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From Peep Show
to Projection

Early film accompaniment offers maddeningly in-
complete evidence. Sound was held in such low es-
teem that it is never even mentioned in most re-
views. Even more problematic, cinema’s early years
were a period of exceptions. Everything was a nov-
elty, and thus received special treatment. Remain-
ing evidence often relates to inaugural presenta-
tions of new projection systems, gala releases of
new films, or special introductions of new devices.
As a whole, the sound components of this era have
thus been entirely passed over by historians, with
the sole exception of the festive debuts of the Vita-
scope, Cinématographe, Biograph, and other new
projection systems.! Previous commentators have
treated these inaugural events either as wholly rep-
resentative or as totally unique and separate from
all others. Cinema’s earliest years challenge us to
discover within a wide variety of apparently un-
related practices a pattern that will permit us to un-
derstand how film sound was conceived at the turn
of the century.
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EARLY FILM SOUND

The Kinetophone

Introduced in 1877, Edison’s phonograph was suc-
cessfully exploited by showmen until 1879, but its
novelty soon wore off. Not until Alexander Graham
Bell, Chichester A. Bell, and Charles Sumner Tainter
perfected the rival graphophone did Edison return
to the problem of sound recording. “In the year
1887, he claimed in 1894, “the idea occurred to me
that it was possible to devise an instrument which
should do for the eye what the phonograph does for
the ear, and that by a combination of the two all mo-
tion and sound could be recorded and reproduced
simultaneously.”? While the first half of this famous
statemnent is regularly quoted in connection with the
invention of moving pictures, it is the latter half that
offers insight into the expected role of sound in the
new medium. From 1888 to 1895, the Edison team,
headed by W. K. Laurie Dickson, labored to create a
system whereby “motion and sound could be
recorded and reproduced simultaneously,” culmi-
nating in the introduction of the Kinetoscope and
Kinetophone.

As usual, public pronouncements regarding the
new system provided more information about the
inventor’s aspirations than about his actual progress.
A century before the process was perfected in the po-
litical domain; Edison had mastered the technique of
the industrial “leak,” repeatedly luring reporters into
making unjustified claims regarding the nature and
progress of his research. In early 1890, a local news-
paper reported thusly:

The idea Mr. Edison had in mind was to take a

public speaker and photograph him successfully

eight or twelve times a second throughout his en-
tire speech, the subject matter being at the same
time recorded by the telephone. By an ingeniously
constructed mechanism the reproduction of the
audible speech by the phonograph and the per-
sonal appearance, gesticulations and facial
changes as thrown on a screen by the stereopticon
are so exactly timed as to be synchronous. The
photographic pictures following one another at
the rate of eight to twenty a second produce a con-

stantly moving picture, exactly simulating the ap-
pearance of the speaker, while the speech as repro-

duced by the phonograph will apparently come
rom the lips of the orator. The experiments were
perfectly successful and are now concluded, the
next stage being the development of the commer-
cial side of the invention and the creation for a de-
mand for new products.’

The confusion apparent in this reporter’s account
perfectly reflects the state of affairs in the Edison
Laboratory. Attempting to combine attributes of the
telephone, phonograph, and stereopticon, Dickson’s
team had as of this date not yet produced any audi .
visual combination, but it had clearly set as its goal
synchronized recording and presentation of image
and sound.
A year later, Edison’s wife invited members of the
Federation of Women’s Clubs to view the peephole
prototype of the Kinetoscope. On that occasion, t
New York Sun reported Edison’s plans for the new
machine:

My intention is to have such a happy combination
of electricity and photography that a man can sit
in his own parlor and see reproduced on a screen
the forms of the players in an opera produced on a
distant stage, and, as he sees their movements, he
will hear the sound of their voices as they talk or
sing or laugh. ... [Blefore long it will be possible to
apply this system to prize fights and boxing exhi-
bitions. The whole scene with the comments of
the spectators, the talk of the seconds, the noise of -
the blows, and so on will be faithfully transferred.t

Two more years elapsed before the new apparatus
would be publicly displayed. According to the Brook-
lyn Standard Union, “The kinetograph, Edison’s
wonderful new invention, by means of which a mov-
ing, living scene is brought before the eye, while the
ear hears the accompanying sounds, was publicly ex-
hibited for the first time anywhere at the annual
meeting of the Department of Physics of the Brook:
lyn Institute, which took place last evening.” Yet the
newspaper specifies, “The instrument which was ex-
hibited, however, only presented the moving picture
without the noises accompanying”> Images with
sound nevertheless remained the overt goal. When a
year later Dickson and his sister publicly recounted

78




yoing work at Edison Laboratory, the desirability
oviding sound synchronized to the image re-

a'gihed than these breathing, audible forms with
eir tricks of familiar gesture and speech. The in-
nceivable swiftness of the photography succes-
ns, and the exquisite synchronism of the
onographic attachment, have removed the last
f automatic action, and the illusion is com-
The organ-grinder’s monkey jumps upon
houlder to the accompaniment of a strain
Norma? The rich strains of a tenor or so-
¢ heard, set in their appropriate dramatic
the blacksmith is seen swinging his pon-
-hammer, exactly as in life, and the clang of
nvil keeps pace with his symmetrical move-
along with the rhythmical measures of the
0 her soft-sounding footfalls.6

on;

ubjects mentioned clearly correspond to
uc'é“d by the Edison Laboratory in 1893-94
ndgr, Blacksmithing Scene, Carmencita), no
g evidence suggests that the corresponding
s ever recorded. In fact, the illustrations of
us recording in the Dicksons’ article are so
_"'_s'}iggest that synchronized sound was
hieved during this period. Yet the aspiration
1ce synchronized sound never wavered.
esire for synchronized reproduction of the
rodu:c;e,dﬂby image activity may be traced to
ly history of phonography. Early phono-
re exploited as recording devices, capable
atk:a recognizable copy of sounds pro-
age. The first traveling phonograph
ically involved visible production of some
ech, music, barking dogs), followed by
ohic repetition of that sound. The quality
f any particular sound was less impor-
1atch to the original. This is hardly sur-
Edison happened onto the principle of
hile attempting to perfect a device
bing telegraphic messages. Film sound
der the sign of transcription.
important synchronized sound may
d to the Edison team during the early

FROM PEEP SHOW TO

PROJECTION

5.1 Interior of kinetographic theater. At this distance, the phonograph would

have recorded no sound at ali.

§

1890s, this goal was eventually set aside in favor of
commercializing the Kinetoscope. First exploited in
A. O. Tate’s storefront parlor at 1155 Broadway on 14
April 1894, the peephole device used an infinitely re-
peatable loop of film measuring less than fifty feet
and lasting no more than twenty seconds. Like the
contemporary flip-card Mutoscope device, which
the American Mutoscope Co. began to market justa
few months later, the Kinetoscope was exhibited
without sound. Even silent, however, the reproduc-
tion offered by the Kinetoscope was regularly praised
and deemed wholly natural. A local newspaper
opined that, “The scene which is displayed in Mr.
Joyce’s kinetoscope is that of three blacksmiths
working at an anvil. It is perfectly natural and life-

like in every respect.”” Scientific American echoes this

judgment: “In the picture exhibited in the kinet-

ograph, every movement appeared perfectly smooth

and natural.... The machine in this case was not ac-

companied by the phonograph, but nevertheless the

exhibition was one of great interest.”® The public’s

willingness to accept a silent image as “natural” may
be attributed in part to the circumstances under
which the peephole device was exploited. From
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5.2 Talking-machines were big business in the 1890s—both concert and coin-in-the-slot ver-
sions—as evidenced by this Sears and Roebuck catalog page.

Boston to San Francisco, by far the majority of Kine-
toscopes were exploited in nickel-in-the-slot phono-
graph parlors—on one side a bank of machines that
offered sound without an image, on the other side a
new row of instruments offering an image without
sound. Ironically, the Kinetoscope’s soundlessness
would thus be authorized by the very phonograph
whose transcription tendencies provided a model
for Kinetophone sound.

il ioet Ga jrrme Comeess

Concert Homs,

wnd Valding Mwpgm

For a full year, the Kinetoscope ruled the ente
tainment roost. Of the 973 Kinetoscopes eventuall:
sold, most were delivered by the spring of 1895, whe
some sixty films were available. Finally, in April 1895
as demand for the Kinetoscope waned, Edison beg
to make deliveries of his long-announced Kinet
phone.® Basically a modified Kinetoscope, with
phonograph in the spot where the battery had prev
ously been located, the Kinetophone featured ea
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FROM PEEP SHOW TO PROJECTION

O EDNSONE |

AN

1 spite of substantial effort on the part of
S0N’s team, the Kinetophone would never enjoy

reful synchronization promised by Edison’s
amations over the preceding five years. Unable

5.3 One of the few remaining Kinetophones: front view (above left),
rear view (above right), and phonograph detail

to produce precise synchronization, the new ma-
chine did, however, offer a more generalized syn-
chronization, thanks to savvy production choices.
Instead of offering speeches or opera arias, the Kinet-
ophone was regularly outfitted with films featuring
dancers or marching bands. Of the fifty-five titles
listed in Edison’s mid-1895 catalog, one third are
march or dance films—and we know from newspa-
per references that these are the films most often in-
stalled in Kinetophones. !

Dancers and marching bands do indeed offer
unique synchronization opportunities. Instead of
people making sounds (like the lecturers or opera
singers mentioned in Edison’s earlier pronounce-
ments), dance and band films portray people keeping
tine to sounds. Whereas people making sounds re-
quire exact instantaneous synchronization, dancers
and marching bands easily tolerate loose synchro-
nization. “One of the new machines is now in oper-
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EARLY FILM SOUND

126

Lista delle films )
accordate coi cilindri musicati da
adoperarsi nel Kinetofono

Films Cilindri Muosien
L. 150 Cad. L. In Cad.
Carmensila Valse Santiago Qechaatra
La Paloms .
Alma.Danr Spagnuola .
Anna Bel), 1a Farfallx  Tobasco, Vaise Mio
Sogno »
Padrone Feming >
Bertoldi, Contorsionista  Cav. Kuslicana .
Padrone Feming Valse .
Tranz Agile Piceolo
ranza Vickainnies Dansa del ventaghio Orchestra
Poika Elolsa .
Harkies Tukle .
Ficcolo Kenkics .
Reb Roy,denta Scouese Nulls troppo  buono
N er lelandese Orehesira
Ginocatore i Coltellid Belle diNew Jork, Mareia  Banda di Gilmore
3v. Rusticana rchestra
Dzino e veniaylio Farkies Tekle »
Danaa del Ventzalio .
Warring ¢ Vilvin Suirée a) Clwte Lione
Kiln 2
May  Jieuae  fanciulla
Caicty Ridda irlandese Piccolo
l1anzadiNozre Africana Qrchesira
Polia Eloisa »
Danes fzenevalesea U3
1ransatost IHictlo Banja >
, Danza del ventaglio »
Lucy Murrag Kiddz irlandese Piceolo
Indugia pit a fungo,
ey Orechesira
. Danga di Brownies »
1o del Milh Wiaiie  Mareia della luna di
Lig micle Landa
. Mareia del Centenarin Handa di Gilmore
Arcadica Orchestra
Hand il a ¢l Centenario  Banda di Gilmore
o »
Orcheslea
Trio, Whie >
»
Ebie Jenee 813 »
>

s
21 Nore Alri-
cana (Irs) Meceu o

Lanza del remo

Lamam e C; » i
Frincipooa Al ianza del \'cn:rc P QU ~
. ~

3 z
oz 7z
E ey
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5.4 List of Edison music cylinders suitable for accompaniment of
Kinetophone films

ation in the Company’s office,” a printed announce-
ment proclaims. “The film is the First Act of The
Milk White Flag, and as the band is seen coming into
view in the Kinetoscope, the music bursts forth with
a volume and melody that is truly wonderful and re-
alistic.”!! Similar testimony comes from an anony-
mous contemporary report: “we were present at a
performance of military band music. We saw the
conductor wave from the podium and spread both
his arms to give the signal for the instruments to
begin playing. The music immediately began playing

»|2

softly”!* Offering a single close correspondence

point to establish synchronization (always located at
the very beginning of the film/cylinder), the Kineto-
phone would depend heavily on semi-synchronization
with dance or band movement.

A page from an 1895 Italian publication, suggest--
ing appropriate musical cylinders for use with
specific Kinetophone films, constitutes the earliest:
existing list of recommended musical accompani-
ment for silent films.? Of the seventeen films men-
tioned, all available from the Continental Phono-.
graph Kinetoscope Co. of Milan, fifteen are dance 0_1_'"
march films; the only exceptions-—~a juggler and a
contortionist—may well have performed to music.
The proposed accompaniment cylinders all contain;
music that is chosen for its rhythmic match to the
image: a belly dance number for Princess Ali’s Egyp.-:j
tian Dance, an African wedding march for the Fiji is<
lander Paddle Dance, marches by Gilmore’s Band for:
Band Drill and Finale of 1st Act, Hoyt’s “Milk White
Flag,” waltzes for Carmencita and Annabelle Butterfly.
Dance. Interestingly, the only prescribed classicaif
number, selections from Cavalleria Rusticana, is
paired both with the juggler and the contortionist:,::fi

the only performers who don’t either dance
march. Recognizing the potential of light classical
music to provide a desirable background only
loosely matched to the image, this recommendatio
comes twenty years ahead of its time, ‘
Before cinema became cinema—with projected
images—the Kinetophone had thus already estab-
lished important aspirations and standards for film,
sound. Tied by its technology to the phonograph,
the Kinetophone would also be fundamentally de-.

pendent on phonographic values and practices. At
this point in its history, the phonograph was still pr
marily a recording instrument. Touted by Edison as:
an office dictating device, the phonograph was best
known for its ability to provide automatic transcrip-.
tion. This is precisely the relationship that presides;;
over Edison Kinetophone-related discourse. Just as

showmen would show a singer singing and then play
the freshly made recording of the singer singing, the
new machine was to offer the image of a sound-
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FROM PEEP SHOW TO PROJECTION

aker accompanied by transcription of the sound
g:produced in the image. Unable to attain the
nography-inspired goal of point-by-point syn-
' ization, the state of the art in the mid-1890s
mited to semi-synchronization, with heavy
hasis on marching and dancing. Though the
7 of silent film sound had at this point not re-
egun, in a fundamental manner the Kineto-
Kinetophone pairing established a relation-
that would endure for many years. While some
seemed appropriate for use with the Kineto-
others were deemed better served by the
scope’s silent presentation. Complemented by
transformation kits for the Kinetoscope, the
tophone enjoyed modest success for about a
either apparatus would survive the 1896 in-
ion of projected moving pictures.
el-in-the-slot technology remained strong
ny years, long enough to see the introduction
hine that claimed to satisfy Edison’s aspira-
synchronization. Developed by E. A. Reeves
Haven, the Stereophone is described as a
Hon of the phonograph and cosmorama or
¢ stereoscope.

1gs songs and illustrates them, or shows inter-
views and describes them. One series, for
ce, is called “Going to the Circus.” Looking

st scene you see the circus procession ap-
ing and hear the band play, gradually be-
louder as if growing nearer. The next
 a near view of the elephants, and you hear
es and the band in the distance. Then
ocession views are shown in regular suc-
with accompanying street noises, the
fhorses’ feet, etc. Then a view of the circus
s shown and you hear the hucksters’ cries
er well known circus sounds. Then a view
e first tent, and you see the animal dens,
ar views of the lion and hippopotamus,
00d imitation of the growl of the lion is
en inside the big tent you see the old fa-
:nes and hear the old familiar cries,
five a bag,” predominating; then “Tickets
nd concert” is heard, finally ending with
S supposed to be sung by the concert
d allin about three minutes and for five
erything real as Jife except the odor of the

sawdust and the animals, and doubtless this might
be added. '

Going to the Circus is enough to make a contempo-
rary composer of descriptive music envious! Though
it made little commercial impact, the Stereophone
testifies to the importance of synchronized realistic
sound as a continuing goal for turn-of-the-century
entrepreneurs.

Projected Images

In 1895 several teams were laboring to produce a ma-
chine that would project moving images. By the end
of the year, the Lathams had demonstrated their Ei-
doloscope, the Lumiére brothers had shown their
Cinématographe, and Jenkins and Armat had exhib-
ited their Phantoscope, eventually licensed to Raff
and Gammon and renamed the Vitascope. Cleverly
contracting with Edison to manufacture the Vita-
scope and provide films, Raff and Gammon thus se-
cured the best possible publicity—association with
the “Wizard of Menlo Park” The 23 April 1896 Vita-
scope premiere at Koster and Bial’s Music Hall in
New York City (on the current location of Macy’s de-
partment store) thus attracted an enormous amount
of media attention. More than just a new vaudeville
act, the Vitascope was presented as the phenomenon
of the age, the brainchild of the world’s greatest in-

ventor. As such, it was given the kind of wrapping
that no other vaudeville newcomer ever enjoyed. The
Times noted that the projectors were draped with

blue velvet brocade.!* The Daily News pointed out

that the pictures were projected on a drop curtain

with “a huge picture frame painted in the center'

An engraving from the New York Herald represents

the spectators as a sea of top hats. While reports on

musical accompaniment for this inaugural show are

notoriously fragmentary, we do know that the resi-
dent ensemble, Dr. Leo Sommer’s Blue Hungarian

Band, introduced and accompanied at least the initial
film: “The band struck up a lively air and from over-
head could be heard a whirring noise that lasted for a
few moments; then there flashed up on the screen the
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The Vitascope”
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ectly inspired by moving pictures: L. O. De Witt

5.5 The frst music dir

overture

b
suggesting that, “The Music Hall band accompani %f

Charles Musser eloquently begs the question b

life-size figures of two dancing girls who tripped and
pirouetted and whirled an umbrella before them”V It

the images with appropriate music.”'® Just what kind

S

>

is difficult to tell from this text whether the band

primary purpose here is to accompany the opening

of music (if any) would be appropriate here? The
Kinetophone debuted in phonograph parlors, th

or to provide the kind of fan-

film, Umbrella Dance,

leading exhibitors to base their Kinetophone sound:

S stage entrance.

Y

fare traditionally provided for a star
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n a phonographic model. But once moving

re projected, what might we expect as
ty code? According to what standards
ossibly decide what constitutes “appro-
? A single page of the Phonoscope will
onstrate the complexity of the problem.

wvery relevance of a periodical named
scope” requires some explanation. The
rjn a new technology are commonly
lications dedicated to domains now un-
imdamentally different from that tech-
Eaitedly, early cinema events were re-
"t(v)_vrcviews of phonograph records (in
ope), stage productions (in the Dramatic
N ern slides (in Views and Films Index
icture World and View Photographer)."

dly to cinema’s identity crisis. In No-
after six solid months of motion pic-

iscope has been called an improved
The pictures reproduced have been
shotographed on Kinetoscope films, and

about as large as one’s fingernail. The
pared for scenic reproduction, are each
ngth, and contain several hundred pic-
make up a panorama.

Mmatographe consists of a box 8 in. X 10
taining a series of reels upon which the
ﬁ;_rds long, of photographic films is rap-
dbehind a set of five magnifying lenses. Each
Dot larger than a postage stamp. ...
g”r;iph made its debut at Olympia,
id ‘auspices, a special interest being
rjormance by the semi-political charac-
and scenes represented.

e -wonderful inventive gift that
50D to give to the world the Telephone,

has made itself manifest in “The Eidoloscope.” This
instrument is to the eye what the Telephone is to the
ear....As the camera can easily take 2,000 impres-
sions per minute, the photographs, displayed before
the vision with such rapidity, form an ever moving
living picture.

+ At the Imperial Theatre, the Phantoscope has
proved itself a drawing card. The pictures are all
French views....

» The Theatrograph is to all intents and purposes
a powerful stereopticon provided with a series of
wheels, over which is passed a spool of films or pic-
tures, taken of the same scene at infinitely short in-
tervals.?

One senses the writers’ discomfort in describing the
new phenomenon. Lacking standard language to
designate these different “picture projecting” devices
(the monthly column’s very title frames the term
with quotation marks), the journal’s representatives
must resort to neologisms (quotograph) or familiar
terminology borrowed from other media (improved
Kinetoscope, panorama, photographic films, scenes,
performance, Telephone, living picture, views, stereop-
ticon, pictures). To each one of these borrowed iden-
tities implicitly corresponds a different style of ac-
companiment. It is thus hardly surprising that the
early history of projected motion pictures should
present such a variety of sound strategies. l
On 29 June 1896, the Lumigre Cinématographe
received its U.S. debut at Keith’s Union Square The-
atre in New York City. Reporting that “Lew Shaw
fluently introduced three new views,” the Clipper
went on to opine that “he was hardly necessary as the
views speak for themselves, eloquently”*! Had the
moving pictures not been identified with magic
lantern “views,” no need would have been felt for a
lecturer. Reviewing the very same program, the Dra-
matic Mirror concentrated instead on an entirely dif-
ferent sound practice, affirming that, “The effects
used behind the scenes while the pictures are being
shown add greatly to the effect”? If the Ciné-
matographe had not been exhibited on a stage, and
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thus assimilated to a theatrical production, it is
doubtful that sound effects would have been made
available. When in August the Cinématographe
reached Keith’s Bijou in Philadelphia, sound effects
continued to be used, along with music matched to
on-screen activity:

No play of the past season has contained a situ;
ation more thrilling than the reproduction of a
parade of the Ninety-sixth Regiment French Cav-
alry. The soldiers march to the stirring tune of the
“Marseillaise” and the scene stirred the audience
to a pitch of enthusiasm that has rarely been
equaled by any form of entertainment. The play-
ing of the “Marseillaise” aided no little in the suc-
cess of the picture. In the sham battle scene the
noise and battle din created also added to the won-
derful realism of the scene. A political argument
and a street scene (children dancing to the strains
of a hand-organ) were also excellent specimens of
the work of the cinematographe.?

- Repeatedly, early moving pictures and their accom-
paniment were praised for realism. In New York, The
’C;?iarge of the Seventh French Cuirassiers at Keith’s
Union Square Theatre was admired for its “flash of
sabers, noise of guns, and all the other realistic the-
atrical effects”?*

In September 1896 the Cinématographe opened
at Keith’s Opera House in Providence (R.1.). The
event was deemed important enough to justify a
Sunday private exhibition for the press and the lead-
ing dignitaries of the city, with refreshments pro-
vided by Manager Fynes. Of the twelve films pre-
sented (called “views” by the Providence Journal’s
reporter), three were singled out for special attention
by virtue of their sound accompaniment, starting
with a picture of a wall in the process of demolition
(Lumiere’s Tearing Down a Wall):

First, the workmen were seen rigging the mecha-

nism which is to dismantle the structure. After a

cry of “look out,” given by the supers in back of the

stage, the wall is seen to totter and finally fall.

Every detail is perfect, even to the cloud of dust

which arises after the wall has fallen. The crash is

heard as the bricks come tumbling down one after

another, and the workmen are seen to jump out of
the way just before the fabric totters.”

One review of The Charge of the Seventh Frengk
Cuirassiers mentions “the gallop of the horses, 't
cloud of dust raised by their hoofs, the jinglingv:
the troopers’ accoutrements, their cuirasses an
gauntleted hands,”*® while another provides sﬁﬁ
more auditory detail: “The bugle call advance.
heard, the clanking of sabres rings out through
theatre and the ceaseless pattering of horses” hoofs,
all add to one of the most exciting scenes ever d
played””” This film so delighted spectators duriy
the following evening’s public showing that it had:

be repeated. Finally, a nature documentary w;
turned into a novelty film by clever accompanime

The Aquarium, a picture of sea life, presented fis|
and eels that wriggled as though they were in the
natural element. Two frogs were included in th
submarine company, and when Lovenberg's O
chestra, which had been rendering some music
gems, started up a jig to which the frogs kept tim
the applause was unbounded.?

Using available resources, Keith’s Opera Hou
treated Lumiére’s films just as they would have ha
dled any other act. Because some of the films co
make good use of theatrical sound effects and pe
sonnel, they were assimilated to melodrama, while
good vaudeville tradition another was turned into
comedy by the high jinks of the standing orchestr
When the Biograph finally began its career du
the fall of 1896, its films were subjected to a similar
variety of sound treatments. During a showing
McKinley at Home to 200 Republican Club members
at New York’s Olympia Music Hall, a tenor from t}
Santa Maria opera company sang “I Want Yc
McKinley; Yes, I Do.”? The juxtaposition of a fil
documentary and a campaign song may seem lud
crous today, but it was perfectly in keeping with th
period practice of using songs to complement living
pictures (staged human tableaux of familiar visu
compositions) or magic lantern views. When the Bi'v ‘
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e a palpitating monster, as big as reality,
m perfectly reproduced, and the orchestra
the sight with the sound that when it is
sit spellbound, exalted in happy wonder
's scientific and mechanical education are
y give one sign of hope to the draggled sen-
£ our music halls.”*® Of course, had the film

ijou in Philadelphia deployed backstage
tra effects in support of the sound-
omponents of the Biograph image:

tent with showing the living picture, Man-
ith furnishes with every view the noises
sccompany the scene. Thus is anticipated
ill :come soon—a device that will be a
raph as well as a reproducer of scenes. At
the roar of the waves, splashing of water,
1g of bands of music, a locomotive whis-
stream, etc., are accompaniments that
ayed no small share in the 48 weeks success
graph.”’

ting a single device that would record
and image, many traveling showmen re-
live or recorded sound effects. After per-
the impending cataclysm to be brought
prbjection of The Black Diamond Express
derate Albert E. Smith, lecturer J. Stuart
1d turn into a sound effects man, sim-
ise of a train by beating on dishpans,
etal sheeting, and large hollow pipes.”
ibitor Lyman Howe went Blackton one
Ciualiy phonographically recording the

iitiComing train. Audiences appreciated
of bells, the roar of the wheels, the rush

and the whistle of the The Black Dia-

b'n'ledium lacks a strong identity, exhi-
}:’!pply their own. Because each loca-
»and topic was already associated with
ition, films regularly found themselves
hat we might call “resident” practices.

ina theater with its own orchestra and

sound effects personnel was easily assimilated to a
play and received the auditory treatment typically
given to plays. Send the same film on the road with a
couple of itinerant showmen having only their own
four hands to provide both projection and sound,
and it turns into something else entirely. Show it in a
music hall and the resident band may well accom-
pany it. In some cases, however, the nature of the
films themselves invokes a specific auditory tradition
that is powerful enough to override questions of
venue and audience. When Klaw and Erlanger’s
Héritz Passion Play played the Philadelphia Academy
of Music during Thanksgiving week 1897, it was pre-
sented by lecturer Ernest Lacy and accompanied by
“unseen organ music”* Local religious music also
complemented Professor Lacy’s Baltimore lecture:
“Not a little of the effectiveness of the performance
yesterday was due to the accompanying music. Dur-
ing the presentation of some of the views an organ
accompaniment was played by John R. Clemnow.
The biblical tableaux were accentuated by solos ren-
dered by Miss Blanche Yewell, who has a rich con-
tralto voice, and Mr. N. Du Shane Cloward, who has
a magnificent baritone™ In 1898, at New York’s
Academy of Music, “music by organ and choristers”
accompanied “THE GREAT SCENES OF THE PAS-
SION PLAY” presented by lecturer Rev. Thomas
Dixon, Jr.’¢ Whether in Baltimore’s Music Hall, a
local church (as in small towns throughout America),
or in New York’s prestigious Eden Musée, the reli-
gious character of the various Passion Play versions
elicited accompaniment by sacred music.

Was the music played primarily between tableaux,
as it had been for Stoddard’s Passion Play lectures,
or did musical performances actually accompany
film projection? A publicity letter from the American
Mutoscope & Biograph Co., dated 22 November
1900, argues strongly in favor of the former. “We de-
sire to call your attention to the Biograph as an enter-
tainer for your Church this Winter,” the letter begins.
A modest proposal follows:

We will furnish you with a Biograph and either 36
or 48 views, whichever you may prefer, including
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our religious views, arranged on reels of 12 pic-
tures each. The charge for the Biograph for one
evening is $50. The only other charge will be for
music to be given during the time that the reels are
being changed. The Biograph views and music will
give an entertainment lasting about two hours.*®

Reproducing a pattern familiar to all turn-of-the-
century Americans, whether they frequented the
theater or the Lyceum circuit, the letter proposes an
evening of alternation between moving pictures and
music. Offering an important additional attraction
to a music-hungry population, Biograph imagines
music only “during the time that the reels are being
changed.”

Just as 1890s accompaniment was influenced by
available resources, exhibition venues, and film top-
ics, so audience response varied widely. Projected in
a theater and accompanied like a play, early films
were greeted like melodrama. During the 1896 presi-
dential campaign audiences often hissed one of the
candidates, treating him like a stage villain,*® while
cheering the other."® Spectator participation fol-
lowed the period practice of active, vocal involve-
ment. The turn-of-the-century press often had more
to say about audience noise than about musical ac-
companiment:

« Pandemonium broke loose for five minutes
[ New York Mail and Express, 13 Oct. 1896]

+ The cheering was incessant....[New York Tri-
bune, 13 Oct. 1896}

* Niagara Falls made a realistic pouring picture,
but their noise in the original could not be much
louder than the cheers that greeted the picture of
them. [ New York Times, 13 Oct. 1896}

« The other night two ladies in one of the boxes on
the left-hand side of the horseshoe, which is just
where the [Empire State Express] flyer vanishes from
view, screamed and nearly fainted as it came appar-
ently rushing down upon them. [ New York Mail and
Express, 17 Oct. 1896]

« He was received with tremendous cheering, and
there were loud calls for a speech. [ New York Herald,
1 Nov. 1896].3!

At the Philadelphia opening of the Horitz Pass
Play something entirely different took place. At i
spectators applauded each tableau, as if in recog
tion of the theatrical character of the projected ix
ages. But soon, “it seemed gradually to dawn up
them that they were witnessing something saci
they caught the spirit of the actors, and the sile
which followed was significant of their feelingz
Like the accompaniment provided by the exhibi
the accompaniment provided by the audience va
widely during film’s early years.

Discontinuities

Even in its fragmentary and limited state, the avaj
able record regarding early film sound reveals an
traordinary range of practices., Evidence remain
music, sound effects, and lectures, produced by li
orchestras, stagehands, phonographic recordings,
the human voice. From the few remaining bits of i
formation about specific musical numbers, we kno
that film accompaniment during this period us
every available tradition: dance music, marches, lig :
classical selections, and popular songs. One questit
remains. During this period did films always ha
some sort of sound accompaniment? :
Early reports from abroad certainly suggest o
erwise. After seeing the February 1896 opening Ciné-
matographe show in London, O. Winter offered hi
report:
The picture varies, but the effect is always the
same—the terrifying effect of life, but of life with a.
difference.

It is life stripped of colour and of sound.
Though you are conscious of the sunshine, the
picture is subdued to a uniform and baffling grey.
Though the waves break upon an imagined shore,
they break in a silence which doubles your shrink-
ing from their reality. The boys laugh with eyes

and mouth—that you can see at a glance. But they
laugh in a stillness which no ripple disturbs.*’

Just a few months later, Maxim Gorky reacted quit
similarly to a Lumiére program at the Nizhni:
Novgorod fair. The screen teems with life, he sa
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s a world without sound.” Everything takes
in strange silence where no rumble of the
heard, no sound of footsteps or of speech.
.Not a single note of the intricate symphony
s accompanies the movements of people.”
a;igh until their sides split, “but not a sound
»# Even in France, where we know that the
tographe was first introduced to piano ac-
nent, it would appear that subsequent
‘took place in musical silence.¥® From

conclusions from this fact: vaudeville re-

mention accompaniment either, and we
music was present in every vaudeville the-
bné available piece of hard evidence on
exhibition of films pertains, ironically, to
e of exhibition. The Vitascope projector was
1ally noisy, as we discover each time the relative
the Cinématographe is praised. As the cen-
 a close, projector noise increasingly be-
ssue, to the point where the Optigraph
of its primary selling points. In an often
u‘t,ément, absence of noise was presented
the projector’s “Points of Superiority”:

he absence of noise is a feature of great
in the Optigraph Motion Picture Machine.
r machines the noise is so great that, as a
$ necessary to keep a piano or other musi-
ument going while the motion pictures
gshown, to prevent annoyance to the au-
he Optigraph works with a motion that is

) 't,}';; easy and perfect, that there is almost
se.

ﬁ)}'}_eariy statements regarding film sound,
b’s point has a double edge. On the one
u’g_g'ests that by common agreement the level
_()‘l': noise required musical accompaniment.
thus conclude that musical accompaniment
nmon. At the same time, however, it indicates

that film music was considered dispensable: if all
projectors were as quiet as the Optigraph, music
would no longer be needed. We may thus conclude
that musical accompaniment was not always deemed
necessary. In the face of such contradictions, the evi-
dence regarding silence in early American film exhi-
bition must be considered incomplete.

Distinctions were regularly made among film top-
ics according to their suitability for musical accom-
paniment. The very first Vitascope catalog issued by
Raff and Gammon in March 1896 includes a page rec-
ommending the use of music with selected films. “All
subjects made up of dancing, marching, or other acts
and scenes where musical selections in time with the
movement are in place, can be made more interesting
and remarkable by the addition of music*® Match-
ing Kinetophone’s preference for dance or march
films coupled with dance or march music, this rec-
ommendation justifies musical accompaniment on
diegetic grounds. Understanding music-makers as
simply another group of sound effects personnel, this
approach configures musicians as an implicit part of
the film world. Complementing the film’s realism, the
orchestra or pianist simply supplies that which is im-
plied but not provided by the image. Music is here
understood not as a rhetorical device designed to
guide spectator reaction to the film, but as a reality ef-
fect directly contributing to the film’s reproductive
qualities. Early silent film practice is thus precisely
the reverse of what has since the thirties been called
“Mickey Mousing” When music imitates the move-
ments of sound film actors, it is perceived as clearly
outside (and after) the image, whereas early film
sound instead emulates sound effects, seeking to ap-
pear internal to the image, as if it had been produced
contemporaneously with the image.

Opportunities for traveling showmen to add
moving pictures to their shows were regularly touted
by phonograph manufacturers, as in this 1899 F M.
Prescott catalog entry:

With the advent of the Graphophone Grand,
which reproduces as loud and natural as the
human voice or an orchestra or band, a combined
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Musical
Accompaniments

LRERLALR

“USIC CAN BE VERY APPAOPRIATELY
AND EFFECTIVELY RENDERED SIMUL-
TANEQUSLY WITH THE EXHIBITION OF
MANY VITASCOPE SUBJECTS.

ALL SUBJECTS MADE UP OF DANCING,
MARCHING, OR OTHER ACTS AND SCENES
WHERE MUSICAL SERECTIONS IN TIME
WITH THE MOVEMENT ARE IN PLACE,
CAN BE MADE MORE INTERESYING AND
REMARKABLE BY THE ADDITION OF
MusiIC..

THE EDISON
PHONOGRAPH

L S

CAN THUS BE UTILIZED TO RENDER
BAND AND ORCHESTRA SELECTIONS.
A PIANO; A GROUPE OF MANDOLINS OR
GUITARS; A COMBINATION OF VIOLINS
AND WIND INSTRUMENTS, OR EVEN AN
ORCHESTRA OR BAND (WHERE THE EX-
HIBITION I3 GIVEN IN A THEATRE OR
LARGE HALL) WILL, IN EITHER CASE, ADD
MATERIALLY TO THE NOVELTY AND AT-
TRACTIVENESS OF THE VITASCOPE,

5.6 Instructions on the use of musical accompaniment from an
early Edison catalog

cineograph and graphophone is now possible, so
that the audience may hear as well as see the per-
formance.

By the use of the following outfit, as illustrated
above, in connection with the Cineograph, musi-
cal records, harmonized to the films of dancers or
of marching, can be reproduced so that the audi-
ence may see the dancing or the marching and
hear the music to the steps at the same time. The
Graphophone is placed on the stage and the audi-
ence can hear the music plainly. The Grapho-
phone is operated independently upon the stage
by the lecturer, the Cineograph being operated in
the rear of the hall or room by an assistant, both
operators working in conjunction.*

It is instructive to compare this exhortation to use
the phonograph to accompany dancing and march-

ing films with the same catalog’s description of th
projection of a railroad film:

The drop curtain has fallen for the intermission,
when suddenly the house is darkened and the fol-
lowing announcement slide is thrown on the
screen by the stereopticon attachment: The Black
Diamond Express. ...

A number of workmen are engaged in repair-
ing the roadbed. There appears in the distance,
just emerging from the wood, a cloud of white
smoke which, within a few seconds, shapes itself
into the outlines of an approaching train, and then
the famous “Black Diamond” Express thunders to-
ward and by the window at tremendous speed..

In a twinkling the whole scene disappears, the
theatre is again lighted up, and before the audience
hangs only the painted drop-curtain.*

Adapted from a Sears and Roebuck catalog descri
tion first included in the Spring 1898 catalog adv
tisement for the Optigraph, and repeated in the
1898 and Spring 1899 catalogs, this evocation o
late-nineteenth-century film exhibition makes:
mention of music, even though Prescott touts th
usefulness of the Graphophone Grand to provid
musical accompaniment for selected films. :

The Prescott catalog provides a preliminary,
planation for this difference. According to the cé
log, the Graphophone Grand is to be operated
“the lecturer.” During the final quarter of the nis
teenth century, spectators had become accustorr
to the two-man lecturing team. While the proj
tionist remained with the projector, the lecturer
cupied the stage, providing anything from an eruc
lecture to intermittent comments, Whenever.

topic or the sumptuousness of the occasion requi
music, the numbers would be placed just as in’
theater: before, between, and after the lecturer’s p
sentations. When the lecturer-projectionist syst
was adapted to the new moving picture medium,
lecturer commonly introduced the film as he wc}.
introduce a phonograph record. When project_x
began, the lecturer would abandon the 1ecturing1;'
in order to play a phonograph record, provide sou
effects, or prepare the next film. Contemporary i
suggest that music was most commonly used:
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The Vitascope being Exhibited in a Theatre or Public Hall.

{The machine can be just as successfully exkibited in vacant store-rooms, efc. !

DEPARTMENT OF

UBLIC ENTERTAINMENT OUTFITS AND SUPPLIES.
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contemporary presentations of moving picture projection: Vitascope, showing a dance on-screen and an orchestra
11, and Kinetoscope, showing a train on-screen and no music
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films that depict music-making, dancing, or march-
ing, while sound effects were most common with
representations of noisy mechanical devices like fire
trucks and steam engines. Rarely would music and
sound effects be combined for a single film, and then
only in the largest theaters.

One remaining form of documentation deserves
to be evoked at this point. Early film publicity often
included a stylized graphic representation of film
projection and the film audience. Used on posters, in
catalogs, in advertisement copy, and on corporate
stationery, these images typically represent the pro-
jection process with a triangular beam of light, al-
ways showing a film image on the screen. Though
there is a great deal of repetition in these on-screen
images, many different scenes are nevertheless por-
trayed: several different dancers, locomotives and
war ships, marching bands, Edison’s The May Irwin
Kiss, Lumiere’s The Gardener and the Bad Boy, and
the Lathams® Bullfight (or possibly one of Edison’s
1898 Bull Fight films).>! Interestingly, some of these

“scenes feature an orchestra, while others reveal nei-
ther musicians nor any other obvious sound accom-
paniment. A clear logic dictates the inclusion or ab-
sence of music sources. Systematically, orchestral
accompaniment is shown with on-screen images
representing dancers and marchers, while musicians
are absent for locomotives, warships, and narrative
films. In other words, the films for which previously
quoted texts lead us to expect musical accompani-
ment are shown with an orchestra, whereas no music
is shown for those films that seem to require sound
effects, or for which no consistent sound model has
been evoked. The exception that proves the rule is
Bullfight, shown with orchestral accompanimentina
1902 Kleine catalog.>? While certainly neither a dance
nor a march film, Bullfight had shortly after being
shot in 1896 been incorporated into the fourth act of
a Carmen stage production.® Its identification with
the opera clearly justifies the unexpected orchestral
accompaniment in Kleine’s catalog.

This fascinating distribution of music among
films represented in cinema publicity corresponds

quite precisely to many previously quoted examples;s

¢

both prescriptive and descriptive. Together, thesed
drawings and texts suggest that at the turn of the

century cinema’s first standard for sound produc
tion was already in place. Just as the phonograph w
primarily considered as an instrument capable o
producing a record of reality, so early cinema was un
derstood as a device for the reproduction of reality,
Sound’s major role during this period lay in rein
forcing that reality. Whenever sound is implied b
the image, this early standard specifies, the exhibito
may usefully supply (i.e,, simulate) that sound. Thi
sound-effects-oriented aesthetic obtains whether th
sound is directly implied (people or objects shows
making sounds), or suggested only indirectly (peo
ple or animals moving in time to some unhear
sound). In the former case the exhibitor provide
what we usually call “sound effects” (crashing bricks
train whistles, saber clashes), whereas the latter situ
ation typically requires what we term “music” (the
waltz or march to which on-screen characters seem
to be moving); but it is important to recognize tha
this terminology corresponds not to differences ir
motivation for the sound, but only to a distinctio:
between sound providers, Whether the film is com
plemented by “sound effects” or “music,” the soun
is meant to be understood as a product of the image
the sound-makers are thus implicitly within th
space implied by the image. At this early date, soun
accompaniment is thus configured not as a rhetori:
cal addition to the image but as a form of ventrilo
quism. Musicians and sound effects personnel alik
“throw their voices,” as it were, into the image. Th
whole point of this early sound standard is to make
the sound seem to be coming from the image, thu
reinforcing the latter’s transcriptive powers.

We may usefully call this early accompanimen
approach the “cued-sound aesthetic,” because it it
entirely based on the presence of sound cue:
(whether for music or effects) within the image
Note that this aesthetic is operative even when n
accompaniment is provided. As we have seen, earl)
witnesses to silent projections regularly express their
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erience as a lack, and what they claim to need is
ust sound in general but the specific sounds im-
d by the image. In other words, this is not a case
¢ often mentioned eeriness of silence (which is
d sometimes evoked, though less often than

texts imply), but a clearly expressed need for

s actually provided the sounds implied by the
s of course heavily dependent on their re-

ish sound effects for Tearing Down a Wall, or
or- The Aquarium, but a solo itinerant show-
uld be hard put to provide similar accompa-
it. Nor would the quality of effects or music be
e _in these very different cases. In both situ-
wever, exhibitors would be reaching to-
ntlcal goal of increasing the film’s reality

mg a film’s reproductive qualities is not
ason for early exhibitors to provide
wever. All too often, we forget that early
te rarely presented in the context of pro-
oted exclusively to films. Films almost al-
plemented other entertainments, includ-
] éatrical performances, lantern slides,
..Zrecords, and...music. Played before,
 after the acts of a play, the tableaux of a
or‘reels of film, music was clearly un-

derstood as a major attraction in this period when
Americans were enjoying a love affair with all sorts
of music, live or canned. Whether political, religious,
scientific, artistic, or simply amusing, no event dur-
ing this period could afford to do without music.
The key to understanding early film sound lies in the
period’s continued tendency to separate film accom-
paniment, heavily dependent on the cued-sound re-
alistic aesthetic, from entertainment music in the or-
chestral overture or marching band tradition. By the
teens, these two approaches would merge, but at the
turn of the century cued sound and entertainment
music existed side-by-side and separately.,

As the new century began, cinema sound was thus
doubly discontinuous. Contemporary standards re-
quired accompaniment for selected films only. In
many theaters, dance and marching band films could
counton some form of musical accompaniment, but
films lacking clear justification for music would usu-
ally do without. Similarly, sound effects might well
be introduced, but they would accompany only
Image events clearly productive of sound. Finally, in
many theaters music would serve as an alternative to
the films, providing an independent point of interest
precisely at the moment when the film reel was being
changed. One way or another, the sound component
of early film venues would usually be characterized
by its discontinuity. ‘
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