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Introduction: Cinema Spectatorship
and Public Life

The Corbett-Fitzsimmons Fight, a Veriscope "illustration" of the long-delayed
bout for the heavyweight championship, premiered at New York's Academy
of Music in May-June 1897 and subsequently ran in major American cities
for many weeks. Approximately 100 minutes long, usually accompanied by
an expert's running commentary and occasionally interrupted by vaudeville
acts, the film made up one of the first full-length programs centering on
motion pictures. But length was not the only unusual thing about the success
of The Corbett-Fitzsimmons Fight. While the film attracted large audiences that
cut across class boundaries, reviewers noted with amazement that the shows
were heavily attended by women; in Chicago, according to one source,
women made up 60 percent of the patronage. 1 Unlike live prizefights with
their all-male clientele, the cinematic mediation of the event gave women
access to a spectacle from which they traditionally had been excluded. To be
sure, this access was not the same as participation in the live event; the
experience was abstracted into visual terms, removed from the sensuous
impact of noise, smell, and audience excitation. At one remove, however, it
afforded women the forbidden sight of male bodies in seminudity, engaged
in intimate and intense physical action.

Almost three decades later, following the death of Rudolph Valentino in
August 1926, millions of American women went to see The Son of the Sheik, the
star's last and most perverse film. In one of the early sequences of that film,
the romantic hero is captured by a gang of swarthy villains, half-stripped
and suspended from his wrists on the wall of an exotic ruin, then whipped,
taunted, and tortured at length. Although reverse shots showing the villains
as gloating spectators ostensibly disclaim the effects of the sadistic specta­
cle, there is no doubt for whose benefit this spectacle was really staged-for
the spectator in front of the screen, the fan, the female consumer. The
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prolonged display of Valentino's naked torso, proven successful in previous
films such as Moran of the Lady Letty (1922) and Monsieur Beaucaire (1924), had
become a calculated ingredient of star packaging. Taking the fate of the
matinee idol to unprecedented extremes, Valentino became an emblem of
the simultaneous liberalization and commodification of sexuality that cru­
cially defined the development of American consumer culture.

These two snapshots condense, individually and in juxtaposition, a num­
ber of issues I will explore in this book. To begin with, they both turn on the
spectator, on a particular mode of spectatorship, as a fundamental category
of the institution of cinema. Like other media of visual representation and
spectacle, but more systematically and exclusively, the cinema focused the
creation of meaning on the register of the look, on processes of perceptual
identification with seeing and seen. Yet the two instances also reveal a
crucial distinction: in the case of Valentino, the film anticipates a spectator,
specifically a female spectator, through particular strategies of representa­
tion and address; whereas, in the case of The Corbett-Fitzsimmons Fight, the
film's success with female audiences was more or less accidental. When,
how, and to what effect does the cinema conceive of the spectator as a
textual term, as the hypothetical point of address of filmic discourse? And
once such strategies have been codified, what happens to the viewer as a
member of a plural, social audience?2

The two vignettes speak of spectatorship in pronounced terms of gender
and sexuality, as visual pleasure revolves around the display of bodies of the
opposite sex. Yet because the bodies in question are male and the beholders
female, the configuration of vision and desire seems to violate a long­
standing taboo in patriarchal culture-the taboo on an active female gaze,
linked to the woman's traditional position as object of spectacle. This taboo,
operative in different ways in high art and popular entertainment alike, had
not yet been elaborated in specifically cinematic ways when The Corbett­
Fitzsimmons Fight was made. In the Valentino films, however, it served as a
backdrop for a self-conscious and lucrative transgression. How did the
cinema respond to women's massive moviegoing, and how did moviegoing
change the patterns of women's lives?

What I wish to suggest with the juxtaposition of the two vignettes is that
the emergence of cinema spectatorship is profoundly intertwined with the
transformation of the public sphere, in particular the gendered itineraries of
everyday life and leisure. The period of American film history on which I
focus-roughly from the beginnings of the cinematic institution in the
1890s through the end of the silent era toward the end of the 1920s-marks
a major shift in the topography of public and private domains, especially
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with regard to the position of women and the discourse on sexuality. What
changed were not only the standards by which certain realms of experience
could be articulated in public while others remained private but also the
methods by which these delineations were drawn. The very fact of female
spectatorship, for instance, assumes a different meaning in relation to the
homosocial tradition of popular entertainments, as invoked and subverted
in the boxing film, than from the perspective of the systematic appropria­
tion of female desire by an emerging culture of consumption.

To consider the question of spectatorship under the aspect of the public
sphere seems especially important in light of developments both within and
beyond the discipline of cinema studies. As even film scholars have begun to
notice, we are on the threshold, if not already well past it, of yet another
major transformation of the public sphere: the new electronic media, in
particular the video market, have changed the institution of cinema at its
core and made the classical spectator an object of nostalgic contemplation
(in the manner of Woody Allen's The Purple Rose of Cairo). This does not mean
that the category of spectatorship can be dissolved in favor of cynical
celebrations of corporate communication or a wide-eyed advocacy of
postmodernist participation. 3 On the contrary, now that cinematic specta­
torship is becoming sufficiently contaminated with other modes of film
consumption, we can trace more clearly its historically and theoretically
distinct contours: on the one hand, a specifically modern form of subjec­
tivity, defined by particular perceptual arrangements and a seemingly fixed
temporality; on the other, a collective, public form of reception shaped in
the context of older traditions of performance and modes of exhibition.

It is no coincidence that at this historical juncture spectatorship has
become a key issue in scholarly debates, especially since the mid-1970s.
The shift of focus from the filmic object and its structures to the relations
between films and viewers, between cinema and spectator, was a prime
motor in the development of a particular direction in film theory, derived
from linguistically informed paradigms of semiotics and psychoanalysis. In
the writings of Christian Metz, Jean-Louis Baudry, and others, in the pages
of the British journal Screen, the spectator was conceptualized under the
poststructuralist category of the subject (as elaborated by Lacan and
Althusser) and corresponding notions of ideology. Arguing from critical
perspectives, mainly Marxist and feminist, film theorists advanced a system­
atic analysis of how the cinema, in particular classical Hollywood cinema,
works to bind and realign the spectator's desire with dominant ideological
positions; above all, how it simultaneously mobilizes and masks the subject's
fundamental heterogeneity in such a manner as lito create within the specta-
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tor the comforting illusion that s/he is in fact a transcendental, unified
subject. "4

This approach has yielded two overlapping types of inquiry. One centers
on the concept of the cinematic apparatus (a concept combining basic
technological aspects, Althusser's dispositif, and Freudian metapsychology),
in which the spectator figures as the transcendental vanishing point of
specific spatial, perceptual, social arrangements, such as lithe darkness of the
auditorium and the resultant isolation of the individual spectator; the place­
ment of the projector, source of the image behind the spectator's head; and
the effect of the real produced by the classical fiction film."5 Whether
theorized in terms of the analogy with Plato's cave, the metaphor of the
mirror stage, the principles of Renaissance perspective, or the ideological
self-effacement of classical continuity conventions, the apparatus refers to
the general conditions and relations of cinematic reception, the tech­
nological�y changing yet ideologically constant parameters of the institu­
tion. By contrast, the other type of inquiry is concerned with the step-by­
step solicitation of the spectator in the textual system of particular films.
Relying on the linguistic concept of lIenunciation" (Emile Benveniste),
writers such as Raymond Bellour and Stephen Heath developed methods of
textual analysis guided by the question of how positions of understanding
and subjectivity are being offered to-and expected of-the film's recip­
ient, how knowledge and authority, pleasure and identification, are orga­
nized through systematic processes of vision and narration. 6

In either case the spectator under consideration is not to be confused with
the empirical moviegoer, as a member of a social audience. Rather, psy­
choanalytic-semiotic film theory deals with the spectator as a term of dis­
course, an effect of signifying structures. Yet this does not make the specta­
tor simply an lIimplied" or lIideal" reader in the sense of literary reception
aesthetics. Instead, the emphasis is on the constitutive tension between the
spectator inscribed by the filmic text and the social viewer who is asked to
assume certain positions-on identification as a process which, on a tempo­
rary yet institutional basis, interweaves empirical subjects with the discourse
of the Subject. 7

Despite the theoretical recognition that there is more to reception than
textually and ideologically predetermined subject positions, the spectator
of film theory remains a somewhat abstract and ultimately passive entity.
Although the subject of textual analysis (inasmuch as he or she is engaged in
a hypothetical reading) may appear to perform a more active part than the
subject of the cinematic apparatus, the concept of enunciation likewise
implies that the spectator has been duped in some way, since the signifying
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process depends upon the gratifying illusion by which the viewing subject
imagines him or herself as the enunciating author of the filmic fiction.
Moreover, as feminist critics from Laura Mulvey to Mary Ann Doane have
argued, classical spectatorship is fundamentally gendered, that is, struc­
turally masculinized, which makes textually dominant routes of identifica­
tion problematic for the female viewer (or for that matter any viewer who is
not male and heterosexual, middle class and white). Increasingly, therefore,
efforts to conceptualize a female viewer have gone beyond the
psychoanalytic-semiotic framework to include culturally specific and histor­
ically variable aspects of reception. In effect, the question of female specta­
torship has been a major impulse for film theory to confront empirical levels
and formations of reception (such as the industry's catering to female
audiences through particular stars and genres)-in other words, to take up
the contradictions posed by film history. 8

During the same decade that film theory moved into the forefront of
scholarly debate-in a sense constituted itself as a movement, a new
discourse-film history too made a break with the discipline's past by
redefining the entire area of research. Film historians dissatisfied with the
traditional surveys of pioneer inventions and great works of film art set out
to revise the standard narratives-of American cinema in particular­
through detailed empirical studies. Like film theory, the new historiography
questioned the primacy of the filmic object, of canonized products and
oeuvres, and turned its attention to the cinema as an economic and social
institution, to relations between film practice and developments in technol­
ogy, industrial organization and exhibition practices. The spectator enters
these studies as a consumer, as a member of a demographically diverse
audience. According to Robert Allen and Douglas Gomery, even the notion
of a socially and historically specific audience is already an "abstraction
generated by the researcher, since the unstructured group that we refer to as
the movie audience is constantly being constituted, dissolved, and recon­
stituted with each film-going experience."9

This may be an extreme statement of the empiricist case (not necessarily
endorsed by Allen and Gomery), but it is indicative of a self-imposed
abstinency of the new film history with regard to the social and cultural
dynamics of cinema consumption, with discourses of experience and ideol­
ogy. We seem to be faced with a gap between film theory and film history,
between the spectator as a term of cinematic discourse and the empirical
moviegoer in his or her demographic contingency. The question, then, is
whether the two levels of inquiry can be mediated at all; whether and how
the methodologies and insights of each can be brought to bear upon the
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other. There is no doubt that theoretical concepts of spectatorship need to
be historicized so as to include empirical formations of reception. By the
same token, however, a reception-oriented film history cannot be written
without a theoretical framework that conceptualizes the possible relations

between films and viewers.
Among a number of attempts to overcome the split between theoretical

and historical-empirical directions in cinema studies, the recent recourse to
cognitive psychology is of particular interest, especially if it is combined, as
in the work of David Bordwell, with the project of a historical poetics of
cinema. 10 As in psychoanalytic-semiotic film theory, perhaps even more so,
the spectator appears primarily as a function of signifying structures, specifi­
cally, the strategies of filmic narration. But the viewer, Bordwell insists, is
more than a passive victim of ideological conspiracy; the viewer is an active
participant in the filmic narration, "a hypothetical entity executing the
operations relevant to constructing a story out of the film's representation. II

Supplemented by "many sorts of particular knowledge, II the viewer's IIexperi­
ence is cued by the text, according to intersubjective protocols that may
vary. "This concept of reception may seem to include a historical dimension
on two counts: the somewhat vague reference to "many sorts of particular
knowledge" and the "intersubjective protocols" which vary according to
different paradigms and norms of narration, such as the classical Hollywood
example, the art film, or different types of modernist cinema; each paradigm
in turn is flexible as to its various components and, in the case of modernist
types of narration, specifically concerned with foregrounding lithe historic­
ity of all viewing conventions. "11

What kind of history can be grasped through the meshes of cognitive
psychology, as a model that crucially relies on the assumption of human, if
not biological, universals? (The same question of course applies to certain
aspects of psychoanalysis. ) It might also be of importance that, by limiting
the viewer's activity to conscious and preconscious mental processes, the
cognitivist approach deliberately evades the contested zone of sexuality and
sexual difference. But it is equally problematic that the tension between the
textually inscribed spectator and the empirical viewer seems to evaporate
altogether-that nothing but the one-hundred-percent successful perfor­
mance of perceptual operations expected of the viewer should qualify as
spectatorship. If the viewer exists only as the formal function of the filmic
address, where does this leave the female audiences of The Corbett-Fitzsimmons
Fightl And how do we distinguish between historical acts of reception and
the contemporary critic's analysis of narratorial cues?
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What is eliminated with the tension between textually inscribed and
empirical viewer is not merely the contingency of individual acts of recep­
tion, but rather the hermeneutic constellation in which a historical specta­
tor makes sense of what he or she perceives, how he or she interprets the
filmic narration. 12 This is less a question of the IImany sorts of particular
knowledge" that get called up to enable the reception of particular films than
of a specific social horizon of understanding that shapes the viewer's inter­
pretation. That horizon is not a homogeneous storage of intertextual
knowledge but a contested field of multiple positions and conflicting inter­
ests, defined (though not necessarily confined) in terms of the viewer's class
and race, gender and sexual orientation.

What is missing from any theory that conceptualizes the spectator as a
function-or effect-of a closed, albeit flexible, system, be it the formal
codes of narration or the script of Ideology, is a place for the public dimen­
sion of cinematic reception. This public dimension is distinct from both
textual and social determinations of spectatorship because it entails the very
moment in which reception can gain a momentum of its own, can give rise
to formations not necessarily anticipated in the context of production. Such
formations may crystallize around particular films, star discourses, or modes
of exhibition, but they are not identical with these structural conditions.
Although always precarious and subject to ceaseless-industrial, ideo­
logical-appropriation, the public dimension of the cinematic institution
harbors a potentially autonomous dynamic which makes even a phenome­
non like the Valentino cult more than a consumerist spectacle orchestrated
from above.

In this book, I approach the question of spectatorship from the perspec­
tive of the public sphere, as a critical concept that is itself a category of
historical transformation. In light of the blind spots resulting from the
increased specialization of both film theory and film history, the concept of
the public sphere offers a theoretical matrix that encompasses different
levels of inquiry and methodology. On one level the cinema constitutes a
publiC sphere of its own, defined by particular relations of representation
and reception; these depend upon processes specific to the institution of
cinema, that is, the uneven development of modes of production, distribu­
tion, and exhibition, in conjunction with particular forms of film style. At
the same time the cinema intersects and interacts with other formations of
public life, which fall into the areas of social and cultural history. In both
respects the question is which discourses of experience will be articulated in
public and which remain private; how these delineations are organized, for
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whom, by whom and in whose interest; how the public, as a collective and
intersubjective horizon, is constituted and constitutes itself under particular
conditions and circumstances.

The idea of the "public"-and the concomitant distinction of publiC and
private-has a vast history, which has been taken up by various traditions of
social and political thought; in the American tradition, for instance, by
writers like John Dewey, C. Wright Mills, Hannah Arendt, and Richard
Sennett. More recently it has been of concern to social and women's histo­
rians, particularly in studies of mass and consumer culture. 13 Although I

draw on some of this work, I rely primarily on the German debate on the
publiC sphere, initiated by Jiirgen Habermas' 1962 publication of The Struc­
tural Transformation of the Public Sphere. 14 This debate not only offers the most

elaborated theoretical framework on the topic so far but also implies a
number of significant trajectories because of the contexts in which it was
elaborated: discussions on the conditions of culture under advanced capital­
ism in the tradition of the Frankfurt School, in particular Horkheimer and
Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment; the development of the German New Left
and of the "alternative movements" of the 1970s (including the women's
movement), which, adopting a concept from Oskar Negt and Alexander
Kluge, defined themselves as "oppositional" or "counter public spheres";
and, finally, the conception of the cinema in terms of the publiC sphere in
Kluge's writings, films, and media politics.

Unlike sociological attempts to conceptualize the "public" in typological
and functionalist terms, or traditional political theory's efforts to ground it
in idealized versions of the Greek poliS, Habermas sets out to reconstruct
the publiC as a fundamentally historical category, linked to the emergence of
bourgeois society under liberal capitalism. He complicates lithe standard

dualistic approaches to the separation of public and private in capitalist
societies"15 by establishing the "public sphere" as a fourth term, distinct

from the Hegelian trinity of family, state, and civil society, terms which in
turn participate in the dialectic of private and publiC. Habermas traces the
constitution of the bourgeois public sphere in the informal association of
private persons vis-a-vis and in opposition to the "sphere of public violence"
(the state, the realm of the "police"). The forms of civil interaction that

define this new type of association-equality, mutual respect, general
accessibility, and potential openness to all subjects and subject matter-are

based on an autonomy grounded in the private realm, that is, civil society
and its property relations (commodity circulation and social labor) and, at
the core of that realm, the intimate sphere of the nuclear family. Yet, as the
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public emerges as an arena in which social status is suspended, it brackets
economic laws and dependencies, thereby suppressing the material condi­
tions of its historical possibility. Its very claim to expressing and represent­
ing a discourse of general, "merely" or "purely" human concern depends
upon the assertion of separateness from the sphere of economic necessity,

competition, and interest.
What distinguishes such an assertion from earlier formations of public

life, for instance in the Greek polis, is that it is subtended by a specific form
of subjectivity, rooted in the sphere of familial intimacy. This subjectivity is
articulated through the symboliC matrix of culture, especially writing, read­
ing, and literary criticism-activities which challenge the interpretive
monopoly of church and state authorities. As culture emerges in the modern
sense, as a commodity that pretends to exist for its own sake, it functions as
the IIready topic of a discussion through which an audience-oriented (pub­
likumsbezogene) subjectivity communicated with itself. "16 In the rehearsal of
critical self-reflexivity and intersubjective argument, cultural discourse
(Rasonnement)-as it unfolds in the eighteenth-century institutions of the
French salons, the English coffeehouses, book clubs, and the press­
prepares the ground for political emancipation and the rise to hegemony of
the bourgeois public sphere. At the same time, this mutual empowerment of
politics and culture depends upon the idealization of its source, the nuclear
family, as the mainstay of a private autonomy whose economic origin and
contingency are denied. The identification of propertyowner and patri­
archal head of the family with human being provides the linchpin for the
fictive unity of the bourgeois public sphere. As this sphere disintegrates, the
idea of humanity collapses into the ideology that naturalizes the subjec­
tivity of a particular class as "generally human."

Habermas' concept of the public sphere has a dual function: as a historical
category, it offers a model for analyzing fundamental changes in relations
among economy, society, and state, and in the conditions and relations of

cultural production and reception; once institutionalized, the idea of the
public becomes a normative category which, though never fully realized, is
effective as a standard for political critique. 17 As a regulative principle, then,
the emphatic sense of the public outlives its Enlightenment origins; it over­
laps with the dimension that Habermas, in his later work, has theorized as
the ideal of undistorted, domination-free communication. (In a similar,
even more partisan way, Richard Sennett reconstructs the eighteenth­
century publiC sphere as a.model for the IIconditions under which human
beings are able to express themselves forcefully to each other.") 18

Much as the emphatic connotation of the public seems indispensable-
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especially in light of scientistic claims that would use the notions of public
and private as "purely" descriptive tools-the oscillation between a histor­
ical and a normative concept of the public is problematic for at least two
reasons. For one thing, the history of the public sphere subsequent to its
early bourgeois formations can be conceived only in terms of disintegration
and decline-which obviously poses problems for dealing with the cinema
and other modern mass media. Another, perhaps more fundamental, prob­
lem concerns the relationship between idea and ideology in the conceptual­
ization of the public sphere. Are the contradictions between idea and ideol­
ogy an effect of historical decline, or does this decline reveal the ideological
inscription of the bourgeois public sphere from its inception, in its very
constitution?

The latter problem is of particular significance for the place of women in
relation to the public sphere. As feminist historians have begun to demon­
strate, the bourgeois public sphere was gendered from the start-as an
arena of virtuous action, and civilized interaction, for the "public man." By
contrast, a "public woman" was Ita prostitute, a commoner, a common
woman. "19 Habermas himself notes a gender discrepancy in the constituen­
cies of the literary and the political public (whose symbiosis is crucial to his
argument). Although women and social dependents make up the majority of
the reading public, which mediates familial subjectivity with public dis­
course, they are excluded from the political public sphere by virtue of both
law and brute fact. 20 Despite his persistent critique of the bourgeois family
(the denial of its economic origin, the ideological fusion of human being
with propertyowner and paternal authority), the sexual imbalance that
sustains the fiction of "private autonomy" remains marginal to Habermas'
theory; his basic conception of the public sphere is gender-neutral. How­
ever, as Joan Landes argues in her study on the French Revolution which
revises Habermas' framework from a feminist perspective, "the exclusion of
women from the bourgeois public was not incidental but central to its
incarnation." Hence, "the bourgeois public is essentially, not just contin­
gently, masculinist, and. . . this characteristic serves to determine both its
self-representation and its subsequent 'structural transformation.'" Not only
was one of its founding acts the suppression of an actively female and
feminist public sphere, that of the prerevolutionary salonnieres, but the mas­
culinization of public life also involved a restriction of women's activities to
the domestic space, and the concomitant alignment of the familial sphere
with a new discourse of an idealized femininity. 21

The assymetries of gender also complicate the disintegration of the bour­
geois public sphere, precipitated in Habermas' analysis by the antagonism of
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classes inherent in the development of industrial capitalism, the superses­
sion of a liberal market by monopolistic practices, and the shift from cultural
discourse to cultural consumption. For Habermas, the industrial dissemina­
tion of cultural products is structurally incompatible with the possibility of
public discourse: lithe web of publiC communication unraveled into acts of
individuated reception, however uniform in mode. "22 Like Horkheimer and
Adorno before him, Habermas does not simply blame the commodification
of art as such; on the contrary, the capitalist market is the very condition of
the notion of aesthetic autonomy, the emancipation of art from feudal and
sacral contexts. The crucial distinction is that the early literary market gave
rise to a public discourse that emphatically defined itself as separate from
private economic interest, whereas under advanced capitalism that tension
collapses altogether. Cultural products are designed for mass consumption;
they are not just also commodities, but IIcommodities through and
through. "23 Yet Habermas' own observation concerning the gender discrep­
ancy of literary and political publics suggests that the distinction was per­
haps not as absolute; that the logic of consumption already invaded-as
well as enabled-classical forms of publiC life. And with women increas­
ingly being perceived as the subject of consumption, the repressed gender
subtext of the bourgeois public sphere returns-with the emergence of
qualitatively different types of publicity such as the cinema, with relations
of representation and reception no longer predicated on the exclusionary
hierarchies of literary culture.

The historical emergence of competing types of publiC sphere that can­
not be explained in terms of the bourgeois model is the point of departure of
Negt and Kluge's study, The Public Sphere and Experience (1972), which presup­
poses a familiarity with Habermas' book. 24 More skeptical than Habermas,
Negt and Kluge question the distinction between EnIrghtenment idea and
ideology in the conception of the bourgeois public sphere. The very princi­
ples of generality and abstractness underlying its claims to self­
representation, they argue, sanctioned the exclusion of large areas of social
reality, in terms of participants (women, workers, social dependents) and
subject matter (the material conditions of social production and reproduc­
tion, including sexuality and child-rearing). Furthermore, Negt and Kluge
observe, Habermas' conceptual grounding of the public sphere in the histor­
ical emergence of a reading public turns into a heuristic limitation when he
dismisses any nonbourgeois public formations as mere variants of, respec­
tively, a IIplebeian" C'illiterate") or a IIpostliterary" public sphere. 25 In addi­
tion to the bourgeois model, therefore, they introduce two other types of
publiC sphere-the notion of the so-called IIpublic spheres of production"
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(Produktionsoffentlichkeiten), which refers to industrial and commercial contexts
such as factory IIcommunities" or the media of consumer culture, and
the notion of a IIproletarian" or 1I0ppositional" public sphere.

The industrial-commercial forms of publicity, in Negt and Kluge's analy­
sis, no longer pretend, like the bourgeois model, to a separate sphere above
the marketplace, although they still graft themselves upon the remnants of
the former for a semblance of coherence and legitimacy. As an immediate
branch of production and circulation, they tend to include, as their IIraw
material," areas of human life previously considered private. Hence they
relate more directly-and more comprehensively-to human needs and
qualities, if only to appropriate and desubstantialize them. However, even
in the capitalist re/production of such needs, Negt and Kluge contend, a
substantially different function of the IIpublic" comes into view: that of a
IIsocial horizon of experience," the experience in particular of those
excluded from the dominant space of public opinion. 26 Unlike Habermas,
who focuses on the structural possibility of public discourse, Negt and Kluge
emphasize questions of social constituency, of concrete needs, interests,
and power. The political issue is whether and to what extent a publiC sphere
is organized from above-by the exclusive standards of high culture or the
stereotypes of commodity culture-or by the experiencing subjects them­
selves, on the basis of their context of living (Lebenszusammenhang).

As a counterconcept to the bourgeois public sphere, but also in opposi­
tion to the industrial-commercial variants, Negt and Kluge call this alterna­
tive type of publiC sphere IIproletarian," a term that epitomizes the historical
subject of alienated labor and experience. Historically, they assert, rudi­
mentary and ephemeral instances of a IIproletarian" publiC sphere have
already emerged-their examples include English Chartism, Italian Max­
imalism, and certain moments in the October revolution-in the fissures,
overlaps, and interstices of nonlinear historical processes. 27 As a discursive
construction, they insist, it could be derived from its negation, that is, from
hegemonic efforts to suppress, destroy, isolate, split, or assimilate any
public formation that suggests an alternative organization of experience.

It is important to note here that the concept of lIexperience" (Erfahrung)
underlying this argument is explicitly opposed to an empiricist sense of the
word, to notions of perception and cognition based on stable subject-object
relations and directed toward instrumental uses in science and technology.
Negt and Kluge assume instead a rather complex theory of experience in the
tradition of Adorno, Kracauer, and Benjamin: experience as that which
mediates individual perception with social meaning, conscious with uncon­
scious processes, loss of self with self-reflexivity; experience as the capacity
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to see connections and relations (Zusammenhang); experience as the matrix of
conflicting temporalities, of memory and hope, including the historical loss
of these dimensions. 28 The emphasis on the discursive organization of
experience, rather than the perspective of class struggle, makes it possible to
adapt their theory of the public sphere to feminist concerns, notwithstand­
ing their own idealizations of a feminine, that is, maternal, mode of
production. 29

For Kluge, as a filmmaker and media politician, the cinema is one of the
key institutions in which competing types of public life intersect. Although
indebted to left-modernist media theory (Eisenstein, Vertov, Brecht, Ben­
jamin, Enzensberger), Kluge has long since abandoned the epithet IIpro _
letarian" or even lIoppositional" in conjunction with the public sphere.
Instead he returns to an emphatic notion of public life, defined by such

principles as openness (the etymological root of the German word for public,
offentlich), freedom of access, multiplicity of relations, communicative inter­
action, and self-reflection. 30

But how can the cinema, which by its very technology has eliminated the
conditions of participation, interaction, and self-representation (such as,
according to Sennett, distinguished the eighteenth-century theater), be
considered public in the emphatic sense? In an interesting revision of Ben­
jamin's essay, liThe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction ll

(1935-36), Kluge suggests that the historically significant watershed is not
between the cinema and the IIclassical arts" but between the cinema and
television or, specifically in West Germany, the entire fleet of the privately
owned, Ilnew" electronic media. In light of recent upheavals affecting the
European media map, he concludes that lithe cinema belongs to the classical
public sphere. "31 Benjamin's statement that film precipitated the disintegra­
tion of the lIaura," Kluge observes, is hyperbolic. While aspects of the

classical aura did disappear with the invention of cinema, new forms of
auratic experience have entered the movie theater as a result of the particu­
lar relationship between film and audience-the structural affinity between
the film on the screen and lithe film in the spectator's head." Like Benjamin
himself, Kluge tries to salvage the experiential possibilities of the disinte­
grated aura for a secularized, publiC context: an element of reciprocity C1to
invest a phenomenon with the capability of returning the gaze"), of inter­
subjectivity and memory. Thus the reciprocity between the film on the
screen and the spectator1s stream of associations becomes the measure of a
particular film1s use value for an alternative publiC sphere: a film either
exploits the viewer's needs, perceptions, and wishes or it encourages their
autonomous movement, fine-tuning, and self-reliance. 32
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Such a possibility requires a third term-the other viewer, the audience
as collective, the theater as public space, part of a social horizon of experi­
ence. This aspect distinguishes Kluge's notion of spectatorship, as the pro­
cess that organizes experience in and through the cinema, most clearly from
the directions in film theory and film history. Kluge conceives of the specta­
tor in the plural even at the level of discursive construction (the textually
inscribed subject, the consumer targeted by the industry), as a position
addressed not to the empirical viewer as socially contingent individual, but
to an audience endowed with historically concrete contours, conflicts, and
possibilities. While the trope of the film in the spectator's head no doubt
encompasses psychoanalytic dimensions, it is doubly contextualized both
within a particular public sphere-constituted by an ad hoc social audience,
a particular site, phase, and mode of exhibition-and by the public hori­
zon which is produced and reproduced, appropriated and contested, in the
cinema as one among a number of cultural institutions and practices. Most
important, in its dependence on both individual psychic processes and an
intersubjective horizon, cinema spectatorship for Kluge essentially includes
a moment of unpredictability. It is this unexpected, almost aleatory, compo­
nent of collective reception that makes the viewing "public" (Publikum) a
publiC sphere (Ojjentlichkeit) in the emphatic sense. 33

A conceptual framework developed primarily in relation to the European
publiC sphere cannot simply be applied to an American context. No doubt
significant differences exist, and it could be argued that the idea of the
public as an autonomous dimension never acquired that much normative
weight in a country where it did not arise to delegitimize the cultural power
of feudal social structures and an absolutist state. Yet there are important
parallels, especially with regard to the gender subtext of the bourgeois
public sphere, the hierarchic segregation of publiC and private as male and
female domains. Moreover, the capitalist foundation of modern forms of
public life makes it impossible to conceive of them as independent national
developments. Indeed, for the process of transformation (in Habermas'
terms, the disintegration of the bourgeois publiC sphere), the American
"culture industry" emerges as the hegemonic model-and material cause­
for the direction of mass-cultural production and reception in European
countries and elsewhere.

The distinction between different types of publiC life that Negt and Kluge
propose throws into relief the specific circumstances that favored the emer­
gence of this hegemonic model in the United States, such as, on the most
obvious level, the contradictions of an immigrant, ethnically and racially
segregated society. If, for instance, we were to limit our notion of the public
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to the period's discourse on lithe problem of the public," the cinema could
not even be considered in those terms-nor could the institutions of
working-class ethnic and black culture which the cinema in part absorbed
and largely displaced. For Progressive Era intellectuals such as Walter
Lippmann, who criticized the function and ideology of liThe Public," the
concept itself remained uncontested, more or less synonymous with IIpublic
opinion." The alternative for Lippmann was not a wider, more hetero­
geneous and inclusive notion of public life but, rather, the legitimation of an
elite of experts and leaders exempt from the sphere of public argument. 34

More effectively, the cinema was excluded from dominant notions of the
public by the legal discourse surrounding the question of censorship.
Shortly after the opening of The Birth of a Nation in February 1915, the
Supreme Court handed down a unanimous decision (Mutual Film Corpora­
tion v. Industrial Commission of Ohio) by which moving pictures were
denied the constitutional protection of freedom of speech and press. lilt
cannot be put out of view," the Court wrote, that their exhibition is lIa
business pure and simple, originated and conducted for profit, like other
spectacles, not to be regarded. . . as part of the press of the country or as
organs of public opinion. "35 Whether because of a puritanical reservation
against spectacle or on the grounds of the essentially private motivation of
its economic eXistence, the cinema was refused First Amendment
protection-recognition of a IIpublic" status. This decision capped
numerous efforts on local and state levels, from about 1908 on, to establish
control over the mushrooming exhibition of motion pictures-precisely
because the dominant forces discerned in it the incipient formation of an
alternative public sphere.

In the struggle over control, the industry resorted to a number of strat­
egies to assert the cinema's public status; recourse to the forms and names
of bourgeois culture was one of them. It is part of D. W. Griffith's histori­
cal significance that he approached the problem of the cinema as public
not just defensively, by trying to legitimize an industrial enterprise and
low-class entertainment with the cultural trappings of a .bourgeois public
sphere. With all his cultural anachronisms and personal political invest­
ments, he understood that the cinema offered the possibility of a new,
different kind of public sphere, a chance to close the gap perceived by his
Progressive contemporaries between a genteel literary culture and the
encroachment of commercialism. As I suggest in my reading of Intolerance
(1916), he envisioned such an alternative public sphere through the project
of a new American hieroglyphics, the conception of film as a new universal,
written language. This can be seen as an effort to extend the idea of a
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prepolitical reading public (in Habermas' sense) to the masses of the
uprooted and downtrodden who populated the nickelodeons. At the same
time, Griffith's vision of a new public sphere tried to exorcise the psychosex­
ual forces unleashed by the very development that had enabled him to have
his vision: the contradictory dynamic of consumption and female subjec­
tivity which crucially determined the structural transformation of public life
in, through, and around the cinema.

In what follows, then, I pursue the question of film spectatorship through
exemplary moments in the history of American cinema, specifically the
silent period. First I trace the emergence of the category of the spectator as a
historical construction that does not necessarily coincide with the invention
of cinema. Rather, it is linked to the paradigmatic shift from early to classi­
cal cinema during the decade, roughly, between 1907 and 1917. This shift is
defined by the elaboration of a mode of narration that makes it possible to
anticipate a viewer through particular textual strategies, and thus to stan­
dardize empirically diverse and to some extent unpredictable acts of
reception.

I consider the creation of this classical spectator from a variety of perspec­
tives, beginning with the different organization of film-viewer relations in
early cinema. These differences are located on the level of textual conven­
tions of representation and address and on the level of exhibition practices,
which are embedded in the public sphere of late-nineteenth century popu­
lar, commercial entertainments. In Chapter 2, I discuss the emergence of
spectatorship from the angle of audience composition, specifically the
vexed question of the legendary symbiosis between the nickelodeon (the
first independent exhibition outlet for films) and its immigrant working­
class clientele. Among other things, I argue that the gentrification efforts
that set in on the heels of the nickelodeon boom were designed to elevate a
temporarily quite class-specific motion picture audience to the level of the
upwardly mobile mass public of commercial entertainments, in particular
vaudeville and amusement parks like New York's Coney Island. In this
process, the elaboration of classical methods of spectator-positioning
appears as the industrial response to the problems posed by the cinema's
availability to ethnically diverse, socially unruly, and sexually mixed
audiences. The ideological objective of constructing a unified subject of­
and for-mass-cultural consumption, of integrating empirically diverse
audiences with this goal, was troped in the ambiguous celebration of film as
a new universal language, as a historically unique chance to "repair the ruins
of Babel."
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Although the metaphor of Babel refers to the normative aspect of the
institution, the positioning of the spectator as the subject of a universal film
language, it also implies the connotation of futility. With it emerges the
possibility that this positioning is more than just an expression of the circu­
lar logic of consumption, but that there remains, even in the ceaseless
repetition of this process, a margin of autonomous interpretation and reap­
propriation. In Chapter 3, I delineate such a margin in the dynamics of
public reception, particularly in exhibition practices that lag behind the
mass-cultural standards of production and distribution. These exhibition
practices emphasize the value of the show as live performance over the
projection of the film as uniform product, thus providing the structural
conditions for locally specific, collective formations of reception. I suggest,
therefore, that the cinema might have functioned as a potentially autono­
mous, alternative horizon of experience for particular social groups, such as
immigrant working-class audiences and women across class and genera­
tional boundaries.

In Part II, the methodological focus is narrowed to a close reading of a
single film, Griffith's Intolerance, a film that dramatizes the tension between
spectatorship and reception on the threshold of classical codification. I
discuss the "failure" of the film with contemporary audiences as an aspect of
Griffith's attempt to put the universal language analogy into practice, to
ordain a new idiom of visual self-evidence that would be not only equal but
superior to verbal languages. With its protostructuralist narration-the
accelerated intercutting of narratives from four different periods of
history-Intolerance conflicted with classical norms of linearity, character­
based causality, and closure already formulated by 1916. But even on the
level of individual sequences, the film impedes classical routes of viewer
identification by its peculiar organization of vision and space, its systematic
refusal to allocate the spectator a place within the diegesis, that is, the
fictional world of film.

I consider this idiosyncratic conception of film -viewer relations part of
Griffith's inscription of the cinema with a particular variant of the universal
language myth-the discourse on hieroglyphics in the tradition of the
American Renaissance. As a "hieroglyphic" text par excellence, marked by
graphic and stylistic heterogeneity, Intolerance projects something like a
public reading space, asking the viewer to participate in a collective process
of deciphering and interpreting. This invitation may smack of a patrician, if
not paternalistic dispensation; but it also suggests, at a crucial juncture in
the formation of the institution, an alternative conception of spectatorship,
an appeal to the viewer to engage in an intersubjective process rather than
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merely identify with and through predetermined spectatorial positions.
What disturbs the ingenuity of the film's design and complicates the

fiction of hieroglyphic self-evidence is an excessive textuality; this I link to
the film's obsession with a crisis of femininity. I trace this countercurrent
both through structures of gendered vision and in the film's violent and
ambiguous figurations of the single woman-the spinster, the bereft
mother, the murderer, the prostitute. While the film's guiding emblem of
the Woman Who Rocks the Cradle still invokes the nineteenth-century
ideology of domesticity, the doctrine of a separate female sphere, the
modernity of Intolerance lies in its recognition that the boundaries between
public and private are irrevocably blurred, no longer capable of containing
the real or projected expressions of female desire.

The historical basis of much of Griffith's fear and fascination was the
female consumer who, especially after World War I, became the primary
target of Hollywood publicity and products. In Part III I discuss the contra­
dictions posed by this development-the industry's massive catering to
women viewers in a medium that increasingly depended, for the kinds of
pleasure it offered the viewer, on a patriarchal organization of vision along
the axis of sexual difference. Reopening the focus of investigation halfway,
this part deals with a single star, Valentino, and the contradictions of female
spectatorship that erupted around him. As a scandal that simultaneously
promoted his stardom, Valentino's career became a function of the discourse
on female sexuality, compounded by the transgressive appeal of his ethnic
otherness and deviant masculinity. I pursue this configuration on the levels
of star publiCity and of the particular scenarios of vision and identification
that structure his films. The conflict between short-term marketing interests
and a long-range patriarchal orientation of the institution made Valentino a
catalyst for major changes in gender roles and relations, a figure oscillating
between stereotypes of romantic love and visions of erotic reciprocity.
Whatever the ideological inscription of his films, their spectacular reception
gave rise to a female subculture as distinct as the nineteenth-century cult of
domesticity. This subculture, if more short-lived, was also more threatening
for it challenged the sexual economy of the relations of representation and
reception and temporarily derailed the consumerist appropriation of female
desire into the dynamics of publiC life.

The title of this book, Babel and Babylon, has one reference point in the
conflation of the universal language myth with the polymorphously per­
verse phantasmagoria of Griffith's Babylon. No doubt it was also inspired by
the popular reputation of Hollywood as Babylon-the Whore, rather than
the ideal civilization. Kenneth Anger's trivia classic, Hollywood Babylon,
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opens with a still of the Babylonian set of Intolerance. Exposing the seamy
sides of the studio era, Anger allocates Valentino a central place in that
tradition. 36 The juxtaposition of Babel and Babylon is programmatic to my
approach to the question of spectatorship in the sense that it highlights a
tension, at least during the silent era, between the cinema's role as a univer­
salizing, ideological idiom and its redemptive possibilities as an inclusive,
heterogeneous, and at times unpredictable horizon of experience.
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A Cinema in Search of a Spectator:
Film-Viewer Relations before Hollywood

t

From its inception in 1895-96, cinema was defined as the projection of films
upon a fixed screen before a paying public. But the film spectator, as distinct
from a member of an empirically variable audience, did not come into
existence until more than a decade later. As a concept, a structural term, the
spectator emerged along with the set of codes and conventions that has
been analyzed as the classical Hollywood cinema. Specifically, classical
cinema offered its viewer an ideal vantage point from which to witness a
scene, unseen by anyone belonging to the fictional world of the film, the
diegesis. With the elaboration of a type of narration that seems to
anticipate-or strategically frustrate-the viewer's desire with every shot,
the spectator became part of the film as product, rather than a particular
exhibition or show. As reception was thus increasingly standardized, the
moviegoer was effectively invited to assume the position of this ideal specta­
tor created by the film, leaving behind, like Keaton in Sherlock Jr., an aware­
ness of his or her physical self in the theater space, of an everyday existence
troubled by social, sexual, and economic discrepancies.

The classical mode of narration and address began to be formulated
around 1909, although it can be discerned as early as 1907. 1 During the
early and mid-teens, respective innovations in framing, editing, and mise­
en-scene were normalized on a wide scale and came to complement each
other more systematically. By 1917 the classical system J1was complete in its
basic narrative and stylistic premises. "2 As film historians have emphasized
in recent years, classical cinema did not simply arise from the inventions of a
few solitary pioneers, inventions that, as traditional film histories would
have it, were fused into an art by the genius of Griffith. The emergence of
the classical system was a complex process intertwining developments in
modes of production, distribution, and exhibition, including the beginning
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of a journalistic discourse on the new medium. Nor can the rise of the
classical system be described as a linear evolution of techniques, let alone a
gradual perfecting of a natural "film language." On the contrary, the transi­
tion involved a paradigmatic shift from one kind of cinema to another-a
shift, above all, in the conception of the relations between film and
spectator.

This view of film history maintains that "primitive" or early cinema has to
be considered as much a paradigm in its own right as its classical successor, a
mode of representation relatively elaborated in its technical and stylistic
options. 3 More than a chronological distinction, the concept of early
cinema implies a paradigmatic otherness in relation to later practices-even
though certain elements of the classical continuity system (such as the point­
of-view shot) appeared earlier. Moreover, "primitive" devices lingered well
into the mid-teens, and were often used along with classical conventions;
they made a most spectacular return, on the threshold to classical cinema,
with Griffith's Intolerance (t 9 t 6). As Tom Gunning contends, the kinds of
fascination prevalent in early cinema did not disappear from film history but
persisted underground-in the tradition of avant-garde filmmaking and as a
component of certain genres (such as the musical). 4 They also could be
traced in the development of the star cult, both in its general aesthetics of
display and in the erotic personae of individual stars such as Valentino.

Early films, although they lacked the mechanisms to create a spectator in
the classical sense, did solicit their viewer through a variety of appeals and
attractions and through particular strategies of exhibition. In the attempt to
reconstruct early film-spectator relations, however, we confront the meth­
odological problem of measuring them against the later norm: either
heuristically, by focusing on modes of reception that have disappeared from
subsequent film history, or conceptually, by drawing upon methods of for­
mal analysis developed primarily in the study of classical cinema. If recent
historiography has taught us to avoid evolutionary models and metaphors,
we should also resist a kind of inverse teleology which would idealize early
cinema in its paradigmatic otherness. 5 Still, a modicum of teleological bias
is almost inevitable: not only can we not escape viewing early cinema from
the perspective of the fully developed institution (with its own semblance of
teleology), but any reconstruction of historical relations of reception-as
textual, psychic, and social configurations-is bound up with the writer's
own critical subjectivity and historical contingency. Because I am interested
in formations of spectatorship primarily in terms of their function as public
horizons, as structural conditions for the articulation and reflection of expe­
rience, I will seek to elucidate early film-spectator relations less in an



Film -Viewer Relations before Hollywood 25

abstract opposition to the classical norm than in their multiplicity and
complexity, in their uneven makeup and development.

An Excess of Appeals

The invention of film both challenged and undercut historically available
modes of reception. While the receptive behavior rehearsed in traditional
branches of entertainment, popular or Illegitimate," no doubt fostered the
desire and disposition required for the consumption of films, it was not quite
adequate to the new medium. As a perceptual technology advertised for the
Ilillusion of lifelike movement, " film had been prepared for by realistic direc­
tions in the theater as well as screen entertainments like the magic lantern
and stereopticon shows. 6 But as cinema, as a particular type of social and
aesthetic experience, the reception of films was without institutional prece­
dent. The Ilproper" relations among viewer, projector, and screen, the pecu­
liar dimensions of cinematic space, were part of a cultural practice that had
to be learned.

A celebrated document of this learning process is Edwin S. Porter's short
film Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show (Edison, 1902), a remake of a British
import, Robert Paul's The Countryman's First Sight of the Animated Pictures
(1901).7 The country rube was a stock character in vaudeville, comic strips,
and other popular media, and early films seized upon the encounter of
supposedly unsophisticated minds with city life, modern technology, and
commercial entertainment as a comic theme and as a way of flaunting the
marvels of that new urban world (compare Rube and Mandy at Coney Island
[Porter/Edison, 1903J). In Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show the country
rube is a naive spectator who mistakes the representations on the screen for
reality. Initially standing in a box to the left of a stage and screen, Uncle Josh
is shown watching three different films which successively appear on the
screen during this brief one-shot film: Parisian Dancer, The Black Diamond
Express, and The Country Couple. Besides being clips from earlier Edison films
(the major departure from the British source), the films-within-the-film
represent a selection of popular genres: a dance film, a scenic view showing
a train (rushing toward the camera at an oblique angle, as in the well-known
Lumiere film or Biograph's Empire State Express [1896]), and a sexually sugges­
tive knockabout comedy.

Uncle Josh's transactions with each film demonstrate particular miscon­
ceptions about the nature of the cinematic illusion; they also highlight
different components of spectatorial pleasure. Thus, seeing the Parisian
dancer, Uncle Josh jumps onto the stage and attempts to dance with her,
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expressing a need for participation, mimesis, and reciprocity. His expecta­
tions are thwarted by the screen, the barrier between absence and presence,
which teases the viewer-as does the dancer's skirt-by concealing what it
promises to reveal. But, as the second film suggests, this barrier also func­
tions as a shield, protecting the viewer from the impact of the perceptual
thrills it affords. Like the legendary early spectators who fled from their
seats at the sight of oncoming trains or waves, Uncle Josh withdraws in
terror from The Black Diamond Express, returning to the safe distance of his
initial place. Not accidentally, it is the final film, a larger-than-life depiction
of a "country couple," which agitates him beyond control. As he watches the
rube's unmistakable advances toward the woman, Uncle Josh most acutely
feels the structural exclusion of the cinematic spectator from the space
observed-a primal scene par excellence. 8 Now altogether infantilized, he
assaults and tears down the screen, Aiming at the paternal rival, he gets
embroiled instead with the projectionist behind the screen, the hidden author
of the illusion. By transgressing the boundaries between theater space and
the space of illusion, Uncle Josh ends up destroying the latter.

With his deviant and excessive behavior in relation to the projected
images, the spectator-within-the-film becomes himself a spectacle, an
object displayed to someone else's view, for someone's viewing pleasure. As
a comic allegory, then, the film implies certain lessons for the spectator of
the film: lessons concerning the spatial arrangement of cinema, especially

Figure 1.1
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the role of the fixed screen; lessons of sexual economy, in particular regard­
ing the image of the woman; and lessons in film history.

By 1902 the viewers of Uncle Josh were no longer likely to repeat the naive
behavior of those legendary viewers who had become part of the novelty of
motion picture screenings, whether in Paris, Berlin, or at Koster and Bial's
Music Hall in New York. The comic appeal of the film thus turns on an
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underlying assertion of "progress," with respect to representational tech­
niques and to the development of a mode of reception appropriate to the
cinema. In its formal construction, Uncle Josh belongs to the tradition of the
primitive tableau, a one-shot scene presenting an extended action from a
singular (usually frontal) viewpoint and long-shot (stage) distance. 9 Styl­
istically, however, the film is more complex than anyone of the films
projected within its mise-en-scene; what is more, by quoting these films, it
marks them as earlier and more "primitive." For one thing, Uncle Josh displays
a sense of narrative progression and closure which, in the projected films, is
rudimentary at best. Moreover, by juxtaposing diverse genres and represen­
tational styles, the film subsumes them into a larger whole, at once more
comprehensive and more advanced than the fragments quoted. Thus, even
at this early stage the cinema's sense of its own, albeit brief, history is
inscribed with a tendency toward subsumption and integration characteris­
tic of the later institution.

A similar tension is at work in the relations Uncle Josh sets up with its
viewer, on the thematic as well as structural level. The viewer addressed by
Uncle Josh is certainly not yet the classical spectator. Instead, he or she was
likely to have been seated, like Uncle Josh, in a vaudeville theater-which,
prior to 1906, was the predominant exhibition site for films, at least in urban
areas. Given this setting, the comic effect is predicated on an alleged cul­
tural disparity between the spectator-in-the-film and the spectator-of-the­
film, which suggests a particular social dynamic of identification. While
distanced from Uncle Josh's experience of the projected films-because
they are quoted, because they give occasion to his misbehavior-the viewer
is expected to recognize the films, or types of film, along with the kinds of
fascination experienced by him- or herself not too long ago. For even as
they are ridiculed as naive and literalizing, Uncle Josh's transactions with
each film spell out distinct aspects of spectatorial pleasure-mimetic­
narcissistic, kinesthetic, voyeuristic. Like the style of the individual films
shown, these pleasures are marked as regressive, partial, and disorienting,
inappropriate to the receptive attitude expected from the viewer of the film.
The narrative clearly articulates a pressure for these pleasures to become
integrated, subordinated to a more mature mode of reception; but it can do
so only by negative example. What had yet to be developed was the matrix
of integration: a mode of narration that would grant the viewer fictional
presence and identification on the very condition of his or her perceptual
absence, the segregation of film and theater space.

Uncle Josh's confusion seems to result less from the unique and unprece­
dented appeal of film than from an excess of appeals; less from a lack than an
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overdetermination of models of receptive behavior. As Alan Williams has
pointed out, the celebration of cinema as a unique invention concealed from
the start the heterogeneity of the medium's origins, its fundamental charac­
ter of IIbricolage."lo Just as it borrowed inventions from other areas of technol­
ogy (such as the bicycle and the sewing machine), early cinema relied for its
subject matter and representational strategies on a vast repertoire of com­
mercial amusements that flourished around the end of the century. The
Wild West, minstrel and magic shows, the burlesque, the playlet, the dance
number, pornographic displays, acrobatics, and animal acts-all supplied
the cinema with subject matter, performance conventions, and viewer
expectations; so did the magic lantern and the stereopticon shows with their
configuration of projected image, darkened theater space, and sound
accompaniment. 1 1

In a rather basic sense, early film-spectator relations were determined­
and overdetermined-by the contexts in which films were first exhibited:
vaudeville and variety shows, dime museums and penny arcades, summer
parks, fair grounds, and traveling shows. These institutions provided not
only the locations and occasions for film exhibition, but also a particular
format of programming, the variety format. Whatever the number and status
of films within a given program-initially perhaps up to eight short films
filling a twenty-minute slot-their sequence was arranged in the most ran­
dom manner possible, emulating the overall structure of the program in its
emphasis on diversity, its shifting moods and styles of representation. As an
entrepreneurial and aesthetic principle, the variety format shaped reception
even after 1905-06, when the cinema found an exhibition outlet of its own,
the nickelodeon. It persisted well into the teens, when the introduction of
the feature film enforced a major change in exhibition practices and
audience behavior. 12

The rapid succession of seemingly unrelated films and live performances
encouraged a mode of reception incompatible with that mandated by the
traditional arts-a tendency toward IIdistraction" or IIdiversion" that notably
Siegfried Kracauer and, following him, Walter Benjamin valorized as a prac­
tical critique of bourgeois culture. 13 If the traditional arts required an
extended contemplation of and concentration upon a singular object or
event, the variety format promised a short-term but incessant sensorial
stimulation, a mobilization of the viewer's attention through a discon­
tinuous series of attractions, shocks, and surprises. This type of reception
was perceived very early as a specifically modern form of subjectivity,
reflecting the impact of urbanization and industrialization upon human
perception. A 1911 survey by the Russell Sage Foundation compared the
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variety format to lithe succession of city occurrences," describing it as
equally IIstimulating but disintegrating. "14 More than a mere reflection of

urban life and industrial technology, the principle of short-term and exces­
sive stimulation had been elaborated by the media of an emerging consumer
culture from about the mid-nineteenth century on, whether in advertising
and shop-window displays or in a whole range of consumption-oriented
spectacles-from the World Fairs and Pan-American Expositions, through
the Panoramas and Dioramas, to amusement parks like Coney Island. 15

The diversion experienced by viewers of early cinema was thus predi­
cated on an excessive supply of visual sensations, at once modernist bri­
colage and ideological mirage. The variety format not only provided a
convenient structure for adapting as many existing traditions as possible, it
seems also to have encouraged the production of diversity, in a sense liter­

alizing the root of diversion. This is most strikingly the case in the degree of
heterogeneity among genres or types of early film-a heterogeneity which,
as we saw from Uncle Josh's predicament, was something of a mixed bless­
ing, inasmuch as it gave rise to diverging and deviant viewer responses.

Diversity and Display

While many of the films, especially before 1903, were modeled on familiar
acts and vernacular iconography, the transposition of these into a new
medium emphasized distinctions between genres rather than, as in later
classical practice, making them variants of a relatively homogeneous mode
of representation known as cinema. Fictional genres were derived largely
from vaudeville acts, such as comic skits and sight gags, dances, erotic
scenes, highlights from popular plays and operas, and melodramatic epi­
sodes; they were also reenactments of historical events and tall tales of the
Wild West, tableaux from Passion Plays, and trick films in the tradition of
the magic shows. Interspersed with these-and proportionally
predominant-were films depicting non-acted, ostensibly unstaged scenes
that could be categorized as documentaries: news films or actualities (events
from the Spanish-American and Boer wars, parades, prizefights, sensational
murders, executions, or disasters); views of everyday life, work, and leisure
in the Lumiere style; and a large number of travelogues and scenics (exotic
locales, panoramas of buildings, landscapes, and exhibitions), the genre
most closely affiliated with the tradition of the stereopticon. 16

Imposing the later distinction between documentary and fictional genres
upon primitive diversity, however, is problematic in several respects. Many
actualities involved reconstructions-such as the notorious examples of
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Spanish-American War films shot on a New York rooftop or bathtub recre­
ations of naval battles-yet not necessarily with the intent to deceive; as a
subgenre, dramatic reenactments of current events were considered legiti­
mate. Though occasional complaints were heard early on, the standard of
authenticity by which all such films would be rejected as IIfake pictures"
evolved with the classical paradigm and became one of the war cries in
the campaign against primitive modes. 17 While the boundaries between
documentary reality and mise-en-scene may have been relative, they seem
to have mattered less than the kind of fascination which connects, for
instance, the IIrealistic imitation" of President McKinley's assassin in the
electric chair in The Execution of Czolgosz (Porter/Edison, 1901) with historical
reenactments such as The Execution ofMary Queen of Scots (Edison, 1895)-or
the substitution trick in Execution by Hanging (Biograph, 1905) with the

authentic footage of Electrocuting an Elephant (Edison, 1903). The sensational­
ist appeal of such films cuts across documentary and fictional modes of
representation and overtly caters to sadistic impulses; later films could do
this only in the guise of narrative motivation and moral truth. A distinctly
different sensibility speaks from catalog descriptions like that of Beheading the
Chinese Prisoner (Sigmund Lubin, 1900)-lIthe executioner displays the head
to the spectators to serve as a warning for evil doers[; J [vJery exciting"-or
from the copy advertising a comedy like Porter's Appointment by Telephone
(Edison, 1902), which has an angry wife wreck the interior of a restaurant
and IIhorsewhip" her husband and the young lady she finds in his company:
IIA very fine photograph, full of action from finish to start, and a subject that
will appeal to everyone. "18

If sadism played an important part in early cinema's appeal, so did other
partial pleasures that elude the fiction-documentary label. Robert Allen
cites the popularity of the IIlocal actuality" films shot in a particular city one
day and shown in a local theater the next. 19 Public interest was captured by
the work of the camera team and by the reproduction of scenes from
people's everyday lives, the possibility of seeing oneself or someone familiar
on the screen. This interest, which Allen terms IInarcissistic," could also be
linked to Benjamin's political assertion that lIany man today can lay claim to
being filmed. "20 At any rate, the viewer's investment in the screen as mirror
differs from later, narratively mediated forms of identification-with char­
acters, star images, and the look of the narrating camera-which effectively
displaced interest in local and personal representation from the institution of
cinema, relegating it to the private province of IIhome" movies.

Another aspect of primitive fascination can be gleaned from a variant of
the travelogue: kinesthetic films, which convey the sensation of traveling by
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means of a mobile camera, or, rather, a camera carried on a car, a boat, or
even an aerial balloon, though more often a vehicle moving along railway
tracks. Add the darkness of a tunnel (as in Interior N. Y Subway, 14th Street to
42nd Street [G. W. Bitzer/Biograph, 1905J), and the representational object
is abstracted by the thrill of motion and varying speeds, the changing
proportions of the passing space, the dizzying play of light and shadow. The
most unsettling effect, however, may have been the viewer's inescapable
consignment to the place of the invisible camera, experienced in terms of
an overpowering orality-an oral fascination that seems the flipside of
Uncle Josh's fear of the oncoming train. A review of a 1897 Biograph film
taken by a camera riding through the Haverstraw Tunnel describes this
effect in diction overwhelmed with its own helplessness:

The spectator was not an outsider watching from safety the rush of the
cars. He was a passenger on a phantom train ride that whirled him through
space at nearly a mile a minute. . . . There was nothing to indicate motion
save that shiningvista of tracks that was eaten up irresistably, rapidly and the
disappearing panoramas of banks and fences. The train was invisible and
yet the landscape remorselessly [sic] and far away the bright day became a
spot of darkness. That was the mouth of the tunnel and toward it the spec­
tator was hurled as if a fate was behind him. The spot of blackness closed
around him and the spectator being flung through that cavern with the
demoniac energy behind him. The shadows, the rush of invisible force and
the uncertainty of the issues made one instinctively hold his breath as
when on the edge of a crisis that might become a catastrophe. 21

The genre reached its peak with Hale's Tours, a form of exhibition that
premiered at the Saint Louis Exposition in 1904 and became popular in
several Americdn cities over the next two years. Designed like a railroad car,
complete with conductor and simulated sways and jolts, clickety-clack and
brake sounds, this theater projected scenic views taken from a moving train.
While the realistic environment motivates the kinesthetic experience (and
thus to some extent contains its destabilizing effect), it still betrays a dis­
tinctly primitive attitude toward the cinematic illusion, one that includes the
spectator in the space and process of make-believe. 22

Local actualities and "phantom rides" convey a fascination not only with
particular moving images but also with the apparatus that produces them,
reminding us that "in the earliest years . . . the cinema itself was an
attraction"-in addition to being a medium for a traditional repertoire of
attractions. 23 Especially during the initial novelty period (1895-1898),

audiences went to exhibitions as much to matVel at the machine-the
Biograph, the Vitascope-as to view the films. In subsequent years display
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of the apparatus continued in a less explicit, though hardly more discreet,
manner. In many films the view or plot provides an occasion for demonstrat­
ing specifically cinematic techniques and possibilities: the camera's ability
to traverse and mobilize space (as in the panoramas and phantom rides); its
suspension of spatio-temporallaws (fast, slow, and reverse motion, multiple
exposure, split screen) and its geographic ubiquity (film as a substitute for
mass tourism); its manipulation of perception through magical transforma­
tions (stop-motion photography and substitution splices) and its play with
scale and proportions (miniatures and matte shots); but also its capacity to
witness and record, whether transient phenomena of nature, public events,
incriminating situations (like illicit love), or subjects of surveillance and
documentation.

A number of early films advertise the process of vision itself, the cinema's
capability of bringing objects into view, whether mediated by the scopic
agency of a character or put forth directly to the spectator. A British film,
Grandma's Reading Glass (G. A. Smith, 1900), shows a boy looking at various
objects-including his grandmother's eye-through a magnifying glass.
These long shots alternate with close views of the respective objects in a
circular mask, supposedly representing the boy's point of view; the cut has
no function other than to provide the "pleasure point of the film. "24 The
type of visual pleasure catered to by such magnified inserts no doubt has
fetishistic implications, whatever the narrative pretext. These are most
overt in films displaying partial views of the female body, as in Smith's film of
the same year, As Seen through a Telescope, or Edwin S. Porter's The Gay Shoe Clerk
(Edison, 1903), both of which focus on the female ankle. In the latter, the
closer view shows the object in striped hose as the clerk ties the young
woman's shoe and she slowly raises her skirt. This cut-in may be composi­
tionally motivated (in that it condones the clerk's attempt to kiss her in the
following shot), 25 yet it is clearly staged for the benefit of the viewer-all
the more so since the angle of vision remains the same as before: frontal,
rather than from the point of view of the amorous clerk.

Whether showing off the possibilities of the new medium or the object
envisioned, the basic conception of early filmmaking is one of display, of
demonstration, of showmanship. It is, to use Gunning's term, a "cinema of
attractions, " closer to the tradition of fairground and variety shows than to
the classical priority of articulating a story. 26 This does not mean that early
films did not also engage in storytelling; on the contrary, narrative gained
considerable ground, especially after 1901. But the specificity of early
cinema, its paradigmatic difference, has more to do with the "thrill of
display," an exhibitionist attitude that fuels both narrative and non-
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narrative, both fictional and documentary forms. Accordingly, the IIcinema

of attractions" implies a fundamentally different type of address than is

found in later films. This address is predicated on diversity, on distracting

the viewer with a variety of competing spectacles (rather than absorbing

him or her into a coherent narrative by way of a unified spectatorial vantage

point). But the display of diversity also means that the viewer is solicited in a

more direct manner-as a member of an anticipated social audience and a

publiC, rather than an inviSible, private consumer.

Another Kind of Voyeurism

The logic of display that inspires a diversity of genres also characterizes the

conception of the shot on the level of framing and editing. The type of shot

considered most characteristic of the IIprimitive" style is the theatrical tab­

leau, with its long-shot distance, frontal perspective, and often static and
relatively noncentered composition. As in other early shot types, significa­

tion relies upon the single frame in its unity of viewpoint, whatever manip­

ulations and transformations it may contain (or enable, as in trick films

where the uninterrupted framing in fact constitutes the condition of the
magical trompe l'oeil). 27 The shot is perceived as a unit of relative auton­

omy, as opposed to the classical conception of the shot as a part blending

into a continuous narrative space. When a series of tableaux are joined in a

narrative, the action depicted in the scene is usually completed before the

cut; spatial and temporal connections between successive shots remain

confused or unspecified. But even the shot itself is not always immediately

readable. In the tableau tradition the image tends to be overloaded with

visual meaning, making the viewer hover between multiple points of narra­

tive interest (an extreme case is the department store shot in Porter's The
Kleptomaniac [Edison, t 905J in which the lady thief goes about her business

just as unnoticeable to us as to the customers within the diegesis). 28 All these

traits-unity of viewpoint, unspecified spatio-temporal continuity, and

noncentered composition-are not only inspired by an aesthetics of display

but also require a mode of exhibition in which the sights on screen are

presented as part of a larger show.
The frontality and uniformity of viewpoint is clearly the mark of a

presentational-as opposed to representational-conception of space' and

address. If classical cinema was to lIintroduce [the spectatorJ into the space

of the film," as Jean Mitry says regarding Melies, in early cinema lithe space

... comes forward to present itself to the spectator within a uniformity of
theatrical framing. "29 Yet, as Gunning and Musser have argued, this differ-
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ence in spatial organization should not be reduced to theatricality: the
magic-lantern tradition, the comic strip, the political cartoon, the prolifera­
tion of picture postcards-all are models of presentation and framing that
contributed to early cinema's distinctive style.

The theatrical tableau was not the only type of shot, nor did all films keep
"the spectator looking across a void into an action in a separate space. "30

Thus, the appeal of the phantom rides depended upon a specifically cinema­
tic form of reception-the spectator's identification with the viewpoint of
the camera, its mobility, and potential ubiquity. 3 t The films of the "facial
expression" genre may have recruited their personnel from the popular
stage, but the medium-shot framing asserts a specificity not available to the
theatergoer. The Kiss (Edison, 1896), one of the most popular early films,
reenacts a highlight from a contemporary Broadway hit, The Widow Jones,
performed by its stars, May Irwin and]ohn C. Rice. The point of such a film
is precisely the "impossible" placement of the viewer: the thrill of witnessing
an intimate act from a close proximity which in "real life" would preclude
that very intimacy, and which on stage would disrupt the illusion of reality.
The privilege of seeing the familiar stars in peep-show vicinity blends into
the familial scenario of the primal scene, as in Uncle Josh, though that
scenario still lacks the dimension of emotional interiority. As in the phan­
tom rides, a classical principle-the welding of the spectator's vantage point
with that of the invisible camera-appears quite early, though the device is
not yet endowed with narrative function, not yet assimilated in terms of

causal motivation and character psychology.
The Kiss, like many early films, displays a titillating sight; at the same time

it explores the mechanisms of cinematic voyeurism, in particular as distinct
from theatrical forms of voyeurism. Christian Metz argues that the distin.c­
tion of cinematic voyeurism is its affinity with the regime of the keyhole, the
unauthorized, isolated and unilateral scopophilia of the primal scene. For
him this affinity is intrinsic to the cinematic apparatus because of the opposi­
tion of absence and presence that constitutes cinematic representation­
the absolute gap between filmic production and reception-and the atten­
dant segregation between the space of the film and the space of the
audience: "the filmic spectacle, the object seen, is more radically ignorant of
its spectator, since he is not there, than the theatrical spectacle can ever be."
Metz associates the latter with a different kind of voyeurism (also operating
in domestic scenarios), one that thrives on a reciprocity of seeing and being
seen, an "active complicity" between exhibitionist and voyeur. In its
ceremonial self-consciousness, theatrical voyeurism retains a publiC, "civic"
dimension; it involves the viewer as a member of a "true" audience, a "tempo-
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rary collectivity." By contrast, IIthose attending a cinematic projection.
are an accumulation of individuals who, despite appearances, more closely
resemble the fragmented group of readers of a novel. "32

If we take Metz's argument to refer to a distinction between competing
cultural institutions and practices rather than an ontological difference
between the cinematic apparatus and that of the theater, early cinema seems
closer to the theatrical kind of voyeurism than to the scopic regime of
classical cinema. With their emphasis on display, early films are self­
consciously exhibitionist, whereas classical cinema disavows its exhibition­
ist quality in order to maintain the spell of the invisible gaze. 33 For one
thing, the segregation of film and spectator space essential to the classical
mode was not yet codified or, rather, had not yet achieved priority as an
aesthetic principle. Thus, despite the technologically based gap of absence
and presence (which characterized other visual illusions as well), there was
still a perceptual continuity between the space on the screen and the social
space of the theater, including projection and other elements of exhibition,
such as music and sound effects. As long as the cinema depended for an
exhibition outlet on established forms of theatrical entertainments, the
screening of films in the context of a mixed program would not necessarily
have diminished the audience's awareness of itself as a public, as a collective
body present to the spectacles being exhibited. (This public dimension is
obviously missing in what has been considered the prototype of cinematic
voyeurism in Metz's sense, the kinetoscope with its isolated viewing condi­
tions and peep-show associations. )

If early film-viewer relations had more in common with theatrical voyeur­
ism, they did so in a necessarily eclectic, composite form. For the diverging
traditions of the popular and the legitimate stage in turn involved, in the
United States at least, not only a social and cultural hierarchy but also
different, conflicting conventions of scenography, performance, and
address, particularly with regard to standards of IIrealism. "34 Thus, within
the institution of theater at large, defined vis-a-vis the cinema by the physi­
cal copresence of audience and performance, the scopic drive already was
engaged with considerable variations, depending upon whether the specta­
tor was intentionally absent or present to the actors, whether the aesthetic
goal was diversion, spectacular effect, melodramatic catharsis, or the
impression of reality. Although the cinema developed in the context of
popular theatrical entertainments, which favored predominantly direct
modes of address, at an early stage it also absorbed highbrow traditions of
representation, among them the principle of the fourth wall.

The eclectic and ambivalent make-up of early cinema's scopic relations is
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most evident in one recurring practice: an actor's sudden and direct look at
the camera. Whether as a comic aside or an erotic wink, such a look ruptures
the illusion of a self-enclosed fictional world, by prevailing standards of
theatrical realism as well as those to be developed with classical cinema. At
the same time, however, the direct look at the camera already plays with the
difference between two aesthetic registers: between conflicting conceptions
of cinematic space, and between distinct types of voyeurism. Some films
seem to be testing the boundary between the illusionist space on screen and
the spectator's space in the theater rather aggressively, in the manner of the
much-discussed medium close-up of the outlaw pointing his gun at the
viewer at the beginning-or end-of The Great Train Robbery (Por­
ter/Edison, 1903). In The Burlesque Suicide, an Edison film of the previous year,
this kind of transgression is the whole point: within a single medium shot we
see a man take a drink, look at his pistol, and raise it to his temple; then he
stops, and points his finger toward the camera, laughing at the audience for
having taken him seriously. 35

The direct look at the camera became a virtual taboo in the early teens
because, in the words of Frank Woods, one of the most eloquent advocates
of the classical mode, "facial remarks directed at the camera destroy the
illusion of reality. "36 Woods's insight is concerned less with an equivalent
between representation and referent than with the spectator's willing
absorption into the self-contained fictional world on screen, the diegesis. In
the view of practitioners and theorists of the classical mode, such absorption
crucially depends upon the spectator's ability to witness the narrative from
an ideal vantage point-that of the narrating camera-unseen by any of the
characters within diegetic space. The direct look at the camera by an actor
or character undermines this mechanism, because it not only foregrounds
the fact of filmic enunciation but jeopardizes the segregation of film and
theater space and thus the spectator's position as invisible intruder.

However, Marc Vernet reminds us, the disruptive power traditionally
attributed to the look at the camera is itself based on a fiction, that of the
temporary alignment of actually separate and incompatible spaces: "the
space of filming, the diegetic universe, and the space of the theater. " While
the look at the camera may momentarily disturb the classical voyeur, it also
epitomizes the gap upon which the cinematic institution thrives; it stages a
"failed encounter," beckoning the spectator into a nostalgic mise-en-abime.
The nostalgia Vernet observes in conjunction with particular instances of

the look at the camera extends to the cinema's past symbiosis with popular
entertainments, especially in genres like the musical and comedy in which
the direct address invokes conventions of the music hall and burlesque.
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What is invoked along with these conventions is the desire for a mythical
popular audience, the ideal public: lithe addressee implied by the 'look at the
camera,' far from being the real individual spectator, is actually a collective
addressee (the public) but also an imaginary one (the other public). "37

From the perspective of the established institution, with its mass audience
of isolated, alienated individuals, the appeal to such an ideal public more
often than not serves ideological purposes. 38 At this early stage in film
history, however, the look at the camera suggests other possibilities. On
one level, it no doubt asserts a link with performance conventions familiar
from the popular stage; yet on another level, especially when the look
occurs suddenly and unexpectedly, it seems to project a spectator not yet in
place, and perhaps never in place in the classical sense-the possibility of
combining the cinema's technological potential for generality with the
structural conditions of a public sphere, of an intersubjective horizon for the
articulation of experience.

The alternative implications of the recurring look at the camera, as of
early cinema's affinity with theatrical voyeurism in general, are especially
relevant to questions of gender and sexuality. As feminist film theorists from
Laura Mulvey to Mary Ann Doane have elaborated, the psychic mecha­

nisms of voyeurism and fetishism inscribed in the classical apparatus repro­
duce the patriarchal hierarchy that makes the woman the object and the
man the agent of the look. Predicating cinematic pleasure on these mecha­
nisms involves a structural"masculinization" of the spectator position, regard­
less of the viewer's actual gender. 39 To be sure, early cinema was no less
patriarchal than its classical successor, considering that many films were
inspired by the male-oriented repertoires of the peep show, the burlesque,
or the concert saloon. But they still lacked the formal strategies to predeter­
mine reception in the classical sense, the power of an indirect mode of
address predicated on the regime of the keyhole and fetishistic distance.

It is no coincidence that the direct glance at the camera most often occurs
in erotic films. The object of fascination is usually a woman, with an
emphasis on her body (preferably ankles and legs) in various stages and
suggestions of unveiling and concealing. The performer frequently partici­
pates in staging herself as spectacle through physical skills, movement, and
action, as in the Serpentine and Butterfly dances or in the numerous routines
of (mostly partial) disrobing. Often, as in From Showgirl to Burlesque Queen
(Biograph, 1903) or The Wine Opener (Biograph, 1905), the woman's flir­
tatious look at the camera culminates-and thus foregrounds-the act of
exhibition. Such rituals recapture metaphorically some of the self­
reflexivity that Metz attributes to theatrical voyeurism: "If there is an ele-
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ment of triumph in this kind of representation, it is because what it exhibits
is not exactly the exhibited object but, via the object, the exhibition
itself. "40

Stressing the act of exhibition in conjunction with the female body recalls
the psychoanalytic concept of the Jlmasquerade," as it has been elaborated in
feminist film theory. 41 By putting the representation in quotation marks, as
it were, the female performer at once enacts traditional norms of femininity
(including their pornographic violation) and displays them as cultural con­
ventions. So even when the woman is reduced to an object of prurient
anticipation, the performer's glance at the camera may add a twist to an
otherwise sad joke. In What Happened on Twenty-Third Street, New York City
(Porter/Edison, 1901), for instance, a young woman's skirt is blown up as
she walks across a subway grate. Set in a reallocation, the film shows people
in the street occasionally casting a curious glance in the direction of the
camera, as does the performer when she completes her turn. While her
closing aside could be read as a come-on, it also asserts a modicum of
distance between the performer and her objectified image-a distance that
would have been of greater significance for women in the audience than for
the textually inscribed spectator of male, homosocial entertainments. 42

The foregrounding of exhibition in early erotic films conveys a sense of
role-playing, a degree of interchangeability of roles within the transgressive
scenario. The lure-as well as the limit-of such role-playing is thematic in
a 1903 Edison film, What Happened in the Tunnel. A male passenger tries to steal
a kiss from a young woman as the train enters the tunnel and the screen goes
black; when the train emerges, he discovers with horror that he had kissed
the woman's black maid. This racist and sexist joke is complicated by the fact
that the man becomes the object of ridicule as the two women burst out
laughing. While the figure of the prankster falling prey to his own prank is
quite common in the genre of mischief comedy, the maid's direct glance at
the camera suggests not only that she was not merely a prop but that she,
rather than her mistress, might have authorized the substitution. 43

A similar emphasis on role-playing and ambivalence (in Freud's technical
sense referring to the coexistence and relative reversibility of opposite
drives)44 can be seen in films that feature acts of voyeurism, staging the look
through a character's point of view. Films like As Seen through a Telescope (G. A.
Smith, 1900), Ce que l'on voit de mon sixieme, Peeping Tom (both Pathe, 1901), or
Inquisitive Boots (Hepworth, 1905) show a nosy character peeping through
some kind of device-telescope, keyhole-then cut to a view of what the
character supposedly sees, usually indicating the mediated vision by means
of a-circular or keyhole shape-matte; often, the alternation concludes
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with the voyeur being caught and punished. In an illuminating essay on
what he calls the "Peeping Tom" series, Gunning discusses the difference of
such early versions of the point-of-view shot from its later, classical deploy­
ment: "Rather than providing narratively significant information, or indica­
tions of character knowledge or psychology, these glimpses deliver bits of
scopic pleasure, spectacle rather than narrative." The scopic pleasure thus
delivered, Gunning underlines, may be mediated by the character's look but
is still acknowledged and shared with the spectator. Significantly, the Peep­
ing Toms often "perform a mocking pantomime of what they see" and
communicate their delight to the viewer by directly addressing the
camera. 45 Just as the voyeur can play exhibitionist to an implied audience,
his or her ultimate denouement suggests a similar role reversal for the object
spied upon. This display of ambivalence not only asserts the primacy of the
perverse scenario as an aesthetic principle over narrative causality and
closure, it also has important implications for the gendered economy of
vision and concomitant arrangements of public and private.

Insofar as the "Peeping Tom" films reproduce the peep-show perspective
of the kinetoscope or mutoscope parlors, with their overwhelmingly male
clientele and lure of cheap pornography, they no doubt assume a patriarchal
economy of vision. At the same time they register the breakdown of the
hierarchic segregation of male and female spheres that crucially defined
nineteenth-century demarcations of public and private. Whether in the
tradition of popular cross-dressing or in response to an emerging female
audience, the Peeping Tom films occasionally acknowledge the threat-and
thrill-of sexual disorientation and the confusion of gender roles. In A
Search for Evidence (Biograph, t 903), for instance, the role of voyeur is
assigned to a woman who, accompanied by a male detective, tracks down
her adulterous husband by peering into a succession of hotel rooms. 46 A less
respectable and less motivated version of female scopophilia occurs in The
Indiscreet Bathroom Maid (La fllle de bain indiscrete, Pathe, t 902). The voyeuristic
desire for a glimpse of the female body may be frustrated on the other side of
the threshold as well. The most bizarre example is a British film, Inquisitive
Boots, in which a nosy bootblack introduces us to a series of keyhole views
showing, successively, a man cross-dressing in front of a mirror; a man with
six toes trying to remove the surplus member with a handsaw; a woman
rocking a dog in a cradle; and a couple squirting water with a syringe at the
optical intruder.

Like Uncle Josh, these Peeping Toms must be read as figurations of early
film-viewer relations. Like the former, they articulate the precarious nature
of cinematic space, its peculiar interpenetration of public and private
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realms. For the psychosexual ambivalence displayed within the film invites
the spectator to playa part in the scenario, to engage in a collective ritual of
seeing and being seen in the tradition of the theatrical public sphere. While
classical cinema eclipses this public dimension in favor of the spectator's
privileged, invisible access to the most private of dramas, the Peeping Tom
series Jlforces private dramas into the public space of corridors, and the
invoked space of the place of exhibition itself. "47 Though perhaps intended
as nothing more than a practical joke, the scopophilic transgression of
boundaries enacts a practical critique of historical demarcations of public
and private-the possibility of bringing hitherto unrepresented discourses
of experience into the view of a radically inclusive, heterosocial public
sphere.

However, only the more perverse examples of the Peeping Tom series
celebrate a reciprocity of scopic pleasure with the spectator; others are
inspired by the narrative purpose of bringing a private transgression into the
light of moral censure. In A Search for Evidence the wife's voyeuristic excursion
culminates in ascertaining her husband's guilt, rather than in a sadistic
reversal of her own transgression. In a similar vein, The Story the Biograph Told
(Biograph, 1904) stages the infringement on someone else's privacy as a
legitimate function of the cinematic apparatus, complete with a public
theater situation. A mischievous office boy secretly films the proprietor
kissing his secretary; the film is then projected in a vaudeville show attended
by the proprietor and his wife. The film within the film (which repeats the
illicit action from the boy's camera angle) combines the possibility of seeing
oneself (or one's philandering husband) on the screen with the spectacle of
public exposure and embarrassment. Although both strands of the plot­
the practical joke administered by a mischievous boy and the motif of
marital infidelity exposed-are familiar staples of early cinema, The Story the
Biograph Told already points beyond the sheer accumulation of sadistic and
voyeuristic pleasures to a later conception of spectatorship as medium of
moral truth and social uplift.

The difference between the early use of point of view and its later,
classical function is not merely narrative motivation but a deliberate yoking
together of vision and truth, a moral inscription of the gaze that has come to
be associated with the name of D. W. Griffith. 48 During the transitional
period this tendency is allegorized in characters who see their own fate
dramatized as spectators, such as the penitent father in A Drunkard's Reforma­
tion (Griffith/Biograph, 1909) or the seduced country boy recognizing his
own destruction in The Vampire (Kalem, 1913); in each case, a family is
restored as a result of the vision. Although both of these films stage a
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personal conversion experience in response to a theatrical performance,
they undoubtedly imply an analogy with the institution of cinema, con­
sidering the concurrent battle against the threat of censorship. The message
of uplift becomes explicit, albeit in the form of a parody, in Tillie's Punctured
Romance (Sennett/Keystone, t 9 t 4), when Chaplin and his moll (Mabel Nor­
mand) visit a movie theater that looks like a cross between a Salvation Army
mission and a court of law. Seeing a felonious couple get caught on the
screen, Mabel and Charlie's behavior hyperbolizes a conception of specta­
torship radically different from the anarchic and perverse appeals their own
comedy still thrived upon.

Exhibition as Public Performance

The emphasis on exhibition distinguishes early cinema's voyeuristic
ceremonies from the classical model in more ways than a general aesthetics
of display and flagrant exhibitionism. The lack of closure that radical for­
malists like Noel Burch have exalted as an aspect of primitive cinema's
paradigmatic otherness is predicated upon a particular practice of exhibi­
tion: the mediation of the image on the screen by exhibitors or by personnel
present in the theater-lecturers, musicians, or sound-effect specialists. As
Charles Musser has shown, these mediating activities were not perceived as
compensatory, in the sense of clarifying or lending support to a fledgling
language of film, but explicitly continued long-standing practices of screen
entertainment. For two centuries magic lantern shows had presented fic­
tional narratives, allegorical themes as well as views of documentary inter­
est. With the increased availability of photographic slides in the second half
of the nineteenth century, the travelogue became a more prominent and
elaborate genre, in many ways anticipating a mode of presentation for films.
Lanternists often tried to articulate spatial continuity by arranging succes­
sive views in the manner of later editing figures (cut-ins, exterior/interior,
pOint-of-view, and shot/reverse shots), indicating the type of relationship in
the course of the lecture. 49

Considering this tradition, it no longer seems unusual that early multi­
shot films were often distributed in separate reels so that the exhibitor could
assemble them in an order of his own choice. The most famous instance of
this is the close shot of the outlaw in The Great Train Robbery which was shown
either at the beginning or at the end of the film, depending on the exhibition
context. Whatever legal and marketing strategies may have prolonged that
policy of partial sales (for Edison through t 906), it assumed an exhibitor
who was more of a lanternist than a projectionist, with a similar conception
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of editorial control over narrative and spatial sequencing and in the jux­
taposition and mixing of genres. 50 As hyperbolized in Uncle Josh, the early
exhibitor still had the function, as well as the status, of a master of
spectacle-a Wizard of Oz on the verge of being unmasked by Toto.

As long as the exhibitor retained this function, cinematic techniques like
editing belonged to the context of a particular presentation rather than to
the film as a finished product and mass-cultural commodity. Early exhibition
still claimed the singularity of a live performance, even though the films them­
selves were circulated on a national and international scale. That sense of
performance also derived from a whole range of other activities that outlived
the exhibitor's editorial control and persisted well into the nickelodeon
period. These can be divided into two types: activities relating to the
projected films more or less simultaneously, such as lectures, sound effects,
and music; and activities alternating with the projection of films in keeping
with the variety format, such as illustrated songs, vaudeville turns, and
occasionally, as late as 1909, magic lantern and stereopticon shows.
Although nonfilmic attractions varied in currency, status, and combination,
at least some of them could be expected as a rule, especially musical
accompaniment. 51

As a crucial element of cinematic experience, the live portions of the
show shaped a mode of reception substantially different from that which was
to become the norm, at the latest with the advent of synchronized sound
and a standardized speed of projection. Even at a minimum, musical accom­
paniment gave the audience a sense of collective presence that Norman King
maintains persisted throughout the silent era: "Sound functioned differently
during the silent era.... Essentially it produced effects in the cinema that
recorded sound could not, a sense of immediacy and participation. Live
sound actualised the image and, merging with it, emphasised the present­
ness of the performance and the audience. "52 The presence of live accompa­
niment relating to the projected image maintained a sense of continuity
between the space/time of the theater and the illusionist world on the
screen-as opposed to the classical subordination of the former under the
absolute rule of the latter. But the priority of "the feeling of being seated in a
theatre in front of a screen" over "the feeling of being carried away by an
imaginary time-flow" is not necessarily subversive in itself (as Burch
implies). 53 More than simply a formal opposition to the classical concept of
spectatorship, exhibitions varying from time to time and place to place
allowed for locally and culturally specific acts of reception, opening up a
margin of participation and unpredictability. In this margin the cinema
could assume the function of an alternative public sphere for particular
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social groups, like immigrants and women, by providing an intersubjective
horizon through-and against-which they could negotiate the specific
displacements and discrepancies of their experience.

Such alternative formations of spectatorship were, for obvious reasons,
not as widely documented as the tendencies that prevailed, but they did
leave their traces by way of negation. A different notion of cinema can be
inferred, for instance, from exhibition practices that were denounced or
became the object of conflicts between individual exhibitors and producers,
or from efforts to minimize nonfilmic acts and activities or subordinate them
to the film (music and sound effects) or transform them to become part of
the product (intertitles, editing, camera narration)-in short, from the
elimination of conditions around which local, ethnic, class, and gender­
related experience might crystallize. This process of negation involved
representational strategies aimed at suppressing awareness of the theater
space and absorbing the spectator into the illusionist space on screen: closer
framing, centered composition, and directional lighting; continuity editing
which created a coherent diegetic space unfolding itself to an ubiquitous
invisible observer; and the gradual increase of film length, culminating in
the introduction of the feature film. The most important vehicle of absorp­
tion, however, was lithe story," the narrative tradition that cinema adopted
with such force, a commentator observed in 1909, that lithe people forgot
the film, forgot the screen, and forgot themselves. "54

Narrative, Intertextuality, Genre Crossing

The rise of the story film, which began after 1901, was an important factor
in stabilizing the industry-not least because the production of narratives
could be planned in a way that wars and earthquakes could not. By the end
of 1904 fictional narratives had displaced actualities and scenics as the
dominant product of American companies, not only in the share of copy­
righted titles (53 vs. 42 percent) but, more important, by the higher number
of prints of individual titles sold. 55 The trick film had all but disappeared by
that time (it accounted for the remaining 5 percent), its techniques being
adapted by other genres. Between 1907 and 1908 the number of narrative
titles increased from 67 to 96 percent, while documentaries dropped to only
4 percent of copyright entries. At the same time comedies, which had
dominated the fiction film prior to 1907 began to fall behind serious drama,
or melodrama; in 1908 they accounted for less than a third of narrative
titles.

Historians have discussed the move to narrative in terms of a number of
interrelated developments, especially the nickelodeon boom and cinema's
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eventual emancipation from vaudeville, but also the establishment of film
exchanges and the introduction of industrial methods in film production. 56 I
will limit myself to the following questions: What distinguishes primitive
forms of narrative from the model developed after t 907? What kind of
relations do early narratives set up with their viewer? What are the implica­
tions of the reduction of nonfictional genres and the decline of trick films
and comedies? What happened to the unabashed display of visibility and
other aspects of primitive fascination?

One of the basic problems narrative films confronted between t 902 and
t 907 was the tension IIbetween scenes perceived as self-contained wholes on
the one hand and their potential as part of a more complex sequence on the
other. "57 Films tended to be nonlinear in two opposite directions: either the
narration was too elliptical, giving the viewer too little information to
understand the story; or it might demonstrate spatial contiguity between
shots at the cost of temporal overlap, by repeating the same action from two
different views (usually interior and exterior).58 In both cases narrative
clarity was not an issue if the films were presented by an exhibitor or lecturer
who would specify spatio-temporal connections, point out details, and
provide dialogue and motivation for the characters' actions.

Even without such guidance, many of the most popular films succeeded
because they drew upon well-known plays, novels (or, more often, their
theatrical adaptations), folk- and fairy-tales, comic strips, political car­
toons, and popular songs. 59 A famous instance of such primitive intertex­
tuality is Porter's Uncle Tom's Cabin (Edison, t 903), based upon George
Aiken's stage version of Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel, which at the time was
probably the most frequently performed play in the history of American
theater. The film consists of fourteen tableaux, an episodic series of high­
lights modeled on the condensed plays that helped gentrify the vaudeville
stage. These tableaux do not provide a plot summary but assume the viewer's
familiarity with play or novel; they function as lIillustrations for a narrative
which is elsewhere. "60 Each is introduced by a title which gives away the
narrative point in advance (for example, shot t: IIEliza Pleads with Tom to
Run Away"). Some captions refer to actions that do not occur until well into
the respective scene.

The reception implied by such procedures differs from the kinds of
expectations raised by illusionist types of narrative (whether novelistic,
dramatic, or cinematic), such as the pleasures of enigma and suspense con­
tingent upon the reader/viewer's temporary belief that the story is taking
place for the first time. Unlike later Hollywood adaptations, which by and
large participate in an illusionist disavowal of intertextuality, Uncle Tom's
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Cabin not only acknowledges the preexistent text throughout the film-it
would remain incomplete and incomprehensible without it-but .further
solicits the viewer on the basis of his or her foreknowledge. Reception
becomes a ritual of recognition or, as the case may be, initiation into an
audience already familiar with the story. The specifically cinematic appeal
of the film, moreover, involves types of visual pleasure germane to such non­
narrative genres as actualities, scenics, and trick films. Thus, the tableau
staging liThe Race between the Lee and the Natchez" uses miniature boats in
the style of the reenacted naval battles of the Spanish-American War (com­
pare Porter's own news reproduction, The Sampson-Schley Controversy, 1901).

A distinct strain of non-narrative fascination can also be found in chase
co~edies like Wallace McCutcheon's Personal (Biograph, June 1904), pla­
giarized by Porter as How a French Nobleman Got a Wife Through the New York
Herald "Personal" Columns (Edison, August 1904) and by producer Sigmund
Lubin as Meet Me at the Fountain (November 1904).61 Probably the most
successful narrative genre from late 1903 through 1906, the chase film took
the extended incident of the vaudeville stage into the streets and open
spaces, thus advancing an elaboration of continuous action in cinematic
terms: IIWith the chase film, moving pictures really began to move. "62

Beyond their kinetic appeal, most chases played for comic effect, with the
frequent admixture of erotic sights. In all three versions of Personal a French
dandy in search of an American wife finds himself pursued by a horde of
women all responding to his ad. After a few shots motivating the action, the
chase proceeds in typical fashion. Pursued and pursuers both enter the
frame in a distance and run diagonally or in curved lines toward and past the
camera; the last person's exit prompts a cut (or dissolve, as in the Lubin
version) carrying the action over to the next shot until the eventual capture.
Although the editing remains subordinate to the integrity of the scene
(there is no crosscutting between the two groups as, for instance, in
Griffith's rescue races after 1908), the length of individual shots provides
ample opportunity to show leg. Indeed, the narrative seems little more than
a pretext for a relentless display of awkward positions, as the women pursue
their prey across fences, hedges, ditches, down the hill, and through the
water. It comes as no surprise that, in the Lubin version, the day is carried by
an older woman played by a female impersonator, a remnant of vaudeville's
plebeian heritage, who winks at the camera in the final shot, asserting the
priority of perverse mischief over narrative clarity and diegetic
absorption. 63

The tension between the call of narrative and a primitive diversity of
appeals-a diversity whose common denominator was the impulse toward
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display-is also evident in films combining different genres, mixing stylistic
trends as well as strategies of address. Porter's The Execution of Czolgosz (Edi­
son, November 1901) opens with two panorama shots of Auburn State
Prison, thus providing an authentic setting for the dramatic reenactment of
the electrocution (which could be purchased with or without the pan­
oramas). The execution of the President's assassin was part of a whole string
of news events surrounding the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo (at
which McKinley was shot). Edison capitalized on all of them, both through
a monumental display of light bulbs (including test bulbs on the reproduc­
tion of the electric chair) and by a booming output of scenics, actualities,
and even a historical topical (Martyred Presidents). The same aesthetics of
display in the end inspires the moving shot that unfolds the marvels of
electricity in Porter's Pan-American Exposition at Night (October 1901)-a pan
turning day into night by means of time-lapse photography-and the one
used to authenticate another kind of spectacle in The Execution of Czolgosz.64

The hybrid appeal of longer films is even more pronounced when the
narrative no longer refers to a singular incident but accommodates both
documentary and comic-dramatic styles within an overall fictional frame­
work. Porter's well-known 1903 films, Life of an American Fireman and The Great
Train Robbery, exemplify this tendency, as does Biograph's The Hold-Up of the
Rocky Mountain Express (photographed by Bitzer in 1906). The latter begins
like a travel film of the kinesthetic variety, then switches to interior shots of
the passenger car showing some mildly bawdy comedy with a racist touch,
and culminates in a railway hold-up combining a Western theme with the
violent crime genre imported from England a few years earlier. The more
linear execution of the crime plot may lend The Hold-Up a greater degree of
closure than The Great Train Robbery, with its loose ends and obstreporous
close-up, guaranteeing a more consistent reception of the film regardless of
format, site, and time of exhibition. 65 Still, the relation between narrative
whole and intertextual fragments appears no less precarious than in Porter's
film, inasmuch as the parts maintain a distinct style and pace of their own,
displaying rather than denying their heterogeneous generic affiliations.

This tension has important implications for the quality and range of film­
spectator relations as well as for the type of intertextual horizon invoked.
Composite narratives like The Hold-Up may well be self-explanatory (that is,
they no longer require commentary or audience foreknowledge of the
story), yet they do not necessarily appear self-contained (by classical stan­
dards of compositional unity and closure). In preserving a stylistic hetero­
geneity of their component parts they invoke a larger field of intertextual
bricolage of which the individual film is only a segment, as is the particular



48 The Emergence of Spectatorship

program in which it is shown. While the classical genre film relies upon the
viewer's intertextual awareness primarily within the specialized category of
one and the same genre and according to preexisting standards of homoge­
neity, the films in question mobilize intertextual awareness across genre
boundaries, playing with contiguities among formally distinct types of film.
In doing so these films acknowledge a diversity of viewer interests not yet
subsumed under the spell of narrative and narrative forms of identification
and subjectivity; they assume an interest in narrative just as polymorphous
and diverse as the spectatorial pleasures it assembles.

By intersecting documentary and fictional modes the composite genre
films advance a greater affinity between the cinema and the texture of
experience, the kind of interaction between the film on the screen and the
IJfilm in the spectator's head" that Kluge sees as the structural condition for
the cinema's functioning as a public sphere. 66 The discourse of experience,
he argues, does not obey the division of labor evolved by the Hollywood
system of production, its hierarchy of narrative and non-narrative genres,
but tends to mix news with memory and fantasy, factuality with desire,
linear causality with associational leaps and gaps. The connections and
connotations enabled by primitive intertextuality, however, appear as
ambivalent in an ideological sense as on the stylistic level: capitalist­
imperialist in the case of the light-bulb displays that link Exposition and
execution; disconcerting and politically shrewd in the case of The IITeddy"
Bears.

If Porter had succeeded in incorporating various genres, trends, and
strategies with The Great Train Robbery (which remained a hit well into the
nickelodeon period) to the point of fashioning a national genre, the West­
ern, he could also employ the same method of intertextual bricolage to
almost contrary effect: invoking audience expectations only to frustrate and
subvert them. A sophisticated example of such defamiliarization is his film
The IITeddy" Bears, released in February t 907 and in circulation for a number of
years. I will discuss this film in some detail because it seems symptomatic of a
variety of issues relevant to my argument, among them the relation between
genre crossing and the invocation of a specific public sphere; the transition
from narratives relying on audience foreknowledge to self-sufficient narra­
tives whose outcome was not necessarily known and which could engage
the viewer through enigma, surprise, and suspense; and, finally, competing
conceptions 0"£ spectatorship articulated in terms of gender, pleasure, and
authority.

The first two-thirds of The IITeddy" Bears are an adaptation of Goldilocks and
the Three Bears, in the tradition of the fairy tale genre developed by Melies, G.
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A. Smith, and Porter himself, notably with Jack and the Beanstalk (1902).

Unlike the latter film, The IITeddy" Bears does not conclude with the ending of
the original story-a rather inconclusive story to begin with-but shifts
from fairy-tale to chase comedy. When Goldilocks is discovered and
escapes through a window, the setting changes from studio backdrops to an
outdoors location, as the bears pursue her through a sunlit snowy landscape.
The mood abruptly shifts again when the film switches to the referential
framework of political cartoons: a grown-up hunter dressed like Theodore
Roosevelt appears on the scene, shoots the parent bears, and captures Baby
Bear, leading him away on a leash.

Contemporary audiences were familiar with newspaper cartoons lam­
pooning Roosevelt and his much publicized hunting sprees. Relying on this
intertext, Porter had satirized Roosevelt as early as 1901 with Terrible Teddy,
the Grizzly King, which featured the then vice-president-elect with his press
agent, his photographer and a dead cat. 67 The particular incident drama­
tized in the later film-Roosevelt's refusal to shoot a bear cub on a hunting
expedition in Mississippi-spawned the novelty of stuffed "Teddy Bears,"
which by 1906 had become a craze. The film's most explicit tie-in with that
craze occurs in the first part, when the girl wanders through the cabin and
peeps through a hole in one of the doors: the next shot, masked by an oval
wooden frame to suggest her point of view, shows a chorus line of animated
teddy bears. This enchanting turn of toys was probably accompanied by
liThe Teddy Bear March," a popular hit that year. (The film apparently
continued its affiliation with the promotional intertext of toys: the Moving
Picture World reports it as being shown in one of the great New York depart­
ment stores probably as late as 1912. )68

The Goldilocks story too was a relatively recent and highly popular
source. It has an antecedent in an ancient Scottish cautionary tale (in which
the intruder is a female fox who gets devoured by the bears in retaliation). In
an 1831 version the "vixen" becomes an angry old woman, and in Robert
Southey's first printed version of 1837, the fate of the woman, after the bears
make her jump out of the window, remains unknown-although the narra­
tor hopes for the worst. In a version published in 1856, the intruder is
changed into a little girl called "Silver-Hair," which became "Goldilocks" in
1904. It is not until 1878, in Mother Goose's Fairy Tales, that the three bears are
presented as a family; in that version the ending assumes its current
inconclusive form. 69

The IITeddy" Bears offers a complex form of address, operating on at least
two distinct levels. As a contemporary reviewer complained, the hunter's
intervention jeopardizes the film's success as a children's film. 70 Yet, as
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Figure 1.3

Figure 1.4

Musser points out, the film was obviously aimed at adults, using the nursery
story as a pretext for a grim little allegory. Since the chase comedy of the
middle section provides a common ground for both young and adult
viewers, it also veils the discrepancy between the two positions and further
increases the shock effect of the matter-of-fact, deliberate killing. Both first
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and third sections assume a certain foreknowledge on the part of the
audience, though different in type and degree. Thus, while the Goldilocks
part is more or less accessible without audience precognition of the plot,
which ironically makes it the institutionally more lIadvanced" part of the
film, the political references would be lost to a viewer unfamiliar with the
hype surrounding Teddy the hunter and the spared cub. But an adequate
reception of the film does not depend merely upon familiarity with these
references; after all, even children-especially of families who could afford
toys-may have known about the cub. The point of the film is that the
juxtaposition of generically distinct frames of reference creates a moment of
surprise, a glimpse of a type of narrative whose outcome need not neces­
sarily be known. Thus, the film requires a viewer capable not only of shifting
between diverse positions and referential contexts but also of getting plea­
sure from the disjunction, from surrendering, if only momentarily, to the
authority of narration. 71

In the fairy-tale tradition Goldilocks is a story about a child's encounter with
nonhuman others or, rather, their respective reactions to each other's traces;
it is a failed encounter. Although Goldilocks may marvel at the strange
habitat, the young reader is already assured that the other is basically an
extension of his or her own growing identity, defined by the structure of the
nuclear family and a respect for private property. The projection of sup­
posedly universal human qualities upon the bears does not make them equal;
Goldilocks violates their private space with impunity. The reconciliation of
human beings and nonhuman nature, which genuine fairy-tales still imply as
a utopian promise, cannot be envisioned on such diminished terms; the
humanization of the other remains merely cute. (Bruno Bettelheim sees the
popularity of the story at the turn of the century as a sign of sympathy for
the outsider-the lack of punishment for Goldilocks-at a time when an
increasing number of people came to feel like outsiders. 72 Given the phys­
iognomic cliches of a predominantly white and Anglo-Saxon culture, how­
ever, the perception of Goldilocks as an outsider or alien seems somewhat
skewed. ) Finally, as Bettelheim argues, the story mimics the itinerary of the
child who gets lost in order to find him- or herself. Yet the Oedipal conflict
does not get resolved, the less so since the child in question is a girl. She can
neither identify with any of the familial roles she tries out (the three sets of
porridge, 'chairs, and beds)-not even with Baby Bear's-nor is she allowed
to learn from her failed experience.

Porter transposes this rather regressive scenario into the domain of news­
reels and political cartoons-an adult world of imperialism, nativism, and
racism, a country whose social others were immigrant, black, and working-
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class. By confronting the discourse of the fairy-tale domesticity with that
of contemporary politics, the film connects traditionally segregated zones
of experience-segregated by the abstract divisions of private and public.
It highlights these seemingly independent discourses as ideologically
interdependent, by supplying the nursery story with a sequel that is actu­
ally its prehistory. As the hunter reenacts the process of colonization and
domestication, he simultaneously strips away the ideology of the family
which had glossed over the basic inequality between humans and nonhu­
mans in the Goldilocks story. Thrust into the "real" world, the term "bears"
abruptly changes its meaning: the droll neighbors revert to mere beasts,
cadavers in the snow. The hunter's brutal gesture denies them even the
semblance of subjectivity that comes with the attribution of familial feel­
ings; it prefigures Griffith's strategy toward blacks in The Birth of a Nation. As
the authority incarnate of "Teddy Bear Patriarchy" (Donna Haraway), the
hunter not only consummates the girl's Oedipal fantasy with a vengeance
but also teaches her the difference between human subjects and others
which the story had blurred. 73

Yet Goldilocks is not as innocent as she acts, nor is she that blond and cute
(which may confirm Bettelheim's point). Though she may cover her eyes
and plead for Baby Bear's life, she is female consumer enough to accept him
as her new toy, along with the stuffed bears she gets to pillage from the
deserted cabin. Her desiring look at the dancing bears suggests her collu-

Figure 1.5
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Figure 1.6

Figure 1.7
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sion, retroactively, with the hunter's acts of violence and domestication.
Moreover, the discourse of consumption has penetrated the home of the
bears even before the advent of Goldilocks. The tokens of universal domes­
ticity are projected on the bears to the point of parody-portraits on the
wall, a sign reading JlGod Bless Our Home" above the door, the distribution
of paternal and maternal roles in disciplining and, respectively, comforting
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the child. But the conflicts of discipline arise in the first place because Baby
Bear is preoccupied with his stuffed toy bears. Whether he assumes the
figurative role of domesticated slave or that of a second-generation immi­
grant, Baby Bear is allied with Goldilocks-and set off from his parents'
generation-by the common cause of consumption.

This kind of reading may not correspond to Porter's intentions, but it
does proceed from conflicts and contradictions that shaped the historical
horizon of reception. However, to the extent that such a horizon can be
reconstructed, it challenges the status of any single reading-especially for
early films, which depended specifically upon the particular site and
modality of exhibition. The connotations of the bears' otherness, for
instance, probably would have varied according to the audience's ethnic and
racial make-up and identification. Considering the dynamic by which eth­
nically diverse but white immigrants were encouraged to identify with
dominant American culture at the expense of the racial other, the film's
success with nickelodeon audiences might have fed on such fantasies of
integration, the desire to disaffiliate oneself from the IIbears." At the same
time, we can imagine an alternative reception in the context of all-black
exhibition outlets, of jazz accompaniment and live performances aimed at
that particular audience-a subversion of racist imagery along the lines of
the rhetoric of minstrelsy. 74 It is this margin of indeterminacy and alterna­
tive interpretations, the public dimension of early exhibition practices, that
the implementation of classical modes of narration and address sought to
minimize and regulate.

As Musser observes, The "Teddy" Bears is an example of a sophisticated
elaboration of a mode of representation about to be transformed. 75 Styl­
istically the film remains squarely within the early paradigm: predominantly
tableau framing, one instance of temporal overlap between shots (as Gold­
ilocks enters the bears' bedroom), dependence of the plot on the viewer's
familiarity with the stories. Yet the shift of genres through which The "Teddy"
Bears stages its concerns relates to a more general shift that preceded the
transition to the classical mode. This shift entailed the adaptation of styliS­
tic elements of the newsreel genre (authentic locations, mobile framing,
greater variety of camera distance and angle) to the narrative film, a ten­
dency which set in around 1903. It systematically increased from 1907 on,
when the production of newsfilms as a distinct genre dropped drastically, as
did scenics and trick films. As the newsreel aesthetic pervaded the visual style
of fictional narratives, lithe fantasy realm of optical and erotic delights was
eliminated by the constraints of visual and moral realism. "76

Yet for quite some time conflicting styles of narration existed side by Side,
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most strikingly in the frequent combination of artificial and natural
settings-a practice that appears to have been acceptable at least until about
t 909. 77 The mixture of two-dimensional painted backdrops and outdoor
locations can be found not only in shifting genres or moods from one scene
to the next (as in The Hold-Up of the Rocky Mountain Express or Cohen's Fire Sale)
but also within a single shot, whether suggesting a greater sense of depth
(by showing, for instance, a real landscape through a painted window
frame) or just curiously incongruous, as in The Hooligans of the West (Pathe,
t 907), where a cavalry crosses a real stream decorated with large artificial
rocks. 78

The persistent combination of contrasting materials, the unabashed
eclecticism that does not even try to cover its tracks, often carried quite
specific connotations, including the assertion of an implicit hierarchy of
realist and nonrealist styles. For instance, Porter's European Rest Cure (Edison,

t 904) opens with a panorama of the Manhattan waterfront as we accompany
an American tourist on a torture trip through Europe and the Middle East.
The foreign sites are all shot against grossly stylized pasteboard sets and
painted drops; the canvas flutters on the scaffold of the pyramid, and a two­
dimensional Sphinx lurks in the background. Although the film is a delight­
ful parody of the travelogue, 79 the formal distinction between domestic and
foreign settings (in conjunction with a half-serious isolationist message)

asserts the newsreel style as a specifically American idiom, cinematically
superior to theatrical modes of representation. Only a few years later
IIrealistic" story films dealing with IIAmerican subjects" began to be marketed

as the natural and universal language of film (as opposed to the artificiality of
foreign imports), and the connotation of documentary authenticity became
a major facet of Hollywood ideology.

The /lTeddy" Bears participates in this general tendency, both in its shift
from artificial to natural settings and in the way it associates them with
competing modes of engaging the viewer. Thus, the tripartite movement of
The /lTeddy" Bears could be read as encapsulating available options of specta­
torship at the threshold of institutional change. Goldilocks, after all, is
herself depicted as a spectator when her curious gaze produces the chorus
line of miniature bears. The pronounced gesture of diegetic anchoring
(through point-of-view editing and the wooden mask) and Goldilocks' frus­
tration at being unable to open that particular door suggest a link between
consumer desire and the later acts of violence and domestication. Yet the

neutral background and the duration of the act remove the vision from any
narrative function. The shot of the dancing bears-the film's first major
addition to the literary source-celebrates a type of optical delight which
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clearly belongs to the repertoire of early cinema, from the Peeping Tom
films to the more sophisticated uses of trick photography in dream visions
and magic films. 80 By assuming Goldilocks' point of view, the spectator is
invited to share in the pure spectacle of pattern and movement, a spectacle
which continues, in somewhat less elegant form, through the comic chase.
The third part stamps such pleasures as naive, childish, and obsolete, mak­
ing the spectator either sadistically complicit (by relishing the debunking of
domestic ideology) or aware of a compensatory economy that binds aes­
thetic pleasure to social and sexual inequity.

The film's popularity with contemporary audiences suggests the former,
meaning that the effect of the sudden intrusion of reality was probably
closer to the crude materialism and black humor of slapstick comedy than to
moral or political reflection. Nonetheless, there remains a certain moraliz­
ing, allegorizing undertone (familiar from Porter's other work, for example,
The Kleptomaniac [1905]) in the film's construction: in the confrontation of
two incompatible concepts of spectatorship and cinematic pleasure epito­
mized, respectively, by Goldilocks' vision of the dancing bears, and the
narrative sadism personified by the paternal hunter. Porter's "ambivalent"
position in film history (to paraphrase Burch) is as evident here as in his
other films, perhaps even more so. By deploying a more "adult," "virile"
stance against a "childish," "effeminate," regressive fantasy, The IITeddy" Bears
seems to point toward a cinema of moral, psychological, and social realism.
At the same time the film acknowledges a sense of loss entailed by the
transition, all the more so since it cannot yet envision a type of narrative that
would integrate spectacle and visual pleasure with the continuous flow of
action, motivation, and meaning.

In its configuration of spectatorship The IITeddy" Bears accentuates a dis­
junction between sheer scopophilia and narratively motivated vision,
between a "cinema of attractions" and a notion of cinema as a moral institu­
tion. This disjunction is marked by the opposition of "childish" and "adult"
and by the terms of gender and sexuality. While Goldilocks functions as the
focus of enunciation for the larger part of the film, she eventually renounces
her position at the keyhole and entrusts her desire to the authority of the
male narrator figure. In Terrible Ted, a Biograph film of the same year, the
eleven-year-old hero gets to enact his fantasy, a "bad boy" version of Roos­
evelt adventurism culminating in the rescue of an Indian maiden, killing a
bear, and a scalping massacre; he is awakened and punished by his mother
only after the successful completion of these episodes. Unlike Terrible Ted,
Goldilocks is not allowed to maintain her power of enunciation, to complete
the scenario for herself-and for the viewer. The objects disclosed in her
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Jlprimal scene" remain genderless: her curiositas is reduced to a cupiditas rerum, a
desire for things, a reification of desire. 81 The hunter's discourse, on the
other hand, is not yet endowed with visual subjectivity; in terms of the
spectator's identification with the gaze, it merely conveys displeasure.

In terms of the relations of gender and authority, the circumscription of
Goldilocks' gaze foreshadows the seeming paradox between the industry's
increased catering to female audiences and the structural masculinization of
the spectator position attributed to classical cinema. In terms of the implicit
hierarchy of childish and mature, the configuration of spectatorship sug­
gested here brings into play the analogy that critics like Burch or Michael
Chanan, relying on Freud and Melanie Klein, have drawn between the
Jlinfancy of the cinema" and Jlcertain infant-like characteristics" of early
viewers. 82 No doubt the types of fascination current in early cinema have a
greater affinity with polymorphous perversity than with genital sexuality,
and their eventual integration under the rule of narrative could be compared
to the Oedipal subordination of the partial drives. The ontogenetic anal­
ogy, however, short-circuits the parallel emergence of both cinema and
psychoanalysis as institutions, the mediation of each by uneven historical
developments. A deviant libidinal economy is certainly an important aspect
of early cinema's paradigmatic otherness, but it assumes this significance
only in conjunction with other factors, such as the bifurcation of popular
and high culture, their institutional demarcations of gender and sexuality, or
the accelerated pressures of modernization and acculturation. As we saw in
the case of Uncle Josh, the childlike behavior of spectator figures was
already a trope of film history, an attempt to negotiate complex institutional
problems through a familiar cliche.

Narrative Perspective and Upward Mobility

Early figurations of spectatorship suggest certain positions on the part of the
viewer to whom the film is addressed. These positions differ from later ones
in their formal effectiveness (they are not yet sustained by consistent strat­
egies of narration and identification), and in their social dynamic. If the
naive spectator of early films is depicted as a child or childlike, or as exces­
sive and hysterical, the adequate spectator must be mature and balanced,
which means respecting the boundaries between illusion and reality along
with the segregation of screen and theater spaces that regulates them.
Similarly, if the spectator figure is embodied by a rube, the implied viewer is
assumed to be more sophisticated and acculturated, familiar with the urban
world of technology and mass entertainment. In either case the perspective
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offered the viewer is one of superiority in relation to the scene and subject of
representation.

In an interesting essay on the development of narrative perspective, Ben
Brewster traces the metaphor of spectatorship and identification in Stella
Dallas (the novel, t923; two film versions, t926 and t937) through a series
of early films culminating in Griffith's Gold Is Not All (Biograph, t 9 to). The
fantasy of projecting oneself, unseen, into a fictional world "up there" which
claims a greater degree of reality involves a social hierarchy that asks the
spectator to identify with the perspective of the "poor" looking in on the
"rich. " The parallel narration of Gold Is Not All shows a poor couple looking
over a wall at a rich couple, themselves oblivious to the poor: "the rich are
ignorant of the poor; the poor see the rich and envy them; the spectator
knows rich and poor and knows the poor do not realise how unhappy the
rich really are. Inside and outside on the screen duplicate inside and outside
in the movie-house. "83 Such a perspective prefigures a key aspect of film­
spectator relations after World War I and throughout the t 920s; it also
provides a significant contrast with early cinema.

In the address of later films upward mobility tends to remain a consumer­
ist fantasy, perennially promised and deferred (a discrepancy naturalized by
such implicit assertions as "the poor are happier than the rich"). In early
cinema, however, the angle is more often reversed: upward mobility enters
film-viewer relations as already accomplished, inasmuch as spectatorial
pleasure is frequently bound up with a position of social and epistemological
superiority. This tendency can be observed in the particular figurations of
spectatorship and on a more structural level of address, especially in com­
edies featuring stock characters inherited from vaudeville, the circus, or
comic strips-tramps, rubes, ethnics, eccentrics, pranksters. 84 The tramp
figure inspired a whole string of films around the turn of the century, ranging
from The Tramp's Dream (Lubin, t 899) through Edison's Happy Hooligan and
Weary Willie series. In Weary Willie in the Park, a "dirty tramp" wins a park
bench previously occupied by "ladies and gentlemen" merely by sitting next
to one after the other (Edison Catalogue, t 90 t). Lewis Jacobs comments on
the appeal of this film: "Mingled with the humor here was the patent lesson
that a tramp is a social outcast. If the picture flattered the audience by
hinting that they were better people than Willie, it also intensified their
subconscious determination never to sink to such a low condition. "85 Thus,
while sharing in the sadistic pleasures occasioned by the social other as
either exponent or victim, viewers could put a safe distance between them­
selves and a lower-class background from which many of them were at best
one or two generations removed.
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At this point the question of spectatorship reaches the limits of formal
analysis and urges us to consider the demography of film exhibition and the
social composition of early audiences. Prior to the nickelodeon period,
which began in 1905, most films were shown as part of vaudeville programs,
at least in urban areas. The perspective of early comedies, therefore, can be
understood as part of the ideological mechanisms at work in that institution.
Although vaudeville was ostensibly middle-class in admission prices, decor,
and cultural pretensions and, as some managers claimed, even attracting the
"carriage trade," its primary appeal was to the rising class of white-collar
workers-social climbers who might have been the first or second genera­
tion in their family to aspire to a middle-class life-style and status. The
comic display of class, ethnic, and racial stereotypes might have fulfilled a
two-fold function for such audiences. It offered a nostalgic potpourri of
older folk traditions, as derivative and eclectic as anything in vaudeville. At
the same time the stereotypes provided a negative foil for a new, ostensibly
middle-class identity or, rather, for an identification with a specifically
American myth of success that blurred all class and ethnic distinctions. 86

While vaudeville continued the popular tradition of direct address, it
prefigured cinematic relations of reception in important ways. Unlike vari­
ety or burlesque, which encouraged vocal audience participation, the
vaudeville fantasy required a relatively passive, Silent, and well-behaved
spectator marveling at the show from a distance. Uncle Josh's response to
the projected films would have been just as inappropriate in relation to a
vaudeville show. The implied spectator of Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show
is neither properly theatrical nor yet classical, although the lesson points in
that direction. It is a spectator oscillating between distraction and absorp­
tion, between specific memories and shared ambitions, between intersub­
jective experience and alienated, universalized forms of subjectivity,
between a cinema relying on the social space of the theater as a public
sphere and a cinema that initiates its viewers into a larger consumer culture.

The creation of the classical spectator-as a hypothetical term of cine­
matic discourse, as a position anticipated by strategies of narration and
address-was not possible until cinema found its own exhibition outlet. In a
number of ways the nickelodeon continued to resemble its vaudeville pre­
cursor, especially in the adaptation of the variety format. But it also involved
a distinctly lower class of patrons and, at the same time, promised a more
comprehensive and more cost-effective grasp on an emerging mass
audience. In realizing this goal, the cinema actually rehearsed a scenario of
upward mobility similar to that which had proven successful in vaudeville,
though on a much larger scale.
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Few topics in film history have generated more controversy than that of the
social composition of early audiences. It has been a long cherished assump­
tion in survey histories and journalistic views of Hollywood that the first
motion picture audiences were mainly immigrant and working-class and
that this was the single most important factor in shaping American cinema as
an institution. The assumption is problematic because it not only underrates
other influences and interests, but it also invites suspicion as one of
the staples of Hollywood's ideology about itself-a myth of origin that
would advertise a giant corporate enterprise as a genuinely democratic,
popular culture. Over the past decade, therefore, revisionist historians have
contested the presumed symbiosis of immigrant, working-class audiences
and the motion picture business on, roughly, three counts: the limited
duration of the nickelodeon period; the location of the theaters in areas
other than working-class neighborhoods; and the development of film prac­
tice, that is, a classical mode of narration and genres and subject matter that
did not necessarily reflect the traditions of working-class, ethnic culture. 1

Most of the debates over early audiences center on the period following
1905, when the cinema found a full-time exhibition outlet in the nickelo­
deons. The social profile of motion picture audiences for the decade preceding
the nickelodeon period, however, remains no less controversial and difficult
to assess. Audiences were as varied as the contexts in which films were
originally shown-vaudeville and variety theaters, dime museums and
penny arcades, summer parks, fair grounds, and traveling shows. What the
audiences had in common was a striking distance from the genteel tradition
that had dominated American culture since the end of the Civil War. Elud­
ing the control of cultural and religious arbiters, a new public sphere had
emerged with a whole range of commercial entertainments that flourished
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toward the turn of the century. Its constituency was a heterogeneous mass
audience, mostly the new urban middle class, especially upwardly mobile
white-collar workers and their families, as well as the more prosperous
working class-anyone who could afford the admission prices, transporta­
tion, and leisure time. Access to this new public sphere was defined pri­
marily in economic terms (with the exception of varying degrees of racial
segregation), rather than by the exclusive standards of cultural tradition and
social hierarchy. Concomitantly, the ideological orientation of the new
entertainment forms, especially vaudeville and amusement parks, was
toward blurring any class divisions among its patrons, offering them par­
ticipation in an ostensibly classless, Americanized, community of leisure. 2

Compared to this emerging mass public, the audiences that flocked to the
nickelodeons displayed a more distinct class profile. Charging a nickel or a
dime, the converted theaters, storefronts, or saloons that proliferated in
Midwestern and East-Coast cities after 1905 attracted not only those seg­
ments of the working class who, with some effort, could afford mainstream
amusements but also millions of people who had next to no disposable
income or recreation time. 3 The latter group, mostly recent immigrants and
their families, had never before been considered an audience in a commer­
cially significant sense, except by such marginal enterprises as ethnic the­
ater, music halls, puppet shows, dime museums, or penny arcades. The
nickelodeons filled this market gap with their low admission fee (a vaude­
ville ticket cost at least twenty-five cents) and flexible time schedule (contin­
uous shows of variable length that could be attended on the way home from
work or shopping). And, while a trip to the amusement park or a downtown
theater would add transportation expenses to the ticket price, the nickelo­
deons tended to be spread more widely and in greater proximity to their
audiences-near shopping districts, on major thoroughfares, and in
working-class neighborhoods. 4

The nickelodeons offered easy access and a space apart, an escape from
overcrowded tenements and sweatshop labor, a reprieve from the time
discipline of urban-industrial life. They encouraged modes of reception and
viewer behavior that were closer to the traditions of working-class and
immigrant culture than to the more advanced forms of commercialized
leisure. The neighborhood character of many nickelodeons-the egalitar­
ian seating, continuous admission, and variety format, nonfilmic activities
like illustrated songs, live acts, and occasional amateur nights-fostered a
casual, sociable if not boisterous, atmosphere. It made moviegoing an inter­
active rather than merely passive experience. To whatever extent and fre­
quency this type of theater experience actually took place, the conditions
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that enabled it clearly deviated from the middle-class standards aspired to
by other spectator pastimes, especially "high-class" vaudeville with its
scaled ticket prices and sophisticated style of presentation. At the same
time, moviegoing marked significant changes in the patterns of working­
class culture itself-changes, specifically, from an ethnically separatist,
inward-looking public sphere to a more inclusive, multiethnic one; and
from a gender-segregated public sphere (like the male domain of the
nineteenth-century saloons) to a heterosocial one in which women of all
ages and marital status could move in relative freedom from family and social
control. 5

The nickelodeons differed from traditional working-class culture and
other commercial entertainments mainly in that they exhibited a com­
modity that was circulated on a national and international scale. The late­
nineteenth-century entrepreneurs of the amusement parks and vaudeville
circuits had successfully applied the methods of mass production and mass
marketing to recreation, thus subordinating communal control over leisure
activities to monopolistic objectives. However, they lacked the technology
of representation that would make the cinema a model of mass-cultural
consumption, at least for the first half of the twentieth century. The most
advanced forces in the film industry, among exhibitors and producers, both
within the Edison Trust and among the rising Independents, realized the
potential of the formula and sought to attract the better-paying audiences.
Robert Allen has shown that in Manhattan, as early as 1908, several com­
modious "small-time" vaudeville houses had been converted into movie
theaters, offering a mixed program of film and vaudeville acts at medium­
range prices (between ten and thirty-five cents). Exhibitors in New York and
other urban centers, responding to an increasingly competitive market,
began to upgrade their theaters and the quality of the shows. Newly
founded trade periodicals (especially The Moving Picture World) became a
nationwide forum for such ambitions, recommending improvements in
interior and exterior decoration or, more explicitly, advising against
nationally slanted programs, ethnic vaudeville acts, and sing-alongs in for­
eign languages-but they also published articles warning against losing the
cinema's "traditional" clientele. Before long, nickelodeons ceased to be the
primary focus of the industry's attention; the frontier of the market lay with
the "picture palace" and the feature film, with audiences who could afford
higher admission fees, who had more leisure time and longer attention
spans. 6

The industry's gentrification efforts were designed to elevate motion
picture audiences to the level of the upwardly mobile mass public of main-
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stream commercial entertainments. In other words, they were to link the
relatively autonomous public sphere of the nickelodeons to the more com­
prehensive, less class-specific public sphere of an emerging consumer cul­
ture. In terms of its technology of representation, the cinema was more
lIadvanced" compared to the live entertainments-that is, by a capitalist
standard of the development of the productive forces. As a social horizon of
experience, however, the cinema lagged behind the emerging culture of
consumption to the extent that the initial marginality of the nickelodeons
allowed audiences-and exhibitors often of the same background-to
shape modes of reception reminiscent of older forms of working-class,
immigrant culture. To the extent that these audiences also sought access to a
more IImodern," more affluent, American society, their dreams of upward
mobility converged with the industrial objective of upgrading and expand­
ing the market.

Theater owners and producers found some ideological support from Pro­
gressive crusaders and reformers, a group largely opposed to the motion
pictures. Within two or three years nickelodeons were perceived by middle­
class reformers as lithe core of the cheap amusement problem," not only
because they drew by far the largest crowds but also for the unprecedented
hazards that lurked between the flickering screen and the darkness of the
theater space. 7 Like prostitution and' working-class drinking, the cinema
became the site of a struggle over cultUral authority. One form of interven­
tion, headed by prominent representatives of the Christian clergy, led to the
closing of movie theaters (notably in New York on December 23, 1908) and
to censorship of films by municipal authorities throughout the United
States. In response to these threats the Motion Picture Patents Company
supported the National Board of Censorship,·· which was administered by
the People's Institute, an organization devoted to civic reform. Another
strategy on the part of reformers to regulate working-class leisure activity
was to advocate the production of motion pictures in the service of moral
uplift, acculturation, and the containment of class conflict. 8 The assertion
that moviegoing could be redeemed for the cause of social progress, reiter­
ated by social-work journals like The Survey (and endorsed in its pages by
Edison), lent an added air of legitimacy to the industry's wooing of the
middle class.

The industry's bid for public status also entailed the marketing of film as
(high) art. For this, producers relied in part on the same methods that had
helped gentrify the vaudeville stage more than a decade earlier, such as
adapting successful productions from the legitimate stage in the form of
condensed IIplaylets" and casting stage celebrities (like Sarah Bernhardt) in
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episodic highlights from well-known works. 9 Beyond the vaudeville model,
almost all of Western tradition was called upon to testify to the cinema's
cultural respectability. Between 1907 and 1911 the Vitagraph Company, for
instance, produced close to fifty films drawing on literary, historical and
biblical sources (King Lear; Napoleon, Man of Destiny; and Salome, for example);
many of these IIquality" films received special notice in the trade press. 10 The
very genre of film criticism, advanced by writers like Frank Woods as an
activity for the IIpublic good," assumed the treatment of film as lIart and
dramatic productions instead of mere articles of merchandise. "11 Yet Woods
also knew that the claim to aesthetic status required more than just a respect­
able source. It depended upon the development of a particular mode of
narration, based on psychological motivation, on standards of IIrealism" and
subjectivity descended, through a series of mediations, from the
nineteenth-century novel.

A crucial figure in ensuring the recognition of film as an art form was D.
W. Griffith, though in a more complicated way than in his mythical role as
father of American film perpetuated in survey histories. Griffith's work for
the Biograph Company (1908-191 3) has been seen as an attempt to trans­
late the heritage of the bourgeois novel into cinematic forms-in its devel­
opment of complex forms of narration, especially parallel editing, and in its
transformation of the IIhistrionic" acting style descended from stage melo­
drama toward a more psychological delineation of character, using closer
camera ranges for connotations of intimacy, interiority, and individuality. 12

Yet by the end of the transitional period Griffith's particular mode of invok­
ing the epic tradition was beginning to diverge from the institutionally more
advanced forms of classical narrative. His service to the industry at this
point, notably with the success of The Birth of a Nation (1915), was perhaps
less a matter of aesthetic influence than of his public image-as IImaster,"
lIartist," IIgenius"-which raised the prestige of the cinema as a whole. In
that sense Griffith's ambition lito translate a manufacturing industry into an
art and meet the ideals of cultivated audiences" was only a more genteel
phrasing of Adolph Zukor's resolution lito kill the slum tradition in the
movies. "13 Griffith's naive striving for cultural respectability only literalized
the industry's attempts to stabilize the new public sphere that had crystal­
lized around the cinema, among other things, by borrowing the cultural
fa~ade of a bourgeois publiC sphere. That public sphere, however, had been
disintegrating since before the Civil War; besides, it had never possessed
the same degree of autonomy-hence legitimation value-as its European
prototypes.

The most effective strategy of legitimation, in the end, was the marketing
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of cinema as a IIdemocratic art," the valorization of IIpopular" culture. This
involved mythologizing the very audiences that had initially appeared to
block the market's expansion. The more the nickelodeon receded from the
forefront of the motion picture business, the more the discourse on its
humble patrons assumed rhetorical and ideological functions. Rather than
disassociate the cinema from its working-class clientele, as the industry's
initial courting of the IIbetter classes" might have implied, the long-range
strategy was to submerge all class distinctions in an ostensibly homogeneous
culture of consumption. The nickelodeon provided a powerful myth of
origin for this ideal, a democratic-and specifically American­
legitimation for capitalist practices and ideology.

Uplift, Popular Expertise, Acculturation

Beginning in 1907, the nickelodeon and its audiences became the object of
attention by journalists, reformers, and sociologists. These first reports
emphasized the enormous popularity of the new amusement, the diversity
of the programs, and the composition of its audiences-not just their being
predominantly working-class and immigrant but also the high number of
women and children, with or without family. Reformers in particular noted
the nickelodeon's function as a IIneighborhood institution, " as a social-and
heterosocial-space. Jane Addams remarked that the motion picture show
was decidedly IIless formal" than the regular theater: IIthere is much more

gossip and social life as if the foyer and the pit were mingled. The very
darkness of the room. . . is an added attraction to many young people, for
whom the space is filled with the glamour of love making. "14

To the middle-class observer the nickelodeon seemed a strange phenome­
non, offering a glimpse of cultural otherness, an opportunity to go slum­
ming or a field to study and reform. During the first few years working-class
audiences were perceived as part of the spectacle-all the more so since
their naive absorption presumably made them unaware of being themselves
observed. The author of an article in Harper's Weekly acknowledges this
voyeuristic implication by troping his field trip as an illicit activity: IILet any
person who desires-metaphorically speaking, of course-put himself in
the shoes of a pickpocket and visit one of these five-cent theatres. . . .
Having entered one of these get-thrills-quick theatres and imagined he is a
pickpocket, let him look about at the workingmen, at the tired, drudging
mothers of bawling infants, at the little children of the streets, newsboys,
bootblacks, and smudgy urchins. "15

The spoils of such excursions are precisely images like that, images that
were to bestow a picturesque patina on the nickelodeon for decades to
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come. A writer rarely admitted to his or her own fascination with the
phenomenon; if so, the identification was likely to be sentimental and
patronizing. Michael Davis, a researcher for the Russell Sage Foundation,
complains about the crudity of the illustrated songs ("set to one of three
spiritual keys: the mawkishly sentimental, the patriotic, and the sug­
gestively immoral"), only to concede: "Yet no warm-blooded person can
watch the rapt attention of an audience during the song, and hear the voices
swell as children and adults join spontaneously in the chorus, without
feeling how deeply human is the appeal of the music, and how clearly it
meets a sound popular need. "16

As soon as they came into the purview of middle-class publicity, nickelo­
deons were inscribed with the rhetoric of uplift. Articles in popular journals,
unless they simply condemned the cinema, abounded with cliches like "the
poor man's elementary course in drama," "the academy of the working­
man," "the speechless pedagogue," "a grand social worker. "17 The trade
periodicals printed and reprinted some of these articles, welcome in the
fight against censorship. For the most part, however, they displayed a more
complex rhetoric regarding the working-class profile of motion picture
audiences. On the one hand, countless reports testify to the success of
gentrification efforts, commending theater after theater for being able to
attract a IInew class of spectators." On the other hand, the self-serving
optimism of such reports suggests that on a larger scale the problem did not
go away that easily. In 1911 the working class were still perceived to "con­
stitute the great majority of the patrons of the picture," and in smaller
industrial towns (like Worcester, Massachusetts), this seems to have been
the case as late as 1914. 18 One mode of response was to acknowledge the
presence of so-called "plain people," but to emphasize how well-behaved,
how spellbound, how eager they were to be impressed by the events on
screen. Just as the "dirty little dumps" had been sanitized, the behavior
typical of neighborhood audiences-lithe buzz and idle comment, " booing
and applause, the "howling of small boys"-had become a matter of "days of
long ago. "19 The domestication of working-class viewing behavior, these
comments imply, depended upon the exhibitor's ability to produce a "total­
ity of effect," a type of fascination that would subdue social and cultural
distinctions among viewers and turn them into a homogeneous group of
spectators-"a tense, well knit, immobile mass of human faces, with eyes fixed
alertly on the screen. "20

At the same time some trade columnists began to tout working-class
audiences as competent, expert viewers, capable of dramatic as well as
moral judgment. Louis Reeves Harrison, one of the few writers who insisted
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that the cinema's function was to entertain (rather than uplift), defends even
the notorious "small boys" for their natural sense of "discrimination between
theatrical pretense and that high art which seems not to be art at all." He
invokes working-class judgment in the ongoing polemic against cheap
vaudeville acts. 21 With populist flourish, Harrison rejects the "highbrow"
monopoly on morality in favor of critical norms derived from the principle
of democracy and the "possibilities of liberty." His notion of "public taste,"
however, is indistinguishable from the logic of the marketplace:

It is no easy matter to prejudge the taste of millions of men, women and
children. No individual publisher or producer can do more than make a
guess at it and when he guesses wrong he hates to acknowledge failure and
falls back upon denunciation of what he should respect-the really keen
and discriminating judgment of the whole people....

The men of real talent and power are not engaged in damning public taste, but in
studying it. 22

By contrast, a self-conscious and ambitious critic like Woods, writing on
film for the New York Dramatic Mirror, insisted upon the distinction between
popular demand and aesthetic judgment. Criticizing the Moving Picture
\Vorld's campaign for the "always happy ending," he brackets "reasoning
[that] savors of the commercial" (even though he takes the public to be
favoring the tragic mode) and chooses to discuss "not what the public most
unmistakably wants but what it ought to want. "23

Harrison may have been on the losing side at the time, considering the
industry's anxious wooing of the middle class. Yet in the long run his pro­
nounced def~Tence to popular expertise, his evocation of box-office democ­
racy, became a standard argument in the ideology of consumer-oriented art,
of "merely giving the people what they want. " The pervasive recommenda­
tion to study "public taste" was realized in later decades by Hollywood's
systematic analysis of its own market. 24 As industrial publicity began
celebrating the sheer mechanisms of supply and demand as democratic art,
the nickelodeon emerged as a founding myth for this ideology in survey
histories. The working-class profile of early audiences became the touch­
stone of American cinema's manifest destiny, a token of its inherently demo­
cratic nature and vitality. Benjamin Hampton, one of the first film historians
and a film producer, explains the feedback characteristic of the expanding
phase of the industry: "If spectators enjoyed a film and applauded it, the
nickelodeon owner scurried around and tried to get more like it, and if they
grumbled as they left the show he passed on the complaints to the
exchange, and the exchange told the manufacturer." Whatever the factual
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basis of the account, it instantly assumes teleological significance for the
legitimation of dominant practices: "In this simple way, and unconsciously,
the American public began to take charge of the screen. "25

The nickelodeon also became a founding myth for historians on the left,
notably Lewis Jacobs in his influential study, The Rise of the American Film
(1939).26 Writing under the impact of the Depression and the New Deal,
Jacobs hailed the American cinema as a fundamentally progressive institu­
tion, a popular art founded upon the organic unity of business, art, and so­
cial agency. According to him, this organic tendency had manifested itself
early-in a symbiotic relation between the movies and their working-class
patrons. Unlike industrial apologists such as Hampton and Terry Ramsaye,
Jacobs focuses on the social function of the cinema, especially for the masses
of "new" immigrants. Like the reformers and social workers (whose reports
he favors among his sources), he sees this function primarily as one of
acculturation and integration: "Immigration was at its peak in 1902-1903,
and the movies gave the newcomers, particularly, a respect for American law
and order, an understanding of civic organization, pride in citizenship and
in the American commonwealth.... More vividly than any other single
agency they revealed the social topography of America to the immigrant, to
the poor, and to the country folk. "27

Whether emphasizing the opportunity to learn English or the instruction
in models of social behavior, Jacobs, and many historians following him,
cast the interaction of ethnically and culturally diverse viewers with the
cinema as a scenario of Americanization and upward mobility, conveying
the impression, as Judith Mayne puts it, "that movie houses and nickelo­
deons were the back rooms of the Statue of Liberty. It is as if moving pictures
had a well-defined role within the melting pot of American society, and
immigrants went to the moving pictures as passive subjects eager to be
integrated into the mainstream of American life. "28

The Social Theme: Representation and Address

One of the most controversial assumptions in Jacobs' study is that the
cinema's social function can be located in the films themselves, on the level
of content and subject matter. The "first American story films," Jacobs
observes, became popular (over imported fairy-tales and magic fantasies)
because their "subject matter was derived from American life," because they
dealt with characters, conflicts, environments familiar to "audiences and
film makers alike." This trend continues, he states, from 1908 to 1914, even
though films of that period invariably "preached," that is, they had senti-
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mental plots and moralistic endings. Yet, by dramatizing issues like poverty,
crime, alcoholism, corruption, and capital-labor conflicts, by recognizing
ethnic minorities and illustrating American virtues and values, films
reflected-and made audiences reflect upon-contemporary Jlreality."
They were concerned with Jlinterpreting the working man's world. "29

This assumption (which has become commonplace) is especially ques­
tionable for the period before the nickelodeon, before the cinema's detour,
as it were, through the lower regions of the entertainment market. As I have
pointed out, early films were not concerned with representing social reality,
let alone with introducing immigrants to American customs. Certain films
might have functioned to that effect (Porter's Life of an American Fireman, The
Great Train Robbery, or The Kleptomaniac, for example), but Jacobs' claim seems
incompatible with the general diversity of genres and perversity of
appeals-the popularity of prank, knockabout, and chase comedies, trick
films, scenics, actualities-as well as with the international character of
early cinema. Moreover, these films were not yet catering to a predomi­
nantly working-class audience but rather to the broader, upwardly mobile
clientele of commercial entertainments. As for the social background of
early filmmakers, an affinity between manufacturers and audiences is argu­
able only for a later phase, notably with the Jewish immigrant producers
who challenged the Edison Trust (Carl Laemmle, William Fox, and Adolph
Zukor), and even then the impact of this affinity on film practice is more
complicated. 30

Jacobs' argument is more plausible for the transitional period, considering
the increased output of narrative films and the concomitant reduction of
primitive diversity-including broad physical comedy-after 1907. The
rise of the story film, which began as early as 1901, could be described as the
development of a specifically American idiom, especially with the adapta­
tion of the "newsreel style" for fictional narratives. But the type of narrative
film that mushroomed around 1907-08 was not distinguished by pho­
tographic realism or attention to social milieu. Rather, the increased
demand generated by the nickelodeon boom resulted in a proliferation of
"cheap melodrama," short, action-filled narratives associated with the popu­
lar stage and working-class taste. 31 Subsequent efforts toward achieving
greater Jlrealism"-especially the development of a more restrained acting
style, psychological motivation of characters, attention to pictorial detail,
and elimination of painted backdrops-reflected the industry's bid for a
higher-class audience.

The tension between immediate market demands and long-term institu­
tional objectives may have yielded a number of "story films with a social
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theme" (the linchpin of Jacobs' argument), but compared to the overall
American output (not to mention foreign imports), their share is relatively
small. Vitagraph, in many ways the most advanced and influential produc­
tion company before World War I, released over two and a half thousand
titles between 1905 and 1916. Among a sample of roughly one hundred and
fifty of them, perhaps a dozen deal explicitly with poverty, slum life, or
ethnic difference. Films that touch on social themes-such as The 100 to 1

Shot (1906; eviction), The Mill Girl: A Story of Factory Life (1907; sexual
harassment and unfair firing practices), The Alpine Echo (1909; immigration),
or Jean and the Waif (1910; exploitation of orphans)-use these themes as a
pretext for melodramatic action, suspense, and sentiment, but tend to
deprive them of any political implications and ethnic specificity. By and
large the Vitagraph settings of the transitional period are dominated by a
relatively unspecific lower middle-class milieu. (By the same token, only a
few films are set in upper-class surroundings, though in the early teens there
seems to be an increase proportionate to a greater emphasis on sophisticated
visual style. )32

The extent to which films of this period might have had a specific social
function is less a question of subject matter and its dramatization than of
modes of representation and address-of the ways in which films solicited
their viewers. The Vitagraph Company, after all, was at the forefront of the
industry's wooing of the middle class, especially with its recourse to pres­
tigious sources (/lquality" films) and its introduction of longer films as early as
1909, notably The Life of Moses. While stil~ reaping profits from the nickelo­
deon circuit, these productions were aimed at /lbetter" audiences both at
home and abroad; more than any other American company, Vitagraph
cultivated European models and markets. 33 ((Also, Vitagraph's cofounder,
the British-born sketch artist John Stuart Blackton, was ideologically close
to Edison andjoined in the Trust's anti-Semitic campaign against immigrant
exhibitors and distributors trying to break into production.) Hence it
should not be surprising to find only a limited number of Vitagraph films
that support Jacobs' argument. But what of films produced by companies
with a more conservative attitude toward the market, like Biograph, or films
targeting particular segments of the nickelodeon clientele, such as Univer­
sal's /lHebrew Series," or special productions by companies like Kalem,
Lubin, Yankee, or Thanhouser? Such films may be marginal compared to the
overall number of releases, but they exhibit a precarious relationship
between representation and reception, registering as they do the transfor­
mation of a more local, ethnically conscious public sphere into the more
comprehensive, all-American public sphere of mass and consumer culture.
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My examples will be drawn from the genre of the "Ghetto Film" (using
Patricia Erens' term), melodramas featuring the hardships of Jewish immi­
grant characters, mostly women, against the background of the crowded
Lower East Side. 34 These films are by no means typical or statistically
representative; among Biograph films from 1908 to 1912, for instance, a
much higher proportion deal with Italian immigrant themes and milieu. 35

But Jewish immigrant experience has traditionally been a vortex of assimila­
tionist desire and ideology; it thus offers a paradigmatic, if overdetermined,
instance of the dialectic of ethnic image-making and image-consumption.
Because Jews were involved in film production early on, they had a certain
input in the shaping of their public image from which other minorities,
especially blacks, were barred. Yet this modicum of personal control did not
lift Jewish images above the business of representation, above commercial
opportunism and the mechanisms of ideology.

Beginning with Old Isaacs, the Pawnbroker (Biograph, 1908), the publicity
surrounding the Ghetto films emphasized the break with the anti-Semitic
cliches familiar from the vaudeville stage. 36 These cliches, which had easily
found their way into early films (such as Cohen's Advertising Scheme (Edison,
1904), Cohen's Fire Sale (Edison, 1907), and Lightning Sketches (Vitagraph,
1907), had sutvived most vigorously in slapstick comedy, a genre defined by
caricature and exaggeration. 37 While exploiting anti-Semitic stereotypes,
many of these comedies also allowed the victim to act against the grain-in
settings requiring physical skills like the Far West, the Civil War, Coney
Island, or prizefights-and to assert him- or herself in the new environment
and vis-a.-vis other ethnic groups. (This was especially true in films starring
Jewish comedians, as did the Universal and Mutual series.) Melodramatic
films, on the other hand, tended to dissolve anti-Semitic cliches more
didactically (the pawnbroker with a family sense, money as an object of
need rather than greed) or through plot strategies that rewarded the charac­
ters' striving for assimilation.

The Ghetto films dramatize conflicts between traditional values and
American customs and attitudes-conflicts exacerbated by poverty, hard
work, and unhealthy living conditions. True to the melodramatic genre,
plots center on family separation and reunification, on dead or dying
mothers, on faithless fiances or "missing" husbands, and, above all, on
generational conflicts over marriage. Before 1914 films involving broken
engagements (for example, The Ghetto Seamstress [Yankee, 1910J, The Heart ofa
Jewess [Universal, 1913], A Passover Miracle [Kalem, 1914J) or the conflict
between romantic love and arranged marriage (Romance of a Jewess
[Griffith/Biograph, 1908J) remain unequivocally within the pale of the
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Jewish community. However, beginning with The Jew's Christmas, a Lois
Weber-Phillips Smalley production released December 191 3, the source of
conflict shifts to intermarriage and the second generation's abandoning of
the faith of their fathers. In postwar films of the Ghetto genre, intermarriage
virtually becomes an Oedipal trope for the difficulties of assimilation, con­
flating romance with melting-pot ideology.

The different staging of the marriage conflict in the early Ghetto films
suggests a different conception of the audience for whom the films were
made and of the ways in which they were consumed. Romance of a Jewess tells
the story of a pawnbroker's daughter who refuses the wealthy suitor pro­
cured by the schadchen (matchmaker) to marry a poor Jewish bookseller for
love. Rejected by her father, the couple and their child live happily until the
bookseller is accidentally killed and the young widow falls sick. The little
girl takes the mother's locket (a gift from her own dying mother) to a
pawnshop across the Ghetto. It happens to belong to the grandfather, who
recognizes his kin and reconciles with his daughter on her deathbed. For the
most part, Romance of a Jewess displays a "primitive" visual style, with tableau
shots and painted backdrops; the exception are two remarkable location
shots that show the girl, and the girl and her grandfather, moving through a
teeming Lower East Side street. (The Biograph bulletin advertises these
shots as "decidedly interesting in the fact that they were actually taken in the
thickly settled Hebrew quarters of New York City.") Although it has rudi-
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mentary patterns of linearity and alternation, the narration remains quite
elliptical, relying on the viewer's familiarity with Jewish marriage customs.
Even if the relevant information was supplied by the missing intertitles, the
film addresses an audience that could empathize with the nature of the
conflict-an audience probably just as familiar with the comic routines in
the opening scene, which seem to have come with the setting of the
pawnshop. 38

Later critics have misread Romance of a Jewess as a Jewish-Gentile romance
film, assuming the issue to be the bookseller's religion rather than one of
class and patriarchal authority. 39 The heroine's resistance to orthodox mar­
riage customs no doubt points in the direction of assimilation, but the
conflict of romantic love versus arranged marriage is pervasive within the East
European Jewish tradition (and remains a staple of Yiddish cinema well into
the 1930s). 40 An assimilationist misreading of Romance of a Jewess might also
be facilitated by Griffith's later film, A Child of the Ghetto (Biograph, 1910), in
which the young Jewish heroine finds shelter in a pastoral landscape, saved
by her marriage to a presumably Gentile farmer. More important than this
ideological subtext, it seems to me that Romance of a Jewess, given its uneven
mode of address, assumes an audience still differentiated in terms of class
and ethnicity and defined by a particular horizon of experience.

The targeting of Jewish audiences continued well into the next decade­
with special productions and films released with both English and Yiddish
intertitles. It became a standard sideline for certain producers (Laemmle, for
example) through the 1920s, by which time the targeted group was part of a
multiethnic mass audience. The Ghetto films mark a juncture in this dual
strategy, encapsulating the conflict between short-term market interests
(catering to the nickelodeon clientele) and long-term objectives (wooing
the middle class, blurring class distinctions). The increase of films dealing
with intermarriage after 1913 did not reflect an actual increase in Jewish­
Gentile marriages. On the contrary, that figure was extremely low; around
1912 it was only 1. 17 percent, which scarcely exceeded that of interracial
marriages at the time. But, as Erens points out, intermarriage plots enabled
the producers to have it both ways, to cater to Jewish audiences and also to
practice melting-pot ideology in the service of market expansion. IIBy

including several ethnic groups within one story, producers hoped to reach
wider audiences. "41 It is no coincidence that Carl Laemmle named his
company IIUniversal. "

The involvement of Jews in production undoubtedly made a difference,
as can be seen by comparing The Jew's Christmas with A Passover Miracle, but the
measure of authenticity was just as much a question of address, of compro­
mises made in the interest of marketing-of the very mechanisms of repre-
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sentation. Although the Ghetto films hark back to the narcissistic appeal of
the "local actualities" that had been so popular only a few years earlier, they
go beyond such narrow "self-reflection." As fictional narratives, they dis­
sociate the object of representation from its addressee. It is a truism that
realistic modes in nineteenth-century literature and painting were seldom
addressed to the lower classes they purported to represent. 42 This paradox
of representation also governs the socially conscious films of the classical
silent era, from The Cup ofLife (West/Ince, 1915) to The Crowd (Vidor/MGM,
1928). Likewise, whatever its actual reception, the social realism advertised
by Universal, Kalem, or Biograph was aimed at wider audiences beyond the
Ghetto-local color to mainstream Americans, nostalgic memories to
already acculturated, upwardly mobile immigrants.

A case in point is Griffith's The Musketeers of Pig Alley (Biograph, 1912), a
film that blends the Ghetto setting with a gangster plot. To be sure, Mus­
keteers already displays Griffith's stylistic and ideological signature-the pre­
occupation with unprotected females, an emphasis on chivalry, a desire to
absorb lithe city into his pastoral world. "43 But the way in which the film
invokes the iconography of the Ghetto films still illustrates the more perva­
sive contradictions of representation and address already outlined. Shot
partly on location in Lower Manhattan, Musketeers is known for its "crisp
documentary realism," its "authentic" depiction of tenement life. 44 The
action moves swiftly between the street, back alley, saloon, and living
quarters. A relative lack of spatial orientation and a systematic use of off­
screen space suggest rather fluid, precarious demarcations between publiC
and private spaces. The outdoor setting is teeming with "types from city
streets" (the title of Hutchins Hapgood's 1910 book)-loiterers, pros­
titutes, children, shoppers, a Chinese launderer, and aJewish street-vendor
similar to one in A Child of the Ghetto. These images recall the tradition of
realist still photography, in particular Jacob Riis's How the Other Half Lives
(1890). Yet they do so less by their presumed documentary authenticity
than by the manner in which the figures seem to be frozen in carefully
composed postures and gestures, merged with the environment, framed at a
paternalistic distance. 45

Against this studiedly haphazard background the protagonists are set off
through acting style and more intimate camera ranges that ensure identifica­
tion on the basis of individual character traits; moreover, none of the main
characters display any recognizable ethnic features. The plot involves a
romance centering on the character played by Lillian Gish, rivalry between
her suitors and a gang warfare that results in the reuniting of the original
couple and the perpetuation of gang rule. A touch of comedy takes the sting
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Figure 2.2

out of working-class experience, and poverty, violence, and alienation are
muted in social compromise, as the Snapper Kid (Elmer Booth) receives a
payoff from off-screen (title: Jllinks in the system"); this in turn is sanctioned
by the couple's final embrace. 46

From the opening title, JlNew York's Other Side," the spectator's position
is assumed to be on the Jlright" side, removed from the social environment
represented in the film. With this allusion to Riis (familiar in contemporary
discourse on the urban immigrant and poor), Griffith tenders images of
Ghetto life-no doubt of a haunting beauty, no doubt also ritualized and
bordering on the picturesque-to be consumed from a touristic or nostalgic
vantage point. At the same time he offers the viewer a way back into the film,
by setting into play mechanisms of identification-with individual charac­
ters, with the narrating gaze-that point toward the illusionist voyeurism of
classical cinema. From this perspective the image of the immigrant, safely
relegated to the status of decor, no longer articulates any specific social
experience but provides a Jlrealistic effect" (in Barthes's sense), authenticat­
ing the narrative as a whole. 47

Chaplin, whose reputation as a working-class comedian poses similar
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questions, shrewdly comments on the appropriation of the immigrant as
image and metaphor in The Immigrant (Mutual, 1917). Charlie's survival and
his marriage with a fellow immigrant (Edna Purviance) depend upon their
discovery by a painter who hires them as models. Whether this ending is
"realistic" or deliberately implausible, it shows an awareness of the mecha­
nisms by which immigrant experience was being turned into an aesthetic
and commercial value. But Chaplin's own persona as tramp did not escape
the dialectic of mass-cultural representation and consumption either. If his
early films had a radical function for immigrant working-class spectators and
might have encouraged fantasies of resistance and autonomy, it was in their
anarchic protest (long before Modern Times) against the regimentation of
the industrial-capitalist workplace, the discipline of the clock, and the con­
veyor belt, through a subversive mimicry of processes of reification and
alienation. In the measure in which Chaplin appealed to a wider audience
and romanticized the tramp persona in terms of individual psychology and
human sympathy, however, he facilitated his reception as "universal and
timeless," as existentialist philosopher and eternal clown. 48 This does not
necessarily mean that his films-or, for that matter, assimilationist Ghetto
films-were always received according to the intentions of their address.
Exhibition contexts still varied sufficiently to have allowed for alternative
readings and thus for a certain degree of reappropriation.

A New Universal Language: Spectatorship

The dynamic of recognition, appropriation, and draining of substance that
marks the filmic representation of immigrant working-class experience can
also be traced in the discourse surrounding the emergence of the cinema as
an institution, such as the celebration of film as a new "universal language. "49

This metaphor was used in a wide variety of contexts-by journalists and
literary intellectuals, social workers and clergy, filmmakers, producers, and
industrial apologists. It resonates with sources as diverse as the French
Enlightenment, nineteenth-century positivism and metaphysics of prog­
ress, Protestant millennialism, and contemporary movements such as
Esperanto and Progressive reform. Mobilized in part against the threat of
censorship, the defense of film as a universal language plays upon the
utopian vision of a means of communication among different people(s). At the
same time it foreshadows the subsumption of all diversity in the standard­
ized idiom of the culture industry, monopolistically distributed from above. 50

The myth of a visual language overcoming divisions of nationality, cul­
ture, and class, already a topos in the discourse on photography, accom-
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panied the cinema from the Lumieres' first screening through the 1920s. 5 t In
its most general usage the metaphor of film as a universal language empha­
sized connotations of egalitarianism, internationalism, and the progress of
civilization through technology (claiming that the invention of cinema not
only equaled but transcended that of the printing press). In the American
context, the universal language metaphor assumed a particular significance,
especially with the rise of the nickelodeon, considering the cinema's appeal
to recent "foreigners" unfamiliar with the English language or illiterate,
hence its potential usefulness for dealing with the problems of an immigrant
society. The immigrant's partiality to the new entertainment was attributed
to film's nonverbal mode of signification: lithe imagination is appealed to
directly, and without any circumlocution. "52

Another, specifically American variant of the universal language myth
was its inscription with millennialist thought and the Babelistic tradition,
resonating in the trope of a "visual Esperanto." Although these sources were
neither exclusively American nor exclusively Protestant-the founder of
the Esperanto movement, Ludwig Zamenhof, was inspired by Jewish mil­
lennialism-the combination of cinema and language theology seems to
have been a unique response to the American situation. Not all churches
were opposed to moviegoing, and a number of ministers tried to harness its
popularity to religious instruction and the social gospel, welcoming film as a
new, God-given universal language. 53 The best-known instance of the
desire to "repair the ruins of Babel" with the aid of celluloid may be Griffith's
injunction to an anonymous actress, reported by Lillian Gish, never to use
the word "flicker": "She was working in the universal language that had been
predicted in the Bible, which was to make all men brothers because they
would understand each other. This could end wars and bring about the
millennium. "54 This conviction no doubt played a part in Griffith's defense
against charges of racism in The Birth of a Nation (1915) and informed the
textual make-up of his subsequent project, Intolerance (1916).

In the latter film Griffith's notion of a universal film language converges
with that of another prophet of motion picture millennialism, the poet
Vachel Lindsay. In The Art of the Moving Picture (1915) Lindsay elaborates his
vision of film as democratic art in terms of a new language of "hiero­
glyphics," specifically a new "American hieroglyphic" in the tradition of
Emerson, Poe, and, above all, Whitman. No less transcendentally inspired
than Griffith, he linked his advocacy of film hieroglyphics to the emerging
idiom of modern consumer economy: "American civilization grows more
hieroglyphic every day. The cartoons of Darling, the advertisements in the
back of the magazines and on the bill-boards and in the street cars, the acres
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of photographs in the Sunday newspapers, make us into a hieroglyphic
civilization far nearer to Egypt than to England. "55 Lindsay's enthusiasm for
commercial picture-writing elides questions of authorship, interest, and
power not unlike the consumerist script it celebrates-a script proliferating
in an abundance of seemingly uncoded, transparent, and universal images.

As self-evident, irrefutable proof of the cinema's manifest destiny, the
universal-language metaphor was soon adapted by industrial publicists and
advertisers (most graphically in Laemmle's retroactive motivation of his
choice of name for Universal).56 By elevating immigrant working-class
audiences to a symbol of divine providence, the invocation of the universal­
language myth came to mask the institutional suppression of working-class
behavior and experience. Social conflict, like ethnic and cultural hetero­
geneity, evaporated under the light rays of uplift and human brotherhood.
As an "Occasional Contributor" tells the editors of a magazine in a fictive
dialogue:

"This is the matvel of motion pictures: it is art democratic, art for the race.
It is in a way a new universal language, even more elemental than music,
for it is the telling of a story in the simple way that children are taught­
through pictures. There is no bar of language for the alien or the ignorant,
but here the masses of mankind enter through the rhythm of vivid motion
the light that flies before and the beauty that calls the spirit of the race. For
a mere nickel, the wasted man, whose life hitherto has been toil and sleep,
is kindled with wonder: he sees alien people and begins to understand how
like they are to him; he sees courage and aspiration and agony, and begins
to understand himself. He begins to feel himself a brother in a race that is
led by many dreams. "57

By taking class out of the working class and ethnic difference out of the
immigrant, the universal-language metaphor in effect became a code word
for broadening the mass-cultural base of motion pictures in accordance with
middle-class values and sensibilities.

By the same logic of expansion, the rhetoric of universal language accom­
panied the industry's efforts to ensure American films' dominance on both
domestic and world markets. The universal-language metaphor had har­
bored totalitarian and imperialist tendencies to begin with, even in its more
egalitarian and utopian instances. After the war, when the metaphor was
altogether absorbed in apologetic discourse, any possible ambiguity or
tension disappeared, and the progress of civilization became synonymous
with the worldwide hegemony of the American film industry. 58 Before the
war, however, the universal-language argument assumed a more interesting
twist in the context of the campaign against foreign competitors on the
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domestic market, in response to the fact that, until about 1908 U. S. exhibi­
tion was dominated by foreign, especially French, films. (This campaign
was bound up, in turn, with the Trust's defense against the Independents and
the campaign of both against the "state-righters," smaller distributors who
depended largely on imports.) In 1910 The Moving Picture World launched a
debate on "What Is an American Subject?" with an editorial supporting the
cry for "American made pictures of American subjects." This crusade was
renewed in the promotion of "American Features" (from 1913 on) when
European companies threatened to corner the market with longer films. 59 In
the bid to control the domestic market, the superiority of American over
foreign products and styles was asserted in terms of a subsumption of the
particular by the universal. Actually the "Americanization" of the cinema
seems to have been less a question of treating nationally specific themes (like
Indian and Western films) than of developing a particular type of film:
"simple life stories like [All on Account of the Milk], without exaggerated
situations and represented by clean, good looking actors, is what our people
want and mean by Jan American subject."'6o The universal language by
which American products were to transume their foreign rivals corre­
sponded, on the level of film style, to the emerging codes of classical
narrative cinema.

The celebration of film as a new universal language ultimately coincided
in substance and ideology with the shift from primitive to classical modes of
narration and address that occurred, roughly, between 1909 and 1916. This
shift involved a transition from narratives highly dependent on extradiegetic
sources-audience foreknowledge of the story, mediation through a lec­
turer, or sound effects-to narratives that were self-explanatory and self­
contained. Toward that goal, to paraphrase Tom Gunning, the resources of
cinematic discourse, of framing, editing, and mise-en-scene, were increas­
ingly integrated with the task of narration. This task was defined by classical
principles of clarity, compositional unity, and thorough motivation, princi­
ples elaborated above all in terms of effect. In contrast with primitive
cinema, Kristin Thompson observes, "classical narration tailored every
detail to the spectator's attention." And Eileen Bowser discerns an effort as
early as 1907 on the part of filmmakers "to enlist the spectator in the
narrative by the way in which it was structured," to integrate cinematic
techniques in such a way as to "control the vision of the audience. "61 Thus,

the transition from primitive to classical narration corresponded to a shift in
the conception of the spectator-from a participant in a concrete and
variable situation of reception to a term that informs the structure of the film
as product.
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The process by which we "got into pictures" (Burch), the paradigmatic
effort to standardize reception through strategies of narration, entailed a
number of developments on different levels of cinematic discourse. Films of
the transitional period began to tell stories clearly defined by temporal and
spatial coordinates, with cause-effect relations that center on the action and
psychology of individual characters. As the individual shot increasingly

became subordinated to the flow of narrative action-through devices of
continuity editing such as cutting on movement and eyeline match­
filmmakers elaborated ways of manipulating that flow both along the axis of
time and space and through parameters of narrative knowledge. Patterns of
alternation and parallel editing evolved (notably in Griffith's Biograph films,
but in other films of the period as well), allowing for effects of suspense and
closure. Omniscient narration gave the viewer an epistemological edge over
characters, thereby encouraging emotional involvement and identification.
These strategies were enhanced by changes in visual style, especially closer
framing, centered composition, and directional lighting, which not only
facilitated the instant reading of a scene but also helped foreground charac­
ters as the focus of narrative subjectivity. As the pantomimic acting style
increasingly was modified by more restrained and naturalistic approaches
that emphasized facial expression instead of broad physical gesture, charac­
ters were conceived less and less as moral or comic types but as psychologi­
cally motivated individuals with whose predicaments, aspirations, and emo­
tions the viewer could identify. 62

This seemingly unmediated appeal to sentiment and sympathy was one
aspect of the promotion of the narrative film as universal language-a
language of identification feeding on lithe ambiguous myth of the human
'community'" (Barthes), which reduced all social, cultural, and historical
differences to an essential humanity. 63 A writer for The Moving Picture World
asserted in 1910:

The motion picture brings its note of sympathy alike to the cultured and to
the uncultured; to the children of opportunity and to the sons of toil. It is
literature for the illiterate, for the man of limited opportunity, or of alien
tongue. It knows no boundary lines of race or nation. The same stories are
being flashed upon the screen to-night from Moscow to the Golden Gate.

. . . the thing essential is the story; the methods of production and
reproduction do not interest the spectator. He goes to see, to feel, to
sympathize. He is taken for the time out of the limitations of his environ­
ment; he walks the streets of Paris; he rides with the cowboy of the West;
he delves in the depths of earth with swarthy miners, or tosses on the
ocean with sailor or with fisherman. He feels, too, the thrill of human
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sympathy with some child of poverty or sorrow; perhaps with some dainty
maid in silk attire; he thrills with the touch of mother love or father
tenderness. The motion picture artist may play on every pipe in the great
organ of humanity. 64

Playing on those organ pipes required more than merely presenting an
action of great emotional intensity; it meant asking the spectator to view
characters and events from a certain angle, to assume a certain position with
regard to them, to identify simultaneously on the levels of both seeing and
seen.

Classical narration crucially expanded the possibilities of placing, or
"positioning," the spectator in relation to the represented events, in both
figurative and literal senses of "position. "65 Early narrative films had tried
sporadically to guide and interpret the viewer's perception-through alle­
gorical tableaux, parallelism, or expository titles-though such commen­
tary remained largely outside the narrative. Transitional films sought more
consistently to ensure the spectator's perceptual placement within narrative
space, by means of different camera set-ups and editing devices such as shot­
reverse shot, the 180-degree rule, eyeline match, and point of view. Such
devices were not just attempts to position the spectator in relation to partic­
ular aspects of the scene; they were part of a system that assumed the very
notion of a spectator as an implicit reference point, functionally comparable
to the vanishing point in Renaissance perspective. 66 This reference point
was constituted as an effect of two interrelated principles of narration:
internal coherence or compositional unity in relation to the spectating
subject, and simultaneous absence of that subject from the narrated scene,
the diegesis.

Film theorists of the 1970s Oean-Louis Comolli, Jean-Louis Baudry,
Christian Metz, and Stephen Heath, among others) have pinpointed the
simultaneous deployment and masking of strategies of spectator position­
ing, the legendary "invisibility" of classical techniques, as cinema's prime
mechanism of ideology. It not only naturalizes particular discourses and
interests but, more fundamentally, it offers the viewer a position of imagin­
ary coherence and omnipotence, the illusion of a unified, transcendental
subject. Much as this analysis has been (and still needs to be) challenged on
both historical- and theoretical grounds, the focus on the peculiar psychic
effects of classical narration, its particular enmeshing of conscious and
unconscious processes, remains pertinent-not least because it resonates
with observations that accompanied the historical institution of classical
codes.

Whether used in a critical or an affirmative sense, terms like the "illusion
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of reality," the "invisibility" of technique, or the "transparency" of the new
universal language were as inaccurate then as they are now. Like much of the
public discourse surrounding the cinema, they are hyperbolic, rhetoric
rather than "scientifically" valid description. As hyperbolic tropes, however,
they capture a crucial distinction between the cinematic fantasy and other
forms of theatrical experience. At the same time they register the historical
perception of a paradigmatic difference between early cinema and the classi­
cal mode. That difference was less a matter of "realism," which had been a
pervasive advertising claim with shifting connotations since the turn of the
century, 67 than of a different relationship between film and viewer, a partic­
ular way of imbricating representation and reception. Early cinema solicited
its viewer through a variety of displays, including the display of the appa­
ratus itself; the viewer was often acknowledged as addressee. By contrast,
advocates of the classical style recognized that the specifically cinematic
"impression of reality" depended upon suppressing awareness of the appa­
ratus on the viewer's part and, therefore, of the viewer on the part of the
film.

Among the first to formulate this insight was the critic Frank Woods,
promoter of Griffith and later his collaborator on The Birth of a Nation and
Intolerance. While the writer recently quoted observed that lithe methods of
production and reproduction do not interest the spectator, "Woods realized
that they must not interest the spectator, if the narration was to have the
desired effect: "We the spectators are not part of the picture, nor is there
supposed to be a camera there making a moving photograph of the scene. "68

Woods elaborated his insight in a variety of injunctions, advising against
pantomimic acting style and heavy make-up, against "facial remarks directed
at the camera, " against settings arranged frontally as if facing an audience­
against anything that would betray an awareness of the apparatus and of the
viewer as part of it. The desired effect of "naturalness" became the very
condition of engaging or, more precisely, prestructuring the viewer's atten­
tion: liThe camera must be made to see, as with the eyes of the spectators
who are to be, all that takes place, but that which the camera sees and
records should appear truthful and natural and should not bear on its face the
stamp of counterfeit. "69 In other words, identification with the gaze of the
narrating camera, the ideal vantage point within narrative space, depended
upon the viewer's perception of this space as a self-contained, closed
diegesis. 7o

Unlike some of the more popular commentators, Woods never claimed
that spectators mistook the representation for the real world, but linked the
impression of reality to a special "mental attitude"-"an influence akin to
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hypnotism or magnetism by visual suggestion. "When the "sense of reality is
destroyed," it is lias if a hypnotist were to snap his finger in the face of his
subject and say, 'Right!"'71 This hypnotic spell gives motion pictures an
advantage over other forms of illusionist represention, especially that of the
stage; therefore, Woods concludes, an aesthetics of cinema should cultivate
the mechanisms by which the illusion of reality is simultaneously produced
and concealed.

A few years later, when the classical paradigm was by and large elabo­
rated, these mechanisms were explored more systematically by Harvard
philosopher Hugo Munsterberg in what has to be considered the first the­
oretical treatise on spectatorship, The Photoplay: A Psychological Study (1916).

Drawing on contemporary research in perceptual psychology, Munsterberg
locates the cinematic illusion primarily in the mental processes of the spec­
tator upon which it crucially depends for dimensions of depth and move­
ment, faculties of attention, memory, imagination, and emotion. Though
he exalts film's affinity with the "free play of our mental experiences," he
leaves no doubt that successful reception requires an absolute surrender to
the "cues" by which the filmmaker guides the viewer's involuntary attention.
Like Woods, Munsterberg measures the suggestive power of a film by its
paradoxical ability to mask that very operation:

The spectator may not and ought not to be aware that the lines of the
background, the hangings of the room, the curves of the furniture, the
branches of the trees, the forms of the mountains, help to point toward
the figure of the woman who is to hold his mind. The shading of the lights,
the patches of dark shadows, the vagueness of some parts, the sharp
outlines of others, the quietness of some parts of the picture as against the
vehement movement of others all play on the keyboard of our mind and
secure the desired effect on our involuntary imagination. 72

If Woods still emphasizes photographic naturalism, Munsterberg insists on
compositional unity as the primary condition of cinematic illusionism­
lithe perfect unity of plot and pictorial appearance, " which guarantees the
film's "complete isolation from the practical world. "73

This may sound like a travesty of a Kantian aesthetics of autonomy, but
Munsterberg's emphasis on isolation describes a crucial aspect of the transi­
tion to classical cinema: the segregation of the fictional space-time on the
screen from the actual one of the theater or, rather, the subordination of the
latter under the spell of the tormer. The absorption of the viewer into

narrative space on a stylistic level corresponded to an increased derealiza­
tion of the theater space-the physical and social space of the spectator.
The "blotting out [of] spectatorial space" (Burch) was accomplished not only
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through representational strategies that enhanced the viewer's absorption in
the imaginary flow on the screen; it can also be traced on the level of
exhibition practices. From about 1909 on, exhibitors were urged to stream­
line their shows in the interest of a IItotality of effects, " to reduce nonfilmic
activities (especially IIcheap" vaudeville acts) or to subordinate them to the
film experience (like music and sound effects). The most effective step in
minimizing awareness of the theater space-in particular the distractions
attendant upon the variety format-was the introduction of the feature film
(1912-13), which mandated prolonged attention and absorption. Thus,
the relationship between the illusory space on screen and the actual theater
space tended to become perceptually polarized into a dialectic of absence
and presence, of mutually exclusive yet interdependent realms of
consciousness. 74

By the same logic, the segregation of film and theater space involved a
differentiation between the empirical moviegoer and the spectator as a
structural term anticipated by the film, the invisible linchpin of the narra­
tion. It was through this segregation, as well as the implementation of
classical codes, that the concept of the spectator emerged in the first place.
During the nickelodeon period, when a specialized form of reception began
to evolve, the film viewer was still referred to by the plural term lIaudience,"
or as a member of a particular social group-llworkingmen," IIdrudging
mothers," IIcultivated folks." Around 1910, however, these labels were
joined by the more abstract term IIspectator," especially in writings con­
cerned with aesthetic questions. (It is no coincidence that Woods published
under the pseudonym of IThe Spectator.")

In a basic sense the term IIspectator" implied a shift from a collective,
plural notion of the film viewer to a singular, unified but potentially universal
category, the commodity form of reception. On the level of film style this
shift was epitomized in the centering of narration through the unobtrusive
guidance of the omniscient camera, which implicated the viewer as a tem­
porarily incorporeal individual. 75 On the level of reception it marks the
dynamics by which cinematic pleasure and meaning increasingly came to
depend upon the viewer's identification with the position of a textually
constructed spectator, upon the viewer's desire to submerge for a spell the
complexities and frustrations of everyday experience into the ordered per­
ceptions of a fantasmatic, mobile, yet seemingly unified self. On the level of
production strategies, finally, the concept of the spectator made it pOSSible
to precalculate and standardize individually and locally varying acts of
reception, to ensure consumption across class, ethnic, and cultural
boundaries.
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The invention of spectatorship thus marks a point in which the represen­
tational processes of cinema converge with the social and cultural develop­
ments discussed earlier, in particular the absorption and transformation of
working-class, immigrant audiences. In terms of ideological effect, the cre­
ation of a spectator through classical strategies of narration was essential to
the industry's efforts to build an ostensibly classless mass audience, to inte­
grate the cinema with an emerging consumer culture. The ritual of identi­
fication rehearsed in the reception of each individual film, and from fihn to
film, helped standardize the consumption of films; it also made the cinema a
most powerful matrix of consumerist subjectivity-a symbolic form binding
vision and desire with myths of social mobility and homogeneity.

Film spectatorship epitomized a tendency that strategies of advertising
and consumer culture had been pursuing for decades: the stimulation of new
needs and new desires through visual fascination. Besides turning visual
fascination itself into a commodity, the cinema generated a metadiscourse
of consumption (not unlike one of its antecedents, the nineteenth-century
world fair), a phantasmagoric environment in which boundaries between
"looking" and "having" were blurred. This environment beckoned the viewer
with an abundance of images-and images of abundance-unavailable to
the addressee, or available at best in fragmentary substitutes. As Jeanne
Allen states, "a standard of living [was] promised to the viewer ideologically,
but awarded only to the eye; possession was translated into spectatorship. "76

If cinema and consumerism converged in a large-scale transformation of
perception and ideology, they also shared certain methods and psychic
mechanisms. The emerging "aesthetics" of the shop window, for instance, in
many ways resonates with classical principles of representation and address.
New technologies of transparent glass and electric lighting made it possible
to capture the shopper's attention and to transfigure the mundane purpose of
shopping, creating an imaginary scene that transcended the mere com­
modities for which it was being staged in the first place. Essential to this
effect was the concealment of the very techniques used to achieve it and the
derealization of the economic transaction. William Leach, quoting a
decorator, observes: "the point was to 'eliminate the store.' Store merchants
destroyed the older reality associated with retail selling and created a new
reality that voraciously incorporated every myth and fantasy, every custom
and tradition to entice people to shop and to keep them in the stores. "77 Like
a freeze-frame tableau, at once fascinating and inacceSSible, the shop win­
dow turns on a similar paradox as classical spectatorship, the viewer's simul­
taneous separation from and projection into an imaginary space.

By translating the whole world into specular terms, the cinema mobilized
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a desire that was by definition in excess of the specific products marketed
(whether more films with the same stars or particular commodity tie-ins and
fashions). If it could be satisfied by any single purchase, the flow of con­
sumption would come to a stop. By .channeling this excess into narrative
form, film spectatorship provided an aesthetic rationale for the circularity of
consumerist ideology, a circularity manifesting itself in the IIdouble purpose
of sales and 'civilization.'''78 Individual acts of consumption were encour­
aged by the promise of a better standard of living, as a means to the end of
belonging to an imaginary peer group that had accomplished the process of
self-transformation and Americanization. The construction of such a peer
group in turn involved IIsocializing a regionally and ethnically diversified
population into a more homogeneous nation of consumers. "79 In other
words, the cinema became a powerful vehicle of reproducing spectators as
consumers, an apparatus for binding desire and subjectivity in consumerist
forms of social identity.

Although this analysis is more than confirmed by historical develop­
ment-all the more so, if in different ways, by the advent of television­
it tends to duplicate the closed-circuit logic it sets out to demystify. In
a less deterministic vein the invention of spectatorship could be seen
as part of the strategies to stabilize the contradictions engendered by con­
sumerism-such as the discrepancy between utopian images of abundance,
exotic splendor, and sensuality deployed to create consumerist desire
and the industrial-capitalist discipline of labor necessary to produce the
spending power. The mobilization of the gaze in the service of consump­
tion was just as likely to subvert this discipline-along with the gender
hierarchy that traditionally excluded women from the agency of the look.
In view of such accidental and potentially autonomous formations, wheth­
er of class and ethnicity (nickelodeon) or gender (female consumers/
moviegoers), the codification of spectatorship offered a mechanism to regu­
late and contain forms of scopic desire, to channel it into scenarios of
conformity and consumption. 8o However, since that desire had to be
ceaselessly renewed and redefined according to the frontiers of the market,
it also harbored the risk of reproducing some of the same tensions and
contradictions-within and against the classical codes designed to mini­
mize them.

I have traced the problem of the social composition of early audiences on
a number of different levels: from the discourse on the nickelodeon;
through questions of representation and address in the Ghetto films; to the
ambiguous metaphor of film as a new universal language and the emergence
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of classical narration and the concept of spectatorship. During the past
decade film historians have sought to explain the shift from primitive to
classical cinema in terms of a combination of "generative mechanisms," such
as changes in modes of production, distribution, and exhibition practice.
The most comprehensive effort in this direction, The Classical Hollywood
Cinema (1985), by David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, and Janet Staiger,
focuses on the interdependency of stylistic and economic developments,
linking the elaboration of classical norms to the adaptation of industrial
methods and standards of production. 81 No comparable effort has been
made so far to extend this approach to the realm of reception-and perhaps
for good reason.

If anything, the role of audience composition for the emergence of the
classical paradigm remains controversial. Burch, who conflates his advocacy
of early cinema as an alternative film practice with political claims about the
proletarian nature of early audiences, assumes that the concerted strategies
to "linearize the visual signifiers" around 1909-10 were motivated by the
attempt "to help new middle-class patrons decipher a medium to which they
were unaccustomed. "82 He ignores the fact that the primitive paradigm had
been fully elaborated in the decade before the nickelodeon, that is, before the
cinema acquired a distinct working-class profile. (Besides, some of the pro­
ductions aimed at attracting the' mfddle class from 1908 on, such as the
prestigious IIquality" films and first feature films, actually reverted to the
nonlinear tableau style associated with early film. )83 Critics of Burch, spe­
Cifically Bordwell, Thompson, and Staiger, come close to reversing the
traditional account, arguing that the emergence of the classical paradigm
coincided with-or, as Staiger suggests, was prompted by-the opening
up of the cinema to working-class and immigrant audiences. 84 While early
films, according to Staiger, could rely on the intertextual horizon of a
relatively homogeneous middle-class clientele watching films in vaudeville
theaters, such a horizon could no longer be assumed, given the much larger,
ethnically diverse mass audience of the nickelodeons; hence the economic
need to develop a "universally" accessible mode of narration. This hypoth­
esis to some extent explains the connection between stylistic standardiza­
tion and the simultaneous specialization and expansion of film exhibition.
But it seems to overrate the cultural homogeneity of vaudeville audiences
and to underrate the narrative competence of working-class immigrant
viewers and the hermeneutic function of the social situation of reception.

Whatever pattern of causality mayor may not apply, the connection
between audience composition and the emergence of the classical paradigm
cannot be grasped in terms of a simple dichotomy of the middle and work-
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ing classes. Early films could rely upon the intertextuality of mainstream
commercial entertainments and media-rather than pure and homoge­
neous middle-class "culture. 11 By the same token, working-class audiences
were stratified in significant ways that ranged from unskilled factory laborers
to self-employed specialists (such as carpenters, plumbers, or mechanics),
and a 1911 survey lists 25 percent clerical workers. 85 Moreover, the
dynamics of Americanization and upward mobility complicates economic
definitions of class with cultural and ethnic distinctions, with significant
variables of generation and affiliation.

The formation of a mass audience for the movies involved a process of
multiple and uneven transitions, drawing on and combining different types
of public sphere. In its emancipation from existing live entertainment out­
lets the cinema grafted itself onto surviving structures of working-class
culture for some time. These in turn were transformed, rather than merely
rejected, by the industry's efforts to match the mass formula with the better­
paying clientele of mainstream entertainments. The conflict between imme­
diate market interests (catering to the traditional nickelodeon clientele) and
long-term institutional goals (wooing the middle class and upwardly
mobile) was eventually negotiated through classical codification and the
creation of a spectator. During the transitional period, however, it may well
have been a source of textual ambiguity and overdetermination.

What is at stake in these debates is not just a question of competing
readings of a particular historical development; it is a question of how one
defines-and confines-the concept of the cinema as an institution. The
revisionist focus on industrial strategies and stylistic norms tends to obscure
the social and cultural dynamics of the transition, its nonsynchronous layers
and accidental effects. Registering only what became functional and system­
atic (in the tradition of sociological functionalism and philosophical prag­
matism), this focus implies a concept of the institution that tends to side
with the victor-the forces of standardization, the normative side of film
history. Identifying institutional development with industrial practice,
albeit from a revisionist perspective, such approaches neglect configurations
of film culture that are no longer-or not yet-the dominant focus of eco­
nomic and ideological attention. They tend to discount the experiential
perspective that was appropriated by the discourse of mythology: the signif­
icance of the cinema for working-class, immigrant audiences, however
briefly they might have been the primary subject of commercial attention.

If we base our understanding of the transitional period primarily on data
of industrial discourse, the nickelodeon may be nothing more than a brief
interlude in the gentrification of popular entertainments and their integra-
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tion into a mass and consumer culture. If we view the films of those years
primarily for the ways in which they elaborate the components of the
classical system, we obviously are not looking for the ways in which the
aesthetic experience inside the theater might have interacted with the
viewer's experience as a member of a particular social group. Such an experi­
ence was defined not only by class but also by gender, race, ethnicity, and
generation, as well as by psychic processes that remain in the realm of
speculation and interpretation. If we are to take the spectator seriously as a
productive force, we must consider those aspects of reception that go
beyond the cognitive operations required by classical narration and persist
even after the cinema's conquest of the middle class.



Chameleon and Catalyst: The Cinema
as an Alternative Public Sphere

3

In the previous chapter I traced the emergence of spectatorship as a normative
process-in the codification of a mode of narration that absorbs empirical
viewers into textually constructed positions of subjectivity, in the historical
convergence of social and economic objectives and stylistic strategies. In
the following I will turn around and trace a countercurrent, emphasizing a
margin that remains between the ideal of spectatorship operative in produc­
tion and the social and cultural forms of reception. Accordingly, I will
resume an argument suggested in Chapter 1: that early cinema, because of
its paradigmatically different organization of the relations of reception,
provided the formal conditions for an alternative public sphere, a structural
possibility of articulating experience in a communicative, relativelyautono­
mous form. I believe that something of that order persisted even after the
classical codes were elaborated and the textual inscription of the spectator
had become standard practice-that there remained a significant margin
between textually constructed molds of subjectivity and their actualization
on the part of historical viewers.

The first section of this chapter explores the conditions of cinematic
reception in terms of theater experience, as a category that has been
neglected by the theoretical preoccupation with the ways in which the
spectatorial subject is positioned through both textual strategies and the
psycho-perceptual parameters of the cinema as apparatus. Although my
discussion focuses on the transitional period-the decade between 1907

and 1917-occasionally it slips beyond that historical boundary, when, in
terms of the filmic text, classical modes of narration and address were more
or less fully in place. Similarly, the last two sections consider particular
social audiences at particular historical junctures, yet my argument has
theoretical implications for other formations of spectatorship as well, and
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perhaps for an alternative conception of spectatorship in general. The slip­
page between historical and theoretical considerations, however, is not just
a methodological problem; it marks the heuristic advantage, indeed the
critical edge of conceptualizing the cinema in terms of the transformation of
the public sphere.

The argument about early cinema as an alternative public sphere remains
to some extent a theoretical construct, derived from the formal parameters
of the film-viewing experience and a critical stance toward later, dominant
forms of reception. To recall Negt and Kluge, even if there were no empiri­
cal traces of autonomous public formations, they could be inferred from the
force of negation, from hegemonic efforts to suppress or assimilate any
conditions that might allow for an alternative (self-regulated, locally, and
socially specific) organization of experience. Such efforts are amply docu­
mented for the cinema-in the industrial strategies aimed at standardizing
reception, such as the elimination and subordination of nonfilmic activities
and the stylistic integration of narratorial agency into the film as finished
product and mass-marketed commodity.

Yet in what sense can the relations of reception thus negated be called
alternative-especially if the spectators of early cinema (in the context of
vaudeville shows) were predominantly middle class? For one thing, as indi­
cated at the end of Chapter 1, that assumption is itself questionable, since it
is based on an economic definition of class and ignores the social and
ideological dynamic of vaudeville as an institution. While the more
advanced entrepreneurs promoted middle-class standards of propriety,
vaudeville might still have offered a public horizon for the psychic and
cultural scars of upward mobility and Americanization. 1 The question
therefore needs to be modified: alternative for whom and at which historical
juncture, in relation to which configurations of experience? Which social
groups were likely to benefit from the type of public sphere that opened up
with the cinema and, by the same token, became the occasion for its
containment and transformation?

I share the perspective of social historians such as Roy Rosenzweig,
Elizabeth Ewen, and Kathy Peiss, who have explored the significance of the
cinema for social groups whose experience was repressed, fragmented, or
alienated in systematic ways-the recently urbanized working class, new
immigrants, and, overlapping with terms of class and ethnicity, women. 2

These groups had either no access to existing institutions of public life or, in
the case of women, only in a highly regulated and dependent form; they had
not previously been considered an audience in the sense of a "viewing
publiC. "The significance of the cinema for these groups emerges in relation
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to their exclusion from dominant formations of public discourse and their
displacement-whether by migration, industrialization, urbanization, or
the growing cult of consumption-from older traditions of working-class,
ethnic, or gender-specific culture. At less expense than the mainstream
commercial entertainments, the cinema offered an horizon that made it
possible to negotiate the historical experience of displacement in a new
social form-even though its own institutional development enhanced the
very process of displacement.

If, as I think, the cinema allowed for the public recognition of concrete
needs, conflicts, anxieties, memories, and fantasies on the part of particular
social groups, this does not mean to assume an identity of interests between
the industry and those groups, let alone impute an inherently democratic
quality to the capitalist market model. Rather, if an alternative formation of
spectatorship can be claimed, it existed both because of and despite the eco­
nomic mechanisms upon which the cinema was founded, its status as an
industrial-commercial public sphere. To resume Negt and Kluge's argument,
as an immediate branch of capitalist production and consumption, this new
type of public sphere no longer pretended, like the bourgeois model, to a
separate sphere above the marketplace. Unlike the latter, which tended
toward exclusion and abstraction of large parts of social experience, the
industrial-commercial public spheres were, above all, indiscriminately inclu­
sive. They seized upon hitherto unrepresented discourses of experience as
their raw material, if only to appropriate them-as commodity-and ren­
der them politically ineffective. Yet, with neither a legitimation ideology
nor experiential substance of their own, the industrial-commercial public
spheres grafted themselves onto older forms of cultural practice, creating an
unstable mixture which, for particular constituencies under particular cir­
cumstances, could produce the conditions of an alternative public sphere.

If such conditions took shape during the founding phase of the cinema, it
was because of its voracious intertextuality, its dependence-for subject
matter, genres, and modes of representation-upon popular entertain­
ments and the fragments of bourgeois culture, and because of its indis­
criminate appeal to as yet untapped audiences. A graphic example of this
opportunististic mixture is The Corbett-Fitzsimmons Fight, described in my
Introduction. The film's amazing success with women was to a large extent
accidental, resulting from the temporary overlap of different types of public
sphere: the homosocial world of late-nineteenth-century popular entertain­
ments; and the maximally inclusive and homogenizing, specularized world
of mass culture. As a moment in the history of consumer culture, the
incident is ambiguous, considering that less than three decades later the
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display of Valentino's naked torso was to become a calculated ingredient in
packaging the star for his female fans. As a moment in the history of the
public sphere, however, the accidental transgression of the homosocial
taboo functions as a critique of the gendered delimitations of public and
private, suggesting that women might be able to organize their experience
in other matters as well.

Whatever autonomous formations emerged in the cinema in the follow­
ing decades, they did so as a historical by-product of retrospectively more
systematic processes-in the seams and fissures of institutional develop­
ment. This argument seems particularly relevant with regard to the political
quandary surrounding the nickelodeon. Rather than pinning the question
on the class make-up of its audiences or the thematic and representational
make-up of the films, the alternative potential of the nickelodeon could be
described as an accidental effect of overlapping types of public sphere, of
IInonsynchronous" layers of cultural organization. 3 This nonsynchronism
seems to characterize both the cinema's parasitic relationship to existing
cultural traditions and, within the emerging institution, the uneven devel­
opment of modes of production, distribution, and exhibition.

Thus, while new methods of distribution (through a rental system of
exchanges) provided the basis for circulating films on a mass-market scale,
filmmaking during the first few years of the nickelodeon boom IIremained a
cottage industry."4 More important, while the product could be multiplied
like other mass-manufactured goods, the mode of exhibition predominant
in the nickelodeons lagged behind this technological-economic standard by
continuing the presentational practices of early cinema and a concomitant
organization of the relations of reception.

Theater Experience versus Film Experience

Early film-viewer relations differed from the classical model on the stylistic
level and in the mode of exhibition. It is a mark of early cinema's specificity
that its effects on the viewer were determined less by the film itself than by
the particular act of exhibition, the situation of reception. The variety
format not only inhibited any prolonged absorption into the fictional world
on screen, but the alternation of films and nonfilmic acts preserved a percep­
tual continuum between fictional space and theater space. A sense of theatri­
cal presence was also maintained by nonfilmic activities that accompanied the
projected moving image and were essential to its meaning and effect upon
the viewer-lectures, sound effects, and, above all, live music. Such exhibi­
tion practices lent the· show the immediacy and singularity of a one-time
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performance, as opposed to an event that was repeated in more or less the
same fashion everywhere and whenever the films were shown. Hence the
meanings transacted were contingent upon local conditions and constella­
tions, leaving reception at the mercy of relatively unpredictable, aleatory
processes.

Likewise, early film-spectator relations were characterized by a social
dimension found later only in a diminished form. Obviously certain con­
ventions, such as sing-alongs and amateur nights, encouraged a display of
collectivity which, in retrospective accounts, became a nostalgic coun­
terimage to the isolation endemic to the classical apparatus. Yet the term
/lsocial" here refers not merely to the ad hoc viewing collective but also to
the relation between the films and a particular social horizon of reception.
This horizon was mobilized, for instance, by narrative films that depended
on the audience's familiarity with the story (see Uncle Tom's Cabin) or, as in the
case of The "Teddy" Bears, invoked such familiarity only to defamiliarize it,
thus drawing attention to the contradictory construction of the publiC
sphere. Whether by virtue of its pronounced intertextuality or its greater
dependence upon the situation of exhibition, early cinema advanced a more
open relationship with the arena of public discourse surrounding it; this in
turn allowed that discourse to be contested and interpreted in alternative
ways.

The paradigmatically different organization of early cinema's relations of
reception, its emphasis on theatrical presence and local variability, persisted
well into the nickelodeon period. It thus briefly came to serve a more class­
specific clientele than it had in the vaudeville theaters-audiences who
were economically excluded from the mainstream culture of leisure and
consumption and who brought their own traditions, needs, and configura­
tions of experience to the motion picture shows. Without the middle-class
veneer it had acquired in vaudeville (at least in the institutionally most
advanced, gentrified type of vaudeville), the variety format in tendency
reverted to its plebeian lineage, notably in the variety theater, the circus,
and the road show. In this nonsynchronous mixture, the nickelodeon
offered structural conditions around which older forms of working-class and
ethnic culture could crystallize and responses to social pressures, individual
displacement, and alienation could be articulated in a communal setting.

The relative autonomy of the nickelodeon from both a genteel high
culture and the Jlbig-time" entertainment market was short-lived and pre­
carious. This could be seen, on the level of filmic representation, in the
dynamic of recognition and appropriation of immigrant working-class expe­
rience in the Ghetto films, in the dual address of both nickelodeon and
Jlnew" audiences. Film production soon began to catch up with the demands
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of mass-cultural distribution. It adopted industrial methods of production
and developed strategies of narration and address designed to reach the
widest possible audience. 5 Exhibition practices, however, remained an area
of considerable conflict, testifying to the potential of the cinema as an

alternative public sphere. The first major attack of the antifilm forces in New
York in December t 908 did not resort to confiscating reels of film but to
closing the theaters, denying the physical space of a social and cultural
formation that eluded hegemonic control. Subsequent campaigns by the
trade press to eliminate non filmic activities like "cheap" vaudeville and sing­
alongs were unmistakably directed against manifestations of class and eth­
nicity. The problem with such activities was not just their content but that
they encouraged modes of spectatorial behavior which deviated from
middle-class standards of reception-a more participatory, sound-intensive
form of response, an active sociability, a connection with the other viewer.

The struggle over the way films were to be received echoed the wide-scale
transformation of audience behavior that had been promoted since the mid­
nineteenth century-in theaters, opera houses, concert halls, and
museums. Prior to this transformation, audiences in both Europe and the
United States had a sense of themselves as a public gathering, an "active
force" (Richard Sennett) witnessing and participating in the performance.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, Lawrence Levine writes,
audiences in all areas (with the exception of sports and religion) "had
become less interactive, less of a public and more of a group of mute
receptors"; they had been privatized, converted "into a collection of people
reacting individually rather than collectively." Throughout the process of
transformation, the "discipline of silence" functioned as an instrument of
class segregation. As Richard Sennett observes, "restraint of emotion in the
theater became a way for middle-class audiences to mark the line between
themselves and the working class. "6 The same principle can be seen at work

in the very institutions of popular entertainment that had been segregated in
the name of high culture. For the pioneers of vaudeville gentrification in the
t 880s and t 890s, subduing the "gallery gods" was a major step toward
middle-class propriety. Nonetheless, working-class norms of conviviality
and expressivity persisted in cheap commercial entertainments such as eth­
nic theater and ethnic vaudeville and, with much of the same clientele, in
the nickelodeons. 7 The implementation of the rule of silence in the motion
picture shows not only imposed a middle-class standard of spectatorship; by
suppressing a locally and regionally specific linguistic environment­

foreign languages, accents, dialects-it contributed to the cultural homog­
enization of a mass audience.

It could be argued that the guiding interest in eliminating nonfilmic
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activities was the logic of classical codification, whether in the name of
narrative clarity and compositional unity (Bordwell, Thompson) or the
IIlinearization of the visual signifier" (Burch) ; and that the suppression of
these activities was directed not so much against a public sphere of class and
ethnic specificity but rather toward the creation of a larger mass-cultural
audience that submerged all social distinctions under the banner of middle­
class values and standards of respectability. From the perspective of institu­
tional development this argument is no doubt cogent, but in terms of the
politics of the public sphere the development appears somewhat less pro­
vidential. For not all nonfilmic activities were of the same class, as it were,
nor did they all disappear at the same time and for the same reasons. On the
contrary, while IIcheap" vaudeville acts and sing-alongs were ostracized for
their plebeian implications, other devices were claimed by the discourse of
uplift, and even became part of the ambition to create more complex yet
generally accessible narratives. 8

A case in point is the revival of the on -stage film lecturer around 1908­

09. A direct descendent of the lanternist and initially identical with the film
exhibitor, the lecturer was a staple of early film shows. In this tradition the
lecturer was associated with genres like travelogues, scenics, topicals, and
actualities, which by 1907 had sharply declined in favor of fictional narra­
tives. Similarly, the lecturer had become a somewhat rare asset with the rise
of the story film and the beginning of the nickelodeon boom. Yet, at the
same time, the lecturer came to symbolize claims asserting the educational
value of the medium, in keeping with a middle-class discourse of uplift. The
reintroduction of the lecturer toward the end of 1908 thus setVed as a
strategy in the fight against censorship and for respectability, most notably
after the Mayor of New York made Sunday film showings contingent upon
their lIillustrating lectures of an instructional or educational character."9

There were other reasons for the revival of the lecturer, of which the bid
for respectability was only one facet. The live commentary accompanying
the projection of a film actually became part of the elaboration of classical
narrative, a temporary solution to problems eventually resolved in a more
stable and efficient manner by classical codification. Like other sound
devices that supplemented the dramatic illusion on screen (such as the
dubbing in of dialogue by actors behind the screen), the lecturer was con­
sidered an important means to accomplish fundamentally classical goals:
narrative clarity and legibility, IItotality of effect," absorption of the specta­
tor. This supplementary function of the lecturer, Tom Gunning points out,
was quite different from his earlier incarnation: IJThe lecturer's new role
consisted in aiding spectator comprehension of, and involvement with,
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the more complex stories," a complexity that came with production aspiring
to the status of the bourgeois drama and novel. His role was "to narrate rather
than hype the film as the first lecturers had done. "10 In this proto-classical
conception, the lecturer not only integrated the narration but, by the same
logic, was supposed to integrate audience response as well. W. Stephen
Bush, a professional lecturer writing for The Moving Picture World, recom­
mends the use of liThe Human Voice" as a strategy of crowd control, as a
means to suppress and channel the very discourse that made the nickelo­
deon an alternative public sphere:

As the story progresses, and even at its very beginning, those gifted with a
little imagination and the power of speech will begin to comment, to talk
more or less excitedly and try to explain and tell their friends or neighbors.
This current of mental electricity will run up and down, wild, irregular,
uncontrollable. The gifted lecturer will gather up and harness this current of
expressed thought. He has seen the picture before, and convincing his
audience from the start that he has the subject well in hand, all these errant
sparks will fly toward him; the buzz and idle comment will cease, and he finds
himself without an effort the spokesman for the particular crowd of human
beings that make up his audience. t t

While Bush's emphasis on the lecturer's cultural authority resonates with the
discourse of uplift, the metaphor of electric energy points forward to the
classical construction of the spectator-as a process in which the empirical
viewer surrenders his or her experience to the homogenized subjectivity on
screen, as if it were merely a more efficient expression of the same energy.

Yet, Noel Burch argues that, even though the lecturer was temporarily
claimed by the forces of linearization, his function remained that of a
supplement, adding a layer of signification external to the visual representa­
tion. Paradoxically, while aiming to clarify the narrative and enhance the
viewer's absorption, the lecture effectively undermined an emerging sense of
diegetic illusion; the presence of a human voice inhibited closure of the
fictional world on screen and thus the perceptual segregation from theater
space essential to the diegetic effect. 12 It is no coincidence that Frank
Woods, the first theorist of the classical diegesis, had no use for the lecturer
in his recommendations toward greater "realism." Woods anticipated a
mode of narration in which the lecturer's function would be integrated with
the diegetic process in the film itself.

If the lecturer eventually followed other nonfilmic activities into oblivion,
it was not just because of an undoubtedly operative tendency of lineariza­
tion, but because he remained adjunct to a particular show, a live perfor­
mance, the local sphere of exhibition. Whether he sailed under the flag of
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uplift or that of narrative effect, the lecturer represented an interpretive agency
that was both more influential and less predictable than the piano player or
sound-effects personnel. During the early teens attempts were made to
circumscribe this agency. Marcus Loew's theater chain set up a staff of
lecturers to cover the country, to circulate with particular films; production
companies sent out copy to standardize the commentary as much as possi­
ble. But such efforts were soon abandoned-as was the lecturer. By defini­
tion, the lecturer eluded the methods of mass distribution because his
success depended upon interaction with local and particular audiences­
upon rhetorical skills and personal involvement, upon professional experi­
ence and familiarity with the situation of reception. It is in this tradition of
individual showmanship that the institution survived in certain pockets of
film culture. As late as 1920 the New York Times MagaZine reports on five
Jlprofessors" still active on the Lower East Side, in theaters catering to
audiences on the threshold of Americanization. Delivered in the JlYankee"

language, the address of these lectures seems to have been as Janus- faced as
that of the Ghetto films-promoting integration, while thriving on memo­
ries of ethnic difference: JlNow and then the voice coming through the
megaphone drops a Yiddish phrase, and then there are wide manifestations
of delight. "13

The ambiguous reappearances of the lecturer have to be understood in a
larger context-that of the struggle for control over the film's reception
between national production and distribution companies on the one hand
and local exhibitors on the other. As Charles Musser has shown, early
exhibitors exerted considerable influence over the meaning of films by
determining the selection and sequence of scenes and the general shape
of their program. This influence was curtailed with the downgrading of
the exhibitor's function to that of a projectionist and the differentiation
between projectionist and theater owner. The industry's growth and stabi­
lization seemed to mandate a concentration of meaning within the film as
product and commodity, and thus its increased independence from the
sphere of exhibition. Developments concurrent with the elaboration of
classical codes, such as the reduction of a primitive diversity of genres, the
gentrification of exhibition, and the introduction of the feature film, were
not simply aimed at upgrading and homogenizing the audience but became
issues of control between centrally organized production companies and
locally based exhibitors, in the context of the Motion Picture Patents Com­
pany's efforts to impose licensing requirements on theater owners and
exchanges. With the cinema's emancipation from other entertainment out­
lets, exhibitors had become a dynamic force in the industry, moving into



The Cinema as an Alternative Public Sphere 99

production via distribution (notably the Independents) or expanding their

theaters into chains. Exhibitors cultivating the local market, however,

whether as managers or independent entrepreneurs, maintained a strong

sense of their contribution to the product, especially as increased competi­

tion demanded that they distinguish their presentations from those of other

theaters. Many local exhibitors shared their customers' ethnic and social

background, an affinity that seems more likely to have created the condi­

tions of an alternative public sphere than the often cited affinity between
audiences and producers. 14

Exhibition practices during the transitional period continued to empha­

size the value of lithe show" over that of the film as circulating product. As

Richard Koszarski argues, the priority of the show continued throughout the

silent era, which calls into question the efficacy of the classical objective of a

textually centered spectator, even at a time when classical strategies of

narration and address were already fully elaborated. Thus nonfilmic

activities were considered not merely as auxiliary but rather as lIadded attrac­

tions," advertised along with an orchestra here and a $30,000 organ there,

with powder rooms, ushers, and architectural design. Roughly one-fourth

to one-third of a two-hour program would be devoted to items outside the

feature (which, if necessary, was cut down or projected at faster speed)-to

live acts, musical performances (such as orchestral overtures or illustrated

songs), news weeklies, comedy shorts, or animated cartoons. More impor­

tant than the textual integrity or even narrative consistency of the featured

film was the overall appeal of the entertainment mix, the IIbalanced pro­

gram. " In Koszarski's words, lithe belief in a 'balanced program' was almost

mystical among silent picture palace managers, who clearly saw this part of

their business as closer to the work of vaudeville managers than operators of

legitimate houses. " This concept of the show enjoyed enormous popularity

with audiences. Surveys throughout most of the 1920s suggest that only a

small fraction (10 percent in one survey) of moviegoers had come to see the
feature; the overwhelming majority (68 percent) had come for the lIevent."

"Going to the movies" during the silent era, Koszarski concludes, "remained

essentially a theater experience, not a film experience. "15

The advent of synchronized sound drastically curtailed the initiative of

the individual exhibitor. The addition of a prefabricated soundtrack was yet

another step toward making the film a more IIcomplete" product which could

be distributed and consumed in more or less the same manner everywhere;

and the standardized speed of projection prohibited tampering with

("improving") the feature, which had been standard practice before. More­

over, the activities surrounding the film increasingly became a promotional
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ritual organized from above, culminating in the 1930s with commodity tie­
ups, fashion shows, give-aways, and other advertising schemes. 16 The ten­
dency toward standardizing theater experience, however, already can be
observed in the early 1920s, within the very tradition of showmanship that
emphasized the exhibitor's autonomy. For the notion of a "balanced pro­
gram" could go either way: continuing the emphasis on diversity inherited
from the variety format, the "cinema of attractions," or streamlining the
presentations to give the impression of an "organic" whole thematically
centered on the weekly feature-a distinction first analyzed by Kracauer in
his 1926 essay on "distraction." Whatever formula was applied (the "pro­
logue," the "headliner," or "pure," theme-oriented spectacle), the ideal of a
unified presentation raised the stakes of exhibition. As investment costs for
the live aspects of the program soared, lavish presentations increasingly
became the trademark of particular theater chains, either replicated locally
or packaged to tour a circuit of theaters. 17

The size and quality of the "show" depended on the size and type of
theater. The picture palaces soon "became the flagships, the most profitable
theatres in large regional chains, " but they represented only a small portion
of American movie theaters-l percent in 1915, 5 percent between 1915
and 1933. 18 Neighborhood theaters charging lower prices continued in
business, and continued to attract ethnic and working-class crowds. To be
sure, on special occasions these audiences also visited the downtown the­
aters mingling there with the middle class and being treated as "ladies and
gentlemen"; but the middle class did not reciprocate. Like the picture
palaces, the smaller houses cultivated a belief in the "show," and their status
among neighborhood theaters depended upon the "added attractions" that
could be afforded. In contrast with the more expensive shows, the live
portions of the program were often geared to particular ethnic and racial
constituencies. In Chicago, for instance, Polish plays were performed side
by side with cinematic entertainment, and, in Lizabeth Cohen's words,
"Italian music shared the stage with American films." Furthermore, as Mary
Carbine has shown, theaters catering to black audiences included jazz per­
formances as well as acts from the black, particularly Southern, entertain­
ment tradition. 19 While these live portions were attractions in their own
right, they also shaped the way mainstream films could be received-and
reinterpreted-by nonmainstream audiences.

As long as an exhibitor catered to such audiences, the show was likely to
maintain a locally specific, potentially interactive and aleatory dimension. If
it did so, this was not because the individual exhibitor believed in defending
communal culture against the onslaught of monopolization, but because the
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format was profitable and competitive. Yet that same economic principle
created a kind of scissors effect: the more ambitious and costly the show, the
larger and less specific its intended audience.

Spaces of Transition, Pockets of Time

In what follows, I will discuss the question of an alternative public sphere
from a less systematic perspective, focusing on the cinema's function for
particular social groups at particular historical junctures, specifically, new
immigrants and a recently urbanized working class as well as women both
within these groups and across class and ethnic boundaries. Such a perspec­
tive must remain speculative, since it is difficult to know how these groups­
or, for that matter, any group-received the films they saw and what
significance moviegoing had in relation to their lives. Still, we can try to
reconstruct the configurations of experience that shaped their horizon of
reception, and ask how the cinema as an institution, as a social and aesthetic
experience, might have interacted with that horizon.

The immigrant and working class have traditionally been singled out for
their Jlsymbiotic relationship" with the movies, a relationship that almost
instantaneously spawned a powerful mythology. It is necessary to denatural­
ize that IIsymbiosis," by situating the cinema's appearance in immigrant life
in a particular historical constellation, broadly defined by the experience of
modernization and the emergence of consumerism. In doing so, I am not
presuming to offer a general theory of lithe immigrant experience"; I wish to
suggest certain patterns and possibilities that may help explain the cinema's
ambiguous ascendancy over other institutions of immigrant culture. Nor do
I mean to obliterate significant distinctions among immigrant groups, espe­
cially with regard to moviegoing habits, or to underrate the importance of
local and regional variations in immigrant culture and the demographics of
film consumption. 20 Yet, despite such variations, and despite the separatism
that governed relations among diverse ethnic groups, basic patterns of
experience were shared by immigrant working-class communities across the
board. This common experience was defined by the discrepancy between
the types of society and economy the immigrants had left behind and the
conditions they confronted in America (conditions themselves in rapid
transformation) as well as by the particular strategies mobilized in dealing
with that discrepancy.

Social historians have discussed the immigrant experience of that period
(1893-1919) primarily under two overlapping aspects: modernization and,
more recently, the emergence of a consumer economy. The former points
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back to earlier phases of industrial capitalism, the latter describes a develop­
ment concurrent with-and in crucial ways dependent upon-the new
wave of mass immigration. In his influential 1973 essay Herbert Gutman
describes the encounter of immigrants from premodern societies with indus­
trial modes of production as a kind of deja vu of the experience of first­
generation factory workers during the early decades of the nineteenth cen­
tury: "American society, of course, had changed greatly, but in some ways it
is as if a film-run at a much faster speed-is being viewed for a second
time. "21 By the end of the century this experience entailed not only an
encounter with steam, machinery and electricity, with low wages, long
hours, and a punitive system of work discipline, but also a more refined
regime of the clock, linked to an increasing division and hierarchy of labor,
standardization, and the elaboration of methods of mass production. 22

Modern factory practices were as alien to the work habits of East-European
artisans and peddlers as to those of Italian or Slavic peasants. Like earlier
instances of mass industrialization, they provoked forms of protest that
drew strength from the very subcultures that were being negated.

Immigrants experienced the effects of accelerated industrialization not
only in the factory but in all areas of everyday life-as a violent displace­
ment and deprivation, as disorientation, alienation, shock, and loss.
Whether they came from the small-town environment of the East-European
shtetl or the rural mezzogiorno, arrival in urban America catapulted them into a
world without nature, a grey concrete jungle of overcrowded tenements and
filthy streets, of artificial lighting, noise, and speed. The loss of prein­
dustrial nature went hand in hand with the loss of a communal cultural and
linguistic environment, a framework of traditional norms and values. The
world the immigrants had left behind was one of poverty and oppression,
but it was a familiar one, bounded within a closed religious worldview and a
hierarchic social order. The new world had promised a liberation from
oppressive conditions and unlimited possibilities; instead it entailed, for
first-generation immigrants at least, a reduction of space and time, a curtail­
ment of their sphere of interaction, expression, and interpretation. 23

The loss of that horizon of experience was superimposed with new
demarcations of public and private (which themselves were undergoing a
major transformation). In a society of extended families and kinship net­
works, the boundaries between public and private had hardly been as pro­
nounced and were fluid at best. Transplanted into an industrial-capitalist
economy, the immigrant family lost its role in the production process (simi­
lar to what had happened to the American family more than half a century
earlier) and was reduced to a unit of reproduction and consumption. While
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the immigrant family was thus abruptly privatized, work pressures and
overcrowded living conditions rendered any real privacy a luxury, putting
immense strain on marital relations and relations between parents and chil­
dren. At the same time immigrants were barred from most institutions of the
dominant public sphere, whether by reason of language, custom, class, or
lack of means and leisure time.

Yet, as Gutman admonished historians in 1973, it would be a mistake to
perpetuate the notion IIthat the large-scale uprooting and exploitative pro­
cesses that accompanied industrialization caused little more than cultural
breakdown and social anomie. Family, class and ethnic ties did not dissolve
easily. "24 And, as social historians have amply documented since, the very
conditions of alienation not only mobilized a web of familial, social, and
personal relationships but also gave rise to new forms of public life that
mediated the loss of the old culture with the challenges of the new. 25

Speaking of the secular culture that emerged amongJewish immigrants from
Eastern Europe, Irving Howe asserts that it IIwas different from the one they
had left behind, despite major links of continuity," and that "it struggled
fiercely to keep itself different from the one they found in America, despite
the pressures of assimiliation. "26 The institutions of immigrant public life
ranged from the traditional and in their own way exclusive voluntary
societies and lodges (like the Jewish landsmanshaftn), through social clubs
and educational centers to labor-related and political activities; from eth­
nic theaters, such as the Yiddish theater, the Italian opera and marionette
theater, and ethnic vaudeville through the more casual (though no less
regular) gatherings in candy stores, soda fountains, and saloons to the more
anonymous and potentially dangerous encounters at the dance halls. As Roy
Rosenzweig argues with regard to working-class leisure culture in Worces­
ter, Massachusetts, such institutions constituted a local, separate, and rela­
tively autonomous sphere which, although not overtly oppositional, still pre­
sented an alternative to dominant social norms. 27

It is part of the cinema's ambiguous record that its success destroyed many
of these institutions, especially the whole spectrum of ethnic theatrical
entertainments, along with public gathering places like the candy store and
the saloon. 28 As the cinema prevailed over its live competitors by virtue of
the greater profit margin, it both absorbed and in crucial ways surpassed the
appeal of other entertainments to immigrant audiences. The nickelodeon
permitted a continuation of class and ethnically specific habits of reception
because of its neighborhood character, low admission fee, and egalitarian
seating structure (uniform ticket price), its informal atmosphere and interac­
tive mode of exhibition. At the same time, moviegoing marked a departure
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from this tradition, opening up a less traditionally defined, qualitatively
different type of public sphere.

The relation of the cinema to existing forms of immigrant public life was
not just that of another institution but that of a chameleonlike creature
grq.fting itself onto these formations. "Despite the standardized product,"
Kathy Peiss writes, lithe experience of the movies took on the flavor of the
surrounding neighborhood. "29 This observation cuts both ways. It accounts
for the survival of working-class sociability and familiarity in neighborhood
theaters, but it also explains the lack of these dimensions in other locations.
In 191 1 Mary Heaton Vorse, a Greenwich Village radical, compares motion
picture audiences in Jewish and Italian areas of New York and finds a con­
trasting experience in a Bowery theater: J1In the Bowery you get a different
kind of audience. None of your neighborhood spirit here. Even in what is
called the 'dago show'-that is, the show where the occasional vaudeville
numbers are Italian singers-the people seem chance-met; the audience is
almost entirely composed of men, only an occasional woman. "30 In this
passage, as throughout her article, Vorse emphasizes the role of the
audience as a productive force, crucial to supplying the films and numbers
with an interpretive, intersubjective dimension. But the distinction she
observes in the Bowery theater also describes an important difference
between the cinematic institution and the more traditional ethnic entertain­
ments: lithe people seem chance-met. "

Most institutions of immigrant public life were defined by quite strict
standards of inclusion (hence also exclusion)-by origin, craft, or religious
affiliation-as well as particular conventions of access, especially in terms of
gender and generation. Women were excluded from traditionally male
working-class entertainments such as the burlesque, concert-saloons, dime
museums, or sports. Many other leisure activities, like a promenade in the
park or a trip to more upwardly mobile entertainments like vaudeville and
amusement parks, were available to them only in the company of men or the
whole family. Although the tightly knit web of kinship relations and ethnic
coherence may have provided a buffer against alienation and the pressures of
adaptation, it also drove the younger generation to seek escape, particularly
toward encounters with members of the other sex outside the narrow pale of
family connections and ethnic community. One such escape was the visit to
the dance hall, a new kind of social space, less personal but free of family
surveillance, which for many served as a rehearsal ground for the styles of a
heterosocial modernity. 31

Because of its chameleonlike quality, the cinema seems to have assumed a
certain threshold function, oscillating between the tradition of family-
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centered ethnic entertainment and the more anonymous, more modern
forms of commercialized leisure. Cheaper than vaudeville or Coney Island
and safer than the dance halls (and therefore less subject to parental cen­
sure), the cinema allowed for the mixing with friends, acquaintances, and
even strangers. Discussing the emergence of the audience as public in
eighteenth-century Paris, Sennett distinguishes two kinds of strangers: the
stranger as outsider, as in the IIcategorizable strangeness of immigrants from
another land," and lithe stranger as an unknown, rather than an alien."
Although he refers to ethnic stereotyping in Boston and New York around
1900 as an example of the former, the following description seems nonethe-
less apt for the less clearly defined gathering of strangers in American movie
theaters: lithe stranger as an unknown can dominate. . . the perceptions of
people who are unclear about their own identities, losing traditional images
of themselves, or belonging to a new social group that as yet has no clear
label. " The farther the theater from the neighborhood centers and the less
associated with a particular immigrant constituency, the more likely it was
to assemble strangers of diverse ethnic backgrounds who were not only
displaced in relation to dominant forms of identity but had that displace­
ment in common with each other- llmaterially alike but not cognizant of
their similarities. "32 Like the new public spaces of the eighteenth-century
cosmopolitan city, the cinema offered a site for experiencing diversity, for
civil interaction among strangers. Yet the same conditions that enabled this
public dimension also entailed its opposite, both with the increased priva­
tization of viewing behavior and the textual homogenization of positions of
subjectivi ty.

Neither a primeval paradise of viewer participation nor merely a site for
the consumption of standardized products, the cinema rehearsed new, spe­
cifically modern forms of subjectivity and intersubjectivity at the same time
that it addressed older needs and more recent experiences of displacement
and deprivation. If it assumed both of these functions, it did so not only
because of the liminal situation of its audiences and its own threshold status
among commercial entertainments but also because of the particular kind of
collectivity actualized in the individual viewing experience. Vorse describes
in great detail a woman watching an Indian-trapper melodrama in a Lower
East Side theater. Accompanied by a man, she was IIS0 rapt and entranced"
with the events on screen IIthat her voice accompanied all that happened-a
little unconscious and lilting obbligato." Significantly, the running commen­
tary was in German, with an Austrian accent, rendered by Vorse in English
punctuated with foreign phrases. The writer's own fascination seems divided
between the heteroglossic transaction behind her and the spectacle that was
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prompting it: "a guileless and sentimental dime novel, most ingeniously
performed; a work of art; beautiful, too, because one had glimpses of stately
forests, sunlight shifting through leaves, wild, dancing forms of Indians, the
beautiful swift rushing of horses." But, as Vorse hastens to add, "to the

woman behind it was reality at its highest. She was there in a fabled country
full of painted savages. The rapidly unfolding drama was to her no make­
believe arrangement ingeniously fitted together by actors and picture­
makers. It had happened; it was happening for her now"33

Whatever we make of the radical intellectual's own kind of disavowal, she
describes a spectatorial disposition that is at once absorbed and active, at
once self-abandoning and very much part of the situation of exhibition. The
woman's expressive behavior, in particular its linguistic distinctiveness, runs
counter to the middle-class standards of silence and passivity that were
becoming the mark of the cinema's respectability; yet her engagement with
the narrative seems consistent with the tenets of classical illusionism. This
combination challenges the conceptual coupling (notably in Brechtian film
theory of the 1970s) of narrative identification with spectatorial passivity
and, conversely, of an active mode of reception with a distanced awareness
of the film's discursive operations. 34 What upsets these formalist opposi­
tions as well is the trajectory Vorse draws between the woman's dialogue
with the film and the spatial and symbolic relationship of the show with a
particular social environment:

Outside the iron city roared; before the door of the show the push-cart
vendors bargained and trafficked with customers. Who in that audience
remembered it? They had found the door of escape. For the moment they
were in the depths of the forest following the loves of Yellow Wing and
Dick. The woman's voice, so like the voice of a spirit talking to itself,
unconscious of time and place, was their voice. There they were, a strange
company of aliens-Jews, almost all; haggard and battered and bearded
men, young girls with their beaus, spruce and dapper youngsters begin­
ning to make their way.

The image of a female voice divorced from the body, abstracted from time
and place yet speaking for a particular group or mode of being, is a Romantic
topos, reminiscent of Wordsworth's "Solitary Reaper. " The woman's voice
becomes the voice of the Ghetto, as it were, because it speaks from the
unconscious, because it is fueled by a common need for escape. What barely
saves this rhetoric from the pitfalls of the "collective unconscious" is the
configuration of the world inside and outside the movie theater, the separate
yet interrelated spaces of fantasy and reality. The cinematic fantasy com­
pensates for the deficiencies of the outside world: the pressures of survival
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and success, the experience of aliens, the loss of familiar surroundings. But
the space of fantasy is no less alien, no more continuous with the traditions
from which they had been dispossessed. It is no coincidence that the melo­
dramatic conflict on screen revolves around terms of racial difference,
whether advancing an identification with the white hero at the expense of
the exotic, barbaric other ("wildes und grausames Volk") or allowing for a fic­
tional reconciliation of the opposition by way of an interracial romance. To
whatever degree such scenarios might have served to inculcate dominant
racist ideology in ethnic but white immigrants, 35 they also provide symbolic
parallels with the experiential horizon of those immigrants, their own con­
frontation with new terms of strangeness and identity. In that sense the type
of identification described by Vorse could be read as a form of reappropria­
tion, an imaginative assimilation of foreign images to the collective experi­
ence of alienation and displacement.

In its spatial and symbolic configurations of inside and outside, of famil­
iarity and strangeness, the cinema belongs to the social sites that Michel
Foucault has characterized as "heterotopias"-"places [that] are absolutely
different from all the sites that they reflect and speak about. " In their irreduc­
ible heterogeneity in relation to the surrounding spaces, heterotopias are
"something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which
the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted." Foucault himself lists
the cinema among a number of such sites-sites of transportation such as
trains or sites of temporary relaxation such as cafes and beaches. He dis­
cusses it as an example of one particular principle of the heterotopia: the
capability JJof juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites
that are in themselves incompatible. "The cinema obviously qualifies as such
in the very basic sense that it is "a very odd rectangular room, at the end of
which, on a two-dimensional screen, one sees the projection of a three­
dimensional space. "36

While this spatial configuration is as old as the magic lantern show and
more or less typical of the cinema throughout its history, Foucault's notion
of heterotopia can be taken further to describe a more specific historical
experience, during the transition from early to classical cinema, on the part
of particular social groups. For over half a century urban populations in
Europe and the United States had been adapting to the effects of modern
technology on human perception, a fundamental transformation of spatio­
temporal coordinates. 37 The vast majority of immigrants arriving in Ameri­
can cities around the turn of the century confronted this transformation
from one day to the next, without preparation-a shock which, according
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to autobiographical statements and social worker reports, left many
stunned, disoriented, literally dis-placed. 38 Although the cinema no doubt
participated in the historical upheaval of traditional coordinates of space
and time, it also offered a refuge in which the violence of the transition
could be negotiated in a less threatening, playful, and intersubjective
manner.

The nickelodeon was a real place, located in the center or at the margin of
the immigrants' world, ordinary and easily accessible. At the same time it
opened up into a fantastic space, giving pleasure in the juxtaposition of
diverse, often incompatible, and at times impossible sites or sights-in the
very principle of disjunction that informed the variety format. The jumble
of strange and familiar, of old and new, of ordinary and exotic, made the
movies an objective correlative of the immigrant experience. As a writer for

the Jewish Daily Forward observed, /lour Jews feel very much at home with the
detectives, oceans, horses, dogs, and cars that run about on the screen. "39

The significance of such a series is less in its individual referents than its
cheerfully avowed randomness, a surrealistic equality among its elements.
This aesthetics of disjunction not only contested the presumed homoge­
neity of dominant culture and society in the name of which immigrants were
marginalized and alienated; more important, it lent the experience of disori­
entation and displacement the objectivity of collective expression. It is in
this sense that the notion of the cinema as a heterotopia converges with the
concept of an alternative public sphere-as a medium that allows people to
organize their experience on the basis of their own context of living, its
specific needs, conflicts, and anxieties.

The Ifdespatialization of subjectivity" (Mary Ann Doane) that marked the
immigrants' entry into American modernity was just as much an experience
of violent detemporalization. It is thus that the cinema might have func­
tioned as a If time-place" (Zeitort) in Kluge's sense, a site for the actualization of
different temporalities. 40 Foucault attributes this capability to heterotopias
in general when he notes that they Ifare most often linked to slices of time. "
The experience of different temporalities is possible only at a certain stage
of historical development: IfThe heterotopia begins to function at full capac­
ity when men arrive at a sort of absolute break with their traditional time."
Foucault contrasts sites concerned with the accumulation of time with a view
to eternity (archives, museums, libraries) with ones that are linked lito time

in its most fleeting, transitory, precarious aspect, to time in the mode of
festival." As an example of the latter he cites the fairgrounds, If these mar­
vellous empty sites on the outskirts of cities that teem once or twice a year
with stands, displays, heteroclite objects, wrestlers, snakewomen, fortune-
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tellers, and so forth"; but he might as well have included preclassical
cinema, the "cinema of attractions. "41

Again, Foucault has to be read somewhat against the grain, read back­
wards through more contemporaneous historians of modernity such as Kra­
cauer and Benjamin. Foucault tended to celebrate the ascendancy of catego­
ries of space over those of time in a somewhat ahistorical manner. Kracauer
and Benjamin, however, saw in the spatialization of time a crucial moment in
the historical process, itself a sign of the times. They wrote about urban
spaces-streets, squares, hotel lobbies, movie theaters, arcades-as sites of
a temporal crossing, as thresholds of social and political change. Thus they
turned the German word for arcade, "Passage," into a complex historical
metaphor. 42 For both, film and photography assumed a pivotal function in
the crisis that pervaded all areas of modern life, in what Kracauer called "the
all-out gamble of history. "43 For Benjamin this crisis was linked to the
general decline of the capability of experience, the dissociation of collective
memory and individual recollection; by the same token, the emancipation
of experience from cultural tradition and privilege, epitomized by film and
photography, offered the historical chance to reshuffle the spatialized frag­
ments of time, to make them "quotable" and collectively accessible. 44

As with the transformation of spatial perception, the break with tradi­
tional temporality was exacerbated for immigrant men and women who
brought preindustrial, agricultural, or artisanal rhythms of time to a country
increasingly run by train schedules and the discipline of the factory clock.
The enforced adaptation to the latter entailed a detemporalization, a quan­
tification, and reification of time; it also reduced the play of memory (for
Kracauer and Benjamin synonymous with the capability of experience).
While immigrant organizations and personal and kinship networks worked
to keep memories of the old world alive, the pressures of Americanization
demanded precisely the opposite. In a study published in 1921, Chicago
sociologist William Isaac Thomas condemns the prevailing concept of
"quick and complete Americanization" for promoting the "destruction of
memories," for preventing immigrants from living "in the light of the past"
and making constructive changes on the basis of their experience. 45

To people under the assault of the present both on their jobs and by the
institutions of dominant culture, the cinema offered a "time-place" in a
number of ways. With its lack of a fixed schedule and continuous admission,
Rosenzweig contends, the nickelodeon provided a "refuge from the time
discipline of the factory. "46 Mothers for whom family leisure activities usu­
ally meant a continuation of housework on different premises could disap­
pear in the darkness of the movie theater for a few hours, with or without
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children, to vary on Horkheimer and Adorno's notorious phrase, IIjust as
[they] used to gaze out of the window, when there were still homes and the
hour after a day's work [FeierabendJ. "47 The dimness of the theater set the

stage for the viewer's surrender to the manipulations of time on screen­
the duration of a panorama shot, the thrills of fast and reverse motion, the
simultaneity of parallel editing-at least until filmic temporality became
more firmly subordinated to the linear momentum of narrative.

If the cinema could help immigrants come to terms with competing
temporalities, it also lent itself to the unceremonious actualization of memo­
ries. This capability seems linked to the affinity of film with mimetic traces
in the historical experience of nature. In journalistic discourse of the period,
the cinen1a is often ascribed a compensatory function for people who could
not afford to travel. A 1908 article, for instance, emphasizes a German
exhibitor's efforts to procure IIscenes from the Rocky Mountains, forest

views, and flowing cascades": IIHe would bring to the heart of the Ghetto
the heart of Nature itself, and even though devoid of color and freshness
and odor, he would at least suggest something of that flowering world which
is farthest away from asphalt and brick. "48 But for first-generation immi­
grants this spatial distance translated into a temporal one: it was not that
they had never seen the beauties of nature; they had lost them. As Elizabeth
Ewen obsetVes, IINew York had abolished the forests forever, leaving them
retrievable only in memory or in the pictorial reproductions that hung on
the walls of tenement apartments as reminders of a world lost but not
forgotten. "49 To be sure, such reminders border on the pathetic, more likely
perhaps to diminish memory than to presetVe it. But the mnemonic powers
of the cinema go beyond those of pictorial reproductions on the wall. If the
spurious miracles of second nature succeeded in stirring up memories of the
first, they did so not necessarily on the basis of literal correspondences but
by way of figurative and unconscious processes. The IIsunlight shifting
through leaves" that captured Vorse's imagination might not have been lost
on the naive spectator entranced by the narrative; on the contrary, the
emotional absorption into the latter might have fed on such ephemeral
details, images charged with a different past, with memories of loss.

Benjamin described this aspect of filmic reception with the metaphor of
the 1I0ptical unconscious," insisting on the hidden, figurative dimension of
film's IImimetic faculty. "50 The memory mobilized by the optical uncon­
scious differs from any form of premeditated, discursive remembering or
reminiscing; it belongs to the side of Proust's mimoire involuntaire or the
Surrealists' exercises in IIprofane illumination ll (and thus, by implication, to
the realm of psychoanalysis). Generally, Benjamin is better known for plac-
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ing the cinema on the other side of that distinction, since the cinema
epitomized the expansion of the archive of voluntary memory at the
expense of involuntary recollection, the destruction of spatio-temporal dis­
tance, and hence of the conditions of experience-the disintegration of the
"aura." But he was above all concerned with redeeming the possibility of
experience in an irrevocably transformed world, seeking it in the track of the
very agencies of transformation-technology, fashion, consumer culture­
in the accumulated debris of second nature. If the cinema has a place in this
project, it is through the back door of the optical unconscious, through the
camera's exploration of an "unconsciously permeated space," whether that
space pertains to preindustrial nature or the naturalized settings of urban
life: "Our taverns and city streets, our offices and furnished rooms, our train
stations and factories appeared to have us locked up beyond hope. Then
came film and exploded this prison-world with the dynamite of one-tenth
seconds, so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and debris, we calmly
embark on adventurous travels. "51 Revealing the "natural" appearance of the
capitalist everyday as an allegorical landscape, the cinema thus parallels the
investigations of the Surrealists or the flaneur who seek in that landscape a
mode of experience traditionally reserved for phenomena of an ostensibly
more primary nature: "the metamorphosis of the object into a counterpart
[Gegenuber]." In this process, as Habermas paraphrases Benjamin, "a whole
field of surprising correspondences between animate and inanimate nature is
opened up, wherein even things encounter us in the structures of frail
intersubjectivity. "52

If Benjamin's speculations bear on the question of the cinema's function as
a public sphere, they do so in a twofold way. As an aesthetic category, the
optical unconscious is more likely to erupt in some films or some genres, and
during certain periods of film history rather than others. Thus, it would
seem to be more germane to the cinema of attractions, to a mode of exhibi­
tion that allows for a more centrifugal, less textually predetermined recep­
tion of filmic images. As a category based on the history of human interac­
tion with nature (Naturgeschichte), the optical unconscious would have had a
heightened significance for groups like the new immigrants who encoun­
tered the impact of industrialization, urbanization and commodification in
an accelerated, telescoped form-by lending expression to traumatic dis­
junctions in the social experience of nature.

If the cinema helped immigrants organize their experience on their own
terms, then, not only by creating a space for the actualization of involuntary
memory, of disjunctive layers of time and subjectivity, it also offered a
collective forum for the production of fantasy, the capability of envisioning
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a different future. More than any entertainment of the period the cinema
figured as the site of magical transformation-of things, people, settings,
and situations. To transpose Howe's remark, it was Jlsomething of a joke" and
Jlsomething of a miracle. "53 As utopian images of JlAmerica," fostered by

oppression and deprivation in the Old Country, crumbled under the real­
ities of immigrant life, the cinema to some extent absorbed the functions of
the utopian imagination, albeit in a diminished, alienated, and depoliticized
form. Immigrant testimonies suggest that fantasies of a better life mingled
older hopes with more specifically modern dreams, promises of abundance
with scenarios of mobility and self-transformation. 54 While advertising was
promoting such scenarios with cynical hyperbole, the cinema rehearsed

them in a more structural manner-with its peculiar form of perceptual
identification, its dispersal of subjectivity across a rn_ultiplicity of objects.
Kracauer describes the disposition of one who Jllets himself be poly­
morphously projected in a movie theater": JlAs a fake Chinaman he sits in a
fake opium den, turns into a well-trained dog who performs ridiculously
clever acts to please a female star, gathers himself into an alpine storm, gets
to be circus artist and lion at once. "55 The mobilization of the gaze that
transcends physical laws as well as distinctions between subject and object,
human and nonhuman nature, promises nothing less than the mobilization
of the self, the transformation of seemingly fixed positions of social identity.

This mobilization, however, is promise and delusion in one. The projec­
tion of subjectivity onto the world of things, or their reflections, does not
automatically open up correspondences, IIstructures of frail intersubjec­
tivity." For Kracauer, who was both more familiar with and more skeptical
vis-a.-vis the cinema than Benjamin, this mode of reception entails just as
much a sense of de-realization, isolation, and loss: JlOne forgets oneself
gazing, and the big dark hole is animated with the semblance of a life that
belongs to no one and consumes everyone." The subject consumed is of
course the consumer, who adapts to the object of his or her desire mimet­
ically, by the logic of reification.

We return here to the question raised toward the end of the previous
chapter, concerning the intersection of cinema and consumer culture, par­
ticularly in view of the tensions, contradictions, and ambiguities in the
development of the latter. I have discussed some aspects of this question
under the general heading of the industrial-commercial public spheres­
their simultaneous recognition and appropriation of hitherto unrepresented
discourses of social experience, their initial instability and non­
synchronicity. What remains difficult to ascertain is the pace at which these
new structures and media of publicity were effective in implementing the
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ideological and economic tenets of consumer capitalism, or, conversely, the
extent to which they were used in ways that enabled and prolonged an
autonomous organization of ethnic working-class experience. Lizabeth
Cohen, writing on Chicago during the 1920s, argues against the critical
historians who assume that mass culture instantaneously "succeeded in inte­
grating American workers into a mainstream, middle-class culture." Instead,
she claims, the immigrants' encounter with new commodities and tech­
nologies of reproduction took on shapes that resisted that kind of homoge­
nization and actually helped preserve older forms of collective identity, at
least for some time. The phonograph, for instance, often accused of plug­
ging the immigrant family into a national network of standardized taste, was
put to quite different uses by Chicago workers. "In story after story they
related how buying a victrola helped keep Polish or Italian culture alive by
allowing people to play foreign-language records, often at ethnic gather­
ings. "Thus, Cohen concludes, "owning a phonograph might bring a worker
closer to mainstream culture, but it did not have to. A commodity could just
as easily help a person reinforce ethnic or working class culture as lose it. "56

The analogy between phonograph and cinema carries only so far, con­
sidering basic differences between the apparatuses, in particular the lis­
tener's greater degree of control over the process of reception (closer in kind
to today's consumption of films on videotape). After all, phonographic
recording, especially of foreign or ethnically specific music, still presumed
the existence of a tradition independent of the product, and thus a commu­
nity of listeners and potential participants. Yet early cinema depended
crucially on familiarity with extratextual sources as well, at least until the
final implementation of the classical paradigm. Furthermore, while record
buyers might have had a wider choice among products, the emphasis on
cinematic diversity persisted throughout the nickelodeon period, notwith­
standing the dominance of the narrative film after 1907. As exhibitors
reported in the trade press, scenics remained a favorite with audiences, and
slapstick comedy, with its antisentimental, antiauthoritarian, and anticon­
sumerist appeal, survived the protests of gentrifiers and guardians of culture
for many years.

Most important, unlike the victrola, the cinema was predicated on collec­
tive reception; it mandated reception in a public space. Even films designed to
link the cinema to mainstream culture could be received differently depend­
ing on environment, audience composition, programming, and mode of
exhibition; Vitagraph's The Life of Moses (1909-10), for instance, provoked a
hardly mainstream response among Russian Jewish audiences. 57 To go fur­

ther, I believe that even explicitly Christian films, like the Italian import Quo
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Vadis~ (1912), could have been reclaimed by such audiences. The relatively
confused, elliptical narrative foregrounds the spectacle of religious persecu­
tion, graphic images of people huddling together against the onslaught of
absolute and irrational power, making these images available for projective
identification and reappropriation into the viewers' own memories.

The question of consumerism and public life, of industrially appropriated
experience and the possibility of its reclamation, cannot be approached
exclusively in terms of class and ethnic background. So far I have situated
the cinema in relation to the historical dynamics of three distinct though
overlapping types of public life: the remnants of a bourgeois public sphere
(high culture, the Genteel Tradition); the new industrial-commercial public
spheres (the modern entertainment market with its new middle-class,
upwardly mobile, maximally inclusive clientele); and the ethnically segre­
gated public spheres drawing on older traditions of working-class and peas­
ant culture. The rest of this chapter focuses on a discourse that both overlays
and interacts with these different types of organization: the definition of the
demarcations between public and private along the lines of gender.

Women's JlCraving for the Cinema": The Erosion of the Separate Spheres

The cinema's role in changing the boundaries and possibilities of public life
was perhaps most pivotal for women, across-though related to­
distinctions of class, racial and ethnic background, marital status, and gen­
eration. 58 Women's relations to the public sphere were governed by specific
patterns of exclusion and abstraction, and the transformation of these pat­
terns made a major difference in the conditions under which women could
articulate and organize their experience. As outlined in the Introduction,
the delimitation of public and private in terms of gender and sexuality was a
central feature of the bourgeois public sphere in its European and American
variants. From the 1820s and 1830s on, public life in the United States was a
predominantly masculine arena to which women had access only in a highly
controlled and dependent form. Accordingly, the private realm of the fam­
ily came to be identified as the domain of an idealized femininity, defined by
domesticity, motherhood, sexual purity, and moral guardianship. Through­
out the nineteenth century the doctrine of separate spheres, the hierarchy
of public/male over private/female, not only shaped-and maimed­
relations between the sexes, but crucially determined the mappings of
social life, of cultural institutions, itineraries of everyday life and leisure
activities. 59

The gender hierarchy of public and private structured the lives of middle­
class and working-class women alike, though in different ways. Toward the
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end of the century, for instance, middle-class forms of leisure increasingly
were becoming family-centered, that is, they encouraged women's patron­
age as long as they were contained within the family. At the same time,
popular entertainments maintained strong segregation along gender lines:
most institutions of working-class culture, such as ethnic saloons, burlesque
shows, or sports events, remained exclusively male affairs; a woman could
join only at the risk of her reputation. Certainly there were significant
variations among immigrant groups (Germans, for instance, had no prob­
lem with women drinking in beer gardens); and many women, especially
married ones, attended ethnic theaters, church-sponsored events, or the
annual balls, picnics, and entertainments of their husbands' fraternal organi­
zations. 60 By and large, however, the higher the social status of a commer­
cial entertainment form, the more acceptable it became for mixed company;
conversely, the ability of an establishment to attract reputable women
emerged as the touchstone of middle-class respectability.

Authorized by middle-class observers and reformers, this syllogism was
employed by entertainment entrepreneurs eager to attract a more affluent,
upwardly mobile, and inclusive clientele. Vaudeville, in so many respects a
model for the institution of cinema, is an excellent example of the dialectic
of gender and status that was transforming the outlines of the public sphere.
Pioneers of vaudeville gentrification, notably Tony Pastor, began to upgrade
the reputation of the male-oriented variety shows by introducing IIre fined"

matinees for IIladies" on weekday afternoons. By the 1880s and 1890s,
evening shows too were refashioned to meet (middle-class) standards of
feminine taste-by efforts to suppress working-class audience behavior,
such as the ban on boisterous response, talking, drinking, and smoking, and
to eradicate sexual innuendo and bawdy humor from the performance. As a
back-up strategy, however, Pastor is reported to have hired prostitutes to
dress up as IIrespectable" women and attend the shows so as to lure patrons
IIseeking a refined atmosphere." This ploy seems to have worked as well as
the others. In the long run, Robert Allen writes, IIvaudeville achieved its
economic success by bringing women into its audience. "61

That the appearance of respectability could be purchased, and that it was
supplied by women who physically and ideologically figured as the
repressed other of an idealized femininity, makes this anecdote symptom­
atic of the contradictions at work in the transformation of the public sphere.
The invocation of middle-class notions of gentility in the effort to legitimize
female participation in commercial entertainments testified to the erosion of
the very demarcations these notions were founded upon, the gendered
segregation of public and private spheres. This erosion was not happening
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in vaudeville alone. It was initiated, on a much larger scale, by the emer­
gence of a consumer economy and attendant forms of culture and
ideology. 62

The new culture of consumption blurred class and ethnic divisions in an
illusive community of abundance; it also undermined bourgeois divisions of
public and private, above all the hierarchy of male and female spheres.
Crucial to the shift from a production-centered economy to one of mass
consumption was the female shopper whose numbers had increased ever
since the Civil War. By 1915 J1women were doing between 80 and 85 percent
of the consumer purchasing in the United States. "63 For middle-class
women this meant a liberation from the narrow confines of domestic space,
but also, in the long run, the surrender of a traditionally female sphere of
influence to the corporately organized empire of mass consumption. For
working-class women, especially recent immigrants from Southern and
Eastern Europe, consumerist styles and fashions-to the extent they could
afford them-promised access to a modern, American world of freedom,
romance, and upward mobility. At the same time, it was their cheap labor
that enabled the mass manufacturing and sale of consumer goods. 64

Although the rise of consumerism changed women's relationship to the
public sphere fundamentally, it would be a mistake to consider consumer
culture in itself as J1public" in the emphatic sense of the word. It was, and
continues to be, a direct function of the capitalist marketplace, of private
property relations; and no doubt it aimed to transform social processes of
identification and interaction into private acts of acquisition. But because of
its industrial-commercial basis, consumer culture introduced a different
principle of publicity than that governing traditional institutions, a more
direct appeal to the customers' experience, to concrete needs, desires, fan­
tasies. In catering to aspects of female experience that hitherto had been
denied any public dimension, the media of consumption offered an inter­
subjective horizon for the articulation of that experience. Such a horizon
was precarious and at best temporary, since the appeal to women as con­
sumers fluctuated between experimental differentiation (to satisfy as many
diverse constituencies as possible) and long-term homogenization (predi­
cated on a notion of J1woman" as white, heterosexual, and middle-class).

The emerging culture of consumption, centering on advertising and the
department store, was flanked by the mushrooming commercial entertain­
ments already mentioned-amusement parks like Coney Island, vaudeville,
cabarets, dance halls, and, of course, the cinema. What distinguished these
new forms of leisure from the traditions of both high culture and popular
amusements, indeed the mark of their modernity, was that they encouraged
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the mingling of classes and genders. Despite the ideological character of
such (self- )displays of equality, the mingling of genders must have had a
greater significance for women, as a group whose movements and mode of
social existence had been severely restricted by the homosocial arrange­
ments of the traditional public spheres. Moreover, the styles of a heteroso­
cial modernity promoted with the new leisure culture changed the defini­
tions of female identity in relation to the family, superimposing the values of
motherhood and domesticity with the appeals of pleasure, glamour, and
eroticism. This shift in the social construction of femininity, generally
associated with the discourse on the New Woman, exacerbated the rift
between the generations, especially between immigrant mothers and their
American-born or American-raised daughters. Yet it also loosened the cir­
cumscriptions of the domestic maternal role and self-image, not least
because the same young working women who sought diversion outside the
family and kinship networks tended to take up that role as soon as they
married. 65

More than any other entertainment form, the cinema opened up a
space-a social space as well as a perceptual, experiential horizon-in
women's lives, whatever their marital status, age, or background. As Kathy
Peiss observes in her study of working women and leisure in turn-of-the­
century New York, the cinema most strikingly lIaltered women's participa­
tion in the world of public, commercial amusements. " With the rise of the
nickelodeon, IIwomen's attendance soared; women comprised 40 percent of
the working-class movie audience in 1910. "66 Unlike vaudeville, even cheap
or IIfamily vaudeville," the movies offered women a more casual participa­
tion in the world of entertainments, an experience that could easily be
incorporated into a variety of everyday itineraries and, at the same time, a
relief from the monotony of housework. Thus, married women would drop
into a movie theater on their way home from a shopping trip, a pleasure
indulged in just as much by women of the more affluent classes. Schoolgirls
filled the theaters during much of the afternoon, before returning to the
folds of familial discipline. And young working women would find in the
cinema an hour of diversion after work, as well as an opportunity to meet
men. As a reporter for the Chicago Daily Tribune observed in 1907,

Around 6 o'clock or just before that hour the character of the audiences in
the lower State street shifted again. This time they were composed largely
of girls from the big department stores, who came in with their bundles
under their arms.... They remain ... as late as 7 o'clock with the
excuse that they have no other recreation and that the street cars are
uncomfortably crowded at that time of the day. ... It is certain they
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frequently are found talking with men of mature years, whom they could
not have met before going to the theaters. 67

Although such encounters were precisely what the middle-class oppo­
nents of the nickelodeons objected to, within the working-class commu­
nity, moviegoing was considered quite innocuous, certainly in comparison
with dance halls and other heterosocial amusements. Especially among
recent immigrants, the movements of daughters were highly
circumscribed-not only by economic necessity but even more so by the
behavioral double standard of the old-world patriarchal family. For young
Italian women, as for the daughters of relatively more liberal East-European
Jewish families, going to the movies several times a week was often the only
unsupervised leisure activity they were permitted and could afford. Though
less prestigious than the more expensive and permissive entertainments in
the eyes of their peer group, moviegoing allowed even well-guarded immi­
grant daughters an opening into the emerging subculture of dating and
treating. 68

The cinema was a place women could frequent on their own, as indepen­
dent customers, where they could experience forms of collectivity different
from those centering on the family. Unlike mass-market fiction, which,
much as it constituted a social horizon of experience, was still predicated on
individual consumption in a private space, the cinema catered to women as
an audience, as the subject of collective reception and public interaction. It
thus functioned as a particularly female heterotopia, because, in addition to
the heterotopic qualities already discussed, it IIsimultaneously represented,
contested and inverted" the gendered demarcations of private and publiC
spheres. The cinema provided for women, as it did for immigrants and
recently urbanized working class of all sexes and ages, a space apart and a
space in between. It was a site for the imaginative negotiation of the gaps
between family, school, and workplace, between traditional standards of
sexual behavior and modern dreams of romance and sexual expression,
between freedom and anxiety. Bounded by familiar surroundings and cultur­
ally accepted, within the working-class community at least, the movie
theater opened up an arena in which a new discourse on femininity could be
articulated and the norms and codes of sexual conduct could be redefined. 69

This arena consisted not merely of the theater's physical space and the
social environment it assimilated, but crucially involved the phantasmagoric
space on the screen, and the multiple and dynamic transactions between
these spaces. Again, it is difficult to know how female viewers received and
interpreted the films they saw, and although there are contemporary
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accounts of individual women's viewing habits (like the one by Vorse), it
would be premature to generalize on the basis of such accounts. 70 But we
can trace some of the ways in which the industry responded to the histor­
ically unprecedented formation of women as an audience, both in terms of
the logic of supply and demand and in terms of strategies designed to
contain the threat this new female audience posed to the patriarchal organi­
zation of the public sphere.

The problem confronted by the industry resulted from the overlap of
different types of public sphere that we saw operating in the case of The
Corbett-Fitzsimmons Fight. On the one hand, film production drew heavily on
the subject matter, genres, and performance conventions of the popular
entertainment tradition, including such male-oriented spectacles as the bur­
lesque and the peep shows; on the other hand, the establishment of the
cinema as an institution hinged upon its appeal to an inclusive, heterosocial
mass audience. In the eyes of middle-class reformers and advocates of
censorship this overlap was at the very core of the nickelodeon problem­
in the unruly conjunction of previously restricted sexually suggestive mate­
rial on the screen and the large number of women in front of the screen,
along with the permissive behavior that might be going on during the
screening. The problem was compounded by the high proportion of juve­
niles in motion picture audiences: in a New York survey of 1911, 33 percent
of all moviegoers were boys and girls under eighteen (as compared to 19
percent in vaudeville audiences). The writer in the Chicago Tribune cited
earlier complains about the popularity of The Unwritten Law (Lubin, 1907), a
reenactment of the notorious Thaw-White murder case (involving seduc­
tion and scandal), with the schoolgirl crowd: "A good many grown women
got up and went out before the completion of the series. It shocked them.
But the girls remained."

Following the model of vaudeville, the gentrifiers of cinema sought to
make the shows acceptable to middle-class standards of feminine taste-at
the same time as they promoted female patronage as an indicator of middle­
class respectability. But the industry's efforts were not merely defenSive,
aimed at pacifying public opinion. Rather, both exhibitors and producers
began to cater to female audiences more aggressively, appealing to women
on the basis of particular intertexts and ideological discourses, with particu­
lar genres, stars and sentiments. Throughout the 1910s these attempts to
respond to and expand an existing market betray an experimental quality
and thus register both the upheaval of public and private in terms of gender
and sexuality and the generation gap resulting from it. A well-known exam­
ple of films addressing a new type of female audience, specifically young
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working women, were the serials, such as The Hazards of Helen (Kalem, 1914
on), which featured adventurous, physically active heroines. Drawing on
successful columns in women's magazines, fashion journals, and news­
papers, the serials located pleasure in images of female competence, cour­
age, and physical movement (often involving triumphant transactions
between women and technology, especially trains) that marked a striking
distance from Victorian ideals of femininity. 71

Alongside this more modern, egalitarian discourse the appeal to women
on the basis of domestic ideology-sexual purity, passivity, emotional supe­
riority, and moral guardianship-persisted in various guises and blends: in
genres like melodrama, which tried to manage the breakdown of the sepa­
rate spheres; in virginal stars like Lillian Gish and Mary Pickford; and even
in the work of women directors like Alice Guy Blache, Ida May Park, and
Lois Weber who used the rhetoric of domesticity to justify their position in a
predominantly male industry. The appeal to women viewers in terms of
essential feminine virtues also structured films of an ostensibly gender­
neutral, political concern, like the films debating the U. S. entry into the
war, whether their message was pacifist (as in Ince's Civilization and Brenon's
War Brides) or prointerventionist (as in Blackton's The Battle Cry ofPeace). 72 Yet,
in other genres, such as films dramatizing the fate of the fallen woman, the
cult of true womanhood was invoked ideologically only to be challenged by
strategies of representation and address: the appeal to the viewer to sym­
pathize with the victims of social circumstance-or even to identify with
the morally condemned exercise of female sexual power-necessarily
"blurred the distinction between true women and their fallen
counterparts. "73

In the long run, the contradictions between the New Woman and the old,
like tensions within the ideology of domesticity itself, were submerged in
the consumerist discourse that had enabled the public articulation of com­
peting models of female identity in the first place. No longer grounded in
the topography of separate spheres, domesticity was updated for an age of
technology and consumption. As Mary Ryan observes with regard to 1920s
films, the "mischievous vivacity" of the flapper, the vitality of stars like Clara
Bow, Madge Bellamy, or Gloria Swanson, increasingly served to instruct the
female viewer "on how to become correctly modern, ... to train the female
audience in fashionable femininity. "74 And the accidental transgressions of
the homosocial taboo that had troubled the arbiters of early cinema came to
inspire the more systematic appropriation of female desire at work in the
marketing of stars like Valentino or the films of Cecil B. DeMille. The
integration of the female address with the culture of consumption not only
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seems to have leveled generational differences among various types of
address, but also caused the dialectic of domesticity and consumerism that
had propelled the transformation of public and private spheres to collapse.

That the cinema came to function as a powerful catalyst for this transfor­
mation, that films could effectively determine the way they were received on
a mass-cultural scale, hinges upon the paradigmatic shift from early to
classical cinema-and the concomitant differentiation of the spectator as a
hypothetical term of the film's discourse from the empirical viewer as a
member of a plural, social audience. The creation of such a spectator
involved the stylistic elaboration of a consistent yet indirect mode of address
that granted the viewer access to the diegesis from a position of voyeuristic
immunity and fetishistic distance. From a feminist perspective, however,
the imbrication of the cinematic apparatus with psychic mechanisms of
voyeurism and fetishism means yoking the spectator position to tradi­
tionally masculine perversions; these epitomize the patriarchal hierarchy of
vision that constitutes the man as agent and the woman as prime object and
challenge of the gaze. 75 If this scopic economy is inscribed in the structural
organization of classical cinema, in the spectator's interaction with the film
on both conscious and unconscious levels, it must have been operative, in
tendency at least, during the transitional period, at the same time that the
cinema was assuming a major social function for women across class and
ethnic boundaries.

How do we account for this seeming paradox, posed by the intersection
of history and theory, of, on the one hand, women's increased significance
for the film industry as fans and consumers and, on the other, the systematic
imposition, on the textual level, of masculine forms of subjectivity, of a
patriarchal choreography of vision? In her study of the 1940s woman's film
Mary Ann Doane argues that the paradox of women's simultaneous agency
and subjection turns upon the logic of reification, the consumer's mimetic
empathy with the commodity. Like Kracauer before her, Doane sees the
specific link between consumerism and film spectatorship in a IIcuriously
passive desiring subjectivity," a desire defined by narcissism and a fixation on
appearances. More explicitly than Kracauer, she relates this form of subjec­
tivity to the cultural construction of the feminine, traditionally aligned with
affects of empathy and over-identification. In its simultaneous appeal to the
female consumer and assertion of a patriarchal hierarchy of vision, she
concludes, classical cinema reduces female desire to positions of narcissism
and masochism, making her the subject of a transaction designed to turn her
into a commodity. 76

This analysis undoubtedly pinpoints a powerful ideological mechanism,
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but its historical implementation complicates the issue. There has been a
tendency in feminist film theory, especially approaches indebted to Laca­
nian psychoanalysis, to take the imposition of patriarchal structures of
vision and desire as an expression of an essential and ostensibly timeless
symbolic order (and thus, on the methodological level, as a somewhat
predictable and ultimately inevitable conclusion). I consider the codifica­
tion of such structures a defensive symptom, a reaction against the historical
challenge the cinema presented to the gendered hierarchy of private and
publiC spheres. The force of this reaction testifies to the power of the
patriarchal tradition, but it also indicates the extent of the crisis unleashed
by women's massive ascendance to a new horizon of experience.

The challenge to the gendered hierarchy of the public sphere violated a
taboo that predated bourgeois sexual arrangements: the taboo on the active
female gaze that pervaded traditions of representation in art, mythology,
and everyday life. If modern advertising and the department store had
mobilized the female gaze in the service of consumption, the cinema
seemed to have institutionalized women's scopophilic consumption as an
end in itself, thus posing a commercially fostered threat to the male monop­
oly of the gaze. The conflict between economic opportunism and patri­
archal ideology provoked a profound ambivalence toward the female
spectator-as a subjectivity simultaneously solicited and feared, all the
more so because of its collective dimensions.

The ambivalence toward the female gaze-as a manifestation of the
power clustering around the female consumer-was especially acute in men
like Griffith, whose own relationship with the mass market was fairly prob­
lematic (even when he seemed to have conquered it). Griffith's obsession
with a sense of femininity in crisis is at the heart of Intolerance, a film that
dramatizes the fate-and fatal power-of unmarried female characters
throughout the ages. This crisis of femininity not only precipitates the
multiple catastrophes in the diegesis, increasingly so as the film gets closer
to the modern era; it also destabilizes the film's textual system, unraveling its
self-consciously ingenious architectonic structure. The very deployment of
the gaze as the medium of cinematic subjectivity is contaminated with the
power of the perverted female look. This hampers the film's effectivity in
engaging the spectator-or creating a coherent spectator position at all­
at least by the standards of the emerging classical paradigm.

Throughout the transitional period and beyond, the implementation of
classical' codes was accompanied by allegories rehearsing at once the
empowerment and containment of the female gaze, of female desire in
general. This dynamic can be observed through a variety of textual figura-
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tions, ranging from Porter's Goldilocks through the figure of the Vamp
epitomized by the marvelous Theda Bara, from the spinster and prostitute in
Intolerance through the flapper of the 1920s. The drama played out in the field
of cinematic vision echoes the chiasmus effect Jackson Lears discerns in the
shifting gender connotations of advertising. If nineteenth-century advertis­
ing had attracted the consumer with images of abundance envisioned as
feminine and maternal, the spirit that presided over twentieth-century con­
sumption was the male genius of mass production. 77 Similarly, one could
argue, the alternative public sphere that began to crystallize around the
abundance of female moviegoing was harnessed by the structural masculi­
nization of the spectator position endemic to classical cinema. However, as
the cinema sought to align its appeal to women audiences with a prevailing
patriarchal order of vision, it both recognized and absorbed discourses of
experience that conflicted with the latter, thus reproducing the conditions
for the articulation of female subjectivity along with the strategies for its
containment.

Most important, the alignment of female spectatorship with a gendered
hierarchy of vision was as complex and contradictory a process as the
implementation of the classical system in general, neither as instantaneously
effective nor ever as complete as film theorists have made it seem. If, in the
fissures and detours of this process, the cinema assumed the function of an
alternative horizon of experience for a large number of women, it was
enabled by the same conditions that were working in favor of working-class
and immigrant audiences: the instability of the cinema as an industrial­
commercial public sphere, conflicts between short-term economic and
long-range ideological interests, and the uneven development of modes of
production, representation, and exhibition. Thus, the discrepancy between
film experience and theater experience I have elaborated must have played
as much a part for women audiences as for other groups, if not more so,
given the structural problematic of a textually anchored female address, its
incompatibility with the masculine inscription of the gaze.

The industry's catering to the female consumer seems to have focused
more unequivocally on lithe discursive apparatus surrounding the film than
the text itself," as, for instance, fan magazines devoted to lithe purportedly
female obsession with stars, glamour, gossip and fashionability. "78 While
such discourses were designed to enhance the consumption of films on a
national scale, they still belonged to the sphere of exhibition-to the side
of locally specific, socially, and culturally differentiated audiences and to the
side of the IIshow," of singular and to some extent unpredictable perfor­
mances. The star system in particular harbored this bifurcation, since it was
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predicated on the oscillation between filmic and extrafilmic discourses. As
we shall see in the case of Valentino, the female address was lodged on two
levels-the publicity surrounding the star as well as textual strategies which
thematized the contradictions of female spectatorship. Although these two
sets of discourses were crucially intertwined, the cult they had spawned
took on a momentum of its own, eluding the control of its industrial promot­
ers. Thus, the historical reception of Valentino opened up a public horizon
for women's experience, marked by the contradictory dynamic of
entrenched sexual and racial hierarchies and the consumerist appropriation
of female desire.

Finally, if we accept the hypothesis of feminist film theory that the classi­
cal apparatus renders the place of the female spectator a IIlocus of impos­
Sibility, "79 there is yet another turn to the argument about the cinema as an
alternative public sphere. The mismatch between the female spectator and
the subject of classical cinema, her notorious over-identification with the
image and structural alienation from the symbolic order rehearsed by the
narrative, makes way for a mode of reception that is potentially in excess of
textually constructed positions of subjectivity. It is no coincidence that,
even at this early point in film history, female spectators were depicted as
excessive, whether on account of their obstreperous headgear (Those Awful
Hats [Griffith/Biograph, 1908]) or their unsuitable, hysterical behavior, as
in Rosalie et Leonce atheatre (Gaumont, 1910).80

Doane sees this peculiarly female mode of reception predicated on the
consumerist glance, which IIhovers over the surface of the image, isolating
details which may be entirely peripheral in relation to the narrative. It is a
fixating, obsessive gaze which wanders in and out of the narrative and has a
more intimate relation to space-the space of rooms and of bodies-than
with the temporal dimension. "81 I share her obsetvation, but I do not think
that this type of gaze is entirely rationalized by the subSidiary strategies
surrounding the film (the purpose of consumption), nor would I emphasize
its diminished sense of time. As I have argued, the cinema allowed for the
experience of competing temporalities, especially on the part of people
who bore the brunt of modernization. The gaze distracted by the lure of
consumption may not keep up with the pace of linear narrative, but it may
feed on other registers of time and experience, linked to involuntary mem­
ory and associational processes in the spectator's head-the register of the
lIoptical unconscious."

In her 1914 dissertation on motion picture audiences, German sociolo­
gist Emilie Altenloh found that women viewers of all classes and ages
responded more strongly to the synaesthetic and kinetic aspects of films,
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and that they were more likely than men to forget the plot or title of a film
but vividly remembered sentimental situations as well as images of waterfalls,

ocean waves, and drifting ice floes. Similarly, Iris Barry defends her own
passion for the cinema, asserting in 1926 that J/even in the crudest films

something is provided for the imagination, and emotion is stirred by the

simplest things-moonlight playing in a bare room, the flicker of a hand
against a window. "82 And Virginia Woolf, in an essay published the same

year, speaks of those rare moments, when, J/at the cinema in the midst of its

immense dexterity and enormous technical proficiency, the curtain parts
and we behold, far off, some unknown and unexpected beauty. "83 The gaze

that is captured by such ephemeral images is certainly not of an essentially

female, let alone feminine quality, nor are these images untouched by social

meaning, even and especially in their distance from a social reality that

exerted increasing control over the production of experience. But if this

mode of reception was more typical of female audiences, it should be

theorized as a historically significant formation of spectatorship.
Just as the imposition of patriarchal structures of vision and narration

appears as a response to the unprecedented mobilization of the female gaze,
so is female spectatorship inevitably constituted in relation to dominant

subject positions, compensating for its structural impossibility with a

greater mobility and multiplicity of identifications. Yet the gap confronted

by women-or, for that matter, other groups alienated from dominant

positions of subjectivity-is neither accidental nor merely personal, nor

just another variant of the general dynamic of misrecognition that con­

stitutes the subject in Lacanian theory. It is part of their historical and social

experience as women, contingent on sexual preference, class, race, and

ethnic background. Whether it can be interpreted as such-and thus be

reclaimed by the experiencing subjects-depends upon, or is a measure of,

the extent to which the cinema functions as an alternative public sphere.

Although this alternative function cannot be measured in any empirical

sense, the conditions of its possibility can be reconstructed. At the same

time, a tradition of female spectatorship can be traced through concrete

historical manifestations-such as fan cults surrounding stars of both sexes,
women's clubs engaged in film-cultural activities, or the numerous women

playing the piano in movie theaters as well as women writing on film­

in short, a variety of configurations, often ambiguous and contradictory, in

which women not only experienced the misfit of the female spectator in

relation to patriarchal positions of subjectivity but also developed imagina­

tive strategies in response to it.
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Reception, Textual System,
and Self-Definition

4

I tried in Part I to situate the question of spectatorship within a broader
historical argument. Part II closes the heuristic focus down to the level of a
single film: Griffith's Intolerance. Methodologically, this means that I proceed
by and large from a textual analysis, tracing possible relations between film
and viewer through patterns of representation and address. It does not
mean, however, that the textually inscribed, hypothetical relations of
reception are limited to the formal parameters of spectatorship. Instead I
will develop, from the film's textual idiosyncrasies, obsessions, and pressure
points, a possible horizon of reception in terms of the issues traversed in Part
I: the emergence of the classical paradigm; the notion of film as a new
universal language; the cinema's status as a public sphere; the upheaval of
traditional demarcations of gender and sexuality. This horizon of reception
can be no more and no less than an interpretive construction, a suggestion of
constellations in light of which the film assumes a complex historical
significance.

To pursue questions of spectatorship and reception with a reading of
Intolerance may seem somewhat paradoxical, considering that the film has the
reputation of having been the "first" major box-office disaster in the history
of American cinema. Intolerance presents a challenge not least because of its
alleged failure, which needs to be reexamined in light of issues already
developed in this book. Initially the film did not do badly at all. Released
with unprecedented advance publicity, it drew large crowds following its
New York opening on September 5, t 9 t6; after the first eleven \veeks in
Chicago, it had broken the record of The Birth of a Nation. With very few
exceptions, notably Alexander Woollcott's devastating review in the New
York Times, the critical response was enthusiastic, though often defensively
aware of a conflict between the film's advance in motion picture lJart" and its
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potential of IIpopular appeal." Yet after four months' running time, atten­
dance began to drop in every major city, and it became obvious that Intol­
erance could not match the sustained box-office success of films it had been
compared to, such as Civilization (Thomas Ince, 1916), The Dumb Girl ofPortici
(Lois Weber, 1915), or Griffith's own Birth. 1

With its curious pattern of reception-initial success and subsequent
inability to maintain box-office momentum-the film throws into relief
diverging concepts of representation and spectatorship at a historically
crucial juncture, the threshold of Hollywood's classical period. In the long
run, however, the failure of Intolerance became one of the standard myths of
American film history; as such it helped legitimize the very tradition whose
norms it had once called into question. Cultivated by Griffith himself and
largely exaggerating the financial and personal consequences of the event,
the myth of failure has enshrined Intolerance as a IIclassic" of film history, as a
monument that marks both a limit and a solitary peak of classical cinema.
The rhetorical elevation, like the publicity surrounding the film's initial
release, resorts to hyperbolic cliche-lithe world's largest film, ... [the]
proof and triumph of American film power" (Seymour Stern)-or, more
often, to oxymoronic constructions, such as lIa magnificent failure" (Terry
Ramsaye), '/a towering compound of greatness and cheapness" Oay Leyda),
lIa baroque work of confusion and genius" Oean Mitry).2 Whatever their
degree of complexity, most attempts to vindicate Intolerance as a failed mas­
terpiece tend to isolate the film from its institutional and historical contexts,
or at best reduce these contexts to a few milestones in the evolution of film
language, mostly Griffith's own. Accordingly, the textual difference of Intol­
erance rests on the uniqueness of Griffith's technical and artistic genius.

Revisionist historians have argued in recent years that the IImasterpiece
approach" in film history has often served an ideological function for the
hegemony of classical cinema, a function to which Intolerance lent itself in
more than one way. 3 In the founding narrative of classical cinema, perpetu­
ated by the standard film histories, the film usually occupies one of two
mutually exclusive places. Philip Rosen sums up one version of this narra­
tive: liThe classical cinema has a genius father (Griffith), a first-born (Birth of
a Nation) and a magnificent freak (Intolerance)." 4 While the IImagnificence" of
the film is generally attributed to Griffith's visionary power, its failure is
often discussed in terms of particular IImistakes"-such as the excess of
spectacle over narrative, of theme over character, of sentiment over
motivation-judgments that implicitly validate the norms of the classical
paradigm as timeless, objective, and natural.

Another variant of this story, in a sense closer to Freud's notion of the
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"family romance," reverses the hierarchy between Birth and Intolerance and
reclaims the later film as the unrecognized child of a nobler lineage, a
prodigy who in turn fathers the "true" if still somewhat underground tradi­
tion of American cinema. Such clearly was the message of the revival of
Intolerance during the 1930s, notably by the Museum of Modern Art in 1936.
Iris Barry, then curator of the Museum's newly established Film Library,
praised the film as "the end and justification of that whole school of Ameri­
can cinematography based on the terse cutting and disjunctive assembly," a
heritage that had inspired the Soviet tradition of montage. 5 By 1939 Lewis
Jacobs would assert that Intolerance had been restored to "its rightful position
as the peak in American movie making, the consummation of everything
that preceded it and the beginning of profound new developments in the
motion picture art."6 In contrast to later writers who denied-or simply
ignored-the difference between Intolerance and mainstream American
cinema,7 the critics who helped revive the film explicitly endorsed this
difference, claiming it for the tradition of an alternative film culture. Yet
during the later 1940s, with the beginning of the Cold War and McCarthy­
ism, the project of an alternative film culture was tacitly absorbed into the
discourse of art cinema, or else it remained confined within an experimental
subculture. It is no coincidence that during that time Intolerance also became a
site of political realignment, its reputation sliding from that of a milestone of
"social realism" Oacobs, Agee) to that of a keystone in Seymour Stern's
paranoid construction of "American film supremacy."8

If the commercial failure of Intolerance made the film available for conflict­
ing causes and positions, its status in the masterpiece and art film discourse
may in turn be responsible for blocking any serious critical debate on the
film. This is not to deny the value of individual interpretations by a variety
of scholars and critics, but the film has not provoked the detailed, the­
oretically inspired readings that have been undertaken over the past decade
for the work of director-auteurs like Hitchcock, Ford, or Welles. 9 Nor does
it fare better in the discipline of film history, considering the revisionist shift
away from a genealogy of masterpieces or first usages to a reconstruction of
interdependent stylistic and economic developments that make up the
institution of cinema. This shift. inevitably-and necessarily-centers on
the so-called normal or typical film, the "quietly conformist film." The
difference of Intolerance, accordingly, can be discussed only in terms of ran­
dom deviations from the classical paradigm. 10 Eluding the preoccupations
of both theory and history, the film's textual idiosyncrasy, its historical
moment, and its complex and troubled relationship with the institution for
the most part have remained unexplored.



132 D. W Griffith's Intolerance

Reading Intolerance, therefore, requires a dual focus which maintains a

tension between idiosyncrasy and historicity, two terms that should emerge

as thoroughly mediated and inseparable. This task involves, among other

things, subjecting the film to questions alien to its self-definition, questions

ostensibly preempted by the special status asserted for and by the film.

How, for instance, does Intolerance compare to conventions of narration

widely accepted by 1916? How does the film articulate space in narrative

terms, and how does it position the viewer in relation to that process? What

types of identification does it encourage-or deny-and how are they

organized along the lines of gender, class, and nationality? How, in short,

does Intolerance relate to the horizon of expectation of the average viewer,

insofar as such a horizon can be historically reconstructed? 11

The question -of historicity also pertains to the implications of the film's

failure for the course of film history, especially its unrealized possibilities.

Which modes of narration and address, which types of film-viewer rela­

tions, were discarded and relegated to the archaeology of cinema? Like

certain aspects of early cinema, Intolerance offers "a number of roads not

taken," ambiguities eliminated from commercial narrative cinema, which

however need not be seen as "history's dead-end streets. "12 Without suc­

cumbing to a teleology in reverse, one cannot avoid reading Intolerance
from a perspective of the present, along the vanishing lines of a tradition of

alternative filmmaking that includes names like Dziga Vertov, Sergei Eisen­

stein, ]ean-Luc Godard, Alexander Kluge and Chantal Akerman. These

names (others might be added) stand not just for stylistic alternatives to

mainstream film but, more important, for an alternative organization of

experience, both through film and in the cinema. They project a different

organization of the publiC sphere. 13

If Intolerance asks to be read in this tradition, it is not because Griffith

would have anticipated or shared the political and theoretical underpin­

nings of later oppositional film practices. The gap that opens up between the

conception of a publiC sphere implied in Intolerance and the type of public

sphere emerging with the classical paradigm seems to have more to do with

a certain anachronism in Griffith's self-image as a narrator, with his particu­

lar psychosexual obsessions and his idealistic vision of the cinema in relation

to other institutions of culture. At the same time, this anachronism is

unthinkable without the contemporaneity of the means and modes of

expression, the technology of film and its mass-cultural distribution. This

nonsynchronous mixture, which Eisenstein described as a disjunction

between Griffith the Victorian and Griffith the modernist, left Intolerance
stranded between the branches of film history, a gigantic ruin of
modernity. 14
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Reading Intolerance presents the same difficulties as reading any film­
difficulties owing to the specific temporality of cinematic projection and
reception, to the constitutive split between moving image and discon­
tinuous discrete frames. 15 Such difficulties are exacerbated if not epitomized
by the peculiar impact of Intolerance. It is no coincidence that the film has
been described, over time, either in metaphors of ruins, quarry, and archaeol­
ogy, or, often simultaneously, in metaphors of rivers, torrents, a cataract-as
flooding the screen and drowning the viewer in an "intense hail of images. "16

To this day, even the most analytic reader of Intolerance will find it hard not to
feel engulfed in its maelstrom of images, not to get shipwrecked between the
film's will to coherence and its sheer diversity. Exhaustion, irritation and
revenge may not be the worst motives to fuel the work of textual reclama­
tion-as necessary as the draining of the Zuider Zee-but they should also
remind the reader not to lose touch with the experiential undercurrent.

Another, more pragmatic difficulty pertains to the textual basis of this
enterprise. The prints of Intolerance circulated by the Museum of Modern Art
are about 1,670 to 1, 870 feet shorter than the version released in 1916

(which was itself reduced from a first cut of eight hours). Griffith not only
kept revising the print during the film's first runs, gauging audience
response, but worse, he cut up the original negative in 1919 and recycled
part of the footage in two separate films, The Fall ofBabylon and The Mother and
the Law. Upon a request from England, Griffith reedited Intolerance in 1922

from memory, since there had never been a shooting script; it is this version
that he later donated to the Museum of Modern Art. The Museum recently
presented a reconstructed version of the film, aiming to recreate the film as it
premiered in New York in September 1916. Given the instability of the text
even prior to its 1919 mutilation, as well as the significant historical impact
of the 1922 version, such a reconstruction necessarily privileges one, albeit
a relatively less arbitrary moment in the film's history; it cannot-nor does it
pretend to-"restore" the work in a supposedly timeless originality. 17

Since a description of Intolerance remains provisional at best, I might as
well begin with those aspects of the film that everyo\ne seems to agree upon,
bearing in mind that the description of any film presents what Stephen
Heath calls "an intolerable neceSSity"; lIintolerable because it has to be
tolerated against the grain of the film; necessity because it answers to the
'intolerance' of the film itself. "18 Intolerance consists of four distinct narra­

tives, all set in different historical periods and parts of the world, interlaced
with each other through parallel montage. A modern American narrative
traces the fate of a young couple through the vicissitudes of a labor struggle,
tenement violence, false charity, and an inhumane legal and penal system. A
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French narrative dramatizes the Saint Bartholemew's Day Massacre (A. D.

1572) through the destruction of one Huguenot family, focusing on the
daughter and her fiance on the eve of their wedding. Episodes set in Judea
evoke the life and passion of Jesus Christ. And the Fall of Babylon to Cyrus
(538 B. c.) is narrated mostly from the point of view of a young girl in love

with Belshazzar, himself about to marry a foreign princess. As these plot
strands are intercut in an increasingly rapid rhythm, enhanced by acceler­
ated crosscutting within each narrative (except the Judean), the historical
episodes culminate in slaughter and catastrophe. Only the modern story
ends happily, with the young husband saved from the gallows in the nick of
time.

In addition to these narratives, Intolerance contains materials that are
diegetically unrelated to any single epoch, meaning that they do not belong
to any particular story space: a visionary epilogue of about twenty shots
presenting images of warfare and oppression that dissolve into images of
harmony, bliss, and millennial peace; a number of intertitles that either
instruct the viewer as to the organization of the plot or point out analogies
between different narratives-for example, "equally intolerant hypocrites
of another age" [514J 19; recurring shots that emphasize the theme and
furnish transitions between the different narratives (the title-card of the
Book of Intolerance, the emblem of the Woman Who Rocks the Cradle); as
well as graphically distinct title-cards for each of the three historical

narratives.
As film historians of various backgrounds and persuasions have asserted

over the decades, the uniqueness of Intolerance rests on its combination of
parallel and accelerated montage-subcodes of editing which no doubt are
crucial to the design of the film. This emphasis has remained unquestioned,
even by proponents of supposedly more rigorous methods of textual analy­
sis, notably Christian Metz in Langage et cinema (1971). Metz uses Intolerance to
illustrate the imbrication of "cinematic" and "non-cinematic codes"-for
example, the encounter between parallel montage and Griffith's "human­
itarian ideology"-in a singular textual system. 20 Although Metz insists that
the "textual system" is always an analytic construct (as opposed to a structure
inherent in the film itself), he covertly relies on received opinions of film
history, treating them as if they were established facts. David Bordwell
argues that Metz fails to historicize the particular subcodes at work in-and
worked by-Intolerance: "How do we know that this particular conjunction of
accelerated montage and parallel montage is a reworking of two subcodes
and not itself a single subcode? Even if it is a reworking, how do we know
that it is unique to this film? Furthermore, how do we know that the sub-
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codes of accelerated and parallel montage are the salient ones? How do we
know that subcodes of lighting, acting, shot-scale, etc. are less significant in
the mixture that is the film?"21

A lack of historical awareness is not the only problem with Metz's remarks
on Intolerance. His reading of the film fails even by the standards of immanent
textual analysis, assuming for the moment that such analysis is possible or
desirable. Parallel and accelerated montage are not merely analytical terms
that may-or may not-be useful in describing the idiosyncrasy of Intol­
erance; parallelism (more explicitly than acceleration) is also the film's most
manifest intention, the term by which the film defines itself as a textual system.
Like many traditional film historians, Metz. takes this self-definition at face
value, assumes it to be the key to the filmic system (a concept previously
defined as "an ultimate principle of unification and intelligibility"), and
then, not surprisingly, arrives at a pejorative assessment of Intolerance as a
"primarily univocal, ""closed, ""simple" film. Untouched by the more radical
implications of his own notion of textual displacement, or by his specula­
tions on cinema and writing later in the same book, Metz's reading of
Intolerance reproduces the familiar confusion of textual process with manifest
structure. 22

Instances of self-definition in Intolerance, indeed the whole arsenal of meta­
fictional discourse, are just as much part of the text as the seemingly less
self-conscious aspects of the narration. In their excessive urge to regulate
the latter, they compound-rather than resolve-=---the difficulties of the
film. The prologue titles introduce parallelism as the organizing principle of
the film, preparing the viewer for the heterogeneity of the narrative(s):
"Our play is made up of four separate stories, laid in different periods of
history, each with its own set of characters. fI Before a textual gap has even
opened, the next title assures the viewer of an underlying coherence of
theme: "Each story shows how hatred and intolerance, through all the ages,
have battled against love and charity. fI This thematic continuity in turn
motivates and justifies the discontinuity caused by the interlacing of the
discrete narratives: "Therefore you will find our play turning from one of the
four stories to another, as the common theme unfolds in each."

With these instructions, the film defines and acknowledges its double
strategy. On the fictional level meaning is supposed to evolve gradually with
the development of the individual stories and their interplay across the
historical periods. Posited as analogous by parallel editing, the connota­
tions of the fictional material are expected to merge and form another level
of narration, a metaphysical level, whose meaning subsumes and transcends
the mere contingencies of history. Ostensibly Intolerance relies on the self-
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evidence of its narrative images and their inherent ability to convey an
unequivocal, identical meaning. Yet this meaning has been written before
the film begins, anchored in a symbolic discourse which ordains the film's
construction and which materializes in the metafictional intertitles, the
Book of Intolerance, the emblem of the Cradle, and the epilogue.

Thus, the system that is the film's most manifest intention is at the same
time the source of a potential crisis. In attempting to join the two levels of
narration, Intolerance puts itself at the mercy of textual forces that threaten to
pull the film in opposite directions. While parallel editing asserts a unity of
theme in the overall design of the film, it has a quite different effect in the
step-by-step interweaving of the narratives, in the detailed and manifold
cross-references between periods. The "gravity"23 of Intolerance undoubtedly
results from the latter: from extended variations on thematic motifs such as
courtship, erotic triangles, and sexual exchange or the abuse of social and
political power; from similarities of situations, characters, and character
constellations, even of minute gestures and expressions. These variations
suggest an amazing web of possible, often overdetermined, often indeter­
minate, ambiguous, and contradictory relations, a many-layered palimpsest
rather than a system in the Metzian sense. The question, whether "it all
coheres" (Ezra Pound) or whether, as Eisenstein argues, the elements of
Intolerance remain basically uncollatable, is undecidable if not ultimately
inadequate, because the relations in question depend upon a term that is
both inside and outside the film, both a function of the text and the condi­
tion of its intelligibility-the spectator.

By 1916 the spectator was no longer an unknown figure, but a concept
that had emerged with the stylistic and narrative conventions of the classical
mode. To recall Kristin Thompson's argument, these conventions were the
result, not of an organic evolution of techniques and styles, but of a paradig­
matic "shift in assumptions about the relation of spectator to film and the
relation of a film's form to its style. "24 Norms of unobtrusive and linear
narration, of compositional unity and character-centered motivation had
been developed to enhance the effect of a self-contained fictional world
which the viewer could enter from an ideal vantage point. The reception of
a film would thus no longer depend upon the composition of particular
audiences, their social identity and cultural background, but could be antic­
ipated and standardized by conventions of narrative and editing. To what
extent individual films actually conformed to this model is another matter,
and Intolerance was probably not the only film that deviated from classical
norms. Still, the model had been formulated in manuals and other writings
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and was being elaborated in film practice through particular strategies of
narration.

Given this awareness, the choice of a narrative model based on parallel­
ism harbored a certain anachronism and risked conflicting with the norms

that Griffith himself had tested so effectively in Birth. Cutting back and
forth between independent lines of action meant disrupting the linear flow
of the narrative, which called attention to the act of narration and jeopar­
dized the diegetic effect. Where parallel narration was used successfully
during the transitional period, as in George Loane Tucker's remarkable
feature film Traffic in Souls (Universal, 1913), it was subordinated to
narrative functions-suspense, ramifications of the plot, the topography
of surveillance. Intolerance, by contrast, harks back to earlier instances of
parallelism-Porter's The Kleptomaniac (1905), or Griffith's The Song of the Shirt
(1908), A Corner in Wheat (1909), and Gold Is Not All (191 O)-in which the

parallel construction was geared toward a conceptual point, an argument of
a SOCial, political, and aesthetic nature. This preoccupation with message
ran counter to the growing tendency of narrative film to organize patterns of
linear causality around individual characters and their psychology, allowing
ideology to work, all the more effectively, underground. In refusing to
submerge the conceptual in the personal, however, Griffith also renounced
strategies of viewer identification that had already proven their success at
the box office, strategies centering on the dynamic of character, individual
personality, and star. 25

The feature-length revival of parallelism at a point when the classical
paradigm was already more or less in place involved a definite abstention
from such strategies-if not a conscious option for an altogether different
concept of spectatorship. By 1916 the stakes in this choice were certainly
higher than only a few years earlier, a risk of which Griffith was quite aware:

I have endeavored to make the incidents which I have shown on the screen
of such a nature that the audience on viewing the picture conceives and
elaborates the story in his [sic] mind. In other words, the greatest value of
the picture will be in its suggestive value to the audience, in the manner in
which it will force it to create and work out the idea that I am trying to get
over. I have made little or no attempt to tell a story, but I have made an
attempt to suggest a story, and to my mind, it is a mighty big story.
Whether or not it will succeed in its object remains to be seen. 26

Like some of his critics, Griffith understood that parallelism undermines
the diegetic effect, the effect of continuity and presence that ensures the
viewer's temporary belief in the truth of the fiction. Instead of relying on the
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identity and positivity of its images, Intolerance invests meaning in the gaps
between its diverse fictional materials, requiring the viewer to make the
connections. This shift in emphasis, however, invited a return of early
modes of spectatorship, readmitting the variability factor of empirical
audiences which proponents of the classical paradigm had been striving to
minimize and control. 27

Such regression was not intended. The deviations of Intolerance were put
forth as an experimental though logical advance in film aesthetics. If classi­
cal narrative promoted the impression of doubling a preexisting reality
(history lias it really happened, " or the world of a nove}), Griffith sought to
justify his new method by claiming an analogy with the workings of the
human mind. Reviewers interested in aesthetic questions qUickly elaborated
on this analogy, citing it to defend the film against charges of incoherence
and violations of dramatic unity. In a follow-up review in The New York
Dramatic Mirror, Frederick James Smith responded to critics like Woollcott:

Let us, once for all, consider the argument, advanced by a number of
theatrical reviewers, that "Intolerance" is incoherent. These critics, know­
ing little or nothing of the screen drama, are puzzled by the film spectacle's
lack of so-called dramatic technique. Indeed, the screen authorities seem
puzzled by its variance with accepted script standards.

Mr. Griffith himself explains this point. "Events are not set forth in their
historical sequence, or according to accepted forms of dramatic construc­
tion, but as they might flash across a mind seeking to parallel the life of the different
ages."28

To back up Griffith's claim, Smith invokes the scholarly authority of Hugo
Munsterberg who had explored the mental analogy in his Psychology of the
Photoplay, published a few months prior to the release of the film. With even
greater conviction, Vachel Lindsay, praising Munsterberg's study in a Febru­
ary 1917 obituary, proclaims that the late Hatvard psychologist lIuninten­
tionally wrote the guide-book to the newest photoplay experiment,
Intolerance"-which launches Lindsay's attempt to rescue the film from
premature oblivion. 29

The connection between Munsterberg and Intolerance appears somewhat
strange, considering that Psychology of the Photoplay offers a theory of specta­
torship that seemed tailored to the classical paradigm. Ennobling the latter
with the trappings of a neo-Kantian aesthetics, Munsterberg insisted on
compositional unity (lithe perfect unity of plot and pictorial appearance")
and IIcomplete isolation. . from the practical world" as a prerequisite of a
film's artistic success. Neptune's Daughter (a 1915 film starring Annette Keller­
mann which had converted the professor to the movies) might have passed
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this test, but hardly Intolerance, a film that flaunts stylistic diversity and

narrative discontinuity: "If the scene changes too often and no movement is

carried on without a break, the play may irritate us by its netvous jerking

from place to place." Yet Munsterberg's treatise also suggests a diverging

tendency-in its emphasis on the affinity of film with the "free play of

mental experiences," with processes of memory and imagination. Passages

like the following, echoing the familiar celebration of film's suspension from

spatio-temporal laws, support Lindsay's obsetvation:

[The] photoplay can overcome the interval of the future as well as the
interval of the past and slip the day twenty years hence between this
minute and the next. In short, it can act as our imagination acts. It has the
mobility of our ideas which are not controlled by the physical necessity of
outer events but by the psychological laws for the association of ideas.
. . . Life does not move forward on one single pathway. The whole man­
ifoldness of parallel currents with their endless interconnections is the true
substance of our understanding. 30

If films were actually to put this analogy into practice (which Intolerance does

to some extent), they would call into question not only the principles of

unity and isolation advocated by Munsterberg but his ultimately behavioris­

tic conception of viewer activity, which naturalizes Hollywood's particular

constructions of subjectivity and social identity.

In its contradictory implications, Munsterberg's theory marks the histor­

ical point from which Intolerance could be seen as at once a continuation of

and a departure from the classical model. As Munsterberg was one of the

first to recognize, the film on the screen always depends on what Kluge calls

"the film in the spectator's head." The actual activity required of the viewer

and, conversely, the freedom of association granted by an individual film

may differ from the classical paradigm only by degree and emphasis. This

difference, however, becomes one of quality if a film acknowledges the

viewer as a potential presence (rather than a structural absence), as a term

that is crucial to the textual process but one that cannot be reduced to a

function in a chain of signifiers. An alternative conception of spectatorship

thus involves certain blind spots in the film itself, which mobilize, not

merely appropriate, the viewer's experience-in its historical specificity, its

conscious as well as unconscious layers, and its intersubjective resonance in
a particular public sphere. 31

Intolerance may not have been intended as such an alternative film., but it

does invest a remarkable confidence in the viewers' willingness to abandon

themselves to associational"manifoldness" and "endless interconnections."

At the same time, the film is inevitably caught up in the competition with
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the classical paradigm and, therefore, overly anxious to compensate the
viewer for thwarted expectations of narrative clarity and closure. Hence it
resorts to authorial interventions that are not only blatantly didactic and
redundant at times; they actually exacerbate the problem by constantly
violating the principle of unobtrusive narration. The heterogeneity ensuing
from the film's parallel design demands an unusually strong hand to clarify
and stabilize the proliferating connotations. This additional layer of narra­
tion, however, increases the textual heterogeneity it was meant to regulate
and contain. Whether encouraging the viewer's associational and inter­
pretive competence or paralyzing the viewer with its infinite regress of self­
definition and abstraction, Intolerance renders spectatorship problematic in a
number of ways.



"A Radiant Crazy-Quilt": Patterns
of Narration and Address

5

The parallel design of Intolerance may have been a major stumbling block
in the popular reception of the film, but other textual features impede
the viewer's access to the film as well-by deviating from conventions
which, by 1916, had shaped expectations of viewer orientation, absorption,
and identification. 1 These deviations can be traced, within one and the
same narrative, on the most detailed level of enunciation, in the articulation
of space, vision, and subjectivity, in the assertion of narrative authority. 2

Bracketing to some extent the parallel design, I will focus on a part of the
film that is usually considered unproblematic: the Modern narrative.

In an illuminating essay on the emergence of narrative subjectivity, Tom
Gunning observes a tension between Griffith and the industry as early as
1908-09: "Griffith's work appears curiously overdetermined, fulfilling cer­
tain expectations and aspirations of the film industry of the time, and yet
also running into conflict with them-exceeding them."3 On the one hand,
Griffith was instrumental in developing a mode of narration that became the
hallmark of classical cinema: the interweaving of multiple strands of action
moving toward resolution and closure, a web of thorough motivation cen­
tering on the psychology of individual characters, and the concomitant
effect of an autonomous fictional world offered to the spectator from an ideal
vantage point. On the other hand, Griffith's particular elaboration of these
principles often produced an excess of narrational activity, an excess that
implicitly acknowledged the viewer as addressee. Because of thiS, Griffith's
style increasingly conflicted with the norm of unobtrusive narration and
indirect address advocated from about 1910 on, which was widely accepted
by 1915. 4

The tension observed by Gunning recalls the competition between pre­
sentational and representational styles that marked the transition from early
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to classical cinema. As Griffith was advancing the development of the latter,
he supplemented an overall classical mode of narration with interventions
that hark back to the early paradigm. This can be seen in The Birth ofaNation,
specifically in the dual strategy to persuade the viewer of the historical
veracity of the events portrayed. At its most lIadvanced" (by classical stan­
dards), the film offers sequences such as the Lincoln assassination sequence,
which transforms a predetermined historical event into a masterpiece of
suspense prefiguring Hitchcock. It does so by combining omniscient narra­
tion (crosscutting between the public space of the theater and the hidden
wait of the assassin) with optical point of view (that of Elsie Stoneman,
played by Lillian Gish), which lends the reconstruction of a well-known past
event the presence of subjective experience and absorbs the viewer into the
fiction of witnessing IIhistory in the making." Alongside such classical prac­
tices, Griffith resorts to historicist tableaux and didactic intertitles that
assert the authenticity of the representation by reference to particular
sources, as the footnotes beginning "An historical facsimile of." Such
moments of direct address resonate with the voice of the on-stage lecturer
and, like the latter, they potentially rupture the very type of identification
that sustains the fictional presence effect. 5

Beyond the tradition of screen entertainments, Griffith seems to have
modeled his narratorial voice on literary sources older than the ones that
influenced the elaboration of classical codes. To cite another well-known
example from Birth, a novelistic self-consciousness speaks from the figure of
parallelism introduced by the intertitle, IIWhile the women and children
weep, a great conqueror marches to the sea. " The establishing shot shows a
group of anonymous women and children huddling at medium range, then
slowly pans right and, with a further opening of the iris mask, reveals
Sherman's army in the distance below; the figure is subsequently broken
down into an alternation between these two elements. Such epic gestures,
dramatizing the fate of prIvate individuals at the margins of great historical
events, are no doubt inspired by the nineteenth-century historical novel,
notably Sir Walter Scott. In light of the literary and dramatic models
favored by the advocates of the classical mode, however, Griffith's recourse
to that tradition seems a touch anachronistic. As Kristin Thompson points
out, the conventions of omnipresent yet unobtrusive narration have sources
in the traditions of the well-made play, the popular romance and especially
the late nineteenth century short story which, in standardized versions,
lingered into the twentieth century and made their way into manuals for
scenario writers. 6 Griffith's concept of narration, by contrast, seems shaped
by earlier novelistic traditions, whether echoing Scott or other writers, such
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as Dickens and George Eliot, known for strong authorial intetVentions and
an unmistakable moral voice.

IIThis invisible but sensed hand" of the nineteenth-century story-teller,
Gunning concludes, reaches lIits apogee in Griffith's commercial disaster
Intolerance." Whether linking historically distinct segments or structuring
individual sequences, pronounced narratorial gestures abound throughout
the film, not least in the Modern narrative. Even in the strike sequence,
which is usually lauded for its IJrealism, " the narrator's voice intetVenes with a
highly stylized expository title, liThe Loom of Fate weaves Death for The
Boy's father." More important, a long shot showing the factory owner,
Jenkins (Sam de Grasse), at his desk, supplies that loom with a name and a
face. Bracketed by fades, this shot could be ascribed-as a mental image­
to the Boy (Robert Harron), who, kneeling next to his dying father, raises
his head in the direction of the factory. At the same time, the insert could be
read as an editorial comment, as an element in a conceptual montage such as
Eisenstein found generally lacking in Griffith's work. This reading definitely
suggests itself when, a little later, the heroine's father has died (1Jlnability to
meet new conditions ... II), and the shot of Jenkins at his desk is repeated,
now as the closing shot of the sequence. Although the Boy's presence in the
room is a possible subjective source, which would make the shot a flashback,
it has a more objective status than before. It assumes a critical function by
tracing a parallel of responsibility from the violent death of The Boy's father
to the ostensibly more IJnatural" death caused by the pressures of industrial
work. 7

What is remarkable in this case is not just an excess of narratorial inter­
vention but also a disparity of narrational styles: the relatively disguised and
deCidedly modern voice of interpretive editing versus a somewhat archaic,
allegorical voice which one associates with Griffith the Victorian moralist. 8

As I will show in greater detail in Chapter 9, allegory as a figurative mode
plays a major part in the textual and sexual economy of the film. In terms of
narration, the allegorical tendency of Intolerance is most obviously bound up
with the title and the conception of the film and thus with the metafictional
apparatus that props up the parallel design. Yet the allegorical discourse is not
limited to this apparatus. Compensating for the more immediate effects of
temporal and spatial discontinuity, it inevitably-and quite intentionally­
spills over into the narrative space of individual episodes.

The most graphic instances of allegorical narration are the recurrent
emblems of the Woman Who Rocks the Cradle and of the Book of Intol­
erance which first appear following the prologue titles quoted earlier. The
initial close-up of the book shows a leather cover bearing the gilded inscrip-
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tion /lIntolerance"; in the same shot the book is being opened by an invisible
hand. With this device the film asserts its cultural respectability by invoking
the Western tradition of the Book, a prime token of authority and continu­
ity, of closure and truth. The shot also prefigures the convention of begin­
ning adaptations with a close-up of the literary original. The text printed on
the open page, however, does not commence a narrative; rather, it repeats
the reading instructions from the prologue titles. While a certain degree of
narrative self-consciousness is not unusual for openings during the mid­
teens, the impersonal tone set by the book differs from the more common
type of introduction that involves a presentation of the cast and often
highlights individual stars. 9

With the intertitle, superimposed upon the printed pages, /lOur first
story-out of the cradle of the present," the emblems of Cradle and Book
are intertwined as metaphoric sources of narration. Having thus introduced
the Modern narrative, the title continues, /lIn a western city we find certain
ambitious ladies banded together for the 'uplift' of humanity," which moti­
vates the presence of the three middle-aged women who occupy the first
diegetic shot. These characters will initiate a causal chain of events that all

Figure 5.1
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Figure 5.2
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but destroys the lives of the Modern hero and heroine. Yet they also echo
the three Fates in the background of the Cradle shot and thereby enjoin
metafictional and diegetic levels of the narration. Tagged as the "Vestal
Virgins of Uplift," they remain personified abstractions throughout the film.
Moreover, as we shall see, they are endowed with considerable enunciative
power: they authorize structures of looking and precipitate significant nar­
rative events. In that sense they can be said to function as "primitive narra­
tors" (to borrow a term from Judith Mayne), who are staged by an omnis­
cient, ostensibly more classical narration only to be suppressed eventually
by its greater authority. 10 Indeed, the suppression of these primitive narra­
tors defines the task of the narration, its formal prerequisite for a happy
ending.

A tension between conflicting styles of narration is evident beginning
with the film's first sequence. The protagonist of this sequence is Miss
Jenkins (Vera Lewis), the "unmarried sister of the autocratic industrial over­
lord," whose appearance is prompted by the interest of the Uplifters in "her
money." Herself a casuality of a repressive sexual economy, Miss Jenkins is
established as the catalyst through whom metaphysical evil, embodied by
the Uplifters, invades the familiar and familial world of the Dear One, the
Boy, and their respective fathers-"common" people. Situated on the
threshold between allegorical and narrative space, the characterization of
the old maid oscillates between psychological motivation and melodramatic
caricature.

The sequence involves two ambiguously related spaces: the publiC space
of a lounge opening out into a ballroom (a deep space shot with side­
lighting) and the more enclosed space of a library which sight links establish
somewhere to the right and in front of the ballroom. The transition from the
ballroom to the interior of the library is prompted by Miss Jenkins' leaving
one space and entering the other (though there is no match on action). The
following shots, however, instantaneously interpret her spatial movement in
symbolic terms-as a withdrawal from a social, heterosexual world into the
barren seclusion of spinsterhood, a withdrawal that immobilizes the woman
in a position of inactive looking. This abstraction of narrative meaning is
suggested by a triangular pattern of character looks established as such by
almost identical repetition. Each time Miss Jenkins can be seen talking to a
young man, a cut interrupts to show a young girl, either in a group or by
herself, as she catches sight of the young man. The girl's gaze in turn
dictates a shot change which allows the young man to reciprocate and join
the younger woman. Only then is Miss Jenkins granted a look of her own, a
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rtgure 5.4

look enframing the newly formed couple, and a reaction shot in which her
smile turns from motherly to bitter. As the second couple has left her,
occasioning a last view toward the ballroom, the camera stays behind with
her alone in the library.

At this point psychological motivation gives way to allegorical perfor­
mance: the character's look is now altogether abstracted from any function
of articulating a coherent narrative space. 11 Again Miss Jenkins is shown
looking, now at a three-quarter range, turning from the direction of the
ballroom toward a gilt-framed mirror on the table to her right. This look is
answered by a vignetted close-up of the mirror, but not from the spatial
position of the character. Instead of a reflection of Miss Jenkins' face, the
mirror yields a totally unreadable (not even anamorphic) image. After a cut
back to Miss Jenkins' horrified expression, an intertitle offers a stereotypical
summary of the entire sequence: IISeeing youth drawn to youth, Miss
Jenkins realizes the bitter fact that she is no longer a part of the younger
world. "Yet the smug third-person comment is not the last word. In the final
shot (closing with an iris out), the character raises her hands to the lines
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around her right eye and turns frame left in a theatrical aside-a pantomimic
gesture which decenters an incipient diegetic space and freezes narrative
movement in an emblematic figure. 12

This sequence has important implications for the articulation of cine­
matic space and the organization of the look. As soon as space is articulated
in narrative terms, it is abstracted by excessive allegorical connotations­
the world of youth and love versus that of age, singleness, and frustration­
connotations that make expectations of spatial verisimilitude appear sec­
ondary. Such allegorical overdetermination may account to some extent for
the peculiar texture of narrative space throughout Intolerance. Griffith was
known for a somewhat cavalier attitude toward the emerging continuity
system in general, 13 but the film's parallel design, with its assertion of a
transhistorical, temporal omnipresence, might have further weakened the
narratorial concern with spatial coherence and closure. If the strike
sequence, for instance, with its montage of workers, boss, manager, militia,
families, and unemployed, did not succeed in making a political argument in

Figure 5.5
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the Eisensteinian sense, the violations of screen direction alone would ren­
der the sequence illegible.

Throughout Intolerance the shorthand quality of many sequences-at
times foreshortened into a single shot-creates a relatively incomplete,
porous diegesis, with few overlapping or clearly contiguous spaces. Accord­
ingly, the film displays a large number of unauthorized, unclaimed, spatially
ambiguous shots, especially close-ups of objects and faces that assume an
autonomous, emblematic quality. Narrative space is stitched together much
more loosely than in the typical film of the transitional period, including
Birth; it is also less dependent, for coherence and intelligibility, on the
agency and psychology of individual characters.

By 1916 the mutual anchoring of narrative space and character psychol­
ogy had become an accepted practice, relying on an ensemble of editing
devices such as shot/reverse and pOint-of-view shots-devices handled
with great ease and sophistication in films like The Bargain (Ince/Bar­
ker/Hart, 1914) or The Cheat (Cecil B. DeMille, 1915). Although Intolerance
does use the glance of characters to provide the viewer with a rudimentary
degree of spatial orientation, the film seems to resist the more advanced
possibilities of making that glance a relay of viewer identification. Thus,
although editing relations are frequently motivated by a character's glance,
that is, by sight links, there are very few pOint-of-view shots. A character
will be shown looking and a responding shot will show what the character
sees (from which we infer a proximity of the two spaces), but not from his or
her spatial position. 14 The camera-and with it the viewer-is rarely
allowed to penetrate the scenic space; rather, we are "wedged" into that
space at an angle of usually more than 30 and less than 90 degrees. This
placement preserves a sense of frontality reminiscent of the primitive use of
proscenium space, which was being superseded in the institutionally more
advanced films of the period by a classical inscription of the spectator within
a virtually unbounded narrative space.

The avoidance of point-of-view shots should certainly not be overrated as
a mark of Intolerance's nonclassical style. 15 This avoidance is significant only
in conjunction with other salient features of the film, such as the allegorical
overdetermination of narrative space, the relative unconcern with continu­
ity, and the impersonal if idiosyncratic voice of the narrator-gestures "of a
storyteller unwilling to relinquish the authority of the image to the subjec­
tivity of anyone character. "16 Still, a character's scopic agency is an impor­

tant aspect of character subjectivity (though not the only one), and a film's
inscription and distribution of that agency crucially defines the viewer's
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access to the story and attendant processes of identification. By not granting
individual characters a greater measure of enunciatory control the narrator
also circumscribes the viewer's fictive gratification of penetrating a private
space unseen, unmediated by the public dimension of exhibition. In the
particular configurations of Intolerance, moreover, the mistrust against
character-look is bound up with the peculiar sexual economy of the film. In
fact, it betrays a more systematic blockage of scopic, that is, visually articu­
lated, desire.

In the MissJenkins sequence the withholding of a point-of-view shot-in
spite of the fact that she is clearly the central consciousness of the
sequence-has symbolic significance. In the iconography of mirror shots
the absence of a reflection has to be read as an emblem of death-which
places it in diametrical opposition to the symbolic image of the Rocking
Cradle. Having gone, in the span of one sequence, through the allegorical
stages of the female life cycle, 17 Miss Jenkins cannot return to the world of
the ballroom; she is cut off from a "natural" function of femininity in hetero­
sexual society. Even within her own private space she is denied a coherent
image of herself, reduced to a position of looking in on "life" from the
outside-a position that parallels that of the spectator.

Equally significant is the opposition established, in the same sequence,
between the look of the younger woman and that of the old maid. Although
neither of the young women has any function in the subsequent narrative,
they are both endowed with unusual enunciative power. It is their look,
rather than that of the young men, which initiates the choreography of
couple formation. This is remarkable for a number of reasons. For one thing,
the patriarchal organization of vision that tends to make male characters the
subject and female characters the object of the look had already pervaded
the cinema, in conjunction with classical modes of representation and
address. The woman who authorizes a look is therefore, in tendency at
least, transgressive. 18 It is no coincidence that the exchange of the look in
the service of romance occurs between anonymous characters who will not
play any part in the story, and, furthermore, that it remains one of the rare
unequivocal instances of such an exchange throughout the film.

What is unusual about the articulation of vision in Intolerance is the large
number of structures of looking attributed to the agency of female charac­

ters. In Birth the only female character granted narrationally significant
looks is Elsie Stoneman. Her status as a virgin and her acquaintance with
Lincoln make her a superior historical witness and raise the function of her
look above mere erotic interest. Thus, when she discovers John Wilkes
Booth before he fires the fatal shot-a handsome vignetted portrait shot
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retroactively attributed to Elsie's point of view (by a round mask suggesting
herview through opera glasses)-this look functions primarily as a suspense
strategy, playing with the competing epistemological registers of narrative
and history. In a merely private, nonhistorical context, Elsie's view of Booth
would be considered transgressive, given the classical taboo against the
woman who looks-and desires-independent of the male gaze that usu­
ally initiates the romantic exchange. In Intolerance almost all female charac­
ters, across the historical periods, participate in the enunciative relay of the
look, but the taboo against a desiring female gaze crucially impairs the
power of that vision. The price for the woman's access to structures of
looking is a fragmentation and abstraction of the gaze, its dissociation into
an innocent but regressive virginity, and a perverse, fatal femininity as
epitomized by the Uplifters.

The foremost agent of the innocent look is the IIl ittle Dear One" (Mae
Marsh), who also provides a major focus of identification on the narrative
level. In the course of the film her look traverses a typology of shot patterns
that governs the vision of other characters as well, a formal gradation
ranging from (extremely rare) point-of-view shots, sight links, and mental
images to looks that are denied the power of authorizing a reverse shot. One
set of close-ups responding to her look involves simple childish pleasures,
such as the shot of a glass of soda she offers to a friend at the mill workers'
dance or the shot of the kissing geese that introduces her look in the
beginning of the film. But most of these simple pleasures are not as innocent
as they appear. The view of the kissing geese, for instance, displaces that of
the father, the object of her overly coquettish affections (an excess ration­
alized by the absence of a mother). Similarly, her preoccupation with lithe
hopeful geranium" is sidetracked by a look out of the window, motivating a
street-level shot of an attractive young woman pursued by men, which
initiates the Girl to adult mating rituals (111'11 walk like her and maybe every­
body will like me too"). After the imitation of the gait yields results and the
father interrupts the Boy's first attempt to kiss his new IIchicken," the father,
in a violent movement, forces her down on her knees and makes her pray to
be forgiven. As if to support a paternal authority shown as it is failing, the
narration grants her an unambiguous, spatially contextualized (low angle)
point-of-view shot of a statue of Madonna and Child. Yet again, as she
reconciles with her ailing father under the eyes of the Madonna, this restor­
ation of innocence is coupled with unmistakably incestuous overtones.

Significantly, there is no exchange of looks to stage the Dear One's
romantic encounter with the Boy. On the contrary, though the formation of
the couple is codified, legalized in a classical alternation of shots that leads
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Figure 5.6
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to the Boy's proposal and a shy, tender kiss, this alternation takes place
between inside and outside the closed apartment door, a threshold which
the Dear One had promised "Our Lady" and her father no man would ever
cross. Shortly thereafter, when the Boy has been "intolerated away" for a
term, we see the Dear One at home, looking up from her child in the cradle,
and her wistful expression calls forth a mental image of the Boy in prison.
(This shot is echoed later when the same power of evocation is granted to
the character called the Friendless One who, being herself the murderer, is
haunted by the image of the Boy awaiting execution. ) Only near the film's
end is there an exchange of looks between the couple in the courtroom
sequence ("love's brave encouragement"). Under the eye of the Law, how­
ever, these glances are childlike and ineffective.

Restrained from functioning in the articulation of heterosexual desire,
unequivocal point-of-view shots are granted only of objects that are "safe"­
the Madonna, the child. Yet the child is also the object that causes the
opposition of innocent and perverse female look to slide into similarity. As
the narrative drifts toward crisis, any active female look seems associated
with failure, envy, frustration, destruction, and death. When the Uplifters
get a similar point-of-view shot of the baby as its mother, their evil eye
precipitates her loss of custody, thus putting her in a position of lack analo­
gous to their own. The Dear One's attempt to catch a glimpse of her child
shows her looking up a forbidding wall with the letters ''Jenkins Founda­
tion," but the responding shot of the baby, looking frightened while the
nurses dance with each other in the background, is supplied by an omnis­
cient narrator. Contaminated by the perversion of femininity, the Girl is
shown in the next sequence as she engages in a IInew dissipation-watching
the happiness of others. " Sneaking up to a lit window, she peeps inside and
provokes a shot of a family idyll, followed by a medium close-up of an infant
who smiles and seems to acknowledge her. (In The Mother and the Law, this
illicit look is interrupted but nonetheless condoned by the friendly police­
man who will later aid the Boy's rescue.) Like Miss Jenkins' relation to the
world of the ballroom, the voyeuristic inscription of the bereft mother's look
can be read as a metaphor of the activity of the spectator. 19

As the baby occasions a slippage between an innocent and a perverse
female look, it also becomes a locus of uncertainty on the level of the
narrative, especially in light of amazing discrepancies between the different
versions of the film. In the prints reedited by Griffith in 1922 the fate of the
baby remains unresolved, despite the happy ending of the Modern story. In
the earlier version, alas, the baby is returned after the Boy's rescue from the
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gallows. 20 Yet in The Mother and the Law we get a moving shot of Mae Marsh
staring into a little coffin, a fate foreshadowed by the withholding of a
reverse shot of the child the last time the anxious mother is shown looking at
it alive. (The only other pOint-of-view shots in The Mother and the Law­
besides the initial one of the baby shared by both' mother and Uplifters­
are likewise emblems of mortality: the Boy's high-angle view of an empty
grave and the Girl's desperate stare at the face of a clock during the "death
watch" the night before his execution. ) These contradictory versions of the
baby's fate are not accidental. The rebirth of the couple in the final shots of
the Modern narrative, under the parental gaze of the Priest and the Gover­
nor's wife, suggests that their own parenthood is dispensable, all the more
since their childlike bliss blends into the image of the two toddlers in the
apotheosis. While ideologically linked to the idealization of childhood that
informs both Intolerance and Griffith's social and racial attitudes, the displace­
ment of the baby also ties in with a certain infantilization of the spectator
position, with the systematic removal of the gaze from the economy of
difference and desire.

If the film presumes to restore the Modern couple by situating them in a
presexual realm, it locates the forces of destruction on the other Side, in the
realm of sexual repression and its monstrous returns. As I suggested earlier,
the Uplifters function as "primitive narrators" in the Modern episode, similar
to Catherine de Medici Oosephine Crowell) in the French. They first have
access to the level of enunciation when, in their effort to obtain the Jenkins'
support, they evoke images of vice, introduced by a dialogue intertitle­
"There is drinking in ... "-followed by a shot of a bar and, after a respective
intertitle, a shot of people dancing in a cafe. Not only do they authorize
these images, they are also granted the power to transform written speech
into visual presence. This pattern is repeated later, when they report their
successes to the head of the foundation, with intertitles like "It is peaceful in
the... " and UNo more dancing in ... ," followed by shots of the same spaces as
before but now showing the effects of their intervention. The third
intertitle-uyou yourself were with us when we raided... "-prompts a

flashback of a police raid of a brothel. The scene it recalls, however, enacts
the Uplifters' loss of narrative authority and thus initiates a reversal in the
enunciative power structure.

The flashback of the raid is one of the most curious configurations of
spectatorship in all of Intolerance, and it is no coincidence that this configura­
tion is occasioned by the problem of prostitution, a key term in the film's
obsessive figuration of a femininity in crisis. The sequence stages the inter-
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play of three looks directed at the object: a long shot of police leading the
prostitutes out of the brothel into a patrol wagon. Instead of elaborating on

the victims of the raid, the camera dwells on the onlookers, a group of
Uplifters watching from the balcony, their sadistic and voyeuristic reactions
singled out by close-ups. Then it shifts to a medium shot of two well-dressed
men, possibly civilian officers, also looking on approvingly. (In the recon­
structed version of the film, another scene showing these men seducing
young boys links their negative image in sanctioning the raid to the theme of
homosexuality-or, rather, exclusion from heterosexuality-and thus to
the lesbian subtext of a femininity gone awry.) Finally, there is a cut to a
toothless, unshaven old man, a close-up not anchored in the diegesis, which
leaves his look ambiguously suspended between the prostitutes and the
Uplifters, and even briefly winking at the camera. The power of the Uplif­
ters' evil eye is broken as they themselves become the butt of a misogynist
joke, prefaced by the satirical comment, "When women cease to attract men
they often turn to reform as a second choice" (like many of the intertitles,
this was written by Anita Loos). Thus, although the flashback is formally
attributed to these characters, it centers on the disruption and containment
of their scopic agency and narratorial power. As the task of intervention is
relegated to an anonymous male lower-class spectator figure, the omniscient
narrator at once reclaims and disavows possession of the gaze.

While the Uplifters continue to wreak havoc on the narrative level, their
enunciative authority is challenged, checked by the omniscient gesture of

the next sequence which opens with the title, "But these results they do not
report:" (there follows a series of non-narrative shots of bootlegging and
illicit prostitution). Without this disempowerment of the primitive narrators
the happy ending of the Modern story would not be possible. In the French
narrative, by contrast, the enunciative power of Catherine de Medici pre­
vails, resulting in certain and violent death for the fictional protagonists.
Medici's authorship is foregrounded not only in the articulation of the look
(her evocation of a flashback to the killing of Catholics at Nlmes, designed
to inflame the court against the Huguenots) but also in the control she
exerts over her weak epileptic son, King Charles IX, which is crucially
associated with the activity of writing.

As the King becomes a tool of the perverse, phallic mother by signing the
decree for the massacre of the Huguenots, the character of the Mercenary
carries out her fatal desire through the medium of the gaze, in the "private, "
"common" sector of the French narrative. The moment the virginal heroine
is introduced to the film, in an emblematic close-up that abstracts her from
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the diegesis, she is positioned between two competing male looks: the
impotent look of her fiance, Prosper, and that of the Mercenary thematized
by an intertitle. Even though the Mercenary is not granted a direct point-of­
view shot of Brown Eyes, the close-up of her face is still closer to his angle of
vision than Prosper's. Like the look on the part of black men in Birth, or that
of the character called Evil Eye in Broken Blossoms (1919), the Mercenary's
desiring gaze stands for an aggressive masculinity which inescapably leads
to the destruction of its object. Sure enough, his scopic fixation of Brown
Eyes prefigures her later perforation by his sword. Most disturbingly, in the
later scene the narration becomes complicit with the Mercenary's gaze by
exploiting her distorted face in an extreme close-up and, with the same
sadistic appeal, prolongs her fear of death, delaying the fatal thrust by
cutting back to the Modern narrative.

In the Modern narrative we find a similar dissociation of male character­
look into connotations of impotence and repression, on the one hand, and
an aggressive masculinity, on the other-but with different implications
and consequences. An interesting instance of a repressed, and repressive,
figuration of scopic desire occurs early in the film, whenJenkins drives up to
the dance hall to study the "habits" of "his employees." Between the two
young women at the entrance and a dime he spots on the pavement, the
capitalist typically chooses the dime. The displacement of desire is enacted
by his authorizing of an unequivocal point-of-view shot (close-up) of the
coin, while refusing to reciprocate the young woman's flirtatious look.
Echoing the two young women in the Miss Jenkins sequence yet with a
marked difference in class and power relations, this vignette, one might say,
comments upon the psychopathology of male identity under industrial
capitalism. The displacement and blockage of desire, however, the paralysis
of male subjectivity between money and female sexuality (the two later
linked in the figure of the prostitute), can also be read as an unwitting
premonition of the dilemma of Intolerance-its self-defeating disarticulation
of the gaze along the lines of sexual difference.

Ultimately the unstable and destabilizing force of the female gaze
exceeds and impairs even the power of an aggressive masculinity, repre­
sented in the Modern narrative by the "Musketeer of the Slums." His reputa­
tion of ruthless masculinity is asserted primarily on the level of casting and
of mise-en-scene, as in an unclaimed close-up panning up a phallic statue of
a nude embracing a tree trunk (which counterpoints the statue of Madonna
and Child in the Dear One's apartment), centerpiece of a pornographic still
life that subsequently is located in the corner of the Musketeer's room.
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Significantly, he is played by Walter Long, the same actor who, in Birth,
plays Gus, the black rapist. On the enunciative level, however, his power is
minimal. The one time he appears to be authorizing a shot change, looking
through the keyhole of the Dear One's apartment, the responding shot is
taken from an angle exactly opposite his spatial position. More important,
the Musketeer's look is constantly undermined by that of his mistress and
eventual murderer, the complex and fascinating character of the Friendless
One (Miriam Cooper).

The Friendless One is the focal point of a crisis of femininity which, as I
will elaborate later, at once fuels and destabilizes Intolerance. Her position in
the Modern narrative, both in relation to other characters and in terms of
the configuration of the look, is marked by a triangular pattern. She is
introduced to the film as a "superfluous" female, yet her singleness is not that
of an old maid but, as an intertitle explains, a result of the strike (which is
indirectly blamed upon the Uplifters). The brief encounter between the
Friendless One and the Boy during their exodus to the city-an exchange of
looks though not articulated through editing-has a much more adult
quality to it than does the Boy's encounter with his future wife. (In The Mother
and the Law, his attention toward the Friendless One is motivated by the
caption, "His first sweetheart.") The memory of this scene of mutual affec­
tion remains a subliminal bond between the Friendless One and the Boy
throughout Intolerance. When she has become the Musketeer's mistress and
the Boy a member of his gang, a three-shot stages another significant
exchange of looks between them (again not broken down into individual
shots), behind the back-and much to the dismay-of their new employer.

As the intrigue develops, with the Musketeer trying to insinuate himself
to the Dear One under the pretext of helping her retrieve the child, the
Friendless One becomes the rejected element in two overlapping triangles.
More important, her subjectivity becomes the relay for the articulation of
narrative events. Focusing on her jealousy, bitterness, and hysteria-and
making the spectator complicit with her efforts to emasculate her patron­
the narration grants her a series of auditory point-of-view shots which lead
up to the murder. As she watches the fight between the Boy and the Mus­
keteer from a ledge outside the window (no POV), a flashback to her initial
encounter with the Boy both caps and disrupts the classical economy of the
murder sequence; it motivates the fatal shots while leaving the murderer's
motives thoroughly overdetermined and ambiguous. Were it not for the
eventual triumph of her conscience and, consequently, the last-minute res­
cue of the Boy from the gallows, the Friendless One would have killed not
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Figure 5.12

only her oppressor but the unavailable object of her affections as well.
The triangular choreography of desire is invariably linked to fatality,

whether it translates into narrative action, as in the case of the Friendless
One or the French Musketeer; whether it is allegorically mediated, as in the

Miss Jenkins sequence; or even when it is ostensibly sublimated and
resolved, as in the Babylonian Mountain Girl's dying view of Belshazzar and
the Princess Beloved united in death. By emphasizing this triangularity in
patterns of looking, the film puts the viewer in a peculiar bind. On the most
rudimentary narrative level, the viewer is asked to identify with the legiti­
mate couple. At the same time, he or she is excluded from that relationship
by the very fact of spectatorship and occupies a position structurally analo­
gous to that of the envious third, figured in Intolerance as evil eye, old maid,
and hysteric. With this configuration of spectatorship, Intolerance spells out a
basic contradiction of classical cinema, if not cinema tout court (as could be
inferred from the behavior of Uncle Josh): that the mobilization of voyeuris­
tic mechanisms harbors the risk of latent displeasure, of jealousy feelings
potentially arising with the spectator's structural exclusion.

Without the centering frame of a linear narrative, without the centering
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force of heterosexual desire, the look disintegrates into its petVerse facets.
Intolerance could be said to reflect upon and take to its logical conclusion­
albeit unintentionally and at considerable cost-the repressive make-up of
classical spectatorship. To be sure, the petVerse manifestation of the look is
disavowed on the level of the narrative; the evil eye, whether male or
female, French or American, is marked as the antagonist, the destroyer of
family members and the family as such. But identification with the victims is
not, for the most part, sustained by scopic desire. Instead, the viewer is
solicited on a more abstract level, asked to identify with the lot of the
powerless and unprotected, with the timeless (excepting Babylon) values of
courtship, marriage, and motherhood.

The slippage between innocent and petVerse variants of the female look
(instantiated in different ways by both the Dear One and the Friendless
One) cannot but undermine the moralistic oppositions of the narrative. In
the end all character subjectivity is tainted with the connotation of petVer­
sity. And since even an anachronistic omniscient narrator depends upon
some degree of character subjectivity, vision itself is compromised, con­
taminated with the crisis of femininity. Intolerance thus betrays a profound
ambivalence toward a crucial ingredient of cinematic fascination, an ambiv­
alence that fragments the position of the spectator and weakens possibilities
of access and identification.

All this is not to deny the traditional claim that Intolerance contains some of
the most moving, most intimate, psychologically most perceptive moments
in silent cinema; the close-up of Mae Marsh's fingers in the courtroom scene
is often cited. Yet these moments, however lIunforgettable," remain
moments at best. They elicit sympathy rather than identification in the
classical sense, as a process that requires a sustained interplay of seeing and
seen, of scopic and narrative registers. 21 The insufficient anchoring of emo­
tional display in a narrative-that is, in its classical version, Oedipal­
construction of subjectivity may also account, in part at least, for the
excessive sentimentality for which Intolerance has been criticized from the
time of its release. 22

At this point we turn to some of the more obvious ways in which Intolerance
deviates from contemporary strategies of address, in particular the indus­
try's increasing focus on the dynamic of character, individual psychology,
and the personality of a star. The star system had been flourishing since
1910, and by 1916 the cultivation of stars was more than an established
publicity device. It also provided a major incentive for centering narration
on individual characters and their psychology. Lillian Gish, shrewder than



162 D. W Griffith's Intolerance

most critics, attributes the failure of Intolerance to the fact that Griffith
resisted the practice of star-billing (as well as demands for star salaries),
renouncing thereby the Jlpulling power" that could have saved the film at the
box office. 23 The abstention from the star system ties in with the narrator's
refusal to fully individualize his characters, much as he may grant them
nuanced psychological traits and moments. As even in later Griffith films,
characters are introduced as types-the Dear One, the Musketeer, Brown
Eyes, the Mountain Girl. None of them, except for the industrialist and his
sister (and of course the historical personages), have proper names. 24 Again
we hear the epic narrator, the archaicizing, allegorizing voice that inter­
poses itself between its own creations and the spectator. This reluctance to
submerge character construction in the aura of an actor's personality pre­
sented a major obstacle in view of the classical relay of character subjectivity
and viewer identification.

While the peculiar withholding of character subjectivity is a familar
aspect of Griffith's narratorial signature-and a significant aspect of his
ambiguous status in film history-Intolerance exacerbates the problematic
impact of such withholding by the film's overall parallel design. Just as the
protagonists of the various periods compete for time and space on the
screen, they inevitably divide the viewer's capacities of identification. The
discontinuity of the individual narrative impedes any consistent involve­
ment with a particular set of characters (though one could argue that the
pleasure of recognition may compensate for the lack of continuity). The
sheer proliferation of fates decenters the viewer's emotional focus. This
problem was noted in 1916 by Julian Johnson, reviewing Intolerance for
Photoplay: Jlwe wish to follow, undisturbed, the adventures of a single set of

characters, or to thrill with a single pair of lovers. Verily, when the game is
hearts, two's company, and the lovers of four ages an awful crowd. "25

If this is indeed the effect, the game is perhaps not hearts. What, then, is
it? Why did Griffith forego strategies of spectatorial engagement that were
already recognized, conventionalized, and successfully employed, even in
his own work? What did he hope to gain by leaving the safe ground of linear
narrative, character-relayed subjectivity, and diegetic effect?



Genesis, Causes, Concepts of History

6 The belief in progress-in infinite perfectibility, in an infinite moral
task-and the idea of eternal recurrence are complementary.

- Walter Benjamin, Das Passagen-Werk

I turn but do not extricate myself,
Confused, a past-reading, another, but with darkness yet.

- Walt Whitman, "The Sleepers"

The peculiar textual make-up of Intolerance is inseparable from the historical
moment at which the film was conceived and released. This moment signifi­
cantly turns on the success and controversy surrounding The Birth of a Nation.
Although the status of Birth as a mythical watershed has rightly been chal­
lenged by economic and social historians of the cinema, we should not
underrate its impact as a catalyst of institutional change, nor its paradig­
matic function for the cultural self-definition of classical cinema. Besides
establishing Griffith's reputation as the artistic IIgenius" of the industry, the
film marks a point of no return both in economic terms and in terms of public
discourse on the cinema.

That Intolerance somehow owes its existence to Birth is a familiar story, yet
the premises and purposes of that story vary considerably. It usually begins
with The Mother and the Law, a melodrama with an urban lower-class theme
reminiscent of the Biograph period, which Griffith had made while editing
and working on the score for Birth. Joseph Henabery, who played Lincoln in
Birth and worked as a one-man research department on Intolerance, dismisses
the first version of this film (from a distance of five decades) as a IIsort of
potboiler," lIa little, cheap, quickie picture," lIa tearjerker"-a judgment not
unmotivated by the writer's emphasis on his own role in the eventual
improvement of the film. Karl Brown, assistant to cameraman G. W. Bitzer,
remembers the film for lIits brutally effective excoriation of things as they
are," which would grant it a greater affinity with its second version, the
Modern narrative of Intolerance. Film historian Arthur Lennig, making a case
for the The Mother and the Law as released separately in 1919, goes so far as to
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suggest that the original version suffered by being cut down for the
"pyrotechnics" of Intolerance. Whatever its intrinsic merits, after the monu­
mental success of Birth and Griffith's emergence from relative anonymity,
such a film could not but appear "too small. " Not only would it have failed to
cash in on Birth's consolidation of the rise of the longer film, particularly the
"special" feature, but its release would have undercut Griffith's efforts to
endow the cinema with the trappings of middle-class culture. 1

In addition to the logic of expansion, Birth also furnished a cause, linking
the controversy over the film's racism with the large-scale threat of censor­
ship legislation impending on both state and federal levels. Griffith himself
hadjoined the industry's lobbying efforts against censorship by publishing,
shortly before the release of Intolerance, a pamphlet entitled The Rise and Fall of
Free Speech in America. In January 1917 he was put in charge of a nationwide
campaign mounted by the National Association of the Motion Picture
Industry. 2 In his pamphlet Griffith demanded for film the same constitu­
tional protection that was granted to lithe art of the written word" ("that art
to which we owe the Bible and the works of Shakespeare"), warning that a
suppression of motion pictures would ultimately lead to a suppression of the
press. The pamphlet, whose layout resembles contemporary avant-garde
manifestos, locates lithe root of all censorship" in the evil of "INTOL­

ERANCE," a word that heads every other page and introduces examples of
martyrdom and oppression throughout world history. 3

Such a construction setved at least two functions. First, it deflected atten­
tion from the political charges against Birth by merging them with the issue
of film censorship in particular and the cause of free speech in general, at a
time when the latter was becoming an especially acute concern for the
radical left. 4 Second, it gave publicity-encoded though not exactly
subtly-to the current production of Intolerance, while offering a "philosoph­

ical" motivation for the economic and institutional ambitions of the new
project. Thus the founding myth of Intolerance is crucially intertwined with
the masking of racist ideology in and surrounding Birt'h, just as the film's
attack upon uplifters and "meddlers" conflates contemporary reformers with
the tradition of abolitionism denounced in the earlier film. It is no coinci­
dence that later commentators who take Griffith's "ideational" motivation of
Intolerance at face value also tend to minimize and gloss over his racism-or
even, like Seymour Stern, expliCitly endorse the film as a counterattack
against the liberals who betrayed the cause of White Supremacy in their
efforts to suppress Birth. 5

The relationship of Intolerance to Birth could also be phrased in terms of the
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precarious position of the cinema within the public sphere. As long as films
could be accused of serving special interests-whether commercial, social,
or political-they were vulnerable to censorship. The ideological task,
then, was to establish the cinema on a level allegedly above the sphere of
private interests, a level equivalent to the classical European model of the
public sphere. Although in the case of Birth the debate over the legitimacy of
the medium was hooked onto the legitimation of a particular ideology­
White Supremacy-the fact that it was negotiated as a matter of national
interest attests to the inroads film had made into the area of public dis­
course.

Birth pleaded immunity primarily on two counts: its Jlscientific" accuracy
(invoking the authority of photographic representation and scholarly
sources) as well as the general value of topics of national history. Since that
strategy failed with precisely those people from whom Griffith had expected
approval-intellectuals and critics of culture-Intolerance pursued other
paths to public legitimacy. Taking the industry's bid for middle-class respec­
tability more literally than anyone else, Griffith resorted to textual devices
that would lend Intolerance the status of a work of art, an enterprise for which
poetry, painting, and music were just as paradigmatic as the anachronistic
models of narration discussed in Chapter 5. Not surprisingly, the film elic­
ited labels like Jlan epic poem" or Jla film fugue" and comparisons with a
Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. But Griffith's ambition went beyond the tokens
of aesthetic autonomy that had subtended European concepts of culture and
of the public sphere. He sought to affiliate the cinema with a particular
tradition of American culture, a vision of an organic national culture epito­
mized in the period's rediscovery of Walt Whitman. 6

Finally, Intolerance was linked to Birth by a genealogy of representation, the
founding of a universal language of gestures, situations, and sentiments that
exceeded the individual film, a narrative idiom capable of rendering the
essential moments of universal history. While shooting the Huguenot part
of the film, Griffith, to everyone's bewilderment, kept referring to it as The
Mother and the Law. Brown recalls that the working crew, not being privy to
Griffith's master plan, distinguished between the "widely different pictures"
by number: The Mother and the Law became F-2 (F for feature), the Huguenot
episode F- 3 and so forth. F- 1, however, was reserved for Birth. Brown himself
observed certain parallels between the JlFrench picture" and Birth which
made him ponder the question of repetition and originality.

It was the same story, only in a different period. A lot of important people
forever picking on a lot of unimportant people. In The Clansman [Birth], Joe
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Henabery, playing Lincoln, was shot in the back of the head with a
derringer pistol. In this one Henabery, playing Admiral Coligny, was
stabbed in the front of the throat with a sword. Same story, different
period. It seemed odd. Others were copying Griffith all the time, but for
Griffith to copy himself seemed to be a little out of keeping with one who
had become known as the great originator. 7

Since Griffith had already "copied himself" in so many Biograph films, the
retroactive assertion of Birth as point of origin can refer only to the more
principled, epic crossing of narrative and history that was to establish him as
the mythical father of American cinema.

For much as the defenders of Birth claimed historical authenticity, the film
would not have had the overwhelming impact it did without the means of
"drama," without the emerging conventions of classical narrative. The medi­
ation of narrative and history in Birth suggests a configuration that Philip
Rosen has aptly associated with Georg Lukacs's analysis of the historical
novel, in particular the work of Walter Scott. 8 Thus, the film claims to
represent historical processes as a meaningful totality, determined by "great
motive 'truths' of history" (such as the eternal separation of races). These
"motive truths" are staged through the fates of individual characters who live
"on the margins of great events" yet are to be taken as representative of
historically typical situations. Moreover, the film features protagonists who
are caught between conflicting historical forces and who depend, for a
resolution of this personal conflict, upon plot structures in which purer
personifications of the opposing forces are brought to a cathartic clash. To
resume an earlier example, the (re)construction of Lincoln's assassination is
authenticated, made "realistic" for the spectator, by the presence of fictional

characters; Elsie Stoneman and her brother just "happen" to attend the show.
Yet Elsie is also the focus of conflicting loyalties-her allegiance to the cause
of abolition (represented by her father) and her love for Ben Cameron
(founder of the Klan)-a conflict which, ironically, her liberal Northern
upbringing permits her to act out (in contrast to Margaret Cameron, her
Southern counterpart). Eventually, the narrator cuts this knot by pitting
vicious caricatures of black "renegades" against the heroic knights of the
Invisible Empire, leaving the white women only one choice.

Another, somewhat less organic (and more peculiarly American) version
of the relationship between history and individual which might have left its
mark in Griffith's work is Ralph Waldo Emerson's essay "History" (1841),

which he undoubtedly had read. By the time of the Progressive Era, literary
approaches to history had been displaced, under the impact of German
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historicism, by a more professional, scientific ideal of historiography. 9 Yet
Emerson's essay had lost little of its cultural power and could be said to
anticipate later critiques of the very type of historical empiricism advocated
by Griffith's more scholarly contemporaries. In an elaboration of his noto­
rious remark that IIthere is properly no history, only biography," Emerson
elucidates the stake of the individual subject in the representation of his­
tory: IIAll inquiry into antiquity, -all curiosity respecting the pyramids, the
excavated cities, Stonehenge, the Ohio Circles, Mexico, Memphis, -is
the desire to do away this wild, savage and preposterous There or Then, and
introduce in its place the Here and the Now. [It is to banish the Not me and
supply the Me. It is to abolish difference and restore unity. J"10 This passage
registers the imperialist tendency underlying much of the nineteenth­
century obsession with history. But it also offers a metaphor of the psychic
mechanism at work in the subject's assertion over historical contingency,
calling into question the objective order, the closure ostensibly achieved by
the historical novel. 11 For Emerson the meaning of history is a matter of
reading, a self-deciphering of the subject, since all facts of history that
manifest the workings of a manifold spirit are latent in the individual. IIThis
human mind wrote history, and this must read it. The Sphinx must solve her
own riddle. If the whole of history is in one man, it is all to be explained
from individual experience" (IlHistory," p. ·3).

Ambiguous as any American writing, Emerson's essay foreshadows Hol­
lywood's systematic tendency to domesticate historical contradictions and
contingencies, to translate them into manifestations of continuity and iden­
tity. In the watered-down Emersonianism of classical cinema, the emphasis
on the individual is crucially intertwined with a patriarchal discourse on the
family, with romance plots that appeal to-and appropriate-the viewer's
own investment in primary objects. 12 To return to the example of Birth,
capitalizing as it did on the still traumatic memories of the Civil War and
Reconstruction, the film allowed its viewers to understand a larger historical
conflict through the experience, not merely of individual characters but,
more important, that of families and family members. Character subjec­
tivity in Birth is yoked to being a member of a family. This familial structur­
ing of viewer identification is ultimately the most effective catalyst of the
film's racist ideology. Blacks not only have no family (unless, like lithe
faithful souls," they are members of the extended Southern family), they are
also shown to be a fundamental threat to the survival of the family as an
institution. 13

Just as the imbrication of history, narrative, and a particular kind of
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subjectivity makes Birth in a sense a model classical, a model American film,
the dissociation of these very elements is largely responsible for making
Intolerance a "model" failure. Nonetheless, Griffith may have conceived of his
new enterprise as a continuation and elaboration of some of the same
principles. Thus, if film could bring to life history, lias it really happened,"
then the representation could be lifted out of the referential context and
employed freely for its connotative meanings. If history was merely the
incarnation of eternal truths telling lithe same story" throughout the ages,
then narrative motifs and situations were interchangeable and could be
freely intercut at liberty. And if the narrative of history manifests itself in the
fates of individuals, and these remain fundamentally the same over time,
then it should be possible to engage a contemporary viewer through and
into this ostensibly transhistorical subjectivity.

While these assumptions are already problematic in and by themselves
(and their interplay precarious even in Birth), they also mark the seams at
which Intolerance is torn apart, as it were, by its own textual ingenuity. The
project of the narrativization of history, overdetermined in four-if not
five-:-different ways, disintegrates from both ends simultaneously. The
eternal truths of history (such as the theme of Love versus Intolerance) stand
out in unmediated abstraction, spawning an allegorical style that fragments
the narration even on the level of individual sequences. Conversely, as I
have shown, the relay of narrative subjectivit.y is decentered by the pro­
liferation of characters and impaired by a disarticulation of scopic desire,
linked in turn to the film's concern with the crisis of femininity and its threat

to the family.
Nonetheless, although Intolerance abstains from a classical, character­

oriented narrativization of history, it conveys a particular vision of history
in its overall design. Indeed, the film offers a philosophy of history both as a
justification and as an effect of its textual design. Rather than revealing
historical truth in the development of a single linear narrative, the film traces
the laws of history through its montage of historically distinct narratives, in
their very relationship to each other. Eclectic as anything in the film, this
metahistorical construction draws on a variety of traditions, including con­
temporary Progressive, late-nineteenth-century Populist, and earlier Amer­
ican discourses on history.

The major assumption underlying Intolerance, the message of its parallel
construction, is a concept of history as eternal recurrence. Like its
eighteenth-century antecedents, such a concept implies an analogy
between the course of civilizations and the human life cycle; accordingly, all
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civilizations tend to head toward decline and cataclysm. 14 Cyclical and
cataclysmic concepts of history had a currency well into Griffith's own
time-in cultural criticism, social and political theory, and popular
fiction-combining older millennialist notions with more modern fears
precipitated by industrialization and the rise of the urban masses. Novels
like Ignatius Donnelly's Caesar's Column (1891), for instance, orJack London's
The Iron Heel (1907) drive their antiutopian plots to a point of total destruc­
tion and annihilation. Yet, like Intolerance, they are sufficiently imbued with
millennialist (or, more precisely, postmillennialist) thought to convert the
apocalypse, with a narratively sudden and improbable turn, into visions of a
better future. 15

In terms of the self-definition of Intolerance as a textual system, the cyclical
concept of history is anchored in the foregone attribution of the individual

narratives to timeless metaphysical principles; the course of history is
merely a replay, in each period, of the antagonism of Love and Intolerance.
At the same time, the cyclical structure of history is articulated, step-by­
step, in the repetition of narrative motifs, character traits and constella­
tions, in parallels of social and political structure (the Populist dualism of

common people and those in power), in patterns of gender relations and
sexual behavior, even in details of gesture and emotional response.

This emphasis on detail, this empathy with the texture of everyday life
throughout the ages echoes the poetic sensibility of Leaves of Grass, a book
that Gish tells us Griffith admired I/passionately. 1/16 More likely than not, he
was inspired by Whitman's line, JlAges and ages returning at intervals, 1/

assimilating it in the same literalizing spirit to which we owe the emblem of
the Rocking Cradle. Aside from many more such one-line images that might
have made their way into Intolerance, Griffith's narration, throughout the film,
shares Whitman's grandiose compassion with just about everything and
everyone under the sun (JlI am the man, I suffer'd, I was there"), the

omnivorous sense of a poetic ego that creates itself as it recreates history:
JlThe past and present wilt-I have fill'd them, emptied them, / And proceed
to fill my next fold of the future." At its worst, Intolerance lacks the anarchic
imagination of its literary patron saint, reducing his vision to an assertion of
a timeless human essence, and historical development to differences in
costume and setting. 17 The possibility of historical change becomes a mat­
ter of rescue races whose outcome is scripted elsewhere.

Running counter to the pattern of eternal sameness and cyclical return,
however, is a teleological movement that culminates in the happy ending of
the Modern narrative. This teleological concept of history hinges upon a
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Christian theology of redemption, rendered explicit in the crosscutting
between the Boy's walk to his execution and Christ's ascent to Golgatha­
indeed the sacrifice and suffering of all ages are fulfilled in the Boy's rescue
from the gallows. In a more secular vein, the teleology of history manifests
itself in the progress of technology, the superior means of transportation
and communication that make possible the last-minute rescue in the Mod­
ern story, as well as the moral perfectibility of the individual, exemplified by
the final victory of conscience in the Friendless One. The triumph of
Modern technology is no less a triumph of American democracy, especially
in light of the particular choice of historical periods. The temporal succes­
sion of settings-pagan antiquity, Judeo-Christian period, Renaissance­
Protestantism, and the Modern age-corresponds to a geographical move­
ment from the Orient via Mediterranean and Western Europe to the United
States-and thus to the millennial prophecy that was mobilized in the
nineteenth century by the ideology of Manifest Destiny: "Westward the
course of empire takes its way."l 8

Undoubtedly Intolerance participates in the discourse of American imperi­
alism of its time. 19 But the film's "ideological project" seems more elusive and
more specific than that. The difficulty of reconstructing a singular ideologi­
cal project (as the editors of Cahiers du Cinema have done in the case of Young
Mr. Lincoln) may be the result of the film's eclectic vision of history, in
particular the tension between cyclical and teleological elements. This
tension, however, is more than "a contradiction between the ideological and
the textual. "20 It can be traced on both these levels and demonstrates the
ways in which textual and ideological strategies interact within a larger
rhetorical framework.

Mapping the nineteenth-century myths of modernity, Walter Benjamin
has remarked upon the complementary relationship between the doctrine of
eternal recurrence and the ideology of progress, identifying them as the
irreducible antinomies of mythical thought. Each tendency in its way
eclipses the historicity of time which, for Benjamin, meant the reality of
catastrophe-"that things 'just go on' is the catastrophe." Because catas­
trophe happens to be a key figure in the textual make-up of Intolerance
(perhaps less because of Griffith's historical insight than because of the
psychosexual dynamic that propels the film), the film could be said to reveal
these antinomies for what they are. In such moments of contradiction, myth
congeals into allegory (in the Benjaminian sense) and becomes readable,
against its manifest ideology, as an emblem of a failed utopian desire,
pointing to lithe small fissure in the ongoing catastrophe."2 1
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To establish the difference of the Modern narrative may well be the major
ideological project of Intolerance-albeit in a more complex sense than in its
predictable conformity with imperialist discourse. Accordingly, the task of
the textual system is to maintain a stable distribution of parallel and differ­
ence in the process of interweaving the four distinct narratives. The possi­
bility of difference, however, is founded on the trajectory of sameness, of
that which enables comparison in the first place. It is on this trajectory that
the systematic oppositions begin to slide, that the ideologically posited
difference of the Modern narrative is in jeopardy. (The problem is spelled
out, illuminating the confusion with unusual clarity, in an advertisement for
the film's first run. The ad announces D. W. Griffith's Intolerance as "A Sun
Play of the Ages," "in which four paralleled stories of the world's progress unfold
before your vision in thrilling sequence. " It then lists the historical episodes,
ending with //a gripping modern story contrasted with these historic periods"
[emphasis mine].)

Despite-or, in Benjamin's sense, because of-the assertion of universal
progress, the internal movement of each of the historical narratives is
toward cataclysm, suggesting a vision of history as an accumulation of
catastrophe. As has often been observed, the rhythm of accelerating mon­
tage seems to merge the four different spaces into a single movement,
creating the impression that the Babylonian chariot is racing with the car
and train in Modern America. 22 But this cross-diegetic thrust likewise causes
the multiple scenes of devastation and annihilation to contaminate the
Modern narrative with their cataclysmic frenzy. 23 In the psychic economy
of accelerated parallelism, therefore, the ending of the Modern narrative is
determined just as much by the experience of catastrophe (and the perverse
pleasures it affords the viewer) as are those of the other three-rather
than by the victory of love and life ostensibly inaugurated with the last­

minute rescue of the Boy from the gallows. Anticipated by the disturbing
shot of a leather dummy dropping through the trap in the sequence of the
hangmen's test, as well as by the decentered extreme close-up (after the
trial) of Mae Marsh's face, numb with terror, the Boy's execution can no
longer be stayed within the motivational framework of a realistic narrative.
The rescue can be accomplished-and experienced by the viewer-only
as an act of divine mercy, a miracle. This tour de force assimilates the
happy ending of the Modern narrative to the posthistorical, apocalyptic
images of the epilogue and thus undermines the ideological assertion of
linear progress.

The claim to historical difference ultimately may be defeated by the
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multiple drift toward catastrophe, but its assertion constitutes a large part of
the textual work of Intolerance. The Modern narrative articulates this claim
not merely through its happy ending on the fictional level, its apotheosis of
Manifest Destiny; it does so even more forcefully on the level of filmic
discourse, by setting into play stylistic differences between the Modern and
the three historical narratives.



Film History, Archaeology,
Universal Language

7 To me, Intolerance recalls Mr. Griffith's words: IIWe have gone beyond
Babel, beyond words. We have found a new universal language, a
power that can make men brothers and end war forever. Remember
that! Remember that when you stand in front of a camera!"

-Lillian Gish, The Movies, Mr. Griffith, and Me

Babylon is the foundation stone, and seems to have been the original
inspiration, of this visual Babel.

-Julian Johnson, in Photoplay Magazine, December 1917

If the Modern, IIAmerican" narrative wins out at the expense of the histor­
ical, IIforeign" narratives, it owes its triumph to a particular kind of
technology-of which cars and locomotives are only a metaphor. The
happy ending is after all an effect of cinematic narration, more precisely, of a
specific mode of narration. According to this logic, the relation between the
Modern and the historical narratives, the very choice of periods drama­
tized, can be read as an allegory of the American cinema during the transi­
tional period. The constellation that would warrant such an allegorical
reading is defined, on the one hand, by the American film industry's bid for
hegemony on both domestic and foreign markets and, on the other, by
Griffith's personal ascendancy over his rivals.

As a number of critics have pointed out, the individual narratives allude­
and partly respond-to different types of film then competing for the favors
of American audiences. 1 The Huguenot narrative invokes the French pro­
ductions of Films df\rt, in particular its most successful example, set in the
same period, L'assassinat du Duc de Guise (1908). With its dramatic ambitions
and sumptuous decors, this tradition had a major impact on American
productions, from Griffith's Biograph films, The Fool's Revenge and Resurrection
(1909), to Zukor's Famous Players in Famous Plays (beginning with Sarah
Bernhardt's appearance in the four-reel Queen Elizabeth, 1912).2

The]udean narrative resumes the string of Passion Plays mostly imported
from France, but also follows in the footsteps of the enormously popular
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Kalem release, From the Manger to the Cross (t 912, directed by Sidney Olcott).

Another reference point may have been the Italian spectacle, Satan (Luigi

Maggi, 1912), in which the Christ story figures as one of four historical

episodes in which the devil tests humanity. 3

The Babylonian narrative has thematic antecedents in a number of early

French productions of the Book of Daniel (also Vitagraph, 1913) as well as

Gaumont's The Fall of Babylon (t 91 0). More acutely, however, it responds to

the success of Italian spectacles dramatizing themes from Mediterranean

antiquity, such as Quo Vadis, The Last Days of Pompeii, and, especially,

Giovanni Pastrone's Cabiria (all released in t 9 t 3). Moreover, it continues

Griffith's own venture into this genre with his feature-length Judith of Bethulia
( t9 t 3, produced for Biograph but shelved by the studio until t9 t 4).

In the Modern narrative, finally, Griffith displays the trademarks of his

Biograph period such as the last-minute rescue race and psychological char­

acter delineation, unfolding them in a IJrealistic" melodrama set in a lower­

class urban milieu, of which The Musketeers of Pig Alley (19 t 2) is the best­

known precursor. Thus, by the logic of competition alone, it is not surpris­

ing that the narrative which most distinctly bears Griffith's signature should

turn out the only one with a happy ending. Indeed, one could argue that the

victory of Love over Intolerance in the Modern story projects the economic

triumph-ennobled by the virtues of American democracy-of the Ameri­

can narrative film over its international rivals.

With Intolerance, Griffith was not just entering the competition in anyone

of the categories listed above but redefining the very terms of that competi­

tion. Rather than giving a summary of IJtendances de l'art cinematographi­

que" of film history to date (as Baudry suggests), Intolerance constructs that

history in the first place. It converts the relative anarchy of the marketplace

into a hierarchy of present over past. Just as the still-competing precursors

are neutralized into pastness, reduced to a depository of styles that are

passe, this move too involves the transformation of the present into a

mythical presence. As Griffith put it elsewhere: IJIt is the ever-present,

realistic, actual now that Jgets' the American public."4 This effect of pres­

ence, a distinctive mark of classical cinema, safeguards the Modern style

from becoming passe, thus designating it as the cinema of the future.

Finally, by relegating the IJforeign styles" to IJmere" historicity, the film marks

them as merely particular, hence inferior to the universal idiom of American

narrative film.

Yet, by staging the ascendancy of the American narrative film through a

textual agon of heterogeneous styles, Intolerance violates the norms of trans­

parency and linearity characteristic of the emerging classical paradigm. In
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its foregrounding of discursive variance, the film departs from the concept
of representation advanced in defense of The Birth ofa Nation. If the latter had
mobilized a naive concept of referential realism (a claim to transparency
again and again belied, on the level of filmic discourse, by moments of
narratorial intervention and textual overdetermination), the production of
Intolerance simultaneously assumed and transcended such a concept. As a
metahistorical film, Intolerance no longer professes the historicist ambition to
show, in Ranke's phrase, IIwhat actually happened" (wie es eigentlich gewesen). It
is concerned instead with the connotations attached to specific traditions of
representation, whether popular or scholarly, thus acknowledging-in
order to manipulate- the iconographic conventions associated with the
respective historical periods.

Intolerance still makes demonstrative bows toward historical accuracy and
authenticity in the manner of Birth, with its pedantic intertitles that footnote
the source of a representation ClAN HISTORICAL FACSIMILE of" or lIafter cylin­
ders recently excavated"). As in Birth, such titles attempt to anchor the truth
of the historical tableau they advertise, not so much in an iconic equivalence
with the actual event as in a genealogy of representation that links the image
with its ostensible referent-an imprint of meaning guaranteed by tradi­
tion. In Intolerance, however, this rhetorical gesture is rendered ineffectual by
the sheer eclecticism and promiscuity of sources, drowned out in an
unprecedented fetishism of costumes, props and decor. 5

It seems as if Roland Barthes's analysis of realism as an effect of IIpastiche,"
of IIcopying a (depicted) copy of the real,."6 had been a cheerfully avowed
working principle on the Intolerance set. Karl Brown remembers that the
research for the Judean narrative, guided by Tissot's illustrated Bible, was
determined by the following considerations:

Griffith cut the knot of bewilderment [presented by conflicting artistic
conceptions] with a single decisive stroke. People believe only what they
already know. They knew all about how people lived, dressed, and had
their being in Biblical times because they had been brought up on Bible
pictures, Bible calendars, Biblical magic-lantern shows, Christmas cards,
Easter cards, pictures of every incident with which we were concerned.
Never mind whether these pictures were accurate or not. Follow them in
every detail because that's what the people believe to be true, and what the
people believe to be true is true-for them-and there's no budging
them. 7

Other decisions were not even motivated or justified by the continuity of
an iconographic tradition. Joseph Henabery recalls the question of the
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stone elephants in the great court of Babylon, attributing them to a personal

whim of Griffith:

Griffith was very keen on those elephants. He wanted one on the top of
each of the eight pedestals in Belshazzar's palace. I searched through all my
books. JlI'm sorry, " I said. "1 can't find any excuse for elephants. I don't care
what Dore or any other Biblical artist has drawn-I can find no reason for
putting elephants up there. To begin with, elephants were not native to
this country. They may have known about them, but I can't find any
references. "

Finally, this fellow Wales found someplace a comment about the ele­
phants on the walls of Babylon, and Griffith, delighted, just grabbed it.
He very much wanted elephants up there!8

One could read this anecdote as a parody of an effect in search of an

origin, but it problematizes the nature of the effect as much as that of the

source. In the film itself the rampant elephants can hardly be said to work as

a descriptive detail, producing a realistic effect that would support the

authority of the narrative. 9 On the contrary, they stick out like a sore

Figure 7.1
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Figure 7.2

thumb-hyperbolic, obscene, monumental. As an emblem of the film's
elephantine ambition, these sculptures altogether unhinge the Babylonian
spectacle from pretensions to historical accuracy and authenticity, revealing
it as the Orientalist phantasmagoria it was to begin with. Moreover, while
exposing the insistence on verifiable research as hypocritical, Henabery
obscures a much more obvious source for Griffith's obsession: he wanted
those elephants, not because they would have been typical of the Babylo­
nian court or its iconography, but because he, like millions of moviegoers,
had seen them on the set of Cabiria. 10

If Intolerance departs from the concept of representation underlying Birth, it
is not simply a question, in semiological terms, of Griffith's IIworking on the
possibilities of the signifiers, "momentarily abandoning his usual preoccupa­
tion with the signified. 1 1 The rhetorical complexities of Intolerance elude the
distinction between signifier and signified, thus calling into question the
usefulness of the Saussurean concept of the sign. One might describe the
film's representational eclecticism as an unabashed blurring of a conven­
tional IIrealistic" hierarchy of denotation and connotation, a promiscuous
mobilization of meanings in which the ostensibly first, denotative level is

[To view this image, refer to  
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just one among a whole range of representations and figurations marked by
graphic particularity, by a variety of textual and intertextual resonances. 12

Like the competition between omniscient narrator and primitive narrator
figures described in Chapter 5, the subsumption or, better, transumption of
the historical genres takes place in the very process of their reinscription,
even prior to their subordination by means of parallel montage. Each narra­
tive, in its introductory sequences, establishes its own spatial and temporal
parameters, accustoms the viewer to a specific stylistic system. Yet each of
the historical narratives also includes, almost from the start, a point of
condensation, a tropological moment in which the film comments and
reflects upon these parameters, thus calling for a double process of reading.

The Judean narrative, which perhaps should be called a set of episodes,
opens with a series of shots in the manner of a travelogue C'Everyday Life in
the Holy Land"). A street in Jerusalem, a group of merchants, a camel (a
medium close-up moving back from its object), a mother cradling her child,
an old man in Arab garb, pigeons at his feet-all aim at the combined effect
of authentic locales (as in From the Manger to the Cross) and the popular
iconography cited by Brown. Contrary to standard descriptions of Intol­
erance, the space of the Judean episodes is more than an outdated tableau
space. It oscillates between the individual tableaux it stages (the Marriage of
Cana, the Woman Taken in Adultery) and a rudimentary breakdown of the
scene-not strictly speaking alternation, though certainly more than mere
juxtaposition. 13 The space of the Judean episodes is one of devotion, draw­
ing the viewer into a semicircle of familiar images-hence no need for an
illusionist diegesis-while the time of ritual suspends both narrative and
historical time.

The temporality of devotional space, its difference from the speed and
forward momentum of classical narration, becomes thematic in the first,
and only fictional, episode of the Judean set. A sequence of nineteen rather
tightly framed, alternating shots shows how the Pharisees (introduced with
the same type of backtracking as the camel) interfere with the activities of
people in the street-a potter working at his wheel, a toothless old man
eating, and a youth carrying a heavy bundle-by forcing them to pause in a
kind_ of freeze-frame effect for the duration of the Pharisees' prayer. This
moderately comic vignette has at least two implications. On the thematic
level it resumes the social dualism already proposed in the modern narrative;
it urges the viewer to side with the "common man," as a representative of a
"normal," everyday sense of time. On the level of enunciation, however,
even such minimal identification acknowledges, and to some degree encour­
ages, the viewer's impatience with any type of film that deviates from the
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IInormal" pace of classical narrative. With this twofold appeal, the sequence
asserts the superiority of the Modern idiom, even within the stylistic system
of the type of film it ostensibly-and parasitically-invokes.

The French narrative contains a similar moment of doubling and com­
menting upon its particular mode of representation. In another variation on
the dualistic social theme the opening shots juxtapose a quaint cob­
blestoned street (again featuring street vendors, this time a girl) with a
sumptuous tableau of the court of Charles IX. Following a static long shot, a
traveling shot moves in from a total view of the tableau to a medium shot of
the king on his throne. Camera movement independent of figure movement
had been used in a number of films since Cabiria (hence called IICabiria

movement"), to add depth to sets of epic and theatrical dimensions. 14

Paradoxically, in this case it calls attention to the two-dimensional and static
quality of the representational space it traverses. The two-dimenSionality is
further emphasized by the predominance of the decor, especially the tapes­
try that looms large and central above the heads of the characters (at one
point the frame virtually decapitates them) and seems to trope on the
immobile pageantry below. As soon as it is stamped with the allusion to Film
d'Art, the theatrical space is broken down, invaded by devices that bear
Griffith's own signature: a close-up of puppies in the lap of the decadent
Monsieur La France, 15 an alternation (using sight links) which introduces
the opposing factions and suggests a narrative cause for the fatal intrigue.
Finally, in a similar vein, the third to last shot of the sequence shows a page,
kneeling (as the closing shot establishes retroactively) at the extreme left of
the tableau, holding a book, and yawning furtively but heartily.

Again the viewer is solicited on two levels. On the one hand, the
sequence appeals to a voyeuristic delight in Old World pomp and
decadence. On the other, we are asked to share the reaction of the yawning
page, the spectator at the edge of the tableau, who is not only a representa­
tive of the common man at court but also a youth whose boredom projects a
different standard of pace and vitality.

The intrusion of Griffith's signature into the historical episodes marks
their predominant stylistic features by contrast as other, as un-American,
while it asserts the Modern (more classical) style as neutral, functionally
subordinate to the narrative and IInaturally" responsive to the viewer's own
sense of time and standards of subjectivity. In the same move these interven­
tions domesticate the foreignness of the historical episodes, coopt them as
merely exotic, and thus prefigure the great melting pot of styles, tech­
niques, subject matter, and decor on which Hollywood was to thrive in the
decades to come.
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A similar pattern, a similar intertextual tension at the most detailed level
of enunciation, can be observed in the Babylonian narrative. Far more
obtrusive than in the French narrative, "Cabiria movement" dominates the
viewer's relation to the Babylonian space, culminating in Bitzer's legendary
traveling shot of Belshazzar's Feast. Again, Griffith has to go one notch
beyond the precursor film. In the opening sequences, which show the great
gate and walls of Babylon, the effect of sweeping movement results from a
combination of irises opening up from frame right or left and slow lateral
pans; likewise, the sweep into the great hall combines a forward dolly shot
with a vertical movement of the camera (stationed on an elevator which in
turn was mounted on parallel tracks). 16 These traveling shots invite the
viewer to marvel at the sights displayed, like a visitor to a world's fair or an
archaeological site, but never without a cicerone; they draw attention to
their own virtuosity as much as they display the monumental dimensions of
the set. Thus, the prototypical fetishization of cinematic technique is at the
same time a throwback to instances of camera movement in early cinema
whose primary function was to demonstrate lithe camera's ability to mobilize
and explore space. "17 By 1916, however, such pleasures conflicted with the
norms of invisible narration, since they entailed "a sense of mechanics,"
which, as a contemporary commentator noted, lito some may destroy the
illusion of the picture. "18

An illusionist effect of presence may not have been a priority for the
Babylonian narrative anyway, certainly less so than for the modern narrative
or even the French. 19 On the contrary, the use of independent camera
movement, the tableauesque vistas, and the relative paucity of continuity
devices work to maintain the viewer's subliminal awareness of a preexisting
set-a set such as had never existed before in the history of American
cinema-and thus mobilize the discourse of superlatives that surrounded
the film's production. That this impression was not altogether unintended is

confirmed by the fact that most of the stylistic peculiarities of the Babylo­
nian narrative (along with its deviant sexual economy) were eliminated, by
Griffith himself, in The Fall of Babylon (1919), in an attempt to salvage part of
Intolerance.

The lack of diegetic closure can be related to a series of self-reflexive
moments articulated within the Babylonian narrative. Like the tapestry at
the French court, a bas-relief frieze appears prominently above the heads of
the characters in the opening sequence at the great gate of Babylon. On a
slightly more abstract scale, this frieze repeats the live procession of people
and animals that pass through the gate. Yet it also points beyond this
particular sequence to the stone-carved hieroglyphs of the Babylonian title-
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cards. More than merely doubling the representation, this frieze accentu­
ates the different temporal and figurative layers involved in the process of
representation.

A more obvious metaphor of the textual enterprise occurs about a third of
the way into the film, when all is as yet well and peaceful in Babylon (except
for the jealousy of the priest of Be}), while in the Modern narrative events
have already gained a somewhat fatal momentum. An intertitle announces
that Belshazzar's father, the senile King Nabonidus, "has a red letter day. He
excavates a foundation brick of the temple of Naram-Sin, builded 3200
years before." While the archaeological preoccupation is linked with the
loss of patriarchal power-the childish eagerness of Nabonidus as he rushes
to show Belshazzar the brick-the vignette also can be read as a comment
on the belatedness of narrative action, the reign of spectacle at the expense
of narrative. "Incidentally," the next title reads, "he [Nabonidus] remarks
that Cyrus the Persian, Babylon's mighty foe, is nearing the city" (Huff,
606-07).

Nabonidus' brick, among other things, becomes a trope of the lack of
closure, of a gap in the Babylonian diegesis. Rather than attempt an illusio­
nist re-presentation of the past, the Babylonian space is already figured as an
archaeological site, as a space of reconstruction. At the same time, the
archaeological orientation is counterbalanced by emphatic references to the
future, such as the imminence of the royal wedding and, more important,
Belshazzar's three-times stated promise to build a city for the Princess
Beloved, "beautiful as the memory of her own city in a foreign land." This
promise is visualized in repeated tableau shots showing the couple at a
screenlike window in a tower overlooking the city. Thus, the archaeological
site is also a potential site of construction, of a vision projected but never
fulfilled.

What is this vision and what are its implications for the way Griffith
rewrites Babylon, for the ways we read Intolerance? These questions require a
brief return to the question of the structural relations between the four
narratives. In a number of respects the Babylonian narrative claims a special
status in the film. While it undeniably exceeds any other in its value as
spectacle, it is also the most complex-in terms of intrigue and action-of
the historical narratives. It is introduced, as if with a special flourish, only
after the narration has reverted again to the Modern period. Following this
pattern, the Modern narrative more frequently alternates with the Babylo­
nian than with any other narrative, and it is no coincidence that most of the
transitional Cradle shots occur between these two historical antipodes. In
typological terms, moreover, the Babylonian narrative is set off as the only
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non-Christian one; it is therefore in a sense prehistory, exempt from the
political, ethical, and sexual norms the film reworks for the Christian era.

That dividing line, however, is a problematic one, considering the repu­
tation of Babylon in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament which
Griffith, raised a Methodist, could not have ignored. The Judeo-Christian
tradition, after all, takes sides with Cyrus, welcoming his victory as an end
to the Jews' captivity and to the reign of sin, wealth, and idolatry which was
to inspire the famous metaphor of Hollywood Babylon. Griffith did rely on
other sources, such as books on Assyrio-Babylonian archaeology, Hero­
dotus, and nineteenth-century paintings depicting Babylonian scenes, but
the revisionist gesture implied in the Babylonian narrative, especially its
positive image of Belshazzar, cannot be explained away. Nor did it go
unnoticed. Reviewers were quick to cite it as further proof of film's contribu­
tion to a scientific historiography. (A headline in the San Francisco Chronicle
read: JlStripping Off Belshazzar's Cloak of Infamy-Was He Really a Hero?
Now the Newest Research Shows That Modern Moralists Are Wrong
When They Attack the Babylonian King as the Symbol of Wickedness,
and How He Was, instead, a Gentle, Peaceful and Most Tolerant Mon­
arch, a Brave and Highly Gifted Sovereign Whose ONLY WEAKNESS
Was That He BELIEVED LOVE WAS ALWAYS RIGHT. ")20 If science

provided a convenient cover, the vision itself was part of a more ambi­
tious enterprise, indebted to the antinomian impulses of American Protes­
tantism.

With its deviant inscriptions of sexual and social difference, the Babylo-
nian narrative can be read, among other things, as a counterimage held up
against the encroachment of Puritanism on all spheres of life, projecting an
ideal civilization that would overcome divisions between love and sexuality,
individual and society, public and private, law and justice, rulers and ruled,
beauty and everyday life. The particular elaboration of these themes coin­
cides to a great extent with topoi of reformist and radical discourse during

the Progressive Era. Consider, for example, the rhetoric of urban reform
and its use of millennialist images such as the City on the Hill or the New
Jerusalem; the concept of an Jlintegral society" and concomitant notions of
charismatic Jlleadership" (Walter Lippmann, Herbert Croly); the critique
of Puritanism in general and of vice-crusaders like Anthony Comstock
in particular, voiced by such intellectuals as H. L. Mencken and Van
Wyck Brooks; finally, the vogue of paganism, advocacy of free love, and
a Whitmanian cult of the body promoted by the Greenwich Village
bohemians. 21

Surely, Griffith would not have endorsed the political implications of
many of these ideas, least of all those concerning the social organization of
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sexuality. The formation of the couple in the Modern narrative, for
instance, reasserts traditional codes of sexual behavior in no uncertain
terms. But the film's critique of contemporary moral reform, compounded
with an all-around denunciation of an instrumentalist, acquisitive, and
repressive mentality, needs and feeds on the alterity of the Babylonian
dream, filtered through-and enabled by-the screen of exotic fantasy. It
is this utopian surplus of the Babylonian narrative that disturbs the dominant
distribution of parallel and contrast among the four narratives, undermining
the ideological assertion of progress and teleological fulfillment. Babylon
thus becomes the source of a different economy of signification, one that
threatens to collapse carefully constructed oppositions and distinctions.

To fathom this antinomian investment in the Babylonian dream, we must
turn once more to the trope of archaeology. What layer of Babylonian
history or mythology is Nabonidus digging up, and why does he have to
find a brick? Obviously the utopian power of the Babylonian narrative owes
much to its conflation of various legends and traditions, from the evocation
of Babylon as one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world through the
cult of Ishtar to the more ambiguous allusion to the Whore of Babylon, the
sybaritic splendor that encompasses both low and high eros (suggested by
deep space composition) yet also accounts for Babylon's fall. The most
equivocal layer in this palimpsest, however, is a figure most powerful in its
absence: the image, archetype, allegory of the Tower of Babel.

Traces of Babel can be detected in unmotivated details like Nabonidus'
brick-Genesis 11: 3 emphasizes that the Tower was built with brick not
stone-which would add the ironic twist that a material which is already a
substitution (of an artificial for a natural material) is made to figure as the
foundational layer of a civilization whose materials of representation consist
largely of plaster of Paris and celluloid. 22 When they are first framed
together as antagonists, both Belshazzar and the Priest of Bel, who will
betray the city to Cyrus, wear hats shaped like towers; Belshazzar's imitates
a completed ziggurat with a pointed tip, the Priest's has the shape of a more
primitive tower with a flattened top. Yet the most explicit reference to the
Babelistic tradition occurs at the beginning of Act II, when a series of titles
inform us that the events portrayed are based on actual sources, lithe
recently excavated cylinders of Nabonidus and Cyrus." IIThese cylinders,"
the next title reads, /ldescribe the greatest treason of all history, by which a
civilization of countless ages was destroyed and a universal written language
(the cuneiform) was made to become an unknown cypher on the face of the
earth. "

This title links the trope of archaeology with the discursive activity of the
film itself, as an activity of translation, transcription, and reconstruction.
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Moreover, it draws an implicit line from the disappearance of the last

universal written language (dramatically conflated with the Fall of Babylon)

to the vision of film as a new universal language, as it was being advanced by

Griffith in defense of his own film practice. The insertion of the universal

language theme at this point suggests a reading of the Babylonian narrative

as an allegory of the cinema as Griffith perceived it at the time, at a crucial

juncture between prehistory and a virtually limitless future. The attack on

reform and reformers in the Modern narrative is usually taken as Griffith's

response to the threat of censorship, in particular to such liberal intellectuals

as Jane Addams, Frederic Howe, Rabbi Wise, and groups like the NAACP

who had condemned the racist slant of The Birth of a Nation. But a similar case

could be made for the Babylonian narrative. Like the priests of Bel who

betray Belshazzar, thus causing the destruction of an ideal civilization, the

advocates of censorship not only infringe on the freedom of speech but

unwittingly jeopardize the possibility for film to become the new universal
language "that had been predicted in the Bible. "23

The invocation of Babel is probably the most overdetermined moment in

the Intolerance text, opening up an abyss of self-reflexivity. For the Tower of

Babel stands not only for the project of a universal language but also for its

opposite, the impossibility of such a project, the punitive diversification of

tongues. According to popular etymology, "Babel" is derived from the

Hebrew word for "confusion" (according to another tradition, it signifies

"the father of God," the "city of God"). Babel is thus also an archetypal
metaphor of confusion, according to Jacques Derrida, a metaphor of the

necessity and impossibility of translation, a metaphor of metaphor. Bear­

ing out the fate of the metaphor, the Babylonian narrative is associated with

images of distraction, dissemination, and destruction-images that con­

taminate the relative stability and clarity of the other narratives and thereby

assault the structure of the film as a whole, indeed, the very possibility of its

construction. "The Itower of Babel,'" to quote Derrida, Iidoes not merely

figure the irreducible multiplicity of tongues; it exhibits an incompletion,

the impossibility of finishing, of totaliZing, of saturating, of completing

something on the order of edification, architectural construction, system

and architectonics. What the multiplicity of idioms actually limits is not

only a Itrue' translation, a transparent and adequate interexpression, it is also

a structural order, a coherence of construct." If Intolerance escapes the rigor of

its parallel design on any count, it is by embodying, as a text, in its read­

ability, "something like an internal limit to formalization. "24

To surrender without a fight to the deconstructive power of Babel would

blind us to the specific ways in which Griffith rewrites the myth. As Derrida
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and other commentators have pointed out, Babel is also a scene of contra­
diction. The metaphor refers, simultaneously and inseparably, to the confu­
sion of tongues and to the project that provoked the divine act of dispersion
in the first place, a project that consisted of more than just raising a tower:
"And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may
reach unto heaven; and let us make a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon
the face of the whole earth" (Genesis, 11: 4). The desire to found a unique
genealogy, to constitute an autonomous collective in an identifiable and
identifying place (implying a foregoing displacement and disparity),
becomes synonymous with the question of language. The project of Babel
recasts the Edenic act of naming as a quest for a universal language, a
language that would ensure a unity and transparency of signifying and social
relations. If God's punishment has stamped this quest as a forbidden repeti­
tion, as mimicry and idolatry, it has likewise perpetuated its utopian appeal.

Griffith wanted to make a name for himself as the father of American
cinema, but he wanted to do so by making a new name, by founding a new
language of images that would recover a prelapsarian transparency and
univocity. By emphasizing, in millennialist fashion, the Edenic undercur­
rent of the myth, he appears more heretical than he might have intended.
Buried, enciphered, rewritten in the Babylonian narrative of Intolerance, the
story of Babel reads more like a parable of God's jealousy than one of human
hubris. The Tower is missing from the construction imagery, the envisioned
City feminized by association with the Princess (echoing the legendary
queens Semiramis and Nitocris, but also Griffith's own Judith of Bethulia). Bel
has been ousted by Ishtar, the goddess of love. The phallic threat is dis­
placed, literally externalized, onto the Persian assault towers whose demoli­
tion is staged as a supreme spectacle. The cause of dispersion, God's intol­
erance, is attributed to the jealous Priest of Bel. Angry at Belshazzar's
enthronement of Ishtar, the Priest of Bel "resolves to re-establish his own
god-incidentally himself." Even as it is marked as arbitrary and illegiti­
mate, this substitution spells out a trajectory from Babel to Intolerance: the
struggle for authority in language.

I grant that such a reading of the Babylonian narrative resorts to some­
what esoteric evidence---though somewhat less esoteric if we consider the
popular dissemination of millennialist thought at the time. The linking of
Intolerance to the defense of cinema as a new universal language opens up
perspectives, not only on Griffith's attempt to ground the cinema in the
tradition of American culture (an oxymoronic enterprise on several counts)
but also, and perhaps most important, on the difficulties and peculiarities of
the Intolerance text. To take the argument one step further, I suggest that
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these difficulties to some degree result from the ambition, articulated in the
configuration of Babel and Babylon, to put the universal language proposi­
tion into textual practice, to demonstrate at once the analogy and superi­
ority of film in relation to verbal language.

This ambition is most explicit in the structural (if not proto-structuralist)
conception of the film, the parallel imbrication of the four narratives whose
ultimate meaning lies in their relation to each other, their value within a
differential system. Since such a system does not preexist as in verbal lan­
guage, the film has to establish it through and simultaneously with its own
textual movement; hence the emphasis on the paradigmatic quality of nar­
rative motifs, constellations, and gestures. Yet the demonstration of para­
digmatic patterns also pushes the limits of the linguistic analogy. It disrupts
the syntagmatic flow and thereby violates codes of unobtrusive and linear
narration that viewers had come to expect by 1916; it thus impedes conven­
tional routes of access and identification.

Many of the "problems" of Intolerance could be rephrased in terms of the
theoretical issues surrounding the dis/analogy of film and verbal language,
especially the contradictory notion of film as a visual Esperanto. As Metz
points out in his influential essay, "The Cinema: Language or Language
System" (1964), the notion of film as Esperanto compounds a language
system that is "totally conventional, specific and organized, " more linguistic
than ordinary languages, with a medium that appears "universal" precisely
because of its "dearth of linguisticity," in particular the ostensible self­
evidence of its signs and its lack of a second articulation. 25 With this
contradiction in mind, one could return to questions of systematicity in
Intolerance raised earlier, such as the film's problematic self-definition or the
difficulty of maintaining stable relations of parallel and contrast between the
narratives, their sliding between opposition and similarity. Given the exces­
sive self-consciousness with which Intolerance asserts its systematic character,
however, the linguistic model also functions a bit like a red herring, as it is
itself part of the problem that it purports to explain. Thus, in the end
linguistically derived categories fail to register the peculiar ways in which
the film figures and disfigures its own textual activity.

Griffith's advocacy of the universal language myth should not be
exempted from a critique of ideology, especially in view of the myth's
complicity with the most advanced forces of expansion and monopolization
in other types of discourse, such as advertising or apologetic journalism. Yet
the attempt to translate that myth into a film as idiosyncratic as Intolerance
creates a textual density that effectively impedes the myth's ideological
availability. If the notion of film as language is always a metaphor, then that
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of film as a universal language can only be an extended trope, weaving into
an ideal conception of film a whole history of metaphysical projects. This
means that the self-definition of Intolerance in terms of the Babelistic tradition
has to be treated as a figure in its own right, a figure that complicates and
derails the very system it sets out to perform. Like the tropes of archaeology,
of construction and reconstruction, of the translation of materials and
empires I have traced so far, the figuration of the universal language myth
initiates a self-reflexivity that deflates any claims to unity and transparency
asserted in its name. 26



Hieroglyphics, Figurations of Writing

8 As image, the hieroglyphics [of mass culture] are the medium of
regression in which producer and consumer collude; as writing, they
supply archaic images to modernity.

- Theodor W Adorno, "Prologue to Television" C1963)

If we read Intolerance as a reinscription of the universal language myth, we
must ask what type of language the film envisions and which model of
language history it implies and dramatizes. These questions are of great
significance, not only for elucidating the film's peculiar mode of address, its
reverberations of early film-spectatorship relations, but also with regard to
Griffith's ambitions for the film in relation to the public sphere, as well as his
conception of that public sphere and the cinema's place in it.

In the title essay of his book, Der sichtbare Mensch oder die Kultur des Films
(Visible Man or The Culture of Film, t 924), Bela Balazs too emphasizes the
historically unique opportunity film offers to redeem the curse of Babel: "For
on the motion picture screens all over the world we currently witness the
development of the first international language: that of facial expression and
physical gestures [die der Mienen und Gebarden]."t Leaving aside for a
moment the difference between film theory and film practice, what matters
here is the difference of traditions claimed in support of the universal lan­
guage analogy. Balazs, drawing on phenomenology, physiognomy, and a
somewhat mystical (and explicitly ethnocentric) anthropology, mounts his
argument on the opposition between a lost ideal language and a hegemonic
written language. Accordingly, Gutenberg's invention marks a second Fall
rather than, as in most American instances, an evolutionary stepping-stone
toward the invention of cinema. By the same token, intertitles are dismissed
as n9nessential, external, and irrelevant to the new language of film-an
aesthetic position exemplified, the year Balazs' book was published, by
Murnau's The Last Laugh. The ideal language film promises to restore is a
language of immediate expression, projecting a visible integrity of body and
soul. Balazs posits the origin of such a primordial language ("humanity's
mother tongue") in the spontaneous expressive movement (Aus-
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drucksbewegung) of the whole body, which includes the movement of lips and
tongue. He does not assert the primacy of speech; sound is merely a by­
product of this primary language of expression. Still, in conceptualizing
film as the utopian other of an lIabstract," llliterary" culture, he participates in
the cinema's suppression of writing and thus in an ideological tendency that
culminates, historically, with the transition to sound. 2

Intolerance (which Balazs saw in 1923 and admired greatly) may reflect a
variety of concepts of llfilm language," including a physiognomic one, but it
unequivocally joins a tradition of language history which assumes the pri­
macy of writing. In an article published during the production of Intolerance,
Griffith (or whoever wrote in his name), in a more evolutionist vein than
usual, postulates a genealogy from cavemen drawing to the motion picture~

a beginning of language in IIcarved rude images on stone."3 To be sure, the
IIwritten word" is as soon reduced to a means of expression (for IIthat wild
something evolving in the inner man"), a vehicle for the masterworks of
religion and art. Yet in Intolerance, a film that flaunts the trope of archaeology,
something like these IIcarved rude images on stone" persists, indeed
becomes a mark of its textual idiosyncrasy.

The motif of archaic inscription surfaces, quite literally, in the design of

Figure 8.1
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Figure 8.2

the title-cards for the Babylonian and Judean narratives, which are distin­
guished by a background, respectively, of stone-engraved hieroglyphics
and Hebrew tablets. 4 Thus, whenever English intertitles are superimposed
upon non-Western and nonphonetic script, different systems of graphic
notation are made to coexist within one and the same shot. Likewise, the
transitions between historically distinct sequences throughout the first half
of the film tend to feature a whole series of discrete emblems: the Cradle
shot, The Book of Intolerance, a graphically marked title-card, and, finally,
a narrative image that opens the particular sequence. In such display of
graphic specificity, Intolerance preserves a sense of the labor and artifice of
inscription which effectively dispels fictions of film as a spontaneous expres­
sion or natural presence. The self-conscious mixing of heterogeneous mate­
rials throws into relief a dialectical tension between written characters and
images, a dialectic that Horkheimer and Adorno discerned as the critical
difference of silent film in general, and which collapsed with the advent of
sound when writing was "banished from film like a foreign substance."5

The lines of Intolerance's self-definition and of textual idiosyncrasy con­
verge in the analogy with a particular type of writing, in the conception of
film as a kind of hieroglyphics. As a manifest theme and organizing principle
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of the film, hieroglyphics are put forth as a model of signification that would
reconcile the millennialist claim of universal communication with the neces­
sities of conventionalization and differentiation. As a textual symptom, the
figure of the hieroglyph urges a reading of the entire film as a "hieroglyphic
text," a concept elaborated in recent film theory primarily within a Derri­
dean framework. The model of hieroglyphic writing seems useful here
because of its emphasis on the irreducibly composite character of the hiero­
glyphic sign (consisting of pictographic, ideogrammatic, and phonetic ele­
ments) and its constitutive plurality of meanings. Especially important is the
connection made by Derrida-and of course Freud-between hieroglyphic
writing and the figurative script of dreams. Both these textual phenomena in
their way resist immediate perception and understanding, requiring instead
an activity of reading and interpretation. 6

The validation of hieroglyphics in the name of ecriture needs to be compli­
cated with a more historical and institutionally specific perspective, sug­
gested by Horkheimer and Adorno's analysis of the ideological mechanisms
of mass culture. Proceeding from a historico-philosophical framework
diametrically opposed to Derrida's' (though ultimately not so different in its

Figure 8.3
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implications), Horkheimer and Adorno obsetVe a return of hieroglyphic
configurations in the industrial manufacturing of archetypes that spell out
orders of social identity-ways of being, smiling, and mating. These mod­
ern archetypes consummate the historical transition from image to writing,
the reification of mimetic capacities under the universal law of commodity
culture. The ideological complicity of mass culture's IIpriestly hieroglyphics"
lies not so much in their reflection of this process of reification as in their
masking of it, in their disguising of script as pure image, as humanized
presence. The scriptural character of mass-cultural phenomena, on the
other hand, is the very condition of their critical readability; only as figura­
tions of writing can these naturalized images be deCiphered, and be made to
yield their secret historical meaning. Echoing Benjamin's programmatic

transformation of myth into allegory, Adorno (in a later essay; see the

epigraph to this chapter) resumes the notion of mass-cultural hieroglyphics
and elaborates it as a double vision, defined by a dialectic of consumerist
regression and archaeology of modernity. 7

If Intolerance provokes such a double vision more than any other American
film, it is because in its naive self-consciousness the film displays, promotes,
and experiments with the hieroglyphic tendency of mass culture. The image
of the hieroglyph surfaces in a constellation of displacement, resulting, as
does the Tower of Babel, from a conflation or cannibalization of various
layers of tradition. The lIuniversal written language" whose disappearance
the narrative joins to the Fall of Babylon is the cuneiform, a system of
writing older than, and probably unrelated to, Egyptian hieroglyphics. Yet
it resembles the latter in the structural organization of its signs: the
cuneiform code plays on both ideographic and phonetic registers, and even
the individual graphic form may have a double value along the same line of
division. 8 The reference to the cuneiform in the intertitle introducing Act
II-as the universal language about to be destroyed-might be read as a

token compliance with the self-imposed standard of historical ~uthenticity

(if we leave aside, for the moment, the minor detail that the cuneiform
actually sutVived into the first century A. D. though only in the hands of the
priests). The script on the Babylonian title-card, however, is not cuneiform,
but a design unmistakably imitating a hieroglyphic pictograph, similar in
style to Belshazzar's seal.

What are we to make of this apparent inconsistency? For one thing, the
cuneiform is a much more abstract type of script, which by the time of the
historical period dramatized (538 B. c.) had long since lost any pictographic
dimension. It would not have supported the implicit analogy of film as a new
universal, ostensibly self-evident language. Moreover, by substituting
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hieroglyphs for the Babylonian cuneiform, Griffith could affiliate himself
with a particular tradition in American culture, a tradition of literary as well
as popular significance.

In American Hieroglyphics John Irwin traces the symbol of Egyptian hiero­
glyphiCS, especially as redefined by Champollion's deciphering of the Ro­
setta Stone (1822), in the writings of the American Renaissance. 9 Griffith,
who was greatly influenced by this group of writers, especially Whitman,
Poe, and Emerson, could not have escaped being fascinated by the hiero­
glyph, its impact on both mystical and literary concepts of representation
and interpretation. As Irwin points out, this fascination converged with a
long-standing popular undercurrent, ranging from the publication of hiero­
glyphic Bibles (the latest in 1852) to children's books like Mother Goose in
Hieroglyphics (1849; reprinted at least until the late 1860s). He makes a case
for Whitman's conception of Leaves of Grass as a hieroglyphic Bible, a format
linking esoteric writing with the popular tradition. Whitman's self-image as
a popular, democratic poet is a highly complex issue-as is his purported
quest for a language of natural correspondences. Nonetheless one can draw
a trajectory, albeit through a sequence of misreadings, from the tradition of
popular hieroglyphics through Whitman to Vachel Lindsay, self-appointed
guardian of Whitman's legacy in Hollywood.

It is likely that Griffith had read Lindsay's The Art of the Moving Picture
(1915). As I discussed in Chapter 2, Lindsay elaborates the notion of film as
a new American hieroglyphics, paving the way for a democratic culture as
envisioned by Whitman. Thus he describes the close-up of a symbolic
spiderweb (spider devouring fly, ants destroying spider) in Griffith's The
Avenging Conscience (1914) as "the first hint of the Poe hieroglyphic. "10 By
placing Intolerance in the hieroglyphic tradition, Griffith might have hoped
to gain access to this particular lineage of American culture, a filiation that
would offset the risk he was taking in forgoing the more calculable effects
of classical narration. Yet the tradition of American hieroglyphics is any­
thing but monolithic or linear. It seems to blend Champollion's discovery of
the composite character of the hieroglyphic sign with an older, epistemo­
logically incompatible notion of hieroglyphics as a medium of mystical
correspondence, prefigured by the divine script of nature. 11 Like Lindsay's
notion of hieroglyphics, Intolerance oscillates between both sides of this
epistemological watershed, a schism most manifest in the paradox of the
film's excessive textuality and its simultaneous claim to iconic self-evidence.

As far as the reinscription of the universal language myth is concerned, it
makes much more sense to read Intolerance as a self-styled hieroglyphic text
rather than in terms of the linguistic distinction between language and
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language system. The repetition across historical periods of gestures, narra­
tive motifs, and character behavior suggests a process of differentiation that
does not necessarily presume a closed, totalized system. This emphasis on
repetition goes beyond the programmatic assertion of history as eternal
recurrence; it is evident even within individual narratives, specifically the
Modern and the Babylonian. Rather than concealing repetition by varia­
tion, as became the norm in classical cinema, Intolerance stresses the sim­
ilarities of particular situations, emotions, and physical expressions more
than accidental differences of time, place, and agents. 12 Seriality becomes a
pedagogical gesture, both infantilizing and esoteric, engaging the spectator
in the position of someone just learning to read, while at the same time
stimulating an open-ended activity of cross-referencing and deciphering.

The hieroglyphic analogy illuminates the peculiar organization of space
discussed in Chapter 5, the traces of frontality, the frequency of ambiguous
if not unclaimed shots, such as the emblematic close-ups of faces and
objects. 13 Instead of attributing these deviations from classical standards to
a return of theatrical space, the space of Intolerance can more precisely be
characterized as a reading space, as a space of hieroglyphic signification and
interpretation. In terms of the film's metafictional economy, the hiero­
glyphic discourse exceeds and unmakes the confines of the book, literalized
in the Book of Intolerance (title-card), whose defeat is dramatized in the
happy ending of the Modern narrative. In terms of enunciation and address
the spectator's solicitation as a hieroglyphic reader projects a specific organ­
ization of the relations of reception, a different type of public sphere.

To circle back to the allegory of Babel in Babylon, the hieroglyphic
analogy, with its historical connotations of veiling and deciphering, has
particular political implications for Griffith's genealogy of the cinema and its
place in American culture. The Fall of Babylon signifies not so much the end
of one kind of language and the beginning of another, qualitatively different
one, but a catastrophe that occurred within the history of writing (a history
encompassing both clay tablets and celluloid), an event that destroyed the
public availability of writing. With this construction Intolerance reenacts
Bishop Warburton's discovery that hieroglyphics were not originally a sac­
ral, esoteric script but a popular medium of preserving knowledge and of
civil organization (the radical revision of the prevailing view which had
enabled Champollion's discovery). The film affirms Warburton's contention
that the deflection of hieroglyphic writing from common usage, its
lIencryptment," was an event of historical, political significance in that it
rendered writing an instrument of power in the hands of a caste of lIintellec­
tuals. "14 What first seemed a historical inconsistency in the Babylonian
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narrative-the conflation of the disappearance of the cuneiform with the
Fall of Babylon-more likely constitutes an act of interpretation, suggesting
that any type of writing loses its universal potential when it falls into the
hands of an intellectual elite. The Fall of Writing would thus be synonymous
with the triumph of linguistic arbitrariness (epitomized by the Priest of Bel's
nominating himself as God), which destroys not only a communal medium
but, by synecdoche, the utopian unity in all spheres of life which Babylon
holds up as a counter-image to the other periods.

As an allegory of an impossible unity and transparency, the Babylonian
narrative also dramatizes the impossibility of historical continuity. Repair­
ing the ruins of Babel requires an apocalyptic break, such as prefigured or,
more precisely, precipitated by the narrative movement of the entire film;
the future lies in the unfulfilled promises of prehistory. This metaleptic
tendency defines both the genealogy of film within a history of writing and
the relationship between cinema and literature in the context of that history.
Rather than merely assimilate or reject the institution of literature as a
whole, Griffith, for personal and ideological reasons, traces a rift within the
institution of literature between an intellectual elite pursuing its own partic­
ular, selfish, and arbitrary interests and a marginalized popular tradition,
reincarnated in the figure of Whitman. 15 If Intolerance is proposing to recover
a unity of popular and high art, it does so not by replacing writing with a
superior language of visual presence, but by retrieving the common roots of
both film and literature in the hieroglyphic tradition.

Beyond the Babylonian allegory, Intolerance stages the Fall of Writing
through its figurations of competing types of written language-that is,
phonetiC versus hieroglyphic writing-guided by the effort to dissociate its
own textual activity from the curse of Babel. Across the four narratives we
find a series of images of phonetiC writing, headed by the Book of Intol­
erance, linked to arbitrariness, violence, and death. The most powerful
instance of such figuration-or disfiguration-,,-is the sequence in which
Charles IX signs the decree for the massacre of the Huguenots, the docu­
ment being shown twice in close-up, first during the signing and then
bearing the completed signature. Besides translating into destruction for the
fictional, personalized characters of the French narrative (the chalk mark on
their door), the very act of signing is associated with extreme violence: the
king's body, writhing in epileptic contortions, becomes itself a writing tool
for the perverse phallic mother, Catherine de Medici, and the effeminate
brother, Monsieur LaFrance. It is no coincidence that the perversion of
writing is yoked, in the monstrous figure of Catherine, to the most violent
figuration of the perverse female gaze.
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In the Modern narrative too the source and agents of oppression and
death are associated with images of signing Oenkins' handing his sister a
check for her devastating charities); with public inscriptions (the stark,
functional letters on the office door and on the cornerstone of The Jenkins
Foundation); with documents (not shown in detail) such as the warrant that
enables the Uplifters to take away the child or, ironically, the pardon for the
Boy, which nearly arrives too late because the executioner ignores the
intervention by telephone. Even when written language appears in
seemingly more neutral contexts, such as the sign at the entrance of the
dance hall (1I3rd Annual Dance, given by the Employees of the Allied
Manufacturers Association"), it becomes readable only as Jenkins arrives at
the scene and casts an ominous shadow on the workers' amusement by
rejecting an erotic exchange of looks in favor of a dime on the pavement.

The most curious image of writing in the Modern narrative is a slogan
written on a fence in the strike sequence: liThe same today as yesterday." In
narrative terms this slogan refers to the workers' protest against the wage cut
(ordered by Jenkins to finance his sister's charities). But the narrative mean­
ing is not immediately evident, all the more so since the motivation for the
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strike appears somewhat preposterous (it delegitimizes any strike for higher
pay). Rather, the writing assumes an allegorical meaning, one that assimi­
lates itself discursively to the metafictional titles that comment on
the film's construction, the parallelism that posits history as an eternal
struggle of metaphysical principles: lithe same today as yesterday." In this
sense the phrase reinscribes the film's conservative stance, despite the acute
political analysis of the strike on the level of cinematography and editing. It
also reiterates the fatalistic association of writing with death and defeat. 16

Counterpointing these images of phonetic writing, the Babylonian narra­
tive features a more dignified act of signing: the dispensation of Belshazzar's
seal which releases the Mountain Girl from the economy of the marriage
market. The close-up of the seal, stamped on a wax tablet by a rolling
machine, emphasizes the indexical nature of the process, the unity of ges­
ture, tool, and imprint that ensures the proper name its magic power. The
seal, echoed by the design of the Babylonian title-cards, epitomizes the
hieroglyphic language of film both in its utopian implications and in terms
of Griffith's ambitions of authorship. The ideographic sign projects an alter­
native model of social relations, a direct and organic relation between ruler
and ruled as opposed to the mediated (limeddling") relations typical of
modern institutions. The seal grants the Mountain Girl freedom from
repressive social conventions, yet it also fixes female desire in an unconsum­
mabIe erotic hierarchy, to be fulfilled only in death. The ]udean narrative
resumes this ambiguity with the episode of the Woman Taken in Adultery,
which shows]esus writing Hebrew letters with his finger in the sand (close­
up). Defying the Pharisees' tyrannical adherence to the letter of the Law, he
saves the woman from being stoned-but not without the familiar injunc­
tion to go and sin no more. In both cases the utopia of hieroglyphic com­
munication is bound up with the curious sexual economy of Intolerance, its
anxious attempt to regulate an otherwise destructive excess of femininity.

At this point, at last, we have to confront the difficulty of distinguishing
between hieroglyphics as a figure of the film's self-definition and the process
of hieroglyphic figuration that seems peculiar to the film's textual activity.
The distinction is a sliding one, not least because the rhetoric of self­
definition had to be traced as well, teased out from among the more obvious
messages of Intolerance in the process of reading. On the one hand, the
hieroglyphic analogy does serve as a rallying point of a IIstrategic reflex­
ivity," a kind of master trope designed to marshall the film's diverging textual
elements. 17 On the other, however, since this self-definition ventures onto
the slippery ground of writing, it puts itself at the mercy of the same
rhetoricity that it set out to contain and stabilize. As a metaphor of the film's
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textual activity, the hieroglyph joins other figures that simultaneously gen­
erate and disfigure the filmic text.

One such figure is the tableau of the Woman Who Rocks the Cradle-in
Lindsay's words, lithe key hieroglyphic" of the film. 18 But the tableau also

presents a hieroglyphic configuration in Adorno and Horkheimer's sense, in
that it marks a pivotal disjunction between the claim to iconic self-evidence,
transparency, and universality and an irreducible textual heterogeneity, a
disjunction that makes it the site and vortex of multiple and irreconcilable
meanings. Moreover, the Cradle shot returns us to the peculiar inscription
of femininity observed in the organization of the look and the sexual
entanglements of narrative authority. Thus, it opens up questions of the
psychosexual scenario rehearsed in-and with-Intolerance and of the psy­
chic stake of its textual deviations.
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9 If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter,
then briny, then surely burn your tongue.
It is like what we imagine knowledge to be:
dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free,
drawn from the cold hard mouth
of the world, derived from the rocky breasts
forever, flowing and drawn, and since
our knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown.

-Elizabeth Bishop, "At the Fishhouses"

With the tableau of the Woman Who Rocks the Cradle, freely appropriated
from Whitman, Intolerance sets up an image apparently undisturbed by sexual
or textual ambiguity-a universally human, familiar, maternal, almost
matriarchal image. As a counterpoint to the historical proliferation of catas­
trophe, this image is suspended in space and time: it has no diegetic refer­
ence point in any of the four narratives. From a vantage point outside-and
beyond-history, the Cradle shot a priori claims the status of a generative
symbol, anchored in a metaphysical truth which would make the film
cohere, which would lend order and unity to its diverse and diverging
meanings. However, in its obsessive repetition, in its positional and com­
positional overdetermination, the shot fragments the very discourse whose
coherence and transparency it protests. Thus, it becomes the focal point of
a self-reflexivity that not only unravels the film but also suggests alternative
constellations in which the film can be read.

From the prologue on, the Cradle shot occurs twenty-six times through­
out Intolerance (in the tinted MOMA print). 1 Providing transitions between
the different narratives, it links diegetically discontinuous segments and
asserts a thematic continuity in lieu of a temporal one. It serves as a copula
along with the title-card of the Book of Intolerance, which does not belong
to anyone particular narrative either. During the first half of the film the
Cradle shot appears in conjunction with the title-card of the Book seven
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Figure 9.3

Figure 9.4
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times, usually followed by an intertitle with the graphically distinct back­
ground design of each narrative: hieroglyphics for the Babylonian; Hebrew
plates for the Judean; the Fleur-de-Lis for the French (see fig. 8.3); neutral
for the Modern period, except for the framed DC centered above the bottom

line. The Book alone appears as a copula thirteen times, though in one of
these it invokes the absent image of the cradle by a superimposition of the
verse that allegedly inspired it: IIOut of the cradle endlessly rocking."
Although both emblems are distributed quite equally throughout most of
the film, the Book of Intolerance disappears before the final act of the
parallel catastrophes. Its function is transferred to the Cradle shot with the
title, IIIntolerance burning and slaying," which is superimposed, overwriting
and overriding the familiar image. As the parallel editing accelerates, some­
times at the frequency of a single shot, transitions between the different

narratives often take place without the Cradle shot. The emblem finally
returns, framed at a closer range, after the visionary epilogue, as the closing

shot of the film.
In its non- or, rather, metadiegetic status, the Book of Intolerance is just

as significant and just as problematic as the Cradle shot. Eponymically
linked to the film Intolerance, it belongs to the numerous strategies through
which Griffith sought to affiliate the cinema-and himself-with the Great
Tradition of the Book, from the Bible through Shakespeare to Whitman.
Hence it is not surprising that, unlike the Cradle shot, the title-card of the
Book is rarely mentioned in Intolerance criticism. As a shorthand for cultural
respectibility, it could be more easily assimilated, since it conventionalizes
and domesticates Hollywood's relation with the institution of literature. 2 As
the script of a metaphysical Intolerance, however, the Book also preSides
over the devastating figurations of phonetiC writing described in the pre­
vious chapter. In that sense it is imperative that the regime of the Book be
overcome by the end of the film, that it be superseded by a different kind of
writing so the Modern narrative can achieve a happy ending.

Along with the film's use of parallel montage, the Cradle shot has been
perceived as an obstacle to the popular reception and commercial success of
Intolerance. Conversely, critics bent on rehabilitating the film have tried to
determine the shot's symbolic meaning and to assert its function for inte­
grating the film's heterogeneous narratives. Many writers do not even
bother to analyze this allegedly IIcentral symbol," the "common denomina­

tor" of the film, simply reproducing it on the level of cliche: "the cradle out
of which the whole of mankind has grown" (O'Dell); an image representing
lithe indefinite continuity of the human race into the uncradled future"
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(Stern); or /la symbolic mother-woman ... representing the eternal evolu­
tion of humanity, fulfilling the purpose of the creator," /la figure of peace, of
light ... , of fertility ... , of ultimate goodness that will eventually tri­
umph" (Mast). And Metz's facile reference to /lthe Ileitmotif' of a blond and
sunny Maternity" is hardly more precise or self-aware. Other commentators,
like Edward Wagenknecht, raise the problem of the shot's meaning, as a
rhetorical question, only to close it off with a single, more correct interpre­
tation: /lOne gentleman objected that she [the Woman Who Rocks the
Cradle] had nothing to do with the story, yet she obviously has everything
to do with it, for all the characters are her children." A more scholarly
version of this type of argument can be found in Marcel Oms's proposition
that the number of the shot's appearances-fourteen times plus once each in

prologue and epilogue (in a different print)-is patterned on the Fourteen

Stations of the Cross. 3

Eisenstein must be credited for the most perceptive assessment of the
Cradle shot, even though he dismisses it as /lunsuccessful. " He criticizes the
shot for remaining on a literal, representational level, offering /Ian isolated
picture" rather than a /lmontage trope." Failing to convey an abstract historical
concept, the shot shows /lsimply a life-like cradle, calling forth derision,
surprise or vexation in the spectator." The shot's lack of llfusion" with other
textual elements epitomizes the failure of the film's overall design. Reflect­
ing lIa thematic and ideological error," the film remains precisely what
Griffith advertised, lIa drama of comparisons," instead of lIa unified, powerful,
generalized image." Yet what Eisenstein may have objected to is not just the
sheer lack of figuration, but a deviation from the type of figuration priv­
ileged at this stage in his own theoretical work. Measuring Intolerance against
a concept of the organic symbol, which he was trying to rescue for a
legitimation of modernist practices, he recognizes a basic lIincollatability" of
its textual elements. Thus, though pejoratively, he assigns the film to the
tradition of allegory. 4

Pierre Baudry, in one of the few theoretically informed readings of the
film, resumes Eisenstein's analysis but falls short of the latter's recognition of
the shot's irreducible allegorical quality. Although Baudry notes a gap
within the shot, between the image of a concrete cradle and whatever
meanings are shored against it in the course of the four different narratives,
he himself closes that gap in an almost New Critical manner: IIIn the end,
[the Cradle shot] rehearses the incompleteness of its thematic inscription in
such a manner that, with each new appearance, its emptiness is filled,
progressively, with the meaning and emotion produced by the four epi-



204 D. W Griffith's Intolerance

sodes. " The final, closer shot of the Cradle thus completes the meaning of
the whole film, turning it into Iia familiar and decipherable figure."5

In view of the investment of the Cradle shot with claims to the film's
coherence as a whole, the shot must be reconsidered in rhetorical terms, so
as to emphasize, rather than reconcile, the discrepancies between the force
of the figure and the textual system. Also, against its assertion of a meta­
physical timelessness (which critics have extolled as the shot's aesthetic
value, its "timeless quality"), the image should be historicized, both in its
intertextual layers and in its simultaneous repression and deployment of
particular psychosexual forces.

In many ways the Cradle shot could be said to illustrate definitions of
allegory in traditional rhetoric, as a literary device that has certain equiv­
alents and overlapping areas in art history. In the narrow sense of the term
the shot is made up of "personified abstractions"-the Eternal Mother, the
three Fates-the figure Quintilian calls prosopopoeia. These personifica­
tions are anchored in a hierarchical, cosmic order in which they represent
absolute and, in relation to each other, diametrically opposed values. Thus,
the shot becomes the site of a dualistic conflict of rival authorities, which
has often been noted as a typical feature of the allegorical mode. Moreover,
as a figure in a horizontally unfolding narrative, the Cradle image presumes
to give meaning to a larger structure, yet is itself not an organic part of that
structure (Eisenstein's complaint); it is discursively isolated from the space
surrounding it and removed from the flow of narrative and historical time.
Finally, as a spatial, visual figure, properly speaking an emblem, the shot
juxtaposes elements plucked from a particular interpretive tradition, or a
melange of traditions, which it quotes in a fragmentary and elliptical form
and reinterprets in the very act of juxtaposition. Contrary to its aura of self­
evidence and self-sufficiency, the meaning of the Cradle shot depends upon
the viewer's familiarity with these traditions, upon a willingness to engage in
a process of deciphering and reassembling. 6

The ostentatious and excessive nature of allegorical construction, its urge
to invoke and reinterpret tradition, and, above all, its provocation of the
reader have moved literary theorists from Northrop Frye to Paul de Man to
emphasize a paradigmatic affinity between allegory and the activity of
criticism in general. This emphasis has an idiosyncratic precursor in Walter
Benjamin, whose concept of allegory evolved from the study of an esoteric
literary tradition (the Baroque Trauerspiel) into a master trope of modernity,
referring at once to a mode of reading and writing (in Baudelaire, in the
Surrealists) and to the unintentionally mortifying, fragmenting tendency of
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the commodity world. Benjamin's notion of the "allegorical gaze," a kind of
X-ray directed at the naturalized physiognomy of modern life, is useful here
in a strategic sense, as it is mobilized against any attempt to disguise the
commodity character of things-whether under a liberal ideology of prog­
ress, or the anthropomorphic images of advertising, or a belated cult of the
organic symbol. 7 Despite its vast scope, Benjamin's critical enterprise has a
precise focus: the slippage between allegory as a symbolic mode implying a
stable, hierarchized, and meaningful order of existence and allegory as a
cognitive device that registers the historical dissolution of that very order. It
is in this slippage that Griffith's Cradle shot demands to be read, even
though-and all the more so because-it pretends to a symbolic fullness and
a timeless meaning.

In the tradition of American cinema allegorical tendencies are associated
with primitive modes of narration, often in conjunction with parallelism.
These tendencies persist in Griffith's own Biograph films, most notably A
Corner in Wheat (t 909). An earlier and purer instance of primitive allegory
can be found in Edwin S. Porter's The Kleptomaniac (t 905). This film jux­
taposes scenes showing a rich woman stealing out of compulsion, with
scenes showing a poor woman stealing bread to feed her starving children.
The parallel strands of the narrative come together when the two women
meet in court and are sentenced according to a double standard. The film
closes with a tableau, announced by an intertitle as "Tableaux" [sic], which

depicts an allegorical representation ofJustice, blindfolded but with one eye
uncovered, holding scales on which a loaf of bread weighs lighter than a bag
of gold. This tableau (which Charles Musser has traced back to a New York
World cartoon of t 896)8 exemplifies the principles of allegorical construc­
tion, tipping the scales toward its radical potential. A familiar figure, a
female personification, is defamiliarized by an alteration of detail, which
turns a critical meaning against a conventional one; the whole configuration
is further denaturalized by the deliberately redundant intertitle. Although
the meaning in this case is not exactly opaque, the arrangement could be
said to prefigure the revival of allegorical modes in the more iconoclastic
manifestations of the post-World War I avant-garde-in Dadaist and Sur­
realist assemblages and collages, in the ready-mades of Marcel Duchamp
and Man Ray, in the photo-montages ofJohn Heartfield. 9 Like those works,
Porter's tableau disrupts conventional modes of reception and forces the
beholder to read and deCipher.

The Cradle shot in Intolerance does not provoke such a comparison, for it
resumes the allegorical tradition in its most conservative aspects. Nonethe-
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less, it flaunts a similar rhetorical structure, a similar gesture of fragmentary
quotation and elliptical reinterpretation, not just in the literalizing and
forced allusion to Whitman. The emblematic invocation of the cradle
belongs to the repertory of a nineteenth-century ideology of domesticity:
lithe hand that rocks the cradle rules the world. "This slogan was quoted in J.
Stuart Blackton's The Battle Cry of Peace (Vitagraph; released September
1915), a pro-war film which, in Kevin Brownlow's words, IImade a special
appeal to the women in the audience. "10 The success and controversy
accompanying this Vitagraph production might have prompted Griffith to
pursue a similar tack, albeit in the name of the pacifist cause. Thus the
allegory is recast, revised, and released into the strange textual economy of
Intolerance.

Contrary to Eisenstein's verdict, the shot enters into a complex relation­
ship with other elements of the film. The difficulty here is to describe those
textual links without sliding into a symbolization of the figure. The shot
itself displays the dualistic structure noted earlier. Lillian Gish is seated at
the cradle in the foreground to the right, etherealized under a cone of light

Figure 9.5

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



Riddles of Maternity 207

(which varies between straight and oblique at different points in the film).
To the left of the frame, three hooded old women huddle in the background,
tagged as the mythological Fates by their spinning, measuring, and cutting
of yarn. Even such preliminary description, however, depends on prior
textual and intertextual knowledge; only the mythological designation of
the group allows us to recognize their barely visible activities. (Nor, for that
matter, would the cradle be identifiable as that of Whitman's poem, were it
not for the quotation preceding the first appearance of the shot. ) Moreover,
Griffith himself had invoked the emblematic triad in the centerfold of The
Rise and Fall of Free Speech in America, by depicting a censor, a policeman, and
the proverbial Mrs. Grundy busy unwinding, inspecting, and cutting a reel
of film-caption: "The Three Fates."

Opposing a sense of fate to an image that, on the most superficial level,
signifies hope, the figure of the three Parcae allies itself to the fatal script of
the Book of Intolerance, which is syntactically intertwined with the Cradle
shot throughout the film. Thus, the dualistic structure of the shot becomes
emblematic of the conflicting principles of narration traced in Chapter 5.

The shot is polarized not merely by thematically opposed meanings but also
by a basic schism in its discursive materials: a translucent, "living," "univer­
sally" appealing image versus the ancient and disturbing allegory that associ­
ates a fatal femininity with a particular kind of writing, violently troped
by Dickens in the knitting Madame Defarge, a "primitive narrator" par
excellence. Like A Tale of two Cities, Intolerance has its own primitive narra­
tor figures-in the three Vestal Virgins of Uplift and in Catherine de
Medici, each of whom in her way weaves a fatal script for the innocent
protagonists. In its condensation of narrative conflict (the forces of Love
versus the forces of Intolerance) with the struggle for narratorial authority,
the Cradle shot could therefore be called an allegory whose programmatic
theme is the suppression of allegory.

The composition of the Cradle shot, pitting a figure of three against a
figure of one, is echoed throughout the film, primarily in the Modern
narrative, where it enjoins emblem and narrative in a process of mutual
contamination and disfiguration. The most obvious· instance of this com­
positional pattern, articulated either within one and the same shot or in
alternating shots, is the heroine's confrontation with the three Uplifters
over the baby in the cradle. (In The Mother and the Law this composition is
repeated in a stormy courtroom scene in which the young mother is denied
custody of her child.) In terms of screen direction these shots repeat the
placement of the Fates to the left and the Woman Who Rocks the Cradle to
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Figure 9.8

the right of the frame, graphically underlining the parallel between Uplif­
ters and Fates. In the same manner the Fates are invoked with the triad of the
executioners, especially in the sequence of lithe hangmen's test. "Alternating
with shots of the Boy in his cell, this sequence culminates in an insistent
close-up of the three knives eager to cut the /lcord of life. "The act of cutting
in turn prompts a cut to a leather dummy as it drops through a trapdoor,
metaphorically anticipating the fall of the Boy's body.

On a larger structural level, the three-versus-one figure could be said to
telescope the opposition between the three historical narratives, with their
well-known fatal outcomes and their pronounced stylistic particularity, and
the ostensibly neutral, realistic, and /luniversal" idiom of the Modern narra­
tive, with its fictional characters and classical suspense strategies. It is this
effect of homogeneity, identity, and presence that enables the Modern
narrative (an /lAmerican" film, a Griffith film) to prevail over the fatal script

of History. In that sense the three-versus-one figure is part of the film's
overall attempt to dissociate its own textual activity from the work of the
Weird Sisters.

In its textual proliferation and overdetermination, however, the figure
advances a different kind of self-reflexivity, one that dispels any fiction of
presence and transparency, any sense of achievement or resolution. For the
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Figure 9.9
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analogy-and literal coincidence-of the hangmen's cutting with the cine­
matic code of editing suggests a more far-reaching parallel between the
Fates, by definition both weavers and editors, and the narratorial activity of
the film itself, specifically its obsessive use of parallel editing. Intolerance, like
few other American films, exemplifies the truism that linking requires cut­
ting: for every connection between periods, one narrative is necessarily
disrupted at the expense of another.

The violence done to the viewer's expectation of linearity is justified not
merely in the name of a higher unity of theme and cause but also for the sake
of artistic experiment. Thus, the drama of narrative authority is invariably
linked to the drama of Griffith's authorship, the scar of his failed literary
ambitions. Whatever its assignment on the conscious level of the text, the
image of the hangmen's knives could be traced back to another, most singu­

lar and unique blade: Griffith's father's sword, which, he told an interviewer
in 1916, had first inspired him to become a writer. 11

The self-reflexive dynamic of the Cradle shot returns us to the textual
dilemma observed in the film's lIargumentll with outdated representational
styles. By citing the styles and modes of representation that American
narrative film claimed to be superseding, Intolerance clashed with classical
norms of homogeneity and unobtrusive narration. By staging the triumph of
Love over (the) Fate(s) as a contest with the primitive narrators of the
Modern period (the Uplifters), the narration itself is fragmented, tainted
with the allegorical mode whose defeat it dramatizes. It is not coincidental
that the Fates remain present in the final shot (rearranged for the closer
framing), ostensibly transformed into Eumenides. Even domesticated, they
remind the viewer of the discursive operations that are at once required and
denied by the classical effects of presence, fulfillment, and closure.

By a similar logic the Cradle shot undermines its own attempts to struc­
ture the excess of femininity that troubles Intolerance, to organize it into
clearcut oppositions and parallels. The very pattern of three plus one,
pitting a fatal femininity against an innocent maternity, allows these opposi­
tions to slide into affinities. For the pattern also governs groupings within
the Uplifter camp, between the Vestal Virgins and individual reformers, in
one shot a sympathetic motherly type and in another a stern masculine
overseer. Even more curious is the repeated variant in which the place of the
single figure is occupied by MissJenkins, unmarried sister of the industrial­
ist, whom the opening sequence has established as the linchpin between
sexual imbalance and social repression. The graphic parallel that thus links
the Cradle with Miss Jenkins destabilizes the narrative opposition between
life-sustaining maternity and the cliche of the frustrated old maid who turns
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to self-righteous charities. Finally, the compositional association with the
childless woman accentuates the fact that there is no child in the cradle, that
fertility is sublimated into symbolic flowers.

In its idealization of motherhood Intolerance assimilates major tendencies
of the Progressive Era, such as the persistence, if not revival, of nineteenth­
century domestic ideology (the maternal function as the basis of women's
moral guardianship and hence an argument for their sharing in political
representation and power), as well as a new cult of motherhood promoted
by liberals, socialists and even some feminists. t 2 This new discourse on
motherhood responded to the large-scale changes in sexual and gender
relations that came to a head with World War I. These included the massive
integration of women into the work force and their active role in an emerg­
ing consumer economy, the breakdown of traditional family structures, the

professionalization and radicalization of the birth-control movement­
developments that shifted motherhood from the realm of metaphysical
vocation into the contested arena of a social redefinition of female roles.
The celebration of the "maternal instinct" as the highest expression of a New
Womanhood is therefore inseparable from other sexual issues that exercised
the Progressive mind, such as birth control and prostitution. 13

Mothers rarely figure as protagonists in Griffith's films. The proverbial
Griffith heroine combines youth and virginity with a variety of qualities
(seldom materna)), depending upon the actress. The ignoring of the mother
invariably is linked to the repression of female sexuality. 14 Even in Intolerance,
except for a few moments when Mae Marsh escapes the persona of the
gamine, the representation of motherhood remains on the surface of senti­
mental stereotypes. Under the sign of the Madonna, motherliness reverts to
presexual virginity, a regression that is not reversed by the last-minute
restoration of the baby in the Modern narrative. The idealization of mother­
hood, however, is not without cost. The repressed returns, both on the
narrative level and in the very emblem that is supposed to anchor the
idealization, an emblem overdetermined by its compositional and intertex­
tual implications.

No reading of the Cradle image can decontaminate it from the associa­
tion with Miss Jenkins, the barren and poisonous womb, nor from the
powerful representations of perverted femininity surrounding it. In the end
the idealization of motherhood fails because the oppositions designed
to sustain it are themselves an expression of psychic ambivalence-which,
as Angus Fletcher has pointed out, destabilizes allegorical dualism in gen­
eral. 15 Ironically, this ambivalence has its most effective catalyst in the
alleged textual source of the image-Whitman's poem.
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In IIOut of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking," the first of the Sea-Drift

poems, the cradle is linked metaphorically to the nocturnal ocean, itself

troped as a mother. The deferred simile occurs at the end of the poem: II(Or

like some old crone rocking the cradle, swathed in sweet garments, bending

aside,) / The sea whisper'd me. " Whitman's mother, however, is anything

but sweet and innocent. She is a Jlfierce old mother," a IIsavage old mother,"

and whether in lIangry moans" or IIhissing melodious, " the word she whispers

to the awakening poet is the IIl ow and delicious word death, / And again

death, death, death, death. "16

The trope of the maternal ocean provides lithe undertone" in the Jl trio"

that releases "the outsetting bard." But the term that the poet inserts

between himself and the deadly mother-the mockingbird singing for his

dead mate-is equally problematic. Its voice, being that of a "mocking"­

bird, is not original; it needs the poet as a translator. Its song ends up as

nothing more than a variation of the lIundertone." In the second of the Sea­
Drift poems, liAs I Ebb'd With the Ocean of Life, " in which the third term­

the trope of island and father-is seemingly stronger than in IIOut of the

Cradle," the association of the maternal with death is yet more pronounced.

Even the imputation of motherly feelings to the IIfierce old mother" as she

lIendlessly cries for her castaways" bespeaks an ineradicable ambivalence

toward the figure that authorizes the casting away in the first place. This

ambivalence dissolves the contours of the speaker's body and disfigures the

text with beautiful, morbid images.

Me and mine, loose windrows, little corpses,
Froth, snowy white, and bubbles,
(See, from my dead lips the ooze exuding at last,
See, the prismatic colors glistening and rolling ... )

The crucial antithesis here is not one of death and a natural force of life, but

a struggle between the negativity of Nature and the negativity of the poet's

voice (JiBecause I have dared to open rny mouth to sing at aIr), both inex­

tricably intertwined in the process of figuration.

Griffith might have thought he was simply adapting a symbol upon whose

continuity and self-evidence he could rely, but he chose lines that are as

difficult and self-reflexive as anything in Whitman. Nothing could be fur­

ther away from a Jlblond and sunny maternity, II or the persistence of love and

life-meanings traditionally attributed to Griffith's Cradle shot. Instead,

the connotations of the Whitmanian trope pull the cradle in the direction of

the very image of a Jlfierce old mother" it seemed so confidently to oppose:

the figure of Catherine de Medici, the hissing serpent, who instigates the
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massacre of small children by seducing her own. 17 In one of the film's rare
point-of-view shots Medici is granted a moment of subjectivity and con­
science, when she hears, and then sees, the bell of Saint Germain swinging
and ringing in the day of Saint Bartholomew. From this point on,- the
distance between the rocking of the cradle and the swinging of the bell is in
jeopardy, just as the carefully constructed opposition between idealized
maternity and perverse female sexuality threatens to collapse, submerging
the film in chaos and catastrophe.

The constellation of rocking cradle and swinging knell suggested by the
Whitmanian subtext highlights the connotation of mechanical repetition in
the Cradle imagery. Certainly the final Cradle shot, with its closer framing
and fuller lighting, belongs-and contributes-to the film's efforts toward
climax and resolution, consummating as it were the multiplied effects of
accelerated editing. But the repetitive motion of the cradle and its occur­
rence throughout the film traces a countermovement that militates against
the classical assertion of linear development and closure, a movement not
unlike the repetitive narration of the mythical Parcae. Whether motivated
by narrative-historical parallelism or by the project of a hieroglyphic gram­
mar, the persistence of figures of repetition in Intolerance is excessive, lacking
the variation that masks and naturalizes repetition in classical cinema. This
sense of excess is notable in minor details of mise-en-scene-the bell, the
autoerotic ball game of Monsieur LaFrance, the shuttle of doves in
Babylon-details consciously or unconsciously marked by perversion,
impotence, and death.

In Freudian terms, the compulsion to repeat is linked to the death drive,
and it is no coincidence that the simultaneous fear of and fascination with
repetition, in Griffith as in Whitman, is projected onto women, specifically
in the figure of the mother. In a plot summary of a play entitled The Treadmill,
which Griffith had begun writing at the age of eighteen or nineteen, this
configuration of repetition, femininity, and death is spelled out even more
clearly. With its anxious counterpatriarchal vision, the cosmic allegory of
The Treadmill recalls the obsessional script rehearsed in Intolerance, including
the fetishistic play with numbers, like the three-plus-one pattern:

It is a story of the beginning of life to the ending of life. It is a play about
the earth and the solar system, with the idea of eternal recurrence. . . . It
says that the universe is nothing but foredoomed to annihilation, of the
essence of dust.... It says that not man is God, but woman, the poor
mother of the skies, and she has an ugly duckling running around her back
yard and she is worried because the great son, Orsus, is streaming through
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the skies, streaming fecundity for twice three thousand trillion miles. And
then all the little planets are drinking up the fecundity and each little
planet is revolving and re-revolving through the great heavens. And then
the poor mother wonders and says: IIWhere is my great son lost in the
depth of eternityi ll And then she finds one of the little planets, a trio of
little ducklings, lost, a little duckling-his name was Earth-the ugliest
duckling of them all-Earth, an atom on a tail part of a louse. 18

This synopsis could easily be read as an Oedipal fantasy: just substitute
the name Griffith for the name Earth-and Father for Orsus. But the focus

of this fantasy is diffuse, if not confused, the narrator overwhelmed by

ambivalence toward the mother. Presiding over a universe of death, she is

denied even her procreative power; instead Orsus, like Whitman, becomes

the source of a terrifying autoerotic fecundity. Still, desire revolves around

the wish to be lost, found, and rescued by this /lpoor mother of the skies, /I to

be recognized and chosen by her against odds of cosmic dimensions. In its

megalomania such a scenario reveals repetition as a function of a profound

anxiety, of a built-in anticipation of failure.

The ambivalence and anxiety provoked by the image of the mother
returns us once more to the question of narrative authority, especially the

female narrator figures headed by the emblematic Parcae. For the threat of

women as spinners, weavers, and cutters of yarn would be void, were it not

for new technologies of writing and reproduction which had drawn women
into the work force in large numbers and granted them some degree of

access to the public sphere-as writers, readers, educators, journalists,
typists, editors, and even directors. The graphic analogy between the triads
of Fates, Uplifters, and hangmen's knives is therefore less archaic than it may

seem. It articulates the rather modern fear that the father's sword, which had

propelled the son's ambition to become a writer, might pass, or might

already have passed, into the wrong hands. Since the sword had failed to

dispatch him on a literary career, this failure is rationalized-as the

inferiority of phonetic writing in relation to the new hieroglyphics of

cinema-and projected onto the feminine.

The entanglement of femininity and writing is so crucial to Intolerance that

the ambivalence toward the mother and the anxiety of authorship may be
interchangeable terms. The film actually suggests this connection by can­
nibaliZing Whitman's poem in yet another way, by superimposing on the

Cradle shot the title, /lOut of the cradle endlessly rocking, Uniter of here

and hereafter." In Whitman's text the second part of the phrase occurs
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twenty lines into the poem, JlI, chanter of pains andjoys, uniter of here and
hereafter." The subject who claims to do the uniting, therefore, is not
whatever emanates from the cradle, as some mystical generative force, but
the figure of the poet who projects his voice into the future. In substituting
the Eternal Mother for Whitman's more defiant sense of poetic ego, Griffith
may disavow the risks of authorship, but he cannot escape them. Like
Whitman, he associates maternal authority-the Fates that unite past and
present-with repetition, failure, and death. The proleptic desire that
wants to break this cycle, however, that wants to make a difference in the
Jlhereafter," depends upon an equally anxiety-provoking term: the anony­
mous reader/spectator, both in the present and into an unbounded future.

In their quest for cultural centrality the poet and the director-narrator
part ways. For the poet, the relation with the reader can become thematic
only as a highly problematic one (as, for instance, in IICrossing Brooklyn
Ferry" and JlPoets to Come"), considering the dynamics of the poetic tradi­
tion and the extent to which fundamental changes in the structure of the
publiC sphere had made writing and reading poetry irrevocably precarious.
The cinema, on the other hand, playing a crucial part in those very changes,
not only attracted an audience of unprecedented multitudes but, more
important, it offered a narrative technology that helped constitute-and
reproduce-that audience as a subject of mass-cultural consumption.
Scarred by downward mobility and failed dramatic ambitions, Griffith was
well aware of the gap between cultural tradition and the marketplace. Thus,
he took itupon himself to redeem, Single-handedly, the latter in the name of
the former.

Griffith's eclectic reading of Whitman unwittingly brings out an allegori­
cal dimension in the poetic text, a disturbing quality often eclipsed in
conventional interpretations. The literalized representation of the Cradle
image, which disfigures the borrowed figure and makes it a catachresis,
confronts us all the more inevitably with the difficulties and discontinuities
of the poetic text. Similarly, the professed affiliation of the cinema with the
literary tradition only emphasizes the discrepancy between the two institu­
tions, putting into question visions of an integral culture, of a possible
continuity of cultural history. If Whitman and Griffith had anything in
common, it is a precarious image of their own activity, an ambivalent
relationship with the reader or spectator, and a self-defeatingly projective,
utopian stance.

Under Whitman's allegorical gaze the film's idealized image of maternity
no longer seems opposed to the fatal powers it was deployed to contain and
defeat. On the contrary, the Cradle shot becomes the involuntary point of
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eruption for a repressed female sexuality, epitomizing the crisis of femi­
ninity that pervades the whole film. Intolerance is literally littered with "way­
ward" and "neglected girls," "fallen women" and anonymous prostitutes. 19

The closer we get to a contemporary setting, the less redeemable becomes
this unmatched, uncovered, ungovernable femininity. It is indistinguishable
from the social chaos that presumably precipitated the sexual crisis. It is
marked, through structures of vision and narration, as the source of all
murderous activity-in figures like Catherine de Medici, the Uplifters, and
the Friendless One. The return of the repressed as perverse femininity does
not only threaten the continuity of life within the narratives; it unleas!1es a
rhetorical force that crucially destabilizes the film's textual system.



Crisis of Femininity, Fantasies of Rescue

10 [Griffith's] originality as a constructor of narrative form is exactly
the inverse of Freud's: he lives the scenario, but doesn't want to
know its secrets.

-Nick Browne, "Griffith's Family Discourse" C1981)

If Intolerance could be called the most Jlmodern" of Griffith's films, this is not
only because of formal practices that resemble those of literary and artistic
modernism but also, in ways attendant upon the film's textual idiosyncrasy,
because of its excessive representation of women and femininity, its violent
registration of social and sexual change. t Among these configurations of
violence and femininity, the character of the Friendless One deserves special
attention for a number of reasons. As I argued in Chapter 5, her character
functions as an enunciatory focus for much of the second part of the film.
Oscillating between perpetrator and victim, she is granted a far greater
degree of complexity and ambiguity than any other female character in the
film. Moreover, she figures as the symptomatic center of a fantasy that
complements the Whitmanian scenario implicit in the Cradle shot-a res­
cue fantasy that links the narrative project of Intolerance with the familiar
scenario of other Griffith films.

If the Friendless One becomes an important (if unpleasurable) relay of
identification for the spectator, she also displays an uncanny affinity with
the obsessional symptoms of the Intolerance text. As the Modern narrative
threatens to take a catastrophic course-the Boy has been sentenced to
death for a murder she committed-the Friendless One is made to enact a
vernacular version of the compulsion to repeat, the murderer's Jlirresistable
impulse" (intertitle) to return to the site of the unexpiated crime. The
repeated assertion of this impulse eventually leads to her confession, thus
enabling, in one and the same move, the rescue of the Boy's body and the
salvation of the murderer's soul.

Griffith himself could be said to have followed such an Jlirresistable
impulse"-by casting Miriam Cooper as the Friendless One and coupling

her with Walter Long as the Musketeer of the Slums. In The Birth of a Nation
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Long played Gus, the black rapist, while Cooper was the oldest daughter of
the Camerons, a melancholy and proud incarnation of Southern woman­
hood. As Michael Rogin argues with regard to the sexual and racial econ­
omy of Birth, the castration of the black male (excised from the final print)
both displaces and consummates the repression of female sexuality, in a
violent effort to restore a defeated patriarchal power. 2 The love-hate rela­
tionship between Musketeer and Friendless One resumes this
constellation-but undoes the displacement. Long, introduced as a collec­
tor of fetishistic paraphernalia (like the pornographic statue in his study), is
once again emasculated, this time without the detour of racist projection.
And Cooper's transformation from a Southern virgin into an anonymous
urban tramp reconstitutes the object of male anxiety: the sexual woman,

Figure 10.1
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fantasized as phallic woman (Cooper in a pantsuit, slapping her lover;
Cooper with a gun).

Cooper is not merely resexualized, she is modernized. The role allows
her to shatter the Victorian delicacy that Griffith favored in his actresses as
well as his lovers. The Friendless One could almost pass for a contemporary
of her literary cousins Maggie Johnson, Sister Carrie, or Susan Lenox.
Cooper's performance actually points beyond the Progressive conception of
the character. Anthony Slide, remarking on lithe modernity of her beauty
and her eyes, " calls her a star of the wrong decade: "she belonged more to
the era of Clara Bow and Louise Brooks."3 If not quite the carefree flapper,
Cooper's Friendless One comes closest to the image of the New Woman, the
problematic yet undeniably distinct construction of femininity that crystal­
lized significant-and, for men like Griffith, traumatic-changes in
women's social, sexual, and economic roles.

Although the Friendless One is not a working woman (she does not
support herself by means of wage labor), her fate is motivated by economic
exigency as a result of the strike which leaves her stranded, hungry, and
lonesome, in the city. She is unmarried, though definitely not a virgin; she is
a kept woman, though not exactly a prostitute; she is economically depen­
dent, though not without erotic initiative of her own (her flirt with the Boy).
In short, despite her name, the character of the Friendless One eludes the
rigid dichotomies of middle-class morality such as they persisted in main­
stream reformist discourse throughout the Progressive Era. 4 To be sure,
moral judgment is waiting in the wings; it is displaced onto the murder,
which is attributed to her neurotic jealousy, or, more precisely, onto her pin­
ning the murder on someone else. At the end of the film her fate remains un­
resolved, but there is little doubt that she will rejoin her Victorian pre­
decessors whose redemption invariably was tied to suffering and early death. 5

The multiple ambiguities surrounding the character of the Friendless One
evolve on the most obvious level from contradictions in the ideological
project of Intolerance, especially as pursued by the Modern narrative. To recall
the familiar reading: Griffith's attack on uplift and reform was aimed at the
liberal critics of Birth, whose objections to the film's racism played into the
general campaign for censorship. The peculiar sexual-and sexist-turn of
his polemics may have a more specific source in Jane Addams and Lillian
Wald, prominent NAACP members who joined the protest against Birth.
Addams, founder of Hull House, leading social reformer and suffragist,
must have vexed Griffith in a number of ways, not merely on account of her
political dissent. Besides possessing the public authority he longed for, she
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was unmarried and childless, and, like Wald, had life-long primary relation­
ships with women. The insinuations of lesbianism in Griffith's caricature of
the Vestal Virgins of Uplift, not to mention the imputation of sexual frustra­
tion as a motive for reform, are unmistakable hints in Addams' direction. 6

Addams had written a major work on prostitution, A New Conscience and an
Ancient Evil (1912), a subject that held a strong fascination for Griffith. In this
book she stressed the analogy between the fate of blacks under slavery and
the plight of the prostitute. This analogy was present in the label"abolition­
ist" for the dominant Progressive position on prostitution, which aimed to
abolish rather than regulate or segregate prostitution, as well as the popular
term "white slavery."7 By ridiculing this "new abolitionism" in Intolerance, a
film designed to establish its director as above racial prejudice, Griffith
implicitly resumed his denunciation of the struggle against slavery in Birth.
This ideological trajectory is further supported by the parallel between
Modern Uplifters and the Priest of Bel, who betrays Babylon to Cyrus. With
the exotic display of various tribes ("Ethopians," "Barbarians"), the Persian
camp is marked as the locus of both racial difference and brute masculinity,
forces unleashed by selfish intellectuals to destroy the Babylonian dream­
without a Klan to ride to the rescue.

By including prostitution among the social problems ostensibly exacer­
bated by the Uplifters' meddling, Intolerance both acknowledged and
opposed the shift in reformist discourse that had made the prostitute the
prime target of Progressive moral reform. As Ruth Rosen elaborates in The
Lost Sisterhood, Jlwhat earlier Victorians had discreetly regarded as a 'necessary
evil,' turn-of-the-century Americans came to view as the 'Social Evil,' a
moral problem and a national menace."8 While the nineteenth-century
preoccupation with Jlfallen" women had focused on saving the souls of
individual prostitutes (as evidenced in the tradition of the Magdalen
homes), the Progressive crusade wanted to abolish prostitution through the
agency of the state, primarily on the municipal level but on a national scale.
As a result, prostitution was driven underground and criminalized.

Intolerance's concern with prostitution reiterates the Victorian position,
with a highly specific link to the Magdalen tradition. Yet, with its ambig­
uous analysis of the raid on the brothel, the film also echoes contemporary
critics of the Progressive vice campaign, though with a misogynist slant. 9 In
the context of the popular media, Intolerance capitalized on the White Slav­
ery panic of the prewar years-as did a number of films before it, most
notably Traffic in Souls (Universal, 1913). The public obsession with inno­
cent women being lured into profitable bondage was linked, as historians
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have pointed out, to other anxieties precipitated by the pressures of indus­
trialization, urbanization, and immigration. Whether in its concern for
the victim, the newly arrived immigrant girl, or in its vilification of the
procurers, allegedly all foreigners, the crusade against organized prostitu­
tion often assumed a nativist tone, projecting the problem on an ethnic­
racial other. 10

At the same time, ethnic (though not avowedly racial) difference played a
significant part in the fascination with commercially available sex-as
Griffith's own memoirs, written in 1938-39, illustrate graphically. Remi­
niscing on his first exposure to the Lower East Side in 1899, when he was
twenty-four years old and poor, Griffith reflects upon the inaptness of the
term "melting pot"; it was "more like a boiling pot."

Here were Italians, Greeks, Poles, Jews, Arabs, Egyptians, all hustling for
a living. Emotional, tempestuous, harrowing Rivington Street was per­
petuallya steaming, bubbling pot of varied human flesh. And the Bowery
by night! Iwould not attempt to describe it; that has been done by experts.
But I knew every hot spot there.... Gaudy women swung in and out of
doors of the various bagnios and bistros.. . The skin of the Bowery
women was of every known hue. After the age-old manner of the siren,
they chanted in many languages and accents the one hymn to lust. t t

Following the conventional prohibition against representing ethnic dif­
ference, the Modern narrative of Intolerance does not thematize this source of
fascination. The suppressed connotations of ethnic otherness, however,
persist on the intertextuallevel, both in Cooper's dark persona and in the
film's mobilization of contemporary discourse on prostitution. Perhaps the
film's preoccupation with erotic triangles, both Modern and Babylonian,
also feeds on these connotations, which would link the troubling figuration
of "the other woman" to the cultural repression of the "other" woman. t 2

Another source of fascination-and ambivalence-in the focus on
unmarried women must have been the different standards of respectability
that governed gender and sexual relations among the urban working class.
The simple joys and leisure-time pleasures that Intolerance so piously defends
against the puritanical reformers-dancing, drinks, a day at Coney
Island-were available to most single working women only at the price of
sexual favors, as for his part Griffith had discovered when he first came to
New York. With the increased commercial organization of leisure activities,
a "subculture of treating" had come into being which allowed the work­
ing woman to "have a good time," to enjoy male attention and company
without being stigmatized as a "fallen woman. "13 Intolerance acknowledges
these needs most expliCitly in the character of the Dear One, who is intro-
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duced to the art of attracting men by watching a flamboyant young woman
on the street. (The coquettish aspects of the Mae Marsh character are more
developed in The Mother and the Law, with its systematic repetition of dating
scenes. ) Yet soon enough her flirtatious urge is channeled, rather violently,
into the itinerary prescribed by middle-class morality. The ambivalence
attached to working-class sexual culture remains to be acted out, no less
violently, by the Friendless One.

The antireform, antipuritan agenda of Intolerance was bound to confuse the
repressive oppositions that Griffith had been asserting so relentlessly in
earlier films. These oppositions were anything but stable to begin with:
many of the Biograph films in fact register a traumatic breakdown of
boundaries-between domestic and public space, between good and evil,
between virgin and prostitute-and the work of the narrative usually con­
sists of reaffirming these boundaries. Staged most forcefully. through last­
minute rescue races, the ideological project relies crucially on parallel narra­
tion, on subcodes of cross-cutting and accelerated editing. Yet, as Rick
Altman demonstrates in his reading of The Lonely Villa (1909), difference and
resemblance easily become sliding terms, particularly in the alternation
between male aggressor and paternal rescuer figures. Parallel narration itself
sets up the basis for a radical critique of the conselVative oppositions it set
out to restore. 14 If crosscutting within one and the same diegesis can trigger
such processes, the multiple use of parallel editing in Intolerance, overriding
conventions of diegetic simultaneity and linearity, would be likely to sub­
vert its own binary constructions all the more thoroughly-and perhaps
even more self-consciously.

Hence the ambiguities surrounding the character of the Friendless One
can also be described as one of the more radical effects of parallel montage.
While the narrative construction of the character is circumscribed by the
gender economy of the Modern narrative-the familiar stereotypes of old
maid, virgin mother, and prostitute-these stereotypes are put into ques­
tion by transdiegetic references between the Friendless One and various
female figures in the other narratives. Much of the first third of the film
(Huff, 265-574), which is relatively weak in narrative exposition and
development, actually reads like an essay on sexual and gender relations
throughout the ages, revolving around the precarious status of the single
woman. 15 The historical women characters of course are just as constructed
as the Modern ones and respond, as projections, to the same crisis as the
latter. But by multiplying perspectives on female identity, the parallel narra­
tion poses this identity as discursively constructed and historically
changeable.



224 D. W Griffith's Intolerance

Figure 10.2

The interplay of these perspectives is palimpsestic, rather than struc­
tural, soliciting the spectator's activity without predetermining it in every
detail and direction. Of all the female characters in Intolerance, the Friendless
One most thoroughly disturbs the lines of the film's parallel structure, in the
sense of an architectonic, hierarchical construction. She shares certain
attributes and positions with individual historical characters, but those char­
acters in turn have little in common with each other. As a neurotic murderer,
for instance, she resembles Catherine de Medici, the phallic mother; like
the Babylonian Mountain Girl, she is defined as a casualty of the marriage
market and by her precarious position in erotic triangles; like Mary Mag­
dalen, she is granted a sexual nature, albeit under the auspices of economic
exchange, but like the Woman Taken in Adultery she gets a chance to repent
and partake of redemption. 16

The episode of Mary Magdalen was originally part of the first Judean
sequence, following the prayer vignette (and preceding Jenkins' nonen­
counter with the mill girl). Spurned by the Pharisees, the Magdalen (Olga
Grey) appears "bedizened ... in a luxurious litter" and surrounded by slaves
who carry her palanquin. t 7 This shot must have been cut after the film's first
run; in the reedited versions, the character was conflated with the Woman
Taken in Adultery. (The episode of the latter is the only non-Modern
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sequence of Intolerance included in The Mother and the Law, as a mental vision on
the part of a stern older woman who comforts a fallen girl in a Magdalen
home.) By invoking the Magdalen tradition, Griffith might have hoped to
legitimize the film's interest in prostitution and prostitutes, both Babylonian
and Modern-a ruse that did not go unnoticed in contemporary reviews. 18

Yet more important, the figure of the penitent Magdalen provides an inter­
pretive parallel for the fate of the Friendless One and thus elucidates the
rescue scenario of the Modern narrative.

The psychosexual complex that is pertinent here is that of a particular
type of male object-choice for which Freud uses the semivernacular term
Dirnenliebe, "love for a prostitute." This precondition for loving-that the
woman be like a harlot-and the attendant need of experiencing jealousy
are often pursued with such compulsive intensity that the corresponding
relationships tend to replace one another frequently and hence to form a
long series. In conjunction with this type of object-choice, Freud obsetVes a
"most startling" tendency: the urge, on the part of the infatuated man, to
"rescue" the woman he loves, to keep her on the path of "virtue." As in other
contexts, Freud relates the debasement of the love object to "the mother
complex, " meaning an unresolved libidinal attachment to the mother which
is reactivated at a later stage, with the boy's initiation to sexual knowledge by
hearsay (often involving references to prostitutes), and which sutVives in its
fixation on fantasies formed during puberty. 19

The "rescue-motif" as such has a more archaic history, which Freud traces
through the child's wish to return the gift of life to the mother. Rescuing his
mother, with a slight twist of meaning, "takes on the significance of giving
her a child or making a child for her-needless to say, one like himself. " By
"wishing to have by his mother a son who is like himself," the son, in the
rescue fantasy, "is completely identifying himself with his father. All his
instincts, those of tenderness, gratitude, lustfulness, defiance and indepen­
dence, find satisfaction in the single wish to be his own father."

Both strands of this fantasy are easily detected in Griffith's favorite narra­
tive paradigm: the last-minute rescue plot of 'victimized womanhood,
rehearsed in so many Biograph films and consummated in Birth-a psychic
drama of threat, hysteria, and penetration enacted through crosscutting and
accelerated editing. In addition to the element of danger and the affect of
anxiety (which Freud links to the experience of birth), the incestuous sub­
text of the rescue motif accounts not only for the relative weakness of male
protagonists in many of these films, but also for the "jealous" interventions of
the director-narrator, ostensibly in support of the hero's efforts to save the
untouchable object of desire. In such a reading the identification with a
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paternal authority that restores itself in the act of rescue indicates less an
achieved Oedipal transition than an unresolved erotic fixation on the
mother-or, more likely in Griffith's case, his unmarried elder sister, Mat­
tie. By projecting repressed incestuous desire onto a social or racial other
and preventing the violation in the nick of time, Griffith's rescue scenario
permits the narrator to pursue an Jlessentially ... chivalrous project," which
ennobles both object and subject of the rescue fantasy. 20 To be hyperbolic:
every blithe virgin trapped in domestic space is a proleptic version of a
prostitute in need of rescue.

Griffith's rescue scenario, like that described by Freud, has a compulsive
quality, a built-in tendency to repeat. The economic pressure of serial
production, especially under the conservative production policy of the
Biograph Company, provided an incontestable rationale for the compulsive
repetition of rescue plots. At the same time, it allowed Griffith to rehearse
and refine a narrative idiom that would win him public success, which would
eventually make him the phantom father of American cinema. With the
overwhelming success of Birth the repressive shield that masks repetition as
progress, maintained by financial and social insecurity, might have broken
down temporarily. Hence Intolerance could be said to spell out the uncon­
scious layers of the chivalrous rescue fantasy.

In the rescue scenario of the Modern narrative, the figure of virginal
victim and paternal rescuer is inverted, giving way to a constellation of a
maternal figure, split into the familiar halves of fallen woman and virgin
mother, and an Oedipal son in need of rescue, ultimately from his own
incestuous desire. By the logic of the narrative, the (spiritual) rescue of the
Friendless One is synonymous with the (physical) rescue of the Boy; indeed
her timely conversion makes her at once an object and an instrument of
rescue. The logic of parallel editing furthermore suggests that the gender
roles in the rescue scenario are reversible, pointing up, in terms of Freud's
transformational rhetoric, an earlier layer of the fantasy. Thus the Mountain
Girl's race for Belshazzar's life, reciprocating for his having saved her twice
before, emphasizes the initiative and active role of the female characters in
the Modern period. Making women the rescuers rather than helpless vic­
tims besieged in a domestic space (with the exception of the Huguenot
Brown Eyes), Intolerance resurrects the female prototype represented in ear­
lier Griffith films by Blanche Sweet; especially in her performance as the
parricidal heroine of Judith of Bethulia. 21 This· inversion also confirms the
hypothesis as to the subject in need of rescue: the Oedipally entangled son.

It might be argued that, despite such deviations from the familiar Griffith
scenario, the telos of the rescue fantasy in Intolerance remains the same: the
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JJrestoration of the holiness of the American family. "22 Certainly this is the
message of the last shot of the Modern narrative, in which the baby is
returned to the reconstituted couple. But the happy ending is undermined,
and not only by its imbrication with the parallel catastrophes in the histor­
ical narratives; it appears tacked on in view of the regressive sexual dynamic
observed earlier (the couple's exclusion from scopic desire), in particular the
curiously incomplete Oedipal itinerary of the Bobby Harron character.

If we reconsider the first third of the film from the point of view of that
character, the Boy, the large segment beginning with his exodus from the
city (Huff, 265-574) charts the young man's transition from a dark
woman of sexual knowledge, the Friendless One, to the haven of domes­
ticity offered by the Dear One. The conflict enabling that transition, how­
ever, is decentered, involving the Dear One's dead father (her promise not
to let any man violate the space of the Madonna) as well as the Boy's resolve
to break with the Musketeer, which also means severing his lingering ties
with the Friendless One. Both of course return with a vengeance, prevent­
ing the Boy from acting as a parent-the Musketeer by sending him off to
prison before the baby is born, and the Friendless One by setting him up to
get killed or castrated (which is visually equated by the emphasis on the
hangmen's knives). The real antagonist-Jenkins, the industrial overlord
and evil father responsible for the deaths of the couple's actual fathers and
the fate of the Friendless One-remains distant, unaccountable, and invul­
nerable. The Boy is authorized merely to invoke his image (a long shot of
Jenkins at his desk, isolated and unattainable) and to react to it in helpless
wrath. 23

At this point we get a glimpse of the perverse bind that both animates and
scrambles this itinerary. Positing the son-whom he calls JJBoy" throughout
the film-as Oedipally defeated in advance, the director-narrator
empowers the dark sexual woman to kill the father, charging the Boy with a
guilt that all but destroys him. To compound his helplessness, the last­
minute rescue is made to depend upon both women: the virginal mother and
the incestuous one whose spell he had been trying to escape all along and
who (because she is bound to return in some incarnation) can only be
dropped from the narrative. Thus, in terms of the unconscious logic of the
rescue fantasy, the figure of the mother is beset with an irreducible and fatal
ambivalence-the same ambivalence that unravels the emblem of the Cra­
dle and links Intolerance with the morbid scenario of The Treadmill.

Like the ugly duckling, Earth, the Boy drifts about in the social wilder­
ness, at the mercy of the deadly fecundity and institutionalized violence of
American capitalism, represented by the father figures of Jenkins, the Mus-
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keteer, the Judge, and the Executioner. As in Griffith's cosmic fantasy, the

wish to be rescued revolves around the figure of the mother who, like

Whitman's I/fierce old mother," has given him life but not immortality, who

has displaced a failing patriarchal lineage with an even greater threat of

chaos and loss of identity. Since desire seems fixated in this incestuous bind,

all erotic relationships in Intolerance are doomed to remain unconsummated.

In almost Keatsian stylization, death freezes the Babylonian nuptials and,

with more explicitly sadistic violence, reaps the fruit of the impending

double marriage in sixteenth-century France.

Critics have associated the obsessional and neurotic configurations of

Griffith's films with the problematic image of his father, Jake Griffith, whose

ignominious decline and posthumous mythification by his son have been

read in light of a more general crisis of patriarchy at the end of the nine­

teenth century. 24 Apposite as these readings may be, the critical emphasis

on the father figure often tends to reproduce the exclusion of the mother­

or other primary female figures-in the familial scenarios that were to

inspire familiar narratives on screen. To the extent that biographical trajec­

tories are capable of illuminating the psychosexual economy of filmic texts,

Intolerance urges us to reconsider the female part of Griffith's own rescue

fantasy and to add his sisters, especially his favorite, Mattie, to the ghoulish

presences that trouble his films.

If Birth attempts to lay the ghost of his dead father, Intolerance, less

explicitly but at least as violently, seems to struggle with the conflicting

feelings surrounding his dead sister. Mattie Griffith, about seventeen years

older than David, was, Griffith told an interviewer at the time he was making

Intolerance, I/a brilliantly cultured woman." Not only did she give him and the

other children their basic education, but, unlike their somewhat distant

mother, she was the only person who had emotional access to the father.

"Mattie found in her father an intellect that met her requirements and a

character that she adored; she never married, and would say, either jokingly

or seriously, I was never certain which, but suspect the latter, that she never

had found a man equal to her father and that none of less quality would ever

satisfy her as a husband." Having just moved the fatherless family to

Louisville, she died in 1889, at the age of thirty, by popular standards an
"old maid. "25

Griffith's father died when the son was ten, too early for him to come to

terms with the father's violence and defeat, let alone his own resentment of

both. Mattie died when Griffith was still an adolescent, and left to him a

powerful incestuous fantasy, a model of the father-daughter relations he was

later to put on the screen-Austin and Elsie Stoneman, Ben Cameron and
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the Little Sister in Birth; the Dear One and her father in Intolerance; and, in a
more perverse variant, Lucy and Battling Burrows in Broken Blossoms. The case
of the "missing mother" in so many Griffith films is more likely a case of the
dead sister. Whatever Mattie's problem might have been-and the phrasing
in the interview suggests that it was at least as much Griffith's as hers-he
appropriated her incestuous fantasy as part of his own, doubling the stakes
of repression, fixation and guilt. The obsession of these films with father­
daughter incest is not merely a vague and general defense against that
between mother and son (as Rogin argues); it functions as a fantasy within
another fantasy, involving a complex triangle of father, son, and older sister.

Considering Intolerance's concern with the fate of the single woman, Mat­
tie's spirit seems to preside over the host of abandoned, unadjusted, exces­
sive women that populate the film, its major source of fascination and
anxiety. From that perspective, the vehemence and crudity with which the
film exploits the stereotype of the old maid, as well as its nonchalance
regarding the figure of the prostitute, can be read as symptoms of one and
the same repressed desire, revolving around the dead mother surrogate.
These two symptoms are linked, however, not only by an economy of
incestuous guilt but also by an urban-industrial economy of exchange that
clashed with traditional values of femininity and culture-values Griffith
associated with the memory of his dead sister.

Prostitution provided a metaphor in which the mysteries of sexuality and
those of the marketplace converged-the commodity form become flesh
and blood. 26 A populist anticapitalist by background and conviction,
Griffith was sensitive to the inequities of exchange, especially if it involved
an object traditionally defined as a value in itself-like chastity, like art.
Thus, even in Judith ofBethulia, a film set in biblical antiquity, one gets a sense
of the scandal involved in the quid pro quo, when Judith, the righteous
widow, uses her sexuality to liberate the Jewish town from the Assyrian
siege. Revising the Apocrypha, Griffith inserts a moment of private agony
before she kills Holofernes, explaining thatJudith has fallen in love with her
victim. The fiction of erotic reciprocity-in sentiment at least-may be
intended to soften the blow against masculine pride; yet it also makes clear
that her phalliC victory, based on an unholy exchange, requires the sacrifice
of her own sexuality. 27

In Intolerance the conjunction of money and femininity becomes thematic
early in the film, in a series of marginal figures like Mary Magdalen, the
young woman peddler in the streets of sixteenth-century Paris, and the mill
worker who tries to solicit Jenkins as a date. By the code of parallelism the
Pharisee who rejects the favors of Mary Magdalen has to be read as a variant



230 D. W Griffith's Intolerance

of the puritanical industrialist who displaces the erotic look onto a dime.

This may explain why, contrary to the New Testament, the voluptuous

courtesan remains uncensured in the Judean narrative. (It may also explain

why the whole sequence eventually was cut. ) The revisionist pleasure not­

withstanding, the parallel reanchors the figure of the prostitute in the econ­

omy of incestuous desire, repression, and guilt that it so demonstratively

tries to escape. For Jenkins' money derives its value not only from the

expropriation of human labor (as suggested, on a secondarized, narrative

level, by the strike sequence) but, on the level of figuration, is bound up

with the repression of female sexuality. It is the same money that finances his

sister's charities, and the film's first dialogue title-1I1f we can only interest

Miss Jenkins-with her moneyll-establishes it as the missing link between a

femininity gone stale and the fatal chain of events in the Modern
narrative. 28

The contamination of money and femininity reveals the spinster and the

prostitute as two sides of the same coin, both obstacle and challenge to the

circulation of desire. Not having balanced their sexuality with the only

legitimate equivalent, a child, they turn into the many-headed gorgon of

incestuous guilt and economic threat. In the sinister pact between Jenkins

and his sister, money figures as the compensation for the sister's projected

sacrifice, her having remained IIpure" for her brother's sake. This deadly

variant of a sibling relationship, however, presents the flipside of Griffith's

own family romance. Mattie's IIsacrifice," imagined as the stake of Oedipal

rivalry, crucially depended on her capacity of earning money-which the

father not only failed to accumulate, but had lost drinking and gambling. Yet

in Intolerance the only women who work, who support themselves by means

of paid labor, are prostitutes. The metaphoric debasement of the woman

who makes money-and the concomitant investment of money with sexual

guilt-inscribe Mattie even more inescapably in the psychosexual quan­

dary elaborated by Freud.

The emphasis on the cash nexus suggests yet another level of the rescue

fantasy, involving Griffith's relation to both industry and audiences, the

construction of his public persona. Griffith's fascination with the prostitute

was very much part of his belated encounter with modernity, in its eco­

nomic, social, and cultural manifestations. Given his still recent initiation to

the more advanced capitalist society of the East Coast, the display of female

flesh that overwhelmed the young actor on the Bowery came to symbolize,

along with the troubling appeal of ethnic diversity, the pervasiveness of the

marketplace, whether in eros or in art. The passage from his memoirs

recently quoted concludes with a rhetorical gesture familiar from his films, a
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defensive transmuting of traumatic aspects of modernity into a mythologiz­
ing and allegorical idiom: JlAfter the age-old manner of the siren, they [the
Bowery women] chanted in many languages and accents the one hymn to
lust . . . the same against which Ulysses had roped himself to the mast.
That was one man who had the right idea. These women sang only to the
cash register." The choice of this particular mythological example is no
coincidence: the episode of the Sirens in the Odyssey marks, in Horkheimer
and Adorno's reading, the birth of art in its bourgeois form, as a promise of
happiness to be endured only at the price of a social division of labor. 29

Griffith, without the means to indulge in the Siren's song, registers the
economic mediation of desire, but he attributes it, in a provincial and
universalizing manner, to the women who happen to be the most striking
incarnation of this economy, as if it were an expression of female sexuality.

Yet since the Sirens also sing the dirge of his own family romance,
prostitution offered itself as a shorthand of his own artistic-erotic impasse.
With its more compassionate attitude toward the fallen woman, Intolerance
suggests an aspect of Griffith's fascination which the philistine reminiscence
veils: a secret, if unconscious, affinity with the fate of the prostitute on the
part of the artist. As an actor seeking a career on the legitimate stage,
Griffith knew what it felt to put oneself body and soul on the cultural
marketplace, even if his eventual success as a director restored for a while
the belief that he was still his own entrepreneur. A threshold figure like the
nineteenth-century poet-jlaneur (Benjamin's characterization of Baudelaire),
Griffith entered the newly created marketplace of the cinema, ostensibly
surveying it for its artistic possibilities, though already in search of cus­
tomers. The image of the prostitute, vendor and commodity in one, encap­
sulated this historical ambiguity. As a phenomenon of urban society and
mass production, the prostitute came to personify the artist's ambivalence
toward the urban masses-whom he embraced as consumers but blamed for
the alienation which linked their fate to his own. In other words, the
metaphorical debasement of the woman who works betrays both fear and
desire of the woman who has money to spend-the female consumer. 30

Figures of sexual exchange in Intolerance are thus linked to Griffith's ambiv­
alent relation with a consumer-oriented art, his romance with the Muse who
had brought him success but not the undivided acclaim of the cultural
arbiters. The way he conceptualized the discrepancy between his, to put it
mildly, anachronistic notion of Jlart" and the standards of mass-cultural
entertainment resembles the neurotic split that characterizes the figurations
of femininity in his films. JlIn Griffith's trenchantly binary world," Dudley
Andrew observes, Jlart was. . . associated with the quiet, the uplifting, the
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moral, the delicate and (certainly for him) the feminine." The cinema, as
an art form that thrived on intimate commerce with the urban masses,
promising happiness to everyone but faithful to no one, could only be
troped as a prostitute. 31

In return for her having enabled him to resurrect the father's sword,
Griffith felt called upon to redeem the cinematic Muse, to secure her a place
among-or even above-the traditional, more respectable arts. This
chivalrous project of grandiose ambition made him enact, for his public
persona, a version of the rescue fantasy just outlined. In that scenario
Intolerance would figure as a gift to the dead sister, repaying the debt of his
emotional life, his education, his cultural values-by IIpurifying" the power
that had liberated him into creativity. In a mixture of nai·vete and hubris,
Griffith seems to be testing the IIvirtue" of the market he himself had con­
quered so aggressively with Birth, risking the capital, in both a literal and a
metaphorical sense, he had attached to his name. Intolerance's abstention
from classical strategies of viewer absorption and identification-in particu­
lar its nonlinear narration and curious fragmentation of the look-might be
considered part of such a test. Its reward would be a new hieroglyphics that
would establish the cinema as the model and centerpiece of an integral
American culture. Whatever the rationale, the deviations of Intolerance raised
the stakes of the rescue project to a self-defeating dimension-not unlike
the parallel deployment of danger, anxiety, and catastrophe within the film

itself.
Yet the cards were stacked against Griffith; the odds, to resume a figure

discussed earlier, were precisely three to one. The father's sword, trans­
formed into a IIflashing vision" with Birth, returns in Intolerance with a double

edge. While asserting itself as a strong narratorial voice, a unique artistic
signature that makes everything cohere, that mythical sword is also reincar­
nated in the three hangmen's knives. Thus, as an image of narration, it is
related to the obsessive cutting that haunts the entire film. Experimenting
with a type of editing that he knew to be in excess of emerging continuity
conventions, Griffith cut himself off from the spectator-consumer of classi­
cal cinema; transferring his sexual guilt to the realm of art, he also turned the
father's sword against himself and performed something like a metaphorical
self-castration.

The failure of Intolerance would be less glorious, and Griffith's rescue effort
a gloomy exercise, were it not for another prostitute saved from the phi­
listines: the magnificent Whore of Babylon. If the narratives set in the
Christian era represent the nexus of money and femininity ~s one of impos-
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sible desire, repression, and guilt, the Babylonian narrative tries to over­

come this economy, by releasing it into a bacchanalia of fetishism. The very

juncture of female bodies and money signals a fetishistic impulse throughout

the film, a need to come to terms with an excess of lack, an attempt to trope

one kind of lack with another. But this impulse is not strong enough to dispel

the threat of castration that propels the Modern hero's Oedipal itinerary to a

precarious closure. (The fetishistic option in the Modern narrative is further

discredited by being projected onto the childless or nonmotherly women

who disavow their femininity, defined as lack, compensating for it with such

monstrous results. From that perspective, the child, linchpin of the Oedipal

logic of the Modern narrative, would ironically revert to the fetishistic logic

it opposes.)

As Rogin contends, Babylon is the domain of the Great Mother, Ishtar. 32

As the pagan personification of Griffith's matriarchal mythology, however,

Ishtar ordains a cosmos in which actual familial roles are negligible. There

are no children in Babylon, and hence no mothers, whether virtuous or

vicious. There are no fathers to kill: Belshazzar rules for the senile

Nabonidus and spends his time promoting the cult of Ishtar at the expense

of the father god, Bel-Marduk, regulator of the universe and master of

chaos. The city appears as a polymorphously perverse enclave, in which

difference of any kind-whether sexual, racial, social, or linguistic-is

either blurred, absorbed, or disavowed. The hieroglyphic utopia of visual

communication corresponds to the illusion of imaginary plenitude. Differ­

ence, like the threat of castration, resides outside the walls, in the camp of

Cyrus who, if anyone in Intolerance, embodies the phallus. Babylon is obliv­

ious even to the possibility of an imminent assault. The warning is relayed

by the powerless father, amateur archaeologist, like a message from a for­

gotten age. In the belatedness of Nabonidus' gesture, the metaphor of

archaeology comes full circle, resuming Freud's troping of psychic non­

synchronicity in terms of the layers of Rome (see Chapter 6, note 11). It is

this fissure in the ego that describes Babylon's relation to the other

narratives.

The deviant sexual topology of Babylon is suggested on a more or less

conscious level-conscious insofar as it is systematically eliminated from

The Fall of Babylon-just as images of fetishistic displacement are presented

with a wink of adolescent lewdness. The Mountain Girl (Constance Tal­

madge), a living example of what Freud describes as a fixation of the phallic

stage, is shown milking a goat in semi-close up and looking up dreamily,

presumably thinking of her beloved Belshazzar-a shot that recalls a similar

one of Lillian Gish caressing the bedpost in Birth. 33 While the bawdy joke
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Figure 10.3

makes the goat's udder substitute for a specific penis, another instance of
displacement recognizes it as a function of lack, not incidentally with refer­
ence to a sword. The first Babylonian sequence introduces Belshazzar's
"mighty man of valor, " a character patterned on a muscular giant in Cabiria,
as a "two-sword man." But the subsequent close-up shows-and accentuates
with a diagonal mask-a single sword as it is being sheathed. What is the
object of this sleight-of-hand, and what is being disavowed by demonstrat­
ing the very process of disavowal?

A sequence crucial to an understanding of the Babylonian petVersity and
its function within the film is that of the marriage market (Huff, 282­
341). Based on a passage from Herodotus and a fin-de-siecle painting

inspired by that passage-Edwin Long's The Babylonian Marriage Market­
this sequence translates the problem of the surplus woman into an elaborate
allegory, the most explicit confrontation of money and femininity in the
whole film. 34 An intertitle explains the way the market works: "Money paid

for beautiful women given to homely ones, as dowers, so that all may have
husbands and be happy. " Here again is a modern issue projected back into a
(more or less) mythic past, for the term "marriage market" had been used by
contemporary critics of American marriage to denounce the materialistic
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Figure 10.4

degradation of love and courtship. 35 Griffith turns the term inside out, by
advertising the Babylonian institution as one way of handling the threat
attached to the uprooted single woman. The proposal, however, is some­
what disingenuous, considering that the market illustrates a principle of
exchange that is not capitalist but compensatory. It depends upon a pater­
nalistic system to protect the woman who does not command a value on the
free market, the same authority that cares for the beauties who adorn the
bottom of the tableau ("women corresponding to our street outcasts, for life,
the wards of Church and State").

The marriage market is introduced only to be overruled-on behalf of
the Mountain Girl, who functions as the focus of narrative activity and
character-relayed identification for the Babylonian period. The heroine
does not find a buyer, not even with a dowry added into the bargain; she
lacks value even as a symbol of lack. The scandal of her display on the
auction block foreshortens the distance between viewer and exotic tableau
and, stamping the institution as barbarian, solicits a IImodern" response that
happens to coincide with a chivalrous one. The prince appears in time to
rescue her, by suspending the law of the market, but he simultaneously
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suspends the question of her sexual identity. The answer is as ambiguous as
the object in question. Obviously dissenting from the judgment of the
customers, the narration protests her desirability as a woman, both with
vignetted close-ups that transfigure her face as she gazes upon Belshazzar
and by crosscutting to the Rhapsode who is pining away for her in Nineveh.
But these narratorial gestures are themselves fetishistic operations, in partic­
ular the close-up which abstracts her from the scene of lack and inequity,
framing her face as a perfect object.

With this peculiar rescue action, Belshazzar grants her the freedom to
marry or not, to identify herself as a woman or to remain in that bisexual
realm of which he, Belshazzar, is the foremost representative. What is
more, the narrator becomes complicit with the Mountain Girl's self-image
as a phallic girl, even authorizing her to hold up a standard of manly
behavior, to the Rhapsode as to all of Babylon. Hence she alone knows the
enemy and is alert to the danger of a second assault. The real scandal of her
appearance on the auction block is that she did not belong there in the first
place, because she is fantasized-and allowed to fantasize herself-as a
woman with a penis (the missing penis which is more likely the object of
displacement in the milking of the goat). Why then does she not provoke
the same horror as her counterparts in the French and American narratives?

For one thing, the threat is defused by the comic touch allowed the
character, especially with Talmadge's slapstick performance. As a genre,
comedy tends to encourage-as well as absorb-sexual deviation, deriving
many of its effects from the reversal of traditional gender roles. More
important, the phallic antics of the Mountain Girl are kept under control by
a fetishistic operation on a much larger scale, coextensive with the Babylo­
nian enterprise. Her containment, after all, is achieved at the expense of
hundreds of depersonalized female bodies offered up for display, whether
nude or in exotic costumes, whether fragmented by close-ups or serialized
in long or extreme long shots. Griffith himself, rather than his persona as
narrator, is the master of this spectacle, a role reminiscent of that of the
conjurer in early films, most notably Melies, whose manipulation of the
female image reflects upon the psychosexual economy of cinematic
representation. 36

This "primitive" fetishism most clearly distinguishes the style of the
Babylonian narrative from the rest of Intolerance. Thus we return once more to
the difference of the Babylonian dream, to the question of its antinomian
impulse. While the fetishistic gaze focuses on the female body as its prime
object, it casts its spell on just about everything in and about Babylon:
architecture, decor, statues, chariots, war machinery, elephants and other
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exotic animals, costumes and surreal headgear, masses of bodies, male and

female, dead and alive; the gigantic dimensions of the set as well as the

camera work that mobilizes them. The excess of lack that troubles the

narratives set in the Christian era is released, under the condition of irre­

ality, into a surplus of visual pleasure, a celebration of abundance, a squan­

dering of production values. At the same time the very juxtaposition of the
Babylonian and the other narratives can be described in terms of a fetishistic
split-between the recognition of lack and its simultaneous disavowal ell
know perfectly well ... but all the same")-the coexistence of two incom­

patible attitudes which Freud, especially in his later texts, found characteris­
tic of fetishism. 37

Here the psychoanalytic framework, which is self-consciously reductive,

needs to be opened up to include another kind of fetishism, in which

psychosexual and economic, historical, and social forces converge-the

cult of the commodity, the ideology of consumerism. Preceding the system­

atic interlocking of cinema and consumerism that became the rule during

the t 920s, Griffith's Babylonian extravaganza recalls a more archaic stage of

consumer fetishism, exemplified by the tradition of the World Expositions

that flourished during the middle and late nineteenth century (for example,

London, Crystal Palace, t 85 t; Paris, t 867; Chicago, t 893; Paris, t 900;

Buffalo, t90 t; St. Louis, t 904). These expositions, to paraphrase Benjamin,

organized the worship of the commodity on a public and international

scale, glorifying the exchange value of its exhibits at the expense of their use

value, even of their immediate commercial availability. Visitors entered this

phantasmagoria for the purpose of distraction, rehearsing modes of collec­

tive reception that were to become the domain of the entertainment indus­
try, which in turn appropriated this distracted receptivity by raising its
consumers to the level of the commodity. 38

Griffith, on a research tour of prisons for The Mother and the Law, visited the

San Francisco Exposition of 19 t 5. According to Karl Brown, he was espe­

cially impressed with the major attraction of the show, the Tower of Jewels,

which he asked Bitzer to photograph. The exposition no doubt spurred
Griffith's ambitions for the Babylonian set-in terms of sheer size, gran­

diosity, and feasibility-far beyond the scope of any film, including Cabiria.
It also encouraged him to take advantage of the vogue of Orientalism,

which, having swept the European expositions, had begun to invade Ameri­

can consumer culture in many branches, shapes, and designs. Ideologically

complicit as they were, Orientalist cliches of luxury and languor, of orna­

mental abstraction and glamorous surfaces, of ritualistic eroticism and styl­

ized androgyny, offered instant fuel for a fetishistic flight, material already
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inscribed with disavowal (of lack in both sexual and economic senses) and

the simultaneous investment of the visual with phantasmagoric value. 39

The Babylonian narrative betrays an aesthetics of exhibition in more than

its Orientalist and gigantic features. It celebrates the power of the means of

technological and artistic production by converting unprecedented profits

(from Birth) into a surplus of spectacle. To pursue the analogy, the Babylo­

nian fantasy is low in narrative use value, when compared to the endless

ramifications of the Modern plot. Accordingly, it is deficient in heterosexual

desire, generational conflict, and the reproduction of the family. In the

diffuse erotic atmosphere of the court every gesture remains foreplay, dis­

played for the sake of consumption rather than consummation. One cannot

help feeling that even if Babylon were not to fall, these lovers, like those on
Keats's Urn, would never know satisfaction.

Accordingly, the aesthetics of exhibition determines the way in which the

Babylonian narrative addresses the viewer, setting it apart from both the

Modern narrative and, even more so, from the voyeuristic organization of

spectatorship that was becoming the norm of classical narrative cinema.
The viewer is guided through the Babylonian sights as through a site of

archaeological activity. That metaphor has to be situated within the larger

framework of consumer culture in which all social activities and interactions

were increasingly predicated on scopic and specular relations. What distin­

guishes this rather archaic courting of the consumer from later, more refined

strategies is that it does not mask its intentions by disguising the commodity
in human and narrative form. Like the early "cinema of attractions," Griffith's

Whore of Babylon is shamelessly exhibitionist, soliciting the viewer's
scopophilia in a most explicit manner. Rather than tying visual pleasure to a

narratively motivated and diegetically invisible vantage point (the one­

sided voyeurism of classical cinema), the Babylonian sequences seek a direct

erotic rapport with the audience, addreSSing them as a public, collective and

intersubjective body.

Similarly, the quality of fetishistic displacement varies from its more
classical manifestations. It is important to recall that Griffith adamantly

resisted the star system-and actually lost a number of actors to rival direc­
tors and studios. 40 Whatever his reasons-and vanity was not the least of

them-the absence of any individual star, in particular any single female

star, made his films refrain from a rather common route of cinematic fetish­

ism that focused on the female body and the power of the gaze that controls

her image. Although some instances of this tendency can be found in

Intolerance, the more significant object of fetishistic displacement is ulti­

mately the body of the film itself. If Intolerance was advertising anything, it
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was not a life-style to be copied or aspired to, not a way to smile, dress, and
secure an upwardly mobile marriage. The only commodity the film can be
said to glorify was Griffith as director, his artistic genius, his mastery of
styles and spectacle, his vision of the cinema.

The phantasmagoric images that transfigure the industrial marketplace,
as Benjamin insists, deserve attention for more than their basically ideologi­
cal function. They radiate with an ambiguity that makes them promise and
delusion in one. Griffith's Babylonian pageant is shot through with a utopian
pathos which prevents it from sliding into camp-unlike later Orientalist
spectaculars such as The Thief oj Bagdad (Douglas Fairbanks, 1924) or Valen­
tino's Sheik films. The invocation of Babel and the hieroglyphic tradition, the
image of an integral civilization and a model welfare state, an aesthetics of
abundance and polymorphous eroticism-these aspects of Babylon may
suspend it in a mythical otherness, but they also hold up a mirror (admit­
tedly a perverse one) to the deficiencies of contemporary American life, to
any society that uses the threat of castration to perpetuate a system of
economic, social, and cultural deprivation. 41 More specifically, Babylon
projects the concrete utopia of a cinema that would develop, uninhibited by
studio accountants and moral arbiters, into a publicly available medium for
the articulation and organization of experience.

At the same time Griffith, even in his confused megalomania, knew
necessity too well not to mistrust his own idealizations. So, the Babylonian
myth eventually congeals into allegory, displaying the timeless ruins of
impossible desire. Much as Griffith yields to the fetishistic temptation,
especially if it concerns, as it were, prehistory, he-or rather, the film­
recognizes the affinity of fetishism with death, its surrender to the Jl sex
appeal of the inorganic. "42 Prophetic of many films to come out of Hol­
lywood in future decades, Babylon shows up the other side of consumer
aesthetics, the source as well as the cost of distraction: alienation, fragmen­
tation, fixation on the detail, on momentary effect, the cult of novelty and
endless repetition. Precipitating the fall of what is doomed anyway, the
regime of narrative returns with a sadistic vengeance. 43 The viewer is swept
along with the hordes of Cyrus-shots that blend with equally sadistic
images from other ages, like the close-up of the foot on the gas pedal or that
of Brown .Eyes before her perforation by the Mercenary's sword.

Spectatorship in Intolerance seems to disintegrate into the fetishistic and
scopophilic pleasures of Babylon on the one hand and the failed, self­
censoring, and destructive voyeurism of the French and Modern narratives
on the other. Or, to invoke the Emersonian law of compensation, the price
of the Babylonian indulgence is the ambivalence toward scopic desire in the
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Modern period, as it erupts in the slippage between innocent and perverse
female look. The very term of spectatorship, as a unified and unifying
process by which the viewer becomes the subject inscribed in a film, is put
into question by the textual peculiarities of Intolerance: its multiplication of
positions of identification and fragmentation of vision and character subjec­
tivity; the direct address implied in its narratorial and metafictional inter­
ventions; its decentered articulation of space and nonlinear temporality; its
hieroglyphic heterogeneity and palimpsestic condensation of meanings and
connections that are neither subordinate nor indispensable to an under­
standing of the various narratives. These deviations from the classical model
both overdetermine the position of the spectator and leave it relatively
indeterminate. Thus the film mobilizes a greater variety of readings, con­
tingent upon historically and culturally specific audiences and their experi­
ence. The failure of Intolerance may have resulted not so much from Griffith's
miscognition of the kind of spectator that evolved with the norms of classi­
cal cinema, as from a much nobler infatuation with the viewer as a collective
body, investing confidence in their imagination, curiosity, and interpretive
capabilities. Whether or not Griffith was aware of it, his self-image as
chivalrous rescuer made him forgo the wisdom of the trade press and risk a
leap into the open space of the public sphere.

This risk converges with another, discussed earlier: Intolerance's obsession
with a femininity in crisis and its destabilizing figurations. Allowing the
incestuous subtext of the rescue fantasy so close to the surface, Griffith put
his narrative project at the mercy of the sexual-textual Fates it was designed
to appease and contain. The proliferation of /lprimitive" narrator figures, the
feminization of the gaze and the vicissitudes of the emblem of the Rocking
Cradle are only the more gender-specific aspects of the precarious inscrip­
tion of spectatorship, the partial return of an empirically diverse form of
address. Much as this juncture may have to do with Griffith's own family
romance, it is also related to a particular historical development, a particular
moment in the dynamics of the American public sphere.

As elaborated in Chapter 3, the cinema came to function as a catalyst for
the transformation of public life, in particular the erosion of the separate
spheres and the gender hierarchy of public and private. During the transi­
tional period the industry responded to the unprecedented and growing
shart of women in motion picture audiences both defensively, by ensuring a
standard of middle-class respectability, and, more aggressively, by catering
to female viewers with particular genres, stars, and modes of representation
and address. Strategies of female address were imported from other
branches of consumer culture, such as women's magazines with their
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serialized romances, fashion features, and advice columns. Yet given the
more public quality of cinematic reception, as well as the different psycho­
sexual mechanisms operating in cinematic representation, the address to a
female viewer potentially conflicted not only with the masculinist organiza­
tion of the public sphere but, more specifically, with the emerging classical
paradigm and its gendered economy of vision.

Intolerance is marked by the violence of this transformation and by the
contradictions it unleashed, particularly between the market's cultivating of
the female consumer and patriarchal structures of vision and subjectivity­
contradictions which in the long run were absorbed by the discourse of
consumption. The integration of women as consumers involved the assim­
ilation of woman as image and the simultaneous suppression of her author­
ship, her authority as narrator. Griffith's curious and confused anti­
patriarchal yearnings illuminate this link between an idealized femininity
and the suppression of a particular kind of writing, a link that sustains the
ideology of classical cinema. Figurations of writing and of femininity com­
bine in Intolerance to shatter the apparent unity, transparency, and accessibil­
ity of the cinematic image, and with it the hope for an unproblematic
cultural centrality. As a commercial failure, already obsolescent as it was
being made, Intolerance displays an allegorical surface that makes these figura­
tions readable, recognizable in a way which more linear films, such as Birth,
or most classical narratives, do their best to conceal.
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Male Star, Female Fans

11 One is Rodolph Valentino-he of the penciled eyebrows and the
patent leather hair; the symmetrical chin and nose and cheek; the
deep, hypnotic, subtle and alluring eye. . . .

The other is Will Rogers, Ugly Will. With the eyebrows nature
gave him; Will of the rough, ill-fitting clothes, and deep-lined face,
and frank eyes in which you read no musings of hidden romance.
Cowpuncher Will-who probably never spent so much as a dollar on
a manicure in his life, and thinks of a beauty parlor as a place for
women only.

-IJDoes Beauty Pay? Take a Look at These Two, Then Answer,"
Cleveland Press (i 6 May i 922)

Nothing illustrates the sweeping ascendancy of the classical paradigm more
strikingly than Griffith's full-scale mutilation of Intolerance in 1919 and the
release of linearized chunks of the film as The Mother and the Law and The Fall of
Babylon. And yet, although the classical system undoubtedly defeated alter­
native options on the level of film style, American cinema during the decade
that followed displayed significant features that cannot be grasped in terms
of the classical model alone. The persistence of exhibition practices that
privileged theater experience over film experience in tendency conflicted
with the monopolistic interests of production and distribution companies,
the effort to control and precalculate the reception of films through particu­
lar textual strategies. The conception of the show as performance, the
continued importance of nonfilmic activities, and neighborhood orienta­
tion of the smaller theaters gave local acts of reception a certain margin of
unpredictability and autonomy. This made the cinema an institution with
relatively more diversity than later, more standardized modes of exhibition
would allow. It is therefore very likely that a considerable tension
remained, even after the final implementation of the classical codes, between

the textually constructed spectator-subject of classical cinema and empirical
audiences that were defined by particular and multiple social affiliations and
capable of sharing culturally and historically specific readings. This tension
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calls into question not only the assumption of an immediate, unproblematic
efficacy of classical codes but also the centrality of such an assumption in
current models of film history and attendant notions of the cinema as an
institution. 1

A similar challenge to the classical paradigm, both as an industrial norm
and as a historiographic construct, came from the star system. The star
phenomenon not only eludes the formalist focus on narrative (principles of
thorough motivation, clarity, unity, and closure), but also complicates the
psychoanalytic-semiological preoccupation with the illusionist mechanisms
of the classical apparatus and the unconscious workings of classical modes of
enunciation. Because the star is defined by his or her existence outside of
individual films, by the publicity that surrounds his or her professional

and "private" personality, the star's presence in a particular film blurs the
boundary between diegesis and discourse, between an address relying on
the identification with fictional characters and an activation of the viewer's
familiarity with the star on the basis of production and publicity intertexts.
Ideally the levels of discourse and diegesis are designed to interlock and
reinforce each other. The casting of a star binds the viewer all the more
firmly into the fictional world of the film by drawing on more sustained
structures of identification, mobilizing long-term psychic investments in
particular ego ideals and primary object substitutes. At the same time the
reincarnation of the star with each new film reconfirms, inflects, and keeps
alive his orher publicity existence. 2

However, as Richard deCordova points out, the star system also encour­
ages a specific mode of reception, undermining the disposition that
allegedly constitutes classical spectatorship:

It is important to recognize that star discourse has historically involved
regimes of pleasure and modes of address that are not coextensive with
(and at times are relatively distinct from) those which follow from the
codes of vision in the classical cinema. . . . The star system involves an
orientation of attention that moves the spectator away (however momen­
tarily) from the orientation of attention toward vision and narrative that,
from Munsterberg to Mulvey, has defined spectatorship. 3

By lending a focus to the film's narrative and scopic regime, the presence of a
star actually undercuts that regime's apparent primacy, unity, and closure. By
activating a discourse external to the diegesis, the star's presence enhances a
centrifugal tendency in the viewer's relation to the filmic text and thus runs
counter to the general objective of concentrating meaning in the film as
product and commodity. The star performance weakens the diegetic spell in
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Who's Married to Whom, etc., etc. Ry R. L.
Goldberg
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Figure 11.1

favor of a string of spectacular moments that display the "essence" of the star
(and which are often circulated separately in the form of publicity stills and
trailers). In such moments of display the star system seems to tap a persistent
undercurrent of the "cinema of attractions."

Like the exhibitor's cinema, the star system is a prime instance of an
industrial-commercial public sphere, characterized by a similar voracity,
opportunism, and volatility. The fascination with the star began during the
nickelodeon period, when audiences started to show interest in particular
actors, even though individual production companies, notably Biograph,
persisted in anonymous casting. Soon the star system was regularized and
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exploited by all studios-as a strategy of product individuation and stan­
dardization, a nationally and internationally effective marketing device. 4

The promotional activities surrounding the star-fan magazines and clubs,
interviews, contests, public appearances-were designed, cynically speak­
ing, to mobilize grassroots support, but these activities were fully orches­
trated from above. The very arbitrariness of the cinematic marketplace, the
element of chance in the "discovery" of a star, became part of that promo­
tional discourse, essential to the myth that the star was a creation of his or
her loving public.

Still, the dynamics of the star cult as an industrial-commercial public
sphere also entailed a certain amount of real unpredictability and instability
and thus harbored potentially alternative formations. One source of
instability was the star him/herself who, especially in the decade following
World War I, wielded an economic power that could oppose the studio
hierarchy. The actions of Chaplin, Pickford, and Fairbanks that led to the
formation of United Artists are well-known. In addition, the moral conduct
and sexual behavior of individual stars became an issue during the early
1920s, evidenced by the unholy alliance of discourses of industrial self­
regulation and journalistic scandalmongering that destroyed the career of
Fatty Arbuckle and cast a shadow on Valentino as well. 5 Another, more
pervasive source of instability was the programmatic mobilization of
audience participation as a collective activity, which, even though it was orga­
nized from above, conflicted in tendency with the isolated and relatively
passive disposition required of the classical spectator. As the Valentino cult
demonstrated, it could elude the control of studio publicity and gain a
momentum of its own. As a commodity whose value turned on his or her
ability to touch an experiential nerve in people's lives, the star came to
function as a linchpin between immediate market interests and long-term
ideological structures, and often embodied the contradictions that erupted
in the tension between the two.

These contradictions were especially virulent in the area of gender and
sexuality, considering the cinema's pivotal role in transforming and regulat­
ing women's access to the publiC sphere. As I argued in Chapter 3, the
industry's catering to-and thriving on-female audiences precipitated the
erosion of the hierarchic segregation of public and private. It also under­
mined a long-standing patriarchal economy of vision that began to assert
itself all the more forcefully in the formal organization of the emerging
classical paradigm. The paradox between women's increased importance as
consumers and the simultaneous imposition of masculine forms of vision and
subjectivity was exacerbated by the proliferation of stars, especially if they
were male.
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Although I have touched upon these questions in earlier chapters, the
focus on a male star warrants more detailed discussion of the issues involved,
elaborated over the past decade and a half in feminist and psychoanalyt­
ically oriented debates on representation and spectatorship. These debates
invariably return to Laura Mulvey's essay on "Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema" (1975), which first spelled out the implications of Lacanian­
Althusserian models of spectatorship for a critique of patriarchal cinema.
Whatever its limitations and blind spots, the significance of Mulvey's argu­
ment lies in her pinpointing the mechanisms by which the classical Hol­
lywood film perpetuates sexual imbalance in the very conventions through
which it engages its viewer as subject-its modes of organizing vision and
structuring narratives, its particular types of pleasure. Drawing on psychic
proclivities of voyeurism, fetishism, and narcissism, Mulvey argues, these
conventions depend upon-and reproduce-the conventional polarity of
the male as the agent of the look and the image of woman as object of both
spectacle and narrative. In aligning spectatorial pleasure with a hierarchical
system of sexual difference, classical American cinema inevitably entails
what Mulvey calls "a 'masculinization' of the spectator position, regardless
of the actual sex (or possible deviance) of any real live movie-goer."6

Besides being a somewhat monolithic notion of both the classical cinema
and the male subject-as well as a provocatively manichean stance on visual
pleasure-Mulvey's argument has been criticized for the difficulty of con­
ceptualizing a female spectator other than in terms of an absence. 7 In the
decade since her essay was published, however, feminist critics have
attempted to rescue female spectatorship from its "locus of impossibility,"
particularly in areas elided by the focus on women's systematic exclusion.
The question of female spectatorship has been posed, for the most part,
from two perspectives, involving the distinction between the spectator as a
hypothetical term of address of the film's discourse and the spectator as a
subject of empirical processes of reception. One line of investigation is
concerned with overtly male-addressed films, for instance in classical genres
such as the Western or the gangster film, and the pleasure and kinds of
identification that women viewers (including feminist critics) too experi­
ence in the reception of these films. The other perspective is on the body of
films, within the Hollywood tradition, explicitly addressed to female
audiences and marketed as such, like the "woman's film" of the 1940s and
other variants of melodrama centering on female protagonists and their
world.

With regard to the reception of male-addressed films, Mulvey, recon­
sidering her earlier~argument, suggests that the female viewer may enjoy
"the freedom of action and control over the diegetic world that identifica-
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tion with the male hero provides" by taking recourse to the repressed
residues of her own phallic phase. This type of identification requires her, as
it were, to put on transvestite clothes; consequently, Mulvey contends, it
confirms the dominant sexual polarity of vision by exchanging the terms of
opposition for those of similarity. Like the character Pearl in Mulvey's read­
ing of Duel in the Sun, the female spectator ends up caught in a conflict
JJbetween the deep blue sea of passive femininity and the devil of regressive
masculinity. "8

Mulvey's analysis of spectatorial cross-dressing ultimately upholds the
notion of patriarchal cinema as a system of binary opposites. But it also
demonstrates the necessity to complicate such terms. The female viewer of
JJmasculine" genres does not fit the mold of the spectator-subject anticipated
by these films; she cannot assume this mold as unproblematically as the male
viewer is supposed to. At the same time, narcissistic identification with
female characters is of marginal interest at best, especially in films which
disperse spectacle over landscape and action scenes rather than focusing
visual pleasure on the image of the female body. But, as I emphasized earlier,
the JJmisfit" between the female viewer and the spectator-subject of classical
cinema does not make her reception merely accidental, arbitrary or per­
sonal. Rather, the oscillation and instability that Mulvey and others have
observed in female spectatorship constitutes a collectively significant devia­
tion, a deviation that has its historical basis in the viewers' experience as
women, as a social group differentiated in terms of class, race, ethnicity, and
sexual preference. If this collective deviation was articulated and simultane­
ously appropriated by the discourse of consumption, the agencies of con­
sumer culture also offered women a public horizon in which the social
construction(s) of female subjectivity, as inscribed and negotiated in the
textual configurations of the films, could be recognized and reflected upon,
in which commercially appropriated experience could be interpreted and

reclaimed.
The figure of the transvestite suggests that female spectatorship involves

dimensions of self-reflexivity and role-playing, rather than simply an
opposition of active and passive. The perceptual performance of sexual
mobility anticipates, on a playful, fictional level, the possibility of social
arrangements not founded upon a hierarchically fixed sexual identity. 9

However, as Mary Ann Doane objects, sexual mobility is itself "a distin­
guishing feature of femininity in its cultural construction." Hence, specta­
torial transvestism, like transvestism in general, "would be fully recuper­
able. "to Would be, perhaps; but I do not think that this objection exhausts
the possibilities of the transvestite as concept and metaphor. Sexual mobil-
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ity, while acceptable in adolescent females, is still considered incompatible
with adult standards of femininity. If such mobility is a by-product of
women's reception of male-addressed films, it opens up a different register of
temporality, allowing for the articulation of nonsynchronous psychic devel­
opments. Phallic identification, though officially-in the present tense of
the film text, as propelled by the linear flow of the narrative-aligned with
positions of masculine agency and control, depends for the female viewer
on processes of memory and fantasy (on both conscious and unconscious
levels) and thus may reactivate repressed layers of her own psychic history
and socialization. 11

What about films that provide spectatorial positions specifically addressed
to a female viewer? In her study on the 1940s Jlwoman's film," Doane shows
how the structural instability of the female spectator position in mainstream
cinema surfaces as a textual instability in this particular genre: Jlbecause the
woman's film insistently and sometimes obsessively attempts to trace the
contours of female subjectivity and desire within the traditional forms and
conventions of Hollywood narrative-forms which cannot sustain such an
exploration-certain contradictions within patriarchal ideology become
more apparent. "12 The ideological crisis precipitated by the female address,
Doane argues, is in turn contained by scenarios of masochism which work to
distance and deeroticize the woman's gaze, thus restricting the space of a
female reading.

By contrast, critics such as Linda Williams and Tania Modleski emphasize
the multiplicity of identificatory positions in female-addressed mainstream
films (or, in Modleski's case, TV soap opera), a textual multiplicity which
they relate to the problematic constitution of female identity under
patriarchy, from patterns of psychic development to a gender-specific divi­
sion of labor. 13 This difference in emphasis in part may result from the
choice of films-maternal melodrama, for instance, as opposed to woman's
films that overlap the gothic or horror genre-but it also seems bound up
with the conception of spectatorship in general, with the relation between
textually constructed positions of gendered subjectivity and historically
available possibilities of reception, and with the role of the critical reader in
constructing and mediating both of these terms.

The significance of these questions for feminist theory and criticism has
been spelled out with exemplary clarity in the debate initiated by E. Ann
Kaplan and Linda Williams on Stella Dallas (King Vidor, 1937).14 To what
extent, for instance, does the organization of the look (point-of-view edit­
ing from a male, upper middle-class perspective) dominate or preempt other
relays of identification and options of interpretation? Does the ending of the
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film unify the variety of conflicting subject positions mapped out before and
so, as Kaplan argues, close off the contradictions in terms of a patriarchal
discourse on motherhood, asking the spectator to accept desexualization,
sacrifice, and powerlessness? Or do we, as Williams suggests, grant some
degree of alterity to the preceding 108 minutes? Are processes of identifica­
tion necessarily synchronous with the temporal structures of classical narra­
tive, and to what extent is closure effective? How do films construct what we
remember of them, and how does this memory change over time in relation
to the immediate effects of identification? And what is at stake in the critical
effort to reclaim a space for alternative female readings or, conversely, to see
that space as always already coopted?15

A related yet different set of questions is posed by female-addressed
Hollywood films that focus spectatorial pleasure on the figure of a male
hero-performer-and a star, at that. If a man is made to occupy the place of
erotic object, how does this affect the organization of vision? If the desiring
look is aligned with the position of a female viewer, does this open up a
space for female subjectivity and, by the same token, an alternative concep­
tion of visual pleasure?

As with regard to spectatorial transvestism, Doane cautions against pre­
mature enthusiasm for such films, arguing that they are merely an instance
of role reversal, which allows women the appropriation of the gaze only to
confirm its patriarchal inscription: liThe male striptease, the gigolo-both
inevitably signify the mechanism of reversal itself, constituting themselves
as aberrations whose acknowledgment simply reinforces the dominant sys­
tem of aligning sexual difference with a subject/object dichotomy. And an
essential attribute of that dominant system is the matching of male subjec­
tivity with the agency of the look. "16 The figure of the male as erotic object
undeniably sets into play fetishistic and voyeuristic mechanisms,
accompanied-most strikingly in the case of Valentino-by a feminization
of the actor's persona. These mechanisms, however, cannot be naturalized
as easily as they are in the representation of a female body. They are
foregrounded as aspects of a theatricality that encompasses both performer
and viewer, and which may mean something different depending on the
viewer's gender and sexual orientation. The reversal thus constitutes a textual
difference which has to be considered case by case and cannot be reduced, a
priori, to its symbolic content within a phallic economy of signification. It
seems more promising, tentatively, to approach the textual difference of a
male erotic object as a figure of overdetermination, an unstable composite
figure that connotes lithe simultaneous presence of two positionalities of
desire" (Teresa de Lauretis) and thus calls into question the very idea of
polarity rather than simply reversing its terms. 17
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If the either/or of sexual difference seems inadequate to an understanding
of the textual significance of such composite figures, this inadequacy also
indicates the need to complement the methods of psychoanalytically
grounded textual analysis with more historically and culturally specific
approaches. Thus, Valentino's position in a gendered economy of vision is
complicated by a number of other, partially overlapping discourses, such as
the fascination with and suppression of ethnic and racial otherness; the
perceived crisis of masculinity; the star system and the traditions of the
matinee idol-and the impersonator-in popular theatrical entertain­
ments; and the junction between consumerism and the transformation of
the public sphere. Therefore, reconstructing a possible horizon of recep­
tion for Valentino involves juggling different levels of material and bringing
them to bear upon each other in a kind of methodological both/and of
textual analysis and historiographic speculation. This means tracing the
contradictions of female spectatorship both inside and outside the films: on
the one hand, through textual configurations that betray a tension between
dominant and subdominant positions of reading, often marked by a dis­
sociation of narrative into spectacle and scenario; and, on the other,
through the public discourse surrounding Valentino-reviews, intelViews,
studio publicity, articles in fan magazines and the general press, popular
biographies-sources that at once document, manipulate, and constitute
his reception. 18

This does not mean treating the films as texts and the publicity discourse
as a seemingly given, stable, and accessible context. On the contrary, when
we consider the diversity of materials, interests, and ideological mecha­
nisms operating in that discourse, both levels emerge only through an effort
of reading. This effort takes its cue from symptomatic moments in the filmic
texts and from points of friction between the Valentino figure, the cinematic
institution, and dominant cultural norms and codes. For both the films and
the publicity discourse, my readings are shaped by a particular cognitive
interest-as well as of course by hermeneutic vicissitudes that elude the
critic's awareness. This cognitive interest translates into a methodological
perspective that attempts to be both critical and redemptive, in the Benjami­
nian sense: to delineate the contours of a female subjectivity, with all its
contradictions and complicity, in the institution of cinema and the text of
film history. 19

Thus, I will read Valentino as a figure and function of female spectator­
ship, illuminating its precarious status as both cult of consumption and
manifestation of an alternative public sphere. If we want to maintain this
dual vision, we cannot ignore the fact that Valentino provoked an almost
hyperbolic display of patriarchal ideology in the media of capitalist culture.
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But this should not deter us from tracing, in the textual configurations of his
films and in the cult surrounding him, "a specifically female social subjec­
tivity whose political and psychological dimensions far outstrip the eco­
nomic, consumerist function. "20 The intent is to show these discourses as
interrelated and contestatory, part of the unstable dynamic of a historically
variable-and changeable-public sphere.

Sexual Ambiguity, Erotic Ethnicity: Stigmata of a Career

It is a commonplace of Hollywood mythology that Valentino's career was
founded-and foundered-upon his persona as a Latin Lover. The pub­
licity governing this meteoric career until Valentino's premature death in
1926 and his legendary afterlife revolves around two fatally intertwined
issues: his ethnic otherness and the question of his masculinity. In both
aspects the perceived deviations from dominant standards of social and
sexual identity that troubled and perhaps destroyed his career were the very
qualities that made him an object of unprecedented fascination. But the dual
scandal of his ethnicity and ambiguous sexuality was a function of the
overruling, enabling stigma of Valentino's career: his enormous popularity
with women. As Hollywood manufactured the Valentino legend, promot­
ing the fusion of real life and screen persona that makes a star, his female
admirers became part of that legend. Never before was the discourse on fan
behavior so strongly marked by the terms of gender and sexuality, and never
again was spectatorship so explicitly linked to the discourse on female
desire.

This configuration merely brought to a head developments I have already
discussed, such as the cinema's massive solicitation of the female consumer
and women's increased presence in the publiC sphere; As Gaylyn Studlar
asserts, "Valentino was not an anomaly in his construction as a Imatinee idol'
for women, nor was his emergence as a star the first evidence of the power of
female desire in determining Hollywood's production of pleasure. "21 Cer­
tainly he followed in the footsteps of such heartthrobs as Maurice Costello,
Francis X. Bushman, or Lou Tellegen, who .had provoked similar manifesta­
tions of female fandom. During his brief career he had formidable competi­
tion in Richard Barthelmess, Thomas Meighan, and, above all, Wallace
Reid, John Gilbert, and John Barrymore. Male stars who were marketed as
ethnically other, before Valentino, included Antonio Moreno, and, concur­
rently, Ramon Novarro or Ivor Novello. If Valentino commands a special
status, it is not only because of the excessive dimensions of his female
reception, its collective theatricality, and its persistence as memory; it is
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also because he seems to have combined the projections of ethnic and sexual
otherness in such a manner that the defensive strategies mobilized around
each one of these terms actually fed into the threat of the other.

When Valentino entered the movies in 1917-at first in bit parts and,
then beginning in 1918, as a leading seducer-villain in several minor
productions-the injunction against casting actors with distinct ethnic, not
to mention racial, features in leading roles was as firmly in place as ever.
Even a star like the Japanese actor Sessue Hayakawa could succeed only in
the part of a villain. The social discourse that maintained this injunction was
the nativist movement that had gained momentum in the 1890s and culmi­
nated in the 1920s in response to the massive influx of "new" immigrants
from southern and eastern Europe-Italians andJews-the very groups that
populated the nickelodeons and entered the industry as exhibitors, distribu­
tors, producers, and actors. After World War I, as the failure of concepts of
instantaneous "Americanization" became obvious, the discourse on the new
immigrants increasingly assumed a racist tone, as differences of class and
nationality were submerged into a biological discourse on race. Riding the
nationalist wave in the wake of Roosevelt imperialism, "the guardians of
white supremacy [began] to discharge their feelings on the new foreign
group. "22

As Griffith's case so graphically illustrates, racial and ethnic stereotypes
are inseparable from inscriptions of gender and sexuality, especially female
sexuality. The injunction against casting an ethnically distinct actor in a
leading role meant, for a large number of films, the role of a romantic lover.
With the nativist turn of the discourse on immigrants, older notions of
assimilation through intermarriage were superseded by standards of racial
purity predicated on the taboo against miscenegation. Like the latter taboo,
however, the nativist crusade against interethnic romance was already a
displacement, a defense against the threat of female sexuality. The projec­
tion of the ethnic and racially male other as sexually potent, uncontrollable,
and predatory no doubt reflected anxieties related to the ongoing crisis of
WASP masculinity. The source of these anxieties, however, was more
likely the New Woman, with her alleged economic independence, liber­
alized life-style, and new public presence (as voter and consumer), which
seemed to advance the articulation of female desire, of erotic initiative and
choice. 23

But as with the taboo on miscegenation, the injunction against inter­
ethnic sex betrayed a fascination with it. From the primitivist iconography
of nineteenth-century advertising and trade cards, through melodramatic
scenarios of suffering and submission to Orientalist fantasies in popular
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fiction, images of ethnic and racial otherness were evoked only to be dis­
avowed, transfigured into an exotic spectacle for the purpose of-primarily
female-consumption. Considering such gainfully deployed ambivalence,
Studlar is right in describing Valentino's lIapparent subversion of cultural
norms" as IIpart of a wider web of popular discourses that linked the exotic to
the erotic in forging a contradictory sexual spectacle of male ethnic other­
ness within a xenophobic and nativist culture. "24 But establishing a discur­
sive tradition does not necessarily mute the contradictions unleashed in the
particular manifestation. If nothing else, Valentino's success pointed up the
double standard that tacitly condoned relations between white men and
ethnically or racially other women (relations which, in the latter case, had
been the ideologically denied historical basis for miscegenation). More­
over, the reception of Valentino indicates that a discourse successfully toler­
ated or incited in the print medium may have encountered quite a different
set of problems when transferred to the screen, given the specific effects of
cinematic representation and identification as well as the collective, public
dimensions of exhibition.

When Valentino was IIdiscovered," his ethnic otherness did not become
an issue right away, nor was his reception immediately polarized in terms of
sexual difference. Playing the part of the redeemed rake in Rex Ingram's The
Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Metro, 6 March 1921), Valentino was
acclaimed as lithe continental hero, the polished foreigner, the modern Don
Juan," a sensation in familiar roles: lIanother of the Latin type of male stars
. . . another champion screen love maker. "25 Reviewers who praised his
acting also remarked upon his skill as a dancer, yet without the sneer or
embarrassment that soon would be attached to this aspect of Valentino's
past.

If The Four Horsemen propelled him to instant fame, it was only four films
later, with The Sheik (Famous Players-Lasky, 30 October 1921), that Valen­
tino acquired his specific aura of notoriety. The stage was set by the novel on
which the film was based, E. M. Hull's The Sheik (1919), a prime example of a
colonialist fantasy ostensibly speaking of-and to-female desire. Written
by a middle-aged Englishwoman, this soft-core best-seller projects its
ambivalent fantasies of independence and rape on the exotic-aristocratic
male other, who combines a barbarian masculinity with romantic passion.
Although the film was advertised as a macho spectacle (llwhen an Arab sees a
woman he wants, he takes her"), this emphasis was actually toned down in
the adaptation, prompting a reviewer to assert that lithe Sheik has been
denatured for the movies. "26 Irrevocably, however, the film established
Valentino's ethnicity as a term of discourse, interlocking controversial and
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promotional, destructive and defensive functions. While The Four Horsemen
had motivated his darker features by the Latin-American setting of a popular
novel by a Spanish writer, Vicente Blasco-Ibanez, the production of The
Sheik deployed them strategically, as a spectacle of exotic eroticism. While
the former film rationalized Valentino's difference to circumvent Hol­
lywood's code of casting, the latter stressed it as a source of his appeal. To be
sure, the fascination was disavowed on the fictional level (as in the nove}), by
having the wild Arab turn out to be the son of an English nobleman and a
Spanish lady. But this melodramatic formula, rehearsed in a persistent pat­
tern of dual identity in many of Valentino's films, ironically enabled the
creation of an ethnically distinctive star.

As The Sheik exploited Valentino's ethnic otherness, the film's deliberate
lack of IIrealistic" constraints also gave carte blanche to xenophobic and
racist slurs and insinuations of a color continuum between the lIolive-skinned
idol" and descendants of African Americans, one Valentino was well aware
of. These slurs were provoked by the unprecedented dimensions of Valen­
tino's reception by women, whether actual or mythical, which seemed to
exacerbate and sanction the threat of his ethnic-racial otherness. Thus, the
most overt attacks on Valentino's deviation from Caucasian-American stan­
dards of male beauty discount his success by attributing it to the peculiar
bias of female audiences, to a specifically female myopic vision. One such
attack, entitled IIA Song of Hate" and claimed by a demonstratively male
writer, is headed by two profile drawings of Valentino facing each other. On
the left, a racist caricature gives him a leery look, protruding teeth and lips,
as well as an earring; its caption: lias the men see him." On the right is a
portrait with smiling, moderately handsome, and ethnically nonspecific
features; the caption: lias the women see him. "27 The racist inflection of the
nativist prejudice also marks the indictment of a well-known woman journal­
ist, Adela Rogers St. Johns: IIValentino, with his small eyes, his flat nose and
large mouth, fails to measure up to the standard of male beauty usually
accepted in this country." By a logic similar to that of the cartoon just
described, St. Johns frames this presumably neutral observation with a
remark discounting the judgment of Valentino's female fans, as she contrasts
the lIintensity and madness of the IValentino craze'" with lithe amazing
steadfast and loyal quality of the love and affection given Wally Reid. "28

On the whole, however, the discourse on Valentino's otherness was a
defensive one, which often perpetuated the insult in more or less subtle ways
(for instance, by mimicking his accent) and kept the issue before the pub­
lic. 29 One strategy of dissociating Valentino's foreignness from an ethnicity
tainted with racial difference-and working-class origins-was to depict
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A Song of Hate
CJ3y 'Dick 'Dorgan

As the men see him As the women see him

-I hate Valentino ! All men hate Valentino.
I hate his oriental optics; I hate his classic
nose; I hate his Roman face; I hate his smile;
I hate his glistening teeth; I hate his patent
leather hair; I hate his Svengali glare; I hate
him because he dances too well; I hate him
because he's a slicker; I hate him because
he's the great lover of the screen; I hate him
because he's an embezzler of hearts; I hate
him because he's too apt in the art of
osculation; I hate him because he's leading
man for Gloria Swanson; I hate him because
he's too good looking.

Ever since he came galloping in. with the
"Four Horsemen" he has been the cause of
more home cooked battle royals than they
can print in the papers. The women are all
dizzy over him. The men have forITled a
secret order (of which I am. running for
president and chief executioner as you may
notice) to loathe, hate and despise him for
obvious reasons.

What! Me jealous ?--Oh, no-I just
Hate Him. .

Figure 11.2

him as a European aristocrat, at least in appearance, manners, and taste:
IIHis charm is distinctly Continental . . . He has the European man's
appreciation of music, of painting, of literature. 1130 Another strategy, some­
what incongruent with the former, was to emphasize his immigrant experi­
ence, to hail him as a living proof of the American Dream, a picaresque
version of Horatio Alger. At several points in his career, as in numerous
obituaries, his life story was introduced by titles such as IIAn Immigrant Boy
Who Became the Idol of Americall or liThe Romances of Rodolph Valentino,
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Sheik of the Desert Sands: Immigrant, Cafe Bus Boy, Dishwasher and
Tangoer Became Famous Overnight. "31

Both strategies, besides potentially undermining each other, played into
the other major stigma of Valentino's career: the question of his masculinity.
By supposedly all-American standards of ruggedness and authenticity, Euro­
pean manners, taste, and high culture were traditionally charged with con­
notations of effeminacy. To make matters worse, Valentino personified the
Italian man's stereotypical penchant for fashion, by flaunting his spats, ties,
custom-made suits and furs, his flamboyant suspenders and notorious slave
bracelet. Thus, he inevitably succumbed to the gender economy of fashion,
which, with the "Great Masculine Renunciation" of the eighteenth century,
had made sumptuous dress (once a mark of aristocratic status) the domain of
women, channeling masculine exhibitionism into professional display
behavior, scopophilia, or identification with woman-as-spectacle. 32 Valen­
tino's demonstrative undoing of this historical suppression on the level of
publicity tallies with similar effects in his films, their persistent emphasis on
costumes, disguises, and display.

As for the Immigrant Boy Who Made Good, accounts of Valentino's early
days invariably bring up his profession as a dancer. While this aspect of his
career forever resonates with the rhythm of the tango, a notoriously macho
ritual of sexual power and submission, the fact that Valentino practiced this
ritual for hire classed him as a "gigolo," a "lounge lizard," a "tango pirate."
Deployed as much against his female customers as against the dancer him­
self, the popular cliche of the tango pirate carried the connotation of sexual
ambiguity, referring to a "sensuous, willfully aggressive male [who] was also
effeminate, will-less, and dependent on women for money. "33 The insinua­
tion that Valentino had "lived off women" as a dancer, moreover, became
emblematic of his career as an actor whose stardom depended on millions of
female fans.

Like his ethnic otherness, Valentino's sexual identity had not yet been
called into question with his first major success, even though The Four
Horsemen presented him with backlighting and soft-style cinematography,
textual devices usually reserved for female stars. Again it was The Sheik that
locked him into a discursive economy that haunted him for the remainder of
his career-by dividing viewers and reviewers along the lines of gender and
sexual orientation. With the film's overwhelming success at the box office,
reviewers began to note its special draw with female audiences-for whom
the sheer appearance of "Rudy" on the screen was "just grand"-and at the
same time asserted a growing rejection of the star on the part of "real" men.
A cartoon in the fan magazine Classic depicts an audience watching The Sheik,
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the women's eyes glued to the screen while their male companions lean back
in disdain; the caption: "The Nordic sneered at Valentino while his women­
folk thrilled to this jungle python of a lover. "34

The phallic metaphor of the exotic serpent is not coincidental. Although
Valentino in a preemptive strike launched an interview campaign with anti­
feminist and misogynist apothegms C'all women like a little cave-man stuff"),
his success as exotic-erotic spectacle effectively emasculated him, by assign­
ing him to the fetishistic logic he tried so hard to overcome. 35 This ten­
dency, epitomized by The Young Rajah (Famous Players-Lasky, 12 November
1922), persisted in most of his films, primarily costume dramas with exotic
settings. More than just an effect of the gendered economy of vision, of his
being in the position of object of spectacle, the feminization of Valentino's
persona functioned as a defense, as a strategy to domesticate the threat of
his ethnic-racial otherness. 36

In the publicity discourse Valentino's feminization involved a complex
dynamic of reception, reaction, and defense. On the most general level it
was a result of his sexual objectification, his occupying a position that
patriarchal tradition usually reserved for the woman. But Valentino was not
simply a sexual object, nor was he, as Studlar claims, "never considered to be
anything more than a sexual object. "37 He was, significantly, a cult object,
the center of a collective ritual. This ritual had its institutional framework in
the star system, above all in the organized activities of fandom such as
popularity contests, write-in campaigns, and the circulation of photo­
graphs, autographs, and star paraphernalia. But from the start the Valentino
cult seemed to exceed that framework, assuming a public momentum of its
own. Its most exc~ssivemanifestations were the riots launched by allegedly
all-female fans trying to get at their star, beginning in Philadelphia and
Boston (December 1922 and January 1923), blazing through London and
Paris, and culminating in the infamous funeral riots in New York (August
1926).

To be sure, these excesses became part of the publicity discourse, and in
the long run their threat was absorbed into myth. It is unclear from the
newspaper reports to what extent women actually predominated in such
public demonstrations; photographs and newsreel footage show at least as
many men in the crowds. 38 But the point of the publicity-and the source
of male anxiety-seems to have been that these events appeared to have
been staged by women, to the exclusion of men, more precisely, that the
Valentino cult gave public expression to a force specific to relations among
women. The article accompanying the Classic cartoon mentioned earlier
elaborates on the consequences of the gender division pictured in the car-
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toon: "50 the Nordic sneered. And his girl giggled-and the next time went
to see Valentino alone, or with Mabel, her girl friend. And in the subtle way
that is inexplainable, the admiration for Valentino as an actor was trans­
ferred to a personal interest among women. "39

Contrary to one strand of publicity (and promotional activities such as
beauty contests in which Valentino functioned as judge), which held out the
"secret" hope for each and every fan that she might be the one and only to be
discovered by his gaze, the cult seems to have furnished an occasion for
collective expression among women-for conversation, intimacy, andjoint
ventures-a catalyst for the articulation of common experience, fantasies,
and discontents. 40 The violence both attributed to the cult and inscribed in
the masculinist attacks on Valentino suggests that he might have figured as a
synecdoche for a female subculture as strong as, though ideologically quite
distinct from, the nineteenth-century cult of domesticity.

That Valentino was nothing more than a puppet in the hands of a band of
maenads was also insinuated by the gossip devoted to his personal and
professional life. Beginning with his discovery by June Mathis, the screen­
writer who got him cast in The Four Horsemen, Valentino was perceived as a
creation of, for, and by women. His relationships with women-the plural
matters here-became notorious in the year following The Sheik, specifically
with the bigamy charges brought against him for remarrying before the
divorce from his first wife, Jean Acker, was legal. His second marriage
contributed to the feminization of his public persona in more than one way.
Natacha Rambova, a trained ballet dancer and fashion designer and the
stepdaughter of cosmetics tycoon Richard Hudnut, left no doubt in the eyes
of the press as to who was wearing the pants in the Valentino household-or
rather, who was cooking the pasta and who was tending to the business of
Art. But Rambova did more than endow Valentino with the reputation of a
henpecked husband, jeopardizing his career by inciting him to quarrels with
directors and litigation against the studios. 41 She also came to represent his
association with deviant forms of sexuality, by her much publicized gift to
him of a platinum "slave bracelet" and, above all, her affiliation with AlIa
Nazimova, the famous lesbian actress and spiritualist. Confronted with the
stereotypical question of whether a star's wife felt jealous watching her
husband make love to another woman on screen, she answered with a well­
placed double entendre: iliA woman,' says Natacha Rambova, smiling her
heavy-lidded, scarlet-lipped smile, 'knows more about what other women
want. '''42 Finally, the ambiguous message of Valentino's special relationship
with women was compounded by rumors that he was unable to satisfy any
one of them. 43
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The endless speculations about the nature of Valentino's IIsex appeal"

(measured in IIscientific experiments" such as attaching graphs to the pulse of

female viewers watching a kissing scene) by and large reproduced cliches of

mastery and virility, from his hypnotic eyes to his entire body. But many of

these, speculations registered an awareness that his appeal eluded the hetero­

sexual polarity of male and female, hinting in the direction of sexual ambi­

guity, incest, and perversion. The very invocation of romantic passion
produced such sexually (and ethnically) overdetermined metaphors as lithe

male orchid," lIa Theda Bara in trousers," lithe male Helen of Troy-the

masculine counterpart of Sappho, Lais, Phryne, and Aspasia. "44 Female fans

ostensibly interviewed or writing letters about their admiration for the

exotic star tended to mention either certain elements of his appearance (his

legs, his movements, his smile) or his special combination of traditionally

male and female qualities (strength and grace, will power and courtesy). But

there was another strand of speculation:

Why do girls love Rodolf so? The reason why-(they do not know!) Some
of them may THINK they do ... HOWEVER, for none of these reasons
has he set the feminine heart palpitating and the feminine pulse registering
above normal. Not at all. The cold, hard truth of the secret of his charm is
that Rodolf Valentino appeals to the Maternal Instinct of EVERYWO­
MAN . . . What a woman really wants to do for Rodolf is to bandage his
wounds; comfort him; stroke that well-brushed hair; spank him; proudly
show him off. 45

This kind of mothering is not exactly a model of nineteenth-century mater­

nal self-sacrifice; if anybody here suffers, it is the incestuous son. Indeed

until his death and beyond, Valentino was haunted by a masochistic aura
that constituted a major aspect of the fascination inscribed in his films,

rehearsed in particular scenarios of identification.

The masculinist attacks on Valentino turned the complexity of his appeal

into the stigma of effeminacy, a mere defect in a male symboliC universe. As

could be seen in the nativist-racist slurs, the opposition of male and female
was overlaid with an equally rigid opposition of American and un-American,

which in turn was coupled with binary terms such as natural versus artificial,

authentic self versus mask (note the comparison with Will Rogers in the

epigraph to this chapter). This campaign reached its peak with the infamous

Pink Powder Puff attack, an editorial in the Chicago Tribune, July 18, 1926,

just five weeks before Valentino's death:

Is this degeneration into effeminacy a cognate reaction with pacifism to the
virilities and realities of the war? Are pink powder and parlor pinks in any
way related? . . .
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Do women like the type of "man" who pats pink powder on his face in a
public washroom and arranges his coiffure in a public elevator? . . . What
has become of the old "cave man" line?

It is a strange social phenomenon and one that is running its course not
only here in America but in Europe as well. Chicago may have its powder
puffs; London has its dancing men and Paris its gigolos. Down with
Decatur; up with Elinor Glyn. Hollywood is the national school of mas­
culinity. Rudy, the beautiful gardener's boy, is the prototype of the Ameri­
can male. Hell's bells. Oh, Sugar.

Valentino, with a unique talent for confirming his enemies' worst allega­
tions, felt called upon to defend his virility by a response invoking his Italian
ancestry and honor. 46

It would be a mistake to overrate the masculinist attacks on Valentino or
merely take them at face value. To a certain extent they were part of the
ritual. If not exactly self-ironic, the paragons of American virility were aware
of performing a rhetorical role, playing straight man as it were to the
women's follies. Thus, the "Song of Hate" mentioned earlier concludes with
the writer's announcement: liThe men have formed a secret order (of which I
am running for president and chief executioner as you may notice) to loathe,
hate and despise him for obvious reasons. What! Me jealous?-Oh,
no-I just Hate Him. "47 We should not forget that this rhetoric only
presumed to speak for all men. It thus obscured Valentino's popularity with a
large number of men, gay and straight-a dimension that Kenneth Anger,
among others, has tried to restore to the history of Valentino's reception. 48

Like the nativist-racist slurs, the masculinist attacks on Valentino were far
outnumbered by the defensive and explanatory discourse they seemed to
engender. One explanation for men's hostility was, obviously, jealousy
(evidenced by the surmise that they secretly tried to imitate him). As one of
America's "most eminent psychologists" was announced to expound in an
upcoming issue of Motion Picture MagaZine, Valentino had become the "Phan­
tom Rival in every virtuous domestic establishment, " lithe standard by which
every wife measures her husband" and hence "a terrible indictment of the
American husband. "49 (That the article advertised actually turns the last
phrase into "a terrific indictment of the American businessman" suggests a
slightly more interesting line of investigation.) Valentino irked the Ameri­
can male, another writer advanced, because he upset the compensatory
balance between supposedly manly physical and emotional awkwardness
and socially rewarded achievements in the marketplace. "What good was it
that he could sell more automobiles in a day than the rest of the sales force
put together? What mattered it that his lapel glittered with the recognized
symbol of the Nobility of North America?"50 Such observations stop short



264 Rudolph Valentino and Female Spectatorship

of making a causal connection between the standard of masculinity enforced
by American capitalism and the sexual, erotic, emotional deficiencies of
American men-a connection spelled out more clearly in the problematic
heroes of late-nineteenth-century novels (such as those by Norris and Drei­
ser), who embody what "happens to masculinity in America when the male's
successful pursuit of his role in accordance with the business ethic drains
him of his virility. "5t

If Valentino triggered the fears of American men over the meaning of
"manliness, " the stigma of feminization he incurred may not have been only
a defensive mechanism of projection (the externalization of a part of oneself
that threatens to destabilize the ego). The peculiar configuration of Valen­
tino's relationship with women-the homosocial dimensions of the cult as
well as the star's affiliation with lesbians-suggests that the male hostility
registered a profound bafflement regarding the other sex, a historical legacy
of the distance, the alienation between men and women inflicted by the
nineteenth-century doctrine of separate spheres. The war cry of Valentino's
effeminacy may have betrayed an awareness that he might understand some­
thing they did not-or, perhaps even a more deep-seated fear, reminiscent
of Intolerance, that women did not need men at all.

The publicity defending Valentino against such attacks, including his
own self-defeating efforts, resorted to three distinct strategies, each of
which backfired, either by compounding the sexual confusion attributed to
him or by drawing attention to his ethnic difference. One line of defense,
familiar from other stars' attempts to escape the sexual objectification of the
matinee idol, emphasized Valentino's status as an artist. In addition to
innumerable reviews and reports protesting the Great Lover's acting skills,
Valentino himself endorsed the cause of Art versus Industry in a syndicated
polemic against the studio system, aligning himself with the prestigious
names of Fairbanks, Pickford, Chaplin, and Griffith. 52 He also published a
book of poems (Day Dreams, 1923) and posed as a connoisseur of literature,
music, art, and antiques. But besides the general connotation of Art as
feminine and feminizing, Valentino's artistic ambitions soon became syn­
onymous with the rule of Natacha, her constant interference with his affairs,
which gave him the reputation of a henpecked husband. Moreover, his
altercations with the studios, in the name of Art, were perceived as hypo­
critical and unprofessional, a failure to adapt to American ways. A cartoon
with an article by the editor of Photoplay, James R. Quirk, shows a throng of
moviegoers-donning an even mixture of male and female hats-flocking
to a theater with posters of Ramon Novarro and Tony Moreno, his two most
successful competitors in the genre of Latin Lover. On the right, Valentino
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and Rambova are depicted on a pedestal, spouting slogans, respectively, of
"I'm for Art" and "Down with the Producers!" in a cobblestone square popu­
lated by a single hobo. 53

A more aggressive line of defense was Valentino's participation in the cult
of physical fitness, with scores of publicity stills showing him working out in
seminudity or boxing, fencing, or lifting weights. Articles featuring him as
an athlete appeared in such magazines as Muscle Builder and Physical Culture
C'Presenting Rodolph Valentino in a New Light, Revealing Him as the Big
Husky and All Around Athlete That He Is"); the Daily Mirror ran a series of
ostensible fitness lessons under the rubric of "Valentino's Bulging Muscles" or
"Valentino's Beauty Secrets." Such articles furnished a pretext for photo­
graphs, many of which cut off his body above the waist (thereby concealing
the fact that he is wearing shorts) or surround him with phallic symbols such
as sports equipment, dogs, horses, and cars. The captions often read like an
inventory of Valentino's physical assets ("down underneath his shoulder
blades he has a particularly strong pair of muscles. They are very hard but
also very flexible") and underscore a deeroticizing tendency in the images. 54

Invariably, however, such assertions of Valentino's masculinity played into
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Figure 11.4

the phallic logic in the name of which his masculinity had been contested:
his entire body assumed the function of a phallic fetish, symbol of the
missing penis. As with the display of his body in films (such as the dressing
scenes in Blood and Sand and Monsieur Beaucaire), the physical culture pinups of
Valentino merely confirmed the masculinist projection of him as IIcastrated."
So, the more he protested his virility, the more he assumed the role of a male
impersonator, brilliant counterpart to the female IIfemale" impersonators of
the American screen such as Mae West or the vamps of his own films.

Physical culture magazines at that time also functioned as an important
relay for gay male eroticism. Valentino's IImasculine protest" encouraged this
association by yet another st~ategy of defense, by asserting his preference
for the company of men (and male accoutrements such as cars, dogs, and
horses) as well as his success with male audiences. III want to be a cowboy­
not a lounging he-vamp," an article quotes him as saying, IIBoys seek man­
hood! Girls seek genuine womanhood." The promotion of Valentino as a
IIman's man" continued into reports of his dying moments with 1I0nly men" at
his bedside: IIDid he miss the women in his last hour? Or was he glad that he

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



Male Star, Female Fans 267

was alone with his own kind? ... He was a he-man dying in the presence of
his he-man friends. "55 Such publicity produced the most vitriolic responses
from the masculinist camp, charging hypocrisy and spiced with insinuations
of homosexuality. An account of a press conference staged by Valentino's
agents revels in the following summary: "The story was told of the swarm of
men, sodden in the rain, waiting hours to glimpse for a moment the hero of
'The Eagle' on the day that the picture opened. Apparently, it was a purely
masculine aggregation as far as the publicity experts were concerned."
Then, as Valentino was walking down Broadway, "it was the men, mind you,
the men who followed for blocks, ogling, pushing, innate masculinity mag­
netizing males. "56 Valentino ran up against the double standards of a per­
sistently homosocial yet homophobic culture; the more he insisted on being
"one of them," the less he succeeded on their terms.

In the discursive spiral interlocking strategies of promotion, suppression,
and defense, Valentino's career became a battleground for conflicts between
the forces of consumerism and ideologically entrenched discourses of eth­
nicity and sexuality-forces that were actually in the process of incorporat­
ing each other. In the measure that his success was built on embodying the
contradictions unleashed in that process, he became its most prominent
casualty. The publiC violence he provoked, whether in the form of vicious
attacks or passionate demonstrations of enthrallment and defense, made his
person increasingly irrelevant. To use a cliche, he became a floating signifier
for temporarily antagonistic discourses-a fate epitomized in the fake pho­
tographs showing him in heaven and other curious manifestations of his
afterlife. 57

Yet he did embody these contradictions, giving them a material expression
in the guise of a unique subjectivity, without which the star system would
not function. In that sense Valentino seemed to live out the vicissitudes of
social change as they affected peoples' lives-affected them differently
depending on gender and sexual orientation, on class, race, ethnicity, and
generation. Thus, as a kind of living supplement, he did make a difference
for the publiC articulation and negotiation of these vicissitudes. As his body
became the site of struggles over the meaning of masculinity, he not only set
into play the mechanisms of the phalliC double bind, but also rendered
visible an alternative delineation of gender identity and gender relations. As
some reviewers and many more female (as well as male) viewers seem to have
intuited, his fascination devolved upon qualities that made him not less of a
man but a different kind of man. He came to personify an alternative form of
male identity at a time when "beauty" and "force" were still considered an
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irreconcilable dichotomy, and IImale beauty" an oxymoron tolerated at best

in socially marginal characters and professions, in artists, fashion workers,
intellectuals, and bohemians. 58

A more important factor of both fascination and threat was that Valentino
called into question the very idea of a stable sexual identity. Beckoning with
the promise of sexual-and ethnic-racial-mobility, the Valentino figure
appealed to those who most keenly felt the need, yet also the anxiety, of such

mobility, who themselves were caught between the hopes fanned by the
phantasmagoria of consumption and an awareness of the impossibility of
realizing them within existing social and sexual structures.



Patterns of Vision,
Scenarios of Identification

12

At first glance Valentino's films seem to rehearse the classical choreography
of the look almost to the point of parody, offering point-of-view construc­
tions that affirm the cultural hierarchy of gender in the visual field. From The
Four Horsemen to his death, Valentino starred in fourteen films, produced by
different studios and under different directors. 1 Illustrating the significance
of the star as auteur as much as the economic viability of vehicles, each of
these films reiterates a familiar pattern in staging the exchange of looks
between Valentino and the female characters. Whenever Valentino lays eyes
on a woman first, we can be sure that she will turn out to be the woman of his
dreams, the legitimate partner in the romantic relationship. Whenever a
woman initiates the look, she is invariably marked as a vamp, to be con­
demned and defeated in the course of the narrative.

In the opening sequence of The Eagle (United Artists, 1925; based on
Pushkin's novella Dubrovsky), the Czarina (Louise Dresser) is about to
inspect her favorite regiment, lithe handsomest in all Russia,'" when a run­
away carriage nearby prompts the hero into a Fairbanks-like rescue. The first
shot of Valentino shows him from the rear, looking through a pocket-Sized
telescope. The first time we see his face, it is framed, medium close-up, by
the window of the coach, directing a curious gaze inside. The reverse shot
completing the point of view, however, is illegible, hiding the object under
a bundle of fur; only his repeated look makes the image readable, distin­
guishes the female figure from the setting, literally produces her for the
spectator. As the young woman (Vilma Banky) returns the glance, she enters
the romantic pact, acknowledging the power of his look(s). Her negative
counterpart is the Czarina, a stout, elderly woman who is shown catching
sight of Valentino independent of his look, which momentarily transfigures
her face in desire. While she is masculinized by a military outfit and at the
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Figure 12.1

Figure 12.2
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same time ridiculed for her lack of masculine physical skills, desire on her
part is most crucially discredited through its association with political
power. As she continues her inspection of Valentino's body in the privacy of
the imperial suite, encircling and immobilizing him (no point-of-view
shot), the expression of horror in his eyes pinpoints the scandal of the
situation, the reversal of gender positions in the visual field, unilaterally

enforced by the monarch. As soon as Valentino understands the sexual
implications of his position, he determines to restore the traditional (im)bal­
ance, risking death as a deserter, yet regaining the mastery of the look.

A similar pattern can be obsetVed in Blood and Sand (Famous Players-Lasky,
1922): Dona Sol (Nita NaldO, the President's niece, is shown admiring the
victorious torero through opera glasses, prior to his looking at her; syntac­

tically, this marks her as a vamp. His future wife, Carmen (Lila Lee), on the
other hand, is singled out by the camera within his point of view, similar to
the coach sequence in The Eagle. A close-up of his face signals the awakening
desire, alternating with an undecipherable long shot of a crowd. The repeti­
tion of the desiring look, provoking a dissolve that extricates her from the
crowd, resolves the picture puzzle for the spectator and, by the same logic

of vision, establishes her as the legitimate companion (further sanctioned by
the inclusion of his mother in the point-of-view construction that follows).

Figure 12.3
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Figure 12.4

Thus, the legitimate female figure is deprived of the initiative of the erotic
look, relegated to the position of scopic object within the diegesis. In
relation to the spectator, however, she shares this position of scopic object
with Valentino.

Valentino's appeal depends to a large degree on the manner in which he
combines masculine control of the look with the feminine quality of IIto-be­

looked-at-ness," to use Laura Mulvey's rather awkward term. When he falls
in love-usually at first sight-the close-up of his face surpasses that of the
female character in its value as spectacle. In a narcissistic doubling, the
subject of the look constitutes itself as object, graphically illustrating Freud's
formulation of the autoerotic dilemma: IIToo bad that I cannot kiss myself."2
Moreover, in their radiant pictorial quality, such shots temporarily arrest
the metonymic drive of the narrative, similar in effect to the visual presence
of the woman, which, as Mulvey observes, tends lito freeze the flow of
action in moments of erotic contemplation."3 In Valentino's case, however,
erotic contemplation governs an active as well as a passive mode, making
spectator and character the subject of a double game of vision.

To the extent that Valentino occupies the position of primary object of
spectacle, he incurs a systematic feminization of his persona. But as with the
publicity discourse, his feminization on the level of filmic enunciation
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Figure 12.5

273

involves more complex processes than mere sexual objectification. Comple­
menting the specular evocation of feminine narcissism, the mise-en-scene of
many of his films makes him enact an exhibitionism, which, with the "Great
Masculine Renunciation" of fashion in the eighteenth century, became cul­
turally assigned to women. 4 Although the narration tries to motivate this
exhibitionism by casting Valentino as a performer (torero, dancer) or by
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Figure 12.6

situating him in a historically or exotically removed setting, the connotation
of femininity persists in the choice of costumes, such as flared coats and
headdress reminiscent of a bridal wardrobe, as well as a general emphasis on
dressing and disguises. Monsieur Beaucaire, a 1924 Paramount costume drama
based on the Booth Tarkington novel, combines the effect and its disavowal
in a delightfully self-reflective manner. Valentino, playing the Duke of
Chartres alias Monsieur Beaucaire, is introduced on stage playing the lute in
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Figure 12.7
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an attempt to entertain the jaded King, Louis XV. The courtly mise-en­
scene ostensibly legitimizes the desiring female gaze, contained in the
alternation of relatively close shots of Valentino and the female members of
the audience within the film. Unfailingly, however, this sequence enacts the
paradox of female spectatorship. As one woman is shown not focusing her
eyes upon him in rapture, he stops midway in indignation and a title redun-
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Figure 12.8

dantly explains: lithe shock of his life: a woman not looking at him." Sure
enough, this refers to the leading romantic lady. 5 The partial reversal of the
gender economy of vision is prepared by the film's opening shot, a close-up
of hands doing needlepoint. As the camera pulls back, the hands are
revealed to be the King's. In the effeminate universe of the French court,
Valentino asserts his masculinity only by comparison, staging it as a differ­
ence that ultimately fails to make a difference.

Before considering the possibilities of identification implied in this pecu­
liar choreography of vision, I wish to recapitulate some thoughts on female
visual pleasure and its fate under the patriarchal taboo. Particularly interest­
ing are certain aspects of scopophilia that Freud analyzes through its devel­
opment in infantile sexuality, a period in which the child is still far from
having a stable sense of gender identity. Stimulated in the process of mutual
gazing between mother and child, the female scopic drive is constituted
with a bisexual as well as an autoerotic component. Although these compo­
nents subsequently succumb to cultural hierarchies of looking that tend to
fixate the woman in a passive, narcissistic-exhibitionist role, a basic ambiva­
lence in the structure of vision as a component drive remains. As Freud
argues in IIlnstincts and Their Vicissitudes" (1915), the passive component
of a drive represents a reversal of the active drive into its opposite, redirect­
ing itself to the subject. Such contradictory constitution of libidinal compo­
nents may account for the coexistence, in their later fixations as perversions,
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Figure 12.9

of diametrically opposed drives within one and the same person, even if one
tendency usually predominates. Thus a voyeur is always to some degree an
exhibitionist and vice versa, just as the sadist shares the pleasures of
masochism. 6

The notion of ambivalence is crucial to a theory of female spectatorship,
precisely because the cinema, while enforcing patriarchal hierarchies in its
organization of the look, also offers women an institutional opportunity to
violate the taboo on female scopophilia. The success of a figure like Valen­
tino, himself overdetermined as both object and subject of the look, urges
us to insist upon the ambivalent constitution of scopic pleasure, the poten­
tial reversibility and reciprocity of roles. Moreover, as one among a number
of the more archaic partial drives whose integration is always and at best
precarious, scopophilia needs to be distinguished, conceptually, from its
return in the adult perversion of voyeurism, culturally assigned to men and
predicated on the one-sided regime of the keyhole and the threat of castra­
tion. Although scopophilia as a component drive does not exist outside the
norms of genitality, collapsing it a priori into an Oedipal teleology restricts
the possibility of conceptualizing the female spectator (or, for that matter,
the male spectator as well) in other than binary, ahistorical terms; it thus
tends to reproduce a phalliC economy on the level of critique. 7
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The potential dissociation of sexual and survival instincts, which is
implicit in Freud's notion of lIanaclisis" and which he discusses with reference
to the scopic drive in his analysis of cases of psychogenic disturbance of
vision, is equally pertinent to an alternative conception of visual pleasure.
The eye serves both a practical function for the individual's orientation in
the external world and the function of an erotogenic zone. If the latter
refuses to accept its subservient role in forepleasure and takes over, the
balance between sexual and survival instincts is threatened. To this the ego
may react by repressing the dangerous component drive. The psychogenic
disturbance of vision in turn represents the revenge of the repressed instinct,
retrospectively interpreted by the individual as the voice of punishment
which seems to be saying: IIBecause you sought to misuse your organ of sight
for evil sensual pleasure, it is fitting that you should not see anything at all
any more."8

While the psychogenic disturbance of vision, in the framework of psy­
choanalytic theory, clearly functions as a metaphor of castration,9 the
potentially antithetical relation of sexual and survival instincts could also be
taken to describe the cultural and historical differentiation of male and
female forms of vision. Although the neurotic dissociation may occur in
patients of both sexes, the balance effected in so-called normal vision seems
more typical of the psychic disposition by means of which the male subject
controls the practical world as well as the sexual field. Suffice it here to allude
to the historical construction of monocular vision in Western art since the
Renaissance, the instrumental standards imposed upon looking in technical
and scientific observation and other disciplines, areas of cultural activity
from which for centuries women were barred. On the flipside of this coin we
find a variety of social codes enforcing the taboo on female scopophilia,
ranging from make-up fashions like belladonna through the once popular
injunction, parodied by Dorothy Parker, not to IImake passes at girls who
wear glasses. "

The construction of femininity within patriarchal society, however, con­
tains the promise of being incomplete. Women's exclusion from mastery of
the visual field may have diminished the pressure of the ego instincts toward
the component drives, which are probably insufficiently subordinated to
begin with. Thus the potential dissociation of the scopic drive from its
function for survival may not be that threatening to the female subject, may
not necessarily provoke the force of repression that Freud holds responsible
for certain cases of psychogenic blindness. If such generalization is permis­
Sible, women might be more likely to indulge, without immediately repress­
ing, in a sensuality of vision that contrasts with the goal-oriented discipline
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of the one-eyed masculine look. Christa Karpenstein speaks in this context
of /Ian unrestrained scopic drive, a swerving and sliding gaze which dis­
regards the meanings and messages of signs and images that socially deter­
mine the subject, a gaze that defies the limitations and fixations of the
merely visible. "10

If I seem to belabor this notion of an undomesticated gaze as a historical
aspect of female subjectivity, I certainly do not intend to propose yet
another variant of essentialism. To the extent that sexual difference is cultur­
ally constructed to begin with, the subversive qualities of a female gaze may
just as well be shared by a male character. This is precisely what I want to
suggest for the case of Valentino, contrary to the official legend which
never ceased to assert the power of his look in terms of aggressive mastery.
The studios and fan magazines persistently advertised his hypnotic gaze,
and the state of bliss in store for the woman who would be discovered by it,
in the measure that he himself was becoming an erotic commodity at the
mercy of the gaze of millions. 11

On the level of filmic enunciation, the feminine connotation of Valen­
tino's /lto-be-Iooked-at-ness/l destabilizes his own glance in its very origin,
makes him vulnerable to temptations that jeopardize the sovereignty of the
male subject. When Valentino's eyes get riveted on the woman of his choice,
he seems to become paralyzed rather than aggressive or menacing, behav­
ing like the rabbit rather than the snake. Struck by the beauty of Carmen, in
Blood and Sand, his activity seems blocked, suspended; it devolves upon
Carmen, who throws him a flower, to get the narrative back into gear. Later
in the film, at the height of his career as a torero, Valentino raises his eyes to
the President's box, an individual centered under the benevolent eye of the
State, when his gaze is Sidetracked, literally decentered, by the sight of
Dona Sol in the box to the right. The power of Valentino's gaze depends
upon its weakness-enhanced by the fact that he was actually nearsighted
and cross-eyed-upon its oscillating between active and passive, between
object and ego libido. The erotic appeal of the Valentinian gaze, staged as a
look within the look, is one of reciprocity and ambivalence rather than
mastery and objectification.

The peculiar organization of the Valentinian gaze corresponds, on the
level of narrative, to conflicts between the pleasure and the reality principle.
Whenever the hero's amorous interests collide with the standards of male
social identity-career, family, paternal authority, or a vow of revenge­
the spectator can hope that passion will triumph over pragmatism to the
point of self-destruction. 12 As the generating vortex of such narratives, the
Valentinian gaze far exceeds its formal functions of providing diegetic
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coherence and continuity; it assumes an almost figural independence. Thus
the films advance an identification with the gaze itself, not with source or
object but with the gaze as erotic medium, which promises to transport the
spectator out of the world of means and ends into the realm of passion.

The discussion of gendered patterns of vision opens into the larger ques­
tion of identification, as the matrix structuring the viewer's access to the
film, the process that organizes subjectivity in visual and narrative terms.
Most productively, feminist film theorists have insisted on the centrality of
sexual difference, questioning the assumption of a single or neutral spectator
position constructed in hierarchically ordered, linear processes of identi­
fication. Initially, Mulvey reduced cinematic identification to a basically
active relationship with a protagonist of the same sex, that is, male; but she
subsequently modified this notion with regard to the female viewer, who
may not only cross but also be divided by gender lines (which in turn
deflects identification from the fictive telos of a stable identity). The diffi­
culty of conceptualizing a female spectator has led feminists to recast the
problem of identification in terms of instability, mobility, multiplicity, and,
I would add, temporality. Likewise, a number of critics are trying to compli­
cate the role of sexual difference in identification with the differences of
class and race, with cultural and historical specificity. This might make it
possible to rethink the concept of subjectivity implied, beyond the com­
monplace that subjects are constructed by and within ideology. The ques­
tion of the subject of identification is also, and not least, a question as to
which part of the spectator is engaged and how, which layers of conscious or
unconscious memory and phantasy are activated, and how we, as viewers
and critics, choose to interpret this experience. 13

It seems useful at this point to invoke Mary Ann Doane's distinction of at
least three instances of identification that operate in the viewing process:
identification with the representation of a person (character, star); identifica­
tion (recognition) of particular objects, persons or action as such (stars,
narrative images); identification with the IIlook," with oneself as the condi­
tion of perception, which Metz, in analogy with Lacan's concept of the
mirror phase, has termed IIprimary. "14 These psychical mechanisms and
their effects can be traced through the various levels of enunciation that
structure cinematic identification, interlacing textual units such as shot,
sequence, strategies of narrative and mise-en-scene. 15 The first form of
identification discussed by Doane, identification with the integral person
filmed (Metz's IIsecondary" mode of identification), engages the female
viewer transsexually insofar as it extends to the Valentino character as sub­
ject. Thus it raises the problem of spectatorial cross-dressing-unless we
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consider other possibilities of transsexual identification beside the trans­
vestite one. The alternative option for the woman spectator, passive­
narcissistic identification with the female star as erotic object, seems to have
been advertised primarily by the publicity discourse; it appears rather more
problematic in view of the specular organization of the films. 16

If we can isolate an instance of IIprimary" identification at all-which is
dubious on theoretical grounds-Valentino's films challenge the assump­
tion of perceptual mastery implied in such a concept both on account of the
star system and because of the peculiar organization of the gaze. The star
not only promotes a dissociation of scopic and narrative registers but also
complicates the imaginary self-identity of the viewing subject with an
exhibitionist and collective dimension. The fascination with the star, lithe
observed of all observers" (Pratt), entails both a projection of the fan into the
figure of the star as the object of admiration and an awareness that this
projection is shared by others who contemplate that same figure. 17 The
Valentino films undermine the notion of a unified position of scopic mastery
by foregrounding the reciprocity and ambivalence of the gaze as an erotic
medium, a gaze that fascinates precisely because it transcends the socially
imposed subject-object hierarchy of sexual difference.

Moreover, the contradictions of the female address are located in the very
space where the registers of the look and those of narrative and mise-en­
scene intersect. In offering the woman spectator a position structurally
analogous to that of the vamp within the diegesis (looking at Valentino
independent of his scopic initiative) identification with the desiring gaze is
both granted and incriminated, or, one might say, granted on condition of
its illegitimacy. This may be why the vamp figures in Valentino films (with
the exception of Blood and Sand) are never totally condemned, inasmuch as
they acknowledge a subliminal complicity between Valentino and the
actively desiring female gaze. In The Eagle, for instance, the Czarina is
redeemed by her general's ruse of letting Valentino escape execution under
an assumed identity. The closing shot shows Valentino and the Czarina
waving each other a never-ending farewell, much to the concern of their
respective legitimate partners.

Dressing Up Rudy

The least equivocal instance of identification operating in the Valentino
films is that which feeds on recognition, the memory-spectacle rehearsed
with each appearance of the overvalued erotic object, the star. 18 The plea­
sure of recognition involved in the identification of and with a star is drama-
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tized in many Valentino films through the recurring narrative pattern men­
tioned earlier, in connection with the simultaneous fascination with and
disavowal of his ethnic-racial otherness. Often the Valentino character com­
bines two sides of a melodramatic dualism, such as dark versus light or
tempting versus legitimate, which he acts out in a series of disguises and
anonymous identities, often involving a class differential as well. In The Sheik
(1921), the barbaric son of the desert turns out to be of British descent; in
Moran of the Lady Letty (1922), the San Francisco dandy proves himself a
hearty sailor and authentic lover; the Duke of Chartres in exile becomes
Monsieur Beaucaire; and the Black Eagle pursues courtship instead of
revenge under the assumed identity of Monsieur LeBlanc. 19 The spectator­
fan recognizes her star in all his masks and disguises-unlike the female
protagonist whose trial of love consists of IIknowing" him regardless of
narrative misfortune or social status.

Like most star vehicles, Valentino films have notoriously weak narratives,
and would probably fail to engage any viewer were it not for their hero's
charisma; indeed they flaunt a certain dissociation of meaning and pleasure,
of diegetic logic and spectacular style. Many of the films are adapted from
well-known popular novels, preferably costume dramas. As a reviewer
remarked of A Sainted Devil (Famous Players-Lasky, 1924): liTo be sure it has a
plot, but it may be more accurately described as Mr. Valentino entirely
surrounded by women and a wardrobe. "20 Though the films convey some
delight in action, in the sense of activity, physical movement, and gesture,
there is very little suspense, very little of the game of concealing and
revealing, of the dialectic of deSire, knowledge, and power that has led
theorists like Barthes, Bellour, Heath, and de Lauretis to define all narrative
as predicated on Oedipus. Identification in terms of narrative movement is
apt to fall short of the plot in its totality; closure tends to reside in smaller
units, cutting across visual and narrative registers, defined by the succession
of masks, disguises, milieus, and scenarios.

The emphasis on costumes and disguises, on rituals of dressing and
undressing, undermines the voyeuristic structure of spectatorship, in that it
implicitly acknowledges the spectator as part of the scenario. In their
unabashed theatrical display, Valentino's films revert to an early "cinema of
attractions," above all erotic films in which the performer casts a knowing
glance at the camera. This is emblematic in the famous dressing scene in
Monsieur Beaucaire, during which Valentino punctuates the exercise in pro­
crastination with occasional asides in the direction of the camera. Such
rituals of mutual recognition between star and fan, in conjunction with the
viewer's epistemological superiority over the female protagonist, encourage
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identification via a fantasy in which the spectator herself authorizes the
masquerade. The publication, as late as 1979, of a Valentino paper-doll
book testifies to the persistence of this fantasy in popular iconography. If
there is any prototype for such a fantasy-and this is merely autobiographi­
cal speculation-it might be the penchant of prepubescent girls to dress up
a younger brother as a little sister. 21

An important aspect of this masquerade is its functioning as a shared,
public ritual. In this regard, Doane's catalogue of instances of identification
needs to be expanded .by a fourth instance, suggested by Freud in Group
Psychology and Analysis of the Ego (1921). Freud discerns a type of "partial
identification" in the perception of an analogy on the part of the ego with
others, "a common quality shared with some other person who is not the
object of the sexual instinct." In the measure that this common quality gains
force, lithe more successful may this partial identification become, and it
may thus represent the beginning of a new tie. "22 This kind of a collective
transference no doubt played a major part in the Valentino cult, as a particu­
lar manifestation of a female subculture. In the films, the collective dimen­
sion of the star's appeal is accentuated in precisely those moments of direct
display which inscribe the viewer as a member of a public body rather than
an isolated peeping tom.

A Star Is Being Beaten

The dramatic-erotic fashion show is not the only type of scenario to orga­
nize identification in the Valentino films. Spectatorial pleasure is imbricated
pervasively with self-consciously sadomasochistic rituals. 23 It may still be
within the parameters of the vamp cliche when Dona Sol, holding onto the

torero by the muscles of his arms, expresses her desire, according to the
intertitle, one day to be beaten by these strong hands-and nearly bites off
his thumb in the following shot. Here the sadomasochistic proclivity under­
lines the general perversity of a woman who dares to appropriate the priv­
ilege of the first look.

More interesting sadomasochistic role-playing takes place in the context
of the legitimate, romantic relationship. In The Eagle Mascha, the young
woman from the first sequence, turns out to be the daughter of the odious
landowner against whom Valentino, in his persona as The Black Eagle, has
pledged revenge on his father's deathbed. At one point his men have kid­
napped her, proudly presenting the catch to their leader. As he dismounts
from his horse and steps toward her with a whip ready to lash out, the genre
seems to slide into pornography: the masks, the whip, phallic hats-
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Figure 12.10

Figure 12.11
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insignia of anonymous lust, traces of the search for nonidentity in eros. 24

That Valentino actually directs the whip against his own men is the alibi the
narrative provides for a kinky shot, the defilement into propriety; yet it does
not diminish the subliminal effect. Valentino recognizes Mascha as his
earlier romantic discovery and, protected by his unilateral anonymity, con­
tinues the game in a more or less playful manner. As she rejects his horse and
proudly embarks on her journey on foot, he follows her, mounted on the
high horse-a constellation the camera exploits in straight-on back­
tracking shots. When she finally is forced down by the obligatory fainting
spell, Valentino reverses the spatial hierarchy by installing her on the horse,
thus making her an involuntary accomplice in the dominance-submission
game. This game is accomplished within the legitimate relationship only by
means of the mask, which temporarily suspends the mutuality of the roman­
tic gaze in Valentino's favor.

The emphasis on the sadistic aspects of the Valentino persona echoes the
publicity pitch for The Sheik, the marketing of the star as a IIhe-man," a
IImenace," reiterated, as late as 1977 by one of his biographers: IIWomen

were to find in The Sheik a symbol of the omnipotent male who could
dominate them as the men in their own lives could not. "25 And when in that
film the son of the desert forces blue-eyed Lady Diana on his horse, ostensi­
bly for her own pleasure C/lie still you little fool"), millions of women's hearts
were said to have quivered at the prospect of being humiliated by the
imperious barbarian. However, as I pointed out in the preceding chapter,
The Sheik initiated the much publicized rejection of Valentino by male
moviegoers. Not only the stigma of effeminacy but, equally threatening, a
masochistic reputation began to develop in the discourse on his IIprivate"
life, especially his associations with lesbians. The masochistic elements in
the Valentino persona were enforced more systematically by the sadistic
placing of the spectator in the films. There are few Valentino films that do
not display a whip, in whatever marginal function, and most of them feature
seemingly insignificant subplots in which the spectator is offered a position
that entails enjoying the tortures inflicted on Valentino· or others. To be
sure, the sadistic spicing of cinematic pleasure was quite common in pre­
Code films, and displays of the eroticized male body were often motivated
and condoned by melodramatic scenes of suffering-but not with such
enduring effects on the sexual persona of the actor. 26

The oscillation of the Valentino persona between sadistic and masochistic
positions is another expression of the ambivalence that governs the specular
organization of the films. A sadist, Freud asserts in IIThree Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality," lIis always at the same time a masochist, although in
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one case the active and in another case the passive aspect of the perversion
may be more pronounced and may represent the predominant sexual
activity. "27 But the question of the origin and economy of masochism
haunted Freud over decades and led him to revise his views at least once. 28

Among post-Freudian attempts to theorize masochism, that of Gilles
Deleuze has recently been put forward as an alternative model of spectator­
ship. Deleuze challenges the conceptual linkage of masochism with sadism
and the Oedipal regime; he proposes instead a distinct origin and aesthetics
of masochism located in the relationship with the lIoral mother." Although
the revisionist impulse to emphasize pregenital sexuality in spectatorship
can only be welcomed, Deleuze's model seems somewhat limited by the
parameters of his literary source-the writings of Leopold von Sacher­
Masoch-and thus to an elaboration of the masochistic scenario within a
basically male fantasy. 29 Therefore, I wish to return to Freud's essay IIA Child
Is Being Beaten" (1919), not only for its focus on female instances of
sadomasochistic fantasy but also because it elucidates a particular aspect of
the Valentino figure as phantasmic object. 30

The formula, lIa child is being beaten," which, regardless of any actual
corporal punishment, may dominate masturbation fantasies of the latency
period, is remarkable in that it stereotypically reiterates the mere descrip­
tion of the event, while subject, object, and the role of the person fantasiz­
ing remain indeterminate. On the basis of jealousy aroused by the Oedipal
constellation, Freud proceeds to reconstruct three different phases with
explicit reference to female adolescents: liMy father is beating the child that
I hate" (presumably a younger sibling), therefore, IIhe loves only me"; III am
being beaten-and therefore loved-by my father" (the regressive sub­
stitute for the incestuous relationship); lIa child is being beaten." The sec­
ond, sexually most threatening phase succumbs to repression, but the first is
reduced to its merely descriptive part and thus results in the third, in which
the father is usually replaced by a more distant male authority figure. Thus
the fantasy is sadistic only in its form-but grants masochistic gratification
by way of identification with the anonymous children who are being beaten.
This series of transformations reduces the sexual participation of the girl to
the status of spectator, desexualizing the content and bearer of the fantasy
(which, Freud remarks, is not the case in male variants of the beating
fantasy). Just as important in the present context, however, is the observa­
tion that in both male and female versions of the sadomasochistic fantasy
the children who are being beaten usually are male. In the girl's case Freud
explains this with reference to the IImasculinity complex"-the penchant to
imagine herself as male-which allows her to be represented, in her day­
dreams, by these anonymous whipping boys. 31
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The deepest, most effective layer of the Valentino persona is that of the
whipping boy-in which he resembles so many other heroes of popular
fiction devoured by adolescent girls (one of the examples Freud cites is Uncle
Tom's Cabin). Freud's analysis of the sadomasochistic fantasy suggests that we
distinguish between the sadistic appeal articulated in point-of-view struc­
tures, on the one hand, and the masochistic pleasure in the identification
with the object, on the other. Transsexual identification, instead of being
confined to simple cross-dressing, relies as much on the feminine qualities of
the male protagonist as on residual ambiguity in the female spectator. This
simultaneous identification is enabled by an interactional structure, a sce­
nario whose libidinal force, protected by a series of repressive-rhetorical
transformations, can be traced back to the nursery. (Given the amount of
detail that Freud devotes to reconstructing the various stages of this sce­
nario, it is indeed curious-and here one might concur with Deleuze-how
briefly he dismisses the role of the mother, especially in view of the
emphasis on sibling rivalry. )

Unlike the one-sided masochistic identification with a female protagonist
encouraged by the "woman's film, II female identification in Valentino films
could be constructed to entail the full range of transformations proposed by
Freud. As Valentino slips into and out of the part of the whipping boy,
intermittently relegating the woman to the position of both victim and
perpetrator, he may succeed in recuperating the middle phase of the female
fantasy from repression ("I am being beaten-and therefore loved-by my
father") and thus in resexualizing it. This possibility is suggested by the
unmistakable incestuous aura surrounding the Valentino persona. The
appeal here, however, is less that of a relationship between father and
daughter than between brother and sister, turning on the desire of both for
the inaccessible mother. 32

The interchangeability of sadistic and masochistic positions within the
diegesis potentially undercuts the a priori masochism ascribed by current
film theory to the female spectator of classical cinema. In making
sadomasochistic rituals an explicit component of the erotic relationship,
Valentino's films subvert the socially imposed dominance-submission hier­
archy of gender roles, dissolving subject-object dichotomies into erotic
reciprocity. The vulnerability Valentino displays in his films, the traces of
feminine masochism in his persona, may partly account for the threat he
posed to dominant standards of masculinity. The sublimation of masochistic
inclinations, after all, is the token of the male subject's sexual mastery and
control of pleasure.

Sadomasochistic role-playing most strikingly intersects with the chore­
ography of vision in The Son of the Sheik (United Artists, 1926), Valentino's
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last and probably most petverse film. Because of a misunderstanding that
propels the narrative, Yasmin (Vilma Banky) represents a combination of
both female types, vamp and romantic companion. Although it is clear to
the spectator, Ahmed/Valentino's misunderstanding-that Yasmin lured
him into a trap, thus causing him to be captured and whipped by her father's
gang-has been carefully planted early on in the film by means of an editing
device. The film's first close-up shows the face of Yasmin, lost in erotic
yearning, which dissolves into a matching close-up of Valentino. A some­
what mismatched cut reveals him in turn looking at her legs as she dances for
a crowd. A dissolve back to Yasmin's face eventually confirms the status of
the sequence as a flashback that stages the usual discovery of the woman
through Valentino's look. Her objectification is compounded by the
demeaning situation, the fragmentation of Yasmin's body as well as the
emphasis on money in the deployment of the romantic gaze. The potential
misreading of the flashback as a pOint-of-view shot on the part of the woman
falsely implicates Yasmin as a transgressor, thus supporting her double
inscription as victim later on in the film, as both scopic and masochistic
object. Herself ignorant of her lover's misunderstanding, Yasmin is kid­
napped by him and imprisoned in his tent. His revenge, which consists in
refusing her the mutuality of the erotic look, culminates in a veritable one­
eyed stare with which he transfixes her to the point of rape. Valentino's
unilateral violation of the romantic pact supposedly is vindicated by the
powerful image of him crucified, humiliated, and whipped earlier in the
film. This image of Valentino as victim, however, erroneously ascribed to
Yasmin's authorship and not even witnessed by her, is designed primarily for
the benefit of the spectator. No doubt there remains an asymmetry in the
sadomasochistic role reversal on the diegetic level: a female character can
assume an active part only at the price of being marked as a vamp; sadistic
pleasure is specularized, resetved for the woman in front of the screen.

The multiple ambiguities articulated on the enunciatory level of The Son of
the Sheik contrast with the more flatly patriarchal discourse of the narrative,
not to mention the simple-minded sexist and racist title prose. As if to
conceal-and thus inofficially to acknowledge and exploit-this gap
between narrative and visual pleasure, the Oedipal scenario is overinscribed
to the point of parody. Valentino's private love-revenge affair is resisted
strongly by his father, who bends an iron rod with his bare hands in order to
demonstrate paternal power. Valentino, a chip of the old block, responds by
straightening it out again. Only when his understanding mother, Lady
Diana (Agnes Ayres), invokes a flashback of her own kidnapping in The Sheik
does the father recognize and accept his successor. They reconcile in the
course of yet another kidnapping scene., this time rescuing Yasmin from her
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father's gang. Father and son shake hands amid tumultuous swashbuckling,
temporarily losing sight of the woman, the object of their efforts.

Beneath this Oedipal pretext the film contains a connotative wealth of
deviations, which radiate, in a dialectic of repression and excess, from the
Valentino character to all levels of mise-en-scene and cinematography. 33

Exotic costumes, oriental decor, and desert landscape provoke a sensuality
of vision that undermines interest in the development of the narrative.
Extreme long shots show Valentino riding through a sea of sand shaped like
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breasts and buttocks. He prefers the folds of his tent to the parental palace,
and in the allegorical moonlit ruin he experiences the pitfalls of adult sex­
uality, the threat of castration. Though concealing dangerous abysses, the
eroticized landscape becomes a playground of polymorphous desire, in
which the signs of virility-sables, pistols, and cigarettes-remain phallic
toys at best. The screen itself becomes a maternal body, inviting the compo­
nent drives to revolt against their subordination. These textured surfaces do
not project a realistic space that the hero, traversing it, would be obligated

Figure 12.13
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Figure 12.14

to subject. Rather, they construct an oneiric stage that cannot be bothered
with perspective and verisimilitude. With a degree of irreality of which the
silent screen was yet capable, Valentino's last film admits to the reality of a
fantasy that assimilates the Oedipal scenario for its own purposes. Not only
does it force the father to identify with the phallic caprices of his youth; it
even subverts the Oedipal script in its casting. Valentino himself plays the
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role of the father in whose mirror image the son achieves a presumably adult
male identity that, barely masked, reveals itself as both narcissistic and
incestuous.

The appeal of the Valentino fantasy is regressive, beckoning the female
spectator (to revise Mulvey) beyond the devil of phallic identification into
the deep blue sea of polymorphous petVersity. Such an appeal cannot but
provoke the connotation of monstrosity, which the films displace onto
figures like the vamp or the sadomasochistic dwarf in The Son of the Sheik, a
vicious caricature of Orientalism. The threat posed by Valentino's com­
plicity with the woman who looks, like the affinity of monster and woman in
Linda Williams' reading of the horror film, is not a threat merely of sexual
difference but of a different kind of sexuality, different from the norm of
heterosexual, genital sexuality. 34 While going along with narrative conven­
tions that assert the latter (such as the figure of couple formation), the
Valentino films allow spectators to repeat and acknowledge the more archaic
component drives, reminders of the precarious constructedness of sexual
identity. In locating pleasure in the tension-if not excess-of partial libido
in relation to genitality, they project a realm of the erotic that deviates from
the socially cultivated ideal of a IIhealthy sex life. "35

To claim a subversive function for polymorphous petVersity as such is
highly problematic, Foucault asserts, given the degree to which disparate
sexualities themselves have been appropriated by a discourse binding plea­
sure and power. 36 It is therefore all the more important to reconsider the
historical moment at which Valentino enters that discourse, marking its
conjunction with other discourses, in particular those of social mobility and
ethnic-racial otherness. In a liberal gesture, Alexander Walker ponders the
paradox of the Valentino craze-that it took place alongside the progressive
liberation of American women from traditional roles: lilt was a perverse way
of celebrating your sex's emancipation. "37 Perverse, yes, but not so paradox­
ical. As revisionist historians have argued, the New Woman was usually not
as emancipated as her image suggested, and her access to consumer culture
often entailed an underpaid job, loneliness, and social insecurity or, in the
case of married women, the multiple burdens of wage labor, housework,
and child-rearing. 38 Although the period's demonstrative obsession with
sexual reform may well confirm Foucault's argument on sexuality as dis­
course at large, the issues mobilized by the Valentino cult must have had
different implications for women than for men, for men and women of
different sexual orientations and different ethnic and racial backgrounds, or
for single working women as opposed to, say, upper-middle-class wives­
implications varying with respective positions and interests within a rela­
tively unstable and contested publiC sphere.
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However complicit and recuperable in the long run, the Valentino films
articulated the possibility of female desire outside of motherhood and fam­
ily, absolving it from Victorian double standards. Instead they presented a
morality of passion, an ideal of erotic reciprocity. 39 Yet, unlike the feminine
reaction to sexual liberation as personified by Madame Elinor Glyn (the
Edwardian novelist who invented the "It" girl), Valentino did not render the
erotic a matter of social etiquette, to be rehearsed by the aspiring female
subject. 40 In focusing pleasure on a male protagonist of ambiguous and
deviant identity, he appealed to those who most strongly felt the effects­
freedom as well as frustration-of transition and liminality, the precarious­
ness of a social mobility predicated on consumerist ideology. Not only did
Valentino inaugurate an explicitly sexual discourse on male beauty, but he
also undercut standards of instrumental rationality that were culturally asso­
ciated with masculine behavior. His resistance to expectations of everyday
pragmatism, his swerving from the matter-of-fact and reasonable, may
account for his subterranean popularity with male moviegoers, gay or
straight. In apparent conflict with Hollywood's racist standards of casting
and representation, Valentino's films acknowledged his ethnic otherness, in
whatever exotic and fetishistic form, and choreographed it as part of his
erotic persona. This eroticization of ethnic otherness undoubtedly partici­

pates in a long-standing discourse that interweaves racial and sexual differ­
ence in a spiral of threat, fascination, and disavowal. It also marks for the
institution of cinema a historical shift-if not, considering the violence of
the nativist response to Valentino, an accidental leap or lapse-that
enforced a transvaluation of the racist taboo and its partial recognition.

Let me return to the publiC dimensions of the Valentino cult, its function
as a horizon for changes in gender roles and the social construction of
sexuality. While the massive impact of his appeal illustrated the power of the
female consumer as did no other single phenomenon before or after, the
social forms it assumed are not exhaustively described by its consumerist
and ideological functions. Roland Barthes speaks of the cult of the Valenti­
nian face as "truly feminine Bacchanalia which all over the world were
dedicated to the memory of a collectively revealed beauty. "41 No doubt

such Dionysian rites were contaminated by the mechanisms of the mass
media: the voyeuristic and fetishistic aspects of the Valentino excesses
cannot be explained away. How could millions of women have indulged in
such specifically male perversions? Barthes may ascribe the cult of Valentino
to the aura of his face-/lvisage" versus "figure"-but for Valentino and his

female admirers it was no less a cult of his body. This body, as we saw in the
publicity discourse and the films, could not avoid fetishization; in its
entirety, it assumed the function of a phalliC substitute. That the commodity
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marketed as an idol of virility should prove its success as a symbol of the
missing penis, however, presents a unique instance of subversive irony.
Valentino's miraculous career as a male impersonator illuminates the basic
discrepancy between the penis and its symbolic representation, the phallus,
thus revealing the male subject's position within the symbolic order as based
upon a misreading of anatomy. If women's fascination with Valentino, on
whatever level of consciousness, expressed a recognition of that discrep­
ancy, their massive and collective identification with this peculiar fetish also
asserted the claim to share in the reputation and representation of phallic
power.

What is more important, even as it confirmed the mechanisms of a phallic
economy of representation in some aspects, the Valentino cult derailed their
effectiveness by appropriating them into a female subculture, a collective
horizon of gender-specific experience. Enabled by the temporary friction
between consumerism and patriarchal ideology, the Valentino syndrome
displayed contradictions that were only partially absorbed into dominant
discursive practices. These suggest an alternative organization of erotic
relations as well as relations of cinematic representation and reception. In
the interaction with female audiences the fetishization of Valentino's body
assumed forms of theatricality that subverted the mechanisms of separation
intrinsic to cinematic voyeurism and fetishism. His female fans assailed the
barriers that classical cinema was engaged in reaffirming, taking the star
system more literally than the institution might have intended. Once
women had found a fetish of their own, they were not content with merely
gazing at it; they strove to touch it. Moreover, they expected Valentino to
reciprocate their devotion. He was mailed intimate garments and requested
to kiss and return them (which he did).

The cult of Valentino's body extended, finally, to his corpse and led to the
notorious necrophilic excesses. Valentino's last will specified that his body
be exhibited to his fans. This provoked a fetishistic run for buttons from his
suit or at least candles and flowers from the funeral home. But the collective
mise-en -scene of fainting spells, hysterical grief, and, to be accurate, a few
suicides, cannot be reduced to a spectacle of mass-cultural manipulation. It
may be read as a kind of rebellion, a desperate protest against the passivit'
and one-sidedness with which patriarchal cinema supports the subordinate
position of women in the gender hierarchy. In such a reading, even the
commercially distorted manifestation of female desire might articulate a
utopian claim: that the hollow promises of screen happiness be released into
the mutuality of erotic practice.
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reverse-field editing) assumed the function of a master trope of classical cinema in
conjunction with the Lacanian concept of "suture"; see Jean-Pierre Oudart, IICinema
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William Rothman, "Against 'The System of the Suture,'" ibid. 451-59; Barry Salt,
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4. With the outbreak of the European war and the success of the Russian revolu­
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11. Emerson's troping of history and subjectivity resonates in Freud's comparison
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Kracauer, Theory of Film (New York: Oxford University Press, 1960), who sees the
narrative-ideological project of Intolerance subverted by the "physical" effects of the
IIGriffith chase": "It drowns ideological suspense in physical excitement" (p. 228).

23. Even an apologist like Seymour Stern acknowledges, perhaps unwittingly,
the textual force by which the ideologically posited difference of the Modern
narrative collapses, when he suggests another subtitle for the film IIA Tale of Four
Cities-All Fallen" (110. W. Griffith's INTOLERANCE").
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Sound films are just as much "written, " but industrialized film practice amalgamates
dialogue, image, and music into a fictive homogeneity which suppresses the anti­
thetical and discursive quality of the filmic materials; Horkheimer and Adorno,
Dialectic of Enlightenment, (New York: Seabury Press, 1972), p. 124; also see [Adorno
and] Hanns Eisler, ComposingfortheFilms (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947).

6. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Bal­
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), pp. 74-93; "Freud and the Scene of

Writing, " in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1978), pp. 207ff., 240-42; Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900),
Standard Edition 4: 277-78; 5: 341; "The Claim of Psychoanalysis to Scientific
Interest" (1913), SE 13: 177. The foremost proponent of Derridean film theory in
France is Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier; see for example, "The GraphiC in Filmic
Writing: A bout de souffle, or The Erratic Alphabet," Enclitic 5.2/6. 1 (Spring 1982):
147-61; Le texte divise (Paris: PUF, 1981). An attempt to "apply" Derrida in an
involuntarily McLuhanesque fashion is Gregory L. Ulmer's Applied Grammatology
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985); ch. 9 deals expliCitly with film,

primarily Eisenstein.

7. Horkheimer and Adorno, "Schema der Massenkultur," pp. 332-35; Adorno,
"Prolog zum Fernsehen, "Eingriffe (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1963), pp. 77-79.
Derrida focuses more explicitly on the polities of hieroglyphic encryptment and
deciphering in "Scribble (writing-power)," Yale French Studies 58 (1979): 117-47.

8. Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 89; Cyrus H. Gordon, Forgotten Scripts: Their
Ongoing Discovery and Decipherment, rev. ed. (New York: Dorset, 1987), pp. 92ff.

9. John T. Irwin, American Hieroglyphics: The Symbol of the Egyptian Hieroglyphics in the
American Renaissance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983).

10. Vachel Lindsay, The Art of the Moving Picture, 2nd ed. (New York: Liveright,
1970), pp. 152-53. Arthur Knight, The Liveliest Art: A Panoramic History of the Movies
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(New York: New American Library, t 957), refers to the famous close-up of Mae
Marsh's hands in the courtroom scene of Intolerance as a "visible hieroglyph, " attribut­

ing the term to Horace M. Kallen who "once called such material, 'the visible
hieroglyphs of the unseen dynamics of human relations'" (p. 33).

t t. Derrida, Of Grammatology, pp. 75-8 t; Irwin, American Hieroglyphics, does not
explicitly refer to the epistemological disjunction thrown into relief by Derrida, but

the material he discusses clearly participates in both a theological (in a peculiarly
American, not necessarily Christian sense) and a rhetorical conception of the
hieroglyph.

t 2. In addition to the obvious parallels of narrative and character constellations,
numerous details assume a transhistorical, 'hieroglyphic' quality, such as the close­
ups of doves that appear in both ]udean and Babylonian episodes, or the "candid"

shots of the yawning page at the French court and of a yawning guard at Belshazzar's
feast. More puzzling is the marked repetition of narrative situations within one and
the same narrative, which should emerge more clearly in the restored print, such as
the multiplication of incidents in which Belshazzar saves the Mountain Girl (t 9 t 7

print and Huff, 373-390 [not included in standard MOMA prints]; also compare
The Fall ofBabylon). The Mother and the Law also has instances of undisguised repetition,

especially of encounters between the Dear One and the Boy, including the motif of
being interrupted by a stranger (eloquently described by Eisenstein). Karl Brown
notes this tendency of repetition throughout his chapter on the making of Intolerance,
Adventures with D. W Griffith (London: Secker & Warburg, t 973), esp. p. t 30, and, in
true Griffith style, defends the "supposedly modern advertising saying that repeti­
tion is reputation" as an ancient device: "Nor would a single statue do. The more the

merrier, so it was Ramses, Ramses, Ramses all over the Egyptian empire of three
thousand years ago, just as it was Coca-Cola, Coca-Cola, Coca-Cola all over our
present-day world" (pp. t 45-46). On repetition as a principle of industrialized
culture, see Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic ofEnlightenment, pp. t 34-36, "Schema
der Massenkultur," pp. 305, 3 t 7, and, on its dialectical alterity, pp. 331. For an

example of the classical tendency to mask repetition, see Bellour's reading of a
sequence from The Big Sleep, trans. 'The Obvious and the Code, " Screen t 5.4 (Winter

1974-75).

t 3. At the risk of stretching the analogy, one could extend it to the excessive use
of vignetting throughout the film (excessive even compared to other Griffith films),
especially when these techniques can in no way be construed to signal a subjective
shot. Thus, the vignetting might be taken as an allusion to the figure of the car­
touche, an oval ring used in hieroglyphics to enclose the characters of a royal name,
a proper name. This discovery had been a key to Champollion's legendary decipher­
ing of the Rosetta Stone and, according to Irwin, had come to symbolize the process
of decipherment itself. In that sense the vignetted framing would stress the ide­
ographic inscription of individual images and thereby underline not merely the
memorability and uniqueness of the events depicted but, at the same time, their
repeatability and interpretability.
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14. Bishop William Warburton, The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated (1737­
41); Derrida, "Scribble (writing-power)," p. 124.

15. During the prewar years Whitman had come to symbolize the hope for an
integration of American culture, as in this well-known passage from Van Wyck
Brooks, America's Coming of Age (New York: B. W. Huebsch, 1915): "But it happens
that we have the rudiments of a middle tradition, a tradition which effectively

combines theory and action, a tradition which is just as fundamentally American as
either flag-waving or money-grabbing, one which is visibly growing but which has
already been grossly abused; and this is the tradition which begins with Walt
Whitman. The real significance of Walt Whitman is that he, for the first time, gave
us the sense of something organic in American life" (p. 112).

16. Paul O'Dell, Griffith and the Rise ofHollywood (New York: A. S. Barnes; London:
A. Zwemmer, 1970), p. 46, cites Seymour Stern's "commonly accepted" anecdote

"that Griffith conceived the basic idea for the story of Intolerance when, traveling from

California to New York for the premiere of The Birth of a Nation, he saw a billboard

advertisement from a train window, with the words 'The Same Today as Yesterday. III

The fatalistic aspect of the inscription also ties in with the allegorical voice, dis­
cussed in Chapter 5 ("The Loom of Fate weaves death for The Boy's father") as an
instance of disparate styles of narration.

17. D. N. Rodowick, 'The Figure and the Text," Diacritics 15. 1 (Spring 1985):

47.
18. Lindsay, "Photoplay Progress," The New Republic 10.120 (Feb. 17, 1917): 76.

9. Riddles of Maternity

1. Print variants are of considerable importance here. The tinted MaMA print
has an unusually high number of Cradle shots (at one point, in the sequence
showing the death of Modern heroine's father, the shot is even used intra­
diegetically); in prints circulating in Europe the shot occurs only sixteen times.

2. See Chapter 2, at notes 9-11, and Chapter 5, before note 9. This tradition

persists even in the postclassical Hollywood film, foregrounded to the point of
involuntary self-parody in the pile-up of Waste Land "sources" in Apocalypse Now!. Also

see David Bordwell, The Films of Carl-Theodor Dreyer (Berkeley: University of Califor­
nia Press, 1981), pp. 34-35.

3. Paul O'Dell, Griffith and the Rise of Hollywood (New York: A. S. Barnes, 1970),
p. 42; Seymour Stem, "D. W. Griffith's Intolerance," The Essential Cinema, ed. P. Adams
Sitney (New York: Anthology Film Archives and New York University Press, 1975):

I, 18; Gerald Mast, A Short History of the Movies, 4th ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1986),
p. 69; Christian Metz, Language and Cinema, trans. DonnaJean Umiker-Sebeok (The
Hague: Mouton, 1974), p. 109; Edward Wagenknecht and Anthony Slide, TheFilms
of D. W Griffith (New York: Crown, 1975), p. 86; Marcel Oms, "Essai de lecture
thematique de INTOLERANCE," Les Cahiers de la Cinematheque 6 (Spring 1972): 34­
35.
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4. Sergei Eisenstein, IIDickens, Griffith, and the Film Today" (1944), Film Form,
ed. and trans. Jay Leyda (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1949), pp. 240­

44. Siegfried Kracauer notes an affinity between the 1I1udicrous recurrent image of
the rocking cradle" and Eisenstein's own IIIapses into pictorial symbolism ll

: 1I0ut of

this very cradle come many shots in Eisenstein's own films TEN DAYS THAT
SHOOK THE WORLD and OLD AND NEW"; Theory of Film: The Redemption of
Physical Reality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1960), p. 208. For its even
greater allegorical extravagance, Strike (1924) deserves to be added to that list.

5. Pierre Baudry, Illes aventures de 1'Idee (sur/Intolerance'): 2," Cahiers du Cinema 241

(September-October 1972): 36-37.

6. For these aspects of allegory as a rhetorical mode, I rely primarily on Angus
Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1964). Also see Joel Fineman, liThe Structure of Allegorical Desire," October 12

(Spring 1980): 47-66, rpt. in Stephen Greenblatt, ed., Allegory and Representation
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), pp. 26-60.

7. Benjamin's notion of allegory is developed primarily in The Origin of German
Tragic Drama (1919-1925), trans. John Osborne (london: New Left Books, 1977);

Das Passagen-Werk, 2 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1983); IICentral Park"

(1938-39), trans. and intr. by Mark Harrington and lloyd Spencer, New German
Critique 34 (Winter 1985): 28-58; liThe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction" (1935), Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken,

1969), pp. 217-51; IISurrealism" (1929), Rejlections, ed. and intr. by Peter Demetz,

trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978), pp. 177­

92. Among the commentaries dealing with Benjamin's concept of allegory as a
master trope of modernity, see especially lloyd Spencer, IIAllegory in the World of

the Commodity: The Importance of Central Park," New German Critique 34 (Winter
1985): 59-77; Christine Buci-Glucksmann, IICatastrophic Utopia: The Feminine as
Allegory of the Modern, II Representations 14 (Spring 1986): 220-29; Ansgar Hillach,
IIAllegorie, Bildraum, Montage: Versuch, einen Begriff avantgardistischer Montage
aus Benjamins Schriften zu begriinden, II in W. Martin ludke, ed., 'Theorie der Avant­
garde': Antworten auf Peter Burgers Bestimmung von Kunst und burgerlicher Gesellschaft (Frank­

furt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1976), pp. 105-42; and, with some reservations, Craig
Owens, liThe Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism [part 1],"
October 12 (Spring 1980): 67-86. Benjamin's strategic transformation of myth into
allegory clearly inspired the critical double vision of Adorno's concept of mass­

cultural hieroglyphics (see Chapter 8).

8. Charles Musser, Before the Nickelodeon: Edwin S. Porter and the Edison Manufacturing
Company (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). On the traditional linkage
of allegory with femininity (Justice, Liberty, Industry, the Muses), see Cillie
Rentmeister, IIBerufsverbot fur die Musen," Asthetik und Kommunikation 25 (1976): 92­

112.

9. Peter Burger, Theory of the Avantgarde (1974), trans. Michael Shaw (Min­
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), pp. 68-82, and Hillach's critique
of Burger in IIAllegorie, Bildraum, Montage"; Owens, liThe Allegorical Impulse."
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10. Kevin Brownlow, The War, the West, and the Wilderness (New York: Knopf, 1979),

p. 33. The sequel to The Battle Cry ofPeace (retitled in 1917 as The Battle Cry of War) was
released under the title Womanhood, Glory of the Nation. The traditional appeal to
women's natural moral superiority and responsibility was mobilized by both inter­
ventionist and pacifist camps; as an example of the latter, see Thomas Ince's Civiliza­
tion (1916) and Herbert Brenon's War Brides (1916), with AlIa Nazimova and Richard

Barthelmess. Griffith himself was planning to make, after Hearts of the World (1918), a
film about rich women and the war effort titled Women and the War (Brownlow, 145).
On the cradle image in the tradition of domesticity, see Dorothy Dinnerstein, The
Mermaid and the Minotaur (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), pt. 2, liThe Rocking of the
Cradle and the Ruling of the World. "

11. Henry Stephen Gordon, liThe Story of David Wark Griffith: His Early Years:
His Struggles: His Ambitions and Their Achievement," pt. 1, Photoplay Magazine
10.1 Oune 1916): 31, 35.

12. See, for instance, John Spargo, Socialism and Motherhood (New York: B. W.
Huebsch, 1914); Ellen Key, Love and Marriage (191 1); Havelock Ellis, Analysis of the
Sexual Impulse, Love and Pain, the Sexual Impulse in Women (1903), Man and Woman: Study of
Human Secondary Sexual Characters (1904).

13. Ruth Rosen, The Lost Sisterhood: Prostitution in America, 1900-1918 (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982); William O'Neill, Divorce in the Progressive Era
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967); Mary P. Ryan, Womanhood in America, 2nd
ed. (New York: New Viewpoints, 1979), ch. 4; Linda Gordon, Woman's Body,
Woman's Right: A Social History of Birth Control in America (1974; Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1977), esp. sec. II, chs. 5-9.

14. Even in the few films that ostensibly focus on mothers, the narratives have
little to do with mother-child relations or the social problems of motherhood. In the
1911 Biograph film, The Eternal Mother (with Blanche Sweet), for instance, the plot
revolves around marital fidelity and the wife's sacrifice, not around children; also see
The Mothering Heart (1913, with Lillian Gish). On Griffith's female characters, see
Molly Haskell, From Reverence to Rape (New York: Penguin, 1974), pp. 54-58; on
representations of motherhood, E. Ann Kaplan, IIMothering, Feminism and Repre­
sentation: The Maternal in Hollywood Melodrama, 1910-1940," in Christine
Gledhill, ed., Home is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the Woman's Film
(London: British Film Institute, 1987), pp. 113-37.

15. Fletcher, Allegory, pp. 224ff., 298-302.

16. Complete Poetry and Selected Prose by Walt Whitman, ed. James E. Miller, Jr.
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1959), pp. 181-184.

17. Commentators have consistently rationalized the excessive inscription of
the Medici figure as an effect of Josephine Crowell's performance, dismissing the
character as either IIcomically overplayed" (Schickel, D. W Griffith, p. 314), or IIposi­

tively grotesque" (William K. Everson, American Silent Film [New York: Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1978], p. 96), IImore demon than woman" (Wagenknecht and Slide,
The Films of D. W Griffith, p. 85).

18. Ezra Goodman, The Fifty Year Decline and Fall ofHollywood (New York: MacFad-



348 Notes to Pages 215-220

den, Bartell, 1957), p. 11. The surviving drafts of the play actually differ quite a bit
from this summary, offering a rather wild phantasmagoria set, successively, in the
Garden of Eden, Ancient Rome, the Middle Ages and the modern Jazz Age. In the
key tableau the eponymic treadmill is envisioned center stage, a cage of monkeys
and other animals next to it, and planets in space behind gauze in the background.
The tableau involves a cast of Jesus Christ (seated on top of the treadmill), Buddha
below him, and /lcrowds representing humanity" (their dress getting more modern
the further down on the treadmill), passing /lprostitutes flaunting their trade,"
/llaborers with tool chests," and /la group of fairy like men"; among the supporting

characters are three devils and three monkeys. Goodman's interview is notoriously
unreliable and tendentious, but his cliches are distinguishable from Griffith's (the
description of the play, for instance, is punctuated with the comment, "It is the

greatest dream any man has had-ah, the superb egotism of this old man in a cheap
hotel!"). Moreover, the hidden and perhaps unconscious parallel with Intolerance, and
its particular neurotic slant make it unlikely that the fantasy was contrived by

Goodman alone.
19. The terms are used in contemporary reformist discourse, for example, /lWay_

ward Girls," Survey 25 (1911): 690-91; Ruth True, The Neglected Girl (New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 1914); /lfallen woman" of course relates to an older, Vic­

torian tradition that was displaced by Progressive reform.

10. Crisis of Femininity, Fantasies of Rescue

1. Gerald Mast is one of the few critics to note Intolerance's preoccupation with

women, especially the haunting close-ups of women's faces. But his analysis remains
on the level of Griffith's chivalrous self-image: 'IIntolerance makes it perfectly clear

that social chaos takes its toll on the women, who are the helpless sufferers of its
violence." A Short History of the Movies, 4th ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1986), p. 69.
Since I completed this book, Michael Rogin has published an essay that in many
ways parallels and complements my reflections in this chapter: l'The Great Mother
Domesticated: Sexual Difference and Sexual Indifference in D. W. Griffith's Intol­
erance," Critical Inquiry 15.3 (Spring 1989): 510-55.

2. Michael Rogin, /liThe Sword Became a Flashing Vision': D. W. Griffith's The
Birth of a Nation," Representations 9 (Winter 1985): 150-95; 174-78.

3. Anthony Slide, The Griffith Actresses (South Brunswick, N.]., and New York: A.
S. Barnes & Co.; London: Tantivy Press, 1973), p. 127. Slide also quotes Julian
Johnson's eloquent comment on Cooper's performance, Photoplay MagaZine 10.7
(December 1916): /lAll actresses who honestly provide for home and baby by the

business of vamping and gunning, would do well to observe Miss Cooper's expres­
sions and gestures. Miss Cooper is police dock-she is blotter transcript. Her face is

what you really see some nights under the green lamps" (pp. 80-81).
4. The term /lFriendless Girls" was used primarily by female reformers engaged in

projects to rescue young women from prostitution. From the perspective of the
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prostitute whose networks and livelihood was threatened by Progressive reform, it

was just another expression of the condescension and ignorance of her middle-class

sisters. Ruth Rosen, The Lost Sisterhood: Prostitutio11 i11 America, 1900-1918 (Baltimore:

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), quotes from the letters of Maimie Pinzer:

liThe kind of girl-the human jelly fish-that is willing to be classed as 'friendless' I

haven't much time for" (pp. 66). On the persistence of Victorian assumptions in

Progressive discourse on prostitution, see Robert E. Riegel, IIChanging American

Attitudes Toward Prostitution (1800-1920)," ]our11al of the History of Ideas 29 Ouly­

September 1968): 447.

5. For contemporary comparisons, see Leslie Fishbein, "The Fallen Woman As

Victim in Early American Film: Soma Versus Psyche," Film & History 17.3 (September

1987): 50-61; Sumiko Higashi, Virgi11s, Vamps, a11d Flappers: The America11 Silrnt Movie
Heroine (Montreal: Eden Press Women's Publications, 1978).

6. Addams not only signed the protest but also condemned the film in an inter­

view to the Eve11i119 Post, which was reprinted in the New York Post, the only paper that

refused to carry advertisements for the film. Fred Silva, ed., Focus 011 "The Birth of a
Natio11" (Englewood Cliffs, N.].: Prentice Hall, 1971), pp. 67-68, 117. Addams

herself invited discussion of the personal motives for reform with her 1892 address,

liThe Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements," reprinted in Twrnty Years at Hull­
House (1910), though hardly on the level proposed by Griffith and Loos. Also see

Christopher Lasch, The New Radicalism i11 America [ 1889-1963J The 111tellectual as a Social
Type (1965; New York, London: W W. Norton, 1986), pp. 3-37; Rosen, Lost
Sisterhood, pp. 60-62; Blanche Wiesen Cook, IIFemale Support Networks and Politi­

cal Activism: Lillian Wald, Crystal Eastman, Emma Goldman," Chrysalis 3 (1977):

43-61; on Addams, pp. 44-48. On lesbianism in 111tolera11ce, see Rogin, IIGreat

Mother, "pp. 543 ff.

7. On the lIabolitionist" position, see Rosen, Lost Sisterhood, pp. 9, 12, 17, esp. 30.

8. Ibid., p. xi. "By 1916, it appeared as though a national consensus had been

reached. Although advocates of regulation and segregation continued to advance

their positions, and although many Americans continued to believe privately that

prostitution could not be eradicated, Progressive abolitionists had seemingly won

the public's sympathy and support. 'Absolute annihilation of the Social Evil' was

declared a national goal synonymous with the preservation of moral society"

(p. 18). Rosen's study represents a break with the more traditional view that Pro­

gressive reform actually benefited the prostitute by shifting responsibility from

individual moral depravity to her commercial exploiters; for an example of this view,

see Roy Lubove, "The Progressives and the Prostitute," The Historia11 24 (May 1962):

308-30: IIlnstead of the wicked symbol of disease and lust, she became a somewhat

romantic object of charity, compassion, and sympathetic understanding" (p. 318).

9. Emma Goldman, "The Traffic in Women" (1917), repro in The Traffic i11 Wome11
a11d Other Essays 011 Femi11ism (New York: Times Change Reprint, 1970), pp. 19, 30­

31; Brand Whitlock, former mayor of Toledo, "The White Slave, II Forum 51 (1914):

193-216, quoted in Rosen, Lost Sisterhood, pp. 18, 31-32. Rosen also cites James
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Rolph, mayor of San Francisco, as one who IIchallenged the 'humanitarian' motives

of moral reformers. The campaign against prostitution, he argued, had become
harsh and particularly harmed prostitutes and poor people. 'I reply to all the self­
advertising pharisees and all who have been agitating so loudly to reform other people's
morals-many who are calling for intolerant restriction would not be satisfied until

they destroyed all the amusement and entertainment that have given San Francisco
life and character. What will be done with all the women put out of work?'" (p. 28;
emphasis mine). The defense of the prostitute against the Progressive crusade could
also draw on a bohemian tradition of romanticizing the prostitute; for a contempo­
rary example, see Hutchins Hapgood, Types from City Streets (New York: Funk &

Wagnalls, 1910), pp. 125-41, esp. 138ff.

10. Egal Feldman, IIProstitution, the Alien Woman and the Progressive Imagina­
tion, 1910- 1915," American Quarterly 19 (Summer 1967): 192-206; Rosen, Lost
Sisterhood, ch. 7, IIWhite Slavery: Myth or Reality. " For a diverging analysis of white

slavery as primarily an instance of mass hysteria, see Mark Thomas Connelly, The
Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1980), ch. 6.

11. James Hart, ed., The Man Who Invented Hollywood: The Autobiography of D. W
Griffith (Louisville, Ky.: Touchstone, 1972), p. 56. On Griffith's fascination with

prostitutes, also see Schickel, D. W Griffith: An American Life (New York: Simon &

Schuster, 1984), pp. 45, 55-58.
12. Erotic triangles involving lIanother woman" can be found in a number of

Griffith's films, for example, The Eternal Mother (191 1), The Female of the Species (1912),
Hearts of the World (1918), True-Heart Susie (1919). The repressed ethnic connotations
of the fear-and desire-of the "other" woman were more explicit (though still
repressed) in the contemporary figure of the vamp, notably her personification by
Theda Bara. On the appeal of transgressions of the sexual taboo on the ethnic-racial
other also see Chapter 11.

13. Kathy Peiss, IIICharity Girls' and City Pleasures: Historical Notes on
Working-Class Sexuality, 1880- 1920," in Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, and

Sharon Thompson, eds., Powers of Desire (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983),
pp. 74-87; Griffith, Autobiography, p. 56. Also see Hapgood, Types from City Streets,
pp. 125-38.

14. Rick Altman, liThe Lonely Villa and Griffith's Paradigmatic Style," Quarterly
Review of Film Studies 6.2 (Spring 1981): 123-34; also see Rogin, "Sword," 158-59.

15. The series of sequences beginning with the exodus of the modern protago­
nists after the strike can be read as a montage unit in a larger sense, presenting
variations on the themes of courtship, marriage, jealousy, adultery, and prostitu­
tion; at least seven couples are formed-or fail to form-across centuries and
classes. These sequences are, briefly: the Boy's first encounter with the Friendless
One; both defeated by adversity (the Boy turns to crime and the Friendless One
listens to the Musketeer); the Babylonian marriage market (the Mountain Girl
exempted by Belshazzar, the effeminate rhapsode pining for her in vain); the highly
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ritualized courtship between Belshazzar and the Princess Beloved; the Boy's second
encounter with the Friendless One (confrontation with the Musketeer); the Dear
One's encounter with the Boy, followed by her father's death; the Marriage in Cana;
Brown Eyes courted by Prosper (confrontation with the Mercenary); the end of a
Coney Island day (the Dear One's virtuous refusal prompts the Boy to propose); the
Woman Taken in Adultery; the Uplifters' report, including the flashback of the raid
on a brothel; the Boy's decision to go straight (the Dear One, having domesticated

him, gives credit to the statue of the Madonna).
t6. The processes of condensation converging in the figure of the Friendless

One altogether elude a structuralist attempt to systematize the characters in terms of
essential qualities and basic oppositions. This is evidenced by Baudry's chart in "Les
aventures de l'ldee (sur 'Intolerance')," pt. 2, Cahiers du Cinema 24 t (September­

October t 972): 38.

t 7. George Soule, "After the Play," The New Republic 8. tOO (Sept. 30, t 9 t 6): 225.

I am grateful to Peter-Williamson for alerting me to this important print variant and
showing me the slide from the copyright deposit. The Chicago Tribune (Dec. 24,

t 9 t 6) prints a still showing Olga Grey as Mary Magdalen. In the credits to the

standard t 922 version (which omits the sequence), Grey is still listed as the Mag­
dalen and no credit appears for The Woman Taken in Adultery, who is a much more
haggard, guilt-ridden figure. Griffith's fascination with the Magdalen figure can also
be seen in a Biograph film of t 9 t0, The Way of the World, in which a young priest
(Henry Walthall), trying to put the New Testament into practice, succeeds in doing

so only in the last episode, a typological reenactment of the Magdalen story. On the
Magdalen tradition in Victorian discourse on prostitution, see Riegel, "Changing
American Attitudes Toward Prostitution, "pp. 443-44.

t 8. See The Philadelphia North American (Dec. 30, t 9 t 6), a paper that called for a
boycott of Intolerance on behalf of the Charity Trust, accusing the film of making the
argument "for legalized and legally tolerated houses of prostitution. " The reviewer
seems particularly outraged about the way the "beautiful story" of the Woman Taken
in Adultery is linked "with a police raid on a bevy of frowsy strumpets, the inference
being that Christ's way of dealing with the modern social cesspool would be to let it

go on unmolested. "
t 9. Sigmund Freud, "A Special Type of Choice of Object Made by Men" (t 9 to),

Standard Edition t t: t 64-75; also see "On the Universal Tendency to Debasement in
the Sphere of Love" (t 9 t 2), Sf t t: t 78-90; quotation in next paragraph, SE t t:

t 73. A classic example of an adolescent fantasy rehearsing the split analyzed by
Freud and the concomitant turn to a prostitute figure can be found in a short story
Griffith wrote in his later years, "It Never Happened" (Griffith Papers, reel t9).

20. Ni<;k Browne, "Griffith's Family Discourse: Griffith and Freud," Quarterly
Review of Film Studies 6. t (Winter t 98 t): 79.
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in early German discourse on the cinema; see Miriam Hansen, IIEarly Silent
Cinema: Whose Public Sphere?" New German Critique 29 (Spring-Summer 1983):
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1991), ch.7.

5. See Tino Balio, United Artists: The Company Built by the Stars (Madison: Univer­

sity of Wisconsin Press, 1976); Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies· Film Stars and Society
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4. See Kaja Silverman, "Fragments of a Fashionable Discourse," in Tania

Modleski, ed., Studies in Entertainment: Critical Approaches to Mass Culture (Bloomington:

Indiana University Press, 1986), pp. 139-52.

5. A more misogynist version of the same pattern occurs in Cobra (1925), when a

friend advises the unhappily courting but much pursued Valentino, "look at the

woman with the torch: she is safe!"-cut to the Statue of Liberty. For an excellent
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den Blick," Kursbuch 49 (1977): 62. Also see Jutta Bruckner's important essay on
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t 9. This pattern of combining dark and light oppositions in one and the same
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in such a shot far exceeds narrative motivation, that is, its function for establishing
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Mr. Grimes as irredeemably evil. Gaylyn Studlar makes a case for an association of
the eroticized male body with suffering similar to Valentino in films starring John
Barrymore, speci fically Beloved Rogue: IIWhen a Man Loves: Male Spectacle and
Female Pleasure in Romantic Melodramas of the 1920s, II paper delivered at the

annual convention of the Society for Cinema Studies, Iowa City, April 1989.
27. Sigmund Freud, IIThree Essays," Standard Edition, 7: 160; also IIlnstincts," SE,

14: 126.
28. Most notably in liThe Economic Problem of Masochism" (1924), SE 19: 155­

70, where Freud develops the notion of a IIprimary" masochism linked to the death
instinct; this notion is already present though rejected in "Instincts and Their
Vicissitudes" (1915), SE 14: 127, but resumed as early as 1920, in Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, SE, 18: 55.

29. Gaylyn Studlar, "Masochism and the Perverse Pleasures of the Cinema,"
Quarterly Review ofFilm Studies 9.4 (Fall 1984): 267-82; Gilles Deleuze, Masochism: An
Interpretation of Coldness and Cruelty (France 1967; New York: George Braziller, 1971),

pp. 21, 37-38. Studlar acknowledges the problem of the male perspective of the

Sacher-Masoch fantasy in passing (p. 270 and n. 27). The reason why Deleuze's
model seems to work so surprisingly well for the Sternberg-Dietrich films might
have less to do with the validity of the model than with Sternberg's endebtedness to
the same cultural background that gave us Venus in Furs.

30. The essay has been much discussed in recent film theory, for example,
Rodowick, liThe Difficulty of Difference, " and Doane, liThe Woman's Film. " On the
beating fantasy in the context of "daydreaming, " see Anna Freud, IISchlagephantasie
und Tagtraum," Imago 8 (1922): 317-33.

31. Sigmund Freud, IIA Child Is Being" Beaten," Standard Edition, 17: 186. The
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161.

33. The radiant quality of the visual style of Valentino's films is singled out as an
important IIspiritual" dimension by one of the female fans overheard by a reporter in
1I0ver the Tea Cups," Movie Weekly (Dec. 17, 1921): 19

34. Williams, "When the Woman Looks, " in Doane, Mellencamp, and Williams,
Re-Vision, pp. 83-96. The point Williams makes with regard to a number of classic

horror films also elucidates the function of the dark-light split in the Valentino
character: lithe power and potency of the monster body. . . should not be inter­

preted as an eruption of the normally repressed animal sexuality of the civilized male
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(the monster as double for the male viewer and characters in the film), but as feared
power and potency of a different kind of sexuality (the monster as double for the
woman)" (p. 87).

35. Adorno, IISexualtabus," pp. 104-05; the phrase is used in English and with­
out quotation marks; also see IIThis Side of the Pleasure Principle," Minima Moralia:
Reflections from Damaged Life (London: NLB, 1974). Marcuse's plea for polymorphous
perversity in Eros and Civilization (1955; Boston: Beacon Press, 1966) is more prob­
lematic, especially in light of the Foucauldian analysis of the Ilperverse implantation"

(The History of Sexuality 1); Marcuse himself takes a more pessimistic view in his
IIPolitical Preface 1966," while maintaining a utopian distinction between sexual
liberty and erotic-political freedom (pp. xiv-xv). The prophets of a "healthy sex
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ogy of Havelock ElliS, on the newly discovered IIdoctrine" of psychoanalysis, as well
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Hapgood, Max Eastman, V. F. Calverton, and, probably the single most repressive
instance of sexual hygiene, Floyd Dell, Love in the Machine Age: A Psychological Study of
the Transition from Patriarchal Society (1930).

36. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality I, trans. Robert Hurley (New York:
Vintage, 1980), pt. two.
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New Womanhood: The Movie Moderns in the 1920s," in Jean E. Friedman and

William G. Shade, eds., Our American Sisters: Women in American Life and Thought, 2nd
ed. (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1976), pp. 366-84.
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Cohen's Advertising Scheme, 71

Cohen's Fire Sale, 55, 71

Comedy, 37, 39, 44, 45; slapstick, 71,
113, 236; sexual deviation and, 236. See
also Chase comedies

Comic strips, 25, 35, 45, 58

Comolli, Jean-Louis, 81
Comstock, Anthony, 182
Coney Island, 16, 30, 116, 222
Consumer culture and consumption, 3, 8,

12, 16, 17, 30, 53-54, 55, 59, 63, 76,
77, 85-86, 92, 112, 113, 123, 191­

192, 238; women as target of, II, 18,
116,121,122,231,240,241,248,254;

domesticity and, 52-53, 120, 326
Continuity editing, 24, 42, 44, 80, 81,

148, 232

Cooper, Miriam, 159, 218-219, 222
Corbett-Fitzsimmons Fight, The, I, 2, 6, 92,

119
Corner in Wheat, A, 137, 205

Costello, Maurice, 254
Country Couple, The, 25

Countryman's First Sight of the Animated Pictures,
The, 25

Crosscutting. See Parallel editing
Crowd, The, 74

Crowell, Josephine, 154
Cup of Life, The, 74

Dadaism, 205
Dance halls, 104, 105, 118
Darling, J. C. ("Ding"), 77

DaviS, Michael, 66

deCordova, Richard, 246

de Grasse, Sam, 143
de Lauretis, Teresa, 282

Deleuze, Gilles, 286, 287, 364

de Man, Paul, 204
DeMille, Cecil B., 120, 341
Derrida, Jacques, 184-185, 191-192

Dewey, John, 8

Dickens, Charles, 143, 207
Diegesis, 17, 23, 37, 44, 82-84, 97, 149,

246
Dioramas, 30

Distraction, 29, 100, 237, 239, 353
Distribution, 17, 23-24, 93, 245
Doane, Mary Ann, 5, 38, 121, 124, 250,

251, 280
Documentary, 30-31, 34, 44, 74. See also

Actualities
Domesticity, 10, 1I, 18, 52-53, 114, 117,

120-121, 206, 212, 261, 326, 347

Donnelly, Ignatius, 169

Dos Passos, John, 358
Douglas, Ann, 326

Dresser, Louise, 269
Drunkard's Reformation, A, 41-42

Duchamp, Marcel, 205
Dumb Girl of Portici, The, 130

Eagle, The, 267, 269-271, 274, 281, 283

Edison, Thomas Alva, 25, 47, 63

Edison Trust, 62, 69, 70, 79
Editing, 34, 42, 44, 79, 80, 81. See also

ContinUity editing; Parallelism, Parallel
editing; Point of view

Eisenstein, Sergei, 132, 136, 143, 149,

203-204, 206
Electrocuting an Elephant, 31

Electronic media, 3, 13
Eliot, George, 143

Eliot, T. S., 330

Ellis, Havelock, 365
Emerson, Ralph Waldo, 166-167, 193,

239
Empire State Express, 25

Enlightenment, 9, 11, 76

Enunciation, 4-5, 332-333
Epstein, Jean, 325
Erens, Patricia, 71, 73
Erotic films, 30, 38-39, 282

Esperanto, 76, 77, 186. See also Language,

film as/and
Ethnic groups, ethnicity, 14-15, 16, 18,

39, 54, 59, 60-61, 70-71, 88, 91-92,
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Ethnic groups, ethnicity (continued)
95, 100, 101, 103, 105, 107, 113, 125,
222, 255, 267, 314-315; Italian, 71,

100, 102, 113, 118, 255, 322; Jewish,

69,71-76,77,103,108,113,118,

255, 314, 322; Polish, 100, 113. See also
Nativism; Race, racism; Working class

and immigrants

Ethnic theater, 103, 115
European Rest Cure, 55

Ewen, Elizabeth, 91, 110
Execution by Hanging, 31

Execution of Czolgoscz, The, 31, 47
Execution of Mary Queen of Scots, The, 31

Exhibition: modes and contexts, 7, 14, 17,
24, 29-30, 32, 34, 36, 42-44, 54, 60­

63,76,87,93-101,123,245. See also
Kinetoscope; Nickelodeon; Variety for­

mat; Vaudeville

Exhibitionism, 33, 35-36, 39-41, 42, 238,

259, 273, 276-277

Experience, 12-13, 44, 90, 91, 92, 101­
102,109,111,125,139

Expositions. See World's Fairs and Exposi­

tions

Eyeline match. See Sight link

Fairbanks, Douglas, Sr., 248, 264, 269
Fairs. See Amusement parks, fairs, traveling

shows; World Fairs and Expositions

Fairy-tale films, 48-57, 68

Fall of Babylon, The, 133, 174, 180,233,
245, 334, 353

Fandom, 260-261. See also Star system

Fan magazines and clubs, 123, 248, 253,
279

Feature film, 44, 84, 87, 98, 165
Female inlpersonators. See Impersonators

Female spectator. See Spectator

Fetishism, 33, 121, 219, 249, 252, 354; in

Intolerance, 175,180,214,219,233-234,

236-239; Valentino and, 260, 266,
293-294

Figure/figuration, 191, 197-198, 203,

207-209, 213, 226, 231, 241, 342. See
also Allegory

Film criticism, as institution, 24, 64, 251,
253. See also Intolerance, reception and

cri tical response

Film d'Art Company, 173, 179

Fletcher, Angus, 212
Fool's Revenge, The, 173

Ford, John, 131, 170,339
Foucault, Michel, 107, 108- 109, 292, 365

Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, The, 256, 257,
259, 269, 362

Fox, William, 69
Framing, 34, 35, 44, 64, 74, 79, 80. See

also Camera movement; Tableau shot

Freud, Sigmund, 4, 39, 57, 130-131, 191,

214, 225, 230, 233, 237, 272, 276,
277-278, 283, 285-287, 337

From Showgirl to Burlesque Queen, 38

From the Manger to the Cross, 174, 178

Frye, Northrop, 204

Gangster films, 74, 249
Gay Shoe Clerk, The, 33

Genre, 25, 28, 30, 44, 47-48, 69, 337. See
also Actualities; Chase comedies; Com­

edy; Documentary; Erotic films; Ghetto

films; Horror films; Melodrama; Musi­

cals; "Peeping Tom" films; Pornography;

Reenactments; Scenics; Travelogues;

Trick films; Westerns; Woman's film

Ghetto films, 71-75, 76, 86, 94, 98

Ghetto Seamstress, The, 71

Gilbert, John, 254
Gish, Lillian, 74, 77, 120, 142, 150-151,

161-162,207,233,351-352

Glyn, Elinor, 293

Godard, Jean-Luc, 132
Gold Is Not All, 58, 137

Gomery, Douglas, 5
Grandma's Reading Glass, 33

Great Train Robbery, The, 37, 42, 47, 69

Grey, Olga, 351

Griffith, D. W., 15-16, 17, 23, 41, 64,

71-73,74-75,77, 80, 129-130, 132,

137-138, 141-143, 148, 162, 163-172,

173-177, 179-182, 185, 189, 193-195,
203, 206, 218-223, 228-232, 237,

239-241, 264; Biograph films, 41, 58,

64, 71-75, 163, 166, 223, 225, 226;

rescue races and fantasies, 46, 223, 225­
226, 228, 230, 232, 240; racial ideol­

ogy, 52, 77, 155, 158, 164, 167, 221,

255, 336-337; classical cinema and, 64,
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131-132, 137, 139- 140, 141- 143, 148,
161-162, 174,211,240-241,245; uni­
versal language myth, 77, 130, 183-

186; star system and, 137, 162, 238; lit­
erary tradition and ambitions, 142-144,

165-167, 193, 195,201,211,214-216.

See also Birth of a Nation, The; Broken
Blossoms; Fall of Babylon, The; Hearts of the
World; Mother and the Law, The; Musketeers of
Pig Alley, The

Griffith, Jake, 228
Griffith, Mattie, 226, 228, 229, 230

Gunning, Tom, 24, 33, 34-35, 40, 79,
96-97, 141-142

Gutman, Herbert, 102, 103, 300

Habermas, Jurgen, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 111

Hale's Tours, 32, 307
Hampton, Benjamin, 67, 68

Hapgood, Hutchins, 74, 312, 350
Happy Hooligan series, 58
Haraway, Donna, 52
Harrison, Louis Reeves, 66-67
Harron, Robert, 143, 227, 352

Hayakawa, Sessue, 255
Hazards of Helen, The, 120

Heartfield, John, 205
Heart of a Jewess, The, 71

Hearts of the World, 347, 350, 352

Heath, Stephen, 4, 81, 133, 282
Hegel, G. W. F., 8

Henabery, Joseph, 163, 166, 175-176,

177
Heterotopia, 107- 108, 11 8
Hieroglyphics, film as, 77-78, 190-194;

in Intolerance, 17, 180-181, 190, 192,

193-195, 197-198, 214, 215, 232, 233,

239
Hitchcock, Alfred, 131, 142
Homosexuality, 157, 266-267. See also Les­

bianism and lesbians
Hold-Up of the Rocky Mountain Express, The,

47, 55
Hooligans of the West, The, 55

Horkheimer, Max, 8, 11, 110, 190-192,

198,231,316,338,343,354
Horror films, 251, 292
How a French Nobleman Got a Wife Through the

New York Herald "Personal" Columns, 46

Howe, Frederic, 184
Howe, Irving, 103
How the Other Half Lives, 74

Hudnut, Richard, 261
Hull, E. M., 256, 357

Identification, 31-32, 35, 57-58, 75, 80­

81, 84, 85, 121, 124-125, 137, 142,
149, 161-162,276,280-283,304,337;
star system and, 246, 281-283; female,
250-252, 280, 287; transsexual, 251,

280-281

Immigrant, The, 76
Immigrants. See Working class and

immigrants
Impersonators, 46, 253, 266, 294

Independents (producers), 62, 79, 99

Indiscreet Bathroom Maid, The, 40

Industrialization, 102- 103, 169

Ingram, Rex, 256
Inner speech, 332
Inquisitive Boots, 39, 40
Intellectuals, 106, 184, 194- 195, 312, 342
Interior N. Y Subway, 14th Street to 42nd Street,

32

Intolerance, 15, 17-19, 24, 77, 82, 122,

129-241, 264; reception and critical
response, 17, 129-130, 133, 134-135,

136, 138-139, 161-162, 194,201-202;
articulation of vision and space, 17, 132,
141, 143-162, 178-180, 194;

film/viewer relations in, 17, 129, 132,
139-140, 141, 149-150, 161-163, 194,

232; femininity, figurations of, 18, 122,
123, 146-147, 151, 154-160, 198,

206-207,211-236,240-241, 264; con­
cept of (universal) language and, 77,

129, 130, 165, 183-189, 192; classical
paradigm and, 129, 131-132, 136-137,
139-140, 142, 174-175; print history
and variants, 133, 199, 224-225, 330;
parallel design/narration/editing, 133­

141, 143, 148-149, 162, 169-172, 184,

197, 201, 209, 214, 223; concept of
representation, 165-166, 175-178; con­
cepts of history, 166-172, 174, 181­

182, 195; camera movement, 179, 180,
237, 276; race and ethnicity, 221, 222.

See also Babylon; Hieroglyphics; Prostitu-
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Intolerance (continued)
tion, Prostitute, in Intolerance; Writing

Iron Heel, The, 169

Irwin, John, 193
Irwin, May, 35

Jack and the Beanstalk, 49

Jacobs, Lewis, 58, 68, 69, 70
Jean and the Waif, 70

Jew's Christmas, The, 72, 73

Jews/Jewish: immigrant producers and per­
formers, 69, 71, 255; as subject of films,
71-76; millennialism, 77; Yiddish the­
ater, 103; as audience, 108, 113

Johnson, Julian, 162, 173, 348
Judith of Bethulia, 174, 185, 226, 229

Kalem Film Manufacturing Company, 70,

74, 174
Kaplan, E. Ann, 251-252
Karpenstein, Christa, 279
Keaton, Buster, 23

Keats, John, 228, 238
Kellerman, Annette, 138
Kinetoscope, 36, 40. See also Peep shows
King Lear, 64

Kiss, The, 35

Klein, Melanie, 57
Kleptomaniac, The, 34, 56, 69, 137, 205
Kluge, Alexander, 8, 11-14,48,91,92,

108, 132, 139
Koster and Bial's Music Hall, 27
Koszarski, Richard, 99
Kracauer, Siegfried, 12, 29, 109, 112, 121,

339, 346

Lacan, Jacques, 3, 122, 125, 280
Laemmle, Carl, 69, 73
Landis, Joan, 10
Language, film as/and, 24, 130, 186, 188­

189; universal, 16, 17, 18, 55, 76-80,
165, 183-187, 188, 192, 193. See also
Inner speech; Writing

Last Days of Pompeii, The, 174

Last Laugh, The, 188

Leach, William, 85

Lears, Jackson, 123
Lecturers, on-stage, 42, 43, 45, 79, 93,

96-98, 142, 306

Lee, Lila, 271
Lennig, Arthur, 163-164

Lesbianism and lesbians, 155, 221, 261,

264, 285

Levine, Lawrence, 95

Lewis, Vera, 145
Life of an American Fireman, 47, 69, 306
Life of Moses, The, 70, 113

Lighting, 80, 85, 135, 259
Lightning Sketches, 71

Lindsay, Vachel, 77-78, 138, 139, 193,
198

Lippmann, Walter, 15, 182
Literature, as institution, 11, 64, 74, 97,

142, 144, 165, 193, 195, 202, 216. See

also Adaptations
Loew, Marcus, 98

London, Jack, 169
Lonely Villa, The, 223

Long, Edwin, 234
Long, Walter, 159, 218-219

Loos, Anita, 155
Lubin, Sigmund, 46, 70

Lukacs, Georg, 166
Lumiere Brothers, 25, 30, 77

Magdalen, Mary, 221, 224-225, 229, 351
Maggi, Luigi, 174

Magic films, 68. See also Trick films
Magic lantern shows, 25, 29, 35, 42, 43;

biblical, 175

Manifest Destiny, 170, 172
Marcuse, Herbert, 365

Marion, Frances, 359

Marketing of films, 63-65, 67, 248, 249,

256. See also Publicity; Star system
Marsh, Mae, 151, 154, 161, 171,212,223
Masochism, 251, 262, 277, 285-287. See

also Sadomasochism
Masquerade, 39, 283, 285
Mast, Gerald, 203, 348
Mathis, June, 261, 359
Matinee-idol tradition, 2, 253, 254, 264.

see also Star system; Valentino, Rudolph
Mayne, Judith, 68, 146

McCutcheon, Wallace, 46
Meet Me at the Fountain, 46

Meighan, Thomas, 254

Melies, Georges, 34, 48, 236
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Melodrama, 44, 69-70, 71-75, 76, 251
Mencken, H. L., 182, 358

Metapsychology, 4

Metz, Christian, 3, 35-36, 38-39, 81,

186,203,280, 332-333; on Intolerance,
134, 135, 136

Millennialism, 76, 77, 169, 170, 185, 191

Mill Girl: A Story of Factory Life, 70

Mills, C. Wright, 8

Miscegenation, 255-256

Mise-en-scene, 28, 31, 54-55, 79, 159,

214,276,281,289

Mitry, Jean, 34

Modernism, 6, 30, 132, 205, 218, 323,

330, 335

Modern Times, 76

Modleski, Tania, 251

Monsieur Beaucaire, 2, 266, 274-276, 282

Montage, 131; in Intolerance, 134, 135, 149,

178, 201, 203, 223. See also Parallelism,

Parallel editing

Moran of the Lady Letty, 2, 282

Moreno, Antonio, 254, 264

Mother and the Law, The, 133, 153, 154, 159,

163-165, 207, 237, 245; sexual themes,
223, 225

Mother Goose in Hierog lyphics, 193

Mother Goose's Fairy Tales, 50

Motherhood/maternal figure: as theme in
Intolerance, 199-200, 201-204, 211-217;

and Valentino, 262, 359, 365

Motion Picture magazine, 263

Motion Picture Patents Company, 63, 98
Moving Picture World, The, 62, 79, 80, 97

Mulvey, Laura, 5, 38, 246, 249-250, 272,

280, 292

Munsterberg, Hugo, 83, 138-139, 246, 318
Murnau, F. W., 188, 343

Museum of Modern Art Film Library, 13 1,

133

Music accompanying films, 42, 43, 44, 93;

in nickelodeons, 66; ethnic, 100

Musicals, 24, 37

Musketeers of Pig Alley, The, 74-75, 174

Musser, Charles, 34-35, 50, 54, 98, 205
Mutoscope, 40

Mutual Film Corporation, 71

Mutual Film Corporation v. Industrial
Commission of Ohio, 15

NAACP, 184

Naldi, Nita, 271

Napoleon, Man of Destiny, 64

Narcissism, 249, 250, 275, 276

Narration, 6-7, 16, 17, 23, 28, 45, 54,

58, 60, 79-82, 85, 97, 89, 90, 97, 141­

146, 154, 162, 173. See also Enunciation;
Parallelism

Narrative film, 33, 44-48, 51, 54, 56-57,

64,69,74, 79, 174, 210; industry's shift
to, 33, 44-45, 69, 96, 306; history and,
166-168

National Association of the Motion Picture
Industry, 164

National Board of Censorship, 63

Nativism, 222, 255, 256, 262

Nazimova, AlIa, 261

Negt, Oskar, 8, 11, 12, 14, 91, 92

Neptune's Daughter, 138

New Woman, 117, 120, 212, 220, 255,

292

Newsreel, 54, 69. See also Actualities
Nickelodeon, 16, 29, 44, 61-63, 65-66,

68, 70, 84, 86, 88, 94, 108, 113;

audiences, 53, 61-68, 70, 73, 86, 95,

103, 119, 225; censorship and, 63, 95,

119; as public sphere, 93, 94-95, 97;

star system and, 247

Nonsynchronism, 93, 94, 132, 251, 300,

320, 330, 333, 337

Norman, Mabel, 42

Novarro, Ramon, 254, 264

Novello, Ivor, 254

Oedipus/Oedipal scenarios, 51-52, 57,

162, 215; in Intolerance, 226, 227, 230,

233; in Valentino films, 277, 282, 286,

288, 289, 291

Olcott, Sidney, 174

Old Isaacs, the Pawnbroker, 71

Oms, Marcel, 203

100 to 1 Shot, The, 70

Orientalism, 177, 237-238, 239, 255­

256, 292

Pan-American Exposition at Night, 47

Panoramas, 30

Parallelism, Parallel editing, 58, 64, 80,

135, 137-138, 141, 142, 143, 148-149,
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Parallelism, Parallel editing (continued)
168-172,201,211,223,225. See also
Intolerance, parallel design

Parisian Dancer, 25

Park, Ida May, 120

Parker, Dorothy, 278

Passion Plays, 30, 173

Passover Miracle, A, 71, 73

Pastor, Tony, 115

Pastrone, Giovanni, 174

Paul, Robert, 25

Peeping Tom, 39

"Peeping Tom" films, 39-41, 56. See also
Voyeurism

Peep shows, 36, 38, 40, 119. See also
Pornography

Peiss, Kathy, 91, 104, 117

People's Institute, 63

Personal, 46

Phantom rides, 32, 33, 35

Phonograph, 113

Photoplay: A Psychological Study (Munster-
berg), 83

Pickford, Mary, 120, 248, 264, 363

Poe, Edgar Allan, 193

Point of view, 24,33,39-41,55,81, 149,

150-154, 158, 159, 214, 251, 269, 271,

274-275, 288, 334. See also Sight link

Political cartoons, 35, 45, 49, 51

Pornography, 29, 38, 40, 283, 353

Porter, Edwin S., 25, 31, 33, 34, 45, 46,

47, 48-57, 123, 205

Pound, Ezra, 136, 330, 338

Private/Public, 8-11, 52, 74; gendered
hierarchy of, 10, 40, 114-116, 118,

121, 122, 240, 248. See also Public

sphere
Progressive Era/Progressivism, 76, 167,

182, 212, 220

Prostitution, Prostitute, 115, 156, 157,

159, 212, 217, 220, 221-222, 225, 226,

231, 348-350; in Intolerance, 156, 221­

225, 229-232, 351; ethnicityand, 222;

rescue fantasy, 225

Psychology of the Photoplay, 138

Publicity: star, 18, 246-248, 253, 260. See
also Star system; Valentino, Rudolph,
star persona and publicity discourse

Public sphere: transformation of, 2, 14,

91, 115-116, 121,240,292; cinema
and/as, 3, 7-8, 13-16, 43-44, 48, 52,

62-64, 90-95, 103-105, 108, 114,

123-124, 125, 165, 240, 248,

260-261, 292; concept(s) of, 7-15;

European, 8, 14, 114; bourgeois, 8-12,

14, 15, 64, 92, 114; vs. private sphere,
8, 11, 74, 102, 248; industrial­
commercial, 11-12,60-61,92,112,

114, 123, 247, 248; American, 14, 114,

240; and ethnicity, 62, 103-104, 114;

and gender, 114-124, 215, 240, 248,

254, 293

Public Sphere and Experience (Negt/Kluge),
11

Purple Rose of Cairo, The, 3

Purviance, Edna, 76

"Quality" films, 64, 70, 87

Queen Elizabeth, 123

Quintilian, 204

Quirk, James R., 264

Quo Vadisl, 113-114, 174

Race, racism, 39, 51-54, 59, 61, 107, 221,

255, 257, 311, 336-337. See also
African-Americans; Birth of a Nation, The,
racist ideology of; Black culture

Rambova, Natacha, 261, 264, 265

Ramsaye, Terry, 68

Ray, Man, 205

Reading public, 10, 11, 16, 118

Realism, 4, 68-76, 81-83, 166, 175-178

Reenactments, 30-31, 35, 46, 47, 119

Reid, Wallace, 254, 257

Rescue plots, 46, 223; in Intolerance, 170­

171, 172, 174, 225-227. See also
Griffith, D. W., rescue races and
fantasies

Resurrection, 173

Rice, John C., 35

Richardson, Dorothy, 327

Riis, Jacob, 74, 75

Rise and Fall of Free Speech in America, The
(Griffith), 164, 207

Rise of the American Film, The (Jacobs), 68

Robeson, Paul, 358

Rogers, Will, 245, 262

Rogin, Michael, 219, 229, 233
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Rolph, James, 350

Romance of a Jewess, 71, 72-73, 308-309

Roosevelt, Theodore, 49, 56, 255

Rosalie et Leonce atheatre, 124

Rosen, Philip, 130

Rosen, Ruth, 221

Rosenzweig, Roy, 91, 103, 109

Rube and Mandy at Coney Island, 25

Russell, Ken, 358, 359

Russell Sage Foundation, 29, 66

Ryan, Mary, 120

Sacher-Masoch, Leopold von, 286

Sadism, 31, 41, 56, 58, 277; in Valentino

films, 1-2, 283-288; in Intolerance, 158,

228, 239. See also Masochism;

Sadomasochism

Sadomasochism, 283, 285-288, 292

St. Denis, Ruth, 342, 353

Sainted Devil, A, 282

St. Johns, Adela Rogers, 257

Saint-Louis Exposition, 32

Salome, 64

Sampson-Schley Controversy, The, 46

Satan, 174

Scenics, 44, 46, 47, 54, 69, 96, 113

Scopophilia, 259, 276-277; in Intolerance,
239; female, 277, 278. See also
Voyeurism

Scott, Sir Walter, 142, 166

Search Jor Evidence, A, 40, 41

Sennett, Richard, 8, 9, 13, 95, 105

Sexual ambiguity, 233, 236, 252, 259,

262, 267-268, 269, 276

Sheik, The, 256-257, 259, 261, 282, 285,

288, 360

Sherlock, Jr., 23

Sight link, 146-147, 149, 179, 334

Slapstick. See Comedy
Slide, Anthony, 220

Smalley, Phillips, 72

Smith, Frederick James, 138

Smith, G. A., 33, 48-49
Song of the Shirt, The, 137

Son oj the Sheik, The, 1, 287, 292

Sound: effects, 42, 43, 44, 79, 93; syn­
chronized, 43, 99, 190, 343

Southey, Robert, 49

Sparrows, 363

Spectator: as concept, 2-7, 13- 14, 16-

17, 23-24, 25-26, 28, 35, 38-39,43,

56-57, 59, 66, 84-85, 121, 129, 136,

139, 216, 246, 249; female, 2, 5, ~ 8,

39, 121-125, 240-241, 249-252, 276­

279, 288. See also Audience;

Identification

Staiger, Janet, 87

Star system, 24, 93, 123-125, 246-248,

267, 269; Griffith and, 162, 238 See also
Fandom; Publicity; Valentino, Rudolph

Stella Dallas, 58, 251

Stereopticon shows, 25, 29, 30, 43

Stem, Seymour, 131, 164,339
Sternberg, Josef von, 364

Story films, 44, 55, 68, 69-70, 96

Story the Biograph Told, The, 41

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, The
(Habermas), 8

Studlar, Gaylyn, 254, 256, 260, 364

Swanson, Gloria, 120

Sweet, Blanche, 226, 351

Tableau shot, 28, 34-35, 45, 54; in Intol­
erance, 149, 178, 179, 180, 194, 198,

199

Talmadge, Norma, 236

"Teddy" Bears, The, 48-49, 50-56, 94

Tellegen, Lou, 254

Terrible Ted, 56

Terrible Teddy, the Grizzly King, 49

Thanhouser Company, 70

Theater(s): location of, 54, 60-62, 100,

245, 311; as social space, 61, 63, 65,

105,109,117-118; closing of, 63, 95;

experience, 93, 95, 99-100, 245;

chains, 98-99. See also Ethnic theater;

Exhibition; Heterotopia; Nickelodeon;
Variety format; Vaudeville; Working

class and immigrants, as audience
Thief oj Bagdad, The, 239

Thomas, William Isaac, 109

Thompson, Kristin, 79, 87, 136, 142, 329

Those Awful Hats, 124

Tillie's Punctured Romance, 42

Tower of Babel. See Babel, Tower of Babel

TraJfic in Souls, 137, 221

Tramp figure, 58, 76

Tramp's Dream, The, 58
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Transvestism and cross-dressing, 250, 280-
281, 287. See also Impersonators
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