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‘A kind of recreative schoo] fo, the

whole family’: making cinema
respectable, 1907-09

LEE GRIEVESON

The New York Board of Censorship was set up in New York City in
early 1909 in the midst of a series of intense debates about the sogy
function of cinema. It met for the first time in March of that year,
and amongst the films reviewed was A Drunkard's Reformation
(Biograph, 1909), which tells the story of the reformation of a male

‘drunkard” brought about by attending a temperance drama at the
theatre." The New York Herald commented:

Untl the noble young man with the high forehead and the bow tie
lre.snlved that rum should never be his master and began life ane¥
In a beautiful apartment papered with wandering rose bushes it
seemed that the new Board of Censorship for Moving Picture
films, in session at 80 5 Avenue yesterday, would have reason [0
object to the first films which were spread before them. But !hlﬂ
reformation in the case of the young man, whose life was depict?
by the screen, was <o sudden and so complete that Professor
Charles Sprague Smith _ | and the other censors gathered in g
“f_ﬁcﬁ of the Motion Pictures Patents Company found no g
“’“!1 the first saq. sweet story of the young man’s life. The ilm
which showed the transition from wickedness (o Eﬂ“d"ﬁ% wns{ ihe
of the 28 which were inspected yesterday at the first sassu;rn ;3'“
ccns_ﬂrs, *+« The Drunkarq' s Reformation took the lead eﬂff: nice
*S810n and held it (o (he close. It seemed a pity that such
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Vork Merald, 26 March
1909, p. 4 Charles Sprague

¢mith was the founder and

managing director of New York

city's People’s Institute, a
progressive reform organization
which aimed 10 encourage cvic
activism, participatory democracy

and cultural pluralism. The
Institute was instrumental n

astablishing the New York Board
ol Censorship
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The conjunction of censorship, moral education and Images of
reformed men and happy domesticity is the focus of this essay,
which is premissed on a rather simple question: how did the film
industry make cinema respectable? Scholars have previously sought
o answer this question by focusing principally on class. suggesting
that the cinema was made respectable through an appeal to middle-
class audiences based on a turn to the forms and names of bourgeois
culture in order to uplift cinema’s cultural status (and to make more
money). Such efforts were reflected in the location of nickelodeons
and in the emergence of new textual forms (principally a new
configuration of narrative discourse). Though this focus on class is
certainly important, its exclusivity has led scholars to ignore both the
gendered nature of this process of making cinema respectable and the
complex imbrication of class and gender in the self-definition of the
middle class. ‘Respectability’, Richard Butsch has argued, ‘was at its
core a gendered concept,” and thus entertainment spaces such as
theatre in the mid nineteenth century and vaudeville in the late
nineteenth century became respectable (and increasingly profitable)
through a process of ‘re-gendering’ — a conscious effort to attract
middle-class women who, ‘particularly as wives and mothers, carried
designations of respectablity’.’l Fmthemlmm, sucial.hlstﬂnansAhave
shown how the self-definition of the F‘_%dd]'-'_-‘ class n “‘“*US :
throughout the ninéteenti EAEARBIEHIcARd 0n notons &
domesticity and gentility which were closely aligned wi
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domesticity could be positioned by the mdustry as MAlogore 4 the
reformation of cinema itsell. In tum, this reformation was validaed
by a newly formed regulatory hoxdy that was stalfed F,rpﬂ_,ﬂ“m:
by woamen reformers. by V15, one hundred omt of 114 COTreeny ‘:‘ﬂ
wornen ’ |
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Where the ‘saloon is anti-soctal in its effects on the famjys
Orrin Cocks, the Advisory Secretary (o the Nationg| Bogp
Censorship, moving pictures ‘hold together the whole l'llmi]},.* b
National Board of Censorship actually conducted E"w“”éﬂlli:";.i he
carly 1910s to try to prove that suloons were closing down 1y,
of nickel theatres," and took action to Hflll‘l the film ml‘”‘uﬁummi
drunkenness, producing a Special Bulletin in 1915 whigc
that ‘In view of the growing ncnlin.wnt thr»:"fl.lghmu the Country
opposing the theme of {irlllvikEIchH 1 :-:Iupslﬁu:k comedies, (he Bog
placed in a position where it must mt&c achon . | THE BOARD
WILL NOT PASS “DRUNK™ COMEDIES® "

The rhetorical positioning of cinema as what Vachel Liml.wn}: in
1915 termed a ‘substitute for the saloon® clearly drew on the broage
cultural struggle over drink which had been reanimateq 0 the |y r
nineteenth century by the contests over cultural mulmril}- that
accompanied industrialization.® Concerns about saloong Cmerpe(
from both Protestant elites and female evangelist traditions, focuseqg
respectively on the cultural practices and ‘styles of lving® of (he
increasingly Catholic working classes and, in the feminisg Campaigy
lor temperance, on practices of masculinity (and thejr clfect on
domesticity).” As a number of historians of women have suggesteqd,
traditions of female evangelism were transformed in the Jafe
nineteenth century into a broader social morality centred on the
defence of ‘home values’. Thus organizations such as the Women's
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) became tocused on reshaping
masculinity in line with the ‘feminization’ of middle-class culture
(the suppression of roughness, increased restraint, emotional self
control and so on).? No doubt this was in part based on g
nineteenth-century ideology of separate spheres and the ‘cult of
domesticity’, but female evangelism went beyond these ideological
formations by enlarging what was considered the ‘women's sphere’
and, indeed, the boundaries of the “public’. Groups of women began
10 use the language of motherhood and domesticity to include in
political discourse areas of soctal and family life that until then had
been considered the domain of voluntary work.® The WCTU's
‘politics of domesticity’, in particular, led to campaigns against the
saloon as g working-class and immigrant space that was effectively
clffsm o women® The aim Was 1o “curb the self-assertive,
boisterous Masculinity of the saloon. to support and protect the

mmfl?* and to return (he husband ~ the immigrant working man in
Particular - 1o the home'

I \ v ' R i
IS attempts 1o coupger the condemnation of cinema as a ‘morl

funkl*.mlt:‘ the film industry drew o these arguments, This was an
Lﬂlpunum L0 nrthe siting of cinema in ‘regulatory space’, (he
E:ﬂ?ﬁ: Pml’?“-‘ﬁ of l’UL‘El:{illlj_.! how cinema should be aligned \'f’ilhl F’:wl'n
bli 8 fecreational actiyigjes such as the theatre and made subjed!
Public decisions and' governmental intervention,® In the struggle 1©
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19105 sugpest that women

4 significant component of the motion-picture audience. in
certin weeks comprising the majornty of box-office admissions ™

HL‘['IHIIH"'- IIIH’E also l’l.'LL‘I‘I[lfl. shown how fan culture Increasine
catered to young women in the 1910 ® Reform strategies for
‘domesticating’ cinema thus meshed lortuittously with the commercial
interest in catering to female audiences as central players in the new
culture of consumption. There 1s evidence 1o suggest that theatre

managers not only understood, but also exploited, the fact that

women took a prominent role in family decision making, The

managers of one theatre confessed to women: ‘We want and need
your patronage, for where you attend, so will follow the husbands
and sons’.® It is also the case that the female cinema audience was |
' ; 5 - - \ 1 i i INE LN
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(Cambridge, MA: Harvard
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press release from Worcester
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Female theatre-owners Were also frequ.er.ltly singled oy gy
the trade press for the air of respectability they brough, 7 tﬁl‘ﬂme by
business.” 4
The discursive production and promotion of cinemy g, N
heterosocial space had a series of material effects, incly dits ':]:E
innovation of lighted theatres (to counter the Possibility of immﬂg
ral

behaviour and, in particular, harassment by men) an( the ks
of restrooms and nurseries.” This latter development, Al Uctjgy

e : : & Wit
improved ventilation, perfumed deodorizers, mirrored com .

. . mnn '
luxurious decoration and uniformed attendants, was borro i rﬂn'-.-.m!
rom

department store interiors, themselves carefully designed 1 ap
female consumers.” Exhibitors initiated matinee showings ﬂI;:‘-'ml 1o
female audiences (often half-priced), competitions such s baby racy
photograph contests. free gifts of teddy-bears and perfume, Space
baby carriages and, more generally, made a conscious effory o or
transform the rowdy space of nickelodeons to polite standargs of
decorum.” Such changes signalled a clear attempt to cater g Wome
as decision-makers in the new culture of consumption, whije :
simultaneously assuaging reform and governmental anxiety aboy
cinema by creating a public space that was homely, blurring the
boundaries between public and private space and reconciling the
seemingly contradictory cultural formations of respectability and
consumption. Given this context, we might profitably re-examine the
location of nickelodeons. Were theatres located (like department
stores) along what historian Stuart Blumin calls an ‘axis of
respectability’, in thoroughfares, for example, that were well 1j{?®

Tempering movies

Theatrical temperance dramas proliferated in the mid nineteenth
century in conjunction with a reformation of the cultural status of
theatre that was, historians Richard Butsch and Bruce McConachie
suggest, aligned with ideals of education and with appeals to women
and family audiences as signifiers of respectability.® The creation of
museum theatres in the 1840s was an important development within
this reformation process. Such theatres featured lectures on a variely
of eduf:ut'innul and moral topics but could also be used for the
presentation of ‘moral dramas’. beginning significantly with the
\mperance drama The Drunkard: Or the F allen Saved (1843), which
Was described at the time as a ‘moral domestic drama’.** The play
:;l:h::ll‘l :;:anhﬂ; one ]u{ndrecl performances at a time when theatre
e DPEE u:hE: b:llls every nighl,‘nnd was uhns:en by P.T:
i T ﬂsd merican Museum in New York in 1843; 7
oo Hign ::lﬂl'ﬂl drnma:::.r.:ul ncr.n.qs‘ class funfmtm::cﬂsﬁ
1o T [hemmmenl and ‘instruction : and set 1n pr il
re as a source of education and morality
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example, Father and Drunkard (p
[B_iﬂ.graph, 1909), The Drunkard’s Fate (Selig, 1909), The Ne
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Did (Biograph, 1909). The Expiation (Biograph, ]‘i“'-i,:r .".';:”H ““A-
the Slums (Vitagraph, 1909), A Change .:f.’hun 1B|¢1~:riipt1 I:JT;:: “:
Slave to Drink (Kalem, 1910). and Effecting a Cure 1-;im;_:r;|ph 1.
1910). These films were Closely linked to industry rhetoric ;I|11':1Il
family values and the distinctions between nickel theatres and
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nre ol theatricyl dramas, for
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saloons. They could be seen as self-consciously attempting to appeal
to female audiences (at least, to what the industry assumed women
wanted to watch), and to a ‘respectable’ audience more generally,

both through a validation of the educative cultural function of cinema

' < and

— these films were often advertised as ‘lessons’ or ‘sermons™
through their representation of the dangerous effects of male drinking
on the family. They clearly and overtly intervened in the moral
debate about the cinema, internalizing external debates through a
thematic emphasis on the reformation of masculinity as metonymic
for the reformation of cinema itself.

The reformation of masculinity in the temperance film came
principally through the actions or sacrifice of a child. For example,
the film Father and Drunkard tells the story of a sailor retuming
home to his wife and young son but then neglecting them |:L:I"~|{;. :,],I,
his drunken gmnhling." The son is sent to bring the father I:l::thurl
the saloon. but is thrown roughly aside. He runs to gel his 1

but on their return he falls mnto d river. The |
battling for life, ‘the man in him }111!}""_ -“"“".111 P
child. “The last scene shows the little Iulﬂihhliﬂmmw sober father
near tragedy gathered round a table, Wh‘t‘n’ 1. ;ﬁﬂ s drink’.®
SR o lEiero O :Imi ﬁm?tlll!i :;::r-. reformation — from
6 ituted throug AR
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exemplifies the new emphasis on nrurmliw: _r.:lmun: that wye emer,
in US cinema from 19“?': the “:“”I"f:di l"aur?lly embraces, -'~i’-"-‘f-'n1ingI}:In
seeking to Initiate a similar reconciliation in the Space of y
.-,mdiu:-riun‘l.Eﬂ ok, :

What Drink Did tells a similar story. The film openg with 4 1,
family seated around the breakfast table. The father plays wig, h‘iEP}’
two daughters and, when leaving for wurki. hugs both thep, and h'“_
“ie At work Kettles of beer are brought [_n at lunchtime and fe ;.
coaxed into taking a drink. After work he is pressured (g Roi ﬂ.
drink by his colleagues and, though reluctant, joins them. Scenes of
him drinking are intercut with scenes of his wife and Childrep 4
home. with the wife clearly becoming increasingly concerned, Ty,
contrast edit intervenes to comment on events, making clear (o the
audience the effects of drinking on the family and setting i, place ;
structure of ‘allegiance” with the moral position of the mother ™ The
contrast attendant upon the man’s drinking becomes clearer after the
father returns home, when the family rush to greet him by ire
brushed aside, and further the following morning when the father
ignores his daughters in a clear contrast with the opening of the film.
‘The blight of rum’, the bulletin notes, ‘changes the stamp of nature.
turning the heretofore good-tempered man into a veritable demop® 2
Following work the next day he initiates the drinking, and one of the
daughters 1s sent to look for him. The father brushes her away twice
and when she returns again pushes her over. At this, the barman gels
angry and in a scuffie is hit by the father; the barman gets a gun ang
shoots but accidentally kills the daughter. The father, at the front of
the frame, cradles her in his arms; in his distress he attacks his
friends. The close of the film moves forward in time. The man
leaves work and is asked if he will go for a drink. He declines and

arrives home, where the wife and remaining child are now dressed in
€Y — In contrast to the white at the opening of the film — and the
family hug one another. The man kneels, cries and holds his child.
This sombre conclusion. carried through the mise-en-scene and in the
contrast with the opening of the film, makes plain the dangerous
effects of drinking and. in turn, *how men should be’. The Moving
Picture World review noted that ‘A moral lesson is taught in this
excellent Biograph film’, and, further. that “The film could be used [0
advantage by religious and lemperance organisations’.”
: The Essanay version of (he classic temperance drama, Ten Nights
n a Bar-room, tells a similar story, with the drunkard’s child fﬂmllg
hit by a missile thrown at the drunkard, who subsequently reforms.
The reformation scene was critical to most of these films, which
"iEgested that a certain type of masculinity was problematic and
?;:;i;“ﬁb;:;i?tﬁ?tﬁlinc through the dictates of -:li::-nu%*ﬁ.ticﬂi1

: - tnister; or, the Drunkard's Daughter end:
:;:,hg;:]; in]]:k;;g ;;'“W a reformed man’, restored to his es_;lrﬂpgzdm

: onor of the Slums, the ‘hero’ spends his tim
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A Drunkard' s Reformation is In ma;w
conscious of these films IN respect of lt;c
commercial context. The fi|

home and contrasts this wit

THAage ceremony, pyy

Ways the most self-
hrDﬂ{JEI' regu
M opens with the
h a shot of the
WO spaces are contrasted through parallel
aporal hl_multuncn}f but spatial differentiation, and sets up a
structure of Ll”ﬂglﬂﬂm: with the mora] Position of the sufferipe
rflfrthur+ ‘Thl.-: tather returns home and disrupts the domestic 5|:.Lu1_-.c
frightening the wife and daughter with his drunken violence. He s,
however, persuaded to take his daughter to the theatre to see g
lemperance drama, repents and returns home, in the words of the
Biograph Bulletin, ‘a changed man’ as g result of “the psychological
influence’ of the play on the audience® The film’s final shot shows
the family together, bathed in the light from the hearth, The space of
the saloon and the theatre thus pivot around the domestic space, with
the saloon threatening it and the theatre upholding it. The theatrical
space 1s one where fathers and children can be together safely. This
1S @ moment when cinema was clearly drawing on an association
with theatre and its shift into the realms of respectability

This representation of the positive ‘psychological influence’ of |
drama responds to criticism of the social and psychic functioning of
moving pictures, utilising filmic discourse — parallel '3*““”?-“"_ implied
point of view, shot/reverse-shot, lighting — tor “'!f presentation of
film as an educational and moral medium. For Tom Gunning and
Roberta Pearson. both of whom offer insightful readings o -
Drunkard’s Reformation, this is linked to the presentation <

el s e e
character and to the use of structures of ‘identification’ such Ih. |-
aliened with some characters and sorts 0
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In addition. given the context outlined here, I woyjqg argue
' can be more F'u‘,‘ise about the rhetorical parameters of this thy We

. . ransformative effect: it is a male spectator who is representeq
Ay CAes s " being reformed by edifying drama — becoming, Commentagoy. EY
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a Bowser jed | Bogopt Beten. | positions the spectator 1n a structure of allegiance with the suffn-
i ::hmm women and children. Male spectatorship in A Drunkarg s g

Reformation, we may say, involves the man opening himsejf 0 the
instruction of women (and children) and this mirrors the posi
the industry itself at this moment in cinema history.

The more general historical emergence of a moral structure ip (b
N narrative process is central to Gunning’s influential reading of the
et | . emergence around 1908 to 1909 of what he terms the ‘narrator

e system’, for Gunning a critical precursor to the slightly later
emergence of classical narrative conventions.® Gunning argues that
the transformation of American cinema from a ‘cinema of attractions’
lo a cinema of ‘narrative integration’ involved a ‘conscious
movement into a realm of moral discourse’.® The particular narratie
configuration of American cinema emerged in close conjunction with
1ssues of morality and respectability linked by Gunning to the (here
rather amorphous) middle class, and this was reinforced with the
emergence of censorship institutions (principally from 1909) which
o - channelled film ‘towards an imbrication of narrative development and
moral discourse’, standardizing formulas of acceptable content and
narrative development.® For Gunning, the interweaving of formal and
institutional factors at this moment set in play the conditions which
led to classical Hollywood cinema.

If the ?J':':II)EFE outline of the importance of gender to conceptions of
respectability is factored into this argument, we can understand the
tmportance of gendered discourses to the moral discourse of the
z:ﬂemﬂ ufi:?;tive in!agratiun. [ﬂ'lht': examples above, ﬂﬂl‘fﬂl_i""-’*
thcmidcumwlogical u;; 1w1{h reform discourse which, in tumn, is linked 10
s hummgﬂﬂ ‘» ‘::f' wum?n rcfnm?ers and their emergent roles as
Sy 5:‘:5 - Linema’s move into lh? realm of moral -
i o hasﬂl;‘P;:rhﬂps more closely aligned to early feminiit
T — itherto been realized. If this is the case it may If

. I5ed genealogy of classicism. No doubt further
Bjilemanc work needs 1o be und . ive and
ey thematic analysis of fj] s E'nﬂken i
L e ; fia ms from this period and into the 1910s, and

- | I particular, intg the complexiti | d
_ | plexities of structures of alignment an
above analysis may suggest that what emerges
tof classicism is a narrative system that 1$
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8 Lawen Rabinowtz Temptations
of pleasure. muckelodeons,
amusement parks and the sights
of female sexuality, Camera
Obscura, no. 23 {1991}, p. BS.

8 Stamp, Movie-Sirvek Gals in
Particular pp. 24-101
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SURZest that cinemg
and in which men

on of both cinema Space
bY a cycle of ‘emperance dramas

Was a space where familjec could be 1ogethe
could be reformed. This meant the n:fn: i
and cinema texis, exemplified here o
le Suggesting more generally thay Cinematic n
in the context of gendered norms of respectah ?mm r
no doubt also mandated by the film |ru:ll.[.;.‘c-ttt'm”~.1 :‘If'
the importance of women audiences, not u;t amu.ﬂ{.l recognition of
I'ESPEClﬂbilit)’ but also as paying ;uﬂ[}mei D:““:ﬂifﬂlﬂfh ™
process was less about TEEP;‘EE-E;b1|iIﬁ and mo thund?m B
imperatives, and it is worth notine -Ih.a[ the ITL > _‘Utﬂwn}n_:-.:nmr
audiences underscored a series le:dﬂ a] : =mmndmc if“ o
~ | ciopments in the followine

years: ‘[hr: serial-queen cycle of the 1910s. the growth of fan
magazines directed at female readers. the emergence of powerful
female stars such as Mary Pickford, the Increasing presence of
women scriptwriters from 1913 onwards. and the proliferation of
women-aimed discourses surrounding film stars through the 1920s.

There is no doubt that this appeal to women spectators constructed
and shaped the encounter of women with cinema in various ways
and drew on deeply rooted and essentialist conceptions of gender
roles (as, of course, did notions of women's mnate morality)
Women were addressed as consumers in ways that played on
entrenched cultural constructions of gender. If amusements such as
the cinema solicited the female gaze, they also confirmed woman's
status as object of the gaze, both on and off screen, in what Lauren
Rabinowitz describes as a ‘double-edged process of subjectification
and objectification’.® Similarly, Shelley Stamp’s recent book, .'H'mn}-.H
Struck Girls, insightfully details the concemns articulated n the ILH:_
about both women's presence al the cinema and the I.II’IP]{;L';}IIGII: 0
female spectatorship. drawing attention also to the r:untr.]du.t:nnacmdl
between the idealization of the moral female “pﬁ_”mr d"- l tf:
interest of women in stories with Ry l . wxu;‘;;ﬁ have
action-adventure, and feminist agitation. ::nh:fff :r:e twentieth
noted how critics of mass culture in the s ’;’ )"5 supposed effects of
century used femininity 10 S pm;:fi:mﬁt‘writm launched
cultural passivity and deoay.” American '




Giroux, 19951 p. 246
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: ¢ against maternal suffocation an
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. ntilization’;™ there was backlash against women autho
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female patrons of 4 Ih. : : .3 555,210
f various cultural practices, including the cinema in Richarg Abe]
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] .| g IL & rh and lh
eatre and a corresponding remasculing,. .. ©

n
ﬂmuntv ' - ’ - .
e described 1n this article 1s by
Clearly, the process described l one El{:mcm of

the more complex and .‘Lhi[‘tiﬁg‘ trends that saw the Productiop of
cinema as respectable and profitable, and we need to thin furthe
about the shifting positions of class, gcht:r unr.ﬂi the cConomy and, i,
particular, about the friction between laissez faire capitalism and
patriarchal ideology. It may also be necessary to pay more attentjop,
to the broader reform context for understandings of masculinity i,
this period and to examine discourses about not only lemperance %
also sexuality. On the evidence so far I would argue that j was the
reculation of masculinities even more than femininities that shaped
cinema’s move to classicism.”

Earhier versions of this paper were delvered at the Screen Studies Conference and the Society for Cinema Studips
Conference. My thanks for help with it go to Vanessa Martin, Roberta Pearson, Murray Smith shelley Stamp Hardes
Wasson, and especially to Peter Kramer and Knsten Whissel

1 Carlos Monsnis. Al the people
tame and did not fit onto the
Screen: notes on the cinema
audience in Mexico”. in Paulo
Antonig Faranagué (ed )| Mexican
Linema (London: British Film
Instityte 1995), p. 151
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In his wittily titled essay “All the people came and did not fit onto
the screen’, Mexican cultural critic Carlos Monsiviis outlines the
impact that the cinema had upon Mexican society. In particular.
Monsiviis is concerned with cinema’s role in the modermizing
processes at work in the first half of the twentieth century, as the
State sought to redefine national identity and make the transition
from a predominantly rural to urban, Catholic to secular, and pre-
modern to modern cultural/political entity. In the face of the uneven
social, cultural and economic effects of these processes, the role of
cinema was crucial: “With hindsight, we can see the basic function
of the electronic media at their first important moment of power:
they mediate between the shock of industrialization and Ihc_rur;ii and
urban experience which has not been prepared ml %lﬂ} way for [h_“‘ ‘
giant change, a process that from the 1*14!} modifies the ldcului.l]hv.
nation’.! The suggestive title of Monsiviis’s essay obliquely signals

: . S : A1 . = [hat
the importance of the cinema s role as cultural mediator: one (

~ ) hip. “All the
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