
  
    [image: Cover]
  


  
     


     


    Classic Cinema.


    Timeless TV.


    Retro Radio.


     


    BearManor Media


    


    [image: BearManorBear-EBook]


    See our complete catalog at www.bearmanormedia.com

  


  
    Max Linder: Father of Film Comedy


    © 2018 Snorre Smári Mathiesen. All Rights Reserved.


    


    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the publisher.


    


    This version of the book may be slightly abridged from the print version.


    


    [image: BearManorBear]


    Published in the USA by:


    BearManor Media


    PO Box 71426


    Albany, Georgia 31708


    www.bearmanormedia.com


    


    ISBN 978-1-62933-208-6


    


    Cover Design by Robbie Adkins, www.adkinsconsult.com.


    eBook construction by Brian Pearce | Red Jacket Press.

  


  
    Table of Contents


    


    Acknowledgements


    Introduction


    1. Max Toots His Roots


    2. Max Engaged On Stage


    3. Max The Career Pioneer


    4. Max’s Surefire Attire


    5. Max Exceeds Deed


    6. Max Stacks Up


    7. Max’s Murky Malady


    8. Max Is Back On Track


    9. Max Makes Director


    10. Max Back In The Sack


    11. Max Mixes With The Masses


    12. Max Matures On Tours


    13. Max And War Furor


    14. Max Operates in the States


    15. Max’s Reign Wanes


    16. Max’s Keen Return To The Screen


    17. Max Scored With A Sword


    18. Max Vaunts With Gance


    19. Max Pix Clicks


    20. Max Descends To An End


    21. Max’s Intestacy Legacy


    22. Max Enshrined In Time


    Filmography


    Bibliography


    Chapter Notes

  


  
    Acknowledgements


    


    This book owes an incalculable debt to Mr. Georg Renken, the prime Max Linder expert from Germany, who generously provided me access to material available on his website www.maxlinder.de, (which any fan of Linder is obliged to visit), including a vast collection of newspaper articles, as well as his painstaking filmography and incredible survey on Linder’s stage appearances between 1904-1908. Renken’s “Chronicle” on Linder’s life was also very helpful. In addition, his expertise came to supreme use while I dealt with a court case (and jewel theft) in which Linder was involved in 1913, as Renken clarified the largely conflicting reports of this incident (see Chapter 12). He also came to the rescue while I wrote about an accident that Linder suffered around Christmas 1922, specifying the time and place of the mishap (see Chapter 18). I cannot thank Renken enough for all of this.


    Many thanks also to Bibliothèque Nationale de France, The Norwegian National Library, Elephind.com, as well as The New York Times, Aftenposten, and Dagens Nyheter, for their respective digitalized archives of old newspapers and various journals that have also been most useful as source material. Mr. Henri Bousquet’s own careful filmography of early Pathé releases — including Linder’s — also became very handy.


    I am grateful to Mrs. Lisa Stein Haven, who thoroughly encouraged this project while writing an upcoming book on Linder of her own.


    Thank you to BearManor Media, including Ben Ohmart and my editor David Menefee, for their belief in this project.


    Finally, a bountiful thanks to Mrs. Maud Linder, who kindly responded to my letters with questions in 2006-2007, and whose tireless work to preserve the legacy of her father has proved invaluable to a generation of silent film fans.

  


  
    Introduction


    


    “Max Linder was the first international movie star, equally popular in Moscow as in Buenos Aires, in Paris as in New York.”


    Such read the caption beneath a handsome publicity photo of Max, taken at the height of his worldwide fame, in Rune Walderkranz’s Swedish book on film history, Filmens Historia: De första hundra åren — Del 1, Pionjärtiden 1880-1920. [*] I had been browsing through this huge brick of a book for several minutes and was just about to leave the rather cramped, used bookstore in central Oslo, having resisted the itch to spend all loose change thus far. The shot of Max in top hat, accompanied by Walderkranz’s brief but eloquent summary of his career, had me enamored — and I wound up emptying that week’s pocket money after all. It was January 2005; I was in my teens.


    Although much too young to have had opportunity to absorb old-time flickers as much as a film historian would likely deem obligatory, I’d been a diehard fan of silent comedy for several years even at that point in life, my fascination triggered when I first watched, and fell in love with, Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times at eight. I soon developed a keen interest in other films of the era, as well as the era itself. With YouTube being still some years ahead in the future while I grew up, my local video store happily maintained a healthy supply of Chaplin and Buster Keaton on tape, as well as some of the fabulously hilarious Laurel & Hardy two-reelers (in sound, granted). What’s more, they also provided a couple of Robert Youngson’s silent comedy cavalcades, The Golden Age of Comedy (1957) and When Comedy Was King (1960) — thus ensuring my introduction to more forgotten stars, such as Harry Langdon, Roscoe Arbuckle, Mabel Normand, Ben Turpin, Snub Pollard, Billy Bevan, Will Rogers, and Charley Chase. Throughout my adolescence, I found these mirth-makers to make life jollier in a way that few contemporary comedians did; they aided me through some good and some less good times.


    It was Rune Walderkranz’s massive book that made me aware of Max Linder. Virtually none of his films had been available to me at the time, save for a few seconds of the short film, Vive la vie de garçon (Troubles of a Grass Widower, 1908), in an obscure Chaplin-documentary. I immediately wanted to know more about this stylish comedian, but was frustrated to discover that relatively little had been written about him in English (although in retrospect, I wondered if this didn’t make him all the more compelling). I sought out all films of his that I could possibly find.


    The absence of a book-length biography on Max Linder in English has struck me as rather curious in later years. This is an age, after all, where “every” major or semi-major comedian of the silent film era appears to be granted a book-length study in due order — ranging from Ford Sterling to Lloyd Hamilton. There was a time once when only the greatest icons were considered worthy of thorough examinations, such as Chaplin, Keaton, Harold Lloyd, and barely Langdon and Arbuckle, but this has thankfully changed for the better in the last two decades or so.


    Yet the attempts to compress Linder’s life story into book form have been few and far between. In fairness, there do exist a couple of books in French, most notably his daughter Maud’s dazzling-looking biography in coffee-table format, Les Dieux Du Cinéma Muet Max Linder (1992), and one study that Charles Ford did in the 1960s. Maud has also written an autobiography, Max Linder était mon pere, which inevitably provides information on her father, as well. (I was about half-way through with this book’s manuscript when I learned that Lisa Stein Haven, author of several superb Chaplin books, was working on a book on Max Linder in English, but this has not yet become available as of this writing.)


    It may seem only natural that the assortment in French is slightly superior, since Linder himself was a native of France and did by far most of his work there. Be that as it may, Linder differs from his French contemporaries — André Deed, Charles “Prince” Seigneur — in that he, to this day, is regularly mentioned in the same breath as Hollywood giants such as Chaplin and Keaton. One may partly explain this with the fact that Max did star in at least six American films, but, more importantly, his total body of work has simply aged better than that of any other film comedian prior to Chaplin’s debut in 1914. Confidently sporting upscale tuxedo and black top hat, Max’s graceful silhouette resembled an actual human being — a real gentleman — despite a frequent penchant for infantile impulses. He was, in the words of Rune Walderkranz, “the first [character] in film history to be portrayed with psychological credibility and, amidst all the situational comedy, a certain finesse.” [1]


    Unlike the cases of Chaplin or Keaton, the prospect of scrutinizing Max’s body of work remains limited at best, since most of his hundreds of films are lost. I will provide personal reviews of a selection of individual titles, along with contemporary press reviews, preferably not just from France or the United States, but also several more European countries, including, when possible, my home country, Norway. With this I hope to illustrate the degree of Max’s international fame during his lifetime. (I will not cover every single film he made, or even all of his films that I have been able to view myself.) Beware that I will also provide some information on film history, which to some may appear redundant, as I wish to make the book user-friendly to readers not too familiar with early films. (A few things should be evident to all readers, such as the fact that motion pictures initially and for several decades were silent.)


    The chapters on Max’s final years and aftermath may strike some as uncomfortable reading. I frankly found it emotionally challenging to write the latter parts of this book, so bleak did the comedian’s later life become. However, I have wished neither to condemn nor glorify the man behind the charming “Max,” but instead try to sustain a balanced mindset as far as possible. I set out to write this book most of all to celebrate his genius as a major pioneer of film comedy, which is why I became interested in his life in the first place.


    I am happy to say that, since my own discovery of Max in 2005, quite a bit more has been written on him in English, in the form of blog posts on the Web, etc. A definitive biography on the comedian will no doubt hit the bookshelves one day. In fact, I am confident that Lisa Stein Haven’s upcoming biography will prove to be such a book. This is, however, an attempt to provide readers with a decent overview on his life and career. I do hope it may be useful to fans of the great comedian, and possibly inspire the unfamiliar to seek out his films, just as Rune Walderkranz’s book once did to me.


    


    Snorre Smári Mathiesen


    May 2017



    Spring 2023, Update: After writing this book in 2017, I discovered some things I was dissatisfied with. A few times, when describing certain plots in Linder’s films, I adopted a rather “ironic” tone which I now think was unnecessary. There are some other things in the book which I think I could’ve phrased better, as well. Also, I’ve found a few factual errors which should get corrected  and so, some minor edits for future printings have thus been done. It’s still essentially the same book.



     


    
      * Translates “Film History: The First Hundred Years, Part 1 — The Pioneers, 1880-1920.”

    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Max Toots His Roots


    


    By the time Max Linder died in 1925, he arguably held a position as the longest-lasting icon of his medium. Having become a household name in France some sixteen years prior as the dashing dandy “Max,” he had remained the most enduring persona in films up to his tragic death. Charlie Chaplin and Harold Lloyd had surpassed him in worldwide popularity for sure, but no less did Max still enthrall viewers on occasion, having starred in two films just a year before his passing. Even as his health deteriorated towards the end of his life, causing his public appearances to become decidedly sporadic, his life and whereabouts received an amount of coverage in the press accorded no other movie star whose best work was done before World War I.


    Max’s claim to have come from a theatrical family has been repeated, and believed, in many retrospectives on the comedian through the years, including one biographical essay by this author in 2012. [2] To trace any such background in his genealogy proves difficult, however, as the claim finds little support in available sources. Only Max appeared to recall that his parents ever seized a stage, and even then rather vaguely. [3]


    As the comedian approached middle-age, perhaps he partly invented a family history for himself, believing that reporters and moviegoers expected him to carry such a heritage? If so, this may not have been an unreasonable assumption on his part. After all, the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had produced an abundance of first-rate comedians, who famously learned prior to entering puberty how to charm an audience, including Chaplin and Keaton, and for that matter, music hall stars such as Dan Leno, going all the way back to the great clown Joseph Grimaldi. While one cannot be absolutely positive that Max’s parents were never involved in any kind of theatrical activities, these must have been quite minor at best. More likely, Max had recognized that a great performer was assumed to be the offspring of performers, and saw no harm in embellishing the truth a bit in sessions for fan magazines.


    More believable is his assertion that his parents had initially discouraged their son’s acting ambitions. As he loosely described his father and mother as “stage folk,” he added that they nonetheless “did not want me to act.” [4] Indeed, Jean and Suzanne Leuvielle appear to have had other plans for their second son. Married in the late summer of 1880, the Catholic couple had wished for a few inches of vineyard as their wedding gift. Jean, twenty-two, was the son of a clothes trader; while twenty-year old Suzanne, born Baron, was the daughter of Gabriel, a cooper, and Jeanne (b. Carteyron).


    France was in a state of political uncertainty at this time. Following the capture of Emperor Napoleon III during the Battle of Sedan in September 1870, and the subsequent French defeat of Germany the following spring, the debate raged as to whether monarchy should be revived in the country, even after the Third French Republic was officially established in 1875. The Paris Bourse Crash of 1882 resulted in a severe Depression which was to last for years to come. The Leuvielles appear to have been blissfully spared from most of this turbulence, however. Having settled down in the small sea village of Cavernes, located in the commune of Saint-Loubès, Gironde in southwestern France, their plantation of grapevines expanded so as to secure a considerable livelihood in the years to come, with the family residing in a stately, two-story brick mansion.


    In June 1881, Suzanne gave birth to a son, Maurice Leuvielle. An international rugby champion at eighteen, Maurice would eventually settle on a career related to that of his parents, studying to become a winemaker. Two and a half years later, Maurice was blessed with a little brother, when on December 16, 1883, Gabriel Leuvielle was born. The child would, apparently, go by the name of “Max” from early on. [*]


    Foreshadowing a life that was to be plagued with various physical ailments, Max fell victim to a severe cholera infection while a small child. The fifth known outbreak of the feared pandemic had erupted in India in 1881, spreading to Asia and Africa before reaching France and several other European countries, claiming an estimated total of 250,000 lives in Europe alone within the next fifteen years. [5] Children were especially vulnerable. Young Max fortunately survived, by his own account thanks to a slightly eccentric suggestion from the family physician, who seems to have ordered Jean and Suzanne to let their child rest in the roomy oven of the village baker. [6] The heat from the oven — very carefully regulated by the baker, we must trust — supposedly brought the infection down to a manageable level.


    Still more distress struck the family, when their plantation was attacked by grape phylloxera in the spring of 1888. At this point Jean and Suzanne seriously considered immigrating to America to start life anew, going so far as to embark on a trip to New York in search for propitious offers. The children stayed home with grandmother Jeanne. In the end, nothing more became of these plans, Maud Linder reports, as it was discovered that the French vines could be replaced with American plants, which were sturdier and thus resistant to the phylloxera. While in New York, Suzanne had given birth to Gérard Leuvielle. She and Jean happily returned home with a third son in their arms.


    Two years later, the three brothers were blessed with a sister, Marcelle, to whom Max was to develop a particular affection.


    


     


    
      * Max’s presumed year of birth has tended to vary in sources. 1882 is mentioned in Walderkranz’s book, and Max once claimed his birth to have occurred in 1885 (in a 1923 interview). However, his daughter, Maud, consistently states the year to have been 1883, even showing Max’s birth certificate in her documentary The Man in the Silk Hat (1983). Also, while Max’s initial forename has often been given as Gabriel-Maximillien, his birth certificate only lists him “Gabriel Leuvielle.” However, in said documentary Maud maintains that he’d “call himself Max all his life.” Since Maud calls her father Max when dealing with his childhood, I will do so, too, for simplicity’s sake.

    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Max Engaged On Stage


    


    Given the unlikelihood that Jean and Suzanne had ever been people of the stage to any significant degree, it is hard to say for certain at what point young Max’s passion for the footlights first blistered. In contrast to many other entertainers of the same era, he was not born on a stage in any literal or metaphorical sense. Yet, as an adult, he made sure to point out in one brief autobiographical essay dated July 1913 that the inclination had hit him quite early. He recalled that “[f]rom my earliest childhood, my family discovered in me the irresistible vocation of the theater.” [7] Maud attests that young Max is reported to have built “a real little scene at the bottom of the [family] garden, invent[ing] texts and play[ing] comedy to his little comrades.” [8] On another occasion, he recalled his “dramatic instincts” to have been “awakened by a Punch and Judy show” at the age of four. [9]


    Indeed, there is no reason to doubt that Max was drawn toward the extravaganza of drama and comedy while still a young child. The Leuvielles, like any other middleclass family of the period, surely attended performances that came to town from time to time, regardless of the family’s own origins. Again, Maud confirms that the commune of Saint-Loubés was not deprived of entertainment: concerts and dance parties were regularly organized. [10] Max also eagerly attended puppet shows, although in that regard he hardly differed from most children of his generation.


    


    Lycée de Talence…


    Max’s initial interest in theater became all the more pronounced during his first year at the boarding school of Talence. With a population of about 8,000 people at the time of his first year, Talence was among the largest suburbs to the city of Bordeaux. Jean and Suzanne seem to have enrolled their thirteen-year-old son at the school in an attempt to improve his conduct, since Max reportedly had developed a habit of skipping class. The youngster’s attention to academic studies remained slight. It proved challenging to raise his interest in school-related chores. He was, on the other hand, popular with girls. More than half a century later, a classmate would recall to his daughter that teenage Max had frequently gotten up at night and swiftly escaped by his window, climbing down to the ground floor, where he had an “appointment with a charming girl…who was the daughter of the headmaster.” [11]


    Most importantly, Max appears to have gotten his first taste of performing at this time, forming theater groups seemingly on his own initiative. Yet, his parents still appeared unconvinced by their son’s ambitions. By twenty-first century standards, Jean and Suzanne’s restraint toward Max’s yearnings may strike some as callous, but their foremost rationale may have been a fear that his lust for the stage would go at the expense of an education, which, after all, was far from commonplace in France at the time. The profession of acting also tended to be held in lower regard at the time than today; actress Sarah Bernhardt may have enticed her share of adoring crowds, but more often than not, “players” were rather associated with the sinful detriments of waterholes and other hangouts. Max’s stubbornness would prove fruitful in the end, resulting in an extraordinary career, but this was hardly something that his parents could have been expected to foresee with any certainty.


    Accounts vary as to what, exactly, Jean and Suzanne expected of their son, beyond earning decent grades at school. He may very well have been envisaged to endorse the same profession as themselves, as has sometimes been implied. For a time the youngster actually considered to become an artist instead, though not for long: “Without telling my parents, I took up painting,” Max recalled, “and, with what I thought [to be] my greatest masterpiece, I went to see a well-known painter. ‘Yes indeed,’ said the [painter], gazing critically at my piece of work, ‘it certainly looks promising. But you will never become a second Raphael!’ ” [12] That, presumably, was that. The vocation of the theater bolstered.


    


    …and Conservatoire Muncipal de Bordeaux


    Finally, after taking acting lessons in secret through the help of family friend Dr. Ducan, Max decided the time was ripe for him to follow a path of his own in life, and so he entered, at barely eighteen years of age, the Conservatoire Muncipal de Bordeaux, presumably after a meticulous consultation with his parents. They agreed, at last, though quite definitely with reluctance.


    Established in the mid-nineteenth century for higher education in music, Bordeaux’s respected Conservatory also provided lessons in other arts — drama included. In stark contrast to his years at Talence, Max now turned out to be an attentive student, eager as he was to enhance his abilities as a performer. He developed a particular bond with teacher Adrien Caillard, who, according to Maud, appears to have been the one to give Max “secret lessons” prior to his admission at the Conservatory. Relationships to other teachers were more tense, though, as Max wished for more opportunities to perform while they thought he lacked experience.


    Thankfully, second term’s end turned out a success. On July 7, 1903, Max seized First Prize in Drama during the Conservatory’s annual school competition, held at Bordeaux’s Grand Theater, and he garnered Second Prize in Comedy. [13] While it has been reported that this contest marked his graduation from the school, Maud maintains that it only concluded his first year, and that he was in fact dismissed from the school by second year’s start due to more quarrels with his teachers. [14]


    


    Max Lacerda enters


    At any rate, the first few months after Max’s departure resulted in some promising offers. Most notably, he was to spend the remainder of the year appearing in at least three classic plays at Théâtre des Arts Bordeaux, including Molière’s Les Précieuses ridicules and Les Fourberies de Scapin, as well as Rossini’s Barber of Seville. The pay was supposed to have been “extremely poor,” however, the hard work considered. [15] Also, his parents were still lukewarm in their enthusiasm. Even this late, they appear to have needed persuasion once more to let their son go on with his dreams. Once again, they did relent, but with their usual unease; Max’s father so much so that, apparently, he demanded of his son not to be billed under the family name. Prior to entering Théâtre des Arts Bordeaux, the aspiring actor settled on a pseudonym he deemed appropriate: that of Max Lacerda.


    By spring 1904, Max had moved to Paris, procuring a contract at Théâtre de l’Ambigu-Comique, possibly through the help of his earlier teacher, Caillard. First founded in 1769, de l’Ambigu-Comique may not have been the most prominent of Parisian stages, but it still carried a sort of legendary status, having endured several renovations, as well as a huge fire in its history. (The theater was to survive for decades after Max’s days there, finally closing down in 1966.)


    By now a professional actor with credentials to show, Max soon discovered the footlights to be a ruthless business. Around the same time as his engagement at de l’Ambigu-Comique came about, he presented himself for Paris’ Conservatory of Music and Declamation — whose studies also included drama — but without success. He was to try again twice in subsequent years, with no more luck.


    


    “That’s my name!”


    Nonetheless, Max staggered on. In October, 1904, another performer’s sudden absence led him to be handed the role of a captain in the play, Le tour du monde d’un enfant de Paris. Penned by Ernest Morel, the staging was received approvingly. Max’s next part, presumably his first “official” work at Théâtre de l’Ambigu-Comique would prove an historical event in hindsight. Debuting on December 3, 1904, Le crime d’Aix marked the first time the name of ”Max Linder” was used in the credits, according both to Maud and Georg Renken. [16] “Lacerda” was hence put to rest.


    There is some debate as to how Max landed on the name of Linder. The most oft-told version, repeated by Maud, recounts how Max, while on a stroll with his sister, passed a shoe-store in Bordeaux boasting LINDER in large letters. “That’s my name!” he is supposed to have exclaimed. [17] However, film historian Jack Spears believed the name “Max Linder” to have likely been a nod to the actors Max Dearly and Marcelle Lender, [18] whom Max knew well at the time. However, as Max seems to have taken on his forename while still a youngster, we can probably omit Dearly from this equation, while Marcelle Lender seems a more plausible guess as far as “Linder” is concerned.


    (Incidentally, Dearly was to eventually embark on a rather notable film career of his own after sound came in, appearing in Raymond Bernard’s five-hour adaptation of Les misérables (1934). Lender was likely best-known for an 1896 staging of Hervé’s operetta Chilpéric.)


    While he never had his surname legally changed from Leuvielle, Max was to employ the alias of Linder throughout his professional life. Although obviously unintentional on his part, the new pseudonym may arguably have played a factor in his eventual rise to worldwide fame, Linder being a reasonably universal name and less unmistakably French than Lacerda or Leuvielle.


    A household name Max Linder was not as of yet, however. The New Year took off with a misfire at Théâtre de l’Ambigu: Camille Audigier and Paul Géry’s play, La conquête de l’air, closed after four fleeting performances, Max having played the minor role of Santa-Fé. More successful was the staging of Adolphe d’Ennery’s drama, Les deux orphelines, which premiered on January 20, 1905 and apparently ran for 53 performances. According to Renken, Max initially played a character named “de Mailly” in the play, but was given the role of “Marquis de Presles” when the staging was temporarily resurrected later in the year. [19]


    


    Mysterious medium


    Linder’s commitment to Théâtre de l’Ambigu had indeed resulted in a busy schedule for the actor. Although he no doubt would have preferred larger roles than the theater could grant him, the experience was surely valuable. In February, he played “Beaumensil” in another drama penned by Adolphe d’Ennery, Paillasse. Three weeks later, the theater had another hit with Pierre Berton’s play, La belle marseillaise, with Max as “Caulaincourt.” Spring came with a staging of Gaston Marot’s Les Aventures de Thomas Plumepatte, in which Max went by the fitting name of “Maxwel.” The summer provided a success with Gardel-Hervé and Maurice Varret’s drama, La bande à Fifi, with Max playing “Ildefonse.”


    More stage plays were still to come within the remainder of 1905, but by then, Max had also made his first fumbling steps toward plays of another, more mysterious kind.


    To make ends meet, he appears to have posed for postcards while engaged at Théâtre de l’Ambigu. However, an additional job proposal was soon to come his way. Exactly how it happened is unclear; but one way or the other, in the summer of 1905, Max was admitted to the flourishing studio de cinema, Pathé Frères. Maud allows for passing mention of Max Dearly’s claim that Pathé Frères had originally sought out him, whereby Dearly had declined and suggested his friend Max Linder instead. [20] This proves hard to corroborate. In any event, it is unlikely that anyone at Pathé Frères had taken an interest in Max by seeing him onstage — as was to be the case with Charlie Chaplin years later in America — considering how relatively minor Max’s roles were at that point. To assume that he was somehow recommended to the film studio, be it by Dearly or someone else, may not seem unreasonable after all, especially since he was to play leading roles at Pathé Frères more or less from day one.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Max The Career Pioneer


    


    Film was, of course, not yet widely acknowledged as an art form in 1905, or hardly even a potential one, but budding creativity blossomed no less among its pioneers. Certainly the public’s huge interest in the new medium had become more or less unquestionable by this point, a decade having passed since the Lumiére brothers famously held what is generally considered the first “official” screening of motion pictures at Boulevard des Capucines in Paris, December 1895. (The oft-repeated legend that audiences for a time tired of the flickers due to a lack of new innovations seems doubtful at closer distance, according to Rune Walderkranz.)


    Even so, what eventually came to be regarded as the medium of the twentieth century largely remained a guilty pleasure to middleclass audiences, and an internal crisis had begun to develop within the industry over the lack of an effective distribution system. The unorganized manner in which most early films were produced also led to programs being often rather monotonous, as filmmakers tended to unabashedly borrow concepts and ideas from one another (one famous example being the many plagiarized versions of Cecil Hepworth’s Rescued by Rover (1905), which was originally produced in Britain and notable for its use of fluid, expressive camera shots).


    This is not to say that there was an absence of ingenuity to be found, for quite the contrary is true. Georges Méliès (1861-1938) in France, and Edwin S. Porter (1870-1941) in the United States, may be the most well-known of these earliest pioneers today, but a wealth of other directors also helped, in sum, to establish film as a self-contained means of expression in these formative years, contending its initial reputation as a subpar (and “fun-looking”) alternative to the stage. Subtle, new directorial techniques arrived with increasing frequency. Prior to the invention of modernized projectors that gave a less flickering, more viewer-friendly projection around 1911, most films were “one-reelers,” which means that the entire film fit on a single 1,000-ft reel of 35 mm film, and, when shown at the correct speed, ran for approximately 12 minutes. Attempts at feature-length films that used multiple 1,000-ft reels to tell a longer story, were few and far between initially. For a single admission ticket, audiences were usually treated to a program of several silent one- or two-reel films, typically a short drama, a comedy, and, a bit later on, sometimes a newsreel. In the absence of “sound,” pictures were duly accompanied by live music on a single piano or organ, a small ensemble, and eventually, a large orchestra at the more prominent theaters.


    Still, the need for more professionalism had become sorely felt by the early 1900s, and it was especially in this regard that the Pathé brothers, Jacques, Émile, Théophile, and Charles Pathé at the forefront, proved to be truly invaluable as pioneers.


    


    Butcher son


    Not unlike the case of Max Linder, there had been little to no indication initially that Charles Pathé or any of his brothers would make a name for themselves as leading figures of an ascending mass medium. Born into a family of butchers in 1863, based in the commune of Chevry-Cossigny in north-central France, it had been taken for granted that Charles would pursue their parents’ trade of work. He turned out to be a restless young man, however, perhaps eager to earn acclaim unlikely to be accorded him in the butcher business, and clearly captivated by the boundless level of technical advancements that surged European societies in the late nineteenth century. After a series of failed business stints overseas along with his siblings, Charles reportedly had to settle for the job of a solicitor’s clerk for a time. Nonetheless, the ambition to stand out in a field remained alive even as he approached middle-age.


    By most accounts, it was in the summer of 1894 that thirty-one-year old Charles finally happened upon the apparatus that would prove to be the door opener he had likely searched for. While at home in the Paris suburb of Vincennes, where his family by now had moved, he witnessed a demonstration of Thomas Edison’s phonograph. Though it may seem unlikely that the phonograph was a completely alien device to Charles, given his interest in technology, along with the fact that Edison’s first version of the machine had been launched all the way back in 1877, the invention still drew the attention of a novelty in most crowds. Intrigued, Charles is said to have secured for himself an assortment of phonographs. Barely
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