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ABSTRACT 

This study examlnes the traditional c1aim that in 1903, 
1 

while an employee of ~son Manufacturin~ Company" Edwin 

Stanton Porter diseovered t~e prin~iple of edit{ng donstruc-

tionwhich made possible the fietiot\al motion pieture narra-

t ive. It will show; ,that Edison studio poliey in the per~od 

would have discouraged sueh an achievement and that the eru-

cial first step in the e1aboration of th'e ear1y 'film narra

tive was the \evelopment of a eompositional aesthetic derived 
, 

from the staged aI' ' 'fake' newsreel. Based on thatQae'stheti-c: 

b e tveen 1904 ~d /~ 9q 7, 'film 'direc tors including Edwi:: ",orter , 

turned out a ~hart-lived, tabl'eau-action 'inarrator-dependent 

story fil'm in actuality'style that beçame the ~a,s.s·af the 

nicke odeon boom dating from, 1·906. The s'oeia{-and industr,ial 

n der e d b Y t ha t s \,c e s s I.e cl t 0 the f r l g men ta - " 

the c 0 m p 1 ete a c t ,i 0 n ta b ü\a u. a n cl the ,d i spI ace men t a f 

the tabléau narrative by a shot-dependent, a,utonomous narra-

, 
t ion of 

, 

tive constrainecl by the formal~- feat;.ures of aetua1ity composi-
, ' . 

!5 

tian. Th!! fina'l chapter analyzes a leading exaJnple, the 1907 

emergenee O(P:rallel''Witt.ng in ,the prOdu~tirz one,7r~~1 
sere~n tale af last-minut<e reseue. ~ 
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RESUME 

Une" des p~s important;es th~ses soutenues par les 

historiens traditionnels du cinéma viut 'lu'Ed""n Stanton 

Po rte or . ait déc 0 uv e rte n 1 9 a 3, a 1 0 r s qu' i 1 ~ é ta i t e m plo Y é l "> 

la compagnie Edison, le principe du montage comme éondition 

préalable il l'émergence du' récit cinematographique de fic-

~ tf'o'tl. Nous montrerons que la politique des studios Edison 
" 

• 0 

a cette époque aur,ait decour:gé semblable r~alisation et 

que le p-re\l1ier pas décisif vers l'élaboration des premiers 
, 

Técits filmiques fut la création d'une esthétique du cadre 

tifant son origine des premières "actualités reconstituéé-l" . . ~ ~ 

C'est sur la base ft1!:une telle esthétique que Porter et les 

autres cinéastes de son"temps ont conçu, éntre 1904 et 1907, 

une forme de récit par' tab,leaux qui nécessitait la présence 
Il 

"d 'u n bon i the nt eu r • Cet y p e der é c i t fil mi que, qui C 0 \ nu t une 

v'ogue éphém~re, cJn'tribua,? largement à l. 'essor des "ni~elo

deons" à partir dè 1906. Le succès qu'a vite connu cette 

form~ narrative provoqua,une série de pressions sociales et 
"'1) f.! 

~ . . 
in~ustriel1es qui cbnduisit à,la fragmentation du tableau 

ifiaépendant et a~ re~placement du récit par tableaux par une 
'\ 

form~ de rê~it autonome basé sur l'articulation de plans et 

'soumis aux contingences de l'esthétique du film d'actualitês. 
) i 
Notre"étude se termine ~&~ un exemple privilêgil, soit l'appa-

• 
rition en 1907 de la structure du montage al[terné à l'intêr

ieur des courts métrage's dë fiction fondés sur le thË!me du 

l' sa u v et age à 1 a de rn i ère min ut e . 

,) 

j 
i 
1 

1 
1 

1 

l 

. 
1 
1 ... 

1 
1 



,--

" 

l 

---~--~--------------- -----, .' 

.. , 

OF CONTENTS 

y , 
ABSTRACT 

RESUME 

PREFACE 

CHÂPTER 

1.1 

1: INTRODUCTION 

Film Before Griffith: The Parameters of an 
Issue in Film History 

1.2 Traditional Approaches to the Hîstorical Meaning 
of Edwin Porter's Edison Studio Career 

1.2.1 Lewis Jacobs: Edw~n Porter as Original Genius 

1.2.2 George Sadoul and the,Brighton Schoo1: Porter 
a;,g P1agiarist 

1.2.3 The Problem of Media 

1.2.4 The Paper Print Collection 

1.2.5 Early Film History After the Paper Print 
Collection 

1.3 

1.4 

From News Fake to Art Form: An A1t&rnate 
Hypothesis 

Ove'rview 

NOTES: CHAPTER 1 

CHAPTER) : EDWIN PORTER'S EDISON CAREER 

2.1 

2.4 
'2.3 

2.4 

2.5 

2.6 1 

2.7 

2.8 

2.9 

oThe Edison Studio! Lit..igation Over Inno~n 

From Peepshow to Projection 

Edison Production Before and After THE GREAT 
TRAIN ROBBERY 

An Edison Company Employee 

Edwin Porter's Pre-Edison Career 

Toward a Legal Definition of the I1Continuous 
Incident" 

.' 

Continuous and Natura1: Recipe for an Il1usian 

'Continuous Incidents and Edison Sales Policy, 
1904-1906 

Ideologiea1 Features of Porter's Edison Produc
tion 

NOTE S : CHAPTER 2 

iv 

, ( 

Page 

ii 

iii 
1 
vii 

2 

5 

11 

14 

19 

26 

32 

36 

44 

47 

64 

69 

76 

84 

86 

89 

93 

],00 

108 

112 

> 



c. 

'-

v 

1 
CHAPTER 3: SCREEN REALISM: THE RHETORrC OF AUTHENTIC PRESENCE 

3.1 Simple, Guileless Records 

3.1.2 A Show bf Real Life 

3.1.3 Obvious Cases, Media Events and'Documentary 
~ Ambiguity 

3.2 Authenticity as the Màn Who Was There 

3.3 Motion into Actiqn 

3.4 

3.5 

Origins of the Rhetoric of Authentic Presence 

The Camera Goes t~ War 

3.6 War Extra 

3.7 The News as Authentic Entertainment 

3.8 The""'-Role of the Publicist 

3.9 The Fake as Art 

NOTES: CHAPTER 4 

CHAPTER 4: THE "FAKE" TRAIN ROBBERY 

4.1 Two Trends: commerfiàl and Aesthetic. 
, 

4.2 The Commercial Trend: Longer Story Films 

4.3 The Ae s the tic Trend: Merge r of Modes of 
III us i on i sm 

4.4.1 

4.4.2 

4.4.3 

4.5 

4.5. l 

Merger of Modes: Scr~en Shows Created by 
Exhibit.ors 

The McKinley Assassination 

The Martinique Ca1amity 

Coronation of Edward VII 

Merger of Modes: Studio Productions 

~orter and Williamson 

4.5.2 Re-en~cting an Institutional Routine' 

4.5.3 Robbing the Train 

4.5.4 The West and the Western 

4.5.5 

4.5.6' 

4.5.7 

4.6 

4.7 

Crime on the Screen 

The West Faithful1y Reproduced 
': 

Continuity and Discontinuity 

Uncle Tom's Cabin and the Constraint on Subject 
, Mat te r 

Topical Re-Enactment~ -- 1904-1906 

127 

128 

129 

133 

136 

141 

150 

158 

\67 
1'71 

174 

177 

191 

195 

198 

211 

212 

216 

218 

220., 
9 
228 

230 . 

234 

235 

238 

240 

244 

255 

26.0 

1 

J. 
1 

1 

J 

, 

1 

t 
- i 

1 

.1 , 
j 



• 

) 

~t.';.J~~~~.~T.~~""i~"""r~~l'""~i!f-t~U:3ct4j1j~~~"m::1îtJ~'~Y1f~Fi.l4:!J4l:."'~r',,~tJ9:4l}ft'.P,..t;;.A:...,\ .... GGI!l"tiYl4JjA_~[Its4J!dii!tiiit6·{tlAfA.JiLIi&J 

t 
4.7.1 

4.7.2 

The Rus~o-Japanese War 

The San Francisco Disaster 

NOTES: CHAPTER 4 

1 ~ 

1906 

• 

CHAPTER 5: MELODRAMAS OF THE CLO,CK e 

5.1' From Tableau Structure to Shot Fragmentation 

5.2 

5.2.1 

5.2.2 

5.3 

5.3.1 

5.4 
1 

5.4.1 

5.4.2 

5.4.3 

5.5 

5.5.1 

5.5.2 

1 

Chases, Tours\and Tableau Narratives 

Tours 

Tab le au Na rra tive s 

Bijou Dreams - The Nickelodeon .. .\ 
Tableau Narrative Structure and the Nickelodeon. 

Lucid Iwsions 

Early Narrative Editing Procedures 

The P r ogres s i vis t C1ean-Up 

Industrial Sentiment 

The Damsel in Distress: Don Jt Be Lat~ 

Switchback at the Edison Studio 

Conclusion 

NOTES: CHAPTER 5 

Il IBL l OGRAPHY 

'\ 
1 

..-

vi 

261 

264 

269 

285 

290 

301 

305 

3.12 

322 

"327 

':3 29 

334 . 
337 

346 

350 

355 

360 

374 

~ 



.. 

~, 
, 
" 

~ l"'ttM l_tsAl& 1Sb Il 1 &1 •• lE .8:11 ! a lE ! JI 

a 
lit 

{ 

," 

vii 

,PREFACE 

Knowledge lS the achievement ofQa community. Neve-r 
d 0 

produced in isolation :i:t cannot be the possess,ion of any 
1 

'individual. In embarking on }he research for this study 

of Edwin Porter's raIe i"l1. the development of the early film 

narrative l initially imagined myself working' in the near 

privacy of a forsaken tapie. l t soonoecame c lea r, however, 

that to my good fortune there were à growing number of foot-

'" . prl.nts on an island l had taken to be practically deserted. 

At virtually each stage of the work d encountered just the.. 

fellow castaway l nee'ded ta, some offering'useful guidance 

and bits of prev~ously unheard of information, others that 
. 

species of constructive discouragement whose true value can 

only be measured in retrospect·. • 
l am grateful tO,Ei.lee.n Bowser, Curator of Film, The 

Museum of 110<!ern Art, above aIl for her ded~ca.tion, her pro-· 

fessionalism and her friendship; to Bob Summers and Jon 
~ 

Ga rte n ber g, aIs 0 0 f the M II S eu m, for in s i tQ '1" k n 0 W 1 e d g e and 

specialist informatio\1; to Charles Si·lover of the Museum's 

Film Study Centre, who cheerfully tolerated the questions' 
'f 

and demanA· of a neophy te film h is t'~ ian; to Pau l Speh r of 

the Library of Congr.e,ss, for insights bas,ed on his prodigious 

knowledge of the Edison studio; to Reed Abel, C\1orator. 

Edison Natiolnal Historic Site, for assistance in my explora-

tion of the uncatalogued and unindexed treasures buried 
" 

\.0 
there; and to J. Porter Reilly, godson of E.dwin Porter and 

1 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

~ 
1 

, , 
J 

i , 
1 
! 
l, 

1 
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a wonderful human being, for recounting biographical data 

only he possesses :nd for allowing me to see a draft of his 

"\ 

own work-in-~ss on Porter's life and career entitled'" 

Flicker bf Glory. 

It is difficult to pay proper tribute to 

Eileen Bowser and David Francis of the National Film Archives 

(London) for theLr work in organizing the symposium on inter-

national film "production 1900-1906 at the 34th Annual Congress 
, 

of the International Federation of Film Archives held in Brigh-

ton, England in May 1978. That event marked a major turning 

point in vesearch on the cinema's formative years. l remain 

indebted to Eileen and to Paul Spehr for their invitatio~ ta 

me tojoin with other film~istorians in the effort ta make 

a selection of American films for screening at Brighton. Our 

group, known then and since as the Brighton Group, continues 

ta meet from time ta time. My 

contact with many of the major 

membership brought me into 
1 

American scholars on \t.I1.~ ~eriod 
\.l 

incl~ding Charles Musser, Thomas Gunning, John FeIL, Russell 

Merritt and Jay Leyda. Conversations and exchanges of infor-

mation with Charlie, Tom and John FeIL have proven invaluable. 

And then at Brighton I encountered Barry Salt and Noel Burch. 

For information supplied by letter and long distance 

telephone t am grateful' to Kemp R. Niver whose mil~stone labors 

made the paper print records of film production in the period 

available to aIL of us. 

Budd Schulberg was admirably candid in offering ideas 

about Porter based on his father Benjamin Percival 's profes-

sional relationship with Porter. George C. Pratt gave valuable 
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advice in reply to a letter from a stranger. Ray Fielding 

patiently listened over the phone to my description of the 

.initial formulation of ~ome of the elements of this disser-

tation. And the library staff at George Eastman House in 

Roch~ster responded promptly and effe~tively to aIl my re-

quests'for photocopies of arcane material. 

For making it possible for me to view hundreds of films 
p .. 

from the period l am indebted to Eileen Bowser and the staff 

of the Film Department, Museum of Modern Art, to Marshall 

Deutelbaum at George Eastman ~ouse, to Paul Spehr,and to 

Robert Daudelin of the Cinémathèque québécoise, a prince, who 

from our very first meeting put at my disposaI without condi-

tions the extraordinary resources of a great institution. 

To my colleague André Gaudreault, a supremely thorough 

seeker among dust-bound archives, l owe many demonstrations 

of skill in the empirical observation of screen phenomena •• 

Martin Sopocy, a dear friend, has been so wonderfully 

generous in aIl his comments and his willingness to share 

information he had not easily come by. 

l am mucb indebted to Ken Jacobs, a great American 

artist, whose u~derstanding of the film medium is unsurpassed 

and from whom l continue to learn important lessons about the 

ways in which the problems of the cinema and its history are 

connected ta the problems of its audiences ~ their hi;tory. 

A word of thanks is due Rosemary Lydon of the Westmount 

Public Library through whose efforts l was able to review 

microfilm of The New York Dramatic Mirror, as weIl as 'ta the 
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Interlibrary Loans staff of the McLennan Library, McGill 

University, who obtained for me microfilm of The New York 

Clipper. 

To my dissertation director, Prof. Garth Jowett, of 

the University of Houston, and the faculty of the Graduate 

Program in Communications, McGill University l am grat~ful 

for helpful assistance, encouragement and patience" to 

Prof. Curt Cecil, of the Department of English, McGill Uni-

versity, for critical comments on an unfinished draft, and 

to Carmen, my typist, for her knowledge of scqolarly proce-

dures and her good humor throughout a difficult task. 

For offering distractio.ns that helped maintain my sanity 

l am indebted to ~nya, Joshua and Hanna,' as weIl as to 

Mosley,.Eduardo an Toto. 

And more than anyone, l owe Jeannie, to whom this work 

~~edicatèd, for always believing in me. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

the cult of the n~wJ arising out of nineteenth
century notions of personal expression, has come to 
dominate our thinking about art 

Lepnard Meyer 



1.1 Film Beiore Griffith: 

in Film History 

The Parameters of an Issue 

The early history of the ~merican narrative film has 

come down to us as a sentimental Victorian tale. In the 

2 

standard version a mechanical babe of uncertain parentage, 

deposited on the doorstep of the twentieth century, ~rees 

itself from kindly but wr?ng-headed plebian foster parents 

~ and through the ministrations of a brilliant gentleman suc- " 

ceeds in realizing its true aristocratie nature. D.W. 

Griffith is cast as the brilliant gentleman, vaudeville 

-----~ 
first nurtured the waif, and the blue-blooded -deStiny was, 

in Arthur Knight's phrase, "the liveliest art." The plot 

of that larger fable assigns Edwin Stanton Porter, an 

Edison Kinetograph Department employee from 1900-1909,. an 

important if secondary raIe: , the able fireman who rescued 

the fledgling from the cold flames of cultural and commercial 

oblivion, a feat he aceomplished by stumbling upon the key 

. l . d . 1 to ltS rea l entlty. 

While Edwin Porter has indeed been aecorded a very 

prominent place in the early development of the narrative 

film not one single full-length study of the precise nature 

of that achievement ha~ y.t been published. 2 This is • Little 
-.r 

remarkable given the broad elaims that have been made on 

behalf of his career at Edison and the way those cla~ms 

have masked the realities of an emerging industry. Among 

the moat familiar of them is that together with LIFE OF AN 

AMERICAN FIREMAN (1903), Forter's THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY 

ft. 

1 
1 
1 
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.1903) contributed crucial if not the crucial a -,-
technical diseovery, as Karl Reisz put it, that "the single 

shot, re~ording an incomplete action is the unit of which 
,..,V' 3 

films must be constructed." 

It is a notion that has persisted in one form or Jan-
f 

other at 1east sinee 1912. In that year an anonymous ~ 

York Te1egraph reporter, wrote th,at Porter' had "doped ou~ 

many novel effects, ~ost of which 'are still in favor .. ,,4 
~ 

As recently as March 1979, i~'re-surfaeed in the pages 

o~ Variety: 

the Edison-baeked and Porter-faoricated 
'The Great Train Robbery' becam~ the prototype 
of the story-line film and as such 1aunched an 
industry. 

In a May 1979 follow-up maintaining that Porter had yet ta 

receive his proper historieal due, Budd Schulberg observed: 

..• 'Porter' put together our first dramatic 
film (L IFE OF AN AMERICAN F IREMAN)· . in t ime 
that amazing little film (THE GREAT TRAIN ROB
BERY) inspired every one of the original hand-
fuI of pioneers, 5 

Those assertions have, however. been challenged by two per-

gistent and less flattering charges. Th& first was that 

the creator of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBB~RY was without meaning-

fuI insight into his aehievement. In Adolph Zukor's words, 

Porter was more "an artistic mechanic than a dram::q:ic art-

ist" and that it was precisely a mechanical imagination 

that produced his landmark one-reel Western. 6 The other 
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chal~enge~ issued by t'he French film hi'storian Georges 

Sadoul in 1946, wpas that Porter borrowed his editiri'g ideas 

from the Brit~h, 
, 7 

from James Williamson and the. Brighton School. 
't r • 

The purpose of this research is to correct .those,con-

. " 

flict~ng views of Porte 7 's place in early cinema history 

by examining his work at the Edison studio in the context 
~ 

of developments within the American film indus~ry between 

18 9 4'" a ri d -1 9 0 7 • lt was a period that witnessed,the trans-
~ 

formation of motion pictures from a private peepshow and 

arcade oddity to a mass commodity public spectacle. By' 

its conclusion the illusionism of the short actualities 

and trick films that followed the invention of cinemato-

graphy had merged in a story f~~m with a ne~sreel aesthetic. 

lt ought to be stated quite clearly at the outset 
, ' 

& 

tha~ t,his study is not intended as a comprehensive social 

history of the Edison ~tudio, and it is not a full biogra-

phic~l exploration of porter's life and career, nor, for 
, . 
',1 

that matter, is it an attempt at an exhaustive treatment of 

the,beginnings of the American cinema. lt takes as ~ts .,. 

starting point the legend inscribed in numerous historical 

accounts that in 1903 Edwin Porter, labouring in the servici 

of The Edison Manufacturing Company, 'launched an editing 
. 

revolution that transformed thé American film industry and 

world motion picture art. The evidence of a grea1 deal of 

primar~ data including hundreds of surviving fjl~s, film 

copyright records, company correspondence, litigational 
!. ... 1 

documents, motion picture catalogues, sales records and 

trade journal materials will show that the s~een phenomenon 

1 
1 

i 

1 

1· 
i, 
1 • 

1 

1 
1 . 



t 

/ 
) 

( 

t 5 

historians tended to credit Porter with and to date in 

1~03, the continuous narrative constructed out of edited 

shot'fra~ments, made its debut circa 1907. In sorne 

kinds of historical work a four-year error i5 as good -' as 

a bu1lseye. ln this instance, .however, the error was a ser-

ious one, based on a misreading of the way an industrial 

imperative, subject to social pressures and constrained by 

the feat.ures of actuality composition, shaped the beginnings 

of a new medium. 

1.2 -Traditional App+,oaches to the Historical Meaning of 

Edwin Porter's Edison Studio Career 

Whatever' their differences, film scholars dealing 

with this period generally agree on the nature of the pro-

blem: ,the need to explain ho~ a new 'language' or art~
r 

cul~tory syntax emerged from th~ apparatus of cin,emato
~ . . 

< 

graphy, and how that 'language' not only spared the machine 

the fate of other nineteenth-centufY optLcal novelties ~ . ' 

continues to sustain its ideological and commercial appli-

t cations. Here it ought to be'clear that we aLe not ~imply 

, faced with an empirical issue an excavation of the correct 

facts will resolve. 

The Victorian education of the first géheration o"f film 

h i s t 0 ria n s, toi ho S e w 0 rk da tes fT 0 ID the 1 9 ·30 S ,. i s. p e rh a p s wh a t 
• 1 

l·ed them ta assume that bio,graphy dominated history with 

the r e sul t th a t the i r eof for t 5 t 0 b est 0 w à est he tic r es pee t i-
. 

bility on the new medium obliged them not merely to demon-

j 
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strate that ~the medium had a history, but to insist that 

the history of its early yeais in ~articular revealed a 

legitimate formaI essence dis~vered by 'great men'. In 

the formulation of that conclusiod some of the facts were 

inaccessible, others overlooked and stilr ot~ers distorted, 

by memory, by 'the circumstance of their recital and by the 

swollen hyperbole characteristic of entertainment industry 

• 8 
ptonouncements. J. Porter Reilly, the godson of Edwin 

Porter l has warned·me against accepting aIl of Edwin Porter's 

courtroom statements on behalf of Edison interests as "the 

whole truth." "They were," he adv i s ed, "the t ru th s tha t 

~ his employers wanted recorde'd.,,9 

.. lIt is, of course~ important to acknowledge the fact 

that Edwin Porter's reputation was not a nostalgic inven-

tion. I~ 1912 when Adolph Zukor was in search of a produc-

tion chief ta bring "Famous Players in Famous Plays" ta the 

screen he had set his mind on signing up either D.W. 

G:çiffith or Edwin S. Porter - "the best of the screen direc-

tors" - for the jOb; THE GREAT TRAIN' ROBBERY had, after all, 

helped launch Zukor's movie career.
10 

The fabulous commer-

cial success the film enjoyed following it~ December l, 1903 

release was undeniable. According ta Beaumont Newhall: 

During Christmas-' week that year (1903), it was 
shown simultaneously in eleven theatres in New 
York City al~ne. Chicago reported that during 
the same week it made the biggest hit of any 
film shown in the Olympie Theatre, and from 
Denver came news that the Orpheum was holding 
it over for a second week, 'contrary ta aIl pre
cedent.' The film was in demand as late as 1907, 
when the distributor announced that the negative 
of this 'greatest selling film e~er made' was 
worn out and prints could not be supplied. ll 

1 
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Viewed in its own time, the film Mas applauded for 

its photography and verisimilitude wnich seemed the basis 

of thAt success. In his 1904"catalogue, George Kleine, a 

Chicago dealer in optical goods who had add~d peepshow cab-

inets, films, projection machines and cameras to his line . 
of merchandise, offered potential exhibitors the following 

analysis of the drawing power of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY: 

~ 
The explanation of the success of The Great Train 
Robbery lies in this: it follows accurately 
wh a t a p e r f e ct fil m s hou 1 d b e " In ph 0 t 0 g ra p h y' 
it is beautiful, only one scene of the fourteen 
being somewhat dark: that where the passengers 
pile .out of the coaches with 'hands up.' In 
'the treatment of the story it is matchless. 
Fr 0 m t h'e f i r s t a p p e a ra n ce 0 f the ho 1 d u pme n in 
~he railroad telegraph office, throughout the var
ious chapters of' the stoJ"Y, to the final killing 
of the bandits, the observer finds his interest 
rising, reaching its highest point at the end. 
He sees inexorable fate bearing down upon the 
malefactors, pursuing them with irrestible 
force, until with a heavy hand it strikes them 
dowri. 12 

~s far as Kleine was concerned tbe impact of the fil'm did 

not lie in its having broken "any new cinematographic ground. 
1/ 

Quite the contrary, not only did the film comply with the 

established canons of skillful photography, but in what was 

referred to as its sequence of "chapters" - rather than 

shots or even scenes - i~ apparently obeyed very, sound 

Coleridgean narrative principles as well. 

Gu rio us 1 y, Will i am "B i Il Y " Bit z e r , wh 0 wa s for ma n y 

years Gr{ffith's cameraman and who worked ~or Blograph at 

the time of the release of THE GREAT ~RAIN ROBBERY, had a 

somewhat different recollection, one more concerned with 

the m~tion picture's battle for cultural legitimacy: 
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Up to the Birth df a Nation, Social Statu5 
uncertain. 
th en Priz~ fight5 made it definitely low brow. 
Development of narrative. 
From bits of low comedy, came the jqini* to
gether of dissociated photo raphic imag~. 
The Great Traln Robbery. _My emphasl~ 

Bitzer may have been encouraged by his reading of a later 

generation of film writers to remember things that waYi 

it i5 difficult to say. 

Porter's own views first appeared in an article by 

George Blaisde11 published in The Moving picture World in 

December 1912. On the oasis of an interview with Porter 

shortly after~e joined Zukor, B1aisdel1 declared that it . . 
' .. 

.. 
8 

was at Edison tha~ Porter "originate~ the plan of producing 

pic cures wh ich i s f 0 110wed today -' of inse r t s, swi tchbac ks 

and fol1ow up." THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY.was mentioned in 
j, 

passing. Blaisde1l, who a~signed LIFE OF 
\. 

AN AMERICAN FIRE-

MAN a 1900 production date, called it the "first dramatic ? 
production of the'Edison company." It is, however, unclel1r 

whether those were ideas that Blaisdell got from Porter °or 
f 

1 · h . d h' . 14 cone USlons e arrlve at bn 15 own. In a piece Porter 

wrote for the same publication two years later there was 

no direct mention of those technical accomp1ishments nor 

a single reference to THE G~EAT TRAIN ROBBERY. Dating 

FIREMAN in 1899, the innovation Porter said it inaugurated 

w<{'s "the dramacic story in motion pictures.,,15 

In ~9tO, Terry.Ramsaye began work on the series 

of articles for Pboto~lay ~agazine that wou1d become his 

twp-volume A Million and One Nights, publishe2 in 1926. 

• 
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In the ehapter entitled "The Story Pieture is Born" Ramsaye 

apparently took bis eue from Porter' s statement thêt the 

suceess of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN initiated the story .. 
film era. Ta enhance his fulsome tribute ta Thomas Alva 

Edison, Ramsaye identif\ed the film with "the eme~gence of 

the narrative idea . . in the Edison studios "where, as 

,he put it, "the art of film was born.,,16 On the other hand, . 
Benjamin Hampton, in his History of the Ameriean Film Indus-

try (1931), made no mention of Porter 's f ire rescue drama. 

The importance of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, he noted, was 

that it signified 411 major shift in motion picture length. 

Within a year or two of its production "one thousand feet 

became standardized as 'one ree'l', the screening time of a 

reel being ~boùt fourteen minutés, sufficient ta present 

17 
a short story or the essentials of a stage play." 

In France, Bard~che and Brasillach C}93'5) tended ta 

dismiss the American. cinema of the period as an amusement 

commodity derived from art y European models. THE GREAT 

\ 
TRAIN ROBBERY, they wrote, was, 

the first narrative film in America • 
the first genuine expression of the national 
spirit lts success established a whole 
school: burglaries and criminal assaults were 
ta be the order of the day.l? 

Setting an image of the grasping American, Edison, beside 
• 

their own gent le Gallic Méli~s, Bardèche and Brassillach 

scorned the Porter film as aptly metaphoric of the fierce 

conditions that appeared to them ta prevail within the 
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yo~ng unscrupulous 'new world' industry: 
.,' 

ic is rather" significant that the indus-. 
cry in America developed as a series of guerilla 
wars between gangs armed literally as weIl as 
figuratively. 

In the senS'e that it marked the start of the discourse 
,It 

on the historical meaning of porter's Edison production tàe 

work of Ramsaye, Hampton and Bard~che and Brasillach revealed 

some of the problem that arose' out of the effort to fit the .. 
medium's first decade into a framework bounded by its total 

s tory. Moreover, a serious conceptua1 diff ieu1 ty 'noC readi-

1y apparent in, say, R.amsaye's lively, upbeat acc~unt may. be 

read out of the later, opposiag views about Porter's Edison 

career argued by Lewis Jacobs ~d Georges Sadoul. Because 

their conclus lons have more or Pess defined the Porter de-

bate sinee 1940, and in some quarters continue to do'so, 

those conclusions ,are worth dealing with rn~ome detail~ 

• 

/ 

8 

'~.:~ 
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1.2.1 Lewis Jacobs: Edwin Porter a('original Genius 

A great admirer of the Russian directors of the 

twenties, Eisenstein and Pudovkin, Lewis Jacobs believed 

the y ha d d e'v e l 0 p e d "a uni que b 0 d Y 0 f con cre tep r in c i p 1 e 5 
" 

which have becom~ the basis of aIL modern film making.," 

T~e Russian emphasis on image juxtaposition, he said, ~ 

. was more profound th an the German emphasis 
upon Camera eye and camera mobility; it was near-
er the essence of film art the camera was 
an essenti'lil but subordinate tool to the 
eut t i n-g pro ces s . [M Y e m p ha s i sj 2 0 

1 

The aesthetic transformation of motion pictures, Jacobs 

argued some years later, was achieved when a 

. revolutionary form of composition peculiar 
to ·screen art was diècovered and dèveloped. Pro
fessionally called 'edi-ting', this was a method 
of organization whic~ iinked a series of shots 
or sce~es together, and by combining and arrang
ing- them in a specifie orde'r, created a specifie 
meaning. 2l ' 

If Georges Mélih was, as 'Méliès himself ...... had declared, the 

first ~o perceive the theatrical possibi~ities of cinema, ' 

Edwin Po r,te r, by imp rovi~g on Mé 1 iès, said Jacob s, was "the 

first to push the cinema 'toward t'he cinematic way." Echo-

ing Ramsaye in crediti:ng Porter as "the father of tqe story 
.1 

film," Jacobs went on to elaborate his interpretation of 

Porterls historica1 importance in terms of an essentialist 
. 

,notion of the movie-as-art: 



lt was Porter who discovered that the art of 
motion pictures depends on the continuity of .. 
shots, not on thé shots alone. Not content 

12 

with Méliès' artificia1ly arraQged scenes, 
Porter distinguished the movies from other thea
trical forms and gave them the invention of 
editing. Almost all motion picture ~evelopments 
since Porter's discovery spring from t~e princi~ 
pIe of editing, which is the hasis of motion 
picture artistry.22 

According to Jacobs, in addition to the discovery of 

the principle of editing introduced in LIFE OF AN AMERI-

CAN F~REMAN, Porter's contributions to the, evolution of 

the narrative film included direct st~ry construction in 

THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY - from the metho,ds of the FIREMA,N 

film - contrast construction in THE EX-CONVIeT (1904), 

parallel' construct:i!on in THE KLEMPTOMANI~C (1905), new soci-

al subject matter and novel camera devices in DREAM OF A 

RAREBIT FIEND (1906) and an enlarged scale of production in 

UNCLE TOM'S CABIN (1903). ALI those'innovations, Jacobs 

claimed, were inspired by Porter's 'im~g~~ative response ta 

the work of Méliès: 

In the laboratory Porter h'ad 'the opportunity ta 
handle and examine the 'magical films' of this 
French director at first hand. Impressed by 
their length and arringement, he scrutinized them 
closely, noting that they contained more than 

'one scene or camera shot and that the scenes were 
strung together progressively to illustrate a 
story. Porter hit upon the idea that he also 
might make stories by cutting and joining, in a 
certain order, scenes that he had already shot. 23 

That experience led, Jaco~s concluded, more or less directly 

to ·the production of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, the "first 

American dramatic film." ,It was, said Jacobs', "unique', 
;" 

" 



, 
depending. for meaning upon its combination of ahots into 

scenes." 

This process of cutting film, recombining and 
r e arr a fi gin g i t sun i t s, i s no w k n 0 wn a s e dit in g 
and is what makes a film expressive. 

13 

But Jacobs, who was working with the scenarLO publish-

ed in the 1903 Edison catalogue rather than the film itself, 

terid~d, given his basic premise, to anticipate an effeet 

raçher .than describe the actual impact of the FIREMAN film. 

As he,himself acknowledged with a certain reluctanee: 

lt was net unt'il ten years later. . that 
the shot as a single element in a scene of 
many elements was to be fulfy understood and 
used by film makers. 24 

Moreover, he hedged the claim somewhat with the Btatement 

that "Porter himself . was awa2;"e of few of the implica-

tions of what he had attempted.,,25 Nevertheless, the basic 

view that Edwin Porter mapped out the direction of a eine

matie art by extending and improving on the discoveries of 

Héli~s·has recurred, with minor variations, in the work of 

many aeademic and popular writers of film history: 

., 
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1. 2.2 Georges Sadoul and the Brigh ton Sc hool: Porter as 

Plagiarist 

L-. __ 

In 1946 the French film historian.Georges Sadoul f 

who shared Lewis Jacobs' estimate of the achievements of 

the Soviet cinema, proposed a radically different view of 

Edwin Porter"s place in early film history"one that direct-

ly challenged Jacobs' claims with 'respèct both to Porter's 

originality and to the link between his work and the films 

of Méli~s. The creators of editing, Sadoul maintained, 

were two Englishmen, G.A. Smith and James Williamson, "who 

patterned their work on the fortuitous and unconscious dis-

coveries of newsreel photographers themselves the 

imitators dr discip1es of Louis Lumiihe.,,26 
1 

In an a.rgu-

ment based, as Jacobs' was, almost entirely on available 

catalogue descriptions, Sadoul vigorously disputed the 
\ 

fact that there was any meaningfu1 reiationship between 

the procedures of Méliès and those of Porter. Porter's 

FIREMAN film was, Sadoul declared, directly inspired by 

Williamson' s FIRE! (1901) in the same way that THE GREAT 

TRAIN ROBBlRY owed its method to Frank Mottershaw's THE 
o!' 

ROBBERY OF A MAIL COACH (1903), completed .. a few months be-
l ~ , 

27 
fore'Porter's Western. 

No admirer of Edwin Porter, Sadoul, ~n a revised ver-

sion of his article published the following year, r~ferred 

to "the pa 1 p ab le wr e tchednes s of the famou s THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBBERY" and reiterated .the basic tenets of his case. To 

the contributions of Smith~ Williamson and Mottershaw, he 

, 12%f1i1!t • 
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added that of Alfred COllins, "the first to obtain 

really dramatic effe~ts from the methods discovered al

most by chance by topical cameramen. ,,28 ) 

Sadoul employed the term ubiquity -- an effect Alfred 

Hitchcock in his interview with François Truffaut Sorne 

twenty years later would describe as "putting the camera 

inside the action" to identify the spatio-temporal charac-

~er of the~method and to distinguish it from M€li~s' linear 

arrangement of photographed scenes. 

Sadoul's view has been.both hotly disputed and accept-

ed with varying shades, oLq..l.l-a-lification. In a 1947 letter 

to Hollywood Quarterly Theodore Huff challenged the French 

historian's claim that montage, the close-up and the chase 

~ere first introduced to motion picture narratives by the 

Brighton school in 1900. The contention, he argue4, had 

only enthusiastic catalogue descriptions and other written 

material to support it. At the same time, Huff was not 

any more impressed with Lewis Jacobs' conclusions about 

the historical significance of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIRE

MAN. 29 Fulton (1960), a stalwart disciple of the Jacobs' 

theory, also questioned Sadoulfs allegations. There was, 

he said, no evidence that Porter had ever actually ~ 
[ 30 

the work of the Brighton school. According to Gesiner 

(1962), LIFE OF AN AMERJ:CAN FIREMA~ was "the film which 

most dramatically de~onstrated that a unique art is possible 

in cinema." Williamson, he said, was the mentor of Porte,r·, 

just as Porter had been the mentor of Griffith. 3i Macgowan 
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(1965) found that LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN~was an 

improvement on_the devices emp10yed in Smith's MARY JANE'S 

MISHAP (1901) and Williamson's ATTACK ON A CHINA MISSION (1900). 

But, he too believed, the British did do it first: "The 

true chase - which beca,use of its very nature can 't help 
r 

being cinematic - appeared first in English films." There 

was little doubt, said Macgowan, that the origins of the 

Porter film were to be found in R.W. Paul's PLUCKED FROM 

THE BURNING (1900) and Wi11iamson's FIRE!32 Commenting 

on Lewis Jacobs' c1aim that P~rter uwed his inspiration to 

l1éliès., Mitry (1967) said it wou1d have been improbable 

for Porter ta have comp1ete1y ignored the work of Smith 

and Williamson. Mitry otherwise rejected the substance 

f h S d 1 h h · 33 ote a ou ypot eSlS. 

Deslandes and Richard (1968) argued that the Brighton 

school never consisted of more than two individua1s 

Smith and Wi11iamson. Sadoul, they said, belonged to 
,... 

a generation qf film journalists th.at, had witnessed the 

triumph of montage, notab1y in the Soviet cinema 1925-1930. 

which was what 1ed them ta focus on the origins of montage 

in the history of cinema and to give i~ a place of special 

prominence. The scenario of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN 
/' 

appeared to them ta describe a near-classic sequence of 

scenes employed for some fifty years prevlously in magic 

lantern slide shows. 34 As far as Slide (1970) was concern-

ed, the debt Porter's FIREMAN owed to the Brighton school 

and to Wil1iamson's FIRE! in particular was "obvious".35 
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In a paper published in 1978, Barry Salt came out strongly 

on the side of Sadoul. Porter's FIREMAN'was, Salt claimed, 

li t t le more than an imi ta t ion of J ame s Wi 11 iamson 's' FIRE!; 

also, that Porter had seen Mottershaw's DARING DAYLIGHT 

BURGLARY before he made IRE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY and that 

Port-er's STOLEN BY GYPSIES (1905) also owed most of its ap-

paal ta "the method of overall construction stemming from 

FIRE !" 36 

On the occasion of a 1940 interview with The New 
\) 

York Times a year before his death, Porter remembered the 

circumst~nces that led to the production of LIFE OF AN 

AMERICAN FIREMAN this way: 

• many of the vaudeville houses and theatres 
whe re pie tu res Iole re b e ing shown as addenda ta 
the reg u 1 a r b i 11 s b e g an ta· d r 0 p the sep r 0 gr a m s 0 

l felt that there was nothing wrong with the 
screen itself, but that the public was becoming 
tired of the short, single scene type of newsreel 
films that predominated then. From laboratory 
examination of sorne of the popular story films 
of the French pioneer director Méliès -- trick 
pictures like 'A Trip to the Moon' - l came 
ta the conclusion that a picture telling a ~tory 

in continuity form might draw the customers back 
t 0 the t hoe a t r es, and set t 0 w 0 r k in th i s d ire c -
tion. 37 

What appears to be Porter's sole refenence to the 

Brighton group occurred in 1904. His identification of the 

British film makers with a collective and identifiable 

'genre'. revealed less a shrewd technical understanding of 

the medium th an a de1iberate .a,voidance of the Brighton 

m 0 deI b Y the E dis 0 n c 0 m pan y • Wh a t the B ri t i s h su b j e c t s r e -
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presented to Porter at that poinb was an imported fad 
... 

"chase pictures": 
f 

l remember one entitled liA Day Light (sic) 
Bu r g 1 a r y" in wh i cha th i e for bu r g 1 a ris pur -
sued by persans endeavoring ta capture him. l 
remember another film in which a pickpocket ios 
pursued, another in which poachers are pursued 
and another in which train robbers are pursued. 38 

But as we shall see, if indeed Porter came under the influ-

ence of the Brighton school it was mainly through the Edis~n 

studio policy dating from the late summer of 1904 of re-

k . B' h ' . d' h h', 39 ma Lng rlg ton-~nsplre BLograp ltS. 

The cpncept-of everything-after-nothing-before editing 

structure has not turned out to be any more fruit-

fu~ because it has been international Ln scope. 

Danish director Viggo Larsen's fake wildlife docu-

mentary LION HUNTING (1907) is a good case in point. For 

a time the film was thought to contain advanced cross-cutting 
~ 

b e t w e e ~ t h,~ e di f fer en t 10 c a t ion s . Interviewed ln 1954 by 

film hl~~lan Marguerite Engberg, Larsen toid her that 

the cutting had not' been an attempt to innovate the narra-

concept. In trying <iire but "as imposed by the prodrtion 

to supply a simulated impression of an African jungle safari 

he wa s 0 b 1 i g e d t 0 ex c 1 u d e f rom the f r a me the bar s 0 f a zoo 

cage in one of the sequences, which he joined to two others, 

of the ren ted 1 ions ~ an is land and in a wood, to complete 

the illusion. in 0 the r w'o r d s, wa s striving for a Larsen, 
.. 

big you-are-there scene by manipulating actuality composi-

tionai features including camera angle, camera position a'nd 1 

/ 
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frame edge. 

1.2.3 Plôob1em of Media 

19 

, 
With ut in any way denying the international charac-

ter of ea ly motion picture development, one may conclude 

that the Jacobs-Sadoul disagreement over details set in 

lucid relief a concurrence with regar~ ta essentials: that 

the discovery and application of an unprecedented editing 

procedure initiated the historical appearance of an ideal 

screen form -- the cinematie -- and that film historians who 

1 wished to aecount for that phenomenon needed simply ta 

compile a descriptive chronology of its progressive evolu-
1 

tian, taking eare ta emphasize the factors of originality 

and individual influence. But ta perceive the formaI st y-

listic intricaey rendered by a complex interaction of soe-

ial, economie, cultural and technical factors as some sort 
\ 

of natural donné inherent in the apparatus of movie making 

is to deny the very existence of an historical issue. 

Moreover, the ideology of progress implicit in such a view 

in var i ab 1 Y sen d son e 0 f fin s e a r dh of t ~ a pp r 0 p ri a tee 0 n-
t 

catenation of unique discoveries, refinements and modifica-

tions. 

lt is a perspective that seems,in part, ta have ori-

ginated in thè need, articulated by an earlier generation 

of historians and theorists, to convert what began as a 
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lowly' fairgrou.nd gimuiick into ,a respèctible, art form. 

The probl-em was twofold: it was tirs~, necessary to ~dény, 

, 
or at any rate ta minimize, the nove1ty 'oE mot.ion pictures; 

at the same time, it appeared crucial ta demonstrate that 
t 

the new medium pdssessed an essence thus entitling it to 

the status of an art. 
" 

To achieve the first of those goals, film writers out-

lin e d a cas e for the 0 ri gin s 0 f mot ion pic tu r e sin a pa s t tha t 

anticipate'd the inventién of cinematography and its comma.-r-

-cial exploitation dating either from the 1894 Edison kineto-

,scope debut ..Q.! the Lumière Brothers 1895 screen projections. 

lt was important, in other words, to assign to the machin-

ery and the money the, very smallest of' roles. 

Searchi,ng for the origins of movies in a dim and dis-

tant era, one writer found evidence of cinema thinking in 

a passage by Lucretiusj another half-seriously wondered 

whether we ought not to regard the cave drawings of pre-

history as sorne sort of paleolithic film festival produced 

and viewed in the flicker vision ot torchlight. 4l 
Others 

identified the parentage of movies in a range of pre-filmic 

media. For Rudolf !."rnheim, the motion picture with its 

debt ta dance, pantomime and theatre, was simply a "recent 

manifestation" of the older art of the moving image, an 

art "as oid as humanity itself. ,,42 Sergei M. Eisenstein 

r mad'e a point of acknowledging the ancestors of montage in 

the short fiction of du Maupassant, the iconographie design 

f .. f '1 43 o da V~nc~ and the poetry 0 M~ ton. The cinema, said 



( 

• 
21 

André Bazin, represented the realization of an age-oid 

44 dream. c. W. Ceram. who distinguished the ei~ema as idea 

from the technology of cinematography and in&isted that 

there was no cinema u~ti1 thé invention of the ~echnical 

apparatus in the nineteenth century, went against the 

45 
grain. Aside from the commitment te one or anether of 

those origins, in mueh of the theoretical work in film 

we generally find the delineation of an ideal or essential 

sereen form toward which the cinema·evo1ved or should have 

evolved, whether that ideal is represented by the intrica-

eies of montage, as Eisenstein c1aimed, or the everything-

i h h " f B i 46 n-t e-s ot V1.S1.on 0 az n. 

Let us consider an early and by no means obscure exam
\.. 

pIe. In 1934, Iris Barry, who was at work setting up the 

film library at The Museum of Modern Art, enlisted the as-

sistance of the well-known art critic Erwin Panofsky to pre-

sent a lecture at Princeton University in support of the 
. 

aesthetic values of film. The talk, Barry felt, was crucial: 

~ ,,47 
"What snob cou1d DOW venture to doubt th.at films were art. 

Apparently, it was necessary to persuade influential and 

wealthy skepties that Barry's project was worthwhile. 

Panofsky's text, first published in 1934, re-appeared 

in slight1y revised form in 1947 as the often-cited "Style 

and Mediu'm in the Moving Pictures. n It co~tained any number of 

striking p~rceptions based on a first-hand know1edge of the 

works of the then f~rty-year-old art. Those perceptions 

were, however, in turn derive~~om a very particular concep-
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tian of the specificity of the film medium. As Panofsky 

expressed it: 

" The medium of the movies is physical reality 
as such .• . Ta prestylize 'reality prior 
ta tackring it amounts to dodging the problem. 
The pro.blem is to manipulate and shoot un.scyl
lized reality in such a way that the result 
has style. 48 
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Panofsky was JlO less explicit about the historical impli,-

cations of this view, much more explicit in fact than most: 

The legitimate paths of evolution were oFened, 
not by running away from the folk art character 
of the primitive film but by developing it with
in the limits of its own possibilities. Those 
primordial archetypes of film productions on 
the' folk art levei -- suc,cess or retribution, 
sentiment, sensation, pornography, and crude 
humor -- could blossom forth into genuine hist
o.ry, tragedy and romance, crime and adventure, 
and comedy, as soon as it was realized that they 
could be transfigured - not by the artificial 
injection of literary values but by the exploita
tion of the unique and s ecific possibilities 
of the new medium. My emphasisJ 

The notion that different media have essentia11y dif-

ferent characteristics and properties which in turn ought 

to restrict ~he uses to which any medium may be put dates 

from classical times. Among its sources in modernist criti-

cism was an essay written by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing ln 

1766 entitled Laokoon.
50 

In part a protest against the in-

clination to confuse"the arts, to draw parallels between, 

say, painting and poetry, its major impetus appears to have 

been an historical situatio~ Jn which traditional ~orms of 

authority, including critical autbority, were crumbling. 

-
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It was a period that witnessed the beginnings of the novel 

in England, the melodrama and the notion of the avant-garde 

in France, experiments ~n chemistry and optics that facil i-

tated the in'v-e1ftion of photography and a rising demand for 

reproduced image s • Th.o s'e deve lopmen ts were ace ompan ied b y 

a falling away of aris-t:pcr~tie patronage. Society grew 1n-
~ 

creasingly unable):o justify the inevitably of its parti-

cular cultural forms: "AU the verities invoked by relig-

ion, au th 0 rit y, t rad i t ion, s t y 1 e we r eth r 0 wn in t 0 que s -

tion. ,,51 From the point of view of art criticism, media 

preseriptivism. with its classical precedents, was a shel-

ter for critics seeking protection from thê storm, In 

seareh of a new source of authority, Lessing apparently 
-' 

hoped to f ind one in the formaI properties of media; it 

was after al1 necessary not so much to shore up a deeaying 

c1assica1 idea1 as the very act of critical judgment upon 

whieh tha t idea 1 had r e s ted. , 

For modernists sueh as Lewis Jacobs and Georges Sadoul, 

attempting to come to ~grips with the beginnings of a new 

" medium a1most two hundred years later, the dilemma remained: 

ln the absence of a coherent theory of cultural novelty acts 

oI ç.ritical and historical judgment were subordina-t~d to the \ .. 

problem of media, which is to say, to the task of'underwrit-

ing the authen.ticity of a range of cultural praetices on 

f 1 '1' 1 1" l' d 52 orma , soe~o og~ca or po ~clj. groun s. Followittg the 

example of Jacobs and Sadoul, historians have in ,the main 

. fI"· ' 5 e ~ z e don the 0 r ma 1 r 0 u t e t 0 e g ~ t l ma c y, ~. that film 

was an art form because it possessed an essence consisting 
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of shot-by-shot construction. The major consequence of 
1 

that premise was incisively summarized by Jean":Louis 

24 

ComoLli when he complained that historical studies, "empi-

rie is t in me thod and idea l is t in the i r è-oncept of cinema" 

loT ~ r e ex ces s ive l y pre 0 ecu p i ~,d b Y " th a t cha in 0 fin a u g u rat ion s 
~ 

of technical and stylistic procedures" he referr~d to as 

"the fetishizatlon of the·first time.,,53 Ironically, the 

quest for the great formaI discovery that would grant .movies" 

indisputable status and legitimacy, as weIL as the man who 

discovered it, led Lewis Jacobs to look in the least likely 

of places, the Edison studio circa 1903. 

In his brief review of early cinema history. Christian 

~;; argu'ed t.hat the specifie signifying procedures first 
1 

generated by the cinema were the result of a confrontatioh 

with "the problem of narration," the procedures themselves 

"perfected in the wake of the narrative endeavor." Edwin 

Porter, along w~th ~es Williamson, Georges Mél iès and 

D. W. Griffith, were. ~aimed, "the pioneers of 'cinemato-, , 
graphie languâge. '" ~said it was the "role" of Gri"ffith 

to ,define and stabili~e, i.~., "to codify" the function of 

tho~e procedures in a "syntax" or "syntagmatic category." 

in r~lation to "tile filmic nar:rative." 54< 

, 

" 
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But that, it would seem, is simply to re-state the 

t rad i t ion a 1 vie win f a shi a na b 1 e '\ an g ua g ê~ par tic u la 'r 1 Y w i t b 

respect to the notion of the presence of a unique Farrative 

syntax in the cogs anà gears of tbe.photoi~aphic.appara-

tus. A recent book-length study about the impact of early-

cintury American Progressivism on the motion picture indus
\ 

try ma.kes it clear that the "narrative endeavor" was answer-

bl h h 1 f 
1-' • '. .55 a e ta ot er t an pure y orma~lst lnterrogators. 

Concealing an overbearing formalist goal in a mildly 

auteurist slant, 'most formulations of Porter's role in 

the b~ginnings of the narrative film, with their absorpti~n 

in the evolution of a cinematic "code", have not, unt~l 

quite recently, allowed ~or mu~h attention to the real soc-

ial and industrial influences on the elaboration of that 

code. A mare carefu~ examination shows that it was not a 

great artist alone but the ~ssive industrial success of'the '.. ~ mot~on picture narrative in its early nickelodèon p'pase, as 

weIl as t-he apparent social influence of that success, that 

,roduced the conditions for what Metz called stabilization. 
1 

Bath Ramsaye, who celebrated what he saw as Edwin Perter's 

invention of the story film, and Jacobs, who associated 

Po rte r w i th .l the dis c 0 ver y 0 f e d i tin g c on s t ru c t i on, d id r e -

fer their conclusions to the nickelodeon boom, but' only 
, 
" for the demotic vote bf approval it appe.ared to confer on 

their claims. 

, 
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In .6arp contrast is J~an-Louis Comolli's overtly 

materiàlist hypothesis. Comolli pointed out that the 

Lumi~resr December 28, 1895 show of short actuality sub-

jects ,in the basement of the Grand Café in Paris did not 

demonstrate the practical capability of their projection 

device. That had been done at a technical exposition a 

o 
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few months earlier. What was important about the December 

screening, he suggested, was that the public was invited 

ta witness the marvel for an admission fee. Thus, Comolli 

concluded, it was the medium's commercial potential, linked to 

an ideology of reproduction,rather than any age-old dream or 

new invention that turned the theatrical motion' picture into 

. h 1 l l' 56 a twentLet ~century cu tura rea Lty. The problem is that 

,Comolli articulated the case for the ro1e of commerce in too 

extreme and facile a way that reduced ta a parody of histori-

cal ana1ysis leaving the notions of Ramsaye, Jacobs and Sadoul 

cracked but intact. 

1.2.4 The Paper Print Collection 

For some time first-hand historieal research on early 

'-American film production was virtually impossible ta do. 

Substantial portions of the motion picture subjects did nat 

. ... . .. .. 
become generally avaLlable untLl the complet+on of the Lib-

rary of Congress 'Paper Print Collection project in 1961. 57 

Prior ta that date there were véry few sources of access 

to the material. The formation of the International Feder-

ation of Film Archives (FIAF) did not occur ùntil 1938. 

Before the establishment of the first, film archives in 
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Berlin, Paris, London and New York around' 1935, there 

was little chance to V1ew a film more than two years old, 

58 the span of a normal distribution cycle. In that year 

both the British Film Institute and The Museum of Modern 

27 

Art Film Library ca~e into being. Experiments to discover 

a method of transferring the bromide paper print f,ilm rolls 

submitted for copyright between 1894-1912 ta cellulose 

acetate film only began 1n 19421, three years after the 

publication of The Rise of the American Film ; completion 

of the project would take almost another twenty years. 

On the other hand, genuine questions have been'raised 

about the completeness and authenticity of the 3,001 res-

tored paper print titles. As Anthony Slide observed: 

Too many films have disappeared completely, and 
even more remain as just titles in trade papers. 

Even when it is possible to view these early 
productions, one can never be positive that the 
print one is seeing is exactly as its maker in-
tended it to be seen; has not been re-edited 
or in any other way tampered with at some later 
date. 59 

It i~ quitL true that a surviving print may bear 

little relation ta the original. Let us briefly consid~r 

one of the Edison company's films about the assassination 

of President McKinley. Titled COMPLETE FUNERAL CORTEGE 

1n the 1901 catalogue, it was not registered for copyright 

60 as such but in parts. One of those parts, TÀKING 

McKINLEY'S BODY FROM TRAIN AT CANTON, OHIO, appears to in-

clude in its six shots portions of three of the others. 

A special print prepared exclusively for copyright purposes, 
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it was never sold, exhibited or otherwise seen in the 

f ' h' h' h "d h' h ) orm l.n w Le l.t as surV1.ve , w l,C loS to say, as a 

mas té rf u 11 y-pho t 0 gra phed, ec onomi ca Il y-edi ted, 1 a t e-c e'n t u-

ry TV news item. The six shQts break down as follows: 

S h 0 t~;/Il : A h i g han g 1 e d medium vie w of the 
flag-and-flower draped coffin being 
taken off the train and carried to 
the right by navy paIL bearers; 

Shot #2: A matching view of the cortège moving 
to the right past the corner of a 
building; 

Shot #3: The coffin carried by navy men moving 
in a soft diagonal right to left and 
cut off at the bottom of the frame; 

\ 

Shot #4: A closer view from the sa~e angle 
with some visual evide~ce of a break 
in the footage; 

Shot #5: A reverse angle showing the rear of 
the procession and the coffin being 
loaded onto the hearse; 

Shot #6: The rear of the hearse from another 
angle, after the coffin has been 
loaded onto it. 

A viewing of the print out of context might readily per-

suade an unsuspeeting film historian that he or she hàd 

"disco"{ered" an example of sophisticated editing construc-

tion a full two years before its legendary 1903 debut. 
" 

At another level of authenticity there is the les~ 

obvious though more serious problem that the paper print 

material conveys at best a shorthand indication of the full 

-
character of the film experience in its first years. The 

inevitable quality loss afflicting available prints appears 

to make something of an implicit case for the dramatics 

1 
1 

1 

.. _-----~ .. __ ._- ----~---
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of.~dited narrative sequences. Paper print collection 

e i,mages absolutelY,lack the, extraordinary impression of 

action in depth and sharply etched detail of prints pro-

4uced from original negatives. l was privileged to view 

a reel of such material transierred to 35mm format from 

the original 6'8mm Biograph negatives. The powerful appeal 

of the compositional effects of depth and framing in A 

TRIP ON A MONORAIL (189?) and :DELHI DURBAR ELEPHANTS (189?) 

might have rendered unnecessary the formaI delights of in-

, 1 d' d . 61 trLcate y e Lte storLes. Viewing the 16mm paper print 

footage one may be inclined to wonder precisely what it was 

that sa thrilled vaudeville audiences and reviewers alike 

and according to one New York Clipper reporter, "called 

forth storms of applause" and encore calls when those images 

were first p~ojected on New York City screens in l8~6.62 

Assuming, as Slide has warned, that many films are 

missing, perhaps forever, how many is too many? In the 

case qf Porter, a complete filmography is vir~ually impossi-

ble ta compile. Cop~right records at the Edison National 

Historie Site in West Orange, New Jersey make it possible 

to determine aIL th~ subjects he photographed betw~en May' 

1903 and October 1909. On a number of those subjects, su ch 

as RESCUED FROM AN EAGLE 's NEST (1908), he filmed action 

directed by others. Are they aIl then to be loosely label-

ed "Porter" films? The same sort of hard empirical record 
, ' 

of his work before May 1903 does not exist at the Edison 

site; apparently it was destroyed in a fire. 63 Given the 
1 

fact that James White was officially in charge of the Edison 
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studio in the years before 1903 and that White, unlike 

the department managers who' succeeded him possessed lis 

own photographie skills,the problem of determining Porter's 

output between the faii of 1900, when he joined the com-

pany on a full-time basis, and the spring of 1903, when 

White left for Europe, seems considerable. Ta add to the 

difficulty. the record shows that the Edison company in that 

period copyrighted a number of films, both American and 

foreign, that they did not produce and did not copyright 

aIl the films they offered for sale. 64 Furthermore, the 

Niver paper print collection does not contain any Edison 

production after Octoter 1905. At that point the company 

elected to protect their longer multi-shot subjects by sub-

mitting only individual photographs representing a film's 

separate scenes rather than bromide paper rolls. 65 

lt must therefore be conceded that we are working 

with a flawed corpus of primary material. On the other hand, 

we may assume that that even with this problem, réal as it 

is, the information and data gaps are more than adequately 

bridged by the sort of general redundancy that characterizes 

domain. Moreover, it does appear enormously an~ production 

Un~lY that a hidden storehouse of footage and documentation 

will someday be unearthed sa radically different as to compel 
\ 

on ,lmpirical grounds alone, of a substantial alteration, 

hypotheses based on existing material. 

Even if the persuasiveness of the paper prints as evidence 

ii not absolute, their value in having preserved important fea-
j. 

tures of film production from that period is, for aIl that, 

1 
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substantial and invaluable. A good example i~ the controversy, 

only recerÏtly resolved, over the existence of two very differ-

ent versions of Porter's LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN. In 

the final scen~ the Pathé ~rint, acquired by the film 

library of The Museum of Modern Art in 1944, there i5 in-

tercutting between the interior and the exterior of the 

burning building, in accordance with the museum's "Jamison 

continuity" of photographi,c stills published in Jacobs' 

text. The paper print version held by the Library of Cong-

ress, on the other hand, does not contain this montage. 

Rere the rescue of the mother and child is rendered as a 

temporally overlapping action; the event 15 seen first from 

the interior, followed by an exter.ior view without the in----

. 66 tercuttl.ng. 

To add to tQe confusion, over the years different . ' 
writers chose to riproduce the Ediion studio scenario des

~ .. 
cription, espe~ial}~ the problematic final scene, different-

Iy. Karl Reisz, unlike Jacobs or any of the other writers, 

divided the scene description into three paragraphs but 

like"Jacobs used italics for references to the dissolves. 67 

Pratt explained ~is decision to eliminate the italics this 

way: 

The Supplement synopsis of the film indicates 
dissolves between the scenes; they will not be 
found in aIL prints, but could have been sup
plied originally in the pr~nting.68 

He might have added that there were no italics in the ori-

ginal I~03 catalogue outline. Pratt wa5 probably aware 
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! that ~t the time he was writing there were at least two 

very different print~ of the film extant. There are now 

three. A few years aga La~rence Karr, a staff member at 

'32 

The American Film Institute, located a nitrate print dat-

ing from 1903 or 1904 in Maine. Different from both of 

the others the dissolves had been eliminated but it 

showed the final scene as an overiapping action without 

the intercutting -- it appeared to confirm the authenticity 

of the Library of Congress print restored by Kemp Niver. 

~sed on the paperprint version of the film and related~ 

materials, two recent studies have conclusively refuted 

the longstanding claim that LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN's 

r--' 
cross-cut concluding sequence represented a remarkable 

leap forward in editing technique. 69 

1.2.5 Early Film History After the Paper Print Collection 

'That bath Lewis Jacobs and Georges Sadoul -- and many 

of their disciples -- worked almost exclusively from studio 

catalogues and related documents makes it clear that their 

preconceptions, lacking much of an empirical basis, wouid 

not be immediately dispelled by the availability of more 

abundant documentation, including the films themselves. 

That conclusion is supported by the earliest studies based 

on the paper print collection. 

The first was Richard ArIa Sanderson's University of 

Southern California doctoral dissertation, liA Historical 

Study' of the Development of American Motion Picture Content 

and Techniques Prior to 1904. Il A sample of 681 films, 
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t both fiction. and nonfiction, produced before 1904 was 

used. Sanderson statèd that he chose that eut-off date 

in part as a convenience, as a way of dealing with the 

massive amount of material available to him. Behind the 

convenience was the apparent. fact that 1903 was "ttte com-
1)-

monly aceepted date for the birth of the story film.,,70 

Though Sanderson made no reference whatsoever to Sadoul, 

his findin&s were oddly Sadoulian. His major conclusion 

was that a range of motion pieture techniques, including 

panning, ~racking and dolly movement, tilts, long, medium 

and close ~hots ~f the same subject, reverse angles and 

continuity editing, emerged inadvertently from the efforts 

of early newsreel cameramen, working with unweildly equip-

ment and in eonditiorts over which they had very limited 

control, to bring back simple records of actual avents. 

For whatever reason, Sander son did not attempt to apply 

that fine ins~ght directly to Porter'a work. CU"r iou s Iy , 

his comments on Porter were drawn entirely from various 

re-statements of the Jacobs position by Vardac, Griffith 

cl M . h d kl' 71 an ayer, KnLg t an Fran Ln. 

Adopting a point of view that also corresponded to 
.. 

the one spelled out by Jacobs, IKemp Niver stressed "the 

transition from 'instant' movies to planned ones" and the 

difficulty of pinpointing the precise date -- assuming 

72 
there was one -- when that transition occurred. For 

Niver, the Porter problem simply reduced to inadequate ac-

knowledgement of pre-production thinking or incorrect dating 

of the technical innovations that reflected su ch thinking. 
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Thus: Porter's construction of a geared camera mount 
. 

that made possible the panning effect in CIRCULAR PANORAMA 

OF ELECTRIC TOWER (1901); the ear1ier appearance of the 

matte technique, considered an innovation in THE GREAT 

TRAIN ROBBERY (1903), in UNCLE JOSH AT THE MOVING PICTURE 

SHOW (1902); the appearance, in THE TWENTIETH CENTURY TRAMP 

(1902), of the identical panoramic view seen in DREAM OF A 

, 73 
RAREBIT FIEND (1906). 

74 
More recent studies possess a number of advantages. 

They are based not only on the paper print collection but 

on a thorough examination of c~mpany documents and copy-

right records as weIL as trade journal reports and adverti-

s ing. In addition, f~lm historians today feel litt1e need 

to use their work to proc1aim the aesthetic values and so-

cial status of mov~es. Likewise, there has been considerable 

atrophy of the commitment to the quest for the man who d~s-

covered the essence of an art form. More~r, we have wit-

h · l ) , l' h lSt'OTy spec~a l.sts ,mue 'nessed the appearanee of early film 

'less concerned than an earlier generation ta make their find-

ings fit a grand historical design, quite unwilling ta hurry 

on from Edison and the Lumi~re brothers past Porter, Méli~s 

and Williamson to D.W. Griffith and beyond. 

Together with an inclination ta face the mechanical 
,) 

and commercial facts of film head on and to see in indus trial , 

nece'ssity, if 'not a source of inspiration th en at 1east a 

circumstance demanding a rational accomodation, the major 

shift in current research has been a fruitful attention to 

.1..': • '_ 
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the non-montage features of the first narratives. We 

have the work of John Fe11 and Charles Harpole on the 

treatment of space through compositional strategies; 

Martin Sopocy's mapping of the transf?rmation of stage 

performance into screen performance in the work of James 

35 

_' Williamson; Barry Salt's exp10ra,tion of lighting technique; 

Jon Gartenberg's treatment of camera movement; and Thomas 

Gunning's insights into thé ways in which the great popu-

1arity of motion pictures elicited a' social response that 

in turn altered their thematic narrative content. 

The issue of editing construction and its initial ap-

pearance has not disappeared. Eileen Bowser's survey of 

international film production in the years 1900-1906 re

vealed evidence of multi~shot narratives, which is ta say 

of a type of editing, bafore 1903 but no real trend to 10ng-

er fiims until the late months of 1904. Charles Musser 

found that Porter's LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, his "early 

cinema", represented an obsolete, backward-Iooking mode of 

screen entertainment, one derived from the nineteenth-

century lantern sl~de show. In a paper completed at about 

the same time André Gaudreault wondered whether THE 

GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY did not contain a.certain adumbration 

oJ parallel action and as such constituted a precocious if 

inadvertant flash-forward to a happier cinema future. The 

research of Thomas Gunning, Charles Musser.and Martin Sopocy 

has demonstrated that in the period 1903-1906., the one in 

which Edwin Porter was supposed to be working great miracles 

in the Edison lab, the story film,Porter's as weIl as those 
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of Williamson, Biograph, Lubin and Vitagraph,was a 

discontinuous tableau-action, lecturer-dependent vaqde

ville house sensation.
75 

The lat~~hot-fragmentation of its 

complete-action scenes, it has been found, coincided with 

the heigh t of the n ieke 1odeon boom and, in pa r t, r ep resen t-

d . d . . 1 d' k d" 76 e an-' 1n ustr1a a Justment to new mar et con ltlons. 

ALI in aIL, a fresh set of facts and ideas have beeome 

available that taken together point to a fascinating develop-

ment that has sa far remained undefined. 

1.3 F~om News Fake to Art Form: An Alternate Hypothesis 

If the more recent studies of the 'Porter prob lem have 

found no great editing discovery at the Edison studio 

in 1903 it- would neverthe1ess ~Jncoriect ta 

conclude that the development of the early American film 

narrative was an altogether random one or chat Edwin Porter 

had no raIe in that development. Not only does the evidence 

make a solid case against the traditional view of Porter's 

Edison studio achievement, it offers a compelling argument 

on behalf of the primacy in the initial development of the 

narrative of the compositional features of screen reportage. 

While the favorite account of what occurred in the 

American cinema before Griffith too~ up his duties at Bio

graph has ~entered on Porterls 1903 "discovery" of shot-by-

shot construction, Porter's 1904 catalogue description of 

THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY promoted the film's audience appea1 in 

terms of an altogether different sort of technical triumph: 

. 
1 

l 
1 
j 
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"It has been posed and acted in faithful duplication of 

the genuine 'Hold Ups' made famous by various outlaw 

,bands of the far West."77[MY emphasis] By 1903, the faith-

fuI duplication, which lS to say the application of news-

reel styles to ,staged topical na!ratives genetally referred 
~ 

to as re-constituted newsreels, re-enactments and reproduc-

tions, had been reasonably well-established by American 

producers. 

Fred J. Balshofer deseribed how in 1899 the Lubin. 

company "faked championship bouts by using match~ doubles 

for the boxers and staging the round-by-round action from 

news pape r accoun ts. If Balshofer worked on the production 

, of a one-reel r e-enae tment of tnEl January 26 , 1906 shooting 
\ 

{ ,1 

of S tan for d Wh i te by Harry K. ThJw. Later in the same year 
.... =.-.-' 

d' 

he tried his hand at a reproduction of the San Francisco 

earthquake and fire: 

• we staged tumbling buildings made from 
• cardboard profiles, but ev en with the smoke 

that we used for effects and the silouettes 
of the cardboard build ings, the scenes 100ked 
like fakes. 78 

The 1898-1899 manufacture of Spanish-American war footage 

i5 one of the better-known examples of the practiee. Dthers 

inc1uded Edison's Boer War scenes fought in New Jersey 

scenery, a table-top .Boxer Rèbe~lion naval action, Russo-

Japanese battle episodes, p,rison escapes. executions, the 

coronation of Edward' VII, murders, robberies, nat~ral dis-

as ters and Biograph' s version of BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN •. entit1ed 

MUTINY ON THE BLACK SEA (1905). 79 
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As 'ea~1y'as 1901, producers were inc1ined to drop the 

pretense that their,·topical reproductions of. crime, war and 

disaster were the work of cameramen who had been to the site "', 

of calamitous occurrences. Instead, they began promoting 

screen subjects ~~uch as LIFE uOF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN 

and THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY for their technical and ideo-
.;. 

logical values. Increasing~y, the topical link was main-

tained only ta enhance those values. Biograph's" THE BLACK 

HAND (1906) contained this title: 

Levying the Blackmail 
A Clever Arrest 
Actua1ly as made by the New York 
Detectives ~ 

î • 

: 

In addition, alternate methods of re-enacting ne~spaper .' ' 

stories for the screen which relied on canvas sets "'and 

theatre conventions declined 'in relation to the narrative 

staged in documentary-style tableaux,and"purporting to 

reproduce the highlights of a f~miliar tdpical event. 

What is extremely suggestive for our purposes is the way .. 

'. 

that style rapidly displ~ced other illusionistic p~radigms 

in the production of longer fictional subiects. 

The problem then 15 to understand that cO"lncidental emer-

gence of narrative complexity and "fake" newsreel techniques, 

a development that preceded an~ sustained attention to in-

tricate editing construction. The formaI constraint of 

actuality screen features appears to have been quite power-

fuI, as H~rpole's research demonstrated. Not only did he 

\ 
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find evidence of that parallel development but also of the 
, 

ways in which the-use of frame depth shaped other filmic 
'\.c 

el~ments and was accompanied by movement on diagonal axes 

toward and away from the camera and a modified acting 

style. 

tive 

o 
In atte~pting '0 account for the association of narra-

com~lexity and frame depth, it is possible ta develop 

an explanation too severely bounded by the language and 

methods of industrial economics. We know, for exacmple, that 

sc"teen actualities were very popular', and- that after 1908 

American audiences and critics alike complained of their 

. 80 
d~sa,ppearance . We also know that two years or so lat~r 

"-

the Path€ company responded to the cqmplaints by di~tribut-

~ng a weekly ree1 of featured news items especiall~ for the 

Àmerican trade. Why, then, would American production 

companies effectively retreat from a potentially~lucrative 

territory. or at any rate, leave the pa th of entry poorly 

guarded against the inevitable attack of an entrenched 

foreign interest 1ike Path€?81 

One view is that by concentrating on narrative subjects 

film manufacturers thought they could control costs and in-
~ . 

crease quantity in a period of high demand. According ta 

Robert Allen: 

~he narrative film vas probably the most suit
able cinematic form for the demands of an in
dustry which required films which cou1d be quick
ly and cheaply made and whose popularity did not 
depend on exigencies external to the production 
process. 82 
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If~however, the return to a modification of the studio 

co~ditions of the Black Maria was simply ~n economic stra-
II< 

tegy, we are still left to expla~n the application of that , ~----

strategy to the replication of the Lumiêreian aesthetic. 

A narrawly economic account pravides a partial explana-
. \ 

tion at best and at worst no explanation at all. If, indeed, 
, , 

the eariiest news fakes were, as Allen concluded, simply 

attempts to "obviate the logistical and financial difficul-

ties of trying ta, produce a cinematic ,newspaper" for vlude-

--ville aUdienc1ès, we are left to account for the qppropriation 

of the compasitional character of the "fake" to the fiction-

1 
,83 

,a narrat1ve. It was a practice'that not only had its own 

~ built-in problems, but one that appears to have begun in the 
-' ' 

pre-nickeladeon kinetoscope p,er,iod for reasons that were nat 
t ~ 

,directly ~ammercial. 

To examine the problem from an oider and slightly dif-

ferent vantage point there is the thesis af Nicholas 'Vardac 

t 
to t~~ effect that the motion picture in theatrical form 

J, 

was c"onceived in the be'lly of nineteenth-century stage realism.' 

Movies could be considered"said Vardac, 

..• the ultinlate aesthetic exprespion of a cycle 
of realistic-picto~ial theatrical ~oductions 
which had been a part of the re-birth of the objec
tive spirit in the middle of the eighteenth cen
tury and which was ta mature throug~ the nineteenth
century age of invention.~ 

/ 
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The notion that whatever wild West show designer Steel 

MacKaye migh t a t temp t in the domain 0 f . spec tacu la r rea1 i sm 

the motion pictur~ could achieve with superior success has . ' 
acquired its own set of advocate's. Thus the claim of Frank 

Rahill tha t: 

The millions who thrilled to The Great Train 
Robbery on the screen were able to compare it 
to the stage play, and its superiority was ob
vious. 8S 

It is a' case in two parts: the first is that the movies 

thrived at the expense of the s~ortcomings of increasingly 

e\.lmbersome theatrieal maehinery; the s~cond is that the 

screen delivered the knockout.blow by rew1y ,a'nd easily 

appropriating the plots and tricks 'that had given the melo-

drama i ts. pas i t ion of supremacy in the pre-movie era. 

There would seam to be more of a philosophieal con-

nection between motion pieture realism and other media than 

a formaI one. I-n h i s dis eus s ion 0 f the b e gin ni n g s of the 

\ 
novel in the eighteenth century Ian Watt observed that mod-

e rn r e al i sm b e g an w i th the pro po s i t ion th a t " t rut h ca n b e 

8'6 
discovered by the individual through his senses." Coinci-

ding with the rise of the novel were a range of experiments 

in chetnistry and optics leading to the beginnings of photo-

graphy and the re-constitution of the diorama and other op

tica}. amusements derived from tha.t premise.
87 

Under its 

powerful' influence the "fake" journals of Daniel Defoe ac-
, 

quired the status of aesthetic form for much the same reason) 

it would seem.~\h.t many years later Edwin Porterls "faith-

------

,v: 
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j" 
fuI duplication" of a western holdup was singied out as a 

first instance of screen art. 

From ,the early, films of ,Lumière,~ cameramen in the field 
1 / 

brought to their work that equation of experience with reali-

/------- t Y fou n d in r e a 1 i s t 1 i ter a tu r e, i m pre s s ion i s t p a in tin g and 

of course photography. A holistic filming scheme, it in-

cluded fils crucial elements the f~atures of frame depth, action 

moving into that depth and especially out of it toward the 

camera-viewer, and th~ manipulation of frame edge and angles 

o'f view. Those elements, with their roots in an earlier 

tradition of illusionism, were selected and arranged into 

a r~etoric of imaginary preseoce in the concrete space and 

time of an "actual" scene, rendering the cameraman &jery

man discoveri'ng tru~ through his senses. 88 

To date an ex/mination of the origins and development 
/' 

,/ 

of that rhetoric has been stymied, byan undue attention to 
-' 

" 

editing construction, by relying--on- an- industrial rational-

ization for mo~~.exp-lânatory power than it possesses, and 

by the tendency to concentrate on isolated ingredients of 

the recipe, including alleged first-time uses of camera 

move~ent, the close-up, etc. The major features of that 

e"arly compositional mode were more or less evident in 
1 

Porter'~ THE QREAT ~RAIN ROBBERY. a familiar news-as-enter-

tainnlent-'item, a train heist, conveyed on the screen by the 

coverage strategies of~ the newsreel merged with'the stop-

moti<m illusionism.of 'the trick film in a synthesis con-

strained by the elements of actuality composition and framing. 

: 



• Î 

~(.~_~!J!:1,'liI'fI!iI ,:iiAl~_.:!ili~~, •. "'~~ __ ".~J __ .NM __ !lZ!1/IIOJŒ.:liIY~l!il\ImM1l~ 

1" 
.~ 

, 43 

JTh't! "problem of media" we confront J.n atte7't'ing to 

deal with the longer narrative based on that compositional 

a~sthetic is the problem of coming ta grips with the emer-

gence of an apparently novel form, which i8 ta say a pro-

blem of motive. The error of early film historians has 

been to misread the sequence of development. In focusing 

their inquiries on the longer film constructed out of a 

larger number of smaller pieces of footage, that narrative's 

compositional aestheticJ~shaped by a rhetoric of authentic 

presence, has been mostly ignored. Consequently, at the 

level of motive one finds a number of attempts at seeking 

a cause for an inadequately defined phenom\non: in an age

old dream; in a new machine; in the screen ~ropriation of 

elements of pre-motion picture popular culture, incl~ding 

montage; in the technical conversion of stage spectacle 

realism; J.n the a priori notion of a narrative endeavor; in 

the demands of industrial success; in the unprecedented in-

dividual discovery of a Lessingian cinematic essentialism; 

and in the case of two early film critics, in the view that 

the motion picture narrative represented a certa~n modernity, 

the articulation by a new industrial consciousness of a 

new'dramatic form: 

AlI modern thought is assuming kenetic forms and 
we are coming ta see the absurdity of the old 
ideas of immutability and immobility. A similar 
revolution is impending in art. A.t last we 
glimpse the possibility of a new form of pictor-
ial art which. . will make our present pic-
tures appear as grotesque as the reliefs carved 
on Egyptian tombs or the scrawls on the caverns 
of A Lt i mir a • 8 9 
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; mass and class live so hard and so fast 
that melodrama (the stage variety), which depends 
for its force largely on its swiftness, can go no 
faster, and its speed and vigour are not strong 
enough to hold the popular attention. 90 ' 

What we discover instead is a two-stage development; 

first, an extended fictional narrative fashioned from com-

pIete-action tableau shots in newsreel style that character-

ized production in 1903. Then, in response to social and 

industrial pressures, a trend, dating roughly from 1907, to 

the fragmentation of thQse tableaux, constrained by the form-

al features of the newsreel aesthetic and based on an illu-

sionistic rec~pe described by Biograph director Wallace 

McCutcheon in a 1904 court cas~, into temporally-oriented 

melodramas of the clock, cross-eut scenes of last-minute 
1 

r escue tha t commun ica t;eêi' the cons trie t ion s of indu s trial 
1 

1 

labor, its routines bound by work hours, production time-

tables and delivery schedules. 

1.4 Overview 

In response to Thomas Edison's stubbor~ concept of 

how to exploit a mechanical curiosity,Edwin Porter, on 

the evidence, gEfered no alternate scheme, neither one more 

in tune with shifting industrial trends, nor a counter 

vision. If anything, Porter's artistic bent and the studio's 

doomed production policy were never in serious conflict. 

As we shall see, Porterrs specialty was the creation of 

scenic qualities and compositional effects, not montage se-

quences of continuous action. ,Moreover, it was a,specialty 

II .,. 
:~ 

,
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that suited the company's copyright and sales schemes. 

That is not, however, to conclude that Edwin Portcr's 

work at the Edison studio was without significance. " As 

the chapters that follow will demonstrate. his Edison out-

put did contribute to' a short-lived mode of narrative 

cinema, the narrator-dependent, newsreel-style screen tale 

of topical story highlights in tableau structure, as ex-

emplified by THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY. with its optical 

tricks concealed in the compositional cover of fake documen-

tary features. Reflecting the discontinuous structure of 

a rang~ of nineteent):1-eentury popular entertainments including 

circus spectacles, wild West shows, lantern slide exhibi
Î' 

tions, waxwork displays, comic strips and tabloid graphies, 

it was a motion picture mode that flourished for only a 
( 

few brief years to be abandoned under the new indus trial 

circumstances of the nickelodeon craze it helped launeh. 

As a film form it neither looked p~ogressively forward to 

the Biograph films of D.W. Griffith, nor'was it some aber-

rant, obsolete stage in an evolutionary development; as 

popular entertainment it could not be 'said to have been 

deficient in the requisite virtues of such enterta~nment. 

Nor was it in any way uncinematic. l t sim ply coll a p s e d' 

under the tremendous weight of a success it could not sus-

tain, falling viatim to a rising trend common in o~her in-

dustries of the period to the production of standardized 

'commodities for mass markets. The ciréumstances of the 

emergence and disp1acement of that tableau narrative in 

newsreel style constitutes the major focus of this disserta-
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tion. Past historians were inc1ined to ignore the deve10p-

ment and disappearance o~ its abandoned diegetic syntax and 
, 

in the gap erected an exaggerated Victorian fable. 

As for the historical re-enactm~nt and the news fake, 

the young expanding industry found a place for both. Fake 

newsreel techniques were emp10yed almost exclusively to 

d f · 1 d' 91 report on Worl War l or p~cture pa ace au ~ences. D.W. 

Griffith's BIRTH OF A NATION (1915) with its stars ~n c10se-

up, nick-of-time melodramatics and "fake" newsreel framing 

persuaded sorne doubters that the motion picture was an art 

form. Indeed, what is most striking today about S.M. 
, 

Eisenstein 's OCTOBER (1928) and BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN (1925) 

is less cheir fab1ed montage than their evocative documen-

tary aura. 

,. 

\ . 



1 

47 

NOTES: CHAPTER 1 

1 . 
See: Terry Ramsaye, A Million and One Nights, New 

York: Simon and Schuster, 1926;' Gilbert SeIdes, The Movies 

Come From America, New York: "Scribe,rs <1& Sons, 1937; Lewis 

Jacob s, The Rise of the American Film, New York: Harcourt, 

Brace and Company, 1939; Nicholas Vardac, Stage to Screen, 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1949; Joseph H. North, 

The Early Deve10pment of the Motion Pictu5e: 1887-1909, doct-

oral dissertation, Cornell Uni~ersity, 1949, pub1ished by 

Arno Press, 1972; Karl Reisz, The Technique of Film Editing, 

London and New York: Focal Press, 1953; Richard Griffith and 

Arthur Mayer, The Havies, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1957; 

Arthur Knight, The Live1lest Art, New York: The New American 

Library, 1957; Joe Franklin, Classics of The Si1ent Screen, 

New York: The Citade1 Press, 1959; D. R. Fulton, Motion 

Pictures, Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 

1960; Richard ArIa Sanderson, liA Historical Study of the 

Development of American Motion Picture Content and Techniques 

pria: ta 1904, University of Southern Ca1ifornia, unpublished 
.. 

doctoral dissertation, 1961; Edward Wagenknecht, The -Movies 

in the Age of Innocence, Norman, Oklahoma: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1962; Jack Spears, "Edwin S. Porter: One 

of the Movie Greats Has Been Practica11y Forgotten," Fi,lms in 

Review, XXI, No. 6 (June-July, 1970); Harry M. Gedu1d. 

Focus on D.W. Griffith, Englewood C1iffs, New Jersey: Prentice-

Ha 11, 1971. 



'-
1. 

48 

'\ 

2 A major study of Edwin Porter's Edison career to be 

,co-authored by Prof. André Gaudreault of Laval University and 

myself will be published by the Cinémathèque québecoise 

in 1984. Charles Musser will be submitting a manuscript deal-

ing with Porter's work to an American publis'her in the fa11 

of 198J. 

3 R . el.sz, p. 19. 

4 The New York Te1egraph, December 12, (912. Page 

reference unavailable. 

5 Hy Hollinger, "A 1903 pic On. the ;Right Track," 

Variety, March 14, 1979; Budd Schulberg, "Edwin Porter U. S. 

pioneer: Given Tao Little Honor; Goaded Edison, Obscured 

by Griffith," Variety, May 9,1979, pp. 46,558. See also 

Budd Schulberg, Moving Pictures, New York: Stein and Day, 

1981. 

6 
Ad 0 l ph Z u k 0 r, The Pub 1 ici s N e'v e r W r 0 n g, New Y 0 r k : 

Putnam Pub1ishing Co., 1953, p. 20. See a1so Paul Spehr, 

The' Movies Begin, Newark, New Jersey: The Newark Museum in 

c.ooperation with Morgan and Morgan, Inc., 1977, p. 40; and 

Kevin Brown1ow, The Paradets Gone By, New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1968, p. 10. 

7 See George s Sadou,l, "Early: Film Production in England," 

Hollywood Quart{r1,Y(/I, No. 3 (~pri1 1946), pp. 249-.59; 

"English Influences on the Work of Edwin S. Porter," Holly-

wo 0 d Qua rte r 1 y, II l, No. 1 ( Fa 11 194 7), pp. 4 L-: 5 0 ; 

"British Creators of Film Technique," British Film Institute, 

1948, (pamphlet). 

, , 



49 

8 Faulty memory and,clever press agentry sometimes 

combined to produce "autheqtic" show business mythology. 

When in 1912 Porter joined with Ado'ph Zukor to distribute 

Louis Mercanton's QUEEN ELIZABETH starring Sarah Bernhardt, 

Benjamin Percival Schulberg, who had met Porter in 1910 

while a young reporter fora smal1 trade paper called Film 

Reports, was hired on as the project pub(icist: 

. Zukor decided to offer it as his own pro
quction. Bernhardt had disdained the lowly 
film form, said the Schulberg press release, 
until Zukor persuaded her it was important to 
record her art for future generations. On see
ing the finished product her conversion was 
complete. 

'Ah, Mr. Zukor,' she reportedly exc1aimed, throw
ing her arms around him. 'You have put the best 
of me in pickle for aIL time.' 

The story was 50 wide1y circu1ated that Adolph 
Zukor graduaIIy began tO be1ieve it genuine. At 
a din~er honoring his first five years as a com
pany head, he was asked what had ~een his most 
thrilling moment in film making. He recited, 
word for word, the story of Sarah Bernhardt, his 
persuasiv.e 'powers vith her, and her embrace at 
seeing herself pickled for aIL time. 

In Norman 
,5 

Ziero1d, The Moguis New York: Coward.JMcCann, . 

In c ., 1 9 6 9, pp'. 1 5 9 - 16 0 • 

9 Correspondence, from J. Porter Reilly, March 18, 1981. 

10 
Zukor, p. 87. 

1-1 
Beaumont Newhaii in his"Introduction"to the Billy 

Bitzer autobiography, Billy Bitzer: His Story, Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux, 1973, p. xxi. 

12 From "About Moving Pictures" in T,he Complete Illus-

trated Cata10g of Moving picture Films, Stereopticons, 



a 

j, 
f • . 
f. 

( 

50 

Slides, Films, Kleine Op'tica1 ~mpany, Chicago, Illinois, 

October 1904, pp. 30-31, as cite'd by George C. Pratt- in 

\ Spe11bound in Da,rkness, New ~ork Graphic socJety, Greenwic,h, 

Connecticut, 1966, p. 37. 

13 G.W. ~itzer, unpub1ished notes in the Bitzer C,o.11,ec

tjon,.Film Study Centre, The Museum of Modern Art, circa 

1941. \.-
14 

George B1aisde11, "Edwin S. Porter," The Moving 

. Picture-. Wor1d, December 12, 1912. Porter Reilly to1d me 

in his March 1981, 1etter that Edwin Porter had "contempt 

for the trappings of success -- which in the theatrica1 
• 
wor1d inc1uded both self~praise and much pub1icity. Porter 

shunned both; further, he was obvious1y embarrassed when 

certain publicity was thrust on him." 

15 Edwin S. Porter, "Ev~i~tion of the Motion, Picture," 

The Moving Picture Wor1d, July Il, 1914, p. 206. 

16 
Ramsaye, p. 414. 

17 Benjamin Hampton, History of the American Film 

Industry, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1970, p. 31. 

18 Maurice ~ardèche and Robert Brasillach, The History 

of Motion Pictures, (translated and edited by Iris Barry), 

New York: W.W. Norton and Co. and The Museum of Modern Art, 

1938. (Published in France under the title Histoire du 

Cinéma, 1935.) p. 30. This was a text that neither the Film 

Library's Iris Barry nor museum director John E. Abbatt was 

entirely happy with. "Their conclusions," said Abbott of 

Bardi!che and Brasillach in his introduction, "do not neces
-,. 

sarily coincide with those of the Film Library." 

1 

f 
! 
l 

·1 
) 
1 

----- ---------"'-. ----~--



( 

51 

19 Bardèche and Brasillach, p. 32. 

20 ' 
Jacobs, The Rise of t~ American Film.,. p. 313. 

21 Lewis Jacobs (ed.), The Emergence of Film Art, New 

York: Iiopkinson and Blake, 1974, p. 4. 

22 
Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film, p. 35. 

23" Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film, 'p. 37. 

The Edison studio apparently did a fair amount of duping, 

i.e., duplicating the work of other manufacturers. Méli~s, 

who did not take out Américan copyrights until 1903, was a 

victim of film dupers. And this was very likely the circum-

stance that gave Porter the opportunity to examine Méliès' 

work in t he Edison studio lab'~---J See Pratt, Spe11bound in 

Darkness, pp. 23-24; also. Georges Méliès, "Propos ~ur Les 

Vues Aniniées,11 Les Dossiers',de La Cinémath-êque, MontréqJ,: 
, 

CinémathË!que québecoise, 1982. 

24 Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film, p. 38. 

25 Jacobs, The Rise of the Amer;ican Film, p. 41. 

Circa 1935 The Museum of Modern Art had acquired, accord ing 

'to Iris Barry,- lia lavendar preservation ptint of . The Great 

T rai n Rob ber y . " Se e Ir i s, Bar r y, Il The F ~<l m Lib r a r y a il. d Ho w 

It Grew," Film Quarterly, XXII, No. 4 (Sum7r 1969), 

pp. 19-27, for an î:hformative ac~~ beginnin,gs of 
1 

this wonderfu~ institution. It is likely that Jacobs had 

the opport~nity to screen that print. It is diffiéult to 

t: el1 from his chapter on ~-.~rter whether he did or not. 

On the tapie of Porter's inadvertant discovery, see Jacobs, 

p. 41; also, Knight, p. 26; Franklin, p. Il; Roy Armes, 

Film and Reality, penguin, 1974. pp. 95-96; and,'Robert 



œ &Ga 2 

52 

Sklar, Movie~Made America, New York: Random House, 1975, 

Vintage Books, 1976, pp~ 24-27. 

26 Sadoul, "English Influences on the Wo,rk of Edwin S. 

Porter," p. 41. / 

27 Ibid'., pp. 46,50. There appear to be at least two . 
versions of the Williamsdn film. The print l saw at the FIAF 

symposium on early cinema in Brighton l.n May 1978 was a one- 1 
shot work ~ated 1900, and very different from the four-shot 

. 
film described by Rachel Law and Roger Manve11 in their 

History of the British Film, 1896-1906, 1948, p. 70, the one 

Sadoul appeared to be referring t:o. , 
1 

28 Sadoul, "British Crea tors of Film Tecbnique," p. 8. 

29 Theodore Huff, "Sadoul and Film Research ," Hollywood 

XI, No. 2 (January 1947), pp. 203-06. A Quarterly, 
~-

t • :i' 
letter writte.n to the publication after the appearance of 

," Sadoul's 1946 article. 
t 
~ 30 Fulton, pp. 51-52 . 
.. 
'-, 31 " el. f' . Robert Gessner,~ Porrer and the Creatl.on 0 .. Cl.nematl.C 
~ 
1 

~ 
Motion," Journal of the 'Society of Cinematologists, II, 

i! 

~ 
~ 

1962, 'p. 1-. 

;{ 
32 Kenneth Macgowan, Behind, the Screen: The History and 

, 
: 

Techniques of the Motion Picture, New York: Delacorte Press, 

r 
> 1965, p. 107. 

33 Je a n Mi t r y, His t: 0 ire due in é ma : Art e t: In dus tri e , 
~~~~~~~~--~--~----~~~ 

Vol. 1, 1895-1914, Paris: Editions Universitaires, 1967, 

pp. 232-2450. 
" 
c 

IY'. _ ~ ," 



rI 

, l 

.J9J~_lil1i AlIk.mn, ... ........uIl.a:N,teJIJJb II JI Ut lU. 81ml -

r 6 

&. 

• 

53 
J 

, 34 J D 1 d d J R' h d H' . acq\les es an es an acques l.C a,r, l.stOl.re 
. . 

Co~parée du Cinéma, II, Paris: ca~~~rman, 1968, p. 365. 
1; 

35 
Anthony Slide, ~arly American Cinema, New Y9~k: A.S. 

Barnes and Company, 1970,·p. 13" .. 
36 ~.~ 

Bar r y Sa 1 t, "F i 1 m For m : 1 9'U a - 1 9 0 6 ," Sig h tan d Sou n d , 

XL VII, No. 3 ( S.u mme r 19 78). pp. 148 - 53 _ 

37 . 
Ezra, Goodman, "Reminiscences of Edwin·5. Porter, or 

. the History of the'Motion Picture," The New York Times, 

June 2, 1940, Section IX, p. 4. Méliès, as remembered by 

his grand~ughter, Made1ine Ma1thèle-Méliès in her b~Ok 
,entit1ed Méliès, l'enchanteur, Paris: Hachette Littérature, 

1973, perceived 1ittle connection between his work and Porter's. 

3,8. d' h ~ See~AmerLcan Mutos~ope an Bl.ograp Company, Com-

plainant vs Edison Manufacturing company} Defendent. 

",Defendent 's Affidavits in Opp'osition to Comp1ainant '5 

Motion for Pre1iminary Injunction," United States Circuit 

Court fot the, Distri--c t of New Jersey, December 3, 1904, 

pp. 4-10 (Edwin Porter's affidavit). 

39 See Chapter 2 for a comprehensive treatment of this 

po in t. 

40 
Marguerite Engbe1!'"~ffDanish Fictiona1 Films Before 

1908:. _Th~ Pre-9rgfith period," unpub1is~~.d~ submitted to 

t~e Film Department, Museum of Modern Art, 1981. 

41 
Raymond Fielding, A Technologica1 History. of Motion 

Pictures and Television, Berkeley: University of California 

',Press, 1967; and David Antin, "Duchamp and, Language,," 1972. 

,,,. ( 



, 

54 

42 Rudolph Arnheim, Film as Att, Berke1éy and Los 

Angeles: Çniversity of Californ~~ Press~ 1953, p. 21;. 

43 
S • M. "E i sen ste in, Fil m For m" ( e dit e dan d t ra n s 1 a t e d 

by Jay Leyda), New York: Harco~rt, Brace and World, Ine., 

1949. 
1 

44 André Bazin, What is Cine.ma?, (essays seieeted and 

trans1ated by Hugh Gray), Berkeley: University of Cali·fornia 

Press, 1967. 
, {, 

45 C.W. Ceram, Archeaology of the ~inema, Lond~n: 

;hames and _Hudson, 1965~ As far as Ceram was coneerned, the 

-cave drawings, medieval tapestries and aIl the rest were 

fa1se an~estors, whi~h is to say that the technical and 

aesthetic ptecedents of the motion picture were discontinuous 

both as culture and technology with the phenomenon of the 

cinema. 

. 46 ':::.,' V. F. Perkins, Film ,S Film, Harmondsworth; Middle8~x, 

England: penguin Books, 1972; also', Andrew :rud'or, Theories 

of Film, London: Secker "1tnd W\.burg, 1974; J. Dudley Andrew, 

The Major Film Theories, New York: Oxford University Press,1976. , 

,.47 See Iris Barry, "The Film Library and How it Grew," 

p. 26. ~ 

48 h· Erwin Panofsky, "Style and Medium in the Movlng Pic-

t~res" in Dan Talbot (ed.) Film: An Anthology, Berkeley and 

Los Angeles: University of Califc>rnia Press, 1969" pp. 29-30. 

49 Panffsky, p, 18. 



'" , 

o 

• 50 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laokoon, in Walter Jackson 

Bate (ed.), Criticism: The Major Texts, New York: Harcourt, 

B,race and World, Inc., 1952. 

51 Clement Greenberg, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch" in 

~,rnard Rosenberg and David Manning White, Mass Culture, 

Ne'w York: The Fr\e Press, 1957, ,. 98. Reprinted from The 

~artisan Reader,(1946. 

52 For a comprehensive discussion of this topic see 

Leonard Myer, Music, the Arts, and Ideas: Patterns and Pre-

dictions in Twentieth-Cèntury Culture, Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1967; see alsQ Walter Benjamin, "The Work 

of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in Walter 

Benjamin, Illuminations, edited with an Introduction by Hannah 

Arendt. Translated by Harry Zohn. New York: Schocken Books, 

pp. 217-252. 

53 Jean-Lou is Como 11 i, "Technique and l deo logy : Oépth 

of Field," Cahiers du,Cin~ma, No. 229 (Win ter 1971). 

Trans •. British· Film Institute, distributed in mimeograph format. 

54 Ch ris t i an Met z, ..:;;F-e;;i;;...l.;;..m;.;;;......:;L;.;a_n;.;.w.g-"u-"a .... g .... e;..-.: _-"A"--S;;;.....;;e-e;;m;;..i;.;..o.-.:;.t..:;;i;....c...;s~;....o~f 

the Cinema, translated by Michael Taylor, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1974, p. 95. 

55 
Lary May, Screening out the Past, New YOFk: Oxford 

University Press, 1980. '. 

56 Il' ,Camo ~. 



11' 

f' 
i' 
ry 

~ 
~, 
~t 56 
,-

~ • " 57 See Howard Lamarr Walls, Motion Pictures, 1894-

1912, Washington, Copyright Offiée, Library of Congress, 

~: 

\ 
f-
" '~ 

i 
f. , 

\ ,; 

1 
(1 \ 

)-
",n; 

1953; and Kemp Niver: Motion Pictures from the Library of 

Congress Paper Print Collection, 1894-1912, Berkeley and 

Los Angeles: 
~ J--------' 

University of California Press, 1967. For 

an account of the Paper Print project and Niver's role in 

it see Sanderson's dissertation, pp. 28-32. The September 

20, 1943, issue of Life magazine, pp. 18-20 contained an 

',1 

51 

~ 
t 

article accompanied by 22 frame enlargements from paper 

prints. In the same year that the Paper Print project was 

f 
completed, Gordon Hendricks' diligently researched The 

Edison Motion Picture My th was published, followed 1n 1964 

ft. 
~ t; 

by his work on the Biograph camera and in 1966 by his study 

~ 
~ of the kinetoscope. It is difficult to determine why the 

" , 
" l, 

t availability of this factual material was 50 little taken , 
" \ 

i into account by work on early film history published after 

:; 
those dates, i.e. after 1961. 

, 1 

58 Eileen Bowser, "Lost Films Are Found in the Most 

Unexyected Places," The New York Times, Sunday, June 25, 

197·8, p. D-1, D-22. As reported in. the Iris Barry artic1e~, 

in 1935 Museum of Modern Art Film Librari holdings jncluded, 

in addition ta THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, a number of Méliès' 

subjects "and the pro~pect of Llying hanùs on what remained 
~ ... - _ .. - - - - '" - - ~ --' ~ - -

of the old Biograph negatives," p. 22. 

59 
Anthony Slide, Early American Cinema, New York: A.S. 

Barnes·and.Co., 1970" p. 7. 

J 
60 ~ee Edison Films, Thomas A. Edison, September 1902, ,. 

pp. 13-17. 
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The work was done for the Film Department of The Museum 

.... 
of Modern Art by Karl Ma1kames in 1978. , The ree1 was screened 

a t the Lib r a r y 0 f Con g r e s s, Wa shi n g ton, D-. C . , 
-0 

in December 1981. 

The exact dates of production are unknown. 

62 
The New York Clipper, May 9, 1896, p. 152. 

lt can a1so be difficult ta canee ive of the character 

, of the shows organized from these works. Mme. Madeleine 

Malthèle-Méliès, the granddaughter of Georges Méliès, reçalled 

that her grandfather's projections required the accompaniment 
" . 

( 

of a pianist and ~ sound effects man as weIl as a narrator. 
, 

Mme. Ma1thèle-Mé1iès was present at a "Hommage ta George 

Méliès" arranged by the Cinémat·hèque québecoise in Montreal, 

Québec, November 2e, 1982. 

63 4 
That is the~view of Reed Abel, Curator, Edison Nation-

al Historie Site (ENHS), West Orange, New Jersey supp1ied to 

me during my visit in the summe~ of 1979. 

64 
Based " a comparison of Wa1!s and the 'company 1 s 

Sep te m ber 19 0 2~ 1 m ca ta log u e 1 i s tin g s . 

65 Correspondence, F.L. Dyer to thorwald Soiberg, Registrar 
.t 

of Copyrights, .WaS'hington, ~'f" ()çtoher 6~ 1905.· .-.. _.-.'-. 

66 Information about The Museum of Modern Art's acquisition 

of the Pathé print cames from Eileen Bowser~ Curator, Film 

Department. See also Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film, p.45. 

67 See Reisz, pp. 17-18. 

68 Pratt, p. 29. 
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69 
See Charles Muss,er' s, "The Early Cinema of Edwin Porter," 

and André Gaudreault',s "Detours in E:ilm Narrative: The Develop-
• '"!' 

ment of Cross-Cutting," -in Cinema Journal, XIX. no.l 

(Faii 1979). The debate apparently began with Theodore Huff's 

1947 Hollywood Quarterly reply to Sadoul. Huff said that he 

had examined a paper print of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN in 

Washington, D. C. in the summer of 1941 and found it at variance wit4... 

the c1aims of Jacobs published in The Rise Qf Th~~American Film. 

See a1so, Macgowan, pp. 113-114; and Deslandes and Richard, p.385. 

There are some less we11-known examples of ~iscrepancies in 

the prints held by different institutions. In 1977 it was found 

,that The Museum of Modern Art's circulation print ;1 UNCLE TOM'S 

CABIN existed in a sequence bearing little relation to the one 

in the Edison catalogue. Sorne tit1es had been inserted in mid-

scene, others were missing and film was 71 feet shorter than 

the paper print origina~ly copyrighted in 1903 and held by the 

Library of Congress archives. The difference appeared to be 
.' 

the result of an attempt to "modernize" the film by re-editing 

ft. The museum's print of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY at 265 feet ", . 
was a 1 soc 0 n s ide rab 1 y s ho rte r t b"a n the 308'- f 0 0 t Lib ra r y 

of Congress prin,f, the shot sequence a,t variance with the 
)., 

catalogue sequence and the beginnings and endings of some 

scenes were missing. Likewise a tracking shot ~n the 

Library of Congress copy of Porter's BOARD~NG SCHOOL GIRLS 

had been deleted- in the museum's version. Source: InternaI 

memorandum. Film Department, The Museum of Modern Art, 

April 11, 1977. l am grateful to Jon Gartenberg of ~he 

Film Department for this information. 

, 
l 

J 
1 
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70 Sanderson, p. 6. 

71 Sanderson, pp. 100-04. 

72 r 
Kemp R. Niver, The First Twenty Years, Los Angeles: 

Locare Research Group, 1968, p. 5. 

73 Niver, The First Twenty Years, p. 16. 

:...<t 
74 See the special number of Cahiers de la Cinémathèque, 

No. 29 (Winter 1979). Edited by André Gaudreault of Laval 
\ 

U:niversity, it contains C articles by Thomas Gunn'ing, André 
J 

Gaudreault, Charles Musser, John Hagan, John FeIL, David 
1 

Levy, Eileen Bowser, Paul Spehr, Martin Sopocy and Jon 

GartEtnberg. The articles by Musser and Gaudreault on Edwin 
. , 

Porter have since appeared in English in Cinema Journal, 

XIX, No. l (Fa11 1979). Sopocy's piece on James Williamson 

appeared in Cinema Journal, XVIII, No. 1 (Fall 1978). In 

1977, Eileen Bowser ~e Museum of Modern Artls "Brighton 

Project" gathered a small group of film historians from 

the United States and Canada to conduct a selective viewing 

of film materials for the 1978 Brighton symposium organized 

',by'FIAF. 
,'1 , 

Much of the new '~ork 1n éar1y film hLstory most1y 

otiginates with this group, originally in the form of papers 

written for the FIAF symposium. See Eileen Bowser "The 

"'\Brighton Project: An Introduction," The- Quarterly Review 
~ \ 

of Film Studies, IX, No. 4 (Fall 1979), This article 

appeared-in French in the special numbtr of Cahiers de la 

Cinémathêque. ALI the FIAF papers have mo~e recently appeared 

in English in Rog~r Holman (ed.) Cinema 1900-1906, National 

Film Archive' (hondon) and the Internati9nal Feder'fltion of Film 

Archives, 1982. 
't ~....-'" 

"-
See also No'el Burch "Porter, or Ambivalence" 
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in Screen, IX, No. 4 (Winter 1978-79); and Charles Harpole, 

Gradients of Depth ~n the/Cinema Image, doctoral disseration, 

New York University (1976), published by Arno Press, Inc., 

'" 1978. An anthology of articles on the early cinema edited 

by John FeIl and titled Film Before Griffith 15 scheduled 

for publication by the University of California Press in 1984. 

~5 See the work of Gunning, Gaudreault, Musser, Hagan 

Fe1l and Gartenberg ~n Cahiers de la-Cinémathèque. See es-

pecially Sopocy's study of the "narrated\ cinema" of James 

Wi1liamson and Musser's analysis of the early career of 

Edwin Porter. 

76 See May, Screening Out the Pasto Also, Garth Jowett, 

The Democratie Art, BÔ~1on: Little, Brown and Company, 

1976, especially Chapter(v, rhe Initial Response." 

-~/ 

Film: 

77 Edison Films, January Supplement, 1904, p. 5. 

78 Fred J. Ba1sh~ferl~~thur C. Miller, One Reel a 

Week. 
\ ' 

Berkeley and Lo~ Angeles: University of California 

Press, 1967, p. 9. 

79 Niver, Motion Pictures from the Library of Congress, 

pp. 

80 See Allen, "Film and Vaudeville," chd.pter 5-• The 

Nichelodeon and After, pp. 172-173. 

81 Raymond Fielding, The ~merican Newsreel: 1911-1967, 

\ Norman, Oklahoma: Uni ver s i t Y 0 f 0 k 1 a h 0 ma Pre s s, 1 9 7 2 • ,. 

82 

83 

Allen, p. 218. 

Allen, p. 117. 

\. 
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84 
Vardac, p. xviii. 

85 
Frank Rahill, The World of Melodrama, University 

Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1967, p. 283. 

86 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel, Harmondsworth, Middle-

sex, England: penguin Books Ltd., 1972, p. 12. First publi-

shed by Chatto and Windus, 1957. 

87 Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography, New 

York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1964. 

88 
For a semiotic V1ew of the character of photographie 

reality see Roland Barthes, "T'he Photographie Message" and 
,/ 

"Rhetoric of the Image," in
l 

Roland Barthes, Image-Music-

Text, essays selected and translated by Stephen Heath, , 

Glasgow: Fontana/Collins, 1977, pp. 15-51. 

89 "The Birth of a New Art," Independent, LXXVIII, No. 8 

(1914), as cited in Myron Osborn Lounsbury, ~he Origins of 

American Film Criticism 1909-1939, doctoral dissertation, 

University of Pennsylvania, 1966, pub1ished by Arno 'Press, 

Inc., New York, 1973, p. 32. 

,90 
lj:orace Allen, "The Dramatic Pieture Vs. the Pictorial 

Drama," Harvard Monthly, L, No. 23 (March 1910), as cited 

by Lounsbury, p. 37~ For an insightful critique of this 

notion of culture and cÙlture. change as a direct formal res-

panse ta a new general consciousness ür psycholo~y, see E.H. 

Gombrieh, "Meditations on a Hobby Horse, or the Roots of, 

• \~I • • ( )-t Art1stic Form, 1n Aspects of Form, Lancelot Law Whyte ed. , 

1 
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London: Lund Humphries, 1951, pp. 209-28. 

91 See Fielding, The American Newsree1, pp. 109-26 . 
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CHAPTER 2 

EDWIN PORTER'S EDISON CAREER 

Subjects dependent on the imagination 
are infinitely varied and inexhaustible. 

George Méliès 

.. 

. -

_~ __ ..-___ r ...---------------------

-'- ~ ----~-----_ .. --

.-.~---- ~ 

t 

1 



64 

2. 1 The Edison Studio: Litigation Over Innovation 

The flaim on behalf of Edwi~ Porter's innovative 1903 

achievement is ~n effect a claim that such an achievement 

i was desirable or even possible while he was in,the Edison 
f , 
f company's employ. :tt is the pUrP0se of this chapter to 
~ 

~ ~' 

i demonstrate that that was not the case. The fact of the 
, 
t· ; 

matter is that there could not have been a unlikely more or-
!' 

ganization from which to expect, let alone get, a radical 

movie concept either before or after 1903. A variety of do-

cumentation, including cou~troom depositions, film catalo-

gues, copyrights registrations and sales records reveals 

the Edison studio in the grip of a production and marketing 

strategy that actively discouraged the so~t of continuous 
" 

action subject Porter was' supposed to have pioneered. 

Most of the energies of Edison executives and patent 

attorneys were .spent in courtroom efforts tu obtain a mono-

poly on the new entertainment industry . Their approach was 
.. 

on the enforcement of legal if questionable 
~, 

patent claims as on deliberately drawn-out litigation intended 

to exha~st the oppos~iion, whatever the legal merits of a 

case. Edison officiaIs clung to the notion that dominating 

the industry did not require them to enter the marketplace 

with 'a superior software product. Theirs was essen/iallY 

a hard~are policy geared to projection machin~ sales and 

founded on the notion that the motion picture was an indus-

( trial invention, much like the lightbulb and the phonograph, 
\ 

to be commercially exploited under the protection of massive 

- ..... j<. ... 

\ ....... \, .. 
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<If 
patent litigation for a pile of nickels and dîmes. During 

the perîod Sf Porter's tenure at the studio, Edison offi-

cials were.chiefly preoccupied with corporate manoeuvring' 

1 to corner the phonograph market. Those skirmishes appear 

to have ~en the main source of their ideas about handling 

~e motion picture business. 

_. The hypothe~is ~f Po·;te1!'s revolutionary 1903 "discovery" 

at the Edison st~dio is smashed~o pieces by the evidence .. 1 1 

of a legal battle that arase between Edison and the American .. 
Mutoscope and Biograph Company, a favorite courtroom anta-

gonist 7 less than a year after the release of ~HE GREAT t,AIN 

ROBBERY. The'1egal-industrfal discourse of the copyright 

infringement s~it Biograpfi brought against the Edison organ-
. , 

.ization in the faII of 1904 contained an explicit statement 

about how film manufacturers, a.nd particula.r1y the one for whom 

E.dwin Porter toiled, perceived 'narrativÎ contin,uity as it 
. 

involved a, changing relation of the individua1 shot ta the 
,'/ ~ 

longer JilmJ. At issue was a film Porter completed~in 

Augùst 1904, HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN GOT A WIFE THROUGH THE 

-~--_._---_._._--~- ---~.- - '--~'-NEW YORK HIERALD '!PERSONAL~'. CQl.. UMNS . 2 Biograph a1leged that 

( 

the Porter film was a transparent steal of their own-vaude--

ville house hit, PERSONAL, re1eased only a couple of months 

ea~lier. And they were abso1utely right. Unknown",perhaps 

to Biograph lawyers,in the space for "Ti1-1e of Subjectif on 

the Edison company's copyright envelop, Porter had Eirst , 

absent-mindedly written.' and then scratch,ed out th,e ward 
, 3 

"Personal," underneath which he scribbled the Edison title. 

\ ;: 
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The stery was a simple one. A French gentleman in 

the, Biograph yersion a nobleman in the Edison re-make 

places an ad in The New York Heral~ personal columns stating 

his des ire to meet and marry an~American woman -- handsome 
,/ 

in the Biograph version, wealthy 1n Edison's. Wh ap. a cr 0 wd 

of "Gibson girls" appear fo):" the rendez-vous at Grant's 
t ' 

Tomb the fellow flees ~rigg~ring a brief chase through 

city flnd country that culmina tes in his capture by one o~ 

the pursuers. The wording af the "ad" in "the Biograph Bul-

letin No. 

( 

28 ot August 15, 1904 read: \' 

,PERSONAL--Youn.g. Frenc h gent 1 eman recen t 1 Y 'arr i ved 
in this country, desires to meet han&some American 
girl; abject matrimony. Will be at Grant's Tomb 
at la this morning, wearing boutonnière of vic
lets. 4 

Edis-on Films, Sep.tember Supplement, 1904 "had it this way: 
" '" 

Young Fr'ench NolYleman recently arriv~d,' desires 
to meet wealthy Am,erican girl; object matrimony; 
will be at· Grant' s Tomb at la this morn1ng" 
wearing boutonnière 9f violet~.5 

The Edison catalogue description added the false claim that 

the ad had actually appeared in The New York Herald on 

,Au gus t 2 5, 190 4, and ev e n we n tas far a s t 0 bac k the c lai m 

with an ana~ymaus press quote chastising the Herald for 

carry ing the "bogus advertisement of a moving picture concern." 
.~ 

lt was a crude attempt at representing the re-make as part of , 
, 

a yellow journalism exposé about improvident foreign noble-

men preying upon affluent American women whose less well

off sisters posed as "marriage-mad-heiresses.,,6 

• l , 
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In an affidavit given in the case, Porter~ officially 

. preoccupied with the differences between his film and the 
• 0 

Biograph original, made no reference to any of that: 

\l 
My photograph is not a copy but an original. lt 
carries out my own idea of how the French ~oble
ma~ should appear, as to costume, appearance, ex~ 
pression, figure, bearing, posing, gestures, pos
tures an~ action. Complainant's Frenihman is 
s h 0 r t, min e' i s t a Il; the i r s d r e s ses in poo r tas te, 
mine dresses in gaod taste; theirs presents an 
undignifie~ appearance, mine is of gracious and 
gentlemanly bearing. Theirs looks and behaves 
like a monkey - mine like a gentlemari'JI These 
differences l be1ieve l have made appa~ent in 
every picture of the series, by means of the said 
costume, poses, postures, actions, etc. 7 

The legal fight that ensued is fascinating for the 
",- .. 

light it sheds on the way the Edison c~mpany~s 1egalistic 
./ 

obsessions shaped their produc,tion "~oncepts. The courtroom 

arguments, when examined in the context of sales records 

for the period 1904-1906, show Edison ex~cutives not mere1y 

uninterested ln but in fact quite hostile to advancing 

the cause of the continuous action film narrative along the 

\ lines of the great breakthrough cinema historians have 

claimed for LIFg DF AN AMERlCAN FIREMAN and THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBBERY. Moreover, the arguments the company used ta defend 

its interests r~veal the deep roots of Edison studio produc, 
tion in nineteenth-century popular entertainment forms 

and copyright laws. Those arguments, in part, help explain 

the major trends in Porter 's Edison outpu~, bot.h be~or"é and 
(' , 

after LIFE OF AN>AMERICAN FI~EMAN and THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY. 
~' 

- The Edison studio stayed "the c'aurse, hardly modifying its 

.' 

"1 

'1 

. 
p 
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original orientation even after the success of the Porter 
1 

western was clear. As a middle-level employee, Edwin Port,er 

lacked the aut~ority to influence Edison studio thinking. 

A nineteenth-century artisan-showman,Porter's production 

ideas were never serîously at varia~ with that thinking. 

2.2 From Peepshow to Projection 

On February 24, 1888, Eadweard Muybridge, the Gelebrity 

photographer o( animals in motion, had been invited to give 

a lecture on his'work at Orange, New J-ersey, 'home base of 

the Edison laboratory. Wh,en Muyb ri dge vis i ted Thoma s E,dison 

at the lab two days later, the po~_sibility of joining sound 

reoordings and motion photography was di;cussed. Edison, 

whos è work on the phonog r aph was al ready we ll-a'!vanc e d, wou l d 

go on to deny tha t such a mee t ing had eve r occurred, though 

in later years he did ac~nowledge a debt to "the zoetrope, 

the work of Muybridge, 
8 . and others." Toward the end 

of 1892 ,w.K.L. Dickson, an Edison empioyee, demonstrated the 
( 

first successful Edison motion pictu're camera.' In February 

1893, four months lat.er, the ,..company erected a film 'studio. 

Completed at a cast of $637.67 and knawn as the Black Maria, 

it would be used to produce material for a coin-operated peep-

show devicf'{ called.a ki,netoscope, also the work of Dickson. 

The initial public demonstration'of the device took place CYj 
( ) 

in Brooklyn on May 9,1893. The fOllowing February, in anti-

c,pation of the opening of a kinetoscape pai'r'or in April, 

the Black Maria went into production.
9 

Consisting of brief 

1 
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inconographic celebrations of familiar vaudeville person-

a1ities, including Eugene Sandow the strongman and members 

o f th e Bu f f a loB i 11 W i 1 d Weil t t r 0 U P e, the top i cal a 11 ure' 

of the kinetoscope subjects was centered in a muybridge~n 

frame and photographed at a fixed distance against artificia1 

backgrounds. 

A 1ittle over a year later kinetoscope patron~ appeared 
.1 

ta be tiring of filmed va u de v i Il e tu rn s and re1ated fare. 

In August 189~ the company received a p1ea from their kinet
.... 

oscope agents, Raff and Gammon, ta supply more topical ma-
ç 

teria1. A more urgent incentive for exploring new subject 

matter and modes of filming arrived in New York City in the 

~ spring of 1896. On April 2-3, 1896, the Edison vitascope 

debuted at Kaster and Bial's, a Manhattan vaudeville house. 

In spi t e 0 f E dis on' s st a te d ho s t il i t Y t o' pro j e c tian, hi s 

company acquired, on the recommendation of Raff and Gammon, 

~/ jusl such a machine. Developed by a Life S~ving Service 

c1erk, C. Francis Jenkins, it was represented as his own 

invent10n by a Washington real estate 

10 Armat. 

operator, Thomas 

The press, ln preparing the public for the gre~t occa-
\ 

s,ion, got the story wrong, as it often did. 
'\ . 

The follow~ng 

ann~uncement appeared in The New York Clipper: 

(.' K 0 ste r an d B i a l's w 1'11- b eth e s ce n e a f G th e f i r s t 
public exhibition of, Thos. A. Eidson's latest 
invention, the vitascope, as saon as the details, 
now pending, can be perfected. 1l 

\ 

By early June 1896, thi's new "Edison" machine was on the bill 

at the Orpheum in San Francisco, The Bijou in Philadelphia 

• 

;-
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12 and at Keith's New Theatre ln Boston. 
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Competition was swift ln establishing itseif. A French 

machine, the Lumi.re brothers cinematographe, "made its Amer-

13 iean debut at ~he end of June 1896 at Keith's Union Square. 

The method of presentation included a lecturer, one Lew Shaw-

who', the Clipper reported, "fluently introduced" new and fa

miliar views. 14 In October 1896, the b iograph appeared on 

h bl'll H ' , 01 ' 15 t e at ammersteln s ympla. Other machines had 

surfaced, incl ud ing the kineop t lC on, the k inema t ograph and .. 
the Amet , 16 ' \ magnl.scope. ,But the blograph seemed the best 

of the lot, according ta the Clipper: 
1 

The series of pictures shown are among the most 
striking that have yet been given in this city 
and created unbound enthus~~sm . The pic-
tu r' es.. s h a w but 1 i t t 1 e 0 f the f 1 i c k e r in g 
noticèable in the eariier inventions ofl similar 
character. 17 1 

The projection of motion pictures, it was quickly under-

stood,(was not 'simply a new mode 'of disPlay. It aiso meant 

a new type of subject matter that provided a new media 

experience. The biograph team, clearly familiar with the 

1895 work of Louis Lumière, chose to introduce their appara~s, 

as he had, with the image of a train, The Empire State Ex-

press, heading direct1y at the audience at what the Clipper 

reporter described as "full speed." 

For Edison the vitascope was something of an about-

face, Absolutely refusing to sell cameras, Edison was ini~i-

ally opposed to projection helieving that it would 

. h 'b' 18 rUlO t e mOVl.e USlness.-
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In 1900, the Edison company was selling the same type 

of film for both kinetoscope and projectin~ kinetoscope, use, 

even though kine~oscope foo~age was not éntire1y suitab1e 

for projection. 
!~ 

The Ion g e,s t pie c e 0 f ra w s toc k 0 b ta in a b 1 e 

ran 195 feet. However, as James White put it, "for perfor-

mances requiring gxeater 1ength . . we join two or more 

pieces together." Edison filmed subjects at 20, sometimes 

at 15, and at 45 frames per sec. The slower speeds a110wed 

for the recording of what White desct,ibed as "a longer per-
I 

formance" on a 50-foot strip. though with a resuiting 1os~ 

of "continuity of motflon." 
,( 

The practice, Whit~ claimed, , . 
the c~mp~ny by the demands of competition.

19 
was imposed on 

The introduction of screen projection was accompanied 
\ . 

by a number o.f Edison studio trends that w~re to character-

ize the period of Porter's association with the company: 

exploiting the, ideas of ethers through a policy of imports, 

dupes -- duplicating and re-makes; showing rittle con-
,,~ 

~ern fo~ motion picture qua1ity; and seeking through the 

courts to maximize the commercial return on those practices. 

Proud of his inventive gifts, Edison thought of himself as a deve10per 

of profitable hardware. In a May 1903 letter he rated his inventions 

in what he judged to' be their order of importance as fol1ows: 

Incandescent Electric Light System, Phonograph, Kinetoscope, 

20 
Transmitter of the Telephone and Nickel Storage Battery. 

"1 am," he stated in an 1898 affidavit, "the inventor of the 

art of portraying natura1 movement of animate scenes by 
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photographie reproduction,~ adding Chat he "conceived the ,. idea about a dozen ye~.rs aga." Edison went on to stress 

the importance of "the artist'ic toueh in the portrayal of 

. ,,21 t 
anlvte scenes. But the element of art, even at its -most 

rudimentary industrial level, "seems always to have mattered 

much less ta him than what he perceived as the rewards of 

litigation. 

On December 7, 1897 the firm of Dyer and Dyer, acting 
! 

on behalf of Thomas Edison, filed a petitiop in the United 

States Circuit Court for the Southern District of New York . 
to put Kuhn and Webster's International Fil m C érm pan y -- "" 

out of business. Their sin was that the manufactured a com-

peting projection machine. It was the first shot in a liti-

gational war involving over 500 separate legal actions ~n~ 
'. ' 

extending over a period of t,wo decades. In the months ahead 

~ the Edi'son company would aim its legal guns at aIL American 
-v 

competitors . the ta~gets included the firm of Joseph D. .. 
Baucus and Frank Z. Maguire, Edison's own peepshow agents 

in England and Europe, who were importing European films to 

- the United States; Sigmund Lubi~, the Philadelphia dealer 
i.' ~-.;J 

in optical wares; Edward A. Amet, of Waukeegan, Illinois, 

who had put the-~agniscope projector on the market; the 

" Eden Musée, for uS ing an unI icensed carne ra to film a ver-

sion of the Passion Play; the theatre magnates Klaw and 

Erlanger, for attempting to import a competing film version 

of the Passion Play; Augustin C. Daly, a writer, of success-, 

fuI melodramas, for considering an entry into the new enter-

tainment bus~ness; the American Mutoscope Company and vaude-
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ville house operator ~enjamin F. Keith, for engaging tha~ 

company '5 American Biograph proj~tion service; élnd"J • 

.... ~ ~"';""t=J 
Stu'art Blackton and Albert E. Smith, who operated the Comnler-

cial Advertizing Bureau and the American Vitagraph Company, , 

22 
for related offenses. Assisting in those campaigns were 

patent attorneys familiar with Edison's phonograph problems, 

including Richard Dyer, Frank Dyer, his younger brother~ 

and "Judge" Howard W. Hayes, a New Jersey 1awyer and reputed 

"fixer", as weIl as William E. Gilmore, head of Edïson's 

phonograph and motion' picture opet,"ations from 1894 to 1908.
23 

Their absorption iU/hardware protection left company 

J;~fficia1s little time l'br attention to software quality, 

'-... 
and when it did come it came too late. In a letter Hayes 

wrote to Gilmore from London in 1901 he wondered wnether a 

company d~ing 50 weIl in its patent battles ought not to 

1 

spend a litt1e more money on the quality of its films. He 

was surprise~, he said, at the c~libre of the films he had 

(: 

seen in London and Paris, "very clear and with no jumps." 

Films about important topical events, he added,were on the 

, .. d 24 market wlthln two ays. 

The point' was repeated two years later in a letter from 
1 ... 

London James White wrote to W. H. Margra~., the man who' had 
, , 

taken over from White as Kinetograph Department chief. 
~ 

The company's UNCLE TOM'S CABIN was 6verpriced, W,hite sug-

gested; French and English manufacturers were offering very 

good film at very low priees. White, who at that point 

was European sales ma~ager for the Edison phonograph opera-

, , 
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tion,. Vias in effect warning- the company that their legalistic ,. 
hold ,on the Ameritan industry was not a substitute for offer-

ing buyers quality subjects at competitiv~ rates, and that ( 

it could no longer regard motion picture production as a ~ 

minor diviaion of a business that included, as White's letter-

head indicated, Phonographs, Records, Projeèting Kinetoscopes, 

• Ir 
X Ray Apparatu~, Battery Fan Motors, Edison-Lalande Batteries, 

Dental Outfits, Surgical Outfits and Automatic Rana Number-

. h' 25 lng Mac l.nes. 

By May 1909, a few months before Porter left the company 

ta go into business on his own, the shortcomings or Edison 

the need for ra-d.ical lmprove~nt Viere motion pictures and , 
abundantLy cùear, ev en to the company's chief patent attor-

ney, Frank Dyer. In a memorandum ta Horace Plimpton, a car-

-
pet salesman who had taken over as Kinetograph Departme~t 

manager, Dyer Jote: 

l think one feature in the film business is capa
ble of some development, and that is, ta make 
pictures of more direct interest to the class of 
p~ople who principallY see them. These people, 
for the most part, are men and women in the 
middle walk of life, such as mechanics, laborers,' 

« " 
carpenters~ plumbers and thel.r aSSoclates. l 
have noticed that pictures dealing with young 
mechanics and their sweethearts are always very 
popular. The Biograph Company is doing a lot 
of work along this line and are undoubtedly 
building up a big business. l think they have 
struck a very good fl.eld. 26 
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2.3 Edison Production B'efore and After THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY 

In his 1912 interview with The Moving Picture World-

Porter said that in 1900, fo11owing the fire that wiped out 

the small shop in which he and William Beadne1l, an ~mployee 

of the Eden Musée, manufactured motion picture equipment, 

he was hired by Edison to design and bui1d cameras and pro-

jecting machine's. After working for Edison in this capacity 

for a short time there was an ,opening for a cameraman and 

producer at the new studio Edison' had built in 1896. "1,., 

was," Porter said, "given charge of the first skylight 

27 
s tu d i 0 in th i s cou nt r y -,' a t 4 l E a s t T w e n t y - f i r s t S t r e et. Il 

If the contents of a letter James White wrote to a prospec-

tive Edison employee in June 1900 are anythin,g to' go ou, 

Porter was pa id a salary of $20 per week and royalties on 

"kinetoscopic" films of 25 cents per 50 feet of ,"perfected ll 

footage 38 

By the time he became involved in filming THE GREAT 

TRAIN ROBBERY, Porter had apparently grown dissatisfied 

with the arrangement. In the recollection of Max "Bronco 

Billy" Anderson. ln 1903 Porter "was considèring giving 
i 

29 
up making pictures b~ause business was bad,II There was, 

after all, litt1e evidence that the company thought much 

of his work. 'LIFt: OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, releas,ed ~n 

J~nuary 1903, received scarcely any special promotional 

treatment in the company's prominent trade journal ads fol-
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lowing its January 1903 
30 

release. Moreover, the pattern of 

Porter's 1903 post-LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN productio~ 

Iikewise revealed little Irecognition, on the part of t'he 

company or of Porter himself~ that the film embodied a 

new and enduring principle of movie making.3l The most ela-

borate and expensive Porter subject of that period.was UNCLE 

TOM'S CABIN. C~mpleted in June, it was 
1 

at 1,100 feet an at-

tempt at capitalizing on the renown of a popular stage work, 

as was the shorter THE STILL ALARM" completed in May. RUBE 
[ 

AND MANDY AT CONEY ISLAND was, at 725 feet~ a sixteen-shot 

sequence based on an excursion round the park that concludes 

with an emblematic close-up of the rubes' vulgar discovery 
::-

o f the deI i g h t s a f the hot d 0 g; wh i 1 eth e r e i s no If s t 0, r y" , 

apart from the gimmick of the bumpkins~ encounter with the 

sights t?at motivated a series of Lumièrian"snapshots of a 

popular New York City leisure spot, there are f1uid shifts 
, ~ 

from scene to scene, a variety of camera angles, panning 

camera work and sorne sharp matching cuts. The other longer 

film of 1903, Ro'MANCE OF THE RAIL, was at 275 feet a promo-

tionai subj'ect for the Delaware, Lackawanna and Western 

Railroad. It featured Phoebe Show, a fictitious character 

created by the company in 1900 ta encourage train travel: 

Says Phoebe Snow, 
About to go 
Upon a trip 
Ta Buffalo: 
"My gown stays white 
From morn till night 
Up~m the road of Anthracite .... 32 
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Marie Murray played Phoebe Snow in a pieture with an actuality 

look and a montage structure mueh like that of the earlier 

RUBE AND MANDY. Here Porter compressed the actual trip, be-

tween Hoboken, N.J. and Buffalo, N.Y., into one tableau shot as 

he would do the pur suit in THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY. 

The balance of Porter's 1903 output was rather ordinary: 

short actualities taken in and around New York City, in-

cluding scenes of the harbor area, the Caledonia Club's 

Scottish games, and children cooling off at a public foun-

tain; comic and trick films included a voyeuristic peepshow 

subject, THE PHYS1CAL CULTURE GIRL, and GAY SHOE CLERK, with 

its insertion of an unmatched novelty close-view of a foot-

fondling scene into an unexceptional vaudeville shopping 

routine. Porter employed the same device in THE MESSENGER 

BOY'S MISTAKE to insert a close-up of a note into what was 

otherwise a one-scene subject. In WHAT HAPPENED IN THE TUN-

NEL Porter used a black leader insert to simulate a train's 

passage through a tunnel in a one-scene subject that combined 
t' 

a racial stereotype with the popular kiss motif and some in-

terior train action. 

THE GREAT TRAIN, ROBBERY went into production in Novem-

ber 1903. Three fictional subjects were completed in Decem-

ber immediately following the release of THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBBERY: OFFICE BOY'S REVENGE, a short work much like 

the vaudeville comedies the company produced in 1900; HOW 

OLD 15 ANN?, with smooth movement between physical and psy-

chological states in a two-shot tale of a fellow driven mad 

. " .,. 

. 
" 
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jJy/a nejlrspaper contest; and UNDER THE MISTLETOE, in which a 
F-- - 1 c::' _" • 

( l ' 

\-.,' man hanging sorne leaves while perched on a faulty 1adder 
,1 

crashes ta the Haar ta suppl§ a cheap laugh. 

~The record does not show that Edison executives he1d 

any high hopes for the commercial success of Porter's one-

ree1 Western c1assic either. In e a r 1 y De c e mb e r 1903, on 1 y 

days after çhe film had been comp1eted, Edison com~any gene-

ra1 manager Gi1more sent a cable ta White in Eng1and to com-

plain that the Vit~graph company was receiving British im-

ports before Edison: 

They have received paochers (sic), deserters, 
falling chimney and others at least oen days 
ahead of us. 33 

Presumab1Yt Gilmore was referring to films 1ike Walter 

Hagg'ar's DESPERATE fbACHING AFFRAY, released July 1903;' 

'James"Williamson's THE DESERTER, released October 1903, 

34 
and THE WRONG CHIMNEY. re1eased in Ju1y 1903. In a 

letter dated December 3, 1903, two days, that is,' following 

the copyright of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, White replied, 

assuring Gilmore that "very heaJlY shipments" were e.n route 

ta New York, and that the arrangements he had made would en-

sure that the Edison company obtained the "latest" foreign 

products from London and Paris before the competition "or 

35 
at least as saon." 
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If the extraordinary potential of THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBBERY was no't obvious ta the Edison people it was evident 
'>l 

" enough to Sigmund Lubin. On June 27, 1904, Lubin 

"':-
copyrighted a prefunc tory shot-by-shot re-make of Porter' s 

fa mou s We ste rn a ct ion fil m w i t hou t ev e n bot he ri n g toc han g e 

the tit1e. His ad in the Clipper of July 2, 1904 featured 

the nervy telegraphic 
~ 

36 
Original. No Copy." 

re-iteràtion: "N'Q. Co p y. 0 r i gin al. 
fo 

Edison officiaIs lost 1itt1e dme 

drawing up a Bill of Comp1aint, but then decided not to 

. .' 37 drag Lub1n lnto court. 

Ln 

The direction of Edison company thinking was .made clear 

in a Ju1y 1904 letter Frank Dyer wrote to Gilmore on 

the subj ect of " copy ing our competitors fi1ms." "There must," 
~l 

he counse11ed, "be a good pr'ofit in that business as it does 

away wi th rnak ing an origina l nega ti ve ••• 38 It is a 1 i ttl e dif-

ficult to account for that attitude in the 1ight of the 

ROBBERY success. Thomas Edison r s own statement, prepared' 

in connection with the Lubin ROBBERY re-ma"ke, c1aimed that tl1e 
l ~ 

fil m ha d aIr e a d y e a r ne d "1 a r g e saI es. "" Bill boa r d Q ad s r e -

1 39 
vealed a ROBBERY industry in full blossolm as of that mon'th. 

The Edison studio's first directly acknowlelged t'es-
'ft 1 

ponse to the fi1m's popularity was THE LITTLE TRAIN ROBBERY. 

f 
a 1905 re-make with adolescents and the added cachet of a 

chase. In the catalogue description the company proclaimed 

itself confident that the film would 
Il-

': .. 

, : , 
1 

i 

1 
1 

.' 
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. meet with the same unqualifie~) approval 
and unprecedented success as 'The Great Train 
Robbery' universally admitted to be the great
est production in MOTION PICTURES.40 

81 

When the company re1eased THE TRAIN WRECKERS a few mon)hS 

later, ,its Clipp)er ads called that one "The only Original 

Sequel to The Great T~ain Robbery." ~ 
f .,. 

But those moves would appear to have been 
l' 

b10ck the inroads Sigmund Lubin waS ma~ing with 

intended to 
! 

his one-reel 

tales of crime. In July 1904, Lubin released a ho1dup sub-
. 

ject modelled to some extent on British director Frank 
If 

Mottershaw's DARING DAYLIGHT ROBBERY (1903). - Cal1ed THE 

BOLD BANK ROBBERY, the Lubin film was in turn the model for 

one of Porter's best works, CAPTURE OF THE 'YEGG' BAN~ BUR~ 

~ARS, a~picture that went into production on August 15, 

1904, eight days before shooting began on the PERSONAL-der-
~ 

ived HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN, but left uncomp1eted until two 

weeks afte~ its release. 4l 

The major change in Edison proAuction dated roug~ly from 

the late summe'f:" .o-f 1904 , i.e. from the r-elease of those longer 
l. 

Biograph and Lubin subjects; th.t trend inv01ved the pro-

duction of subjec)s ", 
ln lengths of between 500 and 1000 feet 

, 
based on the taking of more fo~tage than was offered for 

sale. 42 If Porte+'s THE GREAT TRAIN ROB]EiY was su~h a big 

money-maker for the company, a fact that was clear by the 

summer o,f 19Q~, why was their batils .robbery fold'w-up a' re-
r 
\<J" . 

make of·a concept Lubin had app.rop'r;ated from the British? 
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Would it be correct then to conclude that the influence of 
~ 

the so-ca4iled Brighton school reached the Edison studio 

second hand, through earl,ier BiQgraph an"1i Lubin releases? 
, 

Between the completion of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY in 

Dè~ember 1903 and ,the release of HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN in 

Au~st 1904, Porterls outpu.t consisted mainly of short 

/ " 
e olii c and tri e k! su b j e c t san cl a han d f u lof ne w s fil ms, ver y 

ID U c h the sa r t .l th in g he ha d b e e u a s sig n e d b e far eTH E 

GREAT TRkiN ROBBERy.
43 

The langest fil.5 he produced Ln 

that interim period included the BUSTER BROWN SERIES, based 

on a comic strip, the news reproduction SKIRMI~~ BETWEEN 

RUSSIA~ AND JAPANESE ADVANCE GUARDS, FIRE AND FLAMES AT 

LUNA PARK, CpNEY ISLAND, based on a ,live show and twa actu7 

al i't ie s, INTER-,COLLEGIATE REGATTA, POUGHKEEPS IE, N. Y., 'and 
.' J 

S CENES IN A~'ÙHAN ASYL UM" It~ms~easonable 

officials drew most~their thAt in 190~ Edison 

ta conclude 

inspirad.on, 

not from Porter's train robbery classlc, but from the work 

of Biograph directors. 

On Fe~ruary 20, 1904, an anonymous New York Dramàtic 

Mirror reviewer hailed Biograph '5 "long film of scenes in 

the life of Kit Carson" on view at Keith's as "by all odds 

the b est th a t ha s b e en s h 0 wu a t th i s hou se, " 

The pictures are heautifully colored and splen
didly tal<en, and reflect the utmost credit on 
the man who posed chem and selected the scenes 
in which they were photographed. lt would be hard 
ta ~magine anything finer in the line of animated 
pic tures .44 

. . 
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The publication was equa'lly lavish in its praise for THE 

. , . -- / 45 
ESGAPED LUNATIC at Kel.th s th~ followlng month. . And in .. , 

·November th'è-,Mirror applauded THE LOS! CHILD as "a rétnark

able picture.,,46 

Biograph's 

1903, when they 

first long ~roduction dated from October 

comPlet~AMERICAN SOLDIER IN LOVE AND 

WAR. in three parts, KIT CARSON. in thirt~en parts. and 

THE PIONEERS, in six p-arts. But at that point, Biograph was 

simp1y endeavouring to keep up, taking their eue in part 

from ~he popular Buffalo Bill Wild West Sbow historical spec

taculars .. but mostly frd'm Edison '5 longer 1902-03 subjects 

1ike JACK AND THE BEANSTALK. LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREM~N 

and UNCLE TOM' S CAB IN. 47, 
By the summer of 1904, howeve r, the t ide had tuÎ;ned. ' 

., 

In January, a mere month, that is, following the èompletion 

of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, Biograph had re1eased THE ES-

CAPED LUNATIC, one of the earliest American "chase" subjects. 

They followed it up with B'ATTLE O~HE YALU in March, PER-

SONAL in June, THE MOONSHINER in August, THE HERO OF LIAO 

YANG in September and THE LOST CHILD in October. The 

Edison company suddenly found itself having to struggle to 
; 

keep up with re-makes. Porter completed MANIAC CHASE, the 

Edison-Porter version, of THE ESCAPED LUNATIC in Octobêr 1904 

and STOLEN BY GYPS lES, E!dison' s re-make 0 f THE LOST CHILD, , . 
in Ju1y 1905. In ~pril 1904, the company had Porter hurry 

out a stat!c rehash of Biograph's YALU, cal1ed SKIRMISH 

BETWEEN RUSSIAN AND JAPANESE ADVANCE GUARDS.
48 
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As early as thi March 1904 re1ease of the Russo-Japanese 

war re-enactment BATTLE OF THE YALU,-it was c1ear that Bio-

graph had begun offering very serious competition in the , 

longer film field. When Edison officiaIs in ~he late 

Summer of 1904 asslgned Ed~in Porter the task of grinding 

out a re-make of PERSONAL, it amounted to an admission that 

they had relinquished their early lead to Biograph in ~he 

software chase for motion picture profits. 

2.4 An Edison Company Employee 

If in 1904 the Edison studio had lost significant 
r 

ground to Biograph, E~win Porter cou1d b~ assigned the 

task of helping them play catch-up but very little of the 

blame. One may conc1ude from an examination of company 

documents that Porter was considered an employee whose job 

it was to ~]Jow instruc~ions. ~arely consulted on business 

policy or on decisions affecting production, ne was, in 

other words, a minor cbmpany figure whose input into the 

formulation of 1egal and marketing strategy, pivotal Edison 

concerns, was ex~reme1y li@ited.- Moreover, Porter worked 

o~t ~Ehe Manhattan studio, whereas the Manager of the 

Kinetograph Department was based at the Orange, New Jersey /J '., 
headquarters where the key decisions were made. '\. 

The affidavit Porter submitted in connectio~ with the 

HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN 1itigation provided a reasonab1y com

'prehensifJe picture O'hiS multiple duties at the studio. 
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They included film casting - "eltgaging the pantomimi 

perfo~mer8" --:- and directing L "instructing them as to . 
\. 

the scenes ~hich l wished" them ta have enacted"· - as weIl 

as choosing the locations, doing the ca~erawork, and proces-

'h ,44 s1ng t e negatlves. According ta a 1905 document, Porter 

was a1so responsib1e for drafting the pub1icity announce- 1 

ments. wé may conc1ude, based on that same document, that 

Porter's editing work in the 1904-1905 period was limited 

to trimming the neg.lltives, which in 19"05 were processed at 

h N J f '1' SO-t e ew ersey aC1 1ty. The trimming of negatives and 

t related tasks required ta produce a longer film was a pro-

cedure that Edis~n 1awy~rs.wou1d in 1904 argue did not 
" 

constitute a feature of film authorship.51 

In a 1909 depositio~$ ,as his Edison career was nearing 
/' 
/. 

'its end, PorF,er stated that as of %i>ril, 1909; >fIe had been 

appointed "technical expert h for the company's Kinetograph 

Department which apparent1y meant that he was no longer 

working in the New York studio; he also s id that for the 

previous nine years he had been "head pho ographer, stage 

manager and superintendent of the studio.,52 In 1912 Porter 

told Blaisdel1 that upon his departure from the company in 

Novemb'er 1909 he held the post of Manager of Negative Pro-

duction. Whatever those different titles in fact signified 

in terms of Porter's real authority in his last days in 
> 

Edison's emp1o~ between him and, say, Gilmore and Dyer, let 

alone Edison'htm~elf, there was always someone ta whom he 

was illlmediate,1y responsible, the Manager of the Kinetograph 

53 Department. James White held that ~osition un~il the 
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spring of 1903, Margraf, Gilmore's brother-in-law. ~as in 

charge hetween March 1903 and March 1904, Alex Moore had 
• C, "1 /, 

the job between March 1904 and March 1908 when Horace 

1 · 54 p ~mpton took over. There is no evidence ta show that 

): 
in his dealings with any of those people at a hlgher level 

- ~;f 

of auttiority Porter had superior or even different motion 

picture production ideas that wer~ rejected. There are, 

( f 
~ 

as far as anyone h~s been able ta determine, no written 

accounts of active studio resistance ta such ideas among 

surviving Edison studio records. 

1 

2.5 Edwin Porter's Pre-Edison Career 

When .he joined the Edison studio in 1900, Edwin, Porter 

was well-versed in the mechanics and modes of presentatio~ , 

of precisely those ninetee?th-century popular entertainment 

forms Edison copyright and patent attorneys nad made the 

'cornerstone of their titig·at,ional schemes. \A seasbned vet-

eran of fil~ exhibition, P~rter's working experience, which 

i n c lu de d sig n pa in tin g, tic k e t s e 11 i n,g, c i r cu s pub 1 ici t Y , 

comie opera stage production, electrical work for the United 

States~avy, mo~ion picture camera and projec~or design, 

and· the arrangement of complete film programs, both' on ,the 

road in America, Central America, the West Indies and 

Canada, and at the Eden Musee in Manh~ttan, had equipped him 

with the requisite technical skil1s and showman I,S sa:vvy for 

a career in the new industry.55-In-a 1907 de,position, Porter' 
1 
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t 

reCal1ed\the beginnings of his motion picture career this 

way: 

l first entered the moving pictures business in 
1896. During the years 1896 and 1897 l was en
gaged as an operator of projecting machines, by 
various firms in New York, California and South 
America. l returned to New York in 1898 and went 
to work at the Eden ~usee, and l operated a pro
jec'ting machine there until 1900, While there l 
built projecting machines; and/also built cameras 
of my own design. l built the cameras, the 
printing machines and projecting ~aihines 
for the Palmer-Mc'Govern p.rize fight. " In the 
su mm e r 0 f l 9 0 0 l w e nt 0 n the ro a d w i th a s h 0 w 
of my own, and in the fa1l of 1900 l went to 
work' for the Edison Manufac.turin,g Company, and 
have bèen with them ever since, as a moving pic
ture photographer. Since being with' the Edison 
company l ha~e designed cameras, and projecting 
machines for moving pictures.56 

/' 

At the Eden, Musée, Porter had put on elaborate Spanish-

American War shows employing genui~e and staged film scenes A 

slides and a narrator. It' was Porter' s mechanical talents 

that had i~itially ~ed him into th~ employ of Eden boss, 

Richa rd G. Ho Il aman .• A Manhattan waxworks emporium tha t ." 

had opened in 1884, according to The National Police Gazette 

the Eden did "an immense business showing waxen effigies 

of national and local celebrities. ,,57 Within a year of 

the trend to projected motion pictures"i'in New York City 

H~llaman had established a regular program of screenings at 

the Eden's Winter Garden. A July 1897 program announced two 

separate sets of films, one exhibited at 1,3,5 and 9 p.m., 

58 the other at 2,4,8 and 10 p.m., e.,very day except Sunday. 

In order to maintain that schedu1e, Hollaman required a more 

varied supply of subjects a'lnd,above aIl a steady, reliable 

" 

• l 

1 
1 

i 



,r 

.. 

( 

"( :.. . , .-

~ 

'II, 
88 

.. .. 
projection apparatus. william Beadnell~ the Eden'~ adver-

1 

t ising and promo t ion m~nage r, as'ked Por\~e r ,to j 0 in the' pr~-
" 

ject on whi~h Holr~man had initially put a former Singer 

\ " Sewing Machine mech.1pic, Frank Cannock, to work. ,As part, . 

f h d 1 P 1 h · d "" 59 ote ea artel' was a 50 1re as a proJect1onlst. 

It was probably at the Eden Musée that Porter got 

his first look at the work of Georges Méliès. Eden screen-
.J t' , 

ings in that period included subj~~ts purchased from Méliès, 

Pathé, Lumiêre, Warwic~ and Paul, in the words o~ aamsaye, 

" in t e rm i t t: e nt, te nt a t ive pro duc t s . ,,6 ~ . l t i sai s 0 f â i r l y 

safe ta assume that prior ta his job àt the Ed~n most of 

the films Porter had seen and projected consisted of short 

kineto.scope str~ps) and some scattered Lumière subjects. 

During ,the 1897-ra98 sèason he had spent operating a moving 

picture tent with P~rcy Mundy's carnival company iri Wiscon

S,in, he would have had 'littl~ el se to offer. 61 
" 

The showman's skil1s Porter brought ta the Edison 

s tu d i 0, ski Il s han e d b Y h i s car n i val an d E d e'n Mu sée e ~ p e r i -

ence, were quite unlike those demaLded of a movie director 

in our time or even a mere decade 'tfter Porter, joined Edison. 

Steeped in the scenographie traditions of pre-motion picture 

popular entertainment, the coherent reality produced by the 

extended seamless performance of late twentieth·century 

sere en art was not one Porter would have aimed for, nor was 

it something Edison officiais would have encouraged him to 

attempt. That aIder amusement tradition, one in which both 

Po rte r and h i sem plo ye r s we r e rai s e d, i n,c 1 u d e d var i ~ t y en-

tertainment, popular theatre. atena spectacles, processions, 
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travelling carnival sideshows and amusement park acts. 

Such entertain~nt offered scenically structured illusionism. 

fantasy and spectacle dependent on direct showman involve-

ment and characterized by a very casual attention to the 

demands of verisimilitude, narrative,consistency and 

good taste. Requiring minimal scenic detail,kts varietty 

structure incorporated a combination of independent acts 

with little information transfer between the component 

• 62 
performances. It was the basic structure of vaudeville, 

th~ music h,ll, minstrel entertainment and burlesque. !dwin 

Porter, as much as any Edison patent attorney, would never 

relinquish hi) devotion to that structure. He would alway\~ 
-;. 

remain a devotee of its big scenes and attention-grabbing 

ipecial effects s~pnts. and of longer films concocted out of 

A sequence of d~scontinuous tableau stunts and scenes. 

2.6. Toward a Legal Definition of the "Continuous Inci:Jnt" 

In August 1904~ Edison general manager, W.E. Gi1more , . 
wtote to George Kleine, the Edison company Western jabber 

sinee 1898, comp1aining about ads Kleine's company had 

~la~ed i~ The New York Clipper on August 6, 1904 and August 

13, 1904, for Biograph and Pathé subjeets: 
-t. 

From a purely commercial standpoint ~ do not 
see how we ean continue to give you every advan
tage to the detriment of aIl other dealers, and 
from a 1egal standpoint we do not consider it 
good policy that a jobber like your concern 
should take up and push the goods of ather manu-

63 facturers 
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On August 18, 1904, Kleine ,wro~ back protesting his loyalty 

~ 64 
and affirming his usefulness to the company. Gilmore re-

plied six days later, in effect reiterating his charge that 

Kleine waj ~ot holding up his end of the deai between chem, 

and insisting that Edison suojects were at least onpa par 

with Biograph's.65 

That Gilmore couid get few people, including himself, 

to agree with the claim is testified to by the company's 

'
release of the Edison re-make of Biograph's PERSONAL, a film 

that went into production a mere five days after Gilmore's 

self-serving assertion. 
[> 

In a published letter dated August 

3 1, l 904, the Bio gr a p h c 0 m pan y a d vis e d t he i r cu s tomer S th a t 

P~RSONAL had just completed a four-week run at Keith's Union 

Square in New York City. A caveat was added against the 

Edison-Porter re-make~hich, the letter went on, 

.,deliberately appropriated our original idea 
changing the advertisement upon which the story 
i5 founded ... for the purpose of avoiding our

e 

copyrights, and reproducing the action of our 
film as nearly as they could. 66 

In ear,ly September, Jphn c. Kerr, an attorney ~ng for 

aiograph, formally advised Edison counsel Frank Dyer ~f his 

. 67 
client's displeasure. Dyer, l.n a let ter dâted SW'ptember 

\ 

17, 1904, told Kerr that he didn't think Biograph had much 

of a copyright infringement ~ase. "1 have," he noted, 

"serious doubts if a copyright can legitimately caver a mov-

ing picture film, comprising man y scenes and incidents in 
~ 

widely different localities.,,68 
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Wh'at precisely Dyer had in mind was' an Kpril 20', 1903 

ruling that granted the Edison company a~ injunction to pre
~ 

vent Sigmund Lubin from duping and selling portions of an 

aetuality Edison had copyrighted on March l, 1902, KAISER 

WfLHELM'S YACHT 'METEOR' ENTERING THE WATER. The Legal 

battle had been fought over wh~ther the Edison company, in 
, -. ,.. -;" 

order to comply with an 1870 copyright Law for photographs, 

ought to have registered each of the 4,500 pictures in the 

300-foot length of film individually. Overruling a lower 

court deeision in Lubin's favour, the appellate c0';1rt judge 

deelared that: i) since the series had been taken from one 

èamera at one operation; ii) sinee there was no distinguish-

able difference detectable.by the nake~ eye between the 

separate pictures; and iii) since the economic or commodity 
<1:J 

va lue of the footage depended on its s t"atus as a single 

'entity, the series was practically one picture. By duping 

even a portion, Lubin had been i~fringing on the Edison 

. h 69 copyr1.g t. 

On November 28, 1904, Melville Church, another Edison 

attorney~ wrote to Delos Holden at the Edison Laboratory 

requesti~g that he obtain an affidavit from Edwin Porter 

stating that t,he PERSONAL footage "must have' been taken from 

different standpoints, at different times, and, probably up

on different films,,,70 Church did not refer'to the late-

Septemoer completion of another Edison re-make of a Biograph 
';: 

success, Porter's MANIAC CHASE, essentially a copy of THE 

ESCAPED LUNATIC. 71 The gist of his letter was that he had 

been, reading the judgment in the Edison-Lubin case which, he 
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-
noteci, wa~ based 4pU the finding that "a11 of the pictures 

appear to bé taken ~rom a single standpoint, by the same 

camera, as a continuous performance." The key'tactic in 

Edison's legal strategy would be to demonstrate ~at siace 

Biograph's PERSONAL consisted of a number of negatives and 

not one continuous strip taken frolll"-a single camera position, 

it was not protected by their single copyright. 72 

Just how much that move was a blend of confidence and 

bluff was revealed by the Edison side' s eagerness to dig 

up a comic strip t'hat Porter claimed "contained the original 

idea. He had se~ it, he sa id , in a newspaper ly ing around . /'" 
, 

the office of Wallace McCutcheon, the director of PERSONAL, 

~ 
several months before the film had been undertaken. On 

November 23,1904, the sarne day chat Holden \trate to Church 

about his failure to uncover the strip, he had received a 

letter from the City Editor of The New York World, Horace 

Thu rlow, inf orming him tha t he, Thur 1 OW, had been unab 1 e to 

track the strip down. Thurlow, apparently unaware of the 

circumstance Chat had honed Holden's int~rest, added: _ 

" exactly (the) scene 

in a moving picture series. 

as you describe is on exhibition 

l h a v e se e ~ i t a t K e if, h ' g... " 7 4 
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2.7 Continuous and Natural: Recipe for an illusion 

Sent in ta carry the baIl for 'the Edison side, Porter 's 

task was twofo 1 d : ta persuade the court, in Dyer' s terms, , 

th a t: Bio g r a p h ha d no t pro p e r 1 y ~ cap y ri g h t e d the i r' pic t tH e , 

and in the évent: that the PERSONAL copyright did stand up, 

to convince the judge the Edison film was an original and 

not a plagiaristic infringement. 

Much of Porte-r's December 3, 1904 affidavit was de-

vo~ed to defining the technic'al, commerc ial, .spatia 1 and 

temporal unities of movie production in the period to show 

that PE}tSONAL comprisèd' a discontinuous "aggregation" of 

separate sequences rather than a single " cont inuous" photo

graph ,that cou1d be covered by a single copyright registri': 

tion. He began by describing what he called the ~wo "comwon" . . 
motion pi~ture production practic-es. The first involved: 

r • 

a camera pll!'~-ed in a single position, in 
arder to depict a single event, such as the' 
1aunching of a vessél or the run of.a fire de
partment. In this class of pictures aIl the 
exposures are taken upon a single sen!!iti'ked 
film ... and the ba,ckground of each pic.ture 
of th-e film is exactly the same exce'pt 'when the 
camera is turned on a pivot ta a di~erent 
point on the compass. 75 

The other method was "to bl;1ild up .long series of moving pic
JI 

tures" with each "scene or set of pictures entirely differ-

ent from thit of another set or scerle." A film of. that type, 

Porter stated, wight require severai weeks to complete and , 
include "six or eight different acts or scenes taken from 

as many different view points." 

• 

, .. 

l 
1 ~ 
A 
1 

'j 
J 
î 
,i , 

. l 
. -'. ~ .,. ~ 

-,,~ 

Î< 

,1 
'1 

1 



~~Illi;~i."''!.'~J;*cl.i,JU.$~~~;;r_'J •• llMM, IJJilaIh;UIII.f1I;f-~. 

, 

( 

l ' 

94 

By way of emphasizing the time element, Porter 

maintained that wideJ{ separated views were "seldom t:--aken 

the sam; day.ft ~e, that "the different scenes were 

almost invariably taken on different films," which Porter 

and his employer apparently believed was an additional 

argument, fr6m a techp.ical standpoint," in decidin$ whether, 

PERSONAL could be considered a single photograph. 

l have been informed and believe that the 
taking of the pictures accupied 'three" different 
days: My opinion is that four o~ five separa te 
sensitized films were used, and that these films 
contfoin as many as five or si~ different series 
of impressi9ns, each portraying a different 
scene. 

"-
Those different scenes, Porter added, depicted settings 

at distances too great to have been managed "even with a ca-

mera pivoted 50 as ta take a panorama." PERSONAL was thus 

"in no sense a single photograph, since the view points are 

not the same in aIl the views." \ 
'-... , 

In attempting ta adherè" as closely as possible ta the""' 

legal precedents of th~ Edison-Lubin case, Porter's company-' 

assisted statement didn't omit the commercial argument: 

. "the photographer generally aims to take 
more exposures than are necessar~, in orde.r that 
he may ,trim off sorne of the pictures from bath 
ends of the film and thereby produce what he 
considered a fitting and attractive beginning 
and end to the scene. 

The Edison people believed that the integrity of ~he contin-

uous" action film was a matter of commercial opti.on:' As 

Porter described it, the long film was merely a "series of 

( 
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,scenes" or "freally an aggregation of several series of 

negative impressions," that were used "to produee a posi-

tive film upon a single long eontinuous strip .. " "'Eaeh se.rit;!s 

deliberately eo~stituted one independent photograph, and 

for a very good reason: 
\ 

l 
. . each seêne is 

so that a~purchaser 
~eene or ~wo scenes 
he wishes. 11 

generally sold separately 
or exhibitor may obtain one 
or the entire series, as 

To eounter PERSONAL's claim to originaIity, Porter simply 

repeated the groundless allegation, that the Bio&raph film 

was based on a newspaper comie str~p and even went as far 

as to insist that Wallace McCutcheon had admitted as much 

to him in a conversation. Though a common enough practice, 

there was no evidence that PERSONAL had been adapted from 

such a source. 

Wallace McCuteheon had led off his affidavit for Bio-

graph by refuting the claim that PERSONAL was derived from 

a camie strip, stating that the idea had been deveIoped by 

another Biograph empIoyee, Fra~k Marion. 76 But of ~uch 

greater import was a document he appended to his statement 

called "Descriptions of Positions of Camera in-Taking Views 

for Complainant 's ',Personal' Photograph. 1t McCutcheon list~d 

eight separate camera positions or sceaes and, conceding 

their physical non-contiguity, concluded with this: 

These positions were carefully chosen sa that 
when the impressions were joined in one photograph, 
the action would appear continuous and natural. 

1 
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/' 

lt amounted to the basi~·-{;tt}ciPle of the trick film, 
", 

in other words, merged with fil~ed action in real-life set-

tiugs, Rere we have the rudiments of a story editing s~heme 

of sorts in which the key role of the cameraman creating 

independent tableau shots was.subordinated t~ a larger 

conception that determined the selection of the settings in 

which the "pantomime" was to be phocographed. The illusion 

of continuous screen action, an integration of actuality 

framing and trompe l'oeil effect;-was based on a sort of 

temporal stop-motion technique in which the perceived spatial 

unit y of a "continuous exterior setting" became a neces-

sary condition for the impression of "continuous and 

natural action.", The structure of the Biograph subject and 

the Edison r~-m~'ke, and) in fact the larger chase picture ' 

genre, did little more ~h.n ,oti,iy thot condition:' action 

emerging from the frame depth, with the chasers and the 

chased heading toward the camera-viewer, generally in the 

frame together, befora they leave the frame out of one of 

the bottom corners. TNe empty scene then brought on a cut 
1 

ta a comparabl~ pieee o~ more or less complete action, and 

the procedure was repeated ci half-dozen times until the "capture". 

To substantiate McCutcheon's claim on technical grounds, 

Harry Marvin, a Biograph executive, stated that the "success-

love views" in PERSONAL "were taken on one negative consist-

in g 0 f a s tri p 0 f fil m a b ou t 3 70 f e et' 1 0 n g ." , As for the 

commercial aspect of the case, Marvin maintained that "each 

view (was) not sold or rented by itself, but. in one 

strip of film,.Jl 77 (Çuriously, in their August 15, 1904 
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8ullet~n~Biograph announce~ that PERSONAL and their "other 

great productions" were "restricted to our own ùse and not 

for sale't" adding that they were "the only concern in Ameri

ca 'prepared to supply an exclusive service." 78) And to fur-

.. 
ther CQunter Edison claims, Frank Mario~ pointed out that 

HOW A)FRENCH NOBLEMAN had been advertised for sale in The 

New York Clipper in a complete version on September 17, 1904, 

but in parts on October 10, ~904. 79 

To press their brief that PERSONAL was "a single photo- • 

graph of a whole" Biograph attorneys pointed to the continu-

ity of performance - "actors the same" - and the continuity 

of action - "motion continuous from beginning to end" -

whiJe conceding that "only the background is changed as the 

scene progresses from point to point." Moreover, they con-

tended that there was a similarity of method in the produc-

tion of Edison's METEOR footage and ~ERSONAL. In the former 

the angle of view had been altered by the movement o~ a 

camera on its pivot; in PERSONAL, the change was the result 

of the movement of the camera and tripod from one position 

to another. And there was, they reasoned, "no difference 

in principle between the minutes, or secQflds it may be, 

in the one case, and days in tha ~~her, between the taking 
~ 

·of several vie~ The very method ot PERSONAL, they'argued, 
, . 

,signified progress in motion picture art which had gone from 

the showing of "single scenes of objects and persons in 

motion" tO"'continuous action of objects and persons in 

the.portrayal of episodes s public functions and events ... 8D 

y 
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The Edison side, prèpared ta concede l.'l,0 "attistie." 

• 
input fro~,the editing function, held their ground. Bio~ 

graph's projected positive Yas, they insisted, a mere meeh-

anical print, since "the negative alone require(d) the work 

of authorship.,,8l The Edison studio's championing of the 

independence 'of the individual shot or "series o'f [~pres-

sions" was not simply a clever legal dodge but, as this 

study will show, a very real and overriding aspect o~ their 

marketing poliey, one which appeared ta have the support of 

the 1903 EdisQn-Lubin judgment and which continued to in-

fluence production throughout the term of Porter's employ-

ment. 

On May 6, 1905, Judge Lanning~ in denying Biograph's 

applicatibn for a preliminary in junc tian , accepted their 

argument that a positive film containing "a series of pie-
1 

tures that may be thrown in rapid succession upon a screen 

telling a single connected story of a man fleeing from a 

crowd of women," even though it had been taken from differ

ent positions,_could be copyrighted as a photograph. Bio

grap~, h~ concluded, did hold' a valid copyright, but whether 
\ 

in prodUcing their re-make Edison h~d infringed upon it was 

another mptter. 82 
J 

The major impact of the case at the Edison studic was 

a new copyright registration,scheme. In a May 9, 1905 

let ter to Kinetogr~ph Department Manager Alex Moore, Dyer 

discussed the desirability of registering their l~nger films 

in separa te parts or scenes and wondered about the additional 
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83 expense. six months later he had apparently found a 

way to reduce that ~xpense. On October 6, 1905, he wrote 

to the Registrar of Copyrights in Washington, D.C., request-

ing seven separate copyrights for Edwin Porter's POOR ALGY. 

But instead of forwarding paper ~olls of the material, Dyer 

enclosed seven "single pictures from successive scenes of 

the film." And he provided this justific'ation: 

In Edison vs Lubin. . it was held by the 
Court of Appeals, Third Circuit, 'that a series 
of·pictures of such a character that t~e differ
ence between successive pictures is not distin
guishable by the eye' may be regarded as a single 
photograph, and therefore, the subject of a 
v~li& 'copyright. 

As Dyer explained, he was sending a "representative picture 

from each scene, limiting the copyright to'that picture, 

but depending in case of infringement upon the 'substantial 

identity of aIl the pictures of any scene with the copyright-

d · 11 84 e p1cture. lt was a practice designed to permit the 

Edison company to play both sides of the street; to protect 

their investment in longer fictional pictures that could be 

put on the market 1n parts as weIl as complete versions. 85 

1 
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2.8 Continuous Incidents and Edison Sales P01icy. 1904-1906 

~ 
According to one film historian, Porter's LIFE OF AN 

AMERICAN POLICEMAN (1905) "was 50 loosely connected that later 

editions of 'the film, were able to rearrange its. scenes quite 

drastically without in any way harming its continuity.',,86 

Shot in November 1905, the film was copyrighted on December 

6, 1905, in eighteen separate scenes, numbered H69527-44, 

altnough the company's cata10gue~listed a maximum of eight 

87 scenes. 

The exp1anation is to be found in a preamble to the 
\ 

catalogue description. Rere prospective buyers were informed 

a 
th a t the y cou 1 d ch 0 ?;S e b e t w e en t w 0 l, 00 a - f 00 t ver s ion s, e a c h 

containing only one of the production's two "most thrilling 

-----------and realistic scenes," "River Tragedy" and "Desperate En-

C,ounter Between Burglar and Police." The film, shot with 

cooperation of the New York City (Metropolitan) Police De-

partment and screened at a benefit for the Police Relief 

Fund 'on Dec,ember 5, 1905, was further described as "absolutely 

perfect as to detail, action and surroundings, and depiet(s) 

in the most re~listie manner ac~ua1 daily life and happen-

ings." In other words, very mueh the sort of re-enactment 

of an institutional routine Porter had attempted in LIFE OF 

AN AMERtCAN FIREMAN. The catalogui went on to explain the 

two versions this way: 

In order ta give our customers a selection be~ 
tween these two scenes (River Tragedy and De~
perate Encounter Between Burglar and Police), as 
well as to keep the production within a reason-
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able length, we have decided to furnish this 
picture complete with either of the abové 
scenes, as the customer may select, the 
length in each case for the entire production 
being 1,000 feet. BB 

Records for the years 1904-1906 show that sales of 

10L 

the version with "River Tragèdy" totaled 'six copies in 1905 

and twenty-two copies in 1906. 89 A mere five copies of the 

version with the "Desperate Encounter lf scene were sold in 

1906, and none in 1905. In 1906, the 'company also sold 

or was prepared to se11 "the film in separate parts. The 
J 

same records show that two copies of the 300-foot "River 

Tragedy" scene were sold separately as were seven copies 

of the 260-foot "Desperate Encounter. tI Sc'ene 7, tlRun"away 

in the Park, ri and scene 8, IfJoke on the Roundsman" were a180 

offeredfor sale separately, each with its own separate 
/' 

catalpgue number, but no sales were recorded. An apparent1y 

refated 240-foot ~cene also dating from the same December 

1905 period, BICYCLE POLICE CHASING AUTO, earned sales 

·of five c01;lies in 1905 and three copies in 1906, as did .~ 

380-~oo~ subject 1isted as SPEeT, SCENES N.Y. CITY FIRE (sic), 

w i th th r e e co pie s sol d in 1905 a n'd s ~v e n in 19'06. 
\ 

The company's January 1,1907 catalogue listed the two 

versions of the complete film and the separate scenes, 

"Desperate Encounter," "Runaway in the Park" and "River 

Tragedy," as well as IfTwo Little Waifs," which seems the 

film's third scene, "Lost Child." In 1905, each fu11-1ength 

version would cast a buyer $150. The July 1906 catalogue 

also 1isted both versions at $150. ' In 1907, the version 
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with "Desperate Encounter" was still being offered at 
~ 

102 

that price while the more popular one with "River Tragedy" 

had been discounted down to $146.25. 

The case of Porter's two 19Q4 Yeggman films was a 

little different. Original1~ filmed in two full-length 

parts, the first, ROUNDING UP OF THE YEGGMAN, was ahot be-

tween August '15 and September 10, 1904, and a 952-foot length 

registered for copyright on September 16, 1904. The second 

part"CAPTURE OF THE'YEGG'BANK BURGLARS, was filmed in the 

same period, but copyrighted in four separate parts on 

90 September 28, 1904. The parts were, however, registered, 

perhaps by a clerk in the copyright office, out of the 

sequence presumably intended by Porter - "Tracked,i, "Dive 

~Scene",. "Cellar Scene" and "Capture". Niver, following 

Walls, simply transferred the material from that sequence, 

which Walls gave as "Capture and Death", "Cellar Scene", 

"Tracked" and "Dive Scene",9l Edison sales records for the 

period do not show sales for two sep~ate films. Rather, 

there 1S one title, CAPTURE OF 'YEGG' BANK BURGLARS with 

sales of forty-two copies in 1904, twenty-one in 1905 and 

twenty-three in 1906 of a 960-foot length. Also, the records 

show the separate sales of an 80-foo~ LOCOMOTIVE HEAD-ON 

COLLIS·ION, apparently the concluding scene from ROUNDING UP 

OF THE YEGGMEN, as a separate subject. The complete version 

the company offered f~r sale, a fifteen-scene subject called 

CAPTURE OF 'YEGG' BANK BURGLARS, combined bEth parts, but 

92 
ex~luded the two-shot actuality railrpad collision sequence. 

1 
f 
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. 
As far as the records indicate, the railroad s~ash-up 

sequence was never offered for sale as part of the complete 

version but only as the separa te subject, LOCOMOTIVE HEAD-

ON COllLISION. 

Porter' s, 1 ,OOO-foot, eleven-seene HONEYMOON AT NIAGARA 

FALLS, filmed between August 7 and August 14, 1906, and 

copyrighted on October 16, 1906, in eleven separate parts~ 

numbered H83903-l3, had what seems a typical sales hisCory:93 
. 

Seventy-five copies of the complete lOOO-foot release print 

w~re sold in 1906. 
1 

But the company was prepared to sell 

eight of the parts separately, each of them representing a 

port~on of actuality footage of the Niagara site: "American 

Falls",. "Horseshoe Falls", "Maid of the Mist", "Horseshoe 

Falls" (in a shorter length), "American Falls" (in a longer , , 

length) "Trip on Chippewa ll
, "Whirlpool Rapids" and "Cave of 

the Winds", 

Ocher Porter films given the same sales treatment were 

HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN, etc., THE WHOLE DAM FAMILY, THE KLEPTO
T 

MANIAC, THE SEVEN AGES, STOLEN BY GYPSIES, ON A GOOD OLD 

~ ,FIVE-CENT TROLLEY, THE BURGLAR'S SLIDE FOR LIFE, and BOARD-

ING SCHOOL GIRLS. An exhibitor or exchange o~efator could 

purchase the complete 675-foot release print of HOW A FRENCH 

NOBLEMAN'or any of nine separate parts. Four parts of the 

300-foot THE WHOLE DAM FAMILY we~e available in that form; 

"Sneezing", "Cigarette Fiend",)"Cry Baby" and "Chewing Gum n
• , 

A l5~-foQt section of the 670-foot THE KEPTOMANIAC titled 

"Scenes in a Police Court" was offered as a separate subject, 

... ' 
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but in 1906 st i Il ha d no ta k ers. Th r e e 0 f , the ta b 1 eau 

scenes' from'THE SEVEN AGES were sold as separa te subjects: 

"Engagement Ring", "Old Sweethearts" and "Old Maid & p'et Cat". 

Two'or the scenes from the 845-foot STOLEN BY GYPSIES, 

"Dressing ihe Baby" and "Fortune Telling Gypsies" were 

offered in separate parts with little response rrom ptos-

pective huyers. Two sections of the 265-foot BURGLAR'S 

SLIDE F<tB. LIFE, "Burglar &, Vapa.r Bath" and "Burglar and 

Bull Dog" were offered in separate parts with better but 

far frQm spectacular sales success; a total of one C?py of 

the former and nine copies of the latter were sold Ln 1905 

and 1906. One copy of a section of the 545-foot ON A GOOD 

OLD FIVE-CENT TROLLEY titled "Always a Gentleman" was sold 

in 1905 and again in,1906. Six sectiôns of the 965-foot 

BOARDING SCHOOL GIRLS we~e offered for separa te sale with 

J.<lually tepid :r;esults. 

Curiously, the records in fact tend ta show that the 

company was more successfui at selling complete release 

prints: a-~ar" of ninety-one copies of HOW'). FRENCH NOBLEMAN 

between 1904 and 1906; seventy-five copies of HONEYMOON AT 

NIAGARA FALLS in 1906; ~~6 ~opies of THE WHOLE DAM FAMILY 

in 1905 and 1906; iorty-three copies' of THE KLEPTOM-ANIAC 

between 1904 and 1906; fifty-nirte copies of STOLEN BY GYPSIES 

in 1905 and 1906; ninety-tw~ copies of BURGLAR'~LIDE FOR 

.... 
LIFE in 1905 and 1906; seventy-one co~ies of GOOD OLD FIVE-

CENT TROLLEY RIDE in 1905 and 1906; and fort y-six prints' 

of BOARDING SCHOOL GIRLS in the same period. 

, '. 
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Moreover, the figures'suggest that extended film 

1ength did ~ot pose a marketini problem in the years 1905-. . , 
1906. And more, that sales for the longer films turned out 

in that period were superior to those for the shorter pro-

duction offered in 1904, which began ta dec1ine significantly 

~in 1905 and 1906. ln 1904, for e~ample, the comp~ sold 

forty-two prints of the 240-foot trick-film DOG FACTORY, but 

only nine in 1905 and 1906. Short actuality footage from 

at home and abroad which had enjoyed reasonab1e sales in 1904, 

1ikewise dropped ~onsiderab1y in 1905-1906: RUSSIAN lNFANTRY, 

WARSAW, at forty-five feet, had sales of twenty-five copies 

in t 9 04, e 1 ev e n in 1 9 OSa n d th r e e in 1 9 0 6; t we n t y - f l've cap i e s 
> 

of the sixty-five-foot BABY AND PUPPI~S were sold tn 1904, 

eight in 1905 ~nd on1y tw~ in 1906~ 

• On the other hand, the sal~i fale of actuality material 

upon which the practice of selling longer films in parts 

was based was a different one. The Edison company sold as 

many complete copies of the 750-foot INTER-CO~GIATE REGATTA~ 
• 

(1904) as parts, but fewer copies of the 1,OOO-foot PRESIDENT, 

ROOSEVELT1S INAUGURATION (1905) than l55-foot, l70-foot, 90-

foot and llO-foot sections. Sales of the complete 800-foot 

RUSSIAN-JAPANESE PEACE CONFERENCE (1904), however, were 

better than part sales. SCENES(~ND INCIDENTS HAWAIIAN 

ISLANDS (1906) was only sold in parts as was the footage of, 

SAN FRANCISCO EARt~QUAKE (1906). But sales df the complete 

735-foot A TRIP THROUGH THE YE~LOW STONE PARK (1906) were 

superior to part sales. , 

, 
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Among ,the company: s top commercial su"Ccesses in the 

period 1904-1906 were: CAPTURE OF YEGG BANK BURGLARS, 

eighty-six copies of a 940-foot print; eijhty-two copies 

of LOCOMOTIVE READ-ON COLLISION (80 feet); seventy~four 

prints of THE EX-CONVICT (660 feet); seventy-three prints 

of HOW JONES.LOST HIS ROLL (~75 (eet); seventy-six prints 

of RA F F LES THE DO G (6 3 5 f e et); th i r t y p r in t 5 0 f THE _ LIT T L E 
~ 

TRAIN ROBBERY (725 feet); thirty-eight prints of WHITE CAPS 

C835 feet);. fifty-seven prints of POOR ALGY (315 feet); 

thirty-eight prints of THE MILLER'S DAUGHTER (975 feet); 

,forty-two prints of THE WATERMELON PATCH (725 feet); fifty

nine prints of DOWN ON THE FARM (440 feet); 157 prints of 

THE -TRAIN WRECKERS (~15 Ieet); 192. prints of the 4-70-foot 
, 

DREAM OF A RAREBIT ~IEND. 

Until 1908 actuality subject~ dominated the work of 

American film' producers. But 'the bits-and-~eces actuality 

sa~es approach did not s~it the trend ta longer fictional 

subjects that dated frolil late 1903. The Edison company's 

own records made it clea\ that b~jt906, certainly, t~e n)ckel

odeon demand for complete versiond of those films had ou~ . 
stripped part sales. 

Nevertheless the concept of the longer film as an aggre-

gatian of independent scenes and novelty effects persisted as 

an Edison litigational and production principle. In an Octo-

ber 1 90 7 Bill a f Co m pla in t th e co m'P a n Y' fil e d in a su i t a g a in s t 

Robert Bachman's Twentieth Ce~tury Optiscope Company, the 

thirte~n separate copyright and deposit certificates for each 
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of the thirteen parts of ,Po.rter' s DANIEL BOONE and the same set 

of separate documents for his twelve-part LIVES OF A CAT , 
were deposited with the court as exhibits. 94 In a deposi-

tian given in connec tian with another roun~ of Edison liti-

gatian over VOlCES FROM THE DEAD the following year, Porter 

maintained .the notion ,of a single camera loaded with lia reel 
~ 

containing an unbroken tape-like photographie film." During 

the filming, he deposed, "t'he camera was kept stationary 50 

as to have aIl the p~ctures taken from a s~ngle point of 

view." Moreover, Porter stated that the point of viéW of the 

camera ~as nat ~hanged for the filming of each of the twenty 

scenes, though there was some variation in the angl~?or-' 

different s~enes. The phatagr-~phs of each "abject in motion" 
~ 

appeared On the negative "as abserved from a single point of 

view in a cantinuaus straight line sequence of length.,,95 . , 
Not merely the stuff of a public courtroam posture, 

that conception of motion pict~res representfod internaI com-

pany doctrine. In a let ter Dyer wrate to Church dated. 

August 9, 1907 about a praposed future suit against Pathé 

he referred to the fact,an apparently common one by 1907, 

of "many films . where the camera is in motion or .• 

where the film represents smaii snatches from a series of ... 

disconnected scenes.,,9~ A film of that type, it was implie~: 
went against the company'~ litigational schemes. 

. . 

/ 
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2.9 Ideologieal Features of Porterts Edison Production 

Conceding the limited contribu~on Porter's Edison 

,\ films made ta the developmentof montage, which is to say 

their apparent formal shortcomings, sorne historians have 

mistakenly sought ta rationalize those alleged,shortcomings with-

in a humanist or avant-garde 

attem~ted to excuse Porter's 

perspective. As Lewi~ 

formallfailingS on th~ grounds 

.of "strong social feeling," Robert Gessner and Eric ~e 
,,' 

endeavored to cover those faili~gs -- failings only as pre-
o 

.~ 1 sumed om. the b aSlS 0 f an imp l,ic i t p remi se and no t in any 

other way a proven conclusion -- with an avant-garde veneer. 

In tloing 50, the genuine historiea1 problem of Porter's 

part in the early developme a twentieth-century enter-

tainment industry is into a future he cou1d 

never have imagined. for example, wondered whether 
\ , 

LIFE OF AN AMER.CAN FIREMAN's replayed, oVér1apping conclud-

ing action was not a precursor of the kind of time juggling 

aesthetic employed in Alain Resnais' LAST YEAR AT MARIENBAD 

(1961).97 " 
Eric Rhode, noting that Picass~-eompleted Les 

Demoisselles q'Avignon in 1907, proceeded ta a dubious con-

c lus ion: 

Porter'and ot~er pioneers, in helping to release 
film from the bond~ge of consecutive time, freed 
it from the tyranny of geographieal space and 
unself-eonsciously allied it with CubisŒ and with 
many kinds of assemblage that resulted from 
eub ism. 98 

l'he truçh is simpler, if some.what less palat:able: with the 

,merit or 1toteOntia1 merit àf Porter's Edison pr,oduction 

/ 

" 
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undercut_by the company's copyright and sales ~olicy, 

his wort was prodticed, marketed and exhibited mostly for 

't 
its novelty values and reactionary ideology. 

The requirement that,longer motifrn -picture ~ubjects 

appeal to the tas~es of vaudevilledom meant that novelty 

io~ 

was their main selling point. Edison studio circular6 and 

catalogue descriptions, some', if Irot aIl of them, written 

by Porter, provide the best insight into his concept of 

how' to,'tai,lor and promote motion pictures to suit that en-

tertainment setting. THE WHOLE DAM FAMILY (1905) was touted 

as "a popular fad ..• widely advertised by lithographs 

anq souvenir mailing cards • . illus~rated in a most un-

usual 'and original way." A Porter film rele'ased in November 

of the sarne yea r, EVERYBODY WORKS BUT F AIRER, " • opens 

with a laughable "Jumble" Announcernent' - a neVi feature, 

exclusively Edison. ,,99 DREAM OF A RAREBIT FIEND_ (1906) 

was alleged to have "photographie 'stunt'S! . . never • 

100 ' . seen or attempted before." Ostenslbly a cl1ase picture, 

there was no special reference to the tec~ni~ue of the chase 

in the synopsis of RAFFLES (1905) nor, for that matter, i,n 

those of any of the ather Edison chase pictures including 

HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN, their ~jrst in the genre. What the 

company proclaimed was important about RAFFLES was that it 

was "strictly up-to-date," though it was in effect only an 

" . , k d' h 101 extended vaudev~lle trick-d9g act pac age ln a case. 
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Within the body of that superficially topical subject 

matter in gimmicky formats we find the use of visual novelty 

a S a v e hic 1 e for ra ci al ste r e a t y p e san d rel a t e d p e rio cl no t ion 5 

on the-1m-e-- hand, and on thé other, the sarne techniques employed 

t,o advance c"progressivist themes. Taken together Porter' s 

Edison films appear ta contain a certain ideological confusion: 

The wa terme lon-maddene d b lac ks in Porte r 's THE WATERMELON 

PATCH with its comie lynch mob scene, COHEN'S FIRE SALE with 
, 

its greedy, arson-prone, large-nosed jew in close-up, the 

"peor dhirtk" in THE TERRIBLE KIDS and LIFE OF AN AMERICAN 

COWBOY' S "Mexican greaser" and band of indian renegades, and 

the skulking gypsies in STOLEN By"GYPSIES seern very much at 
... 

odds with the pleas on behalf of che downtrodden in THE EX-
• 

eONVICT, and THE KLEPTOMANIAC, with its final tableau de-

pict.ing a conupt justice system; the rampaging vigilantes 

in THE WHI T"E CAP S rep layed the fulsome po 1 ice department 

tdbute of 'LIFE OF AN AMERICAN POLICEMAN .102 THE SEVEN AGES, 

.a "humorous feature," marked a concealed reference. point, 

its chronological sequence of embraces framing a picture 

of ordered .'wasp' existence, of pre-.destined family-rooted pro~ 

gress through a sober establishment eareer. 

But perhaps those themes were as much, if not more, 

the perfunctory _ trappings of an age as of j man. There is, 

on the other hand, sorne strong and consistent emotion in 

Porter's films. A childless husband whose wife had endured 

a nurnber of miscarriages, the Victorian 

daughter relationshi,p rec.urs throughout Height-

ened by the urgency of menace, in LIFE OF AMERICAN FIRE-
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MAN, THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, STOLEN B y GYP S lES, THEfl 

MILLER'S DÂUGHTER, THE TRAIN WRECKERS, RESCUED FROM AN 

EAGLE'S NEST and LOST IN THE ALPS the drama is resolved 

i n a ha p p y f ami 1 y-i:" eu n i 0 ri . Good men had good families, 

bad men were without families and were forced to live in 

the social world beyond, a world of crime, dishonesty, in-

justice and disaster. 

In thi s c hapte r l have shown tha t the tab le au s truc-

ture of Edwin Porter' s 1903-190'4 Edison production was 

at great odds with the traditiona1 conclusions about his 

work in that periocl, as weIL as the ways in which that pro-

d u-c t ion art i cul a t e cl c e r t a in soc i al, cul tu raI and in dus tri a 1 

constraints on movie making. In the next chapter l will 

deal with the compositional features of those tabl"ux, 

features that lent them their distinct newsreel character. 

The unities of documentary production, that from 

served as the basis for copyright !,rotection and defined 

,narrative structure, in turn articulated from a legal 

perspective the deliberately promoted cameraman-at-the-

scene screen rhetoric from which that newsreel character 

derived. 

", 

f 
1 
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in wax. And he was right. In 1915 the Eden sold off its 

waxen .figures at public auction and closed its doors for good. 

60 Ramsaye, p. 438. 

61 Ramsaye, pp.487-488. 

62 Brooks MacNamara, "The Scenography of Popular Enter-

tainment," The' Drama Review, XVIII, no. 1 (March 1974), 

pp. 19-24. 
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65 Correspondence, W.E. Gilmore to George Kleine~ 

Augus t 24, 1904. 

66 Ainerican Mutoscope and Biograph Company, "To Our 

Customers," August 31, 1904. 

67 Correspondence, John C. Kerr to F.L. Dyer, September 

16, 1904. 
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613 , h Correspondence, 1is>L. Dyer'to Jo n C. Kerr, September 

17, 1904. 

69 119 Federal Reporter, 993-994; and 122 Federal Report-
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on January 13, 1903; the decisive O-ne in Edison 's favor 

was delivered on April' 20, 1903. See also Jeanne Thoma's Allen, 

"Copyright and Early Tneatre, Vaudeville and 'Film Competition." 
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CSpring 1979). 

70 ' ' . Corre spondence. Mel vi Il e Ghu rch ~a Delos Ha1den" 
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November 28, 1904. 

71 Porter's first choice fot the title had in' fact been 

ESCAPED MANIAC which he subsequently ehanged to MANIAC CHAS\r 

Copyright Récords, ENHS. 

72 The legal ta'ctie contemplaced in the case against 

Lubin over his re-make of THE' GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY was a litt1e '" 

different. ,The unfiled Bill of Complaint stated that it~ 

.. 
consisted of a "series of tableaux showing the various inci-

dents connected with the stoppage and robberyof a railroad 

train" which had taken "four weeks" to comp1e;e. The ~aJ!.le 

document described the technical production features as 

foIloiNs: 
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• Successive views 'Nere taken on one nega t.ive 
Btrip of film. • . each ~eparate view is not 
Boldo by itself but all are sold together, being 
printed on one strip for the foregoing purpose 
and conBti~uting one photograph .. 

There i s othe r evidence t ha t the Edi s on company had f ew qualms 

about re-constructing the facts to suit the case. In a letter 

Halden wrote to Church, dated November ~O, 1904, he wondered~ 

in a P.S."whether "1 m~y have gone !=oo far in the affidavits, 
,) 

and brought out points which yeu might not 'consider wise, in 

viewof the fact that we awn a gaod many of these copyrighted 

photographs made up of various scenes." THE GREAT TRAIN ROB-

BERY was one of them. 

73 Porter's affidavit. An earlier verSl.on of this had 
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Porter getting the story from a "womàn who saw the comie;. page 

in McCu tcheon 's of f iee. Il Correspondenc~, Delas Holden ta 
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~'November 29, 1904 
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buted to Porter a~\all from his pecember 3, 1904 affidav;it. 

76 ' . 
Amerl.can Muto ope and Biograph Company, Complainant 

vS Edison Manufact\lrin~ Company, Defendent, "Complainau't's' 
• 1 

Motion Ipapers and tR:'éSü'tting Affidavits," September 17, 1904, 
" ...l 

" 

pp. 30-32. 
• 

We recall that in his affidavit 'Porter did not 

fail to s'pot the debt- the Biograph picture owed to the sub-

jects of the Brighton school. C lear 1y, Porter, or someonê 

else; at the Edison studio was paying careful attention - to , 
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new industria1 deve10pments. The-Brighton mode1, however, 
, . 
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Lubin!s superintendent of motion ~ictures. John J. Fraw1ey, 
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p1acing the camera in such. position t,hat, the lights and ~ 

shade5 of the picture w~en taken sha1l have proper values." 

Frawley countered on June 24, 1902 with this: 

There i5 no particular skill or inte11ectua1 
conception or original effect embodied in the 
photographs representing the launching of the 
meteor\ These photographs (Edison' 5) are pure
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84 Correspondence, F .,L. Dyer to Thorwald So1berg, Regis-

trar of Copyrights, Washington, D.C., October 6,1905. 

In the fa-i.l of 1904, Edison lawyers had produced a draft version 

of the scheme. On November 20, 1904 Melville Church wrote 
1l~ 

to Holden recommending a supplementary copyright submission 

for HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN: 

l think the series of negatives which portray 
the French nobleman in his room making up his 
toilet should constitute the subject of one 
reg~strati~n; the first scene before Grant's 
Tomb, another; the second scene, showing the 
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In his reply, Holden pointed out one 'of the obvious probleI1ls 

with the procedure: it would, in effect, invalidate the 

copyright on Edison's previous longer subjects. The risk, 

however, was one the, company ultimately believed it could 

live with. In February 1905, for example, eight separate 

bromide paper prints were sent to Washington to register each 

of the eight separate scenes of THE SEVEN AGES. 

<, 

85 lt f was, 0 course, the case that Biograph with a 

different copyright policy, one aschewing parts registration, 

was producing films of the ?ame type, though perhaps, superior 

realizations. 
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CHAPTER 3 .. 
SCREEN REALISM: THE RHETORIC OF AUTHENTIC PRESENCE 

"The're i5 a basic confusion concerning the 
newsreel film. 'They said that Lumiêre invented 
the neMsreel -- it was Méliês. Lumière photo
graphed train stations, horse races, families 
in the garden -- i.e. the stuff of impression
ist painting. Méliès filmed a trip to the moon, 
President Falli~res visiting Yugoslavia, the 
erupti'On of M,ount Pelée, Dreyfus." 

Jean-Luc Godard in 
La Chinoise (1967) 

. , 
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3.1 Simple, Guileless Records 

The assumption that motion pictu4es produce or ought 

to produce simple,guileless records of "real" life has led 

td the association of early examples of staged topical screen 
.4f'> 

action with deceit and the identification of the news "fake ll 

as a perversion of the medium's original ionocenc~. There 

are two distinct issues here. The first concerns the false 

claim of a cameraman having be~n' ta the scene of an actual 

event; the other, more difficult and at the same time more 

interesting, raises the larger question of the role of stag-

ing, of a calculated arrangement in what purported 

to be the neutral record produced by a cameraman who was, ~n 

fact, there at the scene with his equipment. On the one hand 

we are led into a discussion of misr~presentation contamin-

ating the activity of newsgathering for purposes of direct 

or indirect political manipulation. lt is the problem Raymond 

Fielding examined ~n his confrontation with the status of 

h l . f l t e screen newsree as an enterta~nment orm. The second 

issue involves the formaI character of the documentary film 

record and the circumstances of its production. lt is worth 

~ointing out that aIL films rely ta a greater or lesser ex
\ 

tent on the device of staging, on some form of arrangement 

and pre-conception. Cameras do not create pictures on their 

own. Louis Lumière set up his equipment at the Ciotat sta-

tian ta encode a very particular experience of the arriving 

train. 2 The artificial arrangement of scenes for the camera 

as such matters less, however, than the development of a 

deliberate paradigm of arrangement, one based on a mode of 
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i11usionism signifying an authentic presence having-been 

at an actua1 scene. It i5 the formaI articulation of chat 

rhetoric of authentic presence that most concerns us: 

3.1.2 A Show of Real Life 

Vaudeville house Screen shows involved the joining to

gether of separate pieces of footage with comment and con-

tinuiiy provided by a narrator. There were few standardized 

sequences and not much consistency fram show ta show. An 

exhibitor who wanted ta attract an audience with, say, some 

torpedo boat action might purchase one or two or aIl three 

of the separa te Edison scenes titled TORPEDO BOAT "MORRIS" 

RUNNUNG (1900), DISCHARGING A WHITEHEAD TORPEDO (1900), and 

EXPLODING A WHITEHEAD TORPEDO (1900). He cou1d then show 

the faatage in almast any way he wishedj hire a ~arratar, 

jain the faotage ta other materia1 including lantern slides, 

and .. so on. Different audiences experienced different shows 

based on the sarne material. 

The formaI features of the documentary record those 

shows claimed ta offer inciuded frame depth, the dramatic 

use of frame edge, the movement of action out of the frame 

depth toward the camera-viewer, exits into the pattom frame 

corners, movement into the frame depth from behind the 

camera and changes in camera position, distance and angle. 

At a.speed that cannot be explained by their limited experi

ence, cameramen very quickly developed those fe~tures into 

a fiction of visual recording. The rhetoric of that fiction 
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contained a built-in promise, reiterated in the advertising, 

and the live commentary, of the "authentic" record of an 
J 

actual event, a record formally marked,in the ways Sanderson 

described, to convey the man-on-the-spot drama through which 

the recording had been obtained. 

3.1.3 Obvious Cases, Media Events and Documentary Ambiguity 

There are instances where the element of staging is reason-

ably transparent. An early example was the June 1894 prizefight 

or~anized for Edison's Black Maria camera between two light-

weights, Michael Leonard and Jack Cushing. The six celluloid 

rounds were to be viewed on six separa te kinetoscope machines. ("" ~-, 

But the project enjoyed only limited success. Undaunted, 

the Edison company went on to stage a more dramatic contest. 

"Gentleman Jim" Corbett the reigning heavyweight champion, 

was matched against Peter Courtney, a game if inept challen-

ger, and the contest, which Fielding called "th,e first news 

3 fake," scripted for a decisive six'th round kayo. 

A happy financial return on the exhibition of prize fight 

footage appeared ta require a different method of display. 

Moreover, it did not seem to require the presence of a 

camera at the scene of the actual contest. In Ma r c h 1897, 

Sigmund Lubin produced a fake of the Jim Corbett-Bob Fitz-
"'. 

simmons bout in Nevada. Employing a couple of burly stand-ins 

and using the press account of the bout as a scenario, Lubin 

called the enactment "THE GREAT CORBETT-FITZSIMMONS FIGRT", 

,) 

l 

î , 
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with the words "in counte,rpart H affixed in smaller prl.nt. 

In the latter part of 1899, Lubin's company completed other 

reproductions of prizefights and wrestling matches including 

a version of t~e November 3, 1899 Fitzsimmons-Jeffries bout 

at Coney Island. One of four versions of that contest, 

three of them, one copyrighted by Edison, one by Vitagraph 

and'one by Biograph were projected on vaudeville house screens 

in New York City in the week of November 26, 1899, each as 
- 5 

the genuine record. 

The most legendary of the non-documentary, obvious cases 

was Richard Hollaman's version of the Passion Play as per-

formed by the villagers of Horitz, Bohemia. When a deal for 

an on-location fi1ming of the annual ritua1 came to nought, 

Hollaman organized and filmed a performance of his own. Shot 

by Eden cameraman William Paley on a Manhattan roof top and 

released in January 1898, it enjoyed a solid three-month run 

at the Musée despite a New York Herald exposé detai1ing the 

actua1 circumstances of the filming. It was in fact a bigger 

commercial success than a special version actually shot in' 

6 Eastern Europe. 

Edwln Porter's 1901 staged street scenes, SOUBRETTE'S 

TROUBLES ON A FIFTH AVENUE STAGE and WHAT HAPPENED ON TWENTY-

THIRD STREET recorded unexceptional views of. women 's ankles 

in newsreel-style. On the other hand, Porter's LIFE RESCUE 

AT ATLANTIC CITY, N.J. (1901) has the appearance of 'pure' 

documentary, an apparent accident having given a non-melo-

dramatic naturalness to the three-shot -rescue sequence fi1med 
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-. 7 . 
from~1gh angle. Less 1nteresting was porter's NEW YORK 

l1 

HARBOR POLICE BOAT PATROL CAPTURING PIRATES (1903), its 

meager action arranged in depth with an elliptical two-shot 

pursuit in which the patrol boat heads out of the frame depth 

towards the pirate eraft in the lower portion of the frame. 

Capitalizing on the title of a successful stage play. Porter's 

1903 fire film THE STILL ALARM simply shows horse-drawn fire-

fighting equipment moving oue of a station toward the camera' 

and passing several positions. 
, ~ 

Edison's 1904 Western series shot by A.C. Abadie in 

Bliss, Oklahoma territory included two scenes that were 

clearly staged, BRUSH BETWEEN COWBOYS AND INDIANS and WESTERN~ 

STAGE COACH HOLD UP. Abadie's slick handling of action mov-

ing out of ~he frame defth toward the camera, frame-edge cut

offs and panning camera work demonstrated his mastery of 

a method of producing a dqcumentary screen image that could 

bear a ohotographic resemb1ance though Little actual relation 

~ to an incident that had occurred in the r~a~~orld. 

In the absence of the outbreak of war or a natural cala-

mit y, crowd-pleasing outdoor events could be arranged with , 
the motion picture in mind. In 1906, The New Yor~ Dramatic 

Mirror reported that 40,000 to 50,000 spectators had been on 

hand at Brighton Beach race track J~ly 4 to watch a railroad 

collision set up on,a half-mile length of track. Widely 

advertised, the Independence Day event lasting ten seconds 

was filmed and the footage, repnrtedly'3,OOO feet of it, was 

shown at Hammerstein's.8 
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At the opposite end of the scale is the screen record 

that at first glance appears a model of documentary neutra

lit y, of the accidentaI presence of a sharp-eyed camera op-

erator. Repeated viewings leave one less certain. In WEST 

INDIAN BOYS DIVING FOR MONEY (1903) a camera placed on the 

d~ck of a cruise ship observed the boys dive off the dock 

land swim towards the ship. Black heads bob in the water 

waiting for, the coins to be tossed overboard, followed by 

the diving in a scene too complete and too well-framed to 

have occurred on its own. 

--~-

Perhaps because it was an event that could conceivably 

have taken place without the presence of a camera, ELECTRO

CUTION OF AN ELEPHANT (1903) reveals the elements of a deli

berate procedure for converting .reality into authentic screen 

amusement. In'the first shot we see the elephant approaching 

from out of the distant frame depth in what appears t~ be the 

vicinity of Coney Island. That introductory image of the ele

pha~t being led quite câsually toward the Camera coupled with 

the fa te advertised in the title supplied a dramatic tension 

that would have required little verbal explanation. The ani-

mal is directed to the right, passing close to the camera. 

The camera was th en stopped, presumably to allow attendants 

to secure the victim to a metal plate. The second shot, from 

the same camera position, cuts to a view of the elephant fixed 

passively to that spot. ~After a moment smoke rises from its 

feet and the elephant topples over as if in a rehearsed stunt, 

the camera panning left to follow the fall and then holding 

on the grey quivering body., The second shot on its own would 

1 



133 

have fu1fi11~d the pr6mise of the title. But the episode owes 

its dramatic shape ta t~e openins'shot whi~h places the anti-

cipating viewer at the scene. By !Jo m~ans a simple "repro-' 

duction", the technique of the "accidenta11y" recorded inci-

d,ent applied with that kind of skilL ta a carefully staged 

occurrence highlights the 1arger ambiguity of the news film 

category no less than the sort of ca1culation involved in 

documentary impressionism. 9 

3.2 Authenticity as the Man Who Was There 

Discussion of the re-enacted topica1 event, the so-cal1ed 

"fake" newsreel, in North, Sanderson, Giffard, Niver. and 

Fielding has concentrated on the absence of a camera at the 

actua1 scene of an occurrence as it uqfo1ded. 10 Footage taken 

by a cameraman who had been on location with his apparatus 

is 1abel1ed genuine and authe~tic; a film produced after the 

ev~nt, or prior ta it, Js dismissed as counterfeit, a cunn-

ing showman's nostrum. Sanderspn divided his News cate-

gory into "News, actual Any film which dea1t with a news 

event as it occurred " and "News, enactment - Any 

film of the news type which was an obvious reconstruction 

or re-enactment of the actua1 event . " The fact of 

a reconstruction was not, however, a1ways c1ear, as Sanderson 

confessed. ARREST IN CHINATOWN, SAN FRANCISCO, "the very' 

first film in the sample studied and the on1y news film re-

presenting the year 1897 appeared ta be a re-enactmejlc." 

• 
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In compiling his 1967 volume, Motion he 
----------------------------

Library of Congress Paper Print Collection, 1894-1912, 

Kemp Niver took a step forward and established a separa te 

category he called Reproductions. The criterion for identi-

fying a film as a Reproduction,was an apparently uncompli-

cated one that r,esembled Sanderson's: 

. whenever we used the word "Reproductions," 
such as 'for prize fights, etc., the prize fight 
had already taken place, or the earthquake had 
occurred, or, as in the case of "The Great Jewel 
Robbery," the robbery had already taken place. 
Some were actually reconstructions, while athers 
were reproductions of actual events. A motion 
picture pro~ucer copZd use the newspaper accQunt 
as a scenar10. . 

Niver~ however, ran into the same difficulty Sanderson had. 

A reel of footage registered by Biograph in 1905, THE BOER 

WAR, was not classified as a Reproduction. As Niver exp~ained: , 

The film was photographed from severai camera 
positions, and shows what appearg to be auth~ntic 
combat action. , If the action was staged, however, 
it was done very weIl, inasmuch as the deployment 
of weapons and personnel shows a definite know
ledge of technique. l3 

The news fake, Niver believed, disappeared after 1~07, the 

last year for which he listea Reproductions, because camera 

equipment was by that date lightweight enough to permit an 

operator to be present' at newsworthy eve~ts and he no longer 
14 

needed ta rely on press accounts. 
f) 

two points are worth examining a litte more carefully. 

The first is that different ~ethods of producing "autbentic", 

. " 
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news f o~age yie Ided 

ciated with an actual 

that same set of formaI features asso-

camera presence. ,)fére it 

is important to take account of the fact that wh~t we think 

of as" doc ume n ta r y " s t y 1 e d i d no t e mer g e 0 'f api e c e f rom . 
, 

motion pictu~e cameras and one might legitimately consider 

the raIe of the makers of the news "fakes" in the, develop.-
\ 

ment of that style. The ironic Iessdn they taught was that 
1 

si~ply being there with a camera was hardly enough for suc-
'" 

cess in an entertainment milieu fpunded on that very,promo-

tional claim. The other point is that the "fake" denionstrated 

the feasibility of arran~ing the elements of what purported 

to be an actual film record into a formulaic synthesis ideally 

suited to the new conditions of indus trial production and 
t" 

mass-marketing in a way the amusements of th,e aIder artisan 

tradition were not. 

By looking-a little more deeply into the authentic~fake 

film documentary dilemma we find.that ascertaining the ever-

amb iguous f ac t of a came raman 1 s pre s ence, even. when i t can ., 

be done, 15 ultimately of Iess value than an alternate formu- \ 

la.tion that begins .~o suggest itself. l refer here to the ~ 
inven-tion of a motion picture rhetoric of authentic presence \. 

J 
at 'an actuai scene and its origins in pre-cinellla ,re"'enactment 

spectacles and opt~cal shows structured to provide the spec-

tator with the sensation of being at the scene of a battle, 

or a violent incident, or a famous public event. 

Special attention will be given in this chapter to the 

elaboration of that' rhetôric in the Eden Musée 1 s Spanish-

, L 
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American War film shoW's. '-'Commis-sioned by the Edison company, 

the film content was organized into very successful and 

profitable daily entertainments hy Edyin Porter, the Eden 

projectionist. Coinciding with the Edison company's alI-out 

legal campaign against its U.S. competition, that success 
Q 

probably reinforced the studio 's basic motion picture strategy 

and thus contributed to the conditions that prevailed during 

Porter'a nine-ye~~~tenure. As entertainment, the war films 
'" 

/! excelled by bringing ta public screens heavily-promoted 

authentic tokens of the presence of a !lspe"cial artist" at 

the scene who had returned home with a record of the exper-

ience that formally articulated the effort of the recording. 

Those vaudeville battle shows decisively turned motion pictures' 

isolated impressionism-in-action scenes pf surf lapping,an-

onymous shores ta a journalistic role of enormous influence 
, 

in the development of the film . 15 narratlve. 

3.3 MQcion into Action 

One'of the more serious errors of the traditiortal his-

torical interpretation of the 1894-1907 period has been the 

c1aim that the original de1ight of motion pictures was the 

quasi-scientific imagè o-f mere motion on the screen and that 

a great intervening discovery circa 1903 transformed the 

mimetic pleasures of recorded movement into the superior 

thrills of narrative action. The nature of the error is , 

clear when we compare the work of Eadweard Muybridge and 
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In the spring of 1880 Muybridge had given what has 

been ca11ed one of the earliest practical dernonstrations 

of IIreal motion on the screen." The occasion was the first 

public exhibition of Muybridge's 
1 

zoogyroscope, later re-named , 

the zoopraxiscope. As reported in a San Francisco newspaper, 

the projection of fle~ting sequences of attentuated hand-

drawn figures-in-motion based on his photographie experiments 

inclu4ed an ox trotting, a wil~ bull charging, greyhound 

dogs and deer running,and birds in flight. The h igh ligh t 
/. 

of the show, however, was the projected views of the horse 

in motion ~alking, cantering, trotting, pacing, running 

and leaping. Those views appeared to prove that tra-

~ 
ditiona1 representations of the horse were, as California 

governor Leland Stanford, the patron of Muybridge's work, 

had suspected, empirically false: the h or s e d i d no t g a Il 0 p 

in the attitude painters for severai centuries had shown 

with forelegs thrust forward and hindlegs back. 16 

As exciting"as the evening was for its scientif~c reve-

lation, the demonstration appeared no less overwhelming as 

entertainment. ]'Nothing," one observer cornmented, "was 

wanting but the clattèr of the hoofs upon the turf and an 

occasional breath of steam from the nostrils ta make the 

speetator believe that he had before him genutne flesh-and-
~~ .... \ 

b100d steeds."17 But,as a later commentator questioning 

Muybridge's status as the father of motion pictures observed, 

that was precisely the quality l~ing in his exhibitions. 
/ 

The work of Muybridge, whose initial influence was felt by 

painters concerned with the depiction of motion, would 

1 

1 

1 
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appear to have fallen in the gap between photography and 

cinema without having achieved the crucial link. "On the 

screen,1I observed Alexander Black, "his horse galloped on 

one spot. The illusion was of the ground being moved under 

18 
the horse's feet, as in the zoe.trope." 

Edison's kinetoscope subjects, mostly shot from a fixed 

distance against artificial backgrounds, were very much 

in the Muybridgean style. 
• T. • 

WLth some notable exceptLons aIl 

were filmed ln the Black Maria with an apparatus in every ~ay 

as immobile as Muybridge's complicated system of cameras and 

trip wires. Driven by an electric motor, the Black Maria 

camera re!quired a set of batteries or a power line and could 

not be used for exterior shooting unless a~ered for hand 

cranking. An extremely heavy instrument which on1y the com-

bined strength of several men could move, it was initially 

an ch 0 r-e d t 0 the s tu dia fla 0 r . lt was not intended ta and 

. d' 19 rare1y d~d go out and recor rea11ty. 

The occasion for one of t~ose exceptions was provid~d by 

presence of the Buffalo Bill 'Wild West ;how in the New 

York City area. On October 16, 1894 four members of the con-

tingent were filmed in what Raff and Gammon took extra care 

to note was "an out-cf-door scene" entitled BUCKING BRONCO.
20 

The other, FIRE RESCUE SCENE,produced in the Black Maria 
- 1 

between October and December 1894 represented one of the 

earliest attempts at simulating or recreating t'he visual ef-

fect of exterior,camera work. lt not only' featured un1.formed 

f ire men and sm a k e e f f e 'c t s but, th 0 u g h a s tu d i 0 su b j e ct, i t 

employed a style of\framing absent from most of the kineto-
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sc~pe strips, a style generally associated with the actuali

ti~s and topicals taken at real locales. Produced before 

the era of screen proj ection began, this early re-enactment 

revealed above,all a deliberate mode of staging, one that 
\ 

represented a striking departure from the Muybridgean style 

employed in the production of the majority of kinetoscope 

subj ects And though, as ~ frame-enlargement reveals, it 

lacked the action-in-depth of BUCKING BRONCO, the figures 

involved in the rescue were cut off at the bottom of the 
, 

frame, the ,dense "smoke lf billowing out toward the edges of 

the scene adding to the overall impression of an on-the-spot 

21 
drama. 

The creation of that impression called upon a method 

of staging far more elaborate and, in its way, much more 

self-conscious than the one employed in the taking of kineto- 8 

scope subjects. Location shooting required the cameraman to 

determine and frame the elements of the total pro'cess that 

might be subject to some sort of control, 50 as to better 

highlight the app~rent randomness of the action unfolding in 

the camera's deceptively passive presence. That lS what 

Louis Lumi~re did whe~ he filmed the train looming out of the 

frame depth, its diagonal line of action delineated by a 

chosen angle of framing. It would seern that of necessity 

1 

h~ did it with a very different camera than the one the 

Edison company chained to the floor of the Black Maria; the 

Lumière camera was a lightweight instrument of five kilograms. 

It was also hand cranked and extremely portable. The framed 

compositional effect Lumière achieved with a portable appara-

:~ 
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tus that enabled him to select his angle of view would 

appear to have been difficult to replicate within the Black 

Maria, or at any rate ought not to have emerged from that 
" 

condition of filming. But it did in the form of the Edison 

studio's FIRE ~ESCU~ SCENE, embodying an aesthetic that can-

not be explained' in terms of actuai camera portability. If 

the trend to 1ighter. more portable cameras was urged on by 

the interest in se1ling topiesl film shows for vaudeville 

exhibition, the inclination ta producing sueh shows appeared 

as we can see. bef9re the debut of projection and its in-

depth screen action. 

In May 1897,an Ithaca, New York newspaper reported a 

screening of four fire films "representing a fire alarm in 

New York City." Avai1ab1e records indicate that the Edison 

companY,had produced four such pieces of footage in Newark, 

New Jersey in November 1896, titled A MORNING ALARM, STARTING 

FOR THE FIRE, GOING TO THE FIRE and FIGHTING THE FIRE, but 

shot no firefighting subjects in New York City that year. 

We mai condlude that Lyman Howe, the showman who organ{zed 

the screening,passed it off as the record of a more glamorous, 

big city ca1amity. Having gone as far as to join four un-

related pieces of actuality footage into a short continuous 

docum~ntary compilation, providing misleading information 

about the locale might have seemed the lesser part of the 

fraud in which the eompositional features of image depth, 

figures eut off at the edges of the frame, a~tion moving to-

ward the camera and exiting out of one of-t-he---lowel:" frame 

, , 
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corners and non-eyelevel angles of view bore witness, with , 

a commentator's assistance, ta an ~thentic 

picture material 

narrative scheme. 

The presentation of motion in a sequence 

unrelated ta the one in which the separate strips had been 

shot would appear ta have anticipated by roughly twenty-five 

years the famous "Kuleshov effect". But even that is per-

haps less important than the way Howe 1 s primitive " e diting" 

would have created a global illusion of camera mobility in 

space, Sadoul 's notion of "ubiquity.n 22 

Muybridge's projections of lateral motion-without-pro-

gress viewed from a fixed distance against a fixed background 

lacking in depth communicated an analysis of motion. Alter-

ing the angle oE view placed the spectator in a very different 

relation ta, say, the horse in motion. Galloping toward the 

camera from out of the fxame depth and exiting the frame 

out of one of ~he bottom corners, as in GOING TD THE FIRE, 

the hor s e .enac ted a drama 0 f suh j e~i ve iavo 1 vemen t ca 11 ed 

realism, albeit a Lockean excess employed for its shock value. 

3.4 Origins of the Rhetoric of Authentic Presence 

,The beginnings oE that mode of screen experience lie 

neither in André Bazin's conception of an age-old dream nor 

in C.W. Ceram's vision of a new machine. Before the inven-

tian of cameras and projectors optical showmen had attempted 

to transform the perspective painting's invitation ta step 

into the picture into a new amusement- enterprise. 

" 
They based 

that enterprise on the creation of impressions of whimsical 

'~ , 
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tr~vel by enveloping the spectator in super-realistic, 

revolving,hand-painted scenes; by offering him the thrill 
'" 

of gazing down at an imaginary angle from the roof of St. 

Paul's in London; and before long, by putting the spectator 

himself into motion, which is ta say, but turning him in ta 

a mobile, light-weight motion picture camera almost a hund-

red years before the appearance of the apparatus itself. 

Before the films of George Méliès, fanciful voyages to dis-

tant places and locales èlose to home, experiences of battle, 

disaster and famous public events,as weIL as pleasant sea 

and city scenes,attained a height of popu1arity in panoramic 

<> 
and dioramic shows as common as the contemporary movie the-

23 • 
atre. As a m~ans of assuaging the boredom of routine 

existence in an indus trial age, Louis Lumière's travelling 

{ 

cameramen substituted the travalQgue for the diorama's imagin-

ary trips into authentic events. Beforè Lumière and the dio-

rama, peepshow makers had routinely reproduced news-1ike ~m-

ages, the titles of their perspective box subjects anticipat-

ing the listings in a Lumière or Edison catalogue: Opening 

of the Thames Tunnel, The Great Exhibition of 1851, The Coro-

nation of Queen Victoria, The Mail Coach Setting off for the 

Post Office anq Napoleon's Battle of the Pyramids. 24 

The compositional qualities that appear unique and origin-

al ta Lumière's documentary impressions of foreign places and 

the forms of the shows they were used to create belong ta an 

elder tradition of pictorial perspective dating from the Renais--

sance. In his book, Before Photography, Peter Gallasi iso1ated 
<'/t-
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, 
the major features of that tradition as: i) the arrangement 

of the composition based on a choice of the moment "at which 

ta represent an existing subject"; ii) point of view; and 

iii) the scope of view which established' the edges of the 

picture. The deliberate use of those edges in obstructions 
~ 

and croppings, combined with spatial perspective, established 

a concrete, non-idealized, let us say, subjective moment in 

time as weIl as space that defined "photographie reality.1I 25 

An elaboration of that ,pictorial norm that takes us very close 

ta the motion picture were the comprehensive illusions of the 

panorama and the diorama. 

The key ta the success of those entertainments was that 

they provided the spectator with the thrill of finding him-

self in the midst of sorne action or scene through the verisi-

militude of precise depiction in perspective, including light-

ing and sound effects, the mobility of a shifting point of 

view and the use of topical or familiar s.ubject matter. Their 

origins date from the work .of Philip Loutherbourg, a paint-

er who had experimented with rear-lit scenes. In 1781, 

Loutherbourg exhibited his Eidophusikon, a picture house that 

brought spectators and moving image illusionism'together in 

a common space to view transformations of misty scenes into 

sunlit vistas, looming cattle, shipping on the Thames and 

other such sights,with music and sound accompaniment. The 

darkened auditorium in which the works were exhibited was it-

26 
self something of a novelty. 
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First exhibited in 1792, Robert Barker's panorama 

môdified the relationship between the spectator and Louther-

bourg' s screens by arranging for the images to revo1ve around 

the audience seated in the rotunda's semi-darkness. In his 

representations of cities, battles and public events, Barker 

took the spectator's experience into account in a de-idealized 

perspective that differed from the map-like precision of Ren-

aissance city views. The audience was provided with the im-

pression of being less detached objective observers than active 

participants there in the sc~nes. Another panorama artist, 

William George Horner, had attempted to offer the novelty of 

an unusual point of view. In an early, if unsuccessful ef-

fort at achieving a sort of camera-like mobility, Horner con-

structed one of his shows in a vay that had the audLerice look-

ing down on a view of London from an actual height. An 1812 

panorama was exhibited to applause for its depictlon of the 

Burning of Moscow a mere three months after the facto 

Introduced in 1822. J.M. Daguerre's diorama succeeded ln 

producing Horner's sought after impresslon of a mobile vantage 

point. Da gue rre built a slowly-revolving auditorium which 

moved spectators between the parts of his painted screens and 

between the sereens. Mueh like early motion picture exhibi-

tian, music, a lecturer and program nates we~e provided to 

reinforee the illusion. One diorama artist, Carl Wilhelm 

Gropius, built an auditorium ta resemble a sma11 ship sai1ing 

across the Bay of Naples. To convey the subjective experience 

( -, of a shifting ship's deck point-of-view, Gropius relied on 
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the combination of the pictures in motion and the movement 

of the audience in relation to them. One of the most out-

standing of the diorama artists, Colonel Jean Langlois, 

created a spectacle, called The Burning of Moscow, that had 

the audience gazing down on the conflagration. His 'high-

·27 angled view was an improvement over Horner's earlier effort. 

Those attempts at collapsing the wall between spectator 

and entertainment were later to be found in other media. At least 

saventy-five years after the work of Langlois, the Eden Musée 

reconstructed in wax what their catalogue described as "an 

incident which occurred in the Adirondack Mountains a few 

years ago." The equation the writer of the catalogue drew 

b~tween the scene's realism and its impression of a subject-

ively experienced event created by light, shadow and color 

would net have been missed by the experienced diorama patron. 

"At first view," it was stated, "the visitors think they are 

in 
28 

the mountain tops witnessing a real battle." 

Before and even after cameramen were able ta visit remote 

places and return with filmed records of their having-been-

the r e, som e s ho wm en t 0 0 k the cha Il e n g e s 0 f au the n tic i t Y an cl 

verisimilitude as far as incorporating abjects and personali-

ties involved in the e~ents they sought ta present into their 

1 entertainments. In l830,Langlois skillfully manag~d to inte-

" grate his auditorium and screens ta locate spectators in the 

much-cherished centre of a total illusion. In his very first 

presentation, The B,attle of -Navarin, Langlois obtained the 
\ v ~~ 

actual deck of one of the ships that had taken part in the 
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battle. He turned it into his viewing arena and painted.the 

space between his screens and the spectators to. resemble the 

lines of the deck, adding a precise replicatio~ of the ship's 

interior. Aided by sound and gunpowder blasts, Langlois 

gave his patrons a near-terrifying illusion of being present 
- '- 29 

in the Middle of a violent naval struggle. 

Many decades later, Coney Island disaster amusements em-

ployed a variation on the trick. In May 1905, The New York 

Dramatic Mirror announced a grand ~2,225,OOO Boer War re-

enactment at a fourteen-acre Coney Island site involving a 

cast of thousands and including a number of genuine Boer War 

military celebrities, performers who had actu~lly fought in 

30 
South Africa. In the summer of 1906, the Luna Park site at 

Coney Island featured a live-show version of THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBSERY. But in March the competing site, Dreamland, had put 

out ward of an even more sensational Western show, this one 

.starr\ng former real-life holdup men Frank James ,and Cole 

\ 31 
Younger/. 
. \, 

The greatest of the re-enactment spectacles of the period 

were ta be experienced as part of the Buffalo Bill Wild West 

show fe-a-turing Colonel William "Buffalo Bill" eody. Between 

1883 and 1916 the Buff~lo Bill Wild'West show regu1arly toured 

North America and Europe. The lavish poster publicity never 

failed ta mention the actual appearance of Cody re-creating 

his historie deeds, a r~ference which. clear1y added ta the 

perceived authenticity of the show's re-constructed chapte~s 

, 32 
from American history extravagantly staged by Steel MacKa~e. 

.. ~, 
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Ta reinforce the genuineness of acts such as The Battle of 

Wounded Knee and Custer's Last Charge the show's promotional 

literature denied that its "faithfully reproduced" scenes 

were a show "in any sense of the word, but a' series of ori-

g i n,al, gen u ine and in st rue t:\i ve O:BJECT LES SON S . " In 1885, 

Sitting Bull signed a' eantract to appear in Cody's fr,ontier 

"I.essons" along with five Sioux warriors; Geronimo went on ta 

a career as a wild west 'performer with other shows. In 1893', 

when the name of the Cody entertainment was lengthened ta 

The Buffalo Bill Wild West and'Congress of Rough Ridèrs of 

the World, 100 Sioux braves were engaged to perform in enact-

33 
ments of 'their defeat. 

By 1898, with the frontier less of an immediate social 

reality and American interests abroad direeting the eyes of 

Amerieans to international developments, the wi~d west show 

C
' 3urned to 

, /) Rebellio,n 

events from the Spanish-American War and the Boxer 

in China. Roughly a month before the April 2l~ 1898 

decl~ration th~t precipitated the Spanish-Amerièan War, The 

Buffalo Bill Wi1d West show played its annual engagement at 

Madison Square Garden in New York City. In sec 0 n d po s i t ion, 

under the top-billed feature, Custer's Last Battle, was, 

aceording to the New York Times ad, a "GALLANT COLOR GUARD OF 

HEROES OF CUBA LIBRE - Twelve Famous Cavalry Officers and 

Eight Privates from the Insurgent Army." When the show re-

turned to the New York City venue the following year, the 

featured act was Heroic Charge up San Juan Hill, advertised 

as a "vivid and inspiring rep~oduction" presented by a detàch-

i 
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men t of tho fl e t,'FUTURE-FAMED AS ROOSEVELT 1 S RQUGH RIDERS. ,,34 

Such was the renown of Cody's sho~ that when Theodore 

Roosevelt sailed for Cuba to~harge up San J,uan Hill he had 

shrewdly ~orrowed the name "Rough .Riders" from the appe~la-

tian by whiéh the show had been known ta millions at home 

and far abroad for the past five years. Ta return the compli-

ment Cody mounted an elaborate San Juan Hill re-enactment 
~ 

based on the skirmish in which Roosevelt was alleg~d to have 

played a key role. The featl,lre was desèribed in the New 

York Times ad as: 

. a vivid, truthful, 
dioramic rep roduc t ion . 
ed by 5 orne 0 f the GENUINE 
FAMOUS BATTLE. 35 

r-

4-
thrilling,' heart-stirrin,g 

. which will be present
PARTICIPANTS IN THE 

It would have been peculiar-i~ early motion picture pro-

ducers and exhibitors had not taken their original inspi~a~ 

tion ,from dioramas, Coney Island spectacles; waxwork vèrisi-

militude and Buffalo Bill's epic i;rontier acts. For Louis 

Lumf~re~ whose early catalogues were crammed with travelogue 

material and whose mareorama used ocean footage in a con-

s t rue te d set tin g th a t pla c·e d a s pee t a t or" as Gr 0 p i u s ha d,on 

the bridg,e of a ship at sea, the motion picture might hàve 

seemed only a variation of the diorama's total illusionis~.36 

In the same way, the mareorama might have beeu the inspiration 
- ~ 

for thè Ed ison company' s STORM AT SEA. (1900), which was' taken, 

it was. claimed, by a catnera lashed to the bridge of a ship 

dur in g a r 0 u g h s e a vo y age. , The film provided an impression , , 
, ' 

or chu~nin~ ocean waves and dark,lY cloudedskies as experi-
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enced frpm a position,on the ship's deCr.37 

Among the b es t known of the dia rama-de r ive d me th-ods. 

of film exhibition was Ha1e's Tours and Scenes of the Wor1d. 38 

:An American amusement park fad between 1905-1907, it was the 
" 

invention of a former Kansas City fire chief, George C. Hale. 

Set in a specia1ly design~d rai1way car it ernp10yed sound~ 

movement and film to simulate the experience 'of train travel 

as a complete viseraI illusion. The motion picture material 

consisted of the popular "phantorn rides ," scenes shot from 
l 

the engine of a moving train, as for examp1e Edison's 200-
l 

foot PHANTOM RIDE ON THE CANADIAN PACIFIe (1901): 

Innumerab1e short tunnels are passed high 
bridges and many other picturesque effects are 
s h 0 wn, and the vie w, ta ken f rom the f ra nt 0 f a 
speeding train running at high speed, is one 
that even tourists riding over the line are not 
privi1eged ta enjoy.39 

• Hal e 's Tou r sen j 0 y e d a l a r g e", ifs h art -1 ive d , suc ces s • 

Like the ma reorama ~ i t ,repr'e s ent.ed an ab andone d diree t ion 

in the use of the motion picture ta market the experience 

of authentic presence at an actual scene. Rell'd~red unfit 

by late nineteeth-century visions 

related trends ta standardization 

of rnass markets 

and bd~tion 
and the 

required 
, 

tO.operate in those markets, the forms of the diorama were 

d;isplaced by photog:r:aphy, the movies and journalism. But 

if those new me,dia consigned t,he diorama' s awk-ward mec.hanics 

to the optical museum, they fully absorbed its rhetoric of 

ubiquitous presence and topical newsy subject matter. 

1 

\ 
~ 

'. i 

r. 

i 
1 
1 
1 

! 
1 

! 
i 
! 
• l 
J 

i 
l 
1 , 
" 

1 i " i 
i 
'1 , 
~ 
~ 
1 <> 



~~~~~.~IJlI!!!'I9'*i"'1'!J~~~~'1'I_iA!§f!lU1Ii"l&M&&.lltJg:t""A4iI.#.iil9n~ 
• 

150 

3.5 '1;he Came.ra Goes ta War . 

.. 
~ The birth of the movies coincided with major ~hanges 

in American society. In the P?st-Civil War period a new 

The end of the 

rndian W~rs circa 1890 overlapped with the rise of Wall· 

Street. The frontier had been conquered and the frontier 

spirit turned ta industry and the explpitation of markets 

at home and abroad. Labor strife and the rise of city sIums 

did not diminish the growing perception of an ,international 

American role. If there were the ravages of,fire, natural 

calamities and crime, there ·was an expanding technol0l}Y and 
.. ~ 

\ 

up-to-date institutions to handle them. By 1901, with U.S. 

forces bringing the nationalist leader E~ilio Aguinaldo to 1 

heel in the distant 'Philippines, America's destiny seemed 
1 " 40 

assured. 

The def ea t of Agu ina l do' caP1HULa P ra ce s s by wh ich the 

young nation acquired important Spanish colonial possessions, 

Cuba -and -Puerto Rico id the Caribbean, anq the Philippine 

Islands in the Pacifie. The turning point occurred on 

Febr~ary 16, 1898, at 9:40 p.m. when the U.S. battleship 

"Maine" exploded in Havana harbor. two officers and 258 

men perished. The public outcry that greeted the news --
L r 

"To hell with S'pai,n, reme_mb)ê:r-Î:he 'Maine~!" - helped steer 

th~ nation into a war that p~ovided thé basis for a stunning-. , 

ly successful Edison-Eden motion picture collaboration. 

c· Cuban agitation against Spanish rule, which had begun 

earlier in the decade, had grown and impressed U.S. public 
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opi~on as a noble cause. Wasting little time Cuban ex

patriates in the United States went into action with, speech-

es, meetings and fund-raising campaigns. Most of their 

efforts were, however, devoted to getting ~heir story into 
, 

the newspapers. Without a press" one of their leaders had 

observed, they would get nowhere. The leading American 

dailies soon had correspohdents in Havana filing dispatches 

on the brave rebellion whether or not~there was any real 

news to report. Much of the war mongering in thè American 

press was motivated by self interest: at the cime Hearst's 

New York Journal and Pulitzer's New York World were involved 

~n a bitter strùggle for supremacy inGnewspaper sensationalism 

4 in New York City and were eagerOto'play up the arrogance of 

ruling·4.rs panish authorities, and the suffering ôf·the Cuban 

41 
people. 

For Spanish officiaIs Ln Cuba, the destruction of t~e 

"Maine,' sent to lay at anchor in Ha.vana on a surve'illance 

mis s ion, T Wa sas mu ch 0 f a s hoc k 1 as, i t wa s for ~m e rie an' 0 f fic i a ~ s 

... '" - \ 

in Washington. Spanish flags flew at half-mast throughout the 

island and in addition to :t~ei~ sympathy Spanish offidials 

offered much pr~ctical assistance. But ,the pres.s in America 

paLd little atten~ion. Determined to declare war even before 
" 

the U.S. government did, Hearst's Journal h~rriedly published 

a diagram showing how a tbrpedo, pldced under the vessel, had 
~ ~ 

been detonated from the shore. The official U.S. Navy cour~ 

of inquiry report dec~ared the cause ~iternal, the result of, 

a submarine mine, but 'to this day the real cause has ndver 

, b cl ". d 42 Ln fact een etermlne . 
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Ou April 21" 1~98, after Spafn had acceded to 

~v~ry single o.s. demand, however unreasonab1e, Presi-

dent William McKinley signed what amounted to a declaration 

of war. On April 30, 1898 AdmiraI George Dewey attacked 

and beat the Spanish squadron olf Cavite in the Philippines, 

west ~ Manila; Cuba, :;)ft, r some fighting, was surrendered 

in July. A war that w ~itse1f a fake, declared and fought 
" /' 

on a trumped up\ pretext, fittingly concluded with ~ sham 

battle. Both plrties had" agreed to stage this final "eneoun

ter at'Manila tl facilitate the signing of the peace:'" it 

was necessary that Spanish forces appeared to have been defeated 

on the soil of their Asian possession. Despite the gent le-

manlY arrangement, the comedy of'errors produced a token-

43 __ list of real dead and wounded. A.peace conferen~e in 

February 1899 finaIly an~ officially brought host~lities 
.. 
between Spain and the United States ta an. end, though nation-

alist resistence continued the fight until the spring of 1902. 

In March 1~98, before the outbreak of war, negotiations 

began between the Edison studio, the Eden Musée and William 

Randolph Hearst's New York Journal to send William Pa1~y, 

the Eden Musée cameraman, to Cuba to film the war 

firsthand. lt was paley's assignment to fLlm scenes at 

the major American staging points df Key West and Tampa, 

-:Flo~ida: as weIl as l.n Havana. ' Hearst provided the transport-

ation from Florida to Cuba aboard one of"his yachts, Edison 

the film stock and Hollaman , a popular exhi~ition venue. 

In a letter ta Edison general manager W.E. Gilmore the follow
,\ ' 
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ing month, Frank Z. Maguire, one of the company's film 

and equipment jobbers, confirmed that he had advanced Paley 

$500 against receipt of negatives and royalties with the 

proviso that if "hostilities should not occur, Paley is' to 

return any unexpended b'alance. ,,44 The following day Presi-

\ 
dent McKinley signed the document that made war a certainty. 

The project was safe. For the next few months Spanish-

American War shows were the Eden Musêe's featured screen 

attraction. With Edw~n S. Porter as ringmaster, authentic 

footage of troops and ships was joined to fake Cuban battle 

scenes along with lantern slides and a spoken commentary and 1 

"' , 
presented to chee ring audiences ~s a relay of triumphant 

" 45 
m1flti-media. c~bl'egrams frpm the front. 

The Eden' s screen exhibitions comb ined the appeal of 

the Lumi~re travelogue material and the topical enactment 

entertainments of wild West shows and popular theatre. In 

the l860s the stage had been used ta present timely and 

factual reports of Civil-War military actions, sorne appearing 

46 on the boards within days of the events they treated. By 

the time motion pictures became an entertainment attraction 

tabloid editors and waxwork house operators had grown weIl 

attuned ta the commercial return on publishing and mounting 

topical content. The enormous public appetite for topical 

amusement boosted the circulation of i1lu~trated magazines 

1ike The National Police Gazette. An 1891 Police Gazette· 

story, '''Shocked ta Death" complete with a five-scene illustra-

tion appeared ~n the July 25, 1891 issue eighteen days follow-
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ing the event it reported on ~he electrocution of four 

convicted ki11ers at Sing Slng prison.
47 

The Eden 1 s wax 

displays pursued news stories like the Spanish-American War 

as closely as the speed of the establishmentls modelling 

artists would allow. 
- , 

Staying on top of events was' the Eden,I s 

claim to fame. In 1897, a New York Time,s critic described 

the Musée's aesthetic strategy this way: 

Every horror and every triumph, aIl that i5 
good, aIl that is bad, in the contemporary wor1d, 
find representation in the big and unique wax
works collection. 48 

Ever alert to developments at home and abroad, as interest 

in the Spanish-American War began ta decline the Eden, to-

ward the end of October 1899, put a wax reproduction of Paul 

Kruger- on disp1ay. ,Kruger, Presiden~ of the So~th African 
~ 

RepubIic, was 1eading th~ resistance against British efforts 

ta annex the Boer Republic of the Transvaal to Cape Colony. 

Thus was the Musée able ta capit~lize pn a faraway war the 

. 49 
same month lt broke out. 

The Eden's 1898-1899 Spanish-American War screen shows, 

on the other hand: represented one of the motion picture 

mediu'm's earliest sustained n'ews,gathering assignments .. The 

footage, bath "genuine" and "fake", comprised a major link ' 

between motion pictur~s afd the nineteenth-c~ntur! vogue in 

cumbersome you-are-there environmental amusements. In i ts 

news raIe the production and exhibition of film records of 

the war drew substantially upon that aIder set of entertaiu-' 

ment traditions. 
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Up to that point the Edison studio had been a litt le 

u~certain as to how to make the transition from kinetoscope 

parlour -to vaudeville house display. When.in 1895 the 

public grew tired of f)eeting peepshow views of vaudeville 

.'_pe~sonalities the studio produced,.a number of compressed 

one-scene historical subjects .. The 'main and perhaps only 

appeal of Alfred Clark's THE EXECUTION OF MARY QUEEN OF 

SCOTS, featuring an early use of filmed stop-motion, JOAN OF 

ARC, INDIAN SCALPING SCENE, A FRONTIER SCENE, DUEL BETWEEN 

TWO HISTORICAL CHARACTERS and RESCUE OF CAPT. JOHN SMITH BY 

POCAHONTAS, we re the i r b rie f g 1 i m p ses 0 f s ta g e d go r e . 50 

With the introduction of screen projection, the company 

did not immediately alter its singLe-scene kinetoscope re-

Lease policy but attempte'd to supply materiat' for both kine-

toscope and projector; we know that as late as 1900 the 

same type of film was being sold for both machines. The 

first vitascope projection in New York City had shown what 

amounted to a seriés of kinetoscope views. As reported by-

,Th~ New York Clipper, the-material inclu~ed "an umbrella 

dance, a ~utterfly dance, a burlesque boxing match, waves 

washing upon the beach, and a high kicking dancer."Sl 
. , 

Between 1894 and 1897 the Edison èompany had produced 

fi. 
or obtained brlef contemporary re-enactments, like FIRE RES-

CUE SCENE, impressionistic scen~s, like FEEDING THE DOVES 

and contemporary ac~ion subjects, like GOING TO THE FIRE, 
" , . \ 

bu~ ~Qt very much with the accent on direct newsgaihering. 

Motion pictures a~ first avoided t~e promise of a screen 

, " 
\, 

,>( 
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record of a contemporary news event made by a cameraman who 

had been there. Edison's 1897 catalog~e subjects consisted 

of vaudeyille turns, horse races, bicyc;e parades, f~re 1 

footage, military and 'para-military drills, street scenes 

and home-movi~-like wbrks in the style of the Lumiarç 

brothers. AlI offered in short lengths intended for both 

kinetoscope display and projection, the subjects included 
,,>4, 

film of. the exterior of the Edison lab and one called EMPLOY-

EES LEAVING FACT~RY, shot at a textile mill. In the fall of 
\ 

1897, the Lumières' travelogue footage was, 'b'eing sold in 

grouped series under headings such as 'Algeria, Tunis, Germany, 

Russia, Mexico, etc. from which an exhibitor might select a 

greater of smaller ~umber of it~ms ~o be organized into a 

longer travelogue show. At that time Edisori uffered·~~pa-. 

rate item~ in len~ths of 50 and 150 feet. There appeared 

ta be few exceptions. , ' 
Onel of thém was 'a series of sev.en 

Niagara Fa~ls subjects flh',\ in 1896. :ln June, 1897 buyers 

were offered the Black Maria prizefights in complete versions 

52 
but not in one-round parts. After 1899, however, and the' 

Spanish-American Vlar success, 'Edison catalogues began tp 

'resemble those of the Lumières. For one thing, much 

i 
-more travelogue footage was included. It was, according ta 

an untruthful blurb, ,the w'ork of an ,"efficient corps of' 

pho~Q,gr,aphers on an extended tOtlI who had returned with ac-

tJal reproductions i~ every instance p~otographed from 

l 'f ,,53 
,~ e. 

One factor that mas haye encouraged the company to con-

vert motion picture imprè's-sionism -'tQ Spanish-American' 
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War r~porting was the paucity of photogr~p~i~ ;ove~age of 

current events in the daily pres~. The ~xtremely low stand-

ards~ of ,newspaper joulinalism in the period leading uP, to the 

war required of the movies neither honesty nor diligence. 
'" 

lt would be difficult to argue with the conclusion that the 

American press help~d bring the conflict ~bout.54 On 

February 12, ~1898, Hearst's Journal published an inf1ammatory 

article under the heading "Does Our Flag Protect Women?" lt 

" report~d that a group of Spanish polite officers had boarded 

an American ~teamship in Havana harbour in arder tq search 

three young Cuban women. One of them was suspected of being 

a courier for the insurgents. The handdrawn illustration 

Chat accompanied the ?tory was spread over half a page. lt 

depicted three S~anish officers searching a single nude female. 

'there had, of course, beeQ. a search. But the manner in which 

it had been conducted jS' -i.e of ~-~e women said in an inter-

( , 
view~ very 'different _fru..,m t e fabricated impression conveye4 

,~_/ 1 

to Journal 
55 readers. ( 

" ,\ What se'emed to most worry publishers ~n the period was 

a new technology that made po?sible the publi~ation of half-

tone photographs. One of the earliest practica1 demonstr~~ 

tians, ealled a leggotype, dated from 1869. The men responsi-

ble, William Leggo ,and George Desbar~ts, launched The New 

, r, 8'SO'56 
York Graphie in 1873 wh~ch ,print'ed a half-tone ~n l ' , 

-By, 1897 the first half-tones printed on speed presses appear-

. h k T' . b 57 ,ed ln T e New Yor r~ une. Some fourteen years earlier • 

Pu1itzer's New York World had begun using illustrations 

based on photog~àphs. In 1891 there were upwards of 1000 
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artists i'n America producing 10,000 news drawings, e'ach , , 

week, most1y copied from photogr~phs', a practic~ tnat con-

tinued for a1most twenty-five years after the half-tone 
1 

became practical. Fearing that their readers would dismiss 

theo half-tone as'a cheap substitute for the hand-drawn item,-~ 

publishers held back. Yive day-s after the "}'laine" exploded 

what were called the first published photos of the disaster 

appeared in Pulitzer"s World. But they were in fact hlnd-

drawings based on 
: 

photos. Som~ publications, such as The 

New York Times Illust'rated Magazine, a ?u I1 daJ feature,' did 
~ 

provide a gene rous amount of photo material with their war 

stories, but only on Sunday. Like its print competitors, 

the Times most_ly left the task) of s~PP,lying photb cbverag,e 
, , 

f 
- . 58 . 

othe war to the mov~es. 

3 • 6_ Wa r Ex t ra -

" , 

• 

By the ~ime the Edisori-Ed~n~Hears~ deal .as finalized 

other produc~rs were m~ving ah~ad. Ln his letter to Gilmore~ 

Maguire pointed out that ob~ainin9 war' f60tage was a priori-

ty, that Biograph, which had already p~t out $1000 for such 

" . ' . h . ,,59 footage, was spend~ng money w~t out stint. The month 

that the deal with Paley,was made the Edison ~ompany had 

coerced The American yitagraph Company's Stuart Black.ton and 

Albèrt Smith into assignin.g -to them the fablèd 'J'EARING DOWN THE' 

FLAG, which Smith many years later claimed was completed in 

April. Two films were in fact involved, both call_ed O_LD 

. 60 
GLORY AND THE CUBAN FLAG by the Ed~son company. On May 

, 2 0, - l 8 9 8 the E dis 0 n c 0 m pan y put 0 u t cl. c ire ul arc aIl e d Wa r ". 
Extra, its press reference announcing the availability of 
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more than two do zen Cuban titles in two series, "War 

Incidents" and "Naval War Views", comprising 1600 feet in 

aIl. Apparently the vork of Paley, one ls left ta wonder 

why it tobk the company almost a month to publicize footag~' 

tha t had been on the Eden' s sc reen as of the 'week'o( May 1. &1, 

The "War Incidents" subjects were, according to Edison's 

War Extra circular: 

sure ta satisfy the craving of the general 
public for'absolutely true and accurate details 
regarding the Înovements Ç>f th~ Un'ite,d St,ates, Army 
getting ready for the invasion of Cuba.~2. 

Among the views of camp incidents, dock scenes, footage of' 
, ' 

·the battered "Maine", the burial of "Maine" v,ictims, and 

battleships and destroyer$ was an apparently stage~ piece of 

action called WAR CORRESPONDENTS, which was described this 

way: --' 

, f 

·About' a. dozen war correspondents of the,'different, 
'~'New York paper$ arê running ùp 'the street in a 

,bunch t~ the cable office to get copy of cablè-
. gr'ams ta be in ~urn transmit,t'ed ta their différ,ent 

papers. They rush directly tpward, ,th~ audience, . 
turn a corner in the immediat~ foreground and dis
a p p e a r do VIn a s i cl e' s t r ~ é t. 6.3 

In the months that followed the ~4Lson'company added to 
, ' , 

the ir Spa nish-Ame ric;an War .su b j ec t 5,_ The March 1900 catalogue , , 

listed S,eventy subject:s ln eight series, ",Filip'in~s", "Dewey 
, \ 

Doings" >, IrEva~u.ation of Cuba", "The Campaign in Cuba", 

"Return of 'the Troops", "New York's Welcome to the Warships", 

, '64 
"Camp Incidents" and "Naval War ~i"e~s". 

, 

Ail the mat'erial 
)'1 

ln the " Fil i pin os" se rie s, we r e 'f a k es; the f 0 Il a win gin t r 0-

1 

1 

, ! 
, , 

! , 
.\ 
'i 

, 

" 
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ductory note wa-s attached to' "The Campaign in Cuba" series: 

We are indebted to the_fear1ess activity of our 
artist, ~r. W~. Paley for the following war views 
taken on Cub~n soil. Under the protection ~f a 

• ( l '. 1 li .' 

spec1al correspondent,'s pass g1ven by the U~1ted '. 
'Staies Government, he improved the occasion aè 
they pres~nted themselves with gratify~ng r sults, 
as is shown in the"exceilent films WB are now 

. ?ffe~ing .to the public. 65 ) 

,'IImprqv~d,'7he occasions'" was the -EslisonJ copywriter's way',of, 

·saying that sorne of the matêrial in the .ser.{,es"were "fak~s"., 

'Whil~\P~ley was ~way 
\ . 

in Cuba, George Méliès was at work in' 
, c 

, \ , 

'his- Montreuil, studiID artificially arr'anging th,ree Spanish-

A~ericanWar s~enes for the American market: THE ~LOWING Up 

OF THE ItMAINE", IN H.f.-VANA HARBOR, A' VIE\{ OF THE WRECK OF, THE 

'''MAINE'' and DIVERS AT ,YORK.O,N THE .WRECK OF THE "Mi»INE". , 
, 

Méli~s also turned' out ,'p. 'PhU~ppin\es ~cltion 9cep.e, DEFENDI-NG 
l 

T~E·~OR~ ~~'MANI~~.66 

Edison and Méliès were not ~he only producers associated 

with Spanish~Ameri~an,War f{1~s. 
1 \ 1 1 (1 1 

In hi s au tob io'graphy, . Two " - , 

Reels and a' Crank, Albert Smith claimed that he and Blackton 

'had been 'ta Cuba and shot somE;!- f ilm ther~". But that app<'!-r- ~ 

ent;.ly "!Jas never: thè c~~~}7 Ram~aye ·said that Edward Amet. 

had produced a bathtub fake of the Battle of Santiago Bay, 

but if' he did ie has not "~urvivecl.68 In' F e.b ru a r.y 1899 

,,' -:Sfgmund ·Lubin copyr~ghted a fa,k-e, called BATTLE OF SAN JUAN. 
, ~ 1 ,r'.g-. , 

l' 

In August he 'lre~istered another fake titled AME'IÜCÂN S,OLDIERS, 
, ,\ 1 1 

. DEFEATING FILIPINOS NEAR MANILA.69 BÎlly l>itzer' in hi.s 

" 

autobiography claimed that Hearst had sent him off ta Cuba 

where he ,took filin of ,the "Maine" 

r II 

. 70 
and some war Scenes. 

, , 
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Biograph did copy~ight at least two fak~s, LANDING OF U.S, 

TROOPS NEAR SANTIAGO, 'a high<Qwgled sho~' ,of a couple of 

dozen troops advancing through shal10w water, and AGQINALDO's 

,J, NAVY b' ç:' f 71 • ,a, r l,e" v~~w 0 sorne sampans. 

" 1 

" 1 , ' 

-The Edison ,studio's' May 1898 c1aim 'of "t'rue and accurate 
1 

-deta~I," was'a deliberate mis~e~~esentation planted in the 
1 .' 

ho,~p'l~'.'~f,having' sene- a man to the scene. 'Of the thirteen 

su b j e ct s i il t h ~ 1 a ter Il Cam pa i g n" se rie s, 'f 0 u r ID i g h t h a v e 

shot on IOèat:ion-:_ U.S. T~OOPS \LANDING"AT' DAIQUIRI, CUBAi 

ARMY MU,LES SWIMMING ASHORE AT DAIQU'IRI, éUl3A; PACK MULES WITH 

AMMUNI~ION ON THE SANTIAGO TRAIL; and MAJOR GENERAL SHAFTER. , 

SAILORS LANDING UNDE~ FIRE; RED CROSS AT THE FRONT; SURRENDER 

OF GENERAL TORAL; SHOOTING CAPTURED INSURGENTS; CUBAN AMBUSH; 

BATTLE OF SAN JUAN H~LL; SKIRMISH OF ROUGH RIDERS; and 

U'.S.\,~NFANTR~, SUPPORTED BY ROUGH RIDERS AT EL CANEY were clear 

fakes. The following is th~ c~talogue d~scription of ~HE 

BATTLE OF SAN JUAN HILL: 

, , 

Soldiers are scouting through ~he thick ~nder
brush. "Forward by rushes," cornes the otder, and 
up the hill they go, rushing, firing and th rowing 
themselves fIat behind _e~ch sheltering clump of 
bushes_ Answering ~hot~ ~ome from the hlock-house 
and the ranks wither. A struggle 6n the hill-toi 
and victory! Our flag i5 there ço stay! 72 

, Ha s cre a te d g r e a tes t en th u s i a sm wh e r e ver s h 0 wn .' 

Side-by~~ide with the fakes were the self-congratula tory 

claîms df authèntically produced faotage. Fo,r :'DewfY Doings" 

the company declared it had " ' ..• equipped' èight Pparties 
1 

on th~ occasio~ of ~dmiral Dewey's arrivai in New York·Har-

bor." In order to prevent com~etitors f,rom cashing in qn 

, , 

, , 
" 
': 
l , 

" " " 
I, 

" 
t 
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'Dewey's great popularity with a fake the bIub writer added: 
1), 

Ours was the only photographie apparatus on board 
the us Cruiser 01ympialQ~ this memorable occasion~ 
The AdmiraI posed especialIy' for our camera. 73 

In the section,"New York's Welcome to the War Ships", the 

Edison company said they ha~ "equipped three parties to,' 

\ ,74 
secu're vie,ws from aIl points.", lt would have,'been' unusual 

. 
for the fakes to"have carriedsuch slaims. 

The main screen excitement of the genuine faotage as 

il 
well, a's the fakes was mostly'a matt.!r of believing that the 

'films repres"ented what' the company descriptions or a live' 

narrator said they did. Bath ielied on the simple manipula-

tion of {rame depth involving ~ct~on m~~ing toward the 

camera or "the came.ra shooting a la.rg,e batt1eship from ,a 
1 

smal17r,moving c'raft that' brough,t ft, s~ddenly and "drama,tical-

,+>' 'cl,ope,r.' In the first shot of U.S. INFANTl\Y ~UPE.ORTEp' 8Y 

ROUGH RIDERS AT EL CANEY 'seven men' bearirig the"' ever-p'ro'~ine~t' 

flag take a sh"ort run on foot at ,the camera .. with, an officer ' 
l ' 

o? hor'sebac~ presenf. White still a fair distance away they 

kneel "and fire thei,r rif1es in the dire~tion o'f the carnera-
\ , ' 

viewer before rising and tru-tting briskly 9ut' of th~ :Erame " 
" l ,-

into the bottom left-hand ,fram.e, c,orner. In the second ~h~t, 

, , 
following'~hat appears to be a break ~n the print, the ac~ion 

'{ ;-

of the first ahot ~~ repeaçed; this tim~ th~'men kn~el a 
, ~ 

little closer to th'~ camera but do nat f~re, their rifles. 
, , , 

, In, t 4 e fin a 1 s,ho ta' sm aIl. , bo d y 0 f / r ~ der s g a 11: op f 'r 0 m the 
/ ~ " 1 i. ' 1 

frame depth and moving on a diagonal exit in thé bottom 

left-hand frame carner. Accbrding to the 1900 Ediso~ cata~ . , 
logue descripti9n ,it represented' tbe f.ollowing action: 

, . 
1 -
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Up the road cornes a detachment of infantry, firing, 
advancing" kneel~ng and firing, again and again. The 
advance of the foot soldiers is followed by a troop 
of Rough Riders, riding like demons, yelling and fir
i~g r~volvers as they pass out of sight. Other troo p, 
follow, in· quick succession" pressing on to the fro,nt. 5 

The- docu"mentary:, character of the "Naval t-lar Views," battle-

ship footage consisted in turn of manipulated action sequences 
, ' 

c 

on the one'hand, and, less dramatic painterly views on 

the other. The Cruisev "Detroit" was filmed with a camera ( 

on a small craft movin~ toward the ship as it lay at anchor:~ 

-"The effect," the War Extra description stated, "is as though 
1 

trie vessel were approaching and passing the audience." The 

same method was e'mployed to film the D.S.,S. "Castine", the 

shot "taken from a steam launch which, approaches and 

pas ses, the v ~ s sel . " COLORED TROOPS DISEMBARKING was, accord-
, 

ing ta the descrïp.tion, "full of fine light and shadow 

effects." 76 

. There were six subjects ~n the "Filipinos" 
" 

series, aIl based on D.S. milit~ry operations conducted 

a gai n st" in sur g en t s " a t Calao c an:, ne a r Man i 1. a, in Fe b nta r y 

01899, which is ta say after the war with Spain had officially 
, 

ended: ADVANCE OF KANSAS VOLUNTEERS AT CALOOCAN; RaUT OF 
c 

THE FILIPINOS; D.S. TROOPS AND RED CROSS IN THE TRENCHES BE-

FORE CALOOCÀNj FILIPrNOS RETREAT FROM THE TRENCHES; CAPTURE 

OF THE TRENCHES AT CANqABAR; and THE EARLY MORNI~G ATTACK. 

With the exception of THE EARLY MORNING ATTACK the other 

five, scte~ned in sequence, woald have re~roduced the high-

lights of a battle narrative much the 'way the Lyman Howe 

exhibition ~f s~p~rate vieces of fire f~otage in sequenc~ 
77 

proj,e'ct'ed the l?-ighlights Q;f va firefighting action. 

" 
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The Filipino suôjects appear to have been copied from 

b l h h h '. 1 f 78 él t tep 0 t 0 g r a. pst a t p rp m J. n e n t y e a t ure d t r e n che s • 

Moreover, those fakes, more than the Cuban fakes. show 

ski Il in th e man i pu 1 a t i on 0 f doc ume nt a r y sn a p s hot f e a tu r es, 

in pàrticular, angles of view and frame edge. The trench 

battles were shot from an above-eyelevel ~ngl~, as they 
~' 

were in the photographs. In CAPTURE OF TRENCHES, the insur-

gents, po'ttrayed by black performers, are Cut off at the bot-

tom of the'frame as they fir~ their rifles in the direction 

" of the right-hand side frame edge. He~e, as in 'the other 

:: films; we observe the stage practice of signifying la'rger 

numbers by the appearance of smaller groups. The sàme 

number of men, eigh!:, that overran the trench participate 

in U.S. TROOPS AND 1RE RED CROSS. An additional element of 

consistency linkin,g those subjects lS the movement of the 

U.1>. forces in the direction from which the rifle fire had 

come, towa rd the left-hand s ide of the frame. F1LiPINOS 

RETREAT, aimost a 180 deg):'ee reverse angle' shot of U .S. 

T~6op,s AND RED CROSS, shows insurgent fir~ directed to the 

1eft-hand side of the frame from whence the American troops 

arrive ta overrun the trench. Shot from a 'position' lmme-
\ 

dia t e ly b eh ind the Ame rican advanc e, KANSAS VOL UNTEERS dep ic ts 

the advance moving into the frame depth from behind the 

came ra. THE EARLY MORNING ATTACK, aFparently a four-shot 
, 

subject and among the most interesting of the lot, contained 

• 1 

a reverse angle
a 

l.~n' sh2,t. fl2; and a matching eut from anothèr 

a ng 1 e in s ho t 114. t 
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Whether those formal features were intende~ tç under-

/ 

write the authority of the live narrator or whether the 
. 

voiee of the vaudeville house anehorman was supposed ta 

authenticate the visuaL qualities of the scenes some v;ewers were 

not deceived. In-May 1900, a Rochester newspaper challengeà 

the authenticity of a piece of footage depicting U.S.- troops 

charging insurgents in the Philippines. To ob,tain such" 

scenes, the reporter reasoned, the 

self in the direct line of fire.
79 

camerman had tOtP1ace him

Most vaudeville patrons, 

caugh t up in the hea ted p ro-wa r cl ima te kep t s imme tüng by 

Eden wax exhibits, live stage shows, mtisicai extravaganzas, 

vaudeville tributes am!. elaborate fireworks demonstrations 

not ta men~ion daily press ~ccounts, would probably not 

. 80 
have not~ced. 

The first installment of the fruits of 

paley's photographie labors was announced in the New York 

Times on April 24, 1898: "The Musée' s artist has returned 

, 81 
from Havana." The following week th~, Eden put out the 

ward that it was showing "-war scenes taken with the cinema-

tograph b-y the Musée's special artists sen.t to Havana for 

82 
that purpose." While there is a question about whether 

the Eden "as being supplied' by more than one cameraman, the 
) 

fact,remains, however, that no other individual was ever 

associated ln the Edison catalogues ... and company documents 1\ 

with Cuban subjects.
83 

Toward the end of March, Musée patrons 
",' 

~ .. 
had b-een informed of a screening or "Grand Patriot:i.e Subjects / 

by the Cinematograph,lI subjects 
/) 84'i..· 

of Paley's eff~rts. 

1-

that could not have represent-
1 

ed any 

"' 

-~--_._- - ---~- - -'------- ---~-----------_ ... _---
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In the week 0 f March 13, Eden screenings included footage 

of thè "Maine" at Havana and other Cuban material which might 

, 85 
have been pre-war stock footage. The Edison company regist-

ered no Cuban footage before April 1898. We know tha t th e 

Eden's war film program in May included at least one of Méliès' 

frakes, DIVERS AT WORK ON THE WRECK OF THE JMAINE" which was 

surreptitiously inserted into a program ~~ Paley's material. 

Then in thf! middle of the month came word that Paley would be 

. . h . f . b' 86 ·return1.ng W1.t a new ser1.es Ù act1.on su Jects. It is, of 

course, possible but highly unlikely that, given the Eden's 

./ business relationship with the Edison company, Hollaman would 

have dealt with other suppliers. 

The description of Paley', in the Edison catalogues and the 

Eden pUblici,ty, as a "special artist" was ân attempt at associ-

ating his work with illustrator journalists ~alled "special art-

ists" who, dating roughly from the middle of the nineteenth cen-
,vr 

" tury, journeyed from war to war with sketch pads producing hand 

drawings to accompany the new quantities of information brought to 

87 ' 
the desks of new editors by the telegraph. There is no evidence 

that Paley ever got very close to the actual battles, or any closer 

than tne irlustrators 1.n whose footsteps. he travelled. l t re-

mains unclear whether the Cuban fakes ,the Edison compan;y released 

along with his work under the fairly' transparent guise that 

they too represented genuine film records from the war zone 

were produced b?, Paley or someone el se , like James Wh'ite. There 

is also a question about the creator of the Filipino fak-e:s. 

Of even greater interest) however, were 
, ) 

the efforts of the 
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Eden and che Edison company ta advertise the material as the 

work of a, "special artist" who had been to the front and re-

turned with screen sketches of a popular conflict. 

3.7 The News as:-.::Authentic Entertainment 

The projecto; being the business end of the camera even 

if motion pictul;e actualities .were the eroducts of a laborio'us 
) 

and dedicated production method the new medium's pitch ta 

vaudeville audienees'required that they provide engaging enter-

tainment. ln a book he wrote about his experiences~filming , . 
the Boer War in South Africa for the British branch of the 

Biograph company. W.K.L. Dickson observ~d that authen~ic~lly 

produced footage could be seriausly lacking in precisely those 

amusement values. Despite careful preparation and the ~oop.ra-

tion of high-ranking military officers, the drama of battle, 

Dickson found, was difficult to record.
S8 

Actual warfare turned 

fI;; \ out ta be a mindless grind without coherence, romance or heroics. 

What was wanted for the screens back home was a visual spectac;le 

of clear-cut, ideologically-sound action that looked as if it 

had actually taken place and that someone had been thereJto 
1 

film it. One solution was the caIculated thrill of act~on 

r, coming at the viewer and for an' iIlusory moment 
"

transforming 

him or her from an objectively detached observer into a sub-

jectively involved participant. rT)hat thrill became idêncified 

with the 4eutral docu~entary record and its techniques of in-

depth shooting, variation of eamera angle, and the d~amatic 
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use of frame-edge cut~offs. Those techniques were skillfully . , 
~ 

employed by the producers of'miniaturized and life-size battle 

action as soon as if not before cameramen in the field. 

Let us con s ide r an E dis 0 n s tu di 0 min i a tu riz e d, n a val bat t le, 

BOMBARDMENT OF TAKU FORTS, BY THE ALLIED FLEETS (1900), part 

of the effort of British and American producers ta "caver" the 

sO-'èalled Boxer uprising for vaudeville and mus ie hall ,patrons. 

This little film lays bare much of the intention of the film 

docurnentary 
lJ ' 

the creation of the authentic drama of'a camera-

~ , 
man 's présence at an 'event in terms of the photographie sub-

, ' 

jectivity through which the event was captured on film by that 
1 

man a t the scene. It was eopyrighted on Augus t 16, 1900, two 

days following the lifting of the famous 55-day siege on the, 

foreign legations in peking. 
o • 

The sieke had begun on June 20; 
1 0 

the assault on the Taku forts was carried out between June 17-

20. 89 The horizontal movements of the tiny attacking craft, 

junks out-numbering the ailied 
( 

ent planes ta simulate depth. 

vesseIs, were arranged in differ
J 

In the background stand two towers 

é3;gainst some painted hills. The changes in camera position 

and appa'rent camera movement were clearly aimed at simul-

ating the first-hand presence of a cameraman in the same way 

that the' use of camera placement, depth and the frame edge did 

in life-scale documentary work. 

The moyement of mounted riders out of the frame depth 

toward the camera-viewer in Edison's Boer War fakes produced 

a few months earlier, reproduced a routine that was part of 

the Buffalo Bill wild West show and that others had previously 
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'put on the screen~ In 1896 The New York Clipper reported 

filmed cavalry charges in the style of "The full front approach 

of the cavalry portion of Mr. Cody's Wi,ld West Show.,,90 The Boer 

footage was organized in patterns of arced and diagonal 

movement out of the frame depth with figures, animaIs 

and ~ehicles occasionally cut off at the bottom of the frame. 

'In CAPTURf, OF BOE:R BATTERY' BY ''l'HE aRITISH, a horse passes in 

front of and ~ery close to the camera, almost complet~ly block-

ing the view. In CAPTURE OF BOER BATTERY, a soldier crosses 

the horizontal ~pace of the frame very close ta the camera. 

In CHARGE OF BOER CAVALRY. a sizeable 'group of' riders gallop 
, 

from the background depth right at the ca~era passing extremely 

close to it on either side; following what appears ta be a 

slight break in the print. the rear end of one of the animaIs 
t 

fills most of the frime. hhe catalogue description of the film 

reads as follows: 

" 

CHARGE OF BOER CAVALRY 
In the distance is seen a number of grey objects 
rapidly approaching which, upon drawing closer, are' 
recognized as a company of Boer cavalry. As they 
draw nearer, you cao see that they are straining 
every nerve and urging their horses to the utmost 
speed. Waving their sabres aloft on they come, sa 
that the audience involuntarily make an effort to 
move from their seats in order to avoid being tram
pIed under the horses. 91 

Edison's make-believe battles, involving 200 Bowery re-

cruits,under the comman~ of James White, were not without real 

flesh and blood casualties. On April 12, 1900 it w~s reported 

chat two men had been injured "in West Orange at a sham battle 

in reproduction of the famous engagement at Spion Kop" through 

Cie 
J, 

.' 
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th d . h 0 f' 1 - 92 e ~remature LSC arge a arge cannon~ 

Fake newsreel shooting features quickly found,their way 
~ : 

into "authentic" actualities and new 'subjects and in time 

mostly eliminated the routine panning camera locati~n shots of 

eB}rlier documentary 'Work. By 190~'the action-at-the'camera 
, , 

deyice was used in a way no one would calI "fake'" in the filming 

of 10gs moving down a river in Biograph's LOGGING IN MAINE; t'Wo 

years later it toas the' dramatic basis of D.W., Griffi,th"s_ first 

film as a Biograph director, ADVENTURES OF DOLLIE. 
, 

Two varia-

tions were the penetration of frame depth in the "phan tom rides," 

film taken by a camera mounted on a train engine, and' subjects, 

such as Méliès' SCENES FROM THE ELEVATOR ASe ,DING EIFFEt 

TOWER (1900) and Edison's BIRD'S EYE VIEW OF SAN FRANCISCO, 

CALIFORNIA FROM A BALLOON (1902),depicting vertical depth 

motion. 

A feature closely related ta the values of frame depth 

was the frame-edge cut-off, repres~ting an abandonment of 

classically-ba1anced composition for the tensions of partially 

visible action. A pictoria1effect that may be observed in 

sorne seventeenth-century painting and has been equated with 

snapshot photography, the cut-off contributed ta the illusion 

.. . .. Il 9 3 ;;'~ d' h of paitLcLpatLon Ln tLme as we as space. Foun Ln t e 

_,i""work of early actuality cameramen attempting to film a popular 

event, such as ADMIRAL DEWEY AT STATE HOUSE, BOSTON (1899), 

from a crowd's-eye position, an original and unusua1 variation 
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was achieved by the anooymous cameraman who filmed the 
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Queen Victoria Jubilek processibn in London, England. He 

provided a view of '1..1i-e_'processio,n deIioerately seen from 
/ 

1 

between rather than over a pair of.h~ads, ~einforcing the 
l , 

impression of a ubiquitous camera presence at and inside of 

. . b· 94 
~ts mov~e su Jec,t. 

3.8 The Role of t,h?"Publicist 
-, ' 

Ta vouchsafe the authenticity of that presence'film 

studios,after the Spanish-American War success, tended to 

claim, not only that their man and ooly their man, had been 

there at the sceoe of the war or disaster, but that he had 

been there first and had d~livered his screen scoop home for 

exhibition with minimal delay. "We are prepared," ran the 

boast of one producer, "to reproduce pictures of current 
\ 

events in twelve hours after they have taken place. ,,95 , 
In October 1900 a series of explosions demolished a pharma-

<ceutical plant io, New York City. "Within an hour after the 
, . 

first explosion/," the Edison catalogue crowed, "we had a 
~ 

photographer on the spot (who) obtained these excell~nt mov-

ing pictures of the ruins, the falling walls and the search 

for dead bodies and other exciting events that followed th~ 

\g.06 
catastrophe."> "We receive films," Biograph advised its. 

. 
clientele in 1899, "as quickly as the illustrated papers are 

1 

able ta make their half-tone reproductions, and we have now 

won recognition as a formidable r~vai of the illustrated 

press." That motion picture orientation had begun in a ten-

tative way in Biograph's 1896 subjects featuring McKinley's 

victorious election campaign and inauguration. By 1899 

<& -
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the technica1 thrill of proj~cted motion pictures was 

sharing the bill vith topical mate rial on politica1 person-

alities" 1aunchings, 
, 97 

races. kidnap~ings and 'yacht 

In mi~-September 1900, the Eden Mus~e put the Edison 

company's footage of the Ga1veston tidal wave d~s~stei of \ 
September 8, 1900 on the bill, the authenticity of the . h \ elg t 

su~jects an important promotiona1 feature. The marketing 

emphasis was on the Whitmanian 'màn who was there,' returning 

with privi1eged first-hand testimony of his experience. The 

Edison studio luridly proc1aimed its putative "scoop" this way: 

o 

At the first new~ news (sic) of the disaster by 
cyclone and tidal wave that devastated Ga1veston 
on Saturday, Sept. 8th, 1900, we equipped,a party 
of photographers and sent them by speciaj train 
to the scene of the ruins. Arriv'ü1~g at,(the scene 
of the desolation short1y after the storm had 
swept over the city, our party succeeded, at the 
risk of l~fe and 1imb, in taking about a thousand 
feet of moving pictures. In spite of the fact that 
{}a Ive s t 6 n wa sun der ma r t i aIl a w a n cl th a t the ph 0 t 0-

graphers were shot down at sight by the excited 
police guards, a very wide range of subjects has 
been aecured . . . . everyone will be interested 

'in seetng authentic moving pictures of a represen
tativê American city almost entirely wiped out by 
the co bined power of water and wind. The ,films 
we list be10w are genuine, and ours are positive1y 
the only animated picture films secured while the 
city of Galveston was ih a state of chaos. 98 

In his posthumous1y p'ublished autobiography, Billy Bitzer, 

then working for Biograph, claimed that he was "the only 

motion-picture cameraman to cQver the story." Sent to Galves-

ton through an arrangement between the Hearst newspapers and 
1 , 

McCutcheon of Biograph, he took with him "the new light 

portable Biograph camera" which a1lowed him to "cover disaster 



" , , 

( 

, 99 
t~rritory better." 

'173 

Seventeen days after: the event, the',Biograph company 

sent: this letter~ dated September 25, 1900, out \ to theatre 

managers) makin~ claims a little more modest chan Bitzer's: 

You will note by the att;ached Clipi)lng that 'one 
of'our operators' has just returned from Galveston. 
He was one of the first'on the ground and worked 
with a special Government,permit. 

We' have developed his first installment Qf films 
and find them not only excellent photography but 
VERY SENSATIONAL -- reseue parties qringing out 
bodies, burying the dead, etc. 

A quick booking of the American Biograph will give 
you ,a gre'at opportunity for press work. 100 

Authenticity was t'h~s as much, if not more, an achlevement 
, - " 

of the coifywriter as the photographer. The copywriter's tas~ 

was to make clear not only that the company's man had been 
." 

there with his camera, but that the lapse of time between the 

occurrence of sorne terrible event and its appearance on a 

vaudeville screen was minimal. 

The what, where and sometimes even the how of vhat was 

being flashed on the screen vas provided by the film titles. 

Functioning as surrogate mini-sound tracks elaboratad in the 

catalogue descriptions, whatever gaps remained could be filled 

in by the vaudeville\_~e narrator-explainer. The repetition 

of place names, as in Edison's Galveston series, seems a 

redundancy of identification, but Lt also indicates the possi-

/ 

ble variation in the quantity of the separate pieces that would 

have been incorporated into a particular documentary show: 

PANORAMA OF EAST GALVESTON; SEARCHING RUINS ON BROADWAY, 

GALVESTON, FOR DEAD BODIES; PANORAMA OF WRECKAGE OF WATER 

-1 
~ ,1 

) 

~ 
" 
,j 
; 
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FRONT; PANORAMA OF GALVESTON POWER HOUSE; PANORAMA Ol! ORPHAN'S 

HOME, GALVESTON; LAUNCHING A STRANDED' SCHOONER FROM THE DOCKS; 

BIRD'S EYE VIEW OF DOCK FRONT, GALVESTON; and PANORAMIC VIEW 

'OF TREAMONT HOTET,., GAL VESTON. , Thougn none of the se sub j ec ts 

vere "fakes", the' denotative guidance of a title co?'ld 

on occasion ,be deliberately misleading; 

V1ew of the dock was in fact simply a panning shot. 

This is not to argue that the cameraman's job c~uld be done 

b~ a:publicity specialist, only that the publicist's reading of , , 

the meaning of his c~nfrare's work vas ,a powerful and a11-

perv,asive one. lt is all the more suggestive in that there 

is no evidence of any di'scussi:on of this point in t.he' voluinin-, 

QUS docume~tation of interna1 Edison ~tudio communications. Th~ 

intuitive goal publicist and photographer shared was ta pro-

vide a symbolic replication, through the ,manipulation of spa
"' 

tial and temporal elements, of the process of an" on-the-spot 

art. The publicist's task was to highligqt the method of 

prod~ction in a way that subordinated the experience of a 

visual product to the conditions.of its realization, 1.e., to 

its markings of authenticity. 

3.9 The Fake ~s Art 

, 
The'ultimate solution ta the problem of providing authen-

tic screen entertainment based on a violent news event was 

"to acknowledge the "fake" for what it' was but then to peddle 

its documentary verisimi!itude as a great artistic and cechni-

cal triumph. In a veiled as sault on Edison's Boer War fakes, 

The American Vitagraph Company placed the following caveat 

in the promotiona! liceraturp for their South African films: 
1 
1 
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. eVery picture is absolutely genuine. We 
will on no condition sell Faked or Pre-Arranged 
War Subject~ unless announced. lOt 

l, 

In describing, five' of their s~ort subjects as "the most Real-

,- istic and Exciting War Pictures of the age> Il and 'in openly 

declaring that they had been "specially:,posed for at an open 

,air Military Tournament" Vitagqlph was shrewdly looking ahead 
, '1 

to a time when acknowledged fakery, wqich i5 to say the tech-

nical recreation of t~e newsreel look in a "faithful reproduc

t ion " wou 1 d car ry the d a. y. ' 
, ~ 

In the fall of ,1898, François Doublier, a Lumiêre employée 

on a tour of pre-revolutionary Russia, put on a bogus exhibition 

titled L'AFFAIRE DREYFUS. Doublier's tour arrived ~n the Jewi'sh 

districts of Southern Russia at a time when Jewish communities 

throughout the world were tremendously excited Dy the Dreyfus 

case. Audience discontent over the absence of pictures ,of Dreyfus 

from the program gave Doublier his inspiration. Choosing from 

among the three dozen s~bjects on hand, the shots he put to-

gether included a French army parade led by an officer, a 

Paris street scene with a large build~ng, a Finnish tugboat 

heading toward a barge and one of the Nile delta.
102 

Absorbing that exhibitor's ruse into the routines of film 

producti9n and acknowledging its contrived character, as Geor~es 
i 

Mélils d~~ the following year, render~d the trick art. M€lils, 
\, 

who had been releasing fake news subjects for a couple of years, 

produced a thirteen-minute, twelve-part, 780-foot version of 

the Dreyfus story with some of its sets based on illustrations 

that had appeared in French weeklies. A series of tableaux 

j 

1 
l 
, 
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that reconstructed the major events of thé case, the" film was 

described by Bardèche"an~ Brasillach as lia sort of animated 

( . 103 
waxworks," with each scene bearing a se[Jarate t~tle. 

Whether or nut Mfiliès rea1ized, as a ~ember of Dqublier's 

audience had. ,that the Dr'eyfus ca'se took place in 1894, ,before 

there was a camera built that could' fi.lm it, his 1899 reconstruc

tion was 'a more sophisticated achievement than Daub1ier's'. 

For onE7 thing, it was nat l'assed off as a newsree1 but pr~sented 

as a fictionalized tre4tment af a topica1 event. Whe rea s • 
, q 

Doublier had simi1y constructed his facsimile out of unrelated 

available faotage, Méliès went a step further and 'successf1l11y 
, , 

recreated the compcsitianal features of the actua1ity for 

narrative purposes. Barry Salt has drawQ our attention to 
. 

the staging in d~pth i~ Méli~s courtroom scene and in one of 

,the street scenes, which, he added, represented one of ,the 0 

earliest uses of lia purely cinematographie angle" in , 

fictional film: 

In these scenes, apparently unique in Méliès 
work, and indeed in the f ictional films of the 
period, byst~nders and observers of the action' 
fill the space between the principle actors from 
the u~per background to ~he bottam foreground 
in a way that copies framing occurin actuality 
footage of the perlod. _My emphasis_ 

Salt' s equation of aetuality framing with na purely cinema-

t 0 g r.a phi c an g le Il i s W 0 r t h k e e pin g 1. n min d • Dating from 

roughly 1904, the Méliès technique would be ,applied to the 

production of star-less little news dramas rendered by anon-

ymous documentary performers that, in combination with the 

tableau structure of those dramas, focused spectator interest 

on the composit1.onal treatment of topieal tbemes and incidents. 

/ 
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. a cinematographie reproduction of the 
Passion Play as performed .by the peasants of 

'Roritz, Bohemia. ~he pictures were life size 
& were very beautiful & most realistie, espefi
al1y where the movements were slow as in the 
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1 ~ J 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE "FAKE" TRAIN ROBBERY 

, 

" 

l am the man, l suff~r'd, l wàs there . 
l am' the mash'd fireman wich breast-bone broken, 
Tumbling wa.11s buried me in ç.l;1ei.r q.ebris 

• Walt Whi'tman from "Song of Myself," 
Leaves of Grass, 1871-1873 texc, . 
E.P. Dutton, 1912 . 
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4.1 Two Trends: Commercial and Aesthetic 

/ 
1 

The two motion pictures ~ form the basis of Porter's 

reputation, LIFE OF AN AMERI~AN FtREMAN and THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBBERY, were very much transitiona1 wor~s within an evo1v-

ing news reproduction tradition. Re1eased at a time when 

. . . >., . 
actualities dominated U.S. produtt4on and cla4ms of au~hent1-

city constituted' an important vaudeville show selling point, 

both films marke~ an American industry trend to the fiction-

alization of topic.al themes and the documentary treatment 

of fictional subject matter. 

The pa"tterned modification of the news re'production be

tween 1900-190p, the subject of this chaPt~r, possessed two 

key characteristics. On the one hand, we discover the trend 
(' 

to acknow1edgement of the fakes as primitive docudramas, i.e. 
~ - -," 

as staged works. Released that way, it was possible-ta en-

large their potential scope and appeal. Edison's SHAM BATTLE 

AT THE PAN-AMERICAN ExpdsITION (1901) featured a Wild West 

show skirmish between a band of Indians and a company of U.S. 

Infdntry in three shots, voluminous clouds of artillery smoke 

and a camera placed in the centre of the action. Though the 

visual result turned out ta be an uneven one, with the de-
~' 

tails of the action never very clear, that sort of camera 

placement emgloyed in an "authentic" actuality might have 

drawn sorne skeptical comment. 

Dropping the claim of having-been-there, producers took 
~ *' 

to marketing the illusion of authenticity and its frisson of 

vicariôus experience as a technical achievement, the you-are-

there sensation of the documentary merging with the self-con-, 
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gratu1atory pyrotechnics of the t~ick film. The result W'as 

the dramatization of a visual recording capability that shied 

away from any sustained engagement with social rea1ity. In the 

process, the topica1ity ôf the films shifted from direct ta in
"-

direct, i.e. familiar social themes or routines rather than 

specifie news items served as pretexts for newsreel-1ike angles, 

camera movement and composition. Included among those fiction-

al themes in Porter's wgrk were ma~y of the leading topics of 

the times: the menace of urban· fire LIFE OF AN AMERICAN 

FIREMAN (1903); crime --- CAPTURE OF THE 'YEGG' BANK BURGLARS 

(1904); the kidnapping of chi1dren -- STOLEN BY GYPSIES (1905); 

ethnie tension -- COHEN'S FIRE S~LE (1907); a1coho1ism -- THE 

WHITE CAPS (1905); and social injustice -- THE KLEPTOMANIAC 

(1904). Absent was much enlightened reference ta the rampant 
V'- 0'1 

racism and 1abor turmoi1 afoot in the 1and. l 

, The 1arger forma1"consequence of that deve10pment was a 

merger of modes of illu;ionism, fantasy effects like stop-

motion on the one hand, and actuality composition on t'he other, 

in a screen impression signifying motion picture rea1ism. The 

basic e1ements out of which that emergent screen realism would 

be constructed were present in the American cinema circa 1900. More-

over~ the variety Qf material advertised in, say, the September 

1902 Edison company catalogue on1y serves to underscore the 

larger selectivity operating on the evolving synthesis. The 

cata~ogue's 143 pages were mos~ly devoted to actua1ities, news 

materia1 and trave10gues. The largest single category, tot 

ling sixteen 'and a half pages, consisted of the -called 

\ 
! 
r 

1 

" 
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\ 
Myst~rious films, stop motion, revers~ motion and speed~d-up 

, __ r -,\ 

motion tricks, three and a half pages of which were included 

in a special Imported section. 

It is useful to bear in mind that until at least i910 

there was no firmly established boundary distinguishing news~ 

d • b" 2 an enterta~nment su Jects. It might even be more accu rate 

to say that aIl film production was intended as vaudeville 

entertainment. The July 1901 Edison catalogue contained a 

distinction of sorts between news and topiêals including the 

fakes, and the comic and trick films. In the gap was a mixed 

bag, most1y of filmed vaudeville-derived routines. The Mis-

cellaneous section included twO staged ambulance reseue sub-

jeets film~d in·1897,some aetualities and a lost early West-

ern, STAGE COACH HOLD-UP IN THE DAYS OF '49. The 1906 Edison 

catalogue maintained the ear1ier perception o~ subject matter 

'categories. Based on places, activities, personalities and 
.... 

topies it organized company releases in sections titled 

Acrobatie, Vaudeville, Mysterious, Fires and Fire Department~ 

Cowboy Series, Trains, etc. In 1906 THE GREAT TRAIN ROB 

remained in the Trains section with rail~lities, 

where it had been 1isted ,in 1 ; LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIRE-

MAN was sti~ Fires section where it was put in 1903. 

T~04 catalpgue c1assified UNCLE TOM'S C~BIN in the 

~istorical section along with some French imports including 

~ THE RISE AND FALL OF NAPOLEON THE GREAT, WILLIAM TELL, MARIE 

ANTOINETTE and EUROPEAN IDEA OF CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS' DISCOVERY 

OF AMERICA. 3 
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Among the range of optical tricks and novelties marking 

the earliest exploitation of the film medium, one of tpem, 

the fabrication of t'"he composit'iortal and framing features of 

the outdoor actuality, quickly achieved a position of domin-

ance, excluding or incorporating elements of aIL the others. 

The ro 1 e of th e top ica 1 news re ~ roduc t ion in that devel opmen t 

was in part to provide popular subject matter for filmmakers 

to .. experiment with en route to establishing a<""stable recipe. 
. 

lt will be shown that cameramen and directors were for à time 

inhibited in their treatment of material from literary and 

stage sources, as well as 

Even if, as we know, 

fabled rise of the story 

f~om historie.lly remote perio". t 
the practice of interpreti~~ 

film as a product of y formaI 1 
motives has more or less nevertheless remains im- ~ 

'1 

portant the ways in which the commercial push 

subjects was constrained by the formaI 

features of in-depth actuality composition. Th~ major 

historical claim attributed ta Edwin Porter's Edison career, 

the coincidental "discovery" in 1903 of editing construction 

and the longer story film,has had the effect of deflecting 

atterttion from two independent trends, one commercial, the 

othe,r based on the aesthetic of the. news "fake." 

~ 
-/ 
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4.2 Tbe Commercial Trend: Longer Story Films 

Originating in part from the failure to distinguish 
\, 

Î bet:ween extended vaudeville film shows, which dated from the 

-----beginnings of projection,in 1896, and the release ·of the 

longer film in a complete version only by a producer, ~he 

claim that 1903 marked the discovery 
.\>0-

of the multl-shot 

narrative film initiated a debate of' trivial histori- , 

, 

cal sig nif i c an ce. Th e 19 00 E dis 0 n c a tt~Locf5-\:t-e--s-l:îaf"tteedd~t:th~a~te-~thh~e~--' 
feet and OPERA OF MARTnA (Second 

Act), a 1,300-foot production done in the early months of 

1898 Id b h d 1 · l . 4 ,cou e pure ase on y ln camp ete verSlons. While 

they were also the longest films 1isted in the 1901 catalogue, 

through a sales policy switeh they were now also availab~e ln 

5 parts. The 1902 catalogue,in a section called Christmas 

Seenes,listed two Méliès dupes, LITTLE RED RIDING RaaD, at 

550 feet but avai1able in lengths of 300 and 400 feet, and 

THE CHRISTMAS DREAM at 500 feet, Alsa for sale ta Edison 

customers ~as Méliès' CINDERELLA, a twenty-part subject at 

400 feet not available in parts and advertised as Itespecially 

pleasing ta an ,audience composed of ladies and children,,,6 

The ~ame catalogue described a 1000-foot actualit~, TRE GREAT 

BULL FIGRT, available in a complete version or in parts and 

a 675-foot "series," COMPLETE FUNERAL CORTEGE AT CANTON, OHIO.? 

Thatrecord of assassinated President MCKinley's burial cere-

mony in his home town was also avallable in six separate 

scenes of varying length: FUNERAL TRAIN ARRIVING AT CANTON 
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STATION (40 feet), BODY LEAVING THE TRAIN AT CANTON, OHIO 
'. 

(60 feet), ~RESIDENT ROOSEVELT AT CANTON STATION (90 feet), 

CIRCULAR PANORAMA OF PRESIDENT McKINLEY'S HOUSE (80 feet), 

PRESIDENT McKINLEY'S BODY LEAVING THE HOUSE AND CHURCH (200 

feet), and FU'NERAL CORTEGE ENTERING WESTLAWN CEMETARY AT 

CANTON, OH10 (200 feet). Economie uncertalnty at the' exhi-

bition end inclined the company to affer that disso1ve-linked 

__ --- ~r-r-atTvë-,-FoTd I~-ne~sy i1l,u~-;r~~~~~-~-i~-~1 igh ts, in parts -.- --- -r-~---

A similar type of erratic release pattern was applied to 

the company's short-lived series of topical screen editorials 

modeled on the political cartoon. Edwin Porter's ZOO-foot 

SAMPSON SCHLEY CONTROVERSY (1901), a polemical commentary on 

a military scandaI dating from the Spanish-American War, was 

'1 bl l' l ,8 aval a e on y Ln a comp ete verSlon. Described in the 

catalogue as consisting of "three scenes with beautiful dis-

solving effects. its cartoon-panel structure depicted Schley 

in action in the first two scenes, followed by the concluding 

one showing Sampson taking tea "with a group of old maids.,,9 

Less a "story" structure than a trope-like configuration 

involving what Eisenstein might have called intellectual mon-

tage, that same basic non-narrative declamatory mode of cinema, 
-c--

exploited years later by the post-war avant-garde and TV com-
, 

mercial producers, was also u~ed ta treat the exploits of pro-

hibitionis~ Carrie Nation and the he-man adventures of the 

10 ambitious American vice-president, Theodore Roosevelt, The 

Carrie Nation essay was offered as two separate sho~t films, 

KANSAS SALOON SMASHERS, containing the stop-motion destruction 

of a bar mirror, and WHY MR, NATION WANTS A DIVORCE, in which 

the famous spouse is shown being driven to drink and then pun-

J 

i 
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ished with a spanking. TERRIBLE TEDDY, THE GRIZZLY KING was 

a complete ve4sion two-shot spoof of Roosevelt's hunting ex-

,ploits based on a cartoon that had appeared in Hearst's New 

York Journal and Advertiser; accompanied by a photographer 

·and a press agent, Roosevelt bags a squirrel and rides off 

. . h~l 
~n trlump • The same two-shot concept was e~ployed in 1901 

-----G-Omi-e accident subjects that were probably the work of Porter, 

THE FINISH OF BRIDGET McKEEN and ANOTHER JOB FOR THE UNDERTAKER. 

Encouraged by the commercial success of longer Méliès 

subjects such as the 410-foot CINDERELLA (1899), the 690-foot 

~'LUEBEARD (l90i) and the 845-foot A TRIP TO THE MOOt'l' (1902), 

Edwin Porter's ?ACK AND THE BEANSTALK (1902) was, at 645 feet, 

the Edison studio's initial venture into long fictional produc

tion. 12 Based on a stage work, JACK AND THE BEANSTALK represent-

ed a new and even daring move for the Edison studio: the genuine con-

tinuous action "story" film. A sixteen-shot, ten-scene subject, 

it yas offered to exhibitors ln three variations: basic black 

and white, coloured and a variation in which only the figures 

were coloured and the beanstalk was tinted. Calculated like 

CINDERELLA to attract women and children to the movies and 

supported by a tradition of fairy tales presented on stage 

and in the lantern-slide medium, it was a film the studio 

claimed took Porter six weeks to complete. More significantly, 

it could be obtained only in a "complete length.,,13 

In atte~pting to account !or the release of longer, more 

elaborate subjects, one may speculate that the motion picture 

bus in e s s h a d b.e g u n t 0 . a t t r a c t non - s h 0 wm e n w i th sm aIL - bus in e s s 

backgrounds, entrepreneurs who would h?ve welcomed the avail-
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ability of extended pre-packaged ready-for-exhibition movie 

shows. That may explain the fact that,dating roughly from 

1902; the organization of a film sequence became more artd 

more the prerogative of studio employees like Edwin Porter 

skille~ in aIL phases of the creation and marketing of popu-

lar entertainment. This left the neophyte exhibitor with the 

familiar little-commerce problems of sales and promotion. 

4.3 The Aesthetic Trend: Merger of Modes of Illusionism 

Even if historians were prepared ta ignore the screen 

requirements. of business expansion at the exhibition end, it 
1 

is a. little hard to understand why 50 little has been made 

of the high~y-prized formaI achievement of Edwin Porter's 

JACK AND THE BEANSTALK: a multi-shot "story" film released 

in a complete version containing a fine example of continuity 

editing. Let us consider the movement of Jack from the ~ 

terior 'of his cottage ta the entrance of the giant 's castle. 

In what the catalogue called Scene #5, also the film's fifth 
, 

shot, there ig. a dissolve to an exterior showing the beanstalk 

in the centre of the frame. Jack exits his house on the left 

and then returns inside ta get his mother out to see the bean-

stalk for herself. She waves a finger-warning at him which 

he disregards as he begins his climb. His mother exits into 

the cottage as he disappears into the top of t~e frame. 

Children appear, form a circle and dance around the beanstalk. 

,Scene #6 dissolves to the beanstalk in mid-height, showing 

,J a c kas c end i ~ g u pin t 0 the bot tom 0 f the f ra me. He p.a use s 

for a moment t~ gasture to the crowd below, the action suggesting tem-

" 
J 

1 
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poral simultaneity and continuity with the previous scene 

through a partia ly repeated action. Jack then climbs around 
/ 

the beansçalk, up past the top of the 

f rame and ou't 

Scene #7 dissolves to a shot of Jack climbing over a 

precipice and into the giant's kingdom under a large crescent 

MOOn. Tired, the boy lies down to rest. In shot 118 a 

"fairy," through a stop-motion effect, appears over the sleep-

ing figure. She descends in shot #9 through another sto~-

motion effect. In the next shot she waves her wand over the 

boy, he rises and the moon disappears. Ta conclude the multi-

shot continuous scene, a cir~ular slide projection of the 

giantrs castle is superimposed in the positoio,n occupied by 

the Moon, it goes out of focus and, as it fades away, the 

"fairy" points the way and then disappears. l'he next shot,lIll, 
o 

dissplves to the exterior of the castle, where the giant's 

housekeeper discovers Jack at the door. Shots #7 ta #11 were 

considered by the catalogue as comprising a single scene, 
r, 

and indeed they make up a well-executed illusion of continuity 

~hrough the sequence. 

But for aIL that, JACK AND THE BEANSTALK with ies fantasy 

tableau effects represented a motion p~cture paradigm of 

marginal influence, despite its deft editing for cantinuity . 
. 

More indicative of future trends was another 1902 multi-shat 

Edison subject, this one tao, presumably, the work of Porter, 

titled APPOINTMENT BY TELEPHONE. Here again dissolves were 

employed to move the nieely matched action through three 

separate locations; the interior of a broker's office, 

a street scene and a réstaurant interior. More significantly 
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perhaps were the actuality-style framing and social realism 

of this minor comedy ~1\marital ïnfidelity found out; strol-
\ .. ~~ 

lers P?ssing close ta the:-<:amera in the second shot, the 
' ... :~ 

arrangement of action in depth in~an interior in the final one. 

From the standpoint of continuous motion picture~action, 
, 

Porter's JACK AND THE BEANSTALK and even Méli~s'A TRIP TD THE 

MOON were at least on a par with LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN 

and THE 2EAT TRAIN ROBBERY. At the same cime, it is equally 

Ob:ious that we are dealing with two distinct types of film. 

The major differenèe, however, did not reside in their' approaches 

to narrative con'tinuity but in a very parti'cular method of 

composition and framing. Clearly, the conception and techni-

cal realization ~f a multi-shot extended subject did not con-

stitute that much of a novel~y in 1903 when considered against 

the background of vaudeville exhibition practice. 

The crucial development was an emerging aesthetic of realism 
• 

based in turn on the merger of the two major modes of il1us-

ionism: the newsreel-style ôf the McKinley series and the 

14 . . ,_J 

fantasy-s~f JACK AND THE BEANSTALK. Illusion1sm here 

defined lefers ~ the transformation o~ empirical presence in-

ta symbo1ic manifestation,' i.e. the deliberate use of visual 

representation to convey an impression or _illusion' of an action 
. , :1 

or event in such a wa~ that from the tangible occurrence of 

something that is there on the screen we a~e 1ed ta believe we 

are perceiving an intangible reality that is not. What 

emerged, as a fundamental motion -picture nprrative aesthetie, 

was a compositiona1 synthesis, dominated by newsreel framing 

features, which inc1uded a number of specifie elements drawn 
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from those .. mSdes and e'x~lud~ others. 
. , 

Based o~ a systèma~ic 

set of oppositions, the contrasting codes of illusion~sm are 

described by the following scheme: 

.. 
Newsreel Style 

~ .' 
1. Real exterior locations 

2. Frame depth 

3. Diagonal movement toward 
and away from the camera 

4. Camera ~ovement 

5. Variety of camera angles 
and positions 

6. Dramatic use of frame edge 

7. Entranc xits out of 
frame 0 rne r"§. 

'47' 

8. Stop-motion f r recognizable 
cause and effect realism 

9~ Restrained performance 

10. AccidentaI acknowledgement 
of camera-viewer 

.. . 
Il. Topica1 subject matter 

Fan tas if ~ t y'l e 

Studio sets 

Flat canvas backdrops 
" 

Lateral movelllent 

Fixed camera ~osition \ 

Single camera angle 

Centred action 

Entrances and exit~~rom 
left and right frame,ledges 

S top - mot ion for "m y s t'e r i -
ous" appearances and dis
appearànces 

Exaggerated posturing 

Deliberate engagement of 
c.ame ra-v iewe r 

Literary, stage or his
tcirical subject matter 

The year 1903, formerly used to mark the appearance of the 
.... ' 

~ -
longer story film, 8eems in fact the point ay which new industrial 

. 
methods of product standardization, assembly-line manufacture 
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and division of labor had begun ta convert an artisan exhi-

biti,on activity into an industrial prod,uction reciPé. That 

transformation was, however, in turn shaped by the formaI 
\ \ .~ 
c~raints of a 'merged style inc.orporati~g the methods of 

" 

filmed vaudeville routines and fairy tales into the composi

tional features of a doc~mentary record ~f a~ actual event. ~ 
The specifie nature of tae merger may be illustrated by 

e~amining two features from the larger scheme: stop-motion 

effects and engagement/acknowledgement of the camera-audience. 

In the early months of 1902 film shows in bath newsreel 

and fantasy modes were enjoying great po~ularity at the motion 

picture venues of New York City. In February\the Eden proudly 

, 
./ 

announced that it had acquired a new series of "mysterious" pic-

tures. In March, the Prince Renry of Prussia footage appeared to 

be the mo s t p-opula r offered by Manhattan exh ib i tor s wh i le the Eden 

continued with its stock of trick films. In May, a dozen were 

.. 
added to Eden showings, the only serious competition coming 

15 from footage of European royalty. In June, however, an 

anonymous New York Times reporter expressed his disappointment 

with the "myst~!ious" mOtion"p'icture vogue: 

(" 

l t i s p e rh a p s reg r e t ta b 1 eth a t suc h a won d e rlf u 1 
invention as the reproduction of life motion by 
aid of the camera should have degenerated into a 
mere toy, but shrewd çaterers to the amusement
loving public k~ow thât in order to interest they 
must amuse and mystify at the same time. Rence the 
retirement of the seenie view and the advancement 
of the clown with the accomodating organism. 16 

1 -, 
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To illustrate the point the writer referred specifically ta 
• 

Mé1i~s's ONÊ-MAN BAND (1900) and two Edison-Porter subJects, 

THE TRAMP' S MlRACULOU,S ESC~PE and THE PHOTOGRAPHER' S MISHAP, 

both cbmp1eted in 1901. 

The Mé1i~s and Porter subiects, ho~~ver, involved two 
p 

distinct types of visual 1egerdemain .... , originatirtg 'in t'Wo ,quite 

different modes of illusionism. In ONE-MAN BAND Méliès, 
ft' 

through an elaborate techrrique of multiple exposures, is seen 
• !? 

playing al1 th& instruments in a seven-piece band before a 

stoP-motion disappearance in a puff of smoke and a re-appearance. 

for a bo~. That treatment of the screen, as a flat canvas-

like surface for amusing effects intended to ~irectly engage 

the audience, r'epresented a system of illusion,ism sharing 1it-

tle with the one Porter employed in his trick films. Those 

subjects irtserted a stop-motion dummy sub.stitution techniSlue 

into actuality·style features including real exterior ~ocations 

and frame depth. lt was a trick first seen in Alfred Clark's 

1895 Edison kinetoscope short, MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS,here .. \ 
applied ta the depiction of violent 'accidents. THE PHOTOGR\~H-

ER'S MISHAP and THE TRAMP'S MIRACULOUS Esc~nderwrite the~ 
menace of those great railroad engines lumbering out of the 

frame depth at the viewer. In this type of film, stop-motion, , 

• constrained by the cause-and-effect logie of actuality,compo-, 

sition was emplo~ed to praduce an impression of exaggerat~d 

realism rather than parlour fantasy. 

In the one-shot photographer subject what the catalogue 
1 

aescribed as a "kodak fiend" marches forward al?ng a railroad 

17 ç.rack from, out of the frame depth.. The tracks were framed 
o 

') 

< • . , 

" 



• 

( 

~ .J 

204 

diagonally and extend from the top right~and 

bottom left-hand corn frame. At on~ 

corner to the 

point we observe 

a figure climbing some in the frame depth, evidently an 

accident The photographer is knocked over 

by an ap~roaching' train, his head ~isible in the lower left-

hand corner of the frame. He !Irises" and the camera pans ta 

the right as he looks down the track. Two figures th en hurry 

on ta the rai l sand, shove h im ou t of the way of ana the r train, 

the camera panniq.g rig,ht again ta capture the performers cut 
" 

off at the bottom of the frame. 
o 

The structure of THE TRAMP'S MIRACULOUS ESCAPE lS similar. 

Here the body of an indigent, stru~k on a track while pausing 
o 

for a drink, rises from a stretcher ta terrify the stretcher 

bearers. The- subject of a popular pariod song, Bridget MC,Keen, 

is 1ess fortunate. In THE FINISH OF BRIDGET McKEEN (1901) the 

explosion victim who had attempted ta light her stove with the 

help of some kerosene is transformed through stop-motion into 

a dummy that is yanked upward and then dumped with shards 'of 

timber onto the kitchen-set f1oor. A dissolve ta a painted 

gravesite caps the stunt. 
.. 

That cause-and-effect logie was extended, ln a way 
l , ' 

that the events of fantasy style subjects were no~. ta 

a psychological or interior narrative like THE TRAMP'S 
" 

DREAM (190,1). Here stop-motion was used to effect a 
1 
1 

prec,isely}matehed transfer across shots 112 an~1J3 from dream 

'" 

ï 
l 

1 
t 

1 
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being beaten with ~ens 
~ 

policeman --e1'Gbbing him on the same 
-~ 

limb. In UNCLE JOSH AT Ti!~ M'OVING PICTURE SHOW (199J-f-, stop
Y' 

mo'tion, was employ~; depict the humorous efforts of a rube 
/ 

at a vaud-e\tille hO,use to "reseue" a damsei f,rom the scr~en . 

_emD~ace of a bumpkin beau. 
., 

In those Edison-Porter films we observe an emerging total 

aesthetic that 'linked actuality-style composition and framing 

ta the use of stop-motion in the depiction of recognizable 

causality. In straight fantasy style, the other category of 

period.tr:~film and evident1y the main target of The New 

York Times, stop-motion was employed to effect the "mysteri

OUSll transformations, appearances and disappea~ances of iline-

,teenth-century stage magic: CHING LING FOO OUTDONE (1900), 

-FAUST AND MARGUERITE (1900), TgÈ MYSTIC SWING (1900), THE 

CLOWN AND THE ALCHEMIST (1900), AN ARTIST'S DREAM (1901), etc. 
-, 

,In a similar vein E~ison re1eased THE MYSTERIOUS CAFE (1901) 

with its animated tables and disappearing furniture. FUN IN 

A BUTCHER SHOP (1901), in which dogs were transformed into 

sausages, was remade by the studio in 1904 in reverse"';;;" sausages 

converted, to puppies - as 'DOG FACTORY and by Biograph in 1902 

as SAUSAGE MACHINE. 

Genera11y, however, Ameri~an non-news subjects of the 
\ 

, 
period tended to favor scenes of comic mischief. In UNCLE 

, 
~OSH IN A SPOOKY HOTEL (1900) and UNCLE JOSH'S'NIGHTMARE (1900), 

stop-motion phan~oms pest~r a hayseed hotel guest. But hete 

'the preoccupation with magic rapidly shades into the thema 

of ·pra'~k&'terism. The couple seated in a cafe in ANIMATED 
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1 LUNCREON (1901) appear to be annoyed by rabbits and chickens 

that inexp1icab1y Ely from a dish of food. According to the 
... 

catalogue description it was "aIl a joke" on the waiter, the 

point presumably being that in such an empirica1 setting mis-

h ' f 1 b 1 h' 18 c 1e may ru e ut nature can t go ~yw1re. 

The youthfu1 pranksters in A ~INGING GOOD JOK~ (1899), 

'BAD BOyIS JOKE ON NURSE (1901) and GRANDMA AND THE BAD BOYS 

(1900), whose brass and energy apparent1y represented the em-

bodiment of American puritan values for the 10wer middle c1ass 
.,.:"-

motion picture audiences of the perlQd, often directe'd their 

tricks at disrupting the courtship of lovers, as in MAUD' S 

NAUGHTY BROTHER (1900) and LOVE' LN A HAMMOCK (1901). A re-

current theme in the subjects of that era, in Porter's LOVE 

BY THE L1GHT OF THE MOON (1901) ,the disruption function is 

performed by a ,smiling voyeuristic moon that accordians forward 

ta spy on a smôoching Couple; in Edison's THE LOVERS, COALBOX 

AND FIREPLACE (1901), registered by"Biograph in 1903 as AN 
, 

UNLUCKY LOVER, stop-motion assists Oedipal rage in driving a 

suitor from the home of his be1oved. 

An ea r 1y c onsequ ence 0 f tak ing the' camera to the st ree t s 

was the camera-conscious documentary personage. In Méli~s' 

PANORAMA OF MOVING SIDEWALK (1900) passers-by stare directly 

into the lens. In PANORAMIC VIEW OF CHARLESTON EXPOSITION 

(1902) a stroller tips his bowler ta the camera. In Porter's 

NEW YORK CITY "GHETtO" FISH MARKET (1903), a vendor glare s at 
1 

oan11 then thumbs his nose at the apparatus. Recorded disp1ays 
~. 

'"<.:;"'" 

of happy curiosity or sullen hostility''''from citizens conf ron ted 

i, 

1 
1 
" 

1 
l 
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by a working photographer were a feature of early newsreel 
, 

subjects that, like the repetitive once-tlumerous location 

pans, were rapidly eliminated from the fictional application 

of the actuality style. 

The magic'show prestidigitator, on the other hand, relied 

\ 

on direct engagement of his audience in order ta pull off his 

a le {ght-of -hand rout in es. Tha t same pl oy ini t ia 11y accompan ied 

scenes of filmed optical trickery, eVén though the stop-motion 

o 

techni~ue rendered such eye contact unnecessary. Thus in 

Ei~sonls THE MAGICIAN (l900) the stopping and re-starting of 

the cBJIlera that achieves the trick of displaying a few geese 
, 

n,my ste r 10 u s l y " f 1 yin g f rom aIe n g th 0 f f ab r ici s 1 in k e d t 0 

"-
a direct acknowledgement of show patrons. The same associa-

tian of performer-audience engagement with stop-motion stunts 

ôccu r s in ANOTHER JOB FOR THE UNDERTAKER (l90 1). He re a rub e 

ia shown into a hotel " room, does a tumble and "disappears" mo-

me n t a r il y • . He i s d ire c te d t 0 r e a d a sig n ab 0 u t no t b 1 0 win g 

out the gas. There are a number of stop motion tricks his 

jacket is su~denly'removed and there is sorne animation of boots 

and furniture. After he doe5 blow out the gas the camera-audi-

ence i5 acknowledged in an apparent comic aside, before the eut 

to a newsreel yiew of a funeral procession. 

Direct audience engagement can'of course be found in films 

without stop-motion. Edison IS 1900 re-make of the cel)ebrated 

1896 Ri.ce-Irwin THE KISS, this one also titled THE KIfS, fea

tured a more attractive. couple. Here the man winks t~wice at 

the camera while the woman appears unaware of its pre~ence. 

Other period subjects concocted an eroticism, subtle 0 unsubtle, 
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based on the borde11o-mirror voyeurism of women who didn't 

look back. Such wa s the' case wi th the six vi vac ious women 
" 
.; 

f in FOLLOW THE LEADER (1901), JOKE ON GRANDMA (1901) and 
1, 

·THE DONKEY PARTY (1901), coyly shown wiggling and cavorting 

for the camera. In WHAT DEMORALIZED THE BARBER SHOP (1901) 

a pair of fema1e legs are seen by clients from a 10w angle. 

In TRAPEZE DISROBING ACT (1901) the audience shares the 

view of two rubes gawking at a young woman disrobing on a 

trapeze, an examined but unexamining being. Biograph 's FROM 

SHOW GIRL TO BURLESQUE QUEEN (1903), however, has their young 

lady d,i srobe wh i 1 e mak in g eye-c on tac t wi th the camera -audienc e . 

• 
Such contact was absent from a type of obvious peep-show sub-

ject arranged as a sequence of private kinetoscope views framed 

by key-hole mattes: Pathé's LA FILLE DE BAIN INDISCRETE (1902), 

Biograph's A SEARCH FOR EVIDENCE (1903) and Hepworth's INQUISI-

TIVE BOOTS (1905). 

The conversion of two-way voyeurism into a rhetoric of 

protected presence through a deliberate sea1ing off of the 

screen was in~orporated in~o the association of actua1ity depth 

and .1.D!JIling with the use of stop motion ta depict empirical 

cause-and-effect action. The ambiguity of transvestite per-

former Gilbert 'Sarony's mugging in close-up in the "facials" 

THE OLD MAID HAVING HER PICTURE TAKEN (1901) and OLD MAID IN 

THE HORSE CAR (1901) wou1d saon be eliminated. The a 1 d ma id' s 

cour'ting of the camera conta'ins a dimension most1y absent 

from the parody of the rising bureaucratie c1ass .in EDUCATED 

CHIMPANZE (1901), consisting of c1ose-up footage of the monkey 
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dressed for dinner, uncorking a bottle, reading, working 

a typewriter and pounding a miniature piano. Fi1med events 

that otherwise strained credulity were directed at the camera 

audience: the dough sculptor in FUN IN A BAKERY (1902), 

nails a rodent climbing a flour barrel with a wad of dough 

that he next shapes into 1ightening celebrity caricatures for 

the approval of unseen on1ookers. 

A var i a t ion 0 n the "f a c i al", WA TERME LON E AT IN G CON TES T 

(1900), shows four blacks facing the camera, apparently incited 

to extreme behaviour by the consumption of some watermelon. 

In that type of borderline fiction subject presented as a 

documentary record the amateur performers were evidently not 

given very much direction and did not know if they ought to 

have engaged the camera with their eyes or not. No su ch Un-

certainty clouds Porter's BURLESQUE SUICIDE (1902), Listed 

in the Humorous section of the 1902 catalogue, it was des-

cribed this way: 

A dissipated looking man is seated at a table 
with a decanter of whiskey and a glass beside him. 
Upon the opposite side of the table lies a large 
revolver. The man is evidently a,habitual drunk
ard and is lamenting his fate. He pours out a 
glass of whiskey, and with his face indipating 
despair, starts to drink it. He evidently changes 
his mind, and spies the revolver, seizes it, and 
places it to his temple as if to commit suicide, 
but right there changes his mind again, and laying 
the revolver carefully upon the table, drinks his 
whiskey with a smile of content. Of course when 
the audience sees the pis toI placed to his head 
they are greatly excited, The old topper finally 
bursts oùt in a fit of '"laughter and points comical
ly at the audience, as much as to say, 'Did you 
ever get left?' It is remarkable the effect th{s 
picture, which begins in so thrilling and ends in 
sa comical a manner produces upon the audience. l9 
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1 The choice of, the tear-drop whiskey glass over the pearl-

hanQled pistaI staged through the actor's facial expressions 

marked a half step away from the "facial" and another half-

step toward the physionomie dramas played out ~n silent 

screen close-ups. Like the men and vehicles that came rushing 

out of the frame depth to excite motion picture viewers, the 

close-ups, too, were to be displayed as objects without audience 

consciousness. George Barnes unloading his revolver ln the 

direction of packed vaudeville houses ln the concluding 

tableau of Porter's THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY represented a 

1ate vestige of such consciousness, the c10se-up that looked 

back, soon to be a practice as obsolete as the gunfighter 

was in 1903. 

With, industria1ization taking hold of the 

formerly artisan activity of motion picture production and 

exhibition, we observe the shrinkage of an earlier pl~ralism 

and the rise of a narrow visual reclpe that involved the 

merger of newsree1 composition,causal logic based on stop-

mot~on and the non-engagement of the audience by screen per-

formers. In the evolution of the news reproduction between 

1900-1906 we find the crucial consolidation of that merger, 

in its application to topical staries, both specifie 'ones 

that had been featured in the newspapers of the day, and those 

of thematic topicality based on the ideas and attitudes of 

the period. LIFE OF AMERICAN FIREMAN's newsreel framing, 

dream-balloon and dissolve-linked scenes, and THE GREAT TRAIN 

<- ROBBERY's varied camera angles and camera movement, mattes, 

stop motion for cause-and-effect realism and George Barnes 
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audience-engagement tableau' revealed the merger at a 
l' 

crucial point-of-no-return transition. That marger, involv-

ing the concealment of visual tricks in actuality composition-

a Ife a tu r es, su b s t i tu te cl a va u d ev i Il e hou s e g i mm i c k, ~ a te r 

called realism,for a more illuminating examination of the 

world in wnich the new medium was born. 

4.4 Merger of Modes: Screen Shows Created by Exhibitors 

The Edison studio was anxious to repeat the bonanza it 

had garnered from motion picture sales of Spanish-American 

War subjeets. Such success appeared to depend on the fortui-

tous occurrence of the right kind of topical event na less 

than on the uses a skillful motion picture exhibitor might 

make of sueh fjlmed materia1. There is no indication the 
C' 

company did as weIl with the trick film subjects and travelogue 

material wit'h which it filled its 1900 and 1901 catalogues, or 

with the Galveston Tidal Wave series offered to exhibitors ~n 

1900. The Boer War subjects appeared ta de'pend tao much on 

anti-British feeling in. America, which apparently wa~ not 

aIL that strong. As for the Boxer Rebellion in China, 

Edison officIaIs did not take very much trouble to offer a 

s'ubstantial quantity of that material. "There were only, two 

short subjects in a section that bore the heading "The Boxer 
, 

Massacres in Pekin May, 1900" in addition ta the TAKU FORTS 

ta b l e - top r e con s t rue t ion. Ex hi bit 0 r san cl s h a wm en se e k in g t 0 

excite American paSSIons with images of the "yellow peril" 

were invited ta amplify their spectacles with sorne routine 
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travelogue subjects from China, Japan and Hawaii listed 

. O· d dO· 1 . 20 ln an CCl ent an rlenta serles. For a time the foot-

age shot at the Pan-American Exposition at Buffalo, New York 

with its Latin Americad angle designed ta calm anxiety over 

American activity in th~ Caribb~an, brought only ordinary 

response. As fate would have it, however, the Exposition 

site became the setting for the assassination of a popuïar 

American president, William McKinley, which the Edison com-

pany converted to a succe~s as large if Qot larger than the 

one they reaped from the war in Cuba. 

The McKinley Assassination 

Wounded on September 6, 1901 by Leon Czo1gosz, a 1uck-

less loner of Polish-Russian origtns vaguely connected ta 
1 

the anarchist movement of the period, McKinley died on Septem-

ber 14. The Czolgosz trial began on September 23. Found 

guilty the following day, Czolgosz was electrocuted on October 

29. The sequence of events offered exhibitors the opportunity 

to create motion pictur~\shows combining Exposition foctage, 

which was plentiful, wi~ assassination-related material, 
"-. 

including an Edison staged and acknowledged reproduction, 

probably the work of Edwin Porter, of Czolgosz meeting his end 

in an electric chair at Auburn Prison 21 ln upstate New York .. 

At one point there was a move afoot to offer the public 

t-h-e real thing or as much of it as could be secured for cash 

from prison officiaIs: 

two off ers were submitted to-day by men of 
questionable enterprise. A museum keeper in one 
of the Eastern cities telegraphed . an offer 
of $5,000 spot cash for either the body or the 
garments of the murderer, and the owner of a kineto-

" 

, 
1 
.' 

.; 
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" 



l 

213 

scope wired Warren Mead that he would pay $2,000 
for permission to take a moving picture of Czolgosz 
entering the death chamber. 22 

Failing that, showmen and their audiences had ta settle 

for canvas sets and a large fake electric chair. Referring 

to their r;e-enactment of t~e CZàlgosz execution as "(a) de

tailed reproduction of the execution of the assassin of 

President hCKinley falthfully carried out from the description 

of an eye witness," the Edison company listed it in the 

Miscellaneous section of their 1902 catalogue: 

Electrocution of Czolgosz 

The picture is ln three scenes. First: Panoramic 
view of Auburn Prison taken the mornlng of the 
electrocution. The picture then dissolves into the 
corridor of murderer's row. The keepers are seen 
taking Czolgosz from his cell to the death chamber. 
The scene next dissolves into the death chamber, 
and shows the State Electrician, Wardens and Doctors 
making final test of the chair. Czolgosz is then 
brought in by the guard and is quickly strapped in
ta the chair. The current is turned on at a signal 
fr6m the Warden, and the assassin heaves heavily 
as though the straps would break. He drops prone 
after the current is turned off. The doctors exa
mine the body and report ta the Warden that he is 
dead, and he officially announces the death to the 
witnesses. 23 

~he actua1 manner in which Czo1gosz met his execution contained, 

according to one report, none of the 

" s wb 0 n in g" 0 f the fil m. 24 

"shrinking back" and 

Registered as EXECUTION OF CZOLGOSZ, WITH PANORAMA OF 

AUBURN PRISON o~ November 9, 1901, the Porter film was offered 

for sale in two versions: with or without the opening 

Auburn Prison panorama, thus ·revealing only another example 

of the marketing timidity that shaped ELdson production policy 
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while Porter worked there. Three days earlier the announc~-

ment of a two-part scene 1n wax at the Eden h~d appeared in 

the New York Times: 

'A new and realistic wax group has been placed 
on exhibition representing the execu~ion of Leon 
P. Czolgosz, the assassin of President McKinley. 
lt stands in the Chamber of Horrors and represents 
the execution room and dynilmo room of Auburn Prison. 25 

Porter's five-shot, three-scene 200-foot re-enactment, 

based as much on ideological convention as on ,art Y eye-witn~ss 

account, included dissolves from exterior to interior locations 

as weIl as staged material which he joined to actuality footage 

of the prison exterior creating an impression of simultaneity 

for a late-century viewer: a train passing the place of the 

exacution, given the dimness of the opening panorama, in the 

n igh t. And indeed, it has even been suggested that the prison 

t · f . 1 d h f h . 26 ex erlor was 1 me at t e moment 0 t e executlon. 

Present at the fair to record McKinley' s speech, Edison 

cameras, the company claimed, had been able to film the mob 

gathered outside the Temple of Music after the shooting. 

The 1902 Edison catalogue listed twelve pages of material about 

McKinley and the Pan-American Exposition in four sections: 

Presi~ent McKinley at the Exposition; President McKinley 

Funeral Ceremonies Buffalo, Washington, Canton; Pan-Ameri-

can Exposition and McKinley's Inauguration. As a Special Ann-

ouncement in the catalogue was eager to point out: 

the series of pictures of President McKinley 
at the Pan-American, and the President McKinley 
funeral'ceremonies at Buffalo, Washington and Canton, 
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have drawn erowds (as never) before equalled 
sinee the invention of motion photography by 
Thomas A. Edison,. • (by exhibitors) who are 
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featuring these pictures and also those who are 
adding them as show strengtheners 27 

That the Edison studio had more or less cbrnered the 

market on McKinley subjects was a fact no less to be bruited 

about in their promotional literature: 

J 

We were. . fortunate enough to have our 
camera in position while President McKinley was 
making his speech at the Pan-American Exp~sition, 
on Thursday September 5. 1901. and thus secured 
a pi~ture of our Executive while making the last 
address before the cowardly assault upon his life. 
On Friday, September 6. 1901. we also hjJ-d our cam
eras in position to photograph the P~ident as 
he Ieft the Temple of Music, but the depiorable 
assassination, of course, prevented our getting 
this pieture. We did, however, seeure an excellent 
panoramic view of the ~ob surging in front of the 
Temple of Music attempting to get at the assassin. 
These pictures have created intense excitement 
and interest. In addition'to being the best and 
e~siest recognized views of the President and 
Mrs. McKinley they depict the last acts of our 
beloved ruler before he was shot. Our cameras 
were the only ones at work at the Pan-Ameriean 
Exposition on the day of President McK~nley's 
speech, Thursday, September 5th, and on Friday, 
September 6th, the day of the shooting. We secured 
the only animated pictures incidental to these 
events. 28 

The studio was equally proud of the fact that on September 10, 

1901, The New York World, in another example of a deai betw~en 

a motion picture producer and a newspaper publisher, carried 

3" x 4" photographie enlargements from Edison studio footage, 

"the only authentic newspaper pictures of the above occurren' 

ces.,,29 
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On October 7, 1901, Edison registered another Porter 

contribution tC the McKinley archive, THE MARTY RED PRESIDENTS 

LINCOLN, GARFIELD, McKINLEY. A two-shot film in tableau-style, 

cam~o images of the three presidents are dissolved in and out 

of view. The catalogue advised prospective buyers that for 

best results, it should be shown "in connection with the 

funeral ceremonies of the illustrious McKinley," The show 

produced by at least one exhibitor who had taken that advice 

vas roundly ap~lauded by the New York Times: 

One of the most attractive and successful ex~ibi
tians of\moving pictures that has been produ~ed . 

• It is Thomas A. Edison's latest moving pictures 
of the great Pan-American Exposition and ~the Miqway, 
with the equally realistic and wonderful scenes 
showing President McKinley's last speech and funeral 
ceremonies. 30 

4.4.2 The Martinique Calamity 

;:'0 of the more popu!ar motion pictur. shows for which the 

Edison company provided footage in the period between the \ 
1. 

McKinley assassination and the release of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN 

FIREMAN were the volcanic eruption on the island of Martinique 

and the coronation of Edward VII. In the case of the former, 

the ca~alogue acknowledged its calamity material as studio-

produced; for the latter, there was a reversion ta the stale 
'.\ 

device of claiming they had had one of their men there at the 

scene with a camera. Reprinted in the September 1902 Edison 

catalogue was a Supplement put out in August that described 

the 1,700 feet of MARTINIQUE CALAMITY material as: 

. '-

1 

l 
1 , 
1 
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Mo vin g ,P i c tu r e fil m s 0 f, and in cid e n ta 1 t 0 the 
destruction of St. Pierre, the greatest catas
trophe sinee the days 0\pii. 31 

The Edison studio openly referred to its Mt. Pe1ee-

St. Pierre t'ootage, based on the May 8, 1902 eruption, as 
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Imitation(s) . Released in three parts, an exhibitor could 

ob t a i IJ a Il th r e e 0 r pur cha f'e th e par t sin div i du a Il y . E dis on 

also offered the option of a 200-foot strip of the material 

and colouring at $8.00 per fifty-foot length. AIl three 
.(b, . ( 

parts were registered for copyright by the studlO on May 31, 

1902. One of the 'parts, ERUPTION OF MT. PELEE AND DESTRUC-

rION OF St. PIERRE seems, at 100 feet, a re-make of the 

Mé1i~s subject of the same tit1e, and like the other two, 

BtJRNING OF St, PIERRE and MT. PELEE SMOKING BEFORE ERUPTION, 
, 

. - 32 
were likely the work of Porter. The three films were 

miniaturizations with a "smoking" volc-ilno in the background, , 
indeterminate stru.ctures, perhaps buildings, in the fore-

ground at an ocean water line. Tiny ship masts appear at 
~ 

the bottom of the frame in MT. PELEE SMOKING BEFORE ERUPTION, 

the füst in the sequence, and there are signs of move~ent in 

the water. 

The catalogue was careful to distinguish that materia1 , 

from what it described as "Genuine Pictures of the Ruined 

City of St. Pierre, Smoking Mt. Pelee, Fort de France and 
• 

o th è 'r His t 0 ri cal Sc en e sIn c. ide n ta 1 t 0 the Gre a t Cal ami t 'f!-. Il 

. Exhibitors were, however, encouraged to merge the "imita-

l 
tions" and the genuine subjects, i.e., to link them in longer 
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4.4.3 

Our staff photographers have just returned 
from Martinique on the steamshi.p 'Korona' and 
have brought with them a complete series of 
typ ical a nd gent! i ne Ma rt in i que fi 1ms wh ich, 
when exhibited in conneetion with our Mt. Pelee 
films, will make a complete show .in themselves. 

''J 

Corona tian 0 f Edwa rd VI l 

In August 1902, the Edison studio was offering for sale 

a total of 1,395 feet of film for vaudeville shows on the 

British monarch's Foronation in seven subjects incLuding' ex-

teriors' of the arrival and departure from Westminister Abbey, 
.~ 

most of the items availab le in varying J.~ngths. Aceording 

to the Edison catalogue: 

Mo tian pie ture films of the corona tian of King 
Edward VII, .which took place on August 9th, 1902, 
were ready for delivery from our factory at Orange, 
N. J., on the l8th - the Monday, -next following. 
A cablegram from our special photographers in London 
on Augus t 9\h, 1902 advised us that they had 
sec ure d the ~"o m p let e pic tu r e son th a t d a y , 
that the pictti':t;:es were sent to Queenstown, and, 
placed on board"jthe fast steamship l~Umbria" of 
the Cunard Line,. sailing Sunday, August lOth, 
1902. Thus we wlere enab1ed ta receive the coro
nation films~Ameriea at lea'st three days in 
advance of lIJ.ail matter which was posted in ~ndon 
on ,the day of the coronation. 

Remember we had the exclusive right of kinetograph
ing the ceremonies at Westminister Abbey, and our 
pictures were not only the first to arrive in 
America..] but they were the only authentic views. 33 

jt 

Only the coronation date was accurate, the rest pure. fabrica-

tian. There was no cab legram from London on August 9, but 

\ 
• 1 

1 
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there was a message from ' Judge'Howard Hay~s dated Augu~t 22, 

with Hayes a day out of the port of New York on ~is way home 

from England: 

l have & new film of the coronation taken by 
another company which Abadie gave me to give 1 to 
White for him to 'dub.' l shall get to my house 
not later than doon, 50 if no one cocies to th~ 
wharf for it you had better send a messenger to 
my house for it any time after twelve. The n~ga
tives of the Coronation Naval Review will arrive 
about next Wednesday.34 

The problem is to determine which film Hayes was referring to. 

Perhaps ie was the one released by A.C. Bromhead, who had 

worked on Boer War fakes for R.W. Paul. But that one was a 32~-

foot "representation." The filmed version of the coronation 

.ce'remony Edison was offering, CROWNING OF KING EDWARD AND 

QUEEN ALEXANDRIA, was at 350 tèet precisely the len&th of the' 

famous reproduction done by Méliès, with la ter supporting 

material by G.A. Smith. Completed in June 1902 with ~ title 

. THE CORONATION OF THEIR MAJESTIES KING EDWARD ~II AND QUEEN 

ALE~ANDRIA, Gifford identified it as a Warwick Trading 

Company-Star Fi~m co-production running 330 feet. It was 

the film that Biograph registered for copyright on August 8, 
J 

1902, ~ day before the coronation, as REPRODUCTION, CORONATION 

CEREMONIES - KING EDWARD VII~35 Raving advised their.clien-

tel~n the Spring that they were the .sole age.pts in America 
'", 

'. 
for bath W~rwick and M~liês Star Film 5ubjects, ~n August 12 

Bi?graph annoùnced that they had in stock ready for delivery 

-----"the magnificient ~éliès reproduction of the wonderful cere-

lIlony in Westminister ,Abbey:" A week hiter th-ey tacked on a 
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$10,000 production cost to sweeten the'film's appeal 

in a way that looked forward ta the publicity tricks of 

mid-century press 'agents. 

Like Vitagraph Ln their handling of the Boer 

War fakes, Biograph saw that an expensive trick, well-publiciz-

ed, could go as far if not farther than a dubious claim >-Of 
/--~ /' 

authentic footage in satisfying the popular fondnes{ for 

36 screen news. lt would appear that in the matter of topical 

re-enactments Edison would take its eue from others, Vitagraph 

and'Biograph in particular. In aIl future ~dison sales 

pitches for topical reproductions dating from LIFE OF AN AMERI-

CAN FIREMAN the studio would drop once and fur aIl the claim 

of having had a man at the scene and substitute the more flexi-

ble boast of technical virtuosity. 

4.5 Merger of Modes: Studio Productions 

In turning out his mueh celebrated fire reseue drama, 

LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, Porter may have brows~d Edison 

stock shots of firefighting footage, but he certainly fixed 

his attention more directly on the entertainment traditions 

he knew, in particular the tradition of the topical enactment. 

lt i8 clear from the catalogue description, if not from Edison 

production policy, that what he attempted wal? the screen verisi-

militude of a "faithful duplication," and no!: an un'precedented 

experiment in editing construction; 

l 
~ 

l 
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• ~IFE OF AN AKERICAN F~REMAN 

l,n giving this d'escription to the public, wé 
unhesitatingly claim for it the strongest motion 
picture attraction ever attempted in this length 
of film. It will be difficult for the exhibitor 
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to conceive the amount of work involved and the 
number of rehearsals necessary to turn out a film 
of this kind. We were compelled ta enlist the ser
vices of the fire departments of four different 
eities, New York, Newark, Orange, ~nd East Orange, 
N.J., and about 300 firemen appear in the various 
scenes of this film. . 

From the first conception of this wonderful 
series of pictures it has been our aim to portray 
""Life of an American Fireman" without elÇaggeration, 
at the same time embodying the dramatic situations 
and spectacular effects which so greatly enhance 
a motion picture performance. 

The record work of the modern American fire de
partment is known throughout the universe, and the 
fame of the American fireman is echoed around the 
entire world. He is known to be the most expert, 
as weIl as the bravest, of aIl fire fighters. This 
film faithfully und accurately depicts his thrilling 
and dangerous life, emphasizing the perils he sub
jects himself to when human ~ife is at stake. We 
show the world in this film the every movement of 
the brave firemen and their perfectly trained horses 
from the moment the men leap from their beds in 
response to an alarm until the fire is extinguished 
and a woman and child are rescued after many fierce 
battles with flame and smoke. 37 

, 
It was the sort of promotional language used in the 1899 

. 
newspaper ad~ for Buffalo Bill's live re-enactments of the 

Battle of San Juan Hill. Moreover, we find in Edwin Porter's 

FIREMAN ad copy the ~ame emphasis on technical finesse, on the 
, 

complexity of the production, on the size of the cast, here 

300 firemen playing themselves, which is to say, the same 

concern for having individual participants in real events re-

create them for the edification of paying audiences. As with 

Wild West show and Coney Island spectaculars the film was 
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offered as a faithful and accu rate depiction celebrating 

American bravery and know-how. lt was,after a11, the ,story of 

an American social hero. As for the world-wide fame of the 

American fireman, that may have been part chauvinistic exag-

g e rat ion . 0 n the 0 the r han cl, Kan sas C i t Y f ire chi e f Ge 0 r g e C • "j 

Hale'q firefighting team exhibitions in London, England in 

1893 and 1900 probably did make the American fireman world 

38 famous. It is instructive ta compare the Porter text with 

this one, promoting a demonstration by the"United States Life-

Saving Service that was part of the Buffalo Bill Wild West show 

in 1901: 

What they (the members of the Life-Saving Service) 
do in the arena is but a repetition of what these 
very men have repeatedly do ne in the line of their 
regular d'ut Y , w'hen the temperature was below zero, 
in the teeth of a tremendous gale, on a lonely 

'beach, where the surf ran mountain h~gh. The firing 
of the shot carrying a line over the mast of 
the doomed vessel; the planting of the sand 
anchor a~d connecting a hawser from it ta the 
mast by means of ~ shot-carried line; the rig-
ging of a breeches-buoy on the hawser and work-
ing it ta and fro, over the surf, with the res-
cued mariners - aIl these are, like everything 
eise in the Wild West, 'the real thing '.39 

t:. 'n:> 
That performance, with its display of technicai skills, 

courage and, above aIl, authenticity, possessed the very virtues 

highlighted by the Edison company ln their catalogue descrip-

tian. As Porter saw it, LIEE OF AN AMERlCAN FIREMAN 

offered exhibitors and filmgoers a filmed para-military enact-

ment much like those put on by George Hale's team in London, 

or the ~ne the Life-Saving Service offered in the Wild West 

show. 'And that was the achievement Porter believed that 

j 

" 
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In the ,f,ilm represented, p,r 50, in 1903, he c1aimed. 

addition to "spectacular effects," the production feature 

he sought ta draw special attention to was the film's 

length. Porter did remember ~atter5 differently in his 

1912 and 1940 interviews. But on bath those occasions, 

his comments seemed to reflect the state of the art at the 

time he spoke. 

The February 1903 Edisdn-Porter catalog~e description 

tended ta emphasize precisely. the para-military eEficiency-

drill aspect of the Eire res~ue spectacle: 

SCENE 1. -- THE FIREMAN'S VISION OF AN lMPERILLED 
WOMAN AND CHrLD. 

1 

The Eire chief i5 seated at his office desk~ He 
has just finished reading his evening paper and has 
fallen asleep. The rays of aœ incandescent light 
Eest upon his features wlth a subdued light, yet 
leaving his figure strongly silhouetted against the 
wall of his office. The fire chief is dreaming, 
and the vision of his dream appears in a circul~r 

() 

portrait upon the wall. lt is a mother putting her 
baby ta bed, and the inference is that he dreams of 
his own wife and child. He suddenly dwakes and paces 
the floor ln a nervous state of mind, doubtless th~nk
ing of the various people who may be in danger from 
fire at the moment. Here we dissolve the plcture to 
the second scene. 

SCENE 2. --- A CLOSE VIEW OF A NEW YORK FIRE ALARM 
BOX. 

Shows lettering and every detail in the df.0r and 
apparatus~ for turning in an alarm. A figure \hen ( 
steps in front of the box, hastily opens the door 
and pulls the hook, thus sending the electric current 
which ~larms hundreds of firemen and brings to the 
scene of the fire the wonderful apparatus of a great 
city's fire department. Again ~issolving the picture, 
we show the third scene. 
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SCENE 3. -- THE INTERIOR OF THE SLEEPING QUARTERS 
IN THE FIRE HOUSE. 

A l, Q n g r 0 w 0 f b e d s, e a che 0 n t a in in g a f ire man 
peacefully sleeping; is shown. Instantly upon the 
ringing of the alarm the firemen leap from their beds 
and, putting on their clothes in the record time of 
five seconds, a grand rush is made for a large circu
lar opening in the floor, through the centre of which 
runs a brass pole. The first fireman to reach the 
pole seizes it and, like a flash, disappears through 
the opening. He is instantly followed by the remaind
er of the force. This in itself makes a most stirring 
scene. We again dissolve the scene, to the interior 
of the apparatus house. 

SCENE 4. -- INTERIOR OF THE ENGINE HOUSE 

Shows horses dashing from their stalls and being 
hitched to the apparatus. This is perhaps the most 
thrilling and in aIl the most wonderful of the seven 
scenes of the series, it being absolutely the first 
motion picture ever made of a genuine interior hitch. 
As the men come down the pole described in the above 
scene, and land upon the floor in lightning-
like rapidity, six doors in t~ rear of the eng-
ine nouse, each heading a horserstall, burst open 
simultaneously and a huge fire ~orse, with head' 
erect and eager for the dash t~the scene of the 
conflagration, rushes from eapm opening. Going 
immediately to their respectjve harness, they are 
hitched in the almost unbelievable time of five 
seconds and are ready for their dash to the fire. 
The men hastily scamper upOn the trucks and hose 
carts and one by one the fire machines leave the 
house, drawn by eager, prancing steeds. Here we 
dissolve aga~n to the fifth scene. 

SCENE 5. -- THE APPARATUS LEAVING THE ENGINE HOUSE. 

We show a flne exterior view of engine house, the 
great doors sWlnging open, and the apparatus coming 
out. This is a most imposlng scene. The great horses 
leap to their work, the men adjust their fire hats 
and coats, and smoke begins pouring from thk~engines 
as they pass our camera. Here we dissolve and show 
the sixth scene. 

SCENE 6. --- OFF TO THE FIRE. 

In thlS scene we present the best fire run ever 
shown. Almost the entire fire départment of the 
large city of Newark, N.J., was placed at our dis
posaI and we show countless pieces of apparatus, 
engines, hook-and-Iadders, hose towers, hose car
riages, etc., rushing down a broad street at top 

/ 
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speed, the horses straining every nerve and evident
ly eager to make a record run. Great clouds of 
smoke pour from the stacks of the engines ~s they 
pass our camera, thus giving an impression of genuine
ness to the entire series. Dissolving again we show 
the seventh scene. 

SCENE 7. --- THE ARRIVAL AT THE FIRE. 
1 ~ 
In this wonderful scene we show the entire fire 

department, as described above, arriving at the 
scene of action. An actual burning building is in 
the centre foreground. On the right background 
the fire department is seen coming at great speed. 
Upon the arrivaI of the different apparatus, the en
gines are ordered ta their places, hase is quickly 
run out from the carriages, ladders adjusted to 
th~ windows and streams of water poured into the 
burning structure. At this crucial moment comes the 
great climax of the series. We dissolve ta the 
interior of the building and show a bed chamber with 
a woman and child enveloped in flame and suffocating 
smoke. The woman rushes back and forth in the room 
endeavoring to escape, and in her desperation throws 
open the window and appeals to the crowd below. 
She is finally overcome by the smoke and falls upon 
the bed. At this moment the door is smashed in by 
an axe in the hands bf a powerful fire hero. Rushing 
into the room he tears the burning draperies from 
the win~ and smashing out the entire window frame, 
orders his comrades to run up a ladder. Immediately, 
the ladder appears, he seizes the prostrate form 
of the woman and throws it over his shoulder as if 
it were an infant, and quickly descends to the ground. 
We now dissolve ta the exterior of the burning build
ing. The ftantic mother having returned ta conscious
ness, and clad only in her nigh~ clothes, is kneeling 
on the ground imploring the firemen ta return for 
her child. Volunteers are called for and the same 
flreman who rescued the mother quickly steps out 
and cffers to return for the babe. He is given per
mission to once more enter the doomed building and 
without hesitation rushes up the ladder, enters the 
window and aftp-r a breathless wait, in which it 
appears he must have been overcome by smoke, he ap
pears with the Chlld on his arm and returns safely 
to the ground. The child, being released and upon 
seeing its mother, rushes to her and lS clasped in 
her arms, thus making a most realistic and touching 
ending of the series. 40 
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1 In producing LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN Porter subordinated 

the available resources of motion pitture production, including 

vision-scene sup~rimposition in the form of a dream balloon, 

dissolves" the close-up and dramatic staging, to an actuality 

compositional mode. That is to say that for his studio-produc-

ed fire rescue show he drew upon the methods he and other pro-

.. 
jectionist-showmen had employed in integrating or merging 

s h 0 rte r l en g th s 0 f f 0 0 ta g e, in a var i e t y- 0 f s t y les and f rom 

different sources, both genuine and staged, into longer more 

elaborate vaudeville shows on the Spanish-American War, the 

Boer War, the McKintey assassination, the Martinique volcano 

tragedy and the coronation of Edward VIl. For the impression 

of continuous action Porter used the device of re-iteration 

or overlap based on the linking of complete action scenes: 
!' 

the concluding rescue action is viewed twice, first from 

the interior, then from the exterior of the burning building; 

the sleeping firemen awakened by the alarm ---- a visual sound 

effect -- are seen going down the pole twice in the two shots 

labelled Scene III, first from the interior of their sleeping 

quarters, then from the fire station interior below; the 

repetition of the horse-drawn wagons leaving their stations 

in Scene V and then galloping past a camera placement ln 

Scene VI for the documentary illusion of a disaster in which 

large numbers, if not precisely 300 men, are participating. 

The result was a unique motion picture production that de-

parted both from the documentary rigor of the British as weIl 

as from Mélièsian plunges into fantasy. 
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lt is more than a little odd that historians would accuse 

Porter of plagiarizingthe fire rescue concept, one of the late

ni net e l'n the en t ury 's m 0 s t un 0 r i gin ale n t t'r ta 'i n men t s ta pIe s , 

" 
or that he would be deemed to have lacked the requisit.~ show-

man's skills for bringing that familiar amusement concept to 

the sereen. Fires, both fietional and real, were very common 

events of the period. Buildings were generally constructed 

out of wood and burned down with unfortunate regularity. lt 

was the genuine menace of fire that had made a showbusiness 

star of George C. Hale, inventor of Hale's Tours. 

An 1887 theatre work, The Still Alarm, treated the adven-

tures of a volunteer fireman. An equally big hit in England 

where it had travelled following its Ameriean success, the play 

was aeelaimed for the realism of its enaeted scene of a fire-

house crew responding 41 ta an alarm. 

Six years be~ore Porter completed FIREMAN the Eden Musêe 

had offered the ever-popular classic fire reseue scene in 

wax. On display as of November 28, 1897, was a "house half-

consumed by fire. A fireman has just reseued a woman from 

the flames. By an ingenious mechanism the flames and fire-

brands appear real and the scene is thrilling.,,42 That seene 

may have, in part, been suggested by a twelve-picture lantern 

slide show, Bob, the Fireman, produced ln England ln the late 

nineteenth century and sold in Amerlca, England and France 

where it was called Les Pompiers in the ear1y 19005. 43 The 

, 
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hand-drawn images inc1uded loos~ly-re1ated switches from inter-

ior to exte,rior sc~nes; photo-1ike "shots ll of a horse-drawn fire 

wagon heading for the fire, seen from different angles, in one 

slide moving r'toward" the viewer; scenes 'of firemen fighting 

the fire; and scenes of a fireman rescuing a mother and child. 

The May 1903 opening of Luna Park at Coney Island featured 

as their first disaster amUSement a spectacle called FIRE 

AND F L AM ES, w i th a b 1 a z in g b u il d in g and Il f ire men" who a t te m pte d 

to rescue trapped- inhabitants. In 1904, a competing si~~, 

Dreamland, advertised its first show. Called FIGHTING THE 

FLAMES, it includeda blazing building two staries taller 

than the one used in FIRE AND FLAMES and a cast of 4000. 44 

4.S.l Porter and Williamson 

Between 1899 and 1901, ~ritish producers 

fictionRl films about fires and fire rescues: 

re1eased five 
C"'

F IRE CtL~_ }ND 

RESCUE BY FIRE (1899), a 17S-foot Warwick Trading Company 

subject in which a man sees sorne smo~e, giv~ the a1arm and 

firemen rescue two people; THE FIREMAN'S SNAPSHOT (1899), an 

8Q-foot Birt Acres film, in which a fireman hoses a photograph-

er in the act of taking his photo; R.W. Paul's PLUCKED FROM 

THE BURNING (1900), a lOO-foot film credited to Walter Booth, 

-the director who turned out most of Paul's Boer War reproduc-

tions, in which a fireman saves a woman and child trapped in 

a building on the point of collapse; Cecil Hepworth's THE 

BURNING STABLE (900), at 100 feet, depicting the rescue of 

, ' 
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horses from a burning stable; and James Williamson's FIRE! 

"(1901), in five shots at'280 feet. In January 1903, Charles 

Urban's Warwick Trading Company released a 475~foot THE 

GREAT CITY FIRE, exhibited in America by Biograph, as THE LIFE 

OF AN ENGLISH FIREMAN, in which firemen awakened by an alarm 

drive through London and rescue fire victims; and Cecil 

Hepworth's FIREMAN TD THE RESCUE, a six-scene, 321-foot sub-

ject released in November 1903, in which a child accidently 

starts a fire and a station alarm brings firemeo ta the scene 

4S ta rescue her by bashing through a wall. 

Williamson's FIRE! (1901) told the same general story 

as LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN. Though a shorter film, its 

five shots were Iinked with cuts rather than the dfssolves 

the Edison studio favoured in the period: 

Shot #1: Policeman enters the frame from the bottom 
left-hand corner. Smoke coming from the build
ing. He tries the French windows, but they 
are Iocked. He turns and blows the whistle. 

Shot #2: Cut to the Hove Fire Department station. (Hove 
is a smal1 community ta the west of Brighton.) 
Policeman enters the frame from the Ieft. He 
alerts the fire department by pointing in the 
direct~on from which he has come. The 'hitch' 
that follows is partly cut off at the right edge 
of the frame; firefighters involved are cut off 
as weIl. 

Shot #3: Cut to fLre fight1ng team galloping down the 
street from the depth in the top left-hand cor
ner of the frame. They are eut off,at the 
bottom of the frame as they pass close to the 
camera and turn into"the bottom left-hand corner. 

Shot #4: Cut to a tightly framed interior filled with 
smoke. A man is in bed. A fireman enters 
from the window, through the flaming curtàin 
with a hose after the inhabitant has collapsed 
after attempting to put out the blaze. He lifts 
the man on10 his shoulders and carties him to
ward the w~ndow. 
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Shot 115: Cut to exterior. Fireman i5 descending 
the ladder with the man, a very smooth 
cut on act~on. We see another fireman 
th rowing bundies of belongings out of 
a first fioor window. A child, brought 
out through the door, is happily re
united 'with man. The film concludes with 
the res~ue of a third person who jumps 
down into a net. 46 

In Porter's treatment of the fire reseue there ~s a more 

dramatLc use of space, of the distance between the firemen 

and the"burning building, which has the ~ffect of heightening 

the suspense of the rescue, albeit wLthout the temporal mani

pulation of cross-cutting between hero and desperate victim.
47 

4.5.2 Re-enaeting an Institutional Routine 

Ramsaye claimed that LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN "was 

built from the germinal thrill of the first fifty-foot subjects 

showing a fire department run." Jacobs in The Rise of the 

American Film ,gave this hypothetical account of how the film 

was put together: 

forter rummaged through the stock of Edison's old 
films, searching for suitable seenes around which 
to build a story, He found quantities of pictures 
of fire department activities. Sinee fire depart
ments had 5uch strong popular appeal, with their 
eolour and action, Porter chose them as his sub
jects. 

Porte~Js next step was to stage such additional 
scenes as his plot demanded. 48 

Based on the material ~n the Edison catalogues of 1901 and 

1902, we may conclude that ther~ was a fair quantity-

'. 
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of atock footage Porter could have used in his 1arger fire 

rescue production. Between 1896 and 1~02, the Edison company 

had registered a total of e1even separate fire films. Tit1es 

and dates of the copyrighted out-of-doors fire subjects were: 

FIGHTING THE FIRE (1896); MORNING ALARM (1896); STARTI~G FOR 

THE FIRE (1896); BUFFALO FIRE DEPARTMENT IN ACTION (1897); 

DENVER FIRE BRIGADE (1898); BOSTON HORSELESS FIRE DEPARTMENT 

(1899); BURNING OF THE STANDARD OIL COMPANY'S TANKS, BAYONNE, 

N.J. (1900); MONTREAL FIRE DEPARTMENT ON RUNNERS (1901); 

BURNING OF DURLAND'S RIDING ACADEMY (1902); PANORAMA OF THE 

PATERSON, N.J., FIRE (1902); and PATERSON FIRE, SHOWING THE 

Y.M.C.A. AND THE LIBRARY (1902) .49 In a section 1abelled 

simp1y Fire, the September 1902 catalogue listed ten fire 

-
films, one a definite ~mport. Information, as was usua1, 

inc1uded 1ength: DESTRUCTION OF STANDARD OIL COMPA~Y'S PLANT 

AT BAYONNE, N.J., BY FIRE ON JULY 5TH, 1900, available in 

1engths of 150,100 and 50 {eet; FIRE DEPARTMENT OF ALBANY,N.Y., 

available in one length, 115 feet; THE BOSTON FIRE BOAT IN 
[r 

ACTION, 65 feet; THE BOSTON HORSELESS FIRE DEPARTMENT, 175 feet; 

MORNING FIRE ALARM, 45 feet; MONTREAL FIRE DEPARTMENT ON RUN-

NERS, 100 feet; FIREMEN RESÇUING MEN AND WOMEN, 65 feet; 

LONDON FIRE DEPARTMENT, 50 feet; THE FIRE DEPARTMENT OF CHELSEA, 

50 MASS., 100 feet; A QUICK HITCH, 50 feet. The company's 

Ju1y 1901 catalogue 1isted some footage that, for whatever 

reason, did not appear in their 1iterature the following year, 

including THE BURNING STABLE, in 1engths of 50 and 115 f~et: 

THE MORNING ALARM, at J2S fee~, a different view ~han that 
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of MORNING FIRE ALARM; GREAT NEWARK FIRE, at,~engths of 85 
, :' 

and 50 fee't and ANSWERING THE ALfRM, at 40 jeet. Total number 

of fire subjects offered for sale ln 90 h " 51 1 1 was t lrteen. Some 

of the registered subjects do not appea~ to have found their 

way into the 1901 and 1902 catalogues and some of the material 

" in the catalogues, 'apparently represe·nting imports, does not 
" . \. 

app'ear to have been copyrighted by the company~ 
10 

Li 
·1 

There were.,how-
" 

ever, o~ly two groups oi s~enes ln which such footage might have 

been inserted: the shots of tpe teams leaving th~ station 

~nd the ones of the fire wagons galloping to the rescue. The 
.' 

opening and closing scenes, given their dra~atic and postured ~ 

style, would have had to have been done expressly for the film . 
. 

It would appear that Porter 'conceiv~d the action of 

the film on the basis of' his familiarity with disaster amuse-

ments as well as actualities liké Edison's BURNING OF DURLAND'S , 

RIDING ACADEMY (1902), with ~ts panning movement ta follow 

the firetightin~ action, its focus on the details of that 

action and its jumps from scene to scene. He was then, along 

with studio chief James White, a master of newsreel simulation, 

able to re-create a chaln of events more or less as captured. 

by an on-the-spot camera operator with thèoelement of a per-

sonal drama standing in for a direct cameraman link with an 

actual fire 52 rescue. 

The Ramsaye-Jacobs claim that Porter constructed LIFE 

OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN out of substantial portions of stock 

footage was intended to emphasize the accomplishment of assembl-

lng larger visual entities out of smaller ones through editing 

l' , 
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technique. But that is to deny Porter's own perception of 

the film as a series of separately interesting scenes, a theme 

that runs through his scenario. 

From our late-century point-of-view, there is much incon-

sistency in the story; it 15 difficult to tell whether we 

are following the sarne characters through the tale from start. 

ta finish. A feature of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY as weIl, it 

-
is a ref1ection less of some technical mystery about motion 

picture continuity than of the status of the medium as a 

vaudeville entertainment dependent for its coherence on a 

live narrator. Based in turn on the relatively primitive 

state of film distribution, it mostly constituted a statement . ~ 

about the economic uncertainties of kulti-shot production in 

1903. 

The discussion prompted by the existence of three differ-
J 

ent prints of the film and its putative debt to Williamson's 

FIRE! involve, as we have seen, cul-de-sac propositions. 

Whatever the original version, 'and at this date there i5 little 
1 

daubt that it i5 the LOC print, there has never been any quar-

J 

rel over the film's fundamental method of realization ~ the 

re-creation of the features of firefighting actualities of 

the sort that had appeared in the Edison catalogue: a variety 

of camera positions and angles; camera movement; frame-edge 

cut-offs; fire wagons moving out of the frame depth toward 

the camera audience and exiting the frame out of one of the 

( bottom corners. The dream balloon device used in the opening 
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shot was, like the dissolves linking the scenes, an element: 

saon to be abandonned. Whereas the close-up in the second 

shot was a forward-looking non-facial, i.e. a, visage that 

did not look back. In terms of the argument being developed 

in this study, the film's primary significance is that it 

appe,red to constitute an incomplete sta~~·in the emergence 

of the longer narrative film derived -from the staged .. 
ac tuality. 

4.5.3 Robb ing the Train 

With their newsreel-style, exteriors J both LI FE OF AN 
, 

AMERICAN Ft~EMAN and THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY were produced 

and promoted as acknowedged re-enactments of American ins·ti-

tutional routines, fi+efighting and policing. That aspeèt 

of the Edison studia's publicity for THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY 

was quite explicit: it was promoted as the latest novelty, 

a motion picture that did nat merely record life but repro-

duced it "faithfully." 

This sensational and highly tragic subject will 
certainly make a decided 'hi t' whenever shown. In 
eyery respect we consider it absolute!y the superior 
of any moving picture film ever made. lt has bren 
posed and acted in faithful duplication of the ( 
genuine 'Hold Ups'" made famous by various outlaw', 
bands in the far West, and only recently the East 
has been shocked by several crimes of the frontier 
order, which fact will increase the pop1!lar inter
est in this great Headline Attraction. 53 

.. '.--'IIlt 

/ 
r, 
, 

, ' 
, -



" 

( 

235 

Those were the terms in which the film's first audiences 

responded. An early reviewer' praised the picture ~s verisimi-

litude, lauding the subject for the way scenes photographed 

within a fifteen-mile radius of New York City looked as if 

they had been filmed ~n the Rockies. S4 For the patrons at 

the Eden Musée, Ruberls Museum, Hammer~tein's. the Orpheum, 

a Br 0 0 k 1 Y n vau d e vi 11 e hou se, and the C i r cIe ~ n Ma n ha t tan ~ i t 

hardly mattered that the "outlaw bands" had by 1903 mostly 

faded away, their lives and deeds absorQed, sometimes with 

their active assistance, into lurid dime-novel tales, Coney 

Island spectaculars and Wild West show mythology.55 

4.5.4 The-West and the Western 

On December 17, 190~, sixteen days after the Edison 

studio registered THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY with the Library of 

Con gr e s sin Wa shi n g ton, the W ri g h t b rot h ers, W il bu r and 0 r v i Il e, 

completed their first successful flight at Kitty Hawk, North 
\ 

Carolina. Roughly a decade previously, the United States 

government had quietly but officia11y declared the frontier 

a thing of the pasto An obscure government pamphlet advised 

that since a11 the frontier had been divided into settlements 

it woi,lld no longer be considered in us census reports. In 

July 1893, Fredrick Jackson Turner delivered his landmark 

,1 lecture at the Chicago World's Fair celebrating the 400th anni-

versary of Columbus 1 discovery of America, the same venue 

where the Buffalo Bill Wild West show had enjoyed its single 

most outstan,din\g American success. Turner's lecture, "The 

( 
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Significance o'f the Frontier ~n American History," was in 

/ 
effect a succi!nct statement of a general theme that ran 1 

through Teddy Roosevelt 's mu1ti-volume The Winning of ~he 
, 
\ 

West, pub1ished in the 1890s; America no longer had a frontier 

to expand across. The West as American history was 56 over. 

In 1892, the Dalton Gang, described by the Police Gazette 

as "the most notorious band of thieves since the days of Jesse 

James" had been "exterminated" in the course of a double bank 

robbery attempt in Coffe'Yville, Kansas. The wild West era, 

that period dating from the end of the American Civil War 

ta the turn of the century, was in effect finished when Butch 

Cassidy and the Wi1d Bunch staged their spectacular robberies 

of Union Pacifie trains ln Wyoming in 1899 and 1900, apparently 

the "genuine lIold UEs" referred to by the 1904 Edison company 

catalogue. In 1898, Cassidy and his men had discussed the 

possibility enlisting in the war against the\Spanish colonial 

powers in Cuba, which sorne did. But wanted dead or alive by 

the governor!1, and peace officers of Utah, Wyoming and Colorado, 

Cassidy allowed his patriotism, which had flared brief1y upon 

gazing at a press headline announcing the sinking of the 'Maine', 

ta coo1. Sorne of the details of the gang's June 2, 1899 

caper at Wilcox, Wyoming appear to have found their way into 

the Edison-Porter mot10n picture: the uncoupling of the rail 

cars, the blowing up of the strongbox, the getaway on horse-

back and the posse, led by pinkerton detectives, giving chase. 

On that occasion, however, the real bandits used too much 

explosiv,e and blew the $30,000 worth of bonds and currency 

aIl over the tracks; there was a shoot-out, but no capture. 57 
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On August 29, 1900, the gang hit the Union Pacific again, 

this time about two and one half miles west of Tipton, Sweet-

wa te r, Wyoming. 
--- -\, 

The reward poster contained the fol1owing 

information: 

t 
In ADDITION ta the reward of $1,000 offered by the 
union Pacific Railroad Company for the captu~é of 
the men, dead or alive, who robbed Union Pacific 
train No. 3, near Tipton, Wyo., on the evening of 
August 29th, 1900, the Pacific Express Company, 
on the same conditions, hereby also offers a reward 
of $1,000.00 for each robber. 58 

Coup1ed with the reward offer, an elaborate plan for pursuing 
( , 

and w~p~ng out the gang was set into motion. Cassidy, hearing 

about the scheme, decided that robbing trains was no longer 

a viable career. 

Three years later, the movement of fronder 

sagas from history ta public entertainment spectacles was well-

advanced. In 1903 Cole Younger and Frank James, brother of 

Jesse, were teamed up in the Cole Younger and Frank James 

Wild West. The roster included a band and side show in addi-

tion ta the two reformed bandits. Between 1903 and 1906, the 

Buffalo Bill Wild West show toured Europe. A fading reality, 

·the true Wesb--Jas lived by the frontiersman was rapidly being 

re-constituted in popular mytho1ogy by dime novel writers and 

clever dramaturgists when Porter went ta work on THE GREAT 

. TRAIN ROBBERY. By 1903, the year Andy Adams published 

his' aCCount of range life entitled The Log of a Cowboy, the 

Dodge City of the Masterson brothers, Wyâtt Earp and IlDoc" 

Holliday belonged to a previous generation. 59 
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4.5.5 Crime on the Screen 

THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY owed as mueh toan established 
/ 

entertainment tradition as to recent American history, but 

relatively little to screen precedents. In 1896 a stage work 

called The Great Train Robbery played the Bowery Theatre ~n 

New York City, one of many stage transcriptions of melodrama-

. . 60 
t~c Western act~on. In 1886 Thomas Edison had seen an early 

version of the Buffalo Bill"wild West show at a Staten Island 

site and eight years later invited members of the troupe into 

the Black Maria to pose for kinetoscope views in the wake of 

their 1893 success at the Columbian Exposition in chicago. 6l 

The 1901 Edison catalogue listed a Western with the title 

STAGE COAC~ HOLD-UP IN THE DAYS OF '49, a likely Porter film 

that has not survived. lt was described this ~ay: 

Th i s sc en e will g ive y 0 u a g 0 0 d ide a o~' the des -
perate 'Hold-Ups' that @ccurred on the plains when 
the rush was made to the new gold fields in '49. 
lt shows the desperadoes coming from ambush, cover
ing the driver of the stage with Winchester rifles 
and ordering him to haIt. The occupants of the 
coach are compelled to diimount from their places, 
and are lined up in a very realistic manner with 
their hands thrown up. The outlaws get all the 
booty they can, and are just departing when an 
armed Sheriff's posse arrives. They pursue the 
bandits, and after a desperate chase and a brutal 
conflict, capture them and return to the scene of 
the robbery. The bandits are then forced at the 
points of revolvers to ride in front of the coaching 
party to Dadls Gulch, a mining town, where they 
are safe1y landed in the lock-u~.62 

-)l 
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The following year the company released a short (125 feet) ~ 
• 1 

crime reproduction, CAPTURE OF THE BIDDLE BROTHERS, a probable 

Porter subject that'was described as follows: 

The 'public throughout the world is acquainted with 
the sensational capture of the Biddle Brothers and 
Mrs. Soffel, who, through the aid of Mrs. Soffel 
escaped from the Pittsburg jail on January 30th, 
1902. Our picture, which is a perfect reproduction 
of the capture, is rea1istic and exciting. 1l3 

lts shoot-out Ln newsreel style may have been a rehearsal for 

the concluding action scene in THE 'GREA.T TRAIN ROBBERY. In 

order to film the capture, which constitutes the whole of the 

action, in one shot, Porter employed a duel-like structure: 
( .. 

the opposing, forces meet head on for their gun battle on a 

snow-covered rural highway. 

Evidence in support of the claim chat Frank Mottershaw's 
) 

DARING DAYLIGHT ROBBERY, released in England in April 1903, 

'.las Porter's main inspiration is extremely superficial. Listed 

in the Edison company's July 1904 catalogue as DAYLIGHT BURG-

LARY, and containing neither Western action nor a criminal 

gang, Mottershaw's ten-shot chase showed the pursuit and cap-

ture of a single thief. Ther:e i5 a tussle on a roof-top and 

a stop-motion dummy substitution effect to depict a policeman 

thrown off the edge, a trick seen in THE PICKPOCKET (1903) as 

well as in British Gaumont 's A RAILWAY TRAGEDY (1904). But 

unlike porter's single big scene chase, Mottershaw's proceeds 

through seven shots in a style the Edison company àvoided 

til11904. 
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4.5.6 The West Faithfully Reproduced 

The January 1904 Edison catalogue supplied the following 

scene-by-scene account o~ THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, wh1ch in

cluded the iriformation that the film would not be sold in 

parts: 

SCENE 1. -- INTERIOR OF RAILROAD TELEGRAPH OFFICE. 

Two masked robbers enter and compel the operator 
to set the 'signal block' to stop the approaching 
train, als'o making him write a fictitious order to 
che engineer to take water at this station, inqtead 
of at 'Red Lodge,' their regular watering stop. 
The train comes to a standstill; conductor comes to 
the window, and the frightened operator delivers 
the order while the bandits crouch out of sight, 
at the same time keepirtg their revolvers trained on 
him. No sooner does the conductor leave than they 
fall upon the operator, bind and gag him, then 
hastily depart to catch the moving train. 

SCENE 2. -- AT THE RAILROAD WATER TANK. 

The bandit band are seen hiding behind the tank as 
a train stops to take water (according to false order). 
Just before she pulls out they stealthily board the 
train between the express car and the tender. 

S CENE 3. -- l NTE'RIOR OF EXPRE S S CAR. 

Messenger is busily engaged with his duties. Be-
coming alarmed at an unusual sound, he goes to the 
door, and peeping through the keyhole, discovers two 
men trying to break in. He starts back in a bewild-
ered manner. Quickly recovering, his first thought 
is of the valuables in the strong box, which he 
hastily locks, and throws the key through the open 
side door. Pulling his revolver, he fortifies him-
self behind a pile of trunks, etc. In the meantime, 
the two robbers have succeeded in effecting an 'en-
trance. They enter cautiously. The messenger opens 
fire on them. A desperate pis toI duel takes place, 
in which the messenger is killed. One of the robbers 
stands watch while the other tries to open the 
treasure box. Finding it locked he searches the mes-
senger for the key. Not finding it, he blows the 
safe up with dynamite. After securing the valuables 
and mail bags, they leave the car. 
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SCENE 4. THE FIGRT ON THE TENDER. 

Th i s th r i 11 in g s c en e wa s t a ken f rom the mai l 
car showing the tender and interior of locomotive 
cab, while the train is running fort y miles an 
hour. While some of the bandits are robbing the 
mail car, two, others are seen climbing over the 
tender. One of them holds up the engineer, and 
the other c overs the fi reman. The la tter secur e s 
a coal shovel and climbs up on the tender, where 
a desperate fight takes place with the outlaw. 
They struggle fiercely aIL over the tank, having 
severai narrow escapes from being hurled over the 
side of the tender. Finally they fall, with the 
robber on top. He grabs a lump of coal, and strikes 
the fireman on the head, rendering him senseless. 
He then hurls the body from the swiftly moving 
train. The bandits then campel the engineer ta 
br in g the t rai n t a a s top . /~-

SCENE 5. -- THE TRAIN UNCOUPLED. 

S h a w s t h'e t rai n cam i'n g t 0 a s top . w i th the rob -
bers' pistaIs close to his head, the engineer leaves 
the locomotive, uncouples it from the train, and 
pulls ahead about one hundred feet. 

SCENE 6. -- EXTERIOR OF PASSENGER COACHES. 

The bandits campel the passengers to leave coaches 
with hands aloEt, and line up along the tracks. One 
of the robbers covers them with large pistaIs in 
either hand, while the others ransack travelers' 
pockets. A passenger makes an attempt ta escape, 
but is instantly shot down. After securing every
thing of ,value, the band terrorize the passengers 
by firing their revolvers in the air, and then make 
safe their escape on the locomo~ive. 

SCENE 7. -- THE ESCAPE. 

The desperadoes board the locomotive with their 
booty, command the engineer ta start his machine, 
and disappear in the distance. 

SCENE 8. -- OFF TO THE MOUNTAINS. 

The robbers bring the engine to a stop severai 
miles from the scene of the 'Hold Up' and take to 
the mountains. 

SCENE 9. - A BEAUTIFUL SCENE IN A VALLEY. ( 

The bandits come down the side of a hiii on a ru 
and cross a narrow stream. Mounting their horses, 
which were tied ta nearby trees, they vanish into . 
the wilderness. 

\,. 
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SCENE 10. -- INTERIOR OF TELEGRâPH OFFICE. 

The operator lies bound and gagged on the floor. 
A Lt e rad e s p e rat est ru g g 1 e, he suc cee d sin s tan di n g 
up. Leaning on the table, he telegraphs for assis
tance by manipulating the key with his chin and 
then faints from exhaustion. His little daughter 
enters with his dinner pail. Discovering his condi
tion, she cuts the rope and throwing a glass of 
\\fater in his face, restores him to consciousness. 
Arousing in a bewildered manner, he suddenly recalls 
his thrilling experience, and rushes forth ta sum
mon assistance. 

SCENE Il. -- INTERIOR OF A DANCE HALL. 

This typical Western dance house scene shows a 
large number of men and women in a lively quadrille. 
A 'Tenderfoot' appears upon the scene. He is quick
ly spotted, pushed to the center of the hall, and 
compelled to dance a jig while the bystanders amuse 
themselves by shooting dangerously close to his feet. 
Suddenly the door opens and the half dead telegraph 
operator staggers in. The crowd gather around him 
while he relates what has happened. Immediately 
the dance breaks up in confusion. The men secure 
their guns and hastily leave in pursuit of the out
laws. 

SCENE 12. -- THE POSSE IN PURSUIT. 

Shows the robbers dashing down a rugged mountain 
at a terrible pace, followed closely by a large 
posse, both parties firing as they proceed. One of 
the desperadoes is shot and plunges head first from 
his horse. Staggering to his feet, he fires at 
his nearest pursuer, only to be shot dead. 

SCENE 13. -- BATTLE TG THE DEATH. 

The remaining three bandits, thinking they had eIud
ed their pursuers, have dismounted from their horses. 
After carefully surveying their surroundings, they 
begin to examine the contents of the mail bags. 
Deeply engaged in this work, the y do not perceive 
the approach of the passe. The pursuers, having 
left their horses, steal noiselessly down upon them 
until they are completely surrounded. A desperate 
battle then takes place. After a brave stand, aIL 
of the robbers and severai of the posse bite the 
dus t. 

SCENE 14. -- REALISM~ 
\ " A life size piccure of Barnes, leader of the 

outiav band, taking aim and firing point blank at 
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each individual in the audience. (This effect is 
gained by foreshort~ning in making the picture.) 
The resulting excitement is great. This section 
of the scene can be used either to begin the subject 
or to end it, as the operator may choose. 

THE END. 

Sold ~n one length only. 

George Barnes, the figure in the film's concluding shot 

seen firing his pistol at the audience, was a performer at 

Huber's Museum. The cast included Frank Hanaway, an actor 

and ex-cavalryman, who could fall off a galloping horse with-

out doing himself serious harm, Max Aronson, a vaudeville 

performer, known as Max Anderson and a few years later as 

"Broncho Billy" Anderson, co-founder with George Spoor of 

the Essanay ---S ~ A -- studio, and Marie Murray, the Phoebe 
, e 

Snow girl, who appeared in the film's dancehall scene. The 

train was borrowed from the Lackawanna railroad, and the 

railroad scenes were shot near Paterson, New Jersey, the 

64 riding sequences in Essex County Park, New Jersey . 
. 

Much like LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, THE GREAT TRAIN 

ROBBERY was done in the tableau structure of a waxwork show 

telling what would have been a familiar tale by deliberately 

stringing toget~er a series of Wild West show scenes in blocs 

of distontinuous action. The basis of its appeal l~y in 

its compositional qualities. its attempt to replicate aspects 

of a genuine hold-upf 

L' 
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4.5.7 Continuity and Discontinuity 

" 

The limited concern for scene-to-scene continuity con-

centrated the film's energies on elements within the shots. 

Those.energies Ln tutn were shaped by a very particular con-

cept of what the elements ought ta have been and how they 

ought ta have been arranged. Thus we find standard devices 
'. 

of the fantasy film like superimposed mattes and stop-motion 

effects integrated into the newsreel qualities of frame depth, 

camera movement, frame edge cut-offs and action moving toward 

the camera. It is these features, rather than any tight story 

continuity, that continue ta lend the film its excitement. 

Examined a little more closely it lS readily apparent that 

& . 
THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY contalns a number of glaring narrative 

inconsistencies. At t~e level of style there is, as in LIFE 

OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, a striking difference between the 

newsreel-style exteriors and the interior scenes with their 

painted canvas sets, immobile camera placements, centred 

r' 

action and lateral movement. As for Edwin Porter, his impres-

sive photographer's skills in combination with a nineteenth-

century showman's inclination ta heightened scenes left him 

the problem, though as much that of the period as of the man, 

of dealing with temporal relations and physical continuity. 
\ 

The scenario supplied narrative details that would have 

been impossible to obtain from an un-assisted viewing of 

( the film's ,tableau-structured action: that the me~s~ge the 
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telegraph operator was compell~ to scribble ordered the 

train engineer to take water at this station rather than 
i<, 

at Red Lodge; or that the little girl who comes upon the 

unconscious operator is his daughter. 

The opening s't:ene, in which two of the bandits enter the 

telegraph office and at gunpoint force the operator to stop the 

train and draft a false message to the train e~gineer was very 

ably managed. After the release of the signal, e~i train pulls 

into view in a matte shot ta the ri~ht of the frame. 'l;he 

train conductor appears at the station wicket to enquire 

about the signal seconds after the ,message has been drafted. 

The bandits conceal themselves as he is handed the message by 

the operator~ His departure from the w~èket eues a knock-out 

blow from one of the bandits. The unconscious operator is 

o 

th en quickly bound and gagged by the bandits whose departure 

from the station in turn cues the right-to-left movement of 

the train in the matte shot. Though it a11 made for a busy 

tab leau filmed from a fixed camera position, it con1::ained 

no wasted detail. 

In the next scene, sho t out-of-doors, the 

film cuts to an X-framed water tank, the robbers concealed 

. . 'J . behln,d I.t to the left of the frame as the train, matching the 

right-to-left motion in the previous'shot, pulls into view 

out of the bot tom right-hand corner' of tne frame. A tra inman 

in a condensed action swings the spout over and takes on 

the necessary water. Th,e task completed, he returns, out of 
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\ 
Vlew, to his position ln the engine and when he doe s, the 

four train robbers board the train between the tender and 

the mail car. As they leap aboard the train begins to move. 

The general timing of the scene is such that we are not very 

much bothered by the temporal leap between the settings nor 

b'y the compressed action involved in the ta.king on of the 

water. Three conventionalized modes of presenting time, one 

continuous, one vague, one compressed, mesh ln the perception 

of a continuous dramatic action. 

In the 5 e con d s hot, we are s h 0 wn fou r rob ber s boa r d in g 

the train, two in black hats, two in white .. In the following 

shot, inside the mail car, two black-hatted figures murder the 

clerk and make off with sacks of mail and sorne of the contents 

of the express box. Shot 114, according to the catalogue, a 

view of action occurring "while" the events of the previous 

scene were taking place, ought therefore to contain two figures 

in white hats. Instead, one of them sports a grey hat, the 

other a black one. 

\, 
Scene 113, set in the in}:erior of the JÜ~car, located, as we 

have seen ln the previous shot, just behind the tender, would 

appear to contain an unexplained time gap. The messenger lS 

at his duties, the countryside moving past through'the device 

of a matte shot to the r ight. The train, in other words, is 

already under full steam. After a moment the fellow, play~d 

"" ..... ,1 

b Y the sam e p e r for mer who a p p e a ]:' e d a s tVh e con duc t 0 r in sc e n e 

fil, Jlhears" something to his left. What he presumably 

t 
,f , 
", 

" 
1 
, 

~. 
,,) .. 5~ .. 
" 

.\ , 
" 

.~ , " 
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'heirs is the action bf the bandits climbing on the train 
J 

that concludea the previous scene, ,But to judge from the , ' , 

,1 ". 
speed of th,e tra~n, he apparently hears the action sorne time 

f ' 1 

(,'a'fter it had occurred, granted' that it 18 an inconsistency 

that bothers someone studying the film far more than it would 

someone merely watching it for pleasure. The bandits th en 

break in from the car door at the left, wood flying, kill 

the me~senger in a shoot-out, blow up the express box and 

fI é'e w i 1: h' i t s con t e nt San d se ver a 1 b a g s 0 f ma il. 

The shot that follows contains the only definite example. 

1 

according ta the scenar,io, of a parallel action. "Taken from the 

mail car showing the tender and interior of locomotive cab. 

"( , 
Wtii-,le some of the bandits are robbing the mail car " 

{My emphas is] The ca ta l 0 g.u e, th a t i s, a s k s li s toc 0 tl c 1 u d e 

that the actions in shots 1t3 and 1f4 were simultaneous', a con-

clu~ion a V1ewer might or might not haye arrived at on h~s or 

her own, But even more important per~aps than, th'a,t, what 

makes the action on the tender worth n.otin~' i5 the use o'f 

the stop-motion-dummy-substitution trick for the purpose of 

realism, an illusion reinforced by newsreel features including 

,the depth of the scene, the passing count~yside, the camera 

~osition looking down and the composition. Th e s c en e, a s a 
1 

result, is more convincing than the shoot::-out in the interior 
î 

of th email car, which despite the matte 'effect" 

the stage conventions of the pistol pointed at the floor and 

the excessive posturing of the fatally wounded m~ssenger. The' 

{ireman is overcome, has his head basned ~n with a large pie~e 
a 

. { 
\ 
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of coal picked up by his assai1ant and is then thrown off 

--
the speeding train, the action rounded off with a left to 

right pan sa slight thà~ it has almost never been remarked 

upon. 

Shots #5 through #9 raise questions of both ~ime and 

space. In shot IlS, the train ha.? been brought to a haIt. 

-Two bandits accompany the engineer who uncoup1es engine 921 

, from the mail car at gunpoint. The ang~e and setting are 

the same in shot 117, - showing three of thl:' bandits hurrying 

toward the engine out of the right-hand corner of the frame 

with their sacks of booty acquired from the passengers~ In, 

shot #6;,,;, however, the one in which we see the pas's~ngers 
/ 

being robbed t the bandi~s exit the scene, t~,t~e right, the 

tracks in the foregroun~. The scene, that is, wa$ set up on 
c 

the "wrong" side of the train -and filmed at an angle that 

did not match the ~hysical position of the train seen in -

shots #5 and #7. The scene_was obvious1y taken at a different 

1 

, ' 10 ca t'ion, , . 
. 

one perhaps clo~er to 
" 

employees could play thci roles ~f the robbed passengers. Sev-

eral dozen of them have piled off the trairi and.line up wit~ 

arms raised. What is impressive about the crowd, however, i5 

that it was a departure from a generai{ practice, seen even ln 

the films of 1904-1906, of using the stage convention of sig- .: .. 
,.-. 

na11irîg the pre,sence -of larger numbers, say, armies, by the 

grouped presence ofthree 'or four i'ndividuals. The effec,t 

( is in no way 1essened by thE we~k spatial co~figuration df 

the shots ,that precede and follow. Perhap5 Porterls attention 
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had been ab'sor-bed by the film's second murder, of a passenger 

shot in a run toward the camera while attempting to escape. 

The victim expired with some fuss, but did manage to lie 

quite still in the foreground, his feet turned at a convincing 

angle until the conclusion of the hold up, at which time his 

't\ 110 w pas sen g ers h ur rie d 0 v fa r . 

A hill is visible in shot 115, the scene in which the 

engine is uncoupled from the cars, but there was nune Ln 

the depth of shot #4, in w~ich the train was brought ta a 
) 

haIt. Moreovèr, we obserred a black-hatted figure ge,t,t,i~g off 

the train at the right in shot 114. In shot #5, continuity 

was aehieved by a temporal overlap - the 'fellow descends 

from the engine again -- but even more seriously; on the 

wrong s ide, tha t is, on the l'ef t.' In the next shot, the one 

Ln which the passengers are robbed, the robbers hurt;'y 'off 

to, the right, instead of ta the left. 

a hand grip filled with the passengers' valuables. 
, ' 

But in 

shot 117, presumably a eut on action set in the sal1l.e g·enera+--

scene and at the same ang~e as #5"théy run toward the engine 

from out of the bottom right-hand corner of the frame with 

two bags; the valise i$ nowhere ta be" seen. They have two 

q a g s wh e n the y g e t 0 f f the en g l n e in s hot 118 a j.1 d he a d in 't 0' 

. 

the woods where they have tied their horses. BLit ln the nex;t 

shot they are Ln possession of three sacks, rather than two, 

which are not as "full" as the two in the preVlOUS shot ap-

pea1"ed to be. There are still four ~en, only now two wear 

white hats, one a grey and one a blàck. 

1. 
l 
i 
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Shot kl concluded with the bandits aboard the uncoupled en-

gine and the engine in motion right to left. Shot #8 is a cut 

on action of sorts, t~e engine at some vague distance and time 

down the track enters the frame from the bottom right-hand corner 

moving left for continuity. lt stops and the four bandits 

get off with their loot. There is a pan right-to-Ieft and 

a tilt-down to foll~w them as they make their way across a 

field. In the next shot, an 'apparent reverse angle, the y 

enter the frame ,moving from a wooded area at the top left-

hand corner and are shown in a high-angled shot crossing 

a creek and heading toward the camera in the direction of,the 
- \ 

spot where their ho~ses have b~en tied. There lS' another pan 
1 

right-to-left to follow them as they begin to mount up. 

the problem here is that they now,would appear to, be at a 

considerable distance from the train station. 
, 

sume that they did not walk tne distance to get there. There 

could, of course, have been two sets of hqrses. But we are. 

neither shown nor told of such a detàil. lt ~duld simply 

appear to be a gap in the spatial logic of the story. 

Shot 1110 takes us back to the railroad station, with"the matte 

s h 0 tn a sin the 0 pen in g sc en e, s h 0 win g the sc e ri e r y , 0 u t s ide the 
-' 1,'" • "Y~":."1! 

stati~~ over which a window fiame has been imperfectly super~ 

imposed. We see the telegraphoperator r~gaining conscious-

ness , his hands are still ~ied. He attempts to tap out a ' 

telegraph message with his chin before collapsing. His daugh-

ter then enters with his dinner. After at~empting to rouse him, 

she cuts the signal cord used to bind him and douses' him with 

wa te r. 

'\ 
1 .' 

" , ;i .. ~ 
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Before he has fully risen to his feet, the 

film cuts to ~he dancehall scene, a concertina and fiddle 

"band playing on a raised platform. to the right. Men and 

wome:n aTe dancing a quadrille when a "dudé" enterS and is 
'\ 

dragged to the centre of the floor. After having been oblig-

ed to "dance" to the music of gunfire directed at his boots 

the dude hurries dut and the dance resumes as before. Th is 

brief sequence is interestin~ fo~ two reasons: first, it 

contributes an e1ement of suspense and sorne comlC relief to 

the story and does 50 by drawing into the narrative at-a 

significant P?int elements of the larger social world ~o which 

'bath' the train robbers and theirvictims belong; second, it 

would appear to be among the first in what by now seems a 

cou n t les s nu m ber 0 f m 0 v les con t a in in g ?- salo 0 n ,0, r n i g h tel u b'!i 

sc en,e where a fictibnal- cot11m:u~ity-gather,s to r'eceive vital 

and decisive information,where status and sex~al relationships 

are defined, and where -matters affecting that larger community 

a!e resolved, one way or another. 

Moments after the dude has departed, the telegrap~ ~perator 

staggers in to explain what has happene~.~The dance a?ruptly 

stops. The men selze the.ir, rifles and hurry out in pursuit of 

the e s cap in g f e Ion s. S c en e fil 2 eut s t 0 't h e rob, ber s f 1 e e in g 

through the mountains from the posse who are a1so in the shot 

close behind. The lapse ln time between this shot and the pré

ceding One is extremely vague. M~reover, we do not know for a fact that 

the poss~ depi~ted here represents tne men seen in the dance~ 

hall sequence. They may be a very different group of lawmen 
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aierted by the message the telegrapher sent out upon 

briefly regaining consciousness. Both the spatial and tem-

poral elements of, the chase, limited here to one shot, ap-

pear to have been borrowed from the conventions of the stage 

or the Wild West show. What we are shawn is in effect the 

tail-end hf a pursuit-in-progress culminating in sorne shoot-

ing from horseback that fells one of the' robbers. 
, 1 

The fate of the telegraph operator and his littIe girl, 

as was the fire cbief's st~ry in LIFE_ OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN, 

drifts out of focus, highlighting the problems of rnatching, 

cantinuity and temporal logical' n In shot #7, the,train whs 

ont h e in s ide ~ f t w 0 set s 0 f t r a c k s; in', s hot 118, i t ,i son 't he 

outside. In ,shot 1111, five men take after thethieves from 

the ~ancehall, in shot 1112, they a'te_ pursued by a si}c-man posse, 

whose numbers have r.isen to seven in the shoot-out in shot #13, 
1 I,! 

w9-ich may in turn be takirig place hours or days tater. 'Gene'r-
, 

a11y speaking, the e1apsed time of the stQ~y i5 extremely 

vague'; the clock in the, telegraph office reads 9 o'clack when 

the robùers first enter; it shows the same hour in shot 1110. 

Thè fact that the operator's daughter is bringing him his din-

ner may have b~en intended to sugges~ the passage of several 

hours,' co'nfirmed by the da~kened windows 'of the dancehall 
}. , ' - , 

in the foll?wing' shot.For Porter,'as for- the period, it" 

seemed enough to present the generai sequènce of robbery-

chase-capture 1n a mode more symbolic tha~ represe~tation-

l
, 65 

a . 

What is in effect the storY"s concluding 

,~. l' 

', .. -.) 
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scene shows the three remaining bandits ln a w~od, perhaps 

believing th~t t~ey have evaded the posse,about to share 

" 
the loot. After a moment mernbers of the posse appear in the 

depth at the top right-hand side of the frame. The sho~:>t-ou t, 

which wipes out the gang, catches their horses Ln the ~ross 

f ire. The animals buck and shy ln r'esponse -to the "gunshots" 

as many were trained to do for' wild West show spectacles. 

The passe adv~nces tQward ihe çamera to tecoyer the' loot. 
\-

Though the catalogue advised that the coda-like close-up of 

Barnes firing his pistal at the audience could a1so be pla~ed 

at the beginning of the picture, there is 'no known surviving 

p ri n ,t: w i th the s h o~. in th a t p 0 s i t ion . The meaning qf that 

image, shown after th~ 'gang had been overcome, could only be , 

that the train robbers',.in a resur~e'etion announ'e,ing the birth 

of a movie genre,would re-~ppear in innumerable ~uture 

66 
Wes terns . " , 

- In his critique, John Howard Lawsor'l tended to link the 

fil rn 's a p par e n t h u m,a n i s tic f ail in g s - "i t s sim p 1 e div i s ion 

of humanity into 'bad men' who murder for profit and "gaod 

men' who murder to defend the law" to its aesthetic short-

c om,ing s : 

. the story is told without close-ups, and each 
~ scene ,is a single long shot. There is no dramati

zation of the event as an éxperienee in which the 
audience is involved Porter exhibits a 
tendeney ta fall back on conventional theatre 
effeets ta achieve social or psychological meaning. 67 

( But fhat,is to ~~proach the film in terms that were not those 
, 

, a f • the p e rio d, and c e r ta in 1 y no t 'iE d win Po rte r t s'. 

JI, 



1 

( 

1 • 

254 

.of the thirteen shots or scenes that, lIlake up the story, 

nlne were,devoted to the details of the robbery itself, 

eight to re-creating those details, as they might have'" been 

captured by an actuality cameramàn. The result was a proto-
, , 

caper'film in which'the main audience interest lay in the . \ 

technical rather than the criminal aspects of the heist: how 

the train"was stopped and boarded, how the mail car was en-

tered, how the express box was blown up, how the train engine 

was uncoupled from the passenger cars; how the component 

tasks' were shared by the felons; how the plan fpr the getaway 

was carried out; how thé bandits were tracked and killed. 

lt ~as, in other words, a technical display not unlike the 

one Porter provided in LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN or those 

featured iq ~he riding, shooting and life-saving stunts of , , , 

WiLd wes_~ ,s~,ows, ,as if the nation we;~as proud of its feions 

,a s of i t s Law'!'el1., in e r ea t ing t~,~d/p 1 ay .' Bo rte r ine 0 rpor

ated visual tricks and fic~ional action into a documentary 
( 

scheme that would appeal to the vaudevylle appetite, for topica'l 

novelties. From'an industrial perspeétive, the major short-

coming of the film ~as its c·omplet.e-act.ion tàbleau structure" 
" 

a structure unable to accomodate the needs of the emergent 

nickelodeon proprietor. 
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4.6 Uncle Tomls Cabin and the Constraint on Subject Matter 

The apparently problematic character of Porterls 1903 

production has térlded ta foeus on UNCLE TOMIS CABIN. 

Lewis Jacobs claimed that Edis~n executives assigned 

Porter, ta the produ'Ction when "his heart was set" 
\ ' 

on THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, and Chat Pqrter did UNGLE TOMIS 

GABIN "perfunctorily, without any of the originality" of 

LIFE.OF AN, AMERICAN FIREMAN.
68 

There are, however, a number 
, i 

of things about the UNCLE TOM film that give it a certain 

significance. At 

est, most elabdrate 

l " 100 f e et,' UN C LET 0 M '\S CAB IN wa s the Ion g -

s u \:>j e c t the -E dis 0 n c 0 J pan y ;. pro duc e d a f ter 

the release of LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN; Of no less 

interest were 'the elimination of dissolves to link scenes, 
\ 

so highly touted in the Edison studio's' 1902 promotion material,' 

<lnd the use of printed title,s ta d~scribe the action -of the 

different sequences. The studio felt obliged ta explain: 

. we h a v e made a departure f rom the a Id me thod of 
dissolving ?ne scene 'into another by inserting 
announcements with brief descriptions as they 
appea~ in s~ccession.69 -

,A mere year befo~e a company blurb writer had declared the 

dissolves in JACK AND THE BEANSTA~K a rnajo~ selling point: 

in changing from one s~ne to the other, 
transformations are made by beau,tiful dissolving 
and fading effects. There are no sudden jumps 
whatever, and the entire effect lS at once pleas
ing, gratifying and compréhensive, and the <ludi-( 
ence finds itself following wlth ease tLe thread 
of this most wonderful of ,aIl fairy tales ..• 70 
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The addition of the titles madë fqr a film tha t did no t 

require a live narrator-explainer and could thus be presented 

by a small theatre manager at minimum expense. After having 

gi~en up plans to synchronize sound"and film, Edison had at 

one poi~t assigned sorne of his staff the task of conducting 

experiments to determine minimum reading times for short pas-

71 
sages. The titles in UNCLE TOM'S CABIN capsulized action 

, -
illustrated by the moving ~ictures that followed, which as-

, , 

sumed reasonably literate non-immigrant vaudeville audiences 

for early films. A former expert telegraphe~, Porter~s 

titles linking the scenes ~f UNCLE TOM read'like cable messages: 

'lst. Eliza PI~~ds With Uncle Tom to Run ~way. 

2nd. Tavern. Phineas Outwits the Slave T~aders. 

3rd. Eliza EscaP,t:!s Across the River àn Floa,ting Ice. 
Jr--
" 

4th. R~cky Pass. - Reunion of Eliza and GlS"u'rg,e :Harris. 
.!of\"" 

5th. Steamboat Race Between the Robe~t E. Lee and 
Natchez. 

6th. The Rescue of Eva. 

7th ,'."" Welcome Home of St. Clare, Eva and, Tom. 

8th. Eva and Tom in the Garden. 

9th. Death of Eva,. 

lOth. Ba-r-room. St. Clare Defends Uncle Tom. 

llth. The Auction of St. ~lare~s Slaves. 

l2th. 
, 
1 
1 

1 

l3th. 

Cotton Yicking. Tom refuses to Flog Emaline. 

gark AV~ngeS the Death of St. Clare and Uncle Tom. ~ 

14 th. 
72 

Tableau. 
1 

Death of Uncle Torn. 
1., 

; , 
" 1 
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According ta the 1904 Kleine catalogue, the film was aIse 

offered for sale in a slightly altered sequence, the table

top boat race inserted as Scene 1111, following Th~ Auction 
\ 

of St. Clare's Slaves, instead of as Scene #5.~3 ,That dis-

'r~gard for fixed sequence, especially temporal sequ~nce lS 

also found in the instructions for using the close-up in THE 

GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY. 

There lS little about UNCLE TOM' that 

i 
~ 

would 

justify dismissing it as cinematically "retrograde."' In the 

period, the development of a screen narrative as a series 

of- disçonÙnuou$ tableaux pre-datecl UNCLE TOM and may be fQund 

1.n later films like HOW JONES LOS'T HIS ROLL, L'IFE OF, AN 

AMERICAN POLIC~MAN, and THE SEVEN AGES, aIl three ~ubjects 

directed by Edwin Porter between 1904-1905. The innovations 

" ' for which the film has been ,s~ngle'd out, the use of titles 

and ~he elimination of the dissolves, would have helped ac-

comodate film production ta a newly emerging circumstance in 

the field of exhibition. UNCLE TOM,:historically important 

as a marker of that circutnstance, is otherwis,e no less ,cine-

matie than the subjects Porter worked on b~fQre or after it. 

If the film :Ls in any way distinctive it is not for its primi-

tive montage, but rather for its avoidance of ,the devices of -... - ' 
Ar' 

tq.e f,ilmed actuality and its, fidelity ta the :theatrical an'cl 

:pro-filmic elemenLs 'that' characterized nineteenth-century 

optical shows and live presentat1.ons. Porter d1.d more or less 

the' same thing when he filmed the Wagner opera PARSIFAL (1904). 

Horeover, it is mostly the actuali,~ty-style compositional effects 

of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY that provide its illusion of spatio
( 

1 
1 

1 
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temporal contînuity; the, montage styles of bath films are 

otherwise ,remarkably similar: each shot offers a complete 

. f r . d . 
V 1. e w' 0 t tl e de p l C t e a c t 10 n • 

Released in 1903, UNCLE T,OM'S CAj3IN was evidenc.e less of a 

backward narrative film style than of a firm but short-lived 

constraint on the screen renderin~ of subject matter from lit-

erary and stage sources, as weIl as remote historical periods. 
1 74 Topical staries were given the newsreel treatment. The Edison 

studio's notiort of f.idelity ta ,a 's~àgework, of "every'scene 1> 

posed iri accordante with the t:amotis author's wishes," seemed to 

mean that the film praduce~ had the license ta endow his film 

, 
with s6me kinds of aptical enhancement, but nat, others. If a 

play had bee,n staged with canvas sets, that' was how it wou'l'd be 

rep~oduced for the screen. Subjects with >a litera'j:"Y, biblical 

or othernon-contemporary so~rte were shot with painted ~xter

io'r sets, h6r\i~,ontal 'action, centre,d framing, sta,tic camera, 

etc.' In films with interior and exterior scenes, the interiors 

were do~e in the fIat framing technique of the fantasy films, 
/ ' 

which eliminated the impre~sion of a conti~u;us un~verse beyond 

the frame edge, and the exteriors were shot in the,manner of 

the actuality film with its panora~as and randam dramas re-

lying heavily on the perception of a larger unframed and ~n-

seen physical world. 

n~i a pattern restricted to Edis~~ 

"t J Based on a famili'ar nursery rhyme, Billy Bitzerl,'s 

l t was 

productions. 

TOM, TOM, THE PIPER'S SON, a 1905 Biograph title, depicts'its 

chase sequences in lateral and vertical one-shot actions. 

Using a visual concept borrowed, according tb the scenari~, fram 

i ", 

", 

{ 
\ 1 

': 
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Hogarth's painting, Chatsworth Market Fair (1733), the 

canvas sets do limit the space ~in ~hich the filmed action 

m a y' ev 0 1 ve . 0 n the 0 t 11 e r han d, the ch 0 i c e 0 f' fla t s a"'n d 

costumes seems to have bee~ determined by the non-topical 

orig~ns of the subject. Bitzer's Russian-Japan~se battle 

'> 
re-enactment, BATTLE OF THE YALU, complete~ the previous year, 

shows by its newsreel compositional character, just how 
t 

deliberat~ the difference was. Two things are explicit ln 

the TOM, TOM scenario: 
,-j 

the "Shakespearean" or "Early English" 

setting of the action; and that the action iS,"continuous, 

taking place 'at consecutive periods on the afternoon of one 

d a y . Il Bec au seo f the fil m 's sou r ce, Bio g r a p h a pp e are d t 0 

eschew the newsreel-style for reproducing the continuous 

chase action much in ~ogue in 1905.
75 

The constraint appeared, however, to be ln decline 

by 1907. The 1907 Danish Nordisk company's FOR EN KVINDES 

SKY~D (FOR.A WOMAN'S SAKE), a tile of rivals for the/kingls 

daughter, wa~ done in period costume with reai exteriors, 

frame'edge cit-offs, bottom corner exits and matched movement 

9r 
between interi0r.' and extetior scenes; that same company' s 

DER VAR ENGANG (1907) employed painted exteriors and horizontal 

movement in another king's daughter story in costume.Vita-
/ 

graph's FRANCESCA DE RIMINI (1907), a superb operatic film 

abuût a jealous hunchb~ck ~ho murders his,wif~, her lover and 

himself, WàS a costume drama, performed in ,real exteriors with 
l 

actuality camerawork: In one of the more intriguing, 

1907 releases, Pathé's EARLEQUIN'S STORY, 
, 

the dissolves, 

« 
giant mushrooms, fake-bearded children in the role of dwarv~s 

and trick, explosions are set aside when the scene switches to 

'" 
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a cast1e in a rea1 éxterior; sudden1y there are pans to fo11ow 

the actiol1, cuts to link' scenes and movement in depth. 

By the time Griffithturned out THE GOLDEN LOUIS (1909) close-

ups, vàried came~a distances and scene shifts on action were .. . ' 

employed with ea;e,in a costume drama of failed res~ue ~oth 

1iterary in its origins and historica11y remote. 

'4.7 Topical Re-Enactments 1904-1906 

The trend to the ,acknowledged reproduction of extended 

news subjects meant that producers using the license of a 
, , 

"true story" cou1d on occasion engage in sensati,ona1ist pub1i
,1 

city for their very ordinary subjects. In a March 1906 New 

1 

York Clippe~ ad for THE B~ACK RAND, Biograph claimed to "re-

pro duc e, w i 't hou tex a g g e rat ion, the 1 a tes t sen sa t ion 0 f New 
, 0 ' 

, 76 
York Po~ice Anna1s." Th~ prevlous year Edison sold a 

s'cene' fJom r.:IFE OF AN AME,RIe'AN POLICEMAN this way: 

• accurate1y depicts scenes and inctdents of 
a noted crime in New York City -- in which a we1l
known police officer was killed. The scenes were 
enacted over the very same ground, and the same 
liight watchman and the same policeman who too'k part 
in the real tragedy are seen in the picture.77 

'.rhe shift to the fictionalization of topical stories in the ,. 

wake of THE GREAT oTRAIN ROBBERY was not, however, a sud den 

one; ,producers did not immediate1y flood the market with full-

blo~n vaude~ille-act sized subjects and exhibitors did not 

abruptly- abandon t'he practice of constructing their own shows 
, 

out of. the news foo~age that producers continued to supp1y. 

The relea~es based 6n the Risso-Japanese War of 1904-1905 and" 

the San Francisco earthquake disaster of 1906 show the wa~ 

.-
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in which a new production concept 1ike the merger of modes 

of illusionis~ in ~n acknowledged and extended news reconstruc-

tion was both supported and constrained by established exhi-

bitlon structures. 

> 
4.7.1 !he Russo-Japanese Wat 

/. 

On February 8, 1904 Japanese naval forces attacked the 

Russia~-held Port Arthur in southern Manchuria. The Japane~e 

issued a declaEation of war on February 10. On May l, Japan

ese troops defeated the Russians at the Ya1u.River. Russian 
- . 

i forces besieged ar Port Arthur surr~ndered on Jartuary 2, 1905; 
'" 

final defeat' 'for Rus-~ia came in March 1'905. The- net reBult 

of the war wàS Japan's assertion of its role as an economic and 

politica1 power in the region.
78 

'On tw.r seE.arate da~s. March 23 and 29, 1904, Biograph regis- , 
, 

tered a four-part re-énactment ca11ed BATTLE OF THE YALU. The 

work of Birly Bitzer, the most peculiar thing about the Lilm was 

that the battle of the Yalu did not' actually take place until· 211-

mO,st a month later, between April 26 and May 1, 1904!79 The 217-foot, 

five-shot subject that has survived i5 one of the best examples 

from the period of n~~sreel ,style turned ta the ends of fic-

tionalized screen drama and aIL the more interesting ~erhaps 

because it anticipated the events it purported to depict. 

Bitzer's BATTLE OF THE YALU no less than Porter's THE GREAT 

TRAIN ROBBERY appears to have marked a decisive phase in the 

development af the American narrative film: the integration 
ci ~. ,. 

of fietional structures cornmon to the period with the co~~e 
\ , 

~trat:egies - switched angles of view, frame-edge eut-offs, 

changes in camera position and camera distance, etc. -- ~f 
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the newsreel. And in e f f e'c t the val u e S 0 f fic t ion. a l s t ru c tu r e 
, 
1 1 

seemed ta 'db away with the need for an actual topical event 

scripted in the newspapers of the day. 

With its Wild West-like chase and shoot-out, structure, 
1 

YALU was filmed'in the snowy h-i11s of the Syracuse area' of 

New York State on March 18, 1904. 80 The film's compositional 

qualities communicate a powerful illusion of a deep physical 

space in which men and objects move without stage restraint. 

'Ehat impression was enhanced by Bitzer's use of large numbers 

of "troops." Those slick production values _were b~lanced in 
) 

part by the absence of "personalities," by the anonymity, that 

is" of the namelei"s dramatis persona,e. Though there i5 no 

sign ln the film of the eponymou5 r'iver which the Japanese 

1 
army in fact crossed, the film did predict the Japanese vic-

toryl A big hit on the vaudeville circuit, BATTLE OF THE YALU 

was on the bill at the St. Charles Orpheum, a New Orleans 

t'heatre, in May 1904. THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY had played there 

in the first week of February and from the point of ,view of a 

local reporter YALU appeared to represent the same type of 

. . 81 moVle enterta~nment. However, as 

of perceived risk associated with 

relea)ed YALU in two lengths. lt 

an indication o~the element
Q 

the longer film, BiogI,"aph 

was clearly acknowledged 

as a staged piece of action i-d, terms not aIl that different 
\ 

from those in the Edison studio' 5 description of THE GREAT 

TRAIN ROBBERY: 

• it i5 the only production carried out under 
strict military orders. Large bodies of troops, 
correctly uniformed, are employed and manoeuvred 
exactly' as in a[<:\tual warfare.,~" There is, therefore, 
ab sol u t/e ~ no t h i n g f apk e y' in t h-e fil m. 8-2 

1 

1 

, . 

v~, 

Q , 
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In early. April, Porter was instructed to hurry out a YALU 

re-make, SKIRMISH BETWEE'N RUSSIAN AND JAPANE.SE AD VANCE 

GUARDS. At 565 feet it was among the longer Edison 

productions of the year. Shot at Forest River Hill, New 

Je r 5 e y, the fil min g a c t i vit Y a t t ra ete d the a t te n t ion) 0 f a 

. r-
New Jersey Advertiser reporter: 

sixt Y members of Companies H and l of the Fitth 
Regiment, National Guard, under command of Captain 
William A. Lord, of Orange, journeyed to Soho 
Saturday, and on a bluff over-looking the Second 
River, not far from the Forest Hill Field Golf Club 
grounds, divided, aceording to their physical pro
portions, and, engaged 'in a fierce confliet that 
continued intermittently for three hours. _ The under
sized men donned caps and coats that changed them 
as by magic to light-footed Japanese infantrymen; 
while the heavier warriers (sic), in long cOats and 
upturned mustaches, became the heavy slow-rftoving 
fighters of Russia. A Catling gun company from 
New York, a huge baggage wagon and an angel of 
mercy cast in wax wearing a nurse'S costume ~nd a 
fixed look of pit y ma$de up the tale of fighters and 
ae;"essories. 83 

1( 

Titles of the type used in UNCLE TOMIS CABIN identify the 

setting and action of the film's four sceneS: Outpost on the 

. , 
Yalu River; The Attackj The Capture; and 'The Retreat, whl.ch 

depict a Russian-atta~k and a successful Japanese counter-
~ \ 

attack. Here, however, in comparison with Bitzer's YALU, 

Porter's fllm is relatlvely statie, making limited use of depth 

or of the sweeping movements of men and objècts within the depth. 

The July 1904 Edison Films catalogue listed fourteen 
-::' 

films in a category called Russo-Japanese War, in addition to 

three aS Scenes From Russia and five as S~enes From Japan. 

A \ fi i x 0 f au the n tic f 00 t age and f ~k e son l y t W 0 0 f the fil ms", '! 
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were actually produced and copyrighted by thl:! Edison studio, 

SKIRMISH and BATTLE OF CHEMULPO BAY, aiso the- work of Edwin 

Porter,according to company records. The act,ua1 ba,.tt,le of 

Chemulpo Bay (Inchon) was fought on February 9, 1904, and 

enabled Japanese troops to land at the Korean port. Edwin 

Porter's studio fake, BATTLE OF CHEMULPO BAY, was a four-shot 
! 

work containing a stage artillery piece set up on a painted 

ship's deck, miniat}urizati'on, an above-eye rear-view ,camera 

angle and frame-edge cut-offs. Shots 112 and 113' cut from the 

busy Japanese ship's deck to a telescopic iris sequence of 

"'. a Russian fIag, and presumably the ship below, being blown 

to bits. Shot tt4 cuts back to the deck and snows a single 

tiny craft in the foreshortened background distance tiltipg 

ove r on i t s s ide. P1ayed by chi 1 dren, the seven-man Japane se 

crew were an'insufficient number for motion picture credibility. 

4.7.2 The--San Francisco Disaster -- 1906 

The major motion picture amusement event of 1906 l was 

based on the April 18 San Francisco earth,quake that ignited 

a city-wide blaze lasting three days. By ear ly May a promo-

t,-f • 

tional battle raged in the pages of The New York Clipper be-

tween claims of on-the-scene authenticity and virtuoso repro-

duction. The intense if brief strugg1e begéfn on May 5. A 

Lubin ad stated: 

• 

\ , \ , " 

4 , , 
1 
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• WE HAVE SENT OUR PHOTOGRAPHERS TO SAN 
FRANCISCO and instructed them to take ten thou
sand feet of Films (sic) 

We Guarantee ALI Our Films ta be Originals, Taken 
at the Source of the Disorder. 

On the"sarne day and on the same page the Kleine Optical company 

made the resist.able offer of "MOVING PtCTURE FILMS of the 

STREETS OF SAN FRANCISCO" as weIL as steriopticon views, both 

produced b efore the" d isaste r. On ly Vi tagraph, it seetrted, hàd 

• "1~ 
the genulne stuff. Their ad, again on the sarne day and on 

the sarne page, promised that their "special photographer secured 
1 

splendid views of the disaster," 600 feet of vhich vere for 

84 
sale at tvelve cents a foot. 

,'1. 
The f 0 Il 0 win g we e kW. B '. Mo 0 r e, a ste r~;~ p t ~ 'c 0 n rn a n u f a c tu r e r 

and film exchange operator basad in Chicago, advertised a "lee
r) 

ture on San Francisco Fire and Earthquake with SI ides from Nega

tives made by our ownJphotographer now on the Pacific Coast."
8S 

. t~ . 
The sarne day The Yale Operatin~ Company of Kansas City, Missouri 

offered "400 Ready to Run feet," the "ONLY, BONA FIDE, GUARANTEED 

GENUINE Standard Guage Moving Picture Film of the BURNING OF SAN 

FRANC ISC,O." 'They exp 1 a ined the 1 eng th by say ing th a t the pho to-

grâpher had on1y gone to the coast with 400 feet of regu1ar film. 

Three s:enes were being offered; the first taken from Alamo 

S q~' r e a t Il: 4 5 a. m. 0 n th e clay 0 f the e a r th qua k e; the sec 0 n cl 

during an automobile ride down Market Street on April 23; 

and the third from an automobile driving along Eighth Street 

th e same day. There was a- $5,000 forfeit if the claims could 
" 

1 
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85 be proven falsE). 

Competition for the Yale Operating company's N~w York 

ageht came from Biograph. ·Their ad that day announced, along 

with Panoramas of the Ruins, a 140-foot studio-produced re~ 
\ 

construction of the disaster, created by 

. a big force of scenic artists at work in 
our studi~, building a COMPLETE REPRESENTATION OF 
THE CITY OF SAN FRANCISCO. . the most sensational 
and realistic thing of its kind evet made. Even if 
you have wasted your money on films of black and 
dead ruins, this will 'Îiave you and get the money.86 

The Biograph Bulletin picked up the theme declaring that their 

SAN FRANçrSCO film, entbodied "dramatic elements and human , 

interest altogether lacking in the ordinary views of the ruins." 

That was in small print under a come-on that read: "The Only 

Complete Moving Picture Production Showjng the Fire in Pro-
", 

gress." And then they explaine/tl h'ow it was done: 

, 
We s ta r t wi th a magn if icen t re prlsen ta t ion 0 f the 
fire, as' piçtured above. This was made from a 
model city, constructed in our studio from photo
graphs. It is tinted red ta represent the glare 
of the fire, and with the ·leaping flames and dense 
clouds of smoke, makes a sight long to be rememb
ered. 8l 

$.( 

That same day the Edison studio entered the contest announcing 

th/ availability of 430 feet of SAN FRANCISCO footage in 
/ 

f ive "Panoramas and ~ir.d' sEye V.iews," rioriè of that ma teriai 

ever copyrighted by t!le-éômpany. "à. week later Lubin was sell-
1 

ing some paQOrâmas and street scenes of his own . 
. -- In a 180 0 

re_versaI of th'eir Boer war claims, Vitagraph, one of the eariiest 
~ 

arrivaIs on the scene, tried to warn exhibitors again~t the 

Biograph reconstruction and most of the other footage available: 

.... 
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THE REAL GOODS~ NOT Scenic Studio Reproductions, 
Clippings From Oid Baltimore Fire Films, Scenes 
in San Francisco BEFORE The Disaster. BUT Whole-
saine, Hônest, Genuine Motion Pictures, Photograph
ically Fine, ~earing Every Evidence of Authenticity, 
Showing in Splendid detaJl the Stricken City After 
the Awfui Cataclysm. 88-" ~' 
'J 

Toward the end of the month the~ Edison company advertised 

thirteen San Francisco subjects for sale and reminded client~ 

that - "Any selection of subfects may be joined together." 

Business may have been flagging. The follow~ng week Edison 

ads rated the San Francisco footage only third below their 

featured offerings, LI..FE OF A COWBOY with "REAL'Cowboys \nd 

Indians Bronchos - Stage Coach" and their "Iatest come~j hit" 

THE TERRIBLE KIDS. By the end of June the Miles Brothers 

were advertising lIalmost new" San Francisco f,ootage at ten 

\ 

cents per foot. The fad had exhausted itself and was now about 

to depart. 89 

Coming after THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, the work of the 
....,. 

Biograph company on the Russo~Japanese War and San Francisco 

disaster reproductions marked a clear shift from the authen-

tiClty of man-on-the scene footage to studio-produced reëon-

.'- ·siruetions. Producers of the first generation of movie narr-

atives, like LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN and THE GR~~ TRAIN 

ROBBERY, ~framed the ,experience of screen authenticity in 

topical reproductions cast in familiar and viable nineteênth-

century entertainment forms - the stage melodrama, the Iantern 

slide show, wild West scenes and circus and Coney Island spec-

tacle. The result was a story film composed of discontinuous • 



,1 

• 

( 

268 

I~ 

blocs of action staged in newsreel composition. - Represent

ing a new p roduc t i on scheme basfd on an 0 Ide r me thod of r e-

lease, it flourished briefly in- the years 1904-1906. Cru shed 

by its enormous nickelodeon success, a combinJtion of social l, 

and industrial pressures, tormally constrained by the elements 

of actuality fra'ming and composition, led to its virtual dis.-

placement by continuous chase and cross-eut reseue action that 

drew upon a 1 imi ted bu t ava i 1 ab le reper,toire ~ f rudimen ta ry 

editing procedures. 

, ... 
\ 

" 

1 

1 

f 

i . 
" 
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NOTES: CHAPTER 4 

1. Zinn, A ,People 's History of the United States, 

pp. 314-49. 

l2 i Fielding, The Ame~ican Newiree1, pp. 64-72. 

3 See Edison catalogues, July 1901; Juiy 1906; Supple-

mental 180, February 1903; Jànuary Supplement, 1904; July 1904. 

4 Edison Films, March 1900, p. 2. In 1900 Biograph 

re1eased two five-shot subjects, THE DOWNWARD PATH and A CAREER 

IN CRIME. Consisting of filmed scenes from popu1ar stage 

melodramas presented in waxwork tableau structure there 

was Little attempt at establishing continttity between'\~he 

tableaux. The same company's multi-shot TEN NIGHTS IN A 

BARROOM (1901) also relied on audience familiarity for its 

continuity. 

5 Edison Films, Ju1y 1901, p. 2. 
~ 

6 Ibid., pp. 57, 58.\ 

7 Edison Films, September 1902, pp. 4, 15. 

8 Ibid., p. 26. 

9 The New York Times" February, April, ,September, 1901. 

Following the destruction nf AdmiraI Cervera's fleet attempt-

iog to run the American blockade of Santiago harbar on July 3, 

1898, there were exchanges of angry words over who had in fact 

been responsible for the victory. The man at the helm had been 

Commodore William S. Schley; ;is immediate supervisar, AdmiraI 

1 

1 
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't, 

William T. Sampson, had sought aIL the credit. The '6ad fee1-

ing be tw~ en' the two recei ved a lot of pres s in connec tion wi th 

a naval administration incident that arase in February 1901; 

the issue was still ~n the news in the late summer and early 

faIl or that year when the Edison company released the film. 

10 Carrie '(Carry) Nation at the age of 54 declared in 
, / 

1900 that because saloons were illegal in Kansas it was the 

right of any citizen ta destroy the liquor and fixtures ~n 

state establishments selling alcohol. In the course of her 

axe-swinging campaign across the state's cities and towns 

she was arrested, fined, beaten and imprisoned. Rer husband's 

exasperation and his demand for a divorce were national news. 

See James Tragger's The People's Chrono~ogy, p. 677. 

Il 
Musser, "The Early Cinema of Edwin Porter," p. 8. 

12 Méli~s film lengths from Rammond, Marvellous Méliès; 

Edison's JACK AND THE BEANSTALK 1ength from Edison films, 

Septemoer 1902. 

13 d' '1 b 1902 1168 E Lson Fl ms, Septem er , pp. -1. Ed i son 

officiaIs and W.E. Gilmore in varticular were furious o~er 

the fact that LUbin"as selling a JACK AND THE BEANSTALK dupe. , ,
Gi1more claimed in a lettér to another Edison ma~, William 

Pelzer, on July 29, 1902, that it cost the company "pretty 

near a thousand dollars," a fairly large __ s_ullJ. .. for the time: 

," 
In orie-"depo S:lt ion connec ted w i th the move in the cour t s 

against Lubin, Arthur White, brother of James, stated that he 

assisted Porter in the production which required six weeks to 

complete. Porter's statement of the same day, October 20, 1902, 

h: re-iterated the claim of a slx-week completion schedule. Still, 
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this may be less than conclusive. When confronting an infring-

1 er in court, Edison people were inclined to play up the trouble 

and expense of producing the infringed subject. But if the 

claim was only in part true, it still shows that there was 

no such thing as the simple filming of a stage drama. l t i s , 

however, interesting that both Porter and White stres$ed the 

problem of "posing the performers," not the time-consuming 

optical effects emphasized in the catalogue description. As 

for the rèasoning behind the apparently abrupt move in 1902 

ta longer subjects, Musser thinks that the main incentive for 

the Edison company's new policy d~ted from the middle of 
.... . , 

1902 when ie had experienced a reversaI of earlier court vie-

tories. The result was an unleashing of the competition, 

Biograph and LUbin, and the need tE> ehé3:nge a po 1 iey of news 

items, dupes an'd re-makes. This lS not t'o suggest, as Musser 

points out, that Edison had exp e r iene ed a change of heart 

toward motion pictures. He wa s , at the time, most1y pre-

occupied with the phonograph, an iron ore mining scheme, a 

battery and a cement projec~. 

14 That twin tradition of street scenes, still lifes and 

portraits on the one hand, and the optical tri~kery that 

produced snapshots of ghosts and spectre-haunted parlours on 

the other, was found in the work of nineteenth cen~ury photo-

. graphers, according to Paul Hammond. 

15 "In the Vaudeville Houses," The New York Times, 

February 16, 1902, p. Il; "Sorne Vaudeville Head1iners," The 

( New York Times, May 11,1902, p. 17. 

16 "New Things in Moving pic tures," The New York Times, 

June 29,1902, p. 25. 
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1-7 Edison Films, September i902 1 '87 ... p. 

18 Edison Films, July 1901, p. 85. 

19. 
Edison Films, September 1902, 87-88. pp. 

20 
Edison Films, July 1901, pp.. 16 , 37-39. 

21 
S e e Lor d. Th e Go 0 d Y e ars, pp. 4 1-66; al s 0 "A s sas s in 

Czçlgo~z ls Executed at Auburn," The" New York Times, October 

30, 1901, p.S. For a detailed study of Leon Czo1gosz and 

the controversy that arose over the medical treatment of 

McKinley see A. Wesley Johns, The Man Who Shot McKinley: A 

New View of the Assassination-of the President, New York: 

A.S. Barnes and Company, 1970. In his ~utàbiography, 

Two Reels and a Crank, Albert Smith of Vitagraph claimed to 

have been present at the asssassination scene and to have 

• 0 b t a in e d " a ph 0 t 0 gr a p h 0 fan Am e rie an P r, e s ide nt a t the se a ri n g 
". 

moment of an as's'assin's bullet." 

.. 
At the moment of gunfire my camera was on Mr. 
McKinley's face, but the frenzied crush that 
fol1owed immediately prevented my obtaining any 
footage on the assassin, though l recorded con
siderable of the wild and angry attempts of the 
people to get their hands on Czolgosz. 

As if in anticipation of the question, Smith hastened to add 

that the negative had "deteriorated" but that he still had 

"four or five frames" of the lost film, none of which, curl-

ously, were published in his book (pp. 132-33). A 1903 

Alburquerque, New Mexico newspaper clipping did describe a 

travelling motion picture show managed by the Beat y Bros. --

"Kinetoscope Kin,gs of the· Wor1d" -- that featured 1901-1902 

Edison subjects inc1uding one depicting "the assassination 
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of President McKinley." From an unidentified newspaper clipping 

found in a file at the ENHS.' 

22" '. " b Il Assass1n Czo1gosz s Body to be Destroyed at Au urn, 

The New York times, Octpbèr 29, 1,901, p. 1. Th est 0 r y, th 0 u g h 

published on October 29, was dated OC,tobet 28. 

23 
Edison Films, Septembe'r 1902, p. 91. 

24 The New York Times, October 29, 1901, p. 1. 

\ 25 "In the vaudevilles',",The New York Times, November 3, 

1901, p. "8; 

26 
Fielding, The American 1~ewsree1, p. 41. 

27 
Edison Films, September 1902; 

-
17. p. 

28 
Ibid. , 12. p. 

29 
lb id •• 13. p. 

30 "The Pan-American at Oswego.'i" The New York Times, 

Novembe r 20, 1901. A clipping found in a file at the ENHS 

identified as "Motion Pictures 1901." 

31 Edison Films, September 1902, pp. 112-16. 

32 See Hammond, p. 141; also Frazer, pp. 93-95 on the dif-

ference between the Edison and Méliès versions. 

33 Edison Films, September 1902, pp. 144-46. 

34 Handwritten note in a file ca11ed "Motion Picture Film-
~ . 

Subjects Coronation." on the stationery of the U.S.M.S. 

"Philadelphia" dated August 22. 1902, ENHS. 

( 
35 See Gifford, 1902; Walls, p. 50. Various problems 

have been cited to explain the decision to re-enact the cere-
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mony rather ,tha film the origin 1: the lighting'would have 
o 

been unsuitable and tli eies had denied permission c to 

Charles urbai, M'li~s' British agen~, to set bp a camera Ln-

side the Abbey. The film was done at Méliès' studio in 
• 

France. To assist with the project Urban sent Méliès pic-

tures of the Abbey, costumes and related accessories and even 

visited the Montreuil s.tudio to check on details. Smith' s 

10\- .(". \, 

roI e wa s t 0 fI il m t ha; a r Il val and d e par tu r e 0 f the r 0 y a 1 c 0 a c h 

at Westminister. Âssembled with the ceremony footage' done 

by Méliês, the result would be a representation of the event 

in the form of an abridgement featuring the highlights. The 
\., 

June 1902 completion date for the Urban-Méliès réproduetion 

cannot be entirely explained by the fact the coronation was 

or ig ina11 y schedu 1 ed for June 26. Edward, we know, was taken 
q 

ill with what was reported as aeute gastritis. The postpone-

ment was announced on June 25. The previous day, however, 
r' 

, ,,'. ,; 

Urb~n, who had received permission to film the June ce~emony, 
o 

claimed in a let ter that he had applied for a renewal in 

order to do' the August ritual inside the Abbey. Despite 'a 

"donation" 

Did Urban, 

t 0 a r 0 y a lof f' ici al, th a t p e r mis s ion wa s den i e d . 

then, make the arrangement fbr the Méliès co-produc-

tion to cover himself in the event that é1 bot'ch of the real 

thing would have denied him his financial due? Was he manoetl-
'. 

1 -
vreing in a situation more complex than it a~peared? Rad 

there been a deal with Edison and the Eden that fell through? 

Urban, born in America, was also Edison 's. British agent-. The r e. 

is evidence that Hollaman wa; keenly interested in coronation 

footage. In early June it was announced that he Mas on his 
-

way to England to attend the ceremony and, to make "~arrangements 
1 

"to secure moving pictures of the coronation fpr.exhibition 
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at the Ed,l!n,rltusée the first week of JulY.,II 'The vaudeviUe 

'. , 
(' afpeal of European royalty on the screen was such, in fac):.,' 

tha t corona t ion f 00 ta:ge enj oyed a record run a t the Eden and 
~ 

was still on its screen in January 1903. And after aIl ls. ' 
1\ J 

said and done, w~ did the Edison company fee~ cOmpell\d to· 

dazzle prospective buyers with sailing dates and other false 

declaratlons? S e e Ha mm 0 n d, pp. 5 3 - 5 4 , 144; Fra z e r, pp. 1 0 0 - 0 2 ; 

Desla,ndes and Richard, pp. 454-61; also The New York Times, 

June 8, 1902, p.--'.tO, ~unEl:..25, 1902, p. 1; January 11, 1903, 

p.34.1' 

36 . . . . 3 75 Nlver, Bl.ograph Bulletlns, pp. 7 - • 

37' 
, Edison Films, Thomas A. Edison, Supplement 168, 

February 1903, pp. 2-3. 

38 / 
See Ramsaye, .p~P'428-29 and F:ielding, "Hale's 'Tours.:. 

/". , 

U 1 ta -r ea 1 ism, in t:'1l;- Pr e-l9l a Mo ticJn P i~ tu re. " 

39' Rennert, 100 Posters of Buffalo Bill, p. 14 • .,., 
lt was a period when military drill had a popu1~r 
following, when private armies, ,armed with swords 
only, were maintained by Knights of Pythias, Knights 
Templar, Knights of Columbus, Knights and Ladies 
of Honor, and many other lodges. Buffalo Bill's 
Wild West presented infantry drill and artillery 

,,,, drill. The Spanish American War stimulated furthèr 
military di~play. 

From"Don Russell, The Wild West: A History of The wild West 

Shows, pp. 61-62 • 

• 40 'Ed1~on Films, Supplement 168, pp. 2-3. 

41 Rahi11, The Wor'ld of Melodrama, pp. 255-257. 
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42 "Notes of the Week," The New YoJkc Times, November 28, 

1897, p. 9. 

43 
"The 

, 
" See Musser, ;ar 1y Cinema of Edwin Porte r. 

44 
Ka·sson, 'Coney Island, 71-72, 86. pp. 

. 45 
Giffard, Br i t'i sh Film Catalogue for 1899, 1900, 1901 , 

1903. 

46 
In Brighton, Eng1and in May 1978, l saw a somewhat 

differe~tversion: one in which the coneluding sequence was done 

~ 
in two shot's. Rere the litt le girl was brought out of tj1.e 

burning building down a ladder. Which means that there is 

more than one print of this film as weIl; Gessner has'des-

eribed a print with ten shots. The eut on action linking 

shot 114 and shot 115 in the print Ireferred to here, held by 

Cinémathêque québecolse, is more skillful than the ones at-

temp ted by Porte rr 
47 For a detai1ed comparison of the Porter and William'son 

films see ~opocy, liA Narrated Cinema." 

48 
~ 0 Ramsaye, p. 415; Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film. 

49 
Wa1ls, pp. 78-81. 

sa Edison Films, September 1902, pp. 66-67. -------
51 Edison Films, Ju1y 1901, pp. 53':"56. 

52 
Ramsaye, pp. (14-15. 

"', . 
• " • J 
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53 
Edison Films, January 1904, p. 5. There is much t~ 

suggest that the appeal of the film had 1itt1e to do with its. 

narrative editing st~ueturé" "Sinee most of the people who 
ll. 

saw this film were uneducated city dwellers who never rode " 

on trains·, the impact must have been .startling: They knew 

that .the scenes t11.ey were ~atching were P1aUSib.l~; y~t t'o il 
t hem t hey we re f an ta sy. " Edwa rd R. Tannenbaum, 1900, The 

Generatio!l Before the Great War, Garden City, Ne'; Yortk: 
) 

Anchor Press '. Doubleday, 1976, p. 222. Tannenbaum went on , 

to say that the emerging mass culture' inc1uding screen enter-
. 

tainment and the "na,ive empiricism" of the news m.,Jt.aia provided 

a very superficial ec;lucation into the operation ~f" a new in-
o 

, ( 
dustria1 reality, its systems and structures, offering 

"mystificati'on rather than an explanation." p. 237~ 

54
/

, 'The Great Train Robbery,' A~ Rehearsed in N:W Jersey," 

The New York Times, 1903. This is a clipping found in a file 

at ENHS ~ith a note that says "Published in 1903." Perhaps 
'. 

the date was ip error since the story stated that "more than 

5,000,000 personsï/ had already seen t.he film. This news 

~tory-review wa~#Somewhat critica1 of the film's histrionics; 
, 

of, as the anonymous repo!-'ter put it, men who "drap dead too 

sudden 1 Y when ... sho t ." 

5 5 Accord ing to Rams aye (p. 418), THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY 
"1 

1 ., , 
had ~ts f~rst runs at the Eden Musée, Huber's Museum and 

Hammers tein 1 s. Toward the end of December 1903, it was on 

view at a Brookl:{n vaudeville house, the Orl'heuIXI. There it 

was tlle closing attraction on 
.: 

a bill that' included the prison 

" 

, 

-'- \ 
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, 
scene from Faust; a sketch, Prêsto the Parisian automaton; 

and a pony act. ("Vaudeville," The New York Times, December 

20, 1903, p. 2'5.) Projected at~e~Orpheum on a Vitagraph 

machine, it would have been an un1ikely "chaser." l t is worth 

remembering, however, that in 1904 the screen experience and, 

the projection machine, as much as anything that ,it projected, 
e-t ,r 

still seemed to constitute the main attraction of motion pic-

tures and the theme of promotional copy. In the closing weeks 

of 1903 the "Edison projectorscope" was featured at Huber's, 

tbe "biograph" at Keith's. ("Vaudeville," The New York Times, 

December 27, 1903, p. 25.) Thus it was more than a little 

significant that when THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY was put on the 
1 

bill at the Circle in New York City the week of January 2, 19'04, 

it was referred to'by ti~le ("Vaudeville': This Week's, Bills," 
- ~ 

( 

Th~ New York Dramatic Mirror, January 2, 1904, p. 19) this 

way: " the "\,i tagraph showing THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY." 

56 
See Edmund Morris, The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt, 

New York: Ballantine Books, 1979, pp. 459-79. ) 

57 
Gene â\nd Jayne Barry Smith (e,ds.), The National Police 

Gazette, pp. 160-§1; James D. Horan and Paul Sann, Pictorial 

History of the wild West, New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 
1 

1954, pp. 212-1). lndeed, a number of bond-size strips of 

pa p e r f 1 u t ter· in the air in th email car sc en e 0 f the Po rte r 

film. 

58 
Horan and Sann, p. 216. 

59 
See Russell, The Live a~d Legends of Buffalo Bill; 

Rams-aye, pp. ,4l6-l7; Andy Adams, The Log of a Cowboy: A. Nar-
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{ 

rative of the Old Trai1 Days, 1903. Reprinted~y the Airmount 

Pub l-ishing Company, New Yo rk, 1969. 

60 
Vardac, pp. 63-64. Porter had apparently learned of 

the stage production from Billy Marinetti, an acrobat,scene 
, ""' 

paintér and handyman (Ramsaye, pp. 416-17). U.S. copyright 

," 
records show a number of stage works registered with tha~_ 

title: 

The Great Train Robbery a comedy drama in 4 acts 

by Edward E. Rose c Clara F. Rose, August 26, 1896. , 

----------- an original Western Drama. in 4' acts, 
by Scott Marble. Typewritten. c Thomas H. Davis' 
and William Keogh, July 13, 1896. 

----------- a play in 4 acts by Scott Marble. 73 p~ 
Typ'1twtitten. c William T. Keogh, May 2, May 8, May. 
27, 1907. (The copy of this 1907 version 1 have seen 
contains sto~y elements, such as the explosion in 
the mail car, found in the Porter film. 
lt is difficult ta say whether they were alsp 
i~ the 1896 version of the play.) 

----------- a rea1istic ~amatic spectacle in 3 
scenes.by ~. Voeitlin. 20 p. Print~d. c Arthur 

\ V~egtll"n, .November 6,1905, March,26, 1906. Ref.': 

Dramatic Compositions Copyrighted in the Unit-ed States 1'810-

~, Vol. 1, 'A-N, Library of Congress, Copyright Office, 

• 
Washington: . Governme? t printing Office, '1918. For this infor-

matioi ~am indebted to Pat Loughney of the Motion picture 

ç Section, Library of ~ongress. 

. 61 
Ru" s se 11, Th e W i 1 d We s ~, p. 12 . 

62 
Edison Films, July 1901, p. 80. 

63 
Edison Fiims, September 1902, p. 93. 

64 ~ 
The Film Daily, p. 15; Sephr, 

~ ~"---'le eard >~~HS • 
The Mo vie s Beg in, 'p: 6 2 • 

(" 

Information -on- tha"t card included the 
7"-. 

in-
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formation that ~he man who was shot 

John Booth. 
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one 

65 l am indeb ted to my co lleague, Prof). And ré G:i!-udreâu l t " 
p 

for assistance with" ttlis analysis. , 
66 h . f' ... . 1 T e re-creatlon 0 vl.olent events· ln thel.r or1g1na 
\ 

.. Western habitat was, as it turned out, more than a novelty 

nation. 4n 1907, Col. William Selig took his cameras from , , 

Chicago..fo Colora'do and began filming simple action storie.s . ., 
l# 

Hailed as the beginning, not merely of the Western as a genre, 

but of Hollywood itself, the distinctly A~erican character 

of films like Selig's THE GIRL FROM MONTANA and THE BANDIT 

~ING gave them a competitive edge at a ~me when the U.S. 

in dus t r y wa sin ~ i t i g a t ion a l ~ i s arr a y ; n d the s u~ t s 0 f the 

Path~ Frêres dominated the nitkelodeon screens of New york, 

Philade~phia and Chicago. Pathé tried ta fi~t back' with 

HOOLIGANS OF THE WEST (1907), combining documentary footage 

of a wild horse round-up with a flctional rescue~ Its European 

reading of wild West show structures included Indians, a train 
l 

robbery and a chase. But that was not enough to co~pensate 

for iis lack of an instinctive feel for A~erican frontier 

mythology, to say nothing of the absence 'of Western spaces, 

the eth1tographic !ionfusion of cowboys lJving in African-st)1ler . , 
~ ~ " , 1 

that"ched huts and an actual stream wit'h large fake rocks" 
. 1 

Edison joined the trend with porter',l DA~lE,L BOGNE (1907), 
• g, 1 

.dlrected by Wallace McCutcheon~who ~or a time shuttled back 

and forth between the Biograph and Edison studios. rts weak 
/ "f • " • 

nairative strung together sorne Wild West show stunts, an 

• f 
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Indian a t tack seen from ins ide and then ou t s ide the cab in . 

and ,a reseue"1l Biograph entered the competition with' ~CK 

ON, AN EMIGRANT TRAIN (1907), a featured Buffalo Bi'll Wild 

West speetac le filmed with cardbo'ard mou,nt~ and a tr-:;;t· 

hydrau1ie bridge. Vitagraph responded with THE EASTERNER 

-

(1907), the tale of a dude whofl tamés a prairie roughneck that 
• 

inc1udes ;; challenge race betwéen a horse and an ,automobile, 

so~e sharp in~erior-to-exterior cutting and the distinctive 

'photographie quality of performers who get' at a c.loser dis-, ~ 
} 

tance to the camera than they usua11y did in'Edison ,and Bio-

graph subjects. In 1914 there was some internaI Edison company 
,/ # .. C'."j 

discussion about producipg a three-reel "re-issue" of THE 

\ GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY b/s':d on the "adve rt i s ing va 1 ue of the . 
tit~e." 

-3 
Picture 

Correspondence, L.W. McChesney, Sales Manager, Motion 
.w .. 

Depa ~ tmen t, to Horace G. Pt imp ton, Manage r of Negat ive ... 

Production". September 14., 1914. 
, 

S<ee Robert Anderson, "T~e . 
Roie of the Western FiLm Genre in Indusfry Competition~ 1907-

1911," Journal of the University Film Association, XXXI, No. 2 

(Spring I979), pp. '19-27. ' 

67 
Lawson, Film: The CreatIve Process, pp. 17, 18. 

68 Jacobs, The Rise of the 'American Film. 

69 -Edison Films, SU1>P1emetrt ~o. l85f,~October 190j, p,"5. 

7 0 E dis on Film s, Sep te mb e r 1902, p. 116. 

71 
Clark, Edison: The Man Who Made the Future, p. 178. 

72 Edison Films, Oc tober 1903, p. 5. 

73 . Th.f G~orge Kleine Collee tion, Museum of Modern Art, 

p. 157. 
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A set of hand-drawn 1ante~n slide' produced circa 1902 
(, 

and acquired in -1978 bY~Ch8;!-"1e.s Musser from the e;tate of B.H. 

• Pope of, Charl ton, 
r· , 

LondOil ahow a similar sty1istic selectivity • 

1ike t'he corO'rtat:Lon~of Edwa~d VII· was done A topica1 subject 
, . 

in the cônventions of th~ news photo( with' depth, fFaïlle edge 

eut-offs and ~he continuous relation of foreground to back-

ground. TPe Pilgrim's progress and Punch and Judy series 

s h 0 w fig ure s de tac h e'd f 1:"0 m the i r bac k g ~ 0 und s, 1 e s s de ta i 1 and 

centred classical poses. 

.7? ~i~ scenario, by Wallace McCutcheon, was obtained. from 
,---\ 

Pat Lough ey of the Library of Congress, Motion Picture Sectio~ . 

76 
Advertisement, The New York Clipper, March fi'; 1906, 

, 
Edisfrn Films, December 1905. 

'\ 

78 
Trager, Th! People's Chronology, pp. 667, 703; Barr~r~ough, 

Introduction to Contemporary History, p. 081, p. 108, p. 110 . 

. Also, Chri~topher Martin, The Russo-Japanese War, New York, 1907 • ... .. 
79 

Martin. The jusso-Japanese War. 

'" ' 80 
Biograph production records, Film Department, The 

Museum of Mode~rt. 
1 

81 
See Allen, pp. 159-60; also, Sylvester Quinn Breard, 

liA History of the Mo'tlon Pictures in New Orleans, 1896-1908." 

M.A. disfoertation, Graduate Facu1ty of the Louisiana State 
, .. 

University and Agricultural and Mech'anica1 College, June '1951" 

pp. 142-43. 

8'2 
Niver, ~iograph Bulletins, p. 127. 
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• 83 c Unidentif'ied prèss clipping, ENHS. Copyright records 
'W 

show that the film was·· ~:,mPlete~ onjp'ri::1 4, 1904 an,.d -regisGered 

.' 1 on Apnl 8, 1904. 
), 

84" ~ 
~.. Advertisements, The New~k Clipper, May' 5, 1906, .. ~ \ 

p. 324. / 
J' \ 

8.5 . c 

Advertlsement, T~elNew York Clipper, May 12, 1906, 
7 

p. 334. 

86 Ib id. 

87.. • h Il' " • Nl.ver, Bl,.ograp Bu etlns, p. 244 • 

88 
Advert~s~men~s, The New York Clipper, 12,1906, 

p. 334; May 19, 1906, p. 380. 
. ~ ~ 

89 '11 f.) \-1 
d · h N k l' A vertl.sements, T e ewo Yor C l.ppe.r, Ma y 26, 1906, 

~. 386; June 2,' 1906, p •. 425; June 23, 1906, p. 467. ( 
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CHAPTER 5 

MELODRAMAS OF THE CLQat 
/ 

Yussie had' stripped off the outer shell 
of an alarm clock. Exposed, the brassy 
gepmetric vitais ticked when prodded, 
wh' i r r e dan d j in g l e d E aIt e ri n g l Y . 

"~t still:c'n go," Yuss.ie gvvety enligh~ened 
hLm. DavLd sat down. Fascinated, he stared 
at the shining cogs that moved without movingr 
their hearts of light. "50 wot makes id?" he 
as k e d . In\. h ~ s t r e e t D a vi d_ s p 0 k ~ En g 1 i s h . 

"Kentcha' see? Id's coz id's a machine." 

"Oh!" 

"1 t wakes op mine f oddedn de mawni·~g." 

"1 t wake s op mine f odde r tao. rr CJ 
~ "-It tells yuh w'en yuh sh 'd eat and 
"'~'have tuh go tuh sleep." 

l ) 
from 

w'en yuh 

Henry Roth's CalI Il Sleep 
P-

\, 
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1 

5.1 From,Tableau Jtrueture to Shot FragJenta~ion / . ' 

In an ad placed it;l 'the New YOJ?k Drama~ic, Mirror on 
.",. , 

December 13, 19L3, Albert H. Banzaf, D.W. Griffith's lawye~ 

and agent, clai"1lled on behal'f/:"~lf his ~lie~t tITe 'introduction.' 
• ' > 

_______ , 1 

O-f a number -i)f---" mo--trun ]ric C-u r'e -innovatio-ns incI uding -" iarge 

or clos~-up figures, distant views (and) the switchback,"

which is to say t,hel las t-minute 'fescue technique. 1 A year 

,~arlier George B~!isdell in his Moving Picture World article 

bas ed on an in te rv iew wi:th" Edwin Po rter dec la red tha t the 

formel' Edi'son studio chief had "originated" that same b)sic 

set of ss'ory film techniques, among- them the" switehba1ek". 2 

A man of great .modesty, i~ is unlikely that Porter would hav~ 

made such ~ claim"on his own. 3 

lt is the pU,rpose ot' the concluding ehapter, of this 

stu~y to focus on pne ?f tho.se inn,ova'~ions, ~he, last-'Jinute 

r eseue or switehbac~, and' 'to propose an 'a 1 te rna te accoun t- of 
,J 

its JtduS~r~al adoption. Better known as paraI leI editing, 

0its, appearanee on the nickelodeon sereens of America circa 

1907 delivered the message1 for whoever could read i~. that 

a wnolesale pforma,tion 

businéss was in progrèss. 

o f the 'C 0 uri. t r y , s· mot ion pic tu r e 
~ 

Generally associateâ with Griffith's 

.1908-1913 Biograph 'yeàr,s, the sWJitchback~was' only one tnarker· 
t!> 1 • 

, of a new t.op-tp-bottom production recipe. 

The' formal e1ements' of paraJ,.1el" editing', .viz. 

the temporal overiap and the eut-in. possess a narrative history 
"'" ~ 1 

that dates baek at 1e~st to m,dieval 1iterature.
4 

The pro-

blem we confront, it seems, is less the need to make that 

point or to demonstrate some tenuous first-time motion pice~re 
, . . , 

bccurrence, than ta explain the fu~ction of the swit~h~ck in, 

/" 
.(-.,1.) .. . ,.; ",,', 

1 
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. . 

Lt auother way, our goal should be to analyse ~he circumstànces 

'in which the tableau-style narrative, from the .evidence an 

enormously popular and profitable one, col-Iapsed as a reign-' '*' 
1 

ing stl;ucture, to be displ'aced by a narrow autonomous psycho-

IQgÏ>cal drama.- Ba~ed on t.he use of overlapping inserts of 

"paraI leI" action in non-contigu~u,s spaces, its mechanical 

'" 
images of temporal urgency,amounted, in effect, to disgu~sed 

melod'ramas of the c lock. 
~ , 1" 

Dating ro~ghly from 1907, the arti-
4, , 

culation of that subject matter throuah the medium of the.movies 

instituted a shift from the re-viewed story in tableau form 

to a mode of structural fr~gmentation, i.e. to shot dependence, 

and in turn to a tighte; cod~fication of s~io-temporal reIa-

~ ~ 
tionship constrained"by the formaI features of new~reel-style . 

"#' 
compos~tion and based on the M~Cutcheon formula. What we f ind 

at th~ other end of the transformation'of the news fake into the 

story fi.lm, in other words, lS a temp'oral .<ira'ma staged in the· 
, , 

formaI fe~tures of actual ity' camerawork that prQ,dded an 

! 
imagfnary you-arê-there involvement in clock-qased crisis. 

In a number of w,ays 1907. the xear the early signs of 

signi~icant chang~ began to appear, marked the culmination of 
"'-

the U.S. film industry's first ind-ustrial phase. Mo s t of the 

bas i c .... t e c h nie a 1 dis c 'ver i e s ha d b e en ma d e and i t s the a tri c a t 

-----course was set. The following year Griffith directed his 
1 

, \ 

•. J 
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first Biograph pictures. The "beginning. of a period of 

consolidation, 1907 was, as we· have seen, the last year in 

which Ame riean produ,ce rs regi.s tid'el ac tuaI i t ies i~ s ign'if,~-

cant, ~umbers, abandoning the p'roduction c,f, topieal rte,ws .f?ot-

age, 'despite its ~,tr0lJ.g' pop"u1arity, for fictionai drama.s 
" 

largely modeled on th'e re-constitut~'d topiea1 event. ~ Iq tha t 
\ 

xéar the nickelodeon boom wis the sensation 'bf 'th~ pop' amuse-.. , 

• 
r~f6rmers of ~the Progr-~s!"ivist movement. That displeasure 

in turn·joined wîth trade press ctitici'sm of th'e tab't-eau-' 

style narr.ative to crea te a, p()wer~ul. industria,l pressure for 

a new,' who1esome, in.depend.ently~Etxhibitable· prodtict. The 

-
f01lowing 1ear, 1908, would witl),ess the forma'tion of,.the 1 

• , , 

instrument for realizing that fo"t'lllu:ta, viz. the Motion Picturè 
, .-

" 
Patents Company (MPPC).; a tentative agreemen4t between many of 

the pr ine ipal s, exe 1 uding the B iograph 'company, had been reaehed 

in 
.. 

5 June 1907. In 1907 foreign prodùet occupied 8e,,~~ty p~rc~~ 
-, of American nickelodeon screens. Two years later U.S. produe·tion 

had gained s~me ground,; by 19,12 the 1907 ratio had been 

.' 
more than reversed. with Americéln pi~tures' enjoying 'a"n eighty l 

.. 
.." 

. , . ,t.' 6 
percent. share of nation~l exhibition. 

. l' 

Edison motion pieture' for~unes in decl~ne i~ 1907 w~re not 
v . 

tQ09 reeover. ·Of a totlta1 of 1092 tit1es refe'rred ta in the pages 
, 

of The Moving Picture World that year.'a mere 'twenty-four, or 

two pe rc en t, or igina ted' in the E,d ison studio. For co~pari-
. 

son 's sake, the Pathé, company released 1'85 film,s in t~ U.S. 

f . ' 

1 

k: > ,. 
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/ 

for a seventeen percent market share. 

the Edison studio's problem was an obvious 
/ 

one, consid

their k--~in the<:"coll,text of the ~ompetitive mal;ket:" 

(just ~eren't up to much. In its July 6, J.907 i,ssue, The 

Moving Picture World commented that ''his (Ed{son's) machines 

lack durability, his pictures lack the pulsating life.,,7 

The following year & remark~bly perceptive anonym~us reviewer 

had this to say about Edison-Porter subjects in The New York 

Dramatic Mirro,r: 
.-

/' 
./ 

Edison pictures are noted for elaborate scenic , 
productions and the artistic beauty of the'scenes, 
whether natural or painted interiors, but these 
results are sometimes secured at the expen_se of 
clearness in telling a picture sto~y. Important 
,a c t i fn ta k in g pla c e in â r t i s tic s ha d 0 w 0 rat a . 
distance which permits of a beautiful and extended 
view may, and usually does, weaken the dramatic 
effect. 8 . 

At the Edison studio, Porter did not appear ,to be lacking 
11<./. 

in resources or facilities. Thè new pr~duction facility in 

the Bronx, in operation by July 190~ 
1 • 

"equ~pped with 

every appliance of the There was a stock 

company of performers, four stage manag rs and rehearsals 

for scenes" never more than two 
9 long." Pre-

• 
s~mably part of the pro~lem was that those two-to-three-minute 

) 

scenes were, as the Mirror reviewer found, just too'long, and 

hampered the clarity of the productions they composed. 
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From the lat~ summer of 1904 Edwin Porter's output, 

limited to man~ing the aceomodation of Edis~n sales and 

copyr igh t 'po lie)" to the forms 0 f a new p ~oduc tian trend, 

consisted ~f three basic types of longer film: chases~ 

tours and ~ableau ~arratives base~ on a discontinuous 

seenes-from-the-life-of structure. From the company's point ... 
of view the chief virtue of the s~rategy was its basis in 

a copyright'protection scheme permitting the sale of longer , 
films in parts as well as complete versions. The major draw-

back was the blind application of an essentially static nar-

rative method, as The New York Dramatie Mirror had observed, , 

involving the simple linking of trimmed complete-action 
i 

shots; it was a method with what would become certàin genuine 

limitations as the niekelodeon boom developed. But if 

Porter's Edison productio~s, dating from 1904, were at oada 

with the future, his predeliction !or big-sce?e block action 

narratives were in harmony with the company's ~otion picture 

concepts. 

• 

• 
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5.2 
/1 

Chase!, Tours and Tableau Narratives 
<ZJ'\ 

Chase actfon, which extended the newsreel compositional 

illusion of unrestrained movemeqt within a vast and potentia1-

1y limitless depth, borrowed its basic structure from the 

tours, searches and explorations of the cinema's first half-

decade. The chase film combined the scene-to-scene structure 

of Biograph's A SEARCH FOR EVIDENC.E (1903) and th'e actuality 

features of Lumiêres" single-scene LA' ROSSEUR ARROSE (1895) 

in the creation of an illusion of progressive action through 
.# 

~he manipulation of linked spaces in compositiona1 depth: 

As analyzed by Wallace McCutcheon, the chase film owed its. 

illusion of continuity to the compositional charact~r 
1 

of its separa te images, which ~s to say to the temp-

oral stop-motion effect that resulted when images in depth 

were joined in sequence under certain conditions: (i) t~e' 

more or less coherent moVement of recurring characters ~oward 
.Ii' 

and away from the camera; and (ii) changes in setting, both 

necessary and sufficient conditions. The absence of one of 

them reduced the illusion to its transparent component elements. 

The matted keyhole images in Biograph's thirteen-shot 

SEARCH FOR EVIDENCE (1903), for example, lack compositional 

depth, movement is lateral and chlnge~ in setting consist 

of a simple switch in room numbers. Porter's THE BU~GLAR'S 

SLIDE FOR LIFE, a studio work produced in April 1905, employed 

a stop-motion technique for the chase action. The fIat dia-

gonal top-corner ta bottom-cor~r action of a burglar's flight 

*. 
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down a tenement ~1othesline with a bulldog in pursuit fails 

to sustain the illusion of movement through space, des~ite 

the modification of background.detail -- changes in tfe it~ms 

of cIo th ing hang ing ou t to dry "7 re semb 1 ing' the swi:tched 

hotelroom numb~rs in A SEARCH FOR EVIDENCE. The fact that 

the participants do not appear toiether in the successive 

shots,· until the culmination of this "chase" makes little dif-
'. 1 

ference. The absen~e of depth is some but nat aIl of the 

problem. The British film, RrVALS FOR LOVE (1901), does 

contain newsreel depth and movement toward the camera, but 

like SEARCH FOR EVIDENCE and THE BURGLAR'S SLIDE FOR LJFE, it 
j/ 

lacks perceivable changes in ~xterior setting and camera 

angle and as a result, the illusion of continuous action. 

.'", 

Porter's first genuine chase subject, HOW A FRENCH NOBLE-

MAN, satisfied both minimal conditions. In the separateo 

sequences of its six-shot chase the act~on begins in the frame 

depth and heads toward the camera-viewe~ in arced and dia-

gonal patterns with each shot "complete" in the sense that 

bath the "nobleman" and his female pursuers are shawn enter-
. 

ing each frame ~nd exiting ii out of one of the bottom corners. 

The empty scenes then cue cuts to comparabl~ pieces ôf >ch~e 

action. 

In addition to its depiction of the apparent triumph 

of Ameriéan'energy over European pretenti~n, HOW A FRENCH 

NOBLEMAN, like PERSONAL, contained a number of common chase 

picture featurès. One of them was the growing number of 

pursuers as the c~~se deve1oped" fro~ eight in shot #5 to 
" 
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eleven ~n shot #6 to twelve in shot #7. Another was the 

III 
progress of the chase through varying terrain: a stream 

to be crossed, fences to be negotiated and a q;uarry to be' 

scurried down. Thôse landscape variations i~ turn necessit-

ated the use of different angles of vie", that, as in ,he, 

quarry action, occasionally brought into play composit~onal 

volume a~ weIl as depth. The varieties of camera angle, 

absent in SEARCH FOR EVIDENCE and RIVALS FOR ~OVE, further 

contributed to the illusion of continuous actlon. Finally, 
... 

there was the straggler, in the Porter, film'; a heavy-set fe-

male who is the unlike1y winner of a foreign husband. Two 

1907 Pathé films emp10yed the straggler concept in comic 

and unexpected ways: in THE PUMPKIN RAGE (1907) one of the 

" pumpkins "lags" behind; in THE POLICE DOGS (1907) a German 

shepherd has,a problem gétting over a wall. 

Edison-Porter chase subjects shared with those of other 

studios a genera1 division of the chasers and the chased 

that ref1ected entrenched Edwardian attitudes: tramps and 

itinerants, lunatics on the 10~se, blackS, burglars. kidnappers; 

" c - , 
deranged a1coho1i~s. men and chi1dren were pursued on foot, 

horseback. by train and in boats by agency detectives, po1ice-
, 'l " 

men, shfPkeepers, posses, paren~s, asylum guards and women. 

Ethnie l\tias. property, ,industrial dut y and social .position 
~~ 

governed the ehase values projected on the vaudeville house 

screens. 
/ 

The- catà10gue copy for Porterts second c.p.a,se subject, CAP-

TURE O'F "YEGG'f BANK B URGLARS J made no. re f e rence to the ea r lier 
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Lubin caper film on a similwr theme. Conaealing the debt 

in a documentary crime re-enactment formà~ the_studio claimed 

that their version was based on a pap&~ Wil{iam A. Pinkerton, 

of the famous detective agency, delivered at the Annual Con~~ 

vent ion of the International Association of the Chiefs of 

Police in St. Louis, Missouri, in June 1904. Pinkerton's 

talk, i·t was alleged, bore the title "'The Yegg;nan' or the,* 

'Bank Vault and Safe BU'rglar of Today. '". Additional inform-

ation and sugges~ions from other membe~s of -the agency were 

supposed to have found their way'into this film about "the 

life and methods of -the 'Yegg' bank burglar" in which a 

1 

. 10 
gan~ is pursued on horseback, by boat and train, by a passe . 

. Notw~tbstanding aIl t~at, the act~on in the second part . 
, ~.'l 

-of the film owed more to Lubln'$ borrowings from ~ritish 
~ 

Gaumont's RAÎD ON A COINER'S DEN than to any inside information. 

In the Porter film a detective dressed in woman's clothes 

brings the felons to heel in a New York bar. Entering the' 
"-

place in a disguise he is caught listening' in on 't'heir conver---.. 
sation; beaten and bound, he i8 locked jn ~he cellar. A 

~top-motion effect shows him burnin~ throug~ the ropes on 
, 

his wrists with a candle .. W'hen the woman who runs the bar 

returns he overpowe:ts her and heads for the steps'. There is 

a cut on action to the final shot in which he appears in the 

bar in her, clQthes. A shoot-out and the arrivaI 9f. the pol~ce ., 

bring ~he story to a close. 

In MANIAC CHASE a "Napol'eon" figure breaks out of an 

institution and leads pursuing orderlies on a chase th~ougb' 



/ 

( 

294 

a rural area before returning to his cell. In 1906 Biograph 

re-made their own 1904 original, T~ ESCAPED LUNATIC, in 

reverse. DR. DIPPY'S SANITOR~UM, featured a newly.hirecl 

attendant pursued and abused by a group of asylum patti~nts. 

The follawing year a gratuitous three-shot Iunatic chase was 

inserted into their ~RCADIAN ELOPEMEN+ as a scenie incident. 

" 
Perhaps it was the abnormal energy of madmen and alcohol-

ics that led early film producers to feature them in chase 

subjects. In Porter's THE WHITE ·CAPS (1905), a film that 
\ " 

shares many of the elements of -MANIAC CHASE, hooded 'vigilantes 

\ 
chase an alcoholic wh~ has terrified his wife and daughter. 

Having briefly eluded his captors, the alcoholic is pursued, 

subdued and led off to a tar-and-feather punishment. ll A 

FIVE-CENT TROLLEY RIDE, in whi~h a tramp makes off with a 

jew's goose, was described in the company catalogue as "a 
u ~ 

burlesque on street car trolley service." Prodl,lced in May 1905, 

its "wild goose chase" motivates the g,athering of a 'ship of 

f 0 ols' col ~ e c' t' ion 0 f soc i a 1 and eth nie ste r e 0 t Y P e 's • An e 1 a-

• baration of the popular story-song picture format, it was 

su~p~sed to canclude with printed music and lyrics.
12 

. , 
Tau g h t t 0 ste aIL 0 à v e S 0 f b r e ad, s au s a.g es, s a te h e 1 s'a n d 

packages from tradesmen ~d passers-by, the dog in RAFFLES 

THE DOG and his masters are chased through the ~~ion Square, 

'" area of New York Ci~~. T~at was a Little unusual in that 

most Edison chases were shot at rural locations. 

ines, a popular circus ,and vaudeville attractio.n, also performed 

in Edison's BUSTER'BROWN SERIES, BURGLAR'S SLIDE FO~ LIFE,. 
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THE TERRIBLE KIDS and LOST IN THE ALPS. A clever collie 
1 

starred in Cecil Hepworth' s, RESCUED BY ROVER (1905) and a 

dog plays a strong supporting role in Ponter's THE TRAIN 

WRECKERS, a film that combines a chase and a resc~e~ "HeFe 

"a gang of roughly dressed men . planning to wreck the 
. 

next express train" are pursued and gunned c;lown by "a train 

crew 
(~ , 13 

with a number of voluntee~s." 
""""-< 

Running a close second behind train and bank ho!d-ups, 

Othe kidnapped child we. for a l:ime one of the indu sery '.{"lo.~ 
re1iab1e chase story staples. Biograph's THE KIDNAPPE~ 

,(1903) Jas a non-chase subject resemb1ing British-Gaumont's 

THE CHILD STEALERS in which an abducted child is rescued from 

the kidnapper's lair. 15 Porter's apparent re-make, WEARY ! 
WILL lE KIDNAPS A CHILD (1904), ~nfolds out of doors and treats 

the same prob1em, a child st,olen for begging. Rere the "chase·" 

action of the nurse and the po1icewan searching the park for 

the missing chi1d is imp1ied between shots #3 and #4 . 
.... 

Porter's STOLEN BY GYPSIES (1905) combined the comie 

"mistaken-culprit chase of Biograph's THE LOST CHILD with kid-

napping suspense and a delayed rescue. Working around the 

Edison company's prescriptive definition' of the continuous 

incident in strictly spatial terms, Porter used the left 

hand side of the frame to represent the menace of strangers 

and the right to signify domestic security. The first tw. 

shots locate the child in a:domestic setting and supply the 

fact of a butterfly birthmark which will play a role in the 

identification of the child-by the family nurse in th~ gypsy 

... " 
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camp Yater in the story. In shot'#3 an agile pan shows 

the seizure of the child who is loaded onto a w?gon by his 

cap~ors. In shot #4 we see the wagon coming out of the 

depth and then leaving the frame cl~to the camera on the 

___ left-hand side, the same direction from which the kidnappers 

had originally appeared. It is an effect that also serves 

to dramatize the fact that the seizure is taking the ,child 

16 an alien distance from home and doting parents,. 

Comparing STOLEN BY GYPSIES with Griffith's fir~t film, 

ADVENTURES OF DOLLIE (1908), Nicholas Vardac observed that , 

the lattèr showed the Biograph' director beginning "to refine 

17 Porter's editorial approach." But in fact Griffith was 

working the same basic vein. His tableau-style narratJve 

possessed only 'something of a greater narrqtive economy. 
~, 

We know, for example, that the sack that Porter's tramps make 
-

off with does not contain the abducted child only some live 

fowl. In DOLLIE the framing of stop-mot~on eff~cts in an 

actuality compositional style helps convey the persuasive il-
o 1 

lusion of a child trapped in a barrel. The six-shôt chase-, 
1 

s t ru c tu r e d s e que n ces h 0 win g' the bar i' e 1 î 1 0 a tin g do wn the 

stream always moving toward the camera/audience thus repre-

sented less of an advance in narrative editing than a shrewder 

application' of the older McCutcheon recipe. Th~ Griffith . \ 

1 

film i5 indeed more succes5ful in dramatizing the r . 
urgency create~ by the abduction but only because 

tempoj~al 
l ' 

DOLLiE re-

presented a more effec~ive post-M~liisiaà 
1 

trick film, the 
'/ 1 

trick ni~ely concealed in actuality camera work. 
1 
1 
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Porter's approach ta the narrative flaws of tableau 
o. 

style was usually ta dress up the separately saleab~e scenes 

and mostly ignore the fissures. In MANIAC CHASE the deli-

berate discontinuity inserted betwee·n the cha,se segments 

is exchanged for a heightening of individual scenes; the pos-' 

turing of the maniac an,d ,a reverse-~otion shot ta show him 

leapins up into, a tree. Illusions of continuous action àppear 

to have been regarded by Porter only as ifricks of the s?e 
basic type, achieved through cuts,on action and chapges in 

1" '-, , 

camera angle and distance. In the second shot of MANIAC CHASE 
,~ 

we 'sef an interior view of the "maniac" escap"':i.ug from his 

cell through a window. There is a cut before he ia comp~etely 

out to an exterior saoe showing his escape from'the institu-

tian. Later, a dummy-substitution stop-motiçn effect combined 

with a~t on action and a change of camera angle i8 emp~OY~d 

ta show him hea~ing one of his pursuers over the side of a . 

bridge, a play taken holus-bolus from the earlier Biograph 
~ 

'I-b · h Su J ~e t on t e 

The chase 

same lhem~. 

sequ~ee ~n 
~1 

CAPTUR.E OF THE "YEGG" BANK BURGLARS 

contains some editin'g on action instead of ,the fore eommon 

practiee of waiting for the empty scene ta eue the eut. The 
l ' 

film a1so reveals the growing importance of interior set 

design' in the credibility of a,ction se-quences. But here as 

in most of Porter's Edison work it was the Big Scené that 

really counted. In shot #3 we see the gang gathered in a 

wooded area awaiting the return of one of their numbet sent 

into town ta case the ?ank. The 'leader is shown whirling a 

a' 

", 
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.. 
live chicken in the air, ripping off the hea~ and then 

stuffing the quivering body(into a po~ of water, the matter~ 

of-fac~ brut~lly of the deed softened by the documentary 

camera distance. Whai Porter tended to do best he did 1n 

this tilm: a stop-motion explosion in the bank vault; the 

exterio\. shoot-out chat primes the chase; the escaping gang 

rowing &cross a lake, massi~g clouds of painterly gunsmoke 

reflected in the wate~ and filling the ~cr~en composing a 

gorgeous tableau. 

THE LITTLE TRAIN ROBBERY (l90S)~ Porter's re-make with 
'..! 

children of his own 1903 classic, employed a narrow guage 

railroad train and some adolescent robbers) in an unintention-

ally witt y primer on the basic. narrative mode of the period. 

The attempt to integrate the non-chase structure of the 

~ 0 r i gin â 1 w i t'ho . pur sui tac t ion r e sul te d in a fil m ab 0 ut are i g n -
. 

ing motion picture genre. Released as the pursuit picture 

was reach'ing the peak) of its vogue, the element the 'studio 

,stressed in itsfubl~city for the: film, however, wasO nostalgia, 

"the unwritten history of 'Young America. '" Adult spectators, 

the circular advised, would enjoy "recalling their own youth-

ful days, when their highest ambition wc1s to becomeJ~ 'Jes~e 

James' or a 'Bandit Queen. ,,,18 In çhis version the'puta~ive 

parallelism of the original was displaced entirely by the' 

----
simple device of a double-chas~ ~onducted on horseback, on 

foot and finally in a' boat. Led by a yduthful and a~ractive 

bandit queen, t~e gang of hapless horsemen direct their ponies 
1 

with great Incompetence toward and ~~st the camera in a parody 
• 
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. 
of what by 1905 would have .been a stereotyped filmic gesture .• 

An. excessive amount pf panning mqvement, necessitated by 

the barely concealed circular track captuies the approaching 

\jt ra~n, the depa rt ing "band i ts~' ahd the pu rsui t. 'There is 

a n1ce opening shot ot the interior of the robbers' hideout 

c 

. . \ 
framed like an exter10r, '(.e., without the foreground space 
(,' 

one genera11y finds in the interior shots of thes~ fi~m~ 

The young passengers.in the scaled-down open cars cleaJl y 

knew how ta be robbed; p,erhaps~ey had seen the original 

1903 movie. Porter filmed this scene from an angle .that ap

proximated ,the original bu,t without the 'murder. And w.J:li'le .. 
there is no gunplay at all, when the robbers depart the com-

andeered train engine and scurry down the incline with their 

booti, lt is done ~n a way thai repiisates the m~ch-c(lebrated 

pan-and-tilt of the original. 

The chase genre ~xpanded through "re-ml:lke s. In September 

1905, Biograph released 'WANT~~, -- A NURS'E, ~scribed in their 

Bulletin as liA New 'Persona1' by the ,originatJt.s of the, Ori~in-
. , 19 

al 'Persona1. ,n An Edison studio pop-song based variation 
....... " 

in the form of Porter's WAITING AT THE CHURCH fol~owed in"' 

the summer of 1906. Rere a bridegroom with cold feet unsuc-

cessfully attempt_ to escape the ~e~ding eeremon~. Children 

join the ~rideÇmaids in a pu;s,it that includes the by-now 
• .# 

standard elements of motion toward the camera, frame~ed~e 

eut-offs and bottom corner exists. In the third shot there 
. 

is a typical Porter embellish~ent: lying in a hammock, the 
~ . 

bride-to-be dreams of her wedding day, the imagined sc~ne 
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sho~n in a circular matted insert. A fall from the hammock 

awakens her and the dream'balloon fades away. In 1901 .. 
B~ograp~ released yet another PERSONAL re-m~ke. WIFE WANTED, 

C> 

this with sorne trick stop-motion river crossings and, 
. 

from a moving vehi~le for tracking shots of the 

little deliberate effort on Porter's part or 

on the 'part of the st:udio to deve lop the chase film into a 

more elaborate continuing action subject. The catalogue de~ 

cription of 'WINTER STRAW RIDE (906) for ex'ample, makes it 

clear that it was basically turned out to display and sell , 

a technically-achieved scenic ,thrill, here "moon1ight snow 
• w .. _ 

effects pr:oduced by appropriate mono-tinting.", A group of " .. 
"pretty girls" fJ.lom a "young ladies seminary" meet a "party 

~ " 

of youn~fellows" wlÜl.e out\ on a sleigh ride; there is a 

snowball battle an~ a ~hase with the girls emerging victorious. 

The colouring, according ta the copy, turned the "chase scenes -........,.. 
through \the snow (in to) a nove 1 ty neve r bef ore a t,temp ted in 

mot ion pic tu r es. " The r e s u l't wa s no t mer e 1 y a " ph 0 t 0 g r a phi c 
-.-/ 

work of art" but one whose processing "completely obs~ure(d) aIL 

de f e c t s d,u e t 0 we a r 0 17 d in a 17 i 1 Y S 0 pro min en t \ in sn 0 W pic tu r e s 

'and sreatly increase(d) the life and value of the film.,,20 

THE TEDDY BEARS (1907) wieh its mix of studio and real loca-, 

tions, live performers and fake bears, miniaturized animation, 

s~x distinct settings, a point-of~view keyhole shot and 
1 

scene-to-scene cuts was a typical Edison-Porter product of& 

the period, a series of gimmicks strung along a token story-
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5.2.1 Tours ~ 

l' 

Even as la te a~ 1907, the studios ap~ear to have be

lieved that it was necessary to in somt way motivàte th~ 
. , 

movement of the camera through a sequence of nomina11y eon-
, ' . 

nected scenes. The result was a genre of minimal narratives, 

"t.ours", based On the' panorama structure originally devel-

2& 

oped to exhibit shorter pieces 'of travelogue footage. ·The 'cour 

_. " \' 1 0 

stC!y conta~ned fion-chase movement between scenes eafh of· 
~ \ l4l ' 

which showed a compl~~e segment of-acCicin that could ba de
a 
. . 

tached without much damage to its ~,parate app~a} or to the 

coherence of "the whole. Tour- structure ~hus permitted a.n 
•• 

exhibitor to obt~in a l~rger or smaller quantity o~ f~otage 

wi.th no consequent 10ss of th·emat.~c cgntinuiÎ.ty •. Tour action 
f 

~as implied ~etween th~.jump-cuts w~th c,reful.atFen~ion_ paid 

to explaining how t,he ·eharacter or characters -. ,an~ t·he> 

câmera -- reached and left the locales. 

Porter's thirteen·~hot EUROP&4N REST CURE, with its tabl~au 

scenes markini the shifts in coritinental'pl~c~s, opens with 

fdotage of its harassed traveler'boarding an-actua1 sbip. Cl: . 

This If fake" tour, c omposed of in-s tud {o schlemie 1 routines 

concludes with the batt~red.tourist be~ng Led of~ to a waiti~g • • -s. • -
, 

carriage at an 'actual New York dock site. The documentary ~, 

five-shot opening jnvolved so~e re-cy~led foo~age ~f tbe.Man-, 

ha t tan skyl ine sho t from a moving sb ip, 'the dropp ing of a 

, . . , 

. , 

" 

': "'~:, 

! 
1 
1 
! 
\-

~ 
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pilot and a .high-angled vièw of a' storm at sea in an 
. ' , 

effective continuity" sequence, demonst'ra~ing that Porter, 

cou Ide dit e o,n tin u i t Y se que ne es. 

C'ec il Hepprth 1 s AN ENGLISHMAN 1 S TRIP FROM LONDON TO 

PA~IS (1904) i~ a seventeen-shot travelpgue composed, unlike 

Porter's EUROPEAN REST CUR~, entirely,o! outd;or scenes. 

It featured a restrained 

panoramie'views of ~ris 
pe'rformance' that' high-lights the 

, as weIl as the' eontinuity cutting. 

Tbere, are sbots that eut from a longer exterior view of the 

vessel to a view of the traveller on~ deck of' the ship 
.~ 

now mov1.ng toward the camera, and shots that depict the dis-

embarkment from dif~erent angles, Pathé 'subjects, THE '\ 

DIABOLIC ITCHING (c~907), THE YAWNER (907) and POOR COAT 

(1907) , 

ISLAND, 

in something of th~)manner of RUBE 
, l ' 

employed a comic ti\usic-ball figul,."e ta 
• f i -

, 
AND MANDY AT CONEY 

set up Lumi~reian 

reviews of Paris street lHe and soc'i'al scenes. A,DETECT'IVE '5 
. . ',_ t 

TOUR OF THE WORED Cl?OS) , also by Pathé ~ einployed staged 

scenes and actuality footage shot in tokohama, J~pan, at the 

Suez Canal, in Bombay and Mexico for an ~ffect much superior 

to Porter 1 s EUROPEAN REST CURE. 

. Tl,le children enjoying them~elves at a Coney Island beach 

in Porter's home-movie-like JÙHE'S BIRTHDA~ PARTY (190S) are 
( b < -: ,~ , 

seen in a 110ng take of a" maypole fx:olic" held for the time 
"\ - . 

i t took a ship' to move acro·ss the horizon. from one end of 

the frame to the other. Its potential as a separately mar~et-
, . 

able :scene may hav'e lacked the qualities of h,.is nineteen .... shot 

-
BOARDING SCHOOL GIRLS (1905), who~e tab leaux ~ off ered to 

~ -

, Q 

, .-
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buyers in parts. This "tour" of the rides and diversions 

of the Coney Island site is' played out against the actions 

of a comic chaperone, Miss Kna~Pt who is unable ta keep their -
~ 

pursuit of fun under contr~l. As in EUROPEAN REST CURE and 

HONEYMOON AT NIAGARA F,ALLS (1906), the film opens with an 
'l 

.J elaborate continuouJl action departure sequ'ence. À panning 

~ camera records the party mounting a high-seated touring auto-

mobile and a long tracking shot from another vehicle shows 

the group en route befote their, arrivaI a~ the amusement park 

gates. Biograph's LIFTING THE L,ID (1905) in it's opening 
. , 

and cIo sin g s hot s, s h 0 w s a g 'r,o u P 0 f Y 0 u n g p e 0 pIe set tin g 0 u t 

on and then returning from:~ slummin~ visit to a dancehall, 
, , 

an opium den and a nightclu~. 

Porter'.s 1907 films att~!np't~d a, similar modification of 
, , 

s cene-t 0- s cene chase ac ti on. In 'b oth THE RIVAr.:S and STAGE-
Ir 1 ~ ~ • t ~ 

STRUCK the narratives,of twO' men 'f,rustratèd in their pursuit 
. 

of the same fickle girlfrién'd and. of,' a couple of parents trying 
1 

- ta recapture three daughters 'S~d:Ûce.~, away. from home by a 

burlesque artist, mo't.ivate comiê·' ':~ou,;s' 'of familiar social 

settings 
"" < 1 8: _ 0 

tha t inc 1 ude amus em~nt, par,ks and ~e sea s ide. 
~ ,~. " . , ~ " 

The Edison company's busiest tour structure subject wa~ 
'..... ., 

Po rter' s GETTING THE EviDE,N,€E (190,6) .. Hawkshaw, a pt'iv·~d:e '.\ 

'detective equipped with a camera,' ia hired by a well-to-do 
_-=-, ..A '. 

client to gath;-;': proof of 'bis wife 'B '.infidélity. His"punish:" 

ing efforts take him through p~rkfi, a golf course, into.a 
'j , 
restaurant and fiqally·to the seaside. He is left at the 

conclusion t~ face the anger of his emp.loyer for having, shad-

\ 

, . 
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owed and photographed the wrong woman. Each of the droll 

scenes probably possessed sufficient independent comie merit 

to stand up on its own. Like the sC'en,es in BOARDING SCHOOL 

GIRLS they comprise a teasing portrait of the middle classes 

taking their leisure, here framed- by the hect.ic "chase" for 

, . . . . 
p~otograph~c ev~dence. Porter's LAUGHING GAS was an affl~ct~on-

~ 
motiyated tour on the Pathé-Hepworth model; his JACK THE 

KISSER (1907) replayed the PERSONAL theme to depict the acl-

\T~entures of a street masher whose fate it is to faii into the 
l , 

, clutches of a black maid. 

, 
The require.ment of a "tour" to motivate the movement or 

. ' 
the camera between non-c~ntiguous spaces was less apparent in 

\ ' 

the trick films Port e r wo,rked on in tha t same per iod. His 

CITY HALL ~Q ijARLEM IN FIFTIEN SECONDS VIA THE SUBWAY ROUTE 

~as completed in Octob~r 1904 in anticipation of the opening 

pf the New'York City subway system on OctCibet: 27, 1904. Based, 

p e rh a p s,on pre s s r e p 0 r't s 0 f con s t r u c t ion ace ide n t s, the f ,il mIs 

trick .effects .were -integrated i~:.ij a nine-shot, six-scene ',::: 

subject that combined ~eal and studio settings in the COtIlÎc 

depiction of a wor,kman propelled through th'e tunnel,bY {i dynr 

a ID i te b 1 a s t. Po r t: e r 's b est - k n 0 wn tri c k fil m 0 f the p e rio d , 
/'.~ ., 

DltEAM OF A RAREBIT FIEND, completed in February 1906, employed 

a ran~e of vis\lal effects including tilted angles, stop-

. mot ion, r api d pan n i Do g, lB P 1 i t sc r e e p. s, min i a t u ~ i z a t ion and) 

,supe:rimpositions to the ïnterior consciousness of 

a series of drunken hall An attempt t'o cap1-taIi,ze 

on thepopularity of the athê trick films of the period with 
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their actua1ity-sty~e continu~us action sequences, its 

1ikely model was a Fer.dinand Zecca subj~ct produced in 1905, 

REVE A LA LUNE. lts more immediàte American inspiration was 
, 

the famous Winsor McCay com~c strip, Drea~ Of A Rarebit Fi~nd 

that began appearing in The "New York Evening Te 1egram in 

1905.
21 

5.2.2 Tableau Narratives 

Unless there was some necessary sequence contained in 

a fi1m's source material no very strong one was imposed. 

Even in UNCLE TOM'S CABIN a re-arrangement of scenes occurred. 

For PARSIFAL, a long film copyrighted in parts·b~~'~nly sold 

in complete lengths, Porter arranged each of the eight busy 

tableaux in a sequence that faithfully followed the opera~ic 

narrative. Drawn from an established literary source ~H~ 

SEVEN AGES hewed to the sequence INFANCY, PLAYMA'I'ES, SCHOOL

MATES~ LOVERS, THE S~LDIER, JUDGE, and SECOND CHIL~HOOD, Porter 

" 
adding an eighth segment, WHAT AGE? 

The sequence in HOW JONES LOST HIS ROLL, regi~tered in 

seven p~rts,- was determined by the animated present unreal 
./ 

conditional statement that was its illustrated subject: 

If you met·Mr. S~inflint ~ 
a subu rban ne ighbor 
and he gave you th~ glad hand 
and much to your surprise 
asked you to have a dr'ink: 
when invited to dinner . 
you almost dropped dead 
after filling yo~ on cheap wine 
he proposed à friendly game of cards 
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los1ng aIl your money 
you bet everything you had 
and you were compel1ed to go home like this 
wouldn't 1t make you mad? 

Each of the film's seven tableaux wes cut into the flowi~& 

jumbled title to illustrate e portion of the statement» an 

effect that, needless to say, w,?uld have been mostly lost' on 

a non-English speaking member of'the audience. The most popu-

lar Edison-Porter production of 1905, THE WHOLE DAM FAMILY 

AND THE DAM DOG, likewise would have required on the part of 

the spectator a certain 1inguistic-cultural knowledge to 

appreciate the pun that ,. togetner with the "facials", com-

prised the film'~ main attraction. The cameo introduction of 

the group, I.B. Dam, Herself, Miss U.B. Dam, Jimmy Dam, Annie 

Dam, Lizzie Dam and Baby Dam, followed the accepted hierarchi-

cal structure of the family: father, mother and the children 

in chronologïca1 arder of hirth. 
~ 

LAUGHING GAS (1907), an~ther 100se1y connected panorama 
, . 

of scenes, p~o.videci th~ nove 1 ty of â heavy-se t black f emale 

performer. Following ~ visit ta a, "Pain1ess Dentist" and 
-~~ ---

, . -

the extraction aL a large burlesque tooth, her infectious 

nitrous-oxide induced 1aughter upsets tpe passengers on a tram, 

a street vendor, sorne po~icemen, ~estaurant patrons where she 

works, a suitar and a church congregation. The film opens 

and closes with à shoulder-up (clase-up. _ The SCJ!~es fo11owing 
, , 

her trip to the dentist liave no necessary sequence. 
, , , 

,the documentary style and e~isodic structure,of LIFE.OF ~ 

AN AMERICAN POLICEMAN depict the routines of yet anoihèr 
. { 
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Edi~çn model public servant and the technical deta~ls of 

his work. Though not itself a continuing action story the 

film contains clear examples of Porter's ability to create 

nice continuity sequences such as "the rescue of a woman who 

attempted suicide in ~'River Tragedy'!~ sholts 1f8, 119 and 1110. 

We see the rescue in shot #8, th~n,a parallel action eut-in 

in shot #9 of the ambulance on its way to the ~eident fol

lowed by a demonstration of resusitation after wei observe 

its arrivaI st the scene in The "Runaway in the 

Park" episode shows another reseue" this time of a young 

woman on a runaway horse, done in a smoOth fiv~-shot sequence. 

.... The fi~al :episode, "Jake on the Roundsman", is a seven-s:hot 

piece of act~on based on eff~ctive cuttin~ between one inter-

io.r and two exterior 'lè>,cations. A cap takes an unofficial 

work break hy ,deceiving his su~erior into believing that he 

had remained in the carriage house . The joke, such.as it ia, 

wa s base d on t iming ~ To undelrl ine the po in t, a t one, stage: :;-

in the iequence the roundsman checks his watch. It was almost 

a preview of the changing shape of the film narrative to come; 

by i907 the subject of time-regulatéd work a&tivity and its 

special anxiety would be particularll prominent. 

But the treatment of that 'theme' required a more constrained 

concept of narrative sequence than the one that prevailed in . --
" " the early one-reelers. The tableau-style of, for example, 

\ 

Porter's THE EX-CONVICT resulted in a film that e~ists in 

three different versions. The catalogue suggested the order 

<?f the:eight scenes as::'l. Leaving Home, 2. Discharged, 

. : 

. ' \.~J!f'::~\"~;'t\:;."r~~~i~_~~~}"",~~,~ .. ~~~~,*~~~~" .. ~l-l~.""~ .,~~~~">P .. ~"Ït.~~I'''~ -

\ 

\ 
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3. Have You A Ref,erence?, 4. The -Resc'{e, 5. Discouraged, 

6. Desperation, 7. That Man' Saved My Life, and 8. A Friend 
1 

At Lut. The catalogue did not'refer to those titles nor 

mark the scenes by number as the copyright record did: The 

sequence in Walls was given as 1,., 7., 2.,3.,5.,6.,,8., 

. 22 
and 4'., with sce'ne 7 called The Burglary., In the Niver 

o 

paper-prin\version scene 3 precedes scene 2. 

Terry Ramsaye desr;ribed THE KLEPTOMANIAC as "two stories" 

that "ran through the film neck and neck.,,23 Perhaps he had 

seen a version in that parallel form. No such parallelism, 

however, was indicated in the Edison company's circular. 

Rere the eleven scenes in two ac ts, cl,early marlced outl and 

including a rare cast list, out1ine-a 1inear deve1opme~t as 

follows: ACT l, Scene l, Leavi):.'lg Home, Scene II, Arrival At 

Department Store, Scene III, Interior Departme'nt Store, ~cene , 

IV, Superintend~nt's Office, Scene V, Under Arrest and Scede 

VI, Police Station; ACT II, Scene l, Home of PQverty, 

Scene II, The Thief, Scene III, In The Police Pa'troL, and' 

Scene IV,,~olice Court. Theri was a cdncluding tableau 

. , d J' . 24. h" . . .. h t_Lt ... ~ ustlce. T e paper-prLnt ve,rSlon survlves ln t e 

Ramsaye arder: the rich woman arrives at the poli~e station 
~ 

in ~he film's eighth scene, with th~ poor woman getting there 

in the scene that follows; aiso, the concluding tableau. shot 

pr elcede s the ,'c ourt room scene. 

Leaps in time and space were generaliy handled verbally 
~ 

in the catalogue synopses, which'points to the continuing 

need for a lecturer to explain the act~on, as for ,èxaml"'le, 

,- . 
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• 
thi s accoun t of a cu t-back in LIFE OF A COWBOY: "Th'e 

• 
scene now reverts to'the' ranch." Temporal simul'tan'eity in . 
THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY was explained in the pulHished scen-

ario, with the term "while", in THE TRAIN WRECKERS and BUR-

GLAR t S SL IDE FOR L IFE w~th If in the mean t ime . " The 1 a rger 

Leap in~STOLEN BY GYPSIES was not simply left ta a title, 
, . 

"One Year Later" but., repeated in the catalogue description 

in a'softèr form: "A year is now supposed ta have elapsed." 

A common method of handling those shifts in the catalogues 

was to refer nct to the narrative, ~,ction but to the screen 

fbrmat as, for example, "the second scene, shows" in MANIAC 

CHASE or "the next scene" in RAfFLES. 

The p rob lem tha t would arise in applying that structure to more 

complex stori'es 

DAUGHTER (~905), 

~s ev.ident in 'Porter' s 97S-~oo~ 'H.E MILLrER '5 

cOID,J>osed of eighteen $,hots includ~er-

,titles a.nd copyrighted in twelve scenes. A sentimental King 

Lear-like elaboration of the pre-1900 ELOPEMENT ON HORSEBACK, 

i t t e 11 s the st 0 r y 0 f cou Jl t r y g i r 1 Ha z el' s né a r do wn f aIt 

th;~ough an affair with Arthur Carringford, an artist with a 

wife and daughter. Ordered from the famiIy home to the~y, -' 'the destitute Hazel seeS a superimposed vision "of her father 

on the vine-covered '\>laiis of the church," a Porter big-scene 

specia,lty.25 She is rescùed irom a su,icide attem'pt by Aaron 

R'o,dney, the miller's original candl.date for son-in-law, and 

returns to her village for a marriage ta the young man and 
1. 

a delayed reconciliation with ~er by-no~ blind father. Based 

on a -number of shifting relations - between Carringford and 

, 
, , 

•.• ~.·"~ ... ~..rr •• ,,,,_ 
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Hazel, between Hazel and Rodney, between country and urban 

locales, between lt'festy1.es; between Hazel and her, father'-

the film requir.d,a lot of narrative help. The Edison cir-

cular\ identified the main characters by name, which the film 

did n~t do; ie a1so suJplied e~Planatory details, \hat would 
\ 

have bren impO:Sible to get from an unaided viewing, about 

the retpossess10n of Haz~l's sewing machine while stranded 

in the' city and her discovery that ~~r father ha,d gone bhÎlnd. 

Porter,,?used two titles, the first between shots 116 and f17, 

"" "Wife and Child of Artist", introduced Carrington's first wifej 

"A-Lapse of Two Years" inserted between the final two shots 

was pe~haps Porter's attempt to bridge the narrative ellipsis 

and lend credibility to the father-daughter reconciliation. 

Shot 117, in which Carringford t s wife brings Rodney neW's of 

her husband's disappeàrance, followed by the scene in shot 118 

'in which the two visit ,the' mi1ler anl'a1ert him to' the need 

to prevent his daughter's incipient marriage to the artist, 

la1so required textua~ explanation. The story th en cuts to a 

chape 1 exte l' ior . Hazel and Carringford are,about to be wed 

when Mr s,. ea 1'1' ingf ord arr ive s b rand ishing he r ~edding cert if i-- ~ . -

cate. Shots #7 and #8, according to lhe catalogue, compo~ed 

'one scene. Shot ff9, des,cribed as "the next scene", shows 
. 

the overwrought miller dri~ing his daughter, now the wother of 

a child, from ,his door. Those divisions may have 'facilitated 

part sales and provided useful guidance to lawyers hired to 

pr~tect the film's copyright, but they did rittle for its . 
! 

lecturer-less coberencé. 
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'\ ,And even with those considerations there."s!,o~s not 
, 

.appear,to have been much consistency in.the company's method 

of. indicating part rsales in the çatalogue déscriptions, nor 
o ~ • 

a clear pattern of logic'in how the scenes were determined 

fo'r coPy'1;lght purposes. Th, 1!}06 catalogue listed f.ilms 

broken dowh-i:n scenes or not in a way that bore little rela-
" 

tion to e i the r copyright or sales pOlicy. We find, for -
example, films sold on1y in complete versions ,Jike CAPTURE OF 

TH.E "YEGG" .. BANK BURGLARS, LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN and 
1 

JACK AND THE BEANSTALK described with scene divisions, and 

subjects sold in parts, like BOARDING SCHOOL GIRLS"and STOLEN 

,BY GYPSIES, without them. The BUSTER BROWN series, a logi~al 

candidate for part sales f was copyrighted in on'e piece and 

not sold in parts .. TJiE EX-CONVIeT had its eight 'shots regist-

ered as eight separate scenes though it was never as far' as 

available records 'lndicate s.old in anything but a complete 

versio,n ~ ~6RGLAR'S SLIDE FOR LIFE, ON A GOOD OLD FIVE-CENT 

TROLLEY and THE WHOLE DAM FAMILY were aIL registered in one 

part but offered for sale in se'parate scenes. The taxt for 

THE TRAIN WRE~KERS also eliminated explicit scene divisions, 
~ 

falling back o~ a v:rba'l indicator, "in thé meantime", to 
) 

signify coincidentai action. No scene divisions were indicated 

in the descrip~ion of MANIAC dSASE, though here the commitment 

to tableau 

ation: 

. ' ..•. .c .•. ' '" .P. 

structure took the 'form of an odd sort of'punctu-

A:t"eac'h clfan:ge of sc'ene 'Napoleon 1 stops 
to pose in characteristic attit~de producing 
a higQly amusing effect • 
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This sugge~ted not only the absence of a standard method 
• 

J!T 

of describing chase sequences but.also a resistance to their 

illusion of continuous action. The des~ription of the maniac 

chase relied on a virbal continuity marker, as for exa~p1e 

"the chas ~ont inués . If 26 

5.3 Bijou Dreams The Nickelodeon 

.. 
In October 1904 Edison jobber George Kleine promoted 

the virtues of the longer story film in'a way that tended to 

exaggerate the merits of the product: 

\.. 

the public has now been educated to appre
ciate these long films which tell an interesting 
story and need few words of explanation. 27 

Reaching that appreciative mass public initially required a 

division of the Lumiêres' combined camera~printer-projector 

one-man-show artisan machine into the integrated funttions 
.. 

of production, distribution and exhibition. The key industrial 

developments,well-~dvanced by 1906, were (i) the rise of 

seconcb-hand film Out le ts and .ren ta 1 agenc ie s ca lIed 'exchange s , .. 
and (ii) fixed venue exhibition out1ets called nickelodeons. 

J 

In effect the exchange coicept made possible the nickel~deon 

exploitation of motion pictures at established locations on 

an exclus~ve or near exclusive basis. The older version 9f 

the nickelodeon story was built on the self-serving equation of 
.1 

sudden showshop succes~ arising from Edwin'Porter's equally sud-

den discovery of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY's cinematic essentialism. 
if 
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r; a ~ebruary 1906 story applauding th~ achievements 

of i t stop ~o t ion pic tu.r e aaverti~~s, The New York Clipper, 

provided a capsulized stat~-of-the-art account of the, growing 

American film business. The new industry's importance, it 

reported, was not only being felt in "~he amusement world" 
- . 

but in "the field of scientific education" as weIl. The 

anonymous writer, who may be forgiven his keeness to bathe 

the early ~ilm trade in a Progressivist glow, noted the paral-_ 

leI ri se of the pictures and "stereopticon exhibitions" in-

vol'ving lIcomp'licated mechanical apparatus." Most Il.é$hines, 

Clippei readers were informed, and the' shows they were em-

ployed in, incorporated both modes o~ projection. The article 

went on to outline 'the ,de've~o ment in films from "ordinary 

happenings of 1 ife· and -ac'tual occurrence.s on' sea and larld, 
, ' 

in the air and under ground" to the demand for novelties 

leading to the production 0) tlcom~F and trick films," the 

popularity of prizefight footage and news fakes - "ingenfQ'us 

methpds used to secure corre~t re~resentations of battles on 

sea and land." The educa'tional virtues of motion pictures,//'l 

ap'peared tlj) b'e. confirmed by their commercial success. "There 

i s ," the pie ce de cl are d, "h a rd 1 Y a· ,vau de v i Il eth ~ ~ r e in the 

world today that does not inélude pictures as pne of the en-
" 

tertaining fea'tures of the dai~y programme .,,28 \j WLthin a 

month the niekelodeon boom W9uld b~ launched, and permanently 

alter the formaI character of the screen fare th~t had brought 

it into being. 

In Novetnber 1907, the Saturday Evening Post publish'ed' an 

article by Joseph Patterson on those newly~arise~ motion pic-

t 
i 
~ 

~ 
" 

1 
1 
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ture venues that described and attempted to expldin their 1 
success. 

.~ 

The pi~ce cited one entrepreneur who estimate4 
~ 

weekly ~xpenses of running a nickelodeon at $175 ta $200. 
J. 

A small theatre, containing 199 seats (ta avoid the $500 

lice:nse fee charged 290-~us seat houses) and giving from 

twe1ve ta eighteen perfo4:'mances a day, seven days a week, 
t,' 

la nièkelodeontsi:f gross revenues, even.,calcu'1ated at the mychi-

cal five-cents a head, added up ta as much as $1,250 for a 

. ' 29 weekly net prof1t of over $1,000. 

The key ta the pbenomen~n.was the film rental exchange. 

Before its establishment most exhibitors and showmen had to 
\ ' -

purchàse cheir films outright. In 1903, a 1000-foot' reel 

~osting roughly $100 was saon converted by the demand for 

new subjects into whac Ramsaye called "a dead asset."30 

The exchanges offer.ed 'a more viable rentaI scheme; a related 

trade in worn and torn sec'ond-hand footage offered at bargain 

rat e s ha d a l'a 0 s p ru n g u p. . Fou r -d i s tri but ion ce nt r e seme r g e d , 

based in Chicago, San Francisco, Philadelphia and New York 

" City. 

In Chicago, the Kleine Optical Company acted as sales 

agent for the subjects of Biograph, Vitagraph, Méliès and 

Pathé as well as for ~those of the Edison companf. But Vita-

graph had also begun selling their films through the Miles· 

Bros. exc~ange in San Francisco and Charles Urban in London, 
:!. 

England. Competition in Chicago came from Max Lewis' Chic~go 

Fi Inr Exch ange, Georg e S poo r 's Na t ion~ l Film Ren t i ni Ser,:,ic 8., 

which dealt in second-hand footage as weIL as rentaIs, and 
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Eugene Cline, a renta,l opera t ion spec iàl i zing in Pa ~hé ~ 
", 

subjects. As of August 1906, a ~ew boy appeared on the . 

~15 

Chicago film exchange scene, 
. 31 . 

the In ter-Oc ean Exchange. . 

Th'e Miles Bros. in San Francisco ope~ated o~e of the 

larges t ex~ hange s in the cown try, p rom~t ing the sel f-dec,la red ~ 

superiority of th~ir subjects by remin~ing exhibitors that 

, v 
"~hen moving pic tu res came o,n in t he Vaudevill~ Thea t res, 

you could see over half the audience put on' their wraps and 
" ' 

take their departure.,,32 
'r 

Among the.ir San Francisco competi-. , 
tors was Peter Bacigalupi, Edison's 'Iiest c.oast jobber. 

In Phi 1 ade 1 ph ia,.. Théodore J. ~a rbach ,propri,etor of Harbach 

and Co. had, as early as November 1993, advertised "Magie , 
Lantern Outfits" and ,rPicture Machines" for a nS ma l1 'Outlay." 

In Ma:rch 1906, the c~mpany was selling sI id-e shows and' oHer-
1 

ing Edison films at 4. Sç to 6. 5Ç a foot in aâdition to a 
" 

line of equipment that included Edison Kinetoscopes @ ',$}5 
,. 

and Star stereopticons @ $21.50. Ea:rlier. that mcnth, Harb~ch 

had pl aced the f 0 llowing -ad, in the C lippe r": , 

Feature ms'" -' Wanted. , Train and' Bank i Robb'ery. 
Train Wr~ck s, Lost Child 1 Yeggman, Un~le Tom's 
Cabin, Passi n Play, etc. 3 ,j .' 

'( .0 -... 

Before too long b.'e ~managed to contact a few sé1lers. 
.J. 

The 
, 

following month, Harbach was offering,an unidentifiec:l ,564-
• # 

foot '~ersion ">of tHE GRE.AT TRAIN ROBBElri,(f"or $40 ~ 34-

In' March 1906 the New York-based Alf. Harstn & Co. 
~ , 

advertised flEd. Train Robbéry,_ A:bo~t 700 feet, , $50" and , '. 

"Moonsh"iners, Ab,out 960 f'èet, $60;" _as weil as an additional 

\ 

" 

" 1 
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10,000 feee of'other subjectS" "from 3Ç' per foot and Up," 

~ April 1906 the company offered machines and song sI ides 
". 

"for rent with or witho~t operatb'rs" and sOrne of the bi~' com-
, 

merci'al hits of the year at slightly redu~ed lengths.and 
" 

mucn reduced pr~ces! 

Dream of a Ràrebit Fiend., about 470 feet. $50 
Train Wreckers, about 815 reet, $~OO 
Life of an American Fireman, about 425 feet, $28 
Battle of Yalu, about 550 feet, $30 
Burned 'at Stake, about 600 fe~t, $'45',35. 

But if bu~in~ss was booming in ~he fiee-for-all distri-
. 

butio'n sector, some problems remain,ed at the exhibition· en,cl, 

Gne finds in the period an evidént attempt,at assuring exhibi-

tors that p.rojection flicker and the' fear of fire wet:e not 

insurmountable bai'ri~ts t:o business success', . In M'arc;h 

1906, the Selig Po~yscope'Company not only prom~ted longer 
v , • 

subjects "perfect in deta.il" but also equiptiient .t,hat 'would 
, 

_ ( 

-' , 
, • ,- de1iver 'll stea dy" projectio,n. " No i sel e s s 1 y 'h P r 0° j e c t s a f 1 i c k e -r :..~ 

,-'les8 picture" was the boast made by Powers 'on behalf,' of his 
'. 

~ame~ograph, a ~ombined,stereop~icon a~d film projection 
. 

machine. 
. , 

In a March ,ad for .THE WRECKERS OF THE tIMITED EX-
J ". 

PR,ESS, Lubin' s lH-per-foot. 900u-foot re-make of the, 

Edison hic, his comp'any touted the merits of Lub~n's Mar~ 
1906 -- ?ineograph combined wtth Stereopticon -- for $85, with 

, 36 
"Fire'proof Film Boxes" $.20 extra. Toward the end of t'he, 

yéar the Edison Company advertised their Exhibitio~ Madel 

KinetoscQpe with "Improved Take-Up and Film Magazines" at $135: 

" 
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The impro~emen t aciap tàb le ti:> al1 1906 mode 1 S,' was a va il ab,l e 
, 

separately at $35. One suspects that 'the prq,blém of ~pilled' 
~ '\ 

footage causing fire or print damage may have pressed the' 

company to invent an fJleg~d two-year developmental 

under the MOST SEVERE CONDITIONS. ,,37 

"test ,. 

The ready availability of popular ,film fare 'and improve

ments to projection appara~set the stage for the nickelo

deon boom, dating rOUghl~frOm Marcb 1906. The emergence 

of the storefront theatre has become the basis of an extra-

ordinary myth of get-rich-quick busine~s success in which 

earnest if pushy immigrants arriv& in the L~nd of Opportunity 

and swiftly parlay modest investment and peasant cunning in-

38 
" to amusement fortunes. In a 19'19 article in The Film D'aily, 

Eugene LeMoyne Connelly gave full credit for the nicke1odeon 

concept to two Pittsburg exhibitors, Harry Davis and John'p. 

Harris. "lt was," Connelly dec1ared, "their joint initiative 

that gave the world its firat moving picture theatre, ~nd lt 

wa s the y who f i r s t coi ne d the w 0 rd Nic k e 1 0 d e 0 n ." ,1 n h i!p 1 9 0 7 
'\ 

art ~c le Jo s~eph Pa t te rson al so ,da ted the gro,wth of the pheno-

menon in the period after 1904, adding that there were, 'in 

1907, "b-etween four and five thousand running and' solvent J 

and the num~er is still increasing r,a pi d 1 Y . " Pat ter s 0 t1 ' s 
, 

related claim that in 1904 there was not a single five-cent 

theatre devoted ta motion pictures in America was perhaps in-

1 

serted for dramatic effect. Gordon Hendricks found that 

buildings had been e~ectèd exclusively for ~he purpose' of 

exhibiting motion pictu,res be-fore 1900. We May conclude that 

'. l 
"':~'w~ . "7'~~ ;'.-é'.:;" ..i'fo~tr.I'È.J9"'-.l~v ... "Jti:!~tf'~ "~l1llt),",4"'''' # .. ~IItJ, ~ 1 ...... ~~,;:., .--~ 
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,some time between 1907 and 1919 the 1905 Harris-Davis 
, 

enterprise was assigned t~e status' of a legend. 39 

If 
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Ta b,egin, the name ,;.,.. nickelodeq~n \- was th'e 1e.ast, of 

what was "new" about the early movie houses. Vaudeville 

theatres in New York and Boston had carried that appelation 

even before the 1896 projection of movies at Kaster and Bia1's. 

But moré significantly, the trade press of the period clear1y 

failed to show the sort of unprecedented 1905 amusement exp1o-

sion describe~ by Terry Ramsaye in the 1920s. Instead we find 

~ a development inicia11y emerging out of economic competition 

within the vaudeville industry s~urred on in turn by a rising 

demand for l'ow-priced popular entertainment. thât, combined ' 

with the strong appeal of motion pi~tures within the leaAing 

vaœdevi~le circuits, was ap importanç factor in the establisb-

ment of the store-fron; theatres. 

On -August 19, 1905, in a story called "Five-Cent Vaude-

~ ~~ omenon, 

The N~w y'ork Dranratic Mirrl~~ lashed out at a nèw phen

lower-prict« vaudeville. houses: 

Those who thought that th~ limit had been reached 
~hen the ten-cent' theatres began ta flouri$h will 
be shocked to learn chat èarly in September (1905) 

,a five-cent theatre,will be established in New 
York City.~O 

On Marc~ 17, 1906, came the announcem~nt that for~er Keith 

vaudeville manager J. Austin Fynes had incorporated the~ 

Nicolet Amusement Company. Its purpose, a~cording ta the 

Mirror, was to: 
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~ 
estab1i~h.a chain of moving pi~t~re shows 

~.j:n stores and halls throughout the country. The' 
'first of these was opened last week in 125th 
Stree t near F if th Ave'nue. 41 

/ 
('-.J 

A week ~ater the Mirror had this desèription of nico1et fare: 

v 

The entertainment consists of moving pictures and 
illustrated songs, and as the expense of running 
them is co~~arative1y sma11, the chances for pro
fit are very promising. Performances are given 
as often as the houses can be fil1ed.· SA that _ 
the employees are kept very busy from no on to mid
night. 

On September 8,1906, the'paper evidently believed the phenome}l-, . 
on significant enough toinform lts readers that a new moving 

\ 

picture theatre had been constructed in SJully Square, Boston 

at a cost of $25,000. 43 

Edison dete~iive Joseph McCay, who claimed ta h~ve made 

a carefu 1 s tudy 0 f nicke lodeons, recalled' tba t . in 1907 seven ty 

percent,of the s~all film houses contained fi~e risks. Films 

would be r~n 6nto the floor or into a barrel or basket, and . 
"44 the operator might be smokin~ or have friends ~round. 

Ta supply the market, in rapid expansion despite such .. 
/ 

risks, dealers in film éntered into production with new1y 

formed compan1es. In the early months of 1907 George Kleine 

. formed the Kalém compaflY in .partnership with two former Bio
r 

graph employees, Samuel Long and Frank Marion; a few months 

later George Spoor an~ "Branco Billy" Anderson formed Essa

nay. Movie attendance in ,the U.S.A. that year, 
1 

Patterson noted, had reached à daily figure of at 1east two 

million. Cutt~roat competition between little nickelodeon 

. 
~, . " 

, . 

,~ 

• ' 1 

, ' 
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. 
owners was rife. SOrne were being ~orced out o~ busirtes~ 

J • " • 

and the1r small f1r~s picked up by film rentaI companies. 

~t signalled a trend, Patterson concluded, to Iffew~r, bigger, 

45 c leaner fi ve-cen t t~ res' arld more expens i va shows." 

The p revious yesr i t nad beel'l. reported ,\hs t "the 1 pic tures \ 

a s the y are. k no wn in the pro f e s s 'i 0 n" ha d a c qui r e d '''h i g h 
./ , 

financial importance." "Nickel vaudeville" and "animated 

songs" had be'Come "all the go. Not only at summer resorts 

but al1 over town. whenever ,a' vacant store ~.an be had '. 

In Goney Island al~ne there are more than 200 of them." .. 
Subjects, the anonymous journalist added, ranged from 150 ta 

1,500 feet and, he observed, were an established feature of 

vaudevill~ programs. The story rated "train robberies, jaii 

breaks ~nd the like, rendered~with great fidelity ta detail" 

the most ~opular of tbe then curren~ screen offerings enjoyed 
\ 
\ 

by American audiences'. Next came "the comics" which pre-

sumably mea.nt the comic çhases like Biograph's PERSONAL. In 

Iast po~ition were "the 'trick' subjects at which the foreign 

concerns were esp'ecial1y clever," the work, in -other words, 

of Méliès arid especially of the Pathé studio, at that time 

46 the world's most pr~sperous. By 190~, Pattèrson reported, 

"eccentric pictures", as for example, a stop-action sequence 

of a builçling demolition, that h-ad b'een in great demand a 

couple of years previously, were now much 1ess in evidence_ 

• 

th~n the "straight-story show. . with a consistent plot i1' 

500 or 800 foot subjects running fifteen to twenty minutes." 

As an unidentified studio manager expressed it: 
-1 

"More story, // 
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lârger story, better story with plenty of action -- that 

is our tendency.,,47 

The "straight story' show" with a "consistent plot" was 

not, h"owever a software component that magically' emerged , 

ready-made ta be plugged into the nickelodeon network. 

Most traditional accounts of the rise of the store theatres 

have failed t~ show the extraordinarily profound impact that 

spin-off of the vaudeville industry had on what had begun as 

a popular if unexceptional music hall act. Like the dogs-to-

sausages turn-of-the-century trick film, what went into ùhe 

nicke~'d~on machine is not what came out. 

The popularity of the movies as a vaudeville house act 

coupled with the demand in the period for cheap amusement, 

intensified perhaps by economic conditions, is what directed 

,them into lower priced venues. The steady conversion of 

major vaudeville houses to the exhibition of, motion pictures 

on a near exclusiv~ basis was a fact of the period,48 The 

role of the mini-depression of 1907 in speeding the decline 

of the live theatre was likely repeatéd in making available 

premises vacated by failing ,business. As a vaudeville attrac-

tion the early ~tory film was dependent for its coherence on 

the sort of verbal aSsistance provided by an "e~plainer". 

~he graduaI disappearance of those showmen stuck the form 

with a kind of crisis, though not one, judging by its contin~ 
, 

ued appeal, that was decisive: What appeared even more signi-

ficant were the ,attacks of Progressivists~ and reformers who 

assailed the medium for its pessimism and immorality.4if The 

tUt 
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c.ombination of those pressureS set up a,climate fav_or,ing 
1 

a major formal modific.ation. The hero of t~at troubled in-

dustri.l moment was D.W. Griffith. His career at Riograph 

showed the way to the light. ay 1909. the year the nickel 

.". fad entered a decline, the story film considered as a formaI 

object had acqui~ed a set of characteristic~ very_different 

fram those that had gotten the baIl rolling. Ta put it another 

way, it had been a caSe of a product g~nerating a marketing 

structure that had soon rendered that product inappropriate. 

\ 
5.3.1 Tableau Marrative Structure and the Nickelodeon _ 1 

The catalogue synopsas of Porter's straight action films 

generàlly promised ~ore than the films delivered, particularly 

" • at the levei of narra 7ive coherence, with the images frequently 

cor r e s p on d in g on 1 y m in i ma Il y t 0 pub 1 ici t Y h Y P e r bol e . In";; -. 

consistency of detail was a promi~ent by-product of the policy 

of building staries out of i~-dependent tableaux. Rudimentary 

suspense effects weIl within Porter's technical grasp suffered 
1 

as weIl. THE TRAIN WRECKERS (1905), a seventeen-shot subject 

containing'all the,elements of the rescue-suspe;se pictur~, 

is reasonably indicative of the way the Edison studio went 
" 

about "telling a story in continuity." 
1 

Constructed out of repet~tive self-contained actions and 

eschewing cross-cutting ,for rescue suspense the s~parate big· 
\ 

scenes lacked dramatic impact. The documentary anonymity that 

lent credibil-ity,to the news fakes detracted from these. longe,r 

ficiTonal subj ects. In the YEGG picture, for exampIe, we' 
.., 

, . 

"?' 
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r 
get only one 'clo.e view of the members of the gang chat does 

not allow a dramatic raIe ta personality . Visual inconsistency 
. 

was reflectid 1n other ~ays. On occasion the number of 

people being pursued e~uld vary withouC any sort of logical 

explanation. In KATHLEEN MAVOURNEEN five men are chased, 

three captured. 

In LIFE OF AN AMERICAN POLICEMAN, it i9 noC clear 

whether we follow the same character through aIL the episodes. 

,It is di~ficult to make out from the surviving print, anft 

her~ the catalbgue text is of no help, whether the policeman 

shown having breakfast at home with his family in the first 

scene is the same one who l~ter cymforts the waifs and 

struggles with the burglar. 

In LIFE OF A COWBOY (1906~ there are a number of se~ry 

details about the relationships between the main characters 

that would have been impossible to uncover without help. 

They were to be found in the catalogue text but not in the 

visual presentation. The opening sequence set in the Big 
.. 

Horn Saloon shows ab old Indian abo~t to accept a drink from 

the trouble-making "Mex~can greaser." But one needs to know 

that it is his daughtér who interferes and i8 spared the 

villain's wrath by the cowboy hero, a piece of 

contained in the printed synopsis. 

information , 

The f~lm does contain an attempt at innovating chase struc-

ture to show progressive action. In the four-shot pursuit of the 

8~age by the renegades, the coach is only visible ~n the third 

shot with the riders seen closing the gap in the one that follows. 

~n the preceding ,hots the chase was shown in the staQdard way: 

bath parties entering the frame from the depth and exiting into one of 
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the bottom corners. 
t 

In the cowboys' ~ide to the reseue there 

is a comparable move in tne direction of shot dependence:, we 
, 

see the wounding of a renegade in the shot that precedes the 

tableau 51 showing the reseue. 

Organized' into 1 inear sequanees ; ~ l..IFÈ OF A 

COWBOY' s' doup le ·chase ac t ion repr e sen ted the same st ory 

structure employed in THE LITTLE TRAIN ROBBERY and re-eyeled 

to depiet the reseue in THE TRAIN WRECKERS. H~re it is per-

haps difficult to say conclusively whether Porter was follow-

ing company directives or his own best lights. What is clear 

is that his solution to t-urning out a longer more elaborate 

narrative was ta fail back on a formaI variation of the replay 

technique used Lm LIFE' OF·AN AMERICAN FIREMAN with its linear 

depictio~-of the rescue, first from the interior and then sim~ 

ply re-viewed for an exterior look at the same action. 

Marked by uneven character de~elopment, narrative depen

dence on a verbal 'text, inconsistent directional editing, a 

lack of' strict shot sequence and an awkward codification -

ta our late-century eyes -- of spatio-temporal continuity, 

the tableau movie story could not long endure the nickelodeon 

emb race. Rere qne may speculate that its disappearance ~an 

be explained on the cognitive grounds that it was unable ta 

effectively tell stories like the one in THE MILLER'S DAUGHTER, 

that it was simply narratively unfit. 

That hypothesis is partially s~pported.by the evidence 

of two related phenomena emerging within the Àmerican ~otion 

picture industry. T~e first was the departure of the vaude-

ville house'lecturer-as seraen venueS multiplied; on the-one 
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hand' the demànd for such talent probably began to run ahead 

of the supply, and on the other, many smal1er theatre operators! 

se~ing to cut costs to the bone decided that the lecturer 

was a fringe that could be trimmed. The ~esult, as the 

nickelodeon craze took off, was that films constructed around 

the function of an "explainer'J 5uffered a 1055 of coherençe. 

The second was the attempt to come up with some compen-

s.ation·. _ As early as October 1905, a device called the Phono-

Bioscope was given a less than impressive try-out at Proctor's 

Twenty-Third Street. If that meth~ of -bringing talking 

accompaniment to pictures fai1ed, lrter 'in ·the ,month Hammer

stein's went with the old stand-by, a human being. Roy 

Knabenshue, "the celebrated aeronaut," was featured in a , 

miniaturized air.ship model describing the construction and 

opera~ion of the actual vehicle. To climax his talk some film 

footage of an ascent he had made over Chicago was projected. 

In',March 1906, Hammerste.in's~prominent billi~g to a 
li 

mixed-media song-and-dance number b~ilt around Edison's THE 

SPOOK MINSTRELS: 

They are dressed like the men in the pictures 
and it helps out the effect wonderfully when 
they seem to step out of the picture and fini~h 
the chorus of the last song in full view of thé 
audience. 53 

In a Biograph Clipper ad that summe~ for LOOKING. FOR 

JOHN SMITH th·e title was dwarfed by t~e words "Talking Pic-

tures," - " . the words being spe1led out from the 

h h · d" ,,54 c aracters 50mew at as ~s one ~n cartoons. The following 

OctOber a German apparatus, the vocal graphbioscope,was 

slated for a vaudeville audition. "The idea," the Mirror 
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observed. "has. had a peculia~ fascination for picture and 

talking mac~i~e people." 55 

The conclusion that the tableau story lacked autonomous nar-

rative power had already occurred ta Edwin Porter. THE EX7CONVICT 

(1904) was, the Edison studio claimed, "illustrated in such a , 

way as to make an audience almost feel they can hear the princi

pals tat'king to each other.,,56 A comparable effect ,was 

promis~d in THE WHITE CAPS: "'l'he b low, the f a Il, the 

woman's screams and the child's pleadings can almost be 

57 . 
heard)' Prospective exhibitors and ~udiences were informed 

that the clever animated titles in HOW JONES'LOST HIS ROLL 

were adequate to "tell the story in 'words," and that~"further des-

criprion WaS unnecessary."- In 1907 Edison joined the "talking 

pictures" vogue with Porter's COLLEGE CHUNS. lts vi-sually 

anima·ted telephone-conver~atiq-n titles and comic' transvestite 

episode were assisted by actors speaking f~om behind the 

59 
screen. 

"'90 , 

One Edison studio solution was tHe simple and obvious 

one of saying more in advance. Their 1907 

A RACE FOR MILLIONS, 'thè tale of a miner 1 s 

~tcul~r for Porter's 

4"-aught;er, a ruthless , . 
~ambler and a brave stranger, laid out aIl the action-in com

\ pIete telegraphic datail: 

v. ~ . ~ 

~l~~t Ln a Western town - Streets deserted 
Gàmbler and stranger saeking ~ach ather ~ tbey 
meet - Two shots - GambIer falls - The suspense' 
is over - The girl 'appears - Finds "Her Stranger" 
aliVe - He holds her-in his arms - She has won 
somethin~ more than millions now. 60 ' ' 
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But to return to our orig~nal problem, the question of 

narrative fitness cannot be posed in absolute tarms.' More

over, th-ere 0 \ts't too much evidence of the popular appeal 

of the' tableau, story film, even with its qbvious show flaws, 

to base aIl of the case for ies displacement on its cognitive 

~ailings. If, dating roughly from 1907, a genuinely new mode 

of scenography represented by the extended action film began 

to.make its screen ap~earaqce, and that at the expense of 

an extremely lucrative~ litigationa1ly protected visual fore~ 
i • 

bear, then that is a phenomenon deserving of careful consider-
--'. 

ation. 

5.4 Lucid Illusions 

From across the Atlantic, t~e Czech writer Vaclar Tille, 

wrihing in 1908,' complained about the vague linkage in ,the 

scene-to-scene screen fiction of the period. 61 A similar 

dissatisfaction was being expressed by Tillels American cql-
. 

leagues. They too had begun to press fo~ a modular motion 

picture product that provided a continuous, uninterrupted 

movie experience they referred to as i "lucid illusion of 

. . ,,62 <1. 07" . . realLty. The astoundLngly popular pre-l9 crLme stor1es 

and rough-house comedy chases came under fire from other 

quarters as ~ell, both inside and outside ~he business. Social 

cr~tics soùght a softer,more puritan, more sentimental style 

Î 
~ 

1 

1 

1 
~ 

1 
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of screen reality. As early as 1908,a ~rade-journa1 èam-
. " . 63 

pai$n for motion pictures with happy endings had surfaced.' 

lt was a de~and that nicely meshed with the point of view. 
. " 

of niekelodeon exhibitors, disdainful of their'blue-collar 

clientele and 

64 
shows • ~he 

eager to a'tt;-ract the Middle classes 'to th-ei-r . ~ / 
farger debate w~s conducted in the pages of 

the emeiging trade journals. 

One critic, writing in The Moving Picture World in 

September 1908, insisted that the motion picture narrative 

possessed lia genuine technique, largely in common with the 

acted drama yet in part peculiar to Ltself • • " and he 

went on to stress the need for screen action that unfolded , 
"without explanation, from the prologue or leeture." The 

- , 

fiIm's pantomime s~yle of performance, he argued, rendered 

"Ibsen plots" impro1?er. motion picture mat~ial. Advlsing 

restraint in the use of titles to provide pre-visual su~maries 

of movie ~ction, he favoured them for the treatment Df pas~ing 

Time. The advantage of movies over the, stage, he believed, 

was the potential use of an "unlimited number of scenes." 

These were to be shaped into "well-contrived" sequences aimed 
. t. 

at perfecting the "illusion of reality," including ~los.e-ups_ 

,"pictures .. . at close range" for represencing shades of, 

, L65 
emotl.on. 

~ 

~ther voices from among the ranks of the literate middle 
" 

class nickelodeon audience had already joined the lament 

of the reviewers. In February 1908, The Moving Pictqre W6r1d 

published a let ter from a woman in Augusta, Georgia critical 
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"'/Ô,f the depar,türe .of 'th~' scr.ee'n lee turer-.""'-The re~ul t, 'she 
l , 

claim~d, was a decline in trade: "People grow weary ef' 

whai they do nct understand." The, c inem,a " $he went on, :was 
" 

only being considered from the 'éo~mercial point of '-view,'" 

"not from th~ artistie or the educationc1l'. 
) 

l t . 'i s a bu ,s.i n e s s 

that can be made a tremendous fo;ce f~r go~~ if ~ightl~ used." 
o , 

/. , J 
Aqother ~etter ·writer 1,n favour "Of titles "at a,very 

feet," complained in, the same issue about the lack 

in screen stories and ins{sted on the desirability of "i 

printed descrip~ion.~ The editor responded by blaming the. .~, 

.act:ors for not ,rendering the story, i'ntel>li~ently. liA per-" 
, ., 
tve 1 i pu t toge ther, ~ sho~uld,'~ hé 

~ ... ,-
con c lu de d ,- " tell i t S 0 W'n stary. ,,66 , ,. 

. 5.4'.1 p Early Nar'ca't ive Edi t i,ng Proc edure s 

The ea rly s tory film d id de,ve lop c o'nvent ions for lînk in~ ,r 

i t; seo mp 1 ete a c t ion s hot san d 11 tell in g i t s 0 wn 8 t 0 r y" : 

h 1 1 h . d'Il . . '6 7 t ete m po ra 0 ver a.p, tee u t - ~ n an the e ~ p S 1. S " . The .. 
temporal Qv~rlap was a very common method of depicting conti-

nous action b~tween contig~ous spaces~ 
~ .. \; . lt involved the repe-

l , 
tit~on, from a new angle j of action se~~ in the concluding 

frames'of a pre~ious shot, and w~~ based~ as was the editing 
, 

method of the/chase, on the joining of complete action shots. 

Classie uses of' the device oceur, in Méliès TRIP TO THE MOON, 

in whieh the rocket lands twice, first in long sbot, t?en 
, 

in a closer view, and in Porter's LIFE OF ~N AMERICAN FIREMAN. 

, , 

, ' . 
• _ .. ,i,:-~.'rl!.J~~!li.;.t.ifc-...ii&Â':..1QMœ 'tt7OSlt _r~....,~"t...f4~- --~ """:~ ........ -:---:~ ~ --:~~ 
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The Edison catalogue copy for Porter's FIVE-CENT 

TROLLEY was explicit about its overlap: the second shot· 

c~ncl?&es with a goose flying through a trolley window; in 

" 
the shot that follows we see an exterior view ôf t:.he trolley 

entering the frame from the depth, moving toward the cameraI' 
'iii 

audience and stopp~n.g • The goose is then seen êx-i t ing the 

tram window a sec ond t.ime ... The copy de s c rib ing the end of 

the preceding shot read: " in the general melee, the 

~se finally making its escape." The desc,ription of the 

next shot was as follows: 

" 

. - ''), 

The p'icture now changes to an outd,oor ~uburban ' 
r'oad. . A t ro lley car is seen approach ing -.. A goose 
flys out ~f the ca~ and the passengers give chise. 6a 

\. -
The chase itself,as we have seen,was based on a Gimilar prinei-

pl-e ,of s-hot-to-shot re.,.iteration ,which ~is wh-at probab'ly' gave . ... ~ . 
it most of its niekelodeon suceess: no explanati~n, or 1ittle, 

was req~ired. 
, ' 

The cut-ius', ,generally unmatched closer views, mostly re-

-
playe~ st~ry de..tails with,out a change in angle, t:hough oeea-

si'onalls -there \o1a,8 an' apparent i~tention to make the eut fune-
: > ) 

t-ion . dram'a ~ i ca 11 y • B iograph 's STORY THE BIOGRAPH TOLD (1904), 

bhih on the ~e,ed to motivate a switch in ,C'a,mera position, 

s~o~s ~a ma~ k~~S~ng his' ~ecr~~ary fr;m two ~ifferent angles. 

Porte r 's cut- in c1ose-up of .ank le fond l ing in GAY SHDE CLERK 
.. 

. . 
• ~19d3) 8imp1y exploited a nove1ty eff~c~,as'he did a year 

, ..}':' 

later in ANTI-RAC~ SUICIDE (1904) to show a baby being'weighed 

on a scale. The openin~C'lose-up Qf a child being dressed by' 

1 

• 1 
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its nurse 'in STOLEN BY GX.PSIES provides the important .s'tory : 

detail of a bu~terfly birthmark. The shot is followed by ~n . 
unmatched view of the same .actiôn from a medium distance 

f.,' ',t! 

which allàws a pair of doting parents ta enter'the scene. The 

eut-in of 'the itinerant-with-hamster surrounded by his pursuers 
, . 

nea r the conc 1 us ion of B iog raph 's 'l'HE LOST CHILD" adds 1 i t t1e 

to tne action except to provide a c10ser view of the genera1 
cv 

scene shawn in the p rev~ou's shot# The clos e r view of the widow 

enjoying the bouquet sent by her ribbon-counter suito~ in 

Biograph's THE WIDOW AND THE ONL~ MAN (1904) likewise contri

Jutes no new narrative informative. By ~~ o~ c~ntrast, the 

eut to a c10ser view that concludes BillY~Zer's THE MOON-

SHINER (1904) is startling and dramatic in its effect. , It 

1 inks the aho t of a woman who has jus t gunned down her husband' s 

killer and run toward her s"ipou~ie 'a fallen body in the frame 

depth,to a view of her 'holding her dyin~ hu~band in ber arms. 

Marred slightly by the sort of excessive stage ~~~turing that 

,marked the films of the period, the display af emotion was 

nat unexpected; earlier scenes provided other evidence of their' 

-close, loving relationship. 

In CAPTURE OF THE "YEGG,II BANK BURGLARS Porter used a 

cut-in of a member of the gang casing the bank whic'h has the 

effect of a tempgrally paralle~vent; 'in the fol10wing shot 

he eut back ta the gang gathered in the woods, viewed f rom a,n 
, . 

angle similar if not identical ta the one that preèeded the 

cu t-in • .constraine~bY tab leau s t r~c tu re the technique 

commun ica ted the sa rt ôf amb iguous s imul tan·eous ac t ion found 

" 
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i~ earlier films, like THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY. T~at 

1 ~ 
sequence was a1s"0 'characteristic of the sort olf e11ipsis or 

foreshortening of action employed in th~ periode The Yeggman 

takes too little time in the bank, with the" câmera not .follow-

ing him inside but rem~ining fixed on the empty scene of the 

building exterior. Two women enter the nurse's hom~n 

Porter'~ STOLEN BY GYPSIES ~nd then .briefly emerge Wi'h her 

after too short a time, the camera aIl the while fixed on the 

empty exterior. DREAM OF A RAREBIT FIEND has a similar scene. 

. / 
The "fiend" 1eave)v the bedroom set, the camera fixed· on the 

empty setting waiting for his return, ready for hed, on1y 

moments 1ater. 

E11iptical action was e~loyed more obvious1y in the 

jump-cut editing of the Edison company's short 1901 accident 
. 

subjects~ ANOTHER JOB FOR THE UNDERTAKER and THE FINISH OF 

BRIGET McK~E:N. In.Hepworth's RESCUED BY ROVER~ shorter pieces 
~ 

of footage lin1.t the action retracing the dog's route to the 

kidnapper's lair, in a Fay that suggeàts the 1ater conversion 

of the e11ipsis into the basis of continuity cutting. In 

at least one of his Edison films, THE COP FOOLS THE SERGEANT 

(1904), porter's temporal link between two shots i8 overly 

extended, 'as it would have be~n in an overlap cut. The cap 

steps down into the.basement'of a bakery for 1 breather. He 

is shortly fo11owe4 by one of the bakers who was unloading a' 

w~gon .. Whe~ the film cuts to the interior of t~e basement, there i8 

1 • 
the cap, but ~t takes ~ little too long for the baker to make 

his appearance. In the penultimate scene of THE EX-CO~VICT, 

.} 



d1 

(. 

a ai '1 a_Ii .. a tE; 

.,", 

333 

the run-on action of the family going up to hed, the dés-. 
'p~rate man enteri~g the home, his apprehension by tne father J 

the summoning of "the police, his identification by the 

little\girl and the dismissal of the police ia severely 

com~ressed to fit a husy one-shot tableau. 

One might readily be pe~suaded that the obsolescence of 

those devices rele'gated them, along with the complete-action-

shot na~rative structure that determined their functions, 'to 

ob1,ivion. As we shal! see, however, the collapse of t~e tableau;, 
structure~ film in which they were first used}under ~he indus-

trial pressure of nickelodeon exhibition,only concealed the trans-

. ~ . 
formation of the devices themselves, cons1dered as rud1mentary 

technical possibilities, into the scr~en logic institutionalized 

as griffith'ian"film grammar. The effective conversion of those 
; 

lowly' s,how tricks into the elements of hig~ art has been :muc;h 

remarked upon but mostly as some sort of donné supplied by in-
--\ 

dividual geniusr Here one example ~lr~suffice. The wonderfully 
------~ ------ ' 

prolonged moments i~'&r~stein's news fake BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN 

~-------------(1925) , the smashing of the dinner plates in the mess sequence 

and the famous Od 7ssa steps segment, were achieved by nothing 

more elevated than the technique of the temporal overlaif, not by 

the ingenius discovery of an ideal "C inematic" form that would 

dictate the course of development of an industria1 art. 69 

~he apparent flaws of the tabl~au narrative would pro-

bably not have posed a serious problem, as long as the movies 

had remained a vaudeville house act. With the arrivaI Œf 

nickelodeon e.xhibition, the need for a major modification ~n 
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the modè of commercialttdisPlay required of the manufacturers 

a lecturer-independent experience based on a stricrer codifi-

cation of spa.tio-temporal convention and a t~g,ht,er sequential 

arrangement of focused vïsu.a1 detail. The model for ,that 

alternate mode of sustaine~ illusory continuous action vas 

provided by the highbrowism of the novel and bourgeois stag~~ 

works which organized their elaboraté scenic verisimilitude 

in terms of narrative consistency. ~The re-constituted function 
, 

of ove~laps, elliptical representations and unmaeched cut-ins 

.helped solve an industrial problem, the ~olution intricately 

1 
constrained by contemporary social rea1ity and an existing 

finite repertoir~ of for~ as well' as by a certain cultural 
~ 

predisposition -whic~ equated the movie's apparent -·rhetoric. 

of authenticity with the actuality compositiona1 qualiiiis of 

subjectivity an~ voyeurism. 

5.4.2 The Progressivist'Clean-Up 

In seeking.to apply the methods of mass p~o~uc~ion to 

a . p·opular commodity _ mot i on pie tu re indus try entrep ren~rs 
1 • 1 • 

ran into anothèr problem: the increasingly vocal criiicism 

\ 

of the new medium coming from Progressivist reformers. Those 

ladies and gentlemen had grown extremely concerned over the 

influence of, industria1ization and 'the turn-of-the-century wave 

.of immigration on Victorian va1ues i Br 1895, immigrants formed 

a'majority of the adult population of Brooklyn and Manhattan. lO 

The PrOgressivist strategy vas a simple one: to get the in-

dustry in line through active political lobbying that threat-

ened its stability and profits. For ~~e reformers what really 

mattered was the alleged immora1ity of screen amusement no 

) 
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less than the concern wi~h the occasional immoral business 

suppos'edly being conducted by "mashers" in the darknes$ of 

the halh. There came a demand for the brightening of 

that darkness by the installation of l~ghts strong enough to 

read a newspaper in, the origin of the illuminated red theatre 

exit signs. Middle-class .craving for comfort produced other 

changes; ice-water, comfortable seating, venti~ation an~ the 

elimination of both theatre-front bar~ers and rowdy vaudeville 

acts on the bill. 71 

lt is difficult to arrive at an exact understanding of~ 

how the audiences of the day, caught up in those changes, 

in fact perceived their film' experience. Terry Ramsa~e 

claimed that most of the nickelodeon patrons were non-anglo-

phone immigranljS' Poo r 1 y' pa id, they f ound trad i t iona 1 f orms 

of amuse~:~pensive and" when of interest, unintelligible. 

More recently, Jowett ~ pointed out that early audiences, 

in addition ta that gr~up, were composed of members of the 

middle class, who, because of t~eir religious education, had 

never previously attended the theatre, and the middle and 

72 
u~per class patrons of stage melodrama. 'In 1907,Patterson 

found that thirty-three percent of the audiences were made 

up of children.' Though few womèn between sixteen and thirty 

a'tt-ended, ma'ny middle-aged and e lderly women were s teady cus-

tomers. Generally, foreign patrons outnumbered English-

speakers in the large urban areas where, he claimed, the mov

ing pictures constituted a sort of "university of the poor.,,73 
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That the popularity of the pictures in the nickelodeons 

was enormous' i8 beyond question. While the financial rrpanic" 

of 1907. and the mini-dep~ession it brought on took their toll' 

'* on the legitimate theatres and vaudevi~le houses, the bad 

times had no noticeable effect on the nickelodeons which con-

74 h .t inued t 0 pro sp~r. In an importan t sense the prof ou d change .. 
that was about to seize the industry appears to have had little 

) 

to do with mass audience taste or support, or at any rate, 

the support of the largest and ~ost-devoted segment of that 

audience. Rather, it s~ems mostly ta have been· the result of 

a deal struck up between social reformers and .am1,lsement ent,re-

p~eneurs~ a deal encouraged and abetted by a new wave of 

earnest film critics. lt may .be of only passing irony that 

the Wey agency fot the centtalized control necessary to 

place the motion picture'in the service of Victorian up~ift 

and assure its 'stability .was the Ediso~ Trust. 

lt is a1so very difficult ta fully.'understand the changes 
. ! 

that the motion picture was about, to g~ through if ther. are 
~ ; 

isolated from the conditions of a soc~ety in a state of rapid 
,1 

industrialization. For as i~ turned ~ut, tbe Progres~ivist 
i .1 

program for cleansing immigrant taste~ abhievJd its partial 
1 

success through the very industrjal 10nditians progressivists 
- t 

claimed ta loathe. The combined dangers of industrialization 

and immigration in effect cancelled each other out, the social 

organization of industry ne~tralizing the much-fearèd imported 

foreign influence. . , 
In this process the movies wound up play-

ing a ~upporting didactic raie. 

/ 
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5.4.3 Industrial Sentiment 

At the debut of the twentieth century the United'Sta~es, 

with a population rough1y two-thirds that of Germany and 

England eombined, ha-d achieved a level of industrial' produc-

- h . d h - 1 - 1 75 t~on t at outstr~ppe t e~r cumu at1ve tata . Bu tl the re 
was a priee. In 190Q, the national census l;lad 1isted 

, ,. 

1,750,178 fully e,mployed children between the ages of ten 

and fifteen; by 1910 that figure had risen to 1,990,225. 

The increa~e woul~ not have surprised any~ne. A family re-

quired $800 a year ta survive; most unski11ed workers were 

paid less th.an $500. The wages of children, it was ca1culat-

, ed, 'were needed to g'e t f ami 1 ies ove r the gap. ln the preced-

ing decade s'a t tempts to ach ieve a h ighe r, adu 1 t worke r s tand

ard had been countered with brute force. 76 

Little of that social history found its way into early 

American motion picture shows. When film producers tackled 

the tensions of the new industrialism, it was most1y to preach 

a sermon of industria1 dut y and compliance. To its pub1ie-

spirited firemen, policemen and passes, the Edison company 

in THE TRAIN WRECKERS (1905) added a noble and brave station-

master's daughter -- perhaps the litt1e girl in THE GREAT 

TRAIN ROBBERY grown ta womanhood wqo he1ped foil a gang of 

gratuitously evi1 train wv~ckers. 
.. 

Bitzer's THE PAYMASTER (1906) re-iterated the theme of the 

content labourer with the fi11ip of what the BUl,etin described 

as a '4nick of time" reseue. 77 Frustrated by his inabi1ity to se-

duce the mi Il g i rI away from her affection for the èompany payma s te r , 

\ 



" 

.. 

! 
1 • 
/. 

, \ 

338 

the evil superinten~ent~ with the help of a hired felon, steals 

a b~g of company money and arranges for the paymastEr eo 

take the blame. A dog detective smells out the buried loot,' 

the paymaster rescues the heroine from a drowning death, the 

villains are arrested and peace returns ta the woolen mill 
<t 

in this "dré!-ma of home1y Amefican'life." TheJl"nick of 

time" rescue promoted in the Biograph ,Bulletin was in fact 

a one-scene, non-switchback affair. a rescue from drowning 

much like those depicted in Porter's LIFE OF AN AMERICAN 

POLICEMAN and THE MILLER'S DAUGHTER . The pt temp t ta in t ro-:-

duce it into a story of industrial romance was not, however, 

/ 'altogether inapproptiate. 

Clock-ordered time had become not only the prime regu

lator of workplac~ and marketplace, but a1so a medium'for 

Am1rica~izini the immigrant hordes. In the Pro~ressivist 

scheme to rescue nineteenth-century American Victorianism 

by turning mass culture away from gross Coney Island delights, 

the immigrant and his traditions ioomed large. The establish-

id values of the fa~i1y and s~ciety, Progressivists b~lieved, 

~to b~ saved not o~ly from the consequences of rapidindus
Z 

trialization but particularly from the influence of the waves 

of foreigners perceived as drinkers and womanizers 1acking 
\. 

in protestant restraint, men,bred "in traditions where work 

went according to the task or the season - not th.e regulation 

. 78 
of the ass~mbly line or clock." 

The temporal theme, predictably, made,its conceptual appear-
, ...r-

tI 

ance on the sc~een' in the ~ore traditional tableau format, in 
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if\1age S 0 f vio lence and n igh tma rish men ta 1 s ta te 5 Tendered ·as 

comie subject matter. Biograph's MR. HURRY UP (1907) manages to 

work a visit to a dentist and a bar into his tight sch-edule. 

After dressing for work at high speed, a clock in the frame, 

and wolfing down his breakfast, he arrives at an office with 

a "Bu sy Day" s ign on the wa Il'. The serain of his daily pace 

is sub'limated in a comedy of alcoholic hallucination. In 

Bitzer's THE TIRED TAILOR'S DREAM (1907), rel~ased by Bio-

graph earlier that year, a nightmare of fatigue i~ dressed 
. 

up as a humorous turne Into the.shop of Herman Stitch, the 

tailor, en ters "Howling Hector from the sun-seared steppes 

'of the Pampas Plains.,,79 Gun in hand, Hector orders his un-

finished suit completed within the hour. The hands of the 

clock show 4 o'clock. Herman sinks into a paralyt,ic stupor , 

but is rescued by Chalk, Square, Shears, Clothes Brush and 

Machine which in a 'cleverly animated sequence get the job 

done. Hector returns at the appointed time and points his 
/) 

gun at the clock whose hands have now moved 
/ -

to shy'w the pas s-

ing of precisely one hour. 

Two related and highly suggestive phenomena begin to 

appear in the story films of the period: clocks with hands 

that move
6
--- the ones in THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY did not; 

and pur~uits in which the s~atial drama of the chase has 

been subordinated to a temporal tension. One might, of 

coursel argu~ that moving clock hands were simply another 

feat~e of the growing realism of motion picture decor . 

. ~~~~at is to ignore a much more complex pattern. Moreover, 
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it was not the case that aIL the clocks seen seemed to , ~ 

\ 

be ~eal. In Cecil Hepworth's THE FRAUDELENT SOLICITOR 

0907), a' white-collar crime story with interior-exterior 

movement and a stop-motion effect to sh~w yet another 

b obby p 1umme t ing from a roof t,op , the re is' an o~fice c 10ck 

whoie hand~ are stationary in aIl of the sequences in 

which lt l'a in' view. ln Hepworth' s FATHER' S LESSON (1908) 

a kitchen clock shows different ttmes in two successive 

scenes. Biograph1s THE ENERGIZER (1907) has a clock showing 

9:15 in one scene and 10:15 in another. In Pathê's TRICKING 

~IS WIFE (1907) a wbman sats an alarm c1oc~ to time her 

husband's houri away fr6m hom~; this c~ock comedy th en pen

du1ums bàck and forth betwe~n home and bar scenes, result{ng 

in a su~ject with the sort of fragmented photographie aétion .. 
Edison 'executives dislike4. . \ 

A 1907 Eclipse film, CHIEN~ POLICIERS, opens with a sh~t 
, 

of some policemen and thair dogs. lt first cuts to a street-

mugging, then back t~'the caps who occuPY tpe same auraI space 

and have heard the sounds of the struggle. The film at this'-

point cuts back once more, to the mugging, ~he element of 

temporal urgency communicate,d by sho,t dependence 1inking 

ac~ions ~n contiguous space~. In Biograph's THE ELOPEMENT 

(1907), the automobile of, the runaway ,lovers, pursued by 

the girl's parents in anot~er car, deve10ps motor trouble. 

This 'follows a two-shot sequence in which both v,ehicles ap-

pear iri the frame of each shot. From the s~alled automobile 

the girl looks back in the direction from which they have· 
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come suggest iug no t on ly a documen tary uni verse b eyo,nd. 

the f~ame edge bu t the p res,su re of t ime .' On f opt, the 

_couple head toward the river ta continue their f)igbt in 
'" 

a motor boat. The film then cuts back to the spot wher. 

341. 

their car broke dO,wn before returning the on-screen ac tion 

ta'" the boat which has now develop~d its own kl.nd of motor 

trouble. The eut-in that follows, of tht~rents arriving 

at the scene of th~ loyers'. abandoned vehicle, not only 

orients the story in space but also establishes a crude form 

of suspense. There was a similar play in Hepworth's CATCHING 

A BURGLAR (1908): The felons' automobile breaks down after 

a f~ve-shot chase and one of the pa4r looks back, the gesture 
,- , 

temporal~y focusing the ac~ion in a way the routine chase 

subj~cts did"not. 
, ( 1 

S'ome of the earliest examp1es of deli'Derate 

crosscutting appeared in the film. of ~he Path~ company in 

which they were used for comie 'rat-her than melodramatic ef

,feets. In l FETCH THE BREAD (190~). the ~ead of t'he bou~e
hold leaves the dinner table ta buy- a loaf but g~1aid 
at a number of wine bars. The a~tion cu~s back and forch 

between the fellow's exterior peregrinations and his in-

'creasingly irritated and anxious dinner guests. When one of 

th,\m volunteers \ ta go out! and find him, 

eut\~ng between him and his bar anties, 

we get triple scene 

the original bread 

buyer and the hung ry gues ts . The two f ina 11y mee t 'a t a side-

walk cafe and drunkenly struggle back to the original )otation. 

In THE RUNAWAY HORSE (1907) repeated cutting between the 

clock-device of a diminishing bag of oats and the rounds of 
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a delivery man in' the interiYfr of a. PaI:is apaitment 

buildin,g marks the passing of time. presumably the meal 

supplied the deHnquént' animal with the ene.rgy for tàe wild 

chase, some of i't edïted intô the story in reverse, that 

eomprised the film's main interest. 

One of 'the first American films con'taining cross-cut,~ing 

for suspense was' Vitagraph 's 100 TO 1 SaOT (1906). Here a ,.<.. 

son arrives in the n,ick of time to save his penni1ess parents 

f rom evic tian. On the way to the resc ue in his car from 

a gamb1ing victory the film inte,reuts a shot of the desperate 

elderly co~p1e. Vitagraph's THE MILL GIRL (1907)', a tale of 

sexual hàrassment that culminates in a reseue from a burning 

1 
faetory, contains a nine-shot cross-eut reseue action be-

tween different spaces ~n the same time fram&, matching 

interior-to-exterior cuts on ac tian and centred directional 
, (\ 

cuts for conti-nuity that extended the visual logio' of -its ' 

'J 
actua1ity composition in original ways. It vas b~sed qn a 

larger number of shots, thirty-one, that wa,s usua1 in- the i . 

period, ma~y co~tainin~ incomplete dependent actions whtch 

relied fO,r their meaning on the transfer of information 

between shots. 

" fi It was, however, not the use by Pathé and Vitagraph o~ 
6 

back-and-forth cutting per se that constituted the noveltYj --
the switchb'~k technique w.as not "invented" in 1907 or 1906. 

l 

The chase in Alfre'd Collins' THE RUNAWAY MATCH; or MARRIAGE 

BY MOTOR (1903)' ,is shawn in two sections; first the automo,.bile 

of the girl' s parents, from the point of view of the couple" s 
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ca.r, th~n '"the' e~"cap~n\ ·loV"~'rs., seen from the point of view of 

the pU,rsuing vehicl~. More- to ~he point, the parallel editing 

method represented the temporal overlap, the cut-in and ellipti

cal co~pression integrated in"a new motion Picturel concept, one 

_tha t art ic ula ted the anxie ty of f ac tory time in an) autonomous 

screen form that satisfLed Progressivist demanda. 

,rhe concept had made a' prrmatur"e appea;;'ance in two re

late,d 1897 Edison studio fake accident reproductions, AMBU-

',LANCE CALL and AMBVLANCE AT THE RESCUE, described in the 

catalogue as follows: 

Ambulance Ca'U 

Stab le door 6pe~s and ambulance dashes' out into 
the s treeC • Po l iceman holds back furni ture van 
till. ambulance passe's by. 

Ambu lance a t the Accident 

The Victim is lying 'o~ a trolley car fender. 
Ambu 1 ance dr ive s up and the inj ured mau i8 removed 

,in a stretcher. BO . 

In AM~Ur..~ C'ALL, the horse-drawn vehicle leaves its barn 

. and moves 
1 

brief 1 y ou t of the bframe to the righ t, the arc ed 

motion bringing it back into view. lt then heads left toward 

the camera, passing c1.ose to it, before leaving the frame 

out of the bottom left-hand corner. In AMBULANCE AT THE 

ACCIDENT" 'the accide',nt' victim i8 sprawled- across the tram cow-

1 

• 
present and a crowd of ::;r .. 
the t'{orse-draw~ ambulanc~ pulls 

ca tcher, there i s a po lïceman 

standers in the background as . 
into- the frame from the t;ight J an. effèc.tive mateliing eut for 

con tinui t.y. 

. . f . 11 Screened 1.n sequen,ce· those two .pl.eces of· ootage cons tl-

. -
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,tûted a' f asc ina t ~ng work-in-p r'ogre s s • 
.' 

On the one hand,.'we 
, 

see a filmmake~ 1earning how to r~enact the ;mptession of 

a cameramal1"s presence. at à scene i,n terms of a defined set 

. of, formal features-. On the other hand, the films appear to 
. . 

co·ntain an ove.rlapping acti<>n linking' two distinct and dis-, . . 
tant 'locations, which is to say, a previel1 of the use of 

~ 

1:1 1 ' d ,', ,81 para' e cutt}.ng t.o ramatl.ze a reseue. For g,?od or ill, 

• ,the social and industrial conditions of 1897 did no't encourage 

the formaI de,velopment qf sucn a mode" of temporal screen 

ac tion •. 

Time had, of course, ~lways been ne~essarily present in 

the m~tiQn pic'ture experience. From thé beginning there vere ,-

;the mea.sured spans of Muyb r idge 's h orses in ga 11 op and 

Ldmi~ re 's ' s p inn,ing tra in whee l s,. b 0 tif fune tion ing a's c lock~ 

l 'k d' '11 d' h 'f d ' 82 Le, ev l ces V;L.s ua.,. 0 r e r 1. n g tep e r cep t l 0 n 0 ur a t l 0 n ~ , 

What began' to emerge in 190,.1 was the re-cons~itution of 
, -<) 

spatially organized'block-action cha:;ès into fragmented 

• cross-eut rescues with the re/ilult that damacleaJl Time in-
~ - " . 

ereasihgly occupie'd a key ~tfbsition in tlie film narrative. 
c /' "". 

The very stru~ture of ~he ~e~cue-action fi~m deliberately 
. 

:exaggerated thé element of temporal necessity while convert-

ing it· into a hidden' subject, {1 subject that contributed to 
t) 

the displacement of the arëitrary spatial shifts a'nd loose' 
, 

tours "temporal frarq.ework of the chases, 
'-.,;,.-~ 

-and ,tab 1eau nar-

'ratives of' th~ 903~l906 /eriod. Moreover. res~ue structure 

served as a form of industriab didactic~sm for the s~asona 11y-

" 

•• 1 

". 
, 

~/ ' 
, . " 
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oriented immigrant laborer unfamiliar with the time codes 
J 

of factory practice based on production s~hedules and deli-

very dates. 

That principle- ôf ;ndustrial organization merged with 

the sentimental dramaturgy of the maid-in-peril in a screen 

ima-se warnip.g of the violent consequence ~f disèibeying the 

clock . lt was a message art{culated i'n the camera-a!Ilplified 

• close-ups, gestures and lighti~g effec ts' of an erotic tease. 83 

The recipe, deliberate if unconscious, was necessarily sub-

ject to the formaI constraints of actuallty compositional 

featur~s stylized in topical ~ableau;, now re-constituted to ~ 

communicate back-and~forth r~ce-against-the-clock action. 

OThe induà'trial conditionS" of the nickelodeon era both assured 

and required the viability of a film constructed out of larger 

number of shorter dependent shot lengths and based on the 
Q 

transfer·of information between them. Parallel cutting i~ 

turn extended the desir.ed "lucid- illusion of reality" into 

a vaster, deepe~ psychological terEitory. , 

.-

" 

.1, 

- 1 

-. 
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5.5 The Damsel tn Distress: Donlt Be Late 

Bet:w.een 1908-1913 the anxiety of· indl:1s·trial time was 

a recurrent if concealed theme in D.W. Griffithls Progres

sivist-influenced Bio·graph work; ;ot for nothing we~ his 

\../ . 
'~ one-ree lers called "last-minute reseues." In Mareh 1908, 

four months before Griffith directed his first 

the company released a 969-foot subject c~lled ~D ISAACS, 

'THE PAW~BROKER, based' on a scenario he ha:d wri The 

; ~tudio c~aimed" it wa. intended to' dissipat. "th. malignant 

, {ca lumn ie s launched at the Heb rew rac e . ,,84 But one may. dètec t 

·t h cl/' " h . anot er, '(ecret mot~ve ~n t e scrlpt. A sick woman, threat
r 

ened wit? dispossess'ion, s_enqs her little girl on a hop-eless 

errand for aid to The Amalgamaced Association of Charities. 

Wpen the child next attémpts to pawn a pair of shoes, the 

shop assist~nt, fi~~~ag no value in the o~jects, sends h~ 

away. She returns with her more precious "dollie" this 

time to confront Old Isaacs hi~self ~ho listens sympathetic-

ally to he'r tale 'and goes to the. rescue with medicine, 

- - money an~ a 1a:r"ge. ham. What most,l'Y concerns us- hete is the 

_ '. -' eut, dur in g the gi r l's. vis i t t a the' cha rit Y age n c y, bac k t 0 

'he~ sick mother at home in bed, ap edit that intensifies 

r an'd focuses story emotion on the pressure of Time. Curious-

, 

.ly, there vas nq s-pecial reference ta it in the Bulletin 

which .pnly 'seemed anxious to persuade exhibitors and 'film-

goe rs fflachrymal nature" of the picture was balanced 

by clean" pawnshop comedy. 

- .... !:! ....... C. , ~ .. ~LI _~ __ ~--"_~~ '- ~ _ ) _~. li, ,:i".!'~ .. ~_:C h >!' 
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Griffith's first last-minute Biograph reseue, 

GREASER'S GAUNTLET, was released on August Il, 1908. With 

its Western railroad construction site setting it replayed 

the studio's SKYSCRAPER (1906) plot with a twist. Mildred 

West, a New York girl, arrives at the last minute to save 
1 

\ 

Jose, a falsely accused Mexican - the "greaser" of the 

title -- from a lynching. As in SKYSCRAPER the real villain 

turns out to be another ethnie, a Chinese hotel employee. 

But instead of the sort of eourtroom tableau reseue that 

wound up the SKYSCRAPE& story, in GAU,TLET Griffith chopped 
\ 

the' scene into parts and covered the mechanics of its anti-
~ 

climactic , 1" . 85 suspense ln re 19lous sentlment. 

Released a week later, Griffith's second nick-af-time 

drama, THE FATAL HOUR, bath in title and story device, made 

the threat of the clock obvious. Here the dramatic li':ighpoint 

was a race ta reseue a female detective tied to a post, lia 

large pistai (arranged) on the face of a clock in such a way 

that when the hands point ta twelve the gun is fired." Left 

in that pr~ea~ious position at 11:40 it is clear th,t only 

coincidence CQuld and would deliver sa(vation, For the sake 

of a sort of dramatic com~ression Griffith had the hands of 

the clock move visibly and rapidly. Repeating the descrip-

tion of the young woman's predicament, the Bulletin this time 

went out of its way to explain: 

This incident is shown in alternate scenes. There 
is the helpless girl with the clock ticking its 
way ta her destruction, and out on the road is the 
c~rriage, tearing along at b~eakneck speed ta her 

1 
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safely out of range of the pis·tol as ift ,
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The vil1ain here is Pong 'Lee, "a Mephistophelian saffron
t 

skinned varlet" operating in "the remale white-slave traf-

f
. ,,86 
l.C • 

Griffith's AT THE ALTAR (1909) features another clock-

~un device" this one planted in the church by a jealous 

s~itor. The device is carefu11y explained in an awkward pan-, 

tomime soliloquy scene that inc1udes a close-up. The rescué 

sequence cuts between the w~dding ceremony and the c~ps 

racing on, foot to the church. ln LONELY VILLA (1909) the 

~clock" i8 a barricaded sitting room door; in BER TERRIBLE 

ORDEAL (1910) it is an air1ess company safe; in THE MISER'S 

REART (911), a burning rope frod which a baby ~s suspe_!lded; 

in TRE BATTLE AT ELDERBUSH GULCH (1913), the cabin door h01d-

ing back a band_ of .. crazed Indian savages foiled at the 1ast 

~inute by the U.S. cavalry. 

'B'efore Griffith 's last-minute reseues there were, as f...:1o., 

~is~g~~~in pointed out, the sensationa1 salvations of,the 
f>' - -

, . 87 
American melodramatic stage. N~ck of time res~ues mounted 

by means 'of elaborate stage machinery eonstLtuted, ~ major· 

l~te nineteenth-century stage trend. Numerous'heroes and 

heroines were saved on that me10dramatic stage in the nick 

of time 'from speeding trains, burning steamboats and buzz-

88 saws, Without the motion picture's scene-switching' faci1ity 

those stage eyents took the form of big, spectacular hsen~a-

tion scenes." In Augustin Daly's UNDER THE G~SLIGHT,a train 

.... 

-"'-----~~ 
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is roaring toward the helpless -body of Snorkey, the hero, ) 

tied to the track. Laura, the heroine, has been locke~ 

in a tool 'shac.k close-by, i.e. in the s~me tableau frame 

and, perbaps more "'fimportantly, within earshot 50 that she 

can converse with the powerless figure on the rails . 

,p 

SNORKEY. Can't you burst the door? 
LAURA. It is lockerl fast. 
SNORKEY. ls there nothing in there? no hammer? 

no crowbar? 
LAURA. Nothing. (Faint steam whistle heard in the 

distance.) Oh, Reavens! The Train! CParlysed 
for an instant.) The axe!!! 

SNORKEY. Cut the woodwork! Don't mind the lock, 
cut around it. How my neck tingles! CA blow 
at door is heard.) Courage! (Ana ther.) Courage! 
(The steam whistle heard again - nearer, and ~ 
rumble of train on track - another blow.) That's 
a true woman. Courage! (Noise of locomotive 
heard, with whistle. A last blow - the door 
swings open, mutilat~d, the lock hanging - and 
LAURA appears, axe in~.) 

SNORKEY. Rere - quick! (She runs and unfastens 
him. The locomotive lights glare on scene.) 
Victory! Saved! Rooray! (LAURA leans exhausted 
against switch.) And these are the women who 
a in' t t 0 -h a v e a vot e ! ( As LAU RA t a k e shi s he a d 
from the track, the train of cars rushes past 
with roar and whistle.)89 

The necessarily contiguous relation pf reseuer and res-

cued clearly prov~ded no need, nor opportunity,to go to work~ 

i.e. to travel across a space within a time limit, as Griffith's 

pr9tagonists had ta do. The urgency of Snorkey's circumstance, 

'f. 
however, was carefully heightened by verbal parallelism: 

moments earlier Laura informed him that a gang of robbers 

and killers were on their way to his cottage. Lacking' those 
. ~ 

verbal means, the cinema found an alternate m~thod, one 

which most writers, echoing Vardac, gave aIl the advantage. 

• ..a.lo. , 
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Booth, ,fo\:/xample,co~Cluded that the cinema had a definit'e, 

edge in managing rapid scene oha~ges, especial1y s~nsa~ional 

rescae scene drama: 

• • the ponderous1y elaboraç' realism of the 
sensation drama of the 1880's and 1890's cried 
out for cinematic techniques. 90 . 

..A, 

tt was a cry that Thomas Edison chose to ignore. In 1898, 

the Edison company ~cted as plaintiff in t,o separate in

junctions to prevent Augustin Da1y from entering the film 
.. 

business. Both were discontinued. DalY'/apparently, knew 

o • ' 91 
enough to know when to leave th~ heroism to other players. 

5.5.1 Switchback at the Edison Studio 
::" 

In Porter's pre-1907 films there were examplès, charact,er
~ 

izeej by ambig"\ous temporality, of cutting back to the same 

scene, in THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, THE TRAIN WRECKERS and 

CAPTURE OF THE "YEGG" BANK BURGLARS. Po r te r 's fi rs t film 

vith a great deal of such c~tting ac-tion shows him reading 

the trend partral11 and imperfectly. The main point of in~ 
fi 

tere st in the vapid HOW THE OFFICE BOY SAWjTHE BALL GAME 
..l" 

(1906) is the im~ression of a continuous event conveyed 

• by the clock-like device 'of a ballpark scoreboard marking 

the successive innings. Otherwise, most of the fllm's twenty-

three tableau shot~, inc1uding inter-titles, appear in a~ 
l' 

interchangeable sequence. 

' . 
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Porter's 'more obvious version of the tyranny of work-

~ place punctuality, THE SUBURBANITE'S INGENIOUS ALARM, was 

completed on December 24, 19<17, about a year, that is, 

after the Biograph subjects that appear to have inspired it. 
\ 

The twelve-shot print opened with an image of its beleagured 

hero, Mr. Early, arriving at the office late one morning 

ta face the aispleasure of hi~ boss, officious finger indi-

cating the cloc,k. The main film action consists of scenes 

cross-eut between the fellow's bedroom and the exterior 

of the building to show his frustrated attempt at having a 

pal wake him up on time by tugging from the street below 

at a rope attached to his bed. A well-dressed drunk spoila 
, 

the plan by tying the rope to a pass'ing milkwagon. Mr. Early, 

in what for Porter was probably the film's main selling 

point, ,is thus puni shed for, his habituaI tardiness by being 

yanked frOi~iS toom and dragged aIl over town. When he 

fina1l1 do es a~.rive at the office, a battered wreck, there 

is a c~n"n, wcDman to greet him pointing at the clock to 
1 

show that this time he has gotten there too early. 

LOST IN THE ALPS (1907) stars two enormous St. Bernard 

dogs who come to the rescue of a sister and younger brother 

trapped in a New .Jersey snowfall th~t is supposed to pass 

for an Alpine blizzard. Provided with the opportunity to 

create switchback suspense, Pofter here tended instead to rely 

on his photographie skills and inclination ta tableau action 

sce~s . But perhaps that was the way the studio wanted it. .. 
The film's twenty-four shots offered the se ope to attempt 

, "". 
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the eff ec t . But almost half those shots, eleven of them, 
~. 

are devoted ta the dogs romping through the snow~in apparent 

" 
pur suit . Aft~r it has been estab~ished that the children 

are trapped in the snow, the film cuts back to the mother 

working in her cabin kitchen. She looks up at a'prominently 

featured clock showing 6:04, paces, looks out a boarded win-

do W, look 5 u pat the c lac k. a gai n, pa ces , . roc ksi n ~a cha i r , 

puts on a cloak and goes out. The interior shot of this 

sequence shows her opening the cabin door and then the door 

closing behind her. The next;. shot shows an exterior vfew, 

with the 

scanning 

do~r optni~g " second time. Follo"'ing a horizon 

gesture,she briefly leaves the frame before re-

appearing and re-entering the cab in, leaving the set empty 

a second time to permit the return of her husband struggling 

~ack home from the storm. It was the way such a scene would 

. 
have been done on the ~tage, but no longer needed to be on 

Tf 

the scr~en. The eleven-shot sequence of the big dogs search-

ing the snowy terrain includes some panning camera work and 

" 
a tilt action. It is a pleasant documentary view, if an ab~o-

',. 

.l.u tely undraina t ic one. There is no cutting b~tween the child-

ren and the dogs, nor between the children and a worried 

mother. In the next-to-last shot the film finally cuts back 

to the cabin; the children have been found and the mother is 

at the window, with the arms of the clack 'still showing 6:04. 

lt is a film manlfesting aIl the essential technical features 

of switchback suspense,except the concept. 
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j 

qompleted nine months later, RESCUED FROM AN EAGLE'S 

NE'ST (1908), in fact shows Porter very capable in the use 

of the overlapping eut-in technique ,that is the bas~s of 

switchbaek suspense. In an early shot we see the baby seized 

by the fake eagle outside the cabin door. Porter then cuts 

from the next 'shot, bf the bird carrying the child through ,. 
~, the air, baek ta the anxious mother on the ground, 

i . 

( 

c~reful ta arrange the editing movement between contiguous 

92 spaces. 

But as a film he eompleted the previous year demonstrated, 

it was not,a eonstraint that exeluded the potential for the 

suspense of temporal anxiety.~ Released in November 1907, 

THE TRAINER'S DAUGHTER; or A RACE FOR'LOVE contains a reason-

ably successful attempt at parallel cutting. Rere a jockey 

slated to ride ta win a wager, overhears the discussion of 

a plot to drug his animal 4~ is blackjaeked by the plotters. .. ---!,. . 
----r-.n- the moment before he staggers, he ad bandaged, into the <, 

owners' area of the' stable, a member of the party cheeks his 

wateh. Now only the trainer's daughter ean save the day. 

As she climbs the stairs ta dress, the film briefly cuts to 

the track tower and the bugler announcing the start of the 

race, and then immediately back ta thé stable area. The 

watch is checked again re,peating, the clock-image provided by 

the bugler, and a htr-li'd is cocked to an ear, a gesture- that 

conveys the temporal s~multaneity of the ovèrlapping action 

in the two shots. Thus.was an apparently retrograde practice, 

the temporaIly~overlapping eut-in, transfo~med into cinema-
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tic paral~el montage. 
, 

When the fo11owing lea~ Port~r attempted a bolder 

,s~itchbac~, ~ne yequiring him to forsake the\apparent' nar

rative, ~ety of contiguous spaces, his,effo\t met with cri-

tical disapproval. In June 1908, pnother an~nymous Mirror 

reviewer praised Porter1s tHE BLUE AND THE GREY for its 

"consis,tent dramatic force, moving heart interest and clearly 

told story." Completed on June 4, 1908, the film represented 

an elaborate civil War reconstruction, that in many ways looked 

forward, if not to Griffith's ~IRTH OF A ~ATION, then certain-

1y to his Biograph last-minute rescues. Wel1-pleased with 
"- .. 

the performances, costumes and staging, the wr.iter objected 

_~~o Porter's insertion of a form of parallel action: 

• ,,, when the young of f ice r ha s b een s tood up 
to be shot and the command of 'fire' is about to 
b& given, the scene is shifted to'Washington 
where the girl pleads with President Lincoln. 
The spectator i5 thus asked to imagine the firing 
squad 5uspending the fatal discharge while the 
girl rides from Washington to the Union camp. 
lt would have been better if the Washington 
scene had b~en inserted 50mewhat,earlier. 93 

Whether the Mirror man took e~~eption to the parallel 
, ' 

cut because it was inept1y managed or was si~ply put off 
~------~ 

---_.~ .. .,"'--
the novelty .editing is not ~l§ar;..- --I-t~can--bê--'saj~-d--~j~'~h by 

~~~~. ce~tainty that it r~presented the emergence ~f a cinema 

th~t would of~~l~ttle scope to Porter,' the documentary~ 
J _ II ~ 

cinematographer and special effec~s technician. 
! 
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5.5.2 Conclusion . ' 

To sum up, the record shows that the Edison company's 

clear"est response to the success of THE 'GREAT TRAIN "ROBBERY 

-, was to look td the longer,1904 Biograph and Lubin 
\ 

\ 

",," 

productions for the ideas for their own longer films. lt 

was a pattern, too obvious not to have b~en deliberate. 

Porter's role in the decisions that ~roduced it remains un-

clear. It is reasonable to concludé that throughout his 

career at the studio Porter was in the position of implement-

ing the broader production' policies outlined by others
J 

that 

the origin of thoseJpolicies emerged out of discussions between 

Gilmore and Dyer and other Edison attorneys) and that those 

discussions were ~imited, for the Most part, to considerations 

of hardwar,e protection not software innovation. The company' s 

response to the Biograph suit over HOW A FRENCH NOBLEMAN 

marked a decisive point in Edison motion picture fortunes; 

The arguments Edison executives and lawyers marshalled in 

the company's defense proved self-hypnotic and led to a major 
,,~ 

modification of their film copyright procedure. The net 

e f f e c t of th a t change wa s t 0 fur the r en t r en c h the tableau,. .'. _ 
.... ....---~~ .. ~-,.- ~...- ... __ .--_ ..... ~ ... ---~-- -----~--- ----:-

~"" narrativ.e in their production scheme'. As a .result the 

studio was ill-equipped to successfully confront the new set 

of ind~strial conditions that began ta take s~ape in 1907 

as a consequence of the nickelodeon expansion. In tha t 

\ year George Kleine, working with 'he major manufacturers, 

was laying the groundwork for a hardware trust, the 

MPPC, based on the poolin& of patent claims. lt waSt 
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as events proV'ed ,- a 1Jlist ake<n. move. With the arriv-a..l:' 

o'f the longer film in 1903, the orientation of the Americ'an 
'L • , , , 
,Lndustry had shifted from hardware to software com~etition. 

Thus,unprep~red to h~ld their own in the software contest 

and determined to persist in their efforts to control the 

industry through patent and copyright litigation from a ~ 

positiQn tba~ only appeared to be strengthened by the forma-
• 

tian' of, the MPPC t tQ' Edison company could not and did n(H 
, \ , 

last., \Whether or not th'e Wizard realized it at the time, 
• 

-, 

Porter's depàrture in 1909 meant that he hado1ost yet apother 

industry he cla~ed to have invented. After 1918, when the 

studio closed its doors for good, Edison 1eft his pathetic 

dl~ims to historians like Ramsaye and others. 94 · 

While it May b'e'a 'little tempting to ~ry to ;imagine 

what P9rter!s care~r might'have been liké at anocher studio,. 

say Bit. Biograph o~ ,Vitagraph, or in the emp10y of, $igmund' 

Lubin, it is difficult to be persuaded that i't wou1d h~e' 

bee~, very different .. % May be concluded with grester cer-

J,' taïnty that the ,Edison studio was probab1y the la'st pla'ce.' 
1 

ï.'J1.. the WGI'ld fl',oD/. whiah' to expact inn,qvation st" sny level, 
, l , • 

__ ' _:;"~l a 1 one the so;t 'of r e vo 1 ut i on in f.ilm p rac t ic ~ h is t or ians 

h~vé claimed for Pôrter's work there in 1903. Iaitially,those 
_1 

, ' ' , J 

clâims had more ta db .with bolstering t'be reputation a-nd' fame 
, 1 

of Edison and his ~ire~ hands chan with the comple~ ~ealities 

of the ~arly film i~dustry .. During the last years of Porter'e 

'tenure at Edison th~. company's paten't-obsessed production',po

liçy was severely ~t odds ~ith t~e trend to frag~enting 

, ; , 

, ' 
... ''-'' ',. 
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.- actua"tity-style tableàu ac'tion into th'è smaller manipulat-
. 

able p~eces of an ?ptical timepiece. There is little evi-
. , 

•. dence it 'was:a trend that Port;er really underSl:ood or that 

r' 

once free of .the Ediso~ routine'he succeeded in turning o~t 
c: 

more enlight~ne4 or imaginative representations of s~reen 

9'5 
art. 1 • 

lt ,seems,reasonable to conclu'de that it was not the 

elabo~tion 'of p~ocedures for converttng shot fragments into ' 
. . 

:..sto;,y structure pe ... r !..! th,at -abruptly brought about the moti'on 

picture narrative, certainly not an~ less teasonable than it 
1 

w~u1d be to insist that a partidula~ nairativ~ mode, one . ' 
c-Onstructe~d out of l such shot fr'agments, was always somehow .~ 

immanent i~ the medium's~apparently facile and perhaps para-- , , 
d:oxical capacity to project lÏlotio,nles·s individual photogra~hic 

~rames~ frames that need to be stopped for-a split second in 

the p~ojecto~ ta bl seen at aIL, into ifuages of continuous 
, 

a,c t ion. This {r only ~o say that there'are a va~iety of ways 

of u~i~g the motion pi~ture camera and the screen ta tell 
" 

sto~ies, none more legitimate or authentic, more cinematic , 
than the others. 'For one thing, as we have seen, the notion < 

of the cinematic, as it has come ta be understood, owes more 

of its identity to' a style of c"'omposition derived 'tram the 
.. 

f~lmed actuality than it does to a constructivist method. 

~ For another, the genuine commercial success enjoyed by the 

--' 
sort df tableau narrative Porter specialized in testifies to 

. 
a. ce~tain viability, howe~er primi~ive one may choose to 

regè1rd it. 
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The tableau narra~ive, with its well-defined spatial 

dramatics and vague temporality, was not one man's backward, 

dead-end creation. Originatini in an aIder tradition of 

scenography, it constituted a form imposed by a condition of 

industrial practice. That practice was built on a scheme of 

tableau copyright protection tied to an inflexible method of 

film distribution. 
'\, 

l t s . r e j e ete d s t a r y s y nt a x c e r t a in 1 y di d " 

nbt possess any less narrative logic than the editing codes 

that ,disp1%ced it. Horeover, that tableau narrative in 
. ",' 

actuality style establis~ed the fundamental compositional 

rhetoric to which aIl future technical and sty1i~tic deve10p-

ments in film narrative from 3-D to verité may be traced. ) 
/" 

Between 1903 and 1907, the inscription qf tho-s-e--c-ompô'~i-

tional feàtures signifying authentic ca~raman presence were 
1. 

absorbed i~to ac~nowledged technical re-creations, which is 

ta ·say into a director's art. The always important role of 

the mot ion pic tu r e pub' li c i s tin d ra win g a t te n t ion t 0' the con -

scious and deliberate qualities of the production process, 
) , , 

as the studio wished them ta be understood, now shifted a 

third time; from the initial 1896 emphasis on the moving im-

age as a fortu of scientific magic, to the Spanish-American 

War screen experience as the news record from an authentic • , L-î 
scene, ta THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY's IIfaithiul" reproduction 

of the labour of ,that recording presence. Logically, the 

problem of motivating camera movement between physical scenes 
, 

fi;: 

recede1 at mo~~ 0t less the same time as did the con~ern with 

copyright protection based on the unities of documentary 
fi 

f 



cr 

q,!"I!W&tiJ&Js&'lB2i&3JJtS4C!1S1'i_tlJ".i!J&Iilti1tJ!ij~I"'j\(l~~~<1,~~~~ 
,.r-

359 

e 
J 

production. What followed was the de-substantiation of 

the cameraman and his effective conversion fnto a sort of 

" 

( 

trick-film phantom presence novering, at the bidding of 

a 'master illusionist-director, between the scenes of a dl"ama 

pIayeçi out in distant spaces. 

A fundamentall y de c en t man, Edwin Por ter c ou Id no t have 

b e env e r y ha p p yin h i sem plo Y a t the E dis 0 n s tu d i-o . And 

yet, working there within an entertainment style he knew, with 
, \ 1 

the limited means at his disposal, he managed ta produce, in 

THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY, an enduring motion pictu:',re classic, 
..,. \;~ 

aIl the more remarkable for its having been constructed out 

of th~ junk elEflnents of an abandoned film forta. 

) 

, F 

! 

" 

..... 1 .... .. 
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.NOTES: CHAPTER 5 
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l Cited by Robert Henderson in D.W. Griffith: The 

Years at Biograph, London: Secker and 

2 Blaisdell in The Mo~ng Picture 
\ 

Warburg, 1971, p, 158. 

World, 1912. 

3 From conversations about Edwin Porter with J. Porter 

Reilly. 

4 
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in Western Literature, (trans. from the German by Willard 

Trask), Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, 1957, pp. 83-107. 

5 The Motion picture Pate,nts Company was known as the 

Edis~n Trust and still i6. In a June 14, 1907 letter to Edison 

official William Pelzer, George Kleine referred to "plans that 
1 

1 

have bean contemplated." ,In a letter .. of May 5, 1907 addressed 
/ 

ta W.E. Gilmore, Kleine ~riformed him of Vitagraph's willingneSs 

to join the scheme "along the lines which you indicated. 1I At 

this point Pathé and Vi~a'graph seemed eager, Selig had "indicated 

his willingness to joit;1" and Méliès would "probably come in." 

The Biograph company w'as " not c0,i.S.",l~ered in the matter." 

On July 29, 1907, Kleine wrote to Pelzer about a newly 

formed company, Goodfe.llow Film Manufacturing Compan)Z---,---based 

in Detroit. He enclosed a copy of a trade announcement in 

<'hich the concern claimed branches in New York, Chicago, San 

Francisco, Montreal, -Havana, London, Paris and Hong Kong. 

"These little film pla.nts," Kleine wrote, "seem to be starting 

t 
"righJ;:1 and left; and the sooner we""'carry out our original pla.n 
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the better for aIl of us." 

Trade difficulties the Edison company was experiencing 

in the summer of 1907 only partially exp1ain their keenness 
, 

to get the Trust estab1ished. And yet that keenness did not 

deter the Edison company from its goal of controlling the 

industry in the courts. On June 18, 1907 Pelzer wrote to 
/ 

Kleine re-affirming the company's determination to pursue a 

p~tent infringement case against one of its potential Trust 
i , 

partners, Vitagraph. "There is," Pelzer stat~d, "no assurance 

tha-i: aIl the manufacturers will come ta terms, and our' action 

ls one that necessari1y mU$t be.~r:aken in order ta p,rotect our 

interests." 

Part of the explanation for Pelzer's attitude can he 

found in a February 22, 1908 response pub1ished in The Moving 

Picture World by Biograph Vice-President H.N. Marvin ta the 

announcement the previous week of the formation of what he 

called "the combine." In the .spring of 1907. Edison had won 

a major patent victory. The courts uphe1d his camera patent 

claims against aIl the manufacturers with the exception of 

Biograph. His company ini tially iefused, Marvin said, to 
'/ 

join the Trust because it invo1ved "paying/a royalty to Edison." , , 

The others would have had little choice ib the,matter. 
" 

6 Lawrence F. Karr, "Introduction J " Index to Volume I~ 

of Tpe Moving Picture World and View Pbotographer by Rita 

Horowitz, The Amer\can Film Institute, 1974. See also Eileen 

Bowser, "Production Patterns of the Biograph Company: 1907-

1916," xerox, The Museum of Modern Art, 1981. 
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8 From The New York Dramatic Mirror, November 14, 1908,-

reprinted in Stanley 'Kauffmann (ad.), American Film Criticism, 

New York: Liveright. 1972, pp. 13-18. 

9 "Silent Play Actors." 
• 

An unidentified press clipping • 

ENHS. 

10 Edison Films, July 1906, p. 64. Et-ic Partridge's 

Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional Usage. p. 970, 

deflned "Yeggman" as a. "travelling burglar or safe-breaker," 

the term originating in the United States and adopted by C 

"Cinema Fans" in England as a slang term starting in 1932. 

11 
According to the July 1906 Edison catalogue, the White 

Caps. operating in Ohio, Indiana and other Western 
\ 

was ,\n organization of, "law-abiding cieizens ' .. 
.,. 

States, 

which dealt~ 
" 

summarily with ,outlaws and the criminal classes in general." 

lt was their aim to "rid the co'mmunity of undesirable Citi-, 

zens." (pp. 55-56). 

12 Edison Films, July r906, pp. 35-36. 

13 Edison Films, July 1906, pp. 67-68. 

14 Zinn in 'A People's History of the United States described 

a "traffic in immigrant child laborers . . either by contract 

with desperate p.arents i,n the home country or by kidnapping. 

The children were then supervised by 'padrones' in a form of 

slavery, sometimes sent out as beggar musicians. Droves of 

them roamed the streets ot New York and Philadelphia." (p.260), 
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15 
It may even have been the same film re-titled. 

16 
Ap~arent1y, this was a film to which PERSONAL director 

Wallace McCutcheon len t his skilled hand. See André Gaudreault, 

Analytic Filmographb 1900-1906. London: The Briti.sh, Film 

lnstitute, June 1982, p. 1027. McCutheoà a1so worked with 

Porter on THE WHITE CAPS, WINTER STRAW RIDE and DANIEL BOONE. 

His work for Biograph on THE BLACK HAND,copyrighted March"24, 

1906, 
,,' indicates that he was ta some extent dividing his time' 

between Edison and Biograph a$signme~ts. ~ut perhaps more 

significant1y for our purp~ses, this constitutes yet another 

~piece of evidènce in support of the argument that the Edison 

studio's appreciation ot Porter's skl11s was limited. even 
Of 

after the commercial success of THE GREAT TRAIN ROBBERY. , , 
\, 

17 ~ 
/(Vardac, p. 200. 

18 (' 
Edison Fi"lms. Ju1y 1906, p. 66 • 

• 19 Niver, Biograph Bulletins, p. 264. 

20 Edison Films, July 1906, pp. ;106-107. On page 113 the 

catalogue described monotinting as a special Edison tinting 

process superior ta "the usua1 method" which amounted to 

"a cheap staining processif that did not protect the colours 

from the light of the projector. 

" 21 Winsor McC~y, Dre\ams of a Rarebit Fiend, New York: 

Dover Pub1icatiions, Inc.,1973. The ,eight-panel strip on p. 13 
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26 
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a.nalys~s of those conventions and their origins', ,see Thomas 

\ 
Gunning 's "The Non-Con tinuous Style of Eàr ly Film 0900-1906)"; 

Charles Musser's "The Early Cinema of Edwi~ Porter"; and 

André Gaudreaui t' s :"1'emp 0 raIl té et Narra ti vi té: Le C i,nema de..s 
1 . 

Premiers lemps (18~5~1908) in Etudes Littéraires, XIII, No. l 

(Apri:l 1980), Pres~es del 'Université Laval, Québec. 
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1 
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According to Jay Layda in his book 1<i'no, the Po temkin 
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history. Biograph, Pathé and 

I,t was Eisens tein' s sense of 

Gaumont had produced earlier vet:sions. 

visual dramà that rea~1Y' counted. 

His use 0 f the 0 des sas tep s, wh i c h ha s· the e f f e c t 0 f bot h 

spaeding up and delayin~ move~ent, combined vith the overlaps, 

give the sequence 'its exq:aordinarx,)impact in showing a piece 

of history that never happened. Contemporary TV audiences 

experience the overlap in the technique of the slow-motion 

instant sports replay. 
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81 
Biograph's 1897 train footage included both shots - . 

of the train heading out of the depth at the camera-viewer 

and the phantom rides, taken from a camera position on the 
( 

train engine. Editin~those images in sequence would have 

provided a 7omparab1e eXl'erience o~ ubiqui tous presence in \ 

an overlapping time fra~e. 

" 
82 

l owe this insight to Ken Jacobs . 
.j 

83 See Dorothy Bernard in D.W. Griffr{h's '\-HE:..GIRL AND 
(' 

HER TRUST. 

84 

85 

86 

87 

Niver, Biograph Bulletins, p. 344. 

Niver, Biograph Bul1etins~ p. 375. 
... ~ 

Niver, Biograph Bulletins, p. 377. 

See Sergei M. Eisenstein, "Dickens, Griffith and the 

Film Today" (1944) in Film Form, p edited and translated by 

Jay Leyda. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949, pp. 195-

255. 

88 
See Michael ~Booth, Riss The Vi11ain - Six English and 

American Melodramas, London: Eyre and Spott~swoode, 1964, 

l''' In t r 0 duc t ion," pp. 9 - 3 9 . 

89 Booth, p. 335. 

90 Booth, pp. 39-40. 

91 Ramsaye, p. 382. 1 
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92 Thi s d h b . h f' was suppose to ave een t e 1rst film in 

which Griffith appeared. ,In fact that honçlUr belonged to 

an earlier subject, F4LSELY ACCUSED, which the Biograph , 
company released in December 1907. In what may strike one 

as a hl g h lys ~m bol i c d e but p e r for man c e we 's e e G r if fit h P ü t tin g 

up a screen for ~he pres~ntation of filmed evidence in a 

court case, another story the "biograph" to.J,.d. The story was 

a topical one, about the theft of plans for a motion picture 

camera. Eileen Bowser has informed me that RESCUED FROM AN 
~ 

EAGLE' S NEST was dire)ted by ,J. Searle Dawley not Edwin Porter. 

In his book, The Public ls Never Wrong, A<lolph Zukor claimed 

that the fake bird, built by Porter Reilly's father William, 

almost strangled D.W. Griffith wheh he became entangled in its 

wire s. But that may be only another apocryphal show business 

tale. 

93 The New York Dramatic Mirror, June ~'1'908, Reprinted 

Kauffmann, pp. 6-7. 

94 A letter written by historian1and inventor Merritt 

, 
! 

Crawford disputing Edison's ~laim to the invention of the movies 

appeared in The New York Sun on June 23,' 1930. Frank Dyer 

fired back a reply two days later. 
'\ 

After a cursory review of 

patent victories and royalty payments, Dyer concluded with this: 
) 

It was my hope that when Mr. Ramsaye's painstaking 
and definite work on the subject wa~ published, 
any uncertainty as to Mr. Edison's rea1 positi9n 
in the art world would no longer be entertained by 
the la ym an. . E dis 0 n. . wa s the cre a t 0 r 0 f 
the mode~n motion picture art. 

95 See Balshofer and Miller" One Reel a Week, especially 

Chapter 5, "Working for Edwin S. Porter .. " pp. 43-53. 
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