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An Aesthetic of Astonishment:
Early Film and the
(In)Credulous Spectator

Terror in the Aisles

The damming of the stream of real life, the moment

when its flow comes to a standstill, makes itself felt as
reflux: this reflux is astonishment.

—Walter Benjamin, “What Is Epic Theatre?”

(first version)

In traditional accounts of the cinema’s first audiences, one image stands
out: the terrified reaction of spectators to Lumiere’s Arrival of a Train at
the Station. According to a variety of historians, spectators reared back
in their seats, or screamed, or got up and ran from the auditorium (or all
three in succession). As with most myths of origin, the source for these
accounts remains elusive. It does not figure in any report of the first
screening at the Salon Indien of the Grand Café that I have located.! And
as with such myths, its ideological uses demand probing as much as its
veracity. This panicked and hysterical audience has provided the basis
for further myths about the nature of film history and the power of the
film image.

The first audiences, according to this myth, were naive, encoun-
tering this threatening and rampant image with no defenses, with no
tradition by which to understand it. The absolute novelty of the moving
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image therefore reduced them to a state usually attributed to savages in
their primal encounter with the advanced technology of Western colo-
nialists, howling and fleeing in impotent terror before the power of the
machine. This audience of the first exhibitions exists outside of the
willing suspension of disbelief, the immediacy of their terror short-
circuiting even disavowal’s detour of “I know very well . . . but all the
same.” Credulity overwhelms all else, the physical reflex signaling a
visual trauma. Thus conceived, the myth of initial terror defines film’s
power as its unprecedented realism, its ability to convince spectators that
the moving image was, in fact, palpable and dangerous, bearing towards
them with physical impact. The image had taken life, swallowing, in its
relentless force, any consideration of representation—the imaginary
perceived as real.

Furthermore, this primal scene at the cinema underpins certain
contemporary theorisations of spectatorship. The terrorised spectator of
the Grand Café still stalks the imagination of film theorists who envision
audiences submitting passively to an all-dominating apparatus, hypno-
tised and transfixed by its illusionist power. Contemporary film theorists
have made careers out of underestimating the basic intelligence and
reality-testing abilities of the average film viewer and have no trouble
treating previous audiences with similar disdain. The most subtle read-
ing of this initial terror comes from Metz. But Metz’s admirable subtlety
renders his analysis all the more deficient from a historical point of view.
Metz describes this panicked reaction on the part of the Grand Café
audience as a displacement of the contemporary viewer’s credulity onto
a mythical childhood of the medium. Like the childhood when one still
believed in Santa Claus, like the dawn of time when myths were still
believed literally, belief in this legendary audience, Metz claims, allows
us to disavow our own belief in the face of the cinema. We don’t believe
in the screen image in the manner that they did. Our credulity is
displaced onto an audience from the infancy of cinema.?

Metz’s penetrating analysis of the mythical role of this first
audience does not lead to demythologisation. He instead introjects this
primal audience, removing it from historical analysis by internalising it
as an aspect of a presumably timeless cinema viewer. No longer a
historical spectator in the Grand Café in 1895, the naive spectator “is
still seated beneath the incredulous one, or in his heart.”? Thus removed
from place and time, this inner credulous viewer supplies the motive
power for Metz’s understanding of the fetishistic viewer, wavering be-
tween the credulous position of believing the image and the repressed,
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anxiety-causing, knowledge of its illusion. The historical panic at the
Grand Café would be, according to Metz, simply a projection of an inner
deception onto the mythical site of cinema’s “once upon a time.”

Although I have my doubts whether actual panic took place in
the Grand Café’s Salon Indien, there is no question that a reaction of
astonishment and even a type of terror accompanied many early projec-
tions. I therefore don’t intend to simply deny this founding myth of the
cinema’s spectator, but rather to approach it historically. We cannot
simply swallow whole the image of the naive spectator, whose reaction
to the image is one of simple belief and panic; it needs digesting. The
impact of the first film projections cannot be explained by a mechanistic
model of a naive spectator who, in a temporary psychotic state, confuses
the image for its reality. But what context does account for the well-at-
tested fact that the first projections caused shock and astonishment, an
excitement pushed to the point of terror, if we exclude childlike credu-
lity? And, equally important, how could this agitating experience be
understood as part of the attraction of the new invention, rather than a
disturbing element that needed to be removed? And what role does an
illusion of reality play in this terrified reception?

Only a careful consideration of the historical context of these
earliest images can restore an understanding of the uncanny and agitating
power they exerted on audiences. This context includes the first modes
of exhibition, the tradition of turn-of-the-century visual entertainments,
and a basic aesthetic of early cinema I have called the cinema of attrac-

 tions, which envisioned cinema as a series of visual shocks. Restored to

its proper historical context, the projection of the first moving images
stands at the climax of a period of intense development in visual enter-
tainments, a tradition in which realism was valued largely for its un-
canny effects. We need to recognise this tradition and speculate on its
role at the turn of the century.

AsThave shown elsewhere, many early spectators recognised the
first projection of films as a crowning achievement in the extremely
sophisticated developments in the magic theatre, as practiced by Mélies
at the Théitre Robert Houdin and his English mentor Maskleyne at
London’s Egyptian Hall.* At the turn of the century, this tradition used
the latest technology (such as focused electric light and elaborate stage
machinery) to produce apparent miracles. The seeming transcendence of
the laws of the material universe by the magical theatre defines the
dialectical nature of its illusions. The craft of late nineteenth-century
stage illusions consisted of making visible something which could not
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exist, of managing the pay of appearances in order to confound the
expectations of logic and experience. The audience this theatre addressed
was not primarily gullible country bumpkins, but sophisticated urban
pleasure seekers, well aware that they were seeing the most modern
techniques in stage craft. Mélies’s theatre is inconceivable without a
widespread decline in belief in the marvellous, providing a fundamental
rationalist context. The magic theatre laboured to make visual that
which it was impossible to believe. Its visual power consisted of a trompe
I'oeil play of give-and-take, an obsessive desire to test the limits of an

" intellectual disavowal—I know, but yet I see.

Trompe l'oeil as a genre of aesthetic illusion underscores the
problematic role perfect illusion plays within traditional aesthetic recep-
tion. As Martin Battersby puts it, trompe l'oeil aims not simply at
accuracy of representation, but at causing “a feeling of disgust in the
mind of the beholder.” This disquiet arises from “a conflict of messages”:
on the one hand, the knowledge that one is seeing a painting, and on the
other, a visual experience sufficiently convincing as “to warrant a closer
examination and even the involvement of the sense of touch.”® The
realism of the image is at the service of a dramatically unfolding spectator
experience, vacillating between belief and incredulity. Although trompe
l'oeil shares with The Arrival of a Train and the magic theatre a pleasur-
able vacillation between belief and doubt, it also displays important
differences from them. The usually small scale of trompe l’oeil paintings
and the desire to reach out and touch them contrast sharply with the
“grandeur naturale”® of the Lumiere train film and the viewer’s impulse

to rear back before it, as well as with the spectator’s physical distance

from the illusions of the magic theatre. But all three forms show that,
rather than being a simple reality effect, the illusionistic arts of the
nineteenth century cannily exploited their unbelievable nature, keeping
a conscious focus on the fact that they were only illusions.

In fact, in the most detailed and articulate account we have of an
early Lumiere projection, Maxim Gorky (reporting on a showing at the
Nizhny-Novgorod Fair in July of 1896) stresses the uncanny effect of the
new attraction’s mix of realistic and non-realistic qualities. For Gorky,
the cinématographe presents a world whose vividness and vitality have
been drained away: “before you a life is surging, a life deprived of words
and shorn of the living spectrum of colours—the grey, the soundless, the
bleak and dismal life.” The cinématographe, Gorky explains, presents
not life but its shadow, and he allows no possibility of mistaking this
cinematic shade for substance. Describing The Arrival of a Train, Gorky
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senses its impending threat: “It speeds right at you—watch out! It seems
as though it will plunge into the darkness in which you sit, turning you
into a ripped sack full of lacerated flesh and splintered bones.” But, he
adds, “this too is but a train of shadows.” Belief and terror are larded with
an awareness of illusion and even, to Gorky’s sophisticated palate, the
ennui of the insubstantial, the bleak disappointment of the ungraspable
phantom of life.”

One might dismiss Gorky’s reaction as the sophisticated disdain
of a cultured intellectual, deliberately counter to the more common
reception of early film images. Gorky’s negative assessment of the
cinema was unusual in a period when new advances in the technology
of entertainment were generally hailed with excitement and satisfaction.
But his recognition that the film image combined realistic effects with a
conscious awareness of artifice may correspond more closely to general
audience reaction than the screaming dupes of traditional accounts.
While contemporary accounts of audience responses, particularly un-
sophisticated viewers, are hard to come by, the very mode of presentation
of the Lumiere screenings (and of other early filmmakers as well) contains
an important element which served to undermine a naive experience of
realism. It is too infrequently pointed out that in the earliest Lumiere
exhibitions the films were initially presented as frozen unmoving im-
ages, projections of still photographs. Then, flaunting a mastery of visual
showmanship, the projector began cranking and the image moved. Or as
Gorky described it, “suddenly a strange flicker passes through the screen
and the picture stirs to life.”®

While such a presentation would seem to forbid any reading of
the image as reality—a real physical train—it strongly heightened the
impact of the moment of movement. Rather than mistaking the image
for reality, the spectator is astonished by its transformation through the
new illusion of projected motion. Far from credulity, it is the incredible
nature of the illusion itself that renders the viewer speechless. What is
displayed before the audience is less the impending speed of the train
than the force of the cinematic apparatus. Or to put it better, the one
demonstrates the other. The astonishment derives from a magical meta-
morphosis rather than a seamless reproduction of reality. The initial
impact of this transformation at the Lumiére premiere is described by an
expert in such effects, Georges Mélies:

a still photograph showing the place Bellecour in Lyon was projected. A
little surprised. I just had time to say to my neighbor:
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“They got us all stirred up for projections like this? I've been doing them
for over ten years.”

I had hardly finished speaking when a horse pulling a wagon began to
walk towards us, followed by other vehicles and then pedestrians, in short
all the animation of the street. Before this spectacle we sat with gaping
mouths, struck with amazement, astonished beyond all expressii:m.“t

This coup de théatre, the sudden transformation from still image
to moving illusion, startled audiences and displayed the novelty and
fascination of the cinématographe. Far from being placed outside a
suspension of disbelief, the presentation acts out the contradictory stages
of involvement with the image, unfolding, like other nineteenth-century
visual entertainments, a vacillation betiveen belief and incredulity. The

‘moving image reverses and complicates the trajectory of experience

solicited by a trompe l'oeil still life. The film first presents itself as merely
an image, rather than appearing to be the actual butterflies, postcards, or
cameos which the initial apperception of a trompe l'oeil canvas seems to
reveal. Instead of a gradual disquiet arising from the divergence of what
we know and what we see, the shock of the film image comes from a
sudden transformation while the hardly novel projected photograph
(Gorky also stressed his initial disappointment at this “all too familiar
scene”!0) gives way to the astonishing moment of movement. The
audience’s sense of shock comes less from a naive belief that they are
threatened by an actual locomotive than from an unbelievable visual
transformation occurring before their eyes, parallel to the greatest won-
ders of the magic theatre.

As in the magic theatre the apparent realism of the image makes
it a successful illusion, but one understood as.an illusion nonetheless.
While such a transformation would be quite capable of causing a physical
or verbal reflex in the viewer, one remains aware that the film is merely
a projection. The initial still image demonstrated that irrefutably. But
this still projection takes on motion, becomes endowed with animation,
and it is this unbelievable moving image that so astounds. The initial
projection of a still image, withholding briefly the illusion of motion
which is the apparatus’s raison d’étre, brought an effect of suspense to
the first film shows. The audience knew that motion was precisely what
the cinématographe promised (hence Mélies’s restlessness). By delaying
its appearance, the Lumiére exhibitor not only highlights the device but
signals his allegiance to an aesthetic of astonishment which goes beyond
a scientific interest in the reproduction of motion. '
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Another account of carly projections, this time from the other
side of the Atlantic, further demonstrates the theatricality of this device
and clearly aligns the terror of early spectators with a conscious delecta-
tion of shocks and thrills. The memoirs of Albert E. Smith, one of the
founders of the Vitagraph company, describe his carly years as a travelling
exhibitor with Vitagraph cofounder J. Stuart Blackton. Smith had toured
earlier with quick-sketch artist Blackton as an illusionist combining
“sleight of hand and invisible mechanical appliances of his own inven-
tion.”!! But like a large number of stage illusionists, they had tumed to
the exhibition of moving pictures as the most technologically advanced
form of visual entertainments. Smith contributed a mechanical improve-
ment to the Edison projecting kinetoscope—a water cell between the film
and the light source that absorbed heat and allowed the film to be
projected as a still image a bit longer without danger of the celluloid
bursting into flames.

The most popular item on Smith and Blackton’s exhibition tours
was The Black Diamond Express, a one-shot film of alocomotive rushing
towards the camera. As in most early film shows, a patter spoken by
Blackton accompanied the projection, preparing the audience for the film
and providing dramatic atmosphere. Smith describes Blackton’s role in
presenting The Black Diamond Express as that of a “terrorist mood
setter.” As he recalled it, Blackton’s lecture (delivered over the frozen
image of the locomotive) went like this:

Ladies and gentlemen you are now gazing upon a photograph of the
famous Black Diamond Express. In just a moment, a cataclysmic mo-
ment, my friends, a moment without equal in the history of our times,
you will see this train take life in a marvellous and most astounding
manner. It will rush towards you, belching smoke and fire from its
monstrous iron throat.

Although Smith’s memory of Blackton’s oration decades later
may not be entirely reliable, it captures the address of the first film shows
and places the audience’s terror in a new light. Blackton directly ad-
dresses the audience, mediating between it and the film and stressing the
actual act of display. Like a fairground barker, he builds an atmosphere
of expectation, a pronounced curiosity leavened with anxiety as he
stresses the novelty and astonishing properties which the attraction
about to be revealed will possess. This sense of expectation, sharpened
to an intense focus on a single instant of transformation, heightened the
startling impact of the first projections. Far from being a simple reality
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effect, the impact derives from a moment of crisis, prepared for and
delayed, then bursting upon the audience. This suspenseful presentation
of an impossible transformation, Smith reports, caused women to scream
and men to sit aghast.'?

The Aesthetic of Attractions

! There came a day when anew andurgent need {nrstimuii
was met by the film. In a film, perception in the form of
shocks was established as a formal principle.

—Walter Benjamin,
“Some Motifs in Baudelaire”

While these early films of on-coming locomotives present the shock of
cinema in an exaggerated form, they also express an essential element of
early cinema as a whole. I have called the cinema that precedes the
dominance of narrative (and this period lasts for nearly a decade, until
1903 or 1904) The cinema of attractions.'® The aesthetic of attraction
addresses the audience directly, sometimes, as in these early train films,
exaggerating this confrontation in an experience of assault. Rather than
being an involvement with narrative action or empathy with character
psychology, the cinema of attractions solicits a highly conscious aware-
ness of the film image engaging the viewer’s curiosity. The spectator does
not get lost in a fictional world and its drama, but remains aware of the
act of looking, the excitement of curiosity and its fulfilment. Through a
variety of formal means, the images of the cinema of attractions rush
forward to meet their viewers. These devices range from the implied
collision of the early railroad films to the performance style of the same
period, when actors nodded and gestured at the camera (e.g., Méliés on
screen directing attention to the transformations he causes) or when a
showman lecturer presented the views to the audience. This cinema
addresses and holds the spectator, emphasising the act of display. In
fulfilling this curiosity, it delivers a generally brief dose of scopic
pleasure.

And pleasure is the issue here, even if pleasure of a particularly
complicated sort. When a Montpellier journalist in 1896 described the
Lumiére projections as provoking “an excitement bordering on terror,”
he was praising the new spectacle and explaining its success.'* If the first
spectators screamed, it was to acknowledge the power of the apparatus
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to sweep away a prior and firmly entrenched sense of reality, This
[vertiginous experience of the frailty of our knowledge of the world
|before the power of visual illusion produced that mixture of pleasure
and anxiety which the purveyors of popular art had labelled sensations
and thrills and on which they founded a new aesthetic of attractions.
The on-rushing train did not simply produce the negative experience
of fear but the particularly modern entertainment form of the thrill,
embodied elsewhere in the recently appearing attractions of the amuse-
ment parks (such as the roller coaster), which combined sensations of
] acceleration and falling with a security guaranteed by modern indus-
| trial technology. One Coney Island attraction, the Leap Frog Railway,
"literalised the thrill of The Arrival of a Train. Two electric cars
containing as many as forty people were set towards each other at great
speed on a collision course. Just before impact one car was lifted up
on curved rails and skimmed over the top of the other. Lynne Kirby
has also noted the popularity of staged collisions between railroad
locomotives at the turn of the century, both at county fairs and in such
films as Edison’s 1904 The Railroad Smash-Up.'?

Confrontation rules the cinema of attractions in both the form
of its films and their mode of exhibition. The directness of this act of
display allows an emphasis on the thrill itself—the immediate reaction
of the viewer. The film lecturer focuses attention on the attraction,
sharpening viewer curiosity. The film then performs its act of display and
fades away. Unlike psychological narrative, the cinema of attractions
does not allow for elaborate development; only a limited amount of delay
is really possible. But such a film program consists of a series of attrac-
tions, a concatenation of short films all of which offer the viewer a
moment of revelation. The succession of thrills is potentially limited
only by viewer exhaustion. This concatenation may have some thematic
structuring and builds toward a climactic moment, a final clou (such as
Smith and Blackton’s Black Diamond Express). The showman rather
than the films themselves gives the program an overarching structure,

| and the key role of exhibitor showman underscores the act of monstra-
'tion that founds the cinema of attractions.!6

A film like Edison’s Electrocuting an Elephant from 1903
shows the temporal logic of this scenography of display. The elephant
is led onto an electrified plate, and secured. Smoke rises from its feet
and after a moment the elephant falls on its side. The moment of
technologically advanced death is neither further explained nor dram-
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atised. Likewisca fictional film produced by the Biograph Company in
1904, Photographing a Female Crook, presents a single shot of a
woman held between two uniformed policemen who try to steady her
for a mug shot. The camera tracks in on this group, ending by framing
the woman in medium close-up. Attempting to sabotage the photo-
graphing of her face for identification purposes, the female crook mugs
outrageously, contorting her face. The inward movement by the movie
camera and the progressive enlargement of the woman’s face empha-
sise the act of display which underlies the film. While both these films
show considerable formal differences from The Arrival of a Train, they
all three demonstrate the solicitation of viewer curiosity and its
fulfilment by the brief moment of revelation typical of the cinema of
(attractions. This is a cinema of instants, rather than developing
| s1tuations.

As I have stated elsewhere,!” the scenography of the cinema of
attractions is an exhibitionist one, opposed to the cinema of the unac-
knowledged voyeur that later narrative cinema ushers in. This display of
unique views belongs most obviously to the period before the dominance
of editing, when films consisting of a single shot—both actualities and
fictions—made up the bulk of film production. However, even with the
introduction of editing and more complex narratives, the aesthetic of
attraction can still be sensed in periodic doses of non-narrative spectacle
given to audiences (musicals and slapstick comedy provide clear exam-
ples). The cinema of attractions persists in later cinema, even if it rarely
dominates the form of a feature film as a whole. It provides an under-
ground current flowing beneath narrative logic and diegetic realism,
producing those moments of cinematic dépaysement beloved by the
surrealists.!®

This aesthetic so contrasts with prevailing turn-of-the-century
norms of artistic reception—the ideals of detached contemplation—
that it nearly constitutes an anti-aesthetic. The cinema of attractions
stands at the antipode to the experience Michael Fried, in his discus-
sion of eighteenth-century painting, calls absorption.!® For Fried, the
painting of Greuze and others created a new relation to the viewer
through a self-contained hermetic world which makes no acknowl-
edgement of the beholder’s presence. Early cinema totally ignores this
construction of the beholder. These early films explicitly acknowledge
their spectator, seeming to reach outwards and confront. Contempla-
tive absorption is impossible here. The viewer’s curiosity is aroused
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andfulfilled throughamarkedencounter,adirectstimulus, asuccession
of shocks.

By tapping into a visual curiosity and desire for novelty, attrac-
tions draw upon what Augustine, at the beginning of the fifth century,
called curiositas in his catalogue of “the lust of the eyes.” In contrast to
visual voluptas (pleasure), curiositas avoids the beautiful and gocs
after its exact opposite “simply because of the lust to find out and to
know.” Curiositas draws the viewer towards unbeautiful sights, such
as amangled corpse, and “because of this disease of curiosity monsters
and anything out of the ordinary are put on show in our theatres.” For

[Augustine, curiositas led not only to a fascination with seeing, but a
‘dcsire for knowledge for its own sake, ending in the perversions of
magic and science.?’ While beauty in Augustine’s Platonic schema
may form the first rung of an ascent to the ideal, curiositas possesses
only the power to lead astray. Attractions imply the danger of distrac-
tion, a cardinal sin in Augustine’s contemplative and vigilant model
of Christian life.

The aesthetic of attractions developed in fairly conscious oppo-
sition to an orthodox identification of viewing pleasure with the con-
templation of beauty. A nineteenth-century satirical engraving shows
London’s Egyptian Hall (which existed as a home for natural curiosities—
freaks and artifacts of natural history—before it became the home of
Maskelyne’s magic theatre) proclaiming itself “the Hall of Ugliness” and
advertising the “Ne Plus Ultra of Hideousness.”2! This attraction to the
repulsive was frequently rationalised by appealing to that impulse which
Augustine found equally dubious, intellectual curiosity. Like the early
film exhibitions, freak shows and other displays of curiosities were
described as instructive and informing. Similarly, a popular and longlast-
ing genre of the cinema of attractions consisted of educational actualities
(such as Charles Urban’s Unseen World series beginning in 1903), which
presented magnified images of cheese mites, spiders and water fleas.2?
As late as 1914 a proponent of the reform movement in cinema objected
to the vulgarity of films displaying such “slimy and unbeautiful abomi-
nations,” which he claimed repulsed spectators with more refined sen-
sibilities.”® But showmen were well aware that a thrill needed an element
of repulsion or a controlled threat of danger. Louise Lumigre understood
that his films, which directed physical action out at the audience, added

- a vital energy alongside the scientific curiosity addressed by his repro-
| duction of motion and daily life.
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Distraction and the Ambivalence of Shock

The film corresponds o profound changes in the apper-
ceptive apparatus—changes that are experienced on an
individual scale by the man in the street in big city traffic,
on d historical scale by every present day individual.
—Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”

While the impulse to curiositas may be as old as Augustine, there is no
question that the nineteenth century sharpened this form of “lust of the
eyes” and its commercial exploitation. Expanding urbanisation with its
| kaleidoscopic succession of city sights, the growth of consumer society
|with its new emphasis on stimulating spending through visual display,
and the escalating horizons of colonial exploration with new peoples and
territories to be categorised and exploited all provoked the desire for
limages and attractions. It is not surprising that city street scenes, adver-
tising films, and foreign views all formed important genres of early
cinema. The enormous popularity of foreign views (already developed
and exploited by the stereoscope and magic lantern| expresses an almost
unquenchable desire to consume the world through images. The cinema
was, as the slogan of one early film company put it, an invention which
put the world within your grasp. Early cinema categorised the visible
world as a series of discreet attractions, and the catalogues of the first
production companies present a nearly encyclopoedic survey of this new
hyper-visible topology, from landscape panoramas to microphotography,
from domestic scenes to the beheading of prisoners and the electrocution
of elephants.

If not all the attractions of early cinema express the violence of
an on-rushing train, some sense of wonder or surprise nonetheless
underlies all these films, if only wonder at the illusion of motion. Even
a filmed landscape panorama does not lend itself to pure aesthetic
contemplation. One is fully aware of the machine which mediates the
view, the camera pivoting on its tripod. The most common form of

| landscape panorama—films shot from the front or back of trains—dou-
| bled this effect, invoking not only the motion picture machine but the
| locomotive which pulls the seated viewer through space. These train
\films provide an even more technologically mediated example of what
Wolfgang Schivelbusch, in his description of the transformation of per-
ception occasioned by the railway journey, calls panoramic perception.
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In contrast to the traditional traveller’s experience of a landscape, the
train passenger “no longer belongs to the same space as the perceived
objects; the traveller sees the objects, landscapes, etc., through the
apparatus which moves him through the world.”?* A film taken from the
front of a train, an “unseen energy swallowing space” (as one journalist
described the experience of such a train panorama?®), doubled this effect
imposed by industrial apparatuses, intensifying the alienation and the
dynamic sensation of train travel. Such train films might turn the
on-rushing Black Diamond Express inside out, but still provoked viewer
amazement through a technologically mediated experience of space and
movement.

Ultimately the encyclopedic ambition of this impulse of early
cinema, transforming all of reality into cinematographical views, recalls
Gorky’s vague discomfort and depression before the cinématographe.
While the cinema of attractions fulfills the curiosity it excites, it is in
the nature of curiosity, as the lust of the eye, never to be satisfied
completely. Thus the obsessional nature of early film production and the
early film show the potentially endless succession of separate attractions.
But beyond the unlimited metonymy of curiosity, Gorky’s unease de-
rived from the abstraction and alienation of this new pursuit of thrills.

Gorky also found a pervasive ennui in the dreamworld home of
attractions, Coney Island (which he visited in 1906), calling it “a slavery
to a varied boredom.” For Gorky, Coney Island purveyed “an amazement
in which there is neither transport nor joy.”26 While the tone of a
European intellectual’s distaste for the mass pleasures of a capitalist
society is unmistakable, Gorky also provides insight into the need for
thrills in an industrialised and consumer-oriented society. The peculiar
pleasure of screaming before the suddenly animated image of a locomo-

tive indicates less an audience willing to take the image for reality than
aspectator whose daily experience has lost the coherence and immediacy
traditionally attributed to reality. This loss of experience creates a
consumer hungry for thrills.

The cinema of attractions not only exemplifies a particularly
modern form of aesthetics but also responds to the specifics of modern
and especially urban life, what Benjamin and Kracauer understood as
the drying up of experience and its replacement by a culture of
distraction. While Benjamin’s writing provides the most brilliantly

[ dialectical (and ambivalent) description of the modern transformation
| of perception and experience,?’ Kracauer’s essay “The Cult of Distrac-
‘tion: On Berlin’s Picture Palaces” provides a specific focus on the role

-
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of cinema and particularly that element foregrounded by the cinema
of attractions—exhibition.”®

Lost sight of now after decades of text-obsessed film analysis, the
exhibition situation transforms and structures a film’s mode of address
to an audience. In early cinema, the act of presentation was stressed by
both exhibition context and the direct address of the films themselves.
By the 1920s, when Kracauer wrote, the architecture of the picture palaq:
and the variety format of the evening’s program played a major role in
defining movie-going as a succession of attractions, what Kracauer d;:g—’
scribes as the “fragmented sequence of splendid sense impressions.”
The opulence and design of the Berlin movie theatres served to offset the
coherence that classical narrative cinema had brought to film. As Kra-
cauer described it:

The interior design of the movie theatres served one sole purpose: to
rivet the audience’s attention to the peripheral so that they will not sink
into the abyss. The stimulations of the senses succeed each other with
such rapidity that there is no room left for even the slightest contem-

plation to squeeze in between them.30

The spectacular design of the theatre itself {accented and tem-
poralised by elaborate manipulations of light) interacted with the Brow-
ing tendency to embed the film in a larger program, a revue which
included music and live performance. The film in a larger program, a
revue which included music and live performance. The film was only
one element in an experience that Kracauer describes as a “total artwork
of effects” which “assaults every one of the senses using every possible
means.”3! For Kracauer, the discontinuity and variety of this form of

| cinema program (juxtaposing a two-dimensional film with three-dimen-
sional live performances) strongly undermined film’s illusionistic power.

The projected film “recedes into the flat surface and the deceptior} is

| exposed.”3% As in the first projections, the very aesthetic of attraction
runs counter to an illusionistic absorption, the variety format of the
picture palace program continually reminding the spectator of the act of
watching by a succession of sensual assaults. As if in defiance of the
increased length and the voyeuristic fictional address of the featured
films, the effect of a discontinuous suite of attractions still dominates
the evening.

But in spite of (or rather motivating) this smorgasboard of sensual
thrills, Kracauer discerns an experience of lack not unrelated (even if
differently interpreted) to Gorky’s malaise. The unifying element of the
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cult of distraction lies in what Kracauer calls pure externality. And this
celebration of the external responds to a central lack in the life of its
audience, particularly that of the working masses:

an essentially formal tension which fills their day without making it
fulfilling. Such a lack demands to be compensated, but this need can
only be articulated in terms of the same surface which imposed the lack
in the first place. The form of entertainment necessarily corresponds to
that of enterprise.3>

The sudden, intense, and external satisfaction supplied by the
succession of attractions was recognised by Kracauer as revealing the
fragmentation of modern experience. The taste for thrills and spec-
tacle, the particularly modern form of curiositas that defines the
aesthetic of attractions, is moulded by a modern loss of fulfilling
experience. Once again, Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s understanding of the
changes in modern perception brought about by railway travel pro-
vides a theoretical tool. Crossbreeding Freud’s metapsychological
formulations with the urban sociology of Simmel (and thus following
a trajectory traced by Benjamin), Schivelbusch describes a stimulus
shield, which inhabitants of the overstimulated environments of the
modern world develop in order to ward off its constant assaults.3* But
one could also point out that this stimulus shield dulls the edge of
experience, and more intense aesthetic energies are required to pene-
trate it. As Miriam Hansen points out in her reading of Benjamin, the
modern experience of shock corresponds to “[t]he adaptation of human
perception of industrial modes of production and transportation, espe-
cially the radical restructuration of spatial and temporal relations.”3%
" Shock becomes not only a mode of modern experience, but a strategy

. of amodern aesthetics of astonishment. Hence the exploitation of new

technological thrills that flirt with disaster.

i Attractions are a response to an experience of alienation, and for
| Kracauer (as for Benjamin) cinema’s value lay in exposing a fundamental

'loss of coherence and authenticity. Cinema’s deadly temptation lay in
trying to attain the aesthetic coherence of traditional art and culture. The
radical aspiration of film must lie along the path of consciously height-
ening its use of discontinuous shocks, or as Kracauer puts it, “must aim
radically towards a kind of distraction which exposes disintegration
rather than masking it.”3” As Hansen has indicated, Benjamin’s analysis
of shock has a fundamental ambivalence, moulded certainly by the
impoverishment of experience in modern life, but also capable of assum-

" human body into moments of recognition.
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ing “a strategic significance-—as an :|rtil'|c|;1ﬁl means of propelling the

The panic before the image on the screen exceeds a simple physical
reflex, similar to those one experiences in a daily encounter with urban
traffic or industrial production. In its double nature, its transformation of
still image into moving illusion, it expresses an attitude in which astonish-
ment and knowledge perform a vertiginous dance, and pleasure derives from
the energy released by the play between the shock caused by this illusion
of danger and delight in its pure illusion. The jolt experienced becomes a
shock of recognition. Far from fulfilling a dream of total replication of
reality—the apophantis of the myth of total cinema—the experience of the
first projections exposes the hollow centre of the cinematic illusion. The
thrill of transformation into motion depended on its presentation as a
contrived illusion under the control of the projectionist showman. The
movement from still to moving image accented the unbelievable and
extraordinary nature of the apparatus itself. But in doing so, it also undid
any naive belief in the reality of the image.

Cinema’s first audiences can no longer serve as a founding myth
for the theoreticalisation of the enthralled spectator. History reveals
fissures along with continuities, and we must recognise that the experi-
ence of these audiences was profoundly different from the classical

| spectator’s absorption into an empathetic narrative. Placed within a
historical context and tradition, the first spectators’ experience reveals
not a childlike belief, but an undisguised awareness (and delight in) film’s
illusionistic capabilities. I have attempted to reverse the traditional
understanding of this first onslaught of moving images. Like a demysti-
fying showman, I have frozen the image of crowds scattered before the
projection of an on-rushing train and read it allegorically rather than
mythically. This arrest should astonish us with the realisation that these
screams of terror and delight were well prepared for by both showmen
and audience. The audience’s reaction was the antipode to the primitive
one: it was an encounter with modernity. From the start, the terror of
that image uncovered a lack, and promised only a phantom embrace. The
train collided with no one. It was, as Gorky said, a train of shadows, and
the threat that it bore was freighted with emptiness.

NOTES
1. Accounts of the first exhibitions can be read in most standard film histories.

Georges Sadoul, in Histoire générale du cinéma, t. 1. L'Invention du cinéma 1832-1897
(Paris: Denoél, 1948}, p. 288, describes the panic of the crowds before The Arrival of a
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Train, but, curiously, the testimony he cites refers to a Lumiere street scene, rather than
the train film. Other testimonies sometimes cited, such as Maxim Gorky's article
discussed below, or the article Lynne Kirby quotes from L'1Hustration (30 May 1896),
describe the threat inscribed in the image itsclf, but do not indicate actual panic in the
audience [see Lynne Kirby, “Male Hysteria and Early Cinema,” Camera Obscura 17 (May
1988), 130. Recent histories are content to cite Sadoul, or simply repeat the legend.
However, Charles Musser tells me that his research on early travelling exhibitor Lyman
H. Howe has uncovered a number of references to spectators screaming during carly
projections of train films, although not at the first Lumiére screenings.

I would like to indicate here the inspiration provided by Kirby's article and her
ongoing work on early cinema and trains. I feel few writers have so well grasped the
importance of shock in early cinema, even if I view its implications for early spectatorship
somewhat differently than she does. 1 would also like to acknowledge the conversations
with NYU graduate student Richard Decroix, which stimulated my thinking about this
essay.

2. Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier: Psychoanalysis and the Cinema, tr.
Celia Britton, Annwyl Williams, Ben Brewster, and Alfred Guzzetti (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1982), pp. 72-73. Ben Singer has pointed out the limitations of Metz's
application of Freud’s concept of the fetish to cinema in his article “Film, Photography
and Fetish: The Analyses of Christian Metz,” Cinema Journal 27/4 (Summer 1988).
However, my main problem with Metz's always stimulating discussion lies in its
ahistorical nature, which leads to an oversimplified view of cinema spectatorship. At the
same time, I find that the lack Metz finds at the centre of the cinematic image is a profound
insight, worthy of more than a metapsychological treatment.

Charles Musser (in his forthcoming volume in the History of American Film Series,
vol. I, The Emergence of Cinema in America) points out that in Ars magna lucis et umbrae
of 1671—the first full treatment of the catoptric lamp, a forerunner of the magic lantern—
Athanasius Kircher declared that demystifying illusion is essential to any display of the
apparatus, absolutely forbidding any understanding of the spectacle as magic. Thereligious
and social motivations (Kircher was a Jesuit) for such a demystification are obvious.
Musser makes the provocative claim that this moment “suggests a decisive turning point
for screen practice when the observer of projected/reflected images became the historically
constituted subject we now call the spectator” (p. 31]. In other words, Musser would see
demystification as essential to the existence of the spectator, and points out that a
tradition of screen spectatorship preceded Lumiére by centuries.

3. Metz, op. cit., p. 72.

4. See my article “Primitive Cinema: A Frame Up? or The Trick’s On Us,” in
Cinema Journal 29/2 (Winter 1988-89). Accounts of Méliés’s theatrical illusions can be
found in Madeliene Maltete-Mélies, ed., Méliés et la naissance du spectacle cinéma-
tographique (Paris: Klincksieck, 1984), esp. pp. 53-58, and in Pierre Jenn, Méliés, Cinéaste
(Paris: Albatros, 1984), pp. 139-68. Paul Hammond's Marvellous Méliés (London: Gordon
Fraser, 1974, pp. 15-26) also includes a discussion of Méliés’s stage work and an indication
of his debt to Maskelyne.

5. Martin Battersby, Trompe I'Oeil: The Eye Deceived |London: Academy Editions,
1974}, p. 19.1must signal here that my essay has been both inspired and provoked by Mary
Ann Doane’s fascinating essay “When the Direction of the Force Acting on the Body Is
Changed: The Moving Image,” Wide Angle 7/2-3. There is a great deal of convergence in
the topics covered by my essay and hers, as well as a great deal of divergence in method
and conclusion.

6. The importance of the large scale of the original Lumiére projections, particularly
in competition with the Edison kinetoscope, has been pointed out by Jacques and Marie
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André in their volume Une Saison Luniere a Montpellier (Perpignan, France: Institut Jean
Vigo, 1987], pp. 64-65

7. Gorky's account 1s included as an appendix in Jay Leyda, Kino: A History of the
Russian and Soviet Film (London: Allen & Unwin, 1960), pp. 407-9. The translation is
by “Leda Swan.”

8. Ibid., p. 407.1must add that it was Annette Michelson who first pointed out this
fact to me when I was a graduate student years ago. Her discussion of the frisson of this
instance of motion was a generative point for this essay. One might point out that a
possibly equally rich projection trope can be found in Lumiére’s Destruction of a Wall,
which was projected first forwards and then in reverse, creating the magical effect of the
wall reassembling and rising to its original height. A Montpellier journalist noted that
this film “has always drawn applause from its admirers” (André, Une Sasion Lumicére, p.
84, my translation).

9. Quoted in Georges Sadoul, Histoire Général du Cinéma, p. 271 (my translation).

10. Erik Barnouw, The Magician and the Cinema (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1981}, p. 75. The phrase is quoted from an 1899 article in the magical trade periodical
Mahatma.

11. Albert E. Smith, in collaboration with Phil A. Koury, Two Reels and a Crank
(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1952}, p. 39. Smith’s book is notoriously inaccurate, as
Charles Musser has shown. However, most of these errors seem to be misleading claims
of fanciful achievements (e.g., filming in Cuba during the Spanish American War) and
don’t necessarily lessen the value of the description of his film shows.

12. Ibid., pp. 39-40.

13. See Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction: Early Film, Its Spectator and the
Avant-Garde,” Wide Angle 8/3-4. This term was first introduced by myself and André
Gaudreault in a paper delivered to the colloquium Nouvelles approches de I'histoire du
cinéma at Cerisy in 1985, called “Cinéma des premiers temps: un défi a I'histoire du
cinéma?” Conversations with Adam Simon, a teaching assistant at the Carpenter Center
of Visual and Environmental Studies of Harvard University, 1984-85, were also influential
in developing these ideas. The term attractions refers backwards to a popular tradition
and forwards to an avant-garde subversion. The tradition is that of the fairground and
carnival, and particularly its development during the turn of the century in such modern
amusement parks as Coney Island. The avant-garde radicalisation of this term comes in
the theoretical and practical work in theatre and film of Sergei Eisenstein, whose theory

J of the montage of attractions intensified this popular energy into an aesthetic subversion,
|l through a radical theoreticisation of the power of attractions to undermine the conven-
tions of bourgeois realism. For a clear account of this theory and a discussion of its roots
in popular culture, see Jacques Aumont’s Montage Eisenstein, tr. Lee Hildreth, Constance
Penley, and Andrew Ross (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987|, pp. 41-48|, as
well as Eisenstein’s own essays “The Montage of Attractions” and “The Montage of Film
| Attractions,”" in Eisenstein, Writings, Vol. I 1922-1934, ed. and tr. Richard Taylor
' (Bloomington, University of Indiana Press, 1988).

14. Quoted in Jacques and Marie André, Une Saison Lumiére, p. 66.

15. John F. Kasson, Amusing the Millions: Coney Island at the Turn of the
Century (New York: Hill & Wang, 1978), pp. 77-78. Lynne Kirby, {from L’'lustration),
pp. 119-120.

16. The role of the exhibitor showman in carly American cinema has been bril-
liantly demonstrated in the work of Charles Musscr, particularly in his article “The
Nickelodeon Era Begins, Establishing the Framework for Hollywood's Mode of Repre-
sentation” |Framework, Autumn 1983), as well as his forthcoming volumes on Edwin
S. Porter and Lyman Howe.
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17. Gunming, “Cinema of Attraction,” p. 64, This issue is also discussed in my book
D.W. Griffith and the Origins of American Narrative Cinema (Urbana: University of
Ilinois Press, 1991).

18. On the surrealist love of disorienting images in the cinema, see Paul Hammond,
ed., The Shadow and Its Shadow: Surrealist Writings on the Cinema {London: British Film
Institute, 1978), particularly Breton’s essay “As in a Wood” (p. 14).

19.; Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age

| of Diderof (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980). See, for

example, pp. 64, 104. A similar exclusion of the spectator is evident in the scenography
and style of the nineteenth-century naturalist theatre, embodied in the idea of the fourth
wall.

20. St. Augustine, The Confessions, tr. Rex Warner (New York: New American
Library, 1963), pp. 245-47.

21. This satirical drawing is reproduced in Richard D. Altick, The Shows of London
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978), p. 254. As Miriam Hansen has pointed
out to me, Michael Fried’s discussion of Thomas Eakins’ painting “Gross Clinic” raises
issues relevant to the aesthetic of attractions and its relation to repulsion. Although Fried
convincingly places the painting within a tradition of absorption, the foci of Gross’
bloodstained fingers and scalpel and the patient’s open wound seem to provide another
experience, which “mixes pain and pleasure, violence and voluptuousness, repulsion and
fascination” (Fried, “Realism, Writing and Disfiguration in Thomas Eakins’ Gross Cl inic,"”

{ ( Representations, 9, Winter 1985, 71|. As Fried says, “It is above all the conflictedness of

that situation that grips and excruciates and in the end stupefies us before the picture” (p.
73). This seems to me to describe the essential experience of the aesthetic of attractions;
| however, it is somewhat unclear to me how Fried sees this in relation to the experience
! of absorption. Fried does not relate this conflict to the tradition of the sublime, which
‘clearly represents the acceptable form of the aesthetic of attractions [recall that Burke
defines astonishment as the effect of the sublime in the highest degree). The relation of
popular entertainment to the sublime is a basically unexplored and potentially fascinating
topic, beyond the confines of this essay. But it is not irrelevant to point out that Fried
follows Thomas Weiskel in associating the effect of the sublime with a Freudian under-
standing of the terror of castration. Although I am not inclined at the moment to pursue
it, speculation in this direction about the trauma produced by the first projections could
provide a new way of approaching the issue of fetishism in early cinema, locating the
trauma that Metz did little toisolate. The interest of this speculation could be considerable
if approached from a historical point of view, as in Benjamin’s and Schivelbusch’s
understanding (which I will discuss later in this essay) of the Freudian concept of the
stimulus shield as a response to modern experience, rather than a biological principle.
22. Urban’s series of films is described in Rachel Low and Roger Manvell, The
History of the British Film, Vol. I 1896-1906, [London: Allen & Unwin, 1948, p. 60.
23. Harry Fumiss, Our Lady Cinema, reprint of 1914 ed. (New York: Garland
Publishing, 1978), p. 41.
24. Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey (New York: Urizen Press, 1979),
p. 66.
25. From the New York Mail and Express (25 September 1897, reprinted in Kemp
R. Niver, The Biograph Bulletins 1896-1908 {Los Angeles: Locare Research Group, 1971),
p. 27. The journalist was commenting on a Biograph film shot from a locomotive going
through the Haverstraw Tunnel.
26. Maxim Gorky, “Boredom,” The Independent (8 August 1907), 311-12.
27. The key essays are, of course, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction” (in Illuminations, ed. Hanna Arendt, tr. Harry Zohn: New York: Schocken
Books, 1969) and the two drafts of the essay on Baudelaire (in Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric
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Poet inthe Era of High Capitalisim, tr. Harry Zohn: London: NLB, 1973), My umlurst;’ndi'ng
of Benjamin's work has been shaped by Miriam Hansen's masterful essay “Benjamin,
Cinema and Experience: The Blue Flower in the Land of Technology,” New German
Critigue 40 (Winter 1987). This essay and Hansen’s forthcoming work on the spectator of
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35, Miriam Hansen, Benjamin, Cinema, p. 184. Lynne Kirby obscrveF‘ about the
popularity of staged railroad smash-ups: “As a spectacularisation of technolog}cal dc?tmc-
tion based on an equation of pleasure with terror, the ‘imagination of d.lsgstt:r says
volumes about the kinds of violent spectacle demanded by a modern public, and the
transformation of ‘shock’ into eagerly expected, digestible spectacle” [Kirby, from
L'Illustration, p. 120).
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