The Cinema of Attraction:

Early Film, Its Spectator
and the Avant-Garde

By Tom Q::Emm -

Writing in 1922, flushed with the exciterment of
seeing Abel Gance’s La Roue, Fernand Léger tried
to define something of the radical possibilities of
the cinema. The potential of the new art did not
lay in “imitating the movements of nature” or in
“the mistaken path” of its resemblance to theater.
Its unique power was a “matter of making images
seen.” Tt is precisely this harnessing of visibility,
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: often including full nudity), also drven under-
ground in later years, AsNogl Burch has shown in
his filn Correction Please: How We Got into
Pictures (1979), a film like The Bride Retires
(France, 1902) reveals a fundamental conflict
between this exhibitionistic tendency of early
§lm and the creation of a fietional diegesis. A

1 wornan undresses for bed while her new hugband
peers at her from behind a screen. However, it
is to the camera and the audience that the brde
addresses her erofic striptease, winking at us as
sheé faces us, smiling in erotic display.

As the quate from Méliés points out, the trick
film, perhaps the dominant non-actuality film
genre before 1906, is itself a series of displays,
of magical attractions, rather than a primitive
sketch of narrative continuity. Many trick films
are, in effect, plotless, a seriss of transformations
strung together with little connection and certain-
1y no characterization, But to approach even the
plotted trick fllms, such as Voyage dans lo lune
(1902), simply as precursors of later narative
structures 1§ to miss the point. The story simply
provides a frame upon which to string a demon-
stration of the magical possibilities of the cinema.

Modes of exhibition in eady cinema also yeflect
+his lack of concem with creating a self-sufficient
narrative world upon the screen. As Charles Musser
has shown,© the early showmen exhibitors exeried
a greal deal of control over the shows they pre-
sented, actually re-editing the films they had
purchased and supplying 2 series of offscreen sup-
plements, such as sound effects and spoken
commentary. Perhiaps most extreme is the Hale’s
Tours, the largest chain of theaters exclusively
showing films before 1906, Not only did the films
consist of non-narrative sequences taken from
moving vehicles {usually traing), but the theater
itself was arranged as a train car, with 2 conductor
who took tickets, and sound effects simulatin
the olick<clack of wheels and hiss of air brakes.
Such viewing experiences relate more to tne
attractions of the fairground than to the traditions
of the legitimate theater. The relation between
filins and the emergence of the great amusement
parks, such as Coney Island, at the tum of the
century provides rich ground for rethinking the
roots of early cinema.

Nor should we ever forget that in the earliest years
_of exhitition the einema itsolf was an attraction,
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Early audiences went to exhibitions to see ma-
chines demonstrated, (the newest technological
wonder, following in the wake of such widely
exhibited machines and marvels as Xrays or,
eariier, the phonograph) rather than to view films.
It was the Cinématographe, the Bicgraph or the
Vitascope that were advertised on the variety bills
in which they premiered, not The Buby's Break-
Just ox The Black Diamond Express. After the
initial novelty period, this display of the possibili-
ties of cinema continues, and not only in magic

It was precisely the exhibitionist quality
of turn-of-the-century popular art that
made it attractive to the avant-garde.
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films, Many of the close-ups in eardly film differ
from later uses of the technique precisely because
they de not use enlargement for narrative pune-
tuation, but as an attraction in its own right: The
close-up cut into Porter's The Gay Shoe Clerk
(1903) may anticipate later continuity tech-
niques, but its principal motive is again pure
exhibitionism, as the lady lifts her skirt hem,
exposing her znkle for all fo see, Biograph films
such as Photographing a Female Crook {1904)
and Hooligan in Jail (1903} consist of a single
shet in which the camera is brought close to the
main character, until they are in midshot, The
enlargement is not a device expressive of narrative
tension; it Is In itself an attraction and the point
of the film 8

The term ““attractions” comes, of course, from the
young Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein and his
attempt to find a new model and mode of anakysis
for the theater, In his search for the “unit of
impression’ of theatrical art, the foundation
of an analysls which would undermine realistic
representational theater, Eisenstein hit upon the
term “attraction.”? An attraction aggressively
subjected the spectator to “sensual or psycho-
logical impact.” According to Eisenstein, theater
should consist of a montage of such attractions,
creating 4 relatien te the spectator entirely dif-

ferent JTom his absorption in “illusory imitative-
ness.” 10 1 picic up this term partly to underscore
the relation to the spectator that this later avant-
garde practice shares with early cinema: that of
exhibitionist confrontation rather than diegetic
ahsorption. Of course the “experimentally regu-
lated and mathematically caleulated” montage of
atiractions demanded -by Eisenstein differs
enormously from these early films (as any con-
seious and oppositional mode of practice will
from a popular one). 1 1 However, it is important
to realize the context from which Eisenstein
selected the term, Then as now, the “attraction”
was a term of the fairground, and for Eisenstein
and his friend Yuketvich it primarily represented
their favorite fairground attraction, the roller
coaster, or as it was known then in Russia, the
American Mountains. 12

The source is significant, The enthusiasm of the
early avant-garde for film was at least partly an
enthusiasm for a mass culture that was emerging
at the beginning of the century, offering a new
sort of stimulus for an audience not acculturated
to the traditional arts, Tt is important to take this
enthusiasm for populer art as something more
than a simple gesture of éparer les bourgesise, The
enormeus development of the entertainment
industry since the Teens and its growing accep-
tance by middle class culture (and the accom-
medation that made this acceptance possibls),
has made it difficult to understand the liberation
popular enterfainment offered at the beginning of
the century. I believe that it was precisely the
exhibitfonist quality of tum-of-thecentury
popular art that made it attractive to the avant-
garde—its freedom from the creation of a diegesis,
its accent on direct stimulation,

Writing cf the variety theater, Marinetti not only
praised its esthetics of astonishment and stimu-
lation, but partieularly ifs creation of 4 new spec-
tator who contrasts with the “static,” “stupid
voyeur” of traditicnal theater, The spectator at
the variety theater feels directly addressed by the
spectacle and joins in, singing along, heckling the
comedians. 13 Dealing with eady cinema within
the context of archive and academy, we risk
missing its vital relation to vaudeville, its pimary
place of exhibition until around 19905, Film
appeared as one attraction on the vaudeville pro-
gram, surrounded by a mass of unzelated acts in







e e A T A R A T

e S L S it il

anon-narrative and even nearly illogical succession possibitities of a young iconoclastic form of enter-

of performances. Even when presented in the tzinment. Just as the vardety format in some sense
nickelodsons that were emerging at the end of sugvived In the Movie Palaces of the Twenties (with
this period, these short films always appearedin 2 newsreel, cartoon, sing-along, orchestra performance
variety format, trick films sandwiched in with and sometimes vaudeville acts subordinated to, but
farces, actualities, "illustrated songs,” and, quite still co-existing with, the narrative feafure of the
frequently, cheap vaudeville acts, [t was precisely gvening), the system of attraction remains an essen-
this non-narrative variety that placed this form of tial part of popular filmmaking.

entertainment under attack by reform groups in .

the early Teens, The Russel Sage Survey of The chase film shows how towards the end of this
popular entertainments found vaudeville *depends period (basically from 1603-1906) a synthesiz of

i attractions and narrative was already underway. The
chase had been the original truly namrative genre of
the cinema, providing a model for casuality and

- linearity as well as a basic editing continuity. A film
like Biograph’s Personal {1904, the model for the

Every change in film history implies a

change in its address to the spectator, and chase film in many ways) shows the creation of a
3 3 H narrative linearity, as the French nobleman runs for
each @@ED& Oommﬁ.zoﬁmﬂ 1ts spectator in a his }ife fram the fiancées his personal column ad has
new way. . unleashed, However, at the same time, as the group
: of young women pursue their prey towards the
camera in sach shot, they encounter some slight
) obstacle (a fence, a steep slope, a stream) that slows
, upon an artificial rather than a natural human and them down for the spectator, providing a mini-
developing interest, these acts having no necessary, spectacte pause in the unfolding of rarrative, The
and as'a rule, no actual connection,””14 In other Edison Company seemed particularly aware of this,
words, no narrative, A night at the variety theater since they offered their plagiarized version of this

Biograph film (How a French Nobleman Got a Wife

was like a ride on a styeetear or an active day in
o Through the New York Herald Personal Columns)

2 crowded city, according to this middle class

reform group, stimulating an unhealthy nervous-. in two forms, as & complete film, or as separate
ness, 1t was precisely such artificial stimulus that shots, so that any one image of the ladies chasing
Mazinetti and Bisenstein wished to borrow from the the man could be beught without the inciting
popular arts and inject into the theater, organizing incident or namative closure.13 :

i opular energy for radical pur .
! pep ey puIpose As Laura Mulvey has shown in a very different

,E&ﬂ happened to the cinema of attraction? The context, the dialectic between spectacle and narra-

‘ vmmom‘ m.SB. 1907 to mgﬁ 1913 represents the true Hive has fueled much of the classical cinema 1&

ﬁ narrarivization of the cinema, culminating in the Donald Craften in his study of slapstick comedy
appearance of feature films which radically revised “The Pie and the Chase” has shown the way slap-
the variety format, Film clearly took the legitimate stick did a balancing act between the pure spectacle
theater as {ts model, producing fameus players in of gag and the development of narrative,17 Likewise,

famous plays. The transfonmation of filmic discourse the s i+ .
; X ; USCOUL pectacle flim traditionally proved tme fo its
that D. W. Griffith typifies bound cinematic signi- name by highlighting moments om: pure visual stimu-

} fiers to the narration of stories and the creation of lati i ;i i

i S p ation aleng with narrative, The 1924 version of Ben

| a self-enclosed diegetic universe. The look at the Hur was in fact shown at a Boston theater with a
camera becomes taboe and the devices of cinema are timetable announcing the moment of its prime

transformed from playful “tricks”—cinematic attrac-
tions (MEligs gesturing at us to watch the lady vanish)
—to elsments of dramatic expression, entresinto the ~ :35  The Star of Bethlehem

-attractions:

psychology of character and the world of fiction. 8:40 Jerusalem Restored
8:59 Fall of the House of Hur
However, it would be too eaty to see this as a Cain 10:29 The Last Supper

68 WIDE ANGLE and Abe] story, with narrative strangling the nascent 10:50 Reunionl® '
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The Hollywood advertising policy of enumerating the
features of a film, each emblazoned with the
command, “Seel” shows this primal power of the
attraction running beneath the armature of narrative
regulation.

We seem far from the avantgarde premises with
which this discussion of early cinema began. But
it is Important that the radical heterogeneity which
I find in eady cinema not be conceived as a truly
oppositional program, one irreconcilable with the
growth of narrative cinema. This view is too sent-
mental and too shistorcal. A {im like The Grear
Train Robbery (1903) does point in both directions,
toward a direct assault on the spectator (the spec-
tacularly enlarged ouflaw unleading his pistol in our
faces), and towards a linear narrative continuity. This
is early film’'s ambiguous heritage. Clearly in some
sense recent spectacle cinema has re-affirmed its
roots in stimmlus and carnival rides, in what might
be called the Spielberg-Lucas-Coppola cinema of
effects, X

But effects are tamed atfractions. Marinetti and
Efsenstein understood that they were tapping into

a2 source of energy that would need focusing
and intensification to fulfill its revolutionary possibi-
lies. Both Eisenstein and Marinetti planned to
exaggerate the impact on the spectator, Marinett
proposing to literally glue them to their seats (ruined
gatments paid for after the performance) and Eisen-
stein setting firecrackers off beneath them. Every
change in film history implies a change in its
address to the spectator, and each period constructs
its spectaterin a new way. Now in a period of Amerd-
can avant-garde cinema in which the tradition of con-
templative subjectivity has perhaps run its {often
glotious) course, it is possible that this earlier camival
of the cinema, and the metheds of popular enter-
tainment, still provide an unexhausted resource—a
Coney Island of the avant-garde, whose never domi-
nant but always sensed current can be traced from
Méglies through Keaton, through Un Chien andalou
(1928}, and Jack Smith.
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