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      Introduction


      
        Modernity under the Hollywood Sign
      

    


    
      
        Entertainment is the objective of the photoplay and we must keep in mind that as entertainment it must appeal
        to the varied tastes of all people. Other arts generally appeal to a selected group, but the motion picture
        art, and it is an art, must have universal appeal.
      


      
        Irving Thalberg, 19291
      

    


    
      “Hollywood” is obviously much more than a description of a mode of film production or a geographical designation.
      This unique and descriptive name has the characteristics of a “brand.” The Hollywood brand should not be confused
      with iconic corporate brand names that also emerged in the early twentieth century like Ford or Coca-Cola. The
      Hollywood brand has never been interchangeable with one single company that came to dominate an entire industry.
      In the era before the studio system had been established, Thomas Edison’s efforts to retain monopolistic control
      of his moving picture patents and become the Henry Ford of the American film industry failed. Hollywood as brand
      unfolded as an idea, not as a company marketing campaign. It emerged even before the industry had created its
      production centers in Southern California or before the famed Hollywood sign had been constructed over the hills
      that divide Los Angeles from the San Fernando Valley. It is uncommon as a brand because it existed even before it
      bore its ubiquitous name.
    


    
      Nearly everyone has a firm grasp on what “Hollywood” is, or what it means to “go Hollywood.” However, this
      quintessential American term is only a century old and emerged under specific historical circumstances. Hollywood
      became interchangeable with showmanship, mass entertainment, and the American cinema as the medium of moving
      pictures became invested with a set of shifting cultural meanings during the first decades of the twentieth
      century. In a relatively short period of time, moving pictures had been introduced to audiences as a spectacle of technology that spread to traveling shows, vaudeville houses, nickel
      theaters, and eventually the movie palaces of the studio era. The medium outgrew its sideshow infancy to be
      recognized as a main attraction. From the nickelodeons to the sound era, moving pictures increasingly came to be
      defined as a new form of art that had appealed to both the classes and the masses even as the medium became
      increasingly dominated by the Hollywood studio system.
    


    
      The studios profited from the enhanced cultural status of the medium among critics as long as the movies remained
      popular with its mass audience. The Hollywood brand was a means to this end. Famed movie producer Irving
      Thalberg, the inspiration for F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Last Tycoon, captured this transcendent ability of
      the Hollywood brand to cross the high/low culture divide of entertainment and art. According to Thalberg, “other
      arts generally appeal to a selected group, but the motion picture art, and it is an art, must have universal
      appeal.”2 Who better than Irving Thalberg—the famed “quality”
      producer—to advance the idea that Hollywood’s goal was to produce art of “universal appeal” that was not elite,
      but whose artistic value was in part borne out by its embrace by the public? The Hollywood brand described by
      Thalberg emerged as a unique “mash-up” or pastiche of art and entertainment and of culture and commerce.
      “Hollywood” remains even today a powerful cultural trope to describe quality commercial entertainment even as it
      has become increasingly detached from the American movie studios or the conditions of its very emergence.
    


    
      The process of branding was not merely the result of industry advertisement and self-promotion—though such
      efforts often served to distinguish American studio production from its competitors at home and abroad.
      Certainly, movie companies advertised and marketed their film titles and their contract stars. However, as film
      historian Janet Staiger has pointed out, the film business had already by 1915 come to a collective decision that
      “company ‘brand name’ advertising” would be kept to a minimum. The association of specific Hollywood studios with
      film styles and genres was more the construction of later film historians than a product of contemporary
      marketing. Instead, the industry preferred the path where “brand names would be submerged to product features
      (genre, stars, plots, spectacle, or realism).”3 Those product
      features were the factors among many others that shaped Hollywood as a brand to become standardized by the studio
      system. It is these elements that continue to best define the Hollywood brand as a cinematic style.4
    


    
      In addition, the act of “branding,” as applied to Hollywood or any other industry, should not be reduced to
      marketing. Unlike marketing, branding is part of a complex cultural process of signification involving multiple
      competing individuals and institutions rather than the product of a single vision, or in the case of American
      cinema, any single studio or group of studios. As marketing expert Douglas B. Holt explains, brands “emerge as
      various ‘authors’ tell stories that involve the brand” and have “extraordinary identity value because they
      address the collective anxieties and desire of a nation.”5 While
      Holt’s concepts of brands and branding are more likely to find a home in
      business, rather than academia, he readily acknowledges the importance of anthropological and sociological
      concepts to his work. This process of signification he describes as “authors telling stories” also bears a
      resemblance to what Michel Foucault would describe as a discursive practice. The many conflicting voices of those
      critically engaged with movies set the parameters for what would come to define American cinema as “Hollywood.”
      The emergence of the Hollywood brand was more often than not the unintended result of the individual voices. The
      discursive dissonance rather than any harmony produced the unstable cultural signifier of Hollywood.
    


    
      What is more, the rules of this discourse defined the Hollywood brand as the new medium emerged as both a product
      and a symptom of twentieth-century modernity. Hollywood’s eventual iconic cultural status among the public rested
      in its ability to capture both the promise and the fears of American modernity, which promised progress but also
      brought forth disquieting, unintended challenges. Marshall Berman neatly described the inherent tension of
      modernity faced by those living through its rapid emergence: “To be modern,” according to Berman, “is to find
      ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the
      world—and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we
      are.”6 Movie madness offered the public the joys of modernity while
      also functioning as a palliative against its discontents. Thus, the movies provided an opportunity for Americans
      to work through their collective anxieties as both movies and modernity became permanent fixtures of American
      life.
    


    
      Therefore, the branding of Hollywood was the result of many institutions and individuals who for their own
      reasons wanted to shape the cultural significance of the movies and movie-going as the country was experiencing
      rapid change. Among the significant groups who voiced their concern over the increasing popularity of the movies
      were those that historian Henry F. May identified as the “custodians of culture.” These well-educated,
      middle-class Americans “accepted political democracy and believed in progress, and most, not all, thought America
      superior to Europe.”7 This diverse group of social workers,
      educators, religious leaders, intellectuals, and political reformers looked to incorporate the new technology of
      moving pictures into their own traditional values that combined Victorian views of art and culture with late
      nineteenth-century American boosterism. Many also targeted the movies for attacks on the wider social
      transformations in American life in the early twentieth century the new medium seemed to represent. However,
      while many shared common principles among themselves and even with representatives of powerful members of the
      film industry, there was no single response to this new force in American cultural life.
    


    
      The efforts of traditional cultural elites to define the movies were constrained by their own declining status in
      the twentieth century. As audiences embraced the movies as an attractive leisure activity, industrialists and
      smaller theater entrepreneurs had already transformed the movies into a profitable business before the custodian of culture eventually took note of the movies as a social problem or as an
      art form. More radical elements among the cultural elites that began to advocate modernism in the arts began to
      promote the notion of the movies as art. The advocates for the modern arts proved receptive because they were
      more willing to challenge traditional ideas that defined the boundaries of art. The uniqueness of the new medium
      coupled with its increasing popularity also promised to breathe new life into the arts.
    


    
      However, before Hollywood could achieve its iconic status the moving picture needed to be raised to the status of
      culture. Yet the new medium possessed little cultural capital of its own. The motion picture had to overcome its
      industrial and commercial origins if its status was to be raised from faddish commercial ephemera to an object of
      cultural value. Without a clear grounding as a genuine object of culture, moving pictures had a challenging route
      to respectability. Since high culture often depended on popular forms as a source of growth and rejuvenation, the
      movies eventually found advocates among those who championed modern art in the early twentieth century. However,
      they needed to overcome skepticism or downright hostility to modern art as both an abstract and a foreign
      concept. Many art historians have argued that the 1913 “International Exhibition of Modern Art” at New York
      City’s 69th Regiment Armory was a watershed moment for the acceptance modern art in America. The Armory Show
      introduced Americans to the European avant-garde that challenged an audience more accustomed to realism in the
      arts. However, the new experimental styles from Europe fostered as much hostility as approval. Former President
      Theodore Roosevelt, for one, in a widely read magazine article, famously warned the American public about the
      influence of “the European extremists” on the American moderns. Roosevelt sounded the alarm in particular against
      the works of the Cubist and other non-representational artists. After 1913, modernism in the arts became a
      recurring target for conservative critics and cultural populists who decried the new styles as
      “unamerican.”8
    


    
      Defining the moving picture as American would assuage some of the concerns held by the traditional custodians of
      culture regarding the alien influence of abstract, modern art. Using the work of Benedict Anderson, Richard Abel
      has demonstrated the role the movies played in creating a common national cultural identity during this period of
      intense immigration and demographic changes associated with early twentieth-century modernity. Abel describes how
      journalists, movie critics, and the leaders of the film industry began to argue for the superiority of American
      movies in the nickelodeon period, despite the high public demand for European movies, especially from
      France.9
    


    
      While the ascendancy of American films domestically after World War I may have been due as much to supply as
      quality, it also coincided with the rise of the narrative feature film.10 Many cinephiles also embraced the feature-length narrative film as the exemplar of American
      film art in the decades between the two world wars, even while acknowledging that the earliest multiple-reel
      films exhibited in the United States were imported from Europe.11 The independent film companies that would successfully challenge Edison’s
      trust—the Motion Picture Patents Company—quickly adopted the feature film as a means to differentiate their
      products from their more established competitors.12 The full-length
      narrative feature would become the dominant product of the increasingly powerful studio system and come to define
      “Hollywood” and the American cinema against foreign art cinema and experimental independent films.
    


    
      Raising the status of the movies to art was in the interest of the American producers even before the
      establishment of the studio system in the 1920s and 1930s. For the movie industry, “movies as art” was an
      attractive means to protect the medium against social critics and local censorship boards. As art, the industry
      hoped that the content of movies would be protected by the First Amendment, rather than regulated by the
      government as a business. The producers were always both reactive and proactive—responding to criticism and
      trying to create a product that would have universal appeal with the simple motive of attracting larger audiences
      that would lead to greater profits. Since any attempt at controlling the image of the movies by the producers
      would be mitigated by a cultural environment which was often hostile to the industry, its own agency at shaping
      the reputation of the medium was limited. Therefore, the movie industry sought allies among those in the cultural
      establishment who also hoped to raise the cultural status of the movies.
    


    
      However, defining American cinema as art threatened the business model of movies as popular diversion. Patriotism
      alone would not be of sufficient appeal to the masses who had regularly attended screenings of foreign films
      before World War I. For many Americans, art was associated with urban elites and, as conventionally defined,
      required a rigor at odds with entertainment. This skepticism applied to the value of all “high art,” including
      modern art. The challenge was reconfiguring the meaning of art and its relationship to the emergence of American
      cinema in such a manner as to reconcile the great divide between high culture and mass culture.
    


    
      The Hollywood brand was the residue of competing discourses on the cultural status of the movies that attempted
      to reconcile this split between high and low art. It did so by simultaneously defining the movies as an art form
      and entertainment. Many Americans searching for an art independent of traditional European high art
      embraced the movies as a means of defining the nation’s growing economic and cultural power. What is more, the
      art of American film came to be defined as a uniquely modern form accessible to the masses, while simultaneously
      possessing the complexity requisite of the sublime. It would be a “classless” American alternative to the
      hierarchical culture of Europe. Hollywood, many argued, contributed to international culture by providing movies
      of high artistic standards as well as entertainment for the masses.
    


    
      However, this book is not simply the story of how elite cultural institutions like museums and universities
      constructed American cinema as an object of aesthetic and scholarly worth with
      the help of the movie industry. It is a cultural history of how multiple, contradictory discourses regarding
      moving pictures constructed the “Hollywood brand” as a universal art form synonymous with American modernity.
      Even in an era of studio ascendancy this brand was never a stable object that fit neatly into the category of
      high or low art. These competing discourses produced a parallax object that can only be understood within the
      conditions of its reception. It is the “Hollywood brand” that makes a movie like Stagecoach an object of
      entertainment as a John Wayne Western when viewed at the local theater but an object of aesthetic contemplation
      as a John Ford masterpiece in a museum or university lecture hall. By foregrounding the conditions of reception,
      the emergence of the “Hollywood brand” redefined not just the movies but all art and its relationship to its
      audience.
    


    
      To demonstrate how the Hollywood brand came to define the American cinema, I will look at its primary authors.
      Douglas B. Holt identified “four primary authors” involved in “telling the story” of any brand that has achieved
      iconic cultural status. They are “companies, the culture industries, intermediaries (such as critics and retail
      salespeople), and customers (particularly when they form communities).”13 As for the Hollywood brand, I have modified Holt’s paradigm by identifying my own primary
      authors: critics, film producers, museums/universities, and cinephiles/movie fans. The brand was a residue of the
      competing discourses of these “authors” in which the movie industry was powerful, but not uncontested, in its
      efforts to control public perception of the medium.
    


    
      I will also emphasize the diachronic dimension in the slow unfolding of Hollywood into an iconic brand by placing
      the process in a specific historical moment of American modernity. I will pay special attention to how moving
      pictures came to be viewed as objects of cultural value that redefined high and low art when the new activity of
      movie-going became a feature of American life. I will trace the development of the medium from its humble roots
      as technological spectacle to its acceptance as an art form worthy of exhibition in museums and academic study in
      leading universities. I will do so by investigating the power relations and social practices that form the rules
      of inclusion and exclusion around the cultural value of the medium to emphasize its historical contingencies,
      rather than any inherent aesthetic qualities.
    


    
      Since I am interested in the historical development of the Hollywood brand over time, I have organized the
      chapters chronologically, beginning with the first moving picture exhibitions. Within each chapter, I will
      specify the role each of the four “authors” played in the branding process. In Chapter 1, “What’s in a Name:
      Exhibition and Expectation,” I explain how the medium came to be called “the movies.” The naming process
      reflected the protean character of moving pictures and how the perception of them depended on the context of
      reception as much as the content on the screen. I will argue that the transformation of the moving picture into
      an object of cultural value was an unintended consequence of the anti-nickelodeon campaigns of the 1910s. First,
      by perceiving the nickelodeons as a threat, many reformers credited the new
      medium with the ability to dramatically transform society. Anti-movie critics were more successful than the early
      film industry in arguing for the centrality of the moving picture in American culture. Second, by shifting away
      from regulation of the theaters and toward censorship, the discourse of reform unwittingly helped to construct
      the movies as an aesthetic object independent of the context of theatrical performance and as a discrete object
      with formal properties specific to the medium. By the end of World War I, the movies had supplanted the
      nickelodeon as the primary object of fascination.
    


    
      In Chapter 2, “Movies with a Mission: Populism and a New ‘City on a Hill,’” and Chapter 3, “A Home among the
      Moderns: Movies and Modern Aesthetics,” I provide analyses of the works of two of the most significant early film
      theorists, Vachel Lindsay and Hugo Münsterberg. In Chapter 2, I argue that Lindsay’s The Art of the Moving
      Picture was an attempt to raise the status of film by providing a comparison between its formal qualities
      and those of other traditional arts. Like Victorian Matthew Arnold, Lindsay believed that an appreciation of art
      served as a bulwark against social anarchy. Unlike Arnold, however, Lindsay was a Midwestern populist suspicious
      of elite, high culture. Instead, he asserted that the moving picture could be an instrument for national renewal
      by providing a common culture based not on tradition but on democratic values or what he called “old-fashioned
      Americanism.”
    


    
      Münsterberg, whose theories on film are the subject of Chapter 3, also argued that the medium was an art, but one
      independent of the other arts. On the most basic level, his status as a noted Harvard professor provided the
      cinema with a much-needed boost in its cultural standing when he advocated for the movies as an autonomous modern
      art form. Münsterberg promoted the artistic potential of the medium decades before colleges and universities
      began offering regular classes in film. His The Photoplay: A Psychological Study (1916) provided a
      theory of film consistent with other modern theories of art that were circulating in the United States and Europe
      during the period. Münsterberg insisted upon a theory of film with its own independent critical language; hence,
      his theory resembled the emerging New Criticism in literature and aestheticism in the arts.
    


    
      In Chapter 4, “Hurray for Hollywood: Entertainment as Art,” I examine the ways in which the film industry
      attempted to raise the status of the medium during the studio era with the creation of the Academy of Motion
      Picture Arts and Sciences. Unlike growing numbers of cinephiles who were beginning to publish articles and to
      encourage the creation of an “art cinema,” the Academy represented the ideals of those in the film industry who
      were ambivalent about art. Instead, they preferred the term “entertainment” as a populist alternative to “art.”
      They also emphasized the technological side of the movies that had been supplanted by an emphasis on art in order
      to promote the sound film and other Hollywood innovations. The Academy endorsed the idea that the movies as
      entertainment improved with the coming of sound and color. Portraying the movies as entertainment embedded in emerging technologies rather than as art also allowed the industry to
      accrue the cultural capital associated with scientific progress for the medium.
    


    
      In Chapter 5, “A New Art for the American Century: Hollywood Enters the Museum,” I contend that the acceptance of
      motion pictures by the Museum of Modern Art as a permanent feature of the institution represents a recognition of
      film as not only a modern but also an American art form. Iris Barry, curator of the Museum of Modern Art Film
      Library, appealed to her membership and the public by arguing that the movies were essentially a uniquely
      American cultural expression. What is more, she promoted the idea that the motion picture was America’s
      contribution to the international modernist movement in the arts. Her message was compatible with that of
      Hollywood, which played a significant role in supporting the new institution. Though Hollywood was ambivalent
      about defining American cinema as art, the motion picture industry longed for the cultural recognition that would
      protect it from critics and social activists over the long term. The legitimization of Hollywood by an
      international institution like the Museum of Modern Art also played a considerable role in enhancing the
      industry’s profile overseas in a period when it sought to dominate screens around the world. The creation of the
      Museum of Modern Art Film Library as a study center and archive also facilitated the creation of film courses at
      universities and provided support for the first wave of important scholarly work on cinema.
    


    
      In the Conclusion, “The Future for the Hollywood Brand,” I argue “Hollywood” had become an iconic brand and an
      interchangeable term for “American cinema” by the end of the 1930s. As an art, Hollywood developed its own
      aesthetic criteria that challenged the purity of traditional or high modernist aesthetics. By the end of World
      War II, the American film industry had reached an apex of economic and cultural power, and Hollywood had become
      synonymous not just with the movies or a mode of film production, but with modern American fashion and lifestyle.
      This hegemonic reach of the American movie industry could not have been predicted a half-century earlier, when
      the first exhibition of Edison’s Vitascope on April 23, 1896 at Koster & Bial’s Music Hall on Herald Square,
      New York, had introduced the projected film to a curious US public. Moving pictures may have started as a
      spectacle of technology spreading to traveling shows, vaudeville houses, and nickel theaters, but in a relatively
      short period of time a mode of film production and exhibition came to be known by a single word—“Hollywood”—that
      become a global brand for American modernity.
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      What’s in a Name?


      
        Exhibition and Expectations
      

    


    
      
        After the biograph came the vitagraph and kinetograph, and by the time these additions came into being, no
        well-regulated theatre of varieties was without its own specially named device. If a manager’s name was Jones,
        he could call his machine the “Jonesograph.” If a theatre was known as the Empire, then it would be the
        “Empireoscope.”
      


      
        Robert Grau, 19101
      

    


    
      Photoplay, cinema, movie, or film? The medium’s shifting names reflected the historical process that defined the
      moving picture to its audience and provides insight into how the movies settled into the iconic “Hollywood”
      brand. Before the filmed drama was considered an art worthy of contemplation, technology itself was the main
      attraction and its star status was reflected in the medium’s early names. From its very origins, the
      technological wonder of motion photography took on many names as producers and exhibitors alike pursued
      strategies to capitalize on its popularity and to invest in the cultural capital of the new medium. Many
      neologisms, awkward to our contemporary ear, emerged to describe moving pictures. In its earliest emergence, the
      machine was the medium. The various cameras and projectors with their dazzling array of names long
      forgotten—Praxinoscope, Phenakistoscope, Zoopraxinoscope, Kinetoscope, and Animatograph—thrilled audiences in
      exhibition halls on both sides of the Atlantic.
    


    
      However, during the earliest exhibitions in the United States, the medium came to be dominated by two
      machines—Thomas Edison’s Vitascope and the Lumière brothers’ Cinématographe. Both of these early machines were
      patented and name-branded by their famed inventors as a means to establish proprietary rights over the medium.
      These earliest of entrepreneur–inventors promoted the spectacle of moving photography by distinguishing each name
      with Greek and Roman cognates for “movement” or “life.” These naming practices
      also suggested a desire to endow the new technology with the aura of the ancients and the gravity of the
      classics. Later, as moving pictures established their own exhibition spaces, this investment continued as the use
      of the Greek suffix “-odeon” gained currency as a new set of show business entrepreneurs began to emphasize their
      exhibition spaces rather than the machine. Nonetheless, until the nickelodeon era, moving picture technology was
      the main attraction and the medium’s names reflected the machines’ technology. There was very little attention
      paid to the cultural value of the images depicted on the screen, other than as an amusing curiosity.
    


    Toward a Technological Utopia: The Theater of Science


    
      While early moving picture exhibition did not necessarily take place in a theater, the presence of the projector
      and screen transformed the physical space into a different kind of space than most people had experienced. Since
      the machine was the attraction, this new entertainment space was not only a theater of comedy or drama, but a
      theater of science.2 Every movie exhibition projected a future of
      technological progress accessible to all who could pay the relatively low entry price. Electricity, telephones,
      movies, and other technologies all seemed to promise improvement in the present and progress into the future.
      Many agreed with Edward Bellamy that the new technologies might even offer solutions to the social conflict
      marked by labor strife and racial violence during the Gilded Age.3
      Bellamy’s highly popular utopian socialist novel, Looking Backward: 2000–1887 (1888), imagined a future
      America where social harmony would be achieved through scientific management and technological modernization.
    


    
      However, many of the same modern forces that promised to use technology to ameliorate the excesses of Gilded Age
      capitalism also brought rapid immigration, urbanization, and other social changes that threatened traditional
      life. Americans adjusted to this new modern environment of increased technological innovation with nervous
      enthusiasm. New technologies, including moving pictures, also created specialists with a new set of skills. Any
      challenge to existing authority was met with contempt by those more entrenched in the status quo. As historian
      Carolyn Marvin has pointed out, the introduction of these new modern technologies created conflicts “in which
      existing groups perpetually negotiate power, authority, representation, and knowledge with whatever resources are
      available.”4 Those who held more conservative views regarding art
      raised fears about the growing relationship of photography and moving picture technology to culture.
    


    
      Audiences enthusiastically embraced the latest moving picture technology, effectively ignoring the sometimes
      despairing jeremiads of critics. The subsequent introductions of sound, color, wide-screen formats, and other
      technological innovations continued to raise concerns about the aesthetic value of new technologies, even among
      those who had previously endorsed the view of “film as art.” To the present day,
      curious audiences have continued their attraction to an exhausting list of new screen technologies—wide screen,
      high definition, quadraphonic, multi-channel, stop action, computer generated, and more. These audiences, who
      seem primarily attracted to spectacle and special optical effects, still generate consternation among many film
      critics.
    


    
      It is safe to say that the turn of the twentieth century marked the beginning of moving picture audiences’
      fascination with the spectacle of motion photography technology, and their pleasure in the act of viewing
      continues to this day. However, in this early period of its history, the medium itself, rather than filmed drama
      or movie stars, was the main attraction. Before “nickel madness” swept the nation, moving pictures were more
      likely to be exhibited at a fair, a dime museum, or as part of a vaudeville program than at a venue that was
      exclusively devoted to the presentation of movies.5 Film historian
      Tom Gunning has described this fascination with the machine and the scopic pleasure associated with it as “the
      aesthetic of attractions.”6 Some public safety concerns were raised
      almost immediately due to the highly flammable nature of early film stocks. Dark exhibition spaces led to
      concerns regarding crime and vice. However, the medium’s novelty and its association with technological progress
      generally protected it from the sort of harsher criticism regarding content that was leveled later against the
      nickel theaters largely due to the popularity of the man credited as the “inventor” of the moving pictures,
      Thomas A. Edison.
    


    
      In the early twentieth century, most ordinary Americans believed that Edison had created yet another invention
      that would improve their lives. The successful public exhibitions of his latest innovations in moving photography
      represented the conquering of new technological frontiers. In the context of the anxious shift into modernity,
      Edison became an important icon for those seeking popular support for the new medium, and he used his own
      popularity to promote his moving picture business. In Edison, the public was able to reconcile the contradictions
      of modernity. The general belief that he had been the primary inventor of the motion picture camera and projector
      effectively placed the movies within comforting and familiar discourses of technological progress and
      entrepreneurial innovation, rather than disruption and anxiety.
    


    
      While it is not clear what exactly constituted the first moving picture exhibition, influential early
      film historians Henry Grau and Terry Ramsaye both affirmed the primacy of the public exhibition of Edison’s
      Vitascope on April 23, 1896 at Koster & Bial’s Music Hall on Herald Square in New York City when discussing
      the popular emergence of the new medium. Their early film histories lent credence to the popular belief that
      moving pictures were invented in America by Edison. The day after the Koster & Bial’s premiere, the New
      York Times reported that the large and curious crowd had not left disappointed by this first public
      exhibition of “Thomas Edison’s latest marvel the Vitascope.”7 The
      association of the new technological wonder with the magical name of Edison guaranteed a crowd that included the
      theatrical and business elites of the city. Despite the efforts of later
      historians to highlight the humble origins of American cinema, the audience that night included not only the
      “Wizard of Menlo Park” himself but a crowd that was “as full of silk hats as an undertakers’
      convention.”8 Many were undoubtedly investors also interested in
      the commercial potential of Edison’s latest machine.
    


    
      The spectacle of science and its profitable application were inseparable, with Edison reigning as the star of the
      evening. The Times reported that the cheering audience even demanded that Edison make a curtain call,
      “but he made no response.”9 The main attractions that evening were
      not the particulars of the film program, but the machine and its inventor. The audience responded
      enthusiastically to the spectacle of motion photography and the presence of Edison. According to a Times
      reporter, “the spectator’s imagination filled the atmosphere with electricity, as sparks crackled around the
      swiftly moving, lifelike figures.”10 Earlier, the English-born
      Eadweard Muybridge and the French scientist Étienne-Jules Marey had both set themselves the difficult task of
      attempting to represent motion graphically. But it was Edison who had exploited the new graphic representation of
      motion for profit. The spectacle on display at Koster & Bial’s was not one of pure science, but one that
      wedded science to its practical commercial application. It was a marriage that proved enduring for the
      ever-evolving motion picture industry.
    


    
      What Edison offered to his audience for the price of admission was a glimpse of the future—a future of
      technological wonder and, perhaps, greater realism in dramatic presentation. Two days after the historic
      screening, the New York Times proclaimed the evening a triumph. Edison promised that the Vitascope would
      be improved with a larger screen and the addition of color. The Times gushed that the machine had
      achieved “almost the acme of realism” and that its possibilities were “boundless.”11 One theater impresario, Charles Frohman, predicted that “Mr. Edison’s invention” would
      revolutionize the American stage. Both Frohman and Edison were looking to improve upon the ability of science and
      art to represent reality. “When art can make us believe that we see actual living nature,” Frohman explained,
      “the dead things of the stage must go.”12 He did not fully grasp
      the impact the new medium would have on the theater: his relatively modest ambition was to see the Vitascope as
      the “successor to painted scenery.” However, while spectatorship in early American cinema would be marked
      primarily by “an aesthetics of attractions” presented by the new technology, Frohman already understood the
      dramatic and mimetic quality of moving pictures—a quality that would become more prized in the nickelodeon era
      and beyond as the medium would be increasing compared to live theater. As the novelty of moving pictures as a
      spectacle waned, its popularity as a form of theater started to emerge.
    


    
      Initially, Edison was not completely successful at exploiting his motion picture machines because he failed to
      find a dependable exhibition outlet. Other business concerns were more successful than his in the pre-nickelodeon
      era.13 After its debut in Paris, the Lumières’ Cinématographe
      became so popular in the United States that it was quickly “placed in nearly all
      of the vaudeville theatres of this country.”14 However, once it had
      won the moving picture patent war, the powerful Edison Company asserted monopoly control over the nascent motion
      picture industry.15 At the end of August 1897, Edison received
      final approval for the motion picture patents that he had filed in 1891. His company immediately used its
      resources to engage in lawsuits against smaller operators, who usually settled with their richer competitor. In
      1897, despite the popularity of their machine, the Lumières abandoned the lucrative American vaudeville market
      that they had come to dominate because of the threat of litigation by Edison.16 By doing so, the brothers lost their foothold in the American camera and projection market.
      By 1908, Edison had consolidated his control of the American film industry by creating the Motion Picture Patents
      Company (MPPC), a trust comprising all of the major domestic film production companies and distributors, as well
      as Eastman Kodak, the largest producer of film stock.
    


    
      The MPCC and its affiliated companies, however, were initially less successful eliminating foreign movies from
      American screens. The French production company Pathé-Frères dominated international screens, including those in
      the United States, until 1910. Much of the criticism directed at Pathé by American producers took on a cultural
      populist tone with claims that the films were either too lascivious for American audiences or too highbrow.
      According to Richard Abel, a campaign to “Americanize” film production ushered in the birth of the Western and
      other film genres that emphasized American exceptionalism.17 After
      1910, European competitors would never again mount a serious challenge to the domestic film industry. The
      disruptions of the First World War only accelerated the demise of French and German bids to enter the US film
      market or challenge the hegemony of the US film industry internationally.18
    


    
      Despite its aggressively monopolistic business practices, the public image of the nascent motion picture industry
      benefited from public respect for Edison. However, the cultural capital that Edison provided as the face of the
      industry began to wane as the MPCC began to lose control of the moving picture business to a group of
      “independents” who had been able to defy the trust. Successful anti-trust challenges initiated by upstart
      distributor William Fox and Universal Film marked the beginning of the end of MPCC control by 1918.19 The two businessmen who emerged as the titular leaders of the
      industry—Fox and Adolph Zukor—were both immigrant Hungarian Jews and successful New York showmen. Their position
      of power in the thriving movie business stirred nativist fears among a portion of the middle class.20 For many, it seemed as if Edison—the all-American folk-inventor—was being
      replaced at the top of the industry by a new breed of immigrant theatrical mavens who were described in an early
      trade publication as “inferior elements” who “catered to the lowest instincts of humanity.”21
    


    
      It would be some time before the comforting Horatio Alger myth of the simple paperboy turned Yankee inventor
      would give way to another enduring legend—that of the rise of the humble immigrant to glamorous Hollywood studio
      producer. That American success story would feature not the industrious Yankee
      inventor—though Edison was Canadian by birth—but the flamboyant immigrant showman. However, during the
      nickelodeon era, it was these newer showmen who attracted the critical scrutiny of progressive reformers. Those
      who may have seen Edison, with his Protestant work ethic, as a latter-day Benjamin Franklin looked suspiciously
      upon the nickelodeon operators as foreign-born, twentieth-century P.T. Barnums. To defend themselves against
      unwelcome scrutiny, those who had challenged Edison’s monopolistic control of the movies ironically accelerated
      efforts to celebrate the Wizard of Menlo Park as the founder of their industry.
    


    Enter the Nickelodeon


    
      By about 1905, the popularity of moving pictures had led a number of entrepreneurs to create permanent theaters
      devoted exclusively to screenings. Theatrical exhibition raised the moving picture’s status by placing the films
      in a more traditional presentation context. No longer would moving pictures typically share the bill with other
      attractions at fairs, traveling shows, and vaudeville houses. A series of new names that featured the low price
      of theater admission and emphasized the exhibition space, rather than the technology, with “nickelette,”
      “nickelshow,” and “nickelodeon” all emerging as popular terms. With the growth of the nickelodeon also came the
      first recognition that moving pictures had moved to the top of the bill as a popular theatrical attraction,
      rather than as a technological spectacle. This shift to exclusive exhibition not only signaled the growing
      popularity of the medium, but was a crucial step in the eventual acceptance of film as an aspect of culture and
      an independent form of art.
    


    
      In the first decade of the century, the new movie entrepreneurs began to open storefront theaters in commercial
      districts across the country. There is some debate over the precise beginning of the nickelodeon era. Film
      historians Charles Musser and Russell Merritt claim that the golden age of nickelodeons began in 1905 and ended
      in 1914.22 By contrast, Terry Ramsaye argued that the screen
      theater was born in 1902, with the opening of the Electric Theater on 262 Main Street in Los Angeles, since it
      was there that the “motion picture was making its debut as an independent entertainer.”23 The theaters were popularly known as nickelodeons, though they usually
      charged ten cents, rather than five. These nickelodeons were most often converted dance halls, restaurants,
      pawnshops, or cigar stores, with a projection screen and rows of wooden benches for patrons. In 1910, with more
      than 10,000 operating across the country, the nickelodeons were at the peak of their popularity.24 They often hosted other attractions, such as illustrated lectures,
      singalongs, and even some vaudeville acts. Nonetheless, it would be accurate to describe the nickelodeons
      primarily as movie theaters, rather than variety houses.25
    


    
      The popularity of the nickelodeons marked the end of the cinema of attraction characterized exclusively by the
      spectacle of motion photography and a self-conscious pleasure in looking. Before the nickelodeon, Edison and his
      machine had been American cinema’s greatest stars, but now on-screen content
      rather than technology defined the medium. Economic forces were among the factors that drove the transformation
      of movies from a technological to a dramatic spectacle. Fierce competition emerged between distributors hoping to
      sell their films to the growing number of exhibitors, encouraging the rise of multi-reel narratives as a new form
      of attraction. Nickelodeon operators also relied on barkers and lurid posters to attract spectators to specific
      titles. With the growth of the film industry, trade newspapers started to provide details of individual movies
      that had previously been found only in film distribution catalogs.26 Between 1903 and 1912, periodicals no longer reported on the movies as exclusively a
      scientific or economic phenomenon. Reviews of individual films also began to appear more regularly in the popular
      press.27
    


    
      The aura of technological progress provided cultural capital for the new medium which helped to shield it from
      civic reform activists. But as the audience for moving pictures continued to grow, critics increasingly came to
      believe that the cheap theaters signaled a decline in American culture. This view was shared across the Atlantic,
      where many felt that the increasingly popular American movies and the industry’s crass commercialism were having
      a corrosive effect on the English language. Amazingly, this British concern regarding encroaching American
      vernacular was expressed more than a decade and a half before the first “talkies.” A 1913 Daily Mail
      article declared, “the insidious growth of American words and expressions in this country is becoming more and
      more perceptible and it is directly due to the development of the moving-picture business.” Like many American
      critics of the movies, the author reserved most of his condemnation for the entrepreneurs who ran the movie
      business. Apparently, in Britain, these were “either American or Englishmen who had lived in the United
      States.”28
    


    
      The moving pictures became more vulnerable to their critics by moving out of established vaudeville circuits and
      establishing themselves as an independent form of entertainment. While technological innovation was still a
      selling point for theater operators, early film promoters began advertising specific movie titles to the general
      public. Often producers and nickelodeon operators coined particularly lurid titles to entice audiences. This
      approach provoked criticism that the nickelodeons were merely crass commercial enterprises designed to enrich
      their huckster owners rather than venues for a respectable leisure activity based on healthy curiosity about new
      technology. C.H. Claudy, writing in Photo-Era, made the common accusation that the movies “pander to low
      passions and have nothing but the dollar in sight.” He argued that exhibitors pushed the bounds of good taste by
      offering films “which will draw the biggest crowd without pulling the house into the police-court.”29 Such charges against the nickelodeons bore some resemblance to moral
      concerns regarding the content of working-class theater in the nineteenth century.
    


    
      Some theater critics defended the new medium by arguing that there was little difference between the allegedly
      prurient content of the nickelodeons and supposedly highbrow theater. In an article for Harper’s Weekly
      in 1907, Barton W. Currie observed, “of course the proprietors of the nickelets
      and nickelodeons make as much capital out of suggestiveness as possible, but it rarely goes beyond a hint or a
      lure.” Despite titles that sought to entice patrons with the promise of sex, most of the films were pretty tame.
      Currie argued that “you will hear and see much worse in some high-priced theatres than in these moving-picture
      show-places.”30 Moving pictures certainly appeared to be no worse
      than other available forms of theatrical entertainment in terms of scandalous content. However, the brazen
      advertising practices of the theater operators and the medium’s undisputed popularity increasingly made the
      nickelodeons a favorite target of civic reformers concerned with public morality.
    


    
      Motion picture exhibitors may have desired a more upscale, genteel audience in the long term. However, in the
      short term, nickelodeon operators continued to attract large crowds by often using the hard-sell tactics of
      street barkers and displaying lurid posters with suggestive titles. These early forms of advertising stood in
      stark contrast to the more professional and modern movie advertising that the industry developed in the 1920s and
      1930s on a national scale.31 The carnivalesque advertising seemed
      to upset middle-class reformers as much as the content of the movies themselves. Many seemed willing to condemn
      the movies without a viewing simply because of their brazen appeals to the public with lurid titles and posters.
      When a movement to close Chicago’s nickelodeons emerged in 1907, the city’s largest paper, the Tribune,
      argued in favor of a ban simply by printing a list of risqué movie titles, including Cupid’s Barometer, Old
      Man’s Darling, The Female Highwayman, and Gaieties of Divorce.32 These titles provided proof to reform-minded citizens that the nickelodeons needed
      regulation.
    


    
      While the number of nickelodeons expanded from cities to towns across the country, very few Americans considered
      the movies an art form. Most movie reformers saw very little at the local nickelodeon that they would consider of
      artistic value. Indeed, some articles in the popular press suggested that the movies were not art but merely
      useful sales or labor-saving devices.33 While arguments for an
      increased use of moving pictures in education and industry were even presented by civic reform leaders,
      non-commercial exhibition never offered a serious challenge to the primacy of theatrical exhibition. Civic
      reformers claimed that the low-quality moving pictures were clear evidence that, at best, the nickelodeons were a
      form of cheap thrills more akin to an amusement park or dime museum than an afternoon at a “proper” art museum or
      library. But if the movies were to be a permanent feature of American life, the reformers believed producers and
      exhibitors needed to promote the medium as a healthy diversion safe for children and families. This process would
      be essential to the construction of the Hollywood brand.
    


    Progressivism and the Movies


    
      Around the turn of the century, progressive reformers began to cast their eyes on the new medium of moving
      pictures, and would play a significant role in creating what would become the
      “Hollywood brand.” Their efforts resulted in greater appreciation of film as an art form and as a socially
      acceptable diversion.
    


    
      The progressive reformers are difficult to define as they were not wedded to a single political program. They
      accepted industrialism but also displayed a willingness to intervene and regulate in order to ameliorate the
      worst abuses of the system. Hence, they offered practical solutions to specific problems associated with
      industrialization and modernization. The nickelodeon craze that was so identified with new urban culture in the
      early twentieth century became an obvious target for their reforming efforts.
    


    
      As the popularity of the nickelodeons grew, so did the perception that movie-going was potentially a serious
      social problem that especially threatened children, and the poor, whom the reformers believed comprised the
      majority of the movie-going public. They and the film industry, despite their often pointed differences regarding
      means, generally had the same goal—to make movies and movie-going a healthy social activity for mixed audiences
      of men, women, and children. Nevertheless, the producers and exhibitors were alarmed by those reformers who
      insisted on local censorship. Meeting the demands of numerous state and local censors would make the national
      distribution of films a nightmare. Different laws might even necessitate the production of multiple prints of
      each movie. Hence, the producers feared that censorship would restrict their opportunities for growth and profit.
    


    
      Some commentators have presented the early days of American cinema as a polarized battle between two equally
      principled sides: a group of moralistic reformers and a number of film producers who were determined to protect
      their freedom of expression. However, I would argue that the goals of the industry and the reformers were mostly
      compatible, and mostly conservative, and that neither side was driven by a desire to defend civil liberties.
      Rather, both sides wanted to pursue their interests with as little social or political disruption as possible.
      The industry was determined to maintain national distribution of its films simply to ensure short-term and
      longer-term profits, and the producers sought First Amendment protection only as a means to that end. Meanwhile,
      a wide range of civic reformers hoped to ameliorate what they perceived to be the salacious content of moving
      pictures, and they advocated censorship only as a means to that end.34
    


    
      So, rather than principle, the conflict between the film producers and the reform groups was fought over power.
      This struggle was especially intense at the turn of the century because cinema was not yet firmly established as
      either a legal, commercial institution or a social practice. As in many similar conflicts during the progressive
      era, the reformers were willing to use the state to achieve their ends, if necessary, whereas the producers
      favored self-regulation over government intervention.35 The nascent
      industry hoped to maintain as much control over production as possible, so the producers pursued a policy of
      compromise with the reform groups in order to avoid direct government action, which they believed would hamper
      their ability to grow their business.
    


    
      Fortunately for the industry, many progressives also preferred self-regulation
      to government intervention. By the end of the progressive era, the moving picture industry was keen to pursue
      this strategy in the face of government efforts to control perceived industry abuse. Meeting the demands of those
      progressive reformers who were lobbying for more wholesome family films was certainly preferable to the
      alternative of strict censorship. As a result of a series of compromises, many prominent reformers became allies,
      rather than adversaries. This engagement between movie producers and the industry’s erstwhile social critics
      marked the beginning of an uneasy alliance. The resolution of the battle between the industry and the reformers
      helped lay the groundwork for establishing film as a socially acceptable cultural practice and provided the
      nascent industry with access to an even wider audience.
    


    Protection of the Innocent: From Regulation to Censorship


    
      Demands for regulation of the moving picture industry were first made because of concerns over the health and
      safety of the audience, not the corrosive effect of the films’ content. Indeed, the subsequent legislation
      usually served the interests of the industry by providing safer physical environments for their potential
      customers. More than a decade before the nickelodeon craze, local government ordinances regulated moving picture
      exhibition. Initially, protecting film audiences was a concern of the local police and health boards. Early forms
      of regulation were directed primarily at the physical health and safety of patrons. In the rush to expand, many
      exhibitors neglected or chose to ignore the fire hazards of moving picture projection. Film stock was highly
      combustible, so a burst of flame often ensued when it came into contact with the arc lamps of the projectors.
      Many serious fires did occur. In 1897, a fire at a charity screening in Paris made headlines in the United
      States. The inferno claimed the lives of “close to one hundred and eighty, of whom a hundred and thirty were
      nobles and notables of France.”36 Terry Ramsaye argued that this
      “Charity Bazaar” fire “laid down the foundation of public opinion which has given the United States some drastic
      protective legislation.”37 Over a six-week period in Massachusetts
      in 1905, fires broke out in theaters in Haverhill, Salem, and Lynn, “which resulted in damage amounting to
      $60,000 and caused many persons to be seriously injured.”38 In
      response, the state placed moving picture exhibition under the control of the police, as had the cities of Boston
      and New York previously. The movement for tighter safety regulation in New York City gained momentum in 1908
      after a disastrous nickelodeon fire in Boyertown, Pennsylvania, made national headlines.39
    


    
      The dramatic increase in nickelodeon attendance from 1905 to 1910 raised even more safety concerns, especially
      because women and children comprised such a large proportion of the audience. In New York, city agencies and a
      private organization studying the nickelodeons noted that ever more women and children were attending
      screenings.40 Reformers were most concerned about the presence
      of these groups at the theaters because they were perceived to be especially
      vulnerable to crime and other dangers associated with public life in the early twentieth century. For instance,
      there was a widespread fear that pickpockets abounded in the dimly lit theaters. Some nickelodeon operators were
      even accused of abetting crime, including the salacious charge of having “wanton designs to corrupt young
      girls.”41 A landmark 1915 Supreme Court case, Mutual v.
      Ohio, asserted that the mixed audience of men, women, and children made the movies especially dangerous, if
      left unregulated. The Court declared:
    


    
      
        The power of amusement and … audiences they assemble, not women alone nor of men alone, but together, not of
        adults only, but of children, make them the more insidious in corruption by a pretense of worthy purpose or if
        they should degenerate from worthy purpose.42
      

    


    
      Even magazine articles sympathetic to the nickelodeons reported the presence of women and children with a sense
      of curiosity and wonder. During his travels to New York City’s nickelodeons, Barton W. Currie “counted an average
      of ten babies to each theatre-et. Of course, they were in their mothers’ or the nurse-girls’ arms.” He described
      nickelodeons with doorways full of “go-carts and perambulators.” Astutely, he understood that their popularity
      among women and children was the very “reason they have been condemned by morality crusaders.”43
    


    
      Nickelodeon patrons undoubtedly benefited from the protective legislation that insured their health and safety,
      but the exercise of the state’s police powers to regulate the venues also served the industry’s commercial
      interests. The safety of their theaters was crucial to any strategy to attract larger paying audiences that would
      include women and children. Nickelodeon operators and movie producers therefore both profited from local
      regulations that allayed audience fears about high crime rates and the danger of fires. For the movie industry,
      safety was a business concern as well as an issue of public policy.
    


    
      However, in this as in other matters, the movie industry’s preference was for self-regulation whenever possible.
      Worries about the rapid growth of the new theaters extended beyond concerns over health and safety to include the
      general environment of the venues and the behavior of audience members. Popular theater in the nineteenth century
      had mainly attracted a male, adult audience, and at times this could become a loud and unruly gathering, with
      audience members stomping their feet and even throwing debris at the stage.44 Understandably, theater owners made efforts to encourage better behavior from their
      audiences.45 Taking their cue from successful vaudeville managers
      like B.F. Keith, early trade papers launched a campaign to educate theater managers and audiences on appropriate
      behavior that conformed to an accepted genteel standard.46 Keith
      and the other managers had been motivated by a desire to attract mixed audiences of middle-class men and women to
      their theaters. Not surprisingly, the nickelodeon operators, many of whom had vaudeville roots, pursued a similar
      strategy in a bid to expand their audiences and avert state regulation of their
      businesses. Since many theater-goers had been introduced to moving pictures as part of a vaudeville show, these
      lessons on proper comportment began for some even before they entered the theaters.47
    


    Women and the Public Sphere


    
      Press articles about the (un)suitability of the nickelodeon environment for women may provide the best evidence
      of how these theaters unsettled turn-of-the-century gender norms. Not surprisingly, later social historians have
      examined the nickelodeons as new spaces that allowed access to groups that had previously been denied access to
      the public realm. They have dealt almost exclusively with the question of how patrons used these spaces to alter
      relations between genders, races, and classes.48 Nickelodeons, as a
      new form of theatrical entertainment with little or no tradition, did not suffer the same class and gender
      restrictions as earlier forms of popular working-class culture, like the theater or the saloon. It was this
      freedom from nineteenth-century notions of gentility and separation of the sexes that many social historians have
      come to see as a liberating aspect of the nickelodeon phenomenon. According to Kathy Peiss, the homosocial
      culture of the Victorian era, characterized by an exclusively female domestic sphere and an exclusively male
      public sphere, gave way to a “sense of modernity, individuality, and personal style.”49 Women felt freer to enjoy public life without fear of social stigma, and the nickelodeon
      owners were only too happy to accommodate them.
    


    
      However, while women’s attendance at these popular theaters may have helped to erode the gendered binaries of
      public and private, the nickelodeons as an object of social reform often had the opposite effect. Many
      middle-class women felt a special responsibility to “clean up” the movies, especially in light of the number of
      women and children who attended screenings, and they often did so by presenting reform as a female domain.
      Meanwhile, the patrons were frequently cast as in need of protective legislation. A majority of the middle-class
      women who were active reformers or professional social workers felt they had little choice but to continue to
      seek authority based on Victorian notions of the cult of true womanhood. As Robyn Muncy has demonstrated “these
      women discovered that their male counterparts were much more willing to cede professional territory, to
      acknowledge the female right to expertise in instances where women and children were the only clients.”50 Unfortunately, the reformers reinforced confining Victorian norms by
      lobbying for legislation that included women with children as a protected class.
    


    
      In the era before suffrage, women’s participation in the social reform movement was an especially powerful means
      through which they were able to influence American cultural and social life. Those women who were active in the
      area of movie reform—like their sisters in the Prohibition movement—often campaigned in the name of female
      virtue. For these activists, motherhood became the central organizing principle
      of progressive-era reform politics. Their morality campaigns against the movies therefore helped women gain more
      authority in the public realm. And it was the mostly white, educated reformers themselves who were the first to
      benefit from this greater role for women in public life.
    


    
      More radical were those women who directly challenged Victorian gender roles, often at great danger to their
      reputations and their physical well-being. Younger, often less educated, immigrant, and working-class women
      seized the new public space provided by the theaters and the other popular amusements of the early twentieth
      century. The assertion of women’s right to occupy public space challenged society’s norms as an unintended
      consequence of the new emphasis on consumption in the early twentieth century. Many individual acts of
      consumption—such as buying a theater ticket and occupying a seat—made the notion of separate spheres for the
      genders appear increasingly old-fashioned to modern women. This seemingly ordinary form of consumption was
      radical at the turn of the twentieth century, because it was not tied to husbands, children, or family. Rather,
      it was an autonomous act undertaken for personal pleasure.51
      Through the medium of the movies, modernity promised not only enjoyment of the story that was told on the screen,
      but the freedom to act independently and publicly by purchasing a ticket and occupying a seat.
    


    
      Paradoxically, the introduction of movies into American life expanded the roles of all women, irrespective of
      their personal opinions of the medium. For female reformers, the movies provided an opportunity to assert their
      political power, albeit often by reinforcing traditional gender roles. Meanwhile, many younger women embraced
      movie-going as a new form of public leisure that, unusually, was available to them. They also saw the nascent
      movie industry as a means through which they might attain upward mobility, whether as movie stars, writers, or
      directors.52 Both of these sets of women—despite the yawning divide
      of race, class, and custom that lay between them—took advantage of the burgeoning industry to assert their own
      agency and autonomy. The conflicting desires of reformers and movie-goers are also illustrative of the deep
      social divisions of class and race that make historical assessment of the progressive impact of the movies upon
      women difficult.
    


    Seduction of the Young


    
      In some measure, the success of reformers at lobbying for protective regulation and convincing the nickelodeon
      owners to regulate patrons’ behavior in their theaters encouraged many progressives to turn their attention to
      regulation of the on-screen content. They dismissed the nickelodeons as places “where suggestive films of crime
      and passion are invariably displayed.”53 Fears that children where
      especially vulnerable to suggestion motivated many reformers to act with a greater sense of urgency when lobbying
      for protective regulation. In 1907, the progressive reformers in Chicago campaigned to shut down the city’s
      nickelodeons ostensibly to protect the young. In March of that year, the
      Tribune published an editorial titled “The Five Cent Theatre” that was highly critical of new theaters
      and inspired other early campaigns against the movies:
    


    
      
        without redeeming feature to warrant their existence … ministering to the lowest passions of childhood … proper
        to suppress them at once … should be a law absolutely forbidding entrance of boy or girl under eighteen …
        influence is wholly vicious … There is no voice raised to defend the majority of five cent theatres, because
        they can not be defended. They are hopelessly bad.54
      

    


    
      This article prompted a debate in the pages of the Tribune that raged through reform quarters over the
      next two months. Finally, on November 4, 1907, the Chicago City Council passed a censorship law that empowered
      the local police to issue permits for the exhibition of motion pictures.55
    


    
      Reformers in New York City also clamored for more regulation of the nickelodeons. Their reasons extended from
      health and crime concerns to issues of public morality, such as the alleged harmful effect of movies on children
      and disputes over the so-called “blue laws” that would ban screenings on Sundays.56 On the advice of his police commissioner, the reformist mayor George B. McClellan closed
      down all the city’s movie theaters on Christmas Day, 1908. Eighteen months earlier, on June 8, 1907, the same
      police commissioner had recommended that all of the city’s nickelodeon licenses should be canceled.
    


    
      Film producers presented a united front against these attacks by advocating industry self-regulation in the face
      of calls for stricter government censorship and organized boycotts. But the anti-movie critics would not be
      silenced: they continued to make claims about the alleged pernicious influence of movies upon children for many
      years to come. Even reformers whose initial response to the popularity of the movies was not entirely negative as
      they saw cinema’s enormous potential to educate and entertain expressed concerns about the new medium’s growing
      influence, particularly on working-class children. In her 1909 book The Spirit of Youth and City
      Streets, Jane Addams devoted an entire chapter to possible harmful effects of the movies on children,
      especially the poor, urban youth of Chicago and other large cities. Indeed, she raised a central concern of the
      anti-movie reformers—that the movies seduced children with their glamorous alternative reality. Many reformers
      feared that the new glittering world of the picture show would become “the foundation for their working moral
      codes and the data from which they will judge the proprieties of life.”57 Nonetheless, Addams advised Chicago City Council to regulate, rather than ban, the
      nickelodeons. She even went so far as to convert the Hull House Theater into a nickelodeon with an electric sign
      and a barker at the door.58
    


    
      In New York, Charles Sprague Smith and John Collier of the People’s Institute condemned the city’s move to cancel
      the nickelodeon licenses and called for regulation instead. Although the nickelodeons remained shut for only one
      day, the Christmas Day closures inspired the Motion Picture Patents Company to
      cooperate with civic reformers in the creation of the National Board of Censorship of Motion Pictures the
      following year. In 1915, this organization changed its name to the National Board of Review.59 Meanwhile, Smith and Collier worked with the industry in the hope of
      creating a healthier form of screen entertainment that would, in their words, “meet the demands of the
      majority.”60
    


    
      Ironically, it was the anti-movie reformers who increased public awareness of the power of moving pictures to
      attract and retain the attention of increasing numbers of people. In order to warn the public about the dangers
      of the movies, the reformers had to acknowledge the appeal of the cinema and to admit its influence. Influential
      social reformers, like Jane Addams in Chicago and John Collier in New York, argued that prohibition and
      censorship were not the only remedies for the social ills allegedly caused by cinema. In a 1910 article, “The
      Motion Picture as a Social Worker,” Constance D. Leupp echoed Addams and Collier when suggesting that the medium
      could be enlisted as “the newest ally of soldiers of the common good.” She expressed the hope that film
      producers, exhibitors, and social agencies would start to work together to combat the “four great wastes of
      preventable death, illness, ignorance and inefficiency.”61
    


    
      Even highly critical articles acknowledged the power of moving pictures as a visual medium. These articles often
      advocated for public campaigns to encourage the production of movies that appealed to high ideals rather than
      base instincts. In one titled “The Moving Picture: A Primary School for Criminals” that appeared in Good
      Housekeeping, a university philosophy professor named William A. McKeever who was active in child welfare
      unleashed a tirade against the movie showman whose “first concern is to draw a crowd and make it pay.” He
      suggested that local parents wage a “campaign of opposition” so that something could be “done to utilize the
      splendid possibilities of the moving picture as an instructive and moralizing agency.” Lobbying efforts by
      concerned citizens, he added, would inform producers and exhibitors that “a cleaner business will also be more
      profitable.”62 Likewise, C.H. Claudy, writing in
      Photo-Era, exhorted his readers to “write the owners a line” urging them to do something about the
      “class of pictures exhibited” in order to transform the moving picture into “an agent for the good.”63
    


    
      The new entrepreneurs who entered the industry during the nickelodeon era, many of immigrant background, also
      needed the prestige of these predominantly native-born, white, middle-class reformers. While Edison may have
      operated as a monopolist, he had acquired enough cultural capital to quell the critics. Although he operated in
      the early nickelodeon era, his company would be supplanted by a new group that would rise largely on the basis of
      their recognition of the medium as a theatrical attraction. Nickelodeon operators like Adolph Zukor and William
      Fox seemed to embody a dangerous new trend in moving pictures production to those anxious about commercialism and
      quality. The fact that many of the well-known moving pictures producers and exhibitors were foreign-born only
      fueled this anxiety among many native-born reformers.64 At the turn of the century, some popular magazines began to promote
      screeds replete with cartoon caricatures aimed at Jewish theater impresarios. Editorials alleged that “Jewish
      control” had resulted in the commercialization and debasement of the American theater.65 As the nickelodeons gained in popularity, the aim of this anti-Semitic
      attack was largely redirected toward “movie people.”
    


    
      Movie industry leaders perhaps felt even more pressure to defend themselves by emphasizing that “quality” films
      of educational and religious value were exhibited regularly. During the Chicago censorship campaign of 1907,
      George Kleine, one of the era’s leading film producers, replied to the anti-movie critics by citing such films as
      Cinderella, Quaint Holland, Wonders of Canada, and the Passion Play, all of which he claimed
      had been screened in schools and churches.66 Many in the film
      industry maintained that the nickelodeon was a positive influence on the family and even a force to combat
      immorality. Movie mogul William Fox, in his recollections of his early experiences as a nickelodeon operator,
      agreed. He claimed that the average working man’s wages only afforded him “his recreation in drinking his glass
      of beer against the bar.” However, the nickelodeon allowed the entire family to “be entertained anywhere from two
      and a half to three hours, and the man found he was getting a bigger kick holding his kid’s hand, or the hand of
      his wife, than he would be getting from his drink at the bar.” He even claimed that “if we had never had
      prohibition, the motion pictures would have wiped out the saloon.”67
    


    
      While Fox’s memories may be somewhat self-serving, they are representative of industry efforts to promote the
      motion picture show as anything but a threat to public morality. The perception that moving pictures might lead
      to the end of the saloons was echoed in some quarters of the press of the day as well. As early as 1907, one
      article on the nickelodeon craze commented, “if the nickel delirium continues to maintain its hold there will be,
      in a few years, more of these cheap amusement places than saloons. Even now some of the saloon-keepers are
      complaining that they injure their trade.”68 Many others expressed
      the hope that American cinema would serve as a welcome alternative to what were perceived as morally suspect and
      violence-ridden forms of male leisure, such as saloons and sports arenas.69 In response, the motion picture industry increasingly promoted movies of “artistic” quality
      to improve the prestige of the medium, fend off critics, and attract larger, more genteel audiences.70 Despite their differences, progressive reformers and the movie industry
      often worked together in efforts to “clean-up” the screens.71 John
      Collier asserted as early as 1910 that “the motion picture show is pre-eminently the family theatre, the family
      recreation place of our country.”72
    


    
      Idealistic reformers like Collier in New York and Addams in Chicago fought to make the cinema responsive to what
      they perceived as the needs of its mass audience. Reformers held two axiomatic beliefs regarding the medium that
      underpinned their actions. First, they assumed that the showmen were motivated strictly by profit. The commonly held view was that the exhibition of motion pictures was chiefly a
      business. Even if some educational and instructional films were made available to churches and schools, the
      theatrical exhibition of motion pictures was predominantly a commercial rather than a cultural enterprise.
      Progressives like Collier therefore appealed to the profit motive when attempting to cooperate with the industry
      and secure a general improvement in quality. Second, the reformers believed that audiences were highly gullible
      and inclined to see the images on the screen as unmediated reality. During the nickelodeon period, the myth of
      the naive and defenseless audience gained currency as justification for intervention. For instance, William
      McKeever believed that movies were more degrading and “more hurtful to the character” of young boys than dime
      novels. The latter, he explained, “cannot lead the boy farther than his limited imagination will allow him to go,
      but the moving picture forces upon his view scenes that are new. That is, they give him first-hand
      experience.”73 Film historians have demonstrated the exaggerated
      empirical claims for this model of naive spectatorship.74 However,
      many reformers organized their efforts around the idea that the photographic realism of moving pictures created a
      greater danger to gullible spectators than dime novels or other pernicious forms of writing.
    


    Can it Be an Art? Patronizing Patrons


    
      Considering the progressive reform movement’s campaigns against child labor and for compulsory public education,
      it is not surprising that the movie reformers and their allies in the press emphasized the protection of children
      and the family. Arguments concerning the ameliorative power of motion pictures to close the saloons and burlesque
      houses enhanced the status of the medium among some middle-class reformers, as did claims by the industry and
      some sympathetic critics of the medium’s potential to disseminate religious or moral themes to a large audience.
      However, the reformers never seriously addressed the question of the aesthetic quality of the movies that were
      presented on screen. Furthermore, their emphasis on the realism of the medium diminished the accomplishments of
      early filmmakers.
    


    
      The discourse on movie reform also had the effect of painting all nickelodeon patrons—adults and children
      alike—as naive spectators in need of protective regulation. The popular press regularly commented with amazement
      on the number of adult women, working-class men, and immigrants who attended nickelodeons. While historians have
      debated the actual breakdown of theater patrons by class and gender, the perception during the nickelodeons’ boom
      years was that these three groups comprised a sizable presence. Many contemporary critics held the condescending
      belief that the simplicity of the movies was a perfect match for their unsophisticated audience. Journalist
      Olivia Howard Dunbar explained that, unlike more “complex” forms of culture, the “lure” of film “must be the fact
      that it makes no demand whatever upon its audiences, requiring neither
      punctuality—for it has no beginning—nor patience—for it has no end—nor attention—for it has no sequence.” She
      continued her assault on the audience by declaring, “no degree of intelligence is necessary, no knowledge of our
      language, nor convictions nor attitude of any kind, reasonably good eyesight being indeed requisite.”75
    


    
      In later decades, film critics would argue for the primacy of the image over the word as a fundamental quality of
      film as art. It is understandable that immigrants may have been attracted to the nickelodeons because they could
      “get as much enjoyment out of them as the native,” since “the imagination is appealed to directly without any
      circumlocution.”76 However, Dunbar argued that the absence of
      dialog meant that the movies were not worthy of the status as art. Rather, they encouraged the patronage of
      immigrants and less educated native English speakers who did not possess the necessary language skills to enjoy
      theater and literature. The principal attraction of the nickelodeons, she reasoned, was that “almost any
      institution that cost so little would probably be patronized, even though the most it did was to provide a
      convenient and often comfortable lounging place, and, in the poorer quarters of the city, to provide an excuse
      for social contact.”77 Whether innocent or ignorant, movie
      audiences were clearly susceptible to just as much condescension or hostility as the movies themselves.
    


    
      Nevertheless, Dunbar’s diatribe does provide one valuable insight into the nickelodeons’ success. Though she
      clearly opposed any claim that the medium deserved the status of art, she understood that moving picture shows
      provided “an excuse for social contact.” For many members of the nickelodeon audience, this was no small
      accomplishment. The new showmen who opened nickelodeons found an audience by catering to those who had long been
      excluded from popular culture due to barriers of class, gender, custom, or language. Hence, they dramatically
      enlarged the audience for moving pictures by serving a public whose demands for popular entertainment had not
      previously been met. The social contact that Dunbar dismissed so casually was actually part of a radical
      transformation of class, gender, and race in early twentieth-century America that public amusements like the
      movies helped make possible.
    


    
      While historians have reassessed the impact of women as nickelodeon patrons, film theorists have called into
      question their own assumptions about spectatorship. Until relatively recently, film studies had explored
      spectatorship and visual pleasure on the basis of “the male gaze,” but this model came under heavy scrutiny after
      consideration of the very large number of women who have attended the movies ever since the medium’s emergence.
      While the classic model of visual pleasure based on Laura Mulvey’s groundbreaking work rests on heterosexual
      norms of male spectators gazing at female bodies, there are certainly many other viewing positions, included the
      reverse.78 Although the censors of the nickelodeon era were
      concerned about the prevalence of female nudity on screen, they were seemingly untroubled by the presence of male
      bodies.79 Film historian Miriam Hansen has argued that the process
      of identification and the meaning and register of the gaze became more
      complicated when women audience members were “afforded the forbidden sight of male bodies in semi nudity, engaged
      in intimate and intense physical action.”80 She cites the immense
      popularity of the 1897 Corbett–Fitzsimmons fight film. With the wide circulation of this boxing film, women
      gained unprecedented visual access to the male bodies of two heavyweight prizefighters considered the “epitome of
      manhood” among Gilded Age Americans.81
    


    
      The Corbett–Fitzsimmons film’s success inspired a campaign to ban all boxing movies. What was most notable about
      their popularity was the number of women who attended the screenings. For instance, they comprised perhaps as
      much as 60 percent of the audience in Chicago.82 While the fights
      themselves traditionally attracted an overwhelmingly adult male clientele, the audiences for the films expanded
      to include women as well. In an echo of Kathy Peiss’ theory, Hansen maintains that the “cinematic mediation”
      reconfigured homosocial male-dominated public space, thus giving “women access to a spectacle from which they had
      been excluded.”83 The “mediation” provided by the films erased the
      physical segregation of gendered space, allowing women access to what had previously been off limits to them.
    


    
      Reformers saw little that was potentially liberating about the expansion of the male arena of boxing to a wider
      audience that included women and children. Many undoubtedly agreed with the comment of a contemporary Congressman
      that prizefighting had “no place in a Christian and civilized community.”84 While reformers generally ignored the presence of women at the films, their critical
      language was still highly gendered, with the safety of young boys being the primary aim of the legislation they
      proposed. One typical petition, submitted by the 300,000-strong Women’s Christian Temperance Union, urged
      Congress “to protect our boys from brutality by indorsing [sic] [the] prize-fight bill.”85 Despite a national campaign, the movement failed in its bid to ban the
      films, which continued to be wildly successful. Their popularity allegedly even inspired young boys to turn to
      crime. When two boys accused of shoplifting were brought before a judge, they explained that they intended to
      sell the stolen goods and buy tickets to “see the big fight.”86
    


    
      How do we explain the blindness of reformers to the presence of women at screenings of boxing films? Quite
      simply, the coalition of social reformers and church leaders’ strong belief in the genteel notion of the “cult of
      true womanhood” made the idea of women attending—and especially enjoying—the spectacle of semi-nude male bodies
      engaging in physical violence unthinkable. Boxing had an even lower reputation in the early twentieth century
      than it acquired in the latter part of the century.87 It was
      illegal in many states, so fights were governed by few rules and held in the most disreputable parts of town,
      such as red-light districts, alongside drinking, gambling, and prostitution. There was therefore a genuine risk
      to both body and reputation from traveling to these areas in order to watch male “sport.”88
    


    
      But it was not only respectable women’s reputations that were endangered by
      contact with prizefighting. There was a risk that the film industry itself would be sullied by continued
      participation in and promotion of the sport. In an 1897 editorial in support of the fight film ban, the New
      York Times warned that the popularity of such films would ruin the medium’s reputation. The article claimed
      that “it is not very creditable to civilization perhaps that an achievement of what is now called the veriscope
      that has attracted and will attract the wildest attention should be the representation of the
      prizefight.”89 Terry Ramsaye, writing in 1922, argued that the
      success of the Corbett–Fitzsimmons film had indeed done permanent damage to the reputation of the medium. He
      suggested that “until the picture appeared the social status of the screen had been uncertain. It now became
      definitely low-brow, an entertainment of the great unwashed commonalty,” which made all film susceptible to
      attack from “uplifters, moralists, reformers and legislators.”90
    


    
      The model of spectatorship constructed by social reformers around the fight films not only excluded women but
      failed to distinguish between a live event and a filmed event. Those who opposed the films tended to focus on the
      violence of the fights and the potential effect of that violence upon the audience; they made no distinction
      between attending a live fight and attending a screening. Since everyone knew that boxing matches were attended
      predominantly by men, they may have assumed that fight film audiences were likewise mostly male. The wife of
      prizefighter Robert Fitzsimmons was allowed to watch one of her husband’s fights, but only through a peephole in
      a room adjoining the arena. After World War I, as boxing hoped to gain greater respectability, arenas constructed
      special “Jenny Wren” sections to accommodate women, but their presence continued to be a subject of considerable
      debate in the popular press throughout the 1920s. Interestingly, the women who attended live fights were usually
      placed in one of two categories: either high society or of low repute.91
    


    
      As has been said, early twentieth-century reformers, not unlike later theorists of spectatorship, usually ignored
      the fact—or even the possibility—of the presence of women at fight films. They preferred to focus instead on the
      pernicious influence of these films on children and on their role in encouraging anti-social male behavior.
      However, they failed to appreciate the difference between the live event, which was firmly part of a lower-class,
      male social world, and the filmed event, which catered to a mixed audience of men and women that also cut across
      class boundaries.
    


    Drawing the Color Line


    
      Despite many reformers’ adherence to the “cult of true womanhood,” I argue that the movies formed part of an
      ultimately successful challenge to the Victorian notion of separate spheres for men and women. However, the
      movement toward greater social integration of the sexes contrasted sharply with the extension of racial segregation both in theaters and on screen. The racial segregation of movie theaters,
      along with the derogatory and patronizing depictions of people of color typical of early American films, helped
      to promote a cinema dominated by notions of white superiority.92 In
      the South, segregation of theaters followed the strict code of Jim Crow. African-Americans either attended
      black-only theaters or, at larger venues, were confined to the balconies. Black theaters were usually owned by
      whites, poorly maintained, and considered at the bottom of exhibition scale.93 In the North, social pressure rather than legislation often reserved one side of the theater
      for blacks and another for whites. In mixed neighborhoods, where blacks and whites often sat together, theater
      employees policed the behavior of blacks more rigorously.94
    


    
      More than a decade after the Corbett–Fitzsimmons controversy, another prizefight led to renewed calls for a ban
      on boxing movies. This time, however, it was racial antagonism rather than any desire to protect women and
      children that lay at the heart of the campaign. On July 4, 1910, Jack Johnson, the first African-American
      heavyweight boxing champion, successfully defended his title against Jim Jeffries, whom the press had dubbed the
      “Great White Hope.” Johnson’s victory generated widespread celebrations among African-Americans, many of whom, it
      was rumored, had bet heavily on him. White mobs unhappy with the outcome and angry at the black celebrations were
      the prime instigators of a series of race riots. These violent reactions rekindled the anti-boxing reform efforts
      that had begun at the end of the previous century.95 Two years
      after the historic fight, reformers successfully lobbied Congress to pass the Sims Act. This piece of legislation
      did not regulate the action within the ring; instead, it prohibited the importation and interstate transportation
      of films or other pictorial representations of prizefights.
    


    
      Why pass legislation to regulate boxing films rather than boxing itself? I would argue that Congress was more
      concerned with the violent reaction to the fight than with the fight itself. The problem that the Sims Act
      addressed was not Jeffries’ “humiliating defeat” at the hands of the black champion, but the mob violence that
      ensued.96 After Johnson’s victory, New York’s Evening
      Journal reported that “there was rioting in virtually every city and town in the United States, and in many
      places, the police were powerless to quell the excited throngs.”97
      Many feared that showing newsreel footage—or even a filmed reenactment—of the bout would lead to further rioting,
      and this fear of racial violence united the white middle class in support of proscriptive legislation.
      Progressive reformers in the North were concerned that angry white mobs would attack vulnerable blacks—a
      realistic concern considering the increases in lynchings and other forms of white violence against
      African-Americans during the early twentieth century.
    


    
      The passage of the Sims Act in 1912 stands in stark contrast to the failed efforts to pass similar legislation in
      1897 after the Corbett–Fitzsimmons fight. Concerns about the alleged pernicious influence of cinema had increased
      in parallel with the dramatic rise in movie attendance that occurred between the two championship fights. The nickelodeon craze that began in 1905 reached its peak in 1910, the year of
      the Johnson–Jeffries fight. With the proliferation of theaters around this time, the threat of violence seemed
      greater and more difficult to contain. By 1912, concerns about censorship that had doomed the 1897 bill seemed
      less important as public opinion coalesced around the need to regulate film content, especially as a means to
      protect children. The political fights in Chicago and New York five years earlier had educated the public over
      the dangers of allowing the movies to go unregulated. By establishing the National Board of Censorship, the film
      industry itself had proved it understood the need to regulate film content so as to conform more closely to what
      it perceived as wholesome, middle-class values. This desire to appeal to middle-class sensibilities increased
      after World War I as the movie industry attempted to attract a more upscale clientele.
    


    
      The specter of mob violence had reinforced in the middle class a deep fear of the consequences of crossing the
      color divide, and anxiety about racial violence only increased in the years to come, most notably during the “Red
      Summer” of 1919. It also confirmed the belief of many reformers that violent screen images provoked acts of
      physical violence. The progressives’ support for the Sims Act underscored the way in which the conservative
      impulse to maintain peace trumped all other social values. If the price to pay for racial peace was an absence of
      black athletes or actors on the nation’s cinema screens, then so be it. For the reformers and eventually the film
      industry itself, creating a wholesome, respectable, middle-class cinema would depend to a large degree on
      preserving the color line. In the decades leading up to World War II, Hollywood made little or no effort to
      appeal to a black audience or to employ people of color either in front of or behind the cameras.
    


    Let’s Go to the Movies


    
      The emergence of motion pictures was greeted with great optimism at the turn of the twentieth century. The new
      medium was presented as a technological wonder and as evidence of scientific progress. As it became more embedded
      at the low end of commercial entertainment, it began to raise concerns among social reformers. But many still
      believed in the potential of film to enlighten as well as entertain. They hoped to shape cinema in a way that
      would be beneficial to society. The movies did not self-consciously attempt to radically transform American
      society, but they did have that effect. The new uses of public space afforded by the nickelodeons transformed the
      physical relationships between classes, races, and sexes. Reformers and the film industry itself both attempted
      to reform moving pictures to reflect genteel middle-class values. For the industry, attracting a larger and more
      middle-class audience meant appeasing reformers and reassuring the general public about the safety of both
      theaters and screen entertainment. The reformers needed to justify their intervention by creating a model of film
      spectatorship in which all members of the audience were defenseless against the
      barrage of moving images. As a result, motion pictures were rarely discussed as art during this period. Instead,
      the reformers who dominated public debate concerning the medium regarded the movies as the transcription of
      unmediated reality onto celluloid. The reception of film changed when in some circles the medium started to
      achieve the imprimatur of art. However averse the social reformers were to this idea of film as art, they laid
      down the foundation for this equation by insisting on placing the movies in a more respectable setting and by
      admitting the power of the cinematic image.
    


    
      Nevertheless, audiences did not entirely accept the notion that the movies were an art form, and they refused to
      be passive spectators. The attempt to define the cinema in genteel terms was not completely successful.
      Ultimately, it was the public that provided the common name for the medium, despite the best efforts of the
      industry. As audiences attended nickelodeons—and later movie palaces—with increasing frequency, the terms
      “photoplays,” “motion pictures,” and “moving pictures” became the more prevalent terms for the medium as what was
      projected onto the screen began to take precedence over the technical apparatus and exhibition space.
    


    
      It was also in the nickelodeon era that “movie” entered the popular lexicon in the United States. It had become
      the dominant term by the Hollywood studio era, in preference to an alternative English-language word, “cinema,”
      which was used across the Atlantic in Britain. In the 1910s, the use of “cinema” as a descriptive term—with its
      Greek roots and its immediate reference to the Lumières’ Cinématographe—seemed too foreign, and thus too
      “highbrow,” for most Americans. “Cinema” and its cognates prevailed linguistically in French (cinéma),
      Italian (cinematografo), Spanish (cine), and German (Kino). However, the uniquely
      American neologism—“movies”—took root in popular culture in the United States.
    


    
      During the nickelodeon period, industry leaders in the United States worried that this new vernacular term
      undermined their efforts to improve the reputation of motion pictures. According to film historian Terry Ramsaye,
      the word “movies”—shorthand for “moving pictures”—first appeared not in a serious discussion of the medium’s
      cultural value but in newspaper comic strips in 1909. Ramsaye argued that the motion picture industry made “a
      serious effort to kill the rise of the word ‘movies’ within a year of its introduction.” In 1910, the Essanay
      Company sponsored a contest for a new name for the industry. An award was given to the entry “photoplay,” which
      was then used frequently through the 1910s and 1920s to distinguish motion pictures of artistic quality from mere
      “movies.”98 Not only producers and exhibitors objected to “the
      movies” as epithet. The director D.W. Griffith supposedly “could not stomach” the idea of The Birth of a
      Nation being dubbed a “movie.”99
    


    
      This naming process provides an insight into the attitude most Americans harbored toward the medium as it grew in
      popularity. While the term “movies” persists to the present day as the usual
      description of mainstream popular cinematic entertainment, the public never really took to the more genteel
      “photoplay” as a general designation for the medium. Eventually, the more European term “film” supplanted
      “photoplay” in highbrow nomenclature, and it is still used to refer to works thought to be of high artistic
      quality. Films, rather than movies, appear on critics’ end-of-year lists and usually win the major motion picture
      awards. International cinema imported to the United States almost always carries the label “film,” rather than
      “movie.” For much of the public, foreign films and art films often connote either solemn complexity or refined
      comedic sensibility, rather than the fun diversion of the movies and the movie-going experience.
    


    
      This is important because these terms create for audiences what literary critic Hans Robert Jauss calls “the
      horizon of expectation.” Even for contemporary audiences, “movies” mean something different from “films.” If we
      see “movies” as tied much more to entertainment and the leisure activity of movie-going, we could see how the
      term provides a context that goes beyond the screen to the exhibition space. Movies are not experienced by
      disembodied, aesthetic subjects in isolation, but by individuals who sit with others in a room that may be too
      hot or cold. The theater may by noisy with excitement as the audience reacts to what is on the screen. Or its
      dark quiet may be more attractive than the projected feature after a long day at work or shopping. On the other
      hand, “film” very much emphasizes what is on the screen, with a particularly heavy emphasis on the aesthetics of
      the medium. Film as an aesthetic experience is experienced on its own terms, and the audience is expected to be
      well behaved and disciplined. They should not boo, cheer, or in any way disrupt the quiet contemplation of their
      fellow spectators.
    


    
      The widespread public use of the term “movies” represented for most fans the medium’s freedom from the confining
      rules governing nineteenth-century genteel culture. Not surprisingly, many critics inclined to cultural populism
      embraced the democratic challenge the term represented. With its newspaper comic roots, it both reflected and
      helped to define audience expectations. What was becoming clear by the nickelodeon era was that “movie-made”
      audiences expected to be entertained at the picture shows. Almost every contemporary newspaper account describes
      often festive and sometimes raucous fans enjoying the movies. They were the equivalent of the carnival
      or the county fair only made permanent among the amusement parks, sports stadiums, dance halls, and other sites
      of commercialized recreation that emerged at the turn of the twentieth century. Fans considered movie-going as a
      new element in their own personal “pursuit of happiness.”100 As a
      new word in a modern country for a modern medium that emphasized continual movement, the term “movies” caught on
      with the public precisely because it captured the joyously optimistic spirit of American modernity. The fact that
      both the industry and much of the intelligentsia initially rejected it probably only increased its legitimacy
      among fans.
    


    
      What is more, the desire of movie fans for a cinema of pleasure rather than one
      of erudition demonstrated the growing ethos of American modernity. Daniel Bell describes this twentieth-century
      embrace of amusement in The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism. He argues that, rather than the
      delayed gratification associated with the Protestant work ethic of the nineteenth century, the new culture
      promoted “pleasure, instant joy, relaxing, and letting go.”101
      Nevertheless, many middle-class reformers who held powerful social positions as “custodians of culture” continued
      to adhere to their older views, even as masses of Americans started to repudiate such values.
    


    
      Art, technology, and amusement all helped define the American cinema even before the brand organized under the
      Hollywood sign. American cinema never relinquished its association with technological wonder, but it was also
      increasingly regarded as art, rather than simply entertainment. Over time, the movies also managed to elevate the
      amusement they provided from carnivalesque to a healthy, respectful diversion. The entente between movie
      producers and reformers facilitated a partnership that was beneficial to each group. Reformers looked to the
      cinema to promote positive, moral values, while the industry hoped to attract larger audiences and avoid
      government censorship and organized boycotts. The emerging entertainment would challenge the gender boundaries
      that had defined popular culture in the nineteenth century but unfortunately reinforced the color divide on
      screen and in theaters. The ongoing exclusion of people of color not only sullied the Hollywood brand but
      remained a prevalent feature of all forms of mass entertainment throughout the twentieth century.
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      Movies with a Mission


      
        Populism and a New “City on a Hill”
      

    


    
      
        Here we have this great instrument, the motion picture, the fourth largest industry in the United States,
        attended daily by ten million people, and in ten days by a hundred million, capable of interpreting the largest
        conceivable ideas that come within the range of the plastic arts, and those ideas have not been supplied. It is
        still the plaything of newly rich vaudeville managers.
      


      
        Vachel Lindsay, 19151
      

    


    
      In his Art of the Moving Picture, the noted poet Vachel Lindsay provided a populist vision of the
      American film as an instrument that could break down class barriers and promote what he perceived as the nation’s
      common core values of faith in God and country—what he would later call “old-fashioned Americanism.” He believed
      that the motion picture could provide the cultural base for a return to the democratic future promised by the
      nation’s founders. Two decades before the Museum of Modern Art in New York opened its Film Library in 1935,
      Lindsay argued passionately for the exhibition of moving pictures in American art museums. In what was considered
      at the time a groundbreaking work in film theory, he claimed that the American film, if guided by principle
      rather than profit, could be the vanguard to a cultural renaissance that would liberate the arts from the tyranny
      of a Europeanized urban elite. Moving pictures, it seemed to him, were like the nation itself—fresh and modern,
      unencumbered by the aristocratic and decadent culture of Europe. The medium’s status as the American art form was
      due largely to its universal popularity, which inspired Lindsay and many others to refer to the movies as a
      democratic art.
    


    
      Lindsay added his notable voice to those who embraced the medium but demanded “better” movies from the producers.
      As the moving picture entered the nickelodeon era, a new discourse advanced by progressive reformers and
      intellectuals appeared that considered moving pictures as a significant new form of culture. As I argued in the preceding chapter, one of the consequences of the anti-movie reform
      campaigns had been to draw attention to the powerful influence of moving pictures on American society. By 1915,
      the moving picture show, for better or worse, was generally considered to be a permanent fixture of American
      life. Larger issues regarding the moral health of society as a whole supplanted the earlier, more immediate
      concerns about the physical safety and public health of nickelodeon patrons. Although the influenza pandemic of
      1918 led to the brief closure of some movie theaters in New York City, prohibition was never a serious threat to
      the industry. The movie reformers’ goal had clearly shifted from the total ban on nickelodeons toward regulation
      of screen content.
    


    
      As the nickelodeons grew in popularity, progressive reform that resembled other forms of police regulation of
      commercial activities turned the anti-movie campaign into a larger cultural battle. Many argued movies, if in the
      right hands, could provide an inexpensive family-oriented recreation that might challenge the popularity of
      saloons and burlesque shows among the working and lower middle classes. John Collier, writing in 1910, even
      speculated on how the medium could serve as a “democratic art” and a “chariot of social ideals.”2 Lindsay agreed with Collier and other reformers who believed that, with
      the cooperation of the film industry and concerned citizens’ groups, the motion picture could even be “the great
      instrument” of cultural renewal. However, Lindsay did so by arguing that the movies were a new form of art that
      resembled more traditional media, such as painting, sculpture, and architecture. Lindsay’s ideas were met with
      skepticism. The movies did not have a long history or a well-developed, independent aesthetic criteria. The most
      dubious critics even doubted if the movies should be considered an aspect of the nation’s culture, rather than
      just a commercial enterprise or cheap amusement.
    


    High/Low Cultural Divide


    
      Therefore, before Hollywood could achieve its iconic status as both entertainment and art, the movies needed to
      be elevated to the status of culture. However, the new medium possessed little cultural capital of its own. The
      motion picture had to overcome its industrial and commercial origins if its status were to be raised from faddish
      ephemera to an object of cultural value. However, this very obstacle to respectability was also the source of the
      medium’s powerful radical potential and the fear it provoked among the more culturally conservative. As Walter
      Benjamin famously observed, mechanically reproduced arts like cinema and photography inherently challenged the
      ritualized, auratic nature of traditional art.3 Reproduction
      destabilized the aesthetic object by allowing it to be placed in multiple contexts at multiple times. Finding the
      proper exhibition space would be crucial for those who wanted the movies to be taken seriously as an art form.
    


    
      Furthermore, the emergence of moving picture technology presented a challenge to the traditional custodians of
      culture who regulated the line between the sanctified and the profane. The
      moving picture’s accessibility to its audience, coupled with its lack of established aesthetic codes, made
      expertise—at least in the traditional sense—less important. If all spectators, as Benjamin claimed, were
      “somewhat experts,” no attempt by powerful cultural institutions or the film industry itself could completely
      contain the medium’s inherently disruptive force.4 While many
      museums and educators tried to assert cultural authority by placing the movies into their domains of knowledge,
      Benjamin understood the radical potential of the movies to level cultural hierarchy and deal a cultural blow to
      elite authority.5 Lindsay urged museums and educators to expand
      their domains to the movies, rather than simply ignore the medium.
    


    
      The debate about the cultural status of moving pictures often revolved around categories of distinction that have
      come to be described in terms of a high/low cultural divide. Even advocates for film as a “democratic art,” like
      Lindsay or Collier, were vague when it came to defining the medium as art—democratic or not. Clearly, moving
      pictures did not fit into either of the principal cultural categories that had emerged in the early nineteenth
      century—a period marked by urbanization associated with the first industrial revolution. Wealthy urban elites and
      the middle class increasingly enforced cultural hierarchies as a means to assert their own social power. The
      former created important cultural institutions like museums, opera houses, symphony halls, and “legitimate”
      theater in discrete physical spaces that were certainly hostile, if not completely inaccessible, to the lower
      classes.6 The historian Lawrence Levine, for one, has stressed the
      way in which certain cultural productions which had previously enjoyed wide popular appeal, such as Shakespeare’s
      plays or Italian operas, were appropriated or regulated by an emerging, stratified notion of “high culture”
      administered by this complex of powerful institutions.7 These
      largely local elites built an increasingly complex and powerful economy of prestige around the arts.
    


    
      Moving pictures and their almost immediate popularity in the early twentieth century threatened this prestige
      economy of the nineteenth century. Despite apprehension, many among the cultured elite envied the medium’s
      popularity and hoped to harness its powerful appeal to maintain their own status by incorporating it into the
      traditional arts. In this sense, “democratic” art was defined in terms of popularizing the recognized high arts.
      However, the very newness of this mechanical and commercial medium posed challenges to the established process of
      legitimization described by Levine. While opera and the plays of Shakespeare may have had popular roots, each had
      accumulated considerable cultural capital by the nineteenth century and had the imprimatur of European origins.
      Each had its own rich history and fit traditional definitions of “art.” By contrast, moving pictures emerged at
      the turn of the twentieth century as a technological novelty with commercial origins. Even in their initial years
      of popularity, moving pictures were most often presented as objects of mass amusement for customers at
      fairgrounds or in makeshift nickel theaters, not as art. Without a clear grounding as genuine cultural artifacts, moving pictures had a more circuitous route to respectability than either
      Italian opera or Elizabethan theater.
    


    
      Therefore, movies challenged the gatekeeper role that had become well established by the late nineteenth century.
      What is more, the path to respectability would have to be altered if movies were to gain recognition as an art
      form among the cultural establishment. The first step needed to be acknowledgment of their status as a genuinely
      popular cultural form before any consideration could be given to their absorption into more respectable high
      culture. Unfortunately, by any measure, the medium was a poor fit in any generally accepted definition of
      “popular culture.” Popular culture has usually been defined by its relationship to a pre-industrial and pre-urban
      indigenous “folk.” Movies could hardly be described as a product of folk culture as it came to be defined in the
      nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. On the contrary, historians have argued that the rise of moving
      pictures and other forms of commercial mass culture encouraged movements to recover and protect what were
      perceived as endangered folk cultures.8
    


    
      For much of the cultural left of the early twentieth century, genuine folk art was perceived as a bulwark against
      both the high art of the elite and the encroaching commercialism of moving pictures. Inclusion of moving pictures
      in the category of popular culture therefore required the latter’s redefinition to include a commercial,
      technological media.9 But even as motion pictures gained huge
      popularity in the first decades of the twentieth century, those who valued the “authenticity” of folk art
      exhibited little interest in initiating such a redefinition. Instead, many Americans demonstrated a renewed
      interest in retrieving and preserving pre-industrial folk cultures that were predominantly regional, rather than
      national. Not only did private collectors like Abby Aldrich Rockefeller amass impressive folk art collections,
      but later New Deal cultural policies provided government assistance to their preservation.10 Folk art and music therefore came to represent a legitimate form of
      popular culture on the grounds that it was not created industrially for profit and mass consumption but was
      socially produced by and for “the people.”11
    


    
      However, movies also provided a vehicle for those who looked to confront—or do an end run around—the genteel
      standards of the middle classes. The urban elites who made up the vast majority of cultural gatekeepers were eyed
      with distrust by local elites. Populists like Lindsay identified with Midwestern, small-town values and looked to
      the “people” as the ultimate authority. The movies were an ally, at least in his early writings, in his war
      against the growing cultural power of big city elites. And Lindsay was not alone in his marshaling of the
      “people” to attack the cultural elites. Those who harbored deep distrust of elitism enthusiastically lauded the
      movies as a new democratic art, arguing that the medium’s popularity was proof enough of its aesthetic quality.
      Works by Robert Grau and Terry Ramsaye that appeared in the waning years of the nickelodeon period adopted this
      cultural populist position. Both men were industry insiders who made some of the
      earliest significant attempts to provide a basis for the movies’ claim to the status of art by writing serious
      film histories and arguing for the medium’s resemblance to more traditional art forms, like the theater.
    


    The Birth of Film Criticism


    
      Reformers placed greater emphasis on creating codes to protect children and families from unscrupulous,
      profit-minded exhibitors and producers. Although Collier and his reformist allies had successfully lobbied for
      self-regulation, a feeling grew in critical circles that industry codes and even state censorship were inadequate
      for the future development of the medium. An article in the New York Independent in 1914 proclaimed that
      the era of censorship had “practically eliminated indecency and reduced vulgarity and vice to their lowest
      terms.” However, rather than calling for new restrictions, the author issued a different set of demands:
    


    
      
        What is needed now is work upon the other end of the business; that is selection of the best rather than
        further suppression of the worst. It must in some way be made possible to pick out what is worthwhile from the
        mass of trash in which it is now submerged. The way to do it is doubtless the same as that which has been found
        most effective in the case of books, pictures and plays, that is, independent and conscientious criticism from
        the standpoint of the public.12
      

    


    
      If censorship, as this writer contended, had already achieved its objective—the exclusion from exhibition of the
      most debased screen content—a more productive strategy for improving movies now needed to be established.
      Furthermore, this tactic required that motion pictures should be judged by higher standards, as had been the case
      with more established artistic media.
    


    
      Before film could be counted among the arts, an identifiable object that could serve as a standard text had to be
      hewn from the complex engagement among spectators, live performers, and filmed entertainment that constituted the
      experience of early cinema. According to film historian Janet Staiger, the movie industry was already successful
      by 1915 in “creating consumer identification of specific films to see or theaters to attend.”13 Product differentiation was as crucial to the development of the movies
      as art as it was to the growth of the movie industry. However, film criticism would be crucial to the advancement
      of film art because a well-informed movie audience, it was believed, would demand higher-quality pictures.
      Independent film criticism could serve as a check upon the power of the film companies to monopolize the
      decisions determining cinematic standards. Therefore, many critics demanded that the quality of each motion
      picture be evaluated by independent critical standards, free from industry advertising and self-promotion. This
      desire to create independent aesthetic criteria for moving pictures cut across many of the political boundaries
      that divided reformers regarding greater regulation. The act of criticism
      provided a weapon—as either a complement or an alternative to censorship—for those united in fear of the power of
      film exhibitors and producers who were guided only by profit. Early movie critics proposed a prescriptive
      strategy of aesthetic education that placed the medium in the context of the other arts. Movie reviewers began to
      assume a role akin to critics of other media by cultivating an appreciation for finer films. They argued that if
      motion pictures were treated like novels or paintings, they would soon be considered as art and the expectations
      of the audiences would be raised.
    


    
      Before 1910, American film criticism slowly began to emerge in a number of journals and daily newspapers. Frank
      E. Woods, who created the Moving Picture Department for the New York Dramatic Mirror, Variety’s chief
      competitor, has been credited with introducing the film review as a trade publication feature.14 New journals devoted exclusively to motion pictures soon began to appear,
      though most were closely tied to the film industry. Trade journals like Moving Picture World (1907) and
      its chief competitor, Moving Picture News (1908), published reviews as well as feature articles. Besides
      these trade magazines, most American production companies published their own journals, which provided
      information on their newest releases and their contracted players. Some examples of these early efforts were the
      Edison Kinetogram, Vitagraph Life Portrayals, Éclair News, Essanay News and the Essanay Guide,
      the Kalem Kalendar, the Lubin Bulletin, the New York Motion Picture Company’s Film
      Fancies, and the IMP Company’s Implet.15 Soon after,
      fan magazines like Photoplay (founded 1912) provided features and promotions that served as publicity
      organs for the movie industry as a whole. However, enthusiastic articles about moving pictures occasionally
      surfaced in independent journals as well. Some film reviewers were already beginning to declare that moving
      pictures were art. For example, an article that appeared in the New York Independent in 1910 proclaimed
      the motion picture, “a new form of fine art not unworthy to rank with the elder arts.”16 However, articles about cinema as art remained relatively rare. While
      moving pictures had early on caught the attention of social reformers and scientists, established cultural
      critics had largely ignored the new medium. In 1915, the critic Henry MacMahon bemoaned the “lack of adequate
      interpretation and criticism” regarding the motion picture and took to task “old line critical leaders” who
      failed to “offer any comprehensive analysis” or “any constructive suggestion as to the future.” He went on to
      argue:
    


    
      
        There are no canons of the art, no rules of criticism, no intelligent body of opinion, and no agreement on
        anything except that D.W. Griffith as a producer is the “best ever” and his film The Birth of a Nation
        is by far the greatest motion picture work yet put forward.17
      

    


    
      For MacMahon and others, the motion picture existed in a critical vacuum that had been filled only by the film
      industry, with its trade journals and fan magazines. Establishing the movies as art required an established
      cultural authority whose alleged disinterest would serve as an arbiter of
      aesthetic value. While a nascent film culture had emerged by 1915, it lacked an independent public voice and—with
      the exception of Griffith and The Birth of a Nation—possessed little cultural capital of its own.
      Griffith and his epic films of the era would therefore play a central role in the popular acceptance of the
      aesthetic value of the medium.
    


    
      Attempts to gain acceptance for the movies as art, rather than mere diversion, required placing film in a more
      established cultural context, while simultaneously asserting the medium’s aesthetic autonomy. The view that the
      motion picture needed to develop its own stories and techniques, independent of the theater, was articulated as
      early as 1908. However, older cultural insecurities vis-à-vis Europe immediately began to surface among critics,
      who made frequent comparisons between the artistry of American and European films. One American critic approved
      of the trend among film companies in “developing their own plays, paying experts in pantomime to invent plots and
      scenes,” though he also commented, “in Paris, this work has reached a higher development than in this
      country.”18 A split emerged between those who looked to embed the
      new art form within the recognized and respected aesthetic discourse of European high art and those who saw the
      movies as basically an American form of expression. Many also looked to Europe for models of film art, while
      others believed that the movies were a means of expressing America’s cultural independence. In 1910, an article
      in the New York Independent claimed that the French had already elevated the moving picture “to another
      form of artistic expression.”19 A year later, Frank E. Woods argued
      for the superiority of the American motion picture, claiming that it had discovered “the road to art.”20
    


    The Emergence of Film Theory


    
      Film theory provided a road map to movies as art by establishing the aesthetic criteria by which the moving
      picture could be judged. Less than a year after Henry MacMahon had launched his attack on the state of film
      criticism, two landmark books of film theory were published in the United States. Both Vachel Lindsay’s The
      Art of the Moving Picture (1915) and Hugo Münsterberg’s The Photoplay: A Psychological Study (1916)
      would play central roles in shaping the fields of film theory, criticism, and production in the United States.
      Writing in 1939, the film historian Lewis Jacobs described these studies as “the two first really critical and
      significant work” in the field. He went further, arguing that “such writings helped to make the movie world, as
      well as outsiders, conscious that under their very eyes was emerging a new art of vast significance.”21
    


    
      Each author lent his own considerable cultural capital to his project. Lindsay was a popular poet who was much in
      demand as a performer of his verse at colleges and clubs across the country. He described his performance style
      as “Higher Vaudeville” in a nod to another emerging popular entertainment of the era.22 Lindsay became something of a living folk hero as he traveled across the country, exchanging his poems for food and shelter. He made a tour of the South in 1906 and the
      Midwest and Southwest in 1912. It was during his journeys through the West that Lindsay began a fascination with
      film that would culminate in The Art of the Moving Picture three years later.23
    


    
      By contrast, Hugo Münsterberg was a product of elite institutions of higher education. Best known to the public
      in his later years for his controversial support of German policies during the First World War, he was a widely
      published German émigré recruited by William James to chair the Psychology Department at Harvard. Throughout his
      career, Münsterberg worked with some of the most eminent names in the burgeoning academic discipline of
      psychology. However, he also wrote many articles for popular journals on the application of psychology and was
      credited with bringing science “out of the academic realm into the every-day life of men, women and children in
      the home.”24 He was regarded in his own lifetime as a pioneer in
      the fields of applied psychology and industrial psychology.
    


    
      It was The Art of the Moving Picture, not The Photoplay: A Psychological Study, that had a more
      immediate impact on the public. Reviewers of The Art of the Moving Picture praised Lindsay’s attempt to
      create a theory of the emerging art of the cinema. Francis Hackett, in his review for the New Republic,
      called the book “a joyous and wonderful performance” in which Lindsay “has undertaken the fundamental brainwork
      necessary to an understanding of the moving picture art.” He went on to praise Lindsay for doing “his heroic best
      to bring order out of aesthetic muddle and bewilderment.”25 A
      reviewer from the New York Times also complimented Lindsay for his “enthusiastic” effort to dispel “the
      already faint delusion that the photoplay is an imitation drama, that the picture palace is a two-dimension and
      therefore essentially shallow theatre.”26
    


    
      After the publication of The Art of the Moving Picture, Lindsay was considered one of the nation’s
      leading experts on moving pictures. Herbert Croly, the editor of the New Republic, invited him to be the
      magazine’s film critic. Victor O. Freeburg not only taught Lindsay’s book as a text in one of the first college
      film courses—a class in “photoplay” writing at Columbia University’s School of Journalism—but also invited him as
      a frequent guest lecturer.27 Freeburg also authored his own
      screenwriting textbook, titled The Art of Photoplay Making (1918). Lindsay was also a personal guest of
      D.W. Griffith at the New York premiere of Intolerance in September 1916, providing further evidence of
      his growing stature as a film theorist.28
    


    
      While he did have the advantage of publishing a year before Münsterberg, the warm embrace of Lindsay’s work among
      journalists, academics, and leaders of the movie industry was also likely due in larger measure to his status as
      a true American “corn-fed poet.” By contrast, Münsterberg was a controversial Harvard professor with suspected
      German sympathies. The Art of the Moving Picture’s overt appeals to cultural nationalism at a time when
      Americans were becoming more self-conscious about art and its role in modern society struck an especially
      responsive chord during the patriotic fervor of World War I. Lindsay presented
      familiar Victorian ideas about the value of art and culture while describing the excitement of a new medium that
      “grows greater with each successive demonstration of the splendiferous effect of the moving picture upon future
      civilization.”29 His book did not provide a systematic theory of
      film on a par with Münsterberg’s work. Rather, his ideas addressed more immediate social and political issues
      among progressive-era Americans. What Lindsay lacked in systematic attention to aesthetic theory, he made up for
      in enthusiasm for the potential of the moving picture to democratize American culture. For him, the new medium
      created “the possibility of showing the entire American public its own face in the Mirror Screen” thus
      establishing a common culture that could be shared by all.30
    


    Cultural Nationalism


    
      Lindsay appealed to cultural nationalism in a bid to overcome the widespread reluctance among the American public
      to support the arts. By the end of the nineteenth century, high art had come to be identified with an urban elite
      schooled across the Atlantic. In an essay that appeared in the Atlantic Monthly titled “Our Cultural
      Humility,” Randolph Bourne argued that, “already in the nineties, our college professors and our artists were
      beginning to require the seal of a European training to justify their existence.” By the start of the twentieth
      century, Bourne claimed that “the bourgeoisie soon followed the artistic and the semi-artistic, and Europe became
      so much the fashion that it is now almost a test of respectability to have traveled at least once abroad.” A
      generation of upper-class Americans, akin to the expatriate writer Henry James, had discovered in “European
      literature and arts some sort of spiritual nourishment” they believed unavailable at home.31
    


    
      While many Americans rejected the idea of art altogether as aristocratic—seemingly baroque, foreign, and
      undemocratic—Bourne urged cultured Americans to become more introspective regarding their interest in the arts.
      Writing just as war broke out in Europe, he described this “inexhaustible interest in Europe” in terms of
      America’s own sense of inferiority among those who could only discern rampant provincialism and commercialism
      clouding the American mind. Bourne understood “this patient fixity of gaze upon Europe” as a form of escapism,
      not from the crassness of American life, but into the reassuring certainties afforded by the
      glorious achievements of long ago. A large measure of the American fascination with Europe was with its storied
      past, rather than with its contemporary arts and literature. This attitude baffled cultured Europeans, who could
      “hardly understand our almost pathetic eagerness to learn of the culture of other nations, our humility of
      worship in the presence of art that in no sense represents the expression of any of our ideals and motivating
      forces.” Rather, Bourne advocated for a confident, indigenous form of American art. Since he argued that art
      ought to confront the task of representing the “vitalities and sincerities of our own lives,” Americans needed to cultivate “the ideals and qualities” of the national character. For
      Bourne, American identity was a result of “our pulsating democracy, the vigor and daring of our pioneer spirit,
      our sense of camaraderie, or dynamism, the big-heartedness of our scenery, or hospitality to all the
      world.”32
    


    
      Like Bourne, Lindsay proposed an introspective form of cultural nationalism. However, whereas Bourne identified
      the national spirit in “the music of MacDowell, the poetry of Whitman, the philosophy of James,” Lindsay
      recognized it in the moving picture. He argued that if the youthful medium could be placed in the service of art,
      rather than commercial entertainment, it could serve as an instrument of national unity and purpose. He also
      evoked the spirit of the poet Walt Whitman in his call for an American renaissance ignited by a vibrant film
      culture:
    


    
      
        Whitman brought the idea of democracy to our sophisticated literati, but did not persuade the democracy itself
        to read his democratic poems. Sooner or later the kinetoscope will do what he could not, bring the nobler side
        of the equality idea to the people who are so crassly equal.33
      

    


    
      It was Lindsay’s hope that movie art would “plant new conceptions of civic and national idealism,” within the
      minds of “the now ungoverned crowd.”34 For him, movies had the
      potential to be the first truly democratic art, which in his mind was in keeping with the spirit of American
      social progress.
    


    
      Lindsay’s project to democratize American culture depended upon the support of the main bastion of elite European
      high culture—the art museum. Unlike Bourne, Lindsay placed a great deal of trust in museums and other established
      arbiters of culture. For him, the task of establishing movies as art required the recognition of the cultural
      establishment to secure its status. In contrast, Bourne advocated an American renaissance in forms of cultural
      production like music, poetry, and philosophy that had generally been understood as safely within the realm of
      the respectable. Even if Eurocentric critics viewed American high art as inferior, it was at least understood as
      bad art, rather than non-art. For Bourne, the expression of American ideals could be perpetuated only in the more
      historically embedded forms of art and literature. He sought to reorient the cultural hierarchy, but only through
      the traditional representational modes.
    


    
      Bourne, unlike Lindsay, was not an advocate of the motion picture as a source of cultural renewal, although he
      did claim sardonically, “as a would-be democrat, I should like to believe passionately in the movies.” In a
      review of an educational feature titled The White Terror, he expressed not only disappointment with the
      clumsy didacticism of the movie but also general skepticism about the aesthetic possibilities of the new medium.
      While Bourne may have represented one of the most radical voices of his generation, he did not embrace the motion
      picture as a means to challenge the museum concept of art, although he did profess “a certain unholy glee at this
      wholesale rejection of what our fathers reverenced as culture.” Nor was he convinced that the rejection of high
      culture alone would necessarily bring about the democratic American culture he
      advocated. On the contrary, he worried instead that the movies created a new cultural authority in the form of “a
      low brow snobbery” that he asserted was “in a thousand ways … as tyrannical and arrogant as the other culture of
      universities and millionaires and museums.” He believed that the movies represented “the stale culture of the
      masses,” which ought to be resisted as ardently as “the stale culture of the aristocrats.”35
    


    Freedom from Elites


    
      Unlike Bourne, Lindsay did believe that the motion picture—if accepted by museums and colleges—would be free from
      the dictates of the mass market and could thus challenge the cultural hegemony of the elite. However, herein lies
      a contradiction that Lindsay never successfully overcame in The Art of the Motion Picture—namely, his
      attempt to promote a radical new democratic art by attempting to convince the most entrenched aristocratic of
      cultural quarters. Because he wrote his book with the purpose of gaining support for the idea that film ought to
      be considered a high art, he never challenged entrenched nineteenth-century notions of aesthetics. Instead, he
      hoped to secure for moving pictures a place under the auspices of the established body of aesthetic codes and
      practices that constituted “high art.” What is more, he imagined that the arts should govern all aspects
      of American culture. Ultimately, for Lindsay, the moving picture’s aesthetic promise was not as art for its own
      sake, but as an instrument guided by the steady hand of the museum that would expand and revitalize the realm of
      culture. As he explained,
    


    
      
        The art museums of America should rule the universities, and the photoplay studios as well. In the art museums
        should be set the final standards of civic life, rather than in any musty libraries or routine classrooms. And
        the great weapon of the art museum of all lands should be the hieroglyphics of the future, the truly artistic
        photoplay.36
      

    


    
      Lindsay believed that the motion picture could have the radical effect of democratizing American culture by
      extending the reach of the high arts beyond their traditional venues. Rather than a “modern” art in and of
      itself, film was, for Lindsay, a means to modernize the established arts through widespread popular distribution.
      Hence, his brand of cultural populism would actually invest the cultural elites with even more power over art,
      both high and low.
    


    
      Ideally, Lindsay hoped that a partnership would be forged in which moving pictures would accumulate the cultural
      capital of high art, while art would gain the popular appeal of the movies. The new medium’s embrace by the
      museums would erase any distinction between high and low art. In short, Lindsay wanted to harness the vitality of
      the movies to popularize the arts in general. However, to do so he had to define the movies in such a way as to
      remove film from its popular base. His reliance on the traditional aesthetic
      distinction between objects of art and non-art was a fatal flaw in his program since the great majority of those
      who enjoyed moving picture shows in 1915 did so even though—or more likely because—the medium was not akin to the
      artworks found in a museum.
    


    
      While Lindsay acknowledged the power of the new medium, he identified features of film that were analogous to
      those of other arts, instead of providing a specific theory of film that explored its unique formal aesthetic
      properties. Most of his effort was spent on classifying the photoplay into three genres—the Action Film, Intimate
      Film, and the Splendor Film—which he then defined in corresponding relationships to other arts:
      Sculpture-in-motion, Painting-in-motion, and Architecture-in-motion. His taxonomy consisted of a rigid high/low
      distinction. For example, an Action Film was merely Sculpture-in-motion on a lower plane. Each category also
      designated a progressively higher level of achievement, with Action at the bottom and Splendor at the top. In
      Lindsay’s schema, then, Architecture-in-motion represented the pinnacle of screen art.
    


    
      Lindsay’s main purpose was to rank each genre in relation to the arts and to its fascination among audiences,
      rather than provide a systematic listing of the formal cinematic qualities of editing or camera movement. Most of
      his formal analysis concerned plots and dramatic themes, though he often made impressionistic comments regarding
      setting, costume, and other elements of the mise en scène. For example, the Action Film was “the simplest” and
      the “type most often seen,” appealing largely to “the habitué of the cheaper theatre.” The Action Film “dominates
      the slums” and was advertised “by red and green posters of the melodrama sort.”37 The conventions of the genre required that “the story goes at the highest possible speed”
      and is “based on the out-of-door chase.” Each genre had its own virtues in the hands of an accomplished director
      like D.W. Griffith—Lindsay cited a reissue of an early biograph, Man’s Genesis, as an exemplary text—the
      Action Film could skillfully “gratify the incipient or rampant speed-mania in every American.”38 However, the Action Film could only become true art when it transcended
      its pedestrian limits as Sculpture-in-motion. Unfortunately, Lindsay’s comparisons with the other arts were
      usually imprecise at best and often contradictory. For instance, he came to the vague conclusion that “the
      possibilities of monumental achievement in film” could be found not in the “stillness, but the majesty of
      sculpture.”39
    


    
      Lindsay utilized a similar argument in his chapters on the Intimate Film and the Splendor Film. Indeed, all of
      his chapters on the three film genres were replete with descriptions that included specific movie references.
      Meanwhile, on the topic of their doubles—sculpture, painting, and architecture—he provided models of high art
      masterworks as inspirations for future movie productions. For example, the Action Film ought to aspire to the
      “majesty” of the second-century BC sculpture The Winged Victory of
      Samothrace, whereas the humorous moments of family life typical of the Intimate Film should use “some Dutch
      Little Master” as a model.40 Finally, for
      Architecture-in-motion—the motion picture’s highest artistic ideal—Lindsay cited
      as inspiration the “great Romanesque and Gothic portals, pillars, and statues” found in American museums. He was
      especially fond of the complete model of Notre Dame that stood in New York’s Metropolitan Museum.41
    


    
      Clearly, for Lindsay, film art at its finest should aspire to glorious spectacle on an epic scale. He believed
      that the motion picture had an uncommon ability over other forms of representation to convey “the passions of
      masses of men.”42 For this reason, he privileged the Splendor Film
      by subdividing the genre into three types: the Picture of Crowd Splendor; the Picture of Patriotic Splendor; and
      the Picture of Religious Splendor. In a series of rare references to non-American movies, he praised the sweeping
      historical epics imported to the United States from Italy by George Kleine as “monumental achievements in vital
      patriotic splendor.”43 Best known of these was Cabiria, a
      film that had an enormous influence on D.W. Griffith as he contemplated the production of his own historical
      epic, The Birth of a Nation. Film historians have considered Cabiria a landmark because it was
      among the first wave of feature films exhibited in the United States. For Lindsay, the sheer length of the
      Italian epics reflected the “monumental” scope of their historical subject matter. He believed that American
      cinema ought to create historical epics of the same magnitude but with themes that recalled the glories and the
      time-honored values of his own nation. It was for this reason that two D.W. Griffith films—The Birth of a
      Nation (1915) and Judith of Bethulia (1914)—merited exceptional attention. However, Lindsay’s
      adulation for Griffith’s epics was not absolute. While he praised Judith of Bethulia unreservedly as one
      of the finest examples of Patriotic Splendor, The Birth of a Nation posed a vexing question that would
      continue to haunt film historians in the future: namely, how can a film considered so central to the development
      of film art be so unabashed in its racist depictions of African-Americans and so sympathetic to the vigilantism
      of the Ku Klux Klan?
    


    
      This question was especially nagging for Lindsay, since he viewed the ideal of film art as an expression of the
      nation’s highest ideals. He went to great lengths to promote and protect the reputation of Griffith—cinema’s most
      famous director—in relation to his most infamous film. Griffith was one of the few film artists who was both
      enormously popular with audiences and received widespread critical praise. Even before the release of The
      Birth of a Nation, he was considered a giant whom Lindsay believed represented both the present and the
      future of film art in America. What little cultural capital the cinema held among the general public resided in
      their esteem for artists like Griffith. So Lindsay’s project of constructing the motion picture as an American
      high art depended to a large degree on preserving the elevated status of cinema’s most celebrated director.
    


    
      Lindsay defined The Birth of a Nation as a Picture of Crowd Splendor, rather than one of Patriotic
      Splendor. For him, cinema at its best could produce patriotic filmed spectacles that offered a vision of “the
      crowds in brotherhood.”44 The creation of a national culture had
      become more urgent at the turn of the century as massive immigration had created
      even greater ethnic, religious, and racial diversity in America. In the years immediately following the
      publication of The Art of the Moving Picture, many Americans reflected that the nation was far from
      united. An editorial in The Dial published a commonly held view:
    


    
      
        As much as the war has already bound us together, it has most strikingly revealed our heterogeneity, the fact
        that America means so many different things to so many different sections of our population. There is
        tremendous organization at work already on the task of “Americanization,” a task we ought to have undertaken
        years ago.45
      

    


    
      Lindsay believed that cinema held the key to encouraging a form of Americanization in which the “flags would be
      made one.” He took the patriotism of war as a model for his aesthetics and through his vision of
      “Americanization” foreshadowed his xenophobic and nativist views of the postwar era. The unity of the American
      people organized around a heightened sense of national purpose distinguished the pictures of Patriotic Splendor
      from the mass spectacle of Crowd Splendor films.
    


    
      The Birth of a Nation, however, did not promote the sort of harmonious patriotism that Lindsay
      championed. On the contrary, it provoked widespread condemnation that threatened social order even as it became a
      box-office sensation. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (founded in 1909) attempted
      to prevent its screening in Los Angeles, and opposition to the film in Boston was especially heated. As the
      controversy raged, an editorial in the New York Globe questioned the wisdom of bringing the Civil War to
      the screen:
    


    
      
        In view of the splendors of national reunion what should be the attitude of every right-minded person toward
        attempts to revive the passions of the Civil War period, relight the fires of sectionalism, and intensify race
        prejudices that are unhappily still much alive?
      

    


    
      The author condemned the film and those who “for a few dirty dollars” were willing “to pander to depraved tastes
      and to foment a race antipathy that is the most sinister and dangerous feature of American life.”46
    


    
      Lindsay’s own hyperbolic language about the cinema and his fondness for spectacle reflected his admiration for
      those filmmakers who stirred the emotions. However, in the case of The Birth of a Nation, the powerful
      cinematic tools that inspired the audience to action generated fears about the influence of the movies. Like the
      progressive reformers who had worried about the pernicious effects of sexual and violent screen images, many
      civil rights groups perceived a direct link between racist content on the screen and the aggressive behavior of
      audiences. Many Americans from across the political spectrum remembered the summer of 1910 when marauding white
      mobs had attacked celebrating blacks after screenings of the popular Jack
      Johnson–Jim Jeffries boxing films.47 The specter of racial violence
      loomed large over a deeply segregated American society, inspiring apprehension that the slightest spark could
      ignite social unrest.
    


    
      Lindsay defined The Birth of a Nation as a Picture of Crowd Splendor because “it turns the crowd into a
      mob that is either for or against the Reverend Thomas Dixon’s poisonous hatred of the negro.”48 He even agreed with the critics who condemned the film’s racism when it
      was released in 1915: “The Birth of a Nation has been very properly denounced for its Simon Legree
      qualities by Francis Hackett, Jane Addams, and others.” But he then quickly added this crucial rejoinder: “But it
      is still true that it is a wonder in its Griffith sections.”49
    


    
      While, overall, Lindsay approved of the film’s virtuosity in representing the crowd, his approval of the Civil
      War battle scenes and his disapproval of the images of rioting blacks and of the triumphant Klan rested primarily
      upon difference of content, rather than technique. Lindsay hoped to steer a path between what he believed were
      Griffith’s considerable talents at depicting the crowd and his objections to the racism and sectionalism of
      Thomas Dixon’s novel. Rather than fault Griffith or impugn the medium, Lindsay reconciled his own uneasiness
      regarding the racist content of The Birth of a Nation by denouncing Thomas Dixon, the author of The
      Clansman, the novel on which the film was based. Lindsay mildly rebuked Griffith for his choice of material,
      even recommending the works of other Southern writers, naming “Joel Chandler Harris, Harry Stillwell Edwards,
      George W. Cable, Thomas Nelson Page, James Lane Allen, and Mark Twain,” as more suitable for future adaptations.
      Lindsay tried to distinguish between Griffith’s and Dixon’s roles in the final film version: “Wherever the
      scenario shows traces of The Clansman, the original book, by Thomas Dixon, it is bad. Wherever it is
      unadulterated Griffith, which is half the time, it is good.”50
      Lindsay never specified which half was “preciously” Griffith. Presumably, Griffith would be responsible for the
      cinematic representation in visual terms of Dixon’s written text, rather than the story itself.
    


    
      However, the racist visual images—even if it were possible to separate from the plot or choice of script—were as
      reprehensible as Dixon’s glorification of the Klan or his grotesque stereotypes concerning the alleged threat of
      uncontrolled black sexual desire to Southern white womanhood. In an editorial titled “Capitalizing Race Hatred,”
      the Globe called the historical racism against blacks “an injury” to which The Birth of a
      Nation “added slander.” In no uncertain terms, the Globe condemned those “willing to pander to
      depraved tastes and to foment a race antipathy.”51 The editorial
      made no attempt to distinguish between the contributions of Griffith and Dixon. Both men wrote separate responses
      to the Globe. Griffith, in his letter, was especially recalcitrant, attacking the Globe and the
      NAACP protesters and suggesting that his critics were advocates of intermarriage who were using the controversy
      to advance their cause. He presumed that readers would find such a notion beyond the pale.52 Clearly, then, Lindsay’s attempt to assign credit to Griffith and heap
      blame on Dixon was both logically inconsistent and morally suspect, but it
      represented one of the dominant readings of the movie for decades to come.53
    


    
      In order to absolve Griffith, Lindsay was faced with the prospect of diminishing the celebrated director’s status
      as author of the film. Rather than proto-auteur, Lindsay, in the case of The Birth of a Nation,
      described Griffith merely as an interpreter of a literary text. However, protecting a director with unpalatable
      opinions from the wrath of a hostile press does not fully explain Lindsay’s idiosyncratic approach to assigning
      film authorship. Depending on the specific case, he could consider the director, star, screenwriter, or even the
      writer whose work had been adapted for the screen as a film’s true author. For example, he viewed the Italian
      epic Cabiria as the work of the famous writer Gabriele D’Annunzio, even though the latter was not the
      director and worked only on the script. Moreover, Lindsay attributed the artistic vision in a number of other
      Italian films to D’Annunzio, despite the fact that the writer had done nothing more than sell the rights for his
      name to appear in the credits.54
    


    
      Lindsay was so committed to constructing a form of popular cinema that was both “American” and “artistic” that he
      looked to credit the efforts of those individuals who might best represent his position in a favorable light
      while leaving the labors of others in the shadows. Since D’Annunzio’s substantial literary capital could be used
      to purchase higher status for the motion picture, Lindsay hailed the contribution of the world-famous writer
      rather than a director or star who was unknown to the American public. Lindsay then cited D’Annunzio as an
      important influence upon Griffith in order to promote both Griffith and American cinema. He termed
      Cabiria a “pioneer work of genius,” credited D’Annunzio (rather than Giovanni Pastrone) as the film’s
      director, and claimed he was “Griffith’s most inspired rival”—high praise indeed from Lindsay. D’Annunzio and
      Italian cinema’s greatest contribution to film art, according to Lindsay, were their mastery of epic-scale set
      designs and their choreography of mass movement.55
    


    
      Hence, Griffith supposedly refined D’Annunzio’s decadent vision and frenzied Italian patriotism by offering “the
      American’s health and clean winds” in his biblical epic Judith of Bethulia. For Lindsay, Judith of
      Bethulia was not only the artistic equal of Cabiria as a work of Patriotic Splendor but represented
      the best model for “great photoplay of tomorrow.”56 Lindsay, ever
      the populist, believed that a truly American cinema that would inspire the masses would find its roots not only
      in classics of Western art and literature but in the pageantry of grand biblical epics.
    


    
      However, for many critics, the new art inevitably failed to measure up to the old standards. Comparing the motion
      picture to more established arts in order to gain legitimacy for the new medium provoked many negative responses,
      particularly in theatrical circles. Writing in 1918, one of America’s most eminent drama critics, George Jean
      Nathan, called the motion picture a “pseudo-art” whose resemblance to the other arts, and especially the theater,
      was a travesty. Indeed, its “relation to the art of the theatre is akin to that of some suavely exploited lady of
      joy.”57 Nathan’s attack echoed
      that of Bourne, who also objected to the staleness and inauthenticity of the supposed new art form. For Bourne,
      the movies were a caricature of democracy; for Nathan, they seemed to mock the high arts. For both, moving
      pictures represented a false promise to provide democracy and culture to the public.
    


    
      Nathan also ridiculed those who suggested, as Lindsay did, that the motion picture was anything other than “what
      it was in its infancy: a mere ingenious mechanical toy for children.”58 For Nathan, Lindsay’s appeal to museums and universities was absurd, since “the motion
      picture calls for culture and taste no more than the making of such mechanical playthings as walking bears and
      grunting dolls calls for these qualities.”59 Both Nathan and
      Lindsay appealed to traditional aesthetic judgments but they came to opposite conclusions. Both believed that
      works of art were objects of culture and taste and that such objects were inherently separate from the world of
      commerce and industrial production. However, Nathan, in contrast to Lindsay, believed that the moving picture
      medium was defined by its commercial and industrial status and so could never be considered art. Moreover, the
      highest court in the land had recently endorsed his view. Shortly before the publication of The Art of the
      Moving Picture, the Supreme Court had ruled that the movies were not entitled to the same First Amendment
      rights as other forms of expression. In Mutual Film Corporation v. Industrial Commission of Ohio, the
      Court ruled unanimously that the movies were “a business pure and simple, originated and conducted for
      profit.”60
    


    
      Lindsay attempted to shift the dominant discourse away from the motion picture’s mode of mechanical production
      and commercial exhibition and toward the artistry of the images on the screen. He did so by directly addressing
      the long-standing distrust of commercialism and its effects on American culture. He once again presented a
      traditional aesthetic judgment that artistic and commercial values were inherently incompatible—that true art
      required isolation from the dictates of the market—and urged his readers to “take for platform this sentence: THE
      MOTION PICTURE ART IS A GREAT HIGH ART, NOT A PROCESS OF COMMERCIAL MANUFACTURE.” Through this, he hoped to
      convince “the great art museums,” “our colleges and universities,” and “the critical and literary world
      generally” that the film must be considered an art rather than a form of commerce.61
    


    
      The categorical distinction between art and commerce was so fundamental to Lindsay that he assumed no explanation
      was necessary. He simply assumed that the motion picture could not exist in both the aesthetic and the commercial
      sphere. For Lindsay, like many Americans of his generation, the values of art and commerce where diametrically
      opposed. Van Wyck Brooks, in his influential essay Americaâ€™s Coming-of-Age (1915), noted that “human
      nature itself in America exists on two irreconcilable planes, the plane of stark intellectuality and the plane of
      stark business.”62 Lindsay was among those who blamed the producers
      for the low quality of movies, arguing that, despite impressive profits and attendance figures, the development of screen art had been stunted.63 For him, the moving picture ought to appeal to the intellect, inspire individuals for the
      good, and contribute to the betterment of society, rather than remain merely a “plaything” produced solely for
      profit.
    


    
      While Lindsay hoped to influence filmmakers to produce more artistic movies, his aesthetic program also depended
      upon a change of exhibition venue—from the nickelodeon to the museum. It is worth noting that the majority
      opinion in Mutual v. Ohio, written by Associate Justice Joseph McKenna, explicitly referred to the
      exhibition of moving pictures as a commercial activity. Much of the discourse regarding the cultural
      status of the moving picture shows at the time centered on the specific conditions of reception rather than the
      formal qualities of the film text or the mode of film production. The earliest warnings about the dangers of
      moving pictures were more likely to focus on the health and safety conditions in the makeshift storefront
      theaters. Improving the exhibition setting by creating theaters that were dedicated primarily to the moving
      picture (and, later, the construction of more elaborate “movie palaces”) was one of the means by which the movie
      industry hoped to improve the status of films while also increasing profits.64 Even the commercial interests understood that the mode of presentation needed to meet
      middle-class standards if the moving picture were ever to be taken seriously and gain constitutional protection.
    


    
      Lindsay recognized the importance of providing suitable, non-commercial venues for the movies. Non-commercial
      screenings in art museums would generate some of the cultural capital that the new medium had to acquire if it
      were ever to be considered art. One of the contradictions of traditional aesthetics is that art needs to be
      segregated from society—especially the economic realm—in order to have any social value. The form of aesthetics,
      as a theory and a practice, that developed within European rationalist and empiricist thought in the seventeenth
      and eighteenth centuries rested on the assumption that art was autonomous, especially from the realm of commerce.
      The art historian Janet Wolff has argued that aesthetics, as a philosophical discipline, “depended on the prior
      and accompanying constitution of art itself as a self-contained discourse and practice.”65 Lindsay’s film theory and his advocacy for museum exhibition insisted
      upon a strict separation between art and commerce that was consistent with traditional notions of aesthetic
      appreciation. The museum, he argued, had the potential to increase the cultural authority of the motion picture
      by providing a more dignified physical setting of exhibition that was separate from the nickelodeon and entirely
      outside the circuit of commercial distribution. The establishment of the museum as an institution in the West
      during the nineteenth century had enforced aesthetic norms by maintaining a physical separation of art from
      pedestrian life.66 The museums systematized collections of objects
      deracinated from their original settings in order to testify to and corroborate the taste of their collectors and
      audience. Through the institution of the museum, taste—the subjective judgment of art through sensation and
      experience—laid claim to an objective status and universal acceptance of “art.”
    


    
      In order to fulfill its social mission, Lindsay hoped “to establish the theory
      and practice of the photoplay as a fine art” in an environment separate from the demands of the
      marketplace.67 He was among those who believed that culture could
      help to create a sense of community that had been lost in the modern world of science and economic competition
      and thus heal the rifts of an increasingly class-stratified American society. Many middle-class Americans pined
      for a simpler life and retreated to the home or back to nature, shunning the corruption of increasingly urban
      culture. According to T.J. Jackson Lears, the Arts and Crafts movement was a prime example of this “anti-modern”
      impulse to create healthy alternatives to the encroachment of industrial society. This movement, Lears argued,
      embraced many of the works of the British critics John Ruskin and William Morris, who looked to the autonomous
      sphere of “Culture” as a means of moral salvation in an increasingly mechanistic and scientific age.68
    


    
      The ideas promulgated by Ruskin and Morris that art should serve as a secular religion that was capable of
      challenging the increasing authority of science and commerce and creating a more organic sense of community
      resonated with Lindsay as well. Ruskin’s most noted work, The Stones of Venice (1851), glorified the
      faith and morality of the Middle Ages, which he hoped would serve as the foundations of Victorian culture.
      Lindsay, unlike many of his contemporaries, believed that the cinema, rather than nature or the home, might serve
      as an anti-modern alternative that could promote the values expressed by Ruskin and represented in the art and
      architecture of pre-modern Europe. Not surprisingly, Lindsay looked to the medieval cathedral of Notre Dame as a
      model for the cinema. Such a model would not only anchor the cinema in tradition; it also represented the values
      of community and religious faith that Lindsay hoped to enlist in his cause to unite the American nation around
      the flag.
    


    
      In Lindsay’s utopian vision, the exhibition of moving pictures in local art museums would free the arts in
      America from their dependence on an urban cultural elite which, for him, included both profit-minded movie
      producers and “Europeanized” intellectuals. The non-commercial exhibition of photoplays would introduce the arts
      to all Americans of all classes, whether in town or country. Art museums would become vibrant new centers of
      American culture in small towns across the country, fomenting a truly national renaissance at the grassroots
      level. The rejuvenated local museums would govern more centralized cultural institutions located in major
      European cities like Paris, London, or even large American cities such as New York or Chicago. For Lindsay,
      American democracy required faith in the collective wisdom of the heartland as the reserve for spiritual and
      patriotic values.
    


    
      Despite the admirable goal of wishing to promote social harmony, simply adopting pre-modern cultural values was a
      naive response to the class and racial conflicts of the period. Lindsay’s aestheticism typically ignored the
      power relationships between those who created and enforced cultural standards and those who had to live by them.
      Insisting on the universal and objective status of aesthetics masked their
      cultural biases. Rather than addressing the social injustices of racism and class inequality directly,
      aesthetics—for Lindsay and many others—provided a cultural means to maintain order against the leveling winds of
      modern capitalism by promoting harmony as the highest social value. Lindsay did mount a populist challenge to the
      urban elites of the major cities, but he still believed that cultural authority resided in traditional
      institutions, albeit under the control of local powers closer to Main Street than either Fifth Avenue or
      Hollywood. He was among those who resisted the concentration of cultural power away from smaller regional
      centers.69 However, his program to devolve cultural power to
      smaller towns would still place authority largely in wealthy, white hands. For Lindsay, class and racial tensions
      were primarily urban problems that could be avoided with a return to what he naively considered inherently
      democratic values of small-town America.
    


    The Democratic Art


    
      Many of Lindsay’s contemporaries agreed that the motion picture provided a popular means to achieve Matthew
      Arnold’s definition and goal of culture—“to know the best that has been thought and said.” Far less concerned
      even than Lindsay with establishing the independence of film art, many believed in the medium as a neutral
      instrument that would disseminate the established literary and dramatic canon to all of society. Therefore, they
      argued that high culture would no longer be the privilege of the wealthy few. The movies’ potential to
      democratize the arts through their popularity was expressed in an article titled “The Drama of the People” that
      appeared in the New York Independent in 1910. The author placed the emergence of moving pictures in a
      wider historical context by claiming that
    


    
      
        The cinematograph is doing for drama what the printing press did for literature, bringing another form of art
        into the daily lives of the people. Plays are now within the reach, literally of the poorest, as are good books
        and good pictures. The secret of cheapness in art as in other things is mechanical multiplication.
      

    


    
      However, the author did not equate “cheapness in art” with inferiority, since with “celluloid film a spectacle
      can be reproduced indefinitely, the good as cheaply as the poor.”70
      So the very finest performances could now be enjoyed in small towns as well as large cities. Moreover, the new
      technology allowed the best performances to be preserved for all time.
    


    
      For some of its proponents, motion picture technology represented a revolutionary new means to extend the
      Enlightenment ideal of universal cultural literacy based on the pictorial rather than linguistic. It was believed
      that this new technology, like the printing press in an earlier age, had the radical potential to threaten traditional cultural hierarchies by expanding the public’s access to culture across
      class and national boundaries. The potential of the new medium to extend the frontiers of culture seemed so great
      that one contributor to the Nation opened his article on this “democratic art” with the following claim:
    


    
      
        If Tolstoy were alive to-day, it is not unlikely that he would find in the “movies” a close approximation to
        his ideal of art … The Russian’s ultimate test of a work of art was its appeal to the untutored but unspoiled
        peasant … All nations, all ages, all classes, both sexes—it is inconceivable how art can be more popular than
        that.71
      

    


    
      Others agreed, observing that the medium’s primary virtue was its supposed “universal appeal,” which presumed
      instant access to the intellect and emotions of “the young and the old, the literate and the illiterate, the rich
      and the poor, the lofty and the lowly.” What is more, the movies’ significance was “of peculiar importance to the
      cosmopolitan population of America,” since “they speak to the eye, which has no need of long linguistic
      training.”72
    


    
      If exhibited in the non-commercial sanctuary of the art museum, Lindsay believed that the motion picture’s
      universal appeal could generate a vital, democratic, common culture that would promote a classless society. In
      the preface to The Art of the Moving Picture, George W. Eggers, director of the Denver Museum of Art,
      endorsed Lindsay’s program by also employing an architectural metaphor as his aesthetic ideal. For Eggers, as for
      Lindsay, an American arts scene revitalized by the emergence of the motion picture held open the possibility “to
      plant new conceptions of civic and national idealism.” For this to happen, however, the greater public must see
      the value of art, “with faith to visualize for the little midwestern ‘home town’ a new and living Pallas Athena;
      with courage to raze the very house of the city to make new and greater forums and ‘civic centers.’”73 The new city on the hill would still rest on fundamentally American
      values, but it would now include a new attraction—the motion picture that would unite the “masses” and the
      “classes” under one roof. Lindsay posited the art museum/movie house as an amalgamated town meeting hall and
      church—a spiritual home for all Americans.
    


    
      However, the theater critic Walter Prichard Eaton felt that the mass popularity of the motion picture had
      disrupted for the worse the historical role of the drama as the main instrument of national cultural unity. In an
      article that appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in 1915, he described what he considered the movies’
      threat to the staged drama. Social reformers like John Collier had celebrated the moving picture show’s role in
      closing burlesques and lower forms of staged drama. But Eaton claimed that the movies’ popularity had also
      resulted in “the practical desertion of the gallery seats for dramas of the better sort.” Moreover, he bemoaned
      the trend in theater design, noting that few of the newest theaters in New York had balconies and not one had a
      gallery: “a generation ago it would have been almost inconceivable.”74 As it continued to lose the vitality of the masses, Eaton
      believed that live theater would become less relevant to American life and perhaps head toward extinction, which
      inspired his mournful observation that “the day of the gods is over.”75
    


    
      Eaton presented a highly romanticized description of the theater that bears a striking resemblance to Lindsay’s
      vision of the cinema as a site of class harmony. Both yearned to find a cultural medium that could serve as a
      “truly national expression in the arts.” Both also believed that the high/low cultural divide could be bridged by
      attracting a diverse public to a common aesthetic experience. However, Lindsay was optimistic that the motion
      picture would draw a mass audience to the art museum without upsetting traditional cultural standards, while
      Eaton felt that the movies’ popularity would have the opposite effect of increasing class division by driving the
      working classes away from the theater for ever. According to Eaton,
    


    
      
        From the Syndicalist’s point of view, then, surely, the movies should be regarded as a blessing, as an aid in
        the growth of class-consciousness, for they are rapidly segregating the theatrical amusement of the proletariat
        from the theatrical amusement of the master class, and drawing the line of social cleavage more and more
        sharply.76
      

    


    
      What is more, for Eaton, the movies represented a degradation of culture, and he felt that any increase in class
      consciousness “accomplished at the expense of the moral, intellectual or spiritual fibre of the proletariat is a
      dubious gain if not a distinct backward step.”77
    


    
      After the publication of The Art of the Moving Picture, Lindsay described his ideas as “nothing more
      than old-fashioned Americanism … absolutely non-Germanic, non-Marxian internationalism and radicalism.” In a
      letter to the editor that appeared in The Dial in 1918, he elaborated:
    


    
      
        The American system as it stands, ruthlessly applied, would eliminate classes, and we would have no class war,
        nor anything that could be so misdescribed … Any American who pushes his own lawn mower abolishes the class
        war, and the majority of them, Democrats or Republicans, do push their own lawn mowers, and hate kings, and
        multimillionaires … This they will do, not in the name of the “proletariat,” but of the all conquering, all
        absorbing American aristocracy of the lawn mower, the “Saturday Evening Post,” and the Ford
        automobile.78
      

    


    
      The lawnmower aristocrats would presumably constitute the motion picture audience as well. It is unclear whether
      movies that embraced “old-fashioned Americanism” were meant only for domestic consumption. Nonetheless, Lindsay
      believed in a brand of American cultural exceptionalism that would eliminate class conflict and act as a bulwark
      against the menacing “foreign” ideology of international communism.
    


    
      His turn to anti-communism and “old-fashioned Americanism” shortly after the
      First World War and the Bolshevik Revolution took on a nineteenth-century populist tone as he denounced the
      immorality of the elites, in contrast to his earlier, progressive-era rhetoric, when he had demanded ameliorative
      solutions to the problems of twentieth-century capitalism. Even as he advocated for “better” movies, he shared a
      crusading zeal against the movie industry with many of the civic reformers who had successfully lobbied for movie
      censorship.79 He allied himself with groups who demanded stricter
      measures to suppress all forms of vice. For example, from 1906 until the enactment of the Production Code of
      1934, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union battled for movie censorship,80 while Lindsay was an enthusiastic supporter of Prohibition and hoped that motion pictures
      might be used to promote the cause. Indeed, despite his own increasing hostility toward the movie industry, he
      urged the Anti-Saloon League to “patch up a truce” with film producers to that end.81 In The Art of the Moving Picture, he had expressed admiration for a film produced
      by the National Woman’s Suffrage Association titled Your Girl and Mine, despite what he described as its
      “fanatic zeal.” He warned reformers that “the crusader should realize that it is not a good Action Play nor even
      a good argument unless it is indeed the Winged Victory sort. The gods are not always on the side of those who
      throw fits.”82 However, a few years later, he worried that
      reformers’ efforts to produce their own films had been “lost in the crowd of commercial production.”83 Meanwhile, his own tone became ever more strident in opposition to the
      movie industry.
    


    
      A decade after the publication of The Art of the Moving Picture, Lindsay expressed the belief that
      American cinema, which had once held so much promise to promote patriotic values, was now beyond redemption. His
      disillusionment with cinema as an instrument of cultural reform culminated in an attack on the immorality of the
      industry and the greed of its leaders. He argued that “the movie men, poisoned by easy money,” had disregarded
      the new medium’s potential to promote an uplifting vision of the “American Future” and instead turned it into a
      vehicle for “stupidity, thickness of mind and smut, smut, smut.” He was appalled that articles in “leg-show movie
      magazines” were “written straight from this book [The Art of the Moving Picture] by movie magnates with
      their tongue in cheek.”84 It became impossible for him to maintain
      the strict line between art and commerce that had been so crucial to his aesthetic of “old-fashioned Americanism”
      while the movie industry was controlled by those who, in his opinion, catered to the basest values.
    


    
      By 1925, Lindsay had come full circle. He now supported censorship as the only means of destroying the
      destructive and monopolistic American film industry. His rhetoric was even more fiery than that of the most
      puritanical anti-nickelodeon campaigners at the start of the century. In truth, though, Lindsay had always
      believed he was part of the same movement. He felt that the movies could become a positive force in American life
      only if the industry eliminated prurience and produced more inspirational films of religious and nationalist
      splendor. Not surprisingly, his disappointment was increasingly expressed as anger toward all those who impeded his moral vision. He compared the studios’ producers to pimps who had
      corrupted the youthful art and turned his beloved, wholesome cinema into a brothel. Then, he continued:
    


    
      
        They have the gall to steal my sermons without acknowledgment, and the magazines and magnates give a brothel
        turn to every device outlined in this book. They do not acknowledge that they found it here before they spoiled
        it.85
      

    


    
      He reiterated his vision for a cinema based on “old-fashioned Americanism” in harmony with the Victorian spirit
      of reform. He also reasserted his “right to fight for a clean and redeemed spiritualized beautiful movie, evolved
      in prayer, based on a love of God and beauty and hope for America.” While he attacked the absence of religious
      values among the movie producers, he did not single out any one religion. Rather, he urged them all to “say their
      prayers” and “send for the Paulist Fathers, or Rabbi Wise or Gypsy Smith, according to the places where they
      worshiped in better days.”86
    


    
      However, Lindsay’s insistence that the movie moguls had corrupted his “great instrument” bore an ugly resemblance
      to the most fanatical anti-Semitic attacks on the industry. No less a figure than Henry Ford, in the pages of his
      notorious Dearborn Independent, condemned “Jewish control” of the movies. A friend of Edison, Ford
      looked suspiciously at “Jewish producers” who had taken control of the movie industry by the 1920s.87 Using the language of seduction that echoed Lindsay, the Dearborn
      Independent contended that the
    


    
      
        Jews did not invent the art of the motion picture photography … But by the singular destiny which has made the
        Jews the greatest cream skimmers of the world, the benefit of it has not gone to the originators, but to the
        usurpers, the exploiters.88
      

    


    
      With the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to see that Lindsay’s aesthetic of splendiferous grand epic, with its
      mix of religion and patriotism, would appeal to the darker forces of anti-modernism. His extreme anti-communism,
      anti-commercialism, and nostalgia foreshadowed fascistic responses to cultural modernism that emerged a decade
      later. Lindsay’s disillusionment became so complete and his embrace of cultural reform as old-time religion rose
      to such a fevered pitch that he was left with an apocalyptic solution of purification of American cinema through
      its total annihilation. Like Henry Ford, who built his Greenfield Village as a museum to celebrate the world
      before the car, Lindsay pined for an idealized vision of small-town America before modernity and the moving
      picture. To his credit, he proved prescient in his vision of American movies as an art form worthy of exhibition
      in museums. However, the medium’s preeminent admission would be in a museum dedicated to modern art and located
      not in small-town America, but in the nation’s largest and most cosmopolitan city.
    


    
      Nonetheless, while The Art of the Moving Picture played a very limited
      direct role in the development of film theory in the United States or abroad, many of Lindsay’s ideas regarding
      the role of the motion picture in American life helped stimulate cultural debate in the decades after its
      publication. He was among the first contributors to a discourse that perceived film’s possibilities beyond mere
      attraction or amusement. While he may have insisted on a traditional aesthetic distinction between art and
      commerce chiefly in order to raise the status of the movies, he also expressed optimism in the medium’s artistic
      and educational potential. Though ultimately little valued as theory, The Art of the Moving Picture was
      an ambitious attempt to create an American cinema of patriotic values as a means to foster civic values. The
      Hollywood that its author grew to despise would embrace his notion of the movies as a new democratic art form
      defined primarily by its power to attract ever larger audiences. American movie producers would never relinquish
      their commercial motives, and their goals certainly differed from Lindsay’s, but Hollywood ultimately delivered
      the common cultural experience that he could only imagine.
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      A Home among the Moderns


      
        Movies and Modern Aesthetics
      

    


    
      
        To pronounce anything a work of art is, therefore, to make a momentous moral judgment. It is to credit an
        object with being so direct and powerful a means to good that we need not trouble ourselves about any other of
        its possible consequences.
      


      
        Clive Bell, 19111
      

    


    
      
        The art of the photoplay had developed so many new features of its own, features which have not even any
        similarity of the technique of the stage that the question arises: is it not really a new art which long since
        left behind the mere film reproduction of the theater and which ought to be acknowledged in its own esthetic
        independence?
      


      
        Hugo Münsterberg, 19162
      

    


    
      Vachel Lindsay had sought to embed the moving picture in an aesthetic discourse that reflected the prevailing
      Victorian orthodoxy on matters of art and culture. For Lindsay, the movies were understood as a means of
      reforming cultural life in America by delivering traditional high culture to the masses. However, another work of
      film theory, published a year after Lindsay’s, Hugo Münsterberg’s The Photoplay: A Psychological Study,
      was far less concerned with defining the medium as an art in terms of its resemblance to other arts. Instead,
      Münsterberg attempted to construct film theory as a self-contained discourse with its own independent critical
      language. His ideas were much more consistent with intellectual trends regarding aesthetic modernism that would
      continue throughout the first half of the twentieth century. During the same period that Münsterberg published
      The Photoplay, Anglo-American art theory and the literary New Critics were attempting to modernize
      criticism by creating new technical languages specific to their respective media. Like Clive Bell and other
      modernists, Münsterberg believed that art ought to be valued as an end in
      itself, rather than as a means to convey information or to manipulate an immediate reflexive response from the
      audience. Each of the arts, including cinema, Münsterberg argued, has different ways of evoking the aesthetic
      emotion of the subject. According to him, the job of the scholar is to identify for each of the arts the formal
      rules of aesthetic engagement between a spectator and the work of art. In The Photoplay, he attempted to
      provide an aesthetic theory specific to the medium of moving pictures.
    


    
      Münsterberg’s ideas proved to have a far greater and longer-lasting impact upon the motion picture than
      Lindsay’s. Not only was Münsterberg a Harvard professor who had brought the “new psychology to popular attention
      and knowledge”; he had also been retained briefly by Paramount Pictures as an adviser on a series of educational
      shorts titled Paramount Pictographs, the “magazine of the screen.”3 Less than a decade after its publication, film historian Terry Ramsaye praised The
      Photoplay as “the first serious discussion of the motion picture as an art to appear in book form.” He
      commended Münsterberg for raising the reputation of moving pictures “by way of indicating to the intelligentsia
      that the lowly motion picture was worthy of attention.”4 In
      contrast, he described Lindsay’s The Art of the Moving Picture as “a slight and tentative beginning of
      screen discussion” and “capable of its day and pleasant, but neither professing nor possessing
      penetration.”5
    


    
      However, upon its release, Münsterberg’s book was less widely reviewed than The Art of the Moving
      Picture, and its reception was generally cooler. The New York Times reviewed the two works together
      in June 1916, commenting that each sought “gropingly a basis for aesthetic appreciation of the cinema.” However,
      while the Times generally praised Lindsay, Münsterberg’s book was given less space and was described as
      “rather windy and repetitive.”6 In time, however, Lindsay’s work
      was ignored in favor of those of other early film theorists, including Münsterberg. An article that appeared in
      the New Republic in 1930 by Welford Beaton recommended The Photoplay as a “masterly analysis”
      of screen art that should be read by all Hollywood producers.7
      Münsterberg’s influence upon film theory would continue to grow as film became a legitimate subject for scholarly
      research and as universities began to develop film courses.
    


    
      Many anthologies and texts that are still used in college film courses include excerpts and summaries of
      Münsterberg’s work, but seldom mention Lindsay. For example, Dudley Andrew devoted only one sentence to Lindsay
      in his Major Film Theories (1976), though he recognized Lindsay as “the first American to publish a
      theory of film.” According to Andrew, Lindsay was one of many early film theorists who “struggled to give to
      cinema the stature of art” by showing “that the cinema enjoyed the properties of all the other arts, including
      architecture.” Instead, Andrew began his survey of classical film theory with Münsterberg, asserting that “his is
      not only the first but the most direct major film theory.”8 Gerald
      Mast included a selection from The Photoplay in his widely read anthology Film Theory and Criticism:
      Introductory Reading (1974), whereas The Art of the Moving Picture only appears in his bibliography.9 Lindsay fared only
      slightly better in Bill Nichols’ anthology, Movies and Methods (1976). Indeed, an essay by V.F. Perkins
      in the original edition condemned the work of Lindsay and other early theorists who had attempted to raise the
      reputation of film as an expressive art. However, Münsterberg was conspicuously absent from Perkins’ assault upon
      the formalist tendencies in the work of Lindsay, Rudolph Arnheim, Bela Belazs, V.I. Pudovkin, and others. The
      essay concludes with an implicit nod toward Münsterberg by demanding that film theory “redirect attention to the
      movie as it is seen, by shifting the emphasis back from creation to perception.”10
    


    
      James Monaco provides a significant exception to the prevailing silence regarding Lindsay among this generation
      of film scholars. In his widely used textbook How to Read a Film (1977), he describes both Lindsay and
      Münsterberg as “the first film theorists” and credits both of them for “providing respectable artistic cachet for
      the young art.” Monaco argues that Lindsay not only contributed to the establishment of “a separate identity for
      the adolescent art” but “as a poet and passionate lover of film intuited a number of truths that more academic
      theorists, limited by their rigid systematic thinking, never could have understood.” At the same time, Monaco
      celebrates the contribution of Münsterberg, while acknowledging that it was “directly opposed in style, approach,
      and tone, but just as valuable.” However, most of the praise for the “populist poet” Lindsay is limited to his
      historical role in raising the reputation of the moving picture. Conversely, Monaco emphasizes the
      enduring value of Münsterberg’s theories, arguing that The Photoplay “remains even today one of
      the most balanced and objective outlines of film theory.” Indeed, Monaco laments that “his book was ignored for
      many years and has only recently been rediscovered by film theorists and students.”11 The editor of a recent edition of The Photoplay that includes other essays by
      Münsterberg also makes a case for the work’s value to contemporary film scholars.12
    


    
      The Photoplay suffered in its immediate critical reception due, in part, to the unfortunate timing of
      its publication during the First World War. Before war broke out in Europe in 1914, Münsterberg had been one of
      the most outspoken supporters of German policies. His views on the war itself then made him unpopular in many
      quarters, including his own campus. According to the New York Times,
    


    
      
        so bitter was the animosity aroused by his writings on the war that it was reported he stood practically alone
        at Harvard, and that many members of the Faculty snubbed him when they passed him on the streets or the
        campus.13
      

    


    
      The executive committee of the Boston Branch of the nativist American Rights League lobbied for his dismissal
      because of his “pro-German” activities.14 One wealthy Harvard
      alumnus even “offered to leave the university ten million dollars in his will if Münsterberg were
      dismissed.”15
    


    
      In 1916, Münsterberg published The Photoplay, which would prove to be
      his last book. Within a year of its publication he died while addressing a class in elementary psychology at
      Radcliffe. Obituaries appeared in many popular journals, all of which applauded his efforts to popularize science
      while also noting his controversial pro-German opinions.16 An
      editorial that appeared in the New York Times a day after Münsterberg’s untimely death lamented that,
      “had it not been for the great European war, regret for the death of this eminent man would have been untinged by
      any criticism outside of the scientific circles.”17
    


    
      Animosity toward Münsterberg, a German émigré, during the war may explain much of the early neglect of The
      Photoplay. The Art of the Moving Picture does not provide a systematic theory of film on a par with what
      appears in The Photoplay, but its ideas addressed more immediate social and political issues among
      progressive-era Americans regarding the cultural role of the new medium, and its overt appeals to American
      patriotism were no doubt popular, too. Moreover, many reviewers perceived The Photoplay as turgid and
      overly academic.
    


    
      One critic in the New York Times also claimed that Münsterberg, “by studying the photoplay in terms of
      the movie fan’s mind,” was “less venturesome” than Lindsay in his aesthetic judgments. However, that reviewer
      failed to appreciate Münsterberg’s more radical attempt to reorient film theory away from evaluative judgments
      based on broadly defined cultural values and toward the experience of the spectator as she or he encountered the
      medium. Lindsay relied upon traditional aesthetics in the hope of embedding film within a familiar discursive
      language. In contrast, The Photoplay ought to be placed within the context of other transformations in
      cultural criticism that emerged in the fields of literature and art during the early part of the twentieth
      century. Like the New Critics and modernist art critics, Münsterberg was motivated by an ontological drive to
      delineate the nature and function of the medium in its own terms. However, unlike other modernists, he applied
      his theory to a field that had yet to be defined and had virtually no established base in the academy or any
      other notable cultural institution. According to Münsterberg, the task of defining the “new art” provided a
      “fascination for the psychologist who in a world of ready-made arts, each with a history of many centuries,
      suddenly finds a new form still underdeveloped and hardly understood.”18 The Photoplay was his attempt to meet the challenge of establishing a new art form.
      He would do so by explaining how moving pictures worked as a system of signification and applying psychological
      concepts to the aesthetic experience of the spectator.
    


    The New Psychology


    
      Throughout his professional career, Münsterberg was an unlikely populist who attempted to combine his
      philosophical commitment to pure knowledge with his impulse to apply knowledge to practical ends. He belonged to
      a generation of scholars in the United States and Germany who constructed the field of psychology as a separate discipline from philosophy by employing the methods of social science. The
      emerging field of social psychology had been attractive to Münsterberg as a student because it had grown out of
      the rich philosophical tradition of Hegel and Kant, yet held the possibility of practical application.
      Münsterberg had been in the vanguard of this new field from his earliest days as a student. He prepared his
      doctoral thesis under the eminent physiologist and philosopher Wilhelm Wundt, who had established the world’s
      first experimental psychology laboratory at Leipzig in 1879.19
    


    
      Initially, philosophers working in Germany had hoped that the experimental methods of social psychology would
      provide an understanding of the specific physiological processes of the mind. However, many philosophers in
      Germany quickly became disenchanted with what they claimed were the positivist tendencies of experimental
      psychology. Edmund Husserl, in his 1911 essay “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” dismissed experimental psychology
      as a “cult of facts” that should not be confused with genuine analysis of consciousness.20 Recruited by the pragmatist William James to the Psychology Department at
      Harvard, Münsterberg’s ideas found a more receptive audience in the United States than they had in his native
      Germany.
    


    
      While a professor at Harvard, Hugo Münsterberg played a crucial role in the development of social psychology in
      the United States. Before writing The Photoplay, he had published numerous articles and books while
      directing the university’s Experimental Psychology Laboratory. Even a cursory examination of the titles of his
      best-known works—Business Psychology, Psychology and Industrial Efficiency, On the Witness Stand, Psychology
      and the Navy, Psychology and the Teacher, The Principles of Art Education, Psychology and Social Sanity, and
      Psychology and Life—indicate the wide range of Münsterberg’s interest as well as his attempt to employ
      psychology to address contemporary social needs. To this end, Münsterberg created one of the first lie-detector
      systems used in American courts.
    


    
      In Psychology and Industrial Efficiency, published two years before The Photoplay, Münsterberg
      applied the principles of scientific management recently developed by Frederick Winslow Taylor. Münsterberg hoped
      to create psychological tests to place employees in positions suitable to their mental qualifications.21 His book was immensely popular and contributed to more use of
      psychological testing in business and industry, increasing Münsterberg’s fame outside of academia. In his review
      of Psychology and Industrial Efficiency, Walter Lippmann acknowledged Münsterberg’s efforts to “pull
      psychology down to earth” to appeal directly to “hard-headed, prosaic, practical men of affairs” in business and
      engineering.22
    


    
      Münsterberg, like Taylor, straddled the worlds of academia and business as the modern university was increasingly
      becoming a site for the hybridization of commerce and knowledge. Taylor had come to Harvard University in 1909 as
      a lecturer at the newly formed School of Business to preach the virtues of scientific management.23 Taylor’s appearance at Harvard signaled the acceptance of his theories in
      one of the nation’s most prestigious universities and the acknowledgment by
      Harvard that the vitality of the institution depended upon the training of young men who would assume management
      of American business in the years to come. Likewise, Münsterberg made the Experimental Lab at Harvard useful to
      industrial and manufacturing managers, further wedding the university to business. He actively sought out
      business by writing to 1,000 manufacturers requesting information regarding what they believed to be the
      necessary requirements for an ideal employee. Between 1910 and 1912, the Boston Elevated Railway Company and the
      New England Telephone Company created psychological tests for their employees with the active participation of
      Münsterberg and the Experimental Lab. Other even larger companies, such as General Electric and International
      Harvester, would soon follow.24
    


    
      Münsterberg’s work in social psychology must be placed in the context of progressivism and the emergence of the
      modern research university. Progressives had channeled much of their reform energy into the creation and
      enlarging of the role of specialized professions like social work and journalism that would take up the challenge
      of ameliorating social problems through the instrumentality of applied knowledge. While the first US institution
      to emphasize research and graduate education on the German model had been Johns Hopkins University in 1876, it
      was the 1890s that witnessed the appearance of the “great American universities.” Not only schools of business,
      where Frederick Taylor could promote his new management ideas, were created but new professional schools of
      social work and journalism offered degrees to a new generation of potential reformers.
    


    
      Even within the liberal arts, new academic fields and departments, like psychology, started to emerge. While
      psychology had roots in the traditional liberal arts discipline of philosophy, it began to claim legitimacy
      through the discourse of social necessity, rather than through its purely academic value. JoAnne Brown has argued
      that psychology became a profession in the United States between 1890 and 1930 by adopting “an authoritative
      language” borrowed from the professional fields of medicine and engineering.25 Münsterberg’s research with industry and government not only advanced the profession of
      psychology but also increased the prestige and power of “the university” in general, and Harvard in particular.
      The symbiotic growth of psychology and the modern university during the progressive era increased the role of
      college-trained “social engineers” as managers of the nation’s social and economic health.
    


    
      Münsterberg and his American sponsors were well aware of the potential of social psychology to accomplish this
      goal. When Münsterberg entered the field of experimental psychology as a student at the end of the century, it
      was a new academic discipline that stood on the threshold of both philosophy and science. As American institutes
      of higher learning were redefined along the German model, Münsterberg added both experience and cultural capital
      to Harvard as it transformed itself into a modern university. However, what Harvard sought in Münsterberg was to
      be more than just a scholar; it expected him to be an intellectual who would advance the new psychology. William
      James began recruiting Münsterberg to Harvard in 1890 after reading several of
      his pamphlets titled Contributions to Experimental Psychology. In a letter to Münsterberg, James wrote,
      “the truth is that psychology is yet seeking her first principles, and is in the condition of physics before
      Galileo or Newton.” James offered Münsterberg the institutional support he would need to create what was hoped to
      be groundbreaking work—“to create first principles” in the field—and invited him to “take charge of the
      Psychological Laboratory” at Harvard. In his letter, James lobbied Münsterberg to assume the position, telling
      him that he was a vital part of the university’s plans “for regenerating our philosophical department.”26
    


    
      Throughout his career, Münsterberg—with the early encouragement of James and the continued support of
      Harvard—would help to define the emerging field of psychology as an academic discipline. From his first contact
      with James until his final work on the movies, he participated in the creation of new intellectual fields that
      would reestablish the traditional authority of the university through the application of modern theories. At the
      very end of his career as an eminent Harvard professor, he took on the task of elaborating an aesthetic theory
      for the young medium of the moving picture with the ambition of creating yet another new field of knowledge.
    


    Münsterberg’s Applied Aesthetics


    
      Münsterberg believed that experimental psychology could be a means of reinvigorating the study of aesthetics.
      Even as he worked on and promoted the instrumental value of psychology, he continued with his philosophical
      efforts in the purer realm of aesthetic theory. During his tenure at Harvard’s Psychology Lab, he was also an
      active philosopher as president of the American Philosophical Association in 1908–1909. At the Association’s
      annual conference, Münsterberg’s presidential address, “The Problem of Beauty,” provided a summary in English of
      the aesthetic theory that he had first elaborated in Eternal Values (1909).27 In his address, Münsterberg chided modern philosophy for its “one sided” concentration upon
      truth separate from the “whole philosophical universe”:28
    


    
      
        I claim that, without forgetting that the empirical psychology of the sense of beauty, the experimental
        analysis and the physiological explanation, have given us some strong contributions to a psychological
        aesthetics. The psychologist has not to speak the last word here, and nobody would suppose that he has, if we
        had not so carelessly and so persistently neglected the philosophy of beauty.29
      

    


    
      Münsterberg placed a claim for psychology in the light of what he perceived to be philosophy’s neglect of
      aesthetics. He believed that experimental psychology would enhance the study of aesthetics. The experimental
      method, he argued, was a means of investigating the physiological basis for the human perception of beauty. These
      physiological findings, he believed, could provide insights into aesthetics unavailable to the traditional
      philosopher.
    


    
      The task of deriving the physiological basis of beauty was of fundamental
      importance to Münsterberg since he believed that beauty existed as a transcendental value in which all other
      values could be derived. He found in moving pictures a field in which he might combine his knowledge as an
      experimental psychologist with his interest in the philosophy of beauty. In one of the introductory chapters to
      The Photoplay, he raised two sets of questions that he regarded as “the real problem of this little
      book.” First, he asked,
    


    
      
        What psychological factors are involved when we watch the happenings on screen? But secondly, we must ask what
        characterizes the independence of an art, what constitutes the conditions under which the works of a special
        art stand. The first inquiry is psychological, the second esthetic; the two belong intimately
        together.30
      

    


    
      Despite his insistence that the psychological and aesthetic aspects of his study “belong intimately together,”
      the entire book is organized around the split between the experience of the spectatorial subject and the formal
      qualities of the aesthetic object. Münsterberg first establishes his theory of spectatorship in Part I, “The
      Psychology of the Photoplay,” then explains his theory of art in Part II, “The Esthetics of the Photoplay.”
    


    
      Münsterberg hoped to apply psychology to better understand the moment of cognition during the aesthetic
      experience of a movie viewer. The subject/object split reflected in his categorical distinction between spectator
      and artwork is fundamental to the elaboration of his theory. He employs the Kantian notion of the “aesthetic
      experience” as a nodal point that bridges the gap between subject and object. In the Critique of
      Judgment, Kant elaborated his theory of artistic enjoyment as an appreciation of beauty—or “aesthetic
      judgment”—that arises from the harmony of an object of cognition with the “forms of knowledge” that exist for the
      spectator prior to the encounter with the artwork. Münsterberg’s theory of film also rests on the fundamental
      assumption derived from Kantian idealism that the functions and structure of the mind can be established
      empirically, without a priori metaphysical or theological commitments. Psychology provides a foundation for his
      theory of spectatorship by establishing a physical relationship between the mental perception of the viewer and
      the formal dynamics of the film.
    


    The “Aesthetics of Autonomy”


    
      Even as he attempted to apply the new psychology, Münsterberg’s theory of film did not break from the traditional
      Kantian notion that the aesthetic experience is isolated from other forms of human experience. Instead, he was
      among many in literature and the arts who pushed aestheticism to a new extreme at the turn of the twentieth
      century. In this way, Münsterberg resembled Lindsay, who also advocated a separation between art and the physical
      world. Lindsay believed that the museum or the classroom provided a physically
      separate and dignified site for the exhibition of “art” that was crucial if the medium were to achieve the status
      of aesthetic object. The museum, as an institution, had been a crucial historical development in the West in the
      nineteenth century as the rising bourgeoisie looked to transform their newfound economic and political power into
      cultural power. Demarcating space within the museum’s walls was a means of expressing the new power relationships
      between the classes and the races. The emergence of the museum was simultaneous with the reordering of the
      spatial relationship in towns and cities across the United States as the white middle class created separate
      residential areas apart from central business districts. In the years following Reconstruction, the Jim Crow
      laws, as sanctioned by the Supreme Court in 1898 in Plessy v. Ferguson, legally segregated black from
      white. People and objects, races and classes, were increasingly believed to have their “proper place.” Creating
      separate spaces for art was therefore a means of expressing hierarchies of power in the nineteenth
      century.31
    


    
      Münsterberg advocated a more radical split between art and “mundane reality” than the physical separation that
      Lindsay endorsed. This segregation of life and art was significant for Münsterberg for two additional reasons.
      First, he maintained that the moving picture was an art “independent from the other arts,” rather than one among
      several. He believed the photoplay must have its own specialized critical language specific to the medium in
      order to be considered art. Therefore, in contrast to Lindsay, he attempted to create specialized, scientific
      terminology as a means of interrogating the unique process of cinematic representation and spectatorship. Second,
      he believed the photoplay should not attempt to represent outer reality. Rather, moving pictures ought to be
      experienced by the spectator in complete isolation and without reference to the everyday world. According to
      Münsterberg, “the fundamental condition of art” required “that it must be absolutely separated from the real
      things and men, that it must be isolated and kept in its own sphere.”32
    


    
      Münsterberg constructed a subject position for the film spectator that is consistent with neo-Kantian
      aestheticism. The film historian Miriam Hansen has characterized his theory as an “aesthetics of autonomy,” while
      Donald Fredericksen has called it an “aesthetic of isolation.”33
      However, describing Münsterberg’s theory of spectatorship in this way is redundant, since aestheticism always
      depends upon the complete isolation of the spectator during the moment of contemplation. For Kant, the aesthetic
      subject must be disinterested in order to perceive beauty not as a means but as an end in itself. Only in
      isolation can the autonomous spectator experience art in the necessary condition of disinterestedness to exercise
      aesthetic judgment.
    


    An Independent Art


    
      Defining the experience of movie viewing as an aesthetic experience also required that the object, as well as the
      subject, had to be defined as autonomous or isolated from the mundane world.
      Both Münsterberg and Lindsay played significant roles in constructing a concrete aesthetic object out of the
      complex performances and social practices that comprise the cinema. Since works of art have historically been
      physical objects appreciated in isolation, the two authors’ redefinition of the cinematic experience was a
      prerequisite for the moving picture’s recognition as art. In its early guise as “technological spectacle,” the
      moving picture presented a challenge to what art historian Richard Wollheim has described as the “physical-object
      hypothesis.”34 Unlike a painting or a piece of sculpture, the
      moving picture is not an identifiable, tactile object. Instead, movies are fleeting images projected onto a blank
      screen, usually before a paying audience, in any one of a number of heterogeneous exhibition spaces. While
      Lindsay may have argued for the medium’s resemblance to the more traditional arts, and Münsterberg may have
      emphasized the unique formal properties of film art, both men established an object that was distinct from the
      everyday experience of the movie spectator.
    


    
      The cinematic innovation that Münsterberg felt best represented a “new perspective,” independent of the other
      arts, was the close-up. In The Photoplay, he elaborates upon the art of the motion picture by
      contrasting it with the aesthetic values of the staged drama. Most of his contemporaries had immediately drawn
      strong comparisons between the theater and cinema, defining both as performing arts. In most cases, the cinema
      suffered in the comparison. In contrast, Münsterberg insisted that staged dramas and the photoplays should not be
      judged by the same standards, since “each is perfectly valuable in itself.”35 According to him, the close-up had, for the first time, allowed the moving picture to assert
      its autonomy from the theater since there was no dramaturgical equivalent to this uniquely cinematic technique.
      The moving picture could therefore be distinguished as an art and sever any connection the new medium may have
      had with the theater. Münsterberg claimed that the close-up shot had no theatrical equivalent to the cinematic
      close-up’s ability to create “gigantic enlargement of small details” as it “replaces for an instant the whole
      stage.”36 In this way, the close-up could transport the spectator
      beyond the outer world of surface appearance and into “our world of perception,” thereby furnishing “art with a
      means which far transcends the power of any theater stage.”37
    


    
      Münsterberg’s enthusiastic embrace of the close-up shot led to an aesthetic of film at odds with that of his
      contemporary Lindsay. While both men believed that film was independent of the theater, Lindsay’s aesthetic
      emphasized the epic mise en scène expressed in terms of splendor and speed: “The key-words of the stage are
      passion and character; of the photoplay, splendor and speed.”38 He
      believed that massive sets, spectacular effects, and rapid scene changes, like those in D.W. Griffith’s
      Intolerance, best defined the cinematic experience. For Münsterberg, Lindsay’s aesthetic of cinematic
      spectacle still represented “filmed theater,” since it “showed a performance, however rapid or unusual, as it
      would go in the outer world.” While Lindsay encouraged filmmakers to elevate the art of the medium through the
      production of more historical and biblical epics, Münsterberg argued that “even
      the most wonderful creations, the great historical plays where thousands fill the battlefields, or the most
      fantastic caprices where fairies fly over the stage could perhaps be performed in a theater, but this close-up
      leaves all stagecraft behind.”39 He believed that the introduction
      of the close-up had allowed the medium to create its own means of representation, rather than merely serving as a
      filmed reproduction of the theater. Cutting from long shots to close-up created a different dynamic of space and
      time from those of the theater and inferior-quality photoplays. Münsterberg was one of the first theorists to
      shift critical attention away from the mise en scène and toward the formal manipulation of cinematic time and
      space during editing.
    


    
      What is more, Münsterberg, unlike Lindsay, proposed that the “technical devices” that defined cinema were
      singular, specialized, and untranslatable to any other arts. Lindsay may have argued for the independence of the
      moving picture from the theater, but continued to emphasize the medium’s resemblance to painting, sculpture, and
      architecture. In contrast, Münsterberg insisted that the moving picture should never attempt to “imitate or
      replace anything,” since it “is in itself an art as different from that of the theater as the painter’s art is
      different from that of the sculptor.”40 Therefore, for Münsterberg,
      the motion picture had not only established its independence from the staged drama but, more importantly, with
      the introduction of the close-up and other technical devices, it had finally reached a level of formal complexity
      to merit classification as an independent art.
    


    The Moving Picture and Aestheticism


    
      Münsterberg shared the modernist assumption that art ought to transform the world rather than merely reproduce
      the objective reality that existed outside of perception. In The Photoplay, he argued that “to imitate
      the world is a mechanical process; to transform the world so that it becomes a thing of beauty is the purpose of
      art.”41 His emphasis on the imaginative rather than a purely
      mimetic mode of representation resulted in a more formalist approach to film theory than had been the case with
      Lindsay. Münsterberg’s formalist aesthetic resembled that of the many modernists in the art world who rallied
      around the idea of “art for art’s sake.” In 1909, the eminent art historian Roger Fry published his highly
      influential “An Essay in Aesthetics,” in which he argued that art “is an expression and stimulus” of the
      “imaginative life,” rather than “actual life.”42 Fry, along with
      his friend and colleague, Clive Bell, helped to introduce Americans to modern art and aesthetics through their
      writings and their efforts as art collectors and curators. Bell, like Fry, insisted that each work of art was a
      product of the imagination “with an intense and peculiar significance of its own,” distinct from reality and
      “unrelated to the significance of life.”43
    


    
      Münsterberg’s ideas about film were consistent with those of Fry and Bell and found quarter among those
      sympathetic to modernist innovations in the arts during the first decades of the twentieth century. Fry’s work as
      an essayist and curator possibly had an even greater impact on American cultural
      and intellectual life. As the European adviser to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, he exercised enormous influence
      on the reception of European modernism in the United States. Meanwhile, Bell, husband of the painter Vanessa
      Bell, brother-in-law of the writer Virginia Woolf, and a central figure among the artists and intellectuals of
      the Bloomsbury Group, promoted Fry’s theories on both sides of the Atlantic. The two men were close friends who
      worked together on an important exhibition of French post-impressionist art in 1912,44 and Bell’s book Art, published in England in 1911 and America in 1915, did much to
      simplify and popularize many of Fry’s ideas. There were numerous other close personal connections between the
      bohemian salons of New York and London. For instance, Iris Barry, the future director of the Museum of Modern
      Art’s Film Library, was well acquainted with Bell and the rest of the Bloomsbury Group.45 Hence, those in the New York social circles who sponsored the 1913 Armory
      Show that so scandalized the American art establishment were familiar with the ideas of Bell and Fry long before
      the publication of the two authors’ book-length works.46
    


    
      Münsterberg also shared with a growing number of his contemporaries in art and literature a desire to apply
      theory as an objective discourse that would eliminate moral and utilitarian value judgments from “aesthetic”
      interpretation. Art, it was increasingly argued, needed to be freed from moral and utilitarian discourses so that
      unadulterated beauty could be pursued. Fry had argued that modern art could be an effective weapon against the
      repressive, hypocritical, bourgeois Victorian society that had vulgarized values and commercialized culture. He
      distinguished his theory from two trains of thought that were dominant at the time. The first, which he called
      the “Puritanical view,” made no distinction between life and imagination and therefore believed both to be
      “entirely reprehensible.” The second, the “Victorian view,” which Fry associated with Ruskin, held that the
      imagination should be consistent with morality. He argued that this “leads to some very hard special pleading,
      even to a self-deception which is in itself morally undesirable.”47
    


    
      In light of the modernist shift away from the moral discourse of nineteenth-century aesthetics, The Art of
      the Moving Picture seemed anachronistic soon after its publication in 1915. Both puritanical and Victorian,
      Lindsay was influenced by Ruskin as much as Whitman when placing Christian morality and patriotism as the basis
      of aesthetic value.48 Münsterberg, on the other hand, constructed a
      theory of value that applied the science of psychology to the creation and reception of art rather than to its
      moral value. He had also insisted that the critical and meta-critical language regarding the moving picture be
      specialized and separate from that of other discourses, irrespective of whether those discourses were aesthetic
      or not. Münsterberg, unlike Lindsay, had taken upon himself this philosophical task of defining the medium as a
      “totally self-contained discourse and practice.”49 His emphasis on
      aestheticism brought film theory in line with the modernist aesthetic positions that others had already
      promulgated in literature and the arts. However, modern theories of art and
      literature shared with their Victorian predecessors some basic assumptions regarding the privileged role of
      culture in grounding value. Both the modernists and the Victorians perceived the arts as a means of establishing
      transcendental value in an era marked by the social unrest associated with the rise of modern capitalism. By the
      second half of the nineteenth century, Matthew Arnold had made his famous case for culture, rather than religion,
      as a bulwark against anarchy. He argued that a common culture of “the best that has been thought and said in the
      world” ought to be promoted as a means of ensuring social cohesion during an era of increasingly fractious class
      conflict.50
    


    
      Vachel Lindsay had argued that the movies should be included in the Arnoldian idea of culture when advocating the
      production of moving pictures based upon the classics of art and literature. For Arnold and Lindsay, the arts
      needed to be freed from the context of their material production and reception and made accessible to the middle
      and working classes. They also agreed that the arts must be isolated from the everyday world in order to
      establish a “common culture.” To invest the spiritual dimension of art in film, Lindsay argued that motion
      pictures must be exhibited in museums and other familiar bastions of high culture that were separate from the
      profane world of the masses. Paradoxically, then, this social function of art as a source of transcendent value
      depended upon its physical separation from society as well as its rhetorical isolation in the discourse of
      aesthetics.
    


    
      Münsterberg, no less than Lindsay, insisted that film had the potential to serve a crucial social function.
      However, he also argued that the movies should be considered a modern art form. There was no need to ground film
      art in the cultural capital of art history. Moreover, he believed that the moving picture must be viewed as an
      object, completely autonomous from its social context. Along with other modernists, he felt that art’s value
      rested in its repudiation of the real in favor of the imaginary. Aestheticism claimed art’s value by identifying
      it with objectivity and truth, pushing traditional aesthetic discourse to its extreme. For art to achieve its
      highest social value, it needed to be understood as a self-contained, independent discourse and practice.
    


    
      Münsterberg argued that the motion picture should be considered not only an independent art form but also an
      object that is autonomous from its social context if it is to achieve its greatest value. In The
      Photoplay, he insisted that “the work of art shows us things and events perfectly in themselves freed from
      all connections which lead beyond their limits, this is, in perfect isolation.” The artist presents this imagined
      world to the spectator by shaping and molding the “objective world of outer events.”51 The aesthetic experience required the spectator’s complete attention upon the object without
      allusion to history, philosophy, politics, or any other “outside” referent. For Münsterberg, the spectator
      entering a movie theater has a direct relationship with the image on the screen in the sense that, in the
      darkness, he has entered a self-contained, imagined world.
    


    
      Münsterberg’s ideas about the autonomy of the artwork and need for a new, objective critical language were shared
      by many of his contemporaries, including the New Critics. The latter would
      achieve greater prominence in the United States and Britain in the 1920s and 1930s, but their ideas first gained
      currency in American universities during the First World War. Indeed, shortly before the publication of The
      Photoplay, J.E. Spingarn delivered a lecture at Columbia University titled “The New Criticism” that signaled
      the new vanguard in literary criticism. He took to task those critics “who shift the interest from the work of
      art to … history, politics, biography, erudition, metaphysics.”52
      Spingarn articulated the ideas of a new generation of literary critics who still maintained a belief in art’s
      higher purpose, but longed for a new language specific to literature. The literary “old guard” seemed
      anachronistic not because they thought that the arts were the source of truth, but because they still spoke the
      language of philosophy, religion, and history, rather than the “objective” language of science.
    


    
      Münsterberg shared the New Critics’ hostility toward “contextual criticism” and embraced the notion that film
      could only be understood as art in terms of the internal psychological dynamics of the spectator and the organic
      formal unity of each work. He expressed his disdain for the impressionism of established cultural criticism by
      rejecting the pedantry of traditional scholarship in favor of the creativity of the artists:
    


    
      
        But the ideal aim of beauty and art is in complete contrast to the ideal aim of scholarly knowledge. The
        scholar, we see, established connections by which the special thing loses all character of separateness. He
        binds it to all the remainder of the physical and social universe. The artist, on the contrary, cuts off every
        possible connection.53
      

    


    
      For Münsterberg, the metaphysical qualities of this “ideal aim of beauty and art” were incommensurable with the
      more materialist project of scholarship. Traditional scholarship, according to Münsterberg and the New Critics,
      was inherently reductive because it placed limits on the aesthetic imagination evoked by the artwork. For a
      modern critic like Münsterberg, a more precise critical language specific to the cinema would create the
      possibility—to paraphrase T.S. Eliot—of considering film primarily as film and “not another thing.”54
    


    “A Thousand Miles from Boston”


    
      Defining the movies as a “thing in itself” did not necessarily imply that the medium ought to be recognized as an
      art. Münsterberg was conscious of the need to justify the study of film to the educated public. So, in the
      introduction to The Photoplay, he argued that the movies ought not to be regarded merely as a “means for
      popular amusement and entertainment” but as a medium that appeals “also to the intellect.”55 He also did not apologize for his new-found interest in the entertainment
      value of the movies. Despite his philosophical interest in aesthetics, Münsterberg claimed that his fascination
      with the cinema was first that of a fan rather than a scholar. A year before the
      publication of The Photoplay, he had contributed an article to Cosmopolitan magazine in which
      he explained his interest in moving pictures as a field of study. The article, “Why We Go to the ‘Movies,’”
      argues persuasively for moving pictures as “truly the art of the future.” Münsterberg addressed those who may
      have questioned the notion that “the film brings us art in the higher sense of the world” by providing an
      anecdote of his own transformation into a full-fledged cinephile:
    


    
      
        I may confess frankly that I was one of those snobbish late-comers. Until a year ago I had never seen a real
        photo-play. Although I was always passionate about the theater, I should have felt it undignified for a Harvard
        professor to attend a moving-picture show, just as I should not have gone to a vaudeville performance or to a
        museum of wax figures or to a phonograph concert. Last year, while I was traveling a thousand miles from
        Boston, I and a friend risked seeing “Neptune’s Daughter,” and my conversion was rapid … Surely I am now under
        the spell of the “movies,” and, while my case may be worse than the average, all the world is somewhat under
        the spell.56
      

    


    
      While Münsterberg confessed to previously seeing and enjoying travel pictures, it was Neptune’s
      Daughter—a popular “mermaid” film starring the Australian-born long-distance swimmer Annette Kellerman—that
      truly “opened [his] eyes to the distinctive character and possibilities of the photoplay.”57 Kellerman had scandalized Boston in 1907 when she was arrested for
      indecent exposure at Revere Beach because of her short, form-fitting, one-piece bathing suit. Soon after,
      Münsterberg “went with the crowd to Anita Stewart, Mary Pickford, and Charlie Chaplin” and sampled the films of
      all the major early studios—“Pathé and Vitagraph, Lubin and Essanay, Paramount and Majestic, Universal and
      Knickerbocker.”58 In the summer before the Cosmopolitan
      article appeared, he even toured the Vitagraph studio in New York as he began the research for his book-length
      study.59
    


    
      In the first two chapters of The Photoplay, Münsterberg introduces his theory by placing the history of
      the moving picture in a context that mirrors his own development as a cinephile. However, rather than employing a
      personal anecdote to explain the development of the motion picture, he provides a short history of moving-picture
      exhibition from the technological spectacle of a screening at the Chicago Exposition in 1893 to the lowbrow
      “feature of the vaudeville theater.”60 While dismissive of the
      motion picture as popular commercial amusement, associating it with vaudeville and dime museums, he once again
      admits to an early interest in travel films. Here he recognizes, like many other progressive-minded reformers,
      “the power of the moving picture to supplement the school room and the newspaper and the library by spreading
      information and knowledge.” However, following another description of his encounter with Neptune’s
      Daughter, he acknowledges that presenting information is, “after all, secondary to their general task, to
      bring entertainment and amusement to the masses.”61 More
      importantly, Münsterberg no longer believes that entertainment or amusement is
      necessarily incommensurable with art. Instead, he argues that the moving picture “developed so many new features
      of its own” that the medium merits its new-found aesthetic status.62
    


    
      Obviously, Münsterberg lent his own considerable cultural capital to cinema’s reputation in a period when it
      possessed questionable social status. However, his insistence on film as a self-contained aesthetic discourse was
      of far greater importance than his own reputation in erasing the high/low cultural barrier that had hampered the
      consideration of film as art. Münsterberg’s theory challenged the high/low art divide that, according to Andreas
      Huyssen, had characterized the culture of modernity since the mid-nineteenth century. In his book After the
      Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism, Huyssen argues that modernism “constituted itself
      through a conscious strategy of exclusion, an anxiety of contamination by its other: an increasingly consuming
      and engulfing mass culture.”63 In the past, the movies’ lowbrow
      origins as a mechanical form of commercial entertainment had clouded the medium’s reception in genteel quarters.
      Even Lindsay, who began as an ardent supporter of the new medium, became passionately disillusioned with the
      movies because of the seemingly limitless power of the film industry. In contrast, Münsterberg’s aestheticism,
      which he shared with the New Critics and other modern art movements, made it possible to regard moving pictures
      as art by marginalizing other non-aesthetic discourses that were critical of the medium.
    


    
      Consequently, the claim by Huyssen that modernism consciously constructed mass culture as its “other” is not
      supported by Münsterberg’s theory of film. Münsterberg did not feel that commerce inherently contaminated film
      art. Indeed, he was completely silent on the matter in The Photoplay. Perhaps more significantly, Roger
      Fry and Clive Bell seemed to share this view as they did not actively exclude mass culture from their celebrated
      theories of art. Like Münsterberg, they argued that “significant form” rather than the circumstances of
      production or reception was the starting point for all systems of aesthetics. Their definitions of “the artwork”
      and “the aesthetic experience” did not preclude the possibility that movies might possess all of the qualities of
      art. Both Bell and Fry were uninterested in the distinctions that more recent critics have made between the
      categories high culture and low culture. Instead, they elaborated theories that could be applied equally to all
      works of art, regardless of the cultural context of their production or reception. Bell insisted that his goal
      was to find the objective quality that “is common to objects that do move us as works of art.”64 For him, that quality could be found in the combination of lines and
      colors that he famously described as “significant form.” Form, independent of content, was therefore the most
      important element in any work of art. And since all works of art share form, the high modernist aesthetic of Bell
      and Fry increased the possibility that non-traditional works, such as motion pictures, would be considered as
      art.
    


    
      This was more than just an unintended consequence of Fry’s and Bell’s theories.
      Indeed, Fry made explicit reference to the motion picture in his “Essay in Aesthetics.” Like Münsterberg, he
      insisted that art ought to transform objective reality and present the imaginative life. Moreover, according to
      Fry, the movies gave the public “a glimpse of the nature of this imaginative life from the cinematograph.” For
      him, they did not symbolize encroaching mass culture; nor were they simply a means of mechanical reproduction of
      reality. Instead, each and every moving picture, even the simple “arrival of a train at a foreign station,”
      transformed reality. This was because the moving picture allowed the spectator to “see the event much more
      clearly; see a number of quite interesting but irrelevant things, which in real life could not struggle in our
      consciousness.”65 His description of the power of the cinema to
      evoke the inner world echoes Münsterberg’s observation that “the close-up has objectified in our world of
      perception our mental act of attention.”66 My point here is not
      only that Fry and Münsterberg shared fundamental ideas on the purpose of art and the ontology of the cinematic
      image, but also that the emergence of the movies, even in their most commercial form, was not universally
      perceived as a threat to high art. Rather, for Fry, moving pictures illustrated art’s potential in what
      Münsterberg described as “the turmoil of the technical age.”67
    


    
      In the version of film history that Münsterberg articulates in The Photoplay, the emergence of an
      “upper-class” audience is accorded equal significance to the development of the close-up and other formal
      cinematic techniques in the argument that cinema came of age in the early twentieth century. Finally, so the
      story goes, the medium acquired an audience that could be recognized as rational aesthetic subjects with the
      mental capability to suspend disbelief. For Münsterberg, the spectator had to be able to distinguish between
      reality and a work of the imagination if the photoplay were to be considered a work of art rather than a mere
      mode of mechanical reproduction. Therefore, the reality effect of the cinema had to be understood as exactly
      that—an effect—a manipulation of the outer world by the camera. The “uncultured” elements of the audience whom
      Münsterberg described were not considered sufficiently sophisticated to understand the difference between moving
      images and reality.
    


    
      The perception that audiences did not understand the difference between the imaginary and the real persisted
      among scholars throughout the twentieth century. The film historian Tom Gunning, for one, has exploded the myth
      of the “incredulous spectator” by describing “the primal scene” of this theory—the first screening of the
      Lumières’ Arrival of a Train at the Station—which took place in the Grand Café, Paris, in 1895.68 Roger Fry, in “An Essay in Aesthetic,” described his own experience at a
      screening of what may well have been that film in order to explain how cinema had the capacity to transform
      reality rather than merely present it. He then compared the cinématographe to a mirror that frames “actual
      existence” while allowing the viewers to “become true spectators, not selecting what we will see, but seeing
      everything equally.”69
    


    
      Thereafter, many historians continued to use sparse anecdotal evidence that
      members of the audience ran in terror from the Grand Café in reaction to the moving train on the screen. Gunning
      contends that early film theorists may have found it convenient to believe in a narrative of progress which
      suggested that audiences in the “mythical childhood of the medium” were more gullible and incredulous than those
      of later years.70 However, it was not merely the likes of
      Münsterberg who felt compelled to define early cinema and its spectators as either simple or primitive. As I
      argued in Chapter 1, this notion also formed a significant part of the nickelodeon reform rhetoric that typified
      the public discourse about cinema at the start of the twentieth century. In 1910, many cultural critics presented
      the “typical” audience of lower-class men and women as simple, primitive, and therefore uncultured in order to
      justify their demands for protective legislation. Later film theorists merely provided historical narratives that
      obscured the class, gender, and race biases of the initial perceptions regarding the aesthetic sensibilities of
      early spectators.
    


    
      Münsterberg expressed concerns about cinema’s potentially negative social consequences on the less sophisticated
      members of the audience. For him, there was no doubt that “the intensity with which the plays take hold of the
      audience cannot remain without strong social effects.”71 He argued
      that the spectator’s “normal resistance” was eroded by “realistic suggestions on screen.” In a passage that reads
      very much like Lindsay’s The Art of the Moving Picture, Münsterberg claimed that:
    


    
      
        The high degree of their suggestibility during those hours in the dark house may be taken for granted. Hence
        any wholesome influences emanating from the photoplay must have an incomparable power for the remolding and
        upholding of the national soul.72
      

    


    
      Münsterberg constructed the film spectator as passive in light of the seductively realistic series of images that
      appeared on the screen. Like Lindsay, he suggested that the moral health of the nation might be at risk in the
      face of unregulated cinema that catered to the lowest instincts of its audience. However, he also shared with
      Lindsay a belief in film’s potential as an instrument of social reform because of the powerful influence it
      exerted upon its audience.
    


    Movies for Movies’ Sake?


    
      In The Photoplay, Münsterberg was conflicted between his regard for film as an art with intrinsic value
      separate from any social application and its instrumental value. Beauty was, for him, art’s greatest social
      value, and that “we annihilate beauty when we link the artistic creation to practical interests.”73 However, he did not believe in movies for movies’ sake, in the sense that
      moving pictures ought to avoid social references completely or all naturalistic modes of representation. As
      we have seen, he acknowledged the non-fiction film’s potential “to supplement
      the school room and the newspaper and the library by spreading information and knowledge.”74 To this end, he endorsed plans by educators to create a “Universal
      Culture Lyceum” that would “make and circulate moving pictures for the education of the youth of the land,
      picture studies in science, history, and religion, literature, geography, biography, art, architecture, social
      science, economics and industry.”75
    


    
      Notwithstanding this interest in the social utility of the documentary, The Photoplay is chiefly a
      theory of the aesthetics of the fiction film. Münsterberg believed that moving pictures had a practical role to
      play by providing representations of moral and educational value, but, more importantly, he privileged popular
      cinema’s ability to stir the nation’s collective soul. Like Lindsay, he embraced the challenge of creating a
      healthy form of popular cinema for the clientele of the dark houses. At the height of the nickelodeon craze, many
      reforming activists had sought to censor or ban the moving-picture shows altogether. But Münsterberg argued that
      the audience for the motion picture had changed in the intervening years. Writing in 1915, he remarked that:
    


    
      
        Six years ago, a keen sociological observer characterized the patrons of the picture palaces as “lower middle
        class and the massive public, youths and shopgirls between adolescence and maturity, small dealers, peddlers,
        laborers, charwomen, beside the small quota of children.” This would be hardly a correct description today.
        This “lower middle class” has long been joined by the upper class.76
      

    


    
      Of course, this new upper-class audience included Professor Münsterberg, who had described his first excursion to
      a theater to view a feature film the year before The Photoplay was published. For him, the rhetoric of
      seduction may have been warranted when the presumed audience for the new medium comprised children, women,
      immigrants, and the working classes. However, the popularity of the movies among an upper-class audience,
      including Münsterberg himself, who prized their rational self-identity meant that seduction became a less
      comfortable description.
    


    
      Instead of the “incredulous spectator” who could not distinguish between the imaginary and the real, the crisis
      of representation became one of relative levels of aesthetic education. Münsterberg assumed that the sight of
      crime or violence on screen would not unduly affect a “sophisticated” audience, although he did argue for a
      “moral wholesomeness” in subject matter, suggesting that movies should demonstrate “an enthusiasm for the noble
      and uplifting, a belief in duty and discipline of the mind, a faith in ideals and eternal values.”77 Rather than “dangerous knowledge” of sex and crime, he was more concerned
      with what he described as “the trivializing influence of a steady contact with things which are not worth
      knowing.”78 Censorship was not the best means for improving the
      motion picture; nor was creating filmed versions of canonical works of literature and art, as Lindsay had advocated. Instead, Münsterberg argued, films should explore the medium’s unique
      artistic possibilities in order to provoke the aesthetic sensibility of the audience.
    


    
      Despite Münsterberg’s cultural biases regarding the early audiences, his film theory is at heart democratic,
      since he argued that aesthetic judgment is a universal human attribute. Moreover, the very popularity of the
      movies made them especially attractive to him, because it facilitated the teaching of beauty to the masses. In
      fact, he argued that aesthetic cultivation was “the greatest mission which the photoplay may have in our
      community.” He also claimed that American society needed to encourage aesthetic appreciation as a means of
      uplifting the nation: “The moral impulse and the desire for knowledge are, after all, deeply implanted in the
      American crowd, but the longing for beauty is rudimentary; and yet it means harmony, unity, true satisfaction,
      and happiness in life.”79 For Münsterberg, the motion picture as
      art was the means of reconciling the artistic and social value of the new medium. Clearly, for him, the movies
      could play an enormous social role in creating a more democratic culture.
    


    
      Münsterberg contributed to a shift in cinematic discourse away from contextual criticism and toward a
      self-reflexive theory of film. He applied the new, objective language of science to the study of cinema and
      insisted on the primacy of the image and the spectator for the emerging discourse of film theory. By doing so, he
      brought film theory into line with other modernist aesthetic positions in literature and the arts. However, he
      also represented a continuation of earlier discourses of social reform that had speculated on cinema’s growing
      influence in American life. For all his insistence on aesthetics, he never disputed the popular idea that the
      movies could have more direct instrumental value as an educational tool. Yet his most important contribution to
      the growing body of knowledge about the moving picture was in laying the groundwork for an appreciation of film
      as a modern art. Münsterberg advanced the increasingly widespread notion that the moving picture warranted
      serious contemplation as a work of art. He showed very little concern for the condition of production, unlike
      those who blamed the producers’ commercial motives for the low quality of the movies. What is more, he provided
      like-minded cinephiles with a critical vocabulary consistent with modernist ideas that would assist their efforts
      to secure the medium’s admission to museums and university curricula.
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      Hurray for Hollywood


      
        Entertainment as Art
      

    


    
      
        To demonstrate the identity of the artistic and scientific uses of photography which heretofore usually were
        separated will be one of the revolutionary functions of the film.
      


      
        Walter Benjamin, 19361
      

    


    
      
        The average movie enthusiast shies away from any picture which is definitely called an art film. A picture
        which is called an artistic triumph does not offend him because an artistic triumph may still be a good movie;
        but experience with art films has shown that they are either foreign, obscure or dull. It is rather a pity that
        the average man is probably right.
      


      
        Gilbert Seldes, 19372
      

    


    
      In her keynote address at the inaugural banquet of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in 1927, the
      actress–producer Mary Pickford declared the American motion picture “the greatest medium of entertainment in the
      world.”3 Pickford’s audience of Hollywood’s elite producers,
      directors, and actors had much to celebrate that year. Profits were high, and stars like Pickford were household
      names in America and abroad. The motion picture was no longer just a technological curiosity, as it had been at
      the turn of the century. In the successive decades, an entire generation of Americans had grown up with the
      movies. There was no doubt that the movies had become a permanent feature of American life. While concern about
      their pernicious influence continued to be raised, even the harshest critics of the movies believed that the
      medium could be a positive social and cultural force if properly regulated. Intellectuals and cultural
      commentators who advanced the idea that the movies were art also found more receptive quarter. The American
      motion picture industry had captured the hearts, minds, and pocketbooks of the American public and was continuing
      to grow globally. Those industry leaders who gathered that January evening at
      the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles looked forward to an even brighter future as they prepared studios and
      theaters for the introduction of sound.
    


    
      The public debate over whether the movies were or were not art also seemed to have been resolved. The arguments
      that the medium had artistic potential, coupled with the importation of a number of well-received “art films”
      from France and Germany in the 1920s, had convinced intellectuals that the movies were more than a disposable,
      cheap form of amusement. Film critics had been especially effusive regarding the post-World War I “German
      invasion.” Alfred B. Kuttner, in an issue of Exceptional Photoplays published in 1921, claimed that “the
      outstanding event of the past year in the American motion picture world has been the exhibition of a series of
      German pictures.”4 Perhaps American moviemakers, some would argue,
      had much to learn from their European counterparts; but with this fresh evidence from abroad, many considered the
      expression of film art already to be at its pinnacle.
    


    
      Indeed, critics increasingly voiced the sentiment that American movies could not match the artistry of the
      European cinema, reinforcing an existing sense of cultural inferiority. Kuttner and other critics cited the
      artistic superiority of German films like the critically acclaimed (but publicly unpopular) The Cabinet of
      Dr. Caligari and the more warmly received Ernst Lubitsch import Passion as contrasts with the
      “picture hokum” produced in America. Walter Prichard Eaton encouraged the exhibition of “better moving pictures”
      from Germany “to counteract the fearful deadening and cheapening of taste that is resulting in this country from
      constant attendance at our own product.”5 During the 1920s,
      American films dominated domestic screens, and significantly increased their presence overseas. For Eaton, this
      new hegemony of Hollywood represented a “deadening” rather than a “cultivation” of the aesthetic sensibility of
      movie audiences.
    


    
      Hollywood was commonly blamed for the generally low quality of American movies because of its insistence on
      attracting a mass audience. H.L. Mencken described the mainstream American film as “idiotic” and suitable only
      for the “present mob.” He claimed that “soon or late the movies will have to split into two halves” in order to
      serve those interested in “sense and beauty.” He also believed that better films could be produced “if competent
      men to make them are unearthed.”6 For Mencken, the problem with
      American cinema rested in the character and (lack of) education of “unenlightened” studio producers.
    


    
      The main problem for other critics of American cinema was not the taste of individual movie producers, but that
      the criteria for success in the movie business was mass popularity and high profits. The editors of
      Exceptional Photoplay expressed this common sentiment:
    


    
      
        Even our most advertised “artistic” producers have not risen to the challenge to bring us better pictures …
        Many of our producers are masters in swaying the public, if popularity is
        their only standard they may always succeed. But it will be tragedy if they allow their easy achievements to
        blind them to their greater opportunity.7
      

    


    
      It is not surprising, then, that critics attempted to create a sense of urgency in the 1920s about the need for
      the American film industry to produce movies at the level of European art cinema. Many advocated the creation of
      an avant-garde cinema or an American independent art cinema, but even more placed their hopes in educating the
      public as a means of reforming “Hollywood.”8 A significant number
      of critics believed that the public would choose substance over spectacle if they were exposed to “better
      pictures.” They felt the marketplace would improve the quality of films as long as consumers were more
      discerning.
    


    
      Yet the handful of companies that controlled the industry understood that, for most Americans, the movies were a
      form of popular entertainment, rather than high art. Spectacle had been a principal attraction of the cinema ever
      since curious crowds at the turn of the century had flocked to exhibitions where they could see pictures move.
      Consequently, the industry was reluctant to promote the medium as an art. Even the term “art” was considered too
      “highbrow” for an industry that was primarily interested in cultivating a mass market. What Gilbert Seldes
      observed in 1937 about the divide between art and entertainment regarding the motion picture seemed equally true
      of Hollywood a decade earlier. Many moviegoers might simply shy away from films that announced themselves as
      “art”—and often with good reason. While critics and intellectuals championed films considered “highbrow,” the
      presumed “lowbrow” audience enjoyed the movies for a variety of reasons, not just aesthetic ones. The movies were
      a technical novelty, a form of distraction, a place to meet friends or lovers, and so forth. None of these
      activities was necessarily incommensurable with aesthetic appreciation; rather, over two decades, audiences had
      incorporated the movies into their lives to fill a variety of functions.
    


    
      The creation of the Academy in 1927 helped the industry to cultivate the goodwill of both its core audience and
      the more culturally influential highbrow audience of critics. Though the organization worked hard to raise the
      status of the medium, it preferred to describe American movies as “entertainment” rather than “art,” especially
      as the latter term came to be associated with more aesthetically challenging European productions. In some of the
      Academy’s earliest publications, the word “art,” when it was applied, was often coupled with either science or
      technology. By doing so, the movie industry, through the Academy, simultaneously attempted to exploit the
      cultural capital of art and the sense of innovation and progress long associated with moving picture technology.
      Even the name—the “Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences”—acknowledged the desire of the industry
      to promote the medium as a hybrid of art and science, rather than simply high art.
    


    
      From its very inception, the Academy, through its awards and educational programs, certainly promoted those
      Hollywood films that achieved a level of artistry that satisfied the critics.
      However, the industry had other motivations as well. The release of a handful of less popular art films, even if
      less financially rewarding in the short term, increased the prestige of the movie industry in the long term. As
      long as the industry could maintain its audience base, more artistic movies could be released to increase their
      market in America and abroad. As the leading booster of American cinema, the Academy also raised the morale of
      those who worked in the movie industry, both on the business and the creative side. The movies were certainly a
      lucrative business, but industry moguls like Louis B. Mayer and stars like Mary Pickford, both founders of the
      Academy, craved recognition for the creative and social merit of their work. Finally, respectability was an
      important means of protecting the long-term interests of the movie industry from those critics who continued to
      demand greater regulation. Defining film as an art helped in the public campaign against censorship by placing
      the movie industry on the side of artistic freedom and the First Amendment.
    


    
      In order to advance the American motion picture industry, the Academy was founded as an organization that was
      intended to represent the interests of all of Hollywood. Unlike the Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors
      Association (MPPDA), Academy membership was open to writers, directors, actors, and technicians, not just
      producers and distributors. While the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was not established until 1927,
      five years after the creation of the MPPDA, it understood as one of its main purposes the promotion of Hollywood
      and its defense against what it perceived as unfair criticism. The MPPDA had already begun working with the
      industry and its critics as a means of avoiding censorship and guaranteeing that the interests of the whole
      industry would be represented to the public. The studios hired Will Hays, the Postmaster General in the Harding
      Administration, to serve as president of the fledgling organization, largely to address the public scandals
      concerning well-known actors and directors. Tales of drug abuse and sexual perversion among “movie people”
      brought greater scrutiny to Hollywood’s alleged pernicious influence on public morals. Hays’ political
      connections in the Republican Party, coupled with his background as a Midwesterner active in the Presbyterian
      Church, made him a logical choice as the movies’ new czar. Indeed, beginning in 1924, the Hays Office (as the
      MPPDA came to be known) imposed a series of progressively stricter production guidelines, finally ending with a
      strict Production Code in 1934. The MPPDA was also interested in expanding international markets, so any film
      content that might limit the export market also came under the scrutiny of the Hays Office.9
    


    
      The Academy and the Hays Office did not perceive themselves as rivals. On the contrary, according to the industry
      trade magazine Variety, Will Hays had “participated in the early discussion which led to the formation
      of the Academy.”10 The Academy’s stated goal was “to unite and
      coordinate the five branches of motion picture production for the welfare and advancement and protection of the
      industry and profession.”11 Many in Hollywood in 1927 had come to the same conclusion as the director Cecil B. DeMille—that an organization was
      needed to promote the motion picture “not from the business point of view but from the value of the art
      recognized as an art and as a science.”12
    


    
      In its first year of existence, the Academy addressed two crises that threatened the health of the movie
      industry. The first was the growing film censorship movement, inspired by the public scandals involving the
      industry’s most famous stars. With the support of the Catholic Legion of Decency, the Hays Office reacted with
      alacrity to this public relations crisis.13 The second was the more
      immediate threat of union activism among studio employees. Both labor discord and the public scandals threatened
      to permanently tarnish the image of American cinema.14 Hollywood
      needed to resolve its internal problems to prove to powerful groups of skeptics that the film industry could be
      trusted to provide a healthy form of popular culture to its mass audience. Once these two issues were resolved,
      the Academy could turn its attention to the technical and artistic challenges presented by the emergence of the
      “talkie” and to educational and cultural activities that promoted the movies as a form of popular art.
    


    Hollywood as an Artistic Community


    
      The motion picture industry was sensitive to criticism of the studio system and the private conduct of its highly
      visible employees. If American cinema were to be defined as a popular—as opposed to an elite—art, film artists
      should presumably reflect the values of the public. The impression that the movie industry wanted to foster was
      that “movie folks” were just plain “folks.” They were not part of any cultural or political elite, but were
      people who subscribed to the same moral codes as any other American. Thus, the scandals of the early 1920s
      fundamentally threatened to undermine the efforts of those in the industry who hoped to promote the movies as a
      healthy form of popular culture. At the beginning of that decade, the movies came under their greatest attack
      since the height of the nickelodeon craze. Even as their popularity grew among intellectuals and the general
      public, critics—primarily from civic and religious organizations—continued to level the charge that the movies
      were an unhealthy moral influence on the public.
    


    
      In the 1920s, criticism of the alleged immorality of the movies expanded beyond the content on-screen and lurid
      advertising and into a more general attack upon the lifestyles of its stars. Beginning with the popular comedian
      Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle’s series of trials on charges of rape and manslaughter in 1921 and 1922, a number of
      off-screen scandals made headlines across the country. A year after the three Arbuckle trials, the respected film
      director William Desmond Taylor was found murdered in his Los Angeles apartment. Allegations of adultery and drug
      abuse as motives for the crime circulated during the intense periods of publicity before and during the trial.
      Even “America’s Sweetheart,” Mary Pickford, became front-page news in 1922 when her hasty divorce and subsequent
      marriage to Douglas Fairbanks sparked rumors of adultery and even bigamy.
      Newspapers fanned the flames of criticism regarding the alleged immorality of those working in the film industry.
      The well-publicized scandals seemed to confirm the critics’ worst fears that the industry was under the control
      of people whose main interests were profit and decadent pleasure. Hence, opinion grew that they could not be
      trusted to self-regulate the immorality on screen without some form of censorship.
    


    
      Rather than merely playing defense, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, with the support of Hays
      Office, hoped to preempt further criticism by asserting a new, positive sense of social responsibility required
      of a democratic art. A decade earlier, Vachel Lindsay had expressed great hope in the medium’s potential to
      “plant new conceptions of civic and national idealism.”15 The film
      industry adopted a similar sort of idealist rhetoric as it attempted to reassure skeptics that the era of
      pandering to base desires for sensational entertainment had ended. As Hollywood itself became an issue, the movie
      industry began to argue that those in charge were not “alien,” “foreign,” or “arty.” On the contrary, the
      industry wanted to project an image of Hollywood that reflected the values of Main Street. The Academy helped
      create this concept of “new” Hollywood as a community of film artists who shared the presumed common values of
      hard work and sobriety dear to many Prohibition-era Americans.
    


    
      The Academy hoped to convince the public that the decadent image of the movie community was becoming as outmoded
      as the silent film. In her keynote speech at the organization’s inaugural banquet at the Biltmore Hotel, Los
      Angeles, in May 1927, Mary Pickford urged all five branches of the movie industry to support the Academy as a
      means “of defending ourselves and of protecting our good name against unjust accusations.”16 Pickford, who had been stung by criticism of her own off-screen behavior,
      believed, like many other members of the Academy, that greater care should be taken to control the publicity
      surrounding the movie industry. She explicitly mentioned her desire to ensure that “intolerance born of
      ignorance” was “swept aside.” Censorship could be avoided, she argued, as long as the Academy aggressively
      defended the studios and promoted cinema’s positive impact on American life. She ended her address by calling on
      the Academy to commemorate the individual achievements of past contributors to the “motion picture industry,”
      which she praised as “the greatest medium of entertainment in the world today.”17 By recognizing previous artistic and technological accomplishments, Pickford and the Academy
      promised that American cinema would continue to progress as a popular art form.
    


    
      The choice of Pickford as keynote speaker was a testament to her remarkable status in the movie industry as both
      star and producer. Her career spanned from the nickelodeon era to the studio era, and her popularity and power in
      1927 were reflected in her exalted status among the Hollywood studio elite. At the start of her career, she had
      been one of the first movie performers to benefit from the nascent star system that soon became a defining
      feature of American cinema. She made her screen debut for Biograph in 1909, and the very next year fans began to attend her movies in droves, eager to see the performer referred to as “The
      Girl with Gold Hair” and “Little Mary.”18 As the movies’ greatest
      attraction, Pickford understood both the value of stars to the industry and the vicissitudes of stardom. Her own
      stardom had brought her great benefits, but these depended on maintaining her larger-than-life, sweet, youthful
      image. As she grew older, her fans never accepted “Little Mary” in any other role than as “America’s Sweetheart.”
      Somewhat cruelly, she became “an emblem of the past” as audiences started to reject her “wide-eyed” innocence in
      favor of the new flapper style of younger stars like Clara Bow.19
      However, despite some whispers of scandal, her standing within the film community did not ebb and her marriage to
      Douglas Fairbanks and their life at Pickfair had cemented her place in the orbit of Hollywood stardom. While her
      on-screen persona was no longer the best for her box office, the Victorian virtue of her “Little Mary” roles made
      her the ideal public face for an industry still on the defensive against critics of Hollywood decadence.
    


    
      Pickford, like the Academy as a whole, assumed that the history of American cinema was primarily the history of
      the triumph of Hollywood. The early film pioneers were to be celebrated for their contribution to the rise of the
      studio system as the dominant mode of production. For the most part, those associated with the movie industry
      believed that the popularity of its products was in itself evidence of artistic value. A year before the
      establishment of the Academy, Terry Ramsaye published his two-volume history of the American silent film, A
      Million and One Nights, which was widely regarded as the first film history and remained a definitive
      history for over a generation. Ramsaye, a former publicist with the Mutual Film Company, provided a triumphant
      chronology of progress that reflected the general sense of satisfaction felt by those who participated in the
      film industry. While he often evoked the term “art” to describe the motion picture, he made little effort to
      define the term. Unlike either Vachel Lindsay or Hugo Münsterberg, Ramsaye did not offer any theory of art or any
      elaboration of film aesthetics, beyond affirming the medium’s “universal” appeal. He simply assumed that “the
      motion picture is a genuine art … genuine in that it is strictly popular, appealing to and serving the
      multitudes.”20 Both Ramsaye and Pickford agreed that the movies
      would continue to be a great popular art, as long as the medium continued to attract large audiences and as long
      as the filmmakers catered to the public in a responsible manner. Both also advocated a celebration of the
      individual achievements of the past and the creation of a common film heritage as a means of promoting American
      movies.
    


    
      Unlike the extreme aestheticist view of “art for art’s sake,” those in Hollywood who advanced the movies as a
      form of popular art eschewed abstract principles, preferring to emphasize the medium’s accountability to its
      public and its history of technological and artistic progress. During the Academy’s inaugural banquet, other film
      artists joined Pickford in the effort to lend their star luster to the fledgling organization in hopes of
      promoting an image of an increasingly socially responsible Hollywood. The head of the Actors’ Branch of the
      Academy, Conrad Nagel, defended Hollywood’s reputation by arguing that the
      decadent image of Hollywood of the teens and early twenties, if it had ever been true at all, was now obsolete.
      The wild Hollywood lifestyle belonged to an earlier age, before the studio era had been established. Taking his
      lead from “America’s Sweetheart,” Nagel promoted a more wholesome image of Hollywood by claiming actors had a
      greater stake in the success of the industry than had previously been the case. He asserted that the status of
      the actor had improved from the bad old days, when “actors had no chance to be human beings,” to the present
      studio era, when “pictures really began to mean something.”21
      According to Nagel, as the movies grew in maturity so had an increased sense of responsibility developed among
      actors.
    


    
      
        They now own their own homes, are able to go about socially and are able to do their duties toward civic and
        church obligations and that they must get together to protect the goose that lays the golden egg for
        them.22
      

    


    
      Nagel argued that most Hollywood actors now understood the importance of maintaining a moral public profile to
      maintain their careers. No actor, he implied, would jeopardize their career by behaving in a manner that would
      embarrass themselves or the studio. If appeals to an actor’s sense of social responsibility were ineffective in
      regulating private behavior, Nagel would suggest enlightened self-interest based on the experience of the past.
      His speech to the industry audience offered reassurances to the studio executives that actors would cooperate in
      efforts to present a clean public image.
    


    
      Efforts to construct a wholesome American cinema went beyond publicity campaigns on behalf of star directors,
      actors, and producers. The Academy sought the opinion of civic groups regarding the social value of newly
      released films, thus depending upon test screening rather than abstract theories of art as a ground for its
      popular aesthetics. The Academy also solicited advice for pragmatic reasons, hoping to defuse the antagonistic
      relationship that had emerged in the past between the industry and religious and educational organizations as
      well as many prominent national women’s clubs. To this end, many groups that might have been considered potential
      sources of criticism were invited to private screenings in the Academy’s projection room. As a gesture of
      cooperation, the MPPDA provided film prints from the studios for these preview screenings. In its first two years
      of existence, Academy screenings were provided for several national organizations, including the PTA, Women’s
      University Club, Daughters of the American Revolution, General Federation of Women’s Clubs, American Library
      Association, International Federation of Catholic Alumnae, and the YMCA.23 The previews were an attempt by the Academy to generate favorable publicity as well as to
      deflect potential controversy from upcoming studio releases.
    


    
      The Academy also encouraged more friendly communication between the movie industry and civic groups. As well as
      screenings, the MPPDA and the Academy publicly announced in May of 1929 a plan
      in which church and community groups could provide “suggestions and criticisms” to “the directors and studio
      executives before and during production.”24 The plan created a
      “Studio Relations Committee,” made of sixteen industry representatives who solicited advice from members of
      organizations such as the General Federation of Women’s Clubs and the Daughters of the American Revolution.
    


    
      The audiences at the preview screenings filled out reports that were then forwarded to the studios, which
      benefited from the process in at least two ways. First, they were able to respond to potential issues before a
      movie’s release. Second, a number of influential national organizations were effectively recruited as publicity
      outlets, since they were encouraged to “send lists” of approved films “to communities … for widespread
      publication.”25 In both cases, the movie industry generated better
      community ties and thus legitimated its status as a popular art.
    


    
      Besides the scandals that swirled around the stars, other forms of bad publicity threatened the industry in its
      attempt to define the movies as a popular art. While an unintended consequence of the star system for the studios
      was unwelcome scrutiny by civic groups, the growth of the studios had also caught the attention of labor unions
      that hoped to organize the increasing number of industry employees. One of the most publicized battles between
      labor and management involved screen actors. Actors’ Equity, an affiliate of the American Federation of Labor
      (AFL) that had successfully organized stage actors in New York in 1919, sought recognition for screen actors the
      next year. While the producers resisted Equity’s demands, they were not so successful in barring other unions
      from their studio lots. Film historian Murray Ross has argued that by 1926 Hollywood had “experienced fundamental
      changes” as “collective bargaining replaced the open-shop for studio crafts and musicians.”26
    


    
      Labor conflict with the actors not only threatened to disrupt movie production, but also had the potential to
      generate more negative off-screen publicity for the industry. The image of a happy, harmonious Hollywood
      community that shared the same middle-class values as a large portion of its presumed audience would be
      threatened if labor strife became front-page news. Moreover, a bitter public dispute had the potential to divide
      the movies’ mass audience. Any sign of the producers’ reluctance to negotiate could alienate members of the
      working-class audience. On the other hand, striking actors walking a picket could provoke anti-union sentiment
      among some middle-class fans. The labor conflict also provided ammunition to those who still argued that the
      movies were not an art. Strikes were a reminder that the motion picture was not a traditional art form like
      painting or sculpture, but a mass-produced industrial product manufactured in factory-like studios.
    


    
      The producers used the newly formed Academy to propose a compromise on the issues of pay cuts and Equity’s demand
      for compulsory arbitration of all work disputes. Indeed, the creation of the Academy established an arbitration
      committee of its members to resolve labor disputes. Louis B. Mayer was credited
      with originating the idea of an arbitration board. However, Variety described his initial plan as “a one
      sided racket of which the producers would have control.”27 At the
      Academy’s inaugural dinner, Mayer’s fellow producer Joseph Schenck expressed the hope that “the Academy would do
      away with distrust and dislike in the profession” between actors and producers.28 In July 1927, the producers also published the text of the producers’ plan to suspend pay
      cuts in the Academy Bulletin.29 In December of the same
      year, a special committee of the Academy produced a standard contract for free actors.30
    


    
      The producers’ desire to control the labor process was consistent with the Academy’s mission to present a united
      American film industry that eschewed immoral behavior and radical politics. The Academy advanced its arbitration
      plan and its resolution of the pay cut issue as evidence that a “harmonious solution of a very grave problem”
      could be achieved if such problems were presented in an “orderly manner.”31 The producers criticized “outside” union organizers threatening the smooth operation of the
      studios, although demands for more pay and clearer work rules actually came from studio employees themselves.
      However, while labor grievances reflected the studios’ poor working conditions, the producers’ concern about the
      motivations of the AFL were not totally unfounded. The AFL did target the studios, not only because the
      rapid growth of the industry created a large pool of non-union employees, but because organized labor hoped to
      create a “Trojan Horse” within the anti-union citadel of Los Angeles. The producers preferred to bargain with
      labor through the Academy in order to undercut more independent, and hence more radical, AFL-affiliated
      unions.32 The paternalistic policies of the Academy regarding the
      immediate crises of scandal and union activism were ultimately successful. Cooperation would be the guiding
      principle for the Academy as it confronted the challenge presented by the emergence of the “talkie.”
    


    “You Ain’t Heard Nothing Yet”: Art and Technology in Hollywood


    
      In early 1929, the Academy acknowledged that its first year and a half of existence had been “most conspicuously
      concerned with employment relations.” However, it soon began to take steps to accomplish its long-term goals.
      These goals included “improved relations with the press, encouragement of motion picture technology in colleges
      [and] development of technical knowledge in the industry.”33 During
      its first decade, the Academy published numerous journals and technical newsletters and also maintained an
      extensive library of film journals. Its facilities included a screening room that exhibited “exceptional sound
      and silent films.” In these respects, it served as a clearinghouse of information regarding the art and
      technology of the motion picture.
    


    
      Beginning in 1927, the Academy organized a series of forums in a bid to make the transition from the silent film
      to the “talkie” as smooth as possible. Most members of the Academy expressed the
      view that the introduction of sound would benefit the American motion picture both financially and artistically.
      However, despite this general mood of optimism, all branches of the Academy were apprehensive about the new
      technology. Therefore, in the year before the release of the first talkie, the Academy attempted to share sound
      technology with curious members of the film industry. It invited film technicians, directors, actors, writers,
      and producers to numerous forums on the introduction of sound. There were also ambitious plans to establish “a
      research and technical library and an experimental laboratory.”34
      The successful first wave of Warner Brothers–Vitaphone sound films primarily featured synchronized musical
      accompaniment rather than dialogue. The first Warner Brothers–Vitaphone sound feature, Don Juan (1925),
      and eight Vitaphone preludes, including one that included a short speech by Will Hays, subsequently piqued the
      interest of other production companies.35 In January 1927, Warner
      Brothers released The Jazz Singer, which has generally been regarded as the first true talkie. Though
      Don Juan preceded The Jazz Singer by nearly two years, the latter film included a number of
      improvised dialogue sequences among its musical interludes.
    


    
      Notwithstanding the studios’ struggle to control this technology, the Academy proved to be an effective means for
      the industry to cooperate rather than compete. Between 1927 and June 1928, it held a total of eight meetings
      regarding the issues of “voice and sound.” At one of these, in July 1928, representatives from Western Electric
      and Paramount–Famous Lasky Studio presented information regarding wiring studios for sound. In the spirit of
      cooperation and openness, the Technicians’ Branch of the Academy unanimously agreed “to hold a series of
      demonstrations on voice and sound and requests the producers to co-operate and to furnish all information
      possible for the benefit of the whole industry.”36 While there was
      general optimism about sound technology within the industry as a whole, each branch of the Academy encountered
      problems with the transition that needed to be overcome. The technicians, however, seemed more optimistic than
      any other branch. Most technicians expressed enthusiasm regarding the challenge of sound reproduction and the
      synchronization of sound with pictures. Their goal was to create the most naturalistic representation of sound in
      motion pictures.
    


    
      The technicians did discuss the effect of the new technology on how films would be perceived by audiences, but
      they did so not in the language of aesthetics but in that of technology. They were attracted to the talkie
      because of the technological accomplishment of sound reproduction, and they assumed that audiences would share
      their enthusiasm. Despite this lack of self-consciousness, many of the technicians’ meetings made it clear that
      technical questions were not separate from aesthetic ones. They particularly worried about synchronized sound
      seeming “unnatural” to audiences. During one Technicians’ Branch meeting, one member insisted that there was “a
      certain incongruity” when monochrome characters spoke on screen. He maintained that, without color
      cinematography, there was a “loss of illusion.”37 At the same time, he argued that “color, voice, sound” would make vaudeville attractions
      like The Ziegfeld Follies “extremely attractive for motion picture theaters.”38 The lost illusion was not that of resemblance to the imaginary world of
      the cinema, but to its referent, the real world. Voice represented the intrusion of the real into the artifice of
      the imaginary, represented by black-and-white cinematography.
    


    
      Hugo Münsterberg offered a similar explanation of the ontology of the cinematic image in The Photoplay.
      For him, the cinematic image represented an inner reality without reference to the outer one. He surely would
      have agreed with the technician that sound would create a “certain incongruity,” but he would have disagreed that
      the addition of other technological innovations, such as color, would reestablish artistic harmony. In fact,
      Münsterberg preferred to eliminate sound rather than introduce other elements in order create the illusion of
      greater verisimilitude. His argument relied upon the assumption that film was an art, as set forth in The
      Photoplay. For Münsterberg, the moment the movies were recognized as an art, the introduction of any
      additional formal innovation would result in travesty. Ten years before The Jazz Singer, he had warned
      against the introduction of sound, arguing that “as soon as we have clearly understood that the photoplay is an
      art in itself, the conservation of the spoken word is as disturbing as color would be on the clothing of a marble
      statue.”39
    


    
      Münsterberg’s theory of art therefore left little room for technical innovation. Yet technical innovation had
      been an essential attraction of American cinema from its beginnings at the turn of the century. Münsterberg
      acknowledged this early fascination with visual and sound reproduction, so he attempted to create a strict
      distinction between film as art and film as mechanical reproduction. In The Photoplay, he emphasized the
      difference between those like himself and “those who, like Edison, had a technical, scientific, and social
      interest but not a genuine point of view in the development of the moving pictures” as art. He also recognized
      that many of those who followed in Edison’s shadow “naturally asked themselves whether this optical imitation of
      the drama might not be improved by an acoustical imitation too.”40
    


    
      In his way, Münsterberg created two concurrent film histories with two distinct points of origin. The first
      history began with Edison and stressed the technical progress of the medium. Indeed, Münsterberg begins The
      Photoplay with a description of the first exhibition of Edison’s Kinetoscope at the Chicago Exposition in
      1893.41 The second history originated at the moment of film’s
      acceptance as art. Münsterberg would likely have perceived his own work as a significant historical marker of
      this acceptance. Curiously, for him, the era of cinematic history ushered in by works of film theory like his own
      emphasized the continuing artistic progress of the medium, while effectively closing it to any technological
      innovation, since film art’s origins lay in the period of the silent, black-and-white film and Münsterberg argued
      for the primacy of the image. The only artistic progress his schema allowed filmmakers was the manipulation of
      the image through editing and mise en scène. Following Münsterberg, many
      cinéastes of the era came to view the introduction of sound, color, or any other technological “effect”
      as intrusive.42
    


    
      The conflict between those who feared the introduction of sound and those who embraced the new technology
      replayed the early battles about the introduction of motion picture photography at the beginning of the century.
      Conrad Nagel, the chairman of the Actors’ Branch at the Academy, chided his members for expressing anything other
      than optimism about the introduction of the new technology. He made the argument that the history of film had
      repeated itself and that actors should not display the reluctance of a generation ago. He claimed that
    


    
      
        the talking picture that has now come to advance and perfect the motion picture is meeting with exactly the
        same treatment that the motion picture did originally … Instead of welcoming it with open arms, the criticisms
        and adverse sentiments are so common that it almost becomes funny [T]hirty years ago … professional actors from
        the stage for years and years were even ashamed to go in and see motion pictures … [whereas] they are now
        flocking to Hollywood by trainloads in an effort to get into those same pictures.43
      

    


    
      Nagel used this apocryphal observation to warn actors against adhering to obsolete ideas about their profession.
      Technology, he argued, was not a threat to the stage actor, but an opportunity that should not be missed. The
      weight of film history had made the transformation to sound all but inevitable. He urged actors to participate in
      Academy forums with technicians, producers, directors, and writers to insure that their concerns were addressed.
    


    
      The commitment to the transition to sound was almost complete within the Academy. However, the organization’s
      publications still aired expressions of doubt from members. In the spring of 1928, the Academy sent a
      questionnaire on sound to its members to gauge their reaction and address their concerns. Many of the respondents
      expressed doubts regarding the quality of sound technology. Most of these were concerned that the sound systems
      were not yet of a high enough quality to reproduce voices authentically. While most blamed the technology, it was
      not always clear from the members’ responses whether the fault actually lay with the performers or with the
      apparatus. Members described screenings where actors seemed to “speak too slowly” or “lisp.” One member, Fred
      Pelton, especially disliked love scenes, complaining that “women’s voices are unattractive as now reproduced.”
      Opinion was divided over whether the performers needed voice lessons or the technicians needed to improve the
      sound equipment in the studios and the theaters.44 As in the
      technicians’ debate, most of the objections related to the ability of recordings to reproduce sound accurately.
      While all agreed that sound effects and music were improvements on the silent era, speech continued to create
      fears among members.
    


    
      The Directors’ Branch held the forum concerning the talking picture that
      attracted the greatest attention and was considered the greatest success. Representatives from the other branches
      were also invited to attend. Although the forum, held in October 1928, was ostensibly on the subject of sound
      synchronization, it also featured an unplanned debate between the directors D.W. Griffith and William DeMille
      regarding the role of the Academy and the status of the American film as art. This debate was reported in the
      local press as well as the industry’s trade journals.45 When
      introduced by another legend of the era, Directors’ Branch chairman J. Stuart Blackton, Griffith addressed his
      remarks not to the topic of talking pictures, a subject “concerning which he knew nothing.”46 Instead, according to the official Academy report of the meeting, he
      “responded in a somewhat facetious vein, apparently as a protest against the predominance of commercialism in
      motion picture production.” Griffith reportedly took aim at the pretension inherent in the name “Academy of Arts
      and Sciences,” questioning “the right of the motion picture to any claim of art” and declaring that “the science
      of the pictures was mostly the science of making money.” Rather than an industry-backed institution like the
      Academy, Griffith urged the creation of a “little theater medium” to create pictures solely for truth and beauty,
      rather than for money. He thought that sound could usher in a new art if the “squawks and moans” of the talkie
      attained the poetry of Keats and Shakespeare.47
    


    
      Griffith’s aesthetic sensibilities—as well as his politics—were essentially conservative, not radical. Thus, his
      idea of a “little theater medium” should not be confused with the avant-garde “little cinema” movement of the
      late 1920s and 1930s, which was sponsored by groups like the Amateur Cinema League and the politically minded
      Film and Photo League. The latter movement garnered support among a number of influential film journals. The most
      important of these was Close-Up, which was published in English in Switzerland and appeared in America
      from 1928 to 1934.48 Others included the London-based Film
      Art and Experimental Cinema, edited by Seymour Stern and Lewis Jacobs, and the National Board
      of Review Magazine, the successor to Exceptional Photoplays.49 Incidentally, both Close-Up and the National Board of Review Magazine were
      available to Academy members who visited the organization’s library in 1928.50 By then, the “little cinema” movement had already defined itself against the epic,
      narrative-driven cinema that was associated with filmmakers like Griffith.
    


    
      In his remarks to the forum, Griffith did not express a desire to create any sort of counter-cinema. Instead, he
      merely reiterated the romantic notion that Vachel Lindsay had expressed a decade earlier of an American cinema
      free of commercial influence. In the introduction of The Art of the Moving Picture, Lindsay had
      emphatically declared that “the motion picture art is a great art, not a process of commercial
      manufacture.”51 Later in that book, he had urged American
      filmmakers to look to “the Drama League” and “the stage societies” as models.52 Also, like Griffith, he had finally become disillusioned with the American cinema that he
      had initially championed.53 However, the Academy’s relationship to
      what we would now call “independent films” was more ambiguous than Griffith
      claimed. As long as alternative films remained on the margins, they benefited the industry as a source of talent
      and artistic stimulation. Griffith was correct that the studio’s interest in cultivating film art was always
      secondary to their desire for profit. However, the Academy was established for the long-term health of the
      industry, not for short-term gain. About eight months before Griffith made his comments, the Academy’s Board of
      Directors had endorsed the idea of establishing a “little photoplay theater” in Hollywood, adding that “Hollywood
      and Los Angeles should by all means have a ‘little theatre’ properly conducted for the exhibition of exceptional,
      artistic pictures.”54 During its first two years, the Academy also
      sponsored screenings of films from the Amateur Cinema League and Amkino on its own premises and at several
      studios.
    


    
      William DeMille’s immediate response to Griffith’s remarks is illuminating. He began by complimenting Griffith on
      a career that had helped to establish the art of the motion picture. DeMille, who moved to Hollywood from the New
      York stage, asserted that the movies were art, although “not the art, perhaps, that Mr. Griffith was thinking
      about,” which was explained as “getting certain arts other than the dramatic art into pictures, the arts of the
      poet and the painter.” For DeMille, the movies were firmly located in another tradition—that of the popular
      stage. He claimed that “there never was a great dramatist who was not popular with the audience for which he
      wrote.” DeMille believed that talking pictures had the potential to be an even greater art than theatrical drama
      because they combined the “advantages of the motion picture without losing any advantages of the stage.”55 His response to Griffith was consistent with the general opinion within
      the industry at the time that the movies’ popularity with the masses was proof enough of their artistic merit.
      Presumably, if the public accepted sound, that would be sufficient to warrant the birth of what he described as a
      new art form.
    


    
      DeMille’s concern may have been more for the health of the industry than for any desire to expand the boundaries
      of creative expression. In an earlier meeting, he had argued that “the sooner the profession awakens to this
      crisis and develops a new technique to meet the new demands of the new art … the safer it will be for the entire
      industry.”56 Sound was not so much an artistic challenge as an
      economic threat to those whose livelihoods depended upon employment in the motion picture industry.
    


    
      Griffith’s critical remarks were permitted because of his status as a respected elder of Hollywood. He had become
      an anachronism—considered obsolete by an industry that continued to celebrate his past achievements. By 1928, his
      directing career was nearly at an end, and he would no longer be an important force in the film industry. His
      value to American cinema was now that of an icon, rather than a filmmaker.
    


    Cinema as Cultural Capital: The Industry and the University


    
      In November 1928, the Academy, in cooperation with the University of Southern California (USC), announced the
      foundation of two educational programs to smooth the transition to talking
      pictures. The first consisted of two technical courses on the fundamentals of sound and cinematography, designed
      “for the benefit of persons within the industry.” The second concerned “the preparation of a syllabus for a
      cultural course on the motion picture” to be tested at USC and then submitted to other colleges. What was unique
      about this latter course was that its original design called for prepared lectures to be delivered by Academy
      members and “recorded by Vitaphone or Movietone for the use of colleges generally.”57 Though the course itself would become a reality, the plans for filming it were eventually
      abandoned. It is significant, however, that even while emphasizing the “cultural” nature of the course, the
      Academy expressed a desire to introduce new movie technology into the curriculum. The motion picture industry,
      through the Academy, was an unabashed booster of sound technology as an instrument of both artistic and
      educational improvement.
    


    
      Cooperation between the movie industry and non-profit institutions like universities and museums certainly
      advanced the cultural reputation of the medium. Some lingering doubts remained over whether an industrial object
      created for profit should be included in the realm of art, but the emergence of the film medium fundamentally
      altered the generally held assumption that art and business were antithetical. There is no better example of the
      bridging of this high/low divide than a series of seminars featuring the founding members of the Academy and
      co-sponsored by Harvard University’s Department of Fine Arts and Graduate School of Business Administration, held
      at the university in 1927.
    


    
      Though the Harvard seminars were attended by Business School students for credits, they were predominantly a
      series of public lectures by representatives of the movie industry. Joseph P. Kennedy, patriarch of the famous
      political family, organized the multidisciplinary forums and edited the published lectures. After beginning his
      business career as a banker, Kennedy had turned to the motion picture industry in the 1920s and had since become
      president of FBO Films. His unique position as both Harvard alumnus and Hollywood insider provided the
      connections necessary to ensure the seminars’ success. Despite the co-sponsorship of the Department of Fine Arts,
      the lectures focused mainly on business issues. Indeed, twelve of the fourteen were delivered by speakers who
      held high executive positions in major film companies, and one was presented by Will Hays, president of the
      MPPDA. The only non-executive to participate was screen performer Milton Sills, who presented a lecture titled
      “The Actor’s Part.” In his introduction, Kennedy spent little time on aesthetics, preferring instead to argue
      that the course was “appropriate and timely” because the movies had become big business in a remarkably short
      period of time. He also noted that the industry provided “splendid opportunities” for college graduates.
      Relatively few “college men” were currently employed in Hollywood, but it had now reached a state of development
      in which more specialized training in business was necessary.58
    


    
      This series of lectures not only enshrined the movies in the aura of the country’s oldest university but also
      created an image of the leaders of the film industry as elder statesmen.
      Kennedy’s introductory remarks, however, were most indicative of the means by which the industry hoped to define
      American cinema. The early history of the medium was increasingly presented as a Horatio Alger story of a handful
      of merchants from New York’s Lower East Side who invented an entirely new industry. The seminars were so popular
      among the audience of young business students, Kennedy claimed, because the students were given a rare chance to
      meet some genuine industrial pioneers. Kennedy thus created his own version of film history by alleging that the
      American movie industry had “developed only within the last ten or twelve years, and the men who will talk to you
      are the very men who started it.”59 Interestingly, all the pioneers
      who spoke at Harvard that March—Adolph Zukor, William Fox, Marcus Loew, and Harry Warner—had origins in the
      motion picture industry that preceded 1915–1917—the years Kennedy cited as the beginning of the industry. But it
      was around then that they wrested control from another group of industrialists headed by Thomas Edison, who had
      held the most important patents on motion picture equipment. In the anecdotal histories these men provided, they
      considered their nickelodeon days to be long past, and portrayed their domination of the industry as the true
      start of modern American cinema.
    


    
      The Harvard lectures generated recognition for a group of elder statesmen whose personal achievements would stand
      for those of the entire industry. These insiders’ eyewitness accounts provided historical weight that was, to say
      the least, self-serving. Zukor, who headed Paramount–Famous–Lasky, the most powerful film company of the time,
      lectured on the “Origin and Growth of the Industry” by providing a series of anecdotes that climaxed with his
      screening of the Sarah Bernhardt import Queen Elizabeth in 1912. Kennedy may have dated the origin of
      the American film industry to 1915, but for Zukor it occurred at the moment when one of the first feature-length
      films was screened. For him, the modern American cinema unveiled its “first photoplay” with his release of
      The Prisoner of Zenda.60 The biographical histories
      provided by Zukor and the other studio moguls were constructed specifically to celebrate their own hegemonic
      triumph over the earlier set of monopolists who had dominated the business. However, only one of the
      four—Fox—spent a significant proportion of his Harvard address attacking the Motion Picture Patents Company for
      its monopolistic practices.61 In the 1930s, having been forced to
      retire from the company he had founded, Fox similarly attacked Hollywood for its monopolistic practices.62
    


    
      The seminars represented one of the industry’s earliest efforts to cooperate with universities and colleges in
      order to develop film curricula. Soon after the Academy was established, a Committee on College Affairs was
      appointed to facilitate this cooperation. The committee’s principal goal was to assist in the “further
      development of the photoplay in art and social utility.” At the end of 1928, it reported that contact had been
      made with several universities, including the University of California, Columbia, UCLA, Johns Hopkins, and the
      University of Oregon. However, it was at the University of Southern California where the Academy played the most significant role by creating a course in 1929 that included lectures from
      industry leaders as well as members of the school’s Philosophy and Sociology departments. This marked a
      significant step toward the development of the university’s film program. Due in no small part to the assistance
      of the Academy, USC created its Cinema Department in 1932, offering its first BAs and MAs in Cinema in 1936. It
      would grant its first PhD in Communications with a major in Cinema in 1958.63
    


    
      While executives presented some of the lectures, overall the participants in the USC course were much more
      representative of Hollywood and academia than those at Harvard had been. Indeed, only three of the participants
      could be categorized as members of studio management—Irving Thalberg and Paul Bern from MGM and M.C. Levee from
      United Artists—and all three were producers rather than chief executives or financial officers. Moreover, all
      three (and their studios) had reputations for producing “quality” films. MGM was often referred to as “the
      Tiffany of studios—high class and elegant,” while the founders of United Artists—Mary Pickford, Charlie Chaplin,
      Douglas Fairbanks, and D.W. Griffith—created it as a specialized studio for independent producers.64 In addition, Thalberg was among the most respected producers of his time.
      The death of MGM’s “boy wonder” at the age of 37 inspired the Academy to create a lifetime achievement award in
      his name which it continues to present during its annual awards ceremony. Thalberg was considered a member of
      Hollywood royalty and the embodiment of the American Dream because of his phenomenal success as a producer and
      his marriage to Norma Shearer, one of MGM’s greatest stars. F. Scott Fitzgerald even based The Last
      Tycoon’s title character—Monroe Stahr—on Thalberg, which helped to sustain his almost mythic aura.65
    


    
      Thalberg’s lecture on “The Modern Photoplay” is therefore a crucial index of the industry’s attitude toward
      motion picture art in the late 1920s. While he asserted that “motion picture art” is art, he also argued that
      entertainment is “fundamental” to the motion picture business. What is more, he shared the view expressed by the
      leaders of the industry that the historical development of American cinema as both a business and an art form
      resulted from “the desire to provide entertainment.” He further claimed that “we can judge it [the motion
      picture] from an artistic and technical viewpoint as well, but its entertainment value must be the first
      criterion.”66 In other words, Thalberg articulated the prevailing
      view within the film industry that abstract principle should not be the sole criterion of aesthetic value for
      popular cinema. Instead, entertainment must come first, because mass appeal is essential to the industry.
      However, other participants who worked in Hollywood or held academic positions preferred to emphasize both the
      technical and the artistic viewpoints. While all but three of the fifteen participants on USC’s course worked in
      the motion picture industry, only the three mentioned above were producers. Technicians like J.A. Ball provided
      histories of the technological development of motion picture photography and sound, while the noted production
      designer William Cameron Menzies lectured on “Pictorial Beauty in the
      Photoplay.” Among those who did not work within the industry, Edwin Schallert, a motion picture reporter for the
      Los Angeles Times, addressed the role of film critics.
    


    
      Finally, the three academics from USC’s Philosophy and Sociology departments covered issues relating to
      aesthetics and the social utility of films. In “The Photoplay and Aesthetic Culture of the World,” J.A. Leighton,
      from the Philosophy Department, argued that the movies were “not a pure art.” The sole participant who continued
      to maintain a strict distinction between aesthetic and non-aesthetic objects, Leighton argued that the movie,
      despite the many pleasures it offered, did not “arouse in the spectator pleasure which was balanced, which
      included the various elements necessary for balance and equilibrium, and was satisfying.”67 Nearly all of the other lecturers accepted the motion picture’s status as
      art and then took the opportunity to present their technical expertise while also expressing their opinions on
      the relative economic and social merit of the movies.
    


    
      For the Academy, the USC course and other educational activities generated further recognition of the film
      industry’s role in the creation of American cinema. The course became a model for those offered at other
      universities. In 1929, Stanford and the University of Iowa both requested and received copies of the USC
      lectures.68 The Academy’s intention may have been to celebrate its
      own achievements, but these institutions and many others that were further removed from the film industry, such
      as the Museum of Modern Art in New York, would soon create their own courses. The educational programs begun by
      the Academy were also crucial to the development of film studies programs in the United States. Two of the most
      respected film schools—USC and UCLA—can trace a direct genealogy back to the Academy. I have already described
      the genesis of USC’s film program. In 1943, UCLA’s Theater Department formed a committee to explore the
      possibility of creating a motion picture curriculum. The committee consisted of four UCLA faculty members and
      four members of the Academy, including Kenneth Macgowan, who would go on to join the university’s Theater
      Department as a full professor.69
    


    
      The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ principal purpose was to promote the achievements of the movie
      industry. Its activities reinforced the popular notion that American cinema was synonymous with Hollywood. It
      also reflected the prevailing view of the industry, which preferred to define the movies as entertainment, rather
      than art. For industry leaders like Irving Thalberg, entertaining the public was a higher goal than producing a
      great work of art. Hence, for him, celebrating the movies as entertainment was certainly not an endorsement of
      the “lowbrow.” While such a statement from a profit-minded executive or indeed any employee of the movie industry
      may be seen as self-serving, I believe he was expressing the commonly held but more radical aesthetic view that
      beauty truly is in the eye of the beholder. To a large measure, the public preferred to participate in creating
      their own standards of taste and challenged the closely guarded aesthetic standards of cultural critics and
      intellectuals. The movie industry did what it could to exploit this preference
      through advertising and public relations. However, movie fans created their own standards for movie quality that
      did not necessarily correspond with existing aesthetic norms or match box-office receipts. The industry’s efforts
      to identify what counted as “quality” were never-ending, and would be challenged in the future by many of the
      educational and artistic institutions that the Academy had nurtured.
    


    
      In conclusion, it would be remiss not to mention the most famous of all the Academy’s public activities, the
      Academy Awards. For many, this ceremony represents a triumph of what Joan Shelley Rubin described as “middlebrow”
      culture—one of a range of activities created after World War I with the intention of bringing “high culture” to
      the masses.70 Indeed, many cinephiles would agree that the
      Academy’s penchant for handing out awards to rather dull literary or dramatic adaptations supports her argument.
      However, since the very beginning in 1928, the awards have given the public a—possibly industry-biased—glimpse of
      the process of filmmaking. Not only best picture, but best title writing, best cinematography, best engineering
      effects, and many other technical tasks specific to the medium of film have all been honored. The event was
      broadcast live on radio before television became a form of entertainment in itself, and the Oscars continue to
      lend the industry a measure of prestige that is usually reserved for great achievements in literature or sport.
      In addition to creating cultural value for the movies in general, the ceremony has become a vehicle to promote
      the latest Hollywood stars and movies.
    


    
      The Oscar comes as close as any single object to symbolizing the Hollywood brand. It represents Hollywood’s
      efforts to define the movies as a hybrid of art and science, as well as popular and high culture as
      entertainment. There is no better example of this hybridization than the universities’ and art museums’
      enthusiastic addition of the movies to their traditional programs. Notwithstanding the self-interest of many of
      its sponsors, the Academy played a leading role in supporting a critical establishment that in time would
      question the marketplace-driven assumptions of its Hollywood benefactors. At the same time, the popularity of the
      movies as both art and science presented a refreshing challenge to the staid aestheticism of early
      twentieth-century high culture. Rather than a “middlebrow” attempt to deliver traditional culture to the masses
      via moving pictures, the Academy promoted the movies as a new, independent form of popular entertainment that was
      unique to the twentieth century.
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      A New Art for the American Century


      
        Hollywood Enters the Museum
      

    


    
      
        Modern art is not confined to painting and sculpture … The art of the motion picture is the only great art
        peculiar to the twentieth century … Much has been written and much said during the past ten years both about
        the cultural influence of the film and about its inherent aesthetic qualities. Little had been done to treat
        the motion picture as though it actually possessed aesthetic qualities and nothing has been done to make
        possible any consistent study of its content, style, history, development or aesthetics.
      


      
        John E. Abbott and Iris Barry, 19351
      

    


    
      
        At long last the cinema appears to be gaining recognition as an art rather than a postgraduate branch of the
        peep-show.
      


      
        New York Times, 19352
      

    


    
      In November 1935, five years after its founding, the Museum of Modern Art in New York announced the opening of
      its Film Library “to render possible for the first time a considered study of the film as art.”3 This announcement by Iris Barry, the curator of the Film Library,
      overstated the case in suggesting that MoMA was the first establishment to provide institutional support for the
      study of “film as art.” As we saw in Chapter 4, the University of Southern California, with the help of the
      Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, had begun offering classes in both production and criticism/history
      prior to the creation of its Cinema Department in 1932. Other universities and museums had also begun including
      the motion picture in their programs more than a decade before MoMA. Stanley Kauffman cited a course taught by
      Victor O. Freeburg at Columbia University’s School of Journalism that used Vachel Lindsay’s The Art of the
      Moving Picture as one of the first college film classes.4
      However, while MoMA may not have been the first, its unique position as a museum dedicated to modern art, coupled with its high international profile, raised the status of film to its
      greatest prominence thus far. More importantly, MoMA not only took for granted the importance of film as art but
      argued for its unique status as “the only new art-form of modern times.”5 Thus, the motion picture was perceived as a welcome and necessary addition to the young
      museum’s remit. MoMA’s roles as film archive, research center, and film “gallery” expanded the horizons of film
      culture for scholars and cinephiles alike.
    


    
      Some of the most important early work of film scholarship was conducted at MoMA’s Film Library during its first
      decade. Barry herself translated The History of Motion Pictures by Maurice Bardèche and Robert
      Brasillach, and the book was published in the United States in 1938 with a Museum of Modern Art imprint.6 According to David Bordwell, Bardèche and Brasillach’s Histoire du
      cinéma (1935) is an early example of what he terms the “Standard Version” of film history. This has “certain
      central tendencies,” including “the division into national schools, the emphasis upon known creators, and the
      proposition that the history of film is best understood as a search for the distinctive qualities of film as an
      art.”7 Barry and MoMA also provided support to one of the earliest
      “standard versions” of the history of the movies in the United States, Lewis Jacobs’ The Rise of the American
      Film. In addition to offering research support, Barry wrote the preface to the first edition, published in
      1939. Film historians Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery have acknowledged The Rise of the American
      Film, along with Terry Ramsaye’s A Million and One Nights (1926) and Benjamin Hampton’s History
      of the American Film Industry (1931), as one of the three most significant books written on American film
      history before 1960.8 After leaving Europe in 1941, Siegfried
      Kracauer completed the research on his groundbreaking study of German cinema and the rise of fascism, From
      Caligari to Hitler (1947), at MoMA’s Film Library.9 As one
      commentator on the opening of the library noted with great prescience, “future Ph.D.s making a study of early
      twentieth-century cinema … will be grateful for the spirit of devoted foresight which has prompted its
      founding.”10
    


    
      The movies’ cultural position was also enhanced by their exhibition at MoMA. From its inception in 1929, the
      museum acquired a powerful standing among major cultural institutions in the United States and around the world.
      Its progressive exhibition policies, produced and supported by its powerful patrons and benefactors from the
      worlds of art, finance, and politics, had by its first decade cemented its international reputation.11 By including the movies, MoMA redefined traditional notions of which
      objects could be considered art. In the nineteenth century, museums had played a fundamental role in establishing
      cultural hierarchies by endowing high culture with “sacredness” as a result of removing it “from contact with
      profane or popular culture.”12 Creating aesthetic value in the
      twentieth century at MoMA imbued film with an appearance of sacredness previously reserved only for objects of
      high art. By collecting and prominently displaying products of the culture industry in close proximity to works
      of unquestioned artistic status from traditional media like painting and sculpture, MoMA created a new kind of museum space that blurred the traditional distinction between high and low
      culture.
    


    
      Part of the historical role of the museum has been to maintain a boundary between high and low culture through
      curatorial and exhibition policies. Anthropologist James Clifford, in his essay “On Collecting Art and Culture,”
      has described the rituals performed at museums that socially construct aesthetic value as the “art culture
      system.”13 Andreas Huyssen, among others, has argued that
      twentieth-century modernism has rested “on the categorical distinction between high art and mass art.”14 He describes the gulf between the two as the “Great Divide,” arguing that
      “modernism constituted itself through a conscious strategy of exclusion, an anxiety of contamination by its
      other: an increasingly consuming and engulfing mass culture.”15
      However, Alfred’s Barr’s original proposal for MoMA—an institution that has come to embody “high modernism” in
      its most developed stages—included the creation of a motion picture department. What is more, the movies
      exhibited at the Film Library were almost overwhelmingly products of the American film industry, rather than
      examples of contemporary European art cinema or the little cinema “avant-garde.”
    


    
      Therefore, I argue that MoMA did not require the complete segregation of mass art from high art; nor did it
      attempt to define mass art as high art’s “other.” On the contrary, MoMA’s founders attempted to create a form of
      modernism that represented a contrast with what they considered the conservative high culture found in the more
      established art galleries and museums by placing the most conspicuous expression of commercial, mass culture
      within the new institution’s walls. Rather than enforce the existing high/low boundaries, they hoped to bring a
      new vitality and democratic spirit to the arts by bridging the great divide between high culture and popular
      culture—a line that was clearly defined not by any inherent formal qualities of art, but by the historical
      contingencies of its reception.16
    


    Modern Art and the High/Low Divide


    
      From its inception, the Museum of Modern Art attempted to challenge the established cultural hierarchies. That
      challenge was not led by the masses, but largely by elite women hoping to gain greater cultural autonomy.
      Historians have usually described the high/low cultural divide as a reflection of class, rather than gender,
      division. For example, sociologist Paul DiMaggio has argued that urban elites in the nineteenth century
      established local museums, symphony orchestras, and opera companies as a means to separate high culture from the
      masses.17 Historian Lawrence W. Levine also emphasizes the role of
      class in his study of the transformation of opera and other forms of popular culture into high culture during the
      nineteenth century.18 Traditionally, though, the boundaries between
      high and low culture have been regulated specifically by male artists, gallery owners, museum curators,
      critics, and philanthropists. By contrast, support of modern art and the
      subsequent creation of MoMA were in large measure the result of a desire among a group of elite women to gain
      access to cultural power denied them by more powerful and prosperous male art patrons in New York. These women’s
      support of modern art was not an attempt to create a barrier—or a “Great Divide”—between high art and mass art;
      nor were their activities a populist expression of class resentment. Instead, they ignored, rather than directly
      confronted, the cultural hierarchies of the time by supporting forms of modern art that did not fit comfortably
      in either the high or the low art category.19
    


    
      The dual status of elite women as simultaneously cultural insiders and outsiders provided them with the means to
      actively participate in the creation of an institution like MoMA that gained almost immediate acceptance, while
      providing patronage to those artists who challenged the status quo. The desire to create a new museum dedicated
      to modern art was an expression of dissatisfaction with the conservative exhibition policies of the Metropolitan
      Museum of Art among a core of activist women. In 1929, a year before the opening of MoMA, a group of New York
      society women led by Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, Lizzie Bliss, and Mary Quinn Sullivan met regularly to discuss the
      possibilities of establishing a museum dedicated to modern art in New York. Of the three, Rockefeller was the
      guiding force in terms of wealth, social stature, and vision,20 but
      all of them represented a new generation interested in gaining expertise in modern art either through
      self-training or through new opportunities in college art programs. According to historian Kathleen D. McCarthy,
      the generation of women who came of age during the early twentieth century contributed to American culture “by
      legitimizing new and neglected areas of artistic endeavor, rather than paraphrasing the cultural activities of
      men.” These women were crucial to the success of the avant-garde and modern art “from Gertrude Stein’s salon to
      the founding of the Museum of Modern Art” because of their insistence on promoting forms of art “that had failed
      to win the respect or backing of most male connoisseurs.”21 None of
      the three became an officer of MoMA, but all took an active interest in acquisitions, as well as in the tasks of
      hiring and fundraising.
    


    
      The founding of the Museum of Modern Art relied heavily on the philanthropic activities of prominent New York
      society women as well as the institutional support of women’s colleges and private networks of galleries and
      salons. Many women interested in the arts at the time were attracted to new trends in modern art. One of MoMA’s
      founders, Lizzie Bliss, was among the most active art collectors in New York in the two decades before the
      opening of the museum. She began collecting art during the 1913 Armory Show in New York and eventually donated 26
      paintings by Paul Cézanne that became the core of the Museum of Modern Art’s permanent collection.22 Art historians have credited the Armory Show with establishing “the
      legitimacy of modern art” in the United States and creating a network of galleries and salons that championed its
      cause.23 It provoked a controversy that split the art world into
      two camps—those who defended traditional art and those who embraced modern art. The animosity toward modern art
      was so great in some quarters that one future officer of MoMA lost his position
      as president of an art museum in Buffalo simply because he had purchased a Rose-period Picasso without gaining
      proper authorization.24
    


    
      After the Armory Show, modern art began to be included in college art curricula, especially at women’s colleges.
      Alfred H. Barr, who would become MoMA’s first director, developed his masterplan for the museum from a course on
      modern art he had taught at Wellesley College. This course, considered one of the first in modern art at an
      American college, ranged from the traditional visual arts of painting and sculpture to photography and cinema, as
      well as theater, music, architecture, and industrial design.25 Barr
      had previously taught a course in modern art at Vassar College.26
      The Museum of Modern Art owed much of its success to the institutional support of these women’s colleges, which
      had increased their student numbers in the first decades of the century.27 Their art programs were essential to the planning of the New York museum and created a
      generation of potential patrons for other museums of modern art.
    


    The Plans for the Film Library


    
      A motion picture department had been planned as early as 1929, when Barr submitted his original proposals for the
      new museum. However, though he made some informal overtures to Lizzie Bliss and Abby Aldrich Rockefeller
      regarding the cultural value of the movies, little effort was made to establish such a department until 1932.
      Writing in 1941, Barr recalled “trying to persuade Miss Bliss that the movies were art and convincing her by
      taking her to see Passion of Jeanne d’Arc at the Little Carnegie in 1930.” He also sent postcards to
      “her and Mrs. Rockefeller … recommending current films which seemed ‘works of art.’”28 Barr felt it was necessary to persuade both the public and more importantly—at least in
      MoMA’s formative years—the museum’s directors that film should be included in any expansion plans. His public
      campaign began in 1932 when MoMA published a booklet titled “Public as Artists,” which included a brief
      description of a department devoted to the subject.
    


    
      Barr’s most significant action was to hire Iris Barry, a former film critic for the Daily Mail in
      London, as a librarian in 1933, despite her lack of training and the fact that MoMA did not yet have either a
      film department or a budget from which to pay her salary.29
      Nevertheless, Barry actively promoted the establishment of the Film Library and was later a highly effective
      curator, guiding the institution to international prominence. Her early contributions to MoMA included her “film
      notes,” published in the museum’s Bulletin. This series of reviews advanced the idea of film as art to
      the museum’s members.
    


    
      In the year before the opening of the Film Department, Barry organized screenings for the fledgling New York Film
      Society. While the Film Society was not officially connected to the museum, its initial membership included
      Nelson Rockefeller, son of MoMA benefactor Abby Aldrich Rockefeller and later president of the museum. The society not only forged valuable connections with members of the
      museum’s Board of Directors but also introduced socially prominent New Yorkers to historic and foreign films by
      selling subscriptions to five separate programs. Out of Barry’s Film Society activities came a film program, “The
      Motion Picture 1914–34,” which ran at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut, a year before its
      exhibition at MoMA. Barr used the success of the Film Society and Barry’s presence as a museum employee to lobby
      for the creation of a film department.30 Finally, the year before
      the opening of the Film Library, MoMA disclosed in its Bulletin of February 1934 that the “expansion of
      the Museum to include a department of motion pictures is contemplated.”31
    


    Making the Case for the Film Library


    
      Both Alfred Barr and Iris Barry lobbied for the Film Library by arguing that film was an art form, so the
      museum’s membership risked its own cultural standing by ignoring it. What is more, Barry claimed that the new art
      of the motion picture had already radically redefined the terms “cultivated” and “cultured.” If the museum were
      to have a relevant function in a modern society, she argued, it was necessary to include the movies within its
      hallowed walls. Barry, like Barr, cited film’s unique artistic qualities in her public and private efforts on
      behalf of the Film Library. Important benefactors like Abby Rockefeller were receptive to the idea of innovation
      in the arts, but at the same time needed to be reassured that the exhibition of moving pictures would be
      consistent with the function of a museum of art. In the Bulletin of February 1934, Barry expressed
      support for the library project by addressing the concerns of those museum members who were either unfamiliar
      with or skeptical of film’s artistic value. She presented the following case for expansion in an article titled
      “Films and the Museum”:
    


    
      
        The film, an important artistic medium peculiar to the twentieth century, is still largely unexplored and
        unappreciated by cultivated Americans. People well acquainted with modern painting and literature and drama are
        often entirely ignorant of the best work of such great film directors as Dovzhenko, Stiller, Pabst, Pudovkin,
        Feyder, Chaplin and Eisenstein.32
      

    


    
      Barry flattered her MoMA audience with her rhetorical appeal to “cultivated Americans.” However, the flattery
      concealed an appeal to her readers’ status anxiety by suggesting that the elite position of the “cultivated” was
      endangered by an inability to appreciate the artistic value of films.
    


    
      For the regular museum patron, the accumulated knowledge about the great works of painting and literature
      represented an enormous reserve of cultural capital. High art had traditionally been the sole domain of the urban
      elite, who would have been most likely to support an art museum. However, new arts like film had begun to establish their own complex apparatus of aesthetic production and distribution,
      geared toward their various audiences. John Frow has argued that in the early twentieth century, the correlation
      between high art and social class began to break down with the emergence of “a more general
      professional-managerial, or ‘knowledge class’” that included the intelligentsia.33 During the 1920s, prominent intellectuals increasingly joined movie fans in creating
      aesthetic criteria for films outside the realm of what Peter Bürger has described as the “art
      institution.”34 The institutional bedrock of the arts—the
      museum—and its supporting apparatus of galleries and collectors had also been shaken by the controversy that
      surrounded the Armory Show. Barry’s article suggested that the museum as an institution—and, by implication, the
      urban elite as a class—would retain its relative position as an arbiter of culture only if it agreed to include
      this new, “modern” domain of knowledge.
    


    
      Barry defined the terms for establishing film as an art form in her appeals to the museum’s members. Her criteria
      reflected the need to convince her audience that movies were both “modern” and “art.” For Barry, film’s status as
      the newest artistic medium and its “peculiarity” to the twentieth century warranted the description “modern.”
      However, the youth of the medium was also an obstacle to its recognition as an art. Without tradition or previous
      sanctification from museums and universities, the motion picture lacked what Walter Benjamin described as the
      “aura” of a work of art. Benjamin argued that the emergence of the film had historical significance for art,
      claiming that the “technique” of mechanical reproduction destroys the “presence of the original” since “it
      substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence.”35 He
      described film and photography as potentially progressive forces because of their potential to upend the
      hierarchies of the art-cultural system.
    


    
      In the formative years of the Film Library, Barry expressed the desire to establish film as a modern art, include
      it in the new museum, and thus embed it in the fabric of tradition. She also hoped to harness the powerful force
      of film as a means of redefining the arts as a whole. Like Benjamin, she understood the positive side to the
      medium’s destructive capacity to liquidate “the traditional value of the cultural heritage.”36 However, Barry’s cultural politics were not radical. Instead, she hoped
      to reform the arts—make them more contemporary and more democratic—by convincing those patrons who were most open
      to the notion of movies as art.
    


    
      Iris Barry promoted the Film Library to those educated New Yorkers who were already supporting MoMA and
      identified with the modernist movement in the arts. Martin Green has argued that New Yorkers in the early
      twentieth century felt a special relationship to modernism by expressing their “enthusiasm for New York as the
      city of the future.”37 Barry made her appeal to civic pride and to
      the patrons’ status anxiety vis-à-vis European high culture. It was, therefore, not surprising that all the
      directors mentioned in her article were also associated with the European avant-garde or art film movements, with
      the exception of Charlie Chaplin. In the decades after the Armory Show, modern
      art in the United States was generally perceived as European—or, more precisely, French—in its origins. By
      emphasizing Europe, Barry employed a common trope to elevate film from the perceived vulgarity and provincialism
      of American art to the more cosmopolitan realm of modern art.
    


    
      When presenting the Film Library’s case for the value of film exhibition in 1934, Barry not only emphasized
      European production but also the role of the “great film directors.” By defining the director as the single
      author of a coherent film text, she placed the moving picture in a relationship of resemblance with the other
      arts—modern painting, literature, and drama. Everyone in her list of great film artists was a director, none of
      them was American, and Chaplin was the sole representative of the Hollywood studio system. Despite very different
      production conditions as well as a variety of political, social, and aesthetic ends, all seven directors “held
      the common denominator of artistry.” Barry stressed the individual vision or “genius” of the director as the
      determining factor in the development of film as art.”38
    


    
      While Barry herself may have assumed that films were an art form, she hoped to convince doubters by not only
      promoting directorial authorship but, more importantly, constructing a history of the medium’s aesthetic
      development. She understood that, without history, the movies would have a much more difficult entrance path into
      an art museum. In 1913, the curator of the Armory Show, Arthur B. Davis, had created a historical segment for the
      European section of the exhibition both to “establish the legitimacy of modern art” and “to explain its
      development.” Two decades later, Barry used a similar approach. Just as Davis had provided cultural capital for
      modern art by tracing the evolution of French painting from “the Impressionists and Postimpressionists to the art
      of the twentieth century,” Barry attempted to create a genealogy for the modern art of cinema.39
    


    
      In her genealogy, films of “artistic” value were to be placed alongside films of “historic” value. Barry thus
      created a teleology of formal aesthetic development that recognized the achievements of the past and the vitality
      of the present. Both “historic” and “artistic” values would be used to determine the criteria for the selection
      of films to be included in the archive and exhibited publicly:
    


    
      
        When organized, it will show commercial films of quality, amateur and “avant-garde” films, and films of the
        past thirty years which are worth reviving because of their artistic quality or because of their importance in
        the development of the art. Gradually it is hoped to accumulate a collection of films of historic and artistic
        value.40
      

    


    
      Barry’s affirmation of film’s artistic history, coupled with her official status within the museum, provided a
      challenge to MoMA’s membership. If film’s formal values could not be recognized, this was only because the viewer
      lacked sufficient grounding in the hermeneutic codes manifest in film history. Barry argued that a lack of knowledge about the “best work of great directors” was a form of cultural
      illiteracy for any patron of modern art.41
    


    
      Newspapers across the country announced the opening of the new Film Library. In June 1935, the New York
      Herald-Tribune went so far as to claim that “motion picture making is to receive at last a full measure of
      official recognition as an art.”42 Two months earlier, the
      Rockefeller Foundation had approved a grant application to provide funds for the new Film Department. In contrast
      to the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Library, which was created primarily for its members, MoMA’s
      Film Department was intended “for furthering the study of film or for making the material for study accessible to
      student groups.” Also unlike the Academy, MoMA would act as a non-commercial distributor of motion pictures. The
      grant application had included a survey of “151 institutions and community groups ready to subscribe for rental
      services.” The Rockefeller Foundation commented that it was approved because of “the demand for a comprehensive
      knowledge of all types of film,” both “American and foreign.” It was hoped that the Film Department would act as
      a “centralized and coordinated library” of films as well as “a clearinghouse of reference and services” and would
      “maintain contacts with all interested groups, both in America and abroad.”43
    


    
      Its affiliation with an art museum made the MoMA Film Library unique among the institutions that would found the
      International Federation of Film Archives (FIAF). The New York Times credited Barry’s frequent trips to
      Europe as crucial to the formation of FIAF in October 1938.44 Under
      her leadership, MoMA established itself as both a film archive concerned with the preservation and cataloging of
      prints and a film “gallery” that exhibited the medium’s greatest achievements. Penelope Houston has argued that,
      as part of a museum, the Film Library conformed “to its [the museum’s] general acquisitions policy” and to its
      “public obligation to put its collection on display.” The other three archives—the Reichsfilmarchive (Berlin,
      founded 1935), the National Film Library (London, founded 1935), and the Cinémathèque Française (Paris, founded
      1936)—were government funded and created exclusively for film.45
      Each of these institutions had different policies toward preservation and exhibition from those of MoMA. The two
      extremes were represented by the National Film Library—which was created along with the British Film Institute as
      a “repository of films of permanent value” but had little direct contact with the public—and the Cinémathèque
      Française, which, under the colorful and sometimes controversial Henri Langlois, spent little time on cataloging
      or preservation. Instead, Langlois preferred to use the archive almost exclusively as an exhibition
      space.46
    


    
      One immediate priority for MoMA resulted from the impending war in Europe. While the museum had always planned to
      be an international archive, the risk that highly flammable prints might be destroyed either accidentally or for
      political purposes accelerated its collecting activities. In May 1936, Barry and the Film Library’s general
      manager, John E. Abbott, traveled to Europe to acquire prints and other
      film-related material for the archive. Arrangements for the trip were made at the highest official level, with
      “strong backing from American government and from foreign embassies of these countries and likewise from
      Americans with influential commercial connections.”47 During these
      planning stages, Abbott expressed the hope that MoMA could “secure the large stock of German film made by Jewish
      producers before Nazi control put them off the commercial market.”48
    


    
      In the fall of 1936, the New York Times reported MoMA’s successful acquisition of a number European
      prints, though no mention was made of rescuing films from Nazi hands.49 Indeed, according to a private museum report dated November 6, 1936:
    


    
      
        The fullest cooperation was forthcoming in Germany … Instructions also seem to have been given to German
        producing firms to accede to the Film Library’s request for films. All the 29 German films selected have
        already been delivered in excellent condition together with important collateral material, such as still
        photographs, posters and printed matter.50
      

    


    
      Barry and Abbott’s acquisition of prints was also reported in a letter dated March 12, 1938, in which Henri
      Langlois requested that, “in the event of serious crisis arising here,” MoMA would temporarily store the
      “negatives and positives of the Cinémathèque Française, of the Cinémathèque Belge, and of the Cinémathèque
      Milan.” Moreover, he asked for permission to send “prints of those films which are likely to fall under the
      censure of certain factions, as for example Eisenstein’s Old and New, Pabst’s Joyless Street,
      Bunuel’s L’Age D’or, etc.” to New York immediately.51
      MoMA’s internationalist policy, combined with preparations for impending war, thereby thrust Barry’s Film Library
      into a position of leadership among all of the world’s film archives.
    


    MoMA and Hollywood


    
      Despite the Film Library’s important work abroad, the close relationship between MoMA and Hollywood guided the
      library’s archival and exhibition activities toward American cinema. From an international perspective, it made
      sense that MoMA, rather than one of the other FIAF institutions, would specialize in American productions. Though
      commercial film production had moved to Southern California by 1935, the major movie corporations still had
      business offices in New York. The city had also been a center of early cinema production, and many pre-Hollywood
      prints were donated to MoMA. The discovery of lost prints in projection booths and garbage dumps also created
      favorable publicity for the Film Library. An account of the unearthing of 50 feet of the May Irwin–John C. Rice
      “kiss”—produced by Edison in 1896—from an ash-can in the Bronx was just one of several oft-repeated news stories
      that added a sense of adventure to the library’s preservation mission. John E.
      Abbott provided a number of other anecdotes to the New York Times:
    


    
      
        There was one historically valuable tin of film salvaged from a trash can in the Bronx. There was another—the
        Bernhardt film, plus two reels of “Bernhardt at Home”—which was offered by a Wall Street attorney whose father
        had picked them up somewhere. One was obtained from a theater exhibitor who had “impounded” the reels years ago
        for some long forgotten breach of contract. Many more were exhumed from the laboratories and storage vaults on
        Seventh Avenue’s film row.52
      

    


    
      According to one report, the creation of the new film archive had inspired “a corps of amateur detectives” who
      “began to snoop around old movie morgues, vaults full of long-forgotten, brittle, dusty films.”53
    


    
      While donations from individual collectors and amateur sleuths provided some important contributions to the
      archive, the greatest source of prints was Hollywood. The Film Library needed to solicit the support of the
      motion picture industry if it hoped to create a permanent archive and an ongoing series of film programs. Indeed,
      MoMA was not the first museum whose interest in creating a film archive required it to seek assistance from the
      movie industry. In 1927, Paul Sachs, associate director of the Fogg Art Museum, had met with Will Hays to discuss
      the possibility of creating a film library and archive at Harvard. Producer and Wall Street financier Joseph
      Kennedy provided the crucial link between the film industry and the university.54 However, unlike the library at MoMA, the planned Harvard archive would not include foreign
      films, and exhibition would be restricted to on-site viewing.55 The
      Harvard plan also proposed an annual award for whichever film of the preceding twelve months was deemed most
      worthy of inclusion in the archive. Members of the faculty would serve as the jury, and they would “be at liberty
      to recognize special merit in production or direction on the part of individuals or individual films.”56
    


    
      Many of the ideas expressed in the Harvard plan would be realized a year later with the creation of the Academy
      of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Unlike the Academy, though, the Harvard plan advocated some independence
      from industry control. The university did establish a Film Foundation in 1927, eight years before MoMA founded
      its Film Library, and some film prints were loaned to Harvard (although, according to Abbott and Barry, they were
      never used).57 No matter the degree of institutional autonomy
      enjoyed by any archive, however, the motion picture industry would always have an enormous influence on any
      non-profit organization that attempted to exhibit prints. The Film Library, if it wanted to exhibit and circulate
      contemporary American films, needed the cooperation of the studios to obtain licensing rights.
    


    
      Some film executives were reluctant to provide prints to MoMA unless assured that the library would “in no way
      compete with the film industry.”58 Eventually, in June 1935, one of the library’s trustees, John Hay Whitney, announced in Variety
      that negotiations between MoMA and the film industry’s powerful trade association, the Motion Picture Producers
      and Distributors of America, had resulted in an agreement between the industry and the museum. Distributors had
      “agreed to give the film library the right to make prints, both to be kept permanently in the library and also
      for the purpose of circulation among colleges and museums.”59 The
      terms for non-commercial exhibition and distribution were slightly more liberal than those of the Harvard plan,
      since this agreement allowed MoMA greater freedom to create circulating shows.60
    


    
      With the industry’s cooperation secured, the Museum of Modern Art became the United States’ leading repository of
      prints from studios, independent producers, and collectors. In August 1935, Mary Pickford sponsored a fundraiser
      for the Film Library at her Pickfair estate. Guests included Will Hays, Walt Disney, Samuel Goldwyn, Harry
      Warner, and other noted producers, directors, and actors.61 Two
      months later, the New York Times reported that a group of films had been donated to the Film Library by
      Pickford, Goldwyn, and two large studios, Paramount and Universal.62 In the 1950s, Richard Griffith, Iris Barry’s successor as curator, was able to complain that
      MoMA had become “too successful” with donations. Apparently, there were insufficient funds to catalog and
      preserve two decades’ worth of acquisitions.63
    


    
      Close personal connections between powerful figures on the museum’s Board of Trustees and powerful members of the
      Hollywood film industry were maintained during the formative years of the Film Library. Trustee John Hay Whitney
      helped raise $60,000 in private subscriptions, which, along with a grant of $100,000 from the Rockefeller
      Foundation, served as seed money for the establishment of the library as a corporation separate from, but
      affiliated with, MoMA. Whitney, who would also serve as the library’s first president, had ties to the film
      industry as a president of Pioneer Pictures, which released movies through RKO. Moreover, as a major financial
      backer of Technicolor, he played a role in the production of one of the first films to use the new color
      technology, The Wizard of Oz (1939). Irving Thalberg, MGM vice-president and executive in charge of
      production, served under Whitney on the Film Library’s Advisory Committee, the formation of which was announced
      in May 1936.64 Another notable figure on the Advisory Committee was
      its chairman, Will Hays, the president of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America. Hays’ power
      over the industry extended beyond the controversy over film censorship which periodically captured the public’s
      attention throughout the 1930s. His position on the Advisory Committee can be explained in part by his position
      as chief representative of the significant economic interests of the film industry, a possible political and
      financial asset to the Film Library. His sobering, conservative presence on the committee may also be considered
      a palliative to other important museum benefactors who feared the radical elements associated with the political
      and social avant-garde.
    


    Democratizing the Arts: Film and Education


    
      This increased emphasis on Hollywood among the leadership of the Film Library was at odds with views held by many
      supporters of a radical American cinema. Harry Alan Potamkin, a film critic for the American Communist Party’s
      organ New Masses, articulated a common view on the left that if film could be freed from the shackles of
      the motion picture industry, the medium could have the potential to provide its largely working-class audience
      with an unmediated representation of social reality. At the same time, Potamkin did not simply endorse the social
      realist aesthetic that was popular on the left at that time. His writings before the 1930s were influenced by the
      spirit of objectivity characteristic of New Criticism, as well as by the largely formalist film theory that
      regarded the motion picture as an autonomous and independent art form.
    


    
      Always essential to Potamkin’s broader social critique was his hope of creating a practice of producing and
      criticizing films that would raise the consciousness of the audience so that it could detect for itself “the
      shallowness of the American film.”65 Potamkin, greatly influenced
      by the construction of a film school in the Soviet Union, published numerous articles and pamphlets in support of
      film education. Quoting D.W. Griffith, he proclaimed the movies “the laboring man’s university” to suggest that
      they were, therefore, worthy of greater public attention.66
    


    
      Although Iris Barry seemed to agree with Potamkin’s didacticism, she emphasized instead an aesthetic education in
      the formal qualities of cinema rather than a raising of political consciousness. Her rhetoric, like that of other
      curators at MoMA, often embraced the radical avant-garde, but without the politics—a kind of Marxism without
      Marx. Serge Guilbaut has argued that the left-wing intelligentsia of Trotskyites and ex-Trotskyites that made up
      the group known as the “New York Intellectuals” had its greatest influence on modern art after it had undergone a
      process of “de-Marxization” between 1935 and 1941—the very years when the Film Library first opened its doors to
      the public.67 Clement Greenberg described this group’s intellectual
      journey as “anti-Stalinism which started out more or less as Trotskyism [and] turned into art for art’s sake” to
      justify its own aestheticism.68 Guilbaut credits the Partisan
      Review group with providing intellectual legitimization to the formalism of Abstract Expressionist painting
      after World War II.69 However, before the Cold War of the late
      1940s and 1950s, the exhibition policies of MoMA’s Film Library employed a similar formal aestheticism even as
      Barry tried to contextualize the development of film in historical terms.
    


    
      Despite the museum’s interest in the modernist European avant-garde art movements, the Film Library did little to
      encourage the production of “amateur films” or to cultivate an American “little cinema” that might serve as an
      alternative to mainstream Hollywood. If “experimental” or avant-garde films were exhibited, they were usually
      imports and defined by their country of origin. MoMA’s third series, “The Film in Germany and the Film in France”
      (1937), presented such notable examples of the European avant-garde as Fernand Léger’s Ballet Méchanique (1925) and Germaine Dulac’s surrealist La Coquille et le Clergyman
      (1928). In her “film notes,” Barry focused on the historical influence of these films on “the main stream of
      cinematography.” She argued that “innovations which they were the first to introduce can be seen in common use
      today.”70
    


    
      The Film Library provided only sporadic support for American independent filmmakers. Although Barry maintained
      close professional ties with Lewis Jacobs, one of the leaders of the “little cinema” movement and the editor of
      Experimental Cinema, he primarily relied upon MoMA to support his historical research, rather than his
      filmmaking activities.71 When the Film Library was first conceived,
      Barry had expressed hopes of stimulating the production of the “motion picture for education purposes” through
      the creation of an American Film Institute, modeled on the British Film Institute.72 Along these lines, in 1937, filmmaker Paul Rotha responded to a request from MoMA to develop
      an educational film unit modeled on John Grierson’s successful documentary unit in Britain. However, the New
      York Times film critic Bosley Crowther dismissed Rotha’s documentary work, describing him as “a young
      English film director, who is regarded as something of the Zanuck of the documentaries over there where they run
      to that sort of thing.”73 After a year-long struggle to find
      funding, Rotha eventually returned to England, complaining about the lack of support given to documentary
      filmmakers in the United States.74 MoMA and the Film Library
      supported the idea that the arts ought to challenge tradition and be more democratic, but they shied away from
      controversial policies that would encourage greater participation in the process of documentary filmmaking during
      the highly politicized atmosphere of the Depression era.
    


    
      Nevertheless, the rhetoric of Popular Front leftists was evident in comments about social responsibility and the
      importance of the arts expressed by Iris Barry and others at the Museum of Modern Art. Many of the museum’s
      educational initiatives and exhibition policies were groundbreaking. Under the leadership of Alfred Barr, MoMA
      supported a wide variety of activities in order to increase public awareness of modern art.75 Moreover, ever since its earliest years, in addition to exhibiting
      twentieth-century painting and sculpture, it has maintained popular departments in film, photography,
      architecture, and industrial and graphic design. It was also one of the first museums in New York to extend its
      opening hours into the evening. In an article in the New York Times, Barr publicly endorsed the idea of
      longer hours, arguing that “during the day business prevents people from finding the mental refreshment and
      stimulation they want and need from art.”76 MoMA also offered
      extension courses during the evenings.77 What is more, Barr
      employed the new medium of radio to expand the audience for the arts with the program “Art in America,” broadcast
      by NBC on Saturday nights from October 6, 1934 to January 28, 1935. This series of talks covered all aspects of
      American art from 1865 to the present.78
    


    
      For MoMA, as for many other art institutions in the 1930s, popularization did not necessarily mean making the
      arts more democratic or less reliant on a cultured elite. As historian Jane De
      Hart Mathews has argued, during the 1930s the term “cultural democracy” expressed the ideals of “the New Deal
      elite” who “sought to integrate the artists into the mainstream of American life.”79 In this new era, the “cultured” elite had an even greater role to play than previously,
      since they were responsible for maintaining aesthetic standards while cultivating the wider public as a means of
      making high art more popular.
    


    
      In 1939, Paul Sachs, who had supported the creation of a film archive at Harvard and with whom Barr had studied
      as a graduate student, gave an address to MoMA’s trustees at a dinner commemorating the museum’s tenth
      anniversary. He warned against what he called “the serious danger of vulgarization” before going on to explain:
    


    
      
        The Museum of Modern Art has a duty to the great public. But in serving an elite it will reach, better than in
        any other way, the great general public by means of work done to meet the exacting standards of an
        elite.80
      

    


    
      Sachs called for a “greater insistence on standards,” which he believed could be achieved through “greater
      cooperation between museums and universities.”81 Popularization of
      the arts, as Sachs made clear, meant extending the domain of the aesthetic to new fields, like those introduced
      at MoMA by Barr, while at the same time maintaining the hierarchical relationships inherent in nineteenth-century
      aesthetics.
    


    MoMA and Its Audience


    
      If the movies were to function as the “working-man’s university,” they would have to do so through an
      increasingly scholarly regulation of viewing habits. Like its top-down policy regarding film production,
      exhibition policy would be set by the Film Library, which hoped to maintain the highest standards as a means to
      encourage the cultivation of its audience. From its opening announcement onwards, the Film Library publicly
      declared its commitment to scholarship and education. Flush with the success of the first two film series, in
      1937 Iris Barry boasted of the “wide variety of methods in which the Film Library’s circulating programs of films
      have been used and presented in different locales,” including Princeton University, the College of William and
      Mary, Cornell University, the University of Washington, Columbia University, Smith College, and the Philadelphia
      Museum of Art. Barry also claimed that articles regarding the library’s educational activities had “appeared in
      over 1300 publications—newspapers, periodicals and books.”82
    


    
      The Film Library directed its educational program to those who already had either an academic or a professional
      interest in cinema. In the winter of 1937, MoMA co-sponsored a twenty-week course in motion picture appreciation,
      which was offered through Columbia University’s Department of Fine Arts.83 The course, “The Development, Technique and Appreciation
      of the Motion Picture,” consisted of 28 classes, each of which comprised the screening of a film, followed by an
      hour-long lecture and a half-hour discussion. Like the USC course sponsored by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts
      and Sciences in 1929, the faculty included a mix of filmmakers, industry representatives, and leading
      intellectuals. Moreover, again following the Academy’s lead, Barry planned to publish edited versions of the
      lectures. However, she later claimed that, though “illuminating,” several of the lectures, when written down,
      “were in such colloquial or non-literary form as to communicate little.”84 The classes were to be held in the Film Library’s projection room and limited to 30
      students. However, the course attracted over 200 applications, and 39 students were finally enrolled. Admission
      was restricted to students with “an active interest” in the cinema: several were “employed in the film business,
      others are undergraduates with a specific interest in film.”85
      Barry herself lectured on “The History of the Motion Pictures,” while other lecturers in the course’s first year
      included David Selznick, King Vidor, Paul Rotha, Erwin Panofsky, Gilbert Seldes, and Otis Ferguson.
    


    
      The Film Library’s educational programs contributed to a general increase in respect for the medium. The Columbia
      course garnered favorable press coverage for the museum, and its success led to its renewal the following year.
      Barry reported on the wide distribution of the Film Library’s circulating series of silent films, which she said
      appealed to college audiences. Unsurprisingly, however, she neglected to mention that in November 1936, New
      York’s City College had screened The Kiss, Monsieur Beaucaire, and the first Mickey Mouse short,
      Plane Crazy, in a film program sponsored by the Art Department and the undergraduate humor
      magazine.86 The MoMA staff publicly worried about press reports
      regarding screenings of film art that were filled with laughter rather than respectful silence. Like the City
      College undergraduates, many visitors to the Film Library did not always respond to the film programs with the
      due sense of aesthetic distance preferred by Barry and her staff. While intellectuals and some members of the
      film industry now accepted that film was art, audiences did not necessarily either agree with that notion or feel
      it necessary to conform to the same protocol when watching a movie as when visiting an art gallery.
    


    
      Despite the best efforts of Barry and others to provide an interpretative frame that would produce a response
      suitable to an auratic high-culture object, audiences sometimes displayed a more hardy pleasure, often expressed
      in outbursts of laughter at what were sometimes simply referred to as “old films.”87 For example, the New York Times reported that an 1896 short film The Kiss,
      acquired by MoMA and programmed for the library’s first film series, “left its audience more amused than
      inspired.”88 Moreover, after a screening of Edwin S. Porter’s
      The Great Train Robbery (1903)—a film generally regarded as historically significant in the development
      of film narrative—the Times reported:
    


    
      
        The train robbery film seemed to prove pretty conclusively that in the balmy
        days when it was made, jerkiness, exaggerated posturing and creeping backdrops to make trains “speed” were all
        part of the infant industry. No villain would dream of dying without spinning around thrice; and in general,
        the audience, comprised largely of men and women who daily pick the best of modern films apart, had to agree
        that the cinema had progressed.89
      

    


    
      Therefore, rather than promoting the idea of film as art, these early screenings seem to have had the opposite
      effect. The aura of art depends on its timelessness, whereas by the 1930s movie audiences were already
      conditioned to expect technological progress. Silent films, especially those not projected properly, appeared
      particularly strange to a generation accustomed to the more “natural” representation of movement and sound of
      current cinema.
    


    
      The laughter of audiences was not only due to the perceived obsolescence of silent film technology. Indeed, the
      dated histrionics of screen performers provoked the strongest reactions by audiences and critics alike. After
      viewing Sarah Bernhardt in Queen Elizabeth (1911), one New York Times critic noted:
    


    
      
        What was calculated, however, to summon tears a generation ago occasionally aroused the opposite emotion last
        night. What should have been the climax of tragedy brought only laughter. The distraught Elizabeth chose to die
        in the film by falling forward flat on her face into a large pile of pillows.90
      

    


    
      Another article in the New York Times on the first screening of the second film program, titled “Pre-War
      Film Art Returns to Screen,” had the subheading “Ben Turpin Draws Laughs—But So Do Some of the Tragic Scenes as
      Pianist Thumps an Old-Time Accompaniment.”91 Richard Watts, in the
      New York Herald-Tribune, disapproved of the audience’s reaction, which he claimed was a “cheap and
      cowardly form of mockery.” He wrote favorably of the Film Library’s attempt to present “the photoplays simply and
      directly, with a piano accompaniment” as “belonging to the period of their production.”92 However, the cinematic codes of silent screen performance aroused a
      combination of nostalgia and amusement in audiences who had become accustomed to dialogue, music, and
      synchronized sound effects.
    


    
      The MoMA screenings possibly helped to launch a silent movie craze. In 1937, Variety reported that film
      distributors had experienced a “freak demand for silents.” The distributors were supposedly concerned and
      attempted to limit exhibition, but the article was unclear whether they were afraid of the ridicule or the
      competition.93 In a New York Times article in August 1939,
      Thomas M. Pryor labeled the latest MoMA film series “the hit show of the summer.”94 He described both the behavior of the audience and the reaction of John Abbott in great
      detail:
    


    
      
        That the film library draws a spirited audience no one can deny. There have
        been charges that it has become a haven for pseudo-intellectuals who have come only to sound a few
        disrespectful guffaws at the expense of the old classics. These charges Mr. Abbott stoutly denies, although he
        concedes that the audience behavior is not always beyond reproach. “You can’t stop people from hissing the
        villain,” said he, “nor can applause be controlled, even when it comes at the wrong time.”95
      

    


    
      Even within the confines of the museum itself, audiences failed to refrain from forms of behavior more suited to
      the commercial movie house. Abbott expressed a quiet desperation in his observation of individuals who could not
      control their outward displays of emotion. Even worse was the fact that these public demonstrations of hissing
      and applauding occurred at the “wrong time.” Even though films were screened inside the confines of the museum,
      some members of the audience continued to view them as entertainment rather than high art, just as earlier
      audiences had in the nickelodeons. Iris Barry also addressed the issue of audience behavior in the museum’s
      Bulletin in January 1937, claiming that “it is not easy for all students to approach the film seriously,
      as they have been trained to approach the drama or lyric painting or poetry.”96
    


    
      Although audiences continued to display unwelcome behavior at MoMA screenings, Abbott dismissed the audience’s
      more emotional outbursts, insisting that the popularity of the film program was sufficient proof that people came
      to be edified. Why else, he asked, would they continue to attend?97
      However, at least one influential financial supporter of the Film Library privately voiced concerns. During a
      meeting with Abbott in March 1938, John Marshall of the Rockefeller Foundation expressed the opinion that the
      library must “take steps to assure the effects of showing its films.” He was worried that audiences were not
      sufficiently prepared to understand the artistic significance of the screenings and were primarily concerned with
      “amusement” and enjoying the “quaintness” of the films.98
    


    “The Movies Come from America”


    
      In his book The Movies Come from America (1937), Gilbert Seldes argued American movies were dominant
      worldwide because “the moving picture corresponds to something fundamental in American life—America has always
      been on the move and has kept moving.”99 Iris Barry surely agreed
      with Seldes, as she expressed the view that the movies had developed by moving from a “primitive” stage toward a
      future of unlimited potential. For Barry, the movies were both modern and American because they embodied the
      future of art, rather than its past. As the subject of MoMA’s first two series, she programmed the historical
      development of commercial American cinema. In January 1936, MoMA offered “A Short Series of the Film in America,
      1895–1932.” The following year, it screened “Some Memorable American Films, 1896–1935.” The first series traced
      the development of the American film from “The Development of Narrative”
      through “D.W. Griffith” and finally to “The Talkies” and “The End of the Silent Era.” The second was more
      thematic, charting the evolution of three popular American film genres—the “Western,” “Comedies,” and “Mystery
      and Violence.” In both cases, the movies were exhibited in the chronological order of their production to
      emphasize the progress of the art. Barry provided “printed program notes of carefully annotated historical data”
      for “the members of every audience witnessing the films.”100
    


    
      Given the political, financial, and legal power of the film industry, the new Film Library clearly had an
      interest in establishing artistic criteria that would include film production from the Hollywood studio system.
      However, Barry’s programming decisions were determined largely by aesthetic rather than economic considerations.
      American cinema, in her view, had earned its privileged position as a suitable subject for the new Film Library.
      In an article published in January 1937, Barry justified the library’s exhibition policy, describing the
      development of American film by placing it in a larger international context:
    


    
      
        It was not merely because of the accessibility of American films that the staff of the Film Library first
        turned their attention to the domestic cinema. In the huge volume of production thus far, the United States has
        contributed a veritable Mississippi of films. What is more, whether by good fortune or by accident, this
        country had undeniably contributed a very large proportion of what is genuinely cinematic: the film is largely
        and typically an American expression.101
      

    


    
      Barry defined Hollywood and the feature-length narrative film as typically cinematic and genuinely American,
      despite the latter’s European origins. By privileging these specific modes of production and representation, MoMA
      played an instrumental role in promoting “Hollywood” as America’s national cinema, thus reaffirming the
      distinction made during the 1920s between American/Hollywood and European/art cinema.
    


    
      However, while accepting the distinction between American film and European cinema, Barry did not believe that
      the latter could be characterized as art and the former as mere entertainment. On the contrary, she argued for
      the superiority of American cinema on aesthetic grounds:
    


    
      
        Leaving further and more detailed consideration of the American film for the moment, its new programs turn to a
        first consideration of the film in Germany and in France for, if America had provided a Mississippi of films,
        Germany and France have certainly resembled her Missouri and her Ohio Rivers.102
      

    


    
      The metaphor was appropriate. For Barry, Hollywood represented the mainstream of film production, while the
      European tributaries contributed new ideas and formal innovations. When Janet
      Staiger examined MoMA’s promotion of art cinema in the 1950s, she analyzed in detail the processes of
      “transferring to Hollywood fare the features that led to foreign films’ successes among the intelligentsia,”
      especially in terms of film authorship.103 However, the process of
      creating “reel” value inside the complex of cinematic discourse, including the project of legitimating
      American/Hollywood production with European cultural authority, was begun by MoMA before World War II. During her
      tenure as the Film Library’s curator, Iris Barry launched the celebration of the artistic achievement of film
      “authors” at least a full decade before André Bazin and the future directors of the Nouvelle Vague championed the
      “politique des auteurs.”
    


    
      On the eve of World War II, French recognition of American movies as an art form foreshadowed the enthusiastic
      embrace of Hollywood by young critics and filmmakers like Godard and Truffaut in the 1950s. Even among Americans
      who recognized the artistic quality of film, it was not uncommon to dismiss Hollywood as light entertainment in
      comparison to the perceived weightiness of European art cinema. Indeed, many Americans believed that the
      commercialism of Hollywood and the creative restrictions that the studio system imposed upon directors
      disqualified its movies from serious consideration as art. However, in 1938, during the first Museum of Modern
      Art exhibition to travel outside the United States, “Trois Siècles d’Art aux États-Unis,” French critics and the
      general public alike embraced the movies to an extent that surprised many Americans. The New York Times
      reported large crowds at the exhibition held at the Musée du Jeu de Paume in Paris. The most popular attractions
      were the architecture exhibits and the screening of American films. The French critics were less enthusiastic
      about the American painting, sculpture, and other traditional art exhibits. According to Edward Alden Jewell of
      the New York Times, “American architecture commands unanimous respect,” but “as for the movies when the
      critics reach them all bars are down.” Jewell cited the reviews of François Fosca of Je Suis Partout,
      who had criticized most of the exhibition but declared: “I would give all the paintings in the United States for
      a few meters of their films.”104 Art historian Serge Guilbaut
      explained the French critics’ enthusiastic reaction to the movies as follows: “America, according to the French,
      is Hollywood … For the French this was what America could be.”105
      For Fosca and other French critics, the modern arts offered a means for America to express its own essential
      qualities. Meanwhile, for American art patrons, France had held a privileged position at the center of modern art
      ever since the Armory Show, so now the Parisian critics’ enthusiastic reaction to American cinema provided
      evidence that the film was indeed a modern art form.
    


    
      The French notion that “America is Hollywood” converged with Barry’s claim that film was “largely and typically
      an American expression.” By the late 1930s, America’s sense of cultural inferiority vis-à-vis Europe had been
      assuaged by the most unlikely medium—the motion picture. Parisian approval made acceptance of the movies as art
      more palatable to many in the United States. Moreover, European recognition of
      Hollywood as America’s “art cinema” increased the respectability of all movies in the United States, since
      commercial American cinema had been the most criticized. This recognition of Hollywood and American commercial
      cinema also helped to redefine the nation’s cultural hierarchies since the movies no longer had to stand on one
      side of the high/low divide. They could be accepted simultaneously as both entertainment and art, as both
      commercial product and aesthetic object, because such descriptions were no longer viewed as mutually exclusive.
    


    
      Through its exhibitions and scholarly activities, the Museum of Modern Art’s Film Library played a crucial role
      in defining the movies not only as an art but as a modern art. What is more, it helped to define the
      movies as a typically American expression and to claim America as a center of modern art.
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        The Future for the Hollywood Brand
      

    


    
      
        From here on the modern tradition would regularly turn toward popular culture to renew art and purify it of its
        conventions; it would eventually consolidate the very autonomy on which it had initially claimed to be making
        war. This ambivalence in relation to the public—for the public is the heart of the matter in this wavering
        between mass and elite culture—would remain one of the insoluble paradoxes of the modern tradition.
      


      
        Antoine Compagnon, 19941
      

    


    
      As this study has demonstrated, a new discursive practice regarding the movies had emerged in the United States
      by the eve of the Second World War—the “Hollywood brand.” As I explained in Chapter 1, the early film industry
      expressed embarrassment over the term “movies,” believing it “lowbrow.” These early film producers believed the
      word held back the artistic possibilities of the new medium. So it was ironic that Hollywood—as it achieved
      dominance during the studio era—embraced the “movies” and held terms like “film” and “art” at arm’s length while
      still accepting the prestige associated with those terms. The movie industry seemed to come full circle on the
      image it wanted to project to the public. While the word remained, the meaning of the “movies” changed. Over
      time, the movies were redefined from a flickering novelty in the early 1900s to a complex form of entertainment
      that uniquely combined art and science and appealed to the “masses and the classes.”
    


    
      The recognition of “movies as art” also injected a new vitality into elite institutions that continued to act as
      cultural gatekeepers. The 1930s proved to be a democratic moment when the movies breached the “Great Divide” and
      entered both the museum and the academy. Some film historians have overstated the role of intellectuals and the
      arbiters of elite culture in redefining the status of the movies.2
      The exhibition of American films at MoMA during Iris Barry’s curatorship may
      have represented the ultimate embrace of Hollywood by the most elite quarters of modern art. However, it would be
      a mistake to give intellectuals, MoMA, or any other institution the sole credit for defining the medium as an art
      or claiming the art as an essentially American form of expression. The image of the movies among all
      Americans—elite and otherwise—was shaped by a complex discourse that also involved progressive reformers,
      audiences, intellectuals, critics, and the film industry itself.
    


    
      Indeed, it was the movie industry that reaped the greatest benefits from this process. Despite its many critics,
      Hollywood’s cultural reputation reached a pinnacle in 1938 with the successful exhibition in Paris of American
      films sponsored by the Museum of Modern Art. This exhibition represented more than a recognition among the
      sophisticates of Europe of the cultural contribution of Hollywood as America’s national cinema. It also cemented
      the growing symbiotic relationship between elites in culture, business, and government at a time when the studio
      system enjoyed nearly complete control over film production, distribution, and exhibition in the United States.
      Hollywood’s new-found global status helped to make the brand even more powerful at home in America.
    


    
      As I have argued in these chapters, the inclusion of film in museum exhibitions and on college curricula signaled
      a transformation of possibilities. However, it would be a mistake to see the American movies’ entry into museums
      and universities as a moment of complete triumph for those who embraced the notion of movies as art. This
      definition of the movies was never dominant, even in Hollywood’s “golden age.” In its most public yearly
      ritual—the Academy Awards—the film industry preferred to promote the movies as an entertaining hybrid of art and
      science by celebrating technical accomplishment as well as artistry. Hollywood, like MoMA, did emphasize
      America’s unique contribution to the medium’s development, which helped cement the idea of Hollywood as a
      national cinema and a new global style. The decision of the Academy to award separate Oscars for best picture and
      best foreign film, may have been made to ensure that the best studio films would receive public attention.
      However, this decision also served to reinforce the “otherness” of foreign films as marginal to the dominant
      Hollywood brand.
    


    
      While much was accomplished by museums, universities, and early film theorists to make the American film an
      object worthy of serious study and to provide aesthetic criteria, it should be remembered that movie fans created
      their own hierarchies of taste and sometimes even their own alternate readings and circuits of meanings.3 These responses to the films they viewed were just as important as elite
      opinion in radically redefining the movies and reconfiguring the audience’s relationship to popular culture.
      Walter Benjamin elaborated how new, mechanically reproduced arts like the moving picture were accessible to their
      audiences in a way that made expertise less important.4 If all
      spectators were “somewhat experts,” no attempt by powerful cultural institutions or the film industry could
      completely contain the medium’s inherently disruptive force.5 While
      the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and MoMA, among others, tried to assert their authority by placing photography and the movies into their domains, their efforts were never
      completely successful.
    


    
      As early as the nickelodeon era, many of those who were considered hostile to high culture and its elite
      supporters embraced the movies as a new, democratic art. However, while Benjamin understood the radical potential
      of the movies as a weapon to level the cultural hierarchy and deal a blow to elite authority, he did not share
      the naive view of some of his contemporaries that the popularity of the medium made American film intrinsically
      democratic.6 Rather, he worried that film industry control,
      organized around the profit motive, limited the medium’s radical democratic potential, arguing that “so long as
      the movie-makers’ capital sets the fashion, as a rule no other revolutionary merit can be accredited to today’s
      film than the promotion of a revolutionary criticism of traditional concepts of art.”7
    


    
      Benjamin understood the interpretative power of spectators to create their own meaning to the movies, but he was
      fully aware that they were not free to do so as they pleased. The film industry and powerful cultural
      institutions tried their best to shape the viewing experience. Exhibitions in museums, universities, and
      elaborate movie palaces undoubtedly provided the movies with settings that were more appropriate than the
      storefront nickelodeons for a new art form. These “places of expectations” certainly had an effect on critics and
      audiences. Fans, however, often defied authority by experiencing movies on their own terms. Whether it was those
      at MoMA who refused to watch the masters of silent film in quiet awe or the women and immigrants who used the
      nickelodeon as a shared public space for comfort and diversion, audiences defined the movies in whatever way they
      wished.
    


    
      Wider cultural critiques of Hollywood that directly attacked the studio system and “movie people” also appeared
      during the height of its ascendancy. Three noted Hollywood novels—F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Last Tycoon
      (1941), Budd Schulberg’s What Makes Sammy Run? (1941), and Nathanael West’s The Day of the
      Locust (1939)—played crucial roles in defining the Hollywood brand in less than flattering terms. While all
      three present a critical view of the industry, The Day of the Locust stands apart for its particularly
      jaundiced portrayal of the movies’ toxic effect on American culture. West employs the entire sweep of the city of
      Los Angeles as his canvas when describing a procession of transient characters who endlessly strive for
      fulfillment. While the characters reside in a “real” Hollywood of movie studios, garish mansions, and boarding
      houses, they more deeply occupy the imaginary space of their individual ambitions. The novel is not so much a
      story of failure as one of disenchantment. West does not begrudge his characters their dreams; rather, he fears
      that dreams are no longer one’s own in the age of the movies.
    


    
      The shallowness of the movies, the crassness of the studios, and, especially, the naivety of the audience
      foreshadowed the mass culture critiques that emerged after World War II. In his famous essay “The Culture
      Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” an alarmed Theodor Adorno asserted
      that “real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies.”8
      The studio system was identified as a site of cultural production that resembled other industrial forms of
      production. For Adorno, its products were nearly indistinguishable from one another. Audience members, in his
      view, had very little, if any, awareness of its deleterious effects upon their individual consciousness. He
      described the motion picture as a destructive force that crushes individuality and creates a false sense of
      community among its increasingly homogenized mass audience. Anthropologist Hortense Powdermaker spent a year in
      Los Angeles to study the film industry and learn how Hollywood “altered human relations and values.”9 In the book that was based on her findings, Hollywood: The Dream
      Factory in 1950), she represented the view of many intellectuals who feared that the culture industry had
      the power to erase the individual and create a new, ominous form of collective solidarity.10
    


    
      While many of the mass culture critiques of the movies were written before the Second World War, the rise of
      fascism in Germany and Italy and the ascendancy of Stalin in the Soviet Union provoked even greater fear
      regarding the role of culture in totalitarian states. This anxiety went far beyond the concerns expressed by
      progressive reformers who framed their calls for censorship as a means of protecting vulnerable children. For
      Adorno, Hollywood and the culture industry were by nature a threat to freedom itself.11 Many on both the political left and right shared this view, arguing that the movies had come
      to represent a debased and dangerous form of culture—not democratic, but fascist; not authentic, but
      artificial.12 In addition, the bipolar world of Cold War politics
      created an environment in which the populist, Popular Front cultural policies of New Deal America were
      increasingly perceived as uncomfortably close to the socialist realism endorsed by the Soviet Union from the
      1920s onwards. In consequence, powerful art museums in the West, including MoMA, began to alter their curatorial
      and exhibition policies. Their preference for non-representational formalism—represented primarily by their
      enthusiasm for Abstract Expressionism—left little room for Hollywood. Postwar modernism had changed course, but
      American film and the Hollywood brand had not.
    


    
      Increasing support for theories relating to the potential dangers of mass culture created a schism between
      intellectuals and popular culture that came to define modernism in the 1950s and 1960s. The ill-defined and fluid
      terms “highbrow,” “middlebrow,” and “lowbrow” were popularized by influential intellectuals like Dwight MacDonald
      after World War II.13 The positive spirit of modernity that all
      Americans—masses and elites alike—had embraced at the turn of the twentieth century was one that offered a
      present and future of fun, personal fulfillment, and progress. Specifically, the movies had seemed to challenge
      the high/low barriers that had restricted access to culture throughout the nineteenth century. But World War II
      generated an air of pessimism regarding modernity and the technology/art hybrid promoted by Hollywood. The
      reputation of American movies suffered in the postwar years, and the Hollywood brand became tarnished. In retreat
      because of successful anti-trust challenges, competition from television, and
      the House Un-American Activities Committee hearings, Hollywood’s economic and cultural dominance also waned.
      Although the notion of “Hollywood” as an art of universal appeal and sublime quality was never completely
      extinguished, the brand’s ability to bridge the high/low cultural divide faded. American intellectuals even
      started to identify it as kitsch rather than art.
    


    
      Nevertheless, Europeans, especially those attracted to the Nouvelle Vague in France, continued to embrace
      Hollywood and its “classic” films. Thereafter, a reimportation of the Hollywood brand by American cinephiles with
      a passion for postwar art cinema began a process that triggered a wave of nostalgia and reconfigured its
      relationship to high and mass culture.
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