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LT121: Introduction to Film Studies.

Class 1: The Origins of Cinema
1. The First ‘Movies.’  The Lumière Brothers early efforts are the first actual movies still available to us. They aspire to represent ‘reality’. Consider how Maxim Gorky ‘reads’ these texts. To him they are far from depicting ‘reality’. You should also be aware of Edison’s Kinetoscope and the differences between the two kinds of technology – the Kinetoscope was for individual viewing (a peepshow) but the Lumieres’ Cinematograph projected for a collective audience.

It is perhaps a good idea to remind ourselves at this point of the principle at work in film projection. The film camera produces a sequence of static images photographed at a (modern) rate of 24 per second. The film projector casts these static images onto a screen, by means of a powerful beam of light and a shutter mechanism, at the aforesaid rate of 24 per second. Due to the physiological phenomenon known as persistence of vision (the image remains with us briefly after it has gone from the screen) we perceive these images as a continuity. This produces the illusion of the continuous moving image. We do not perceive the gaps between the successive images. 

2.   A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words.  If this is true, and the evidence of our own experience, together with the popularity of cinema and television over other forms of communication, other varieties of ‘text’ (novels, newspapers,  radio, etc.) would seem to confirm that it is, then it would seem to be based on the idea that vision is the most compelling of the senses. “Seeing is believing” – human beings are more fascinated, more excited, more convinced, by what they see than by anything else. At the same time how (and what) we see is a complex combination of our visual apparatus (eyes, retina, brain, muscles, nervous system) and our culture. Since the Renaissance Western human beings have mediated their experience of the world by means of an essentially dualistic culture in which the individual exists at the focal point of  converging rays of light that (s)he interprets according to the laws of perspective (among others). This Cartesian individual, sited at the centre of her/his own universe, comes to accept the delusion that each other individual experiences the world as they do themselves. Oddly enough this is only true for members of a cinema audience. (More on this in a later class). At the moment what matters to us is the impact of the visual image as opposed to, for example, the word.
3. ‘Lust of the Eyes’. Freud wrote of this concept in terms of desire (unsurprisingly). He suggested that visual experience, like all human activity, is motivated by the ‘pleasure principle’ and that we have an appetite for the pleasure that visual experience affords.  Like any appetite it demands constant stimulation and responds  particularly strongly to novelty and spectacle (literally the spectacular). It hardly needs saying that the early cinema provided both of these and that the cinema has continued to do so. Thus we are scarcely in a position to criticise the approach of, say, the Méliès and A Voyage to the Moon (1902) with its fantasy content, special effects, colourful spectacle and story of adventure, in the era of Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man. It should be apparent that this is closely associated with the ideas encountered in Karin Littau’s essay on the impact of film spectacle on the body.

4. This Week’s Readings.

Gorky.  Note that Gorky sees the new medium as ‘science’, not ‘art’. He is struggling to describe a wholly new phenomenon, not seen before. He has no ‘language’ specific to the medium with which to convey his impressions and understanding of the experience. He uses words such as ‘shadows’; he finds the ‘mute, grey life’ ‘disturbing’. He foresees the commercial nature of cinema and its dramatic potential – to be either ‘improving’ or ‘corrupting’, with the latter the more likely (in his opinion); he perceives at once its pornographic possibilities. 

It is perhaps appropriate that Gorky should write this early ‘critique’ of cinema. His own writing is so vivid and ‘paints’ highly convincing portraits of how things look and move; in books such as Childhood he unwittingly prepares his readers for the kind of experiences that cinema will provide.

Gunning (i): “An Aesthetic of Astonishment: Early Film and the Incredulous Spectator”.   Gunning’s article deals with the same early cinema phenomenon, but is written by a Professor of Film Studies and from a late C20th point of view. He casts doubt on the reports of panic by audience members at initial Lumiere showings of Arrival of a Train at the Station, suggesting that this is something of a myth. He goes on to try to account for the undoubted impact that the original film showings did have. This is a long, closely argued article and needs to be read thoroughly. Essentially what Gunning suggests is that the early audiences went to the film shows to see the phenomenon of film itself, rather than the objects that had been filmed. In this the early film shows followed the tradition of the fairground attraction, like the “World’s Strongest Man” or the “Bearded Lady”. Gunning writes of an “aesthetic of astonishment”; audiences were attracted not by the ‘reality’ that the cinema presented them, but by precisely the opposite.  With all sensational attractions the novelty soon wears off and since the individual “films” were of short duration and, for the  most part, of banal subjects (there are only so many times one will be prepared to pay to see Sortie d’Usine)  two things came about. The first of these was the relegation of the early films to be part of vaudeville programs; the second was the development of more interesting films – sensation, fantasy and, ultimately, narrative. But, as Gunning asserts, it all began with “The Cinema of Attractions.” What is perhaps most significant for us is that this ‘attraction’ was based on the pleasure of seeing, the lust of the eye: “As in the first projections, the very aesthetic of attraction runs counter to an illusionistic absorption, the variety format of the picture palace program reminding the spectator of the act of watching by a succession of sensual assaults.” (127) He asserts that “. . . the first spectators’ experience reveals not a childlike belief, but an undisguised awareness (and delight in) film’s illusionistic capabilities.” (129)   Perhaps of greatest significance of all is the remark, echoing Walter Benjamin, that the early cinema spectator had “. . . an encounter with modernity.” (129) It was Benjamin who first noted that inherent in cinematic form was the pace, variety and complexity of modern urban life, the life that, more than anything else, owed its mode of existence to electricity and the railway train. 

5.  This Week’s Extracts.

(i) Lumière Brothers’ Films.

(1)   Sortie d’Usine. 1895.  Note camera position, static nature, medium distance. 

(2) Arrivée d’un Train. 1895. Trains are popular subjects. Importance of trains. Modernity, technology, speed, film. Benjamin, modernity and the cinema.

These extracts illustrate the limitations of vision and technology of the early cinema. The camera is static; it is placed as it were before an imaginary theatrical proscenium arch. It is assumed that the audience must be shown the actors’ whole bodies – that less than this will be ‘short changing’ the audience. There is no ‘editing’ of a sequence, no intercutting, montage, cross-cutting, close-up. The actors use gestures that are suitable for stage performance but appear exaggerated on screen; this is partly due to the absence of ‘close-up’ and the denial of the opportunity for the expression of emotion that this provides. Lighting is rudimentary, being for the most part only that which natural light would impart. There is no sense of ‘continuity’ in the structure of most of the sequences.  Never-the-less the audiences in the nickelodeons still found these new forms wondrous in the extreme.

(ii)  The Méliès Brothers: Voyage à Travers l’Impossible. 1906. Relative complexity. Fantasy. Roots in Magic acts of Parisian popular theatre. Succession of scenes. Complexity, large cast, tinted colour, an ‘attraction’.
 Not all early film comprised ‘actuality’. Film makers like the Méliès Brothers used trick filming and also widened the appeal of film by creating narratives.
6. Supplementary Viewing:
How It Feels To Be Run Over. (Hepworth, UK, 1900) Early cinema expresses the shock associated with modernity – the contrast between traditional notions of the speed of human movement and experience and that associated with the train and the motor car. The cinema itself is in some way  ‘rapid’ – in a manner associated with the machine.

Rough Sea At Dover. (Acres, UK, 1895) Spectacle, power, movement – but ‘captured’ for display. The cinema has retained its fascination with spectacle, but this simple early ‘actuality’  could not retain its fascination for audiences. This required narrative.
Both these are on the BFI DVD Primitives and Pioneers. 
7. Further Reading: Karin Littau, “Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat” in Geiger and Rutsky (eds), Film Analysis, pp. 42-62.
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