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  INTRODUCTION


  This book is in no way intended as a comprehensive history of the movies. It is instead an introductory survey of American film history, dealing in general terms with the film pioneers, the great film landmarks, the technological changes through the years, and the different trends and cycles the movies have undergone.


  Those interested in film history and/or film art today have a great advantage over those seeking information only ten years ago. Today there is a renewed interest in, and availability of, films of the past. Almost all of the films of the thirties are to be seen again, either in the theater or on television. Even many of the great silents have been revived. Most of the pictures mentioned in this book can be seen again today; not always easily it’s true; but they are there.


  However, be forewarned. Television can offer a distorted view of films of the past. Many are so badly cut to fit into preplanned time slots that they are hardly representative of their original versions. Too, television is a great leveller—the good films seem much less good, and the bad films often seem much better than they are. A very talkative, static stage adaptation may seem good just because it is by its very nature well suited to the television screen. And a cheaply made film can have its cheapness hidden by the small screen. Conversely, the merits of a huge spectacle film, or one noted for its camera work, may be almost lost when the small television screen distorts and changes the original image. Certain comedies which depend on the steadily building laughter of a large audience and are paced to allow time for that laughter, seem curiously flat and unfunny on television. Participating audience reaction is often quite as important an ingredient as a key performance or outstanding photography.


  So, if you study films on television, form your own opinions, but if a much praised film disappoints you, be prepared to withhold a final judgment until you can see it on a movie screen.

A BEGINNING
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It’s astonishing to look back and think that one hundred years
ago, seventy five even, there were no movies at all. Probably no
other form of art or entertainment has ever made so much progress
in so short a time.

There were books of a sort from earliest times. But it was
centuries before the printing press made books available to
everyone. The wheel is often considered the single most important
invention of all. But thousands of years went by between the
discovery of the wheel and the coming of the first automobile at
the turn of this century.

The motion picture of course did not develop out of nothing.
Basically movies are a series of still pictures projected on a
screen and given the illusion of movement by means of a machine.
The pictures tell a story, and since the late 1920’s have been
accompanied by sound, both voice and music. Pictures, even great
art work, have been with us since the beginning of human
civilization. Great stories, great literature, music, plays, and
fine acting go back to the ancient Greeks and even before. None of
this was like the movies, however. They could not come until
science developed the electric light, photography, and the
phonograph.

When these had been invented, they were combined with the
earlier art forms and a completely new art came into being, one
that in the late 1890’s nobody dreamed could exist. The
moviesthen were new, and seemed to be a novelty, a passing
fancy that would have no practical use in business, nor any great
value for education or culture. Yet within a mere twenty years of
their first appearance, the movies had not only become a gigantic
business all over the world, but were in some cases permanent works
of art.

Of course, in the early days, the very early days, from 1898 to
about 1903, little was great. The movies were still just a novelty.
It was enough that they moved. That they tell stories or convey
important ideas seemed unnecessary. So they showed news events of
the day, fashions, the opening of the new subway in New York City.
And in so doing they provided an invaluable historical record of
America at a time when it was undergoing great changes.

Apart from these “newsreels,” there were other “entertainment”
items. These were simple little comedies that ran for only a few
minutes: a boy playing pranks on his teacher, a woman who could not
stop laughing after an overdose of laughing gas from her dentist,
and that sort of thing.

If the movies had done only these things and stopped, the new
invention would not have lasted very long. But many of the men
working in films were artists with vision and imagination. And
through them the movies rapidly became more and more
impressive.
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The light-truck used in photographing the New
York Subway opening in 1904



One of the first of these great pioneers was a Frenchman, George
Melies. He realized that the movies had a certain magic quality to
them and made use of it. He played with film the way a magician
plays with his magic hat; experiment showed that he could do all
kinds of tricks. Just by photographing a man sitting in a chair,
stopping the camera for a moment, removing the man, and then
rephotographing the empty chair, one could create an absolutely
convincing illusion of a man vanishing into thin air.

From 1902 on, Melies made hundreds of astonishingly good trick
films—the first science fiction films for example, with a rocket
ship trip to the moon. So cunningly and expertly were these trick
films made, that his pictures even today delight audiences lucky
enough to see them. Today, of course, we know how the tricks were
done, but audiences of 1902 did not. Movies were still so new that
a simple shot of a train thundering along the tracks and looking as
though it were going to run right over the audience was enough to
cause a near panic. So rocket ships, monsters, underwater scenes
(Melies made the first version of Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues
Under the Sea) were magic indeed. And it was this kind of magic and
excitement that began to build the movies into something far more
than a novelty.

Trick films alone could not keep the movies going and growing,
of course. And they did not. Other things happened.
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Annabelle's Butterfly Dance (Edison)



Films grew longer. By 1903 it became fairly common for the “main
feature” of the bill to run for a full reel, or about 12 minutes.
This was a great advance.
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Edison’s Black Maria Studio



That year another great pioneer, Edwin S. Porter, who was the
leading film-maker for the Thomas A. Edison Studios in West Orange,
New Jersey, made a film called The Great Train Robbery. It was the
first real western adventure story, and in a way was the blueprint
for all the westerns that were to come. It set the pattern of
crime—pursuit—and capture. Western stories at once became
tremendously popular with moviemakers, even though the New Jersey
and New York landscapes, where all movies were then made, didn’t
really suggest the Wild West.

The most important companies i [...]
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