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Saturday November 2 

Take a walk on the wild side…experimental and avant-garde films 
1902- 1965   

 
Six Sessions with live music presenting 29 shorts and one feature 

Elizabeth Jigalin 
 

Six Tuesdays  6.30 pm complimentary drinks and nibbles 
Film sessions start at 7 pm 

 
May 9: May 23: June 6: June 20: July 4 and July 18 

Unitarian Church East Sydney 

 15 Francis Street East Sydney 
 

Ticket price  $20 per session includes drinks and nibbles before sessions 

www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au    T 0419 267 318 

 

 

Tickets through festival website or call T 0419 267 318 
Credit card bookings through website  www.ozsilentfilmfestival.com.au 
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Accompanist: Elizabeth Jigalin 

 

Elizabeth Jigalin is a composer and pianist based in Sydney, Australia. 

 

Elizabeth’s music is driven by the creative potentials of collaboration with much of her work directly inspired and shaped by 
the people she writes for. This keen interest for collaboration has seen Elizabeth direct “the music box project” (collective of 
early career musicians/composers) and compose music that has been performed by a variety of ensembles and soloists 
across Australia and internationally. Highlights include ‘that sound afar’ for 4 roaming voices with Kaldor Public Art Projects 
created in response to Jonathan Jones’ ‘barrangal dyara (skin and bones)’ (2016), ‘partial/dispersion’ for swarming flutists 
awarded 1st prize Unbound Flute Festival Composition Competition (tertiary category, 2016), performance of her work at 
‘Tradition & Innovations New Music Festival’ at Yong Siew Toh Conservatory, Singapore (2016), commissioned works for 
Petrichor Sax (2015), Sydney Youth Orchestras String Program Composer in Residence (2014), selected work for ‘Vox 
Novus’ NYC (2013), 1st Prize Centenary of Canberra Composition Competition (2013). 

 

As a pianist, Elizabeth has performed the works of early career composers as both a soloist and in chamber music contexts 
in addition to performing with a variety of groups including the "shady ladyz" and the "Young Women’s Jazz Orchestra". 

 

 

. 
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May 9  Session 1 Avant-garde 1902- 1912 

estimated 65 minutes 

Griffith- Méliès- Porter- de Chomon- Percy Smith- J. 
Stuart Blackton -  Ernest Servaès- Ladislas Starewicz 

 

 

 

Those Awful Hats  1909 bw 3 mins 

“The shortest film ever directed by D W Griffith, this was a novelty item then intended to replace or augment the slide that 
usually admonished women to doff the enormous headgear fashionable at the time. These hats are almost parodies but the 
Biograph Company must have liked them, as they appear in several other films produced by the studio that year. Mack 
Sennett plays the spectator in the loud jacket...The film within the film is achieved by matte printing from a second negative. 
Griffith is in the cast in the heavy fur-collared coat.”  
 
Flicker Alley 
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A Trip to the Moon aka le voyage dans la lune  1902 bw 13 mins 

 

  

 

 

A Trip to the Moon  is a 1902 French silent film directed by Georges Méliès. Inspired by a wide variety of sources, 
including Jules Verne’s novels….. the film follows a group of astronomers who travel to the moon in a cannon-propelled 
capsule, explore the Moon's surface, escape from an underground group of Selenites (lunar inhabitants), and return to Earth 
with a captive Selenite. It features a cast  of French theatrical performers, led by Méliès himself in the main role of Professor 
Barbenfouillis, and is filmed in the overtly theatrical style for which Méliès became famous. 

The film was an internationally popular success on its release, and was extensively pirated by other studios, especially in 
the United States. Its unusual length, lavish production values, innovative special effects, and emphasis on storytelling were 
markedly influential on other film-makers and ultimately on the development of narrative film as a whole.   
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 Dream of a Rarebit Fiend (Edwin S. Porter) 1906 bw 8 mins 

Dream of a Rarebit Fiend is a 1906 American silent film directed by Edwin S. Porter for Edison Manufacturing 
Company.[1] It is a seven-minute live-action film adaptation of the comic strip Dream of the Rarebit Fiend by American 
cartoonist Winsor McCay. The film was marketed as using several special effects in which "some of the photographic 
'stunts' have never been seen or attempted before."  

The Rarebit Fiend gorges on Welsh rarebit at a restaurant. When he leaves, he begins to get dizzy as he starts to 
hallucinate. He desperately tries to hang onto a lamppost as the world spins all around him. A man helps him get home. 
He falls into bed and begins having more hallucinatory dreams. During a dream sequence, the furniture begins moving 
around the room. Imps emerge from a floating Welsh rarebit container and begin poking his head as he sleeps. His bed 
then begins dancing and spinning wildly around the room before flying out the window with the Fiend in it. The bed floats 
across the city as the Fiend floats up and off the bed. He hangs off the back and eventually gets caught on 
a weathervane atop a steeple. His bedclothes tear and he falls from the sky, crashing through his bedroom ceiling. The 
Fiend awakens from the dream after falling out of his bed. 
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The Red Spectre (Segundo de Chomon) aka le spectre rouge colour toned and bw 1907 
9 mins 

“This impressive trick film was made for Pathe by Segundo de Chomon. Works dealing with the netherworld and the 
supernatural were much in vogue at the time. The colour was hand-screened on to each print by Pathe’s superb stencil 
process, introduced in 1904 and used throughout the silent film era.” 

Flicker Alley 

 

 

 

 

The Acrobatic Fly (Percy Smith) 1908 colour tinted and bw 3 mins 

 

Known as Percy Smith, he was the son of Francis David Smith (1854-1918) and Ada (née Blaker - born 1856). In 1907 he 
married Kate Louise Ustonson (1881-1959).[3] He began to photograph the natural world around him while working as a 
clerk for the British Board of Education, but found his desire to exploit the educational possibilities of film stifled until his 
close-up photograph of a bluebottle's tongue caught the attention of film producer Charles Urban. Smith subsequently 
made To Demonstrate How Spiders Fly (1909) and The Acrobatic Fly (1910) before joining the Charles Urban Trading 
Company full-time.   
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The Acrobatic Fly (also known as The Balancing Bluebottle) is a 1910 British short silent documentary film, directed 
by Smith, featuring close-ups of a housefly secured to the head of a match and juggling objects with its feet. The film, "is 
one of a series of Smith films on similar subjects around this time. 

“The challenge of the very slow lens required by Smith for macro-photography, coupled with the insensitive film stock of 
the day, meant that so much light was required for exposure that the poor flies quickly succumbed to the heat…as Smith 
had glued their wings so they could not fly away, they used their legs to achieve memorable results seen here.” 

Flicker Alley  

 

 

 

The Thieving Hand 1908 bw 6 mins  

 

 

 

  

 

A one armed street peddler notices that a well to do man has dropped his ring and the peddler returns it to him. The 
wealthy man is very grateful and to show his appreciation he takes the peddler to a ‘Limb Store’ where he pays for a new 
arm to be attached……but the peddler soon finds out that his new arm seems to have a will of its own. 

“The outrageous freedom of early film is one of its greatest pleasures. The first narrative movies are not so much 
uncensored as untamed, not yet held captive by decorum. This is the side of “primitive” cinema admired by French 
surrealists, who saw in it a means of unlocking the irrational and unconscious. But surrealists seldom had opportunity to see 
films quite like The Thieving Hand. 
 
Filmed in Brooklyn by a now unknown director and released in January 1908, The Thieving Hand was a product of the 
Vitagraph Company, whose founders pioneered special effects films in America, as with 1909’s Princess Nicotine. The tricks 
in The Thieving Hand—stop-motion substitutions and movement by hidden wires—are simple but flawlessly executed. 
The dreamlike story follows a destitute, one-armed street peddler. His honesty in returning a ring dropped by a philanthropist 
is rewarded when the man escorts him to a “Limb” store to buy a new arm. Unfortunately, the arm takes instructions only 
from the id (reminding us now of Dr. Strangelove’s irrepressible arm). Because the final frames of the film’s last shot are 
missing in the sole known surviving copy—preserved by George Eastman Museum and reproduced here—the moral circle 
is incomplete: In the prison cell, the arm crawls back to its original owner, a one-armed thief in convict’s stripes, and the poor 
pencil vendor is set free from both the prison and the tyrant arm.    

  Filmprservation.org 
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Princess Nicotine (Vitagraph Studios) aka the smoke fairy 1909 bw 5  mins  

 

Princess Nicotine; or, The Smoke Fairy is a 1909 five-minute silent film directed by J. Stuart Blackton based on an earlier 
musical starring Lillian Russell. In the film, a smoker (Paul Panzer) falls asleep and is visited by two fairies (one of which is 
played by Gladys Hulette). Audiences marveled at the special effects featuring the fairies interacting with objects much 
larger than themselves. 

Princess Nicotine; or, The Smoke Fairy was the first instance of tobacco product placement (for Sweet Corporal cigarettes 
and cigars) in the movies. 

“A delightful comic fantasy in which a man dreams of a pair of fairies playing pranks with his tobacco stash. Trick effects 
include stop-motion animation, mattes and superimposition, and the clever use of oversized sets. James Stuart Blackton 
(1875-1941) is best remembered for his pioneering animated and trick films, but he was a seminal figure in the American 
film industry and his legacy was more wide-ranging. He was born in England and immigrated to the US with his family as a 
child. In 1894, at age 19, he met fellow British expats Albert E. Smith and Ronald Reader and formed a magic act. 
Blackton’s specialty was chalk talks and lightning sketches, a skill he used to get occasional assignments from the New 
York Evening World. In 1896, the paper assigned him to interview and draw sketches of Thomas Edison and his new 
movie projector, the Vitascope. Edison was impressed enough with his drawing skills that he shot and released a film of 
him doing “lightning sketches.”Blackton bought a projector, Smith reverse engineered a camera, and the pair founded the 
American Vitagraph Company that same year. Their film business took off, and the magic act was set aside. As 
Vitagraph’s primary director, Blackton made all kinds of films – actualities, westerns, comedy series, and numerous stage 
adaptations. His 1906 Humorous Phases of Funny Faces is generally considered to be the first animated film ever made. 
He made more of these plus a number of notable trick films, including The Haunted Hotel (1907). Princess Nicotine was 
the last trick film he made.” 

Sprocketsociety.org 

“This tale of a tormented smoker was the most celebrated special effects film of its day, the subject of a 1909 article 
in Scientific American and a chapter in a 1912 book entitled Motion Pictures: How They Are Made and Worked. "The effect 
of The Princess Nicotine when thrown upon the screen is so startling that it defies explanation by the uninitiated," 
reported Scientific American; "The little fairy moves so realistically that she cannot be explained away by assuming that she 
is a doll, and yet it is impossible to understand how she can be a living being, because of her small stature." 
Trick films were a specialty of the New York-based Vitagraph Company, then America's leading film producer. Vitagraph had 
been founded back in 1897 by magician Albert E. Smith and J. Stuart Blackton, a newspaper illustrator and "lightning 
sketch" vaudeville cartoonist. Their interests intersected in trick films, inspired by Georges Méliès's pioneering French 
fantasies. Princess Nicotine; or, The Smoke Fairy, produced and probably directed by Blackton, found its immediate source 
in another French film, Emile Cohl's The Animated Matches (1908). Blackton's film used double exposure (for the fairy in the 
bottle), stop-motion animation (for the rose that transforms into a cigar), as well as more mundane tricks: hidden wires, giant 
props, and a man under the table blowing smoke. The shots of the tabletop fairies were accomplished through ingenious on-
set optics rather than in-camera double exposures: The actresses performed on a platform next to the camera, and their 
image was reflected in a mirror placed far behind the table. (The trick also relied on a lens capable of extreme depth of field, 
so that both the smoker and fairies are in focus.) Because the camera height was aligned with the tabletop, the fairies 
appear to be dancing on it. 
The film opens as the smoker falls asleep, justifying a dream logic that is not without its salacious side—especially when the 
young fairy throws up her skirts—and the imagery throughout is ripe for psychoanalysis. Although Princess Nicotine may 
also have been intended as an advertisement for Sweet Caporal's cigarette and cigar brands, the smoker's habit has its 
revenge, and the dream turns to nightmare.”      Filmprservation.org 
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Artheme Swallows His Clarinet (Eclipse Films) aka artheme avale sa clarinette 1912 bw 4 
mins   dir  Ernest Servaès 

Arthème loves playing the clarinet. He plays it in the streets, in the park, in the streetcar (at least when he does not miss 
it!). When he unfortunately walks under a piano clumsy removers are hauling, the heavy instrument falls down on him and 
he swallows his clarinet. A lot of people try to extirpate the protruding instrument but they all fail. Three farriers finally 
succeed in making him return to his former self. 
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The Cameraman’s Revenge 1912 colour toned 13 mins  

 

 

 

 

 

A jilted husband takes his revenge by filming his wife and her lover and showing the result at the local cinema. This was one 
of  Ladislas Starewicz' first animated films, and stars very realistic animated beetles. Mr. Grasshopper, a jilted cameraman, 
takes his revenge by filming Mr. Beetle and his mistress Ms. Dragonfly and then shows the results at a local cinema where 
Mrs. Beetle is in the audience. This was one of Starewicz's first animated films, and stars very realistic animated beetles. 

 

"In the mating season, beetles fight. Their jaws remind one of deer's horns. I wished to film them but since their fighting is 
nocturnal, the light I used would freeze them into total immobility. By using embalmed beetles, I reconstructed the different 
phases of that fight, frame by frame, with progressive changes, more than five hundred frames for thirty seconds of 
projection. The result surpassed my hopes: 1910 -Lucanus Cervus - the first three-dimensional animated film" (Starewich, 
L., in Bendazzi,G.,"Cartoons", 1995) 
 
“The result surpassed audiences' expectations also, and their response so encouraged Starewich he went on to spend a 
lifetime making stop-motion films. In his early work he continued to use insect bodies as puppets, lending a macabre aura to 
the films. A move to France brought more conventional puppet-making techniques into his repertoire, and the films appear 
more lyrical as a result.”   Animatorsbuffet.blogspot.com.a 
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May 23  Session 2 Avant-garde 1921- 1965 

estimated 69 minutes 

Winsor McCay - Keaton- Hans Richter - Slavko Vorkapich,  
Robert Florey - Greg Toland- Eliot Noyes Jr. 

Walter Ruttman   
 

 

The Pet (Winsor McCay) 1921 bw 10 mins  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Pet (1921) is likely the earliest "giant monster attacking a city" film. It depicts a couple who adopt a mysterious animal 
with an insatiable appetite. It consumes its milk, the house cat, the house's furnishings, rat poison, and passing vehicles, 
including airplanes and a blimp, while growing larger and larger.[65] As it wanders among the skyscrapers of the city a swarm 
of airplanes gather to bomb the beast. A Rarebit Fiend strip from March 8, 1905, inspired The Pet, which was released in 
1921. 
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“The Pet” tells the bizarre tale of a mystery animal taken in by some lady over the objections of her husband.  The 
creature eats everything, even poison, and grows and grows, becoming huge and attacking this city.  This may be the first 
giant monster rampage movie!   “The Pet” beat Willis O’Brien‘s The Lost World to theatres by four years.” 

Tacachale.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Play House (Buster Keaton) 1921 bw 23 mins  

 

The Playhouse is a 1921 silent short film and is most famous for an opening sequence in which Keaton plays every role. 

The film is set up as a series of humorous tricks on the audience, with constant doubling, and in which things are rarely what 
they at first seem to be. It opens with Keaton attending a variety show. In this first sequence, Keaton plays beside him and 
remarks, "This fellow Keaton seems to be the whole show." This was a gibe at one of Keaton's contemporaries, Thomas 
Ince, who credited himself generously in his film productions.  In interviews with Kevin Brownlow,[2] Keaton claims he gave 
the director's credit to Cline mainly because he did not want to appear too Ince-like himself: "Having kidded things like that, I 
hesitated to put my own name on as a director and writer." 

This elaborate trick-photography sequence turns out to be only a dream when Joe Roberts rouses Keaton from bed. The 
bedroom then turns out to be not a bedroom, but a set on a stage. 

 

Keaton's portrayal of nine members of a minstrel show required the use of a special matte box in front of the camera lens. 
It had nine exactingly-machined strips of metal which could be moved up and down independently of each other. Elgin 
Lessley, Keaton's cameraman, shot the far-left Keaton with the first shutter up, and the others down. He then rewound the 
film, opened the second segment, and re-filmed the next Keaton in sequence. This procedure was repeated seven more 
times. The camera was hand-wound, so Lessley's hand had to be absolutely steady to avoid any variation in speed. 
Keaton relied on a metronome to guide him, not a problem in a silent film. It was decades before Keaton, who 
masterminded this, revealed his technique to other filmmakers.”  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Playhouse_(film) 
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Filmstudie (Hans Richter) 1926 bw 5 mins  

Entertaining Dadaist experimental short, similar to Man Ray’s work, full of shifting geometric shapes, stock footage of 
seagulls, flying eyeballs, and glaring floating heads. 

“Hans Richter’s pioneering Dada work Filmstudie was an early attempt to combine Dadaist aesthetics and abstraction. Made 
in 1926 Richter’s film presents the viewer with a disorientating collage of uncanny false eyeballs, distorted faces and 
abstract forms... Hans Richter’s pioneering Dada work Filmstudie was an early attempt to combine Dadaist aesthetics and 
abstraction. Made in 1926 Richter’s film presents the viewer with a disorientating collage of uncanny false eyeballs, distorted 
faces and abstract forms (none of these themes is treated constantly). It's similar to Man Ray's work in its ballet of motion 
which combines a playful tension between figurative and abstract forms, both in negative and positive exposure. 

Filmstudie is essentialy a transitional work of mixed styles. A number of devices drawing attention to the technical specificity 
of photography (multiple exposures and negative images) are also included and enter into a successful fusion with the 
remaining elements.” 

http://expcinema.org/site/en/videos/hans-richter-filmstudie-1926 
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The Life and Death of 9413, a Hollywood Extra (Robert Florey, Slavko Vorkapich and 
Gregg Toland) 1928 bw 13 mins  

 

   

 

 

“ Slavko Vorkapich, Robert Florey and Greg Toland, all of whom went on to important professionalfilm careers, created this 
fictional short which features” an expressionistic design made almost exclusively with miniature sets and photographed with 
live actors through mirrors. An elliptical narrative concerns the plight of Hollywood extras, at the time much abused by 
producers. Supposedly made for $97, the film ran commercially in art houses.” 

Flicker Alley 

 

 

The Life and Death of 9413: a Hollywood Extra is a 1928 American silent experimental short film co-written and co-
directed by Robert Florey and Slavko Vorkapić. Considered a landmark of American avant-garde cinema, it tells the story of 
a man (Jules Raucourt) who comes to Hollywood with dreams of becoming a star, only to fail and become dehumanized, 
with studio executives reducing him to the role of extra and writing the number "9413" on his forehead. 

The film's visual style includes abrupt cuts, rapid camera movement, extensive superimposition, dim lighting, and shapes 
and forms in twisted and disoriented angles. Filmed with a budget of only $97 ($1,353 in today's dollars), it includes a 
combination of close-ups of live actors and long shots of miniature sets, which were made from such items as cardboard, 
paper cubes, tin cans, cigar boxes, and toy trains. With no access to Hollywood studios or equipment, most of the filming 
took place in the filmmakers' residences, with walls painted black for use as a background. 

The story was inspired by Florey's own experiences in Hollywood, as well as the George Gershwin composition Rhapsody in 
Blue. It was one of the first films shot by Gregg Toland, who later received acclaim for his work on such films as The Grapes 
of Wrath (1939) and Citizen Kane (1941). The film serves as a satire of the social conditions, dominant practices, and 
ideologies of Hollywood, as well as the film industry's perceived mistreatment of actors. Douglas Fairbanks assisted with the 
development of the film, and Charlie Chaplin and Joseph M. Schenck helped promote it. 

Unlike most experimental films, it received a wide public exhibition, released by FBO Pictures Corporation into more than 
700 theaters in North America and Europe. The film was well received by critics, both in its time period and in modern day; 
film historian Brian Taves said "more than any other American film, it initiated the avant-garde in this country". The entirety 
of the film has not survived. It has been selected for preservation by the National Film Registry, and Florey co-wrote and 
directed a remake, Hollywood Boulevard (1936). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Life_and_Death_of_9413:_a_Hollywood_Extra 
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 Clay, or the Origin of Species (Eliot Noyes, Jr.) 1965 bw 8 mins 

“ Noyes made Clay as a Harvard undergraduate. Tracing the rise of life on earth from primordial ooze to the present in 
eight minutes, the film was enlarged to 35 mm, released theatrically, and nominated for an Academy Award as Best 
Animated Short Subject.” 

Flicker Alley 

Opus 1 dir Walter Ruttman  1922    10 mins 

Walter Ruttmann  was a German film director and along with Hans Richter, Viking Eggeling and Oskar Fischinger was an 
early German practitioner of experimental film.  

His Opus 1 was the first experimental film to be shown publicly in theatres as awork of cinematic art...the film was hand-
tinted. Against a dark background, several bright, curved or rounded shapes pulse towards the center of the screen, one at 
a time. They are followed by many other shapes, some irregular, some pointed, others rounded. The abstract shapes move 
into or across the screen.       IMDB 
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June 6  Session 3 Avant-garde  

The Genius of Charley Bowers 

estimated 70 minutes 

 

 

Charles R. Bowers (June 7, 1889 – November 26, 1946) was an American cartoonist and slapstick comedian during the silent 

film and early "talkie" era. He was forgotten for decades and his name was notably absent from most histories of the Silent Era, 

although his work was enthusiastically reviewed by André Breton and a number of his contemporaries. As his surviving films 

have an inventiveness and surrealism which give them a freshness appealing to modern audiences, after his rediscovery his 

work has sometimes been placed in the "top tier" of silent film accomplishments (along with those of, for example, Charlie 

Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd). In comic style, he probably modelled himself after both Harry Langdon and Buster 

Keaton and was known to the French as "Bricolo." 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Bowers 

 

 

Egged On 1926         24 mins  

“Like all great surrealism, Bowers film are imaginatively and aesthetically provocative.  Recurring obsessive themes 
permeate Bowers shorts.  “Egged On” (1926) and “Say Ah-h!” (1928) both feature unbreakable eggs.  In “Egged On” 
Charley is an inventor and has the great idea that unbreakable eggs will make him his fortune and allow him to marry his 
cousin (!).  The Egg Shipping company is interested in his invention so his cousin lets him build his machine in daddy’s 
barn.  Charley builds a huge machine that looks like something out of a Dr. Seuss cartoon.  The eggs come out rubbery, so 
the Egg Shipping Company come out for a demonstration.  Alas, Charley can’t find any eggs; after a desperate search, he 
finally finds some.  Charley lays the eggs on a Model T Ford which incubates them and out hatch baby Model Ts.  This is 
slapstick surrealism at its maniacal best. “  http://366weirdmovies.com/discovering-charley-bowers/ 
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He Done His Best  1926      23 mins “He Done His Best” (1926): Charley is an inventor again, with ambitions to 

get married.  His prospective father-in-law puts him to work in the restaurant he owns, but when his co-workers discover 
Charley is non-union, they all quit.  This leaves Charley alone in the kitchen and  he accidentally blows up the restaurant in 
his overworked zeal.  To make amends, he rebuilds the restaurant and invents a machine that will do all the kitchen work, 
from cooking to washing dishes.  This allows for all kinds of surreal stop-motion animation, of course.  White-gloved 
mechanical arms slaughter chickens, cook them, bake cakes, open cans of carrots.  The machine is a huge success, but 
Charley finds the guests he is serving are guests at the wedding of his girlfriend to another man, ending the film in a moment 
of pathos.” http://366weirdmovies.com/discovering-charley-bowers/ 
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A Wild Roomer  1926        24 mins    

 “In “A Wild Roomer” Charley is an inventor yet again and stands to gain his late grandfather’s inheritance if 
he can come up with an invention within 48 hours.  If Charley fails, the money goes to Charley’s uncle, who 
looks like a cross between the classic horror stars Karloff and Lugosi.  Again, white gloved arms do all the 
work, although the purpose of the machine is not really clear, other than perhaps to pamper its owner.  The 
arms make a doll, which comes to life.  Amusingly, the doll is embarrassed to find itself naked (shades of 
Adam and Eve?) and so momma machine makes it a dress.  The doll then has a romantic interlude with a 
squirrel, hops atop it and rides off.  Uncle is trying to stop the invention process so that he alone can inherit 
all the money.  Charlie drives the 8 foot high machine (looking even more like Dr. Seuss invention) out into 
the streets and, naturally, havoc follows.  As inventive as the films are, Bowers inability to capture a wider 
audience is by now quite clear.  Bowers was so invested in the animated, surreal gags, that he neglected to 
develop his own on-screen Bricolo persona in an identifiable way, like Chaplin, Keaton and Langdon did.” 

http://366weirdmovies.com/discovering-charley-bowers/ 
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June 20  Session 4 Avant-garde  
 

The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West 

in the Land of the Bolsheviks (1924) Russia 

A film by Lev Kuleshov 

estimated 75 minutes 
 

The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks aka   Neobychainye priklyucheniya mistera Vesta v 
strane bolshevikov,  Lev Kuleshov's stunt-filled comedy, in which a Harold Lloyd-like character comes from America to 
investigate the barbarous Soviet state only to discover the "real" Russia. It is notable as the first Soviet film that explicitly 
challenges American stereotypes about Russia. 

Cast : Vsevolod Pudovkin, Boris Barnet, Porfiri Podobed 
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This is truly an extraordinary film, even for the Golden age of the Soviet cinema. Documentary footage alone guarantees this 
film a niche in history (Church of Christ the Savior before its demolition, parade). Kuleshov's masterful montage should 

surprise no one, since the term "Kuleshov effect" wasn't coined out of thin air. Acting is superb, especially by Khokhlova and 
Vsevolod Pudovkin, himself at that time only a few years away from directorial fame and immortality. The flaws of the film 

are minor, and are a norm for the films of the time. The strengths are enormous, and make it a true masterpiece. 

Amazon 

 

“The first Russian anti-American film both arrogantly mocks American ignorance toward the Soviet Union and enviously 
copies American cinematic methods. Mr. West, the president of the YMCA, travels to Moscow, expecting to find savage 
Bolsheviks dressed in fur, as illustrated in American magazines. Even though he takes cowboy Jeddy along to protect him, 
Mr. West falls into the hands of a run-down count and his gang who decide to toy with him and to confirm his worst 
stereotypes. When the real Bolsheviks finally free Mr. West from the gang, he takes a sightseeing tour of Moscow. Proving 
that the Revolution has left cultural landmarks such as the university and the Bolshoi Theater untouched, the trip ends with a 
geometrically arranged parade of marching Bolsheviks, making the now convinced Mr. West whole-heartedly embrace 
Communism and even ask his wife to hang a Lenin portrait on the wall. 

Mr. West was the first result of Kuleshov's famous workshop, which experimented with montage and new acting methods. 
While America was, ideologically, the Soviet Union's antagonist, Kuleshov and his students took the editing techniques as 
well as the acting style of U.S. adventure and mystical serial films as their model, testifying to the popularity of American 
genre cinema in Russia at the time. When, at the end of Mr. West, an intertitle mentions Russian children's fascination with 
cowboys, this popularity is marked as a curious interest in exoticism, thereby reversing the roles and displacing the image of 
the exotic "other" from the Bolsheviks onto America itself.” https://www.rusfilm.pitt.edu/2003/films/mr-west-program-
notes.html 

“Mr. West is a slapstick comedy that lampoons American society while advancing socialist ideology through its story of a 
prejudiced American who visits Moscow and learns the true definition of socialism. It is notable for containing comic 
performances by the popular Soviet director Boris Barnet as Mr. West's companion Cowboy Jeddy, as well as Vsevolod 
Pudovkin, who would become an influential montage director in his own right. 
 
Known for co-founding the oldest film school in the world, the director, Lev Kuleshov, was responsible for many important 
experiments demonstrating the potential of film editing. Mr. West, his first feature length film, makes use of American formal 
strategies, including slapstick, to present its socialist content to the widest possible audience.” 
http://kinoglazonline.weebly.com/the-extraordinary-adventures-of-mr-west-in-the-land-of-the-bolsheviks-lev-kuleshov-
1924.html 
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July 4  Session 5 Avant-garde 1920- 1931 

estimated 83 minutes 

Charles Sheeler & Paul Strand - Fernand Léger & Dudley 
Murphy-  Hans Richter - Slavko Vorkapich,  Robert Florey 

- Greg Toland- Rrose Sélavy a.k.a. Marcel Duchamp 

Ralph Steiner- Jay Leyda   
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Manhatta / by Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand  (1920-21) 12 mins 

“A short documentary film  Manhatta documents the look of early-20th-century Manhattan. With the city as subject, the film 
consists of 65 shots sequenced in a loose non-narrative structure, beginning with a ferry approaching Manhattan and ending 
with a sunset view from a skyscraper. The primary objective of the film is to explore the relationship between photography 
and film; camera movement is kept to a minimum, as is incidental motion within each shot. Each frame provides a view of 
the city that has been carefully arranged into abstract compositions. 

Manhatta was a collaboration between painter Charles Sheeler and photographer Paul Strand. The intertitles include 
excerpts from the writings of Walt Whitman. In 1921, Sheeler and Strand collaborated to make Manhatta, considered to be 
the first American avant-garde film. Inspired by Walt Whitman's poem "Mannahatta," which is quoted in one of the intertitles, 
the film portrays life in New York City in sixty-five nonnarrative shots. The sequences display one epic day in Lower 
Manhattan, beginning with a ferry approaching the city in early morning and ending with a sunset view from a skyscraper. 
Shot from extreme camera angles, the film captures the dynamic qualities of the new metropolis.” 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/94217?locale=en 

“A groundbreaking work in the American experimental cinema, Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand's Manhatta (1920) is a 
meditative series of tableaus, filmed in and above the concrete canyons of New York City. 
 
Manhatta is comprised of 65 shots, each so formally composed that it more closely resembles a painting than a film, 
assembled in such a way that roughly suggests a day's progression from morning to night. It depicts throngs of workers 
disembarking a ferry, trainyards, shipyards, and bridges. Most memorably, it pictures the majestic towers and deep valleys 
of the city in a way that evokes the tone of nature photography and landscape painting. 
 
The title is derived from Walt Whitman's poem "Mannahatta," which is quoted in one of the intertitles: 
 
High growths of iron, 
slender, strong, 
splendidly uprising 
toward clear skies. 
 
The film is laced with other phrases of Whitman's poetry, including "A Song of Occupations," "A Broadway Pageant," and 
"City of Ships" (from the 1865 collection Drum-Taps): 
 
City of the world 
(for all races are here) 
City of tall facades 
of marble and iron, 
Proud and passionate city. 
 
Regardless of whether or not Manhatta was truly "the first avant-garde film produced in the United States" (so says film 
historian Jan-Christopher Horak), the film was not entirely unique in 1920. It is a clear descendant of the New York street 
scene, dating back to the 1890s (for example, the Lumiere Brothers' New York, Broadway at Union Square, 1896, or the 
Edison Company's Fifth Avenue, New York, 1897). The distinction between those early street scenes and Manhatta is that 
the 19th-century films primarily served a documentary purpose, recording the actuality of life in New York, from a 
pedestrian's vantage. Strand and Sheeler's camera, on the other hand, is more concerned with the aesthetic of the image. It 
peers out from towers and ledges high above the earth (seemingly suspended in space), it shoots past concrete railings that 
self-consciously obstruct the panorama, and it often reduces the people of Manhattan to specks of shadow. Rather than 
record the realities of specific streets and buildings, Manhatta strives instead to evoke the feeling of urban life. 
 
Often termed a Modernist photographer, Paul Strand (1890-1976) enjoyed a career so lengthy and varied that he defies 
easy categorization. Greatly influenced by the work of Alfred Stieglitz, Edward Steichen, and Lewis Hine, his images range 
from documentary to abstraction to portraiture. 
 
To Strand, photography was more than an aesthetic pursuit. He believed photography could also be a politically persuasive 
force in modern culture. He was a founding member of the socially-active Photo League, and consorted with a number of 
writers and artists who were ensnared in mid-century anti-communist hysteria. Strand's political idealism is evident in the 
influential 1936 documentary The Plow That Broke the Plains (a piece of New Deal propaganda that he helped photograph), 
as well as the incendiary anti-fascist screed Native Land (1942, which he co-directed, co-wrote, co-produced, and co-
photographed). 
 
To describe his art, Charles Sheeler (1883-1965) coined the term Precisionism, due to his preference for clean lines and 
clear shapes. After struggling as a painter in Paris in the early 1900s, Sheeler taught himself the fundamentals of 
photography with a five-dollar Brownie camera. He went on to become a renowned commercial photographer, whose best-
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known body of work is a series of photographs documenting the Ford Motor Works's River Rouge plant in Dearborn, 
Michigan, taken in 1927. 
 
Because Manhatta is essentially an art film, it escaped the notice of most film reviewers of the day. However, art critic 
Robert Hughes commented brilliantly upon the film in his 1999 book American Visions: The Epic History of Art in America: 
"Despite the lines from Whitman's poems, Manhatta is not really Whitmanesque in feeling, because it either omits the 
people of New York or sees them as molecules in a crowd, abstract parts of 'one-million-footed Manhattan, unpent,' but with 
none of the social richness that stirred Whitman's soul. Strand and Sheeler's Manhatta is a hard, clear, abstract place: not 
always as grim in its alienation as Strand's 1915 photo of businessmen trailing long black chains of morning shadows as 
they scurry to work past the blank, tomblike windows of the Morgan Guaranty Trust Building, but depopulated enough to act 
as a series of signs only for itself." 
 
To shoot the film, Sheeler obtained a French-made 35mm movie camera at a cost of $1,600. Upon the film's completion, 
only a handful of prints were made, for screenings in New York, Los Angeles, Paris, and London. By 1949, the original 
negative had disappeared, and the only known surviving print was a nitrate 35mm projection print owned by the British Film 
Institute. TCM's presentation of Manhatta is the standard silent version created from the 35mm fine grain master supplied 
by the Museum of Modern Art.” 
by Bret Wood    http://www.tcm.com/this-month/article/216327%7C0/Manhatta.html 
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Ballet Mechanique  by Fernand Léger and  Dudley Murphy (1923- 24) 16 mins 

 

“This film remains one of the most influential experimental works in the history of cinema. The only film made 
directly by the artist Fernand Léger, it demonstrates his concern during this period—shared with many other 
artists of the 1920s—with the mechanical world. In Léger's vision, however, this mechanical universe has a very 
human face. The objects photographed by Dudley Murphy, an American photographer and filmmaker, are 
transformed by the camera and by the editing rhythms and juxtapositions. In Ballet méchanique, repetition, 
movement, and multiple imagery combine to animate and give an aesthetic raison d'être to the clockwork 
structure of everyday life. The visual pleasures of kitchenware—wire whisks and funnels, copper pots and lids, 
tinned and fluted baking pans—are combined with images of a woman carrying a heavy sack on her shoulder, 
condemned like Sisyphus (but through a cinematic sense of wit) to climb and reclimb a steep flight of stairs on a 
Paris street. The dynamic qualities of film and its capacity to express the themes of a kinetic 20th-century reach 
a significant level of accomplishement in this early masterpiece of modern art.” 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/91484?locale=en 

 

 

 

Ballet Mécanique (1923–24) is a Dadaist post-Cubist art film conceived, written, and co-directed by the artist Fernand 
Léger in collaboration with the filmmaker Dudley Murphy (with cinematographic input from Man Ray). It is considered one of 
the masterpieces of early experimental filmmaking. 

In her book Dudley Murphy: Hollywood Wild Card, film historian Susan Delson argues that Murphy was the film's driving 
force but that Léger was more successful at promoting the film as his own creation. However, after fighting at the front 
in World War I and spending the year of 1917 in a hospital after being gassed there, Fernand Léger exclusively made the 
dazzling effects of mechanical technology the subject of his art, and it is clear that he conceived of the film himself.[1] 

Léger's experiences in World War I had a significant effect on all of his work. Mobilized in August 1914 for service in 
the French army, he spent two years at the front in Argonne. He produced many sketches of artillery pieces, airplanes, and 
fellow soldiers while in the trenches, and painted Soldier with a Pipe (1916) while on furlough. In September 1916 he almost 
died after a mustard gas attack by the German troops at Verdun. During a period of convalescence in Villepinte he 
painted The Card Players (1917), a canvas whose robot-like, monstrous figures reflect the ambivalence of his experience of 
war. As he explained: 

... I was stunned by the sight of the breech of a 75 millimeter in the sunlight. It was the magic of light on the white metal. 
That's all it took for me to forget the abstract art of 1912–1913. The crudeness, variety, humor, and downright perfection of 
certain men around me, their precise sense of utilitarian reality and its application in the midst of the life-and-death drama 
we were in ... made me want to paint in slang with all its color and mobility.[2] 

The Card Players marked the beginning of his "mechanical period" of which Ballet Mécanique is a part, an artistic technique 
that combined the dynamic abstraction of constructivism with the absurd and unruly qualities of Dada. We see this trend in 
the film from beginning to end. 
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However, a photo of a Dada sculpture with the name Ballet Mécanique had been previously featured in 391, a periodical 
created and edited by the Dadaist Francis Picabia that first appeared in January 1917, and continued to be published until 
1924. But it is not known if Fernand Léger was aware of it or not. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ballet_M%C3%A9canique 

 

 

 

Anémic cinéma  by Rrose Sélavy a.k.a. Marcel Duchamp (1924-25) 7 mins 

ANÉMIC CINÉMA (filmed 1924-25, released 1926) by Rrose Sélavy a.k.a. Marcel Duchamp. 35mm 1.33:1 black & white 
silent 20fps, 6:40 minutes; new music by Gustavo Matamoros. Part of the MASTERWORKS OF AMERICAN AVANT-
GARDE EXPERIMENTAL FILM Blu-ray/DVD collection, now available to pre-order: http://www.flickeralley.com/avantgarde 

ANÉMIC CINÉMA is a Dadaist, experimental film that depicts a series of Rotoreliefs, like the one pictured here. Rotoreliefs 
were spinning optical illusions Duchamp created out of flat cardboard and a spun using a turntable. The series in this film 
display 9 French puns - much like the artist's pseudonym, which is itself a pun for "Eros, c'est la vie" (Eros, that's life) or 
"arroser la vie" (to make a toast to life). 

Flicker Alley 

http://www.dada-companion.com/duchamp/films.php 

 

 
 

Anemic Cinema or Anémic Cinéma (1926) is a Dadaist, surrealist, or experimental film made by Marcel Duchamp. The 
film depicts whirling animated drawings—which Duchamp called Rotoreliefs—alternated with puns in French. The text, 
which spirals in a counterclockwise motion suggests a set up of erotic scenarios. Duchamp creates a dualism between 
silence and loudness through images. Duchamp signed the film with his alter ego name of Rrose Sélavy. 

Rotoreliefs were a phase of Duchamp's spinning works. To make the optical "play toys" he painted designs on flat cardboard 
circles and spun them on a phonograph turntable that when spinning the flat disks appeared 3-dimensional. He had a printer 
run off 500 sets of six of the designs and set up a booth at a 1935 Paris inventors' show to sell them. The venture was a 
financial disaster, but some optical scientists thought they might be of use in restoring 3-dimensional sight to people with 
one eye.[1] 

In collaboration with Man Ray and Marc Allégret, Duchamp filmed early versions of the Rotoreliefs and they named the first 
film version Anémic Cinéma. 

The Rotoreliefs are alternated with nine revolving disks with the following text in French, consisting of puns 
and alliteration by Duchamp: 

 "Bains de gros thé pour grains de beauté sans trop de bengué." (BenGay was invented in France by Dr. Jules 
Bengué) 
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 "L'enfant qui tète est un souffleur de chair chaude et n'aime pas le chou-fleur de serre-chaude." 
 "Si je te donne un sou, me donneras-tu une paire de ciseaux?" 
 "On demande des moustiques domestiques (demi-stock) pour la cure d'azote sur la côte d'azur." 
 "Inceste ou passion de famille, à coups trop tirés." 
 "Esquivons les ecchymoses des Esquimaux aux mots exquis." 
 "Avez-vous déjà mis la moëlle de l'épée dans le poêle de l'aimée?" 
 "Parmi nos articles de quincaillerie paresseuse, nous recommandons le robinet qui s'arrête de couler quand on ne 

l'écoute pas." 
 "L'aspirant habite Javel et moi j'avais l'habite en spirale." 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anemic_Cinema 
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The Life and Death of 9413, a Hollywood Extra (Robert Florey, Slavko Vorkapich and 
Gregg Toland) 1928 bw 13 mins  

 

 

 

 

“ Slavko Vorkapich, Robert Florey and Greg Toland, all of whom went on to important professional film careers, created this 
fictional short which features” an expressionistic design made almost exclusively with miniature sets and photographed with 
live actors through mirrors. An elliptical narrative concerns the plight of Hollywood extras, at the time much abused by 
producers. Supposedly made for $97, the film ran commercially in art houses.” 

Flicker Alley 

 

The Life and Death of 9413: a Hollywood Extra is a 1928 American silent experimental short film co-written and co-
directed by Robert Florey and Slavko Vorkapić. Considered a landmark of American avant-garde cinema, it tells the story of 
a man (Jules Raucourt) who comes to Hollywood with dreams of becoming a star, only to fail and become dehumanized, 
with studio executives reducing him to the role of extra and writing the number "9413" on his forehead. 

The film's visual style includes abrupt cuts, rapid camera movement, extensive superimposition, dim lighting, and shapes 
and forms in twisted and disoriented angles. Filmed with a budget of only $97 ($1,353 in today's dollars), it includes a 
combination of close-ups of live actors and long shots of miniature sets, which were made from such items as cardboard, 
paper cubes, tin cans, cigar boxes, and toy trains. With no access to Hollywood studios or equipment, most of the filming 
took place in the filmmakers' residences, with walls painted black for use as a background. 

The story was inspired by Florey's own experiences in Hollywood, as well as the George Gershwin composition Rhapsody in 
Blue. It was one of the first films shot by Gregg Toland, who later received acclaim for his work on such films as The Grapes 
of Wrath (1939) and Citizen Kane (1941). The film serves as a satire of the social conditions, dominant practices, and 
ideologies of Hollywood, as well as the film industry's perceived mistreatment of actors. Douglas Fairbanks assisted with the 
development of the film, and Charlie Chaplin and Joseph M. Schenck helped promote it. 

Unlike most experimental films, it received a wide public exhibition, released by FBO Pictures Corporation into more than 
700 theaters in North America and Europe. The film was well received by critics, both in its time period and in modern day; 
film historian Brian Taves said "more than any other American film, it initiated the avant-garde in this country". The entirety 
of the film has not survived. It has been selected for preservation by the National Film Registry, and Florey co-wrote and 
directed a remake, Hollywood Boulevard (1936). 
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 The Life and Death of 9413: a Hollywood Extra is a 1928 American silent experimental short film co-written and co-
directed by Robert Florey and Slavko Vorkapić. Considered a landmark of American avant-garde cinema, it tells the 
story of a man (Jules Raucourt) who comes to Hollywood with dreams of becoming a star, only to fail and become 
dehumanized, with studio executives reducing him to the role of extra and writing the number "9413" on his forehead. 

 The film's visual style includes abrupt cuts, rapid camera movement, extensive superimposition, dim lighting, and 
shapes and forms in twisted and disoriented angles. Filmed with a budget of only $97 ($1,353 in today's dollars), it 
includes a combination of close-ups of live actors and long shots of miniature sets, which were made from such items 
as cardboard, paper cubes, tin cans, cigar boxes, and toy trains. With no access to Hollywood studios or equipment, 
most of the filming took place in the filmmakers' residences, with walls painted black for use as a background. 

 The story was inspired by Florey's own experiences in Hollywood, as well as the George 
Gershwin composition Rhapsody in Blue. It was one of the first films shot by Gregg Toland, who later received acclaim 
for his work on such films as The Grapes of Wrath (1939) and Citizen Kane (1941). The film serves as a satire of the 
social conditions, dominant practices, and ideologies of Hollywood, as well as the film industry's perceived 
mistreatment of actors. Douglas Fairbanks assisted with the development of the film, and Charlie Chaplin and Joseph 
M. Schenck helped promote it. 

 

 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Life_and_Death_of_9413:_a_Hollywood_Extra 
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Skyscraper Symphony  by Robert Florey   (1929) 9 mins 

 

“Robert Florey is the supreme instance in the silent era of a professional filmmaker whose dissatisfaction with commercial 
assignments led him into parallel work as an avant-garde independent. 

Skyscraper Symphony, his montage of Manhattan architecture, is in a genre that would have been familiar to audiences of 
the new art cinema movement. “City symphonies”—documentary images of urban landscapes edited into semiabstract 
visual rhythms—had begun in the United States with Manhatta (1921), and others had been imported from Europe, most 
influentially Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927). 
Born in Paris in 1900, Florey came to America in 1921 as a newspaper correspondent. Beginning in 1923, he directed a few 
shorts and minor features but earned higher salary and satisfaction as assistant to the era’s top directors— Henry King, 
Frank Borzage, King Vidor, and Josef von Sternberg among them—while writing books to explain Hollywood to the French. 
In 1925, he also began experimenting with his own short films. First to be shown publicly was the small masterpiece of 
expressionist satire The Life and Death of 9413—a Hollywood Extra (1927). 
With the coming of sound film and consequent recruitment of Broadway stage stars, Paramount’s Astoria studio in New York 
City began around-the-clock production, and Florey often found himself directing through the night. Struck with the look of 
Manhattan at dawn, he spent three mornings filming with a 35mm DeVry camera, which could be handheld. One can get a 
sense of the range of New York filmmaking at this time by imagining Florey directing the Marx brothers in The 
Cocoanuts around the same months in mid-1929 that he was editing Skyscraper Symphony. 
Skyscraper Symphony was exhibited primarily in the “Little Cinema” art theaters that flourished briefly in larger cities at the 
end of the 1920s, before Depression economics and sound-film technology led to their general demise. Their programs 
would often pair American avant-garde shorts with European features. Within a year after Skyscraper Symphony’s 
production, its negative was misplaced or thrown out by the art-cinema distributor with whom Florey left it, and the film 
became another of the many lost avant-garde silents. In the 1990s, however, a single print, originally released in Austria, 
turned up in the former Soviet archives in Moscow and was repatriated by George Eastman House. In such circuitous ways, 
a few American silent treasures are finding their way back home.” 

https://www.filmpreservation.org/dvds-and-books/clips/skyscaper-symphony-1929 
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Mechanical Principles by Ralph Steiner (1930) 10 mins 

 

Ralph Steiner was an American photographer, pioneer documentarian and a key figure among avant-garde filmmakers in 
the 1930s. 

“Close up we see pistons move up and down or side to side. Pendulums sway, the small parts of machinery move. Gears 
drive larger wheels. Gears within gears spin. Shafts turn some mechanism that is out of sight. Screws revolve and move 
other gears: a bit rotates. More subtle mechanisms move other mechanical parts for unknown purposes. Weights rise and 
fall. The movements...are rhythmic. Circles, squares, rods and teeth are in constant and sometimes asymmetrical motion.” 

https://letterboxd.com/film/mechanical-principles/ 

“If you haven’t seen Ralph Steiner’s short film “Mechanical Principles” before, then you are in for a treat. The 10 minute 
work, which was shot in 1930 is an abstract, mesmerizing look at the world of gears, pistons, and other forms of mechanical 
movement. The cold, machine precision of the mechanisms might not seem like something you’d want to spend 10 minutes 
staring out, but give it a shot, you might find yourself transfixed. The end result, combined with the music, is almost balletic, 
and is certain to relax you a bit, no matter how many cups of coffee you’ve had today. 

Some of the most impressive moments include the planetary gear driving a piston at 2:50, the differential-life device at 3:11, 
the ratcheted gear at 5:50, and the Reuleaux triangle movement at 7:22 (which is reminiscent of the Wankel engine). 

Ralph Steiner was an avant-garde filmmaker born in 1899. He made and worked on moves through the 1940s but 
transitioned to photography later in his career. Part of his time in the film industry was as a cameraman so it’s 
understandable both why he made a video like this one and how he could transition into photography.” 

http://www.geek.com/geek-cetera/mechanical-principles-soothes-you-with-a-ballet-of-gears-and-pistons-1464593/ 
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A Bronx Morning / by Jay Leyda  (1931) 14 mins 

 

A Bronx Morning is a 1931 American Pre-Code avant-garde film by American filmmaker Jay Leyda (1910–1988). 

Described as "city symphony", the eleven-minute European style film recorded a Bronx street in New York City before it is 
crowded with traffic. Largely unnoticed in the United States, on the strength of this film Leyda was invited to study with 
Soviet filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, the only American to do so. In 2004, A Bronx Morning was selected for preservation in 
the United States National Film Registry by the Library of Congress as being "culturally, historically, or aesthetically 
significant". 

The film was funded with the proceeds of a sale of a wooden figurine of Henry Ward Beecher, which Leyda had originally 
found in a junk shop, to a representative of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller.[1] 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Bronx_Morning 
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July 18  Session 6 Avant-garde 1933- 

estimated 85 minutes 

Melville Webber & J. S. Watson, Jr. 

Emlen Etting- Robert Florey 

Charles Klein    

 

Lot in Sodom    (1933)  26 minutes 

An American short, silent and experimental film by James Sibley Watson and Melville Webber, based on a Biblical story. 

The movie uses experimental techniques, avant-garde imagery and strong allusions to sexuality, especially homosexuality. 

 

“A collaborative film project led by Watson and Webber produces an exemplary work of experimental cinema. Artfully 

illustrating ‘Genesis 19:8,’ the filmmakers over-sex the screen with lusciously lit bodies and dynamic camera-printer effects. 

Approaching visual music, the hybrid of sound and image concludes with the fiery demise of Sodom.” —Bruce Posner 

“In ‘Lot,’ distortion is often used to keep reality, or rather its appearance, from disturbing the film's mood. And in the final 

scene distortion makes Lot's daughter seem not only different but formidable as she grasps the wine cup.” —J.S. Watson, 

Jr. (1974)” 

http://lightcone.org/en/film-10431-lot-in-sodom 
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“Watson and Webber’s 1928 version of The Fall of the House of Usher is a landmark in American avant-
garde film. I discovered it in 2011 while looking for a silent film that would be a suitable subject for my 
first attempts in writing a soundtrack. The following is a short discussion of the film and of how I 
approached writing the soundtrack. 
 
James Sibley Watson Jr and Melville Webber made the film between 1926 and 1928. Their aim was to 
recreate the mood of the story rather than to faithfully follow the plot, and Watson has been quoted as 
saying that they chose The Fall of the House of Usher because they “had not read it in a while and would 
be free of its influence”. Watson handled the photography, while Webber wrote the scenario and directed 
the actors, as well as working on sets and make-up. Herbert Stern played the part of Roderick Usher, 
Hildergarde Watson played Madeline, and Webber himself played the visitor. 

The film features many intriguing visual effects, shots through prisms and other distortions, super-
imposed images, and so on. The film lacks dialogue or any other intertitles, so the story will be somewhat 
obscure if you are unfamiliar with Edgar Allan Poe’s original. However, if you have read the story then 
you will see that Watson and Webber have been surprisingly faithful to the text. 
 
The style owes much to German expressionist films such as The Cabinet of Dr Caligari, particularly in the 
design of the crazily-angled sets. Watson has also mentioned his admiration for F.W. Murnau, and for 
The Last Laugh in particular. The visual effects can also be compared to Ballet Mécanique, Fernand 
Léger and Dudley Murphy’s abstract, Dadaist film. However, unlike in Ballet Mécanique, the effects are in 
the service of a story, and the character of the film is entirely different. 
 
The film was made in barn at the back of Watson’s father’s property in Rochester, New York. It was very 
much an amateur affair. By the late 1920’s, Hollywood had developed its studio system and its own set of 
templates for how films should be made. It had its own budgets too. Watson and Webber, lacking both 
the budgets and the experience of the professionals, were forced to develop their own techniques. 
Watson wrote:  “At first we hoped to take the picture in a perfectly straight manner, using painted 
scenery, but we immediately ran into so much trouble that trick work had to be resorted to. After the first 
six months our motto became ‘hundreds (several) for film, and not one cent for settings.’”  
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The “trick work” that Watson referred to included much use of distorting lenses, prisms and kaleidoscope 
effects, as well double exposures. It is in the imaginativeness of this trick work that the film is at its most 
impressive. Early in the film, stairs are superimposed on stairs, creating arch-like patterns that suggest 
the architecture of the gothic house. In one scene a cylindrical lens is rotated in front of the camera, 
alternately stretching and compressing the image, and giving it a slow rhythmic effect. In another, the use 
of prisms allows Roderick to disappear in the centre of the image while the dead Madeline walks past 
him. 
 
These effects were all achieved in the camera since Watson and Webber did not have access to an 
optical printer. This meant that effects had to be tested live, and if the effect did not work out then the 
scene would have to be re-shot. 
 
There are many visual symbols that are repeated throughout the film: the coffins that float across the 
screen, the hammer (the shadow of which falls on Madeline) and the endless stairs. And while there are 
no intertitles, there are a handful of points where individual words appear superimposed on the image to 
suggest sounds. 
 
“Mr Watson has formed his cinematic language with his prisms, his bits of this and that, his barn—and 
with the blessing of his imagination. He has produced a beautiful and a wondrous thing with a decorous 
wand of curious shadows and melting movement that gives loveliness to symbols of madness and death, 
after the intention of the author, but with the device of another medium. Not since ‘caligari’ did it, in 
another sense and with a manner more dependent on older arts, has this been so importantly done for 
the screen.” 

http://urania-josegalisifilho.blogspot.com.au/2013/02/the-fall-of-house-of-usher-1928.html 
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Poem 8 / by Emlen Etting (1932-33) 20 mins 

Independent film featuring modern dance in a forest, with the performers wearing white fabric costumes. 

Etting set out to write a poem on film, stitching together seemingly disparate images and lyrical modern dances together to 
create a singular, visual work of art....with his mastery of editing...”    https://letterboxd.com/film/poem-8/ 

 

“Etting made several short films. His personal favorite was Poem 8 (1932). As the name suggests the film attempts to use 
the cadence and narrative of the poem. 

From his interview with Marina Pacini: “Dali was doing one, two in fact, and Cocteau did Blood of a Poet. And I thought, how 
interesting it would be if we used the film in a different method. So far it had been used like a novel to tell a story, or else as 
a documentary and there was nothing else in between, and I wanted to use the film as a poetic medium, to do a poem 
like T. S. Eliot’s poems, and do it entirely visually and that’s how I came about to do my film I called Poem 8 and as far as I 
know it was the first film that experimented in that as a poetic medium.” 

Etting uses very literal images of women, modes of travel, and his own body parts. In Poem 8, Etting shows the filmmaker 
as a present protagonist. 

According to Kenneth C. Kaletta, PhD, author of a biography on Etting titled With the Rich and Mighty, both Poem 8 and 
Etting’s other early experimental film, Oramunde, are “technologically unsophisticated, sometimes overly arty and labored,” 
but illustrate “Etting’s visionary insight into the promise of artistic expression as well as the potential of communication in 
cinema beyond filming linear plots.” 

Etting made his mark in early film but as times changed, and he stopped working with the medium. 

From Ettings interview with Pacini: “Well, the films became so much more exciting that my little experiments were pitiful 
compared to the films of now, it’s all out. It isn’t that they do poems yet, but they do the experimentation that has brought the 
most fantastic results. I go to the movies now and am absolutely bowled [over] with amazement with the marvels that they 
do in films. I think it is the great art of today.” 

“The films became so much more exciting that my little experiments were pitiful compared to the films of now, it’s all out. It 
isn’t that they do poems yet, but they do the experimentation that has brought the most fantastic results. I go to the movies 
now and am absolutely bowled [over] with amazement with the marvels that they do in films. I think it is the great art of 
today.” 

http://fireandmusicmovies.blogspot.com.au/2009/11/poem-8.html 
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The Love of Zero (1928), directed by Robert Florey with expressionistic production design 
by William Cameron Menzies. 15 mins 

 
The film is a simple tale of lost won and lost — but presented in a totally avant-garde fashion. Joseph Mari’s performance as 
the pathetic Zero is haunting.   

While playing his trombone one Sunday, the enthusiastic Zero sees Beatrix and falls in love. He returns the next week to 
express his feelings, and it's mutual. Over the next few months, they spoon, kiss, and find happiness. Then, she receives a 
letter from Kabul, demanding that she return to the palace of the grand vizier. The lovers part, heartbroken. Zero tries 
expressing himself to a woman on the street. He meets derision. Then, news of Beatrix. Does this romance end in smiles or 
tears? 
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The Love of Zero is a rather remarkable, short experimental film, made for $200 by director Robert Florey, in 1927. Owing 
much to German Expressionist cinema, the film tells the story of a young man, Zero (Joseph Marievsky), and his love for a 
young woman called, Beatrix (Tamara Shavrova). It was Florey’s second film, and reveals the talent he would employ in his 
long and successful career as a Hollywood director of such films as Murders in the Rue Morgue, Ex-Lady, The Marx 
Brothers’ Cocoanuts and The Beast With Five Fingers, plus a whole range of TV series including episodes of Alfred 
Hitchcock Presents, The Twilight Zone and Outer Limits. 
  

http://dangerousminds.net/comments/the_love_of_zero_robert_floreys_avant_garde_short_from_1927 
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The Tell tale Heart (1928) dir Charles Klein   24 mins 

 

 

 

The film is a two-reel expressionistic telling of Edgar Allan Poe’s story of murder, heavily influenced by the production design 
of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920).   

An insane man first loves then grows to hate his neighbour, an old man, whose penetrating gaze unnerves the insane man. 
He plans the perfect crime and executes it one night. The next day, two officers knock on the insane man’s door, 
investigating a shriek heard in the night. The insane man invites them in, answers their questions, and submits to an 
examination of his eyes by one of the officers, who proclaims him innocent. He invites the police to stay and relax awhile, 
and he regales them with his theories of crime. His heart begins to beat louder. Angles on the set are skewed to suggest the 
man’s internal disarray.” 

http://oldhollywood.tumblr.com/post/10833911310/the-tell-tale-heart-1928-dir-charles-klein 
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The Festival appreciates the assistance of the invaluable and generous support for many years from the late David 
Shepard, Film Preservation and Associates and Blackhawk Films, Lobster Films, Serge Bromberg, Michael Spicer and the 

Unitarian Church Sydney, Robert Gamlen, Hilton Prideaux, Stephen Davies, Leslie Eric May and the sublime flair and 
talents of Stephanie Khoo. 

 

Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb reviews at Amazon by the Festival’s tireless supporter, 

Barbara Underwood. 

 

In Memoriam David Shepard  

 

1940-2017 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


