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CHAPTER 3:
New Film History and the Complexity of the Data

Overview

As was evident in the last chapter, Thomas Edison, the Lumiére brothers and Robert Paul
were driven by a combination of individual and shared forces. They each came from quite
different scientific and technological backgrounds and, between them, they made crucial
contributions to cinema technology. In many instances, they collaborated — perhaps
unknowingly— by either copying from one another, and other inventors, or duplicating
technical solutions to achieve what was already in the public domain. The claims and
counter claims for priority of invention are of secondary importance and dissolve as the
complexity of the processes of invention become apparent. A number of recent studies of the
institutions of science and technology and the cognitive processes of invention make it clear
that the myth of the individual genius is seldom supported by empirical evidence. Of more
significance, perhaps, is the fact that through this process of inevitable collaboration a
dispersed community of inventors from different backgrounds arrived at certain norms and
industrial standards, sometimes through shared technologies or, at other times, through the
contingencies of the commercial organisation of the industry. Within their means as
inventors and businessmen, they had to arrive at some sort of a consensus over what the
cinema experience was, and what this experience referred to in the daily lives of those who
engaged with it in order to both satisfy and cultivate the appetites and experience of the
public.

Many of the determining factors identified in the preceding chapter point to the effects of
what might be classed as a negative dynamics. Without Edison’s failure to secure European
rights for the Kinetoscope, for example, Robert Paul may have not engaged with cinema at
all or have brought his instrument maker’s sensibility and business mind to bear on film
form. Similarly, without the pressure of competition from Edison, the Lumiéres may have
extended their period of experimentation to achieve satisfactory perfection. One outcome of
this may have been to focus more on the stereoscopic implications of moving images or on
the marketing of the Cinématographe as an amateur apparatus. Had either of these things
happened, it is perfectly possible that Thomas Edison may have been in a position to resist
the demands of his Kinetoscope agents to support the Armat projector. His original idea for
a domestic recording machine for the eye — a sort of VCR — may have been reached much
earlier in the century. This line of development may be speculative but what it does illustrate
is that, in the process of inventing, the role of accident and coincidence plays a large part in
how one machine rather than another is invented, and these factors need to be acknowledged
in any history of the cinema. In the case of the interpretation of the cinema and the
development of film form, what is apparent from the detailed examination of these three
figures, and of their engagement with early cinema forms, is that each had a different
conception of what the machine might mean for the general public. As far as possible, they
developed it in the direction that they thought most satisfied their own itinerary of personal
and economic interests. If the dynamics between them had been slightly different in this
complex matrix of determinants, quite possibly another kind of cinema would have been
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invented. Consequently, as is widely accepted elsewhere, a study of an individual cannot
explain either how something was invented or why it was used in a particular way.

The response of “new film history” to these questions has been to provide a less positivistic
explanation of the invention of cinema without consigning the processes to haphazard
historical accident — the presence of one genius or another at the right time. The start of
this project has often been attributed to the FIAFF conference in Brighton in 1978 when a
wealth of forgotten material was screened. On this occasion it became undeniable that the
process by which the technology of moving images became institutionalised as cinema was
not one of an inevitable progress towards a sophistication of film form, but a more complex
intersection of divergent ambitions and interpretations of film as a public entertainment. In
a survey of histories of early cinema, other figures’ contribution to the interpretative process
range from the shadowy to the highly visible. They include not only Muybridge, Marey and
Demeny, and others from the field of science, but also quasi-technologists like Jenkins and
Armat, and the Lathams, who elegantly resolved the problems of the intermittent transport
of the film through the projector by introducing a loop above and below the gate. As a
consequence of the divergent and often contradictory attitudes of Edison, the Lumiéres and
Paul, it is apparent from looking at the work of “secondary” figures, producers and
exhibitors that there was a brief intellectual space for radical intervention. In this period
when there was a developing idea of what the technology meant, individuals with perhaps a
greater understanding of the viewers, were able to experiment with the technology to
develop forms and content that continued to draw an audience long after the technological
spectacle had lost its novelty. More particularly, a quite remarkable parade of entertainers
and innovators envisioned possibilities for cinema technology which they turned into real
and quite distinct experiences for audiences. These responses came from the ranks of
popular entertainers including lanternists, fairground showmen, phonograph agents,
conjurors, illusionists, performers, persuaders and scientific demonstrators who, while
technically competent, were committed to audiences rather than to the new machines.

Many film historians have begun to examine more thoroughly the conditions of production
and exhibition alongside those individual producers and exhibitors who contributed to the
interpretation of the cinematograph in ways that more closely matched public expectations.
In some, an entertainment history has overlaid the technological developments to show how
a spectacle of temporary attraction developed into a more enduring source of popular
pleasure. Charles Musser, for example, has argued that the transition from the single-shot,
non-narrative films which the inventors produced, to a more complex film form, was brought
about by the intervention of exhibitors who called upon a history of screen practices to
excite audiences. Musser insists that:

Motion-picture practices did not evolve as they did because of the extraordinary
genius of a few individuals but because significant numbers of people recognised
new commercial and artistic opportunities implicit in previous change and so, in
turn, further altered the practice of cinema.'*
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Turning his attention to the period up to 1907, and with his specific interest in the United
States, Musser shows how an established spectrum of screen entertainments were altered to
make the most of the new machines that came on the market."’

Three major personalities, from among a host of others, stand out as significant early re-
interpreters of the inventors’ intentions. Georges Mélies, Cecil Hepworth and Edwin Porter
are notable for coming from diverse backgrounds and, in this early phase of the industry,
they acquired some international reputation on the basis of films they made that touched
audiences. Mélies, Hepworth and Porter came from theatrical, lanternist and scientific
backgrounds respectively, and their significance is in their re-interpretation of the various
machines and exhibition ensembles independently of the inventors. Each in their own,
different intervention, developed practices and conventions to refigure the use of cinema in
ways that the technological developers were unable to foresee. What they share with the
technical inventors is a parallel pattern of complexity in the imperatives that drove them.

Revisiting Méliés and the fantastic film

The extraordinary success of Georges Méliés as a filmmaker was due to the opportunity he
had to realise his ideas as a producer and exhibitor, and his unique conception of what the
Cinématographe might do for the variety theatre. Méliés’ attraction to the cinema as a
machine for the expression of the fantastic was immediate. The Lumieres knew him and
rented premises above his theatre, and, as a prominent theatre owner, he was an invited guest
at the first Cinématographe demonstration in December 1895. It is suggested that,
immediately after the performance, Mélies approached the Lumiéres and attempted to buy
a Cinématographe to produce magical effects for his conjuring show at the Theatre Robert
Houdin. The Lumiéres refused to sell, preferring initially to perfect the machine and fully
exploit its novelty value themselves to maximise profits. However, such was the urgency of
his commitment that, on the advice of his mistress, who saw one of the first presentations
by R W Paul, Méliés purchased a Theatrograph and some films and stock, and by the
beginning of April 1896 was showing films at his theatre."® On the basis of these parts of
the machine ensemble, he constructed his own camera with the aid of Luciene Korsten and
Luciene Reulos, and started to make films a month later in May 1896. His idea for film was
quite different to that of the Lumiéres who were producing actualities and short dramas.
Mélies believed that audiences would also respond to artificial and fantastic views, provided
they were structured within the familiar context of the theatre. Within four months he began
work building a studio at Montreuil for the sole purpose of making films which could be
integrated into his shows. These were more-or-less narrativised conjuring tricks.

Mélies integrates photography and theatre

Méliés also re-interpreted Robert Paul’s vision of cinema and described this earliest work
with moving pictures as “a reunion between the photographic studio and the theatre”.'”” This
interpretation was not unique. It was shared by some of his close associates, including
Felicien Trewey who demonstrated the Cinématographe in the Regent Hall and David
Devant who purchased the first Theatrograph; also as conjurors they were attracted to
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moving pictures. Devant and Joseph Buatier de Kolta greatly influenced Mélies’ stage
performance, and Devant came to work with him at Montreuil. Initially, Méliés simply
replicated much of the standard Lumiére programme of *“senics” and panoramas. However,
as building work developed, he continued to supervise production, and the plan for the
studio was modified as new possibilities for film-making occurred to him. By 1897 his
catalogue had changed remarkably, showing mainly made-up stories and only a few
“senics”. Montreuil, unlike Robert Paul’s studio which was designed to make a specific kind
of product on the laboratory model, grew organically in response to a more complex
understanding of the public demands of film as a theatrical entertainment. This approach to
film-making and its audience was sufficiently successful that, by 1897, the Theatre Robert
Houdin was committed totally to presentations of films in the evening performances.

Whereas Robert Paul used film to capture existing stage acts and popular state and sporting
attractions in much the same way as Edison did, Mélies realised quite quickly that it offered
new, and hitherto unprecedented, opportunities for novel visual sensations. Describing one
of the two surviving films from 1897, John Frazer notes that The Vanishing Lady, made
towards the end of the summer, is based on a familiar stage act transferred to film. It shows
a woman, sitting on a chair, who is covered with a cloth and then when the cloth is removed
is revealed to have disappeared. However, even though it would have been a simple matter
to film an actual performance of the trick using traps, none are used in this film. Instead,
Mélies experimented with stop-substitution.'® This was not an accidental or *“first use” of
the technique since, as Frazer points out, the Kinetoscope film made at West Orange in 1895,
The Execution of Mary Queen of Scots, uses precisely this technique to provide the illusion
in the beheading scene. Méliés’ use of stop-substitution rather than traps in The Vanishing
Lady reflects not the serendipity of a playful performer unable to operate the camera
properly as the myth suggests, but a distinct conception of “a reunion between the
photographic studio and the theatre”."® Mélies’ films are pleasurable satires on the real
world and, in the Cinématographe, he found the perfect handmaiden to theatrical conjuring
in his challenge to scientific rationalism. His films savagely critique the pervading
rationalism of science (the putative origin of the Cinématographe) by showing that
photography, as the accepted purveyor of truth, is based on an unreliable contract with the
real.

This conception of the cinema shaped Méli¢s’ use of film for over two decades until he
ceased production in 1912. His catalogues consistently comprise trick films, with the
occasional scenic or topical. In his penultimate film, the last extant, Mélies still depicts a
syncretic fairy-tale world in which tricks and illusions take place. Frazer comments that in
this year French cinema comprised elaborate spectacles and epics and, “between these
pompous new style melodramas in their elaborate three-dimensional settings and Méliés’
fragile Belle Epoque amusements, there was a wide gulf”." His films were enormously
popular with audiences and it appears from the catalogues that, almost from first to last, they
represented a critical subversion of the norms of daily life.

Mélies’ use of film as a subversive medium was apparently attractive to an international
audience for over two decades. Initially, American exhibitors copied his films and, to






























