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Introduction

Framing the Feature: A Brief Presentation of the Topic

The breakthrough of the multi-reel feature film was a key catalyst for the
changes the American film industry and film culture underwent in the 1910s.
This is not a discovery by film scholars working a century or so after “the
fact,” but was duly noted by contemporary commentators:

That the photoplay art is now undergoing a sort of transition, is a fact
that is well understood by those who are giving it their professional
attention. There are many new elements that are entering the field
which are giving rise to an unusual amount of discussion. The re-
markably rapid growth of the feature film is one of the chief causes of
this agitation.1

Some of the terms, for example “photoplay,” may have lost currency for us,
while others, such as “transition,” remain critically significant. Either way, a
similar insight has much more recently brought forth calls for more refined
research agendas for studying the transformative power of the feature for-
mat: “Treating the early feature as a locus point for shifts throughout pro-
duction, distribution, exhibition, and reception, rather than simply as a pro-
duction trend that had certain effects outside production, has the potential to
transform our understanding of the period,” Michael Quinn argued in 2001.2

In spite of Quinn’s own as well as others’ contributions, the breakthrough
of the multi-reel feature film in the United States and the significance of this
process within the wider context of American cinema in the 1910s still lack a
more comprehensive analytical framing. Above all, our understanding of the
connection between the early feature and the changing conditions of exhibi-
tion and reception seems acutely limited. This dissertation is an attempt to
set the record somewhat straighter on both counts.

The study is devoted to the examination of two broad questions and a
supplementary case study: (A) How was the breakthrough of the feature
negotiated within the trade and by contemporary commentators? Such a dis-
cursive approach offers an opening for a multi-perspective framing of the
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chain of events as well as for extensive hypothesis construction that might
inspire further research topics. (B) How did the new format and its gradual
rise to dominance affect local film markets and film cultures? This question
will be addressed in the form of a case study of film exhibition and film
culture in Philadelphia, primarily with respect to the exhibition of multi-reel
feature films in 1914, although presented against a wider historical backdrop
of film in Philadelphia, reaching back to the first public screening of moving
pictures at Keith’s Bijou on Christmas Day 1895. The thrust of this part of
the dissertation aligns with a fairly recent turn to the local in film historical
studies. (C) To extend and deepen the investigation of the diverse local con-
ditions of feature film exhibition and reception, the dissertation leads up to a
case study of one specific film: The Spoilers (Selig Polyscope Co., 1914).
The aim here is to approach the historical reception of the film, primarily by
studying relevant intertexts and critical and promotional discourses. Shifting
attention to a particular case film will lay bare the anatomy of a successful
multi-reel feature film, but more importantly uncover how the protracted
interpretative event that this film set off was perforated by a range of dis-
courses that turn out to be vital not only for an understanding of the early
feature but of the transformation of cinema at this juncture.

The remainder of this introductory chapter will be devoted to a survey of
research on the early feature; a widening of the historical framework for
understanding the early feature and its contexts; and finally, the making ex-
plicit of the various methodological considerations that underpin the study.

The first part of the research survey links the breakthrough of the feature
to an array of film-historical transformations unfolding around the same
time. This is followed by an assessment of the scholarly work that has been
more or less explicitly directed toward the early feature. The widening of the
film-historical framework serves the double purpose of providing a further
context concerning the object of study while simultaneously generating a
few methodological stances of potential bearing on the rest of the disserta-
tion. This section of the introduction is also bipartite. I first address a selec-
tion of contested areas within early cinema scholarship and the possibility of
a piece-meal approach for the discussion of the early feature. The subsequent
part concerns the problems of periodization in general and of early cinema in
particular, and how these problems affect our scholarly framing of the
breakthrough of the multi-reel feature film. The final section of the intro-
duction is devoted to various methodological considerations, ranging from
very broad underpinnings to much more detailed accounts, for instance, re-
garding the uses of sources.
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The Early Multi-Reel Feature Film and the
Transformations of American Cinema in the 1910s

The Feature Craze; or, A Case of Feeturitis

The sudden and widespread popularity of multi-reel feature films was some-
times compared to the spreading of infectious diseases: “From what I hear in
various quarters the fell disease of ‘Feeturitis,’ found in the case of practi-
cally every Italian film maker, is assuming a virulent form and shows signs
of developing into a constitutional inability to make a film less than 4,000
feet in length.”3 According to the same witty commentator, features should
more properly be called “feet-ures,” as the key aspect of such films often
seemed to be to use as many feet of film stock as possible.4 When it came to
the new format’s impact on audiences, a different form of illness seemed
more applicable. An Edison representative commented upon the unprece-
dented success of Quo Vadis? (Cines, 1912; imported and distributed in the
U.S. by George Kleine Attractions/Kleine Optical Company in 1913) and
suggested that following this film, “the country went rapidly feature crazy.”5

The notion of a “feature craze” diagnosed audiences as being enthused by
the big multi-reel features to the verge of insanity.6 It also implied that al-
though large segments of audiences were afflicted by this madness, the
popularity of the feature film would be short-lived. By embracing the notion
of a “feature craze,” commentators literally identified the feature as a fad
that was gaining momentum only to soon face its own demise in some his-
torical dead-end alleyway. The sudden appearance as well as the novelty,
spectacle, and spread of the new format had caused awe and admiration at
first, but this initial shock-like response would quickly pass, commentators
opined.

In more recent film historiography, the “feature craze” metaphor has
taken on a different tonality. According to Ben Singer, there has been a ten-
dency to accentuate the “speed and decisiveness” of the transition from the
single-reel standard to feature film dominance and references to the “feature
craze” seem indicative of this tendency.7 In these cases, however, earlier
connotations of insanity have been dislodged, as has (needless to say) the
predictions of the feature’s rapid passing. On account of an eighty plus year
period of meaning slippage then, the phrase has gone from hinting at the
imminent death of the feature to suggesting its speedy and decisive historical
triumph. Obviously, the feature was not a passing fad, but neither was its
coming to dominance as swift and decisive as has sometimes been sug-
gested.8

The persistence of a latter-day triumphant version of the “feature craze”
trope is perhaps due to the obviousness with which the feature format has
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long occupied the position as central commodity as well as that of the domi-
nating format for film artistic expression. A similar obviousness of program
cinema based on the one-reel standard might correspondingly have been
what spurred people to dismiss the feature as a fad.

Program Cinema, the One-Reel Standard, and the Emergence of
Rivaling Formats

After years of struggle for market control, on the one hand involving the
ousting of Pathé as the leading film company in the United States and glob-
ally, and on the other hand a series of legal proceedings between American
firms over patents and copyrights, the formation of the Motion Picture Pat-
ents Company (MPPC, a.k.a. the Trust) had brought relative stability to the
industry.9 The enduring presence of independent firms guaranteed some
competition, but any serious threat to stability was contained by the emer-
gence of an oligopolistic market structure that located industrial control to
the General Film Company, formed for the purpose of distributing the output
of the production companies linked to the MPPC, and eventually Mutual and
Universal, the two independent counterparts to General Film that remained
after the series of splits and dissensions that had caused both the Motion
Picture Distributing and Sales Co. and the Film Supply Company of Amer-
ica to wither away.10 The “program companies,” as they were often referred
to, spearheaded a notion of “program cinema” that was built upon the one-
reel standard and the daily program change. The idea was to supply exhibi-
tors with a steady and reliable output of one-reel films (sometimes two films
were merged onto one reel, thereby forming a so-called split-reel),11 distrib-
uted in the form of a weekly program that accommodated for a daily change
of four to six reels. The great economical advantage for exhibitors as well as
film production companies was that the system ensured predictability. Eco-
nomic predictability was, however, hinged upon the handling of each reel of
film as a perfect substitute for the next. There were mechanisms of differen-
tiation in place, primarily connected to the brand name/trademark of the
production company, genre, and increasingly, to recognizable film stars, but
economically, program cinema treated reels of film as piece goods.12

Films longer than one reel had appeared sporadically almost as long as
cinema had existed—the standard film historiographical examples are pas-
sion plays and prizefight films13—but it was not until the early 1910s,
around 1912, that longer films started to become more frequent. Around the
same time as multi-reel films grew more common, the serial film reached
considerable popularity. This format was based on one- or two-reel episodes
released on a weekly basis, each episode constituting a part of an extended
narrative or being connected in some other way to the other episodes, if none
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other than by a leading character—usually a female lead, hence the notion of
the “serial queen.”14 Another format that deviated from the standard one-reel
narrative films was the newsreel.15

The success of the serial, although relatively brief, was partly due to its
qualities as a hybrid format that could nurture protracted narratives while at
the same time adhering to the distribution practices of program cinema.
Equally important were the innovative methods of marketing that were em-
ployed to promote the serial, especially the tie-ins to the newspaper press
that also served to strengthen the ties between the two media—in turn a sign
of cinema’s cultural maturity.16 The newsreel turned out to have better pros-
pects for long-term survival, since this format could be integrated into the
variety show typical of program cinema as well as into the “balanced pro-
gram” typical of early feature cinema, since the latter presented the longer
feature in conjunction with shorter films.17 In comparison, the multi-reel
feature format posed a potentially vaster challenge. Seemingly irreconcilable
with the cornerstones of the existing version of program cinema, the multi-
reel feature threatened to displace the one-reeler as the central commodity of
the film industry and thereby triggering a radical industrial reconfiguration.

At this point, the Trust, troubled from the start by internal conflict and be-
set from the outside by changing industrial conditions as well as the threat of
anti-trust legislation, was already under considerable pressure.18 Moreover,
the industry was engaged in the gradual relocation of film production to the
Los Angeles area, a movement that also involved the standardization of a
range of new business practices.19 Adding to this the transformative force
exerted by new formats—the feature in particular—it is easy to see in hind-
sight that the very notion of program cinema was imperiled. As we will find
in a later section, the negotiated responses surfacing in the midst of the mo-
ment of change, was however another matter.

Features and Film Style

Filmmaking practice was in no more a restful state than the industry in gen-
eral, regardless of whether we choose to frame the changes with regard to
style, narration and modes of representation as an intensified codification of
the classical Hollywood style, as the further development of a cinema of
narrative integration (with its roots in the “narrator system” peculiar to D.
W. Griffith) or as the sketching out of a transitional style that is to be judged
as a “finished type” in itself.20 Although the multi-reel feature may not have
been pivotal in these processes, the new format clearly affected filmmakers,
if not otherwise than by entailing new creative possibilities as well as a pres-
sure to master a new format. But filmmakers were not just passively reacting
to changes inflicted upon them, but actively influencing the course of events.
More specifically, although the increasing length of films put filmmakers
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under pressure to reinvent their practices, the escalating frequency and im-
portance of such films was at least partly brought on in the first place by
filmmakers’ push for increased narrative and stylistic options.

New Format, New Exhibition Contexts, New Audiences

On the level of exhibition, from about 1908 and onwards, the predominant
nickelodeon, neighborhood and storefront theaters were joined by larger and
more elaborately equipped venues, newly built or renovated.21 As a result of
filmic entertainment more frequently finding its way into legitimate theaters,
vaudeville theaters of varying classes as well as a range of other venues be-
yond the nickelodeon, the exhibition context diversified further.22 The early
feature has often been associated with the new and more upscale of these
exhibition contexts, but as I show in later sections, reality was more complex
than a simple correlation between the appearance of “picture palaces” and
the emergence of features entails.

On a more theoretical note, Miriam Hansen has argued that the narrative
integration, duration and complexity that the feature contained fostered a
new conception of the film spectator. The loud, local and essentially empiric
spectator of the earliest days was supplanted by ideas of a hypothetical ad-
dressee, a quiet and absorbed ideal spectator securely seated in an increas-
ingly de-realized theater space.23 Others have argued that the spectatorial
ideal of the transitional period never was, and never was meant to be univer-
sal. Moya Luckett highlights children’s spectatorship as an example of an
ideal that was deviant yet sanctioned. Deviant to the extent that children
were the beneficiaries of special matinees and were not expected to exercise
the same self-control as adults with regard to making noise, moving and
expressing emotion; sanctioned to the extent that children spectators were
seen as important markers of the medium’s respectability: “[T]heir presence
at the movies demonstrated that the medium was not only ‘safe’ and uplift-
ing but as pure as the children themselves.”24 Shelley Stamp has made simi-
lar observations regarding female spectatorship, arguably an equally con-
vincing case of a specially tailored spectatorial ideal. According to Stamp,
the transitional discourse on female patronage was fundamentally paradoxi-
cal, as women’s presence at the movie theater on the one hand was perceived
to contribute to the uplift of the film medium’s status, but on the other hand,
seen as placing these same women under a grave moral and sexual threat.25

Economic reasons also made it imperative to nurture female patronage, since
the “flâneuse” constituted a possible link between film culture and consumer
culture.26 Nonetheless, anxieties over women’s presence at the movie show,
and possibly in the public sphere in general, and over the vast number of
children patronizing the movies, were influential sources of inspiration for a
variety of regulatory initiatives. The most concrete manifestations of these
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initiatives were the emergence of boards of reviews and censorship bodies at
different levels.27

The efforts to target key audience groups by means of new strategies in
filmmaking, programming and marketing can be seen as being prompted
both by the desire to widen the audience base and the ambition to elevate the
status of the medium. Some have argued that both these objectives conflate
in a “wooing” of the middleclass. Others, most notably revisionist historians
of the late 1970s, claimed that a middle class audience made its presence felt
virtually from the beginning of cinema.28 Without picking sides in the highly
contested matter of early film audiences, we can acknowledge that the multi-
reel feature format was, if nothing else, widely perceived to have attracted a
new audience, one that supposedly would never have set foot in the store-
front Nickelodeon theater.

Features, Fans and Film Stars

The emergence of fan magazines has also been said to attest to the desire of
film producers to widen the audience base and to find new forms of market-
ing that would appeal to new audience groups.29 On the other hand, maga-
zines such as Motion Picture Story Magazine and Photoplay were manifes-
tations of a fan culture that should not single-handedly be seen as an elabo-
rated instantiation of marketing, but as at least partly originating from the
genuine interests, desires and needs of film fans.30 Early on, fan culture was
caused to undergo processes of gendering that resulted in the identification
of the typical film fan as a young woman.31

Soon outflanking previously prominent components such as “storyalized
films” and the more explicit fan participatory discourse on scenario writing,
fan culture was increasingly predicated on the figure of the film star.32 Cer-
tain actresses and actors had surfaced from anonymity as a combined result
of curious spectators and the recognition by film companies of the players’
marketing potentiality. Such “picture personalities” came to occupy a posi-
tion crucial to the structuring of the film experience for thousands and thou-
sands of film viewers, while simultaneously representing a uniquely power-
ful tool for product differentiation.33

The revealing of motion picture actors’ identities dated back at least to
1909, to intensify further in 1910 and 1911,34 but the increasing popularity of
multi-reel features brought new blood into fan culture in the form of theatri-
cal stars who had agreed to appear in feature films. The brouhaha caused by
some of these special feature performances was nonetheless accompanied by
doubts and questions: Could a speaking actor excel in the silent drama too?
What would the audience prefer, a theatrical star or a “genuine” movie star?
What really set the two art forms apart?
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***

After thus having linked the emergence of the multi-reel feature to an array
of concomitant processes of change, we now turn to the more conventional
part of the research survey. This gives further substantiation to the links be-
tween the feature and adjacent historical phenomena, but also offers an op-
portunity to problematize some of the research undertaken and to uncover
what might still be lacking.

A Survey of Research on the Breakthrough of the Multi-
Reel Feature Film

A current standard version of the history of the early feature is outlined in
Eileen Bowser’s volume on the history of American cinema from 1907 to
1915.35 Following a brief terminological background and problematization
of the word “feature,” Bowser moves on to revise earlier accounts that claim
that the conservatism of the Trust stood in the way of a breakthrough of the
feature, and rightly so, not least considering the further substantiation of-
fered by Michael Quinn, whose closer look at the MPPC shows that the
Trust’s main issue was not whether to put out features or not, but how to
handle the new type of product within the parameters of program cinema.36

Bowser’s alternative theory of inertia (it remains unclear in Bowser’s ac-
count exactly why we should expect a frictionless shift from the one-reel
standard to a feature-dominated industry) is instead predicated on the notion
that the long format gave rise to industrial control issues. More specifically,
Bowser frames the emergence of the multi-reel feature as entailing a shift of
control from exhibitors and film exchanges to the producers, an argument
that should perhaps be reviewed in relation to the preceding volume of the
History of the American Cinema series, in which Charles Musser’s convinc-
ing case for the exhibitor’s creative role during cinema’s first decade is one
of the focal points.37 It is most definitely the case that considerable numbers
of primarily exhibitors, but also film exchange managers, expressed their
resistance to anything deviating from the one-reel standard, but whether or
not it was on account of a perceived loss of control (as Bowser suggests) or
how many and influential these protestors actually were remains somewhat
unclear. I also find Bowser’s claim that the inertia and resistance of some
agents necessitated the handling of features outside of the regular industrial
system as questionable.38 More accurately, the handling of features outside
regular channels was in fact one of the things that potentially made the fea-
ture a feature (i.e. “special” in some manner, which was not necessarily di-
rectly tied to length). In other words, a different economic rationale of this
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commodity encouraged different handling (on the level of distribution as
well as exhibition), regardless of the resistance of some. Bowser seems to
make a similar misjudgment when making the claim that the increasing
length of programs at many movie theaters (from three to four reels to five to
eight reels) paved the way for an integration of the multi-reel feature film.
The problem here is, once again, that the early feature was not exclusively,
or even primarily, differentiated by length. Accordingly, in spite of the
seemingly simple operation to substitute a five-reeler for five of the one-
reelers in an eight-reel program, the different economic rationale previously
alluded to might still have caused great problems for exhibitors. Later re-
search has confirmed that many exhibitors, chiefly the ones operating
smaller houses found themselves in a tight spot as features grew more com-
mon.39 Bowser also provides a basic chronology of the early feature, dating
the origins to the Vitagraph experiments in a longer format (e.g. The Life of
Napoleon [1909] in two reels, Les Misérables [1909] in four reels and The
Life of Moses [1909] in five reels) and the European imports arriving shortly
hereafter.40 She also notes that longer films stimulated more frequent adap-
tations of books and plays, and a heightened interest in famous authors, the
contract for the film rights to Jack London’s novels offering a significant
case in point.41

Richard Abel’s account to some extent draws on Bowser, but offers a
more comprehensive analysis of how the influx of multi-reel feature films, at
first mainly stemming from European sources, disturbed the stability of the
closed market. However, as Abel also demonstrates, there was an alternative
current that regarded disturbances of the closed market as a prerequisite for a
development toward better films that would attract wider (and “better”)
audiences. Regarding the European influence, Lee Grieveson and Peter
Krämer have argued that the reason that European companies, in particular
Italian and Danish ones, pioneered the feature market was that filmmakers in
these countries were not limited by the extreme standardization of film
length prevailing in the United States, but also that it was much more com-
mon in the European context to label film “art.”42 While at least the first
claim seems accurate, Ben Brewster’s explanation is more convincing. Ac-
cording to Brewster, the oligopolistic structure of the American film industry
in effect excluded European companies from the American one-reel market,
which meant that a parallel and increasingly open feature market offered the
Europeans their seemingly only opportunity to compete.43 And as long as
such a parallel market did not exist, it is easy to see why foreign companies
might have been interested in creating one.

Expanding the horizon beyond the nickelodeon era, Abel also addresses
the Americanization of the feature market. He identifies Famous Players and
Warner’s Features as two early key players. The activities of Warner’s Fea-
tures in particular is taken to represent an initial stage in the Americanizing
of the feature market, however, with doubtful results, as the sensational
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melodramas this company tended to put out on the market had a difficult
time gaining cultural legitimacy.44

Famous Players’ strategy of producing and distributing multi-reel adapta-
tions of well-known theatrical plays featuring high-profile theatrical
stars—beginning with the co-financing/importing in 1912 of Queen Elisa-
beth (L’Histrionic Film, 1912, co-financed and imported by Famous Players
Film Company), featuring Sarah Bernhardt—proved more successful at this
point. Michael Quinn’s comparison of the respective approaches to the fea-
ture of the MPPC and Famous Players shows how the former attempted to
integrate the longer format within the established model of program cinema,
whereas Famous Players offered a “high-class alternative” to the standard
program. Recognizing the problems of simply substituting a longer feature
film for the standard variety program of one-reelers, the Trust launched an
“exclusive-service program” in October 1913, thereby allowing for added
differentiation of the feature films on the level of distribution. Quinn frames
this as a compromise between the standardization of program cinema and the
differentiation of feature cinema, but notes that General Film’s “exclusive-
service program” would only last about a year. In contrast to the MPPC’s
attempts to integrate features into program cinema, the Famous Players
model worked instead to stimulate the market to adapt, or rather reconfigure
itself, to fit the highly differentiated features that the company offered. This
reversed perspective was in turn predicated on a different conception of the
audience and of the possible modes of spectatorship. According to Quinn,
Famous Players’ refashioning of the film market was accomplished by a
systematization of the states’ rights distribution form and the creation of
links between distribution and production, of great future consequence for
the film industry: “These links eventually led to the creation of Paramount
and of vertical integration.”45 The major strength of Quinn’s comparison is
the manner in which it demonstrates the transformative character of the shift
from program cinema to feature cinema,46 and moreover how a redefining of
the early feature brings the areas of distribution and exhibition to the fore-
front of scholarly attention. Quinn’s own contribution covers several impor-
tant aspects of distribution, whereas our understanding of how exhibition
was affected remains much more sketchy and unsystematic.

A repeated complaint voiced by Quinn concerns the parochial under-
standing of the early feature as a production trend. Arguably, Quinn exag-
gerates slightly in order to more strongly justify his own project, but to the
extent that “production trend” includes questions of style, modes of repre-
sentation and genre, we may agree that comparatively much has been said.
Richard Abel’s work on French cinema investigates the French influence in
general, a part of which related to multi-reel feature film production. Very
roughly summarized, Abel analyzes the diverse modes of representation in
early French multi-reel features, ranging from the tableau style of historical
film to the more flexible and analytical style of contemporary melodrama.47



21

Linked to the codification of the classical Hollywood style, Kristin Thomp-
son has argued that while the feature did not constitute a decisive breaking
point in this process (a move toward “causal unity” was apparent long before
the emergence of the feature), the longer format was instrumental in the
“crystallization” of various classical stylistic devices.48 Similarly, Charlie
Keil suggests that up until 1913, the techniques that constitute the classical
style were seen as innovations to be tested and experimented with, whereas
the period that followed allowed for filmmakers to engage in “refining and
honing” these techniques.49 This seems to be equivalent to Thompson’s idea
that the feature presented improved opportunities for a variety of techniques
to be explored.50

One of Thompson’s co-authors, Janet Staiger, sets forth a different
framework, defining the feature primarily with reference to its marketability,
ascribing its success to a superior potential for differentiation.51 Staiger’s
linking of the feature to transformations within the field of marketing was
explored further in an article on the history and theory of film advertising.52

Staiger as well as Thompson highlights the increasingly common practice
of adaptation in relation to the feature. Staiger suggests that adaptation could
be offered as a motivation for the increased length of films, whereas Thomp-
son argues that adaptation was a solution to the problem of how to raise the
quality of films, in order to better compete with theater.53 Tino Balio offers a
slightly different explanation of this practice. According to Balio, the appeal
of adaptation lay in the fact that it widened the potential audience and allevi-
ated the economic risk often associated with the early feature.54

Staiger’s emphasis on the feature’s potential for differentiation led her to
the conclusion that the new and longer format presented an opportunity for
exhibitors to make more money. In theory a valid inference, and in practice
true for some exhibitors, but more recent research by Ben Singer indicates
that the small-time exhibitor might have been the biggest loser when the
feature assumed dominance. A principal cause was that many small picture
theaters catering to neighborhood audiences were pivoted on a mode of ex-
hibition that did not align with the economic rationale of the feature. Making
matters worse, to the extent that these small theaters could adjust to a new
mode, it remained a difficult and dicey challenge to compete with venues
that boasted greater seating capacity and more comfortable amenities.55

The second crucial point of Singer’s study is to question the swiftness
with which the multi-reel feature has been assumed to achieve dominance.
According to Singer, talk of a “feature craze” that has sometimes been un-
critically reproduced in later film historiographic accounts, placing an exces-
sive emphasis on the speed of the shift to feature cinema.56 This seems a
plausible and convincing hypothesis, but Richard Abel, although accepting
the essential gist of the argument that variety programs of single-reels were
not about to immediately disappear, nonetheless detects some problematical
aspects of Singer’s methods. The main critique is that Singer’s exclusive
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reliance on production data “skews his analysis” when applied to the level of
exhibition. Neglecting the impact of non-US feature films and overestimat-
ing the dominance of small movie theaters exacerbate this problem.57 Ac-
cordingly, Singer’s reel count gives an indication of how the feature devel-
oped as a production trend in the US, but to more accurately measure the
historical impact of the feature, we need a more thorough assessment of its
effect on the level of exhibition.

The discussions of how swiftly and decisively the multi-reel feature film
came into dominance can also be related to the issue of exactly when the
feature reached this position. Different suggestions have been set forth; Balio
claims that the feature was “norm” by 1915 whereas Staiger argues that the
feature had “prevailed” by 1916.58

Widening the Historical Framework

Scholarly Battlegrounds

The many aspects of historical change touched upon so far are far from be-
ing subject to consensual scholarly view. On the contrary, virtually all these
areas have been contested.59 This applies to details and to the overall ex-
planatory frameworks that have been applied. A conspicuous example is the
issue of modernity and early cinema, for a considerable time lodged into the
positions carved out in the debates over the so-called “modernity thesis.”60

The “thesis” was a means for one of the camps to summarize and label the
alleged perspective of the other camp and should more accurately be seen as
a rhetorical tool used in the debate rather than the subject of the debate. The
real issue was how to interrelate formal and stylistic aspects of film to wider
social and cultural contexts, in particular with respect to how stylistic
changes come about. Broadly speaking, David Bordwell’s “historical poetics
of cinema,” rooted in neo-formalism and a cognitivist stance typical of the
school spearheaded by Bordwell, was formulated in opposition to “cultural-
ist” scholars. The major oversight of the culturalists, according to Bordwell,
was not in itself the interest in possible cultural and social determinants, but
the failure to account for the most proximate and pertinent causal factors in
processes of film stylistic change—most importantly the problem-solving
activities of filmmakers and the creative constraints to this that is set up at an
institutional level in accordance to the specific economic and social organ-
izing of how films are made at a given time.61

Another contested area concerns the impact of various strategies to cul-
turally legitimize the film medium. It is beyond doubt that the discourse on
cinema in the 1910s, in particular as it was articulated in the trade press, was
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predicated on boosting cinema’s cultural prestige, perhaps most fundamen-
tally by the promotion of moving pictures as “art.” The extent to which this
project can be taken to explain changes of the modes of filmic representation
is more debatable. While some have identified the strive for cultural legiti-
macy and respectability with a wooing of the middle-class and have argued
that this can explain certain changes in film style, including a move toward
heightened verisimilitude and deepened narrative integration, others have
instead claimed that these changes were ushered in due to a need for narra-
tive efficiency and standardization that in turn were motivated by the goal of
profit maximizing.62

More recently, another framework for understanding film cultural change
has been set forth by Jan Olsson, according to which this process is driven
by the rational negotiating of film culture’s overall cultural position. This
framework is inspired by cultural studies in general and Raymond Williams
in particular, suggesting that early film culture can be culturally
mapped—internally and in relation to the overall culture—by using Wil-
liams’s categories of the “emergent,” the “residual,” and the “dominant.” It
is also suggested that these categories in fact guide the logic of the first three
volumes of the History of the American Cinema series.63

Issues of cultural repositioning and initiatives to increase cinema’s re-
spectability also cross paths in the debates over regulations and censorship.
Lee Grieveson’s influential account subsumes regulating efforts and censor-
ship under the banner of “policing,” a broader term that locates an “elite
anxiety” about mass culture and a consequential call for the exercise of
moral control at the heart of the various regulatory discourses that was di-
rected toward cinema.64 But regulatory enterprises were not exclusively, or
even primarily, spurred by conservative and fearful responses to a perceived
threat to moral and social order; they were equally the result of the goal-
driven and self-aware pursuit of progressive agendas. Accordingly, some
scholars frame the issue by aid of a different set of keywords: “activism,”
“campaigning,” “uplift,” and “reform” take precedence over “policing” in
such accounts.65

A less contested area concerns the “Americanizing” of the movies. It was
readily accepted that domestic market domination was a prerequisite for
global hegemony. This notion provides logic to an emplotment that links the
ousting of Pathé and intensified Americanizing of film culture on various
fronts to the exporting of entertainment over the world that followed.66 The
limits of the explanatory force of Americanizing, i.e. the extent to which it
may help explain changes in a range of other areas (genre, modes of repre-
sentation, exhibition, and so on), remains to be scrutinized.

The continuing generating of new and competing frameworks for under-
standing film industrial and cultural change in American cinema in the 1910s
is a sign that real conflict and controversy exists. On the other hand, it is also
indicative of a need for multiple explanations of multifaceted historical



24

change. Although all frameworks in their entirety cannot be “true” at the
same time, perhaps all offer some explanatory adequacy in relation to some
“generative mechanism” in film history.67 More useful to our purposes here,
parts of each of the frameworks mentioned seem to cross paths at the “locus
point” that is the object of study: the breakthrough of the multi-reel feature
film. For instance, while analytical concepts such as standardization, effi-
ciency and profit maximizing are valuable in understanding the economical-
industrial impact of the multi-reel feature, theories of rational negotiation
might prove useful in relation to the discursive construction of the feature as
a cultural object. In this respect, it might not be completely off the mark to
label this dissertation “piecemeal,” or describe it as relying on a set of
“piecemeal” approaches.68

Deconstructing Periodization: Problematizing the “Transitional”
in “Transitional Cinema”

The notion of a “transitional period” emanates from Bordwell, Staiger and
Thompson’s The Classical Hollywood Cinema. The major break made by
these scholars distinguishes a classical paradigm from a pre-
classical/primitive one, although 1909–1917 is recurrently identified as a
“transitional period.”69 A book inspired by Bordwell et al. suggested a
slightly different time frame, according to which the “transitional period”
lasted between 1907 and 1913.70 Although not intended as a vehicle for peri-
odization, the enormous impact of the notion of a “cinema of attractions”
and the claim that the mode of representation it designated was dominant up
until 1906–07, led to the still prevalent custom of letting the term denomi-
nate the period preceding “transitional” cinema.71 This completed the perio-
dization of early cinema that most of us have grown accustomed to.

Richard Abel points out how and why we divide cinema history into peri-
ods depends on the “conceptual framework in which we choose to work,”
and that the framework that governed the above periodization focused on
stylistic practices in relation to modes of production.72 Convincingly he goes
on to demonstrate how other conceptual frameworks have resulted in com-
pletely different periodizations, thereby unveiling how easily matters of pe-
riodization can become complicated. Charlie Keil and Shelley Stamp register
the same complication in direct relation to the problematic notion of a “tran-
sitional period.” Due to differing emphases and interests, “not all scholars
delineate this era in the same terms,” Keil and Stamp observe.73

A controversy more directly related to the “transitional period” concerns
the very name used to designate the period. Ben Brewster argues that “the
designation ‘transitional period’ is an oxymoron simply draining the years it
covers of any particular characteristics.”74 In light of the rest of Brewster’s
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article, this claim should be interpreted as a critical comment on the stylis-
tic/production mode framework that gave rise to the term, and working in
favor of the alternative periodization that Brewster himself outlines.75 Keil
and Stamp also vent a certain discontent with the “transitional” in the “tran-
sitional period,” stating that the term implies a smooth transition from one
stable state to another. This reduces the “transitional period” to being de-
fined merely by reference to its end product: the classical period.76

The problem is that to constitute a period at all, it must be temporally de-
lineated, i.e. there must be a beginning and an end, which means that the
period by necessity is determined by what came before and after. This is if
nothing else a psychological given. As one scholar of language and cogni-
tion puts it: we can imagine a horse’s body with a man’s trunk but not a man
and a horse standing next to each other with neither on the left.77 This sheds
some new light on the various critiques of the currently dominant periodiza-
tion (i.e. the attractions/transitional/classical scheme), but also deepens the
general problems associated with the act of periodization to an almost unten-
able point. As to the current periodization, we can take issue with the func-
tion that the periodization has fulfilled in assigning to each specific period a
paradigmatic status. Recognizing that the current periodization is the result
of the post-Brighton legacy to salvage early cinema from its previous desig-
nation as a primitive forerunner to later highpoints in a teleological film
historical trajectory, we might argue that salvation came at a cost, viz. an
alarming neglect of important continuities between the various periods.78

Charles Musser was probably not guided by such discontent, but his framing
of early cinema in terms of a continuous “screen practice” nonetheless offers
an interesting alternative view to the period as discrete paradigm view.79

From another perspective, and quite conversely, we might instead assert that
the link between periods is too tight, or at any rate of that the links are of the
wrong kind. This is the strategy we uncovered among opponents to the des-
ignation of the era as “transitional.” In this case, to resort to our previous
metaphor again, we could say that the salvaging of cinema’s first decade left
the following ten years or so hanging out to dry.

A possible solution is to present an alternative interpretation of “transi-
tional” in “transitional period,” one that states that the term does not refer to
a specific transition but should be taken to signal a general character of flux
that is typical of the period. This is why Keil and Stamp talk so emphatically
of the “volatility” and “heterogeneity” of the period and its “propensity for
change,” and try to loosen the meaning of “period” to, in this case, be
equivalent of “so many notable changes occurring in rough synchronicity.”80

Correspondingly, Jan Olsson has more recently suggested that “transitional
cinema” as an overarching designation of a period is “marked by the very
name by instability and fluidity,” and that it has come to function as a key
scholarly term to analyze a “complex web of transformations and negotia-
tions” taking place at the time.81 However, to appropriate Ben Brewster’s
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phrase for a different argument than his: “Periodization is a dubious enter-
prise; everything is always changing into something else.”82 And it is par-
ticularly dubious if the trademark of the suggested period is said to
be—change. Could it be that it is the alternative interpretation of “transi-
tional” that leaves the period with a name bereft of meaning, rather than the
old stylistic/production mode rendition, which at least assigned to the period
certain functions within a teleological trajectory?

Doubts about the “transitional” in “transitional period,” and the possible
solution of interpreting the name as indicating a general character of flux,
seems governed by what I would like to call a hinterland assumption that
stipulates that the period in question should be perceived of as a site of con-
tingencies rather than as an element of a larger and essentially linear flow of
historical events. This characterization is attractive, and probably a reason
for many of us to direct our attention to the period in the first place, but
sadly, it seems more poetically convincing than adequate. Most crucially, the
conception of a period as a temporally discrete entity is at worst utterly mis-
leading, and at best an effect of mere convention and convenience given that
all social reality is a dynamic process and not a fixed state. Moreover, even
if we were to sever the temporal ties to that which surrounds a period (any
given period that is), its internal logic of change would nonetheless be found
to be multifaceted (although some processes of change might of course be
more dominant than others at specific times), making it difficult to explain
why one specific period should be singled out with reference to change in
itself and why we should presuppose that stability reigned before and after.
Both axioms involved here, i.e. that reality is always changing and that
change is always multifaceted, implicates that the hinterland assumption
may be a modality of our thinking about the past, possibly an accurate as-
sumption about past reality in general, but not an attribute of one specific
film historical period. Accordingly, we are justified to think about film his-
tory as a site of contingencies where everything is seemingly possible, but
not to use this imagined or real quality as a line of demarcation between
periods.

The course of action truly consistent with the above would be to abandon
not only the hopes of “arriving at an accurate periodization,”83 but the idea of
periodization altogether. Ben Brewster reaches another conclusion, viz. that
the value of periodization is that it indicates “what in the mass of data can be
aggregated together, what averages and what comparisons are revealing and
what misleading.”84 Fair enough, but the crucial problems of periodization
remain. First of all, we would still generate different and competing periodi-
zations depending on the conceptual framework. Brewster’s own attempt to
reconcile stylistic and institutional periodizations within a third one based on
modes of exhibition is a case in point. Secondly, what periodization as ag-
gregation of averages and comparisons tells us about a given event, process
or field may be severely limited. With regard to the multi-reel feature, it is of
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course important to identify at least roughly the points when features were or
were not more common than one-reelers, but we learn little about the wider
industrial and cultural impact of the format from this. Thirdly, only rarely
and only in limited areas is there any “mass of data” to aggregate general
conclusions at all. Once again with regard to the feature, the aggregation of
production data can disclose certain insights into the feature perceived of as
a production trend, but since there are no comparable mass of data to aggre-
gate from the level of exhibition and reception, the factual impact of features
remains unclear. Hence the poignancy of Richard Abel’s remark that Ben
Singer’s analysis of the shift to feature cinema is accurate but nonetheless
skewed.85

I have implied that the consistent action would be to abandon the project
of periodization altogether and thereby the attempts to delineate the “transi-
tional period.” As a result, the relation between a shift to multi-reel feature
films and the processes of change that it is connected to should be slightly
re-framed. This does not mean that I would refute the assertion that this shift
was one “of the period’s prominent changes,”86 only that such phrases all too
neatly slide the feature in alongside a row of parallel lines of change that are
held to make up a period. Admitted, I am setting up something of a straw
man here, since it is normally recognized that the “transitional” lines of
change are not strictly parallel but converge at least on occasion. Still, the
limitations of periodization on an object of study such as the early feature
reminds me of the old joke according to which the local tells the tourist
seeking directions that “you can’t get there from here.”87 It is in the nature of
space that all its locations are connected, which is why the joke is funny, and
why a spatial metaphor such as Quinn’s “locus point” offers a potentially
much more productive conceptualization of the object of study than its in-
sertion into a periodic scheme. This does in no way rip the object from its
temporality; on the contrary, it liberates it from the imaginary state of rest
that the notion of “period” threatens to put it in.

Methodological Considerations and Qualifications

From “History-Making” to Case-Based and Discourse Oriented

Two broad underpinnings for the methodological orientation of this study
should be made explicit. Both are derived from a general theory of historical
change as “history-making” and “social becoming,” which in turn is based
on a radical dynamic perspective of social reality as being in perpetual
movement.88 The first identifies the event (understood as processual mo-
ment) as a fundamental unit of social reality, and that historical processes are
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made up of historical events. The second identifies a broad sense of what we
might refer to as consciousness as an inescapable context (alongside with
nature) of social reality conceived of as a processual field between human
agency and social structure.89 Some further qualifications are required. First
of all, “event” here should not be taken to represent an element of narrative
emplotment à la Hayden White but as a basic and empirical unit of social
reality, more precisely a processual moment where action and structure
meet.90 Secondly, by consciousness I refer to a cumulative mass of ideas and
beliefs that is available to human beings, as individuals and as a collective,
and the expression of which is discursively traceable in various forms of
spoken and written communication. The practical consequence of these
stances is a study that is essentially case-based and discourse oriented.

Aphorisms, One-Liners, Catchphrases and Frames: Approaches
to Studying the Discussions on the Early Multi-Reel Feature
Film

A reliance on a range of discourses to generate historical arguments perme-
ates the dissertation. Whenever the term “discourse” appears in the text, it
should be taken to represent its lexical meaning (“verbal interchange of
ideas,” “written or spoken communication or debate,” “extended verbal ex-
pression in speech or writing,” or the like).91 Wholly avoiding any Fou-
cauldian charge would have called for the unmitigated omission of the word,
but in many cases it is difficult to find an apt substitute.92 Fortunately, this is
of lesser methodological consequence than it might seem, since painstaking
considerations of exactly which word to use to describe the textual sources
relied upon often appears to be more about either pledging allegiance or
signaling novelty, i.e. about scholarly branding and re-branding. Although
such processes may reveal fascinating aspects of film historical study as a
psychosociological activity, they have limited bearing on the practical sides
of it.

Nevertheless, different words have different heuristic power. In trying to
move away from the charged and dull “discourse” to more playful candi-
dates, the textual source as aphorism has offered one inspiring pathway. It
should immediately be made clear that I do not wish to claim that the film
historical sources used are essentially aphoristic with respect to their stylis-
tics or to the forms of knowledge they contain. Little of the language that
one encounters in the trade press, fan magazines, letters and legal documents
is primarily non-narrative, dense, succinct, contracted, regulated by acuity,
predicted upon interruption, concise and complete in itself, possessing uni-
versal extension and aiming at transhistorical significance by effacing the
conditions of its emergence—to name a few of the formal qualities that pop
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up in literature on aphorism.93 Similarly, although some rhetorical devices
employed in aphoristic language, such as paradox, antithesis, inversion,
metaphor and comparison might very well be detected in discussions on the
early feature film, the effects sought after are most likely other than those
strived at by aphorisms (e.g. exaggeration, excess, recess, surprise, puzzle-
ment, etc).94 Neither have I aspired to let my historiographical representation
of these discussions take on an aphoristic form. Instead, an “aphoristic ap-
proach” conveys heuristic signals, loosely defined rules of thumb, regarding
how to work with a wide body of film historical non-filmic sources.

These rules and signals may be drawn from the common ideas of what an
aphorism is and does, including (a) the notion that it represents the purest
form of an interesting idea; (b) that it is based on a logic of discovery and
hypotheses construction; (c) that aphorisms should be culled and connected
in a manner that propels thinking on a topic onward, or stimulates reorienta-
tions of thinking on a topic; and (d) that such associative connecting and
collecting floodlights the topic from multiple perspectives. Then again, there
is a generality to these heuristics that indicate that they are not restricted to
apply to the source as aphorism—“one-liner,” “catchphrase,” “slogan,” or
the like, seem to be equally productive conceptualizations to arrive at a
similar approach.

More important perhaps is to establish what the approach is supposed to
accomplish. To outline this on a general level, I suggest bringing into play
another metaphor, that of the frame. Frames and framing can be thought of
either as primarily visual metaphors, but also as linguistic ones. In both
cases, framing should be seen as that which allows us to make sense of a
particular event or group of events. In the linguistically influenced reading,
framing may also (highly tentatively I might add) be seen as an empirical
solution to the problem of context, i.e. as a way to say something more about
context than that it matters. Certainly, we have all learned that it does, but
usually, “context” is nonetheless left either as a residual, unexplained uni-
versal or an element of infinite regress (“everything and anything is the
context of everything and anything else”). However, if context is that which
defines the meaning of utterances, if frames are statements that are used to
“place” utterances, and if contexts are assemblies of frames, then framing the
topic (i.e. collecting and arranging utterances) would be identical to identi-
fying relevant contexts.95

It should be clear that the framing of an event, process, or topic in the
above sense involves the assemblage of multiple frames, not necessarily
unified or coherent. To highlight a certain film historical approach’s ten-
dency to mix and multiply has been popular among film and media scholars
in recent times, although theorized in different manners. Thomas Elsaesser
has drafted a media archeological notion of “parallax historiography” (origi-
nally coined by Catherine Russell).96 Nanna Verhoeff outlines an idea of a
“kaleidoscopic approach” applied to the “constellations of intersections” that
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she claims her object of study—the west in early cinema—constitutes.97

Allison Griffiths promotes what she refers to as “multiperspectivism.”98 Jan
Olsson refers to his object of study as “constellations of discourses.”99 And
so on. “Constellations” in turn seems to have been picked up from Walter
Benjamin, who uses the term to characterize history as the image that ap-
pears when past and present meet, as an image “wherein what has been
comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation.”100 Equally
poetic: “The true image of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an
image that flashes up at the moment of its recognizability, and is never seen
again.”101 The anti-systemic/anti-organic view of social reality that I sub-
scribe to seems to sympathize with Benjamin’s dissolving of the line be-
tween past and present, although I do not believe the kind of historical
meeting that he alludes to always transpires so haphazardly. At any rate, my
approach is sympathetic to all of the above to the extent that diversity is pre-
ferred over uniformity.

On the other hand, it might be argued that the aphorism is closed, that it
pushes outside anything beyond its own internal logic.102 Operationally, I do
not find this to be a liability of the approach, according to which the apho-
rism, in this respect more resembling a fragment, calls for attention from an
imaginary totality. That the aphorism relates to a totality does not mean,
however, that it does not exclude, or that totality can be fully grasped.
Framing cannot be exhaustive and aphorisms are not like monads, each one
carrying inside itself the image of the totality it belongs to. It is simply an
inescapable epistemological and historiographic constraint that each spot-
light will leave something else in the dark.

To a considerable degree, my framing of the breakthrough of the multi-
reel feature is derived from trade press discourse, most prominently Moving
Picture World, Motography and Motion Picture News.103 A downside to this
is that the findings are predictable in some cases, as some of these sources
have been used before; Bowser, for instance, draws almost exclusively upon
Moving Picture World. Hopefully though, the potential of my approach to
transgress established categories will alleviate tendencies to predictability.
Another problem concerns the frequently biased character of the trade pa-
pers.104 This should be offset rather unproblematically by awareness of this
dubious character and a firmly critical outlook when the trades are relied on.
In spite of these and other problems with the trade press taken as source, we
must also recognize that it is no coincidence that film historians have often
relied upon them anyway. These papers often represent the thickest slices of
the discourse, and a framing of the feature without considering the trades
would become severely impoverished. This does, of course, not mean that
trade papers are the only sources used. A wide range of source material is
taken into account, including fan magazines, certain film companies’ in-
house publications, marketing material and correspondence, and, most cru-
cially, records from the hearings concerning the USA v. MPPC case.



31

The Local Turn

The case study of film culture in Philadelphia that makes up the second part
of the dissertation shifts attention to the localized responses to the break-
through of the feature. Initially, the intention was to restrict the scope of the
case study to feature film exhibition in 1914, but this time-frame was un-
tenably narrow. Not only did it work against the overall thrust of the project,
I also found that a wider assessment of film cultural events and processes
were necessary to be able to position the early feature in the local film cul-
tural nexus. Accordingly, the chapter devoted to the exhibition of feature
film in Philadelphia in 1914 is preceded by an introductory triptych, encom-
passing a brief section on the city itself (its population, industrial character-
istics, and so on), a selective account of film culture in Philadelphia up until
1914 and, finally, a cluster of local film cultural cases unfolding in 1914.

The resorting to a local film history aligns with something of a local turn
in recent film historical studies, evident by the publication of an assortment
of studies in local film history, as well as institutionalizing initiatives such as
the Homer project.105 After a period of intense focus primarily on the two
leading American metropolises of New York and Chicago, the field has di-
versified.106 Robert Allen has directed film scholarly attention to the South,
Richard Abel has begun to uncover the Midwest, while Jan Olsson has
pushed the westward frontier to Los Angeles.107 Two other recent additions
are Michael Aronson’s book-length study of Pittsburgh and Paul S. Moore’s
examination, based on the case of Toronto, of how cinema became a mass
practice at the interface between local showmanship, regulation, and promo-
tion.108 The collection of historical case studies of local moviegoing gathered
in a reader edited by Kathryn Fuller-Seeley also attests to the recent activity
in the field.109 The same can be said about the volumes edited by Richard
Maltby and Melvin Stokes on early audiences and moviegoing, the latest of
which was co-edited with Robert Allen and published in 2007.110 Fuller’s
monographic study of early fan culture and small-time audiences from a few
years earlier also helped widen the scope of the field beyond the large me-
tropolises and in the direction of rural areas and small-town USA.111 Gregory
Waller’s study of movies and other commercial entertainment in Lexington,
Kentucky, as well as a “sourcebook in the history of film exhibition” edited
by Waller made influential contributions.112 The key achievement of these
and other ventures into histories of local film exhibition and film culture, and
what essentially motivates my own turn to the local, has been to demonstrate
how the local level harbors an incomparable potential for a deeper, more
nuanced and sometimes wholly redefined film historical understanding.

For a long time, audience composition occupied the top spot of the
agenda, which was most notoriously manifested in the controversies over
Manhattan nickelodeon audiences that ignited in 1995 with the appearance
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in Cinema Journal of an article by Ben Singer, in which he questioned and
revised data on Manhattan audiences that Robert Allen and Russell Merritt
had set forth a decade and a half earlier.113 Among the series of histori-
ographic, methodological and other issues that the debate brought to the fore,
one question has revolved around which places, cities or regions are appro-
priate objects of local film historical study. Robert Allen’s work on the
South is a call for the relocation of film historical studies, away from what
he perceives as a “Gothamcentric” hang-up on metropolitan conditions,
while Richard Abel has advocated further study of “medium- and small-
sized cities throughout the country’s northern corridor.”114 On a more theo-
retical level, Allen’s intervention resonates against the conflict between what
he and others have labeled “grand theory,” in particular its psychoanalyti-
cally charged model of spectatorship, and the types of cultural and social
film history that attempts to grasp the empirical, material and physical con-
ditions under which viewers experience film.115

The last-mentioned issue points to real and critical differences among ap-
proaches (to cinema studies in general one might argue), whereas other con-
troversies which have played out within the field of local film history seem a
little less substantial. Not to brush aside a potentially stimulating conflict,
but in the long run, I understand the ongoing explorations of the local to be a
cumulative and collective enterprise that shares a few basic assumptions
about the relevance and productive potential of local film history. Also, I
believe that some of the controversy has been stirred up due to an obsession
with the “representative” as the only crucial link between the micro and
macro levels, and the accompanying inability to theorize other possible links
between various historical levels. How to make sense of the connection be-
tween the micro level of the local and the mezzo and macro levels is perhaps
the fundamental theoretical and methodological conundrum of local film
history. The dilemma arises from the difficulty to link local patterns to na-
tional and global trends in a productive way without too strongly subordi-
nating the local empirical findings to grand and preconceived narratives and
explanatory schemes—or, differently put, without placing our empirical
findings under what Jane Gaines once termed “plot pressure.”116 From the
reverse end of the same dilemma, it is equally important that the evasion of
“plot pressure” does not lead to scholarly myopia, or, as Charles Musser
feared in the mid-1980s apropos the “chaser theory” debates, to a “disarray
of revisionist micro-histories” resulting from the pendulum swinging too far
away from a panoramic perspective on film history.117 I offer no theoreti-
cally coherent solution to the micro-macro problem, but would suggest that
keeping an open mind both to pieces that fit and to those that deviate, to
findings that corroborate prevalent ideas and trends as well as to those that
lead to dead-ends, offers the best available stance. This is done in full
awareness that there will never exist an archive that could offer the kind of
media archeological zero-point that would fully cater to such a stance.
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The Newspaper Press as a Film Historical Source
The dissertation’s shift from a wider framing of the early feature to a local
case study is mirrored by a discursive shift from the nationally circulated
trade papers and fan magazines (among other sources) to local newspapers
as the primary source. It was a long-standing argument of Jan Olsson and
Richard Abel that local newspapers offered a largely untapped source for
scholarly investigation of early cinema. As Abel argued in an article on
Gertrude Price’s syndicated movie column, newspaper discourse from the
1910s “enhance our understanding of a range of cinema conditions and
practices at the time.”118 More recently, these methodological invocations
culminated in the publication of Jan Olsson’s Los Angeles study, which also
offers an authoritative survey of the various historical conflations of film
culture and journalism.119 A major reason to align with the main thrust of
this project—aside from the recognition of how the newspaper press repre-
sents, in Olsson’s words, the “neural flow” of the city—is to be found in the
often different tone of this particular source.120 For instance, compared to the
obsessive punditry of the trade papers, the buzz of the newspaper discourse
opens up new and different perspectives on film culture.

Paul S. Moore is another scholar who has provided a basic rationale for
the reliance on newspapers as the gateway into local film culture that seems
applicable for the study of cinema in a city like Philadelphia. Much of the
allure of Moore’s account lies in the suggestion that the newspaper is not
only an important document of the institutionalization of cinema but also an
agent in the processes of urbanization. Drawing on Gunther Barth’s City
People and the urban sociologists of the Chicago School, Moore argues that
newspapers functioned as a “menu of urban possibility,” offering their read-
ers a legible and manageable version of urban life. A key example with re-
gard to this is the ways in which “the entertainment section orders the prac-
tice of going out.”121 While making a convincing case for the great value of
newspapers as film historical and sociological documents, it should also be
clarified that Moore raises a warning flag before his own model: although
the press offers a map or menu of urban life, this is as partial and charged a
map or menu as any.122 Or, as Jan Olsson argues, the newspaper may be a
menu of urban life, but it is an “eclectic menu incorporating multiple cuisi-
nes.”123

Using the Philadelphia Newspaper Press
In the case study at hand, one particular newspaper is an all-dominating
source: the Philadelphia Inquirer (henceforth Inquirer). The main reason for
this is a superior access to this paper thanks to its full inclusion in the Pro-
Quest Historical Newspapers database. Of course, if it were not the case that
this paper offered a substantial coverage of film culture, and as comprehen-
sive an advertising section for amusements as any other Philadelphia paper,
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good availability would have amounted to nothing. With regard to circula-
tion, around 1914, the Inquirer was second only to the Philadelphia Evening
Bulletin (henceforth Bulletin), making it the largest morning paper in the
city. While the extensive background that leads up to the analysis of the film
cultural situation in 1914 is drawn almost exclusively on the Inquirer, the
chapters that center specifically on 1914 also trace the discourse on film in
the Inquirer’s three major competitors: the Bulletin, the Philadelphia Record
(henceforth Record) and the North American. The circulation of these papers
(the four largest in the city) was reported to be as follows in 1914: the Bulle-
tin—325,198; the Inquirer—191,956 on weekdays and 280,942 on Sundays;
the North American—182,632 on weekdays and 153,205 on Sundays; and
the Record—179,035 on weekdays and 144,237 on Sundays.124 These fig-
ures can be put into the perspective of Philadelphia’s total population around
this time: 1,549,008 according to the 1910 census and an estimated
1,657,810 for 1914 according to Ayer & Son’s American Newspaper Annual
Vol. 1915.125 Politically, the newspapers singled out here represent the three
major political movements/parties of the time. While the Bulletin declared
itself to be independent republican and the Inquirer just flat-out republican,
the North American supported the progressive party in 1914 while the Re-
cord defined itself as independent democratic.126 In the 1912 multi-candidate
presidential race, Philadelphian voters favored republican incumbent Wil-
liam H. Taft slightly over progressive party candidate Theodore Roosevelt,
who had left the republicans after the razzmatazz of the republican party
convention earlier that year, although the latter in the end carried the state of
Pennsylvania and the democratic candidate Woodrow Wilson won the presi-
dency (in an electoral landslide but with only 42% of the popular vote).127 In
general, Philadelphia had a reputation of long having been under the com-
plete, utter and democratically crippling control of the statewide Republican
machine.128 Although the machine was challenged from time to time, some-
times successfully—a significant case in point was the election for Philadel-
phia Mayor of reform candidate Rudolph Blankenburg in
1911—Philadelphia was by and large a republican stronghold. Accordingly,
the favoring of Taft, as well as the fact that the two largest newspapers were
of Republican affiliation is not surprising.

Around this point in the mid-1910s, there were also a range of non-
English language newspapers, e.g. Gazette, Tageblatt and Demokrat (Ger-
man), Voce del Popolo, Mattino and Opinione (Italian) and Jewish Morning
Journal and Jewish World (Yiddish), all of which potentially might have
provided important evidence with regards to aspects of film culture and the
ethnic composition of audiences in Philadelphia. Unfortunately, covering the
time period in question, none of these papers are available at the Free Li-
brary of Philadelphia and I have not located them elsewhere. Lacking lan-
guage skills would at any rate have rendered a productive reading difficult.
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Why Philadelphia?
I have so far refrained from addressing the obvious question: Why Philadel-
phia? It is tempting to retort with another question: Why not? More politely
stated, and as I have already touched upon, I conceive the ongoing studies in
local film history as a cumulative and collective project, and as such, a lot
remains to be done. In addition, we have no apparent reason to expect that
the situation in say Des Moines, Iowa or Cleveland, Wisconsin would be the
same as in, say, Portland, Oregon or Springfield, Massachusetts. The same
goes for New York and Chicago in relation to Philadelphia; we cannot as-
sume that the conditions for film exhibition are the same in the third most
populous city in 1914 as in the most or second most populous city at this
time. This is especially pertinent in the case of Philadelphia, since the rela-
tive proximity to New York City seemed to have been an influential factor in
itself. More specifically, a film cultural lag that is surprisingly long for a city
of Philadelphia’s magnitude is evident. A plausible hypothesis is that Phila-
delphia became a second-run city at least partly because crucial segments of
the audience already were in the habit of traveling regularly to New York
and Atlantic City (still something of a theatrical center at this point, at least
during summer) for business as well as for pleasure. Even aside from such
peculiarities to the Philadelphia case, my simple point is that what is needed
is not less but more research into the local contexts of film exhibition.

The Case of The Spoilers

The final part of the dissertation is devoted to a case study of Selig’s 1914
film version of Rex Beach’s novel, The Spoilers. Instead of delving deep
into the film cultural fabric of one particular place, we look at how one par-
ticular feature film was exhibited and received in different parts of the
United States, in order to better grasp the shifting local conditions of exhibi-
tion and reception at the point of the breakthrough of the multi-reel feature
film. This will further deepen our sense of the diversity of the multifaceted
character of film historical change and give further indications of how lo-
calized responses to the transformative processes triggered by the early fea-
ture related to national trends.

The Spoilers was one of the smash hits of 1914, which means that this
study will also be an inquiry into the anatomy of a successful feature, and
whether the success of one film may be linked to the gradual dominance of
the format as such. I also make a tentative case for The Spoilers as a kind of
missing link between Quo Vadis? and The Birth of a Nation (D. W. Griffith
Corp./Epoch Producing Corp., 1915), i.e. as a stepping-stone in the Ameri-
canizing of the feature field.
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The empirical entry point to the case study has been the collection of ma-
terial relating to The Spoilers found among the William Selig Papers at the
Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in
Beverly Hills. Various parts of the Charles G. Clarke Collection, held at the
same research library, have also provided useful information about the film
and the Selig Polyscope Company. Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida,
which Beach attended before moving to Chicago to study law, hosts a Rex
Beach archive, but these holdings only include limited sources related to the
1914 film version and Beach’s involvement in the film industry.129

For the descriptions of story, narration and style in the film, sections in-
tended for readers who have not had the opportunity to view the film for
themselves, I have basically relied on the text-book notion of film as a for-
mal system, as outlined by David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson.130 This is
not because it necessarily represents the most alluring approach to stylistic
and narrative analysis, but it does generate a readily comprehended descrip-
tion of the film based on a vocabulary familiar to virtually all film scholars
and students.

The lion’s share of the study is hinged upon the examination of newspa-
per press coverage of The Spoilers in twelve cities of various size and char-
acter around the United States: Boise, Idaho, Boston, Massachusetts, Char-
lotte, South Carolina, Columbus, Georgia, Duluth, Minnesota, Kansas City,
Missouri, Los Angeles, California, Olympia, Washington, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, Salt Lake City, Utah, San Antonio, Texas, and San Jose, Cali-
fornia. The inclusion of these particular places is the result of a combination
of factors, including the ambition to achieve diversity as to size and charac-
ter as well as a geographically wide distribution, the availability of specific
newspapers and some random factors.

I also discuss the publication of the novel in 1905, the launching of a
stage version the following year, Beach’s venture into the film business and
certain relevant aspects of Beach’s biographical legend. If these sections take
the film’s intertexts into account, the formal analysis sketches the film’s
modes of address and the survey of newspaper coverage around the country
examines the critical and advertising discourses, these efforts combined will
hopefully at least initiate a reconstruction of the interpretative event that we
may call the historical reception of The Spoilers. In this reconstructive proc-
ess, we also pay heed to a core idea that underpins reception studies, viz. that
the diverse meanings of the film viewing experience are best accounted for
by factors outside and beyond the cinematic “text” itself.131

1914—the Year of the Feature?

The various case studies carried out in this dissertation are all shaped by the
assumption that 1914 was a crucial year with respect to the breakthrough of
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the feature. This does not mean that the intention has been to set forth a sort
of “synchronic” snapshot of that particular year; in many ways, the distinc-
tion between “synchronic” and “diachronic” seems absurd. However, it
seems probable that a deep zooming in of a particular moment rather than
primarily trying to position particular moments and events within a longer-
spanning temporal flow offers prospects for better grasping the character of
change as it unravels. While 1914 has been the operational key year, a wider
time-frame has been taken into account, although perhaps not on empirical
par with the study of the various 1914 events and processes.

A Terminological Question

In latter-day vernacular, the term “feature” has come to signify a feature-
length film, usually a film of four reels or more. This is, for example, the
definition that the editors of the American Film Institute’s feature film cata-
log for 1911 to 1920 settled for:

[A]lthough The Life of Moses, released in five parts in December 1909
and January 1910 is undisputed as the first American feature-length
film, there were no other films of four reels or more made in the
United States until 1912. Thus, according to chronological order, the
first film in our Catalog is Paul J. Rainey’s African Hunt [Jungle Film
Co.], released on 14 April 1912.132

Problematically, a definition predicated on length fails to take into account
how the “feature” attribute has historically referred to a potential for differ-
entiation.133 Strictly speaking, such a potential can be generated on any level
and by any element (e.g. length, size, the cost of production, the use of a
particular actor, spectacular conditions of production, distribution outside the
regular channels, a unique musical score, etc.), extra-ordinary length being
merely one possible such element. This point has been raised by several
scholars, and is sometimes underscored by eye-catchingly illustrations of
how the term “feature” was used to label films as early as 1904.134 Instead of
reiterating one of these early instantiations of the term, I offer this passage
from a letter dated May 18, 1906 to William M. Selig from the Pittsburgh
Calcium Light Company: “We are in a very bad way to get feature subjects
as we have exhausted the supply of Eastern Manufacturers and would be
glad to get hold of a new field, and if prices are satisfactory, we are positive
we can handle all the feature stuff you have unless some of the subjects have
been played out in this territory.”135

The difficulties in pointing out exactly what a feature is have made it no
less difficult to temporally circumscribe it. Consider, for example, these
answers to the question, “When did features begin?” Edison representative
Horace G. Plimpton, argued that the “ball started rolling” when Quo Vadis?
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hit big in mid-1913.136 In the same special issue of Moving Picture World,
published on July 11, 1914, Jesse L. Lasky outlined the many goals he be-
lieved that features had accomplished “within their short year of exis-
tence.”137 W. Stephen Bush suggested that the feature was born in 1911:
“The origin of the feature itself, dating back to 1911, was due to a continued
pre-dominance of the ‘inane and dreary commonplace’ of the single reel.”138

As far as Frank L. Dyer, then president of General Film, could recollect,
American producers began to make feature films in early 1912.”139 Frank E.
Woods, prominent scenario writer and trade press pundit of the period, rec-
ognized an earlier phase in the history of the feature, during which Vitagraph
had “experimented” with Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Vitagraph, 1910) in three
reels, sent out one at a time.140 Louis Rosenbluh, of William Fox’s Greater
New York Film Rental Co. and later long-time Fox Film Corporation aide,
also evoked a kind of proto-feature period during which films longer than
one reel were offered within the parameters of the regular program, i.e. dis-
tributed reel by reel.141

As we will discover, the discourses on the feature around 1914 are full of
attempts to sever the immediate ties between “feature” and film length, and
thereby preserve the original and wider meaning of the term. This is, how-
ever, in itself evidence of the fact that by this point, the term was well un-
derway to acquire its later meaning. Length did matter when it came to de-
fining the early feature, and unsurprisingly so, since the industrial impact of
the feature was largely generated by the challenge it posed to the extreme
standardization of film length.

The conclusion is that using the term “feature” in the strict sense of “fea-
ture-length film” would be anachronistic, but also that it is appropriate to
somehow take length into account. The most fitting term seems to be “multi-
reel feature film.” This encompasses all films longer than one reel but not
necessarily all films historically labeled as features on account of some other
criterion of differentiation. This is problematical, but a stricter nomenclature
might have posed even more problems. Stylistically, the problem is that the
consistent use of the term “multi-reel feature film” would detract from the
readability of the dissertation. I have tried to alleviate this by often letting
“feature,” “feature film” or “multi-reeler” stand in for the longer “multi-reel
feature film.”

Speaking of readability, a recurring tendency in all parts of the disserta-
tion due to the heavily discourse driven character of the work, is to repro-
duce quotations from the source material. Some readers may find this prac-
tice objectionable, but I maintain that no considerable stylistic harm has been
done, while also reminding the reader of the adage that to write history is to
cite history.
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Part I

Framing the Feature
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Chapter 1

Negotiating the Breakthrough of the Multi-
Reel Feature Film

This chapter discusses how the breakthrough of the feature was negotiated
within the trade and by contemporary commentators. As argued in the Intro-
duction, assembling a wide range of evocative commentary (“aphorisms,”
“one-liners,” “catchphrases”) has the potential to provide a multi-perspective
framing of the object of study, which can moreover be seen as tantamount to
providing an empirical context for it. There is, however, no obvious strategy
in which a set of such statements is best collected and connected. One sug-
gestion would be to group them in accordance with various sub-themes, e.g.
“exhibition,” “distribution,” “prices,” “programs,” “uplift,” and so on. An-
other procedure would be to group by author. Neither seem particularly in-
spiring. Therefore, I have instead attempted to collect and connect in a much
more associative manner, a decision based on the perceived potential of the
source as aphorism to transgress established categories, including that of
“author.” To my mind, this is also the best way to take seriously the sugges-
tion that the early feature was a focal point for a multifaceted process of
historical change.

***

As motion picture exhibitors gathered for the International Motion Picture
Association’s second annual convention in June 1914, a majority declared
that they preferred to rely on a mixed program made up of single and two-
reel films over the longer feature film for their everyday business.1 In con-
trast to this mainstream position, the voice of dissension that Frank J. Rem-
busch of Indiana offered was perceived to be quite radical: Mr. Rembusch
“went so far as to advocate eliminating the footage method of producing
pictures, saying art should not be measured by feet,” Motography reported.2

Moving Picture World also quoted the Indiana exhibitor: “No other science
is measured by the mile. … When the time comes—it must come eventu-
ally—that films are made for the story and not by the foot we will have the
highest art in moving pictures.”3 This type of artistic argument in favor of
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the multi-reel feature film identified a conflict between ambitions for artistic
progress and a commercial organization of the film industry that was predi-
cated on the handling of strips of celluloid as if they were “simply merchan-
dise like cloth or ribbon.”4 The analogy between film and piece goods was
exaggerated in the sense that single-reel film was not a completely undiffer-
entiated commodity—the brand name of the producing company, the genre
or the presence of a particular star could set a film apart in the eyes of the
audience, and the marked age of the film could set it apart on the level of
rental price.5 Nonetheless, it was an accurate assessment that the single-reel
standard encouraged people in all three branches of the industry to act as if
any given reel of film was a perfect substitute for the next one.

Mr. Rembusch’s “footage method of producing pictures” implied that
filmmakers were under commercial and industrial pressure to ensure that the
film fitted the single-reel format, regardless of the nature of the story. The
idea of “natural” length at odds with the single-reel standard was not new. In
1912, a commentator in the fan magazine Photoplay argued that “[t]he time
is not far distant when producers will release stories naturally requiring over
1,000 feet; let the play demand what length it desires to portray its theme
without ‘cut-outs’ and present the subject in a tone and length corresponding
to its natural requirements.”6 What the reference to “cut-outs” merely im-
plies here, had been made explicit in another Photoplay article the previous
month: “Another fault we many times find is the fact that the film companies
try to cram the story into one or two reels, where three or four should have
been the minimum.”7 The opposite practice, i.e. to add or prolong scenes
only to bring the picture up to the prescribed length, was seen as equally
problematical: “The tendency has been to either cut the story to bring it
within the prescribed mileage, or pad it up to a specified length.”8

Initially, then, the multi-reel feature film was seen as offering a remedy to
a problem of padding that was typical of the single reel, but already by 1913,
padding began to be identified as a major shortcoming of the longer feature
film rather than of the single reel. In fact, Frank L. Dyer, manager of General
Film at this point, argued in November 1913 that the very origins of the
American feature was plagued by padding: “At first these multiple reel sub-
jects were generally a single-reel subject stretched out to two reels by putting
in superfluous scenes, or lengthening out necessary scenes, but later on the
character of the subjects began to justify the length.”9 A few months earlier,
a Motion Picture News review of Pathé’s twelve-reel version of Les
Misérables (1913) had suggested that “two- and three-reel features are losing
somewhat of their interest, because most of them are subjects that would
make a fair reel, but are stretched and padded to satisfy the fad of feature
films.”10 By 1914, the trade press, the production and distribution compa-
nies’ in-house publications, fan magazines and advertisements to promote
the different production companies’ output abounded with similar accusa-
tions.11 Lacking from most of these charges were, however, the elucidation
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of specific ways in which particular films were suffering from padding or,
more generally, of what padding was.12 This left the various padding claims
in themselves easy targets for critique, and at least one Motion Picture News
commentator did not fail to take a shot. According to him/her, not only was
it difficult to distinguish what padding was in the specific case, it would also
be virtually impossible to produce a completely padding-free motion picture.
Not much would remain of a film stripped to its bare plot, as “jokes, touch-
ing scenes, humorous situations, brave speeches, suspended action or any-
thing else of interest to the audience, though it may be extraneous to the plot
proper” would have to be omitted.13

Although this account lays bare the theoretical weaknesses of the padding
charge as it was hurled against the multi-reel feature, it was an exception to
something of a discursive rule, an imbalance that can be explained not only
with reference to idiosyncrasies within the discourse itself. First of all, the
economy of the film industry caught up between the program cinema of
footage-based releases and the more open market of the feature, provided
incentives and thereby an economic rationale for padding. Secondly, allega-
tions of padding can be seen as a discursive indicator of the need for more
advanced forms of differentiation once length itself was no longer a suffi-
cient marker of difference.

Outlining the economies of padding calls for a slight digression based on
Frank L. Dyer’s account of what it meant to handle films—as the program
companies did—as “footage basis releases,” and also that we keep in mind
that for the film producers linked to these companies, the selling price per
reel of film would be the same regardless of the cost of production. Dyer
defined “negative cost” as the sum of the costs involved in producing the
negative, e.g. the cost of film stock, actors’ salaries, other salaries, travel
expenses, and so forth.14 “Footage price” denoted a specified price per foot
of film that the manufacturer would be paid by the distributor. The footage
price could vary, depending on the type of film, the age of the film, or other
factors that were worked out in detail in each specific agreement. To handle
a film on “footage basis” was the practice of paying the manufacturer in
accordance with the agreed footage price, and according to Dyer, up until the
point of his testifying in November 1913, practically all of General Film’s
releases had been handled in this way:

All the pictures that I can recall that have been handled by the General
Film Company have been on a footage basis, except that for a short
period, a year or more ago, it acquired certain multiple reel subjects,
by paying the negative cost of the manufacturers, and I know in one or
two instances extra payments have been made to the manufactures
over and above the footage price.15
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Another exception that Dyer could recall was From the Manger to the Cross
(Kalem, 1912), a film that was handled by General Film but sold to various
states rights distributors.16

Drawing on the above notions, Dyer outlined a basic formula for calcu-
lating the film manufacturer’s profits within the limits of the footage based
system, according to which the price per foot multiplied by the length of the
film and the number of prints sold equaled the revenue, and the revenue mi-
nus the cost of producing the film equaled the profit.17 This meant that the
manufacturer’s financial gain was directly determined by how many prints
he/she could sell, but also that within the footage based system and assuming
a normal selling volume, a film production that crept above a certain nega-
tive cost could never be made profitable. Dyer’s estimate was that a film that
cost $2 per negative foot could be made profitable, but one of a negative cost
per foot of $2.50 could not; the crucial point of breakeven was somewhere in
between.18

The reason why padding might have been encouraged within these eco-
nomic parameters is that such a practice provided an opportunity for produc-
ers to benefit from decreasing marginal costs. For example, detailing a par-
ticular set involves costs for planning, set design, actual construction, sala-
ries to the construction workers, and so on, but several of these are one-off
costs, which means that the total cost is more or less the same regardless of
the length of the film. Furthermore, the marginal cost of using the same set
for the second, third or fourth reel of a film is likely to be much lower than
the marginal cost of building a brand new set. If the same is true for a range
of other costs (for example, hiring a new director, casting a film, acquiring
the rights to a certain story, etc.) it is easy to see why in many cases, it would
have cost less to produce one two-reel film instead of two one-reelers. In
other words, since a decreasing marginal cost per foot of film meant that the
average cost per foot of film also decreased with the increasing length of the
film, the longer the film, the lower the average cost. Hence, producing
longer and longer films subsequently released within the parameters of the
footage based system can be seen as a way of pushing the cost of production
farther and farther below Dyer’s crucial somewhere-between-$2.00-and-
$2.50 point, thus increasing the profit margins.

William Selig, in mid-1914, still a firm believer in a variety model struc-
tured around the single-reel film, seems to have been on to something simi-
lar, although not spelled out in precisely these terms. According to Selig, the
reason why manufacturers had begun dabbling in longer lengths in the first
place was that the cost of production was rising, causing production compa-
nies to find new ways to make money. The strategy not to make anything
into one reel if it could be padded into two or three presented one such op-
tion.19 If we trust a somewhat megalomaniac and rambling eleven-page letter
to Selig from film director Rollin S. Sturgeon (who had apparently just been
axed by the Vitagraph Co.), similar temptations remained in the later era of
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full service feature programs. Sturgeon launched a severe critique of the
“program standard feature” and claimed that production companies were
prone to “cheat,” passing on inferior features after first winning over the
public with one or perhaps two “first-class hits.”20

A more obvious and forceful solution was to find ways and means to han-
dle longer and more costly films outside of the “footage based release” sys-
tem in order to sell at higher prices. Hypothetically, this would offer produc-
ers not only a chance to cover mounting production costs, but also an op-
portunity to expand profit margins well beyond the relatively small advances
that padded footage based releases represented. To be sure, a transformation
on the level of distribution was one of the most dramatic effects of the multi-
reel feature, as an alternative and more open market for feature films began
to prosper parallel to program distribution. The two methods most closely
associated with the distribution of early features were road shows and the
states rights system,21 but as Michael Quinn demonstrates in his dissertation
on early feature film distribution, special branches for feature film distribu-
tion were soon set up within the program companies (such as the General
Film Company’s branch for “special releases”). Moreover, as a response to
new problems that methods such as road showing and states rights distribu-
tion in turn presented the industry with, feature film distribution was eventu-
ally somewhat stabilized along the lines of a sort of program feature distri-
bution. The formation of Paramount and the development of this company’s
distinctive distribution strategy can be seen as the crucial case in point.22 In
the meantime, however, and before such stabilization would occur, the fea-
ture brought on a bonanza in the field of distribution. Low entry barriers and
promising prospects of making a quick buck seems to have attracted new-
comers, some of which handled only a film or two before cashing in and
getting out. Indicative of this, and as was duly noted at the time, “page after
page” of the trade papers were “devoted to the exploitation of the feature
film.” 23 Further evidence can be extracted from the USA v. MPPC hearings.
For instance, in December 1913, Harry Schwalbe, branch manager for Gen-
eral Film in Philadelphia, testified that in addition to two feature film ex-
changes, the Interstate Film Company and the Federal Feature Film Com-
pany, that handled the feature output of Universal and Mutual, there were
between twenty and twenty-two other feature exchanges in his area, about
half of which Schwalbe could name at the time.24

What becomes increasingly clear is that it is key to be able to distinguish
between “program features” on the one hand and “special features” on the
other. Undeniably, both propelled the development toward longer and longer
films, but should be kept analytically apart to avoid inconsistencies and con-
fusion. At any rate, the distinction points to two major contemporary ideas of
how to industrially accommodate the multi-reel feature film: (a) within pro-
gram cinema, or (b) within an “open market” model. The latter was em-
braced by key figures at the leading trade papers, among them the editor of
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Motion Picture News: “I have advocated many times within the past few
months the open market and the survival of the fittest.”25 Stephen Bush at
Moving Picture World repeatedly contended that individual exhibitors as
well as the industry as a whole would be better off if the feature were han-
dled on an open market: “The greater the freedom of choice to the exhibitor
the better for the progress of the entire industry.”26 The main thrust of the
pro-open market argument was that if exhibitors could decide for themselves
what feature films to book, instead of having program companies supply
them with a program made-up of features put out by a restricted group of
manufacturers, the general quality of films would improve and exhibitors
would not run as great a risk to have inferior features inflicted upon them.
Nonetheless, as Box Office Attractions’ general manager Winifred R. Shee-
han pointed out, the present tendency was toward combination and attempts
at a regular service of feature films.27 From the perspective of companies
that spearheaded feature program distribution, they were doing exhibitors a
favor. As Paramount’s W.W. Hodkinson saw it, Paramount had much
brighter prospects of securing the quality of films than the isolated exhibitor
had. In addition, the exhibitors that signed up for the program could benefit
directly from the elaborate publicity efforts that Paramount launched cen-
trally.28

If hopes and attempts for full feature services were modeled on the estab-
lished industrial structure that we have labeled program cinema, the open
market represented an ideal as far away as possible from present conditions.
Reality was, of course, more complex, encompassing (a) elements of an
open or at least opening market; (b), different versions of feature production
and distribution modeled on practices of the “old” program companies; and
(c), various forms of integration of features within the “old” program com-
panies, either as parts of the regular program or as offered through special
feature services.29 What is revealing about the debates over the “open mar-
ket” is that whether commentators supported it or advocated some other
commercial structure, they shared the assumption that the problem to be
solved was the mushrooming of low-quality feature films. An observer in
Motion Picture Magazine (the pioneering fan magazine originally known as
Motion Picture Story Magazine) complained that features of “poor quality”
were flooding the market.30 Louis Reeves Harrison of Moving Picture World
argued that the tendency to turn every story into a multi-reeler caused over-
production, monotony and a decrease in attendance.31 In Reel Life (Mutual’s
in-house publication), the London correspondent concurred: “The public has
been somewhat sickened of the long film, on account of the many extra-
ordinarily bad specimens which have been placed before them under the
misnomer of ‘features’.”32 Motion Picture News usually nurtured very favor-
able attitudes toward the multi-reel feature, but the editor of the “Advertising
the Picture” section had already, in October 1913, insisted that it was time to
“put on the brakes.”33 Interestingly, just as the notion of “padding” was
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originally applied to the single-reel film, the overproduction charge was first
directed against the one-reel market and was singled out as a cause of the
advent of multi-reel features in the first place: “It stands to reason that a
reckless demand for pictures means over-production along lines of poor
quality,” as a Motion Picture News editorial proclaimed.34 In an interview
published in the same trade journal, Charles Pathé explained how this situa-
tion stimulated the emergence of longer and better films: “The spectator has
grown tired and disgusted; and foreseeing the dangerous rut into which the
business has been tending, a number of producers have introduced films with
a number of reels, big subjects and sensational effects—in other words, the
‘feature’ of to-day.”35 Stephen Bush sketched a similar trajectory in terms of
how the “inane and dreary commonplace of the single reel” and the monoto-
nous overproduction of “time-table releases” funneled the inevitable and
enduring strive for artistic progress into experiments with a new and longer
format.36 By contrasting the feature to the formulaic uniformity of the one
reeler, accounts such as these defined the former with reference to its poten-
tial for differentiation, artistically and/or commercially.37 However, it was
also recognized that there was an imminent risk that the success of good
feature films would lead to—and indeed had already led to—an avalanche of
inferior imitations or imposters, as it were. This would reproduce the uni-
formity that the feature was supposed to help escape from: “The remedy [for
the problem of overproduction of dreary single reels] is—good features and
more of them. Poor features will only defeat the end they are meant to at-
tain,” cautioned one Motion Picture News editorial.38 Correspondingly, Ste-
phen Bush suggested that many manufacturers of multiple-reel features
“merely makes the sausage longer and bigger, but the greatest problem of the
single reel—its monotony—remains.”39 Some of the exhibitors that gave
testimony in the USA v. MPPC hearings in late 1913 had detected similar
tendencies at the level of exhibition. George Cohen, owner of several movie
theaters in small towns across New York State, claimed that his patrons “got
so accustomed to these special features that they took them as a matter of
course,” and that putting on a feature film was, therefore, no longer an “in-
ducement” that might bring in some extra business.40 For New Jersey ex-
hibitor Abraham Greenburg, the fact that he attained multi-reel features
through his regular program service made them decidedly less special:
“They were not special features to me,” he concluded.41

A more abstract formulation of the problem addressed here states that dif-
ferences and standards are not as much fixated attributes to objects but
changing outcomes of dynamic processes of differentiation and standardiza-
tion.42 As Janet Staiger points out, standardization can be seen as a dual
process that involves a “move to uniformity to allow mass production, and a
move to attain a norm of excellence.”43 By 1914, the feature was not strictly
standardized in any of these respects,44 but the returning concerns about
“overproduction” and “longer sausages” indicate that the burgeoning multi-
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reel field was increasingly perceived as a result of mimicking rather than a
strive for sharpened difference and uniqueness. In turn, the approximation of
standards called for new methods to differentiate the product. At a discursive
level, one response to this was the labeling of films as “real,” “ordinary,” or
“inferior” features. And, to finally return to a point raised a few pages ear-
lier, to distinguish between feature films whose added length was justified
by the nature of the story and films that were “padded” in order to meet the
escalating demand for multi-reel films.

In spite of plentiful suggestions of what distinguished a “real feature,” the
discussion did not arrive at a clear consensus. Abe Warner argued that “the
true feature has ‘punch.’ It expresses originality. It teems with exciting
situations. It overawes spectators with its massiveness. It embodies the un-
usual, the spectacular, and the thrilling incidents that lift it above the ordi-
nary single-reel production.”45 Lewis Selznick, at this point vice-president of
the World Film Corporation (a feature distribution combine also involved in
production), equated the “real feature” with the non-padded: “A feature in
order to take well must be a real feature—every foot of film must help tell
the story of the plot effectively.”46 Production and distribution companies
responded to these discussions and issued advertisements that were meant to
assure that their feature output was the real deal: General Film promised to
never handle a film just because its producer termed it a “feature”; instead
they would eliminate any feature lacking the proper “punch” and thus “con-
centrate the quality of eight into the weekly production of four.”47 In addi-
tion to the advertisements that marketed the monthly output of “The Big V,”
the Vitagraph Bulletin of Life Portrayals for February 1914 quoted an ex-
hibitor (real or invented) in Archbald, Pennsylvania who stated that the Vi-
tagraph Saturday multiple release was the “one feature of the week that we
can absolutely depend upon to be a real feature.”48

The advertisement for General Film signals that attempts at defining the
“real feature” converged with terminological debates over the meaning of
the term “feature.” Two concomitant ideas dominated this discussion: (a)
that length did not necessarily make a film a “feature” film; and (b) that
since each multi-reel film was nonetheless marketed as a “feature;” the term
was losing its weight. Renowned exhibitor Samuel L. “Roxy” Rothapfel
acknowledged that “feature” had come to designate a film of greater length,
which was why he did not like the term. According to Roxy, any element of
a high-class program (including, for instance, music or the “method of pres-
entation”) was potentially a feature: “Quality is the only real feature in my
eyes.”49 Charles O. Baumann, vice president of the New York Motion Pic-
ture Corporation, declared that “features are feature, whether they are in one,
two, three, or six reels.”50 Louis Reeves Harrison offered a comparative per-
spective and concluded that in no other art is a work termed a “feature” be-
cause of its mere proportions.51 Stephen Bush’s version of the argument
acknowledged that multiple reels did not make a film a feature by default,
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but also that the term should be reserved for films longer than one reel:
“There is a sharp line of demarcation between the feature and the mere mul-
tiple-reel. Every feature is a multiple-reel but not every multiple-reel is a
feature.”52 Fears that the term would be devalued had already been articu-
lated in July 1913 by the New York Dramatic Mirror’s “Film Man”: “Fea-
tures are supposed to be works of merit, but unfortunately the output often
falls far short of the significance of the word, and unless producers are on
their guard it may become meaningless.”53 Later the same year, a commen-
tator in Motion Picture News agreed: “The word ‘feature’ and the phrase
‘big feature’ have been used often of late and thereby have lost strength.”54

A Motography editorial, also dated 1913, offered a brief genealogy of the
term, suggesting that a few years back, a “feature” was an exceptional one-
reel film. Unfortunately, due to the questionable labeling carried out by press
agents and publicity men, every reel became a “feature” and thereby “fea-
ture” came to equal “subject.”55 An analogous course of events can be con-
nected to the perceived devaluation of the “feature” term as applied to multi-
reel films. A contemporary term for this was “puffing,” identified by Ste-
phen Bush as one of the two “great evils” besetting the feature market to-
wards the end of 1914 (the other was padding).56 Frank E. Woods, formerly
head of the New York Dramatic Mirror’s motion picture department, at this
point heading the scenario department for the Reliance and Majestic compa-
nies and later widely recognized as D. W. Griffith’s co-writer of The Birth of
a Nation (adapted from Thomas F. Dixon’s novel and stage play The Clans-
man), spoke more plainly of a practice according to which each and every
feature was marketed as the “greatest thing ever”.57 In one of the leading fan
magazines, “Junius” expressed his discontent with “those much-advertised
‘special features’ that make a big noise and accomplish but little.”58 In hind-
sight, while also commentating on the present situation as he knew it, direc-
tor Rollin S. Sturgeon accused producers of having “cheated and lied” to
exhibitors by “advertising that a lot of junk was a masterpiece.”59 Ironically,
there were occasions when film companies deemed it necessary to disparage
their competitors’ alleged propensity for “puffing” by calling attention to it
by more advertising. For instance, an advertisement for General Film an-
nouncing that their claim for offering superior features was not just “an ad-
vertising boast.”60 Perhaps this too can be fitted into the scheme according to
which an initially successful differentiation causes an emulation of the same
practices, in turn necessitating novel strategies for differentiation.

If most attempts to assign meaning to the term “feature” that have been
cited so far seek to point out the “real feature’s” intrinsic qualities (the
“punch” if you will), another type of definition took the “punch” as a given
and, instead, pointed to the feature’s effects and functions. Offering a case in
point, Frank Dyer implied that what ultimately distinguished a feature was
that it was of “sufficient interest to permit the theatre to raise its price of
admission.”61 Since Dyer himself headed the leading program company, he
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would not have been likely to agree, but from the premise that a special price
was in fact what made a feature special, others went on to conclude that the
feature film and the “regular program” were incompatible. We have seen
how a New Jersey exhibitor outlined this argument. In August 1913, a repre-
sentative of the newly formed Exclusive Supply Corporation (handling the
output of Itala, Great Northern, Gaumont, and Solax among others) sharp-
ened the tone by accusing the regular programs of trying to kill off the “real
feature”: “The regular program combination attempted to make features and
began to offer these on ‘regular service’ without extra charge, in an effort to
exterminate the real feature.”62 Situated in the opposite corner, one might
have argued instead that the program companies were merely responding to
a disruption of the equilibrium of the film industry. To see this clearly how-
ever, we need to digress slightly to provide some background and some gen-
eral characteristics of the industrial structure at this point. By 1911, an oli-
gopolistic structure divided the film market between two distributing combi-
nations: General Film and the Motion Picture Distributing and Sales Co.
Each of these two combines distributed the output of a specific set of pro-
duction companies. Due to internal conflicts, the Sales Co. split, as Harry
Aitken departed to set up Mutual, which would buy exchanges, and The
Film Supply Company of America, which would distribute films produced
by a number of producers who had up until then been associated with the
Sales Co. Seven production companies remained with the Sales Co., but four
of these (New York Motion Picture Corp., Imp, Powers, and Rex) formed
Universal, initially conceived as a trade organization. Universal soon trans-
formed into a distribution combine, however, which in effect put an end to
the Sales Co. In late 1912, the ties between Mutual and the Film Supply Co.
were cut, and Mutual assumed control of the output of Reliance, Majestic,
Thanhouser, American, Key-Bee, Broncho, and Keystone. Around the same
time, the New York Motion Picture Corp. left Universal and joined the Mu-
tual alliance. By the end of 1912, General Film served about 60% of the
country’s exhibitors, whereas Mutual, Universal and the Film Supply Co.
shared the remainder.63

By 1914, the Film Supply Co. was no longer active, leaving three domi-
nating combines, or “programs” as they were often called: General Film,
Mutual and Universal. Via regional exchanges, the “programs” supplied
exhibitors with weekly programs of films according to specific rules of spa-
tial as well as temporal zoning. These rules were meant to prevent detri-
mental and unnecessary competition, for instance, by guaranteeing that two
movie houses in the same neighborhood supplied by the same program com-
pany would not show the same films on the same day. Rental prices were set
in accordance with two parameters: length and age of the film. This meant
that there was a fixed price per foot of film, but the fixed price would vary
depending on the level of run. The films offered by the regular programs
were predominantly one-reelers, although from the second part of 1913 on-
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wards, an increasing number of two- and even three-reelers made their way
into the regular programs. Another fundamental element of the program-
cinema model was that the varied program of primarily single reels would be
changed on a daily basis.64

In Moving Picture World, Stephen Bush characterized the situation pre-
vailing in 1914 as a “constant battle between the regular program and the
irregular feature.”65 As we have already discussed, this struggle involved
questions of whether to reconfigure the film industry to fit a new central
commodity or whether to integrate the new format with as mild and few
industrial consequences as possible. From the point of view of the regular
program companies, however, the pressing issue was whether the oligopo-
listic structure could be upheld, or whether the oligopolistic equilibrium had
been terminally torpedoed rather than merely disrupted. In hindsight, and
knowing that within a few years, the multi-reel feature film would reach an
unrivaled position as the film industry’s central commodity, it is perhaps too
easy to single out the signs of this shift. For instance, already by July 1914, it
was acknowledged that the three regular program companies had to share the
market with at least four major feature distributors (Warner’s Features,
Paramount, World Film Corporation, and William Fox’s Box Office Attrac-
tions).66 Nonetheless, tapping the discursive level, we find that if faced with
a choice between features or programs, a remarkable number of commenta-
tors replied: “Both.” This finding is at odds with a type of historiography
that frames the breakthrough of the feature in terms of a struggle between
adamant support of the longer format and conservative denunciation of it.
Accordingly, Eileen Bowser’s debunking of the mythical tug-of-war be-
tween progressive independent forces and the inert Trust was duly welcome,
but the fact that Bowser more than anything else relocates the struggle to a
slightly different arena where a new set of combatants face off still tends to
cloud some of the historical complexity.67 One could argue that this results
from either the harboring of an implicit predisposition to view historical
change as the result of conflict, and/or the presupposition of an inevitable
triumph for the feature format. Both, in fact, equally questionable postures.
A more generous (and proximate) interpretation would be that the quite
spectacular outbursts of antipathy toward the multi-reel feature that occa-
sionally surface in the trade papers that anyone studying the period is bound
to rely on are easy to overvalue. An often-cited example is Universal presi-
dent Carl Laemmle’s prediction in July 1914 of the “doom of long fea-
tures.”68 Richard Koszarski points out that Laemmle kept up his resistance to
the feature well into 1917, perhaps longer than anyone else in a similar posi-
tion in the film business.69 Edison’s Horace G. Plimpton penned an article
that was published in the same July 1914 issue of Moving Picture World that
Laemmle’s prophesy appeared in, and Plimpton too asserted that the feature
was “doomed.”70 Laemmle and Plimpton both represented the “old” program
companies, which makes their disapproving stance understandable. That
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Samuel Goldfish (later Goldwyn) told Motion Picture News in July 1914 that
“[f]eatures will cease to exist” is perhaps more startling.71

These comments represented the fringes of the discourse, as did a Motion
Picture News editorial from October 1913 announcing that the short film, i.e.
“half-reels and one-reels,” were “doomed.”72 A vast majority of commenta-
tors, instead, recognized advantages as well as drawbacks to both the short
and the long format, and that both formats found popularity among audi-
ences.73 Artistically speaking, many pundits acknowledged the potential of
the multi-reel feature, basically subscribing to our opening aphorism: “Art
should not be measured by feet.” On the other hand, the torrent of run-of-
the-mill replicas and the “programization” of the multi-reeler was perceived
to lead to the same inartistic monotony that was associated with single-reel
cinema. The last did not really speak in favor of the short film format, but
the alleged failures of program distributors (feature and regular) to offer a
satisfying full feature service, not to mention the assortment of downright
“cheap” and “unclean” features that also found ways into the market, caused
some to believe that if exhibitors were faced with the choice, they would feel
compelled to stick to the regular program of one-reelers after all.74

Figure 1. Majestic warns prospective feature film buyers of “cheap” and “unclean”
features. Reel Life 4, no. 2 (March 28, 1914).
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A more compelling reason for why the single-reel retained endorsement
from all around in spite of its alleged artistic shortcomings was that it me-
tonymically represented stability, progress, and uplift. Aside from trying to
prove that the non-licensed programs and feature firms such as Famous
Players and Warner’s Features guaranteed healthy competition, the backbone
of the MPPC’s defense in the anti-trust case that began in 1912 was geared
to convince the court that the Trust, and the single-reel standard that it had
been instrumental in establishing, had been a prerequisite for the unprece-
dented success that the film industry had experienced over the past few
years.75 Legally, the defense was apparently not successful, as the court an-
nounced a decision in favor of the petitioner on October 1, 1915,76 but many
nonetheless agreed that the Trust’s business practices had been necessary in
order to straighten out an industry in disarray. A Motography editorial
claimed that the court too had admitted that a “firm hand” had been needed
to navigate the industry—which however was taken by the court to further
substantiate that the aim of the Patents Company et al. was to achieve an
unlawful control of the industry—and concluded that the Trust “has served
its purpose, and we believe a useful one.”77

At the discursive level, support for the single-reel standard came most
clearly into view through a series of variations on the theme that the single
reel was the “backbone” of the industry.78 “[T]he single reel is STILL the
backbone of the business,” an exhibitor “with some experience” told the
Lubin Bulletin as late as September 1915.79 Adding to the gallery of syn-
onymous tropes that had been built up at this time, John J. Coleman (em-
ployed by the Gene Gauntier Feature Players) claimed that it was conclu-
sively proven that single reels were the “foundations stones of profitable
exhibiting.”80 Motography’s “Goat Man” suggested that the “thousand-foot
reel is the bread and butter of the industry.”81 Horace Plimpton argued that
the “relatively short subject” constituted the “very essence of the motion
picture.”82 William Selig’s version identified the single reel as the “keystone
of the motion picture industry.”83 As indicated, champions of the single-
reeler were numerous and diverse, further corroborating the notion that there
was more to such sentiments than the self-interested protection of an oli-
gopolistic market.

As even the staunchest proponents of feature film predominance could
not imagine a film culture completely bereft of shorter films and the compi-
lation of such films in the form of variety programs, and vice versa, many
commentators were looking for models that allowed for the peaceful co-
existence of different formats. The success of one format would not come at
the expense or the extinction of another; instead, the issue would be resolved
by gradation and classification. In a metaphor typical of the time, Stephen
Bush described the different formats not as rivals, but as branches on a uni-
fied “Tree of Kinematography”: “I hope that nothing in this article will be
construed as a plea either against the single reel or against the charm of vari-
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ety. Different theaters will have different audiences. … There will be a
healthy growth in every part of the great Tree of Kinematography and the
little branches will be as much part of the tree as the larger ones.”84 Return-
ing again to the same metaphor, Bush in a later article stated that “[t]he
movies is like a tree, roots deep down, and branches high in the air.”85 The
mobilization of the organic growth metaphor to illustrate social and histori-
cal change is not surprising, given the frequency with which this rhetorical
strategy was deployed in a number of areas.86 This included early survey
film histories; consider, for instance, the abundance of organic metaphors in
Terry Ramsaye’s A Million and One Nights.87

Several models of gradation had been in sway before the metaphorical
“Tree of Kinematography” appeared, each one offering its own scheme of
how the type of theater, type of film, type of audience, and level of admis-
sion price interacted to form multiple grades or classes. Also mobilizing a
biological metaphor, Frank E. Woods (at this point, in 1913, still heading the
Mirror’s motion picture department) gave full credit to Lee Dougherty of the
Biograph Company for having suggested five or six years previously that
“quite clearly at least three distinct divisions,” including five-cent houses,
ten- to twenty-cent houses and more expensive theaters for the big features,
would be the result of “natural evolution.”88 Five months previously, Wil-
liam Fox claimed that there already existed four different types of theaters
with four levels of admission prices: Five-cent houses (or “nickelettes” as
Fox called them), picture theaters charging ten cents or more, combined film
and vaudeville houses charging ten to fifty cents, and finally, the more ex-
pensive vaudeville venues (with prices ranging from 25 cents up to a dollar)
offering a reel or two of motion pictures between live acts.89 Other gradation
schemes were more clearly predicated on genre. A case in point is Sigmund
Lubin’s prediction that “before long we shall have houses devoted to differ-
ent lines. … Some will show comedy, some melodrama, some farce, some
spectacular, though we shall always have variety houses with a mixture of
them all.”90 Occasionally, similar genre-based taxonomies somewhat con-
fusingly included the feature film as a genre in itself.91 John J. Coleman of-
fered an alternative approach, putting forth a two-graded scale according to
which the form of the program was contingent on the seating capacity:
Theaters seating more than a thousand patrons should offer a show of a sin-
gle-reel comedy, a short two-reel drama and a three-reel drama, interspersed
with high-class music. For theatres with less seating capacity, a program
consisting of one- and two-reel subjects with appropriate music was suitable,
Coleman argued.92 Evidently, Coleman hereby presupposed the future de-
mise of films longer than three reels.

Stephen Bush’s models of gradation varied slightly over time as to the
specific details, but one of the more elaborated ones proposed three classes
of theaters: (a) the “first class picture house,” offering good projection, large
seating capacity, the highest levels of comfort and safety, and top-of-the-line
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plus-four-reel feature films supplied from outside of the “time-table system”;
(b) a type of theater similar to the first class but offering shorter programs
made up of a combination of shorter feature films and single-reelers; and (c)
a more modest theater offering a short but varied program of one-reelers.93

Bush’s World colleague Epes Winthrop Sargent proposed a somewhat more
crude distinction between the “locality house” and the “feature house,” al-
though he added a sub-division according to which different types of feature
houses would show different types of feature films (“sensational,” “classi-
cal,” and so on).94

A general trait of the various gradation models was that admission price
was assumed to be a function of the type of film shown and/or the conven-
ience and sumptuousness of the venue. Occasionally, as in the case of Bi-
ograph’s Harry Marvin, the importance of films was downplayed for the
benefit of the “accommodations.” Marvin argued that one could catch the
same picture show at a five, ten or fifty cent houses, but that the conven-
iences of new or newly revamped theaters were vastly superior to the old
Nickel houses, which was, in effect, what people were coughing up extra to
enjoy. In Marvin’s own words:

Theatre managers have been warranted in spending large sums of
money in equipping very fine theatres, to which they are compelled to
ask a higher price of admission, and they produce there an exhibition
which is attractive to well-to-do people, and is freely patronized by
them, and where they pay a price of admission considerably more than
the original five cent price.95

As implied by Marvin, high-priced theaters catered primarily for “well-to-do
people” of the higher classes. Or so it was perceived, as such people were
the only ones imagined to be both able and willing to spend more than a
nickel or dime for motion picture entertainment. Hence, and following the
discourse on gradation to its logical conclusion, if gradation of films and
venues or both determined the gradation of prices, gradation of prices in turn
determined the gradation of audiences. Linked specifically to the multi-reel
feature, the pervasive belief around 1914 was that just as Marvin’s high-
class “accommodations” catered to the higher social classes, so did the high-
class feature program. William Selig’s version of this idea stated that the
“worth-while photo-drama” of one and a half hours or even two and a half
hours length would be screened in special theaters, appealing “only to those
who have the leisure and inclination to view photo-plays of great length.”96

Stephen Bush was more explicit as to what type of patrons would be so in-
clined, arguing that a new type of feature film exhibitor catered to the “re-
fined and cultured portions of the American public.”97 Conversely, the varied
program of short films was perceived to appeal primarily to the lower
classes. A Reel Life editorial suggested that the feature would never draw
large crowds in “tenement districts,” whereas the “Broadway Crowd” was
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much more likely to enjoy the dramatic “food for thought” that high quality
features provided.98 “Tenement” audience was, of course, a euphemism for
“poor,” indicating that to verbalize the imagined feature audience’s “other”
was a delicate matter. Some, however, were more blunt, such as the anony-
mous manufacturer who was quoted by Moving Picture World saying that
since the poor would always be with us, there would always be an audience
for the small-time picture house.99

Regardless of how potential delicacies with regard to audience character-
istics were tackled, it was at any rate widely held that the potential to attract
a new and higher class of patronage was among the utmost merits of the
feature film. Jesse Lasky asserted that within a remarkably short period of
time, the feature had “accomplished what the one-reel subjects failed to at-
tain in 15 years, viz. attracting the classes.”100 Similar formulations
abounded: “The features have brought to the box offices people we could not
reach with small subjects,” one manufacturer claimed.101 “[T]he big feature
has done more to increase the high-class patronage of the motion picture
theatre than any other single agency,” declared William L. Sherry, renowned
feature film exchange man form New York.102 Or, in the words of Emanuel
Mandelbaum, president of the World Special Film Corp. and “film idealist,”
according to the Mirror: “The feature film is capable of wonderful things.
Our greatest field of patronage is yet untouched. We are every day reaching
more and more people who have in the past never thought of motion pic-
tures, except with disdain.”103

The discourse on gradation was distinctly flavored by the “Tree of Kine-
matography” idea, and the imagined tree was envisioned as high-grown
enough to accommodate all sanctionable expressions and elements of motion
picture culture: variety programs as well as multi-reel features, comedy as
well as drama, small as well as large theaters. Nonetheless, as Michael
Quinn points out, the gradation discourse can also be seen as evidence of a
clash between fundamentally irreconcilable models of cinema.104 Something
akin to this was hinted at in some contemporary accounts too, such as the
“Film Man’s” comment that special features, or “screen drama,” should be
reserved for legitimate theaters, and handled by theatrical men who could
reach the theater-going public without “diverting the steps of audiences on
their way to the five and ten cent film theaters.”105 Granted, the situation was
irreconcilable to the extent that a new and longer format could not be di-
rectly inserted into the modes of distribution and exhibition that had been
chiseled out to suit the short variety format. The standard of a usual daily
program change is a good case in point: Let us first acknowledge that the
rental price for a feature film would normally be considerably higher than a
comparable chunk of the regular program of short films. “With the advent of
longer and longer films, exchanging began charging higher and higher
prices. Now they charge about $50 per day for a five or six reel feature. …
With posters the feature will cost me $55 or $60 per day,” as one exhibitor
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explained it.106 Toward the end of 1913, Chester W. Sawin, the branch man-
ager of General Film in Washington D.C., stated that a feature service from
either Famous Players or Warner’s Features would cost the exhibitor be-
tween $20 and $25 per day, depending on the type of feature.107 Such figures
might, however, only pertain to these feature film distributors specifically,
and moreover be subject to many local variations, as prices might have dif-
fered between the D.C. and Baltimore areas that Sawin covered and, for
instance, New York City or the rural south. Another branch manager for
General Film, Ike van Ronkel, who handled one of the Chicago offices, pro-
vided different and more detailed figures concerning Famous Players’ prices.
According to van Ronkel, Famous charged $50 per day for a “Famous Star
Film,” $32 for a “second grade” feature, and $20 for an “ordinary” feature.108

Some Famous Players officials would probably not have been too happy
about van Ronkel’s terminology—in the company’s own terms, a “Famous
Star Film” was a “Great Star Feature” and what van Ronkel referred to as
“second grade” and “ordinary” features was “Junior Star Features” and
“Stock Star Features” respectively—but van Ronkel’s figures did reflect the
gradation of features that characterized the Famous Players plan. 109 More
importantly, in comparison to the $20 to $50 that it would cost an exhibitor
(in Chicago anyway) to book a feature for just one night, General Film’s
regular program for a full week cost only $45.110 All in all, then, even though
rental prices for features varied depending on a range of factors,111 the
sources suggest that in 1914, a normal rental price for a feature spanned
from $25 to $50 per day, prices that apparently could ensure the exhibitor
offering short films for the whole week. 112 Given the high rental prices of
feature films, sticking to a policy of a daily program change was hardly an
option. To make a feature profitable, it seemed much more advisable to build
business over a protracted run, not least by aid of clever marketing. Unfortu-
nately, this posed a severe problem for many exhibitors, including those
operating downtown houses as well as those managing a neighborhood
theater. Many of the former catered to a transient trade that preferred to drop
in for a few reels during their lunch hour, between shopping stops, or while
waiting for a train, a mode of spectatorship that made features a hard sell.
The problem for many of the latter was that small seating capacity prompted
them to fill and empty the house more times a day than a long multi-reel
feature film would allow for. It was also commonly argued that shifting from
a varied program to features involved an economic risk; while the damage
caused by one mediocre single-reel subject could be offset by the merits of
the next one on the program, one abysmal feature film would ruin the whole
show.113 As Stephen Bush put it: “Poor clothes look worse on large men.”114

We should not underestimate the significance of these problems, but nei-
ther should we take it to substantiate that only the large and lavish motion
picture theaters that sprang up around this time were the only venues in
which multi-reel features could and would be exhibited. This was clearly not
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the case. A look at the testimony provided by a number of exhibitors and
exchange men in the USA v. MPPC hearings indicates as much.115 “As far as
your observation goes, the usual theatre exhibits specials?” exhibitor Wil-
liam Brandt was asked, replying that “[m]ost theatres” did.116 Samuel H.
Shirley, branch manager of General Film in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania was
asked: “What size houses do these feature people put their features in, small
or large ones?”, and replied: “All houses, wherever they can get them.”117 A
nearly identical exchange transpired when William C. Brandon, General
Film’s branch manager in Atlanta, Georgia was put on the stand: “Q. In what
class of theaters, as a rule, are these special feature companies putting in
their service? A. All classes.”118 The series of national “trade reviews” that
Motion Picture News conducted from 1914 and a few years onward point in
the same direction with regard to the general impact of the multi-reel feature
and its presence in large as well as small theaters.119 The second of these
reviews were published on October 31, 1914 and reported that of the all in
all twenty-seven cities/exchange centers throughout the U.S. that were in-
cluded in the survey, the “demand for features” was “strong” in eleven,
“growing” in four, “strong and growing” in one, “overwhelming” in another,
and “very marked” or “marked” in two. From only one exchange cen-
ter—Des Moines, Iowa—was it reported that programs were preferred. An-
other question explicitly concerned the success rate of feature programs “at
small houses,” which in itself is evidence of a strong presence of features in
small theaters. If we believe the results, features were “successful” in small
theaters in ten of the twenty-seven regions/cities, “popular” in three, “busi-
ness pullers” in one, and “generally good” in another one. Two reports stated
that feature business in small houses was “unsatisfactory.” Other negative
statements included “frequently unprofitable,” “not markedly popular,” and
“too costly to be successful.”120

Whether small-time exhibitors were able to make profitable business in
the slightly longer, medium and long runs by using multi-reel feature films
is, however, another issue. Recent research suggests that this was frequently
not the case. Ben Singer has examined, in some detail, the difficulties facing
small-time exhibitors, demonstrating how few were viable options to sur-
vive.121 In more general terms, and following Michael Quinn, we might pro-
pose that the breakthrough of features represented a shift from one variety
program model of cinema to the feature model of cinema, a shift that made
the mode of exhibition characteristic of small-time exhibitors obsolete.122

Tapping the early discourses on the multi-reel feature yields further clues to
the asymmetrical circumstances pertaining to small-time and major exhibi-
tors respectively. Apropos the high rental price of feature films, one exhibi-
tor present at the International Motion Picture Association’s 1914 conven-
tion concluded that “[s]omeone with a large seating capacity can handle it,
but the small man can’t.”123 An anonymous exhibitor operating somewhere
in the Central West elaborated on the same topic: “That other house is three
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times as big as mine. It seats a little more than twelve hundred. The manager
can afford to book all the big features, because his box-office will stand the
rentals. A day’s booking, at the price he pays, would take every nickel and
dime of my gross receipts for the day.”124 “Bill,” an exhibitor running a
neighborhood movie theater with a seating capacity of 450, wrote to the
World and complained that a feature would cost him $40 for two nights or
$25 per night, and to cover such costs, he would have to fill, empty and refill
the house several times per day. The problem was that his particular audi-
ence (most likely residents of the neighborhood) would typically catch the
show sometime between supper and bedtime, and “Bill” thus saw little or no
opportunity to attract crowds the whole day through.125 People with a gener-
ally skeptical attitude toward features, such as Horace Plimpton and John
Coleman, conjured that stories such as these did not refer to isolated inci-
dents, but rather provided evidence that the feature format was at odds with
the needs of the “average” exhibitor and reflected the preferences of the “av-
erage” patron.126 Motography’s “Goat Man” summarized this stance with
explicit clarity:

For the rank and file of exhibitors I believe in short length film sub-
jects. I have repeatedly expressed myself on this subject. There is a
place for the long lengths, but they do not find favor in the average
motion picture theatre. The great supporting revenue of the film in-
dustry comes from the average theatres-the average exhibitors.127

Whether this actually represented the “rank and file” is hard to tell, but it is
clear that the multi-reel feature did not meet with much favor among the
exhibitors present at the International Motion Picture Association’s 1914
convention. Motography reported that “[t]here was a great deal of argument
over the subject of multiple and single reels” and that “[t]he majority of ex-
hibitors present favored the single or two-reel film as against the longer fea-
ture for steady, every-day use.” The Association’s own “Report of Grievance
Point 4” exclaimed “[t]hat we are emphatically opposed to crowding out of
single reels them with multiple reel subpects [sic] which further has taken
the former merit out of single reels.”128 As an editorial in the same issue of
Motography noted, the problem for these exhibitors was not only the severe
cost of renting features, but also the diminishing quality of the regular serv-
ice; the resolution that the Association sent out to manufacturers conse-
quently encouraged the recipients to “confine their energies and resources to
… regular service at regular prices and refrain from inflicting upon their
customers large multiple reels at extra cost.”129

The response from feature advocates to such recalcitrance was that ex-
hibitors had every opportunity to build a successful and profitable feature
film business by means of a combination of higher admission prices and
clever advertising. As a Motography editorial suggested, features gave ex-
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hibitors “a chance to make more noise, do more pretentious advertising, and
attract bigger crowds.”130 This brings us back to the point that the daily
change as a standard element of the dominant mode of exhibition simply was
not compatible with the feature format. Or, at least it was not economically
rational: “[I]t seems positively foolhardy to put on a three, four, five or six
reel feature for a single day, and then cast it aside to make room for another
feature,” a New York feature exchange man argued.131 The issue of a daily
change also had ramifications for the USA v. MPPC case, since the less fre-
quent change of program encouraged by the feature format casts doubts upon
what it actually meant to supply an exhibitor with a full service. The ex-
change between the defense’s attorney and J.A. Schubert, branch manager of
General Film in Buffalo, New York, is telling: “Q. But the Warner Company
is able to supply a complete service to a theatre that makes only a change of
three times per week; that is correct, is it? A. Yes. Q. And the character of
the service supplied by them is such as to not make it desirable to change
oftener than that, isn’t it? A. Yes, in order to get the advertising out of their
features.”132 Meanwhile, house organs and trade papers (these publications
too sometimes resembling mouthpieces for the companies that paid for ad-
vertising space) began to fill up with cautionary tales of overly parsimonious
exhibitors and inspiring stories of successful feature exhibition. The former
items demonstrated how reluctance to spend enough money on marketing
caused exhibitors to fail to attract the extra patronage that would otherwise
have maximized profits, whereas the latter set positive examples for other
exhibitors to follow.133 Special attention given to the successful exhibition of
feature films in small motion picture houses was, arguably, in response to
the widespread idea that small-time exhibitors were the real losers of the
feature game. V-L-S-E’s Walter W. Irving recounted the story of a 275-seat
theater in the town of Navasota, Texas (pop. 3,000), which had booked the
V-L-S-E feature Graustark (Essanay, 1915), raised the admission price to
20–25 cents, and advertised the attraction in the local newspaper. According
to Irving, the strategy proved an immediate and colossal success: the theater
totaled $275 in one day, which was remarkable for such a small venue.
Irving concluded that “[t]his case indicates that the problem of offsetting the
handicap of limited seating capacity, may be solved by the simple combina-
tion of strong features, proper advertising and increased admission prices.”134

In Troy, New York, a 280-seat movie theater supposedly made a net profit of
$280 in one day, thanks to a strong feature, a higher than usual admission
price and the maneuver of letting a band parade the streets for ten minutes,
announcing the attraction.135

Compared to the discussions of marketing strategies, the level of admis-
sion prices was a more complex issue. From the outlook of film producers
and various proponents of the uplifting of film cultural standards, the logic
was simple enough: there was a price for artistic progress (for instance, on
the form of rising star and other salaries, expensive rights for literary and
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dramatic source material, construction of increasingly extravagant sets and
the spectacular but equally costly demolition of the same sets, and so on).
This meant that exchanges had to pay the manufacturers enough to cover the
negative cost, that exhibitors had to pay higher rental prices, and that patrons
had to pay higher admission prices. Several major trade papers launched
more or less consistent and persistent campaigns in support of higher admis-
sion prices around 1914136 which, however, did not mean that this was not a
contested issue. In April 1914, New York Dramatic Mirror’s “Film Man”
identified two main camps in the debate: one argued that costly features war-
ranted “better” prices, and the other maintained that motion pictures would
always be a ten-cent amusement, and that higher prices would scare patrons
away.137 It should be stressed that the “ten-cent amusement” label was not
necessarily meant to have negative connotations. On the contrary, it was
argued that a low admission price was one of the very cornerstones that had
built the success of motion pictures, primarily because it enabled cinema to
become the first and only art form to cater to the masses. According to Rob-
ert Grau, a prominent advocate of this line of reasoning, the enduring vitality
of the five- and ten-cent house was a case in point. Grau also suggested that
low prices explained why motion picture entertainment was prospering while
the legitimate theater was facing increasingly difficult times. Cinema was
beginning to attract the middle-class, and while low admission prices at the
movie theater also encouraged the masses to keep dropping in, the legitimate
theater had failed to attract new patrons.138

A few months later, Grau nonetheless suggested that what truly made the
premiere of The Birth of a Nation mark a historical occasion was the fact
that people were actually paying $2 to see a “picture play.”139 The appear-
ance of such so-called “$2 films” did have a symbolic value, and assigned a
monetary measure to cinema’s cultural upward mobility by framing the tra-
jectory from storefront amusement to high-class entertainment in terms of a
shift from nickel to dollar prices. The Birth of a Nation was obviously the $2
film par excellence of the period, and possibly the inspirational source for
Harry Aitken to announce in July 1915 that he was leaving the presidency of
Mutual to work with the Triangle plan, the explicit aim of which was to offer
“$2 motion picture programs of film spectacles and comedies directed by
these well known producers [i.e. D. W. Griffith, Thomas Ince and Mack
Sennett].”140 A year earlier, Aitken had predicted cinema’s future as fewer
but better films, fewer releases and thus fewer changes of bill, fewer theaters
but better ones, fewer patrons but at “better” prices, and a general uplifting
of standards. We may think of Aitken’s $2 plan as the attempt to realize his
own predictions and hopes for a highbrow film culture.141 Interestingly, Ad-
olph Zukor, himself a key player with regards to cultural legitimization and
the attracting of a new and supposedly higher-class audience for the movies,
took issue with Aitken over the notion of $2 films: “I believe thoroughly in
the so-called $2 picture but I do not believe in charging $2 for the privilege
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of seeing them.” Elaborating along those lines, Zukor argued that a film was
a $2 film when its “intrinsic value”—measured by the quality of the stars,
the quality of the plays (upon which the film was based) and the “manner” in
which they are handled or directed—made it worth paying such an amount
to see it, but instead of serving these films to the classes at $2 prices it was
the duty of the producer to present them to the “masses” for as low an ad-
mission price as possible. The main reason for this was that, according to
Zukor, the profits that financed the great features were gathered by the nick-
els and dimes of the masses, and to charge $2 would, therefore, be to desert
the public “whose patronage and support the motion picture producer owes
his very existence.”142

The notion of “Broadway prices” represented less of a fringe phenomenon
but carried a symbolic value similar to that of the “$2 film.” In Reel Life, one
commentator demanded that the press should re-evaluate the status of mo-
tion pictures, since at this point (April 1914) about one fifth of the theaters
on Broadway offered “photoplay programs,” and people were apparently
willing to pay “Broadway prices” (i.e. $1) for these shows.143 As implied, the
notion of Broadway prices was linked to the increasingly frequent exhibition
of motion pictures in legitimate theaters, and such inroads into higher cul-
tural realms were most spectacularly manifested by the motion pictures’
invasion of Broadway theaters. The opening of up-scale motion pictures
theaters in the Broadway theater district—most crucially the Vitagraph
Theatre (which opened in February 1914 in the former Criterion Theatre at
Broadway and 44th Street), the Strand Theatre (which opened in April 1914
at Broadway and 47th) and the flagship theater that George Kleine was
erecting on 42nd Street—was seen as equally compelling evidence of film’s
cultural ascendancy.144 In this manner, movies were in the process of “pic-
turizing Broadway.”145

Discussions of “Broadway prices” and “$2 films” may appear to have
been of minor relevance beyond the specific metropolitan conditions that
they primarily applied to, but local and more rural film cultures were influ-
enced in more indirect ways.146 In any event, as we have seen, the campaign
for higher admission prices was not limited to Longacre, not least because
the agenda of linking higher prices to the uplift of artistic and industrial
standards was also fulfilled by pointing to the abject opposite of the “$2
film” and “Broadway prices,” viz. the offering of too long a show at too low
a price. This problem was deemed especially acute if multi-reel feature films
of high merit were inserted into such a “cheapening” exhibition context. The
group at Moving Picture World included the pundits most vehemently out-
raged at exhibitors who engaged in these detrimental practices: “Once more
we have to point out the execrable folly of giving a long show for five
cents,” an October 1914 editorial bellowed.147 “It ought to be intimated to
him [the exhibitor] that no exchange can rent first-class features to a man
who will cheapen them. If the man wants to ruin himself … that is his own
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business, but the cheapening of a high-class feature is another affair. It hurts
the prestige of the producer to have it figure on a ten-reel show for a
nickel.”148 The ringleader of the tormentors, Stephen Bush, likened the “irre-
sponsible” ten-reels-for-a-nickel exhibitors to “vandals,” and called upon
manufacturers to forbid the showing of high-class features at “Nickel style
venues,” and to send out inspectors to secure that no “vandalism of their
high-class property occurs.”149 Correspondingly, W.C. Merrill, manager of
Warner’s Features in Minneapolis even threatened (jokingly, one must as-
sume) to bring a libel suit against any exhibitor putting on one of his features
for a measly five cents: “It is defamation of the character of the productions
to put them on public exhibition for five cents,” Merrill argued.150 Feature
distributor William Sherry also joined in, exclaiming that “I cannot say too
strongly that the most formidable obstacle to the proper growth of this busi-
ness today IS THE MAN WHO GIVES TOO MUCH FOR THE
MONEY.”151 This view aligned with that of the editors of Motion Picture
News who labeled such forms of competition “unwise.”152

The reason why competition by a combination of large size and small
price was deemed “unwise” or even “disastrous” was double. On the one
hand, as in the above accounts, meritorious features were “cheapened.” On
the other hand, in trying to expand program length without excessive addi-
tional cost at the exchange, many exhibitors were likely to give in to the
temptation of booking cheap but inferior multi-reel features. With regard to
the latter concern, some argued that the exhibitor as well as the industry as a
whole would be much better off by letting variety compensate for the lack of
reel length. Predictably, it was not primarily the feature-friendly observers
who prescribed this remedy, but rather the “old” program companies.153 A
commentator in Reel Life warned the readers to “Beware of the faked fea-
ture!” and offered the following advice:

Variety will more than compensate for the lack of reel length. If his
competitor is filling his house by means of multiple reel subjects, he,
instead of trying to fake a cheap imitation of these, will wisely spe-
cialize in the opposite attraction—shorter plays of exceptional quality.
In the long run, there is no better drawing card.154

Universal’s founder and president, Carl Laemmle’s version of the same ar-
gument was more flamboyantly phrased. Laemmle argued that the “so-called
‘feature’ ha[d] fallen of its own weight,” and that the surefire solution was to
shift to the Universal program, or, as he preferred to call it, “The Scientifi-
cally Balanced Program.” To Laemmle, adding a multi-reel feature to the
show was akin to injecting the program with “dope.” As “dope” was to the
human body, the feature was to the program: an artificial stimulant of ever-
decreasing potency, the only certain long-term effect of which was to drug
the exhibitor’s business to the point that it became “dopey.”155
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Nonetheless, an increasing number of exhibitors regarded multi-reel fea-
tures as an increasingly vital part of the show. Louis Rosenbluh, representing
William Fox’s Greater New York Film Rental Co., testified that the demand
among exhibitors for so-called “specials” was “[e]xceptionally large.”156

Statements from numerous exhibitors pointed in the same direction:157 Wil-
liam F. Kertscher, proprietor of two theaters with less than 300 seats in
Brooklyn and one open-air venue admitted that “special features” were a
“very important” part of his show: “Q. Is it one of the things which particu-
larly helps you to draw your customers? A. It does.”158 Cross-examination of
Adolph Bauernfreund, operating two small picture houses in the Bronx,
yielded the following exchange: “Q. Are special features an important part
of the program which you give in your theatres? A. I think they are the most
important part.”159 Harry Marsey, running the Happy Hour Theatre (seating
capacity, 340) in Buffalo, New York did not like features but had found it
necessary to make them available to his patrons: “They want to see features
or productions produced in more than one reel. It is a case where everybody
is doing it, and we had to do it too. I, personally, do not favor it. Q. But you
find it necessary to show them? A. Exactly.”160 Why it might have been nec-
essary was hinted at by Joseph P. Morgan, manager of the Princess Theatre
in Washington, D.C., who was asked to specify why features were an im-
portant part of his program: “Really, I couldn’t tell you; the people, perhaps,
like it.”161 Admitted, these are only a few instances (although far from the
only ones that appear in the records of the USA v. MPPC hearings), and they
do not account well for possible regional or local variations.162 The point is,
however, not to verify a tendency that was obviously there (the feature for-
mat’s rise to dominance a few years later offers an ultimate piece of evi-
dence of its presence); instead, the depositions of various exhibitors offer
indications as to why exhibitors acted as they did rather than as Carl Laem-
mle told them to. In this regard, the intimation is straightforward enough:
market logics tended to trump discursive and similar outside pressures. In
the words of Matthew Hansen, in control of three picture theaters with less
than 500 seats in Yonkers, New Jersey, when asked why features were im-
portant to his business: “[F]or the simple reason that up to three weeks ago
… we were playing for a five-cent admission to the General Film program of
four reels, and I decided to put in an out-side feature each day and advance
the admission to ten cents, and my business has just doubled.”163 Later on, in
1914, an anonymous manufacturer argued that the multi-reel surge was not
as much a creation of producers “as it was the result of demand on the part
of exhibitors and their patrons,” and Stephen Bush made the case that the
success of the early European features had already demonstrated that Ameri-
can audiences were both ready for multi-reel features and “quite willing to
pay the price.”164

Regardless of whether an increasing supply of features was merely a re-
sponse to the demand of patrons, or whether supply somehow created and
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fostered demand,165 the latter assertion did not refute the notion that exhibi-
tors were prone to adhere to market logics rather than discursive pressure.
Neither did the theoretically more plausible, but ultimately disproved claims,
that the novelty value of features had worn off, that the demand for such
films was in decline, and that one-reelers would once again lead the de-
mand.166 This certainly did not mean that all exhibitors were as fortunate as
Mr. Hansen professed to be. As we have seen, many small-time exhibitors
faced ruinous economic conditions brought about by the feature, but this
further strengthens the hypothesis that a full-scale shift of the demand curve
was taking place. Otherwise it would have been a viable option for exhibi-
tors who, due to small seating capacity or other reasons, had difficulty
meeting the demand for multi-reel features in an economically successful
manner, to simply stick to the mixed program of one-reelers, without fear of
going bankrupt. In light of this, the opposition to features voiced by exhibi-
tors and their organizations seems to have been less about control issues,
conservatism or artistic concerns than about fears of the obsolescence and
creative destruction that a structural change of the film market would un-
leash.

It is important to recognize that the escalating demand for multi-reel fea-
tures was not only, or even primarily, referable to the influx of new audience
groups. The feature might have attracted patrons previously indifferent or
even unsympathetic to movies, but the new audience as well as the old was
reasonably flexible in consumer preferences and behavior. This is why
warnings such as General Film’s that booking a “bad feature” meant “Killing
Off the Motion Picture Fans,” had a hyperbolical ring to them.167

Figure 2. Killing off motion picture fans? Advertisement for General Film, MPW
19, no. 2 (January 10, 1914).
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Decidedly less rigid than the audience conceptions that this and similar
claims were predicated on, real audiences seemed willing to learn, adjust and
try out new modes of spectatorship, without being irrevocably repulsed by
the occasional disappointing experience at the movie theater. Many audience
gradations suffered from the same rigidity. The failure to accommodate for
changes in audience tastes, in particular the potentially homogenizing ele-
ments of such change, is arguably what led commentators to outline grada-
tion schemes of the kind we came across earlier in the first place. As to the
changing modes of spectatorship, one commentator suggested in February
1914 that “[m]ost picture audiences are now getting away from that idea that
pictures were a form of entertainment to be taken on the fly.” This meant
that the expectations of “haste” that the single- and split-reel stimulated was
supplanted by expectations of settling down in the chair, staying until the
film was over, and paying “more attention to the picture and plot as devel-
oped on the screen.”168 A cherished way to characterize the mode of exhibi-
tion that corresponded to this new mode of spectatorship employed the trope
of “an evening’s entertainment.” General Film’s Frank Dyer did not use
those exact words, but nonetheless admitted in November 1913 that the
practice according to which “a performance is entirely devoted to the …
exhibition of a single play” was “the form of entertainment … apparently
developing in this country.”169 Numerous other accounts around the same
time more explicitly stated that the multi-reel feature film was meant to fur-
nish a whole evening’s entertainment.170 In later historiography, the “eve-
ning’s entertainment” modes of exhibition and spectatorship are sometimes
seen as emblematic of the early feature era (most conspicuously demon-
strated by the entitling of Richard Koszarski’s volume in the History of the
American Cinema series), but as Koszarski convincingly shows, the “eve-
ning’s entertainment” programs of the earliest feature era normally consisted
of a variety of multi-reel features and single- and split-reel films.171

Original versions of the “evening’s entertainment” trope set up at least an
implicit link between new modes of spectatorship and new modes of filmic
representation: the expectation to sit back and focus on the picture and plot
until the film was over was perceived to arise because the style and storytel-
ling of the feature demanded added spectatorial attention. More recently,
Miriam Hansen has elaborated on this issue, linking spectatorial immersion
to the “de-realization” of theater space and the gradual consolidation of the
classical Hollywood style.172 The multi-reel feature format is, of course, not
equivalent to the classical style; the narrativizing of cinema had begun long
before the advent of the feature, as had the development of various devices
employed to fulfill the narrative and stylistic norms of classical cinema.
Nonetheless, as Kristin Thompson argues, the multi-reel film was instru-
mental in the “crystallization” of classical traits, by relieving the pressure of
extreme condensation and by facilitating a focus on a variety of cinematic
techniques.173 If the multi-reel feature thus harbored a plethora of narrative
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and stylistic options, we should also take into account the possibility that
ambitions to tell stories in different, novel and more complex ways in itself
propelled a development leading to the breakthrough of the feature. This
possibility was rarely but nonetheless recognized by contemporary observ-
ers. When Louis Rosenbluh attempted to explain why longer films had be-
gun to appear around 1911, he suggested that films consisting of more than
one reel “to a subject” were “required by more detail as the manufacturers
started in to explain the pictures with less announcements, and they wanted
the actions to explain the pictures, and the subject was longer than one reel
could explain it, they made two reels, of one subject, and then three reels of
the one subject.”174 Fan magazine writer Raymond L. Schrock made a simi-
lar connection, arguing that the longer format allowed for “complete stories
[to] be enjoyed to their depths.”175

These discussions hark back to a topic that we have touched upon earlier,
viz. that the feature was sometimes perceived as an answer to calls for artis-
tic uplift and progress. A Motography editorial published in April 1913 wel-
comed the development on the grounds that features solved the problem of
how to make “important photoplays.” This particular model of “important”
cinema was heavily reliant on theatrical ideals, as indicated by the dictum
that the achieving of higher film artistic goals would demand an extra wide
film and larger screens (forty-two feet to be exact) to accommodate “a le-
gitimate stageful of players.”176 A Motion Picture News comment regarding
the recent film versions of Tess D’Urbervilles (Famous Players, 1913), The
Betrothed (Ambrosio, 1913) and Rob Roy (Eclair American, 1913) also
spoke of “important” films, but highlighted film’s interrelation to literature
rather than theater: “These picture-plays may be justly characterized as im-
portant in the sense that they are all three founded on classic fiction. Fur-
thermore, they furnish food for thought as to whether the pictureplay is not
more closely allied to literature than the speaking drama.”177 In either case,
the benchmark of film artistic “importance” had to be derived by means of
comparison with other media/art forms, which may easily be construed as
evidence in support of the often-voiced idea that the film medium latched
onto the more prestigious arts in order to boost its own cultural legitimacy.178

On the one hand, intermedial borrowing of various sorts was often integral to
a multi-reel film’s achieving of commercial success and earning of critical
acclaim. A striking example is the Famous Players Film Company and the
recurrent lauding of this firm.179 On the other hand, the feature format also
seems to have breathed new life into the debates over what were the unique
characteristics of film art. Accordingly, the feature format did not send the
film medium cruising down an intermedial one-way street, picking up the
cachet of other media and art forms at every corner. Rather, a negotiation
ensued of how to best strike a balance between appropriation from other arts
to gain cultural clout and the fencing in of cinema’s unique artistic domain.
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This oscillatory movement framed the debates over several concrete issues
connected to the feature.

A key area of conflict concerned the source material for narrative multi-
reel features. Should these films be based on well-known plays, novels, sto-
ries, songs, poems, operas, and so on, or should they be based on original
scenarios? And what about “big” writers? Did feature films benefit from the
input of famous authors, or did people trained specifically to write for the
screen generate better scenarios?

All of the earliest American multi-reel feature productions were adapta-
tions of well-known theatrical or literary works. Janet Staiger has argued that
this extensive practice of adaptation was a major economic cause for the
diffusion of longer films, and that the adaptation of classics had served to
justify breaking the one-reel rule in the first place.180 The tendency persisted,
and by 1914, there were still very few multi-reel feature films based on
original scenarios. Due to the perceived success of adaptations, not least in
attracting the middle-class to cinema, it was widely assumed that the future
feature would continue along the trodden path. Charles Pathé was certain
that the trend was “toward the adaptations of books and plays by celebrated
authors,” and went on to say that “[s]uch adaptations have already been
made—very fine ones. These photoplays have brought to the picture makers
a very large class of people, who previously had little interest in the motion
pictures.”181 Others argued that many adaptations were far from fine. Leslie
T. Peacocke, during his tenure as editor of Photoplay’s scenario writing de-
partment, repeatedly deemed novels and plays unsuitable source material for
features, on the grounds that adaptation of such material often resulted in
padding.182 Louis Reeves Harrison presented a similar argument. In the ad-
aptation process, he argued, the exclusion of dialogue and the simultaneous
pressure to enlarge and extend often resulted in something similar to the
“stretching of a rubber band,” i.e. in padding.183 His views were somewhat
conflicted, however, or perhaps just changed over time. Harrison envisioned
the emergence of even bigger and better features in the future—framed as a
shift from the five-reel “photodrama” to the more Gesamtkunstwerk like ten-
reel “photoperas”—and these films would be based on plays and novels.
Problematically though, this shift would take time, since already finding
suitable material for the five-reel photodramas was becoming increasingly
difficult.184 Some took the latter concern to an extreme conclusion. Robert
Grau predicted that soon enough, the stock of books and plays to adapt
would be exhausted, but to him, this was a welcome course of events. Origi-
nal feature film scenarios, revolving around subjects and themes of “life
today” would bring the motion picture closer to fulfilling its destiny of be-
coming an art on its own merits.185 Frank Woods also argued that copy-
righted books and plays would give way to original screenplays.186 Vita-
graph’s John Stuart Blackton did not anticipate the end of adaptation, but
nonetheless insisted that “there is a need for big original features, specially
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written for pictorial presentation.”187 Edwin Thanhouser’s version of the
argument was more radical: He agreed with Blackton that there was a call
for scenarios written specifically for the screen, and with Woods that such
original material would crowd out adaptations, but added that this would
transform the present cultural hierarchies in favor of the motion picture:

I feel that the development of the future of the motion picture calls for
purely original matter, strong scenarios written for the motion picture
and with only the motion picture presentation in view. … The future
means the development of a new field of writers for the making of
feature films. This will force in turn, just what I mentioned before, the
bringing of the stage to the motion picture for material.188

The views of who would occupy this “new field” of feature film scenario
writing differed. Blackton assumed that trained writers presently engaged in
other forms of writing would recognize scenario writing as a potential gold-
mine and venture into the business.189 Likewise, Frank Woods believed that
fiction authors “with a creative mind” would soon discover that there was
money to be made by writing for the screen.190 Robert Grau also identified
scenario writing as a potentially prosperous field of work, even implying that
the original scenarists of the future would be akin to stars, but claimed that
these new stars would be people who had never written a play.191 This sug-
gests that Grau disregarded, or pretended to disregard, the added marketing
value that a famous author could bring to a feature production.192 As an ad-
vertisement for Imar, the Servitor (Majestic, 1914) spelled out, a real feature
demanded a “big author” and popular actors.193 Grau’s idea was also at odds
with an artistic argument for why trained authors should enter the field. Les-
lie Peacocke’s version of this stated that “big writers” would succeed in
movies because they had “the fertility of idea, the understanding of what
people like and the skill of situation construction.”194 A poignant response
was formulated by Oliver Morosco in early 1916:

The solid bedrock foundation of the successful photodrama of tomor-
row will be the scenario or play itself. [Scenario writers will become]
world-famous for the depth, power, sincerity and compelling truth of
their photoplays. But they will be specialists; they will not do pictures
on Thursdays and Saturdays, and literary and theatrical work the rest
of the week. And this same comment applies to actors.195

Somewhat ironically, Morosco, himself of theatrical background and his
own plays the frequent subject of filmic adaptation, relied on the film-is-a-
unique-art argument more lucidly than most: “Speaking the universal lan-
guage, it [cinema] is the greatest instrument of popular suggestion that has
ever been devised. … [S]cenarios from novels, plays and short stories, how-
ever famous, are quite insufficient. … [T]he photoplay has arrived as an art,
and it demands original treatment.”196
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Even more crucial to the marketability of the early feature than the “big”
author was the theatrical star. As a Famous Players’ pitch letter to presump-
tive states rights distributors of Queen Elisabeth read: “Queen Elisabeth
without Sarah Bernhardt would be an attraction of great merit, with Sarah
Bernhardt, we know that you would say ‘here is a feature that will make
money’.”197 Nevertheless, Morosco was not alone to express doubts about
the filmic uses of stage actors, and the lack of a full focus on motion picture
work was only one cause for such doubts. These arguments basically stated,
rather bluntly, that actors from live theater could not make the transition to
motion picture acting: “[N]ot one in ten of these great people of the spoken
drama have been satisfactory in their work in pictures,” E. K. Lincoln of the
Photoplay Production Company claimed. A predilection for exaggerated
gestures was one cause for this, a lack of knowledge of the processes of
filmmaking another, according to Lincoln.198 Another commentator ex-
plained the “artistic failures” of many multi-reelers that employed “speaking
stars” with reference to these actors “superior attitude,” rendering them un-
able or unwilling to take directions from the filmmakers.199 The discourse on
theatrical stars was similar to that on original scenarios versus adaptations in
that in both cases, the criticism of theatrical influences was rooted in a firm
belief that film was a unique art in its own right, and should be developed
along lines that refined the film medium’s unique traits. It was slightly dif-
ferent in that whereas original scripts for multi-reel feature films were all but
unheard of, “movie stars,” or “picture personalities” as the fan magazines
often dubbed them, had been around for years, gradually moving to the ab-
solute forefront of film culture.200 The latter fact gave weight to Robert
Grau’s suggestion in May 1914 that with a few exceptions, “regular” film
stars would be equally successful drawing cards as the ones already famous
from the stage.201

The migratory streams from theater to film included not only actors, but
also a range of other people and personnel. When this resulted in high-
profile combinations between the most prominent theatrical magnates (e.g.
Belasco, the Frohman brothers, Klaw & Erlanger, Schubert, Liebler, etc.)
and the most renowned film companies, the meeting of the two media was
lauded.202 On a more general level, feelings seemed more mixed. Yet again,
theater functioned simultaneously as the touchstone against which all film
artistic progress and uplift was judged, and as the “other” in relation to
which cinema’s artistic and cultural identity was set off. Stephen Bush’s
description of the feature film’s triumphant breaking of culture-hierarchical
barriers was typical in many respects: “Now the big theaters began to open
their doors to the hitherto doubted and despised picture, and now the most
important men in the theatrical world began to realize that a new art had
come into being and that they must live and progress with it and utilize the
opportunities it held out.”203 As much as Bush took these symbolically
charged events as confirmation of cinema’s elevated status, a latent grudge
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against the theatrical world was implied. Frank E. Woods made this much
more explicit, labeling the now film-interested and film-invested theatrical
men as opportunistic and hypocritical. To add insult to injury, he also ac-
cused the purported “elevators” of film of inflicting on the motion picture a
theatrical, bombastic style, not least when it came to acting, that was down-
right laughable.204 Such lowering of cinematic standards was not exclusively
accountable to theatrical influences. The wider problem, according to
Woods, was that the feature field had been flooded by “outsiders,” who were
guilty of a “ruthless slaughter” of fine material due to their inexperience with
the camera.205 Oftentimes, these “outsiders” were referred to as the “feature
men,” rumored to callously exploit the feature market economically without
the slightest regard for the film medium’s hard-won repute and craft. Names
were not named, but the Motion Picture Exhibitors’ League nominated “the
so-called feature film men” and the exhibitors who showed their films the
“leeches of the industry.”206 In New York, some feature men formed an as-
sociation for the protection against other feature men, or more specifically,
“the unreliable film men, ‘pirates’ and ‘dupers’ especially.”207 Motion Pic-
ture News talked about staging and acting that had not been tolerated on
stage for at least ten to fifteen years, and the damage done: “It is the upstarts,
the ‘hole-in-the-wall,’ shoestring class of motion picture merchants who are
degrading the whole industry by peddling second-hand wares and theatrical
misfits of this kind, and endeavoring to palm them off upon the people.”208

The New York Dramatic Mirror added the “foreign film” to the list of cul-
prits: “The irresponsible ‘feature’ is at present one of the most pernicious
evils with which the motion picture has to deal. The foreign film, with its
antecedents unknown, or the domestic picture made overnight, are doing
more to blur the reputation of the motion picture than many of its obvious
enemies.”209

The hazards of theatrical bombast seemed to pale in comparison. Even
more so as the theatrical world could at least contribute with patently suc-
cessful methods of marketing, distribution and exhibition.210 Apparently,
modeling film industrial practices on the theater were much more accepted
within these areas than within that of production. In the words of the Mir-
ror’s “Film Man”: “We have reached the day of the big subject handled in a
big way; and in the very nature of things business methods found satisfac-
tory in theatrical enterprises are being adopted, with a few necessary revi-
sions, by motion-picture magnets.”211 Elaborating along the same lines,
Frank Dyer argued that the distribution of special features and theatrical road
showing were “strictly analogous”: “With the more important pictures, …
which seem to be destined to greater use in the future, … the booking is pre-
cisely the same as the booking of a regular dramatic performance, dates be-
ing arranged in advance, and advertised by the theatres exactly as they might
advertise a regular road show.”212 There were also feature film distributors
and exhibitors who explicitly admitted to an adherence to theatrical molds.
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When H. J. Streyckmans left Mutual in August 1913 to venture into the fea-
ture film business, he pledged an allegiance to theatrical practices, promising
to handle The Last Days of Pompeii (Gli ultimi giorni di Pompeii; Ambrosio,
1913) “as though it were Sarah Bernhardt in the flesh.”213 Incidentally,
Bernhardt did not appear in this film, but seems to have been used by
Streyckmans as shorthand for the type of famous-players-in-famous-plays
ideal of feature cinema that he endorsed. A corresponding example in the
level of exhibition surfaced in the report that “[t]he Willis Wood [in Kansas
City] as a motion picture house is being operated exactly as was the Willis
Wood when flesh-and-blood actors trod its stage.” Consequently, this theater
would show feature films and nothing else; offer printed programs; have
uniformed ushers show the patrons to their seats; employ an orchestra to
play during the intermission; and advertise the feature film in exactly the
same way as a theatrical offering would have been advertised.214

The discourses on scenarios, adaptations, theatrical stars, and other theat-
rical influences demonstrates the multifarious character of the feature film’s
connection to intermedial issues. There were economic aspects, revolving
around marketability and the attraction of new audiences. There were practi-
cal concerns, revolving around how to distribute and exhibit multi-reel fea-
ture films with the best commercial and artistic results. There were proto-
theoretical deliberations over what set the film medium apart from other art
forms and what aligned it to them. Transferred to prescriptive aesthetics, the
pivotal issue was whether to base feature films on works in other media, to
proceed without “filtration” through other media, or to allow for both.215 All
of the above debates were integral to the ongoing re-negotiation of cinema’s
cultural position and cachet, as determined by film culture’s internal dy-
namics as well as its place within a hierarchal cultural order. With regard to
the latter, everyone was not content to acknowledge that the multi-reel fea-
ture film had brought cinema up to a par with theater, but had to make a case
for cinema’s cultural supremacy:

Books, as well as plays, must bow to motion pictures, and it is the
‘feature’ that makes the photodrama supreme.

As long as the picture producer was tied down to a definite number
of feet in which to tell his story, the perfection of his art was impossi-
ble. Like the producer of stage-drama whose story must be told be-
tween an 8.15 overture and an 11.10 curtain, the creator of an old-
style single-reel picture has to sacrifice plot, dramatic values and char-
acter drawings in order to keep within the limits of film footage. As
the theatrical producer is compelled to mutilate a perfectly good play
in order that it may run only the number of hours set down by custom
as most desirable, so the director of ordinary length photoplays is not
only hampered in his work during the staging of the play, but is forced
frequently to completely ruin—from an artistic standpoint—what
would have been a masterpiece of photodrama production if allowed
to run its natural length.
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…
Now the ‘feature’ makes possible the perfect picture. Every scene

is allowed to run its correct length, dramatic values are carefully
weighed and the action timed to a nicety, so that powerful climaxes
are the rule, rather than the exception, and the drama ends with the
story completed and the audience satisfied.216

Or, as our Indiana exhibitor present at the International Motion Picture As-
sociation’s second annual convention in June 1914 proclaimed: “Art should
not be measured by feet.”
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Part II

The Case of Philadelphia
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Chapter 2

Philadelphia in the Early Twentieth Century:
Selected Frames

The fact that an industrial metropolis such as Philadelphia around the turn of
the last century was a unit composed of several hundred shops, mills, houses,
neighborhoods, and so on, each being an important element for at least some
Philadelphians, presents a challenge to anyone wishing to perform an his-
torical analysis of the city.1 One simply cannot reach into every single nook
and cranny of the metropolis. The same applies to specific aspects of city
life, including the one immediately relevant to our purposes: movie-going
and local film culture. Paraphrasing, we might say that Philadelphia film
culture was a unit composed of thousands of movie-goers and thousands of
reels of film shown at hundreds of venues, the film experience of each and
every movie-goer being of some importance at least to him or her, and the
existence of each and every film exhibition venue being an important ele-
ment to some Philadelphians.2 The area of movie-going and film culture is
addressed in the following chapters by case studies revolving around specific
questions, by the offering of contextualizing surveys that span longer periods
of time and wider topics, and by the analysis of the expression of film cul-
ture in different forms of public discourse. All of this is carried out without
hoping to obtain what is unobtainable, i.e. a definitive and exhaustive ac-
count. With regard to the city as a whole, however, the task would obviously
be all the more daunting, but luckily, that is for urban historians rather than
for cinema scholars to deal with. Nonetheless, a local film history of Phila-
delphia totally bereft of connections to other elements of urban life and its
history would be both boring and aloof. Three strategies come to mind. The
first one, and perhaps the most rewarding, is realized by the “filtering” of
film historical cases and questions through any number of elements relating
to city life. For instance, when discussing the location of movie theaters and
other venues where film was exhibited in Philadelphia, I have tried to con-
nect this to demographic aspects, to the urban organization of different
neighborhoods, to the division of urban functions between these neighbor-
hoods, to the industrial characteristics of the city and to the system of mass
transport. Two other strategies can be seen as opposite but complementary.
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One involves the fastidious examination of small sections of the city, for
instance, using various atlases and fire insurance maps to unravel exactly
what activities, institutions and buildings (shops, factories, schools, hospi-
tals, banks, residential property, and so on) were situated in the same block
or neighborhood as a movie theater of particular significance. For my pur-
poses, however, I have found this approach likely to be either too compre-
hensive or too atomistic. It would be painstaking and time-consuming be-
yond all reasonable proportion to undertake on a scale of a city of Philadel-
phia’s size, and if applied to just one or a few blocks, of limited value if the
whole city is our concern. The opposite approach, i.e. the presentation of
some broader trends and facets of city life and urban organization that might
be relevant for a better understanding of the local film culture, therefore,
seems more rewarding.

Figure 3. Three panoramic views of Philadelphia in 1913. (Panoramic Photographs
Collection, Library of Congress Photographs and Prints Division.)

Basic Urban Organization: Core and Ring/Center City
and Suburbs

Philadelphia’s Market Street is sometimes called a corridor of commerce and
transport, and the section that runs through the Center City constitutes the
hub of Philadelphia’s commerce and business activities. Initially, Market
Street and the Center City as a whole hosted commercial as well as residen-
tial property, but by the early twentieth century, downtown had nearly
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ceased to be a residential area. Instead, the Center City was a place where
people came for work, shopping and entertainment.

This implies that people lived mainly outside the Center City, either just
outside of downtown, or in suburbs farther away from the city’s core. The
belts in closest proximity to downtown were generally poor, including some
slum-like areas. As to suburban Philadelphia, the earliest inhabitants of more
distant neighborhoods such as Germantown and Chestnut Hill were people
affluent enough to afford expensive estates and costly transportation, but as
lines of transportation were extended, more land was made accessible to
increasingly mixed groups of people.3

Extended and expanded systems of mass transportation provided a fun-
damental requirement for the processes of suburbanization, but also for the
Center City culture of commerce and leisure to thrive. In this respect, it is
easy to recognize how various districts and neighborhoods should be ap-
proached as linked units within the same urban network rather than as dis-
crete entities.

Figure 4. Market Street, west from 11th, between 1900 and 1910 (Detroit Publishing
Company Photograph Collection, Library of Congress Photographs and Prints Divi-
sion).

As we will discover, the movie theaters and other film-exhibition venues
located in the downtown area and the activities that transpired here occupied
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a central position not only geographically, but film culturally too. On the
other hand, considering the comparatively even distribution of venues across
the city, it would not be accurate to suggest that film culture was a quintes-
sential downtown phenomenon or that downtown in this regard was ulti-
mately defined by its fostering of a film culture. More adequately, the Center
City was defined by the specific combination of services, functions and in-
stitutions to be found here, to which movies and other entertainment busi-
nesses were integral. If one had to identify one particular emblem of down-
town Philadelphia, a better candidate would be the department store, as this
institution can be seen as a most tactile manifestation of a range of eco-
nomic, social, technological and cultural trends that “helped usher in an age
of mass production and mass consumption,” as one scholar puts it.4 The most
renowned among several such manifestations scattered along Market Street
was Wanamaker’s Department Store, at a site still dedicated to shopping (the
Wanamaker Building today hosts the Philadelphia branch of Macy’s) al-
though arguably serving slightly different functions in the face of the devel-
opment of decentralized shopping malls.

Transportation

Expanding systems of mass transportation carried a great potential for
changes of basic urban arrangement. As one urban historian has argued,
developments in transportation and communications (involving new railways
and the like, but also the use of telephones) allowed people to live outside
the immediate proximity of the workplace.5 This also changed the basis for
segregation where clustering of particular workgroups near the workplace
was supplanted by segregation and clustering by way of income and ethnic-
ity.6

The Market Street Subway Line facilitated travel between the Center City
and West Philadelphia. A two-mile stretch running from 15th Street to the
Schuylkill opened in 1907, and by 1908, the section east of City Hall to the
Delaware River was completed. At the western final stop, the subway was
connected to the Market Street Elevated Train running to 69th Street in West
Philadelphia.7 Over the years following the opening of the Market Street
subway, trackage expanded further as three additional elevated lines, in-
cluding the Frankford El, and two new subway lines, including the Broad
Street Line, were built. Aside from this, an elaborate streetcar network was
already in place. By 1900 every major street in inner city Philadelphia car-
ried an electric streetcar line.8

Thus, improved transportations facilitated access to the Center City for
shopping and work, which stimulated the clustering of stores, hotels, offices
and restaurants around City Hall.9 Simultaneously, better connections be-
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tween downtown and the suburbs, new railways routes and the construction
of the Parkway and other large thoroughfares offered escape routes for those
inclined to seek relief from congestion and other possible evils of city life.
Whether the rapidly increasing number of automobile users signal that more
and more people were looking for a way out is best left unsaid, but in any
event, automobile ownership went from below 500 in 1905 to over 100,000
by 1918.10

Figure 5. The Elevated Railway Station at Thirty-Sixth Street, Philadelphia, PA,
between 1900 and 1915 (Detroit Publishing Company Photograph Collection, Li-
brary of Congress Photographs and Prints Division).

Demographics

According to the 1910 census, Philadelphia’s total population was 1,549,008
persons. This represented an increase in population of almost 20% since the
1900 census and an increase of about 48% compared to the total population
of 1,046,964 persons in 1890.11 Of the 1,549,008 residents, 879,363 (about
56.5%) were labeled as belonging to “foreign white stock,” which included
“white” residents either themselves or with at least one parent born outside
the United States.12 This “stock” was further sub-divided by nationality,
disclosing that the most common nationalities in Philadelphia at this time
were the Irish (248,538 or approximately 16% of the total population), Ger-
mans (185,392 or about 12%), Russians (138,160 or 9%), the English
(85,470 or 5.5%) and Italians (76,734 or 5%).13 The remainder of the popu-
lation consisted of 584,008 Philadelphians (37,7%) that were “native white
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with native parentage,” a black population of 84,459 (5.5%), and a small
group of 1,178 that included Asian-Americans and “all other.”14

Industry, Economy, Workforce

In the early 1900s, Philadelphia was still known as the “workshop of the
world,” signifying the magnitude and diversity of its industry. Iron and steel
was a major industry, but the biggest business was the textile industry. In
1904, 19% of the city’s manufacturers were textile plants, and employed
about 35% of the city’s workers.15 The wharf, second only to that of New
York, was another important business.16 Banking also prospered in Philadel-
phia, as did food manufacturing and printing and publishing.17 Philadelphia’s
industrial diversity had tempered the recessions of the 1870s and the 1890s,18

but toward the 1910s, although the city ranked third industrially with regard
to wage earning and production value, the growth rate was beginning to de-
cline as a result of the relocation of some mass production industries.19

The occupation statistics in the 1910 census provides some hints about
composition of the Philadelphia workforce.20 All in all, 711,169 people were
counted as being part of the working population, of which 510,871 were men
and 200,298 were women. Nearly half the workers were occupied in “manu-
facturing and mechanical industries.” A portion of the men worked in iron
and steel, but various textile industries were the most common field of work.
The largest single female occupation was “sewer or sewing machine opera-
tor,” a profession that occupied 14,471 women. Women were also repre-
sented to a high degree within the category of “professional services,” most
notably as teachers and nurses, and dominated the category “domestic and
personal service.” Over 50,000 people found their livelihood within the
transportation sector, most of whom were men, except for a considerable
number of female telephone operators. More than a 100,000 Philadelphians
(about 86,000 men and 17,000 women) worked within “trade,” primarily as
salesmen and store clerks. Another significant group of professions were the
“clerical occupations,” employing about 42,000 men and 20,000 women, the
latter including quite a number of female bookkeepers, stenographers and
typists.

Politics

Politically, Philadelphia had gained infamy as being “corrupt and con-
tented,” as it was stated in the title of Lincoln Steffens’s classic muck-raking
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exposé of the Republican political “machine” who ran Philadelphia and the
state of Pennsylvania.21 Steffens’s rendering of how U.S. Senator Matthew
Quay was the true boss and kingmaker of political life in Philadelphia took
as a starting point the notion that Philadelphia was probably just as corrupt
as any other comparable American city, but that the fact that the corruption
had gone so far (and was so deeply rooted that no one no longer seemed to
care about it), made the city unique. Hence, not just “corrupt,” but also
“contented.”

The corruption factor of Steffens’s equation implied the widespread prac-
tice of crookedly awarding government contracts, a spoils system unmatched
by local administrations elsewhere, and electoral gerrymandering and fraud
on a massive scale. Since the Democratic Party was all but eradicated in the
state and rumors had it that the few Democrats around were simply bought
off by the machine, such activities rarely faced serious opposition.22

There were, however, a series of progressivist/reformer/independent ini-
tiatives, including the formation of the City Party to counter Is Durham’s
corrupt Philadelphia administration and of the Lincoln Party to battle the
awesome power of the state Republican machine led by U.S. Senator Boies
Penrose. The formation of both these parties was brought about by a massive
outbreak of public outcry following the so-called “Gas War” of 1905.23 In
1910, the Keystone Party was formed which, after the unsuccessful launch of
an independent candidate in the Pennsylvania gubernatorial race, managed to
get Rudolph Blankenburg, long-standing reformer and anti-machine con-
tender, elected mayor of Philadelphia in 1911.24 The Blankenburg admini-
stration put an end to some of the corrupt practices of Philadelphia politics,
such as the dubious selling of municipal contracts to party bosses, and intro-
duced a “sound business basis” of governing that was planned and executed
by “experts” rather than by party machine bosses.25 Clearly, such policies
were in line with broader progressivist sentiments of the period, at least in
one sense of “progressivism,” arguably a much more elastic and debatable
term for us than it might have been for the historical actors themselves.26 Of
more direct consequence to Philadelphia film culture, Blankenburg also ap-
pointed George D. Porter head of the Department of Public Safety, an offi-
cial who many times acted as spokesperson concerning regulations of the
city’s motion picture theaters.

Cultural Decline?

The “contented” trope of Lincoln Steffens’s influential article stuck, not least
thanks to fervent reiterations and reformulations of it by, for instance, Henry
James in 1906, by local resident and observer Owen Wister, and in a
Harper’s Magazine article published in 1916.27 These and other characteri-
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zations of Philadelphians as essentially conservative, dull and content was
also connected to a perceived loss of cultural vitality in the first decades of
the twentieth century, especially if compared to the halcyon days of the pre-
ceding century.28 Granted, Philadelphia saw a crisis for the theater in the
early and mid-teens, and something similar within the field of opera as
well.29 On the other hand, co-existent with these predominantly high-brow
forms of culture, popular culture—movies, dancing, drinking, sports,
etc.—seems to have prospered.

Figure 6. Philadelphia’s favorite pastime? Crowds gather at rooftops on N. 20th
Street to catch a glimpse of a 1914 World Series game at Shibe Park. The Philadel-
phia Athletics (now the Oakland Athletics) won the World Series in 1910, 1911 and
1913, but lost to the Boston Braves in the 1914 series. (George Grantham Bain Col-
lection, Library of Congress Photographs and Prints Division.)
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Chapter 3

Film Culture in Philadelphia, 1895–1914:
Selected Flashbacks

Early Exhibition: Venues and Contexts

Moving picture programs were usually presented within the larger context of
a vaudeville program.1 Looking at the two venues where moving pictures
were a standard part of the program—Keith’s Bijou on 8th Street above
Race Street and the Ninth and Arch Dime Museum—we find that anything
and everything from musical sketches to fortune telling horses were offered
in conjunction with the pictures.2 Also, the shows at both of these venues
were continuous, and especially the Ninth and Arch Dime Museum catered
to the transient patron: “Come When You Want, Remain as Long as You
Please,” as one advertisement put it.3 Although conditions of moving picture
exhibition in Philadelphia (as elsewhere) would change and vary greatly
over the following fifteen to twenty years, the concepts of variety, continu-
ous shows, and a transient audience would remain crucial until the break-
through of the feature film.

Then again, already in 1897, a competing model of film exhibition ap-
peared, first with the Veriscope prizefight pictures, and then when the first
passion play pictures arrived in Philadelphia. The pictures in question were
the Horitz Passion Play, photographed and exhibited by Walter W. Freeman,
accompanied by a lecture by Professor Ernest Lacy.4 The presentation was
promoted in the Philadelphia newspapers as the Austrian Ober-Ammergau
Passion Play, possibly to capitalize on the commercial reputation of various
theatrical versions—especially John L. Stoddard’s “illustrated travelogue,”
first presented in 1880 under the title Austrian Ober-Ammergau Passion
Play—that had appeared over the preceding two decades.5 The Horitz Pas-
sion Play stayed in Philadelphia for three weeks, the first week at the Acad-
emy of Music (on Broad and Locust) and the following two at the Horticul-
tural Hall (on Broad and Spruce streets). At the Academy of Music, the pro-
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Figure 7. Advertisement for Keith’s Bijou, Inquirer, June 13, 1897; advertisement
for the Ninth and Arch Dime Museum, Inquirer, November 14, 1897; and adver-
tisement for the Academy of Music, Inquirer, November 21, 1897.

gram premiered on November 22. Six evening performances and four mati-
nees (Wednesday-Saturday) were offered at prices ranging from 25¢ for the
cheapest amphitheater seats to $1 for the best reserved seats.6 As Charles
Musser has noted, the program included projected slides and moving pic-
tures, accompanied by a lecture, music and “sacred hymns.”7 The program
ran for a total of two hours and patrons were prompted to be seated at 8.15
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for the evening show and at 3 for the matinee,8 elements that both signal
similarities to a feature cinema mode of exhibition and its difference from
the continuous variety-show mode that was dominant at the time. This mode
of exhibition and, more significantly, the venue itself, provided the first
“high-brow” context for the screening of motion pictures in Philadelphia.

The Horitz Passion Play seems to have been the first picture to merit
something akin to film criticism in the newspaper press.9 Compared to the
long-established theatrical criticism, the earliest film reviews were somewhat
one-dimensional in their emphasis on pictorial realism and authenticity, but
still signal a slight deepening of the nascent relationship between film and
the press. Additional legitimacy was attained when the production received
the support and “very high indorsement from many prominent clergy in this
city, who look upon it as an exhibition of absorbing profound interest de-
voutly presented and religiously instructive.”10 By this time, public interest
in the presentation was still growing, but due to the start of the opera season
it was impossible to retain it at the Academy of Music. As a result, Freeman
and Lacy moved the exhibition over to Horticultural Hall.11

The influx of prizefight films, or boxing pictures, in 1899 is another phe-
nomenon that signals a significant confluence of local and national tenden-
cies.12 Boxing pictures had already appeared in late 1897 at the Auditorium,
where Veriscope prizefight pictures (most likely the Corbett-Fitzsimmons
Fight [1897]) were shown in November 1897.13 A second wave began with
the exhibition of the McCoy-Sharkey fight in moving pictures, or, more pre-
cisely, Lubin’s reenactment, employing stand-ins for the boxers, of this ten
round bout (Re-enactment of Sharkey-McCoy Fight [1899]),14 at the Ninth
and Arch in February 1899. These pictures were proclaimed to be the “finest
moving pictures ever taken,” primarily on account of their reaching new
levels of “clear” and “distinct” realistic representation. This highpoint of
realism was linked to the physicality of the pugilists, as the pictures managed
to capture and display “[e]ven the play of the muscles,” facial expressions,
and so on.15 In September, the same venue offered the Jeffries-Fitzsimmons
fight—another Lubin reenactment (Reproduction of the Fitzsimmons-Jeffries
Fight [1899]),16 this one of the fight that earned Jeffries the heavyweight
championship belt. In November, manager Bradenburgh of Ninth and Arch
made public that they would show the Sharkey-Jeffries fight at Coney Is-
land—“agreeable news to those who revel in pugilistic affairs,” the Inquirer
noted. A month later, manager Gilmore of the Auditorium announced that he
had secured the “only real pictures” of the same fight.17 The latter presuma-
bly referred to American Mutoscope and Biograph’s authentic footage from
the contest (Jeffries-Sharkey Contest [1899]), whereas Ninth and Arch pre-
sented Lubin’s reenactment (Reproduction of the Jeffries and Sharkey Fight
[1899]).18 The Biograph version was the subject of two big write-ups in the
Inquirer. These articles highlighted the length of the film (supposedly seven
and a quarter miles of film had been used), the cost and the number of lights
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utilized (“enough to light a big city”), but also the vivid pictures of the
cheering audience and of Sharkey’s bleeding eye in the 10th round.19 So
popular were the pictures of the fight, that when the management of the
Auditorium saw how people flocked to the theater, they cancelled a previous
engagement with a theatrical troupe to be able to retain the pictures for an-
other week.20 Also, and more notable, this was seemingly a result of these
pictures’ ability to attract all classes of people, not least women:

[M]en high in social and political circles as well as those interested in
art and politics have been conspicuous in the audiences from the first
and all have been unstinting in their praise of the excellence of the Bi-
ograph’s work. Ladies, too, have been very largely in evidence, many
of them coming in the evening and large numbers to the matinees.21

Toward the end of the next summer, in August 1900, the convergence of
boxing, motion pictures and the newspaper press reached its Philadelphian
climax in the form of two events organized by the Inquirer. Similar in form,
different only in scale, both events centered around a particular boxing
match taking place in New York: In the first case the Fitzsimmons-Sharkey
fight at Coney Island on August 24 and in the second case the Corbett-
McCoy fight at Madison Square Garden on August 30. The idea was to in-
vite Philadelphians to gather outside the Inquirer’s office building on Market
Street and 11th to bring them the fastest reports and results from the fight,
while at the same time offering the crowds entertainment in the form of
movies and music. Reports came in from New York via telegraph and tele-
phone and were relayed to the crowds via megaphones. The program of
moving pictures was projected from the Inquirer building upon a wall on a
building on the opposite side of Market Street. The musical entertainment
featured a “full military band.”22 The Inquirer’s coverage of the paper’s own
fight night events naturally boasted about the thousands and thousands of
people that turned up, supposedly filling several blocks of Market Street and
some cross-streets too, and about the swiftness of the reporting. Consider-
able space was also devoted to describing the moving picture program.
Above all, the length and the great variety of the program were praised. For
the August 24 event, “Lubin and his famous cineograph were contracted
for,” and 5,000 feet of film, including subjects ranging from local views and
other actualities to Lubin’s 1900 Sapho scenes and (of course) boxing pic-
tures, were thrown upon the Market Street building façade.23 According to
the Inquirer, this was the longest and most varied moving picture show ever
shown in Philadelphia, but they nevertheless managed to more than double
the film entertainments for next week’s fight night:

Through the cineograph were passed 12,000 feet of film containing
moving pictures of almost everything under the sun. Parades, dances,
fires, trains, comic scenes that convulsed the throng with laughter,
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runaways, acrobatic performances, everything. … No such exhibition
of moving pictures was ever given before in this country or any other,
and to have witnessed it by payment of an admission fee would have
probably cost at least $1 per seat.24

In November the same year, a similar display took place on election night,
albeit that rivaling presidential candidates had now replaced the prize-
fighters. Also, the Biograph was substituted for Lubin’s machinery and the
picture program had expanded to 15,000 feet of film. To convey a sense of
the immense variety of this monster bill, the Inquirer opted to print a list of
the subjects, however, only a partial one, as the reporter stressed. Fifty-six
subjects, covering the typical variety of early cinema’s popular genres, were
listed.25

Putting live news reporting and movies on the streets in precisely these
ways had been pioneered by the Chicago Tribune in Chicago and the New
York Herald as well as William Randolph Hearst’s New York Evening Jour-
nal in New York City in 1896 in connection with the presidential election of
that year.26 These were promotional stunts, i.e. they represented a novel
strategy to boost sales. Typical of the mutually beneficial tie-ins that would
become much more pronounced later on, motion pictures were used for this
purpose but also gained a promotional boost themselves. But early public
displays of motion pictures are also interesting in their potential to renegoti-
ate public space. As Dan Streible remarks in his analysis of the Inquirer’s
two prizefight events, they were indicative of “the motion picture’s ability to
(temporarily) break down gender and class boundaries within the public
sphere.”27 If we, in addition, are inclined to read the events as displays of
modernity that corroborate a link between movies and modernity, the impli-
cation was a spatial reorientation with slightly different overtones. On one
level, the mobilizing of communication technologies—moving pictures and
the telegraph—worked to transcend the limitations of space.28 On another
level, the invasion of actual public space of the city also transcended the
newspaper’s normal spatial assignment of constructing the modern city as
imaginary space on a daily basis.

The Inquirer spectacles of 1900 were neither the first nor last instances of
moving picture exhibition outside “ordinary” venues such as vaudeville
houses and theaters. In February 1899, the Chinese New Year festivities
taking place in Philadelphia’s Chinatown (the hub of the celebrations was
located at the Chinese mission on Race Street between 9th and 10th) fea-
tured the projection of moving pictures on a building wall on Race Street.29

Other examples, not of wall projections but outside “ordinary” exhibition,
included cineograph war pictures in the “Edison Building” in Woodside
Park, an amusement park located adjacent to the Fairmount Park in West
Philadelphia, a moving picture show at the Master Builders’ Exchange’s new
year party in 1898 as well as at the Fellowship Club’s Christmas Dinner of
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1899, and the arranging of evening film entertainment for the YMCA’s As-
sociation Course in January 1900.30 More relevant with regards to the overall
entertainment geography of Philadelphia was perhaps the introduction of
special moving picture exhibitions at department stores in the city center.
The Gimbel Brothers Department Store on Market Street between 8th and
9th became the first when they started showing moving pictures of Pope Leo
XIII in a special gallery on the fourth floor of the East Building of the de-
partment store. The views were marketed as “the most wonderful moving
pictures ever obtained,” and the Gimbel Brothers also used to their advan-
tage that they fully abided the pope’s own wishes concerning the exhibition.
Supposedly, the pontifical command stated that the pictures were only to be
shown outside regular playhouses and at a non-profit basis, and while most
had opted to abide by the first decree, the Gimbel Brothers claimed to be the
first to offer the pictures free of charge.31 Four daily shows were presented,
each lasting about half an hour and accompanied by “appropriate vocal mu-
sic.”32 The Inquirer did not (or pretended not) to notice the Gimbels’s non-
profit pretense most likely concealed hopes for higher profits due to an extra
influx of potential shoppers, and lauded the management’s selfless and gen-
erous gift to Philadelphians. More than other elements, the pictures’ power
as a form of traveling machine fascinated the commentator, who likened the
viewing experience to “transport[ing] oneself” to Rome. Enthusiastically
he/she declared that what even kings and diplomats had not been allowed to
experience was now available to Gimbels visitors free of charge.33 Aside
from the Gimbels example, I have not been able to find any other reports of
department store exhibition in Philadelphia before 1902, when the Lit Broth-
ers Department Store and the Marks Brothers Department Store both pre-
sented free exhibitions of moving pictures, but that does not discount that
film exhibition in one form or another occurred from time to time during this
period in any of the city’s many department stores. Later, department store
film exhibitions resembled the ones arranged by the Gimbels’s in several
respects. For instance, the film program presented at the Lit Brothers De-
partment Store (located in the block demarcated by Market and Filbert
streets to the south and north and by 7th and 8th streets to the east and west)
was free of charge and mostly featured actualities, in particular views of
famous people such as President and Mrs. Roosevelt. The advertising, as-
serting that “[t]hese are pronounced the best moving pictures ever taken and
displayed” also echoed the Gimbels.34 The Marks Brothers Department Store
(situated on Arch Street and 8th) opted for a slightly broader spectrum of
amusements, including not only moving pictures, but also songs performed
by Ed. K. Cassidy illustrated by stereopticon views and, at least for some of
the afternoon shows, a segment that involved “[m]ystifying appearance of
articles and animals from apparently vacant space.”35
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Figure 8. Gimbel Brothers Store, Philadelphia, PA, between 1900 and 1910 (Detroit
Publishing Company Photograph Collection, Library of Congress Photographs and
Prints Division); and advertisement for Gimbel Brothers, Inquirer, April 2, 1900.

The great variety of exhibition contexts for moving pictures during the earli-
est years, ranging from private parties, parks, building façades, department
stores to vaudeville houses and upscale venues such as the Academy of Mu-
sic, can be thought of as a process of dissemination, according to which the
medium of moving pictures steadily heightened its presence in the cityscape,
and in the city’s cultural geography. In an article allegedly spurred by the
great interest in moving pictures that the Inquirer’s on-the-wall film exhibi-
tion on election night November 6 had stimulated, the author argued that this
form of entertainment had come a long way: “Moving pictures have gotten
to be quite the rage. No entertainment of any size is complete without them.
They long ago entered the field of the vaudeville stage to remain. Now the
moving picture is everywhere.”36 This suggests that during the first years,
moving pictures were a much more widespread form of entertainment in
Philadelphia than the newspaper discourse evidences. Admittedly, perma-
nent venues for the exhibition of moving pictures had not yet come into ex-
istence, but an audience that could form the necessary base for such venues
was building up.

Regulatory Issues

The appearance of permanent venues for the exhibition of motion pictures
coincided with a series of regulatory issues becoming more and more press-
ing. In fact, the establishment of permanent movie theaters seems to have
been more or less a prerequisite for these issues to make their way onto the
agenda. The regulatory discourses in Philadelphia included some familiar
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core elements—fires, crime, health issues, religion, children, women, race,
taxation—all of which were increasingly subsumed under the overarching
banner of “censorship.” It would be to digress too far from the topic to offer
a comprehensive account of how these regulatory concerns played out in
Philadelphia, but being a core element of local film culture, a brief assess-
ment is nonetheless required.

Often making first page news, giving off sparks that ignited regulatory
initiatives, a perpetual stream of reports of movie theater fires filled the
Philadelphia newspapers from around 1907 and over the next couple of
years.37 These items were accompanied by accounts of regulatory steps taken
in other cities and the occasional lauding of a local venue that had taken
commendable measures of theater safety.38 Governor Edwin Stuart’s signed
Pennsylvania’s “first comprehensive fire and panic act” on May 3, 190939

which seems to have trumped or made similar initiatives previously taken on
the municipal level unnecessary. The fire law of 1909 has been seen as a
more or less direct legislative response to two catastrophic fires occurring in
early 1908: the Boyertown Opera House fire on January 13, 1908, when a
lantern slide projector ignited, causing a fire that killed 170 of the patrons
that were crammed into a second-floor auditorium, and the Imperial Under-
wear Factory fire that took place only four days later and killed four young
women, two of whom had jumped to their deaths trying to escape the
flames.40 The fire law regulated the safety of moving picture projection
booths, and also set standards for (among other things) lighting, curtains, fire
extinguishers, aisles, marked exits and doors (which had to open outward
and remain unlocked).41

Just as reports of movie theater fires became a mainstay in the papers, so
did stories about how motion pictures inspired crime.42 As if the alleged
problem that some films inspired criminal behavior was not enough, it was
sometimes reported that young people had stolen in order to get money to
see these dangerous pictures. For instance, a 16-year old boy in Camden
broke into a house, stealing $16 dollars that he subsequently spent on a
moving picture binge in Philadelphia.43 Over the next couple of years, vari-
ous commentators would again and again identify “movies”—either under-
stood as films, theaters or both—as crime breeders.44 The most outspoken
advocate of the “movies are crime breeders” claim in the Philadelphia area at
this time was Robert J. McKenty, Warden of the Eastern State Penitentiary,
the famous prison located on Philadelphia’s Fairmount Avenue between 21st
and 22nd streets.45 When the Warden addressed a YMCA meeting held in
the City Hall of Haddon Heights, New Jersey in November 1913, he reiter-
ated the well-known claim that the public exhibition of films depicting
crime, including instructive passages on how to steal, crack open safes, and
so on, teach people how to become criminals.46 An Inquirer editorial of Feb-
ruary 1914 supported and elaborated upon McKenty’s argument: “Wonder-
ful is the power for evil that the ‘movies’ contain. The demoralizing exhibi-
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tions of crime—the making of crime attractive—fasten their poisoned fangs
upon the weak-minded and easily influenced.”47 The Inquirer’s call for cen-
sorship was directed at motion pictures specifically and did not grow out of a
general pro-censorship stance. On the contrary, the paper argued that censor-
ship had “never met with great favor” in the Untied States, and reasonably
so. Film was different though, due to a combination of a low admission
price, enormous popularity among a wide public and, most importantly, a
very large number of children patronizing the movie theaters.48 Without ex-
ception, the editorials cited balanced the condemning of alleged crime
breeding pictures and picture theaters with expressions of an unwavering
belief in the educational and uplifting value and power of moving pictures.
In fact, the Inquirer seldom relinquished an opportunity to argue that movies
were good “at the foundation” and offered “boundless educational possibili-
ties.”49 Shortly, and in the words of another editorial, the movies were con-
sidered both a “blessing and a curse.”50

A discourse similar to that on film as crime breeders identified the mov-
ing picture theater as a breeding ground for contagious, possibly life-
threatening diseases. And just as the discourses on film and crime oscillated
between notions of “schools of crime” and “moving picture university,” as
Jan Olsson puts it with regard to the Los Angeles context,51 this discourse
too conflated alleged health risks with how film could be mobilized for
medical and other educational purposes.52 On occasion, health issues were
part of a wider social analysis along progressive lines, as in a 1914 Inquirer
item reporting from a conference on child labor. The article specifically ad-
dressed the alarming consequences of long hours for young men and women
working at the mills (especially the many “mill girls”), quoting a physician
who argued that the ten-hour working day was stretching their “moral fibre,”
turning them into easy prey for suggestive and dangerous forms of amuse-
ments. Even worse, the alleged moral degeneration came with severe health
risks:

They [i.e. the mill girls] get in the habit of gulping down their lunches
to hurry out in the streets and to the “movies” for recreation. Their
moral fibre is unstrung. They are open to all sorts of infection, diph-
theria, scarlet fever, tuberculosis.

They have an abnormal craving for sensational recreations.53

Images of young women, worn-out from hard labor and defenselessly
roaming the city streets in search of the most sensational and thrilling forms
of amusements, may offer more insight into conflicted attitudes toward the
“New Woman” than into actual conditions of female patronage. The spo-
radic comments on film culture appearing in the Inquirer’s section for fe-
male interest provide further cases in point, for instance, an item from July
1914 in which it was argued that it was a mother’s duty to “balance” their
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daughters, turning minds all too “careless of books and crazy over the mov-
ies, over dress and attention from boys” into more “serious” matters.54 An-
other trope toyed with the idea that excessive film consumption could result
in the patron having to suffer a condition akin to addiction—to movies.
Shelley Stamp argues that the best expression of such troubled forms of
cinephilia was the caricature of the “movie-struck girl,” diagnosed with
maladies such as “filmitis” and “serialitis.”55 Corroborating Stamp’s analy-
sis, the Philadelphia cases of movie addiction that I have come across do
revolve around female spectators, here too apparently perceived of as being
of a more susceptible nature than their male counterparts. In 1912, it was
reported that a Philadelphia man had filed a suit for divorce on account of
his wife being addicted to movies. According to the suit, she left home for
the movies around 2 p.m. every day, returned late at night exhausted, slept
until noon, after which she got up to get dressed and ready for another day at
the picture show, while gravely disregarding her household (and conjugal)
duties. Luckily, the couple managed to resolve their dispute after the wife
had sworn to “quit” the movies, and for all we know, lived happily ever af-
ter.56 Another case involved a man appearing before a Philadelphia magis-
trate facing charges of having physically assaulted his wife for spending too
much time at the movies. The man justified his actions on the grounds that
his wife went to the movies four times per week, preventing her from pro-
viding him with supper at the appropriate time of the evening equally often.
According to his line of defense, one night per week should suffice to see all
the films one needs to. Magistrate Pennock, however, refused to acknowl-
edge that it was within his legal and moral authority to decide how often it
was appropriate for a woman to visit the moving picture theater.57

Perceived “problems” regarding women’s patronage also spawned a seg-
regation plan hatched by George D. Porter, Director of the Department of
Public Safety and Superintendent of Police Robinson.58 Porter suggested that
many “unescorted” women had been the objects of flirtation “under the
cover of the darkness” and that the best solution was to simply segregate
women from men.59 It appears that it was not part of the plan to turn it into
legislative reality; instead, patrolling police lieutenants were to enforce it
directly, targeting individual exhibitors. How well this strategy played out is
unclear, but it would be highly surprising if no exhibitor and/or other person
so inclined did not raise questions of how these methods of enforcement
complied to the rule of law. In any event, it seems that movie theaters in
general did not heed Porter’s advice on segregation, as he turned up again in
March 1914, now arguing that some kind of legislative measure would soon
be taken in order to “thwart Lotharios.”60 There is nothing to suggest that
such rules or regulations ever came about in Philadelphia.

Another area of regulation and debate concerned motion picture shows on
Sundays and the relation between the movies and the church.61 As the Penn-
sylvania State laws regulating business and other activities on Sundays (so-
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called “blue laws”) prohibited almost everything and anything aside from
churchgoing, and as these blue laws seems to have had wide public support,
offering moving picture shows on Sundays in Philadelphia does not seem to
have been seriously considered at this time.62 There was, nonetheless, one
attempt made to defy the Sunday closing law resulting in a $10 fine each for
the theaters involved.63 The only form of Sunday screenings that seems to
have been accepted were the private screenings for exhibitors held at the
Regent Theatre in 1914.64

From Nickel Theater to the Legitimate Stage: Diverse
Exhibition Contexts, Parallel Film Cultures

Nickelodeon theaters began appearing in Philadelphia in 1905. Some claim
that the first one was opened and managed by Jules Mastbaum on the South-
east corner of Market and 8th Street,65 but judging from other evidence, it
appears this nickelodeon was financed by Harry Davis, the entrepreneur who
had opened the “original” Nickelodeon in Pittsburgh in the summer of 1905
and soon went on to export the idea to other cities.66 In any event, several
nickel theaters opened in Philadelphia in late 1905 and early 1906, and as the
mushrooming continued, by 1908 there were about two hundred nickel
theaters in the city.67

Irvin R. Glazer suggests that by 1910, moving pictures “had outgrown
their nickelodeon status” and were regularly included on most vaudeville
bills.68 Although it is correct that an increasing number of vaudeville theaters
(and other venues other than the nickelodeons) were showing moving pic-
tures at that time, Glazer’s assertion is historiographically somewhat mis-
leading. First of all, vaudeville was a context for the exhibition of film all
along, and secondly, even as film made inroads beyond the cultural and ac-
tual domains of the nickelodeon in the early and mid-teens, this did not mean
the immediate disappearance of the nickel theaters. Pace Glazer, let us
imagine parallel rather than linearly succeeding film cultures as characteris-
tic of Philadelphia at this time, while at the same time acknowledging that
newspaper discourse, our resource here, is conspicuously silent with regards
to nickelodeon film culture. This bias implies that although newspapers are
ideal sources of studying (and indeed in themselves crucial evidence of)
film’s cultural repositioning, we should be cautious not to overemphasize the
force, speed and linearity of the relocation.

On January 20, 1908, the Inquirer reported that a new moving picture
theater, the Lyric Theatre, would open that same day. The Lyric was located
in the old offices of the Carolina National Bank, and in addition to the con-
tinuous program of the “latest and best” films, the management offered il-
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lustrated songs performed by renowned New Zealand soprano Mme. Rose
Ivy.69 In March the same year, traveling exhibitor Edwin J. Hadley, “always
welcomed by Philadelphians,” offered moving pictures, mainly actuality and
travelogs such as “In the Land of Fierce Zulus” and “Uncle Sam’s Greatest
Fleet of Warships,” in Association Hall on S. 15th street and Chestnut.70 In
May, the “Call Boy” recommended the moving picture show at Forepaugh’s
Theatre, a legitimate/repertory theater on N. 8th street that had decided to
initiate a summer season film policy.71 As demonstrated by these three ex-
amples, for moving picture exhibition to warrant the press coverage some
form of special feature had to be offered. In the case of the Lyric, the out of
the ordinary locale as well as the music were such features and in the case of
the Edwin J. Hadley show, both the choice of venue (a lecture hall in which
films were not normally exhibited), and the showing of feature pictures
made it a special event. The attractions of Forepaugh’s, at least for the “Call
Boy,” was the unusually comfortable seats: “An advantage of seeing pictures
here is that everybody gets a comfortable seat, though the price of admission
is no higher, and, too, the house is always in inviting condition.”72

In 1908, then, we have so far encountered four quite distinct types of
contexts for film exhibition: the nickelodeon theater, the larger and slightly
more lavish movie theater, possibly including additional non-filmic enter-
tainment (à la the Lyric), the lecture hall, and the legitimate theater. Another
form of entertainment, increasingly popular from this point on it seems, was
the “combination house,” i.e. a venue offering a combination of vaudeville
and moving pictures. As we have seen, vaudeville was one of the “original”
contexts for film exhibition in Philadelphia, and the combination house of
the late 1900s and the early 1910s can be regarded as a more institutional-
ized form of this amusement cocktail. An early example to receive some
attention was the New Liberty Theatre on Columbia Avenue near Broad (in
the Temple University area in the northern parts of the city). The projection
of this theater in early 1909 (it was completed and opened in 1910) was no-
ticed by the press, at least to some extent, because the man behind it was J.
Fred Zimmerman, theater tycoon, and member of the Theatrical Syndicate.
In collaboration with Samuel F. Nixon-Nirdlinger, Zimmerman owned
and/or operated a number of theaters in Philadelphia as well as in New York,
Atlantic City, Washington D.C. and Baltimore.73 The write-up of the New
Liberty Theatre highlighted a number of attractive attributes that distin-
guished it from run-of-the-mill nickelodeons, including the seating capacity
(over a thousand), safety (the theater had many exits and could therefore be
emptied quickly in case of emergency), and the comfortable amenities (e.g.
new and comfortable seats and several restrooms).74 When the New Liberty
opened in 1910, it was the newest but far from the only house of its type.
The William Penn Theatre (seating over 3,000) on Lancaster Avenue in
West Philadelphia had opened in 1909 and was singled out by the “Call
Boy” as one of the best among the “better class theatres offering moving
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pictures as part of their program.”75 Another house recommended for its
vaudeville and moving pictures show was the Grand Opera House at Broad
and Montgomery (also in the Temple University area, only a block away
from the New Liberty).76 The Grand Opera House had opened in 1888 as the
home stage of the National Opera Company but already had changed policy
in 1892, thereby ending Philadelphia’s brief phase of having two opera
houses. In 1913, the Nixon chain took over the house and it became known
as the Nixon Grand, one of the major vaudeville houses in the city and just
as the William Penn Theatre could seat over 3,000 people.77 The Nixon’s, or
rather the firm of Nixon and Zimmerman whose Philadelphia operations
were ran by Samuel Nixon-Nirdlinger’s son Fred G. Nixon-Nirdlinger, also
opened the Nixon Theatre on 52nd Street in West Philadelphia in 1910. This
house, too, was singled out by the “Call Boy” who, after having mistaken it
for “one of those ‘Movies’—as the small boy chooses to call the picture
show shops”—had discovered that the Nixon Theatre’s offering of high-
class vaudeville and moving pictures were among the best in the city.78

Parallel to this, moving pictures were becoming an increasingly common
feature at the legitimate theaters, primarily because many theaters opted to
prolong the season by shifting to a film policy during the summer. The
theater season ended in May, and instead of closing until September, manag-
ers of legitimate theaters saw an opportunity to maintain a profitable busi-
ness throughout the summer months. As we have seen, Forepaugh’s put on a
moving picture show already in 1908. In the summer of 1910, the Garrick, a
legitimate theater on 1330 Chestnut Street, did the same, offering a program
of Kinemacolor pictures.79 In May 1911, the “Call Boy” reported that the
theaters were in the process of closing for the season, but that many would
“re-open later with travel pictures and movies.”80 A year later, he observed
the same trend and outlined its seemingly obvious rationale: “It seems to be
quite the thing to try and stretch the season for a few weeks by introducing
this style of entertainment. The cost is small, the returns—if the pictures are
good—large; therefore the incentive is obvious.”81 Later on in the same
month, the “Call Boy” once again took notice of the increasingly popular
combination of film and vaudeville, referring to the successful East coast
enterprises of Loew and Fox (and emulations thereof in Philadelphia and
elsewhere) and baffled by the rapid success of this form of entertainment
while nevertheless arguing that a decade or so from now, the “craze” might
be over.82 In any event, at this point in 1912, the “Call Boy” at least seems to
have been proven right about an earlier prediction of his: “The moving pic-
ture shows are multiplying rapidly, and these latter are not of the cheap
store-room variety. Many of the newer ones are in theatres formerly devoted
to the uplift of the drama, or at least in giving regular dramatic entertain-
ment.”83
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Feature Film Exhibition in Philadelphia: From the First
Wave to the Vice Film Vogue

The trend toward increasingly differentiated and varied contexts of film ex-
hibition in Philadelphia, allowing for the exhibition of moving pictures in a
range of more upscale venues, was well underway before the era of feature
cinema. This did not mean that it was of no importance whatsoever which
films or types of film that were shown at different venues; the Kinemacolor
shows at the Garrick in 1910 is a case in point and, to be sure, the combina-
tion house shows as well as the legitimate theaters’ summer film programs
habitually boasted that only the “best,” “latest” and “first-run” films were
offered. From 1912, however, the offering of film at venues other than the
regular nickel theaters to an increasing degree came to mean the offering of
not just any films, but films that were special in some respect. This also
marks the moment when a “feature film” trope similar to the one we are used
to begins to appear:

Just at present we are being regaled with unusual offerings in motion
pictures at several of our leading theatres. From the Fires of Hades to
the frozen North, and from the wilds of the African veldt and jungle to
the multicolored magnificence of Oriental pageant in India. It would
seem that in the line of motion pictures the world’s greatest ‘feature
films’ are now focused on Philadelphia. Each is unique in its way of
interest and each has its own field of instructive and educational ap-
peal. They represent the latest and most remarkable developments of
the motion photographic arts.84

The citation gives clues to three films that all appeared in Philadelphia about
the same time in 1912, and all represent a first wave of “feature”-oriented
film exhibition in Philadelphia. The “Fires of Hades” referred to Dante’s
Inferno (L’Inferno; Milano Film, 1911), which made its Philadelphia pre-
miere at the Opera House (i.e. the Metropolitan Opera House on Broad and
Poplar) on May 13, 1912 and was said to mark the coming of a “new epoch
in moving pictures.”85 One of the first films to receive something akin to a
review in the Philadelphia press, it was lauded for its “absolute loyalty” to
the literary source, the filmmakers’ offering a production “in proper se-
quence in accord with the poet’s original plans.”86 It was also highlighted
that an explanatory lecture by Mr. Alexander Parke and an especially com-
posed musical score for the occasion accompanied the pictures. “[T]he wilds
of the African veldt” corresponded to Paul J. Rainey’s African Hunt, a film
appearing under slightly different names or, as in the case of the Inquirer
article from May 1912, under no name at all, but instead as “pictures taken
by the Paul J. Rainey expedition to equatorial Africa.”87 African Hunt was
shown at the Walnut Street Theatre, one of Philadelphia’s oldest legitimate
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theaters (it opened in 1809), located on Walnut Street and 9th, and seating
about 1,500 people.88 When the film was about to begin its second week of
screenings on May 13, 1912, the Inquirer in a meta-spectatorial passage
commented that “[t]he hum of running comment, the tense exclamation of
‘there he is’ as some wild animal is brought to bay, the laughter at many
comical incidents, and the spontaneous applause from all over the house, as
well as the delighted comment of the spectators as they pass out, all go to
prove that this is an entertainment novel in its import and wide in its ap-
peal.”89 Finally, then, the “multicolored magnificence of Oriental pageant”
most likely referred to the two-hour show of various Kinemacolor pictures
that were “delighting large audiences” at the Forrest Theatre.90 The Forrest,
too, was a legitimate theater, located on Broad Street and Sansom, with a
seating capacity of about 1,800 and the venue where The Birth of a Nation
would eventually have its Philadelphia premiere.91 Add to this that Camille
(La Dame aux camellias; Film d’Art, 1911), featuring Sarah Bernhardt in the
title role would appear at another legitimate theater—The Lyric Theatre on
Broad and Cherry Streets—a few weeks later.92

If Philadelphia, as other American cities, saw a first wave of feature film
exhibition in May 1912, this wave included several of the typical trends of
early feature cinema: an Italian import of spectacular dimensions, an expedi-
tion film and a star vehicle based on famous literary source material. Moreo-
ver, two competing, albeit at this point unarticulated models of feature film
distribution were represented: Kinemacolor pictures put out by the
MPPC/General Film Company and within the parameters of the Trust’s
model of “program cinema” on the one hand (or rather as a part of the
Trust’s efforts to reconcile program and feature cinema),93 and the more
loosely controlled states rights’ distribution system on the other hand. With
regards to genre as well as to method of distribution, then, a certain diversity
was characteristic of this first wave, in turn reflecting a notion of “feature
film” that took into account not only film length, but any element that might
signal exceptional quality. The most common denominator seems to have
been that most of these early features were shown at legitimate theaters in
the Center City, but as we have seen, film exhibition in legitimate theaters
did not begin with the advent of the feature film, and as we will see, this
would be far from the only exhibition context for features over the next cou-
ple of years to come. Besides, although the venues were similar, the methods
of presentation varied; some films were accompanied by a lecture while
others were not, the music varied, and so on.

Kinemacolor pictures proved popular in 1913 too, appearing first at the
William Penn (where “Edison synchronized film,” i.e. the Kinetophone, was
also shown) in March, and a few months later at the Forrest Theatre, where
the feature Kinemacolor pictures were shown in conjunction with education-
als, comedies and travel films, as well as fashion films that were supposedly
“making a hit with women patrons.”94 Around the same time, in June and
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July of 1913, the Metropolitan Opera House offered what was labeled “fea-
ture photo-plays.”95 The feature film policy at the Metropolitan seems to
have been almost exclusively built upon the drawing power of two particular
stars: John Bunny (famous “funny fellow” starring in a series of Vitagraph
one- and two-reel comedies) and Gilbert M. Anderson (i.e. Broncho Billy,
“famous film star” of a series of “thrilling” Western pictures).96 The Key-
stone Theatre, a 1,884-seat vaudeville theater on Lehigh Avenue in North
Philadelphia, also included moving pictures as part of their program. This
particular summer, it was announced that “[f]eature films close the bills, and
will prove especially attractive to film fans,” although unfortunately without
further specification.97

In terms of individual films, Quo Vadis? stands out as the unparalleled hit
of 1913. This film premiered at the Garrick Theatre on May 12 and remained
for a record-breaking fourteen-week run. The seemingly never-ending run
became in itself one of the elements attracting the most publicity (and one
deliberately used to attract such attention). For instance, the hundredth per-
formance was “celebrated” with the giving of souvenirs to the patrons.98 A
bit later on, when Quo Vadis? was about to enter its eleventh “triumphant”
week at the Garrick, it was estimated that more than 170,000 had seen it, and
when it in fact did enter this week, the Inquirer noted that “full houses were
the rule.”99 After the twelfth week of engagement, a previously made theatri-
cal booking was supposed to have necessitated the discontinuance of the
Quo Vadis?, but due to an “avalanche of requests that this photo-spectacle
should remain here longer,” the management of the Garrick cancelled the
play.100 The film was retained, and an advertisement on August 3 could boast
that the 200,000 patrons mark had been surpassed.101 Extreme run times and
previously unheard of box office returns was not a Philadelphia phenomenon
exclusively. On the contrary, the trades noted that Quo Vadis? was breaking
records all around, not least importantly in cities such as Philadelphia, Bal-
timore and Brooklyn, usually considered “one week runs.”102

Figure 9. Advertisement for the Garrick Theatre, Inquirer, August 3, 1913.
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For the time, and compared to the standard variety program cinema, the
length of the film was of extreme proportions. One reviewer argued that the
film did not tire the spectator, in spite of its eight reels, which suggests that
although the length may have been perceived as something of a risk, the
film’s superior quality offset any such hazard.103 Another aspect of the exhi-
bition of Quo Vadis? that separated it from the standard forms of moving
picture exhibition was the admission price. Instead of the usual nickel or
dime at the neighborhood theater, the Garrick charged 25¢ or 50¢ (depend-
ing on the type of seat) for this feature film. Also, seats were reserved in
advance and the show would commence at specified times, this, too, indica-
tive of a different mode of exhibition.104

Critically, Quo Vadis? was praised in the Philadelphia press to a point
where, as one commentator put it, all superlatives had been exhausted. This
is evidence that new, more elaborate and more powerful marketing strategies
were set in motion to promote early feature films such as Quo Vadis? and
that such an apparatus clearly influenced the press coverage, but we must
acknowledge that signs of an, if not wholly independent, then at least in-
creasingly detailed form of film criticism were emerging. In the case of Quo
Vadis? the realistic yet spectacular sets won repeated acclaim, as did the
subtle acting and the way in which spectacular and subtle elements were
blended with great artistic success.105 It was also stressed that the musical
score preformed on the Garrick’s grand organ greatly added to the attrac-
tion.106 More interestingly, perhaps, individual scenes and the use of specific
cinematic devices were discussed to an extent very rarely seen before. In
particular, the use of the “cut back” and “bust pictures” were singled out as
signals toward new artistic heights.107 One commentator examined the arena
scenes in the film to show how the “cut back” was used as a device to build
suspense:

By a method known as the cut-back the action is shown to shift
quickly from the sanded floor of the amphitheatre to the circle of
boxes. Just as we are becoming vastly interested in the fate of the
white-clad maiden, our vision is jerked to the tier of seats from which
the Romans are either applauding or showing resentment at the doom
of the slave. Then our eyes focus again on the girl menaced by the en-
raged animal, and by this device the tensity of the situation is empha-
sized and our attention kept at a high point.108

Such suspense-building editing was said to be only one of the film’s many
merits, albeit perhaps the best example to demonstrate how far film art had
developed. Moreover, and most significant, the anonymous commentator
presented this as a shift away from a theatrical style and toward a more self-
contained cinematic style: “The imaginative director no longer limits himself
to a narrow circle of action; talented men such as those of the Cines Com-
pany have broken away from the trammels of the legitimate stage, and their
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productions now present an almost unlimited range of vision.”109 This may
be compared to the criticism of Dante’s Inferno from the previous year
which, as we have seen, was based on the principle of maximized fidelity to
the literary source. Admitted, at least in the Philadelphia press, Quo Vadis?
was not discussed in relation to Sienkiewicz’s novel or any play versions
thereof; hypothetically, such a discussion might, of course, have been con-
ducted along similar lines as in the Dante case. Nonetheless, we could argue
that the “reviewing” of the two respective films provides evidence of two
distinct approaches to the issue of film style and story construction: one that
highlighted links and relations between film and other arts and media, and
one that singled out the seemingly specific cinematic elements. In fact, it
seems the tension created between these two approaches is characteristic of
the period to the extent that it was a response to a major problem at this
point, viz. how and what to appropriate from other arts and media while at
the same time managing to establish and promote film as an independent art
form.

As discussed by several scholars, such tensions, as well as general uncer-
tainties as to what cinema was supposed to “be,” were also reflected in the
search of a proper name for the film medium, its products and its places of
exhibition. Two well-known manifestations of this from our period of inter-
est are the controversies concerning the word “movies” and the coining of
the term “photoplay.”110 To little surprise then, as the Philadelphia press
disseminated ideas of how the film medium had reached new artistic heights,
a number of new tropes to better describe these films and their cultural status
also appeared. Quo Vadis? is an instructive case in point, as it was referred
to as a “photodrama,” an “achievement in motion photography,” a “master-
piece of motography,” a highpoint in the “silent art” and a “spectacular pic-
ture play.”111 “Photodrama” was the most frequently recurring term, which is
perhaps a little ironic considering how the commentator, quoted in the
above, argued that this particular film managed to break free from the
“trammels” of the legitimate drama.

Figure 10. “The Question Is Now Settled,” Photoplay 7, no. 5 (April 1915).
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The presentation of feature films as a full evening’s entertainment with
suitable musical accompaniment became increasingly common toward the
end of 1913, as did the conversion of some movie theaters to a feature-
oriented film policy. At the Park Theatre on Ridge Avenue and 33rd (just
east of Fairmount Park) in November 26, the six-reeler Sapho (Majestic,
1913) was the opening feature. The Inquirer described the 1,400-seat theater
as “beautifully decorated and equipped,” and the seven-piece orchestra that
would accompany the pictures earned special mention.112 In December, the
Liberty Theatre, a vaudeville house on Columbia Avenue near Broad (in the
Temple University area in North Philadelphia), announced that “[p]hoto-
plays in conjunction with first run films” would be given here. The first
week’s show included multi-reel features such as Homer’s Odyssey (Milano,
1911) and His Neighbor’s Wife (Famous Players, 1913).113 The same week
in December also saw the first introduction of a “monster bill” at the Metro-
politan Opera House. Although not termed as such at this point, this “mon-
ster bill” idea was based on a combination of a feature-oriented moving pic-
ture policy with a daily program change: “The new lessees [The Philadelphia
Central Amusement Company] believe not only in special featuring, but in
continued freshness, and the reels will be changed from day to day.”114 The
management promised to secure “sets of photodramas” famous throughout
the world, such as Quo Vadis? and The Last Days of Pompeii, but more gen-
erally “such photo-plays as have never before been seen in the Quaker
City.”115 Among the features that were presented for the first week were
Fedora (Aquila Films, 1913), an adaptation in five reels of a French play,
Kalem’s two-reel version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Kalem, 1913), The Rogues
of Paris (Solax, 1913), a four-reel drama directed by Alice Guy and In the
Midst of the Jungle (Selig, 1913), starring Hobart Bosworth.116

The new management of the Metropolitan also announced that “as early
as Christmas week a surprise has been secured which … has been nothing
less than a sensation in seven cities.”117 The surprise film was Traffic in
Souls (Universal, 1913), which had its first Philadelphia showing at the Met-
ropolitan Opera House on December 22, 1913, and was retained for six con-
secutive weeks. Another “vice film,” The Inside of the White Slave Traffic
(Moral Feature Film Co., 1913), premiered at the Liberty Theatre on the
same day as Traffic in Souls. The Inside stayed at the Liberty for four weeks,
after which it moved first to the New Broadway Theatre in the Center City
district where it played an additional three weeks, and then to the Olympia
where the Sociological Fund of the Medical Review of Reviews arranged
additional screenings, some of which were for women only.

In Philadelphia, as elsewhere, the controversial character of these so-
called white-slave pictures caused heated debates.118 For supporters of the
films, a crucial issue was to pick up prominent people’s endorsement of the
pictures, as certification of the films’ educational and moral weight. Ac-
cordingly, when Traffic in Souls was about to begin its third week at the
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Metropolitan in early January 1914, the Record assured that it had been “in-
dorsed by leading social workers throughout Philadelphia.”119 Further:

One of the highest indorsements comes from Mary Gilette, of the
Court Aid Committee, who also does considerable work among
women and young girls in the City Night Court. Miss Gilette says that
‘Traffic in Souls’ conveys a wonderful lesson in morals, and her hope
is that every woman in the city will take advantage of an opportunity
to see the films displayed.120

For anyone still unconvinced, the Record also reputed that Roy Smith
Wallace of the State Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children en-
dorsed the film.121 Unsurprisingly, the marketing material, too, listed people
who had come out in favor of the pictures and at times with approving quo-
tations.122 Aligned with the Record in this matter, the Inquirer’s amusement
section issued repeated claims that the white slave films pointed to a “high
moral lesson,” offered a “highly moral and impressive lesson,” that these
were “wholesome” pictures with “nothing offensive” to them, that they ap-
pealed to the “better side of humanity,” and so on.123 More endorsement
from “prominent” people surfaced, especially in relation to The Inside of the
White Slave Traffic, a film the Inquirer (echoing the promotional discourse)
claimed had “received more unsolicited indorsements than any other film
ever before exhibited in this country.”124 In a brief “review” of the same
film, it was argued that it would “do much towards stamping out the nefari-
ous traffic,” but a similar “review” of Traffic in Souls from two weeks earlier
had gone even further, suggesting that by the public exhibition of the pic-
tures, thousands of souls would be saved.125 Such commentary notwith-
standing, the Inquirer was not completely bereft of critical commentary on
the matter. On February 14, an excerpt from Collier’s Weekly appeared un-
der the title “Concerning Filth,” just below the Editorial Comment column,
arguing that no one could seriously defend these films on aesthetic grounds
and that their alleged educational value was a sham.126 This should not lead
us to conclude that the views on vice films of the drama department and the
editorial board were at odds with each other, especially since the Collier’s
article argued that it was “disgraceful” that people left it to pictures to edu-
cate (when parents primarily and school secondarily should perform this
task), a position seemingly at odds with the Inquirer’s long-standing lauding
of the educational value of moving pictures. In contrast to the Record and
the Inquirer, the Evening Bulletin launched frequent attacks against what
was viewed as a “parading of vice problems” put out by “pen opportunists
who write novels, melodramas and ‘movie’ scenarios.”127 The Bulletin also
lashed out and poked fun at what they perceived as the hypocrisy of “re-
formers,” i.e. the various “prominent” people who endorsed the vice pic-
tures. A cartoon published on January 24, 1914 depicted an “extraordinary
citizen” managing to convince the police to stop the activities at a tango
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dance hall while at the same time instructing the police to stop any “ordinary
citizen” from interfering with the showing of white slavery films, on account
of the pictures’ educational value.128 The same cartoonist, apparently in the
know when it came to contemporary film culture, alluded to the vogue for
vice films as well as the vogue for increasingly long multi-reel films, in his
depiction of the trials and tribulations that subway commuters faced on a
daily basis: “The White Strap Slave: A 365 Reel Sensation” and “Traffic in
Straps: A Thrilling Seatless Reel,” were two of his title suggestions for
“Subway Movies” (see figure 12).129

As the multi-reel feature film was gradually moving toward the center of
Philadelphia’s cultural attention, the growth in the field of moving picture
theaters continued in 1913. To an increasing extent, moving pictures were
becoming big business. When the reviews of activities in real estate reported
on the purchasing of various sites for building movie theaters, these were not
store-front affairs but projects that involved costs well over $100,000.130

Figure 11. “Can You Beat It?” Bulletin, January 24, 1914.
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The Inquirer’s “Call Boy” argued that the field was growing as never before,
noting that managers of established theaters ventured into their own movie
theater businesses and that more and more “family style” vaudeville theaters
were converting to exclusive moving picture policies.131 An August 1913
Inquirer editorial commented upon the developments, pointing out that the
moving picture form of entertainment had taken an “irresistible hold” upon
people:

What some persons thought might prove to be a fleeting fad is grow-
ing to amazing proportions. In the beginnings these shows were lo-
cated chiefly in the centre of the city. Now no neighborhood counts it-
self complete unless it has its moving picture entertainment. The pa-
trons include all classes of society and all ages of men and women and
children.132

Figure 12. “Why Not?” Bulletin, February 17, 1914.
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The geographical spreading of motion pictures was, however, not wholly
uncomplicated, and especially the projection and building of new picture
theaters stirred up some controversy and even regulatory measurements. A
bill presented to the State Senate on June 11, 1913, proposed a ban on the
erecting of movie theaters, and alterations of existing structures with the
same aim, within a proximity of five hundred feet from “schools, hospitals
and other public or semi-public institutions” if written consent had not been
received.133 The bill was passed, but amended the next day so that it could
not be interpreted to apply to existing theaters which were located within the
five hundred feet perimeter.134 There were signs of some public support for
such legislation, as protests were launched against the building and/or open-
ing of movie theaters in Philadelphia on several occasions around this time.
One case related directly to the issue of proximity to schools involved a
movie theater planned to be built on 1714 Susquehanna Avenue in North
Philadelphia. When the plans were made official, parents of children at-
tending Claghorn School reacted strongly. A mass meeting was arranged at
the school, resulting in over five hundred people signing a resolution that
demanded that the Education Board purchase the site upon which the theater
was to be built. Otherwise, the signatories vowed to raise the money them-
selves, convinced that a moving picture theater located so close to school
would “interfere greatly” with the pupils’ development.135 Unfortunately, I
have been unable to find any evidence of how the situation was resolved;
perhaps the statewide five-hundred-feet-proximity bill signed a few months
later foiled the builders’ plans before they could even begin to be realized.

Another case receiving extensive attention in the press involved a pro-
jected theater on the Southeast corner of Broad and Thompson. In early
March 1913, it was announced that “North Broad Street is to have a most
ornate film theatre,” as the real estate firm Kahn & Greenburg had purchased
the site for this purpose (it was tentatively named The Strand).136 Soon here-
after, Louis Burk, a manufacturer who owned property adjacent to the
building site, filed a suit for an injunction against Kahn & Greenburg, argu-
ing that the neighborhood was a purely residential area and that the crowds
that a theater would attract would create a nuisance for the residents, ruining
all chances of any peace and quiet.137 Burk found support among the resi-
dents, several of which appeared in court to testify in favor of the injunction
Burk had filed for.138 Apparently, Burk won Judge Barratt’s support too, but
at this point, Thomas M. Dougherty, who had the leasing contract with Kahn
& Greenburg for the actual running of the theater, stepped in to make an
appeal.139 Dougherty managed to convince Judge Sulzberger to overrule the
injunction, causing Burk to again file for an “exception” but to no avail, and
in January 1914, it was again announced that a movie theater would be
erected on the Southeast corner of Broad and Thompson.140 This did, how-
ever, not prevent Kahn & Greenburg being brought before a judge again in
July 1914, as once again an injunction had been sought against a projected
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movie theater, this one on Broad Street near Susquehanna Avenue (in North
Philadelphia, close to Temple University). Actually there were two suits
filed, one by a resident named Adolph Mark regarding a projected theater on
2207 N. Broad Street and one by a Dr. John A. Boger regarding a projected
theater on 2209 N. Broad Street, but it is safe to assume that both pertained
to the same Kahn & Greenburg project.141 The Inquirer framed the case as
being of principal significance, arguing that the decision would legally es-
tablish whether the operation of a moving picture theater was to be regarded
as an “offensive occupation” (Mark and/or Boger had apparently suggested
precisely that this was the case). The judge ruled in favor of Kahn & Green-
burg, on principal grounds to the extent that he acknowledged that crowds of
people on a sidewalk should not be regarded as a nuisance per definition. For
all relevant purposes, however, it was a pragmatic decision, allowing the
theater to be built on the condition that certain arrangements were made with
regard to sound insulation.142

Mapping the projection of picture theaters around this time, ca.
1913–1914, reveals the expansive force of the moving picture business and
how the invasion of geographical as well as the cultural territories of Phila-
delphia intensified. Judging by the discursive level, it is obvious that the
economic expansion regularly clashed with individual interests as well as
with communal concerns regarding the “effects” of the still relatively new
form of entertainment. On the other hand, there were also voices that gave
vent to ideas of how an expansion of the film industry was beneficial to the
city as a whole:

The activity that has prevailed in the field [of moving pictures] shows
no abatement but rather gains added impetus as time goes on. The re-
sult is most beneficial to real estate. Owners are enabled to dispose of
holdings in residential neighborhoods at a fair profit. Investors to
whom the construction of dwellings had once appealed assert that the
film theatre is a surer and more lucrative venture.143

For a long time, a cultural dividing line regarding film between Philadel-
phia’s center and periphery had been apparent. While Center City film cul-
ture had found its place within an existing amusement and commercial geog-
raphy concentrated on Market Street, neighborhood film cultures, pivoted on
the mushrooming of nickelodeon-style venues, were tailored to fit the social
and cultural patterns of daily life in small and primarily residential commu-
nities. Now, with the conversion of large vaudeville theaters into movie
houses, the increasing integration of moving pictures on the bills of legiti-
mate and other types of theaters around town and the construction of new,
larger and more lavish film theaters not only in the Center City, cen-
ter/periphery relations were renegotiated. Tentatively, this process can be
described as a double movement that involved cultural centering but geo-
graphical diffusion. Film culture as discursive formation was built around a
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core of non-nickelodeon venues and commodities that were marketable as
well as reviewable—“features” in a very inclusive sense of the word—while
simultaneously, this particular form of film culture was geographically
pressing outwards from its Market Street base. This play between centrifugal
and centripetal forces may also be seen as part of a broader struggle to make
cinema a part of dominant culture.

Film and Theater

As we have seen, moving pictures had been shown in legitimate theaters
such as the Chestnut Street Theatre as early as 1897, and from 1908, film’s
gradual invasion of theaters began to escalate. At the initial stage, film could
enter the legitimate theaters by filling the vacant summer slots, seemingly of
mutual benefit for film and theater. Soon enough, however, as the moving
picture industry continued to grow exponentially while the theater was per-
ceived to face increasingly hard times, the relation between the two was
frequently described as conflicting, or outright competitive. In March 1910,
the Inquirer’s “Call Boy” column cited theater magnate Marc Klaw, who
had remarked that production costs in the theatrical field had more than dou-
bled over the past five years. As Klaw saw it, this could not be compensated
for by raised admission prices, but only by increased patronage. Although
not generally pointing his finger at the movies (at least not explicitly), he
added that moving pictures had contributed to “driving out the old melodra-
matic show,” since these shows “depend largely on the appeal to the eye for
their success and the moving pictures can do the thing cheaper and just as
effectively.”144 A slightly more elaborated analysis of the crisis of melo-
drama appeared in May 1910, according to which the increase in movie
shows had probably had “some effect,” but above all, producers of melo-
drama had themselves to blame as they had been offering an increasingly
inferior repertoire over the past couple of years. Moreover, as far as cinema
was a threat to melodrama, it was mainly by competing for a specific seg-
ment of the audience, viz. the so-called “Gallery Gods,” a notion that had
come to signify a shift in the perception of the gallery audience, traditionally
perceived to consist of plebeian and “rowdy” groups, but at this point associ-
ated with the mostly middle-class and mostly female “earnest devotees of
drama” who were unable to afford orchestra seats.145 “Call Boy” addressed
the issue of the “Gallery God” audience146 again in late 1911, allegedly ap-
ropos a letter from a troubled theater manager who lamented the “Gallery
God’s” exodus from the theater. For “Call Boy,” however, the explanation
could not be any simpler: the price for a gallery seat was plainly too high in
comparison to the admission price at the movies. To be specific, the “Gallery
God” used to pay at the most 25¢ for the play, and enjoy it critically. Then,
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as of late and coinciding with the increase of moving picture shows, the
price had doubled. Since movie theaters could offer a show at an even lower
price than the gallery used to cost, people predictably flocked to the movies,
and had soon grown used to and content with their new entertainment of
choice. Consequently, the “Call Boy’s” advice to the complaining manager
was simply to lower the price of the gallery seats.147 At this point, if the ad-
mission price was the bottom line, it were theatrical attractions at “popular
prices” that were perceived to have been hit the hardest by the success of
movies. As one theater manager put it to the “Call Boy”: “No sir, you can
take it from me that the popular-priced attractions have been badly jolted by
the movies, and I predict that for a couple of seasons we will have nothing
but picture shows for the masses and good dramatic and musical attractions
for the classes.”148 Fears of such polarization and reduction of diversity in
Philadelphia’s amusement field seem exaggerated, but indicate that moving
pictures were not deemed a serious threat to the “high-class” legitimate
theater, a position underpinned by nearly all-pervading ideas in the early
1910s about the constitution of audiences for film and theater—“masses”
and “classes” respectively. Before the blurring of such ironclad boundaries
started to escalate (not least with the advent of the multi-reel feature film),
the legitimate theater was in a sense untouchable. Accordingly, when “Call
Boy” discussed the effects of the moving picture show, or cited troubled
theater managers, he could allow himself to come out in favor of the movies,
arguing that to the extent that theatrical businesses were hurt by the movies,
it was because their offerings were either inferior or too expensive. As a
matter of fact, “Call Boy’s” embracing stance toward moving pictures (at
least of those he perceived as the better class of pictures) went so far as to
suggest that movies could actually be of benefit to the theater, as this form of
entertainment, especially if combined with high-class vaudeville, was “edu-
cating a class of future play-goers,” some of which would never get in touch
with the theater were it not for the small price.149 As already suggested, ad-
mission price was the bottom line, which sometimes triggered the develop-
ing of theories that sounded as more petulant than well grounded. For in-
stance, one theater manager claimed that, paradoxically, the low admission
price at the moving picture show was to blame for the rising costs of living.
As a family would now have several nights per week out on the town (com-
pared to the perhaps monthly visit to the theater), the breadwinner had to
provide all family members with all the more new clothes and “decorations”
suitable for these occasions. Hence, movies were making life expensive, the
argument went. “Call Boy” quite wisely failed to see how this could have the
slightest to do with increasing food costs, a factor much more likely to effect
a family’s cost of living.150

Toward the end of 1912, at least the Inquirer began to notice an increas-
ing interest in moving pictures from the high end of the theatrical business.
In November, “Call Boy” remarked that several of “our prominent managers
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are delving deeper into this style of entertainment [i.e. moving pictures],”
evoking the names of Charles and Daniel Frohman as cases in point. In con-
trast to many later discussions on the film/theater relationship, the focus was
now on how film could be integrated into theatrical performance, for in-
stance, as an innovative device offering greater potential for scenery
changes. This did not mean that the critic failed to see how the burgeoning
interest from the theatrical side might contribute to elevating the cultural
status of film: “Strikes me that this is a step towards encouraging the movies,
whereas a majority of managers have said all kinds of unkind things about
them in the past few years, declaring that they hurt the business of the the-
atres, especially in the galleries.151 By July 1913, the intermedial perspec-
tives were reversing, shifting its attention from how to make theatrical use of
film to the growing vested theatrical interest in the very production of mov-
ing pictures (and soon enough, the other branches of the film industry too).
“Call Boy’s” summer temp, an anonymous staff correspondent reporting
from Atlantic City during the summer months, after stating that the “moving
picture craze is at its height,” suggested that the scorn for movies that many
theater managers had shown over the years was now tempered by the sight
of how much money could be (and had been) made in this field: “It is only a
few years ago that some of the big producing managers prophesied that the
‘movies’ would soon be a thing of the past. Now these same men are form-
ing companies to produce plays in the film.”152

Although these are clear indications of how cinema was in cultural trans-
formation, its repute possibly in ascendance, we should bear in mind that in
many camps, traditional hierarchies remained as solid as ever. Reportedly,
and speaking of the migratory movements of actors between film and theater
in 1915, renowned theater manager Edward Franklin Albee (adoptive grand-
father of the perhaps more famous Edward F. Albee III, playwright and
author of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?), argued that famous players
should be forced to choose between the stage and the movies, since the ap-
pearance of a theatrical star’s name in front of every five and ten cent movie
house in the country “cheapened” the star, lessened his/her appeal to the $2
audience and all in all threatened to “demoralize” the industry.153 The edito-
rialist on his/her part, with due respect to Mr. Albee’s point, found it difficult
to see how film could seriously rival the legitimate stage, and prognosticated
that most likely, cinema and theater would prosper side by side. That much
said, it remained difficult to settle the issue of cinema’s future cultural posi-
tion:

The truth of the matter is that the moving picture business has not yet
reached its permanent position in the world of amusements. Its nov-
elty has carried it to unprecedented success, but it is still in the specu-
lative stage. … That it will eventually assume its rightful place cannot
be doubted. Just what that place will be cannot be successfully pre-
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dicted at this time. The one thing certain is that it will continue to fur-
nish pleasure to the masses. Aside from that it is difficult to imagine it
as a successful rival of the legitimate drama.

The more reasonable theory is that both will continue in their respec-
tive fields without trespassing upon that of the other. In the meantime
the movies are in a transient stage, puzzling the managers, the actors
and the public alike.154
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Chapter 4

Film Culture in Philadelphia in 1914: Selected
Cases

The following section offers description and analysis of a wide range of
cases and events that all relate to film culture in Philadelphia around 1914.
The individual cases are not linked to each other according to explicit direc-
tions or a singular and over-arching historical argument, but are nonetheless
meant to produce a framing in the sense that the resulting panoramic image
of Philadelphia’s film culture will stretch beyond the mere sum of each indi-
vidual frame.

Exhibition: Some Basic Data on Movie Theaters and
Other Venues for Film Exhibition

In 1908, a couple of years into the nickelodeon boom, there were about two
hundred nickel theaters in Philadelphia.1 Evidence gathered for the hearings
in the USA v. MPPC case offer somewhat more detailed figures for the pe-
riod spanning late 1910 to mid-1913, according to which there were 181
movie theaters in Philadelphia in October 1910 (of which 118 were licensed
and 63 non-licensed), 179 in January 1911 (103 licensed and 76 non-
licensed), 159 in July 1911 (78 plus 81), 187 I December 1911 (102 plus 85),
166 in July 1912 (87 plus 79) and 209 in July 1913 (87 plus 122).2 When
Harry Schwalbe, branch manager of General Film in Philadelphia, was
cross-examined in December 1913, he ascertained that last time he checked
there were a total of 218 film-exhibiting theaters in the city.3 When under
direct examination on the part of the defense, Schwalbe had also elaborated
on the types and size of venues, suggesting that when he began as branch
manager a couple of years ago, most movie theaters were of the “store show
room” type, but that there were practically none of those left. Schwalbe es-
timated that the average seating capacity back then was about two hundred
seats, whereas nowadays no one would venture into the business running a
house seating less than five hundred.4
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Schwalbe was correct in assuming that an era of larger picture theaters
was dawning, but too quick to dismiss entirely the existence of the good old
storefront show. As we will come back to in some detail, at least 76 of the
total of 254 venues that I have found to have exhibited moving pictures at
one point or another in 1914 were of the nickelodeon type, a majority with a
seating capacity of only about three hundred. The rest of the 254 venues
consisted of “regular” movie theaters, vaudeville houses where films were
shown as a regular part of the program, legitimate theaters occasionally or
permanently shifting to film policies, concert halls such as the Academy of
Music, and a range of other temporary sites (parks, airdomes, lecture halls).
Many of the largest and most prestigious venues were located in the Center
City, thereby making up a disproportionally large share of the city’s total
seating capacity, although West, Lower North and South Philadelphia each
hosted more venues than the downtown area.

1914 saw the opening of a number of new movie theaters and numerous
proposals for the building of new ones. The trend of converting vaudeville
houses and other venues previously devoted to other amusements into pic-
ture houses continued. The other side of the coin involved the closing of
many primarily small picture theaters around town, but this remains an as-
sumption more than a substantiated fact since the newspapers rarely reported
on the failures and bankruptcies of theater managers, especially not those
concerning small-time neighborhood exhibitors. New venues to receive at-
tention in the press were the Stanley Theatre and the Globe in the Center
City. Both were additions to the burgeoning Mastbaum movie theater em-
pire, The Stanley being the flagship theater. In West Philadelphia, the
Apollo, Marcus Loew’s Knickerbocker Theatre and the Locust (renowned
for its massive $15,000 Kimball organ) all opened their doors in 1914. Occa-
sionally, the newspapers also reported on the appearance of new theaters in
more peripherally located areas, including the opening of the Dixie in Mana-
yunk and the Belvedere in Chestnut Hill (the latter area an affluent neigh-
borhood in the northwestern part of Philadelphia, the former a not so affluent
neighborhood also located in the northwestern part of the city).5

The trade papers reported on plans for at least thirty-six new moving pic-
ture theaters during the year, twelve of them scattered across West Philadel-
phia, most in reasonable proximity of an expanding commercial and enter-
tainment area with the intersection of Market Street and 52nd as its hub. Ten
picture theaters were to be built in North Philadelphia (including the Lower
as well as the Upper North), six in Center City, four in or near Kensington (a
Northeast Philadelphia neighborhood), one in Germantown, one in Mana-
yunk and one in South Philadelphia. The thirty-sixth theater I have not been
able to map.6

Meanwhile, a growing number of legitimate as well as vaudeville theaters
began offering moving pictures on a regular basis. The Liberty Theatre in
North Philadelphia shifted to a full-time film policy in May 1914, perhaps
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encouraged by a long and successful run of The Inside of the White Slave
Traffic in late 1913 and early 1914.7 The Ruby Theatre on Market Street was
converted and geared up for film exhibition in June, and the Chestnut Street
Opera House shifted fully to film in October, only two examples, but never-
theless illustrating how vastly different kinds of venues adopted films.8 In
addition, many of the large vaudeville houses that did not already program
moving pictures started doing so. In August, B. F. Keith’s and Nixon’s
Grand (two leading houses) as well as the Broadway, the Allegheny, the
Keystone and the William Penn Theatre were all screening films in combi-
nation with live acts.9

At the level of exhibition, cinema was thus still expanding across Phila-
delphia in 1914. To grasp the significance in terms of changes of the geogra-
phy of urban amusement and cultural transformation in general, more de-
tailed analysis is required, an endeavor we will return to.

Distribution: An Eldorado for Feature Exchange Men

When the General Film Company was formed in 1910, four exchanges in
Philadelphia handled the product of the ten licensed film manufacturers.
General Film acquired three of these, while the proprietor of the fourth,
Lewis M. Swaab, refused to sell.10 Swaab’s license was swiftly cancelled,
his exchange on Spruce Street and 4th was ransacked for film, and his reels
confiscated—including the ones he claimed full ownership of. In March
1914, more than three years after these incidents, a jury ruled in favor of
Swaab and awarded him $20,424 in damages, to be paid by the Vitagraph
Company, one of the companies that had taken action against Swaab.11

From a different point of view, General Film represented a much-needed
stabilizing force on a market running wild. Guarantees of a steady and reli-
able supply of one-reel programs combined with a zoning and clearing sys-
tem that helped prevent detrimental competition between theaters and ex-
changes offered conditions for a prosperous future for the industry. Robert
Etris, manager of 23rd street branch of General Film in Philadelphia (the
former Lubin Film Service Exchange), claimed that in 1909 and 1910, the
cut-throat competition between exchanges in the city had reached a point
where it was no longer possible to make a profit. The situation was greatly
alleviated by the Trust’s remodeling of the industry.12

General Film’s main competition in Philadelphia was two independent
suppliers of full-service programs: Mutual and Universal.13 The stability of
the situation became unsettled, however, as the region saw a mushrooming
of independent feature-film exchanges in 1913. The New York Dramatic
Mirror described Eastern Pennsylvania as an “Eldorado for feature exchange
men,” and counted the number of feature film exchanges to twenty-eight in
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Philadelphia alone.14 The Mirror and Motion Picture News must have shared
the same source, as only three days later, the News used the exact same
words: “Eastern Pennsylvania must surely be the Eldorado for feature ex-
change men.”15 Etris too testified to the growing presence of independent
feature film exchanges and the increasing difficulty of keeping track of the
new ones that kept appearing:

They are beginning to be quite an item to be considered. They seem to
be cutting more and more into our business, as special features, which
are used, of course, cut off that number of reels from our customer’s
program, and we are expected to make a corresponding reduction in
his price.

[Question:] There are a great many of those special feature compa-
nies located here, are there not?

[Etris’s answer:] Quite a number. I have not attempted to figure
how many. There seem to be new ones coming right along.16

Harry Schwalbe, the other General Film branch manager in Philadelphia,
appeared as a witness for the defense in the USA v. MPPC hearings, and
provided a more detailed account of the competition he faced in late 1913.
First off, the Interstate Film Company handled the Universal output as well
as Gaumont Features and Ambrosio Features. The Continental Film Ex-
change offered the Mutual program, and Continental also had a Mutual-
controlled feature branch called the Federal Feature Film Company. In addi-
tion, Schwalbe claimed that there were about twenty to twenty-two feature
film exchanges, of which he could name only the principal ones: Warner’s
Feature Film Company, Famous Players, Electric Theatre Supply Co., At-
tractive Feature Film Co., Prince Features, United Features, Monarch Fea-
ture Film Exchange, G. W. Beadenburg Film Exchange and Empire Film
Exchange.17 By March 1914, World’s Special Film Corporation had also
established itself as a leading distributor of feature film in Philadelphia.18 On
August 22, it was announced that Box Office Attractions would open a
Philadelphia branch.19 What really riveted attention around the same time,
however, was the formation of Paramount. An article in the Philadelphia
Inquirer argued that few had yet grasped the significance of this event, in
terms of a stabilization of the feature film market and the standardization of
the industry as a whole.20 Stanley Mastbaum proudly announced that he had
managed to secure the Paramount supply (costing $250,000) to be shown at
the Stanley Theatre beginning August 31.21 Another prominent Philadelphia
theater manager, Fred Nixon-Nirdlinger followed suit and secured the exclu-
sive Germantown rights of the Paramount program, making its debut at the
Colonial Theatre on September 3.22 On October 24, as Paramount was ex-
panding, a new Philadelphia branch opened on Vine Street, near General
Film’s offices on 1308 Vine.23
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Production: From Expansion to Conflagration

Philadelphia was not, or ever had been, and was never to be a major center
for film production in the United States. It did, however, serve as a home
base for Sigmund Lubin and his Lubin Film Manufacturing Company.
Clearly, Lubin was a major producer, although in hindsight we can see how
by 1914 the company was in decline, soon to vanish altogether from the film
world.

A plausible hypothesis for explaining the decline and fall of Lubin was
that Lubin made a strategic blunder by liquidating his interests in exhibition
and distribution in order to concentrate all resources on the production and
processing of film. A crucial shift seems to have occurred in 1908 and 1909,
when Lubin sold several theaters as well as exchanges for the benefit of the
construction of a large studio in the Northern/Northwestern parts of Phila-
delphia.24 When the studio, called Lubinville, opened for operation in 1910 it
was second only to the Vitagraph studio in Brooklyn with respect to size.25

Nonetheless, it was soon pushing maximum capacity, prompting Lubin in
1912 to venture into the construction of a new behemoth studio that came to
be known as “Betzwood the Great,” erected on the grounds of the 364-acre
Betzwood estate located 20 miles northwest of the city, just across the
Schuylkill river.26 Aside from functioning as a new and additional studio for
the production of Lubin films (Lubin also had studios in Jacksonville and
Los Angeles at this point), it was supposedly the largest processing plant in
the world. When the new Betzwood plant opened in 1914, Lubin’s total po-
tential output measured 6 million feet per week.27

Stephen Bush of Moving Picture World visited Betzwood in 1914 and
was proud to declare that the “greatest plant for the perfect production of
motion pictures” was now located in the United States.28 A crowning
achievement, perhaps, but as I have suggested, this might not have amounted
to much if we consider that its prerequisite was a full retreat from distribu-
tion and exhibition, i.e. the branches to which control of the film industry
was increasingly relocated.

A more spectacular contribution to the imminent downfall of the Lubin
Company was the disastrous explosion and fire at Lubinville in June 1914
which destroyed the film storage vault. The damage was estimated at be-
tween half a million and a million dollars, and although the trade press (and
Lubin too) primarily mourned the loss of an historical and educational treas-
ure trove, several unreleased films were also destroyed. This must have
meant a severe financial blow to the company, although there was to be “no
interruption of business.”29
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Exhibition: Price and Length of the Show

If we are to believe Moving Picture World, Philadelphia was still one of the
“persistent ‘nickel-towns’” in the country in 1914. For the editorial boards of
the World as well as Motion Picture News, both at this point almost obses-
sively promoting an increase of admission prices, any initiative to move
away from “cheapening prices” was highly commendable. Accordingly,
exhibitors belonging to the Philadelphia branch of the Motion Picture Ex-
hibitors’ League were duly praised when they agreed to strive for raising
admission prices on Saturdays to 10¢.30

The price issue was part of a wider discussion that also included questions
concerning program length and makeup, and as reported a couple of months
earlier before the idea of a Saturday price rise was proposed, the Philadel-
phia Exhibitors’ League recommended 5¢ for four reels and 10¢ for up to
eight reels.31 The extent to which theaters actually adopted such standards
and recommendations remains unclear in the absence of sources offering
detailed information about small nickel or neighborhood movie theaters. The
World’s Philadelphia reports disclose that the Apollo in West Philadelphia
raised the price of reserved seats to ten cents in June (other seats remained at
a nickel).32 The Regent Theatre on Market Street just west of City Hall
charged 10¢, but that was for a rather elaborate feature program.33 Moving in
the opposite direction recommended by the Exhibitors’ League, the Coli-
seum in West Philadelphia lowered the admission price in December on
account of an alleged economic downturn.34

Delving into newspaper press discourse and advertising does not lessen
the problem of assessing the pricing strategies among small neighborhood
theaters, but offers some figures regarding the venues that advertised.
Among a group of venues that can be categorized as movie theaters (i.e.
venues offering film exclusively or almost exclusively, but in a larger and
more lavish league than the average nickelodeon), the show rarely cost more
than 25¢. The New Broadway Theatre on Broad and Race streets35 charged
25¢ across the house for a feature film program, as did the Liberty, although
the latter on occasion (as for the screening of Antony and Cleopatra [Mar-
cantonio e Cleopatra; Cines, 1913]) admitted children for the lower price of
15¢.36 The Palace and the Victoria differentiated between the reserved sec-
tion and the rest of the house, typically charging 20¢ for the former and 10¢
for the latter.37 The Olympia went further with regards to price distinctions,
differentiating first between the matinee and evening show, setting the gen-
eral admission price for the matinee to 10¢, and then among different seats
for the evening show, charging either 10¢ or 15¢ for open seats, and 25¢ for
the reserved section.38 When the Stanley opened in April, the management
initially attempted charging a higher price than most film theaters, setting the
matinee ticket price to 25¢ and the evening show price to 25¢ or 50¢.39 Al-
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ready for the second week, however, the Stanley opted to adjust to a price
level matching that of most other motion picture theaters, and hence settled
for ticket prices of 10¢, 15¢ or 25¢, and “no higher,” as an advertisement
announced.40 The Metropolitan Opera House displayed a different approach.
This downtown venue made a selling point from a low admission price, a
business policy associated with the nickel theater rather than with the feature
oriented larger downtown theater. Before initiating a fully-fledged film pol-
icy, the Metropolitan charged the customary 25¢, with some tickets going at
15¢, for a multi-reel feature film program, but after the policy shift, the main
idea was to program as long a movie show as possible for as low a price as
possible, in this case a dime.41

The legitimate theaters and concert halls whose policies included periodi-
cal stints of showing moving pictures on a regular basis, and theaters offer-
ing at least an occasional feature film during 1914, also differentiated prices
depending on time of day and type of seat, but with a margin for charging
slightly higher prices. These were generally more lavish than “regular”
movie theaters—even compared to the larger downtown houses—and could
offer seats attractive enough to warrant a higher price. It might also have
been the case that these venues attracted an audience accustomed to paying a
higher price for their entertainment, and who, therefore, had no qualms about
paying as much as 50¢ for a show. The summer film offerings at the Garrick
and the Forrest adhered to similar price scales. Matinee tickets to the Forrest
were 25¢, and the evening show cost either 25¢ or 50¢, depending on the
type of seat.42 The Garrick, too, charged 25¢ for the matinee, but allowed
children for 15¢, and had three price levels for the evening program: 25¢,
35¢ and 50¢.43 When Adelphi offered a religious spectacle advertised as
“Pathe Freres [sic] … Photo Production of The Life of Our Saviour” (i.e. La
Vie et la passion de Jésus Christ [reissued in the U.S. as Life of Our Savior,
Pathé, 1903]), they specified prices as follows: 50¢ for orchestra seats, 25¢
for balcony seats and 15¢ for the “family circle.”44 Sometimes, the admis-
sion price varied depending on what film or type of program was on offer.
For instance, the Chestnut Street Opera House charged patrons 10¢, 15¢ or
25¢ for the matinee and 10¢, 25¢ or 50¢ for the evening showing of Cabiria
(Itala, 1914) in September, but only 10¢, 15¢ or 25¢ for all screenings of
Ireland, a Nation (Walter MacNamara, USA, 1914) in October.45 From No-
vember 1 to the end of the year, a period dominated by the seven-week run
of The Spoilers, the same venue divided the day into two segments, one run-
ning from 1 p.m. to 5 p.m. during which tickets were either at 10¢ or 15¢,
and the other running from 7 p.m. to 11 p.m. with tickets at 10¢, 15¢ or
25¢.46 After the four-week Cabiria run at the Chestnut Street Opera House,
the film ran for two weeks at the Academy of Music, at prices of 10¢, 15¢ or
25¢ for the matinee and 10¢, 15¢, 25, or 50¢ for the evening tickets (i.e.
prices similar to that of the former venue).47 After this, Cabiria had a third
run at the Palace Theatre, “Positively [for the] First Time At Our Prices,” as
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the ad boasted.48 Admission was 10¢ for open seats and 20¢ for the reserved
section, which demonstrates how the temporal “zoning” in the form of first,
second, third, and later runs influenced price setting.

Finally, a number of houses combined vaudeville and moving pictures. It
is hard to judge from the advertising exactly how the balance between film
and live entertainment was struck, which means that although we can get an
idea of the prices charged by combination houses, it remains unclear exactly
what they billed. Bearing this in mind, we may first note that the most com-
mon practice seems to have been to divide the day into two different seg-
ments: the matinee and the evening, the latter usually containing two shows,
e.g. one at 7 p.m. and one at 9 p.m. Two different prices were normally
charged for each segment, most commonly 5¢ and 10¢ for the matinee and
10¢ and 20¢ in the evening. The Alhambra (on 12th and Morris in South
Philadelphia), B. F. Keith’s Allegheny Theatre (located in the northeastern
parts of the city), The Empress Theatre (in Manayunk), the Fairmount (on
26th and Girard in the Lower North district), and the Keystone (also in
Lower North Philadelphia) all adhered to this policy, the Alhambra however
only up until the change of management in September after which all mati-
nee seats came at 10 cents.49 Very similarly, the Cross Keys Theatre (on
Market Street below 60th, in West Philadelphia) offered all seats for the
matinee at 10¢ whereas each of the two nightly shows cost 10¢, 15¢, or 20¢
to attend.50 Meanwhile, Nixon’s Grand, Lower North Philadelphia’s largest
and leading vaudeville house advertised “3,000 seats at 10¢” for their 2.15
matinee, and “3,000 seats at 10¢ and 20¢” for the two nightly shows.51 The
William Penn, West Philadelphia’s largest vaudeville and picture house, and
the Frankford (in the Frankford area), both opted for the same price-setting
plan.52 The Girard Avenue Theatre in Lower North Philadelphia, another
venue that offered a matinee and two evening shows, charged 5¢ or 10¢ for
the matinee and 5¢, 10¢, or 15¢ for the two other shows.53 Another variation
on the main theme, but at generally lower prices, can be found at Hart’s
Theatre (in Kensington, a northeastern Philadelphia area), which charged a
universal 5¢ for the matinee and 5¢ or 10¢ for the evening shows.54 A few
venues did not differentiate between matinee and evening prices, such as the
New Dixie Theatre in Manayunk where the price was always 10¢.55 Marcus
Loew’s Knickerbocker Theatre first announced that any show would cost
10¢, 15¢ or 25¢, but soon switched to charging a universal 10¢ for the after-
noon shows.56 B. F. Keith’s Theatre on Chestnut Street and 12th, and ac-
cording to Irvin Glazer Philadelphia’s first “million dollar theatre,” were the
most expensive to visit for vaudeville and pictures; the matinee at 2 p.m. was
25¢ and 50¢ and the evening show at 8 p.m. cost between 25¢ and $1.57

To summarize: the price the film-entertainment-seeking Philadelphian
would pay for a show depended on a number of factors—type of film, type
of venue, location of the venue, and what type of program the moving pic-
tures were part of all mattered. Generally, multi-reel feature films com-
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manded a higher admission price than the regular neighborhood theater fare,
if we take at face value the World’s labeling of Philadelphia as a “nickel
town.” However, as many screenings of feature films, including prestigious
and successful ones such as Cabiria or The Spoilers, could be attended as
cheaply as 10¢, the price gap was certainly not as great as one might have
assumed. Thus, to frame the breakthrough of feature films as causing a dis-
tinct film-cultural rift between lavish moving picture palaces using multi-reel
feature films to cater to a $2 audience on the one hand, and residual nickel
theaters sticking to the variety format on the other hand, would therefore be
misleading.

Exhibition: The Significance of Music

After a visit to the recently-opened Stanley Theatre, the Inquirer’s “Call
Boy” was deeply impressed with the musical accompaniment:

The value of music as an adjunct of the photo-drama, or “silent play,”
has heretofore not been thoroughly realized or incorporated in the
plans of the picture houses. The oversight has been more than made
good at the new Stanley Theatre … where an orchestra of 25 pieces is
in constant attendance. They … have mastered the art of making their
music synchronize perfectly with whatever picture may happen to be
being produced, so that the story is told in music almost as intelligibly
as if words were being spoken by the figures which move across the
screen.

The music rendered runs the entire gamut of human emotion, even
as do the photo-drama reproductions … It is impossible to fully de-
scribe in cold and unsympathetic type the clever musical interpreta-
tions which the orchestra wrings from their instruments and fit to the
various pictures.58

Whether this particular orchestra brought film music to new levels or if it
was merely a case of the critic not having given the issue too much thought
until this point is, of course, hard to tell. Irrespective of this, we should ac-
knowledge that musical accompaniment to moving pictures had been neither
overlooked by theater managers nor absent in the critical discourse. On the
contrary, music was habitually used as a selling point by managers and a
favorable review of a movie show rarely passed without an approving com-
ment about the music.

In Philadelphia, two musical solutions—the orchestra and the or-
gan—were particularly popular, but to be sure, a much wider range of prac-
tices and approaches to film music, and sound in general, were put into play
inside as well as outside movie theaters around town.59 Granted, as we know
from Rick Altman’s research, there were moves to standardize sound prac-
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tices, which included the development of simultaneously more elaborate and
more streamlined ways of using music as a device for filmic storytelling.60

However, these processes were only in an initial stage in 1914, and it safest
to assume that diversity was still the keynote, or, at any rate greater than the
paper press discourse implies.

Judging from the theaters discussed in the press, orchestras seem to have
been less common than organ accompaniment, presumably for practical and
economical reasons, but the orchestras of some venues, such as the newly-
opened Apollo in West Philadelphia and the Dreamland Theatre on Market
Street, received much attention.61 As to organs, the trade press did its best to
keep track of the purchase and installation of increasingly large and expen-
sive apparatus. By February, the Family Theatre on Market and 13th boasted
a $5,000 Wurlitzer organ (later in the year it was reported that the same
venue had installed an equally expensive “Wurlitzer Unit Orchestra”); in
March, Oscar Stiefel, renowned exhibitor and theater owner (the new Rialto
Theatre being the latest addition to his holdings), followed suit and acquired
a Wurlitzer; at the Regent Theatre, supposedly the most lavish movie theater
on Market Street west of City Hall (but East of the Schuylkill), the “mam-
moth organ” was a notable feature; in August, the new theater being built on
Chestnut Street and 16th was equipped with a Kimball organ; the Locust
Theatre in West Philadelphia had an organ of the same brand, an instrument
that allegedly had cost the owners $15,000, while the organ at the Liberty
Theatre was described as simply “expensive.”62

As a rule houses received favorable comments in the press for the musical
elements of the show, however, often without much detail.63 One exception
that stands out is an otherwise appreciative review of Pathé’s old Life of Our
Savior, but in which the critic complained about “some very rambling and
undefined organ selections” that did not contribute to create “much melodic
atmosphere.” In addition, the reviewer complained about the “wholly unnec-
essary and sepulchral lecture” that accompanied the pictures.64

As often was the case in 1914 when it came to film exhibition practices,
the Stanley Theatre attracted special attention. When the Stanley opened in
April, a twenty-five-piece orchestra consisting of members from the Phila-
delphia Orchestra under the direction of Harry W. Meyer provided the mu-
sic.65 In addition, plans for employing a specially invited solo singer for each
show was mentioned, but aside from Lina Abarbanell’s appearance at the
premiere shows, there is no further evidence that these plans were carried
out.66 In any event, the music at the Stanley Theatre was recurrently lauded
for its high quality over the next few weeks.67 In June, a Hastings organ was
installed and put to use, but not at the expense of the orchestra it seems, as
the press persisted in praising Stanley’s musical offerings, now including
both “a great organ and a splendid orchestra.”68

A few feature film presentations came with exceptional music. In the case
of Cabiria at the Chestnut Street Opera House, the size of the orchestra and
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singing chorus was increased—forty musicians and thirty singers were de-
ployed—and a musical score composed especially for this film was per-
formed.69 On the subject of this particular score, Martin Marks has shown
that there were two composers involved. Supposedly, the composer initially
engaged for the job, Ildebrando Pizzetti, could only muster the eleven-
minute part of the score known as Sinfonia del Fuoco (Symphony of the
Fire), whereas the rest of the score was composed by Pizzetti’s apprentice,
Manlio Mazza.70 Amusingly, the Inquirer’s reviewer, misled or confused by
promotional material or just sloppy with his research, managed to amalga-
mate the two into one “Mazetti.” To make matters even worse, the reviewer
suggested that the spurious Mazetti was something of a musical genius, “re-
garded in musical circles as the compeer of Verdi and Wagner.” Heaping
further accolade, he/she concluded that this was “the first time in the history
of the art that music has been associated with the picture in a masterly
form.”71 When Cabiria moved on to The Academy of Music, there was no
mention of the special score, but it was still emphasized that “[a] feature will
be music on the organ, and there will be the customary music by the sym-
phonic orchestra, the singing by the fine choral body and the same superior
projection of the film [as compared to the Chestnut Street Opera House
screenings].”72

Coinciding with Cabiria’s move to the Academy, another film, different
in its appeal but also accompanied by an original score, premiered at the
Stanley: The Patchwork Girl of Oz (The Oz Film Manufacturing Company,
1914). The score was composed by Louis F. Gottschalk and performed by
the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra at the Stanley screenings, supposedly
to much appreciation.73

Commissioning an original score was, of course, only one way to secure
that the pictures received “appropriate” musical accompaniment, but in most
cases this was neither feasible nor deemed necessary. For the screenings of
Ireland, a Nation, a patriotically-charged dramatization of Irish history, the
problem was solved by a cavalcade of well-known Irish music and the em-
ployment of singers well-versed in this musical style and tradition.74 Aside
from approving comments about the realistic settings/locale on display (large
portions of the film had allegedly been shot on location in Ireland), it seems
that the “good music” and the “capable singers” were the strongest and most
appreciated feature of the screenings. Otherwise, the film garnered unusually
little favor with Philadelphian critics, objecting to the cast’s “over-
indulgence in heroics” and a form of “ultra-melodramatic gesticulation” that
“narrowly escapes turning the picture into a farce.”75
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Exhibition: A Note on Racial Issues

Leaping ahead to August 1915, and the Philadelphia premiere of The Birth of
a Nation,76 at least one trade paper would have its readers believe that any
fears of a racial divide in the city of brotherly love were unfounded and dis-
placed by the unanimous salutations to the film as the greatest picture drama
ever made, once it actually began to unfold upon the Forrest Theatre’s
screen. Special to the World by Philadelphia News Service, it was reported
that a number of policemen and private detectives had been employed to
counteract any disruptive demonstrations, all in vain, however, as “extreme
and continued” applause had largely been the audience’s response. Moreo-
ver, the reporter was “pleased to note” that the “negroes scattered in the
audience” had been among the most fervent applauders present.77

Arguably, and according to one historian, Philadelphia did not see a re-
prise of the race riots that had occurred in the nineteenth century, or the kind
of severe racial clashes that plagued cities like St. Louis, Chicago and
Washington, D.C. in the progressive era, but that did not mean that the city
was without racial tensions.78 Neither did it mean that no protests were
launched against The Birth of a Nation. In fact, there were attempts to stop
the film before the premiere as well as during its Philadelphia run. As men-
tioned, Director of Public Safety Porter intended to stop the screening, but
was overruled by higher legal authority.79

Before Birth, however, it seems that the newspaper discourses in Phila-
delphia were largely silent with regard to issues of race and cinema, although
one particular incident from March 1914 might be of interest to our framing
of Philadelphia film culture. On Friday night of the March 13, Madeline
Davies, 21 years old and “colored,” had entered a movie theater on 19th
street and Columbia Avenue (most likely the Ideal Theatre in North Phila-
delphia). When the usher tried to force her into taking a seat in the back of
the theater, Davies protested vehemently which led to her subsequent arrest
on the grounds of “causing a disturbance.” After a hearing held the next day
at the nearby police station on 19th and Oxford streets, magistrate Morris
ruled that any seat not reserved could rightfully be claimed by any patron. In
the words of the newspaper headline, “seats in ‘movies’ [were] open,” a rule
apparently applicable to patrons of all races.80

The Davies incident was a discursive breach in a veil of ignorance with
regard to racial aspects of movie-going and film culture in Philadelphia.
There is a conspicuous lack of discursive reflection on racial issues, but the
Davies case makes one suspect that Jim Crow practices might have been
more common than we can show. A similar case in the Los Angeles context
reveals how racial segregation in that city’s picture theaters—not formalized
but seemingly sanctioned by the ruling in the Plessy v. Ferguson case, le-
galizing the doctrine of “separate but equal”—was a “daily insult for Afri-
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can-Americans and other others.”81 Whether “unofficial” racial segregation
was as pronounced in Philadelphia as in Los Angeles we do not know for
certain, but we can speculate that Davies was neither the first nor last Afri-
can-American patron to have been ushered to the back of a Philadelphia
movie house.

Exhibition: Movies in Convention Hall

One of the more idiosyncratic experiments involving motion picture exhibi-
tion was the attempt to establish the new Convention Hall on Broad Street
and Allegheny Avenue in North Philadelphia as a summer evening resort,
offering filmic as well as other forms of entertainment.82

On May 23, it was announced that the Bureau of City Property had made
arrangements with an amusement company for the leasing of Convention
Hall. The rental term was set to five months and the nightly rental fee to be
paid to the city was $100. At this point, the Inquirer referred to the project as
a “conversion” of the hall into a moving picture theater, and noticed that the
company had agreed to “restore the building to its original character when
leaving.”83 The following day, an article appeared, in which the plans were
laid out in further detail. With regard to the filmic entertainment, the ambi-
tion was to offer only the type of “pleasing and picturesque features that
make the more ambitious moving picture theatres in Europe so pleasant to
visit.” It was also clarified that movies were to be only one part of a more
diverse program of amusements. First of all, a “big light refreshments restau-
rant” would be made room for, the large film screen still being in full view
from each dining table. Moreover, a “large promenade” would be con-
structed close enough to the screen to allow simultaneous film viewing and
taking a stroll. Finally, “fine band and orchestra concerts” would be in pro-
gress from 7 to 9 every night:

Thus it is intended that the patron of the new movie may enjoy the
privileges of or the restaurant or promenade and listen to fine music
and watch the pictures at the same time.84

It was also stressed that this was a novelty in the field of film exhibition,
never before attempted on American soil, but in European cities where such
institutions already existed, their establishing had “created a new phase of
social life.”85

An astonishing aspect of the Convention Hall project was the immense
seating capacity of the venue. Two completely different figures were men-
tioned: the Inquirer claimed that there would be seats for almost 20,000 peo-
ple, whereas a later Moving Picture World report gives the more moderate
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but nonetheless quite remarkable figure of 12,000.86 As mentioned, the
leaseholder was supposed to pay $100 per night, and according to the World
item it would cost about $6 per hour to light the house.87 Given the fact that
the management planned to charge a nickel for a seat (including access to the
other amenities),88 one has to assume that they counted on filling a consider-
able number of the thousands of seats available every night—a four-hour
show would need 2,600 patrons just to cover the cost of rent and electricity.
This was, of course, prior to the depression era breakthrough of popcorn as
the movie-theater snack of choice,89 but there were equivalents in the form
of predicted sales of snacks and beverages in the “light refreshment restau-
rant,” a variable possibly taken into account in the economic calculations.

I have been unable to find any further mention of the project, and hence
no evidence to support that the project was ever realized. Hence, it seems
likely that Philadelphians never had the opportunity of experiencing this
particular fusion of eating, walking, music, and movies.

Assorted Events: Extra-Theatrical Exhibition, Political,
Social, and Cinematic Activism, and Other Mergers of
Film Culture and City Life

We have seen how the great variety of venues available for film exhibition,
which in addition to different types of theaters included churches, parks,
department stores, street facades, private gatherings and so on, expanded the
urban geography of motion pictures well beyond the realms of the theater
site. This was not strictly a geographical issue, but a sign of film culture’s
deepening integration into the fabric and everyday life of the city and its
citizens. Arguably, the most significant development in this respect was the
increasingly tight relations between cinema and the newspaper press. Fol-
lowing Paul S. Moore, the press can be taken to have functioned as a “menu
of urban possibility,” structuring a legible version of the activity of “going
out,” and of city life in general.90 Construed as such, we may also with Jan
Olsson regard newspapers as a litmus test of cultural transformation, a coor-
dinate system for the positioning of film culture and its disparate elements in
relation to the categories of the residual, the emergent, and the dominant.91

On a smaller scale, there were a number of particular events and activities
that deepened the involvement of film culture in everyday life as well as the
publicly-monitored social life of Philadelphians.

One contribution to Philadelphia social life was the organizing of balls
and banquets by various local film trade associations. The Philadelphia
branch of the Motion Picture Exhibitors’ League held a ball on February 20
in Horticultural Hall. Preceding the event, it was reported that two of the
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three boxes available at the venue had been bought by General Film and
Universal, whereas Mutual and an “unnamed bidder” were competing for the
third. All of the three companies had promised to bring some of their stars,
and Lubin as well as Vitagraph would also “fill their quotas.”92 This was the
second annual ball arranged by the Exhibitors’ League, and the third one
took place later the same year, on December 8, once again in Horticultural
Hall on Broad and Locust. This time, an alleged 1,000 people attended, in-
cluding notable film stars as Clara Kimball Young, Francis X. Bushman and
many others, as well as captains of industry such as Lubin, Lewis J. Selznick
and Carl Laemmle. A highpoint (aside from “Pop” Lubin’s performance of a
“remarkable one-step”) seems to have been the auction of a portrait in oil of
Clara Kimball Young, donated by Selznick and the object of “furious bid-
ding.” A bidding pool made up of Lubin, Laemmle and local film exhibition
pioneer Mark Dintenfass eventually won out over Abe Einstein of the Stan-
ley Company. During the auction, Miss Young herself stood alongside the
painting and when the bidding ended, she was “showered in money” that
was (alongside with the bidding pool’s $60) donated to the Red Cross. An-
ecdotes aside, Moving Picture World framed the event as a kind of social
and cultural triumph for the film people who had been in the game ever since
the time when movies were “ridiculed all around.”93

Another series of events that added to the infusion of film culture and in-
dustry into the fabric of the city’s social life was the formation in August
1914 of the Reel Fellows of Philadelphia, a social club for people involved
in the local film business.94 First priority was given to organizing an excur-
sion to Atlantic City, an event that seems to have taken place sometime in
late August, before the club had held their first official meeting. A special
train was chartered to transport the motion picture men to the coastal resort
where dinner, dancing, and other activities of leisure awaited.95 Meetings
were initially held at Jay Emanuel’s Ridge Avenue Theatre, the first one
taking place on August 30. A board was elected with Eugene L. Perry (man-
ager of the Stanley Theatre) as president, other members of the executive
board including Lubin, Stanley Mastbaum, William Fox and Lewis Swaab.
Judging from the meeting, the main objective for the club at that point seems
to have been to offer its members Sunday entertainment, and for this purpose
a prioritized item was the establishing of a permanent clubhouse in which to
hold meetings as well as meet and entertain more informally.96 The next
event was organized on September 13, and the local press reported that about
three hundred members and friends attended the function, which “consisted
of music, song and some motion pictures,” the latter including a film de-
picting the fraternal fellows enjoying themselves in Atlantic City during the
aforementioned August excursion.97 On the same occasion, Stanley Mast-
baum presented the club with a significant check, adding to the funds for a
clubhouse.98 Reel Life reported from a Reel Fellow banquet at the Ridge
Avenue Theatre in September. This item might refer to the same event as the
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one just described, but there was no mention of a screening of the club’s
home movies. Reel Life, the Mutual house organ, instead chose to emphasize
that the big hit had been the screening of The Property Man (Keystone,
1914), starring Charlie Chaplin and Mack Sennett.99 Another report from one
of the Fellow’s Ridge Avenue Theatre gatherings (this item, too, possibly
referring to the same event) put larger emphasis on food and drinks: aside
from sketches and interesting pictures, “[r]efreshments in ample quality were
supplied.”100

The Ridge Avenue Theatre had also been the platform and exhibition site
for an event organized by groups within the American suffrage movement.
Apparently, Jay Emanuel leased the theater for a special matinee screening
on January 22 of What 80 Million Women Want (Unique Film Co., 1913).101

This film (originally titled 80 Million Women Want—?, alluding to a suf-
frage book titled What 80,000,000 Women Want) was produced on the ini-
tiative of the Women’s Political Union (formerly the Equality League of
Self-Supporting Women, a suffrage organization particularly targeting
working-class women), and featured appearances by Equality League foun-
der Harriet Stanton Blatch as well as the famous British suffragette leader
Emmeline Pankhurst. Although suffrage was a much-debated issue in Phila-
delphia, I have not found evidence indicating that the presentation of 80
Million at the Ridge Theatre stirred much controversy. One possible expla-
nation might be the particular mode of address and narrative of this film. As
one scholar argues, the melodramatic mixture of politics and romance was
carried out in a way that rendered the suffrage cause non-threatening in the
film, and the general upholding rather than attacking of prevalent social
norms possibly contributed to the film being well received by critics.102

Moreover, this was a period of great commercial interest in the suffrage
movement,103 and 80 Million was but one in a wave of suffrage films ranging
from propagandistic melodrama to comedic parody. Whether the screening
at the Ridge Avenue Theatre fared commercially well we do not know; if it
did, proceeds were supposedly donated to the Suffrage Party.104

Figure 13. Advertisement for the Unique Film Co., MP News 8, no. 19 (November
15, 1913).
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There were also less politically involved associations and clubs that wel-
comed and integrated film as entertainment and edification for their mem-
bers. For instance, on March 25, the Columbia Photographic Society of
Philadelphia presented Frederic Poole’s motion pictures of the Panama Ca-
nal, praised in the press for their “realistic portrayal.”105 As we have seen,
the travel lecture accompanied by moving pictures had long been a mainstay
genre in Philadelphian film culture, and Philadelphia resident Frederic
Poole—“World-Wide Traveler, Lecturer, Interpreter of the Oriental Drama
and Field Officer for the U.S. Army A. F. F. Educational Corps, France,” as
a promotional pamphlet for a series of post-WWI lectures by Poole pre-
sented him106—had offered lectures with moving pictures as early as 1899,
as part of the celebrations of the Chinese New Year in Philadelphia’s Chi-
natown.107 Poole’s appearance for these New Year festivities is not surpris-
ing considering that Poole, by that time, was in the midst of building a repu-
tation as an English-American lecturer-globetrotter with the orient as his
foremost area of expertise.108

If travel film and lecturing was a format with large cultural cachet, less
exotic forms of educational films, including industrial film, were a harder
sell. Or, as exchange manager Harry Schwalbe laconically put it when, in
late 1913, asked whether there was much demand for educational pictures in
Philadelphia at the present time: “None whatever.”109 Be that as it may,
hardcore educational genres such as industrial film found at least a small
audience among associations and groups with a special interest for one topic
or another. A case in point is an educational screening at the Music Fund
Hall on April 15, 1914, orchestrated by the Boot and Shoemakers Associa-
tion of Philadelphia, the main attraction of the show supposedly being the in-
depth filmic depiction of shoe making.110

Aside from events linked to clubs, special interest groups, specific films
or types of film, an occasion arose for movie theaters to participate in the
struggle for an improved urban environment in the form of “clean-up week.”
According to the August 1914 issue of The American Political Science Re-
view, the idea of a clean-up week had been realized in a number of American
cities three years earlier, and since then, the “movement ha[d] spread all over
the country,” and it was stated that municipalities in thirty states were to
“conduct sanitary campaigns against dirt and disease.”111 The article went on
to suggest how Philadelphia had managed to achieve a more successful cam-
paign:

As a prelude to clean-up week in Philadelphia over two thousand
street cleaners and their equipment marched in parade. The campaign
has been far more successful this year in Philadelphia than ever be-
fore, and the credit for this large measure of attainment is given by the
chief of the bureau of highways to the larger amount of advertising.112
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More specifically, as recalled in the April 1915 issue of The American City,
“[t]housands of placards, bulletins, billboards, streamers, circulars, and
newspaper announcements—not to mention friendly reminders from relig-
ious leaders during their Sunday sermons—promoted the city’s second an-
nual Clean-Up Week, which was held April 20–25, 1914,” and which sup-
posedly resulted in the “removing [of] more than 135,000 cubic yards of
garbage from the city.113 Presumably, friendly reminders were issued by
ushers at the local movie theaters too, since, although details of the exact
forms of participation are murky, it was reported that movie theaters had
taken part in the Philadelphia clean-up week “to much favorable com-
ment.”114 Remembering how a perception of nickel theaters as polluted and
unclean locales lingered on to some extent, theaters might have wanted to
reverse the perspectives by contributing to the increased cleanliness of the
city milieu. Or, this is at any rate how the obsessive promoters of film cul-
tural uplift at Moving Picture World might have wanted to frame it.

Another act of campaigning was carried out by the involvement of mov-
ing picture theaters in the “Swat the Fly” campaign, an important amalga-
mation of cinematic and social activism that appeared in many places
throughout the US.115 In Philadelphia, Health Officer Dr. Charles P. Henry
issued invitations to theaters, encouraging them to participate in the cam-
paign, preferably by handing out free tickets to any child who had managed
to swat a predetermined number of carriers of the dreaded fly pest.116 The
extent to which theaters participated, however, or whether there were
screenings of Charles Urban’s The Fly Pest (1909) or similar films remains
unclear.

A deepening integration of motion pictures into the fabric of city life, and
cinema’s status as the cultural form most in tune with the notion of a mass
market, stimulated a growing need (or perceived need) to understand cinema
from a sociological or generally scientific perspective. This type of “scien-
tistic” outlook was a trademark of the progressivist sentiment typical of the
period.117 The most comprehensive early study of the possible influence of
movies on American youth were the so-called Payne Fund Studies, “Motion
Picture and Youth,” published in eight volumes between 1933 and 1935 and
analyzed in a book by Garth Jowett, Ian Charles Jarvie and Kathryn H.
Fuller.118 It would be surprising, however, if there had not been earlier at-
tempts to survey the movies’ effects on its audience, not least considering
the burgeoning trend of doing social surveys of various sorts—as evident by
the Russell Sage Foundation’s publication, in 1915, of a comprehensive bib-
liography of social surveys undertaken in the United States and Canada in
recent years—including recreation surveys from twenty-three cities includ-
ing Cincinnati, San Diego, Detroit, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Milwaukee,
Providence, Scranton, and San Francisco.119 Philadelphia was not listed
among the cities but as far as the bibliography tells, a series of surveys on
housing in Philadelphia had been performed, but none on commercial or
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recreational. Newspaper sources indicate that there at least were plans for a
survey intended to specifically investigate the movie-going habits of high-
school students in Philadelphia and the effects of movies on these young
men and women. The survey was initiated by the Social Workers Club of
Philadelphia (formed in 1905 and consisting of members from various social
organizations across the city)120 who announced that they would soon issue
questionnaires to the city’s high-school students. The questions proposed to
be included covered various aspects of the movie-going experience: “Which
do you like best, a play, vaudeville show or moving picture show? Why do
you prefer the one named most appreciated? How often have you been to the
‘movies’ in the past month? Do you like serious, instructive, comic or sen-
sational films best? Why do you go to motion picture shows? Do ‘movies’
hurt your eyes? Which part of the theatre do you find the best from which to
view the pictures?”121 Already these sample questions offer some intriguing
hints about the Club’s framing of the topic, including a somewhat bizarre
genre categorization and the familiar notion that film viewing might involve
medical risks.

Lamentably, I have not found any further mention of the planned survey
in the press, but Motion Picture News presented a brief summary of the re-
sults on March 28. Provided that the reporter’s interpretation of the results
was accurate, the Social Workers Club awarded Philadelphia motion picture
theaters “what is practically a clean bill of health” based on the survey. Vir-
tually nothing of an objectionable nature had been discovered, although a
small number of films portrayed crime in a manner “calculated to excite
unduly the thoughts and minds of children.”122 It remains unclear what was
gathered from the replies from young moviegoers’ regarding their habits and
experiences of motion picture entertainment.

Films and Formats: The Serial

Rob King observes that the serial film “enjoyed a terrific boom in popular-
ity” in 1914.123 In Philadelphia, the first installment of The Adventures of
Kathlyn, penned by Harold MacGrath, produced in serial film form (thirteen
episodes) by the Selig Polyscope Company and starring Kathlyn Williams as
the serial heroine, appeared in the Philadelphia Record on January 4,
1914.124 A new two-reel episode was to be screened every other week at
selected theaters, but strangely, there was no mention either here or in the
amusement advertising section of exactly which venues.

I have not found evidence of any additional serial-newspaper tie-ins in
Philadelphia until the very end of 1914, but to be sure, in between that mo-
ment and the debut of The Adventures of Kathlyn, there were other serials
showing at theaters around town. The Stanley Theatre offered the se-
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rial/newsreel/promotional/advertising film hybrid, Our Mutual Girl (Reli-
ance, 1914–1915), most likely for several weeks, although I have only found
traces of the screening of the second installment.125 When the Metropolitan
Opera House introduced their movie monster bill, two serials were soon
mainstays of the program; The Trey o’ Hearts (Universal, 1914) and The
Million Dollar Mystery (Thanhouser, 1914).126 According to the World’s
Philadelphia correspondent, The Trey o’ Hearts was making a particularly
big hit, and by October, a Germantown movie house called the Cayuga had
booked it to be shown every Thursday.127 At the newly opened Marcus
Loew’s Knickerbocker in West Philadelphia, the latest Thanhouser serial,
Zudora (1914–1915), premiered on November 30.128 When the Lincoln
Theatre in South Philadelphia opened in December, The Trey o’ Hearts and
The Million Dollar Mystery were the opening pictures.129 These examples
are probably only the tip of the iceberg.

As this year of the serial came to an end in Philadelphia, the Inquirer
published the first chapter of “The Exploits of Elaine: A Detective Novel
and Motion Picture Drama.”130 The Exploits of Elaine (Pathé-American,
1914) was written by Arthur B. Reeve and starred Pearl White, who had, of
course, also been the star of Pathé’s first serial, The Perils of Pauline (Pathé-
American, 1914). Whether the latter was shown at Philadelphia theaters in
1914 or not, I have not been able to verify, but most likely it was. The fact
that Dumont Minstrels satirized it in a spoof performance titled “The Pearls
of Pauline; or, The Queen of the Movies” in September is clear evidence of
this, and also of the serial film’s impact on popular culture at this time.131

Films and Formats: Travel Views and Traveling
Exhibitors

The exhibition of non-fiction motion picture footage shot both in far off,
exotic places and nearer to home had long been an appreciated form of film
entertainment in Philadelphia. In 1910, a reformulation of an article that had
appeared in the February issue of Popular Mechanics listed and lauded the
many potential educational uses of film, suggesting that the primary example
would be the travel view accompanied by an explanatory lecture, as this
enabled a form of virtual traveling that would otherwise have cost hundreds
of dollars.132
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Figure 14. Advertisement for Universal, MP News 10, no. 2 July 18, 1914.

Already in 1899, Burton Holmes’ pictures of and lectures on Fez and other
destinations had proven an audience magnet to the Academy of Music.133 In
1914, the Academy was still a reliable outlet for showmen offering travel
views. The very same Burton Holmes returned here regularly during 1914,
presenting shows on Panama as well as China in January and showing foot-
age from the war-torn European countries in November as well as most of
December.134 Equally regularly billed at the Academy of Music were the
“Newman Travel Talks,” addressing London, Paris and Rome in January and
Florence and Venice in February.135 A third lecturer was Dwight Elmendorf,
who occupied the Academy for much of February and March, offering lec-
tures on, for instance, India and Egypt.136

Lyman Howe, arguably the original impresario of the art of integrating
travel lectures and motion pictures, targeted the summer trade, presenting his
shows at the Garrick Theatre. His “Building of the Panama Canal” (this
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show also included pictures from Yellowstone, the Paris Zoo, railroad rides,
and other attractions) ran for two successful weeks in June. 137 In August,
something promoted as the “Lyman H. Howe Travel Festival” was put on for
three weeks, during which Howe’s “picture excursions” eventually led the
audience all the way to Sweden and “that traveler’s paradise, Trollhattan
Falls.”138

Lyman Howe was based in the small town of Wilkes-Barre, PA, Burton
Holmes in Chicago, and Elmendorf in New York, but Philadelphia also
turned out a homegrown world traveler and lecturer: Hugh O’Donnell.
O’Donnell had worked for a number of Eastern and Midwest daily newspa-
pers and was business manager of the Philadelphia Press (a local newspa-
per), but resigned in 1913 for a trip around the world and to consecutively
join the travel lecture circuit.139 His Philadelphia performances in 1914,
marketed as “O’Donnellogs,” took place at Witherspoon Hall and covered
Panama (of course), Egypt, Palestine, Athens, Damascus and other places.140

Films and Formats: Local Views and Newsreels

B. F. Keith’s Theatre on Chestnut Street, a leading vaudeville house, was the
only venue that advertised their screening of newsreels with some consis-
tency throughout 1914. At the start of the year and at least up until March,
Keith’s offered Pathé newsreels, promoted first as “First Run Pathé Motion
Pictures of World’s Current Events” and by mid-March simply as the “Pathé
Weekly.”141 In May, a shift to local non-fiction pictures occurred, although it
is possible that the Pathé weekly or some other similar newsreel was also
kept on the program. An advertisement from May 10 included “Current Lo-
cal Events on Film” as an attraction, and advertisements appearing over the
next couple of months specified this to “H. B. B. Motion Pictures of Current
Local Events.”142

The “H. B. B.” in H. B. B. Motion Picture Company was short for Har-
vey, Benn and Beitler, who had formed the company in early 1914 with the
intention of producing industrial film and films of local current events.143

Judging by an advertisement for the “H. B. B. Weekly” on April 25, this
local newsreel was produced in collaboration with the Public Ledger and to
be shown exclusively at B. F. Keith’s.144 Among the selling points, actuality
and immediacy were highlighted, but even more so the possibility of seeing
oneself appear on the screen.145

When the Stanley Theatre opened in April, the management offered an-
other but seemingly similar local newsreel—The Stanley Town Topics—in
conjunction with the feature films and the occasional live entertainment:
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The program will also include the Stanley Town Topics, a unique mo-
tion picture offering. Specially engaged camera artists, circulating
about the city, will from day to day snap scenes and incidents in busy
localities and twenty-four hours later they will be produced on the
Stanley stage. All unwittingly the visitor is likely to see him or her
movements of the previous day depicted. There will be but the one
presentation of these pictures and, after the showing, the original films
will be destroyed.146

The Stanley Town Topics does not seem to have been mentioned by that
name again in the Philadelphia newspapers, but it is likely that the Stanley
kept offering local actualities at least for some time, before being swept by
the next vogue in non-fiction film: pictures from the war in Europe. In early
August, by the time the war had really started to escalate toward the levels of
a global military conflict, B. F. Keith’s began billing “Hearst-Selig Motion
Pictures of Thrilling War Scenes,” and this venue would rely on the Hearst-
Selig newsreel for the remainder of the year.147 The Metropolitan Opera
House, where the management, after introducing their film policy in August,
tried to integrate just about any type of film and format, screened at least a
few installments of the Universal Weekly War News before switching to the
Pathé Weekly on September 8.148 Although not apparent judging from the
newspaper advertising, at least one trace indicates that the Stanley Theatre
too was offering war pictures (unclear of what brand) during the fall.149

Almost at the end of 1914, the Chestnut Street Opera House, normally a
venue for the exhibition of big prestige features, advertised the screening of
“Motion Pictures of the European War.”150 Most likely, this referred to the
Hearst-Selig film of the ruins of the Belgian city of Louvain; the advertise-
ment made clear that the pictures had been obtained by the Chicago Tribune
under contract with the Belgian government, moreover stressing the authen-
ticity of the pictures, and the Hearst-Selig Louvain film was one of relatively
few at this point to use authentic war footage.151 In any event, this shows
how non-fiction film at least occasionally could move out of the compara-
tively obscure domains of the newsreel shown in conjunction with (and in
the shadows of) the main features to receive advertising, attention and an
exhibition context almost on par with the high-profile, multi-reel feature
films. Under such fortunate circumstances, and given the educational merits
potentially ascribed to news-oriented film, we should perhaps not be sur-
prised to find favorable comments. Take, for instance, the Bulletin reporter
who visited the Chestnut Street Opera House in late December who, as-
tounded by the prospects of being able to enjoy the comfort of a decent and
well-ventilated theater while Antwerp was being blown to smithereens be-
fore ones eyes, could only conclude that these pictures were probably the
best possible argument for world-wide peace.152
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Films and Formats: Dance Pictures

Browse through the amusement section of any given Sunday morning issue
of the Inquirer in 1914 and chances are that at least a couple of the adver-
tisements have something to do with dance. A quick look at the Sunday ad-
vertisements on five randomly-chosen dates shows that the February 8 paper
included advertisements for Joseph Cole and Gertrude Denahy in a Series of
the Latest Dancing Creations Including the Argentine Tango and the Arthur
and Grace Terry Dancing Exhibition at the William Penn; Bert Baker and
the Bon-Ton Girls with Babe La Tour including the Barbary Coast Tango
Dances and the Special Friday Night Big Tango Dancing Contest at the Ca-
sino (a burlesque house on Walnut Street above 8th); Tango Night Every
Thursday at B. F. Keith’s Allegheny Theatre; Kolb and Harland in Dances of
All Ages at the Broadway Theatre (on Broad and Snyder); Tango Night
Every Thursday with Personal Direction of Professor H. D. Wagner at
Nixon’s Grand; Tango Dancing Contest Friday Night at the Trocadero (on
10th and Arch); Thursday Tango Dancing at the Fairmount; the upcoming
opening of the Keystone Theatre as a “Dance Hall De Luxe”; and Tango
Dancing Contest at the Gayety.153 The April 26 issue reveals that the Frank-
ford and the Gayety arranged tango dancing contests on Thursday nights,
whereas the Casino and the Trocadero held theirs on Friday nights. The New
Kaufman’s Theatre (formerly Hart’s Theatre, located on Frankford and Nor-
ris) opted for a waltzing contest. The coming week also featured appearances
of several dancers, including minor acts such as the “Famous Hula Hula
Dancer Toots Paka” at the Allegheny and “Gaby Pomponi” in the Passion
Dance at the Gayety, but also the brightest shining dancing stars of the pe-
riod, Vernon and Irene Castle, who were to perform at the Academy of Mu-
sic.154 On July 21, B. F. Keith’s promoted Col. Diamond and Mme. De
L’Ware’s presentation of “all the dances of the present vogue.” There were
also advertisements for four dancing schools, including “The School for
Sane Dancing” and “Professor Dick’s Dancing Academy.”155 The week fol-
lowing August 23, one could catch the “lively dancing duo” of Kennedy and
Kramer at B. F. Keith’s Allegheny or Chas. E. Taylor’s Tango Girls at the
Trocadero, or enroll in one of the dancing classes that were also adver-
tised.156 By October 11, the number of dancing schools that advertised had
increased to six. Also, this Sunday issue advertised the “Moscognys Down to
Minute Dances” performance at the Nixon on 52nd and Market, Friday night
tango contests at the Casino and “Modern Society Dance Contest” at Marcus
Loew’s Knickerbocker every night of the week, with “beautiful silver cups”
offered to all participants. To top it off, the Knickerbocker had also booked
Billy Stewart and Beatrice Dakin, “the Castles’ only rivals in latest society
steps,” to perform.157
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According to the recent year-by-year overview of themes and variations
in American cinema in the 1910s (edited by Charlie Keil and Ben Singer),
the cultural breakthrough of dance, for instance, manifested by the various
dance “crazes” and the upward cultural mobility of amusements such as
burlesque, signifies the shift from a hierarchical cultural order to a commer-
cial consumer-oriented mass culture that occurred around this time.158 On the
level of popular culture, this meant an emphasis on “stimulation and fun”
rather than “Protestant morals.” On the level of the dance floor, this trans-
lated into increasing degrees of physical contact between the sexes, in turn
indicative of the modernization of American society in terms of social trends
and lifestyle.159

In the above account, the great popularity of Irene and Vernon Castle is
singled out as being of particular relevance. As we have seen, the Castles
performed at the Academy of Music in Philadelphia in late April, but in ad-
dition to this live event, the couple showed off their steps to Philadelphians
throughout the year by means of moving pictures. When these instructive
pictures, accompanied by music suitable for the dances, played at the Wil-
liam Penn in February, a Record reporter claimed that they were almost as
beneficial as a real dance lesson, although one had to be attentive and al-
though it helped to have some experience of tango in advance.160 After their
live performance at the Academy of Music in April, dance pictures starring
the Castles were shown at the Stanley in May, at the Forrest for much of late
July and early August, and at the Metropolitan in late August.161

Of the many filmic representation of the “tango craze” that were released
in 1914, I have only found evidence of one being exhibited: The Tangled
Tangoists (Vitagraph, 1914), a one-reeler depicting John Bunny and Flora
Finch taking tango lessons. This film was exhibited at the Metropolitan Op-
era House the week commencing April 27, shown in conjunction with the
theatrical melodrama The Great Diamond Robbery (this was prior to the
Metropolitan’s switching to an all-movie policy).162 Most likely, several
other similar films were also shown over the year, perhaps at theaters that
offered combinations of vaudeville and motion pictures but rarely promoted
the films by title.
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Figure 15. “Mrs. Vernon Castle,” Photoplay 5, no. 5 (April 1914).

Censorship: The John Barleycorn Controversy

John Barleycorn (Bosworth, 1914) was the fourth film produced by Hobart
Bosworth Productions, and the third based on a Jack London novel. The
novel as well as the film reflected London’s own experiences of alcohol
abuse and sure enough, the theme of alcoholism made the film a controver-
sial one. The day before the film was to have its Philadelphia premiere at the
Garrick Theatre, the Inquirer declared that “[s]ince motion pictures and
plays became the favorite diversion of a vast majority of the American peo-
ple … no offering has caused so much discussion as this film.” This discus-
sion was not strictly limited to or even primarily addressing the issue of
whether it was right or wrong to censor the film. Rather, the controversy
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concerning the film was linked to the ongoing debates on prohibition.
Seemingly, combined interests of the liquor-producing industry had offered
Bosworth Inc. $25,000 to postpone the film’s premiere until six states that
all had upcoming referendums on prohibition had completed voting. Bos-
worth turned down the offer, but Pennsylvania censor Louis J. Breitinger
stepped in to try to delay the premiere, which in turn caused controversy
over the chief censor’s own connections to a number of breweries and his
services as legal representative for various liquor interests—Motion Picture
News dubbed Breitinger the “Liquor Attorney.”163 The accusations did not
prevent Breitinger from threatening to stop the exhibition of John Barley-
corn in Philadelphia, but the management of the Garrick opted to put the
censor to the test, and premiered the film on August 3 as planned. This act of
defiance was hailed as a triumph for the anti-censorship movement by Ste-
phen Bush at the World. Bush stressed that the screening had attracted Phila-
delphia’s most prominent people belonging to the “highest class,” but also
that there was a particularly “American” quality to the patrons and their re-
sistance to the misguided state censors.164 He also repeated a claim that had
already been made in a World editorial from the week before commenting on
the “follies” of Philadelphia censorship (of which the actions directed at
Barleycorn was the latest example), namely that it was a good thing that the
Philadelphia newspaper press took such a firm stand against censorship.165

Looking back upon the events that led up to the swearing in of a state
censor in 1914, while also taking a closer look on how the Philadelphia
newspapers positioned themselves vis-à-vis the issue of censorship, we find
that the stance of the press cannot be as unambiguously summarized as Bush
purported.

On January 20, 1914, Governor Tener in Harrisburg formally appointed J.
Louis Breitinger “chief moving picture censor” and Mrs. E. C. Niver “assis-
tant censor,” and the new censors were sworn in on January 29.166 The Penn-
sylvania Board of Censorship had been instigated in 1911, but it was not
until Breitinger and Niver took office that a board that has been described by
a later historian as “among the most reactionary in the land” and “fanati-
cal”167 could commence its work. In between the appointing and the swear-
ing in, the Philadelphia Record published an item in which Breitinger elabo-
rated on his plans: with regards to films, everything “immoral,” including
everything showing “actual criminality, death or horror must be eliminated.”
According to Breitinger, this was necessary as the movies’ effects on “the
morals of children” were so great, and as children were “often inspired by
the films to commit crimes or acts of immorality,” and for the same reasons,
Breitinger also expressed a wish to regulate the time during which children
would be allowed to attend moving picture theaters. The Record, somewhat
skeptical of the plans, referred to them as “radical” and “drastic,” and (per-
haps tongue in cheek) announced that if they were carried out to the letter
they were to “rob movies of all their thrills.”168 To reduce potential losses for
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exhibitors, films presently on view as well as pictures already arranged for at
the exchange would be allowed to be shown, causing the Record (again with
at least some humor) to predict that before the final date was set, “manufac-
turers will hurry to completion the films which will give Philadelphia its
final shock before its conversion into an ultra-moral motion-picture commu-
nity.”169

The Inquirer expressed support for the general idea of moving picture
censorship on the grounds that the medium had enormous possibilities, for
evil purposes as well as for good. Censorship was a welcome contribution to
a process of raising standards that was already underway but could be
strengthened and hastened by:

a real censorship of some sort, which should lay hold upon one of the
most important amusements of the country, and keep it going in the
right direction. In a few years it seems certain that moving pictures
will assume an educational and cultural status which is now only
dreamed of. They can be made of vast assistance in imparting infor-
mation as well as giving passing amusement.170

As it happened, it would be a considerable time before any new rules came
into play. Protests against the State censors had been launched immediately
upon Breitinger and Niver took office, and some of the protesters would
eventually have the courts test the proposed rules of State censorship.171 In
the face of ongoing protestations, the Board made public their rules for “mo-
rality” and “decency” on April 26, 1914. The rules aspired to “clean enter-
tainment” and thus to bar anything “which would tend to debase or inflame
the mind to improper adventures or false standards of conduct.” This in-
volved the elimination of all depiction of crime that was not necessary to a
“well-told story,” anything sacrilegious, and “sex plays” were barred alto-
gether. Bars, drinking and drunkenness was deemed to have a place in some
stories, for instance as a device to “add local color.” Prolonged love scenes
were accepted provided that they were treated “sympathetically,” “truth-
fully” and “artistically.” Indecent costumes and/or exposure, however, was
deemed as completely unacceptable, as were images of women drinking
and/or smoking, on the grounds that moving pictures should not depict a
good woman engaging in what would be considered bad behavior on her part
in real society. Finally, all pictures to be exhibited had to bear the inscription
“Approved by the Pennsylvania State Board of Censors.”172

Exactly what was singled out as elements of immorality or indecency,
under what circumstances and why is more of parenthetical interest. The real
bone of contention concerned the rule that each and every film had to be
approved by the censors before exhibition. As the date of inception drew
near, a Bulletin editorial made an appeal for “fair play for the movies,” ar-
guing that although most would agree that some kind of censorship was in-
deed called for, exhibitors as well as audiences were unfairly struck by the
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new rules. This was mainly because it would be impossible for the censors to
inspect and approve enough films to satisfy a single day’s demand.173 Many
adversaries of state censorship had already taken aim at the alleged practical
impediment, viz. that two people (Breitinger and Niver) alone would never
have enough time to examine and approve all of the reels of film that an-
swered to the demands of exhibitors. In the January Record article on the
censor’s plans for the future, the author estimated that Mr. Breitinger admit-
ted that he would not have time to view all of the films needed, and argued
that he would have to rely on manufacturers to help in “rooting out all evils,”
but as he believed that most manufacturers themselves advocated censorship,
they would happily comply.174 The impossibility argument popped up again
and again over the next couple of months. In February, the Evening Bulletin
reported that “motion picture representatives” had met in Philadelphia’s
Parkway Building to form the Moving Picture Protective Association, which
seems to have had as its main objective to test in court the constitutionality
of state censorship. At the inaugural meeting, State Senator Joseph H.
Thompson of Pittsburgh, and “one of the leaders of the organized protest,
declared that two censors appointed by Governor Tener to pass judgment
upon the films exhibited in the state could not possibly exercise the supervi-
sion required by them.”175 The Philadelphia section of the Moving Picture
Exhibitors’ League also came out against state censorship, and announced
that they were currently in touch with a lawyer to investigate the legal op-
tions available.176

Nonetheless, the rules became effective on June 1 and theaters were given
until the June 15 to fully comply, but it is unclear if the rules were actually
enforced at this point. On June 3, two Mutual exchanges (the Buffalo and
Pennsylvania branches) and the Interstate Film Company, the Overbrook
Theatre and Pittsburgh Photoplay Company, filed a suit claiming that the
Board was unconstitutional, that the $2.50 fee that the censors charged for
each submitted negative as well as positive prints was arbitrary and exorbi-
tant (the plaintiffs claimed that the annual revenue of the fees would amount
to about $88,000 whereas only about $15,000 was needed to pay for the two
censors’ salaries and other expenses), and finally, that it was physically im-
possible for the censors to examine enough films to meet exhibitors’ de-
mand.177 In Congdon’s Moving Picture World Philadelphia report published
on June 20, 1914, the last point was elaborated upon once again. According
to the correspondent, the Pennsylvania State Board of Censors had managed
to examine one hundred and ten reels in four days, but taking into account
that there were two hundred movie theaters in Philadelphia alone at this
point and that each of these theaters exhibited, on average, four reels of films
per day, it was no question that the censors’ slow examination rate would
cause many small theaters to go out of business.178 The apparent weakness of
this argument was, of course, its numerical inaccuracy. Different copies of
the same film would be used at different venues on the same day, and some
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films within the total daily supply would already have been inspected by the
Board, meaning that Congdon’s numbers did not add up. Exhibitors, never-
theless, fearing bankruptcy due to the Board’s inspections, did not have to
worry for long as the rule that each reel exhibited must bear the Board’s
stamp was almost immediately suspended—at least for the time being—due
to “practical difficulties.”179

As noted above, the Philadelphia branch of the Exhibitors’ League had
declared their opposition to state censorship in March, and at the annual
convention in July, the Pennsylvania section followed suit.180 On November
30, they reconvened in Philadelphia. The major items on the agenda was the
state censorship law and proposed changes in the building code, both equally
offensive to the exhibitors.181 At the meeting, republican U.S. Senator Boies
Penrose (representing Pennsylvania in the U.S. Senate from 1897 to 1921)
offered his support to the exhibitors’ cause, both with regard to state censor-
ship and the building code.182 At this point, the suit filed by the two Mutual
exchanges et al had already been settled in favor of the censors. The decision
established that the law was not unconstitutional and that the powers exer-
cised by the Board of Censors was within the scope of their legislative
authority, and, accordingly, the law was upheld.183 This did not settle the
matter ultimately, however, and it was not until April 1915, after making
additional rounds in the Harrisburg legislative machinery, that an amended
bill was presented by a State Senate committee.184 The bill was presented as
a compromise that would satisfy both sides; the plaintiffs had to abandon the
idea of doing away with state censorship altogether, but, on the other hand,
the censors’ powers were somewhat reduced, the inspection fee was lowered
from $2.50 to $1, and the penalty fee for violation of the law was cut in half
(from $50–$100 to $25–$50).185

Clearly, the issue of censorship stirred considerable controversy—it was
arguably the hot topic of 1914 in Philadelphia film culture—but the contro-
versy did not break down to the binary scheme at the base of Bush’s claim
that Philadelphia newspapers were standing firm against censorship. The
Inquirer did not favor censorship in general, but deemed censorship of
moving pictures necessary. The Bulletin argued that while some kind of
moving picture censorship was definitely called for, the specific form of
state censorship proposed was not satisfactory. The Record, too, highlighted
practical problems. Moreover, regardless of the basic attitude to various
forms of censorship, a specific case might be a wholly different matter. With
regard to John Barleycorn, the film received support from even the most
censorship-friendly newspaper—in that respect, Bush was on target. The
Inquirer labeled the film a “stronger” and more “graphic sermon” than most
ever preached from the pulpit, and “pictorially and emphatically true to
life.”186 It was also reported that audiences were invited to express their ap-
proval or disapproval by casting a ballot in the lobby in conjunction with the
screening. Supposedly, a majority approved, and most of these were not only
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“pleased” but “highly edified” by the film drama in question. More than
animated at this point, the article’s anonymous author went on to claim that
“‘John Barleycorn’ will save more souls than half the clergymen in Philadel-
phia.”187 Similar pieces, referring to the film as a “temperance sermon in
pictures” but also praising the many “elaborate” and “realistic” as well as
striking use of “locale,” appeared during the second week of exhibition, after
which the film moved on to the next city according to its road-show sched-
ule.188

Features, Marketing, and Picture Personalities: The
Significance of Mary Pickford and Jack London in
Philadelphia in 1914

A defining trait of the multi-reel feature film was its potential for differen-
tiation. Any individual feature film could be promoted as a unique work of
art with its own particular merits and characteristics, as opposed to the
anonymous one-reelers that constituted the variety program at most movie
theaters. With regards to the case of Philadelphia, as long as the appearance
of a feature film was a rare treat, it was a relatively straightforward task to
get such a film to stand out. Often, an emphasis on spectacular size by vari-
ous measures (such as feet of film/number of reels, cost in dollars to pro-
duce, or number of extras employed) would suffice. As multi-reel feature
films became increasingly common, however, and beginning to find outlets
not only in a few prestige downtown theaters but in a range of venues across
the city, it became increasingly difficult to promote a film as “The Greatest
One Ever Produced.” New promotional strategies had to evolve.

Although size remained as a marker of differentiation that could be em-
ployed in advertising and other forms of promotion, two other markers came
to dominate as 1914 progressed: stars and writers. Or, if one prefers, the
crucial markers were “personality” and “name recognition,” most commonly
as related to movie stars and writers as stars. At least two different frame-
works might be important to bear in mind with regards to this: on the one
hand, the historical emergence of “picture personalities,” perhaps most
clearly manifested by the appearance of fan magazines and eventually a fan-
oriented discourse in the newspaper press as explored in book length by
Richard De Cordova; and on the other hand, as a negotiation between forces
of differentiation and standardization in the vein of Janet Staiger’s analysis
of the early history of the feature film.189

In Philadelphia, the movie star par excellance in 1914 was Mary
Pickford, and among authors who provided story material for the new multi-
reel feature films, although not arising to the same heights as Mary Pickford,
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Jack London at least came to perform similar film industrial and cultural
functions. In late December 1912, a propos Pickford’s appearance as Juliet
in a theatrical staging of A Good Little Devil at the Broad Theatre, the In-
quirer’s “Call Boy” took time to recapitulate her career in movies in a rare
devotion of space to a movie star in a column that otherwise hardly ever
discussed individual film actors. Then again, since Pickford was still work-
ing occasionally in theater at this point, “Call Boy” could refer to her film
career as “silent training,” thus keeping the cultural hierarchies intact. This
did not mean that “Call Boy” downplayed the possible artistic clout of film
altogether; on the contrary, he linked Pickford’s career in particular to the
artistically progressive forces within the industry. By this account, Pickford
had worked for Belasco some years ago when she had caught the attention of
a film producer, “one who was at the time seeking to make the film plays
real vehicles for the expression of dramatic emotion, and not merely ephem-
eral farces and far-fetched melodrama” (presumably this refers to Griffith
and his work for the Biograph Company). “Call Boy” outlined Pickford’s
role in the emerging star system, erroneously claiming that her rise to mas-
sive popularity as a film actor made her known as the “nameless ‘Biograph
Girl’.” Perhaps more interestingly, “Call Boy” also made the meta-
spectatorial observation that the presence of Pickford’s husband (i.e. Owen
Moore) and her little brother (also an actor, or “gifted portrayer of juvenile
characters”) in the audience at the Broad Theatre caused as much or more
fuss than the play itself.190 This can be taken to indicate a burgeoning interest
in movie stars, even among theatrical audiences.

In April 1914, an excerpt from the April issue of American Magazine
published in the Inquirer reintroduced Mary Pickford to Philadelphians as
the “Maude Adams of the Movies” (alluding to the perhaps most popular
stage actress of recent years). Although this article discussed her roles in
theater as well as film, it was now asserted that movies were “closest to her
heart.”191 The framing of Pickford as a movie star first and foremost can
perhaps be taken as indicative of a film culture in transition, and does at any
rate contrast to the more hierarchically-informed views of “Call Boy” from
one-and-a-half years earlier. Interestingly, there was a rumor that Maude
Adams would appear before the camera in a Famous Players production to
be presented “in photo drama on the stage of the new Stanley Theatre” (ap-
parently Frank Dyer was not the only one to imagine the screen as a vertical
stage.)192 In the brief “footlight flash” that helped spread this rumor, per-
spectives had been reversed in that Maude Adams was referred to as “Mary
Pickford of the American Stage.”193 The rumored production, or any other
film appearance by Maude Adams for that matter, was never to be.

Around the same time, in April and May, a slew of Pickford pictures hit
Philadelphia. Or, more accurately, she was increasingly used as a selling
point in advertising, increasingly brought into light by the press, and her
films increasingly used as a draw by theaters. Caprice (Famous Players,
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1913), starring Pickford and Owen Moore, screened at the Fairmount in
April was well received, as was Hearts Adrift (Famous Players, 1914) and A
Good Little Devil (Famous Players, 1914), both also presented at the
Fairmount in the following month.194 All of her films were put out by the
Famous Players Film Company and shown at the same venue. This raises the
suspicion that the Fairmount had signed up for some version of the Famous
Players Feature Program (that had been initiated on September 1, 1913), but
the venue’s newspaper advertising and other sources are too sketchy to tell
with certainty. However, the advertising that is available reveals that the
Fairmount’s Famous Players offerings were interspersed with other feature
films, such as The Drug Terror (Lubin, 1914) and The Stranglers of Paris
(Motion Drama Co., 1913), as well as a range of other entertainments, in-
cluding tango-dancing contests, amateur nights, and vaudeville sketches, all
of which indicates that the Fairmount was not committed to the Famous
Players Feature Program. At any rate, the matrix of comparatively stable
elements, including a predictable output of feature films from a specific pro-
duction company or combination of manufacturers, a fixed venue for the
exhibition of these films, and a reliably popular star around which to build
the marketing (that the Fairmount at least indicated the possibility of in April
and May) marks something of a watershed in multi-reel feature film exhibi-
tion in Philadelphia. As we will see in more detail shortly, up until this point,
the dominant model for feature film exhibition was oriented toward long
runs of high-profile, large, spectacular films, often presented at prestige
theaters normally not showing moving pictures on a regular basis. As the
number of feature films exhibited multiplied rapidly, as run times grew
shorter, and as a wider range of venues began to offer such films, from ap-
proximately May 1914, new and competing models emerged. Thereby a first
phase of stability was supplanted by a period of flux and experimentation.
As far as the feature exhibition at the Fairmount can be perceived as one
such experimental model, it seems to point the way to a second phase of
relative stability that would be established when the specific combination of
feature and program cinema spearheaded by Famous Players and Paramount
eventually came to dominate.195

For Mary Pickford, the first wave culminated with the launching of a
“Mary Pickford and Famous Player Week,” commencing on June 22, 1914
at the Stanley Theatre, and hailed as an historical event: “There are few
achievements in the history of photoplay management that can compare with
the bookings for the Stanley Theatre … during what is termed Mary
Pickford and Famous Players Week. … Such prominent producers as David
Belasco, Daniel Frohman and Jesse Lasky are identified with the project.”196

The week’s shows included new runs of A Good Little Devil and Hearts
Adrift, and screenings of Tess of the Storm County (Famous Players, 1914)
and The Bishop’s Carriage (Famous Players, 1913), all featuring “the prime
favorite of the moving picture world.”197
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From August to October, Pickford received continual high exposure in the
press, and her films—including Love’s Refrain (Imp/Universal, 1914), The
Eagle’s Mate (Famous Players, 1914), Such a Little Queen (Famous Players,
1914), Caprice and Behind the Scenes (Famous Players, 1914)—was exhib-
ited at the Stanley, the Fairmount and Nixon’s Colonial Theatre, whose
manager Fred Nixon-Nirdlinger had secured the Germantown rights to the
Paramount output.198 The Metropolitan Opera House, unable to secure any of
her more recent multi-reel features, but seemingly anxious to capitalize on
the Pickford trend, habitually seasoned their weekly “monster bill” with at
least one or two of the star’s old one-reelers, e.g. All on Account of the Milk
(Biograph, 1910), Burglar M.D. (a.k.a. At a Quarter of Two, Imp, 1911), A
Rich Revenge (Biograph, 1910), The Twisted Trail (Biograph, 1910),
Muggsy’s First Sweetheart (advertised as Maggie’s First Sweetheart, Bi-
ograph, 1910), Second Sight (advertised as The Second Light, Imp, 1911), In
the Season of Buds (Biograph, 1910), Ramona (Biograph, 1910), An Arca-
dian Maid (Biograph, 1910) and The Thread of Destiny (Biograph, 1910).199

Whether these were perceived as pleasurable reruns of one-reel classics or as
hopelessly outdated and inferior compared to the Famous Player produce, we
do not know.

A grande finale to Pickford’s rise to unequalled film fame in Philadelphia
in 1914 came in the form of a personal visit to the city on October 29, in-
vited by Stanley Mastbaum. Already during his Atlantic City summer stint,
the “Call Boy” had been struck by the “remarkable vogue of Mary Pickford
in the movies” and had “marveled at the hold this young actress had upon
the people.” The latest, even more “emphatic display” of her popularity, was
the excitement caused by Pickford’s arrival in the city. Apparently, Pickford
had been the guest of honor at a dinner hosted by Mastbaum and attended by
several “well-known persons.” Following dinner, the party was to occupy a
special box at the Stanley Theatre to enjoy the evening’s program of film
entertainment. Before dinner ended, they were notified that “the throng
about the theatre was of such proportions that it would be impossible to ac-
commodate more than a small portion of the people clamoring for admis-
sion.” The police had to be employed to enable the party’s entrance to the
theater, and while as many as four thousands fans were admitted, it was
claimed that as many more were turned away:

And it was all because of the extreme popularity of “The Good Little
Devil,” as Miss. Pickford was known in a play in which she acted be-
fore she became a film star. I have no doubt that managers of picture
houses will be anxious to have her as their guest quite frequently if her
presence has the same good effect on the box office.200

The Pickford visit hullabaloo can also be seen as characteristic of Stanley
Mastbaum’s promotional skills and ability to create a buzz about his com-
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pany’s chain of theaters, especially the Stanley Theatre. Another case in
point is a banquet that Mastbaum arranged and hosted on September 23,
which was attended by notables such as Daniel Frohman and Adolph Zukor
and caused the Inquirer’s “Call Boy” to exclaim that Mastbaum was a “most
genial fellow” (we will get back to the framing of Mastbaum as a local film
theater tycoon later on).201 This time, Mastbaum activated a Jack London
theme, presumably to attach an air or cultural cachet and depth to the event.
The front page of the invitational program folder suggested that the gather-
ing was to be thought of as a:

Banquet by

JACK LONDON

(by proxy)

of

BOSWORTH

of Los Angeles

to Philadelphia Newspaper Men and

Their Associates

in the Green Room of the Hotel Adelphia

Wednesday, Sept. 23, 1914

Moreover, all dishes on the menu were creatively named in order to allude to
London, the Bosworth Company (i.e. the producing company that held the
film rights to most of Jack London’s books)202 or Paramount (distributor of
the Bosworth output). Accordingly, guests would down a few “‘Barleycorn’
Cocktails Cape Cod” before digging into the “Celery Olives au ‘Sea Wolf’,”
the “‘Martin Eden’ Puree,” the “Potatoes ‘Paramount’,” the hearts of ro-
maine with “‘London’ Dressing,” the “‘Bosworth’ Neapolitan Parfait,” the
“Assorted Cakes ‘Odyssey’,” and so on.203 The banquet served the official
purpose of bringing people in the amusement field and the newspaper press
closer together, which explains why the front page of the program cited
above catered explicitly to “newspaper men.” Considering how we have
been consistently returning to how deepening relations between film and
press were instrumental in the renegotiation of cinema’s role, it seems fair to
suggest that this wooing of the newspaper press may be construed as further
evidence of Mastbaum’s above average responsiveness to current film cul-
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tural trends. What actual effects a banquet might have had with regards to
these concerns is unclear, although “Call Boy” claimed that “[t]he event was
one of the pleasantest that has been given in this city and will do much to
engender a better understanding between the various branches of the profes-
sion represented.” Moving Picture World’s Philadelphia correspondent re-
ported that a closer relationship between press and film industry had been
“strongly advocated.”204 We may also note that one of the attendees and
speakers was J. Louis Breitinger, the Chief State Censor, whose appearance
at a banquet “tendered by Jack London (by proxy)” might have surprised
some, considering the John Barleycorn controversies of August. Unfortu-
nately, there are no records or reports of what Breitinger’s speech entailed.

Jack London’s name and signature was a valuable commodity on many
levels, as evident not least by the sequences of images of Jack London him-
self posing before the camera that introduced Bosworth’s filmic adaptations
of his novels (although there was, of course, a legal context that called for a
marker of approval and authenticity in the form of the author’s image and
signature), but also by the appropriation of his name for the sake of events
such as Mastbaum’s Jack London banquet.205 Then again, this was a two-
way street since, as Marsha Orgeron has pointed out, cinema in exchange
offered London both a new and potentially profitable economy for his im-
ages and, equally important, an arena for self-fashioning and re-definition of
his authorship.206 The ardent praise that predictably accompanied each
screening of a Jack London film in Philadelphia in 1914—especially true
with regards to the various showings of The Sea Wolf (Bosworth, 1913), but
also, although to lesser extent with regards to Martin Eden (Bosworth, 1914)
and An Odyssey of the North (Bosworth, 1914)207—should be read against
this background of a wider circulation of London’s name in the image econ-
omy that worked for the benefit of author and film industry alike.

Intermedial Reconfigurations I: A Little Theatrical War

Tom Gunning has argued that filmic adaptation of literary works did not
exist during cinema’s first decade; films were unauthored commodities, un-
acknowledged by copyright laws as individualized works of art.208 Conse-
quently, if films were not to be considered as dramatic or narrative works,
they could hardly be regarded as “adaptations” of such work in other media,
and equally hardly be “adapted” themselves. This did not preclude an intense
struggle to protect ownership, necessitated by the widespread practice of
film piracy (or “duping”), often discussed by later historians (e.g. André
Gaudreault and Charles Musser) with reference to two infamous cases: Edi-
son’s lawsuit against Lubin’s duping of Edison films and Edison’s remake of
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Biograph’s Personal (1904) (retitled How A French Nobleman Got a Wife
Through the “New York Herald” Personal Column).209

However, as Gunning points out, it was not until the 1909 decision in the
lawsuit against the Kalem Company for their film version of Ben Hur (1907)
that the possibility of copyright violation by a film of a work in another me-
dium was acknowledged.210 The Ben Hur precedent, establishing that film
production companies had to secure film rights to copyrighted source mate-
rial, seemed to have brought an end to most of the copyright infringement
that had been perpetrated within the film industry up until this point. By
1914, as significant factions within the theatrical world had substituted an
economic (and possibly artistic) interest in the film business for previously-
held defensive or downright condescending attitudes, systematic co-
operation between film production companies and theatrical firms was the
unmistakable trend. In June 1913, it was announced that Biograph had struck
a deal with Klaw and Erlanger for the film rights to a number of the firm’s
plays. Just prior to this, Vitagraph and the Liebler Company had agreed upon
a similar arrangement.211 Lubin tried to seal the deal for theatrical producer
Henry W. Savage’s plays, but the negotiations dragged on for six months
and in the end, Savage signed with Famous Players instead.212 Famous Play-
ers also made deals with David Belasco as well as with the Frohman brothers
(Charles and Daniel), and adding to this the announcement of forthcoming
Lasky-Belasco Pictures produced by the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Co. in
October 1914 (moreover, Lasky already co-operated with Liebler at this
point), an advertisement appearing in October could proudly boast that the
Paramount output was produced by companies associated with nearly all of
the great theatrical producers.213

Such alliances for the mutual benefit of both cinema and theater did not
preclude accusations of plagiarism and copyright infringement, and Phila-
delphia experienced two such incidents in 1914. The first case, and the one
that I will address here,214 was spurred by the New Broadway Theatre’s
screening of a film advertised as “‘Victims of Sin’ OR Damaged Goods.”215

This film is identified in the copyright records held at the Library of Con-
gress as A Victim of Sin (production year 1913, production company and
director undetermined, released by the Bell Film Exchange) has been briefly
discussed by Eric Schaefer in an article on sex hygiene films and the emer-
gence of exploitation films after the First World War.216 According to Schae-
fer, and as indicated by the advertising of it as “OR Damaged Goods,” A
Victim of Sin was a film version of Eugene Brieux’s play Damaged Goods
(Les Aviaries), in fact nearly identical in its structure to the theatrical proto-
type upon which it was based.217 Damaged Goods was the first theatrical
play performed in the Unites States to directly and openly address the issue
of venereal disease, syphilis in particular, and A Victim of Sin replicated the
play’s narrative of a young medical student who contracts venereal disease
and passes it on first to his wife (the marriage occurs after the contraction of
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the disease but before it is treated properly) and, when the couple eventually
have a baby, to the unfortunate child who finds itself “suffering the sins of
his Father, but soon after birth … relieved by the merciful hand of Death.”218

Arguably not by mere coincidence, the screening of A Victim of Sin at the
New Broadway Theatre in Philadelphia coincided with the performance of
the theatrical version of Damaged Goods at the Garrick Theatre, starring
Richard Bennett, who had also been cast for the leading role in the original
New York City staging of the play in 1913.219 It was also “representatives of
Richard Bennett” who served notice to the management of the Broadway
that “the film now being shown at Broad and Race Streets, is an infringe-
ment of copyright law,” and that he was consequently “demanding that it be
withdrawn under penalty of civil damages,” seemingly to no avail:

The film people declined to comply and have placed a lot of damaged
dry goods in front of the theatre to show that the pictures are different.
Mr. Bennett, it is understood, will today seek to enjoin further show-
ing of the pictures and a mild theatrical war is breaking out.220

The traces of a copyright controversy over A Victim of Sin seem to end here.
I have been unable to find any follow-up items on the alleged “mild theatri-
cal war.” Schaefer addresses the film merely in passing, and does not men-
tion any allegations of copyright infringement directed against it, and schol-
ars including Kevin Brownlow, Annette Kuhn, Frank Thompson and Kay
Sloan, who have all given attention to Damaged Goods (American Film
Manufacturing Co., 1914) as well as to other and later film versions fail to
mention A Victim of Sin.221 Therefore, at this point, we can only speculate
whether Bennett carried out the threat of a lawsuit and if such action, or any
other circumstances, prevented further presentations of the film. Perhaps it
was simply over-shadowed by the 1914 film version previously mentioned,
produced by American and starring Richard Bennett (clearly the individual
most closely associated with the Damaged Goods project), and eventually
lost and all but forgotten.

Neither are there any indications that A Victim of Sin caused any particu-
lar stir due to the potentially incendiary themes of venereal disease and
prostitution. Then again, although its reputation seems to have preceded the
play’s Philadelphia premiere at the Garrick, the controversy that Damaged
Goods actually did raise here seems to have had more to do with its short-
comings as a theatrical play: “Its demerits are structural looseness and re-
petitive phraseology,” as one reviewer put it. “Parts of it are very tire-
some.”222 The same reviewer also seemed discouraged by the didactic, “sta-
tistical exposition” of the subject matter, therefore doubted its edificatory
effects: “Granting the basic sincerity of ‘Damaged Goods,’ there seems little
probability that the public consciousness can be goaded into a realization of
death and disfiguration through this disease by means of a stage representa-
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tion.”223 “Call Boy” argued that the play should be judged by its dramatic
merits rather than be regarded as an “essay in pathological construction.”
With regards to the latter, he had nothing to say—“I am not seeking to un-
shackle the Nation from chains of sexual vice,” he dryly stated—and with
regards to the former, he identified as the greatest problem an overly didactic
stance that eclipsed efforts to accomplish the more important goals of creat-
ing dramatic tension, clarity, and interest:

My prime objection to such theatrical ventures is that they frequently
breed in their associates a ‘holy’ attitude of being prophets in the wil-
derness. They surround their productions with an air of death-bed in-
tensity; they get speakers to groan ecclesiastically about the wages of
sin [the Philadelphia premiere had been introduced by a well-known
clergyman who lauded the play’s prophylactic value], and they prattle
on their programs about the cast as ‘co-workers.’ [Newspaper adver-
tisements for the play did in fact refer to the play being performed by
‘Richard Bennet and Co-Workers’] For this unhumorous pomposity I
have no sympathy. If a star wishes to retain my respect he must keep
to his own sphere and not invade that of the revivalist.224

The lack of controversy over the play’s bringing of detailed discussions of
venereal disease to the stage seems to comply with Katie N. Johnson’s re-
evaluation of Damaged Goods within the context of sexual discourse in Pro-
gressive Era America.225 The critical reception of the play as well as theater
historians’ later analyses was based on the notion that this particular play
broke the “conspiracy of silence” on VD and prostitution, but according to
Johnson, this route is misleading. Its addressing of a sexual subject matter
latched onto an ongoing public debate on such topics rather than opening up
new ones, and the play’s affirmation of the sanctity of marriage and of the
importance of sexual hygiene fell clearly in line with dominant morals,
Johnson argues. As one 1913 commentator phrased it: there was “much ado
about a bogus taboo.”226

Intermedial Reconfigurations II: Film and Theater

From the historical survey of film culture in Philadelphia before 1914, we
already know that by the premiere of Quo Vadis?, a discourse focusing on
certain media-specific qualities of cinema was in place. Generally, these new
perspectives acted as stimuli to a re-orientation of how various intermedial
constellations were thought of and conceptualized. Concerning the relation
between film and theater, we may think of intermedial re-orientation in
terms of added complexity. If theater and drama until this point had primar-
ily been regarded as a source for film to tap for story material, prêt-à-porter
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interpretative frames and cultural esteem, there was now also a notion of
how film art could and should develop beyond the “trammels” of the legiti-
mate stage.

Granted, in most cases of film reviews in the Philadelphia press in 1914,
the habitual references to the literary or theatrical source of films came with-
out further problematization of the relation between source and film, thereby
mainly fulfilling the “traditional” purposes just mentioned. Toward the end
of the year, however, more complex comparisons between film and stage
versions grew increasingly common, some of these even arguing for the
superiority of a certain film to its source. For instance, the screening of Ed-
win Porter’s film version of Tess of the Storm Country at the Stanley Theatre
in August (the film also had a second run at the Palace Theatre in late No-
vember) and the almost simultaneous performance of a stage version of Tess
at the American Theatre (a theater on Franklin and Girard Avenue in North
Philadelphia hosting what was supposedly Philadelphia’s only stock com-
pany for this season) prompted the Inquirer’s “Call Boy” to compare the
two.227 With favorable things to highlight with regards to both versions and
not coming out in favor of either, he did identify the principal difference in
that the film managed to pay great attention to detail while the play left
“much to the imagination.” Devoting most of the comparison to the cast,
“Call Boy” suggested that it was “more difficult for the actors to get the
‘punch’ across than it is for the movie players,” nonetheless maintaining that
at least some of the actors of the American stock company fared equally well
as their film counterparts.228 The attention-to-detail argument was repeated
in a brief review of The Typhoon (New York Motion Picture Corp.,
1914)—a spy drama starring Sessue Hayakawa, directed by Reginald
Barker, released by Paramount and based on a play written by Melchior
Lengyel—following the film’s presentation at the Stanley on November 3:
“There is more detail to the version than in the acted one, with correspond-
ingly great interest.”229 Another review appearing the same day offered a
more elaborated comparison between the stage and film versions of The
Littlest Rebel (Photoplay Productions, 1914):

Philadelphians have already seen “The Littlest Rebel” in the dramatic
form and the play by Edward Peples [sic; the playwright’s name was
Edward Peple] proved itself a potent attraction. Yesterday, however,
they were afforded the opportunity of seeing how well the motion
picture field amplifies the scope of the dramatic work through the
presentation of a six-reel version of the drama at the Chestnut Street
Opera House. …

… The actors employed in the film version are adequate in every
respect and opportunity is afforded for the presentation of many
scenes which the limitations of the theatre made impossible, thus ren-
dering the story clearer and more easily followed.230
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Joining the Inquirer’s commentator in insisting upon the specific capacity of
the film medium to add to dramatic quality, a North American reviewer ar-
gued that the film took on a new effectiveness in comparison to the stage
version. In particular, the use of the “switchback” was set forth as a device
that enabled a more exciting kind of storytelling than was possible on
stage.231 By Christmas, an Evening Bulletin reporter noted that while there
were no legitimate offerings of a holiday character to be seen, “the films of
‘Cinderella’” (i.e. Cinderella [Famous Players, 1914]) at the Stanley gave a
“Christmas flavor.” After issuing the customary words of praise to Mary
Pickford and Owen Moore, the reviewer went on to suggest that the neces-
sary transformations for a fairy tale such as Cinderella was beautifully
achieved in this film, without the “mechanical clumsiness” of the theatrical
stage.232
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Chapter 5

Multi-Reel Feature Film Exhibition in
Philadelphia in 1914

A standard historiographical version of American “transitional” cinema
frames the period as an intersection of at least three parallel lines of histori-
cal change: (1) the rising dominance of the feature film at the expense of the
variety format of one-reel subjects; (2) the demise of the nickelodeon and the
advent of the picture palace era; and (3) ongoing attempts to cater to a po-
tential middle-class audience. According to this account, either the feature
film format “demanded” special theaters and a special audience, or the incli-
nation to “woo” the middle class and lure those prospective patrons into the
movie theaters demanded a special format (the multi-reel feature film) and
special venues (picture palaces).1 The element of style could also be inserted
into the equation, for instance, by considering the codification of a classical
narrative cinema as yet another outcome of middle-class “wooing.”2

The above description is somewhat caricatural, and, of course, we would
not want to completely discount the explanatory force of the interrelation of
industrial, formal and cultural elements. Nonetheless, a tendency to over-
simplify historical events and processes inherent in the standard version is
evident.3 For instance, and as we have seen, the shift in program standards
from the varied program of one-reelers to exhibition strategies structured
around feature films seems to have been much more gradual and more com-
plex than previously thought. The metaphor of parallel systems also pertains
to the motion picture theater buildings—it was not as if all nickelodeons
were suddenly replaced by lavish picture palaces. More typically, motion
pictures in the early and mid-1910s were exhibited in a number of diverse
venues, ranging from parks, churches and concert halls to various forms of
permanent movie theaters, including small neighborhood store-front theaters
and Broadway-style “picture palaces.”4

In spite of this, elements of the standard version holds sway, especially
the all too tight linking of multi-reel feature films to “picture palaces.” Ben
Singer and Charlie Keil provides the most recent example, by suggesting
that: “Feature films and picture palaces were mutually enabling and depend-
ent, bound together like the two strands of a double helix. One could not
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exist without the other.”5 This is reminiscent of Lary May’s account from
almost thirty years earlier, minus the explicit connections that May made to
audience composition and the project of uplift: “Theater owners thus [in
order to attract a more “affluent” audience] did everything possible to raise
movies above their disreputable origins. … As a result, between 1908 and
1914, as films went from shorts to photoplays, nickelodeons changed from
store fronts to more sumptuous buildings.”6 The general historiographical
problem could be, as Robert Allen remarks (although not directly apropos
the accounts cited here), a reliance in early cinema scholarship on the catch-
all term “nickelodeon” that has tended to obscure the diversity of early film
exhibition and of the ways in which movies became a part of the social expe-
rience.7 The same goes for the term “picture palace.”

This leaves room for a pursuit of historiographical complexity and nu-
ance, which is arguably the objective to which a turn to the local can con-
tribute the most. Here I draw the opposite conclusion to Charlie Keil, who
has expressed his doubts about the use-value of looking at “transitional-era
exhibition or audiences” for the purpose of “forging a portrait of broad-based
changes.” Keil’s doubts arise from the “many variables at play” and the “va-
garies of exhibition practice,” a problem only “amplified by the wide range
of theater types that emerged during this period.”8 My guiding hypothesis is,
instead, that local film history (in this case investigating feature film exhibi-
tion in Philadelphia in 1914) harbors the potential of redefining what we
thought to be accurate and true about events on the macro level, i.e. to better
grasp precisely the “broad-based” changes Keil alludes to. On the other
hand, the basis of such potential rethinking spells thick descriptions of film
culture on the micro level. Hence, many of the initial questions that I explore
in the following are directed toward film exhibition in Philadelphia in a very
particular and concrete manner: Where were motion picture theaters located?
How many were there? In what different types of venues were motion pic-
tures exhibited in Philadelphia? What did these venues look like and what
was their seating capacity? Which films were shown in the various venues?
Under which circumstances, i.e. in what immediate context, were the films
exhibited?

The various strategies of film exhibition in Philadelphia did not develop
in a social, cultural, and economic vacuum. Therefore, the following case
study inevitably addresses the broader and much more complex issue of
cinema’s roles and functions within a specific cultural geography. To sum-
marize: mapping multi-reel feature film exhibition in Philadelphia is about
presenting (to borrow a phrase from J. A. Lindstrom) “an urban geography
of moving picture theaters,” but also about locating cinema within a broader
cultural space.9
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Number of Venues and a Rough Categorization

It verges on the impossible to conclude with certainty how many movie
theaters were operational in Philadelphia at any given moment in 1914, or
more accurately, in how many venues of varying kinds moving pictures were
exhibited at any given moment. The ephemeral operational span of many
venues as well as the decentralization of film exhibition (i.e. the fact that
film could have been exhibited almost anywhere, from churches, clubs and
open-air parks to vaudeville houses, concert halls and “regular” movie thea-
ters) underwrites this uncertainty principle. Based on the sources available,
however, I would suggest that at least 254 known venues were exhibiting
moving pictures at one point or another during 1914, although it is important
to remember that not all of these 254 venues were simultaneously opera-
tional at any given time.10

For those venues included in Irvin R. Glazer’s survey of Philadelphia
theaters, Glazer offers a rough categorization, according to which theaters
exhibiting film fell under either of the following categories: (a) Motion Pic-
ture Theaters; (b) Motion Picture Theaters including Stage Shows; and (c)
Nickelodeons. Unfortunately, Glazer appears to take these categories more
or less for granted, and never really sets out to define them and their borders,
probably because his interest is mainly architectural. The boundaries be-
tween categories in many cases collapse when one starts gathering more
comprehensive information on specific venues. Even a brief glance through
the newspapers of 1914 reveals that moving pictures were, in fact, exhibited
in many places not included in (a), (b) and (c) above. Thus, the value of this
particular categorization seems limited.11 Nonetheless, a rough categoriza-
tion may be useful when charting the locations of venues, since this might
offer insights into the allotment of different types of venues over different
types of neighborhood.

Seating Capacity of Different Types of Venues

Of the 254 venues I have found evidence, Glazer classifies 142 as motion
picture theaters. The typical seating capacity of this type of venue, judging
from the 111 of which we have information, was somewhere in the range of
500–1,000 seats (averaging approximately 650 seats), although the largest
theater, the Olympia, seated as many as 4,000 and the smallest one, the Elite,
only 247.12

Twenty-three identified venues exhibiting film are classified as motion
picture theaters including stage shows. The seating capacity of these theaters
is typically greater than that of the “plain” motion picture theaters (of course,
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seating capacity might have been one of the criteria of the categorization).
Information regarding seating capacity is available for all of these 23 pic-
ture- and stage-show theaters, and from this we can determine that the aver-
age capacity was approximately 1,625 seats, the full span ranging from 600
(the Colonial) to 3,230 (the William Penn Theatre). As previously men-
tioned, if we trust Glazer we could assume that these venues more regularly
featured stage shows, but we have to remember that some kind of live en-
tertainment was also offered at many of the “regular” motion picture thea-
ters.

Keeping in mind the relative vagueness of Glazer’s categories, we can
establish that a total of 76 nickelodeons were operational in Philadelphia in
1914—not all year and not all simultaneously, as many of these places ran
either only sporadically or closed down for good during the year. There is
data on seating capacity for only seven of the nickelodeons: three of these
seated 300 each, and the remaining four seated 248, 400, 494 and 500 re-
spectively. We should perhaps not deduce too much from these numbers, but
it is likely that these venues were generally of the storefront kind and had a
relatively modest seating capacity.

My own research based on the Philadelphia newspapers reveals that mo-
tion pictures were exhibited in other types of venues than the ones described
above. First of all, at least two venues categorized by Glazer as concert
hall/opera house/lecture hall screened film in 1914 on a fairly regular basis:
the Academy of Music (seating capacity 2,938) and the Metropolitan Opera
House (seating capacity 3,482).

I also found evidence of four legitimate theaters that either presented mo-
tion pictures on occasional basis or shifted to a total movie policy at some
point during the year: the Adelphi (seating capacity 1,341), the Chestnut
Street Opera House (seating capacity 1,656), the Forrest (seating capacity
1,820) and the Garrick (seating capacity 1,561).

One house, that according to my findings screened film comedies on a
regular basis (probably in conjunction with vaudeville-like stage entertain-
ment), is classified by Glazer as a motion picture theater including stage
shows and concert hall/opera house/lecture hall: Nixon’s Grand (seating
capacity 3,085).

Only one of the venues exhibiting film that I found traces of in the news-
paper discourse was labeled by Glazer as a vaudeville show: B. F. Keith’s,
with a seating capacity of 2,273. The conclusion to draw is not that only one
vaudeville house screened film or that vaudeville entertainment was not of-
fered at houses not labeled as vaudeville houses, rather as another indication
of the bluntness of the categories.

In the Glazer taxonomy, some old theaters that offered vaudeville-type
programs before vaudeville proper came into existence were called variety
houses. Two such theaters, Hart’s Family Theatre (formerly known as the
Palm Theatre, seating capacity 1,902) and the People’s Theatre (seating ca-
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pacity 1,932) implemented movie policies at one point or another during
1914.

Finally, I have found evidence of two venues exhibiting film that do not
appear in any of the Glazer books, simply because neither of them were
theaters. One is the Point Breeze Park, a park in which movies were exhib-
ited at least once during the summer of 1914 as part of a varied program of
summer entertainment. The other is the Witherspoon Hall, a lecture hall in
which Hugh O’Donnell’s travelogs had a four-week run in late March and
early April.

Location of Motion Picture Venues

A problematic aspect of mapping the urban geography of motion pictures in
Philadelphia is that there is no real consensus of which specific neighbor-
hoods make up the city and exactly how individual neighborhoods should be
demarcated. Furthermore, larger neighborhoods are typically made up of
several smaller ones, and it is far from self-evident what the adequate size to
handle analytically is. For instance, should North Philadelphia be divided
into Lower and Upper North? Taking it one step further, should Lower North
be divided into Spring Garden, Fairmount, Temple University Area, and so
on?

For my purposes, I decided to map the distribution of motion picture
theaters throughout Philadelphia’s twelve planning districts, or planning
analysis sections as they are referred to in the Philadelphia City Planning
Commission’s guide to various Philadelphia boundaries.13 Aware that this
particular way of zoning the city might not have been fully relevant in 1914,
working with rather large units should reduce the risk of suggesting geo-
graphical sub-divisions that might not have existed in 1914. The twelve dis-
tricts that I have worked with, following the Philadelphia Planning Commis-
sion’s division, are Center City, South Philadelphia, Southwest Philadelphia,
West Philadelphia, Lower North Philadelphia, Upper North Philadelphia,
Br idesburg /Kens ing ton /R ichmond ,  Roxborough /Manayunk ,
Germantown/Chestnut Hill, Olney/Oak Lane, Near Northeast Philadelphia
and Far Northeast Philadelphia. To settle where the borders between differ-
ent neighborhoods should be drawn between and within the larger units of
the planning districts, I have relied on various maps in the Commission’s
aforementioned guide to Philadelphia boundaries, including maps that clarify
the geographical relations between wards, smaller neighborhoods, and the
planning sections. A complementary source is the list of Philadelphia neigh-
borhoods that is compiled in Philadelphia Almanac and Citizens’ Manual,
published by the Library Company of Philadelphia in 1995.14
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Figure 16. Ward Map, City of Philadelphia, 1914 (Bureau of Surveys & Design,
Dept. of Streets, Philadelphia, 1914).
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The Center City

The Center City of Philadelphia is bounded by South Street to the south,
Vine Street to the north and by the Schuylkill and Delaware rivers to the
west and east respectively. This area corresponds to what was once the
“original” city of Philadelphia. Center City was (and still is) a business dis-
trict centered around Market Street, a street that cuts through Philadelphia
from west to east, thus making a dividing line between north and south of
downtown, and of the city as a whole.

People came here primarily to work, shop, and—more important to this
study—to be entertained. Around the time of the 1910 census, only about
89,000 people (about 6% of the city’s total population) resided in Center
City, and a majority of these residents lived in close proximity to South
Philadelphia in wards five and seven or near Vine Street in ward ten, practi-
cally on the border of Lower North Philadelphia.15

According to Sam Bass Warner Jr., downtown life was structured around
three basic activities/institutions: (1) Offices; (2) Services (including law-
yers, brokers, PR men, stores, restaurants, and so on) that catered to the of-
fices and the rest of the downtown clientele; and (3) Department stores,
clothing stores, theaters, large restaurants, and the like. A defining trait of
the third category of activities was that they all catered primarily to mass
audiences, which explains the necessity to locate these activities in the lim-
ited downtown space, or more accurately, at the hub of the transportation
system. 16 With regard to cinema, however, this observation should not be
taken at face value. Film had been perceived of and framed as a medium for
the masses right from the start, but until the final dominance of feature cin-
ema around 1916–1917, furnishing film entertainment to the masses had
largely been a localized affair, built up around small-time exhibitors catering
to local and specific audiences. Even after this point, and as we have already
addressed, the ideal spectator of American cinema was never fully universal.
Hence, a mass audience in Warner’s sense, consisting of an anonymous as-
sembly of ideal consumers, is of limited bearing here, and does not confirm
that Center City film culture was predicated on entirely different practices
compared to film culture in more peripheral parts of town.

Of the 254 motion picture venues included in this study (i.e. of those in
operation at one point or another in the city in 1914), 29 were located in the
Center City area. This figure alone does not seem to define downtown as the
principal entertainment district of Philadelphia, but if we analyze what types
of venues were located there, their programming strategies and advertising
materials, a different picture begins to emerge. First of all, compared to the
relatively small number of theaters located there, the seating capacity was
un-proportionally large—about 16% according to my estimate.17 In other
words, there might have been fewer venues, but they were big. Secondly, all
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four legitimate theaters that shifted to film exhibition at some time during
1914 were located downtown. As these theaters were generally outlets for
prestige feature films and/or equally high-class motion pictures, the relative
significance of film culture in the Center City entertainment district in-
creases further. Of the 32 venues that I traced by aid of newspaper discourse
and advertisements, 11 were located in the downtown area, which further
underpins this notion.

In concert with other downtown institutions (department stores, large
restaurants, hotels, and so on), Center City film theaters catered to a mass
audience, the members of which were primarily defined with respect to their
roles as consumers. A prerequisite for this was a functioning system of mass
transportation. However, considering the practices of film culture thriving in
other parts of town at this point, we should not include cinema as such in
Warner’s category of activities that depended fully on being located in the
central area of the city. Also, the small strip of nickelodeon theaters on the
Center City section of N. 8th street reveals residual elements of a once
dominant film culture—one not necessarily dependent upon its central geo-
graphical location—persisting even within the parameters of Center City.

South Philadelphia

Of the venues exhibiting film at some time in 1914, 51 were located in South
Philadelphia. This amounts to approximately 20% of the venues, but since
these theaters to large extent consisted of storefront nickelodeons and com-
paratively small neighborhood movie theaters clustered around certain busy
streets and intersections, the total seating capacity in South Philadelphia was
not much higher than in Center City.18

A look at the 1910 census reveals that just over 336,000 people, or ap-
proximately 21.5% of the city’s population, resided in South Philadelphia.19

Demographically, the district is perhaps most well known for its significant
Italian-American population. Ward two in particular (bounded by Christian
and Wharton streets to the North and South respectively, and by the Dela-
ware River and Broad Street to the East and West)—still home of the famous
Italian Market on 9th street—harbored a large Italian population. Over a
quarter of the city’s Italian-American population resided here and nearly half
of the ward’s total population was of Italian descent.20 South Philadelphia
was also the home of a considerable portion of Philadelphia’s African-
American population, who dominated ward thirty (located between South
Street and Washington Avenue just East of the Schuylkill) and the southern
parts of ward seven (just north of ward thirty).21 A significant Russian
population inhabited the river wards located along the Delaware. The largest
clusters of Russian-Americans were found in ward one (just south of the
predominantly Italian ward two), ward thirty-nine (the geographically large
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south-eastern ward of South Philadelphia), ward two and ward four (the river
ward just below South Street). Measured in terms of share of the various
wards’ total population, Russian-Americans dominated ward one (50% of
the ward’s population), ward five (45%; really a part of Center City, but with
a population clustering to the vicinities of South Street, i.e. the border-line to
South Philadelphia) and ward four (about 37.5%).22 Although the Irish-
American population were more evenly scattered around the city than for
instance Italians and Russians, the South Philadelphia ward thirty-six23 har-
bored the largest single Irish group (almost 9% of the total Irish-American
population lived here, making up about 28% of the ward’s total popula-
tion).24

The demographic diversity of South Philadelphia can, perhaps, be seen as
a result of the fact that the harbor was located here and that South Philadel-
phia thus, in the words of Sam Bass Warner Jr., became a “refuge for new-
comers.”25 According to Warner Jr., South Philadelphia was an entry port for
sailors, immigrants and the poor. Supposedly, the newcomers constituted a
market for gambling, prostitution and speakeasies, businesses that mush-
roomed here. Neighborhoods were small and generally poor; most of the
city’s ghettos and slums were located in South Philadelphia. Moreover, as
South Philadelphia is a peninsula, there were no commuters from other parts
of town passing through the area. Generally, and in comparison to the travel
habits of residents in other parts of the city, there was less travel from South
Philadelphia to Center City.26

The combination of poverty, isolation (geographic and other), and small,
ethnically-clustered neighborhoods helps explain the area’s low-profile po-
sition in local film culture. South Philadelphia was all but bereft of large
picture houses and the newspaper press discourse discloses little about what
went on below South Street. Arguably, the prospects of attracting patrons
from other parts of town looked bleaker here than elsewhere due to geo-
graphical and social causes. This might have effectively hampered attempts
to establish the kinds of high-end entertainment outlets that were located in
Center City and other parts of town that did not suffer the same debilitating
conditions as the South. Also, the role of the small, ethnically-specific
neighborhood as the basic unit of urban and social organization might have
favored an exhibition model based on principles that are commonly associ-
ated with the nickelodeon era.

Lower North Philadelphia

With equal proximity to Center City, but on the other side of Market Street,
we find the district of Lower North Philadelphia, bounded by Vine Street to
the South, Lehigh Avenue to the North, the Schuylkill to the West and Front
Street and Frankford Avenue to the East. Fifty-three venues were located in
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the Lower North, and analogous to the case of South Philadelphia, many of
these were nickelodeons or small neighborhood theaters. Compared to the
South, there were, however, two notable differences: (1) Lower North Phila-
delphia boasted some relatively high-profile venues, including Nixon’s
Grand and the Liberty (both located within the same North Broad Street
block), and the Metropolitan Opera House (also on Broad Street); and (2)
there was a more frequent presence of Lower North venues in the newspaper
discourse—two sides of the same coin.

It may or may not have been the case that such differences were due to
the differing demographics of North and South respectively. In the Lower
North district, there were considerable communities of “old” immigrants of
German-Americans as well as “new” Russian and Polish immigrants. The
German population was mostly based in the area above Poplar Street, for
instance, in wards twenty-nine, sixteen, nineteen and seventeen, all of which
hosted a German-American population of about 20%-25%.27 Closer to Cen-
ter City, a notable Russian population dominated ward eleven (yet another
river ward dominated by Russian-Americans, who made up 35% of the
ward’s residents), the adjacent ward twelve (almost 35% Russian) and ward
thirteen (about 30% Russian), all of which were bounded by Poplar to the
North and Vine to the South, together covering the area from the Delaware
River to 10th street.28 As one historian has pointed out, Russian and Polish
Jews were among the fastest-growing immigrant groups in Philadelphia (in-
creasing from 100,000 to 200,000 between 1905 and 1918), and although
many of these newcomers first settled in South Philadelphia—as indicated
by the Russian dominance of the South city river wards—many eventually
moved on to enclaves in Lower North Philadelphia. This caused the emer-
gence of new North Philadelphia commercial and social hubs (e.g. in the
intersection of Marshall and Poplar) catering to these specific immigrant
groups.29 The fourteenth ward, just west of Lower North’s Russian and Pol-
ish district, was home to a relatively large African-American population, as
was ward forty-seven (to the northwest of ward fourteen), whereas ward
fifteen (directly west of the fourteenth ward and stretching all the way to the
Schuylkill) was dominated by the Irish, who made up almost 25% of the
people living here.30

Mapping Lower North venues exhibiting film reveals that although thea-
ters were scattered over large parts of the district, a great majority were lo-
cated above Poplar (only six known venues were located south of this thor-
oughfare). The Temple University area saw some concentration of theaters,
including the Broad Street block (between Montgomery and Cecil B.
Moore/Columbia Avenue) that hosted not only the two large venues previ-
ously mentioned but also a “regular” movie theater and a nickelodeon. Sev-
eral venues were scattered along the main thoroughfares such as Girard
Avenue, Ridge Avenue, and Germantown Avenue.
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West Philadelphia

Another district with a large number of motion picture houses of various
kinds was West Philadelphia, i.e. the area west of the Schuylkill River and
north of Baltimore Avenue. All in all, 35 venues exhibiting film operated
here over the course of 1914. Compared to the geographical distribution of
theaters in South and Lower North Philadelphia, the clustering of venues
seems to have been more pronounced in West Philadelphia. The clearest
example of this is the intersection of Market Street and 52nd and its immedi-
ate vicinity. Market Street between 51st and 53rd hosted four theaters, in-
cluding the large Nixon, two smaller nickelodeons and one “regular” motion
picture theater. An additional four motion picture houses were located along
the 52nd street stretch between Arch and Locust. The Belmont neighborhood
also featured an area with a high density of theaters; two prominent movie
houses including stage shows, the William Penn and the Leader Theatre,
were located on a short a section of Lancaster Avenue running through the
neighborhood, alongside two additional picture theaters. The intersections of
Market and 40th (where Marcus Loew’s Knickerbocker Theatre opened in
1914) and Market and 60th also saw some clustering, although not as dense
as that of Market and 52nd.

West Philadelphia was sometimes described as a “bedroom town,” i.e. as
an area of suburban homes where people commuting to work and shop re-
turned for rest and quiet residency.31 The formation of distinct entertainment
centers, as manifested by the clustering of movie theaters, indicates that this
might not be a fully accurate characterization of the district. First of all, we
should note that West Philadelphia was growing and developing fast. This
was marked by the 1907 opening of the Market Street Subway Line and its
subsequent connection to the West Philadelphia Market Street Elevated
train, which greatly facilitated traveling between the West and Center City.32

Similarly, initiatives to promote highway construction as well as the widen-
ing of existing streets and boulevards improved and strengthened the links
between city core and suburban periphery.33 This stimulated population
growth in districts outside Center City, and most notably, westward migra-
tion. According to one historian, it was estimated that 25% of Philadelphia’s
population lived west of the Schuylkill by 1912.34 This figure seems some-
what exaggerated, however, judging by a comparison between the popula-
tion data of the 1910 census and the 1920 census. The population of West
Philadelphia had indeed grown over the decade by approximately 36%, but
as most other districts were growing too, West Philadelphia’s share of the
total population only showed an increase from about 13.5% in 1910 to about
15.5% in 1920.35 Similar figures for Southwest Philadelphia illustrate a
population growth rate of just over 88%, or measured as the district’s share
of the total population a shift from 2.5% to 4.5%. Considering that about
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20% of Philadelphia’s inhabitants lived in the West and Southwest parts of
the city in 1920, the estimate that a quarter already lived here by 1912 is
clearly hyperbolic.

Demographically, this mobility has been framed as a result of the crowd-
ing of “new immigrants and blacks” in the central and eastern parts of the
city, which supposedly, in turn, caused a move of increasingly affluent Ger-
man and Irish families to the less congested northwestern neighborhoods of
Germantown and Chestnut Hill, but also to West Philadelphia.36 Especially
the Irish seem to have made the westward move, whereas German families
more frequently moved North and Northwest. A study of the 1910 census
confirms that the Irish-Americans were over-represented in wards forty-four
(about 18.5% Irish), twenty-four (about 16.5%) and twenty-seven (about
15.5%).37 The 1910 census also shows that there was an over-representation
of African-Americans in the twenty-seventh ward.38 There had been a four-
fold increase in the African-American population in West Philadelphia be-
tween 1870 and 1900, and large parts of this group settled in the small streets
close to the wealthy homes where they found employment as servants.39

Against the background of these interrelated demographic shifts facili-
tated by expansions of the mass transportation system, it makes more sense
to consider West Philadelphia and Center City as interdependent elements of
one overarching urban arrangement than as separate entities. Moreover, the
assigning of different but complementary roles to each element, e.g. the
characterization of downtown as the center for work, shopping and enter-
tainment and of West Philadelphia as a residential suburb seems largely to
be correct. However, as suggested earlier, the geographical spread of motion
picture theaters indicates that West Philadelphia was also developing its own
commercial and entertainment centers, although not on a par with that of
Center City. As a matter of fact, as much as improved systems of transporta-
tions between Center and West were instrumental in determining the basic
roles of the districts as business center and residential suburb respectively,
these improvements and the migratory flows that followed can be seen as
equally instrumental in creating the conditions of possibility for the emer-
gence of urban functions other than mere residency in West Philadelphia.
The influx of a more affluent group of people might have provided a poten-
tial audience necessary for the establishing of large and relatively high-
profile venues. That such a market was in place is evident by the fact that the
large West Philadelphia theaters advertised regularly in the newspaper press
and were included by the newspapers’ theater and entertainment critics.
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Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond

In the century following the Civil War, various individuals and institutions
(including the Chamber of Commerce) did their best to promote Philadelphia
as the “Workshop of the World,” alluding to the diversity and scale of the
city’s manufacturing industries.40 Although not using this particular tagline,
the 1910 census volume on manufactures around the country seemed to con-
cur: “Philadelphia, the largest and most important city in the state [of Penn-
sylvania], occupies a prominent position among the cities of the country as
regards the variety and magnitude of its manufacturing operations.”41 A sub-
stantial number of these industries were situated in north and northeast
Philadelphia, a part of the city that Sam Bass Warner Jr. has labeled a “giant
mill town.”42 For a long time, iron and steel was at the center of the manu-
facturing business, especially over the formative years of the railroad. The
Philadelphia firm of Baldwin Works is a case in point, managing to produce
three times as many locomotives than any other concern in the world. Wil-
liam Cramp and Sons Ship and Engine Building Company earned a similar
position in the field of shipbuilding.43

These behemoth firms were not, however, located in the northeast district
now known as Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond (separated to the west
from Lower and Upper North Philadelphia by Frankford Avenue and Front
Street, and bounded to the northeast by Frankford Creek). Kensington still
had its share of iron and steel industries, especially Kensington Iron and
Steel Works, the largest firm producing bar iron, horseshoes, nails, and the
like.44 The dominant feature of the Kensington topography was the abun-
dance of textile mills, the largest being John Bromley and Sons. A 1912
eyewitness report from the tower of the Bromley Mill on Lehigh Avenue (on
the border between Lower and Upper North Philadelphia) evocatively de-
scribes how mills and factories dominated the city’s landscape, not least the
northeastern parts:

From the tower of the Bromley Mill at Fourth and Lehigh Avenue
there is within the range of vision more textile mills than can be found
in any other city in the world. For miles in every direction is seen the
smoke of thousands of mills and factories. To the northeast one con-
tinuous line of factories extends through Frankford to Tacony, six
miles away. To the northwest through the smoke rising from the Mid
vale works at Nicetown the mills of Germantown are seen. To the
southwest is Baldwin’s and other foundries and mills of that section.
To the south are hat and leather factories and to the southeast is
Cramp’s Shipyard and the numberless industries clustered along the
river.45

Later historians characterized Kensington as a “textile enclave,” inhabited by
English emigrant weavers.46 Judging by the census, this population was pri-
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marily found in the thirty-third ward Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond part
of which (the western part of this ward belongs to the Upper North planning
section and the eastern part to the Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond section)
included Northwest Kensington and Juniata Park. 12% of Philadelphia’s
English people lived here, comprising about 13.5% of the ward’s total
population.47 Aside from the English, a significant number of German-
Americans lived in ward thirty-three, and Germans also constituted an over-
represented group in the forty-fifth ward, i.e. the far northeastern part of the
district, encompassing the neighborhoods now known as Richmond II, Port
Richmond II and Bridesburg, as well as in parts of ward twenty-five, the
section between Allegheny and Lehigh that today covers Richmond I and
Port Richmond I.48 The Irish, too, were slightly over-represented in ward
twenty-five, and particularly in ward thirty-one, southwest of ward twenty-
five and now called New Kensington.49

According to Sam Bass Warner Jr., many of the people employed by the
various mills and factories of northern and northeastern Philadelphia took
residence in clusters, often near the working place. The Kensington textile
workers are of particular interest with regard to this, as they represented
practically the only group of skilled workers that still clustered; all other
sectors that still clustered were dominated by low-income, low-skill or un-
skilled workers.50 Sam Warner Jr. makes two additional claims concerning
the “mill town” population: (a) that social life thrived, as proven by the nu-
merous and very active fraternities, churches and clubs that appeared in the
area; and (b), that the mill workers of the northeast and Kensington did not
use the transportation system to a great degree.51 Perhaps the social order
resulting from a traditional work group model of urban organization, as well
as the fact that the district harbored lots of skilled workers but few newcom-
ers and poor, encouraged the formation of urban units that were self-
contained to a more than usual extent, and not as dependent on the constant
interaction with other entities of the metropolitan arteries—what Jane Jacobs
once called the “fluidity of use and choice”—that are necessary for the pros-
pering of smaller neighborhoods in large metropolises.52

Mapping Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond venues exhibiting film shows
that there were no less than 30 venues located in the area. This might seem a
surprising number given the areas designation as a mill town, but if the
above characterization in terms of self-sufficiency and a flourishing social
life in general is accurate, then that might also explain the relatively high
number of movie theaters. It must also be clarified that theaters were in no
way evenly scattered throughout the district. On the contrary, large sections
(supposedly the most heavily industrialized ones) suffered a complete lack
of movie houses. The forty-fifth ward, for instance, the district’s most north-
eastern and least populated ward (encompassing Richmond II, Port Rich-
mond II and Bridesburg) could boast only one theater (if one disregards from
the venues that were located along the avenues that delimited the area, i.e.
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Kensington Avenue to the northwest and Allegheny Avenue to the south-
west). Similarly, I have not found any evidence of theaters in Juniata Park
and Northwest Kensington. Instead, a belt of theaters, including three nick-
elodeons, two movie theaters, and two old variety houses that instigated film
policies during 1914, appeared along the border between new Kensington
and Lower North Philadelphia. Several venues were to be found along
Frankford Avenue. Four of these were located between Allegheny and Le-
high, i.e. within what is now the Richmond I neighborhood, and a fifth one,
B. F. Keith’s Allegheny Theatre (frequently appearing in the newspaper
press advertising and entertainment sections) in the intersection of Frankford
and Allegheny, i.e. on the border between Richmond I and II. Kensington
Avenue was another thoroughfare with several venues, once again above all
on the strip between Allegheny and Lehigh. Closer to the Delaware River,
Port Richmond I also showed a relatively high concentration of theaters,
most of which were located along Richmond Avenue.

The Remaining Districts: Upper North Philadelphia,
Roxborough/Manayunk, Germantown/Chestnut Hill, Olney/Oak
Lane, Near Northeast Philadelphia, Far Northeast Philadelphia,
and Southwest Philadelphia

Upper North Philadelphia was the only planning district of the remaining
areas that boasted a double-digit number of venues exhibiting film. Eighteen
motion picture theaters, one picture theater including stage show, and four
nickelodeons were situated in the district (i.e. twenty-three venues), but as
far as I know, only one of these theaters—the Great Northern Theatre on
Broad Street and Erie Avenue—advertised in the press during 1914. Moreo-
ver, advertisements for the Great Northern appeared only for a very brief
period and for the promotion of one particular film, Smashing the Vice Trust
(Progress Film Company, 1914), which ran for a week here in late March.

Residents of Manayunk relied on three nickelodeons for their film enter-
tainment. All were located practically next to each other on Main Street.
Toward the end of 1914, a more lavish motion picture theater also billing a
stage show, the Empress (later known as the Riviera Theatre), opened; this
venue was also located on Main Street. There were three additional nickelo-
deon-style theaters in other Roxborough/Manayunk neighborhoods: one in
Wissahickon, one in Central Roxborough, and one in Germany Hill.

The neighboring district to the east, Germantown/Chestnut Hill, was the
home of eight venues: one nickelodeon, one picture theater including a stage
show, and six motion picture theaters. Except for the nickel theater, all of the
venues were found on Germantown Avenue addresses. One, the Belvedere
Theatre, was located almost at the very end of Germantown Avenue, in the
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distant Chestnut Hill neighborhood, whereas the remaining were located in
the southeastern parts of Germantown, where Germantown Avenue acted as
the division between the various smaller neighborhoods. The Germantown
movie theater with a stage show, Nixon’s Colonial, was a part of the Nixon-
Nirdlinger entertainment empire and was regularly advertised in the press.

East of Germantown/Chestnut Hill and north of Upper North Philadelphia
we find the Olney/Oak Lane planning district. There were three theaters
operational here in 1914, none of which we have much information, apart
from locations. One was located in Logan, one in Olney, and one in West
Oak Lane.

Northeast of the Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond district, there were
two geographically large but relatively sparsely populated districts: Near
Northeast and Far Northeast Philadelphia. I have not found any evidence of
movie theaters in the Far Northeast, but Near Northeast was home to six
venues. Three of these were found in Frankford (in the southern part of the
district, adjacent to Bridesburg and Richmond further to the south), and one,
the Frankford Theatre, was a motion picture theater including stage show
that advertised their offering of first-run Mutual movies during the first half
of 1914, after which they either ceased to exhibit films or stopped advertis-
ing them.

Finally, there were nine venues exhibiting film (four picture theaters and
five nickelodeons) in Southwest Philadelphia, of which there is scant infor-
mation. A majority were located in Upper Southwest and Southwest
Schuylkill, i.e. directly below West Philadelphia, whereas the rest spread out
further southwest, along Woodland Avenue.

Multi-Reel Feature Film Exhibition in Philadelphia in
1914: A Chronological Overview

The main objective for a chronological survey of a brief but intense period is
an attempt to grasp the character of historical and cultural change as it hap-
pened. A chronological survey can provide tentative answers to a range of
questions that pertain to how various aspects of multi-reel feature film exhi-
bition changed (or did not change) over the course of one year.

First of all, we get a picture of which venues and types of venues were
prone to adapt to feature film exhibition. We also examine what types of
features were screened at different venues, the immediate contexts of exhi-
bition at different venues, and whether there are any discernible patterns of
change over the year. An aspect relating to this is the issue of run times; the
survey allows us to trace the average run times of specific films, venues and
points in time over the year. Throughout the survey, I try to interrelate these
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and other concrete elements to generate possible models of feature film ex-
hibition in Philadelphia. Two dominant models are proposed, without ambi-
tion to subsume all instantiations of feature exhibition under one or the
other—the three special case studies of particular venues further confirms
the elusiveness of any generalized model.

It is difficult not to frame the temporal unfolding of feature film exhibi-
tion metaphorically in terms of growth and expansion. This should, however,
not be mistaken for a metaphor of goal-driven progress, but perceived as a
fairly innocent solution for the need to address the multiplication over time
of feature films exhibited and of venues exhibiting such films.

January 1914

Over the course of January of 1914, Philadelphia audiences thirsty for en-
tertainment were offered three different multi-reel feature films at three dif-
ferent venues around town (as far as can be identified): The Inside of the
White Slave Traffic ran for two weeks at the Liberty (seating capacity 1,635)
in the Lower North district, only to immediately re-appear for another run at
the New Broadway Theatre (seating capacity unknown) in the Center City
district.53 The Metropolitan Opera House in Lower North Philadelphia of-
fered Traffic in Souls throughout the whole month.54 Those who returned to
the Liberty during the latter part of the month were presented with an Italian
spectacle brought back to the United States by George Kleine: Antony and
Cleopatra.55

Less than a year later, during November 1914 audiences had the opportu-
nity to see thirty-five different multi-reel feature films, spanning several
genres at nine different venues. This is a clear indication that 1914 was a key
year in the early history of the multi-reel feature film. All the more need,
then, to attempt to capture the state of flux and the air of experimentation
that characterized feature film exhibition in Philadelphia at this time. As
already implied, this does not mean telling a story of how the feature-based
programs rapidly swept the city clean of other programming models, but
more accurately takes the form of a chronicle of competing models of fea-
ture film exhibition.

February 1914

In February 1914, the Liberty continued its policy of presenting spectacular
features to what the press perceived to be “attentive” audiences that “enjoyed
the presentation.”56 Antony and Cleopatra was carried over from the previ-
ous month and the next attraction was the return of Quo Vadis?, already
familiar to Philadelphia audiences as the smash hit of 1913. Quo Vadis? ran



168

for two weeks at the Liberty and was followed by Between Savage and Tiger
(Cines, 1914).57 In other words, at this point, the Liberty was an outlet for
Italian spectacle films imported and distributed by George Kleine. Actually,
Kleine’s name was regularly used in marketing. Quo Vadis?,  for instance,
was advertised as “Mr. Kleine’s Marvelous Photo-Drama” in one advertise-
ment, and Between Savage and Tiger was marketed as “George Kleine’s
Thrilling Photodrama.”58 Apparently, Kleine’s name was successfully used
as a quality stamp when promoting the films, indicating how Kleine had
managed to establish himself as a kind of importing/distributing master of
high-class film ceremonies.

I cannot confirm whether these Italian spectacles were screened in con-
junction with other films or were accompanied by live entertainment at the
Liberty. What we do know is that these feature films had very long running
slots—often several weeks—compared to the frequent change of program
associated with the variety format. It is also notable that some of these films
were comparatively old but still seemed to have worked well commercially
and critically. For instance, the re-run of Quo Vadis? at the Liberty seems to
have been met by public demand. Apparently, in relation to the still rather
sparse output of American feature films, the Italian photo-spectacles held a
strong sway over audiences.

The fourth multi-reel feature film that was offered in February was The
Inside of the White Slave Traffic, which continued its run at the New Broad-
way a week into the month after which the film found another outlet at the
Olympia in South Philadelphia. The Olympia screenings of this film are
interesting in that they were organized by the Sociological Fund of the
Medical Review of Reviews which, in order to “meet public demand” as an
advertisement stated, rented the 4,000-seat Olympia Theatre and secured a
screening copy of this “much discussed and remarkable motion picture.”
Special screenings for women were also arranged.59

Figure 17. Advertisement for the Olympia Theatre, Inquirer, February 8, 1914.
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March 1914

Between Savage and Tiger continued at the Liberty for the first week of
March.60 The sources are quiet on reporting what happened at this theater
until the beginning of May. Seemingly, the supply of Kleine imported Italian
features was exhausted and perhaps the Liberty now returned to whatever
policy was standard before the vice films and “photo-spectacles” had drawn
the management towards the exhibition of features.

Meanwhile, there was still an audience for The Inside of the White Slave
Traffic. B. F. Keith’s Allegheny (seating capacity 2,855) was the fourth and
last venue to screen this film in 1914, where it appeared as a “Special Added
Feature” in early March.61 It is possible that the theater’s location in what is
now the Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond district attracted a local audience
consisting of people who had been less inclined to make the journey down-
town to see the film—as we have seen, residents in this district were gener-
ally less likely than other suburban Philadelphians to travel to Center City. In
general, vice films still held some sway in March, and one such film previ-
ously unseen in Philadelphia—Smashing the Vice Trust —opened at the
Great Northern Theatre (seating capacity of 1,048) on March 23 and most
likely remained for the week at least.62

Finally, the film Wild Animals at Large (production company and release
year undetermined) was heavily marketed in the press and ran for one week
at Nixon’s Colonial (seating capacity 2,552, located in Germantown in the
northwestern part of Philadelphia) and the following week at the Frankford
(seating capacity 1,595, located in what is now the Near Northeast district).63

Assuming that this film was part of the nature/animal/jungle/expedition cy-
cle of films (fictional and/or non-fictional), which seems reasonable enough
considering that the film was repeatedly praised for the vivid and realistic
depiction of the “wild beasts,” this implies a third category of films that
could incite theaters to venture into feature film exhibition.

B.F. Keith’s Allegheny and Nixon’s Colonial both seem to have struc-
tured their shows mainly around vaudeville entertainment. Although it is
likely that houses such as these had moving pictures as a regular feature of
the program, only the occasional “extra added feature” was included in the
marketing material.

April 1914

Wild Animals at Large was exhibited at two other venues in April: the Key-
stone (seating capacity 1,884) and the Fairmount (seating capacity 1,243),
both located in the Lower North district, and both part of the J. Fred Zim-
merman theater group.64 As to the Keystone, the screening of this film is the
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only trace of film exhibition at this venue that I have encountered in the ma-
terial. The Fairmount billed five to six different vaudeville acts every night
and changed its show every Monday and Thursday. Adding to the variety,
every night of the week came with some kind of feature, theme or extra-
added attraction. For instance, Wednesday night was amateurs’ night,
Thursday featured tango dancing, and Fridays offered “professional sur-
prises.”65 Motion pictures were screened every night, although it is not until
the screening of Wild Animals at Large that any specific film was mentioned
by title. The Fairmount policy of varied entertainment remained constant
until October, but for a brief period, beginning with the screening of Wild
Animals at Large, feature films were at the top of the bill and at the head of
the newspaper advertisements for this theater. As a result, we know that
Fairmount’s attraction for the week beginning April 20 was Mary Pickford
in Caprice, that The Drug Terror, “The Reigning Sensation” according to
the advertisement, topped the bill the following week, and that Mary
Pickford re-appeared, this time in Hearts Adrift, a week after that.66

The Drug Terror run at the Fairmount was the film’s second in Philadel-
phia, as it had premiered at the Victoria Theatre (seating capacity 987) on
9th Street and Market in Center City on April 6, 1914. This Lubin drama
was marketed as “The Greatest Motion Picture Ever Made”—probably the
most recurring tagline (in one version or another) for feature films during
1914. In addition, the advertisement stated that the film was “Presented in
Cooperation with Mrs. W. K. Vanderbilt’s National Crusade Against the
Terrifying Cocaine and Drug Habits”.67 Advertisements for white slavery
and “vice films” habitually highlighted the instructive, educational and
moral value of these films, in order to discourage allegations of sensational-
ism. The Drug Terror ran for three weeks and until October was the only
feature marketed by the Victoria. Judging by the first advertisement for this
feature, the Victoria simultaneously offered the “Usual ‘Quality’ of Vaude-
ville.”68 This would indicate that the bulk of the regular program at the Vic-
toria was made up of vaudeville acts, and that when an occasional feature
film topped the bill it was still presented in conjunction with vaudeville.

Special Case Study I: The Stanley Theatre

The opening of the Stanley Theatre, located on Market Street between 16th
and 17th in the Center City district, marked a crucial event in the history of
film exhibition in Philadelphia. After a sneak preview night for “prominent
people” on April 25, the 1,457-seat theater opened to the public on Monday
April 27. The policy declaration promised “the presentation of highest grade
of photoplays, none of which have ever been shown in Philadelphia”.69 The
premiere feature film was The Sea Wolf, a seven-reel picture based on Jack
London’s novel, and according to the Philadelphia Inquirer, one of “the
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most remarkable photoplays in existence.”70 Judging by the advertisement
that announced the premiere program, The Sea Wolf was supported by
“Other Film Triumphs” and, as noted in the previous chapter, the “Stanley
Town Topics—Philadelphia as Pictured from Day to Day.”71

Stanley came close to being an all-movie house, but still some live enter-
tainment was offered: during the first week “a prima donna of note,” Miss
Lina Abarbanell, sang and performed “an exposition of the modern society
dancing.”72 The element of song and dance may have been incorporated to
make fuller advantage of the twenty-five piece orchestra. The orchestra, and

Figure 18. An inverted relationship between promotional impact and advertisement
size? Advertisements for the Stanley Theatre, Inquirer, April 26, 1914 (left); May 3,
1914 (upper middle); May 10, 1914 (lower middle); May 17, 1914 (upper right);
August 30, 1914 (right, second from top); September 6, 1914 (right, third from top);
and September 20, 1914 (lower right).
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the massive organ that was acquired in June, were instrumental to the Stan-
ley’s appeal. Time and time again, the music that accompanied the program
of films at Stanley were praised, for instance, causing the Inquirer’s “Call
Boy” columnist to suggest that the value of music for films and its impor-
tance in evoking the “full range of emotions” was underrated.73

The management set out to establish the Stanley as a “Favorite Resort of
Discriminating People” by offering continuous (11 a.m. to 11 p.m.) screen-
ings of “Absolutely First Run and Most Exclusive Photo-Plays” in an envi-
ronment of “luxury” and “comfort.” The advertisements promised an “Infi-
nite Variety of Subjects,” a daily change of program, and that the subjects
would be “Produced Here as Rapidly as the Films Are Released.”74 The
standard program at the Stanley at this time consisted of eight reels: a four-
or five-reel feature film, one or two one-reel comedies (a Keystone or a John
Bunny or similar), and one or two one- or two-reel films of some other genre
(a western, a drama, etc.).

For the first few months, the management of the Stanley seemed to try to
get films from any available supplier: Vitagraph productions and Mutual
releases dominated the program, but companies such as Pathé and Bi-
ograph/Klaw and Erlanger were also represented, as were new independent
production companies such as Bosworth and William A. Brady Pictures.
This mixture of feature film exhibition signals a lack of a regular and secure
system for the distribution of features that was still apparent in mid-1914.
The situation changed soon enough, and by August the Stanley exclusively
showed first-run Paramount films.

The strategy of daily changes at the Stanley collapsed almost immedi-
ately, either because there were not enough feature films available to show a
new one every day of the week, or certain films were held over for an extra
day or booked for a rerun simply because there remained an audience for
them—the advertisements occasionally claimed that a certain film reap-
peared “on request.”75 In light of what we know from a previous chapter
concerning the problems of combining feature film exhibition and daily pro-
gram changes, we can see why a daily change of a program of the kind of-
fered at the Stanley may neither have been economically rational nor practi-
cally possible to maintain.

Guided by the above, we can identify the cornerstones of the exhibition
model the Stanley Theatre represented. First of all, references to “discrimi-
nating people” signal an ambition to target an audience accustomed to en-
joying entertainments of “higher class” to greater expense. This entailed: (a)
first-run “high-class” feature pictures (“not of the ‘movie’ kind,” as one re-
viewer put it, but “elaborately produced” adaptations of plays and novels);76

(b) a comfortable and convenient theater space;77 and (c) elaborate musical
accompaniment. Other elements of the Stanley model were rooted in the
nickelodeon tradition of film exhibition. For instance, the show was continu-
ous and frequently featured local actualities, some live entertainment and
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other elements that guaranteed the variety of the program. The model was
apparently a winning combination, as the Stanley Theatre was one of the
early ventures to put the owners, brothers Jules and Stanley Mastbaum, on
the path towards building one of the most successful chain of movie theaters
in the silent era.78

Irvin Glazer and Joseph Eckhardt both claim that Jules Mastbaum (the
older Mastbaum brother) had been managing Philadelphia’s first nickelo-
deon, located on the southeast corner of Market and 8th street, and Eckhardt
states that Jules Mastbaum had also been in charge of Sigmund Lubin’s sea-
sonal Woodside Park movie theater in the summer of 1902.79 My own find-
ings on the careers of the Mastbaums are sparse before 1913, when a number
of real estate deals involving the firm of Mastbaum Brothers & Fleischer
begin to receive notices in the real estate sections. At this point, the firm
seems to have acted primarily as brokers, arranging for leases and sales of
properties that included theater sites as well as other commercial properties,
such as stores and stables.80 Gradually, the Mastbaums’ involvement in the
movie theater business took on direct forms, and by March 1914, it was re-
ported that Mastbaum Brothers & Fleischer had purchased four large movie
theaters previously owned by a syndicate controlled by Charles Kruger,
president of the Rapid Transit Company. The deal was brokered on behalf of
the Stanley Co., or, rather, the syndicate that owned the Stanley Co.81 I have
been unable to establish the exact circumstances of ownership pertaining to
the Stanley Co., but considering that it was named after the younger Mast-
baum brother and that Stanley Mastbaum himself presided over the com-
pany, it seems safe to suggest that the Mastbaum brothers were in command
of the operation, with regard to ownership as well as to executive power.

According to an Inquirer article, the Stanley Company was already con-
nected to eight Market Street theaters by the time of the purchase of the ad-
ditional four, and moreover, at this point, the Stanley Theatre as well as the
Globe (on Market and Juniper) were under construction, soon to be com-
pleted and opened to the public. Thus, the Stanley Co. was a major player in
the Philadelphia entertainment business by early 1914, but it was the success
of the Stanley Theatre that really catapulted the company into the focus of
the public eye. Seemingly governed by prevalent ideals of heroes as history-
makers and history as the biography of great men,82 linking the face and
figure of Stanley Mastbaum to the activities of the company as well as the
theater became integral to the construction of the projects as media events.
The Inquirer’s article on the celebrations of the Stanley Theatres first anni-
versary in April 1915 provides telling evidence:
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Realized His Ideals

In the celebration of anniversary week at the Stanley Theatre this
week there looms up as a central figure Stanley V. Mastbaum, the lo-
cal photo-play magnate, whose meteoric rise within the past year is
remarkable. The Stanley Theatre was his conception; to him was left
the carrying out of the project to its minutest detail, and it is his anni-
versary of success as much as it is that of the theatre itself.83

The coverage of the anniversary also presented Stanley Mastbaum with an
opportunity to express his own thoughts regarding the success of the Stanley
Theatre:

It is gratifying, of course, but it is no wise surprising. A photo-
playhouse of the type and character of the Stanley was inevitable.
Motion picture development had reached a stage where there was ab-
solute necessity for the proper housing of creations which represented
the outlay of thousands upon thousands of dollars on the part of the
film manufacturers for a single production. The day of old store
buildings converted into motion picture exhibition rooms had already
passed away, and been succeeded by small theatres of modest size and
appearance. It was not enough.

There was a growing sentiment in favor of the higher grade of
picture entertainment, entire dramas and comedies, and for the proper
enjoyment of these it was absolutely necessary that they be shown in a
modern and comfortable theatre, where an entire afternoon or evening
might be spent in enjoyment and comfort and at reasonable cost.

Hence the Stanley.84

Mastbaum’s version of the history of motion pictures as an unfolding of
inevitable progress comes as no surprise. Neither does his linking of artistic
progress to improvements of theater space, as we have seen similar ideas
about this nexus surface in historical sources as well as in later film histori-
ographic accounts time and time again.

Recalling the earlier discussion of Stanley Mastbaum’s tribute banquet to
Jack London and the razzle-dazzle of his bringing Mary Pickford to Phila-
delphia in November 1914, we are by now familiar with Mastbaum’s flair
for attracting maximum media attention for his company, his theaters and
himself. Phrasing it in ad hominem terms, one could argue that Mastbaum
acted on the insight and conviction that the press could be exploited for pro-
motional uses that went well beyond traditional forms of advertising. Indica-
tive of this, the advertising for the Stanley Theatre and other Stanley Com-
pany venues was generally modest and not at all in proportion to Mast-
baum’s overall media impact.
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Figure 19. A birthday greeting from the Inquirer to Stanley Mastbaum. Inquirer,
April 1, 1915.

Realizing the key role of the newspaper press as well as the value of the
movie star as a pivotal element upon which newspapers could structure their
coverage of film culture, a Mastbaum promotional strategy was to invite a
certain movie star who was currently featured in the repertoire of one or
more of his theaters to come to Philadelphia to attend a dinner or banquet “in
honor” of himself or herself.85 The favored invitees were theater and film
critics and other people connected to the local newspapers. As we have seen,
Clara Kimball Young and Mary Pickford were two of Mastbaum’s notable
guests of honor in late 1914. Similar events followed in 1915, one inspired
by the Philadelphia screenings in November of The Sign of the Rose (a.k.a.
The Alien, New York Motion Picture Corp., 1915), based on a play by
George Beban, who also starred in the lead role in the film version directed
by Reginald Barker and Thomas Ince. The Inquirer’s “Call Boy” was one of
those present at the tribute dinner to Beban, and reported that:

Stanley Mastbaum was the instigator of the party and, in his usual
happy way, gave the guests a treat that will linger in memory. This
scheme of having picture stars get into closer communion with the
newspaper writers is a splendid one for various reasons, principal of
which is that it affords an opportunity of exchanging views and of be-
coming better acquainted. There was a flow of expert opinion which
was valuable to everyone present. … Mr. Mastbaum is one of very
few managers who believe in cementing a bond of friendship between
manager, player and critic by assembling them around a tempting ta-
ble. It’s an idea that is bound to produce good results for all con-
cerned, and the only wonder is that no one had thought of it before.86
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Soon after, a similar event took place, this one featuring Clara Kimball
Young’s viewing of her performance in the 1915 film version of Trilby (Eq-
uitable Motion Pictures Corp., 1915) directed by Maurice Tourneur. As a
preview of the event made clear, the viewing would be preceded by “a din-
ner at the Bellevue-Stratford, tendered the star by Stanley V. Mastbaum, and
at which she will be given an opportunity to meet and become acquainted
with the dramatic editors of the local newspapers, some other stage folk and
a few personal friends of Mr. Mastbaum.”87 Further details about the event
and what was discussed are murky, but it was reported that upon arrival at
the theater where Trilby was shown, Miss Young briefly addressed the audi-
ence present, “stating how extremely pleased she was to be with them and
the great delight she took in her work.”88

Although perhaps not comparable to the glamorous presence of globally
acclaimed movie stars, at times the patronage of local prominent personali-
ties could also present an opportunity to pull a successful publicity stunt.
One such event occurred on November 18. The Stanley Theatre had secured
a particularly interesting series of war pictures (unclear of what brand and
exact nature), and Stanley Mastbaum took the opportunity to invite Mayor
and Mrs. Blankenburg. Reportedly to great amazement and delight, the show
ended with a climactic surprise, as motion pictures of the Mayor leaving his
office earlier that day were projected.89

It was an often-repeated claim by the press that the Stanley Theatre was
forced on numerous occasions to turn away almost as many patrons as were
allowed in. Regardless of whether this was a fact or a publicity gimmick,
Mastbaum seems to have excelled in a promotional logic that used such sto-
ries of success as an argument to attract additional patrons. A negative side-
effect of running a successful movie theater was the practice of ticket scalp-
ing, but this, too, was turned into something of a publicity stunt. Trying to
off-set the risk that ushers and other employees at the Stanley Theatre would
succumb to the temptation of scalping tickets to Carmen (most likely the
Lasky version directed by Cecil B. DeMille, 1915), Stanley Mastbaum de-
cided to raise the salaries of all employees on the condition that “under no
circumstances were they to become parties to any ticket scalping or vexa-
tious mixing up of tickets.”90 Unsurprisingly, Mastbaum did not fail to in-
form the press of his actions and of the fact that “notwithstanding the big
crowds [of patrons coming to see Carmen] … there had not been a complaint
to him of any kind.”91
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Figure 20. “’Carmen’ in Films Proves Popular, Inquirer, October 24, 1915.

Another promotional strategy at the Stanley Theatre was thematic program-
ming. A case in point is the Dickens Week that began on June 2, 1914, fea-
turing a series of film versions of Dickens’s novels, and allegedly received
with “marked relish” by audiences.92 A “Mary Pickford and Famous Players
Week” took place later, beginning June 22, with screenings of The Bishop’s
Carriage.93 A slightly different stunt came in the form of “request night.”
Request night presented the audience with an opportunity to choose their
favorites among the films that had been screened earlier during the week (or
earlier weeks), a treat that was labeled an “innovation in exhibition.”94

Stanley Mastbaum’s skills as a movie theater manager and promotional
virtuoso were cut short by his untimely death on March 7, 1918 at the age of
37. By this time, Mastbaum was living in New York City where he managed
the Broadway Theatre and the Stanley Theatre, but he died in his Philadel-
phia home. The New York Times obituary claimed that Mastbaum died of
blood poisoning, due to an attack of tonsillitis. Variety, with more of a sen-
sational allure, suggested that Mastbaum had been “struck by a taxi” some
time ago, an event that had “contributed in a large measure to a nervous
breakdown which had kept him confined to his home for two months.”95

How exactly this had caused Mastbaum’s death is, however, somewhat un-
clear.

By the time of his death, Stanley Mastbaum was identified as “a leader in
the motion picture industry,” and his company as “one of the biggest picture
interests in the country.”96 The older brother, Jules, assumed presidency of
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the Stanley Company and lived a further eight years to see the firm continue
to prosper. According to the New York Times obituary, the Stanley Company
was held to be the largest exclusive exhibition corporation in the world, but
then again, the obituary is plagued by a number of inaccuracies, for instance,
the assertion that the Stanley Company was formed by Jules Mastbaum in
memory of Stanley, and that Stanley had died thirteen years ago, i.e. in
1913.97 The New York Times as well as Variety described Jules Mastbaum as
a prominent member of the Philadelphia social elite, a generous donor to
charity, and a patron of the sports as well as the arts.98 A further indication of
the social position that Jules Mastbaum had reached is offered by the report
that about 20,000 mourners, including the mayors of Philadelphia, New
York, Atlantic City and Camden, gathered in front of Mastbaum’s Ritten-
house Square home on December 9 to pay their respects. It was reputed that
the City Council had adopted a “resolution of condolence” and adjourned out
of respect, and that the Philadelphia Stock Exchange suspended business for
one minute as a tribute to Mastbaum.99

Figure 21. Jules E. Mastbaum, date and place undetermined (George Grantham Bain
Collection, Library of Congress Photographs and Prints Division).
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May 1914

May saw something of a boom in the number of features exhibited in Phila-
delphia, primarily due to the policy of daily program change at the Stanley
Theatre. These frequent changes of program introduced Philadelphia to a
pattern of feature film exhibition based on a wider variety of features and
significantly lower average running times for each film. This pattern differed
considerably from the one that had dominated the earlier months of the year,
when a single feature would run for at least a week at the same theater, often
longer.

The difference between the two strategies can also be detected on the
level of marketing. The amount of advertising space and elaboration of the
advertisements that had been dedicated to the Italian “photo-spectacles” or
vice films that played for weeks at the beginning of the year would probably
not have been economically sound to invest in each of the four to six feature
films screened at the Stanley each week. The brief running times did not
allow for enough turnover for each film to cover the marketing costs—the
marginal cost of extensive advertising must have been well above the mar-
ginal revenue generated by such advertising. As a consequence, other mar-
keting strategies had to be adopted. The solution came in the form of a stabi-
lization and stream-lining of the marketing of features based primarily on:
(a) the marketing of the individual theater as a reliable outlet for special en-
tertainments and as a compelling space in itself; (b) the marketing of film
stars rather than film titles; and (c) the extensive reliance on well-known
literary and theatrical material and the use of name recognition for marketing
purposes. If this represents a preliminary model of how marketing features
were standardized, a wide variety of more idiosyncratic publicity stunts was
also set in motion. As we have just seen, the activities of Stanley Mastbaum
epitomize that latter strategy.

The Stanley Theatre was not the only feature film venue in Philadelphia
in May. The Fairmount adhered to the regular showing of features, including
The Stranglers of Paris, a six-reel film that according to the advertisement
was seen for the “First Time in Philadelphia” when it opened on May 11.100

The subsequent week, Mary Pickford was once again the main attraction,
this time in A Good Little Devil.101 Last but not least, from the end of April
and a few weeks into May, the Metropolitan Opera House functioned as
Philadelphia’s first-run outlet for Vitagraph features. According to an adver-
tisement from May 3, the Metropolitan offered the “First Local Presentation”
of A Million Bid (Vitagraph, 1914)—a film “Universally Acclaimed the
Greatest Ever Made”—and Goodness Gracious; or, The Movies as They
Shouldn’t Be (Vitagraph, 1914)—the “Funniest Laugh Producer in Film-
dom.”102
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June to mid-August 1914

On May 30, most legitimate theaters in Philadelphia closed for the season.
The summer break would last approximately until August 17 when many
theaters re-opened for the fall season (although some theaters would stay
closed until early September). Consequently, the amusement advertisement
section in the newspapers as well as journalistic coverage of the city’s en-
tertainment life declined during the summer months. Evidence of feature
film exhibition are scarce.

A few things can be established in spite of the dull season. The Stanley
maintained its policy of a daily change of program structured around a four-
to five-reel feature film. Advertisements for the Stanley surface irregularly
and are not informative during the summer season, but thanks to relatively
extensive press coverage we nonetheless have some idea of which films
were shown during the summer (except for a couple of weeks in early to
mid-July). One event worth mentioning is the mid-June screenings of Home,
Sweet Home (Reliance; Majestic, 1914), directed by D. W. Griffith. Griffith
only appeared in the margins of the advertisements and in the few comments
that the film received it was much more fervently underscored that the film
is based on the famous song that “reaches every human heart.”103

Figure 22. Advertisement for Home, Sweet Home, Reel Life 4, no. 13 (June 13,
1914).
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In spite of the elaborate Mutual advertisement for this feature, in which
Griffith himself provide instructions as to the “correct” running time of each
reel (thirteen to sixteen minutes per reel except for the last one, which is to
be run slowly from the beginning of the allegorical part until the end),104

Griffith’s marketing of himself as the father of motion picture art had not
struck a great chord in Philadelphia.105

The absence of theatrical stock companies during the summer season pre-
sented an opportunity for feature films to enter the realms of the downtown
legitimate houses, hence the Forrest (seating capacity 1,820) and the Garrick
(seating capacity 1,561) presented feature films throughout the summer. The
Forrest had introduced motion pictures on the bill on May 11, when How
Wild Animals Live (production company undetermined; states rights distrib-
uted in the US in 1914 by Midgar Features), “The Greatest Educational and
Close-to-Nature Study the World Has ever Seen,” opened.106 The following
week featured Neptune’s Daughter (Universal, 1914). The film was a show-
case for Annette Kellerman, who had made her name as a professional
swimmer and by performing a form of water ballet in a glass tank on the
vaudeville circuit. One commentator concluded that the film medium offered
much greater possibilities than the “small tank” of her vaudeville perform-
ances had ever done.107 Neptune’s Daughter ran successfully for three weeks
at the Forrest, earning appreciative comments concerning the enjoyable lo-
cation footage shot in Bermuda and the effective foregrounding of Keller-
man’s impressive physicality.108 The rest of the summer was dedicated to a
British version of East Lynne (Barker [UK], 1913) (“7,000 Feet of Perfect
Photography” and “Marking a New Era in Motion Pictures”), instructive
dance films featuring Mr. and Mrs. Vernon Castle and, finally, a war film
called The War of Wars (Ramo Films, 1914) (“6,000 feet of thrills”) that
premiered toward the end of August.109 There is no further evidence in the
press of film exhibition taking place at the Forrest later in the year.

The Garrick presented motion pictures on a regular basis from June 1 un-
til the end of August/early September. For the bulk of these summer weeks,
the Garrick offered performances of Lyman H. Howe, who presented the
latest of his renowned travelogs here, illustrating the lectures by means of
motion pictures and other visual devices.110 Aside from this program, sum-
mer at the Garrick also involved the presentation of two feature films. The
first was Evangeline (Canadian Bioscope Company, 1914), an adaptation of
the Longfellow poem, shown for two weeks in early July and reported to
have “set a new record for mid-summer theatricals in this city.”111 The other
was John Barleycorn, drawing crowds to the Garrick for two weeks at the
beginning of August.112 The controversial impact of the exhibition of this
feature film in Philadelphia has already been addressed.

The feature film exhibition at the two legitimate theaters discussed here
basically adhered to the “old” strategy of a minimum of one week’s exhibi-
tion for a few “prestige” feature films. The elements of educational and in-
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structive motion pictures were also more pronounced at these venues than
was the case, for instance, for a more or less fully-fledged movie house like
the Stanley.

Special Case Study II: The Metropolitan Opera House

After the brief period of screenings of primarily Vitagraph films in April and
May at the Metropolitan Opera House, it took a break from films before
returning with a vengeance to a full motion picture policy starting on August
10. The Metropolitan’s experimental programming, epitomized by the notion
of a “Monster Bill,” offers, perhaps, the most captivating Philadelphian case
of a theater attempting to fulfill the ideal of variety inherited from program
cinema while at the same time accommodating the push for longer films,
lavish presentations, and marketing strategies that we associate with feature
cinema.

A look at the Metropolitan’s program for the week commencing Monday,
August 31, gives an idea of the kind of variety the management set out to
offer: Monday’s and Tuesday’s main feature film was Home, Sweet Home
(the second run of this film in Philadelphia), which was hailed by the In-
quirer as a “masterpiece” and “the sweetest story ever told,” arguably re-
prints of phrases picked up in the marketing material, considering that the
latter phrase also appeared in the advertisement for the Metropolitan on the
same page.113 Among films advertised for this week (marketed as “Picture
Fan Week”) we find Pathé Weekly war pictures on Tuesday, Pathé’s six-
reeler The Stain (Pathé, 1914) on Wednesday, the serial The Trey o’ Hearts
on Wednesday, two episodes of another serial, The Million Dollar Mystery
and on Friday an assortment of Keystone comedies. Moreover, as the adver-
tisement boasted, this represented merely a part of the program. Upon the
launching of the Metropolitan as a picture house in August 1914, it issued a
policy declaration of sorts that further elaborated on the programming pol-
icy. Generally, the program was to be of a varied and “lengthy” kind, pri-
marily structured around stars from the legitimate stage who appear in “fea-
ture pictures.” The serial The Trey o’ Hearts was also highlighted as a spe-
cial feature, but in spite of the promised orientation toward features and seri-
als, variety was nonetheless the keynote, as the management promised a
daily new program comprised of “comedy, drama, melodrama, travel and
novelty in their highest form.”114 The notion of a “monster bill” appeared in
the very first advertisement to promote the new picture policy: “Most Varied
and Entertaining Program Ever Arranged. Comedy, Drama, Melodrama,
Travel, Novelty—All in One Monster Bill,” as the advertisement boldly
declared.115
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Figure 23. Advertisement for the Metropolitan Opera House, Inquirer, August 9,
1914.

In striking a balance between feature films and other elements, the ambition
was to offer one multi-reel feature film per day, enveloped in an additional
5,000 feet of film consisting of shorter subjects from different genres.116 In
this respect, the Metropolitan represents not as much a hybrid as a compound
model of film exhibition, as patrons got the multi-reel feature as well as a
varied program of one-reelers. Live entertainment seems to have been off the
table.

Aside from the specific programming, a vital aspect of the Metropolitan’s
monster bill model is signaled by the advertisements’ repetitive trumpeting
of a low admission price. Already the first motion picture stint had come
with a reduction in prices—when running the Vitagraph program in April
and May, the Metropolitan charged 10¢ or 15¢ for most seats and 25¢ for
box seats, a price scale that applied to the matinee (2–5 p.m.) as well as for
evening shows (7–11 p.m.). This may be compared to the universal 25¢ ad-
mission for Traffic in Souls previously that year, and to the Metropolitan’s
theatrical fare, for which prices ranged from 25¢ to $1.50. With the launch-
ing of the monster bill, the management went one step further by reducing
the admission price for all seats to 10¢. The advertisement appearing on
August 9 asked the readers to consider the implications: “Just think—A
$1.00 Show in the Most Beautiful Theatre in the City for a Little Dime.”117

This can be seen as a prolongation or elaboration of tropes already used to
promote the Vitagraph program in April and May, when potential patrons
had been asked to “Note Reduction in Prices” and that these films reached
Philadelphia “Direct From Their Record-Breaking Run on Broadway at $1 a
seat.”118 The marketing of the program as simultaneously cheap and expen-
sive may seem contradictory, but we should simply regard it as an attempt to
convince patrons that they were getting a lot of bang for a fraction of a buck.
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Recalling our discussion on the discourses on admission prices, this would
be in reasonable accord with some of the recommendations put forward in
the trade press. On the other hand, the emphasis gradually shifted to a link-
ing of the admission price to the sheer length of the program. An advertise-
ment appearing on August 23 argued that “The Best, Most Varied, Longest
Show, and All for a Thin Dime, is at the ‘MET’,” and by September 13, the
management went so far as to claim that the Metropolitan offered the
“LONGEST SHOW EVER GIVEN at ANY PRICE.”119 In contrast to the
value-for-money argument, competing by putting on a long show at the low-
est possible price would most likely have been labeled a cheapening abomi-
nation.

Another feature of the Metropolitan model was the intense and insistent
marketing of venue as “The Most Beautiful Picture House of the World” or
“The Finest Picture Theatre in the World”.120 These and similar phrases mir-
rored the Stanley Theatre’s marketing, and the streamlining of feature film
marketing in general in their promotional spotlighting of improved theater
space.

Figure 24. Trying to capitalize on the Mary Pickford vogue. Advertisements for the
Metropolitan Opera House, Inquirer, September 6, 1914; and September 13, 1914.
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The Metropolitan shared with the Stanley and many others a reliance on
movie stars as prime attractions. In the case of the Metropolitan, some of the
advertisements are particularly revealing; one advertisement spelled out the
names of several actors but not the titles of the films in which they would
appear, while another included both but used capitals for the actors’ names
and lowercase for the titles.121 In September, as the Metropolitan opted for
putting virtually all of its promotional eggs in the Mary Pickford basket, the
star’s name was sometimes blurted out in capital letters as many as three
times in one advertisement (see figure 24).122

In spite of reports that the Metropolitan’s motion picture policy was a
“tremendous hit” and a “guaranteed success,” and that patronage had in-
creased daily since the policy’s inauguration,123 the experiment with movies
at the Metropolitan Opera House came to an abrupt end in early October. It
had began on August 10, and eight weeks (forty-eight working days), at least
twenty-eight multi-reel feature films, a dozen or more serial film episodes,
numerous Universal as well as Pathé newsreels and a variety of one- and
two-reelers later, it suddenly ceased. Exactly why remains somewhat un-
clear, but a sign of crisis can be traced to a report from Moving Picture
World’s Philadelphia correspondent appearing in the September 12 issue.
According to this, the owners of the Metropolitan Opera House had taken
their leaseholder, the Philadelphia Central Amusement Company, to court on
account of unpaid rent. Allegedly, the Central Amusement Company had not
paid rent since March, hereby accumulating a debt amounting to $25,000.
The proprietors sued for this amount, plus an additional $819.79 for an un-
settled electricity bill.124 I have not been able to find any evidence in the
Philadelphia press to corroborate Congdon’s report or to elucidate what
might have happened in court. In spite of this unfortunate state of affairs,
there is enough to indicate that the Metropolitan’s movie policy was not
successful.

A tentative answer as to why this was the case can be attained by a sort of
non-formal proof by transposition in the form of a comparison to the Stanley
Theatre. Firstly, a trait that distinguished the two venues was the fact that the
Metropolitan rarely or perhaps never secured any first-run pictures. Most of
the multi-reel features that were shown here had already appeared at the
Stanley or some other venue, and many of the films offered to fulfill the
promises of total variety were quite old, e.g. the parade of Biograph one-
reelers that were screened on account of Mary Pickford being in them (the
titles of several of these films are enumerated in the section on Mary
Pickford in the previous chapter). Secondly, the management of the Metro-
politan did not engage in any extraordinary promotional stunts or advanced
forms of medial self-staging. There were no social events, no inviting of
movie stars, no attracting of local celebrities to the venue. On the other hand,
and also in opposition to the Stanley approach, the advertisements were
relatively large and relatively high-pitched. Thirdly, the admission price was
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lower at the Metropolitan. On the one hand, this can be taken to reflect lower
rental fees due to the late date of many films shown, and also a limit to what
was reasonable to charge patrons, a limit determined precisely by the age of
the films. In these respects, there is nothing to prove that a low admission
price in itself worked to the disadvantage of the Metropolitan. Still, in rela-
tion to the exceptional length of the program and the fidelity to the dogma of
daily change, it might not have been economically viable to charge 10¢ a
seat. A standard form of price segmentation or a generally higher price per
seat might have been needed to cover the costs of running the show.

As touched upon, there was also common ground in the form of the mar-
keting of the theater space in itself and an emphasis on the movie star as the
prime draw. Moreover, multi-reel feature films were doubtless the core ele-
ment of the program at the Metropolitan as well as at the Stanley, and both
venues presented shorter films in conjunction with the main features, al-
though the Metropolitan more strongly accentuated the enveloping variety,
perhaps trying to compensate for the lack of first-run features. At any rate,
the components that made up the common ground were perhaps necessary
but apparently insufficient conditions for success, as one venue succeeded
and the other failed miserably. Then again, it might be the case that the Met-
ropolitan’s “monster bill” experiment was not as much the cause of the eco-
nomic fiasco as a sign of previous failures in running other forms of amuse-
ments at this venue. Recalling that the leaseholders owed a substantial debt,
it is not unlikely that they had reached the point where they would try any-
thing that had the slightest chance of increasing revenue. This does not,
however, provide reason to write off the Metropolitan Opera House as a
dead end, or indicate that a comparison to the Stanley is not instructive. On
the contrary, the Metropolitan’s “monster bill” can be seen as exactly the
type of microcosm of cinema in the 1910s that stimulates our historical
imagination.

Late August and September 1914

This period was marked by the continuous coexistence and further develop-
ment of the two principal strategies for feature film exhibition sketched
above.

Operating roughly within the parameters of the “old” feature film exhibi-
tion model, i.e. a minimum one-week long run of supposedly extra attractive
and spectacular features, the August 31 premiere of Cabiria at the Chestnut
Street Opera House in the downtown entertainment area of Philadelphia was
a significant event. This film ran successfully for four weeks followed by a
two-week run at the Academy of Music.125 The film returned in November
for a late run at the Palace (seating capacity 1,106), an old Lubin outlet on
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Market Street in Center City that had ventured into the exhibition of various
features two weeks previously with a late run of The Sea Wolf.126

The seven-week run of Cabiria indicates that with the right marketing and
within the right context, a single feature film could keep a theater busy and
sold out for weeks. If we look at the marketing of Cabiria in the Philadelphia
press, a few important elements can be noticed: First of all, the emphasis on
the fact that this was “D’Annunzio’s Cabiria” was essential.127 Although
D’Annunzio had had little to do with the writing of the script for Cabiria
beyond allowing the use of his name,128 the mobilization of cultural capital
by attaching the author’s name to the film was a vital part of the marketing.
This applied not only to a photo-spectacle such as Cabiria but also to the
many Famous Players adaptations that flooded the Philadelphia market in
the latter part of the year. Secondly, the principal attraction of a film like
Cabiria was its sheer size and production set pieces. The first advertisement
claimed that Cabiria was a $250,000 production that had been staged in five
countries with a cast of 5,000.129 Next week, the public was encouraged to
“SEE: Terrific Battle in which 7,000 Soldiers Participate. Entire Fleet of
Ships Destroyed at Sea. Volcanic Eruption.”130 Cabiria was immediately
dubbed “The Greatest Photo Spectacle”—a slogan that appeared in most of
the advertisements. Both the Chestnut Street Opera House and the Academy
of Music also boasted musical accompaniment to the film: the former used
an “Orchestra of 40 and a Chorus of 30” whereas the Academy deployed a
“Symphony Orchestra—Grand Opera Chorus—Orchestra Organ” combo.131

Compensating for the lateness of the run and other factors that might have
been perceived as shortcomings in relation to the extravaganza of these
shows, The Palace instead emphasized that their screenings of Cabiria were
“Positively the First with Our Prices,” i.e. either 10¢ or 20¢, depending on
the type of seat.132

A novelty in movie-going behavior that can be seen as prompted by the
influx of feature films, and that in the Philadelphia case was more pro-
nounced with the screening of Cabiria, was the issue of creating time slots
for the screenings and encouraging audiences to take their seats on time for
the feature film.133 When Cabiria was shown at the Chestnut Street Opera
House, the advertisement declared that “Patrons [are] Urged to Be Seated at
Rise of Curtain,” which occurred twice daily at the Chestnut: at 2.15 p.m. for
the matinee and at 8.15 p.m. for the evening show.134 Roughly around the
same time, the Metropolitan Opera House began to inform prospective pa-
trons about the time-table for film screenings. For instance, the 1 p.m. mati-
nee would commence with a “program of varied features” that went on until
2.40 p.m. when the “Big Feature” would follow, and finally, a supplemen-
tary program would carry the program to its end at 5 p.m.135
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Figure 25. Publicity poster for the premiere of Cabiria at the Knickerbocker Theatre
in New York on June 1, 1914.

Whether these attempts to get motion picture patrons to plan ahead were
successful or not remains an open question, but we may conclude that such
requests directed at the audience were rare. Most venues seems to have set-
tled somewhere in between a fully continuous program and a fully scheduled
one. Normally, a movie theater would divide the day of screenings into a
matinee slot and an evening slot and announce the starting time for each of
these, but apart from this, there were no indications of exactly when a spe-
cific film would be screened.
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Figure 26. Advertisement for Cabiria at the Chestnut Street Opera House, Inquirer,
September 6, 1914.

Other feature films shown in Philadelphia in September (i.e. save the ones
already mentioned as well as those shown at our case study theaters) in-
cluded a late run of The Eagle’s Mate at Nixon’s Colonial in Germantown
and what seems to have been the Philadelphia premiere of The Dollar Mark
(William A. Brady Picture Plays, 1914) at the same theater.136 The New
Dixie Theatre in Manayunk also offered two feature films in September: The
Bishop’s Carriage, also a late run, and The Master Mind (Jesse L. Lasky
Feature Co., 1914).

Special Case Study III: The Chestnut Street Opera House

The success of Cabiria stimulated a complete shift to the exhibition of multi-
reel feature films at the Chestnut Street Opera House in the fall of 1914. This
event can be seen as unfolding within the parameters of the “old” feature
exhibition model, but a closer look reveals that the Chestnut Street Opera
House’s film policy represented a reinvention of the “old” model rather than
a reproduction of it.

Following the Cabiria screenings, the management of the Chestnut Street
Opera House publicly recognized that the audience was “ready to welcome
high grade pictures.” Some essentials of the policy were also announced.
First of all, the Chestnut would not subscribe to any “‘service’ or weekly
output by the film factories,” but would seek, find and obtain only “the
greatest productions of the masters of motion picture art.” Furthermore, they
were among the few to explicitly admit to modeling the exhibition strategies
on those common in the theatrical field: “It is intended to give each produc-
tion the sort of attention that would be given a theatrical company and each
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presentation will be on its merits.” The premiere film, scheduled for the
week beginning on November 2, was to be The Littlest Rebel, followed the
next week by The Spoilers, reputedly “the most thrilling and wonderful
photo-spectacle yet made in this country.”137

In some respects, the offerings at the Chestnut Street Opera House (which
aside from the three films already mentioned also included a two-week run
of Ireland, a Nation just after the Cabiria stint) recalled the screenings of
Kleine-imported Italian features early in 1914. There was a clear emphasis
on spectacle and size, especially in the case of Cabiria (see above), and just
as had been the case with the Italian photo-spectacles as well as with the vice
films, the run time of a single feature was at least a full week.

In other respects, the accent was slightly but significantly different. Most
notably, the reliance on stars in the marketing of the films was as indispen-
sable an element as for any other ambitious venue at this point, which had
not necessarily been the case in early 1914. This might have at least partly to
do with the relative anonymity of the foreign actors that appeared in the
Italian films of early 1914, but is also explained by a deepening of the in-
creasingly star-oriented fan culture.

The Chestnut Street Opera House also distinguished itself from forerun-
ners that had adhered to similar policies by stressing that the main feature
was supplemented by additional and shorter films. This is not to say that the
theaters where Quo Vadis?, Antony and Cleopatra and Between Savage and
Tiger had been shown did not offer shorter films in conjunction with the
features, but if they did, they failed to mention it in the advertising. In con-
trast, advertisements for the Chestnut’s screenings of The Littlest Rebel also
announced that “The Funniest of Comedy Pictures” would be a part of the
program.138 Similarly, advertisements for The Spoilers also promised “Brand
New Comedy Pictures Every Day,” and that the feature would be “preceded
by a daily change of first run pictures.”139 This is significant, as it yet again
demonstrates how frequent experimentation with hybrid or compound mod-
els of exhibition at this point defy the notion that there was a clear-cut
boundary between feature-oriented programs and traditional variety formats,
and that any given venue could easily be allocated into either of these two
camps. In the specific case of the Chestnut Street Opera House, the man-
agement apparently opted for trying to retain a successful multi-reel feature
film as long as possible in order to maximize the returns of it, while at the
same time accommodating for a daily change of shorter films within such a
feature-based program. With regards to the latter, the Chestnut was some-
thing of a cousin of the Metropolitan Opera House, and in fact on occasion
prone to draw attention to the length of the show—clearly à la the Metro-
politan. As one advertisement put it: “Positively the Best and Longest Pic-
ture Show in Philadelphia.”140

Last but not least, there was an explicit focus on comedies as supplements
to the feature film. Within a wider discourse on the multi-reel feature film
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and genre, the feature and the comedy were sometimes positioned at oppo-
site ends of the artistic spectrum. Whereas the former was held to represent a
continual drive for the advancement of film art, the latter, especially the
films labeled as “slapstick,” were seen as a crude residue, deeply rooted in
cinema’s sideshow and circus beginnings—or so went the gist of one side of
what was often referred to in fan monthly Motion Picture Magazine as “the
comedy question.”141 Set against this background, the seemingly peaceful
co-habitation of prestige feature films and one-reel comedies on the Chestnut
Street Opera House’s bill shows how local practice sometimes ran counter to
discursive dicta.

Figure 27. Advertisement for the Chestnut Street Opera House, Inquirer, November
15, 1914.

October to December 1914

The broad trends that have been sketched above continued in one way or
another during the last three months of 1914, some more augmented than
others. First of all, we can establish that as the fall turned into winter, a
greater number of features were screened at an ever increasing number of
venues and at fewer running days per feature film compared to the first half
of the year. In September, a total of twenty-two features had been exhibited
in Philadelphia and seven venues showed feature films regularly. In October
these figures were twenty-nine and eight, respectively, only to peak in No-
vember at thirty-six and nine, respectively. A slump in December (twenty-
four features at six different venues) may perhaps be explained by the immi-
nent holidays and the closing of some theaters.142
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Figure 28. Wholesome genres according to Motion Picture Magazine. “The New
Era,” MPM 7, no. 2 (March 1914).
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The increasing demand for feature films had to be satisfied by the supply
side of the business. Where did all of these films come from? Judging solely
by newspaper press advertising and press coverage, one may be led to be-
lieve that the feature market was all but totally dominated by Paramount’s
regular producers (i.e. Famous Players, Jesse L. Lasky and Hobart Bos-
worth), independent producers such as William A. Brady and various state
rights and road show appearances. However, taking into account even the
most limited knowledge we have from a macro point of view of the multi-
reel feature film as a production trend, we must acknowledge that longer
films were produced not only by newcomers such as the ones just men-
tioned, but to a significant extent by manufacturers tied to the program com-
panies too.143 As indicated by the testimony of John Collier, head of the Na-
tional Board of Censorship, before the court handling the USA v. MPPC
case, independent producers were responsible for the lion’s share of feature
production in the United States. In January 1914, the censors inspected two
hundred and eighty-four reels put out by MPPC producers and five hundred
and seventeen independent reels, and Collier explained that the greater num-
ber of the latter was accounted for “by the fact that the independent group
includes the most of the feature and State Rights companies, which release
subjects of two, three, four, and five reels,”144 but as the year passed, the
situation changed. It, therefore, seems likely that features put out by the pro-
gram companies are under-represented in the Philadelphia newspaper
sources. Of course, this highlights a blind spot in my approach, namely the
risk of overestimating certain companies’, persons’ and pictures’ historical
significance by reading discursive dominance as an indication of industrial
and/or cultural dominance. A first remedy would be the recognition that
discursive dominance was due not as much to some companies’ greater in-
clination to produce feature films as to differing approaches to the feature
field. This has been forcefully demonstrated by Michael Quinn’s comparison
of the Motion Picture Patents Company’s and Famous Players’ respective
feature film strategies.145 Secondly, we should, of course, gather as much
evidence as possible concerning where and when specific feature films were
exhibited. This does not alleviate the risk of biased sources, but thought of as
an accumulative effort, it eventually enables us to analyze the relation be-
tween macro trends within production and local trends within exhibition and
marketing with much greater precision than I have been able to achieve in
this section.

With this in mind, and as a showcase of the form such an endeavor can
take, I have summarized the data presently available on which production
companies and distributors set out to satisfy the demand for features in
Philadelphia for the last three months of the year. This quarter is of particu-
lar interest as it covers the quantitative explosion of the feature field. For
perspective, please recall how few multi-reel feature films were presented in
Philadelphia during each of the first two to three months of 1914, and then
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consider the following figures for the period from October to December:
Seventy-six unique feature films appeared at different venues around town
during this quarter. As some of the films re-appeared for second, third or
even fourth runs (the ordinals in this case referring to whether the film had
been shown at other theaters prior to the screening in question), this
amounted to ninety-three bookings of feature films by various theaters.
Adding up the run time for each separate booking yields an estimated total
run time of features of 349 days.146 Hence, the average run time per feature
booking was about 3.75 days, but the value of this figure is rendered some-
what questionable by the great variance of the sample, ranging from the
many films that were screened only for one day to the longest-running pic-
ture, The Spoilers, which played at the Chestnut Street Opera House for
seven consecutive weeks (i.e. for 42 show days).

Keeping in mind but discounting the risk of biased sources, we can note
that among production companies, the Famous Players Film Company was
indisputably the most prolific supplier of feature films to Philadelphia audi-
ences. Unlike, for instance, Des Moines, Iowa, where, as Richard Abel has
shown, the leader was Warner’s Features, but similar to other regions of the
country, in Philadelphia Famous Players dominated.147 Of the seventy-six
features (three of which are unidentified with regard to production company
and release year) we have evidence as having been shown during the last
quarter of 1914, seventeen were produced by Famous Players.148 Most of
these were screened at the Stanley Theatre, a venue that had signed up for
the Paramount program earlier in the year, whereas a few appeared for late
runs at the Palace (another theater controlled by the Mastbaum brothers) and
the William Penn Theatre in West Philadelphia. Which producer should be
ranked second to Famous Players depends on whether one uses the number
of unique features or the number of feature bookings as the decisive crite-
rion. With regard to the former, Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Co. came sec-
ond, managing to place seven features (resulting in eight bookings) on the
Philadelphia market from October to December, namely Where the Trail
Divides, The Virginian, The Man on the Box, Ready Money, The Rose of
Rancho, The Circus Man and The Ghost Breaker (all released in 1914). On
the other hand, the three William A. Brady Picture Plays features to appear
in Philadelphia during this period—The Gentleman from Mississippi, The
Man of the Hour and Mother (all released in 1914)—were booked by more
theaters, resulting in nine bookings. Moreover, the total run time of the three
Brady features amounted to thirty-five days, whereas the seven Lasky fea-
tures ran for twenty-six days in total. One of the Brady films, The Man of the
Hour, had already been shown at the Stanley in May and then at the Metro-
politan in August, but returned in October to appear at four different thea-
ters: the Victoria in Center City, the Bluebird in Lower North Philadelphia,
the Fairmount, also in the Lower North district, and Nixon’s Colonial in
Germantown. A Gentleman from Mississippi and Mother were both shown at



195

the Nixon (in West Philadelphia) as well as at Nixon’s Colonial, indicating
how manager Fred G. Nixon-Nirdlinger apparently found it a viable strategy
to let the feature bookings tour his various venues. In both cases, Nixon’s
Colonial was his first-run option. As to the Lasky features, the Mastbaums
generally opted to premiere these films at the Stanley, but occasionally at
their Palace Theatre. The screenings of The Virginian and The Man on the
Box at the William Penn in October and November had both been preceded
by first runs of these Lasky features at the Stanley in September and August.
Another company hooked up to Paramount, Hobart Bosworth Productions,
released four films on the Philadelphia market during the quarter. The Sea
Wolf had been the premiere feature upon the opening of the Stanley Theatre
in April, and was brought back by the Mastbaums to the Palace Theatre in
October. A later Jack London adaptation, An Odyssey of the North, pre-
miered at the William Penn in late October. The two remaining Bosworth
pictures of the year, The Country Mouse and False Colors, premiered at the
Stanley in November and December respectively. Two other reasonably
prolific agents in the feature field during this period were the New York
Motion Picture Corp. and Popular Plays and Players, three features of each
company reaching Philadelphia. Two New York Motion Picture features,
The Typhoon and The Bargain (both released in 1914), made their way to the
screen via Paramount, and predictably then, both films premiered at the
Stanley. The third one, The Wrath of the Gods, was one of two Mutual re-
leases of feature films that I have found evidence of for the period October-
December. Two Popular Plays and Players features, The Ragged Earl (co-
produced with Lubin) and The Tigress (both released in 1914), were shown
at the Palace (perhaps as the Mastbaums’ budget alternative to the more lav-
ish presentations of Paramount features at the Stanley). The third one, Mi-
chael Strogoff (Popular Plays and Players, 1914; co-produced with Lubin),
opened at the Victoria.

Aside from the companies discussed above, it is also worth mentioning
that there were seven production companies who had two feature films each
on the Philadelphia market during the three months under discussion and as
many as twenty-five companies with only one title during the same period.
All in all then, there were thirty-eight active producers, a few large with
conspicuous dominance in a sea of numerous small ones.

So far, we have ranked the feature producers almost exclusively with re-
gards to their respective quantitative output, without acknowledging that this
might result in a skewed image. The reason for this is that some films were
so successful and ran for such long periods that although this might have
been the only feature a certain company released during the period, it domi-
nated the scene to an extent which eclipsed most efforts by other producers.
The obvious case in point for the last quarter of the year is, of course, The
Spoilers, Selig’s only feature in the Philadelphia market, but unquestionably
the smash hit of November and December. Cabiria offers a similar example,
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although the bulk of this film’s forty-two day run had already passed by
October.

One solution is to calculate the share of the total feature film run time that
each production company could claim. Such estimates still put Famous Play-
ers at the top of the list, whose films made claim to just over 22% of the total
run time, followed by Selig (about 12% of the total run time), Brady (ca.
10%), Lasky (ca. 7.5%), Itala, Bosworth and Popular Plays and Players (all
ca. 4%).

Several of the production companies discussed here were linked to spe-
cific distributors, either in the form of the “old” program companies (Gen-
eral Film, Mutual and Universal) or in the form of new feature combines
(e.g. Paramount or World Film Corp.). Others acted independently from
such firms, and put out their films by aid of local feature distributors, by
road showing, or on a states rights basis. Paramount handled the output of
five producers visible on Philadelphia screens in October-December; the
three Paramount regulars (Famous Players, Lasky and Bosworth), but also
two films produced by the New York Motion Picture Corporation and The
Patchwork Girl of Oz. World Film Corporation also acted as distributor for
five feature producers: William A. Brady Picture Plays, World Film’s own
production branch, Schubert Features, Charles E. Blaney Productions and
the California Motion Picture Corporation. Four companies active within the
feature field in Philadelphia during this period were tied to General Film: the
Biograph/Klaw and Erlanger brand, Vitagraph, Essanay and Lubin. Two
minor distributors, focusing exclusively on putting out films produced by the
various small independent feature producers were also relatively prolific in
this period; Box Office Attractions distributed films made by its own pro-
duction branch, by White Star and by Balboa, whereas Alco Film handled
features by Popular Plays and Players, All Star Feature Film Corp. and B.A.
Rolfe Photoplayers Inc. Mutual as well as Universal were seemingly the
least active distributors within the feature field during this particular period.
Mutual handled one film by the New York Motion Picture Corp., The Wrath
of the Gods, and also The Escape (1914), jointly produced by Majestic and
the Griffith Company. As to Universal, I have only found evidence of one
film handled by this company, Imp’s Human Hearts (1914). The remaining
production companies, including four foreign producers and eleven small
independent feature firms, relied on local exchanges or road showing or state
rights strategies to put their films on the Philadelphia market.

To acquire more adequate estimates of the impact and significance of the
various distributors active in Philadelphia at this point, we may also try to
measure each distributor’s market share in terms of bookings and in terms of
run time. For instance, although Paramount and World Film handled the
output of five producers each, thirty-six of the altogether ninety-three book-
ings of feature films made by Philadelphia theaters during the quarter, i.e.
almost 39% of the bookings, involved Paramount films, whereas World Film
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made deals for fourteen bookings, i.e. for about 15% of all feature film
bookings. If we think of the various independent producers (excluding for-
eign companies) not tied to any specific program distributor or feature com-
bine as one group, this was the third largest agent on the market measured in
terms of shares of feature bookings. Thirteen feature film bookings, or about
14%, involved these producers. Grouping together the foreign producers in
the same manner, the corresponding figure is just over 5%. As to the three
program companies, General Film was the largest, responsible for eight of
the all in all ninety-three feature bookings, i.e. just over 8.5%. The meager
results of Universal and Mutual involved one and two feature bookings re-
spectively. Alco and Box Office had deeper penetration, sealing deals for six
and five bookings respectively, thus securing about 6.5% and 5.5% of the
market measured in these terms.

Taking run time into account generates a slightly different image. Para-
mount is still the undisputedly largest distributor, responsible for 130 days of
feature film run time, i.e. more than 37% of the total run time for the period.
Sixty days of run time, or about 17%, consisted of screenings of various
features distributed independently of program companies or feature com-
bines. World Film had the third largest market shared measured in run time,
amounting to 47 days, i.e. almost 13.5%. Assigning the fourth spot depends
on how to account for The Spoilers. Selig was, of course, linked to General
Film, but since this particular film was distributed on a states rights basis, it
cannot be included in General Film’s market share. On the other hand, it
does not seem wholly accurate to bunch together Selig/The Spoilers with
minor independent feature producers such as Kismet, Whitman Features,
Raymond L. Ditmars, Favorite Players, Hector Film, and so on. Conse-
quently, the best solution seems to be to regard the distribution of Selig as a
special case and not include it in any of the other groups of distributors, and
as a result, the state rights company handling the Philadelphia release of The
Spoilers comes in fourth with regard to market share measured as run time
(amounting to 42 days of run time, or about 12%). The remainder of the run
time was allocated as follows: Foreign producers: 22 days/ca. 6.5%; Alco
Film: 19 days/ca. 5.5%; General Film: 12 days/ca. 3.5%; Mutual 9 days/ca.
2.5%; Box Office: 7 days/ca. 2%; and Universal: 1 day/ca. 0.5%.

Given precautions concerning fallacious equations of discursive imbal-
ances with actual market conditions and structures, we should make some
conclusions about the figures above. First of all, the variety and multitude of
feature film offerings during the last quarter of 1914, as manifested by the
presence of at least thirty-eight different production companies and a range
of distributors, is in itself a remarkable indication of a breakthrough moment
of the feature during this particular year—in Philadelphia at any rate. Sec-
ondly, variety notwithstanding, the Paramount companies’ dominance and to
lesser extent other independent feature producers, such as the ones connected
to World Film, and the corresponding lagging behind of General Film, Mu-
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tual and Universal is also a striking result. Granted, a number of the program
companies’ multi-reel feature films most definitely found their way to the
movie theaters as elements incorporated in the daily and weekly programs
that these distributors offered. If that was the case, it must also follow that
such program-incorporated features were practically never deemed worthy
of either newspaper advertising or critical coverage in the press, signaling a
lack of strategies for differentiation that is somewhat surprising in itself.

Related to the discussion on the feature market structure is the issue con-
cerning in which specific theaters the feature films were shown. This can
also be approached in terms of a certain tension between variety and domi-
nance. Thirteen different venues (as far as we know) exhibited multi-reel
features during the period October-December 1914, five of which were lo-
cated in Center City, four in Lower North Philadelphia, two in West Phila-
delphia, and one each in Bridesburg/Kensington/Richmond and
Germantown, figures that represent a relatively high degree of geographical
variety and dispersion. On the other hand, a closer look reveals that since the
field was dominated by Paramount’s output, a disproportionate amount of
feature bookings as well as run time took place at the Mastbaum theaters,
primarily the Stanley, but also the Palace Theatre. Similarly, due to the Met-
ropolitan Opera House’s desperate attempts to uphold a policy of a daily
program change, a disproportionate number of feature films were screened at
this particular venue.

The coverage of the last quarter of 1914 has been drawn from a slightly
different perspective than the preceding sections in our chronological over-
view. This is due to an ambition to grasp and display the specific character
of change within the feature field, by means of contrasting the multiplicity
and diversity of the latter part of the year with the relative simplicity of the
beginning of the year. This can also be seen as answering a call for supple-
mentary tools for description and interpretation in the face of quantitative
leaps in the history of feature exhibition. Beyond the point where it is no
longer possible or particularly productive to describe in exact detail which
specific films were exhibited at specific venues and under which specific
circumstances, analytical description and interpretation necessarily takes on
other forms.

A Month by Month Summary

There is no self-evident way to summarize the chronological overview in a
manner that would neatly and accurately illustrate the changing character of
feature film exhibition in Philadelphia in 1914. A month by month table with
regard to the number of feature films exhibited, the number of bookings, the
number of venues and run time might at least put us on a path to a few con-
cluding remarks.149
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Table 1. Feature Film Exhibition in Philadelphia in 1914
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January 3 3 4 4 3 3 60 15

February 5 3 6 4 3 1 42 7

March 5 3 6 5 6 5 32 5.3

April 6 4 8 7 6 4 49 6.1

May 19 16 24 21 5 1 87 3.6

June 17 14 17 16 2 0 31 1.8

July 9 8 9 9 2 1 24 2.7

August 31 22 32 31 5 1 59 1.8

September 22 12 23 20 7 3 84 3.7

October 29 20 33 30 10 2 123 3.7

November 36 28 38 38 9 2 126 3.3

December 24 17 27 24 6 0 100 3.7

Total: N/A 150 N/A 209 N/A 23 817 N/A

Two of the films listed for January, Traffic in Souls and The Inside of the
White Slave Traffic, were carried over from 1913. It makes sense to count
them as premiere films as we would otherwise end up with a misleading
figure of how many unique feature films were actually shown in Philadel-
phia in 1914. The above figures, of course, represent what we know and not
the actual situation in its entirety. Thus, we know that at least 150 unique
multi-reel feature films were shown in Philadelphia during 1914, and that
each of these 150 films were shown at one or more of a total of 23 venues
that all exhibited at least one multi-reel feature film in 1914. Moreover, we
know that these 23 venues altogether made arrangements for at least 209
separate bookings of various feature films, but we may also safely assume
that all of these figures are underestimates.

As a consequence, it is perhaps more interesting to study columns as in-
cremental series that might disclose patterns of change not necessarily re-
quiring statistical exactitude to be discerned. For instance, the second col-
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umn from the left shows how many feature films appeared in Philadelphia
each month that had not been seen in the city earlier in the year. The pattern
here seems quite straightforward. Up until April, the inflow of features was
steady and sparse, before a first quantitative leap occurred in May due to the
opening of the Stanley. The number of new features increased further toward
the end of the year.

Studying the proliferation of venues exhibiting features reveals that thir-
teen of the twenty-three venues had ventured into feature exhibition before
the end of April. This indicates that there was no immediate connection be-
tween an escalating number of films and the addition of new theaters ven-
turing into feature exhibition. Instead, long run times allowed several thea-
ters to exhibit the same feature film in a sequence of first, second, third and
even later runs. Obviously, a greater number of films was a necessary condi-
tion for the simultaneous exhibition of features at multiple venues. Hence, if
we look at the total number of theaters that were operational each month
rather than how many new venues that entered the field, activity was highest
in October and November.

Examined monthly, the total days of feature film run time increases in
May, hits the yearly low in June and July, and increases again to reach the
highest figures in the last three months of the year. The general increase in
run time over the year is, however, not correlated with the growing number
of feature films. Once again, long run times at the beginning of 1914 com-
pensate for multitude and variety later on. Another measure for this is the
average run time, which was considerably higher from January to April
compared to the rest of the year. From May onwards, disregarding the sum-
mer season, the average run time was remarkably constant, seemingly
gravitating toward 3.7 days per theatrical booking of a feature film.

Some of the figures discussed in this section also lie at the basis of the
“models” of multi-reel feature film exhibition that I have been referring to
throughout the chronological overview. A first line of demarcation between
two general models relates to run time, one model being structured around
long run times (a week at a minimum) and the other around short run times
and frequent changes (sometimes as often as daily). The approach to mar-
keting also differed. The long-running features of the first model were more
likely to be awarded advertising on a par with theatrical production, focusing
on elements specific and unique to a particular film, whereas advertising of
films exhibited within the parameters of the second model was more modest
and more predictable in its emphasis on stars and hypotexts (and, of course,
the authors of at least some such hypotexts).150 These differing approaches
are also connected to genre and the types of feature films that were exhibited
within each model or system. Whereas the earlier part of the year was domi-
nated by long runs of, primarily, vice films and Italian spectacles (and the
occasional nature/jungle/expedition picture), the latter part of the year saw a
multitude of genres.
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Although these two broad models productively frame the overall condi-
tions of feature exhibition in Philadelphia in 1914, it is important to bear in
mind that the actual situation was too complex to be accounted for by sub-
suming each film and each venue under one of the two models. Arguably, it
would be difficult enough to find even one ideal theater that would fit any of
the models perfectly. The special case studies of three specific venues car-
ried out above demonstrate this with adequate clarity by pointing to the wide
range of options, alternatives and possible combinations of strategies avail-
able to any given movie theater manager intent on offering multi-reel feature
films to Philadelphia audiences in 1914.
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Part III

The Case of The Spoilers
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Chapter 6

The Spoilers: The Anatomy of a Feature
Success

The Biography

Rex Ellingwood Beach was born in Atwood, Illinois on September 1, 1877.
The family moved to Tampa, Florida in the mid 1880s, and in 1891, Beach
enrolled in Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida. Before graduating,
Beach relocated to Chicago to study law at the Chicago College of Law,
while at the same time working as an assistant at his two brothers’ law firm
for about a year. He left for Klondike in 1897, attracted by the prospect of
striking Alaskan gold. Five years later, and after numerous trips between
Alaska and Illinois, Beach had not prospered as a gold miner. More impor-
tant, Alaskan life had inspired Beach to start writing, while also providing a
great deal of experience for potential stories. Some of these early short sto-
ries and essays were published in McClure’s Magazine in 1904. The fol-
lowing year, Beach’s first long story—The Spoilers—was serialized in Eve-
rybody’s Magazine.1

The Novel

The Spoilers was published in book form by Harper and Brothers in late
1905. Harper’s actually published two impressions of the first edition, the
second one in 1906, which might explain why sources differ on whether the
book dates from 1905 or 1906 and why most reviews seem to have appeared
a few months into 1906.



204

Figure 29. Rex Beach in Stetson (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of
Congress Photographs and Prints Division).

There is no comprehensive study of the critical reception of the book version
of The Spoilers, and it is, of course, not within the scope of this work to offer
one, but a first impression indicates that the response was mixed. No major
critic would have been likely to label the novel a literary masterpiece. Some,
however, found it a rather solid and entertaining piece of action and ro-
mance. Others considered the action-packed plot construction exaggerated
and unrealistic, and scorned Beach for an alleged lack of literary ambition.
The review published in the New York Times Review of Books on Saturday
April 14, 1906 was reasonably favorable, and concluded that “in a nutshell,”
The Spoilers was a “good story.” Still, there was “nothing subtle” about
Beach, and he was highly conventional in his morality as well as in his char-
acter depiction.2 Two months later, the New York Times Review of Books
presented a survey of enjoyable summer fiction and recommended The
Spoilers as such, albeit suggesting that it belonged to a group of novels that
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“fails to provide anything transcendent in a literary sense, [but nonetheless]
offers something pretty good for almost any taste.”3

Perhaps not primarily provoked by reviews as the ones cited here, some-
thing still compelled the author to pen a letter to the New York Times Review
of Books to express puzzlement over what he perceived as confusing and
contradictory critical discourses on his debut novel. A bantering Beach re-
counted how two reviews in the same paper (appearing on different dates)
came to seemingly opposite conclusions; the first asserted that the story was
“extravagant, artificial and unreal,” the second that the book was of “unusual
interest without resorting to extravagance.” Apart from touting his own horn,
a main issue for Beach seems to have been to assign the public a specific
reading protocol, by assuring that The Spoilers was undeniably based on true
events. He had lived the story himself, there was ample evidence of its un-
folding in the San Francisco courts, and so on.4 Beach’s letter in turn spurred
an array of responses from readers. The signature “H” suggested that as a
“writer of ‘best sellers’,” Beach should perhaps not take himself so seriously.
Also, it was amusing to “H” that Beach apparently subscribed to a clipping
service and acted as his own press agent.5 Another reader, one William
Bridge of Brooklyn, was instead “astonished at the immoral tone of Mr. Rex
E. Beach’s letter,” appalled by what he perceived as opportunistic attitudes
(he dubbed the novelist “Mr. Facing Both Ways”), and accused Beach of
being a writer “devoid of a sense of his high artistic calling and con-
science.”6 A third reader, Florence Finch Kelly (journalist, writer, and one of
the “individualist anarchists” that contributed regularly to political periodical
Liberty)7 of New York, expressed more sympathy, although with a slightly
condescending tone, to Beach and his dilemma. Finch argued that the
author’s seemingly desperate desire for an “authoritative mark of its [the
novel’s] value,” his wish that the critics would somehow “reveal him to him-
self,” was destined to stay unfulfilled. However, this was principally because
in the end, Beach himself—and not the misguided critics who had made it
their foremost business to fruitlessly try to correct the author’s point of view
on life and literature—would be the one best fit to judge the value of his own
work.8

Commercially, The Spoilers was the eighth best selling book of 1906.9

The Play

Possibly encouraged and inspired by the novel’s success, Beach developed a
script for a stage version of The Spoilers in 1906 together with James
McArthur. By and large, the theatrical script followed the novel faithfully.
The story was divided into four acts, each with a specific heading—“The
Door of the Golden North,” “The Coming of the Law,” “A Northman’s
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Love,” and “The Promise of Dreams”—but there were no major alterations
or additions made with regard to plot structure, theme or dramatis perso-
nae.10

An early staging (possibly the first) of The Spoilers was presented at the
New Theatre in Chicago, premiering November 5, 1906, reportedly bringing
forth “frequent applause from a large audience.”11 According to one account,
the New Theatre represented the first attempt in the United States to estab-
lish a subscription-endowed national theater aspiring to offer “art theatre”
outside the star system and unburdened by crass commercial constraints,
efforts that failed miserably as the venue was forced to close down in Febru-
ary 1907, merely a few months after the October 1906 opening.12 As a mat-
ter of fact, The Spoilers was the only profit-making production at the New
Theatre during its brief existence, possibly explained by the commercial
character of the play (atypical for the venue) and the events that preceded the
premiere. Supposedly, the theater’s artistic director Victor Mapes and Rex
Beach, who had been brought in to supervise the rehearsals, had clashed
with each other over the featuring of the “hammerlock” in one of the fight
scenes. Mapes demanded—in the name of art—that the “hammerlock” be
omitted, while Beach refused any tampering with his scenes. The Spoilers
was cancelled, replaced by another production, but soon reinstated in its
original form. Interest in the play escalated on account of the hammerlock
hullabaloo, and the play drew full houses for two weeks. Soon after the suc-
cessful premiere and following generally favorable reviews, it was made
known that the whole hammerlock dispute had been a publicity stunt.13

Other presentations followed. Daniel Frohman’s production premiered at
the Academy of Music in Baltimore in January 1907, and although I have
not been able to verify whether they were carried out, younger brother
Charles Frohman had plans for a New York premiere later the same year.14

The Spooner Stock Company in Brooklyn staged the “drama of Alaskan
gold fields in four acts” the week commencing October 19, 1908.15 In 1909,
the play was presented at the Victory Theatre in San Jose, the same venue
where the film version would have its first San Jose screenings in September
1914.16 A 1912 staging of the play in Salt Lake City was launched within a
web of tie-ins. A contest asking readers to cast the play (by matching the list
of characters with the stock company actors) was arranged by the theater in
co-operation with the local newspaper the Salt Lake Telegram, which pre-
sented a perfect opportunity for the Telegram to simultaneously advertise
their forthcoming serialization of Rex Beach’s The Net.17 Salt Lake City
playgoers were offered a stage version of The Spoilers as late as April 1917,
at the Wilkes Theatre.18
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The Deal

In an interview with Henry Albert Phillips in the May 1915 issue of the fan
monthly Motion Picture Magazine, Rex Beach looked back on his venturing
into film, claiming that around 1910, he had approached a “serious pro-
ducer” with a proposition to write for motion pictures, but since the company
was fully dedicated to the output of “short stuff,” they had dismissed it as a
ridiculous idea. Later on, Beach was approached by another film producer
with an offer for all his existing work, and if we subscribe to Beach’s ver-
sion, at this point the tables had turned, as Beach dismissed the offer. First of
all, he would not agree to sell all his work in bulk. Secondly, he was seeking
royalties rather than a one-off fee. An equally unsatisfactory offer was fur-
nished by an independent producer before Selig intervened and presented a
deal meeting Beach’s demands. The Selig deal was strictly royalty based
(the exact details are however murky) and only involved the motion picture
rights to two stories—The Spoilers and The Ne’er Do Well. As Beach ex-
plained, he deemed it wise to await further developments, as prices could
only be expected to rise. Hence, he firmly recommended other writers not to
accept the first offer, and not to sell all their work lock, stock and barrel.19

Beach’s version might suggest that The Spoilers was the first filmic adapta-
tion of his work or that he had not written for the movies before the Selig
deal, but that was not the case. The one-reeler Pardners (Edison, 1910), di-
rected by Edwin S. Porter, was based on and borrowed its title from the col-
lection of Beach’s first short stories published in 1904. Moreover, Beach was
credited with having written and/or having come up with the story for two
additional Edison one-reelers—The Kid from Klondike (1911) and The Mine
on the Yukon (1912), a Vitagraph one-reeler called The Barrier That Was
Burned (1912) and a Vitagraph two-reeler titled The Vengeance of Durand;
or, The Two Portraits (1913) before The Spoilers project was realized.

The Motion Picture Magazine interview indicates that Beach possessed a
certain astuteness when it came to the pecuniary aspects of his authorship. In
fact, a considerable part of the interview seems to have revolved around
issues of royalties and economic deal-making, and Beach did not fail to
mention that he had recently secured a lucrative contract with Hearst maga-
zines and that he received significant income from first, second and third
rights to his books (all of which were at this point first published by Harper
and Brothers).20 There were other indications that Beach had been making
good for some time. In 1912, the Associated Newspapers paid Beach
$15,000 for the serialization of The Net in selected newspapers, and this
figure was apparently regarded as spectacular enough to be included in the
advertising for the serial.21 From a distance, then, one can get the impression
that Beach was in it for the money, but we should instead view Beach’s en-
trepreneurial skills within the context of a free enterprise system that



208

prompted authors and creators to, in the words of William Klein II, pull
themselves up by their own bootstraps.22 Klein II argues that this was ac-
complished to a large extent by the formation of various advocacy organiza-
tions (the Authors League of America, the Songwriters Guild of America,
the Screenwriters Guild, Mystery Writers of America, and so on) created for
the purpose of protecting and advancing the rights of creators and authors.
By the beginning of the twentieth century this development was in its em-
bryonic stages. As a result, when Beach began his career, he was left to his
own devices to secure more money and better working conditions, which
might explain his emphasis on economics. We know that by 1919, Beach
was a member of a committee of dramatists organized within the framework
of the Authors League,23 and it seems likely that Beach had been a member
of the League (originally organized in 1912) for some time at that point. One
indication of this is the resemblance between Beach’s advice to authors in
the Motion Picture Magazine interview in May 1915 and a list of “Don’ts for
Authors” published in the League’s Bulletin a couple of years earlier:

Don’t give away your photo-play rights in selling a story for magazine
or book publication. Include them in a dramatic contract with some
clause similar to that governing stock rights.

Don’t sell them to first bidder.

Don’t sell them for cash if you can secure a continuing interest in the
film. It may be of value ten years hence.

…

Don’t turn your photo-play rights over to a stranger who offers to
adapt and handle your stories for one-half the proceeds.

Don’t forget that you probably sold “all rights” to your story when
you signed that receipt.

Don’t sell the producer a right which you don’t own and make him
buy it over again from the present owner. He won’t like it.24

Anne Morey has analyzed the discourse surrounding female scenarists (in
particular the gendering of the photoplaywright profession in relation to the
development of the scenario department) in the period from 1913 to 1923,
while also addressing the issue of “famous novelists trying to break into
writing for movies.”25 Morey suggests that the entry of literary talent in the
film business “clearly represents” a new possible means of product differen-
tiation as well as an attempt to “redefine film as an art form and not merely a
popular entertainment.”26 By and large, this is a valid point, and one that
certainly reappears in many film historical accounts. In the case of Rex
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Beach, it seems warranted to also account for the perception of Beach as a
writer of best sellers rather than as a purveyor of literary transcendence.
While this might not necessarily mean that Beach’s motion picture activities
completely failed to contribute to the cultural uplift of cinema, we should
nonetheless acknowledge that there is no apparent reason why those who
disapproved of Beach on account of an alleged lack of literary ambition
should consider his transition to film as a status booster for the latter. This
problem, I would argue, is not confined to the case of Beach. Instead, as
Lawrence W. Levine’s work on the complexities of cultural transformation
inspires us to consider, arbitrary and imprecise cultural categories, in turn
often a result of the fallacy to read the present into the past, frequently
threaten to lead us to flawed historical conclusions.27 In the case of Shake-
speare and American audiences, Levine argues that for long periods of time,
Shakespeare was not something for the elite, but on the contrary, he “was
popular entertainment in nineteenth-century America.”28 It was not until later
on, from the latter part of the nineteenth century and onwards that Shake-
speare, by a process of cultural transformation was gradually removed from
the realms of mass entertainment, or rather by which elements of farce,
entr’actes and afterpieces were removed from the contexts in which Shake-
speare was presented.29 In general terms, Levine asserts that however diffi-
cult it might be to analyze the relationship between an object and its audi-
ence, an ahistorical and crude categorization of both is not the solution.30

I have been unable to disclose the figures involved in the deal struck be-
tween Selig and Beach, or the extent to which Beach was involved in various
phases of pre-production and production of the film version of The Spoilers.
We do know that Beach replied by letter to William Selig in June 1913, upon
request by someone at the Selig Polyscope Company (possibly Lanier
Bartlett, who was credited as the film’s scenarist), to clarify certain points in
the narrative. These issues, readily clarified by Beach in his letter to Selig,
concerned the detailed content of the papers brought to Nome by Helen
Chester, why she took the risk of transporting the papers and why it was
crucial the papers reached Nome within a certain time. Beach also expressed
that he was “glad to hear” that William Farnum had been engaged in the role
of Glenister, and asked Selig to advise him if he could assist in any way with
the scenario or anything else.31 In November 1913, Beach again wrote to
Selig, excited by rumors that the company “must have done wonderful
things” with the production, but anxious to hear how everything was pro-
ceeding, as he had not received a reply to his last letter. Also, Beach inquired
about the possibility of Selig sending him some stills from the production:
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My dear Mr. Selig:

During the late summer I wrote you for information regarding the
Spoilers, but have received no reply. Will you kindly advise me what
your plans are as to date of release, etc. William Farnum is enthusias-
tic about the production and, judging from a few still pictures which
Mr. Pribyl sent me, I judge you must have done wonderful things.

I am deeply interested in this experiment and wonder if it will be pos-
sible to secure a set of the still pictures you took during the produc-
tion. I would like to save these for comparison with the photographs
of the stage version, and will be glad to pay any costs of development,
etc.

With kindest regards and all the best wishes,

Sincerely yours,

Rex Beach32

The Production

Meanwhile, reports about the production of The Spoilers began to crop up in
the trade as well as newspaper press. Already on August 20, 1913, the New
York Dramatic Mirror had stated that the film was within a week of comple-
tion, and at this point, several motifs that would reappear in future coverage,
reviews and promotion were touched upon. One was the great expense of the
production due to the long script, stellar cast and elaborate settings. Another
revolved around the “realistic” manner in which director Colin Campbell
had visualized the story. A third focused on the cast, especially the fact that
the film featured the first appearance in movies by the renowned theatrical
actor William Farnum. All in all, the Mirror’s reporter had no doubt that The
Spoilers would turn out to be an “eight-reel masterpiece.”33 The Mirror also
made note of the relatively unusual fact that the “daily papers [were] fol-
lowing the many ‘big’ scenes with special write-ups.”34

Three such “write-ups” were published in the Los Angeles Times between
July and September 1913. The first one covered the scene depicting the “dy-
namitation of the Midas gold mine,” shot in San Fernando on July 17 (most
scenes were shot in Selig’s Edendale studios) under Col. Selig’s personal
supervision. Harry Carr, the LA Times reporter, described how four different
cameras were utilized to capture all angles of the explosions, and went on to
offer some general remarks about the production. Several comments con-
cerned the impressive size and scope of the film; it would take several weeks
to produce, the cost resembling the value of the national bank; and that to
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watch it would take a whole evening.35 Another item, appearing on August 6
discussed more general aspects of the production, for instance, how devices
such as “cut-backs” and “close-ups” were used to heighten tension and fur-
ther the action. The same article shared the fascination with size previously
expressed by Harry Carr, assuring that The Spoilers was the “biggest film
ever made.”36 Bonnie Glessner’s article from September 9 followed similar
lines, reporting that “the first eight-reel photo drama to be produced in
America” was now complete. Glessner’s account stated that it had taken
eight weeks to shoot, had cost $10,000 and consisted of four hundred scenes,
all of which confirmed that this was the biggest Selig project ever under-
taken. As to the results, Glessner could not recall having seen a film as clear
and realistic as The Spoilers, much thanks to the able work of “Collins [sic]
Campbell, the director.”37

The Film

Before discussing the historical reception of The Spoilers, it seems justified
to devote some time and space to a basic presentation of the film’s plot,
story, narration and style. This will hopefully animate the rest of the case
study, rendering its various arguments more readable and clear, but is also
necessary due to the fact that there has been no commercial release of the
film on VHS, Laserdisc or DVD, and I assume that most readers will not
have had either opportunity and/or inclination to view the film in a film ar-
chive, not least since it is only available in four film archives—the Library
of Congress, the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, UCLA and the
Academy Film Archive.

Figure 30. The opening shot of the film introduces William Farnum in the role of
Glenister. The above framing is kept intact throughout the prolog sequence, during
which the main actors/characters are introduced, replacing one another sequentially
by means of dissolves (an editing device otherwise sparsely used in the film).
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The Story

Glenister (played by William Farnum), co-owner of the Midas mine in
Nome, Alaska, leaves Nome to take some time off from working in the
mines. Prompted by his imminent departure, Glenister “breaks off with
Cherry Malotte,” (played by Kathlyn Williams) as an intertitle reveals. This
sets up one important premise for the film’s love story. Aside from the love
story (or, rather, love stories), the second major plotline revolves around a
conspiracy “to pillage Alaska,” by removing ownership and control of the
lucrative Alaskan gold mines from the hands of the miners and into the
hands of conspirators. The scheme is orchestrated by, and for the economic
benefit, of crooked Washington, D.C. politicians and corrupt legal represen-
tatives. Chief conspirator, and the film’s prime villain, is politician Alex
McNamara (played by Tom Santschi). To execute the plans, McNamara
relies on the loyalty of his co-conspirator, Stillman, who has been appointed
Judge of the first court in Nome.

For the plan to succeed, McNamara needs to get instructions to his man in
Nome, a questionable attorney that goes by the name of Struve (played by
W. H. Ryno), to “jump” the mines, i.e. to buy up all advance titles to the rich
mines, thereby claiming ownership of these mines when the law is instigated
in Nome. As Judge Stillman falls ill, Stillman’s niece, Helen Chester (played
by Bessie Eyton), is entrusted with the assignment. She is, however, not
aware of the content of the papers.

Unfortunately, there is an outbreak of smallpox onboard the ship Helen is
traveling on. Facing the prospect of quarantine, she is forced to jump ship.
Helen leaps into the water and swims toward the shore with pursuers close
behind. Nearing the shore, Helen’s distress is noticed by Glenister and his
partner who are running the Midas gold mine, an older miner called Dextry
(played by Frank M. Clark) who come to her aid. Greatly outnumbered, but
superior in pugilistic abilities, Glenister and Dextry defeat the pursuers.
They bring Helen to safety by letting her join them on the Santa Maria, a
ship on course to Nome.

The trip to Alaska allows for the development of a romantic interest in
Helen on the part of Glenister. Helen is not very responsive at this point, due
to his preference of a “lawless life” over one governed by civilized law. The
tension between civilized law versus the “lawless life” of the miners estab-
lishes a theme that informs the love story and the narrative.

His love for Helen and the simultaneous need to use every means possible
to protect the Midas mine from being looted by the Washington conspirators
entails a conundrum for Glenister and an overall point of narrative conver-
gence. Several episodes taking place on the violent streets of Nome illustrate
the dilemma, but also help to suggest a growing dissonance within Helen
concerning her attitude toward Glenister.
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Several scenes take place inside the Northern dance hall, with its risqué
offerings for the city’s many hedonists. The Northern also serves as the stage
for the reappearance of Cherry and the introduction of the Bronco Kid
(played by Wheeler Oakman). As we know, Cherry is Glenister’s old flame,
and her feelings for Glenister are intact. In his turn, the Bronco Kid is in love
with Cherry, and to complicate matters further, he discovers that Helen is his
long-lost sister. Both circumstances give rise to hatred and jealousy directed
at Glenister.

Figure 31. Interior of the Northern Dance Hall.

Meanwhile, the law arrives in Nome in the form of Judge Stillman and
McNamara, the latter who also makes sure to appoint a puppet marshal, so
that McNamara will be able to pull the strings regarding the day-by-day exe-
cution of the law. At this point, the “jumping” of the mines has already taken
place. By way of Judge Stillman’s fraudulent but legal blessing, McNamara
assumes ownership of the mines.

Glenister’s anxiety reaches new heights as a result of vowing to “never
fight again.” He does so for Helen’s sake, but as a consequence, he is se-
verely limited in protecting his mine. An attempt to test the lawfulness of
McNamara’s overtaking of the Midas in a San Francisco court fails. Moreo-
ver, in order to attain “fighting funds,” Glenister and his partners Dextry and
Slap Jack (played by Jack McDonald) are compelled to rob their own mine.
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Cunningly disguised and made-up in blackface, they succeed, but while on
the lookout, Glenister is spotted by Helen, who happens to be visiting the
mine invited by McNamara. While clearly distressed by catching Glenister
with both of his lawless hands deep in the cookie jar, Helen nonetheless as-
sists in the robbery by pointing McNamara’s henchmen in the wrong direc-
tion and by instructing them to look for “three negroes.”

Unfortunately, however, the Bronco Kid gets wind of the theft and de-
cides to put the heat on Glenister and his cohorts. Judge Stillman issues a
search warrant and McNamara (by proxy of the marshal) almost manages to
find the incriminating gold. Resolute action taken by Cherry, including
warning Glenister and company about the warrant, saves the day. The pat-
tern of Cherry’s coming to Glenister’s rescue repeats itself several times.
This includes an intervention that prevents Glenister from suffering a disas-
trous gambling loss while on a drunken stupor. Toward the end of the film,
Cherry takes considerable risks to issue a series of warnings and share pieces
of crucial information that prove to be instrumental for a happy resolution to
the film.

As already indicated, McNamara has taken a romantic interest in Helen,
and initially, she is not totally unresponsive. Helen’s visit with McNamara to
the Midas mine, however, reveals a factor that complicates matters, viz. that
Struve the lawyer also has his mind set on Helen. The love story, similar to a
current daytime soap, now involves quadruple triangles: Glenister, Cherry
and Helen; Glenister, McNamara and Helen; McNamara, Struve and Helen;
and Glenister, the Bronco Kid and Cherry.

The relation between Helen and Struve proves crucial to the resolution of
the battle over the Midas mine, since Struve holds the documents that proves
the fraudulent nature of McNamara’s and Stillman’s scheme. Helen grows
progressively suspicious of McNamara’s doings, and decides to learn the
exact contents of the documents. Recognizing it as a way to possibly seduce
Helen, Struve claims that she will be allowed to see the documents if she
agrees to follow him to a distant roadhouse called the Sign of the Sled. She
agrees to do this, ending up in a perilous situation. Fortunately, the Bronco
Kid, informed of Helen’s predicament by Cherry (who thereby once again
proves to be the film’s key possessor and allocator of knowledge), arrives in
the nick of time to protect the honor of his little sister.

Meanwhile, Glenister (who eventually arrives at the Sign of the Sled, also
informed by Cherry) has orchestrated a massive demolition at the Midas to
prevent further looting. Back in Nome, an increasingly distraught McNamara
decides to remove any incriminating evidence from Struve’s safe, but
Glenister arrives to find McNamara in Struve’s office, and a climactic and
drawn-out fist-fight between the two follows. Glenister eventually gets the
upper hand—most crucially by his utilization of the “hammerlock”—but
before making good of his promise to kill McNamara with his bare hands,



215

Wheaton “returns victoriously” from the court in San Francisco and McNa-
mara and Stillman are arrested.

The extent to which this resolves the film’s basic dilemma of law versus
gun is debatable. In any event, the heroes prosper and the villains are pun-
ished. The icing on the cake comes in the form of Helen’s revealing of the
documents, carried out in spite of serious doubts about further incriminating
her uncle. This final disclosure is important, not least as this removes the last
obstacle from a romantic union between Helen and Glenister. Appropriately,
then, the closing shot of the film depicts Helen and Glenister standing on the
Alaskan shoreline in each other’s arms.

The Narration

The construction of narrative time and space in The Spoilers is relatively
straightforward. The plot begins at the beginning of the story rather than in
media res, or, to be more precise, slightly before the story begins, in order to
set up a few premises that are crucial to the story. There are no flashbacks or
flashforwards used in the film, although there is, of course, the occasional
allusion to past events (such as Glenister’s somewhat puzzling remark that
“the law was considered [his] destiny”) conveyed by intertitles. Neither are
there any unorthodox repetitions of events, for instance, representations of
events as seen or experienced from different points of view. Temporal ellip-
ses are typically made explicit to the viewer by means of intertitles designed
for this purpose (“Three weeks later, Wheaton returns,” “The next morning,”
“After their vacation,” and so on).

The only striking exception to the rule of a linear flow of temporally dis-
crete events is cross cutting, most notably the setup of Helen’s tête-à-tête
with Struve at the Sign of the Sled as a race to the rescue sequence à la
Griffith (I refer here to the self-promotional entity known as “Griffith” and
not necessarily to the actual film director D. W. Griffith).

In the versions that I have viewed, a few ambiguities with regard to conti-
nuity occur, particularly in the sequence when Glenister seeks refuge (from
the raging storm as well as from his pursuers) at Cherry’s house. I am in-
clined to account such confusing passages to print damage and/or missing
parts.38

The story unfolds in relatively few locales that are not just visualized (i.e.
there is no story space left “un-plotted”) but also clearly identified by inter-
titles. Providing further spatial orientation, several scenes are set in each of
these locales (with one or two exceptions). In many of these cases, identical
cinematographic framings are used for different scenes taking place in the
same locale. In short, the film does much to facilitate spatial orientation,
which does not mean that “locale” is not an important element of The Spoil-
ers. On the contrary, the contemporary reception of the film often praised
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what was perceived to be simultaneously realistic yet spectacular settings
(e.g. the dance hall and the Nome streets).

Another common trope within the contemporary reception was that there
was never a dull moment in the film, i.e. that it was essentially an action
film. Admitted, the story moves forward largely through the visual depiction
of the actions taken by the various characters, but there is also an abundance
of intertitles to explicate and elucidate the action. If my count is accurate,
there are one hundred and sixty-four intertitles in the film, divided equally
between dialogue and explanatory intertitles. To compare, the full film (or
rather, the version that I have studied) consists of three hundred and ninety-
eight shots, and a smaller number of scenes and sequences (naturally, as the
latter units are made up of several shots).39 The high number of intertitles
might be the result of a desire to follow the literary source as closely as pos-
sible, which seems to be less about tagging a literary “quality” onto the film
but more about a necessity to explain the relatively complex narrative (e.g.
the exact nature of the conspiracy or exactly how some characters interrelate
in the various love triangles).

As should be clear from the lengthy recapitulation of the film’s story, I
find the narrative to develop around one central dilemma, i.e. Glenister’s
desire for Helen, on the one hand, and the maintaining of his northern way of
life and character, on the other hand. The latter is manifested most obviously
by his possession of the Midas mine but also, and more abstractly, by his
virility. This sets up a narrative logic according to which the overcoming of
one obstacle immediately seems to create another. Taking one step forward
to win Helen’s heart involves taking one step back with regard to control of
the Midas, one step toward holding on to the Midas or regaining control of it
involves the risk of estranging Helen again (or further). Similar dilemmas
trouble other characters too, and occasionally, this narrative pattern finds
visual analogies in a series of replacements and slightly altered repetitions,
e.g. Glenister at the Midas/McNamara at the Midas, Helen at
Cherry’s/Glenister at Cherry’s, Cherry warns Glenister/Helen warns Glenis-
ter, and so on.

A more significant point is that the identification of a psychological di-
lemma at the core of the narrative takes as a prerequisite the notion that ac-
tion as a rule originates from individual characters as causal agents. At least
in this sense, we may assume that the film is classical. As a consequence,
narration to large extent becomes a question of how to elucidate the charac-
ters’ psychological dispositions, their personality traits, their desires and
objects of desire. This brings us back to the function of intertitles, explana-
tory as well as dialog, and toward an explanation of their high frequency,
namely that the intertitles aid the psychological characterization so that we
may concentrate on what the characters are doing when they are onscreen.
This does not indicate that there is a lack of visual psychological characteri-
zation, but reviewers were correct to label The Spoilers as an action film. An



217

Figure 32. Helen and Glenister at the Midas/Helen and McNamara at the Midas.

Figure 33. Glenister hands Cherry a gun/Cherry hands Helen a gun.

Figure 34. Glenister at Cherry’s house/Helen at Cherry’s house.

Figure 35. Cherry rides to the rescue/Glenister rides to the rescue.
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abundance of intertitles seems to have been a precondition for successful and
effective action.

As in many other films from the same period, letters, notes, eavesdrop-
ping and overhearing conversations all fulfill crucial narrative functions in
the ways that these devices are employed to channel information amongst
and between the characters and to the viewers. The common denominator of
the devices mentioned, and what endows them with narrative power, is their
reliability to cause asymmetrical allocations of knowledge. Examples in The
Spoilers are numerous, but the significance of the documents that Helen
brings to Nome is an obvious case in point. The character of Dextry proves
how far he is willing to go in order to listen in on McNamara and Judge
Stillman when he produces the tools to drill a hole in the roof of the building
where the villains confer. Overhearing conversations demonstrates double
powers as it sometimes (as when Cherry overhears Bronco Kid tipping-off
the marshal about the robbing of the mine) produces desirable effects, and
sometimes (as when Helen overhears Glenister say a degrading comment
about her onboard the Santa Maria on their way to Nome) results in the
creation of new obstacles. The ability to satisfy as well as to frustrate is not
unique to the motif of overhearing, and should perhaps be seen as a typical
feature of narration in general.

  
Figure 36. Overhearing.

The Style

The Spoilers by and large adheres to the narrative and stylistic model what
would later be termed classical Hollywood cinema. As the previous section
established, the plot’s construction of story time and story space poses few
challenges for the understanding of the unfolding events; the narrative logic
of cause and effect is governed primarily in accordance with the psychologi-
cally motivated actions of the characters; and there is no doubt that the film
has storytelling as its primary task. This would suggest that the film style in
The Spoilers is formally subservient to the film’s narrative operations.
Needless to say we are talking about film style as a comprehensive although
not necessarily fully cohesive system, which means that not every stylistic
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element necessarily fulfills the overall formal function of the style as a
whole.

It is, however, important to call attention to moments of spectacle, not
least as these were used as major selling points by the film’s promoters and
picked up by critics and fans with much approval and admiration. The
demolition of the Midas is perhaps the most obvious example. This episode
answers to the narrative logic of cause and effect stemming from psycho-
logically motivated actions of individual characters, but it is rendered in a
stylistically somewhat excessive manner. Disproportionate duration is one
key factor. The deployment of a mobile framing—the series of explosions is
captured by means of a panning shot moving from right to left and then back
again—in a film otherwise all but bereft of camera mobility also draws extra
stylistic attention to this particular episode. The thrill of witnessing the mine
being blown to pieces was conceived as a veritable attraction.

   
Figure 37. Blowing up the Midas Mine.

A similar argument can be applied to the scene depicting the final fist-fight
between Glenister and McNamara. The length of the scene accentuates the
spectacle of physical action and successfully caters to the pleasure and ex-
citement we presumably get from watching the hero and villain battling it
out. Then again, it deserves to repeat that the moments of spectacle are rarely
pure, as they are closely connected to narrative functions. The fist-fight is
instructive in this respect, since the enjoyment of the scene arises from a
chain of narrative events that foster a desire to see the villain receive a well-
deserved beating. Against this, we might submit that the hoped for outcome,
as long as it is guaranteed, does not motivate the exaggerated length of the
scene, but this seems to fall short if we assume that the climax reaches
greater intensity following a protracted foreplay.

   
Figure 38. The climactic fist-fight, including the “hammerlock” (far right).

Frequently, the editing produces the effect of an upbeat tempo to the film,
which seems appropriate given the emphasis on action and thrills. The action
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sequences in particular are generally comprised of a rapid series of relatively
brief shots. Helen’s escape, a sequence often praised by contemporary re-
viewers for its exhilarating execution, is emblematic of this editing strategy.
The sequence lasting just under two minutes that brings Helen from the
small-pox infested Ohio to relative safety onboard the Santa Maria consists
of sixteen shots which are uninterrupted by intertitles. The impression of the
tempo is higher than the average shot length would indicate, which might be
due to the shots of Glenister and Dextry fighting off Helen’s pursuers. These
are longer compared to the rest of the shots in the sequence, but on the other
hand offer more mobility, action and visual excitement within the frame.
Typically then, relatively rapid editing works together with movement
within the frame to create an impression of high-paced action.

Somewhat in contrast, there are also numerous cases of deep staging. In
many of these cases, the full scene is made up of one autonomous shot, and
strategies of blocking and movement in depth are generously em-
ployed—making it hard to resist mentioning Ingeborg Holm (Svenska Bi-
ografteatern AB, 1913), since we are all familiar with how the makers of that
film excelled in this particular style. The scene early in The Spoilers that
depicts a doctor forbidding Judge Stillman to continue his journey to Nome
offers a straightforward example. The straight-on angle shot places Judge
Stillman in the foreground, seated and shown from his waist up. Behind
Stillman, slightly to the right, his wife is standing facing the doctor, who is
placed to the left of Stillman, also seated, but by a head higher than the
judge. Behind the trio we see a pair of open curtains that offers a view to the
hallway, and in the far background, we see a door. As the scene begins,
Stillman receives the bad news and some gesturing and arguing occurs. The
doctor rises to his feet, while Stillman’s wife simultaneously moves to the
left of the frame (still located behind the two men, in the middle ground of
the image) to get the doctor’s hat and cane. After issuing a last reprimand to
the judge, the doctor turns around and moves back to the middle ground,
now facing the wife and receiving his hat and cane. The judge remains
seated in the foreground as the other two figures move through the curtains
and towards the door in the background. The doctor steps outside and the
wife closes the door, after which she moves back toward the foreground and
Stillman who has now risen to his feet. The woman arrives in time to push
the sick man back into his chair and to convince him that must obey the
doctor’s orders. The scene ends with the sudden appearance of Helen from
behind the curtain hanging to the right in the middle ground of the frame. In
the Blackhawk version of the film, the scene lasts just over thirty seconds,
which is considerably shorter than similar examples of deep-staged scenes in
Ingeborg Holm. The difference in shot duration between the two films indi-
cates that although the deep-staging device was employed in both, the over-
all outcome was nonetheless very dissimilar.
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Other examples of deep-staged shots are offered by the many shots of the
interior of the Northern dance hall. As a rule, these set-ups place the narra-
tively significant elements (characters, actions, objects) in the foreground,
while simultaneously adding layers of middle and background in the form of
people drinking at the bar, a crowd of people in front of the stage or on the
dance floor, and dancers performing on the stage in the background. Shots of
crowds on the Nome streets are similarly organized, although sometimes
without as clear a hierarchal ordering in depth.

Thus deep staging adds a more varied style to the film, but without being
carried out excessively or to spectacular effect. On a few occasions, there
seems to have occurred unintentional and inappropriate blocking, as in the
scene that takes place inside the Nome bank in which the banker is almost
completely blocked by the crowd of people although he is clearly at the
center of the action.

If we were to summarize how shots are generally framed, we would
probably suggest that a great majority of the images are shot either from
long, medium long or medium distance; that there are very few instances of
mobile framing; and that there is an almost consistent reliance on straight-on
angles. No rule without exceptions however. To begin with the issue of shot
scale; there are a number of close-ups. Most of these are predominantly eco-
nomic in their nature in that they are motivated by the need to clarify the
narrative. For instance, a medium close-up of the back of Glenister’s head in
the scene where he is trying to get Helen out of the crossfire shows how the
bullets almost hit him, thereby demonstrating the gravity and danger of the
situation. A close-up that highlights Cherry’s facial expression when she
meets Glenister for the first time after both of them have returned to Nome
establishes that she is still infatuated with him. A medium close-up of
Glenister on the Nome streets is necessary for the audience to see that he
empties his gun of bullets. An alternative use of close-ups occurs at the mo-
ment when Glenister is about to lose the Midas mine over a rigged game of
Faro, in a series that features a close-up of Glenister staring intensely, fol-
lowed by a medium close-up of an equally intensely staring Cherry, and
finally, a medium close-up of Bronco Kid staring back at Glenister.

  
Figure 39. Glenister risks the Midas in an intense game of Faro.

In this case, the close-ups seem to serve the primary purpose of bringing
about added tension, rather than to facilitate understanding of the narrative.
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At times, the positioning of a character (or characters) in the extreme
foreground of a deep-staged composition produces a similar effect to the
close-up proper. For instance, the scene at the Midas mine featuring Helen,
McNamara and Struve involves three clearly discernable levels of depth, one
for each character. Struve is placed in the foreground, which allows us to
observe Struve ogling Helen as she moves off-screen to the lower left corner
of the frame. This produces a result similar to that of a close-up proper, a
function of certain deep-staged shots that helps make the abundance of me-
dium and long shots less stylistically overwhelming.

  
Figure 40. Struve ogling Helen.

We have already discussed how the panning shot of the blasting of the Midas
may strike the viewer as conspicuously mobile compared to the rest of the
film. An equally blatant, but entirely different type of mobile framing is car-
ried out in the shots of the interior of Glenister’s stateroom onboard the
Santa Maria. In these shots, the cameraman appears to be moving the camera
slightly but steadily back and forth to give the impression that the ship is at
sea and sailing along its course. Less imposing but still distinct are the pan-
ning shots in the climactic fist-fight sequence, as well as a panning shot of
Glenister and Helen walking along the sidewalk of the Nome main street.
Finally, on two occasions, the cameraman makes a barely discernable re-
framing (by means of panning); first when Glenister et al dismount their
horses just before robbing the mine, and later on in the film, during the
struggle between Helen and Struve at the Sign of the Sled. Aside from pan-
ning and tilting, another way to accomplish a mobile framing is, of course, to
mount the camera on a mobile object. This is used once in The Spoilers, viz.
the scene that depicts the miners traveling by train from Nome to the Midas
mine. For this shot, the camera is placed on top of the train behind the first
train car/locomotive. The placement allows us to see the miners in the front
car, which reduces the phantom-ride effect.

This is a high-angle shot and one of very few shots in the film that devi-
ates from the norm of straight-on angle. Other exceptions would be some of
the mob scenes, for instance, the shot of the crowd of people that meet up on
the wharf to greet the arrival of the Santa Maria, and also the low-angle shot
of Glenister as he dismounts his horse outside the Sign of the Sled.
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Figure 41. Miners on their way to the Midas.

The Chicago Sneak Premiere

The first presentation of The Spoilers took place at the Orchestra Hall in
Chicago before a specially invited audience. Some argued that this was the
“most distinguished” audience ever assembled for a film screening, consist-
ing of the “most prominent” people in the business and in Chicago, such as
George Kleine, George Spoor, Chicago Mayor Carter T. Harrison, represen-
tatives of all the Chicago newspapers, and so on.40 Colonel Selig himself was
at home ill, but the “2,400 friends” of his that did attend the sneak preview
appreciated the show, several of them so much that they “flooded [Selig]
with appreciative letters.”41 The final version of the film, and the one pre-
sumably shown on this occasion, measured nine reels divided into three acts
and a prologue. For the Chicago Orchestra Hall screening, a local organist
named Robert Stronach supplied “proper music,” but looking forward to the
official premiere at the NYC Strand Theatre, the Mirror revealed that man-
ager Rothapfel had engaged an orchestra “which will be fully rehearsed with
the film beforehand.”42
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The New York City Strand Theatre Premiere

The Strand Theatre, located on Broadway and 47th street in New York City
and managed by Samuel “Roxy” Rothapfel, opened on Saturday April 11,
1914 to an invited audience. It seated about 3,500 patrons, which according
to some reports made it the largest house in the country devoted to motion
pictures,43 and caused others to label it the “largest and most elaborate mov-
ing picture house in New York.”44 The Spoilers was chosen as the premiere
feature film, an unquestionable triumph for the producers and a sign of pres-
tige that could later be used to help propel the film toward further success,
commercially and critically. The Mirror’s report from the opening night
gives an idea of the immediate context in which the main feature film ap-
peared. First of all, music was provided by means of a large organ but also
an orchestra of twenty seven. The program opened with the orchestra play-
ing the national anthem while an Edison Star-Spangled Banner film was
projected on the screen. After a series of additional musical intros, which
included an illustrated song, more orchestral music and songs by the Strand
Quartet, an episode of Our Mutual Girl followed. A Keystone comedy ended
the first part of the show, and the second part was devoted to The Spoilers.45

The extensive coverage and comment awarded the opening of the Strand
Theatre is evidence of its unusual significance. In fact, it was almost imme-
diately perceived as something of a watershed event in the history of motion
picture exhibition. One aspect of this was basically architectural, as indicated
by the New York Times remark that the vast seating capacity of the Strand
“marks the rapid growth from the rebuilt store moving picture theatres.”46

Another aspect, alluded to by many, among them Harry Ennis at the Clipper,
was the notion that a “million dollar playhouse” such as the Strand would
also attract a new (and implicitly, a more refined and wealthy) audience.47 It
seems fair to assume that the linking of the Strand to cinema’s upward cul-
tural mobility rubbed off on the premiere feature film, and thereby influ-
enced the critical reception of The Spoilers in a certain direction. On the
other hand, this was a two-way street. Actually, choosing The Spoilers as the
opening feature film might have been of greater significance than it first
appears, perhaps not to the Strand per se, but to the Strand as a marker of the
transformation of film culture that was connected to the breakthrough of the
multi-reel feature film. To see this more clearly, however, we need to take
into account a specific missing link, viz. the trope of Americanism. Con-
sider, for instance, Harry Ennis’s framing of the Strand opening, according
to which The Spoilers had been chosen “not alone for its quality, but also to
be in keeping with the occasion—an American story by an American author,
produced in America for the premier of the greatest American photodrama
theatre, which was also built by Americans, with American capital.”48 In the
same issue, when commenting on The Spoilers screening at Orchestra Hall
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in March, he made a similar remark: “A truly American subject, has been
carried out by American artists, under the direction of a wonderfully astute
American producer, and the results are altogether remarkable.”49 This may
appear as a somewhat frenzied ranting on the part of Ennis, but the recogni-
tion of “Americanism” as a key theme of The Spoilers would typify the criti-
cal discourse yet to be articulated, which should be considered against the
background that European feature films had dominated the feature field until
this point. Further down our two-way street then, the wider significance of
the event discussed in this section could be that a new, different and more
distinctly American accent was attached to the feature film’s gradual rise to
dominance and more generally to the processes of cultural transformation
that cinema was undergoing. As far as this goes, the opening of the Strand
and the official theatrical premiere of The Spoilers at this venue can be
branded as a signpost event, pointing out a direction in the history of the
feature that would reach a climax with The Birth of a Nation. Furthermore, it
signaled the diffusion of American film as the future version of global, and
globalized, cinema.

Figure 42. A page from the program leaflet from the opening of the Strand Theatre
(The Spoilers clipping file, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts).



226

The Reviews

Reviews of The Spoilers in the leading trade papers were generally favor-
able. James McQuade of Moving Picture World found it to be a “great
story,” well directed and full of action. He complimented Colin Campbell on
the selection and direction of actors and devoted considerable attention (and
appreciative comments) to the principal characters and the actors playing
them. A few of the more spectacular scenes were discussed in some detail, in
particular the scene featuring the fist-fight between Glenister and McNa-
mara, but also the scenes from the dance hall and gambling den, and the
struggle between Helen Chester and Struve toward the end of the film. The-
matically, McQuade mainly focused on the clash between Washington law
and the self-made law of the miners.50

Variety’s reviewer lauded the cast, complaining that only eight of the ac-
tors were “carded” (i.e. credited), as “there were others in the cast as essen-
tial and who did some great work.” He also praised the film’s realism and its
many thrills, paying tribute to both Colin Campbell and Rex Beach for these
achievements. In a conclusion of sorts, the review asserted that “[a]s a movie
production, it beats the book.”51

The New York Clipper review which appeared on April 25 was among the
most appreciative, concluding that “[i]n every respect ‘The Spoilers’ as a
photoplay is entitled to entrance in the ‘wonder class’.” For corroboration,
the reviewer offered observation and commentary concerning a variety of
the film’s assets. First of all, there was plenty of action throughout the nine
reels, and the story was “tense” and “gripping,” In terms of genre, the re-
viewer labeled the film “melodrama,” but was quick to notice that even as
such it was suspenseful, “highly interesting” and consistent. The cast was
praised, and said to be of “superlative ability.” The use of “well chosen sce-
nic backgrounds,” the attention to detail in the directing, a “peculiar soft-
ness” to the photography and the “pleasing tints” were other features that
added to the quality. Because of the overall excellence of the film, the re-
viewer admitted to having a hard time singling out specific scenes, but one
that had “never been surpassed” was the fight scene between Glenister and
McNamara.52

The Spoilers on the Road

Although Selig was one of the production companies tied to the MPPC and
the General Film Company, The Spoilers was not released through General
Film’s regular or special feature service. Instead, it was distributed on the
basis of road showing and state rights. This meant that the film premiered in
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different cities and parts of the country at different times. A major reason for
Selig to defect from the standard policies of the Trust (exactly how this was
negotiated is an interesting question, however, unfortunately uncommented
on in the sources I have accessed) must have been precisely the economic
rewards of prolonging the lifetime of the film. It is outside the scope of this
particular case study to track down the deals struck with various local and
regional distributors, but trade press sources and the study of the exhibition
and reception of the film in a number of places still generates an idea of its
distribution path throughout the United States.

As we already know, the first official theatrical presentation of The Spoil-
ers took place on April 11, 1914 at the Strand Theatre in New York City,
where the film ran for two weeks. This had been preceded by a private pre-
view of the film at the Orchestra Hall in Chicago. The “real” Chicago pre-
miere took place at the Studebaker Theatre on April 20, where the film was
booked for an indefinite run.53 The Studebaker was owned by Charles
Frohman and Klaw & Erlanger, who denied the rumors that this theater,
normally dedicated to a dramatic and musical policy, would be turned into a
motion picture house. They did, however, announce that they would book
“high-class motion pictures” from April 20 to September 21, beginning with
The Spoilers.54 As reported by Motography, the Studebaker summer policy
aligned with that of a number of legitimate theaters in the Chicago Loop, all
of which decided to turn to feature film exhibition during the summer
months. Around the time of The Spoilers opening at the Studebaker, then,
the Auditorium (Chicago’s largest theater) offered competition in the form
of George Kleine’s imported Spartacus (Spartaco, Pasquali Film, 1913); the
Ziegfield showed The Banker’s Daughter (Life Photo Film Corp., 1914); the
Fine Arts Theatre Neptune’s Daughter; the Comedy Theatre The Rise and
Fall of Napoleon (production company and year of release undetermined);
and the La Salle Theatre put on The Battle of the Sexes (Majestic, 1914)
directed by D. W. Griffith.55 Whether these other venues changed their pro-
grams more frequently I do not know, but at the Studebaker, The Spoilers
entered its third month in late June. It was reported to do “enormous busi-
ness” and was arranged to be shown for at least an additional three weeks.56

Around the same time, The Spoilers had its first Chicago screening outside
the Loop, at the Wilson Avenue Theatre.57

It appears one of the more notable patrons at one (or possibly several) of
the Studebaker screenings was the wife of Mayor Carter T. Harrison, Edith
Ogden Harrison, herself a well-known author. In a letter addressed to Sam
Lederer, manager of the Studebaker, dated May 11, 1914, Mrs. Harrison
expressed the immense enjoyment she had got out of a presentation of the
film:
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My dear Mr. Lederer: The performance of “The Spoilers” in photo-
play I witnessed at the Studebaker is “just splendid.”

It held my attention from start to finish.

The acting is superb and so true, that one can almost read the words
from the mute lips.

It is the best entertainment of this sort I ever saw.

Sincerely yours,

[signed] Edith Ogden Harrison58

The letter was later used in the marketing of the film, quoted in selected
advertisements,59 and it is possible that the letter was induced by Selig for
promotional purposes. The fact that it ended up in the William Selig Papers
at the Academy in Los Angeles although it was addressed to the Studebaker
could indicate as much, and perhaps also the circumstance that it is likely
that Mrs. Harrison was present at the sneak preview at the Orchestra Hall in
March, while there is no evidence (except for the letter itself) that she visited
the Studebaker in April or May.

The Western premiere took place in Denver, at the Taber Grand Opera
House on April 26,60 but I have not discovered (or actively looked for)
sources that provide specific information on this event, or the subsequent
Denver run. As to the rest of the country, we will shortly engage in a more
detailed discussion regarding the twelve cities subject to case studies of local
exhibition and reception of The Spoilers. A brief chronology of the film’s
arrival in these cities might offer an appropriate segue into the series of local
case studies, as well as provide a hint about the pattern of distribution.

By May 17, The Spoilers had reached Duluth, Minnesota, where it made
its debut at the Orpheum Theatre.61 The Los Angeles premiere took place at
Clune’s Auditorium on May 25, 1914, and sometime in late May (I am un-
able to confirm the exact date), the film was also shown in Kansas City,
Missouri, at the Orpheum Theatre.62 My next findings are from September,
when The Spoilers appeared in Salt Lake City, playing at the Salt Lake
Theatre early in the month; in Boise, Idaho, where it was shown at the Isis
Theatre for three days starting on the Thursday, September 17; and in San
Jose, California, where the Victory Theatre screened it for five consecutive
days (from September 20 to 24).63 Meanwhile, Philadelphia as well as Bos-
ton had to wait until November before the film premiered there. In Philadel-
phia, the Chestnut Street Opera House held the first screening in the city on
November 9, and in Boston, the film made its debut at the National Theatre
on November 23.64 The following month, residents of Columbus, Georgia as
well as Olympia, Washington enjoyed the film. In Columbus, Georgia, it
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was first put on for one night (December 10) at the Grand Theatre, and then
for two additional days at the American Theatre.65 In Olympia, Washington,
practically as far to the northwest as one could travel from Georgia without
leaving the country, the Ray Theater hosted screenings of The Spoilers dur-
ing the final two days of the year.66

Thereby, most of the cities and places covered in this study had hosted at
least a few screenings of the film before the end of 1914. Throughout 1915,
theaters in several of these cities would book it for return dates. Theaters in
one city, however, Charlotte, South Carolina, was not able and/or willing to
arrange a first screening of The Spoilers until April 1916.67 As we shall see,
however, when they finally did, they did it with a bang, framing the event as
if it was still 1914 and The Spoilers was all the rage on the feature film mar-
ket.

San Antonio, Texas, the last city to be included in the case study, seems
to have been even worse off, as there are no traces of The Spoilers being
screened here at all during the period investigated (i.e. up until the end of
1920).

In an advertisement appearing in the Philadelphia Inquirer on March 23,
1920, The Spoilers is announced to be playing at Nixon’s Colonial in
Germantown.68 This is the last evidence of a public screening of the film
during the period studied and in the cities included in the study.

Authorship and Americanism: The Spoilers in Duluth, Minnesota

It seems likely that residents of Duluth were familiar not only with the novel,
but also the stage version of The Spoilers, as the first mention of the up-
coming film in the Duluth News Tribune promised that the screen version
would be even more vividly presented than on stage.69 The first “review”
appearing in the Tribune labeled the film Beach’s “great American ro-
mance,”70 which signals (a) how Beach’s authorship was at least partially
relocated to apply to the film itself, or, more important, how Beach was seen
and/or promoted as the film’s creator; and (b) the need of reviewers and/or
promoters to frame The Spoilers as somehow peculiarly and distinctly
American. The same Duluth Tribune reporter admitted that The Spoilers
offered a thrilling story, but also suggested that it was an important story in
the sense that it captured a crucial phase of history.71 This insistence on his-
torical significance applied to the story itself, and not specifically to the film,
but may be seen as corresponding to the widely promoted notion that film
must fulfill some educational and morally uplifting purpose. When it came
to more detailed aspects of the film, the reporter did not elaborate, but he did
stress its authenticity, especially as demonstrated by the marine scenes.



230

A lengthier article appeared in the Tribune on May 22,72 but I would sug-
gest that this was probably a direct transcript of publicity material put out by
the marketing department of the Selig Polyscope Company. The reason for
this will become clearer later, but some corroboration should be presented
here. Firstly, there was a reference to the film as a “virile and … red-blooded
story,” perhaps the most frequently occurring catchphrase connected to The
Spoilers, and one that was most definitely promulgated through the PR appa-
ratus (we will get back to the “red-blooded” figure in a later section).
Moreover, the article did not fail to mention the impressive runs at the fa-
mous New York and Chicago theaters, another strategy inspired by central
promoters.

The Old West Displaced to Nome? The Spoilers in Los Angeles

Between May 1914 and February 1915, The Spoilers made four separate
appearances in Los Angeles, at two different theaters. As we already know,
it premiered at Clune’s Auditorium on May 25. The high-point of this first
two-week run at Clune’s was surely the June 4 presentation, which was pre-
ceded by a live appearance by the cast members.73 A second engagement at
Clune’s Auditorium commenced on August 17 and lasted the week.74 On
October 5, the film returned to the same venue for a third run.75 In February
1915, it was shown at the Woodley Theatre.76

The day before the first showing at Clune’s, the LA Times, as was the
praxis of most daily newspapers that devoted space to moving pictures at
this time, presented the coming attraction. It is (this too a common charac-
teristic of the newspaper discourse on film) difficult to immediately assess
the level of journalistic independence, but in the case of the LA Times we
know that the column presenting coming attractions was wholly based on
promotional material. Nonetheless, the LA Times preview on May 24 di-
verged from most items on The Spoilers, by identifying Bessie Eyton, in the
part of Helen Chester, as playing the leading role. The article also noted the
presence of Kathlyn Williams in the role of “the most appealing … figure”
(Cherry Malotte), and that William Farnum’s portrayal of Glenister was his
“first venture into film dramatic art.”77 Besides highlighting the cast, focus
was placed on the typical American character of the film, something we are
familiar with from the Duluth context. In the LA Times account, this trope
was located specifically to the figure of Glenister, described as a “head-
strong young miner, permeated with elemental Americanism and not over-
burdened with the refining influences of society.”78 The last clause implies
another observation about the film’s narrative, i.e. the identification of a
clash between Washington law and the Alaskan miner’s concept of justice as
a major theme. This, as well as the references to Americanism, was not



231

unique to the LA Times, but in spite of the apparent promotional pick-ups
(including a predictable characterization of the story as “red-blooded”), there
was a peculiarity to the particular linking between Americanism, the West
and the theme. Framing the film as “saturated through and through with the
spirit of the old West—the West of the forty-niners, transplanted to Nome in
late years” while simultaneously ascribing to the hero an “elemental Ameri-
canism” involved a move to equate the two, i.e. the West and Americanism.
Moreover, this point was underscored by the assertion that the moral of
Beach’s story was to show how the “sense of elemental justice” fostered in
this milieu (the West displaced to Nome) and within such men (true Ameri-
can heroes) won out against the violations of this justice by Washington
politicians.

Disseminating Taglines: The Spoilers in Kansas City

In Kansas City, Missouri, The Spoilers appeared on three different occasions
at three different theaters between May 1914 and May 1915. Of the first we
know very little, as the only evidence is a small and uninformative adver-
tisement for the two last nights of screenings at the Orpheum.79 When the
film returned to Kansas City in December 1914 for screenings at the Willis
Wood Theater, the shows were heavily advertised. The most significant de-
tail about the massive advertisement that appeared in the Kansas City Star
on December 14 was that it consisted almost exclusively of a collage of
repetitions of the various catchphrases and taglines that had been furnished
by the promoters of the film and disseminated through various brochures,
posters and publicity sheets (some of which can be studied at the Academy
in Beverly Hills).

An illustration of Glenister and Helen Chester in each other’s arms
(drawn from the film’s closing shot) occupies the central section of the ad-
vertisement. Above the image, various headers disclose the name of the
theater and the title of the film, and on either side of the image, there is col-
umn for textual information. The left column informs us: “This picturesque
rugged romance of Alaska has a love story with splendid imagination that
grips and holds the sympathies. ‘The Spoilers’ presents the most stubborn,
strenuous and exciting fight ever pictured—the acme of realism. See a whole
town dynamited! A volcanic earthquake extraordinary! A wonderful drawing
power! Thrilling, Powerful and Picturesque. A Virile Masterpiece. The Most
Wonderful Story Ever Filmed.”80 The description as well as the taglines all
occur in the exact same words in four-page publicity folder issued by the
Selig Polyscope Company, although not in the exact order and accompanied
by a wider assortment of images.81 The same holds true for most of the right-
hand column: “Big, moving, masterful and wholesome in its human inter-
ests, thrilling in incident, absorbing in situation, powerful in progression
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from start to finish. ‘The Spoilers’ is a thrilling, red blooded story of strong
men battling for supremacy, with all their power of mind and muscle—alert
for every cast of chance. The picture with the punch powerful!” The essence
of the text at the bottom of the right-hand column is also gathered from the
centrally produced publicity material, but updated to apply to the present
situation. Whereas the centrally produced version states that the film comes
“[f]resh from a fortnight run on Broadway, New York City; and an eight
weeks record-breaking engagement at the Studebaker in Chicago,” the Kan-
sas City Star advertisement modifies and adds, resulting in the following:
“Fresh from an extended run on Broadway, New York City; a 16-weeks
record-breaking engagement in the Studebaker, Chicago. A 6-weeks’ capac-
ity engagement in Los Angeles. And 8 weeks in San Francisco.” Below the
central image and the catchphrase columns, the advertisement reiterates the
contents of the letter sent from the wife of Chicago’s Mayor to the manager
of the Studebaker (previously cited). “‘The best I ever saw!’ Says Mrs. Car-
ter H. Harrison,” a header exclaims, which is followed by the information
that Mrs. Harrison is a “Famed Authoress and Wife of Chicago’s Mayor.”
The letter is then cited in its entirety, and for authenticity, Mrs. Harrison’s
signature is included in the advertisement.

The foot of the advertisement offers a summary of the crucial selling
points: “Thousands have seen this thrilling, marvelous picture, and indorsed
it as the greatest. You should see it. A story that appeals to every red-
blooded American.” These formulations are variations on the centrally pro-
duced promotional themes, whereas the advertisement’s next, and conclud-
ing statement, may be an original Kansas City selling point: “The book sold
for $1.50. Best seats for the Play cost $1.50. Those who read the book, saw
the play and witnessed the picture proclaim the picture superior to both book
and play.” Appropriately, the admission prices—ranging from 10¢ to
25¢—are stated below this declaration of the film’s superiority.

Figure 43. Advertisement for the Willis Wood Theater, Kansas City Star, December
14, 1914.
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This nearly exhaustive account of the contents of this particular advertise-
ment (a reiteration of a reiteration if you will) helps us identify an assortment
of promotional arguments that were launched by centrally located publicity
personnel. It is not at all surprising that this material does turn up in adver-
tisements in various local newspapers, although instances of word by word
reproduction of nationally circulated taglines could indicate a diminishing
relevance of localized marketing in general, or at least that the multi-reel
feature film market was furnished along new, and increasingly centralized
lines.

When The Spoilers returned to Kansas City in May 1915 for a third run,
this time at the Empress, the advertising was more modest, plain and simply
designated the film “The World’s Greatest Motion Picture.”82

“Giving ‘The Spoilers’ the ‘Once Over’”: The Spoilers in Salt
Lake City

In Salt Lake City, The Spoilers was booked for screenings at the Salt Lake
Theatre on two separate occasions in September 1914, and the film returned
for a third stint in July 1915 at the Rex Theatre.83 As we know, the stage
version presented by the Mack-Rambeau stock company at the Colonial
Theatre in 1912 received much attention and was part of a web of tie-ins, so
many Salt Lakers were likely to have been familiar with the story. The film
version, too, received considerable treatment in the press, by means of large
as well as small advertisements, captioned productions stills and various
appreciative comments.84

The most original item was a comic strip published on September 9,
1914, under the header “Giving ‘The Spoilers’ at the Salt Lake Theatre the
‘Once Over’”.85 The basic idea of the cartoon is to render the full story of
The Spoilers in a series of succinct lines, each one summarizing a major
narrative event, and each one accompanied by a pictorial reaction to each
event. Fourteen frames are devoted to this undertaking, offering the follow-
ing condensed version of the story: “The heroine dives in the river. She’s
rescued! They reach Alaska. She’s almost killed!!! Drinking in the dance
hall. She turns down the hero. The villain steals the mines. The hero’s goin’
to shoot the villain. But he don’t!! The hero robs the mines. He blows ‘em
up—bang!!! After a desperate battle he licks the villain. The heroine says
she loves him. They kiss!!!—End—.” The last two frames depict the happy
viewer leaving the movie theater and encourages the readers to go see for
themselves. To some degree, the cartoon spotlights the film slightly differ-
ently than the marketing material, emphasizing action (as signaled by heavy
reliance on verbs), the most thrilling scenes, the struggle between hero and
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villain and the love story, while leaving aspects of Americanism, famous
authors and stars without comment.

Figure 44. “Giving ‘The Spoilers’ at the Salt Lake Theatre the ‘Once Over’,” Salt
Lake Telegram, September 9, 1914.

In contrast to the originality of the comic strip, an item inserted immediately
below it turns out to be a promotional text disguised as belonging to the pa-
per’s editorial material (“editorial” here in the sense of news, information
and comment as opposed to advertising). This piece begins with the remark
that “[i]t has been the fashion of late to picturize the work of famous authors,
and Selig has advanced this as a fine art in ‘The Spoilers,’ from the book of
Rex Beach, in most spirited and vital fashion.”86 This can be compared to the
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opening paragraph of an item that had appeared in the Duluth New Tribune a
few months previously: “It has been the fashion of late to picturize the work
of famous authors, and Selig has advanced this as a fine art in ‘The Spoilers’
from the book of Rex Beach, which is being shown this week at the Or-
pheum, in most spirited and vital fashion.”87 Apparently (a comparison of
the two texts offer additional similar examples), the same centrally penned
wording has been used in both cases, albeit slightly altered to better cater to
a local audience.

As elsewhere, the “red-blooded” trope appeared on numerous occasions.
The item cited asserted that “‘The Spoilers’ is as virile and as red blooded a
romance as any that has appeared in the Americana class during the dec-
ade.”88 An advertisement dubbed the film “The Real Red-Blooded Picture of
the Year.”89 Finally, an alleged report from a screening during the film’s
second stint at the Salt Lake Theatre assured that the “audience that wit-
nessed the running of the film last night was held spellbound by this gripping
story of red blooded human beings.”90

Plenty of Meat for Your Money: The Spoilers in San Jose,
California

The first trace in the San Jose Mercury News of a local screening of The
Spoilers did not disclose much about the film, but instead served the impor-
tant purpose of letting the reader know that the Victory Theatre, where the
film was shown for five days starting September 20, 1914, could be
“[r]eached by all city cars transfer connections.”91

The review appearing the following day is one of comparatively few
newspaper items that I have read in which none of the standard catchphrases
turn up. The opening paragraph is indicative of a higher than normal degree
of critical independence:

You get a lot of excitement for your ten-twent-thirt at the Victory this
week. “Cabiria’s” pagan pageant and “Neptune’s Daughter’s” poetical
prettiness are superseded by “The Spoilers,” which will prove enter-
taining to the people who like raw meat, the smell of the earth and un-
bridled passion.92

The reviewer moves on to compare the film with the stage version that was
presented in 1909 (also at the Victory), concluding that the play “did not
make much of an impression, owing to the narrow confines of the stage,
while “[a]s a ‘movie’, with all out-of-doors for a stage setting, the story
seems more plausible.” He/she also makes a decent attempt to summarize
the twists and turns of the plot in an alluring manner: “It is chock full of
sensations, running from small-pox to dynamite and from dance halls to
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gambling halls to midnight suppers and mine robberies, and then back and
round again to stolen papers, a death-dealing hand-to-hand encounter and a
Take-me-Love-I-am-Yours for the final wind-up.” In conclusion, and having
left no doubt that it is primarily about action and thrills: “[P]eople who like a
play in which there is ‘something doing’ every moment of the time will get
their money’s worth at ‘The Spoilers.’”

When the film returned to San Jose for two days of shows (“by special
request”) at the Liberty Theatre, the Mercury succumbed to describing the
film relying on a collection of, by now, familiar phrasings:

“The Spoilers” is a thrilling, red-blooded story of strong men battling
for supremacy, with all their power of mind and muscle alert for any
cast of chance. A picturesque, rugged romance of Alaska and has a
love story with splendid imagination that grips and holds the sympa-
thies. “The Spoilers” presents the most stubborn, strenuous and excit-
ing fight ever pictures—the acme of realism.93

Amazingly, the very same phrases appeared in the Mercury News again a
few days later.94 We know that the text was a product of Selig’s publicity
department, and if its word-by-word reappearance in the advertisement in the
Kansas City Star offered a clear representation of the successful dissemina-
tion of centrally produced copy, the unabridged intrusion of the theatrical
columns of the San Jose Mercury News represented a full promotional im-
pact that is all the more unsettling. For film historians, the consequence is
that one cannot merely browse through the daily papers to neatly collect the
findings, one also has to acquire skills to distinguish between the editorial
and the promotional elements of the newspapers’ amusements sections.
Without taking a wide range of material into account, this can be easier said
than done, and as this case study demonstrates, with regard to film coverage
around this time, it is often safest to assume that journalistic independence
was small or non-existent.

“Thrilling Picture Realism” and a Record-Breaking Run: The
Spoilers in Philadelphia

At Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street Opera House, The Spoilers had a signifi-
cantly longer uninterrupted run than in all other cities included in the case
study, playing for a total of seven weeks to what appears to have been ca-
pacity audiences. This is perhaps to be expected considering the size of the
city and knowing what we know about protracted runs of multi-reel feature
films such as Traffic in Souls and Cabiria in Philadelphia, which paved the
way for The Spoilers. It is more surprising that Philadelphians had to wait
until November 9 until the film premiered there.



237

Just over a week before the premiere at the Chestnut Street Opera House,
two newspapers published previews of the film, both placing the emphasis
on the realism of the pictures and the authenticity of the story—two tropes
that sometimes merged but that should perhaps be distinguished from one
another. The Inquirer set out to claim (incorrectly) that the film was “made
at the actual places described.” Moreover, it was assured that the story was a
“rescript of actual occurrences” rather than a pure work of fiction, the ulti-
mate proof of which was provided by the fact that Beach had actually been
on the scene in the early days, i.e. he had lived many of the episodes later
recounted in the book.95 The Philadelphia Record also made note of the fact
that Beach had been present in the Alaskan gold fields back in the day, and
thereby knew what he was talking about, but differed from the Inquirer in
their framing of the realistic settings. The Record recognized that the film
was not shot on location, but was content with what was perceived as a very
convincing “enactment” of the actual places. To substantiate this, it was put
forth that the reconstruction of Nome Main Street was guided by the authen-
ticity offered by old photographs.96 Another item in the Record, appearing a
week later (on November 8), expressed further and more fervent admiration
for the “wonderful fidelity” with regard to locale, and once again brought up
the reconstruction of Nome Main Street as a perfect example. The method
for producing “rainstorm pictures” and the employment of what was per-
ceived to be historically authentic vessels were also identified as adding
greatly to the realism. This particular review also demonstrates that size and
spectacle still mattered; the sheer amount of vessels employed impressed the
reviewer as did the spectacular thrill of certain scenes (the explosions,
Helen’s escape, the fist-fight) and more generally his/her belief that director
Colin Campbell had spent money “without stint” in order to achieve the de-
sired effects.97 Interestingly, the item appearing in the Inquirer on the same
day was very similar in its essentials (also calling attention to the “realistic
rainstorm pictures,” the great number of vessels employed, and so on), indi-
cating that at this point, the two papers might both have aligned their cover-
age with centrally produced slogans and selling points.98 The reference to
“Rex Beach’s red-blooded story of the early days of gold hunting in Nome”
in the Inquirer article signals as much. Further substantiating this hunch, the
report from the Chestnut Street Opera House published on the day after the
premiere mentioned the exact same scenes as those highlighted in the adver-
tisement that had appeared two days earlier. In addition, yet another descrip-
tion of the film as a “red-blooded tale” slipped in, which seems unlikely to
have been coincidental.99

In contrast, the reviewer at the North American seems to have done a
better job steering clear of prefabricated phrases. He/she made an effort to
measure The Spoilers against the general standard of multi-reel feature films
at the time, arguing that The Spoilers fared very well in such a comparison:
“The average feature nowadays is tiresome in the extreme, and padding is
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frequent.” Such problems did not seem to mar this particular film, however,
as “[n]one of the situations is overdone, and there is a laudable absence of
interpolated thrills which have little connection with the plot, a common
fault among most directors.”100

The North American reviewer’s essential point can be seen as a slightly
more sophisticated formulation of an appreciative comment often made
about The Spoilers, viz. that although it was a film of remarkable length, it
somehow managed to rivet the attention of the audience throughout the full
nine reels. Arguably, this quality appeared to be essential in explaining the
film’s success. Or, as a Philadelphia Record reporter put it with respect to
the run at the Chestnut Street Opera House, during which people were sup-
posedly turned away at every screening: “The unusual spectacle of theatre-
goers standing through two and a half hours of a photo drama may be wit-
nessed nightly at this famous playhouse.”101

A $200 Booking: The Spoilers in Columbus, Georgia

In the Columbus Daily Inquirer on December 13, 1914, two different items
on The Spoilers appeared side by side in the paper’s “At the Movies” col-
umn. One reported from screenings of the film at the Grand Theatre a few
nights earlier, noting that the film “attracted crowded houses.” It was further
stated that the filming of “this American novel from the pen of Rex Beach”
took more than three months to complete, but that the results, especially with
regard to “real action,” would be difficult to rival. Compliments to the cast
were issued, as were references to the remarkable runs at the Strand in New
York and at the Chestnut Street Opera House in Philadelphia.102 The other
item, previewing the upcoming shows at the American Theatre adhered more
closely to the nationally circulated taglines; to be sure, “powerful and pictur-
esque,” “wholesome in its human interests,” “gripping red-blooded story of
strong men,” and “rugged romance of Alaska” all made their way into the
piece, most of which could also be found in the accompanying advertise-
ment103 Both the article and the advertisement, however, featured one ele-
ment of localized promotion that I have not seen anywhere else, viz. the
stating of a figure of how much it had cost the theater to book the film: “The
cost of the picture alone is $200 [for a two-day rental] and as this theater is
always on the lookout for their patrons, it will be seen to be appreciated.”104

In the advertisement, perspective to this figure was provided my means of
comparison: “This picture cost alone $200.00 to show it here, which is more
than five times as much as any other 5, 6, or 7 reel picture ever shown in
Columbus.”105

The Spoilers made a third, and probably last appearance in Columbus at
the Bonita—“the little house with the big show”—in late December 1915.106
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Figure 45. Advertisement for the American Theatre, Columbus Daily Inquirer, De-
cember 13, 1914.

“An ideal Glenister”: The Spoilers in Olympia, Washington

When The Spoilers arrived in Olympia for a two-day engagement at the Ray
Theater, a major concern appears to have been how faithfully the picture
version represented the novel. In particular, as “few readers of fiction” ac-
cording to the Morning Olympian had not read the bestselling novel, and as
“all readers have admired the strong characters,” visitors to the Ray could be
expected to demand an apt portrayal of the gallery of characters. Luckily, the
Olympian announced there was no cause for alarm: “As an assurance that the
novelist will have his characters properly portrayed, Selig, the producer of
the pictures, has selected an all-star cast.”107 A belief in certain markers of
authenticity might explain the seemingly odd remark that “Kathryn (sic)
Williams was born and raised in Butte, Montana, a typical mining town in its
early days.”108

The next day, following the first actual Olympia screening of the film (the
above was a preview), the Olympian returned a verdict in unquestionable
favor of the cast. The players’ work was claimed to follow “so close to the
ideas formed over of the different characters in the novel, that the slides, and
the striking scenes, from the familiar slip at Seattle to the rough mining town
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of Alaska, vie with the clever company in earning the praise of those who
have been entertained in the reading of the novel.”109

Among the many recurring promotional features that we have seen util-
ized in different places, different advertisements and different exhibition
contexts, acknowledgement of Rex Beach’s role and the prominence of the
cast are the two most predictable and persistent. Practically all advertise-
ments, as well as a majority of other texts appearing in the newspapers, re-
ferred to the film as “Rex Beach’s The Spoilers” or “The Spoilers by Rex
Beach.” Similarly, a great majority of the sources stressed the presence in
the film of William Farnum and Kathlyn Williams, in addition to a “great
cast.” The discourse surrounding the Olympia screenings, however, entailed
a somewhat different and original take on the issues of authorship as well as
acting. A cause for this is to be found in the insistence on the importance of
fidelity to the literary source. A faithful and “proper” adaptation was, of
course, deemed a desirable quality elsewhere, but within the Olympia con-
text, to digress too greatly from the source was also to violate the rights of
the film’s author and true originator: Rex Beach. Moreover, the heart and
soul of the original story was projected onto its clearest manifestation—the
characters—and this, in turn, seems to have fostered the idea that the actors’
main task was to guarantee fidelity to the literary source. In that spirit and in
contrast to most reviews and promotional texts content to issue a standard
phrase of praise concerning the cast, the Morning Olympian review of the
screenings at the Ray offered a fuller treatment of the characters and of the
actors’ work. Aside from alluring comments upon the film’s savagery v.
civilization theme, the bulk of the text zoomed in on acting:

William Farnum makes an ideal Glenister, the handsome giant who
was educated for a lawyer but became a savage of the North through
environment; Kathlyn Williams, whose fearlessness has been often
witnessed in the Selig animal plays, fills the character of the beautiful
dance hall girl, cold and distant with the ordinary habitués but wom-
anly and touching where her sympathies are aroused; Helen Chester,
the sweet gentle girl who is made an innocent participator in the terri-
ble crime against justice, but who ends by taming the savage Glenis-
ter, is cleverly handled by Bessie Eyton; Thomas Santschi, selected
for the strong but thankless character of McNamara, “the most notori-
ous crook in Washington,” vies with Farnum in personal attractions,
being handsome and tall, but haughty and overbearing in his confi-
dence in his physical strength and his mental superiority, and his final
struggle with Glenister makes a fitting climax to this stirring conflict
between these brainy and brawny giants; Even Slap Jack, the long
lean, lankey (sic), bald-pated man with the unique vocabulary is read-
ily recognized in the perfect makeup of Jack McDonald. And all of the
other characters, Dextry, Bronco Kid, Judge Stillman and others fit
into the scenery which is a reproduction of Nome in early days, mak-
ing the entire production one of the most remarkable and interesting
ever produced on the screen.110
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Still as Good as New: The Spoilers in Charlotte, South Carolina

Of the cities included in this case study, Charlotte, South Carolina was the
last to see The Spoilers premiere at a local movie theater. The first Charlotte
shows were hosted by the Academy of Music from April 17 to April 19,
1916, more than two years after the first public presentations of the film and
about two months after the release of a twelve-reel reissue. The Academy of
Music in Charlotte screened the original version, however, and seemingly
used the original publicity material as the film was billed here, too, as “the
most wonderful story ever filmed” and as “thrilling, powerful, pictur-
esque.”111 More surprising than the reliance on the established catchphrases
is the fact that the Charlotte Observer conveyed the impression that this was
a fairly new feature film: “Theatergoers, booklovers and movie patrons have
long been awaiting their opportunity of seeing the world-famed novel, ‘The
Spoilers,’ by Rex Beach made into a big photoplay. Now that it has been
accomplished and will be presented in this city for three days … it is ex-
pected that the local playhouse will be crowded at every performance.”112

Then again, after the first day of screenings at the Academy of Music, the
Observer instead shifted into historical gear, as indicated by the suggestive
description of the most memorable scene according to the reviewer, i.e. the
climactic struggle between Glenister and McNamara: “The fight between
these two players has become history in photoplay annals as one of the most
realistic fistic encounters that was ever staged as a part of a dramatic enter-
tainment.”113 Sadly, however, the reviewer proved to have had some diffi-
culty in getting the historical record straight, and went on to announce that
the film had been made “under the joint direction of Rex Beach and Mr.
Santschi.”

Programming The Spoilers

When The Spoilers had its official premiere at the Strand Theatre in New
York, it was offered as part of a wider program that involved a variety of
other elements. In that particular case, The Spoilers was the main feature,
occupying all of the second half of the show. The first half of the program
consisted of orchestra music, songs sung by the Strand Quartet, a Keystone
comedy, and an installment of Our Mutual Girl. The music that accompa-
nied the main feature was furnished by a twenty-seven-piece orchestra,
which had allegedly rehearsed with the film beforehand. There was also a
large organ, but it is unclear whether it was used to accompany the feature
film.
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To little surprise, the programming of The Spoilers at other venues and in
other cities rarely involved the variety, length and lavish surroundings of-
fered at the Strand, although individual elements would be repeated in other
exhibition contexts around the country. Except for the impression that wher-
ever the film opened, it would invariably be shown at one of that particular
city’s larger venues, it is not possible to discern only one specific pattern
with regard to programming. This is significant in itself, as it challenges the
notion that the multi-reel feature format fostered a fixed mode of program-
ming and exhibition, for instance, one confined to and governed by the rules
of the mythical site of the “picture palace.” Clearly, the early and mid-teens
saw the emergence of new, larger and more opulently equipped venues for
the exhibition of motion pictures, and many such venues provided an outlet
for feature films, but around the time of The Spoilers’ first tour around the
country, programming practices were still to large extent localized. This is,
of course, a pivotal reason why detailed local film histories are of such
value. Still, if feature films were essentially inserted into existing local pat-
terns of film culture, how it is that there are no traces of nickel house exhibi-
tion of The Spoilers? This is a valid point, but one that can only be answered
by (once again) detailed studies of local and specific film exhibition and
movie-going conditions. Tentatively, we may guess that in many cases and
places, perhaps even in most, a basic rationale of supply and demand steered
a film such as The Spoilers to large and centrally-located venues (geographi-
cally and/or socially). In other places, e.g. the big cities, a closer look might
reveal that if not The Spoilers than at least an assortment of other multi-reel
feature films, were in fact exhibited in a variety of venues—I hope and be-
lieve the case study of Philadelphia in 1914 is a good case in point. At any
rate, such possible “anomalies,” and others that might come up if we turn to
the local, have greater potential to deepen our understanding of the feature
film’s early history (or histories if you will) than sticking to a notion that the
feature format somehow possessed an innate quality to propel film historical
change in a specific direction.

Shifting attention back to the programming of The Spoilers, a few exam-
ples of the use or non-use of supplementary films and features, of the sched-
uling of shows, the employment of music and of price setting, will demon-
strate the variety of programming approaches and how all of these four pa-
rameters could be combined in a variety of ways.

From our Philadelphia case study, we know that the screenings at the
Chestnut Street Opera House included a supplementary assortment of first-
run comedy films.114 At the Liberty Theatre in San Jose in January 1915, the
feature film was shown in conjunction with “one of those famous Keystone
comedies.”115 Later in 1915, the Rex Theatre in Salt Lake City combined the
feature with an installment of a serial called The Broken Coin (Universal,
1915).116 Sometimes, as in the case of the Columbus, Georgia screenings in
late 1914, there were no supplemental offerings at all.117 The perhaps most
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unorthodox form of programming with regard to the combination of feature
film and other attractions took place at the Los Angeles Woodley Theatre in
February 1915. The noon shows here presented The Spoilers in conjunction
with an “efficiency lecture” by Mrs. Margaret C. La Grange, a “noted effi-
ciency expert” from Detroit, presumably catering to the working people who
might want to “improve their minds” while at the same time enjoy a thrilling
motion picture.118

When it came to scheduling, running a continuous show without specify-
ing beyond the hour when the theater opened and closed was one option. For
instance, the Boston Theatre ran the film continuously from 10 a.m. to 10.30
p.m. without further indication of a possible timetable.119 Other theaters
chose to announce at least approximate times when the feature would start;
both the Willis Wood Theater in Kansas City and the American Theatre in
Columbus, Georgia (paradoxically?) framed their presentation as a “continu-
ous show every two hours,” starting at 11 o’clock.120 At the Rex in Salt Lake
City, four daily and still purportedly continuous shows were put on, but
since the feature was accompanied by additional films, the management
hinted that the feature would start approximately half an hour into each
show.121 Some theaters, such as the Ray in Olympia, Washington and the
Empress in Kansas City, divided the day into matinee and evening perform-
ances.122

Figure 46. Advertisement for the Boston Theatre, Boston Journal, November 21,
1914.
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Some kind of musical accompaniment was offered at all venues where The
Spoilers was exhibited. The Willis Wood Theater boasted a symphony or-
chestra and a $20,000 pipe organ.123 At the Boston Theatre, the “incidental
music [was] interpreted by a large symphony orchestra.”124 The American
Theatre in Columbus Georgia employed a four-piece union orchestra.125 In
Philadelphia, the Chestnut Street Opera House announced that the film
would be “Accompanied by Wurlitzer Organ.”126

If we summarize the available information regarding admission prices, we
find that in some cities, a ticket to see The Spoilers could come as cheap as
5¢, whereas the most expensive seats at the most expensive theater would
cost the patron 50¢. The pricing strategies differed among theaters according
to the customary variables. Some venues charged different admission prices
for different types of seats. For instance, the Willis Wood Theater in Kansas
City charged 10¢ or 20¢ for orchestra seats, but 25¢ for the box and loge
seats.127 The Boston Theatre charged 10¢, 15¢ or 25¢ for seats to The Spoil-
ers screenings, without specifying in the advertisement what types of seats
these prices referred to.128 Seats at the Empress in Kansas City in May 1915
were 20¢ or 10¢, these figures also given without further specification.129

Some venues distinguished between matinee and evening performances,
which meant that one particular range of admission prices applied to the
afternoon show and another to the evening show. Adhering to this strategy,
the Salt Lake Theatre charged 15¢ or 25¢ for the matinee and 15¢, 25¢, 35¢
or 50¢ at evenings, and in a similar manner, the Chestnut Street Opera House
in Philadelphia asked 10¢ or 15¢ in the afternoon and 10¢, 15¢ or 25¢ at
night.130 Another possible criterion for price discrimination was age; for
instance, tickets to The Spoilers at the Academy of Music in Charlotte in
April 1916 cost 25¢ for adults and 15¢ for children.131 Of course, there was
also the combination of temporal and age group factors, as in the case of the
Isis Theatre in Boise, where seats came at 10¢ for adults and 5¢ for children
during the matinee part of the day, and at 15¢ for adults and 10¢ for children
in the evening.132 Then there was the alternative of charging a higher price
for reserved seats; the Ray in Olympia opted for this and asked for 50¢ for
reserved seats, compared to the normal 25¢ (or 15¢ for children).133 One
theater, the American Theatre in Columbus, Georgia, raised the admission
prices temporarily for the screenings of The Spoilers, thereby asking for a
whopping 15¢ for adults and 10¢ for children. Or, in the management’s
apologetical but reassuring formulation: “Bear in mind that Admission of
15¢ is for this extraordinary (NINE REEL) feature MONDAY and TUES-
DAY (ONLY). After Tuesday the price will be 5¢ as usual.”134
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A Red-Blooded Story: Americanizing the Feature
Market?

We have recurrently noticed that the “red-blooded” trope was an emblematic
marker of the tricky conflations of marketing and reviewing that defined the
newspaper discourse on The Spoilers and the newspaper discourse on film in
general at this time.

It is important to acknowledge the preponderance of the “red-blooded”
label beyond the interface between promotional material and newspaper
discourse. For example, some trade press reviews of The Spoilers made good
use of the trope: James McQuade at Moving Picture World made reference
to a “red-blooded story” in his review, and New York Clipper’s Harry Ennis
proclaimed that “[t]his virile red-blooded romance is a remarkable volume
Americana.”135 The last comment spotlights two meanings of the trope that
seem to be fundamental in relation to The Spoilers: “virile” and “American.”
The first aligns with a lexical definition and may, therefore, be seen as the
trope’s primary meaning (or denotation of you will), while the other is de-
rived from an assumed metonymical relationship between various lexical
meanings and “American.”136 Both qualities were attributed to the persona of
Rex Beach and his work, before as well as after the premiere of the film
version of The Spoilers, and on occasion by reference to precisely the term
in focus here. For example, when the Salt Lake Telegram announced the
winners of “The Spoilers Cast Contest” in August 1912, the paper concluded
that one could not doubt the “popularity here of Rex Beach as a teller of red
blooded stories.”137 Similarly, the publishing of Beach’s The Iron Trail in
1913 caused at least one reviewer to argue that “Rex Beach has written a tale
as virile as ‘The Spoilers’,” and that the new novel’s hero “represents a
larger conception of Manhood.”138 A few years later, the film version of
Beach’s The Barrier (Rex Beach Pictures Company, 1917) also rendered
comparisons, one commentator noting that like The Spoilers, The Barrier
was a “red-blooded” story of the Alaskan fields.139 Thus, Beach’s reputation
as a writer of “red-blooded” fiction and a promoter of a decidedly masculine
and virile Americana, originated already by the publishing of The Spoilers in
1905, and was reaffirmed thanks to a consistent circulation of this formula
concerning his subsequent work. By 1914, Beach had earned the epithet
“Red Blood King of Fiction,”140 and accordingly, promotion of the film ver-
sion of The Spoilers did not start out from a tabula rasa, but could take ad-
vantage of Beach’s particular legacy, readily available for spinning.

These processes did not only involve a particular promotional and critical
framing of Beach’s oeuvre of books and short stories and the various adap-
tations hereof, but also the staging of a fitting biographical legend, or public
persona. This appears to have been part of a self-promotional endeavor, evi-
dent by interviews in the trade press around the time Beach ventured into the
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film industry. Speaking to the World’s James McQuade shortly before the
Chicago sneak preview of The Spoilers, Beach made a point of serving up
his own background as the best guarantee of the authenticity and realism of
the film, suggesting that a man has to go through the mill to see how hard it
grinds.141 About a year later, in an interview published in the monthly fan
publication Motion Picture Magazine, Beach’s macho identity, habitually
ascribed to the alleged real-life experiences as a rugged adventurer that gave
his work its stamp of authenticity, was even more pronounced. Here the in-
terviewer, waiting for the author to finish some pressing business, recounts
how the floors of Beach’s New York residence are covered by “splendid
skins of animals killed by Beach.”142 At this time, Beach’s persona was long
since pigeonholed and/or intentionally self-advertised to represent the most
virile, vigorous and masculine facets of the American character. A case in
point is a newspaper advertisement for Tuxedo Tobacco in which Beach
appeared in 1913, alongside with John Philip Sousa (“the March King”),
George Randolph Chester (“famous author”), V. Stefansson (“the famous
explorer”), Geo. M. Cohan (“actor, author, composer, manager”), Zane Grey
(“famous sportsman, explorer and writer”), Malcolm Strauss (“noted por-
trayer of girl types in pen and ink”) and Christy Mathewson (“famous
pitcher of the New York Giants”). This gallery featured an encircled illus-
tration of each celebrity accompanied by their respective signed endorsing,
underwriting the claim that “The Greatest Men in America Endorse Tuxedo
Tobacco.” Identifying a common ground for endorsing the product, the ad-
vertisement states that “[t]he live, virile men who make this country what it
is, recognize relaxation from nervous and mental strain, the restfulness—that
comes from smoking Tuxedo Tobacco.” Rex Beach is presented as “famous
author, playwright, sportsman, author of ‘The Spoilers,’ ‘The Barrier,’ ‘The
Silver Horde’,” By way of endorsement in the advertisement he states: “I
have smoked Tuxedo in sub-Arctic Alaska, at Panama and every-
where—would not smoke another kind.”143

Against this background of alpha-male experiences, the significance of
Beach’s shift from books to movies may be read along lines where gender,
the burgeoning feature market and various transformations of the scenario-
writing field intersect. As multi-reel features grew more common, there was
a growing uncertainty concerning exactly where story material for present
and forthcoming mammoth productions would come from. One camp pre-
dicted that famous and experienced authors would soon be having a field day
thanks to the new market situation.144 Others argued that the future of the
feature lay with those who would seize the opportunity to learn to write
original scenarios directly for the screen.145 For some, the latter stance
hinged on a belief that (a) the scenario field was undergoing processes of
professionalization and division of labor demanding trained scenarists rather
than “big writers,” and that (b) “literary” qualities did not automatically
translate into a successful scenario. Interestingly, however, at least one sup-
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porter of this view admitted that authors like Rex Beach, who “write virile
action,” could nonetheless possibly make it in movies.146 Another issue is
exactly how the perceived virility of Beach and his work should be related to
the ever-increasing presence of women within the scenario field.147

Figure 47. Advertisement for Tuxedo Tobacco, Inquirer, August 28, 1913.
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We may also read the significance of Beach’s entry into the film business as
primarily being related to the tropes of Americanism and Americanization.
In fact, the “red-blooded” trope, so crucial in navigating the reception of The
Spoilers, resonates with a wider change affecting American culture at the
turn of the last century which Richard Abel argues can be seen as prescrip-
tive for American cinema. This change involved a new hierarchal order of
visual representations that valued notions of realism, verisimilitude and
authenticity while debasing notions of romanticism and imitation. Abel links
this to how “Pathé’s foreign subjects provided one of the principal ‘others’
against which to construct an American difference” in the trade press around
1908–1909. On occasion, as in the case of the New York Dramatic Mirror,
this discourse was permeated by masculinism and racism. The relevant
background which Abel derives from Richard Slotkin was the developing of
a “virilist realism” in American culture. Within the realm of literary fiction,
one expression of this was the embracing by some of the “red-blooded real-
ism” of writers such as Owen Wister and Frank Norris.148 A cinematic
counterpart, Abel convincingly shows, was the western, a genre in which the
mythical frontier served as an imaginary space for testing the virility of the
“American character.” Hereby, cinema was taking part in a discourse of
Americanization that (Abel draws on Robert Rydell here) asserted “white
male supremacy as the core of a new national identity.”149 It is remarkable
how well this framework translates to the case of The Spoilers. Set in the old
West displaced to Nome, featuring “strong men battling for supremacy, with
all their power of mind and muscle” (as one advertisement put it), marketed
as a “red-blooded” story and penned by an author whose biographical legend
was long since defined by a masculinized ideal of the “American character,”
The Spoilers was an early feature highpoint in cinematic displays of Ameri-
canism. As such, it played its part in the Americanizing of feature cinema, a
process that also involved creating a bulwark against the potential threat
posed by European multi-reel feature films. That the film’s marketing as
well as its formal qualities, not least the allegiance to the genre of action,
were crucial aspects of this is evident, but equally so was the fact The Spoil-
ers was chosen as the opening feature film of the perhaps most high-profile
motion picture palace in the country—The Strand in New York City. This
amounted to the American feature film’s reaching of a pinnacle in film cul-
ture, a position from which it would move on to capture the domestic as well
as global market.
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The Aftermath

The original version of The Spoilers was still on the road and seemingly
doing decent business when a twelve-reel reissue was released from the
Selig’s Pacific Coast Studios in February 1916. While work with the reissue
was still in progress in September 1915, it was previewed in Motography
with a promise that the new version would “out-do the original in many re-
spects.” Easier said than done, one might think, considering the almost lim-
itless film historical relevance that the writer ascribed to The Spoilers:

It is a substantiated fact in motion picture history that “The Spoilers”
has proven to be one of the most successful American picture plays
ever released. It is as popular today as when it was first presented to
the public several years ago. “The Spoilers” has played as many as a
half dozen return dates in many of the principal theaters. … “The
Spoilers,” both as to plot and scenes has been imitated many times.
Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, but none of the adapters has
been able to reproduce the realism shown in the original Selig play.

Exhibitors and the public will await with pleasurable anticipation
the release of “The Spoilers” in its unabridged form. It is as standard
as is “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” “Way Down East,” etc. At least three
thousand feet of the original film will be replaced in the production.150

The twelve-reel version made its way into some of the cities and theaters that
had once hosted the original version. In Duluth, Minnesota, it was an-
nounced that the film was so long that only four performances per day could
be offered.151 In Philadelphia, it was advertised with the tagline “Three
Acts—Twelve Reels. Bigger and Better Than Ever.”152 In Olympia, Wash-
ington, the Morning Olympian dubbed the film “The New Spoilers;” and
also entertained the notion that the additions and alterations were based on
various suggestions and comments extracted from the avalanche of letters
the producers had received from readers of Beach’s novel.153 Perhaps a pub-
licity stunt of some kind had been an inspirational source. In San Jose, Kan-
sas City and several other cities, the new version was promoted as an “Edi-
tion DeLuxe.”154

Parallel to the nationwide launching of the reissue, the original nine-reel
version was still going strong in many places. A program flyer for a venue
called the Apollo Theatre (city and state undetermined) preserved in the
William Selig papers held at the Academy confirms that by early 1918, the
original The Spoilers was still subject to quite sumptuous presentations and
that the original slogans, although in slightly paraphrased form, were still
used:
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A thrilling tale of the Alaskan Goldfields.

THE MOST WONDERFUL FIGHT EVER STAGED.

THE EXPLOSION AT THE MINES.

THE SCENES OF ALASKAN GOLDFIELDS.

THE WONDERFUL SCENERY AND LIGHTING EFFECTS.

It is “The Sensation of the Moving Picture World”

…

A drama of red-blooded men and women.

The program folder also included a synopsis supposedly written by Rex
Beach himself (this text originally appeared in the publicity brochure put out
by Selig), information on admission prices ($1.50, $1 and 70¢, depending on
the type of seat) and a layout of the evening’s program:

Part One

1. Overture .. .. .. .. .. Apollo Orchestra

2. “THE SPOILERS”. The Sensation of the Moving Picture World. A
story of plot and counter-plot in the Alaskan Gold Fields. A pulsating
drama of an enduring love in the far North-land. The most soul-
stirring film drama ever staged. Parts One, Two, Three, Four and Five.

INTERVAL

Part Two

1. Intermezzo .. .. .. .. .. Apollo Orchestra

2. “THE SPOILERS”. Parts Six, Seven, Eight and Nine.

GOOD-NIGHT155

Beach also struck a deal with Selig regarding the film rights to The Ne’er Do
Well, an adventure story set in Panama and published by Harper’s in 1911.
Production began in the spring of 1915, and the release was planned for
March 1916 by V-L-S-E, the distribution combine that had recently formed
for the purpose of distributing the feature film output of Vitagraph, Lubin,
Selig and Essanay. This film was also produced under the direction of Colin
Campbell, according to Selig himself “the dean of our directing staff.” 156
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Upon the release of The Ne’er do Well (1916), two tropes were commonly
utilized to position the film on the market. Both tried to capitalize on the
success of its precursor, one by dubbing the film a “worthy successor” to
The Spoilers,157 and the other by drawing attention to the fact that Kathlyn
Williams and Wheeler Oakman (who had played Cherry Malotte and the
Bronco Kid) were cast in the leading roles. Hence the publicity department
could repeatedly declare that The Ne’er Do Well featured “the cast that made
The Spoilers world famous.”158

It seems likely that Selig and/or other film companies approached Beach
with proposals for future projects, but Beach, in another display of entrepre-
neurship, went on to form his own film production company: Rex Beach
Pictures Company. The company produced seven films between 1917 and
1919, three of which—The Barrier (1917), Heart of the Sunset (1918) and
Laughing Bill Hyde (1918)—were based upon novels by Beach and another
three—Too Fat to Fight (1918), The Brand (1919) and The Crimson Garde-
nia (1919)—on stories credited to Beach. The last one, The Auction Block
(1917), was written by Adrian Gil-Spear and directed by Laurence Trimble,
and Beach was not personally credited for this film. It remains to explore
further how this company was run, how the films were received and why it
only stayed in business for a few years.

In late September 1920, it was reported that Beach, after a drawn-out law-
suit had recovered from Selig the film rights to The Spoilers and The Ne’er
Do Well, and it was prophesized that both stories would probably be filmed
again in the near future.159 New versions did appear in 1923, The Ne’er Do
Well produced by the Famous Players-Lasky Corporation and released by
Paramount and The Spoilers produced by Jesse D. Hampton Productions for
Goldwyn Pictures Corporation and distributed by the Goldwyn Distributing
Corporation. Whether Beach himself was involved in any way in the pro-
ductions is unclear, as is the nature of the respective agreements over the
film rights.

It is said that Beach gradually retired to pursue his favorite pastime:
farming and flower bulb husbandry. Blind, in pain, still mourning the loss of
his wife two years earlier, and worn down after suffering many years of poor
health, he decided to go out with a bang rather than a whimper and shot him-
self in his home in Sebring, Florida in December 1949.



252

Summary and Conclusions

There is a certain obviousness of the multi-reel feature film due to its long-
standing position as the central commodity of the film industry and the
dominant format for artistic film expression. This can sometimes make it
difficult to grasp the industrial friction that the breakthrough of the feature
brought about and the complexity of the cultural negotiations that were
needed to pave the way for an eventual nearly universal acceptance of the
format’s predominance.

Our framing of the breakthrough of the multi-reel feature, based on dis-
cussions within the trade and by various commentators, has offered ample
enough evidence of how contested the area once was. What was a “real”
feature and what distinguished these from inferior features? Why were so
many features padded? What was a film’s “natural length”? What was the
difference between a “program feature” and a “special feature”? Would the
feature assist an open market or would program cinema remain intact? Did
the feature require a new type of motion picture theater or could it be made
to fit the small neighborhood houses? Should it aspire primarily to attracting
a $2 audience or should it cater equally to the regulars of the five- and ten-
cent houses? Should it latch onto theater, drama, music, and literature for its
artistic development, or should it seek to refine the qualities and devices
specific to cinema?

As we have come to discover time and again, these and similar contested
issues were seldom the subject of a clear-cut and polarized struggle between
two clearly identifiable camps. A crucial reason for this was that the early
feature was never a monolithic concept, but polymorphous and polysemic in
character. What it “meant” could look very different depending on where
one was standing. Some of the most intriguing examples of this can be found
in the tensions between the agenda-driven trade press discourse and the USA
v. MPPC witnesses’ oath to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the
truth. Hopefully, our particular framing derives some novelty precisely from
its interpellation between punditry and testimony. And hopefully, the multi-
perspectival floodlighting of the topic has enriched our understanding of the
object of study as well as of some of the complexities of historical change, in
particular how change, understood as a processual meeting between agency
and structure, can assume various forms of cultural negotiation.

Just as the multi-reel feature film provoked negotiated responses at the
discursive level, it spurred experimentation in programming, exhibition and
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movie-going practices. A crucial point of the Philadelphia case study has
been to demonstrate how the remodeling of film exhibition inspired by the
feature format was not as much a question of one coherent and dominant
mode replacing another, than as of experimentation, or, trial and error if you
like. Never was this as apparent as in the midst of the very moment of
breakthrough; the context for the exhibition of motion pictures was already
more diverse than often assumed, and throughout 1914, it diversified further.
I have attempted to outline this process in terms of “models” of feature film
exhibition, although cautious to stress that any given case (e.g. a specific
venue at a specific time) may, of course, defy being subsumed under any of
the “models.” A common trait of the “models” as well as of special case
studies that point beyond them is that most were predicated on compound
programs as opposed to either fully-fledged feature programs or variety pro-
grams. Although I find it unlikely, this may have been a peculiarity to the
Philadelphia situation, but still, and once again, dualistic explanatory
schemes and the historical emplotment of smooth transitions seem con-
founded. Some of the compound models of feature film exhibition would
survive to define the early feature era, while others remain indicators of what
might have been.

The case study of multi-reel feature film exhibition in Philadelphia in
1914 also lays bare a trajectory (however uneven), moving from the Euro-
pean photo-spectacles that dominated the screen early in the year to the
veritable explosion of American features—most notably a stream of films
produced by the Famous Players Film Company—toward the end of the
year. We know that the situation varied from place to place across the coun-
try, but in Philadelphia, it was Famous Players that led the Americanizing of
the feature market.

As we also know, links between cinema and Americanization were not
merely an issue of market domination, but resonated deeply with an ongoing
transformation of American culture. The Spoilers—the object of the con-
cluding case study—was perhaps the clearest manifestation within the fea-
ture film field of these links as they informed American film culture in 1914.
Hence, this film offers an exciting entry point to an array of discourses,
while also hinting at some possible missing links between the influx and
success of the first European feature films and The Birth of a Nation. The
last was arguably the film that decisively marked the supremacy of the
American feature on the domestic market, thereby also being instrumental in
launching the American feature film as the future version of global, and
globalized, cinema.

The Spoilers is also a perfect example to demonstrate how asymmetric
(geographically and temporally) was the breakthrough of the multi-reel fea-
ture film. Simultaneously, however, and seemingly contradictory, the case
study of The Spoilers also displays the relentless force of centrally-tailored
advertising schemes and concomitant reading protocols. It may have taken



254

two years for the film to travel from the Strand Theatre in New York City to
the Academy of Music in Charlotte, South Carolina, but when it finally ar-
rived, it was still as “powerful, thrilling, and picturesque” as the original
advertising material had once stipulated.

To my mind, the last point epitomizes much of the allure of studying the
early feature, i.e. the double excitement that arises from the obviousness of
the multi-reel feature’s film cultural dominance, and the simultaneous com-
plexity, unevenness, and unpredictability of its getting there.
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Notes

List of Abbreviations

Bulletin Philadelphia Evening Bulletin
Inquirer Philadelphia Inquirer
MPM Motion Picture Magazine/Motion Picture Story Magazine
MP News Moving Picture News
MPW Moving Picture World
NYDM New York Dramatic Mirror
Photoplay Photoplay Magazine
Record Philadelphia Record
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