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~“pesthetic of Astonishment: g,
A:d the (In)Credulous Spectator
]
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ly Film

TERROR IN THE AISLES
The damming of the stream of real life, the moment when its flow comes to
qandstill, makes itself felt as reflux: this reflux is astonishment,

_watter BENJAMIN, “What Is Epic Theatre?” (first version)

n traditional accounts of the cinema’s first audiences, one image stands out: the
crrified reaction of spectators to Lumiére’s Arrial of a Train at the Station. Accord-
ing to a variety of historians, spectators reared back in their seats, or screamed, or
gotup 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 lo-
ated. 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, encountering this
threatening and rampant image with no defenses, with no tradition by which to
understand it. The absolute novelty of the moving image therefore reduced them to
astate usually attributed to savages in their primal encounter with the advanced
technology of Western colonialists, 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

-lA.cc"“mS of the first exhibitions can be read in most standard film histories. Georges Sadoul‘, in
momtgé"é'ﬂle du cinéma, t. 1. I’Invention du cinéma 1832-1897 (Paris: Denogl, 1948), p. 288, describes
“Panic of the crowds before The Arrival of a Train, but, curiously, the testimony he cites refers to a
o ¢ Street scene, rather than the train film. Other testimonies sometimes cm.ed, such as Maxim
Ys article discugseq below, or the article Lynne Kirby quotes from L'lllustration (30 I:l'i_ay 1896),
Ly © the threat inscribed in the image itself, but do not indicate actual panic in the audience (see

i ““ b L h. t =
Tieg mK"by' Male Hysteria and Early Cinema,” Camera Obscura 17 (May 1988): 130. Recent histo

i 11s me that his
r%chczntent to cite Sadoul, or simply repeat the legend. However, Charles Musser tells me tha

i ibi ber of references to spec-
Gty & ei."ly travelling exhibitor Lyman H. Howe has uncovered a num

i i Lumiére screenings.
Lwoulq ﬁkng during early projections of train films, although not at the first Lumiér gs

indi S : < bv’s article and her ongoing work on
€ to indicate here the inspiration provided by Kltb;’ : }::til:n oot kel

Cing and trains, | feel few writers have so well graspe C &

%u*’l;a, CVenif T view i implications for early spectatorship somewhat dlﬁ'grenttll);it:l:;;hl; :cc;?ix

Which stis;: € to acknowledge the conversations with NYU graduate studen hs
olate my thinking about this essay.
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) all the same.” Credulity OVery,

disavowal’s detour of “I know very well - buta et
all else, the physical reflex sigxmlmg a visual t;amz:l(i ;Ei]lism i abili(:;,ttk:)e
initial terror defines film'’s power as 1t:sS uillllp;fccf Pe:lpable AL c,langerom, 3
spectators that the moving image was, 1dezhy ; :
z\}::rds them with physical impact. The image had t:il]kein ml;fei,nsav:a]k;?e?;g,,
lentless force, any consideration of 1'ep1‘es€nt.atlon—t Cei iri Cer}t’aIi)n : te

Furthermore, this primal scene at the cinema underp s 03
theorisations of spectatorship. The terrorised spectator Ziences S:];:)n .
stalks the imagination of film theorists who e.:nv15102 ;u; e irzl
sively to an all-dominating apparatus, hypnotised and tr W17 urz/d
power. Contemporary film theorists have 1_n.a.de careers o i er
the basic intelligence and reality-testing ab111t.1es 9f Fhe average film
have no trouble treating previous audiences with 51mllar,dlsdalp. l’){ihe
reading of this initial terror comes from Metz. B}Jt Metz s ac.imlra es
ders his analysis all the more deﬁc%ent from a historical point of’ vie
scribes this panicked reaction on' the part of th'e Grand Café a
displacement of the contemporary viewer’s credu.ht
of the medium. Like the childhood when one still

helms
myth of
Convin(:e
armg to-
In jtg re-
das rea],
emPOrary
Cafe stil]
tting pas.
Ulusion;ge
estima_ting
viewer ang
most subtle
ub_tlety ten-
W. Metz de-
udience a5 5
y onto a myethical childhggg
believed in Santa Claus, like

s one, or in his heart.”® Thus
S viewer supplies the motive
iewer, Wwavering between the
he repressed, anxiety-causing

, this inner credulou
ng of the fetishistic v
ng the image and ¢

power for Metz’s understandi
credulous position of believ

*Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier: Psychoanalysis anq the Cinema, trans. Celia Britton,
Annwyl Williams, Ben Brewster, and Alfred Guzzetti (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1982), pp. 72-73. Ben Singer has pointed oyt the limitations of Metz’s application of Freud’s concept
of the fetish to cinema in his article, “Film, Pthography and Fetish: The Analyses of Ch“_smn
Metz,” Cinema Journal 27/4 (Summer 1988). However, My main problem with Metz’s always stimt-
lating discussion lies jn its a historica] eads to an oversimplified view of cinemd
Spectatorship. At the sa ack Metz finds a¢ the centre of the cinematic image
is a profound insigl.lt, etéPSYChological -

nature, which ]
me time, [ find that the ]

sential to any display of the apparatus, absolutely forbiddin a

"
B : e : 1Y understanding of the spectacle as magic:
The religious and social motivatjons (Kircher was a Jesuit) fo

: . rsucha demystification are obvmuSrM“:'is:’; ~
makes the provocative claim that moment “suggests 5 decisive turning point for screen practict
when the observer of Projected/reflected images became the hj T
the spectator” (p. 31). In other words, M A i

storically constituted subject we no
: Usser would see e,
the spectator, and points out that 5 traditi

*Metz, op. cit,, p. 72. .

\ ' demystification as essential to the
tion of screen spectatorship
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: o\\'ledge of its illusion. The historical panic at the (
Q! < . ) S ap P .

10 Metz, simply a projection of an inner de
s “once upon a time.”

irand Café would be, accord-

g ception onto the mythical site of
-yema
cinem 1

Although 1 have my doubts whether actyg] p
Caff' Salon Indien, there is no question that 3 reac

ad tion of astonishment and even
r accompanied many early project: e
L type of terro I any carly projections. [ therefore don’t intend to

dmply deny this founding .myth of the cinema’s spectator, but rather to approach
it pistorically. We C‘"‘""P‘ 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-attested fact that the first
projections caused shock and astonishment, an excitement pushed to the point of
error, if we exclude childlike credulity? 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 roles 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 -
[ have called the cinema of attractions, 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
entertainments, a tradition in which realism was valued largely for its uncanny
effects. We need to recognise this tradition and speculate on its role at the turn of
the century. By

anic took place in the Grand

As I have shown elsewhere, many early spectators recognised the first projec-
tion of films as a crowning achievement in the extremely sophisticated develop-
ments in the magic theatre, as practiced by Méliés at the Théatre Robert Houdin
and his English mentor Maskelyne 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 tran-
scendence 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 illu-
sions consisted of making visible something which could not exist, of managing

he play of appearances in order to confound the expectations of logic and expe-
fience. The audience this theatre addressed was not primarily gullible country
b“mPkins, but sophisticated urban pleasure seekers, well aware that they were

T : 2 or The Trick’s On Us,” in Cinema Journal 29,
y article “Primitive Cinema: A Frame Up? or The ’ ‘

;:j %‘(Winter 1988-89). Accounts of Méliés’s theatrical illusions can .be foqnd in Madeliene Maltete-

g €ligs, ed., Méliés et la naissance du spectacle cinématographique (Paris: Klincksieck, 1984), esp. PP-
58, and in Pierre Jenn, Méliés, Cinéaste (Paris: Albatros, 1984), pp. 139-68. Paul Huammond’s

f‘ﬂmellous Méliés (London: Gordon Fraser, 1974, pp- 15-26) also includes a discussion of Méliés’s

8 Work and an indication of his debt to Maskelyne.
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seeing the most modern techniques in stage craft. Mélies’s theat@ 1 1nconceivab1e
without a widespread decline in belief in the marvellous, prov1_d1ng a fundamem
tal rationalist context. The magic theatre laboured to make visual that which j,
was impossible to believe. Its visual power consisted Of a trompe I’F)eil play of
give-and-take, an obsessive desire to test the limits of an intellectual dlsaVOWal\I
know, but yet [ see.

Trompe I'oeil as a genre of aesthetic illusion undersc.ores the problematic role
perfect illusion plays within traditional aesthetic reception. As. Martin Batterg,
puts it, trompe l'oeil aims not simply at accuracy ofrepr.eser?tatl(.)n, bgt at causing
“a feeling of disgust in the mind of the beholder.” This dlsqulfet arises from
conflict of messages™ on the one hand, the knowledge that one is seeing a paing.
Ing, and on the other, a visual experience sufficiently convincing as “to Warrang
a closer examination and even the involvement of the sense of touch.”s The real-
ism of the image is at the service of a dramatically unfolding spectator experi-
ence, vacillating between belief and incredulity. Although trompe Ioei] shares
with The Arrival of a Train and the magic theatre a pleasurable vacillation between
belief and doubr, it also displays important differences from them. The usually
small scale of trompe I'oeil paintings and the desire to reach out and touch them
contrast sharply with the “grandeur naturale” of the Lumiére 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
Lumiére 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 nonrealistic qualities. For Gorky,
ents 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 co-
lours—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 senses its impending threat: “J¢ 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

the cinématographe pres-

SMartin Battersby, Trompe I’Oeil: The Eye Deceived
must signal here that my essay has been both inspired a
ing essay “When the Direction of the Force Acting on the Body Is Changed: The Moving Image,”
Wide Angle 7, nos. 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.

¢The importance of the large scale of the original Lumiére projections, particularly in competi-
tion with the Edison kinetoscope, has been pointed out by Jacques and Ma’rie André in their volume
Une Saison Lumiére 4 Montpellier (Perpignan, France: Institut Jean Vigo, 1987), pp. 64-75.

(London: Academy Editions, 1974), p- . L
nd provoked by Mary Ann Doane’s fascinat-
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inement of the ungraspable phantom of life’

‘ disa}(’;w might dismiss Gorky’s reaction as the sophisticated disdain of
]ctuﬂlv deliberately counter to the more common recent - Ofa I
' intcl CS Gorky's negative assessment of the cinema s unusuapl Wt éarly pi
2 ed.vaﬂces in the t‘eclmology of entertainment were generallmhzgzgoq v}rhen
. n_f“’ ont and satisfaction. But his recognition that the film ima Z combi WI(; i
qteﬂz fects with 2 conscious awareness of artifice may correspog d n?:;elnle ;eal_
eneral audience reaction than -the screaming dupes of traditional accouni:i;/{xitlz
contemPOTary accounts of audience responses, particularly unsophisticated view-
are hard to come by, the very mode of presentation of the Lumiére screenings
fnd of other ear}y ﬁlmn.lakers as‘well) contains an important element which
rved 1O undermine a naive experience of realism. It is too infrequently pointed
out that in the ea¥l1est Lumle.re exhibitions the films were initially presented as
frozen unmoving images, .prOJections of still photographs. Then, flaunting a mas-
tery of visual showmanship, the projector began cranking and the image moved.
Oras Gorky described it, “suddenly a strange flicker passes through the screen and

jst1c

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
novement. Rather than mistaking the image for reality, the spectator is aston-
ished by its transformation through the new illusion of projected motion. Far
fom 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 metamor-
phosis 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 Méliés:

a still photograph showing the place Bellecour in Lyon was projec§ed. A little
surprise, I just had time to say to my neighbor: “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 ani-
mation of the street. Before this spectacle we sat with gaping mouths, struck with

e ) 9
dmazement, astonished beyond all expression.

F 7G°rky’5 account is included as an appendix in Jay Leyda, Kino: A HfS!O"‘Y of the R““f?“ and Soviet
' (London: Allen & Unwin, 1960), pp. 407-40%- The translation is by Leda S_w?_n. s
tid, p. 407. I must add that it was Annette Michelson who first ?O}nted out tfhls :c; r:(\);v r;lseaw ei :
‘Iata' *3graduate student years ago. Her discussion of the frisson of this ms.ta}x:ce of n‘g)o; i cai i
fou;se.Poim for this essay. One might point out that a possibly equally ric grOJe‘Ci s i}: i
6:63. n Lumitre’s Destruction of a Wall, which was projected ﬁfst fo‘r\yarlsh an oy Montpellie;
jour::: g the magical effect of the wall reassembling and rising to 1ts origina fng d Al
nalist noted”that this film “has always drawn applause from its admirers (Andre,

Uit g4
oty » my translation). na, p. 271 (MY translation).

ted in Georges Sadoul, Histoire Général du Ciné
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This coup de théitre, the sudden transformation from still image to Movip
illusion, startled audiences and displayed the noveltyiﬂnd fascination of
cinématographe. Far from being placed outside a suspension of disbelief, the org
sentation acts out the contradictory stages of involvement with the image, uanOId‘
ing, like other nineteenth-century visual entertainments, a Yacillation b‘-‘tWee,;
belief and incredulity. The moving image reverses and complicates the trajectoy
of experience solicited by a trompe I'oeil still life. The film first presents itself 5
merely an 1mage, rather than appearing to be the actual butterflies, postcards, oy
cameos which the initial apperception of a trompe l'oeil canvas seems to reVéal
Instead of a gradual disquiet arising from the divergence of what we know 3n(i
what we see, the shock of the film 1mage comes from a sudden transformatiop
while the hardly novel projected photograph (Gorky also stressed his initia] disap-
pointment at this “all too familiar scene”’!?) gives way to the astonishing momeng
of movement. The audience’s sense of shock comes less from a naive belief thyg
they are threatened by an actual locomotive than from an unbelievable vigyy]
transformation occurring before their eyes, parallel to the greatest wonders of the

¢

magic theatre.
As in the magic theatre the apparent realism of the image makes it a successfy]

illusion, but one understood as an illusion nonetheless. While such a transforma-
tion 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 as-
tounds. 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 cinéma-
tographe promised (hence Méliés’s restlessness). By delaying its appearance. the
Lumiére’s exhibitor not only highlights the device but signals his allegiance to an
aesthetic of astonishment which goes beyond a scientific interest in the reproduc-
tion of motion.

Another account of early 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 delectation of shocks and thrills.
The memoirs of Albert E. Smith, one of the founders of the Vitagraph company,
describe his early years as a travelling exhibitor with Vitagraph cofounder J. Stuart
Blackton. Smith had toured earlier with quick-sketch artist Blackton as an illu-

hand and invisible mechanical appliances of his own

sionist combining “sleight of
hey had turned to the

invention.”"! But like a large number of stage illusionists, t

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.

Albert E. Smith, in collaboration with Phil A. Koury, Tiwo Reels and a Crank (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1952), p. 39. Smith’s book is notoriously inaccurate, as Charles Musser has shown. How=
ever, most of these errors seem to be misleading claims of fanciful achievements (€. filming 12
Cuba during the Spanish American War) and don’t necessarily lessen the value of the description ©
his film shows.
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ing pictures >

¥ ]O(movm.&} es as the most tcchnologically ady :
g ments: Smith contributed a mechanica] imp anced form of visual
© el rovemen

cﬂ[c_n: kinetoscope——a water cell between the film and th l't to the Edison pro-
jeC”m" heat and allowed the-ﬁlm to be Projected as 4 stillght source.that ab-
sofb  danger of the C'ellulmd bursting into flames O
it The most popular item on Smith and B|

: D,‘mno"d Express, a one-shot film of
Ceiihs in most early film shows, a patter s

ame i audience
Crojfcnon' preparll?f t];; “;\dlu}“ for the film and providing dramatic atmo
p s gmith describes Blackton's role in presenting The Black Diamond Express as

e . "

§ « :

Pat of 2 terror.mt mood setter.” As 'he recalled it, Blackton’s lecture (delivered
or the frozen image of the locomotive) went Jike this:

o .

’ Retos

aclktons exhibition tours was The
a kocomotlve rushing towards the
poken by Blackton accompanied the

Ladies and gt’ntlemcﬂ‘)’ou are NOW gazing upon a Phomgraph of the famous Black
piamond EXPTEss. In Justamoment, a cataclysmic moment my friends =

without equal in the history of our times, you wil] see t,his train tal;a Ill}?n'lem
marvellous and most astounding manner. It will rush to el

; s wards you, belchin
cmoke and fire from its monstrous iron throat, e ;

Although Smith’s memory of Blackton’s oration decades later may not be
cntirely reliable, it captures the address of the first film shows and places the
audience’s terror in a new light. Blackton directly addresses the audience, me-
diating between it and the film and stressing the actual act of display. Like a
firground barker, he builds an atmosphere of expectation, a pronounced curi-
osity leavened with anxiety as he stresses the novelty and astonishing proper-
des which the attraction about to be revealed will possess. This sense of
cxpcctationy sharpened to an intense focus on a single instant of transforma-
tion, heightened the startling impact of the first projections. Far from being a
simple reality effect, the impact derives from a moment of crisis, prepared for
and delayed, then bursting upon the audience. This suspenseful presentation of
animpossible transformation, Smith reports, caused women to scream and men
to sit aghast." | ‘

THE AESTHETIC OF ATTRACTIONS

There came a day when a new and urgent need for stimuli 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
awhole. 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

“Ibid., pp. 39-40.
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teraction addresses the audience directly, ¢

exaggerating this confrontation in ap expme'.
an involvement with narrative actionerx.
the cinema of attractions solicits 5 high(l)y

; ; PN
conscious awareness of the film 1mage engagll?g the viewers Cllrlf)SICY. The Spec.
tator does not get lost in a fictional wor'ld and its dr?;l;a, but f;:}r)nams aware of th,
act of looking, the excitement of curiosity and ts f}l ilment. Through a Variety o
formal means, the images of the cinema ofattractlgr‘ls 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 4
the camera (e.g., Méliés on screen directing attention to the transformations pe
a showman lecturer presented the views to the audience. Thj
pectator, emphasising the act of display. In fulfil).

ing this curiosity, it delivers a generally brief dose of scopic p.leasure,
And pleasure is the 1ssue 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 to sweep away 2 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
amusement parks (such as the roller coaster), which combined sensations of accel-
eration and falling with a security guaranteed by modern industrial 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

13 The aesthetic of a

attractions. f
arly train films,

times, as in these € :
ence of assault. Rather than being

empathy with character psychology,

causes) or when
cinema addresses and holds the s

13See Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde,”
Wide Angle 8, nos. 3—-4. This term was first introduced by myself and André Gaudreault in a pap:!r
Scl;vered to the colloquium Nouvelles approches de I'histoire du cinéma at Cerisy in 1985, called
Cinéma des premiers temps: un défi 4 I'histoire du cinéma?” Conversations with Adam Si,mon a
t'eachmg assistant at the Carpenter Center of Visual and Environmental Studies of Harvard Unive’t-
sity, 1984-85, were also influential in developing these ideas. The term “attractions” refers backwards
to a popular trac!mon and forwards to an avant-garde subversion. The tradition is that of the fair-
frr:und and carlr:lval, and particularly its development during the turn of the century in such modern
call;if;;;:tc g::l iva:rfci):c:}):el:tk::d. ;l"lf}le avant-garde radicalisation of this term comes in the theoreti~
S i i cnean film of Sergei l?menstem, whose theory of the montage of attrac-
¥ o attraction}s) e rgy into an aesthetx; subversion, through a radical theoreticisation 0
this theory and a discussion of ii:mme t'he o epne cAbouehin e Rinbor it o
s e Gl Pel:)lzts in g(j{)ular culture, see Jacques Aumont’s Montage Eisensteith
1987), pp. 41-48, as well as Eisenstein’z,ot:n essr:\dzf:‘}yrll}o;/s[ (Boomunaion: I‘ndia,n A Ux:iversily s
Pf Film Attractions,” in Eisenstein, Writings, volyl 19232_32ntage OfAttractlor.xs’ and “The Montagf
mg‘t;on: University of Indiana Press, 1988). S’ , ed. and trans. Richard Taylor (Bloo™
Quoted in Jacques and Marie André, Une Saison Lumitre, p. 66.
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on curved rails and skimmed over the ¢,
' _ p of the other, '
o llftfnote d the popularity of staged collisions bet i

ween railroad locomoti
als , both at ¢ . : motives at
h}:‘; it ofth;z c&;:;lry ounty fairs and in such films as Edison’s 1904 The
0 Smash-UP-
il Wd

R g o frontation rules the cinema of attractions ip both t
" node of exhibition. The directness of this

[helfhe ¢hrill itself—the immediate re
t

he form of its films and
s i1ct: of display allows an emphasis
action i

IR0 oition, shamenis (\)/i ‘t 16‘ v1evxfer.. The film lecturer fo-
565 atten £ disol Ve g Viewer curiosity. The film then per-
15 its aCt O isplay and fades away. Unlike psychological narrative, the cinema
’ fattra‘?tions does.;;lot ‘;;low f(ir el;ll)orate developm(?nt; only a limited amount of
ey i rea}ly possible. : 1ut Suill 4 tm program consists of a series of attractions, a
concatenanqn of short' 1 n‘ls all of \fvlnch _oﬂ.’er the viewer a moment of revelation.
The succession of thrills 1s pOtelltlally limited only by viewer exhaustion. This
Concatenation may have some the.matlc structuring and builds toward a climactic
qoment, 3 final clou (such as Smith and Blackton’s Black Diamond Express). The
dhowman rather than the ﬁlm§ themselves gives the program an overarching struc-
wre, and the key role of exhibitor showman underscores the act of monstration
that founds the cinema of attractions.'®

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 se-
cured. 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 drama-
ised. Likewise a fictional film produced by the Biograph Company in 1904, Photo-
guaphinga 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
photographing of her face for identification purposes, the female crook mugs outra-
geously, contorting her face. The inward movement by the movie camera and the
progressive enlargement of the woman’s face emphasise the act of display which un-
derdies 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 attrac-
tions. This is a cinema of instants, rather than developing situations.

As I have stated elsewhere,!” the scenography of the cinema of attractions is an
exhibitionist one, opposed to the cinema of the unacknowledged voyeur that later
marrative cinema ushers in. This display of unique view belongs most obviously to
the period before the dominance of editing, when films consisting of a single

W“]ohn F. Kasson, Amusing the Millions: Coney Island at the Turn of the Century (New York: Hill &
ing, 1978), pp. 77-78. Lynne Kirby, from Llllustration, pp- 119-20. i
¢ role of the exhibitor showman in early American cinema has been brilliantly demonstrated
I the work of Charles Musser, particularly in his article “The Nickelodeon Era Begins, Establishing
BC Framcwork for Hollywood’s Mode of Reprcsentation” (Framework, Autumn 1983), as .well_ as in
gfo,e the Nickelodeon: Eduwin S. Porter and the Edison Manufacturing Company (Berkeley: University of
pormia Press, 1991, . .
and . Ning, “Cinema of Attraction,” p. 64. This issue is also discussed in my book D.W. Griffith
e Origins of American Narrative Cinema (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991).

Y
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shot—Dboth actualities and fictions—made up the bulk of film production, How.

ever, even with the introduction of editing and more complex narratives, the e,
thetic of attraction can still be sensed in periodic doses o’f NON-Narrative spectacle
given to audiences (musicals and slapstick comedy provide clea'r examples). The
cinema of attractions persists in later cinema, even if it rarely domxpates the form of
a feature film as a whole. It provides an undcrground current flowing beneath nar.
rative logic and diegetic realism, producing those moments of cinematic dépayse.
ment beloved by the surrealists."

This aesthetic so contrasts with prevailing turn-of-the-century norms of artistjc
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 discussion of eighteenth-century painting, calls absorption 19
For Fried, the painting of Greuze and others created a new relation to the viewer
through a self-contained hermetic world which makes no acknowledgement 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. Contemplative absorption is impossible here. The viewer’s curiosity
is aroused and fulfilled through a marked encounter, direct stimulus, a succession
of shocks.

By tapping into a visual curiosity and desire for novelty, attractions draw upon
what Augustine, at the beginning of the fifth century, called curiositas in his cata-
logue of “the lust of the eyes.” In contrast to visual voluptas (pleasure), curiositas avoids
the beautiful and goes after its exact opposite “simply because of the lust to find out
and to know.” Curiositas draws the viewer towards unbeautiful sights, such as a man-
gled 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 desire for knowledge for its own sake, ending in
the perversions of magic and science.2’ 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 distraction, a cardinal sin in Augus-
tine’s contemplative and vigilant model of Christian life.

The aesthetic of attractions developed in fairly conscious opposition to an or-
thodox identification of viewing pleasure with the contemplation of beauty. A
nineteenth-century satirical engraving shows London’s Egyptian Hall (which ex-
isted 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 ;

1BOn 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), par-
ticularly Breton’s essay “As in a Wood” (p. 14).

19Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in th
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980). See, for example,
clusion of the spectator is evident in the scenography and style of the nineteenth-century natura
theatre, embodied in the idea of the fourth wall. ;

208¢, Augustine, The Confessions, trans. Rex Warner (New
pp. 245-47. ' .

e Age of Diderof (Betkeley

pp. 64, 104. A similar ex-
list

York: New American Library, 1963)
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DlsTRACTION AND THE AMBIVALENCE OF SHOCK

ghcibin §sponcs toiprofound changes in the apperceptive apparatus—changes
g experienced on an individual scale by the man in the street in big city traffic,
on a 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 com-
mercial exploitation. Expanding urbanisation with its kaleidoscopic succession of

This satirical drawing is reproduced in Richard D. Altick, The Shows of London (Cambridge, MA:
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 attrac-
tions and its relation to repulsion. Although Fried convincingly places the painting within a tradition
ofabsorption, 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, “R ealism, Writing and Disfiguration in Thomas Eakins’ Gross Clinic,” Rep-
resentations: 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 de-
scribe 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
tadition 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 potcntial'ly fascinating topic,

eyond 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 understanding of the terror of castra-
ton. Although I am not inclined at the moment to pursue it, speculation in this direction about the
Tauma produced by the first projections could provide a new way of approa.chmg the issue of fetishism
eatly cinema, locating the trauma that Metz did little to isolate. The interest o,f this speculation
s considerable if approached from a historical point of view, as ":j Benjamin sta:fiiti::hslt‘;rer]lt:xlll:;

i "';‘:Z“‘a“ding (which I will discuss later in t}l’:is esia')’)l :gfi(t:ifpll:;;:i}:ﬁtn concep

; Iesponse i r than a bio ; p . o
H;U[r/b?l;s?eries ;?gll:lds?sndz):f:ig: :ilcii' }r:;?}e,el Low and I{()ooger Manvell, The History of the British

oy O 11896-1906, (London: Allen & Unwin, 1948), p. 69- o

. 23ﬂm’)’ Furniss, Our l(.ady Cinema, reprint of 1914 ed. (New York: Garland Publishing, 1978), p. 41.
i
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city sights, the growth of consumer society with its new emphasis on stimulatj,
spending through visual display, and the escalating horizons of colonial €Xploratjq,
with new peoples and territories to be categorised and exploited all provoked thn
desire for images and attractions. It is not surprising that city street scenes, 3dVerti:
ing films, and foreign views all formed important genres of early cinemy. THa
enormous popularity of foreign views (already developed and exploited by the Ste-
reoscope and magic lantern) expresses an almost unquenchable desire to consume
the world through images. The cinema was, as the slogan of one early film cop_
pany put it, an invention which put the world within your grasp. Early cinemy
categorised the visible world as a series of discrete attractions, and the catalogyes of
the first production companies present a neatly encyclopoedic survey of this ney,
hyper-visible topology, from landscape panoramas to microphotography, from dg.
mestic 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 show from the front or back of trains—doubled 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 tech-
nologically mediated example of what Wolfgang Schivelbusch, in his description of
the transformation of perception occasioned by the railway journey, calls panoramic
perception. 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 pan-
orama?®), 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 amaze-
ment through a technologically mediated experience of space and movement.

Ultimately the encyclopedic ambition of this impulse of early cinema, trans-
forming all of reality into cinematographical views, recalls Gorky’s vague dis-
comfort 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 derived 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.

2Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey (New York: Urizen Press, 1979), p. 66. "

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.
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- _ion of perception mld SEpESicel Kracauer’s essay “The Cult of Distraction: On
- pelin’ Picture Palaces” provides a SPECIﬁC.fOCUS on the role of cinema and particu-
yy that element foregrounded by the cinema of attractions—exhibition.?

Lost sight of now after decades of text-obsessed film analysis, the exhibition
P ion transforms and structures a film’s mode of address to an audience, In early
l dnema, the act of presentation was stressed by both exhibition context and the
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jirect address of the films themselves. By the 1920s, when Kracauer wrote, the ar-
ditecture of the picture palace and the variety format of the evening’s program
played a major role in defining movie-going as a succession of attractions, what
Kracauer describes 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 Kracauer 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 contemplation to squeeze in between them.

The spectacular design of the theatre itself (accented and temporalised by elabo-
rte manipulations of light) interacted with the growing tendency to embed the film

*Maxim Gorky, “Boredom,” The Independent (8 August 1907): 311-12.

“The key essays are, of course, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (in
Muminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn: New York: Schocken Books, 1969) and the
W0 drafts of the essay on Baudelaire (in Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism,
s, Harry Zohn: London: NLB, 1973). My understanding of Benjamin’s work has been shaped by

ansen’s masterful essay “Benjamin, Cinema and Experience: The Blue Flower in Fhe Land
OfTCChmlogYa" New German Critique 40 (Winter 1987). This essay and Hansen’s forthcoming work
o0 the spectaror of American silent film, Babel and Babylon, provide an essential backg?ound to my
e 82y Her influence has been pervasive, and I see my ideas as developing out of a dialogue with
C:I’ Without in any way implicating her in their final formulation. [ also wish to thank her for her
"Wments on a draft of this essay. ,

Sicgfrieq Kracauer, “The Cult of Distraction,” New German Critigue 40 (Winter 1987). 1 would

wy X€10 indicate my debt to Heide Schliipmann’s penetrating essay on Ifrz'lcauer S early film theor)lri

l“henomenology of Film: On Siegfried Kracauer’s Writings of the 1920s (in the same _xssulf), as wed
: SKbin: mbl? discussions of Kracauer contained in the essays by Thomas Elsaesser, Patrice Petro, an
297  In this extraordinary issue on Weimar Film Theory.
""Ibifw’ ibid., p, 94.
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in a larger program, a revue which included music and live performance, The g
was only one element in an experience that Kracauer describes as a “tota] attwor li m
effects” which “assaults every one of the senses using every possible meang i I:0
Kracauer, the discontinuity and variety of this form of cinema program ( juxtapog 0
a two-dimensional film with three-dimensional live performances) strongly undlrl
mined film's illusionistic power. The projected film “recedes into the flat Surface aer(;
the deception is exposed.” As in the first projections, the very aesthetic of attraCti:
runs counter to an illusionistic absorption, the variety format of the picture Palacn
program continually reminding the spectator of the act of watching by a succes; on 0'”;
sensual assaults. As if in defiance of the increased length and the voyeuristic fictiong]
address of the featured films, the effect of a discontinuous suite of attraction 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 diﬁ'erently inter.,
preted) to Gorky’s malaise. The unifying element of the cult of distraction Jjes 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.®

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 spectacle, 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 provides a theo-
retical tool. Cross-breeding 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 as-
saults.>* But one could also point out that this stimulus shield dulls the edge of
experience, and more intense aesthetic energies are required to penetrate 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, especially the radical restructuration of
spatial and temporal relations.”® Shock becomes not only a mode of modern

bid., p. 92.

21bid., p. 96.

Fbid., p. 93.

3Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey, pp. 156-57. d

3Miriam Hansen, Benjamin, Cinema, p. 184, Lynne Kirby observes about the popularity °f§mge
railroad smash-ups: “As a spectacularisation of technological destruction based on an equation (l)c
pleasure with terror, the ‘imagination of disaster’ says volumes about the kinds of violent S_Pew.lg .
demanded by a modern public, and the transformation of ‘shock’ into eagerly expected, digest!
spectacle” (Kirby, from L'lllustration, p. 120).
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 “must aim radically towards a kind of distraction which exposes disintegration

r:;thff than maskmg ltl.’ %% As Hansen has il?dicatcd, Benjamin’s analysis of shock has

; fundamenfa] ambivalence, mou lfied ccx:tamly by the impoverishment of experience
i modern life, b%xt also capable of assuming “a strategic significance—as an artificial

means of propelling the hux'n;m body into moments of recognition.””’
The panic before the }m:tg@ on the screen exceeds a simple physical reflex,
gmilar to those one experiences in a daily encounter with urban traffic or indus-
irial production. In its double nature, its transformation of still image into moving
illusion, it expresses an attitude in which astonishment and knowledge perform a
vertiginous dance, and pleasure derives from the energy released by the play be-
rween 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
exverience of the first projections exposes the hollow centre of the cinematic
illusion. The thrill of transformation into motion depended on its presentation as
2 contrived illusion under the control of the projectionist showman. The move-
ment 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 theo-
reticalisation of the enthralled spectator. History reveals fissures along with conti-
e that the experience 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
teveals 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 demystifying showman, I have
frozen the image of crowds scattered before the projection of an on—ru§hing tr?in
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

1tbore wag freighted with emptiness. 1989

penjami”

nuities, and we must recognis
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,}é’“auﬂ', “Cult of Distraction,” p. 96.
ansen, Benjamin, Cinema, pp- 21011
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