its 

Montreal affiliates during the 1920-1990 period. The numerous financial and annual reports, 

minutes, contracts, and letters contained therein grant us access to a wealth of data 

pertaining to the management of local theatres, as well as to film bookings, and the evolving 

relationship of national chains and local exhibitors. 

Another exceptional archival resource used over the course of this research is the 

Régie du cinéma collection held by Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec. 

Essentially made up of the archives of the board of censors of moving pictures of the 

Province of Quebec established within a few weeks of the Strand’s opening in December 

1912, this collection contains, in addition to the censors’ notes on just about every film 

commercially released in Quebec since the board’s creation, an incredible amount of data on 

film distribution in the Province. The board’s records have thus variously permitted me to 
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identify distributors, ascertain release dates, or establish the number of prints available in 

Quebec for particular titles. 

Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec’s impressive historical newspapers 

collection was also extensively used to document the programmes booked by Montreal’s 

numerous film theatres. La Presse and the Montreal Daily Star were found to have the most 

complete theatre listings for the years covered by this project, while the digitized version of 

La Patrie made available online by Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec 

accommodated the constant quick checks necessitated by this research. Several other titles 

were also intermittently used to gather data on local film shows, including Le Devoir, Le Petit 

Journal, The Montreal Herald, The Gazette, The Standard, and The Axe News. All of these 

publications additionally revealed some of the main strands of discourse on cinema in 

Montreal and the Province of Quebec over the first half of the twentieth century. It should 

however be noted that the commercial nature of these newspapers generally prevented them 

from relaying the discourse of the most strident critics of cinema, as moving picture shows 

were both extremely popular with their mass readership and excellent customers buying 

advertising spaces on a regular basis. A number of contemporary essays denouncing the 

corrupting and denationalizing influence of moving pictures have nevertheless been 

consulted in some of the religious publications unearthed by Quebec film historian Yves 

Lever.17 

Another source extensively mined for both data and discourse was the trade press. 

The Canadian Moving Picture Digest edited in Monreal between 1915 and 1918, and then in 

Toronto until 1957 thus constituted one of the main sources of data on the vertical 

integration and monopolization of the Canadian film industry in the 1920s. Its colorful 

editor, Ray Lewis (née Rae Levinsky, and also known as Ms. Joshua Smith), was one of the 
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very few Canadian women to hold an important position related to the business of film 

distribution and exhibition. A former child performer, dramatist and scriptwriter, Lewis had 

briefly been involved in film production in Toronto, New York and California before taking 

up the editorship of the Digest in 1918. These experiences had permitted her to develop a 

deep understanding of show business and a large network of contacts. The Digest was 

rendered especially valuable by its editor’s propensity to put in print the rumors circulating 

within the industry and otherwise freely express her informed opinions on a wide variety of 

issues. Lewis also played a major role in the 1931 federal “investigation into an alleged 

combine in the motion picture industry in Canada” (also known as the White Commission), 

whose report constitutes another major source of data on the vertical integration and 

monopolization of the Canadian film industry used by this research. Lewis had long militated 

for a national public inquiry focusing on Famous Players Canadian Corporation’s allegedly 

monopolistic practices in the Digest, and eventually assisted commissioner Peter White when 

hearings were finally held during the winter of 1931.18 

The other Toronto-based national trade journal of the era, the Canadian Film Weekly 

edited by Hye Bossin between 1941 and 1964, was rather less indiscreet than its colorful 

predecessor. It nevertheless contains a massive amount of data on chains, venues, and 

exhibitors, without which our understanding of the circumstances of the creation and rise of 

Odeon Theatres of Canada would for instance have been much more limited. 

Many US trade journals also commonly published reports dealing with film exhibition 

in Montreal, partly because Canada was, then as now, regarded as part of the US film 

industry’s domestic market. The Moving Picture World, Wid’s, The Film Daily, The Hollywood 

Reporter, and Variety have consequently been consulted just as regularly – though less 

systematically – than their Canadian counterparts. They have proved to be especially valuable 
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for their numerous pieces revealing the multiplicity of opinions held within the North 

American film industry in regard to many controversial issues touching on exhibition, such 

as censorship, centralized scientific management, or the advent of double bills.  

It is worth noting that access to many of the aforementioned newspapers and trade 

journals has been vastly improved over the last few years by the launch of massive 

digitization projects led by institutions and organizations such as Bibliothèque et Archives 

nationales du Québec, Google, and the Media History Digital Library.19 But while this 

research has indisputably greatly benefited from the availability of these new digital 

resources, it has also provided much illustration of the limitations of the optical character 

recognition software (OCR) used to treat many digital collections. A point in case is that of 

Montreal exhibitor George Ganetakos – possibly the most important character of the story 

told here –who routinely saw his name misspelled in contemporary sources, and would 

consequently appear to have led an inconsequential career if the results of OCR enabled 

searches alone were to be trusted. More importantly, it is my opinion that the exclusive use 

of automated searches would negate the serendipity that lies at the heart of historical 

research. With OCR enabled searches, one simply gets what one has asked for, which is to 

say, more data on what one already knows. The content of the following chapters was, on 

the contrary, essentially shaped by the results of sustained systematic searches conducted in a 

wide range of historical sources. 

The results of my own personal search expeditions were furthermore augmented by 

the ambitious researches conducted in Quebec newspapers and periodicals by the Groupe de 

recherche sur l’avènement et la formation des institutions cinématographique et scénique 

(GRAFICS), which I have had the opportunity to supervise between 2006 and 2010.20 This 

sustained effort has permitted GRAFICS to systematically collect more than 20,000 
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documents pertaining to moving pictures and amusement places in the issues of La Presse, La 

Patrie, and the Montreal Daily Star published between 1894 and 1915, and about 10,000 more 

in a wide variety of Quebec newspapers and periodicals published between 1894 and 1952. It 

goes without saying that I could not have covered that much ground on my own while 

researching this humble doctoral dissertation. 

The current research’s reliance on digital tools and involvement with a wider 

collaborative effort tend to situate it within the scope of the “new cinema history” described 

by Richard Maltby.21 Beyond these superficial affinities, this project also shares new cinema 

history’s “decentred, exploratory and open” practice of historical inquiry and emphasis on 

systems. In his overview of the multiple new trends in cinema history, Maltby thus claims 

that: 

In short, because the effect of [a film history centered on film production, producers, 
authorship and films] has been to overlook local irregularities at the microhistorical level 
in cinema markets (and, indeed, mostly to overlook cinema markets altogether), this has 
driven an historical account that has significantly elevated the temporal over the spatial 
or ecological.22  
 

While I have sought not to make films entirely irrelevant, this research mostly relies on a 

wide variety of documents including, but not limited to, corporate records, newspapers, 

trade journals, insurance maps, official statistics, diaries, and novels to engage the topic of 

classical era film exhibition in a situated market, that of the city of Montreal. 

The approach developed by this thesis could further be said to be ecological in that it 

posits that film exhibition gains to be situated within a wider context made up of the many 

heterogeneous agents, groups, practices, and discourses impinging on the activities of local 

movie shows. It is not sufficient to study the evolution of the practices of an agent over 

time, as one cannot really understand the programming strategies of a theatre or chain 

without knowing what the market or opposition was up to. On a more fundamental level, 
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the local angle of this project further stresses how an industrial media history such as the one 

proposed here cannot be disentangled from issues pertaining to society, culture, politics, 

technology, and even from the biographical realities circumscribing the activities of the 

various agents taking part in it. 

The ambiguous status of the agents at the center of this project, that is, of the various 

film exhibitors active in Montreal, further justifies the syncretic nature of this doctoral thesis. 

As we will see in the next chapter, studies dealing with cinema have for many decades mostly 

looked into the production and, to a lesser extent, consumption of films. Exhibitors have 

therefore tended to fall through the cracks, as they essentially acted as intermediaries 

between transnational organizations and local audiences. This thesis however aims to 

demonstrate that if studied from multiple vantage points and properly contextualized, the 

story of “the fellows who dressed the pictures” can become just as interesting as those of 

their suppliers and customers, and their contribution shown to be just as essential. 
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Chapter 1 

A Blind Spot? 

Historians and Classical Era Film Exhibition in Montreal and the Province of Quebec 

 

A significant number of publications have already covered the early years of cinema in 

Montreal and the Province of Quebec. The various academic film historians affiliated with 

the Groupe de recherche sur l’avènement et la formation des institutions cinématographique 

et scénique (GRAFICS), including André Gaudreault, Germain Lacasse, Jean-Pierre Sirois-

Trahan, and Pierre Véronneau, have abundantly published on early film production and 

exhibition in the Province, as well as on the careers of film pioneers such as Léo-Ernest 

Ouimet and Georges Gauvreau.1 But while the work of these researchers has greatly 

contributed to our understanding of the central role played by cinema in French Canada’s2 

encounter with modernity, it has generally restricted itself to the pre-institutional period, 

which is to say, to the years preceding the completion of the process that eventually turned 

the new technology of moving pictures into a fully-fledged mass media some time around 

the mid-1910s. 

The years of cinema’s acme as a mass media and a form of popular entertainment, 

which I have argued in my introduction essentially overlap with the period covered by the 

present dissertation, have paradoxically failed to bring about a commensurate amount of 

research and publications. Peter Morris’s seminal history of film in Canada up until 1939, 

Embattled Shadows: A History of Canadian Cinema, offers a much valuable overview of activities 

of the numerous organizations and individuals who have attempted to produce films in the 

country, but provides only cursory remarks on film distribution and the evolution of the 
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national film market.3 Morris’s pioneering effort was followed by a certain number of studies 

investigating particular aspects of the history of film production, distribution and exhibition 

across Canada. These offer a number a tantalizing glimpses on a variety of topics connected 

to classical era commercial film exhibition in Canada, but consistently eschew a number of 

fundamental issues and therefore fail to generate a well-rounded picture of this most high-

profile and influential phenomenon. Kirwan Cox has for instance researched the rise and fall 

the Allen theatrical chain, while Paul S. Moore has sketched an invaluable outline of the 

career of Nathan L. Nathanson and the creation of Odeon Theatres of Canada, and JoAnne 

Stober examined the coming of synchronized sound in the nation’s commercial film 

theatres.4 Yet another groundbreaking research is Peter Lester’s investigation of itinerant 

film exhibition and its troubled relationship to the dominant mode of theatrical exhibition.5 

In Quebec, Véronneau has produced two extremely useful volumes on the distribution 

and production of French-language features in the Province between 1930 and 1953.6 These 

were later complemented by the publication of Yves Lever’s thoroughly researched 

biography of film entrepreneur J.A. DeSève.7 Lever has also greatly contributed to our 

understanding of the reaction of the Quebec State and the Catholic clergy to the growing 

popularity of moving pictures, most notably through his sustained work on the history of 

film censorship in the Province.8 The eventful relationship between cinema and the State in 

Quebec has also been tackled by Christian Poirier. The bulk of the original research 

presented in the latter’s publications however deals with the post-Quiet Revolution era, and 

thus falls outside the period covered here.9 

At the national level, Ted Magder has documented the wary attitudes of Canada’s elite 

towards moving pictures as popular entertainment, and showed how the Canadian State has 

attempted over much of the twentieth century to foster a national film production favoring 
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other potentials of cinema, such as education, publicity and propaganda. Magder’s account 

of the late development of governmental policies supportive of feature film production 

however fails to examine the roots of the hegemonic status imparted to multi-reel fiction 

films since the 1910s. There is simply no attention granted in his otherwise valuable work to 

the circumstances surrounding the accession of this particular type of production to the 

most coveted slot of the vast majority of commercial film shows.10 

The marginal character of Canada’s national film production has turned the massive 

importation of foreign (i.e., US and, to a certain extent, French) films into a central fact of 

Canadian film history. Many authors have resorted to political economy to explain the 

omnipresence of foreign films on Canadian screens. Proponents of this approach generally 

concentrate on media ownership and control, and posit that the structural advantages of 

large capitalistic organizations significantly restrict access to media, which in turn prevents 

many groups and individuals from expressing and circulating their experiences, stories, and 

ideals. This often leads to investigations of how governmental intervention can help restore 

some level of access to media production, or at least limit the deleterious effects on local and 

national cultures of the concentration of media ownership. These questions are 

unquestionably particularly crucial in the field of cinema, where the prohibitive costs 

associated with both the production and dissemination of films greatly limit from the outset 

the range of agents permitted to either produce or show moving pictures. 

A view shared by many of the authors who have approached film history from a 

political economy perspective is that the popularity of Hollywood cinema in Canada can 

essentially be explained by the fact that US studios have long controlled Canadian theatres 

and deployed superior marketing campaigns. Manjunath Pendakur for instance argues in 

Canadian Dreams and American Control: The Political Economy of the Canadian Film Industry that: 
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Audiences can only be formed for films that are effectively available to them. The free-
choice argument is no more that the myth of consumer sovereignty which masks the 
demand created by film distributing companies through massive advertising and 
promotion.11 
 

In his volume on the history of governmental film policies in Quebec, Poirier similarly 

remarks on the wider context of this domination that: 

[By 1925], US productions occupied 95% of the British film market, and 70% of the 
French market. The combined effects of, firstly, the collapse of European film 
production and, secondly, the fact that US producers could quickly recover their films’ 
negative cost on the domestic market (and thus lower prices on foreign markets) explain 
this situation.12 
 

This approach emphasizing the strategies and structural advantages of the large transnational 

organizations defending Hollywood’s hegemony is obviously not without merit. There are 

reasons why producers and distributors routinely invest in the marketing of their films sums 

commensurable with their production budgets. 

Still, it is my opinion that Pendakur and Poirier’s takes on film history suffer from 

some of the substantial flaws prevalent in much of the work of film and media experts doing 

political economy. A first problem area in Pendakur’s analysis is that it arguably 

overestimates the level of control actually exerted by major producers and distributors, who 

often tend to be depicted by both admirers and opponents as all-seeing and all-knowing 

master planners. Historical research however seems to relativize the influence exerted by 

these prominent agents. It is for instance now known, thanks to Susan Ohmer’s work on 

George Gallup, that US producers did not use scientific market studies and opinions polls 

before the late 1930s. Industry leaders had until then essentially relied on sheer instinct, as 

seemed to be fitting for the true showmen they imagined themselves to be.13 It should 

moreover be reminded that history is replete with situations demonstrating that a film can 

bomb at the box-office in spite of having benefited from substantial production and 

marketing budgets. Finally, it does appear that the film industry was on many occasions 
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seemingly caught short and shaken to its core by situations long foreseen and announced, 

such as the growing popularity of television in the 1950s or, more recently, the rise of digital 

technology. That being said, not all studies influenced by political economy prove guilty of 

overestimating the control actually exerted by industry leaders. Ian Jarvie for instance readily 

acknowledges in the introduction of his masterly Hollywood’s Overseas Campaign: The North 

Atlantic Movie Trade that: “The apparently breezily confident US motion picture industry was 

far from confident and had a poor grasp of the relevant economic strengths and weaknesses 

of its major opponent, Britain.”14  

Jarvie further flags another issue frequently undermining the work of authors doing 

political economy by noting that, while his research “gives relatively short shrift to the films 

themselves,” the texts produced by US studios and consumed by local audiences remain 

central to the explanation of the global hegemony of the US film industry.15 The present 

research similarly remains very much informed by my cinephilia and background in film 

studies, even if it admittedly grants little attention to the style and content of the films 

exhibited by Montreal theatres. These defining features of my identity as a researcher have 

permitted me to develop a substantial knowledge and appreciation, not only of Hollywood 

cinema, but also of several alternative strands of film production, including national (and 

more particularly Québécois, Canadian, British, and French) cinemas, experimental cinema, 

documentary, and industrial films. This heightened familiarity with both Hollywood and its 

alternatives prevents me from entirely subscribing to the analysis of Pendakur and Poirier, 

for whom the exceptional popularity of Hollywood cinema seems to be a simple function of 

massive advertising and market control.  

Granted, Hollywood’s long-standing hegemony is inseparable from the fact that US 

producers have been permitted to durably define what constitutes “a good film” within a few 
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decades of the invention of the motion picture apparatus, and thus establish the norms 

against which most other films (and national film productions) have subsequently been 

evaluated. I nevertheless agree with the many authors that have argued that this situation 

does not negate the exceptional qualities of the output of the leading US studios. David 

Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson’s pioneering in-depth study of classical 

Hollywood cinema has for instance demonstrated that industrial production was not 

incompatible with the creation of sophisticated narrative works.16 Their analysis more 

particularly foregrounds the fact that the growing economic efficiency of Hollywood’s 

industrial mode of production was reciprocated by that of its narratives, which managed to 

enforce a series of codes and conventions while making them appear self-evident. Bordwell, 

Staiger and Thompson’s analysis of the complex narrative strategies deployed in the 

commercial amusements turned out by film studios thus emphasizes the input required from 

viewers, who must take cues, make deductions, and try to anticipate actions in order to 

derive gratification from Hollywood’s narratives.  

Other authors such as Lacasse and Jacqueline Najuma Stewart have further 

investigated the agency of audiences, who can decide to either play along with the films 

screened in their local theatres, or attempt to read against the grain, sometimes with the help 

of external agents such as musicians or lecturers.17 Their approaches generally reflect the 

influence of cultural studies, whose main proponents have frequently emphasized the 

productive dimension of the act of reception.18 Lacasse and Stewart’s studies further share 

cultural studies’ preoccupation with hegemony, identity, subordinate groups, and residual or 

emergent culture. Their investigation of the actual conditions in which culture, and more 

particularly cinema, is consumed consequently counters yet another questionable tendency 

of many of the studies influenced by political economy, which often tend to suggest that the 
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choices and actions of the individuals making up local audiences are essentially determined 

by those of industry leaders. 

In regard to the study of film as a popular entertainment, the latter tendency generally 

posits a lack of alternatives to both the texts produced and the venues controlled by major 

studios. This does not sit well with the work of historians such as Gregory Waller, Jean-Marc 

Larrue, and André-G. Bourassa, who have documented the wide range of entertainments, 

theatrical or otherwise, offered in specific communities at particular times, and in the process 

demonstrated that audiences never were captives of their local moving picture theatres.19 At 

the time of the 1912 opening of the Strand, Montrealers seeking amusement could for 

instance opt to patronize numerous theatrical venues dedicated to legitimate theatre, 

burlesque, vaudeville and music, attend amateur and professional sport events, or visit 

amusement parks, penny arcades or wax museums. Outside of the city, options were 

somewhat less abundant, but still included traditional leisure activities such as sports, games, 

crafts, reading, dancing, and drinking.20 In short, historical research clearly shows that one 

would be wrong to assume that, in Montreal as elsewhere, audiences flocked to US films 

screenings simply because the transnational organizations controlling venues and distribution 

networks had crushed all other alternatives. 

To posit the reality of the agency of moviegoers and the legitimacy of the attraction 

exerted by US films is to significantly undermine many of the accounts of how this 

production came to represent the vast majority of titles screened in Montreal theatres. Lever, 

Lacasse and Pendakur have all either claimed or suggested that this state of affair was but a 

simple consequence of the growing control exerted on theatres by vertically integrated 

organizations.21 The present research will neither dispute the fact that foreign producers 

sought to expand their market, nor the ethically questionable character of some of the tactics 
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deployed by vertically integrated chains in their dealings with independents. It will 

nevertheless contend that local exhibitors did wish to screen the output of US producers, 

and that those who eventually consented to join vertically integrated chains did so essentially 

because they estimated that the ensuing sharing of profits and loss of control over their 

operations constituted an acceptable trade-off for a steady supply of reliably popular 

pictures. It must on that regard be emphasized that no exhibitor ever risked being deprived 

of films to show, as there never was any shortage of old films or non-Hollywood 

productions lying around. Getting popular pictures before the opposition constituted the 

main difficulty confronted by exhibitors. 

In what follows, I do not primarily describe how US studios sought to impose their 

productions on Montreal theatres and audiences, but rather how the local film market was 

structured by the ongoing tension between the interests of foreign film producers and those 

of local exhibitors. I will more particularly argue that, while the vertically integrated 

organizations controlled by the studios were primarily trying to maximize their share of box 

office revenues (which they variously pocketed through rentals, booking fees, and their 

portion of the net profits of affiliated exhibitors), local exhibitors were mostly preoccupied 

by their access to films, and more specifically by their run, i.e., their place in the hierarchy of 

theatres. No exhibitor wanted to be stuck with pictures that had already been in circulation 

for months and exhibited in several opposition houses. This situation led both camps to 

make conflicting demands on distributors, as vertically integrated organizations needed films 

to be withhold from independent screens for as long as possible in order to favor affiliated 

first and second run venues, while independents wished to show new films as soon as 

possible after their release. 
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The diverging needs of vertically integrated organizations and local exhibitors 

regarding distribution should however not obscure the fact that the interests of both groups 

frequently coincided. Both parties for instance obviously felt that they benefited from the 

free circulation of film imports, as demonstrated by the fact that, even at the height of the 

controversy surrounding Famous Players’ treatment of independent theatre owners and 

block booking (a practice whereby distributors more or less forced exhibitors to contract for 

groups of pictures typically made up of a few high-profile titles and several lesser 

productions), no exhibitor ever joined its voice to that of the various politicians and 

nationalist militants favoring import quotas. A close look at the history of film exhibition in 

Montreal further suggests that vertically integrated producers at least intermittently 

understood that their interests could be served by the exertion of a more relaxed form of 

control on the activities of their local affiliates, as it soon became obvious that locals were 

best equipped to deal with the difficult conditions prevailing in the city. 

Historians have similarly come to acknowledge and investigate the influence exerted 

by local conditions on the operations of the various agents making up the film industry, as 

well as on the multiple ways local audiences made sense of the texts disseminated within 

their community. This newfound interest for localized mediation processes has been fed by 

the surge in studies dealing with film exhibition over the last few decades. In addition to the 

aforementioned study on film exhibition and commercial amusement in Lexington, 

Kentucky, undertaken by Waller, much groundbreaking research on the topic has been 

conducted by Douglas Gomery, author of the first general history of film exhibition in the 

United States, Shared Pleasures: A History of Movie Presentation in the United States. Gomery has 

also authored a seminal case study dealing with chain operation and film exhibition in the 
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city of Chicago, home of the Balaban & Katz chain eventually absorbed by Paramount-

Publix, as well as an investigation of the economic rationale for film palaces.22 

Gomery’s pioneering work opened the way for many other research projects dealing 

with film exhibition and audiences, with Kathryn Helgesen Fuller, Lucy Faire and Mark 

Jancovich, Russell Merritt, Jeffrey Klenotic, Judith Thissen, and many others contributing 

essays on a wide range of related issues. Many of these have appeared in anthologies 

dedicated to film exhibition edited by Waller, Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby, and Ina 

Rae Hark, or in conference proceedings (the Domitor conferences on early cinema have for 

instance permitted the publication of a great number of local exhibition case studies).23 These 

were supplemented by a few valuable biographies detailing the tactics deployed by major 

figures connected to film exhibition, such as Ross Melnick’s recent portrait of quintessential 

American showman Samuel “Roxy” Rothafel, and Maggie Valentine’s insightful monograph 

on the theatre designs of architect S. Charles Lee.24 

In Canada, Moore’s work on the early years of Odeon Theatres of Canada has shown 

how the vastly different local conditions prevailing in Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal has 

led the chain to adopt dissimilar policies in these cities.25 Lacasse has also conducted much 

research on early film exhibition in Montreal and the Province of Quebec, and especially on 

the appropriation tactics devised by traveling exhibitors and local showmen. His work has 

led him to reassess the relationship between French Canada’s oral culture and the new visual 

media of moving pictures, and more particularly to rediscover the largely forgotten figure of 

the film lecturer. We now know, thanks to Lacasse’s sustained researches on the topic, that 

film lecturers were employed by some Montreal theatres as late as the 1920s.26  

The large diffusion Lacasse’s work on film lecturers has however had a sort of 

perverse effect, in that it has led some observers to conclude that the use of film lecturers 
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still constituted a mainstream or dominant practice in Montreal in the classical era. French 

scholar Martin Barnier, a leading specialist of early film exhibition, for instances states in a 

book chapter dedicated to the presentation alternate French-language film versions27 in 

Montreal in the early sound era that:  

In the 1920s, Quebec’s “francophone” theatres were mostly programming US films, 
whose subtitles were translated and interpreted by Quebecois lecturers. […] By the end 
of the 1920s, in the final years of silent cinema, film shows were still essentially oral 
performances in Quebec.28 
 

Lacasse’s findings regarding the persistent use of film lecturers by some Montreal theatres in 

the late silent era certainly constitutes a most fascinating contribution to our knowledge and 

understanding of local film history. Yet this discovery should not obscure the fact that this 

practice was ultimately circumscribed to a handful of marginal venues, and consequently not 

part of the experience of moviegoing for the vast majority of Montrealers, francophone or 

otherwise. This situation, in turn, establishes the need for more research on the dominant 

modes of film exhibitions in the classical era, as we have come, quite paradoxically, to know 

more on peripheral, alternative, and residual practices than we do on the norm that relegated 

them to the margins. 

That being said, several researchers have convincingly demonstrated that, even if film 

lecturers had ceased to be employed by the vast majority of North American film theatres by 

the early 1910s, film exhibition largely remained an intermedial phenomenon all-through the 

classical era. Rick Altman has for instance painstakingly documented the work of the 

countless musicians hired to accompany silent film screenings up until the coming of 

synchronized sound in the late 1920s, while Gomery has described the central role played by 

live prologues in the rise of the theatre chains operated by Balaban & Katz and Paramount-

Publix.29  
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Abel and Moore have moreover argued that cinema’s eventual transformation into a 

mass media in the 1910s has largely been facilitated by its symbiotic relationship with 

newspapers. Their researches have more particularly shown how this relationship went 

deeper than the fact that the new crop of more luxurious movie theatres that started to 

appear across North America in the 1910s extensively relied on newspapers for 

advertisement. Indeed, Moore and Abel have both argued that the commercial press that had 

quickly developed since the late nineteenth century had greatly contributed to the formation 

of the mass audience eventually courted by moving pictures. Moore and Abel have moreover 

outlined the essential role played by newspapers in the creation of the distribution system 

based on runs enforced throughout the classical era. Their work more particularly suggests 

that the advent of serial tie-ins in the mid-1910s has greatly helped make explicit the then 

nascent hierarchy between theatres.30 

The recent decades have otherwise seen a number of authors turn to the influence of 

mass media such as newspapers and cinema, and start questioning the numerous charges 

made against them over the last century by commentators hailing from both the left and the 

right. Social anthropologist Arjun Appadurai has for instance argued that, contrary to a 

strand of criticism particularly widespread in progressive circles: “[t]here is growing evidence 

that the consumption of mass media throughout the world often provokes resistance, irony, 

selectivity, and, in general, agency” [emphasis in original].31 Appadurai’s claim certainly agrees 

with what we have learned about the narrative strategies of Hollywood cinema in the wake 

of Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson’s influential research, or about the practices of local 

exhibitors and film lecturers from Lacasse and others.  

Still according to Appadurai, this agency often spurred by mass media has the potential 

to be a factor of social progress: 
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The imagination – expressed in dreams, songs, fantasies, myths, and stories – has always 
been part of the repertoire of every society, in some culturally organized way. But there 
is a peculiar new force to the imagination in social life today. More persons in more 
parts of the world consider a wider set of possible lives than ever before. One 
important source of this change is the mass media, which presents a rich, ever-changing 
store of possible lives, some of which enter the lived imaginations of ordinary people 
more successfully than others.32 
 

To state that mass media can breed progress in spite of being mainly used to introduce a 

steady flow of exogenous texts in a society or community is not to deny the complex and 

varied nature of their influence. While I generally subscribe to Appadurai’s views on the 

progressive potential of mass media, it is not my goal to deny en bloc the whole case made 

against the influence of Hollywood cinema on the citizens of Montreal, Quebec, and Canada. 

It may very well be that cinema’s influence was at times either reactionary or, to quote 

nationalist historian Lionel Groulx, “denationalizing.”33 I nevertheless tend to agree with 

Charles Acland’s assessment of the debate raging in Canada since the advent of mass media 

at the turn of the last century: 

Canadian critics have been notoriously uniform in their apprehension of popular 
cosmopolitanism as a problem to be attacked and ridiculed, yet they have actively 
championed other strains of international awareness. The result has been the 
domination of left critique by a narrow band of rhetoric, squeezing out other 
progressive possibilities that might give full due to popular practices and 
understandings.34 
 

Though mainly dedicated to the activities of film exhibitors, the current research will attempt 

to outline some of the progressive possibilities opened by cinema in Quebec, with particular 

attention being paid to the new medium’s contribution French Canada’s growing 

engagement with both modernity and the outside world over the course of the twentieth 

century. 

In addition to fostering agency and generally acting as a carrier for new ideas, values, 

and “possible lives,” cinema has provided a space where, according to Miriam Hansen: 

“social experience [could be] articulated, interpreted, negotiated, and contested in an 
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intersubjective, potentially collective, and oppositional form.”35 Hansen more particularly 

claims in the seminal Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in America Silent Film that early cinema, 

“because of its paradigmatically different organization of the relations of reception, provided 

the formal conditions for an alternative public sphere” [emphasis in original].36 These 

conditions most notably included the variety format used by early movie shows, as well as a 

rejection of the rule of silence stifling audience participation in more respectable 

establishments. Nickelodeons, she argues, “encouraged modes of spectatorial behavior 

which deviated from middle-class standards of reception – a more participatory, sound 

intensive form of response, an active sociability, a connection with the other viewer.”37  

The analysis of early cinema’s alternative public sphere presented in Babel and Babylon 

remains indebted to Jürgen Habermas’s work on the bourgeois public sphere, as well as to 

Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge’s subsequent examination of, in Hansen’s words, “the 

historical emergence of competing types of public sphere that cannot be explained in terms 

of the bourgeois model.”38 According to Hansen, three distinct but overlapping types of 

public life collided in early film shows: 

the remnants of a bourgeois public sphere (high culture, the Genteel tradition); the new 
industrial-commercial public spheres (the modern entertainment market with its new 
middle-class, upwardly mobile, maximally inclusive clientele); the ethnically segregated 
public spheres drawing on older traditions of working-class and peasant culture.39 
 

The institutionalization of cinema, the story goes, eventually diminished the progressive 

potential of the new media by silencing spectators and uprooting film shows from the 

multiple local variations on residual working class culture that had shaped them early on. 

The present research will however demonstrate the persistence of the “scissors effect” 

described by Hansen, which posits that “the more ambitious and costly the show, the larger 

and less specific its intended audience.”40 As we will see, a number of smaller Montreal film 
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theatres kept showcasing local talent and generally functioning as a meeting place for the 

members of particular communities all through the classical era. 

Still, the fact that the “syncretistic makeup of cinematic publicity” described by 

Hansen created conditions for appropriation and new meanings does not necessarily imply 

that this potential for alternative forms of reception was ever actualized on a regular basis. 

Indeed, Hansen readily concedes that the inaccessible nature of the mental activities of 

historical audiences renders any kind of empirical demonstration of this phenomenon quite 

elusive. Taking cues from Negt and Kluge, she nevertheless argues that a potential for 

“alternative (self-regulated, locally, and socially specific) organization of experience” can be 

“inferred from the force of negation, from hegemonic efforts to suppress or assimilate any 

conditions that might allow it.”41 This claim is reprised by Canadian film historian Scott 

MacKenzie, who contends in his study of the alternative public sphere conjured by cinema 

in Quebec that the counterhegemonic potential of moving pictures was mostly demonstrated 

“by the provincial government’s and the Catholic Church’s fear of the thematic content of 

films,” as well as by “the concern these institutions had about the large publics which were 

formed through film screenings.”42 Outside of the early local actualities produced by Léo-

Ernest Ouimet, which in his opinion contributed to the encounter of residual French-

Canadian traditions (parades, strong men contests, etc.) with urban modernity, and thus 

permitted community members to reassess their collective identity in light of changing 

circumstances, MacKenzie sees little actualization of cinema’s potential as an alternative 

public sphere in the films produced in Quebec over the first half of the twentieth century.43 

Work by theatre historians Chantal Hébert, André-G. Bourassa, and Jean-Marc Larrue 

nevertheless suggests that MacKenzie’s research might have benefited from the inclusion of 

the whole range of attractions regularly booked by film shows in Quebec to the field of its 
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inquiry. Hébert, Bourassa and Larrue’s findings indeed show that venues initially built and 

used as moving picture theatres ended playing a major role in the development of a theatrical 

tradition in Quebec, and more particularly in the local appropriation of foreign theatrical 

genres such as burlesque and revues.44 The variety acts and plays presented in Montreal 

moving picture theatres in-between films permitted local talent to develop, generated local 

types and stories, and otherwise brought members of groups ill-represented by the current 

political system to gather and collectively support shows and performers addressing their 

experiences and actual living conditions. 

Sociologist and historian Gérard Bouchard has researched the circumstances that have 

historically hampered the political representation of the urban working classes in Quebec. In 

his opinion, this situation was the result of the division of French-Canadian society in the 

decades following the English Conquest of 1759-1760, and all through the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, between a small elite fixated on the nation’s Catholic, rural and pre-

revolutionary French heritage, and a population increasingly made up of urban dwellers 

immersed in North American consumer culture.45 One notable effect of this schism was the 

marginalization of the vernacular language spoken in Montreal’s working class francophone 

neighborhoods, which was long eclipsed in public life by the normative Parisian French 

championed by the elite (and thus used in local highbrow cultural productions) and the 

English heard in factories, shops, and moving pictures. Lacasse and Hébert have 

demonstrated that it is partly through the performances of the lecturers and comedians 

employed by film theatres that this vernacular language emanating from the local population 

eventually integrated public life.46 

An exemplary case study delving into the tactics deployed by film exhibitors operating 

within a marginalized community is Mary Carbine’s work on the films shows operating 
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within the African-American community of Chicago’s South Side in the silent era. Carbine’s 

work has more particularly documented the extensive use of black vaudeville performers and 

musicians fluent in jazz and blues (including Louis Armstrong, Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith) 

by the South Side’s moving picture shows. The data collected over the course of her research 

has more particularly permitted her to demonstrate that local performers were frequently 

bigger draws than feature films, as well as to argue that the integration of films and live 

performances by local talent to the same programmes could significantly alter the dynamic 

between the film text and the spectator.47 According to Carbine, this form of “ethnic 

sponsorship” framing the encounter of immigrant, black and working-class people with mass 

culture “bolstered community identification and reduced the homogenizing impact of mass 

entertainment.”48 This, in turn, permits Carbine to claim that “in [the South Side’s small, 

independent] second-run theatres, the practices and products of a national industry were 

incorporated into both the cultural strategies of the black middle class and the popular 

activities of black workers.”49  

While one should be careful of hasty comparisons between Chicago’s African-

American community and Montreal’s French-Canadian population, it does appear that both 

groups resorted to similar tactics when confronted with the new availability of mass cultural 

texts deemed attractive by their members, but depicting realities ultimately at odds with their 

experiences. In Montreal as in Chicago, film shows frequently resorted to live performers 

such as lecturers, comedians or musicians to frame and comment on the films screened. 

Both cities were moreover the sites of tensions between the boisterous public of lowbrow 

forms of amusement, be it jazz or French-Canadian burlesque, and a small elite seeking to 

enforce the norms of an exogenous form of bourgeois respectability.50 
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Carbine’s research on Chicago’s South Side film shows and Hansen’s work on the 

alternative public sphere of the cinema have provided some of the foundations for 

Jacqueline Najuma Stewart’s insightful analysis of the African-American community’s 

complex relationship to cinema. Stewart’s work is of particular interest to the present 

research for its use of a model positing multiple overlapping public spheres. Her study more 

particularly describes how: 

[…] individuals and groups interacted as constituent parts of larger cultural 
formations – Black urban public spheres – that coalesced around a variety of 
overlapping and competing institutions, from traditional, noncommercial venues such 
as churches to new, commercial entertainments such as the burgeoning film industry. 
 
The notion of overlapping public spheres is central to my conception of Black film 
culture because it allows me to explore how Black interactions with the cinema were 
intimately related to other institutions, activities and discourses that were prevalent in 
Black urban communities in the first two decades of the twentieth century. I seek to 
describe the way in which the cinema provided space for the production of Black 
culture, while it also seemed to challenge and circumscribe this process.51 
 

Stewart’s model consequently permits us to go beyond the hegemonic/counterhegemonic 

(or alternative) dichotomy, and take into account the full spectrum of groups participating in 

the ongoing debate on cinema in cities like Chicago or Montreal.  

It must however be noted that groups determined by class, economic interests, 

heritage (ethnic, linguistic, religious), or values (e.g., an interest in art) may not always qualify 

as public spheres if we are to accept the definition proposed by Nancy Fraser in her critique 

of Habermas’ key concept. Fraser thus describes a public sphere as: 

A theater in modern societies in which political participation is enacted through the 
medium of talk. It is the space in which citizens deliberate about their common affairs, 
and hence an institutionalized arena of discursive interaction. This arena is conceptually 
distinct from the state; it is a site for the production and circulation of discourse that 
can in principle be critical of the state.52 
 

Indeed, while many groups maintained venues like newspapers, magazines, clubs, churches, 

chambers of commerce, and unions where internal debates could be held and wider 

campaigns launched, some others lacked the means to collectively discuss and define their 
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interests. It could nevertheless be argued that, as far as cinema was concerned, talk was not 

the sole means through which the members of marginalized groups could attempt to express 

themselves and influence things. By way of example, in the years covered by this research, 

simply going to the pictures on Sunday in Montreal could be decoded a meaningful gesture 

implicitly countering the influence of a hegemonic group, the Catholic Church, set on 

imposing its values. In a similar fashion, it also seems quite clear that to attend a type of 

show scorned by some influential groups, or possibly satirizing established institutions, was a 

gesture charged with political overtones. 

Beyond the question of talk, the model positing multiple public spheres defended by 

Stewart and Fraser rests on a dynamic conception of identities permitting individuals to be 

participants in more than one public sphere. According to Fraser, this conception of identity 

points to a possible way of dealing with situations and conflicts involving multiple public 

spheres, which would be to use individuals simultaneously attached to the various public 

spheres concerned by the conflict as mediators. This proposal certainly seems to make sense 

as far as film exhibition in Montreal is concerned. It thus appears that even in the city’s film 

theatres integrated to national chains, the booking of programmes was often left with local 

managers who were both experienced showmen (i.e., established members of the 

transnational film industry) and citizens with deep connections to the local community.  

Conversely, the opinions expressed on various issues touching on film exhibition by 

individuals who were not participants in the film industry frequently seemed to be grossly 

inadequate. In a 1913 Montreal Herald report, a journalist denouncing the fact that about 90% 

of the films exhibited in the city were US imports for instance militated to have the 

“dashing, animated storytelling supplied by American […] firms” replaced in local moving 

picture theatres by images “of English scenery and waterfalls.”53 About two decades later, 
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commissioner Peter White similarly used his prominent position in the investigation of 

Famous Players’ alleged monopoly to launch into an awkward rant against the star-system.54 

His ignorance of the basic facts of film marketing and distribution eventually forced him, as 

we have seen, to take counsel with the editor of the Canadian Moving Picture Digest, Ray Lewis, 

during the commission’s hearings.55 

The models based on the coexistence and interdependence of multiple public spheres 

defended by Fraser and Stewart have not simply influenced this research. They may, in 

actuality, support the main argument in favor of its originality and, thus, legitimacy. Indeed, 

this dissertation does not relate the “discovery” of a major area of film and communication 

studies previously ignored, describe a particular practice undocumented in previous historical 

accounts, or unearth a previously forgotten agent. It does, however, put forward a systemic 

approach investigating how different groups variously defined by their identities, interests or 

activities have found themselves involved in complex negotiation processes involving 

moving pictures. The approach developed here is consequently based on both the extensive 

original research I have conducted on a range of various heterogeneous phenomena 

touching on film exhibition in Montreal, and on the advances made in multiple areas by the 

numerous authors quoted over the last few pages. Such knowledge, and such a systemic 

approach, cannot be completed definitively by one single researcher. But after more than 

three decades of sustained research on assorted phenomena related to film exhibition, now 

might finally be the time to go for it.
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Chapter 2 

Movie Palaces and the Rationalization of Film Distribution (1912-1919) 

 

Moving pictures were already firmly established as a democratic pastime by the year 

1912, which marked the outset of the movie palace era in Montreal. This state of affairs was 

largely attributable to the work of the numerous theatre operators and traveling showmen 

who had tirelessly used and promoted film since the local début of the Edison Kinetoscope 

in late 1894. This chapter consequently does not concern itself with how cinema entered the 

daily life of Montrealers, but rather with the initial phase of the rationalization process that 

transformed film exhibition and distribution between 1912 and 1920, and in the process set 

the groundwork for the strong push towards vertical integration of the 1920s. 

A transnational phenomenon since its inception in the late nineteenth century, the film 

industry had always been driven to integration and rationalization. The brief survey of the 

early years of moving pictures in Montreal opening this chapter will thus reveal that chains 

and foreign agents have been involved in the presentation of films in the city from the very 

first day. What changed over the years covered by this chapter is not so much the origin of 

the individuals and organizations involved in film distribution and exhibition in the city as 

the way commercial film productions were disseminated and presented. This change was 

epitomized by the local introduction in 1912 of a new type of venue primarily dedicated to 

moving pictures. Dubbed “movie palaces,” these pretentious structures, which included the 

Strand (1912), the Imperial (1913), the Théâtre St. Denis (1916), and the Loew’s (1917), 

sought to expand the new medium’s audience by aligning moving pictures with middle class 

respectability. The advent of this new class of film theatres accompanied the transformation 
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of the films themselves, which became over the same period both longer and more 

ambitious from a narrative point of view. 

We will also see how the opening of Montreal’s first movie palaces shifted the center 

of the local film market to the predominantly anglophone west end of the city, and 

contributed to the creation of a hierarchy of film venues. The latter was determined by the 

location and physical properties – size, luxurious appearance – of theatres, but also by their 

level of access to the limited number of film prints handled by local exchanges. This 

organization of the city’s theatres into runs was one of the essential features of the 

rationalized film distribution model developed concurrently with new types of film 

productions and exhibition venues. It would soon structure the local film market by 

accentuating the distinction between downtown palaces showing first-run films and 

peripheral movie houses making up for their lack of access to recent film productions by 

frequently booking local comedians, singers or lecturers. The advent of the palace era 

consequently did not bring the passing of the previous paradigm of film exhibition relying 

heavily on local agents and intermediality, but rather the widening of the range of 

experiences offered by film shows. It will consequently be argued that the evolution of the 

Montreal film market in the late 1910s enabled different types of contribution of the new 

medium to the life of local communities, as posited by Miriam Hansen. 

 

Before the Palace: an Overview of Film in Montreal Between 1894 and 1912 

Moving pictures were first introduced in Montreal in November of 1894 when four 

Edison Kinetoscopes permitting the individual viewing of moving images were installed in 

the offices of the Montreal Daily Star.1 This exhibition had been organized by the Holland 

brothers, stenographers at the Canadian federal Parliament in Ottawa, who had also been 
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responsible for the opening of the first Kinetoscope parlor earlier the same year in New 

York City. About a year and a half later, on July 21, 1896, the Hollands arranged for the first 

motion picture projector marketed by the Edison Co., the Vitascope, to be used in an 

exhibition held in an Ottawa park.2 While this event has long been believed to mark the 

introduction of (projected) motion pictures in Canada, it has eventually been demonstrated 

that the Vitascope exhibition had actually been preceded by a public demonstration of the 

Cinématographe Lumière held in Montreal on June 27, 1896, that is, on the exact same day 

as the New York début of the Lumière’s apparatus.3 

Moving pictures were mostly exploited by traveling showmen over the decade that 

followed these fairly successful initial exhibitions. In the Province of Quebec, one of the 

most active early traveling film exhibition outfits was operated by two French Breton 

expatriates, countess Marie de Kerstrat and her son Henri de Grandsaignes d’Hauterives. 

Between the fall of 1897 and 1905, the duo took its Historiographe through no less than 

nine tours covering the Province of Quebec and other adjacent North-American territories.4 

Another traveling company active in Quebec between the spring of 1903 and 1906 was 

F. Guy Bradford’s London Bioscope Co., whose show reprised the title of the popular Living 

Canada film series produced in 1902 and 1903 by Joseph Urban for the Canadian Pacific 

Railway. Bradford had first come to Canada from England to assist cinematographer Joseph 

Rosenthal with the production of this series, and later continued to take and exhibit local 

films while traveling with his show.5 

Montreal’s various theatres and amusement places also frequently used short film 

screenings to pad their shows in the early years of moving pictures. For instance, the US-

based vaudeville chain Proctor’s hired Edison licensee William Paley in early 1901 to add 

moving pictures to the shows it was putting on at the His Majesty’s theatre, then one of 
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Montreal’s most prestigious venues. Paley regularly exhibited a mixture of imported and 

local films taken in and around the city with the help of his Kalatechnoscope until the end of 

Proctor’s tenure at the His Majesty’s in late 1902.6  

Moving pictures were also one of the mainstays of the well-attended shows presented 

in the vast pavilion of the Parc Sohmer from 1897 onwards. In the early 1900s, the park’s 

main film supplier was the New York-based Kinetograph Co., an Edison affiliate, who put 

one of its men in charge of the film screenings presented at both the Parc Sohmer and the 

Théâtre National Français, then controlled by one of the park’s promoters, Georges 

Gauvreau. The park’s management however soon found the expenses involved in having the 

Kinetograph’s man come up from New York on a weekly basis excessive, and requested that 

a gifted electrician at its employ, one Léo-Ernest Ouimet, be permitted to take over the 

screenings. The New York company acquiesced to the park’s demand, and even made 

Ouimet its Eastern Canadian representative.7 

Ouimet’s new gig as a projectionist seems to have soon convinced him that the 

commercial potential of moving pictures was still largely untapped in Quebec. The 

electrician consequently went out looking for a venue where he could run his show on a 

more permanent basis, and eventually found the Salle Poiré, a modest hall located on 

St. Catherine East and previously used as a café-concert. Ouimet took a lease on the building 

and converted it into a moving picture hall, which he proceeded to name the Ouimetoscope. 

The inauguration of Ouimet’s first moving picture theatre on January 1st, 1906, came within 

months of the appearance of the first US nickelodeons, and has rightfully been recognized as 

a key moment in Canadian film history. It should however be noted that in Montreal, the 

opening of the Ouimetoscope had actually been preceded by that, one week before, of the 

Bijou operated by F. Guy Bradford in a hall located on the corner of St. Lawrence Boulevard 
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and Lagauchetière.8 The Bijou and the Ouimetoscope both programmed the same type of 

shows (moving pictures interspersed with illustrated songs and variety acts), but did not 

succeed equally. By the fall of 1906, Ouimet was reaping a fortune at the Ouimetoscope and 

branching out into film production and distribution, while Bradford had left Montreal and 

the Bijou for the Maritimes, where he would manage a string of theatres over the next few 

years.9  

Ouimet’s rapid rise seems to be attributable to several factors, not the least being his 

vivacious character, keen business sense, and deep connection to the community he was 

serving. Contrarily to Bradford, Paley, Kerstrat and d’Hauterives, the Laval-born Ouimet 

had actually lived and worked in Quebec prior to the start of his film career. This strong 

connection to the community he was serving was reflected in the programmes he assembled 

for his Ouimetoscope, and more particularly by his use of French-speaking performers and 

production of local actualities chronicling the life of his French-Canadian fellow citizens.10 

Another situation favoring the initial success of Ouimet’s film enterprise was the relatively 

free access to the output of most major moving picture that producers still granted to 

exhibitors at the time of the Ouimetoscope’s opening. Nothing prevented Ouimet from 

buying the latest reels released by Edison, Pathé, and the various other US and European 

producers then active, screening them in his theatre, and then renting them to other 

exhibitors. 

Ouimet’s sensational success quickly bred many imitators. In the months following the 

opening of the Ouimetoscope, several other moving picture halls appeared in Montreal. 

Soon known locally as “scopes”, these local variants on the US nickelodeons and Canadian 

theatoriums could mostly be found in the city’s bustling working class and francophone 

neighborhoods, with St. Catherine Street East, St. Lawrence Boulevard, and Notre-Dame 
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Street featuring the highest concentrations. In the spring of 1907, Ouimet’s old employer, 

Gauvreau, upped the ante by opening the city’s first purpose-built film theatre, the 1,100-

seat Nationoscope, a few blocks west of the Ouimetoscope on St. Catherine Street East.11 

Ouimet quickly responded by purchasing the building housing his venue, tearing it down, 

and building the luxurious 1,200-seat film theatre known to historians as the “second 

Ouimetoscope.” Montreal thus boasted two relatively large purpose-built film theatres by the 

fall of 1907, at a time when most other North American cities, including New York and 

Toronto, were exclusively equipped with converted moving picture halls seating a few 

hundreds.12 The manager of British Gaumont, Alfred Claude Bromhead, gave testimony to 

this situation at the conclusion of a North American tour in April 1908 by stating to The 

Moving Picture World that “the best shows of all” could be found in Montreal.13 This statement 

was later corroborated by none other than Marcus Klaw, from the mighty New York-based 

Klaw & Erlanger theatrical organization, who declared some time around 1910 to a Montreal 

Daily Star reporter that: “It is only since my present visit to Montreal, and seeing your 

motion picture theatres, that I realized the possibility of such entertainments, or their 

popularity.”14 

The exceptional early success of moving pictures in Montreal might have been 

somewhat related to the quick growth of the city’s French-speaking community. Fed by the 

influx of French-Canadians trying to escape the difficult conditions plaguing Quebec’s rural 

areas, this group, which had been a minority in Montreal for most of the nineteenth century, 

got to account for more than 50% of the city’s population by the turn of the 1910s.15 

Various facts indeed suggest that Montreal’s growing French-Canadian community was 

starved for amusement at the turn of the twentieth century. The modest size of the local 

market, to begin with, had likely hampered the development of the francophone artistic 
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community. It also did not help that most local venues dedicated to legitimate theatre, 

burlesque and vaudeville were at the time integrated to North American touring circuits, and 

consequently mostly booked US acts, companies and shows. According to theatre historian 

Jean-Marc Larrue, the J.B. Sparrow Theatrical and Amusement Co., which was at the time 

the Montreal representative of the New York-based Syndicate controlling much of the 

North American theatrical market, operated in 1905 most of the leading Montreal theatres, 

including the Académie de Musique, the Théâtre Français, the Théâtre Royal, and the His 

Majesty’s theatre (which it had just taken back from Proctor’s). Larrue further estimates that 

by 1903 Montreal’s four leading English theatrical venues – the Proctor’s, the Théâtre Royal, 

the Académie de Musique, and the Théâtre Français (the only French thing about the last 

three theatres being their name) – totaled 9,000 seats, against 3,200 for the city’s main two 

French theatres, the Théâtre des Nouveautés and the Théâtre National.16 

Ouimet prospered between 1906 and the early 1910s by offering a novel form of 

amusement in a location situated near the center of Montreal’s French-Canadian community. 

His shows managed to create a truly local form of entertainment out of programmes largely 

composed of imported moving pictures, most notably through the use, both during 

projections and in-between reels, of local performers such as musicians, singers and 

lecturers. The latter, it should be noted, did much more than translate the titles inserted in 

foreign films: as thoroughly documented by Germain Lacasse, the lecturers commonly 

employed by the city’s scopes often deployed appropriation strategies adding new layers of 

meaning to the films they were accompanying. They often contributed additional narrative 

information, explained the foreign customs depicted, or otherwise freely commented on the 

films screened. Some of them also tried to create a bond with the scopes’ public by using the 

local vernacular, while others touted their use of normative French as educational. In the still 
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largely oral culture of French Canada, the performances of lecturers such as Alex Silvio and 

Joseph Dumais could render them just as popular with audiences as the films they were 

supposedly accompanying.17 

Beyond the type of shows he pioneered, Ouimet’s early success can also be explained 

by the fact that he had chosen to treat other exhibitors more like potential customers than 

rivals. By the summer of 1907, Ouimet had thus become Eastern Canada’s main provider of 

films, having opened film exchanges handling Pathé (then the world’s leading film 

manufacturer), Edison, Vitagraph, Méliès, Selig, Kalem and Biograph releases in Montreal, 

Saint John (New Brunswick) and Toronto.18 Many of the local actualities produced for 

exhibition at the Ouimetoscope over these years were also distributed through this 

network.19 

Difficulties however soon piled up for Ouimet and the other film exhibitors and 

distributors operating in Quebec, largely as a result of the Province’s Catholic clergy growing 

opposition to cinema. Visibly worried by the phenomenal popularity of moving pictures, the 

Church had launched into an all-out war against this new form of popular entertainment in 

the months that followed the opening of the Nationoscope and second Ouimetoscope. 

Seeing that its prohibition on commercial amusements on Sundays had little effect on its 

followers, who massively attended moving picture shows on what often constituted their 

sole day of rest, the Church launched a campaign aiming to prevent the scopes from operating 

on the Lord’s Day. It pressured the local and provincial authorities into plugging the 

loopholes in the extant blue laws that appeared to permit the operation of commercial 

moving picture shows on Sundays and taking action against the offending scopes operators. 

The Sunday question ended up being debated in court over the course of several suits and 

countersuits before it was (temporarily, as we will see in Chapter 4) brought to a close by a 
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decision of the Supreme Court of Canada in May of 1912. The country’s highest court 

determined that the recent municipal and provincial bans on Sunday screenings adopted in 

Quebec encroached on a federal jurisdiction, and consequently declared them invalid. This 

made Quebec the sole Canadian Province where such screenings remained legal, as it seems 

that no Canadian exhibitor dared to invoke the ruling of the Supreme Court in order to have 

the ban annulled in other Provinces.20 

But the fight over Sunday screenings was only one of the many fronts on which the 

Catholic clergy opposed moving pictures. By the early 1910s, the Church was also militating 

for a ban on the admission of children in commercial moving picture theatres, as well as for 

film censorship. On these fronts, it would soon obtain some satisfaction. On March 24, 

1911, a law preventing moving picture shows from admitting children under fifteen years of 

age unaccompanied by a guardian was sanctioned by the provincial government.21 While this 

law seems to have never been strictly enforced, another law sanctioned on December 4, 

1912 (tellingly, only three days before the opening of Montreal’s first movie palace, the 

Strand) proclaimed the creation of the Board of Censors of Moving Pictures of the Province 

of Quebec. It would durably affect the Province’s young moving picture industry. The new 

law stated that, starting on May 1st, 1913, all 35mm films exhibited in the Province would 

have to be examined to abide by the Board’s exhaustive list of prohibitions, which included 

“violent and immoral scenes,” divorces, suicides, “fights with suggestive outcomes,” “scenes 

liable to warp the moral judgment of children and lead them to confuse good and evil,” 

“scenes injurious to patriotism,” and “scenes where religion and its ministers are mocked.” 

Films found to be in contravention of the Board’s list of prohibitions would then either be 

cut or outright banned. After a few high-profile controversies in the first few months of 

operation of the Board, the censors decreed that they would not divulge their proceedings.22 
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The Board’s opacity and often quite esoteric list of prohibitions ensured that much 

resentment would be bred by its modus operandi and decisions over the following decades.23 

These unending confrontations with the Catholic clergy and its allies diverted much of 

the time and resources of Quebec exhibitors. Ouimet’s involvement in the Sunday fight had 

for instance forced him to squander a good deal of his time, money, and energy in a legal 

fight at a time when most agents active in the field across North America were fast 

expanding. Exhaustion actually forced Ouimet to semi-retire from the business in 1910, 

when he contracted dysentery while filming the Montreal Eucharist Celebrations, possibly in 

the hope of assuaging the Catholic clergy. Ouimet would only return to the film business in 

1914 for the creation of Pathé’s Famous Feature Films Syndicate of Quebec, later known as 

Specialty Film Import.24 The nascent Quebec film industry consequently found its foremost 

pioneer out of commission by the time of the appearance of the first movie palaces in 1912-

1913. Ouimet would eventually entirely get out of the exhibition sector in the mid-1910s as a 

result of his distribution deal with Pathé, which prevented him from competing with the 

theatres he was supplying films to.25 The Ouimetoscope was leased, and then sold by 

Ouimet. 

Ouimet’s difficulties at the turn of the 1910s had further been compounded by the 

formation in 1908 of the Motion Picture Patents Co. by a group of producers led by the 

Edison Film Manufacturing Co. Soon after its organization, the Patents Co. decided to 

release its films through its own Canadian representatives rather than through the Ouimet 

Film Exchange.26 According to Ouimet’s nephew and biographer, Léon H. Bélanger, the 

Patents Co. had been pressured into taking the Edison franchise back from the Montreal 

entrepreneur by two vaudeville chains, Bennett’s and B.F. Keith, that had recently turned to 

moving pictures in order to boost attendance.27 Based in London, Ontario, Bennett’s had 
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just inaugurated a luxurious “high-class” vaudeville theatre in Montreal in 1907. As for the 

Boston-based Keith organization, it had opened between April 1907 and January 1908 a 

string of Nickel Theatres in Saint John (New Brunswick), Sydney, Halifax, St. John’s 

(Newfoundland), Quebec City, Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto. Film pioneer F. Guy 

Bradford had been put in charge of Keith’s Canadian film theatres, while the management of 

the Montreal Nickel had been entrusted to Howard Conover, who would eventually remain 

at the employ of the chain until the takeover of Keith’s Montreal assets by Famous Players 

in 1929.28 

The fact that Montreal’s Nickel and Bennett’s theatres were among the very first 

venues primarily dedicated to film to appear on St. Catherine Street West suggests that both 

chains primarily targeted the city’s anglophone community. This might be because the 

presence of several scopes, including the large Ouimetoscope and Nationoscope, in 

francophone neighborhoods gave the impression that the market was already saturated in 

the east end, or more simply because the owners of the Keith and Bennett’s chains felt that 

they had a better grasp on the city’s anglophone market. The latter hypothesis seems to be 

corroborated by the failure of Bennett’s short-lived occupation of the Théâtre des 

Nouveautés located on St. Catherine Street just east of St. Lawrence Boulevard. Converted 

into the “Bennett’s-Nouveautés” in December 1908, the venue briefly attempted to lure 

customers with shows made up of moving pictures and other assorted attractions, which it 

advertised as “10 Big Acts for 10c.”29 The enterprise was harshly criticized by the weekly 

satirical journal Le Canard, which saw it as an ill-advised attempt by a foreign chain to take 

advantage of French-Canadian amusement seekers: 

The “Bennett’s-Nouveautés” has recently opened for business, and les Anglais who 
make up its direction try their hardest to attract French-Canadians, but only succeed in 
provoking laughter in Montreal’s French-speaking population. 
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[Le Canard] has already brought to the attention of its readers the countless literary gems 
that adorn the immaculate […] front of the new theatre. 
 
But here is something even better, something that will certainly not help increase the 
already pretty scarce French clientele of the theatre, in spite of the numerous 
complimentary tickets that materialized in many a mailbox over the last week. 
 
The direction of the Bennett’s-Nouveautés has recently announced that all views would 
be explained [“expliquées”] in French […]. And indeed, a lecturer [“explicateur”] has just 
been hired by the theatre, though we cannot say if he actually does his spiel [“boniment”] 
in French. Here is, by way of example, the senseless story told by one of his running 
commentaries: 
 
“Les savages ils tuzent tous les personnes d’un caravane, mais pas un petit gas et un petit fille trouvés 
par des mineurs dans la désert.” (“La désert” sur l’écran, est une forête.) “Un vieu aveugle du 
chanquier des mineurs emmène le petit gas et le petit fille à la ville où que le vieu aveugle il ‘voira’ à 
leurs zinstructions.” 
 
In a word, a true master class in gibberish. […] The whole augmented by a very 
prominent English accent (to please his boss), and droned [“psalmodié”] in a dead voice 
perfectly suited for a burial service while the clarinetist commits some real beauties as 
far as false notes go. 
 
What is most amusing is that in the printed programme the lecturer bears a very 
Canadien and very French name, which does not fool anybody.30 
 

There is some indication that Le Canard’s criticism may have reached the theatre’s 

management, as the review of the Bennett’s-Nouveautés’ show published in the Montreal 

Daily Star the following week reported that: “One thing was missed last evening [from the 

Bennett’s-Nouveautés’ programme], and that was the descriptive talk in French, which 

proved so very interesting last week.”31 In any case, Bennett’s was out of the Théâtre des 

Nouveautés, and out of French Montreal, by April of 1909.32 

 

The Strand: Montreal’s First Movie Palace 

The advent of a new class of film theatres soon dubbed “movie palaces” throughout 

North America in the early to mid-1910s marks a key moment in the institutionalization 

process of cinema. In Montreal, the first film theatre worthy of the “palace” label was 

arguably the Strand inaugurated by Independent Amusement, a local enterprise, on 
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December 7, 1912. The Strand’s majestic appearance, central location, and prestigious 

attractions all suggest that the nascent chain, which also was operating an east end scope at the 

time, the Moulin Rouge, was seeking to expand its audience by making its shows more 

palatable to the middle class. Independent Amusement thus found itself in sync with the 

many agents active in the North American film industry in the early 1910s who also believed 

that moving pictures would have to rely on middle-class patronage in order to significantly 

increase their profitability, and that bourgeois respectability was the key to this fast 

expanding market segment. Many key industry members more particularly believed that the 

imitation of established art forms was one way to make cinema respectable. This widespread 

opinion had most notably led to a contest aiming to find a more respectable name – 

“photoplay” – as a replacement for “moving pictures” in 1910, as well as to a number of 

deals between film manufacturers and established theatrical producers, such as the 

partnerships between Biograph and Klaw & Erlanger, or that of Lubin and Schubert.33 

This concern over the respectability of the new medium likely caused the operators of 

movie palaces to shun film lecturers, whose performances, in addition to being rendered 

more or less superfluous by the rapid development of the new narrative strategies that would 

soon define classical cinema, could not be tightly monitored for inappropriate content. 

According to film historian Jennifer Wild, the same phenomenon might also have 

contributed to the sudden disappearance of illustrated songs from moving picture shows. A 

popular type of attraction combining lantern slides and live singing by both the venue’s hired 

singer and audience, illustrated songs had once been one of the types of attraction most 

widely used in nickelodeons and scopes to entertain audiences during reel changes. They had 

however lost one of their main raison d’être in the early 1910s with the advent of two-

projector set-ups permitting continuous film projection in most film theatres. Wild is 
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nevertheless of the opinion that the quick demise of illustrated songs in US theatres around 

1913-14 was also attributable to the fact that illustrated songs were often produced locally. 

(It is for instance known that the slides for many of the illustrated songs performed at the 

Ouimetoscope had been produced by Ouimet.) This situation allegedly worried industry 

leaders, who feared that unsupervised local agents resisting the trend towards gentility might 

sneakily attempt to use the opportunity afforded by such local creations to “spice up” their 

programmes.34 Wild’s observation seems to be corroborated by a La Patrie editorial published 

on the occasion of the adoption of the law instituting the Quebec Board of Censors in 

December of 1912, which argued that: 

Film censorship should be supplemented by that of the songs and live acts accounting for 
a rather large portion of the programmes offered by film shows. 
 
One can see and hear some truly extraordinary things in many of these establishments 
open to children, and it can generally be said that, the smaller the theatre, the spiciest the 
programme.35 
 

Indeed, back in 1908, Ouimet had been forced to fire the artiste who had sung in his theatre: 

“Isn’t it something, you poor kid, the hump I had on my back has made its way to your 

belly” (“C’est épatant ma pauvre gosse, la bosse que j’avais dans le dos, tu l’as maintenant par devant”).36 

It further seems that, in addition to these moral issues, quality was on the minds of the 

industry leaders whose decisions and policies lead to the marginalization of local attractions 

in movie palaces. The purported lack of talent of the singers hired by nickelodeons and 

scopes, as well as the songs’ frequently soppy subject matter were indeed regularly singled out 

for scorn in contemporary media. An item published in the Montreal Daily Star’s humor 

column in February of 1909 for instance claimed that: “Dante pictured some terrible 

punishment, but even his imagination never conceived of the torture endured by 

adventurous persons who sit through some of the sentimental drivel called songs in 5-cents 

show.”37 
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In Montreal, the decision not to programme illustrated songs or hire lecturers taken by 

the operators of the Strand and of the other movie palaces built during the remaining years 

of the silent era might also have been fostered by the city’s peculiar bilingual nature. It thus 

seems likely that the owners and managers of these costly venues were trying to avoid 

needlessly cutting their potential audience in half by limiting it to the members of one 

linguistic community. That being said, the sudden demise of singers and film lecturers in 

Montreal’s most prestigious movie houses did not spell the end of non-film attractions in 

local moving picture shows. As we will see in chapter 7, many of the film theatres competing 

with the new movie palaces eventually turned to local stage performers in order to enhance 

their shows and draw customers. 

It must moreover be emphasized that the prestige of silent era movie palaces largely 

depended on the type and quality of the live musical accompaniment they offered. Indeed, 

the various advertisements published on the occasion of the Strand’s inaugural stressed the 

fact that “An important feature of the [theatre] is the engagement of Willie Eckstein, the 

well-known wonder pianist.”38 Poached from the Lyric Hall, a converted church which had 

briefly been the west end’s leading film theatre at the turn of the 1910s, the 24 year-old 

Montreal native was by the time of the Strand’s opening recognized as one of the city’s 

foremost musical talents. A former child prodigy, Eckstein had received a classical training, 

but been forced by circumstances to become a vaudeville performer and, later on, silent film 

accompanist. Eckstein’s virtuosity, combined with his fluency with both the classical 

repertoire and the current popular styles (he would in time become one of the city most 

renowned ragtime and jazz pianists), made him perfectly suited to the needs of the Strand. 

Patrons were simultaneously impressed by his incomparable skill and repertoire, and diverted 

by his lightweight touch and showmanship.39 Eckstein’s talent as an accompanist also seems 
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to have been unequalled. A year after the opening of the Strand, the Montreal Daily Star for 

instance testified that Eckstein continued “to make the pictures shown far more realistic by 

his marvellous playing.”40 Independent Amusement milked its prestigious partnership with 

Eckstein by painting a large mural showing the musician at the keys on the western wall of 

the Strand, as well as by eventually making him musical director of its expanding chain of 

moving picture theatres.41 

The quest for respectability of the Independent Amusement also largely determined 

the location of Montreal’s first movie palace. The Strand was built on St. Catherine Street 

West, close to the sites where Birk’s, Ogilgy’s, Morgan’s and most of the other department 

stores and commercial establishments catering to affluent Montrealers had moved when the 

city’s previous retail district centered on St. James Street had been taken over by financial 

institutions in the 1890s and early 1900s.42 Many other major theatres and entertainment 

venues had also been built on or near St. Catherine Street West since the turn of the century, 

including the Her Majesty’s theatre (1898), the Bennett’s (1907, later the Orpheum), the 

Princess (1908), and the Gayety (1912, not to be confused with the 1909 Gaiety, which later 

became the System theatre). The Strand nevertheless was the first purpose-built film theatre 

erected in this part of town. 

While the 791-seat Strand may have been surpassed in term of size by many of the 

adjacent department stores and theatres, it still managed to make itself prominent on 

Montreal’s main commercial artery.43 This was mostly accomplished through its striking 

white terra cotta façade, which caught the eye of the assorted shoppers and amusement 

seekers strolling on St. Catherine Street without resorting to the excessive use of signs, 

electric lights, and mass-produced ornaments typical of scopes and nickelodeons. Posters were 

displayed, but limited to few street-level cases. The Strand’s façade consequently broke with 
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the look previously associated with the lowly moving picture shows, and aligned itself 

visually with the more reputable venues dedicated to legitimate theatre and high-class 

vaudeville. 

Inside, the Stand featured a luxurious decoration scheme equaling that of any 

legitimate theatre in town. It was also equipped with Montreal’s first postless balcony, as well 

as with an ample and well-situated fireproof projection booth. The latter seems to have been 

fitted with two projecting machines from the opening day onwards, as suggested by the fact 

that the Strand did not feature either a real stage or loges for performers, and never 

advertised any act that could have entertained the audience during reel changes.44 Some other 

features of the Strand further helped legitimize Independent Amusement’s various claims 

regarding the safety of its new house. The Strand had for instance been fitted with many fire 

hoses and extinguishers, and offered no less than nine emergency exits.45 In an era where 

theatre fires – many of them caused by the highly flammable nitrate film base used for 

commercial theatrical film exhibition – sadly remained a common occurrence, these were 

likely regarded as more than incidental features by many filmgoers.46 The same goes for the 

large ventilation fan installed on the ceiling of the auditorium which, in addition to keeping 

conditions hospitable inside the Strand, may have helped silence the numerous critics who 

were at the time denouncing the unhygienic conditions bred by the lack of air circulation in 

many moving picture shows. The issue had for instance been satirized in a series of 

humorous comments published in the Montreal Daily Star at the turn of the 1910s. One of 

these argued that “In the 5-cent shows the management should be made to shovel out the 

air between the acts”, while another admonished film exhibitors to “Ventilate the minor play 

houses. There is no popular demand for fine scents in our 5-cent shows.”47 
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The progress marked by the appearance of a new class of moving picture theatre was 

nevertheless duly noted by the Montreal Daily Star in an editorial dealing with film censorship 

published a few days before the opening of the Strand: 

It is rather the irony of Fate that serious efforts to legislate in the interests of patrons of 
Moving-Picture “theatres” should have awaited the time when the Moving Picture 
business, by its natural growth, had surpassed the more malignant of its early evils. 
There has long been “big money” in the business and there is also a fair prospect of 
permanence. Consequently pretentious looking structures, with some claims to 
consideration as theatres, are gradually replacing the delapidated [sic], impromptu halls, 
extemporized out of shops, where for years a calm defiance of all the essential by-laws 
has proven its possibilities in the way of profits. They bring with them the last word in 
the way of “photo-plays,” and “photo-plays” are a theatrical commodity which can well 
stand censoring.48 
 

This connection between the increasingly pretentious photoplays then pushed by some 

producers and the fancy new palaces opened by exhibitors is perfectly illustrated by the 

Strand’s case. Labeled “Montreal’s Photoplay Theatre De Luxe” in the Independent 

Amusement’s early advertisements, the Strand had screened on its opening night a film 

adaptation of Victorien Sardou’s La Tosca produced in France by Le Film d’art and featuring 

none other than Sarah Bernhardt in the leading role.49 [Figure 2.1] The antique character of 

this two-reeler produced in 1908 suggests that it had not been chosen for its innovative 

storytelling or dashing cinematic style, but rather for the cultural capital associated with La 

Tosca and Bernhardt.50 The following year, the Strand announced that it would have the 

exclusivity in Montreal of the screen adaptation of the version of Tess of the D’urbervilles (J. 

Searle Dawley, 1913) produced for the stage by Daniel Frohman and featuring Minnie 

Maddern Fiske, as well as of all the other releases of the new Famous Players Film Co.51  

The stars of the stage however soon gave way to the first stars of the screen in the 

Strand’s programmes. Two months after its exhibition of Tess of the D’uberbilles, the Strand 

thus announced that it would now show “The moving pictures’ most popular star, Mary 

Pickford, […] in Mrs. Fiske’s most famous success, Caprice [J. Searle Dawley, Famous Players 
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Film Co., 1913].”52 This suggests that, like many other agents active in the North American 

film industry, the Strand’s owners and manager were getting to realize that the industry’s 

seemingly exponential growth was driven more by the new type of dynamic moving pictures 

harnessing the narrative possibilities opened by the nascent medium, and thus featuring a 

new class of performers, than by names and titles connoting genteel respectability. The 

Strand consequently did not solely rely on stage and literary adaptations. Its programmes 

included from the outset many representatives of the class of films geared more towards 

thrills than dramatic posturing that had ensured the great success of scopes and 

nickelodeons.53 The theatre also exhibited newsreels on a weekly basis, and even managed to 

insert some level of local content through the occasional screening of actualities produced in 

and around Montreal by Bert Mason, who was at the time working for the Montreal office 

of the Mutual Film Corp. of Canada.54 The range of pictures exhibited at the Strand was 

further expanded over the years leading to the First World War by the regular inclusion of 

French and British pictures in the theatre’s programmes.55 

The Strand’s building was the property of the McCombe family, who had owned the 

piece of land where it stood since 1854, but seems to have been erected thanks to the 

initiative of the local enterprise that would occupy and manage it until its eventual 

demolition in 1973.56 Going by the name of Independent Amusement by the time of the 

Strand’s opening, this enterprise also operated the Moulin Rouge, an east end scope opened 

on September 17, 1910 in a converted commercial space located on St. Catherine Street East 

about midway between the Ouimetoscope and the Nationoscope. During its first years of 

operation, the Moulin Rouge had offered shows largely relying on live acts, and therefore 

quite different from those later presented at the Strand. A press release published in 

Montreal newspapers on the occasion of the Moulin Rouge’s inaugural had for instance 
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promised: “carefully selected moving pictures, French comedy, English illustrated songs, and 

New York vaudeville.”57 

Attractions of a different nature were also offered next door from the theatre at the 

Moulin Rouge ice cream parlor. This juxtaposition of a venue exhibiting moving pictures 

and of a space dedicated to frozen treats is far from innocuous, as it highlights the more than 

incidental role played by food and snacks in popular culture in general, and in the history of 

the Independent Amusement chain in particular.58 Most of the Independent Amusement’s 

founders had indeed been connected to the food industry prior to their involvement with 

the film business. George Ganetakos, who would act as the chain’s general manager from 

the early 1910s until his passing in 1955, and in the process become one of the most 

influential film men in Canada, had for instance operated both a fruit stand and a 

confectioner’s shop on St. Catherine Street in the 1900s.  

An immigrant like many other Montreal film entrepreneurs, Ganetakos had been born 

in 1877 or 1878 in a small village located in Laconia, Greece, where he had first made a 

living by working as a blacksmith. He had left his homeland in 1900 to join the small Greek 

community that had begun to form in Montreal as a result of the economic crisis then 

plaguing Greece. (Much to the confusion of film historians, Ganetakos adopted soon after 

his arrival a more anglo-sounding name, George Nicholas, which he would intermittently use 

until the 1920s.)59 According to an apocryphal story, Ganetakos had first discovered the 

popular appeal of moving pictures some time around 1908, when the films occasionally 

screened on the walls of the St. Catherine Street West ice cream parlor he was at the time 

running with his uncle, the Cosy Parlor, turned out to be more of a draw than the assorted 

snacks and drinks sold by the establishment.60 
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Ganetakos’s partners in the opening of the Moulin Rouge and the creation of the 

Canadian Amusement Co., Ltd., which eventually morphed into the Independent 

Amusement in early 1912, had mostly been recruited from his associates and suppliers at the 

Cosy Parlor. As was fairly typical of scopes and nickelodeons, none of the individuals involved 

in the venture seemed to have had any prior experience with show business. The board of 

directors of the Canadian Amusement was thus initially composed of Ganetakos, Demetre 

Zarafonites (another Greek immigrant involved in the affairs of the Cosy Parlor), William 

Bell (a fruit wholesaler), James Seath Smith (the architect responsible for the conversion of 

the Moulin Rouge building into a theatre), and David Allen Murray (a cashier).61 According 

to the generally well-informed Dane Lanken, one of the Moulin Rouge’s main backers was 

Ernest A. Cousins, a British immigrant who had gained a prominent position in the local 

dairy industry following his arrival in Montreal in the 1880s, and had thus eventually become 

the Cosy Parlor’s ice cream supplier.62 Initially listed as a simple director, Cousins soon 

replaced Bell as president of the company, a position he would also occupy at United 

Amusements, Ltd. between 1919 and 1924, and then at United Amusement Corp., Ltd. 

between 1924 and 1947.63  

The last key participant in the opening of the Moulin Rouge was the owner of the 

property where the theatre stood, Léon Payette.64 A hotel-keeper and horse dealer by trade, 

Payette was well-known to the farmers and merchants who patronized the inn and stables he 

operated near Bonsecours market, where he may have first met the various fruit sellers and 

dairy men that became his partners in the operation of the Moulin Rouge.65 A few months 

after the opening of the Moulin Rouge, Payette had stepped up his involvement with the 

Canadian Amusement by selling the property comprising the Moulin Rouge (the theatre 

remained under the management of the company) to George Rabinovitch for a reported 
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$100,000.66 Some of this money had most likely been subsequently invested by Payette in the 

building of the Strand, which was already in the plans by the time of the opening of the 

Moulin Rouge.67 Payette’s substantial participation in the affairs of the Moulin Rouge and 

Strand likely led to his becoming a director of the Independent Amusement at the time of 

the company’s creation in the winter of 1912.68 He would eventually remain with group led 

by Ganetakos until 1936.69 

Payette’s contribution to the group organized around Ganetakos was not solely 

financial, since his nomination, as that of insurance broker Isidore Crépeau around the same 

time, permitted the nascent chain to claim some kind of connection to the French-Canadian 

population accounting for roughly half of Montreal’s population.70 Over the coming decades, 

the chain would remain careful to present a public face emphasizing its connection to the 

multiple communities making up Montreal’s citizenry, most notably by splitting its three 

most high-profile positions between an anglophone (Cousins, president), a francophone 

(Crépeau, vice-president), and a Greek immigrant (Ganetakos, general-manager). [Figure 

2.2] 

  

Foreign Chains in Montreal 

Independent Amusement’s Strand theatre did not remain Montreal’s sole movie palace 

for long. By the time of its December 1912 opening, another palace just as luxurious and 

twice as big, the Imperial, was already being built a few blocks east.71 A project of the B.F. 

Keith chain, the new house was set to replace the Nickel theatre then operating on the 

opposite side of the St. Catherine Street West and de Bleury junction.72 According to 

Lanken, the Imperial had been drafted by a regular collaborator of the Keith chain, Albert 

Westover, an architect based in Philadelphia, and completed by Montreal architect Ulric 
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Asselin, most likely so as to ensure that the building would conform to local regulations and 

variations in taste.73 

A combination house, the 2,000-seat Imperial specialized from its opening day until 

the end of the silent era in combination shows featuring both films and touring vaudeville 

acts. Keith seems to have been aware that the exhibition of moving pictures in its new 

palatial house might still be frowned upon by members of the cultural elite of the day. In an 

interview with the Montreal Daily Star published shortly before the opening of the Imperial, 

the chain’s general manager, E.F. Albee, felt compelled to preemptively defend the new 

form of popular amusement: 

“There is business for all theatres,” asserted Mr. Albee. “The picture theatres make their 
own public by attracting those who would not as a general rule patronize the higher 
priced theatres. Once started these people demand all kinds of entertainment and the 
regular theatres get increased patronage.”74 
 

The advertisement for the April 26, 1913, grand opening of the Imperial implicitly addressed 

concerns over the respectability of moving pictures by labeling the new theatre “Montreal’s 

most beautiful playhouse devoted to motion pictures and photo plays of the highest order,” 

as well as by describing it as a “a metropolitan theatre which New York would be proud to 

possess.”75 [Figure 2.3] 

Interestingly, the Imperial’s leading attractions in its first few months of operation 

were not the moving images thrown on its screen or the live acts featured on its stage, but 

the two peculiar sound reproduction systems it had been equipped with. Much of the early 

discourse on the theatre thus centered on the mighty Wurlitzer Hope-Jones Unit Orchestra, 

which had been installed under the supervision or the “celebrated English organist” Robert 

Hope-Jones himself.76 The unit was said to be able to reproduce sixty different instruments, 

and to have cost no less than twenty thousand dollar.77 The Montreal Daily Star described the 
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unit orchestra as the Imperial’s “chief attraction,” and more particularly lauded the versatility 

it displayed: 

A feature of this appliance is the fact that while it is almost impossible to train an 
orchestra for every one of the hundreds [sic] of pictures shown in the large picture 
houses each week, it is a comparatively easy task for one man in charge of a Unit 
Orchestra to produce music appropriate to every scene shown on the curtain.78 
 

Advertisements published by Wurlitzer’s local representative eventually went one step 

further by claiming that, thanks to their phenomenal versatility, Unit Orchestras would 

“soon pay for themselves” by permitting theatres to dramatically reduce the wages paid to 

musicians.79 

In an era where moving picture theatres largely established their rank and individuality 

through the type of musical accompaniment they offered (some could afford either a large 

orchestra or a smaller band centered on a star performer, while many other others had to 

make do with a single pianist), the acquisition of the Hope-Jones Unit Orchestra readily 

established the Imperial as one of Montreal’s top moving picture theatres. Still, the sensation 

reportedly caused by the organ was not enough for Keith. Visibly determined to start out 

with a bang, the chain added yet another sensational novelty, the Kinetophone, to the 

Imperial’s bill by the theatre’s second week of operation.80 By doing so, it no doubt hoped to 

benefit from the prestige derived from the use in its advertisements of the name of Thomas 

Edison, who had taken credit for the invention of this system permitting the exhibition of 

short films featuring a synchronized soundtrack. The Kinetophone reportedly created a 

“favorable impression” at the Imperial, but was ultimately destined to be short-lived, plagued 

as it was by amplification and synchronization issues.81 

Another US theatre chain active in Montreal in the early 1910s, the Mark and Brock 

Co., resorted to a different technological innovation, color cinema, as a way to establish its 

identity and boost its business in Montreal. One of the chain’s founders, Henry J. Brock, had 
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struck a deal with the US-born British film entrepreneur Joseph Urban, who was at the time 

heavily promoting the Kinemacolour natural color process on both sides of the Atlantic. In 

March of 1912, Brock and Urban had visited Montreal in order to advertise their new joint 

venture, the Kinemacolor of Canada, a company dedicated to the production and 

distribution of films using a proprietary color process. Brock and Urban had announced to 

journalists that the new company was about to set up shop in the city and hire hundreds of 

employees to take care of the “plays to be reproduced, films to be processed, and 

instruments to be manufactured” locally.82  

Coming as it was in the midst of an epidemic of delusional schemes and scams 

targeting a public dazzled by the rapid rise of the glamorous new medium, such an 

announcement might have been met with considerable skepticism, had it been uttered by 

lesser personalities. But Urban and Brock were far from being unknown. A pioneer producer 

and distributor of travelogues, actualities and educational films, Urban had gained some 

notoriety in Canada a decade earlier in the wake of the production of the Living Canada 

series, which had brought such renowned film men as Rosenthal and Bradford to the 

Dominion. As for Brock, the theatre chain he was at the time operating with Mitchell Mark 

out of Buffalo, New York, had managed to become one of the most prestigious in the 

northeastern U.S. and eastern Canada in the early 1910s. By 1912, Mark-Brock operated 

large theatres in Toronto (where it had opened the city’s first downtown movie palace, the 

Strand, in August of 1911) and Ottawa. The chain would earn a prominent place in US film 

history in 1914 by opening on Broadway the 3,000-seat New York Strand, whose first 

manager was none other than S.L. “Roxy” Rothapfel.83 

Mark-Brock’s first Montreal operation had been the 2,000-seat Théâtre Français, 

which it had taken over in the spring of 1910.84 To mark the elevated standing of the venue, 
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Mark-Brock had extensively renovated the building and contributed to various local events, 

such as a fly swatting contest organized by the civically minded Montreal Daily Star, whose 

winners were rewarded with season passes to the Français.85 Under Mark-Brock’s direction, 

the Français had mostly programmed vaudeville shows interspersed with a few reels of 

moving pictures in the early 1910s.  

Mark-Brock soon expanded its Montreal operations through the building of a new 

theatre located near the intersection of Mount-Royal Avenue and St. Denis Street in the 

Plateau district, the 800-seat Alexandra, as well as through a partnership with the New York 

State-based Duchess Amusement Co. (possibly a subsidiary), which built two large moving 

picture theatres in the city in 1912.86 The largest of these two new theatres, the 1,400-seat 

Family (later known as the Corona) was located on Notre-Dame in the working class 

neighborhood of St. Henri. Opened some time around September of 1912, the Family 

occasionally exhibited color films during its first years of operations, having been equipped 

with projectors permitting the presentation of reels using the Kinemacolor process.87 And 

while the activities of Kinemacolor’s Canadian branch certainly never took off the way 

Urban and Brock had predicted it would, the presentation of a series of Canadian patriotic 

Kinemacolor views at the Family’s in the early months of the Great War demonstrates that 

the venture did at least lead to the production of a few short films.88 The opening of the 

Family was followed in November 1912 by that of the Duchess Amusement Scala theatre. 

Located on St. Lawrence at St. Catherine, this 1,200-seat theatre quite mysteriously 

advertised “reversed vaudeville and prismatic photoplays” in its first months of operation.89 

The acquisition and construction of these four theatres cast Mark-Brock as a leading 

film exhibitor in Montreal. By the end of 1912, the chain controlled two large theatres 

located at the heart of the city’s bustling entertainment district, and two up-to-date movie 
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houses situated in the lively neighborhoods of St. Henri and the Plateau. The fact that two of 

these establishments, the Théâtre Français (now the Métropolis) and the Family/Corona, are 

still being operated as show venues a century later further demonstrates, if any need be, that 

its theatres were not too shabby. And yet the chain failed to make it in Montreal. In January 

of 1914, Mark-Brock leased the Scala theatre, which it had opened a little over a year before, 

to the Lawand family. It hung to the Alexandra, Family and Théâtre Français a little longer, 

but nevertheless seems to have entirely gotten out of the Montreal market by 1917.90  

The vacuum created by the withdrawal of the Mark-Brock interests from the city led 

to some skirmishes between Montreal showmen. In April 1918, the Canadian Moving Picture 

Digest for instance reported a sensational fight between the Family’s new owner, one 

Ogulnik, and the manager of the French stock company then occupying the theatre, 

Edmond Desmarteau. Wanting to revert to a moving picture policy, Ogulnik had dispatched 

a new manager to the Family, A.J. Aubrey. The latter had however been met by “twenty or 

thirty thugs armed with blackjacks, baseball clubs, rubber hose, and revolvers.” The ensuing 

mêlée had resulted in an innocent employee of the local Famous Players exchange receiving 

the scare of his life, two detectives of the Burns agency being “pretty badly beaten up,” and 

Desmarteau being “taken to the cooler.”91 

Lack of data pertaining to the local activities of the Mark-Brock Co. nevertheless 

prevents us from ascertaining the reasons that forced the chain to get out of Montreal so 

soon after the opening of the Family and its other local theatres. Obviously, Brock’s sudden 

death in a car crash in September 1917 did nothing to improve the affairs of the company.92 

Still, it remains possible that Mark-Brock’s Montreal operations had already been 

compromised many years before by Brock and Urban’s decision to share the Kinemacolor 

system with competing theatres, which might have partly negated the competitive edge of 



79 

Mark-Brock houses. In Montreal, the most widely advertised screenings of Kinemacolor 

films had thus been held, not at the Théâtre Français or Family, but at the Princess and 

Imperial.93 It may also be that the imported small-time vaudeville acts featured in most of the 

chain’s theatres failed to connect with Montreal’s population, or that the chain had proved 

unable – or unwilling – to recruit individuals sufficiently well-grounded in the city’s culture 

to run its theatres.94 Whatever its causes, the failure of the Mark-Brock Co. to establish a 

profitable chain of theatres in Montreal demonstrates that the booming conditions generally 

prevailing in the motion picture industry in the 1910s were not sufficient to ensure the 

success of all film ventures.  

Mark-Brock’s Montreal misadventure would soon be echoed by that of the promoters 

of the luxurious Théâtre St. Denis inaugurated on March 4, 1916. The new palatial theatre 

had initially been a project of the St. Denis Theatre Co. incorporated in Montreal a year and 

half before, in September 1914. The latter company however seems to have been somehow 

related to the Keith chain, whose main Montreal representative, H.W. Conover, ended up 

managing the 2,400-seat St. Denis at the time of its well-attended grand opening.95 It should 

also be noted on that regard that the St. Denis had, just like Keith’s Imperial, been equipped 

with an expensive Hope-Jones Orchestra Unit. 

Contemporary reviews of the St. Denis reveal that it had explicitly been conceived to 

serve the needs of the east end francophone population. The architectural journal Construction 

for instance noted in the admiring piece it published on the St. Denis that the theatre was 

“located in that portion of Montreal favored by the French-Canadian as a residential section, 

and mainly for their use, yet so readily accessible from other parts of the city.” La Presse 

further remarked that the theatre’s “exceedingly polite” staff spoke French and that, “much 

to the pleasure of the vast majority of the east end’s French-speaking population,” the 



80 

theatre’s direction had announced that both the programmes it printed and the subtitles of 

the films it booked would be in French.96 

The St. Denis however soon proved unable to turn a profit for its owners. Less than 

two months after the theatre’s opening, Variety reported that its manager was already 

thinking about hiring a French stock company and discontinuing film bookings. Things 

seemingly went from bad to worse over the next few months. After being taken over in the 

summer of 1916 by one E.L. Perry said to be based in Philadelphia, the St. Denis reverted to 

a first-run pictures and vaudeville policy, hired a thirty-piece orchestra – and went further in 

debt. It was soon dropped by Perry and sold by auction in June 1917.97 The forlorn east end 

palace ended up attracting the attention of none other than Nathan L. Nathanson, who 

eventually operated the St. Denis for over a year in 1917-18, as well as of Marcus Loew and 

Nick Schenck, who traveled to Montreal in January 1918 to assess the venue’s potential.98 In 

the end, none of these illustrious entrepreneurs succeeded in turning the St. Denis into a 

profitable operation. Within less than three years of its grand opening, the theatre was being 

described as a white elephant by the trade press.99 

Part of the St. Denis’ problem might have been the lack of protection granted to its 

leading attractions during its first years of operation. The five-reel feature that had headlined 

its inaugural programme, Satan Sanderson (John W. Noble, Rolfe Photoplays/Metro, 1915), 

had for instance been screened no more than two days after the St. Denis’ opening at the 

Windsor, a small downtown theatre installed in a converted gothic chapel previously used by 

a Methodist congregation.100 The fact that Satan Sanderson had actually first been released 

almost a full year before, in March 1915, further suggests that the St. Denis’ difficulties 

might have been compounded by the growing scarcity of prints featuring French titles.101 It 

should be reminded that at the time of the incorporation of the St. Denis Theatre Co., the 
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war was but a few weeks old, and French producers such as Pathé and Gaumont were still 

leading players in the global film industry. Things were obviously different by the time of the 

theatre’s opening in 1916. More and more prints were coming from the U.S., and no 

intertitle translation services seem to have been offered to local exchanges until the 1920s. 

The trade press nevertheless attributed the St. Denis’ difficulties, not to distribution or 

language issues, but to socioeconomic factors. The Canadian Moving Picture Digest for instance 

argued in March 1918 that: 

The St. Denis, the big house in the East End, is not, can not, or will not ever make any 
money at the present prices. The people who live in that end of the town are in the 
majority poorly paid and have large families to support. Ten or fifteen cents at the most 
is their limit, and regardless of the attraction they will not pay twenty-five. Few pictures 
that have played there have pulled good business at two bits, but it was because they 
had an appeal that brought people from the other parts of the city.102 
 

The St. Denis’ main problem, in a nutshell, seems to have been that while it might have been 

able to attract sizable audience, it could not balance its admission prices with its overhead, 

film rentals, and advertising expenses.103 The theatre would as a result be cast aside all 

through the end of the silent era by the three leading continental or national chains: Keith, 

Loew’s, and Famous Players. According to Véronneau and Lacasse, the interests close to 

Famous Players who ended up controlling the St. Denis in the 1920s and early 1930s were 

content to let a local entrepreneur, Jos. Cardinal, struggle with it.104 

The last major film palace built in Montreal in the 1910s was the 3,100-seat Loew’s 

conceived by famed US architect Thomas W. Lamb and opened on November 19, 1917 by 

US theatre magnate Marcus Loew. Said to be Canada’s largest theatre at the time of its 

opening, the Loew’s could be found a few yards west of Independent Amusement’s Strand 

on St. Catherine Street West.105 Once described as “the Henry Ford of show business” by 

George M. Cohan, Loew had first been involved in the operation of a New York penny 

arcade in partnership with Adolph Zukor in 1903. Sensing a tremendous business 
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opportunity in the creation of shows combining vaudeville and moving pictures, he had 

soon left Zukor to establish a new partnership with brothers Nick and Joe Schenck. The trio 

had not wasted any time in building and acquiring theatres: by the time of the opening of its 

first Montreal house, the Loew’s chain was operating more than one hundred theatres across 

the U.S. and Canada. As noted by Douglas Gomery, Loew’s commercial strategies in the 

1910s and 1920s were fundamentally different from those of his equally successful former 

associate Zukor: while the latter eventually returned to the exhibition business so as to 

guarantee an outlet for the films of the producer-distributor he had created, Paramount, 

Loew would launch into film production with the acquisition of Metro in 1920 and the 

subsequent creation of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in 1924 mainly so that he could provide his 

extensive theatrical network with quality attractions.106 

In Montreal, the combination shows offered by Loew’s gigantic new venue filled the 

niche left open by Mark-Brock’s recent withdrawal from the city, as well as by Keith’s 

current policy at the Imperial, which favoured first-run Paramount-Artcraft pictures over 

vaudeville.107 The Loew’s and Mark-Brock chains had both quickly expanded at the turn of 

the 1910s by offering combination shows charging more for admission than moving picture 

shows, but still less than venues dedicated to high-class vaudeville.108 Variety had even 

reported in 1910 that: “While the two circuits are not affiliated, there is an understanding 

between them through which they may ‘split’ weeks in the west; also remaining out of one 

another’s territory.”109 This “understanding” could of course explain Loew’s relatively late 

arrival in Montreal, where Mark-Brock’s Théâtre Français had for a while presented 

vaudeville acts booked through the Loew Circuit office.110 In any case, vaudeville would 

remain a highlight of the Montreal Loew’s programmes well into the 1930s. 
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 Montreal’s Movie Market at the Turn of the 1920s 

By the time of the creation of Nathanson’s Famous Players Canadian Corp. in 1920 

(which we will cover in more details in chapter 3), no less than sixty-three commercial 

theatres were showing moving pictures on the territory of the city of Montreal. While about 

a dozen of these venues were holdovers from the scope era holding less than five hundred 

seats, at least fourteen theatres held over one thousand seats. The continued expansion of 

the local film market in the 1910s was further demonstrated by the fact that the city’s four 

largest theatres by the decade’s end – the Loew’s (1917, 3,062 seats), the Théâtre St. Denis 

(1916, 2,397 seats), the Princess (1917, 2,335 seats)111, and the Imperial (1913, 1,904 seats) – 

were all venues originally conceived for shows combining moving pictures and live 

attractions.112 

Twenty-five of the sixty-three Montreal theatres exhibiting moving pictures in 1920 

were part of one of the nine chains then operating in the city, as shown in Table 2.1. 
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Interestingly, this survey of the various chains operating in the city in the months leading to 

the 1921 opening of Famous Players’ first Montreal theatre, the Capitol, fails to reveal the 

future leaders of the local exhibition market. Ganetakos’s Independent Amusement, for 

instance, still controlled in 1920 fewer seats than Arthur St. Germain, and fewer venues and 

seats than the chain operated by the Lawand and Tabah families. This survey further shows 

that most chains were not national or continental operations, but local enterprises that were 

often quite modest in scope. By way of example, the total number of seats installed in the 

three theatres operated by Elie Berzansky on St. Hubert Street (the North Star and 

Boulevardoscope) and Notre-Dame West (the Lux Palace) barely exceeded one thousand. 

As for the three continental chains in operation in Montreal at this point, only one, Allen, 

seemed (as we will see in the next chapter) geared towards local expansion. The two others, 

Keith and Loew’s, seemed content with just one large flagship theatre.113 This could partly be 

explained by the fact these two chains were largely dedicated to a form of commercial 

amusement – high-class vaudeville – whose leading attractions could not be duplicated and 

disseminated as easily as moving pictures. 

The state of flux that still characterized the opening, closing, and control of Montreal 

film theatres at the turn of the 1920s did not preclude the stabilization of some other aspects 

of the business of exhibition in the city of Montreal. It must for instance be noted that 

St. Catherine Street West was by this point firmly established as the center of Montreal’s film 

market. That this part of the city where the largest retail establishments had recently 

congregated would become the film industry’s primary outlet may seem like a foregone 

conclusion. Canadian film historian Paul S. Moore nevertheless reminds us that: “the 

association of cinema-going with downtown’s main street was neither immediate nor 

obvious when cinema first entered into the modern mixture of consumption and amusement 



85 

in Canadian cities.”114 Indeed, in Montreal as elsewhere in Canada, film screenings had first 

been held more or less haphazardly in a wide range of venues (including variety theatres, 

amusement parks, and community halls) located in both central and peripheral areas. The 

itineraries of the traveling showmen largely responsible for the dissemination of early 

moving pictures had further not been dictated by zones and runs, or by any other attempt at 

rationalized distribution, but more simply by transportation networks and the availabilities of 

venues. 

The eventual appearance of Montreal’s first movie palaces on an artery dominated by 

commercial establishments rather than, say, colleges and universities, is in itself quite telling. 

This choice reveals that, for all the industry discourse on the educational potential of moving 

pictures, the definition of film as a form of commercial entertainment was quickly gaining 

hegemonic status within the film industry by the mid-1910s. Commercial exhibitors would 

continue to book the Canadian travelogues and newsreels produced by Ouimet’s Specialty 

Film Import (1915-1922), the Canadian Government Motion Picture Bureau (1917-1941), 

Associated Screen News (1920-1959) and, later, the National Film Board of Canada (created 

in 1939), but one senses that the exhibition of these films largely aimed to facilitate the 

dissemination of the imported multi-reel fiction films that had become firmly established as 

the industry’s most profitable class of products by the late 1910s. Exhibitors might have 

more specifically hoped that the insertion of a few vaguely educational and patriotic reels in 

programmes headlined by foreign films would somewhat mollify the various groups critical 

of moving picture shows. 

Other facts may help explain why the center of Montreal’s film market migrated west 

of St. Lawrence Boulevard in the early 1910s. One contributing factor might be that the 

larger venues built by the leading exhibitors in 1910s (the 1917 Loew’s was for instance 
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almost thrice as big as the 1907 Ouimetoscope) needed to attract the widest possible range 

of patrons in order to generate profits. The east end moving picture theatres that had 

dominated local exhibition between 1906 and the early 1910s appear to have succeeded in 

attracting audiences recruited from both the working and middle classes. They however 

seem to have failed to draw members of the city’s sizable anglophone community in 

significant numbers, possibly because anglophones preferred to patronize the venues 

showing the same films at roughly the same time on St. Lawrence, Notre-Dame, or 

St. Catherine West. This was nothing new: even before the advent of venues primarily 

dedicated to moving pictures, the various theatres operating in the city’s east end had only 

infrequently advertised in English-language newspapers, while the various amusement places 

located on St. Catherine Street West extensively advertised in French-language newspapers. 

It consequently may very well be that the promoters of the new palaces built in the 1910s 

expected francophones to be generally more willing than anglophones to cross the 

established boundary represented by St. Lawrence Boulevard in order to attend moving 

picture shows. 

Some troubling limitations affecting the strategies aiming to integrate different groups 

and communities in Montreal theatres devised by exhibitors nevertheless came to light as a 

result of a 1919 case involving one Sol Reynolds, described in contemporary sources as a 

“colored man.” In what was eventually revealed to be a test-case initiated by local Black 

activists, Reynolds had been denied the right to sit in the orchestra section of the Loew’s 

after having purchased the appropriate ticket. Reynolds consequently instigated proceedings 

against the Loew’s, and initially succeeded in having the Superior Court recognize his right to 

sit wherever he pleased. The Superior Court’s decision was however soon reversed by the 

Court of Appeal’s Judge Pelletier, who argued that: 
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The proprietor of a theatre has the right to seat the spectators where he wishes within 
the limits of place corresponding to the price the spectator has paid for his ticket of 
admission. The proprietor is master in his own house and has the right to make 
regulations accordingly. It is shown in the proof that the presence of colored people in 
the orchestra seats of Loew’s theatre prevents other people from going to the theatre, 
and the appellant (Loew’s) is not obliged to suffer a loss of revenue which would result 
from that fact.115 
 

The Canadian Moving Picture Digest (which, it should be noted, was not at the time edited by 

the generally more progressive Ray Lewis) reacted to the case by publishing a piece 

commending the Court of Appeals’ decision, and reporting that: “This is a case which has 

considerably exercised the minds of moving picture proprietors and managers in this city 

who are one and all delighted that the way is now cleared for them to make a general rule 

excluding people of color from their entertainment.”116 Black activists quickly reacted by 

announcing that they would collect funds and pursue the case all the way up to the Privy 

Council in London if necessary. Their action however seems to have soon petered out, 

undermined as it was by the modest size of the local Black community, which, incidentally, 

probably also explains why film exhibitors could afford to so casually declare Black citizens 

unwelcome in their houses.117 

The activists’ decision to target the Loew’s for their 1919 test-case is probably more of 

a reflection of the local pre-eminence of this venue than of the particular character of its 

admission policy. Indeed, the Digest comments on the case suggest that most Montreal 

houses informally applied the same discriminatory policy. The Loew’s rather stood out by 

the fact that it was the largest and most prestigious of the new crop of west end movie 

palaces that had appeared in the 1910s, and in the process outclassed the older east end scopes 

in size and luxury. The new palaces’ superior buying power further granted these venues first 

pick on the latest film releases, which resulted in the city’s numerous other film theatres 
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having to wait a little longer in order to be able to book films that had already been exhibited 

locally.  

On the topic of film distribution, it is essential to understand that the distribution 

models that were emerging at the time were fundamentally different from those governing 

the dissemination of printed materials or sound recordings. Whereas literary or musical 

publishers could aim to sell a book, a gramophone plate or sheet music to just about any 

individual interested by the work inscribed therein, the high costs associated with the 

manufacturing of both film hardware (i.e., the projectors) and software (the reels of 35mm 

film) required consumers to share both screening venues and prints, and incited distributors 

to use as few prints as possible to cover each regional market. According to the evidence 

collected by commissioner Peter White in 1931, it cost “in the neighbourhood of from three 

to four hundred dollars” to strike a positive print of a six-reel feature at the turn of the 

1930s – a figure that cannot be much more higher than it had been a decade before. The 

data uncovered by White also shows that between four and ten prints were generally 

prepared for each title distributed in Canada in 1931, with eight being the most common 

number for features.118 Once again, it seems rather unlikely that prints had been more 

numerous at the turn of the 1920s, when no established film laboratory existed in Canada. 

The archives of the Board of Censors of the Province of Quebec further reveal that for the 

entirety of 1912-1952 period covered by this research, distributors rarely used more than two 

prints of each title to cover the whole of the Province of Quebec.119  

As noted by Moore, the brief but intense serial craze of the mid-1910s marked a key 

moment in the institutionalization of film, as it greatly helped establish the distribution 

system based on differently priced runs that would largely frame and determine the activities 

of film exhibitors all-through the classical era.120 In Montreal as pretty much everywhere in 
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North America, the fad began in earnest early in 1914 with the appearance in local theatres 

of The Adventures of Kathlyn (Selig Polyscope Co., 1914), generally regarded as the first 

cliffhanger serial.121 Kathlyn was soon followed by many other similar serials, including The 

Perils of Pauline (Pathé Frères, 1914), The Exploits of Elaine (Wharton, 1915), and The Diamond 

from the Sky (American Film Manufacturing Co., 1915). Released on a weekly or bi-weekly 

basis, serial episodes remained one of the mainstays of the programmes assembled by film 

theatres until the late 1910s, when the formula seems to have finally exhausted the patience 

of many moviegoers. Still, serials can be said to have greatly contributed to the 

differentiation of movie theatres in the few short years that separated their sensational 

appearance from their sudden demotion to children’s matinées and the lower half of 

neighborhood theatres’ programmes. This process was largely accomplished with the help of 

newspaper tie-ins inciting audiences to seek the latest episode. As the scarcity of prints 

prevented each episode from being exhibited in more than one or two local theatres at any 

given time, exhibitors came to be organized in a hierarchy determined by the rank they 

occupied in the long list of theatres booking each serial. Known within the industry as the 

theatres’ “run”, this rank could easily be deducted by filmgoers through a quick glance at the 

various theatre advertisements published side by side in local newspapers. 

Distributors occasionally went as far as to inform filmgoers of each theatre’s run by 

publishing advertisements delineating the complete itinerary followed by each new serial 

episode. An advertisement published in The Standard in June 1915 by the local exchange 

handling Who Pays? (Balboa Amusement Producing Co./Pathé Exchange, 1915) [Figure 

2.4] for instance shows that each new episode was first screened for two days at the 

Imperial – then the city’s largest moving picture theatre – before being programmed in three 

other Montreal houses (the Passe-Temps, the Ouimetoscope, and the Arcade) by the end of 
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its first week of exhibition. The advertisement further lists the theatres where the serial’s 

four previous episodes could be seen the same week. All in all, it appears that no less than 

fifteen Montreal theatres were implicitly assigned a rank in the hierarchy of theatres showing 

an episode of Who Pays every week. Another advertisement published two years and a half 

later by Specialty Film Import for The Hidden Hand (Pathé Exchange, 1917-18) [Figure 2.5] 

illustrates the growing emphasis placed by distributors on first-run exhibition in the late 

1910s. The advertisement does list all of the thirteen movie theatres exhibiting the serial on 

the island of Montreal, but clearly highlights the one venue getting the first-run of each new 

episode, Independent Amusement’s Strand.  

These advertisements however also reveal that, while the runs system favouring 

downtown movie palaces was pretty much established by the late 1910s, individual runs were 

at this point in time still quite short (between one and three days, with two-day runs being 

the most common) and, more importantly, not yet separated by protection periods. As we 

will see in chapter 3, it appears that protection periods only started to be enforced when the 

leading exhibitors became big enough to prevent distributors from renting the films they had 

just shown to the opposition. Protection does not seem to have been pushed by distributors, 

who would likely have preferred to get the most of the titles they handled while the publicity 

and word of mouth generated by their first-run exhibition was still at its highest.122 

This absence of protection period permitted the continuous (as opposed to staggered) 

circulation of new film releases throughout the 1910s, a fact strengthening the arguments 

made by the media historians concerned with the creation of a mass public. Moore for 

instance argues that: 

the serial film, and its fictionalized accompaniment printed in weekend newspapers, 
overtly encouraged an entire continent to “see” the same movie together, even as it 
solidified a spatial and temporal hierarchy among increasingly distinct types of theatres. 
[…] 
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If all of the film episodes, all of the fiction installments, and the continentally syndicated 
promotion in key magazines and newspapers are considered altogether to make up a 
single film text, then by 1915, nearly all of the film-going audience of North America 
could have been aware that the film they were watching was in some form being seen by 
almost everyone else, everywhere else. The serial story-film made film-going a truly 
mass medium by overtly demonstrating the films’ widespread availability.123 
 

Indeed, it appears that the serial fad of the mid-1910s brought large numbers of individuals 

across North America, including the Provine of Quebec and Montreal, to collectively hold 

their breath for Kathlyn, Pauline or Elaine. On a more elementary level, the growing 

popularity of film also contributed to the creation of a mass public by causing men, women 

and children from both the working and middle classes of Montreal’s francophone, 

anglophone and immigrant communities to congregate in public spaces where they could to 

some degree interact. 

Still, it could also be argued that audience interaction and the dissemination of shared 

cultural references through moving pictures sometimes played against each other, in the 

sense that, then as now, the more audience members interacted, the less attention likely 

ended up being paid to the action unfolding on the screen. It consequently seems likely that 

these two potential contributions of cinema to the development of communities developed 

in different ratios at the two opposite ends of the hierarchy of film theatres then in the 

process of being institutionalized. While data on audience behaviour is admittedly scarce, 

there is enough anecdotal evidence to suggest that filmgoers generally behaved differently in 

large downtown movie palaces and in small neighbourhood theatres. Miriam Hansen thus 

remarks that the movie palaces’ luxurious surroundings and abundant staff fostered a certain 

decorum, which, in turn, enforced a more reverential form of spectatorship. The films 

exhibited in these venues, which tended to be recent releases accompanied by first-rate 

musicians, consequently seem to have commanded most of the attention of the various 
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individuals making up the audience. On the other end of the spectrum, the audiences 

congregating in neighborhood theatres seem to have been more inclined to be vocal and to 

interact, both with each other and with the attractions assembled by these venues, which 

tended to be largely composed of beat-up prints of older film releases.124 

The data assembled in this chapter show that, by the turn of the 1920s, the Montreal 

movie market was already largely structured by the “scissor effect” observed by Hansen in 

silent era film exhibition, which posits that “the more ambitious and costly the show, the 

larger and less specific its intended audience.”125 Local conditions also seem to support 

Hansen’s claims regarding the consequences, both planned and unforeseen, of the 

commercial strategies of exhibitors. Hansen thus argues that, even after the advent of movie 

palaces and rationalized film distribution, the actions and policies of exhibitors could not 

uniformly be said to cause the homogenization of cultures: 

As long as an exhibitor catered to [particular ethnic and racial constituencies], the show 
was likely to maintain a locally specific, potentially interactive and aleatory dimension. If 
it did so, this was not because the individual exhibitor believed in defending communal 
culture against the onslaught of monopolization, but because the format was profitable 
and competitive.126 
 

Vertical integration and its corollary, the monopolization process mentioned by Hansen, had 

yet to begin in earnest in Montreal by 1920. The great majority of the city’s film theatres 

were still controlled locally, and while several continental, regional and local chains had been 

involved in film exhibition since the very first experiments with moving pictures, none 

seemed poised to take control of the local film market. 

The conditions whereby one organization could seize control of the film market had 

however largely been created. The sensational growth of film as a mass entertainment over 

the years 1912-1920 had essentially been predicated on the development of a very specific 

type of film production: multi-reel fiction film featuring stars and high production values. By 
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the end of 1913, most of the programmes booked by Montreal’s pioneering film palace, the 

Strand, had thus been headlined by a 4 or 5-reel Famous Players production. Within months, 

all of Montreal’s moving picture theatres would follow suit. This enthusiasm for costly 

feature films raised the cost of entry to the film production sector, and consequently acted to 

limit the number of potential suppliers for the city’s theatres. This tendency was further 

aggravated by the First World War, which greatly diminished the production and export 

capabilities of European organizations. As a result, the feature films headlining the bills of 

virtually all Montreal movie shows by the end of the 1910s originated from an ever-shrinking 

number of US producers, which were in turn increasingly dependent on the new crop of 

large movie palaces to screen and promote their expensive productions. It was now 

becoming clear that whoever assumed control of the leading first-run venues could gain a 

very favorable position within the industry.
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Chapter 3 

Famous Players in Montreal: 

Vertical Integration and Local Agency in the 1920s 

 

The period covered by this chapter constitutes a rare instance of history actually fitting 

the decade-by-decade periodization that is often imposed upon it. We will thus see over the 

next few pages how an organization created in January 1920, Famous Players Canadian 

Corp., managed to quickly build a national network of prestigious film theatres, quash or 

annex most of its opposition, and elevate itself to a position from where it could virtually 

control the whole Canadian film industry by the time its formidable expansion was suddenly 

halted by a number of 1929 events, including the stock market crash and the industry’s 

conversion to sound. 

Historians such as Manjunath Pendakur, Ian Jarvie, Kirwan Cox, and Germain Lacasse 

have previously chronicled the seemingly unstoppable rise of Famous Players on the national 

scene in the 1920s, and argued that the new chain was largely responsible for the quick 

demise of the pioneering Canadian chain built by the Allen family between the mid-1900s 

and the early 1920s.1 In many cases, their accounts also emphasize the deleterious effects of 

the alleged monopolistic practices of the US-controlled chain. The main thrust of their work 

will neither be disproved nor discredited by the new data exposed here, as the assembled 

data leaves no doubt that Famous Players was a vertically-integrated organization seeking to 

gain a monopoly position in the Canadian film market. The current chapter will further 

emphasize the growing importance of first-run exhibition foregrounded by Pendakur, Jarvie 

and others, and show how distribution, and more particularly access to the output of the 
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leading US studios, increasingly shaped the film market as protection periods started to be 

enforced by exchanges between runs. 

It will however be argued that a close look at regional markets – in this particular case 

that of Montreal in the 1920s – reveals that Famous Players’ expansion was not always as 

simple and unopposed as some accounts make it to be. The national chain may have 

developed privileged relations with the major distributors controlling most of the films 

released in Canada by the mid-1920s, but local exhibitors still had the in-depth knowledge of 

local communities required to maximize the popular appeal of movie shows. This knowledge 

was, as we will see, especially crucial in a bilingual and multicultural city like Montreal, where 

a multiplicity of linguistic communities, governmental organizations, civil and religious 

groups sought to control the new form of popular entertainment. This tension between the 

growing influence of national organizations and the agency of local exhibitors will more 

particularly be made visible by the examination of the relationship developing between 

Nathanson’s Famous Players and George Ganetakos’s Montreal chain.  

 

Allen Theatres and Famous Players Enter the Montreal Market 

The spring of 1921 saw two new awe-inspiring movie palaces, the Capitol and the 

Allen, being inaugurated within less than two months of each other in Montreal’s main retail 

district. The opening of these two majestic venues surpassing in luxury any other theatre 

built in the city until then did more than consolidate St. Catherine Street West’s position as 

the main site for moviegoing in Montreal. It also brought two national organizations 

originating from outside the Province of Quebec to the forefront of the local film market, 

and ushered a new era of heightened competition between exhibitors. Moving pictures were 

now firmly established as a mass medium widely patronized by both the working and middle 
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classes, and had as a result come to be regarded as a potentially highly profitable line of 

business. Quite predictably, big business had entered the fray and started to finance the 

expansion of national theatrical networks. 

The most prominent organization in the Canadian exhibition market at the turn of the 

1920s was Allen Theatres, a national chain managed by brothers Jule and Jay J. Allen, a pair 

of US-born Jewish entrepreneurs who had actually entered the exhibition business while still 

in their teens. Built with the help of their father Barney, brother Herbert, and associates 

from the Rosenfeld family, the Allens’ theatrical enterprise had been steadily growing since 

the opening of the brothers first nickel show in Brantford, Ontario, in 1906.2 [Figure 3.1] 

Between 1906 and the early 1920s, the Allens had opened a series of increasingly luxurious 

film theatres in Ontario and Western Canada. According to Kirwan Cox, author of the most 

detailed account of the eventful rise and fall of the Allens’ theatrical empire, the chain 

controlled more than forty Canadian moving picture theatres by 1919.3 These would be 

joined by several additions to the chain over 1920 and 1921, as the Allens simultaneously 

opened many more Canadian theatres and sought to expand out of the country with the 

opening of their largest film palace to date, the 3,003-seat Cleveland, Ohio, Allen theatre 

(still standing), and other prestigious projects in Detroit and on London’s Leicester Square.4 

The Allens’ seemingly boundless ambitions had however not prevented them from 

waiting no less than twelve years before making their first foray east of the Outaouais River, 

a fact suggesting that the brothers were quite aware of the particular challenge represented 

by the Quebec market. The chain nevertheless came in with a bang in the late summer and 

early fall of 1918, when it opened no less than three theatres on the island of Montreal 

within five weeks. All three of the Allens’ new theatres had been acquired from other 

theatrical enterprises.5 The chain’s first venture on the island, the 1915 Royal Alexandra 



103 

theatre located in suburban Lachine, had thus been bought and rebuilt by the chain after 

having been forced to close following a fire earlier in 1918.6 (The Allens’ presence in Lachine 

was however destined to be short-lived: the Royal Alexandra was closed and sold to the 

Rosenbloom family, which owned another Lachine film theatre, the next spring.7)  

The opening of the reconstructed Royal Alexandra was followed a few weeks later by 

that of the Westmount theatre, a fancy 1,100-seat theatre actually located in adjacent Notre-

Dame-de-Grâce, as the city of Westmount did not permit the building and operation of 

moving picture theatres on its territory at the time. [Figure 3.2] Though inaugurated as an 

Allen theatre, the Westmount had initially been a project of the Majestic Theatre Co., which 

had started work on the building nearly a year and a half before, in May 1917, but had 

proved unable to defray the whole of the $58,000 of the theatre’s construction costs.8 Two 

weeks after the opening of the Westmount, the Allens took over the downtown New Grand. 

Once the west end’s leading film theatre, the New Grand had been outclassed between 1912 

and 1917 by the successive openings of the Strand, Imperial, and Loew’s theatres. Its current 

manager, George Rotsky, had however developed a reputation as one of the top showmen in 

Montreal, which not only permitted him to stay with the New Grand, but landed him a 

position as supervisor of the Allens’ Montreal theatres.9 

The chain pursued its expansion in the Province of Quebec in 1919 with the 

acquisition of two theatres in Quebec City, the Canadien and the prestigious Auditorium 

(still operated as a show venue in 2012, the Capitole).10 In August of that year – that is, less 

than a year after the opening of the Allens’ first venue on the island of Montreal – word also 

started to get out that the chain was about to build a new house on St. Catherine Street 

West. Construction work eventually began in mid-1920 on a massive new theatre located 

within two blocks of the Loew’s and Strand theatres.11 Like the Loew’s, the Allens’ new 



104 

house actually stood some distance from the street, where land was less expensive, and 

connected to a narrow St. Catherine Street façade through a long corridor.  

The chain’s majestic 2,600-seat Allen theatre was finally inaugurated on May 14, 1921. 

Designed by the same Detroit-based architect that had conceived most of the Allens’ 

theatres since 1918, C. Howard Crane, the Montreal Allen was by far the largest theatre 

erected in Canada by the organization.12 Press announcements reported that the new theatre 

would be placed in the expert hands of George Rotsky, and rapturously described the 

“sumptuous palace’s” marble stairs, thick italian red carpets, and decorating scheme “mixing 

art and opulence.” Mentions were also made of the venue’s 25-piece orchestra, which was 

specially directed on opening night by Luigi Romanelli, musical director of Allen theatres. La 

Patrie further praised the new theatre’s management for the opening night’s bilingual 

speeches and printed programmes.13 

Conspicuously missing from the advertisements published by Allen Theatres on the 

occasion of the Montreal Allen’s inaugural was any definite information pertaining to the 

films to be exhibited at the new venue. The Allen’s copy simply promised “the utmost in 

photoplay attractions” (“ce qu’il y a de plus beau en attractions cinématographiques” in French 

papers) without hinting at any title or trademark to be featured at the theatre.14 This absence 

can in all likelihood be linked to the major setback suffered by Allen Theatres in late 1919, 

when the Allen-controlled Famous Players Film Service had lost the Canadian franchise that 

had for many years granted the chain’s theatres a privileged access to the output of the most 

popular and most productive US film producer. 

Like their contemporary Léo-Ernest Ouimet, the Allens had understood very early on 

that the operation of exchanges would solve their supply issues while opening additional 

revenue streams through rentals to other exhibitors. Cox has shown how the sustained 
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growth of Allen Theatres between the mid-1900s and late 1910s had largely been predicated 

on the Allens’ control of the output of many leading film producers in the territories the 

chain was operating in. The Allens’ first exchange, the Canadian Film Co. opened in 1907, 

for instance handled Pathé, Laemmle and IMP products in its early days.15 The Allens’ 

distribution outfit was eventually renamed the Famous Players Film Service in 1914, so as to 

advertise Jule and Jay J.’s decision to drop their Universal franchise and sign up with William 

Hodkinson’s Paramount. The latter handled the films produced by Adolph Zukor’s new 

Famous Players Film Co., and had been the first distributor to guarantee exhibitors two 

features a week. The Allens’ exchanges also acquired the rights to the films produced by 

Paramount’s main competitor, the exhibitors’ cooperative Associated First National, a few 

years later. By the turn of the 1920s, the Allens also handled a fair number of British 

pictures, which had for the most part been obtained through Sam Smith, an associate of Max 

Aitken (Lord Beaverbrook), and Ray Lewis. The latter had temporarily relinquished her 

editorship of the Canadian Moving Picture Digest to spend a year abroad investigating the 

British film industry and acquiring films for Jule and Jay J. in 1919-1920.16 

Distribution issues played just as big a role in the Allens’ downfall as it had in their 

rise. The chain’s eventual fate further demonstrates the growing entanglement of the 

Canadian and US film industries. According to the accounts pieced together by Douglas 

Gomery and Cox, a key moment in the process leading to the vertical integration of the 

North American film industry was the creation in 1917 by several American and Canadian 

theatre-owners of an exhibitor’s cooperative dedicated to moving picture production, the 

aforementioned Associated First National. The new outfit promptly signed some of leading 

stars of the era, including Charles Chaplin and Mary Pickford, which in turn permitted it to 

enlist even more exhibitors. This situation led Zukor, who had recently ousted Hodkinson 
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from Paramount and arranged the merger of the Famous Players Film Co. and the Jesse L. 

Lasky Feature Play Co., to start buying theatres.17 Zukor eventually tried to justify his theatre 

acquisition campaign in a 1921 statement reproduced in the Canadian Moving Picture Digest: 

Famous Players-Lasky Corporation entered the exhibition field only after certain 
exhibitors entered the field of producing and distributing pictures and put forth an 
organized effort to take from us our stars and directors. […] 
 
Our distribution was threatened and there was no alternative but to acquire theatre 
interests in localities in which conditions beyond our control seemed to make it 
necessary in our best judgment to safeguard our business. 
 
Only by a wide distribution of Paramount Pictures can we insure the revenue necessary 
to maintain the quality that exhibitors and the public demand. The prosperity of each 
exhibitor is linked with the producers. He must have a steady supply of good pictures. 
We must have a wide outlet for our pictures.18 
 

According to film historian Benjamin Hampton, Zukor successfully raised ten million dollars 

by turning to Wall Street and having Loeb and Co. sell Famous Players-Lasky preferred 

stock – a first for a moving picture company.19 The funds raised by this operation then 

permitted him to build or acquire many first-run theatres, as he had grown to believe that 

this class of theatres held the key to the control of the industry.  

With Paramount’s theatre-acquisition campaign well underway in the U.S. by 1918, 

Zukor set his sights on the Canadian market. His first move allegedly was to propose a 

partnership to the Allens. The offer was however swiftly declined by Jule and Jay J., who did 

not feel like taking orders from Zukor. According to an apocryphal story reported by Cox, it 

is at this point that Jay J. committed a capital mistake by bragging about telling Zukor off to 

one of his Toronto neighbors. Enter Nathan L. Nathanson (1886-1943), billboard salesman 

and budding film entrepreneur.20 [Figure 3.3]. 

A native of Minneapolis, Nathanson had been involved with various ventures since his 

arrival in Canada in the 1900s. Like Montreal’s George Ganetakos, Ernest Cousins and, later 

on, J.A. DeSève, he had been involved for a while in the dairy business, having operated ice 
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cream stands, first at Toronto’s Scarboro Beach Amusement Park in 1907, and then at 

Montreal’s Dominion Park – an experience which later led him to take credit for the 

introduction of the ice cream cone in Canada.21 Nathanson’s first actual film enterprise had 

been Toronto’s Regent theatre, a downtown palace opened in 1916 by E.L. Ruddy, then 

Nathanson’s employer, and millionaire broker J.P. Bickell. According to Moore, Nathanson 

only assumed control of the Regent’s company when it started to build or acquire other 

Ontario venues. He then managed, with the financial backing of Bickell, J.B. Tudhope and 

W.J. Sheppard, to reorganize the enterprise, which became Paramount Theatres Ltd.22 

Nathanson also, as we have seen in chapter 2, became involved with the affairs of the 

Montreal Théâtre St. Denis for some time in 1917-1918. 

It should therefore come as no surprise that Nathanson, who by 1918 found himself at 

the helm of a steadily expanding chain of theatres, promptly seized the opportunity opened 

by his neighbor Jay J.’s ill-advised confidence on the Allens’ aborted deal with Zukor. Things 

rapidly proceeded from there. In May 1919, the Canadian Moving Picture Digest reported that 

Nathanson was making “very frequent trips to New York,” and that on at least one occasion 

he and some of his associates had been in conference “for quite some time” at the executive 

offices of Famous Players-Lasky.23 In September, the Digest announced that the Allens’ 

Famous Players-Lasky franchise would not be renewed, and that “the entire product from 

the Famous Players-Lasky studios and their affiliated companies” would from now on be 

distributed by the producing organization’s own Canadian distribution branch, the newly 

created Famous-Lasky Film Service represented by six exchanges throughout the 

Dominion.24  

Famous Players Canadian Corp. was finally organized in February 1920. The Digest 

reported on that occasion that: 
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The strength of the financial and executive associations of the new company is 
indicated by the presence on the board of influential Canadian business leaders, among 
whom are Sir Herbert Holt, president of the Royal Bank of Canada; W.D. Ross, 
director, Bank of Nova Scotia and I.W. Killam, president, Royal Securities Corporation. 
 
It is understood that the new corporation will be capitalized at $15,000,000 of which 
there is shortly to be offered by Royal Securities Corporation […] for public 
participation $4,000,000 cumulative first preferred shares. […] 
 
The new financing is for the purpose of building and acquiring 15 large theatres in 
addition to the 16 already controlled which early in 1921 will give the new combination 
a seating capacity of 45,000.25 
 

Missing from this epoch-making announcement was any mention of the fact that Zukor 

actually filled the president’s seat on the new company’s board.26 The extent of Famous 

Players-Lasky involvement with Famous Players Canadian Corp. would indeed become a 

contentious point as the 1920s proceeded. At the time of the company’s creation, the Digest 

merely mentioned a series of trips undertaken by Zukor to the Toronto head offices of the 

Famous Players Canadian Corp. and Famous-Lasky Film Service in the early 1920s.27 

The new Famous Players Canadian Corp. clearly did not intend to split the Canadian 

market with the opposition. As noted by Moore, the chain readily engaged in head-on 

competition with the Allens, most notably through the building of theatres located in close 

proximity to Allen houses.28 In Montreal, Famous Players actually scooped the more 

established Allens with the inaugural of its first local theatre, the palatial 2,600-seat Capitol 

theatre, on April 2, 1921 – six weeks before the opening of the Allen theatre located just on 

the other side of McGill College Avenue. The opening of the Capitol was framed as a 

momentous event in local film history by Nathanson and Famous Players-Lasky, who sent a 

party of more than a dozen film stars, personalities and executives from New York to parade 

on the theatre’s stage on opening night.29 [Figure 3.4] Famous Players however shrewdly 

decided to have a local film personality be the main speaker at this star-studded affair. The 

Digest thus reported that: 
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Naturally the greatest amount of interest was taken in the opening, which was marked 
by a worthy compliment being paid to Mr. L. Ernest Ouimet, president of the Specialty 
Film Import, Limited, who was asked by the Famous Players’ directors to open the new 
theatre, on account of his being recognized throughout the moving picture world as the 
pioneer of the moving picture industry in Canada. It was realized that nothing could be 
more appropriate than a gentleman who has devoted his life’s ambition to the progress 
of the motion pictures, should be called upon to present the latest advance in theatres 
to an interested community. 
 
Mr. Ouimet, who was loudly cheered as he appeared before the screen, said he felt 
pleased to think that his pioneer efforts had been so complimented, and said that he 
had dreamt for many years of a Photoplay Palace which would rival the greatest 
institutions in the world. He had always hoped that this theatre would be built in 
Montreal, Canada’s foremost city. Here they had a fitting monument to the Motion 
Picture Industry. An industry that is today still in its infancy; but an industry that had, in 
his estimation, greater possibilities than any other business. […] 
 
Mr. Ouimet said that he was especially happy in the success of Mr. N.L. Nathanson, 
managing director of the Famous Players Canadian Corporation, for there they had a 
structure which was after his own ideas.30 
 

Ouimet’s Specialty Film Import would incidentally be acquired less than a year later, in 

March 1922, by the Nathanson-controlled Regal Films for an undisclosed sum.31 

The branding of Famous Players as a Canadian organization was further emphasized 

by the Capitol’s slogan – “More than a theatre, a national institution” – as well as by the 

content of the theatre’s inaugural programme. The show for instance opened with a 

performance of God Save the King, and included both the most recent issue of Specialty’s 

British-Canadian Pathé News and the very first Kinogram Travelogue produced by 

Montreal’s Associated Screen News, Quebec Old and New. The two other films on the 

Capitol’s inaugural bill were Neighbors, a Buster Keaton Metro comedy, and the headlining 

feature Forbidden Fruit, a Famous Players-Lasky production directed by Cecil B. DeMille and 

concerned with “a woman’s fight between love and duty.”32  

Famous Players’ selection of live attractions for the Capitol’s grand opening clearly 

aimed to amplify the gentility implied by the luxurious setting. The evening’s programme 

thus included an overture by the 25-piece Capitol Symphony Orchestra and a scene from 



110 

Romeo and Juliet. That being said, Famous Players seems to have been aware that too strong 

an emphasis on Shakespeare and classical music might have caused some to view the Capitol 

as a somewhat stuffy establishment. The inclusion of the Capitol Jazzemanians in the 

theatre’s inaugural programme consequently suggests an attempt to strike a balance between 

“respectable” performances and modern popular attractions.33 

This tension between tradition and modernity was also inscribed in the Capitol 

building itself. Newspaper accounts of the theatre’s opening combined elaborate 

descriptions of the usual vaulted ceilings, exotic marbles and thick rugs with admiring 

mentions of the modern communications technologies installed at the Capitol, such as the 

“intercommunicating telephones […] provided throughout the house.” Some peculiar 

features of the theatre’s projection booth, which had been integrated to the structure 

supporting the balcony, were also emphasized by reporters. The Standard’s description for 

instance explained that: 

From the lounge-room patrons may view the picture machine [sic] in operation, as the 
wall of the operating room is constructed entirely of glass. The operating room provides 
the most modern projection equipment, machines being built of white enamel, floor 
and walls of white tile.34 
 

This unusual – almost clinical – set up simultaneously added the display of the latest moving 

picture technology to the spectacle offered by the Capitol and constituted a curious 

throwback to the early days of animated pictures, when the apparatus could be as much of 

an attraction as the images it produced. 

Beyond the particular choices made by their respective decorators, the neighboring 

Capitol and Allen theatres were actually nearly identical in terms of size and general 

conception. Both offered the same array of amenities (check-rooms, gentlemen’s smoking 

rooms, ladies’ retiring rooms, etc.), and programmed weekly shows combining a first-run 

multi-reel feature film with live acts and short films (typically: a newsreel, a travelogue, and a 
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comedy). To the average moviegoer, the main distinction between the two establishments 

most likely rested in the feature films headlining each theatre’s bill on any given week. A 

survey of the newspaper advertisements published by the Capitol and the Allen over 1921 

and 1922 reveals that, quite unsurprisingly, the Capitol mostly booked Famous Players-Lasky 

productions, with some United Artists, Realart, Hodkinson and Metro titles thrown in.35 It is 

also worth noting that the Capitol seems to have been the first St. Catherine Street West 

palace to advertise bilingual prints on a regular basis.36 At the Allen, most headlining slots 

were given to First National features, with a selection of Fox, Goldwyn and United Artists 

productions filling in the gaps. Famous Players-Lasky releases seem to have been entirely 

kept out of the Allen chain by the Nathanson-controlled Famous-Lasky Film Service, but 

First National titles were occasionally booked by the Capitol.37 The predominance of First 

National titles at the Allen can be explained by the fact that the Allens had secured First 

National subfranchises for all of their Canadian theatres in the wake of the loss of their 

Famous Players-Lasky franchise in 1919.38 The film headlining the Montreal Allen’s 1921 

grand opening had thus been a First National product, the Constance Talmadge vehicle 

Lessons in Love (Chester Withey, Constance Talmadge Film Co., 1921).39 

While the films booked by the Montreal Allen were by no means shabby, Famous 

Players’ Capitol appears to have had access to a more continuous flow of US productions 

featuring the most prominent stars of the era. Rudolph Valentino for instance appeared on 

the Capitol’s screens for three weeks in a row in the late spring of 1922, when a bilingual 

print of the tremendously popular The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Rex Ingram, Metro, 

1921) was held for a second week, and then followed by Beyond the Rocks (Sam Wood, 

Famous Players-Lasky, 1922), also in a bilingual version.40 
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The Allen theatre tried to compete by occasionally booking prestigious European 

productions, such as Ernst Lubitsch’s spectacular historical drama Madame DuBarry 

(Projektions-AG Union, 1919), starring Pola Negri. Retitled Passion by its North American 

distributor, First National, this first German production to be exhibited in Canada since the 

armistice had initially been sternly been denounced as an “immoral spectacle” by Canadian 

women and veterans’ groups a few months before its first Montreal run at the Allen. It had 

nevertheless been defended by Lewis’s Digest, who had called it “a revelation of what the 

Screen can give us in the perfection of its art.” It was, in any case, held for a second week in 

the fall of 1921 at the Allen where, quite unsurprisingly, the theatre’s publicist chose to 

emphasize the film’s “European star” and French settings rather than German origin.41 

Another notorious German production exhibited at the Allen in May 1922 was The Cabinet of 

Dr. Caligari (Robert Wiene, Decla-Bioscop, 1920).42 It would be followed a few weeks later 

by Teodora, an epic Italian production set in Ancient Rome (Leopoldo Carlucci, Ambrosio-

Zanotta, 1921).43 

Lack of data pertaining to the box office receipts of the various films exhibited at the 

Allen and Capitol in the early 1920s does not permit any definite statement regarding the 

results of each house’s programming strategy to be made. The fact that no Montreal 

exchange ever attempted to market European features on a large-scale however suggests that 

popular demand for European films was generally believed to be quite low within the 

industry. Montreal’s most prominent importer of European features in the 1920s, Charles 

Lalumière, was an independent entrepreneur, and his films were rarely, if ever, booked by 

Famous Players-affiliated theatres.44 In the final years of the silent era, only exceptional 

productions such as Fritz Lang’s Metropolis or Abel Gance’s Napoléon occasionally reached the 

city’s leading movie palaces.45  
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This disaffection for European films appears to have extended to the British pictures 

imported by a few exchanges, including the Allens’. Ray Lewis, who would remain 

throughout her career a strong supporter of Canada’s Imperial connection in general and of 

British film in particular, reported in 1923 that the British pictures introduced on the 

national market by the Allens since the end of the war had “met with a varied success.”46 She 

would later publish in the Digest a series of editorials putting the blame for the lack of 

interest for these films on the British film industry itself. British productions, Lewis argued, 

relied too heavily on gloomy themes, were poorly made, and badly promoted. In a 1927 

open letter to the Federation of British Industries, she remarked: 

I have seen some of the recent English-made pictures, most of them are at least fifty 
per cent ahead of the former releases, but most of them have still another fifty per cent 
to go to reach that state of satisfaction which a well-produced German, or US picture 
give up when it is produced, with a view towards entertaining a world trade.47 
 

Many film historians, including the author of the first substantial British film history, Rachel 

Low, would eventually come to share Lewis’s poor opinion of the late-silent era British film 

production.48 

The Allens’ supply woes were soon compounded by financial worries in the early 

1920s. According to Lewis, these difficulties were rooted in the chain’s ambitious foreign 

expansion campaign.49 Allen Theatres had attempted at the turn of the 1920s to fund its 

Canadian and foreign expansion plan through a five millions dollars preferred shared 

offering, but eventually failed to raise enough money. Cox opines that Allen Theatres simply 

could not compete for the investors’ money with the new Famous Players Canadian Corp., 

whose stock offering was handled by Montreal’s prestigious Royal Securities. The latter’s 

president, Killam, later admitted that the fact that Nathanson held for a guaranteed twenty 

years the Famous Players-Lasky franchise previously controlled by the Allens had been 

“essential to assure the stability of the investment of the large amount of money being spent 
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on theatres.” In his opinion, the franchise could be considered the foundation of Famous 

Players’ original financing.50 

The short but severe 1920-21 depression further hurt Allen Theatres, and forced Jule 

and Jay J. Allen to take desperate action. The brothers invested a large sum owed to creditors 

in German Marks in the hope that the quickly devaluing currency had hit rock bottom. It 

had not, and Allen Theatres found itself in crisis by the time of the opening of the Montreal 

Allen. As both leading film supplier and largest creditor of Allen Theatres, First National felt 

compelled to intervene by offering the Canadian chain a substantial advance.51 The 

cooperative knew that the failure of Allen Theatres would cost it dearly, and additionally put 

Famous Players in good position to acquire total control of film exhibition in Canada. This 

situation was to be avoided at all cost, as it would in turn permit Zukor and Nathanson to 

squeeze First National out of Canada’s first-run houses, or at the very least dictate their 

prices and conditions when booking the cooperative’s productions.52 

The most detailed account of Allen Theatres’ last two years can be found in Cox’s 

piece on the Allens, which was partly based on interviews with surviving family members, 

and narrates Nathanson and J.P. Bickell’s multiple attempts to acquire the family’s theatres.53 

Between the fall of 1921 and the spring of 1923, Famous Players’ representatives made a 

series of bids for the acquisition of Allen’s theatres. These were all turned down by the 

Allens or their creditors until G.T Clarkson, whose company had announced a personal 

assignment for the benefit of Jule and Jay J. Allen in May 1922, suddenly and unexpectedly 

authorized the sale of twenty of the best Allen theatres to Nathanson’s chain on June 6, 

1923. The sale proceeded for the incredibly low price of $392,073, which represents an 

average price of $19,604 per house – less than 12% of the valuation of the theatres. Various 

undue pressures and conflicts of interest were surmised in relation to the transaction by 
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industry observers, and later historians, but never proven.54 Famous Players’ acquisition of 

the key Allen houses strongly reinforced Nathanson’s grasp on the first-run exhibition 

market, and thus on the Canadian film industry.  

The transaction granted 53.3% of the stock interest of the Montreal Allen theatre to 

Famous Players, who eventually added the venue to its chain in the fall of 1923.55 The Allen 

was left in George Rotsky’s capable hands, but rechristened the Palace on November 11, 

1923 so as to reflect the change in ownership.56 Famous Players first attempted to turn the 

Palace into a roadshow venue where exceptional films would be shown during multi-week 

engagements at higher prices ($1.50 top) and on a reserved seat basis. The first film exhibited 

under this new policy was Rex Ingram’s Scaramouche (Metro, 1923), a period drama featuring 

Ramon Novarro. It was followed in December 1923 by one of the greatest commercial 

successes of the silent era, The Covered Wagon (James Cruze, Famous Players-Lasky, 1923).57 

The Palace’s roadshow policy however seems to have met with limited success. Within a few 

months of its rechristening, the theatre was back to a regular first-run policy  – which is not 

to say, of course, that the luxurious venue had fell into disregard. Together with the Capitol, 

the Palace would keep on being one of Montreal’s two leading first-run theatres for about 

half a century, and remain part of Famous Players’ chain until the building’s eventual 

conversion into a short-lived virtual reality amusement center in 2000.  

The other major Montreal Allen theatre, the Westmount, was excluded from the 

transaction between Famous Players and the Allens, having been sold by the Majestic 

Theatre Co. to the Independent Amusement on April 26, 1923, a few weeks before the fire 

sale of Allen Theatres’ main assets. The venue nevertheless remained under the management 

of the Allen family, who would keep operating it as the Allen’s Westmount for nearly three 

more years.58 As for the Allens’ third Montreal house, the New Grand, it closed soon after 
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the dismantling of Allen Theatres. This converted church had presumably outlasted its useful 

life as a downtown moving picture theatre by the mid-1920s.  

Famous Players scored another major coup in the spring of 1923 when it took over 

the Loew’s, still Montreal’s largest theatre. According to the evidence gathered by 

commissioner Peter White in 1931, the Loew’s subsidiary operating the theatre, Loew’s 

Montreal Theatres Ltd., had been undergoing financial difficulties since the early 1920s. This 

permitted Famous Players to seize control of the prestigious theatre through a $100,000 loan 

agreement signed on March 21, 1923. The deal provided for the acquisition by Famous 

Players of Loew’s Montreal Theatres Ltd. as a going concern, and the creation of a new 

company, Mansfield Theatre Co. (named after the street adjoining the theatre), to operate 

the Loew’s. Famous Players was granted 51% of the common shares of the new company, a 

booking fee of $100 per week, and a promise by Loew’s not to become involved in the 

operation of any other Montreal venue. For Montreal theatre-goers, the transaction’s most 

visible immediate consequence was that the theatre’s vaudeville acts, which used to be 

booked from Loew, were now obtained from Pantages.59 

The acquisition of the Montreal Allen and Loew’s theatres in the spring of 1923 

suddenly elevated Famous Players – a company that had opened its first Montreal theatre, 

the Capitol, only two years before – to the position of leading local film exhibitor. The 

chain’s control of the three most prestigious downtown film palaces left distributors with 

very little leverage when negotiating for dates and terms with Nathanson and his local 

representatives, as the remaining downtown theatres not affiliated with Famous Players were 

either older and smaller (the Strand and Imperial), or primarily dedicated to other types of 

entertainment, be it vaudeville (the Orpheum), burlesque (the Gayety), or legitimate theatre 

(the His Majesty’s and Princess theatres).  
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Famous Players’ strong bargaining position largely rested on the fact that producers 

and distributors badly needed to have their films exhibited in large downtown first-run 

movie palaces. The first and most obvious of the multiple reasons justifying this situation 

was that venues of the Loew’s, Capitol, and Palace’s class held more seats, charged higher 

admission prices, and had longer runs (one week or more against two to four days) than 

second or subsequent run theatres, and consequently generated more revenues. In his 1933 

study of the US film industry, Howard T. Lewis, claimed that “40% of the total revenue of 

all pictures [was] secured from the first-run showing in one hundred key centers,” and that 

“about 50% of the total revenue of a picture [was] obtained within the first ninety days after 

its release.”60 In Canada, commissioner White reported in 1931 that the nation’s distributors 

estimated that between 50% and 72% of their revenues were generated by downtown first-

run theatres located in a few key cities.61 

First-run theatres further became entrenched as an essential phase of film marketing at 

the turn of the 1920s, when the industry’s advertising campaigns came to be increasingly 

centered on downtown movie palaces. In Montreal, as in presumably most North American 

cities, the advertisements published in newspapers by first-run houses were generally much 

larger and eye-catching than those published by lesser houses. According to H.T. Lewis, this 

widespread practice led many industry members to believe that films were “of little or no 

value to the neighborhood house and smaller towns” until they had received “exploitation 

and advertising in a show-window theater.”62 Similar observations were later made by film 

historians Richard Koszarski, Ian Jarvie, and Robert Sklar. According to the latter:  

Possession of the first-run theaters allowed [leading film] companies to shape the 
dominant discourse about movies. Advertising, publicity, and commercial tie-ins 
whetted the public’s interest far beyond the theaters in which first-run movies were 
actually playing, and they sustained moviegoers desire and demand as films flowed from 
center to periphery.63 
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Even Ray Lewis, who sought to oppose the growing influence exerted by chains (i.e., 

Famous Players) in the 1920s, and consequently attempted to downplay the importance of 

first-run exhibition, had little choice but to concede that: “Exhibitors also come in for the 

benefits which the first-run houses confers, for in playing the picture after its first-run, they 

have a product which is already advertised.”64 

In short, Famous Players’ domination of the first-run exhibition market – a firmly 

established fact by mid-1923 – did more for Nathanson than simply permit him to get 

favorable conditions for his theatres from distributors. It also put him in a position from 

where he could launch indirect, but still very effective attacks, against competing exhibitors, 

as it permitted Famous Players to threaten to deny access to its key venues to any distributor 

granting favorable conditions to opposition theatres. 

 

Independent Amusement, United Amusements, and the Rise of the Neighborhood 

Theatre 

We have just seen how the opening of the Capitol and the subsequent takeover of the 

Allen and Loew’s theatres established Famous Players as the leading Montreal exhibitor in 

the early 1920s. A few facts nevertheless suggest that the local film market had not fully 

stabilized by the end of 1923, and, furthermore, that Nathanson’s ambition had not yet been 

fully sated. S. Morgan-Powell, celebrated drama critic for the Montreal Daily Star and 

Montreal correspondent for the Canadian Moving Picture Digest, thus testified in the summer of 

1924 that: 

The theatrical situation here [in Montreal] is still tangled up in a most mysterious 
manner, though there are not wanting indications that it may shortly be straightened 
out. With the Capitol, the Palace, and Loew’s theatre all under the aegis of the Famous 
Players Canadian Corporation, the element of beneficial competition has been almost 
entirely eliminated, and whether the results will be for the good of the film is not at all 
certain just now. One thing seems sure – it is impossible, under existing conditions, to 



119 

show three first-class films each week at these houses in a city like Montreal, where a 
large percentage of the movie patrons live in the suburbs and wait for the feature films 
to be exhibited a the suburban houses at greatly reduced prices. What that will lead to, 
time alone can tell.65 
 

The growing significance of the theatres established in Montreal’s various neighborhoods or 

“suburbs” (a label applied to areas such as the Plateau, Rosemount, Mile End, Outremont, 

Westmount, and St. Henri, which were then seen as outlying) in the early 1920s can partly be 

attributed to the expansion of George Ganetakos’s chain, then made up of the theatres 

controlled by the jointly operated Independent Amusement and United Amusements 

companies.  

United Amusements has been organized by Ganetakos and his partners in December 

1919. It operated the theatres owned by the organization, leaving the leased houses (the 

Moulin Rouge and the Strand) to Independent Amusement.66 Both companies were headed 

by boards of directors composed of the same individuals – Ernest A. Cousins (president), 

Isidore Crépeau (vice-president), George Ganetakos (managing-director), J.E. Brooks, D.A. 

Murray, Demetre Zarafonites, and Léon Payette –, while bookings for all of the group’s 

theatres were made at the chain’s head office located in the Albee Building adjoining the 

Imperial theatre.67 Theatre managers were consulted on matters of bookings and policy, but 

ultimately had to forfeit control to the chain’s executive committee. Advertisements for 

Independent and United theatres were also systematically grouped in newspapers. 

Ganetakos and his partners presumably chose to expand in “the suburbs” in the years 

following the opening of the St. Catherine Street Moulin Rouge (1910) and Strand (1912) 

theatres because they understood that their organization was in no position to compete 

downtown with Keith, Loew’s and, later, Allen Theatres and Famous Players. The first 

suburban house opened by Independent Amusement was the Regent, located on Park 

Avenue at Laurier in the quickly developing Mile End district. The company had bought the 
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land where the theatre stood in July 1915, and then partly funded its construction through a 

public offering of $40,000 worth of Independent Amusement shares. Labeled “the 

photoplay house palatial” in the chain’s advertisements, the Regent was, together with the 

Théâtre St. Denis inaugurated on the very same day – March 4, 1916 –, the most luxurious 

film theatre built outside of the downtown core of the city by this point. With its white terra-

cotta façade, its postless balcony, and its opulent decoration, the Regent generally reprised 

the model set by the Strand, but on a larger scale (it held 1,200 seats, against 800 for the 

Strand), which should come as of no surprise, since both theatres had been designed by the 

same architect, D.J. Crighton. 

The Regent was managed at the time of its opening by Frank Warnicker, who would 

remain connected to Ganetakos’s group for many years. Another notable Regent employee 

was Vera Guilaroff, its film accompanist. A protégée of Independent Amusement’s musical 

director, Willie Eckstein, Guilaroff came from a rather illustrious family: her sister Olga also 

was a pianist of note, while her brother Sydney would eventually become MGM’s lead 

hairdresser. As for the theatre’s location, it seems to have been selected as carefully as its 

personnel. The Montreal Daily Star thus noted that, partly thanks to its proximity to many 

public transit lines, the Regent could draw customers “from all north of Fletcher’s Field 

[now Jeanne-Mance Park], including Outremont, and from the mountain as far as people 

care to come.”68 

The few Independent Amusement annual statements available (summarized in Table 

3.1) show that the company’s new suburban theatre managed to draw sizable audiences. 
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The same statements however also reveal that, while the Regent generated sizable profits, 

Independent Amusement’s most profitable operation remained its downtown theatre, the 

smaller Strand. As for the chain’s original theatre, St. Catherine Street East’s Moulin Rouge, 

it remained profitable a decade after its opening, but generated much less revenues than the 

fancier Strand and Regent.  

The sizable profits generated by Independent Amusement’s three houses all-through 

the late 1910s however failed to convince the chain’s management to quickly expand their 

operations. As a matter of fact, no new theatre would be opened by Ganetakos and his 

partners for more than five years after the Regent’s 1916 inaugural. This substantial lull in 

the enterprise’s growth remains hard to explain as, contrarily to the Second World War, the 

Great War did not bring any governmental measures preventing the erection of new 

amusement venues. As we have seen, many large theatres, including the St. Denis, the 

Loew’s, and the Allen’s Westmount, were indeed built and inaugurated in Montreal during 

the war. 

Ganetakos’s group waited until January 1920 to launch its next theatre project on a 

piece of land situated on Papineau Avenue at Mount-Royal, in the Plateau district. This 

choice of location sparked a prolonged turf war with the Lawand and Tabah families 
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operating the Dominion theatre directly facing United Amusements’ new property.69 One 

should however be careful not to reduce the relationship between the Dominion and 

United’s new house to sheer competition, as both chains were likely aware of the advantages 

to be derived from the operation of theatres located in close proximity to other 

entertainment venues. The construction of several large downtown movie palaces on a short 

stretch of St. Catherine Street West had more particularly exemplified how entertainment 

hubs effectively amplifying the drawing power of each venue could be created for the benefit 

of all involved. 

Ganetakos’s new United Amusements issued $250,000 worth of shares in order to 

finance the building of its new house, which was once again to be designed by D.J. Crighton, 

in collaboration with painter Guido Nincheri and plasterer Anthony De Giorgio.70 Upon its 

April 16, 1921 opening, United’s new 1,500-seat venue featured a Hope-Jones unit orchestra, 

and promised “all the luxury of the downtown theatre close to home.” The chain wisely 

tailored its new venue’s marketing strategy to suit the population of the predominantly 

francophone district where it was located. The new house was thus named after one of the 

most highly esteemed character in French-Canadian history, nineteenth century politician 

and Patriotes Rebellion leader Louis-Joseph Papineau (1786-1871), whose portrait sat atop 

the theatre’s vertical sign. Another well-known member of the French-Canadian community, 

Léo-Ernest Ouimet, contributed to the Papineau’s opening by furnishing the latest issue of 

his current Canadian newsreel, the British-Canadian Pathé News, as well as by dispatching 

two US screen personalities to the event, June Caprice and Lucy Fox. The announcement of 

the Papineau’s opening published by United Amusements in La Patrie was also, incidentally, 

signed by Isidore Crépeau and French-sounding Ernest Cousins, but not by the company’s 

managing director, George Ganetakos.71 
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The construction of the Papineau theatre marked the opening of a sustained 

expansion campaign for the chain jointly operated by Ganetakos’s Independent Amusement 

and United Amusements. Between 1920 and 1923, the chain’s directors looked into the 

acquisition of properties located on Notre-Dame Street at St. Augustin in St. Henri, on 

St. Catherine Street West at Mackay, as well as into the rental or acquisition of the Laurier 

Palace (St. Catherine Street East, in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve), Ouimetoscope (St. Catherine 

Street East), Mount-Royal (Laurier near Park, Mile End), Crystal Palace (St. Lawrence at 

St. Catherine), Théâtre Français (St. Catherine near St. Lawrence), Tivoli (the old Nickel, at 

St. Catherine Street West at de Bleury), and Théâtre Victoria (Quebec City).72 As we have 

seen, Ganetakos and his partners ultimately chose to invest in the more up-to-date Allen 

Westmount, as well as in the St. Henri Family theatre. The latter was acquired and closed for 

renovation by Independent Amusement on July 23, 1923. It would reopen under a new 

name, the Corona, on October 6, 1923, after having been refurbished by Crighton and 

Briffa.73 

The largest transaction involving the group headed by Ganetakos was however 

completed just two months after the opening of the Papineau, on June 14, 1921. It involved 

the takeover of the assets of the St. Lawrence Amusement Co. and Northern Amusements, 

Ltd., two companies headed by one of the foremost members of the local Greek 

community, Demetre-Eustrate Pergantes, a.k.a. P.G. Demetre. One of the very first Greek 

immigrants to settle in Montreal in the early 1890s, the industrious Demetre had, like 

Ganetakos, first operated various fruit and confectionary stores. He had then moved into 

real estate, where he had managed to amass a sizable fortune. Demetre’s first film venture 

had been the Starland theatre installed in the ground floor of the Monument National 

building on St. Lawrence Boulevard, which he had operated for a few years in the early 
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1910s.74 A few years later, on November 20, 1920, Demetre’s St. Lawrence Amusement had 

inaugurated the Belmont theatre, a 1,200-seat neighborhood palace located near the 

intersection of Mount Royal Avenue West and St. Lawrence Boulevard. The theatre was 

renowned for its series of paintings by celebrated artist Guido Nincheri, which, according to 

The Standard, depicted various “scenes taken from Greek mythology” on the walls of the 

auditorium, while “twelve beautiful women in graceful pose [representing] the working hours 

of the theatre” adorned the ceiling.75 Seven months after the Belmont’s opening, Demetre’s 

group agreed to lease the venue to United Amusements for a $3,500 yearly rental, a $35,000 

payment, and $165,000 worth of United shares.76 

The June 14, 1921, transaction between the Ganetakos and Demetre groups also 

resulted in the transfer of the theatre then being constructed by Northern Amusements on 

St. Hubert Street at Beaubien to United Amusements, in exchange for $13,000 cash and 

$14,000 worth of United shares.77 Crighton was then hired to enlarge the structure built by 

another regular collaborator of both Ganetakos and Demetre, general contractor James 

Atsalinos. A few months later, in December, United Amusements’ board of directors ratified 

a deal with illustrious theatre decorator Emmanuel Briffa. The outline of the agreement was 

recorded in the meeting’s minutes: 

The Managing Director [George Ganetakos] advised that he had arranged with Mr. E. 
Briffa (of [Detroit’s] Jagwin and Co.) to do this on a time and material basis, we to 
supply the material and pay all men in his employ on the job $1.00 per hour and double 
time for himself, this being the arrangement which the Company had formerly 
employed him to their satisfaction.78 
 

The Plaza theatre was finally inaugurated on 17 February 1922 under the management of 

Eugène Lefebvre, who had been recruited from Ouimet’s ailing Specialty Film Import.79 It 

was the sixth theatre operated by Ganetakos’s group, and the third to be added to United 

Amusements’ roster in less than a year. 
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The final property involved in the transaction between the Ganetakos and Demetre 

groups was a piece of land situated on Park Avenue south of Bernard Street, in the Mile End 

district, which was sold by Northern Amusements to United Amusements for $126,000. 

United Amusements issued $200,000 worth of shares to fund this acquisition, as well as its 

takeover of the Belmont and Plaza. The transaction left Demetre as United Amusements’ 

largest individual shareholder. United’s board of directors was altered to reflect this situation 

in February 1922, when P.G. Demetre was elected director in replacement of Demetre 

Zarafonites.  

The P.G. Demetre deal arguably sheds some light on Ganetakos’s sustained success as 

an entrepreneur between the opening of the Moulin Rouge in 1910 and his 1955 passing. 

While most of the testimonies of his contemporaries depict him as a tough character (Léo 

Choquette, who was United’s office boy at the outset of his long film career, for instance 

describes in his diary a burlesque boxing exhibition given by Ganetakos at a Kiwanis benefit 

presented at the St. Denis in 192380), United Amusements’ managing director seems to have 

favored partnerships with fellow Greek entrepreneurs over hostile takeovers. As we will see 

in the following pages, the Demetre deal would soon be followed by similar deals with the 

local theatrical enterprises operated by the Sperdakos and Lazanis families. The story of the 

organization led by Ganetakos thus gains to be contrasted with that of Famous Players 

Canadian Corp., whose tumultuous history was marked by much infighting, betrayals, and 

hostile acquisitions. 

All of this is not to say that Ganetakos’s organization could not be a determined 

competitor, as the Syrio-Lebanese Lawand and Tabah families surely realized in the 1920s. 

The first serious skirmish between the two chains revolved around the Park Avenue 

property acquired by United Amusements in 1921. Trade journals had at the time of the 
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transaction reported United’s intention to build a new theatre, but the lack of availability of 

the chain’s favored architect, Crighton, delayed the project. By the time of the approval of 

Crighton’s plans by United’s board in February 1924, the chain had been scooped by the 

Lawands, who had just launched construction work on a large theatre located just on the 

other side of Park Avenue. Presumably fearing the effect of this competition on the 

attendance of its projected theatre, as well as on that of the nearby Regent, United 

Amusements entered into talks with the Lawands. The two parties eventually came to an 

agreement in April: United Amusements would buy the lease on the Lawand theatre 

currently under construction for $60,000 and a promise not to become interested in any 

theatre located within a mile of the Laurier Palace and Maisonneuve theatres operated by the 

Lawands in Hochelaga-Maisonneuve.81 United Amusements’ new Park Avenue theatre, the 

1,400-seat Rialto, was completed in the fall and inaugurated on December 27, 1924.82 

[Figure 3.5] 

The deal between United Amusements and the Lawands happened at the same time as 

Independent Amusement’s decision not to renew its lease on the first theatre opened by the 

Ganetakos organization, the Moulin Rouge.83 This turn of event gave the Lawands an edge 

in Montreal’s east end, as Ganetakos and his partners had chosen to prioritize the building 

and acquisition of theatres located in the city’s northern and western suburbs between 1916 

and 1924. Both chains however conceded the downtown area to Famous Players: by 1924, 

no theatre had been built in the city’s commercial center by either Ganetakos or the Lawands 

and Tabahs since the 1912 Strand. 

 

Nathanson, Ganetakos, and the Creation of United Amusement Corp., Ltd. 



127 

Early in July 1924, as construction work quickly proceeded on the new Rialto theatre, 

the directors of United Amusements received a letter from Famous Players’ managing 

director, N.L. Nathanson. Within two months, this communication would lead to one of the 

most influential deals in the history of film in Montreal. The content of the letter received by 

United Amusements is unfortunately not disclosed by the papers part of the Cinéma 

Impérial collection held by Cinémathèque québécoise. It nevertheless remains possible, 

through the parallel accounts of the trade press and of United’s surviving company records, 

to reconstitute much of the events that unfolded over the few weeks separating the 

reception of this communication and the subsequent signature of a series of epoch-making 

agreements between the groups led by Nathanson and Ganetakos.  

United Amusements’ directors found Nathanson’s missive sufficiently important to 

warrant the examination of the proposal contained therein by a specially appointed 

committee. On July 24, the latter presented a report clearing some of the mystery 

surrounding Nathanson’s proposition, as it contained various recommendations on “the 

advisability of amalgamating our Company with the Independent Amusement Ltd. by 

forming a new Company,” as well as on “the purchase from the Famous Players Canadian 

Corp., Ltd. of an interest in their film franchise rights for the island of Montreal.” The 

committee’s recommendations were approved one week later during a meeting where the 

board also resolved to proceed “as set forth in [Nathanson’s] letter.” A meeting with 

Nathanson was then set up on August 21, 1924 at the Montreal Ritz-Carlton. It would 

conclude with United’s board unanimously voting in favor of Famous Players’ latest 

proposal. 

The agreement setting up the new United Amusement Corp., Ltd. (note the singular 

“Amusement”) was finally signed on September 9, 1924 by the representatives of Famous 
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Players, Independent Amusement, and United Amusements.84 It was promptly ratified by 

Independent Amusement and United Amusements shareholders, and on October 21, the 

new company received its letters patent. A second agreement signed on October 24 then 

officially launched the new company by rendering effective the terms of the September 9 

deal.85 

While the chronology of the negotiations leading to United Amusement’s creation is 

fairly easy to establish through the paper records left behind by the company and its 

predecessors, a fair deal of conjecture still hangs over the goals and motives of the two 

groups involved in the deal. For Nathanson and Famous Players, participation in 

Ganetakos’s prosperous chain probably meant more than a share of the profits generated by 

the Montreal organization. The Toronto-based chain also likely aimed to facilitate the 

booking of the films of its parent company, Zukor’s Famous Players-Lasky, in key Montreal 

theatres. Zukor and Nathanson no doubt further hoped that this situation would, in turn, 

greatly narrow the outlets available to competing producers and distributors. 

It is on that regard worth noting that Independent Amusement and United 

Amusements theatres were known to be good customers of Associated First National. In 

May 1924, A.L. Gorman, Montreal branch manager for First National, had for instance 

stated to the Canadian Moving Picture Digest that: 

The City of Montreal is a First National stronghold, each zone being represented by a 
Franchise holder and subsequent runs are sold solidly on every release. These exhibitors 
who present First National pictures week in and week out are confirmed boosters of 
our company and consist of the most successful show men in this province. Especially 
is this true of the Independent and United Amusements Company who plays our 
pictures with surprising regularity.86 
 

Gorman incidentally attributed his organization’s success in Quebec to the fact that all prints 

of First National pictures distributed in the Province featured bilingual titles. Earlier reports 

from the Digest suggest that the preferred relationship between Ganetakos and First National 
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was fairly well established by the turn of the 1920s. The trade paper for instance reveals that 

during a party thrown in 1921 by First National for Eastern Canadian exhibitors: “Mr. 

George Nicholas of the United Theatres, Montreal, proved to be the orator of the occasion 

and his talks were forceable [sic] and did much to cement the feeling of fellowship that was 

so prominent a feature of the ‘Get Together’.”87 [Figure 3.6] This testimony points to yet 

another reason why Famous Players seemed determined to do business with United 

Amusements and Independent Amusement, which is that by 1924 George Ganetakos had 

proved to be a very effective manager, an energetic leader, and a well-connected member of 

both the film industry and the local business community. In short, he was not somebody one 

wished to have as competitor, or could hope to easily replace as manager. 

Before we look into the interests of Ganetakos and his associates in regard to the 

agreement signed on September 9, 1924, a contemporaneous development in Montreal’s 

theatrical world must be examined. The purpose of this digression is to permit us to assess if 

the joint direction of Independent Amusement and United Amusements entered into 

negotiations with Famous Players of its own free will, or if pressure tactics had been used to 

bring it to the table. The event in question is the sudden takeover of the Mount Royal 

theatre by United Amusements on October 4, 1924.88  

A modest 710-seat theatre located on Laurier just east of Park, the Mount Royal had 

been showing moving pictures in the North End since 1913.89 Once part of Arthur 

St. Germain’s chain, which also included the Crystal Palace and Family for some time, the 

Mount Royal had been transferred to Athanasias “Jim” Sperdakos in early 1921.90 Like 

Ganetakos and Demetre, Sperdakos had first operated a confectioner’s shop with family 

members before entering the movie business in 1908 with the opening of the Fairyland on 

Notre-Dame West. The Sperdakos brothers had soon added a Maisonneuve theatre, the 
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Alhambra, to their nascent chain. By 1912, Jim Sperdakos had become sufficiently 

established as a local showman to be elected president of the Association of Montreal film 

exhibitors.91  

Sperdakos seems to have been more than a competitor to Ganetakos. Indeed, the 

latter had back in 1918 taken over the organization of the stag party “feting [Sperdakos’s] 

bridegroom.” According to the Digest’s report on the party, which had been held at the Ritz-

Carlton and attended by nearly a hundred local film men, Ganetakos had notably used the 

event to teach his fellow exhibitor how to “keep the baby quiet” through the use of an 

electrically heated milk bottle, among other “friendly tips […] regarding married life.”92 (The 

event would have some sort of epilogue in 1947, when Ganetakos’s United Amusement 

agreed to lease the Mount Royal to Sperdakos’s recently demobilized son, so as to help him 

provide for his family. The deal – contrarily to Sperdakos’ marriage – was however left 

unconsummated.93) 

The Mount Royal theatre had long seen its activities closely monitored by the 

management of the nearby Regent. The Digest had for instance reported in October 1918 

that: 

A fact that has caused a good deal of talk and conjecture during the week has been the 
sight of the heads of Paramount exchange in company with their contractor viewing the 
estate and location of the Mount Royal theatre in the North End of the city. Although 
nothing official has been given out, it is regarded as pretty certain that they have ulterior 
designs on that theatre. […] It is understood that the management of a North End 
theatre very close to the Mount Royal are viewing the situation with some concern.94 
 

Concerns over the competition offered by the Mount Royal however seems to have abated 

in the wake of the takeover of the theatre by Sperdakos in 1921. Ethnic and fraternal ties 

presumably ensured that rivalry between the two Mile End venues would not become too 

heated, and that, if need be, the local community – be it of Greek expatriates or exhibitors – 

could be called upon to arbitrate. This situation does seem to support Ray Lewis’s belief that 
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destructive competition tended to be the domain of delocalized combines. Lewis more 

particularly argued in the Digest that:  

The independent exhibitor is satisfied to go on running his theatre at a living profit, but 
Big Combines are after Big Money and are not satisfied with small returns. The 
Independent exhibitor who has established himself in a certain city or town has become 
a part of the life of that city or town, his children have been born there, they are being 
educated there, he has made his friends there, he is in fact an integral part of the centre 
in which he is carrying on his business. He is most unlikely to “pull up stakes.” A 
Combine or Company have their head offices elsewhere, they send their paid managers 
to manage a theatre, changing him about as suits their convenience. This company is no 
part of a city or town, it means nothing to the company save a financial loss or gain to 
give the landlord back his theatre.95 
 

While a trifle simplistic, Lewis’s conception of local competition might help explain the 

relative scarcity of conflicts and hostile takeovers within the Montreal film market in the 

years preceding Famous Players’ arrival on the scene. It thus seems likely, for instance, that 

Ganetakos would have alienated many members of his community had he decided to corner 

or otherwise unfairly treat Sperdakos. 

So why did United Amusements suddenly felt the need to annex the Mount Royal, a 

theatre older, smaller, and much less luxurious than most of its houses, on September 11, 

1924?96 Circumstantial evidence suggests that Famous Players’ was somehow involved in the 

transaction. For starters, the records left by Independent Amusement and United 

Amusements contain no trace whatsoever of negotiations between Sperdakos and 

Ganetakos. What’s more, the Mount Royal deal was signed only two days after the 

agreement between Ganetakos and Nathanson’s organizations. It consequently seems quite 

likely that the transaction had actually been set up by Nathanson, presumably so that he 

could place Ganetakos’s organization in front of two options: either it agreed to the creation 

of a new company partly-owned by Famous Players and inherited the Mount Royal theater, 

or it resigned itself to see Famous Players take control of a venue located at the heart of its 

Northern stronghold. It should be reminded that, in addition to the Regent located two 
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blocks west on Park, United Amusements controlled two theatres located within walking 

distance of the Mount Royal, the Belmont and the soon-to-be-opened Rialto, as well as two 

other houses located within the same general area, the Papineau and the Plaza. The 1931 

White Report indeed reveals that Famous Players routinely resorted to this kind of pressure 

tactics against stubborn independent exhibitors.97 Had it been taken over by Famous Players, 

the Mount Royal would have been treated with better dates and conditions, as well as 

permitted to offer lower admission prices for as long as it would take to bring Ganetakos 

down. Famous Players’ national network could support a few money-losing houses if their 

continued operation helped weakening the opposition. 

It further appears that, by allegedly forcing Ganetakos to take over Sperdakos’s Mount 

Royal and agree to the creation of the new United Amusement Corp., Nathanson effectively 

hit two birds with one stone. In one of the two Digest editorials she devoted to the Mount 

Royal affair, Ray Lewis thus revealed that, in addition to leading to the acquisition by 

Famous Players of an interest in Ganetakos’s profitable enterprise, the transaction permitted 

Nathanson to serve a lesson to independent exhibitors. Lewis explained that: 

It is perhaps due to the efforts of Mr. Sperdakos to protect the Independents that he 
was “squeezed out.” Mr. Sperdakos is the treasurer of the M.P.T.O. [Motion Picture 
Theatre Owners] of Canada and has been among its most ardent and zealous workers. 
 
The Mount Royal was sandwiched between two theatres recently acquired by the 
Famous Players Canadian Corp. through their affiliation with the United Amusements 
Ltd. The Mount Royal was in a zone, the north end of Montreal, which was completely 
controlled by Famous Players Corp. with one exception the Dominion theatre managed 
by N. Lawand. Mr. Sperdakos, unable to get product, and here we blame the 
Independent producers for this stringency, has leased his theatre to the United 
Amusements Ltd., for a term of ten years; and no doubt at terms which Mr. Sperdakos 
could not dictate.98 
 

The Mount Royal affair indeed reveals the extent of Famous Players’ control on Canadian 

film distribution. By the fall of 1924, even “suburban” exhibitors could at best hope to get a 

subsequent run of the films handled by just about any exchange. 
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As suggested by Lewis, this situation was for the most part a consequence of the deal 

between Nathanson and Ganetakos’s organizations. One of the central clauses of the 

agreement carved the island of Montreal into two territories to be primarily exploited by 

either Famous Players or the new United Amusement. In exchange for a promise by Famous 

Players not to “erect, acquire, operate or be interested, directly or indirectly” in any moving 

picture theatre located outside of a downtown perimeter delineated by St. James Street (now 

St. Jacques) in the south, de Bleury Street in the east, Sherbrooke Street in the north, and 

Guy Street in the west, United Amusement bound itself not to become interested in venues 

located within this perimeter or outside the island of Montreal. An exception was however 

made for the Strand theatre, by this point the oldest active theatre erected by Ganetakos’s 

organization, which United Amusement was permitted to keep and operate as a first-run 

theatre.99 Famous Players no doubt calculated that the Strand’s limited capacity would not 

permit it to compete with its own theatres for the first-run of major releases. 

Another central clause of the agreement between Ganetakos and Nathanson’s 

organizations dealt with the Famous Players-Lasky franchise held by Famous Players, which 

guaranteed a steady supply of films to Famous Players until 1939. The national chain 

undertook to share with United Amusement its Famous franchise, together with any other it 

might obtain over the course of the agreement. This meant that, on the island of Montreal, 

Famous Players’ downtown theatres would get the first-run of Famous Players-Lasky 

products, while United Amusement would be the first to exhibit the same films in outlying 

districts. Independent (i.e., not affiliated with either Famous or United) theatres were 

consequently prevented from booking the popular Famous Players-Lasky pictures before 

they had been exhibited for a whole week downtown and had made the round of United 

Amusement’s increasingly numerous neighborhood theatres. As Nathanson’s influence 
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ensured that even non-Famous Players-Lasky films would largely follow the same route, the 

agreement gave United Amusement theatres a considerable competitive edge over the 

opposition. 

The September 9 and October 24 agreements further specified that, in return for the 

privileged access to Famous Players-Lasky productions it would give United Amusement 

and the territorial concessions it had made, Famous Players would be granted a sizable 

participation in the Montreal chain. This was clearly reflected by the ownership of the 

United Amusement Corp. As determined by the 1924 agreements, the new company’s 

authorized capital was fixed at $3,000,000, divided in 30,000 shares of a par value of $100. 

Famous Players received as per the agreements 7,020 ordinary voting shares, in additions to 

$3,500 in cash and the right to buy 350 privileged shares. Control of the United Amusement 

however remained in the hands of the Ganetakos group, who was granted a grand total of 

7,980 ordinary voting shares and 7,155 privileged shares after the exchange of Independent 

Amusement and United Amusements shares, as shown in Table 3.2.  

 

The transaction put Famous Players in control of $702,000 worth of United Amusement 

voting shares without having to invest an actual dollar in the enterprise (safe for the $35,000 

worth of privileged non-voting shares it was permitted to buy at par value).  

United Amusement’s board of directors reflected the company’s dual ownership. Two 

directors, Nathanson and J.P. Bickell, were Famous Players nominees, while the remaining 
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seven – Ganetakos, Cousins, Crépeau, Demetre, Payette, James E. Brooks, and D. Allen 

Murray – represented the Monreal group. Cousins (president), Crépeau (vice-president), 

Ganetakos (managing-director), Murray (comptroller), and Nathanson formed the executive 

committee.100 

The question of United Amusement’s control was however complicated by a second 

set of agreements signed on September 9. These set out the terms of the transfer by Famous 

Players of 1,500 of its 7,020 ordinary United Amusement voting shares to the Montreal 

group. The stated purpose of this operation was to obtain “the hearty co-operation of the 

directors and officials” who had successfully carried the businesses of the Independent 

Amusement and United Amusements since 1910. The situation addressed by Famous 

Players through this manœuvre was outlined in H.T. Lewis’ 1933 study of the film industry: 

After a company has faced [the] problems of expansion and has acquired its theaters, it 
is then confronted by the problems of theater management. One of the most important 
of these, and one to which due attention is not always given, is the securing of capable 
theater managers […] The former owners frequently are in no mood to cooperate with 
new policies nor are they of the temperament which renders them capable of working 
well under the direction of someone else.  […] It is, of course, true that, if the former 
owner still maintains a substantial or controlling interest in the business, an additional 
incentive for cooperation is provided.101 
 

175 of the shares returned by Famous Players were handed out to United Amusement 

theatre managers and collaborators such as D.J. Crighton, Willie Eckstein, William Lester, 

and future theatre chain owner Léo Choquette, then an eighteen-year-old office boy working 

for the company of his grandfather, Léon Payette.102  

The remaining 1,325 shares transferred to the Montreal group by Famous Players 

were, as per a second agreement, entrusted to the Montreal Trust Co. and integrated to a 

voting trust, that is, to a pool of shares voting in block at the company’s general assemblies. 

The Montreal group added 2,075 shares to this trust, while Famous Players contributed 

4,500 more. Famous Players consequently ended up controlling a majority (4,500 out of 
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7,900) of the shares placed within the voting trust controlling the majority of voting United 

Amusement shares (7,900 out of 15,000). However, to complicate things even further, 

Famous Players agreed to have this voting trust directed by a committee composed of seven 

voting trustees on which its nominees were outnumbered five to two by those of the 

Montreal group.103 Control of the new United Amusement thus ultimately remained in the 

hands of the group of Montreal entrepreneurs and investors that had built the chain 

operated by Independent Amusement and United Amusements between 1910 and 1924. 

Still, the best guarantee that control of the United Amusement would not leave 

Montreal arguably lay, not in this complicated series of agreements, but rather in the 

experience, connections, and deep understanding of local conditions that made Ganetakos 

and his partners hard to replace at the helm of the chain. For as long as the Montreal chain 

continued to successfully meet local conditions and generate sizeable profits (net profits 

would indeed go up from $117,729 in 1924-1925 to $296,452 in 1929-1930104), Nathanson 

likely saw no reason to risk alienating the chain’s efficient management by requesting greater 

control. It could also be argued that, by 1924, Famous Players’ sheer size and influence often 

rendered outright control of its subsidiaries redundant. The national chain had just 

demonstrated with the takeover of Allen Theatres that it could crush or starve any chain or 

exhibitor that dared go against its will. It is finally worth noting, regarding the issue of local 

control, that after more than a decade of nationalistic agitation branding cinema as a foreign 

influence variously threatening local identity and culture – be it labeled British, Canadian, or 

French-Canadian – Famous Players might have deemed preferable to blur the tracks leading 

from its local Canadian theatres to Adolph Zukor’s New York office. 
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Famous Players and United Amusement Consolidate Their Position in the Montreal 

Market 

United Amusement did not immediately launch into an aggressive building and 

acquisition campaign in the months following the signature of the agreement granting it a 

privileged access to many of the most lucrative US film productions. As a matter of fact, the 

new company continued the relatively conservative expansion policy that had well served 

Independent Amusement and United Amusements in the 1910s and early 1920s. United 

Amusement would add several venues to its network between 1925 and the onset of the 

Depression at the turn of the 1930s, but only through the targeted acquisition and 

construction of well-situated first-rate neighborhood theatres. This steady expansion without 

common measure with those of the much more ambitious Allen Theatres and Famous 

Players was largely funded through the profits generated by the chain’s theatres, with 

minimal recourse to credit. 

The second half of the 1920s saw United Amusement pursue an expansion strategy 

primarily aiming to, according to the organization’s own press releases, “provide additional 

theatres for the city of Montreal as the population increases and new districts develop to the 

point where additional accommodation is required for recreation.”105 The company’s first 

project thus consisted in the building of a new theatre on St. Denis Street at Bélanger, in a 

developing neighborhood where it would “serve virgin territory with a large and growing 

population to draw upon.”106 Approved in June 1925 by the board of directors, the project 

was executed by the usual team made up of architect Crighton, decorator Briffa, and 

plasterer De Giorgio. [Figure 3.7] Following on a request made by the chain, Crighton 

designed a large 1,600-seat theatre devoid of balcony, but equipped with an auditorium 

comprising a rear section separated by a promenade and featuring a steeper slope. In a few 
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years time, this new type of auditorium offering superior acoustics would become quite 

popular with theatre designers. United’s management otherwise opted for an opulent “Italian 

Renaissance” decoration scheme making much use of the fleur de lys motif, which prompted 

La Presse to report upon the theatre’s December 18, 1926 inauguration that “every Canadian 

of French heritage will recognize a familiar symbol suggesting ease and familiarity as soon as 

he sets foot in the theatre.”107 [Figure 3.8] 

That the French-Canadian population inhabiting the Rivoli’s neighborhood could 

identify with the new theatre’s sign and walls probably was a good thing, because Canadian 

(or even French, for that matter) films would prove extremely scarce on the theatre’s screen 

over the next decades. La Presse explained at the time of the theatre’s opening that, “thanks 

to the vast number of theatres [operated by United Amusement], and to their popularity,” 

the Rivoli had “the first pick on the films of the biggest publishers: Paramount, United 

Artists Corp., Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, First National, Universal, Warner Brothers, Producers 

Distributing Corp., Film Booking Office, Fox, Pathé, Educational, etc.”108 At the Rivoli as in 

the chain’s other theatres, Canadian images would be restricted to the occasional travelogue 

or newsreel segment. 

The continuing success of Ganetakos’s organization in the late 1920s nevertheless 

suggests that the attraction exerted by US productions greatly helped bringing customers 

recruited from both Montreal’s anglophone and francophone communities to the chain’s 

neighborhood theatres. As had been hoped at the time of the creation of the company in 

1924, United’s “first pick” on much of the US film production granted its theatres a 

considerable edge over the opposition. This had been demonstrated during the construction 

of the Rivoli in the spring of 1926, when the acquisition by the Lawands of a piece of land 

located just on the other side of the St. Denis-Bélanger junction had set off a new episode of 
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the ongoing turf war between the two chains. Hoping to dispose of this potential opposition 

before it could threaten its largest theatre to date, United had used its franchise to entice the 

Lawands into discussing a sort of takeover of their chain. Talks had led in May to a draft 

memorandum of agreement between United Amusement and Najeeb and Ameen Lawand, 

which set the terms of the creation of a new company, National Theatres, Ltd., destined to 

take over the United’s Rivoli, as well as the Lawands’ neighboring St. Denis property, 

Maisonneuve theatre, Laurier Palace, and Dominion theatre. National Theatres was to be 

jointly owned and controlled by the two groups, granted access to United’s Famous Players-

Lasky franchise, and managed by Najeeb and Ameen Lawand, though United reserved the 

right to determine the policies of the new company’s theatres. The deal had nevertheless fell 

through at the last minute for undisclosed reasons, leaving the Lawands in control of their 

property adjoining the Rivoli.109 More than five years would however elapse before the 

opening of the Lawands’ new St. Denis theatre, the Château, in January 1932.110 

The abandonment of the National Theatres project had left the Lawand brothers as 

the sole operators of the infamous Laurier Palace, where on January 9, 1927 – less than a 

month after the opening of the Rivoli – seventy-eight children died as a result of a panic 

triggered by a minor fire. This traumatic event would have long-lasting consequences for the 

local film industry. It first forced local authorities to have a closer look at what was 

happening in amusement places and be less lax with the enforcement of existing safety laws. 

Within a few days of the fire, thirty-one of Montreal’s fifty-eight film theatres were 

forbidden to present live acts, thought to be a significant fire hazard – even if the Laurier 

Palace fire had not originated on stage (or in the operator’s booth, for that matter), but in 

the balcony.111 This decision of the authorities proved especially harmful to independent 

exhibitors, who, as we will see in chapter 7, often relied more extensively on live attractions. 



140 

The current operator of the east end Ouimetoscope, Casino and Arcade theatres, Jos. 

Cardinal [Figure 3.9], refused to bow to the authorities and discontinue theatrical 

representations, only to be threatened with the closure of his venues by the city’s chief fire 

prevention officer.112 Cardinal was eventually forced to renovate his theatres, as also were the 

owners of the Globe and King Edward theatres, both located on St. Lawrence Boulevard. 

Five other small theatres – the Broadway, Boulevardoscope, Alhambra, Sun, and Ideal – 

were less lucky and had to be closed.113 Evidence nevertheless suggests that exhibitors and 

public officials ended up hammering out a compromise on the topic of stage shows in film 

theatres, as most of the venues singled out in the wake of the Laurier Palace tragedy 

ultimately kept operating and booking live acts in the late 1920s and early 1930s. 

A more lasting consequence of the 1927 tragedy was the infamous provincial ban on 

the attendance of commercial moving picture shows by children under sixteen years of age, 

which would only be repealed in the 1960s. This measure was largely the result of the 

renewed anti-cinema agitation led by the Catholic clergy in the wake of the Laurier Palace 

fire. Religious leaders had been quick to point out the deficiencies of the previous law 

governing the admission of children in moving picture theatres when an inquiry conducted a 

few days after the fire revealed that, like many other Quebec theatres, the Laurier Palace was 

in the habit of selling admission tickets to unsupervised minors. It was thus estimated that 

300 children crowded the theatre’s balcony with nearly no adult in sight when the first cries 

of “Fire!” resounded on January 9. The Laurier Palace inquiry was followed in the spring of 

1927 by a Royal Commission on the deeper causes of the tragedy and, more generally, 

cinema in Quebec. In his report, the Judge presiding over the Commission, Louis Boyer, 

argued in favor of a ban on the attendance of commercial moving picture theatres by 

children, but paid no heed to the Catholic clergy’s renewed demands for the mandatory 
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closing of theatres on Sundays. On this sensitive issue, his recommendations rather followed 

the opinions expressed by many workers groups during the Commission’s hearings, which 

had argued that workers had a right to take part in entertainments during their sole day of 

rest. Judge Boyer’s statement on Sunday shows constituted a significant victory for the film 

industry in the midst of the whole Laurier Palace debacle.114 

Montreal exhibitors operated in damage-control mode in the months following the 

fire. Members of the Montreal Theatrical Managers Association, which did not include the 

Lawands, convened on the day of the fire and immediately pledged $10,000 towards the 

victims’ families.115 Theatre operators also made sure to emphasize the safety measures 

offered by their buildings. Much of the copy sent to newspapers by United Amusement on 

the occasion of the opening of its new Rosemount theatre on April 9, 1927 – three months 

to the day after the Laurier Palace fire – for instance describes the numerous safety features 

of the theatre. The chain even felt necessary to remind its prospective customers that the 

Rosemount could “protect both moviegoers and performers from eventual lightning 

strikes.”116 

While some authors claim that theatre attendance dropped for several months in 

Montreal after the Laurier Palace tragedy, available data tend to show that established 

exhibitors did not see much of a drop in box office revenues in 1927.117 The Canadian Moving 

Picture Digest for instance noted in a report published one year after the fire that: “Attendance 

at all Montreal theatres was visibly affected after the fire but conditions returned to normal 

quickly.”118 This statement seems to be corroborated by United Amusement’s annual net 

profits, which went up from $172,601 for the year ending August 31, 1926 to $202,022 for 

the year ending August 31, 1927 (though it should be noted that the chain had added no less 

than four theatres to its chain between the fall of 1925 and the summer of 1927).119 Revenues 
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from the civic amusement tax collected by the city of Montreal also grew by about four per 

cent over the same period.120 All of this suggests that the industry’s public relation campaign 

was somewhat successful or, more likely, that moving pictures were by this point sufficiently 

entrenched in urban life and popular culture to weather such contingencies. Deadly fires 

were a common occurrence in all types of public spaces, including schools, hospitals or 

factories, and most Montrealers likely felt that the Laurier Palace fire – which, once again, 

had been proven not to be connected in any way with the use of flammable nitrate film – 

raised safety issues going far beyond moving pictures and commercial amusements. 

Astonishingly, one of the organizations that contributed the most to the continued 

growth of the moving picture industry in Montreal in the late 1920s was the chain operated 

by the Lawand and Tabah families. Far from being crushed by the Laurier Palace tragedy, 

the business of these two associated Syrio-Lebanese families actually surged in the late 1920s. 

The unexpected expansion of this enterprise, which had never managed to operate more 

than a handful of minor moving picture theatre since the early 1910s, was partly enabled by 

the fact that the criminal charges pressed against Ameen Lawand in connection with the fire 

had been thrown out by both the Royal Commission’s Judge Boyer and the Court of Appeal. 

That, in spite of the fact that the inquiry conducted after the fire had established that the 

Lawands’ theatres had routinely violated safety laws over the years.121  

Letters patent for a new company controlled by the Lawand and Tabah families, 

Confederation Amusements Ltd., were issued four months after the fire, on April 4, 1927.122 

The new company took over the Maisonneuve and Dominion theatres, and soon started to 

work on an ambitious building programme similar to that of the United Amusement, in that 

it mostly centered on the construction of large theatres situated in Montreal’s developing 

residential neighborhoods. The theatres erected by Confederation in the late 1920s and early 
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1930s could however easily be distinguished from opposition houses, thanks to the 

company’s enthusiastic adoption of the new modern style (later dubbed art deco), at a time 

where United Amusement was still exclusively using flashy revival styles for its new venues.  

Confederation’s first new theatre, the Empress located on Sherbrooke Street in Notre-

Dame-de-Grâce, was built and decorated in a striking art deco variation on the Egyptian 

revival style in vogue in the years following the 1922 discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb. The 

erection of the Empress unnerved the operator of the nearby Westmount theatre, United 

Amusement, who mandated Nathanson to meet with the new theatre’s owners in order to 

negotiate its acquisition. Nathanson however failed to convince Confederation to sell, which 

brought United to retaliate by launching a new Notre-Dame-de-Grâce theatre project. The 

inauguration of Confederation’s Empress on May 19, 1928, would thus be followed two 

years later, on March 7, 1930, by that of the nearby United Amusement Monkland theatre.123  

Interestingly, the press did not disclose the fact that the Lawands were connected to 

the Empress at the time of the theatre’s opening. Newspaper accounts of the event simply 

reported that the theatre was managed by a well-known local film man, Charles Lalumière. 

As for the Digest, it simply identified F.A. Tabah, “well-known locally as retail merchant,” as 

owner of the theatre.124 One week after the Empress’ opening, Ray Lewis sternly denounced 

the provincial authorities rumored to have just granted a theatre building permit (possibly for 

the Cartier) to Ameen Lawand, and in the process demonstrated why Confederation might 

have felt necessary to conceal certain facts pertaining to its ownership and management.125 

Confederation Amusements pursued its expansion by opening three more theatres 

between 1929 and 1932: the Cartier (1929), located in St. Henri in the vicinity of the United 

Amusement Corona; the Outremont (1929), on Bernard a few block west of United’s Rialto; 

and the aforementioned Château (1932), across the street from the Rivoli. Within a few 
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decades, the Empress, Outremont and Château, which had all been decorated by the 

versatile Briffa, would come to be recognized as three of the most significant examples of 

the art deco style in Montreal.  

The ambitious expansion of the new Confederation Amusements was not left 

unmatched by United Amusement. Boosted by Nathanson’s tactical support, as well as by its 

privileged position vis-à-vis distributors, United opened, as we have seen, two new large 

moving picture theatres between 1926 and 1930, the Rivoli and the Monkland. It also 

annexed over the same years several theatres built by unaffiliated entrepreneurs, such as the 

aforementioned Rosemount, acquired by United after long and arduous negotiations with 

the theatre’s builder, one Émile Gobet. [Figure 3.10] The fact that Gobet was a local 

building contractor with no connection to the film industry, and that United had previously 

made public its intention to expand in Rosemount, suggests that the Rosemount had been 

built in the hope that its builder would be approached by United with some kind of offer.126 

United also leased the Seville theatre inaugurated on March 22, 1929 on St. Catherine West, 

just outside of the territory controlled by Famous Players. A large theatre decorated in the 

new atmospheric style by Briffa and De Giorgio, the Seville was a project of Benjamin 

Isaacs, whose main lines of business were fur and insurances – which again suggests that the 

theatre’s promoter did not intend to operate it himself. United obtained the Seville’s lease for 

$10,000 per year for ten years.127 

Other theatre takeovers were a little less straightforward. On June 1st, 1926, United 

Amusement signed a deal granting it the management of the last two theatres operated in 

Montreal by the Allen family, the Westmount and the Amherst. A 1,800-seat theatre 

designed by C. Howard Crane and owned by George Rabinovitch, the Amherst stood on the 

site of the old Moulin Rouge, on St. Catherine Street East, and had been inaugurated less 
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than five months before, on February 7, 1926.128 Under the management of Herbert Allen 

(younger brother of Jule and Jay. J) and Louis Rosenfeld (Herbert’s brother-in-law), the 

Amherst had first booked combination shows made up of four or five vaudeville acts and a 

feature film. The Universal, First National, and sometimes British pictures playing the 

Amherst however seem that to have failed to draw much patronage, as less than two months 

after the theatre’s opening the top of the theatre’s bill came to be regularly occupied, not by 

the feature film, but by the vaudeville acts.129 Without quality films to show, the fancy 

Amherst was on the verge of becoming another east end white elephant.  

This situation compelled the desperate Allens to turn to United Amusement for help. 

On June 1st, 1926, the two organizations signed a set of complementary agreements. The 

first transferred the management (but not the lease) of the Amherst to United Amusement, 

who undertook to use its privileged position vis-à-vis distributors to obtain newer and better 

films for the Allens’ house. In return, United obtained a management fee and the 

cancellation of the Allens’ lease on the Westmount theatre, which consequently became a 

full-fledged United Amusement theatre three years after its acquisition by Ganetakos’s 

organization in 1923. The Amherst and Westmount were hereafter pooled (meaning that the 

two theatres were made to share both profits and losses) so as to let the Allens soak up the 

accumulated debt of the Amherst, and later permit United to partake in the profits 

eventually generated by the east end venue. Business for both theatres seems to have quickly 

improved in the wake of this agreement, as indicated by the fact that United’s directors were 

already describing the pool’s returns as “very gratifying” by January 1927. The Amherst-

Westmount pool remained in operation for many years, and eventually grew to include the 

Monkland opened in 1930, which could have been perceived as a competitor of the Allen 

interest involved in the affairs of the Westmount theatre operating in the same district.130 
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The second deal signed on June 1st, 1926 had the Allens, in the persons of Herbert, 

Jule, and Jay J. Allen, as well as Louis Rosenfeld, binding themselves not to become involved 

in the operation of any Montreal theatre other than the Amherst and Westmount.131 This 

deal largely enabled by Famous Players’ control of Canadian film distribution thus permitted 

Nathanson and Ganetakos to further neutralize what had once been Canada’s most 

prominent theatrical network. Over the following decades, the Allens would limit their 

activities to the operation, in partnership with Famous Players, of a network of secondary 

Ontario theatres. They would never attempt to cross the Outaouais River again.132 

Another complex series of agreements with a different set of brothers – Denis N., 

Nicholas A., and George A. Lazanis – permitted United Amusement to a add one more large 

neighborhood theatre, the Maisonneuve Granada, to its chain in March 1930. [Figure 3.11] 

Like countless other exhibitors, the Greek-born Lazanis had first operated an ice cream 

parlor before turning to the moving picture business in the late 1910s. Their chain had soon 

grew to include four modest east end theatres, the Lord Nelson, Napoleon Palace, 

Operascope, and Alhambra.133 The Lazanis brothers appear to have felt ready to move on to 

bigger things by the second half of the 1920s, when they turned to Ganetakos to secure 

funding for the construction of a large neighborhood theatre in Maisonneuve.  

Talks between the two groups were initiated in 1926, but other projects prevented 

United from getting involved with the project for more than two years. In the spring of 

1929, a first agreement finally saw both parties agree on a $150,000 loan from United to the 

Lazanis, as well as on the shared management of the theatre, which was to be owned by the 

Lazanis. But soon after the March 28, 1930, inaugural of the luxurious 1,685-seat Granada, 

financial difficulties caused the Lazanis to ask for a new $100,000 loan from United. Further 

financial worries, no doubt connected to the quickly deteriorating economic conditions in 
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the early 1930s, however soon prevented the Lazanis brothers from making good on their 

payments. This situation led to the creation of a new company, Granada Theatres Ltd., in 

the spring of 1932. In exchange for the cancellation of the mortgage owned by United, the 

Lazanis permitted $300,000 worth of the new company’s shares to be issued to Ganetakos’s 

organization, while keeping $50,000 worth of shares under their control. United’s directors 

finally determined in 1936 that it would be in their company’s interest to fully integrate the 

Granada into its network. A deal arranging the exchange of the Lazanis’s remaining Granada 

Theatres shares for United Amusement shares was consequently proposed by United, and 

soon approved by the Lazanis brothers, whose sole condition was that they be permitted to 

remain involved in the operation of their former theatre, now fully owned by United.134 

In addition to these deals granting United Amusement management of theatres 

erected by other organizations, Ganetakos’s organization also signed a number of booking 

agreements with independent exhibitors. These let the independents manage their theatres, 

but prevented them from booking films on their own. As per these agreements, bookings 

were to be exclusively arranged by United, in exchange for either a flat fee or a share of the 

theatre’s profits. The first of these deals was initiated by Nathanson and signed on 

September 17, 1926 with the Midway theatre located on St. Lawrence Boulevard at 

St. Catherine. While United did not risk much by entering into this agreement (the Midway 

theatre being the sole party responsible for the payments of the rental of the films obtained 

for it), it also seems to have benefited very little from the deal. The minutes of the meetings 

of United Amusement’s board of directors indeed reveal that the lessees of the Midway 

spent most of the duration of the contract evading payment of the sums owed to United. 

This fact however did not prevent the Nathanson-orchestrated agreement between United 

and the Midway to be renewed for more than a decade, which suggests that the deal primary 
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raison d’être might not have been to swell United’s revenues, but simply to render one more 

Montreal screen unavailable to independent film producers and distributors.135 

A similar deal was made in late November 1927 with the Dunning family’s Standard 

Amusement Co. then operating two southwest theatres, the Verdun Park and the Ville 

Émard Century. The signature of this agreement had been delayed for more than two years 

by the fiercely independent Dunnings, whose resistance had brought Nathanson and 

Ganetakos to eventually resort to various pressure tactics, including the acquisition of a 

Verdun property by United Amusement in 1926. The Dunnings ultimately refused to sell or 

lease the Park theatre eyed by Nathanson and Ganetakos, but nevertheless agreed to sign a 

booking agreement with Famous Players (even though the negotiations had been conducted 

under the guise of the United Amusement, which demonstrates the level of cooperation 

between the Toronto and Montreal organizations in the late 1920s.) Famous would once 

again simply provide films on which rental had not yet been paid in return for a fifty per cent 

participation in the Park theatre’s profits. This share of the profits would then be integrally 

transferred by Famous to United Amusement (partly owned by the former anyway) as per 

the 1924 territorial agreement between the two organizations. This constituted a pretty good 

deal for United and Famous, who had literally nothing more to do than pick films and sign 

booking contracts. The fact that the Dunnings eventually resigned themselves to be part of 

such an agreement once again demonstrates how difficult it had become for independent 

exhibitors to secure a steady supply of popular moving pictures by the second half of the 

1920s.136 

United Amusement’s western expansion continued in 1929 and 1930 with the 

signature of booking agreements with Lachine’s Empress and Royal Alexandra theatres. The 

first house to sign in September 1929 was the Empress operated by brothers William, Max, 
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and Adolph Goldwater. The Goldwaters’ company, Empress Amusement, retained 

ownership and management of the Empress, but forfeited the right to book films and deal 

with distributors to United. Profits and losses were to be divided between the two 

organizations. A significant difference between the booking agreements signed with the 

Midway and the Park theatres however was that the Goldwaters’ Empress was henceforth 

“known and operated as a United Amusement theatre.”137 

The deal visibly gave the Empress a competitive edge over its main opposition, the 

Royal Alexandra theatre located on the opposite side of the Notre-Dame Street and 9th 

Avenue junction. Once operated by brothers Gus, Mayer, and Leon Schlesinger (who would 

become a leading Hollywood personality in the 1930s as the producer of the hugely popular 

Looney Tunes cartoons138), the Royal Alexandra was by 1930 controlled by the Rosenbloom 

brothers’ Lachine Amusements Ltd. The Rosenblooms reacted to this heightened 

competition by signing their own booking agreement – nearly identical to the Empress’s – 

with United Amusement in the fall of 1930. To limit competition between its two new 

Lachine partners, United undertook to alternately let the managers of the Empress and 

Royal Alexandra get the first pick of the films it had booked for the week. Both theatres also 

agreed to charge the same admission prices (20¢ for matinées, 34¢ for evenings, with a 

special 25¢ rate for “indigents” at the worst of the Depression) and to pool their losses and 

profits, which were to be subsequently divided equally between Lachine Amusements, 

Empress Amusements, and United Amusement. Obviously very profitable for United 

Amusement, and thus Famous Players, these booking agreement would be periodically 

renewed until the 1950s.139 

By the time Depression halted the construction of new moving picture theatres in 

Montreal in the early 1930s, United Amusement owned, leased, or controlled through 
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booking agreements sixteen large and up-to-date neighborhood theatres covering the island 

of Montreal from Maisonneuve to Lachine. It further operated the downtown Strand, and 

partook in the affairs of two independent houses, the Midway and Verdun Park theatres.140 

The only venues of any significance that still eluded United’s control outside of Montreal’s 

downtown core were the theatres operated by Confederation Amusements. 

 

Consolidated Theatres: A New Famous Players Subsidiary?  

Famous Players did not lay idle as United Amusement was busy expanding its network 

of neighborhood theatres. Over the second half of the 1920s, the Toronto-based chain 

actively sought to consolidate its control of the theatres operating in the downtown core of 

the city of Montreal. Lack of primary sources however hinders research on this phase of 

Famous Players’ local activities. Still, it does appear that, from 1927 onward, Nathanson 

increasingly relied on a Montreal entrepreneur established in the United States since the late 

1910s, J. Arthur Hirsch, to manage its growing Quebec network. Hirsch had first worked 

between 1905 and 1915 for his family’s Montreal business, J. Hirsch and Sons, “distillers and 

cigar importers and manufacturers,” before getting involved with the Feature Film Co. of 

Canada some time around 1914. By the early 1920s, Hirsch had moved to New York, where 

he operated several moving picture theatres located in Harlem and the Bronx.141 

Hirsch later became involved with a Montreal company unambiguously named Publix 

Theaters Corp. at the time of its creation in the spring of 1927, but given the somewhat less 

telling name of Consolidated Theatres Corp. a few months later. In early 1928, the new 

company announced that it would “not build any theatres,” but instead “acquire existing 

theatres in villages and in the outlying sections of large cities.” Indeed, Consolidated’s first 

acquisition was Rodolphe Vallée’s Sherbrooke chain, made up of the His Majesty’s, Premier, 
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Casino, and Victoria theatres.142 This acquisition was followed over the winter and spring of 

1928 by that of the several minor Montreal houses, including the Théâtre National, Théâtre 

Canadien (the old Ouimetoscope), Starland, Gayety, and Verdun Palace. 

Consolidated Theatres Corp. was then reorganized into Consolidated Theatres Ltd. in 

December 1928. The memorandum of agreement signed on this occasion confirms that the 

organization was at this point directed by Hirsch (president), with the help of J.J. Rosenthal 

(secretary) and Alex Adilman (treasurer).143 1929 saw Consolidated take over all three of the 

remaining large Montreal downtown theatres still escaping Famous Players’ control: the 

Orpheum, the Princess, and the His Majesty’s. The advertisements published by the chain in 

the wake of these acquisitions clearly outlined the policies devised by Consolidated for its 

downtown theatres: the Princess was turned into a “super-talkie playhouse […] offering 

exclusive talking pictures […] for special extended runs,” while the Orpheum promised 

“popular talkies,” and the Gayety “bigger and better burlesque.” As for the His Majesty’s, 

still mostly dedicated to legitimate theatre and opera, it was branded by Consolidated as 

“Montreal’s leading theatre.”144 [Figure 3.12] Consolidated however chose to emphasize its 

focus on moving pictures by leasing both the Gayety and the Orpheum (originally a 

vaudeville theatre) to Tom Conway in 1930.145 The chain also dropped all of its Montreal 

houses located outside of the city’s downtown core (with the exception of the Verdun 

Palace) at roughly the same time, possibly so as to keep out of the territory conceded by 

Famous Players to United Amusement.  

Consolidated Theatres’ close relationship to Famous Players might not have been 

obvious to contemporary observers. Indeed, only circumstantial evidence such as 

Consolidated’s original name permit us to state that Hirsch’s company had from its 

inception been part of Famous Players’ network. The relationship between the two 
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organizations would nevertheless become more explicit in 1936, when Famous Players 

finally resolved to transfer the direction of the Palace, Capitol and Imperial146 theatres to 

Consolidated. When the Loew’s followed suit in 1938, Consolidated found itself in charge of 

all of the theatres operated by Famous Players in Montreal.147 Hirsch’s organization however 

never superseded neither Famous Players nor its local theatre managers in the public’s eye, 

which might help explain why Consolidated Theatres’ contribution to local film history 

remains inadequately documented and studied. Downtown first-run palaces generally 

remained closely identified with the high-profile figures of their managers, such as the 

Imperial’s Howard Conover or the Palace’s George Rotsky, who were both very much 

involved in the branding of the theatres they managed for decades. [Figure 3.13] 

Furthermore, while United Amusement and Confederation Amusements routinely delegated 

company directors to be interviewed for La Presse’s annual reviews of the local theatres’ 

coming attractions, Conover, Rostky, and the Capitol’s Harry Dahn, rather than Hirsch (or 

for that matter Nathanson), generally spoke to journalists and had their picture in the 

papers.148  

Some of the extant contracts signed by Famous Players and Consolidated Theatres 

suggest that the main function of Hirsch’s organization was to centralize data and records 

pertaining to the operation of Famous Players’ Quebec theatres. The information collected 

was then transmitted to Famous Players’ Toronto head office via weekly or even daily 

reports.149 Major decisions pertaining to the theatres’ operation and policy were likely made 

following direct talks between Famous Players representatives and local theatre managers. 

This purported modus operandi could in any case help explain how Hirsch and his main 

partner in the operation of Consolidated, J. Rosenthal, could administer the company while 

being based in New York.150 
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The fact that Consolidated Theatres leased some of its houses almost as soon as it 

acquired them is quite revealing, as it once again seems to indicate that Hirsch and his 

Famous Players partners were not simply looking for profitable venues to operate.151 

Consolidated and Famous Players’ coordinated acquisition spree obviously also aimed to 

protect Famous Players’ more than favorable bargaining position towards distributors by 

preventing other exhibitors from getting their hands on venues that could be turned into 

competing first-run moving picture theatres. 

It should be acknowledged that the dominating position of Famous Players and its 

regional associates was essentially predicated on the fact that by the 1920s no organization 

outside of the small group of distributors handling the productions of the main US studios 

could offer Canadian exhibitors a steady supply of quality pictures (i.e., of films with enough 

popular appeal to entice a significant number of Montrealers to chose an outing at the 

cinema over the numerous other leisure activities then offered by the Canadian metropolis).  

British and European pictures were available for importation but, as we have seen, rarely 

acquired by Canadian distributors, who obviously had grown to believe that such films 

would at best receive a lukewarm reception from moviegoers used to Hollywood’s 

narratives, stars, and production values. Canadian productions were also so scarce that when 

George Rotsky decided to hold an “All-Canadian Week” at the Palace in November 1925, a 

Our Gang short had to be edited “so that the scenes in Arizona became Saskatchewan and an 

American city became Toronto,” and a Felix the Cat cartoon augmented with “a new 

introduction [showing] the cat expressing his pleasure at being in Montreal for Canadian 

Week.”152 

Official statistics quoted by Ian Jarvie indeed show that the Canadian film market was 

thoroughly dominated throughout the 1920s by the US films on which Famous Players 



154 

Canadian Corp. generally had first pick. The earliest figures unearthed by Jarvie indicate that 

this trend was already firmly entrenched by 1922, when US film accounted for 97.3% of the 

footage imported in Canada. By 1926, this figure had risen to 98.7%. Over the same period, 

British producers saw their share of Canadian film imports drop from 2.2% to 1.2% – but 

still did better than their French counterparts, who went from a puny 0.6% to a nearly 

insignificant 0.06%.153 This almost complete reliance on US imports made Canada the 

second largest customer of the US film industry, right behind the United Kingdom. Industry 

representatives thus estimated that by the mid-1920s Canada accounted for 3.6% of the 

American film industry’s gross. Interestingly, Quebec’s share of this figure was believed to 

be lower than Ontario’s (0.8% against 1.2%), in spite of the fact that Quebec still was the 

Confederation’s most populous Province.154 It is further worth noting on the topic of 

imports that the Montreal theatres affiliated with Famous Players also extensively relied on 

US talent for the live attractions integrated to their shows. Most vaudeville acts were for 

instance obtained from New York agencies. The only local talent on display in Famous 

Players houses could generally be found in the orchestra pit. 

 

Opposition to Famous Players’ Monopoly 

Concerns over the lack of Canadian content in the nation’s film theatres, combined 

with growing indignation over Famous Players’ alleged monopolistic practices, did not take 

long to arouse opposition. One of the chain’s most early – and vocal – opponents was none 

other than the Canadian Moving Picture Digest’s editor, Ray Lewis, who started publishing in 

1921 a series of increasingly fiery editorials denouncing Nathanson and Zukor’s 

monopolistic aims in general and poor treatment of independent exhibitors in particular.155 

This led Nathanson to allegedly threaten to put the Digest out of business in the summer of 
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1923, which in turn incited Lewis to have her journal appointed official organ of the newly 

organized Canadian branch of the Moving Picture Theatre Owners of America representing 

independent exhibitors.156 Things steadily grew from bad to worse between the Digest and 

Famous Players until March 1926, when Lewis sued Nathanson for $50,000 damages. An 

out-of court settlement however brought these two larger-than-life characters back on 

speaking terms by the end of the year.157 

Still, the truce between Lewis and Nathanson did not spell the end of the movement 

opposing Famous Players’ actions and policies, whose members kept petitioning politicians 

in the late 1920s. This sustained agitation eventually succeeded in having the federal 

government set up a national inquiry under the Combines Investigation Act in the early 

1930s. Public hearings were held in Toronto for a few weeks in the winter of 1931 by 

commissioner Peter White, with the assistance (unacknowledged in the final report 

submitted on April 30, 1931) of Ray Lewis.158 In his report, the commissioner concluded that 

a combine had existed in the Canadian motion picture industry since at least 1926, and cited 

as participants Paramount Publix Corp., the Motion Picture Distributors and Exhibitors of 

Canada (a.k.a. the Cooper organization), most leading Canadian distributors, and eight 

Canadian exhibitors, including Famous Players, United Amusement, and the Mansfield 

Theatre Co. then operating the Montreal Loew’s. Consolidated Theatres was however left 

out of the commissioner’s report, which suggests that Hirsch and his partners were still 

successfully hiding their connection to Famous Players in the early 1930s. 

While generally short on data collected from Quebec exhibitors (a situation that can 

partly be explained by the fact that none of them had been summoned by White), the 

findings published in the commissioner’s report fit squarely with the various deals and 

situations exposed in this chapter. White thus asserted that the combine operated not only 
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through the acquisition – sometimes under threats – of theatres by Famous Players, but also 

through booking arrangements and operating agreements. His report further emphasized the 

fact that these deals – which required virtually no investment from Famous Players – had 

permitted the national chain to grab about half of the profits generated by its partners, all the 

while increasing its purchasing powers. This, in turn, permitted Famous Players to enlist in 

the operation of the combine the many distributors that relied on its extensive network of 

first-run theatres. White more particularly blamed the combine for the discriminatory 

conditions imposed on independent exhibitors by most of the exchanges controlled, either 

directly or indirectly, by Famous Players. His inquiry had for instance revealed that 

independents were generally charged higher prices and given much less flexibility in their 

bookings than Famous Players houses.159  

White also singled out for attack the selectively enforced practice of block booking, as 

it had been demonstrated during the inquiry that while Famous Players was permitted to 

cherry-pick the films it wished to play in its theatres, independents were discouraged to 

contract for single films by the exchanges pricing schemes. For them, prices would only 

come down when films were bought in blocks generally made up of a few high-profile titles 

and of several “programme” – i.e., run-of-the-mill – pictures (or, in Ray Lewis’s words, of 

“weak sisters with a few Amazons to carry them”160). Block booking was often practiced in 

tandem with blind booking, another widely condemned scheme involving the sale of films 

that had yet to be completed.  

Block and blind booking were actually rooted in the “services” offered to exhibitors by 

exchanges since the late 1900s, and thus preceded both vertical integration and the rise of 

Zukor and Nathanson’s organizations. Advocates of these practices contended that they 

permitted distributors to significantly cut their expenses, and consequently helped keep film 
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prices down. Another argument invoked in favor of block and blind booking was that most 

exhibitors were not in a position to select individual pictures anyway. It is worth 

remembering that the operator of a typical neighborhood theatre showing double bills and 

changing its programme thrice weekly had to contract for no less than 312 features annually, 

in addition to the hundreds of cartoons, newsreels and short films also required by his 

shows.  

This gargantuan appetite for celluloid, combined with the fact that for most titles the 

first and second runs had already been used up by Famous Players and its affiliates, brought 

about a scarcity problem for many exhibitors. White commented on this situation in his 

report: 

It is quite apparent to me […], from the attitude of the independent exhibitors who 
appeared as witnesses, that there is on their part a real anxiety as to whether they will be 
able to obtain a supply of suitable pictures at reasonable prices to enable them to 
operate their theatres.161 
 

This situation led many independents to overbuy, mainly so that they would not be caught 

short when films ended being cancelled by the producer or condemned by the board of 

censors. Opponents of block booking contended that this practice often resulted in 

independent exhibitors needlessly getting into trouble with distributors over films they had 

contracted for, but either could not play or could not pay for. It was also argued that block 

booking prevented theatres from properly selecting the films they screened, and therefore 

from developing an individual identity. Many further suspected that the organizations 

involved in the combine enforced this practice partly so as to squeeze independent 

distributors and producers out of the market. Block booking was thus seen as one of the 

main obstacles preventing the production of commercial film entertainment in Canada.162 

Another industry practice criticized by commissioner White was that of protection. 

Not to be confused with the racket associated with gangsters, protection was defined in the 
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commissioner’s report as: “the withholding of a picture from a second or subsequent run for 

a period of time after the close of a first or previous run.”163 Protection periods had originally 

been enforced mainly so as to encourage exhibitors to increase their marketing activities. 

Part of the argument was that exhibitors would be more willing to buy advertisement and 

ballyhoo knowing that they, and not the opposition theatres showing the same picture 

simultaneously or soon after, would reap the full results of their effort. Protection periods 

were also meant to protect the business of first-run theatres generating a large chunk of the 

industry’s revenues. According to H.T. Lewis, it was widely believed within the industry that 

the moviegoers’ preference for the lower admission prices of subsequent run houses was 

often counterbalanced by their desire to see pictures while they were new and talked about.164 

Many Canadian opponents of protection, including commissioner White and Ray 

Lewis, observed that protection periods largely increased in Canada as Famous Players 

tightened its control of the national film market. In her testimony at the White Commission, 

Lewis for instance remarked:   

I don’t remember [hearing] that word ‘protection’ [at the time of the creation of the 
Moving Picture Theatre Owners association in 1923]. I think it is a disease that has just 
struck the industry lately in its most virulent form. It may have been a latent microbe, 
but it seems to have developed in the last two or three years with amazing rapidity.165 
 

Evidence gathered at the Commission indeed demonstrated that Famous Players had begun 

to more or less dictate the protection periods to be granted to its theatres by distributors in 

the late 1920s. The advent of sound more particularly permitted the chain to request for its 

Capitol and Palace theatres a protection period of ninety days against all subsequent runs 

venues operating in Montreal, as well as against all other theatres located within a radius of 

sixty miles of the island. The only venues not subjected to this protection period were the 

theatres operated by United Amusement, which were permitted to book films sixty days 

after the Capitol and Palace.  
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Distributors generally opposed prolonged protection periods delaying returns on their 

investments and threatening to lessen the value of the titles they controlled (as films were 

believed to quickly lose the appeal they held for the moviegoing public166), but ultimately had 

no choice but to heed to Famous Players’ requests. The chain’s influence on distributors did 

not go unnoticed by White, who concluded in his report that Famous Players had obtained 

protection periods both longer than necessary and imposed on theatres not competing in 

any way with its own. The Commissioner further argued that this situation had been 

engineered so as to lessen competition, and could therefore be said to be detrimental to the 

public.167 

White’s enlightening report however failed to bring about any significant reform of the 

Canadian film industry. In his meticulously researched account of the events surrounding the 

White Commission and its aftermath, Jarvie explains that soon after the publication of 

White’s report in the spring of 1931 a concerted action was undertaken by most of the 

nation’s provincial administrations, which appeared to have jurisdiction over the matter. 

Ontario was selected to lead the charge, since the head offices of most of the organizations 

accused of being part of the combine, including Famous Players, were located in Toronto. 

The Province succeeded the next fall in having Famous Players and its co-defendants 

indicted for multiple charges ranging from compelling the public to pay higher prices to 

enforcing protection and restricting the proper supply of films to others. The parties accused 

of being part the combine were finally tried over three weeks in the winter of 1932.  

On March 7, 1932, the case against the alleged combine unexpectedly came to an end 

when Justice Charles Garrow of the High Court of Justice for Ontario acquitted Famous 

Players and its co-defendants of all charges. In spite of the massive evidence collected the 

preceding year by commissioner White, Judge Garrow saw no shortage of films or price 
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fixing in the Canadian film industry, and claimed that discrimination against independent 

exhibitors had not been proven. Jarvie contends that Garrow’s judgment could have been 

contested on many grounds. The historian for instance argues that the Judge’s talk of an 

oversupply of films was simply ill-informed, as the availability of a large number of films that 

no one wants to see cannot by any means be said to constitute an oversupply. In that regard, 

the Judge’s opinion is quite representative of the point of view of the members of the 

nation’s cultural elite, who for the most part could not conceive that mass cultural products 

such as feature films could have formal qualities, and thus be distinguished from one 

another. Yet, no further proceedings were undertaken against Famous Players, possibly as a 

result, in Jarvie’s opinion, of a lack of public interest for the case, as well as of the more 

pressing crisis brought about by the quickly deteriorating economic conditions in the early 

1930s.168 

The inquiry led by commissioner Peter White at the height of Famous Players’ 

influence on the Canadian film market must nevertheless not be brushed aside as totally 

ineffective and devoid of results. Indeed, it seems likely that increased scrutiny and the threat 

of governmental intervention at least somewhat curbed the chain’s monopolistic tendencies 

for a while. What’s more, White detailed report constitutes a very detailed, and consequently 

potentially very useful description of the coercive strategies deployed by the vertically 

integrated Famous Players in its quest for supremacy. 

That being said, by concentrating on the strategies and actions of Famous Players, the 

White Report also somewhat obscured the leverage and, thus, the agency granted to 

independent exhibitors by their heightened familiarity with local conditions and 

communities. This local agency was most visible in the Province of Quebec generally 

overlooked by the Commission, where major linguistic and cultural differences would have 
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rendered the operation of local theatres by Toronto administrators and executives largely 

ineffective. Famous Players’ founder, Nathan L. Nathanson, seems to have essentially 

understood this situation, as demonstrated by the facts exposed in this chapter, and more 

particularly by his dealings with George Ganetakos’s group in the 1920s. The film industry’s 

transition to sound and the Depression would only amplify the leverage of local agents in the 

Quebec film market in the coming years.
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Chapter 4 

Sound, the Great Depression, and the Vindication Mongrel Circuits (1928-1939) 

 

The final months of the 1920s ushered a set a challenging new circumstances for film 

exhibitors. Granted, the coming of sound over 1928-1929 and the Great Depression 

precipitated by the October 1929 stock market crash did not radically alter the activities of 

established Montreal film exhibitors in the 1930s. Most of the theatre chains then active in 

Montreal, including Famous Players and United Amusement, operated on a generally sound 

financial basis by the time of the stock market crash, and thus managed to pull through the 

worst of the Depression without going in the red.1 Still, the advent of the talkies and the 

changing habits of moviegoers during these trying times soon caused exhibitors to review 

their relationship with the vertically integrated organizations that had been on the ascent 

since the mid-1910s and experiment with new policies. 

As we will see, Montreal entered the sound era in September of 1928 when Famous 

Players’ Palace became the first Canadian film theatre to switch to a sound policy on a 

permanent basis.2 The conversion of the city’s numerous other film theatres would however 

proceed with some delay, mostly due to continuation of the long-standing fights over 

Sunday openings and censorship, which had been rekindled in the wake of the 1927 Laurier 

Palace tragedy. By the fall of 1929, the vast majority of the city’s theatres had nevertheless 

been wired. This process initially favored established chains such as Famous Players and 

United Amusement, whose theatres were generally the first to receive sound equipment. 

This development further placed chains in a position to increase their influence over 

independent houses, which sometimes had to turn to them to finance the installation of 

sound equipment. 
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The data set out in this chapter however suggests while exhibitors coasted through the 

most of the year 1930, the novelty of sound eventually wore off by 1931. Between the 

opening of Confederation Amusements’ Château theatre in January 1932 and that of United 

Amusement’s Snowdon in 1936, no new film theatre would be built in Montreal. Falling 

revenues in the early 1930s forced exhibitors to seek alternative attractions and policies 

offering more to Depression-era audiences, such as double bills, giveaways, draws, contests 

and raffles. Another important factor favoring the growing popularity of these strategies 

with exhibitors was the setbacks suffered in the U.S. by Paramount-Publix in the early 1930s. 

This situation forced this much influential organization to review its corporate strategies, and 

more particularly to temper its faith in centralized scientific management. This, in turn, 

increased the leeway of its Canadian affiliates. 

 

Synchronized Sound in Montreal 

The history of synchronized sound in Montreal actually stretches back to the fall of 

1907, when the city’s two leading moving picture theatres, the Ouimetoscope and the 

Nationoscope, both conducted short experiments with the exhibition of moving pictures 

featuring a synchronized soundtrack. Film pioneer’s Léo-Ernest Ouimet remembrance of 

the events of 1907 suggests that language issues were from the outset central in the 

dissemination and marketing of sound technologies. According to a story relayed by his 

nephew and biographer Léon Bélanger, Ouimet’s old employer, Georges Gauvreau, was the 

first Montreal exhibitor to plan the installation of a system permitting the exhibition of 

sound films, the Gaumont Chronophone, in his theatre. Gauvreau’s plan had however been 

leaked to Ouimet, who had reacted by hurrying to New York to purchase his own sound 

apparatus. There he had managed to acquire for a very reasonable price the Cinéma-gramo-
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théâtre system manufactured in France by Georges Mendel, as – in a curious reversal of 

things to come – the latter’s New York agent was pretty well aware that French-Canada was 

about the sole North American outlet for this system for which only French singing films 

had been produced.3 

According to film historian Jean-Pierre Sirois-Trahan, the Chronophone and Cinéma-

gramo-théâtre initially met with some success in Montreal, but were soon done in by a 

combination of synchronization, amplification and maintenance issues, as well as by the 

limited range of subjects available to exhibitors. The same issues also led to the demise of 

the Cameraphone system exploited in a small makeshift theatre located on St. Catherine 

Street in the winter of 1909, as well as to that of the Edison Kinetophone featured at the 

Imperial theatre in the spring of 1913 – both sound on disk systems.4 

According to an account of the 1928 conversion to sound of the Montreal Palace 

theatre published in 1946 by journalist Marc Thibeault, this second coming of sound to 

Canada had been somewhat delayed by the various difficulties that had arisen during the 

manufacturing of the first Canadian theatre sound systems by Northern Electric. The delays 

brought on by these difficulties had allegedly forced Famous Players’ general manager, 

Nathan L. Nathanson, to turn to American movie mogul William Fox (with whom, as we 

will see, Nathanson appears to have been engaged in negotiations at the time) to obtain the 

required sound equipment. The latter had eventually agreed to send three sound reproducing 

systems to Canada in exchange for a promise by Nathanson to feature Fox films during the 

sensational premieres of Famous Players’ newly wired theatres.5 While Thibeault’s 1946 

account of the events of 1928 is not backed by any known period source, it is supported by 

at least one major piece of circumstantial evidence: the fact that the first sound feature 

exhibited at the Palace was Street Angel (Frank Borzage, 1928), a Fox production using the 
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Movietone process for sound effects, musical accompaniment and, intermittently, recorded 

dialogue (as most of the film still relied on intertitles). The famed Warner production The 

Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927) using the Vitaphone process would only be exhibited three 

months later at the Palace, during the week of December 1st, 1928. A few weeks later, on 

January 5, 1929, Warner’s The Terror (Roy Del Ruth, 1928) became the first “all-talking” 

picture to be exhibited in Montreal, still at the Palace.6 

Famous Players’ second most favored Montreal theatre, the Capitol, converted to a 

sound pictures policy some four months after the Palace, on December 29, 1928.7 The 

following week, the Capitol management solemnly announced that, for the benefit of its 

French-Canadian patrons, it had arranged for bilingual intertitles to be inserted in its latest 

headlining attraction, the Garbo vehicle A Woman of Affairs (Clarence Brown, MGM, 1928), 

as well as in all the other titles featuring a synchronized soundtrack it would exhibit in the 

future. The theatre’s advertisement insisted on the “humongous” costs of this operation, 

which, it claimed, represented a first “in the history of the universe.”8 Montreal filmgoers 

must have wondered what all the fuss was about, since most of the local exchanges handling 

the films of leading US producers, including Famous Lasky Films, Regal Films, Associated 

First National Pictures, United Artists Corporation, Canadian Educational Film, Canadian 

Universal Company, and Dominion Films, had regularly used the intertitles translation 

services offered by Montreal’s Associated Screen News in the 1920s. The latter’s 

promotional material explained that: 

The experience of years of Canadian film distribution has shown the commercial 
necessity of supplying feature pictures to be circulated in French-Canadian territories 
with bilingual titles. 
 
Foreign producers have often been betrayed into humorous but expensive errors by 
employing translators to put their titles into Parisian French. The French-Canadians is 
some centuries away from France and has evolved a language and idiom of his own. 
Successful motion picture titles for Lower Canada must be written in that idiom.9 
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Still, the fact remains that, even if the Capitol’s management might have ever so slightly 

exaggerated its accomplishments, it was markedly more complicated, and thus costly, to 

insert a new set of intertitles into prints featuring a synchronized sound effect and music 

soundtrack than into a bona fide silent film – especially if the film used a sound on film optical 

soundtrack. Thankfully for the various exchanges operating in Montreal, film versions 

featuring both a synchronized soundtrack and intertitles were not produced for very long. 

On February 9, 1929, the Palace exhibited the first talking picture produced in 

Quebec, a Fox-Movietone newsreel, showing the speech given – in French – by Quebec 

prime minister Louis-Alexandre Taschereau at the opening of the Assemblée nationale’s new 

session.10 Ironically, it is during this parliamentary session that Taschereau’s Liberal 

government would vote the much-reviled amendments to the provincial Loi du cinéma 

effectively banning children under sixteen years of age from commercial moving picture 

theatres.11 This extraordinary prohibition, which had no equivalent in the Western world, 

was immediately denounced by several groups and labor organizations, including the 

Montreal Trades and Labor Council and the International Association of Machinists, who 

felt that the new law would particularly affect the working class.12 The amendment would 

nevertheless remain in the books until 1961. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the ban on children in commercial film 

theatres was actually part of a renewed offensive on cinema jointly launched by the 

Province’s Catholic clergy and elected government in the wake of the January 9, 1927, 

Laurier Palace tragedy. It would cause local conditions, which had long been not too 

favorable to film exhibitors, to quickly go from bad to worse. A Canadian Moving Picture Digest 

headline quite tellingly asked on September 1st, 1928 – the very day of the talkies’ première at 
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the Montreal Palace – if prime minister Taschereau was “hostile to moving picture theatre 

owners.” 13 A few months later, in April 1929, the Digest advanced that: 

Theatre building operations and the installation of synchronized mechanisms in 
Montreal and other cities of the Province of Quebec have been more or less held up 
because of the possibility that the Quebec Government may clamp on the Sunday 
closing law.14 
 

Indeed, it is only in May of 1929 that a third Montreal theatre, the St. Catherine Street 

Théâtre Français, would be wired for sound.15 This relatively slow transformation 

seemingly contradicted the massive success of the first synchronized programmes 

exhibited by Famous Players at the Palace and Capitol. 

By reviving the long dormant campaign aiming to put an end to Sunday screenings, 

the Taschereau government willingly aligned itself with the more conservative elements of 

Quebec society. It thus explicitly disavowed the opinion of the Judge Louis Boyer, who had 

led the inquiry into the Laurier Palace fire, and had famously refused to kowtow to the 

Catholic clergy by condemning Sunday screenings in his much-discussed report submitted 

on August 25, 1927.16 (While many Quebec film theatres operating outside of the cities of 

Montreal, Quebec and Sherbrooke chose to close on Sunday, presumably so as not to 

provoke the conservative elite, it actually never was illegal to show moving pictures on 

Sundays. Montreal film theatres were all open for business seven days a week in the late 

1920s.) The provincial government’s renewed fight against Sunday screenings soon led to 

criminal proceedings being instituted against United Amusement’s Regent theatre in the 

spring of 1928. In a judgment rendered in November of the same year, the Superior Court 

however ruled that the Regent test case encroached on a federal jurisdiction, and 

consequently supported the right of film exhibitors to conduct business on Sunday. The 

provincial government nevertheless threatened to contest this decision, thus creating much 

uncertainty for Quebec exhibitors in this most critical period. 
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Interestingly, United had been greatly helped in the Regent test case by the 

intervention of Léo-Ernest Ouimet, who had first succeeded in getting the right of Quebec 

exhibitors to do business on Sundays recognized by the Supreme Court of Canada in 1912.17 

Sunday screenings were far from being a trivial issue for exhibitors. In his deposition to the 

1927 Boyer commission, George Rotsky, manager of the downtown Palace, had for instance 

declared that a large proportion of his Sunday attendance “came from the working classes,” 

and consequently could not attend any other day of the week.18 This suggests that, while 

exhibitors – starting with Ouimet and Gauvreau twenty years before – had succeeded in 

making film shows attractive to middle-class patrons, the film business still conceived its 

public as a mass audience including working class amusement seekers. 

A report detailing the weekly and Sunday receipts for many Montreal theatres19 during 

one unidentified 1926 or 1927 week submitted to the Boyer commission does indeed 

demonstrate that Sunday screenings generated much more than one seventh (14.3%) of the 

weekly receipts of Montreal film theatres, and that theatres located in working class 

francophone neighborhoods were bound to lose the most should Sunday screenings be 

prohibited. (Table 4.1) Quite tellingly, the report shows that the two houses most dependent 

on Sunday patronage were the east end’s two most high-profile venues, the Théâtre 

St. Denis (38.4% of weekly receipts taken on Sunday) and the Amherst (37.8%), while the 

theatre at the very bottom of the list was none other than the one quintessential west island 

venue, the Allen Westmount (15.5%). The document further reveals that, with the exception 

of the Allen Westmount, neighborhood theatres all depended more on Sunday patronage 

than the five leading downtown palaces (the Palace, Loew’s, Strand, Imperial and Capitol), 

who all took up between 16.3% and 23.1% of their weekly receipts on the Sunday of the 

particular week selected for the report. The report incidentally confirms that the Capitol, 
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Loew’s, and Palace were Montreal’s three most profitable film theatres, with the Imperial 

closely following in fourth position. 

 

The exhibitors’ eventual victory on the Sunday front had nevertheless come at a great 

cost, as much of their time, energy and revenues had been diverted by this seemingly endless 

legal fight. United Amusement’s directors were for instance informed in August of 1929 that 

the various legal actions connected with the admission of children and Sunday screenings 

had cost their company no less than $35,871.20 Soon afterwards, in April of 1930, the 
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Province of Quebec Theatre Managers Association revealed that the Provincial 

government’s legal actions had left it with a $60,000 deficit.21 

Other recurring issues such as high taxes and censorship problems continued to 

plague Quebec exhibitors in the years marked by the coming of sound. In 1926, the threat of 

a boycott of the Quebec market by the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of 

America, which was fed up with the alleged wholesale rejection and mangling of the films by 

Quebec censors, had seemingly only granted Prime Minister Taschereau an opportunity to 

showboat at the expenses of the film business.22 In an interview with Le Devoir, Taschereau 

had declared: 

If motion picture producers threaten us with a boycott unless we renounce our right to 
censor, let them keep their films. We will relinquish neither our right to censor nor our 
Board of Censors. Many judges believe that cinema is the cause of many crimes 
committed by young people, and it is my belief that they are right.23 
 

The threat of boycott soon vanished, but not the problems caused by the intransigent 

attitude of the Quebec Board of Censors.24 Five years later, in April of 1931, the US trade 

journal Variety still called the Province of Quebec the “toughest censoring point on [the] 

globe.”25  

It should also be noted, still on the topic of censorship, that the advent of sound 

briefly created additional problems for exchanges and exhibitors by foregrounding in a most 

unsubtle fashion the various cuts made by censors. Early sound on disk systems did not 

permit actual cuts to be made to the soundtrack, which forced distributors to replace banned 

scenes by black leader in release prints so as not to lose synchronism with the disk 

containing the recorded sound track. As a result, filmgoers were frequently forced to stare at 

a dark screen for several seconds or minutes.26 In the many instances where the censors’ cuts 

had rather been motivated by dialogues, projectionists were instructed to drop the volume 

while the film was being projected. In order to ensure that its decisions would be enforced, 
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the board of censors had exchange representatives swear under oath that projectionists 

would be properly supervised. Theatres were for instance asked by the Quebec censors to 

fade out every instance of the word “divorce” when showing The Furies (Alan Crosland, First 

National, 1930). One wonders how projectionists, who had many other things to keep 

themselves busy with, acquitted themselves of this absurd task.27 

In spite of all these hurdles, things picked up quite fast in the late spring of 1929 when 

the industry’s complete conversion to sound seems to have finally been deemed inevitable by 

Montreal exhibitors. As we have seen, the Théâtre Français became the third Montreal 

theatre to convert to sound, in mid-May. It was soon followed by the Princess (June 14), the 

Loew’s (June 16) and, over the months of July and August, by most of the theatres operated 

by United Amusement.  

Surprisingly, Ganetakos’s chain forewent the Northern Electric system favored by 

Famous Players. It instead opted for the DeForest Phonofilm system developed by one of 

the inventors of the optical sound track, Lee DeForest (though the Phonofilm system was 

also equipped for sound on disc). Up until then, all but one of the Montreal moving picture 

theatres wired for sound had been equipped with the Northern Electric system.28 Created in 

1895, Northern Electric was a subsidiary of the Bell Telephone Co. of Canada, for whom it 

produced various apparatuses. Its synchronous sound film system was a licensed version of 

the system developed in the US by Western Electric, the manufacturing arm of American 

Telephones and Telegraphs (AT&T).29 On May 11, 1928 – the single most important date in 

the advent of sound cinema in North America according to Douglas Gomery – AT&T had 

signed a contract with Paramount and MGM providing for the conversion to sound of their 

entire production and exhibition operations.30 United could have used its Paramount 

connection in order to obtain the much in demand Northern Electric systems before its 
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competitors, but just as vertical integration cannot single-handedly determine local 

programming strategies, high-level corporate relationships do not entirely override the 

multiple identities, activities and allegiances of the agents making up local organizations. In 

this particular case, the salient fact was that United’s president and vice-president, Ernest 

Cousins and Isidore Crépeau, also held key positions in DeForest Phonofilm of Canada.31 

The DeForest system, however, soon proved unsatisfactory, forcing United to retrofit most 

of its theatres with Northern Electric systems before the end of 1930.32 

United’s main competitor, Confederation Amusements, opted for the RCA 

Photophone system compatible with both the Northern Electric and the DeForest systems. 

On October 4, 1929, Confederation’s new Outremont theatre became the first Montreal 

motion picture theatre to present talking pictures from its very first day of operation.33 By 

mid-October, at least thirty-seven theatres operating in Montreal, Lachine and Verdun were 

equipped with synchronous sound systems. With the exception of two small neighborhood 

houses, the Rex and the Electra, all were equipped for both sound on film and sound on 

disc.34 

Conversion to sound clearly became a matter of survival for film exhibitors as 1929 

drew to a close, with the announcement by US producers that no new “titles versions” (or 

even new prints of old silent films) would be manufactured after the end of the 1929-1930 

season. The “end of silent films” would eventually be proclaimed by Variety in October of 

1931. By this point, out of 22,000 theatres showing films in the United States, less than 1,500 

theatres “mostly of the barn and store types” had still not been wired for sound.35 Available 

evidence suggests that, while the coming of sound might have initially lagged behind by a 

few months in Canada, by 1931 the wiring of commercial film theatres was just as advanced 

in Canada as in the U.S. 
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The transition to sound obviously came at a cost for Montreal theatres. Converting a 

theatre to sound involved more than the purchase and installation of the required sound 

equipment. The acoustic properties of many theatres also had to be enhanced through 

renovations. United Amusement for instance decided to install carpeting, which had until 

then been deemed unhygienic and thus rarely used in auditoriums, to dampen the sound 

coming out of the speakers.36 The cost of the entire conversion process for the United 

network was estimated at $200,000 by the company’s comptroller. The chain financed the 

operation through the conversion of 25,000 of its non-issued shares into class B non-voting 

shares. These were first offered to the company’s shareholders at the unitary price of $25, 

and then, when the shareholders’ response proved lukewarm, to the chain’s employees.37 

The coming of sound somewhat contributed to the vertical integration of the industry 

in the late 1920s, as some independent exhibitors had no choice but to make deals with 

chains to finance the wiring of their theatres. Denis and Nicholas Lazanis were for instance 

forced to borrow $5,000 from United Amusement on May 15, 1929, to pay for the wiring of 

the two small neighborhood theatres they operated in the Montreal’s east end, the Napoleon 

Palace and the Lord Nelson.38 It is also possible that the decision of the Goldwater family, 

who operated the Empress theatre in Lachine (not to be confused with the Empress 

operated in Notre-Dame-de-Grâce by Confederation Amusements) to join United 

Amusement in the late summer of 1929 was in part motivated by their need to find backers 

for the wiring of their theatre.39 

 

Showmanship and the Depression 

The sums invested by exhibitors in the wiring of theatres would soon prove to be 

money well spent, as available data suggests that talking pictures significantly softened the 
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blow of the stock market crash of October of 1929 for film exhibitors. United Amusement 

for instance reported its highest annual net earnings, $296,452, since its inception for the 

year ending August 31, 1930 – a figure that would not be bettered before 1949.40 And while 

the Depression eventually caught up with exhibitors in the early 1930s, it does not seem to 

have impacted their operations nearly as severely as it did most other commercial activities. 

United’s annual net earnings might have fell down to $37,961 by 1934, but at least the 

company remained profitable all-through the Depression, as also did Consolidated 

Amusements, Famous Players, and newcomer France-Film.41 Actually, it might very well be 

that only thing that United lost to the Depression was its vice-president, Isidore Crépeau, 

whose main line of business was insurance. On December 30, 1932, Crépeau “fell” from the 

window of his office located on the seventh floor of the Bank of Toronto building, on 

St. James Street, and was instantly killed.42 

Montreal exhibitors seem to have first felt the effect of the Depression over the 1930-

1931 season, that is, once the novelty of talking pictures had worn off. In July of 1931, 

Variety reported that the revenue from the amusement taxes collected by Montreal theatres 

had dropped by $50,000 over the preceding year, and deduced that theatres revenues had 

likely fell down by more than half a million dollars over the same period.43 A few weeks later, 

a laconic report by Variety’s Montreal correspondent read: “Worst summer in seven years for 

flickers, nabes all in red.”44 In October, another report claimed that: “[Montreal] Nabes are 

doing fairly except in the east end of the city, where unemployment is more felt.”45 The 

temporary closure of the Canadian Pacific’s Angus Shops, which reportedly affected no less 

than 50,000 people, was more particularly blamed for the difficulties of east end theatres.46 

Exhibitors reacted to the new set of difficulties brought on by the Depression by 

slashing expenses, and more particularly payroll. In January of 1933, United Amusement 
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applied cuts varying between 5% and 12% to the fees and salaries of all its employees, 

executives and directors.47 As an exceptional temporary measure, all salaries and fees were 

further reduced by 50% for the duration of the summer of 1933, at the nadir of the 

Depression.48 

Most exhibitors also strove to counter the effects of the Depression in more proactive 

ways, most notably by experimenting with programme formats. Double bills thus became 

the policy most commonly used to lure value-conscious consumers back in theatres in the 

1930s. This programme format offering two feature-length films (to which shorts films and 

live acts were still commonly added) became more or less standard in neighborhood houses 

in the summer of 1930 when Confederation Amusements, following United Amusement’s 

lead, decided to use it in its theatres.49 By 1936, a trade report quoted in the Canadian Moving 

Picture Digest estimated that up to 90% of Canadian moving pictures houses were presenting 

double bills.50 First-run downtown palaces largely accounted for the remaining 10%: in 

Montreal, Famous Players’ leading house, the Palace, steered clear of double bills all-through 

the 1930s, while the Loew’s and Capitol only used them intermittently. The only two first-

run theatres to show double bills on a regular basis in the 1930s were the Théâtre St. Denis 

and the Cinéma de Paris operated (as we will see in chapter 5) by newcomer France-Film. 

Double bills had first been introduced in United Amusement theatres before 

becoming common in theatres operated by Confederation Amusements, Famous Players, 

and France-Film during the Depression. In a 1930 interview, veteran United Amusement 

theatre manager Frank Warnicker actually claimed to have invented the double bill late one 

night while trying to devise ways to bring more customers to the Regent.51 While Warnicker’s 

eureka moment is most likely destined to remain an apocryphal story, newspaper 

advertisements do show that the Regent explicitly advertised double bills as early as January 
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1918. The policy spread out to other United houses in the early 1920s.52 By the fall of 1929 – 

a mere few months after the wiring of the chain’s theatres – almost all of the chain’s 

neighborhood houses were already “double featuring” talking pictures. [Figure 4.1] 

According to the Canadian Moving Picture Digest, United was one of the very first North 

American circuits to adopt this policy, which was still at this point sufficiently novel to be 

described as a “stunt.” This double talkie policy reportedly succeeded in filling United 

theatres to capacity for some time.53 

Double bills however soon proved to be just as unpopular with producers and 

distributors as they were popular with audiences. In the United States, many major 

producers, including MGM, Paramount and Warner Bros., pressured distributors into adding 

“anti-dualing” clauses in their exhibition contracts in the early 1930s. This measure soon led 

to a protracted legal battle, as the pro-double bill element of the industry rallied to denounce 

these clauses as being in violation of US Anti-Trust legislation.54 Producers and distributors 

were supported in their fight by a wide range of social organizations, including the General 

Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Parent-Teachers Associations and religious organizations, 

who did not hesitate to describe “dualing” “as a vicious practice […] injurious to the 

public.”55 These groups more particularly argued that by unduly lengthening shows, double-

bills “reduced the intrinsic value” of pictures, produced eye strain, over-stimulated filmgoers, 

disturbed children’s sleep pattern (obviously a non-issue in Quebec), and caused harmful 

crowding in theatres and lobbies.”56 

In Canada, double bills were vigorously opposed all through the 1930s by the Canadian 

Moving Picture Digest’s Ray Lewis, who argued that producers and distributors actually used 

double bills “to get rid of ‘weaker sisters’,” and thus were partly to blame for the epidemic.57 

Lewis also accused exhibitors booking double bills of poor showmanship. Like many others, 
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she believed that “the showman who builds up his show with a news reel, a short subject by 

way of novelty, a comedy, and a feature, shows that he understands the public’s desire for 

variety, and also reveals how good a showman he is, by his assembling of his show.”58 

Lewis’s Depression-era anti-double bills campaign echoed some arguments first voiced 

in the early 1910s, when the film industry’s growth was felt to be dependent on cinema’s 

ongoing quest for respectability. Lewis’s campaign for instance assumed that the prosperity 

of the film industry was dependent on a race for quality driven by product differentiation, 

mostly through the use of stars and trademarks. To pad a show with a second starless, B-

grade feature consequently was anathema to the proponents of a truly respectable, genteel 

cinema. Lewis summarized the main concern of the “anti-dualing” forces when she wrote 

that double bills tended “to degenerate, not elevate the Motion Picture Industry, [to drag] it 

down to the level of a Midway.”59 Which goes to prove that, more than two decades after the 

appearance of the first movie palaces, the various commercial strategies devised by film 

industry leaders still took cinema’s cultural and moral standing into account. 

All this agitation nevertheless seems to have had little to no impact on the double bill 

format’s popularity with the movie-going public. When Ray Lewis asked the listeners of her 

weekly radio broadcast to send her letters detailing their feelings on the issue of double bills 

in March of 1938, fewer than twenty-five letters out of the three hundred she received 

professed a preference for single features. One pro-double bill listener gave a new twist on 

Lewis’s argument in favor of balanced programmes by writing that “a double bill offers a 

pleasing change of scene, and is not too much fare at one sitting,” while another explained 

that a second feature could make up for a disappointing picture.60 Taken collectively, the 

testimonies collected by Lewis demonstrate that by 1938 double bills could not be described 
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as a stunt or a fad anymore. They simply were what most Canadians expected when they 

chose to go to the movies. 

Double bills were not the sole commercial tactic extensively used by North American 

exhibitors in the 1930s to draw strong criticism from within the industry. The most vilified 

features of Depression-era film shows actually were the draws and contests variously known 

as “banko,” “bank night,” “screeno,” or “bingo” used by numerous exhibitors to lure cash-

starved patrons. Some other theatres did not raffle money, but basic foodstuffs. Comedian 

Juliette Petrie for instance describes in her memoirs how the manager of an unnamed theatre 

established in a working class neighborhood of the east end of Montreal used to raffle 

grocery bags full of canned food on “grocery nights” held three nights a week. These would 

alternate with “meat nights” [“soirées de boucherie”], during which a butcher would climb 

onstage during the intermission to cut the pieces of beef offered to raffle winners.61 

Raffles were actually nothing new in east end theatres. Germain Lacasse, Johanne 

Massé and Bethsabée Poirier have thus discovered that raffles and gifts to patrons were two 

of the main promotional tactics employed by notorious French-Canadian showman Alex 

Silvio in the 1920s.62 A September of 1923 piece published in La Patrie for instance describes 

the raffling at the Théâtre National, then operated by Silvio, of a crate filled with potatoes, 

carrots, onions, grapes, canned meats, ham, as well as a “splendid unbreakable pearl 

necklace.”63 A few months later, the St. Lawrence Starland, then dedicated to photoplays and 

burlesque, also promised: “2 100 lbs. bags of potatoes, 20 lbs. sugar, 100 lbs. flour, […] 

10 lbs. butter, 20 lbs. sausage” and “chickens, both alive and dead, always a succulent dish 

for Friday’s dinner.”64 It therefore seems that, like the poverty that had begotten them, these 

tactics did not appear out of nowhere in the 1930s: they simply spread out of working-class 

neighborhoods. 
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Unsurprisingly, the trade press soon accused the organizers of these “meat night,” 

bingos, and other “screenos” of “lowering theatre standards.”65 In the U.S., industry pundit 

Epes Sargent further accused the theatre operators resorting to these practices of unwittingly 

fostering competition to film shows: 

In one Brooklyn locality, two independently operated circuits introduced Bingo with a 
view to offsetting the real or imaginary handicap of deferred release. For a time the 
game helped the receipts, but presently the societies moved in and now, on nights when 
there is an outside bingo game – and there are three or four on different nights – the 
theatres play to quarter houses or less while the neighbors crowd into some stuffy hall 
or lodge room to the limit of its capacity.66 
 

The legality of draws also raised issues in many territories. In Montreal, a test case was 

instituted in March of 1938 when the city recorder, Pacifique Plante, was asked to determine 

if the bank nights held at Jos. Cardinal’s Théâtre Canadien (once the Ouimetoscope) 

constituted an illegal lottery.67 The ubiquitous Ray Lewis soon jumped into the debate by 

stating that “a Dominion-wide opposition should be staged against Bank Night,” which she 

characterized as an “American get-rich-quick” scheme.68 

Lewis was also quite critical of the theatres offering free gifts such as China, cutlery or 

dinnerware to ladies. [Figure 4.2] These giveaways operated under the assumption – also 

strongly reminiscent of transitional era commercial strategies – that the female patrons 

attracted by these offers would come to theatres with husbands (and, outside of Quebec, 

children) in tow. Giveaways might have been devoid of the gambling stigma, but still 

smacked of lazy, self-defeating showmanship to Lewis, who argued that: 

The theatre, in the days prior to Motion Pictures, lived for centuries without prizes. The 
people went on to see a show. As soon as your public talks about dishpan, or a lucky 
number draw, instead of talking about the stars and players, you, as exhibitors, may as 
well get ready to haul your seats and advertise a parking garage.69 
 

This type of attraction nevertheless steadily grew in popularity as the 1930s went on. By the 

fall of 1938, the Digest could report that fifteen of Winnipeg’s twenty-three second-run 

theatres advertised them.70 In Montreal, the Amherst, Rosemount, Granada and Corona – all 
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theatres operated by United Amusement in working class neighborhoods – held “dinnerware 

service nights” thrice a week in the winter of 1937.71 The downtown Orpheum (which at the 

time was independently operated by Joe Lightstone and exhibiting first-run United Artists 

pictures as a result of a fight between United Artists and Famous Players) also regularly held 

“dinnerware nights” later in 1937, reportedly to great success.72 As noted by Lacasse, Massé 

and Poirier, the theatre going public was not only attracted by the prizes offered by these 

raffles, contests, and auctions.73 Patrons seemingly also enjoyed being part of the show and, 

if they somehow had failed to win the prize themselves, seeing members of their community 

being invited on stage to collect their envelope, ham, or pearl necklace. 

This need to become part of the show was further milked by the numerous Montreal 

moving picture theatres holding amateur contests during the Depression. In spite of their 

sudden surge in popularity in the 1930s, amateur contests, just like draws and raffles, were 

actually nothing new. It is now well-known that audience participation had been encouraged 

in the first scopes and nickelodeons, both in the auditorium and, occasionally, onstage. 

Advertisements published in Montreal newspapers document the city theatres’ renewed 

interest for shows making use of local amateur talent during the Depression. Random 

examples of contests held in the 1930s include the “future stars of the screen” contest 

launched by France-Film, La Presse and CKAC at the Imperial in the summer of 1932 (for 

which twenty-four candidates were actually filmed), and the amateur contest making the 

round of United Amusement theatres in the fall of 1938, in which participants competed for 

a trip to Hollywood and a screen test.74 

Besides the obvious advantages to exhibitors of these low cost and bridge-building 

attractions bound to be attended by the participants’ extended family, friends and neighbors, 

the various amateur nights organized by the city’s moving picture theatres also indirectly 
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served show business by facilitating the development of a local artistic community. The 

aforementioned contest held at the Imperial in 1932 was for instance won by Germaine 

Giroux, who would go on to have a decades-long career on radio and television. Rose 

Ouellette, a.k.a. “La Poune,” one of the most popular French-Canadian comedians of the 

twentieth century, and one of the very few French-Canadian women to become a theatre 

manager, also reminisces in her memoirs about her first experiences onstage, some time in 

1917 or 1918 when she was about fourteen, during the weekly amateur contests held at the 

Ouimetoscope. Ouellette more particularly claims that her mother’s disapproval of the stage 

would no doubt have nipped her histrionic career in the bud, had it not been for a 

sympathetic aunt and the amateur nights of the neighboring Ouimetoscope, then managed 

by Silvio.75 Her exceptional show business career would eventually last until 1993. 

 

Scientific Management in the 1930s 

Another factor possibly contributing to the increased use of double bills, bingos, 

giveaways and amateur contests in Montreal theatres in the 1930s is the relative decline of 

centralized scientific management during the Depression. This type of management has been 

largely associated with Sam Katz, the ruthless founder of the Paramount-Publix theatre 

chain, whose rapid rise and fall had much impact on Montreal exhibitors at the turn of the 

1930s. [Figure 4.3] According to Douglas Gomery, it is while managing the quickly growing 

chain of Chicago moving picture theatres he operated with the Balaban brothers in the 1910s 

and early 1920s that Katz had first thought of adapting the management principles of chain 

stores to film exhibition. Balaban & Katz’s unprecedented success soon prompted other 

developing theatre chains to copy Katz’s methods, which notably relied on the 

standardization of both products and human resources, as well as on hierarchies favoring the 
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knowledge of “experts” over the judgment of field operatives (even though Katz himself 

had never graduated from college).76 

A manual issued in 1926 for instance provided Balaban & Katz managers with a 

dizzying array of advices and directives on just about any aspect of theatre operation, from 

film bookings to the maintenance of the house tank. A detailed “Emergencies and Unusual 

Conditions” section more particularly instructs managers on how to deal with “fire, panic, 

sickness, hysterics, intoxicated persons, and morons,” as well as “death or taking of poison 

by a patron.”77 The manual’s rather unsettling section on the “Specific Requirements for 

Employees” deserves to be quoted at length, as it provides the perfect illustration of the 

extreme to which the strand of “scientific” management promoted by Katz was taken to in 

the 1920s (as well as for just about any form of class, race and gender stereotype then 

prevalent in US society): 

Your footman should be a colored man, about six feet in height, medium height, erect, 
about fifty years of age, preferably with some gray hair, approaching the old southern 
coachman type; one who thoroughly appreciates, and through previous training has 
learned the rudiments of courteous service. Your greatest difficulty in selecting and 
holding footmen will be in obtaining one who will graciously refuse the many gratuities 
which are offered. 
 
Cashiers should be young ladies about twenty-five years of age having a very pleasing 
personality and voice. It is not necessary that they be beautiful girls, but should be of 
refined type, not using too much rouge or lipstick, and wearing their hair in a 
conservative style rather than in an extreme fashion. 
 
Your maids should be colored girls about twenty-five years or thirty years of age, well 
past the frivolous and playful age, of a serious and quiet nature, of medium stature, 
preferably those who have been trained as domestic servants in the homes of cultured 
people. […] You should keep in mind that these maids do most of their work in the 
Ladies Rest Rooms where there is absolutely no supervision. 
 
You should not be satisfied with any other type of ushers other than young men of 
seventeen to twenty-one years of age, of average height, about five foot seven, and of 
normal weight for their age, of about one hundred thirty-five to one hundred forty-five 
pounds. They should be keenly alert, both physically and mentally. These young men 
should show by their appearances that they have had the advantages of environment 
and home training. Their work is of such a character as to be of distinct benefit to any 
young man in any walk of life. If you are satisfied with any different type for your 
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ushers you will find yourself very much handicapped in building up an organization of 
our standard and qualification. 78 

 
As for managers, the manual specifies that the position “does not require physical beauty, 

but rather a clean, manly, and wholesome presence.”79 Balaban & Katz’s management 

principles were eventually reprised by Publix, the theatre chain organized across the U.S. by 

Katz following Balaban & Katz’s 1925 alliance with Famous Players-Lasky.80 

Publix also reprised and expanded the prologue idea developed in Balaban & Katz 

theatres. By the late 1920s, luscious stage show units pre-packaged in New York were sent 

on forty-week tours of Publix houses, where they were used to introduce thematically related 

feature films, and incidentally largely replaced local talent. Through the chain’s in-house 

weekly, the Publix Opinion, local managers received pre-written stories and instructions on 

how to sell the show (or, to quote the Opinion’s management speak: “facsimiles and 

interpretations of outstanding or repeatable effort and achievement.”)81 

In Montreal, Publix stage units eventually replaced vaudeville at the Capitol in the fall 

of 1930. The event spelled the end of the theatre’s house orchestra, whose contract was not 

renewed upon expiration on August 31.82 Publix units would however soon prove to be a 

flop at the Capitol, in spite of personal appearances during the fall of 1930 by Helen Kane, 

the original Boop-Oop-A-Doop girl, and Fifi D’Orsay, née Yvonne Lussier, the Montreal-

born actress who had just starred in a string of films directed by Raoul Walsh, Frank Borzage 

and Alex Korda.83 Publix units disappeared from the Capitol’s bill in January of 1931, thus 

leaving the Toronto Imperial as the sole Canadian theatre to feature them.84 According to 

the Canadian Moving Picture Digest: “One reason for the defection [of Publix presentations] in 

Montreal was that the French-speaking population did not take kindly to the stage acts.”85 

The trial run of Publix presentations at the Capitol had been organized in the wake of 

a tour of Montreal theatres by Katz on May 30, 1930. According to the Digest, Katz’s brief 
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sojourn had been arranged “for the purpose of checking up details arising out of the transfer 

of control of [Famous Players Canadian] to Paramount-Publix.”86 The visit did indeed come 

on the heel of the May 25 consummation of the deal decreeing the exchange of Famous 

Players Canadian shares for Paramount-Publix shares, which had been arranged by Adolph 

Zukor in the months following Nathanson’s (temporary, as it would turn out) departure 

from Famous Players Canadian in September of 1929.87 Famous Players Canadian new 

managing director, Arthur Cohen, accompanied Katz on his Montreal tour, as also did J.J. 

Fitzgibbons, who had just resigned as Publix’s New England division manager to become 

Famous Players Canadian’s new director of theatre operations.88 

Katz used his Montreal visit to exert pressure on the direction of the partly owned, but 

still locally controlled United Amusement chain, which he hoped to fully integrate into the 

Famous Players Canadian/Paramount-Publix organization.89 A few weeks before his visit, 

the Canadian Moving Picture Digest had prematurely announced that: 

Famous Players Canadian Corp. will shortly absorb United Amusements, Limited [sic], 
Montreal, which operates 20 modern theatres in the Province of Quebec, it is 
announced. […] The absorption will bring the Quebec company under direct control in 
the matter of organization, policy and advertising.90 
 

Katz’s plans were however thwarted by United’s strong-willed direction, which managed to 

prevent Famous Players Canadian from seizing outright control by putting up a unified front 

with the company’s Montreal shareholders. The Digest consequently reported in its June 14 

edition that: 

A further bid for the 20 handsome theatres operated by United Amusement, Limited, 
Montreal, has been made by Famous Players Canadian Corp., the latest offering having 
been made by J.J. Fitzgibbons of Paramount-Publix and Arthur Cohen, managing 
director of Famous Players Canadian Corp. The latter company now holds considerable 
common stock in United Amusement but outright control is desired. Intimation has 
been made by United Amusement officials that there is no immediate inclination to 
sell.91 
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Indeed, control of the United Amusement chain would not leave Montreal until the sudden 

death of John G. Ganetakos, the son and successor of the company’s long-standing general 

manager, in 1959. 

The quick deterioration of the North American film market over the last quarter of 

1930 brought an abrupt reversal of fortune for the main proponent of centralized scientific 

management. According to Gomery, the sudden fall of Paramount-Publix’s revenues 

following their September 1930 peak, combined with the heavy debt contracted during the 

Katz-supervised expansion of its theatre chain, eventually caused the organization to go into 

receivership in 1932. Katz was then forced out of Paramount-Publix.92 

As the crisis worsened over 1931, Variety published several pieces reporting on the 

increased leeway accorded by large theatre chains to their local representatives. In March, 

Paramount-Publix for instance announced that: 

It has been found [that] local men are in a better position to determine policy. 
Permission to spot bookings with more local leeway is also known to be helping in 
various operations that were previously up against home office orders that could not 
always be appealed.93 
 

Variety further reported in October that: 

Local operation of Publix theatres […] through partnership deals on turnbacks and with 
independents who have been brought into the fold, has increased [within the past year], 
to the point where approximately 25% of the total number of Publix houses are on that 
basis.94 
 

The latter piece further explained that, while Publix remained in charge of the booking and 

buying of pictures, local exhibitors operating under this type of deal had full jurisdiction over 

the theatres under them. Still, there is no indication that Publix ever contemplated returning 

any of its larger groups of theatres, including Famous Players Canadian, “to strict field 

management.”95 The Canadian chain would nevertheless recapture some level of autonomy 
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in May of 1933, with the return of Nathanson at its helm – an event signaling “a re-assertion 

of Canadian control over the company” according to Paul S. Moore.96  

In a summer 1931 statement, the future president of Twentieth Century-Fox, Spyros 

Skouras, then in charge of one of the main regional theatre chains part of Publix’s 

organization, also declared himself in favor of a “mongrel type of circuit” as a solution to 

chain operation problems. Himself the quintessential self-made man, Skouras argued that 

there were “many capable independent owners who have a pride and zest which few house 

managers, trained and assigned in a home office, can be expected to possess.” His statement 

invoked three main arguments in defense of “mongrel” circuits: 

1. It is a life saver to the independent entering the deal, since he retains not only 
50% of his property but maintains his position as head of the house. 

2. It provides the home office of the circuit with the assurance of having a specialist 
in each locality, one who knows better than anyone else the local boxoffice 
barometer in fan taste as well as political and social conditions. 

3. It eliminates the need to overbuild to meet competition.97 
 

The change of minds of US industry leaders over the role of local managers may not have 

made much of an impact on the business of film exhibition in Montreal in the early sound 

years. As we have seen, the “mongrel” circuits presented as novelties by the US trade press 

in the early 1930s were already commonplace in Montreal in the 1920s, as also were 

“partnership deals” between national chains and local exhibitors. Still, this new openness to 

local initiatives must have been most welcomed by Montreal exhibitors, who at the time had 

to rise up to a most urgent challenge: the selling of a form of entertainment now relying 

almost exclusively on English-language dialogues to a population half made up of 

francophones. 

Other contemporary developments provide additional context for the rejection by 

United of the offer made by Publix in the spring of 1930. It more particularly seems that the 

Montreal group led by Ganetakos felt that its options were not limited to selling out to 
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Famous Players Canadian/Publix or going back as a wholly independent operation (and 

losing its privileged access to the cream of the US film production in the process). A third 

option appears to have been given to United by none other than Nathanson, who had 

hurried to Montreal a mere few days after Katz’s visit to “[go] into [a] huddle with several 

local managers,” and subsequently remained in “close touch” with Ganetakos.98 According 

to Variety, Katz’s and Nathanson’s Montreal visits bred “Undercurrent gossip sizzling with 

rumors of all kinds of new combos, theatres, options, etc.”99 The most sensational of these 

rumors claimed that Nathanson was working on the creation of a new Canadian chain with 

Fox, an organization boosted by the massive success of its Movietone sound process in the 

late 1920s. Fox had acquired several US regional chains over 1928 and 1929, and 

amalgamated in March of 1929 with the Loew’s chain (of which the Montreal Loew’s wasn’t 

part of at the time, as we have seen in chapter 3). By 1930, Fox’s US theatre chain was 

second in size only to Paramount-Publix’s.100 

In Canada, it was rumored that Fox had backed British Gaumont Theatres in its 

summer of 1929 bid for Famous Players Canadian. The failure of the latter deal had 

notoriously led to the resignation of Nathanson, who had engineered it without consulting 

the two other members of the voting trust then controlling Famous Players, Zukor and 

Killam.101 This setback had however not put an end to Fox’s Canadian project. One of the 

many rumors reported by Variety over the first half of 1930 thus had the Montreal Loew’s 

coming out of Famous Players Canadian to form the nucleus of a new chain together with a 

new St. Catherine Street 5,000-seat super-palace.102 Some reports further suggest that 

Confederation Amusements’ quickly growing chain of luxurious neighborhood houses (the 

Empress, Cartier and Outremont had just opened in 1928 and 1929) was also coveted by 

both Publix and Fox.103 While somewhat speculative, this scenario would at least help 
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explain the mysterious rise of the Tabahs and Lawands’ chain in the months and years 

following the tragic death of seventy-eight children in one of their theatres. It does indeed 

seem quite possible that Confederation’s founders were privy to some information, and that 

they had developed their chain in order to be bought out or taken over by a national chain. 

In the end, Nathanson’s projected new chain seems to have been undone by Fox’s 

growing difficulties, which had been largely brought on by the massive debt incurred by the 

organization before the stock market crash.104 In the months following Fox’s withdrawal 

from the project, Nathanson appears to have held some hope that his projected new 

Canadian chain would become a reality through the intervention of one of the country’s 

most prominent (and reviled) capitalists, Sir Herbert Holt, who was said to be ready to invest 

no less than 25 million in the scheme.105 But, as we have seen, the effects of the Depression 

finally caught up with the film industry over the second half of 1930, and Nathanson had to 

forego his plan for a second Canadian chain – for the time being. 

United Amusement’s distant attitude towards Famous Players’ new management 

seems to have led the latter to retaliate against the Montreal chain. In August 1930, a few 

weeks after the chain had turned down Fitzgibbons’ and Cohen’s final offer, the Digest 

announced that: “New booking contracts in Montreal provide 90-day protection for first-run 

houses in place of 30 days, which has been the leeway between first and second runs up to 

date.”106 Unsurprisingly, Ganetakos’s opposition to the new policy was soon announced by 

Variety.107 A second conflict developed over film censorship in November, when second and 

subsequent run exhibitors alleged that films were being cut after their first-run “to prejudice 

fans against neighborhoods.”108 Trying to ascertain if these alleged cuts had been arranged by 

Famous Players, or if they simply constituted yet another instance of inconsistent action by 

the provincial board of censors would obviously be close to impossible. This story 



197 

nevertheless remains indicative of the deterioration of the relations between Famous’ new 

management and the regional circuits that used to be closely allied to the national chain 

under Nathanson.109 

The tensions exacerbated by Publix’s meddling and attempted takeover brought the 

Montreal shareholders of United Amusement to take measures to further ensure that control 

of their company would not leave for Toronto or New York. The Montreal investors and 

entrepreneurs responsible for the creation of the United chain thus set up in 1931 a second 

voting trust agreement aiming to prevent Famous from seizing control of United. While the 

voting trust’s official stated purpose was to “ensure proper management for the United 

Amusement Corp.,” internal communications between United’s Montreal shareholders 

reveal that the agreement’s undisclosed objective indeed was “to prevent control passing to 

the Famous Players Canadian Corp.”110 

The shareholders represented by the second voting trust further endeavored to 

dissolve the first voting trust created in 1924 and renewed for twenty years in 1927.111 As we 

have seen in chapter 3, Famous Players controlled the majority of the stock deposited under 

this voting trust, but had consented to let United’s Montreal shareholders nominate five of 

the seven voting trustees. Famous Players had thus recognized that the “hearty cooperation” 

of the Ganetakos group was essential to the continuing success of the Montreal chain. 

Changing relations between the two chains at the turn of the 1930s had however visibly 

affected the trust of United’s Montreal shareholders in Famous’ goodwill. As a result, the 

members of the Montreal group sought in the early 1930s to transfer the shares they had 

deposited in the first voting trust to the second voting trust. Ganetakos and his Montreal 

associates consulted at length with their attorney, Henry N. Chauvin, who drafted different 
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scenarios leading to the eventual lawful dissolution of the first voting trust and the 

subsequent transfer of shares.112 

This operation aiming to grant control of a majority of United voting shares to a 

second voting trust entirely controlled by the company’s Montreal shareholders was however 

never completed. The company’s papers preserved in the Cinéma Impérial collection do not 

reveal any definite reason for this change of plan, but one can conjecture that Nathanson’s 

return to Famous Players in May of 1933 eventually initiated some kind of thaw in the 

relations between United Amusement and the Toronto-based chain. United had likely grown 

to trust that, contrarily to Publix’s Sam Katz, Nathanson was sufficiently familiar with the 

Quebec market to realize that he did not have a sufficient grasp on it. Nathanson had shown 

himself to be too wise a businessman to get rid of the local agents, such as Ganetakos and 

his partners, who were successfully handling difficult local conditions and generating sizable 

profits for Famous in the process. 

In any case, the terms of the 1924 agreement between United Amusement and 

Famous Players were eventually extended until the end of 1959 through a new agreement 

signed on October 27, 1936, that is, more than three years before the original agreement was 

set to expire on December 31, 1939. This suggests that changing conditions, including 

Nathanson’s return at the helm of Famous Players, had somewhat renewed both chains’ 

faith in this partnership. 

United had nevertheless been forced to launch into yet another fight for its autonomy 

in the months leading to the renewal of its partnership with Famous Players. A 

communication from United’s attorney explaining the situation is worth quoting at length: 

In 1924 United Amusement Corporation allotted Famous Players a block of stock for 
an agreement to respect each other’s territory during a period of fifteen years. For a 
renewal of this agreement Famous Players in the first place requested a further 
allotment of shares. United objected and offered to pay 15% of its net profits. 
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Famous Players never invested a dollar in the United Amusement Corporation. The 
investment was made by United Directors and their friends. 
 
The United Company is a small company compared with Famous Players and it desired 
to reach a position where it could carry on peaceably and without fear of being forced 
out of business by the larger company. Famous Players now wish matters so arranged 
that should they acquire a majority of the shares of the United they will get control. 
 
This defeats the very purpose the United had in view, namely, to keep their Company to 
themselves.113 
 

United eventually prevailed… at the cost, as stated by chain’s counsel, of 15% of its net 

profits. As per the 1936 agreement, United was also required to grant Famous an option on 

5,000 non-voting shares, and ensure that new voting shares would be offered pro rata to 

current shareholders. The two parties further agreed that the sale of the United chain, or of 

any of the theatres it owned, would have to be approved by the votes of 75% of the shares, 

so as to give Famous an effective veto on any such proposed transaction. Other clauses of 

the agreement specified that three of United’s ten Directors, and two of the members of the 

executive committee were to be nominated by Famous Players. 

In return for these concessions, Famous forfeited the right to exhibit second run 

pictures (except at the theatres it operated at the time of signature of the agreement) and 

undertook to respect United’s territory. It additionally committed itself to offer United a 

50/50 participation in its future ventures in the Province of Quebec (outside of downtown 

Montreal, Hull, Three Rivers and Quebec City, Sherbrooke, Rouyn and Noranda), and to 

“assist the United company in every reasonable manner […] in the purchase of films for all 

theatres in which the United Company is or shall be interested.” Famous Players finally 

guaranteed that it would not “require any increase in the delay presently observed in the City 

and District of Montreal between the first-run of a picture and its second run.”114 

Famous Players might have its own interest in mind with this last promise. Indeed, 

documents reveal that the chain started planning around the time of the renewal of its 
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partnership with United Amusement the opening of a new St. Catherine Street West 

theatre – the first since the 1929 Seville. Eventually known as the York, this theatre was 

from its inception described as a second run house. The site chosen by the chain for its new 

theatre was located on a block situated between Mackay and Guy – right on the border of 

United Amusement’s territory. Famous Players tacitly admitted that the projected theatre 

would compete with United houses, and more particularly with the nearby Seville, by 

offering United a 50% participation in the theatre.115 Ganetakos agreed to become part of 

the project, but “strongly objected” to the fact that Famous Players ultimately reserved the 

right to operate the theatre.116 

Ganetakos was granted leverage in the negotiations over the projected theatre by the 

fact that none of Famous’ Montreal representatives was sufficiently qualified to finalize the 

deal with the owners of the building where the York was to be located, which was to include 

stores and apartments, and supervise construction work.117 Nathanson therefore had no 

choice but to ask Ganetakos to take charge of the project “as a special favor.” Ganetakos 

soon replied that “he [did] not wish to meddle with it at all unless he [could be] assured of 

the management,” thus forcing Nathanson to enter into a new round of negotiations that 

eventually dragged on for six months.118 The York operating agreement finally signed on 

August 9, 1937 outlined the compromise worked out by Famous and United: it granted the 

management of the theatre to United, but permitted Famous to take over the theatre 

anytime it wished, provided it had given United a three-month notice. It should however be 

noted that, in the discussions leading to the agreement, Famous had promised United that it 

would refrain from taking over the new theatre as long as Ganetakos remained in charge of 

the Montreal chain.119 The 1937 agreement further specified that the new theatre’s 

programmes were to be booked by United, while profits and losses were to be shared equally 
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between United and Famous (after a management fee representing four per cent of the gross 

weekly receipts had been paid to United).120 The York finally opened as a United theatre on 

November 18, 1938, seemingly to the mutual benefice of United Amusement and Famous 

Players. The event ushered a new era of stability for the two chains, whose collaboration 

would uneventfully continue along the lines of their 1924 and 1936 partnership agreements 

for the next two decades.
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Chapter 5 

Talking Pictures, Francophone Audiences and Local Entrepreneurs:  

The Rise of France-Film (1929-1940) 

 

At the time of the wiring of Montreal’s Palace theatre in the summer of 1928, 

Nathan L. Nathanson’s Famous Players Canadian Corporation seemed in complete control 

of the Canadian film market. The film industry was now officially big business, and thus 

seemingly closed to newcomers lacking the proper connections to US producers or the 

financial backing of a Lord Beaverbrook. Yet within less than ten years, Famous Players 

would have to concede a major segment of the Quebec film market to a new organization 

led by a Montrealer that had still been scraping by as an office clerk when the first talkies 

were screened at the Palace. The story of this organization, France-Film, is the story of how 

local agents tactically used many of the situations that developed in the 1930s to build a new 

film network and assert their autonomy vis-à-vis Famous Players’ monopolistic organization. 

The introduction and eventual commercial success of French-produced talking 

pictures in Quebec, and of the Montreal organization that would soon assume control of this 

market, was the result of a number of tortuous deals demonstrating that Famous Players did 

not have a monopoly over ethically dubious schemes and manoeuvres. These however 

remain quite difficult to document and reconstruct, mostly as a result of the absence of 

archival resources, as well as of the relative lack of coverage granted to this segment of the 

film market by the various trade journals published Toronto1, New York and Los Angeles. 

The research undertaken by Pierre Véronneau and Yves Lever on the events surrounding the 

rise of France-Film and the career of J.A. DeSève nonetheless point towards a number of 



 208 

key dates and events in the history of French cinema in Quebec, and have thus permitted me 

to proceed to a number of targeted complementary researches in period newspapers, 

magazines, and trade journals.2 The Cinéma Impérial collection held by Cinémathèque 

québécoise has moreover yielded a number of documents shedding much light on the 

evolving relationship between the agents involved in the distribution and exhibition of 

French films in Quebec and the multiple organizations connected to Famous Players, 

including Regal Films, United Amusement and, later on, Confederation Amusements. 

 

Francophone Audiences, Talking Pictures and Established Networks 

Film history has long acknowledged the initial adverse reactions to talking pictures of 

many of the leading practitioners of silent cinema. Luminaries such as Charles Chaplin, King 

Vidor, René Clair, F.W. Murnau, Vsevolod Poudovkine, and Sergei M. Eisenstein all initially 

bemoaned the death of the silent art, killed by ceaseless chatter just as it was finally reaching 

maturity.3 Much less attention has however been granted to the numerous audiences who 

may have felt shortchanged by the transition to sound across the globe. Montreal’s 

francophone movie fans for instance appear have had somewhat ambivalent feelings toward 

the introduction of talking pictures. In a statement published in La Presse in May of 1929, the 

management of one of the east end’s leading film theatres, the Amherst, thus promised that: 

“as long as it will remain possible, the Amherst will preferably show films with French 

intertitles rather than sound films with English intertitles. The Amherst will only show sound 

films when it will not be possible to get them with French intertitles anymore.”4 

It is worth recalling that the same francophone population that seems to have balked 

at talking pictures in 1929 had earlier counted among the most enthusiastic cinema 

supporters in North America, if not the world.5 As we have seen in chapter 2, no less than 
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two proto-movie palaces, the Nationoscope and the Ouimetoscope, had been built on 

St. Catherine Street East as early as 1907. Three years later, in 1910, the site later occupied by 

the Amherst theatre had seen the opening of the first link of what eventually became the 

United Amusement chain, the Moulin Rouge. The east end’s many theatres had also largely 

contributed to development of the lively tradition of the film lecturer, and made stars out of 

local figures such as Alex Silvio in the process. One can consequently understand why 

Montreal’s francophone moviegoers did not necessarily view the coming replacement of 

their silent film entertainment – be it accompanied by a popular bonimenteur or, as was more 

frequently the case in the late 1920s, by bilingual titles produced by local outfit Associated 

Screen News – as an obvious form of progress. 

Local journalists and commentators relayed some of the francophone moviegoers’ 

concerns stemming from the advent of talking pictures. Prominent critic Henri Letondal for 

instance observed that: 

While some people – mostly English-speaking filmgoers – may be ravished by talking 
pictures, our French-Canadian fellow countrymen have much more difficulty putting up 
with an entire programme of talking pictures, especially when dialogues are recited in a 
language that Shakespeare himself would not recognize.6 
 

Letondal’s criticism of the American slang prevalent in pre-code Hollywood films is, as we 

will see, typical of the discourse of the French-Canadian elites of the time, in that it 

simultaneously worries about the “popular” and denounces a purported loss of identity 

through foreign influences. (Ironically, Letondal later left Montreal for an acting career in 

Hollywood, where he was on many occasions called upon to play stereotypical Frenchmen, 

most notably in Howard Hawks’ 1953 adaptation of Anita Loos’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.) 

The francophone elite’s stance on English-language talkies might have been 

exacerbated by some exaggerated reports on their influence on Quebec’s French-speaking 

population. A November of 1928 Motion Picture News piece (later reprinted in Ray Lewis’s 
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Canadian Moving Picture Digest) for instance claimed that not only “the English language 

spoken by the film stars” had brought “no objection” from francophones, but that 

“Montreal may soon be talking English exclusively, thanks to talking pictures.”7 

As usual, the truth most likely stood somewhere in between the contradictory 

statements made by Letondal and the Motion Picture News, as it does seem likely that 

francophones simultaneously enhanced their grasp on the English language through their 

continued attendance of moving picture shows and craved for French-language talkies. 

Lewis’s Digest would soon grow to acknowledge this demand for French films and versions. 

By November of 1930, the journal’s editor had come to be of the opinion that the industry, 

not audiences, would have to adapt. Lewis’s preferred solution to Quebec’s language issues 

mainly relied on the simultaneous release of different versions in different theatres. 

Interestingly, this policy would eventually come to be widely adopted by Quebec exhibitors 

half a century later, following the adoption of stricter language laws by the Provincial 

government.8 

The francophone community’s need for entertainment in its own language was 

eloquently demonstrated by the massive success of the first French-language sound films 

exhibited in Montreal. Anticipation likely boosted the attendance of the first French talkies 

exhibited locally, as more than a year had elapsed between the Palace’s conversion to sound 

in September of 1928 and the belated premiere of the first talking feature to offer some 

French-language content in the week of January 18, 1930 – also at the Palace. The film 

exhibited on that occasion was a sort of embryonic alternate language version of Ernst 

Lubitsch’s The Love Parade (Paramount, 1929) featuring Maurice Chevalier and mixing 

English dialogues with French songs. This novelty brought the Palace’s manager, George 

Rotsky, to do some extra work to market the film to Montreal’s francophone population. 
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Advertisements published by the Palace in French-language newspapers thus featured a 

personal message from Rotsky to the city’s French speakers, in which the Palace manager 

did not hesitate to “personally recommend this first French version of a Super Paramount 

talking picture to the city’s French public.” [Figure 5.1] Rotsky’s marketing effort was 

greatly abetted by Paramount-Famous Lasky’s local representative, Eddie English, who 

arranged for French subtitles to be added to the print exhibited at the Palace.9 English’s 

initiative – a first in Montreal – was praised by the French-language dailies, who went on to 

express the hope that the process would be used for the majority of prints used locally. The 

Love Parade ended up grossing $35,000 during the first of its two-week run at the Palace, a 

figure singled by Variety as easily the highest since Montreal’s leading film theatre had “gone 

talker.”10 

Francophone Montrealers would nevertheless have to wait a few more months to 

see – and hear – their first bona fide French-language talkie, La grande mare – an alternate 

language version of another Paramount Chevalier vehicle, The Big Pond (Hobard Henley, 

1930). La grande mare had been one of the first alternate language versions to come out of 

Paramount’s studios following the company’s decision to launch into the large-scale 

production of versions destined to non-English speaking markets. Generally shot on the 

same sets as the original productions but with slightly different casts and crews, these 

versions were produced in Paramount’s Long Island and Hollywood studios, as well as, 

starting in early 1930, in the Joinville studios located in the suburbs of Paris, where the 

Hollywood majors were turning out films and versions in no less than twelve languages.11 In 

Montreal, the availability of French and English versions of The Big Pond permitted Rotsky to 

experiment with 11pm screenings of La grande mare on the week of May 31, 1930, when the 

film headlined the Palace’s bill.12 
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La grande mare later turned up at the Théâtre Français (August 10) and at Jos. Cardinal’s 

Théâtre St. Denis (August 23).13 The St. Denis’ publicist deployed on that occasion an 

argument bound to become a trope of the local promotion of French films by lauding La 

grande mare for its “gallic spirit” (“esprit gaulois,” whereby “esprit” simultaneously means 

“spirit” and “wit”). The alternate French-language version was thus praised in local 

newspapers not only for being a superior entertainment for francophones, but also for quite 

simply being a better film: 

The 100% French film is 100% better. The Big Pond could not be a true reflection of the 
esprit gaulois of the original French play and of Maurice Chevalier’s thoroughly Parisian 
acting style. […] There is as much difference between La grande mare and The Big Pond as 
there is between a painting and a reproduction.14 
 

In the following years, much of the efforts deployed for the promotion of French films in 

Quebec would likewise rely on an opposition between the purported sophisticated nature of 

French cinema and the alleged coarseness of US films. 

The Palace expanded its late show strategy in October of 1930 by adding early 

(9:30am) screenings of Le petit café, the alternate French version of Chevalier’s next film, 

Playboy of Paris (Ludwig Berger, Paramount, 1930). This initiative, combined with Chevalier 

star power, gave the Palace its best gross in months, $22,500.15 The film then turned up for 

its second run at the Théâtre Français, located somewhat closer to the heart of the city’s 

francophone community, where alternating screenings of Playboy of Paris and Le petit café were 

held all through the afternoon and evening.16 

The late show strategy tested at the Palace ended up being praised in the December 

26, 1930, issue of the Publix Opinion, which included a piece encouraging exhibitors operating 

in areas with large “foreign language speaking” populations to reach out for extra receipts by 

judiciously using the versions turned out by the Paramount studios. Other strategies 

suggested by the Publix Opinion (though seemingly never used in Montreal) included the 
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simultaneous exhibition of original and alternate versions in neighboring theatres, as well as 

the showing of different language versions on successive days. (The Publix Opinion piece also 

cited as an example the wide success of Une femme a menti [Charles de Rochefort, 1930], the 

French version of Paramount’s The Lady Lies [Hobart Henley, 1929], in New England towns 

featuring a large French-Canadian population.17) 

The success of the Palace’s scattered experiments with late and early screenings of 

alternate French versions gains to be compared with the failure of the Capitol’s short-lived 

experiment with French versions. In 1930, during what was at the time generally regarded as 

one of the slowest months the theatrical year, August, the Capitol manager, Harry S. Dahn, 

and publicist, Wilfrid Launceston, let the moviegoing public know that they intended to “do 

for the city’s French element what no other West-End theatre was doing” by “turning the 

Capitol into Montreal’s first French film theatre.” It is not known if Famous Players’ 

Toronto management, who was at the time struggling to find the policy that would render 

the Capitol as lucrative as the Palace, was responsible for the experiment, or if it rather was a 

personal initiative of Dahn. Period sources nevertheless reveal that the latter enthusiastically 

promoted the new policy through numerous interviews to French dailies. Dahn also did not 

hesitate to insert in the theatre’s newspaper advertisements a personal appeal to the city’s 

French-Canadian population explaining that “If the Montreal public wants French pictures 

to become a permanent fixtures in our city, it will need to help us by showing its immediate 

support.”18 [Figure 5.2] 

Presented on August 9, 1930, the Capitol’s first French-language bill was headlined by 

one of the earliest French films produced in Paramount’s Joinville studios, Un trou dans le mur 

(René Barberis, 1930).19 The theatre’s copy certainly made it difficult to ignore that it was 

featuring a French production: 
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This French work (the comedy from which it was adapted is by the popular Parisian 
author Yves Mirande, and was a tremendous success in Paris) has been produced in 
France, in Paramount’s studios, under the direction of a French director, René Barberis, 
and features the most renowned artists of the French stage and screen.20  
 

A few weeks later, Dahn announced that the Capitol would feature in the fall forty-minute 

stage shows specially prepared for Montreal’s French-Canadian population, which led La 

Presse to conclude that the theatre aimed to become the “home of the French language” in 

the western part of the city.21 

The Capitol’s efforts seemingly were not sufficient to convince francophone filmgoers 

to head west to the Capitol: Un trou dans le mur grossed a mere $10,000, against the Palace’s 

$17,000 and the Loew’s $14,000 the same week. Three weeks later, L’énigmatique monsieur 

Parkes (Louis J. Gasnier, Paramount, 1930), the alternate French version of Slightly Scarlet 

(Louis J. Gasnier/Edwin H. Knopf, 1930), met with the same fate.22 This succession of flops 

appears to have led the Capitol to quietly put an end to its French experiment less than a 

month after its launch. As we have seen in chapter 4, the Capitol did not feature French-

language stage-shows and features in the fall of 1930, but Publix stage units and English-

language films. Later that fall, the booking of a few others French films and versions in 

Famous Players’ downtown palaces also failed to attract sizable audiences.23 Un trou dans le 

mur’s poor performance at the Capitol contrasts with the film’s reported success during its 

second and subsequent runs in east end neighborhood theatres.24 This situation suggests that 

it was not the film, but the downtown Capitol that had failed to attract French-speaking 

patrons, which furnishes yet another demonstration of the fact that, from an exploitation 

point of view, there is no such thing as a good or a bad films; there simply is the right film 

for the right theatre.25  

In any case, the eventual disappearance of alternate French versions from Montreal 

screens did not proceed from the local audiences’ lack of interest, but from the 
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discontinuation of this type of production.26 By the end of 1931, the main US producers had 

grown to believe that alternate versions could simply not generate sufficient revenues to 

make their production profitable. Studio heads moreover felt that, by substituting local talent 

for US stars, versions actually undermined one of Hollywood’s main selling points. 

Universal’s Carl Laemmle Sr. for instance did not hesitate to state that: “direct foreign 

versions and synced pictures have proved there’s no substitute for American films.”27 It was 

also getting more and more obvious at this point that alternate language versions could never 

be the sole – or even the main – solution to the majors’ talking pictures export problem, as 

there never could be as many versions as there were linguistic markets.28 

As for subtitled prints, they remained – in spite of Eddie English and George Rotsky’s 

early hopes – non-starters in Quebec and, indeed, North America, as most distributors and 

exhibitors felt that subtitles were too taxing for audiences. The Capitol’s Dahn and 

Launceston for instance expressed the belief that subtitles would be incapable of stirring up 

audiences.29 Subtitled prints consequently seem to have been rarely, if ever, used in Montreal 

theatres throughout the 1930s. A contributing factor to this situation might have been the 

clear rejection of subtitles by France’s moviegoers documented by film historian Martin 

Barnier, which necessarily impacted the availability of subtitled versions in Quebec.30 This 

lack of trust in subtitles does not elicit any surprise from a contemporary perspective: in 

Quebec as elsewhere in North America, most 21st century mainstream audiences still cringe 

at the prospect of having to watch a subtitled print. 

More surprising than the great scarcity of subtitled prints is the almost total absence of 

dubbed prints in Quebec in the 1930s. By mid-1931, satisfactory dubbing techniques had 

been devised by US studios, in good part thanks to the work of MGM’s Westmount-born 

sound department head, Douglas Shearer (brother of Norma).31 This breakthrough soon led 
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Variety to laud the new process as the US film industry’s “foreign savior.”32 Variety’s opinion 

was evidently shared by Paramount, which converted its Joinville studio into a dubbing 

factory before the end of the year.33 Dubbing became commonplace in many territories as 

the 1930s went on. By way of example, around 150 dubbed titles were released annually in 

France by US producers by the end of the decade.34 But while the mass importation of 

French productions in Quebec had, as we will see, quickly gotten under way in the early 

1930s, very few French dubbed prints appear to have made their way to the Province. One 

rare exhibition of a dubbed film was that of Pur sang, French-language version of Sporting 

Blood (Charles Brabin, MGM, 1931) booked at the St. Denis on the week of August 5, 1933 – 

two years after the release of the original English version.35 This almost total absence of 

dubbed prints in the Quebec market is most puzzling: one would for instance think that 

Regal and Famous Players would have relied on dubbed prints of US films for the French 

circuit they attempted to organize in Quebec in the late 1930s, but that was clearly not the 

case.36 As we will see in Chapter 6, dubbed versions were still regarded as a novelty when 

they finally started being exhibited on a regular basis in the Province of Quebec in 1943 and 

1944. 

 

An Opportunity for Francophone Entrepreneurs 

As previously stated, Famous Players and its affiliates seemed to exert an almost total 

control on the Montreal film market by the time most local theatres were wired for sound in 

1928-1929. Nathanson had crushed its main national competitor, the Allen chain, in the early 

1920s, and now controlled all of Montreal’s first-run film theatres. As we have seen in the 

preceding chapter, this situation arguably permitted Famous Players to dictate its conditions 

to the leading exchanges, who all relied on downtown palaces to launch the commercial 
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career of the films they handled. Nathanson’s influence had been further reinforced by 

Famous Players’ 1924 alliance with Montreal’s leading chain of neighborhood theatres, 

United Amusement. One of the consequences of Famous Players’ increasingly tight grip on 

the Canadian film market was that by the late 1920s this industry, which had turned many 

penniless immigrants into prosperous film entrepreneurs in the first decades of the century, 

now seemingly offered little in the way of opportunity to small-time exhibitors. The few 

independents that tried to compete with Famous Players and United Amusement had to 

make do with a very limited access to quality first and second run products, and 

consequently struggled.37 

A major window of opportunity nevertheless opened up for independent exhibitors 

and francophone entrepreneurs in the wake of the industry’s conversion to sound. On that 

regard, it must first be noted that changing conditions at the turn of the 1930s had 

somewhat improved the competitive position of neighborhood houses vis-à-vis downtown 

palaces. This reversal of fortune can be partly attributed to the lost of the competitive 

advantage that the employment of large orchestras and virtuoso film accompanists such as 

Willie Eckstein had granted palaces in the silent era. This situation was compounded by the 

fact that the palaces’ cavernous auditoriums were less suited to talking pictures than those of 

the more moderately sized neighborhood theatres.38 Evidence further suggests that, with the 

onset of the Depression, an increasingly large number of Montreal moviegoers were willing 

to trade the novelty and prestige associated with first-run exhibition and downtown palaces 

for the significant savings on transportation and admission allowed by the attendance of 

neighborhood theatres.39 

Still, the main factor enabling the emergence of new distribution outfits and screen 

networks owned and managed by francophones in the 1930s unquestioningly remains 
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Famous Players’ inability to bring French-language films to Quebec on a more than 

occasional basis. Famous Players, Famous Lasky Film Service, and Regal (MGM’s Canadian 

distributor), all more or less forfeited the Province’s French film market following the end of 

their scattered experiments with subtitled prints and alternate French version. 

Before we take a look at the rise of the organizations that would soon seize control of 

the emerging French film market in Quebec, a few observations pertaining to Famous 

Players’ affairs at the turn of the 1930s are worth reiterating. First, it is worth noting that 

Nathanson’s 1929 departure from Famous Players had somewhat left the chain in disarray. 

By the end of 1930, it was becoming obvious that the reforms aiming to more fully integrate 

Famous Players into Paramout-Publix attempted by Katz had failed, partly through the lack 

of collaboration of the regional chains that, like United Amusement, had closely worked with 

Nathanson over the preceding years. The close scrutiny to which Famous Players’ activities 

were submitted over the months leading to the 1931 White Commission may also have 

prevented the chain from aggressively moving in on the nascent French film market. 

The most important development related to the advent of a new French-language film 

circuit in Quebec did not, however, take place in North America, but in France’s film 

studios, where filmmaking activities were on the rise in the 1930s. This situation led to the 

production of fiction feature films that turned out to be: a) attractive to Quebec’s 

francophone audiences; b) in sufficient quantity to supply a chain exclusively dedicated to 

French-language shows and; c) not controlled by either Paramount-Publix, Famous Players, 

or any of the exchanges either directly or indirectly controlled by them. What’s more, the 

failure of French-language films at the Palace and Capitol had demonstrated that French film 

distributors would not gain much by having their films booked in Famous Players’ 

downtown palaces. These factors permitted the circuit dedicated to French-language screen 
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entertainment that eventually emerged in Quebec in the early 1930s to remain largely 

independent from the established vertically integrated networks. Another relevant fact is that 

all-through the 1930s Famous Players remained operated from Toronto by anglophones, 

including many Americans, such as J.J. Fitzgibbons. It is therefore not too surprising to see a 

small group of French-Canadian entrepreneurs attuned to the particular needs of Quebec 

audiences seize, with the help of a few French citizens with connections, the Quebec French 

film market from Famous Players in the 1930s. 

There is yet another possible explanation for Famous Players’ puzzling lack of 

opposition to the rise of a competing network dedicated to French films in the early sound 

era. Several period sources indeed suggest that established distributors and exhibitors felt 

that, rather than taking their business away, the emerging French network was actually 

expanding the Quebec film market. In an oft-quoted letter written in the last days of silent 

pictures, Canadian Universal manager Clair Hague had for instance explained to Universal’s 

New York head office that: “a town of 7 or 8,000 in Quebec is really no better than a town 

of 3 or 4,000 in any other territory.”40 The truth-value of Hague’s assertion – which would 

admittedly be most difficult to establish – is not particularly relevant here. What is significant 

is the fact that this opinion seems to have been widely held within the industry. 

The findings of a group of Paramount representatives sent on a European mission in 

early 1930 are also worth quoting in regard to the larger issue of US films and foreign non-

English speaking markets. The group’s outlook was on the whole positive on the 

“development of native French dialog talkers,” as it was felt that French talkies were “bound 

to have a large effect in building picture-patronizing public.” Paramount’s envoys further 

believed that French pictures would “educate the people to a new type of entertainment,” 

and that once a wider audience had been established, American pictures were bound to be 
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found “of superior quality,” and thereby reap the benefits of French cinema’s momentary 

popularity.41 Given the perceived underdevelopment of the Quebec film market at the turn 

of the 1930s, it is quite likely that a similar attitude toward French productions was held by 

Famous Players’ management. 

The Montreal premiere of the first all-talking French picture, Les trois masques (André 

Hugon, Pathé-Natan, 1929)42 was eventually held on the same day – May 31, 1930 – as that 

of the first alternate French version, La grande mare, exhibited at the Palace.43 Les trois masques 

might have been shown in Quebec earlier, had the Province’s board of censors not forced its 

distributor, Canadian Universal Film Co., to produce a reconstructed print before it 

authorized the film’s exhibition in Quebec.44 This “première vue parlante en français” was 

showcased at the St. Denis, where its success prompted the theatre’s management to hold it 

for a second week.45  

Situated on the street of the same name, east of the downtown core of the city where 

the Loew’s, Strand, Palace, Capitol, Orpheum, Princess, and Imperial were located, the 

2,400-seat St. Denis had, as we have seen in chapter 2, come to be regarded as a white 

elephant, too spacious and too luxurious for the largely working class French-Canadian 

community it served. All through the late 1910s and 1920s, the St. Denis’ successive tenants 

had struggled to find the policy that would finally turn the theatre into a profitable 

operation.46 In November of 1929, Jos. Cardinal, who at the time rented the St. Denis from 

the Toronto-based St. Denis Corp. (whose president, J.P. Bickell, also happened to be vice-

president of Famous Players), had for instance announced that the theatre would offer 

weekly bills combining plays presented by Fred Barry and Albert Duquesne’s celebrated 

theatre company with silent features with bilingual titles.47 This policy stood out from those 

of the other Montreal film theatres, which had almost all converted to sound by then. 
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Comedian Charles de Roche later testified that this plan aiming to turn the St. Denis into a 

leading French-Canadian cultural institution had to some extent been thwarted by the new 

provincial law barring children (and thus families) from commercial moving picture theatres. 

According to de Roche, the law had brought a significant drop in attendance at the theatre.48 

Les trois masques was followed at the St. Denis by the occasional French short over the 

months of June and July 1930. It is only with the coming of the fall season that Cardinal’s 

theatre permanently converted to a French talkies policy.49 On August 9, Le mystère de la villa 

rose (René Hervil/Louis Mercanton, Les établissements Jacques Haïk, 1930), French alternate 

version of the British production At the Villa Rose (Leslie S. Hiscott, Julius Hagen 

Productions, 1930) began a two-week run at the theatre.50 The film was distributed by 

Télésphore Latourelle’s Film de Luxe, an independent outfit organized in Montreal in the 

mid-1920s, and mostly handling European imports.51 Le mystère de la villa rose was followed at 

the St. Denis on August 23 by La grande mare, then on its third run, and on August 30 by Un 

trou dans le mur, which had been exhibited at the Capitol only three weeks before.52  

The St. Denis’ September 6, 1930, programme constitutes a turning point in Quebec’s 

film history, as it marked the first time that a French film, La route est belle (Robert Florey, Les 

établissements Braunberger-Richebé, 1930), imported by the newly created La Compagnie 

cinématographique canadienne was exhibited in the Province. Cardinal emphasized this 

momentous event by inserting in the week’s programme a short film in which the Province’s 

secretary, Athanase David, could be seen and, most importantly, heard, greeting French 

cinema in Canada.53 [Figure 5.3] 

La Compagnie cinématographique canadienne was, in spite of its name, the brainchild 

of a French Paramount employee, Robert Hurel, who had first had a hunch regarding 

Quebec’s untapped French film market while passing through the Province on his way back 
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from a New York convention in late 1920s. Hurel had visited the Province for a second time 

in 1929, this time with the express intention of making contacts and assessing the Quebec’s 

potential as a market for French talking pictures, most notably by visiting film theatres in 

Montreal, Verdun, Quebec City, Three-Rivers and Hull. Hurel’s plan had finally come to 

fruition in the summer of 1930. On July 9, he had met in Paris with the representatives of 

the leading French film producers, who had agreed to entrust him with the distribution of 

their films in Quebec. Hurel had then returned to Quebec, where he had set out to find the 

proper venues to screen French imports in Montreal and Quebec City.54 On August 23, La 

Compagnie cinématographique canadienne had published in La Presse a large advertisement 

announcing the coming release of thirty French talking features over the 1930-31 season.55 

Hurel made good on this promise: La Compagnie cinématographique canadienne submitted 

no less than ninety-three films (including shorts) to the board of censors between August 

1930 and April 1931. The number of titles submitted by Hurel’s organization eventually rose 

to 197 for the twelve months between May 1931 and April 1932, and to 214 the following 

year.56 

The rapidly expanding number of French productions released in Quebec by La 

Compagnie cinématographique canadienne soon forced it to seek a second outlet in 

Montreal. This led Hurel to the Roxy, a small (600-seat) theatre located next door to the 

Palace on St. Catherine Street West. The Roxy was at the time operated by Charles 

Lalumière, an industry veteran who had first been active in the distribution field in the early 

1910s. Lalumière had also worked for Léo-Ernest Ouimet’s Specialty Film Import and, for 

some time in the 1920s, operated the Théâtre St. Denis. He had further been involved, still 

in the 1920s, in the affairs of two distribution outfits mostly handling European products: 

the short-lived Europa Films, which he had created, and Latourelle’s Film de Luxe.57 
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Following his takeover of the Roxy on November 8, 1929, Lalumière had attempted to carve 

a niche for his theatre by counter-programming the other downtown film theatres. The Roxy 

thus branded itself as “The house of silent pictures/Le foyer de l’art silencieux” at a time where 

the opposition had fully made the transition to talking pictures. The Roxy further stood out 

through Lalumière’s championing of French, British, Austrian, and even Indian productions, 

which he had often imported to Quebec himself. It is for instance through the efforts of 

Lalumière that Montrealers were permitted to see films such as the Indian-made Shiraz 

(Franz Osten, British Instructional Productions, 1928) or Carl Theodor Dreyer’s La passion de 

Jeanne d’Arc (Société générale des films, 1928).58 In short, while the opposition presented its 

theatres as amusement places, the Roxy was explicitly marketed by Lalumière as Montreal’s 

first “cinéma d’art.”59 [Figure 5.4] 

If Variety’s weekly Montreal reports are to be trusted, Lalumière’s courageous counter-

programming tactic regularly succeeded in bringing patrons to the Roxy. On some weeks, 

the Roxy could gross up to $4,500 – about a quarter of what the neighboring Palace, Loew’s 

or Capitol could bring in.60 These enviable results may have been facilitated by Lalumière’s 

aggressive marketing campaigns, as the Roxy’s advertisements frequently dwarfed those of 

the opposition in French-language newspapers.61 The rapid disappearance of silent products, 

combined with the scarcity of outlets for the type of films exhibited at the Roxy however 

soon put Lalumière in a tight spot. The latter first attempted to compromise by installing 

sound equipment at the Roxy in October of 1930, before the end of his first year at the 

theatre. 62 Things however failed to improve, which seemingly convinced Lalumière to 

transfer the theatre to Hurel, who reopened it on February 14, 1931, under a new moniker: 

Cinéma de Paris.63 The French policy introduced by Hurel soon proved to be perfectly 
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suited to this small downtown venue. The Cinéma de Paris would thrive until the 

interruption of French film exports caused by the 1940 German invasion of France. 

The success of the French policies adopted by the Théâtre St. Denis and the Cinéma 

de Paris incited other French-Canadian entrepreneurs to enter this promising new line of 

business. One of the first to get involved was Édouard Garand, a publisher of popular 

novels and magazines, who incorporated Les Films des éditions Édouard Garand in July of 

1931. Garand’s entry into the field was facilitated by the fact that France’s film industry was 

at the time much less centralized than its US counterpart, which left plenty of producers 

unbound by agreements with Hurel’s Compagnie cinématographique canadienne, and plenty 

of films to pick.64 Garand and Hurel, in any case, do not seem have been bothered by each 

other.  

In March of 1932, Famous Players launched a new attempt to tap Montreal’s French 

market by introducing a new all-French policy at the Imperial theatre, which it had recently 

taken over.65 The chain’s management had likely decided to go ahead with this new 

experiment in the wake of the Imperial’s successful exhibition of Marcel Pagnol’s Marius 

(Alexander Korda, Paramount/Les films Marcel Pagnol, 1931) in January of the same year.66 

The French-language films booked at the Imperial in the spring of 1932 were for the most 

part French-made Paramount productions or U.S.-made French alternate versions of 

Paramount productions.67 The results of this renewed experiment with French films 

however proved, once again, unsatisfactory. On June 18, 1932, Famous Players transferred 

the Imperial to Hurel, less than three months after the adoption of the theatre’s French 

policy.68 

By mid-1932, Hurel was in charge of two Montreal theatres, the Cinéma de Paris and 

the Imperial, in addition to two Quebec City houses, the Canadien and the Imperial, and one 
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Three-Rivers theatre, the Palace. His organization would also soon take over the Sherbrooke 

Victoria Hall, henceforth known as the Cinéma de Paris. Hurel was additionally renting films 

on a regular basis to two other Montreal theatres, the St. Denis and the His Majesty’s, as well 

as to an increasingly large number of independent theatres throughout the Province.69 This 

steady growth led Hurel to reorganize the activities of his organization. A few days before 

Hurel’s acquisition of the Imperial, a new company, France-Film, had been created to take 

over the organization’s distribution activities. The established Compagnie cinématographique 

canadienne would from now on confine itself to the acquisition and importation of French 

productions.70 

Things kept moving fast in the Quebec French film market over 1933 and 1934. Pierre 

Véronneau and Yves Lever have documented the rapid series of complicated – and 

frequently covert – operations that most notably led to the merger of Garand and Hurel’s 

organizations by the end of this period.71 These years also saw an ambitious new player, J.A. 

DeSève, enter the film business and become the driving force behind the consolidation of 

the interests involved in the importation, distribution and exhibition of French films in 

Quebec. 

Indubitably one of the most influential characters in the history of film, media and 

communications in Quebec, Joseph-Alexandre DeSève had been born in the Montreal 

working class district of St. Henri in 1896. [Figure 5.5] For most of the 1910s and 1920s, he 

had worked as a clerk for realtors and banks, where he had eagerly grasped every 

opportunity to get himself acquainted with commercial law and learn the tricks of the trade 

from the lawyers and notaries he was working under. The driven DeSève had further 

enriched his education by getting an accounting degree through a correspondence course.72 



 226 

DeSève had shown little interest for moving pictures in the silent era. It is only after 

seeing the all-talking musical extravaganza The Broadway Melody (Harry Beaumont, MGM, 

1929) in the spring of 1929 that the entrepreneur had allegedly first come to see film as a 

ripe business opportunity. Impressed by the spectacle he had witnessed, DeSève had soon 

grown convinced that whoever could bring French talkies to Eastern Canada’s francophone 

population was bound to reap a fortune. In the months following this epiphany, he had 

supposedly discussed the creation of a new film distribution and exhibition network with a 

trio of industry veterans made up of Jos. Cardinal (who was at the time operating a few east 

end theatres, including the St. Denis), Raoul Rickner (Cardinal’s manager), and Eddy English 

(Famous-Lasky’s local representative). DeSève’s first foray into the film business had 

however been quashed by the stock market crash.73 

After having dealt with limited success in real estate he the early 1930s, the 

indefatigable DeSève had acquired a small chain of convenience stores, the “Crémeries 

Papineau,” before entering the movie business some time in 1933.74 As we have seen in 

chapter 2 and chapter 3, DeSève hardly was the first entrepreneur to make the jump from 

the commerce of milk products to film exhibition. This milk connection is far from trivial, as 

it provides yet another demonstration of the role played by self-made men (and, 

occasionally, women) rising up from the popular classes in the rapid development of the 

North American film industry. Having had prolonged contacts with the groups patronizing 

the moving picture shows, this class of entrepreneurs instinctively understood what 

moviegoers sought. Hye Bossin’s eventually summarized this situation in an excerpt from his 

eulogy of Nathan L. Nathanson: “[He was] of the people, knew their needs and they 

rewarded him with fame and fortune.”75 The same could have been said of DeSève. 
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The events surrounding DeSève’s entry in the film business further suggest that the 

St. Henri native’s ruthlessness could also match Nathanson’s. Véronneau and Lever have 

thus been able to painstakingly document how DeSève managed to quickly take over the 

businesses of Garand, Cardinal and Hurel through a series of morally questionable 

manoeuvres that left him in control of Quebec French film market by the end of 1934. 

DeSève’s carefully planned two-pronged attacks on the businesses of the pioneer 

entrepreneurs who had first tested and developed the market for French films in Quebec 

reveal a deep understanding of the interdependence of the exhibition and distribution 

sectors. DeSève appears to have first infiltrated Édouard Garand’s film distribution 

company, possibly as a partner, some time before the summer of 1933.76 His attention then 

turned to the Théâtre St. Denis, generally perceived to be the key to the French film market 

in Quebec. An opportunity to seize the theatre materialized when the St. Denis’ manager, 

Rickner (whose friendship DeSève had cultivated since their first ill-fated common project in 

1929), leaked the information that the St. Denis’ lease was up for renewal. Rickner further 

informed DeSève that the current lessee, Cardinal, was struggling to keep the theatre in the 

black, and consequently trying to get his rent reduced from $27,000 to $23,000 yearly. 

DeSève promptly got in touch with the theatre’s owners and offered to buy the property for 

$250,000 – an offer promptly rejected, as DeSève probably expected. DeSève’s display of 

interest for the theatre nevertheless brought the St. Denis Corp. to offer him the theatre’s 

lease for $27,000 yearly. DeSève accepted, and on July 28, 1933, found himself in charge of 

the Théâtre St. Denis, in partnership with Rickner.77 

The deal came up as a total surprise to Cardinal, whose option had in the process been 

blatantly ignored by the St. Denis Corp., and who was in fact not even informed of the 

transfer of the lease to DeSève. On the first day of the new lease, August 5, Cardinal showed 
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up at the St. Denis at noon, only to discover that the locks had been changed and that the 

screen, projectors, and even carpets he had installed in the theatre had been taken out and 

put in a pile overnight. All of the attractions booked by Cardinal for the following weeks 

were cancelled, as DeSève closed the theatre for renovations until August 19. In a letter 

published in La Patrie, Cardinal threatened to turn to the courts to have his option on the 

St. Denis’ lease recognized. He however seems to have quickly decided not to waste any 

more time, money and energy on the St. Denis, and to concentrate on the three east end 

theatres he was still – for the time being – operating: the National, the Canadien, and the 

Arcade.78 

DeSève’s takeover of the St. Denis demonstrates more than his understanding of the 

interrelated nature of film exhibition and distribution. In a 1960 interview, DeSève revealed 

that he had initially hoped to make money out of the St. Denis through the cross-marketing 

of dairy products and film entertainment. The plan involved the distribution of free passes 

for the St. Denis to every customer of the Crémeries Papineau buying five pounds of butter. 

“I knew my customers,” DeSève explained. “They were good [bons] French-Canadians. I 

knew they’d be way too proud to come to my stores and only buy butter! And I was right. 

They came over, bought butter – and everything else!”79 DeSève thus hoped that, by 

pooling – sort of – the operating costs and earnings of the Crémeries Papineau and Théâtre 

St. Denis, he could turn a profit. That, without having to plead with the St. Denis Corp. to 

have the theatre’s rent lowered. There is however no indication that DeSève attempted to 

sell ice cream or snacks at the St. Denis in the 1930s. 

While it remains unclear if the free passes scheme was used for very long, the weekly 

boxoffice figures reported by Variety suggest that DeSève had succeeded in turning the 

St. Denis into a profitable operation by the time he parted with the last of his eight 
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Crémeries Papineau in 1936.80 By 1938, the St. Denis’ gross averaged between $4,000 and 

$5,000 weekly – roughly the same figures as Consolidated’s Princess, which contained just as 

many seats (2,300), but charged higher admission prices (25¢-34¢-50¢ against 20¢-34¢ for the 

St. Denis). (The slightly bigger [2,700 seats] Capitol and Palace exhibiting first-run US 

features generally grossed between $5,000 and $10,000 weekly, depending on the time of the 

year and on what was on the bill, with admission tickets going for 25¢-45¢-55¢.81) 

In the months following his bold takeover of the St. Denis in the summer of 1933, 

DeSève set out to seize control of the distribution outfit operated by Garand, which, as we 

have seen, he had infiltrated earlier that year. According to Georges Arpin, who at the time 

acted as Garand’s accountant, DeSève did not hesitate to take advantage of Garand’s alleged 

alcoholism by getting him drunk and then making him ratify a reorganization of the 

company which, unsurprisingly, left none other than DeSève in charge. The latter then 

proceeded to have Les Films Édouard Garand morph into Franco-Canada Films early in 

1934. With the help of the company’s general manager (none other than Léo-Ernest Ouimet, 

newly returned from a prolonged stay in California), sales manager (Maurice West), and 

Parisian buyer (Werner R. Bader), Franco-Canada Films acquired close to fifty French titles, 

which it planned to release over the 1934-1935 season in the more than thirty Quebec 

theatres with whom it was doing business by this point.82 

On April 30, 1934, Franco-Canada Films momentarily gained a supplementary outlet 

when it acquired the lease of the struggling Montreal Imperial, which in recent months had 

mostly offered French revues and operettas under the management of Jos. Bourdon. This 

renewed experiment with French-language films at the Imperial was however destined to be 

short-lived: by the end of June, US films and vaudeville were back at the de Bleury theatre.83 

DeSève nevertheless retained control of the Imperial, possibly in the hope that this potential 
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outlet for Franco-Canada Films’ products would serve him in future negotiations. According 

to Véronneau, DeSève put none other than Howard Conover, who had for more than 

twenty years managed Keith’s Montreal houses, in charge of the Imperial’s return to 

English-language shows.84 

DeSève pulled yet another coup in the spring of 1934 when he managed to snatch 

another Cardinal house, the Théâtre National. The National wasn’t as large or luxurious as 

the St. Denis, but it had the advantage of being strategically located on the same block as the 

old Ouimetoscope on St. Catherine Street East, at the heart of the east end French-Canadian 

community. Rickner was put in charge of the National, allegedly because DeSève wanted to 

get rid of him at the St. Denis. Shortly after the takeover, the National was closed so that the 

auditorium could be redecorated and a new RCA Photophone system installed. The May 12 

opening night programme was typical of depression era shows, in that it certainly 

emphasized quantity: a French-Canadian burlesque company featuring local favorites Olivier 

Guimond (Ti-Zoune) and Juliette Béliveau headlined a bill also offering a pair of feature 

films made up of a French Paramount production (Un soir de réveillon, Karl Anton, 1933) and 

of a US film (Walls of Gold, Kenneth MacKenna, Fox, 1933). DeSève’s first experiment with 

French-Canadian burlesque at the National was however destined to be short-lived. 

Burlesque vanished from the National’s bills in late June, when the theatre settled for long 

programmes (four hours and a half) combining a five-act play, a live melodrama, turns by 

local singers, short films, and a French feature.85 

By the summer of 1934, DeSève controlled one distribution company supplying films 

to an expanding network of film theatres, three key Montreal theatres (the Théâtre St. Denis, 

the Imperial, and the Théâtre National), and two Quebec City theatres (the Princess and the 

Empire). The nascent competition between DeSève’s Franco-Canada Films and Hurel’s 
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France-Film does not seem to have affected the relations between the two organizations, 

which remained cordial: independent theatres were free to contract with both companies, 

and even France-Film and Franco-Canada theatres regularly booked films handled by the 

other company to fill empty slots in their schedules. The St. Denis for instance announced at 

the start of the 1934-1935 season that it would regularly fill out its double bills with French 

features exhibited a few weeks before at France-Film’s Cinéma de Paris.86 Still, Hurel and 

DeSève were both pretty well aware of the fact that this cohabitation could soon prove 

detrimental in their dealings with French producers. 

The escalation of this potentially harmful competitive situation was suddenly cut short 

by the merger of France-Film and Franco-Canada Films in the fall of 1934. Extant sources 

relay at least two accounts of how this merger came to be. According to Véronneau, who has 

conducted interviews with many of the participants in the complex early history of French 

cinema in Quebec, talks between Franco-Canada Films and France-Film had been initiated 

in the summer of 1934 by a new member of France-Film’s direction, Alban Janin. A building 

contractor by trade, Janin had been nominated on France-Film’s board of directors on 

March 12, 1934, following a large purchase of shares that had made him one of the 

company’s leading shareholders. An experienced businessman, Janin no doubt soon realized 

that no good could come out of the situation that had developed since DeSève had taken 

over France-Film’s main competitor. Janin nevertheless seems to have also understood that, 

while he himself had more capital to invest in the film business, DeSève undoubtedly had 

more drive, as well as a better understanding of the film market.87 

The second account of the France-Film - Franco-Canada Films merger comes from a 

notably unreliable source: J.A. DeSève himself.88 In a 1960 interview, the entrepreneur 

claimed to have first signed a three-year contract with Hurel for the rental of fifty-two films 
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yearly soon after his takeover of the St. Denis. One of the conditions supposedly laid down 

by Hurel at the time of the contract’s signature was that DeSève invest $10,000 in France-

Film. DeSève allegedly agreed, and thus found himself involved in France-Film’s affairs as 

early as 1933. The St. Denis’ France-Film contract however left DeSève – a staunch believer 

in the double-bill format all-through his career – short of at least fifty-two French feature 

films yearly. DeSève likely obtained the missing films during a trip to Paris, where he 

possibly acted as a representative and buyer for Les Films Édouard Garand. In any case, this 

multiplication of Canadian buyers prompted the French film producers to raise their prices. 

As a result, Hurel, who in 1933 had negotiated with DeSève on the basis of the prices he 

could get from French producers before competition started to drive up prices, soon began 

to lose money on the St. Denis deal. Hurel’s only way out of this tricky situation was to 

propose a merger to DeSève, who by this point already was a France-Film shareholder 

anyway. It should however be noted that, according to Lever, the credibility of DeSève’s 

account of the Franco-Canada Films - France-Films merger is somewhat undermined by the 

fact that it inexplicably leaves Garand (whose contacts in the French film industry DeSève 

no doubt used) and Janin out of the picture.89 

Both accounts of the France-Film - Franco-Canada Films merger nevertheless make it 

clear that, by 1934, most of the individuals involved in the distribution of French films in 

Québec (and, to a lesser extent, Eastern Canada) were of the opinion that a merger was 

preferable to a competitive situation.90 Worries over the negative effects of competition were 

durably allayed when a merger proposition submitted by France-Film to DeSève was 

accepted by the latter on September 24, 1934.  Consummated no more than a week later, on 

October 1st, the deal provided for the transfer of Franco-Canada Film’s theatres and films to 

France-Film, and thus established a virtual monopoly on the distribution of French films in 
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Quebec. Hurel remained president of the newly expanded France-Film, while DeSève was 

nominated vice-president. According to Véronneau, Édouard Garand, whose enterprise had 

been quickly taken over by DeSève, retired from the film business at the time of the deal and 

was not even mentioned in the official announcements of the merger.91  

A similar fate awaited Hurel, who would soon be pushed aside during a later 

reorganization of France-Film. Overpowered by DeSève and Janin, Hurel would agree in 

November of 1936 to sell his shares of La Compagnie cinématographique canadienne and 

France-Film to Janin for $20,000, and to retreat to the Parisian office of La Compagnie 

cinématographique canadienne, where he was to buy ninety French films yearly for the 

Quebec market. The 1936 reorganization permitted France-Film to triumphantly announce 

in newspapers that it was now entirely controlled by French-Canadian interests. Soon after 

his return to France, Hurel committed suicide.92 

 

France-Film and Established Chains 

The exhibition of French films in the 1930s was not confined to the theatres 

eventually consolidated under the France-Film banner. One of the chains extant at the time 

of the arrival on the Quebec market of the first French talking features, Confederation 

Amusements, had also been quick to seize the opportunities opened by this novelty. As we 

have seen in chapter 3, Confederation had been organized by members of the Lebano-Syrian 

Tabah and Lawand families in the wake of the 1927 Laurier Palace tragedy. All of the chain’s 

theatres were located in Montreal’s outlying districts, where Confederation tried to compete 

with the houses of the Lawands’ long-standing rival, George Ganetakos’s United 

Amusement. 



 234 

Between 1928 and 1932, Confederation built four neighborhood palaces located near 

United Amusement theatres: the Empress, the Cartier, the Outremont, and the Château. 

These were further supplemented by two houses inherited from the Lawands’ previous 

chain: the Dominion, facing United’s Papineau in the center of the Plateau Mont-Royal 

district, and the Maisonneuve theatre, situated in the same area as the Granada, in 

Hochelaga.93 Interestingly, the King Edward, which had been the first theatre operated by 

the Lawands back in 1910, was never integrated to the Confederation chain, even though it 

remained operated by the family until its eventual takeover by Jos. Cardinal in 1934.94 

While Confederation’s modern theatres had nothing to envy to the more old fashioned 

United theatres, continued lack of access to Hollywood products seems to have hurt the 

chain’s results in the early 1930s. As we have seen, Confederation had been organized at a 

time when it was widely believed that a new national chain backed by Fox and British 

Gaumont was about to burst on the national scene and break Famous Players’ virtual 

monopoly. The new chain’s eventual failure to materialize had left the upstart Confederation 

in a rather tight spot. In May of 1930, Variety reported that Confederation, and more 

particularly its two most prestigious houses, the Empress and the Outremont, were “not 

doing so well” and that, according to a rumor circulating in Montreal, the chain was about to 

be taken over by United Amusement. (Amusingly, another rumor printed on the very same 

page claimed that United was itself about to be absorbed by Famous Players.)95 The minutes 

of the meetings of board of directors of United Amusement indeed reveal that negotiations 

had indeed been undertaken by the two chains some time in 1930. These had however been 

left in abeyance by United in the spring of 1931.96 

Confederation’s supply problem, combined with the fact that many of the chain’s 

theatres were located in neighborhoods with large francophone populations, make it easy to 
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understand why the chain came to be an early adopter of French talking pictures. As early as 

August of 1930, the chain’s secreteary-treasurer, E.N. Tabah, announced that Confederation 

would occasionally book French talking features over the coming theatrical season.97 

Confederation followed up on this promise, and became the first chain to join the nascent 

network of film exhibitors and distributors offering French talking pictures to the Quebec 

public. When the first annual Congress of the Province’s French film distributors and 

exhibitors convened at Montreal’s prestigious Mount-Royal hotel on July 29, 1931, Najeeb 

and Ameen Lawand were in attendance.98 

A few weeks after the Congress, Tabah told La Presse that Confederation would keep 

on showing French films at the Dominion, Cartier and Maisonneuve, as well as at the soon 

to be opened Château, during the 1931-32 season. Tabah’s announcement more generally 

reveals how Confederation aimed to circumvent its lack of access to the productions of the 

US majors in its other theatres through counter-programming tactics. These most notably 

included the booking of “all-British” bills at the Notre-Dame-de-Grâce Empress, which was 

caught between United’s Monkland and Westmount theatres. While they failed to meet with 

the same level of success as the French films exhibited in other Confederation theatres, 

British films would remain a regular feature of the Empress’ programmes for many years. 

The Empress’ pro-Brit policy managed to gain the active support of members of the local 

cultural elite, including that of the Montreal Daily Star’s influential drama critic, S. Morgan-

Powell.99 Tabah’s statement also revealed that the Outremont would specialize in the 

exhibition of films produced by US “independents,” such as Columbia and RKO.100 

(Confederation would also make a deal with Universal later in the 1930s.101) While the 

Outremont began to offer the occasional “reprise” (late night screening of a popular success) 

of French features later in the 1930s, it never really integrated French films to its regular 
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schedule under Confederation’s management.102 One possible explanation for this lack of 

emphasis on French products at the Outremont could be that the francophone business elite 

populating the neighborhood was largely fluent in English, and thus more favorably 

disposed towards US talkies.  

The Tabahs and Lawands’ partnership with the various distributors importing French 

films in Quebec steadily grew over the first half of the 1930s. In June of 1934, 

Confederation, La Compagnie cinématographique canadienne and France-Film proudly 

issued a joint press release announcing that they were moving into the fourth year of their 

partnership, Confederation having committed itself to show France-Film’s entire output for 

the 1934-1935 season.103 This mutually beneficial partnership would however soon be 

troubled by United Amusement, who had shown little interest for French cinema over the 

first half of the 1930s, possibly as a result of its more than adequate supply of recent US 

films. (Indeed, a La Presse article dealing with the chain’s plans for the 1931-32 season bore 

the revealing title: “United Amusement can see no reason why it should alter its 

programming policy.”104) United nevertheless seems to have grown at least intrigued by 

French cinema’s commercial potential by the middle of the decade. In March of 1935, 

United’s directors convened to ratify a proposed contract with France-Film. Nathanson took 

part to the meeting and, according to the minutes, took much interest in the deal, which was 

finally approved by the chain’s directors.105 The agreement was publicized six months later 

through a full-page advertisement published in the September 28, 1935, issue of La Presse. 

[Figure 5.6] Described as a “momentous event in the history of film in Montreal,” the 

United Amusement - France-Film alliance aimed to bring a French double-bill once a week 

for two days in seven United theatres located in predominantly French-speaking 

neighborhoods: the Corona, Rivoli, Papineau, Plaza, Belmont, Rosemont and Granada.106 
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The United Amusement - France-Film deal however met with the disapproval of the 

management of Confederation Amusements, who claimed that its agreement with France-

Film was of an exclusive nature. According to Véronneau, the validity of Confederation’s 

claim was eventually recognized by the court in June of 1936. Newspaper advertisements 

indeed show that French films had disappeared from United theatres by mid-1936 (except at 

the Plaza theatre, where French films would be regularly exhibited at least until 1938), less 

than a year after their introduction.107 On September 1st, Confederation entered into a new 

six-year deal with France-Film.108 

While the fragmentary nature of the available data does not permit a clear cause and 

effect relation to be established, Confederation’s annual auditor’s reports show that the 

chain’s results got markedly better the year following the demise of the United Amusement - 

France-Film deal. The chain’s net profits climbed up to $32,387 for the year ending April 30, 

1937, up from $7,234 the preceding year, and from a net loss of $3,311 for the year ending 

on April 30, 1935.109 True, Confederation’s results could hardly be compared with United’s, 

whose net profits climbed up from $72,095 in 1935 to $101,134 in 1936.110 One should 

nevertheless keep in mind that Confederation operated six theatres in 1936, against United’s 

seventeen. By 1936-37, Confederation houses were therefore generating net profits of $5,398 

on average, against $5,949 for each of the seventeen theatres operated by United 

Amusement. 

 Given this marked improvement of Confederation Amusements’ results over the 

years 1936 and 1937, it is permissible to think that the deal through which United 

Amusement finally gained control of Confederation in the fall of 1937 – after more than ten 

years of intermittent talks with the Lawand and Tabah families – had been pushed by United 

rather than by a desperate Confederation. With this deal, United simultaneously annexed an 
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increasingly threatening competitor and grabbed a sizable piece of the lucrative French film 

market in Montreal. 

The United - Confederation deal seems to have been precipitated by yet another 

episode of the ongoing turf war between the two chains, this time ignited by Confederation’s 

acquisition of a parcel of land located at the intersection of Queen Mary and Trans-Island 

Avenue, a stone’s throw from United’s Snowdon theatre. Inaugurated with great pomp 

earlier the same year, on February 26, 1937, the latter had been the first film theatre to be 

built in Montreal since the 1932 Château.111 The modern Snowdon had also been the first 

Montreal theatre to be conceived in the then current streamlined style and equipped with a 

bona fide air conditioning system. It consequently represented a sizable investment for 

United.112 One can therefore imagine United’s displeasure with the announcement, made by 

Najeeb Lawand to La Presse on September 4, 1937, of Confederation’s plans for its new 

property, which involved the construction of a new theatre to be named the Queen Mary. 

Lawand further explained that the project was part of a larger building campaign involving 

the erection of one or two “splendid theatres” in the city’s “best districts” every year.113 

Confederation’s Queen Mary project made perfect sense at face value: Notre-Dame-

de-Grâce, then a fast developing anglophone middle-class neighborhood, was just the sort of 

place where a theatre chain would want to expand as soon as possible. It nevertheless does 

seem likely that Confederation’s acquisition and announcement had very much to do with its 

negotiations with United, which had been reactivated in the early months of 1937. The 

minutes of the meetings of United’s board indeed reveal that a “proposed working, 

participating, and purchasing agreement” between United and Confederation had been 

submitted on May 14 to the company’s directors, who had at the time unanimously resolved 

to proceed with the negotiation. Discussions between the chains however seem to have 
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lapsed again until the next fall, when Variety reported that negotiations were “again under 

way” between United and Confederation.114 

Chronology issues make it difficult to assess the role played by Confederation’s Queen 

Mary project in the chain’s ongoing negotiations with United. The exact purchase date of the 

Queen Mary property, for instance, remains unknown. It is known that the transaction was 

completed between April 30 and early September of 1937, but not if it actually preceded the 

meeting of the United Amusement board of directors on May 14.115 It consequently remains 

quite difficult to determine if the talks had actually been triggered by Confederation’s Queen 

Mary project and, thus, to ascertain if this latest round of negotiations between the two 

chains had been initiated by Confederation or United. 

The long-delayed deal between United and Confederation was, in any case, finally 

signed on November 30, 1937. The agreement preserved Confederation’s identity as a chain 

and ensured that its management would remain closely involved in the administration of its 

theatres, but granted control of the company to United through a complicated exchange of 

bonds and shares. Confederation’s board of directors was altered so as to reflect this new 

dual ownership. As per the agreement, four directors of the new board were to be appointed 

by pre-takeover Confederation shareholders, and six by the United group (including one 

Famous Players representative). It was further agreed that only pre-takeover Confederation 

shareholders would be entitled to participate in the election of Confederation’s president and 

secretary. George Ganetakos and his son, John G. Ganetakos, P.G. Demetre, H.N. Chauvin, 

and D.A. Murray were selected to represent United on Confederation’s board, while Famous 

Players delegated Nathan L. Nathanson.116 

The memorandum of agreement further provided guarantees that Najeeb Lawand, 

Ameen Lawand and E.N. Tabah would all retain their executive positions at Confederation. 
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Najeeb Lawand’s position as managing director was protected for ten years. Ameen Lawand, 

office assistant to the general manager, and E.N. Tabah, secretary and bookkeeper, were also 

to be retained by the “new” Confederation for a minimum of five years.117 The contract 

specified that Najeeb Lawand would remain “the sole person authorized to purchase films 

for the Confederation Amusements” (though all of his purchases had to be approved by the 

board of directors), and that Ameen Lawand would remain in charge of theater bookings. 

Najeeb Lawand, Ameen Lawand and E.N. Tabah agreed not to become involved, either 

directly or indirectly, with any other moving picture business operating within the Province 

of Quebec for the duration of their guaranteed employment by Confederation.118 

A second agreement signed concurrently with the one granting control of 

Confederation to United aimed to curb the competition between the two chains. Its central 

clauses provided that neither company could become interested in or build a theatre located 

within a radius of one mile of a theatre managed by the other company without having first 

offered a 50% interest in the new operation to the other company. Another clause, most 

likely drafted by Nathanson, prevented Confederation from “building, operating or being 

interested in a theatre in the downtown district of Montreal and other places in the 

Province.”119 

This second agreement quashed Confederation’s plans for its Queen Mary property, 

which was eventually sold to another quintessential Montreal chain operation, Steinberg’s 

Wholesale Groceterias, in June of 1938.120 In exchange for this concession, United agreed to 

sell to Confederation half of the Verdun property it had just acquired in September and was 

at the time in the process of converting into a moving picture theatre, the Savoy.121 

Management of the new house was also transferred to Confederation, which soon placed it 

in the capable hands of Eugene Maynard, who had worked as a pianist at the Théâtre 
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Français and Rialto in the silent era, and later managed the Outremont. Confederation and 

Maynard soon agreed on an English-language policy for the Savoy.122 The programme 

presented on the Savoy’s February 26, 1938, opening night reflected Confederation’s newly 

improved access to recent US films, as the film featured on that occasion, Tovarich (Anatole 

Litvak, Warner Bros., 1937), was simultaneously booked at the Strand, United’s downtown 

first-run house.123 

Events transpiring in early 1938 suggests that United’s takeover of Confederation 

might not have been a strictly local affair. In February of that year, Le Devoir published a 

front-page exposé claiming that the “North American film trust” (i.e., Famous Players, 

which had just approved, and possibly facilitated, the United - Confederation deal124) was 

about to re-enter the Quebec French film market. This exposé and its follow-up, published 

in early March, contain a slew of fact and rumors that cannot be verified in the incomplete 

corporate records preserved in archives. They nevertheless seem to have been written by 

somebody with deep insider knowledge of the Canadian film industry and, in any case, fit 

nicely with the events and situations documented elsewhere.125 

As outlined in Le Devoir’s piece, Famous Players’ plan provided for the conversion of 

Consolidated’s Princess and United’s Amherst into French-language first-run theatres at the 

start of the 1938-1939 theatrical season. This projected change of policy would have placed 

the two houses in direct competition with France-Film’s two leading theatres, the Cinéma de 

Paris and the Théâtre St. Denis. Second and subsequent runs of the films exhibited at the 

Princess and Amherst would have been granted to a number of United and Confederation 

theatres located in francophone neighborhoods. Famous Players also seems to have planned 

to include many of the theatres it already controlled in Quebec outside of Montreal, 

including the Quebec City Capitol and Arlequin, as well as the Three-Rivers Capitol, in its 
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French-language circuit. According to Le Devoir, Famous Players had further threatened to 

cut off the supply of US films of several independent exhibitors operating outside of 

Montreal if these were to keep getting their French films from France-Film rather than from 

Regal, who was to be the new circuit’s main supplier of French films. Regal was, incidentally, 

directed by Henry Nathanson, brother of Nathan L. By the time Le Devoir’s exposé was 

published, Regal had been operating a Paris bureau and buying French films for at least a 

few months.126  

Famous Players and Regal’s meddling in Quebec’s French film market was evidently 

opposed by France-Film, which risked losing a large number of patrons and outlets for the 

films it was distributing. It is also quite likely that DeSève and Janin anticipated that this 

renewed competition would drive up the prices asked by French producers. France-Film was 

however quite unexpectedly helped in its opposition to Famous Players’ projected French 

circuit by the provincial board of censors, which, as documented by Yves Lever, rejected 

many of the French productions imported by Regal. The files of the board of censors indeed 

reveal that between December 1937 and May 1938 no less than eleven French features 

submitted by Regal had been rejected. These included star products such as Pépé le Moko 

(Julien Duvivier, Paris Film, 1937) and Orage (Marc Allégret, Productions André Daven, 

1938).127 Clearly, the grasp of the Toronto-based Regal on the working of the Quebec board 

of censors as well as, more generally, on the idiosyncrasies of the Quebec market was no 

match for that of its competitor, as evidenced by the fact that France-Film would later 

manage to get many of these films approved for exhibition in Quebec.128 

Growing tensions over the issue of French film distribution and exhibition in Quebec 

forced the two groups organized around France-Film and Famous Players to convene a 

summit at Montreal’s select Mount Stephens Club on April 22, 1938. France-Film was 
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represented at the meeting by Janin and DeSève; United Amusement (and thus 

Confederation Amusements) by Bill Lester. Regal was, tellingly, represented by Nathan L. 

Nathanson.129 While United’s counsel, Henry Chauvin, later reported that “the conflicting 

interests of the parties [had] created several difficult situations,” both the France-Film and 

the Famous Players groups seem to have recognized that the situation developing in early 

1938 was potentially harmful to all parties, and that compromises had to be made.130 

The biggest compromise made over the course of the ensuing negotiations appears to 

have been made by Nathan L. Nathanson. According Chauvin’s report on the negotiations, 

Nathanson essentially agreed “not to have any dealings in French pictures either directly or 

indirectly” for a period of ten years.131 Regal consequently agreed to get out of the French 

film business and sell the French films it had acquired to France-Film. In return, France-

Film guaranteed 104 features yearly – enough for one new double-bill each week – to the 

United and Confederation chains, who reciprocated by undertaking not to book French 

films from any other source.132 Discussed but finally left out of the signed agreements was a 

clause in which “the parties reciprocally [obligated] themselves not to be interested in a 

theatre within a radius of a mile and a half of their present respective theatres.”133 

After several weeks of vigorous but otherwise cordial negotiations, three memoranda 

of agreement were signed on June 13, 1938. The first two covered Regal’s commitment not 

become involved in the distribution or exhibition of “French talking motion picture films,” 

as well as the transfer of the French films it had acquired to France-Film.134 The third 

memorandum of agreement dealt with the exhibition of French films by United and 

Confederation (whose March 13, 1936, contract with France-Film was thereby cancelled and 

superseded). It determined that, in Montreal, the Cinéma de Paris and Théâtre St. Denis 

would retain the first and second runs of the French films handled by France-Film. After a 
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four-week protection period following their exhibition at the St. Denis (who generally 

exhibited France-Film products after the downtown Cinéma de Paris), films would become 

available for third and subsequent runs to the United and Confederation chains (where runs 

typically lasted for two or three days, as opposed to one week in first-run houses such as the 

Cinéma de Paris and the St. Denis). [Figure 5.7] The contract between United, 

Confederation and France-Film did not provide for protection periods between United and 

Confederation houses, but required France-Film to wait thirty days after the last showing of 

one of its films in a United or Confederation theatre before it could make it available to its 

other Montreal houses or lease it to a third party. For this privileged access to French 

moving pictures, United and Confederation agreed to transfer 22.5% of the gross receipts 

generated by their theatres’ French programmes to France-Film.135 

Another clause of the agreement between France-Film, United and Confederation is 

worth quoting, as it provides us with a contemporary, industry-sanctioned definition of 

“programme.” The agreement thus states that France-Film was to supply United and 

Confederation each week with “what is known in the trade as a ‘programme’ which, 

generally speaking, at present consists of a full double bill programme of not less than 

fourteen reels of one thousand feet each, a news reel [sic], trailers, photographs and posters 

and any other advertising material.”136 The wording of this clause suggests that, while the 

film industry permitted some level of flexibility in the way “programmes” were defined and 

assembled, it nevertheless remained fully aware that, a quarter of a century after the 

supposed end of “variety programmes,” moving picture theatres still engaged, not in the 

exhibition of films per se, but in the presentation of “programmes.” 
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The events outlined in this chapter demonstrate that, in spite of the adverse conditions 

brought about by the threat of governmental intervention (see chapter 3) and the Great 

Depression (chapter 4), monopoly control of the film industry actually increased during this 

decade. True, a group of francophone entrepreneurs did manage to successfully wrest a 

significant part of the Quebec film market from Famous Players. Yet it could be argued that 

this situation did not so much break Famous Players’ monopoly as establish a sort of dual 

monopoly, which was eventually formally recognized by the agreements signed in June of 

1938 by Regal, United Amusement, Confederation Amusements, and France-Film. By the 

late 1930s, the newcomer could hold its own against Famous Players and Regal: France-Film 

distributed films to more than eighty Quebec film theatres, and operated many key houses 

located in Montreal and across the Province.137 Soon, it would even produce its own feature 

films. The interruption of French film exports in the wake of the German invasion of France 

in the spring of 1940 would eventually cause France-Film to temporarily pare down its 

activities and revise its policies, but by then the enterprise was sufficiently established in the 

Quebec film market to weather this contingency. As for Famous Players, the 1937 takeover 

of Confederation Amusements by United Amusement did finally bring the last independent 

theatres of any note involved in the exhibition of US films in Montreal within Nathanson’s 

extended network. 

The groups led by Famous Players and France-Film obviously did not stop competing 

for patrons, but at least they had made sure that they would not increase their expenses by 

competing for product. Their cohabitation also entailed some positive side effects for the 

industry as a whole, as it most likely helped increase the presence of moving pictures in the 

public consciousness and daily life of the Province. Famous Players and France-Film’s dual 

networks likely stimulated demand by ensuring that most Quebec cities, neighborhoods and 
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towns were well served by different chains of theatres offering French and English-language 

products. In Montreal, the movies undoubtedly remained the default option to anybody 

seeking entertainment in the 1930s.
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Chapter 6 

British Theatres, US Pictures and French Dubs:  

Odeon in Montreal, 1941-1952 

 

In Canadian film history, 1941 is generally remembered as the year where Nathan L. 

Nathanson left Famous Players Canadian Corporation and organized Odeon Theatres of 

Canada. The new organization soon proceeded to become the first theatre chain to 

successfully compete with Famous Players in much of the country. In Quebec, however, the 

arrival of Odeon was complicated by a few issues, none the least being the sudden passing of 

Nathanson in the spring of 1943.1 In addition to being the main character behind the new 

chain, Nathanson was the sole Odeon executive with any real experience of the Quebec 

market. More than three years would consequently elapse between the opening of Odeon’s 

first theatres in Toronto and Vancouver and the acquisition of the chain’s first Quebec 

theatres in the winter of 1945.  

This chapter will concentrate on Odeon’s early years in Montreal, as well as on the 

series of events that seemingly prepared the chain’s entry on the local market. Much of the 

events covered here will thus revolve around the last film theatre erected in Montreal before 

war regulations suspended the building of new cinemas between 1941 and 1946, the Notre-

Dame-de-Grâce Kent theatre. We will follows the Kent from its erection by a small 

independent chain, Superior Theatres, through its years as an Odeon theatre, and its 

subsequent acquisition by Montreal’s largest theatre chain, United Amusement, in 1951. In 

addition to having been operated by no less than three chains in ten years, the Kent was also 

involved in an important series of legal proceedings aiming to reform the national film 

market. Stretching over most of 1944, these proceedings instituted by the Kent’s initial 



255 

owners, Jules Laine and Ben Garson, were closely followed by industry leaders in Toronto 

and New York, and shed much light on the conditions framing the arrival of Odeon 

Theatres of Canada in the Province of Quebec. Through them, a better understanding of the 

state of the local film market, as well as of the programming strategies devised by the 

Quebec Odeon theatres in the postwar years can be developed. 

The story of the Kent theatre and of the early years of Odeon in Quebec further 

provides a useful example the various processes by which a system will strive to reach a 

renewed state of relative equilibrium after a new agent is introduced. The evidence exposed 

in this chapter reveals a wide range of tactics and strategies deployed by exhibitors to gain or 

maintain a favorable position in the film market. New theatre chains like Superior and 

Odeon either managed to get the more established exhibitors to concede a portion of the 

market – often one that they had been unwilling or ill-equipped to satisfy – or quickly 

disappeared.  

The events reconstructed through the collected data presented in this chapter also 

illustrate how the actions of the various agents participating in a system are largely shaped by 

the actions of other agents, as well as by ever-changing external circumstances. The Odeon 

case more particularly provides an eloquent demonstration of the fact that tracking down 

and identifying a theatre or chain’s corporate owners does not suffice to explain its 

programming strategies. As we will see, success finally came to Odeon in Quebec when, 

listening to the advice of its local managers, the chain phased out the programming of 

feature films produced by its British corporate owners and started to emphasize the 

exhibition of French-dubbed versions of US pictures in its Montreal theatres. Evidence 

shows that the chain’s eventual success had less to do with Odeon Theatres of Canada’s 

connection with British film producers than with the fact that its main opposition in 
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Montreal, Famous Players and United Amusement, had long failed to seize the commercial 

potential of these dubbed versions, which, as we have seen in chapter 5, had been widely 

produced in France in the 1930s. Had Odeon been a simple marketing tool for British 

pictures, it would have been doomed from the start in Quebec.  

Faraway events seemingly disconnected from the local business of film exhibition also 

contributed to Odeon’s success. For instance, the fact that many US film producers decided 

to launch the production of French dubs on a large scale in the mid-1940s – which greatly 

helped Odeon carve a niche in the Montreal market – was but a direct consequence of the 

Liberation of France from German occupation in 1944. The analyses of the various 

commercial tactics outlined in this chapter must consequently be set against the larger 

historical context, while remaining focused on the particular conditions under which film 

exhibitors operated in Montreal. Paul S. Moore has already convincingly demonstrated how 

Odeon’s eventual success was contingent on its adoption of a different set of tactics in each 

of the various markets in which it operated. It is very unlikely that Odeon would have 

succeeded, had it used the same commercial tactics in Montreal, Toronto or Vancouver.2 

But Odeon’s management was crafty, and, as we will see, the new chain managed to 

firmly establish its presence in Montreal by the early 1950s. This situation brought the 

various theatre chains then doing business in Montreal to quickly reach a tacit agreement 

over a new de facto division of the market, which would remain effective for many decades. 

This unspoken agreement benefited the established exhibitors – a category now including 

Odeon – by simultaneously lessening competition between the established chains and 

making it very difficult for new agents to enter the market. As a result, the years covered by 

this chapter saw no repetition of the much-discussed Famous Players - Allen Theatres war of 

the early 1920s. The new Odeon national chain managed to firmly establish its presence in 
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Montreal without taking much of the markets served by Famous Players, Consolidated 

Theatres, United Amusement, Confederation Amusements, and France-Film.  

This seemingly paradoxical situation can be explained quite simply. In spite of the 

rationing and building regulations, the war years were marked by a strong continuous growth 

for the Canadian film industry. And, contrarily to what happened in the United States, where 

available data shows a steady fall in theatrical moviegoing beginning in the last months of 

1946, attendance in Canadian moving picture theatres actually kept rising right until the 

beginning of regular television broadcasts in 1952.3 According to data collected by the 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics (Table 6.1), while it had taken more than a decade for 

 
Table 6.1: Canadian film theatres annual receipts, 1930-1952 

 

Source: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, quoted in “Still Going Up!,” Canadian Film 
Weekly (28 October 1953): 5 
Figures do not include drive-ins and itinerant operators. 1949-1952 figures include 
Newfoundland. 

 

Canadian film receipts to get back to their 1930 level ($38,479,500, and that’s not even taking 

inflation into account), receipts more than doubled between 1940 and 1949. By 1952, 
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Canadian theatres’ receipts collectively reached the impressive sum of $100,554,173. 

Admissions almost doubled between 1939 and 1952, going from 137,898,668 to 

253,096,281.4 

Chains benefited the most from this growth, as shown in tables 6.2-6.5. 

 

According to the Dominion Bureau of Statistics, independents (defined as the “individuals 

or firms operating only one theatre”) went down from taking 28.7% of the national gross in 

1937 to 20.1% in 1952, while the proportion of Canadian theatres they represented went 

down from 54.3% to 50.5% over the same years. Between 1937 and 1952, the proportion of 

cinemas operated by chains controlling twenty or more theatres remained relatively stable, 

going from 24.6% to 25.3%. These, however, went on from taking 53.6% of the national 

gross in 1937 to 58% in 1952. 

Still, Odeon did much more than simply surf on the sustained growth of the Canadian 

film market between 1941 and 1952. In Montreal, the chain gained a prominent position by 

concentrating on both the new products available and the territories developed during this 

second golden age of the business of film exhibition. Odeon thus emphasized the building 

and acquisition of theatres located in the outlying neighborhoods developed in the postwar 
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years. When French-dubbed versions of Hollywood films became available with greater 

frequency in the mid-1940s, it also seized the chance to serve more fully the French-speaking 

population that accounted for roughly half of Montreal’s million inhabitants.5 In the months 

preceding the advent of French dubs in Montreal in the spring of 1944, the number of local 

moving picture theatres exhibiting French-features on a regular basis had been down to one 

(France-Film’s Théâtre St. Denis), due to the interruption of French imports caused by the 

war. In the opinion of Hye Bossin, editor of the leading Canadian film trade journal of the 

era, the Canadian Film Weekly (launched in 1941), this “coming of Hollywood dubs” 

represented one of the main developments responsible for the rise in attendance in Quebec 

in the second half of the 1940s.6 The exhibition of dubbed films in Odeon theatres must 

consequently be regarded as one of the most essential developments of the film business in 

postwar Montreal – the one opportunity that permitted the new Odeon chain to take its 

place alongside the various Famous Players-affiliated chains (Consolidated Theatres, United 

Amusement and Confederation Amusements) and France-Film in the local market. 

 

Born to Lose: Superior’s Kent Theatre 

Odeon did not build its Montreal circuit from scratch, nor did it know right from the 

start what to programme in its Quebec theatres. On both counts, Odeon’s eventual success 

largely rested on the groundwork established in the early 1940s by a small independent chain, 

Superior Theatres.  

A key date in Superior Theatres’ history was the June 20, 1941 grand opening of its 

flagship theatre, the Kent. Located in the predominantly anglophone middle-class 

neighborhood of Notre-Dame-de-Grâce, in Montreal’s west island, Superior’s latest was a 

modern but rather modest theatre seating 675. According to the weekly Standard, some of 
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the opening’s highlights were a parade led by the Royal Montreal Regiment band, an 

informal dance held in the theatre’s upper lounge, and a personal appearance by none other 

than Canadian-born Fay Wray – nowadays a cult figure thanks to her leading role in King 

Kong (Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, RKO, 1933), but then a mere B-movie 

actress on the decline. In spite of the presence of a bona fide Hollywood personality, the true 

star of the evening turned out to be Flight Lieutenant Hartland Molson, a veteran of the 

Battle of Britain then in the midst of a promotional tour for the “Wings for Britain” fund. 

Newspaper advertisements proudly proclaimed that the gross receipts for the Kent’s first 

week of operation would be donated to this fund aiming to provide Britain with new fighter 

planes. 

Conspicuously missing from The Standard’s account of the Kent’s opening night was 

any mention of the films presented. This is not entirely surprising, given that the best feature 

that the Kent management could get its hands on for its grand opening was Who Killed Aunt 

Maggie? (Arthur Lubin, 1940), a run of the mill Republic Pictures production. In most 

theatres, this type of B-picture was only used for the lower half of double bills.7 The Kent 

thus found itself in the underdog position from its opening night, lacking as it was the 

privileged access to the products of the leading film producers that its opposition benefited 

from.  

Situated at the intersection of Sherbrooke Street West and Hingston Street, between a 

farm and railroad tracks, the Kent mainly competed for patronage with the four theatres 

then operated by United Amusement and Confederation Amusements in the Notre-Dame-

de-Grâce district. [Figure 6.1] Its nearest competitor, the Empress theatre, stood ten blocks 

east on Sherbrooke Street, and had benefited since the 1937 takeover of Confederation by 

United Amusement from the latter’s privileged access to the output of Hollywood’s leading 
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producers.8 Further east on Sherbrooke Street, just the outside of the city limits of 

Westmount, stood United’s Westmount theatre, in which the Allen family still had an 

interest.9 The two other commercial film theatres doing business in Notre-Dame-de-Grâce 

at the time of the Kent’s opening were directly operated by United Amusement. The oldest 

of the two, the Monkland theatre located on the avenue of the same name had been opened 

in 1930 by United as an answer to Confederation’s Empress, then a competitor.10 Its 

Spanish-atmospheric décor sharply contrasted with that of the neighborhood’s most recent 

United theatre, the 1937 Snowdon, whose streamlined white façade and black sign stood out 

on Decarie.11 

By the time of the Kent’s opening, the Snowdon had come to occupy a special 

position in the Montreal film market. Conveniently located near a major transportation hub 

in the predominantly English-speaking west end of the city, this modern theatre built in a 

style reminiscent of that of the British Odeon theatres had become, following a change of 

policy in the spring of 1940, the “home of first-run British pictures” in Montreal.12 (The 

Snowdon also regularly exhibited second-run US pictures when no British films were 

available.) This granted the theatre a special status. According to a statement made by 

United’s solicitor, H.N. Chauvin: “the exhibitors treated the Snowdon as a theatre apart 

from all others, drawing its patrons from anywhere and everywhere just as do the first-run 

theatres in the centre of the City to a greater degree.”13 

The Kent’s owners, Benjamin A. Garson and Jules Laine, no doubt knew beforehand 

that obtaining films of relatively recent vintage for their Notre-Dame-de-Grâce theatre 

would prove quite difficult.14 They were, after all, hardened industry veterans. The New 

York-born Jules Laine had for instance been active in the Canadian film business since 1913. 

Prior to his partnership with Garson, he had mostly been involved in film distribution, 
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having been associated over most of the 1920s and 1930s with the Allens, as well as with 

Columbia Pictures of Canada.15 Laine had also been in charge of Montreal’s Amherst theatre 

for some time in the 1930s.16 As for Ben Garson, who had once been an exhibitor in 

Ontario, he had been the owner of a Montreal poster exchange, Cinema Service Registered, 

since the early 1930s.17 

Just like the Allens and Confederation Amusements before them, Laine and Garson 

had first attempted to solve their supply issues by striking a deal with the well-connected 

United Amusement. The two parties had entered negotiations just as construction on the 

Kent was about to start in the winter of 1941, not long after Laine and Garson had learned 

that United was considering getting a lease on the 835-seat theatre that a private contractor, 

Jas. H. Maher, was about to build on Queen Mary Road just east of Decarie. United’s 

directors were at the time told by their president, Ernest Cousins, that:  

Messrs. Laine and Garson had considered building a theatre in the vicinity but on 
being informed that the United Company were interested in the Maher 
proposition, informed the United Company that they were willing to cancel all 
arrangements they had made if they could come to some partnership agreement 
with the United Company in this new deal. They expressed a desire to be 
interested to the extent of 33.3% in this venture.18 
 

As a result, United bought a half interest in the still unfinished Kent, as well as in another 

Laine-Garson theatre still under construction, the Villeray (8046 St. Denis) on March 11.19 

The deal was ratified by United’s directors on July 7, a few weeks after the Kent’s opening. It 

however seems to have never been consummated, and was eventually cancelled by United 

before the year’s end, on December 16.20 The Kent deal might have been affected by 

Maher’s failure to launch construction work on the Queen Mary Road theatre before the war 

regulations suspending the building of new theatres came into effect in October of 1941. It 

seems likely that United’s intention was to pool the two new Laine-Garson theatres, the 

Kent and the Villeray, with its projected Queen Mary Road theatre.21 
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Sometime in the fall of 1941, a few months after the Kent’s opening, Laine and 

Garson organized their various Montreal operations into Superior Theatres.22 In addition to 

the Kent and the Villeray, Superior took over two fairly ancient theatres: the Midway, located 

on St. Lawrence Boulevard at St. Catherine, and Verdun’s Perron Hall. Superior also added 

to its circuit the more recent Beaubien, erected in 1937 in Rosemont, which Laine and 

Garson had just acquired from France-Film, as well as the Rex, located in St. Jérôme, sixty 

kilometers north of Montreal.23 The new chain also inherited from the Verdun Palace leased 

by Garson from Consolidated Theatres since 1936, and the St. Catherine Street East Electra 

operated by Garson since at least 1938.24 Superior’s theatres typically presented double-bills 

changed twice a week. As the modest advertisements regularly published by the chain in La 

Presse and the Montreal Daily Star reveal, the films its theatres exhibited came from a wide 

range of Hollywood major and poverty row studios. The one thing they had in common, 

however, is that they were always at least a few months – if not years – old. 

Laine and Garson’s first attempt to reform the Montreal film market and gain access 

to better and newer films came in March 1942, less than a year after the Kent’s opening, 

when they submitted a formal complaint to the Wartime Prices and Trade Board. It claimed 

that over the winter of 1942, United Amusement had pressured distributors into suspending 

the rental of films to Superior theatres in-between dates in United’s Montreal theatres, and 

that this request contravened established industry practices. They argued that, up until then, 

distributors had been permitted to lease prints to independent Montreal theatres or out-of-

town theatres when there was a few days gap in-between bookings in United theatres.25 

Laine and Garson maintained that the practice had long been tolerated, as long as the United 

theatres located in the vicinity of the independent being offered the film had already played 

it. Superior consequently claimed that United’s alleged attempt to suppress these spot 
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bookings contravened Wartime Order 99, which permitted the board’s administrator of 

services to “regulate the supply, distribution and exhibition of films […] to prevent a change 

in policy which, if allowed, will result in a restraint of trade contrary to the public interest.”26 

Laine and Garson’s first complaint was rejected by the board. The pair nevertheless 

returned with another complaint the following year, on March 5, 1943. This time, Superior 

went more directly to the point and accused United Amusement of violating a provision of 

the Wartime Prices and Trade Regulations stating that:  

no person shall acquire, accumulate or withhold from sale any goods or services 
beyond an amount which is reasonably required for the ordinary purposes of his 
business [or] unduly prevent, limit or lessen the manufacture, production, 
transportation, sale, supply or distribution of any goods or services.27 
 

Superior’s lawyer, Hellman Swards, made a point to remind the Board that this provision 

was to “all intents and purposes similar in scope to […] provisions of the Combines 

Investigation Act.” Superior’s complaint was nevertheless denied for the second time. In his 

reply to Swards, the board’s administrator of services bluntly declared that “it would require 

a much stronger case […] to justify any action on our part interfering with contract rights 

enjoyed by exhibitors under basic contracts.”28 The administrator even suggested that 

United’s contract was actually beneficial to other exhibitors, since it had been amended to 

limit United’s run to ninety days and did not provide for any clearance period. Films 

consequently became available to other Montreal exhibitors the day after their last showing 

in a United theatre. The administrator noted that, in the city where he was based, Toronto: 

“the system seems to be to grant a clearance of fifty-six days over a theatre which is within a 

very short distance of the first-run theatre, and to grant clearances of from [sic] fourteen to 

forty-two days over theatres otherwise located.”29 

The board nevertheless hinted at the fact that conflicts between Montreal exhibitors 

could eventually be diminished by a reform of the distribution system. As noted in the 
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administrator’s reply, film distribution did not follow the dominant North American model 

in Montreal, meaning that, contrarily to most American and Canadian cities, Montreal was 

not zoned for the purpose of exhibition. This echoed the preamble of Superior’s initial 

complaint, where the chain representatives also noted that the overriding reality of 

Montreal’s film market wasn’t zones, but chains. Independent exhibitors could not gain 

access to new releases until they had made the round of the various Famous Players and 

United Amusement theatres scattered across the city. (Interestingly, Superior does not 

mention France-Film in the rapid sketch of the Montreal film market included in its 1942 

complaint, a most intriguing omission in light of the future programming policies of its 

successor, Odeon’s General Theatres.) By the time they finally became available to 

independent exhibitors, films were at least several months old, and had already been seen all-

over the city.30 

Presumably sensing that they were unlikely to convince the court that the public was 

being defrauded by a combine, Swards, Laine and Garson decided to change their strategy. 

Instead of launching a frontal attack on the exhibitors and distributors allegedly part of the 

combine, they would attempt to make the distribution system unravel by exposing 

compromising facts through a seemingly innocuous court case. Possibly taking the hint 

dropped by the administrator of the Wartime Prices and Trade Board, Swards, Laine and 

Garson decided to make zones the focal point of their next action.  

Superior’s next move came in January of 1944 when United’s Snowdon theatre started 

to advertise the Warner feature Watch on the Rhine (Herman Shumlin, 1943) as a coming 

attraction through posters, newspapers ads, and by exhibiting a film trailer. Convinced that 

the Kent had the right to play the film first, Laine and Garson informed United that the 

coming exhibition of Watch on the Rhine at the Snowdon “would constitute a violation of 
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[Superior’s] contractual rights and of the Wartime Regulations and Orders as well as of the 

custom and practice established over a period of years.”31 United’s refusal to yield to 

Superior promptly ignited the year-long series of legal proceedings, charges and 

countercharges that would in time come to be known to newspaper readers as “la guerre des 

films” – “the films war.”32  

The wide coverage granted by trade journals and daily newspapers to the Kent’s case 

suggests that much more than the priority rights of one neighborhood movie house over 

another was at stake in this “films war.” In an internal communication, United’s counsel, 

Henry N. Chauvin, outlined what he believed to be the central point of the Plaintiff’s case:  

it is not contended that [the] delay of eight weeks is unreasonable, but that the system 
employed by the United in contracting for all its pictures en bloc and its determining 
the order in which the pictures should be played in its theatres, is in itself illegal and in 
restraint of trade.33 
 

Thus, in the words of Frank Chauvin – son of Henry and part of United’s legal team:  

it seems […] that the principle involved in [...] our present litigation with Kent 
Theatres, is whether the conditions of the United contracts with distributors are 
reasonably necessary for the proper conduct of United’s business, or whether these 
conditions or any of them have been imposed upon the distributor for the purpose of 
injuring a competitor or competitors.34 
 

The Kent priority case must therefore be situated within the wider context of the Canadian 

film market. On this regard, a first relevant fact is that the turmoil caused by the creation of 

Odeon Theatres of Canada in the winter of 1941 and the second (and final) departure of 

Nathan L. Nathanson from Famous Players in May of the same year had still not settled on a 

new quietly agreed upon division of the Canadian film market by 1944.35 While the new 

Odeon had managed to acquire more than ninety-four theatres accounting for nearly 66,000 

seats nation-wide (against 327 theatres and 306,995 seats for Famous Players), and become 

well-entrenched in Toronto and Vancouver, it had yet to make inroads in some territories, 

like Quebec.36 For independent exhibitors like Laine and Garson, this ongoing struggle 
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between Famous Players and Odeon might have seemed like the first real opportunity in two 

decades to break the virtual monopoly of Famous Players and its affiliates. 

Evidence shows that many leading industry members and representatives also were of 

the opinion that the Kent priority case had the potential to upset established hierarchies in 

the field of exhibition. The Canadian Film Weekly’s Hye Bossin for instance observed in a 

March of 1944 piece that: “The doings in Montreal may have a wide effect on Canadian 

distribution methods.”37 Some months later, after the final judgment in the case had been 

rendered, J.J. Fitzgibbons, who had succeeded Nathanson at the head of Famous Players, 

transmitted to Henry Chauvin and the United Amusement the congratulations of Barney 

Balaban and Autin C. Keough, respectively head and chief attorney of Paramount Pictures, 

who had apparently been following the case in New York. Fitzgibbons further told Chauvin 

that: “The importance of this decision to the Industry was the reason I suggested the 

inquiries which were made of you by the trade paper writers.”38 

Laine’s and Garson’s case, as outlined in the petition presented by Superior Theatres 

to the District of Montreal Superior Court on January 26, 1944, attempted to use the 

Snowdon’s aforementioned exceptional status against its operator, United Amusement.39 Still 

“the home of British first-run pictures,” the Snowdon was not mentioned in the contracts 

signed by the Kent theatre with the main distributors of US films. For instance, the Kent’s 

contract with Vitagraph (who distributed Warner in Montreal, and consequently was 

United’s co-respondent in the case) only specified that the Kent theatre was entitled to show 

Warner films after the Westmount or Empress (both theatres being pooled) and the 

Monkland. This was interpreted by the Kent’s owners as “third run in the zone.”40 Superior 

further argued that the exhibition of Warner features in an additional United Theatre located 

in the same zone as the Kent violated the orders issued by the Wartime Prices and Trade 
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Board. In order to curb competition during wartime, the Board forbade distributors to alter 

the runs established over the “basic period,” i.e. the four-week-long snapshot of the industry 

taken as the Board was about to enforce its new orders in 1941.41 

The interim injunction by which the Kent theatre sought to prevent the showing of 

Watch on the Rhine at the Snowdon was however denied on January 31, 1944. In his judgment, 

Justice Pierre Casgrain explained that “the Kent theatre had not proved that it had an 

acquired right of priority over the Snowdon for this particular picture.”42 Laine and Garson 

reacted by claiming that the defendant had defeated the ends of justice by means of false 

evidence by testifying that, firstly, the Kent and the Snowdon were not in the same zone 

and, secondly, that there were actually no zones in Montreal.43 They consequently decided to 

appeal from judge Casgrain’s decision. Their amended petition for interim or interlocutory 

injunction was deposited on March 13. It claimed that: 

Since at least 1937, the said Respondent United Amusement Corporation Limited, by 
and as a result of its method of contracting en bloc illegally with the Respondent 
Vitagraph Limited as aforesaid, and with others, for all the available motion pictures or 
photoplays released and distributed in Montreal, except French productions, for all its 
thirty or more theatres and of itself determining the priority of exhibition of the said 
productions in its twenty or more theatres in the district of Montreal, and by and as a 
result of illegally preventing the said Kent Theatre and others from exhibiting all the 
said motion pictures or photoplays until the same had been first exhibited in all the said 
twenty or more theatres of the said Respondent United Amusement Corporation 
Limited, the latter has violated and contravened the law, in that it has operated an 
illegal combine and monopoly unduly limiting the facilities for supplying and dealing in 
the exhibition of motion picture films; has unduly restricted and injured trade in 
relation thereto; and has unduly prevented, limited or lessened competition in the 
rental, purchase, sale, supply and exhibition thereof; the whole contrary to the 
provisions of section 496 and 498 of the criminal code.44 
 

Judge Louis Cousineau consented to hear Laine and Garson’s case, and additionally granted 

Superior Superior an interim injunction prohibiting the Snowdon to show Vitagraph films 

not yet exhibited at the Kent.45 

Hearings for the priority case were set to begin at the Montreal Superior Court on 

March 17, 1944. In their pleas, the Defendants presented tightly coordinated defenses – 
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which should come as no surprise, since United had from the outset agreed to foot the bill 

for Vitagraph’s defense and to pay up any eventual damages awarded to Superior Theatres.46 

(It could be argued that this situation reveals more about the power and influence of the 

Famous Players-affiliated United Amusement than it does about Vitagraph’s own interests in 

the case.) Superior reprised an argument it had already made in 1942 in its first case to the 

Wartime Prices and Trade Board, and claimed that Vitagraph’s long-standing policy of 

renting films to independent exhibitors in-between runs in United theatres had been 

“brusquely changed upon the insistence of United Amusement.” A Vitagraph notice 

informing Superior that a number of previously agreed upon play dates in their theatres had 

been cancelled due to “circumstances beyond [the exchange’s] control” was produced in 

court by Superior.47 

Unsurprisingly, United Amusement and Vitagraph disputed most of the claims of the 

Kent theatre’s operators. Vitagraph stated in its testimony that the Kent “[did] not possess 

any of the contractual rights which it [pretended] to have.” This bold assertion evidently 

proceeded from Vitagraph’s main claim, which was that the Kent theatre had actually let its 

Vitagraph contract lapse through “negligence, delay and carelessness.” The claim at the core 

of both Vitagraph’s and United Amusement’s arguments however remained that “the zone 

system which the Plaintiff pretends to exist has, in fact, become quite obsolete in the City 

and District of Montreal since at least fourteen years.” This assertion was supported by some 

distributors outside of court. In a letter to Henry Chauvin, RKO’s Montreal branch 

manager, H.F. Taylor, defined a “zone” as “a competitive area agreed upon by a Board of 

Distributors and Exhibitors,” and argued that “as no such Board ever sat in Montreal, then 

there is no zoning for the mutual use of exhibitors and distributors.”48 United stated in its 

plea that the disappearance of zones in Montreal had been brought by its method “of 
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contracting for all its theatres en bloc and determining the order of priority in which the 

pictures are exhibited by its various theatres.” 

Through the months-long series of proceedings that followed, a wealth of data 

regarding the practices and operations of Montreal’s vertically integrated distributors and 

exhibitors was – much to the benefits of future historians – made public through the pleas, 

testimonies and documents produced in court. Taken as a whole, this evidence constitutes a 

fascinating snapshot of Montreal’s film market in the months leading to the coming of 

Odeon. It confirms that the downtown movie palaces operated by the Famous Players-

affiliated Consolidated Theatres remained entitled to the first-run of most of the productions 

handled by the leading distributors of English-language films. This could be followed by a 

second downtown run at Consolidated’s Imperial if a film had done well during its first-run. 

Each film then became available to the United Amusement circuit forty-nine days after the 

conclusion of its first-run (thirty-five if it had been shown as part of a double-bill). United 

benefited from a ninety days (nearly thirteen weeks) period to show the film in its theatres 

scattered across the island of Montreal.49 The circuit’s representatives however testified in 

court that seven or eight weeks were generally sufficient to cover United’s twenty theatres. 

[Figure 6.2]  

A secondary claim made by United’s legal team was that the issue of zones was 

ultimately trumped by that of prints in the local film market. By the early 1940s, distributors 

were still striking two prints for the Quebec release of most titles, with a third print being 

sometimes borrowed from a neighboring Province and made available to United for the first 

weeks of its exclusivity period (see chapter 2). The limited availability of prints permitted 

Henry Chauvin to claim in a letter to RKO’s Montreal bureau that: “When an exhibitor in 

the west end of the City states that he should not have to wait upon a theatre in the east end, 
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he raises a question that does not exist, the point being that he has to wait because there is 

no print available for him.”50 United thus claimed in court that its centralized booking 

system actually benefited independent exhibitors. The chain’s main argument on that regard 

was that, by making it possible to cut down the time necessary to cover its twenty Montreal 

theatres from thirteen to eight weeks, its centralized booking system actually granted 

independent exhibitors a better access to most film releases. United further emphasized the 

fact that it was not asking for any protection period, and that competing theatres were 

consequently free to book films the day after their last showing in a United theatre. 

Superior Theatres meanwhile attempted to demonstrate that Famous Players and its 

affiliates were actually responsible for the distributors’ allegedly unfair practices. Swards 

produced a special witness in the person of Archie J. Mason, an independent exhibitor from 

Springhill, Nova Scotia, and the Chairman of the National Council of Independents. Mason 

appeared before Judge Cousineau on April 3, after a brief adjournment of the hearings. In 

his testimony, the Nova Scotia exhibitor asserted that Famous Players had pressured 

distributors into subjecting his Springhill theatre to an abusive clearance period (a claim 

familiar the readers of the 1931 White Report) in order to protect the theatre it was 

operating sixteen miles away. Mason’s testimony did not worry United’s legal team, who 

judged most of his claims irrelevant.51 

Mason nevertheless caused United Amusement’s counsel some discomfort by stating 

that, as a Famous Players affiliate, the Montreal chain benefited from the Paramount, RKO 

and Fox franchises held by Famous. Mason then reiterated the central claim made by 

commissioner Peter White back in 1931, namely that Famous Players controlled most 

distributors through these franchises, as well as through the massive combined buying power 

of its chain and various affiliates. Judging that this line of argument had to be countered, 
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Chauvin requested some complementary data on these franchises from Famous Players. “I 

would like to know,” explained Chauvin, “the worst that could be proven against us. I am 

not nervous about the result but I do not wish to be taken by surprise.”52 United and 

Famous eventually determined that two lines of argument could be used to counter Mason’s 

claim. They could first bring out the fact that similar charges had been dismissed when 

Famous Players had been prosecuted in Ontario under the Combines Act in 1932 (see 

Chapter 3).53 The defense could, secondly, attempt to demonstrate that, contrary to Mason’s 

claim, United did not benefit from the various franchises held by Famous Players.54 

In court, tension mounted as Superior’s counsel, Swards, summoned George 

Ganetakos to be questioned. United’s managing-director proved to be either a “difficult” or 

“splendid” witness depending on which side of the case one sat.55 In a letter to Fitzgibbons 

(who had also been summoned), Chauvin lauded Ganetakos for his ability to throw his 

opponent without falling into contempt of court. Chauvin’s letter also reveal the mounting 

level of acrimony between the case’s appellants and defendants: 

I understand you have arranged to have your evidence taken in Toronto instead of 
coming here to suffer from the nasty tongue of Mr. Swards. George is proving to be a 
match from the swollen headed lawyer, but unless you have got your Irish up, it is 
better to avoid insults under the protection of the Court.56 
 

Sadly, Ganetakos’s lenghty testimony does not appear to have been preserved. It 

nevertheless seems that nothing much was revealed over the many days – eleven in all – 

during which Ganetakos was examined by Swards between April 3 and May 29, as United’s 

managing-director proved most adept at deflecting Swards’s increasingly pointed questions. 

On the issue of franchises, Ganetakos merely stated that the he had never made any 

direct use of the Famous-Lasky franchise transferred by Famous Players to United 

Amusement in 1924. Ganetakos for instance explained that while the agreement provided 

for a percentage deal, he favored flat prices for rentals. In a private communication with 
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Famous’ management, United’s counsel remarked that the Famous-Lasky franchise had 

actually expired on the last day of 1940.57 Another claim made by Ganetakos was that the 

various franchises listed by Swards actually only covered the films’ first-run, which Famous 

Players used in its own theatres. This was substantiated by Chauvin’s analysis of the 

franchise contracts provided by Famous Players. In a letter to Fitzgibbons, United’s counsel 

explained that he had concluded upon examining Famous Players’ RKO franchise that: “if 

the others are in similar terms, Famous is unable to pass on any benefits to United and the 

distributors are free to contract freely with United.”58 United’s general manager nevertheless 

admitted in court that he had always considered that the franchise had given him a “certain 

amount of assurance that he would always be able to get the Paramount programme.” As for 

the United Amusement shares allotted to Famous Players in 1924 and 1936 (see chapters 3 

and 4), Ganetakos testified that “the principal consideration […] had been the undertaking 

by Famous not to build outside the down town district of Montreal.”  

This confusion over the scope and provisions of the various franchise agreements held 

by Famous Players is in a way very telling. It suggests an industry still largely governed, not 

by lawyers and written contracts, but by verbal agreements made by a few key players behind 

closed doors. It also reveals the familiarity and informality typical of the relations between 

most of the agents involved in the Canadian film industry – a consequence of the industry’s 

relative stability over the preceding two decades. Up until the advent of Odeon Theatres of 

Canada, most of the exhibitors and distributors seemed to have known their place in the 

industry’s hierarchy, and to have more or less willfully stuck to it. All appear to have been 

well aware that the slightest hint of discord would have greatly helped the cause of the 

proponents of governmental intervention. 
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It could be noted that this modus operandi inherited from the industry’s wild and woolly 

early days (in which most of the key individuals involved in the Kent case had participated) 

may also be linked to the confusion and infighting that had followed the expiration of the 

voting trust governing Famous Players in 1939. Moore has described how Nathanson fell 

out with his US partners when it became clear that the new head of Paramount, Barney 

Balaban, would not honor an unwritten promise purportedly made by his predecessor, 

Adolph Zukor, at the time of his return to the company back in 1933. According to various 

sources, Nathanson had been led to believe that he would gain official control of Famous 

Players at the expiration of the voting trust, which obviously did not happen.59 

Ganetakos’s apparent lack of interest for written contracts did not prevent Swards 

from questioning him on a particular clause of the agreement signed by Famous Players and 

United Amusement on October 27, 1936, which specified that: 

Famous Players obliges itself […] to assist the United in every reasonable manner 
during the currency of these presents in the purchase of films for all theatres in which 
the United Company is or shall be interested.60  
 

Ganetakos claimed that the assistance he had received had been “limited to information in 

respect to any request that he might make upon Famous.” He added that Famous had 

“means of knowing in advance of each contract season the pictures that were outstanding,” 

and thus could give him a general idea of the value of each distributor’s forthcoming 

programme. Swards tried to get Ganetakos to confess that Famous had “used its influence 

with the distributors in United’s favor,” but could not get anything out than the admission 

that, while “Famous might […] have put in a good word for him,” he himself “could not 

prove it.”61 Swards nevertheless managed to establish that United and Ganetakos had sold 

their privileged access to the films of the leading distributors to a few selected independent 

exhibitors. The Laval, Orléans and Lord Nelson theatres were identified as three of the 
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Montreal independents that had obtained a better run than Superior’s theatres in exchange 

for “a small remuneration” to Ganetakos and/or United.62 

In their private communications, United Amusement and Famous Players shared 

some more relevant information with their legal team. The letters preserved in the Cinéma 

Impérial collection thus give us a valuable insight into the management of the United chain, 

as well as the current state of its relationship with Famous Players’ Toronto management. 

Through these, it becomes possible to somewhat gauge the influence exerted by various 

agents on the booking of United’s theatres. In one of his letters, Henry Chauvin for instance 

made the much revealing observation: 

I understand that since the late Mr. Nathanson severed his connection with Famous 
Players, United has contracted freely for its own pictures. As a matter of fact, I 
understand Nathanson’s interest was to see that the United contracted with 
distributors, with whom he had a personal connection, rather than exercising any 
Franchise in Famous Players favour.63 
 

Chauvin most likely referred to Regal Films, which distributed MGM in Canada, and still was 

managed by Nathan L. Nathanson’s brother, Henry Nathanson. 

In another letter, Chauvin noted that United was buying its films “under a selective 

contract,” meaning that it was not obliged to book all of the pictures handled by the 

distributors with which it contracted.64 United reported having contracted for 223 pictures in 

1942-1943, out of 489 actual releases (554 had been announced). The chain’s minimum 

requirement was 208 pictures (two features for each show, two changes of programme per 

week, fifty-two weeks a year). Chauvin explained that: “An exhibitor must contract for more 

than he actually requires, because some pictures are failures and are not exhibited, or their 

exhibition is cut short, and every exhibitor knows the producers never produce all they plan 

to produce.”65 Once a film had been rejected by United, it could be offered to the competing 

exhibitors.66 
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United further argued that the priority it enjoyed over Superior theatres and its other 

independent competitors was more than a contractually guaranteed right. In the opinion of 

the chain’s counsel, it quite simply was a most fair and natural situation: 

[The distributor’s] interest is to have the films widely exhibited. The more exhibitions, 
the greater his profit. An exhibitor having 26 theatres and there being two prints 
available, rents the two prints for thirteen runs. How does that discourage other 
exhibitors. The exhibitors who have to wait are compensated by a lower price. The 
Kent theatre plays after the United but its admission prices are the same and the cost of 
its pictures is about one-tenth of the cost paid by the Snowdon theatre. All of which 
proves the absence of discouragement.67  
 

Distribution sheets produced in court by United Amusement (see figure 6.2) showed that 

rental prices widely varied even between the chain’s own theatres, depending on capacity, 

admission prices, run duration, and priority. The Warner feature Northern Pursuit (Raoul 

Walsh, 1943) was for instance leased for sums varying from $295.10 (Théâtre Français, four 

days) to $30 (Mount Royal theatre, three days), with nine United theatres paying more than 

one hundred dollars. As for the Kent, it would later pay $27.50 to obtain the privilege to 

exhibit the film. United’s counsel claimed that exhibitors simply had to pay for “the main 

advantage that one exhibitor can obtain over another,” priority. Chauvin further argued that: 

“this priority of run is a legitimate aim, it does not prevent or lessen competition in any 

way.”68 With this argument, United conveniently skirted round one of the case’s main issues, 

which was that a huge chunk of the Montreal film market was blocked by the chain. Indeed, 

in order to compete with United, an independent exhibitor would have to be ready to pay 

more than $300 for each film rental, or be prepared to wait several months in order to 

obtain the same title for less than $30. Very little could be accomplished between these two 

extremes. 

In his June 12, 1944, judgment, Judge Cousineau stated that Superior Theatres “had 

proven that there was a prima facie case of illegal combine and undue trade in the Montreal 
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area.” Superior was thus granted an interim injunction forbidding United’s Snowdon theatre 

to play Warner features before the Kent theatre until the petition for permanent injunction 

could be heard on October 30.69 United responded by sticking to its claim that the Superior 

Court had no jurisdiction over the case. The chain’s counsel asserted that, by effectively 

changing the runs for which United Amusement and Kent Theatres had contracted since 

1941, the injunction contravened the War Measures Act, which stated that only the Wartime 

Prices and Trade Board could intervene in such matters. United’s counsel further argued that 

this four months injunction would actually outlast the debated contracts, which were set to 

expire on August 31, 1944.70 Beyond these technicalities and jurisdiction issues, United’s 

attorneys also contested Judge Cousineau’s comments on the main issue at stake, by stating 

that: 

[United]’s method of contracting for all its theatres at one time is not illegal and is the 
most natural method possible, and the fact that [United] determines the order in which 
the films shall be exhibited in its various theatres, is a reasonable method of operating 
and does not alter the position of others having later runs from what it would have 
been had [United] contracted for a specific run for each one of its theatres.71 
 

United predictably announced its intention to appeal from Judge Cousineau’s decision within 

hours. Orders were nevertheless given on June 12 to all United theatre managers to refrain 

from exhibiting the Warner pictures covered by the injunction.72 

United’s appeal was granted in early July. 73 The specifics of what happened then 

remain hazy, as very few documents dealing with the ensuing proceedings seem to have been 

preserved. The eventual outcome of the series of proceedings instituted by Superior 

Theatres in January of 1944 has however been recorded and commented upon in trade 

journals and newspapers, as well as well as in the internal communications of United 

Amusement and Famous Players. From these, we can learn that on December 29, 1944 – 

that is, eleven months after Superior Theatres’ initial complaint to the Superior Court – the 
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Court of Appeal denied the jurisdiction of the Superior Court over film contracts, and thus 

put an end to Montreal’s “Films War.”74 

United was once again free to sign contracts granting its more than twenty theatres 

priority over all the other Montreal theatres located out of the downtown area, as well as to 

let its head office determine which neighborhoods would see the pictures first. As for 

Superior Theatres, it was required to reimburse part of the legal expanses incurred by 

United. In the letter forwarding the payment received from Superior Theatres to George 

Ganetakos, a gloating Henry Chauvin could not refrain from making some snide comments: 

 “I am sending you […] Garson’s letter enclosing the cheque [covering the costs] – I thought 

perhaps you might like to have both cheque and letter photostated and framed…”75 In 

another letter to Famous Players’ president, J.J. Fitzgibbons, Chauvin tried to give a positive 

spin on the bitter fight that had threatened to force United and Famous to significantly alter 

their business methods: 

One very satisfying result of the litigation is the failure of the opposite party to make 
anything out of his contention that the methods employed by United Amusement 
Corporation Limited erected a monopoly, or that its contracts with [Famous Players] or 
with the distributors were in restraint of trade. 
 
Our opponent made a great effort to make good his contentions that there was a 
monopoly and also restraint of trade and because of this effort its failure is all the more 
gratifying. Even the trial Judge, who was at all times most favourably disposed towards 
our opponents […] did not express any opinion on the questions of monopoly or 
restraint of trade, and if he did not, we can be sure it was because he could not.76 
 

Chauvin declared himself confident that no further actions would be brought out in 

the case. 

One might however suspect that the priority fight still had some valuable outcomes 

for Superior Theatres and its backers. The independent chain had, after all, managed to force 

United Amusement to produce in court a large number of documents pertaining to the 

management and programming of its theatres, including: 
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• All motion picture contracts entered into by United Amusement since the year 

1937 with all distributors of motion pictures, including Vitagraph, in the District 

of Montreal; 

• All contracts under which United Amusement had acquired theatres since its 

organization in 1924; 

• All contracts between United Amusement and its associates in the exhibition of 

motion picture film. 

The 106 documents produced “under protest” by United in court included contracts with all 

established Canadian film distributors (the one exception being, once again, France-Film), as 

well as multiple contracts with Famous Players, Confederation Amusements, Standard 

Amusement and many film theatres, including Lachine’s Royal Alexandra and Empress 

theatres, Verdun’s Savoy, St. Hyacinthe’s Maska, Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu’s Imperial, as well 

as Montreal’s Seville, Granada, Plaza, Rialto, Rosemount, Laval and Amherst.77 The wealth 

of data concerning United’s activities contained therein most assuredly did not fail to interest 

the chain’s competitors.  

 

Odeon Steps In 

A first reference to a possible takeover of the Superior circuit can be found in the 

aforementioned December 6, 1944, letter sent by Henry Chauvin to Famous Players’ 

Fitzgibbons. “I understand,” wrote Chauvin, “that our opponents have made or are in the 

process of making a deal.”78 The following week, the Canadian Film Weekly did indeed 

announce on its front page that, according to a story having reached New York from British 

sources, Odeon Theatres of Canada was in the process of negotiating the purchase of the 

eight theatres operated in Montreal and St. Jerome by Jules Laine and Ben Garson.79 Over 
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the next few weeks, the Canadian Film Weekly would make several other references to 

Superior and Odeon’s “noisy secret.”80 

Odeon Theatres of Canada’s own circuitous history might help us understand why 

rumors of its takeover of Superior Theatres first emanated from British sources. As Moore 

has demonstrated, while the chain had ostensibly been created as a Canadian enterprise in 

1941, British interests had always been involved in the affairs of the Canadian Odeon.81 

Following the 1943 death of the new chain’s mastermind, Nathan L. Nathanson, the 

association with J. Arthur Rank’s Odeon Theatres Ltd. had been rendered official by his son 

Paul, then president of Odeon Theatres of Canada. [Figure 6.3] Paul Nathanson would 

eventually sell out completely to Rank in 1946.82 

The Odeon Theatres of Canada - Superior Theatres deal was finally consummated on 

February 14, 1945. The Weekly would later report that Odeon had acquired Laine and 

Garson’s chain for a rumored price of $1,250,000.83 The acquisition of Superior’s venues 

permitted Odeon to make its first foray in the Montreal market, as well as to suddenly 

quintuple the number of theatres it controlled in the Province of Quebec: to the Capitol and 

Alexandra theatres it had recently acquired in Saint-Jean-sur-Richelieu and Rouyn, Odeon 

added the St. Jerome Rex, the Verdun Palace and Perron Hall, as well as the Montreal Kent, 

Villeray, Beaubien, Electra, and Midway theatres. Odeon chose to retain Superior’s 

personnel (keeping Don Guald as the Quebec chain’s supervisor), but decided to give the 

regional circuit a new name: General Theatres (Quebec) Limited.84 Superior’s builders retired 

from Montreal soon after the signature of the deal with Odeon. Jules Laine went into the 

electronics business in Toronto, where he would die of a heart attack in 1948 at the age of 

fifty-one.85 Ben Garson sold his poster exchange to Tommy Trow and John G. Ganetakos in 

1947, and subsequently acquired a few small-town film theatres in Ontario.86 He would 
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however make a comeback as a Montreal showman in the 1950s, when he took over the 

St. Catherine Street West Seville theatre previously operated by United Amusement and 

turned it into a concert venue. Some of the acts booked by Garson at the Seville in the 1950s 

included Tony Bennett, Peggy Lee and Harry Belafonte.87 

As anticipated by Chauvin, Odeon’s takeover of Superior Theatres put a definitive end 

to the Kent priority case. The transaction also brought closure to an ongoing fight opposing 

Superior and the Quebec government that had dragged on since February of 1944, when the 

chain had been charged with the unlawful admittance of children at the Verdun Palace.88 

Superior, had replied – quite ironically, given the outcome of the Kent’s case – by contesting 

the provincial government’s jurisdiction over two issues looming large in the minds of 

Quebec exhibitors: censorship and the admission of children in commercial moving picture 

theatres.89 

Legal proceedings in the Verdun Palace’s case dragged on for more than a year, and 

eventually caused none other than Quebec prime minister Maurice Duplessis to intervene. 

Back in power after having defeated Adélard Godbout’s liberals in the August 8, 1944 

provincial election, Duplessis personally suspended the Verdun Palace’s license in the winter 

of 1945. Duplessis stated that his government would not let any violation of the laws of the 

Province of Quebec go unpunished, and further added that: “if these people wish to give the 

spectacle of contempt of law, we will treat them as they deserve, […] and if our law is not 

sufficient, we will pass other laws.”90 This show of strength undoubtedly aimed to assuage 

the nationalists groups, including André Laurendeau’s Bloc Populaire and the Société St-

Jean-Baptiste, that had been most vocal in their criticism of the film industry in recent years. 

The Verdun Palace’s new owner, General Theatres (Quebec), quickly put an end to this fight 
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by publicly stating that it had every intention of observing the provincial law banning the 

admission of children. An Odeon representative explained that: 

The policy of challenging the law by admitting children under sixteen was continued 
automatically, it having been overlooked by Odeon executives, who were preoccupied 
with reorganization of Superior as General Theatres (Quebec) as well as the Canadian 
structure. There was a lull in legal action prior and during the change of ownership and 
the policy escaped attention until it came up in the House.91 
 

General Theatres’ decision seems to have assuaged the provincial government, which 

returned the Verdun Palace’s license after a suspension that had lasted for all of one day. 

One could be forgiven for questioning Odeon’s explanation for its Verdun Palace 

snafu – or, for that matter, for doubting that a small independent circuit such as Superior 

Theatres could on its own simultaneously pick up fights with United Amusement and the 

provincial government. Jules Laine and Ben Garson most assuredly knew that some very 

influential groups – Famous Players, the Catholic clergy, nationalist organizations – would 

inevitably come to the help of their opponents in the Kent and Verdun Palace cases. The 

synchronicity of the two cases, furthermore, remains quite surprising. A few odd facts 

suggest that this wasn’t exactly a coincidence brought by random events. In the petition it 

had presented to the Superior Court in the Kent priority case, Superior Theatres had for 

instance stated that, though it had been aware of an illegal practices for many years, it had 

only acquired sufficient evidence “a few days ago.”92 It had however proved reluctant – or 

incapable – to reveal exactly what that evidence was when questioned by United’s counsel. 

The synchronicity of the Kent and Verdun Palace cases may consequently point, not to the 

sudden discovery of new evidence, but to the intervention of some powerful, hidden 

interest. 

While documents establishing Odeon’s involvement in the Kent and Verdun Palace 

cases have yet to turn up, the possibility that the new national chain might have stage-
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managed or bankrolled both cases prior to its acquisition of Superior should not be ruled 

out. A plausible scenario would have Odeon striking a deal with Laine and Garson over the 

winter of 1944, whereby in exchange for a promise to eventually buy Laine’s and Garson’s 

theatres, Odeon would obtain the right to first send the doomed Superior Theatres on a few 

suicide missions. Using Superior as a front would have been a clever move on Odeon’s part. 

The Kent and Verdun Palace cases undoubtedly helped Odeon by permitting it – be it as a 

stage manager or as an external observer – to gauge resistance and assess possible courses of 

action in relation to the three main issues hampering film exhibition in Quebec: Famous 

Players’ monopoly, censorship, and the admission of children. That, without compromising 

its reputation in Quebec, and without antagonizing the distributors and exhibitors connected 

to Famous Players. As demonstrated by the pardon readily granted by Duplessis to the 

Verdun Palace, Odeon’s reputation was indeed intact when the chain first entered the 

Montreal market in the winter of 1945. Contrarily to Laine and Garson’s Superior Theatres, 

it had never attempted to upset hierarchies and local customs. 

By the time it officially acquired Superior Theatres in the winter of 1945, Odeon 

Theatres of Canada knew that it could not beat Famous Players and United Amusement at 

their own game. The Kent case had not left any doubt regarding Famous and United’s tight 

grip on the output of the major US studios, which rested on its extensive network covering 

both the city’s downtown area and outlying neighborhoods.93 Odeon’s national management 

would however prove crafty enough to seize the new opportunities developing in the 

postwar years. Moore has already described how Odeon had made the most of seemingly 

adverse situations by tailoring its strategies to local conditions across Canada in its first years. 

In Vancouver, Odeon had successfully exploited the vogue for the new modern, streamlined 

style of architecture with the theatres it built or acquired, and had in the process managed to 
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make Famous Players’ older movie palaces seem outmoded. In loyalist Ontario, the chain 

had rather chosen to emphasize its connection to British Odeon and the Rank organization. 

Many of the chain’s Ontario theatres were thus built in a style evoking the theatres designed 

by Harry Weedon for Oscar Deutsch’s British Odeon. The British connection was further 

emphasized by the exhibition of British films at the grand openings of several Ontario 

Odeon theatres.94 In short, Odeon managed to gain a prominent position in several regional 

markets nation-wide, not by competing directly with the deeply entrenched Famous Players, 

but rather by devising a set of practices and policies suited to local conditions and attuned to 

changing circumstances. 

In the mid to late 1940s, changing conditions meant two things to Montreal film 

exhibitors: dubbing, and new territories. On November 23, 1943, Quebec City’s Capitol, a 

Famous Players operation, had been the first Quebec theatre to exhibit Le ciel et toi, the 

French-dubbed version of All This, and Heaven Too, a Bette Davis vehicle first released by 

Warner in the summer of 1940. At the end of the film’s run, Warner representative Wolfe 

Cohen explained to the Canadian Film Weekly that “the engagement [had been] in the nature 

of a test,” and that “its success [would] help determine the extent to which other French 

versions [would] be exhibited in the Province of Quebec.”95 

Le ciel et toi had been dubbed in Hollywood by co-star Charles Boyer and a host of 

French exiles. These were soon joined by many French-Canadians brought to Hollywood to 

work on dubbed versions over the first months of 1944.96 The liberation of France by the 

allied troupes seemed imminent, and Hollywood studios were getting ready to take back the 

French market with four years-worth of already paid for productions. Quebec would greatly 

benefit from this bounty of French-language products. 
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The exhibition of Le ciel et toi at the Quebec City Capitol proved to be an 

unprecedented success. Initially booked for four days, the film ended up playing for an 

exceptional nine-days run, during which it set a new all-time house record for the theatre. 

The Canadian Film Weekly reported that more than 25,000 “French-Canadians” had turned 

up to see the film. An excited Hye Bossin went on to call the event “one of the most 

interesting experiments in Canadian motion picture history,” and to solemnly declare that: 

Films of this type will mean a great deal to the future unity of Canada. Imported 
French films have expressed the ideas of the Old World and Hollywood product was 
hindered in its good intentions by the language barrier. 
 
The coming of films to Quebec, each of which makes plain modern ideas that have 
value in spreading general understanding, is an event of importance. Nor must it be 
forgotten that our French-speaking fellow-Canadians can now get the same pleasure 
from motion pictures as English-speaking peoples, for whom they are primarily 
made.97 
 

The discourse surrounding the success of Le ciel est à toi thus reveals some troubling attitudes 

toward the French language and French-Canadian culture. This, of course, was nothing new, 

as demonstrated by the commentary stating that “Montreal may soon be talking English 

exclusively, thanks to talking pictures” published by the Motion Picture News and reprised by 

the Canadian Moving Picture Digest at the time of the Montreal debut of the talkies in 1928 (see 

chapter 5).98 

Beyond their superficial shift of focus from language to culture, what the two last 

quotes from the trade press reveal is a disquieting ignorance of French-Canadian culture. 

From the vantage point of New York and Toronto’s trade journals, French Canada seems to 

have been a void to be filled, be it by “Old World” or “plain modern” ideas. Francophones 

were not defined by the language they used, but rather by their lack of command of the 

language of the Canadian imagined community, English. By the mid-1940s most of the 

agents participating in the Canadian film business had yet to recognize the fact that some 
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French-Canadian artists, writers and performers, were engaged in the creation of a genuine 

French-Canadian mass popular culture. 

To be fair, Hollywood’s opponents in Quebec also contributed to the marginalization 

of French-Canadian culture. The various religious and nationalist groups denouncing the 

denationalizing influence of Hollywood cinema routinely presented the national cinema of a 

foreign country, France, as well as the ideals of a transnational organization, the Catholic 

Church, as two of the main standard bearers of French-Canadian patriotism.99 One would 

for instance be hard-pressed to distinguish a French-Canadian accent in Quebec’s first 

theatrical feature-length talking picture, Le père Chopin. Shot in the Laurentians and Montreal 

in the late summer of 1944, this Renaissance films production was directed by a Russian 

émigré, Fedor Ozep, and employed several French actors and technicians.100 Mostly confined 

to secondary roles, the French-Canadian actors appearing in the film spoke a sort of generic 

français international. While this situation could partly be explained by Renaissance films’ hope 

to get its first feature distributed in liberated France, it still appears to be a product of the 

reverence of the French-Canadian elite for France’s “high culture.” 

This undue reverence had just been lampooned in Gratien Gélinas’ 1942 short film 

comedy La dame aux camélias, la vraie (“The Real Camille”), in which the character of Fridolin, a 

boy from Montreal’s east end, masquerades as a movie mogul (“Sam Fridolinovitch”) and 

undertakes to narrate Alexandre Dumas Jr.’s classic story from his particular point of view. 

In Fridolin’s version, “Margot” Gauthier and “Joseph-Armand” Duval’s torrid love affair 

comically unwinds in snack bars, bingo halls and tombolas. Significantly, La dame aux 

camélias, la vraie had entirely been produced and exhibited outside the film industry: it had 

been shot on 16mm Kodachrome by non-professionals, and exhibited in the theatres where 

Gélinas’ annual revue was presented. 
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The resounding success of Le ciel et toi would however contribute to the slow 

awakening of the film industry to the needs of the French-Canadian community. A few 

weeks after the film’s premiere at the Quebec City Capitol, Warner announced that at least 

eighteen other pictures recently dubbed in French in Hollywood would be released in the 

Province of Quebec before the end of the 1943-1944 season. As had been the case with Le 

ciel et toi, these versions were first exhibited at the Quebec City Capitol. Several months 

would elapse before the Montreal public was permitted to view them in the spring of 1944, 

once again in a Famous Players theatre, the downtown Orpheum.101 [Figure 6.4] An old 

vaudeville house located on St. Catherine Street West at City Councillors, the Orpheum had 

just been acquired by Famous Players through its subsidiary Consolidated Theatres in 

January of 1944, in a transaction also involving the Gayety Theatre, a burlesque house built 

in 1912.102 

A revealing fact pertaining to Consolidated Theatres’ acquisition of the Gayety is that 

the Famous Players-controlled chain did not attempt to change the theatre’s policy from 

burlesque to moving pictures in the months following the transaction. (This decision 

incidentally permitted the Gayety to be the site of a momentous event in Montreal’s cultural 

history a few months after its acquisition by Famous Players: the local debut of “beautiful 

streamlined dancing sensation” Lili St. Cyr.103) This suggests that Consolidated did not 

acquire the Gayety because it needed an additional venue to screen films, but because it 

wanted to prevent Famous Players’ new competitor, Odeon, from breaking its monopoly on 

downtown first-run theatres. A contemporary Variety news item indeed reported that 

“interests connected with the Odeon picture theatre circuit in Toronto” had also been 

dickering for the acquisition of the Orpheum and Gayety theatres.104 The whole story 

actually was a repeat of the sale of the building of the Montreal Loew’s theatre, which 
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Consolidated fully integrated to its chain in the fall of 1942 in order to prevent Nathanson’s 

Odeon from seizing one of Montreal’s top three film theatres.105 

 The four months gap between the introduction of dubbed versions in Quebec City in 

November of 1943 and in Montreal in April of 1944 can partly be explained by the 

experimental nature of the first Capitol bookings. That being said, it may also be that 

Famous Players simply wished to wait for a sufficient supply of French-language products to 

build up before it changed the Orpheum’s policy to a mixture of French versions and 

French films. In any case, the Montreal theatres’ grosses published weekly by Variety suggest 

that the Orpheum’s French policy was largely successful. In July of 1944, Blanche-Neige et les 

sept nains, the French version of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (David Hand, Walt Disney 

Production, 1937), for instance filled the Orpheum to capacity for the duration of its two 

weeks engagement. Blanche-Neige’s success is made even more significant by the fact that the 

film’s original English version was concurrently playing on the other side of the street at 

another Consolidated theatre, the Princess.106 Popular demand for French-dubbed versions 

could therefore not be more clearly demonstrated. 

In the two short years following their introduction at the Quebec City Capitol in the 

fall of 1943, French versions became one of the mainstays of film exhibition in the Province 

of Quebec. In June of 1946, the Canadian Film Weekly thus reported that over a half of the 

Province’s moving picture theatres played “all” or “half-French” programs. According to the 

same Weekly report, French pictures and French dubs were by then accounting for seventy-

five per cent of the operating hours of Quebec theatres. Still playing the Hollywood vs. 

French cinema angle, the Weekly claimed that “Hollywood films dubbed in French have 

proved more popular with the public than made in France features, largely due to superior 
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technique and stars of established appeal.” Hye Bossin went on to offer more observations 

on the appeal of dubbed pictures: 

A peculiarity of that type of exhibition is that films excessively talky […] acquire 
superior earning power when their French prints are played. People of Quebec who 
patronize English language features learn through word-of-mouth that a superfluity of 
dialogue will tax their understanding of the tongue and stay away, biding their time until 
the arrival of the French version…107 
 

The same Weekly piece also revealed that a J. Arthur Rank-controlled distributor, Eagle-Lion 

of Canada, was planning to bring French-produced films to Quebec exhibitors.108 It 

moreover claimed that, while Warner was at the time the sole distributor to offer French 

short subjects, the Quebec market was “being eyed by others in the brevities business.” 

As predicted by the Weekly, the market for French language films kept expanding over 

the second half of the 1940s. In August of 1948, a new Weekly report claimed that: “The 

French-Canadian market, concentrated in Quebec, has proved to be quite profitable and 

almost every distributing company will be represented in it with dubs or originals.” These 

included MGM, Twentieth Century-Fox, Warner, Columbia, Eagle-Lion, RKO, Paramount, 

Empire-Universal, France-Film, Astral Film and Alliance Films.109 

Bossin’s decision to quote “operating hours,” and not the more commonly used 

admission or revenue figures, in his aforementioned June of 1946 discussion of the French-

language film market nevertheless points a most salient fact regarding the early history of the 

exhibition of French-language films in the Province of Quebec. In order to make for a 

punchier report, the Weekly’s editor made sure to pick the one figure giving more weight to 

smaller non-metropolitan theatres. Indeed, it does appear that, throughout Quebec, small-

town independent theatres had been much more swift and enthusiastic in their adoption of 

French-dubbed versions than the larger theatres operated in Montreal by Famous Players, 

United Amusement and Confederation Amusements. This was duly noted by Bossin, who 
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remarked in his June 1946 piece that French-language films were not getting the playing time 

they would have seemed to warrant in Montreal. 

This situation was mainly caused by the fact that, in spite of the initial success of 

French-dubbed versions at the Quebec City Capitol and Montreal Orpheum, Famous 

Players refused to embrace French-language pictures on a large scale in Montreal. After 

more than four years as a French-language theatre, the Orpheum for instance reverted to a 

first-run English policy in August of 1948.110 It still was at the time the only downtown 

theatre showing French versions. (Famous Players would eventually get back in the game 

four years later with the 1952 opening of the Alouette theatre, a new downtown theatre 

dedicated – as its name hinted – to French-language films.111) In Montreal’s various 

neighborhoods, the theatres operated by United Amusement also rather infrequently booked 

French-language films. 

Part of explanation for the established chains’ lack of enthusiasm for French-dubbed 

versions might be related to the fact that these were generally more expensive to book than 

original English versions – a situation that had led Bossin to claim that “while the [Quebec] 

public prefers the dubbed product, the exhibitor does not, since the other kind usually costs 

him less.”112 Famous Players and United Amusement may also have had slightly different 

additional reasons for not using French-language pictures more extensively. The former 

might have been put off by the long delays involved in the production of French versions: 

Hollywood films had to be sent to France to be dubbed, and then shipped back across the 

Atlantic to Quebec. This process took time: by the late 1940s, it was not uncommon for a 

film’s French-dubbed version to be released in the Province of Quebec more than two years 

after the original English version. Years old pictures are not the type of thing that one 

usually wants to see – or exhibit – in a 2,500-seat downtown palace. (According to Quebec 
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exhibitor Jacques Martin, this long delay could also be partly attributed to the fact that 

Canadian film distributors had discovered that a few years’ gap between the releases of the 

English and French versions was often profitable, as many francophone moviegoers did not 

mind seeing for the second time a film they barely remembered.113) 

The location of Famous Players’ theatres might also have deterred the programming 

of French-language films. While French-dubbed versions films could in all probability only 

attract customers recruited from the francophone half of Montreal, English-language films 

could simultaneously pull patrons from the anglophone half of the city and from a 

significant chunk of the francophone population. Given the central location of Famous 

Players’ downtown picture palaces, it would have been surprising to see the chain give up on 

the anglophone community by emphasizing its programming of French-dubbed versions. 

Location might have been less of an issue for United, who operated several theatres in 

neighborhoods harboring a large francophone population. Yet United’s privileged access to 

Hollywood’s recent production remained the most important thing setting its theatres apart 

from the opposition. There consequently seems to have been very little incentive for it to 

change a programming strategy that had up until then proved highly successful. 

Bossin nevertheless noted in his 1946 piece on French-language films in Quebec that 

French-dubbed versions had at least one proponent in the greater Montreal area: Odeon’s 

“suburban circuit.”114 The “suburban” angle was actually as important to Odeon’s postwar 

tactics as its extensive use of French-dubbed versions – in fact, both tactics appear to have 

been rendered effective by the other. In the aftermath of the Kent priority case, Odeon had 

conceded the downtown area to Consolidated Theatres and the various neighborhoods 

situated close to the city’s core to United Amusement and Confederation Amusements. The 

second half of the 1940s would however see Odeon trying to establish a strong presence in 
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the outlying east end francophone neighborhoods, which had been somewhat underscreened 

in the years when Hollywood films had only been available in English. 

Odeon additionally sought to establish itself in the new territories opened by the 

expansion of the city of Montreal in the postwar era. According to figures quoted by a 

leading expert on the historical development of the city of Montreal, Jean-Claude Marsan, 

two-thirds of Montreal population had lived within a 6 km radius from the center of the city 

in 1941. By 1951, the area harboring the same proportion of the city’s population had 

expanded to reach a 10 km radius.115 

United Amusement was the first chain to move into Montreal’s rapidly developing 

north end. It opened in late 1946 the city’s first postwar theatre, the Ahuntsic, a few blocks 

east of St. Denis Street on what is now Henri-Bourassa Boulevard. Odeon’s postwar 

building campaign would however prove more sustained.116 On October 9, 1947, Odeon 

opened the Crémazie theatre at 8610 St. Denis. The new theatre was located a few blocks 

north of the Villeray theatre (8046 St. Denis), which Odeon had acquired from Superior 

Theatres in 1945.117 In the east end, where it already operated the old Electra at 1114 

St. Catherine Street East, Odeon opened the Mercier (4260 St. Catherine Street East) on 

January 15, 1947, and the Champlain (1815 St. Catherine Street East, at Papineau), on March 

28, 1948.118 

All of the new theatres opened in Montreal by Odeon in the postwar years were built 

and decorated in a late variation on the streamline style particular to Montreal, and 

consequently stood apart from both the baroque silent era palaces operated by Famous 

Players and United Amusement, and the fancy art deco theatres built by Confederation. This 

choice further distinguished Odeon’s Quebec theatres from those erected by the chain in 

Ontario, which were more strongly influenced, as we have seen, by the clean modern style 
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associated with British Odeon theatres. The programmes exhibited by the north end and east 

end Odeon theatres also reflected the specificity of the neighborhoods in which they were 

operating. According to the Canadian Film Weekly, the Mercier, Villeray, Electra and 

Champlain theatres, as well as the Verdun Palace, were part of the “Cinéma canadien” 

group, a subset of Odeon theatres regularly showing “French originals from Paris, French 

versions of J. Arthur Rank English releases completed in Paris, and dubbed versions of 

Hollywood films.”119 The aforementioned “French originals” were mostly French Gaumont 

productions acquired by J. Arthur Rank and distributed through Eagle-Lion of Canada.120 

[Figure 6.5] 

Advertisements for Odeon’s Quebec flagship, the Montreal Champlain, did indeed 

proudly proclaim that the new theatre would be “dedicated to first-run French pictures.” 

The testimony of Odeon insider Jacques Martin however reveals that the chain’s national 

management had initially been less than enthusiastic about the theatre’s French policy. 

[Figure 6.6] According to Martin, who had risen through the ranks at Odeon to become the 

Mercier’s manager in the 1950s and then Odeon’s Quebec regional manager in the 1960s, 

the programming of French-language films in the organization’s Quebec theatres was a 

simple consequence of the fact that by 1948 the British pictures that the chain had initially 

planned to feature in its theatres had proved to be a definite flop, and that first or second 

run US pictures continued to be generally impossible to get. 

Martin’s unpublished memoirs further disclose that clashes were frequent between 

Odeon’s unilingual anglophone head programmer, who allegedly showed very little interest 

for French-language films, and the chain’s French-Canadian theatre managers. According to 

Martin, a key figure in that struggle was that of Art Bahen. A native Montrealer of Irish 

descent, Bahen had first been hired by Ben Garson to manage the Verdun Palace in 1936. In 
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the early 1940s, he had been transferred to the Electra, and then to the Kent. After surviving 

both a stint in the RCAF and the sale of Superior Theatres to Odeon, Bahen had received 

some recognition for his managerial skills when he had been put in charge of the prestigious 

Champlain theatre in 1948. He would later become supervisor of Odeon’s Quebec theatres 

in 1952, and eastern division manager in the late 1950s. Martin claims that Bahen more than 

made up for whatever deficiencies he might have had as a French speaker by surrounding 

himself with a group of talented and well-connected francophones, who could help him 

select and promote the attractions featured in Odeon’s Quebec theatres. These included 

Bernard Heudes, publisher of Cinécran magazine; Jacques LaRoche (a.k.a. Jean Béraud), 

writer for La Presse; Rolland Côté, director of Photo-Journal; Roger Baulu, celebrated radio 

announcer; as well as Gérald Danis and his wife (“tante Lucille”) from Le Petit Journal. Over 

the years, Bahen came to be regarded as a reliable ally by the francophones part of Odeon’s 

organization in Quebec. The chain’s Quebec managers had for instance quickly realized that, 

in order to have some input in the programming of their houses, the best strategy was to 

ignore the chain’s head programmer and speak directly to Bahen.121 In short, Martin’s 

testimony reveals that the fruitful French-language policy adopted by many Quebec Odeon 

theatres was pushed by the chain’s local representatives rather than imposed from above. 

That being said, the promotional discourse surrounding the grand opening of the 

leading Quebec Odeon theatre, the 1,300-seat Champlain, on March 28, 1948, did not dwell 

as much on language as it did on another relative novelty: color. Having secured the 

Canadian premiere of the French production Le marriage de Ramuntcho (Max de Vaucorbeil, 

Films de France, 1947) for the event, Odeon actually was in a position to promise Montreal 

filmgoers something they had never seen before: a color French feature (Le mariage de 

Ramuntcho had been shot on Agfacolor stock, most likely seized from German sources at the 
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end of the war). [Figure 6.7] This novelty however did not prevent reviewers from 

throwing a few backhanded compliments at the grand opening’s headlining attraction. La 

Presse’s Jean Luce for instance commented that “while it does not sparkle like Technicolor, 

or even Cinecolor, the Agfacolor process does permit the taking of some very nice scenes, 

especially as far as landscapes of a lighter hue are concerned.”122 Color had also been the star 

attraction of the opening of Odeon’s Crémazie on October 9, 1947 which had offered a 

double bill of Universal Technicolor features: Song of Scheherazade (Walter Reisch, 1947) and 

The Michigan Kid (Ray Taylor, 1947).123 Both had originally been released more than half a 

year earlier. The Michigan Kid would also be featured at the grand opening of Odeon’s Mercier 

on January 15, 1948.124 

The various newspapers articles reporting on the Champlain’s opening also 

emphasized the presence of many well-known personalities at the event. Montreal’s mayor, 

the colorful Camillien Houde attended, as also did François-Philippe Brais, president of 

General Theatres, “British screen and stage star” Michael Redgrave, and J. Earl Lawson, 

president of the Canadian branch of the J. Arthur Rank organization. Still, to most filmgoers, 

the evening’s most glamorous guest undoubtedly was André Dassary, the Basque operetta 

singer who had played the male lead in Le mariage de Ramuntcho. Dassary was in Montreal for 

the multi-weeks engagement of the operetta Chanson gitane at the Monument-National.125 

The Champlain would remain the east end’s most prestigious film theatres for many 

years. In an autobiographical novel set in 1955, writer Michel Tremblay describes the awe 

that the theatre still aroused in moviegoers a few years after its opening: 

The Champlain had just been renovated, and I could not believe my eyes: we now had 
in the east end a theatre just as beautiful and even more modern than the Palace, Loew’s 
and Capitol, pride of west end, where projection was the best in the world – or so we 
were told by the newspapers. I was convinced that projection would be even more 
perfect at the Champlain, and that les Anglais, O! naivety!, O! innocence!, would come all 
the way up to the corner of St. Catherine and Papineau to admire it…126 
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The Champlain’s prestige was further enhanced in the francophone community by regular 

personal appearances by French stars of the stage and the screen, including Charles Trenet, 

Fernandel, Bourvil, Georges Guétary, and Andrex.127 

Local talent was also regularly featured in Montreal Odeon theatres. At the time of the 

Mercier’s opening, the Canadian Film Weekly for instance reported that: 

House manager, Alf Goulet, a radio and stage producer, will also be responsible for a 
stage presentation, “Parade des vedettes” which will be included one night weekly in the 
regular bill. A French variety show, the stage presentation also plays a circuit of Odeon-
GTQ houses in the Montreal area.128 
 

The Maisonneuve Mercier would remain a major venue for the development of French-

Canadian talent all through the 1950s.129 

 

A New Equilibrium 

By the turn of the 1950s, the various theatre chains doing business in Montreal had 

once again reached some kind of tacit agreement over the products they would offer and the 

territories they would cover.130 Consolidated Theatres’ downtown palaces still exhibited first-

run US films in their original English version. United Amusement and Confederation 

Amusements’ extensive networks covered the city’s outlying neighborhoods, where they 

were the first to show the US films exhibited downtown by Consolidated a few weeks 

before. France-Film, which had returned en force after the war, exhibited French films in its 

theatre network covering both the city’s downtown and francophone neighborhoods, and 

additionally supplied French pictures to the few United and Confederation houses 

alternating between French and English programmes. Odeon theatres, as we have seen, 

specialized in French programmes of a different nature, being essentially made of French-

dubbed versions of US features. The last chain to arrive on the Montreal scene did not 
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operate any theatre downtown, and mostly covered the francophone neighborhoods 

developing some distance to the north and to the east of downtown. 

Odeon most notably signaled its acceptance of this de facto division of the market – 

which would remain essentially unchanged until the 1980s – by parting with its sole west end 

operation, the Kent theatre. Once the leading theatre of Ben Garson and Jules Laine’s 

independent chain, the Kent had proven increasingly difficult to programme as the years 

went by. In the second half of the 1940s, it had exhibited a mixture of B movies and older A 

class films (often initially released more than a year before), complemented by the occasional 

booking of some more highbrow works. Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet for instance had an 

exclusive engagement at the Kent simultaneous with its first New York run in October of 

1948.131 Rome, Open City (Roma, città aperta, Excelsa Films, 1945), Roberto Rossellini’s 

grounbreaking neorealist masterpiece, also had a two-weeks run at the Kent in the fall of 

1949. This type of art-house fare sat quite awkwardly with the Kent’s regulars, as indicated 

by the fact that Odeon thought necessary to explain in its Rome, Open City publicity campaign 

that “English sub-titles enable everyone to easily follow every action, every word.”132 

The Kent had been the site of an even wilder experiment in the summer of 1946 when 

its manager had attempted to branch out into the restaurant business by offering a complete 

evening meal in the theatre’s Café Lounge. Though it seems to have quickly failed, this 

experiment certainly succeeded in getting the attention of the national trade press. Hye 

Bossin jokingly predicted in the Canadian Film Weekly that, influenced by the Kent’s 

groundbreaking experiment: 

Showmanship will take new twists […]. Depending on the origin of the neighborhood 
folks, waves of aromas of spaghetti, gefilte fish, Irish stew, fish and chips and so on will 
be let loose on the street for an hour before the dining room opens. The cinema will 
give way to the smellodeon.133 
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The Kent’s case thus provides us with a useful reminder of the fact that showmanship does 

not solely consist in the selecting and promoting of screen attractions. It also involves 

essential decisions regarding programme formats, as well as the place of non-film attractions. 

Bossin’s comment further underlines how exhibitors, while undoubtedly partaking in a 

transnational business, had to adapt to local conditions in order to survive. While the Kent’s 

manager decision to serve meals in his theatre most probably had something to do with the 

fact that the national chain for which he was working could not help him get the films that 

would have drawn crowds to his neighborhood theatre, one still cannot rule out the 

possibility that his decision might also have been influenced by the specifics of his situation, 

as well as by a number of unfathomable events or conditions. Contrarily to his east end 

colleagues, the Kent manager might not have had access to popular local comedians. He 

might, however, have had an unemployed cook for brother-in-law – who knows? 

Experiments with international art cinema and meals still did not make the Kent any 

more profitable for Odeon, and by the early 1950s the chain was actively seeking out buyers. 

On March 19, 1951, Confederation Amusements, which was still operating the nearby 

Empress theatre, turned down a $200,000 sale offer from Odeon. Three days later, the board 

of directors of the Westmount Theatre Co., a United Amusement subsidiary operating the 

Westmount theatre, convened to discuss the purchase of the Kent. The Westmount Theatre 

Co.’s board of directors was at this point composed of George Ganetakos, general manager 

of United Amusement; his son John G. Ganetakos, managing-director of Confederation 

Amusements; William Lester, United Amusement’s second vice-president; and Harry 

Feldman. Both Ganetakoses opposed the acquisition, with George stating that he “did not 

like the Kent Theatre” and “was strongly against the purchase.” They were however 

outvoted by Feldman and Lester (who, as president of the Westmount Theatre Co., could 
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cast an extra vote). The Kent was consequently purchased by the Westmount Theatre Co., 

and soon integrated the United Amusement chain.134 Lester and Feldman had voted for the 

acquisition of the Kent mostly out of concern for the Avenue theatre, a large modern film 

theatre erected in 1946 and seating over 1,100. Also a United Amusement theatre, the 

Avenue was a personal project of Lester’s, who had worked hard to obtain the first theatre 

building permit ever granted by the posh city of Westmount. The Avenue’s operators 

obviously relished the occasion to wipe out the last remnants of competition in the west 

end.135 

 

Throughout this chapter, we have successively seen two theatre chains follow very 

different paths, and yet reach complementary conclusions. As a newcomer in the Montreal 

market of the late 1930s, Superior Theatres discovered that the fact that its organization 

could count on a few capable managers well-versed in the specificities of their local market 

was not sufficient to insure its success if it could not also rely on the connections, financial 

backing, and buying power of a national organization. Lacking the privileged access to recent 

Hollywood films that its opposition benefited from, it tried to carry on by programming a 

mixture of older films and B pictures, but failed to carve itself a niche. As for its successor, 

Odeon, its strong financial backing permitted it to acquire Superior Theatres and build 

several state of the art theatres in the new neighborhoods developed in the postwar years. 

The national chain was however soon forced to recognize that successful policies for its 

theatres could only be devised in collaboration with its local managers and employees. In 

that regard, the new chain’s experience reflected that of Famous Players, which also had also 

been forced to recognize the unique expertise of the builders of the United Amusement 

chain in the 1920s and 1930s.
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Chapter 7 

From Ti-Zoune to Fridolin:  

Burlesque, Revues, and the Renewal of the French-Canadian Public Sphere 

 

On the evening of September 14, 1938, one of Montreal’s largest film theatres, France-

Film’s 2,400-seat Théâtre St. Denis, was reportedly forced to turn away no less than 6,000 

customers, being “crowded to the last seat.”1 The sensational attraction headlining the bill at 

this theatre once described by the Canadian Moving Picture Digest as “the rendezvous of the 

French-Canadians” wasn’t the latest Raimu or Fernandel vehicle, but a stage show featuring 

a local comedian just fresh out of amateur theatre and bit parts in radioromans: Gratien 

Gélinas, a.k.a. Fridolin.2 [Figures 7.1 and 7.2] The preceding winter, Gélinas had scored a 

major hit with the first edition of the annual revue Fridolinons. The show had grossed $11,000 

on its first week on the stage of another venue closely associated with Montreal’s French-

Canadian community, the Monument-National.3 As a measure of Gélinas’ sudden popularity, 

Disney’s Snow White had grossed $18,000 during its opening week at the 2,700-seat Palace the 

preceding month, a sum said to be the “biggest in years” in Montreal by Variety.4 

The fortunate theatregoers who had managed to get a seat at the St. Denis on the 

evening of September 14 were treated to the first installment of Gélinas’ new show, Le train 

de plaisir. Those left stranded on St. Denis Street might have found solace in the knowledge 

that Gélinas’ show would be broadcast live by CKAC every week, thanks to the sponsorship 

of Dawes, maker of the popular Black Horse beer. [Figure 7.3] In a striking example of 

intermediality and media convergence, the broadcast of this film theatre stage show was 

discussed and advertised in many newspapers, including La Presse, the daily that had set up 

CKAC – Montreal’s first French radio station – back in 1922. [Figure 7.4] A few weeks 
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before, Variety had announced that Gélinas’ $300/week salary constituted a new high for a 

radio entertainer in Canada.5 Variety also stated in the same issue that the Province of 

Quebec had been the site of the largest increase of new radio set licenses over 1937-1938, a 

phenomenon that could not have been entirely unrelated to the emergence of local radio 

personalities such as Fridolin.6  

Gélinas wasn’t the sole local comedian to meet with unprecedented success in the 

interwar period. In many other Montreal theatres, comedians such as Arthur and Juliette 

Petrie, Rose Ouellette (La Poune), Olivier Guimond Sr. (Ti-Zoune), and Juliette Béliveau 

drew crowds week after week. Together, they participated in the creation of a new type of 

show unique to French-Canada: “le burlesque.” Like its American counterpart, French-

Canadian burlesque evolved from a tradition of plebeian variety shows mixing broad humor, 

risqué songs, and lightly clad dancers. It had emerged in Montreal in the 1910s, and 

coexisted with American burlesque in Montreal until the turn of the 1950s, albeit in different 

circuits. From 1912 until 1953, the downtown Gayety theatre was for instance integrated to 

US touring circuits such as the Columbia wheel, whereas French-Canadian burlesque was 

mostly circumscribed to theatres operated by Confederation Amusements, Jos. Cardinal, and 

France-Film on St. Lawrence Boulevard – “the Main” – and in working-class francophone 

neighborhoods.7 

Both strands of burlesque were further separated by their respective pools of talent, 

which did not overlap. This situation was partly caused by the fact that French-Canadian 

burlesque extensively relied on its connection to the vernacular culture and language of 

Montreal’s working class francophone neighborhoods for effects, which prevented its 

circulation beyond the French-speaking communities of Northeastern North America. Bricolé 

at the request of film exhibitors marginalized by vertical integration and the runs system, this 
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new burlesque canayen (joual for “canadien”) articulated a French-Canadian identity that was 

resolutely North American, urban, and working class.8 It thus found itself odds with the 

francophilia and backward-looking ideals of the French-Canadian elite, as historian and 

sociologist Gérard Bouchard and theatre historian Chantal Hébert have argued.9 

I aim to demonstrate in this chapter that the popular entertainment tradition that bred 

this particular strand of burlesque, and which also encompassed other types of attractions 

commonly featured in the numerous Montreal film theatres marginalized by vertical 

integration, such as film lecturers and revues, contributed in a significant fashion to the 

renewal of the French-Canadian public sphere in the mid-twentieth century. I will more 

particularly argue that these live attractions frequently booked by film theatres paved the way 

for the seminal series of annual revues presented by Gratien Gélinas at the Monument-

National between 1938 and 1946, which arguably reflected the actual living conditions and 

concerns of French-Canadians and vastly contributed to the legitimization of their popular 

culture. Granted, Gélinas’ Fridolinons revues clearly lay outside the scope of both the film 

industry and the burlesque shows booked in local film theatres. They however made, as we 

will see, extensive use of the talent developed for the various attractions, including burlesque 

acts, presented on the stages (and in the orchestra pits) of local moving picture theatres since 

the turn of the century. 

I will further argue that the Fridolinons revues mark a key moment in French-Canadian 

cultural history precisely because they managed to constitute a mass audience more inclusive 

than that of burlesque or, at the other end of the spectrum, than that of the cultural 

productions supported by the Province’s francophone elite. Just like Charles Chaplin, who 

had succeeded in making cinema respectable in the 1910s – and to whom Fridolin was often 

compared – Gélinas managed to reach all segments of French-Canadian society through his 
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comedy. His creations greatly helped bridge the gap that had long kept popular 

entertainment and high art in entirely distinct realms. In the seminal Automatiste manifesto 

Refus global, whose 1948 publication is generally regarded as one of the main events sparking 

what would become the Quiet Revolution at the turn of the 1960s, painter Paul-Émile 

Borduas thus describes: 

A little people, that multiplied in generosity of flesh, if not of spirit, in the north of this 
immense America, with its sprightly band of golden-hearted youth and its superficial 
morality; spellbound by the annihilating prestige of remembered European 
masterpieces, and disdainful of the authentic creations of its own oppressed.10 
 

It is of course impossible to ascertain if Borduas had the French-Canadian performers 

discussed in this chapter in mind when he committed these lines to paper, even though there 

can be no doubt that the creations of both Gélinas and Montreal’s leading burlesque 

comedians fit the bill as far as authenticity goes. I will nevertheless argue here that Gélinas 

and Borduas largely shared the same objectives. Indeed, the annual Fridolinons revues helped 

conjure a space where members of all classes of Quebec society mingled and implicitly 

supported a playful but persistent critique of the forces hampering the development of 

French-Canada – be they the community’s own religious, political and cultural elites, or the 

agents of foreign (English-Canadian, British, American, French) domination. 

The role played by cinema in the emergence of an oppositional French-Canadian 

public sphere has already been theorized by Scott MacKenzie.11 I believe, however, that 

MacKenzie has somewhat underestimated the actual influence of cinema on the 

transformation of Quebec society and culture as a result of his strict focus on the handful of 

motion pictures produced in the Province between the 1906 opening of the Ouimetoscope 

and the 1952 beginning of regular television broadcast in Quebec and Canada. His analysis 

consequently remains blind to the concrete manifestations of a public sphere which, taking 

cues from Miriam Hansen, he can only perceive through its negative determination, or, in 
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other words, through the “hegemonic efforts to repress it.”12 I aim to show that, not only 

this oppositional French-Canadian public sphere was more than a potential by the mid-

twentieth century, but also that cinema, in spite of being accused of being a denationalizing 

agent by influential members of French-Canadian society, had been central, if not essential, 

to its formation.13 Through this argument, I further hope to demonstrate that the theoretical 

analysis of this public sphere is inextricable from the study of the material conditions of its 

emergence, and therefore from the economic history of cinema. This last chapter thus 

generally concerns itself with the flipside of the monopolization process scrutinized over the 

preceding chapters, which have mostly covered the fight for the right to show the popular, 

and therefore lucrative, films turned out in quantity by foreign producers. 

 

Montreal Film Theatres and the Rise of French-Canadian Burlesque 

Theatre historians Chantal Hébert, André-G. Bourassa and Jean-Marc Larrue have 

over the last few decades initiated research on French-Canadian burlesque, a theatrical 

tradition previously denounced as a lowly plebeian phenomenon by the local elite and 

consequently neglected by intellectuals. Their groundbreaking efforts have however been 

somewhat hampered by the relative lack of records pertaining to the activities of burlesque 

companies and performers, which has prevented them from piecing together a detailed 

factual history of burlesque in French Canada.14 Not only were burlesque acts, bits, and 

sketches largely ad-libbed, but burlesque companies and theatres infrequently relied on 

newspapers to advertise their shows. That being said, Bourassa, Larrue, Hébert, and 

burlesque pioneer Juliette Petrie all seem to agree that a local variation on the burlesque 

tradition started to develop in Quebec in the mid-1910s and eventually reached its mature 

form in the early 1920s.15 Burlesque thus emerged precisely as the film industry was 
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instituting the runs systems outlined in preceding chapters, which made it increasingly 

difficult for small independent theatres to obtain up-to-date screen attractions. Bourassa and 

Larrue duly claim that the increased space given to live acts in the shows put together by the 

film theatres operating on St. Lawrence Boulevard in the late 1910s and early 1920s was a 

direct consequence of the relative weakness of their film programmes, which could not hope 

to compete with those of the luxurious, vertically-integrated moving picture palaces 

operating on St. Catherine Street.16 

The rise of French-Canadian burlesque can consequently be conceived as the logical 

counterpart to the advent of film palaces, stars, and features in the transitional and early 

classical eras of film history. During these years dominated by the film industry’s quest for 

respectability, the implementation of a segregation of theatres on the basis of location, size, 

material properties, and affiliation variously affected the programming strategies of film 

theatres. In the more prestigious houses, live attractions became much scarcer as 

programmes came to be dominated and, indeed, structured by the multi-reel feature films 

turned out in ever greater numbers by producers (though it must be emphasized that stage 

acts never completely disappeared from movie palaces). But in the generally older, smaller, 

and unaffiliated theatres marginalized by this process, live acts often constituted a handy way 

to fill out programmes with cheap yet popular attractions. 

As noted by Hébert, Bourassa and Larrue, the burlesque shows introduced in Quebec 

theatres in the 1910s and 1920s were influenced by multiple comedic traditions going as far 

back as the Italian commedia dell’arte. The leading influence nevertheless remains that of the 

North American variety show tradition, which had been quite well represented in Montreal 

since the nineteenth century. The Côté Street Théâtre Royal had for instance been integrated 

to North American burlesque circuits since the 1880s. It mainly presented US burlesque 
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shows until 1912, when a new construction, the St. Catherine Street West Gayety theatre, 

replaced it as the most prominent venue dedicated to burlesque in the city.17 As for 

burlesque’s more respectable cousin, vaudeville, it had first appeared in Montreal in 1883.18 

In 1907, the St. Catherine Street West Bennett’s (later the Orpheum), part of the American 

chain of the same name, had become the first Montreal theatre to be built specifically for 

“high-class vaudeville.”19 The shows offered by these burlesque and vaudeville theatres were 

generally booked by American syndicates and mostly made up of acts put together by 

American performers and companies.20 

The nascent French-Canadian burlesque tradition shared many features with its 

American counterpart. It for instance made little use of acrobats, animal trainers and acts 

requiring elaborate sets. Instead, it mostly favored collections of bits and sketches largely 

relying on stereotypes and dealing with daily life (with money, city life, mothers-in-law, 

booze, and cheating spouses being some of the themes most frequently broached upon), but 

otherwise not unified under a common theme or narrative thread, as was commonly the case 

with revues. French-Canadian burlesque further reprised the defining feature of American 

burlesque, the chorus line – “la ligne de filles.”21 In the fall of 1923, Montreal burlesque fans 

could thus chose between Olivier Guimond’s shows at the Starland, which featured “18 

People – Mostly Girls,” and the shows presented on the other side of St. Lawrence 

Boulevard at the King Edward by Arthur Petrie, which promised “fifteen dainty damesels 

[sic].”22 This feature helped separate burlesque shows from vaudeville, which never 

incorporated this particular attraction revealing – in the words of one local proponent of 

burlesque – “the freshness and appeal of winsome maidenhood.”23 

The eroticism of Guimond and Petrie’s shows was however more subdued than that 

of American burlesque: French-Canadian burlesque shows for instance never featured 
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stripteases or other risqué acts, though off-color jokes seem to have been one of the genre’s 

mainstay. While this particular characteristic of French-Canadian burlesque may not have 

been totally unrelated to the strict control exerted by the Catholic clergy on the various 

entertainments presented in the Province, it probably remained first and foremost 

attributable to the fact that French-Canadian burlesque largely relied on female patronage. It 

is further worth noting that many of its most popular personalities, including Juliette Petrie, 

Rose Ouellette and Juliette Béliveau, were middle-aged female comedians personifying types 

light-years removed from that of an Eva Tanguay or a Lili St. Cyr. Contrarily to its American 

counterpart, French-Canadian burlesque’s first aim was not to bring titillation to male 

spectators, but to entertain working class audiences.

Part of the explanation for burlesque’s quick rise in popularity in Montreal appears to 

have laid in its sustained use of the vernacular language spoken in the city’s francophone 

working class neighborhoods. On that regard, the local take on burlesque was once again in 

step with the American burlesque tradition, which extensively relied on ethnic humor and 

dialects. This constituted a significant novelty in Montreal, as most of the theatrical 

entertainments that had been offered to the city’s inhabitants in the years leading to the rise 

of burlesque had been produced in either English or continental French by the foreign 

traveling companies, French expatriates, and local comedians educated in Paris that had long 

presided over the city’s cultural life.24 One notable exception was the work of film lecturers 

which, as Germain Lacasse has documented, had frequently used the local vernacular during 

the first decades of the twentieth century.25 The performances of film lecturers thus 

constituted an important precedent for the burlesque performers who frequently worked 

side by side with them during burlesque’s formative years.26 
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Interestingly, the vernacular language of Montreal’s working class francophone 

neighborhoods was eventually introduced on the city’s stages by two Ontario natives, Arthur 

Petrie and Olivier Guimond Sr. (who was often billed as “Oliver Guimond” in the early 

years of his burlesque career).27 The two leading personalities of the early years of burlesque 

in Quebec, Petrie and Guimond had – allegedly at the request of the owners of the 

St. Lawrence Boulevard theatres where they worked – first performed in English the bits and 

formulas they borrowed, adapted, or sometimes downright stole from US burlesque shows. 

According to Juliette Petrie (who married Arthur in 1921), it is only around 1920 that Arthur 

Petrie, noticing that the loudest laughs were coming from the French-speaking members of 

the audience, started to instruct the members of his company to utter their lines twice: first 

in English, and then in French. Punch lines were first delivered in French, so as to further 

strengthen the bond with the francophone community that obviously represented the most 

receptive market for this type of entertainment in Montreal.28 This strategy was seemingly 

reprised by other burlesque companies, as suggested by this contemporary account of a Ti-

Zoune show presented at the Starland in 1923: 

One peculiar thing about the gentleman is the bi-lingual quality of his production. Patter 
is now in English, now in French – almost every line is “shot” in each language – yet 
there is an absolute absence of slowness or drag in the show, so lively is the work of its 
leading character.29 
 
This peculiar practice seems to have succeeded in bringing a wide and varied public to 

the first burlesque shows presented on the lower Main. According to one newspaper report:  

Starland’s claim to fame is that it presents a bill in both French and English by the same 
players, and at the same performances. To those who expected the venture to be a 
failure in that the performers would speak one language well and the other brokenly, a 
disillusionment has been waiting. From the versatile Tizoune down to number eighteen 
of the chorus, each must pass the test of a hundred percent batting average in both 
French and English before they are given an engagement – and they have all passed it. 
 
One of the results has been that Starland has been drawing its audiences from all 
sections of the city; from Maisonneuve to Lachine and from the waterfront to Model 
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City [either Mount Royal or Outremont], and they come back again judging by the 
lineups that say “Gimme two” at the box office at every performance.30 
 

One of the many French expatriates then involved in Montreal’s theatrical life, Henry 

Deyglun, later testified that the comedians responsible for burlesque’s success in Quebec: 

spoke a sort of franco-american language, half joual and half slang, similar to what could 
be heard in the streets and factories. Montreal never spoke a more bastardized language 
than in the roaring twenties. Burlesque comedians (which, it should be noted, were 
generally highly talented) used this language to create some remarkable comic effects.31 
 

The local vernacular described by Deyglun gradually pushed English aside as burlesque 

shows grew in popularity during the 1920s. 

The two main sites of the creation and early development of French-Canadian 

burlesque, the King Edward and the Starland theatres, faced each other on St. Lawrence 

Boulevard at Dorchester (now René-Lévesque Boulevard). While the Main constituted the 

dividing line between the anglophone and francophone communities, it was anything but a 

no man’s land. As noted by Bourassa and Larrue, the lower part of St. Lawrence Boulevard 

actually constituted a sort of free zone where the control exerted by police forces and clerical 

authorities was reputed to be more lenient.32 The Main’s colorful reputation had also been 

boosted by the many successive waves of immigrants that had settled on it over the years. 

The King Edward and Starland theatres were thus located near the heart of what was at the 

turn of the twentieth century the heart of the city’s Jewish community, and just outside of 

what was in the process of becoming Chinatown.  

The Starland and the King Edward had originally been operated as scopes by some of 

these recently landed immigrants. Opened some time in 1909 or 1910, the King Edward had 

been the first moving picture theatre operated by the Lebano-Syrian family later associated 

with Confederation Amusements, the Lawands.33 As for the Starland, which occupied a 

space located on the ground floor of the Monument-National building (where Gratien 
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Gélinas would later present Fridolinons), it had first been converted into a moving picture 

theatre in 1907. Between 1910 and 1912, it had been operated by P.G. Demetre, the Greek 

immigrant who would eventually become United Amusement’s vice-president and largest 

shareholder. The Starland had been acquired in 1918 by one J. Assad, presumably of Syrian 

descent, who eventually retained ownership until the early 1930s.34 

Both the King Edward and the Starland were typical scopes. They were established in 

converted spaces of modest dimensions, and equipped with only the bare necessities. The 

Starland for instance occupied a room previously leased by a bookstore, whose flat floor it 

had been forced to retain.35 The two venues further operated in a rowdy part of town more 

readily known for its pool and dance halls, “automatic theatres” (penny arcades), and wax 

museums (the infamous Musée Eden could be found in the basement of the Monument-

National building) than for its respectable show places (as the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste, 

promoter of the Monument-National, had realized soon after the building’s inauguration in 

1893.)36 [Figure 7.5] The King Edward, the Starland and the other lower Main scopes were 

therefore quickly outclassed by the new crop of purpose-built movie palaces erected in the 

1910s on St. Catherine Street West, where the trendy department stores had relocated at the 

turn of the century. These included the Strand (1912), the Keith-Albee Imperial (1913) and 

the Loew’s (1917).37 Lacking the amenities and privileged access to the recent film 

production of these luxurious movie palaces, the King Edward and Starland seemingly had 

no choice but to emphasize the live portion of their shows as the 1910s progressed. 

According to Bourassa and Larrue, Olivier Guimond Sr., who went under the stage 

name of Ti-Zoune (or Tizoune), first tread the boards of the Starland in 1918.38 Guimond 

had allegedly been discovered back in 1912 by Arthur Petrie in an Ottawa train station where 

he worked as a shoe-shine boy.39 His rapid success as a performer had however soon 
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permitted him to leave Petrie and assemble his own burlesque company (though he would 

occasionally work with Arthur and Juliette Petrie throughout his career). 

The two leading Canadian burlesque companies at the turn of the 1920s, Guimond 

and Petrie’s, frequently switched theatres and exchanged personnel. A snapshot of the 

chaotic lives of burlesque companies in the early 1920s is provided by The Axe News, a 

peculiar pro-prohibition (the axe being, of course, a reference to the weapon favored by the 

disciples of the infamous prohibitionist Carrie Nation) and pro-burlesque (both Columbia 

and canayen) paper published weekly in Montreal.40 The Axe News was one of the few 

Montreal newspapers to give coverage to local burlesque companies, whose activities it 

extensively chronicled over the year stretching between October 1923 and September 1924. 

It thus reveals that, by the fall of 1923, Guimond’s company’s was performing at Assad’s 

Starland. The theatre was at the time managed by Harold Vance, who would remain one of 

the main proponents of burlesque in Montreal over the following decade. Guimond’s 

“musical comedy tabloid” shows featured songs, dances, sketches, and parodies, such the 

“Palmoliva” ballet presented concurrently with Anna Pavlova’s performances at the Théâtre 

St. Denis. Guimond’s main partners in these Starland shows were his wife, dancer Effie 

Mack, and comedian Bert Fassio (“Hooligan”).41 Starting in January of 1924, the Chicago 

novelty orchestra, which was also part Guimond’s show, was broadcast every evening live 

from the Starland by CKAC – La Presse’s radio station, created in the fall of 1922.42 A few 

yards away from the Starland, on the eastern side of St. Lawrence Boulevard, the King 

Edward presented in the fall of 1923 “La Troupe Germaine,” a musical comedy company 

featuring Juliette Béliveau and Arthur Petrie’s company.43 By the winter of 1924, Petrie was 

off to Quebec City, and Béliveau performing in the revues presented by Alex Silvio at the 

St. Catherine Street East Théâtre National.44 Petrie’s company eventually returned to 
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Montreal in May 1924 to replace Guimond at the Starland. It was at this moment joined by 

Fassio, as well as by a new rising star: Petrie’s wife, Juliette. Guimond was in turn replaced at 

the Starland by Charles Ross’s “Klean and Klassy” Manhattan Musical Comedy Co. in 

August.45 Things came full circle when Guimond’s company, joined by Fassio, finally 

reintegrated the Starland on September 15, 1924.46 

This constant shifting around of burlesque companies might have been partly caused 

by the long shows and frequent change of programmes that soon came to be some of the 

defining features of French-Canadian burlesque. Once they had exhausted their repertoire in 

a theatre, burlesque performers possibly had little choice but to move to the next theatre or 

locality. Lengthy shows nevertheless seem to have benefited theatres, which could advertise a 

good value for the money. An Axe News item on the Starland for instance reported that: 

In addition to an hour or so of side-splitting burlesque, feature films are shown in 
conjunction with a performance priced to fit the pocketbook of one and all. Manager 
Vance declares that prices are low because of the volume of business maintained at the 
theatre. “It’s a big house,” he declares, “and we are filling it at every show.” There’s a 
reason.47 
 

This strategy seems to have contributed to burlesque’s long-lasting success with Montreal’s 

value-conscious working class audiences. When Gratien Gélinas satirized the city’s burlesque 

shows in a remarkable sketch from the 1939 edition of Fridolinons, “Le Théâtre du 

Tricentenaire,” this emphasis on quantity was singled out for mocking:  

FRIDOLIN (wearing a worn out suit and a slanted straw boater, he is now acting the part of a side-
show barker [obviously for a burlesque show, as this segment of the sketch is entitled 
“The ‘Burlesque’ Company”]): Come in, come in! Pick a good seat in front before it fills 
up so that you can have a good look at the pretty girls. For eleven cents, we’ll give you a 
full show with three features, the serial, five shorts, a stage drama, and the comedy! 
Entire new bill seven times a week.48 
 

Period newspaper advertisements and testimonies by burlesque veterans suggest that Gélinas 

barely exaggerated the prodigality of Montreal’s burlesque shows. In her memoirs, Rose 

Ouellette for instance remembers that, during her days at the Théâtre National in the 1930s 
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and 1940s, one twenty cents ticket granted access to a show including two French features, a 

newsreel, a cartoon, in addition to the live show put on by the fifteen comedians and five 

musicians (excluding guests) working under her direction.49 The sustained production of 

such long shows renewed up to three times a week was facilitated by the fact that the live 

components of burlesque shows routinely relied on simple plots (typically involving 

unfaithful spouses and/or inebriated characters) and improvisation. 

Yet the main factor enabling such rapid turnover and long shows ultimately remains 

the rise of cinema as a mass entertainment in the first decades of the twentieth century. 

Indeed, cinema begot both the venues (the scopes outclassed as moving picture venues by the 

new palaces erected in the 1910s) where this theatrical tradition emerged, and the cheap and 

abundant attractions – the films – that padded almost all burlesque shows. Evidence shows 

that, while moving pictures rarely constituted the main point of burlesque shows (whose 

advertisements only infrequently bothered to list the titles of the films included in each 

programme), most theatres dedicated to the genre relied quite heavily (double bills being 

common in burlesque theatres) on the exhibition of poverty row productions and ancient 

major studio releases. Burlesque theatre managers sometimes tried to make the most of this 

situation by using in their advertisements the publicity garnered by the films they booked 

during their previous runs. The King Edward for instance advertised in November of 1923 

“On the Banks of the Wabash, a Vitagraph spectacle which had first-run recently at the 

Français, where it did excellent business and proved enjoyable to the crowd which witnessed 

it.”50 The persistent use of these lesser film attractions in burlesque shows nevertheless 

seems to indicate that they retained some attractive power on value-conscious burlesque 

patrons. It could consequently be argued, paradoxically, that while French-Canadian 

burlesque had developed in marginalized moving picture theatres seeking alternative (i.e., 
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non-film) attractions, its emergence was largely rendered possible by the abundance of cheap 

films.51 

Cinema also shaped burlesque in other ways. It is no secret, for instance, that the 

screen’s hugely popular slapstick comedians – most of whom had been trained in variety, 

vaudeville and music-hall – provided a major influence on the acting styles and performances 

of the burlesque comedians active in Montreal. It should moreover be noted that cinema, 

which by 1920s was becoming a hegemonic mass entertainment that set norms for other 

forms of popular distractions, also provided burlesque comedians with rich subject matter. 

During the week of November 12, 1923, Guimond for instance offered Starland patrons a 

show entitled “The Moving Picture Studio” featuring “impersonations of film favorites.” 

According to the Axe News’ laudatory “review”: “Tizoune’s effort this week carry him into a 

motion picture studio on the Pacific coast, and the production of pictures in general has 

been made background for one of Tizoune’s most hilarious comedies as yet produced by the 

clever little company on St. Lawrence Street.”52 Fascination with Hollywood glamour 

remained strong in the 1930s, when another leading burlesque personality, Manda Parent 

(who had a long career as part of a duo completed by Eugène Martel, aka “Joseph”), for 

instance presented a stage comedy entitled “Manda fait sa Mae West” (“Manda Thinks She’s 

Mae West”) at the Théâtre National.53 

The lure of cinema proved so strong for local burlesque performers that, a few weeks 

after the presentation of his 1923 “Moving Picture” stage show, Guimond visited a real 

moving picture studio to produce the first of what was purported to be a series of thirteen 

short (two-reel) film comedies featuring his Ti-Zoune character. The studio was located on 

the corner of St. Catherine Street East and St. Denis, and owned by Jean Arsin. The latter 

had just produced and directed La primeur volée, a feature film sponsored by La Presse and the 
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Loew’s theatre, where its premiere had been held on June 3, 1923.54 Starland manager Vance, 

who might have had the initiative of this comedy series, was given credit for assisting the 

production “with advice.” Outdoor scenes were shot in Lafontaine Park, in the east end of 

Montreal, and within days the film was being exhibited at the Starland, where Ti-Zoune’s 

fans allegedly “revell[ed] in this new proof of their idol’s greatness.”55 Arsin, Vance and 

Guimond however failed to come up with the promised follow-up to this first effort. Period 

sources do not reveal the reason for the abandonment of the projected series. One can 

surmise that the first film had, in spite of the Axe News’ positive commentary (most likely 

written by the Starland manager or press agent anyway), failed to live up to expectations, or 

that its promoters had realized that, in their situation (Vance was not yet part of Famous 

Players’ growing network), film production was doomed to remain a money-losing 

proposition. It is also possible that, like Gélinas with La dame aux camélias, la vraie twenty 

years later, Guimond and company had found out that Montreal audiences preferred to see 

their favorite comedians in the flesh.56 

In the mid-1920s, Olivier Guimond and Eli Lawand discovered among the performers 

entertaining the patrons of the infamous Hochelaga Laurier Palace the comedian that would 

soon become burlesque’s leading female personality: Rose Ouellette. Having performed 

since the late 1910s on the stages of several east end scopes, including the Ouimetoscope (as 

we have seen in chapter 4), the Lune Rousse, the Alcazar and the Casino, Ouellette already 

was an experienced singer and comedian by the time of her “discovery.”57 Guimond and 

Lawand first had her perform at the King Edward, where she was given the stage name 

“Casserolle” (“Saucepan”). She later worked at the Quebec City Imperial with Guimond, 

where the latter, deeming both “Rose Ouellette” and “Casserolle” unsatisfactory stage 



321 

names, picked a new moniker for Ouellette: “La Poune.” 58 It would soon become one of the 

most durably famous names in French-Canadian popular culture. 

In her memoirs, Ouellette claims that it was on the train taking her back to Montreal 

after this Quebec engagement with Guimond that Najeeb Lawand first offered her the 

direction of the Cartier theatre. She accepted the position, and subsequently spent “the eight 

most important years” of her career at the Cartier.59 Described by Dane Lanken as a 

“handsome, but modest” moving picture palace, the Cartier had been inaugurated by 

Confederation Amusements on May 25, 1929. It stood on Notre-Dame Street West, a few 

blocks away from United Amusement’s Corona theatre, in St. Henri, a working class district 

with a sizable French-Canadian population.60  

It should incidentally be noted that Ouellette’s long stay at the Cartier, which has come 

to be viewed as one of the key events of the history of French-Canadian burlesque, has 

proven rather hard to document over the course of this research project. Indeed, none of the 

contemporary sources consulted can attest of her involvement with the theatre before 

1935.61 Newspaper advertisements show that “French musical comedy review[s]” were part 

of the Cartier bill from the opening night, but do not reveal the names of either the 

performers or theatre manager.62 One newspaper advertisement further reveals that in 

September of 1929, Charles Ross (Pic-Pic) was performing at the Cartier while Rose 

“Wellette” played in a Paul Hébert comedy at the Théâtre Arcade. A modest east end 

moving picture theatre built in 1913, the Arcade was at this point operated by the King 

Edward owner, Abraham Lawand, and offering French-language plays and revues.63 Between 

1930 and 1936, the Cartier stage hosted Paul Hébert, Charles Ross, Moe Levy (“le Juif 

canadien”), Rosenberg (“Pizzy-Wizzy”), Paddy Shaw (“Swifty”), and even singer La Bolduc 

(née Mary Travers). Ouellette’s name however remains elusive in the Cartier ads published 
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before September of 1935 collected over the course of this research project.64 That being 

said, it admittedly remains entirely possible that this situation is but a simple but unfortunate 

consequence of the necessarily incomplete nature of the sample collected. Or could it be that 

as a female theatre director – a most exotic thing in Quebec at the time – Ouellette was not 

permitted to take full credit for her work? 

 What we know for sure is that by September of 1935 Rose Ouellette was presenting 

her “grande comédie française” every week in no less than two Confederation houses, the Cartier 

and the Dominion.65 In her memoirs, Juliette Petrie, who, together with her husband Arthur, 

worked for Ouellette at the time, describes her hectic schedule on weekends, when 

Ouellette’s company was required to perform thrice at the St. Henri Cartier and twice at the 

Plateau Dominion every day: 

First show at the Cartier in the early afternoon. A truck would then wait for us near the 
theatre’s entrance. We piled in props, costumes and scenery, and off to the Dominion. 
After the 4pm show, we had to move everything back to the Cartier for the second 
show, at 6:30pm. Same kerfuffle for the 8pm show at the Dominion. At 9:30pm, 
everything had to be back at the Cartier for the last show of the evening.66 
 

Petrie’s testimony suggests that, in Montreal at least, the diffusion of French-Canadian 

burlesque was restricted, not by demand, but by the availability of its most talented 

performers. This situation echoes an observation made by Gerben Bakker in Entertainment 

Industrialised: 

When Charlie Chaplin was nineteen years old he appeared in three music halls a night. 
On one fine day he started in the late afternoon at the half-empty Streatham Empire in 
London. Directly after the show he and his company were rushed by private bus to the 
Canterbury Music Hall and then on to the Tivoli. This constituted the maximum 
number of venues an entertainer could visit on an evening, and thus the inherent limit 
to a performer’s productivity. 
 
Yet, barely five years had passed before Chaplin would appear in thousands of venues 
across the world at the same time. His productivity had increased almost unimaginably. 
Most of this efficiency jump translated into lower prices, far lower than ticket prices for 
music hall. Chaplin himself, therefore, was able to capture only a small percentage of 
revenues. Yet this tiny cut made him the world’s highest-paid performer. 
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Chaplin’s experience epitomises the massive increase in productivity that modern 
service technologies have made possible.67 
 
The case of French-Canadian burlesque however reminds us that in the field of the 

performing arts, increases in productivity are not necessarily consubstantial with a qualitative 

expansion of the public reached. Chaplin managed to gain a larger public by simultaneously 

exploiting a new reproduction technology and working to make his comedy more palatable 

to a wider audience made up of members of both the working and middle classes.68 As we 

will see, Gratien Gélinas arguably accomplished something similar with Fridolinons without 

resorting to the mechanical reproduction or electronic broadcast of his revues (although the 

latter were definitely influenced, publicized, and otherwise supported by the mass media). 

Yet, for a variety of reasons falling outside the bounds of the present research, French-

Canadian burlesque never managed to expand its public beyond the working class. As a 

result, burlesque’s quantum leap in productivity only came at the end of the period covered 

by this project with the advent of television, and more particularly of Montreal’s first private 

station, J.A. DeSève’s Télé-Métropole, whose studios occupied the old Arcade theatre. 

The theatre owners and managers that booked the Petries, Guimond Sr., Ouellette and 

their contemporaries knew that burlesque was condemned to remain a working class 

pastime, as opposed to a “popular” or “mass” phenomenon. In the words of famed 

Québécois stand-up comic Yvon Deschamps:  

while burlesque met with phenomenal success in Quebec, it remained thoroughly 
despised by the elite. Its practitioners were scorned, and those who took pleasure in it 
were looked down upon. Purists were convinced that its success was born out of the 
fact that it aimed for the lowest common denominator: big laffs for the lowly classes [du 
gros rire pour le gros peuple].69 
 

It is therefore unsurprising to note that, in spite of burlesque’s convincing success at the 

Cartier and Dominion, Confederation never attempted to book burlesque companies in its 

theatres operating in neighborhoods with more prosperous francophone populations, such 
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as the Outremont, or even the Château in Rosemount. The productivity of burlesque artists 

was already stretched to the limit, and it seemed likely that the population of these 

neighborhoods would have simply resented this working class intrusion. Instead, 

Confederation opted to treat the patrons of its moving picture shows operating in 

Outremont and Rosemount with vaudeville acts obtained through booking agencies.70 

In the collection of autobiographical short stories entitled Les vues animées (“The 

Movies”), Michel Tremblay provides an amusing testimony on the vast divide separating the 

Montreal working class districts – where most theatres employing burlesque performers were 

operating – and the more respectable neighborhoods where moving picture rather resorted 

to vaudeville to enhance their shows. One of the stories for instance relates the campaign 

waged by the young Michel, born in a modest Plateau family, to convince his mother to take 

him to see Cinderella (Walt Disney Productions, 1950). The main difficulty met by the 

protagonist proceeds from the site of the screening: the film is not playing at the Passe-

Temps theatre (located two blocks west of Confederation’s Dominion on Mount-Royal 

avenue) usually patronized by the Tremblay family, but at the faraway Outremont theatre. 

“It’s at the other end of the world! I don’t even know where that is!” protests his mother. 

“Three streetcars! You’re going to ride three streetcars to get there! You’re crazy!,” opines an 

aunt who, when asked if she has ever set foot in Outremont replies: “Are you crazy? I’m not 

even sure that the place even exists.”71 Tremblay then explains that “most of our expeditions 

outside of the Plateau Mont-Royal were limited to what we called the lower city [“le bas de la 

ville”], in other words St. Catherine Street.”72 In their respective memoirs, Ouellette and 

Petrie concur by stating that the audiences of the theatres where they performed – mainly 

the Cartier, the Dominion and the National – were largely made up of working class patrons, 

and more particularly of housewives and unemployed laborers.73 
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It is worth noting that the Cartier, the Dominion, as well as most of the other theatres 

presenting French-Canadian burlesque shows in the 1930s and 1940s remained first and 

foremost moving picture theatres. Their bills were unquestionably headlined by films, often 

French in origin. Burlesque would however return as a headlining attraction at Ouellette’s 

next Montreal venture after the Cartier, the Théâtre National. France-Film recruited 

Ouellette sometime in late 1935, and first sent her to Quebec City to manage the faltering 

Théâtre Canadien where, according to her own testimony, she managed to revitalize the 

show and bring back audiences. Ouellette was then called back to Montreal in the summer of 

1936 to manage the Théâtre National, which, as we have seen in chapter 5, France-Film had 

wrested from Jos. Cardinal in 1934.74 Charles Ross, Paul Hébert and the Petries had all 

allegedly previously declined the position, having heard about the National’s poor showings 

over the preceding summers. Ouellette signed for ten weeks, but eventually stayed at the 

theatre for seventeen epoch-making years.75 Under her management, the Théâtre National 

would turn into one of the most important venues associated with working class culture in 

Montreal, and soon become one of the few obligated Montreal stops for visiting small-town 

French-Canadians, together with the Oratoire St. Joseph, the wax museum catholique canadien, 

and the Parc Belmont.76 

Located on St. Catherine Street East at the heart of Montreal’s French-Canadian 

community, on the same block as the pioneering Ouimetoscope, the Théâtre National (first 

named the Théâtre National Français) had had a long and varied career before Ouellette’s 

arrival in 1936. It had been built by theatre director Julien Daoust, but sold soon after its 

inauguration on August 12, 1900 to local entrepreneur Georges Gauvreau, who would later 

be responsible for the construction of the Nationoscope. Gauvreau had eventually retained 

control of the theatre for two decades, during which he had hired some of the era’s most 
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reputed local directors, including Daoust, Paul Cazeneuve and Fernand Dhavrol. Under his 

management, the National had become a major venue for both French and French-Canadian 

theatre in Montreal. The National had also been, as noted by Jean-Pierre Sirois-Trahan, one 

of the very first Montreal theatres to include moving pictures in their shows on a regular 

basis at the turn of the century.77 

In the early 1920s, the National had been taken over by Alex Silvio, who was also 

involved at the time with a few other east end theatres, including the Chanteclerc and the 

Canadien-Français.78 Under his management, the National had mainly presented stage shows 

influenced by French revues d’actualité and US revues. As demonstrated by Lacasse, Johanne 

Massé and Bethsabée Poirier, Silvio helped established revue as a major French-Canadian 

theatrical tradition (still represented in the second decade of the 21st century by the annual 

Bye Bye annual televised revues.) While they could be distinguished from the burlesque 

tradition by their unified themes, their written (as opposed to improvised) texts, and their 

topicality, Silvio’s revues had actually been closely related with the emerging French-

Canadian burlesque tradition, with which they largely shared their variety formats, 

performers, and public.  

It is therefore not too surprising to see Silvio’s revues be replaced by burlesque at the 

National following Jos. Cardinal’s takeover of the theatre in the late 1920s.79 (It should also 

be noted that the National had also been favored by fate in 1927, in that it had been one of 

the few east end theatres permitted by the authorities to keep exhibiting live acts in the wake 

of the Laurier Palace fire.80) By 1929, the theatre had been home to Guimond, Béliveau, and 

many other burlesque performers.81 In 1930, Harold Vance, previously associated with the 

Starland but now working for Consolidated Theatres, had taken over the management of the 

National. Vance had attempted to turn the theatre into the leading venue for burlesque by 



327 

assembling an all-star company for the 1930-31 season.  The two star couples of burlesque, 

Guimond-Mack and the Petries, had thus been reunited, together with Juliette Béliveau and 

Charles Ross. [Figure 7.6] Juliette Petrie however reports in her memoirs that Vance’s 

super-company had soon unraveled, undermined by the constant infighting bred by the 

long-standing rivalries between some of its key members.82 Control of the National had 

eventually returned to Cardinal, who had maintained the theatre’s successful burlesque policy 

in the early 1930s by booking performers such as Béliveau, Ross, Guimond, and Oscar 

Valade.83 

When France-Film finally took over the National in the spring 1934, it overhauled the 

sound system used for the exhibition of talking pictures, but refrained from shifting the 

emphasis of the theatre’s programmes from stage to screen. Tellingly, the first Théâtre 

National bill featuring the new RCA Photophone system was headlined, not by the two 

feature films programmed (Un soir de réveillon [Karl Anton, Paramount, 1933] and Walls of 

Gold [Kenneth MacKenna, Fox, 1933]), but by Guimond and Béliveau’s comedy. For the 

1934-1935 season, DeSève experimented with melodrama at the National, before eventually 

reverting to burlesque in 1935-1936. The theatre’s bills were headlined by Manda and 

Joseph’s company in the months leading to the presentation of the first show directed by 

Rose Ouellette at the National on June 20, 1936.84 

The primacy of burlesque at the National in the 1930s is eloquently demonstrated by 

the fact that at the time of the creation of Vance’s all-star company in the late summer of 

1930 the theatre was still exhibiting silent pictures, a full year after the majority of Montreal’s 

film theatres had converted to sound. By 1938, the National still only had the twelfth run on 

France-Film products, even though it was operated by DeSève’s organization.85 But while 

the National, contrarily to Confederation’s Cartier and Dominion, did not use burlesque as a 
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mere supporting act for moving pictures, it still extensively relied on films to fill its 

programmes, even during La Poune’s heyday in the late 1930s and 1940s. Double-bills of 

French features thus routinely preceded the burlesque comedy headlining the National’s bill. 

[Figure 7.7] In La duchesse et le roturier, a novel partly set at the Théâtre National, Michel 

Tremblay describes how the theatre’s audience would routinely have to shush the 

comedians, who could not care less about covering the films’ dialogues with the racket they 

made backstage while getting ready for the “big comedy.”86 

This extensive use of stage attractions would eventually help carry France-Film 

through the Second World War, when the company’s film supply was momentarily cut off. 

From 1941 to 1944, DeSève regularly booked concerts and operas presented by Canadian 

Concerts (a company set up by Nicolas Koudriavtzeff and DeSève himself) at the Théâtre 

St. Denis.87 The Théâtre Arcade, another France-Film house seized in 1936 from Jos. 

Cardinal (who had in turn acquired it from Abraham Lawand), turned to drama during the 

war years.88 This theatre previously dedicated to triple bills of French imports (it had the 10th 

run on France-Film products) thus became one of the city’s leading venues for legitimate 

theatre and melodrama en français in the 1940s.89 It was famous for being the home of the 

two leading stars of the French-Canadian stage, sisters Germaine and Antoinette Giroux 

(daughters of photographer Lactance Giroux, who had once been Léo-Ernest Ouimet’s 

cinematographer). The Arcade also regularly featured Henri Letondal, Jeanne Demons and 

French émigrée Janine Sutto.90 The plays and melodramas presented at the Arcade (which 

included the infamous Aurore l’enfant martyre) shared the predominantly female public of the 

Théâtre National, located a few blocks west on St. Catherine Street. 91 In the fictional but 

well-documented La duchesse et le roturier, Michel Tremblay describes rows of housewives 

knitting, mending clothes and chatting while attending the Arcade’s matinées.92 
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Between Popular Audiences and Cultural Elites 

France-Film’s reliance on the plebeian theatrical genres of burlesque and melodrama 

seemingly contradicted the company’s rhetoric. Since the company’s inception in the early 

1930s, its copywriters had strove to cast it as a bold defender of the great French tradition in 

North America. France-Film had not shied away from military metaphors on occasion: in a 

1931 press release, the company’s copywriter for instance described with almost religious 

fervor a “phalanx of exhibitors once dedicated to American films but now devoted to the 

French idea.” A recurrent “holy war” theme is also in evidence in a striking full-page 

advertisement published in La Presse in the spring of 1935, which depicts a pair of 

(presumably French) knights in armor, and goes on to describes the company’s work as a 

“heroic crusade.”93 [Figure 7.8] The advertisement then proceeds to vaunt France-Film’s 

efforts to “protect” the mother tongue of the “French population” of Quebec, as well as its 

“battle […] for the defense of French art and spirit.” 

France-Film’s crusade further posited a fundamental difference between French and 

American cinema. At the fifth annual French Film Congress organized in 1935 by France-

Film and the Compagnie cinématographique canadienne, the Université de Montréal’s 

secretary, Édouard Montpetit, for instance explained that: “essentially different from yanki 

[sic] cinema, the French film understands satire, exhibits a cheerful, honest disposition, and 

reveals a taste for proper language. It can be witty, and even spicy or sentimental, without 

being idiotic.” 94 This dichotomy conveniently helped France-Film add patriotic overtones to 

what was first and foremost a commercial enterprise. For Montpetit, French cinema thus 

constituted a most effective opponent to the “uninterrupted flow of Americanism 

introduced in Quebec by modernism’s multiple manifestations.”95 This argument echoed the 
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point made in 1931 by one of the guests of honor of the first French film congress, French 

consul Édouard Carteron:  

Putting aside the commercial side of the proposition, theatre owners and managers 
booking French films in this Province must realize that they are actually contributing to 
a wonderful patriotic enterprise. With this most amazing weapon, they help fight the 
spread of americanism in the popular classes. Through its dynamism and intellectualism, 
the French film elevates and cultivates the spirit.96 
 
An essential corollary to the anti-americanism professed by some of France-Film’s 

propagandists (others were willing to concede American cinema’s technical know-how and 

entertainment value) lay in the perceived “affinity” of the French and French-Canadian 

populations. This affinity, which supposedly rested on shared “mores and language,” was 

obviously deemed to supersede French-Canada’s continental identity.97 This opinion was 

reprised by none other than Quebec prime minister Louis-Alexandre Taschereau, who 

praised French cinema’s contribution to the development of French Canada’s “ethnic 

individuality” at the 1934 French film Congress.98 

Paradoxically, the consensus among the participants to the annual French film 

congresses held in the early to mid-1930s seems to have been that French cinema’s main 

contribution to the rise of this ethnic individuality was that it favored the alignment of the 

language used in French-Canada on the Parisian norm, variably referred to as “le beau parler de 

France” or “le français de France.” Among those harping on this point in their speeches to 

congress participants were prime minister Taschereau and Robert Hurel, founder of La 

Compagnie cinématographique canadienne. This endorsement of the French norm was 

implicitly doubled by a disavowal of the local vernacular, evidently perceived as debased and 

vulgar.99 In his speech, Taschereau further opined that French cinema would help bring 

refinement to the tastes of French-Canadians. This opinion was shared by Montpetit, who 
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went as far as to proclaim that the importation of French films would greatly contribute to 

the development of the decorative arts in the Province.100 

The outward clash between the various patriotic discourses coopted by France-Film 

and the chain’s actual programming policies sits well with the analysis of French-Canadian 

identity and class relations developed by the historian and sociologist Gérard Bouchard.101 

The latter posits that, between the two centuries that elapsed between the English Conquest 

of Canada in the second half of the eighteenth century and the mid-twentieth century 

upheaval that led to the Quiet Revolution in Quebec, French-Canada’s elites attempted to 

compensate for their lack of political and economical power by resorting to the construction 

of a sort of fictional homeland (“patrie imaginaire”). This construct stressed French-Canada’s 

connection to “France” (itself an imaginary construction, as French-Canada’s elites did not 

approve of many thinkers associated with the Enlightenment and the Republican ideal), 

which is to say that it emphasized its difference from the other groups also claiming North 

America as their home.102 The French language and Catholic religion were set at the heart of 

French-Canadian identity, while a glorious rural tradition with only the most tenuous 

connection with French-Canada’s reality was created by would-be novelists and ethnologists 

largely recruited among the liberal professions and the clergy. In the words of the priest and 

literary critic Henri-Raymond Casgrain (1831-1904), the elites’ nationalistic enterprise aimed 

to “depict French Canada’s population not as it was, but as it should be.”103 

Late twentieth century intellectuals were not the first to pick on the striking dissonance 

between the French-Canada imagined by its elites and the actual country inhabited by its 

population. In the 1940 edition of Fridolinons, Gratien Gélinas had for instance included a 

playlet narrating Fridolin’s attempt to jump on the terroir bandwagon and write his own “play 
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of the homeland,” Le Val-qui-rit (“The Laughing Valley”). The playlet opens as Fridolin, 

realizing that the set he has just built is short on flowers, gets ahold of a stagehand: 

FRIDOLIN: Good job mister stagehand. The only thing is that I’d need flowers: 
around the house, around the barn… everywhere! 
 
STAGEHAND: I don’t think I’ve ever seen flowers in the country. 
 
FRIDOLIN: Haven’t you read some homeland poetry [“les poésies du terroir”]? 
 
STAGEHAND: (Who hasn’t got a clue about what Fridolin is talking about.) I don’t think 
so… All I know is that country folks [“les habitants”] are not big on flowers. 
 
FRIDOLIN: Listen, this isn’t about being truthful or not, it’s about producing a 
homeland play [“une oeuvre du terroir”]. Go get me some flowers!104 
 

Later, when his characters start to argue about property lines, Fridolin once again feels 

compelled to intervene: 

FRIDOLIN: What’s this! No, no and no! What do you think you’re making me write, 
you? A squabble in the countryside? I’ve never heard of such a thing in a roman du terroir! 
Especially not neighbors quarrelling about property lines! That’s one hell of a blunder 
we were about to commit! Start over, you two, and let’s show them that we too have 
read l’abbé Groulx.105 
 

When one of the characters succumbs to the lure of Montreal (that is, of the city presumably 

inhabited by most of Fridolinons’ audience) in the playlet’s second act, an underworld full of 

white slavers, ancient prostitutes, drunkards, consumptive workers, corrupt politicians, and 

moving picture theatres is revealed.106 Clearly, the joke is on the writers and intellectuals who 

so blatantly distorted the everyday realities of the inhabitants of the Province of Quebec for 

the sake of a backward-looking ideology. 

The various agents involved in the distribution and exhibition of French cinema in 

Quebec were undoubtedly aware of the fact that most members of their prospective 

audience lived outside of the terroir dreamed by the Province’s elite. They could not ignore 

the fact that French Canada had largely been shaped by its location on the North American 

continent, and that an increasingly large proportion of its population lived and worked in 
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urban areas. Indeed, statistics reveal that city dwellers first outnumbered countrymen in the 

second decade of the twentieth century in Quebec.107 Yet, the Compagnie 

cinématographique canadienne and France-Film also seem to have understood that, in order 

to maximize their success in the Quebec market, they would have to simultaneously gain the 

support of the urban popular classes and the assent of the elites. The managers and directors 

of these organizations dedicated to French cinema had had plenty of occasions to observe 

the difficulties created by the French-Canadian elites allied with the provincial and municipal 

administrations for the local film industry, as well as for the practitioners of that other form 

of popular entertainment associated with americanism: burlesque. Juliette Petrie for instance 

describes in her memoirs how one Quebec City priest once refused to grant her absolution 

unless she gave up her life of sin on the stage. The same priest also allegedly caused the 

Petries’ audiences to shrink in the aftermath of the earthquake that hit the city on February 

28, 1925, which he declared to be a divine retribution for the presence of a burlesque 

company in his parish.108 

It is therefore no surprise to see La Compagnie cinématographique canadienne and 

France-Film attempting to coopt the Province’s elites, most notably by making several 

personalities associated with the cultural, political and business communities their guests of 

honors at the annual French film congresses they held in the early to mid-1930s. Ostensibly 

organized to promote French cinema and organize the efforts of the nascent network 

dedicated to its distribution and exhibition in Quebec, these congresses featured over the 

years Édouard Montpetit (secretary, Université de Montréal), Athanase David (provincial 

secretary), Pamphile Réal Du Tremblay (politician and president of La Presse between 1932 

and 1955), Roger Champoux (journalist), Camillien Houde (mayor of Montreal), Henri 

Letondal (comedian, playwright and critic), Adrien Arcand (journalist and future leader of 
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the fascistic Parti de l’Unité nationale), Jules Hamel (manager of La Banque canadienne 

nationale), Ernest Tétreau (president of the Alliance française), Olivar Asselin (journalist, 

editor of Le Canada), and many others.109 [Figure 7.9] As we have seen, even prime minister 

Taschereau, who had not missed an opportunity to defend the most narrow views on cinema 

and alienate its industry in the 1920s, was invited to contribute to many editions of the 

congress, where he expressed effusive words of praise for French cinema and its influence.110 

This alliance with French-Canadian elites can seem surprising, coming as it was from a 

company involved in the production of stage shows aimed at the urban popular classes, as 

well as in the distribution and exhibition of popular French entertainment products whose 

moral and cultural value was, as a whole, hardly above that of contemporary US cinema. 

(The latter fact was most notably demonstrated by the Quebec Board of Censors notoriously 

low approval rate of French imports.) In spite of all of France-Film’s grandiloquent 

statements on “le beau parler de France,” its leading star, Rose Ouellette, attracted audiences 

not in spite of, but, indeed, largely through her use of a thick local vernacular. Allegedly 

nicknamed “La Poune aux oeufs d’or” (a pun on “the hen [‘la poule’] with the golden eggs”) by 

the company’s management, Ouellette eventually succeeded in filling the Théâtre National to 

capacity week after week for seventeen years with shows regarded as disreputable plebeian 

amusements by the local elites. She would eventually retain the direction of the theatre until 

1953, when television caused both film and burlesque audiences to dwindle.111 

France-Film’s ability to get away with this kind of blatant double discourse might seem 

somewhat surprising from a contemporary point of view. Bouchard’s analysis of class 

relations in French Canada can however help us understand how the company’s seemingly 

irreconcilable discourses and activities managed to escape criticism. The historical evidence 

gathered by Bouchard more particularly suggests that this kind of schizophrenic behavior 
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was so deeply entrenched in French-Canadian society by the early twentieth century that it 

came to be perceived, not as cynical manipulations, but as an inescapable fact of French-

Canadian life. The long list of quixotic campaigns waged the elites but largely ignored by the 

Province’s population compiled by Bouchard includes prohibitions on drinking, dancing and 

immoral literature, denunciations of americanism and conspicuous consumption, crusades 

for the defense of the Vatican (no more than a few hundred French-Canadians had 

volunteered to serve in the zouaves in the 1860s), for the promotion of Catholicism in North 

America, for le bon parler français…112  

Bouchard generally believes that Catholicism’s grasp on the French-Canadian 

population might not have been as tight as often believed. His research suggests that, while 

the clergy may have managed institutions and attempted to dictate conducts, religion failed 

to affect in an essential way French-Canada’s values, spirit and ideals. This situation may 

have been evidenced by fact that Catholicism’s influence on Quebec life almost entirely 

collapsed in record time during the Quiet Revolution.113 This observation sits well with the 

fact that, as we have seen in chapter 4, the Catholic clergy’s vehement opposition to both 

cinema and Sunday shows did not prevent the many Montreal moving picture theatres 

operating in neighborhoods with sizable French-Canadian populations from doing good 

business on Sundays. And just as many parishioners went to the mass every Sunday morning, 

politely nodded during the priest’s sermon, and then went home and made up their own 

mind about what constituted proper conduct, quite a few Montrealers glanced at the latest 

advertisement praising France-Film’s crusade for French language in La Presse, and then 

headed to the National to see – and hear – La Poune. 
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Gratien Gélinas and the Mid-Century Renewal of the French-Canadian Public 

Sphere 

French Canada managed to survive for nearly two centuries in spite of the multiple 

contradictions that simultaneously resulted from and perpetuated its lack of political 

representation. Significant changes nevertheless started to occur in the mid-twentieth 

century, when elements of the popular classes and national elite finally started to bridge the 

gap that had long divided them. In time, this process would lead to a renewal of French-

Canadian/Québécois identity and strengthen the community’s quest for political 

representation and autonomy. 

One of the main manifestations of this deep transformation of Quebec society was the 

rise of a new popular culture rooted in the actual living conditions of the French-Canadian 

community on the North American continent. This nascent popular culture was probably 

best exemplified by the nine annual Fridolinons revues produced between 1938 and 1946 by 

Gratien Gélinas. On that regard, it is essential to note that, while Gélinas’ œuvre certainly 

stood outside of both the fabricated folklore of the elites and the plebeian culture of 

burlesque (which it both occasionally mocked, as we have seen), Fridolinons remained largely 

indebted to the various forms of popular amusement booked in the Province’s vast network 

of theatres during the first decades of the twentieth century. It is further essential to keep in 

mind that the creation of this network of theatres had in turn largely been enabled by the 

advent of film, which had provided an ample supply of reasonably cheap attractions. When 

recent film productions became hard to get as a result of the runs systems implemented at 

the turn of the 1920s and vertical integration, many theatre operators had emphasized the 

presentation of alternative attractions, thus causing a surge in the production of French-

Canadian burlesque shows, revues, melodrama, and musical entertainments. 
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The Fridolinons revues extensively relied on local talent developed within the network 

of Quebec theatres initially dedicated to film entertainments. Maurice Meerte, the revue’s 

musical director, and one of Gélinas’ closest collaborators, had for instance been the 

orchestra leader of the prestigious Montreal Capitol in the silent era.114 Juliette Béliveau, lead 

female player of Fridolinons, had as we have seen long worked alongside Guimond and 

Petrie’s burlesque companies at the King Edward, Starland, Chanteclerc and Théâtre 

National. [Figure 7.10] Another veteran of the French-Canadian stage, Fred Barry, also 

filled numerous parts in Fridolinons, in addition to acting as adviser to Gélinas on staging 

issues.115 Between the 1910s and the late 1930s, the various theatrical companies co-directed 

by Barry, his wife Bella Ouellette, and fellow actor Albert Duquesne had honed their craft 

during a long string of residencies at the St. Henri Family (later United Amusement’s 

Corona), at the east end Chanteclerc (later the Stella) and Arcade theatres, as well as at 

Cardinal’s Théâtre St. Denis.116 Tellingly, all four of these theatres had been built between 

1912 and 1916, and first operated as moving pictures theatres or combination (film and 

vaudeville) houses. 

Gélinas also appropriated some of the defining features of the burlesque tradition for 

his stage revues. The most ostentatious of these was Fridolinons’ renowned chorus line. 

Directed by Elvira Gomez, the twelve female dancers hired each year by Gélinas variously 

added sex-appeal to Fridolinons, helped with transitions between numbers and acted as 

extras.117 By making the character of Fridolin the center of his revues (as their title reveals), 

Gélinas further reprised a narrative strategy that had well served many burlesquers, including 

Ouellette and Guimond. Building their shows around characters associated with subordinate 

groups (La Poune was a boisterous but otherwise unassuming middle-aged woman, Ti-

Zoune a variation on the working class drunk, and Fridolin a working class teenager), 
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permitted Ouellette, Guimond and Gélinas to elicit immediate sympathy for their creations. 

Gélinas later stated that this decision also aimed to soften the blow of the satire and social 

commentary contained by his shows, as “one tends to forgive cheekiness more readily in a 

youngster than in a full-grown adult.”118 

This recourse to unthreatening familiar types further helped create a climate of 

complicity between audiences and performers in both burlesque and Gélinas’ Fridolinons 

revues. Juliette Petrie for instance describes how Ouellette’s numerous female fans would 

bring her food and treats, and how the comedian would often interrupt a performance to 

thank a female patron she had just spotted in the audience for the sucre-à-la-crème she had 

received the week before.119 In Fridolinons, Gélinas used the shows’ opening monologues to 

establish a personal report with audience members: Fridolin would come and sit on a kitchen 

chair on the edge of the stage, congratulate them on their appearance, inquire about their 

health, commiserate about rationing and other wartime hardships, and volunteer updates on 

his own fictional family.120 By delving into the trivial and the personal, Gélinas created the 

bond between performers and audiences on which the political and nationalist components 

of his shows hinged. As remarked by Bouchard, the “national” was at the time largely 

conceived as a phenomenon grounded in homogeneity: nations were thought to be 

communities sharing the same institutions, rules, language, customs, religion and memory.121 

By inquiring about how his public had been affected by the latest flu epidemic, Fridolin 

reinforced the idea that he and the audience shared the same referents, and thus constituted 

a single community – one big family, one might say – sharing the same interests, the same 

fights. He made his spectators’ hardships his, and they supported him by coming back the 

next year. 
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This identification process was largely enabled by the fact that, just like the performers 

active in the local burlesque companies, Gélinas’ revues fully recognized the North-

American and urban dimensions of French-Canadian life. Which is not to say that Gélinas 

refused to acknowledge that many members of his predominantly urban audience were not 

very far removed from their rural roots. His previously quoted parody of the roman du terroir 

genre was effective precisely because the revue’s audience was very well aware of the fact 

that things were not so rosy in the countryside. Indeed, Montreal’s francophone population 

was at the time largely composed of recent expatriates from the Province’s rural areas, 

brought to the city by the lack of prospects and generally difficult conditions offered by 

country life.  

The clash between the facts of French-Canadian life and the outlook of the 

community’s elite makes for an interesting case study of the incorporation process through 

which, according to Raymond Williams, hegemonies are created and sustained. As we have 

seen, Bouchard’s work suggests that French-Canada’s elites saw themselves as the appointed 

keepers of a population which they tried to control, not through the incorporation of the 

new culture emerging on the new continent, but by its substitution by an idealized version of 

the great French “tradition” (itself a most selective concept, in Williams’s opinion).122 This 

national elite consequently never managed to go beyond ideology and establish a true 

hegemony – a situation that, once again, could help explain why French-Canadian culture 

and society seemed to change so quickly during the Quiet revolution, as ideology remains 

much easier to dismantle than hegemony. As a result, French-Canadian life in the mid-

twentieth century seems to have been structured less by the relationship between the 

dominant culture (i.e., the culture promoted by the elites) and the oppositional culture given 

a voice by Fridolinons, than by the productive tension between residual French rural and 
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emergent North American urban cultures. Gélinas thus largely helped pave the way for the 

quest for “québécitude” (“quebecness”) generally associated with the Quiet revolution, which 

would abundantly mine the Province’s past, this time not to assert French-Canada’s apostolic 

mission, but to reclaim and reactivate a resilient working-class culture. 

At the crux of this tension between French Canada’s residual and emergent cultures 

was language. On that regard, the Fridolinons revues produced between 1938 and 1946, as 

well as Gélinas’ first bona fide play, Tit-Coq (1948), constitute an important link between the 

work of silent-era film lecturers, the burlesque tradition that emerged at the turn of the 

1920s, and the theatre of Michel Tremblay in the 1960s and 1970s.123 Three decades before 

Tremblay, Gélinas pioneered the use of a popular language rooted in the vernacular of 

Montreal’s working class. The language of Fridolinons was distinct from both the Parisian 

French emulated by many French-Canadian authors and the backward looking picturesque 

vernacular created by writers such as Claude-Henri Grignon (author of Un homme et son péché, 

a story set among late-19th century settlers). Fridolinons mined the expressive possibilities of 

the local vernacular that had previously been exploited by Guimond, Ouellette and their 

peers, but distanced itself from the burlesque tradition by consciously downplaying the 

“vulgar” elements of this language. This decision was most likely justified by more than 

Gélinas’ own personal stand on issues of decorum and public morals, as he no doubt 

understood that the slightest hint of profanity or off-color language would have aroused 

vehement responses, and thus prevented the audience from engaging with the more 

important points made by his revues.  

The single most important influence on Gélinas’ dramatic art, and more specifically on 

the language employed therein, might actually not have been the work of local burlesque 

performers, but the Marcel Pagnol films distributed in Quebec in the 1930s by La 
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Compagnie cinématographique canadienne and France-Film. In interviews, Gélinas has 

acknowledged the deep impression that Pagnol’s comedy-dramas had made on him.124 This 

reaction to the Provençal’s author productions was not atypical. Pagnol’s films, and more 

particularly the trilogy made up of Marius (Alexander Korda, 1931), Fanny (Marc Allégret, 

1932), and César (Marcel Pagnol, 1936), had met with tremendous success in Quebec in the 

1930s – a situation most eloquently demonstrated by the fact that Fanny’s record eight week 

stay at the first-run Cinéma de Paris in the winter of 1934 was only broken by César’s 

fourteen weeks run at the same theatre in the spring of 1937.125 [Figure 7.11] Pagnol’s films 

and plays thus indisputably demonstrated that regional accents and vernaculars were not 

incompatible with respectable entertainment. Their success furthermore showed that by 

being made to connote “authenticity,” regionalisms could actually enhance both drama and 

comedy, and even increase the export potential of cultural productions. 

Pagnol’s influence on Gélinas’ creative and commercial and activities (including an 

attempt in the early 1940s to create an independent film studio reprising the commercial 

model of Les Films Marcel Pagnol) would deserve a study of its own. Suffice it to say that, 

by taking cues from Pagnol’s particular brand of regionally inflected comedy-drama, Gélinas 

managed to create works whose deep sympathy for the characters and milieus they evoked 

did not prevent the formation of a strong critical undercurrent. There are no more bad guys 

in Marius, Fanny and César than there are in Tit-Coq (first a play based on a playlet – “The 

Conscript’s Return” – from Fridolinons 46, later a feature film co-directed by Gélinas and 

René Delacroix in 1952). Yet all of these plays-cum-films126 offer hard-hitting denunciations 

of inhumane social mores enforced by communities of well-meaning characters, be it the 

prohibition of divorce in Tit-Coq or the opprobrium to which single mothers and “bastard” 

children were subjected in both Gélinas’ play and Pagnol’s trilogy. 



342 

The criticism contained by Fridolinons and Tit-Coq was largely enabled by the fact that, 

contrarily to the generally improvised burlesque shows, Gélinas’ radio shows, revues and 

plays had all been carefully scripted by the author and a handful of collaborators.127 A 

Montreal journalist thus observed in a contemporary review that Gélinas managed to get 

away with a few unpleasant truths and spicy double entendre in Fridolinons 39 by burying 

them in genuinely funny, humane, and well-crafted sketches.128 Careful scripting work indeed 

permitted Gélinas to broach on many sensitive issues and topics, and still manage to escape 

accusations of vulgarity, impertinence, or even treason during war years. These included 

sexual matters now mistakenly believed to have been entirely avoided in the French-

Canadian cultural production of the era. In one sketch from Fridolinons 40, the wife of an 

enrolled man for instance candidly admits to her neighbour that she certainly could have 

used her missing husband to “unclog her sink” the previous morning.129 In La dame aux 

camélias, la vraie, screened during performances of Fridolinons 43, Gélinas took advantage of 

the fact that 16mm films were not yet required to be approved by the provincial board of 

censors, most notably by illustrating the film’s final “and they lived happily ever after” with a 

shot showing various undergarments being enthusiastically thrown on a bedroom chair.130 

These implicit denunciations of the prudishness imposed by local elites were 

abundantly completed in Fridolinons by more explicit attacks aimed at a wide variety of 

targets. Interestingly, most of these targets could be found within the French-Canadian 

community. In a sketch entitled “On the Matter of la Race’s Future” (“Essai sur l’avenir de la 

race” – a parody of Lionel Groulx’s nationalist essays) a group of idle young men drink Pepsi, 

chase girls, and discuss Yvon Robert’s latest wrestling match at a snack bar. When an old 

acquaintance stops by, the assembled loafers ridicule him for taking night classes, a choice 

they deem utterly “pretentious.”131 In “The Exemplary Life of Jean-Baptiste Laframboise” 
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(“La vie édifiante de Jean-Baptiste Laframboise”), a playlet included in Fridolinons 45 and Gélinas’ 

most ambitious piece of work before Tit-Coq, French-Canadians are similarly depicted as 

being deeply distrustful of individuals toiling in non-manual labor, and utterly incapable of 

recognizing talent in one of theirs. The playlet closes on a monologue by protagonist 

Laframboise, a notary born with a great passion and talent for literature who, as he is 

entering the afterlife, is called up to face God and explain why he has wasted his gift: 

I realize this is no moment for me to brag, but the fact is that, without ever realizing it, I 
was rather gifted, you know. I never would have believed that this could happen to a 
Canadien. My late father too must have been in for quite a surprise when he realized it. 
Because. . . dad never believed in me, and neither did the inhabitants of my village. 
Actually, nobody ever had any kind of trust in me. […] 
 
You see, dear God, the folks back home, this is their main problem. It would never 
dawn upon them that a guy born in St. Agapit might be just as bright as another born 
in, say, Paris. […] 
 
So, with this kind of idea – please forgive the language, dear God – they imagine that 
the only thing they’re good for is to sit on their behind and watch the others get 
moving. And when a poor fellow with talent appears in their midst, they wait for him to 
go away be called a great man abroad before they admire him.132 
 
While we can safely assume that Gélinas did not feel that he had personally been 

ignored at home – by the age of 30, he had his own successful radio show and annual 

revue – one does not have to dig very deep to find traces of the lack of confidence in local 

talent to which he so strongly reacted. In October of 1938, Variety had for instance reported 

that the national public radio broadcaster, CBC, was planning to record “a series of [French] 

classical plays” in Paris because there was “a deficiency of capable or even promising native-

language actors” in Canada. (Tellingly, the article further explains that these broadcasts were 

intended to “cater to the French-language highbrows.”)133 This statement was in line with 

Julien Duvivier’s decision to shoot his 1934 adaptation of Louis Hémon’s Maria Chapdelaine 

with an almost completely French cast (Fred Barry being the sole French-Canadian actor 

involved in the project). A French industry representative had defended Duvivier’s decision 
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by stating that while “French-Canadians had a particular accent,” any concerns for linguistic 

authenticity had to be subordinated to the quest for good acting, and that, sadly, with the 

lack of development of the French-Canadian film industry came a dearth of able actors.134 

This view was unfortunately not entirely unfounded. 

The superstitious and coercive sides of religion, as well as the authoritarian 

nature of the Catholic clergy were also frequently (though in most instances indirectly) 

mocked by Gélinas.135 In the 1942 sketch “The Bingo Fiends” (“Les bingomanes”), a 

bingo-addicted housewife reacts to news of a ban on church basement bingos by 

exclaiming: “Again a trick by those freemasons… I tell you, soon we won’t be able to 

practice our religion anymore, in the Province of Quebec.”136 In the 1946 playlet “The 

Conscript’s Return,” as in Tit-Coq, which expanded upon the same story, a well-

meaning avuncular priest helps the protagonist on many occasions, but ultimately 

defends the Catholic prohibition on divorce that will crush both Tit-Coq and the 

woman he loves by the play’s conclusion.137 

Other representatives of the national elite were more openly lampooned. Politicians, 

for instance, were systematically depicted as egotistical and supremely corrupt. Patronage, 

bribes, telegraphing and ballot-stuffing were presented as the basic facts of provincial politics 

in several sketches.138 Some politicians, such as Jean-Charles Harvey, were further depicted as 

opportunistic traitors, eager to bad-mouth French-Canada in order to make allies in the rest 

of Canada.139 As for federal politicians such as Prime Minister Mackenzie King, they were 

generally derided for their lack of command of the French language and their perceived 

condescension towards French-Canada.140 A notable exception can however be found in “If 

I Were King,” a parody of the 1943 Quebec Conference, in which the Canadian prime 
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minister is the one being hastily squeezed out of the picture by his British and Yankee 

counterparts.141 

In his wartime revues, Gélinas did not skirt round the divisive question of conscription 

which galvanized public opinion across Canada. It should be reminded that during the 

campaign leading to the March 26, 1940 federal election, Mackenzie King had promised not 

to enforce conscription should he be re-elected. The promise obviously aimed to appease 

Quebec, where provincial prime minister Adélard Godbout and Union Nationale leader 

Maurice Duplessis, together with a large proportion of the Province’s French-speaking 

population, opposed the measure.142 The fall of France in June had nevertheless led 

Mackenzie King’s Liberal government to institute a national registry of Canadian men and 

women aged between 16 and 60 and to make military service mandatory for Canadian men. 

The fact that enlisted men still could not be sent abroad without their consent did not 

prevent a majority of Quebec federal MPs from expressing their marked opposition to the 

measures.143 

Quebec’s continued opposition to conscription clashed with public opinion in the rest 

of Canada, where public opinion was calling for new measures fully enforcing 

conscription.144 In January of 1942, after the opening of a new front in the Pacific, and with 

victory in Europe still a distant dream, Mackenzie King announced that Canadians would be 

asked to permit the federal government to forsake its no conscription promise through a 

plebiscite. Godbout advised Quebecers to grant Mackenzie King his wish (a turnabout often 

cited as one of the causes of Duplessis’ victory in the 1944 provincial election), but failed to 

convince.145 On April 27, 1942, 64% of Canadian electors (including Quebecers) voted for 

Mackenzie King’s proposition, while no less than 71% of Quebec electors rejected it. The 

anger caused by this broken promise was exacerbated in French-Canada by the impression 
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that Mackenzie King had used the approval of the rest of the country to get out of a promise 

made specifically to French-Canadians.146 These lingering tensions likely led Mackenzie King 

to delay the full enforcement of conscription until November 1944.147 

Fridolinons expressed the anger and the helplessness felt by many French-Canadians in 

connection with conscription on several occasions. Interestingly, Gélinas’ most vehement 

sketch touching on the issue was actually staged in Fridolinons 39, before the outbreak of the 

Second World War (and the coming of heightened censorship…). Entitled “Baptiste Goes to 

War,” the sketch featured an exchange between “Lady England” and “Baptiste Dominion,” 

in which characters representing Chamberlain, Mackenzie King and ex-Canadian prime 

minister R.B. Bennett also intervened. The sketch opens as Lady England, being unable to 

appease the Germans by offering them the French colonies, Belgian Congo and Greenland, 

calls Baptiste Dominion to her rescue. Baptiste first acts most ungrateful towards this 

“mother in law” who has granted him “independence… in principle,” permits him to buy 

her products, and graciously sends him her bureaucrats and unemployed sons. “The kids at 

home might not see the point in catching a bullet in order to save somebody else,” explains 

Baptiste. The latter however ends up joining the fight, moved by the oratorical skills of Lady 

England, who reacts by asking her son John, an arrogant British officer, “to condescend to 

command Baptiste.” The sketch closes as Baptiste comes back from the battlefield in a 

stretcher, while John parades and takes all the credit for the victory.148 

Gélinas’ Fridolinons revues were peppered up until the end of the war with similar 

barbs aimed at both the conscription and the Canadian army’s alleged contempt for French-

Canadians. The 1945 edition of Fridolinons featured a famous (a long excerpt was filmed by 

the National Film Board) sketch centered on a naive working class conscript, played by 

Gélinas himself, getting drunk and starting to utter inconvenient truths about industrialists, 
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propaganda, and the poor treatment of rank-and-file soldiers. The sketch opens as the 

conscript enters a lunch counter on his way to the station to catch the Halifax train after a 

fifteen days furlough spent in Montreal drinking, gambling, playing “hide and seek” with his 

girlfriend, and going to the National to see La Poune. The conscript then proceeds to empty 

his last bottle of gin while sarcastically bragging to the sympathetic waitress about being 

ready to have his mug photographed for propaganda – “another conscript leaves with a 

smile on his face!” – and being offered a free boat trip to Europe by the government. The 

exchange ultimately reveals that, while the conscript is willing to do his part – kind of – for 

the country or whatever, he does not entirely understand why he’s being sent abroad to be 

screamed and shot at for one dollar thirty cent a day. Especially when his unfit for service pal 

can make upwards of ten bucks a day while working at the ammunition factory and trying to 

steal his girlfriend.149 

Surprisingly, Gélinas seems to have been pretty much left alone by the authorities in 

spite of the strong critical overtones of his shows and of his vocal advocacy of free speech 

during wartime. In his opening monologue for the 1944 edition of the revue bearing his 

name, Fridolin for instance warned audience members that: 

I need to tell you that you’re about to hear in my revue a few things that won’t seem like 
they’ve been scripted by the government’s official propaganda. These things, we – my 
buddies and I – promise to say them clearly and loudly. Not only because it is our belief 
that they’re still worth saying, but also to show that we’re still living in a democracy. 
Yep, because, as things stand, we might not be able to work where we want… to eat 
what we want… to dress like we want… So freedom of speech might be about the last 
thing standing between what we’re fighting not to be and what we actually are.150 
 

In later interviews, Gélinas confirmed that he had never really been bothered for the content 

of his wartime shows. An anonymous censor sent to a performance of Fridolinons 44 by the 

federal government is known to have reported that the new revue was considerably less 

biting (“rosse”) than the previous editions, against which no measures had been taken. It was 
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ultimately determined by the censor that nothing contained in Fridolinons could be said to be 

truly deleterious to the war effort, to the relations between the various groups populating 

Canada, or to the country’s international relations. The unidentified censor consequently 

granted his approval to the show, and declared himself happy to indulge the French-

Canadians’ well-developed taste for laughter.151 Of course, one possible subtext for this 

decision might have been that the censor simply felt that French Canada’s bark was worse 

than its bite, and that no real risks were taken in letting Gélinas proceed with his show. 

The sole criticism of note reported by Gélinas actually came from an influential 

member of the provincial Liberal party, Télésphore-Damien Bouchard. Bouchard had 

summoned Gélinas to express his disapproval of a few CWAC jokes included in the 1943 

show (reportedly because his own daughter was a member of the Women’s Army Corps.), 

and to advise him not to compromise his fellow citizens serious attitude towards the war. 

Gélinas later claimed to have retorted that forcing him to alter or prematurely interrupt his 

performances of Fridolinons would simply not look too good for whoever had decreed the 

ban.152 

Gélinas later attributed this relative lack of retribution to his good judgment in regard 

to what was and was not possible during wartime.153 But while his wisdom on these matters 

is not to be doubted, the exchange with Bouchard suggests that the tremendous popularity 

of his shows might also have helped shield him from the censure of the authorities. It should 

incidentally be noted that, in those days where public funding of the performing arts had yet 

to develop in Canada, popularity constituted a definite sine qua non condition for a show’s 

continued existence. On that regard, Gélinas later testified that he could not have turned a 

profit on Fridolinons without selling at least ninety percent of the Monument-National’s 1,400 

seats for each performance.154 By way of example, this means that the 1942 edition of 
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Fridolinons, which was presented forty-two times in Montreal, was seen by upwards of 53,000 

people.155 

In addition to being large, the revue’s audiences were also varied if one is to believe 

the abundant praise heaped on Fridolinons by publications located on the left (Jean-Charles 

Harvey’s Le Jour), on the right (Le Devoir, L’Action catholique), as well as on the center of the 

political spectrum (La Presse, La Patrie).156 Even English newspapers joined the choir. One 

Montreal Gazette reviewer for instance wrote that: “[Fridolin] is an extraordinarly gifted 

clown, one of the descendants of Charlie Chaplin and gifted with the kind of humor that is 

so native to this Province that it would be unthinkable transplanted.”157 Another notable fan 

of Gélinas was none other than the Scottish-born animator Norman McLaren, who, 

according to Gélinas, had convinced his superiors at the National Film Board of Canada to 

produce Fridolinons (Roger Blais dir.), a thirty-four-minute compilation of filmed excerpts 

from the 1945 edition of the revue.158 

This previously unseen level of popularity for a Quebec personality ensured that there 

would most likely have been trouble a brewing for whoever would have dared censure 

Fridolin. On that regard, Gélinas’ case more particularly gains to be contrasted with that of 

Camillien Houde, Montreal’s francophone mayor. On August 2, 1940, Houde publicly 

expressed his strong opposition to the newly enacted national registry, which he saw as both 

an illegal measure and a simple prelude to total conscription, and advised his fellow citizens 

not to comply. Official censorship prevented journalists from reporting Houde’s stand, but 

not the Montreal Gazette from asking for Houde’s arrest. On August 5, Houde was accosted 

by agents from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and the police provinciale as he was exiting 

City Hall, and taken to a concentration camp located in Petawawa, Ontario. He would 

eventually remain interned until 1944 as a result of his refusal to renege his position on the 
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national registry and conscription.159 The salient fact in regard to the current argument is 

that, though Houde was a populist politician with a strong base in Montreal’s francophone 

districts (he would be reelected mayor of Montreal in December of 1944, a mere few months 

after his release, and remain in office until 1954), his arrest and internment did not lead to 

any major protest. A possible explanation for this situation might be that, having long lost 

faith in a political system subjugating them to anglo domination, the French-Canadian 

masses did not vest too much in their elected representatives. As a result, the task of 

representing and defending French-Canada might have ultimately fell, not on the elites 

perceived as being both impotent and detached from the reality of the masses, but on 

popular figures such as Gélinas. 

Now, there is obviously no way to tell what would have happened had Gélinas been 

arrested for his anti-conscription remarks during the war – partly because, of course, Gélinas 

never uttered statements nearly as brash and provocative as Houde’s. What we do know, 

however, is that not too long after the end of the war, in 1955, a riot now regarded as one of 

the defining moments in the history of Quebec nationalism was sparked by the alleged 

contempt and unfair treatment shown by anglophones, not against an elected representative 

of the French-Canadian community, but against a popular hockey player, Maurice Richard. 

The latter had since 1942 been the shining star of the team representing French-Canada in 

the National Hockey League, the Montreal Canadiens.160 The fact that the mere suspension of 

a hockey player could provoke such a violent reaction can largely be explained by the strong 

symbolic bond between the Canadiens hockey team and the French-Canadian community, 

which was most notably demonstrated by the fact that the team’s jersey constituted an 

essential part of Gélinas’ Fridolin costume in the 1930s and 1940s (see figure 7.1). In the 

1960s and 1970s, the highly popular singer-songwriter Robert Charlebois would similarly 
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integrate to his stage costume the Canadiens jersey, still strongly associated with Quebec 

nationalism and urban working class culture. 

While the contribution of the timid Richard to the renewal of French-Canadian 

identity was arguably largely symbolic, other popular figures such as Gélinas and Charlebois 

undoubtedly played leading roles in the renewal of the French-Canadian public sphere in the 

mid-twentieth century. True, there was no real exchange or deliberation within the public 

assembled at their performances. Still, the mere fact that thousands of people would return, 

performance after performance, year after year, suggests that many French-Canadians 

identified with these performers’ creations, and thus felt somewhat represented by these 

non-elected figures. It could consequently be argued that, in the 1930s and 1940s, the series 

of annual Fridolinons revues put on by Gélinas actually functioned just like the subaltern 

counterpublics described by Nancy Fraser, as they unquestionably invented and circulated 

discourses countering those of both the French-Canadian elites and the Canadian State, and 

helped formulate new interpretations of the community’s identity and interests.161 In time, 

the workings of this counterpublic would permit the organization of political action, and lead 

to effective political representation, most notably through the creation and quick ascendancy 

of the nationalist Parti Québécois in the decades following the Quiet Revolution. On that 

regard, it is worth noting that Parti Québécois founder René Lévesque had once, during his 

career as a journalist and film reviewer, praised the 1952 film adaptation of Gélinas’s Tit-Coq 

by stating that it signaled “year one of the history of Canadien [meaning: French-Canadian] 

cinema.”162 

The facts pertaining to the numerous burlesque shows and revues created in Quebec 

between the turn of the 1920s and the arrival of television in the 1950s challenge Scott 

MacKenzie’s analysis of the counterhegemonic potential of cinema in Quebec. MacKenzie’s 
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central claim on the issue is that while this potential existed, it was very rarely actualized, and 

could therefore mainly be observed through its negative determination: 

I would hesitate to state that the cinema allowed individuals to come together and debate 
the concerns of the day in a rational manner and on equal ground; I would, however, 
contend that, at times the cinema held the promise of this possibility, and that this 
promise often motivated social intervention in the real world, be it in relation to 
Church, State, poverty or national identity.163 
 

I will readily concede that film theatres only exceptionally, if ever, became havens of 

exchanges and rational debates. Still, it could be argued that a slight shift in emphasis from 

Quebec cinema to Quebec film programmes might have significantly altered MacKenzie’s 

assessment of the medium’s contribution to the Province’s social and democratic life. Had 

he investigated the performances of the bonimenteurs, comedians and revuists commonly 

employed by many Montreal moving picture theatres, he would no doubt have found more 

to report on the counterhegemonic potential of cinema spaces. 

MacKenzie is correct in asserting that the film adaptation of Tit-Coq distributed by 

France-Film constitutes the first significant Quebec feature film to somehow reflect the 

changing identity and living conditions of French-Canadians, and to not “unproblematically 

[reaffirm] the supremacy of the Catholic Church.”164 His analysis of the film would have 

however gained to be informed by a better acquaintance with the theatrical tradition that had 

preceded it. Had MacKenzie been able – as contemporary viewers most assuredly were – to 

situate the film version of Tit-Coq in the continuity of Gélinas’ wartime revues165, there is no 

doubt that he would have felt compelled to describe it as more than “ethically confused” – 

that is, as being almost unwittingly critical.166 The 1952 film presented by Lévesque and 

MacKenzie as year one of Quebec cinema would have also been shown to be just a link – 

albeit an important one – in a wider and older dramatic tradition. 
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The facts exposed in this chapter arguably complete the observations made by 

Germain Lacasse and Jean-Marc Larrue on the interconnectedness of film and the stage in 

the Province of Quebec over the first half of the twentieth century.167 Gratien Gélinas’ 

Fridolinons revues were not films, and neither were they presented in moving picture theatres. 

But they still relied to a large extent on talent developed on the stages of the Province’s 

moving picture theatres, often to fill the vacuum left by vertical integration and the runs 

system. Fridolinons, in turn, also proved that there was an audience for stories rooted in the 

daily lives of French-Canadians, and even furnished material to be adapted on the screen. 

There is no debate that the aforementioned formation of a French-Canadian 

counterpublic anchored in the Province’s amusement places constituted an unplanned and 

unexpected consequence of the popularity of film, as well as of the subsequent vertical 

integration of its industry. Simply put, exhibitors suddenly found themselves with slots to fill 

in their programmes, and local talent tried its best to step up to the occasion. Gélinas for 

instance explained that he had had to take whatever was available and create his own 

formula, just like burlesque comedians had done before him.168 The creative process of 

Quebec’s most popular performers of the early and mid-twentieth century was thus 

characterized by invention, borrowings, adaptations and bricolage, that is, by the very same 

phenomena that Gérard Bouchard associates with the experience of the French-Canadian 

community on the new continent.169
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Conclusion 

 

Canadian film exhibitors unquestionably had a banner year in 1952. That year, the 

combined receipts of the nation’s film theatres jumped for the first time over the one 

hundred million dollars mark, while Quebec receipts verged on twenty-five million dollars.1 

In Montreal, the receipts collected by the city’s film theatres peaked at $12,335,000, up from 

$4,226,000 in 1934 and $7,609,000 in 1945. But this was not to last. After a slight drop in 

1953, the annual receipts of Montreal film theatres fell to $10,156,000 in 1954, and then 

proceeded to steadily decrease over the second half of the 1950s to reach $8,176,000 by 

1960. What’s worse, an increase in average ticket prices (from 44¢ in 1952 to 79¢ in 1960) 

actually masked an even steeper drop in film theatre attendance over the same years. 

Montreal film theatres, which had sold 27,953,000 tickets in 1952, only sold 10,285,000 

tickets in 1960.2 Available documents further show that the net profits reaped by one of the 

city’s leading theatre operators, United Amusement, fell from $827,512 in 1952 to $266,089 

in 1959.3 

While such a severe decrease most likely was not attributable to a single cause, 

circumstantial evidence suggests that television might have been one of the main culprits for 

this sudden drop in theatre attendance. Indeed, Montreal’s first television station, CBFT, 

started to broadcast in French and English on September 6, 1952, in the late summer of 

cinema’s record year. By this point, television stations had already been on the air for several 

years in the United States. The beginning of regular television broadcasts had been 

somewhat delayed in Canada by a squabble between the national public radio broadcaster, 

the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), and film producing agency, the National 

Film Board of Canada, over control of the new medium. CBC had eventually been granted 
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the leading role in the organization of the Canada’s national public television following a 

Royal Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences directed by 

Vincent Massey.4 These delays however did not prevent television from quickly integrating 

daily life once CBFT was on the air. Official statistics thus show the percentage of Quebec 

homes owning at least one receiving set went up from 9.7% in 1953 to 38.6% in 1955 and 

88.8% in 1960.5 

Film historian Douglas Gomery has nevertheless argued that, in the United States, the 

baby boom and mass exodus to the suburbs actually constituted the two leading causes of 

the marked drop in postwar film theatre attendance, which had begun in 1946 in the U.S.6 

The fact that Montreal theatre attendance actually peaked at 30,817,000 in 1949, more than 

three years before CBFT went on the air, tends to show that these two developments, which 

certainly also affected the Province of Quebec, further impacted theatre attendance in and 

around Montreal.7 Interestingly, statistics show that theatre attendance only peaked in 1952 

Canada-wise. A possible explanation for this phenomenon could be that the rise of the 

suburbs in the postwar years first brought Canadians to simply shift the site of their 

moviegoing activities before a combination of causes including growing families, increased 

car ownership8, and television eventually started to impact their choices and leisure activities 

on a deeper level.9 

Whatever the causes of the sudden drop in theatre attendance observed in the early 

1950s, exhibitors did not stand listlessly as their market was undergoing deep 

transformations. Most extant theatres were for instance altered to permit the presentation of 

the new widescreen stereophonic sound epics and extravaganzas introduced by Hollywood 

studios in the hope of winning back audiences mesmerized by television.10 Exhibitors also 

added a new major revenue stream to their operations when the vast majority of film 



363 

theatres were fitted with concession stands selling popcorn, candies, chewing gum, and soft 

drinks. [Figure 8.1] This trend appears to have been started south of the border some time 

around 1946, at the time of the first drop in US theatre attendance, with Canadian theatres 

promptly following suit in the late 1940s.11 As could be expected, some industry 

commentators soon protested the perceived decrease of showmanship associated with the 

sale of snacks in film theatres. The Canadian Film Weekly for instance quoted an irate piece 

complaining about “the nitwit impoliteness of those who mistake a theatre for an eating 

house,” and demanding the construction of “soundproof galleries or hutches in which the 

munchers might be segregated.”12 Exhibitors were further accused of caring more about 

snacks than about films, and more specifically of sabotaging film presentations by adding 

intermissions and leaving the houselights on during shorts in order to facilitate trips to the 

concession stand. But these concerns were ultimately overridden by the fact that theatre 

operators were permitted to retain a much larger share of concession stand sales than of box 

office receipts. Snacks, as we know, were there to stay.13 

Widescreens and concession stands were nevertheless not sufficient to save many of 

the Montreal film theatres built since the 1910s. For many neighborhood theatres, the 

difficulties caused by the drop in attendances were compounded by the fact that increased 

reliance on automobiles for transportation turned the lack of parking spaces into a major 

issue. As a result, the number of film theatres operating in the city fell down from 72 in 1952 

to 57 in 1960.14 As for the new theatres built in the late 1950s and 1960s, they tended to be 

integrated to shopping centers and located in the suburbs, where ample parking lots could be 

offered. An additional advantage of the new generation of theatres is that they were 

commonly fitted with multiple screens, which obviously permitted exhibitors to provide 

their clientele with more options. Many of the older theatres still in operation in the 1960s, 
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1970s, and 1980s, including many prestigious downtown venues such as the Loew’s, Palace, 

and Princess (which became Le Parisien in 1963), were consequently divided into multiple 

auditoriums to follow the trend. The rise of multi-screen theatres was however accompanied 

by a general trend toward the simplification and standardization of programmes. Shorts, 

including cartoons and newsreels, gradually dropped out of sight between the 1950s and 

1970s, while live acts disappeared from most of the theatres where they were still being 

featured in the late 1940s. Rose Ouellette for instance ended her eitghteen-year stay at the 

Théâtre National in 1953, as we have seen in chapter 7. New film theatres were almost all 

devoid of stages. 

This growing standardization of programmes might have been somewhat related to 

the disappearance of the pioneer showmen who had determined the policies of most of 

Montreal’s film theatres over the four decades covered by this research. George Ganetakos, 

who arguably was the most important Montreal exhibitor of the era, for instance died in a 

car crash on June 9, 1955. He was 77 at the time, and still managing director of United 

Amusement.15 Ganetakos was replaced at the head of the chain by a trio made up of his son 

John G. Ganetakos (president), who had been general manager of the affiliated 

Confederation Amusements since the mid-1940s, of his son-in-law William Harold Giles 

(vice-president), and of United veteran William G. Lester (vice-president and general 

manager).16 John G. Ganetakos’s sudden death in March of 1959 however destabilized the 

company and caused the remainders of the Montreal group to quarrel with Famous Players’ 

management.17 This turn of event finally permitted Famous Players to seize full control of 

United Amusement and its affiliates, including Confederation Amusements, through an 

agreement signed on July 1st, 1959 – nearly half a century after the opening of the chain’s 

first theatre, the St. Catherine Street East Moulin Rouge, and thirty-five years after the first 
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deal concluded by Ganetakos and Nathan L. Nathanson.18 A few months later, Ernest 

Cousins, who had served as the Montreal chain’s president for more than four decades, 

finally retired from United Amusement at the age of 94.19 

Famous Players soon proceeded to merge United Amusement with the organization 

operating its theatres located in downtown Montreal, Consolidated Theatres. The enterprise 

became known as United Theatre/Les Cinémas unis in 1970, and then simply as Famous 

Players’ Quebec branch in 1987.20 Then, in an ironic turn of event, Famous Players was 

acquired on June 13, 2005, by Cineplex Galaxy, an offshoot of the second national theatre 

chain originally conceived by Nathan L. Nathanson, Odeon Theatres of Canada.21 The 

resulting chain was renamed Cineplex Entertainment a few months later.22 These successive 

mergers did however not totally negate the agency and influence of the showmen involved in 

the operation of theatres in the city of Montreal. By way of example, the presidency of 

Famous Players was occupied between 1968 and 1986 by a man who had risen through the 

ranks at United Amusement after having been initially hired as an usher by one of the chain’s 

theatre, George Destounis.23 As Famous Players’ first Canadian-born president, Destounis 

was eventually responsible for getting the chain involved in the production and exhibition of 

Canadian feature films.24 

The gradual decline of the influence of local showmen since the 1950s and the 

consubstantial standardization of film shows have nevertheless been accompanied by two 

major trends related to film exhibition and audiovisual production in the Province of 

Quebec. The first is the rise of alternative exhibition practices and venues since the late 

1930s. In Catholic Quebec, this trend had first been encouraged by the 1936 publication of 

the Encyclical letter Vigilanti cura by pope Pius XI, which had significantly altered the 

Church’s position on cinema. Moving pictures suddenly ceased to be a phenomenon to be 
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categorically condemned and opposed, and became a tool which could legitimately be 

appropriated by Catholics. Soon, the Province’s multiple Catholic organizations were putting 

on screenings in schools, church’s basements and community centers. Many of these were 

intended for children, which tremendously irritated the commercial exhibitors who had lost 

this particular segment of the market in 1928 largely as a result of the pressures exerted by 

the Catholic clergy on the Provincial government. The commercial exhibitors’ displeasure 

with this perceived unfair competition was further aggravated by the fact that, up until 1947, 

the 16mm prints of commercial releases that constituted the bulk of the titles shown to 

children in these non-theatrical shows were not required to be submitted to the provincial 

board of censors, contrarily to the 35mm prints of the same titles exhibited theatrically to 

mature audiences.25 Non-theatrical film shows were moreover not required to collect the 

heavy taxes imposed on commercial shows, or submitted to the same strict safety laws. 

In postwar years, the growing availability of 16mm sound projectors and film prints, 

most notably thanks to the efforts of the National Film Board, facilitated the creation of 

multiple film societies and ciné-clubs across the Province.26 This phenomenon fostered a new 

breed of cinephilia and vastly contributed to the education of the cinéastes later associated 

with the renewal of Quebec cinema in the years of the Quiet Revolution. These 

developments eventually paved the way for the opening of several art houses in the 1960s, 

when Montreal theatres such as the Verdi and, later, the Outremont followed in the 

footsteps of Lalumière’s Roxy and Odeon’s Kent, and exploited a niche market dedicated to 

foreign (i.e., non-US) films, art cinema, and Quebec films. 

Television, it should be noted, also greatly contributed to the development of 

cinephilia in Montreal and the Province of Quebec, as the abundance of older films and 

foreign productions available for next to nothing incited broadcasters, including CBC and 
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Radio-Canada, to extensively use cinema to fill out their schedules. What’s more, being 

federal organizations, CBC and Radio-Canada took no heed of the decisions of the 

provincial board of censors, and thus frequently aired banned films or uncut versions of 

films that had been heavily censored at the time of their theatrical release in Quebec. Radio-

Canada for instance broadcast Les enfants du paradis (Marcel Carné, Société Nouvelle Pathé 

Cinéma, 1945), which had been the subject of an infamous ban in 1947 in spite of being 

widely recognized as French cinema’s crowing achievement.27 

The second major trend contemporaneous to the decline of local showmanship 

pertained to the increased access of Canadians and Quebecers to the means of audiovisual 

productions, and obviously also involved television. Prior to the involvement of 

CBC/Radio-Canada in television, Canada’s audiovisual production had essentially been 

restricted to the film produced by governmental agencies such as the Canadian Government 

Motion Picture Bureau, the National Film Board of Canada, and the Service de ciné-

photographie de la province de Québec, as well as to the industrial, educational and 

sponsored films produced by private companies such as Montreal’s Associated Screen News. 

Only a handful of theatrical features had been produced in the country between the 1910s 

and 1950s. The creation of two new private television stations in 1961, CTV and Télé-

Métropole, further contributed to this trend. Télé-Métropole was the brainchild of none 

other than France-Film’s J.A. DeSève, who chose to build the station’s studios in the east 

end Théâtre Arcade, an old film theatre that once been one of the leading venues for 

French-language plays, revues, and burlesque shows in Montreal. 

As could be expected, Radio-Canada and Télé-Métropole’s productions mostly 

appropriated different French-Canadian cultural series. Radio-Canada granted a good deal of 

air time to dramatic series continuing the tradition of the radioromans and feature films 
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produced in Quebec over the two decades preceding the start of its regular television 

broadcasts. It for instance produced between 1956 and 1970 Les belles histoires des pays d’en 

haut, a series inspired by Claude-Henri Grignon’s 1933 novel Un homme et son péché, which had 

previously been adapted in a long-running radioroman, a comic strip, and two feature films 

distributed by France-Film in 1949-1950. As for Télé-Métropole, it was mostly known for its 

variety shows, which featured many veterans of the burlesque shows regularly booked by 

Montreal film theatres between the 1910s and the early 1950s. 

The production of Canadian audiovisual content was further boosted in the late 1960s 

by the creation of the Canadian Film Development Corporation (CFDC), later renamed 

Telefilm Canada. The CFDC was presided between 1969 and 1977 by another familiar 

figure, Gratien Gélinas. [Figure 8.2] While the success of Canadian and Québécois feature 

films has unquestionably varied over the following decades, the fact remains that by the 

second decade of the twenty-first century, Canadians have access to a substantial offer of 

both local and national audiovisual productions. Montrealers can for instance chose between 

several Quebec films exhibited theatrically in the city on any given week. 

Things were evidently quite different during the forty years covered by this research, 

when, as we have seen, audiovisual production was at much lower levels in Canada and 

Quebec. I have nevertheless attempted to demonstrate that the story of film in Montreal 

between 1912 and 1952 was much more than that of the transnational organizations 

involved in film production, distribution, and the operation of local film theatres. The 

situations investigated over the preceding chapters indeed demonstrate that, as far as 

cinema’s contribution to Quebec culture and society is concerned, this period gains to be 

approached as more than a long barren stretch between the days of early cinema, when local 

agents such as exhibitors and bonimenteurs developed a variety of appropriation tactics aiming 
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to integrate a foreign invention to local culture, and the renewal of Quebec cinema in the 

years of the Quiet Revolution, which saw the sudden emergence of direct cinema and several 

Quebec film auteurs, as well as the second birth of the Province’s feature film industry. 

The facts exposed by this research nevertheless show that different classes of film 

exhibiting venues developed different relationships to local culture, and thus demonstrate 

the persistence in the context of the Montreal film market of the scissors effect described by 

Miriam Hansen, which posits that “the more ambitious and costly the show, the larger and 

less specific its intended audience.”28 We have for instance seen how the city’s vertically 

integrated film exhibitors mostly emphasized the presentation of recent US feature films in 

their programmes, while the theatres marginalized by their limited access to the current US 

film production had to turn to alternative attractions tailored to the needs of their audiences, 

such as live shows relying on local talent, French films and French dubs. Leading exhibitors 

such as George Ganetakos’s United Amusement did manage to leverage their in-depth 

knowledge of local conditions to preserve a significant degree of control over their 

operations, but it is largely in the marginalized small neighborhood theatres that residual 

local cultures met with urban vernacular modernity and eventually contributed to the 

renewal of French-Canadian identity. 

Granted, this contribution largely emerged, not from the films exhibited, but from the 

theatrical tradition that developed in and around film theatres. I have thus emphasized the 

contribution to the renewal of the French-Canadian public sphere of the annual revues 

presented at the Monument-National by Gratien Gélinas between 1938 and 1946, which 

clearly lay outside the scope of the film industry. I nevertheless hope to have demonstrated 

that the creation of Gélinas’ revues cannot be dissociated from the rise of cinema as a mass 

entertainment in the early decades of the twentieth century, as both form of entertainment 
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were actually part of the same continuum. This research consequently exemplifies the need 

for the type of systemic approach frequently put forward by the proponents of new film 

history. Only by going beyond the study of film texts and auteurs can we hope to develop a 

better understanding of the complex processes through which cinema is shaped by its 

inescapable industrial nature, as well as by its circulation in multiple societies and cultures, 

which it can influence in return. 

One thing I have sought to avoid doing throughout this thesis is to present the various 

film exhibitors active in Montreal between 1912 and 1952 as individuals actively seeking to 

reform society or otherwise transform the world they lived in. Characters like George 

Ganetakos, J.A. DeSève, and the members of the Lawand and Tabah families appear to have 

been mostly driven by their desire to make money and not being bossed around. Still, this 

does not prevent the fact that it is partly thanks to their ceaseless work that the popular 

culture of Canadians, Quebecers, and Montrealers is now permitted to exist and thrive 

elsewhere than in the margins and interstices of foreign texts. This contribution of film 

exhibitors to the development of a local culture and national identity may have been both 

unplanned, unintentional, and essentially opportunistic, it nevertheless remains very real. It 

must not be forgotten.
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