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			Introduction

		

		
			In the entire history of motion pictures, nothing has been as dramatic and radical in its consequences as the transition from silent films to sound, which began at the end of the 1920s. Nothing in subsequent cinematic developments has quite equaled it, whether the move from black-and-white to color film, the displacement of traditional-sized by wide screens, even the film theatre yielding to television its role as the public’s primary source of moving images. In comparison to the much more rapid replacement of silents by talkies, these changes have all been gradual—with older and newer forms coexisting for decades. 

			While much has been written about the transition from silents to sound that took place in Hollywood and Western Europe between 1926 and 1930, relatively little has been published in depth about how this development affected the views of the general public and critics toward the style of filmmaking displaced by the technological revolution of sound. Equally lacking is a comprehensive study of the silent film production that continued to dominate for much of the 1930s in the countries outside the Western industrial orbit, producing a final golden age of silent cinema. Analyses of this transitional period, besides delineating the technological challenges posed by adapting the requirements of sound to image, have tended to limit discussion of the talkies’ relationship to the older media to recycling the questionable assertions that a number of silent artists were unable to adjust to the new medium due to an alleged inability to master the microphone. 

			One especially significant factor contributing to the victory of sound, which seems to have been missed by a number of commentators, is the extent to which it gave rise to the entirely new discipline of film history and the need to build new institutional structures to conserve it. In the 1920s, prior to sound, there was in the United States an increasing tendency to view the early nickelodeon period as part of a more distant past, evident in various efforts to exhibit selected films from those years in a spirit of burlesque. Yet only with the talkie revolution would the entire tradition and mode of filmmaking be widely considered as something now labeled “the silent era.” Whether viewed disdainfully as antiquated “flickers” or revered as a highly accomplished art form with unique characteristics, in the Western world silent films were regarded as history in the 1930s. While some would use this perception as a justification to ignore or neglect what was now deemed obsolete, others would argue that the technological revolution required a more sophisticated examination of the cinematic past in order to preserve its achievements for future generations. 

			The present study is perhaps the first extended account of the fate of silent cinema and the attendant “invention” of film history in the 1930s as it unfolded in the United States, the center of the world’s largest film industry, which had initiated the talkie revolution in the late 1920s. Drawing on contemporary sources, mainly the daily newspapers that informed the majority of the American reading (and viewing) public, it presents the differing attitudes then existing in the country toward the silent film along with records of its persistence in the age of sound. Here are described the responses to the last new American silent films to be released, the reissues of older hits, the final silent movie houses, the foreign imports from non-Western countries resisting the advent of sound, the birth of a movement to preserve the heritage of early cinema. 

			From the perspective of later periods, the most significant of these developments in this decade was the emergence of the archival movement centered around Iris Barry and her creation of the Museum of Modern Art Film Library. As with any new organizational structure, there were, in retrospect, flaws which have become apparent with the passing of time. Like many of the most revered institutions, whether a major church establishment or a constitutional government, there was much that was excluded from this pioneering archive as well as the first scholarly chronicles of film history closely related to its activities. In describing the foundation of the Film Library in the 1930s and 1940s during the Iris Barry years, I have pointed out some of the vital pages of cinema history that were omitted from the collection it built up, along with several of the compromises that were made in presenting early film to the public. This, however, is in no sense intended to diminish the fundamental achievement of Barry and her creation of the first American film archive, including her vision of a collection of early cinema intended to be shared with a wider public than those privileged to visit the archive’s headquarters. For although succeeding generations of cinephiles must correct the shortcomings of the original structure, such progress, even while rebelling against the limitations of the earlier model, has only been able to emerge within the context of the organized movement to preserve film history which first crystallized in the United States with the Museum of Modern Art. 

			While the establishment of sound, as has often been noted, provided a number of studios with a convenient excuse to neglect or destroy the silents in their vaults, it may have also proved pivotal in an entirely opposite direction. During the years that silent films were in production, prints and negatives routinely vanished with scant consideration for their fate from either the industry or the wider public. But once the silent era had come to be regarded as part of history, more and more observers began to recognize the unique power and beauty of an artistic medium that appeared threatened with extinction. In the process, a strong sentiment at last emerged to preserve the achievements of that vanished age. Thus, one of the consequences of the arrival of sound may have been the salvation of many of the films from the extraordinarily creative era of filmmaking that had preceded it.

		

		
			Prologue

			The Old Time Movie Show

		

		
			Amidst the great expansion of silent cinema as both art and social influence in America after the First World War, the earlier period of film production was increasingly viewed by many people as part of a more distant past. Indeed, as startling as it may now seem, the term “old time movies” had already started to come into widespread use by 1920. Exhibitors at that time capitalized on this perception with a new idea: adding as a special attraction The Old Time Movie Show on the same bill with the latest big feature. Advertisements in the Chicago Tribune reveal that The Old Time Movie Show had become a popular addition to the program in film theatres there by April 1920, even topping the bill at the New Park Theatre two months later in June.1 

			The new attraction soon spread from the large urban centers like Chicago in which it had originated to smaller cities and towns around the nation. Its promoters thought the contrast between The Old Time Movie Show, consisting of vintage shorts from the nickelodeon era, and the new features could illustrate effectively the dramatic progress in the development of film while furnishing added mirth for an audience convulsed by the “ancient” primitive movies of a decade ago. 

			As an example, the February 20, 1921, Lorain County (Ohio) Chronicle-Telegram carried a large advertisement for the new extra attraction at the American Theatre in the city of Lorain. Accompanied by an illustration of a vintage storefront nickelodeon located between a second-hand shoe store and a meat market was the following text: 

			Remember the movies of ten years ago? The “Please remove your hat” signs, the slide flashing the hopeful message “Next part in a few minutes?”

			They’ll all be back, and right in an up-to-the-minute modern motion picture palace, too, when The Old Time Movie Show is presented as an added attraction in the American Theatre Sunday, Monday and Tuesday.

			This relic of bygone days will be presented alongside a modern motion picture program and the contrast will add to the enjoyment of those who were fans ten years ago as well as to the younger generation which has known only the programs of recent days.

			Along with The Old Time Movie Show, which is made up of Mary Pickford’s first picture, Shadows of Doubt, in which Owen Moore is co-starred, the audience will be treated to another feature, Dot Riley in illustrated songs, another reminder of the old days of the movies.

			The Old Time Movie Show has proved one of the biggest hits of the season, crowds growing hysterical with merriment in the big cities as this reminder of the crude younger days of the photodrama unreeled itself on the screen.2

			Variants of this ad announcing The Old Time Movie Show appeared in other communities across the country where the novelty was included on the bill. In fact, The Old Time Movie Show became so popular that it remained a featured attraction in film theatres throughout the nation for a full decade. While reissues of earlier films had been a staple of movie houses for years, The Old Time Movie Show struck a new note with its conscious attempt to send up the cinema’s “primitive” past by intentionally exposing it to ridicule. And while there seems to have been no particular recutting of the films, the promotion for these shows and the manner in which they were presented all but guaranteed a risible audience reaction to films that originally had been intended as serious dramas. Hence, the attitude that was later to lead to the series of shorts, Goofy Movies in the 1930s and Flicker Flashbacks in the 1940s; the 1945 compilation feature, Gaslight Follies; and Fractured Flickers on television in the 1960s was originally a byproduct of the silent cinema era itself looking with a mixture of condescending amusement and nostalgia on an “unsophisticated” or “naive” past which had ended only a few years before the early 1920s but already seemed remote. 

			Shadows of Doubt was not, as the ads proclaimed, Mary Pickford’s first film although it was one of her earlier works for Biograph directed by D. W. Griffith, originally released in 1909 under the title The Restoration. The exhibitors of 1921 seem to have been deliberately capitalizing on the press sensationalism attending Mary’s recent divorce from Owen Moore and subsequent marriage to Douglas Fairbanks. One of the ads for The Old Time Movie Show said, “See Mary Pickford and Owen Moore (Her First Husband) make love in the good old-fashioned way. See James Kirkwood and How Angry He Becomes When His Suspicions Are Aroused, You’ll Laugh.”3

			When The Old Time Movie Show was presented at the Strand Theatre in Charleston, West Virginia, on a bill that also included Ethel Clayton’s latest starring feature, For the Defense, the article in the July 9, 1922, Charleston Daily Mail asked if people remembered the picture shows of twelve years ago, shown in a “crowded little hole in the wall” with “its low ceiling and gaudy walls.” It recalled “there was a chewing gum alleged pianist whose favorite stunt was to ‘interpret’ the picture by playing ‘Hearts and Flowers’ or ‘The Flower Song’ when the heroine was about to be clasped in the hero’s arms.” About the stars of Shadows of Doubt, the article said, “Mary Pickford and her former husband, Owen Moore. Both had not been long in pictures and it was made before their marriage. They made love in it: Wear some of the funniest clothes which were all the rage in ‘Them’ days but the attire would draw a howl if they were worn down State street today.” The article went on to quote the Strand’s manager, A. Milo de Haven, on his recent viewing of Shadows of Doubt in Chicago: “It was not only very laughable, but it brought forcibly to the audience the wonderful progress that has been made in the industry.”4

			Besides the changes in fashions and mores, these screenings also emphasized the transformations in cinematic technique that had occurred during the intervening years. In June 1921, Newman’s Theatre in Kansas City showed an early Griffith Biograph with Mary Pickford and Mack Sennett under the title of Two Chums, possibly the 1910 film originally released as The Two Brothers. An article in an out-of-state paper, the Ellensburg Daily Record, reporting its appearance in The Old Time Movie Show, stated that “Two Chums is presented with all the settings and atmosphere familiar to those who recall the days when the ‘nickelodeon’ first came into Kansas City and was considered a decidedly plebeian affair.” In addition to the pianist and the slides, there was “a flashily dressed ‘barker’ who does double duty, explaining each scene of the picture—subtitles were unknown in that day—and warbling ‘In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree,’ with illustrated views.” The article went on to describe the film itself:

			The picture was made before Miss Pickford discovered it would be helpful commercially, as well as becoming, to “grow” more curls, and one wishes for a “close up” of the actress and better views of Mr. Sennett, then a “hack actor,” now considered the wealthiest producer in the film game. Kate Bruce, Charles West and other notables appear in the story. “Close ups” were unknown in those days, as well as “cut backs,” and when Griffith later introduced them into pictures, they changed the whole course of motion picture art. The scenes of Two Chums are filmed out of doors, as studio lighting was not considered possible then.5

			More than any other of the reigning stars, Mary Pickford was the particular target of these travesty revivals, strongly suggesting that her later sensitivity about how her films might be received by subsequent generations was rooted in her response to parodic screenings of earlier works over which she had no control. In 1923, she purchased prints of her Biograph films and began safeguarding them in her vaults. However, lacking any ownership of the rights, neither Mary nor Griffith could do anything to prevent the burlesque presentation of their 1912 Biograph film, Friends. An ad in the Appleton (Wisconsin) Post-Crescent of June 5, 1925, announced that the forthcoming “laff week” at Fischer’s Appleton Theatre would pair Betty Compson’s current comedy feature for Paramount, New Lives for Old, with “Mary Pickford As She Appeared 12 Years Ago in Friends, An Old Time Movie Show, A Drama Then—A Comedy Now, A Novelty That Will Make You Shriek.” The accompanying notice explained that in the days when short films dominated the market, “this film was considered one of the best dramas produced. Yet to see the same film today has convulsed audiences in Chicago and Milwaukee, where it recently was shown in conjunction with an Old Time Movie Show.”6 It was not only Mary’s work for Griffith that was subjected to this latter-day ridicule; one of her 1911 films for IMP, Going Straight, originally released as The Better Way, directed by Thomas H. Ince and with King Baggott as her leading man, also became a 1920s staple of the Old Time Movie Show revivals.7

			Another Biograph drama from 1909 directed by Griffith that was featured in these presentations was The Voice of the Violin, in which, as the notices pointed out, Owen Moore had a minor role. It is a matter of some interest that, shortly after the Red Scare of 1919–1920, a film originally intended as a serious account of a man involved in a radical terrorist organization was now considered ripe for a burlesque screening.8

			Besides dramas, the Old Time Movie Shows included short comedies as part of their programs, with The Runaway Leopard, a 1911 French Pathe comedy, a particular favorite. One of the notices for the show stated, “This is considered by critics to be one of the very best comedies ever turned out, either in old-time or modern-day films.”9

			Some of the publicity for the Old Time Movie Shows from time to time attempted to mitigate slightly the spirit of continual mockery and condescension used in publicizing the dramatic films. One Charleston Daily Mail description of Shadows of Doubt said, “Mary, in a dress just skimming the floor, her lovely curls conspicuous by their absence, looks ten years older than she does now. But even in this early picture she shows unmistakable signs of ability.”10

			At least one notice for a 1923 Old Time Movie Show in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, stated it was not a parody but simply a re-creation of the original manner of presenting films in the nickelodeon era: 

			The opening is a “trailer” showing the calendar turned back from 1923 to 1909. The performance is given in all seriousness and no attempt is made to burlesque. Several of the old-time slides are run, such as “Gentlemen, please remove your hats,” “Don’t spit on the floor, Remember the Johnstown flood,” and the like. Then the one-reel feature drama with Mary Pickford and Owen Moore goes on.11

			For the most part, however, the Old Time Movie Show presentation was promoted as “a travesty of the early picture houses and pictures,” a novelty act that encouraged audiences to laugh out loud at the dramatic shorts of the nickelodeon age.12 Indeed, as suggested in a February 27, 1921, ad in the Sandusky Register, the contrast between the comfortable, up-to-date surroundings of the new theatres in which these shows played and the supposedly primitive environment of the original nickelodeons militated against a true replication of the original experience:

			People who had forgotten the crudities of the early days find them enjoyable when presented as they now are, in a setting of modern comfort and elegance, such as is provided in the Schade theatre. Recognition of the old time annoyance now brings a thrill of pleasure, while the laughter-provoking material is present in such quantities as to make hysterics the rule instead of the exception in the audience.13

			Not only exhibitors but the industry itself seemed deliberately to encourage these burlesques in order to demonstrate how great an improvement its modern films were over those of the primitive years. In San Antonio, Texas, during the “Greater Movie Season” instituted by the Hays Office proclaiming that motion pictures were better than ever, the Empire Theatre in August 1925 contributed to the campaign advertising cinematic improvement by staging an Old Time Movie Show. This reminder of the past would, the theatre stated, “bring to mind the fact that the motion picture industry has risen, within a few short years, comparatively speaking, from a ‘honky-tonk’ amusement gained within the four bare walls of some old storeroom to its present importance of being the nation’s fourth industry with billions of dollars invested in producing and exhibiting properties.”14

			As the series continued in popularity over the years, additional films, including some of much more recent, post-nickelodeon vintage, were included. For example, on February 19, 1926, the Fredonia Opera House in Dunkirk, New Jersey, hosted a mammoth, two-hour presentation of The Old Time Movie Show as its sole attraction for that day, eschewing the prevailing effort of these revivals to contrast earlier films with the latest feature in favor of more straightforward entertainment. Films screened on this occasion included yet another Mary Pickford-Griffith Biograph retitled Her Nobler Love; The Odalisque, a 1914 film supervised by Griffith with Blanche Sweet and Wallace Reid in the leads; two comedy shorts from the early 1920s, Colleen Moore in Her Bridal Nightmare (1920) and Johnny Hines in Torchy’s Promotion (1921); and closing out the bill, Tom Mix in a 1915 Selig Western, The Brave Deserve the Fair, and Rudolph Valentino in a shortened version of his 1918 Universal feature, A Society Sensation. Concerning the films with Johnny Hines and Colleen Moore, the notice for the attraction stated that “both are much newer although they can still be classed as ‘Old Time Movies.’ Both of them are screamingly funny comedies made shortly before the recent graduation of the stars into feature length pictures.”15 Unlike the majority of the Old Time Movie Shows, the Fredonia’s program seemed to look forward to the more appreciative revivals of early cinema from the Hamptons’ Silent Movie Theatre in Hollywood to Turner Classic Movies’ Silent Sundays. 

			By 1927, there were growing signs of resistance to these years of constant ridicule of the cinema’s nickelodeon past. A featured article in the April 24, 1927, edition of the Los Angeles Times concerned a new fad in Hollywood—the collecting of vintage films. “These old-time movies,” reported the article, “are fast becoming a rarity, as the number that have been preserved are very limited. And that, despite the fact that the motion picture is still a young industry.”

			The article was concerned principally with the remarkable collection of 120 reels of early film owned by George Andre de Beranger, a director and actor who had appeared in such major Griffith landmarks as The Birth of a Nation, Intolerance, and Broken Blossoms. He had purchased these films at a closing-out sale in New York a few months earlier and began showing them to his friends. Shortly before the article appeared in the Los Angeles Times, he had screened them at the Little Gem Theatre, a cinema established by screenwriter Thomas J. Geraghty in his home, to an audience that included such leading stars as Lois Wilson and Laura La Plante as well as Laura’s husband, director William A. Seiter. The writer of the article, who had viewed the films in the de Beranger collection on this occasion, pointed out,

			It is fascinating to look at these pictures, and it is amazing how well the screen technique had developed when some of them were photographed. Audiences that come to laugh and scoff at the old type of pictures find themselves lost in the enchantment of their merits. For example Judith of Bethulia, allowing for a certain hardness in the quality of the photography, is still an amazingly fine production. Griffith was manifestly ahead of his time when he made it. As drama, it is powerful.

			The writer noted that these early films often had highly accomplished acting. The scene in which Judith (played by Blanche Sweet) kills Holofernes (Henry B. Walthall) “is still vitally dramatic.” And the scenes done by Mae Marsh in another Griffith Biograph, The Sands of Dee (1912), “stand out like sparkling gems. There was no girl of that period that shows more distinct and vital promise as a player.”

			In the realm of comedy, too, the writer commented on His Trysting Place, a 1914 Keystone short starring Charlie Chaplin and Mabel Normand, a film that was “still uproariously funny.” He wrote of a truly Chaplinesque scene with Charlie shaking hands with a baby as if he were a grown-up and of Mack Swain, Charlie’s “inimitable foil” in the Sennett days just as he was more recently in The Gold Rush, being hit on the nose by Chaplin with a spoon. And of Charlie’s brilliant co-star, he observed that “Mabel demonstrates herself to be the rarest of comediennes in this picture.”

			These early films were often outstanding, too, in the manner in which they anticipated later cinematic achievements. While the writer did not consider the mob scenes in Judith of Bethulia to be Griffith’s greatest, still, “the swing of his power in mass effects” was already evident. 

			The author concluded his unsigned article, “There are other pictures that are sufficiently antiquated to be amusing, but it is amazing how well the movies of yesteryear resist the wages of time, once a person’s perspective is adjusted to purely mechanical changes.”16

			At the time this piece was published, de Beranger had wider plans for his collection, including a public showing. It would seem he was attempting to mount a presentation to counteract the Old Time Movie Shows. But, as events soon unfolded, it was very late in the day to effect such a turnaround in the public attitude toward the cinema of the nickelodeon age. Less than six months after this article appeared, the New York premiere of a film starring Al Jolson entitled The Jazz Singer launched the most sweeping technological revolution in film since the invention of the cinema itself. By the latter part of 1928, as more and more studios installed sound equipment on their stages, it was increasingly all too apparent that the advent of the talkies would likely result in the entire silent cinema being regarded as an Old Time Movie Show.

			The changeover did not immediately affect the Old Time Movie Shows still being presented as a special novelty attraction in theatres even after the introduction of sound. For example, in April 1930, the Sipe Theatre in Kokomo, Indiana, had, besides the big new musical feature Sally, “An Old Time Movie With All the Old Time Nickelodeon Atmosphere” starring Marilyn Miller (Mary Pickford’s former sister-in-law), the hardy ex-Restoration rechristened Shadows of Doubt with Mary Pickford.17 And on September 16 and 17, 1930, in Anniston, Alabama, the Ritz Theatre included, along with the new talkie feature Man Trouble, starring two silent veterans, Milton Sills and Dorothy Mackaill, the 1912 Friends: “You will enjoy laughing at Old Time Movie Show. This is one of the first pictures ever made, and is a positive panic. See Mary Pickford, Lionel Barrymore, Henry Walthall as they were when they started, then compare with the modern ‘Movie.’”18 There is no indication in any of the ads that the 1930 exhibitors of The Old Time Movie Show had added sound tracks to these silents. In all likelihood, they were still calling on the services of the local pianist to render the appropriate musical accompaniment. Soon, though, the Old Time Movie Shows disappeared from the theatres only to be replaced by such short subjects as M-G-M’s Goofy Movies. Now, however, the burlesque approach was achieved by re-editing films of the nickelodeon era and adding humorous narration, a formula lasting for decades and climaxing with the Fractured Flickers TV series. 

			In retrospect, what is especially astonishing about the sudden appearance of the Old Time Movie Shows is that, when these presentations began, the era they commemorated—or, more accurately, ridiculed, albeit with a considerable dose of nostalgia—was only about five or six years in the past. Roughly speaking, as has often been stated, the release of The Birth of a Nation in 1915 marked the end of the nickelodeon age. Yet to American filmgoers of the early 1920s priding themselves on their newly acquired sophistication, the movies of only a few years ago seemed positively antediluvian. While advances of cinematic technique have been cited, it seems far more was
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