PETER CARIN

LE

CINEMATOGRAPHE

Monologue Comique

DIT PAR

M. RAMBERT, du Théitre du Vaudeville

Prix : 9 FRraxc

PARIS
LIBRAIRIE G. BARANGER FILS

5) RUE DES SAINTS-PERES, §

1897

Toeus dreits de reprodustion, de traduclios ot de représestation réserves
pour lons los poys, y compris la Subde ot [a Nerwige,

The title page of Peter Carin’s monologue, »Le Cinématographex,
originally performed in 1896, which cautions against the risks of being
revealed in flagrant délit by the eponymous device



STEPHEN BOTTOMORE

»Devant le cinématographe«
The Cinema in French Fiction (1896-1914)

Introduction — the international context

Most film historical writing is about what really happened in the history of
the cinema: about actual films that were made or real people who took part in
the film industry or who viewed films at the time. But along with these ac-
counts of real events and the contemporary discussion and debates about
them, there is another discourse about cinema — in the form of fictional ac-
counts of the medium. These fictions include such forms as novels, short sto-
ries, songs, plays, poems (and even films).!

Among the more famous of these fictions about cinema are novels such as
Budd Schulberg’s What Makes Sammy Run (1941) or Nathaniel West’s Day
of the Locust (1951) and films such as SINGING IN THE RAIN (1952).> But as
well as these examples from the >classical« era of cinema, there were also many
from much earlier. In fact fiction about the cinema was being written from
almost as soon as moving images captured the world’s attention in 1896 (and
there was even a short story published about the cinema’s predecessor, the
Kinetoscope?). In the twenty years from the mid 1890s to the First World
War, scores of stories, plays and poems were published on the cinema theme.

As we shall see below, in the first decade after the cinema’s arrival many of
these literary works were on one recurring theme: the power of the new me-
dium to witness and record. In this first batch of fictions the story is often
about a film camera capturing visual evidence — of a crime or of a lover’s infi-
delity or other misbehaviour. This is true, for instance, of an early British
short story about the cinema, »An Idyll of the Cinematographe« of 1898 — the
plot concerns a woman who discovers the bad behaviour of her faraway fian-
cé by having him filmed. An American example of two years later from Harp-
er’s Weekly, »The Cardinal’s Rose«, begins as the protagonist sees an actuality
film in which a theft is committed, and the rest of the story is about the trac-
ing of the criminals who perpetrated the crime.*

But other themes emerged as the years passed. After the cinema became
increasingly institutionalised in its second decade, the fiction associated with
it also became more concerned with film as an established medium rather
than as a novel and potentially dangerous means of surveillance and disco-
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very. For example, there are stories about the lives of film actors and techni-
cians, and about the infatuation of cinemagoers with early films and film
stars. Longer works of fiction also started to appear, such as Giulio Piccini’s
book of short stories about the film industry, Le Novelle del Cinematografo
(1910), which dealt with several themes: one tale is about a cinema pianist
while another is about a group of cameramen who go off to film in Africa.s

Most of these early fictions about cinema were by obscure or forgotten
writers (in most cases deservedly so!). But occasionally a famous author such
as Maxim Gorky contributed to the >genre< In Britain Rudyard Kipling was
among the most eminent, with his haunting short story »Mrs Bathurst« of
1904, long believed, falsely, to be the first story ever written about cinema.’
As we shall see, well-known French authors Guillaume Apollinaire and Jean
Giraudoux were also to write early film-related stories.

By the early teens a large number of short stories about films and film-
makers were being published in magazines, and there were also numerous
songs about cinema (eg. »At the Picture Show« by E. Ray Goetz and Irving
Berlin from 1913), as well as many poems and even a couple of operettas, in-
cluding the 1913 success, »The Girl on the Film«.* These fictions appeared in
countries around the world: in the Americas, in several European countries,
and even further afield. Pilar Marino’s »Parellismo«, for example, was pub-
lished in the Philippines in mid 1913 and is concerned with one spectator’s
state of mind while viewing a movie ~ seeing parallels with real life in the
melodramatic story.?

Bearing in mind the large amount of fiction being published about cinema
through the early era, it is worth asking if these many works are of any use or
significance for film historians, beyond their entertainment value. Historians,
after all, should be wary of their sources, and these works of imaginative lit-
erature — by definition fictional sources — would seem to be ruled >out of
court< as offering no solid facts for serious historical research. However,
I think there is a sense in which they are of some historical and evidential
value.

Fiction as bistory?

In writing fiction, authors tend to distil the mood of a time; the themes that
they address are likely to draw on the prevailing mood and >Zeitgeist«. In-
deed, an author’s work of fiction may in some respects be a more rounded
picture than that offered in certain factual sources, which are inevitably par-
tial and incomplete. Many factual historical documents have been destroyed
or lost, and in any case those documents which survive only cover very spe-
cific facts and events, rather than offering an overview or generalisation. Writ-
ers of fiction, on the other hand, who were on the scene as history unfolded,
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are likely to have absorbed the prevailing >moods, and so their fictional writ-
ing may offer us a useful impression of contemporary mood and opinion.
Such historical >commentary« (one can’t really call it >evidence<) needs, of
course, to be treated carefully, and is of more value when several such works
of fiction are taken together. What one is trying to do in this analysis is to
identify common and repeated themes, because if several writers used a simi-
lar theme or >tropec in their fiction, it suggests that this theme was indeed pre-
occupying the >public mind« at the time.

The value of fictional sources for purposes of >theme analysis« first oc-
curred to me when I was researching a book of satirical cartoons about early
cinema.” As I leafed through the illustrated and comical press of the period
from the 1890s to the First World War, I discovered recurring themes in car-
toons about the early movies." Some very specific subjects and >angles< about
the new medium emerged from my perusal of numerous cartoon magazines
from diverse countries (with the help of several other researchers, I should
add). In terms of film exhibition the subjects of cartoons included: the trans-
formation of neighbourhoods by picture palaces, with their garish posters
and uniformed commissionaires; problems of women’s hats blocking the
views of other spectators in cinemas; the sexual opportunities for couples in
darkened picture palaces; and the competition traditional theatres faced from
film. Themes about film production included: the ubiquity of the western
film genre; the faking of war films; the new phenomenon of performers act-
ing in real locations (rather than merely in theatres as hitherto); and actors
having to do physically demanding, stunt-type roles.

Some of these themes and issues had scarcely been thought worth men-
tioning by conventional film historians, but clearly the press cartoonists of
the time considered that they were of interest. It is worth adding that the
themes about cinema which I found in these printed cartoons must have been
well known to the public at the time, because cartoonish satire is based on
what is publicly recognized and discussed: if an issue is not well known it
cannot be effectively satirised.

As with cartoons, so with other forms of fiction: it seems to me that the
themes found repeatedly in early stories and other fictions about cinema may
indicate to'us something of what people of the time were feeling about the
new medium. Such theme analysis can be a useful tool of diagnosis: a way of,
as it were, putting one’s thermometer under the collective tongue of the his-
torical public. This is not to say that we should not take other forms of evi-
dence (factual evidence) into account as well, nor that a theme found in one
single story should be considered indicative — that would be anecdotal rather
than properly critical history. But if themes are found in several different fic-
tions at about the same time, as well as in other sources, it does suggest that
this theme was >in the air« at the time, and was of some significance to the
people and society who were living through the first years of the cinema.
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I should add that some other historians have also been examining this
body of fiction about early cinema. Several authors have looked at the spate
of novels about filmmaking which started appearing in the United States be-
fore the First World War. This phenomenon had begun tentatively in 1912
with the publication of Tom Swift and His Wizard Camera, a novel by »Vic-
tor Appleton« — pseudonym of the writing factory, the Stratemeyer Syndi-
cate.” It was followed the next year by the start of two series of juvenile nov-
els, also by »Victor Appleton«: The Moving Picture Boys series and the Motion
Picture Chums series; and in 1914 a similar series for young female readers
began with the Moving Picture Girls novels. As some of the historians who
have examined the subject have noted, these novels offer revealing descrip-
tions of attitudes and practices in the US film industry at the time." Similarly,
Frank Kessler in one of his articles uses a 1911 poem by the expressionist poet
]akob van HOddlS, as a guide to examining issues of segmentation and inte-
gration in early cinema. Van Hoddis’ poem is entitled »Schluss: Kinemato-
graph, and is concerned with the confusion in the minds of some early cine-
ma-goers as they viewed a programme of different films — an issue which is
confirmed as being very prevalent by my and Yuri Tsivian’s researches into
other sources.™

In the remainder of this essay I will analyse in more detail some of the
common and repeated themes which I have found in early cinema fiction.
Rather than try to cover all the material here — an impossible task in the space
available — I will concentrate on what I have found for one country, France. I
make no claims for comprehensiveness, and my francophone colleagues who
research the French press in detail will, no doubt, be able to amplify and cor-
rect my account.”

Le Cinématographe

Et tout-3-coup! c’est 1a ot ’'on commence & se moquer de nous! — I"image se met 2
danser, 3 sauter, i trépigner, a se trémousser. C’est une véritable sarabande sur
I’écran!

This is a description of a man’s first visit to the Lumiére cinématographe — and
the disturbing flicker and shake that he witnesses on the screen. It is part of a
»monologue comique« by Peter Carin, entitled Le Cinématographe, which
was copyrighted in 1896 and apparently performed in the same year by a cer-
tain Rambert of the Théitre du Vaudeville.” The monologue continues in a
critical vein:

Tous ces gens qui grouillent pour gagner de I'argent!... Et c’est ¢a que I’on vous
montre au Cinématographe!...
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La mer avec les vagues! peuh! Il y a cinquante ans peut-étre ¢’aurait été curieux!
Mais aujourd’hui tout le monde va aux bains de mer!..

On vous montre aussi des blagues, de petltes blagues! Un arroseur qui se laisse ber-
ner par un garmn, et le gamin qui s’amuse i arroser I’arroseur.

(D’un air navré.) Hein! Vous trouvez ¢a dréle! Moi pas. J’aime mieux les dessins de

Caran d’Ache.

This critical and contemptuous attitude towards the trivial content of the first
films, coming so soon after these films were made, is unusual, especially giv-
en that most of the initial reaction to the cinema was adulatory. But the main
reason for his disliking the cinématographe is soon revealed, for it seems that
our monologuist had an unfortunate personal experience involving the cine-
ma. A month earlier he had been engaged to an attractive young woman,
whose additional attraction was that she would likely soon inherit from rich
and aged parents. One evening he and his prospective in-laws all went to the
cinématographe. Inside the hall the master of ceremonies, »le barnum«, an-
nounced the next film: »Les Acacias, au Bois de Boulogne«. But:

Tout-i-coup - oh stupeur! — toute ma future famille s’évanouit! Je regarde la toile!
Mes cheveux se troublent et mes yeux se hérissent! Je m’aper¢ois défilant lentement
dans une superbe victoria et 2 mes cdtés — oh pudeur! — deux tapageuses horizon-
tales entre lesquelles je faisais le joli cceur!!

Sans me demander d’autres explications, mon beau-pére a rompu le mariage.
Jérais pincé en flagrant délit avant la lettre... de faire part!

Et vous voulez qu’aprés ¢a j’aime le Cinématographe! Oh, non!

The cinématographe, in other words, has revealed to the world his indiscre-
tions with the two loose women. This theme of >ciné révélateur« or >ciné té-
moinc is, as I have pointed out elsewhere, the most common theme to be
found in early fiction about the cinema.” But since my original research I
have found many other early fictional texts about film, and have discovered
that various other themes emerge later in the period.

N

Dewvant le Cinématographe

When any major new technology is introduced there is often a period when it
evokes anxiety among those who experience it or are affected by it. This has
been especially true with regard to visual and media technologies, because of
their apparent potential to reveal to the world what was once private. Such
concerns have greeted (press) photography, the telephone, cinema, and radio,
and these anxieties were sometimes expressed in the form of fictional ac-
counts.” As far as cinema-related fiction goes, Carin’s piece was one of the
first of a number of stories, plays, poems, etc. which dealt with the cinema’s
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apparent power to reveal the hidden.” At about the same time that Carin’s
popular monologue was being performed, a rather more refined and >theoret-
ical« treatment of this issue also appeared.

»Devant le Cinématographe« by Gabriel Aubray was published in the lit-
erary journal, La Quinzaine, on 15th January, 1897, as the eighth installment
of her fictional diary, »Lettres 2 ma cousine«.*® Aubray begins by reminding
us that the (:mematogmphe was born from photography, which medium has
the ability to fix images forever, as in a »miroir magique«. Thus:

[...] les riens fugitifs que sont une attitude, un geste, un jeu ténu de physionomie,
ont maintenant I'univers et les sitcles pour témoins.

Aubray argues that photography and X-rays demonstrate:

[...] la poignante mais salutaire idée du retentissement indéfini de nos moindres
actes [...] tout ce qui est doit étre vu [....] rien ne tombe au néant: de nous tout ce qui
est est éternellement.

And now, with the invention of the cinématographe there is a means to record
a more detailed memoir of our lives — and sins - even than with photography:

Le cinématographe, fixant pour 1’éternité ce qui passe, et le fixant dans la vie, ne
symbolise-t-il pas bien, ma cousine, I'immortalité i laquelle, &tres d’un jour, nous
sommes voués?... Il faut se raffermir en songeant qu’au jeu de la vie rien n’est per-
du, tout compte, et, qu’i cause de I’enjeu ’on doit, par suite, faire sérieusement sa
partie, tout en riant du jeu Jui-méme et de ses surprises... Et tant pis pour les joueurs
que le cinématographe a pris dans une posture grotesque ou ficheuse!

Cette chronique de fin d’année, ma cousine, ne sera  pas autre chose qu’i I’écran du
cinématographe le défilé des ombres humaines qui ont joué un moment, le mois
passé, dans le rayon de lumitre de I’actualité, et qu’a saisies au jour le jour mon ob-
jectif en se promenant dans Paris.

Aubray’s little-known piece is a philosophical and religious meditation which
takes the cinema as a metaphor for the all seeing eye of God. It is a remark-
able first example of the cinema’s conjunction with religious philosophy. But
most writers of short stories and other fictions were much more interested in
using the cinema as a practical plot device, often as a way of revealing the se-
cret behaviour of another character. Plots using cinema in this way appear to
fall into three categories: 1. a film reveals an indiscretion, especially marital
infidelity; 2. a crime is revealed, 3. a long-lost loved one is recognised on
screen.
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Lumiére« was written by the Comte d’Osseville, and published in the Bxlle-
tin de la Société caennaise de Photographie in 1899.** It concerns a visit the
narrator pays to the seaside town of Trouville with his mother-in-law: as she
bathes in the sea he notices, »un étre singulier; tournant un appareil assez par-
ticulier«.

Six months later he takes his family, including said mother-in-law to a
Paris charité cinématographe show:

La lumiére s’éteint. Que va-t-il arriver?

«La plage de Trouville!» entendons-nous hurler.
A D'instant, je repense au cinématographe.

A la scéne du bain, au maudit photographe.
Quelle angoisse cruelle! ah! j’avais bien raison.
D’abord, ma belle-mére est prise de frisson,
Puis, d’attaque de nerfs, en voyant son image...
C’est que ’écran lui donne un dréle de visage.
Pour éviter la vague, elle veut se courber,

Mais la force du choc... pile la fait tomber,

Et, I'indiscret monsieur, & ce moment critique,
Dévide son rouleau, tourne sa mécanique.
Grand succés dans la salle, ou I’on applaudit fort.
Moi, je feins la tristesse, et je fais un effort

Pour fuir les complaisants, et faire cesser vite

Ce petit incident... dont je craignais la suite.

Rushing his embarrassed mother-in-law out of the hall and to the safety of
home, Osseville concludes: »Jamais de belle-mére!! ... Evitons le scandale«.
A variation on this theme can be found in tales set in the future in which a
stelevision« system allows one to monitor other peoples’ activities. The theme
appears as early as 1883 in Robida’s Le Vingtiéme siécle, but in our period
crops up in a story by Marigny, »L'(Eil électrique ou la vision i distance«,
published in Excelsior in 1910. This tale is set in 1950, and describes a man,
»X.233«, who uses a television device to check up on his family and asso-
ciates, and sure enough finds them wanting: on the screen he sees his employ-
ees idling, his children misbehaving, and his wife entertaining visitors he dis-
likes. But then the machine stops working, and he decides it is better that
way; to remain in blissful ignorance. The tale ends: »X.233 est heureux.«

Crime revealed
It seems that the first play about the cinema to be performed in France was

>L’Auvergnate«. Written by Fernand Meynet and Marie Geffroy, it premiered
at the Théitre de la République in Paris on 29™ September, 1899.2¢ It was a five
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act piece, and, though I have been unable to locate a surviving copy in any
library, I have worked out the plot from other sources. The play told the sto-
ry of a femme fatale who at first merely leads men astray, but then becomes
so bold as to commit a murder. An innocent suspect is arrested for this mur-
der and everything seems black for him. Fortunately a cinématographe hap-
pened to be filming at the scene of the crime, and, in the final act the resultant
film is shown in a courtroom in the presence of the femme fatale, the judge
and the innocent, the latter thus being exonerated. The critical response to the
play was mixed. Le Monde Illustré praised it as an:

[...] application trés ingénieuse du cinématographe. Voili qui est vraiment nouveau
et tout Paris sans doute voudra voir le curieux effet de ce truc encore inédit de la
dramaturgie moderne.*s

But another critic was less kind, noting that: »Malheureusement, avec
I’>Auvergnate, qui a succédé a >Roulebosses, nous retombons dans le mélo
de facture, avec les ordinaires banalités.«* The Paris critic of a British Sunday
newspaper was generally favourable:

It is hardly worth asking how it came about that a cinematograph was in the middle
of a park when the murder was committed where it could have only been engaged in
taking still life. The effect was remarkably dramatic, and, had a skilled playwright
led up to this dénouement, L’ Auvergnate« would have had a big run before it. Even
as it is, the main idea is a vast improvement on old traditions.”

There is one other interesting aspect of »L’ Auvergnate«: Georges Monca, lat-
er an important director for Pathé, recalled that it was this play which first
brought him into the world of film production:

En septembre 1899 [...] j’étais acteur au Théitre de la République, depuis baptisé
I’Alhambra. Un auteur de la maison, Fernand Meynet, nous apporta une piéce ou le
cinéma jouait un réle. Au premier acte, i ’insu de tous, un opérateur filmait une
scéne de famille qui dégénérait en meurtre, et la bande ainsi obtenue servait 3 dévoi-
ler le vrai coupable au dénouement. ]J’étais, en méme temps qu’acteur, metteur en
scéne, et c’est moi qui eus 3 m’occuper de tourner le film nécessaire.**

The cinema as a means to reveal crime was again used some years later in a
piece of French fiction. This was in a pulp novel by Paul d’Ivoi (the pseud-
onym of Charles de Leutre), La Justice du cinématographe.” Set in Australia,
the plot has a criminal disguise himself as a police chief and so get away with
serious crimes. But, as in >L’Auvergnates, the truth is established in a final
courtroom scene (before a judge glorying in the name of Lord Strawberry!)
again through tell-tale filmed images. These images were taken with a ciné-
matographe with some kind of sound recording capability, and they establish
the guilt of the accused.
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The most interesting, and certainly the best known, of the early stories on
this crime theme is Guillaume Apollinaire’s »Un beau film«, which was orig-
inally published in Messidor, 23.12.1907, one of six tales in his series
L’Amphion faux-messie ou histoires et aventures du Baron d’Ormesan.* The
story is about a film company which has been established with the aim of
filming extraordinary events, such as the activities of famous people and real
births taking place. The company manages successfully to secure films of
such events, and soon they lack only a film of a crime. To fill this gap, the film
company kidnaps a young couple and an elderly gentleman, forcing the latter
to murder the couple - all of which is filmed. The resulting film is very suc-
cessful and is shown to great acclaim. Later an innocent man is arrested for
the murder and he is executed, the cinema company filming this too!

Such a brief summary cannot do justice to the delightful style of Apolli-
naire’s sarcastically gruesome tale, but it is sufficiently well known and avail-
able that there is no need to quote from it. It is probable that Apollinaire was
influenced in his choice of plot by real films of gruesome events, bull-fights
and the like, which had been widely shown by this time. There had even been
reports of hangings filmed in the USA ' It is worth adding that films them-
selves took up this crime theme: for example, in FALSELY AccuseDp (AM&BC,
1908) a film is developed and proves that a dead man was murdered.

Recognition of loved ones

A long-lost relative, spouse or friend being recognised on the cinema screen
is a common theme in anecdotal news reports in the cinema trade press be-
fore the First World War. It is also to be found as a theme in fiction about
the cinema. The first example I have seen is Maurice LeNormand’s »Devant
le cinématographe«, which appeared in the famous illustrated journal,
L’Illustration, in February 1900.5* Set during the Boer War, it concerns an
Irish girl, Delia Flaherty, and her lover, Jerry, who is in the British Army in
South Africa. He writes to her that a film has been taken of his unit, and she
goes and sees this in a music-hall. But another film is also shown in which Jer-
ry is apparently depicted being killed by the Boers. Though the music-hall
manager claims this is genuine, she is told by another spectator that it is a
fake, filmed at the Buttes-Chaumont area of open ground on the outskirts of
Paris. The latter seems to be the case, for the following day Delia is relieved
to receive a letter from Jerry — to say that he’s been retired from the front on
sick leave. The reference to Buttes-Chaumont is not haphazard, for fake films
had been shot at this location, according to press reports.

Strangely enough, the next French story I have found on the theme of
»cinema-recognitions is also set during the Boer War, but this one has a sinis-
ter twist to it. »Le Cinématographe« by Frangois de Nion, appeared in the
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Petit Journal in January 1903.% A Frenchman, Paul, who had been fighting on
the Boer side in South Africa, goes missing. Back in Europe his sister Marie
meets John Shermont, an Englishman who fought on the British side in the
war. They marry, and one day they go into a cinema, where Boer War films
are showing. John says that his unit in South Africa had been filmed by an
American, a very brave camera-man it seems:

1l prenait ses clichés successifs au milieu de la fusillade, comme s’il avait été dans son
atelier. Il a di obtenir des séries bien intéressantes. Si ¢’étaient les siennes, ce serait
curieux.

These are indeed the films being shown, and Marie is shocked to see the Brit-
ish soldiers maltreating Boer prisoners, including women. (British prison
camps in South Africa had been a real concern in the year before this story
was written, 1902). Then a group of prisoners appear on screen, among them
one who is known to Marie — her brother. She exclaims:

Mais c’est Paul! Oui, c’est Paul, je le reconnais; c’est le second, a droite.

M. Shermont, blomi, se dressait 3 moitié, saisissant la main de sa femme.

Mais il apparaissait, lui-méme, dans le cadre, il y vivait, il y commandait. Il tira son
sabre et ’éleva pour un ordre: les fusils des soldats s’abattirent...

Marie se dressait, hurlait, jetait les bras vers la vision implacable:

— Arrétez, arrétez! Ne tirez pas, John; c’est Paul!

Tout s’effaga, comme une craie qu’un linge essuie et ’on n’entendit plus qu’un doux
air de valse i I’orchestre.

Mme Shermont gisait évanouie sur le tapis de la loge.

The story doesn’t say what happened next, but one doubts that the marriage
could survive when the husband has killed the brother. Clearly the emotional
impact of war, combined with a plot device of cinema-recognition was an at-
tractive one for the story writers. This combination of themes crops up again
in a story of 1906 (also called »Le cinématographe«), about a Russian soldier
who witnesses 2 Chinese man being bayoneted during the Russo-Japanese
war, and is then haunted by apparently seeing images of him in news films of
the war - this rewitnessing of a traumatic event from his past eventually sends
him mad.»

Interestingly, the cinema-recognition theme is also used in a story by a lat-
er celebrated writer, Jean Giraudoux: his »Au cinema« appeared in Le Matin
in 1908.% The main character is one Marguerite, whose lover, Jacques, is an
eccentric cyclist with the Cirque Manhattan in America. One day she visits a
Paris cinema and in a film of a Red-Indian show she recognises Jacques. But
as he performs his act, suddenly he takes a bad fall. Thinking him dead or
badly injured Marguerite goes to the manager of the cinema to find any news
he might have. Unexpectedly he asks her: »Vous appelez-vous Marguerite
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Rocher?« Yes, she replies, and he hands over a letter addressed to her which
was enclosed with the film. It reads:

Ma chére Marguerite,

Je viens de gagner un pari de cinq mille francs. Il s’agissait, en bouclant la boucle, de
se laisser tomber sur un tapis de caoutchouc de la maison Williams and Co. Nous
voici riches! Dans une semaine, je serai au Havre. Mais, si tu es libre un de ces soirs,
va donc passer une heure — tu comprendras pourquoi aprés — au cinématographe.

A somewhat implausible plot, it is true, the American locale of which was
probably determined by the fact that Giraudoux had spent a period in the
USA in the summer of 1908. A plot about a film from America also figures in
the last story of this type that I will mention. Written by Charles Dornier, and
again titled »Le cinématographex, this appeared in the journal, Le Pensexr, in
February 1910 A travelling film show, »Le Cinématographe universels, vis-
its a village whose inhabitants have never seen a cinema show before, and
don’t even know what it is (»C’est un cornet acoustique«, says one girl). A
big crowd turns up that evening, including an old woman, »la vieille Maguix,
whose son deserted and went to America to make his fortune: he hasn’t been
heard from for nearly two years. The films are shown, the last one being set
in the American west, depicting a man stealing a bag of gold, who is then
chased and hanged. The screen protagonist is recognised by the villagers as
the long-lost son. But is this a documentary or an acted film in which he fea-
tures? Is this really how the son has ended his days — as thief — or has he be-
come a film-actor? Either way the shock has taken its toll: the lights go up
and the old and frail Magui is found to have died during the screening. Dor-
nier’s story concludes:

Et c’est ainsi quun cinématographe, un soir, au fond d’un village perdu de Franche-
Comté, apprit 3 tous en méme temps qu’a la mére, ce qu’était devenu li-bas, en
Amérique, Martin, le déserteur.”

Other themes

The themes that I have covered so far would all come under the broad head-
ing of >witnessings, or >témoinage« as I called it in my 1985 essay: the cinemat-
ic apparatus revealing something that a character in the story otherwise
wouldn’t know. This evidencial role for cinema is the main subject of cinema
fiction in the early part of the period we are examining (to about 1907), both
in France and elsewhere, but a variety of other themes appear in fictional
plots about cinema toward the middle and end of the early era (approximate-
ly 1908 to 1914). Often these later fictional accounts are not concerned with
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film as evidence but with film as 4 mediums, i.e. about the film industry itself
and aspects of its production and exhibition.

In the French context, such themes can be found in certain songs and stage
shows. For example, a poem about how the cinema was leading to the decline
of the acting profession appeared in the 1908 revue, »Tu I’as I’allure!«* An-
other revue, »Au Bout du Film«, presumably about the process of making a
film, was performed at the Paris theatre, ’'Omnia-Pathé, Boulevard Mont-
martre in 1913.% But perhaps the most bizarre piece of fiction of all that I
have found is a lewd chanson of 1907, entitled »La Cinématomagite«, with
music by Vincent Scotto and slangy lyrics by Briollet and Leliévre, and based
on the theme of film flicker, which the writer links metaphorically with sexu-
al feelings or vibrations.+ The first verse and refrain give a flavour:

LA CINEMATOMAGITE

Parcles do . Masigoe do
BRIOLLET ot Lio LELIEVRE V. SCOTTO

»La Cinématomagite«,

a lewd chanson of 1907,
amusingly conflates the
vibrations of early flickering
film shows, with sexual
feelings or sensations

Pam letempn J'étals eoploy.é~  Dans Is alofmato.gra-

Dans le temps j’étais employé REFRAIN

Dans la cinématographie, J'ai d’la ci-ci-ci-ci-ci,

Mais j’y ai bientét attrapé D’la cinématomagite,
Un drol’ de maladie. D’la téte au croupion,
A force de voir trépider Je sens des vibrations.
Les vu’s que ’on donne en séance, Jai d’la ci-ci-ci-ci-ci,

J’peux pas m’empécher d’remuer D’la cinématomagite,

J’ai tout 'temps quelque chos’ qui danse!  Quand je m’balad’ dans la rue,
Qu’un mollet s’montre 2 ma vue,
Ne pouvant me mettre au r'pos,
Ma cann’ se dress’ de bas en haut.

ete...
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The cinema continued to be the subject of short stories and to be mentioned
in longer works too. A film-related sub-plot occurs in the novel, Juve contre
Fantémas of 1911.4* Juve comes across an armed bandit in the street and
shoots him, but it turns out that the wounded man is an innocent actor whom
the arch-criminal Fantomas had forced to pose for a supposed film. Says Juve
in his own defence: »[...] je ne me pardonneral jamais I’accident que je viens
de causer. Mais je ne pouvais savoir que c’était du cinéma.« This theme of
confusing a scene being filmed with the real thing occurs in several other sto-
ries (in non-French sources) and in many caricatures and films about film
from the period.+

As well as appearing in general interest periodicals, stories about the cine-
ma were also published in the early film trade press with great frequency. For
example, in L’Echo du Cinéma within the space of a mere three months, from
April to June 1912, we find three stories with film-associated plots. These
concern: a man working in the film-industry who later becomes a king; a cou-
ple who find new romance in their relationship through going to the cinema;
and a story entitled »Le Passé«, about being reminded of loved ones through
seeing a film.# The last mentioned suggests that the earlier-dominant theme
of >recognition< hadn’t entirely gone away, though this is now merely one
among several film-related themes, rather than being a dominant note. After
the early era, the subjects found in cinema-related fiction tend to centre
round issues to do with the film industry itself: in Louis Delluc’s La Jungle
du Cinéma of 1921, for example.#

Conclusion

There are a variety of themes which recur in the fiction of early cinema, but
one of them, that of recognition or evidence, dominates in the earliest years.
In the latter half of our period, other topics, often concerned with the film
industry itself and the >picturegoing habit¢, become more prominent. Thus,
to some extent fiction mirrors the evolution of early cinema, from a period of
wonder to one in which an industry of production and exhibition has become
an established fact.

While I have taken all my case studies in this essay from one country,
France, it is noticeable that the themes seem to be more or less the same in
different countries’ fiction. In this sense the present essay could be said to
represent the more general, global situation. However, some national differ-
ences remain, and there is no better example of this than the French »Le Ciné-
matogite«, whose Gallic satire and risq#é humour has no equivalent in the lit-
erature of any other country. The French, as ever, remain wonderfully
unique.¥
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Post Scriptum

After I submitted this article, Don Crafton sent me a short story which I
hadn’t previously knon: Adrien Vély, »Le Cinématographe«, Le Sourire,
8 February 1908. Richly illustrated by P. Destez, this story concerns two men
and a pretty girl who go to a cinématograph show late one evening. As the
films are screened (and, interestingly, there are many news items), one of the
men sneaks his around the girl, only to find another man’s arm around her
already. Later he accuses his friend of being the rival, but the latter denies it,
leaving open the possibility of a third man! The story is clearly not based on
the >recognition< theme of the early years of cinema tales, though the element
of sexual intrigue was a common aspect of some of the other stories I have
covered. This example is an early reflection of a growing public perception:
that the dimly-lit cinémaographe hall was a perfect place for romantic dalli-
ance.
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