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ÒThis has come to be the age of the reporter. In even its simplest 

form, news is the nerves of the modern world.Ó1

this book about American Þlm culture during the years 1905Ð1915 
was written in an intimate dialog with contemporary journalism. Toward 
the end of that period, cinemaÕs rapid inroads on the amusement market 
and complex processes of transformation took the industry to suburban 
Los Angeles, a relocation applauded by boosters in the local newspapers. 
In contrast to previous studies of the period before Hollywood, we will 
approach Þlm culture predominantly if not exclusively from the West 
Coast and Los Angeles. 

Newspaper discourses, the nervous system of the modern world, form 
the backbone of this inquiry. Just like the human nervous system, the 
press monitors and coordinates events and processes in addition to ini-
tiating action by way of its complex, adaptive system. From the Vita-
scope debut in 1896 through the nickelodeon boom around 1906 to the 
years of serials and features in the mid-1910s, the press negotiated and 
interacted with all aspects of Þlm culture in what can be described as a 
series of adaptive stages. The medium of Þlm, a conveyance-like appara-
tus mysteriously attuned to the neural ßow of modernity, whether rapid 
or leisurely, has never, I would argue, experienced a decade more critical 
than the one singled out here. As made evident by the news ßow, pro-
duction practices, Þlm formats, exhibition strategies, theater architec-
ture, modes of spectatorship, and marketing methods were fundamen-
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tally reconÞgured. And in the mid-1910s Los Angeles had become the 
undisputable center of the industry. Transition has become the key 
scholarly term for analyzing not only the relocation of the industry, but 
also the complex web of transformations and negotiations of Þlm cul-
ture from the nickelodeon boom to the emergence of the feature era.

Studies of pre-1905 cinema and its attractions align the medium with 
amusement parks and their thrills by invoking a perceptual regime close-
ly tied to modes of transportation. Panoramic vision, with its constant 
reframing of landscape views from inside train compartments and the 
perception of time and space produced by train travel, offered a veritable 
education of the eye further elaborated upon by Þlmmakers. From such 
a perspective, it is hard to overestimate the impact Wolfgang Schivel-
buschÕs groundbreaking study of railway travel had on the scholarship 
concerning early cinema.2 Around 1910, when cinema was Þrmly estab-
lished in the Los Angeles cityscapeÑthe primary locus of this bookÑ
 automobiles entered the equation, be it in descriptions of the vicissi-
tudes of moving about downtown, automobile patronage signaling the 
Þlm mediumÕs strides, or building booms driven in tandem by mush-
rooming garages and moving-picture theaters.3 

This study revisits a constellation of discourses from cinemaÕs so-
called transitional period. Such forays have been undertaken by others, 
but pivoted differently. The materials addressed here form an eclectic 
discourse mixing enthusiasm for the new with critical engagement and 
concerns for its cluttered cultural brouhaha. In this work such discourses 
coalesce around Los Angeles and its Þlm culture as well as the more 
 abstract place of Þlms and movies within a larger cultural sphere. The 
topics singled out for discussion all bear on a sensibility decidedly Los 
Angeles-speciÞc on a discursive level, but with inevitable excursions to 
gain broader perspectives. The inquiry is all about discourses, about cul-
tural constructions for coming to terms with the multiple conceptions of 
Þlm culture during a protean decade when the mediumÕs features were 
still changing in rapidly overlapping successions, just like the city of Los 
Angeles. 

We will touch base with a set of problems hotly debated between 
scholars over the last few decades: These discussions involved approaches 
to spectatorship and the complex relations between modernity and cinema 
in particular. The method is comparative in several respects. Not only is 
news material bearing on Þlm culture mobilized from different cities in 
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the U.S., the European press scene is occasionally invoked to provide 
perspectives on Þlm cultures with salient differences compared to the 
American, for instance concerning programming, censorship, and the 
feature format. These discoursesÑforemost in the form of newspapers, 
but also maps, license records, directories, legal documents, general-
 interest magazines, and trade papers relating to theatrical or Þlmic 
 mattersÑare the key remnants, apart from surviving Þlms, from this vol-
atile decade of American Þlm culture.4

The operative hypothesis scaffolding the project is that a constella-
tion of local newspapers provides a productive, nay indispensable, dis-
cursive repository for understanding Þlm cultureÕs repositioning within 
the overall amusement geography. Dystopian and utopian aspirations 
for cinema were intertwined in the debate, and the medium was simulta-
neously chastised as a school of crime and celebrated as an educative vi-
sual tool for navigating the modern world. For better or for worse, writ-
ers concluded, cinema offered lessons, particularly impacting childrenÕs 
susceptible minds via the eyes.

The overwhelming majority of Þlms from this decade have been lost, 
and the paper trail for gauging spectatorship, the makeup of audiences 
in terms of class, race, gender, and age, is thin, while actual program-
ming in theaters is difÞcult to tease out prior to the appearance of regu-
lar advertising with serial Þlms and early features in 1914. Yet, as this 
 inquiry suggests and seeks to demonstrate, a turn to newspaper morgues 
might help us Þll in some of the blanks concerning the many facets of 
Þlm culture during the period. Newspapers can be seen as a predomi-
nantly reactive arena, albeit offering a refracted mirroring of the worldÕs 
work, which is charged with political outlooks and cultural predilec-
tions. The papers created policies, and not only editorially, but by insti-
tuting campaigns, crusades or promotions, or by offering space to such 
ventures. Scholars have conÞgured these endeavors as a metonymy for 
the eliteÕs policing of a budding form of popular entertainment, both 
risky and risquŽ, that was allegedly embraced foremost by the most sus-
ceptible of audience constituencies.5 

The focus on policing, and its assumption of middleclass fears and 
anxieties concerning popular culture, tend to obfuscate the promotion-
al efforts championed by the newspapers in terms of progressive reform 
and uplift initiatives. Overall, the columns effortlessly housed seemingly 
contradictory responses to Þlm culture both between and during cam-
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paigns. As Paul Starr tersely phrased it in his overview of turn-of-the 
century American journalism and its diversity in terms of address, con-
tent, and style: ÒA newspaper is not a single item, but a collection of 
things.Ó6 In order to create a mass market, he argues, diversity, rather 
than homogeneity, offered the only viable approachÑjust like in vaude-
ville, one could add. Early Þlm culture is part of such a diversity of ex-
pressions, which spawned novel forms of journalism and an expanded 
Þeld of periodical literature and magazines. 

The interplay between cinema and daily print culture at critical junc-
tures during the transitional era represents a discursive domain calling 
for analysis as a phenomenon in its own right, apart from being yet an-
other trove of source material to add to the panoply of paper sources 
otherwise mobilized by Þlm historians for ßeshing out Þlm culture. In 
this respect newsprint speaks volumes. Crudely put and with eminent 
exceptions, Þlm historians have often settled for a derivative approach to 
newspaper material. Primarily preoccupied with culling the trade dis-
course, scholars have to an overwhelming extent contented themselves 
with the press items the trade weekly Moving Picture World elected to 
 reprint in its columns, thus removing the press material from its context 
proper and simultaneously ignoring material disregarded by the trade 
press. Regarding Þlm-related material in general-interest magazines, 
discussions seldom move beyond the articles referenced by ReadersÕ Guide 
to Periodical Literature, besides focusing their energy on the exhibition 
context in New York City. Fair enough, Gotham was after all the nationÕs 
leading Þlm market. 

Data marshaled from scores of maps and directories in addition to 
snippets of intelligence garnered from a host of sources complement the 
newspaper and trade-paper sources.7 City directories, readily available 
for the entire period, and the city clerkÕs license records have been a pro-
ductive combination to consult. The yearly directories initially made no 
distinction between theaters and moving-picture houses, and a yearly 
publication stood no chance of keeping pace with the capricious mean-
dering of venues for Þlm exhibition. The stenographic license records 
provide a precise chronicle of payments month by month for the privi-
lege of operating places of amusement as regulated by a local ordinance. 
When I was invited to try to unearth old license ledgers occupying scores 
of pallets in a warehouse adjacent to the Records Management Division 
in downtown Los Angeles, only the volumes for 1903, 1904, 1906, 1907 
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cropped upÑslow start-up years for Þlm exhibition outside the vaude-
ville theatersÑand 1911, when a wide variety of houses were already 
 legion.8 Records for the key years, 1908Ð1910, are missing.

While the realm of Þlm production is given short shrift, a cacoph-
ony of journalistic voices from the past that addressed Þlm culture in 
its broadest sense will help us discursively map the exhibition terrain, 
for example the concrete relocation of Þlm exhibition in Los Angeles 
from the cityÕs exotic fringe to the business center. Being predominant-
ly dependent on newsprint means that the source material we can glean 
comes with an agenda for urban development, more so, perhaps, in Los 
Angeles than in any other American city. Here, the TimesÕ unßinching 
advocacy for the open shop and a city free from the putative tyranny 
of organized labor most certainly played into the equation when the 
Los Angeles TimesÕ building was dynamited in 1910. General Otis, the 
TimesÕ controversial publisher, regarded the open shop as a panacea for 
all social ills.9

The newspaper scene in Los Angeles was partisan and prone to hard-
nosed inÞghting, but united in boosting the region at a time of unprec-
edented growth. All papers published yearly issues basking in the cityÕs 
recent progress and glorious outlook. More often than not, editorial 
 policies spilled over into the reporting of news. William Randolph 
HearstÕs Los Angeles Examiner was one of many cogs in the ChiefÕs polit-
ical machine, and he also enlisted the Þlm medium for campaign purpos-
es in a broad sense.10 The progressive forces were represented by the Los 
Angeles Express and later the Los Angeles Tribune also, both under the 
management of local business tycoon Edwin T. Earl. Unbeknownst to 
most readers, the Times was the clandestine force behind the Los Angeles 
Herald. The latterÕs transformation from morning paper to evening sheet 
prompted Earl in the summer of 1911 to launch the Tribune as a one-cent 
morning paper intended to compete with the Times and the Examiner, 
both of which sold for a nickel. Lastly, the Los Angeles Record was one of 
the Scripps-McRae LeagueÕs numerous low-price ventures catering 
 primarily to working-class readers.11 During the heyday of progressive 
leadership in Los Angeles, after the downfall of Mayor Arthur C. Harper 
in March 1909 and the subsequent reign of progressive Mayor George 
Alexander, the city published the Municipal News for one year. Frank E. 
Wolfe was one of the forces behind this paper.12 He had previously 
worked for the Herald and was soon to emerge as a socialist Þlmmaker 
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who chronicled the most controversial political issue in Los Angeles, the 
trial after the bombing of the Los Angeles TimesÕ plant, in the Þlm From 
Dusk to Dawn (Occidental Motion Picture Co. of California, 1913).13

This inquiry provides a preliminary blueprint for the reporting on 
and negotiation of Þlm culture in the American press. The objective is 
therefore to analyze local Þlm culture in Los Angeles in relation to the 
overall changes of American Þlm culture from 1905 to 1915Ñhence the 
excursions to the bigger cities along the newspaper trails. Furthermore, 
multiple functions are ascribed to the press. Apart from being a source 
that reßects Þlm cultureÕs strides and transgressions from the perspec-
tive of news, journalism is perceived as a forceful agent for striking a 
 balance between the three concepts Raymond Williams proposed for 
coming to grips with the dynamics of cultural processes.14 Over time 
newspapers, I argue, thus discover, position, and reposition cinemaÕs 
cultural purchase within WilliamÕs ßexible register of the residual, domi-
nant, and emergent. In fact, newspapers might be the best available arena 
for reading cultural changes in line with WilliamsÕ analytical grid and 
the interplay between his three intertwined, dynamic cultural layers. 
 Toward the end of the period these processes moved full circle as the Þlm 
medium developed a genre of cine-reporting, the newsreel, as a regular 
programming slot, which survived as a genre until made obsolete by 
televisionÕs faster news cycle.

WilliamsÕ dynamic terms were ventured to account for cultural spans 
of considerable duration in contrast to the mere decade under scru-
tiny hereÑand within the framework of a Marxist analysis of society. 
Thus, Williams analyzed a relatively slow trajectory from a pre-capitalist 
folk culture to a full-ßedged mass market for commodiÞed culture. The 
 repositioning within the limited realm of Þlm culture, in contrast, took 
place within a Þrmly established market for cultural commodities, albe-
it stratiÞed due to admission prices and numerous other determinants, 
just like the press. Shortly after 1905 Þlm exhibition developed with un-
precedented dispatch from a marginal phenomenon on the vaudeville 
bills into a veritable mass medium as a result of the nickelodeon boom. 

In spite of the compressed time frame covered by this study, one can 
adopt WilliamsÕ terms for two purposes: analyzing the (imaginary) place 
and position of Þlm culture within the overall dynamics of the cultural 
fabric, and for a restrictive analysis of the internal dynamics within the 
realm of Þlm culture proper. In this inquiry, these two perspectives over-
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lap. In partial alignment with WilliamsÕ protracted focus some lengthy 
historical ßashbacks will help set the stage for the mere decade under 
consideration.

Film attractions, as discussed by Tom Gunning most prominently, 
can, in the light of WilliamsÕ terms, be seen as residual elements in-
corporated into the emergent production dynamics of narrative Þlms far 
beyond the period when the regime of attractions dominated cinema. 
The designation cinema of attractions, coined by AndrŽ Gaudreault and 
Tom Gunning, generated a wealth of analytical energy for the burgeon-
ing Þeld of early cinema.15 Amidst the success of the approach, Charles 
Musser championed a different analytical category, screen practice: 
Rather than highlighting ruptures and changes, it stresses the historical 
continuity of screen entertainment. Tom GunningÕs inßuence is not 
 restricted to the felicitous term cinema of attractions. A series of studies 
from his pen has provided pointed analyses of Þlm culture, including 
 beyond the period it posits, not least his book-length study of D.W. 
GrifÞthÕs years at the Biograph Co., which is built around what he calls 
the narrator system, a cinema of voice and correlated incidents.16

In the aftermath of the cinema of attractions several scholars talk about 
attractions as contained and integral devices in models of transformation, 
or as moments of intense excitement in Þlm narratives, for example Ben 
Singer concerning thrilling elements in cliffhanging serial Þlms.17 More 
generally, the devices of style and storytelling Kristin Thompson labels 
 excess, seemingly falling outside or working against a workÕs unifying 
forces, can perhaps be read as residual elements vis-ˆ-vis a predominant 
model of storytelling operating with otherwise invisible devices.18 Such 
lines of reasoning for describing the internal dynamics of cinema, giving 
formerly dominant forms a residual afterlife by processes of incorpora-
tion, are clearly in tune with WilliamsÕ analytical blueprint for the overall 
dynamics and inner workings of cultural processes.

Charles MusserÕs detailed account of early American cinema refer-
ences Raymond WilliamsÕ conceptual triad in its title: The Emergence of 
Cinema.19 MusserÕs study, published in a multi-volume series on the his-
tory of American cinema, takes us through September 1907, and the ba-
ton is picked up by a book Eileen Bowser authored. While continuity 
in relation to other forms of screen practice deÞnes MusserÕs point of 
departure, transformation is the salient designation in BowserÕs inqui-
ry spanning the period 1907Ð1915.20 The following volume, penned by 
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Richard Koszarski, covers 1915Ð1928 and is subtitled The Age of the Silent 
Feature.21 Thus, in the book seriesÕ historiographic architecture, a tra-
jectory moves from an emergent, marginal phenomenon, which after a 
period of transformation and heightened cultural visibility is organized 
around an increasingly predominant commodity, the feature Þlm, and 
a new type of programming, with a penetration and leverage meriting 
the inclusion of cinema among dominant cultural practices. Phrased dif-
ferently, and in line with Miriam HansenÕs inßuential analysis, cinema, 
as an alternative public sphere in which marginalized groups for a short 
time collectively enjoyed and acted out their experiences in a kind of 
free zone, were in the processes of transition supplanted by a privatized 
mode of spectatorship removed from its alternative roots and participa-
tory audience engagement.22 Judging from the discursive material, how-
ever, residual pockets and tactics of resistanceÑas is always the case with 
cultural practicesÑlingered in audiencesÕ engagement with cinema out-
side the new, ritzy palaces for spectatorship.

The press organizes the world according to a daily hierarchy of news, 
some of it falling into preset, albeit plastic and locally inßected, beats 
and sections in addition to feature material and editorials. Bouncing be-
tween beats and sections while generating news, buzz, and outrage prior 
to the 1910s, cinema eventually was reported on as a major American 
 industry, garnering attention in both editorials and feature texts. The 
 medium was then perceived as a truly emergent cultural factor and a 
theatrical entertainment which regularly advertised its programs, merit-
ing review, while its stars and personalities were awarded attention in 
more or less gossipy columns.23 To boot, Þlm screenings were offered for 
educational purposes in venues outside the theatrical context. And from 
the perspective of Los Angeles, Þlm had emerged as a forceful agent for 
showcasing the region, thus the concerns expressed by the MerchantsÕ 
and ManufacturersÕ Association when Universal, at a critical juncture in 
media development, threatened to take its businesses elsewhere.24

At the end of the period under consideration, cinema had reached a 
culturally mature stage, on the verge of moving to a position within the 
dominant culture due to its economic clout and inclusive cultural prac-
tices. The medium of Þlm could therefore partake in campaigns in alli-
ances with newspapers instead of being targeted in crusades. HearstÕs 
news empire, for example, instigated such a campaign together with the 
Selig Þlm company for the purpose of bolstering CaliforniaÕs assets after 
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the Panama Canal opened. The obvious traction of Þlm culture in the 
mid-1910s is evidenced by the journey intrepid traveler Grace Darling 
undertook via waterways, starting from New York City, to promote 
 California during the exhibition year of 1915. Reporter Grace Darling, a 
Hearstian newspaper construct and nom de plume, was grafted onto and 
acted out by an actress. This media event will be analyzed in multiple di-
mensions in order to highlight the bleed between series, newsreels, and 
serials in the mid-1910s and their marketing in the press. This campaign 
clearly marks the mediumÕs afÞnity with dominant culture after a de-
cade of intense negotiations in the press. Hearst and SeligÕs joint effort 
coincided with important steps in the relocation of the Þlm industry out 
west. 

From 1907, American cities began regulating the exhibition of what 
had briskly turned into a full-ßedged mass medium organized in such a 
manner that the government dismantled its monopolistic business struc-
ture in the mid-1910s, which at that point was more diverse than when 
the legal proceedings began. The Þlms produced during 1905Ð12 were 
predominantly short subjects in different genres, exhibited in nickel 
showsÕ variety programs or in combination programs at vaudeville the-
aters, exhibition models for which spectatorship was put into verbal 
form by audience observers in the press. The ßedgling story format 
across genres provided models for changing perceptions of Þlm acting 
besides yielding rudimentary conceptions of Þlm directionÑand a narra-
tor system to boot within a dominating variety format for exhibition of 
single-reel Þlms.25 Apart from split reels accommodating several topics 
within 1,000 feet, longer Þlms found a market parallel to the standard-
ized format, most often in legitimate venues outside the nickel-and-
dime realm. In the mid-1910s serial Þlms and features emerged at the 
forefront of exhibition in the new movie palaces located on the white 
ways of big cities. These and other changes will be charted in a dialog 
with newsprint sources and their mercurial manner of and strategies for 
addressing and interacting with Þlm culture. 

A sustained focus on Los Angeles grounds and propels this book, but 
we will resort to parallel editing by incorporating strands from outside 
Los Angeles for the purpose of highlighting connections signiÞcant for 
the bigger picture of Þlm culture. Chicago and New York City loom 
large, not least due to the attention paid these metropolises in the schol-
arly discussion of exhibition practices and regulations and because of 
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the extent of the two citiesÕ press scenes.26 American newspapers voiced 
both fears and hopes for what moving pictures could achieve within a 
larger framework of modernity characterized by an upgraded tempo and 
mobility in all realms of society. Overall, this book reads cinema within 
modernityÕs mobilities, changes in pace, and meltdowns of traditionsÑ
which were more or less shocking. Simultaneously, modernity incurred 
rationale management writ large for the organization and distribution 
of a wide range of experiences, processes, and products. The industrial-
ization of Þlm production, which happened in France Þrst, was thus a 
prerequisite for the nickelodeon boom. Out of this industrialized struc-
ture came the one-reel story Þlm, exempliÞed by Escape from Sing Sing 
(Vitagraph, 1905), which will be dealt with in the next chapter. Moving 
pictures and Þlm culture, as negotiated in the press under the auspices of 
news, found a place within a discursive domain transacting general pat-
terns of sociocultural change wrought by modernity, be it immigration, 
consumerism, trust capitalism, graft and corruption, or the effervescent 
patterns of everyday life in the urban centers. The aim of this book is to 
study aspects of the historical reception of American Þlm culture within 
the framework of modernity as a series of shifting interfaces with print 
culture during an intense ten-year period. 

CinemaÕs relation to modernity has been a bone of contention among 
scholars. Patterns of audience formation and spectatorship, especially 
in Manhattan, have been analyzed and intensely debated. Transitional 
cinema has enjoyed currency as an overarching designation for a period 
marked in its very name by instability and ßuidity, spanning the onset 
of the nickelodeon boom and lasting roughly until the deÞnitive consol-
idation of Hollywood. The term transitional cinema implies an orderly 
process of gradual changes far removed from the explosiveness charac-
terizing Þlm exhibition during the period. Even the very the notion of a 
transitional cinema has been disputed, and among its champions there is 
no universal agreement as to its delimiting dates. Virtually all aspects of 
changes during the transitional years have been passionately contested: 
issues of style, program formats, modes of production and distribution, 
the burgeoning star system, and the impact of the emerging feature for-
mat. And Þlm exhibition shifted countenance at a pace far beyond the 
spurious stability of data presented in business yearbooks and city di-
rectories, which is clearly evidenced in several of the case studies in this 
volume.
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In the protracted debate regarding the so-called modernity thesis, 
which is central to the conceptualization of transitional cinema, the key 
issue seems to be primarily the proponentsÕ alleged inability to explain 
changes within the late 1900sÕ and early 1910sÕ Þlm style. If early Þlms, 
albeit in far from pellucid manners, somehow mirror modes of vision in-
dicative of modernityÑas the popular discourse of the time clearly sug-
gestsÑmust one not then posit changes in the overall perceptual fabric of 
the era in order to account for subsequent changes in Þlm style? Thus, if 
the cinema of attractions, with its distractions, non-continuities, and in-
your-face spectatorial address, were correlated to hard-wired perceptual 
changes wrought by modernity, why did this Þlm regime gradually peter 
out or drift towards a transitional cinema of narrative integration charged 
with strategies aimed at coherence, ask both David Bordwell and Char-
lie Keil.27 Even if some form of causality, as Ben Singer claims, appears to 
be the only viable way of understanding the thesis, the patterns are still 
complex, multilayered, and virtually impossible to disentangle. Changes 
in Þlm style are however paradoxical only in a decidedly trenchant formu-
lation of the maze of causal mechanisms impacting norms for Þlm repre-
sentations. The thesis, qua thesis, is however seemingly in search of pro-
ponents; those adopting modernity as a reading frame entertain more 
modest claims. This is obvious from one of the most productive analyses 
of stylistic changesÑRichard AbelÕs discussion of Þlm style and narration 
in French cinema, which proceeds from a regime of attractions to a group 
of models of transformation and pre-features.28 And as Singer and many 
others convincingly argue, attractions were not auctioned away, but rather 
integrated into story Þlms, and soon enough narratives in different genres 
came to cultivate the excitements and perceptual assaults bolstering early 
cinema in line with Raymond WilliamsÕ triad. Thus, the gradual emer-
gence of a predominantly story-based cinema offered new genre formats 
for reframing the perceptual functioning of attractions. Story Þlms were 
in this respect part of an integrative cinema of absorption, albeit still ca-
pable of operating in the residual register of shocks, thrills, and perceptu-
al mayhem. Still, convincingly analyzing patterns of causality in order to 
reach a more Þne-grained understanding of mechanisms of changes bear-
ing not only on Þlm style, but Þlm cultureÕs makeup by and large, requires 
more research devoted to the cultural conversations from the time. 

In Tom GunningÕs recent (and perhaps deÞnitive) retort in the debate 
concerning the modernity thesis he carefully reformulates his arguments 
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to clarify shared basic assumptions concerning the correlations between 
early cinema and modernity as well as the importance of heightened lev-
els of societal rationality as the ßip side to modernityÕs perceptual vol-
leys. Gunning proceeds from a group of avant-gardists and their succinct 
response to cinema, formulations clearly in line with the cornucopia of 
popular material ßeshing out cinema from the perspectives of modernity 
picked up from the press for this inquiry.29 Given that we cannot form fo-
cus groups for discussions with audiences and publics back then, we can 
only resort to more or less porous records, surviving Þlms, and theoreti-
cal models. Still, it seems that multiple correlations between mediated ex-
periences and overall features of modernity, however we elected to spell 
them out, were posited as part of a widespread and wide-ranging discur-
sive spectrum readily available for making sense of new technologies. 

Most of the popular spins were certainly soft, slippery, and more play-
ful than shocking, still part of a rational negotiation of experiential reali-
ties contesting and stretching pre-modern worldviews. Obviously, con-
temporary writers believed that cinema affected a form of overall cul-
tural processing of perceptions, without necessarily incurring a mental 
re-wiring on the individual level, but rather a cultural accommodation 
or adaptationÑnovel metaphors and schemataÑbased on perceptual ex-
periences inside and outside Þlm shows. How malleable the perceptual 
apparatus might be and how it absorbs and processes such changes falls 
outside this inquiry. In line with the pervasive educative metaphors en-
veloping transitional cinemaÑschools of crimeÑone can argue that cin-
ema offered a perceptual education suggesting schemata for reading and 
acting upon aspects of modern reality and its representations, cinematic 
or otherwise. Complaints about overblown shot scales, fast-paced edit-
ing, and shocking gore are part of this curriculum for producing mean-
ing from Òcorrelated scenes of melodramatic incidents.Ó We will return 
to this formula repeatedly.

The street and Þlm culture addressed by my text have been wrestled 
with by an erudite group of Þlm historians since the late 1970s.30 When 
access to archival Þlm prints became less stringent in the aftermath of 
the legendary FIAF conference in Brighton in 1978, a whole generation 
of scholars turned their attention to early cinema. Subsequently, ambi-
tious Þlm festivals were launched to showcase rarely seen and recently 
restored silent Þlms. Pordenone in particular emerged as a beacon in the 
mid-1980s, attracting a coalition of archivists and scholars. The consoli-
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dation of the Þeld of the early and transitional cinemas as important ar-
eas for research is further evidenced by the formation of an international 
research organization, Domitor, which is dedicated to pre-classical cin-
ema. Publication of an encyclopedic volume covering all aspects of early 
cinema and its scholarship provides another indication of an academi-
cally mature research area, a project which has come to fruition thanks to 
Richard AbelÕs editorial dexterity in mobilizing the Þeld.31

Among academic efforts to shed light on the transformations of Þlm-
makingÕs industrial context and the establishment of normative practic-
es for Þlmic storytelling, the key study comes from the Madison school, 
spearheaded by David Bordwell. In an impressively systematic volume 
Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson analyze the formation of 
classical Hollywood.32 A later generation trained in Madison and sharing 
BordwellÕs anti-culturalist stance and emphasis on narration and Þlm 
style further elaborated this approach, most prominently Charlie Keil 
in his meticulous study of American cinemaÕs transitional era followed 
up in an inßuential, co-edited volume featuring leading scholars in the 
Þeld.33

Studies engaged with the period under consideration here range from 
Eileen BowserÕs standard tome to more narrowly tailored inquiries, for 
example Jane GainesÕ and Jacqueline Najuma StewartÕs discussions of 
race cinema and black spectatorship,34 William Uricchio and Roberta 
PearsonÕs discussion of strategies for uplift,35 Shelley StampÕs and Lau-
ren RabinovitzÕs inquiries into womenÕs engagement with cinema.36 
 Exhibition practices, not least the ethnic, gender, age, and class proÞles 
of metropolitan nickel audiences, have been a highly contested Þeld of 
inquiry. In the last few years one can detect an upsurge in the interest in 
small-town Þlm exhibition inspired by a study by Gregory Waller of the 
amusement culture in Lexington, Kentucky, and Kathryn FullerÕs book 
on traveling exhibition outside metropolitan areas.37 WallerÕs proÞle of a 
not-so-small city offers a keen model in terms of scope and methodolo-
gy for reading local Þlm culture. The studies authored by Waller and 
Fuller have fueled the recent boom in examinations of local exhibition, 
not least within the framework of the Homer project, where scholars 
take on both big cities and rural and small-town exhibition both inside 
and outside the U.S. Recently, and from a more theoretical perspective, 
Robert C. Allen has published an excellent reappraisal of the role of em-
pirical studies in regional audience research, which, among other aspects, 
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complicates the analysis of black spectatorship by looking at Þlm exhibi-
tion in the South.38

Richard Abel is the leading authority on French Þlm culture of the pe-
riod under consideration. Closer to home, he has focused on how PathŽÕs 
dominance on the American market generated a plethora of counter-
strategies to thwart the Red RoosterÕs leading role prior to 1910. This 
1999 study has been followed up from a decidedly American perspective 
in his most recent work, which is also indicative of the pressÕ importance 
for analysis of Þlm culture.39 The pioneer in exploiting newspaper ma-
terial is otherwise Charles Musser; his preeminent analysis of the Þrst 
decade of American Þlm culture relies heavily on newsprint. My study 
moves on to the daily press from a later period, a timeframe productive-
ly discussed from a regulatory perspective by Lee Grieveson.40 Miriam 
Hansen has convincingly studied issues of spectatorship and cinemaÕs 
role in relation to the public sphere, or as an alternative public sphere. 
Her analytical perspective has however been partly challenged by Shel-
ley Stamp.41 The melodramatic mode and its underpinning of several 
genres has been studied by Ben Singer in relation to issues of moderni-
ty in an examination of the serial Þlms, and within the conÞnes of body 
genres by Linda Williams in a volume addressing the representation of 
race in key works from the era, from the numerous versions of Uncle 
TomÕs Cabin to The Birth of a Nation. GrifÞthÕs chronicle of the Civil War 
and its aftermath is a watershed Þlm which has generated an array of 
important discussions; the broadest analytical scope for the Þlm can be 
found in Jane GainesÕ study of race cinema.42

In 1905, where this investigation begins, French Þlms and particu-
larly PathŽ dominated the global market, as Richard Abel makes clear in 
his authoritative work on French cinema. As he shows, the chase Þlms 
offered a key model of transformation from attractions to rudimentary 
story Þlms. When the nickel phenomena began littering American in-
ner cities with no-frill exhibition venues for moving pictures from circa 
1905, New York City soon had more such houses than any other. In Los 
Angeles a few nickel houses were established in 1906, a process which 
will be outlined within the overall volatility of the amusement geogra-
phy and in dialog with ßaneurs, a new generation of man-about-town 
reporters with the eyes of urban dwellers. 

Without devaluing the importance of non-metropolitan Þlm culture, 
this book rarely looks outside the big cities, albeit Los Angeles at the 
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time can hardly be described as a metropolis on a par with Chicago or 
New York City. We will however move outside the period of inquiry 
proper by acknowledging the early steps of a ßaneurian discourse in the 
Times, which sets the stage for later ßaneur reporters and their discov-
ery of nickel shows. The ßaneur genreÕs incidental city reporting during 
the nickelodeon period provided a foundation for subsequent writings 
on Þlm matters and cinema. This ßashback takes us to the 1880s, when 
modernity began to put its stamp on Los Angeles, which is evident from 
the ambivalent exploits penned by the Saunterer. This puritan ßaneuse 
observed a cityscape in ßux. She subscribed to the idea of a manifest mis-
sion for the city and underwrote its processes of change while nostalgi-
cally bemoaning the loss of old Los Angeles. While the Saunterer was 
conßicted, the editorial page of the Times voiced Los AngelesÕ purchase 
on the future vocally and unequivocally. Eventually, moving pictures be-
came important enough to merit the attention of the TimesÕ editorialists 
as a local industry and partner in boosterism capable of effectively and 
most vividly showing off the cityÕs vocation and splendor. The motion-
picture peopleÕs Òvalue to the community as national and international 
advertisers is inestimable,Ó wrote the Times. Nonetheless, the editorial 
considered Þlm actors to be something of a ÒpestÓ early in 1911, not least 
for having invaded the cityÕs sylvan parks. ÒGrifÞth Park,Ó the editorial-
ist lamented, Òhas become a sentiment factory in which sweet nonsense 
is canned.Ó43 A few years down the road, mammoth studio complexes ob-
viated the need to occupy city parks, freeing the local papers for sizing 
up the number of dollars invested in the industry, the magnitude of the 
local studiosÕ weekly payrolls, the many miles of negative Þlm usedÑand 
the number of automobiles owned the by the Þlm companies.44

The early 1910s was a period when social scientists and progressive 
reformers began mapping the amusement and recreational geographies 
in America. In the spring of 1911 renowned social scientist Dr. Emory S. 
Bogardus was summoned to Los Angeles at the behest of the University 
of Southern CaliforniaÕs president. The mission: establishing a depart-
ment of sociology at USC. The result: a highly regarded and in several 
respects groundbreaking academic institution crafted during BogardusÕ 
long tenure at the helm.45 According to a small news item from December 
1911, Dr. Bogardus, during his Þrst year as a professor at USC, had thirty-
Þve students in a civic-education course prepare two maps of downtown 
Los Angeles marking all its places of amusement and recreations based 
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on a systematic inventory of 3,600 blocks. The dots on the maps were 
gathered under different headings, one including commercialized amuse-
ments comprising movie and other theaters, hotel cafes selling liquor, 
and saloons; their aggregate Þgure amounted to 322. At the studentsÕ 
own initiative, twenty Ògambling dens and many vice resortsÓ provided 
additional color to the maps. The maps marked 425 places, if commer-
cialized recreations were added to the amusements, without exception lo-
cated within eighteen so-called social amusement centers.46 

Bogardus slotted the amusements and recreations into three catego-
ries, the Þrst being city playgrounds and recreation centers, churches 
and schools comprised category two, while commercialized amusements 
made up the Þnal category. According to the Examiner article, Bogar-
dusÕ objective was to establish a basis Òfrom which to work for an ide-
alized, but practical bettering of social conditions, so that more adults 
may have a chance for the amusements they need, and children for the 
recreations necessary for their development,Ó a bona Þde blueprint for 
progressive-era activism and civic aspirations. A literal grounding of Bo-
gardusÕ research and teaching in relation to Los Angeles and its ethnic 
makeup bolstered a sustained research focus bearing on issues of diversi-
ty and Americanization, which laid the foundation for future enterprises 
devoted to local and regional history at his new alma mater.47 In addi-
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tion to numerous local-recreation surveys, many conducted by Rowland 
Haynes, Þeld secretary at the Playground and Recreation Association 
of America, more general studies approached amusements and recre-
ations from the imaginary perspective of Òour town,Ó for instance Rich-
ard Henry EdwardsÕ well-documented Popular Amusements from 1915, 
which rests on the entire corpus of recreation surveys from the early 
1910s.48 This is a genre that, of late, has attracted ample attention from 
Þlm scholars.49

In several chapters attention will be given speciÞc time periods, pri-
marily 1909, 1911, and early 1914. During the momentous year of 1911, 
when professor Emory S. BogardusÕ students mapped the amusement 
culture in Los Angeles, the City of Angels almost elected a socialist may-
or in the Þrst municipal election in which women had the right to vote. 
According to a common perception, socialist Job Harriman would have 
won if it had not been for female voters.50 Women Þgure prominently in 
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this work: The case study devoted to the Mozart Theater in Los Angeles, 
a venture operated by women only, looks at the trials and tribulations of 
high-class exhibition practices and how the unforgiving amusement ge-
ography counteracted the MozartÕs ambitious undertaking. 

In the early nickelodeon days and well into the palace era women pa-
trons were sought after by exhibitors to lend legitimacy to the new, un-
ruly, and oftentimes besieged mass medium. Statistical accounts ran ram-
pant when the nickel culture was covered by the press. Apart from trade 
Þgures regarding feet of Þlm exported or imported, estimates about the 
amount of nickelodeons and the tickets sold were marshaled as evidence 
of the overwhelming magnitude of the seemingly unstoppable phenom-
enon. The presence of women in the storefront houses was repeatedly 
emphasized, both in neighborhood houses with friends and family, and 
in shows on the busy thoroughfares after downtown shopping sprees. 
Exhibitors repeatedly tried to woo a female clientele to acquire a veneer 
of family entertainment. When E.J. Tally (not to be confused with his 
brother Thomas Lincoln Tally) opened TallyÕs on West Colorado Street 
in Pasadena, a trade notice informed, Òthe new place caters especially to 
ladies and children.Ó51 When cinema approached the feature age, young 
women came across as the prototypical fans propelling screen entertain-
ment predicated on recognizable stars. A 1913 novel painted a somewhat 
different, more escapist picture: Ò[A] moving picture show,Ó the narra-
tor claims, is Òan institution [harboring] many lonely women.Ó52 James 
OppenheimÕs short story Saturday Night (1910), which we will return to, 
is built around one such womanÕs far-from-habitual movie experience.

In the early 1910s the prototypical Þlm fan was undoubtedly a young 
woman. In 1915 Guy Price, in charge of the Þlm column at the Los An-
geles Herald, even gave the female Þlm fan a name, ÒMovie Molly,Ó and 
pronounced her a more ubiquitous species than Òstage-door JohnnieÓ 
of old. Mollie allegedly lavished her affection by way of sending letters, 
thus operating in a detached manner matching the indirect presence of 
screen idols. And letters were sent not only to the idols and their com-
panies, but also the new fan pages in the newspapers.53 Mae Tinee in the 
Chicago Tribune, more about her later, headed one such inquiry section. 

Women were conspicuously active in the regulation of Þlm culture. 
From the discursive discovery of the nickelodeons to the gradual estab-
lishment of standing press genres for more or less daily copy about Þlm 
matters, women played decisive roles, as progressive activists, police of-
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Þcers, pioneering Þlm journalists, and exhibitors. And early appraisals of 
spectatorship oftentimes zoomed in on women. Mary Heaton VorseÕs 
account of an immigrant womanÕs engagement with the screen, per-
haps the most frequently discussed and reprinted of all metaspectatorial 
reports, offers a prototypical case.54 When men were singled out, they 
were, just like VorseÕs spectatrix, often aliens, and ethnicity explained 
their culturally deviant mode of spectatorship. When Þlm culture in 
New York City Þnally won full acceptance in the press, organized moth-
ers, as we will show, tellingly played a decisive role.

The campaigns mounted to counteract the nickel syndrome displayed 
a distinct gender code: The activists were predominantly women and 
the anxietiesÑalongside fears boys would emulate behaviors in crime 
ÞlmsÑcentered on the audience segment allegedly most vulnerable, 
young girls. Issues of female sexuality represented a hotly debated con-
cern at a time when the public sphere was undergoing a dramatic series 
of changes due to far-reaching upheavals in industry, housing, labor, and 
recreation conditions. Vice, consumerism, and amusements overlapped 
on the reformersÕ radar, and young workingwomen represented an un-
settled factor in public social life as avid consumers and inveterate pa-
trons of amusements. The discussion of regulatory efforts will lead up 
to the early career of Alice Stebbins Wells, the Þrst policewoman in the 
U.S., who was responsible for monitoring girlsÕ amusements habits in 
Los Angeles. She soon emerged as a national spokesperson for this par-
ticular model. 

This study, fashioned from a wealth of discourses, constructs a retro-
spective version of Þlm culture from the nickelodeon breakthrough to 
early 1915, toying with mechanisms and practices overall intended to 
address, align, negotiate, promote, and regulate Þlm culture during this 
particular time frame, though reading them in a trickle-down process 
due to the local focus. In the absence of real objects to unearth the ar-
cheological rag-picking process is decidedly discursive-drivenÑit is texts 
and documents we are looking for in order to build and fashion the story 
of an unfathomable world, as it were. 

Discourses crisscross and encircle Þgures of time and space, in man-
ners grounded in a multiplicity of interests, ideologies, and worldviews. 
Such matters have to be taken into account and made visible. As Janet 
Staiger pointedly notices in a recent intervention, time travel is indeed a 
lost art in the absence of theoretical assumptions and a broader situating 
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of moving pictures as part of media culture (or the even broader frame-
work of amusements and recreations) as well as in relation to social forc-
es and era-speciÞc conÞgurations of class, race, and gender.55 Method-
ological and theoretical assumptions offer guideposts for designing re-
search processes, and for slotting the results into productive headings 
and cases under which to discuss the Þndings. In this fashion, persistent-
ly toying with discourses, historians run the gauntlet of lost times and 
intangible spaces in order to design blueprints for discussing a once-pal-
pable world, here American Þlm culture in 1905Ð1915 with an empha-
sis on Los Angeles and some ßashbacks to the time before 1900. At best, 
the end result mounts a story that in an informed fashion addresses such 
a stripped-down parallel universe, a story attempting to offer explana-
tory adequacy vis-ˆ-vis a progressively receding and discursively deplet-
ed time slot due to the withering away of documents and Þlms. If this 
sounds like an exercise in futility, this is because the funneling of his-
torical practices and processes in retrospect never yields an imprint of a 
global or deÞnitive meaning. In this sense history, as a haptic experience, 
is as unattainable as lost times and lost Þlms.56 Needless to say, hands-on 
presence at the actual scene offers no guarantee for access to a putative 
capital meaning, since events and processes occupy a multitude of places 
and migrate between sets of explanatory sequences, which again throw 
us back on discourses and schemata for making sense from the material 
at hand, eyewitnessed or not. 

A grand motto like wie es eigentlich gewesen ist (Òhow things real-
ly wereÓ) was long perceived as aÑif not theÑviable ideal to strive to-
ward when engaging with the past. Perennial as Leopold von RankeÕs 
approach to historiography once was, in all modesty we can only juggle 
discursive traces and devise explanatory sets, but which discourses we 
deem relevant, pertinent, and worth visiting depends on the questions 
we pose, the assumptions we make, the scholarly company we keep, and 
the source routes we are prone to traveling along. There is, indeed, not 
one and only one yellow brick road. The inevitable result will be a nar-
rative, a storyÑhere about the establishment of Þlm culture in Los An-
gelesÑanchored in discursive fragments of the past, a voice that already 
formed part of a time warp then, albeit less elusively than now, a century 
later. This does not mean that anything goes in retrospect; there must 
be a concerted effort to harmonize mediated and decentered discursive 
dataÑoften conßictingÑunder the banner of explanatory adequacy, in 
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this case by resorting to Raymond WilliamsÕ concepts, but for a brand 
of short-term cultural analysis within a capitalist production structure. 
The key issues are to chart the repositioning of cinema within the over-
all cultural realm as well as the inner regrouping of cinema as cultural 
form. These processes are gauged predominantly on the basis of press 
material. In truly modern fashion the repositioning of Þlm culture took 
place at lightning speed over the course of a mere decade. Still, the traces 
left behind can be productively analyzed in terms of the residual, emer-
gent, and dominant, originally mobilized by Williams for understand-
ing more slow-paced changes in overall culture.

Ideally, one would side with Ranke and his desire to have the archives 
and discourses speak about the past unequivocally and tellingly propel 
or unravel an account of how things really were by adding up and con-
necting pertinent slices of everyday life and practices in redux-like fash-
ion. An assemblage of discourses concerning players in the ÞeldÑlocal 
exhibitors, Þlmmakers, and the people in the industryÑthe signs of the 
time, the Zeitgeist, and the indexes of the prevalent mass mentality are 
perhaps what we are after when placing Þlm culture under the slippery 
standards of modernity. The newspaper beats might be our best shot at 
sifting out a set of common denominators for the salient terms of the 
era. Then again, not only newspapermen and female journalistsÕ under-
standing of the period under consideration is at stake. Determinants at 
higher levelsÑbe they capitalism and commodity fetishism, or accelera-
tion, constant transformation, incessant change, the melting away of so-
lidity, Taylorism, Fordism, progressive-era activism, woman suffrage, or 
racismÑprovide backdrops against which the agents engaged in their ev-
eryday practices during this period of upheavals. 

Film culture materialized from a proÞt-driven business structure that, 
due to its interfaces with society and alleged impact on its audiences, 
 became regulated and circumscribed in a complex interactive process 
with local variations. Since hosts of patrons congregated in front of the 
screens at what were often makeshift venues, and the Þlms were po-
tentially hazardous, which devastating theater Þres had provedÑfrom 
the Parisian Bazaar conßagration in 1898 to the Iroquois Theater Þre 
in Chicago in 1903, reenacted in a PathŽ Þlm, to the disasters in Boyers-
town, Cannonsburgh, Mexico City, and St. Petersburg, for exam-
pleÑpublic authorities put strictures on the design of the houses and 
the booths harboring the projectors, and the ßammable nitrate Þlms. 



36

�E�J�P�N�K�@�Q�?�P�E�K�J

Age limits for entering places of amusement became regulated via ordi-
nances after campaigns of different lengths in various cities. In 1909 a 
body with nationwide impact, the National Board of Film Censorship, 
was formed in collaboration between civic groups in New York City and 
the companies licensed to inspect Þlm representations prior to distribu-
tion, but not to exercise censorship proper. In the process entrepreneur-
ial brashness turned into circumspect business under the auspices of this 
self-imposed regulatory body. In addition to this seal of approval many 
cities and later states adopted regular censorship bodies. A censorship 
bill on the state level in California was however defeated after the in-
terventions of exhibitors in 1911. The civic vigilance concerning mov-
ing pictures was gradually reframed, and in 1915, for example, a leading 
womenÕs magazine, WomanÕs Home Companion, inaugurated a campaign 
for better Þlms, adamantly clarifying that the aim was positive promo-
tion of the best Þlms and exhibition practices instead of clamoring for 
censorship or other regulatory measures.

Teasing out the careers of prominent local exhibitors in order to high-
light mechanisms for success and failure entails moving back to the Vita-
scope years in the late 1890s. Irrespective of efforts and travail, accounts 
of bygone days of Þlm culture are destined to furnish sketchy and lopsid-
ed chronicles in the absence of meaty records and marrowy documents 
offering information beyond the bare bones. By deÞnition, the transi-
tional years of Þlm culture straddle a protean timeframe. The buoyant 
corporate structure for dealing with moving images during the loosely 
deÞned transitional era was initially frail and limited in scope and size, 
at least on the exhibition level, but even global production giants like 
PathŽ neglected to preserve records and documents beyond dry Þnan-
cial documentation. Consequently, the exhibition tycoons in Los Ange-
les, such as Tally or Clune, entertained no ambitions of keeping records 
for posterity for the beneÞt of the unlikely future interest group we now 
at times term new Þlm historians. To those involved in the game at the 
time, future academic cred or cultural accolades seemed highly improba-
ble propositions. Thus, no diaries or memoirs were penned and no busi-
ness ledgers or correspondence Þles were saved or donated to archives. 
Further adding to a sense of being left between a scholarly rock and stu-
diously hard place, we are even bereft of the Þlm fansÕ experiences of 
movie-going from the era, apart from the indirect accounts, which will 
be liberally quoted for ßavor and to ßesh out descriptions. Therefore, 
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this is at best a discursive patchwork providing street coordinates for 
a world merrily running away from itself and in the process erasing its 
past with a Þnality that thwarts the historianÕs efforts at animating this 
slice of bygone everyday life and its amusement practices. Film culture in 
this respect is as elusive as most of yesteryearÕs quotidian practices, per-
haps more so than most due to its contested status at the time. 

Early Þlm exhibitors negotiated a highly circumscribed Þeld: Cultural 
proclivities voiced by progressive interest groups in the press called for 
regulatory measures; audience composition and various subgroupsÕ Þck-
le preferences and capricious patterns of attendance had to be gauged, 
and the licensed Þlm companies tried to streamline production process-
es and exchange practices while the independent camp added further 
volatility to a business which was scrutinized simultaneously under the 
legal lens of the Sherman Act as well as the copyright laws and frame-
work for free speech. The burgeoning trade press opened up a realm 
for an ongoing debate across the entire spectrum of the business and 
the emerging Þlm cultureÑwith shifting emphasis between factionsÑ
on conditions both inside the business and its interface with society at 
large. The latter aspect gave a shared direction for all the trade papers, 
fan magazines, and house organs. 

Researchers seek patterns and adequacy in relation to explanato-
ry models when marshalling data more or less received from previous 
scholarly efforts. Initially, scholars devoted their energy primarily to the 
biggest picturesÑnational cinemas and their relationships over time, 
and big men, perhaps emulating CarlyleÕs dictum that Òthere is properly 
no history, only biography.Ó At Þrst, inventors and their machines pro-
vided focuses for writings on the history of the medium, and later the 
auteur titans commanded attention even prior to coinage of the term for 
celluloid geniuses. Piecemeal approaches have of late sparked endeavors 
geared to more modest surveys, which often entail an expansion of the 
biographical realmÑhere, for example, the attention devoted to exhibi-
tors Tally and Clune. In fact, the sheer ubiquity of studies of local ex-
hibition has made them a vigorous subÞeld within the larger area of re-
search on early and transitional cinemas. As John Collier so poignantly 
put it: ÒEverything about the picture show, except the picture, is a local 
product,Ó besides the fact that in Los Angeles the pictures too were shot 
around the corner.57 

At best, a focus on local Þlm exhibition yields an understanding of 
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Þlm culture with a high level of speciÞcity in understanding how prac-
tices trickled down from one rung in the institution, production, to ex-
changes and then exhibitors and their audiences, and how society over-
all interacted and engaged with cinema. The repertoire of documents 
bearing on historical spectatorship and Þlm exhibition are cumbersome 
to glean, but the editorial choices regarding what was newsworthy offer 
a discursive domain for Þlm cultureÕs place in society over time in the 
dynamic interplay between residual, emergent, and dominant features. 
Together, the bookÕs chapters address the tensions and shifting balances 
a rapidly changing Þlm culture enjoyed in relation to dominant culture, 
with newspapers as the central arena for negotiation.

Metaspectatorship, the double-faced reporting from visits to nickel the-
aters, focusing both on screen representations and audience membersÕ 
bodily and physiognomic engagement with screen matters, will be elab-
orated upon throughout all chapters. Metaspectatorship represented a 
mainstay of virtually all campaigns against moving pictures, combining 
saturnine accounts of the events depicted on the screen with more or 
less Þne-grained audience portraiture. To reverse the perspective, news-
papers at times actively promoted Þlm culture, for example by giving 
away coupons for shows, thus underwriting the nickel housesÕ contribu-
tions as being wholesome and socially valuable; HearstÕs Los Angeles Ex-
aminer is a case in point here. Such mutually reinforcing schemes culmi-
nated in the printing of synopses of serial Þlms from early 1914 onward 
by the Chicago Tribune and the Hearst press. This is a process intimate-
ly correlated with concerted efforts by the press to attract a potentially 
important group of advertising clients, local Þlm exhibitors, at a time 
when newsreels offered a novel form of celluloid journalism. The inter-
play between the press and local Þlm culture provides a sustained focus 
of this book, both in terms of mobilizing data in print form lifted from 
long-neglected columns as part of an explanatory framework, but per-
haps even more so in terms of detecting policy and the shrewd business 
tactics involved in picking up advertising clients. 

The nickelodeons and the emerging Þlm culture presented themselves 
as problematic issues for a progressive sensibility striving to buildÑin 
current vernacularÑbetter or more beautiful cities. In the cleanup pro-
cess alcohol, vice, graft, and cheap amusements were targeted in a com-
plex partnership with city ofÞcials and the press. The commercial au-
thorities capitalized on this sensibility, and soon enough the movie col-
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ony managed to blend in. In Los Angeles the city and the movies mutu-
ally reinforced each other; spectacular Þlmic backgrounds for celluloid 
tales lured Easterners to the Southland, or Greater Los Angeles, while 
the city helped promote the Þlm colony in all kinds of ways. Socially, 
the colony sought social ÒincorporationÓ in the mid-1910s by organiz-
ing clubs and building clubhouses, and the Screen Club, the most prom-
inent organization, hosted parades, pageants, and balls, generally put-
ting movie people on the social map. From the start SeligÕs Zoo, which 
opened a few months after Universal in 1915, emerged as a venue for 
outings and picnics, bringing together a wide variety of communities as 
a playground and thus forging bonds between generations, ethnicities, 
denominations, and classes.

Rate wars between the competing railroad companies facilitated the 
buildup of a tourist industry and turned Los Angeles into a resort in ad-
dition to an industrial town and the center of an agricultural region. 
A labor force comprised predominantly of Mexicans or Asian ethnici-
ties carried the latter aspect. A cultural and ethnic mix Þlled the histori-
cal city center, and the yellow and brown faces that populated the Plaza 
in the past continued to provide downtown with color when the nickel 
houses began to crop up. 

Offhand racial slurs formed part of the Þrst round of accounts from 
inside these nickel shows. Amusements were highly segregated in sever-
al respects however: Steep price ranges whitewashed certain houses and 
their types of bills, while the nickel houses at least initially catered to 
more colorful constituencies apart from attracting younger patrons; the 
latter aspect was partly remedied when progressive interventions were 
rewarded with regulatory ordinances. Skin color had profound implica-
tions for the overall amusement geography in Los Angeles, which will 
be obvious from the press material that forms the basis of this book. 
First, however, we will turn our attention to contemporary amusement 
theory.
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ÒMoving PicturesÑThey Are the Historians 

of the Ages from This Time On.Ó1

two Þlms serv e as symbolic bookends for the decade under investi-
gation and for this book: a lost one-reel title from 1905 discussed below 
and a controversial 1915 blockbuster in feature format, which is the 
 centerpiece of the closing chapter. Escape from Sing Sing (Vitagraph, 1905) 
was a narrativized spin-off of a popular vaudeville act developed by a 
magician and was produced at a studio run by a team comprised of a for-
mer magician and a sketch artist. The Clansman, later The Birth of Nation 
(Epoch, 1915), was based on Thomas F. DixonÕs highly controversial 
novel and stage play.2 The latter ÞlmÕs director, D.W. GrifÞth, was 
 willing to shoulder personal responsibility for virtually all storytelling 
devices added to the cinematic vocabulary in the period between the 
two Þlms. His long tenure at Biograph had won him no ofÞcial credit, so 
he placed ads in trade press to set the record straight concerning his own 
 accomplishments.3 In this context, the two Þlms function as pretexts for 
engaging with some of the discourses they inspired. As will be evident, 
Escape from Sing Sing and other early story Þlms ushered in winning for-
mulas with cultural reach far beyond the nickel houses.

Apart from embodying a trajectory of Þlm production from Manhattan 
to Los Angeles, from outdoor shooting and makeshift ÒstudiosÓ to prop-
er ones sealed off from the cityÕs fabric, contemporary observers heralded 
these bookend Þlms as novelties indicative of new eras in the develop-
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ment of the mediumÑwhether this is accurate or not is of course beside 
the point. From a novelty perspective, Escape from Sing Sing represents a 
Þlm type that took the medium to an arena of instant emergence, virtually 
unrivaled in the history of cultureÑthe nickelodeons. In a similar fash-
ionÑsymbolically but also in practiceÑThe Birth of a Nation undisputedly 
placed domestic feature production within the realm of dominant cul-
ture. It opened and played for months in a sumptuous theater with few 
 counterparts in the country: CluneÕs Auditorium in Los Angeles. 

By 1905, to be sure, American cinema had been telling stories for 
 several years, and the press had reported on Þlm shootings prior to 
 Theodore WatersÕ piece chronicling the production of Escape from Sing 
Sing.4 There was already, for example, a condensed 1900 version called 
Escape from Sing Sing, produced by American Mutoscope & Biograph. 
Similarly, domestic feature Þlms had enjoyed considerable success before 
GrifÞthÕs divisive Civil War epic, prominent titles including The Spoilers 
(Selig, 1914), The Virginian (Lasky, 1914), and GrifÞthÕs own The Escape 
(Majestic, 1914). 

The reallocation of the industry to the West Coast can be read as an 
escape from a hotbed of modernity, New York City and its environs, to 
an Eden-like pastoral milieu associated with the aftermath of the 
 pioneering spirit of the rugged West. As more and more Þlm companies 
discovered, natural splendor and beauty around Los Angeles were readily 
at hand for framing. Soon enough, the era of movie stars wreaked havoc 
in the otherwise dull social life in the City of Angels. In the process, the 
medium and the city, in a fascinating series of transformations, eventu-
ally merged into HollywoodÑrepresenting a mindset in lieu of a place 
discursively set off against the backdrop of the mental landscape of the 
Midwest symbolically represented by Iowa. 

Travelers arriving in Los Angeles often compared certain squalid 
downtown arteries to New York CityÕs Bowery, while others only noted 
the resort culture in the beach communities. The Þlm community scat-
tered around Los Angeles turned into Hollywood more or less when we 
will sign off, early 1915. At the time D.W. GrifÞth was one of many Þlm 
pioneers who had moved over from the East CoastÑin his case from 
BiographÕs studio in Manhattan to one on Sunset Boulevard. GrifÞthÕs 
inßammatory magnum opus, The Clansman/The Birth of a Nation, epito-
mizes a hardcore version of reading history in terms of race. As Michael 
Rogin aptly puts it apropos GrifÞthÕs Þlm, ÒAmerican movies were born, 
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then, in a racist epic.Ó5 The production of longer, multi-reel subjects had 
been pioneered several years earlier in Europe, foremost in Italy and 
Denmark. In the U.S., the domestic feature production launched by Fa-
mous Players, Lasky, Ince, Warner Features, and later Triangle material-
ized in the wake of the success of Italian features not distributed by the 
general release organizations and exhibited at upscale venues otherwise 
offering theatrical attractions proper.6 We will, however, suspend dis-
cussion of The Birth of a Nation until the last chapter.

In 1905 the alliance between cinema and modernity was easier to 
 decipher from ManhattanÕs skyline than from downtown Los Angeles. 
In order to explain a putatively new phenomenon, a renowned journalist 
specializing in popular science, Theodore Waters, devoted a long essay to 
the shooting of Escape from Sing Sing.7 WatersÕ how-itÕs-done approachÑa 
trademark of his journalismÑlater turned into a staple of the discourse 
concerning trick Þlms and their fantastic effects.8 WatersÕ text was how-
ever not published in a newspaper, but in one of HearstÕs ßagship maga-
zines, the January 1906 issue of Cosmopolitan.9 WatersÕ intention, after 
acting in the Þlm for hands-on insightsÑa practice later emulated by the 
Þrst generation of Þlm critics, which we will return toÑwas to explain, 
for his middle-class magazine readership, the nuts and bolts of the pro-
duction of a new form of Þlm commodity. 

In his opinion, this type of Þlm marked a new phase for the medium 
and for audiences allegedly fed up with the attractions of old. ÒThe public 
taste in moving pictures (which has been sated with scenes of foreign 
travel),Ó he writes, Ònow demands Ôstories,Õ i.e., correlated scenes of 
melodramatic incidents, comic or tragic,Ó vehicles that soon came to 
dominate the nickelodeon bills. The Þlm he reported on was later sin-
gled out among a group of sensational titles in the much-discussed cru-
sade against the movies in Chicago in 1907, which attests to its longev-
ity on the market.

WatersÕ text evidences the mediumÕs leverage for attracting a gawk-
ing mass audienceÑan ÒarmyÓÑfor the shooting, which took place on 
the roof of a high-rise structure in New York CityÕs business district, on 
a building ÒdwarfedÓ by surrounding skyscrapers. During the shooting, 
Òan army of typewriters and ofÞce clerks [É] had been enjoying the 
nooning with a view of the hair-raising melodrama.Ó The audience iden-
tiÞed by Waters mirrors the patronage for movies later posited by theo-
rists like Siegfried Kracauer, shop girls and white-collar workers. Here 
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cinema, even for Þlms in the making, comes across as an exciting met-
ropolitan interlude, witnessed free of charge as an urban attraction add-
ing yet another thread to the perceptual fabric of the teeming metropo-
lis. Consequently and irrespective of the ÞlmÕs gruesome contentÑWa-
ters was one of the gunned-down convictsÑhe connects the spectacle of 
shooting to romance and contrasts the marvels of making Þlm with the 
disenchanting street life below. Meanwhile, Òin the street below,Ó and 
thus as part of the overall urban montage, Òthe tide of prosaic business 
ebbed and ßowed, all unconscious of the proximity of romance. Only 
those fortunate souls with box seats in the proscenium of the skyscrap-
ers were aware of the almost daily occurrence of sights and sounds which 
the theater-going public for the most part imagines takes place far from 
the maddening crowd.Ó This haphazardly constituted audienceÕs interest 
in the production of movies found its industrial emulation when Uni-
versal opened its studio in 1915 in a city of its own outside Los Angeles. 
According to WatersÕ informant, Þlmmakers resorted to shrewd tactics 
to be able to operate on city streets and had to Òbribe, or jolly, or even 
fool the crowd out of range.Ó Still, at times people interfered, believing 
Òwe were perpetrating a crime.Ó Shooting on the streets added yet an-
other layer of puzzling enigmas for those not up to speed concerning 
Þlm culture as a plausible reading frame for street occurrences that were 
slightly off key. 

Misrecognition and unscripted, uncalled-for acting soon turned into 
a Þxture in literary accounts of Þlm shooting as well as in metaÞlms. Stu-
dio head William N. Selig was not only wounded by a Japanese gardener 
who simultaneously killed director Francis Boogs at the Edendale studio 
in 1911, as early as 1904 a tourist near Colorado Springs shot Selig in the 
arm when he was acting out a stagecoach robbery: Somebody misread-
ing the scene interfered in the form of real bullets, wounding Mr. Selig. 
A 1906 headline in the New York World addressed a puzzling situation in 
a more reßective mode, asking, ÒWas It Revenge or a Moving Picture?Ó10 
What, then, had happened? The byline explains: ÒWoman Sees Clerical-
ly-Clad Man Dragged from Flatbush Church and Mauled.Ó At that time, 
in contrast to 1904, when outdoor shooting still was a rarity to come 
across, a plausible hypothesis for the unlikely, or bizarre or enigmatic, 
in 1906 was a Þlm shoot, which attests to an emerging schematic mind-
set related to Þlm culture at the onset of the nickelodeon boom and the 
swift emergence of story Þlms.
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By adding gore as a residual element of attraction to the resolution of 
Escape from Sing Sing, Vitagraph offered a rigorous variation on the hare-
brained chase theme, pronounced the Òlatest feature of the moving pic-
ture game.Ó Chase Þlms, predominantly in a comedic mode, had how-
ever been in vogue for at least a year; a key Þlm in this ÒgenreÓ is the 
much-copied newspaper Þlm Personal from mid-1904 (American Muto-
scope and Biograph, Co.), in which women chase a man who has ad-
vertised for a wife. His ad generates a lively response far beyond his ex-
pectations.

The grim Þlm formula delineated by Waters, with gunplay aplen-
ty during a protracted chase, several dead wardens, two dead convicts, 
and the third convictÕs child killed in the crossÞre, garnered immediate 
 cultural purchase and was thus a readily available format for outlining 
tragic events, including outside cinema. Waters discussed the Þlms in re-
lation to vaudeville exhibition, but it was the success of the nickel shows 
in 1906 and afterward that turned cinematic storytelling into a cultural 
model with widespread cachet.

In that spirit, Ògenre eventsÓ in scenario form illustrate a pervasive 
register for mobilizing Þlm form for the presentation of melodramatic 
events. The Chicago Daily News, for example, elected to headline and out-
line a real-enough tragedy as a Òseries of moving pictures,Ó seven in all in 
the synopsis. Young Mrs. Ida ApplegateÕs suicide was thus framed as Òa 
kinetoscopic tragedy.Ó Readers were told that Òthe suicide of a 19-year-
old motherÓ was Òsurrounded by strange scenes of horror, pathos and 
excitement which followed each other in rapidity of succession equaled 
only by the whirling Þlm.Ó The reporter then transfers the Òsad detailsÓ 
to Òthe world of ßashing canvas,Ó concluding, Òit resembles a series of 
motion pictures which occurred in rapid order.Ó The seven pictures, in a 
circular composition, moved between several spaces, and apart from the 
suicide featured an explosion scene, when a policeman Òstruck a matchÓ 
in a gas-Þlled apartment. Film form was apparently perceived as an ap-
propriate format for giving vivid detail to an everyday tragedy in all 
its grim, Grand Guignol-like (un)reality. Moreover, the opportunity for 
editing pointedly contracts the various threads of the events inside and 
outside the apartment and compresses the time frame for the tragedyÕs 
unfolding. Hence, the triumphant cinema of Òcorrelated scenes of melo-
dramatic incidentsÓ provided a viable cultural schema to aid readers in 
making sense of the gruesome realities of everyday life. 
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Social theorist Simon N. Patten addressed the enormous drawing pow-
er of Þlms like Escape from Sing Sing and nickelodeon culture in general 
in a booklet from 1909. Reading it alongside his 1905 Kennedy lectures 
on economic theory (published in 1907) sheds light on how fundamen-
tally the nickel shows had changed the cityscape and the perception of 
its amusement geography. Regeneration and education of the eye oc-
cupied a privileged place in PattenÕs economic analysis of the hard con-

�'�*�(�6�3�&��������Chicago Daily News, 3 May 1907, 1.
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ditions experienced by toilers. His writing is by far the most articulate 
and theoretically circumspect nickelodeon-era attempt at analyzing the 
mechanisms underlying the emergence of cinema as a widely embraced 
cultural form.

A progressive economist educated at Northwestern University and 
in Halle, Germany, Patten integrated amusements as key realms in his 
analysis of a shift away from what he called Òpain to pleasure economy.Ó 
His texts from 1905 and 1909 respectively highlight a crucial shift in that 
in 1909 he can elaborate on a popular cultural form having turned into a 
form of folk culture, albeit for the people rather than by the people, since 
it was industrially produced and distributed. The nickel shows, glaring 
and vulgar perhaps, have emerged, he maintained, as an affordable plea-
sure outlet where dominant cultural institutions are out of touch with 
the people. In PattenÕs analysis the ample natural resources available for 
distribution in the 20 th century sufÞced in theory for providing a good 
life for everyone if exploitation could be eliminated or at least mini-
mized. PattenÕs most inßuential outline of his theory was delivered as 
the Kennedy Lectures in 1905 and published as The New Basis of Civili -
zation in 1907.11 For Patten, the ancient pain economies grappled with 
deÞcit and insufÞcient resources, while contemporary society could and 
should Òutilize the surplus for common good, not to undermine energy 
and productive ability or to create parasitic classes, but to distribute the 
surplus in ways that will promote general welfare and secure better prep-
aration for the futureÓ (9). When taking Karl Marx to task, Patten sum-
moned Òthe misery-wrung toiler of [Jean Fran•ois] MilletÕs picture and 
[Edwin] MarkhamÕs poem [ÒThe Man With the HoeÓ]Ó (70). Patten 
disputed that MilletÕs toiler would be resurrected instantaneously if the 
pressure of the economic system were lifted from his back. MilletÕs em-
blematic painting was invoked as a model for victimization in GrifÞthÕs 
A Corner in Wheat (Biograph, 1909). 

Patten, instead of MarxÕs quick Þx as it were, argued for a much slower 
shift, as in geology, and that more complex casual patterns rooted in the 
longevity of social determinants were at play. ÒMen are moulded into 
their classes by the pressure of social things accumulating generation af-
ter generation, which Þnally sums themselves into an acquired heredity 
binding men Þrmly to their places.Ó Moreover, Ò[t]he social is at once 
a record and a continuation of the methods that were necessary in van-
ished economic environments, telling us how and when forces were in 
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action, and its dominance indicates that static are stronger than dynam-
ic conditionsÓ (71). PattenÕs recipe for a gradual change of the econom-
ic and political realm mobilizes amusements as an arena for alleviating 
pent-up energies without alternative outlets for those hard pressed by 
industrial conditions in the cities. Cut off from nature, the workerÕs Òor-
ganism painfully seeks adjustmentsÓ (121). 

PattenÕs ÒgeologicalÓ perspective zooms in on discomforts unknown 
to the hunter of old, stirred by thrills when interacting with an envi-
ronment, however harsh. For the industrial-age baker or tailor, in con-
trast, the unnatural work environment Òchecks rather than arouses their 
bodily and mental activitiesÓ (121). Overall, the uprooted city toilerÕs 
response is still rooted in Òrace memories,Ó though toned and dimin-
ished by Òthe protesting organism [É] forced to adapt itself to bad air, 
poor light, Þxed position, and routine occupationÓ (122). The toiler thus 
turns to drinking, smoking, and vices to Òsate appetite and deaden acute 
painÓ (123). Thus, the $64,000 question: ÒHow shall activity be made 
pleasurable again, and how shall society utilize the workingmanÕs latent 
vitality in order to increase his industrial efÞciency and give to him the 
rewards of energies, now ineffective, within his body and mind?Ó (123). 
Unchallenged by mechanized work, it is the communal in its broad sense 
that ought to arouse the toiler as a path to the more advanced stages 
of abstract regeneration. Intense release of tensions and emotions trig-
gered by amusements and recreationsÑbe they Coney Island, depart-
ment stores, or settlement housesÑare arenas for negotiating and alle-
viating such straits. Patten describes the process as an Òeducation of the 
eye,Ó since the hand only is engaged at the workplace and in purposeless 
activity (125). PattenÕs program was intended to eventually integrate 
toilers into urban civilization and produce a spirit of association and a 
pride in Òcošperative communal institutionsÓ (126). A tripartite divi-
sion between work, pleasurable leisure, and sleep in eight-hour blocks 
should mark each day as being complete, which will provide incentive 
for sustained efforts to cash in on the next dayÕs pleasures.12

From the vantage point of 1905, Patten singles out melodrama as the 
prime agent and emotional corrective for assimilating a heterogeneous 
urban population cut off from its traditions and regenerating roots. 
Even Ò[t]he cheap magician of a vaudeville can excite the primitive cu-
riosity of the mass and his claptrap thrill it into thoughtÓ (133). Patten 
was of course destined to discover the nickelodeons and the Þlm melo-
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drama and integrate them into the theoretical framework outlined in his 
lecture series. 

In his 1909 pamphlet Product and Climax, the subject of less discus-
sion than his classic The New Basis of Civilization, the street and its two 
sidewalks represent a cultural spectrum linked to the ills of wage labor 
and the promises of consumerism. One sidewalk in his symbolic city, he 
muses when walking along the street, is brightly lit, lively, and replete 
with popular amusements and nickelodeons, a veritable smorgasbord of 
affordable pleasure outlets, while the other side stays gloomily dark in 
the evenings and on weekends when its venerable institutions, schools, 
libraries, churches, museums, etc., are closed. Valorizing opportuni-
ties for release from the dreary side of existence after long hours of dull 
work, Patten celebrates what the light side of the street has to offer the 
toilers, and hails the nickelodeons as beneÞcial institutions in the same 
price bracket as the saloons, but without the latterÕs costly and anti-
climactic aftereffects. The imposing and uninviting institutions on the 
dark side leave the toilers to fend for themselves after hours, and when 
in full swing preach the gospel of restraint rather than their sought-after 
release, the latter a synonym for the climactic and pleasurable in PattenÕs 
vocabulary. However, as a policeman informs the stroller, the school is 
worth visiting Òif only for the sake of the public-spirited committee of 
leading ladies who opened it daily from two to Þve.Ó13 PattenÕs analy-
sis distances itself from the brunt of the progressive discourse which, 
in a sense, wanted to move the people across the street, from the light 
and pleasurable amusements to the dark side and its civilizing institu-
tions, under the banner of education after hours and dampening the 
bright sideÕs glare. Apart from opening schools for educational play, the 
progressives, as we will show, desired to organize playgrounds and rec-
reation centers combining physical activities with educational amuse-
ments.

Taking in soda fountains and ice-cream parlors in passing along the 
street, Patten arrests his glance and tellingly sets up the nickelodeon and 
its enveloping sounds in cleverly pointed contrast to the Òbarren school 
yardÓ across the street.

Opposite the barren school yard was the arcade entrance to the Nickelodeon, 

Þnished in white stucco, with the ticket seller throned in a chariot drawn 

by an elephant trimmed with red, white, and blue lights. A phonograph 
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was going over and over its lingo, and a few picture machines were free to 

the absorbed crowd which circulated through the arcade as through the 

street. Here were groups of working girlsÑnow happy Ôsummer girlsÕÑbe-

cause they had left the grime, ugliness and dejection of their factories be-

hind them, and were freshened and revived by doing what they like to do. 

There were nothing listless, nothing perfunctory here (18Ð19).

For Patten, schools and churches stand as repressive institutions unable 
to furnish the vitalizing antidote for those subjected to the Òmerciless 
grinding out of product.Ó The dark side of the street is thus read as an 
adjunct to the factories, given the institutionsÕ inability to offer Òthe 
climaxes of satisfaction that renews men and makes them throng the 
bright sideÓ (29). Moral agencies, philanthropies, and schools serve only 
negatively as Òdevices for protection,Ó Patten claims. Furthermore, they 
are not Òexpressions of happiness, security and pleasure in life. At pres-
ent, they actively deprecate the development of men through pleasure as 
the Church does, or they ignore it, depending upon discipline and pen-
alty as does the schoolÓ (28). Patten was by no means adverse to religion, 
education, and culture. His point was that the set of Þxed core values 
these institutions embodied and preached was more or less unattainable 
for the most needy, since Òcivilization is failing through its success, for 
it has created a class too low to be moved by itÓ (66Ð67). According to 
Patten, strenuous physical activity, strong willpower, and vivid intensity 
in life in combination constitute climax, which, in turn, Òform a natu-
ral ladderÓ leading Òto the plane where religion and culture acts.Ó The 
agent for elevation in life spells the Òincrease of its climaxesÓ (61). How-
ever, for the over-worked populace, religion and morality Òdo not act,Ó 
and the only available agents for climax are sports and amusements. In 
his analysis Òsport is the beginning of inspiration, amusements is the 
lower round of regeneration,Ó both activities occupying a place lower on 
the ladder than the desired elevated level of complete development, and 
hence functioning as progressive forces (67). Passionate citizenship re-
sides at Òthe complex end of a series of preparatory climaxes,Ó and in this 
respect the commercialized streets and especially nickel culture play an 
important role as a stepping stone. Patten dismisses the complaints con-
cerning the cheap shows; to his mind, their alleged suggestiveness can 
only, albeit rarely, be found in the ÞlmsÕ intertitles. More importantly, 
he reßects in an aside on spectatorship, Òthe watcher thinks with pur-
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pose, following a story which either has a plot or else holds his attention 
by showing novel scenes of travel among alien peopleÓ (46).

PattenÕs essay was inspired by his experience hiking in the summer. 
Such outings and regeneration in the company of others offer avenues to 
real democracy, he claims. For the toilers, summer camps, Sunday picnics, 
and park dances stimulate variegated impressions and an increasing curve 
of climaxes, forging a link to the underlying ideology of the playground 
movement. Apart from discounting moralizing and disciplinarian tenden-
cies, Patten shares key values with the progressives. He is however openly 
critical of the underlying momentum of capitalism and its merciless engi-
neering of exploitation of the many for the beneÞt of the few in the bru-
tal era of trusts, child labor, and scientiÞc managementÑthe pain econo-
my in his vocabulary. The salient factor in the equation, distancing Patten 
from the garden-variety brand of progressivism, is his cheerful celebra-
tion of street excitements and the nickel culture by and large, not as ends 
in themselves but as rungs on the ladder to higher realms of culture. In 
PattenÕs analysis it takes truly drastic measures to usher in real change for 
the working class, foremost workdays with at least a minimum of built-
in climaxes for the toilers. PattenÕs stances, underpinned by his economic 
theories of consumption and abundance, drew retorts from several promi-
nent social workers. The bone of contention was primarily the value of a 
philanthropic approach to social work and whether social problems like 
unemployment resulted from a lack of moral Þber or had its predominant 
causes in an environment that could be bettered by government action.14

PattenÕs amusement theory was penned at a time after the most in-
tense phase of anti-nickel agitation had petered out. The broad scope of 
his analysis offered a unique contribution to the debate concerning pro-
gressive-era amusements. More than anybody else, Patten provided a so-
cioeconomic context for understanding the magnetic pull nickel culture 
exercised on both toilers and others. PattenÕs discovery of nickel culture 
was no accident. His replication of ÒsaunteringÓ journalistsÕ discover-
ies of nickel shows a few years earlier was part of a program of academic 
intervention and a conviction that economists had to leave the librar-
ies for the streets to Òengage with current economic events.Ó Thus, Òour 
real afÞnity,Ó Patten claimed in a 1909 lecture for his peers, is with Òthe 
journalist, the magazine writer, and the dramatist.Ó In order to be of rel-
evance, Òwe need fresh observations, not Þne arguments; we need clear 
contrast, not the accumulation, arrangement, and restatement of anti-



52

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������A�O�?�=�L�A���B�N�K�I���O�E�J�C���O�E�J�C���=�J�@���J�E�?�G�A�H�K�@�A�K�J���A�N�=���=�I�Q�O�A�I�A�J�P���P�D�A�K�N�U

quated obsolete data.Ó His own Product and Climax, published a couple 
of months later, vividly showed that Òeconomist[s] should work in the 
open and get their inspiration from the struggle and evolution which 
passing events reveal; for where change is there should also the econo-
mist be.Ó His defense of economy as an interventionist, street-smart dis-
cipline and an agent for change summarizes the basic tenor of progres-
sive-era policies, which underpinned much of the writing we will engage 
with in coming chapters. A whole generation of social reformers would 
certainly underwrite his conclusion: ÒWhat we do for college our allies 
can do for the nation. First the economist, then the journalist, and Þnal-
ly the legislator; this is the order of progress and key to success.Ó15

In an article in Survey Lewis E. Palmer brießy commented on PattenÕs 
amusement analysis as an attempt at negotiating a brand of amusement 
with a global following, Þlm culture. The point of departure for LewisÕ 
text is the unprecedented success of the medium, not only on brightly 
lit streets in the U.S. Films like Escape from Sing Sing has shaped a brand 
of global spectatorship, as it were, a point invoked by a montage of far-
ßung vistas featuring Òexiled lepers of MolokaiÓ on remote islands in the 
PaciÞc Ocean symbolically connected in celluloid appreciation with Òex-
cited EskimosÓ applauding cowboy heroics. Lewis tries to strike a bal-
ance between PattenÕs celebration of street excitements and the criticism 
leveled at Þlm culture by members of the clergy and social workers as 
extremes, with the middle-ground efforts to transform the medium evi-
denced by the industryÕs support of the National Board of Film Censors. 
Lewis underwrites PattenÕs position that physical sports offer the ideal 
corrective for the indoor worker, and he simultaneously endorses the 
playground movementÕs analysis that the number of playgrounds and 
parks is insufÞcient; Lewis, too, therefore considers the commercialized 
street offerings a Òtemporary substitute.Ó For the future, he hopes the 
cities will provide Òwholesome outdoor amusement and [that] the mov-
ing picture show will become in reality the ÔpeopleÕs theater.Õ Ó16 PattenÕs 
dictum, formulated in numerous texts, resonated in the Chicago reform 
efforts in 1907. One of the leading reform Þgures noted apropos the Hull 
House initiative to open a counter-nickelodeon that Ò[i]t is gratifying to 
know of these efforts along the lines of Dr. PattenÕs suggestion, that to 
release virtues is better than to suppress vices.Ó17

Simon N. Patten developed his theory in a trajectory connecting ru-
ral recreation to the small town, while Lewis emphasized the mediumÕs 
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global penetration. In D.W. GrifÞthÕs A Corner in Wheat the diegetic ge-
ography is highly complex and the ÞlmÕs key achievement is to devise a 
method for constructing an abstract whole, an economy, from spatially 
separated strands that in turn bear on the global market. This economy 
features small-time farmers, ruthless middlemen, and customers buying 
bread, and the key aspect is the abstract marketplace for trading in com-
modity futures, localized in Chicago.18

The nickel shows and their offerings, from Escape to Sing Sing, with its 
straightforward chase geography, to A Corner in Wheat, with its editori -
al dexterity in abstracting space, provided only an intermediary type of 
entertainment for PattenÕs toilers. PattenÕs theory addressed the institu-
tion in general and not the Þlms. In a book also published in 1909 Rollin 
Lynde HarttÕs discussion of leisure activities focused more on the Þlms 
and their viewing context and spectatorship. In The People at Play Hartt 
dwells on contemporary Þlm culture in a chapter titled ÒThe World in 
Motion.Ó His approach to cinema was comparative, and his observations 
are ventured against the backdrop of dominant culture and thus address 
a medium involved in cultural transactions. HarttÕs text exempliÞes a 
form of burgeoning criticism, but still without analytical tools outside 
the Þeld of dominant culture. Consequently, he weighs in on cinema in 
relation to theater and its ßesh-and-blood interface to audiences, be-
sides invoking painting and literature. From this intermedia perspec-
tive he offers numerous perceptive insights. The Þlm medium, he claims, 
has left behind practices akin to impressionist paintersÕ proclivities and 
the entire realm of works he acerbically labeled ÒNobody in Particular 
Doing Nothing.Ó In lieu of such rambling practices, Þlmmakers have 
turned literary and Òdared to return to the philosophy of the old mas-
ters, all of whom risked Ôstorytelling pictures.Õ Ó Moreover, this new type 
of Þlm has Òcarried out the philosophy to its logical conclusion. Instead 
of catching a mere instantaneous scene in the story, it caught the story 
entire. It became dramatic, not Þguratively, as the painters had done, 
but literally.Ó In a Þrst round, Hartt tells us, the Þlms have Òsummoned 
the Comic MuseÓ and hailed Òthe villains and angelic heroines of melo-
dramaÓ (126). Hartt here echoes the Òcorrelated scenes of melodramat-
ic incidentsÓ Theodore Waters noted apropos Escape from Sing Sing. A 
Corner in Wheat, on the other hand, is dramatic in a Þgurative, allegori-
cal fashion. From the perspective of cinema in 1909, A Corner in Wheat 
comes across as a quintessential effort by an unafraid director risking a 
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storytelling picture with grand scope, irrespective of its small, one-reel 
format, by resorting to abstraction and a narrator system with an im-
plied voice beyond character agency. 

When reßecting on the future of cinema, and, in a sense, features 
avant la lettre, Hartt factors in the Òinevitable unresponsiveness of mus-
lin and ÞlmÓÑthe longstanding debate concerning the nature of Þlm 
representations, given that the material is mediated via machines and 
thrown onto a screen. For many, the dependence on an apparatus obvi-
ated creative treatment and positioned the medium outside the sphere 
of art proper. In addition, the inevitable time shifting brought about by 
the technology due to the lag between the shooting and projecting of 
Þlms introduces a set of rifts bearing on acting in the cinema, resulting 
in a double homelessness for the actors. During the recording the perfor-
mance takes place for the camera only, and when audiences eventually 
experience the acting, the actors are divested from their own bodies and 
no longer there. Hence, at both junctures, actors are unable to physically 
connect or directly engage with audiences. The Þlm actor is doomed to 
execute his or her art severed from the audience. This lack of vitalizing 
contact has often been perceived as a drawback for all parties concerned: 
The actor is not animated by connecting sparks from the audience, while 
audiences are deprived of the physical illusion involving actor and char-
acter and have to be content with images often described as shadows and 
ghosts, projected substitutes for ßesh-and-blood characters. These vicis-
situdes of screen acting were later probed most poignantly in Luigi Pi-
randelloÕs remarkable novel Si gira.19 

So no salvo of applause during a Þrst entrance on screen, writes Hartt, 
and no calls for encores, and no speeches delivered by the Òwigless idolsÓ 
after the showÑthat is out of character. Theatrical audiencesÕ power to 
cancel the illusion by Òripping asunder the continuity of an artistic cre-
ationÓ is not an option in Þlm theaters, even if clueless audience mem-
bers at times try to physically engage with the story world thrown on 
the unresponsive muslin. Meanwhile, theater audiences can quash the 
rationality of the performance by embarking on accepted audience par-
ticipation. ÒAs a matter of pure aesthetics, the biographÕs adorers have 
the better of us here, and that is why they may one day weary of the bio-
graphÓ (146Ð147).

The actors and the Þctional worldÕs immunity during recording and 
projection represented a different type of concern in 1909 prior to the 
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advent of credit sequences and star billing a few years later. When Þlms 
aspired to an artistic form by way of the feature format, famous players, 
and literary material with more or less canonical pedigree, the medium 
developed scores of strategies for navigating the hypothetical drawbacks 
and differences identiÞed by Hartt. To be sure, the wigless idols gave no 
speeches, but at times they stepped out from the story and engaged the 
audience by addressing the camera, especially in the Þrst seasons of fea-
ture production. 

The education of the eye, mentioned in passing by Patten, bolster the 
changes in cinematic storytelling discussed by Hartt. The year 1909 was 
a critical juncture, inspiring a diverse range of writers to negotiate cin-
ema in relation to metropolitan visuality. Perceptual vicissitudes were 
addressed head-on in a 1909 editorial published in the New York Evening 
Post. It outlined the predicaments of modern sightseeing as a form of per-
ceptual frenzy, a gulping down of sights, indicative of the age.20 This fa-
cetious attempt to appraise a readily identiÞable condition of modernity 
fuels the Evening PostÕs editorial intervention in its focus on sightseeing, 
but without making the obvious connection to cinema or the yellow 
pressÕ shock aesthetics. For the touristic gaze, the editorial in the Evening 
Post informs us, one impression after the other is briskly wiped from the 
retina to be replaced by yet another sight, be it a cathedral, engineering 
feat, or a cascade rushing by. In the process the mind is bracketed, as it 
were, and Òless and less an adjunct of the vision.Ó Mindful contempla-
tion vanishes from the ocular scene and gives way to Òan almost feverish 
craving after the sight for the sightÕs sake.Ó This new mode, readers were 
told, Òinduces the rather doubtful advantage of speed.Ó Henry M. Hyde, 
in an 1910 article entitled ÒMost Men Are Blind,Ó comes up with the 
critical metaphor that hovered over the editorial on sightseeing without 
emerging. Hyde writes:

Under modern conditions, most of us look at so many things in the course 

of the day that we have no time to really see anything. Rushing about in 

automobiles, street cars, elevated trains we turn the whole world into a 

moving picture show. We come home at night with a lot of blurred impres-

sions and a pair of very tired optic nerves.21

According to HydeÕs appraisal, the rush of urban impressions over-
whelms the perceptual apparatus. Denied time for contemplation, im-
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pressions blur and strain our optic nerves. We look at many things but 
do not see. The look is here associated with quick glances on the ßy, 
while seeing represents a contemplative mode of vision affording the 
mind time enough to absorb the impressions. The look is the result of 
modes of vision associated with urban transportation, an analysis close-
ly aligned with SchivelbuschÕs account of railway journeys. For Hyde, 
panoramic vision from inside vehicles transformed the world to a mov-
ing-picture show. Such shows were predicated on variety across multi-
ple genres, while the individual Þlms sported more and more shots per 
reel. As evidenced by the trade-paper discourse, critics voiced misgivings 
about an overly brisk pace of editing in the early 1910s. Dr. StocktonÕs 
famous empirical survey of the number of shots per reel in The Moving 
Picture WorldÑhe covered seventeen ÞlmsÑfuelled one of the Þrst de-
bates on the reception of Þlm style. Given this cinematic velocity, Epes 
Winthrop Sargent concludes apropos StocktonÕs material: ÒActing is 
not possible. Clarity of story is not possible. Unfolding of plot is not 
possible.Ó22

HydeÕs succinct reßection programmatically highlights a basic tenet 
of the discourse we will engage with throughout this study. Fittingly, 
his adage is taken from a newspaper column. In the next chapter we will 
show how cinema emerged as a cultural form and reading frame. For 
this purpose, we will analyze the pressÕ engagement with moving-pic-
ture culture from the debut of the Vitascope in 1896 to GrifÞthÕs monu-
mental screen epics of the mid-1910s.
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ÒHe who is without a newspaper 

is cut off from his species.Ó1

news organizations regard  themselves as eyewitnesses, nonpar-
tisan, unbiased chroniclers positioned virtually on the cusp of unfolding 
events. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries this perception grad-
ually gained currency as newspapers came to be regarded as being in a 
pact with modernity at large as brisk disseminators of information col-
lected from an ever-broader Þeld and mediated to the news desks with 
unprecedented dispatch. In this regard, newspapers turned into virtually 
panoptic machines capable of seeing everything.

On January 10, 1915, the Los Angeles Times published a Sunday issue 
consisting of 466 columns of advertising and 389 of text, which shows 
the paramount importance of the former for a mass-market-driven con-
sumer society.2 As the paper explained, looking back at the challenge 
of publishing the worldÕs most extensive newspaper that particular day, 
distance was annihilated for the reader, as all four corners of the world 
were pulled together and served on the breakfast tray. The press, repre-
sented here by the Los Angeles Times, thus harbored global ambitions by 
delivering news with a cosmopolitan touch for its local readership. 

This appreciation of the pressÕ resourcefulness in scooping up infor-
mation and its prowess in serving the world on a daily basis as news was 
recurrently debated and self-consciously reßected upon in the columns. 
In numerous prophecies of the future state of affairsÑoften looking a 



58

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������J�A�S�O�L�N�E�J�P���=�J�@���J�E�P�N�=�P�A�
���?�K�H�Q�I�J�O���=�J�@���?�N�E�P�E�?�O

century aheadÑjournalists took time to speculate on postmodern condi-
tions for reading in general. In 1909, a crucial year as previously noted, 
an unsigned piece in the Los Angeles Times proclaimed that 2009 would 
be a Òtabloid era,Ó anticipating that a novel with more than 300 words 
would stand little chance of Þnding a readership. Ideally, one should be 
able to read a novel in its entirety during an airship ßight from Los 
 Angeles to San Francisco. Tom Wolfe, John Irving, and others have not 
taken notice, or rather, contemporary air transportation is much slower 
than anticipated in 1909 and novels are still of appropriate length for air 
travel, albeit intercontinental rather than local. It was further self-con-
sciously prophesied that the historians of 2009 would bypass the writ-
ings of the historians of 1909. The prime source for anthropological 
 insights regarding everyday life in 1909 will instead be the pressÑgiven 
archival efforts for preserving newsprint.3 In 1909 Atlantic Monthly 
 expressed a similar conviction in a piece on newspapers as historical sourc-
es penned by John Ford Rhodes, an article that stirred up editorial com-
ments in numerous newspapers.4 W. Stephen Bush, in Moving Picture 
World, directed future historians to celluloid sources instead, thus claim-
ing reel renderings more real and revealing than material remnants: ÒIf 
the future historian, whose duty it shall be to describe the manners, 
 customs and ways of living of the plain American people, has about six 
well-selected Selig Þlms, his task will be an easy one. No need of excavat-
ing the suburbs of Chicago or digging into the ruins of Indianapolis or 
Omaha or Des Moines.Ó5 Here, material history is abandoned for an un-
derstanding of the past and its everyday life in anthropological terms on 
the basis of information Þxed on celluloid. In this spirit, the Chicago 
Historical Society put a Þlm shot at the Chicago & Northwestern station 
by Essanay in a glass jar together with full documentation concerning 
the provenance; the time capsule was to be opened in 1936. In an opti-
mistic belief stretching even farther into the future, archivists hoped that 
Òby the magic of science the people of 2011 will be able almost literally 
to turn back the hand of time and view Chicago and Chicagoans as they 
lived and moved in 1911.Ó6 What happened to the jar remains a mystery, 
which hopefully will be resolved by 2011. 

The appreciation of both the screenÕs and the pressÕ historiographic 
wherewithal in accounting for the neural ßow of world affairs was far 
from novel around 1910. BushÕs contention echoes an enthusiastic mus-
ing by Edison from 1895 which speculated about the impact of combin-
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ing the kinetoscope with the phonograph: ÒWhat a way to write history. 
[É] How much more effectively one could convey to future generations 
an idea of the President than word and writing could. In fact, written 
words would cease to have their historical importance,Ó which, in turn, 
relayed the glowing appreciation of future media constellations based on 
his previous predictions.7 In 1895 Edison also proclaimed that the news-
papers of the future would be delivered by phonographsÑÒthe eyesight 
of people was becoming poorer, the time of busy people was becoming 
more and more occupied, and many of the newspapers were now so large 
that it was impossible to read them through.Ó8

Before the era of moving pictures, newspapers were perceived by some 
commentators as panoptic machines laying out daily gridsÑor nerve Þ-
bersÑbetween the local and global. The prominent Reverend Thomas 
De Witt Talmage of the Brooklyn Tabernacle pondered a couple of Bible 
passages along such lines. The Reverend ventured a media-savvy reading 
of a couple of verses from Ezekiel 10 which were riveted to vision and 
sight: 

9 Then I looked, and behold, four wheels beside the cherubim, one wheel 

beside each cherub; and the appearance of the wheels was like the gleam 

of a Tharshish stone. 10 As for their appearance, all four of them had the 

same likeness, as if one wheel were within another wheel. 11 When they 

moved, they went in any of their four directions without turning as they 

went; but they followed in the direction which they faced, without turn-

ing as they went. 12 Their whole body, their backs, their hands, their wings 

and the wheels were full of eyes all around, the wheels belonging to all four 

of them.9 

The passage calls, of course, for hermeneutics, and the reverend suggest-
ed the following interpretation via an analogy. The many wheels of the 
press are replete with optic nerves from axis to periphery and constantly 
on the alert for the purpose of monitoring the whirling wheels of reality. 
They watch up-close and afar, notice matters big and small, and observe 
in all directions. The press is therefore the prime democratic institution, 
particularly for the illiterate masses deprived of the resources at public 
libraries, an insight that evoked the lords of the yellow press and their 
visual reporting, not least in New York City. A generation later, Þlm 
reformers inside the industry and out deÞned cinemaÕs true mission as 
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cultural education for the masses due to the pleasure incurred by lessons 
steeped in a universally readable visual vernacular.

In a circumspect essay discussing the relationships between cinema 
and newspapers Paul S. Moore proposes maps and menus as productive 
metaphors for the ways papers cover the ground or serve up the city ˆ 
la carte within the framework of modernityÕs new consumerist geogra-
phy. The changing face of journalism, its new types of columns, its larger 
scope of interest for metropolitan occurrences, its shrewd tactics in at-
tracting advertising clients, all this marked a time when the readership 
had become more diverse, not least in the big cities due to immigra-
tion. In describing the role of the metropolitan press, Moore relies on 
Gunther BarthÕs analysis of metropolitan newspapers as a prime agent 
for integrating the Òdivided space of cities segregated by class, ethnicity, 
race, and male privilege.Ó10 In the process, Barth claims, newspapers en-
gender a form of common identity for city people straddling spatial di-
visions bearing on class, etc., by offering a common placeless space, be 
it a map or menu. Mass readership is thus a prerequisite for turning city 
people into consumers in a society fueled by advertising. Moore sub-
scribes to BarthÕs assumption that the modern press offers a language 
for communication across divides, at the same time voicing reservations 
concerning the Òassumption of awareness and perceptionÓ of such pro-
cesses. Still, one might add, this posited common identity did not always 
translate smoothly into integrative practices straddling differences. Seg-
regated seating in metropolitan theaters, which we will return to, made 
differences blatantly obvious.

Daily print media offers a fertile ground for negotiating the every-
day fabric of reality in the many genres of writing that emanate from 
the desks in newspaper buildings. Hardly any aspect of life, least of all 
the impact of moving images, was left uncommented upon by journal-
ists in an era of rapid newspaper expansion predicated on adding visual 
material to wordage and favoring the spectacular aspects of reality by 
accounts from ßaneurian or globetrotting eyewitnesses. Newsprint had 
its roots in pre-modern soil, irrespective of attempts at branching out, 
but when the Chicago Herald began producing a weekly newsreel, the 
city itself turned star, its trappingsÑÒskyscrapers, parks, railroads, and 
homesÓÑstage properties, and the residents turned extras Òto be used in 
the thousands of comedies and tragedies to be plucked from real life by 
the camera man.Ó11 Such alliances and exchanges between media ushered 
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in a wider conceptualization of news and coalitions between newsprint 
and newsreels. 

Monitoring the world and the local city space are hardly innocent 
mediations. Newspapers are therefore agents acting on the local ur-
ban fabric by framing an ever-changing metropolitan sceneÑor, to pick 
up MooreÕs metaphors, newspapers offer an atlas-like rendering of the 
world from the perspective of the local, or an eclectic menu incorpo-
rating multiple cuisines. As businesses making revenue from advertis-
ing, newspapers had a vested interest in turning all commercial ventures 
into clients. Two of the primary machines of modernity, automobiles 
and moving pictures, for example, were gradually awarded increasing 
amounts of newspaper space and soon incorporated into sections awash 
with advertisements, to the beneÞt of all parties.

As a legend for upcoming chapters, the intricate dynamics between 
the press and the imprints in the city fabric left by the burgeoning realm 
of moving images can be slotted into a series of palimpsest-like move-
ments. By boiling down and compartmentalizing the complex interac-
tion between two prime agents of modernityÑprinterÕs ink and nitrate 
ÞlmÑone doubtless dilutes the colorful media exchange during a period 
ranging from the mid-1890s up to the threshold of the classical era in 
the mid-1910s. The last of these heuristic stages, discernible from early 
1914, propelled Þlm cultureÑhoused in Þlm palaces regularly advertis-
ing programs predominantly built around serial Þlms and featuresÑinto 
the respectability of standing press columns, daily and weekly, parallel 
to the emergence of sprightly fan magazines and trade sheets more sober 
in tone. In the mid-1910s cinema was on the threshold of the dominant 
culture. A Þlm magazine could thus report that the School of Journalism 
at Columbia University assigned topical Þlms Òas a permanent means of 
instructing the students in reporting actual events Þrst hand.Ó Accord-
ing to the headline, journalism was Òtaught by the movies.Ó This con-
trolled environment functioned as a remedy, since instructors now could 
Òcheck up the studentsÕ stories.Ó12

Like the Þlm medium, the newspaper industry underwent momentous 
changes around the turn of the century, not only editorially and in terms 
of layout, but also as the result of improved printing technologies, novel 
methods for turning both rags and pulp into paper, the telegraphic and 
telephonic relaying of news via press bureaus, and the attempts to regu-
late the advertisement market. Thus, the page looked distinctly different 
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in 1915 than it did in 1896.13 The Postal Act of 1912 made it mandatory 
for publications to clearly differentiate between editorial matter and ad-
vertisements in order to obtain the lower postage rate for second-class 
mail. In 1913 the establishment of the Audit Bureau of Circulation forced 
publishers to disclose accurate circulation Þgures, which previously were 
often doctored in order to overcharge advertisers impressed by big num-
bers. These measures resulted from longstanding complaints concerning 
unclean methods in procuring ads together with advertisersÕ attempts to 
inßuence editorial policies; this was fueled by some papersÕ willingness to 
offer editorial write-ups in exchange for hefty advertising accounts. 

When the press, once foremost an unfettered medium for publicly 
voicing political opinions on the editorial page, turned news into its pre-
mium focus and simultaneously broadened the scope to groups of read-
ers previously not catered to by publishersÑwomen, mechanics, and im-
migrants, to put it simplyÑthe market moved away from a select read-
ership to a mass market, which, in turn, made the papers totally depen-
dent on advertising, not least from department stores.14 Consumerism 
was embodied mainly by women, the most frequent patrons of its high 
temple, the department store, so the newspapersÕ increasing dependence 
on department store ads for their revenue necessitated an address which 
was on the whole attractive to female readers. The nickelodeonsÕ variety 
programs emerged as department stores for popular amusementsÑof-
fering cheap, unpretentious, and easy accessible visual excitement with 
broad audience appeal, explicitly wooing female patrons in a pitch for at 
least a modicum of gentility.

The overall turn to a mass readership was most conspicuous in New 
York City. Building up wide circulation necessitated a low price, often 
a penny, a gospel preached by Adolph Ochs when he took over the New 
York Times and immediately moved his paper into the penny league. By 
slashing the price, Ochs distanced his paper from the Sun, which cost 
two pennies, and the Herald at three, a move that paid off in greater cir-
culation for the Times a few years down the road. Journalism historians 
generally concur that the New York Herald and James Gordon Bennett 
pioneered the emphasis on news in a broader fashion, while the writing 
style in the Sun under Charles A. Dana Òbecame the standard and crite-
rion; the old, stilted, highfalutin style retreated to the country and the 
frontier,Ó writes Will Irwin. 15 The stage was thus set in 1896 for lively re-
porting of moving pictures as a theatrical news item and even more soÑ
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but from a different perspectiveÑwhen the papers and ßaneur reporters 
discovered the nickel culture after 1905.

The transformation of the American press scene around the turn of 
the century reßected an expanded base of prospective readers for which 
low-priced sensationalist tabloids served as a cultural gateway, particu-
larly for those only semi-ßuent in English. Daniel F. Kellogg put the ob-
servation more bluntly: ÒThe aim is no longer to produce literature at 
all, but to produce cheap reading-matter meant to be read, apparently, 
by cheap people.Ó Moreover, in his discouraged opinion Ò[n]ews matter 
and editorials are set forth chießy as the dress and allurement of adver-
tising matter. The newspaper is most successful now that has the most 
advertising. [É] [T]he advertising department now controls the news-
papers of our country.Ó16

A vivid visual style combined with inventive illustrationsÑphoto-
graphs profusely amalgamated with diagrams and charts, albeit with a 
highly sensationalist veneer; circulation wars ran rampant in New York 
City in particularÑarguably revolutionized the press. The resulting tab-
loid era and the most successful papersÕ increasingly yellow mode of ad-
dress, foremost in the New York World, exerted pressure on all papers, to 
either hold on to traditional methods of layout and styles of reporting 
or implement changes in order to compete with the low-price sheets and 
their sensationalist clamor. In the process new sections emerged, par-
ticularly in the evening papersÕ Saturday editions and the morning pa-
persÕ Sunday editions, featuring sports, automobiles, fashion, popular 
accounts of science, and eventually moving pictures.

Will IrwinÕs groundbreaking 1911 series of articles on the American 
press scene, published in CollierÕs, provided in-depth analysis of and a crit-
ical perspective on these processes, though in a style far removed from 
the muckraking crusades so prevalent in magazines during the period 
under consideration. Perhaps the most perceptive and innovative aspect 
of IrwinÕs installments is his comprehensive discussion of the complex 
transformation of the press to a predominant focus on news, a ßuid con-
cept whose contours Irwin attempts to outline in an installment replete 
with poignant observations. The slippery nature of the mechanisms for 
turning events into news and bestowing news status upon the seemingly 
commonplace are still with us in the information era, when ÒfactsÓ and 
fabrications in intricate patterns of ÒnewsworthynessÓ blend with enter-
tainment, gossip, and investigative reporting. 
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IrwinÕs text was grounded in meticulous research. Although there was 
precious little scholarship for him to draw upon, he convincingly docu-
ments the historical processes and their trajectories and the unscrupu-
lous methods used by some papers to attract advertisers and readers. 
The most ßagrant tactics he singled out concern the theatrical advertis-
ing in HearstÕs New York Evening Journal in the years around 1910. Irwin 
shows in detail that certain theaters buying a full- or half-page ad were 
rewarded with editorial write-ups or featured articles on their produc-
tions within a framework discounting critique proper for ÒconstructiveÓ 
criticism.17 IrwinÕs critical stance can be characterized as a form of auteur 
theory; the papers under discussion invariably seem to reßect the per-
sonality of their respective publisher and his structural ideas and news 
style, from Bennett and Dana to Pulitzer, Hearst, and Ochs.

The press scene in New York City changed drastically in the mid-
1890s when Hearst took over the New York Evening Journal and Adolph 
Ochs acquired the New York Times. Michael Scudson makes a useful dis-
tinction, contrasting on the one hand the action journalism of Pulit-
zerÕs New York World (acquired in 1882) moving from one crusade to the 
nextÑa mode at the heart of the yellow press and bolstering the Hearst 
papers as well, especially the New York Evening JournalÑand on the other 
what he calls Òjournalism as information.Ó The latter is ScudsonÕs ban-
ner for a standard embodied by the New York Times during Adolph OchsÕ 
stewardship. ScudsonÕs analysis of the New York Times is underwritten 
by the contemporary assessment of Will Irwin from his CollierÕs series: 
Ò[T]he nearest of any newspaper to presenting a truthful picture of life 
in New York and the world at large.Ó18 When all the other big dailies in 
New York City began publishing synopses for serial Þlms, it is perhaps 
telling that the New York Times shied away from a genre pioneered by the 
Chicago Tribune for The Adventures of Kathlyn (Selig, 1913Ð14), which was 
picked up in New York by the Sun and in Los Angeles by the Times.

Journalistic practices turned the key concepts touched upon hereÑ
facts, news, information, literature, opinions, and crusadesÑinto opera-
tional genres for progressively more diverse readerships, and Þlm ma-
terial in various forms impinged upon all those categories over time. A 
ßaneurian style of news reporting, hovering somewhere between liter-
ary modes and factual chronicling, gained prominence in the process. 
Stephen CraneÕs journalism is a case in point, which focused on street 
life in New York City in tandem with his work as short-story writer and 
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novelist. Crane did not address the nickelodeon culture for obvious rea-
sons, given the timeframe of his writing prior to his premature death 
in 1900, though he did note the phenomenon of moving images.19 The 
genre Crane and a whole generation of would-be authors developed in 
the columnsÑfor instance his colleague Abraham Cahan, though with a 
distinct ethnic inßectionÑemerged as a form of metropolitan portrai-
ture, often highly speciÞc in its take on situations and protagonists com-
prising the dramas of the street. This mode of journalism coalesced into 
what Lennard Davis and Michael Robertson have Þttingly categorized 
as a fact-Þction discourse. Its leading champion among editors was Lin-
coln Steffens at the Commercial Advertiser.20 Steffens actively recruited 
journalists like Crane and Cahan, Òfresh, young, enthusiastic writers 
who would see and make others see the life of the city. This meant indi-
vidual styles, and old newspaper men wrote in the style of their paper, 
the Sun men in the Sun style, Post men in the Godkin manner.Ó21 If the 
Post was all about facts, delivered without intervening Þngerprints from 
reporters, SteffensÕ crew, recruited from Eastern colleges, adopted more 
of a hands-on approach, ÒbeneÞt[ting] from the experience of city life 
as a spectacle, and they contributed to it. They provided their readers a 
running account of the marvels and mysteries of urban life.Ó22 

In the following chapters we will regularly return to one writer match-
ing Lincoln SteffensÕ ideal for writing up the excitements of modernityÕs 
city life: Harry C. Carr of the Los Angeles Times. His brand of chronicling 
Los Angeles street life had its predecessor in a column from the pre-nick-
el period signed The Saunterer. An analysis of its authorÕs manner of 
writing about the city at a critical juncture in Los AngelesÕ development 
away from the sleepy garden days steeped in lingering mission culture to 
a lively metropolis identiÞes all the genre elements indicative of the 
 latter era of city portraiture. As a series of transitions, the SauntererÕs 
writing was engrossed by the tribulations of the bustling young city 
boosted in the columns of the Los Angeles Times. The SauntererÕs conßict-
ed column and her many nostalgic escapades often clamped down on 
young womenÕs new mobility, an issue taking on added urgency when 
the nickelodeons dominated the amusement scene. Already in the late 
1880s, the Saunterer had voiced her concerns when women allegedly 
turned themselves into spectacles in the proximity of places of amuse-
ment, a trafÞc which was regulated decades later when policewomen 
were hired for the job. A closer look at her column reveals the style and 
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content indicative of the peripatetic mode of writing, which discovered the 
nickel shows as both street and screen ventures around 1905. At that 
time, the SauntererÕs puritan engagement had been refashioned into 
ßippant, street-smart detachment ˆ la Carr. 
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Angelina PattiÕs opera concert in 1887 at Mott Hall in downtown Los 
Angeles inspired an early intervention associated with what, in relation 
to Þlm audiences, can be dubbed metaspectatorship. In the Patti case, 
the account penned by ÒThe SauntererÓ in the Los Angeles Times devi-
ates in two aspects from the core depictions later ventured for moving 
pictures and their patrons: The observations do not focus on audience 
members in the act of taking in representations, here an opera concert 
rather than a Þlm, and the text verbally bypasses the offerings on stage, 
instead portraying members of the audience as they leave Mott Hall. 
 Positioned at the foot of the stairs, the Saunterer arrests the patrons at a 
threshold-like passage leading away from the excitement of the perfor-
mance to the street, and her account zooms in on female audience mem-
bers only. The piece is deÞned as Òa studyÓ of Òthe different faces of the 
ladiesÓ of all ages. Due to the strong Òelectric glare,Ó made-up complex-
ions Òwere easy to discoverÓ; the alleged female artiÞciality turns out to 
be the textÕs critical feature. All generations of women apparently sport 
heavy makeup in Los Angeles, which is particularly unbecoming for 
young women, the Saunterer quips. ÒThe glare of the electric light mag-
niÞed all their foolish art, and made them look like a long line of mov-
ing ghosts.Ó23 The text makes no connection between the stage offerings 
and the lingering impression of the audience as they left. The scrutiniz-
ing observation, which turns the female patrons into an uncanny specta-
cle due to the combination of electric light and makeup, later developed 
into a genre for reporting on early modes of Þlm spectatorship.

Berating women for artiÞce and tampering with natureÕs course reso-
nates with the puritan sensibilities advocated not only in the TimesÕ col-
umns in the aftermath of the rowdy Gold Rush days. Allegorical plea-
sures with a distinct moral, in tandem with the wholesome natural en-
vironment that represented Southern CaliforniaÕs primary draw for the 
burgeoning Þlm industry decades later, offered an antidote to the met-
ropolitan excitements intended to provide superÞcial thrills. Masquer-
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ading behind the ßaneurian signature was the editorÕs wife, Eliza Weth-
erby Otis. Besides her two columns, ÒThe SauntererÓ and ÒSusan Sun-
shine,Ó Mrs. Otis was Òin charge of religion, society, fashion, literature, 
drama, and the ÔwomenÕsÕ section,Ó while the General himself, Harri-
son Gray Otis, more or less edited and penned the rest of the paper in 
the early days.24 The unique atmosphere of Southern California inspired 
an eclectic promotional discourse from the 1870s onwards, perhaps best 
represented by Charles Fletcher Lummis (1859Ð1928). Fittingly, Lum-
mis wrote for the Los Angeles Times initially, later editing his own maga-
zine, In the Land of Sunshine, apart from publishing numerous books.

The SauntererÕs brand of peripatetic journalism chronicled Los An-
gelesÕ rapid transformation from an idyllic small town enveloped in the 
romantic mission culture from the adobe days to a modern cityscape 
Þlled with excitements and opportunities and briskly heralding its fu-
ture mission. The electric streetlights, which added to her impression of 
the women in makeup, were only one aspect of the transformed city. In 
her weekly installments running from late 1884 to mid-1898 Mrs. Otis 
served up small scenes from a cityscape demarcated by Pearl Street and 
the river west to east and the Plaza and Sixth Street north to south in the 
1880s, which however expanded in all directions on her watch. In addi-
tion to impressions from the sidewalks, background color and perspec-
tive were added by views from outlying vistas reached by cable cars and 
streetcars, the latter initially horse-drawn. As the city turned increas-
ingly complex and busy, the Saunterer repeatedly escaped to the coun-
try to indulge in the pastoral coloration and sensory richness that once 
belonged to the old orchard city. In her discourse laments at the loss of 
the old romantic life rub shoulders with the gospel of progress, but the 
downsides and careless mindsets of a sprawling city form part of her 
negotiation of the many-sided changes. Mrs. Otis, for example, clamps 
down on uncleanliness in all forms, stinking butcher shops, Þlthy trash 
collecting, and streets littered with dirt and horse manure. As was the 
case with all ßaneurs, the streets provided the primary scene for observa-
tions and reßections. Mrs. Otis closely monitored the metropolitan de-
velopments and, in addition to calling for clean streets, advocated a sys-
tem of beautiful parks and trees planted along the new or widened lanes 
and avenues in order to preserve the atmosphere previously provided 
by the numerous orchards, which were sacriÞced to meet the expanding 
cityÕs needs. In the process, numerous residences were replaced by busi-
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ness development. Land, she observes, Òbecame too valuable for mere 
residence purposes, owing to its proximity to the business center.Ó25 As 
she puts it, Òthe glory of a city is its streets. Public buildings may be cost-
ly and triumphs of architectural skill; private residences may be modern 
and elegant, and gardens and parks may be attractive and beautiful, but 
if the streets are bad, poorly kept and poorly graded, the reputation of a 
city will suffer.Ó26 In this respect, Los AngelesÕ progress has been Òmet-
ropolitanÓ she concludes, only to chide authorities for a series of eye-
sores. The main artery for the Saunterer was Spring Street, always busy 
and teeming with metropolitan life, and consequently it was here that 
phonograph parlors and arcades were established in the 1890s. Interest-
ingly, the feminine chronicler kept her gender under wraps, and most of 
the cartoons above her column sport men in the classic ßaneur outÞt, 
even if one can Þnd an occasional stray drawing depicting a ßaneuse.

If feminine vanity is scolded on a regular basis, progressive activism 
within the context of the womenÕs clubs is lauded for Òhelping to make 
Los Angeles what she is today, a progressive city with modern tenden-
cies and ever-increasing culture.Ó27 The historical city center around the 
Plaza, with its Latin atmosphere and historical buildings, such as the 
Pico house and the Church of Santa Maria, or Lady Queen of the An-
gels, are beacons of the romantic past and the old mission culture now 
surrounded by the modern cityscape where Òthe cable cars are running 
swiftly along the shining rails.Ó28 Around the time moving pictures de-
buted, the Saunterer recurrently deliberated on Los Angeles as the city of 
the future. In the SauntererÕs negotiation of progressÑfueled by building 
booms and transportation developments bringing in people from the 
MidwestÑromantic impulses blend with a touch of eschatological mo-
dernity. Contemporary splendor is set off against the backdrop of a lost 
romantic vision, but she hears the pulse of the future in the rhythm of 
todayÕs enchantments. The Los Angeles of the future, she prophesizes, 
will retain the paradisical quality of long-gone days and, in her charac-
teristic version of boosterism, Otis proclaims: ÒIt is here that the glory 
of our civilization shall culminate and an empire of progress be estab-
lished.Ó29 Or, as she more soberly phrased it a couple of months earlier: 
ÒThat old life had its charm, but today is grander, and being here has 
inÞnitely broadened. Who would go back to the worldÕs yesterday? To-
day! Today! that is what we would make glorious and out of it we hope 
to carve a future that shall be sublime.Ó30 



69

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������J�A�S�O�L�N�E�J�P���=�J�@���J�E�P�N�=�P�A�
���?�K�H�Q�I�J�O���=�J�@���?�N�E�P�E�?�O

In a reversal of the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny, the Saunterer claims 
that the Òaggressive YankeeÓ never entertained an ambition to push 
Òso far toward the sunset slopes of the continentÓ as Los Angeles. The 
sleeping adobe city therefore long rested content in its comfortable past. 
However, a Ònew race and a new civilization possesses the land, and the 
tide of the empire has ßowed hither from the East.Ó Moreover, in yet 
another vision of the future, in which the Saunterer gauges its advances 
Òstep by step, as art and science and culture, wealth and invention gath-
er their forces here [É] he [sicÑstill masquerading] would like to look 
upon the tomorrow of a quarter of a century hence, for beyond a doubt 
it will witness the culmination of far greater advances than we have yet 
seen, and Þnd here a city beautiful enough to make the conquest of the 
world.Ó31 Little did she suspect that the prime vehicle for this conquest 
would be motion pictures, which she paid no heed in her columns in 
her last few years as the Saunterer. Her negotiation of a cityscape trans-
formed by modernity looked elsewhere for agents of progress.

The romantic impulses from the Edenic days of the past and the 
transformations wrought by speculation and industrial developments 
coalesced into discursive frames for describing the inßux of Þlm compa-
nies to the area in the early 1910s. Prior to reporting on local Þlm pro-
duction, the audience criticism pioneered by the Saunterer in her text 
from Mott Hall turned into a Þxture in accounts of the threshold be-
tween street excitements and nickel shows, primarily on Main Street. 
The TimesÕ particular blend of puritan boosterism and open-shop advo-
cacy together with HearstÕs populism, the RecordÕs working-class proÞle, 
and EarlÕs papersÕ progressive inclinations thus provide prime sources 
for the coming chapters.
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Obviously, in the Þrst stage of reporting after Vitascope debuted on the 
vaudeville circuit in April 1896, the new phenomenon of projected mov-
ing images commanded attention per se as a regular news itemÑand yet 
another spectacular technical marvel to reßect upon. This Edisonian dis-
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course, to wit, linearized the phenomenon of projected moving images 
within a series of inventions and wondrous technical novelties indicative 
of modernity. An era which, in the shorthand of popular discourse and 
imagination, was embodied by Edison and the steady ßow of marvelous 
products emanating from his laboratory, some of them however only 
repackaged, upgraded, and branded by his staff, like the Vitascope. The 
wizard himself was an unrivaled master in appropriating gadgets of the 
future and marketing them well in advance of their technical practica-
bility. In this sense, Edison was a true visionary, or an early incarnation 
of the press agent. In several respects the press attention devoted to the 
kinetoscope and LathamÕs projecting panopticon, which has been partly 
documented by Terry Ramsaye, functioned as a journalistic genre pilot 
in relation to the subsequent press coverage of the VitascopeÕs debut.32

In Los Angeles, the Vitascope was introduced on the Orpheum bill on 
July 6, 1896, for a two-week turn in; Edwin S. Porter, the legend to be, was 
one of the machine operators.33 After the VitascopeÕs success at the Or-
pheum, Thomas L. Tally purchased the machine and turned projected Þlm 
images into a regular Þxture at his TallyÕs Phonograph Parlor located at 311 
South Spring Street.34 When the Vitascope Þlms opened as an attraction 
at the Orpheum in July 1896, the press release expounded on the technol-
ogy by relating it to a familiar Edison machine, the kinetoscope:

The Vitascope is EdisonÕs latest and most shining triumph. It is a miracle 

of human ingenuity in the realm of electricity and photography. It is on 

the same order as the kinetoscope, with the difference that in the kineto-

scope one person at a time peeps into a hole and sees a tiny moving pic-

ture, while in the Vitascope the picture is thrown upon a screen, and shines 

forth of more than life-size, so that the entire audience can see the spec-

tacle at once. 

A string of different types of Þlms made up the bill:

The things shown by the Vitascope are of many different kinds. A bit of 

Broadway in New York is very striking. The audience can see the swarms 

of people hurrying along, the jostle of the horses, carriages, trucks etc. in 

the street, all moving and changing, and so real one almost expects to hear 

the street noises. A snowstorm, a skirt dance, and a sea beach scene are 

some of the things shown. The life-like reality of the pictures is said to be 
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startling. In San Francisco and elsewhere, one of the most popular scenes 

was a reproduction of the famous bit of acting in which May Irvin [Irwin] 

is kissed by John C. Rush [Rice]. The changing expression of their faces, 

their graceful movements, the play of hand and lip and eye, are said to be 

faultlessly reproduced.35

The promotional release from the Orpheum in July singles out the ma-
chinery, while the brand name further endorses the premium value of 
the attraction by linking it to the well-established wizardry associated 
with Edison. That the Vitascope was primarily the result of the ingenu-
ity of others and acquired by Raff & Gammon with EdisonÕs name as a 
selling point seemed to be of no consequence. 

The text underscored the machineÕs capacity to capture modern life: 
The lively busyness in the frame, the hectic pace of city life and its frantic 
trafÞc, and the variety of items on display were presented in a theatrical 
context instead of the individual viewing afforded by the kinetoscope. 
Single-shot Þlms were soon to be captured with cameras mounted on 
various means of transportation in order to achieve a panoramic effect, 
a continuing expansion of landscape or cityscape visually shaped by this 
alliance between camera and a moving vehicle. The impression elicited, 
that of imaginary travel, became a lasting genre, called phantom rides. 
While enlarged later to a multi-shot format, they still predominantly fa-
vored extended shots to capture a panoramic frame of experience. Such 
Þlms were popular well into the 1910s and for some seemingly had a 
dreamlike, almost hypnotic quality, with ingenious editing showing off 
scenic travel routes and spectacular vistas.36 

The Los Angeles Herald also offered its readers an outline of the miracu-
lous Vitascope based on the same press release from the Orpheum, again 
underscoring the variety aspect of the bill: ÒOn a huge white curtain 
one can see the dash of ocean billows [this Þlm was shot by Robert Paul 
in England] or watch the endless procession of a New York street pass 
by or see a skirt dancer go through her graceful evolutions, all with so 
much reality it is hard to believe one sees only a shadow and not the sub-
stance.Ó The multiplicity of topics here suggests an all but haptic sense 
of reality, while the mode of projection and the effect of reality achieved 
is elaborated upon in detail: ÒThe theater will be darkened. Suddenly a 
piece of Broadway in New York at the busiest hour will be ßashed out 
upon the white curtain. The audience can see the hurrying throng of 
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people, the jam of carts, trucks, carriages, horses and all perfect and real 
life, except that one cannot hear the noises of the street.Ó37 The ad for 
the Orpheum show emphasized the Òlife-sizeÓ photographs, the natural 
movements, and the life-like quality of the displayÑVitascope was thus 
no misnomer for a show priced at 10, 25, or 50 cents. 

In Los Angeles as elsewhere, the Vitascope was marketed as a theatri-
cal attraction whose realistic and uncanny play in the gray area between 
shadow and substance was perceived as mediationÑin lieu of a live at-
tractionÑonly due to its hardly perceptible lack of substance. Numerous 
commentators singled out sound as the only missing component in the 
face of movement and colorÑnot that all Vitascope Þlms were colored. 
The Vitascope Òshows life and color, with speech and the noise of move-
ment the only thing missing,Ó an impression from New York echoed in 
Los Angeles.38 

EdisonÕs invention, the Vitascope, the wonderful mechanism which pro-

jects upon a white drop curtain bits of real life, in their natural size, in their 

own colors, and moving and changing continually so that the spectator 

seems to see reality and not a shadow.39 

Besides placing the effect within the framework of modernity, gauged by 
its rapidity, the brunt of the review was devoted to the Rice-Irwin Þlm 
kiss in the HeraldÕs enthusiastic account:

Only its productions are seen, and these, were it not for the rapid age in 

which we live, would be rightly termed marvelous. Thrown on a screen, 

in life-size Þgures, one sees Anna Belle [Annabelle Moore] in the sun, ser-

pentine and butterßy dances; the Venezuela imbroglio, in which Uncle 

Sam comes out the winner; Herald square, New York, with its mighty 

trafÞc, its elevated trains rushing by, its cable cars, its horse-drawn drays, 

and the surging throng of men and womenÑevery movement natural as 

in actuality; Cissy FitzsimmonÕs dance, in which she shows a bewildering 

amount of Þne muslin and hosiery and ßying, dainty and shapely feet; and 

lastly, the famous May Irwin and John Rice kiss. Well, the latter could be 

described, but space forbids. It is immense. Let this general term sufÞce. 

One sees it, and one is almost inclined to blush for the participants. One 

sees the jolly MayÕs lips move as her face is nestled against that of John, 

and one almost hears her speak. Suddenly John Rice prepares for the kiss 
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properÑand such a kiss it proves to be! Well, the gloriÞed and perfected 

kinetoscope, named the vitascope, is a big thing.40

The review situates the technologically mediated spectacle as pure dis-
play cut off from the invisible machinery by its paradoxical mode of pre-
sentation, given that the machine was the advertised attraction. The sev-
ering induces an effect of quasi-independence between Þlms and ma-
chine. The overall effect imparted by the moving images was heralded as 
a product of the age, primarily characterized in terms of speed. The in-
cessantly changing street scenes brimming with activity and busy trafÞc 
evidenced the varied character of the program, while the uncontrolled 
ßow of movement and the multitude of bodies in the frame offered a 
contrast to the regulated dancers in some of the scenes. The female bod-
ies, highly eroticized in a display of underwear and body parts, bewil-
dered the reviewer, which led up to the troubling, let alone indescrib-
able, but still elaborated, intimacy of the Rice-Irwin kiss. Overall, the 
nature of gazing combined with the nature of the displayÑhidden and 
thus mysterious in its source-less suppression and thus coming to the 
fore as ÒrealityÓ minus soundÑoffers the most food for thought. 

The Los Angeles Express singled out the Òlifelike view of the wavesÓ for 
particular praise as the Òmost wonderfulÓ of the six Þlms displayed dur-
ing the second week. In comments on the Þlms the shifting patterns of 
movement and speed in the frames provide focal points for the descrip-
tion. The machine is succinctly characterized as a Òkinetoscope on a he-
roic scale throwing upon a screen on the stage by means of electricity a 
multiplicity of photographs in such quick succession that they portray 
every motion of real life most truthfully.Ó In focusing on a street scene in 
New York City, a Òwagon drawn by two horses is coming along leisure-
ly. Then appears an electric car going in the same direction, which soon 
overtakes the wagon and then disappears from view. From the opposite 
direction comes another trolley car and speeds on its way, while people 
afoot are walking on the sidewalks and crossing the street.Ó41 The con-
densed, but detailed, description of the multiple layers of movement in 
the frame is centered on the horse-drawn wagon. Its slow and regulated 
speed and movement in the frame ground faster vehicles coming and go-
ing in different directions so rapidly that they either disappear from or 
enter the frame at a late point in the shot. The pedestrians offer a mere 
afterthought for even slower parallel movement across the street. The 
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streetcars are by no means behemoth forces here, but represent the up-
per echelon of speed in the gamut delineated in the description, ranging 
from electrical locomotion to animal and then human.

The change, shifts, and transformations alluded to also capture salient 
qualities of the vaudeville Òmachine,Ó especially the continuous versionÕs 
regulated turns. The reviewer at the Los Angeles Herald ventured a reßec-
tive take on the ÒnatureÓ of vaudeville and considered its success an in-
dex of the restlessness of the era, with new appliances in store for the 
immediate future. A conception of modernity as a never-ending succes-
sion of upgrades, improvements, and progress reinforced the reception 
of the Vitascope, which was placed within a series of technical marvels 
as a perfection of the kinetoscope Òon a heroic scale,Ó promising increas-
ingly global forms of reproduction in addition to scores of other gadgets 
outside the realm of capturing reality.

It must be obvious that the clue to the whole thing lies in the nervousness 

and desire for change that is characteristic of nineteenth century mankind. 

Sitting in a theater for three hours at a stretch, looking at the same faces, 

hearing the same voices and waiting for the denouement of a play, is apt to 

become monotonous to most people. They prefer a constant change, both 

of actors and acts, and this they get in a theater where vaudeville is pre-

sented. After a while we will not go to the theater at all. We will stay qui-

etly at home or go to the club or visit the houses of our friends, and by aid 

of electrical appliances we will be enabled to enjoy as much or as little of a 

performance as we desire.42 

A novelty like the Vitascope found its place on the vaudeville bills as one 
attraction among a string of others, and was therefore partly modeled on 
the spectatorial interface elicited by the vaudeville format and orches-
trated as a series of continuous attractions, though without entertaining 
any ambitions of building a coherent program structure. Instead, each 
act had its own logic, rhythm, and tempo, and the shifts between turns 
were often breathtaking. Differences, changes, and clashes between at-
tractions were tailored to effect, if not outright shocks, at least jolts pro-
duced by a brisk shifting of gears, backgrounds, and modes of atten-
tion. The audience was treated to a mental roller-coaster ride, as it were. 
Overall, the popular branch of the turn-of-the-century aesthetics aimed 
at inducing astonishment, with fast-paced action prompting instant re-
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actions from the audience. Buildup had no place here; slow-paced psy-
chology belonged to the legitimate theater and long-gone days, as con-
temporary critics opined. Variety was the crucial billing ideal that trick-
led down to the attractionsÕ micro-level besides permeating the mix of 
genres the Vitascope offered in its turn on the bill, which lasted around 
15 minutes. The turns were cut progressively shorter: ÒBrevity is not 
only the soul of wit, but the very life of vaudeville, which is making its 
acts shorter every year.Ó43 Felicitously, Edwin Milton Royle concluded: 
ÒThe vaudeville theater belongs to the era of the department store and 
the short story. It may be a lunch-counter art, but then art is so vague 
and lunch is so real.Ó44 In an oft-cited essay William Dean Howells be-
moans a gradual move away from the fast-paced turns when aspects of 
legitimate drama began to infest big-time vaudeville as playlets or dra-
matic sketches in pocket format, a development appreciated by Royle, 
but acerbically described by Acton Davis as featuring Òdramatic extinct 
volcanoes.Ó45 In HowellÕs words Òthe Þne superiority of the continuous 
performance is beginning to suffer contamination from the plays where 
there are waits between the acts.Ó46 His stance preÞgures Hutchins Hap-
goodÕs Þne analysis of the ethos of vaudeville and his beautifully succinct 
adage: ÒVaudeville puts together what does not Þt.Ó47 

A notice in the Los Angeles Times the day of the Þrst show neatly sums 
up the program mode and the VitascopeÕs relationship to live attractions 
and their exhibition practices. Then again, the impression of a live per-
formance created by the Vitascope was a prerequisite for rubbing shoul-
ders on the bill with live attractions. When the life-like quality became 
institutionalized as positively machine-made in the minds of audiences, 
moving images lost some of their window-like magical appeal, which 
might explain the chaser perception and the negative take on moving 
images prior to a gradual conversion of the medium to storytelling.48

The last day of Vitascope magic at the Orpheum was July 19th; after two 
weeks the apparatus was no longer on the bill. The machine did not, how-
ever, leave Los Angeles, Þnding its way to TallyÕs Phonograph Parlor. The 
vaudeville houses remained important venues for moving pictures for years 
to come, even when the medium had secured a place of its own in the enter-
tainment universeÑthe nickelodeonsÑalbeit a contested one due to the 
sheer ubiquity of these new outlets and the nature of the representation in 
relation to the perceived audiences.49 But after 1896, individual Þlm titles in 
vaudeville programs were seldom mentioned in the theatrical pages.
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Some papers elected to totally ignore the novelty of moving pictures 
in 1896. The New York Tribune, for example, took no notice whatsoever 
of the bill at Koster & BialÕs, a couple of weeks later even disputing the 
newness and thus news status of the Vitascope by reprinting an account 
of the Aletorama published Òmore than Þfty years ago!Ó for the purpose 
of belittling the novelty value of EdisonÕs projector.50 In an overview of 
the sorry state of the legitimate stage the New York Tribune singled out 
two causes, the Þrst being the omnipresence of middle-class bicycle rid-
ers. Though they carried the theaters in the past, bike riding was appar-
ently preferred when money was short. The second cause put forward 
was the popularity of vaudeville, described as cheap ÒmakeshiftÓ enter-
tainment, hence no account from Koster & BialÕs.51 Other papers imme-
diately allied themselves with the world of moving images. We will look 
at one spectacular media event that moved the Vitascope out onto the 
street on election night.

In November the Chicago Tribune managed to enlist the two Vita-
scopes in operation in Chicago at HopkinsÕ South Side Theatre; one ma-
chine was moved to the newspaperÕs ofÞces and the other to the Colise-
um, a venue rented by the Tribune for the beneÞt of its readership on 
election night. At the Coliseum a multitude of screens were in place for 
constantly updating the audience on the election returns via Òstereopti-
cons,Ó projected slides, as the counting of votes progressed. In between 
election returns the Vitascope projected Þlms as entertaining diversions. 
This service was offered free of charge, as was transportation to the Col-
iseum on trams from all over Chicago. 

In the meantime, the Vitascope machine at the newspaper ofÞce was 
not idle. Two screens were attached to fa•ades at the intersection where 
the TribuneÕs headquarters was located for projecting slides as soon as re-
turns were relayed via telegraph and telephone. In addition, people on the 
streets were treated to Þlms projected onto a third screen Þxed on ropes 
crossing the street diagonally. The Vitascope projected the Þlms from in-
side the TribuneÕs ofÞce, and the streetlights had been turned off so as not 
to interfere with the projection. The screenÕs placement made it possible 
to watch the Þlms from all four corners at the intersection. Apart from the 
visual display of election returns, barkers recruited from circuses voiced 
the results on the streets, and for those unable to attend an intricate system 
of smoke bombs indicated the direction in which the count was leaning. 
Bombs were set off at the top of every hour from the roof terrace at the 
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Great Northern HotelÑone of the tallest buildings in ChicagoÑaccording 
to a color code: blue smoke indicated that the Democratic/Populist alli-
ance had the upper hand, red that the GOP was in the lead. One smoke 
bomb referred to the election returns in the Cook County, two indicated 
the results in the state of Illinois, three informed about national returns.52 

Prior to radio and television there was a vexing lag in getting election 
results to the constituencies. Print is an extremely slow medium, even 
when newspapers put out extra editions. The advent of telegraphy had 
speeded up news-collecting processes, and the informational ßow inter-
sected at the news desks, motivating multiple editions for continuous 
update. The TribuneÕs multimedia show in 1896 represented an elabo-
rate attempt at minimizing the time span between the informationÕs ar-
rival at the ofÞce and newsÕ delivery to the public before being written 
up in the columns. 

Removing the Vitascope from its vaudeville context and placing the 
Þlms in the public sphere represented part of a radically different bill sub-
stituting the liveness of the otherwise enveloping vaudeville shows for an 
alliance with the hoped-for immediacy of red-hot news wired or called in 
and briskly transformed into slides projected onto screens mounted on 
building fa•ades. The initiative offered a novel form of public, non-theat-
rical Þlm exhibition, which resurfaced when Þlms were screened in parks 
for educational purposes or at makeshift outdoor venues or airdromes. In-
side the theaters, in the company of vaudeville acts, Þlm actors could be 
read as being akin to stage artists with a virtual presence convincing 
enough to wipe out the real absence, a common discursive interface in the 
early Vitascope reception. On the streets, the projected slides opened a 
gateway to events taking place elsewhere in realtime. The distance tra-
versed by the news before being delivered was wiped out by the mini-
mized time lag between eventsÕ occurrence and their being cast as news. 
The information was doubly mediated before it reached the fa•ades, after 
being called in or telegraphed and then put on slides. If context mattersÑ
and, more importantly, rubs offÑthe Þlms shown in conjunction with the 
1896 election could be read as if broadcasted from afar rather than per-
formed in the here and now, which the vaudeville frame apparently sug-
gested otherwise. Both variations of livenessÑif at all applicable as reading 
strategiesÑdownplayed the storage aspect of Þlm images by favoring re-
ception modes associated with either physical presence, here ˆ la vaude-
ville, or liveness ˆ la ÒbroadcastingÓ over wires.
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Chicago was not the only city offering projected Vitascope Þlms on 
the street. In New York City a crowd of 125,000 congregated in Lower 
ManhattanÕs City Hall Park near Park Row in the vicinity of the news-
paper ofÞces: Ò[A]ll classes were represented [É] and it looked as though 
all theaters in New York had suddenly closed, and a hundred audiences 
had been turned into the street.Ó Election returns were projected as slides, 
just like in Chicago, and Òbetween bulletins on one screen there was an ex-
hibition of the Vitascope, and as the scenes were ßashed upon it the shouts 
of laughter and merriment rose above the din of horns and rattles.Ó53 The 
show hosted by the New York Herald mixed news slides projected onto a gi-
gantic white sheet attached to the Herald Square building with Vitascope 
Þlms of the Grand Canyon, a dentistÕs ofÞce, whirling dancers, breaking 
surf, Òmelon eating darkies,Ó and, of course, May IrwinÕs kiss, which made 
the crowd Òroar with laughter.Ó54 This alliance between the Vitascope and 
publishing enterprises in 1896 provides a historiographic point of depar-
ture for a series of intersections during the transitional era where the press 
either offers salient source material or emerges as a foe or partner in dif-
ferent respects to the Þlm industry.

�'�*�(�6�3�&���
����Vitascope projection during election night 1896. 
Cartoon from New York Herald, 4 November 1896, 2.
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In April 1896, the Vitascope month, the New York World presented scores 
of humorous sketches of X-ray imagesÑcathode photography was the fa-
vored termÑshowcasing amusingly deconstructive observations of ev-
eryday situations through a novel lens, as it were, for instance, a sym-
phony orchestra ÒseenÓ in RoentgenÕs penetrating light zooming in on 
box ofÞce, orchestra pit, audience, and performers. Among the featured 
performers were SandowÑof Edison fameÑand May Irwin at the Bijou 
stage. Interestingly, the World ran the Roentgen material in its Colored 
Supplement.55 

The John C. Rice Ð May Irwin  Kiss, the most talked about of all Vita-
scope Þlms, was slotted into this discourse of seeing differently, but re-
sides at the other end of the spectrum. While the cathode camera strips 
away the ßesh, the Vitascope focuses on itÑperhaps even fetishizing itÑ
by portraying bodies and body parts up-close, at least in this particu-
lar Þlm. One observer was however totally disgusted by the display and 
wanted to destroy the very mechanism.

Now I want to smash The Vitascope. The name of the thing is in itself a 

horror, but that may pass. Its manifestations are worse, The Vitascope, be 

it known, is a sort of magic lantern which reproduces movement. Whole 

scenes are enacted on its screen. 

The piece, even if unsigned, was surely written by the editor of The Chap-
Book, Herbert S. Stone. After describing the machine, Stone then rela-
tively innocently moves on to the Vitascope Þlms, scofÞng at the public 
before clamping down on the Irwin-Rice vehicle:

La Loie dances, elevated trains come and go, and the thing is mechanically 

ingenious, and a pretty toy for a great child, the public. Its managers were 

not satisÞed with this, however, and they bravely set out to eclipse in vul-

garity all previous theatrical attempts. 

In a recent play called The Widow Jones you may remember a famous kiss 

which Miss May Irwin bestowed on a certain John C. Rice, and vice versa. 

Neither participant is physically attractive, and the spectacle of their pro-

longed pasturing on each otherÕs lips was hard to bear. When only life-size 

it was pronouncedly beastly. But that was nothing to the present sight. 

MagniÞed to Gargantuan proportions and repeated three times over it 

is absolutely disgusting. All delicacy remnant of charm seems gone from 
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Miss Irwin, and the performance comes very near being indecent in its 

emphasized vulgarity.56

Irwin and Rice were recognizable stage stars and billed as such in the ti-
tle, and the Þlm was advertised as a pregnant scene from a well-known 
play, but in StoneÕs opinion, the process of shooting grotesquely trans-
formed the moment. As such, the Þlm came to the fore as an attraction, 
gilding the titillating aura of the kiss with star billing. Even worse, the 
stylistic choice, the close shot displayed in ÒGargantuan proportions,Ó 
an attraction in its own right, was nothing but a ÒbeastlyÓ spectacle in 
the eye of this particular beholder.

Both machines, the Roentgen apparatus and the Vitascope, thus toy 
with the current body politics from different vantage points and offer 
strangely fascinatingÑor repulsiveÑways of seeing the hitherto familiar 
in unfamiliar ways, which partly accounts for the instructive ambition 
behind the kiss Þlm as well as the amusing appropriation of Roentgen 
views. When the exhibition market for moving images had stabilized 
and the CinŽmatograph and the Biograph outrivaled the Vitascope, the 
pressÕ interest predictably cooled off in the absence of signiÞcant novel-
ties to report on. The press was after all in the business ofÑnews. This 
dull state of affairs more or less lasted until the nickel houses began to 
surface with Þlm genres like the chase Þlm, which turned into a billing 
Þxture in the ßourishing venues. 
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In a second movement the ßaneurian city scribes discovered the nickel-
odeon phenomenon within a fact-Þction discourse in a mode of refract-
ed, peripatetic journalism. This ßanerie of the inkwell picked up oblique 
fragments of street culture and city life for belletristic spins. Saunter-
ing journalists randomly explored the streets and put a personal, idio-
syncratic imprint on matters attracting their attention in a genre very 
much in the male ilk, even if a very few female reporters were added to 
some newspaper rosters. The frame of mind in these interventions was 
detached, and this semi-reluctant mode of observation further under-
scored a sense of ennui or spleen. Its mobilized glance turned moder-
nityÕs occurrences into strange fact-Þction snapshots bordering on the 
bizarre, often Þltered through a ßippant, distracted style. Metropolitan 
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topics stumbled upon in this manner were incidental discoveries and 
thus removed from the regular inßux to the news desk of happenings 
and events on which all papers reported: disasters small and large, na-
tional and local politics and events, sports and the like. The stylistic ßa-
vor deemed appropriate for addressing the emerging nickelodeon phe-
nomenon was the result of this peripatetic mode of unraveling acciden-
tally discovered metropolitan oddities. 

The ßaneur discourse runs more or less in tandem and blends with 
the interventions from phase III, when the true purveyors of progres-
sive modernity put a radically different spin on the ubiquity of moving 
pictures. Agenda-driven surveys replaced contingent essays, brisk and 
determined mapping substituted the slow pace of detached detection, 
superintended monitoring supplanted literary portraiture. To be sure, 
articles oftentimes mixed discovery, phase II, and dismay, a mode under-
pinning the surveys from phase III, but the prototypical discoveries were 
purely ßaneurian and untainted by condemnation or cautionary caveats. 
The demarcation between these phasesÑand at times the order of phas-
es II and III was reversedÑis therefore grounded in modeÑglance versus 
gazeÑand emphasis rather than chronology. Interventions from other 
countries hence observe different timelines for Þlm cultureÕs shifts. The 
pervious time span for this breed of journalism lasted from approximate-
ly 1904 to late 1907, when the nickelodeon craze had reached ubiquity 
and was no longer visible to ßaneurs, but all too visible to the reform-
minded with their instrumental mode of attention. Since accounts by ßa-
neurs oscillated between journalism proper and literary essays that hap-
pened to be published in newspapers, only metropolitan centers could 
offer a city fabric saturated with enough amusements and a newspaper 
environment sufÞciently rich and varied to encourage and sustain this 
particular mode of writingÑand by deÞnition only for a short time. A 
piece by Hjalmar Sšderberg, the quintessential ßaneur in Swedish liter-
ature, published in the conservative morning paper Svenska Dagbladet in 
1904, incorporates the whole gamut of the ßaneurian discourse as well 
as textual strategies indicative of phase III well in advance of the nickel-
odeon boomÕs onset in the U.S.57 Placing his lone voice next to a phase 
III text from the New York Evening World clearly illustrates the shift from 
a ßanuerian mode to vigilant activism, although the impressions from 
inside the shows are animated by virtually identical screen content.

When Hjalmar Sšderberg happened to take in a Þlm show in April of 
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1904, his visit was triggered by a chance meeting with two boys; the piece 
was consequently titled ÒEn barnfšrestŠllningÓ (ÒA Matinee for Chil-
drenÓ). The peripatetic mood is colored by a feeling of gloom and te-
diousness, the sky is blue, but there is a black, stationary cloud in front 
of the sun, which gives the Þrmament a tint reminiscent of corpse-like 
blueness, further reminding him of the picture postcards sold at cigar 
shops. Toying with metaphors allied with mechanical reproduction, the 
houses are described as emanating from a commercial catalog of chro-
molithographs, and, even worse, people look like poor photographs of 
themselves. While pondering the forlorn Sunday feeling, Sšderberg sud-
denly notices a child crying at his feet. The kid is three or four years old, 
and there is an older brother too, perhaps around seven. When our ßa-
neur searches for a coin in his pocket, the older one pinches his brother 
to increase the volume and, hopefully, the size of the consolation coin. A 
nickel gives solace to the smaller kid; the older one asks if he, too, can 
have one so they can watch levande teater (living theater). The boy points 
toward a former art gallery, now a theater for moving pictures. Our 
 ßaneur recollects being amused by moving images when the Lumi•res 
visited the Stockholm Exposition in 1897Ñdivers cranked backwards 
were particularly entertaining. So, why not? Inside, the auditorium is 
packed with children; it smells like graduation day and a man bangs on 
the piano. Olfactory and aural impressions already garnish the com-
ments on the visual display. 

Now it starts: ÔStorming a Fortress.Õ An arranged and entirely impossible 

staging including fencing with sabers, climbing a wall, and so forth. But 

the young ones gaze horror-stricken and enchanted, pale and with wide-

open mouths. Next an old woman taking snuff is seen caressing a cat. The 

girls laugh out loud, but the boys long for more loss of men. And they are 

rewarded. Next item shows Manchurian spies captured and executed by 

Russians. Yes, they are apprehended, lined up against a wall, shot and fall 

to the ground like sacks of potatoes, while a man still bangs on a piano. 

The scene is, of course, staged, but it seems almost real to me, and un-

doubtedly to the children. ThusÑon a Sunday afternoon, I have treated 

two small boys to an execution. I am beginning to feel nauseated. But chil-

dren have strong nerves, and all around me the delight abounds.

Next the highlight of the show, ÔSpanish Bull Fight.Õ Already the Þrst 

scenes evidence that this is not stagedÑit must have been captured dur-
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ing a real event. I have never been to Spain, never visited a ring, and my 

cheeks grow hot when the bull enters the arena and in amazement stops 

and looks around. This is brisk business, and all of a sudden he has buried 

his horn in the belly of a white horse that rears, mad with pain and hor-

ror. One ßank is black-speckled with blood and the hide dangles in rags, 

or perhaps it is gutsÉ

I glanced at the program leaßet and readÑÔThe bull is stabbed to the 

accompaniment of the audienceÕs exultation.Õ This is however way ahead, 

and before more horses are disposed of, I looked for the exit. I watched 

the small ones in the auditorium: wide-eyed, black, open mouths. I try to 

avoid the white screen, where the photographically produced images still 

relieve each other, but I cannot, and again a horse with open belly falls 

down, and a man bangs on a cracking piano.

This is too much for the ßaneur. He ßees, and when passing the usher, 
throws the crumpled program leaßet in his face, leaving behind a very 
young audience enthralled by the screen, especially the boys; the girls at 
least sometimes laugh. 

A similarly graphic description of a bullÞght Þlm formed part of the 
long crusade against such shows in the New York Evening World in the 
fall of 1910. The quite different frame illustrates a salient shift from the 
discovery phase associated with the ßaneurian genreÕs accidental discov-
eries, triggered by the glance, to a systematic, gaze-based inventory re-
garding the sociological conditions of Þlm culture. DissatisÞed with the 
New York City-based National Board of Censorship, then a year and a 
half into its mission, the Evening World explained the background for the 
text: ÒIn order to Þnd out conditions to-day as to the character of the 
Þlms shown, The World has had its investigators visit moving picture es-
tablishments with the following resultÓ:

A bullÞght in its most repulsive realism is what was served up for a 

large crowd of school children at the Chelsea, No. 49 Flatbush avenue, 

Brooklyn on Saturday afternoon. It was a PathŽ Þlm and ran for about 

Þfteen minutes. As the investigator went into the Chelsea a mother came 

out leading three children under ten. In the front row of seats were a 

dozen little girls and in the same row with the investigator were three 

lads about ten.

The picture begins with the arrival of the crowd and picadors at the col-
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iseum, and proceeds swiftly to the entry of the bull into the ring. In a few 

moments the excitements begin with the bull catching one of the horses 

on its horns and throwing it. The horse attempts to rise, with the blood 

gushing from it, but the picture is mercifully shifted. The bullÕs madness 

when taunted with the red cloaks of the toreadors is graphically shown, 

and then another horseman attacks him. This horse is disemboweled, and 

a large picture is thrown on the screen showing the horse, almost life-size, 

in its dying agony. 

Quiet a little time is devoted to Ôfeats of the ring.Õ The picadors have 

thrown about ten darts into the shoulders of the bull, the hide is torn off 

and blood is dripping. The panting and exhaustion of the animal are hor-

rible and it Þnally lies down. The picadors advance and attempt to make 

it rise. It staggers to its front feet with the blood gushing from its mouth, 

nose and eyes, then sinks back. The matador, brandishing his sword, kills 

the animal, and not to leave the picture unÞnished, the limp carcass of the 

noble creature is dragged about the arena by a team of horses.

The matador is carried in triumph on the shoulders of the crowd, and, 

no doubt to teach children that they must be kind to animals, and that 

cruelty is a characteristic of the base, handsomely dressed women shown 

laughing, applauding wildly and drinking wine in a box.58 

In the Evening World article the outline of the bullÞght Þlm was followed 
by descriptions of other titles showed at the same establishment before 
the investigative team moved on to other houses. Statements from an 
array of concerned social workers, clergy, and magistrates further rein-
forced the Þndings within the framework of this multi-installment cam-
paign. The two accounts of bullÞght Þlms provide a clear example of a 
genre shift predicated on textual motivationÑfact-Þction snapshot ver-
sus systematic campaignÑin turn the result of being penned at two rad-
ically different junctures in the course of Þlm culture. In a sense, both 
texts report Þndings, but the discoveries are by no means of a comparable 
nature: Sšderberg accidentally discovers a nickel venue and is shocked 
by representations far removed from his memories of the wholesome-
ly amusing Lumi•re shows in 1897. The investigators in 1910 distrust-
ed the effectiveness of the Censorship Board, especially in relation to 
its touted educational agenda. Reports from other sources concerned 
the ubiquity of crime Þlms; the harshest description, perhaps, was from 
Magistrate House, which branded Þlm shows Òsinks of iniquityÓ and 
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called for investigation. The Þeld investigatorsÕ mission was to Þnd out 
if the Board was doing its job or asleep at the switch by looking at Þlms 
approved by the Board in everyday theatrical environments in New York 
City, and further reporting on audience composition. 

The timelines between the phases pigeonholed here indeed ßuctuate 
greatly, the motivations for the texts howeverÑaccidental discovery ver-
sus Þeld investigationÑmake salient the difference even when discovery, 
as in SšderbergÕs case, is couched in disapproval. 
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Arguably, the Chicago Tribune orchestrated one of the most conspicuous 
cross-promotional endeavors by enlisting the Vitascope during that 
 momentous year of ÞlmÕs debut on American vaudeville stages, 1896. A 
decade later Þlm culture had donned a new countenance due to the 
emerging nickelodeon boom, only marginally stymied by the 1907 reces-
sion. The visibility in the cityscape of these no-frills store-front venues, 
and the brazen promotion of their screen offerings via glaring posters, 
powerfully voiced barkers, and booming music, were conspicuous in 
more ways than one, besides soliciting a veritable deluge of nickels, fur-
ther spawning the phenomenon which prompted crusades in both the 
Chicago Tribune and the New York Evening World. Not only the represen-
tations and conditions inside the theaters attracted attention. Harrowed 
citizens as well as coalitions of traditional businessmen even took exhib-
itors to court, asking for regulations of the intrusive music outside the 
theaters that literally forced passersby to take notice. In Harlem, for ex-
ample, businessmen and neighbors unsuccessfully tried to stop the Nico-
letÕs phonograph from blaring outside the establishment daily from 1:30 
to 11:00 p.m. Lacking legal authority, the magistrate could not stop the 
proprietor, identiÞed only as having Òa Greek name,Ó of the establish-
ment at 37 West 125th Street from blanketing the neighborhood with 
rousing phonograph music.59

The preponderance of progressive reform interventions to appropri-
ate the fact-Þction discourse in campaigns for regulatory measures char-
acterized phase III in the manner of the quoted text from the New York 
Evening World. EfÞcient reformers reversed the ßaneur perspective by 
way of systematic inquiries and mapping procedures when riveting their 
gazes to a wide assortment of social problems putatively related to the 



86

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������J�A�S�O�L�N�E�J�P���=�J�@���J�E�P�N�=�P�A�
���?�K�H�Q�I�J�O���=�J�@���?�N�E�P�E�?�O

nickel culture. Moreover, they effectively managed to mobilize the press 
for crusades targeting a cultural form that allegedly corrupted young 
minds, albeit not without entertaining hopes for the medium as a vehi-
cle for wholesome instruction. The haphazard backdrop for texts fash-
ioned in the spirit of discovery is here supplanted by a body of resolute 
writing which serves as a precursor to the recreational surveys and their 
systematic inventory of the entire Þeld of commercialized amusements. 
This genre shift is far removed from the casual motivation for the ßaneur 
pieces and a style steeped in spleen or glibness. For reformers, au courant 
or trained in social sciences, the phenomenon of moving pictures was 
processed in a far from novel manner and integrated into an ongoing 
campaign mode against a wide set of social problems, for instance repre-
sentations in slot machines, crime novels, saloons, dance halls, child la-
bor, graft, etc. More importantly, reformers campaigned not only against 
social ills, but also for uplifting distractions and recreations; the play-
ground movement will be discussed as a key progressive Þeld for im-
plementing active, beneÞcial leisure outside, and as an alternative to, 
commercialized amusements. Concerning moving pictures, reform and 
repositioning were perceived as boons for appropriating the promising 
features of a widely popular branch of commercial amusement.

The reformers undoubtedly visited more than one nickel house, in con-
trast to the casual ßaneurs, and did not leave in the middle of the show. 
Local newspapers therefore offer a set of scattered coordinates for outlin-
ing a progressive trajectory of the monitoring and policing of Þlm exhibi-
tion from a multitude of vantage points, roughly during the period 1906-
11; the crucial years are mainly 1907 and 1908. The agenda-driven writ-
ing, accompanied by interventions targeting government bodies, eventu-
ally led to ordinances regulating Þlm exhibition. In Los Angeles, for ex-
ample, a number of regulations came into effect in 1907, when a city or-
dinance made it unlawful for unaccompanied children younger than four-
teen years of age to visit places of amusements. It seems as if a petition to 
the City Council was instrumental in bringing about the ordinance, but it 
was predated by interventions in the press. The petition, dated May 20th, 
in fact only a week before the ordinance was passed by the Council, was 
co-signed in the name of the Los Angeles District of the Federation of 
WomenÕs Clubs and by the Juvenile Court Association.60 A local censor-
ship ordinance, fended off by exhibitors in 1909 but adopted during a new 
campaign in 1911, crowned the regulatory frenzy. The petition of May 
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1907 was part of a campaign that took off in the columns of the Los Ange-
les Times late in 1906, when members of various civic organizations visit-
ed nickelodeons, vaudeville houses, and penny arcades in order to analyze 
audience composition and the nature of the representations on display, 
thereby articulating a phase III sensibility prior to the publishing of texts 
in the ßaneur genre in 1907. The most famous crusade, which began in the 
columns of the Chicago Tribune in the spring of 1907, offered the broad-
est cultural framework for situating the reform movement. The New York 
Evening World championed the most sustained campaign efforts, though 
during the otherwise discursively mixed phase IV.
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Phase IV represents an intermediary stage featuring a multitude of tenta-
tive approaches to a Þlm culture on the uplift after successful calls for re-
form. Flaneurian essays still cropped up, albeit in upgraded forms, and un-
dercurrents of nickel policing continued to enjoy currency. In fact, some 
of the most intense campaigns emerged in the early 1910s, at a time when 
trade papers had opened a business-friendly avenue for monitoring and 
admonishing the trade from an array of perspectives. Widely divergent ex-
hibition contexts explain the holdover from the crusade era proper. New 
York City, where the late crusades were published, was very much a spe-
cial case in its trenchant exhibition scene due to dual license requirements. 
The ßaneurian note in some pieces bordered on making them surveys, at 
the same time sporting a benign tone predicated on a new type of glance, 
or rather, look. This look is distinct from both the ßaneurian glance and 
the reformersÕ penetrating gaze; together, these three visual modes deÞne 
salient aspects of metaspectatorship distributed between texts from phas-
es II, III, and IV. Visual awareness permeates this casual observerÕs stylis-
tic maneuvering in 1909: ÒA glance of this gathering convinces the chance 
onlooker that the moving picture show is not what it used to be, and here 
the chance onlooker gets his Þrst eye opener. ÔJust dropped in to take a 
look at the audience,Õ he conÞdes to the usher.Ó61 This latter-day ßaneur 
in a few strokes upgrades the discourse to a mode of furtive metaspecta-
torship ideally suited to the shift of venues and thus discursive phase, here 
an elegant theater on New York CityÕs 14th Street far removed from the 
common-show dives discovered during phase II. Tellingly, this piece has 
no agenda beside merely taking a look.
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Film culture gradually adopted less sensationalist modes of exhibi-
tion, and reporters and magazine writers unearthed progressive and up-
scale exhibition sites for moving pictures. Italian features made cultural 
inroads, and expedition Þlms exploring Siberia, Africa, and other exotic 
vistas in production missions backed by venerable cultural institutions 
tapped into an educational discourse also visible in Þlm campaigns out-
side theatrical exhibition.62 These campaigns were hosted by a wide as-
sortment of authorities or agencies for a multitude of social purposes, 
not least for health instruction, and overall sponsored by progressive in-
terest groups or authorities familiar from the crusades. While expedition 
Þlms and features were shown in upscale theaters for moneyed patrons, 

�'�*�(�6�3�&��������Non-theatrical exhibition. An audience viewing a Þlm at the Hiram 
Playground in Cleveland. Playground, Vol. 5, No. 8 (November 1911): 270Ð71.
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educational efforts took moving pictures to the most unexpected venues. 
At times, one could also Þnd forms of counter-exhibition, for instance 
in churches or charitable institutions. So, Þlm culture had turned into a 
diverse phenomenon difÞcult to pin down in an era brimming with dis-
plays of moving images for purposes of entertainment, education, and 
instruction. Furthermore, the domestic Þlm industry, legitimized by the 
Board of Censorship, had successfully taken over a market previously 
dominated primarily by French Þlms, but now contained within the reg-
ulating embrace of the trust. PathŽÕs exodus from the licensed corral 
coincided with the breakthrough for serial Þlms and was prompted by 
clashes around the newsreel market at the onset of next phase.
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Taking the interaction full circle, lasting alliances were formed between 
newspapers and cinema. In phase V, Þnally, early in 1914, Þlm culture 
and the program bills emerged as discursive Þxtures in the press worthy 
of standing columns. By the mid-1910s the Þlm industry and the press 
were natural bedfellows for spawning circulation and boosting atten-
dance. Films were gradually perceived as works warranting review, and 
a cultural and theatrical phenomenon that had to be acknowledged and 
reckoned with. For the press, Þlm theaters were highly attractive adver-
tising clients, which had signiÞcant journalistic repercussions at a time 
when features, serials, and newsreels began to dominate the screens. Still, 
it was difÞcult to persuade the production companies to place ads in lo-
cal newspapers, as evidenced by the concerted efforts by the Baltimore 
News. According to its advertising manager, Frank D. Webb, the volume 
of local advertising prompted an expansion from two columns to a full 
page, which had proved valuable from the perspective of circulation. In 
spite of intense overtures to the producers, no manufacturer considered 
it reasonable to spend money for advertising on local markets in 1913; 
this changed to a degree with the tie-ins for serials a year later.63

Certain papers, for instance the New York Telegraph from 1909 on, dis-
played a level of engagement with Þlm material on par with the amount of 
space devoted to Þlm issues in theatrical trade weeklies like Billboard, Va-
riety, the New York Dramatic Mirror , the New York Clipper, and Show World. 
For all intents and purposes, the Sunday TelegraphÕs Theatre Supplement 
was a regular trade paper, available as a separate item at newsstands. In 
January 1910 moving pictures were severed from the Theatre Supplement 
and awarded a supplement of their own. A few newspapers had devoted 
space to Þlm on an irregular basis from around 1910, for instance papers 
published by the McRae-ScrippsÕ League, among them the Los Angeles Re-
cord. Others offered their readers coupons for local Þlm theaters, for in-
stance the Los Angeles Examiner, while a select group of papers managed 
to attract substantial advertising volume for local picture houses, for ex-
ample the St. Louis Republic and the Cleveland Leader.64 Such ßurries apart, 
it was not until the success of the serial Þlms and their companion pieces 
in the press in 1914 that a more general snowstorm of coverage emerged, 
reßecting signiÞcant changes in Þlm formats and exhibition practicesÑas 
well as a vested interest from the press concerning advertising. 
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In attempts to avoid state censorship, the Þlm medium sought protection 
under the law and constitution. A case sponsored by the Mutual organi-
zation ended up before the Supreme Court early in 1915, and the unan-
imous verdict dismissed the claim for such protection, since the Òmov-
ing picture is a business, pure and simple, originated and conducted for 
proÞtÓ and hence not Òpart of the press of the country, or as organs of 
public opinion.Ó65 When, in 1915, WomanÕs Home Companion inaugurated 
its standing column devoted to ÒBetter Films,Ó an endeavor highly sup-
portive of Þlm culture, Helen Duey in the second installment seemingly 
took the Supreme Court to task when asserting: ÒThe motion picture 
deserves the freedom that is accorded the press. While it is an expression 
of dramatic art, it is also a kind of journalism for free public discussion. 
Pure milk, tuberculosis, and the ßy nuisance have been discussed on the 
screen; in like manner, big moral problems are being discussed at every 
Þlm show, and at the same time the audience is being entertained.Ó66 
DueyÕs column did not mark a new era, but was still a clear indication 
of a comfortable balance between progressive sensibilities and a mature 
Þlm culture playing a decisive role in society and individualsÕ lives.

A year earlier the progressive weekly Independent had established its 
Þlm column, ÒThe Moving World. A Review of New and Important 
Motion Picture.Ó The column was published once a month and focused 
on ÒÞlms of educational value such as those in natural history, physical 
science, travel, industries, hygiene, social reform and the like, and we 
shall include only such photoplays as have some special historical, liter-
ary or religious interest.Ó In explaining the background for the column, 
the editorial invokes Henri BergsonÕs philosophy and succinctly sums up 
aspects of modern life under the heading ÒThe Birth of a New ArtÓ:

Bergson has shown us what a paralyzing inßuence static conceptions of 

reality have had upon the history of philosophy and how futile have been 

all attempts to represent movement by rest. The scientist of today thinks 

in terms of movement. All modern thought is assuming kinetic form and 

we are coming to see the absurdity of the old ideas of immutability and 

immobility.

This focus on movement as the key factor of modern life that will revo-
lutionize the arts and cinema has allegedly, Òin fact already overtaken the 
older art in some respects.Ó In contrast to the literary realm with its criti-
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cal institution, Þlm patrons have Òno such guidanceÓ to consult. Fishing 
out the good Þlms from among the ßow of trash presupposes criticism: 
ÒThe way to do it is doubtless the same as that which has been found most 
effective in the case of books, pictures, and plays, that is independent and 
conscientious criticism from the standpoint of the public.Ó67 

This sketchy press trajectory in Þve layered movements, lopsided and 
motley for sure, still reßects dominant strands in the fourth estateÕs grap-
pling with key junctures in American exhibition practices, which for a 
long time were geared to predominantly daily program changes. Such pro-
tean politics of billing dissuaded exhibitors from placing advertisements 
in their local newspapers, not without exception and in particular prior 
to the formation of the licensed trust.68 Audiences expected constant nov-
elty and, according to conventional wisdom, posters, handbills, and bark-
ers provided enticement sufÞcient to attract patrons. It seems, however, 
as if the smaller houses in Los Angeles operated with longer exhibition 
windows, at least during 1908 and 1909; the lack of systematic program-
ming information makes it however well-nigh impossible to ascertain the 
overall practices. When the Los Angeles Examiner provided its readers with 
free coupons to the nickel shows, the theaters offered concentrated de-
scriptions of their bills and in many cases noted how often they changed 
program, most of them less frequently than daily.69 In Europe in contrast 
weekly program changes were the norm, and longer Þlms encouraged ex-
hibitors to advertise, which often produced editorial payback in the news 
columns. After a visit to Berlin in 1911 Carl Laemmle reported with sur-
prise that the local exhibitors changed program only twice a week, and 
some big houses only once a week.70 Hence, newspapers in countries like 
Denmark and Sweden paid more attention to Þlm exhibition than their 
American counterparts, and the high volume of advertising helped inau-
gurate standing Þlm columns well in advance of the U.S. 

The discussion in the following chapters will not chart Þlm culture in 
the American press in the systematic fashion suggested above. This in-
termedial Þeld is simply too overwhelming to be ferreted out in a con-
vincing manner within a single study, so the approach cannot be any-
thing but case-based and tentative. Still, the crudely engineered phases 
will provide direction and guiding points. During phase IV, several trade 
papers commenced publication, reprinting material from the press and 
in numerous ways engaging in a dialog on Þlm culture in tandem with 
the newspaper reporting.



94

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������J�A�S�O�L�N�E�J�P���=�J�@���J�E�P�N�=�P�A�
���?�K�H�Q�I�J�O���=�J�@���?�N�E�P�E�?�O

�' �J�M�N���$�S�J�U�J�D�J�T�N���B�O�E���U�I�F���5�S�B�E�F���%�J�T�D�P�V�S�T�F

When reprinting an editorial from New YorkÕs Sun, the Film Index claimed 
in June 1909 Òthat it is not unusual nowadays to Þnd long editorials on the 
subject in the leading daily papers of the country.Ó Underscoring 1909 as 
a critical year, Òthe magazines, too, are giving large sections of their valu-
able space to really interesting articles on moving pictures.Ó71 On a differ-
ent but gloomier note, the Film Index maintained early in 1910 that Òpic-
ture theatre managers are not wildly enthusiastic upon the idea of local 
advertising,Ó but conÞdently predicted that advertising would eventually 
be a necessity.72 Among prominent exceptions to the rule of non-adver-
tising were exhibitors in St. Louis, which the trade papers observed.73 In 
December 1912 Moving Picture World contrasted the lack of Þlm advertis-
ing in the daily press to the situation in Europe, remarking that Ò[h]ere 
in New York there is scarcely a line of cinematographic advertising in the 
daily press, and the same deplorable condition prevails in most of the pop-
ulous centres of the country.Ó74 The trajectory underlying the trade obser-
vations is in the main accurate and even applies to 1913, but with a few 
notable exceptions however, for instance the Baltimore News, as previously 
mentioned. The gradual breakthrough for feature Þlms in 1914 with their 
predominantly weekly exhibition span encouraged theaters to advertise 
their programs. Parallel to this development, the emergence of serial Þlms 
triggered advertising and tie-ins, and publication of story installments be-
came an integral part of the launch of serials. Moving Picture Story Maga-
zine, and to a certain extent Photoplay Magazine, had by then already gar-
nered track records in providing Þlm fans with Þctionalized accounts of 
Þlms, and some newspapers published Þlm stories on an irregular basis. 

In November 1911 Billboard found it newsworthyÑwhich attests to 
the general lack of Þlm reporting at this timeÑto inform its readers that 
the Scripps-McRae press group was collecting material for an article on 
the Þlm industry. A journalist had visited the Eclair plant at Fort Lee 
and witnessed the shooting of Hands Across the Sea in Õ76, which was the 
studioÕs Þrst title produced in the U.S.75 Apart from bulletin-like ac-
counts on the theater page for upcoming attractions at the houses that 
advertised, newspapers gradually started to plug individual Þlms under 
separate headings in the form of story synopses, predominantly without 
added critical observations. Film matters were seldom addressed in the 
daily press in 1911, and therefore Moving Picture World and Film Index, in 
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the early days, often elected to reprint the few articles that found their 
way to the columns. The Cleveland Leader, under editor Ralph Stoddard, 
was one of the Þrst newspapers to publish a Þlm page, ÒPhoto-Plays and 
Players,Ó in December 1911. During the Þrst half of the 1910s, the term 
photoplay provided an appealing concept for taking on an industry and 
a Þlm culture in transition. A future critical institution for reviewing 
Þlms in the lay press presented itself as a possible avenue of writing, ac-
cording to trade-paper editors.76

Around the time trade papers devoted exclusively to moving pictures 
emergedÑViews and Films Index in 1906 and Moving Picture World in the 
spring of 1907Ñand the theatrical trade weeklies instituted standing col-
umns dealing with Þlm matters. Billboard inaugurated its Þlm column on 
February 2, 1907, mixing trade notes with plot synopses from bulletins 
for new Þlm releases. On December 3, 1910, an editorial informed read-
ers about an upcoming review section promised for January 7, 1911, but 
the start was delayed for a week. The unsigned reviews were curt and 
overall appreciative. 

Adopting a critical discourse and a proper format for addressing in-
dividual Þlms rather than straightforward promotion presented itself as 
something of a problem for the trade papers. More or less from the out-
set, the Þlm-trade weeklies reprinted synopses of released Þlms, material 
emanating directly from the producersÕ publicity departments. The bul-
letins prepared by the Biograph Company, for example, represent one 
such release genre, and they found their way into the trade columns vir-
tually unedited. Gradually, the Þlm companies began to publish their 
own house organs and even exhaustive accounts of Þlms often illustrat-
ed with production stills: EdisonÕs Kinetograms, Universal Weekly, Essanay 
News, etc.77 Stills were also being published in the trade papers, most fre-
quently in Film Index.

The New York Dramatic Mirror  began reviewing Þlms on a modest 
scale in June 1908; in the June 6th issue only three were reviewed under 
the heading ÒReviews of Late Films,Ó which in a couple of months be-
came ÒReviews of New Films,Ó headlining a more ambitious level of cov-
erage. Initially, the criticism was highly condensed; the PathŽ title The 
Athletic Woman, for example, received only two dismissive short lines: 
ÒThis is a rather dreary subject and not up to the high mark set by the 
Pathe company.Ó78 The following week, the editorial policy for review-
ing was explained: 
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In reviewing late Þlms, foreign or American, it is the purpose of THE 

MIRROR to cover only those that have been seen on exhibition by one of 

THE MIRROR staff. It will not be possible therefore to review all the new 

Þlms as fast as they are produced. Nor are THE MIRROR reviews of Þlms 

to be considered in the light of the press notice or advertisements. They 

will aim rather to be unprejudiced criticisms of the pictures and the story 

they tell, giving praise where praise is due and pointing out faults where 

faults may appear. An intelligent treatment of new subjects along this line 

should be of beneÞt to the moving picture art or profession in the same 

degree that able press criticism beneÞts the drama.79 

Eight titles were covered this second week. Variety had been reviewing 
Þlms on a limited scale in addition to new vaudeville acts since early 
1907 in columns signed Sime (Simon J. Silverman, the paperÕs founder 
and editor) and Rush (Alfred Rushton Grearson), and for a time started 
reviewing not only Þlms but the entire bill at one New York City house 
per week. This new policy and the shift from product to exhibition con-
texts were announced on December 5, 1908; the initiative did not how-
ever preclude reviewing additional Þlm titles outside the context of a 
full program. The reviews of houses and program bills were soon aban-
doned and the dominant focus for reviews in Variety remained individ-
ual Þlms rather than programs. The reviewers, however, conscientiously 
informed readers at which theater the title had been viewed. The num-
ber of Þlms reviewed by Variety was lower than in the New York Dramatic 
Mirror , but the articles were somewhat longer and the tone often decid-
edly acerbic. 

On August 21, 1909, Epes Winthrop Sargent (Chicot) was hired by 
Views and Film Index as a reviewer.80 Sargent had recently worked for 
Variety after having established himself in the drama supplement of the 
New York Telegraph, writing predominantly about vaudeville. By hiring 
Sargent and instituting a review section, Film Index curtailed the space 
available for reprints of manufacturersÕ advance notices, which hence-
forth appeared in condensed form. The New York Dramatic Mirror  had 
pioneered the review form in 1908, but continued to publish only very 
terse criticism. When commenting upon the hiring of Chicot, the Mirror  
reminded readers about its track record and that the review concept had 
been instituted by the Mirror  and later emulated by Moving Picture World 
before Film Index jumped on the bandwagon.81 SargentÕs reviews in Film 
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Index devoted more space and attention to each Þlm, however, and thus 
renewed the genre.

In October 1908 Moving Picture World enlisted Òtwo capable newspa-
per menÓ to visit local theaters in New York City together with a staff 
writer. The outsiders Òwere asked to be guided in the expression of their 
opinions by the remarks overheard among the audience and to note par-
ticularly how the Þlm was received or applauded.Ó The experiment of pub-
lishing Òcomments on Þlm subjectÓ was not taken lightly by the paper. It 
was the result of Òyielding to requests of many of our readersÓ and guarded 
with caveats. According to the lead-in, the comments were edited, still 
Òsome statements may not agree with the opinion of the manufacturers.Ó 
As a Òdefense of the critiques we say that they must be taken as an expres-
sion of public opinion.Ó This indirect feedback from the public, as it were, 
would beneÞt the manufacturer, Òas it is or should be the aim of the Þlm 
manufacturer to please the public, we will try to hold up the mirror of 
public opinion as the surest and safest guide to the success of and future 
stability of the business.Ó The opening column reviewed ten titles plus a 
split reel from Essanay. Most of the manufacturers were featured and 
named, though there was no mention of the Biograph Co. for Ingomar, the 
Barbarian, which was however a ÒÞrst-class Þlm.Ó This initial round 
 favored historical subjects: VitagraphÕs Richard III  and PathŽÕs Samson and 
Delilah were both praised, while KalemÕs As You Like It  lacked Òthe Þnish-
ing touches.Ó EdisonÕs The Devil garnered laurels for Òacting and scenic 
 effects,Ó while the critics did not mince words concerning VitagraphÕs The 
Wages of Sin, which apparently lacked redeeming qualities.82

Late in 1909 Moving Picture News blatantly dismissed a request from 
a reader proposing a section for Þlm criticism. According to the editor, 
Òthe motion picture industry is going ahead too rapidly for such non-
sensical things as Þlm criticism to interfere with or unduly Þll up our 
columns.Ó Further elaborating on the matter, the editor fears he would 
be accused of being partisan, this irrespective of whether a Þlm is chas-
tised or praised. Furthermore, he considers criticism futile if not deliv-
ered well in advance of the ÞlmÕs opening. In a putatively decisive re-
tort the editor quips: Ò[N]o two criticisms are alike.Ó83 A review of ImpÕs 
Destine published Òin a contemporaryÓ periodicalÑin all likelihood Show 
WorldÑwas reprinted as an example of the futility of critical activities 
in the face of an alternative account penned by the NewsÕ writer. After 
having demonstrated the critical institutionÕs lack of consensus, he con-
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cludes: ÒOur position is thus fully deÞned, and we feel sure that after 
criticism is eliminated the trade will be happier.Ó The columns devot-
ed to criticism in the New York Dramatic Mirror , Billboard, Variety, Mov-
ing Picture World, and Show World were not to be eliminated, a change of 
heart had to take place elsewhereÑat the editorial desk of the News.

The editor of Moving Picture News returned to the topic a few weeks 
later, this time enlisting support from an editorial in the St. Louis, Mo., 
Republican, which mocked the stenographic manner of criticism in Show 
World. Its author, Alfred E. Saunders, concluded that the attempts razzed 
by this and other high-class papers are indeed a Òridiculous manner of 
Þlm criticism.Ó84 Soon enough, Moving Picture News had second thoughts 
and began to publish succinct reviews, Þrst signed by Colin (only twice), 
later Walton, and then Jean on the Curtain.

In the early days of picture criticism audience reactions were consid-
ered a vital aspect of the endeavor advocated by both the Mirror  and the 
Moving Picture World. A similar sensibility motivated VarietyÕs decision 
to review full programs in the manner of the World. The critical initia-
tives thus offered merely a vessel-like channeling of audience reactions 
in lieu of a criticÕs personal opinions. In a balanced discussion of Òpic-
ture criticismÓ and reviewing Harvey Harris Gates rebukes the percep-
tion that the criticÕs sole obligation was to report on audience reactions 
and instead argues for what to his mind appears to be the decisive mat-
ter: Òthe question of whether it is a good picture or a bad one.Ó To em-
bark on such a critical mission requires good taste and Òanalytical tal-
ent.Ó85 An institution of picture criticism conducted under such auspices, 
he claims, would serve audiences and producers alike. GatesÕ contention 
in 1913 reßected a Þlm culture distinctly different from the offerings re-
viewed in 1908. His call to pen was partly answered in the columns of 
the Chicago Tribune in 1914 by Kitty Kelly. The pioneering efforts of Kel-
ly and her colleagues will be addressed later. In the next chapter we will 
turn to the amusement geography in Los Angeles and chart it in several 
registers, from the calls for theater construction in the 1880s to the pa-
latial Þlm theaters for features in the mid-1910s. The latterÕs programs 
were both advertised and reviewed.
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ÒI donÕt mean that kind of history.Ó1
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a charting of the theatrical geography from the early days to the era 
of Þlm palaces will literally set the stage for the complex amusement 
 fabric tying in with general patterns of business mobility in Los Angeles. 
The structure of business life reßects multiple interests and interacts 
with consumer mobility in compounded constellations, which in turn 
are deÞned by the overall urban ßow and transportation networks. After 
beginning with the establishment of a theatrical scene before 1900, we 
will follow the paper trail from the nickelodeons initially dotting the 
dense yet culturally peripheral part of the city that once was its absolute 
center, the Plaza area. Gradually, and fueled by popular demand, Þlm 
culture widened its circle of exhibition, but in the process, just a few 
years down the road, moved into palatial venues for predominantly li-
censed Þlms. Meanwhile, longer Þlms were booked by legitimate houses 
centered in a part of town on the verge of losing its grip as the business 
hub. Within the conÞnes of the ßedgling business center, intersecting 
further south in the vicinity of Spring Street and Seventh, new movie 
palaces loomed large. 

Los Angeles was an entertainment-driven city, and the inßux of 
ÒcolonistsÓ and winter tourists provided a stabile market for high-class 
amusement offerings. Homeownership, a crucial factor for the census 
in Los Angeles, largely placed the patrons for pricey theatrical offer-
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ings in neighborhoods outside the city center, which presupposed Þrst-
rate transportation options for shopping sprees as well as evening 
 entertainments. Theaters located slightly off the beaten track in relation 
to the transportation nodes suffered in the competition. This was the 
bitter lesson learned by hosts of managers at the Walker Theater on 
Grand Avenue, even if the rapidly increasing number of automobiles 
made patrons more mobile. This chapter leads up to a case study of the 
many futile attempts at Þnding a viable formula for this particular 
house and especially the exhibition strategies implemented by the Mozart 
family.

In the 1870s, back in the days when the Saunterer penned accounts of 
life in the city, traveling stage attractions were offered at only one venue 
in Los Angeles, the Merced Hall close to the Plaza. Here Òthree civiliza-
tions meet,Ó as Robert Grau discerningly observed: Ò[T]he Chinese and 
Japanese at one corner of the triangle, the Spanish and Mexican at the 
second, and the ÔGringos,Õ or Americans at the third.Ó This mix of civili-
zations proved to be highly important for the emergence of Þlm culture 
in Los Angeles. Merced Hall, at 418 North Main Street, functioned as a 
community center, hosting, in addition to occasional traveling perfor-
mances, lectures, funerals, weddings, and other ceremonies.2 As the 
Òbuilding boom continued without diminution,Ó all signs indicated that 
Los Angeles was destined to develop into Òa large city.Ó Still, certain key 
features were sorely missed in the burgeoning city in 1883: Hotel facili-
ties were inadequate for accommodating incoming visitors, there were 
no public parks for leisurely strolls, andÑimportant for civic and cultural 
aspirationsÑthe city could boast no theater building.3 Downtown was 
electriÞed that year, and 250 lamps on tall masts were set up along the 
busiest thoroughfares. Ambitious sewer projects were Þnished in 1890, 
and running water became accessible in outlying districts also. As Robert 
M. Fogelson has shown in his classical study, Los Angeles was conscious-
ly planned as a city scattered and fragmented.4 Railroad tracks tied far-
ßung districts to downtown, and telephone services, schools, and later 
playgrounds were available throughout the area. 

Census reports for 1900 document the penchant for living in subur-
bia, listing 42% of household heads in Los Angeles as homeowners. For 
colonists arriving in droves, not least from the Midwest and the met-
onymic Iowa, the prospect of owning a home provided a major incentive 
for relocation. By the time it was connected to the rest of the country via 
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Southern PaciÞcÕs line to San Francisco in 1876, Los AngelesÕ population 
had more than doubled: from over 5,000 in 1870 to over 11,000 in 1880. 
The number of residents reached 50,000 in 1890, a Þgure which had 
doubled again by the turn of the century; in 1910 it touched the 320,000 
mark. The unprecedented real-estate and development boom from 1886 
to mid-1888 was mainly triggered by a second railroad connection to 
Los Angeles, the Santa Fe Railroad, and the ensuing rate war between 
the lines. While the market outlook turned considerably gloomier in the 
early 1890s, the economy gradually bounced back at the end of the de-
cade. The industrial backbone of the local economy in 1910, two years 
before the harbor had opened in San Pedro after a protracted battle, was 
agribusiness, manufacturing, and oil. It was at this particular juncture, 
in 1911, that local boosters discovered the clout of the burgeoning local 
Þlm industry as an advertising agent for the Southland as well as an eco-
nomic behemoth in the making.

The absence of a proper theater building did not preclude stage enter-
tainment at several venues in the pre-railroad era: foremost the old Mer-
ced, housed on the second story of a building close to the Pico house at 
the PlazaÑthe historic city center. The Turnverein Hall, one of many de-
velopments in 1887, occasionally hosted theater performances, as Mott 
Hall did more regularly; like the Merced, it was on the second story, 
though over the market in MottÕs case. HazardÕs Pavilion, a barn-like 
structure that was home to fairs, pageants, lectures, conventions, poul-
try shows, prizeÞghts, and political ralliesÑplus all forms of theatricals; 
in that capacity it seated 4,000Ñwas erected at the corner of Olive and 
Fifth in 1887 when the expanding city outgrew the small Merced. Henry 
T. Hazard, the mayor of Los Angeles, built the pavilion in collaboration 
with entrepreneur George Pike. The Baptist Church later acquired the 
lot and built the long-standing Temple Auditorium, which opened with 
much pomp in 1906, offering church services on Sundays and high-class 
musical attractions the rest of the week presented under the auspices of 
legendary impresario L.E. Behymer.5 In 1914 the house became CluneÕs 
Auditorium and later Philharmonic Auditorium. The structure was used 
as a venue for music until 1964Ñtoday, the site is dominated by a park-
ing lot across the street from Pershing Square.

In October 1884 the Þrst purpose-built theater opened, the Chinese 
Theater located at 212 Marchessault Street just northeast of the Plaza 
between Alameda Street and the so-called Negro Alley; it was reported 
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to accommodate 1,200 patrons. The theater operated until just after the 
turn of the century and ended its tenure by screening moving pictures.6 
In 1887 visual entertainment was provided by the Los Angeles Panora-
ma Company, and its debut panorama on a lot on South Main was The 
Siege of Paris. Earlier that year, another panorama had been erected at 
Washington Gardens, an extensive park-like tract located on the out-
skirts of the city at the southwest corner of South Main and Washing-
ton Street. 

Washington Gardens, in its different guises, turned into a popular 
park and outdoor resort before its demise late in 1912. In 1901 Washing-
ton Gardens became Chutes Park, which advertised itself as park, the-
ater, zoo, and midway. The theater presented small-time vaudeville acts 
interspersed with Þlms, initially billed as Vitascope Þlms. In November 
1910 Arthur S. Hyman acquired the theaterÕs lease, offering vaudeville 
and Þlms at what was then the newly opened Luna Park, which featured 
an array of novel attractions and an enlarged zoo after a year in vir-
tual Òhibernation.Ó7 The midway attractions, previously under attack, 
were relegated to a segregated area in the park, liquor was banned, and 
the dance pavilion was transformed into a skating rink. When the new 
managers took over the lease, they, as everybody else, sought patronage 
from women and children foremost.8 Luna closed down in the spring 
of 1911 for additional improvements and reopened in June, but not for 
long. Washington Gardens also hosted a baseball park. Chutes Park was 
where the Los Angeles TouristsÑseveral name changes later the AngelsÑ
played their Þrst game in the PaciÞc Coast League in March 1903 against 
Seattle. When Luna Park was sold late in 1912, the buildings were ßat-
tened to give room for an expanded ballpark.

When the theatrical season opened in 1894, a decade after the call 
for a theater building, the Burbank Theater offered melodrama, the Los 
Angeles Theater society drama, while the Grand Opera House opened 
its dramatic season in November after an initial round of opera. Vaude-
ville had found a home at the recently opened Imperial Music Hall, on 
Main Street between First and Second in the old Chamber of Commerce 
building. According to the Times, Òthe opening [of the Imperial] prom-
ised to be the amusement event of Los Angeles.Ó9 The old auditorium 
had been refurbished with the latest stage equipment and comfortable 
opera chairs for the audience. The hall, modeled after the music halls in 
London and Paris, was decorated in white and gold. A frivolous cartoon 
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published a few days after the debut put a dancing lady in front of an au-
dience, captioned ÒLa Fiesta De Los Baldheads.Ó Apart from bald men, 
the audience included several women in gaudy hats, hinting at frivolous 
interaction between the groups. Other than the Imperial Music Hall, 
vaudeville was offered at Mott Hall in 1895 by the trio Gottloeb, Lehm-
an, and Ellinghouse; Lehman was also afÞliated with the Orpheum cir-
cuit. The Orpheum Vaudeville CircuitÑthat is the Meyerfeld syndicate 
which operated together with Martin BeckÑopened its own branch in 
Los Angeles on December 31, 1895, by moving into the Grand Opera 
House at 110 South Main. The house, built by O.W. Child with 1,440 
seats, had opened in May 1884 in response to the previous yearÕs call for 
a regular theatrical venue. The house was torn down in 1936 after hav-
ing closed with Òa nudist show.Ó10

The founder of the Casino Theater, J.E. Waldeck, once local manager 
of the Orpheum, started off with burlesque at 344 South Spring Street 
and was initially met with a good following. His establishment in fact 
had three legs: Apart from the live attractions on stage, another section 
of the building displayed sixty-eight waxwork scenes under the familiar 
name Eden Musee, while the second ßoor housed a luxury billiard par-
lor as well as slot machines for visual attractions. The house opened late 
in 1903, but when problems mounted due to escalating costs for attrac-
tions and unpaid construction bills, Waldeck apparently saw no way to 
alleviate the straits; he died after being found in a canyon near Santa 
Monica in 1904.11 

The Þrst stock house in Los Angeles, the Burbank, opened in 1891 
(1,580 seats). Dr. David Burbank, a legendary Southland developer with 
a city named after him to boot, built the theater. Fred A. Cooper was 
among a string of more than a dozen unsuccessful Burbank managers in 
the early days. His demise as manager, however, happened to coincide 
with the presentation of the Vitascope at the Orpheum in July 1896.12 
Oliver Morosco picked up the lease for the Burbank in 1898, which ini-
tiated an era in Los Angeles theatricals. In 1908 the new Majestic The-
ater (1,650 seats) in the Hamburger building, 845 South Broadway, was 
opened under MoroscoÕs management and booked by the John Cort 
Syndicate. The opening of the Majestic redeÞned the amusement geog-
raphy and functioned as a bellwether for upcoming developments. Soon, 
movie palaces nestled around MoroscoÕs house. The link to the new-
fangled business center was marked by HamburgerÕs Department Store, 
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which in addition housed a small Þlm theater for the shoppers and their 
children, the Arrow. 

The Mason Opera House, built by John Mason, opened on June 18, 
1903 (1,552 seats), under the management of H.C. Wyatt, a seasoned 
impresario who previously managed the Grand Opera House during 
several seasons. Klaw & Erlanger took over the bookings at Mason in 
August 1911. The house stood until 1955, but was turned over to Þlm in 
the 1920s.

In August 1904 the Belasco Theatre, seating 1,200, opened the door 
for legitimate drama under Frederick Belasco and John Blackwood. After 
the Burbank, this was the second prominent stock company in Los 
 Angeles. On May 22, 1911, it was reported that the Belasco, the Bur-
bank, the new Belasco (under construction; opened as MoroscoÕs Theater 
in early 1913), the Majestic, and the Lyceum (renamed when the 
 Orpheum moved out) were all operating under the management of 
 Morosco-Blackwood. The extent of their business empire prompted an 
incorporation, which took place on June 3.13

In 1903 the Orpheum proceeded to a new location, formerly the Los 
Angeles Theater (1,425 seats) at 227 South Spring, a house built in 1888 
by Juana Neal. Moving pictures remained on the bill at the new house 
on South Spring, though under various designations: Orpheum Motion 
Pictures, High-Class Moving Pictures, Daylight Pictures; the latter tech-
nology was adopted when dark auditoriums became a concern. On June 
26, 1911, the Orpheum again relocated, this time to a purpose-built 
house at 624 South Broadway which seated 2,000. Moving pictures were 
on the bill at all three Orpheum venues.14 After August 14, 1911, news-
reels were the only type of Þlms screened by the Orpheum, initially the 
PathŽ Journal, billed as ÒMotion Views of the WorldÕs News.Ó15 The ele-
gant new Orpheum was built to meet the competition from the rivaling 
vaudeville stages, not least the Pantages Theater, 532Ð36 South Broad-
way, which had opened on September 26, 1910, more or less the same 
day as CluneÕs Theater next door at 528 South Broadway. While Clune 
offered vaudeville and Þrst-run licensed pictures, Pantages interspersed 
its vaudeville turns with Þlms as a standing item on the bill, under the 
rubric Pantageoscope. Overall, the vaudeville houses integrated Þlms 
under more or less fancy designations, some of them with a genre-
 speciÞc slant, like The Laugho-scope at the Los Angeles Theater. Earlier 
on the Unique offered the Uniquescope and Walker the Walkerscope.
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Newspapers often displayed highbrow disdain for what were considered 
cheap amusements. The short-lived Evening News, for example, in the fall 
of 1906 dubbed Los Angeles Òthe home of Þne theaters,Ó and listed the 
Belasco, Burbank, Orpheum, Grand Opera House, Hotchkiss (formerly 
the Casino), and the Mason (the latter soon to face competition for pa-
trons seeking musical attractions at the Temple Auditorium), but found 
it superßuous to Òspeak at lengthÓ about Òthe cheaper places,Ó namely 
FischerÕs, Unique, Empire, Cineograph, Lyric, and Broadway.16 So, let us 
Þll in some gaps in order to illustrate the extreme ßuidity of the small-
time theatrical market. Among the minor houses, the Novelty, which had 
opened at 523 South Main in October 1905, is conspicuously absent from 
the list. It was probably dark at this particular point after being renamed 
PeopleÕs Theater, and had not yet been reopened as the New PeopleÕs by 
Sullivan & Considine; it later became the Olympic and, in 1912, the Cen-
tury. The Unique, a small-time vaudeville house managed by Flora E. 
Hentz and John U. Zallee, opened at 456 South Spring in 1901. The bill 
at the Unique catered to the family audience, and according to the TimesÕ 
theater page, Ò[t]here is no place in the city where women and children 
can more safely go. [É] All low allusions in any act placed on the bill 
are cut out by the management,Ó and it was reassuringly pledged, Òthe 
women on the stage are there to perform, and not to ßirt with men in the 
audience.Ó17 The Unique moved to 629 South Broadway in 1902 and re-
mained there until the fall of 1909, when Hentz and Zallee relocated to 
the Empire Theater at 128 East Third Street for a short stint. The house 
on Broadway was torn down and replaced by the Co-Tenant Building 
in 1910 as part of the business centerÕs migration. On May 10, 1910, the 
small-time house the Cineograph Theater, which had opened early Sep-
tember 1902 as a sister to the Cineograph in San Francisco, closed down, 
only to reopen as the Court Street Theater a few months later. Before clos-
ing, the Cineograph, named after a Þlm projector manufactured by Lu-
bin, had passed through several program models, trying Þrst to substitute 
unsuccessful vaudeville for drama, and Þnally opting for pictures only be-
fore calling quits.18 The establishment shared fate, time frame, and billing 
concept with the Unique. When the Cineograph opened, it was described 
as Òa new moving-picture theaterÓ mixing pictures with vaudeville; the 
house seated 1,200 and did not sell drinks or allow smoking.19 
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The volatility of the small-time vaudeville market offered a backdrop 
for the Þrst Þlm venues, such as TallyÕs The Lyric, which had opened as 
the Electric Theater, programming pictures only in April 1902 before 
turning to a combination program under the new name. Tally dropped 
the house for other ventures, but returned as an exhibitor in late 1905 
when he acquired the Broadway, which had been one of A.J. Mor-
gansternÕs venues. Morganstern, a lawyer trying to build up a chain of 
theater houses in California with the Broadway Theater, which opened 
in December 1903, as his ßagship, had also acquired the Casino. In the 
turmoil following WaldeckÕs death the Casino took on a hoodoo rep-
utation, a fate experienced by both Morosco and Wyatt before Mor-
ganstern acquired the lease in February 1905Ñwith little success, which 
forced him to curb his theatrical ambitions later that year. 

Overall, the competition for attractions had escalated among the 
small houses in both San Francisco and Los Angeles, and acts priced at 
$75 in the middle of 1905 could bring in as much as $125 in 1907; costs 
hard to bear for the small-time houses, which the multitude of manage-
ment changes shows. After the nickel houses began to enter the market, 
most small-time venues dropped out or settled for mixed bills under a 
steady stream of intrepid managements. 

When the Orpheum moved again in 1911, at a time when Þlm and 
theater venues were ßocking to the new business center, the abandoned 
building on Spring Street was turned into the Lyceum. On June 30, 1912, 
 Morosco and Cort turned the Lyceum into a house for high-class pictures, 
but already in November, J.A. Quinn added the lease to his many other 
Þlm ventures under the incorporated Q Amusement Co.

Apart from its discussion of the theatrical sceneÑbreathtakingly mer-
curial as the run-through above evidencesÑthe Evening News observed a 
shift in city gravity underway already in 1906 when the key developments 
still were at the planning stage.20 A migration south of the business cen-
ter was thus in the works when the nickel proprietors started scouting 
for locations. It was therefore no accident that their venues formed an-
other cluster further north at less expensive addresses, but still along the 
busy streets running north to south: primarily on South Main and South 
Spring. Already in 1895, at a critical phase of the cityÕs development, the 
Times, in a remarkably prescient piece, had speculated on the future of 
South Main Street, foreseeing a trajectory in the making that eventually 
transformed the street into an ideal avenue for nickel culture.
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This is just now a critical time for the Main-street property-owners. As 

The Times has frequently pointed out, it rests largely with them to say 

whether the business section shall keep on in a southerly direction and 

work into Main street again after passing the junction of Broadway, or 

whether it shall turn westward on Hill street and cluster around Central 

Park, in which case the probability is that Main-street property will not be 

much more sought after than property on North Main is today.21

The staff writer proposes three initiatives to prevent the slump: paving 
the street, electrifying the car line, and building a much-needed hotel on 
South Main near 10th Street. According to the TimesÕ ever-optimistic as-
sessment of business prospects, a syndicate formed around such a plan 
would double their investment in twelve months. The hotel was not built 
and paving and electrifying was not enough to turn South Main into 
a prominent part of the business center. An editorial in the Los Angeles 
 Express from 1903, titled ÒFinancial Center of the City,Ó prophesized a 
concentration of banks and Þnancial institutions in one block. ÒFourth 
street from Main to Broadway seems destined to become to Los Angeles 
what Wall Street is to New York, the Þnancial center of the city, where the 
great majority if not all the banks will have their headquarters.Ó22

A magazine writer in 1907 bemoaned the dispersal of the former busi-
ness center around Third and Spring Street claiming, ÒTo-day there is no 
center.Ó23 The shopper who could once Þnd everything in the old intersec-
tion now has to explore Broadway, Spring, Main, and Hill between Fifth 
and Seventh to pick up all items; a predicament remedied when Hamburg-
erÕs Department Store opened on Broadway and Eighth. The Times, proud-
ly reporting on the business and construction developments, claimed to 
have scooped all the new ventures on South Broadway early in 1910, which 
solidiÞed the shift of metropolitan gravity. The total cost of projects to 
be Þnished within 1910 was estimated at $2,000,000, among the build-
ing projects were three theatrical enterprises: the Pantages in the Garland 
Building (534 South Broadway), the Tally Theater Block, starting with two 
ßoors but designed for eight, and the new Orpheum.24 Not yet reported on 
was William H. CluneÕs new theater, for which the Times could publish ar-
chitectural sketches in July.25 Thus, the closer to the emerging business cen-
ter the more prestigious the venue, as deÞned by land prices.

In June 1910 Tally had moved his New Broadway from 554 to 833 
South Broadway, which conÞrmed the gradual shift of prestige venues 
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further south on Broadway signaled by the building of the Majestic in 
1908. The Hyman Theater, which opened late in 1910, was located at 
804 South Broadway, opposite HamburgerÕs Department Store. On 
June 26, 1911, the Orpheum had relocated to a new, purpose-built house 
at 624 South Broadway. The most symbolic shift took place in January 
1913 when Morosco moved one of his stock companies away from the 
Belasco to a new house, the Morosco Theater at 744 South Broadway, 
while the old venue switched to small-time vaudeville as the Republic 
Theater, better suited to the location. Thus, all the new ritzy showplaces 
were located in the 5Ð800 blocks on South Broadway, the main artery 
and white way in the new amusement and business district. The older 
theaters resided further north, in the old business district, on Broad-
way, Spring or Main, which evidences the observation concerning a mi-
gration a few crucial blocks south: Belasco (Republic from 1913) at 337 
South Main; Burbank, 546-48 South Main; Grand Opera House, 108 
South Main; Mason Opera House, 127 South Broadway; and Los Ange-
les Theater, 340 South Spring (this was the old Hotchkiss/Casino, which 
later turned into the Empress). Nearby, the Temple Auditorium on Fifth 
and Olive had since 1906 been the home for musical attractions of the 
highest class. The cheaper Þlm theaters and small-time vaudeville hous-
es lined the busy 100-500 blocks on South Main and South Spring. On 
North Main, close to the Plaza, the oldest nickel house and a few newer 
ones still catered to the ethnic patrons in the vicinity, predominantly of 
Mexican, Japanese, and Chinese descent. In 1912 Broadway came across 
as the prestige street in respect to amusement venues, which mirrored 
the business centerÕs migration south. Add to this the branching out of 
Þlm exhibition to the suburban districts in the early 1910s. We will re-
turn to the breakthrough of features at the Majestic, Mason, and the Au-
ditorium in conjunction with the discussion of the Mozart Theater.

�5�S�J�D�L�Z���5�S�B�G�¹�D���B�O�E���$�J�O�F�N�B�U�J�D���7�F�I�J�D�M�F�T

Prior to the opening of nickel houses, the Times occasionally reported 
on some particularly noteworthy aspect of a Þlm, most often Biograph 
material at the Orpheum, but silence was otherwise the default mode 
in the columns. On June 7, 1899, a hitherto unknown Þlm venue, the 
Los Angeles Theater, advertised mutoscope pictures of Pope Leo XII 
Òtaken at the Vatican by the American Biograph Co.Ó26 Biograph pic-
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tures at the Orpheum received attention due to the technology involved 
when shooting Þlms depicting Òpersons in epileptic Þts,Ó as well as Òthe 
movements of all kinds of microbes,Ó and Òthe growth and ßowering of 
plants.Ó The latter type of Þlms presupposed single-frame exposures at 
regular intervals, in this instance every half hour.27 Later, the use of Òma-
chine evidenceÓ in divorce cases was discussed. The writer was however 
not fully convinced concerning the proposalÕs practicality: ÒThis has of-
ten been done in theaters where such things can be easily arranged, but 
there would appear to be difÞculties in the way of its being attempted 
in actual life.Ó28 

The nature of the representations and the intricate ways of captur-
ing new types of content provided the focal points for reporters rather 
than the machine per se. In 1901 an article provided an in-depth account 
of how biograph tricks were perpetrated, a discursive genre that gained 
ubiquity Þve to six years later and experienced a renaissance after the 
publication of Frederick A. TalbotÕs Moving Pictures. How They Are Made 
and Worked. One particular trick effect seemingly never ceased to stir 
popular imagination: body parts, especially legs, severed from the body 
in automobile accidents.29 Such shocking images of gore and carnage 
placed cinema as an integral part of modernityÕs perceptual fabric and at 
times deadly physicality.

It has turned into a scholarly staple to discuss the alleged shock aesthet-
ic of early cinema in relation to means of transportationÑboth the mind-
set adopted when people were packed with others on the crammed street-
cars as well as the carnage wrought by the metropolitan trafÞc on rails. 
Numerous contemporary commentators sported reßections in a similar 
register. An automotive sketch of Los Angeles can illustrate a shift of focus 
from early cinemaÕs association with trains, or trams in SimmelÕs case, to 
an alliance between automobiles and feature Þlms. The latter formatÕs 
success was often evidenced by the capacity to attract automobile patrons. 
The risk for shocking carnage did not disappear in the era of automobiles. 
An accident killed fewer for sure, but the grand total of casualties escalat-
ed. Also, in a comparatively small town like Los Angeles the streets were 
perceived as Òdeadly,Ó according to an early 1908 editorial in the Times. 
Even in the face of a Òsizeable death toll inßicted by automobiles, street-
cars, and objects falling from sky-reaching structures,Ó commentators 
claimed this was a Òprice necessary to pay.Ó Attempts at far-reaching cor-
rections would namely serve as Òa deathblow to progress, the decay of 
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 empire, the stißing of the grand ambitions of a wonder-making era.Ó 
Therefore, the only available cure is for everyone to develop a Òhabit of 
alertness,Ó a perception echoing the SauntererÕs ambivalent stance con-
cerning progress. Thus, nobody should walk the streets of the Òroaring 
town without concentrating his or her undivided attention on the busi-
ness in hand, which business is to keep out of danger.Ó30

As early as 1905 the Los Angeles TimesÕ Lancer, Harry C. Carr, had not-
ed that Òalmost every other entry in the CoronerÕs book of records reads: 
ÔKilled by street carÕ or Ôstruck by automobile.Õ Ó31 Local lore has it that the 
Þrst known automobile to appear on Los AngelesÕ streets was built by S.D. 
Sturgis in a downtown Los Angeles shop for one J. Philip Erie in 1897. In 
1900 driving was common enough for the establishment of The Automo-
bile Club of Southern California. Four thousand automobiles traversed 
Los AngelesÕ streets in 1908, a year when the Þrst taxi service went into 
business. In 1911 about 21,000 automobiles were registered. So important 
was the automobile market that the Goodrich Company elected to rent 
the Auditorium for an hour-long advertising Þlm on the rubber industry. 
ÒThe Þlms will be shown free to all automobile dealers, dealers in rubber 
goods, and autoists, and other people interested in the rubber industry.Ó 
The Þlm was accompanied by a lecture.32 A month later Studebaker hosted 
a screening at the Gamut Club for automobile dealers.33 At the end of 1913 
150 automobile accidents were recorded daily. Among remedies proposed 
for making the streets safer was taking advantage of motion pictures and 
showing correct and incorrect driving behavior at all the cityÕs theaters, a 
proposal that never came to fruition.34

For a time, the intense trafÞc made Los Angeles a city predicated on 
both mass-transit and automobiles. PaciÞc Electric, HuntingtonÕs corpo-
ration, offered extensive opportunities for convenient rail travel across the 
region, and trams lined the downtown area. Huntington was also involved 
in the Los Angeles Railway Corporation, which operated 761 passenger 
cars carrying 125,000,000 passengers in 1911. A total of 1494 injuries were 
reported during the year, 31 of them fatalities. In evaluating these dis-
mal Þgures, the Board of Utilities predictably expressed concerns about 
the number of injuries, but reassured passengers that the percentage was 
lower when compared to similar systems of metropolitan transportation 
in the nation, this in spite of the higher level of congestion in busy down-
town Los Angeles.35 Among future transportation projects, Harry H. Cul-
ver advertised a subway between downtown and Culver City. The PaciÞc 
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Electric Railway, he claimed in his ad, Òhas bought and paid for a right-
of-way for this eight million dollar project,Ó which would cut the time for 
traveling from Sixth and Hill Street to Culver City from 25 to nine min -
utes, a grandiose idea never realized and still sorely missed.36

�'�*�(�6�3�&������  Advertisement for planned subway between downtown 
Los Angeles and Culver City. Los Angeles Tribune, November 2, 1913, VII:5.
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If the bicycle craze and vaudeville mania putatively combined for the 
sorry state of American stage in New York City in 1896, a quartet of 
Òtheatrical evilsÓ loomed large in 1911: automobiles, moving pictures, 
free passes and tickets, and Òthe theatrical civil war.Ó37 By then the in-
terest in biking as a pastime diversion had lost its momentum. For soci-
ety people, if one can trust the Moving Picture World, Òthe bicycle [was] 
dead as a doornail.Ó38 The strict divide formerly separating the precincts 
of vaudeville and the legitimate stage had become increasingly muddled 
in the 1900s. And in 1911, it was opined, the gallery was no longer con-
sidered the ÒÞnal arbiterÓ to be played to in the vaudeville houses, which 
attests to a partial eclipse of the frivolous and the risquŽÑas well as the 
dominance of new audience groups. At this juncture, legitimate actors 
oftentimes found themselves doing turns, dramatic sketches or playlets, 
while ÒvaudevilliansÓ moved into musical comedy; a castling responsible 
for higher prices for Þrst-rate attractions. Seemingly unencumbered by 
the theatrical evils listed by the Venice VanguardÑin a syndicated piece 
penned on the East CoastÑLos Angeles presented itself as a vibrant the-
ater city in the early 1910s with a strong and variegated vaudeville scene 
and several Þrst-rate, legitimate stages under the management of theat-
rical tycoon Oliver Morosco and his business associate John Blackwood. 
Meanwhile, struggling small-time vaudeville houses, in the wake of a 
craze for popular vaudeville peaking in 1910, were the causalities when 
the leading circuits upped the ante by moving into new lavish houses 
and offering attractions matching the ambience of the venues.39 As part 
of the crossover of the formerly ironclad division between vaudeville 
and legit, feature Þlms made conspicuous inroads in legitimate houses 
from 1911, as will be shown. While Þlm exhibitors were on the verge of 
lining the scintillating theater district with palace-like structures along-
side vaudeville houses and legitimate theaters, the old nickel culture still 
lingered in venues catering to the diverse ethnicities in the former busi-
ness center in Los Angeles, along the low-digit blocks of South Main and 
South Spring, and further north around the Plaza. These geographical 
fault lines between venues were clearly mirrored in the levels of runs car-
ried by exhibitors, which in turn were reßected in the ticket prices. And 
the admission charged translated into patterns of attendance in terms of 
class and ethnicities. 
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A statistical exercise from 1910, in its headline proclaiming the pic-
ture show Òomnipotent,Ó counted 60 shows and 400 patrons in atten-
dance at each house on average per night, adding up to between 30,000 
to 40,000 tickets per week. Thomas L. Tally and William H. Clune stand 
out from the overall exhibition fabric; TallyÕs Broadway house was 
dubbed the Þnest in town, perhaps in the country, and CluneÕs popular 
venue could allegedly seldom accommodate all would-be patrons.40 The 
number of houses represented a substantial increase in venues, in fact 
doubling between the spring of 1909 and the summer of 1910.41 In 
 August 1911 local exhibitor Arthur S. Hyman presented statistics he had 
compiled on behalf of the Southern California Motion Picture MenÕs 
Association (SCMP) which documented yet another sharp expansion. 
According to Hyman, 96 moving picture houses resided in the city, 84 of 
them members of the SCMP. Patrons numbering 60,000 attended the 
shows each weekday, while 100,000 lined up in front of the box ofÞces 
on Sundays, which translated to $52,000 in weekly receipts.42 

The newspapers continued to offer a slew of statistical accounts, par-
ticularly in early 1913, when the Times provided its readers with a con-
densed recreational survey, as it were, by riveting its attention to a run-
of-the-mill Saturday afternoon when pleasure seekers gallivanted about 
the city. Two hundred six thousand were said to be on the move. What 
were people up to, then? Streets and stores attracted 100,000, 15,000 
visited parks, 20,000 were enjoying excursions on the beaches or in the 
suburbs, and the same number of people was out motoring, readers were 
told. The regular theaters sold 5,600 tickets, while the movie houses ca-
tered to 25,000 patrons. As the reporter puts it, and note the focus on 
sound, or, rather, noise, Ò[s]eventy motion-picture theaters made their 
noisy bid for the restless nickel, and at practically every one of them it 
was impossible to Þnd sufÞcient chairs to supply the demand. The seat-
ing capacity of these twentieth-century attractions varies from 100 to 
1,800 and the crowd shifts constantly.Ó43 Four months earlier, the Los 
Angeles Examiner had provided its readership with statistical data con-
cerning Þlm culture in Los Angeles. The material was based on a report 
submitted by director Hobart Bosworth to the local censorship board. 
According to his estimates, 90,000 tickets were sold every day by the 
Þlm theaters, 550 reels were used every week, 40 of these were Þrst-run 
items, and 25 produced by the Edison trust. The bills offered 50 % dra-
ma, and 25 melodrama, the remainder consisting of educational Þlms 
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and comedies. A few years ago, he claims, 75 % of the program was made 
up of melodramas. In the East melodramas still enjoyed currency, espe-
cially Western material, he maintains. Los Angeles boasted 90 theaters, 
and six to eight of them showed Þrst-run Þlms.44 Figures in the Los Ange-
les Herald corroborate BosworthÕs material: Of the 87 theaters in Los 
Angeles, 75 to 80 were movie theaters.45 Estelle Lawton Lindsey, a 
 pioneer contributor on Þlm matters in the Los Angeles Record, interviewed 
a General Film executive who also conÞrmed the Þgures in an article 
published between the interventions in the Times and the Examiner.46 An 
article on the trust phenomenon, by and large from the heyday of Gen-
eral Film, estimated daily attendance of 95,000 at the 110 theatersÑthe 
latter Þgure seems exaggerated, however.47 If nothing else, these numer-
ical exercises underwrite Þlm cultureÕs Þrm grip on local audiences dur-
ing the Þrst half of the 1910s. Thus, moving pictures played a crucial role 
in most peoplesÕ everyday lives at time when exhibition practices and 
modes of production were in obvious transition and the overall amuse-
ment market in a state of ßux. 

A report on Los Angeles in Billboard highlighted the cityÕs Þnancial 
straits; cold spells in 1911 and 1912 had allegedly hurt the economical-
ly important citrus markets. While legit and big-time vaudeville were 
 doing well, small-time houses and nickel theaters were said to be in a 
state of disarray, Òparticularly on Main Street, which happens to be the 
Bowery of Los Angeles.Ó The number of low-priced houses was estimat-
ed at around 120 to 142, though 80 was more accurate. ÒFurthermore,Ó 
the correspondent claims, Òmany of these nickelodeons are frail rattle-
traps, such as mar and sear the cheaper section of New York City.Ó The 
writer predicts that this over-saturation of exhibition venues will result 
in closedowns until a reasonable market level is in place. The article then 
shifts focus: ÒLuckily, Los Angeles is busy manufacturing Þlms, or else it 
would not rank high right now as a Þlm business center. But the manu-
facturing of Þlms has no relation to the present dull spell.Ó48 The gradual 
emergence of ÒHollywood,Ó initially scattered throughout the area, gave 
the exhibition market a unique sense of local grounding.

Data gleaned by a reporter from the recently published 1913 edition 
of the local City Directory bespeaks the overall business structure in Los 
Angeles: The city was home to 2408 realty dealers occupying more of-
Þces than any other line of business, 1507 building contractors came in 
second, which underpinned a city rapidly expanding to accommodate 
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newcomers. Further down the list, one Þnds 194 saloons, 108 automo-
bile dealers, and 90 garages, while livery stables were pressed down to 54 
by the onslaught of motorized horsepower. Finally, 77 picture theaters 
were listed, considerable less than estimated by Billboard, but close to the 
rest of the estimates.49 Film theaters were however not only to be found 
along the white way of Broadway and around the PlazaÑthe nodes for 
high and low, respectivelyÑthe suburban districts were in the process 
of being dotted with houses. As a reporter put it, Òthe calico drama [is] 
trespassing uponÓ the residential districts, a point illustrated by a house 
planned for the corner of Moneta Avenue and 50th Street to be leased by 
H.H. Knapp and F.W. Stewell and scheduled to open in October 1911.50 
The suburban boom took off in 1909 when 25 permits for Òthe mainte-
nance of moving picture exhibitionsÓ were approved, gaining additional 
momentum in the spring of 1910, when its trajectory can be followed in 
the weekly reports on building permits in Southwest Contractor and Manu-
facturer. For a year, there seemed to be a new picture theater in the works 
every week, both along and parallel to the main thoroughfares.51 In as-
sessing the market, a correspondent for the Times talked about Òa mov-
ing picture craze in Los AngelesÓ when theaters opened Òfaster than 
they can be counted.Ó52

Prior to the real-estate boom that shaped the new, afßuent suburbs, 
exhibition on the fringe had primarily been temporary and conducted 
in airdomes operating during the summer season, which is documented 
by the surviving license records. A survey of the picture market in the 
Los Angeles Times describes in passing the suburban market conditions on 
the verge of the upheaval from temporary to permanent exhibition. ÒIn 
the suburban districts the little airdomes ßourisheth like the scriptural 
green bay tree, and young men and maids, and old men and old maids, 
also infants and motherlings, ßock there rather than go downtown of 
a summer evening,Ó a demand soon to be capitalized on year round.53 
When standing Þlm theaters opened in the suburbs, the airdomes came 
to represent a concern for the permanent exhibitors. The competition 
was unfair, they argued, since airdomes were not compelled to operate 
under the costly regulatory framework adopted for the standing Þlm 
theaters, for example concerning Þre protection. Suburban exhibitors 
even organized themselves in the Suburban Moving Picture MenÕs Asso-
ciation, a body that complained to the City Council in April 1912 about 
this particular state of affairs. 
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In 1910, when Þlm culture reached suburbia and Þlm production 
gradually turned into a Þxture of life in Southern California, the city of 
Los Angeles, with about 320,000 inhabitants, was by no means a major 
metropolis. The city and its commercial brass were entertainment-ori-
ented and business-shrewd enough however not to ignore the impact of 
the new phenomenon and its potential for tying in with the boosterist 
discourse unßinchingly trumpeting the boons of the area to prospective 
colonists from near and far.

The year 1911 was when both Moving Picture World and Moving Picture 
News for a time published weekly reports from Los Angeles, initially in-
cluding observations on exhibition also; soon enough, however, only the 
production angle merited coverage in the letters from the West Coast. 
Film Index, which occasionally devoted attention to Southern California, 
ceased publication in June 1911 when Moving Picture World absorbed it. 
The Index provided some bits and pieces of information from Los An-
geles in early 1911, and so did Nickelodeon, which became Motography in 
April 1911.54 

Theatrical trade papers addressing the broader amusement Þeld pro-
vide only scant information on Þlm exhibition in Los Angeles. Billboard, 
Variety, Show World, the New York Dramatic Mirror , and the New York Clip-
per are however still part of the backdrop for this chapter. The Los Ange-
les-based theatrical trade weekly, the Rounder, gradually opened its col-
umns to Þlm matters in 1909. Its initial position vis-ˆ-vis Þlm culture 
was clariÞed in one of its earliest editorials from November 1908: 

The moving picture show in some instances needs a moral disinfectant 

and in others encouragement. We lament the prevalence of these institu-

tions, not because we fear any serious moral plague, so much as because 

we think they in some degree affect the patronage of the regular high-class 

theaters, where the drama not merely amuses, but uplifts.55

Thus, for the Rounder, theater proper was in the limelight, and cinema 
still mainly a distracting nuisance diverting patrons from dramaÕs high-
er mission of uplift. Film culture hovered between being perceived as a 
distraction vis-ˆ-vis the nobler forms of entertainment, or an outright 
moral plague, to pick up the term dismissed as inadequate by the edi-
torial due to the mediumÕs future potential. The use of moving images 
for purposes other than mere entertainment turned into a set of diverse 
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practices for cultural uplift around 1910; church screenings in Los An-
geles and screenings for the poor at the Bethlehem Institute were part 
of such a movement. Nationwide, legions of editors had taken it upon 
themselves to expose cinema as a Òmoral plague,Ó particularly in 1907, 
in contrast to the stance in the Rounder. Irrespective of its early misgiv-
ings, the Rounder elected to cover local Þlm issues in late 1909, albeit in 
a highly condensed fashion at a time when exhibition had moved up a 
notch on the cultural ladder.56 

In 1911 vaudeville was ubiquitous in Los Angeles, and both big-time 
and small-time houses offered Þlms and live turns in various combina-
tions. Arthur S. Hyman presented roughly the same number of live at-
tractions as pictures, Þrst-run independent Þlms in his case. He operated 
Þve houses in downtown Los Angeles, the Luna Theater in the amuse-
ment park, and a new, elegant theater on the beach in Venice. His bank-
ruptcy in 1912 after a meteoric career marks the end of an exhibition 
chapter characterized by extreme instability which took on new forms as 
feature Þlms began to emerge, and big-time vaudeville houses upgrading 
the overall theatrical scene in Los Angeles. 

The geographical coordinates for amusements in Los Angeles prior to 
the breakthrough for moving pictures outlined above set the stage for the 
nickelodeon era and its entrepreneurs, foremost Thomas L. Tally and Wil-
liam H. Clune. 1909 was the year when local Þlm exhibitors in Los Ange-
les began building plush ÒÞlm palaces,Ó a term used by a trade commen-
tator in 1911. Tally and Clune spearheaded this shift and their efforts at-
tracted attention in the national trade press.57 They were, however, not 
the only Los Angeles exhibitors with track records from the early days 
and stretching well into the 1920s, but no other exhibitors managed to 
successfully take the step from no-frill places to palaces. Tally in particu-
lar was in the forefront at all exhibition phases. In addition, Clune and 
Tally operated licensed exchanges and later invested in production ven-
tures. Somebody like R.W. Woodley represented the middle ground in 
the upgrading process when he inaugurated his New Optic at 533 South 
Main, with 800 seats, on March 26, 1911. The old Optic was located at 
460 South Broadway and torn down when the business center pressed 
south and land prices soared.58 Woodley thus moved to the less ritzy Main 
Street and soon enough delved into the small-time vaudeville void after 
the closedown of the Unique and Cineograph, and similar casualties. He 
thus Òadded a ßasher electric sign with the word ÔVaudevilleÕ visible to all 
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parts of South Main Street within a block of the theatre.Ó59 A few years lat-
er, the Woodley Theater opened on Broadway, between Eighth and Ninth 
Streets. The house was perceived to Òmark another southward advance in 
substantial and sightly structures of the business district.Ó60

�'�*�(�6�3�&������ WoodleyÕs New Optic (Courtesy of the Los Angeles Public Library)

H.W. Nixon built a string of Globe TheatersÑthe Þrst one at 202 East 
Fifth Street in 1908Ñoutside the traditional theater district. Another of 
NixonÕs modest Þrst efforts was the Nickelodeon at 527 South Spring, 
which in 1909 became the Odeon. In 1911 it was reported that Nixon en-
tertained ambitions of acquiring the leases for a bevy of Þrst-class houses 
along the West Coast from San Diego to Seattle within the framework 
of the Consolidated Security Company, a business backed by local bank-
ing interests. The underlying assumption of the scheme was that, as the 
Òindividual has reached the zenith of his Þnancial possibilities in this en-
terprise,Ó it was time for consolidation in order to rationalize the exhibi-
tion business and put it on an industrial scale.61 Big-time exhibition with -
out a doubt needed a solid Þnancial base, which marked a gradual depen-
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dency on banks and Þnancial institutions writ large. The other side of the 
spectrum, pegged by Billboard as Bowery-like, advertised its Þnal throes in 
small-print classiÞed ads in the for-sale and wanted sections of the Sunday 
papers, which provides a revealing indication of how fast Þlm exhibition 
changed hands in 1911. The typical ads painted highly lucrative business 
outlooks for prospective investors.62 This ad market evidences the claim 
made in Billboard of an overabundance of small, ßy-by-night houses.

�'�S�P�N���%�S�F�B�N�F�S���U�P���$�B�Q�J�U�B�M�J�T�U�­�5�I�P�N�B�T���-�����5�B�M�M�Z

Thomas Lincoln Tally (1861Ð1945) is the most renowned Þlm exhibitor 
in Los Angeles with a historiographic stature and prominence harking 
back to a modest phonograph parlor on Spring Street which, in a subse-
quent incarnation, became the home of the Vitascope after its two-week 
debut at Los AngelesÕ Orpheum in the summer of 1896. For a boy born 
in Rockport on southwest TexasÕ Gulf coast in the momentous year of 
1861, the parental choice of naming him Thomas Lincoln has the ring 
of a political statement. Thomas was otherwise named after his father, 
Thomas J. Tally, a carpenter. The family was big and Thomas had several 
brothers and two sisters. Thanks to Terry Ramsaye, a pregnant moment 
of epiphany shaped and sealed Thomas L. TallyÕs destiny after an alleged 
Þrst encounter with the kinetoscope in his native state in 1896, shaping 
part of TallyÕs biographical legend.63 The tale is apocryphalÑor at best 
slightly misdatedÑsince the Tallys were already offering the kinetoscope 
and the famous James Corbett-Peter Courtney prizeÞght Þlm to paying 
customers, in a phonograph parlor at 248 South Spring Street, in Octo-
ber 1895.64 This might have been a temporary venture at a makeshift lo-
cation, since the next trace of the Tally business displayed a new address, 
311 South Spring. 

On April 16, 1902, Tally opened the Electric Theater at 262 South 
Main. The Electric Theater changed programs around once a month 
and advertised irregularly; its last ad was placed on March 11, 1903. As 
Musser speculates, Tally might have toured with his Þlms after wearing 
out his local audiences and before transforming his movie theater into 
a small-time vaudeville house.65 After changing the venueÕs name to the 
Lyric on July 18, 1903, Tally opted to show Þlms as part of a vaudeville 
program, which attests to the vicissitudes of offering Þlms exclusively 
prior to an industrial production structure. Moreover, there was com-
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petition to reckon with, not only from Þlms at the Orpheum, but from 
combination programs at the Cineograph, which opened in September 
1902, and the Hentz and SalleÕs the Unique as well; in addition, Chutes 
Park regularly screened Vitascope Þlms. The pitch in the Times for the 
Lyric locates the business in the ÒoldÓ Electric Theater, which perhaps 
alludes to a temporary closedown prior to the shift to vaudeville, a shift 
that emulated the CineographÕs billing concept. Exactly how long Tal-
ly held on to the Lyric we do not know; the city directories for 1904 to 
1906 listed Harry W. Oviatt as its manager.66 

Tally sold the Lyric to become a traveling exhibitor in late 1903 or 1904 
and made handsome proÞts by showing PorterÕs The Great Train Robbery on 
the road.67 Thomas Tally reemerged as a Þlm exhibitor in Los Angeles in 
1905, but only for a few days. A Los Angeles Times report tells of a Þre in the 
Hotel Nadeau building, located at the corner of First Street and Spring, 
where Tally had opened a picture business a few days ago. The room had 
for some time been occupied by The MerchantsÕ Bank, and a tailor was a 
tenant shortly before Tally moved in. The blaze was fed by Ò80,000 feet of 
the celluloid Þlm containing the moving-picture negatives.Ó68

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� TallyÕs Phonograph and 
Vitascope Parlor (Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker)
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On March 3, 1906, he opened TallyÕs New Broadway Theater at 554 
South Broadway. His son Seymour was part of the business, initially a 
bookkeeper, but soon promoted to the New BroadwayÕs assistant man-
ager. Tally seems to have acquired the place in January 1906, in the wake 
of MorgansternÕs unsuccessful tenure, a couple of months before the re-
opening. When the nickel era was ushered in in Los Angeles, Tally of-
fered Þlms and illustrated songs, but no vaudeville acts, in a venue on 
par with the small-time vaudeville houses. In 1909 Seymour Tally was 
listed as the theaterÕs proprietor, while Thomas Tally ofÞcially conÞned 
his activities to his exchange business. TallyÕs next venture was reported 
on in the Examiner on November 28, 1909: Tally had acquired the lease 
for a lot intended to be the new site of his theater. Several of SeymourÕs 
cousins had been working in the business, but when Tally built his new 
theater and later sold his exchange, the cousins moved into real estate, a 
business of industrial proportions in Los Angeles.

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	�	�� Patrons lining up outside TallyÕs New Broadway 
at 554 S. Broadway (Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker)

When the New Broadway Theater opened in its upgraded incarnation at 
833 South Broadway, the business-friendly Los Angeles Times opined that 
the enterprising TallyÕs career was a Òtestimonial as to what it is possi-
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ble for a moneyless but energetic man to accomplish here in Los Ange-
les in a few years time. With nothing but his energy and direct applica-
tion business, Tally has raised himself, in half a dozen seasons, from the 
position of dreamer to capitalist,Ó as the Times phrased it.69 Four years 
later a theater critic, taking stock off the theatrical situation, bestowed 
unparalleled praise on Tally in an article containing both a succinct ca-
reer outline and extolling D.W. GrifÞth: ÒLocally we have in T. L. Tally 
a man who began in 1896 with the Kinetoscope where you paid a nick-
el, pushed a button and saw pictures; in 1897 [should be 1896] he put 
on the Þrst life-sized pictures; in 1902 he opened the Þrst moving pic-
ture theater here and in 1906 on Broadway and Sixth street, where Mr. 
Silverwood now advertises his conscience, he had the Þrst real picture 
house in the country and people blocked the street trying to get in. Now 
he has his own theater on Broadway and three others where he releases 
his Paramount Pictures, and he is a very rich man.Ó70

Apart from exhibiting, Tally was also engaged in the exchange busi-
ness until General Film bought him out on March 6, 1911; he was paid 
$47,193.30 in addition to stock worth $14,000.71 In December of that 
year he sublet his lease for the New Broadway to the Kinemacolor en-
terprise, but the lack of success enjoyed by the manager W.A. Kramer 
soon put the theater back in TallyÕs lap in May 1912. Tally subleased the 
house to the Quinn Brothers under the Q Amusement Co., and they 
switched the name from TallyÕs to the Colonial Theater in July 1912.72 
Prior to this, the Q Company had instituted a new program at its other 
houses, one quite similar to CluneÕs: high-class pictures together with 
seven vaudeville acts.73 Tally still consistently avoided vaudeville. When 
Tally built his theater, he had a permit for building six additional stories. 
Quinn planned to build the additional stories for a hotel when he ac-
quired the lease, for which Tally was to be paid $2,400 a month for for-
ty-seven years. Tally, in his turn, paid $1,000 for the lease to the land.74 
The hotel was however never built.

In 1914 Motion Picture News offered a biographical overview of TallyÕs 
career. Just like the 1909 portrait in the Times and the ExaminerÕs in 1914, 
it portrayed him as enjoying exemplary Þnancial success: His assets were 
valued at a grand total of $500,000. The value of the theater on Broadway 
was estimated at $100,000, evidence that land was the prime source of 
value in Los Angeles; the property on which the theater stood was consid-
ered to be worth $400,000. By then, Tally had acquired the lot from the 
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Lang estate.75 The secret behind his successful ventures, readers were told, 
was his dedication to studying his audiences and their preferences, which 
translated into shows devoid of vaudeville turns, but with Þrst-rate music, 
sumptuous ambience, and personal attention to the patrons.76 

Towards the end of the decade Tally was one of the leading exhibi-
tors in the First National ExhibitorÕs Circuit and instrumental in sign-
ing both Charlie Chaplin and Mary Pickford with United Artists. In the 
early feature days he was closely afÞliated with Paramount. Tally retired 
in the early 1920s, only to return to exhibition by acquiring the Crite-
rion Theater, located on Grand Avenue just a block away from what was 
once the Mozart Theater. When Tally died in 1945, the Criterion site 
was Òoccupied by a parking station,Ó showing once again that if it is not 
motion pictures, it is automobiles.77 TallyÕs New Broadway was by then 
long gone, albeit not replaced by a garage, but a department store under 
the management of the May Company. 

�8�J�M�M�J�B�N���) �����$�M�V�O�F�­�'�S�P�N���U�I�F���/ �J�D�L�F�M���U�P���U�I�F���"�V�E�J�U�P�S�J�V�N

Most nickel texts in the local press, which will be discussed in a later 
chapter, described conditions in a house at 349 North Main in the Baker 
block. The Nickel Theater was opened by William H. Clune and Charles 
Bockover late in 1906; the building permit was dated November 1. This 
was their second storefront theater. The Nickle, as it was called in Bill-
boardÕs list of electric theaters, was the Þrst nickelodeon in Los Angeles 
and opened sometime late in the summer of 1906. The building permit 
for the house at 255 South Main was signed by Bockover only, but Clune 
co-owned the theater. The permit was dated July 13, 1906, and the costs 
for the unspeciÞed improvements were estimated at $300.

When Bockover and Clune branched out in the course of 1907, it was 
as the Southwest Amusement Company; the business was incorporated 
on February 11, 1907. Bockover was however neither among the three 
directors nor its four share subscribers. The capital stock was $25,000, 
and $7,502 was subscribed, 7,498 shares by W.H. Clune.78 The Southwest 
opened a third nickel theater in Los Angeles late in 1907, La Petite The-
ater at 508 South Broadway. Bockover and Clune broke up in 1908 around 
the time the theaters on South and North Main changed names. 

The Nickel on South Main was still in full swing in 1907, as was Tal-
lyÕs house on Broadway. The Scenic Theater at 522 South Spring was a 
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new venture operated by Southwest; it seated 300. The company also 
managed the Family Theater at Ocean Park, the Empire in San DiegoÑ
opened on March 23, 1907Ñand the Pavilion Theater on Coronado.79 In 
late October 1907 the Southwest Amusement Co. opened the Unique in 
San Bernardino. It was reported that the company controlled theaters in 
seven cities, in ÒLos Angeles, Long Beach, San Diego, and elsewhere.Ó80 

Early in 1909 Robert Brackett was hired as manager for the Clune 
Vodville Circuit, and when Clune opened his new theater in May 1909, 
Brackett was its manager.81 When dismantling Southwest, Clune at some 
point placed his theatrical assets in the Clune Amusement Company, 
which might have occurred in conjunction with his split with Bockover. 
In the spring of 1912 the subsequent incorporation of The Clune The-
aters Co., with capital of $2,000,000, absorbed the holdings in the Clune 
Amusement Co., which comprised houses in a bigger league than South-
westÕs venues. CluneÕs new company offered stocks at par value, $1, for 
the general market. The prospect explained the business strategy and 
emphasized the difference in exhibition practice vis-ˆ-vis the cheap the-
aters, which was evidenced by Clune charging from 10 to 30 cents. 
Vaudeville was an integral part of the program, but instead of the few 
shows a day presented at the Orpheum, for example, Clune ran multiple 
shows. The turns were on a higher plane than the cheap vaudeville of-
fered in small-time houses, and the Þlms were of course from the trustÕs 
producers, high-class and Þrst-run. The prospect promised generous 
 dividends of at least one percent to be paid every other month, begin-
ning immediately. When new theaters were added to the company, 
 dividends were expected to rise.82 

Bockover was a front man for CluneÕs discreet expansion during 1906. 
Clune soon moved on to the big league and respectability, which was 
quite unexpected given his early notoriety as a union activist in league 
with the political machine. Meanwhile, BockoverÕs career petered out 
into obscurity at the heel of the nickelodeon era, before his carpentry 
talents took him to Hollywood as stage builder.

Tally was an unfailing supporter of the trust and operated one of two 
licensed exchanges in Los Angeles; the other was in the hands William H. 
Clune.83 CluneÕs early days were as spectacular as TallyÕs, but he apparent-
ly preferred a shroud of silence to be draped over his youthful escapades. 
As for Tally, CluneÕs business acumen illustrates the importance of real-
estate investments and owning land as a prime success factor. Even more 
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so than Tally, Clune was involved in real-estate ventures and mining proj-
ects, dying a very wealthy man on the verge of the sound-Þlm era.

William H. Clune was born in Hannibal, Missouri, in 1862, and came 
to California in 1887 during the boom years when the railroadÕs cutthroat 
competition fueled unprecedented expansion in Los Angeles. In the ear-
ly 1890s he was secretary of the American Railroad UnionÕs local branch 
there, and for a while the branch manager also. In 1894, when one strike 
after another paralyzed the U.S. railroads, conductor Clune, employed 
by Southern PaciÞc, also owned a cigar store opposite the River station, 
which served as the strikersÕ headquarters. He was eventually convicted 
of conspiracy together with other local union ofÞcials for having ob-
structed delivery of the U.S. mail and lost his business in the process. 
Furthermore, he was Þred from his job as a conductor for Southern Pa-
ciÞc in the aftermath of the strike and was soon afÞliated predominantly 
with liquor and cigar interests in the notorious Eighth Ward. Clune was 
politically active and nominated as a Democratic Party candidate for 
council seats in the Eighth Ward run by boss Tom Savage, a notorious 
player in the local machine and involved in an array of obscure schemes 
in Los AngelesÕ vice and liquor districts. In 1895 Clune was featured in 
a much-publicized shooting brawl. The account in the Times described 
Clune as having Òacquired more or less unenviable notoriety,Ó and later 
articles evidence the claim by recounting several instances when he had 
assaulted police ofÞcers and, on one occasion, a streetcar conductor. He 
was convicted in one of the cases. Clune was then still under $10,000 
bond in the strike matter, for which he had been sentenced for conspir-
acy to eighteen months in prison in December 1894. After serving nine 
months he and his fellow strike leaders were however granted pardons 
by President Cleveland in November 1896. Cleveland stated that he was 
convinced of the prisonersÕ guilt, but they were to his mind no ordinary 
criminals, instead Òlaboring men swept into the violation of the law by 
Þrst listening to the counsel of disorder.Ó84 Clune was hence not around 
when the Vitascope premiered in Los Angeles.

After a short run in 1904 Clune disappeared from the license records, 
only to resurface Þve years later in a grander exhibition league with a 
house at 453 South Main, opened in May 1909 under the management 
of Robert A. Brackett. In the absence of records, virtually nothing is 
known about the day-to-day operation of his busy activities in 1905-
1908, when he branched out in several directions in addition to his mu-
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sic boxes: the exchange business, the Southwest Amusement Company, 
and CluneÕs Vodville Circuit. Shortly before the opening of his theater 
on Fifth and Main, an initial career sketch was ventured in a trade or-
ganÕs piece covering the local exhibition scene:

There are between twenty-six and thirty moving picture theaters in Los 

Angeles, Cal., all more or less elaborately appointed, and doing a thriv-

ing business; several introduce orchestral accompaniment and there is one 

house which uses the talking machine in conjunction with certain of its 

Þlms [FischerÕs Chronophone Theater]. There is in course of construction 

one of the best equipped moving picture and vaudeville theaters in the 

states, which when completed will seat 1000 persons and besides having 

a full orchestra, there will be operated from an electric keyboard a set of 

chimes. This house is being built on the corner of Main and Fifth streets, 

and is one of the many owned in southern California by the Southwest 

Amusement Company, of which W. H. Clune is president. Los Angeles 

can brag of one of the largest Þlm exchanges in the country, the Clune 

Film Exchange, which buys the entire output of all combined Þlm manu-

facturers licensed by the Motion Picture Patents Company. This Þlm ex-

change has been in existence for the past three years, supplying practically 

all of Southern California, Arizona and New Mexico.85

CluneÕs new theater had 900 seats, including six loges seating twelve per-
sons each. The program, which played twice in the afternoon, offered a 
show combining pictures and vaudeville. The house became the starting 
point for an array of large-scale theatrical developments in the era post-
Southwest Co. Apart from building yet another house in Los AngelesÑon 
BroadwayÑand leasing the Walker, Clune was operating Þrst-class venues 
in both San Diego and Pasadena.86 The latter, which seated 1,400, opened 
on March 1, 1911, with alternating Þlms, vaudeville, and legitimate the-
aterÑthe attractions were furnished by Klaw & Erlanger in the same way 
as for the Mason and the Majestic.87 In addition, Clune was building a 
house on the new amusement pier at Ocean Park. Reporting on his suc-
cess, trade sources estimated Òthat the present seating capacity of 900 
should be 9,000Ó at his theater at Main and Fifth, which at the time was 
showing Òthe pictures of Colonel Roosevelt in Africa.Ó88

CluneÕs second purpose-built theatre in Los Angeles, located at 528 South 
Broadway close to the center of the business and theater district, opened 
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on October 10, 1910. Architect A.F. RosenheimÕs building plans were pub-
lished in the press.89 The house was run under the auspices of the CluneÕs 
Amusement Company, which had been incorporated for $500,000.90 The 
subsequent incorporation in May 1912 of the Clune Theaters Company 
for $2,000,000 in authorized capital came about partly in preparation for 
CluneÕs takeover of the Grand Opera House in September that year.91

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	�
�� CluneÕs Broadway; the advertised Þlm was released 
in April 1910 (Courtesy of Marc Wanamaker)
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�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� Interior of CluneÕs Broadway 
(Courtesy of Brent C. Dickerson)

The expansion of his theatrical business coincided with the sale of CluneÕs 
exchange to General Film on March 27, 1911, which released a substan-
tial amount of capital. He accepted stocks in General Film (seven per-
cent preferred) for $20,000; the rest, $48,996.40, was paid in cash.92 

In July 1914 Clune added a new house to his chain of theaters when 
CluneÕs Exclusive opened at 547 South Broadway in the former Shell 
Theater. The house catered exclusively to women and their children, 
and men were not welcome unless in the company of a female. The 
house offered retiring rooms for mothers as well as nurseries. The bill 
was adapted to the sought-after audience, female shoppers and their 
 children, previously catered to by the Arrow Theater in HamburgerÕs 
Department Store, and also by the Mozart Theater. The ExclusiveÕs pro-
gram ran from 10 a.m. to 11 p.m., charging 5 cents for children and 10 for 
adults. CluneÕs initiative was applauded by the Parent-TeachersÕ Federa-
tion, but did not last long for reasons not accounted for. 

The Exclusive was a small venture targeting a niche market, as the 
name evidenced. On May 4, 1914, Clune took Þlm exhibition to a 
realm of quite a different magnitude by converting the Auditorium into 
CluneÕs Auditorium, marketed as the largest Þlm theater in the world. 
At the verge of the era of the Òmonster Þlms,Ó multi-reel feature Þlms, 
Clune considered his new house to be the only appropriate viewing con-
text for theatrical features in longer format then on the brink of, if not 
taking over the market, at least recasting the exhibition realm.93 The 
Auditorium was outÞtted with a pipe organ, allegedly Òthe largest west 
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of New York,Ó and Clune also employed a twenty-piece orchestra. The 
trade press heaped accolades on Clune for taking Þlm exhibition to an 
unprecedented cultural level: ÒProbably the greatest success in the mo-
tion picture Þeld of the greatest motion picture city in the countryÑ
greatest because of the many studios, Þlm manufacturing plants, and 
general interest in the Þlm industryÑis that of W.H. Clune, who recent-
ly leased the Auditorium, the former home of all grand opera, musical 
recitals, etc., with a seating capacity of more than 2,500.Ó94

CluneÕs opening program featured GrifÞthÕs Home, Sweet Home, the di-
rectorÕs Þrst release for Majestic/Reliance after leaving Biograph. The ab-
sence of a steady ßow of Òmonster ÞlmsÓ with strong audience appeal 
prompted Clune to Þnancially back such big-scale epics as The Clansman 
and Intolerance, as well as embarking on Þlm production himself in order 
to secure attractive vehicles for his colossal theater. The programming at 
CluneÕs Auditorium during 1914, up until Clune contracted The Clansman 
early in 1915 for a record-breaking run lasting months, attests to the difÞ-
culties exhibitors had acquiring popular feature subjects on a weekly basis 
in the early years. Clune hence programmed Þlms from several different 
exchange services besides screening state-right titles, some of them inter-
national features like Anthony and Cleopatra and Julius Caesar, both Cines 
productions distributed by Kleine, as well as the Danish Þlm Sealed Or-
ders directed by Benjamin Christensen. Lack of suitable long features at 
times necessitated double bills featuring shorter subjects, for example Dr. 
Leonard SugdenÕs exploration documentary The Lure of Alaska together 
with The Hoosier Schoolmaster, as well as SeligÕs In the Days of the Thunder-
ing Herd with the same studioÕs The Story of the Blood Red Rose. Most Þlms 
programmed during 1914 remained on the bill for a week, but a few ti-
tles were popular enough to merit a second one: VitagraphÕs The Chris-
tian, InceÕs The Wrath of God, GrifÞthÕs The Escape, PathŽÕs Les MiserablesÑ
all these titles were shown between July and September. In the following 
months no Þlm stayed on the bill for longer than a week, and Clune even 
offered return engagements for some of his previously screened success-
es, for example The Escape, which returned for a third week on November 
16th.95 The most successful title prior to The Clansman was the Selig pro-
duction of Rex BeachÕs The Spoilers, which premiered on May 25th and was 
given a two-week run and two return engagements. 

1914 was a year when the industry increasingly became part of the 
social and cultural scene in Los Angeles, not least by way of the numer-
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ous new associations like the PhotoplayersÕ League, which organized pa-
rades, pageants, and dances. This was partly an effect of the status ac-
corded actors thanks to the star system and reinforced by visibility in the 
community. Furthermore, scores of big theatrical names had recently 
joined the ranks of photoplay actors. Their conspicuous presence out-
side the frame encouraged live appearances in various promotional con-
texts, for instance in conjunction with screenings. When The Spoilers was 
on the bill, Clune, as an extra enticement, managed to present the lead-
ing cast members live prior to a June 4th show. According to a news item 
this was Òthe Þrst time any of the Selig performers have consented to 
appear in public.Ó96 The initiative bespeaks new opportunities for mar-
keting afforded by the featuresÕ programming format, which coincided 
with the serial ÞlmsÕ protracted exhibition span. Both formats encour-
aged Þlm companies to expand their publicity departments so as to Þnd 
new ways of capitalizing on the mediumÕs cultural leverage. Exhibitors 
even adopted novel ways of marketing their business: Clune, for exam-
ple, launched CluneÕs Amusement Newspaper to promote his venturesÑ
this in addition to a spin on a well-known gimmick advertised as ÒWalk 
in front of the camera and see yourself at CluneÕs Broadway.Ó97 

Actors appearing live and taking bows prior to the Þlm incurred a 
theatrical aura eagerly sought after by the feature format. This vein of 
theatricality additionally motivated adjuncts to the narrative proper, in-
tegrated in the form of prologs, epilogs, and an emphasis on acting and 
creative agency in the story, aspects of Þlmmaking we will return to in 
another chapter. The Spoilers, in fact, opened with a sequence introduc-
ing the leading players, made even more poignant and vivid by the ac-
torsÕ live appearance in CluneÕs theater prior to the ÞlmÕs opening pro-
log. In a slightly different register Charles Chaplin, Roscoe Arbuckle, 
and Charles Murray made a guest appearance at the Morosco Theater 
in a musical farce, LetÕs Get Married, which included a Òpretended Þlm-
ing of a picture.Ó The three Keystone comedians Òvolunteered to enact 
a moving picture comedy on the stage to show the patrons of the Mo-
rosco how it is really done.Ó98 Vitagraph on a regular basis had its lead-
ing players doing cameo appearances or acting in short plays in conjunc-
tion with Þlm exhibitions at the Vitagraph Theater in New York City.99 
Overall, such appearances blurred the border between stage and screen 
by highlighting the actorsÕ role and capitalizing on their star status in 
the production process.
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The Spoilers returned to CluneÕs Auditorium for a third week on Au-
gust 17th, and again on October 5th for a fourth week. This attests to the 
ÞlmÕs enormous popularity, noticeable elsewhere also, but the return 
engagements are testimony to the difÞculties of Þnding Òmonster ÞlmsÓ 
with unequivocal blockbuster appeal. CluneÕs investment in GrifÞthÕs 
The Clansman proved to be a highly lucrative and shrewd move due to the 
controversial ÞlmÕs unprecedented success and drawing power. CluneÕs 
previous experiences billing GrifÞth titles, from the houseÕs opening fea-
ture Home, Sweet Home to The Avenging Conscience and the three weeks de-
voted to The Escape, was part of the investment equation. CluneÕs will-
ingness to gamble on big spectacles might also have been prompted by 
the success of Cabiria (Itala Film, 1914), which impresario L.E. Behy-
mer offered for three weeks in the newly refurbished Trinity Audito-
rium. Joseph Carl Breil conducted a score compiled by Manlio Mazza; 
a large choir further added to the effect.100 Behymer waxed eloquent on 
the spectacle of Cabiria, which the TimesÕ interviewer perceived as being 
indicative of the mediumÕs maturity.101

Overall, the competition for the new feature format was Þerce, and 
CluneÕs old rival Tally had already scooped up all the Paramount orga-
nizationÕs features. It thus made sense to embark on the production of 
Þlms, which so many besides Clune had elected to do in the mid-1910s.

In 1916 Clune produced Ramona and Eyes of the WorldÑboth state-
right picturesÑin a studio at the corner of Melrose and Bronson bought 
from Famous Players in 1915. Famous Players had picked the studio up a 
couple of monthÕs earlier when the Fiction Company, headed by novel-
ist Louis Joseph Vance, went out of business. Clune needed big produc-
tions to Þll the nearly 3,000 seats at the Auditorium, which his partial Þ-
nancing of GrifÞthÕs The Clansman and Intolerance achieved during their 
respective opening rounds.102 CluneÕs studio, later known as Tec-Art, 
was one of the major rental studios for productions during the 1920s, at 
a time when Clune had relinquished his exhibition interests for real-es-
tate ventures. 

Just like Tally, Clune was praised for his amazing career leap from mod-
est circumstances to full-ßedged capitalist. When Clune opened his Pas-
adena theater in 1911, one of the local newspapers outlined the trajecto-
ry of his success, perhaps somewhat papered over and not quite accurate 
concerning chronology: ÒFrom railway passenger conductor to owner of 
a string of motion picture and vaudeville theatres in several of the princi-
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ple cities of Southern California is the jump that W. H. Clune, proprietor 
of CluneÕs new theatre in this city, made in the short space of three years. 
He wasnÕt a capitalist when he quit the railroad, but he is now.Ó103 In addi-
tion, his career is perhaps the most distinctive illustration of the new Þlm 
cultureÕs place within the dominant culture, while the Þlm culture of old 
still resided in a different realm in other parts of town.

�+�J�O�Y�F�E���&�Y�I�J�C�J�U�J�P�O�����( �S�B�O�E���"�W�F�O�V�F���B�O�E���U�I�F���. �P�[�B�S�U���5�I�F�B�U�F�S

After outlining the careers of the two exhibition pioneers in Los Angeles, 
both prominent Þgures within the licensed faction, we will now turn the 
attention to an independent venture and its overall exhibition context. 
Even more important here is the attempt at providing an example of Þlm 
exhibitionÕs vicissitudes during the period we are investigating by follow-
ing the fate of a particular house across a series of management changes.

The highfalutin exhibition of Þlm at the Mozart Theater in Los Ange-
les represented yet another effort to dispel the dismal history of a house 
at a precarious location: 730 South Grand Avenue. From its inauguration 
as the Walker Theater in December 1908, a select series of managements 
with shifting billing policies had marched past. The reasons for the lack of 
Žclat irrespective of ambitious offerings and a sumptuous theatrical space 
might be explained by exploring downtown Los AngelesÕ exhibition map 
around 1910. When the Mozart Theater opened in August 1912, it was 
not only against the backdrop of the WalkerÕs austere reputation, but also 
in the face of a multitude of upheavals that had an effect on Los AngelesÕ 
amusement scene overall in 1911 and the following year. To be sure, the 
Mozarts were no novices, but seasoned theatrical veterans with long rŽsu-
mŽs. Still, they faced an uphill struggle, further complicated by personal 
matters, both expected and unexpected. Before we approach the Mozart 
Theater, here is a historical, although cursory, run-through of previous 
managements at Grand Avenue, and some sketchy coordinates of the ear-
ly phases of feature exhibition in Los Angeles.

In December 1908 the Walker Theater opened at a purpose-built ven-
ue for vaudeville and moving pictures with a seating capacity of 900; 
parquet and balcony were outÞtted with opera chairs. Housed in the six-
story Walker Auditorium, the theater shared space with assembly and 
lodge halls besides a few studios. The main lobby, decorated in green, 
occupied the entire frontage, which measured sixty feet, including a pa-
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goda-shaped box ofÞce. The range of colors inside for parquet and bal-
cony was dominated by Òquiet tints in the art nouveau manner [É] 
in green and gold-brown, touched with gold.Ó J. Harry Pieper, the Þrst 
manager and lessee, had secured vaudeville attractions from Sullivan & 
Considine and promised a bill mixing the live acts with Þrst-run Þlms 
and illustrated songs.104 The house labeled its Þlm slots on the bill the 
Walkerscope for regular Þrst-run releases, while the Travellette showed 
Òscenes in other lands.Ó 

The house became CluneÕs Grand Avenue Theater in June 1910 after 
two unsuccessful attempts at billing comedy theater. The theater opened 
under CluneÕs management on June 18th, promising to be the Òhome 
of reÞned pictures and song,Ó which meant travel, scientiÞc, and edu-
cational Þlms Òinterspersed with clean dramatic and comedy pictures,Ó 
supplied of course by the licensed producers, given the ownerÕs afÞlia-
tions and exchange business.105 Tickets prices were 10, 15, and 20 cents. 
Irrespective of CluneÕs successful history as an exhibitor on Fifth and 
Main, the house turned dark after only a few months. In early 1911 the 
ubiquitous Arthur S. Hyman expanded in all directions in downtown 
Los Angeles and acquired the lease for the Walker in February. Little 
is known concerning the mix of pictures and acts Hyman billed at the 
Walker, supposedly a similar string of vaudeville acts and three or four 
independent Þlms, as he presented at his other houses. In a Þnal, desper-
ate attempt to revitalize the Walker, Hyman assembled a stock compa-
ny offering comedy built around Eugene B. Gear. In all likelihood, only 
GearÕs own three-act piece ÒKateÓ reached the stage.106 According to the 
license records, HymanÕs sojourn at Grand Avenue lasted from February 
to June, followed by a few dark months. 

An enigmatic news item in a late May issue of the New York Clipper 
furnished the earliest trace of that an initiative was underway. Sched-
uled for reopening on September 1st, the former Walker was to Òbe re-
christened with a magic name,Ó and the new management planned to 
offer only the best feature and state-right Þlms. Furthermore, the enter-
prise was part of a new chain of Þrst-class theaters in major western cit-
ies that belonged to a syndicate represented by Harry M. Scott.107 Mo-
tography provided more details in its June issue. The Mozart circuit was 
named and apart from Scott, formerly with Drew & Campbell of Cleve-
land, Harry DavisÕ name came up. Davis was an amusement veteran in 
Pittsburgh and more recently the New York representative of the Mo-
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zart circuit. The Mozart Theater planned to change programs every sec-
ond week, a decidedly high-class arrangement matching the longer exhi-
bition spans for the feature material shown at leading theater houses.108 
At this time, there was however no mention of Mrs. MozartÕs role in the 
endeavor. In the same issue of Motography a short notice mentions plans 
for a Los Angeles WomenÕs Photo-Play Theater to be Òbuilt, owned, and 
managed entirely by women and for women,Ó a venture attributed to a 
Mrs. Hester Grant Giles. This playhouse never left the blueprint stage, 

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� HollywoodÕs assets. Cartoon from Los Angeles Herald, 
23 January 1910, 6.
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but it is not unlikely that the Mozart people picked up the idea on the ßy 
when reading the clippings and decided to conÞgure their own establish-
ment in a more or less similar fashion. The Grand Avenue house did not 
however become a theater for women only; such an initiative was spon-
sored by Clune for the short-lived Exclusive later on, but the women-
only-management-and-work-force concept became a trademark for the 
Mozart Theater which exercised an irresistible pull on the press when it 
opened in August with Anna Mozart at the helm.

Evidently, Anna Mozart was not the only American woman in charge 
of Þlm exhibition, not even in Los Angeles. The local pioneer in this re-
spect seems to have been a Miss F.T. Emery, Òwho enjoys the distinction 
of being the cityÕs Þrst woman exhibitor.Ó Her El Rodeo at 807 East Fifth 
opened in 1911.109 Actually, the most prominent woman in charge of a 
major American theater was Josephine Clement, manager of the presti-
gious Bijou Dream in Boston from 1909 to 1913 and a proliÞc spokesper-
son for carefully planned quality programming mixing one-act plays, 
Þlms, and lectures with or without slides.110 A potential rival for promi -
nence was Anna H. Gill of Cleveland, Ohio, a pioneering traveling exhib-
itor in addition to building three picture houses in Cleveland; Gill was 
afÞliated with the Lyman Howe Circuit. The Gill Travel Tours visited 
Los AngelesÕ Temple Auditorium in late April 1913 with a show featuring 
talking motion pictures with sound effects and a group of seven invisible 
actors delivering the dialog from behind the screen by way of the 
 Humanovo system.111 The travelogues were presented under the slogan 
ÒWe Bring the World to YouÓ and interspersed with comedies in the 
manner of the old split reels.112 While bringing the world to Grand Ave-
nue proved to be a trickier proposition, the Mozarts, after testing other 
billing concepts, eventually settled for a bill of travel Þlms exclusively.

Grand Avenue ran a couple of blocks away from the theater-and-Þlm 
district dominated by houses on Main Street, Broadway, and Spring 
Street. The location away from these three busy thoroughfares proved 
to be a liability at a time when the business center was gravitating to-
ward Spring and Seventh Streets and the elegant new theater venues 
gradually clustered on Broadway. When the Mozarts arrived in the early 
1910s, it was apparently a tough proposition to lure patrons away from 
the glittering theater district proper that had mushroomed around the 
new business center. If the bills were similar to the offerings on Main, 
Spring, and Broadway, patrons resisted the darker Grand Avenue, lo-
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cated opposite the quiet Postal OfÞceÑwhich in the mid-1910s was con-
verted into a department storeÑand in the vicinity of the Normal School 
at the current site of the Los Angeles Public Library. Further north, the 
hilly section of Grand Avenue was lined with private mansions. In 1912 
suburbanites deliberating how to spend an evening could view moving 
pictures at neighborhood houses, or if lured downtown, they apparent-
ly preferred the offerings in the livelier theater district, which was also 
more conveniently located in relation to the transportation nexuses.

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	�
�� Los Angeles Examiner, 13 July 1909, 9.
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�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� BirdÕs-eye map showing Los Angeles business properties, 

published in 1913 (Courtesy of Seaver Center for Western History Research)

Hence, something spectacular was required for creating lasting patron-
age at Grand Avenue, a fatal couple of blocks west of the ritzy and glit-
tering Broadway, albeit at an excellent east-west street. It was not only 
a sign of class that automobiles lined up outside the Mozart in the early 
days; the location was not within convenient walking distance. More-
over, the Mozart Theater encouraged this type of exclusive patronage 
that arrived in private cars.

When the Mozarts tried to turn the tide at the Grand Avenue house, 
Los Angeles had experienced an amazingly rapid transformation of its 
amusements. Offering patrons program bills distinctly different from 
those of the competition was crucial for the Mozarts, and they opted for 
high-class features from the independent exchanges, which indeed was 
something of a novelty. Arthur Hyman was the leading independent ex-
hibitor in 1911, but his bills had offered only single-reel Þlms between 
the vaudeville acts; he was however history when the Mozarts arrived. 
Tally and Clune showed material from the trust companies, which meant 
primarily a steady menu of one-reel subjects along with an occasional 
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longer Þlm released in separate installments, for instance by Vitagraph, 
or a rare two- or three-reel title. Prior to the MozartsÕ arrival, the legiti-
mate theaters began booking high-class Þlms in feature format. DanteÕs 
Inferno, produced by the Italian company Helios, broke the ice and was 
chießy followed by longer, educational subjects depicting adventurous 
explorations of remote terrains shown at the Majestic, Auditorium, or 
Mason. Eventually, in July 1913, Morosco took over the LyceumÕs lease 
and turned it into a house for regular presentation of features.

In 1911 Þlm shows sometimes found their way to venues uninvolved 
with regular theatrical exhibition. In an interview Reverend Reute-
pohler colorfully elaborated on the motivation for screening Þlms in his 
church: ÒIn the past we have sent out our people to be amused by the 
devil. The direct cause for such a large percentage of the people seeking 
amusements in places of ill-repute, is that a large portion of them have 
at least eight hours each day in which to be amused. As nearly all amuse-
ments have been commercialized, the keen minds at the heads of them 
have resorted to the practice of giving the public shows of a sensation-
al and suggestive nature, instead of furnishing them with places where 
good, uplifting pleasure can be had.Ó113 Screenings in churches as part 
of sermons or as independent entertainment became a hot topic after 
Rev. ReutepohlerÕs plans for the Salem Congregational Church reached 
the newspapers. After a series of conßicts with licensing authorities the 
shows were able start off to the accompaniment of Los Angeles TimesÕ edi-
torial misgivings concerning Òvaudeville in church,Ó while HearstÕs Ex-
aminer applauded the initiative.114 Around the same time, the Bethlehem 
Institute, a charitable institution, began to show Þlm as part of its Òjuve-
nile work among the foreignersÓ; the initiative was reported to be highly 
popular among the poor.115 

Against this background of emerging alternatives to theatrical exhi-
bition, the fall of 1911, and especially September, proved to be the time 
for the introduction of feature Þlms in Los Angeles. On September 2nd 
DanteÕs Inferno opened at Oliver MoroscoÕs prestigious Majestic, and Los 
Angeles was reported to be the third city to show the Þlm after Balti-
more and Washington, D.C.; screenings in New York City at the Herald 
Square Theater and one August screening in Cincinnati, where the Þlm 
caught Þre, were conveniently forgotten in the promotional hype. The 
matinee screening at the Majestic at 2:30 was universally priced at 25 
cents, while the evening show at 8:30 ranged from 25 and 35 to 50 cents. 
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The Þlm, marketed as Òa sort of motion picture de luxe,Ó was shown for 
two weeks and lavishly promoted in the press. Julian Johnson, drama 
critic in the Times, attended a sneak preview on August 31st and was high-
ly impressed by the cinematic rendering of DorŽÕs famous illustrations 
of DanteÕs work, the selection of locations, and the lighting and mechan-
ical effects, that is the animation work.116 

During the second week of Inferno at the Majestic, on September 9th, 
the Kinemacolor Company took over the Grand Opera House for a pre-
sentation of its 11,000-foot Þlm of George VÕs coronation in London. 
The show lasted two and a half hours, and a lecturer interspersed the 
musical accompaniment with commentary. The amount of patronage 
was overwhelming, and the Þlm remained on the bill for four weeks. 
When the third week commenced, Julian Johnson penned a detailed ac-
count of the shooting of some of the ÞlmÕs more spectacular scenes.117 
The success at the Grand Opera House inspired the hiring of TallyÕs 
New Broadway Theater for regular color exhibition, and TallyÕs formal-
ly changed its name to the Kinemacolor Theatre on December 4th. The 
initial interest for this two-color additive system slowly waned in the ab-
sence of a regular output of new titles however, and after relinquishing 
the lease for the TallyÕs Broadway, the Kinemacolor Company put on 
shows at other local venues for limited engagements. The famous Þlm of 
the Delhi Durbar, the most spectacular of the Kinemacolor Þlms, chron-
icled George and MaryÕs coronation as emperor and empress of India. 
The Þlm of the pageant was screened for three weeks at the Auditorium 
starting March 18, 1912, with two shows per day; all in all, 60,000 spec-
tators bought tickets. The Delhi Durbar returned to the Auditorium for 
two more weeks starting July 15th. Parallel to the Þrst Durbar screening, 
the Majestic double-billed two French stage titans on its screen: Sarah 
Bernhardt in Camille and Gabrielle RŽjane in Madame Sans-G•ne. 

The Mason was the next legitimate venue to take on Þlm by introduc-
ing the Alaska-Siberian Motion Pictures about Captain F.E. KleinschmidtÕs 
expedition, sponsored by the Carnegie Museum in Pittsburgh; the Þlm 
opened on July 29, 1912. Julian JohnsonÕs witty review titled ÒHis Bru-
inshipÓ was based on a viewing of the Þlm and not only press releases.118 
The Þlm was exceedingly popular and remained on the bill for six weeks; 
it returned to the Mason in December and had a Þnal one-week engage-
ment at the Majestic in August 1913. This exceedingly popular Carne-
gie Þlm is not to be confused with one about another Arctic expedition, 
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Beverly C. DobbÕs Atop of the World in Motion, billed at the Auditorium 
on May 12, 1913. Interestingly, this Þlm was also billed at the Mozart 
Theater for a week, starting on June 2nd.

Meanwhile, the Majestic offered an expedition Þlm from warmer lati-
tudes: Paul J. RaineyÕs Jungle Pictures, also known as African Hunt, which 
opened on September 6, 1912, and drew crowds for four weeks. Morosco 
hosted a one-week return engagement for the Þlm at the Lyceum late in 
March 1913. The choice of the Lyceum as the venue was partially moti-
vated by Majestic being booked for another Þlm, namely AmbrosioÕs Sa-
tan. In February the Majestic screened One Hundred Years of Mormonism 
at the same time the Orpheum offered their patrons a sound Þlm in the 
form of EdisonÕs Kinetophone. This epic history of Mormonism stim-
ulated reßections on Þlm formats, if not much critical attention other-
wise: Ò[T]here is a rapidly growing tendency to discard the short, unim-
portant Þlm plays, produced only for the purpose of amusement, and to 
turn to the larger photo-plays of a more educational nature.Ó119 Simulta-
neously, the Auditorium hosted KalemÕs biblical spectacle From the Man-
ger to the Cross, a Þlm distributed by William H. Clune on a state-right 
basis for California as well as Arizona. The promotion for this produc-
tion was unprecedented, and the Los Angeles Record, for example, pub-
lished stills from an array of scenes on an installment basis, encouraging 
readers to hold on to them: Ò[T]he editor suggests that these pictures 
will prove of permanent interest, especially to children, CUT THEM 
OUT and SAVE THEM.Ó120 KalemÕs ambitious production failed to at-
tract the expected following, however, allegedly being controversial for 
Roman Catholics as well as ÒIsraelites,Ó and as Hector Alliot put it: ÒWe 
want to be cheerfully entertained in this superÞcial age of ours: a ser-
mon even in beautiful pictures is no longer appealing to the vast major-
ity of those who, suffering from the disease of religious and ethical un-
rest, ßoat aimlessly, seeking amusements in rapid entertainment.Ó121 

The leading Þlm theaters afÞliated with the licensed companies and 
General Film tried to meet the competition from the feature attractions 
at the legitimate houses by occasionally showing multi-reel titles. Before 
Tally elected to lease his theater to the Kinemacolor group, he offered 
SeligÕs three-reeler, The Two Orphans, on September 24, 1911, Ònot to be 
outdone by the larger theaters in the production of feature motion pic-
tures.Ó The program played for four days at a time when the Grand Op-
era House was running the coronation Þlm for the third week.122 In 1912 
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the enterprising William H. Clune took over the Grand Opera House, 
two years before he acquired the Auditorium on May 4, 1914.

Summing up the initial feature frenzy, drama critic Otheman Stevens 
concluded: ÒA couple of years ago we were somewhat startled here by 
having moving pictures billed at the Majestic; since then the Mason and 
the Auditorium have frequently presented the movies and often to more 
money than they could have expected from even a two-dollar produc-
tion.Ó123 The following week yet another ethnographic spectacle opened 
at Mason, the 6,000-foot Picturesque Hawaii, and as Hector Alliot poi-
gnantly phrased it: ÒWithout the fear of sea sickness and without in-
convenience one can learn, from an opera chair, more of the picturesque 
features of the Þfteen islands than would be possible to obtain in two 
monthÕs journey.Ó124 

So, while Mr. and Mrs. Mozart designed their plans for taking over 
the Walker, they later faced a highly competitive market for feature ma-
terial, at both the leading Þlm theaters and the legitimate houses. DanteÕs 
Inferno opened up the market, here as elsewhere, but in Los Angeles it 
was predominantly the expedition Þlms that attracted the most patrons, 
and some of them enjoyed four to six weeks of successive billing plus re-
turn engagements. In addition, the leading vaudeville houses were still 
showing Þlms, though of course they shied away from longer subjects, 
instead opting for newsreels or the Kinetophone, EdisonÕs system for 
sound Þlms, in the same way as the Orpheum, while the Empress spe-
cialized in Keystone comedies. 

When Anna and Edward Mozart arrived in Los Angeles, they could 
draw on a great amount of distinguished experience managing a vaude-
ville circuit based in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and a couple of picture 
houses in addition. For a time, Edward Mozart had merged his inter-
est with the White Rats Actors Union of America, throwing in the In-
dependent Booking Agency as well as his remaining two houses, the 
Family Theatre in Lancaster and the Mozart in Elmira, New York. The 
Rats formed a separate unit, The Associated Artists, when teaming up 
with Mozart. In February 1912 Feiber & Shea acquired MozartÕs for-
mer houses at a time when the Rats failed in their attempts to challenge 
the big centralized booking agencies.125 The Mozart Theater in Elmira 
had opened as a joint venture between Mozart and his partners, Mrs. 
Mozart and Ralph V. Alexander, on one side, and the White Rats on 
the other. The house in Elmira opened in November 1909 and replaced 
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MozartÕs old venue, the Family Theater, which had opened in 1907. The 
Mozart Theater offered vaudeville in 1909 and 1910, then switched to 
stock in 1911. Local sources speculated that the price for the Lancaster 
house amounted to about $50,000 and that the theater in Elmira went 
for $65,000. Edward Mozart had however already relinquished manage-
ment of the Family Theater in February 1911 and moved to SpringÞeld, 
Massachusetts, from there relocating to Los Angeles in 1912.126

In a 1909 book Robert Grau in passing mentions Edward Mozart and 
describes his early days as being similar to those of a magician or nec-
romancer, or as a Òcustomary career of one pursuing such a vocation in 
the distant pastÓ of the 1880s. ÒIn the evening of his life,Ó as Grau phras-
es it, Mozart build up an impressive booking agency for vaudeville acts 
from 1903 onwards, encompassing about 20 houses, two of them direct-
ly controlled by Mozart, one in his hometown of Lancaster, Pennsylva-
nia, and the Mozart Theater in Elmira, New York.127 Edward Kuttner 
was born in 1857 and died in October 1937 at age 80 in Los Angeles. He 
apparently started his career as the driver of P.T. BarnumÕs famous Tom 
Thumb; the Lilliputian performer died in 1883. Edward KuttnerÕs ten-
ure as driver took place during his boyhood, and when a young man he 
teamed up with Georgia Kane for a vaudeville routine and adopted his 
new name, Mozart, as an advertising gimmick. The couple had a son out 
of wedlock, which became an issue when the Pennsylvania court system 
summoned Mozart after his relocation to Los Angeles. Whether Geor-
gia KaneÕs activities prompted Mozart to move to SpringÞeld and a new 
state remains an open question.

The press in Los Angeles had whipped up considerable anticipation 
for the opening of the Mozart Theater as an out-of-the-ordinary Þlm 
venue. By putting independent feature Þlms on the billÑmainly histori-
cal spectacles produced by Eclair and Thanhouser plus European fea-
tures at ÞrstÑthe new management embarked on a decidedly ambitious 
undertaking, hoping to attract audiences willing to be entertained away 
from the offerings along the main thoroughfares. Unlike most other 
houses, the Mozart Theater offered neither vaudeville acts nor illustrat-
ed songs as adjuncts to the Þlms. If spending a nickel or a dime on Þlm 
shows was considered an unpretentious aspect of everyday life, a visit 
to the Mozart catered to an entirely different type of upscale sensibil-
ity. The reports from the gala opening underscored the exclusive, high-
class nature of the house: ÒThe character of the patronage was indicated 
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by the private automobiles lined in front of the brilliant lighted house,Ó 
wrote the progressive Los Angeles Express when the Mozart opened in Au-
gust 1912.128 A few days later the Express revisited the theater and noticed 
a similarly moneyed and celebrity-dense audience: ÒSeveral box parties 
of prominent personages witnessed the initial performance, and a num-
ber of well-known persons had orchestra seats. Every night there has 
been an automobile patronage.Ó129 The Times further elaborated on the 
automobile patrons and even provided a list of prominent personalities 
in attendance. Apart from the Times own publisher, General Otis, Prince 
and Princess Lazarovich, Mrs. Charles Wellington Rand, and Count 
Stephen Szymanowski were listed among the luminaries.130 Given the 
houseÕs location, it took a conscious effort to visit. The casual pleasure-
seekers found their fare elsewhere, along the traditional theater streets 
where houses managed by Tally, Clune, and Quinn dominated. Given 
the initial reports, a place otherwise considered a hoodoo was on the 
verge of being successfully transformed into a decidedly high-class ven-
ue by the industrious Mrs. Mozart and her all-female staff.

Anna MozartÕs exhibition policy was explicitly based on the principle 
of targeting Òthe best theatergoing clientele in the city.Ó Running only 
the highest class of picture initially translated into bills consisting of do-
mestic and some Italian features, predominantly historical spectacles, 
rounded off by educational, historical, industrial, scientiÞc, and scenic 
material.131 Contemporary melodramas were conspicuously absent from 
the olio. The exhibition policy promised subjects Òabsolutely clean and 
free of sensational featuresÓ; this in order to make children and their 
guardians feel welcome.132 Due to their billing practices, the Mozarts 
placed themselves in the upper bracket of the entertainment offerings, 
thus hoping to cater to patrons more likely to otherwise visit stock hous-
es and theatrical venues proper rather than drop in at other Þlm the-
aters. High-class exhibition was predominantly associated with white 
middle-class women as bearers of genteel culture. Discourses targeting 
women and children as preferred patrons had, as we noticed through-
out this chapter, circulated from the earliest days of exhibition in Los 
Angeles. In 1902, when Thomas Tally opened his Electric Theater at 
262 South Main, the Times ad (April 16, 1902) described this new place 
of amusement as Òup-to-date, high class moving picture entertainment, 
especially for ladies and children.Ó And in 1910 the leading vaudeville 
house, the Orpheum, conÞrmed that it was Ò[p]aying particular atten-
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tion to entertaining Ladies and Children.Ó The Mozart Theater tapped 
into this sensibility with its clean bills and all-female staff.

Apart from the high-class bill and the theaterÕs opulent ambience, 
the much-heralded Foto Player was heavily promoted as an additional 
attraction that embellished the visual display with musical accompani-
ment and sound effects.133 After a couple of weeks of Þlms only, recorded 
music by way of the Auxterrephone was advertised as a program attrac-
tion. Live music and illustrated songs reeked of nickel exhibition and 
were hence unsuited to a high-class house. The Auxterrephone, in con-
trast, presented classical renderings recorded by top performers, while 
illustrated songs predominantly featured local talents of questionable 
merit. The screen arrangements were another feature indicative of qual-
ity. The house had a so-called Òbright lightÓ screen enclosed in a shad-
ow box, an arrangement endorsed as ideal by trade authority Epes Win-
throp Sargent in a series on projection and screens.134

The Mozart Theater commanded yet another attraction that exer-
cised irresistible drawing power on the press, which helped launch the 
theater: the women-only staff. The all-female concept was marketed as 
an indicator of a responsible manner of conducting a business associated 
with an educational approach to exhibition. The Tribune published an il-
lustrated advance article portraying Mrs. Mozart and her female staff.135 
ÒMan is conspicuous by his absence,Ó the Record summed up in another 
notice.136 The Record returned to this topic several times over the next 
few days: Ògirls to take your money at the box ofÞce; girls to usher you 
to your seat; girls to manipulate the moving picture machines, play the 
musical invention, the photoplayer, and last but not least, a young wom-
an to pinch you and take you to the city bastile if youÕre not good!Ó137 A 
photograph of Mrs. Mozart and her employees evidenced the list of fe-
male responsibilities. Instead of having a police ofÞcer in the vicinity of 
the house, the theater would have one positioned inside, a policewoman 
to boot. The Times provided a detailed chronicle of the difÞculties in-
volved with swearing the lady in as a special deputy.138 In the Herald, af-
ter the fact, Miss Ellen Coglin was described as an ÒofÞcer of the fair sex 
who will squelch all mashers.Ó139 The Tribune continued to demonstrate 
interest in the Mozart enterprise by presenting Nellie Lee, the only 
woman projectionist in Los Angeles. She had picked up her expertise 
from her husband, a manufacturer of Þlm equipment.140 The trade press 
somewhat modiÞed the portrayal of the all-female business concept by 
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focusing on Mr. Mozart and his role as advisor. Variety even referred to 
Mrs. Mozart as only Ònominally the manageress of the house.Ó141

The Mozart Theater in Los Angeles ran continuous shows between 1 
and 5 and from 7 to 11, charging 10 or 15 cents in admission, 10 cents 
uniformly during matinees. According to the Times, the opening feature, 
St. George and the Dragon, proved Òperhaps a little more Þnished than the 
Þlms that are Ôhomemade.Õ Ó This Þlm in three art-colored reels was pro-
duced by Milano Film in the spring of 1912 under the direction of 
 Giuseppe De Liguoro and sold on state-right basis by Crown Feature 
Films Co. of New York City.142 It was emphasized in the trade ad that 
the Þlm was a Òromantic, historical dramaÓ and Ònot a religious picture.Ó 
The Þlm, its original Italian title San Giorgio cavaliere, was not devoid of 
sensational features, however, offering Roman orgies, human sacriÞces, 
a mad king, and heavenly messengers, and several of the more than 50 
scenes showed interiors of the dragonÕs lair. Anna MozartÕs exhibition 
concept was that the Þlms should be as exceptional as the patrons, and 
the opening feature ßamboyantly illustrated the point. The program 
bills mainly headlined quality featuresÑthe manageress claimed in a Tri -
bune interview that she had acquired exclusive Þlms from abroad not 
previously shown in the U.S., which was a slight exaggeration, of 
course.143 Variety reported that Mr. Mozart traveled to both New York 
and Europe to acquire feature subjects. 

Apart from features, travelogues turned into a house trademark, and 
later the Gaumont newsreel was added to the program. Newsreels car-
ried a distinct quality aura, and the Orpheum a couple of blocks away 
offered PathŽÕs pioneering run as their only pictures on the bill. In early 
January 1913 admission prices at the Mozart Theater were changed to 10 
cents for all seats except boxesÑchildren still paid a nickel only. The low-
ering of the entrance price was not indicative of a slacking quality stan-
dard, as Mrs. Mozart assured the press. It was however obvious that the 
business needed a makeover to attract patrons to Grand Avenue. Donat-
ing proceeds for equipping a school at the George Junior Republic un-
derscored the theaterÕs reform spirit, an effort conÞrming its allegiance 
with progressive forces in the city. The change of prices was part of an 
overall shift in billing policy. Films from the studios that had dominat-
ed the bills during 1912ÑThanhouser, Gaumont, Milano, and EclairÑ
were less visible if not totally weeded out in the case of Gaumont and 
Eclair, but the policies employed were broader, and occasionally, the bill 
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even headlined a sensational melodrama like Swedish BiographÕs Saved 
in Mid-Air  (originally De svarta maskerna, literally ÒThe Black Masks,Ó 
directed by Mauritz Stiller), which was however advertised without clear 
studio attribution. Female stars like Asta Nielsen and Helen Gardner 
were featured at the Mozart during this period, as well as Sarah Bern-
hardt in Adrienne Lecouvreur. 

In a sense, the two-week stint for ThanhouserÕs The Star of Bethlehem, 
which opened on December 30, 1912, terminated the initial exhibition 
concept at the Mozart Theater. The slashing of admission price in Janu-
ary ushered in the second phase, more diverse in terms of its program-
ming policy. The second phase lasted until late in June 1913, when trav-
el Þlms alone made up the bill. The only Þlm awarded a two-week run 
during the second phase was Helen GardnerÕs Cleopatra. The last feature 
Þlm shown before travel Þlms took over was EclairÕs three-reeler Why?, 
which features a scientist devoting all his energy to the betterment of 
mankind. His high-rolling son eventually joins him in the cause after 
suffering an Armageddon-like nightmare, an attraction that encompass-
es most of the Þlm, which otherwise ends with revolutionary scenes in a 
ravaged New York City. As an extra incentive, the theater ran a voting 
contest during its runÑÒThe Old MaidÕs Contest for a Husband,Ó des-
tined to lead up to a wedding ceremony performed on stage by Judge 
SummerÞeld on June 21st. Women were apparently to explain on the 
stage why patrons should vote for them as the ideal candidate for the 
 eligible bachelor, thus tying in with the feature. The contest terminated 
the second exhibition phase; after that, the Mozarts divorced themselves 
from features while settling for travel Þlms only.

The third exhibition phase, which started in late June 1913, was devot-
ed to travel Þlms from all over the world, not least from Europe. It lasted 
until J.W. Ross took over the lease in September 1913 in the wake of Ed-
ward MozartÕs legal shambles in Pennsylvania. Travel Þlms had emerged 
as a Þxture on the repertory more or less from the outset. In June they 
turned into the sole element of programming, in all likelihood an after-
thought inspired by the success of feature-format travel and expedition 
Þlms at the legitimate houses.

In an interview for the Tribune by Florence Lillian Pierce, in con-
junction with its Þrst anniversaryÑironically just a month before the 
lease changed handsÑthe Mozart enterprise was described as Òthe the-
ater with a conscience.Ó144 Female prowess and competence provided the 
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background for the interview. An article in the Times published the same 
day applauded Mrs. MozartÕs achievements and underscored the fact 
that Ò[s]ex has little to do with success nowadays; results only are taken 
into account.Ó145

PierceÕs interview in the Tribune was part of her series of feature ar-
ticles about prominent women. She later devoted considerable atten-
tion to moving pictures. One of her earliest Þlm-related pieces was the 
second installment in this series, entitled ÒLive Talks With Live Wom-
en of Los AngelesÓ and featuring Anna Mozart. Mrs. Mozart was head-
lined as a woman pioneer in movies and said to have managed 14 the-
aters, and was further characterized as an Òamazon of the motion picture 
world.Ó The ambition, Mrs. Mozart claimed, is to show clean material 
only, which necessitated her inspecting Þlm titles herself in addition to 
the local censorship body, thereby supplementing the Þrst round of in-
spection by the National Board of Film Review in New York City. The 
thrice-inspected Þlms on the Mozart bill, it was said, were primarily sup-
posed to please women and their children, and local women demanded 
a high standard. ÒA character-building resort,Ó a place for Òeducation in 
motion pictures,Ó Òcultivation of our taste for the beautiful,Ó Òthe soft-
ening of harsh temperaments by awakening tender sympathyÓ: These 
were guiding mottoes for the theaterÕs management. The success was 
attested to by the fact that Ò[m]any parents cross the entire length of 
the city to take their children within the inßuence of the Grand avenue 
movies.Ó Los Angeles was indeed a both progressive and puritan city due 
to the mindset of its particular mix of inhabitants. Discounting those 
amusement seekers singled out in what is termed the Main Street dis-
course in a following chapter, clean high-class bills were otherwise care-
fully planned to suit the ideal audience, to wit women with or without 
children in tow. MozartÕs high-class concept catered to this prospective 
audience segment, initially by way of arty features, Þnally by specializing 
in educational travel Þlms.

Anna MozartÕs curriculum vitae went all the way back to 1898 when 
she married Edward Mozart and the couple acquired what sounded like 
a Lumi•re projector, their intention being to travel the state of Wash-
ington as itinerant exhibitors of Þlms. Reminiscing about her early days 
in the interview, Anna Mozart recalls having screened Þlms for Native 
Americans. ÒThe French cinematograph was the original machine. It 
came to this country in company of a Frenchman who found a venture-
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some purchaser.Ó Adding to the anecdotes or perhaps underpinning a 
salient aspect of early Þlm reception, she recalled that Ò[t]he pictures 
were of Paris trains and locomotives bore directly towards the great au-
dience. The Þrst time they were shown the audience ran from the build-
ing and leaped through the windows, fearing to be pursued by the mon-
ster that was bearing down the curtain toward them.Ó Mrs. MozartÕs 
success, Pierce explained, was the result of her ability to deal with the 
business big wigs on an equal footing, which was partly attributed to her 
upbringing in a military family with a lineage reaching back to General 
Stonebreaker Òof revolutionary fame.Ó AnnaÕs own father had, in fact, 
fought in the Civil War. 146

Shortly after celebrating their Þrst anniversary in August, and simul-
taneously announcing plans to expand the business by opening several 
houses along the California coast that specialized in travel pictures, Mr. 
Mozart was convicted of bigamy. He had apparently not realized the legal 
repercussions of his antediluvian past when marrying Anna May Kenne-
dy in 1898, unless the move to California via Massachusetts was triggered 
by this discernment. Mozart had previously lived together with a fellow 
vaudevillian, a certain Georgia Kane, for seven or eight years, allegedly 
without having been married to her. The crucial matter was that the cou-
ple had a son, and in Pennsylvania such a liaison equaled marriage under 
common law. The White RatsÕ trade paper reported on the brewing situ-
ation early in 1911 when Judge Magill in PhiladelphiaÕs Common Pleas 
Court No. 1 ordered Edward to pay weekly support to Georgia Kane. This 
coincided with the MozartsÕ move from Lancaster to SpringÞeld, Mas-
sachusetts. Kane upped the ante by claiming that she and Edward Mo-
zart had in fact married in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1882.147 The Los An-
geles Times elaborated at length on Edward MozartÕs confusing arrest and 
subsequent transport to Pennsylvania for trial two years after the Þrst re-
port.148 In the Þrst round Judge P.J. Landis acquitted Mozart of charges of 
adultery. Should Georgia Kane indeed be Edward MozartÕs wife, he con-
cluded, she has no legal right to make a complaint against her husband, 
since man and wife cannot witness against each other. If she is not his 
wife, she has no right to claim adultery. The proceeding was therefore de-
clared null and void and Edward Mozart was free to go.149 In September 
1913 Edward Mozart was back in Lancaster, and this time he was convict-
ed. Georgia Kane and her son were recognized under the inheritance laws, 
which left his second wife, Anna, out in the cold. The court annulled the 
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1898 marriage in the state of Washington, and Mr. Mozart had to spend 
six months in prison.150 Eventually, a divorce from Georgia Kane was fol-
lowed by a remarriage uniting Anna and Edward for good.

As a result of the family crisis, the lease for the theater on Grand Av-
enue was sold to veteran exhibitor J.W. Ross in mid-September 1913. 
He announced that he would combine the travel pictures, which by then 
was the MozartÕs exhibition trademark, with state-right features. RossÕ 
tenure at the Mozart did not last long; he apparently faced the old hoo-
doo from the pre-Mozart days. In 1914 the trade press was able to report 
that the house had changed hands again after being dark for a couple of 
weeks and was now under the management of C.H. HarrisÑhe had for-
merly managed the Isis at 542 South SpringÑand a Mr. GoldÞeld from 
Nevada.151 At the Mozart, the duo exhibited Famous Players features 
during their short-lived tenure.

On September 20, 1914, the Mozart reopened under the management 
of Anna M. Mozart. The ad for the opening program in the Tribune of-
fered ladies a coupon for Uncle TomÕs Cabin (World, 1914) Òin Þve big 
acts.Ó Five shows were presented daily; tickets were priced at 10 and 15 
cents.152 After being reinstated as an exhibitor, Mrs. Mozart hosted spe-
cial events as side attractions to broaden the audience base. In March 
1915 she screened infants Þlmed at the Better Babies Congress. ÒBabies 
are judged like little animals for development, mental and physical, and 
general conditions, not looks,Ó reported the Examiner.153 The children, 
over 1,000 of whom entered the contest, Òwill be placed in separate 
booths, where they will be on exhibition to the public.Ó According to 
one authority, the contest offered a rare opportunity Òto judge children 
from different races, classes and home surroundings.Ó154 

The following week, a horticultural exhibit was part of the screening 
of the seven-reel Þlm California, a depiction of the Golden StateÕs many 
scenic attractions, harking back to the old travel-Þlm concept.155 In ad-
dition to the seven reels, Anna Mozart added a Vitagraph one-reeler to 
the show, The Making of Newspaper, which was produced at the Los Ange-
les ExaminerÕs new headquarters, an initiative appreciated by the paper. 
The showcasing of its new home had originally premiered on November 
18, 1914, at the Arrow Theater inside HamburgerÕs Department Store. 

The second time around as exhibitor at the ill-fated address 730 
South Grand Avenue, not even the energetic Mrs. Mozart could attract 
enough patrons to get the business going, and in February 1916 the Mo-
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zart turned into the Strand Theater, then WoodleyÕs Strand in October. 
The mercurial pattern for the venue continued in the years to come. In 
1923 the Fine Arts Theater resided in the Walker building, offering le-
gitimate drama; later, in 1924, it became the Grand Avenue Theater un-
der Arthur Freed, but turned into the Orange Grove Theater for musi-
cal revue in September of the same year. In May 1935 the rebuilt house 
opened as the Grand International Theater, specializing in foreign fea-
tures; the opening Þlm was a Swedish production, The Song to Her (SŒn-
gen till  henne), with Martin …hman as the male lead. Professor Emory S. 
Bogardus, no less, mentioned this incarnation in a 1938 booklet detail-
ing the cultural and scholarly resources in Southern California. It seems 
however that the Grand International Theater had closed down in Au-
gust 1937, in fact prior to the bookletÕs publication. The house became 
the Grand Avenue Theater once more and ended its career by showing 
Òold movies advertised for their spiciness.Ó The building was wrecked in 
July 1946 and turned intoÑa parking lot, of course. 

George W. Walker, who owned the Walker building, home to the 
Mozart Theater and all the other previous and subsequent theatrical 
endeavors, had made his fortune by speculating in land and stocks in 
the 1890s before turning banker and simultaneously investing heavily 
in downtown real estate as well as oil properties. Walker was one of the 
principal owners of the Broadway Bank and Trust Company, which in 
that momentous year of 1911 merged with the Citizens National Bank 
to form the Citizens Trust and Savings Bank. Walker was a director for 
over twenty years before becoming chairman in 1935. Apart from his in-
terest in numerous corporations, Walker was a trustee at the University 
of Southern California. 

The amusement geography regulated patterns of attendance by creat-
ing zones and gateways with a more or less built-in hit-or-ßop factor de-
pending on locationÑan elegant venue and ambitious billing were not 
enough to counteract a bad location, which the myriad regimes at Grand 
Avenue clearly evidence. Add to this the precariousness of a stratiÞed ex-
hibition philosophy primarily targeting only one audience segment, the 
middleclass, and foremost white middleclass women and their children. 
The automobiles symbolize this notion of well-heeled patrons pulled in 
from all over town. The MozartsÕ business idea, high-class exhibition 
rooted in a genteel conceptualization of culture, automatically relegat-
ed certain types of Þlms and their audience to other, less highfalutin 
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venues. This was a high-risk gamble in an overheated market, when le-
git houses were clamoring for longer features and successfully managed 
to attract the same audience segment between regular theatrical attrac-
tions. Mixing up the bill with sensational material after rethinking the 
billing practices and lowering the admission pricesÑlet alone running a 
gimmick like the Old MaidÕs ContestÑspelled desperation at Grand Av-
enue before the bills were given over to travel Þlms exclusively. The big-
amy case cut short the experiment with the travel concept, so the billing 
leverage was not tested on its own merits when aborted along with the 
lease, due to the family misfortunes. For the same reason, the advertised 
plans for expanding to other cities never got underway. 

Conservative investments in real estate was a recipe for weathering 
the volatile exhibition market inherited by the surviving exhibition pi-
oneers, unlike Bockover, CluneÕs partner, whose exhibition career was 
over when the palace era gained traction in the business center. Clune 
and Tally, the palatial czars, literally built their respective businesses 
from the ground up over several years and diversiÞed the risks by man-
aging successful exchanges. By leasing their own premises, the money 
stayed in the business and could later be reinvested in other types of 
Þlm-related affairs, for instance distribution and production, which ad-
ditionally secured attractive material for their screens in advance of the 
competition. In the mid-1910s Clune bought studio space and invested 
in GrifÞthÕs Þlms, while Tally was a prime mover behind First National 
and initially controlled the local distribution of ParamountÕs features. 

MozartÕs exhibition concept was trapped between not being elitist 
enough to lure the automobile patrons to the theater on a regular basis, 
but too highbrow to divert Þlm patrons away from Broadway, Spring, and 
Main to Grand Avenue. The Þlms on the bill did not have enough draw-
ing power to command regular attendance of patrons choosing between 
attractions at stock houses, musical offerings at the Auditorium, and high-
class vaudeville. As a novelty, the all-female-staff-and-management con-
cept had created headlines and attracted Þrst-night patrons, but in the 
brutal competition the Mozart Theater never found an audience segment 
large enough to sustain its exhibition practice over the long haul. Further-
more, the location was far from the depots, transportation nodes, and the 
white way, as well as the undesirable patrons that kept the cheaper house 
going by way of a more casual type of attendance. In the end, the Mozart 
Theater was cornered by its own exhibition practice. 
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The 1883 call for permanent stages formulated by the Saunterer had 
for sure been answered thirty years down the road. In 1913 Los Angeles 
came across as a city of palatial theaters, primarily thanks to Oliver Mo-
roscoÕs untiring initiatives as an impresario. Parallel to MoroscoÕs mul-
tiple endeavors, the City of Angels spearheaded the era of movie palaces. 
Thus, colonists from Iowa and elsewhere had an array of amusement al-
ternatives to choose from. 

Nickel culture in Los Angeles, on the brink of being phased out in 
1914, according to trade sources, Þnally heeded, as it were, the strate-
gy outlined by General Film and the local trade organization as well in 
1911. ÒDuring the past week three Þve-cent houses have closed, and two 
suburban theaters have changed their programs and stepped into the 
ten-cent class. Of the number of Þve-cent houses now in this city where 
there are more than one hundred motion picture theaters, there are less 
than twenty that charge less than ten cents admission, and of the twen-
ty a majority of the managers argue that the bottom has fallen out, as 
compared to business of one year ago.Ó The nickel houses commanded a 
small, residual market segment for single-reel Þlms Òin the shopping dis-
tricts, where people may rest for half an hour or an hour during the day.Ó 
For evening entertainment, however, Òit is generally conceded Los An-
geles picture fans want the feature programs with good music.Ó The ar-
ticle otherwise extols Clune in his early days at the Auditorium, appreci-
ating his use of newspaper columns for advertising as being indicative of 
a shift in exhibition practice which necessitated lavish marketing efforts, 
in CluneÕs case Òtwenty inches of space daily in the Þve leading news-
papers, and 24-sheet stands on the most conspicuous boards.Ó If news-
paper advertising signiÞes the ushering in of a new multi-tiered exhibi-
tion era built around serial Þlms and features, with a niche market for 
more casual viewing of single-reel Þlms, Los Angeles in this respect was 
at the forefront. Here, Ò[a]ll of the larger theaters are free users of news-
paper space and very frequently the space occupied in the local newspa-
pers by the motion picture theaters is twice as great as that of any other 
theater.Ó156 Such an advertising practice, combined with the relocation 
to the business center, which we have outlined in great detail, aligned 
high-class Þlm exhibition with the dominant culture. Still, Þlm culture 
was complex enough to cater to other audience segments in other parts 
of town by offering variety programs, if not predominantly for nickels, 
at least for dimes.
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ÒThe idle youth gaping and ogling; the bullet-headed, 

unwashed roustabout; the rich and poor. The old and young, 

the dumb Chinese, the laborer, the ignorant, the cultured, the deaf,

 the indigent, the dumbÑall the world but the blind.Ó1

at the onset  of the nickelodeon era Þlm culture took on a new promi-
nence as a visible (audible at times) aspect of street culture commanding 
and attracting attention in a multitude of ways, as the previous discus-
sion of Simon N. PattenÕs 1909 pamphlet shows. Newsprint turned into 
the obvious clearinghouse for the whole gamut of reactions and obser-
vations triggered by the mushrooming street/screen phenomenon. The 
intricacies of coming to terms with the nickel shows and their audiences 
inspired scores of witty Þrst-hand accounts of the sometimes puzzling 
modes of interaction between screen and patrons. The rhetoric was tan-
tamount to a form of Òalien perceptionÓ with a racist slant underscor-
ing the inability to navigate screen space and the demarcations between 
screen and auditorium, and at times even between screen and street. We 
will predominantly move along Main Street in Los Angeles.

�'�S�P�N���1�F�O�O�J�F�T���U�P���/ �J�D�L�F�M�T

While Mexicans made up around one percent of the population in 1900 in 
Los Angeles, their relative importance in terms of sheer numbers increased 
gradually and conspicuously. Hence, Mexicans were one of the more 
prominent groups of the foreign-born in Los Angeles when the nickelode-
on culture took off, but a constituency that displayed limited permanence 
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as citizens on an individual level and therefore tricky to frame in a com-
munity perspective. Most Mexicans were not immigrants coming to Los 
Angeles and staying on as colonists; instead, they were part of a constant 
ßow of temporary dwellers in search of employment, stints temporary and 
seasonal in nature, rootless in the new city, and ideally suited to the nick-
el showsÕ restless variety format and daily program changes. The available 
types of manual labor in Southern California were primarily agricultur-
ally based or related to construction, in addition to the mainstay occupa-
tion for Mexicans: employment in so-called railroad gangs, as members 
of maintenance crews. Since the railroads often owned their employeesÕ 
living quarters in the depot area, the gangs could be shipped elsewhere at 
virtually no notice. The Los Angeles Housing Commission reported that 
Mexicans living in the slum areas in Sonoratown performed Òthe hard-
est manual labor,Ó earning $1.25 to $1.75 per day. According to Mitchell 
Brian Gelfand, ÒMexicans came to Los Angeles to earn higher wages than 
available in their native land, although in Los Angeles Mexicans worked 
for less than any other group.Ó2 A signiÞcant aspect about Mexicans in Los 
Angeles is that those living around the Plaza consisted overwhelmingly 
of young men, with or without family responsibilities across the border. 
Consequently, the Plaza was a haven for employment agencies that took 
advantage of a circumscribed and mobile ethnic groupÑand after hours, 
a group easy to mobilize for the cheap amusement places. Crossing the 
border between the U.S. and Mexico was an unproblematic affair in those 
years, which facilitated temporary working sojourns in the U.S. George J. 
S‡nchezÕs research on Mexican-Americans in Los Angeles provides ample 
documentation of employersÕ racist handling of allegedly docile Mexicans, 
the only group perceived to be able to endure the hard working conditions 
imposed by the railroads and contractors.3 In terms of ethnic Þlm specta-
tors, the Plaza area housed an abundance of prospective male patrons that 
were rooted in the area to a limited extent only and consequently not part 
of a community in the traditional sense.

As we have shown, the geographical drift of Þlm culture in Los Angeles 
gradually shied away from the immigrant areas around the Plaza to the af-
ßuent business district, and hence moved from nickels to dimes, even dol-
lars when it climbed the cultural ladder. This process can symbolically be 
localized as a transfer from Main Street to Broadway, a shift preceded by 
the relocation from Spring Street to Main Street. Spring Street had more 
or less housed all the phonograph parlors and most of the arcades.
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In mid-1907 journalists discovered the pull from the emerging nickel-
odeons and audiences willing to part with nickels if the experience was 
rewarding enough, a mindset signaling the gradual demise of the pen-
ny arcades. The novelty of nickel shows triggered several reports from 
curious journalists attracted by the spiel on the sidewalks. ÒThe fran-
tic efforts of a spieler drew me into a 5-cent show, which equipped with 
a small stage, a moving picture apparatus and an electric machine fur-
nished more amusement for the money than I have ever accepted be-
fore.Ó In this pioneering, anonymous account from inside a nickel show 
in Los Angeles, the reporter noted that Ò[t]he crowd about me was 
composed principally of laborers and young fellows wearing dirty soft 
shirts,Ó no added speciÞcity by way of ethnicity was offered.4 This early 
foray takes off from the penny arcades. The man-about-town concludes 
after having spent twenty coppers, ÒI had not seen anything wicked.Ó 
Via the moving picture show, he enters a glaring establishment with free 
admission. In glass cases in a ÒGallery of ScienceÓ waxworks depicting 
body parts are on display as an enticement to X-ray examination, free in 
name only. Customers believing themselves afßicted by some of the ail-
ments depicted in wax were the hoped-for victims of this medical hoax. 

In order to better understand the city fabric into which the nickel-
odeons were inserted, we will discuss a series of discursive interventions 
elaborating on the street culture on Main Street and its exotic demo-
graphics as perceived by the chroniclers walking the beat for color from 
1907 to 1913. Harry C. Carr (1877Ð1936), legendary reporter for the 
Times, is one of the most distinct voices in this street discourses and one 
example of his reportage takes center stage in that context. CarrÕs in-
terventions straddle the period under investigation. Initially, Carr dis-
cussed nickel exhibition in relation to the general production history of 
the medium, but when the Los Angeles area gradually emerged as pro-
duction hub, Carr reported on the early stages of local Þlm production. 
His pen will guide us through the mercurial amusement scene in an un-
interrupted initial stretch lifted from the street discourse to give a sense 
of Þlm cultureÕs manifestation as observed by an inveterate Þlm enthusi-
ast. After 1910 Carr rarely wrote on Þlm matters in the Times, a responsi-
bility gradually transferred to Grace Kingsley or Julian Johnson for Þlm 
attractions programmed in legitimate theaters. When we subsequently 
embrace the larger body of street/screen writing, Carr will be represent-
ed by a single report only. 
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The SauntererÕs brand of journalism reluctantly embraced the modern 
Los Angeles against the backdrop of excursions to the literally receding 
aspects of the city fabric. A decade later Harry C. Carr took in occur-
rences in the city from the sidewalks, and relishing the new urban spec-
tacles and vivid amusement scene. His writing exudes a sense of witness-
ing an emergent cultural form rapidly transforming city life. He and his 
fellow city chroniclers were observers of novel forms of popular amuse-
ments as well as agents underwriting their emergent character in a pact 
with an overall cultural trajectory. 

A text deliberating on a monetary shift from amusement pennies to 
nickels bears CarrÕs imprint, even if unsigned. A bacteriological obser-
vationÑmicrobes eat other microbesÑsets the stage, leading to the witty 
conclusion that nickels eat pennies, that is projected moving images de-
stroy spectatorsÕ appetite for looking into slot machines. The textÕs ßip-
pant analysis, CarrÕs trademark, merits quotation more or less in full. 

A canvass of the nickel theaters in Los Angeles last night revealed a 

very large percentage of foreign patronage in the plain wooden chairs. 

The Mexican, especially, is an enthusiastic devotee. As far as education 

concerned, the peon, of whatever age, is not on par with the American 

newsboy, and to his simple mind the unfolding of the kinetoscope drama 

is a wonderful and thrilling event. 

You can Þnd the nickel theater with its familiar price sign and ßaring 

advertisement, as far north as the Plaza, and as far south as Sixth and 

Broadway. There is one near the Baker blockÑadjoining an undertaking 

roomÑwhich has scores of Mexican patrons each day. And yet a 

cheap theater right in Sonoratown has failed twice this year. Strange 

anomaly!

The nickel theater and the penny arcade furnish most of the distinctive 

features connected with the mechanical side of theater development. They 

came into being about the same time, and have grown, mushroom-like, 

into a noisy popularity.

In the midst of a campaign against these establishments Carr elaborat-
ed on the penny arcadesÕ history and widespread popularity prior to the 
establishment of nickel houses. Initially, the cheapness of arcade enter-
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tainment worked to its advantage, but when the Þve-cent shows arrived, 
he claims, the arcades

dropped with a bump. Peons, bums, drunks and naughty little boys who 

had been dropping their pennies down a slot, to see all manner of horrid 

happenings, began to realize that there was a great deal more joy in 

depositing a whole nickel, and then sitting easily in a real chair for a half-

hour or so, while a large, life-sized picture of the same melodrama danced 

before oneÕs vision. 

The basis of the 5-cent theater show is always the moving-picture 

exhibit. Excitement, of a dangerous sort, is mainly the subject of all these 

whirring illustrations. These pictures are mainly ÔDick, the DaringÕ stories 

done into things for the vision, just as the Kremers and Davises do them 

into stunts for ears and sight together.

The establishment of the 5-cent theater is sometimes even a cheaper 

matter than the penny arcadeÐin fact, as it is conducted in Los Angeles, 

on a sort of ßy-by-night basis, it may be said to be pretty regularly so. In 

the parlance this is called the Ôstore show.Õ The Ôstore showÕ is supremely 

simple in its equipment. An ordinary, small store, provided with a sheet for 

a curtain, a cheap moving-picture machine, a few rented Þlms, as many old 

chairs as the place will hold, a ticket-seller, a machine operator, perhaps a 

heavy-Þngered pianist, and rarely a sad-voiced Ôsinger,Õ and you have the 

equipment. A few electrical connections and a barker in frontÑmay be the 

ticket-seller will do that, tooÑand you have the outÞt.

The arcade on the other hand, must be equipped with rather expensive 

machines, and its proÞts, on the investment, are probably smaller. 

Moving picture nowadays come in reels from 1000 to 3000 feet, instead 

of by separate scenes, and each reel may include from one to four subjects. 

Two or three subjects constitute a performanceÑand at the end, a turning-

up of the lights tells that public thatÕs time to go.5

The text sets a discourse in motion predicated on a peripatetic framing of 
the early nickel culture a year or so after the Þrst two shows had opened. 
The breakthrough in Los Angeles is here outlined in a historical trajectory, 
a parallel track where projected moving images eventually get the upper 
hand over the residual slot-machine exhibition. Observations on the no-
frills architecture and outÞt of the cheap theaters are effortlessly combined 
with characterizations of audience groups. Overall, CarrÕs pen displays an 
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unßattering penchant for racist slighting of the Mexican patrons which 
runs through several of his texts. The rationale for this piece is the can-
vass, the resolute rounds among places of amusements for purposes of in-
vestigative mapping. At times, such discourses spring from slumming, or 
emanate from a chance encounter with new phenomena along the streets. 
The stylistic ßavor at times brims with charmed excitement, at times dis-
plays clinical observation, but often dismay, moral outrage, and calls for 
action, or only blazing boredom. Carr was an informed chronicler and 
up to speed on Þlm history, in contrast to most other writers in the daily 
press. Several of his pieces were consequently reprinted in the trade press, 
and later he became a regular contributor to Photoplay. 

The nickelodeon was new enough to attract curiosity and a sense of 
discovery among street reporters in 1905-1907 as well as outrage and 
crusades from other observers. These types of text were all predicated 
on highlighting the relationship between the representations on display 
and the audience groups ßocking before the screens; CarrÕs journalism is 
indicative of precisely such a negotiation. ÒCheapÓ was a favored term, 
whether referring to pennies or nickels, and with more or less of an edge. 
The nickel discourse seems to have been a global undertaking result-
ing from more or less similar shifts caused by the well-oiled distribution 
machinery, which initially carried foremost PathŽ titles to patrons ev-
erywhere. Carr was however a staunch champion of PathŽ. To his mind, 
PathŽ, more or less alone, produced screen enchantment, while domestic 
producers delivered mindless Þlms.

CarrÕs knack for witty pen points served him well as he turned into 
an ardent Þlm buff. On several occasions he took it upon himself to out-
line playfully condensed yet perceptively clever Þlm-historical sketches. 
By comparing French and American pictures genre by genre, he rubbed 
in the inept shortcomings of domestic production and extolled the supe-
rior elegance of the Gallic works. In his Þrst essay he reluctantly had to 
conclude that the crowd Òseems every whit as entertained by the good 
French melodramas as the bad American ones.Ó A couple of years lat-
er, as it was felicitously phrased in the New York Times apropos Òcriti-
cal ÔmovieÕ audiencesÓ and their sharp eyes, patrons were less forgiving: 
ÒIn short, the moving-picture enthusiast is no longer a Ôfan,Õ willing to 
accept whatever may be handed to him, but is a connoisseur as critical 
as the most blasŽ of BroadwayÕs Þrst-nighters.Ó6 For Carr in 1907, the 
nickelodeons, much to their credit, afforded Òthe poorer and uneducat-
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ed American people [É] a peep at real French artÓ. However, the puta-
tive sorry state of affairs of domestic production represented a source of 
much humiliation to everyone born in America. He explains:

[O]ur humiliation lies in seeing our raw, cheap, vulgar, aimless pictured 

melodramas displayed alongside the swift artfulness and grace of the 

French melodrama.

In short, we come to the conclusion that we Americans may be great 

for designing trashing machines and devising get-rich-quick schemes, but 

that art was left out of us.

His long article leads up to a discussion of a new trend in motion-pic-
ture production relating to what Þlm historians label pre-features, story 
Þlms in short format set in scenic backgrounds outside studios, in the 
manner of Escape from Sing Sing. This observation prompts a sketch for 
perspective:

[The medium] began with mere scenes that were not prearrangedÑsuch 

as marching regiments, panoramas from moving railroad trains, Emperor 

William reviewing his guards, President McKinley at Canton, hurdle races. 

The next step was the little prearranged dramas, that began with 

crude ideas, such as a supposed quarrel between a man and his wife, and 

developed to these little pictures playletsÑwhich are legitimate children of 

the pantomime. 

Lately, a combination of the two ideas seems to have come in. They are 

using the old panoramas of the Þrst stage of the picture business, combined 

with the play idea. The ÔRevenge of the SicilianÕ was set in surroundings of 

surpassing beauty and picturesqueness.7

The Þlm alluded to is PathŽÕs La Fille du Corse (1907). The changes in 
narrative structure noted by Carr preÞgure shifts in formats, represen-
tations, acting styleÑand perhaps audience composition. When, in May 
1909, William H. Clune opened his high-class house at Fifth Street and 
Main, seating 900 and featuring a six-piece orchestra, Carr mocked the 
attempt at taking leave of the Þve-cent audience in a column notice:

An experiment is being tried in this city of producing what might be called 

expensive moving pictures.
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That is to say pictures from which the taste and demands of the 5-cent 

public are to be eliminated.

What a beautiful world this would be were the 5-cent public wafted out 

of it! How pleasant the world would be if there were no girls who scream 

or men who slick their hair down. [É] The purpose of this new picture 

show is educational and delightful. One of the most charming theatrical 

entertainments is the really good picture show.

In the French Þlm, you see a type of actingÑa delicacy of artÑthat 

cannot be even approached by any of our best actors.

I am sorry to say that the foreign Þlms are the only ones worth while. 

The moving picture business in this country seem to have fallen into the 

hands of imbeciles.

I am in hopes this picture show will cut out the ÔcomicsÕ and conÞne 

itself to little French playlets and travel scenes and, oh yes, plenty of army 

pictures.8

CarrÕs propensity for characterizing audience groups in broad strokes 
and incorporating domestic producers into the same category as unso-
phisticated operators (ÒimbecilesÓ in the glib vernacular of his Lancer 
column) is here married to a desire for an audience smart enough to 
match and appreciate the artful elegance of the French actors. Racial 
stereotypes and witticisms aside, his observations are riveted to criti-
cal exhibition juncturesÑhere 1909Ñwhich in Los Angeles were closely 
tied to the breakthrough for new, purpose-built, and elegant venues, of 
which CluneÕs house was the Þrst. Such houses were decidedly unÞt for 
the nickel audiences of old. CarrÕs interventions are all predicated on the 
ßuid nip and tuck between the exigencies of viewing contextsÑspecta-
tors as well venuesÑand stylistic qualities of the Þlm eventually meriting 
a new designation. For a few crucial years the preferred term was photo-
play, but soon running in tandem with the slightly frivolous movie.

The year 1909 presented further unexpected developments for Þlm 
culture. An unsigned article from March headlined ÒMoving Picture The-
aters PopularÓ outlines the mediumÕs following as an afÞrmation which 
Òprove[s] beyond a question of doubt that the shows are highly moral, 
educational, amusing, and instructive,Ó thus members of the Òbest fami-
liesÓ regularly visit them. An important shift of focus can be teased out 
between the production structure discussed in this pieceÑÞlms Òexhib-
ited in Los AngelesÓ are produced in Chicago, New York, Paris, and Ber-
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linÑand the headline in the next feature article in the Times, ÒNew Plays 
Without Words Are Put On Films Here.Ó9 

The March text, which was not written by Carr, is one of the last 
to zoom in on audiences. The burgeoningÑsoon boomingÑproduction 
realm henceforth took center stage in the columns, a process also detect-
able in the reporting from Los Angeles in the trade press. The October 
article, unsigned but clearly written by Carr, signals this shift in empha-
sis by returning to the discovery mode and giving colorful details, not 
from inside theaters but outdoor shooting of moving pictures. The ar-
ticle offers a general account of the surroundings of SeligÕs new studio 
at Edendale before providing a meticulous description of the shooting 
of one particular Þlm and its storyline. By chance, CarrÕs piece was pub-
lished the same day as the New York Times ran a story on GrifÞthÕs Pippa 
Passes (Biograph, 1909), presented within the production context provid-
ed by the Board of CensorshipÕs dialog with the industry. Here we have 
yet another type of discovery: a reformed industry, hence Ò[t]he clergy-
man who denounced the cheap moving picture of the past would be sur-
prised and enlightened to Þnd the Biblical teaching, eliminated from the 
public schools, being taken up in motion pictures.Ó10 From the opposite 
coasts, these two articles clearly belong to the fourth movement in my 
boxing in of the interaction between the press and Þlm culture. 

Carr was not the only journalist to visit Edendale. A couple of 1909 
texts on Þlm matters in the Los Angeles Record, written at long intervals by 
Katherine M. Zengerle, were highly local in their approach. In Novem-
ber, shortly after CarrÕs piece, she signed a lengthy report from SeligÕs 
plant out in Edendale chronicling a Þlm shoot by Francis Boogs. Just like 
Carr she refrained from naming actors in her piece, which is telling.11 
Her text moves away from exhibition and toward production at a time 
when Þlm culture in Los Angeles was taking on new meaning due to the 
proliferating studio context, the initial stage of which was described in 
the two pieces by Carr and Zengerle. Actors were however not yet part 
of the picture, so to speak.

Carr seems to have monopolized the Þlm Þeld in the Los Angeles Times 
during 1910, a year characterized by studio migration on a grand scale, 
which turned Southern California into one of the nationÕs prominent 
Þlm hubs, particularly during the winter season. In a winter article Carr 
anonymously takes stock of the industry from a perspective dear to the 
TimesÕ publisher, namely the commercial value of the unintentional mar-
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keting of the areaÕs splendor by means of the ÞlmsÕ scenic backgrounds. 
In a comment on acting, inserted as an afterthought concerning the me-
diumÕs obsession with realism and accuracy, Carr detects a domestic 
Òschool of pantomimistsÓ in the making. A harmless enough observa-
tion, but there is an unexpected punch line, namely that this school has 
Òalready outdistanced the French, who held undisputed possession of 
this class of entertainment until the advent of the motion picture.Ó12 

Yet another long unsigned piece from late 1910 sports the Carrian 
discourseÕs hobbyhorses when tracking the development of the medium 
and the handicapped domestic production, not yet fully redeemed by the 
quality of the acting. Carr writes:

The picture drama is still in a raw, crude state.

When they Þrst began taking pictures, they were nearly all of dancers, 

military parades and the like. The Þrst attempts of play were those 

technically known as Ôchase Þlms.Õ They were without plot. The villain 

committed some offense and a comic hue-and-cry with women and 

children and dogs and men and things, strung out along the road after 

him. The drama mainly consisted in falling over things. 

The picture play then developed to the short crude melodrama. In 

France, they were not crude. The little playlets put forth by the Pathe 

Brothers were charming and of the most subtle art. It must be confessed 

that those put out by the Americans companies were something Þerce.

Americans are not natural pantomimists. French are. French actors 

turned easily to the moving picture drama. Our actors had a hard time. 

Some of them never could learn. Some of the best actors were impossible 

for this work. Among the best people in the stock companies that all picture 

Þrms now maintain are those who came into the work as amateur Ôsupes.Õ13

Hence the natural American school of Þlm acting, unencumbered by 
stage training, was on the verge of catching up with the best of French 
cinema. Two weeks later Carr returned to the state of Þlm production 
after having run into Hobart Bosworth on the street and apparently re-
ceived an earful for his recent piece. Bosworth was to lecture at the Fri-
day Morning Club on the educational value of Þlm, and as a warm-up 
exercise Carr visited a Þlm theater to take in a recent production from 
the studio for which Bosworth worked, Selig, based in Edendale. The 
title neatly sums up CarrÕs opinion: ÒEducational ValuesÑHuh!Ó Inter-
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estingly, Carr felt no need this time around to embellish his piece with 
audience observations. The Þlm described was an army drama featuring 
period uniforms and real-enough Indians. However:

Then they made the whole thing ridiculous by showing an ofÞcer playing 

cards with enlisted men. To which they added the spectacle of the villain 

called before the court-martial and grabbing his guilty heart as they READ 

HIM THE VERDICT! Wow! WouldnÕt that give you ptomaines?

Any child ought to know that men of the members of a military court 

take an oath not to reveal the verdict of the court to any one except the 

Ôreviewing authorities.Õ

What a shame that men of the high ability of Hobart Bosworth should 

be obliged to waste their Þne and artistic productions such crude, silly 

stories.14

Carr refrains from invoking French eminence here, but foresees a fu-
ture when stories for the screen will be written by the likes of Augustus 
Thomas and produced by David Belasco. Shortly afterwards, Carr, in 
another unsigned article, interviewed William Wright at the Alexandria 
Hotel; Wright was new in town and had been hired to oversee KalemÕs 
studio construction Ònear Verdugo Park.Ó Talking about realism by and 
large, Wright comes close to CarrÕs pet subject, but from a different di-
rection: ÒThere is a tendency to be as nearly true as possible and work 
out really accurate incidents of life. Formerly the French Þlm makers 
were the premiers. Today one American Þlm company is selling more 
pictures in Europe than all of the European makers combined.Ó15 

Carr was decidedly unimpressed by the many melodramas produced 
by local studios. A Lancer column, nostalgically bemoaning cinemaÕs 
lost future, poignantly illustrates his dismay:

Once upon a time I thought the moving picture had a great future. Some 

of the Þlms they used to exhibit were fascinating.

Now they show nothing but a collection of ham actors doing plays 

about the naughty man with a black mustache from the heartless city who 

corrupted the farmerÕs daughter and sent her home with her child.

About twenty-Þve minutes at a picture show would make the average 

citizen choke the family dog to death from sheer exasperation.16
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If such misgivings prompted Carr to hand over the sorry state of cinema 
to his colleagues is hard to tell, but the fact remains that he seemingly 
more or less gave up on Þlm matters for a time before starting to write 
feature articles for Photoplay, for instance on D.W. GrifÞth. His assign-
ment as his paperÕs Washington correspondent no doubt played into 
the equation also. Apart from a report from the shooting of a big explo-
sion scene in SeligÕs The Spoilers, with the actors named in contrast to his 
Selig piece from 1909, his few-and-far-between interventions held on to 
the lost-future stance, until he was ready to predict a redemption for the 
movies, which we will return to.17 

�4�U�S�F�F�U���5�B�M�L�­�5�I�F���. �B�J�O���4�U�S�F�F�U���%�J�T�D�P�V�S�T�F

Egged on by the claptrap of clappers and brash noisiness on the street, 
intrepid ßaneurian journalists crossed the threshold to the nickelode-
ons. In the passage from sounds to sights, from the realm of street ex-
citements to those on the screen, the peripatetic scribes, Carr and oth-
ers, discovered a new type of public space peopled by an odd assortment 
of audience members in establishments far from luxurious. Besides chil-
dren gloating over the Þlms with wide eyes and open mouths, a mainstay 
in the accounts, the chroniclers oftentimes encountered bizarre modes 
of engagement and spectatorship, frequently ethnically inßected. Trou-
bled civic activists, when looking into the matter from different van-
tage points, replicated these insights, but in another register. Initially, 
the enveloping soundscape was perceived as a more problematic feature 
of the new establishments than the screen content and the audiences 
frequenting the nickel shows. As mentioned, the magistrate in Harlem 
could not contain the racket from the Nicolet from enveloping the area 
on 125th street in 1906 when a coalition of businessmen and neighbors 
asked for relief, and in several other cities businessmen complained that 
the noise drove away their customers. In Atlanta merchants on White-
hall Street fretted Òthat the stentorian tones of the phonographÓ outside 
a new moving-picture theater Òclogged the wheels of commerce,Ó and 
after hearing witnesses and experts Judge Broyles ordered the Òphono-
graph muzzled.Ó18 On Market Street in Philadelphia the clash between 
business interests and picture amounted to a Òwar.Ó19 In Los Angeles in 
1911 a group of businessman on Main Street petitioned the City Coun-
cil, asking for regulation of ballyhoo, spiel, and musical contraptions via 
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an ordinance which was adopted on August 2nd. On December 21st it was 
applied to two theaters: Banner, located between Fourth and Fifth, and 
CluneÕs Fifth and Main.20 After complaints were leveled at eight houses 
a couple of months later, a police judge decided to summon the propri-
etors; all promised to tone down machine sounds from horns outside 
their establishments as well as dampen the barkersÕ spiel.21

After critical overtures ranging from discovery to dismay, the press 
came to embrace the new phenomenon of Þlm culture in its cloak of ev-
eryday life. In Los Angeles this process of reporting, monitoring, and 
policing prior to embracing literally takes us from Main Street to the 
mainstream, from exhibition in the old city center to elegant Broadway 
on the cusp of the Hollywood era. Irrespective of newspaper morgues 
providing convenient access to previously published material, the fourth 
estate oftentimes displayed acute amnesia concerning its own print his-
tory and contradictory responses when effortlessly moving from disgust 
to delight. 

The newspapers in Los Angeles never mounted a sustained crusade 
on moving pictures, partly due to the success of the campaign ßurry in 
late 1906 and early 1907 in the Times. Misgivings were indeed voiced 
later on, albeit in a more general fashion, for instance as a desire for blue 
laws curtailing amusements on Sunday, the LordÕs day, a top priority for 
the Los Angeles Express, which led to an ad boycott by the theaters. The 
matter was however buried by the City Council and a vote on this issue 
deferred for a period of two years.22 A campaign for censorship, which 
will be discussed in another chapter, emerged from the murky political 
situation in Los Angeles prior to the move to recall Mayor Harper, fol-
lowed by a progressive regime. The City Council created a Board of Film 
Censors in 1912, more as an afterthought than the result of Þerce cam-
paigning. All newspapers displayed vigilance in regard to safety measures 
and the housesÕ readiness to deal with Þre hazards: aisles that were wide 
enough, a sufÞcient number of exits, etc. The disaster at Rhoades Opera 
House in Boyertown in January 1908, where over a hundred people were 
killed in a stampede after a gas tank attached to a lantern projector ex-
ploded, prompted nationwide attention to Þre regulations. Authorities 
in Los Angeles had however been on their toes in this respect well in ad-
vance of the Boyertown disaster. The late 1903 conßagration at the Iro-
quois Theater in Chicago, which left over 600 dead, was a wake-up call 
in regard to Þre risks, spawning stricter regulations nationwide.23
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Progressive reformers, many of them women, were active in the reg-
ulation of Þlm culture in Los Angeles, and also in mobilizing resources 
for playgrounds. From the breakthrough of nickel culture to the gradual 
establishment of standing press genres for more or less daily reporting 
on Þlm matters, women played decisive roles, here as elsewhere. In this 
chapter we will approach Þlm culture in another registerÑregulatory dis-
courses will be the next chapterÕs focusÑby zooming in on Main Street 
and the discursive frames employed for popular culture. Albeit centrally 
located as a lively midway-like street culture, bisected by the Plaza and 
catering to the neighborhoodÕs rich ethnic mix, a series of textual inter-
ventions in ßaneurian fashion pinpointed emerging Þlm exhibition at 
the outskirts of the cityÕs fabric, irrespective of its location along a busy 
thoroughfare, which here oscillates between historical and symbolic 
functions: Main Street. This artery turned into an entertainment street, 
after the era of parlors and arcades, when Spring Street was unrivaled.

From 1907 until 1913 reporters repeatedly returned to a cultural scene 
little affected by the changes normally associated with spectatorship dur-
ing the transitional era; this scene is here metonymically referred to as 
Main Street. By 1913 Þlm shows proliferated in all parts of town, and the 
Þnest had found elegant homes on Broadway. Patterns of spectatorship 
were then as diverse as the neighborhoods, and shaped by location, level 
of run, exhibition practices, theater architecture, inßuences from other 
types of entertainment outlets, and proximity to nexuses of transporta-
tion. Everyday life around the Plaza and on North Main Street, how-
ever, seemed unperturbed as far as a certain aspect of its Þlm culture 
is concerned. Novelistic snapshots and peripatetic journalism taking in 
street life and popular entertainment venues there consistently discov-
ered a plethora of attractions patronized by scores of immigrant groups 
and day laborers living on top of one another in squalid tenement ghet-
tos with precious few playgrounds for the children. The exotic differenc-
es merited venturesome explorations from inquisitive journalists, like 
CarrÕs exposŽ below from the Baker block on North Main. In the main, 
and on Main Street especially, journalists ended up inside movie the-
aters, taking in patrons and the moving-image fare bestowed upon these 
predominantly non-white audiences. Street life there and everywhere 
was regulated by the city; an ordinance had, for example, by then been 
adopted to prohibit solicitation of trade by Òsidewalk cappers.Ó An edi-
torial singling out Main Street urges authorities to enforce this particu-
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lar ordinance, since the capper system is said to be of Òforeign importa-
tion and has become an intolerable public inßiction and nuisance.Ó24 

Film culture and spectatorship have consistently been associated 
with modes of visuality outlined in a limited body of literary texts, most 
prominently Edgar Allan PoeÕs short story ÒThe Man of the Crowd,Ó 
which formed the basis for Walter BenjaminÕs discussion of features in-
dicative of modernity. Tom GunningÕs analysis, for example, which is 
underpinned by an array of studies, is built around three visual regimes 
embodied by the ßaneur, the gawker, and the detective. Detached ob-
servance, absorbed gawking, and instrumental surveillance, respectively, 
characterize these three modes of vision. As Alison GrifÞths reminds us, 
gawking is closely related to gaping, the latter a bad word for museum 
curators in the latter half of the 1800s who were eager to avoid ÒgapersÓ 
and their shortsighted absorption and attention span. To stare wonder-
ingly with open mouth, one aspect of the termÕs lexical deÞnition, is a 
key aspect of numerous descriptions of Þlm audiences alluding to a sim-
ilar combination of curiosity and lack of sophistication as displayed by 
the undesirable Òholiday peopleÓ with time to kill in the museum con-
text.25 The discourses brought to the fore in this inquiry are predicated 
on metaspectatorship, that is observation of audiences in front of the 
screen and their mode of attention. 

The mode described as ßaneurian represents a holdover from a time 
when the street and the interieur merged under the roofs of the more se-
date arcades. In a small city with a perpetually mild climate peripatetic 
journalism takes on different frames, as is evidenced by the SauntererÕs 
brand of writing. When the literary market changed and aspiring writ-
ers found themselves working for newspapers, new genres emerged, up-
grading the pace at which impressions were taken in while preserving a 
detached mode and adopting a window-like perspective, as it were. True 
to form, Carr wittily titled one of his standing columns ÒFrom a Carr 
Window.Ó 

At the nickel shows ßaneurs discovered gawkers totally absorbed by 
the spectacle on the screen, which oftentimes was evidenced by accounts 
of misreading and patrons forgetting themselves prior to the active type 
of spectator Simon N. Patten describes as a Òwatcher [that] thinks with 
purpose,Ó which conforms to the detectiveÕs instrumental mode of vision 
as described by Poe. The shift from ßaneurian accounts to crusades gen-
ders vision differently, since women took the lead in Los Angeles in late 
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1906 as well as in New York City in 1913. The latter mode of vision was 
far from detached and had nothing to do with gawking, rather a mode of 
surveillance associated with the detectiveÕs comprehensive mode of vi-
sion and critical processing of insights. Removing the element of alarm, 
the crusadersÕ discourse often rested on investigations, which were fur-
ther promulgated by the crusadesÕ subsequent gelling into the genre of 
the recreational survey with its systematic approach. The gender shift 
has however nothing to do with replacing ßaneurs with ßaneuses, which 
in the context of modernity are mainly pegged as streetwalkers prior 
to walking the safer aisles of the department stores. In this context the 
Saunterer in Los Angeles, Mrs. Otis, might represent an exception con-
Þrming the rule of female absence on the sidewalks. Her safe saunter-
ing in 1880s and 1890s is indicative of the slow rhythm of a small-town 
prior to the proliferation of automobiles and other gadgets transform-
ing the cityÕs fabric. 

Leaving behind the crusade mode for now, we will focus on Main 
Street and its diverse crowds, cheap attractions, and lively excitements as 
observed in a series of textual interventions from 1907 to 1913. In 1914 a 
local reporter concluded: ÒLos Angeles has a ÔBowery,Õ it is in the vicin-
ity of the Plaza. Strange people inhabit this district,Ó which is exempli-
Þed by prostitutes and dope Þends.26 Main StreetÕs daily display of carni-
valesque business hoaxes and cheap entertainment outlets attracted au-
dience groups framed by the city reporters as primitive and child-like in 
their responses. A novel published in 1910, which was set in 1902, offers 
a prototypical street tapestry of everyday life along Main Street prior to 
the presence of nickel shows. The observant mode, the crowd-gazing, 
and the barrage of impressions work in tandem as motivational devices 
for the text passage below. The protagonists walk along the Òprincipal 
streets, watching the crowd.Ó

Electric signs blazed everywhere. Bob was struck by the numbers of clair-

voyants, palm readers, Hindu frauds, crazy cults, fake healers, Chinese 

doctors, and the like thus lavishly advertised. The class that elsewhere 

is pressed by necessity to the inexpensive dinginess of back streets, here 

blossomed forth in truly tropical luxuriance. Street vendors with all sorts 

of things, from mechanical toys to spot eradicators, spread their porta-

ble lay-outs at every corner. Vacant lots were crowded with spielers of all 

sortsÑreligious or political fanatics, vendors of cureall, of universal tools, 
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of marvelous axle grease, of anything and everything to catch the idle dol-

lar. Brilliantly lighted shops called the passer-by to contemplate the latest 

wavemotor, ßying machine, door check, or what-not. Stock in these enter-

prises was for saleÑand was being sold! Other sidewalk booths, like those 

ordinarily used as dispensaries of hot doughnuts and coffee, offered wild-

cat mining shares, oil stock and real estate in some highly speculative sub-

urb. Great stores of curios lay open to the tourist trade. Here one could 

buy sheepskin Indian moccasins made in Massachusetts, abalone shells, or 

burnt-leather pillows, or a whole collection of photographic views so min-

ute that they could all be packed in a single walnut shell. Next door were 

shops of Japanese and Chinese goods presided over by suave, sleepy-eyed 

Orientals, in wonderful brocade, wearing the close cap with the red coral 

button atop. Shooting galleries spit spitefully, Gasolene torches ßared.27 

Eventually, the hero ended up in an open-air theater, an airdome, with 
a bill offering no moving images. The attractions, business schemes, and 
trinkets for sale on the street were laid out for a touristÕs eye as well as for 
folks from the ethnic neighborhoods and the local transients in an area 
offering temporary tenement quarters for scores of day laborers, mainly 
from south of the border. WhiteÕs novel is a travelogue, and while brush-
ing Los Angeles only in passing, it bisects and reframes the Main Street 
discourse from the salient years 1907 and 1913, respectively. The fact that 
the text is set in 1902 is of little consequence, apart from explaining the 
absence of nickelodeons. It otherwise harks back to a long tradition of 
18th century travel accounts from Los Angeles. Later narratives from Main 
Street otherwise inevitably end up inside Þlm shows. The lively street pan-
orama seems, in fact, to rehearse scenes of attraction which automatical-
ly led to those on the screen. The noisy capper cultureÑtuned by an en-
semble of spielers and blaring hornsÑperforms on this liminal threshold 
of attractions by staging Òthe noisy bid for the nickels,Ó as the amuse-
ment report in the Times phrased it, on the street for the beneÞt of the 
screen. It is not by chance that Þlm scholars are debating whether the Ja-
nus-faced cinematic soundscape was directed solely toward the street or 
predominantly had its place inside the theaters.28 Accounts from inside 
such venues emerged as the most signiÞcant aspects of what Main Street 
was about. Cinema thus comes across as a ragtag rialto with blurred bor-
ders between street and screen. The dingy sideshows on the street effort-
lessly blend with the auditorium. Street life itself takes on a cinematic 
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quality here in its effervescence and constantly shifting overßow of im-
pressions. In WhiteÕs text the peripatetic and panoramic mode of impres-
sion when walking along the sidewalk elicits a mobilized glance unable to 
freeze the ßow of impressions. The walk along the Midway-inßected street 
is thus wrapped in a decentered, centrifugal attraction sphere predestined, 
almost, to discover the nickel venues. WhiteÕs timeframe however takes us 
elsewhere, to an airdome featuring a ßimsy vaudeville show leading up to 
a marketing hoax for dental anesthetics. The main impression is of hoaxes, 
fakes, and unauthentic offerings lacking real substance, ending in a mar-
keting show. It takes a detectiveÕs skill to see through the dragnet of illu-
sory offerings intended to rope in the money of the gullible.

Before the nickelodeons turned from novelties to Þxtures of everyday 
life on Main Street, Spring Street, and Broadway, two Þne-grained de-
pictions of Þlm audiencesÑbrimming with ethnic stereotypes and the 
sometimes bizarre practices of spectatorshipÑemerged. The Þrst arti-
cle was published unsigned in the working-class newspaper the Record, 
the second a couple of months later in the Times by Harry C. Carr. The 
timeframe between ßaneurian interventions and crusade pieces is only 
seemingly reversed: The earlier texts, which will be discussed later, hit 
the columns prior to the onset of the nickelodeonÕs proliferation in Los 
Angeles and were textually conÞned to the nature of representation in 
relation to young audiences in upscale venues. The anonymous report-
er in the Record instead focuses on the three streets where a handful of 
nickel houses were located in 1907, characteristically describing their pa-
trons as Òcharacters worth watching.Ó

Have you ever been in one of the 5-cent moving picture shows in this city, 

of which there are half a dozen on three of the principal street of this city? 

[---]

The audience is made up of interesting characters worth watching also. 

The bulk of the nickels received in each showÑand their quantity would 

amaze the license collectorÑcomes from cholos and Japanese, who have a 

perfect passion for moving pictures. The former believe that they are por-

trayal of things that have actually happened in real life, not knowing that 

most of the playlets are the work of syndicates in Paris, London and New 

York, which employ good actors, acrobats and variety show performers 

and have on hand all the accessories of real theaters, besides availing them-

selves of streets and parks for the production of their episodes. 
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The writer then offers an account of the Mexican patronsÕ engagement 
with the screen:

The cholos groan with the victim, hiss the villain, approve such acts as 

in their philosophy seem right, have the goose ßesh when something in 

which red Þre and demons, fairies and gnomes is dished up and many of 

them make rapid signs with their thumbs on their forehead and lips when 

they suspect that Satan conjured up the marvels they see but do not un-

derstand.

ÔQue lastima!Õ Ômira, no mas!Õ and ÔAdios!Õ are the expressions beside 

other unprintable, which surprise, admiration or strong feeling draws 

from them as the show goes on.

The Japanese audience watches differently:

The Jap sits wide eyed, open mouthed and silent but with fully the same 

apparent enjoyment. Recently one watching a Main st. show nearly fell of 

his chair when he saw himself in his national costume, with a paper um-

brella over his head and his feet splashing in the mud, trotting down a 

Tokio street on a rainy day in a crowd. He stayed three hours to make sure 

that it was no other than his honorable self. He came back the next and 

every day thereafter until the pictures were transferred to another 5-cent 

show, whither he followed. He thus made in a month the rounds of each 

one of the shows, day in and day out, and as he brought with him every 

Jap of his acquaintance to look upon this miracle there was quite an inßux 

of Japs and nickels which the managers were unable to account for by or-

dinary explanation.29

A journalistic trajectory, spanning six years or so, spun off from this 
mode of early portraiture of audiencesÕ allegedly ÒprimitiveÓ behavior 
and reading practices. Convivial interaction between expressive patrons 
versus audience members categorized as Òmute receptorsÓ are estab-
lished criteria bearing on changes in spectatorship that are affected by 
shifts in Þlmic address, programming practices, theatrical architecture, 
and modes of presentation in a broad sense, as well as location and the 
neighborhoodÕs characteristics. Lawrence W. Levine has outlined a gen-
eral cultural perspective on this process, while Miriam Hansen, in an in-
ßuential study, discusses cinematic spectatorship in such terms.30 In the 
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Record article above modes of spectatorship are unequivocally bound to 
ethnicity: on the one hand boisterous Òcholos,Ó on the other mute Japa-
nese. The two groups otherwise display Òfully the same enjoyment,Ó ir-
respective of differences in how they engage with the screen. Thus, the 
theaters along the three streets in this respectÑand at this timeÑsimulta-
neously housed at least two distinct modes of spectatorship inßected by 
ethnicity, but both in the register of gawking. This Þrst round of Main 
Street discourse was grafted onto an exotic street panorama localizing 
and enclosing early Þlm culture within patterns of everyday amusement 
life far from the mainstream. 

A few months after the July 1907 report in the Record, a mapping of 
the smaller venues presented in a long piece, signed by Harry C. Carr, 
emerged. This is the most ambitious individual piece on Þlm exhibi-
tion in the Los Angeles press during this period. Carr addresses reform 
issues in a playful manner, and the tone is couched in the peripatetic 
mode. Given its scope, it is not surprising to Þnd it reprinted in Mov-
ing Picture World. Carr takes off from an intervention by the Associ-
ated Charities in Sonoratown and devotes several lengthy passages to 
metaspectatorial observations apart from touting French cinemaÕs su-
periority vis-ˆ-vis American. After noting that the theaters are scat-
tered along Broadway and Main Streets (he could have added Spring 
Street to the list), he surmises: ÒThe people who patronize them are 
of such varied quality that you could tell at once, if brought in blind-
folded, in just which particular Þlm show you were enjoying life. One 
Þnds Chinese and Mexican audiences at the Plaza, they progress to 
crowds where the women wear new hipless corsets and get up in the 
middle of it and walk out, if bored.Ó We are then invited to what Carr 
calls the quaintest of them all, a place on Main Street near the old Pico 
House (at 349 North Main Street in the Baker block), in a neighbor-
hood richly saturated with tenement houses peopled by Asians and 
Mexicans. CarrÕs observation that the Nickel Theater projected images 
on a wall shared with an undertaker gives a new twist to the metaphors 
on liveness. Carr notes: ÒHidden back of the white screen upon which 
the pictures of dancing ballet girls, and wedding festivities are ßashed, 
is the horrible room where the dead are Ôlaid out.Õ Ó It is a narrow hall 
and Òsqualid,Ó and Ò[a]long the wall, at mathematically regular inter-
vals, are grease spots where the delighted spectators have leaned their 
enraptured heads.Ó There is never-ending piano music and signs on 
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the walls in Spanish asking patrons to refrain from smoking, to remove 
hats, and not talk during the show. ÒNearly all the spectators are Mex-
icans, Chinese or Japs,Ó and by way of further characterization, Carr 
writes: 

The peons come in from the cheap lodging-houses nearby. They are of the 

lowest type. They have heads that rise to a peak in the middle and fore-

heads about an inch broad. They laugh prodigiously when some is [sic] 

pictured as doing some simple and childish thing like falling into a wash 

tub, or when some one is stabbed or a horse falls in a bullÞght and gored 

to death, their thick lips almost seem to make the sipping noise of a man 

drinking a luscious draught.

Framed in highly racist terms, Carr outlines an active engagement with 
certain types of representations; the transÞxed silence noted in many 
contemporary reports applies to other ethnic groups. The involvement 
however, described as primitive and childlike, and conditioned by race, 
is thus implicitly deviant. Furthermore, if the audience is grown-up, it 
still behaves in a childish way. Next the Chinese, who are

different, digniÞed, self-contained men with slender graceful hands. John 

comes shufßing with two or three Chinese girls paddling along in his 

wakeÑa great family treat. Chinese are devoted to picture shows. They 

have a quick intelligence that the pictures appeal to. They would probably 

be as fond of other theaters if they understood the language. The Chink 

girls giggle and are much ashamed when the ballet girls come onto the 

screen in tights.

Americans, who have been, from childhood, going to theaters and see-

ing half-clad women, little imagine the shock an oriental woman must feel 

at such an exhibition.31

Besides these two dominant groups of patrons, there are ÒJaps, occa-
sionally with women and more often withoutÓ who are said to be Òfre-
quent visitors.Ó Finally, Ònewsboys used to haunt the places until the 
City Council, at the request of the Juvenile Court Committee, drove 
them out.Ó
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�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� A cross section of nickel audiences. Cartoon from 

Los Angeles Times, 13 October 1907, III:1.

Harry C. CarrÕs topical report offered views from inside the Nickel The-
ater on North Main, described as Ò[p]erhaps the quaintestÓ of them all. 
The discourse on race in both CarrÕs article and the account in the Re-
cord accede to a pronounced anti-Japanese stance, which relegated the 
Japanese together with the Mexicans to the bottom of the demographic 
hierarchy. The inßux of cheap labor was an important strand of the cam-
paigns besides the highly volatile issue of whether to keep Los Angeles 
an open shop or not. The ethnic workforce made up a substantial part of 
the inhabitants in the cheap lodging houses scattered around the Plaza.

The interactive aspect of audiences negotiating screen content is here 
framed from a perspective of primitive and childlike delight at putting 
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down authorities or glorying in criminal activity. The noise level even 
called for signs putting a damper on the volume. In both outlines the 
house takes on a den-like atmosphere far removed from the clubhouse 
mentality for interaction hinted at by Jane AddamsÕ classic description.32 
In CarrÕs rhetorical spin the ethnic patrons are invoked from one end of 
the spectrum to be set against the blasŽ Òhipless corsetsÓ on the other. As 
the cartoon spells it out: ÒIt is different Up Town.Ó The patrons discov-
ered by progressive ladies late in 1906Ñsee the next chapterÑwere girls 
on the verge of the hipless corset stageÑto use CarrÕs phraseÑand their 
suitors, while the boys and nondescript younger men peopled the balco-
ny, or ÒNigger HeavenÓ in the racial vernacular used in the article. 

Five years later the Times, apparently in response to a derogatory article 
about Los Angeles in a New York paper, sent Grace Kingsley and a sketch 
artist to retort with an account from the Ballyhoo circuit or the Rag-Tag 
Rialto, aka Main Street. After a vivid report from an amateur afternoon 
on stage, Kingsley devotes the bulk of her text to the picture shows. And 
she Þnds Òevery kind of moving picture show, tooÑfrom the nifty onesÑ
to penny arcades where you can be shocked out of your senses.Ó The mis-
spelling she notices on posters and billboards conÞrms the ethnic spread 
among exhibitors. On the screens she Þnds color Þlms, operatic titles syn-
chronized with sound, Indian reels, and Òsacred pictures.Ó And there are 
Òlight and frivolous theatersÓ offering comedies. Uptown, the audiences 
seem to be even more diverse and varied than the bills:

 [W]hat a queer lot of human junk they areÑthe banker from the big mon-

ey palace nearly sitting cheek by jowl with the ßotsam and jetsam that 

drifts up from of Main; pretty, innocent little girls side by side with un-la-

dies; old graybeards next to impish youth; people from Van Nuys jostling 

the sort that believe vaguely a bath tablet is something you take internally 

in place of a bath. We are all Þlm-Þghters, and the moving picture makes 

brothers of us all.33

If the theaters around the Plaza and North Main once upon a time ca-
tered to all the readily identiÞable othersÑthe Mexicans, Japanese, and 
ChineseÑthe exhibition scene was now both more and less inclusive: 
One could thus Þnd a Japanese theater on First Street, the International, 
while the place at 349 North Main had turned decidedly Mexican. King-
sley dropped in during her tour and noticed:
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It has atmosphere, it has setting, it even has a palely imitative Moorish 

architecture. And a pretty little senorita in a black lace mantilla, with a 

red rose over her ear, sells the tickets behind the wicket. Here the scenes 

are of Mexicans senors and senoritas, dancing the dreamy jota, bull Þghts 

and bits from old Seville. Here the dark-eyed Mexicans throng the seats, 

dofÞng sombreros, an occasional bright serape glancing in the darkness, 

and the women wearing shawls over heads. It is all as distinctive as the 

Moorish architecture, and is the nickel-snatcher of Sonora-town.34

KingsleyÕs account underscores the democratic aspect of the medium 
and its ability to attractÑat least for certain venuesÑspectators from al-
most all walks of life. That the description of the patrons as Òßotsam and 
jetsamÓ should be translated as Ònondescript transientsÓ is, if not obvi-
ous, at least probable. 

The next report from Main Street represented the opposite ideolog-
ical camp. Emanuel Julius, editor of the Labor CouncilÕs weekly, the 
Citizen, penned an account of street life along Main framed from the 
irked perspective of an imaginary visitor arriving by train. The travel-
ogue mode harks back to the textual strategies in WhiteÕs novel and its 
manner of street observations and crowd watching. If Kinglsey recently, 
and to some extent Carr years earlier, discovered a certain diversity im-
pacting all aspects of spectatorship, the Citizen, by way of broad strokes, 
instead associated cinema with the general unpleasantness of Los Ange-
lesÕ version of the Bowery, Main Street.

When the stranger Þrst arrives in Los Angeles, when he strolls from the 

station, looking to the right and left for the much-heralded sights fertile-

imaginationed pen-pushers have told him Southern California affords, his 

Þrst impression is not pleasant.

Instead of seeing palms and rose bushes, poppies and banana trees, 

sward and bubbling brooks, instead of seeing beautiful things, the strang-

er beholds a sense that gives him a dark-brown taste. 

And if that stranger happens to hail from New York, he is almost cer-

tain to exclaim: ÔWhy, bless me, this looks just like the Bowery!Õ

And then, he glances up to see the name of the street, wondering if, by 

chance, its name is similar to New YorkÕs topsy-turvy street, and learns it 

is called ÔMain Street.Õ

Main street is the ÔpleasureÕ street of the migratory workers of Southern 
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California. It is the club-house of all the day laborers, the orange grove 

hands, the fellows who keep Southern California in repairs and who help 

make it rich.

Main street is crowded with ÔmoviesÕÑÞve cent ÔmoviesÕ that display lu-

rid pictures of Handsome Harry rescuing fair damsel from the cruel hands 

of Desperate Desmond, of masked train robbers engaged in the gentle task 

of holding up a ßyer, or of a tawny haired heroine tied to the well-known 

saw mill. 

And from early morning until midnight, a motley crowd of Mexicans, 

Ôrag-head,Õ ranch hands, and the like, make a noise like a nickel and seat 

themselves before the living screen. 

If this is the peopleÕs Main street thereÕs another that has art, music, 

the stage, magniÞcent restaurants, high-speeding automobiles and beau-

tiful homes. 

The writer from the Citizen rounds off and concludes his report with 
a pointed class polarization, his last paragraphÕs version of genteel life 
contrasting with the rest of the depiction: ÒThat is the fairy Main street 
given those who reap what is made by the ill-clothed, poorly fed deni-
zens of the real Main streetÑsordid Main street.Ó35 Here the Þlm patrons 
are again uniÞed in terms of race. Color is advertised early in the text via 
the bad taste in the mouth, designated as Òdark-brown,Ó functioning as 
a synesthetic harbinger of the later tag Òa motley crowd of Mexicans.Ó 
The clubhouse mentality characterizing the street interaction presum-
ably corresponds to a kindred code of conduct in front of the screen, al-
beit the phrase Ònoise like a nickelÓ is nebulous and positioned on the 
threshold between the street and the auditorium.

Six months later a feature article in the Tribune, the morning paper 
published by Edwin T. Earl of the Express, slightly reversed the ÒsordidÓ 
perspective by paying tribute to Main StreetÕs multitude of noisy and 
colorful attractions, or the side show, as the headline has it. The lively 
commercial panorama is contrasted with BroadwayÕs more reÞned man-
ners of doing business. Main StreetÕs ebullient and noisy style is set off as 
distinct from the rest of the cityÕs street life. We are however not invited 
inside the Þlm shows; it is apparently enough to characterize them as a 
group by way of the ballyhoo racket out on the street. 
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In practically every section of Los Angeles there are moving picture the-

aters, some as magniÞcent and as expensively appointed as the largest 

playhouses. In Main street they have nickelodeons. You can hear these 

nickelodeons before you can see them. About three blocks before. Some 

are a triße less loud than others, but on the general run there isnÕt much 

difference between them. 

Adjoining the nickelodeon youÕll Þnd the penny arcade. The arcade is, 

if anything, more boisterous than the nickelodeon. That is, the musical 

contraptions arenÕt any louder than those of the nickelodeon, but there 

are more of them.36

In yet another article from 1913 Estelle Lawton Lindsey took leave of 
the civilized part of town and ventured into Main Street and the Plaza 
area one Saturday evening to observe the ethnic throng and the array of 
attractions and amusements on display. This intervention is a compan-
ion piece to the TimesÕ amusement report, offering a closer look at one 
speciÞc part of town and its entertainment outlets. The abundance of 
happy faces surprised Lindsey, and she wondered where these hardwork-
ing folks otherwise dwelled. After visiting a French restaurant and pass-
ing a rescue mission and a drink emporium, she hazarded a visit to a Þlm 
show; again the noise is a salient aspect of the street culture. She is how-
ever willing to be enticed by the ballyhoo, and steps inside.

The picture shows invited patronage with music and cries and we passed 

in with the crowd.

The films run at the plaza houses are good and they are doubly 

beautiful because of the spirit of the audience. A big Chinaman in front 

of us held a diminutive replica of himself on his shoulder and talked to 

it in his native tongue. A peddler passed holding aloft ice cream cones, 

at which the baby reached, gurgling infantile persuasion. The horny-

handed men around laughed in sympathy and spoke kindly to the lit-

tle child.

Just here six Ôbroilers,Õ pink-clad, danced across the stage singing a 

Mexican song. It is safe to say the elite will greet Mary Carden with no 

more enthusiasm. The dancers Þnished their turn and the screen showed a 

little ladÕs dream. The youngster in the dream became a great Indian slay-

er, and his feats of valor were cheered by hundreds sympathetic voices.

ÔGo it, kid. ThatÕs right, kill him again. Good boy. Gee, ainÕt the kid 
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all right?Õ I suppose the pandemonium all about was the same thing in a 

dozen or more languages. Every face that passed out of that house passed 

out smiling. There were gnarled truck gardeners, ancient women dried like 

desert-exposed beef, mothers burdened with many children and horny-

handed fathers. 

All that joy for Þve cents! The ßaming posters seemed less exaggerated 

since the show produced such results.

Lightly we walked back toward the city watching the happy crowds.

This world and its inhabitants are not only totally different from the rest 
of the city and its folks; it is out of time. This is conÞrmed by an encoun-
ter with a young girl Òin a white satin skirt that showed every curve of 
her Þgure, hugged an enormous pillow muff to her bosom. Her painted 
face beneath her plume-shaded hat showed weariness and discontent. 
We were back in the twentieth century.Ó37 Amusingly, this sketch harks 
back to the SauntererÕs 1887 description of made-up faces. The bill re-
ported on in 1913 mixed screen and stage entertainment in the manner 
of small-time vaudevilleÑthe live act obviously created quite a stir. The 
running commentary accompanying the Þlm attests to a lively, interac-
tive clubhouse type of exhibition, yet ethnically diverse to the extreme. 
Irrespective of nationality and race, it seems as if everybody, Òin a dozen 
or more languages,Ó were vocally responding to the representations, cre-
ating an audio kaleidoscope characterized as pandemonium. The isolat-
ed voice reported by Mary Heaton Vorse in her much-discussed sketch 
on spectatorship from the Lower East Side in New York City here takes 
on a chorus-like quality, when patrons turn into a uniÞed viewing body, 
discounting ethnicity and language. The sole German voice, character-
ized by Vorse as Òa little unconscious and lilting obbligato,Ó was also cued 
by an Indian picture, which the young woman engaged with as if it were 
a communicable Òreality.Ó38 LindseyÕs account is more compressed, but 
highlights a similar type of engagement with a reality of sorts. The vo-
cal panorama she mentions is, however, not severed from the audience 
membersÕ linguistic speciÞcity, hence the pandemonium. Content-wise, 
the choir gives voice to a polyglot universalism transcending and dis-
lodging the spectatorsÕ cultural anchors. The storyÕs interpolating power 
apparently triggers the uniÞed response. Still, the choir displays a similar 
cine-na•vetŽ as VorseÕs lone German voice. According to the reporterÕs 
interpretation, all patrons are sharing the same set of cued emotions and 
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articulate them in so few words and as one universal body and one voice, 
irrespective of the dozen languages used. 

By discursively divorcing Main Street and the Plaza area from the rest 
of the cityÑphysically, culturally, and even historicallyÑthis pocket of 
spectatorship, in the two reports from the Record, from 1907 and 1913 re-
spectively, stands out as being unaffected by the changes in Þlm culture 
reported elsewhere. And likewise, street life, in its Midway-like stability, 
comes across as radically different from the urban panorama uptown. A 
cartoon accompanying LindseyÕs text with a concise caption claims that 
Òmission workers are about the only white people in evidence.Ó 

Thus, judging from these journalistic interventions, everyday life and 
spectatorship on parts of Main Street remained surprisingly intact, ir-
respective of changes in Þlm style and program formats. Regulating the 
ethnic fabric of spectatorship in this part of town did not command the 
same level of urgency as coming to terms with the moral contamina-
tion allegedly threatening the primarily young white girls inside and in 
the vicinity of places of amusement, particularly Þlm shows. Institut-
ing a system of prevention and protection shouldered by a new category 
of enforcers, policewomen, was one response to the problem. Not only 
the noise, but also the overall loudness of cheap amusements represent-
ed a problem vis-ˆ-vis the community at large, especially in 1911 when 
exhibition was on the verge of leaping to a new level of ambition a few 
blocks away. It is therefore not surprising that the new trade organi-
zation wanted to discontinue Òthe practice of issuing souvenirs, prizes, 
coupons and other ÔballyhooÕ business enticers.Ó39 

A typical Los Angeles solution to problems was to tear down and re-
build. The Times ventured the following observation: ÒIn Los Angeles 
just now popular speculation on each new excavation is that it is either 
for a skyscraper, a garage or a moving picture show. In any event, build-
ing operations were never so brisk.Ó40 This activity was however con-
Þned to the new theater district, the erstwhile business district and the 
Plaza area operated according to a different logic.

The Main Street discourse was by no means conÞned to this partic-
ular Los Angeles street. As mentioned, it was predicated on a specif-
ic type of peripatetic journalism grounded in and reporting from met-
ropolitan amusement districts. In the eyes of the writer in the Citizen, 
Main Street blended with the Bowery; in the article they are uniÞed in 
sordidness and their equally unappealing foreignness. Estelle Lindsey, 
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however, read the happy faces crowding the Plaza area in much more 
benign terms. A comparable account of Rivington Street on the Lower 
East Side from 1910 paints a street panorama where the exoticness and 
differences are again assets rather than drawbacks, leading to eulogiz-
ing about feminine charm and loveliness compared to the girls on Fifth 
Avenue or elsewhere in New York City. ÒWhatever the reason might 
be, there is no getting around the fact there is an astonishing number of 
beautiful women in Rivington Street. Girls who havenÕt at least passably 
good looks are the exception. There is an exotic quality about the most 
of themÑwith their dark hair and eyes, their full, lithe Þgures and easy, 
careless demeanor. [É] And they apparently get more real enjoyment 
out of Rivington street than the average woman does with the whole of 
uptown to play in.Ó41 As for Þlm shows, they are commented on in pass-
ing only. For those that Òdesire to be amused,Ó there is no shortage of 
cheap theaters and arcades. An interesting observation rounds off the 
article, namely why these Òforeign citizens,Ó who are Ògenerally pros-
perous, healthy, and happy,Ó as a visiting Westerner asks, should Ògo 
West and work our farms when they may have this sort of life by stay-
ing in the city.Ó Government efforts to lure people from the inner cit-
ies to the farm states consequently went unheeded. A companion ar-
ticle on the same page is devoted to moving pictures exclusively, and if 
the Þrst article mirrored Estelle LindseyÕs intervention, this one harks 
back to the RecordÕs July 1907 report by focusing on screen illiteracy, as 
it were, wrapped in ethnic terms. The author, F.C. Taylor, as did virtu-
ally all writers reporting on ßaneurian escapades, offers a sketch of spec-
tatorship gone awry, a case of misreading, dressed down as primitive or 
alienÑperhaps the former due to the latter. Such snapshots are in the 
main evidenced by the writer as an eyewitness, simultaneously reporting 
on what is on the screen and how it is perceived. Here, Taylor removes 
himself from the scene via a birdÕs-eye view, thereby giving the account 
more of an anecdotal ßavor. Interestingly, the spectator singled out is an 
elderly man, a Russian Jew; the scene here is Manhattan Street, Òin the 
Jewish section of Williamsburg,Ó Brooklyn.

One day there was a picture being shown called ÔExiled to Siberia.Õ Outside 

of the theatre a man was placed as an advertisement, dressed in the uniform 

of a Russian soldier, such as guards the Siberian convicts. The poor fellow at 

once became the target for the people of the neighborhood, some of them 
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spat at him as they passed and others throw things. One old Russian Jew, 

who went in to see the performance was very much affected. He became 

excited and wept and cried out that the pictures were true to life in Siberian 

convict camps. He even recognized the scene where the pictures were taken, 

and some of his fellow countrymen, victims of the Russian cruelty. So 

wrapped up was he in the subject that he refused to go out with the rest 

when the show was over, and insisted on remaining to see the pictures again. 

At last, when the attendants were about to remove him by force, the old 

fellow exclaimed: ÔMeester, meester, please donÕt put me out. I must see the 

pictures again.Õ And then, sublime sacriÞce for one so poor, he added: ÔSee, 

meester, if you let me stay I give you another nickel.Õ Which showed that 

one man, at least, appreciated the pictures the operator in that house was 

showing. As the old man had never been further West than New York after 

coming from Russia, it is not likely, however, he recognized the scenes he 

thought he did, because the Siberian horrors the pictures showed were, as it 

happened, photographed by a Chicago concern that never had been nearer 

Russia, or Siberia either, than the Windy City.42

This brings us, more or less accidentally, to Chicago. An article in the 
Chicago Tribune zooms in on HalstedÑthe Windy CityÕs counterpart 
to the Bowery in New York and Main Street in Los AngelesÑand its 
many nickelodeons. The readers are treated to observations on both the 
exteriors of the establishments and their posters and spielers, and also 
what is on display inside, for instance pictures with actors supplying 
a soundtrack, the popular Indian pictures, and ÒHalsted nickelodeons 
are strong on the labor question.Ó To be sure, the most colorful specta-
cle is provided on the sidewalk and by the variety of the streetÕs make-
up, which is read in moving-picture terms evidencing the liminality be-
tween street and screen: 

But Halsted street itself is its greatest moving picture show. For blocks 

and blocks in ceaseless perambulation pass the crowning medley of 

humankind.

The ÔbruiserÕ with the ÔbunÕ gazes with leering indecision at the slogans 

booming the ÔredhotÕ and the massive Ôschooner of sudsÕ side by side in 

the windows before him. The svelt courtesan arrogantly tosses her dearly 

purchased plumes in the face of the mother of the slums, tottering along 

under the burden of years.



183

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������O�P�N�A�A�P�
���O�?�N�A�A�J�O�
���=�J�@���O�?�N�E�>�A�O

The children of the ghetto mingle with the ÔchilderÕ of the transplanted 

Irishman on rollers upon the pavements. Half a dozen boys roll a barrel of 

whisky from the curb to the tavern door, exchanging doubtful humor with 

undersized girls who venture observations anent the action. 

Every other store is a clothing store and the next is a saloon. Every 

other place is a restaurant or a playhouse, if it isnÕt a shoe shop, a Ôcafe,Õ a 

billiard hall, an undertakerÕs, or a lawyerÕs. Turkish coffee rooms vie with 

the Greek eating houses. The Acropolis is there. The daughters of Ruth 

rub elbows with the son of Siberia. The Lithuanian links arm with the 

Lowlander.

And up and down the dirt laden thoroughfare clang the trolleysÑnow 

modern!Ñever crowded with toilers to the south and toilers to the north, 

from Dan to Beersheba and back again.43

It is obvious that the street culture along Halsted in Chicago spawned a 
similar type of reporting as generated by Main Street, and that the va-
riety on display, as it were, on the sidewalks offered a cross section of 
ethnic backgrounds reßecting the inßux of immigration to the respec-
tive city. The diversity is read in terms of motion pictures, which are 
the prime focus of this journalistic genre, the ßaneurian fact-Þction ac-
counts of metaspectatorship. Thus, the elements mobilized in the Tri -
bune piece play out along predictable lines. 

As the interventions discussed here show, myriads of peripatetic ac-
counts resulted from either casual ßaneur reports or more systematic at-
tempts at shedding light on what went on inside the storefront houses. 
John Collier was appointed Þeld ofÞcer for an ambitious survey to be 
undertaken on behalf of a large coalition of organizations, which grad-
ually led up to the formation of the National Board of Review headed 
by the PeopleÕs Institute in New York City. CollierÕs April 1908 report, 
published in Charities and the Common, is well known.44 His more de-
tailed piece in the New York Press published two months earlier attracted 
little attention. The Þeldwork lasted four months, and the Press article 
was the Þrst result from the investigation. Some facts are reported in 
both texts, but the Press article includes a long section reporting from a 
speciÞc screening, in the vein of the ßaneur accounts. Much to the sur-
prise of social reformers, a popular, downmarket institution, a veritable 
peopleÕs theater, has emerged from the peopleÕs need for entertainment 
as a strictly commercial venture, an observation foreshadowing Simon 
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N. PattenÕs booklet from the following year if not his 1905 analysis of 
amusements. The phenomenonÕs magnitude is underpinned with sta-
tistics, a staple of the transitional discourse, which coalesced in the rec-
reation surveys mainly conducted by Þeld investigators from the Play-
ground Association. The centerpiece of the article in the Press is a full ac-
count of a visit, described as a slumming party to an East Side nickelode-
on on the Bowery, but one of the Òbetter sort.Ó It is just after suppertime 
and Òchildren were clamoring at the door, fathers and mothers, sisters 
and brothers, infants in arms, were pouring in.Ó The show is situated be-
tween a beauty parlor and a penny arcade Òwhose pictures are vile and 
which is a loaÞng ground for Bowery Ôßoaters.ÕÓ The district has only 
one settlement house and no place for children to go, the Òonly amelio-
rating inßuenceÓ after school is offered by the nickel show. 

The seats were packed, the aisle was already half full. Forward against the 

curtain were fully a hundred children, with no single adult chaperoning 

them. There were Chinese, absorbed, taciturn and eager. There were 

ItaliansÑmothers, often with sleeping bambinos in their laps. Fully a 

third of the audience was YiddishÑRussian and Austrian Jews. Order was 

perfect. Only the phonograph sent a mufßed chatter over its shoulder into 

the hall, the pianist drummed, the picture machine whizzed. 

And the play? There was a foreign quality about it but which went well 

with the foreignness of the motley immigrant audience. A Gothic castle, 

stately, with wide arches, washed with sunlight, but with ominous shadows 

in the background and sinister doors with immense padlocksÑBluebeardÕs 

own castleÑwas the scene. So Bluebeard wedded him an eighth fair wife 

and went on a journey, and the story which all children know unrolled. 

It was a French production, with perfect pantomime, which told all that 

words could have said. The secret closet with its horrors, the bloody key, 

the return of Bluebeard, thrills upon thrills in the closet-tower, when 

Bluebeard toyed with his wifeÕs delicate head and swung his broadswordÑ

all, till the brothers arrived on champing steeds and Bluebeard was no 

more. By this time the interest of the audience had reached the gasping 

point, and with a royal banquet, in which all the land celebrated the Þnish 

of Bluebeard, the drama closed.

Then came a minstrel, and his singing was only half bad. It was the 

sorrow of Red Wing:
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  Now the moon shines bright on pretty Red Wing,

  The breeze is sighing, 

  The night birdÕs crying,

  For afar Õneath his star her brave is sleeping,

  While Red WingÕs weeping

  Her heart away!

Colored stereopticon illustrated the sentiments, and the audience, not 

there for the Þrst or second time, joined in the chorus with a will. Then 

came a geographical sceneÑthe growing of coffee in Java. Then a rough-

and-tumble tableaux, with an innocent countryman tied by mistake in 

a clothes bag, and his awakening in a Chinese laundry, whereupon the 

Celestials, whose routine was understood never to vary whatever task 

might be set them, proceeded to launder the countryman. The audience 

laughed and kept on laughing, and suddenly Paul Revere made his bow.

Here all was wide-open country, and the spire of Boston-town. 

LongfellowÕs poem outlined the plot and was shadowed on to the curtain 

between the incidents. The children knew it by heart, and shouted the 

lines in unison, though their accent was varied. This feature lasted nearly 

twenty minutes; it seemed an hour. Colonial house and stone wall in 

eastern Massachusetts seemed to have been photographed for scenery. At 

the end, the Battle of Lexington, accompanied with patriotic music. Then 

the audience joined in the ÔStar-Spangled Banner,Õ and the programme 

was ended.45

Given the genre, this in-depth report from a world presumed unknown 
to the readers leads up to a discussion in sociological termsÑit was after 
all a ÒproblemÓ that had motivated the Þeld investigation. The tone is 
however sober, no dismay here, and the control measures proposed are 
ventured in the spirit of turning the nickelodeon into Òan instrument for 
lasting good.Ó The multiple aspects of foreignness emphasized in the ar-
ticle leads up to a moment of cultural cohesiveness in the collective ren-
dering of the national anthem, while the childrenÕs shared knowledge of 
LongfellowÕs poem is Òshouted [É] in unison,Ó but with varied accents. 
We will return to a discussion of cinemaÕs role in Americanization in the 
concluding chapter.

By way of reform, a coalition of progressive organizations sought to 
re-tailor a mushrooming cultural arena for educational purposes, at least 
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partly, by recognizing that its unprecedented popularity reßected real-
enough social needs. CollierÕs report is benign in tone, in contrast to the 
harsh article comparing Main Street to the Bowery. ÒA Suburban Exhib-
itorÓ ventured a more sinister portrayal of East Side audiences in a let-
ter to Moving Picture World at a time when Collier was trumpeting the 
progress made in the wake of voluntary inspection of Þlms by the Na-
tional Board of Film Censorship. The anonymous exhibitor complained 
that the might of the East Side exhibitors dictated what the Þlm ex-
changes offered, a point underpinned by a sketch of the audiences these 
exhibitors allegedly catered to. The theater visited was located at the 
intersection of Essex and Rivington Streets. After commenting on the 
Þlms screened, the letter writer rounded his report off with an acerbic 
metaspectatorial reßection: 

I would have been more comfortable on board a cattle train than where 

I sat. There were Þve hundred smells combined in one. One young lady 

fainted and had to be carried out of the theater. I can forgive that, all 

right, as people with sensitive noses should not go slumming. But what 

is hardest to swallow is that the tastes of this seething mass of human 

cattle are the tastes that have dominated, or at least set, the standard of 

American moving pictures.46

This niggardly note does not reßect the overall impression conveyed in 
the newspaper discourse, which painted a much more Þne-grained pic-
ture concerning the diversity of audiences as well as what was offered on 
the screens. In a New York Herald article, published Þve months earlier, 
J.A. Fitzgerald surmises: ÒAt the start this form of entertainment was 
patronized almost exclusively by youngsters, but now the audiences en-
tertained at the better picture houses are on par with those which can be 
found in any of the high class vaudeville theatres,Ó a point underscored 
in a cartoon of ÒThe Moving Picture Audience of Today.Ó47 Audiences 
here wear evening clothes and approach the Þlms with an attention lev-
el worthy of Broadway productions, and on their way out Òdiscuss the 
merits of the actors.Ó 

The standing columns devoted to Þlm topics, which emerged in the 
mid-1910s, were penned against a distinctly different backdrop than the 
Þrst wave of ethnographic accounts from inside nickel venues. The early 
accounts hoped to convince authorities to come to grips with the vexing 
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aspects of Þlm culture, primarily its obvious appeal for children. Young 
girlsÕ and womenÕs places in the public sphere were discursively related 
to the magnetic pull from amusements, attracting the girls and in turn 
scores of male predatorsÑmashers of all stripesÑlurking inside theaters 
and out, around dance halls, and on the streets. For reformers, the sur-
rounding street culture represented a greater problem than the represen-
tations on screen. The white-slave discourse, which overall was related 
to commercialized amusements, in its multiple facets elicited a regu-
latory agenda for obviating joy rides and other schemes and scams for 
framing girls. Appointing policewomen was one of several responses to 
the girl problem. The women on the beat were supposed to regulate and 
police the girlsÕ access to amusements, monitor their behavior on the 
streets, crack down on mashers, and educate irresponsible parents. A tall 
order. At a time associated with the beginning of high-class exhibition 
and a Þlm culture in rapid transition, it was apparent that not everybody 
focused on the screen in awesome silence. Some preferred to take in at-
tractive partners in viewing. The masher in his many guises was the fo-
cus of attention for a multitude of measures aimed at protecting suscep-

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� High-class audiences in New York in 1910. 
Cartoon from New York Herald, 17 April 1910, III:14.
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tible girls and young women. In a series of alarmist articles from 1914 
about the shady sides of Los Angeles, written by John Danger for the 
Record, one installment focused on male predators hunting young girls 
in the dusk of the movie houses. Danger followed three such creatures 
and their methods of preying, offering little new information besides a 
detailed description of the tactics of moving close to objects of desire. 
With his alarmist account, this type of discourse culminates and there-
after gradually petered out.48

�'�*�(�6�3�&���	���� Mashers and their alleged tactics. 
Cartoon from Los Angeles Record, 23 July 1914, 1.
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ÒTo estimate the social effect of motion pictures 

is as difÞcult as to estimate that of the modern newspaper.Ó1

from the inception  of the nickelodeon boom to the emerging fea-
ture market, the press recurrently staged tribunals in the columns di-
rected at the allegedly detrimental inßuence of Þlm culture. In the pro-
cess audiences were monitored, mapped, and discursively policed, plac-
es of exhibition singled out as health hazards or Þretraps and regulated 
to offset such risks, suggestive representation condemned as instructive 
and glorifying crime. For many reformers, instruction was perceived as 
the mediumÕs true mission and foremost rationale, but the curriculum 
implemented by local exhibitors was putatively conÞned to nefarious 
realms and thereby counter-productive for the susceptible students. Ap-
propriating cinema for purposes of salutary instruction, propitious ed-
ucation, and cross-cultural awareness bolstered Þlm-campaign efforts 
outside commercial exhibition, but even within the sphere of regular 
theatrical exhibition certain distributors carved out a niche market on 
the variety bill, most prominently George Kleine for the titles in his 
massive educational catalog. In a market operating on protocols of vari-
ety, Þlm companies diversiÞed and, due to their product differentiation, 
released titles at times singled out by critics as truly educational, while 
other Þlms were ßogged as examples of malicious instruction. Certain 
formats on the bills were predicated on balancing education and enter-
tainment, not least the numerous split reels from 1907Ð10 featuring two 
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short subjects, one with an educational slant, the other often a comedy.2 
Gradually, so-called high-class exhibition upgraded the cultural as well 
as educational aspirations of programming and presentation, while lev-
els of run still upheld a hierarchy within the release circuit.

In Los Angeles, as in most other cities, women afÞliated with clubs, 
civic organizations or municipal bodies sounded most of the warning 
calls for regulation of Þlm culture under the banner of extended moth-
erhood. Later appropriated by an organization like the Practical Moth-
ersÕ Association and applied to the Þlm Þeld in New York City, this body 
of initiative has been discussed by Elizabeth J. Clapp among others as a 
touchstone of the progressive discourse.3 Bliss Perry approached the sa-
cralization of mothers from a slightly different perspective in a discus-
sion of sentimental impulses animating American literature as well as 
the yellow press and the illustrated magazines. All gravitate around Òthe 
homeÓ and Òthe child,Ó and Òwithout that appealing word ÔmotherÕ the 
American melodrama would be robbed of its Þfth act,Ó Bliss opines.4 
Concerns about the exploitation of children in relation to moving im-
ages were voiced well in advance of the nickelodeon. A couple of inter-
ventions in the Los Angeles Times surveying the slot-machine market in 
the picture arcades are indicative of moral outrage in the face of children 
being catered to. 

�5�I�P�N�B�T���8�����+�P�I�O�T�­�®�1�J�D�U�V�S�F���4�L�V�O�L�¯

In the pre-nickelodeon era Thomas W. Johns was unßatteringly brand-
ed a Òpicture skunkÓ when the Times exposed the seedy offerings at the 
Penny Arcade, JohnsÕ place, as well as the similarly sleazy views on dis-
play at the Automatic Vaudeville managed by Harry Temperly. The Ar-
cade, located at 431 South Spring Street, opened in September 1904; the 
Automatic at 340 South Spring had already begun exhibiting in 1903. 
Spring Street was the artery for popular attractions harking back to the 
phonograph parlors of the 1890s. The text in the Times is a prototypical 
specimen indicative of a genre of reportage on visual attractions which 
takes unscrupulous exhibitors to task for indiscriminately offering all 
types of views without any precautions for preventing children from be-
ing exposed to adult material.5 Johns and Temperly earned their skunk 
label by displaying material appropriate for smoking rooms to all pa-
trons and facilitating childrenÕs access to such illicit views by providing 
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stools high enough for short-legged patrons eager to use the peep ma-
chines. The reporter had visited the two establishments several times 
and explored the material in virtually all the machines there. Further-
more, he had checked the license records to be able to publicly denounce 
the two managers, and he was also aware of a state law banning exhibi-
tion of Òobscene or indecent picturesÓ; this was investigative journalism 
on a moral mission. Already in the heading, the tone is sharp and high-
pitched: ÒVice Swamps for Children.Ó According to the reporter, the 
pull of the scurrilous images threatened to land the children in a mor-
al quagmire. An alarmist tone permeates the text, and its verbal imag-
ery imparts an acute urgency calling for immediate intervention from 
authorities. Detailed accounts of the images on display are offered to 
show a blatant mismatch in relation to the young patrons frequenting 
the establishments. The arrangement for facilitating childrenÕs access is 
particularly unsettling. The arcades operated under the guise of phono-
graph parlors, but visual material dominated the offerings. As in numer-
ous later crusade pieces, the metaphors revolve around pedagogy, here 
termed Òlessons.Ó Thus, Ò[u]nder this cloak hundreds of boys and girls 
are weekly learning lessons that in all likelihood will go farÑalready have 
gone farÑtoward breaking down their physical powers, undermining 
their moral conscience, and preparing misery and wretchedness for all 
the years of their maturity.Ó With pennies to spare, children could, for 
example, watch views of Òwomen and girls in various stages of undress.Ó 
For the reporter, the females come across as prostitutes or the Òcheapest 
of cheap actresses,Ó and their posing is designed for the arousal of Òbes-
tial pleasureÓ in mature men. The text singles out two young patrons, a 
girl around seven and boy circa ten Òdoing the machines together.Ó 

The girl had no pennies, but the boy held some in his hand. The girl, 

standing on one of the foot stools, was gazing wide-eyed into one of the 

several decent machines; the boy had dropped a penny for her, and the pic-

tures happened to be photographs of the streets of Washington City dur-

ing the funeral procession of the late President McKinley. Presently the 

child cried out, excitedly; ÔOh, Cliff! Cliff! You ought to see this one; itÕs 

perfectly beautiful.Õ

The boy, his eyed glued to the glass sights of a machine close by, made 

no answer; he was utterly absorbed by what was passing before his vision. 

When his last picture had dropped and his machine gone dark, he turned 
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to the girl: his boyish cheeks were ßushed, his lips were parted loosely, and 

there was a look in his young eyes that was not good to see. 

ÔGee,Õ he said slowly, ÔI bet it wasnÕt as good as mine. Mine was a p-e-

a-c-h.Õ

This dramatization of spectatorship, without specifying what the young 
boy took in from the peep machine, includes detailed observations of 
the viewing experienceÕs physical manifestations. Accounts of enrapt ab-
sorption, as always, center on physiological symptomsÑwide eyes, open 
mouths, and ßushed cheeks. This interfacial portraiture is a recurrent 
feature of the metaspectatorial discourse. Thus, the sketch of the boy 
being deaf to the world when viewing, as it were, resonates with modes 
of absorption that often inspired involuntary comments, advice or sug-
gestions to players or addresses to the Þctional world in later nickel ac-
counts. 

The following day the proprietors were promptly brought to court. 
Johns pleaded guilty, claiming however to be unaware that his manag-
er had acted against his order concerning the type of images in the ma-
chines. Temperly pleaded not guilty, but the courtÕs assessment of the 
evidence collected from machines at both places was that the images 
were Òlewd and obscene.Ó The court sentenced the promoters to a six-
ty-dollar Þne or sixty days in jail. In this case, one alarmist article was 
enough to alert the police and place the alleged perpetrators in front of 
the bench. 

A little more than a year later the Times opened a second round of in-
vestigation, again targeting T.W. JohnÕs place though without specifying 
name and address this time around, as one of many Òiniquitous dens.Ó 
The patronsÑmen, women, and numerous children according to the re-
porterÑwere treated to suggestive titles like ÒThree in the Bath,Ó ÒShe 
Served the Tomatoes Undressed,Ó and ÒThe SultanÕs Favorite.Ó Women 
of the street are shown in Òdisrobing acts; actresses, ballet girls, intrigues 
of various kinds, are portrayed, all more or less suggestive.Ó Again, the 
reporter had provided the police authorities with evidence and immedi-
ate action was expected. No scene of actual spectatorship is recounted 
this time around; instead, a textual snapshot featuring two little school-
girls provides a more general depiction of the atmosphere and modes of 
interaction with a racist slant:
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The little girls went to a machine marked Ôsmutty,Õ and each deposited a 

coin. The little ones passed from one machine to another. A burly negro 

followed the little girls closely and twice endeavored to engage them in 

conversation. The children seemed frightened as the man followed them 

to the rear of the place, but the attraction was great and they continued 

the round.

Persisting in his attention, the negro followed the girls around the back 

room, making remark about the pictures, and once directing their atten-

tion to a particularly ÔdesirableÕ subject. The intention of the ÔcoonÕ be-

came so evident that a stranger interfered and the man hurried away.6

The encounter took place at Òthe joint on South Spring Street, near 
Fourth,Ó T.W. JohnÕs place, apparently still offering the same repertory 
as in 1904. 

Arcade proprietor Thomas W. Johns later turned Þlm exhibitor with-
out making it to the big league when exhibition moved from nickel 
shows to palace-like venues in the business district. His career repre-
sents a case in point on the fringe of the exhibition map, moving from 
arcades and slot machines to nickel shows. In 1909 his Edison Theater at 
436 South Spring, across the street from his old arcade, was less impres-
sive than its stellar name. The targeting of his arcade by an investigative 
Times reporter clearly evidences that activist journalism predicated on 
safeguarding children from risquŽ visual material had already adopted 
the discursive frames indicative of phase III interventions prior to the 
nickel era and its crusades. Key metaphors and dramatization of specta-
torship were thus readily available when young patrons gathered in front 
of allegedly corrupting Þlm screens.

�5�I�F���1�M�B�Z�H�S�P�V�O�E���. �P�W�F�N�F�O�U���B�O�E���U�I�F��
�1�S�B�D�U�J�D�B�M���. �P�U�I�F�S�T�±���"�T�T�P�D�J�B�U�J�P�O

Vitriolic campaigns in the Chicago Tribune and the New York Evening World 
disparaging Þlm culture bookend regulatory efforts during the tempes-
tuous days of nickel culture. The Evening WorldÕs campaign ended with a 
seal of approval for the Þlm shows in New York City. The TribuneÕs cru-
sade in the spring of 1907 paved the way for stringent police censorship of 
Þlms in Chicago (an ordinance concerning obscene and immoral pictures 
was passed by the City Council on November 4, 1907). In Los Angeles re-
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formers noticed a putative mismatch between audiences and Þlm content 
late in 1906 and persuaded the City Council to take action in May 1907. 
Schools of crime emerged as a singularly widespread metaphor for nick-
elodeons straddling virtually all the regulatory efforts. Before returning 
to this proliferating metaphor, we will look at the relationships between 
campaigns for wholesome recreations for children and how commercial 
amusements were negotiated within the playground movement.

Recreational initiatives were intertwined with the efforts at regulat-
ing the market for popular amusements, especially the nickel shows. The 
movementÕs objective was to open up societyÕs institutions for after-
hour activities for youngsters and children otherwise deprived of arenas 
for play and education outside the streets and what the commercialized 
amusements had in store. The movementÕs ambitious program would, if 
implemented, illuminate the dark side of the street in Simon N. PattenÕs 
sense and offer recreations and educational activities competing with 
the commercial attractions on the bright side of the street. Initiatives to 
build playgrounds and recreation centers topped the agenda. Such ven-
ues were home to a wide assortment of outdoor and indoor activities: 
sports, games, drills, folk dance, storytelling, gardening, Þshing, and 
other local offerings, depending on the locale. In the progressive analy-
sis play and recreation were central elements of childrenÕs development 
and often pitted against the purportedly detrimental and passive nature 
of the commercial amusements widely patronized by children. 

The playground movement was given momentum by a $75,000 grant 
Congress awarded the District of Columbia in 1907, and the Playground 
Association of America recruited President Roosevelt, himself an avid 
sportsman, hunter, and outdoor enthusiast, as its honorary president 
next to an impressive roster of ofÞcers, among them Jane Addams and 
Jacob A. Riis. In 1907 the monthly magazine Playground commenced 
publication as a forum for debate and update on all matters bearing on 
recreation in general and playgrounds in particular. 

Even if supported by Congress and awarded local grants in numerous 
cities, for instance Los Angeles, where a Playground Commission had al-
ready been appointed in 1904, acquiring grounds generally proved to be 
a taxing matter. Grants or allotments seldom translated into anything 
but locations unattractive for other purposes or discarded lots. Morbidly 
enough, several playgrounds were built on abandoned cemeteries, for in-
stance in New York City and the District of Columbia. As Jacob A. Riis 
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put it in a lecture, Ò[T]he dead rest better because of the patter of the feet 
of little children over their resting place.Ó7 The idea of using old cemeter-
ies was apparently pioneered in London on a grand scale. In Los Angeles 
childrenÕs feet did not however patter on formerly sacred ground, albeit 
some of the grounds were built on decidedly unattractive land. Bessie D. 
Stoddard describes the second playground in the city as originally Òa mis-
erable hole in the ground, a detriment to the neighborhood.Ó8 The tract 
was donated by the Park Department, Þlled and handed over to the Play-
ground Department. Bessie D. Stoddard was one of the Þve members of 
Los AngelesÕ Playground Commission appointed by the mayor in Sep-
tember 1904. She and her sister Evelyn had been active in an array of civic 
organizations since the mid-1890s, the Settlement Association, the Civ-
ic League, the Juvenile Court Association, and more. Within the frame-
work of the Civic LeagueÕs Child Study Circle, the sisters delivered a joint 
speech in March 1905 on the urgent need for playgrounds. When the Þrst 
playground on Violet Street in Los Angeles opened in May 1905, on a lot 
bought by the city for $11,000, Bessie D. Stoddard and her colleague, Mrs. 
Willoughby Rodman, were described as Òmost zealous in originating and 
promoting the scheme for the children of the city.Ó9 Bessie D. Stoddard 
also played a role on a national level, giving speeches all over the country 
and publishing interventions in Playground. 

�'�*�(�6�3�&���
���� Bessie D. Stoddard, Playground, Vol. 4, No. 4 (July 1910): 135.
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The playground movement gained momentum more or less at the same 
time as the breakthrough of the nickelodeon era. The numerous civic 
organizations supporting the playgrounds were involved in an array of 
ventures for civic betterments ranging from garbage collection to cam-
paigns against billboards and Òoffensive signboards.Ó It was thus self-ev-
ident that the nickel culture would be scrutinized under the progressive 
lens as previously the penny arcades. Evelyn Stoddard became one of the 
Þrst progressive activists to report on Þlm audiences in the nickelodeon 
era, even if the report was made at a vaudeville-like theater. 

John Collier, a key Þgure in the process leading up to formation of the 
New York Board of Censorship for Motion Picture Shows (soon the Na-
tional Board of Censorship and from 1913 the National Board of Review), 
was actively involved with the playground movement and delivered sev-
eral addresses in conjunction with the AssociationÕs congresses. Moreover, 
the meetings preceding formation of the Board of Censorship clearly con-
nected the commercial and non-commercial Þelds.10 The broad scope of 
CollierÕs numerous essays and articles engages with Þlm issues in fashions 
attuned with the playground movementÕs recreational agenda. Prior to 
becoming the Board of CensorshipÕs secretary, he was the Þeld investiga-
tor for the Committee on Cheap Amusements formed by the PeopleÕs In-
stitute and the WomanÕs Municipal League in 1908. The paramount text, 
however, was a report, virtually a recreational survey, undertaken in the 
wake of the clampdown on nickelodeons in New York City at Christmas 
1908 by a handful of social organizations under the umbrella of the Ethi-
cal Social LeagueÕs Cheap Amusement Committee: the Neighborhood 
WorkersÕ Association, the Parks and Playground Association, the PeopleÕs 
Institute, and the Committee on Amusement and Recreation Resources 
for Working Girls. A meeting at Hotel Astor on February 23, 1909, devot-
ed to Òthe Amusements of the People,Ó adopted a resolution to organize a 
committee of Ò100 prominent men to formulate a constructive plan to 
proper recreations and to co-operate with the city authorities in the cen-
sorship of theaters and dance halls.Ó During the meeting John Collier, one 
of those responsible for the report, informed that he had attended a meet-
ing of the Association of Moving Picture Show Investigators, where a res-
olution had been passed Òasking for censorship to protect exhibitors from 
the Þlm manufacturers [that] foisted improper pictures on them.Ó11 The 
Cheap Amusement CommitteeÕs comprehensive report focused on parks, 
playgrounds, moving pictures, theaters, and dance halls. True to form, the 
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report differentiates between commercial and non-commercial recre-
ations and amusements; together, they form Òthe single, large proposition 
of public recreation.Ó Commercial culture was said to be aggressive and 
making inroads everywhere, while authorities were berated for having 
missed opportunities for a full-ßedged development of playgrounds and 
parks. The numerous outcries against the nickelodeons are described as 
shortsighted in their ambition to institute policies of repression bordering 
on extermination; instead, the report advocates a constructive approach 
since Òno agency in New York at this moment draws as the motion picture 
show draws. It reaches a broad stratum of the people not reached by the 
recreations centers or the social settlements. Moving pictures, because of 
their cheapness and often their real excellence, represent the theater itself 
to the great majority, the wage earners. They are a social force of com-
manding importance whether for good or ill,Ña force which must be used 
and developed.Ó12 According to the report, the way to go was to work with 
the Þlm manufacturers, since producers decide what is available on the 
market. The report is circumspect in holding on to a wholesale approach 
to recreations, not just targeting commercial amusements, but critically 
assessing the curtailment of what the city provides via its Òfree agencies.Ó 
It still argues that some restrictions regarding moving pictures are called 
for in addition to a need for Òregulation of the dance hall,Ó which echoes 
the contentions in Chicago both before and during the campaign in April 
and May 1907. 

The report outlined a constructive program summed up in Þve axi-
oms: Ò[H]uman beings have an instinct for play; in the young this in-
stinct is especially strong; it is not in itself bad; it will seek gratiÞcation; 
where proper means of gratiÞcation are not provided, improper ones are 
more apt to be enjoyed.Ó13 The amusement report, penned by John Col-
lier and Michael Davis Jr. among others, outlined a veritable blueprint 
for the so-called constructive approach to recreation to which the Þlm 
manufacturers subscribed by supporting the Board of Censorship and its 
work. As will be shown, the measures instituted did not satisfy the whole 
gamut of reformers. For some, the Board was far too lax in its censor-
ship practices. From a broader perspective, Michael Davis Jr. would in 
1911 undertake an ambitious amusement survey on behalf of the Russell 
Sage Foundation. 

In an address delivered at the fourth annual congress of the American 
Playground Association, held in Rochester in 1910, John Collier, after a 
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year as secretary of the Board for Censorship, concisely formulates the 
cultural connection between playgrounds and moving pictures: ÒThe de-
sire of the playground movement is that children shall have life in greater 
abundance; and the motion picture is a movement toward the enjoyment 
of larger life among the people.Ó The theaters are peopled by the leisured 
classes, he claims, while the Òaudience of a motion picture show is the im-
migrant, the wage-earner, and the child, the formative and impressionable 
elements of our people.Ó The motion picture audience is described as Òa 
family audience,Ó a sociological claim reiterated in all CollierÕs texts from 
1908-12.14 CollierÕs ordering of the audience composition reßects a New 
York sensibility; it was otherwise children that were most frequently fo-
cused on by the various reform interventions, not least in Los Angeles and 
Chicago. In conjunction with the Playground Convention, the Rochester 
school district opened a moving-picture theater at one of its schools as an 
adjunct to the educational curriculum.15

Just like Simon N. Patten, Collier considered the church to be a virtu-
al non-factor in contemporary social life in America and fundamentally 
out of touch with the organization of leisure time for productive pur-
poses; productive for him means educational. Transforming commer-
cialized amusementsÑthe main vessel for spiritual ministering to the 
massesÑinto educational institutions, or at least minimizing their un-
checked impact, motivated his involvement with the National Board of 
Censorship of Motion Pictures.16 Hands-on policing is presented as only 
a partial remedy for saloons and dance halls as well as the movies. ÒNot 
for a moment would I claim that the motion picture is not doing a great 
good. It is a vast educational force in this countryÑeven in New York. 
What one cries out against is rather the neglect of community duty, and 
the consequent waste of opportunity through failing to recognize that 
our police functions reach out over the places of public amusement.Ó17 
Collier considered himself a socialist in the sense that he wanted Þlm 
theaters to operate under the auspices of society, as a moral agent. 

In line with the Board of CensorsÕ agenda, EdisonÕs Þlm company 
produced a wide variety of Þlms with moral lessons in the early 1910s 
as joint ventures with or commissioned by business and social organiza-
tions. CharlieÕs Reform from 1912, for example, was built around an ad-
age: ÒThe girl without a social center is mother to the woman without 
a home.Ó The Þlm, supported and probably also sponsored by the Rus-
sell Sage Foundation, features a young man Òwon back to sobriety from 
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the dance hall and the saloon by Þnding the girl he used to court at one 
of the social centers.Ó It was part of a campaign intended to promote 
Òthe idea of having the school buildings in the evenings turned into so-
cial centers to compete with the dance halls as places of recreation.Ó18 
The Þlm medium was thus enlisted as a representational force in the rec-
reational competition by taking the message concerning the desirable 
non-commercial alternatives to the patrons at the commercial venues.

Discounting such efforts, the New York Evening World in 1910 and 
1912 indicted the medium, as it were, before eventually giving it a clean 
bill of health.19 Prior to this turnabout, Þlm representations were pegged 
as suggestive, coarse, and incitements for the young patrons to commit 
crimes. Judging from the Evening WorldÕs columns, exhibition practices 
in New York City seemed beyond redemption, a state of affairs docu-
mented in the investigation conducted by Commissioner Raymond Fos-
dick, which was eventually remedied by the so-called Folks ordinance.20 
In an address delivered at the annual meeting of the Playground and 
Recreation Association of America in May 1913, Alderman Ralph Folks 
outlined the background for motion picture legislation. Siding with Fos-
dickÕs report, that the theatrical conditions in New York City were the 
worst in the country, Folks attributes the sorry state of affairs to the ab-
sence of a coherent legal framework for regulations. Under the current 
conditions, proprietors had held on to the store shows due to the low 
cost of a common-show license, $25 per year versus $500 for a theatrical 
license, and also due to the high costs of building theaters under section 
109 of the Building Code. ÒWhile the provisions of this law are satisfac-
tory for theaters they are necessarily very drastic and building under it 
is very expensive, in fact so expensive that 800 proprietors have elected 
to operate places of amusement, known as assembly rooms, having less 
than 300 seats.Ó Just like the reformers, Folks valorized the educational 
potential of the medium and wanted to transform the schools to alterna-
tive, high-class venues for educational moving pictures in the evenings. 
Sketching a trajectory for the medium and the reactions it had encoun-
tered over the years, he claimed that Þlms initially met with Òtoleration 
with an inclination toward suppression.Ó In an accurate description of 
what has been outlined above as phase III, Folks told his listeners that 
Ò[i]nßuential and high-minded citizens have believed that motion pic-
tures are bad, that the shows are immoral and that the legislative policy 
should be one of suppression.Ó Apropos this mindset he concludes that: 
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The press has been an inßuential factor in this situation. Public opinion 

has now changed, however. The doctrine of extermination has ceased and 

the best elements of the community, including clergymen, lawyers, educa-

tors, social workers and public ofÞcials have come to realize that motion 

picture may and does serve a great public need in the Þeld of education 

and amusement; that it is unparalleled in its possibilities for the masses of 

the people and that it has become a worthy substitute for many lower and 

frequently harmful amusements. 

Folks, like many other reformers, entertained high hopes for a future 
Þlm culture where education had the upper hand over the amusement 
aspect, if one can separate the one from the other. The school-of-crime 
discourse served as a headline for the crusade efforts, and Òthe massesÓ 
were still perceived in terms of students by Folks. Overall, he under-
wrote the alliance between the popular press and the movies in his hope 
that the Òmasses may be educated through the motion pictures as well as 
through the columns of the newspaper.Ó21

FolksÕ redrafted model ordinance was adopted after initially being ve-
toed by Mayor William J. Gaynor. The shift described by Folks after the 
passing of his ordinance coincided with the last hurrah in the Evening 
World after a campaign that had run since December 2, 1912, and was 
kept going until mid-January 1913 in more or less daily installments. 
Eventually, the paper virtually recanted from its longstanding position 
by enlisting a civic organization, the Practical MothersÕ Association, 
to perform a thorough independent audit of the mediumÕs books, as 
it were. This coincided with the reintroduction of the Folks ordinance. 
The Practical Mothers took stock of the Þgures in a survey that delivered 
a tally distinctly in the black. Film culture was Þnally a winning enter-
prise, in the Evening WorldÕs columns also, which praised itself for bring-
ing about the regulations and better conditions for Þlm culture over-
all: Ò[T]he results [of the Practical MothersÕ AssociationÕs inspection] 
plainly show what has been accomplished by the vigorous hammering 
for better moving pictures and better conditions in the moving picture 
houses.Ó Mrs. Harry C. Arthur, one of the many women involved in civ-
ic work under her husbandÕs name, headed the Practical MothersÕ Asso-
ciation of Greater New York, and she seconded the paperÕs role in bring-
ing about changes: ÒWhile 90 per cent shows are safe and well managed, 
The Evening World has done splendid work in attacking the Þlms and 
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houses which deserve reprobation and which are now being forced to re-
form themselves.Ó The leading Practical Mothers had visited most of the 
picture theaters in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx, and they had 
found very little to criticize; instead, they heaped praise on the establish-
ments and lauded their beneÞcial social role. The Practical Mothers in 
the Þeld all had large families: Mrs. Harper, for example, was a moth-
er of ten and the organizationÕs secretary, Mrs. Elisabeth K. Thomp-
son a mother of eight. Their report focused on the place of children in 
Þlm culture, which was on the sidewalks outside the theaters, given the 
framework of the Folks ordinance, according to which unaccompanied 
children under 16 were banned from entering the shows. Hence, chil-
dren were mobbing grown-ups to buy their tickets, with or without suc-
cess. The Practical MothersÕ prime objective was to aid a bill in Albany, 
sponsored by Senator GrifÞn, which would support matinees for chil-
dren and a system of supervision by matrons offering unaccompanied 
children a safe environment for their viewing enjoyment. The Practi-
cal Mothers dismissed the mediumÕs critics and described them as ani-
mated by the Òprejudice of fanatics who allow their theoretical notions 
to prevent the practical care of children.Ó The lengthy report, purport-
edly unedited by the paper, practically without exception awards seals of 
approval to all the theaters from Park Row to the Bronx, from Second 
Avenue to Tenth Avenue and in Brooklyn as well.22 After the Practical 
MothersÕ intervention, the last stronghold of press opposition to movie 
culture caved in for good. The unequivocal endorsement of a coalition 
of mothers represented the strongest advocacy imaginable. The GrifÞn 
Bill Þnally instituted a system for providing safe access to Þlm culture 
for children under matronly supervision. Still, it took private initiative 
to further implement screenings for children, namely under the auspices 
of the ChildrenÕs Motion Picture League of Greater New York, founded 
by Mrs. Laura Cogswell and featuring a singularly impressive roster of 
honorary vice presidents: President Wilson, Governor Sulzer, and May-
or Gaynor. The initiative was outlined in an interview in the New York 
Times. The League organized screenings specially adapted for children 
and free of charge, held throughout the New York area on Saturday af-
ternoons. A matron approved by the League was in attendance, segre-
gating children from the adult patrons, and the buildings were inspected 
in advance. In each participating theater, the Þrst three rows were re-
served for crippled children. In June 1913 thirty-three theaters were en-
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rolled in the initiative, which evidences a form of extended motherhood 
underpinning the bulk of the progressive mode of reform.23

�'�S�P�N���4�D�I�P�P�M�T���P�G���$�S�J�N�F���U�P���®�5�I�F���. �P�W�J�O�H���1�J�D�U�V�S�F���6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z�¯

In the course of 1907, shortly after the TimesÕ second survey of the arcade 
market, nickelodeons turned into a conspicuous aspect of city life in Los 
Angeles. It was however Þlm shows in vaudeville houses that Þrst trig-
gered civic groups to take action; this already took place in late 1906. A 
coalition of progressive activists representing the Pasadena Shakespeare 
Club, the Juvenile Court Commission, the Los Angeles Humane Soci-
ety, and the Los Angeles District of the California Federation of Wom-
enÕs Clubs petitioned City Council on May 20, 1907, asking for an ordi-
nance prohibiting children under fourteen from visiting places of public 
amusement if unaccompanied by a parent or guardian.24

Paving the way for this intervention, the Los Angeles Times published 
an article based on an investigation by two Òprominent women,Ó Mrs. 
Mary Coman, president of the Pasadena Shakespeare Club, and Miss 
Evelyn Stoddard of the Juvenile Court Commission.25 Observations re-
lated to audience composition and modes of spectatorship provided the 
rationale for the Þeld trip. A plot synopsis for a Þlm called A Marriage in 
Hell (Le Fils du diable ˆ  Paris, PathŽ, 1906), playing in one of the Òcheap 
moving-picture vaudevilles,Ó offers the point of departure. This investi-
gational foray precedes the discovery of nickel shows, apart from Harry 
C. CarrÕs prediction in May, which is couched in bacteriological lingo. 
The ladies visited a vaudeville house, in all likelihood the Hotchkiss (for-
merly the Casino), which explains their Þndings concerning audience 
composition and observations on dress code. Unaccompanied by par-
ents and guardians, Òa number of respectably dressed children, in the 
plastic stages of development, have been viewing this Þlm. Young eyes 
have stretched and young cheeks grown hot with excitement at the Þrst 
appearance of hell with its lurid lightsÓÑthe copy seems to have been 
tinted red. SatanÕs son falls in love with a country girl who later com-
mits suicide on his account. ÒGee, said a small boy who was seeing the 
show, you just watch for the next, itÕs a peach. The next is the region 
of Satan where the girl has gone.Ó The Òtwo prominent womenÓ are 
said to Òmake a round of the cheap amusements of Los Angeles to see 
what harm was coming to the children watching them. These two good 
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women, accustomed to investigating depravity for the sake of correcting 
the conditions that bring it about, felt that a weekÕs puriÞcation would 
not serve to remove the unsavory taste left by that series of visits.Ó The 
regime of metaspectatorship is clearly deÞned in the text: The women 
were out Òto see [É] children watching.Ó The next section of the article 
focuses on the spectators in alignment with the womenÕs instrumental 
gazing. The ladies asked for seats Òin the highest gallery.Ó 

ÔWhy, that is Nigger Heaven, ladies, you donÕt want to go up there,Õ said the 

ticket man. ÔYes, that is just where we are going,Õ said Miss Stoddart,Õ [sic] 

and that is where they went. On the way up they passed a poolroom, and 

a bar where drinks were sold. When they entered this ÔNigger Heaven,Õ an 

approximate count of the men and boys showed that there were 700 there, 

of whom one-third were boys under the age of thirteen, many of them in 

white blouses and ties. Needless to say, these boys were deeply interested 

in the blood-thirsty performance that was going on. Scarcely a man over 

twenty-three years of age could be seen by the two investigators.

Descending to the second gallery, the ladiesÕ girl count amounted to

about 400 of them, nearly all in groups of three and four, and unattended by 

any grown person, but in most cases, in the company of boys a little older 

than themselves, laughing and behaving in a most objectionable way.

And they were boys and girls of fairly good appearance. [---] Much bet-

ter dressed and looking far more prosperous than I had thought possible for 

people who frequented, or allow their children to frequent such places.

The two Þeld workers observed a more vocal response from the girls 
than from the boys. The text reinforces the impression that moving pic-
tures primarily belonged to children and adolescents in the early nickel 
phase, a hypothesis that animated the investigation and was conÞrmed 
by the visit, albeit not to a nickel show proper. Charles M. Bockover 
and William H. Clune had opened Los AngelesÕ Þrst nickelodeon at 255 
South Main in the summer of 1906, and their second storefront show 
was soon to begin operations at 349 North Main.26

The inquiry is outlined as an exploration of an unknown province. 
The investigators even ventured into galleries demarcated by a racial 
slur, but populated by a crowd of seemingly all-white youngsters. One 
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should doubtless be cautious when making inferences from individual 
reports, but the bulk of such texts from both the U.S. and several Euro-
pean countries underpin the conclusion that the audience was predomi-
nantly very young. Regarding class: The ties and dress code commented 
upon by the ladies several times might be a good indicator for the fault 
line between vaudeville houses and nickelodeons. The Hotchkiss billed 
pictures together with vaudeville acts. The context was a vaudeville-like 
picture theater and much bigger than the storefront places. The piece 
was published on December 6, 1906, and after the May 1907 petition 
initiated by the groups the investigators represented, City Council was 
convinced that regulations were required imminently. Afterward, the re-
ports in the press focused on the emerging storefront shows, and one of 
them became a synecdoche for the nickel culture, the aptly named Nick-
el Theater at 349 North Main Street. 

A couple of weeks after the vaudeville account, Chief of Police Ed-
ward Kern seconded the reformersÕ concerns. In a signed statement 
Kern claimed, ÒI do not propose to allow the moving picture theaters to 
conduct schools of crime. That is what picture Þlms showing robberies, 
theft, and diamond nipping amount to. On account of the low price of 
admission, these shows are attended by young boys of an impressionable 
age. Some sort of city ordinance must be found to stop these exhibitions 
of crime.Ó27 Later, we will take a closer look at the ubiquitous school-of-
crime discourse, which in interesting ways rubbed shoulders with a more 
benevolent appreciation of the Þlm mediumÕs educational clout high-
lighted in industry responses to criticism from reformers. 

Two articles accompanying the chiefÕs statement in the Los Angeles 
Times reinforced the analysis. The Þrst offered a mix of metaspectato-
rial impressions and plot synopses, indicative of both ßaneur reports 
and crusade interventions. The Nickel Theater on North Main, recently 
opened by Bockover and Clune, was the focus of virtually all pieces on 
the early nickel shows; the building permit for the new front was issued 
on November 1st. Given the location close to the ethnic hubs around 
the Plaza, the place was said to be Òcrowded every night with the low-
est class of cholos and white boys and intermingled with Japs and a few 
Chinese,Ó which is a radically different patron proÞle than the one ven-
tured by the two women visiting a vaudeville venue closer to the busi-
ness center. At the Nickel Theater the audience is virtually outside the 
precincts of language, Òno words could describe some of the repulsive, 
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brutish Ôlow browsÕ who bubble with applause to see pictures of police-
men being slugged and killed, diamonds stolen, automobiles held up and 
robbed, and houses entered by ladder thieves.Ó By way of sampling, two 
lengthy plot synopses are offered, and the report concludes:

There are scores more. Nearly all the recent Þlms relate to crime. There are 

many pictures of safe-cracking. There are even train robberies. The most 

famous picture ever taken was a big train robbery. 

Most of them were taken in Philadelphia. A moving picture company 

[Lubin] of that city maintains a big company of actors with horses, au-

tomobiles, special scenery and costumes. The Þlms are leased to theaters 

throughout the country.28

In a signed piece on the same page Fred R. Bechdolt, perhaps best 
known for his 1908 book on juvenile delinquency, 9009, further elabo-
rates the chiefÕs conception of theaters as schools of crime. Perhaps pio-
neering the catchphrase Òschool of crimeÓ in relation to Þlm exhibition, 
Bechdolt writes:

As a school of crime the penny arcades and 5-cent theater educates two 

classes of pupils. These are boys and ignorant men. Its curriculum includes 

highway robbery, thuggery and murder. Its graduates, if given freedom in 

exercising their acquired talents, swell the ranks of a peculiar class of reckless 

crooks very similar to yeggmen. Notable among these crooks are such men 

as the Chicago car-barn bandits and the San Francisco gas-pipe thugs.29

Here, dime novels and the yellow press, in cahoots with penny arcades 
and nickelodeons, are perceived to Òbreed in these young hoodlums a 
desire for fame and a spirit of adventure. The Þlms are especially condu-
cive due the vividness of the moving images, and the criminal deeds have 
a heroic slant.Ó The article is illustrated with mug shots of two named 
young boys to drive home the point; both Òadmit being driven to crime 
by dime novels and picture machines,Ó which preÞgures hosts of con-
fessions to crimes allegedly inspired by Þlms. Simultaneously, the pen-
ny arcades were again in focus. Amidst a reform wave targeting the un-
checked sale of liquor and banning boxing bouts, eliminating childrenÕs 
access to Òmoral plague spots,Ó that is the penny arcade, was also on the 
agenda. The city attorney, together with Judge Wilbur of the Juvenile 
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Court, were said to be busy drafting an ordinance.30 According to a sep-
arate news item, policemen were visiting the penny arcades and picture 
houses on the lookout for indecent material, but managers had appar-
ently removed the objectionable images. While the criticism leveled at 
the arcades predominantly focused on sexually suggestive representa-
tions, the nickel shows in the early days were berated solely for showing 
crime Þlms. This changed in the spring of 1907 when the discourse was 
split into a double focus.

The concentrated campaign in the Los Angeles Times paid off when 
the newspaper alert was followed by a direct intervention to the City 
Council. The petition from civic organizations resulted in a hearing, and 
council members listened to statements from Evelyn Stoddard, repre-
senting the Los Angeles District of the Federation of WomenÕs Clubs, 
Judge Curtis D. Wilbur of the Juvenile Court, and Professor E.J. Lickley, 
special school supervisor. In the spring of 1907 nickel houses and penny 
arcades rather than vaudeville theaters took center stage in the eyes of 
the reformers; the arcades had long been monitored and railed against 
in the columns of the Times. Professor Lickley had recently conducted 
an investigation, which he presented to the council members. The Ex-
press had reported on his Þndings a few weeks earlier. Lickley focused on 
the streets and the lax enforcement of the curfew ordinance, which was 
however difÞcult to uphold in downtown due to the lack of backyards 
and playgrounds. The brunt of his criticism was leveled at the ÒÞve-cent 
picture theaters,Ó and many of the Þlms presented were

nothing but reproductions of murder stories found in ÔNick CarterÕ and 

ÔDiamond DickÕ literature. Frequently the culprit is made to triumph over 

justice, which is a poor moral lesson for the youthful mind. In some of the 

theaters, which have been under the surveillance of the investigators for 

some time, pictures have been found containing almost depraved sugges-

tions. Cheap ballet pictures, life-like reproduction of dances, etc., which 

should be prohibited, are frequent features of the ÔentertainmentÕ provid-

ed for the youthful mind. Murder has been mixed with depravity.31

After the council hearing, City Attorney Hewitt was instructed to pre-
pare a penal ordinance regarding minors in amusement places, which 
was approved by City Council in late May 1907.32 Under the ordinance 
it was unlawful Òfor any person, either as a proprietor, manager, keeper, 
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agent, employe [sic] or otherwise, to admit any minor, under the age of 
fourteen years.Ó33 The swift adoption of the ordinance coincided with 
the much longer crusade in the Chicago Tribune, which eventually led to 
local police censorship.

�'�*�(�6�3�&���
�	����Young Þlm enthusiasts. Cartoon from Los Angeles Examiner, 
17 September 1909, ed. page.
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In contrast to New YorkÕs Penal Code relating to amusements, the Los 
Angeles ordinance was strictly enforced, not least by way of civic inter-
ventions alerting the police. In fact, the Þrst two perpetrators were man-
agers of theaters that did not show Þlms, the Burbank Theater, a legiti-
mate theater, and the Grand Opera House, which offered musical come-
dy and melodrama. The housesÕ respective managers were arrested: Oli-
ver Morosco of the Burbank for allowing young boys to watch the show, 
Thomas G. Baker of the Grand for having a twelve year old appear on 
the stage; the latter offense was not uniqueÑmanagers had earlier been 
taken to court under the child-labor laws.34 The Los Angeles Express later 
reported that warrants had been issued for the arrest of a Mrs. M. Nor-
ton and a Mrs. O. Andros, owners of a short-lived moving picture house 
at 618 San Fernando Street in Sonoratown, primarily a Mexican tene-
ment area close to the Plaza. The two ladies had just opened their house 
and paid for their Þrst license in September.35 Another warrant was is-
sued for the arrest of Charles M. Bockover, co-owner of the Nickel The-
ater at 349 North Main Street, the popular venue close to the Plaza and 
earlier targeted in the Los Angeles Times. At both establishments volun-
teers from the Associated Charities had discovered children under the 
prescribed age of fourteen: nineteen youngsters at the house on San Fer-
nando Street, Þve on North Main. Vigilant progressives apparently took 
it upon themselves to assist the police in upholding the legal framework. 
And on January 2, 1909, Show World could report that Òtwo proprietors 
of moving picture theaters in this city were arrested and pleaded guilty 
to allowing children under 14 years of age to enter their theatoriums.Ó 

The Los Angeles Express for several years argued for expanding the 
framework of control by giving the police commission authority to re-
voke nickelodeon licenses, and in addition, the paper called for some 
form of censorship. Throughout, it was the schools-of-crime analy-
sis that lurked behind the recurrent proposals, underpinned by blunt 
characterizations of audiences, implicitly perceived as hyper-suggestive: 
Ò[m]oving picture theaters that feature Þlms calculated to instruct chil-
dren, and Japs and cholos in ingenious forms of crime.Ó36 The Express re-
turned to this issue, claiming, by way of plot synopses, that such studies 
in crime Òeducate lower classes to whom such scenes largely appeal.Ó37 
Otherwise, the big issue in the autumn of 1907 was the proposal by a co-
alition of civic and clerical groups to get City Council to adopt Sunday 
closure for amusements. The Express, the prime voice for charter reform 
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and progressive reforms in all respects of city life, had taken on a leading 
role in the blue-law movement and in the aftermath lost the theatersÕ 
advertisements. The boycott that continued well after the proposal had 
been buried by City Council. 

Parallel to the constant repositioning on the theatrical market, Los 
AngelesÕ nickelodeon culture took off from the epicenter of the Eighth 
Ward and later found its way into the residential areas in the form of 
neighborhood theaters. When the storefronts had played out their role 
as key venues for moving pictures, forerunners of the movie palaces were 
built in the midst of the new business center. This shift was preÞgured in 
October 1907 when local newspapers reported that the new building for 
HamburgerÕs Department Store at Eighth Street and Broadway would 
include a major theater, the Majestic under Oliver MoroscoÕs manage-
ment, as well as a smaller theater for the department storeÕs patrons and, 
especially, their children. The Arrow Theater was planned to be an 
 Òadvanced form of the moving picture entertainmentÓ featuring fairy 
tales, topicals, and travelogues, and a Òwee orchestra, or perhaps an en-
larged phonographic deviceÓ will provide incidental entertainment.38 
This double relocalization was indicative of changes in audience compo-
sition, where the ethnic others and children were no longer dominating 
the patronage, unless exclusively catered to.

In Los Angeles calls for censorship, in addition to the 1907 ordinance 
barring unaccompanied children from places of amusement, were cham-
pioned by the Police Department and supported in the columns of the 
Express. In the fall of 1908 leading police ofÞcials asked the mayor to 
sponsor a proposal for an ordinance making it possible to remove Þlm 
scenes depicting crimes and immorality. Furthermore, the Los Angeles 
Express wanted the Police Department to exercise jurisdiction over the-
atrical licenses so that violation of an ordinance could lead to the license 
being revoked, a proposal that the Express Þrst introduced in its columns 
in 1907. On February 24, 1909, the Herald reported that the moving-
picture interests apparently had managed to convince City Council that 
no new ordinance for Þlm exhibition was required. City Council had re-
ferred a proposal from the mayor to a committee on legislation, which, 
according to the Herald, meant a Òquiet burial.Ó39 The TimesÕ succinct 
headline ÒIn the Pit?Ó supported the HeraldÕs reading by explaining that 
Òthe Legislative Committee is frequently a bottomless pit into which 
undesirable ordinances are dropped.Ó40 
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The politics around this attempt to implement Þlm censorship and 
its burial are highly instructive and part of a bigger picture. Chief Kern 
himself initiated the move by urging Mayor Harper to ask City Council 
for a censorship ordinance. In an article in the Los Angeles Express Kern 
reported that the police had recently arrested a dozen young boys who 
had stolen bicycles and sold them to junk dealers to get money for tick-
ets to Þlm shows, which he reiterated were schools of crime.41 When the 
draft for an ordinance was referred to the Committee of Legislation two 
months later, the disappointed Express advised the committeeÕs mem-
bers to take a look at what was being shown at a theater in Òthe shadow 
of the City Hall [the house at 349 North Main in the Baker block],Ó ex-
plaining that three out of six Þlms dealt with murder, one containing Òa 
particularly revolting scene in which a jealous lover strangles a woman 
to death in a brutal and hideously realistic manner. Almost every mov-
ing picture show in the city has at least one picture showing the killing 
of a human being or the commission of some lesser crime.Ó42

The Express and the police brass were otherwise strange bedfellows, 
but had joined forces around the schools-of-crime discourse. The cam-
paign emerged after a previous proposal for censorship concerning 
Òschools of viceÓ had been dismissed by the city attorney as unconsti-
tutional. 43 Yet another crusade in the Express focused on the billboards, 
both the sheer number of them blanketing the city and the nature of 
their representations, a cause championed by the Billboard Committee 
of the Civic Association. In February 1908 the Express, relying on police 
sources, elaborated on the crime curriculum offered by the nickel shows 
as a series of instructive lessons. For just a nickel, pupils were offered 
something tantamount to a crash course in criminality during the half 
hour the show lasts.

ÔHow to Commit MurderÕ is alleged by some to be the course now being 

taught under the title, ÔFor Hate of the Miller,Õ in one theater. Incidentally, 

conspiracy and domestic inÞdelity are offered as branch courses in this 

curriculum. The technique of splitting open a manÕs head with a hatchet 

and throwing his body down a well is outlined. The advantages of throw-

ing a living man into a ßour mill and grinding up his body are set forth 

as another ingenious manner of making away with him. Two thoroughly 

modern methods of committing burglary are explained in detailed pic-

tures at another theater. Practical direction for the handling of a jimmy 
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are included as well as directions for outwitting the police after being cap-

tured in the act.44 

An editorial in the Los Angeles Herald, ÒSuggestive Pictures,Ó provided 
a similar type of account when talking about pupils and proprietors of 
the Òacademy of crime.Ó Moving pictures were considered more danger-
ous to society than Òeven the billboard atrocitiesÓ by depicting Òhigh-
way robbery, burglary, murder, arson and all kinds of crimes of violence 
in which the spectators can follow the actions of the criminals.Ó Still, 
the editorial observes, the medium is unequaled as an educator when 
showing travel Þlms, Òactual scenes,Ó pictures of historical occurrences, 
and harmless comedies.45 The Times offered its editorial account a cou-
ple of months later, entitled ÒSchools for Crime.Ó After a discussion of 
stage offerings, the focus shifts to moving pictures, which Òattract a large 
number of children.Ó After having previously depicted Òreal events,Ó 
Þlms now feature Òmade-up scenes,Ó readers were informed. The magni-
tude of the industry is illustrated by the example of France, and after in 
passing mentioning pictures that make heroes of villains, implying the 
risk of impressionable youngsters emulating the example, the attention 
turned to a couple of French Þlms featuring brutality towards animals. 
No speciÞc claim for censorship was however put forward.46

In a subsequent editorial in the Express, commenting on the highly 
publicized murder of Police Captain Walter H. Auble, a veteran on the 
force, the Express posited a causal connection, not without some caveats 
however, between representations on billboards, stage, and screen, and 
criminal activities: ÒWe venture the assertion that some luckless day or 
fateful night, some faithful ofÞcer shall go down to death as Auble did, 
before the pistol of criminal, and were it possible to trace the chain of 
events in all their lengthened sequence, precisely such billboard glori-
Þcations of crime as those that now offend the public sight would be 
found to constitute a link.Ó47 AubleÕs killer, a white man in his late 20s, 
committed suicide, leaving behind an autobiographical sketch painting 
a decidedly grim life story, albeit without describing any links between 
his criminal escapades and Þctional representations. 

When the city prosecutor, Thomas Woolwine, stepped forward to ac-
cuse the mayor and the police commissioners of protecting vice, the Ex-
press and its progressive publisher and owner, Edwin T. Earl, immediate-
ly sided with him, which lead to the most polarized situation in the cityÕs 
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����Cartoon from Los Angeles Express, 26 February 1908, 10.
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political history. When the Express expanded on WoolwineÕs accusation, 
the mayor sued its publisher, a case he eventually dropped when resign-
ing. In the midst of this political crisis the Police Department decided 
to display resourcefulness in dealing with vice by raiding the red-light 
houses and, additionally, expanding its vigilance to moving pictures, one 
of the ExpressÕ pet concerns. Predictably, both measures won the paperÕs 
support. Thus, the censorship initiative put forward by the police au-
thorities in the fall of 1908 and later endorsed by the mayor formed 
part of an explosive political situation in Los Angeles, which added to 
longstanding conßicts between the TimesÕ publisher and the unions. Po-
lice ofÞcials and the mayor retaliated against Woolwine, which started a 
protracted political process that eventually turned into a formal recall, 
in the face of which the mayor elected to step down, thereby paving the 
way for progressive leadership in the city and charter reform.

In the conßictÕs initial stage the Police Department demonstrated its 
resolve to clean up the tenderloin. A raid in early October 1908 led to the 
arrest of twenty-two women working in houses on Commercial, San Pe-
dro, and Alameda Streets. A debate followed on whether the authorities 
had promised some of the notorious landlords protection from legal in-
terference, foremost Tom Savage, who paid bail for several of the arrested 
women. The initiative from the chief bearing on the Òschools of crimeÓ 
can be seen in the same light as the crackdown on the red-light business, 
an exhibition of purposeful resoluteness in order to fend off allegations 
from political reformers and critical forces inside the administration. Re-
cent killings of police ofÞcersÑAuble was the third victim in the previous 
two yearsÑplayed into the fracas when attributed to criminal gangs al-
legedly inspired by representations of crime. According to police sourc-
es, such representations had instigated the murders, and particularly the 
Òposters of melodramatic scenes are said by police ofÞcials to have fur-
nished the suggestions for more crimes in Los Angeles than the dime nov-
els. [É] The boy doesnÕt see the hero triumph. He sees only the despera-
do.Ó48 The connection was made explicit in the Express, and the line of rea-
soning played into the paperÕs longstanding campaign against billboards. 
A month later the editorial in the Times, entitled ÒSchools for Crime,Ó 
echoed the ExpressÕ concern over the many children attracted to the nickel-
odeons, and especially the Òlarge amount of evil that may easily be done if 
the pictures displayed make heroes of villains.Ó49 Captain FlammerÑchief 
of detectives and long-time friend of Auble, and at the scene when the 
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���� Political entertainment. Cartoon from 
Los Angeles Examiner, 15 October 1908, 1. 



215

�?�D�=�L�P�A�N���������N�A�C�Q�H�=�P�K�N�U���@�E�O�?�K�Q�N�O�A�O

latter was gunned down at the intersection of Grand Avenue and Ninth 
StreetÑentered the discussion a week later. He was particularly worried 
by Þlms about Jesse James shown at two houses on Main Street, saying: 
ÒMain Street is a bad thoroughfare for such pictures. The young fellows 
who loaf at that street are inclined to be a little wild and the pictures sug-
gest methods of perpetrating crime which they would never think of.Ó 
Given this, a censorship ordinance was called for, he maintained. Two 
months later the chief urged the mayor to ask City Council for an ordi-
nance, which he did early in 1909, though after considerable maneuver-
ing, and the proposal ended up in the bottomless pit. 

�'�*�(�6�3�&���
���� When the proposal for Þlm censorship was presented, the Times 
illustrated its playful account with a cartoon. Los Angeles Times, 27 January 1909, II:2.
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The Express ventured yet another editorial piece late in 1909, again elab-
orating on the school metaphoric, this time around having no qualms 
concerning the cause-and-effect patterns ÒdirectlyÓ linking crime melo-
dramas on stage and screen to crime.

Many a theft, many an embezzlement, many a hold-up, many a murder is 

directly attributable to the lessons inculcated by displays wherein crime is 

invested with attraction and the criminalÕs head surrounded with a halo. 

In play and picture his meanness is represented as skill, his resistance to 

the ofÞcers of the law as courage and all his actions as admirable.

Policemen of Los Angeles walk their beats today who shall yet be placed 

in cofÞns and carried to their graves, victims of the bullet or the knife of 

some murderer educated to the work in the crime academies that eulogiz-

es the criminal.50

The sweeping indictment targeted primarily crime melodramas on the 
stage, a genre that had lost something of its screen momentum in the in-
terstice between the French Grand Guignol and the onset of the crime se-
rials. The impact of the pressure put on manufacturers by the voluntary 
inspection of Þlms in New York City was not yet obvious to editorial cru-
saders at a time when the paper was still pursuing its billboard campaign. 
For many, billboards and posters were worse in their concentrated display 
than the actual offerings on stage and screen. In the midst of a crime wave, 
which ofÞcials blamed on the crime pictures, the editorial in the Express 
ran in tandem with police initiatives. For a time, police ofÞcers were sta-
tioned outside moving picture shows, and one manager, J.A. Brown at the 
Cineograph, was arrested for selling tickets to children under 14, still un-
lawful under the ordinance. The ExaminerÕs source assured that Òby and 
by we shall have an ordinance prohibiting crime pictures.Ó51 

In 1910, when a bevy of new, elegant theaters was built and planned, 
such as Pantages, CluneÕs Broadway, and College, the Express refrained 
from commenting on Þlm culture until November, when it proclaimed 
the Òpicture theater standard raised,Ó again relying primarily on police 
sources.52 This assessment marks the end of the editorial vigilance con-
cerning Þlm theaters as schools of crimes in spite of the paradoxical fact 
that local Þlm censorship was not instituted until August 1911. It was, 
however, no longer possible to police Þlm culture uniformly in the era 
of movie palaces located in the business district and catering to an audi-
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ence no longer dominated by children and ethnic others. The industry 
supported national inspection, and leading local exhibitors were eager to 
win community support for their business. The appointment of a police-
woman, Alice Stebbins Wells, marked a novel approach and an emphasis 
on prevention focused on young girls.

The playground movement, which has been used here as part of the 
sober side of amusement offerings, in contrast to the brightly lit com-
mercial attractions described by Simon N. Patten, accepted Þlm culture 
as a given when discovering its unprecedented inroads in the early days. 
The momentum of the nickel culture was unstoppable, the only plausi-
ble strategy was to check its negative aspect and reform the medium by 
developing its educative potentials and weeding out its blatant trans-
gressions. The editorial appreciation in the Express conÞrms the success 
of this strategy, even if dissenting voices continued to be heard for years 
to come. 

William A. McKeever, professor of Philosophy at Kansas State Agri-
cultural College, formulated one of the harshest broadsides against Þlm 
culture in terms of schools of crime; his piece in Good Housekeeping Mag-
azine singled out the moving picture as Òa primary school for criminalsÓ 
which undid the work of schools proper due to its suggestive curricu-
lum teaching criminality and depravity. The shows seemingly operated 
under the motto ÒA red-light district in easy reach of every home. See 
the murderers and the debauchery while you wait. It is only a nickel.Ó 
In McKeeverÕs opinion the medium was not inherently bad, on the con-
trary, but it was conducted as a business without concerns other than 
the maximization of proÞt. The professor did however recommend mea-
sures for rectifying the alleged sorry state of Þlm culture and gradually 
turn it into an Òinstructive and moralizing agency.Ó If such a transfor-
mation were proÞtable, exhibitors would reform their bills, he claimed. 
What can bring about such a change, then? Writing ÒstrongÓ articles in 
the local press, supporting clean managements, securing a censorship or-
dinance, Þnding in the juvenile courts connections between criminality 
and depictions of criminal acts in the picture shows, gathering data for 
reform by mapping the bills offered by exhibitors. In combination this 
will lend speciÞcity to the campaigns for ÒpuriÞcation of the moving 
picture business.Ó The rationale for such efforts was the conviction that 
moving pictures could potentially be made into one of the most Òpower-
ful agencies for the moral and spiritual uplift of any community.Ó53
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In June 1911 Reverend Herbert A. Jump laid the schools-of-crime dis-
course to rest in Playground. His essay was initially delivered as an address 
to the PeopleÕs Institute in March. Jump, minister of the South Congrega-
tional Church in New Britain, Connecticut, had in December 1910 pub-
lished a pamphlet titled ÒThe Religious Possibilities of the Motion Pic-
ture,Ó not least emphasizing that many Þlms provide ideal points of de-
parture for sermons. His overall perception was that the movies popu-
larized drama and brought to the people Òthat which hitherto had been 
a monopoly for the well-to-do,Ó thus, our Òage is the age of Ôcanned dra-
ma,Õ Ó providing endless opportunities for an extended democracy. If the 
Òfull purport of this new movementÓ were completely grasped, the picture 
should have new signs over their entrances, reading Ò ÔThe Nickel Col-
lege,Õ or ÔThe Dime Civilizer,Õ or ÔThe Moving Picture University.Õ Ó54

Students eager to learn a trade, profession or skill cleverly seek out 
the best available information. In a surprising spin on the Òschools for 
crimeÓ rhetoric the Chicago Chronicle ventured an in-depth piece on the 
criminal courts. Here, Judge Kersten of the Superior Court told the re-
porter, Òboys get pointers from trials for vicious careers.Ó The judge had 
therefore cleared the courtroom of persons under 18 years of age for the 
trial of police killer Charles Hansen. Judge KerstenÕs bailiff, previously 
employed in the county jail, provided additional details concerning the 
fascination concerning crime narratives, which preÞgures televisionÕs 
obsession with gory court cases. The bailiffÕs account neatly sums up the 
underlying assumptions of the school discourse and the teaching process 
from which students/apprentices putatively graduate into a professional 
mastery of the ÒartÓ:

The boys sit and drink in the testimony of a murder trial with the greatest 

eagerness. They dwell on the exciting details and they go out and discuss 

the cases among themselves. Murder and burglary are trades the same as 

anything else. Novices in the business learn how to become profession-

als in the courtrooms. They listen and learn how this man and that man 

committed murder, and they go out and try a holdup trick themselves. 

Familiarity with the details of murder and robbery suggests to these boys 

the possibility of trying the same desperate methods.55

This lengthy piece was published toward the end of the crusade against 
nickel culture in Chicago, without however making any references to 
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the suggestiveness of crime depictions on nickelodeon screens. The ar-
ticle does not mention the boys having any kind of ethnic or foreign 
background, and the Þgures in the accompanying cartoon sport decid-
edly Anglo-Saxon features. In 1912 Edison waxed eloquently on a pro-
fessed long-term commitment by his company to produce educational 
Þlms, which would provide schools with welcome adjuncts to instruc-
tion by books. His plans for spending $3,000,000 over eight years at-
tracted much attention and garnered praise in the press and the trade or-
gans. An editorial in the New York World made a playful inference which 
takes the discourse we been charting full circle: ÒSchool as moving pic-
ture shows?Ó The question mark registered grave doubts concerning this 
short-cut scheme to learning and the appropriateness of turning schools 
into Òamusement resorts for boys too lazy to study.Ó56

�'�S�P�N���$�F�O�T�P�S���#�P�B�S�E���U�P���' �J�M�N���$�P�N�N�J�T�T�J�P�O�F�S

In March 1911 civic organizations in Los Angeles, silent for more than 
a year, petitioned City Council to appoint a censorship committee un-
der a proposed new ordinance with a relevant provision, which it even-
tually adopted. Among the petitioners were some familiar names: Er-
nest J. Lickley and Evelyn Stoddard. A prelude to the intervention was 
published in an editorial in the Herald headlined ÒCensorship Needed,Ó 
claiming that, Ò[n]o one who has investigated the matter will venture to 
say it is not an evil.Ó The only remedy possible for saving plastic young 
minds from the devastating inßuence of this alleged evil is censorship in 
the hands of a Òcommittee of sensible women, preferably mothersÓ; the 
latter point latches onto a well-established discourse.57

The exhibitors, organized within the Southern California Motion Pic-
ture MenÕs Association, were not totally averse to local censorship in ad-
dition to the national inspection, but successfully remonstrated against 
a key element of the proposed ordinance, the transferal of licensing re-
sponsibility from the Board of Public Works to the Police Commission 
and giving the latter authority to revoke licenses in cases of ordinance 
violation. A censorship ordinance came into effect in August 1911 in an 
amicable atmosphere, but the licensing process was not transferred to the 
Police Commission. A board of Þve, later expanded to seven, was to be 
nominated by civic activists and trade interestsÑthe Þve members were to 
be appointed by the mayor, the Police Commission, the Board Of Educa-












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































