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/A~sthetic of Astonishment: Ear1;"'fj'j';""'"""'""'"'""""'""'""'"'" 
~od the (ln)Credulous Spectator 
aO 

ROR IN THE AISLES rER. 
h dan1n1ing of the strea1n of real life, the n101nent when 't fl T e 1 s ow 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. Accord-
ing 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 Cafe that I have lo-
cated: 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 µovelty of the moving image therefore reduced them to 
a state 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 

. iA~counts of the first exhibitions can be read in most standard film histories. Georges Sadou~, in 
':::°'tr~balt du cinema, t. I. I.:lnvention du cinema 1832-1897 (Paris: Denoe~, 1948), p. ~88, describes 
tu!~n1c of the crowds before The Arrival of a Train, but, curiously, the te~ttmo~y he cites refers t~ a 
Gork ~c street scene, rather than the train film. Other testimonies somet1:nes c1t~d, such as Maxim 
dcscJs anicle discussed below or the article Lynne Kirby quotes from Llllus_tra!•on (30 ~ay 1896), 
'·- he the threat inscribed in' the image itself. but do not indicate actual pamc m the aud1enche. (see '11111c Kirt, "M ' ,, Ob 17 (May 1988): 130. Recent 1sto-rics Y, ale Hysteria and Early Cinema Camera scura 11 h h' arc COnte . ' d H Charles Musser te s me t at 1s research nt to cite Sadoul, or simply repeat the legen • oweverd her of references to spec-tators ser: ~rly travelling exhibitor Lyman H. Howe has uncovere a n:mfirst Lumiere screenings 

I \\'ou}d ~ng d~ri~g early projec!ion~ of _train fil~s, althou~t n~~:;i~l= a~d her ongoing work o~ 
cinCllla e to in~icate here the inspiration provided by Kir J :he importance of shock in early cillctna ev ~nd t~ins. I feel few writers have so well, gr_aspe h t differently than she does. I 

"au)d e:~ I view its implications for early spect~torship ~ome; ~e student Richard Decroix, ~ich sti to acknowledge the conversations with NY gra ua , _J 

inulated my thinking about this essay. 
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. , d f "I k very well ... but all the same." Credulity overwh l 
disavowals etour o now h . e tns all else the physical reflex signaling a visual trau1na. T ~s co~ce1v_e~, the tnyth of ' , ·t precedented realism, its ability to c . 
initial terror defines fihn s power as i s un °nv1nce . • • fact palpable and dangerous be • 
spectators that the 1nov1ng 11nage was, in ' . .' anng to-. · l · Tl • 111age had taken hfe, swallowing i • 
wards the1n with phys1ca 1n1pact. 1e i . . . . ' n lts re-lentless force, any consideration of representat1on-the im?ginary ~erceived as real. Furthern1ore, this prin1al scene at the c~nema u nderpins certain contemporary theorisations of spectatorship. The terrorised sp~~tator 0 ~ the Grand. Cafe still stalks the in1agination of filn1 theorists who ~nvision a~diences sub~i~ting pas-sively to an all-dotninating apparatus, hypnotised and transfixed pY its illusionist power. Conten1porary fihn theorists have inade careers out of underestim~ting the basic intelligence and reality-testing abilities of the average film viewer and have no trouble treating previ~us auqiences with similar disdain. The mpst subtle reading of this initial terror comes from Metz. But Metz's admirable subdety ten-ders his analysis all the more deficient from a h~storical point of view. Metz de-scribes this panicked reaction on' the p4rt of the Grand Cafe audience as a displacement_ of the contemporary viewer's credulity qnto a mythical childhood of the medil:}n1. Like the childhood when one still believed in Santa Claus, like the dawn of time w~en myths were sti\l believed littrally, belief in this legendary audience, Metz claims, allows us to disavow our own belief in the face of the cinema. We d~n't believe· in· the screeµ image in the ma~ner that they did. Our credulity is displaced onto an audience from the. infancy of cinema. 2 Metz's pe~etrating, a~alysis of the mythical role of this first auqience does not lead to demythologisation. lie insteaq in~rojects this primal audience, removing it from historic~l. analysis by internalising it ·a~ an aspect of a pres~mably timeless cinema viewer. N~ longer a historical spectato~ in the Grand Cafe in -1895, the naive spectator "is still seated beneath the incredulous one, or i~ his heart.'? 'J;h~s rem~ved from pl~ce and time,. t'1is inner credulous viewer sµpplies the motive power for ~etz's understandi11:g of the feti~histic viewer, wavering betwee~ the credulous position of believing the image and the repre~sed, anxiety-causing 

2Christia~ _Metz, Tlie Imaginary Signifier: f:'sychoan.alysis and the Cinema, trans. Celia Britton, Annwyl Wtlhams, Be~ Brewst~r, ~nd Alfred Guzzetti (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), pp._72-73. ~en Smger has pointed out the limitations of Metz's application of Freud's concept of the
0

fet~sh to cmema in his article, "Film, Phqtography and Fetish: The Analyses of Christian M~tz, <:inem~Jou~~al_21~4 (Su~me~ 1988). ~owever, my main problem with Metz's always stipiu-latmg d1scuss1on hes 1n its a historical nature which leads t . 1. fi d · w of cinema 
spe t t h • At h • • 1 fi d ' o an overs1mp 1 1e vie 
. c a ors ip.. . t e same time, n that the lack Metz finds at the centre of the cinematic image 
1s a profound ms1ght, worthy of more than a metapsy h 1 · 1 • Ch l M (" h' l . c O og1ca treatment. . . ar_ es ~sser m 1s v~ ume 1n the History of American Film s·eries vol I The Emergence of Cine,lld an Amenca) points out that m 1,rs magna lucis et U'11brae of 1671-the firs; full· t;eatment of the catoptrlc lamp, a forerunner of the magic lantern-Athanasius Kirch d . • : ill sion is e5f" 
sential to any display of the apparatu b 1 1 b' . er eclared that demyst1fy1ng u • 0 

s, a so ute y ior 1ddmg any u d t d' fth tacle as magi • 
The religious and social motivations (Kircher . n ers an !ng o. e spec . . ....c.-er makes the provocative claim that this was} Jesuit) for such a demyst1ficat1on are obvious. avA .. ,,111 moment suggests a decu· • t • • • reen pia,~ " 
when the observer of projected/reflected • b . 1ve urning point 1or sc ca]l the spectator'' (p. 31) In other words Mimag~ uldeca~e the historically constituted suqject w~ no\\\ • ' usser wo see demystifi ti tial th existc:IWl'I~ 
the spectator, and points out that a traditi f ca on as essen to e , 

3Metz, op. cit., p. 72. f ?D 
O sereen spec~to.nhip preceded Lumiere by c .. . , 
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ledge of its illusion. The historical panic at the G d C c, ld 6 know . . . ' ran a1c wou e, accord-
·ng to Metz, s1111P1Y a p_roJe~,tton of an inner deception onto the 111ythical site of 
1. a's "once upon a tnne. c1ne1n 

Although 1 ~1ave 111Y ~oubts ,vh~thcr actual panic took place in the Grand 
fe 's Salon Ind1en, there 1s no question that a t·eact1•0 f t · h d Ca e . ' • c n o as 0111s ment an even 
Pe of terror acco1npan1ed 1nany early proiect

1
• 011s I ti c d , · d a ty . . J • 1ere1ore on t 1nten to 

simply deny tlus fou nd111g ~nyth of the cine1na's spectator, but rather to approach 
it historicallt We cani~ot snn~ly S\vallo~ whole the i111age of the naive spectator, 
whose reacuon to the nnage is oi~e 0 ~ snnple belief and panic; it needs digesting. 
The impact ~f the first filtn pr_oJections cannot be explained by a mechanistic 
model of a naive spectator \vho, 111 a ten1porary psychotic state, confuses the image 
for its reality. But ,vhat context does account for the well-attested fact that the first 
projections caused shoe~ ai~d astonishn1ent, an ~xcitement pushed to the point of 
terror, 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 ele1nent 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 e·arliest images 
can restore an understanding of the uncanny and agitating power they exerted 0n 
audiences. This context includes the first modes of exhibition, the tradition of 
tum-of-the-century visual entertainments, and a basic aesthetic of early cinema ' 
I 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 ~as valued largely for its uncanny 
effects. We need to recognise this tradition and speculate on its role at the turn of 
the century. 

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 pracdced by Melies at the Theatre Robert Houdin 
and his English mentor Maskelyne at London's Egyptian Hall.4 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-<;entury stage illu-
sions consisted of making visible something which could _not exist, ~f n1anaging 
the play of appearances in order to confound the expectations oflog1c and expe-
rience. The audience this theatre addressed was not prin1arily gullible country 
bumpkins, but sophisticated urban pleasure seekers, well aware that they were 

4See my t· 1 "P . . . c· AF e Up' or The Trick's On Us," in Ci11emajoumal 29, ar 1c e nm1t1ve mema: ram • . 1· I no. 2 (Winte 1988 89) A fM't·, , theatrical illusions can be found m Made 1ene Ma tete-'-• ., r - . ccounts o e 1es s . • · k 1984) ffleliea, ed., Melies et la naissance du spectacle cinematograpliiq14e (Pans: Khncksiec ' ' esp. P~-
SJ-ss, and in Pierre Jenn Melies Cineaste (Paris: Albatros, 1984), pp. 139-6~. Pa~l Hamm?~.d ,s 
Marvellous M·1.1•1 (L d ' d ' F l974 pp 15-26) also includes a d1scuss1on of Mehes s sta c 1cs on on: Gor on raser, , • 

ge Work and an indication of his debt to Maskelyne. 
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. l • • t ge craft Melies's theatre is incon • b seemg the n1ost modern tee 1n1ques 111 s a • . . ce1va le without a widespread decline in belief in the marvellous, providing a fundarnen-• • 1 • } t - laboured to make visual that wh· h. tal rationalist context. T 1e magic t 1ea re • 1c it was impossible to believe. Its visual power consiSted 0 ~ a trompe l'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 undersc_ores the prob_lematic role perfect illusion plays within traditional aesthetic receptton. As_ Martin Battersby puts it, trompe l 'oeil aims not simply at accuracy o:,repr~se~tatt?n, b~t at causing "a feeling of disoust in the mind of the beholder. This disquiet arises from "a conflict of messa~es": on the one hand, the knowledge that one is seeing a paint-ing, and on the other, a visual experience sufficiently convincing as "to warrant a closer exa1nination and even the involvement of the sense of touch."5 The real-ism of the image is at the service of a dramatically unfolding spectator experi-ence, vacillating between belief and incredulity. Although trompe l'oeil shares with The Arrival of a Train and the magic theatre a pleasurable vacillation between belief and doubt, it also displays important differences from them. The usually sn1all scale of trompe l'oeil paintings and the desire to reach out and touch them contrast sharply with the "grandeur naturale"6 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 nonrealistic qualities. For Gorky, the cinematographe pres-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 cinematographe, 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: "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 oflacerated 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 

sMartin Battersby, Trompe l'Oeil: The Eye Deceived (London: Academy Editions, 1974), p. 19. I ?1ust sign~l here that my ess~y has been both inspired and provoked by Mary Ann Doane's fascinat;, m~ essay When the Direction_ of the Force Acting on the Body Is Changed: The Moving Image, Wide Angle 7, nos. 2-3. There 1s 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 
. 

6Th~ importa~ce o~ the large scale of the original Lumiere proj~ctions, particularly in competi· uon w1~h the E~1son kmetosc~pe, has_been pointed out by Jacques and Marie Andre in their volurne Une Saison Lum,ere a Montpell,er (Perp1gnan, France: Institutjean Vigo, 1987), pp. 64-75. 
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to Gorky's sophisticated palate the enn · f 1 . 
,en, ' ui O t 1e 1nsubsta t" I h 61 

a11J e' . t 11ent of the ungraspable phantoin of 11. c 7 n ia , t e eak 
01n 1 1e. 

JjsaPP might dis1niss Gorky's reaction as the sophist" d d. . 
one I deliberately counter to the n1ore com tcate ts~a1n of a cultured 
]lectua , . mon reception of 1 fi I 

jote Gorky's negative assessn1ent of the cineina w 1 . 
~ar Y 1 m 

. ages. 1 1 f as unusua in a period when 
111

1 d ,ances in the tee 1110 ogy o entertainn1ent were II h .1 . 
w a ' • · B l · . . genera Y a1 ed with ex-

oe t and sattsfact1on. ut 11s recogn1t1on that the fi I . . 
jre111en . 1 m image combined real-

c ;r. cts with a conscious a\ivareness of artifice may d 
• ric ene . correspon more closely to 
1s 1 audience reaction than the screa111ing dupes of tradi't• 1 Wh"l 
enera . tona accounts. 1 e 
g ..,,porary accounts of audience responses particularly h. • d . 
,onte,J• ' unsop ist1cate v1ew-

e hard to con1e by, the very mode of presentation of the L ·, • 
ers, ar . . um1ere screenings 

(and of other ear~y fih111~1akers as. well) conta_1ns an important element which 

served to undernun_e a naive_ :xpene?~e. of realism. It is too infrequently pointed 

out that in the ea~hest Luini~re ~xhib1t1ons the films were initially presented as 

frozen unmoving images, _proJectio~s of still photographs. Then, flaunting a mas-

tery 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 
• l'fc "8 the picture stirs to 1 e. 

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 aston-

ished 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 metamor-

phosis rather than a seamless reproduction of reality. The initial impact of this 

transformation at the Lumiere premiere is described by an expert in such effects, 

Georges Melies: 

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 stured up for 

projections like this? I've been doing them for over ten years." • 

I had hardly finished speaking when a horse pullin~ a w~gon began to wa~k 

towards us, followed by other vehicles and then pedestrians, 1n short all the a~1-

mation of the street. Before this spectacle we sat with gaping mouths, struck with 

amazement, astonished beyond all expression.9 

7Gork , d K' . A History of the Russian and Soviet 
Fa,,, 11 _ Y s account is included as an appendix in Jay Ley a, 

1
,n~. . b "Leda Swan " . 

\&..0ndon· All • 407 409 The trans at1on 1s Y • 
'Ib'd • en & Unwm, 1960), PP· - • . ted out this fact to me when 

J \\'as 
1 
·• p. 407. I must add that it was Annette Michelson who fi;5~~0!:stance of motion was a gen-

Ctativ: gr~duate student years ago. Her discussion of the fris~o~ o t 1:1~ rich projection trope can be 

found fulnt t~is essay. One might point ~ut that a po~si~!ct eJ~~ forwards and then in reverse, 

crcatin Lunuere s Destruction of a Wall, which was pro~e~ ·ts original height. A Montpellier 

tbe magical effect of the wall reassembling and rm~g to \cs admirers" (Andre, Une Sasion 

t,,,,.ibr t noted that this film "has always drawn applause rom 

'Qu' p. 8.4, my translation). . 271 (my translation). 
otcd l1l Georges Sadoul, Histoire General du Cinema, P· 
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This coup de theatre, the sudd~n transformation from still im_age _to rnovin 

illusion, startled audiences and displayed _the novelty. 311d fas_cina_t1on of th g 

cinematographe. Far from being pbced outs~de a suspens101_1 of dis?eJ1ef, the Pre~ 

sentation acts out the contradictory st~gcs of rnvol~ernent with th~ 1n~age, unfold .. 

ing like other nineteenth-century visual entertamments, a vac11lat1on bet 
, . . . Ween 

belief and incredulity. The movrng 1111age reverses and complicates the trajector 

of experience solicited by a trompe I_'oeil still life. The filtn first_ presents itself a~ 

merely an image rather than appeanng to be the actual butterflies, postcard 
' , . s, or 

cameos which the initial apperception of a tron~pe l oed 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 disap-

pointment at this "all too familiar scene" 10
) 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 wonders 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 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'etre, brought an effect of suspense to the 

first film shows. The audience knew that motion was precisely what the cinema-

tographe pron1ised (hence Melies's restlessness). By delaying its appearance. the 

Lmniere'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 Vita graph cofounder J. Stuart 

Blackton. Smith had toured earlier with quick-sketch artist Blackton as an illu-

sionist combining "sleight of hand and invisible mechanical appliances of his own 

invention."11 But like a large number of stage illusionists, they had turned to the 

'°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. 
11Albert E. Smith, in collaboration with Phil A. Koury, Two Reels and a Crank (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday, 1952), p. 39. Smith's book is notoriously inaccurate, as Charles Musser has shown. Ho~-

ever, most of these errors seem to be misleading claims of fanciful achievements (e.g., filming 111 

Cuba during the Spanish American War) and don't necessarily lessen the value of the description of 

his film shows. 
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. of 1110ving pictures as the most tcchn 1 . II 
·bic1011 . I .b o og1ca y advanc d c f ,h' . ents. Sn11t 1 contn uted a mechanic I . e 1orm o visual ,. :i111n1 ' a unprovernent t h Ed' c:11ccrt, . etoscope-a water cell between th fi I o t e ,son pro-

J
·ccti11g kl·in t and allowed the film to be prot 

1 1
d
11 

and the light source that ab-,d 1ea ' . Jecte as a still i b' sorbt d"nger of the cellul01d bursting into fl rnage a it longer . hoot " . ames. 
,v1t e most popular item on Smith and Blackton's e . . . 

1'hv·a,11011d Express, a one-shot film of a 1 .xhibttion tours was The 
I k I ocomot1ve rushi t d h Bae As in most early film shows, a patter spok b Bl ng owar s t e era. • en Y ackton ac • d h call~ ion, preparing the audience for the film and . . comp~me t e 
rofct . ·b Ill k , . providing dramatic atmo-P Snnth descn es ac tons role 111 presenting Tl Bl k . 
Phere. . d ,, ,e ac D1amo11d Express as s fa "terronst moo set~er. As he recalled it 131 k , . (hat O . f 1 1 . ' ac tons lecture (delivered 

he frozen image o t 1e ocomot1ve) went like th• . 
0
ver t 1s. 

L dies and gentlemen you are now gazing upon a ph t h f h a 1 • 0 ograp o t e famous Black 
Diainond Express. n JUSt a moment, a cataclysmic moment !'. • cl 

1 · h } · f . , my rnen s, a moment ,.thout equa m t e ustory o our times you will h' . k . . "1 . ' see t 1s tram ta e life m a 
1arvellous and most astoundmg manner. It will rush t cl b I h' 11 fi f • • . , owar s you, e c mg smoke and ire rom its monstrous iron throat. 

Althou~h Sm~th 's memory of Black ton's oration decades later may not be 
entirely reliable, ~t capture~ the address of the first film shows and places the 
audience's terror 111 a new hght. Blackton directly addresses the audience me-
diating between it and t~e film and stressing the actual act of display. Like a 
fairground barker, he builds an atmosphere of expectation, a pronounced curi-
osity leavened witµ anxiety as he stresses the novelty and astonishing proper-
ties which the attraction about to be revealed will possess. This sense of 
expectation, 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, t4en bursting upon the audience. This suspenseful presentation of 
an impossible transformation, S~ith repo'rts, caused women to scream and men 
tositaghast.12 • 

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 
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 

12Ibid., pp. 39-40. 
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f t·orl addresses the audience directly 
. 1 • c O a ttrac 1 • . , sorn 

attractions.13 The aest tett. fil xaggerating this confrontation inane" .. 
• · I Jy tratn t ms, e ' • "-Peri 

tunes, as 111 t 1ese ear ' b . art involven1ent with narrative acti· .. 
1 R I than e1ng on o 

ence of assau t. a. t 1er I l the cinenu of attractions so1icits a h' h r 
I · J I cter psyc 1o ogy, 1g ly 

empat 1y wit 1 c 1ara . . ging the viewer's curiosity Th 
conscious awareness of the fihn image enga . b . • e spec .. 

• . fi . 1 world and 1ts drama, ut remains aware of h 
ta tor does not get lost IO a ictiona . fi lfi 1 Th h t e 

. . f curiosity and its u t ment. roug a variety f 
act oflookmg the excitement O • h fc d 0 

' . f 1 • nema of attractions rus orwar to meet th . 
formal 1neans, the images O t 1e ct . . . f h l . eir 

. d . c. 0111 the implied collts1on o t e ear y railroad filrn 
viewers These ev1ces range ir dd d d s 

• . • d when actors no e an gestu d 
to the performance style of the same pen~ ' . . re at 

h . ( M ,1., 1 screen directing attent10n to the transformations he 
t e camera e.g., e ies 01 . . 

causes) or when a showman lecturer presented views to the. audience. This 
• dd d h lds tile spectator emphas1s1ng the act of display. In fulfill 

c1nen1a a resses an o , . -
. h' . . . d 1• getierally brief dose of scop1c pleasure. 
1ng t 1s cunos1ty, 1t e ivers a • . 

And pleasure is the issue here, even if pleaSu~e of a parttc~~arly c~mp~icated 

sort. When a Montpellier journalist in 1896 descnbed the ~~miere proJect1ons as 

provoking "an excitement bordering on terror," he was praising the new spectacle 

and explaining its success.14 If the first spectators screamed, it was to acknowledge 

the power of the apparatus 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 

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 

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 Andre Gaudreault in a paper 

delivered to the colloquium Nouvelles approches de l'histoire du cinema at Cerisy in 1985, called 

"Cinema des premiers temps: un defi a l'histoire du cinema?" Conversations with Adam Simon, a 

teaching assistant at the Carpenter Center of Visual and Environmental Studies of Harvard Univer-

sity, 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 fair-

ground 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 theoreti-

c_al an_d prac_tical w~rk in theatre and ~Im of Sergei Eisenstein, whose theory of the montage of atcrac-

Upns mtensified th1s_popular energy_mto an aesthetic subversion, through a radical theoreticisation of 

th~ power of attrac_uons _to und_ermme t_he conventions of bourgeois realism. For a clear account _of 

this theory a?d a d1scuss1on of its roots m popular culture, see Jacques Aumont's Montage Eise11stt1t1, 

trans. Lee Hildreth, Consta~ce Pe~)?, and Andrew Ross (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, -
198~), PP· 41- 4~• as .~ell a~ Eisen_stem s own essays "The Montage of Attractions" and "The Montage 
of Film Attractions, m Eisenstem Writinos vol I 1922 34 d d R' h d -r I (Bloom-
. . . . ' ~· , • , - , e . an trans. 1c ar .iay or 
mgton: Umvers1ty of Indiana Press, 1988). 

14Quoted in Jacques and Marie Andre, Une Saison Lum·l 66 ,i:re, p. . 
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d P 011 curved rails and skimn1ed over the t f h . 
rfce u l • f op O t e other. Lynne Kirby 

,v,s t oted the popu anty o staged collisions between ·1 d 1 . 
}so 11 b h . rat roa ocomot1ves at 

has a f the century, ot at county fairs and in such fil Ed' , 
corn° U 1s ms as 1son s 1904 The 

the d smash- P· 
~ai/,ot1 r. ontation rules the cinen1a of attractions in b ti h c. f. 

con1r . . . . 0 1 t e 1orm o its films and 
de of exhtbiuon. The duectness of this act of d. 1 ll . 

eir 1110 . • • . • tsp ay a ows an emphasis 
th hrill itself-the iminediate reaction of the vie Th fil 1 the t . . wer. e 1 m ecturer fo-
o!l ttention on the attraction, sharpemng viewer curiosit Th fil h 
05es a . d c. d . y. e 1 m t en per-
c ·ts act of display an 1a es away. Unlike psychologi·c l • h . 
forn1s 1 a narrative, t e cinema 

Ctions does not allow for elaborate development· onl 1· · d f 
of attra . , y a 1m1te amount o 

• really possible. l3ut such a fihn program consi·sts ofa · f · delay 1s . senes o attract10ns, a 
tenation of short films all of which offer the viewer a tno t f I · 

,onca . . . . . . men o reve at1on. 
fbe succession of thnlls is potent1all!' l11111ted only by viewer exhaustion. This 

ncatenation may have soine thematic structuring and builds toward a climactic 
: 0111ent, a final doll (such as Smith and Blackton's Black Diamond Express). The 
showman rather than the film~ t?emselves gives the program an overarching struc-
ture, and the key role of exhibitor showman underscores the act of monstration 

h • . f • 16 that founds t e cmenia o 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 fron1 its feet and after a moment the elephant falls on its side. The 
moment of technologically advanced death is neither further explained nor drama-
tised. Likewise a fictional film produced by the Biograph Company in 1904, Photo-
graphing 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 
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-
derlies 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, 17 the scenography of the cinema of attractions is an 
exhibitionist one, opposed to the cinema of the unacknowledged voyeur that later 
narrative 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 
15
John F. Kasson, Amusing the Millions: Coney Island at tl,e Turn of the Century (New York: Hill & 

a.ng, l978), pp. 77-78. Lynne Kirby, from L'Ill11stration, pp. 119-20. . . 
. 'The role of the exhibitor showman in early American cinema has been bnlhant_ly demons_tra~ed 

the Work of Charles Musser, particularly in his article "The Nickelodeon Era Begms, Estabhsh1~g 
Framework for Hollywood's Mode of Representation" (Framework, Autumn 1983), as_well_ as m 

th~ Nickelodeon: Edwin S. Porter and the Edison Manufacturing Company (Berkeley: Umvemty of 
ornu Press, 1991. . 
Gunning, "Cinema of Attraction " p. 64. This issue is also discussed in my book D. W Griffith 

and the Origins of American Narrative Cf nema (Urbana: University of Illinois PresS, 1991)-



654 SPECTATOR AND AUDIENCE 

shot-both actualities and fictions-made up the bulk of film production. How_ 

ever, even with the introduction of editing and more complex narratives, the aes-

thetic of attraction can still be sensed in periodic doses 0_f non-narrative spectacle 

given to audiences (musicals and slapstick corped_y _provide clea_r examples). The 

cinema of attractions persists in later cinema, even 1f it rarely domi~ates the forrn of 

a feature film as a whole. It provides an underground current flowrng beneath nar-

rative logic and diegetic realism, producing those moments of cinematic depayse. 

111c11t beloved by the surrealists.18 

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 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 ign9res 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 markeq encounter, a 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 unpeautiful 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 kd not only 

to a fascination with seeing, but a desire for knowledge for its own sake, ending in 

the perversions of magic and scienc~.20 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 oppo~ition to an or-

thodox identification of viewing pleasure with the contemplation 9f beauty. A 

nineteenth-century satirical engraving shows London's Egyptian Hall (which ex-

isted as a home for 11atural curiosities-freaks and artifacts of natural history-

before it became the home of Maskelyne's magic theatre) proclaiming itself "the 

18On 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 a11d Theatricality: Painting a11d Beholder in the Age of Diderof (Berkeley 

and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980). See, for example, pp. 64, 104. A similar ex-

clusion of the spectator is evident in the scenography and style of the nineteenth-century naturalist 

theatre, embodied in the idea of the fourth wall. 
20St. Augustine, The (.:011fessions, trans. Rex Warner (New York: New American Library, 1963), 

pp.245-47. • • 
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flJ T}iness" :1nd advertising the "Ne Pl UI 
11 o g • us tra of Hid ,,2, . 

~;1 0 the repulsive \Vas frequently ratiotl 1. J. b eousness. This at-
•011 t ' a 1seo y ap I' . 

1rJCtl A (Tustine found equally dubious intell 1 . p_ea ing to that impulse 
. h lln , ectua curios t L'k h 

,,,hie. . 1•5 freak sho\vs and other displays of ct . . . . 1 Y· 1 e t e early film 
h·b1ttot , . . 1t 1os1t1es were d •6 d . 

cs I d -11fonning. S11111larly, a popular and I 
1 

. escn e as 1nstruc-
. an t . ong ast1ng ge f h . 
o"e . 15 consisted of educational actualities (s I nre O t e cinema of 

,not , uc 1 as Cha I U b , 
,1~r~dseries beginning in 1903), which presented tna nified. 'res r ans Un_seen 
li 0 d water fleas. 22 As late as 1914 a p. g images of cheese mites, 
·ders an l oponent of the refc . 

spl objected to the vulgarity of filtns displayi1 h " 1· orm movement in 
cineJ1la ,, l · l l I · d 1g sue s imy and unbeautiful 

·nations, w uc 1 1e c aune repulsed spectat . h 
abonll . ors wit more refined sensibili-
. 23 But shown1en ,ve1 e ,vell aware that a thrill ne d d 1 . 

ues. h f d . e e an e ement of repulsion 
a controlled t reat o anger. Louis Lun1iere understood th h' fil h' 

or . . . at 1s 1 ms, w 1ch 
d. cted physical action out at the audience added a ·t 1 1 . 
1re . . . . . . '. Vt a energy a ongs1de the 

scienufic cunos1ty addressed by his reproduction of n1otion and daily life. 

DISTRACTION AND T~E AMBIVALENCE OF SHOCK 

The film corr~sponds to pr~fot_1n_d changes in the apperceptive apparatus-changes 

that are experienced on an md1v1dual 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 

21This 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 
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 Clinic," Rep-
rts~11atio11s: 9, Winter 1985, 71 ). As Fried says, "It is above all the conflictedness of that situation that 
gnps and excruciates and in the end stupefies us before the picture" (p. 73). This seems to me to de-
scnbe the essential experience of the aesthetic of attractions; however, it is somewhat unclear to me 
~ow_ ~ried sees this in relation to the experience of absorption. Fried does not relate th~s conflict to_ the 
~d1t1on of the sublime, which clearly represents the accepta_ble ~orm of_the aesthetic of attracti?ns 
( ccal} that Burke defines astonishment as the effect of the sublime m the highest degree). The relation 
of l d • 11 c. • • • 

popu ar entertainment to the sublime is a basically unexplored an potent1a y 1ascmatmg topic, 
bcy~nd ~he confines of this essay. But it is not irrelevant to point out t~at Fried follows Thomas 
:eiskeI 1n associating the effect of the sublime with a Freudian unders~an~mg ~f t~e te~ror of castra-

n. Although I am not inclined at the moment to pursue it, speculation m _this dir~ct1on ab~ut _the 
~uma produced by the first projections could provide a new way of approa_chmg the ISS~e of fettsh~sm 
: early cinema, locating the trauma that Metz did little to is~late. T~e mt~rest_ ~f this spe~ulatton 
c ~Id he considerable if approached from a historical point of view, as m ~enJamm s and Sch1~elbus-
!:1:nderstanding (which I will discuss later in this essay) of the F~eu~1an concept of the stimulus 

22w .as a response to modern ex erience, rather than a biological prmctple. . .. 
lil;u~an's series of films is des~ribed in Rachel Low and Roger Manvell, The History of the British 
n ol. f 1896-1906 (London· Allen & Unwin, 1948), P· 60- . . 

1-1 .. __ Furn
15
• o ', -d c· • • f 1914 ed (New York: Garland Pubhshmg, 1978), p. 41. 

• .... Y s, ur LA y mema, repnnt o · 
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city sights, the growth of consu1ner society with its new emphasis on stimulaf 

spending through visual display, and the escalating horizons of colonial explora/ng 

with ne,v peoples and territories to be categorised and exploited all provoked tohn 
. . h . t e 

desire for in1ages and attractions. It is not s~rpnsing t at city street scenes, advertis-

ing fihns, and foreign views all formed important genres of earl~ cinema. The 

enorn1ous popularity of foreign views (already developed and exploited by the ste-

reoscope and 111agic lantern) expresses an altnost unquenchable desire to consurne 

the world through inuges. The cinen1a was, as the slogan of one early film com-

pany put it, an invention which put the world within your grasp. Early cinern 

categorised the visible world as a series of discrete attractions, and the catalogues 0~ 

the first production c01npanies present a nearly encyclopoedic survey of this new 

hyper-visible topology, fron1 landscape panoramas to microphotography, from do-

1nestic scenes to the beheading of prisoners and the electrocution of elephants . 

. If not all the attractions of early cinema express the v~olence of an on-rushing 

train, son1e sense of wonder or surprise nonetheless underlies all these films, if only 

,vonder at the illusion of 1notion. Even a filmed landscape panorama does not lend 

itself to pure aesthetic contemplation. One is fully aware of the machine which 

n1ediates the view, the can1era pivoting on its tripod. The most common form of 

landscape panoranu-fihns show fr01n 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."24 A film taken from the front of a train, an "unseen energy 

swallo'Ning space" (as one journalist described the experience of such a train pan-

orama25), 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 cinematographe. 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." 

24Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway ]011rney (New York: Urizen Press, 1979), p. 66. . Tl 
25From the New York Mail and Express (25 September 1897), reprinted in Kemp R. Niv~r, it 

Biograph B14'/etins 1896-1908 (Los Angeles: Locare Research Group, 1971), p. 27. The journahst was 
commenting on a Biograph film shot from a locomotive going through the Haverstraw Tunnel. 
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Coney Island purveyed "an an1azetne t • 1 . kY n 1n w 11ch th • · ",rGof . ' ,,26 While the tone of a Europeaii . ll ere is neither trans-
iv r JOY· . . inte ectual 's d • t c n0rt 11° fa capitalist society 1s unn1istakable Go k 1 _15 aste ior the mass 
r s o ' r Y a so prov d • • h · 1,asure 1 ills in an industrialised and consuine . 1 es 1ns1g t into the r d fort 1r r-onented societ Th 1· 
11ee f creaining before the suddenly aninlat d . Y· e pecu 1ar •· e o s e image of a I . . 
rleasur audience ,.,villing to take the in1age c

0 1. ocomot1ve 1ndi-l ss an u r rea 1ty than ,ares e i·ence has lost the coherence and i1nn1ed· d' . a spectator whose exper iacy tra tt1on 11 'b d dailY 'rhis loss of experience creates a consun1er h . c Y attn ute to 
-'itY· · ungry ior thrills. 

re11 inema of attractions not only exeinplifies a . 1 1 fhe c d h . particu ar Y modern form of . but also respon s to t e specifics of 111ode d . beucs rn an especially b I'£ aest Benjamin and Kracauer understood as the dryin u of ex . ur an I _e, 
what rnent by a culture of distraction. While Beniang. r . _pen enc~ and Its 

place11
• • • 1 . 1111 s wnt1ng provides the 

re brilliantly d1alect1ca (and a11161valent) descriptio f h d most . d . 27 
11 o t e mo ern transfor-. of perception an experience, Kracauer's essay "Th C 1 f D. . 

01anon ,, . . e u t o 1stract1on: On 
l·n's Picture Palaces provides a specific focus on the role f • d . )3er 1 

0 
. o cinema an part1cu-

l that element forebrounded by the c1ne111a of attracti· h'b' • 2s Jar y ons-ex 1 1t1on. 
Lost sight of no,v after decades of text-obsessed film an I · h h'b' • a ys1s, t e ex 1 1t1on 

~tuation transfonns and stru~tures 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 filn15 then15elves. By the 1920s, when Kracauer wrote the ar-
chitecture o~ the pic~ure pal~ce and ~he v~riety format of the evening's ;rogram 
played a maJor_ role 111 de~,ning mov1e-go1ng as a succession of attractions, what 
I{racauer descnbes as the fragmented sequence of splendid sense impressions."29 
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. 30 

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

26Maxim Gorky, "Boredom," The Independent (8 August 1907): 311-12. 
27The key essays are, of course, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" (in 

ffl11rninatio11s, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn: New York: Schocken Books, 1969) and the 
two drafts of the essay on Baudelaire (in Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, 
:~· Harry Zohn: London: NLB, 1973). My understanding of Benjamin's work has bee~ shaped by 

nam Hansen's masterful essay "Benjamin Cinema and Experience: The Blue Flower m the Land 
ofTechnology," New German Critique 40 (W,inter 1987). This essay and Hansen's forthcoming work 
00 the spectator of American silent film Babel and Babylon, provide an essential background to my 
own ess H • ' • d I • f d' l • h her . ay. ~r influence has been pervasive, and I see my ideas as eve opm~ out o a ta ogue wit 

'Without m any way implicating her in their final formulation. I also wish to thank her for her 
conunents o d fi . ~· . n a ra t of this essay. . 
•'-- _iegfried Kracauer "The Cult of Distraction" New German Critique 40 (Winter 1987). I would auohk • ' ' ' I fil h "Phc e to indicate my debt to Heide Schliipmann's penetrating essay on ~r~cauer sear~ 1 mt eory, 
iithenomenology of Film: On Siegfried Kracauer's Writings of the 1920s (m the same _issue), as well 
Sal,· valuable discussions of Kracauer contained in the essays by Thomas Elsaesser, Patrice Petro, and 
:; Hake in this extraordinary issue on Weimar Film Theory. 
1\l'acauer ib'd 9 JOlbid. , 1 ., p. 4. 
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in a larger progra111, a revue which included nmsic and live perfonnance. The 6 
was only one ele1nent in an experience that Kracauer describes as a "total artw ~Im 
ff~ " 1 • 1 " I f I • ·bl or of e ects w 1tc 1 . assau_ ts ~very one _o t 1e se~1ses using ~very poss1 e means.''Jt Fo 

Kracauer, the d1scontmu1ty and variety of this for111 of c1nen1a program (juxtap . r 
• h d • • 1 1 • fc ) 0stng a two-di1nensional fihn with t ree- 1mens1ona 1ve per onnances strongly u d 

n1ined fihn's illusionistic power. The projected filn1 "recedes into the flat surfac: er-
. . d ,, 32 A . I fi • • h h . and the deception 1s expose . s 111 t 1e 1rst pr0Ject1ons, t e very aest et1c of attracf 

runs counter to an illusionistic absorption, the variety fonnat of the picture palton 
progra111 continuall~ ~e1ninding the spe~tator of the act of watching by a successio:~~ 
sensual assaults. As 1f 111 defiance of the increased length and the voyeuristic fictio 1 
address of the featured films, the effect of a discontinuous suite of attractions s~~l 
don1inates the evening. 

But in spite of (or rather n1otivating) this smorgasboard of sensual thrills 
Kracauer discerns an experience of lack not unrelated (even if differently inter~ 
preted) to Gorky's 1nalaise. The unifying elen1ent of the cult of distraction lies in 
,vhat 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. 33 

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. 34 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."35 Shock becomes not only a mode of modern 

31Ibid., p. 92. 
32Ibid., p. 96. 
33Ibid., p. 93. 
34Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey, pp. 156-57. d 
35Miriam Hansen, Benjamin, Cinema, p. 184. Lynne Kirby observes about the popularity of ~tage f 

railroad smash-ups: "As a spectacularisation of technological destruction based on an equation f 
pleasure with terror, the 'imagination of disaster' says volumes about the kinds of violent spect~~t 
demanded by a modern public, and the transformation of 'shock' into eagerly expected, digeSt1 e 
spectacle" (Kirby, from L'Ill11stration, p. 120). 
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. 11cc but a strategy of a modern aesthet· f . 
-pertt' ' . ' 1c o asto111shme1 t H h 

c~. ·on of new tcchnolog1cal thrills that fl1· t . h d. i • ence t e ex-
}01t:iU . r wit 1saster. 

P A tr:ictwns are a response to an experience of 1. . 
l't • ' l 1 . a tenat1on, and for Kracauc ( f< 
·:1111in) cinemas va ue ay m exposing a fundame~tal I f h , r as or 

13cn}_city. Cinema's deadly temptation lay in trying t os~ o hco erenc~ and au-
thcntJ . . d 1 ° attain t e aesthetic coher-

f traditional art an cu ture. The radical aspirat· ffil . 
cnce O • h · I • . . ' ' 1011 0 1 m must lte along the 

th of consciously e1g 1tenmg its use of discontinuous sl k K 
pa . · 11 d . . • 1oc s, or as racauer puts 
. "must ann rad1ca y towar s a kmd of distraction whicl . d. . . 
1t, • • "36 A H 1 exposes 1srntegrat1on 

ther than maskmg 1t. s ansen has indicated Deni,., 1111•11, 1 • f h k h 
ra . , J.. s ana ys1s o s oc as 

fundamental ambivalence, moulded certainly by the itilp · I f . 
a . . ovens 1ment o expenence 
. modern hfe, but also cap:1ble of assumrng "a strategic si·g111·fic"' 'fi . 1 
1n . • ' .. nee-as an arti 1c1a 
means of propelling the human body into moments of recognition."37 

The panic before the inuge on the screen exceeds ,., s· I h · I fl 
. . .. imp e p ys1ca re ex, 

similar to those one expenences 111 a daily encounter with urban traffic or indus-

trial pro~uction. In its dou?le na_ture, i_ts transformation of still image into moving 

illusion, 1t expresses an attitude 111 wluch astonishment and knowledge perform a 

rertiginous dance, and pleasu~e. der~ves from the energy released by the play be-

tween the shock caused by th~s 1llus10n of danger and delight in its pure illusion. 

The jolt experienced pecon1es a shock of recognition. Far from fulfiIIing 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 tprill of transforn1ation into motion depended on its presentation as 

a 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-

nuities, and we must recognise that the experience of these audiences was profoundly 

different from the classical spectator's absorption into an empathetic ~arrative. 

Placed within a historical context and traditiop, 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 onsl;ught of moving images. Like a d?my_stifying showma~, I ha:e 

frozen the image of crowds scattered before the pr0Ject1on of an on-ru~hm~ tr~m 

and read it allegorically rather than mythically. This arrest s~ould astomsh 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 m9dernity. From the start, the terror ?f 

that image uncovered a lack, and promised only a phantom embrace. The tram 

collided wi·th I G ky sai·d a train of shadows, and the threat that 
. no one. t was, as or , 
It bore was freighted with emptiness. 

:~racauer, "Cult of Distraction," p. 96. 
ansen, Be1,jami11, Gillem~, pp. 210-11. 
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