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YOU SEE, THE FILM STUDIO…IS REALLY THE PALACE OF THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY. THERE ONE SEES WHAT SHAKESPEARE SAW: THE ABSOLUTE POWER OF THE TYRANT, THE COURTIERS, THE FLATTERERS, THE JESTERS, THE CUNNINGLY AMBITIOUS INTRIGUERS. THERE ARE FANTASTICALLY BEAUTIFUL WOMEN, THERE ARE INCOMPETENT FAVORITES. THERE ARE GREAT MEN WHO ARE SUDDENLY DISGRACED. THERE IS THE MOST INSANE EXTRAVAGANCE, AND UNEXPECTED PARSIMONY OVER A FEW PENCE. THERE IS ENORMOUS SPLENDOUR WHICH IS A SHAM; AND ALSO HORRIBLE SQUALOR HIDDEN BEHIND THE SCENERY. THERE ARE VAST SCHEMES, ABANDONED BECAUSE OF SOME CAPRICE. THERE ARE SECRETS WHICH EVERYBODY KNOWS AND NO ONE SPEAKS OF. THERE ARE EVEN TWO OR THREE HONEST ADVISERS. THESE ARE THE COURT FOOLS, WHO SPEAK THE DEEPEST WISDOM IN PUNS, LEST THEY SHOULD BE TAKEN SERIOUSLY. THEY GRIMACE, AND TEAR THEIR HAIR PRIVATELY, AND WEEP.

Christopher Isherwood

Prater Violet
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The scene that began to close the door on silent movies: Al Jolson and Eugénie Besserer in The Jazz Singer. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION


Prologue

It is the muggy afternoon of August 30, 1927. On the newly constructed soundstage of the Warner Bros. Studio on Sunset Boulevard, Al Jolson is industriously, unwittingly, engaged in the destruction of one great art and the creation of another.

The scene: a son’s homecoming. The man universally recognized as the greatest entertainer of his day is singing Irving Berlin’s “Blue Skies” to Eugenié Besserer, playing his mother. After an initial chorus sung with Jolson’s usual nervy bravura, he suddenly stops. He asks his mother if she likes the song, tells her he’d rather please her than anybody. The floodgates open and the hilarious babbling begins:

“Mama, darlin’, if I’m a success in this show, well, we’re gonna move from here. Oh yes, we’re gonna move up in the Bronx. A lot of nice green grass up there and a whole lot of people you know. There’s the Ginsbergs, the Guttenbergs, and the Goldbergs. Oh, a whole lotta Bergs, I don’t know ’em all.

“And I’m gonna buy you a nice black silk dress, Mama. You see Mrs. Friedman, the butcher’s wife, she’ll be jealous of you … Yes, she will. You see if she isn’t. And I’m gonna get you a nice pink dress that’ll go with your brown eyes …”

While the crew stands transfixed, Jolson keeps talking, a torrent of unaccustomed words in the midst of a predominantly silent film, a medium that has proudly subsisted on pantomime or, at the most, synchronized underscoring, sound effects, and a laconic word or two. But now every word that Jolson says is being recorded by a single large, black, cylindrical microphone a foot above his head, which transmits the sound to a 16-inch wax disc spinning at 33 ⅓ revolutions a minute.

Singing has never been a trial for Al Jolson; it is life that is difficult, and carrying a picture, a family drama mixed with a rough approximation of a backstage musical before backstage musicals are invented, has been causing him enormous anxiety. Only four years before, he walked out on a silent film for D. W. Griffith because of nerves, and the desperate volubility with which Jolson is haranguing Besserer may well be the result of an adrenaline rush of pure fear.

Certainly, costar May McAvoy has observed a much quieter, needier man than will ever be on public view in later years. “Act like he knew it all?” asked McAvoy. “Oh no. Never! He was the most cooperative person, and just darling.” Jolson leans on McAvoy, an experienced actress who has worked for leading directors such as Ernst Lubitsch. After most scenes, he asks “How’d I do? Was I all right? Please tell me. Let me know. Let’s do it over again if it wasn’t good.”

Production of The Jazz Singer had actually begun two months earlier. While Jolson is out of town fulfilling a nightclub engagement, Warners begins production with location scenes in New York that don’t require his presence. Meanwhile, the Warner studio on Sunset Boulevard gears up for sound with difficulty, for the studio is stretched thin financially.

“I ordered $40 worth of parts to build a sound-mixing panel,” Warner Bros. technician William Mueller will remember years later, “but the man wouldn’t leave [the parts] until he got his money. I paid him out of my own pocket only to be told by the studio purchasing agent, Jack Warner’s brother-in-law, that I probably wouldn’t get my money back. They also demanded that I return what I had left from a $500 cash advance so they could meet the payroll that week.”

Likewise, Mueller and Nathan Levinson, Western Electric’s man in Hollywood, knew they needed $10,000 to build proper sound facilities and had taken an entire morning to convince Jack Warner to spend the money. He finally agreed, then left for lunch. Knowing their man, Levinson and Mueller got the studio superintendent to clear the necessary area and began construction. “When Jack came back two hours later, he told us he’d changed his mind, but by that time it was too late.”

The “Blue Skies” sequence is business as usual for The Jazz Singer. All the sound scenes are being made as separate little films, after the surrounding silent footage has been shot. With one exception, the sound sequences are shot within nine consecutive days beginning August 17, and each of them is given its own production code number on the schedule sheets. (Warners might be thinking about eventually releasing them separately as short subjects should Sam Warner’s crazy advocacy of feature-length sound films not work out. It is also possible that this is simply because Vitaphone, the name of their sound system, is a separate production entity.)

The sound scenes are usually shot in the afternoon, from 1 to 5 P.M., with three cameras. Work throughout the rest of the studio is suspended while the production staff gathers to listen to Jolson give what amounts to free concerts.

Shooting of the sound sequences begins with “It All Depends on You,” completed in seven takes; “Mother of Mine,” shot on August 18, in only two; “Mammy,” shot that same day in three takes; and so on. The last number is “Blue Skies,” which replaces “It All Depends on You.” It is the only scene with any meaningful dialogue beyond Jolson’s catchphrase “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!” Aside from its comfortable position in the arsenal of Jolson hits, “Blue Skies” is a favorite of the Warners; it has already been performed twice in their Vitaphone sound shorts within the last year.

In later years, sound engineer George Groves asserts that Jolson’s cheerful speech to his movie mother is “purely ad-lib … without any rehearsal. Everybody just held their breath.” Likewise, head engineer Stanley Watkins says that “Jolson was to sing, but there was to be no dialogue … when the picture was being made he insisted on ad-libbing in a couple of places. Sam Warner managed to persuade his brothers to leave the scenes in. ’It won’t do any harm,’ [Sam said.] In my opinion it was a put-up job between Sam Warner and Jolson.”

Yet, technician William Mueller will have a diametrically opposed recollection and spins a remarkably involved conspiratorial tale: “When the songs went well, someone—I don’t remember who—decided to have a talking sequence as well. Jolson absolutely would not do it. He said he was a singer and not an actor. He thought it would ruin his career and even offered to pay Warners the money they had already spent to get out of it.

“Finally, they got him to make a test. Then they framed him. While the director and assistant director went to his house to tell him how wonderful it was, they had the prop man view the dailies … He rushed out to Jolson’s house, burst in, and raved about the films. Then he said that [George] Jessel had sneaked in to watch and was very excited about it. He said that Jessel, knowing that Jolson wanted out, also had gone to Jack Warner and offered to do the film for nothing. That did it. Jolson couldn’t stand that, so he agreed to do [the scene] himself.”

Certainly, no such scene and no such dialogue exist in the script [“224. Full Shot Room. Sara walks over to the piano as Jack sits down and starts to play a jazzy tune. He gets through several bars when the front door opens and the cantor appears. He hesitates at the unwonted sounds coming from his cherished piano.”]. The game but dazed look of Eugenie Besserer indicates a performer without the vaguest idea of where the scene is going.

But, realistically, the moment can’t be completely ad-libbed. Jolson is not actually playing the piano—the daily production report reveals that a studio musician named Bert Fiske is actually playing off camera, while Jolson mimes at the keyboard. During Jolson’s monologue, Fiske drops the volume and vamps, making room for Jolson’s speech, a process that demands at least some rehearsal to check sound balances.

The truth behind this scene that did so much to change the world in spite of its giddy banality lies in an article for the Motion Picture News of July 8. Director Alan Crosland is just finishing up location work in New York, and Jolson has not yet arrived in Hollywood. Journalist Edwin Schallert writes that Warner Bros. is “planning to use dialogue in certain scenes of this production—dialogue with musical accompaniment … the scenes in which [talking] will be used will probably be those between Jolson and his father.”

Warners, then, has simply switched the dialogue to a scene between Jolson and his mother, indulging their nervous star to the extent of not giving him specific dialogue to memorize. If the scene doesn’t work, it can always be cut.

With the “Blue Skies” sequence, production is completed. The background musical score for the silent footage is recorded in only three days (September 12-14). The studio quickly prepares a trailer for the film, hosted by actor John Miljan, who introduces clips from key dramatic passages in the film with a hilariously feigned enthusiasm (“Oh, Mammy, how that bird can warble! …”). Sam and Jack Warner withhold any footage of Jolson actually singing, the essential reason for the film’s existence. By the end of September, The Jazz Singer is almost ready for release.

Jolson singing “Blue Skies” and extemporizing about the Goldbergs, the Ginsbergs, and the Guttenbergs would not be cut; indeed, the scene will be the centerpiece of the film. After his soliloquy, Jolson again launches into “Blue Skies” only to be interrupted by the arrival of Warner Oland, playing his cantor father. As Oland yells “Stop!” the synchronized dialogue ends, and the droning background score begins again. The immediacy of sound, the illusion of life, vanishes, and The Jazz Singer once again becomes a silent film with music and sound effects—sagaesque, remote.

By producing a film that slides from sound to silence and back again, the Warner brothers will negatively emphasize silence. This sudden reversion to an abruptly passé convention is far more damaging to the traditions and values of silent cinema than any all-talkie could have been.

The Jazz Singer offers not just music but an effervescent personality projecting itself in words, bursting through the screen to wrap the audience in an exuberant embrace. The picture is a gamble, of course—the brothers have spent $500,000 on a film that can be shown in precisely two theaters in the United States—but, as Sam, Jack, and Harry Warner look at it for the first time, it must seem like the gamble has paid off: the first feature starring the world’s most popular entertainer—and in synchronized sound. Surely, triumph is only a month away.

Within three weeks, Sam Warner, who has ramrodded sound past his obstinate brothers, will be suddenly, incomprehensibly dead. The Jazz Singer, his best testament, will be acclaimed and settle in for long, successful runs everywhere in the world. Warner Bros. will begin a sudden ascent from a position in the lower third of the industry to highly competitive jostling with MGM and Paramount.

Because of this single scene, made as a flier on a hot summer afternoon, a modest story about a cantor’s son who would rather sing Irving Berlin than “Kol Nidre” fires the starting pistol for an unparalleled industrial and aesthetic revolution.
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Hollywood, 1927.

Silent films—an art impassioned by music, focused by darkness, pure emotion transmitted through light—were at the height of their aesthetic and commercial success.

In the late summer of that last tranquil year, Beau Geste and Seventh Heaven were finishing up their successful roadshow engagements. Wings, William Wellman’s World War I epic, was opening, as was Josef von Sternberg’s Underworld. Paramount announced that they were going to take the mass of footage Erich von Stroheim had shot for The Wedding March and make two separate movies out of it. Variety’s headline for Dorothy Arzner’s new assignment was GIRL DIRECTING CLARA BOW. Mary Pickford was thinking of playing Joan of Arc, and 2,000 girls were vying for the part of Lorelei Lee in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. New York’s Cameo Theater was advertising “Emil Jannings in Passion. Cooled by Refrigeration.”

On La Brea Avenue, the Chaplin studio was just days away from resuming production on The Circus, a tortured film that had been on hiatus since December 1926, when Chaplin’s wife served him with divorce papers and attached the studio. In Culver City, Ramon Novarro announced that he was quitting movies and entering a monastery. MGM didn’t renew Lillian Gish’s contract; but, in a not entirely unrelated event, the studio signed Louis B. Mayer to a new five-year deal that could bring him as much as $800,000 annually, making him the highest-paid production head in Hollywood.

And, in a small item, Variety reported that Warner Bros. might have as many as eleven theaters equipped to show Vitaphone in another month.

Eight hundred feature films a year were being turned out for an audience of 100 million people who attended 25,000 movie theaters every week. Three-quarters of those theaters were located in small towns, but they took in less than a quarter of the box-office receipts, which amounted to between $1 billion and $1.2 billion a year.

Some 42,000 people were employed in Hollywood. The American film industry accounted for 82 percent of the world’s movies, while the foreign market accounted for 40 percent of Hollywood’s total business. The American studios, exclusive of their attached theater chains, were valued at about $65 million.

Despite the presence of big money, Hollywood had retained its alfresco, bucolic atmosphere. Sets for silent films were constructed next to each other, and the photographing of a scene would be punctuated by hammering and sawing going on just out of camera range. The atmosphere tended strongly toward the informal. “When I first came out to Hollywood in 1919,” said the cameraman Karl Struss, “I was walking down Hollywood Boulevard and here come Doug [Fairbanks] and Charlie Chaplin, one riding a donkey, the other a horse. They stopped near Highland Avenue—this is around eleven at night—got off the horses and went in. They were having a good time; nothing alcoholic, just fooling around.”

Stars and directors were well-paid and well-treated, but otherwise the men who ran the studios could do what they pleased with their employees. While the American Federation of Labor had tried to unionize the studio crafts as early as 1916, and there had been a labor strike in 1918, Hollywood would remain a nonunion town until the Depression.

Within the studios, there was an element of personal pride in making pictures that relied on the visuals rather than the titles. SAY IT WITH PROPS—SAY IT WITH ACTION were signs that hung over scenario writers’ desks. Speech was indicated by printed titles that interrupted the picture itself, always an irritant to creative directors. The ideal, of course, was the picture without titles, which was accomplished a few times, once by a director named Joseph De Grasse in a film called The Old Swimming Hole, and once by the great F. W. Murnau in his fabled The Last Laugh. Further than that, they could not go. Or so they thought.

Even though there were no microphones, actors were not free to mouth any clownish thing that came to mind. “In the silent days, you did learn the lines that you were supposed to speak,” said the actor William Bakewell. “But technique-wise, before you spoke an important line, it was important that you register the expression, the thought … because the cutter then could have a clean cut there in which to inject the subtitle. In other words, you had to time it, to register enough ahead before you spoke, so that [the title] would fit.”

Some actors were less painstaking than others. The child star Frank “Junior” Coghlan remembered making a silent film called Rubber Tires, which had a scene where the leading man [Harrison Ford, emphatically not the Harrison Ford of the present day] stops his car and runs across the road to see if he can be of any help to a car that’s broken down. Ford walked up to the other actors and said, “Geef geef geef. Geef geef geef. Geef geef geef.” Since it was a long shot, not even the director, let alone the audience, could tell the difference, but Ford’s lack of participatory spirit startled the other actors.

Even modestly budgeted films provided musical ensembles of two or three pieces on the set—a typical grouping would be organ, violin, and cello. The mood music helped the actors express the emotion of a given scene … and helped them block out the construction sounds from nearby sets. For heavily emotional moments, actors would request their favorite lachrymose ballads or tragic arias from opera; for comedies, sprightly, up-tempo jazz numbers.

“I used to have the little orchestra play from Samson and Delilah,” remembered the MGM star Anita Page. “The music was one of the reasons that I loved silent pictures much better than talkies. You acted better in silents—talkies had so many more things to worry about. But in silents, you could just float. You moved to the music and you lived the part. You just did it!”

How the director talked the actors through the scene varied with the personality. Madge Bellamy, the star of John Ford’s The Iron Horse, recalled that “[Allan] Dwan used sarcasm. He would say, for instance, ‘To the left, you see your love approaching. You believe that he doesn’t love you anymore. He comes up and kisses you tenderly. You burst into tears of happiness and relief—if you can manage it.’

“[Thomas] Ince would have yelled, ‘You see him coming. You love him. God, how you love him! What pain you feel—you are in an agony of suspense! He kisses you! What happiness! Cut! Let’s do it again!’

“[Frank] Borzage was just as emotional, but quieter. He would weep as he directed. He would say, ‘You see him. He means everything to you. He may not love you anymore! He is your whole life! Doesn’t he care for you now?’ By this time, Borzage would be in tears. ‘He kisses you! Oh, what joy!’ Frank would be too choked up to go on.”

On Tuesday nights around town, the place to be seen was The Coconut Grove, the nightclub at the Ambassador Hotel. The promenading of the stars was the main attraction, despite the ostensible presence of Gus Arnheim’s orchestra. Another popular nightspot was The Biltmore Hotel in downtown Los Angeles, where the second Saturday of the month was the occasion for The Mayfair Club. It was a dinner dance, with speakers. “Jack Warner would get up and make his usual wisecracks,” recalled Evelyn Brent. “It was a small industry … (and) everybody in the business was at those Mayfair dances.”

For kicks, people would pile into their cars and head down to Venice to ride the roller coaster. The entertainment at parties was usually a buffet supper, unless it was at Pickfair, in which case it was a formal sit-down dinner. For after-dinner, there was often a screening of a movie, or a new game called charades that swept through the community. Paramount’s leading lady Esther Ralston traditionally gave a New Year’s Eve party for about 100 people. One year, there was a prize for whoever dressed the youngest. Director Frank Tuttle won the prize when he arrived dressed as an unborn child, complete with umbilical cord.

In Hollywood itself, the Montmartre was the favorite place for lunch, while Musso & Frank’s was already in place on Hollywood Boulevard, one door north of where it is now (it would relocate in 1936). Musso’s had stiff competition from Henry’s, also on Hollywood Boulevard, five doors east of Vine Street. Although the restaurant was named after and run by Henry Bergman, a rotund member of Charlie Chaplin’s repertory company, it was common knowledge that Chaplin had financed the establishment. The great comedian would eat there at least one night a week. In keeping with his own culinary tastes, the bill of fare was basic, steaks and chops, immaculately prepared. And, Henry’s delivered.

Although the factory town that turned out the movies was largely unpretentious in matters of style, the theaters in which the movies were shown were palaces, baroque fantasies on Moorish/Byzantine/ Oriental themes. The carpeting was plush, the orchestra in the pit superb. The audience walked to their seats through air scented with incense to worship at the cathedral of light, part of a congregation composed of all members of society, in all parts of the world. Silent movies were more than an accomplished popular art; as Lillian Gish often insisted, they were a universal language.

Because of the immensely seductive atmospherics of the overall experience, the silent film had an unparalleled capacity to draw an audience inside it, probably because it demanded the audience use its imagination. Viewers had to supply the voices and sound effects; in so doing, they made the final creative contribution to the filmmaking process. Silent film was about more than a movie; it was about an experience.

The joining together of a movie with live music and the audience’s participation created something that was more than the sum of its parts; in Kevin Brownlow’s metaphor, the effect was that of cultural carbons joined in an arc lamp, creating light of extraordinary intensity.

Sound changed everything.

It changed how movies were made, of course, but more importantly, it changed what movies were.

To take just one example, sound permanently altered the nature of screen comedy: the fizzy surrealism of Mack Sennett, the incredibly expressive pantomime of Chaplin, gave way to the racy cross-talk of Ben Hecht and his confreres. The primarily visual was supplanted by the primarily verbal.

Sound standardized movies, made them less malleable, less open to individual interpretation. Allusion and metaphor were the bedrocks of the silent medium, but dialogue literalized every moment, converted it from subjective to objective.

Sound also changed the character of the men and women who made the movies. Sound demanded writers of dialogue, and it seemed as if anyone with the most modest theatrical or journalistic credentials was imported to Hollywood. Paramount went in so heavily for journalists that their hiring strategy was informally but widely known as the Paramount Fresh Air Fund for New York Newspapermen. Lightweight New York literati became West Coast age slaves and hated themselves for abandoning what they imagined would have been glorious literary careers. While $50-a-week journalists became grudgingly affluent, veteran actors, writers, and directors used to making $100,000 a year suddenly had their credentials called into question.

And, sound brought the unions to Hollywood, for, along with New York journalists, it brought a mass importation of New York actors and playwrights, all of them members of one union or another who saw no reason why Hollywood should be exempt from the same nominal bargaining agents as New York.

And all of it happened within four short years.

There is no aspect of film history that has been so slighted. After noting the extermination of an art form at the height of its power—something unprecedented in history—the conventional volume gives us a nudge of Jolson, a touch of Lubitsch and Mamoulian, a mention of All Quiet on the Western Front, a sorrowing comment on Chaplin’s Luddite tendencies, and suddenly it’s 1935 and Victor McLaglen is staggering through the fog-shrouded streets of The Informer. As a result, most people assume the delightful, if broadly exaggerated, satire of Singin’ in the Rain is more or less the whole story.

To examine this period of unparalleled industrial change, it is necessary to reverse the perspective, to give a fair, detailed idea of what silents were like to the people who made and watched them, and how talkies permanently changed the creative and personal equations.

As if the art form had an independent consciousness and was determined to flaunt its attributes in the face of imminent extinction, in 1927 and 1928 silent movies exploded in a riot of style, dramatic intensity, and thematic complexity. There were accomplished works of art such as King Vidor’s The Crowd and von Sternberg’s The Last Command, eye-popping entertainments like The Beloved Rogue and The Gaucho, the intense lyrical romanticism of Borzage’s Seventh Heaven and Street Angel.

In most respects, late silent pictures seem more complete than early talkies, so painfully landlocked, so eerily styleless. With few exceptions, we see early talkies as grotesque curios; beginning in 1926, with the first Vitaphone films, audiences saw them as miracles. It is impossible to re-create the sense of wonder that made the public eager to abandon the visual and gestural dynamism of silent film, made them so eager to overlook the crudity of the technology and the stiffness of the first wave of sound films. For audiences of 1926-1930, talkies were what the Lumière films had been for audiences of 1895—the recording function was paramount; that what was being recorded was of no real dramatic interest was irrelevant.

The conventional wisdom has always been that talkies evolved out of silent films, but sound actually grew up alongside silents. The initially half-witted hybrid thrived in spite of itself, expanding voraciously and choking off the more fragile strain. Talkies were not an evolution, but a mutation, a different art form entirely; as a result, an art form was eliminated and hundreds of careers were extinguished. Major directors were ruined, great stars plummeted.

It is an epic story, full of bewildered losers who exceeded the abilities of their primitive technology and ran out of capital, counter-pointed by the triumph of the flamboyant Warner Bros. and of William Fox, whose tremendous commercial success was purchased with full shares of the hubris that eventually destroyed him.

This, then, is the story of a few years in which the way movies were created and watched was totally reinvented. If a conventional biography involves the solving of the mystery of character, then this is a biography of a time—why talkies happened when they did; how they affected Hollywood creatively, socially, and politically; and how the coming of sound led inexorably to the modern movie industry.


PART ONE 1926


Before the Deluge


VITAPHONE: AN INSTRUMENT THAT SYNCHRONIZES MOTION PICTURES AND SOUND PERFECTLY, PURPOSES TO ADVANCE THE PRESENTATION OF MOTION PICTURES IN THEATERS—LARGE OR SMALL—LOCATED ANYWHERE. IT WILL ACCOMPLISH THIS BY MAKING AVAILABLE, ON A BROAD SCALE, THE MUSIC OF THE GREATEST SYMPHONY ORCHESTRAS AND THE VOCAL ENTERTAINMENT OF THE MOST POPULAR STARS OF THE OPERATIC, CONCERT AND MUSICAL COMEDY FIELDS.



Program for the premiere of Don Juan

August 1926


THE MOVIE AND THE RADIO WILL BRING PEOPLE TOGETHER. THEY WILL MAKE FOR UNITY AND A CERTAIN GREAT ONENESS IN THE WORLD. ULTIMATELY IT MAY EVEN BE ONENESS WITH GOD.



Cecil B. DeMille

1927
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Talkies before Jolson: Arthur Kingston directing Grindell-Matthews talking pictures in England in 1922.

KEVIN BROWNLOW COLLECTION


CHAPTER 1

In New York, in the year of our Lord 1907, the horse-drawn cars on West Street, Chambers Street, and Canal Street and even the cable cars on Broadway were slowly being replaced by electric streetcars. After the trolley passed, pedestrians would walk over, kneel down, and feel the heat coursing silently through the tracks. For those theaters and stores that wanted to be in style, electricity, in the form of the arc light, was de rigueur.

It had been only a few years since nickelodeons started showing movies, and some audiences still believed that the actors on the screen were real people behind gauze. On Clinton Street, a theater was actually advertising talking pictures, which turned out to be nothing more or less than two actors in back of the screen improvising dialogue to accompany the action on the translucent screen in front of them. One night a western was on the bill, and an actor moonlighting from the Yiddish theater got excited and began speaking Yiddish. “There was,” remembered a reporter who was there, “nearly a riot in the … audience.”

In 1907, movies were new, but not that new. Likewise, sound movies. Talking pictures existed for years before The Jazz Singer. The desire for synchronized sound arose simultaneously with the possibility of projecting images. From the beginning, the cinema abhorred silence; the cinema needed some sort of sound, if only to cover up the distracting noises of the projector and the shuffling of the audience. That sound was music; by the mid-1920s, movie theaters were the foremost employers of musicians in the country.

The most obvious method for achieving sound movies was to harness the projector with Edison’s phonograph, but this was not as easy as it appeared. Uniform speed was difficult to maintain, and achieving decent amplification was deeply problematic. Not only that, but a reel of film lasted about ten minutes whereas a phonograph record couldn’t last more than three or four, so the discs or cylinders had to be specially machined. In addition, as one technician wrote in 1914, “The sound must proceed from the stage … at the front of the house while the projector must of necessity be located at the rear. This great distance between the mechanisms … makes a positive mechanical connection impossible …”

Thomas Edison’s obsession with sound had produced the phonograph in 1877, and he was even more determined to take the next logical step: extend his invention into movies. As early as 1891, he had announced that “I hope to be able … to throw upon a canvas a perfect picture of anybody, and reproduce his words … Should Patti be singing somewhere, this invention will put her full-length picture upon the canvas so perfectly as to enable one to distinguish every feature and expression on her face, see all her actions, and listen to the entrancing melody of her peerless voice. I have already perfected the invention so far as to be able to picture a prize fight—the two men, the ring, the intensely interested faces of those surrounding it—and you can hear the sounds of the blows.”

Despite his self-confidence, Edison got nowhere with synchronization at this point. By 1895, he seems to have abandoned work on authentic synchronization and settled for dabbling with what he called the Kinetophone: a Kinetoscope with a built-in phonograph and an earphone. A belt drive connected the two machines, and provided a nonsynchronous musical background to Edison’s brief visual vignettes. The Kinetophone never took off, selling only 45 units compared with over a thousand units for the Kinetoscope.

Across the Atlantic, other corporate and creative minds were toying with the problem. Among the most interesting experiments was Léon Gaumont’s Chronophone, little one-reel performance films made during 1905-06, most of them directed by Alice Guy Blaché. The Chronophone usually featured headliners from the French music hall. The performers would emerge from behind a curtain and advance toward the camera until they were in a medium shot, cut off at the waist or knees, startlingly close for the period.

They would then launch into their routine, while a sound horn behind the camera recorded the routine at the same time it was being photographed. Because of the essential insensitivity of the apparatus, the actors had to SPEAK THEIR LINES VERY LOUDLY! The projectionist had a motor to control the differential; move the lever in one direction, the projector would speed up and the phonograph slow down; moving the lever in the other direction would slow the picture and speed up the record.

The Chronophone was successfully exhibited in theaters, some holding as many as three thousand people. The necessary amplification was achieved via pneumatic sound boxes powered by a one-horsepower compressor that blew air through the speakers and the sound out into the auditorium. Synchronization would always be an inherent problem for any film/disc system, so the Chronophone’s jerry-built system for producing a sufficient volume of sound for a large auditorium would seem to have been another obstacle. Yet, “the sound amplification was terrific,” inventor and cameraman Arthur Kingston told film historian Kevin Brownlow. “It was marvelous.”

With the marginal differences of electrical recording replacing acoustic recording, and the presence of that crude but workable rheostat, the Chronophone was virtually identical to the Vitaphone that would sweep the world in twenty years: a large disc in supposed sync with a movie projector. Some of the Chronophones survive, notably a reel of a scene from Cyrano de Bergerac starring the great French actor Coquelin, who is passionate and quite intelligible.

Concurrently with the Chronophone, but back in America, an invention called the Cameraphone was marketed, with a studio and laboratory on the top of Daly’s Theater, on Broadway near Thirtieth Street. The records were made first, at the plant of Columbia Records. At the movie studio, the actors would memorize the prerecorded lines until they could play in perfect synchronization with the record.

John Arnold, who later became head cameraman at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, was one of those who made films using the Cameraphone. “We made them by selecting a good phonograph record,” he remembered in 1929, “rehearsing the artist … in unison with the record until his synchronization was passable, then photographing him.” According to William Haddock, a director for the Edison company, the first Cameraphone pictures were exhibited at Sevin Rock, Rhode Island, in 1907.

The Cameraphone used two Edison phonographs with very large horns that alternated for the length of the film. It achieved a fair amount of success in markets as large as Baltimore and Washington, and as small as Johnston and Elkins, West Virginia. “All the operator had to do,” wrote projectionist Gustav Petersen, “was to match the two things by listening to the record, reading the lips and watching the motions of the players and keeping the speed of the projector adjusted to the sounds. But that was easier said than done, and if he got a second or so behind or ahead he was in trouble, sometimes till the end of that reel.”

Using already existing records such as “Silver Threads Among the Gold” and “Harrigan, That’s Me” soon gave way to Cameraphone producing their own records, “record[ing] the sound on records in the old mechanical way,” said John Arnold, “then photographing the cast on a set as a moving picture, they singing and playing their roles in time to the phonograph offstage.” These films were up to two and three reels long. Cameraphone made films of The Mikado, The Corsican Brothers, H.M.S. Pinafore, and personality shorts with people like Eva Tanguay, Blanche Ring, and George M. Cohan.

The system needed two men, one to man the twin phonographs behind the stage, another in the booth, with a buzzer system enabling them to communicate. Gustav Petersen was working the phonograph one night when they started off with an Eva Tanguay short. It began in perfect synchronization but soon the record began moving ahead of the projector. “Speed up!” buzzed Petersen, to no avail. “The record finished,” he remembered, “but Miss Tanguay was still on the screen, hopping back and forth, waving her hands, opening and shutting her mouth without a sound coming forth.”

The longer the film, the more opportunities for disaster; if the actors were in long shot for a while, chaos was imminent, because they were too far away to allow for lipreading. “By the time we got familiar with all of the cues … we had another show come in,” groused Petersen. Cameraphone cost exhibitors about $200 a week, not counting the operator’s salary. It went out of business in 1910, the victim of what Haddock in 1938 called “friction among the backers of the company.”

As early as 1908, Carl Laemmle, then headquartered in Chicago, had imported a machine called the Synchroscope, invented by a German named Jules Greenbaum, that he had seen on one of his frequent trips to Europe. As might be inferred from its name, the Synchroscope attempted to synchronize records with specially made films (“… It is still the only device which makes the moving picture machine and the phonograph work in perfect unison,” read Laemmle’s advertising). Initially showing only German-language shorts, Laemmle hired Greenbaum’s son to personally install every Synchroscope that he sold.

Although the invention was pretty much limited to towns with either a large German-speaking audience or a taste for classical music—the programs were strictly musical in nature—Laemmle managed to place one in Omaha. Greenbaum’s son spoke no English, which, recalled the theater manager, “permitted me to say to him with impunity and delightful safety many very caustic things when the first Synchroscope tests in Omaha did not work out as smoothly as was desired.”

The initial Synchroscope price was a hefty $750, but Laemmle managed to get it down to $395 on the low end and $5 50 on the high end. The business reacted with alarm. “Is the moving picture business about to be revolutionized?” asked Billboard. “Has the time arrived when vaudeville houses can put on a whole bill by machinery? … I was fairly stunned the other day, when I witnessed a performance that was so startlingly realistic that I don’t hesitate to say the questions already are answered in the affirmative.”

Yet, cooler heads understood that inventions like the Synchroscope were for novelty only. Silent films were still groping toward a syntax, let alone a comprehensive vocabulary, so sound must have seemed a classic example of putting the cart before the horse. The Synchroscope petered out because, Will Hays claimed, “there were not enough sound films to meet the market’s demand. The supply was exhausted. Another reason for failure was that the phonograph records which were used were capable of holding material for only two reels, while the theaters were demanding four and five reels.”

What was the caliber of sound that audiences were hearing? William Hornbeck, later to become the editor of Shane and Giant, recalled a talking picture he saw as a boy in Los Angeles in 1913. “The picture was always out of sync,” he remembered. “The sound did not match the photography at all. The screechy sound was pretty bad; you could hardly understand what was being said. [The audience wasn’t] pleased with it; they kind of laughed at it because it was so crude that the voices didn’t match what the lips were saying.”

While the Cameraphone, the Chronophone, the Synchroscope, and various and sundry imitations approached their predestined doom, an unheralded, amazing man named Eugene Augustine Lauste was busily forging the matrix for a revolution that wouldn’t happen for another twenty years. The semifamous Lee De Forest would be the nominal Edison of film sound, appropriating, borrowing, doing little real inventing of his own; Lauste would be sound movies’ Augustin Le Prince, the man who, in 1890, may very well have been the first to invent the movie projector.

Born in Montmartre in 1856, Lauste had filed fifty-three patents in France before he was twenty-three. By trade he was an electrical engineer who worked for Edison for six years beginning in 1886, and, in 1896, Biograph. The impetus for Lauste’s inventions was an article about Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone. It occurred to Lauste that sound waves could be photographed and reproduced using a variation on Bell’s technology.

In 1904, Lauste built his first complete sound-on-film apparatus. It was primitive but clearly the product of a man who was on the right path. Because there was no amplification system, Lauste’s invention utilized earphones rather than speakers, and a selenium cell rather than one of the photoelectric variety. In addition, it was a double system, that is, the sound was on a different piece of film from the picture, and occupied almost the entire strip of 35 mm film. In 1907, Lauste was issued an English patent (number 18,057) for what he called the Photocinematophone.

It was, in every way, a master patent, but under English law a patent lasted only sixteen years; by the time sound pictures became commercially viable, Lauste’s ideas were in the public domain. In essence, the sound was captured by a microphone and translated into light waves via a light valve, a thin ribbon of sensitive metal over a tiny slit. The sound reaching this ribbon would be converted into light by the shivering of the diaphragm, focusing the resulting light waves through the slit, where it would be photographed on the side of the film, on a strip about a tenth of an inch wide.

“I visited Mr. Lauste every week,” remembered George Jones, whose company, London Cinematograph, was financing the inventor, “and saw and heard of his progress, and he got as far so that we could hear the sound through a telephone receiver but could not get the loudspeaker. We went to Paris and tried to get something in that line but failed … We paid Mr. Lauste a weekly wage, also all of his expenses and the rent of his shop and house.”

Despite the failure of London Cinematograph in 1910, Lauste continued working at his studio at Brixton, outside of London. That year, he was visited by an engineer named Egrot, who recalled in 1930 that “the results [Lauste] obtained were very promising. Listening to the music … was as good as listening through [the] telephone … He had already records on both principles, variable density and variable area … Mr. Lauste was doing everything himself—designs, patterns for casting, all the delicate engineering and precision work, all electrical fitments, coils, transformers, etc….”

Lauste’s work was interrupted by the war and his own poverty, difficulties that were heightened by the traditional indifference of English capital to the economic possibilities of inventions. Lauste did partially demonstrate his invention in 1913 in London: “The machine was set at work, like an ordinary cinematograph,” said one contemporary account. “No pictures, however, appeared, but from a great megaphone there came voice sounds, and later the strains of a band. The rays of light pouring from the cinema projector were cut off suddenly. The sounds as suddenly ceased. A moment later the light began to play again, and the speech was resumed at the exact syllable where it was cut off.”

According to the Daily Chronicle of August 27, 1913, the selections Lauste demonstrated included the sound of a match being struck, a duet on flute and piano, a military band playing “El Capi-tan,” and a little speech by the inventor’s son: “Gentlemen, I have great pleasure in giving you a demonstration of this wonderful invention called the Photocinematophone, invented by my father, Mr. Eugene Lauste, by means of which sound waves are photographed and reproduced on a film by a new process.”

In 1914, it seemed that Lauste’s run of bad luck was about to end; two wealthy Englishmen agreed to spend $100,000 to equip a modern laboratory, hire some assistants, and give Lauste a full year to perfect his sound-on-film process. The contracts were drawn, but the outbreak of World War I put an end to that particular deal. In truth, Lauste’s run of bad luck was just beginning.

“My capital was too limited to make great progress on my invention,” he wrote in 1930. “Also, it was very difficult for me to interest anybody in it as at the time nobody would believe such a revolutionary invention was possible. Therefore I had to do the best I could with the means at my command. I knew that it would take considerable money to experiment on the vacuum tube [for amplification] and as I could not then afford to spend any great sum, I decided to turn my attention to work on a loud-speaking telephone …” Although he never really got out of the lab with his invention, except for the problem of amplification Lauste had devised the essentials of the talking picture.

Lauste ended up in Bloomfield, New Jersey, philosophically resigned to his fate but insistent about his theoretical accomplishments (his stationery was headed SOUND-FILM ENGINEERING). Almost penniless by the late 1920s, Lauste was given a sinecure by the Bell Laboratories that enabled him to live comfortably in a small cottage. “I think the wine will be good this year,” he wrote in 1932 to a friend and supporter, “… so when you come out, which we hope will be soon, we will make a very good test of them.” This remarkable, unsung man died in 1935.
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Thomas Edison had his old interest in sound movies reawakened by the Cameraphone experiments. In 1909, Edison staff director William Haddock was told to make no more standard silent pictures but to put himself and his staff at the disposal of Daniel Higham, from the Edison Laboratory at Orange. Their task, wrote Haddock in 1938, was “to do the experimental work on what was to revolutionize the industry, an Edison machine to combine the motion picture and the phonograph.”

Actually, it appears that Edison had begun his research a year earlier, in 1908, at his studio on Decatur Avenue in the Bronx. The partial basis for Edison’s efforts was an invention by the Frenchman Auguste Baron, who received a French patent in April 1896 for a machine very similar to what Edison would call the Kinetophone, and an American patent in August 1900. How did Edison utilize somebody else’s technology and get away with it? “He was Edison,” says Robert Gitt, film archivist at UCLA. “He had an awful lot of clout.”

As with the Cameraphone, the initial records and pictures for Edison’s first system were made separately. Haddock spent weeks convincing his boss that the “only way to get perfect synchronization was to make the picture and the record at the same time.” According to Haddock, after successful tests with an actor named Thomas Fortune singing “My Wife’s Gone to the Country” on February I, 1910 the Edison Talking Picture Company opened for business on West Forty-third Street. “The Forty-third Street studio was used for several months and then production was moved to the Bronx studio,” wrote Haddock. “But they did not make many pictures there, as Mr. Edison found something more interesting to work on and dropped the ‘talkies.’”

A few years later, the mercurial Edison reactivated the project and called it the Kinetophone. After four years and what Edison said was nearly a million dollars in research-and-development costs, he was ready to bring his invention to market. In essence, the Kinetophone was Edison’s phonograph hooked up to a projector by means of a silk cord or belt. The spring-driven recording unit with a large recording horn was placed alongside the set and was connected by a belt to the camera. To mark the start of synchronization, two halves of a coconut shell were knocked together in a primitive form of a clapper board.

The Kinetophone was hampered by Edison’s odd but chronic habit of misjudging some of his best ideas. When a record was made in those days, the artist usually stood within a foot of the recording horn. When orchestras made records, horns were directly attached to certain instruments in order to direct the sound waves into the recorder. It was nearly impossible to make a record of anybody standing any distance from the horn, yet Edison was trying to reproduce opera and stage drama with a technology that made movement impossible.

The films were shot at about sixteen frames per second on 35mm film, with the sound being captured on soft wax cylinders rather than discs. The films for this second incarnation of the Kinetophone ran about five minutes and fifty-five seconds because that was the length of time it took to photograph 400 feet of film.

Edison worked hard to make the phonograph horn sensitive enough to pick up actors’ voices from a distance, but that meant it also picked up noise from the street. Another complication was that the heat from the lights softened the wax used for the phonograph cylinders.

In order to show the films, a large phonograph was placed by the screen, connected by a looping cord that ran over a system of pulleys to the projector in the back of the theater. The projectionist’s assistant would line up the filmed striking of the coconut shells with the sound of the knock on the disc. The projectionist would start to crank, and the resulting synchronization was totally controlled by how smoothly the projectionist cranked his machine. Many of the first Kinetophone shorts were dramas and musical numbers deriving from the stage, including scenes from Faust, Julius Caesar, and II Trovatore.

On Monday, February 17, 1913, four theaters in New York and seven others from Chicago to St. Louis simultaneously premiered the Kinetophone. The evening began with a man on-screen explaining Edison’s latest invention. He ended his introduction by breaking a plate and blowing a whistle. “The distinctive sound of each was heard,” reported the St. Louis Post-Dispatch the next day. Other performers appeared in the same stage setting, playing “The Last Rose of Summer” and “Way Down Upon the Swanee River.”

“The voice reproduction was astonishingly good,” reported the Post-Dispatch, “and, most convincing of all, the notes of the song seemed to come actually from the singer’s own throat … The big … audience sat literally spellbound before this exhibition … when the screen became black for a moment, the Columbia [theater] rang again and again with applause.” The New York Times reported that the musicians were listened to “with fascinated attention.” At one theater, “at the close of the pictures the audience applauded for fifteen minutes … New York applauds the talking picture.”

Introduced to vaudeville by the powerful United Booking Company, the Kinetophone quickly became quite popular, or at least Edison labored mightily to give that impression. It even inspired knockoff inventions, such as the “Real Life Talking Motion Picture” based on West Thirty-first Street in New York. Kinetophone studios were established in Vienna and St. Petersburg, and among those who appeared in the films were Andrew Carnegie, Thomas Watson, and New York’s Mayor Gaynor. In spite of the initial success, Edison realized the system was too primitive. “The talking pictures are very crude as yet,” he told the New York Tribune in September 1913. “It will take a year to perfect them and my new invention.” But Edison didn’t have that long.

Variety reported of a Kinetophone show at the Palace Music Hall on May 7 in Chicago that “from the very beginning the house was in an uproar. Persons in the audience mocked the voices, shouted, catcalled and applauded so it was impossible to hear the voices. During the speech some shouted ‘Louder’ and ‘Sit down.’ Others clamored for the show to go on.” By March, Variety was calling the Kinetophone THE SENSATION THAT FAILED. By that time, Edison’s only hope was the foreign market, but the outbreak of World War I put an end to that possibility.

The tide had turned, and quickly; Variety wrote that “The talking, instead of enhancing the picture, simply annoys … The general verdict was that the Edison Pictures are an out-and-out flop.” The Kinetophone studio was dismantled and sold. Years later, after Vita-phone had taken the world of show business by storm, surviving technicians who had worked on the Kinetophone would claim that “the Kinetophone was the equal of any sound picture system existing today.”

What had happened becomes clear when the Kinetophone recordings preserved at the Library of Congress are examined. The sound is that of a static-filled radio broadcast—the performers are intelligible, but you have to concentrate. What finally makes the invention insupportable is the fact that they’re all virtually screaming their lines. Initially funny, it’s wearing after five minutes; an entire program of it would be maddening.

The mere fact that Edison had to resort to vaudeville as a means of getting some of his money back, rather than far more lucrative bookings in either nickelodeons or legitimate theaters, is indicative of trouble behind the scenes. Certainly, the sound volume would have been inadequate—the amplifier that had been devised by Daniel Higham increased surface noise as well as volume—and synchronization would have been very difficult to maintain. Just because something works moderately well under the controlled conditions of the lab is no guarantee it will work in the field.

The great Edison had slammed into the same barrier that would stymie all inventors seeking to perfect a film/disc system: the phonograph and the motion picture worked on two separate principles. The phonograph involved a continuous record of vibrations etched onto a wax-coated cylinder; the motion picture involved a discrete series of individual frames that created the illusion of continuous motion by the phenomenon of persistence of vision. Trying to synchronize one unit moving continuously with another unit engaged in stopping and starting some sixteen times a second was a virtual impossibility. Fewer than fifty of the Kinetophone units were sold.

It seems clear that the Patents Company—a trust formed in 1908 that pooled competing motion-picture patent claims and assigned them to Edison—was none too thrilled about one of their own introducing an invention that just might render the rest of the company’s product obsolete. There were also rumors of powerful enemies bribing projectionists to throw off synchronization purposely, not that the projectionists would have needed much encouragement—they weren’t paid anything extra for what they regarded as additional work.

In short, the Kinetophone—indeed, the entire confluence of sound and cinema—was an idea without a constituency. The abrupt failure of the Kinetophone—it was extinct by 1915, after having been used for the production of about 260 films—meant that the idea of adding sound to movies was regarded as a fool’s errand. It had been tried in the marketplace, found wanting, and that was that.

By the mid-1920s, the resistance of exhibitors to spending money on anything technical or experimental was ubiquitous within the industry. “We owned a lot of theaters,” said J. J. (Joe) Cohn, production manager at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, “and a lot of the theater [managers] said if we made [pictures with] sound, they wouldn’t run ’em.”

Even Edison was chastened by the failure, and decided that if he couldn’t beat them, he would join them. “Americans require a restful quiet in the moving picture theater,” he said in May 1926, “and for them talking from the lips of the figures on the screen destroys the illusion … the idea is not practical. The stage is the place for the spoken word.”

Clearly, if sound was going to reappear, it would have to come from outside the industry for which it was intended. Only technicians and theoreticians continued to believe in movies with words. Among the undiscouraged partisans was a man named Austin Lescarboura, who fearlessly ventured an outrageous opinion in 1921: “The talking picture … is gathering strength in the laboratory. When the proper time comes, it will soon live down its unfortunate past.”


CHAPTER 2

In those days, in that time, the largest downtown movie palaces carried symphony orchestras of fifty or more to accompany the films, and a medium-sized neighborhood theater might carry between five and ten musicians. Even the meanest fleapit in the sticks had a piano player.

Take, for instance, one specific fleapit: the Eagle Theater, in the Borough Park section of Brooklyn. It was a small, boxlike place, and about all Abraham Lass, the relief piano player, could hear when the film started was the cracking of nuts. Audiences in the neighborhood theaters were noisy, and children would usually read the subtitles aloud to their mothers or to themselves.

Because air-conditioning hadn’t been invented yet, and ventilation was poor, periodically the owner would walk up and down the aisles with a Flit gun that sprayed a sickeningly sweet deodorant. At about 5 P.M., parents would begin wandering through the theater, calling out for their children, who were watching the feature for the third time.

At theaters like this, the musical accompaniment could be as ragged as the architecture. Max Winkler, who ran a cue-sheet business, remembered seeing War Brides, a 1916 Alla Nazimova vehicle. For the climactic scene wherein Nazimova committed suicide as a war protest, the pianist played “You Made Me What I Am Today.”

In larger theaters, the orchestra conductor had the responsibility of compiling the musical score for a film from large libraries of sheet music: light classics or source music composed especially for stock situations, agitatos for action scenes, and so on. (Prior to Joseph Carl Breil’s score for The Birth of a Nation, all American film scores seem to have been compiled rather than composed; the practice of composing original scores didn’t really take hold until the early 1930s.) Sometimes the conductor followed the cue sheets sent out by the studios; other times, if he thought he could do better, he compiled his own.

Very early, the showcase theaters provided music of considerable sophistication. Accompanying the premiere engagement of Cecil B. DeMille’s Chimmie Fadden at the Strand Theater in 1915, audiences heard the overture from Cavelleria Rusticana, a duet from La Forza del Destino, and the sextet from Lucia di Lammermoor.

At a showcase theater like the Capitol Theater in New York, the orchestra had two rehearsals a week lasting three and a half hours each, under the direction of musical director William Mendoza. Mendoza would conduct all day Sunday, logging over nine hours on the podium, and each evening show during the week, while his assistant led the matinees. “Every one of the 28 [weekly] performances at the theater is given the same serious attention as would be given in the case of preparation for a symphonic concert,” asserted a critic in 1926.

At the Capitol, the orchestra numbered up to eighty-five pieces, and the concertmaster was a young man named Eugene Ormandy. Soloists included a young Jan Peerce. Erno Rapee, one of the conductors, might give a Sunday-morning Mahler concert for a dollar a ticket.

The impact of the music was enormous. As Robert Sherwood wrote, “I once saw The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari in a projection room, with no musical accompaniment, and, while it excited and impressed me profoundly, it didn’t quite scare me out of my skin.

I later saw it in a crowded and substantial theater. At the moment when the heroine woke up suddenly and gazed into the fiendish countenance of the maniacal somnambulist, the clarinet player in the theater orchestra emitted a wild, piercing shriek.

“Fear came through my ear then, all right. In fact, the gruesome sound of that clarinet terrifies me to this day …”

The largest theaters also offered stage shows in addition to the movie. In a typical presentation, the program would open with an overture—Rossini or Tchaikovsky—followed by a live presentation of about twenty minutes—a revue, one or two vaudeville acts—followed by some shorts, including a cartoon, a two-reel comedy, and some newsreels. Then came the feature. Since all this could add up to a two-and-a-half- or three-hour show, the feature itself was often projected as quickly as possible; records indicate that features such as The General were actually projected slightly faster than the twenty-four frames a second that would be considered top speed for silent—or soon, sound—movies.

In second-run or neighborhood houses, the pairings of features could sometimes be ridiculously inappropriate. Josef von Sternberg’s Underworld, which, in all meaningful essentials created the gangster picture, might be paired with a comedy of marital infidelity like One Woman to Another. The Capitol Theater in Allston, Massachusetts, seemed to specialize in bizarre double features consisting of one “art” movie accompanied by a grindingly commercial feature, a system evidently devised as a means of offering something for everyone: Mauritz Stiller’s Hotel Imperial was accompanied by Blonde or Brunette (“Which do men really prefer?”); King Vidor’s majestic The Crowd was accompanied by a terminally innocuous comedy called Finder’s Keepers, and von Sternberg’s The Last Command was preceded by The Cohens and Kellys in Paris. Still, you got an awful lot for your admission price: 30 to 75 cents in the nabes, $1 or $2 at the prestige movie palaces.

The technicians at Western Electric didn’t mean to upset this highly evolved web of commerce. All they were trying to do was improve their primary franchise operation, the telephone. Western Electric’s primary problem was the limited distance over which telephone conversation could be transmitted. Service had been established between New York and as far west as Denver, but that was the absolute limit under the current technology.

What was missing was an amplification system, and that was solved by Dr. Lee De Forest in 1906. De Forest had electrified the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair with his De Forest Wireless Telegraph Tower, which stood several hundred feet high and could transmit radio messages fifteen hundred miles. De Forest’s invention was a three-filament, gas-filled tube he called the Audion. While the Audion tube was too weak to be practical, it did amplify electrical signals, which was all Western Electric needed.

In 1913, Western Electric purchased the rights to De Forest’s invention; one of Western Electric’s scientists, Dr. Harold Arnold, discovered that by pumping out the gas with which De Forest had filled the Audion tube and creating a near vacuum, the tube could amplify sound up to 130 times its original volume without distortion. By the end of 1914, Arnold’s improved amplifiers had worked successfully in tests on lines running from New York to San Francisco. Commercial application soon followed.

Born in Council Bluffs, Iowa, in 1873, Lee De Forest had more than one hundred patents issued in his name by 1915. As early as 1900 he had prophesied that talking pictures could be produced simply, not by synchronizing a record with a film, as most people thought, but by photographing a voice record simultaneously with the image on the same piece of celluloid. “The phonograph,” he once said, “is a miracle of technical skill, and might be called a triumph over a bad principle. The needle traveling over a disc is not the ideal kind of phonograph.” After inventing the Audion tube, De Forest began playing around with talking pictures.

Dr. Elman Meyers, De Forest’s assistant engineer, said in a 1970 speech that De Forest was conducting successful sound tests as early as 1913. “The star of this first test was a mongrel dog. In front of our cameras, the dog barked and did a complete flipover stunt. We developed the exposed motion picture (with sound and picture on a single film), reached a decision on the proper light exposure for a reproduction from our negative to a composite positive, and the first ’daily’ was born. Projecting the film with its sound on a De Forest-invented projector sound device marked this experiment as the first sound ever to be heard loud and clear, and coming directly from a motion picture film.”

Following on the heels of Lauste, De Forest utilized not a needle in the groove of a record but a needle of light, with voice vibrations converted to light focused and photographically printed in various densities on a strip alongside the picture. De Forest reasoned that if he could perfect that process, it would be comparatively simple to reverse the process for projection and amplification of the sound track.

De Forest’s main problem was in development; if the sound record was developed sufficiently, the picture was overdeveloped; proper development of the picture part left the sound too faint. In his notebook, De Forest wrote, “Too faint! Had to develop this film for six minutes to get at all the heavy track. This completely fogged it so that the picture would have been ruined.”

De Forest tried other labs besides his own. On April 6, 1919, he wrote in his notebook, “Second half of film developed by Eastman. In appearance, it is clearer (and cleaner) than my half. These records reproduced quite noticeably better than those I developed …” But even Eastman’s finer labwork left the picture area overdeveloped. De Forest had to mimic Lauste yet again and use a double system, that is, recording the sound on one strip of film, the picture on another, marrying them in the printing process.

Another man working on a system very similar to De Forest’s, one Joseph Tykocinski-Tykociner, was a research professor in electrical engineering at the University of Illinois. On June 9, 1922, he showed a demonstration film in which a woman in a long white dress stood in front of a phonograph horn holding a bell. She said “I will ring,” and then did. The woman (Tykociner’s wife) then asked, “Did you hear the bell ring?” The demonstration made The New York World on Sunday, July 30, under the headline TALKING, LAUGHING, SINGING SCREEN TO RIVAL THE SILENT DRAMA FILMS.

Tykociner’s early experiments involved a sound track without visuals; the track was directly in the center of the 35mm film; later experiments involved film of a violinist playing, and the sound track was placed on the opposite side from what would become standard practice, and in a different width. In addition, Tykociner was recording at camera speeds that ranged from 102 feet of film a minute—for voices—and 162 feet a minute—for music—compared to the 90 feet a minute that would become industry standard.

The system was workable, but Tykociner’s invention foundered; he asked for $10,000 a year for himself in addition to having his costs underwritten, and the university couldn’t see their way clear to finance him unless he assigned his patents to the college. Tykociner made a counterproposal, giving the college 5 percent of the profits for every $10,000 they invested, but the college refused to finance further research unless they controlled the basic patents.

The two parties agreed to disagree; Tykociner unsuccessfully foraged for outside financing, then ended up selling his patent in August 1927 for $50,000. It was a very profitable deal; Tykociner’s original system had cost him less than $1,000 to construct, most of which was footed by the university. Tykociner proceeded to forget about sound on film and worked at the college until he retired in 1946.

Both the corporate Western Electric and independents like De Forest and Tykociner were working outside the film industry, and the latter two were struggling for financing. George Eastman, one of the technical leaders of the film business, synopsized the feelings of the profession: “I wouldn’t give a dime for all the possibilities of that invention. The public will never accept it.”
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D. W. Griffith, always interested in the latest wrinkle, dabbled with sound in 1921, when he added some dialogue scenes to a picture called Dream Street. No fool, Griffith realized that Dream Street needed all the help it could get (it’s easily his worst movie). The picture had been shot and released as a silent feature in April of 1921. Shortly after its fast fade, Griffith was approached by Orlando Kellum, who suggested adding a dash of sound so Griffith might recoup some of his losses, using an old sound-on-78-rpm-disc system invented by Kellum about the time of Edison’s experiments.

On April 27, Ralph Graves went to the Kellum studios at 203 West Fortieth Street and recorded a love song that was dubbed into a scene already filmed silent by Griffith. (Presumably Griffith recorded his introduction the same day.) The revised film premiered at Town Hall on May 1, and the response must have convinced Griffith that the film was salvageable, for on May 15, more sound was dubbed in. On Sunday, May 29, Dream Street and a program of Kellum shorts opened at the Shubert-Crescent Theater in Brooklyn.

Kellum’s system depended on a complicated commutator, looking a lot like an auto engine, that regulated the speed of the projector. The program of Kellum shorts along with Dream Street closed quickly, one more failure in the long history of sound synchronized with the movies. Kellum attempted to sign up top performing talent from the William Morris Agency, but his efforts would be short-circuited by the superior system Western Electric was perfecting.

A fragment of Griffith’s introduction to Dream Street survives; it is purple in content, outrageously hammy in delivery (“Dream Street! I wonder if there isn’t a Dream Street running through the heart and soul of every man and woman in the world …”), and the sound is analogous to a worn 78 rpm record.
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The pressure of De Forest’s work on radio deferred further research into sound motion-pictures until 1918. By 1920, De Forest had devised a method of taking sound waves, amplifying them, and transmitting them to an oxide-coated vacuum tube that dimmed or brightened according to the fluctuations of the electric signal. The wavering light from the tube passed through a narrow slit and was recorded in a special area near the edge of a strip of movie film. Sound was turned into light. When the process was reversed, the original sound was reproduced.

De Forest filed for his patent by July 16, 1921. Seven days earlier he had written in his diary, “Today I made my first ’talking movie’ picture—of myself, very hot and somewhat flurried; talked too loud, and the photography was poor, due to white ’back drop’ and bad placing of the light. But it was at last made, despite all the jinxes and hoodoos—two months behind schedule, and after two years of hard work in preparation—a definite promise of great things to come.”

A year later, De Forest took $200,000 he had received for the De Forest Radio Company and incorporated as De Forest Phonofilms for the purpose of producing synchronized, sound-on-film talking pictures.

While Lee De Forest was making slow progress, Western Electric was working on their own sound movie project, splitting their efforts into two groups, one working on sound on film, the other sound on disc. Initially, sound films had been far down the company’s list of priorities, but their primary area of research had spawned a number of breakthroughs—the perfection of the Audion tube in 1914; the public-address system in 1916; the condenser microphone that same year. The company had incrementally amassed most of the necessary component parts.

In a choice between the two possible technologies, Western Electric made the decision to emphasize sound on disc for the simple reason that disc technology was forty years old, familiar, and could be harnessed much more quickly. Sound on film was still in the experimental stage. As an initial sound-on-disc demonstration film, an animated movie called The Auction was produced, explaining the workings of the vacuum tube.

To maintain synchronization, two revolution counters were mounted side by side, one connected to the turntable, one to the projector. The operator kept the counters reading alike to within a second by controlling the rheostat on the projector, so synchronization was close enough for a loosely synchronized project like The Audion.

The Audion was exhibited in New Haven on October 27, 1922. As a backup, engineer Stanley Watkins, who had spoken the narration for the film, was installed in the organ loft with a microphone. Unfortunately, the view from the organ loft meant that Watkins couldn’t see the screen, but the sound-on-disc system worked sufficiently well so that Watkins’ improvisational abilities remained untested.

Encouraged, Western Electric decided to produce an experimental series of shorts in room 1109 of their headquarters. Room 1109 was not large enough for all the necessary gear, but there was a roof outside the window that was. With the camera located in a shed on the roof, there was just enough space in the room for lights, director, performer, and sound gear.

Despite the reasonably successful presentation of The Audion at Woolsey Hall at Yale University, within Western Electric there was a good deal of internal debate over the ultimate point of their efforts, for the failure of the Kinetophone continued to discourage even the industry that was developing sound.

In October 1923, chief engineer E. B. Craft wrote to Western Electric vice president Frank Jewett proposing a concerted effort to develop a commercial system for sound motion pictures. As Craft explained it to Jewett, “It seems obvious that we are in the best position of anyone to develop and manufacture the best apparatus and systems for use in this field.”

Jewett grudgingly agreed, as did management. But, as Jewett wrote in 1946, “When we at West Street in our early excitement staged a first crude demonstration for the then ‘brass hats’ of the Bell System … the result was universal ice water—a complete lack of imagination. As a consequence for a time we had to go ahead practically in defiance of orders.”
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Lee De Forest and his wife spent a year in Germany continuing his research. There, he demonstrated his system, now combining sound and image on one piece of film, in September 1922. The German press, he remembered, was “polite, if not enthusiastically laudatory.” Upon returning to America, he enlisted the support—and, apparently, the money—of Hugo Riesenfeld, the musical director of the Rivoli and Rialto theaters in New York. Through Riesenfeld’s efforts, De Forest outfitted a studio and hired a cameraman and some musicians.

De Forest exhibited his system publicly in America for the first time on April 23, 1923. The show-business journalist Karl Kitchen reported, “The invention which is called the Phonofilm and which has been perfected by Dr. Lee De Forest does all that is claimed for it. The action and the sound synchronize perfectly.”

What hardly anybody was aware of at this point was that De Forest’s invention was not really his. Much of what was being brought to market under the name Phonofilm had been “ghosted” by two other men.

[image: Image]

The competing claims of Lee De Forest and Theodore Case for the honor of the invention of a workable system of motion picture sound on film have long inflamed the passions of a subset of motion picture historians with all the fervor of the squabbles between Mensheviks and Bolsheviks.

In the early 1920s, at least five different sound systems were being worked on in America alone: Western Electric had their dual research project, there was De Forest, there was Case, and there was a group at General Electric playing with a system that had been invented at their laboratories in 1921. Out of this welter of claims and cross-claims that tended to take minutely varied paths to the same destination, sound movies emerged.

It is clear that De Forest worked in loose collaboration with Case and his assistant Earl Sponable. (Case and De Forest began corresponding in 1916, and De Forest was using Case’s photoelectric cell as early as August 1920.)

De Forest’s system would not have worked as well as it did without Case’s contributions. (It might not have worked at all.) While De Forest was using Case’s photoelectric cell, Case was engaged in work on his own camera; when Case and Sponable split from De Forest, they began working on improvements by themselves, while De Forest soldiered on alone. When finally perfected, the Case/ Sponable system was superior to De Forest’s, and they were quickly able to sell it to William Fox. De Forest eventually sued Fox for patent infringement and, after many years of litigation, received a small sum for his work.

While De Forest would get the lion’s share of the credit—and, in 1960, a special Academy Award—for his contributions to the development of sound motion pictures, the truth is that his primary contribution to talking pictures was that of solving the essential problem of amplification via the Audion tube—which was actually perfected by Western Electric.

Theodore Case had been mulling over the problem of sound on film since 1911, when he was a student at Yale. In a letter to his mother written in January 1911, Case wrote, “Most of my time now is taken up in experimenting with my selenium cell with the idea in mind of photographing sound waves and using the positives as records for a new kind of phonograph…” A month later he was reporting that he had succeeded in transmitting sound by light: “The eye could not detect the variation of the light at all, but it was registered perfectly in the varying of the resistance of the selenium. The reproduction of the voice was perfect. Next I have to set up an apparatus for very delicate photographing of the light variations …”

Case continued playing with the idea for years after his graduation. In 1916, Earl Sponable, a chemistry student from Case’s alma mater, joined forces with Case. Case’s breakthrough invention was what he called the AEO light, a light source that varied in intensity with an electrical current that had been stimulated by sounds, thus providing the light for a variable-density sound track.

The first movement toward collaboration came from De Forest: “Professor R. W. Wood has informed me that you are producing a very sensitive photoelectric cell,” De Forest wrote on August 13, 1920. “I am much interested in this subject and would be pleased to have details …” The two men began a cautious dance. On September 22, 1922, De Forest wrote Case that his letter of the eighteenth was “very interesting,” and that he hoped to try one of his new photoelectric cells “just as soon as you can send it to me … I should like to meet you in regard to discussing what arrangements might be made for the use of your light cells in fairly large numbers in connection with my speaking film equipment.”

De Forest leased the Case/Sponable cell. By March 1923, De Forest had completed eight sound-on-film shorts using Case’s AEO light, a Western Electric amp, and a Case Thalofide cell to reproduce the sound tracks. De Forest wrote Case on March 17 that “I admire the … cell and certainly want to use it very much in my work. It looks now as though I can make a contract before long with the Keith Vaudeville Circuit which alone will call for the eventual equipment of over a thousand theaters … Each of these theaters should have, at least, two … cells. At $50 a piece, this runs into $100,000 … and the Moving Picture Theatre field has not even been touched … It is certainly only good business on your part to cooperate with me …”

De Forest even tried to interest Case in investing in the firm, but Case demurred. De Forest then tried to convince Case to make an agreement with him without the intercession of attorneys “until the papers are actually ready to be drawn up.” Case evidently considered rounding up some capital for De Forest’s concern, but as one prospective investor wrote him, “The proposition is too jug-handled … Dr. De Forest will get the lion’s share of whatever profits the company may make. Under the circumstances, I think you are wise in having decided upon royalty rather than a stock basis.”

De Forest’s Phonofilms were publicly launched on April 15, 1923, at the Rivoli Theater in New York, an added fillip on a bill headlined by Bella Donna, Pola Negri’s first American picture. That August, De Forest and Case finally signed a contract, Case granting De Forest a license to use the AEO light and the Thalofide cells in his work. De Forest was worried about Western Electric’s disc system—“it is highly important that we do not disclose to any of their force just what we are doing …”—but the relationship between the two men began to sour rather quickly. In December 1923, De Forest gave an interview to some New York papers in which he took credit for the design and construction of the original cell, which had actually been entirely the work of Case and Sponable.

De Forest attempted to soothe Case’s ego, but cracks began appearing. A chastened De Forest admitted the primary role Case had played in making the invention possible. “I cheerfully agree,” he wrote Case on February 11, 1924, “in consideration of the fact that so many of the devices and methods we are using in the Phonofilm are of your design or improvement [italics added], to use the terms De Forest-Case System or De Forest-Case on all our literature or advertising…”

Even before that private admission of dependence, De Forest had publicly acknowledged Case’s work; in a Scientific American article of August 1923, he had outlined his sound-on-film system and noted that “[the sound] attachment includes a small incandescent lamp and a highly sensitive photoelectric cell, the latter being the invention of T. W. Case.”

De Forest’s Phonofilms were shorts featuring vaudeville stars such as Eddie Cantor, George Jessel, Chic Sale, Weber and Fields, Sissle and Blake, and Ben Bernie. He photographed operas, minstrel shows, concerts, and speeches by politicians—Al Smith, Senator Robert La Follette, and President Calvin Coolidge.

De Forest’s trade-paper ads initially suggested that he thought of his shorts (“films that actually talk and reproduce music without the use of a phonograph”) as comprising “a sensational two-hour show,” but that hope soon dwindled, and De Forest concentrated on creating a market that would accept shorts as appetizers before the main course of the feature.

A good many of these shorts have survived, such as a May 1924 film in which Harvard president Charles William Eliot reads a speech. Eliot—a stiff, proper Henry James-ish personality—is sitting down and has to place his legs awkwardly around the legs of the tripod holding the microphone while he reads a speech commemorating a colleague. Eliot’s nervous cough interrupts his reading, but De Forest didn’t bother with retakes. The recording is faint but clear.

The De Forest system worked, but was of variable quality; the Phonofilm of DeWolf Hopper fervently reciting “Casey at the Bat” has heavy background noise, and no perceptible high end. Others are better, notably a film of Eddie Cantor made in 1922, wherein Cantor announces that he’s really Thomas Meighan, sings, dances, and tells Jewish jokes. According to tests conducted by Maurice Zouary, the De Forest films were shot at twenty-one frames per second.
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