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INTRODUCTION 

 

An estranging experience 

 

My first encounter with very early cinema stems from an introductory course in film 

history at the University of Utrecht, which I took during my Bachelor education in 

Theater, Film and Television Studies. Still in the process of finding out whether I was 

interested film studies at all we had to attend a screening of films by Lumiere, Melies, 

Williamson, Porter and Griffith, although these names meant nothing to me at the time. It 

could not have been a more horrific experience. For two hours we sat in the dark, while 

in front of us a seemingly unending stream of images flowed by. Train rides, boat rides, 

dancing girls, magic tricks etc. etc. There was no story to follow, no character to identify 

with, and hardly a point of view that seemed familiar. We had been told what the ‘cinema 

of attractions’ was, but when I walked out afterwards, completely dazed, I could by no 

means imagine what made this type of cinema so attractive to contemporary audiences. 

Although, honestly, I should say I did not think it in these words. Actually I wondered 

whether I should enroll into the theater course instead as soon as possible. Today, looking 

back at that February morning, I am glad I did not. 

 

Next to the overwhelming visual experience there was another peculiar element in that 

morning’s screening, the relevance of which only came back to me when I was well into 

this study. There was a pianist. The course instructor had decided to let us experience 

moving pictures the way contemporary audiences had experienced them, and had 
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arranged for a pianist to accompany the films. I am afraid the effect, with me at least, was 

not as intended. The visual exhaustion that the screening brought upon me was only 

reinforced by the aural experience. Much like the screening, the music was an unending 

stream of light hearted, vaguely familiar tunes and melodies. I felt guilty as well. I had to 

divide my attention all the time between the pianist (whom I thought deserved our 

attention in exchange for his efforts) and the screen, where the films were shown that I 

had to see as part of the course. I have often read about ‘estrangement’ in (avant-garde) 

film and theater, both before and after this screening, but I do not think I have ever 

experienced it as intensely as that morning, when the effect was not even intended. 

 

Sonic dimensions and subject construction 

 

Unintended perhaps, but not accidental. Theories of very early cinema often point at its 

‘otherness’, and this otherness has been compared to that of the avant-garde to the extent 

that a direct influence or causal relationship has been implied. That relationship is not the 

subject of this thesis however, although there will be references. The topic of this thesis is 

the sound of very early cinema. Specifically: the view that a sonic perspective offers us 

on the issue of subject construction in very early cinema. The latter sentence already 

points at one of the main difficulties that such a study meets from the beginning: our 

culture is above all a visual one, to the extent that it determines our metaphors regarding 

the accumulation of knowledge. We take a look at something, from a certain perspective, 

and the evidence shows us that… Film Studies is particularly sensitive in this regard, as 

we shall see in chapter 1. Therefore, at times, my formulations may seem curious, or even 
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paradoxical. When I write about a sound as if it were an image, it is not an inconsistency, 

but it points at both the difficulty and relevance of writing about a soundscape that, for a 

long time, has not been at all. Here we stumble already upon a second difficulty: I 

compare sounds with images, although the latter are merely representations of something 

that can be seen elsewhere. At the level of sounds however, such a distinction is not so 

obvious, as we shall see in chapter 2. 

 

Our culture is to such an extent a visual one, that any sonic dimension is neglected unless 

it is rubbed in our faces. That is why I said that the soundscape of very early cinema 

simply has not been for a long time. Without a sound track – the material inscription of 

film sound attached to the image track – we consider film silent. It has only been during 

the last ten to fifteen years that the sonic dimension of (very) early cinema was 

recognized, studied and theorized. Older theories even draw radical conclusions from 

early film’s presumed silence.
1
 In these last ten to fiteen years, however, the sounds of 

very early cinema have been extensively documented, and to a certain extent theorized.  

 

When we take a look at the discourse surrounding the sounds of early cinema we notice 

two remarkable tendencies. The first tendency is that the bulk of the research done is of 

historical, and not of theoretical nature. A short look at the table of contents of The 

Sounds of Early Cinema, which contains the proceedings of the 1998 Domitor conference 

on the subject, tells us the following: Of the twenty-five articles in the book only six are 

                                                 
1
 I refer here to theories on film sound by a Pantheon of great names: Eisenstein and Pudovkin in the 

USSR, Panofsky, Arnheim, Bazin and many others. These theories will not be discussed in this thesis. Key 

writings are reproduced in Mast, Gerald en Marshall Cohen (eds.) Film Theory and Criticism. Introductory 

Readings. New York: Oxford University Press, 1974. And also in Donald, James, Anne Friedberg & Laura 

Marcus (eds.) Close Up 1927-1933. Cinema and Modernism. London: Cassel, 1998. 
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basically theoretical.
2
  The second is that the theoretical work that is done is very 

specific, dealing with only one sound practice, or one dimension of sound production and 

reception at a time. An encompassing theoretical understanding of early cinema sound is 

lacking. This is probably due to the heterogeneity and discontinuity of early cinema 

sound, as recognized by, amongst others, Rick Altman (Altman 2004: 23), but in my 

opinion this should not turn the issue into a ‘no-go area’: it should encourage us to 

develop a model that can account for this heterogeneity. 

 

While the sound of very early cinema was documented, or even a little earlier, another 

aspect of (synchronized) film sound was studied: its functioning in the process of subject 

construction in cinema. These two fields have not yet been brought together though. I 

consider that remarkable. It is the reason that the question I will try to answer in this 

thesis is the following: How does very early cinema construct its subject when we look at 

it from a sonic perspective? This question will be answered through the conceptual 

reconstruction of the sound space of very early cinema. This reconstruction could be a 

prototype for an encompassing theoretical understanding of the sound of very early 

cinema. 

 

Structure of this thesis 

 

This thesis will consist of five very different chapters, each contributing to the entire 

project in their own way. The first chapter will explore the issue of subject construction 

in classical narrative cinema, discussing thoroughly two essays by Jean-Louis Baudry on 

                                                 
2
 These are the articles by Tom Gunning, Mats Björkin, François Jost, Jean Châteauvert and André 

Gaudreault, Jacques Polet and Germain Lacasse. 
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that issue, and elaborations on this theory by Christian Metz. Furthermore it will present 

Colin MacCabe’s ideas of how a radical, ‘revolutionary’ cinema ought to deal with the 

functioning of the cinema as apparatus. Throughout this chapter we will see that the 

various theories discussed all suffer from what I will call a ‘visual fallacy’, which is an 

overreliance on the visual dimension of cinema, and a neglect of other sensual 

experiences (particularly hearing). 

 

The second chapter discusses the role of synchronized film sound in the construction of 

the cinematic subject. Authors like Alan Williams and Rick Altman distinguish between 

orginal sounds and reproduced sounds in order to give sounds a place in the Baudiran 

apparatus. They both come to the conclusion that film sound contributes to the 

construction of the subject, or even renders this process more effective. Some important 

critical remarks regarding their work are made by James Lastra. Finally this chapter will 

discuss the epistomological and psychological differences between images and sounds 

through the work of Edward Branigan and Mary Ann Doane. 

 

The third chapter starts off where the first one ended. Starting with a discussion of Noel 

Burch’s take on very early cinema (what he calls primitive mode of representation). 

Burch states, from a textual point of view, that very early cinema constructed a radically 

different subject than classical narrative cinema. In his work we still find, broadly 

speaking, a ideologically motivated, Marxist view on cinema that is not present in Tom 

Gunning’s work on the same subject. The latter’s ‘cinema of attractions’ approach to very 

early cinema is also mainly textual but there is also an attention to the exhibition context. 
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Gunning’s work has been throughly criticized and defended by a variety of scholars, and 

I will discuss some of the criticism provided by Charles Musser and Charlie Keil to show 

that the mode of address in very early cinema was not only that of the attraction. Finally I 

shall take Frank Kessler’s de-ideologized take on Baudry’s apparatus (dispositif) and it’s 

appropriation of the cinema of attractions as a promising basis for the conceptual 

recreation of a sound space of very early cinema. 

 

The fourth chapter will introduce more original work of my own. I will discuss various 

sound practices of very early cinema in terms of four ontological oppositions that will 

help placing it in a sound space. I will show that these practices were heterogeneous, 

discontinuous and that they were borrowed and appropriated from other forms of 

entertainment. Finally we will take into account that incomplete documentation and 

insecurity about audience participation necessarily limits the conclusiveness of our 

findings. Next to that, historically determined conceptions of realism and cinema as a 

medium may mean that our conclusions, even if factually correct, may not represent 

contemporary reception of the cinema. 

 

The fifth chapter will assign to the various sound practices a place in the sound space of 

very early cinema, using the concept of the de-ideologized dispositif and the four 

onthological oppositions of chapter 4. We will see that two arguments can be made about 

subject construction in very early cinema (when studied form a sonic perspective): The 

first argument is that very early cinema, unlike classical narrative cinema, offers various 

heterogenuous subject positions. The second argument is that the most dominant subject 
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position corresponds to that of classical narrative cinema, although its approach by very 

early cinema is quite different. 

 

Clarification of terms 

 

Some terms that were used above and/or will be used in this thesis must be clarified. 

 

Historical / Theoretical 

A crude distinction for the sake of a clear view at the discourse surrounding silent film 

sound (or for any discourse in film studies). With history, as a practice, I refer to the 

gathering, sorting and presenting of historical data as evidence. Theory refers to its 

explanation, and is by definition more tentative and hypothetical than history. Ideally, 

theories are there to be proven or discredited by historical evidence. However, in this case 

the historical evidence is not complete enough (Altman 2004: 8). 

 

Soundscape 

The ‘landscape’ of sound practices. An overview of all sound in a particular context in a 

particular period. 

 

Sound space 

The space in which a (group of) sound(s) is produced and perceived. In this study I refer 

to the synergized space of diegesis, and exhibition. 

 



 12 

Synchronized film sound 

Altough the process of synchronization was central to many (live) sound practices in very 

early cinema, and although recorded sound was also used in this period, the concept 

‘synchronized film sound’ will refer to the sounds of films made with an ‘on-film’sound 

track, after 1927. 

 

Textual 

In films with synchronized sound the term ‘textual’ will apply to both image and sound. 

However, in the case of silent film sound, all the text that we have left is visual; that is: 

the film image. 

 

Very Early Cinema 

With this I refer broadly to the first ten years of the cinema (1895-1905/06) in the United 

States. In this period the projection of moving images was still part of the vaudeville 

exhibition context. From 1905 on specialized movie theaters were installed, the so-called 

Nickelodeons (a development followed later in Europe). Also around 1906 cinema’s 

textual form entered into its (much debated) transitional period, in which it developed 

from a cinema of attractions into a more narrative mode of representation.  

 

Disclaimer 

 

This thesis will only discuss very early cinema in the United States. This is a practical 

consideration, based on matters of scope and available resources. Very early cinema was 
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a variety of different things in different countries. Here, there is only space for one of 

these. The choice for America was motivated out of available resources. Rick Altman’s 

Silent Film Sound is a very complete and meticulous history of sound practices of very 

early cinema in the United States, and has been the starting point for my study of this 

topic.  

 

Subsequently I should also note that my research is of a meta-theoretical or meta-

historical nature: I have assessed work done by other scholars, but I have not engaged in 

research of primary sources. My goal is not so much to enlarge our knowledge of very  

early cinema, sound theory or subject construction, but to enlarge our understanding of 

the knowledge that we have. 

 

One final remark considers the choice of source material. I have restricted myself to the 

English – or translated into English – discourse, mainly because of my mediocre 

understanding of French and German. It may therefore be that work in these discourses 

supports or counters my arguments, or provides fresh insights, while I do not mention it. I 

think the ‘risk’ is acceptable though, since my object of research is the United States, and 

the discourse surrounding that object is mainly written in English. 
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1. THE VISUAL FALLACY OF SUBJECT CONSTRUCTION 

 

Introduction 

 

My intentions with this chapter are twofold. First of all I wish to discuss the concept of 

the apparatus as applied to cinema by Jean-Louis Baudry (and further developed by 

Christian Metz), since it will be of interest in the discussion of very early cinema and in 

the conceptual recreation of it’s sound space. Secondly I wish to point out how a ‘visual 

fallacy’ is at work in their film theories, an over reliance on the visual dimension of 

cinema. Finally I shall also touch upon an alternative type of subject construction: that of 

radical ‘revolutionary’ cinema. 

 

1.1 Theoretical foundations 

 

Film thoery in the 1960’s and especially the 1970s was the result of “the encounter of 

Marxism and psychoanalysis on the terrain of semiotics.” (Stephen Heath quoted in 

Easthope: 8) In order to understand the cinematic apparatus and its construction of the 

subject it is therefore needed to briefly explain the key concepts in semiotics, Marxism 

and psychoanalysis with regard to film theory. 

 

Semiotics was initially developed by the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. Roland Barthes 

can be credited for adapting De Saussure’s theory to the extent that it applies to popular 

culture as well in his book Mythologies (1957), where he points at the constructability of 
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of apparantly natural meanings. Anthony Easthope states that semiotics was the ‘road 

beyond the naturalist fallacy’. This ‘theory of language’ was, paradoxically, better suited 

for film theory than the ‘theories of the visual’ that had shaped it in the classic era. 

Easthope points out how classic film theory suffered from a naturalistic fallacy and how a 

semiotics of popular culture embodied the move away from this fallacy (Easthope: 5). 

The distinction between image and meaning has in my opinion been vital to film theory 

in that it insisted, implicitly, on the importance of a viewing subject in any theoretical 

model of the cinema. 

 

Important to note, for this study, is that this distinction is only made between image and 

meaning, and not between sound and meaning. Despite the claim made by Easthope that 

semiotics is a theory of language instead of a theory of the visual, the essays in 

Mythologies are about images and commodities: there is not one about a radio show, a 

concert or a grammophone recording. We could therefore state that semiotics produces a 

‘visual fallacy’ and in the following paragraphs I shall point out how this visual fallacy 

resurfaced in 1970s film theory.
3
 

 

Louis Althusser’s article “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, on the other 

hand, provided Baudry with the necessary theoretical background, considering ideology, 

to propose his theory of the cinematic apparatus. Althusser disagrees with Marx’ 

                                                 
3
 The dominant role of vision in our culture, and specifically the critical attitude towards it in French 

philosophy, has already been recognized by Martin Jay in his book Downcast Eyes. The main theorists also 

discussed in this chapter; Barthes, Lacan, Baudry and Metz are there discussed with regard to what Jay 

calls ‘ocularcentrism’, the domination of a culture by visual practices (Jay: vii, 3). In the chapter “The 

Camera as Memento Mori” Jay describes the development of French film theory towards a highly critical 

evaluation of the ‘realism’ of the representation of images by the cinematic apparatus.  
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immaterial notion of what ideology is. Althusser thinks that ideology is material as well, 

because it exists in and is reproduced by the state apparatuses and their practices 

(Althusser: 155-156). Correspondingly Althusser’s definition of ideology reads: 

“Ideology is a  ‘Representation’ of the imaginary Relationship of Individuals to their Real 

Conditions of Existence.” Consequently there is a) “no practice except in and by 

ideology” and b) “no ideology except by the subject and for the subjects”. (Ibid. 152, 

159) 

 

With the concept of the subject we hit upon what Althusser thinks is the decisive central 

term on which his theory is built. Important to his understanding of the relation between 

apparatus and subject is that he discerns between the ‘individual’ and ‘the subject’, 

although the subject is always supported by a concrete individual. Althusser states that 

the subject is constitutive of ideology but that “the category of the subject is only 

constitutive of all ideology insofar as all ideology has the function (which defines it) of 

‘constituting’ concrete individuals as subjects.” In other words: “all ideology hails or 

interpellates the concrete individuals as concrete subjects.” (Ibid. 160). Ideology thus 

constitutes (interpellates) the subject, but is for its existence dependent on that subject 

and the rituals and practices in which it participates. The apparatus provides such rituals, 

and therein lies the importance of Althusser’s work for the study of the cinema: it 

presented scholars in the 1960s with a model for the relation between the apparatus, the 

subject and ideology.  
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The branche of psychoanalysis that influenced film theory in the 1960s and 1970s was 

that of Jacques Lacan. Especially his concept of ‘the mirror stage’ proved an inspiration. 

The mirror stage is the moment the child sees its own reflection in the mirror for the first 

time, and recognizes it as its own reflection. In simple words we could say that for Lacan 

the image in the mirror is an ideal image of the self, while at the same time emphasizing 

the incompleteness of the self. The identification of the incomplete ‘natural’ man with 

this ideal leads to more than the recognition of incompleteness though; it also feeds 

phantasies of fragmentation and totality. And finally it points at the necessity of the 

subject’s Symbolically constructed identity. The notion of identification with the image 

and the related phantasy of totality are important in film theory, especially for Baudry as 

we shall see.
4
 For the moment however the last thing we should notice about the theories 

that form the basis for 1960s ad 1970s film theory is the similarity of the subject’s 

functioning in Lacan and Althusser. For Lacan: 

 

…my identity is an ideal likeness reflected back from everyone else … not 

something I recognise because that would suppose I am already there able to do 

the recognising – rather, it is a misrecognition that I internalise and, to that extent, 

become. (Lacan summarized by Easthope, 12) 

 

Althusser’s interpellation of the subject works similarly: 

  

…potential subjects are hailed by the institutions and discourses they find 

themselves within to take up and live into an imaginary identity. That identity is a 

misrecognition but it is inescapable since it has the effect of constructing subjects 

who act and think as having individual identity and choice. (Althusser 

summarized by Easthope: 10) 

                                                 
4
 A very complete and clear explanation of Lacan’s theory and its relevance for film theory is given by 

Alain Bergala in: Aumont, Jacques, Alain Bergala, Michel Marie & Marc Vernet. Aesthetics of Film. 

Translated and revised by Richard Neupert. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992. pp. 200-238. 
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In the following paragraphs I will discuss the encounter of these three fields – semiotics, 

Marxism and psychoanalysis – in the realm of film studies. Its best example is to be 

found in Jean-Louis Baudry’s work on the cinematic apparatus. Baudry proposes a fixed 

subject in one perfect viewing position. This one perfect viewing position reaffirms 

according to Baudry the dominant (capitalist) ideology. Christian Metz, focusing on 

psychoanalysis more than on ideology, describes how desire drives individuals to the 

movie theater, how it urges them to take on the perfect viewing position, and how the 

cinema solves its problematic status of both a voyeuristic and an exhibitionist medium in 

the regime of the keyhole. Finally I will discuss Colin MacCabe’s concept of the 

revolutionary text, because it proposes and alternative to the apparatus’ subject 

construction. The apparatus will later resurface in a de-ideologized form in the study of 

very early cinema and as such it can be a model for the recreation of its sound space.  

 

1.2 The construction of the subject by the cinematic apparatus – the visual fallacy at 

work 

 

The encounter of Marxism and psychoanalysis on the terrain of semiotics can best be 

seen in the work of Jean-Louis Baudry, who described the working of the cinematic 

apparatus in relation to the construction of the subject. 

 

The inheritance of Althusser and Lacan in Baudry is often literally, but just as often 

implicit, or so obvious that an explicit reference apparantly is considered unnecessary. 
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What interests me most in the two essays that I will describe in this paragraph
5
 is the 

relation between, on one side, an over-reliance on the visual element of cinema and, on 

the other side, a very ambiguous relation towards sound. Finally Baudry puts our 

attention at the way in which a specific avant-garde film (Dziga Vertov’s Man With a 

Movie Camera, 1929) disturbs the working of the apparatus by foregrounding its 

technology. 

 

1.2.1 The cinematic apparatus from the perspective of perspective 

 

In “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus” (originally published in 

1970) Baudry describes the cinematic apparatus as stemming from a long tradition in 

western representative art. A tradition starting with Renaissance perspective, aiming at 

the establishment of the transcedental subject “as the active center and origin of 

meaning” (Baudry, 1970: 286, 288-9). 

 

Renaissance perspective, as we know from Alberti, is the “intersection of the visual 

pyramid following a given distance, a fixed center, and a certain lighting” (ibid: 289). 

This perspective implies a ‘perfect’ point of view which is, at the same time, outside the 

world depicted and immersive. It is therefore possible to praise perspectiva artificialis for 

providing a frame, a critical distance towards a representation (Lister et al: 135-136). It is 

however also possible, as Baudry does, to be critical of perspective because it produces 

the illusion of continuous and homogenuous space:   

                                                 
5
 “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus” and “The Apparatus: Metapsychological 

Approaches to the Impression of Reality in Cinema”, both of which are reprinted in Narrative, Apparatus, 

Ideology. A Film Theory Reader.. Rosen, Philip (ed.) New York: Columbia University Press, 1986. 
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a motionles and continuous whole … which corresponds to the idealist conception 

of the fullness and homogenity of “being”, and is, so to speak, representative of 

this conception. (Baudry, 1970: 289) 

 

Baudry opposes this mode of address to that in Chinese and Japanese painting and to the 

Ancient Greek representation of space. The latter was inspired by the construction of the 

Greek stage, which had a multiplicity of viewpoints. Renaissance perspective though, as 

mentioned above, implied one point of view, as Viator put it: “the principal point of view 

in perspective … is called fixed or subject” (ibid.). 

 

Baudry recognizes that film is different from painting in that it presents the viewer with a 

series of different images. “This might seem to counter the unifying and 

“substantializing” character of the single-perspective image” but he also points out how 

the operation of projection, relying on the fact that the differences between individual and 

succesive images are negligible, restores continuity of movement and a temporal 

dimension (ibid: 290). This is also fundamental to the establishment of the subject: 

 

Thus one may presume that what was already at work as the originating basis of 

the perspective image, namely the eye, the “subject”, is put forth, liberated … by 

the operation which transforms succesive, discrete images (as isolated images 

they have, strictly speaking, no meaning, or at least no unity of meaning) into 

continuity, movement, meaning. With continuity restored, both meaning and 

consciousness are restored. (Ibid: 291) 

 

The inheritance of Althusser is implicit in these passages. The cinematic apparatus both 

creates the subject, but is at the same time depending on the individual watching, taking 

in the ‘perfect’ viewing position; the position of the subject. This is the process of 



 21 

interpellation at work. Also the invocation of the idealist conception of homogeneity and 

fullness makes this subject ‘transcedental’, thus countering or undermining the 

materialism fundamental to Marxism (ibid: 292-3). 

 

Baudry, however, refers not only to the Althusserian subject. He also, explicitly this time, 

refers to Lacan when he compares the cinema to the mirror of the mirror stage.   

 

The arrangement of the different elements … reconstructs the situation necessary 

to the release of the “mirror stage” … If one considers that these two conditions 

are repeated during cinematographic projection – suspension of mobility and 

predominance of the visual function – perhaps one could suppose that this is more 

than a simple analogy. (ibid: 294) 

 

The function of the cinema is here the same as that of the mirror: through identification, 

both with a ‘complete’ image and with the means of seeing, man’s own incompleteness is 

repressed: 

 

… this is exactly the function of the camera as a sort of relay. Just as the mirror 

assembles the fragmented body in a sort of imaginary integration of the self, the 

transcedental self unites the discontinuous fragments of phenomena, of lived 

experience, into unifying meaning… (ibid: 295) 

 

The subject position that is created and sustained by the cinematic apparatus can here be 

identified with the symbolic identity that the Lacanian subject is forced to take on. 
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1.2.2 The problem of sound in the cave 

 

Two more things need to be said of Baudry’s work. The first considers what Baudry 

himself recognizes as the ‘predominance of the visual function’ (ibid: 294). Together 

with the ‘suspension of mobility’ this predominance is characteristic of the individual’s 

situation in the cinematic apparatus. Baudry does however realize that vision is not the 

only sense addressed in the cinema. In a comparison that he makes between the cinematic 

apparatus and Plato’s cave he is concerned with the ontologically difficult status of sound 

in a representation:  

 

All that is missing is the sound, in effect much more difficult to reproduce. Not 

only this: more difficult to copy, to employ like an image in the visual world; as if 

hearing, as opposed to sight, resisted being caught up in simulacra (Baudry, 1975: 

304) 

 

Whereas the images seen by the prisoners in the cave are the shadows of representations 

(these being the simulacra) of true Ideas, the sounds produced by the “operators” are real. 

Plato solved this problem by suggesting that the echo of these voices would be attributed 

to the shadows flickering in front of the prisoners. In that case both perceptions would be 

of ‘secondary’ quality. Basing himself on Plato’s solution Baudry states that sound, 

although it cannot be reproduced like images, is integrated into the apparatus: 

 

If a link is missing in the chain that connects us back to reality, the apparatus 

corrects this, by taking over the voice’s echo, by integrating into itself these 

excessively real voices. And it is true that in the cinema … one does not hear an 

image of the sounds but the sounds themselves. (ibid: 304-5) 
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This proposition, that in the cinema we here the sounds themselves, predates a debate on 

the ontological status of film sound and its integration into the apparatus that will be 

discussed in chapter 2. For the moment however it suffices to state that the solution that 

Baudry proposes when dealing with sound in the apparatus is a simplification. In my 

opinion this simplification is the result of the visual fallacy that I have identified in 

semiotics. This visual fallacy, being reinforced by the dominant (visual) metaphor of the 

mirror stage, is reproduced in film theory of the 1960s and 1970s. The over-reliance on 

the visual that results from it renders any meaningful integration of sound into the 

apparatus difficult, ambiguous or simplistic. Baudry is aware of the fact that the analogy 

with Plato’s cave is problematic with regard to sound, but is not able to solve the 

problem. 

 

1.2.3 The problem of a visible apparatus 

 

The last thing I wish to discuss in relation to the work of Baudry is a short remark on 

Dziga Vertov’s film Man With a Movie Camera. Baudry states in his final paragraphs in 

“Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematic Apparatus” that the cinema assumes the same 

role as various artistic formations (amongst others the Renaissance perspective discussed 

above). Referring back to Lacan he says that the cinematic subject is unable to account 

for his own situation, and has to replace its own defective organs by secondary ones 

(those on the screen). Necessary to the achievement of this effect is the invisibility of the 

apparatus: 
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In fact, this substitution is only possible on the condition that the instrumentation 

itself be hidden or repressed.  Thus disturbing cinematic elements – similar, 

precisely to those elements indicating the return of the repressed – signify without 

fail the arrival of the instrument in “flesh and blood” as in Vertov’s Man With a 

Movie Camera. Both specular tranquility and the assurance of one’s own identity 

collapse simultaneously with the revealing of the mechanism, that, is of the 

inscription of the film work. 

 

Baudry states of this avant-garde film, and we will see that this applies to a certain degree 

to very early cinema as well, that it is the visibility of the aparatus which produces a 

collapse of spatial and temporal unity, and subsequently of the cinematic subject. And, 

since Baudry accepts the cinema screen as a reproduction of Lacan’s mirror, of man’s 

carefully constructed symbolic identity. 

 

We shall see in the following paragraphs that it is exactly the visibility of the apparatus 

(or discourse as Metz and MacCabe name it) that produces the anti-immersive effect 

attributed to radical avant-garde cinema and, sometimes, very early cinema.  

 

1.3 Christian Metz on keyhole voyeurism 

 

Christian Metz takes the ideas of Jean-Louis Baudry a few steps further down the psycho-

analytic track. In his essay “Story/Discourse (A Note on Two Kinds of Voyeurism)” he 

addresses the question why individual spectators place themselves in the ideal viewing 

position, in order to be interpellated as subjects by the cinematic aparatus. Or to state it 

more practically: why they buy a ticket for a movie. His answer to that question is that 

the cinema is just as much a matter of desire as it is of ideology: the film spectator 
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symbolically positions himself as a voyeur, and the film is at the same time exhibitionist 

(Metz: 91). Or isn’t it? 

 

The film is exhibitionist, and at the same time it is not. Or at least, there are 

several kinds of voyeurism, several possible ways of deploying the scopic drive 

… which attain in varying degrees to a relaxed, socially acceptable practice of 

voyeurism. (ibid: 93) 

 

What Metz considers problematic in relation to the element of voyeurism in the cinema 

has to do with presence. Film is unlike the theater, in which performer and public (notice 

the plural of the public in relation to the singular of the spectator
6
) are simultaneously 

present in the same space; in a traditional voyeurist sense: “The exhibitionist partner 

knows that he is being looked at, wants this to happen, and identifies himself with the 

voyeur whose object he is…” (ibid: 94). The film however: 

 

…is not exhibitionist. I watch it, but it doesn’t watch me watching it. 

Nevertheless, it knows that I am watching it. But it doesn’t want to know. This 

fundamental disavowal is what has guided the whole of classical cinema into the 

paths of ‘story’, relentlessly erasing its discursive basis … This does not make me 

any less of a voyeur, but it involves a different regime, that of the primal scene 

and the keyhole.” (ibid: 94-95) 

 

Here we come upon the relevance of Metz’ article for this study. Metz points at the 

problematic status of voyeurism and exhibitionism in film: Unlike theater, cinema is not 

just exhibitionist, it is also voyeurist, a paradox to which, according to Metz, the 

synthesis is to be found at the regime of the keyhole. 

 

                                                 
6
 And relate this to what Baudry stated on visual representation on the Greek stage (with its multiplicity of 

viewpoints) versus visual representation according to Renaissance perspective (which has only one perfect 

point of view, baptized the “subject’ by Viator). 
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It can very well be that the problem Metz encounters is caused by, again, the visual 

fallacy. Even more than Baudry Metz relies solely on the visual element of cinema in the 

construction of his ideas: the subject is in a state of emptiness and absence, of pure visual 

capacity. He identifies himself not so much with the characters on the screen but with the 

camera, with the act of seeing (ibid: 96). Unlike Baudry though, Metz does not recognize 

(at least not in this article) his neglectance of any sonic dimension. 

 

1. 4 The question of the revolutionary text 

 

Already in the 1970s, the subject position of classical narrative cinema has been 

challenged by a variety of scholars. They opposed not so much Baudry;s theory, but the 

apparatus of classical narrative cinema itself. Theorists such as Laura Mulvey and 

Stephen Heath proposed alternative subject positions. As an example here I wish to 

discuss a text by Colin MacCabe. MacCabe, in his article “Realism and the cinema: notes 

on some Brechtian theses” poses the question of what a revolutionary (cinema) text 

would have to be like, and what the subjects position in such a cinema would be.  

 

1.4.1 The metalanguage of the realist text 

 

MacCabe points toward the difficulty in defining realism. He proposes to look at realism 

from the perspective of the nineteenth century realist novel. In any text, says MacCabe, 

there are various discourses at work. And it is in “the hierarchy amongst the discourses 
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which compose the text” that we can recognize the realist text, since its hierarchy “is 

defined in terms of an empirical truth.” (Ibid).  

 

MacCabe uses the example of the use of inverted commas in a realist text to make his 

argument clear: Words spoken between inverted commas in a realist text pose problems 

for the reader, with regard to whether that which is said is actually true (the character 

speaking these words could be lying). The truth in the metalanguage that surrounds these 

sentences in brackets, the actual narrative prose, is never questioned though. Thus, 

because of its ‘trustworthiness’, the discourse of the metalanguage takes in a higher 

position in the hierarchy of discourses than the ‘object language’ of the characters’ 

spoken words, and this hierarchal organization defines the realist text (ibid: 34-35). 

According to MacCabe metalanguage materializes object language and  dematerializes 

itself, presenting itself as unwritten. The unwritten text of the metalanguage thus tries to 

anneal this separation by denying its own status as writing (ibid: 35-36): “…the narrative 

discourse simply allows reality to appear and denies its own status as articulation.” (ibid: 

36). And this is where we can relate MacCabe’s discourse of metalanguage to the 

discourse of classical cinema, and to the cinematic apparatus: it necessarily must remain 

hidden in order to protect the realism of the depicted representation. Consequently the 

classic realist text ensures the position of the subject like classic cinema does (ibid: 39, 

44). 
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1.4.2 The revolutionary text and its subject 

 

The weakness of the classic realist text, according to MacCabe, is its failure in dealing 

with contradictions at the level of the dominant discourse. Therefore progressive subject 

matter is not enough to label a text ‘revolutionary’. Such progressive texts (MacCabe 

points at the work of Balzac and Tolstoy) conform to a social democratic notion of 

progress: “…if we reveal injustices then they will go away.” (ibid: 44).  

 

The classic text (be it progressive or not) has at best subversive moments, slip of the 

tongues that point at the possibility of “another area than that of representation – of 

subject and object caught in an eternal paralysed fixity.” (Ibid: 47). A truly revolutionary 

text, though, employs strategies of subversion, rather than that it relies on unintended 

moments. Such strategies deny the dominance of any discourse in the hierarchy of 

discourses that make up the text. A director whose work hints at these strategies is 

Rosselini. An example of subversive strategies can be found in his films Germany Year 

Zero (1948) and Francesco, guillare di Dio (1950) yet Rosselini is still a realist, says 

MacCabe, because he fails to articulate the camera as part of the production proces of the 

film (ibid: 48-49). The camera is still there as the dominant discourse, fixing the position 

of the subject. MacCabe finally seems to settle for the progressive text as the 

revolutionary artist’s best possible achievement, as he asks one unanswerable question: 

 

The question of … another activity which rather than the simple subversion of the 

subject or the representation of different (and correct)  identities would consist of 

the displacement of the subject within ideology – a different constitution of the 

subject. (ibid: 51) 
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This question is unanswerable since the subject is an ideological notion tied closely to the 

rise in the seventeenth century of European bourgeoisie and the scientific and cultural 

practices of the time; Cartesian philosophy and Newtonian physics. Furthermore ideology 

(and here MacCabe refers back to Athusser) is grounded in material practices, of which 

the cinema is one. The cinema is therefore by definition reactionary (ibid: 52-54). It 

petrifies the spectator in a position of pseudo-dominance, outside of action and 

production, since the metalanguage dissolves all contradictions (ibid: 54). 

 

With regard to the other theorists discussed in this chapter it seems that MacCabe is the 

only one whose work does not suffer from the visual fallacy. The possible distinction 

between vision and sound is not addressed in his article. If we however accept his 

proposition that the camera contitutes the dominant discourse we still have difficult 

questions to ask and issues to raise: In a book it might be that two separate discourses use 

the same language (that is, written language). However, the only way for the object 

language of film (the language of characters)  to counter the dominant discourse is by 

speaking, since all they do is shown by the camera (and is presented as true, according to 

MacCabe). And then we implicitly have to assume that what we hear is less trustworthy 

than what we see. We could of course argue that both cinematic sound and image are part 

of the language of film, and we would not be wrong. But even within one language we 

see different discourses - for instance written language and spoken language - to which 

can be attributed various degrees of trustworthiness. This is an interesting point that will 
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further be elaborated upon in paragraph 2.4, but for the moment it suffices to say that 

MacCabe does not provide us with an answer or an opinion on the issue.  

 

Finally we should make the following remark with regard to silent cinema: next to the 

discourse of the camera this type of cinema knows the discourse of the intertitle, and on 

the intertitle both narrative prose and object language (in inverted commas) can be 

shown. How is the theorist of cinema to hierarchize these intertitles? And what about the 

narrator so often present at early cinema exhibitions? Is his discourse also less 

trustworthy than the camera’s? These are all issues to be dealt with later (in chapters 3 

and 4) but they are worth raising now because MacCabe does not address them. 

 

We can conclude that MacCabe’s article provides us with a insight in certain operations 

of realism in (nineteenth century) literature, and that it gives us a few hints on what a 

revolutionary text should be like. The translation of this theoretical model to cinema 

(both silent and with synchronized sound) is highly problematic though. Not because the 

author is trapped in a visual fallacy, but, so it appears, in a literary one. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Before we can move on to the specificity of subject construction in very early cinema, or 

to the consequences of a sonic perspective, it is necessary to understand the process of 

subject construction as it was originally formulated by film theorists in the 1970s. These 

theorists referred in their theories to the mainstream cinema that I call here ‘classical 



 31 

narrative cinema’, and some proposed conditions for other types of cinema that would 

invoke a different type of subject construction. 

 

The concept of subject construction refers to the way the cinema relates to its audience. It 

is more than the mode of address though. Subject construction takes place not only 

through the film text, but also through the exhibition situation, and in the psyche of the 

individual spectator. In classical narrative cinema, the process of subject construction 

creates a transcendental subject, positioned at the perfect viewing position. Spectators are 

invited to identify themselves with this transcendental subject, and are considered to 

accept this invitation because the viewing position of the transcendental subject (and that 

subject itself) corresponds to (sub) conscious psychological desires. 

 

How does this process of subject construction take place then? Its most detailed 

description is to be found in the writings of French film theorist Jean-Louis Baudry. He 

argues that the apparatus of classical narrative cinema reproduces the perspective 

artificialis of Renaissance painting. Together with the placement of the spectator in a 

darkened projection room, much like in Plato’s cave, this perspective creates an illusion 

of temporal and spatial unity and homogeneity. In relation to Lacan’s concept of the 

mirror stage (which Baudry compares to the cinema) this unity and homogeneity provide 

identification for the spectator with the complete, transcendental subject, and a repression 

of his own incompleteness. Through the creation of a single perfect viewing position with 

which the spectator has to identify the cinema interpellates its subject as a (complete) 

individual, thus fulfilling its task as a (state) apparatus in sustaining the dominant 
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bourgeois ideology. This task is endangered, according to Baudry, when the illusion of 

unity and homogeneity is broken; when the apparatus and its functioning become visible, 

as happens in Dziga Vertov’s film Man With a Movie Camera.  

 

The cinematic apparatus drives on more than the illusion of unity though. Christian Metz 

pointed at the desires that drive the spectator to the cinema. These desires are mostly of a 

voyeuristic nature, and they conflict with the (disavowed) exhibitionist nature of the 

cinematic apparatus. Metz argues that the spectator does not only identify with the 

transcedental subject, but with the camera, with the act of looking. The conflict between 

the voyeuristic and exhibitionist natures of cinema is what drove the cinema onto the path 

of narrative, according to Metz. He compares the cinema to the theater, which 

acknowledges its exhibitionist character and which is not voyeuristic, because it 

addresses as an audience instead of a spectator. Both the role of narrative and the status 

of the public became important issues in the study of very early cinema, as we shall see in 

chapter 3. 

 

Without getting ahead of myself too much I should say that an important topic in the 

debate on very early cinema has been the process of subject construction in it. It has been 

argued by some that in very early cinema a rather different type of subject construction 

took place. Therefore it is important for us to understand what, at the time, was conceived 

of as a different type of subject construction. The conditions for such an alternative are 

laid out by Colin MacCabe. He argues that realism is based on a hierarchy based on 

notions of empirical truth, and that a truly ‘revolutionary’ cinema ought to refuse to 
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hierarchize its discourses in such a way. In that way the cinema could pull the subject 

into a state of action and production, and out of the illusion of action and production; the 

petrified position in which he was placed by classical narrative cinema. The idea of the 

various discourses is important for us, as we shall see (in the chapters 4 and 5) that in 

very early cinema it was often more obvious that various discourses were at work. 

 

The role of sound in subject construction has not yet been discussed so far and that points 

us at the relevance of it. The original film theory on subject construction, as it was 

formulated in the 1970s, suffers in my opinion from a visual fallacy: an over reliance on 

the visual dimension of cinema, or an understanding of cinema as a purely visual 

medium. Baudry acknowledges the problematic status of sound in his model of the 

cinema, but he solves it, in my opinion, unsatisfactorily. Metz has paid great attention to 

sound in his formulation of a language of cinema, but he does not address it in his 

remarks on subject construction. Traces of the visual fallacy are still apparent in film 

studies. As we shall see a proper debate on the theorization of film sound’s role in subject 

construction started as late as the 1990s, and the sounds of very early cinema have been 

receiving critical attention only in the last ten years. Sound theorists and historians still 

have a lot of work to do to catch up with the rest of the film studies discourse. This thesis 

aims to be a contribution to that project. 
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2.  SYNCHRONIZED FILM SOUND 

 

Introduction 

 

My intention with this second chapter is to show how sound theorists have made up for 

the visual fallacy in apparatus theory. In this chapter I will discuss texts by Alan 

Williams, Rick Altman, James Lastra, Edward Branigan and Mary Ann Doane. We will 

look at the way in which these theorists understood sound (in relation to the image and 

how they integrated it into existing notions of the cinematic apparatus. 

 

We will see that the sound space is mostly a development of Baudry’s apparatus. 

Regardless of the attitude towards ideology in these texts (which differs) most of the 

authors consider the sound space from the perspective of subject construction (Edward 

Branigan being an exception). A second element they have in common is that they speak 

of synchronized movie sound. The development of a sound space of very early cinema as 

will be undertaken in chapter 5 will be based on the sound space of synchronized sound, 

but it is important to note that there will be considerable, fundamental, differences. Third 

and finally the authors discussed in this chapter pay little to no attention to the role of the 

exhibition space in subject construction: the apparatus they discuss is mostly that of film 

production. 

 

An important development in film sound theory has been the recognition that a recorded 

sound is not the same as an original sound. This distinction, although it may seem 
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obvious now, is for instance not present in Baudry’s discussion of the apparatus, and it is 

one of the reasons his treatment of sound in the ‘cinematic cave’ is so problematic. Alan 

Wiliams recognized this problem, and, using the distinction between original sound and 

its reproduction, suggests a way to integrate sound in the apparatus. He concludes that 

synchronized film sound reinforced the process of subject construction, and is supported 

in this conclusion by Rick Altman. Altman does not refer to Baudry explicitly, but 

through an analysis of the discourse surrounding film sound technique in the 1930s he 

shows how film sound anchored the subject. 

 

James Lastra radicalizes the so-called ‘non-identity’ theory Altman and Williams practice 

when he states that there is no such thing as the original sound. He argues that we are 

always absent from a sound. Edward Branigan points our attention at the epistomological 

differences between vision and hearing and how this affects our perception of 

trustworthiness. Mary Ann Doane, finally, discusses how we should account for 

cinematic sounds, specifally voices, that have no visible source. 

 

2.1 Identity and  non-identity sound theory 

 

An understanding of recorded sound as identical or different from the original sound is 

fundamental to the understanding of the sound space of synchronized sound cinema, as 

we shall see in chapter 5. Alan Williams, in his article “Is Sound Recording Like a 

Language” refers to what I have called the visual fallacy when he states that: 
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Critics and theoreticians who speak of film as a language or as being “like” a 

language invariably refer solely to image recording and its permutations when 

they claim that “film” is somehow language-like. (Williams: 51) 

 

Williams then argues that the difficulty for sound theory has been that the film image is 

considered to be a representation of the pro-filmic space-time, whereas sound is 

considered to be a reproduction of the sonic materials selected for the film. Sound, in 

Plato’s cave and in Baudry’s apparatus, is a literal replica of  the real event: “…it is true 

that in the cinema … one does not hear an image of the sounds but the sounds 

themselves” (Baudry 1975: 304-305). Sound is integrated in the apparatus, just like in the 

cave. The real sounds that the prisoners hear, but whose source they can not see, are 

attributed to the shadows on the wall before them from which, of course, they also echo 

(ibid.). 

 

Comparable opinions regarding film sound are uttered by Béla Balász and Christian 

Metz. Metz says that “nothing distinguishes  a gunshot heard in a film from a gunshot 

heard in the street” whereas Balász states that “there is no difference in dimension  and 

reality between the original sound and the recorded and reproduced sound” (Lastra: 124). 

 

Williams and Altman propose a different understanding of film sound. Williams states 

that Baudry’s conception of sound is based on an omission of the material qualities of 

sound (which he defines as audible disturbances of air in the form of wave motion in a 

particular configuration of space). Recording of sound is according to Williams by 

definition only one perspective, one sample of the original sound; a representation of the 

original sound (Williams: 52-53). Altman makes a similar point when he states that there 
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is no original sound, there are only various possible narratives of a sound event. Sound 

recordings always carry a spatial signature of the recording space (acoustics, choice and 

lacement of microphones), and the perception of the recorded sound when played back is 

always determined by the spatial arrangement in which this takes place (large hall, living 

room). Therefore Altman argues that any recorded sound is double, it contains both the 

narrative of the recording and the narrative of the playback (Altman 1992: 22-27).  

 

James Lastra sees the opposition between Baudry, Metz and Balász on the one hand, and 

Williams and Altman on the other as an opposition between ‘identity’ and ‘non-identity’ 

theorists. Although he seems inclined to choose the side of the latter, he makes a few 

critical remarks that we should keep in mind as well. First of all he states that non-

identity theory began with Adorno (though neither Williams nor Altman refer to him) but 

that his theory on the electronic reproduction of symphony music was very specifically 

aimed at only one musical practice. Second he points out that Christian Metz is not 

concerned with the material qualities of a sound, but with its meaning (something 

acknowledged by Altman, p. 19), which is very important with regard to the intelligibility 

of sound. The third and most fundamental critique that Lastra has reserved for non-

identity theory is the fact that it presupposes the possibility of presence at an original 

sound event. What he means is that, if material conditions determine the recording and 

the playback of a recorded sound, than it is impossible to hear or reconstruct an original 

sound ever (Lastra: 124-129): “This theoretical insistence on the autonomous original, 

therefore, needlessly priviliges presence over mediation, rather than simply illustrating 

transformation” (ibid: 133) Where Williams accuses Baudry of idealism (“Baudry’s 
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sound can be heard only by God”, Williams: 52), it seems that Williams makes the same 

mistake. Lastra states that presence at an original sound event is by definition impossible, 

that hearing always takes place in absence of the original sound (Lastra: 151). 

 

2.2 Subject construction (1) 

 

The core of Alan William’s article is the appropriation of the Baudrian apparatus for 

movies with synchronized sound, from the perspective of non-identity sound theory. 

Having dismissed Baudry’s understanding of sound Williams continues by discussing the 

screen, or the wall of Plato’s cave, as an aural mirror comparable to the glass mirror 

“spoken of by Lacanians”: 

 

Their decision that the sounds must come “from” the shadows is less pitiable than 

one might imagine, inasmuch as it is a question of equivalence of sight and sound 

in a particular field, a field produced and articulated, in the final analysis, by the 

positioning of screen-mirror and spectators. (Williams: 54-55) 

 

In the cave the sound that reflects from the screen-mirror is effectively the same as the 

sound produced in the space behind the spectators, although it is only a reflection. But in 

the cinematic apparatus this ‘original’ sound is not original but a mere recording (ibid: 

55). To solve this problem Williams compares the recording of sound to the recording of 

images in the apparatus, in that the apparatus offers a perception of a sound, not a copy of 

it. The basis for this is Munsterberg’s notion of attention: in the theater, we focus our 

attention on an element, for instance a revolver, but we still see its surroundings. In the 

cinema, the apparatus “has objectified … our mental act of attention” (Munsterberg 
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quoted in Williams, p. 59). In a close-up we are shown only the revolver, we see only 

what we want to see, “everything which our mind wants to disregard has been suddenly 

banished from our sight and disappeared.” (ibid.)  

 

This objectification of the act of attention holds up for sound recording as well, according 

to Williams. The apparatus performs the task that Altman calls ‘selective auditory 

attention’. When we witness a sound event ‘live’ we can select which sound we want to 

focus on: for instance when we try to follow a conversation in a busy room we ‘cut out’ 

or ‘tune down’ other sounds in the environment (Altman: 29). In case of a sound 

recording however, the listening (which is hearing plus selection) has been done for us by 

the apparatus. As Williams points out: for a scene in a café classical narrative cinema 

would tune down the environmental noises to foreground the dialogue. To show a 

possible alternative he points at a Godard picture in which Godard placed an 

omnidirecional microphone in a café which recorded each sound ‘democratically’ 

(Williams: 61-66). 

 

The selection of sounds to be heard is an act directed at the subject: a pure act of 

interpellation. Or as Williams puts it:  

 

“The consciousness at whose demand the world is remodelled is not “ours”, but 

that implied by (and a virtual part of) the mechanism at work. It is Baudry’s 

“transcedental subject”. (ibid: 59) 
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Interesting in William’s appropriation of the apparatus is that his analysis remains on the 

textual level,
7
 and that he thus seemingly accepts the material conditions of exhibition as 

laid out by Baudry: the situation in which the subject automatically ascribes the sounds 

he hears, but whose source is invisible, to the representations on the screen. The second 

narrative of the double sound remains undertheorized. Finally we see a paradox, which is 

the result of appropriating sound for the (visually conceived) apparatus: In order to solve 

the visual fallacy of apparatus theory Williams discovers that it is, paradoxically, 

necessary to treat sounds like images.  

 

2.3  Subject construction (2) 

 

… as the most perceptive of sound technicians recognized from the start, the 

question of sound scale foregrounds to an unexpected extent problems of audience 

identification, of spectator pleasure and of subject placement. (Altman 1992: 47) 

 

Altman also follows a textual track in his analysis of sound space and the process of 

subject construction taking place inside it, but through his insistence on the importance of 

intelligibility he pays at least some implicit attention to the exhibition context. He does 

not start from the Baudrian apparatus, but from a problem that early sound technicians in 

Hollywood tried to solve in the late twenties / early thirties. What relationship should 

they construct between image scale and sound scale? The problem was that there were 

two competing desires: one for intelligibility of sound (specifically dialogue) and another 

for perspective faithfulness. Should microphones be placed close to the actors, even when 

                                                 
7
 If we accept that the sound track is a textual element, which I think we should. Unlike the sound of silent 

cinema, the sound track (the word itself aready tells us so) is an inscription in a physical medium, and 

therefore still accessible to us.  
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they were not framed in close up? Or should microphones be placed in line with the 

camera, in order to sonically duplicate the pro-filmic space, with the risk of a loss of 

intelligibility of dialogue? In the early thirties the latter choice prevailed, but it soon gave 

way to a sound track with a continuous volume without spatial characteristics such as 

reverberation (ibid: 46-47, 53, 61).  

 

This continuous ‘close up’ sound is comparable to the perspective image, and addresses 

(or interpellates) its subject in the same way. The close up sound is directed at the 

Baudrian subject: “Like the perspective image … the continuous-level, low-reverb sound 

track comforts the audience with the notion that the banquet is indeed meant for them …” 

(ibid: 61). Altman continues by stating that the sound track, directed at us, does not 

invoke eavesdropping in the way that the image invokes voyeurism. Through the 

deliberate mismatching of image and sound scale we do not identify with the microphone 

as we do with the camera. Therefore, by overtly adopting ‘the discursive approach of 

low-reverb sound’ Hollywood created in the thirties a careful balance between images we 

were not allowed to see and sounds that were meant to be heard by us, between a 

“forbidden” image and a “sanctioned” dialogue (ibid: 61-62). Sound has been 

appropriated by the apparatus, not by being treated like images, as Williams argues, but 

by a countering strategy that, according to Altman, perfected the apparatus. Altman 

argues that a constant editing displaces the subject constantly, and that it is only because 

of the continuous scale of the sound track that we remain fixed subjects. 

 

Wait. What did Altman say there?  Let us take a minute to read that passage fully: 
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Our voyeurism exists precisely in this mobility. Yet we flit about at our own peril, 

constantly risking dizziness. Just as we are about to lose our balance, however, the 

sound track holds out its hand, offering continuity of scale as an effective 

stabilizer. Indeed, if we take the risk of flying about at all, it is because we know 

that our bodies are anchored by sound, and by the single, continuous experience 

that it offers. It is thus the sound track that provides a base for visual 

identification, that autorizes vision and makes it possible. The identity of 

Hollywood spectators begins with their ability to be auditors. (ibid: 62) 

 

If we are to understand Altman correctly, than it seems that he argues that synchronized, 

low-reverb sound did not just complement the aparatus, but enhanced its effectivity. 

Finally, after more than thirty years of instable subject positions the sound track achieves 

the result that Baudry initially attributed to visual experiences essentially. This is 

shocking. Perhaps we misunderstood Altman? No, we did not: 

 

Hollywood uses the sound track to anchor the body to a single continuous 

experience … this process serves to constitute more completely the spectator’s 

unconscious self-identity as auditor, thus providing a satisfying and comfortable 

base from which the eyes can go flitting about, voyeuristically, satisfying our 

visual desires without compromising our unity and fixity. (ibid: 62) 

 

The consequences of these remarks are radical. Later on we will see a distinction between 

the very early years of cinema and the succeeding period based on the multiplicity of 

modes of address that the former offered in contrast with the latter, which produced a 

single, fixed subject position. But now it seems that, with regard to subject positioning, 

the distinction is no longer relevant. The shift from one mode of address to another did 

not take place around 1905, but around 1935. Textual differences in the image, from 

which Gunning and Burch argue, are not fundamental to the construction of the subject. 

If ever there was a fixed viewing position, than it is in Noel Burch’s  PMR, one of which 
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qualities was the autarchy and unicity of the frame (see paragraph 3.1), and which 

therefore needed no sound to fix the subject. 

 

Of course I am exagerating. However ridiculous I make the consequences sound though, 

the basis for this exageration is in Altman’s text. Twice. It is his conclusion about the 

sound space of recorded, synchronized sound. Because the logic supporting and building 

up to this surprising conclusion is in my opinion correct, I suggest that we do not 

perceive Altman’s argument as overthrowing the entire discourse on subject construction, 

but as a strong confirmation of what was also perceived by Williams: that sound was 

appropriated by the apparatus in such a way that it supported its operations. Then we can 

accept from Altman’s argument the idea, which is not in the text but which I think is 

implied, that the stability that sound offered rendered more elaborate camera movement 

and editing possible. 

 

2.4 The disembodied voice and the fantasmatic space 

 

Their decision that the sounds must come “from” the shadows is less pitiable than 

one might imagine, inasmuch as it is a question of equivalence of sight and sound 

in a particular field, a field produced and articulated, in the final analysis, by the 

positioning of screen-mirror and spectators. (Williams: 54-55) 

 

The attribution of sound to the image whenever its source is invisible is a phenomenon 

that can be considered from different perspectives. Next to the perspective inspired by 

materialism and ideology presented in this chapter so far, one can also understand it from 

an epistemological point of view. This is what Edward Branigan does in his article 
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“Sound and Epistomology in Film”. In this text he argues that in our Western cultural and 

philosophical tradition visual characteristics of an element, such as colour and shape, are 

seen as residing in that element. Sonic qualities however are understood as ‘coming from’ 

the object, as a product. When there is no light we still think of an object as ‘blue’ or 

‘red’, but when there is no sound an object is silent (Branigan: 311). The cause of this 

different perception of visual and sonic information lies according to Branigan in its 

mediation. Sound requires a medium (air, water) in between source and receiver in order 

to be noticed. It is therefore more flexible, instable and untrustworthy: 

 

Our heightened sense of the movement of sound waves, accomplished through the 

stress and relaxation of a medium, accounts for our impression that sound is 

created and contingent – mediated – while light is directly possessed by distant 

objects and permanent. (ibid: 313) 

 

Branigan’s use of the concept medium is problematic, since he proposes that light does 

not need a medium. But if we accept that a medium is simply the material in between 

sender and receiver than his line of thought is understandable. It is also reversable 

though. A currently silent object is not only a possible source of sound in the future: 

whenever we hear a sound it must be coming from something, and it must be mediated. It 

cannot exist in itself. Thus, from an epistemological perspective, we come back to Lastra, 

who argued that the original sound event does not exist. The relevance and meaning of 

the opposition between visible and invisible sound sources for the recreation of the sound 

space of very early cinema will be elaborated upon in the paragraphs 4.1 and 5.1.2. 
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In film with synchronized sound this opposition between visible and invisible sound 

sources has its own dynamic. There is sound that, though it is not non-diegetic, has no 

visible source in the text. This sound that is ‘coming from nowhere’ - the disembodied 

voice - is discussed by Mary Ann Doane in her article “The Voice in the Cinema: The 

Articulation of Body and Space”. According to Doane film sound supports the apparatus 

in its process of offering the subject the illusion of completeness and unity:  

 

… the body reconstituted by the technology and practices of the cinema is a 

fantasmatic body, which offers a support as well as a point of identification for 

the subject addressed by the film. (Doane: 162) 

 

… the sound track works to sustain  the narcissistic pleasure derived from the 

image of a certain unity, cohesion, and hence, an identity grounded by the 

spectator’s fantasmatic relation to his/her own body. The aural illusion of position 

constructed by the approximation of sound perspective and by techniques which 

spatialize the voice and endow it with “presence” guarantees the singularity and 

stability of point of audition, thus holding at bay the potential trauma of dispersal, 

dismemberment, difference. (ibid: 171) 

 

This fantasmatic body is necessarily anchored in a fantasmatic space (a specific 

configuration of diegetic space, screen space and theater space), and this space is 

enlarged by film sound in that it offers the possibility of the voice-off and the voice-over. 

Both are voices whose source is not visible and must therefore be accounted for through 

narrative. Sounds without apparent sources reveal there status as signifiers and therefore 

point at the material heterogeneity of the cinema and expose its apparatus (ibid: 165-167). 

Interesting is that a voice-over in documentary works completely different. This voice-

over is part of a discourse that, in the hierarchy of cinematic discourses, is dominant over 

the discourse of embodied voices, and even over the discourse of the camera (ibid: 168). 

Right now this is a remark on the side, reminding us of the heterogeneity of film, and of 
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our still limited treatment of it, but the issue will return in our discussion of the lecturer’s 

position later on. 

 

Doane’s understanding of the functioning of sound in space is somewhat different from 

Branigan’s. Doane presupposes the same spatial qualities for sound as Branigan does, but 

adds to them the remark that before the child’s entrance in the realm of the Lacanian, 

Symbolic space “for the child, is defined initially in terms of the audible, not the visible.” 

(ibid: 170). Because sound is at the same time produced and heard “an ‘acoustical’ mirror 

has always been in function” (ibid.) Doane argument about the spatial dominance of 

sound in the Imaginary could be understood as an explanation for the uncanny experience 

of silence. But there will be more about that in chapter 5. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Without recognizing it explicitly as such, film sound theorists have recognized the visual 

fallacy that I identified in 1970s film theory. Most explicit in that light is Alan William’s 

comment that Baudry’s treatment of sound is insufficient. It may sound paradoxical, but 

the solution to the problem of sounds in the cinematic apparatus is by discussing them 

like images. 

 

Baudry’s mistake, according to Williams, is that he treated film sounds as original 

sounds. Williams however argues that film sounds are representations of real sounds, just 

like film images are the representations of physical reality. Williams is one theorist of a 
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group of scholars that are labeled by James Lastra as ‘non-identity theorists’. Rick 

Altman is another one of them. Non-identity theorists presuppose that there is a 

fundamental difference between an original sound and its recording, mostly because of 

what Altman calls the ‘double spatial signature’ of a sound reproduction. When one plays 

a recorded sound you hear the spatial signature of the recording situation and of the 

listening situation. The difference between original and recorded sounds is an important 

one for this study. Film sound theorists argue that recorded sound enhances the effect of 

the apparatus and thus strengthens the process of subject construction. In very early 

cinema however sound practices were mainly (but not only) live (see chapter 4).  

 

That is, however, an issue to be dealt with later. What is important here is how sound, 

recorded and synchronized, enhances the effect of the apparatus. Alan Williams argues 

that the cinematic apparatus already performs the task of listening for us, that is, the 

selection of sounds to be heard. This is similar to the process of framing, in which the 

images are selected for the spectator. Thus the sounds are offered to the transcedental 

subject just like the images. A comparable claim is made by Rick Altman. He states that 

sound technicians opt for intelligibility over faithfulness to spatial scale, thus creating a 

‘close up sound’ that fixes the spectator in his or her seat. The sound is meant for the 

spectator, so with regard to vision, the spectator is a voyeur, but with regard to sound he 

is not. According to Altman the assurance thus given by sound allows the spectator to be 

a real voyeur and let his eyes go flitting about. Both Altman and Williams state that 

synchronized film sound reinforces the apparatus. And they do so by treating sounds like 



 48 

images. The question, of course, is whether sound practices in very early cinema, be they 

recorded or live, function in a similar way. 

 

Another important feature of film sound is the visibility of its source. Edward Branigan 

argues that we consider sound as a product or result of something, and that we therefore 

attribute it to a source. Mary Ann Doane states that if, in the cinema, this source is not 

visible, than we attribute a sound to the screen (in a darkened projection room where you 

cannot see the speakers this is of course always so). If no plausible sound source is 

visible, than this off-screen sound must be accorded for in the narrative, argues Doane. 

This touches upon Metz’ remark that cinema was guided into the paths of story. It seems 

that temporal and spatial discontinuities (in image and in sound) can be accounted for 

only through narrative. 

 

Like the distinction between live and recorded sound, the distinction between visible and 

invisible sound sources is fundamental to a theoretical understanding of very early 

cinema sound. How should we account for a visible sound source next to the film image, 

like a lecturer, or an orchestra? Does this visibility of the sound source hinder the 

functioning of the apparatus? Does it provide a competing discourse, in MacCabe’s 

words? These are questions to be answered later, in the chapters 4 and 5, but in the next 

chapter we will first look at the discourse on very early cinema, and the process of 

subject construction in it. 
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3. VERY EARLY CINEMA: TEXTUAL PERSPECTIVES  

 

Introduction 

 

In the first two chapters I discussed notions of subject construction in conventional 

‘classical’ cinema. In this chapter I wish to pursue this path by going back in time and 

taking a close look at the debate surrounding very early cinema on the so-called PMR 

(Noel Burch) or ‘cinema of attractions’ (Tom Gunning). 

 

Noel Burch distinguishes the ‘primitive mode of representation’ (PMR) from the 

‘institutional mode of representation’ (IMR) in order to account for textual differences 

between very early and classical narrative cinema. The four characteristics of the PMR 

are mainly based upon qualities of the film texts: The autarchy and unicity of each frame, 

the non-centred quality of the image, exteriority and non-closure (Burch 1991: 161-164). 

Burch argues that films in the PMR constructed a radically different subject than those in 

the IMR. And although the conversion to the IMR was partly ideologically motivated, 

this does not mean that PMR films reflected revolutionary ideology. 

 

The term ‘cinema of attractions’ was coined by Tom Gunning (in close collaboration 

with Andre Gaudreault) in 1986, in his essay “The Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its 

Spectator and the Avant-Garde”. As we shall see it refers to texts that were dominant in 

early cinema and significantly different from those of the ‘cinema of narrative 

integration’. The cinema of attrations concept, though basically textual like Burch’s 
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PMR, lays considerable attention on the exhibtion situation. Like the PMR, it 

presupposes a different subject or spectator position, although Gunning’s work has no 

idoelogical dimension. Gunning’s essay is of unquestionable value to the study of early 

cinema, but it is by no means uncontested. Next to texts by Noel Burch and Tom 

Gunning
8
 I shall discuss in this chapter some critical responses to their work, specifically 

articles by Charles Musser, Charlie Keil and Frank Kessler.  

 

The emphasis laid by Musser and Keil on the heterogeneity of very early cinema suggests 

other modes of address at work in this period, next to the one advocated by Burch and 

Gunning, the one that is so opposed to classical narrative cinema.  Kessler’s de-

ideologization of the dispositif then offers the possibility to examine the viewing and 

listening situation of very early cinema, without losing touch with the film text. 

 

The main hypothesis suggested in this chapter, which is to be verified in following 

chapters, is that in very early cinema different modes of address are at work at the same 

time. Heterogeneous and competing in the construction or creation of a subject for 

cinema. The visual fallacy, so clearly present in the texts discussed in chapter 1, is 

something to be looked out for in the theories discussed in this chapter as well. With 

regard to subject construction it is a significant element in classical narrative cinema. The 

question is whether we see it reproduced in the work on very early cinema. 

 

 

                                                 
8
 Next to the already mentioned “The Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-

Garde” I shall discuss passages from his book D.W. Griffith & the Origins of American Narrative Film. 
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3.1 The ‘decisive gulf’ between PMR and IMR 

 

3.1.1 The PMR and subject construction 

 

Noel Burch describes the textual form of very early cinema as a ‘Primitive Mode of 

Representation’ (PMR). This mode of representation differs from the Institutional Mode 

of Representation (IMR) that characterizes classical narrative film. The PMR has, 

according to Burch, four primary qualities: The autarchy and unicity of each frame, the 

non-centred quality of the image, exteriority and non-closure (Burch 1991: 161-164). 

Especially that last quality is important in relation to subject construction in the PMR: 

 

…if institutional closure is taken to be more than narrative self-sufficiency, and  a 

certain way of bringing the narrative to an end, if, on the contrary, it is treated as 

the sum of all signifying systems that centre the subject and lay the basis for a full 

diegetic effect, including even the context of projection, then the primitive cinema 

is indeed non-closed as a whole. (Burch 1990: 188) 

 

The exteriority of the PMR leads according to Burch to a mental position of the spectator 

that we can not conceive of today. It is the opposite of the subject position of classical 

narrative cinema. Instead of being invited into the illusion of the diegetic world through 

the identification with a transcendental subject the PMR captivates its spectator’s 

attention through a direct address of the spectator, an entering into the exhibition space. 

To do this the PMR capitalizes on the hallucinatory effect experienced by very early 

cinema audiences. Famous examples include the (mythological) incident in the Parisian 

Salon Indien, when spectators leapt up from their seats to avoid being hit by the 

oncoming train in the film image, the outlaw firing at the audience in the emblematic shot 
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of Porter’s The Great Train Robbery and the disgruntled gentleman swallowing the 

camera and the cameraman in The Big Swallow (ibid: 202-4). Unlike the IMR, the PMR 

emphasizes, according to Burch, the spectatorial space-time. 

 

The exteriority of the PMR must also be attributed to the exhibition conditions of very 

early cinema, so says Burch. “The places in which films were presented were smoke 

filled and noisy.” (ibid: 208). Burch makes the remark somewhat on the side, but for the 

understanding of the soundscape and sound space of very early cinema, the objective of 

this study, it is important to note the ‘estranging’ effect of the exhibition context. 

 

3.1.2 Audiences and ideology 

 

Important in Burch’ work is the way that he considers the PMR and the IMR as radically 

different. He speaks of “a decisive gulf” separating our current experience and 

understanding of cinema and that of its early years (Burch 1990: 206). That gulf is the 

result of the appropriation of the cinema by bourgeois culture. Very early cinema was, 

according to Burch, rejected by the middle and higher classes as a proper form of 

entertainment. For a part this rejection was caused by the (justified) fear of fire 

(especially in France after the 1897 fire at the Charity Bazaar), for a part this had to do 

with the films themselves. Because long films could not yet be made, and directional 

techniques were not developed far enough to create a narrative form, the films of the very 

early period were short films, included in the vaudeville programme, and in form 

corresponding to performances in the circus or the music hall, both entertainment venues 
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of the lower classes (Burch 1990: 46-8). These lower classes also ‘put up’ with the 

flickery and jumpy pictures because the danger and discomfort corresponded to their 

experience in factories. The cinema was actually a more relaxed environment than their 

work place.
9
 (Burch 1990: 48, 1991: 159).  

 

When technology and technique improved to the level at which moving pictures could 

correspond to middle class standards of entertainment the medium was appropriated by 

bourgeois culture, according to Burch. He uses the elimination of the flicker in moving 

pictures as a key example of such technological progress, whereas the development of the 

textual form of the classical narrative form (through directors such as Porter and Griffith) 

accounts for directorial technique (Burch 1990: 204-212, 1991: 159-160). Both 

developments correspond to what Baudry describes when he speaks of the way in which 

the projection operation restores both continuity of movement and a temporal dimension. 

Hence the ‘decisive gulf’ between the PMR and the IMR: Though not reflecting 

‘revolutionary’ ideology (Burch 1991: 114) films of the PMR offered a radically different 

subject position than that belonging to the bourgeois norm. The latter of course being the 

basis for Baudry’s apparatus. 

 

Burch’s argument here is based on the presupposition that the audiences of very early 

cinema were composed of members of the working class, specifically the ‘city dwellers’: 

Americans who came from the country to the big cities (Burch 1990: 112-118). This view 

                                                 
9
 Compare to Freud’s opinion that the entertainment of the modern city created an anxiety that prepared 

people for the reality of modern life. (Singer: 86-87). Burch effectively reverses this idea: the long 

workdays in the factory ‘prepared’ the lower classes for their flickery entertainment. This presupposes of 

course also that the cinema audience consisted solely of working class members. 
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of cinema audiences at the turn of the century is quite outdated nowadays. Studies by 

Giorgio Bertellini, Judith Thissen and Desirée J. Garcia have shown that immigrant 

groups frequently visited moving pictures as well. Next to that there has been great 

controversy about when middle class audiences started to see movies (Stokes & Maltby: 

2-6, Garcia: 213-225). Finally I would wish to add to this that moving picture projection 

was not restricted to big industrial cities. In the very early period cinema was part of the 

vaudeville programme. Travelling showmen were part of the circuit, and they soon 

included moving pictures in their performance, as the example of the famous Lyman 

Howe shows. 

 

3.1.3 PMR vs. IMR 

 

Though obviously referring to ideology, Burch refuses to attribute to the PMR and the 

IMR the labels ‘Good Object’ and ‘Bad Object’ as others have done to classical cinema 

and modernist avant-garde cinema. He also refuses to see Renaissance perspective as the 

‘original sin’ of Western modes of representation. His description of the PMR shows that 

popular cinema’s current, classical narrative, form has a history and is based on choices 

(Burch 1990: 162-3): 

 

The dominance of the Western mode of filmic representation was determined 

neither by ideological factors alone, nor by sheer economic opportunism. Rather, 

that mode corresponds broadly to the mode of constitution of the Subject in our 

culture, and it developed into an ideological vehicle of unprecedented power. 

However massive its political and social consequences, it was the result of an 

overdetermined convergence and not simply a class strategy (ibid: 120). 
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This overdetermined convergence was, next to ideologically, also economically 

motivated: 

 

…the industry quickly came to see that the condition for its commercial 

development was the creation of a mass audience, that is, one which also included 

the various strata of the bourgeoisie. (ibid: 114-115) 

 

So Burch both acknowledges the process of subject construction in classical narrative 

cinema, but rejects the idea that this process is natural, or inherent to cinema. He points 

out that an alternative mode of representation existed and that it was not aesthetically or 

ideologically motivated, like the modernist avant-garde who was ‘naturally attracted’ to 

the ‘otherness’ of the PMR (ibid: 179). This other mode of address constructed a different 

subject position than classical narrative cinema, or the IMR. The immersion that is 

offered by the IMR (“This ingenious attempt to surround the audience, to enfold them in 

an image…”, ibid: 167) is opposed by the exteriority and non-closure of the PMR and its 

primacy of the spectatorial space-time. Burch’s argument is problematized, however, by 

his problematic conception of the audience of very early cinema. The specificity and 

otherness of the PMR relies too much on an ‘all-working-class’ notion of the audience, a 

notion considered outdated nowadays. We must not underestimate the influence of the 

concept of the PMR on the historiography of very early cinema, though. In a de-

ideologized form it resurfaced in the work of Tom Gunning, as the ‘cinema of 

attractions’. 
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3.2 “Making images seen”: The Cinema of Attractions 

 

In the aforementioned article “The Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectator and 

the Avant-Garde” Tom Gunning argues that cinema before 1906 was dominated by a 

different conception of cinema than we are used to now, and subsequently conceived of 

and addressed its audience in a different way. 

 

3.2.1 The ability to show something 

 

His starting point in this essay is Fernand Léger’s commentary to Abel Gance’s film La 

Roue (1922). Léger praised the movie because it made use of the radical possibilities of 

the cinema, the power to make images seen. Léger considered the imitation of nature in 

cinema and its resemblance to the theater the wrong path for film. Léger was not the only 

one with such opinions. According to Gunning many of the early modernists - Futurists, 

Dadaists and Surrealists alike – shared an enthusiasm for the new medium and a 

disappointment with its development so far; ‘enslaved’ as it was by traditional art forms 

such as theater and literature (Gunning 1986: 56). 

 

What Léger considered the unique power of the cinema, to make images seen, is 

according to Tom Gunning the main characteristic of a conception of cinema dominant 

before 1906, the ‘cinema of attractions’. From the perspective of this conception the 

historiography of early cinema as it existed until 1986 could be revised. The history of 

early cinema, so argues Gunning, had always been written from the perspective of the 
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development of narrative. Central to this history was the distinction between Lumière and 

Meliès, between travel films and topicals on the one hand (Lumière) and fictional, 

narrative films on the other (Meliès). Gunning argues however that Lumière and Meliès 

are both part of the cinema of attractions (ibid: 56-57): 

 

Rather, one can unite them in a conception that sees cinema less as a way of 

telling stories than as a way of presenting a series of views to an audience, 

fascinating because of their illusory power … and exoticism. (ibid: 57) 

 

This cinema of attractions can be defined as “… a cinema that bases itself on the quality 

that Léger celebrated: its ability to show something.” Gunning specifically states that 

though elements of narrative are indeed present in Meliès films, they are but the simple 

frame upon which to string a demonstration of the magical possibilities of the cinema 

(ibid: 57-58). 

 

3.2.2 Beyond the film text 

 

In his book D.W. Griffith and the Origins of American Narrative Film (1991) Gunning 

goes beyond the film text to explain the concept that is the cinema of attractions. Not the 

films were the main attraction, it was the cinematic apparatus (here meaning the actual 

physical machinery) that drew the public in:  

 

Early audiences went to exhibitions to see machines demonstrated … rather than 

to view films. It was the Cinématographe, the Biograph or the Vitascope that were 

advertised on the variety bills in which they premiered, not The Baby’s Breakfast 

or The Black Diamond Express.” (Gunning 1991: 42)  
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Gunning’s move beyond the film text is not only visible in this remark on the advertising 

of cinema in its early days, but also in contextualization of the cinematic exhibition. He 

explicitly points out how cinema was originally part of variety shows: 

 

The enthusiasm of the early avant-garde for film was at least partly an enthusiasm 

for a mass culture that was emerging at the beginning of the century, offering a 

new sort of stimulus for an audience not acculturated to the traditional arts … 

Writing of the variety theater, Marinetti not only praised its aesthetics of 

astonishment and stimulation, but particularly its creation of a new spectator who 

contrasts with the ‘static’, ‘stupid voyeur’ of traditional theater. (Gunning 1986: 

59) 

 

Gunning shows how early cinema was part of a popular type of mass entertainment: the 

variety theater; a place where performers/performance and spectators where in the same 

space, where spectators join in, singing along with songs (ibid: 59).  

 

Marinetti’s rejection of classical theater’s ‘stupid voyeur’ is not an isolated remark. 

Gunning states that the mass entertainment of the early twentieth century was essentially 

exhibitionist, freed from from the necessity of a coherent diegesis. This is of course 

inherent in a mode of representation that, as said above, sees cinema ‘less as a way of 

telling stories than as a way of presenting a series of views to an audience’. ‘Making 

images seen’ implies that a public is necessary to the act of cinema, whereas the illusion 

of classical narrative cinema entails that the diegetic world exists with or without its 

spectator. 

 

According to Tom Gunning the cinema of attractions employed various strategies to put 

emphasis on the spectatorial space-time. One of them was the influence of the exhibitor. 
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Often exhibitors would edit films they had purchased themselves, or provide lectures and 

sound effects (Gunning 1991: 41). The most extreme example of such practices was that 

of “Hale’s Tours”: 

 

Not only did the films consist of nonnarrative travel sequences taken from moving 

vehicles (usually trains), but the theater itself was also arranged as a train car; a 

conductor took tickets while sound effects simulated the click clack of wheels and 

hiss of air brakes. (ibid: 41-42) 

 

 

This specific case may seem to rely on illusion just as much as the classical narrative 

cinema, and therefore one could argue that it is not an example of the cinema of 

attractions. I would have to disagree with such a claim though, since in Hale’s Tours the 

illusion is not that of a diegetic ‘other’ world, but of the reality of the spectatorial space-

time. It is the spectator’s space that is not what it seems, in order to enhance the function 

of the cinema: to make images seen. 

 

The lectures that were mentioned above had according to Gunning originally no narrative 

function. That function would emerge later, during the transitional period of narrative 

integration, but in the cinema of attractions:  

 

… the first lecturers were showmen who, much like a carnival barker,  hyped their 

films as extraordinary illusions and scientific marvels. Rather than introducing the 

audience into a fictional world, the first lecturers confronted them directly, as did 

the films they showed, emphasizing the audience’s role as observers and 

heightening the effects of the attraction.” (Ibid: 91) 
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3.2.3 The exhibtionism of the cinema of attractions 

 

If we return for a moment to Christian Metz we might state that the problematic, 

paradoxical status of cinema as both voyeuristic and exhibitionist is not applicable to the 

cinema of attractions. The cinema of attractions can be truly exhibitionist because it 

acknowledges its spectator; in Metz’s words: The performer in the cinema of attractions 

“… knows that he is being looked at, wants this to happen, and identifies himself with the 

voyeur whose object he is…” (Metz, 94). Gunning gives some examples of this practice 

in early cinema: 

 

An aspect of early cinema … is emblematic of this different relationship  the 

cinema of attractions constructs with its spectator: the recurring look at the camera 

by the actors. This action … is here undertaken with brio, establishing contact 

with the audience. From comedians smirking at the camera, to the constant 

bowing and gesturing of the conjurers in magic films, this is a cinema that 

displays its visibility. (Gunning 1986: 57) 

 

Gunning refers to the keyhole movie The Bride Retires (1902) as a film that shows a 

fundamental conflict between this exhibitionism and the creation of a meaningful 

diegesis. In this film we see a groom watching his new bride undressing, but the act of 

undressing itself is aimed at the camera and the spectator. This film underscores 

Gunnings statement that in the cinema of attractions narrative is not absent, but that it is 

subjugated to the act of showing. The performers in such keyhole movies, and in the 

magic films and comedies that Gunning points at establish a relationship with their 

audience similar to the relationship of the other performers in the variety show of which 

the film projection was part. 
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When read against the grain, the term ‘keyhole movies’ reminds the reader of Metz’s 

‘regime of the kehole’. The two are definetely not the same though. Classical cinema, 

though in a different way, attempts to recreate the type of voyeurism offered by keyhole 

movies, but fails to do so completely, and is thus forced along the path of story and 

narrative and into a regime of the keyhole (Metz: 94-95). In a keyhole movie the 

apparatus does not erase its discursive basis, as Gunning pointed out. In classical 

narrative cinema this would mean that the film would no longer evoke desire (remember 

Baudry’s remark on the loss of identity in case of a visible apparatus) and the cinema 

(due to a lack of individuals willing to take the imperfect viewing position) could no 

longer perform its ideological task of interpellation. The cinema of attractions seems not 

to suffer from such a lack of willing spectators though, but is therefore forced to sacrifice 

the primacy of narrative (or can simply do without it). 

 

A second reference to Metz is given by Gunning when he builds upon Metz’s distinction 

between the interior and exterior aspects of the cinematic institution. This is part of a 

larger discussion, and this is not the place to elaborate too much on it, so I will limit 

myself to some brief remarks. For Metz the cinematic institution is not only the cinema 

industry, but also the mental machinery of the spectator (Gunning 1991: 12). We saw this 

in the paragraph 1.3, where I discussed Metz’s notion of desire as fundamental to cinema 

next to ideology. Following both Metz and Gunning we might state that the desire in the 

cinema of attractions is at once of a different sort than the desire of the classical narrative 

cinema and just the same. The cinema of attractions provides satisfaction for the 

voyeurist spectator, while acknowledging the exhibitionist character of the cinema.  At 
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the same time however there is no identification with the act of seeing; images are shown, 

made visible by the cinematic apparatus that is visible itself as well. As Gunning pointed 

out: part of the attraction of the cinema was the machine itself. 

 

3.2.4 Subject creation in the cinema of attractions 

 

So far we have recognized various strategies or practices within the cinema of attrations 

that make up a radically different conception of cinema than that seen in the classical 

narrative system discussed and criticized in the apparatus theory. These strategies are 

both textual and contextual.  

 

The consequences of these textual and contextual practices for the spectator are radical. 

Before the classical narrative cinema was developed into the dominant form of cinema 

the spectator was addressed in a completely different manner. The ‘subject construction’ 

as it was discussed in apparatus theory with regard to classical narrative cinema does not 

take place in the cinema of attractions. The destruction of the illusion of the diegetic 

world through the emphasis on ‘showing’ and the incorporation of film projection in 

variety shows put an emphasis on the spectatorial space-time. Due to its exhibitionist 

character the cinema of attractions acknowledged its subject: he was therefore not 

constructed by the apparatus alone, but rather he ‘emerged’ in a dialectic between 

spectator and apparatus; was created in the interaction between the two. 
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From the perspective of the cinema of attractions the subject of very early cinema can 

therefore not be compared to that of classical narrative cinema. The subject was not, as 

Colin MacCabe would put it, placed outside action and production. His presence was 

necessary for cinema to happen. There is, however, not the explicit ideological dimension 

in the concept of the cinema of attractions that was present in Burch’s PMR. Though 

Burch admits that “…these films certainly never reflected revolutionary ideology” (Burch 

1991: 114) his insistence on the IMR being the result of the appropriation of the medium 

by bourgeois culture implies a politically deviating, possibly radical, element in the 

PMR.
10
 And it suggests a plain opposition between the classical narrative cinema and 

very early cinema, an opposition that Gunning avoids. He merely says about the 

relationship between the cinema before 1906 and the films that followed it that it was 

“strangely heterogeneous” (Gunning 1986: 56).  

 

Though united in their fascination with ‘showing’ the various films and practices of the 

cinema of attractions formed a heterogeneous medium, including - as discussed - 

travelogues, topicals, magic and trick films and keyhole movies, sometimes with 

narratives to structure the attractions. These various types of films were shown mostly in 

variety shows, but also by travelling showmen and in venues such as “Hale’s Tours”. 

This heterogeneity in very early cinemas is taken up as a starting point for some of the 

critics of Gunnings work, as we shall see in the next paragraph. 

 

 

                                                 
10
 That is, in America, where even comedies often had an educational character. Burch points out that in 

France the situationw as quite differen: French comedies, without showing revolutionary content, had an 

element of anarchism in them. 
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3.3 Criticism of Gunning: heterogeneity and the modernity thesis 

 

Though very influential in the study of early cinema, Tom Gunning’s notion of the 

cinema of attractions is by no means uncontested. It has inspired many critics to take 

another look at early cinema from this new perspective, and to engage in a debate 

concerning its validity. In this paragraph I will shortly highlight two main elements of 

criticism regarding the cinema of attractions. First of all the possibilities for other 

conceptions of cinema that the heterogeneity of very early cinema offers, and second 

reliance of the cinema-of-attractions concept on the so-called ‘modernity thesis’. 

 

3.3.1 The heterogeneity of very early cinema 

 

Charles Musser questions the dominance of the cinema of attractions in very early 

cinema. He points out how several other conceptions of cinema were at work in very 

early cinema. Basing himself on the heterogeneity of the films in very early cinema he 

proposes other categories: The ‘cinema of discernment’ and the ‘cinema of 

contemplation’ (Musser 2006: 159-179). Interestingly, his criticism is grounded on a 

further move away from the film text, and towards the dimensions of exhibition and 

reception.  

 

The basis voor Musser’s criticism is to be found in his vision of narrative in very early 

cinema. Though agreeing with Gunning that attraction and narrative co-existed in very 

early cinema, Musser disagrees with Gunning about its dominance. Whereas Gunning 
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argues that narratives were mere structures upon which to string attractions, Musser is 

“…fascinated by the ways in which cinematic form often enhanced as well as generated 

narrative…” (ibid: 159). Musser proposes to look at the first twenty years of cinema as a 

dynamic era in which changes took place at many levels, and he accuses Gunning of 

treating the period as a fundamental unity (ibid: 160). 

 

Both alternative categories that Musser proposes are the product of a more exhibiton and 

reception oriented attitude towards cinema than Gunning’s, who still shows a great 

interest in the film text. The cinema of contemplation for instance was based on the 

repetitive (looped) showing of natural sceneries (for instance waterfalls). These films: 

 

evoked (if they did not directly quote) a long and rich genre of American painting. 

They escaped, in Diderot’s terms, a mannered theatricality and provided a naive 

directness that is close to the sublime … at certain moments, early cinema 

embrazed and even realized the aspirations of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

art. (Ibid: 163) 

 

Interesting here is that the directness of the cinema of attractions is maintained, but its 

element of shock soon wears away. This effect is to be attributed to the exhibiton 

conditions: A short showing of for instance Waterfall in the Catskills (Edison, 1897) 

might evoke the effect of the attraction, pleasure through visual shock. In the cinema of 

contemplation though, this film would be repeated for up to five minutes, to give the 

audience the possibilty to scan and examine the image properly. According to Musser, 

this mode of address literally offered detached contemplation (ibid: 162-163). 
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The other alternative mode of address that Musser offers is the ‘cinema of discernment’. 

This idea stems from the notion that the audience of very early cinema were not passive 

but active: “Spectators were not just given over to visceral states of astonishment or 

contemplation: they were critically active.” (ibid: 170) Musser shows how newspaper 

critics often compared films, performances and actors, thereby creating a critical and 

discerning public: 

 

Any time a viewer saw a film program, s/he was likely to ask how succesful it 

was in relationship to rival exhibtions. Returning to the theater to see films a 

second time did not necessarily mean the theatergoer was seeking some vestige of 

astonishment. (ibid: 171) 

 

Charles Musser bases his criticism of Tom Gunning on a heterogeneity in very early 

cinema that he supposes Gunning misses. This is specifically a heterogeneity in 

exhibition strategies and relying on a culture of intertextuality. 

 

3.3.2 The cinema of attractions and the modernity thesis 

 

Charlie Keil’s criticism regarding the indebtness of the cinema of attractions to the 

‘modernity thesis’ is also based on the heterogeneity of early cinema, but unlike Musser 

Keil argues from a purely textual perspective. The ‘modernity thesis’ is a label imprinted 

by David Bordwell and Charlie Keil onto a corpus of work on early cinema by amongst 

others Tom Gunning. The modernity thesis has been defined by Ben Singer as: 

 

… unearthing or rethinking cinema’s emergence within the sensory environment 

of urban modernity, its relationship to late nineteenth-century technologies of 
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space and time, and its interactions with adjacent elements in the new visual 

culture of advanced capitalism. (Singer summarized by Keil: 51-52) 

 

This modernity thesis thus states that cinema’s emergence and development must be 

understood in the broader context of modernity, in the realms of society as well as 

economy, technology and (visual)  culture. In this view the cinema of attractions is often 

seen as the prototype of what a cinema of modernity should be like, with its “sensation, 

visual display, or variations of sensorial shock” (ibid: 55). 

 

Charlie Keil challenges what he thinks is the causal relationship that is drawn between 

modernity and early cinema. He states that if modernity was as epochal a change as the 

proponents of the thesis say it is, than its influence must have been overdetermining, 

blocking all the other influences on the form film took (ibid: 52-54). At the same time 

though, while modernity continued to go on, film entered (around 1907-08 so argues 

Keil) a transitional period during which it (was) transformed into the classical narrative 

film as we know it (ibid: 53). Keil dismisses the modernity thesis based on this line of 

reasoning. He states that its dominance, and that of the cinema of attractions, in the 

debate on early cinema has been the result of the omission of films that did not fit its 

criteria. Keil argues that, though attractions are to be found in many films in very early 

cinema, there were even more films without attractions. Next to that attractions did not 

disappear from view in the transitional period: they were only absored in an altered 

paradigm; that of narrative (ibid: 55). 
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Keil’s criticism is relevant to this study in that it poses the two following possibilities. 

Either modernity did not have a (determining) influence on the emergence and 

development of cinema, or cinema has not changed, considering that the influence of 

modernity would be too strong for cinema to change at all. Both possibilities are not 

satisfactory in my opinion. I would like to propose the following idea for consideration: 

without abandoning the idea of modernity and while acknowledging that cinema has 

changed we might argue that modernity can perhaps not be characterized (solely) by the 

attraction, by visual shock. That narrative is just as much an element of modernity as the 

attraction. And to come to the point: that very early cinema, even when its formal 

qualities deviated from that of classical narrative cinema, not necessarily relied on 

radically opposed mode of audience address and subject creation/construction compared 

with classical narrative cinema.
11
  

 

3.4 De-ideologizing the dispositif 

 

Frank Kessler, in his article “The Cinema of Attractions as Dispositif” reaches back to 

Baudry’s use of the concept of the apparatus to look at the cinema of attractions. He 

recognizes that the criticism of Musser regarding this concept is due to the uncertainty 

about its theoretical status. Kessler points out how the cinema of attractions (as defined 

by Gunning in the Encyclopedia of Early Cinema) can be understood as both a period in 

film history (that is, from 1895 until 1906) or as a film style, a “…mode of 

(re)presentation where visual attractions and spectacular moments dominate…” (Kessler: 

57).  

                                                 
11
 It is too early now to elaborate on this suggestion, but I urge you to keep it in mind. 
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3.4.1 Cinema of attractions as a mode of address 

 

Musser’s critique regarding the periodization of the cinema of attractions (he thinks that 

it is limited to the ‘novelty period’) is put into perspective by Kessler when he, quoting 

Jonathan Cray, points out that periodization is a construction: “…there are no such things 

as periods in history, only in historical explanation.” (ibid: 58) The most relevant remark 

regarding Musser’s critique, both for Kessler’s own work and for this study, regards the 

understanding of the cinema of attractions as a mode of representation. Kessler suggests 

that we should not read the opposition between cinema of attractions and cinema of 

narrative integration at a narratological level – but as two different modes of address 

(ibid: 58).  

 

To outline this mode of address Kessler returns to Baudry’s concept of the apparatus. In 

the screening situation, the dispositif according to Kessler, we find three interrelating 

elements:
12
 

 

1. a material technology producing conditions that help to shape 
2. a certain viewing position that is based upon unconscious desires to which 
corresponds 

3. an institutionalized film form implying a form of address trying to guarantee 
that this viewing position (often characterized as “voyeuristic”) functions in an 

optimal way. (ibid: 61) 

 

                                                 
12
 Kessler uses the term dispositif because he considers its English translation ‘apparatus’ problematic. In 

Baudry’s original French articles he distinguishes between the ‘appareil de base’ and the ‘dispositif’. In the 

English edition this is unimaginatively translated as the ‘basic apparatus’, to be distinguished from the 

‘apparatus’. The former encompasses the entire machinery necessary to produce and screen a film. The 

latter though refers specifically to the screening situation (Kessler: 60). 
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With respect to very early cinema Kessler states that Gunning’s concept of the cinema of 

attractions, when understood as a mode of address, shows that there is not just one fixed 

dispositif (that of classical narrative cinema) but that it can and should be historicized. A 

problem with such historicizations is that we might lose notions of media identities. On 

the other hand it could prove far more accurate to look at the various dispositifs in which 

a medium takes shape than to hold on to medium identities and specificities (ibid: 61-62).  

 

3.4.2 Pro’s and con’s of a de-ideologized dispositif 

 

Kessler’s suggestion of looking at the cinema of attractions – or more specifically at early 

cinema – from the perspective of the dispositif is very useful whith regard to the grand 

purpose of this study: to outline the soundspace of very early cinema. It provides us with 

a model for looking at the spectatorial space-time without losing interest in film form. In 

other words: it allows us to move beyond the text without losing the text out of sight. The 

latter is a rather dubious metaphore in a study of film sound, yet it also points us at the 

importance of sound in very early cinema, and its relevance with regard to the dispositif. 

Whereas the text is ‘out there’ - not just projected on a screen at a distance from the 

spectator but also ontologically: the projection is only an photographic imprint of the 

event, not the event itself – the sounds of early cinema filled the exhibition venue, 

surrounded the audience. And more than that: the sound was often actually there. 

Spectators (how dubious is that term now) experienced the actual sound event. 
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This issue will further be elaborated on in chapter 5, but for the moment I would like to 

take a closer look at Kessler’s argument. His de-ideologization of the concept of the 

dispositif has the advantage outlined above but deserves critical attention as well. The 

fact that Kessler focuses on the dispositif instead of the ‘appareil de base’ suggets what is 

in my opinion too narrow a look at film, disregarding in the first place, as Kessler literally 

admits, the technology of the production of film. That, however, is not my main 

objection. What does matter to me is that Kessler’s definition of the dispositif seems to 

imply that the subject is not a result, be it passive or active, of the medium, but rather a 

given precondition. For instance, if we would use this new understanding of the dispositif 

in an analysis of classical narrative cinema we would have a) the material technology of 

film projection, b) the prioritized, perfect viewing position corresponding to Renaissance 

painting and c) the classical film form that corresponds to that viewing position. Yet we 

do not have the (psychological) result of this arrangement. The ‘subject-effect’, I have to 

admit, is not explicitly excluded from the model, but it receives no specific attention in 

Kessler’s own example regarding the re-edited film about a fire in Brussels: he focuses 

on the film text specifically (ibid: 62-66). In my opinion this does no right to the useful 

model of the de-ideologized dispositif, though. The most valuable element of the 

Baudrian aparatus is bypassed: the understanding of subject construction as an ongoing 

process. The ideological dimension, which is of course a problematic one in these post 

Cold War days, is in my opinion not necessarily that fundamental anymore. 

 

I would want to argue in favor of an understanding of the dispositif that includes the 

philosophical and psychological consequences of the material viewing situation. These 
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can be in line with Baudry, in that film is seen as interpellating a subject, hailing the 

spectator as a transcedental individual – and that process being placed in the context of 

post-medieval Western modes of representation – but without taking the next economic 

and political steps. It can also be in line with Colin MacCabe’s notion of a revolutionary 

cinema, in which the apparatus is made visible and the hierarchy of discourses is 

problematized in order to put the spectator into the realm of action and production. 

Again, though this may seem ridiculous, without the argument becoming outdated 

politically; ‘in the realm of action and production’ would then refer to a critical and  

aware spectator. 

 

Only with this understanding of the dispositif it is possible to go beyond the 

understanding of individual films and exhibition strategies as simply different or 

heterogeneous, as in the Brussels example (ibid: 62-66). By adding consequence we are 

able to define categories that respect the heterogeneity of very early cinema, but at the 

same time we will not lose meaning and relevance through a radical historicization of 

individual events. These categories at which I hint will be discussed in chapter 4, but for 

the moment I would like to leave it to this: Kessler argues in favor of a pragmatic 

perspective upon (very early) cinema. Though his use of the dispositif promises to be 

useful indeed, and the de-ideologization of politically burdened concepts is both 

necessary and fruitful, I would be cautious in discarding the logic that supports the 

politics. 
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Conclusion 

 

The most important thing to recognize about the discourse surrounding very early cinema 

and subject construction, in relation to the discourses discussed in the chapter 1 and 2, is 

the far smaller role of ideology in it. Only Noel Burch relates the Institutional Mode of 

Representation to bourgeois ideology, but he also states that the Primitive Mode of 

Representation did not reflect revolutionary ideology. It was merely different, and 

although this ‘otherness’ was an attraction to later, ideologically inspired, filmmakers, it 

was itself the result of technological circumstances and an underdeveloped directorial 

technique. 

 

The PMR is, according to Burch, the textual form of very early cinema. It is a textual 

form that creates a subject position that differs radically from the one produced by 

classical narrative cinema, to the extent that it is its opposite. The spectator is not invited 

to identify with the transcedental subject and enter into the world of the diegesis, but he is 

directly addressed by the PMR, that lays considerable emphasis on the spectatorial space-

time. Instead of unity and completeness the PMR offers its subject exteriority and non-

closure. 

 

According to Burch the subject position of very early cinema is thus radically different 

from that of classical narrative cinema. This difference is the result of the opposition 

between PMR and IMR. An opposition that, though not exclusively its result, is grounded 

in the ideological qualities of (mainly) the IMR. This opposition seems similar to the 
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distinction proposed by Tom Gunning, between the Cinema of Attractions and the 

Cinema of Narrative Integration. And although the textual qualities of the cinema of 

attractions that Gunning mentions, specifically the direct address, are the same, a 

straightaway comparison cannot be made.  

 

First of all there is no reference at all to ideology as a driving force behind the 

development of film form, whereas the IMR was considered by Burch to be the result of 

the appropriation of the cinema by bourgeois culture. Second the distinction between the 

cinema of attractions and the cinema of narrative integration is not so much an 

opposition. Gunning acknowledges the presence of narrative in the cinema of attractions, 

but considers it subordinated to the attractions. Third, the concept of the cinema of 

attractions refers to more than a textual form with an emphasis on the spectatorial space-

time. The cinematic apparatus itself was an attraction. People came to see the machine, 

the process of projecting moving pictures, instead of specific, individual films. “Making 

images seen”, Fernand Léger’s definition of what the cinema should do, was what 

happened in the cinema of attractions. Therefore I argue that in the cinema of attractions 

subject construction was not a one-way process. In order for images to be seen there 

needs to be someone to see the images. This is an emphasis on the spectatorial space-time 

that goes much farther than the one of the PMR. The necessary presence of a spectator 

turns subject construction by the apparatus into a dialectical subject creation between 

spectator and apparatus. 
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Though not radically opposed to it, the cinema of attractions is very different from its 

narrative successors. “Making images seen” also refers to its quality of being both 

voyeuristic and exhibitionist. Whereas classical narrative cinema, according to Metz, 

disavowed its exhibitionism, the cinema of attractions does not. Instead it sacrifices 

narrative logic, as in the keyhole movie The Bride Retires.  

 

In chapter 2 we saw that the soundtrack allowed the spectator to be a voyeur. Whether it 

functioned similarly in very early cinema is still to be discussed, for sound plays no role 

in Gunning’s work, or in that of Burch. It is not fair, though, to accuse their work of 

suffering from the visual fallacy identified in chapter 1. Both argue, knowingly and 

explicitly, from a textual point of view. The visual fallacy may have played a role in their 

choices to do so, though, since its influence was (and is) still great. 

 

The PMR and the cinema of attractions, though both very influential concepts in the 

discourse on very early cinema, are not uncontested. Especially the cinema of attractions 

concept has received much criticism. One of the criticisms is formulated by Charles 

Musser. He argues that in the very early period there were more conceptions of cinema. 

He outlines the ‘cinema of contemplation’ and the ‘cinema of discernment’ to criticize 

the dominance of the attraction. These are based on the heterogeneity of (exhibition 

practices in) very early cinema, and the culture of intertextuality of which it was part. 

This heterogeneity and this cultural context, together with the active role of the spectator 

in subject construction in the cinema of attractions, lead me to hypothesize that there was 
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not one subject position in very early cinema, but various ones. Theoretically, there were 

an endless number of possible ones. 

 

Another criticism of the cinema of attractions concept is its reliance on the modernity 

thesis. Charlie Keil argues that modernity cannot have had a determining influence on the 

development of cinema, because if it had, then a narrative cinema could not have 

developed. Keil’s argument leads me to formulate a second hypothesis regarding subject 

construction in very early cinema: that perhaps modernity was not singularly 

characterized by the attraction, but by narrative as well. Or, better said, that very early 

cinema, despite its formal ‘otherness’, did not have a mode of subject construction that 

was radically different from that of classical narrative cinema.  

 

These two hypotheses seem mutually exclusive. The following chapters will discuss the 

matter from a sonic perspective, and thus provide a whole new insight that may show us 

which of these hypotheses is true, or whether they actually are mutually exclusive. 

Thereto a model will be proposed for very early cinema’s sound space that is partly based 

on a de-ideologized conception of Baudry’s apparatus. Frank Kessler, who prefers to 

speak of the dispositif, offers a model of that dispositif that allows historicization. The 

cinema of attractions, if seen as a mode of address, is one of these possible historicized 

dispositifs. Whether there is only one in very early cinema, or various ones, and what the 

corresponding subject position(s) is/are, will be discussed in chapter 5. 
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4. THE SOUNDSCAPE OF VERY EARLY CINEMA 

 

Introduction 

 

The sound of very early cinema has both been documented and theorized before. Both 

however, in my opinion, insufficiently. Scholars who devote their attention to the 

documentation of sound are confronted with a dilemma that is difficult, if not impossible, 

to overcome: their object of study is no more. We may be in possession of the film 

images, but the original sound event has ended, and there are no recordings. The only 

things the scholar has as source material are newspaper reports, publications in trade 

magazines and sheet music. And these records are often, if not always, incomplete 

(Altman 2004: 8). 

 

When it comes to the theorization of very early cinema sound this difficulty is of course 

present, but not so pressing. Despite the lack of complete records or original material 

there has been done a reasonable amount of work on the theorization of silent film sound 

recently. Yet in my opinion this work, regardless of its quality, is not systematic or 

encompassing. Theoretical attention was given to various individual sonic elements, most 

notably the lecturer (for instance in iris nr. 22: The Moving Picture Lecturer).
13
 Ironically 

this type of theoretical attention, while implicitly emphasizing the heterogeneity of sound 

in very early cinema, never explicitly foregrounds this important quality. A 

                                                 
13
 But also in Abel, Richard & Rick Altman (eds.) The Sounds of Early Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2001. 
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categorization of the sound of very early cinema from a theoretical point of view – that is 

a theoretical understanding of its soundscape – has not yet taken place.  

 

This seems to me to be a gap in the current discourse on early cinema. For when we 

move slightly forward in history we do find such theoretical understandings of film 

sound. The Nickelodeon period, closely followed by the transitional period, different yet 

not mutually exclusive labels for the period from approximately 1906 until 1915, has 

been theorized more extensively: for instance in several articles the The Sounds of Early 

Cinema (Abel & Altman [eds.], 2001). Texts by Dominique Nasta and François Jost deal 

only with specific genres (melodramas and films d’art), but these approaches are more 

ambitious in their attempts to not only document but also understand the use of sound in 

silent cinema. 

 

In this chapter I will outline the various sonic elements present in very early cinema - 

inevitably and knowingly drawing upon incomplete documentation. This oversight is 

necessary with regard to the theoretical reconstruction of very early cinemas sound space 

that is to follow this chapter. My main, but of course not only, source here will be Rick 

Altman’s book Silent Film Sound (2004): an extensive and meticulous history of the 

sounds of silent cinema. It is important to note that this work is primarily a history, and 

not a theory: although Altman occasionally makes a theoretical remark on the side, his 

main focus is outlining the soundscape of silent cinema. 
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Next to its completeness the value of Altman’s work lies in its methodological approach. 

Altman uses what he calls a ‘crisis historiography’. Using this method of historiography 

Altman regards the history of silent film sound not to be a matter of classical influences – 

as in “from A follows B” – but rather as a very complex process in which cinema 

borrowed practices from other systems, both preceeding and co-existing with it. The end 

result then (silent film sound in the twenties), though the result of this borrowing, was 

nothing like any of the practices that preceded it: “…a far more complex situation 

involving the triumph of one potential borrowing over – or compromise with – others.” 

(Altman 2004: 23). The result of this type of historiography of very early cinema is an 

overview that includes dead ends, struggles and ‘losers’, instead of showing just the 

succesful steps towards standardization and synchronization.  

 

This approach to history has an advantage that is comparable to the one Kessler’s de-

ideologized dispositif has for theory: Crisis historiography allows us to look both at the 

specificity of individual practices and at the place of these individual practices in the big 

picture. This connects to the functioning of the de-ideologized dispositif, which allows us 

to look at the big picture of film exhibition without losing sight of individual films. 

Therefore I want to argue that crisis historiography provides us with not only historical 

data, but also the right type of historical data to outline very early cinema’s sound space. 
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4.1 Four oppositions to categorize sound 

 

My contribution to Altman’s work in this chapter will consist, next to summarization, in 

the theoretical categorization of the various sound practices. I will categorize the 

practices according to four oppositions. The four qualities that are thus attributed to each 

practice give to it a very specific place and function in the sound space that I will propose 

in chapter 4. The four opositions are:  

 

1. Live vs. Recorded 

 

Though perfection of synchronized sound was only achieved with the introduction of the 

‘sound on film’ technique in 1927 by Warner Brothers, there have been various earlier 

attempts at the synchronization of film and recorded sound. As we shall see, even before 

the actual invention of the Cinematographe or its American counterparts ideals of such 

synchronization existed in the minds of its inventors. 

 

2. Visible vs. Invisible 

 

Our experience of this world requires us to understand sound as coming from somewhere, 

as being produced by something (see paragraph 2.1.4). Therefore the visibility of a 

sound’s source has significant influence on our understanding of that sound. 
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3. Diegetic vs. Non-Diegetig. 

 

This is of course also an important issue in the study of synchronized sound. Is the sound 

that we hear in any sense implied by the diegetic world of the movie. 

 

4. Participatory vs. Receptive 

 

This oppositions refers to the attitude the audience takes on during the show. Though 

most sounds are of course produced in order to be heard (these are the receptive sounds) 

some invoke participation, and some are participation, for instance singing along with 

‘films for music’. 

 

These four oppositions, and the four qualities that can be attributed to each sound practice 

do not cover the entire theoretical status of the sound. Different sounds, even when 

sharing all four qualities, have different functions. The oppositions do cover the spatial 

status of the sound practice in the sound space, and as such they will be the properties 

according to which the practices will be placed in that space. Specific functions and 

effects cannot be neglected though. Therefore, where appropriate, I will add some 

preliminary conclusions about the role of the respective sound practices under discussion.  
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4.2 Precursors of cinema 

 

Altman’s crisis historiography is based, as pointed out above, on the notion that sound 

practices in silent cinema were borrowed from sound practices in other systems of 

representation that were part of late nineteenth century entertainment. Therefore, before 

we turn our eye towards sound in very early cinema, it is necessary to take a look at its 

direct precursors: 

 

In order to understand what sound sounded like at the beginning of cinema we 

must attend not only to cinema sounds, but also to the sounds characteristic of 

cinema’s major models. (ibid: 28) 

 

Therefore in this paragraph I will take a look at the sounds of Edison’s Kinetophone, 

music and sound effects in the theater and at the lectures that accompanied slide shows.  

 

4.2.1 The Kinetophone 

 

Edison’s Kinetophone was an upgrade of his succesful Kinetoscope, the peep-hole 

machine that showed moving pictures. In the Kinetophone a phonograph was added to 

the machinery, providing recorded sound to the recorded picture (ibid: 80). Here, even 

before the invention of the cinema, we see the ambition to provide a moving picture with 

synchronized sound. In 1891 Edison had already said: 

 

My intention is to have such a happy combination of electricity and photography 

that a man can sit in his own parlor and see reproduced on a screen the forms of 

the players in an opera produced on a distant stage, and, as he sees their 
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movements, he will hear the sound of their voices as they talk or sing or laugh… 

(ibid: 78). 

 

The Kinetophone suffered from the same difficulties in synchronization that would also 

hinder the later ‘sound-on-disc’ systems (Bordwell & Thompson: 194). That difficulty 

was overcome through the repertoire of films selected. The Kinetophone offered films of 

dances and marching bands instead of speeches and arias (Altman 2004: 81). Therefore 

the music was not produced ‘in the picture’, but suggested by it. This does not mean 

though that the sound was not diegetic: in the ‘world’ of the picture the sound was 

supposed to be heard as well. 
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A man viewing a kinetoscope equipped with synchronized sound, 1895 

 

Type of sound
14
 L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Kinetophone R I D R 

 

 

Kinetophone sound was therefore recorded, (its source) invisible, diegetic and receptive. 

We can of course hardly expect the single spectator at the keyhole machine to accompany 

the music by clapping or singing. The Kinetophone dispositif thus addressed the spectator 

                                                 
14
 A schematical summary of all the sounds discussed here can be found in attachment I. 
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as an individual. The invisibility of the sound’s source makes it easier to accept the 

sound’s diegetic status, as we saw in chapter 2. With respect to the invisible, diegetic and 

receptive character of its sound the dispositif of the Kinetophone resembles that of 

classical cinema, despite the fact that, on a textual level, it offered an attraction. 

  

4.2.2 Music and sound effects in the theater 

 

Theatrical peformances in America in the late nineteenth century consisted of ‘straight’ 

drama, musical theater and melodrama. Sound practices in these performances varied 

greatly. In straight drama the theater orchestra (employed by the theater, not by the 

travelling groups of performers) would supply the drama with opening, closing and 

entr’acte music, such was the convention. The selection of the music played often had 

nothing to do with the character of the performance. The opening would consist of 

European classical music, the entr’actes would be filled with recent popular tunes and the 

closing music would consist of an ‘exit march’. Though unconventional to our current 

tastes such diversity and discontinuity within one night’s entertainment was much 

appreciated by audiences in late nineteenth century America (ibid: 30-33). 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Theater music L V N R 

 

Music in straight drama was performed live by a visible orchestra, it was by no means 

diegetic (it had actually nothing to do with the play) and it was receptive. Therefore this 

sound practice was completely uncomparable to that of the Kinetophone, even if the 
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music played was sometimes the same (compare the marching bands of the Kinetophone 

to the exit march of the theater music). 

 

The burlesque tradition of musical theater also used familiar tunes in theater plays. Yet in 

this case the music was not played in between acts, but songs were part of the 

performance, providing a satirical dimension to serious plays. The theatrical adaptation of 

the classic story Uncle Tom for instance included ‘eccentric song and dance’ and popular 

tunes like ‘Golly, I’se so wicked’ (ibid: 33-36). This may seem odd to a modern audience 

but at the turn of the century, before the theater theories of Antoine and Stanislavsky: 

 

… every performance of every play could always be turned into a version of 

variety theater. This principle applies not only to interpolated songs, but also to 

continuity between the play and everything “incindental to the action.” (ibid: 35) 

 

The example of the burlesque tradition shows a difficulty with the opposition ‘diegetic’ 

vs. ‘non-diegetic’. Without Antoine’s concept of the ‘fourth wall’ there is no difference 

between the world of the play and reality. From our current point of view we are to 

understand these  songs as non-diegetic, but contemporary audiences may very well not 

have felt so. This example shows that we are not only to historicize the material 

dispositif, as Kessler claims, but also its psychological consequences. Another difficulty 

arises in the evaluation of the songs as participatory or receptive. Though audiences 

would not (necessarily) sing along, the satirical function of the songs in these plays 

would only work if the audience was familiar with the song. 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Burlesque songs L V ? ? 
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Music in melodrama was again an alltogether different thing. According to Altman it had 

three functions. Like in straight drama it was used between acts, but musical themes also 

accompanied or foreshadowed the entrance of an important character. Like the music in 

straight drama this music is non-diegetic, but in a different way: the intensity of the 

musical themes corresponded to the intensity of onstage action. Therefore, even if we 

have established whether music was non-diegetic, there are still variations possible in the 

use of non-diegetic music. Finally music was used as ‘source music’. This concept refers 

to music played when there was a clue in the dramatic action: bugle calls on stage for 

instance were simulated by the cornets in the orchestra (ibid: 36-40).  

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 MD entr’acte L V N R 

 MD entrance L V N R 

 MD source music L V D R 

 

Next to music melodramas often employed (a limited range of) sound effects. These 

effects were used only in selective (spectacular) scenes. This was mainly because of 

costs: most companies could not afford full time sound effects personnel and had the 

duties performed by allround stagehands behind the screens. Audiences, however, did not 

expect or require the entire performance to have sound effects. As they were used to 

interpolating songs in musical theater they accepted discontinuous sound effects (ibid: 

40-42). 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 MD sound effects L I D R 

 



 88 

The final sound practice associated with melodrama was audience participation. 

Audiences in melodrama venues would often sing or hum along with the popular songs 

played between acts. Next to that they were known to comment regularly on the action, 

giving the characters on stage support, suggestions or warnings (ibid: 42-43). This type of 

sound transgresses the opposition between diegetic and non-diegetic sound: They are 

sounds that originate outside the world of dramatic action, but enter into it, especially 

when the performers react to them. Such a sound practice can only be acceptable to an 

audience that does not necessarily distinguish between the fictional world on stage and 

the reality of the performance.  

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 MD audience L V ? P 

 

From our point of view we could state that the insecurity about the diegetic status of these 

sounds is the direct result of the sound’s status as ‘participatory’. The other sound 

practice in which a comparable insecurity occurred were the popular songs in the 

burlesque performances. Our understanding of audience participation in melodrama as 

diegetic or non-diegetic relies on the strict separation of the world on stage and reality. 

As we have seen in the discussion of the burlesque tradition this separation was not so 

strict for audiences in the late nineteenth century. 

 

4.2.3 Lectures 

 

The practice of lecturing in very early cinema is borrowed from the same practice in 

lantern slide shows. In these slide show performances Altman recognizes two different 
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approaches. Lecturer John L. Stoddard provided the slide shows of his travels through 

Europe with a unpersonal, omniscient commentary, completely detached from his own 

presence: “… his lectures are not primarily designed to recount the stories of his voyages 

but, instead, to share erudition about the country in question.” (ibid: 56) The best 

example may be Stoddard’s description of Constantinople: the lecturer speaks of three 

possible ways of entering the city, without telling which way he took himself (ibid: 56). 

 

On the other side of the lecture-spectre stood E. Burton Holmes. Though initially 

Stoddard’s successor he developed an own style of lecturing, that emphasized the 

travelling that he did himself. Holmes recreated the voyage, addressing the audience as 

his co-travellers on a journey they will make during the lecture (ibid: 58-59).  This 

approach echoes through in the structure of the slides he shows. A walk around the 

Forum Romanum in Rome is structured in such a way that the forum appears to the 

audience as a constinuous space: if the Colosseum is filling one slide, it will appear in the 

background on the next slide. 

 

The lecture styles of Stoddard and Holmes differ in that the commentary given by the 

lecturers to the slides they show is in Stoddard’s case obviously non-diegetic whereas 

Holmes succesfully creates the illusion of diegetic sound. 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Stoddard L V N R 

 Holmes L V D (illusion) R 
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Travelling showmen did not restrict themselves to giving eductional lectures illustrated 

by slide shows. There were also musicians who played familiar tunes, sometimes in a 

novel fashion (Waller, 123), and travelling exhibitors, who introduced audiences to new 

technologies and scientific novelties. Such exhibtions were of course also educational, 

but important in this regard is the emphasis on machinery. Travelling exhibitor Lyman 

Howe started his career exhibiting a miniature coal mine. (Musser and Nelson: 12-17) 

This emphasis is later echoed in Gunning’s cinema of attractions, in which people came 

to see the Biograph or the Vitascope, instead of specific films. 

 

4.2.4 Summary 

 

This paragraph has made clear that the entertainment that preceded cinema, and from 

which it borrowed its sound practices, offered a heterogeneous soundscape. This 

heterogeneity goes beyond a variety in means to produce sound. Even when using the 

same (material) means very different results could be obtained. Musical instruments were 

used for diegetic and non-diegetic accompaniment, but also to produce sound effects. At 

the same time sound effects were also produced without musical instruments. Lecturing 

knew two different styles, which also had different goals. The Kinetophone already 

showed the ambition to produce sound that was synchronized to the picture, thus 

resembling the spatial unity of Baudry’s apparatus. Its audience however, as the examples 

from the theater prove, were quite used to discontinuous sound accompaniment to their 

entertainment.  
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4.3 Early demonstrations and the vaudeville period 

 

The American premiere of projected moving pictures was on the 23
rd
 of April 1896, 

when Edison’s Vitascope was first demonstrated in New York City. This happened at 

Koster and Bial’s Music Hall, which was a vaudeville venue. And it was as a new 

vaudeville attraction that the new technology was introduced (Altman 2004: 83). This 

embedding in the vaudeville context would continue throughout the first decade of the 

new medium, according to Altman until 1906 (ibid: 95), and therefore vaudeville sound 

practices are a necessary context we have to look at briefly if we want to understand the 

sounds of very early cinema. 

 

Vaudeville was a ‘decent’, family-oriented variant of the more vulgar variety or 

burlesque theater.
15
 The form developed in the 1880’s and grew quickly, until there were 

over 400 vaudeville theater in the United States in 1906.  The programs of the theaters 

changed weekly, and thus an actual  industry developed around vaudeville, inluding 

travelling performers, a central booking office and a union (ibid: 95-96). Most vaudeville 

theaters employed orchestras for musical accompaniment and sound effects of the like 

discussed above for melodrama, until the economic crisis of 1893-95 prompted their 

replacement by single pianists. In the 1901-02 season orchestra’s would come back into 

the theaters, only to be (temporarily) replaced by pianists during a strike in 1906. The 

orchestras in vaudeville theaters differed in size according to the size and prestige of the 

theater. They varied from three persons (piano, violin and drums) to fifteen. The task of 

                                                 
15
 Paradoxically enough this was exactly the other way around in Europe, where vaudeville was the vulgar 

type of popular entertainment, and where variety was more ‘family-proof’. 
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the orchestra was to provide musical accmpaniment and sound effects to performances 

that needed them, and to play ‘house music’ (openings, entr’actes and closing music). Yet 

not all performances needed the accompaniment and thus the orchestra sound was as 

discontinuous as audiences were used to in other forms of theater (ibid: 105). 

 

4.3.1 The premieres of the Vitascope and the Cinematographe 

 

Little is known about the musical accompaniment on April 23
rd
 1896. Reports are, so 

states Altman, even ‘notoriously fragmentary’. And the information that we do have is at 

best ambiguous, and possibly even contradictory. Altman quotes the New York Daily 

News’ report of the happening: “The band struck up a lively air and from overhead could 

be heard a whirring noise that lasted for a few moments”. Altman refers to Musser as 

well, who makes the same claim as he states that “The Music Hall Band accompanied the 

images with appropriate music” (ibid: 83-84). The latter remark suggests implicitly that 

the musical accompaniment continued after the first picture. However, when we take a 

look at the New York Times review of the premiere of the Vitascope, we find no such 

remark on musical accompaniment, whereas other sounds were mentioned: 

 

When the hall was darkened last night a buzzing and roaring were heard in the 

turrett, and an unusually bright light fell upon the screen … So enthusiastic was 

the appreciation of the crowd long before this extraordinary exhibition was 

finished that vociferous cheering was heard. There were loud calls for Mr. Edison, 

but he made no response. (New York Times, April 24, 1896)
16
 

 

                                                 
16
 Reprinted in: Kauffmann, Stanley & Bruce Henstell (eds.) American Film Criticism: From the 

Beginnings to Citizen Kane: Reviews of Significant Films at the Time They First Appeared. New York: 

Liveright, 1972. pp. 3-4 
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This review also briefly mentions other features of the programme of Koster and Bial’s 

Music Hall, and does refer to sonic qualities there (for instance the voice of singer Albert 

Chevalier). The question then is what to make of these contradictory statements. First of 

all it could be that the New York Times reporter was so used to musical accompaniment 

that he thought it irrelevant to mention it.
17
 Yet he does show he is not by all means 

insensitive to the sonic dimension of the performance. Another explanation, that may 

perhaps even sound more striking, is that the reporter from the New York Daily News did 

not actually hear music, but that the moving picture of dancing girls was so convincing 

that it evoked the sensation of real music being played at the same time, stimulated by the 

conventions of the Kinetophone and the experience in the theater. This is of course a 

highly speculative hypothesis, but I can imagine the still impressed reviewer at his desk 

trying to recapture the sensation of that night’s performance. 

 

 

                                                 
17
 This is the explanation that Rick Altman considers most probable (email correspondence with Rick 

Altman, 18-06-2008).  
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Interior of Koster and Bial’s. The vitascopes are hidden within 

 their turret-shaped housing in the second mezzanine. 

 

Another problem is alreay hinted at by Altman. He questions what type of music Musser 

thinks ‘appropriate’ to the pictures. He states that what is appropriate is depending on the 

contemporary definition of cinema, and as he shows, this definition was everything but 

fixed. Altman points out how cinema was at first associated with al kinds of other media 

forms, such as phonograph records, the theater, panoramas, nickel-in-the-slot machines 

(such as the Kinetophone) and the telephone. Which definition an exhibitor or reviewer 

envisioned himself therefore shaped the notion of what was to be appropriate musical 

accompaniment (Altman 2004: 84-85). As we saw in the last paragraph the means and 

functions of sound in all these media differed greatly. 
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Based on the evidence at hand we can therefore offer no convincing theorization of the 

sound practices employed during the premiere of the Vitascope. We can at best state that 

if there was musical accompaniment, this was provided by the resident orchestra at 

Koster and Bial’s. The music was therefore live and its source visible. If this orchestra 

resembled common vaudeville orchestras (and why would it not?) there is a possibility of 

the use of sound effects, even though they are not mentioned in the two reviews 

discussed. Whether the sound was diegetic or non-diegetic is open for speculation, 

especially if we consider that the evaluation of the music’s appropriateness depended on 

the definition of cinema envisioned. What we do know is that at the exhibition there was 

participatory sound. Not just the common noises of appreciation or approval, but a very 

direct response to (the producer of) the attraction. 

If we are to fill out the tabel with the four oppositions for this performance we are left 

with quite some question marks: 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Vitascope music?
18
 L V ? R 

 Projector noise L ? N ? 

 Audience resp. L V N P 

 

The question mark in the evaluation of projector noise as either receptive or participatory 

stems from my hesitation to add any of those two labels to this noise. For it is neither 

designed or intended to be heard (though it is produced by the ‘performance’) nor does it 

come from the audience (even though, spatially, the projector is located in the 

auditorium).  

 

                                                 
18
 If at all present. 
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The premiere of the Vitascope was soon followed by the American introduction of the 

Lumière Cinematographe. Two sound practices common to vaudeville but not discussed 

with regard to the Vitascope were noticed at this event. First of all the Clipper mentioned 

the introductions given to the pictures by the lecturer, second the Dramatic Mirror 

mentioned the effective execution of sound effects behind the screen (ibid: 85). 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Sound effects L I D R 

 Lecturer L V N P 

 

This example however cannot be considered exemplary for all cinema projections in 

vaudeville theaters, for the same reason that Altman problematized the ‘appropriateness’ 

of musical accompaniment: If the Cinematographe was not presented on a stage – that is, 

in the context of the theater – then sound effects might not have been made available 

(ibid: 86). 

 

The only sound that was apparently common to all early exhibitions was the audience’s 

response to the pictures. Altman quotes a variety of newspaper reviews referring to noises 

made by the audience. But even these sounds were not homogenuous: sometimes they 

were enthusiastic reactions, sometimes reactions of shock, and in political documentaries 

surrounding the presidential elections of 1896 candidates represented on screen were 

hissed at and cheered (ibid: 88). 

 

Next to the heterogeneity of sound practices in the United States it is necessary to 

consider that comparable introductions of cinema in Europe were quite different. In 



 97 

Nizhni-Novgorod (Russia) and London these appear to have taken place in silence. O. 

Winter and Maxim Gorky both refer to the fact that the life represented on the screen is 

‘stripped of colour and of sound’ (ibid: 88-89).  

 

Soon after its premiere the Vitascope (and its competitors) became common elements in 

the vaudeville programme, and became subjected to its sound practices. These first nights 

of moving pictures in the United States already show some of the problems the cinema 

encountered, and the possibilities it offered. The cinema borrowed its sound practices 

from older media, but their appropriation in the new medium would necessarily change 

them. If not their means than definitely their reception and function. 

 

4.3.2 Embedded in the vaudeville programme 

 

So during the earliest introductory period the sound practices surrounding cinema 

projections (in the United States) were depending on the understanding of this new 

medium in relation to existing media. But soon the cinema became a fixed element in 

vaudeville programs. And its sound practices - though heterogeneous and variable – 

became appropriated by the new medium, instead of simply borrowed from older ones. 

 

Interesting in this respect is the issue of projector noise and its relation to musical 

accompaniment. In the competition between the various projection systems silence 

became an important quality. The Vitascope was considered noisy, whereas the 

Optigraph’s silence was turned into a selling point. An Optigraph advertisement suggests 
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that projector noise required musical accompaniment and - at the same time – that it was 

considered dispensable if the projector was silent (ibid: 89). 

 

So sound practices, once appropriated by the cinema, were varied and heterogeneous but 

sometimes considered co-dependant or mutually exclusive. One can imagine of course 

that cost-effectiveness played a role in this: we saw earlier how economic circumstances 

forced exhibitors to replace orchestras by single pianists. We can therefore not sketch a 

picture of an examplary cinema exhibition in a vaudeville theater. We can at best give 

several examples in order to cover (most) of the field. 

 

Choice of music was sometimes suggested in film catalogues (ibid: 89). The advice to 

accompany dancing and marching band films with music echoes the practice of the 

Kinetophone. The music is here intended to be understood diegetically, and resembles the 

‘source music’ practice of melodrama more than the practice of playing entrance and exit 

music. For travelling showmen who did not have a live orchestra or musician at their 

disposal some advertisements suggest the accompaniment of the projector by a 

phonograph (ibid: 90). The only difference that we find here between the cinema and the 

Kinetophone is the visibility of the sound’s source. This understanding of musical 

accompaniment is a counter example to a claim made by Jean Châteauvert and André 

Gaudreault, who state that “sound accompaniment retained a relative level of autonomy 

in relation to the images featured in moving pictures.” (Châteauvert & Gaudreault: 184) 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Live music L V D R 

 Phonograph R V D R 
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Musical accompaniment was thus by no means common practice. As noted above, 

orchestra’s would not accompany every act in a vaudeville show, and the details for a 

drummer’s assignments, even as late as 1910, included no references to moving pictures 

at all (Altman 2004: 104-105). The function and placement in the programme of moving 

pictures is here significant as well. Moving pictures were provided in between acts that 

took some preparation on stage, or more often at the end of the programme, to give the 

musicians some rest (ibid: 99-100, 106). When placed at the end of a show the films 

would also function as a chaser: an indication to the public that the show (which would 

often run continuously) was at an end. People who wanted to leave would not disturb live 

performers this way (ibid: 100-101). The ‘chaser’ function of films produces a new type 

of participatory sound: that of audience members leaving the auditorium while other were 

perhaps still watching the films and new viewers might be taking their seats. 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Audience leaving L V N P 

 

So though never taking place in a completely silent environment (audience and projector 

noise were always present) musical accompaniment to films was more incidental than a 

rule. The same can be said of sound effects: they were only provided with films that 

featured specific sound cues, such as locomotives or warships, or with certain narrative 

films (ibid: 92-93). And then of course only in venues that had the possibilities for 

offering sound effects.  

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Sound effects L I D R 
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Another example of sound practices that are mutually exclusive (next to projector noise 

and musical accompaniment) is to be found in the practice of lecturing. Slide show 

lectures by travelling showmen often had a two-person lecturing team: one projectionist, 

and one lecturer. When this system was adapted to the cinema the lecturer would 

introduce films, and then, when projection had started, play a phonograph record or 

provide sound effects (ibid: 90). Therefore we can state that, if sound effects or music 

were provided, these would not be provided at the same time, and that they would be 

alternated with lecturing, instead of combined.  

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Lecture L V N R 

 

Due to its non-diegetic quality cinema lecturing therefore resembled the ‘Stoddard’ style 

of lecturing more than the ‘Holmes’ style. This is relevant in that we noticed earlier how 

the Holmes style was aimed at immersion, and that it therefore resembled the classical 

narrative film more than the Stoddard style. However, the convention of ‘cued sound’ 

when it comes to music or sound effects has the effect of increasing realism and, 

therefore, immersion. This issue will be elaborated upon in the following chapter, but for 

the moment it is interesting to note that within one performance or exhibition we can see 

both ‘estranging’ and immersive sound practices. To make things more complicated: we 

should not forget that this ‘performance’ I am referring to was only one element in a 

longer vaudeville programme in which other sound practices (such as non-diegetic 

music) could play a part. 
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4.3.3 Unconventional cinema practices 

 

In this paragraph we will look at three special examples of unconvential cinema practices 

in the vaudeville context. These cinema practices offer rather different uses of sound that 

illustrate the heterogeneity of very early cinema sound even more. Whereas until now we 

see a heterogeneity of sound practices within a single performances (the lecture alternated 

with phonograph music), or between two performances of the same type (showing a 

dancing film vs. showing a train film) these examples prove that the projection of moving 

pictures could provide a completely different type of performance. The practices we will 

look at are ‘films for music’, Spook Minstrels (as an example of behind the screen 

dialogue) and “Hale’s Tours”. 

 

In the paragraph above we saw that music was only incidentally provided with moving 

pictures, and then only when cued by the film itself, as in dancing or marching band 

films. However, there was another type of film that did not imply music because its 

source or its effects were shown in the film. ‘Films for music’ as their name implies, were 

made to accompany music (often popular tunes) (ibid: 106-109). Interesting is the 

comparison Altman makes between two films which share the title The Sidewalks of New 

York (both from 1896), which was also the title of the song they illustrated. Whereas the 

first film showed a street organ from which the music was ‘supposed’ to come from, the 

second film had no such clue (ibid: 107). Films of this type  would thus show what 

happened, textually, in the song, without necessarily showing the music’s source. 

Musical accompaniment with these films was provided by the resident orchestra or 
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musician, but unfortunately Altman does not make clear whether these songs were sung 

by a performer, or by the audience itself. He gives examples from which we can 

understand that, in 1903, they were sung by a performer, but he gives no information 

regarding earlier (pre-1900) films. The same is true for a study of illustrated songs by 

Richard Abel. He writes about performers singing the songs, but his earliest reference is 

1904 (Abel, 143). There is another, special, example, discussed by Charles Musser, of a 

film for which singer Vesta Victoria was filmed when singing, but during exhibitions of 

this film a (local) performer would sing the lines behind the screen. This is an example of 

a combination of diegetic and invisible sound (Musser, 1991: 397). It dates from 1907 

and was shown in theaters dedicated to films, so, in that respect, it does not fit in our 

corpus. I include it here however because it is an inventive example of the period’s strive 

for (a particular type of) realism that will be discussed in paragraph 5.1.5. 

 

 
 
Vesta Victoria sings “Waiting at the Curch” 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 FfM music L V ? R 

 FfM lyrics L V ? ? 

 FfM lyrics 2 L I D R 
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Next to uncertainty regarding the receptive or participatory character of the lyrics of these 

films it is difficult to understand its sound in terms of diegetic vs. non-diegetic. The 

music is neither suggested to be produced or implied by any element in the film, nor is it 

randomly chosen accompaniment. The lyrics could be understood as a ‘sort of’ voice-

over, but in our current understanding of that practice we can differentiate between 

homodiegetic voice-overs (of which the best example is to be found in Billy Wilder’s 

Double Indemnity) and heterodiegetic (omniscient) ones.
19
 Perhaps the songs to which 

‘films for music’ were made offer a comparable difference, but too many of them were 

lost to be sure (Altman 2004: 107). 

 

Spook Minstrels was a vaudeville act starting in 1905. The films in this act showed a 

vaudeville performance of a minstrel show involving as many as thirty-two performers 

(musicians, dancers and singers). During the projection the house orchestra would play 

the respective songs while the lyrics were sung by performers who stayed behind the 

screen. Thus Spook Minstrels was an elaborate development of certain practices in the 

‘films for music’ genre. The individual songs would be announced by an announcer in 

the film (ibid: 109-110). But whether his words were spoken behind the screen, or next to 

it (as a common lecturer’s) is not clear. When we theorize the sounds of these 

performances we come across a remarkable paradox. 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 SM music L V D R 

 SM lyrics L I D R 

 SM announcer L ? D R 

  

                                                 
19
 Terms introduced by Gerard Genette. 
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Both music, lyrics and announcements are diegetic, since their (implied) source is in the 

film image.  Yet their visibility differs. The lyrics’ real producers are invisible, thus 

borrowing from or resembling the Kinetophone’s sound, but the musicians are visible to 

the audience, resembling theater practices and ‘films for music’. And whereas such 

different practices would alternate during the performance in case of the lecturer and the 

sound effects he produced, in this case they are provided simultaneously. To 

contemporary audiences this did not seem to be a problem, since they received the Spook 

Minstrels enthusiastically, but theater managers were less enthusiastic due to 

shortcomings with synchronization and sound clarity (ibid: 111). 

 

 

The Spook Minstrels Company 

 

Positing actors behind the screens to provide vocal accompaniment was not limited to 

films for music, as in Spook Minstrels. Exhibitors would also have actors speak lines of 

dialogue which were to be attributed to the projected figures of a narrative film. 

Travelling lecturer Lyman Howe had great success with this strategy. He started with it in 

the 1890s, but the practice became really popular only as late as 1907. And after this brief 
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success it was soon rejected because of difficulties with synchronization (Musser 1991: 

396-401). 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Spoken dialogue L I D R 

 

“Hale’s Tours and Scenes of the World” started also in 1905, but not as a vaudeville act. 

They were small theaters, built in real or simulated railway cars. In these theaters films 

would be shown that were shot from the front of a moving train, thus providing the 

audience with the sensation of being in a real train (Fielding: 39-40). The illusion of the 

train ride was enhanced by the looks of the auditorium and the invisibility of both the 

projector (located behind the screen) and the sound effects personnel. The sound effects 

provided were those of a train voyage: engine noise, whistles etc. (Altman 2004: 150-

152). 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 HT effects L I D R 

 

Interesting in this case is the elaborate effort made to locate the audience inside the 

diegetic world. All the sounds produced by both effects personnel and audience are 

diegetic. Projector noise ought to be less present because the projector was behind the 

screens, and people would not leave these shows early. However, as I said in chapter 3, 

this diegetic world was not the diegetic world of the picture, but that of an illusion of an 

actual train ride. Lauren Rabinovitz argues that this situation produced problems 

regarding embodiment, but that it was through sound effects that these problems were 
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overcome (Rabinovitz, 167-168). I see here a resemblence to the way in which Altman 

states that synchronized film sound anchors the subject of classical narrative cinema. 

 

“Hale’s Tours”, and in a different way Spook Minstrels, were reactions to developments 

in the film industry that spread rapidly from 1905 onwards. Films were moved out of 

vaudeville theaters and increasingly shown in small storefront theaters dedicated only to 

moving pictures: the Nickelodons. The Nickelodeon era partly coincides with the so-

called transitional era: the period in which films became longer than one reel and film 

narrative became increasingly developed (Bordwell & Thompson: 37-39, Keil: 53). This 

period, however interesting, is not the subject of this study though.  

 

Spook Minstrels may very well have been a reaction in the vaudeville circuit against the 

Nickelodeon competition: an effort to offer moving pictures in a way that Nickelodeon 

theaters could not achieve. “Hale’s Tours” was one of the first experiments of this new 

period in that it showed only films in its venues (Musser 1991: 401). Its films and its 

mode of address however, with an explicit emphasis on the spectatorial space-time, are 

easily characterized as belonging to the cinema of attractions, which, though 

periodization is a difficult and much debated issue, belongs to the very early period of 

cinema. As such, “Hale’s Tours” is more likely to be predecessor of certain attractions in 

modern theme parks than of classical cinema. This was already recognized by Raymond 

Fielding, the first scholar to write about “Hale’s Tours” (Fielding 34-47). 

 



 107 

One last unconventional practice I wish to discuss, briefly, considers early attempts to 

synchronize recorded sound with the film image. The best known systems in this 

category were Gaumont’s Chronophone and Oskar Messter’s Biophone.
20
 These were so-

called ‘sound-on-disc’ systems, in which the sound was recorded on a gramophone disc, 

connected to the moving picture projector. Sound-on-disc systems were no succes. They 

suffered from poor synchronization (because the projector was hand driven) and 

vulnerable mechanical connections between projector and the gramophone (Altman 

2004: 158-9). The Chronophone was invented in 1902, and the Biophone in 1903, but 

they only entered the intenrational market in 1907, and therefore they are but a remark on 

the side in this study. 

 

Conclusion 

 

At the end of the last chapter I proposed two hypotheses about subject construction in 

very early cinema that were to be verified by the sonic perspective of which this chapter 

is the first part. First I proposed that in very early cinema there was theoretically limitless 

number of possible subject positions. Second, I hypothesized that the subject position of 

very early cinema was not so different from that of classical narrative cinema. Without 

getting ahead of ourselves and drawing up premature conclusions, we may see in this 

chapter already some clues with regard to which one of the two is correct. 

 

The soundscape of very early cinema, that is the overview of its various sound practices, 

their histories and their relations to each other, shows a remarkable heterogeneity and 

                                                 
20
 In Europe these devices were in use and popular in an earlier stage (Gaumont reference) 
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discontinuity, in various ways. This is the result of the fact that its sound practices were 

borrowed from the equally heterogeneous world of late nineteenth-century entertainment, 

and were subsequently appropriated to moving pictures exhibition. 

 

The heterogeneity of late nineteenth-century entertainment in the United States is 

probably best exemplified in the use of music and songs in theater. Songs or musical 

pieces that were used in straight drama as opening or closing music had often nothing to 

do with the play itself. The same songs were used in burlesque to parodize or satirize 

classic plays. In melodrama on the other hand music was used not satirize the play, but to 

emphasize the mood of a scene. This heterogeneity and discontinuity of sound in 

theatrical entertainment may seem an ‘estranging’ feature to our current tastes, but was 

not necessarily so to an audience that was used to it and appreciated it. We must 

remember that naturalist theater theories such as those of Stanislavsky and Antoine were 

not developed or commonplace yet.  

 

But even discontinuity is not continuous. It would be wrong to assume that audiences, 

though they accepted and appreciated their contemporary entertainment, would not value 

synchronization and continuity. Edison’s Kinetophone was an early attempt at the 

synchronization of moving pictures and recorded, ‘invisible’ sound, and an appreciated 

attempt, though never fully successful. 

 

Moving pictures were introduced in the United States as part of the vaudeville 

programme, and they would be showed there for a good ten years. Therefore the sound 
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accompaniment to movies was dependent on a specific theater’s resources. These could 

include an orchestra, or just a pianist, and occasionally sound effects personnel. The 

accompaniment of one and the same film could thus vary from theater to theater. 

Travelling lecturers, who brought their own films with them, often provided their own 

sound accompaniment, be it through a lecture, a phonograph, or a combination of the 

two.  

 

The embedding of moving pictures in the vaudeville programme also means that the new 

medium was presented, defined and understood in relation to existing media, and then 

especially those with which it shared its venue. Which definition of cinema prevailed 

(recorded theater, visual phonograph, moving photographs) probably had a great 

influence on the choice of sound accompaniment. That is, if there was any sound 

accompaniment at all. Many films were shown without accompaniment. Sound was only 

provided if specifically cued by the picture itself, as in the case of dance movies.  

 

Some special types of performances show that heterogeneity existed not only between 

various performances of the same type (as in the musical accompaniment that could vary 

from theater to theater), or within individual performances (as with the travelling 

lecturers), but that the new medium of moving pictures could have very different 

functions. Films specifically made for (sing along?) songs, the vaudeville act Spook 

Minstrels, and “Hale’s Tours” combine moving pictures and sound practices in very 

different modes of address or dispositifs. These can enhance either the immersive (and at 

the same time participatory) character of the movies, as happens in very different ways in 
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films for music and “Hale’s Tours”, or they show even greater heterogeneity of sound 

practices within one performance, as in Spook Minstrels. 

 

Documentation on sound practices in very early cinema is very incomplete or 

inconclusive, and this leaves us with many questions still unanswered. But even if we 

were able to describe the intentional sonic accompaniment completely, we would still 

have to deal with two factors that put question marks behind almost every theoretic 

statement. The first is audience participation. Did people, audibly, contribute to their 

evening’s entertainment, and if so, when and how? Again documentation is incomplete: 

at best there are reports of the responses to the novelty of cinema. Commonplace, 

conventional, participation is not described. The second issue is audience expectation: 

what I already described as the variable definition of cinema in relation to existing media 

and sound practices.  

 

To understand the role of individual practices or combinations of practices in the process 

of subject construction a certain qualitative categorization was necessary. I have proposed 

four oppositions, which provide indicators for the functioning and effect of sound 

practices. Two of these were already hinted at in chapter 2: live vs. recorded sound and 

visible vs. invisible sound sources. To these were added in this chapter the oppositions 

between diegetic and non-diegetic sound and between participatory and receptive sound. 

All the sound practices that were discussed in this chapter as belonging to the soundscape 

of very early cinema have been considered in the light of these four oppositions, as were 

the sound practices of turn-of-the-century entertainment from which very early cinema 
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borrowed its practices. The results of this survey can be found in attachment I. Their 

theoretical consequences and the actual process of subject construction in very early 

cinema will be discussed in the last chapter. The conceptual recreation of very early 

cinema’s sound space that will be attempted in that chapter will try to deal with the place 

of the subject in relation to both image and sound. Taking the de-ideologized dispositif as 

a model, the sound space of classical narrative film (with synchronized sound) as a 

comparison and the qualities identified in sound practices in this chapter as main 

indicators,  I hope to determine the place and status of the subject in very early cinema.  
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5. THE SOUND SPACE OF VERY EARLY CINEMA 

 

Introduction 

 

The recreation of very early cinema’s sound space through the theorization of the sound 

practices discussed in the last chapter will rely heavily on the qualities ascribed to these 

practices on the basis of the four oppositions: live vs. recorded, visible vs. invisible sound 

source, diegetic vs. non-diegetic sound and receptive vs. participatory sound. These 

qualities have a spatial dimension, be it material (the presence of a lecturer providing 

sound effects), immaterial (the diegetic quality of these sound effects) or both. That 

material and immaterial spatial qualities within one performance can create a paradox as 

in the example of the lecturer is one of the main qualities of very early cinema’s sound 

space when compared to the sound space of the synchronized era. 

 

The way very early cinema’s soundscape has been discussed in the alst chapter 

(paradoxical, heterogeneous) may seem to lead automatically to a hypothesis in which its 

heterogeneity offers a variety of subject positions, corresponding to the various modes of 

address recognized in very early cinema (see chapter 2). However, this is too easy and 

quick a conclusion. As we shall see, sound, in the various forms in which it presents 

itself, might equally function as a homogeneous counterpart to the image. This view can 

be understood in the light of the hypothesis drawn from Keil’s critique of Gunning, as 

discussed in paragrapgh 2.3.2: Very early cinema, even when its formal qualities deviated 

from that of classical narrative cinema, did not necessarily rely on a radically opposed 
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mode of audience address and subject creation/construction when compared to classical 

narrative cinema. 

 

I will show in this chapter that, from a sonic perspective, both these two hypotheses can 

be argued for. First, that very early cinema differed from classical narrative cinema 

because it offered various heterogeneous subject positions as opposed to the one perfect 

viewing position of the Baudrian apparatus. And second, that through the mere presence 

of a sonic dimension very early cinema constructed  the same type of subject position as 

classical narrative cinema, despite (superficial?) formal differences. 

 

5.1 A theorization of sound practices 

 

The sound space of very early cinema is by definition a very different one from that of 

synchronized film sound. Although synchronization was an aim, and recorded sound was 

used, we can not simply transfer the sound space discussed in the previous chapter to a 

different cultural practice (or as I should say: a set of cultural practices). Most of all this 

is because we have to deal with a variety of heterogeneous sound practices, all of which 

address the subject in a specific way. A second issue is the fact that this film sound is not 

textual. There is no way of hearing it again, let alone in their specific cultural and 

practical context. Therefore this recreation of very early cinema’s sound space is a 

conceptual and hypothetical undertaking rather than concrete and factual. It is intended to 

be a theoretical exploration; a proposal for a new understanding of subject construction in 

very early cinema. 
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5.1.1 Uncomfortable silences 

 

Rick Altman challenged our current understanding of the soundscape of very early 

cinema by stating that, probably, the majority of films shown in the vaudeville context 

had no musical accompaniment (Altman 2004: 88-9), unless music was ‘cued’ 

diegetically by the picture. It is however also wrong to assume that the projection of 

moving pictures took place in complete silence. The projector produced noise, people 

might enter or leave the theater (if films were scheduled as ‘chasers’), and audience 

members might discuss other performances they had seen or engage audibly with the 

pictures (for instance by hissing at disliked politicians who were depicted). 

 

These sounds are characterized as live, visible and (except for projector noise) 

participatory. Considered in the light of the double narrative of sound reproduction 

(Altman 1992: 22-27), they therefore emphasize the spectatorial space-time rather than 

the pro-filmic one.
21
 Moving picture projections in these circumstances can be considered 

as original, unrepeatable events. This points out that Lastra’s criticism of non-identity 

theory is only appropriate in the perspective of recorded (reproduced or represented) 

sound. When understanding sound from the opposition between presence and absence 

from the sound event (as Lastra does, see paragraph 4.1.1), very early cinema’s ‘silence’ 

does offer an original event, even though, materially, there was indeed no original sound 

to be heard (see paragraph 2.1). This is recognized by Norman King: “Live sound 

actualised the image and, merging with it, emphasized the presentness of the performance 

and of the audience.” (King quoted in Gaudreault: 275) Of course this original event was 

                                                 
21
 See also paragraph 2.1. 
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perceived differently by every spectator: the experience of a film would be rather 

different for someone whose neighbour yelled at the picture than for someone whose 

neighbour got bored and decided to leave early. The sonic experience of a ‘silent’ 

exhibition of moving pictures seems therefore to support the claim made in chapter 2: 

that very early cinema offered various subject positions, that it addressed an audience 

instead of a spectator. This is also recognized by Jacques Polet, with an explicit remark 

regarding subject construction: “…these non-filmic noises … could only accentuate the 

decentering of the spectator and the tension to which the famous iconic reality effect was 

submitted.” (Polet: 194) 

 

5.1.2 Practices of immersion and realism 

 

In a basically silent environment it seems that very early cinema achieves a (very) limited 

effect of immersion. Next to that, environmental noises produced by audience members 

and the projector may have weakened that effect. However, some of the sound practices 

of intended accompaniment functioned to enhance the realism of the moving pictures. To 

identify these sound practices we should look at those that were, in chapter 3, labelled as 

invisible and diegetic, and specifically at combinations of these two qualities. Invisibility 

is important because we feel the need to attribute a sound to a source, and if the source is 

invisible we are likely to attribute it to the picture (see paragraph 2.4). There must of 

course be a reasonable motivation for this to happen and therefore the diegetic quality of 

the sound is also important: we can not expect audiences to attribute the sound of a train 

to the picture of a marching band. 
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In our survey of sound practices in very early cinema (see attachment I) we notice that, 

within the categories of ‘early demonstrations’ and ‘embedded in the vaudeville 

programme’ there is only one sound practice that is both invisible and diegetic: sound 

effects produced by backstage personnel. Only this practice meets the standard set out 

above to have a fully immersive effect. Being invisible the sounds that were produced, 

considered that they are recognizable and well synchronized, would be attributed to the 

picture and function in the same way as synchronized sound in the classical narrative 

film: establishing or reinforcing the perfect viewing position. However, to have personnel 

dedicated solely to providing sound effects was very expensive and, as we have seen in 

chapter 3, most companies could not afford it. Therefore sound effects would often be 

produced, by the orchestra drummer. 

 

Like the orchestra drummer there are more sound practices which were aimed at greater 

realism or more immersion, but that did not function as perfectly as (well executed) 

sound effects. The main limitation of the drummer was his visibility to the audience. The 

same can be said for cued music provided by the orchestra and music or sound effects 

played on a phonograph by a lecturer. These practices are all diegetic and visible, but it is 

their latter quality that hinders their proper functioning as diegetic: if audiences saw the 

sound’s source there would be no need to attribute it to the picture. Spatially, in the 

theater, there would be two narratives going on: The sound narrative and the image 

narrative.
22
 These narratives were in their duality competing for the spectator’s attention. 

                                                 
22
 Please note that I use the term ‘narrative’ here as in Altman’s discussion of the sound narrative. It is also 

used in the ‘attraction vs. narrative’ debate by amongst others Gunning and Musser but it has a distinctly 

different meaning there. Here I refer to narrative as the story of the sound or image itself (from production 

to exhibition and reception), not the story of the diegetic world. 
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In Williams terms: there was no ‘objectification of the act of attention’, and the fact that 

the spectator had to direct his own attention rendered the apparatus visible and increased 

the emphasis on the spectatorial space-time. All the same though, the image narative and 

the sound narrative are reinforcing each other. Without the sounds the image would be 

less intelligible and vice versa. Therefore these sound practices, diegetic but visible, 

slightly enhanced the limited effect of immersion that the pure image had. More 

importantly: their presence and intended function suggest that they did have the specific 

function of heightening realism and/or immersion: for both music and sound effects were 

only provided if cued by the picture itself (see paragraph 3.3.2). 

 

5.1.3 Practices of estrangement 

 

Next to sound practices that offered, or were intended to offer, immersion and realism 

there were practices that countered these processes. First we could look again at the 

practices described above, those that are diegetic and visible. For though intended to offer 

immersion and realism, and even if executed properly, they did not fully succeed. And 

then proper execution itself was not always self-evident. The best example in this is 

probably the use of the phonograph to provide music or sound effects. No less than in the 

case of its embedding in the Kinetoscope (thereby turned into the Kinetophone) 

synchronization must have been problematic. A satisfying synchronization of film and 

recorded image was only achieved in the late twenties with the sound-on-film system. For 

all the experimentation going on before, it was only when this system was introduced that 
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live sound accompaniment gave way to synchronized sound for good.
23
 Problems with 

synchronization may also have been common to live accompaniment by sound effects 

men and orchestras. Specific appraisals of their work in contemporary reviews suggest 

that a proper execution was by no means guaranteed (Altman 2004: 102). And the 

enthusiasm with which the unconventional cinema practices discussed in paragraphs 

4.3.3 and 5.1.4 (which all aimed at greater immersion and realism) were received 

suggests that general practices did not fully satisfy audiences. 

 

Diegetic but visible and non-synchronous sound accompaniment to pictures did not only 

offer two distinct narratives for the audience to keep up with, it also created a tension 

between these two narratives. Intelligibility must have been greatly hindered by non-

synchronous sound. Instead of reinforcing each other image and sound offered two 

different perceptions of the diegetic world, thereby, in avant-garde terms, effectively 

destroying any illusion of reality and not just rendering the apparatus visible but 

questioning its very functioning. 

 

If we consider invisible and diegetic sound practices as offering immersion and realism 

then visible non-diegetic sound ought to produce the contrary effect. In the overview of 

sound practices we see the audience’s participation and leaving as possessing these 

qualities. The disruptive (with regard to any cinematic illusion) effects of these practices 

                                                 
23
 This was not only a technological matter. Economic strategies of greater exhibition control by the major 

Hollywood studios played a significant role as well. Next to that one should note that the adoption of 

synchronized film sound did not occur as quickly and relatively easy as in the United States in other 

countries. For more on economic strategies surrounding the introduction of synchronized film see Allen, 

Robert C. & Douglas Gomery. Film History: Theory and Practice. New York: Newbery Award Records, 

1985. For more on the adoption of synchronized sound in the Netherlands see Dibbets, Karel. Sprekende 

Films. Amsterdam: Otto Cramwinckel Uitgever, 1993. 
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are already discussed in paragraph 5.1.1 though. Another sound practice possessing the 

qualities of visibility and non-diegeticness is the lecturer. As we have seen in paragraph 

4.3.2 lecturing would not take place during the projection of the moving pictures. 

Lectures were introductions to films, or to film reels. We can therefore not compare 

lectures to non-synchronous sound effects. They did not offer a second narrative to the 

spectator’s attention. Rather we should say that they offered a narrative that preceded the 

image narrative, and ‘gave it away’. My hypothesis is that, by being told what the picture 

would show, audiences would become more interested in how it would show, and thus 

the lecture achieved in my opinion a breakdown in immersion and greater awareness of 

the apparatus.   

 

Another way of understanding the lecture is in analogy to a voice-over in a modern 

documentary. Here the lecturer is turned in an authority figure whose words explain what 

happens on the screen. However, the lecturer is a problematic authority figure. Doane 

stated that it was the disembodied quality of the voice-over that gave it its authority. In 

MacCabe’s words: the disembodiment meant that the words heard were not in brackets, 

not spoken. Therefore the voice-over takes in a higher position in the hierarchy of 

discourses of the documentary. The lecture however is embodied: the lecturer is present 

and visible. And without automatically questioning his words we should recognize that 

his ‘discourse’ is not necessarily dominant over the discourse of the image. 

 

Estranging practices of very early cinema sound were just as accepted as practices of 

immersion and realism. We must however not forget that our current use of term 
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estranging stems from the avant-garde theories of Bertolt Brecht, which were unknown to 

contemporary audiences. And we should note remarks by Noel Burch and Rick Altman. 

Burch pointed us toward the fact that anti-immersive effects in PMR films were often the 

result of mistakes or incapability to reproduce depth cues (Burch 1991: 114). Altman 

emphasizes that the discontinuity that we consider estranging nowadays, was probably 

never experienced as such by contemporary audiences (Altman 2004: 35). Realism was 

certainly a cultural value, but its experience and definition differ from ours. Immersion 

and estrangement are suited for our current understanding of the functioning of very early 

cinema practices, but we must not make the mistake of applying them to turn-of-the-

century consumers of entertainment. 

 

5.1.4 ‘Unconventional’ cinema practices 

 

In ‘conventional’ practices of very early cinema we have seen that immersion and realism 

were achieved only to a limited degree, in the case of well executed invisible sound 

effects. Many practices however did try to achieve realism (in its contemporary 

definition), and were judged on it in trade papers (ibid: 108, 111, Bottomore, 130-140). 

This attitude towards realism is also apparent in what I called earlier ‘unconventional’ 

cinema practices (see paragraph 3.3.3): ‘films for music’, Spook Minstrels and “Hale’s 

Tours”. These all attempted, in various ways, to offer greater realism. 

 

‘Films for music’ was rather special in this, since it did not offer as much a sonic 

dimension to films as well a visual dimension to already known songs. Earlier on I 
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hesitated to describe this sound practice as either diegetic or non-diegetic, because certain 

movies showed the source of the music, whereas others merely illustrated the words of 

the songs. However, when we consider ‘films for music’ as providing a visual dimension 

to an existing sound practice, then I think we must see the films as almost a diegetic 

accompaniment to the song, both when they represent the sound’s source and when they 

illustrate the song. It is unclear whether the sound sources in ‘films for music’ were 

visible or invisible. There is an example of a performer singing behind the screen, but this 

is a single example and it stems from 1907 (Musser 1991: 397). On earlier practices we 

have no definitive information. The songs were receptive, but to a certain degree also 

participatory, since they presupposed familiarity with the songs. And considering similar 

practices in lantern slide shows and burlesque theater we may expect audiences to have 

joined in at some occasion. For the latter practice there is an indication in Marinetti, 

although he probably referred to the Italian situation (Gunning 1986: 59, see also 

paragraph 3.2). 

 

So ‘films for music’ were by definition diegetic, and possibly or occasionally the sound’s 

source was invisible. When this was not the case a limited degree of immersion may have 

been achieved. However, a special drive towards immersion not present in ‘conventional’ 

practices is the participation in songs by the audience. I have considered other sound 

practices characterized as ‘participatory’ to be anti-immersive, because they emphasize 

the spectatorial space-time. ‘Films for music’ is an exception though, because in my 

opinion the audience, by joining in, entered (fantasmatically) into the diegetic world. 
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Spook Minstrels appears to do the same thing as ‘films for music’ on first sight, but that is 

not entirely true. Because of the elaborate character of the films and stagings, a standard 

group of singers traveled with the picture. Music was neither an accompaniment of the 

picture, nor was the film an accompaniment of the music. Sound and image, in my 

opinion more so than in any other very early cinema practice, were equal and necessarily 

co-present. They did not simply reinforce each other, or improve intelligibility: the main 

attraction to the audience was the appearance as one practice. Careful synchronization 

was necessary to achieve this, and though some reviews in trade papers make clear that 

this did not always succeed, others emphasize the success of the show (Altman 2004: 

111). Sound in Spook Minstrels was live, diegetic and in case of the lyrics invisible. The 

announcer’s voice might have been invisible, but the orchestra playing the songs was not. 

The sound was not participatory as in ‘films for music’, but its immersive quality there 

was an exception. Though, for the last two reasons, not offering full immersion, Spook 

Minstrels was in my opinion the most ambitious effort towards a both sonic and visual 

representation of the pro-filmic world. If well executed, voice and image would not be 

synchronised, but synergized. The importance of the latter quality will be explained in the 

next paragraph. For now it suffices to say that Spook Minstrels, in its mode of audience 

address and subject construction, was the closest thing to what we now know as classical 

narrative cinema. 

 

“Hale’s Tours and Scenes of the World”, though inspired by that same drive towards 

realism, offers a completely different type of experience. In my opinion its goal was not 

so much immersion into the diegetic world, but the illusion that the spectatorial space-
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time was different from its material existence. Or, simply put, the exhibition space was 

dressed up as something else than an exhibition space, i.e. a train wagon. Sound and 

motion effects, the projection of moving images and even the performance of an actor 

playing a conductor who controls the tickets all add to the illusion of being in a train. The 

sound practice of “Hale’s Tours” is indeed diegetic (see paragraph 3.3.3), but in the same 

way as that of ‘films for music’: the diegetic world of the image is not supported by the 

sound effects, but it is itself a means in the creation of an illusion: the goal is immersion 

in the projection space rather than in images. Not the projected moving pictures, nor the 

apparatus was the attraction of “Hale’s Tours”: they were simply elements in the creation 

of a ‘ride’. If film practices were indeed dependent on the understanding of film in the 

light of other media than “Hale’s Tours” is cinema presented from the perspective of the 

lunar park. I have argued earlier that “Hale’s Tours” should be seen as a predecessor of 

modern theme park rides rather than of classical narrative cinema, but this line of 

argument can apparently be reversed. The subject of “Hale’s Tours” though is very much 

the same as that of the synchronized sound film as discussed by Altman. Fixed in his seat 

by sound practices (and other practices) the spectator can let his eyes go flitting about and 

he can dwell in the illusion and the thrill of being somewhere else. 

 

You will have noticed that the practices introduced in paragraph 3.3.3 as unconventional 

have here been redefined as ‘unconventional’. The inverted commas indicate an 

uncertainty on my behalf: although unconventional in a formal way, exceptional even at 

times, practices such as ‘films for music’, Spook Minstrels and “Hale’s Tours” are merely 

the most ambitious and elaborate attempts to achieve a type of realism that was inherent 
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in most cinema practices of the very early years.  I will discuss this type of realism in the 

following paragraph. 

 

5.1.5 Uncanny experiences 

 

So if we accept that silent cinema was not (always) silent, even if there was no intentional 

sound accompaniment on behalf of the exhibitor, how are we then supposed to account 

for Maxim Gorky’s often quoted uncanny experience of the silence of moving pictures? 

Gorky describes his experience of being seeing movies as: “Last night I was in the 

Kingdom of Shadows. If you only knew how strange it is to be there.” (Gorky quoted in 

Holmberg: 135) He complains, however, that the images were silent and in black and 

white. Therefore they were no realistic depiction of life. From Gorky’s account it seems 

thus that moving pictures, in case there was no sound accompaniment to them, produced 

a limited immersive effect (Holmberg: 135). Gorky was of course a European 

intellectual, and a naturalist. His frame of reference was quite different from that of the 

majority of the American cinema public. Next to that it was Gorky’s first time seeing 

moving pictures, whereas American audiences in the early 1900s had seen them for over 

four years. The sound practices of immersion discussed so far suggest that audiences did 

expect some sort of realism though. It is another type of realism than we are used to now, 

or than Gorky expected in 1896. To understand subject construction in very early cinema, 

we must try to understand what this different type of realism entails. Rick Altman already 

pointed out, as I have mentioned earlier, that contemporary audiences did not perceive 
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discontinuity as disturbing their experience of realism. There is however more to this 

definition of realism than that.  

 

Tom Gunning states that we must understand the invention of cinema as part of a broader 

attempt to capture and recreate the ‘sensual’ world in various dimensions: sound and 

(several types of) vision. However… 

 

this series of interrelated methods of recording and reproduction do not simply 

add up to either Bazin’s triumph of realism, a perfect copy of the outside world, or 

Burch’s despised deception of Bourgeois illusion. Instead, they indicate a fetish-

like response in the face of a new threat of a loss of reality. (Gunning 2001: 28) 

 

This ‘threat of a loss of reality’ at the end of the nineteenth century was the result of the 

project to “take the human sensorium apart and examine and master each separate strand 

of the senses” (ibid.). The phonograph is according to Gunning the best example of this 

attempt: it recorded and reproduced the human voice without a body, separating voice 

from physical embodiment. The phonograph captured the imagination of the audience, 

but soon there grew a desire to complete the human subject again by adding a visual 

dimension. Therefore Edison wanted the cinema to do “for the eye what the phonograph 

does for the ear”. According to Gunning the development of the cinema, completing the 

phonograph, corresponded not to an idealist need for perfect representation of the outside 

world (our conventional definition of realism), but to “a deep anxiety aware of the 

manner in which technology, while doubling the human, also seems to be splitting it up, 

transforming the nature of human subjectivity” (ibid: 29). Noel Burch hints at the same 
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issue as Gunning when he describes the way people conceived of body parts in close-ups 

as separated from complete bodies:  

 

A woman who went to see a film shortly after the introduction of close-ups 

emerged completely traumatised by what she thought of as a horror film: ‘Al 

those severed hands and heads!’ (Burch 1990: 269) 

 

The uncanny experience produced by the representation of only one sense (vision) is 

recognized by Carl Stratthausen. He argues that modernity’s ‘preoccupation with visual 

transparency’ is an important feature of cinema’s role in society: The omnipresence of 

the camera exposed “the increasing irrelevance of the human individual as it becomes 

subjected to, rather than the subject of, modern life.” Cinema emphasized the frailty of 

the individual which ‘the modernist ideal of visual transparency’ sought to deny. 

(Stratthausen: 18, 20). 

 

Technology supplanted the human senses and subject, but did so inadequately, creating 

an anxiety in contemporary audiences, and a desire to experience sensorial reproduction 

as completely as possible. ‘Just’ images, or ‘only’ sound evoked an uncanniness in 

audiences with regard to their status as subjects. If we follow Gunning’s argument then 

the continuous attempts at the synchronization of image and diegetic sound (whether 

using the phonograph or not) in very early cinema are a response to this uncanniness. In 

that case we have to do with a process of subject reconstruction, more than subject 

construction. This process, though apparently striving for the same illusion (is it an 

illusion?) of corporeal unity as the apparatus of classical narrative cinema, has a different 

motivation and a different operation. Not the illusion of the diegetic world and the 
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identification with a fantasmatic body construct a unified subject, but the conciliation 

offered by the synthesis of image and sound, body and voice.  

 

Realism, to come to the point, was not evaluated at the level of what was represented, but 

at the level of the apparatus. Therefore practices such as Spook Minstrels, or simply well 

executed sound effects, offered great satisfaction to audiences of very early cinema. They 

gave an (almost) perfect synthesis of image and sound, reconstructing the subject and 

reassuring the spectators. 

 

The arguments made by Gunning and Stratthausen are heavily influenced by the 

modernity thesis. They are key examples of what Singer defines as: 

 

… unearthing or rethinking cinema’s emergence within the sensory environment 

of urban modernity, its relationship to late nineteenth-century technologies of 

space and time, and its interactions with adjacent elements in the new visual 

culture of advanced capitalism. (Keil: 51-52) 

 

However, the major problem with the modernity thesis identified by Keil, the fact that 

modernity’s influence seemed to disappear with the development of narrative film, is in 

my opinion overcome by the fact that the objective of the representational process is the 

same as in classical narrative cinema: a unified viewing subject. 
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5.2 Dispositif and Subject Construction 

 

The example of very early cinema’s sound space points us toward the usefulness of 

Kessler’s historicizable dispositif for the study of cinematic exhibition practices. Sound 

spaces, as they have been theorized so far, are appropriations of the Baudrian apparatus. 

They point us toward the way synchronized film sound was integrated in the apparatus of 

classic narrative cinema and how it even rendered its effects in subject construction more 

effective. We cannot, however, simply transfer the sound space of the classical narrative 

film to very early cinema. Exhibition and sound practices, film texts and audience 

expectations were radically different. When using the model of the historicized dispositif 

however we can break the sound space down in elements, reconfigure them, compare the 

new dispositif to that of classical narrative film and finally understand its mode of 

audience address and subject construction. 

 

5.2.1 The material technology 

 

According to Kessler a dispositif consists of three elements: 

 

1. a material technology producing conditions that help to shape 
2. a certain viewing position that is based upon unconscious desires to which 
corresponds 

3. an institutionalized film form implying a form of address trying to guarantee 
that this viewing position (often characterized as “voyeuristic”) functions in an 

optimal way. (Kessler: 61) 

 



 129 

Let us consider these elements in relation to very early cinema’s sound practices. The 

material technology consists of the projector (both for projection and noise), the 

phonograph, a resident orchestra (varying in size from one to fifteen musicians), singers, 

the lecturer, sound effects personnel and equipment. Except for the projector, none of 

these material ‘technologies’ would be present at each occasion. Every presentation of 

very early cinema was produced by a specific configuration of technologies (for which in 

this case the term ‘practices’ is more appropriate). Some of these configurations were 

commonplace, some were unconventional and others did not occur at all. The 

combination of a lecturer and phonograph as accompaniment to the moving pictures was 

one of these commonplace configurations. Accompanying films for music with a singer 

was an unconventional attraction, but not unheard of. The practice of combining a 

phonograph and an orchestra however was (for obvious reasons) non-existent. The 

configuration of practices had a very practical, spatial dimension to it as well. The sound 

sources had to be assigned a place alongside or behind the screen. This assignment had 

consequences with regard to visibility, and through that, as we have seen, the 

construction of the perfect viewing position. 

 

5.2.2 The perfect viewing position 

 

This perfect viewing position reconstructed or confirmed the presentness, completeness 

and ubiquity of the subject. The unconscious desires that attracted turn-of-the-century 

audiences to moving pictures would then be a combined fascination with the extension of 

the senses as offered by modern technologies of representation and a desire to experience 
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a reconstruction of the subject position that was fragmentized by these technologies. The 

(attempted) synchronization of image and sound – most effective in case the sound’s 

source was hidden – through practices of immersion and realism was alternated with 

practices of estrangement though. Failed attempts at the synchronization of image and 

diegetic sound (especially in the case of the voice) emphasized even further the 

fragmentation of the subject. Non-diegetic sound produced a competing narrative 

(especially when its source was visible), a competing mode of address and thus a 

competing viewing (or listening) position. The awareness of the fact that there are 

multiple subject positions - addressed at the same time - not only emphasized the 

subject’s fragmentation but even called into question the possibility of a unified subject. 

 

5.2.3 The institutionalized film form 

 

The textual film form of very early cinema offered various heterogeneous subject 

positions, as we have seen in chapter 3. For as far as we can speak of the 

institutionalization of cinema in this early period we must remain on the level of 

exhibition, since film form was still in full development. And on that level we must note 

the embeddment of cinema in the vaudeville context and its varying definitions, each 

depending on the identification with another, already existing, medium. Vaudeville 

shows provided a variety of performances. Magic shows, animal shows, acrobats, 

comedy sketches, lantern slide lectures, phonograph demonstrations and so on. When 

cinema was integrated in the vaudeville programme it was necessarily explained, 

presented and promoted in relation to another type of entertainment (Altman 2004: 84-
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85). Not all these types of entertainment presupposed realistic depiction and a unified 

subject. The phonograph demonstrations did so, as we read in Gunning, and theater and 

musical performances to a certain degree as well. When presented as a type of theater or 

as an extension of the phonograph moving pictures and their sound accompaniment were 

likely to (attempt to) reconstruct the unified subject fragmented and dispersed by 

modernity’s machinery. When presented as a new way of illustrating lectures however 

such a process of subject construction was not necessarily the issue. 

 

The explanation of cinema as a new type of theater or an extension of the phonograph is 

the understanding of cinema that has become dominant and has developed into the 

institutional mode of representation or the classical narrative cinema. Or, however we 

decide to call it, popular cinema as we have known it for almost a century now. I also 

think that, though definitive empirical data regarding the quantitative employment of the 

various sound practices is lacking (and probably is impossible to achieve), this 

understanding of film was dominant in the very early period. This is rather hypothetical, 

but of the sixteen sound practices identified in very early cinema, eleven were basically 

immersive, and five estranging (see attachment II). Amongst the latter five are three 

‘environmental noises’: audience participation and leaving, and projector noise. How 

often each practice was employed by exhibitors will be difficult or impossible to 

determine. There may very well be detailed records of specific practices, such as “Hale’s 

Tours” or Spook Minstrels, but we will probably never know what happened during every 

vaudeville show in the smallest of American towns.  
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Conclusion 

 

Seen from a sonic perspective, very early cinema offers multiple subject positions. The 

obvious presence of an audience (through participation and walking in and out of the 

theater) emphasized the spectatorial space-time and rendered every experience, even of 

the same show, unique and original.  Next to that, sound practices employed by 

exhibitors regularly functioned in an estranging or distancing way: poorly executed sound 

effects broke the (already limited) illusion of the reality of the pro-filmic world, and 

rendered the apparatus visible. Lectures offered a different type of narrative, competing 

with the moving pictures for the superior position in the hierarchy of discourses. This 

competition did not just reveal the apparatus to the audience, it called into question its 

very functioning. 

 

It therefore seems that the first hypothesis formulated at the end of chapter 3 is correct: 

that there were various, theoretically an endless amount, of possible subject positions in 

very early cinema. It also appeared, though, that the second hypothesis can be argued for. 

In that hypothesis I proposed that the process of subject construction in very early cinema 

is not necessarily different from that in classical narrative cinema.  

 

That is because there were also immersive sound practices in very early cinema. Well 

synchronized (invisible) sound effects (either recorded or live), singers or actors behind 

the screen and songs that invoked audience participation. Whether the main attraction in 

the performance or not, when moving pictures were combined with immersive sound 
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practices they aimed at a type of realism. That is a different type of realism than our 

current conventional definition of it, though. Realism was not defined at the level of the 

representation, but at the level of the apparatus. The late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century was characterized, at the same time, by a fascination with the recording and 

reproduction of the human senses in various dimensions (sound, vision) and by an 

anxiety regarding the way the technological double fragmented the human subject. 

‘Realism’ referred to the synthesis of reproduced senses and the reconstruction of the 

subject, for instance through the combination of moving pictures with the phonograph or 

with invisible sound effects.  

 

The subject position constructed by these realistic practices is thus the same as that of 

classical narrative cinema. The difference is that individual spectators are not necessarily 

forced to identify with the transcendental subject, or that such an identification is 

hindered by the emphasis on the spectatorial space-time. This may explain why in 

“Hale’s Tours” all the effort was made to produce an illusion of that particular space-

time, and not of that of the film images. The almost unavoidable failure of the 

identification with the transcendental subject calls into question that subject’s status as 

complete, unique and ubiquitous, but not its position, the perfect ‘viewing and listening’ 

position. This subject position exists in the midst of all the other possible positions 

around it, but it has a special place. Unlike the others it is not accessible. It is not the 

possible outcome of a dialectic process between spectator(s) and text, but it is the 

position addressed by (specific configurations of) the apparatus.  
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With these configurations we touch upon the model of the de-ideologized dispositif, a 

model that can provide some structure in the chaos of privileged and multitudinous 

subject positions. When looking at very early cinema as a dispositif we see a combination 

of a material technology, a perfect viewing position and an institutionalized film form. 

The technology consists of a configuration of moving picture projection with one or more 

specific sound practices. The ‘perfect’ viewing position does exist, but it is not the only 

one: very early cinema offered a variety of subject positions. These subject positions 

were determined both by the material configurations and by the institutional form of very 

early cinema: the new medium of moving pictures was explained and understood in 

relation to other, pre-existing forms of entertainment, especially those sharing their 

vaudeville venue with films. It is my hypothesis, but unfortunately it is beyond the scope 

of this study to test it, that the understanding of cinema offered by immersive and realistic 

practices, the one that constructs the perfect viewing and listening position, was not just 

the practice that became dominant later on, but that it was already dominant in the first 

ten years of cinema’s existence (in the United States). This understanding, though 

approaching and dealing with it in a different way, presupposes the same subject position 

as classical narrative cinema. 

 

The two hypotheses seemed mutually exclusive, but in my opinion they are not. The 

subject position of classical narrative cinema is also constructed by very early cinema. 

Not by all of it, but by a representative number of practices. At the same time it is only 

one out of a possibly endless number of subject positions, and the privileged one amongst 

them, because it constitutes the ‘perfect’ viewing and listening position, and because (but 
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this is a hypothesis for a whole new study) the practices that constructed it were dominant 

in very early cinema. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The estranging experience of seeing films from the very early period, not in the least 

because of their sonic accompaniment, once led me to wonder how contemporary 

audiences could ever enjoy this novel form of entertainment. For any resemblance to 

movies as we enjoy them today was absent, in my opinion. 

 

One of the most obvious and important things this research has taught me is that any 

comparison as attempted above is unproductive, if not bound to fail. For two reasons: 

First, the medium cinema as it is defined today, or as it has been defined over the last 

eighty years, did not exist when the Lumière brothers demonstrated their cinematographe. 

The cinematographe, and the competing systems of moving pictures projection, were 

material technologies appropriated by the contemporary entertainment industry in a 

variety of ways. In the United States moving pictures became part of the vaudeville 

program. As a conventional part of the program, as illustration for lectures, or in some 

unconventional way combined with other sensory sensations. This lasted until 

(approximately) 1906, when storefront theaters dedicated solely to moving pictures (the 

so-called Nickelodeons) emerged. 

 

The second reason we can not compare straightaway very early cinema to modern cinema 

has to do with the definitions and expectations contemporary audiences had of moving 

pictures. They were presented and perceived in relation to existing modes of art or 

entertainment, such as theater plays, comedy sketches, magic tricks, lantern slides, 
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photography, phonography, literature and so on. The practice with which moving pictures 

were associated had great influence on their presentation and the standards on which they 

were judged. And these standards were quite different from our current standards, even 

when they have the same name. 

 

Though unproductive, and even when bound to fail, comparisons are by no means 

irrelevant. The process of comparison, rather than the product, teaches us significant 

things about very early cinema. Its often claimed ‘otherness’ is then no longer an 

obstruction, but a precious quality. A sonic perspective offers new insights to the scope 

and the limitations of this otherness. Its scope is illustrated through its heterogeneity. 

Cinema practices, in their first ten years in America, were varied, and their sonic 

accompaniment enhanced this variety. The otherness is limited as well though, since the 

dominant mode of address in very early cinema presupposes the same subject position as 

that of classical narrative cinema.  

 

I set out in this thesis to find out what a sonic perspective can tell us about subject 

construction in very early cinema in the United States. I found out that the process of 

subject construction as discussed in 1970s film theory with regard to classical narrative 

cinema, also takes place in very early cinema. But only in certain practices in very early 

cinema, and with a slightly different result than in classical narrative cinema. A, 

supposed, majority of configurations of image and sound aims, more or less successful, at 

the construction of a perfect viewing (and listening in this thesis) position. This perfect 

viewing position, which is the position of the transcendental, ubiquitous and complete 
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subject of Baudry’s cinematic apparatus, can (most of the time) not be taken in by 

spectators though. The emphasis on the spectatorial space-time in very early cinema 

(which is in my opinion more the result of the exhibition situation than of the film text) 

prevents identification with the Baudrian subject. What is constructed is therefore not so 

much the subject as its position. This position is privileged but not accessible or unique. 

It is one amongst an endless number of possible subject positions.  

 

These other subject positions, which are accessible, are the results of a dialectic between 

the spectator(s) and the apparatus. They are no ‘perfect’ viewing or listening positions. 

The cinematic experience is disrupted by occurrences in the spectatorial space-time. 

These occurrences can take place unplanned (audience participation, projector noise) or 

intended. The latter category includes sound accompaniment that renders the apparatus 

visible, or provides competing discourses to the film text. Such practices do not confirm 

to the ‘ideal’ of classical narrative cinema in the way that the immersive practices attempt 

to. This may be the result of very early cinema’s presentation, understanding and 

definition in relation to already existing forms of entertainment. These forms do not only 

include theatre or photography, but also magic shows, lectures and circus acts. 

 

It is my hypothesis, but it is a hypothesis for a later study, that the understanding of 

cinema that has become dominant in the classical narrative cinema was already dominant 

in very early cinema. This hypothesis is based on the identification of more ‘immersive’ 

than ‘estranging’ sound practices in very early cinema.
24
 That this understanding, for 

                                                 
24
 I prefer not to go into the problems surrounding these terms here. See the conclusion to chapter 4 and 

paragraph 5.1.3. 
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various different (technological, cultural) reasons, was translated into practices that 

perhaps only vaguely resemble our current definition of (popular) cinema does in my 

opinion not mean that the underlying thought was radically different.  

 

First of all, I should remark that this thesis attempts to be a contribution to the still 

ongoing effort that is made to surpass the visual fallacy, in this case the visual fallacy of 

silent cinema. The second, slightly less ambitious, contribution to the field is the new 

understanding of very early cinema that is the result of the sonic perspective offered in 

this thesis. This is a provisional new understanding. As I said in my introduction the 

sound space of very early cinema is a prototype for an encompassing theoretical 

understanding of very early cinema sound. It is, in my knowledge, the first one, though. 

This sound has been studied extensively, but from a historical perspective. Theoretical 

works are rare, or only focussed on individual practices. Perhaps, or probably, this is 

because historical data on very early cinema sound is notoriously incomplete, or 

inconclusive.  

 

This has not been a study based on primary sources. It is a meta-theoretical work, aiming 

not so much at increasing our factual knowledge as on enhancing our understanding of 

the knowledge that we already have. It is probable, inevitable perhaps, that new data will 

be found; historical evidence that will either confirm my conclusions here or challenge 

them. What stands, though, is the model I have proposed. The four oppositions that 

attribute (theoretical) qualities to sound practices can be used to understand any sound 

practice. In combination with a historicization of the Baudrian apparatus, and with the 
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sound space of classical narrative cinema as a comparison, they provide a model for the 

understanding of very early cinema sound. Not just of single practices, but of all its 

variations in relation to each other. 

 

Our understanding of very early cinema, especially of its sonic dimension, is a flexible 

and insecure one. As flexible and insecure as its definition by contemporary audiences 

was. Not in exactly the same way of course: We are not insecure because we do not know 

yet what cinema will be like, we are insecure because we do not know anymore what it 

was like. Not exacly in any case. The example of very early cinema sound does point at 

the relevance of the following quote by Christian Metz: “The problem of the cinema is 

always reproduced as the problem of the theory of the cinema.” 
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ATTACHMENT I: SCHEMATICAL OVERSIGHT OF SOUND PRACTICES 

IN AND RIGHT BEFORE VERY EARLY CINEMA 

 

Predecessors of cinema (see paragraph 3.2) 

 

Type of sound L / R* V / I** D / N*** R / P**** 

 Kinetophone R I D R 

 Theater music L V N R 

 Burlesque songs L V ? ? 

 MD entr’acte L V N R 

 MD entrance L V N R 

 MD source music L V D R 

 MD sound effects L I D R 

 MD audience L V ? P 

 Stoddard lecture L V N R 

 Holmes lecture L V D (illusion) R 

 

Early demonstrations (see paragraph 3.3.1) 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Vitascope music?
25
 L V ? R 

 Projector noise L ? N ? 

 Audience resp. L V N P 

 Sound effects L I D R 

                                                 
25
 If at all present. 
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 Lecturer L V N P 

 

Embedded in the vaudeville programma (see paragraph 3.3.2) 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 Live music L V D R 

 Phonograph R V D R 

 Audience leaving L V N P 

 Sound effects L I D R 

 

Unconventional cinema practices  (see paragraph 3.3.3) 

 

Type of sound L / R V / I D / N R / P 

 FfM music L V ? R 

 FfM lyrics L V ? ? 

 FfM lyrics 2  L I ? R 

 SM music L V D R 

 SM lyrics L I D R 

 SM announcer L ? D R 

 Spoken dialogue L I D R 

 HT effects L I D R 

 

 

Abbreviations: 

 

MD = melodrama 

FfM = ‘films for music’ 

SM = Spook Minstrels 

HT = “Hale’s Tours and Scenes of the World” 
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Explanation: 

 

*   L = Live, R = Recorded 

**  V = Visible, I = Invisible 

***  D = Diegetic, N = Nondiegetic 

****  R = Receptive, P = Participatory 

? For an explanation of the question marks please see the paragraphs 

referred to. 
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ATTACHMENT II: IMMERSIVE VS. ESTRANGING SOUND PRACTICES 

(A CRUDE DISTINCTION) 

 

Immersive      Estranging 

 

Live music      Lecturer 

Live sound effects     Audience participation 

Ffm Music      Audience leaving 

Ffm Lyrics (performer)    Projector noise 

Ffm Lyrics (audience)    Poorly executed sound effects 

SM Music        

SM Lyrics 

SM Announcer 

Spoken dialogue behind screens 

HT Sound effects 

Recorded sound 

 

Abbreviations: 

 

MD = melodrama 

FfM = ‘films for music’ 

SM = Spook Minstrels 

HT = “Hale’s Tours and Scenes of the World” 


