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COURSE DESCRIPTION:

Witnesses to the first forty-five years of American film history saw the transformation of the cinema
from a mechanical curiosity and vaudeville attraction to an enormous mass cultural industry whose
products dominated the globe economically, stylistically, and ideologically. Dramatic shifts in
American society were also occurring during this same period: the emergence of the United States as a
global imperial power, the birth of the American metropolis with waves of migrants and immigrants
moving to the largest cities, the rapid development of communications, advertising, and consumer
culture, the collapse of the stock market, and the consolidation of bureaucratic state power for the
regulation of social welfare. The motion pictures of the period certainly reflected these social
developments in various ways, but they also participated in them directly. As the first mass medium to
pose a serious threat to the cultural hegemony of the genteel middle class, the movies initiated a debate
about the place of media in our society and participated in a series of struggles over the control of
commercialized leisure.

While this course will investigate the types of films that were made and exhibited in America from 1896
to 1941, we will also be interested in the cinema as a cultural institution, in how these films participated
in the social processes that were changing American society. The movies quickly became part of the
social fabric of America in the early twentieth century, and Hollywood became one of the country’s
most cherished “colonies”. Yet, the cinema was also a battleground where various business leaders,
reformers, politicians, artists, and audiences sought to influence the development of the cinema by
claiming the authority to judge the social value of the institution and its various products. This course is,
ultimately, a course on American cultural history as it relates to development of the motion picture
industry prior to the Second World War.

REQUIRED TEXTS:
Grieveson, Lee and Peter Kramer, eds. The Silent Cinema Reader. London: Routledge, 2004.

Sklar, Robert. Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies. Rev. ed. New Y ork:
Vintage 1994.

Articles on electronic reserve through Pitt Digital Library.






