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Introduction

Cinema studies has long struggled with the question of defining its object. What cinema is and what cinema should be are two of the discipline’s animating questions. Contemporary discussions of these questions are inspired by, on the one hand, fears of cinema’s demise in the face of digital technologies and, on the other, new understandings of cinema’s birth brought about by vigorous and revealing research into early cinema history. The pincer movement of these two developments in the discipline is directed at the heart of medium specificity: the idea that film has an intrinsic nature with traits which are not shared by any other medium or cultural form, that a successful film realises these traits, and that film has effects which cannot be realised by other media forms.1

In this book, I take cinema to be more than celluloid strips woven through the gears and wheels of a machine which shines light through a single still photograph, advancing this strip of images in such a way as to produce the illusion of motion. One of the many happy results of the recent work alluded to above is an increased understanding that moving images are produced and exhibited across many technologies and viewing contexts. As Gertrude Koch put it, cinema is a ‘chameleon that escapes by changing the color of its surface, by the illusion of sheer appearances – in short, aesthetically’. For Koch, regardless of its mode of exhibition – mechanical or electronic, digital or analogue, in a theatre or on an airplane – cinema remains based on a particular aesthetics, with ‘illusion as its property and a trajectory that is transferred and interchanged between media’.2 While the notion of illusion and ‘reality effects’ remain important when seeking to understand passengers’ investment in the screens aboard airplanes, I am primarily interested in the fashion in which other institutions have put cinema into use, taking advantage of the ‘chameleon’ so that its skin sinks into the background of a set of pre-existing cultural and social practices. Cinema never operates in isolation. It has always existed in relationship to other cultural, social and economic institutions. Some of these relationships are full-blown partnerships, others short-term dalliances, and still others tense and conflict-ridden rivalries. This book is one chapter in the story of cinema’s promiscuity. Cinema has had many partners, and continues to be in longterm relationships with art museums, natural history museums, schools (as an instructional aid and as an object of study), churches, the military, science and medicine, as well as tourism.3 Inflight entertainment, then, stands as an example of one of cinema’s many partners.

Cinema exhibition on airplanes has, at first glance, a linear history with familiar stages. Experiments and innovations began in the 1920s, including the exhibition of a specially commissioned 16mm film as well as the exhibition of feature films. A brief attempt at regularly scheduled exhibition commenced immediately after World War II, and the early 1960s saw the establishment of continuous film exhibition on airplanes. Almost immediately after inflight entertainment entered this established phase, it was subjected to crises regarding its viability, place in the film industry and in the aviation industry. Competition between carriers also manifested, as competition between formats and in-cabin exhibition technologies and arguments over the proper number of screens in the cabin erupted. The 16mm reel gave way to 8mm cartridges in the 1970s, magnetic tape in the 1980s, optical discs in the 1990s, and digital servers in the twenty-first century. But such a linear history smooths over the way in which competing inflight entertainment systems and formats overlapped, not only on different airlines but even within airlines (and, in some cases, within single aircraft), so that screened inflight entertainment has been, for fifty years, ‘transmedial’ – crossing boundaries between media – and has encompassed mechanical, electronic and digital technologies. The partnership between cinema and passenger aviation is structured and determined by outside economic factors, including government subsidies, international trade agreements, the geopolitics of air routes, as well as the output of national film industries, quota laws and ratings systems. As an example, historically, when fuel prices are high, airlines attempt to save money by no longer investing in new inflight entertainment technologies, removing systems (making their airplanes lighter and more fuel efficient), or purchasing cheaper (often older) material to exhibit.

This book does not attempt to render cinema autonomous, but takes as its starting point the historical reality of cinema’s embeddedness in other social, cultural and economic practices. Methodologically, then, I am less concerned with formalist and textual analyses of films themselves than with tracing the history of deployments of motion picture exhibition practices within pre-existing spaces and practices. Such an approach entails enumerating and accounting for the effects of exhibition technologies, revealing the fashion in which the airline passenger was imagined as a moviegoer (movie-stayer might be more accurate), and linking these practices to changing sociocultural dynamics of the last 100 years. By focusing on the partnerships between the travel and entertainment industries, I am also concerned with questions of mobility and visuality. I propose that the aspirational identity associated with both these industries is one of motility and visual apprehension. By this I mean conditions under which one has easy access to transportation networks and is both visible and watchful. Or, put another way: always being on the move and always surrounded by images. In order to fully occupy this identity, one must begin to think of oneself in those terms – as a kind of mobile image, or motion picture. On a practical level this might entail being fully versed in and adept at navigating the security screening practices at the airport. The film Up in the Air (2009) exemplifies this identity through a sequence in which the central character, Ryan Bingham (George Clooney), arrays his belongings in a simple and efficient manner so as to smoothly move through the screening process. He has packed his luggage so that a minimum of unzipping and unpacking is necessary for the imaging technologies to look inside. He dresses so as to facilitate image-taking of his own body. In other words, his habits and behaviour indicate that he thinks of himself in terms of motility – movement defines his potential – and visibility, in that he will be visually apprehended by strangers and machines. This scene, of course, is a fiction (and no such scene occurs in the original novel), but it provides a glimpse into how the air travel industry uses imaging technology to encourage travellers (Bingham is not yet a passenger) to act as images to be processed.4 Such efficiency affords Bingham more time to ‘get things done’, so that another key aspect of this identity is a high level of productivity, which, as we shall see, carries with it its own set of obstacles to be overcome while on board the actual airplane.5 For it is on board that the filmic identity of the traveller is appended onto the spectatorial identity of the passenger. Because of its particular context, inflight cinema has developed a different set of viewing positions from theatrical cinema.

The notion of moviegoing is crucial here. As observed in passing above, the term has little purchase in the situation of the airline passenger. The airline passenger is not going to a movie, but is on a vehicle going to a destination. In other words, inflight cinema is not the goal of the passenger, the realisation of a financial transaction or even the fulfilment of a desire to be entertained. Historically, for many airline passengers, inflight entertainment has been involuntary; there has been little agency or choice granted to the passenger. Consequently, the inflight movie has often been associated with dross. The satirical newspaper the Onion has turned this presumed truth about inflight movies into several humorous articles, including one in May 2006 reporting that passengers brought down their plane rather than be forced to watch Big Momma’s House 2 (2006) and one in November 1996 revealing that the real tragedy of a recent airplane crash was that the passengers missed the end of Dragonheart (1996). The assumption that the airplane is the repository for box office and critical failures exists alongside the ‘common knowledge’ that airlines heavily re-edit critically acclaimed and edgy films thereby rendering them nearly incoherent as well as removing their emotional power and resonance. For instance, a colleague told me that she had seen Precious (2009) on a plane and wondered why everyone thought it was so devastating and controversial. A few days later, while discussing the movie with a family member, she realised that a good portion of the movie had been cut out for airplane exhibition. In essence, she had seen a different movie. Many think of inflight movies in this way: heavily redacted, rendered safe, and of little aesthetic value. Passengers watch image screens on planes because they are forced to or there is nothing else to do. Moreover, airlines tend to treat inflight entertainment as but one part of the passenger experience and services provided in-flight: a consideration secondary to comfort (climate control, seating arrangements and legroom), food and drink, speed and punctuality, and branding.

INFLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT AND COSMOPOLITANISM

To be a passenger is to be moved by something. In the case of the airline passenger, the velocity of the airplane necessitates physical confinement within the fuselage. Motility comes in the form of cultural transportation.6 Books, magazines, newspapers, even conversations with fellow passengers facilitate the achievement of this transport. Imbricated in the traveller identity is accrual and exchange of knowledge. Inflight films can be positioned within the constellation of activities that constitute the air traveller identity. By presenting the passenger with a menu of choices, some unfamiliar or exotic, inflight entertainment finds its analogue in the film festival; both are gathering places for the culturally and financially privileged seeking both to expand their cultural horizons and further establish their own identity as cultural travellers.

Here, inflight film is linked to an aspirational cosmopolitanism. Cosmopolitanism has long been, as Ulrich Beck put it, ‘a contested term [since] there is no uniform interpretation in the growing literature’ and may refer to a concept, a mode of being, lifestyle or political order.7 The political dream of world government or a shared polity defines cosmopolitanism as a kind of ‘global citizenship’ that welcomes all without erasing difference.8 This particular version of a global order dependent on a single system of governance has underwritten the globalist visions of an ‘air world’ critiqued in the opening chapters of this book. Alongside (some would say within) these globalist visions is a cosmopolitanism Timothy Brennan described as ‘an enthusiasm for customary differences, but as ethical or aesthetic material for a unified polychromatic culture – a new singularity born of a blending and merging of multiple local constituents’.9 This form of cosmopolitanism, typified as an abiding interest in difference and foreign-ness, represents an important way of understanding air travel and ‘frequent travelers’.10 Travel and tourism depend on maintaining difference, diversity and even a certain amount of chaos for their appeal. Cosmopolitans might define themselves as those who immerse themselves in other cultures and have special knowledge, while tourists merely sample. But, as Ulf Hannerz argued, ‘cosmopolitans can be dilettantes as well as connoisseurs, and are often both, at different times’.11 Nonetheless, a distinction exists between the cosmopolitan, who yearns to go ‘backstage’ and be a participant in the culture of the Other, and the tourist, who is a spectator and exists only in front of the performance of culture.12 In the second chapter of this book, I rely on this particular cosmopolitan variant – ‘an intellectual and aesthetic stance of openness toward divergent cultural experiences, a search for contrasts rather than uniformity’ – when contrasting the inflight entertainment offerings of airlines to international film festivals.13 But cosmopolitanism can also encompass the attitude of the international business traveller, who depends on the global capitalist system and the internationalised management style dubbed ‘scientific’ to provide the terrain for cross-cultural encounters.14 The cosmopolitanism of the business traveller then, is confined to ‘corridors’ of transportation systems, international standard hotels, airport lounges, taxi cabs, conference rooms and the occasional bar and/or night club.15 This type of cosmopolitanism is predicated on access and ease of movement. Sean Cubbitt neatly expressed a critique of the elite position of the cosmopolitan when he commented that ‘the cosmopolitan is at home in the culture of the other, but he does not offer the other the hospitality of his own home’.16 The cosmopolitanism of the frequent flyer, the business traveller and the executive is even more limiting, as those subjects are unlikely to enter ‘the culture of the other’, preferring to remain in the world of what Marc Auge called ‘non-places’.17 This cosmopolitanism, characterised by the frequent crossing of national borders and ‘often tied to transnational job markets’, is articulated to what Leslie Sklair has named the ‘transnational capitalist class’ and looms large in my analysis of the relationship between inflight entertainment and business travel in chapters four and five.18

The conditional line in this survey of the contested terrain of cosmopolitanism is a common dependence on mobility and movement. Cosmopolitanism requires relationships across borders, which in turn require the transportation of people, goods and ideas. Brennan uses movement and travel to distinguish between cosmopolitanism and internationalism, the latter an ‘ideology of the domestically restricted’.19 Akin to this distinction is Zygmunt Bauman’s observation that globalisation has polarised society into a first world of ‘the globally mobile’ and a second world of ‘the locally tied’.20 The emphasis on travel as the defining characteristic for the cosmopolitan also appeared in the work of Hannerz, who commented that the biography of the cosmopolitan is composed of ‘periods of stays in different places’.21 But for all of these scholars, mere movement is not enough; it is the manner of movement and the attitude of the mover that distinguishes the cosmopolitan. Simply taking advantage of what Manuel Castells has called the ‘space of flows’ does not distinguish the cosmopolitan from the global capitalist, for the cosmopolitan still seeks out the ‘space of places’, even if only to assert a special knowledge or a particular attitude towards difference (a quality the ‘space of flows’ seeks to minimise).22 For the most part, the focus of the scholarship I have addressed here has been to analyse the contours of ‘the cosmopolitan condition’ and its consequences, rather than the infrastructure of movement and cultural exchange which sustain cosmopolitanisms.23 While neither anthropological nor sociological, this book still seeks to illuminate the fashion in which transnational movement and cultural transportation form this infrastructure by examining their coalescence in the screen that travels with the cosmopolitan, the transnational capitalist and the tourist on board the airplane.

By providing forms of sensory (if not quite bodily) mobility as well as ‘tours’ of different cinema cultures, inflight entertainment participates in the wider networks of cultural transportation that enable what Beck identified as ‘the cosmopolitan condition’ in all its forms. Air travel, like so many modes of transportation dating back to the nineteenth century, requires travellers to confine themselves to small spaces for long periods of time while being moved by technological apparatus. As jet travel moved into a form of mass travel, beginning in 1958, space for the air passenger shrank, particularly in the newly formed economy class. That travelling at unprecedented speed would require bodily stillness and cramped conditions has been a long-time complaint for air travellers. As I show later in the book, inflight entertainment has allowed airlines to place more passengers in the airplane and keep them content. The apotheosis of the sensory experience of bodily confinement with visual expansiveness can be found in Paul Virilio’s figure of the ‘terminal citizen’, an immobile body surrounded by screens who needs only the smallest gesture to change sensory experience, knowledge, stimuli. In this fashion, the terminal citizen is essentially placeless, place no longer matters (and therefore does not exist for the terminal citizen) because the ‘teletopia’ available through networked screens and signals has created extreme accessibility.24 Virilio linked high-speed transportation, specifically air travel, to a ‘desire for inertia, desire for ubiquity, instantaneousness – a will to reduce the world to a single place, a single identity’.25 This kind of techno-catastrophic idealism pervades Virilio’s work, and in a sense follows from the sort of aphoristic media study approach pioneered by Marshall McLuhan. But if we consider the terminal citizen as the logical outcome of the spectatorial form of cosmopolitanism, known colloquially as tourism, in which the world becomes both a performance available through the image and a commodity to be consumed, the ‘single place’ that transportation has reduced the world to is the database from which image screens access their material. Indeed, the contemporary air passenger in business class or first class is, at least temporarily, a terminal citizen, surrounded by screens: the window screen, the curtain screening out the economy cabin and the liquid crystal seatback screen that can present a catalogue of entertainments from around the world, display the position of the airplane itself against a digitised map, show weather information for the plane’s destination and, in some cases, provide access to the world wide web. Sitting in the airplane cabin, then, transforms the traveller into a passenger/spectator, since the airplane cabin itself has been built as cinema.

Cinema, in all its forms, presents the physically immobile passenger with what Anne Friedberg has called a ‘mobilized virtual gaze’.26 Friedberg traces the cinema back to a series of technologies in the nineteenth century that ‘changed the relationship between sight and bodily movement’: one could see different things without moving one’s body.27 Through her analysis of the diorama and panorama, she diagnosed a particular ‘notion of the confined place combined with a notion of journey that is present simultaneously in cinematic spectation’.28 For Friedberg, then, there is a chain of transportation technologies (trains, steamships, bicycles, elevators, escalators) and a chain of image technologies (dioramas, panoramas, even the panopticon) that share the sensory experience of conjoined confined place with expansive journey whose ultimate expression can be found in cinema. Lynne Kirby likewise articulated the aesthetics of cinema to confined travel, the experience of shocks and ruptures of the cinema spectator analogous to the experience of a train passenger, ‘being at once immobile and in rapid transit, lulled to sleep and yet capable of being shocked awake’.29 The admixture of proprioceptive movement, bodily stillness, imagined or virtual mobility, is not peculiar to the cinematic; it can be found in multiple technologies of transportation. The cinematic – a culture of visualised movement – has been positioned as the substitute for vehicular transportation and travel.30 Early iterations of cinematic exhibition on vehicles were not in place to further or deepen the contradiction between ‘place’ and ‘journey’, but rather to serve as the solution to the proprioceptive unease such vehicles and transportation technologies engendered. In the 1920s, film exhibition on board ocean liners and airplanes was said to be a cure for seasickness and airsickness, so that the calming and lulling qualities of cinema were set to work against the shocks of jostling vehicles. Of course, film is not the only medium granted these properties; Wolfgang Schivelbusch detailed how reading newspapers and even looking out of the window were similarly positioned as shields against the bodily disturbances of ‘the railway journey’.31 While the work of Friedberg, Kirby and Schivelbusch could be put in service of Leo Charney and Vanessa Schwartz’s teleological argument that ‘modern culture was “cinematic” before’ cinema, this book frames the overlapping practices of cinema and transportation within structuring pressures of the global capitalist system. Yet this is not a unidirectional relationship, as cinema and transportation influence, enable and maintain global capitalism, providing imaginaries of possibility, and both cinema and transportation are often taken up as both globalisation’s greatest potentialities as well as its most unassailable truths. I do not take inflight entertainment as the inevitable consequence of the confluence of transnational commerce, global capitalism, rapid transportation and cinema. Instead, I seek to exposit the history of inflight entertainment as disorderly and spasmodic, and its technological forms as hybridised jury-rigged contrivances.

INFLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT AS TRANSMEDIA

Currently, most inflight cinema occurs on multiple screens simultaneously throughout the cabin. Images flicker across these screens unbidden, operating as a kind of visual distraction, akin to the flashing lights and neon signs of an urban shopping district or a fairground. Because the images on the screens within the passenger cabin convey a narrative, they can captivate in a fashion that the flashing lights of an urban night-time environment cannot. Yet these images function similarly, enticing passengers to commit by putting on headphones and becoming immersed in the screen. For inflight film exhibition, listening entails acquiescing to the power of the image itself. Indeed, the classical mode of spectatorship to which Miriam Hansen drew our attention, in which ‘the moviegoer was effectively invited to [leave] behind, like Keaton in Sherlock Jr., an awareness of his or her physical self in the theater space’, is achieved through headphones.32 In Keaton’s silent film, his character’s dream self enters the image screen, exemplifying what Hansen took to be the ideal form of classical spectatorship, in which cinema’s immersive power lies in the image. For the airplane passenger, the auditory stimuli of the plane’s engines, strangers’ conversations and crying babies combined with a screen considerably smaller than the one shown in Sherlock Jr. (1924), reverses the presumed hierarchy in film studies of image over sound by positioning sound as immersive (or at least less vulnerable to distraction and/or requiring more concentration). Voluntary and wilful forgetting of the physical and the theatrical space is of paramount importance to the success of inflight entertainment, which has been put in place to distract, pacify and occupy passenger time. That spectatorial investment in the image screen and divestment from other activities is achieved through headphones is indicative of the particular circumstance and history of inflight cinema, showing how cinema’s relationship with air travel has changed cinema itself, nearly as much as it has altered our notions of air travel.

As John Belton has shown, the technological circumstances of film exhibition – widescreen, aspect ratios, surround sound – have affected film content, in that films were made and shot to accentuate the new exhibition technology.33 Belton’s focus on theatrical exhibition has convincingly demonstrated how this primary cinematic exhibition space structures, and is structured by, film content and production. Secondary exhibition spaces, such as classrooms and museums, often had to change to accommodate
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