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Introduction

Film critic Roger Ebert:

‘The movies are like a machine that generates empathy.’

Humans have been fascinated by shadows dancing on walls for millennia, but it was not until the end of the 19th century that photography and projection reached the point at which filmmakers could control those shadows and shape them into endless forms and stories. In the last 130 years, cinema has spread across the globe, enabling audiences to watch impossible things and share a profound art experience.

For such a young art form, cinema’s development has been rapid and full of incident. You might call it colourful, except that developing colour took a little time at the very beginning. But already, philosophies have been attempted and abandoned, theories applied or discredited, and ways of working adopted and codified.

To me, it seems impossible to boil the entirety of film down to just 50 ideas. Instead I have provided what I believe to be a useful cross-section of, and introduction to, film practice, history and theory. This effort may therefore be less conceptual than some books in this series, but film has been shaped more by practical than theoretical forces and it felt important to acknowledge that, discussing Hollywood studios alongside structuralism. I have covered other influential international film movements, though again, this cannot be comprehensive: Chinese film alone would require multiple books.

Hopefully this book will give you a starting point to decide what you would like to read more about, and certainly a few films to add to your watch list. More than anything, I hope it will remind you of the power and influence of cinema. We talk about the film industry, but it is also an art that has the potential to bring us together and to teach us new things about the world. For that reason it is important to protect and celebrate the films that move us, and the cinema itself.

Helen O’Hara




01 Early moving images

Humanity has been progressing towards moving images since the very start. A painting in the Karampuang cave in South Sulawesi, Indonesia, dates back over 50,000 years and shows a pig and three humans, presumably on a hunting expedition. Other figurative art around the world, from India to Lascaux, in France, shows action scenes of animals and people, often with a sense of movement and an apparent attempt to depict sequential actions. In the flickering light of a fire, they might have seemed to move and were perhaps used to narrate great exploits of hunting or survival.

Shadows around a campfire, however, leave no trace, and the first good evidence we have of actual moving images used for storytelling dates back to around 1420, when an Italian engineer called Giovanni Fontana published a reference to a ‘magic lantern’, which projected a cutout image of a devil against a wall in a larger form as part of a performance. These magic lanterns became more and more sophisticated through the centuries as scientific knowledge advanced. In 1797, Belgian scientist Étienne-Gaspard Robert established his own theatre in Paris and employed them in sophisticated ways, using a track to move the lantern backward or forward to change an image’s size to eerie effect, often in support of actors telling a story onstage. The fact that Robert held regular lectures explaining his work does not appear to have detracted from their effect.

The illusion of movement

Moving images became more sophisticated in the 1800s after Peter Roget published his 1824 paper with the British Royal Society on ‘The Persistence of Vision with Regard to Moving Objects’. This discussed the phenomenon whereby the retina retains an image for a fraction of a second after it has disappeared, so that if you show similar images quickly and in sequence, you can create the illusion of movement from one to the next. This inspired wild experimentation. The following year, Englishman John Ayrton Paris created the ‘thaumatrope’, a spinning disc with different pictures on each side that appeared to merge when the disc was spun around (the most famous shows a bird and a cage). A few years later, in 1831, the Belgian Joseph Plateau created the ‘phenakistoscope’, a disc that spun like a record, causing near-identical images around its circumference to appear to move. They showed, for example, a woman beating her husband, or a man peddling a bike.

The best known of these spinning devices is the ‘zoetrope’. Interestingly, historian Joseph Needham describes similar devices in China dating back to the Han dynasty in the 1000s, though it is not clear how much these succeeded in giving the illusion of movement. There is no evidence that English mathematician William George Horner knew about them in 1833, however, when he built a zoetrope (that name came from a later patent filed by American William F Lincoln in 1860). Once again these sport near-repeating images, but this time they are placed around the inside of a low, wide cylinder with narrow slots cut in the sides. By looking through these slots, several people at once can see galloping horses or jumping figures inside the disc as it spins.


The praxinoscope




The first person ever to run a strip of film in front of a projector seems to have been Frenchman Charles-Émile Reynaud. In 1877 he patented a new device called a ‘praxinoscope’, initially a sort of glorified zoetrope that used fixed mirrors in the centre of the cylinder to reflect the moving image. By 1879 he had refined it further, hiding his mechanism in a box with a screen in the front to provide a mini theatrical experience. He developed the Théâtre Optique in 1888. Projecting images for a group of people, on a much bigger screen and from a roll of pictures, this allowed him to show more elaborate scenes. By 1892 Reynaud was advertising Pantomimes Lumineuses shows at the Musée Grévin in Paris, using the device to tell longer stories to larger audiences. However, his system was soon eclipsed by the Lumière brothers’ cinematographe, and Reynaud could no longer make his invention pay. He was, however, responsible for a key innovation: film perforations to move the roll at a uniform rate.



Capturing movement on camera

All of these devices used drawings rather than cameras for their input, however. It was a little later, in the 19th century, that pioneers attempting to study movement invented ways to record sequences of images at high speed. One such was Englishman Eadweard Muybridge, an extremely eccentric character who suffered serious head injuries in a stagecoach crash; shot and killed his wife’s lover (though he was acquitted); and travelled widely to study photography all over the world. From 1878 onwards he took advantage of the increased sensitivity of photographic emulsion, which allowed near instantaneous photography for the first time, to begin a series of studies on animal locomotion. He contrived a number of cameras to photograph a galloping horse and show how it moved in motion (the general feeling was that it was less graceful than expected). He was so successful in capturing a sequence of images that his prints could be projected one after another to give the appearance of movement.


The kinetoscope




Thomas Edison is widely remembered as one of the greatest inventors ever to live, not least because he was also one of the greatest self-promoters in history. He displayed a ‘kinetograph’ motion-picture camera and a ‘kinetoscope’ peep-hole viewer to watch the resulting films in 1891, and sold thousands of the former in the United States and Europe, popularizing the concept of moving images. When cinema took off, Edison became a major supplier of cameras and film, and a significant voice for copyright and patent protection in the United States. However, while US sources sometimes credit Edison with the invention of cinema, it’s fairer to say that he was part of the rush to the screen and not the sole man responsible. His kinetoscope only accomodated one viewer at a time.



Muybridge’s process was developed further by Frenchman Étienne-Jules Marey, a groundbreaking cardiologist who was also chiefly interested in studying movement. In 1882 he created a ‘chronophotographic gun’ that could take 12 images per second. He struggled to play his images back initially, but a visit from Thomas Edison in 1889 helped him to solve that problem when they came up with a sprocketed mechanism to advance the film. However, Marey, like Muybridge before him, saw these sequences of film more as a scientific tool than an important technology in their own right, and made no attempt to use this new power to film material for a wider audience. British inventor William Friese-Greene, in the same year, patented his own motion-picture camera using paper and celluloid film; he sent details of his work to Thomas Edison, who started his lab working on the same problem and came up with the ‘kinetoscope’. However, Friese-Greene never projected his work. That would require the involvement of the Lumière brothers. Nevertheless, all of the steps taken in the 19th century laid the foundations for the Lumières’ work, and it was only by inventors sharing their discoveries and discussing their processes that cinema finally came about.

The condensed idea
From cave paintings to the
projected image




02 Early projection

Many inventors in the late 19th century were working towards cinema, but its invention is generally credited to brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière, who first put all the elements together and projected their work publicly. Arguably the pair were born for the camera – their parents owned and ran a photographic portrait studio in the eastern French town where they grew up. They were technically minded from an early age, with Louis inventing a new ‘dry plate’ process to develop film while still a teenager. This innovation led to their father opening a factory in the suburbs of Lyon in 1881 to exploit the development that, 13 years later, was producing 15 million photographic plates a year.

The birth of the big screen

The two Lumière boys, however, had turned their attention (and their money) to the question of moving images. They bought the rights to a cinématographe machine created by inventor Léon Bouly after Bouly ran into financial trouble and could not afford his patent fees. His device had a key advantage over those of his competitors, including Edison’s kinetograph: it could both record and project images. The pair tweaked and improved on Bouly’s work and received their own patent in February 1895. Later that year, they gave their first commercial showings of projected film.

These included such scintillating subjects as workers leaving a factory, photographers disembarking from a riverboat and a baby eating a meal (Auguste’s daughter, in fact). Despite such mundane activities, the mere prospect of seeing everyday life on a big screen was a draw and the new technology became a sensation, even if stories of people running in terror at Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (1896) are mostly myths. Fellow industrialists and inventors, such as Léon Gaumont, attended the demonstrations and left fired up and ready to exploit this new medium; Gaumont’s secretary Alice Guy would soon make what is thought to be the world’s first narrative film, The Cabbage Fairy (1896), while Georges Méliès quickly pushed the boundaries of what film storytelling could do with his extravagant onscreen fantasies. The Lumière brothers themselves took their show on the road, visiting Bombay, London, New York City, Palestine, Cairo and Buenos Aires in the following year or so. But while they shot and exhibited globally, and sent out agents with cameras to capture footage of significant places and events, they were never particularly convinced of cinema’s value themselves, and preferred to focus on the technological side than on the filmmaking opportunities.

Others saw more potential, however. Cinema spread internationally with astonishing speed, fuelled by urbanization and a growth in levels of disposable income that came alongside industrialization. Within ten years, cinema had established itself across the United States and was a major source of entertainment. By the 1930s, it would be America’s leading export, and a major industry in Russia, the United Kingdom, Germany and India, to name but a few.

The first cinemas

Initially, film projection was a travelling feast. Without purpose-built movie houses, distributors literally travelled from town to town with a projector and a sheet to put on their shows. The very luckiest, in the big cities, might secure a cellar or warehouse floor for the event, but such precarious locations were a huge fire risk, especially given the highly flammable stocks of celluloid film. Some projectionists would share space and evening programmes with vaudeville acts, so that vaudeville’s slight air of disreputability rubbed off on the new medium. The filming of subjects like boxing matches – projected to mixed audiences even though women were not allowed to attend live events – further threatened the good name of the nascent art form (not yet acknowledged as such). To combat this, many independent distributors began to emphasize their family values in order to attract women and children to shows and avoid the seedier elements. They advertised the educational and morally uplifting qualities of the films they planned to show and placed women in the box oﬃce and on the accompanying musical instruments to create a safe space for mixed audiences (and probably also to entice male viewers).


A cottage industry




At this time, the costs involved in filmmaking were not insurmountable. Independent filmmakers, such as female filmmakers Alice Guy and Lois Weber and Black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux, were able to establish their own film studios in what were essentially warehouse spaces with large windows, and to profitably make and release films from that base. It was only as films became longer and more expensive that larger studios crowded out these independent filmmakers.




Film piracy is a crime




In the early days of the film industry, it was common for film companies to create duplicates of one another’s projects and sell them alongside their own. Thomas Edison finally took action against this, despite his own company also having engaged in the practice. He registered each frame of one of his films for copyright, before suing Pennsylvania-based producer Siegmund Lubin for copyright infringement. A district court initially decreed that film could not benefit from copyright law, but in April 1903 the Third Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that it could be copyrighted. Defiantly, Lubin kept going and was sued by Biograph that August for the same offence. It wasn’t until the Townsend Amendment to the Copyright Act of 1909 came into force in 1912 that filmmakers got serious protection for their work.



By 1905, purpose-built cinemas were springing up in towns and cities all over the Western world; by the outbreak of World War I, virtually every town would have one and larger cities had venues that resembled theatres. A seemingly insatiable appetite for fresh films developed, and theatre owners would put together new programmes of films regularly: sometimes setting a theme for an evening, or providing live music, commentary or other performances alongside the film. As films grew longer, however, many of these additional elements were dropped, leaving just music accompanying the images onscreen.

With the war came an abrupt break in production in most European countries – something that the US industry used decisively to pull far ahead of its rivals. However, film remained a popular escape from stories of the battlefield, and the medium continued its exponential growth through the war and after. Annual production of film in the United States, for example, leapt from 38,000 feet in 1897 to 20 million feet by 1920. By the 1930s, almost everyone in the Western world went to the cinema, most of them weekly, and billions of tickets were sold annually. The money involved grew to such a level that cinema itself became industrialized under the studio system, amping up production to meet apparently limitless demand. Even by 20th-century standards, it was a dizzyingly fast rise to prominence for an entire industry.

The condensed idea
An industry is born
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