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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores a cultural history of cinema-going in the Illawarra region of New
South Wales over the first half of the twentieth century through oral history interviews
with cinema-goers of the period.

The research was originally intended to explore the Australian cinema industry from a
regional perspective. However, while the interviews contained fascinating details and
stories of cinema-going in this period, they did not fit seamlessly into existing academic
discussions about cinema which often focus on film texts and national cinema
industries.  Therefore, as well as considering how the oral histories | collected
contributed to pre-existing academic discourses about the cinema industry and national
screen content, | have also explored other discourses that are articulated in audience
narratives.

Through exploring the debates in cultural studies about audience research and the work
of the Popular Memory Group and other critical oral historians, | critically evaluate the
oral history narratives as well as the methodology of oral history itself. | look at the
intersection of oral history practice with cultural studies in order to highlight issues of
representation and power and to celebrate the way that differences between written and
oral histories can foreground processes of meaning-making.

My contention in this thesis is that cinema-going is a strategy of mediation through
which people make sense of themselves, their lives and their relationships with others. 1
test this theory by considering cinema-going in relation to a series of identifications:
national identity, local identity, personal identity and political identity (age being one
strategic location from which older individuals can draw on age-related discourses and
experiences to achieve particular narrative ends).

In conclusion | argue that any cultural history of cinema-going is a mediated history
which is constructed within a matrix of meaning-making strategies. It is created through
audience members’ narratives of cinema-going which re-configure memories in
accordance with particular discourses of significance either in the narrated past or in the
narrating present. The researcher, who tells the story with reference to specific research
priorities and current academic discourses, further mediates such a history. Therefore,
as well as setting out a cultural history of cinema-going in the Illawarra for debate and
further research, the emphasis on mediation is intended to encourage reflection on the
creation of history as a complex, collaborative and political process which creates one
story as it silences others.
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INTRODUCTION

This research started off with the straightforward objective of piecing together a history
of cinema in the Illawarra region from various primary and secondary sources, using in
particular interviews with residents of the Illawarra about their cinema experiences. |
first set about delineating the scope of the study, considering how the Illawarra was to

be defined and what period I intended to cover.

AREA
The Illawarra region has a history of shifting boundaries. Peter Knox points out that the
term has been used to describe areas of vastly different sizes, from a single site near
Lake Illawarra to an aboriginal language district reaching from Botany Bay in the north
to Jervis Bay in the south (2). Even today the region’s boundaries are elusive,

constituted in a variety of ways that suit particular agendas:

There is an Illawarra Catchment Area, which is confusing because it
describes areas where water from the Illawarra mountains runs down to and
is stored (mostly to the west and not within the Illawarra local government
areas). There is the lllawarra as serviced by Telstra, as well as the local
government area, the Illawarra and South Coast Police District, a TAFE
district and the Illawarra Tourist Region. Each of these Illawarras has
different boundaries. (3)

In 1997 the Mayor of Wollongong even wrote to the Premier of New South Wales
seeking a resolution of the matter, which was not forthcoming (3). Knox settles for the
definition used by the local government and by the Illawarra Mercury newspaper that
encompasses the areas of Wollongong, Wingecarribee, Shoalhaven, Shellharbour and
Kiama. | choose to follow a smaller map of the region, common to tourist brochures
and to Bob Parkinson’s book about Illawarra cinemas, which considers the Illawarra to

be between Helensburgh in the north and Kiama in the south (See fig. 1).! To the north

! This information was gleaned from various maps including those produced by Wollongong City
Council, the Illawarra Regional Information Service, the Illawarra Historical Society and those appearing
in tourist brochures of the region.
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of this area is Sutherland, part of south Sydney, and to the south Nowra marks the heart
of the Shoalhaven region. From the point of view of the study of cinema this definition
of the Illawarra is useful as it loosely describes the scope of Wollongong Theatres
Proprietary Limited, the region’s main cinema chain in the first half of the twentieth

century (Parkinson vi).

Fig 1 — This thesis’ definition of region
Courtesy Bob Parkinson’s Guafferred Velour (v)

It is important to point out, however, that there is more to defining a region than
geography. Although the Illawarra is described as an area united by steel production,
coal mining and dairy farming, these industries are not tightly interleaved. While the

northern suburbs have been the traditional coal mining areas, central and southern
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districts of Wollongong house the main steel production sites and further south, towards
Kiama, the dairy farms are located. The separate locations of these very different
industries divide the region, and this is before other factors such as population, wage

distribution and ethnic background are considered (Richardson xii).

In his study of the Illawarra region during the Depression, Len Richardson remarks on
the problematic process of grouping together diverse towns and suburbs and lending

them the cohesiveness of the term “region”:

In the title and throughout the text “Wollongong” has been used in its
modern form to indicate the entire district. In an important sense,
however, this usage is misleading for the 1930s. So imbued were
contemporaries with the intense parochialism of the individual
communities that people from settlements a few kilometres apart
considered each other outsiders. This parochialism was conditioned
historically by the manner in which the separate communities had grown
up around the coal mines that gave them life. Yet even now there is
scarcely a Wollongong identity. Many locals still consider themselves to
belong to Coledale or Bulli or Port Kembla and only secondarily to

Wollongong. (xii)

To inscribe a region very often implies setting an agenda, be it social or political. It is
about inclusion and exclusion. The way a region defines its boundaries is therefore an
important aspect of any study. With the exception of Cec Clark who visited various
parts of the region on his picture show circuit (interview 25), the people | interviewed
did not talk in terms of the Illawarra region but with reference to the specific towns and
suburbs where they grew up. My adoption of the term “lllawarra” therefore enables me
to group stories together and look for similarities and differences of point of view in
terms of regionalism. The Illawarra becomes a way of making the personal and
parochial into the regional. It is a path by which the lives and stories of others can
speak to experiences of our own through the similarities and identifications of a

particular region.



In an important sense, the Illawarra is also not-Sydney and this thesis is therefore also
making claims about regional cinema experiences being different from those of
metropolitan areas, a point that is also being made by Robert C Allen in relation to the
diversity of US cinema-going experiences (“Decentering Historical Audience Studies:
A Modest Proposal”). As | shall show in chapters 1 and 5, cinema exhibitors and
cinema-goers in the lllawarra defined themselves through both comparisons with and in
opposition to the city of Sydney. These discourses of regional identity, which work
through binary terms, can be evidenced through examining cinema advertising and
memories of cinema-going. The fact that the Illawarra is variously seen as better than,
just as good as, and not as good as Sydney shows the complexity and the relativity of
the term regionalism. These distinctions can also be applied to oppositions and
associations made between towns and areas within the Illawarra region, in particular the
northern suburbs compared to the south, small communities compared to larger suburbs
and those larger suburbs as compared to Wollongong city itself. Such distinctions

reveal the different agendas at play within the discourse of place.

PERIOD

The period this study refers to is the first half of the twentieth century. This was first
determined by my initial interest in the old cinema buildings in the northern suburbs
that operated in the 1920s-1950s.2 After researching cinema at the local library, |
realised that the first half of the twentieth century saw picture shows and theatres spring
up in towns and suburbs across the region making cinema-going a popular leisure
activity enjoyed and easily accessed by the whole community. This contrasted sharply
with the second half of the century when the older theatres closed down and the few that
remained became concentrated in the city and the southern suburbs of Warrawong and
Shellharbour.

The first half of the twentieth century is a dynamic time in terms of the history of
cinema, as has been pointed out by numerous writers in the field both in Australia
(Shirley and Adams; Collins; Bertrand; Tulloch) and overseas (Maltby Hollywood

Cinema; Staiger; Stacey). A comparison of industry developments in America,

2 In 1995 | was nursing at the Illawarra Retirement Trust in Woonona and began to ask the residents |
worked with about their memories of cinema in their home suburbs. Our conversations about cinema-
going during the first half of the twentieth century eventually led to my formal research into this topic.

4



Australia and in the Illawarra is provided in chapter 1. With the emergence of moving
pictures in the late 1890s, the first years of the twentieth century saw the moving
pictures gain popularity and wider coverage as the pictures were taken to more towns
and suburbs by travelling showmen. Their popularity was such that moving pictures
were soon given a permanent setting in almost every suburb, first within pre-existing
venues such as town halls or schools of arts and then in purpose-built structures which
grew and developed into elaborate picture palaces and luxurious theatres (Collins
Hollywood Down Under 108-9).

In the early twenties cinemas spread so that most communities hosted regular moving
pictures. Local chains were formed and at a national level, the exhibition chains of
Hoyts and Union Theatres spread into suburban and regional areas. Meanwhile
American distributors gained almost complete control of the screen content that was
released into Australian cinemas. While British content rose to just under 10% in the
1940s, Australian productions in the same period, even when combined with other non-
British and non-US productions, still only reached 3% (Segrave 120). Thus, while
Australian productions did find their way to the screen, for the most part screen content,
especially features, came from the US (Bertrand; Shirley and Adams; Vasey).

After the Second World War a combination of factors signalled a change in fortune for
the cinema industry in Australia. The post war baby boom and increased affluence led
to further suburbanisation and investment in the home. Families found it more
convenient to stay at home for their entertainment and embraced the new medium of
television following its introduction to Australia in 1956. Cinema attendances fell and
the days of cinema as an unrivalled source of screen entertainment were over (Collins
Hollywood 214).

The pace of change and development of the cinema industry in these decades provides
significant opportunities for the study of cinema in the Illawarra. Over a relatively short
period of time Illawarra audiences saw many changes in the ways they experienced
going to the pictures.

The first half of the twentieth century was also a time of dramatic social change at a

national and regional level in Australia. World War One, the Depression and World
5



War Two are obvious examples of historical factors that caused significant social
change to communities. These events affected everyday life for the people of the

Illawarra and form a background to peoples’ memories of cinema-going.

The Illawarra region also experienced more local upheaval. In 1918-19 it was host to a
major influenza pandemic, which spread into the Illawarra from Sydney (lllawarra
Mercury 11 Apr. 1919 2). The period also saw the growth of new industries, and the
decline of older ones, which greatly affected population distribution and regional
identity. The development of the railway saw the creation of more stations on the
Illawarra line and a central marshalling yard at Thirroul in 1917, which greatly
enhanced the importance of the suburb (Singleton 22). More significantly, the
construction of the Port Kembla steelworks from 1926-28 transformed the Illawarra
from a coal-mining region centred in the northern suburbs, to a steel-producing region
based in the south. This dynamic change in the industrial predominance of the region
caused a population shift from the northern to the southern suburbs of the Illawarra

(Richardson 11). The number and location of picture theatres mirrored this shift.

The social changes that affected the people of the Illawarra both at a local, regional and
national level in this period lay behind their accounts of cinema-going and were often
mentioned in the oral history narratives. The people I interviewed often used cinema as
a way of articulating more over-arching concerns of the times such as the hardships of
the Depression and the shortages in the Second World War. Social factors are therefore
significant to this research in that they infuse experiences and memories of cinema-

going and provide the framework around which cinema experiences are discussed.

Although this study describes cinema in the Illawarra in the first half of this century |
should make a few qualifications. The people who | talked to tended to recall cinema
stories from the 1920-50s and there are therefore not many memories from the First
World War and before. This is not because cinema-going did not feature as a regular
activity but because the people | was interviewing (with a few exceptions) were born
during or after the First World War. Similarly, when cinema stories stretched into the
1950s and beyond I have sometimes included them within this research. The “first half
of the twentieth century” is therefore less a strict delineation than a convenient way of

speaking about a period of cinema prominence and wide-ranging social change.
6



* X *

After thinking about the period and the region | intended to cover in my history of
cinema in the Illawarra, | turned my attention to the sources of information I would use
to find out about it. | wanted to be able to situate the history of cinema in the Illawarra
within the context of the development of cinema in Australia and America. The
American cinema industry was important to my considerations because US
production/distribution companies secured significant control of the screen content that
was shown in Australia and influenced the conditions in which this content was shown
in certain respects (see chapter 1). | therefore researched histories of cinema in the US
and in Australia (Gomery; Maltby; Staiger; Vasey; Bertrand; Collins; Shirley and
Adams; Tulloch). Further information about the cinema industry in Australia was found
in trade magazines and fan magazines held at the Mitchell Library and | also examined
advertising material and photographs at ScreenSound (formerly the National Screen and
Sound Archive).

As well as looking at the historical context of cinema | also considered another major
discourse through which Australian cinema is written about, that of national screen
content (Dermody and Jacka; O’Regan). The debates over what constitutes Australian
cinema and how Australian films compare to their Hollywood counterparts during
different periods have formed a significant body of academic work about cinema in
Australia. Consequently | was interested in finding out what Illawarra audiences
thought of screen content from different national origins (see chapter 4 for further

discussions of this discourse).

To find out more about cinema in the Illawarra | consulted local history books (Hagan
and Wells; Mitchell and Sherrington; Bayley; J Davis; King; Richardson; Singleton) as
well as primary sources such as local newspapers and picture archives. The newspapers
and picture archives revealed details about how the cinema was advertised and exhibited
in the region. However, a more thorough source of information about the cinemas
themselves and their various owners and exhibitors was Bob Parkinson’s book
Guaffered Velour (published by the Australian Theatre Historical Society) which

meticulously recounts the history of theatre construction and exhibition in the Illawarra.
7



Parkinson’s book has proved an invaluable resource with which to compare oral history
narratives about cinema-going. It was the oral history narratives, co-produced with local

residents, which were my primary source of information about cinema in the Illawarra.

THE INTERVIEWS - METHODOLOGY

This research comprises 26 interviews with 35 people aged between 61 and 93 (median
age of 77) at the time of interview. The interviews were conducted in two sets during
1995 and 1999 (see appendix | for numbered transcripts). The first set of interviews
(interviews 1-14) was mainly produced with residents of the Woonona Village
Retirement Units. The second set (interviews 15-26) were produced with respondents
to an advertisement placed in the Voice of the Seniors newsletter and with members of

senior citizen centres in Wollongong, Port Kembla and Dapto.

Most of the people I interviewed were cinema audience members but interview numbers
2, 22 and 25 were with a projectionist, a cinema manager and a travelling picture
showman respectively. These interviews, especially 22 and 25, provide a fascinating
insight into exhibition practices in the region. The majority of interviews were
conducted one-to-one. However, four interviews were with married couples (interview
numbers 2, 12, 20 and 22), one was with a mother and daughter (interview 19), one with
two friends (interview 21) and one with five members of the Dapto Oral History Group

(interview 26).

Most of the interviews | co-produced were recorded in one sitting. The length of the
interviews was largely dependent on an interviewee’s enthusiasm, stamina and the
amount of stories he or she wanted to tell. In two instances | returned for a second
interview (interviews 16 and 22) and in one instance three interviews were conducted
(interview 3). This was because the interviewees had more to tell me about their
cinema-going experiences and offered information in a particularly analytical or

articulate way.

I choose to conduct informal, unstructured interviews with the aim of achieving largely
free-flowing conversational narratives. This was not always easy to achieve. The
presence of the tape recorder often unsettled people at the start of the interview and

some interviewees seemed conscious of the tape recorder throughout, sometimes giving
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stilted responses whilst casting worried glances at the tape recorder (see in particular
interviews 1, 14, 15).

I was also conscious of what Middleton and Edwards call “the discursive frame”, or the
conversational context in which subjects are discussed. Middleton and Edwards cite the
example of British schoolchildren who recalled different aspects of the film ET (1982)
depending on whether a teacher in a classroom discussion was asking them or whether
they were talking about the film amongst themselves (31). This made me realise that the
interviews | co-produced would be different in style and content to discussions about
cinema that might arise between peers. Nevertheless, | tried to aim for a conversational
interview style rather than a formal question and answer framework in order to facilitate

more exploratory and wide-ranging comments.

The material surroundings in which an oral history interview takes place are also an
important consideration. In the Middleton and Edwards collection, Alan Radley’s essay
proposes that material surroundings can aid or inhibit remembering: personal effects
and familiar surroundings being conducive to detailed and more personal narratives
while unfamiliar surroundings prove distracting (46-59). Consequently, I tried to go to
the homes of the people I interviewed so that they would feel comfortable and could
draw on items around them, such as photos and pieces of furniture to help illustrate their
accounts. This was often to prove helpful in maintaining the conversation flow as
interviewees could introduce characters into their narratives and point out their
photographs at the same time (as occurred in interviews 4, 16 and 25). Cec Clark took
the greatest advantage of his surroundings, drawing on the resources of photo albums
and scrapbooks to illustrate his travelling showman days and even fetching a large
handbell which he used to call attention to the coming picture show features (interview
25).

During the second set of interviews, however, | sometimes had to conduct interviews at
various senior citizens’ centres that | was visiting. This proved less satisfactory than
interviewing in people’s homes as the personal resources of photographs and mementos
were not available and the hustle and bustle of the senior citizen centres often distracted
both myself and the interviewees from the discussion topics (interviews 17, 18, 20 and
21).



Although | had a set of questions in mind that | usually asked at some stage during the
interview (see appendix IV), I did not have these questions written down in front of me.
This was because | feared the presence of a clipboard and pen may have created the
impression of formality that could have restricted responses. It also seemed to me that
written questions ticked off through the interview would be constructing a barrier
between interviewer and interviewee, emphasising formal roles that were contrary to the
informal and conversational exchanges | wanted to encourage. | also did not wish to
impose a specific order on the narrative by asking set questions, one after another. As
Luisa Passerini, an oral historian of popular memories of fascism in inter-war Italy

explains:

To respect memory also means letting it organise the story according to the
subject’s order of priorities. | would ask questions designed to probe, get
additional information, and clarify questions of time, place and intention
without having to resort to further questioning on the matter. It entailed
accepting, instead, the sequence of narration as it slowly threw up new
questions and information. (8)

Consequently I would use the questions | had formulated prior to the interview to start
off a conversation or to get it moving again if it stalled. But, for the most part, I asked
questions or encouraged more information conversationally, as the narrative centred on

various subjects.

Before each interview | explained my research project to the interviewees and gave
them my phone number and the name of my academic supervisor in case they wanted to
ask my supervisor or myself any questions about the research after the interview. After
most interviews | gave the person interviewed a permission slip (appendix I11) which
they signed if they agreed to the interview being used in my research and stored at the
University of Wollongong’s oral history archive.® In one instance, a person interviewed

wanted to remain anonymous. That person’s name has been changed in the text and

3 However, eight interviewees were not given a permission slip at the time and permission has been
sought afterwards from interviewees or their next of kin (interviews 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10 and 11).
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their interview tape has not been placed in the University of Wollongong’s oral history

archive.

The first set of interviews (interviews 1-14) were conducted in 1995, mainly with
residents of the Woonona Village hostel complex where the interview selection process
seemed to take a course of its own. On occasion, residents would recommend that | talk
to friends or relatives living outside the hostel complex. It was through a resident of
Woonona Village, Cecelia Jackson (interview 1), for example, that | was introduced to
Ron and May Klower of Thirroul who used to work at the Kings Theatre (interview 2).
Residents soon spread the news that | was conducting research and this resulted in
discussions and reminiscences of cinema occurring over the dining room tables of the
canteen or at social gatherings. These unofficial channels led to one resident
volunteering information about cinema-going to me and presenting herself for interview

(interview 9).

The people | interviewed came from a variety of different backgrounds and from areas
as far apart as Port Kembla and Sutherland. However, there was a concentration of
residents who came from the northern suburbs of Wollongong where Woonona is
situated. This preponderance could be explained simply by the location of the
Woonona Village retirement hostel in the northern suburbs. However, it also reflects the
fact that in the 1920s, when many of the people | interviewed were growing up, over
half the district’s population came from the north. It was the northern suburbs where
the escarpment coal mines were situated and mining accounted for the majority of the

region’s employment before the coming of the steelworks at the end of the decade.

After the first set of interviews | moved away from the Illawarra and spent two years
interstate. When | returned to the region I decided to carry out more interviews, partly
as | wanted to hear from more residents of Wollongong City and of the southern
suburbs and partly as | wanted to gather more information about cinema-going in order
to see whether further patterns of attendance, cinema-going preferences and ways of
speaking about the cinema emerged. | also wanted to interview people | had no prior
relationship with to see whether oral history interviews were any harder or easier
without a pre-established rapport. Consequently, the second batch of interviews

(numbers 15-26) was conducted in 1999 with respondents to an advertisement placed in
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the Voice of the Seniors community newsletter and with volunteers from local senior

citizen centres in the south of the region.

As a result of the newsletter advertisement Bill Jardine (interview 15) was
recommended to me by his sister, Darryl Walker (interview 23) contacted me and three
people wrote to me about their memories of cinema-going. One writer, Cec Clark
(interview 25), | later interviewed (the remaining two either did not give their contact
details in the letter or talked about cinema-going in Sydney). Alan Jeffrey (interview
24) was introduced to me by Charlie Anderson who, in turn, had been recommended to
me by one of the members of the Port Kembla Senior Citizen Centre. | met the Dapto
Oral History Society (interview 26) through Arthur Parkinson, a member of the society
and of the Dapto Senior Citizen’s Centre. The remaining interviews (interviews 16-21)

were volunteers from senior citizen centres in Wollongong, Port Kembla and Dapto.

The two batches of interviews differed from one another in their geographical focus but
also in other important ways. The initial set of interviews were produced at the start of
my research into cinema and into oral history as a methodology while the second set
were conducted at a later date. My interview techniques and knowledge of my subject
matter were therefore more developed in the second set interviews than in the first. |
also took greater care to involve the people from the second set of interviews in
commenting on my transcriptions and provided them with copies of the interview tapes
so that they also had ownership of the interview material. Consequently the second set
of interviews was conducted with a greater awareness of issues of representation and
power raised by the Popular Memory Group and by oral historians such as Alessandro

Portelli and Alistair Thomson. These issues are detailed in chapter 3.

The people I interviewed in 1995 saw me as a nurse first and an academic second. In
fact, because of my age at the time (23), | was seen more as a student than an academic,
a position of significantly less power. However, as a nurse, | was still in a power
relationship with the residents I interviewed as they depended on me for service and
assistance. | would like to think my age as well as the close relationships | had formed
with these residents diminished the inequality of the relationship between us. However,
as the interpreter of their narratives and attributer of meaning to their words, the

relationship is inherently unequal (see chapter 3).
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Whether or not rapport was established in an interview depended on expectations and
personalities, both mine and those of the people I interviewed. It is important not to
overlook my own expectations and experiences which no doubt affected the interviews.
For example, my left-wing, feminist background probably made me more sensitive and
encouraging of stories that reflected these issues than others. John Fiske calls the
process of examining oneself and one’s motives “autoethnography” (“Ethnosemiotics”
89). 1 think such a process is important for oral historians in order to examine both
sides of the interview relationship so as to understand the politics of the discourse better
and to acknowledge the role of the researcher in the production of meaning. These

issues are further examined in chapter 2.

The interviewees from the second set of interviews also differed from those of the first
in that they volunteered whereas most of the interviewees from the first set were
approached by me specifically. This has the effect of making the second set of people
interviewed far more interested in the topic of cinema. Caused partly by their interest in
cinema and partly, | suspect, through not knowing me well enough to involve me in
conversational tangents about topics other than cinema, these interviewees stuck to the
subject matter more closely than the first set.

Finally, the people I interviewed first were generally older than those I interviewed in
the second round of research (a notable exception being Cec Clark whom I interviewed
in 1999 and who at that time was 93 years old). The difference in ages between the
interviewees can be explained by the fact that the first set of interviews were with
people living in a retirement complex who were more likely to be of an older age group
than the self-selecting seniors from the second sample. Memories from the 1920s and
30s were prevalent in the first set of interviews while the second set of interviewees
reminisced about the 1930s, 40s and 50s.

Copies of the interview recordings will be lodged in the University of Wollongong’s

oral history archive on completion of this thesis. Numbered interview transcripts are

presented in appendix 1.
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Although my audience research mainly consists of oral history interviews, | also refer to
other primary sources from cinema audience members. Two of the people | interviewed
sent me letters and pictures regarding their cinema-going experiences (interviews 22
and 25). | have also drawn on part of an oral history interview recorded with N. B.
Smith during heritage week in 1984 by the pupils of Keira High School. This interview
was the result of a joint venture between Keira High School and Wollongong University
and was recorded at the university’s open day. The interview is held in the university’s
archive collection. The pupils interviewed their elderly subjects according to a set of
questions they were given about leisure activities and family life. Consequently the
experience of cinema-going was a feature of some accounts. These additional sources

have been included at appendix II.

REFLECTIONS ON ORAL HISTORY RESEARCH AND CONTENT

When 1 first started interviewing people about their cinema-going experiences in 1995 |
believed oral history would be a relatively unproblematic way of accessing information
about cinema in the region. However, as the interviews progressed | realised that both
the process of interviewing and the content of the oral histories were more complex than
I had first thought.

In terms of the process of oral history interviewing, the first set of interviews | co-
produced raised questions that complicated the idea of oral history as a way of accessing
details about the past. In the section on interviewing, | have alluded to some of the
issues that were raised through conducting the first set of oral history interviews. These
included considering how my role as a nurse might have affected the first set of
interviews | produced and how conducting the interviews in certain ways and not others
(for example, whether or not to ask set questions or where to conduct the interview)

altered the type of interview that was produced.

Other issues developed as | started to transcribe the interviews and realised that the act
of transcribing interviews is a translation that unavoidably alters the form and content of
oral narratives. How was | best to represent oral dialogue in written form? Should |
attempt to include people’s accents and their speech mannerisms (and if so how did I
intend to represent my own accent or speech characteristics)? Should 1 involve the

interviewees in commenting on the transcript or on the later interpretation of their
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words? And how was | representing the narratives of the people I interviewed? What
did I include and what did | leave out? The political implications of the transcription

process are discussed in chapter 3.

Another set of issues arose from considering how people narrated their stories about
cinema-going in the Illawarra. | began to realise that memory and identity play a
significant role in the way a narrative is constructed. People do not recall events direct
from the past. Instead narratives are constructed through a series of negotiations
between past and present discourses about a particular topic; between past and present
versions of one’s self and one’s identity; between the agenda of the interviewer and the
interviewee; and between the stated topic of the interview and other prescient topics in

the mind of the narrator.

These issues surrounding interview protocols and interpretations complicated the
process of oral history. | felt that | needed a wider framework for assessing such issues
than was provided by the rudimentary oral history handbooks and interview guides |
had initially consulted and so began to undertake further research into the critical

evaluation of oral history.

In terms of the content of the interviews, | assumed that local residents would recount
stories about cinema-going which reflected on the development of the cinema industry
in the Illawarra and which also compared Australian screen content to that received
from Hollywood and perhaps from Britain. Although the interviews did provide
information about both these aspects of cinema (discussed in chapters 1 and 4
respectively) they did not represent the main topics of discussion or of interest to

audience members.

In terms of the cinema industry in the Illawarra, with the exception of Cec Clark
(interview 25) and Charlie Anderson (interview 22) who worked in the industry, and
Olga Ferguson (interview 3) who mentioned the plight of small exhibitors, the
interviews did not discuss developments in the cinema industry unless it was to talk

about the personality of particular exhibitors. Similarly, the country of origin of
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particular films did not seem to matter to the people I interviewed and although some
could name a couple of Australian films, others thought that local content was simply
not being produced (see chapter 4). While | have examined the interviews in terms of
national identity and industry development elsewhere in this thesis, it was apparent that

the interviews were constructed around different discursive agendas.

The interviews provided numerous anecdotes and details about the practice of cinema-
going in different parts of the Illawarra. 1 learnt which theatres people preferred to
attend, who they went with, what parts of the programs they liked best and how the
cinema venue in each suburb contributed to its sense of identity and was used as a
venue for a range of other community activities. Through stories about cinema-going, |
learnt about the Depression and the Second World War and found out about different

local personalities as well as about the lives of the narrators themselves.

Consequently, I discovered that the main ways of discussing cinema that are offered by
Australian cinema studies (in terms of national identity, screen content or industry
history for example) do not adequately cover the type of information provided by
cinema audiences. What emerged from the interviews was a sense of the cultural
importance of cinema-going in the Illawarra. My original objective of describing the
history of cinema in the Illawarra was therefore superseded by the desire to reflect the
actual content of the interviews by exploring the cultural history of cinema-going in the

region. The results are discussed in chapters 4 and 5.

NEW DIRECTIONS

Audience Research

As a consequence of co-producing and reflecting on the first set of oral history
interviews, my research began to take new directions. As cinema studies did not seem
to provide an adequate framework for discussing the oral narratives of audience
members | looked to television and other media audience research in the field of cultural
studies and how it might be made relevant to research with cinema audiences (this is

discussed at length in chapter 2).

One of the important developments within television audience research has been a

broadening of the scope of audience studies. Instead of concentrating on people’s
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interpretations of specific television programs, ethnographic audience studies have
considered the wider conditions of television reception such as the viewing context and
the way in which television is used by various segments of the viewing audience
(Morley; Gray; Hobson). Borrowed from the field of anthropology, ethnography refers
to the intimate study of small groups or communities through a variety of methods, of

which oral history interviewing is one.

Janice Radway recommends that ethnographic audience research take into account the
ways in which a single leisure practice like reading, watching television or going to the
pictures intersects with people’s everyday lives (“Reception Study” 367). Through the
examination of audience members’ accounts of cinema-going, therefore, it is possible to
reveal how cinema-going is linked to perceptions of personal identity, social hierarchy

and community to name but a few factors.

Another important issue discussed in detail in chapter 2 is that of power and
representation, or, the extent to which researchers speak on behalf of the audiences they
study. Radway admits that her own study of romance readers distanced herself as
“knowing analyst” from the women she was studying (“Romance and the work of
fantasy” 214). Indeed, much early audience research presents the “thinking analyst”
interpreting the “doing audience” so that the tasks of viewing and interpretation are seen
as separate entities. It is only when this paradigm breaks down that the potentially

damaging nature of such distinctions is revealed.

Such an example is provided by Ellen Seiter in her article, “Making distinctions in TV
Audience Research - Case Study of a Troubling Interview”, where Seiter and her co-
interviewer questioned Oregon television viewers about their favourite TV soap operas.
Seiter recounts a particular interview conducted with two male housemates, Mr Dubois
and Mr Howe that she found awkward because of conflicting expectations about what

was required from the interview.

According to Seiter, Mr Dubois and Mr Howe wanted to impress the interview team and
show them that they were wise to the ways of television and able to interrogate the
medium critically. Seiter, on the other hand, wanted the interviewees to talk about their

favourite soap operas and what they liked and disliked about soaps in general.
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Consequently the interview exhibited a lack of fit, which Seiter terms a
“miscommunication”. The two interviewees wanted to be regarded well by the
academics interviewing them and appealed to them as self-educated men who could
look down on television and soap opera viewers in a kind of conspiracy of superiors.
Meanwhile Seiter wanted to hear from enthusiastic television soap viewers who made
interpretative readings of programs but did not attempt to get the interviewers on side in
a kind of class alliance. These assumptions and misreadings led to a distinct lack of

rapport within the interview.

Seiter is obviously troubled by the interview as she bases a complete journal article on
it. She acknowledges that the interview situation is one where the interviewer usually
has more power than the interviewee as the interviewer gets to tell the story and make
the interpretation of the narrative. Seiter can be commended for incorporating the
interview transcript within this article so that readers are encouraged to view her

interpretation against the transcript itself.

However, while she critiques the interview as being unsatisfactory because of gender
and class assumptions, Seiter recounts the interview in a very one-sided manner,
concerned mainly with her interviewees’ misunderstandings instead of any of her own.
The language she uses in the article to describe the interview is revealing. At various
places in the article she describes one of the interviewees as “eccentric”, “mixed-up”
and a “crackpot”. Despite claiming she intended to produce unstructured interviews,
Seiter goes on to describe how she and her colleague attempted to redirect the interview
towards their own goals. The description which follows is infiltrated with the language
of domination, the interviewers, “cutting short [Mr Howe’s] joke”, contradicting him,
admitting “no real interest in his encyclopedic knowledge or his generalisations” and
eventually attempting to “force him back into the position of the everyday television
fan” (64-65). These remarks, especially the final one, clearly mark the interview
situation as contested terrain, whereby some researchers and their subjects struggle over
meaning and purpose. In Seiter’s study, she is more comfortable if the television fans
she interviews stick to enthusiastically describing their favourite programs rather than
criticising them. While Seiter could have used the article to examine both parties’
assumptions and expectations of the interview project she ends up detailing only one

half of the miscommunication process.
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Some audience researchers have seen a solution to the interviewer/interviewee divide in
conducting studies from within audience communities of which one is a constituent
(Jenkins; Harrington and Bielby). Such studies of fandom (perhaps because the
researchers count themselves as members of the fan communities they study) tend to
emphasise fan culture as an “active” process whereby fans interact with screen content
and construct new meanings around it. However, in attempting to erase the distinctions
between fan and academic, the writers of such studies fail to explore the relations of
power that still occur when one party produces meaning and speaks on behalf of
another. Therefore, although studies of fans have attempted to bridge the divide
between academic and the research subject, they risk suppressing questions of power

and representation to the same extent as separatist audience studies.

These and other issues about audience research in cultural studies are explored in detail
in chapter 2. Suffice to say, debates about audience research in cultural studies have
enabled me to consider issues of power and representation and to widen the research
field from screen content to the cultural significance of particular media. These
considerations were useful in providing frameworks within which to discuss my

research about cinema-going.

Oral History Methodology

In order to examine the methodological issues raised in the first set of interviews |
looked towards more critical thinking on oral history provided in the work of the
Popular Memory Group and by oral historians such as Alessandro Portelli and

Alistair Thomson.

While the Popular Memory Group and its work are discussed in detail in chapter 3, it is
important to signal the group’s importance to my work briefly at this point. The group
is interested in the ways in which official and popular versions of history intersect and
divide. Its political objective is to reassert popular memories against official histories of
particular events and eras. The group puts forward oral history as a key methodology

with which to examine popular memory.
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However, whilst advocating oral history, the Popular Memory Group also critically
examines this method. The group is critical of overly-empirical oral history research
that merely serves to back up official versions of history and disregards information that
cannot be substantiated by other written sources. In doing this, it points out, the
researcher risks ignoring the most interesting aspects of the interviews such as exploring
the possible reasons why an interviewee remembers something different from the
official record or why the interviewee fails to talk about particular aspects of an

historical event.

The Popular Memory Group, together with other critically evaluative oral historians
(Passerini; Portelli; Thomson), takes particular interest in contradictions between oral
and written sources and tries to posit reasons for the differences. For example, written
sources may have been constructed from a very different viewpoint than that of an oral
narrative. Consider, for example, the different accounts that would be provided by a
newspaper proprietor describing in an editorial a strike by print workers and an oral

history interview conducted with one of the print-workers themselves.

Furthermore, most oral narratives are not organised around a chronological set of facts
but around other principles such as how an event is pivotal in an interviewee’s life
experience or is illustrative of particular themes or perspectives. In the service of such
narrative agendas, separate dates and times are conflated and disparate events are linked
in order to make a particular point in a meaningful way. Therefore, the idea that oral
histories are not always empirically reliable is a strength rather than a weakness as
“errors, inventions and myths lead us beyond facts to their meanings” (Portelli The

Death of Luigi Trastulli and other Stories 2).

This has particular pertinence for my cinema interviews. It suggests that although the
interviews may not disclose a vast amount of information about screen content or about
the cinema industry, they reveal how cinema-going was made meaningful to narrators
through discussions of preferred venues, seating arrangements, local characters and the

central place cinema occupied in the social lives of Illawarra communities.

In common with some audience researchers, one of the major points that the Popular

Memory Group makes about oral histories is the danger that lies in supposing that the
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researcher speaks directly on behalf of the people he or she interviews. Instead, the
group makes explicit the question of representation and points out that the oral historian
or academic is the one who has most to gain (prestige, financial rewards, promotions)
from writing about oral history. The danger, according to the Popular Memory Group,
is that the voices of ordinary people become sanitised or lose potential political
significance through academic interpretation. Instead, the group proposes that
interviewees should be involved in the process of transcription and interpretation and

that they are included in the imagined audience for any research paper or book.

Whilst considering questions of representation in oral history the Popular Memory
Group draws attention to the fact that many interviewees are older adults. It emphasises
the need for oral historians to consider age alongside factors such as gender and class
when interpreting narratives. Through the work of the Popular Memory Group and
through reading other texts about oral history research with older adults, | became aware
of a double standard operating in some research. Older people are regularly used as a
research resource through which to gain access to historical information about the past,
and yet their viewpoints and opinions about the information they provide are not
discussed, and sometimes are even questioned for being overly-nostalgic or unreliable
(Henige 46). Thus older narrators are approached for the nuggets of information they
provide rather than from any consideration of how issues of age inform or organise their
narratives. Hence older adults are often silenced when interpreted by the academic

community.

Cultural studies, for example, which champions a plurality of viewpoints, does not
generally include considerations of age among other perspectives of difference such as
gender, race, class or sexuality. What is needed, therefore, as | argue in chapter 7, is an
examination of the way discourses about age and growing older mark and organise the
oral history narratives of my research. Furthermore, | ask whether the stereotypical
associations made about the narratives of older adults — that they are overly-nostalgic
and backward-looking — are not, to a certain extent, produced by interviewer
expectations.

* * *
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In summary, through exploring the debates in cultural studies about audience research
(chapter 2) and the work of the Popular Memory Group and other critical oral historians
(chapter 3), I have been able to turn the problems | had with the content of narratives
and the process of interviewing into valuable areas of discussion. | will look at the
intersection of oral history practice with cultural studies in order to highlight issues of
representation and power and to celebrate the way that differences between written and

oral histories can foreground processes of meaning-making.

Instead of merely fitting the oral histories | collected into pre-existing academic
discourses about the cinema industry and national screen content | have attempted to
explore other discourses that are articulated in audience narratives. Information about
where people sat at the cinema, who they went with and how they dressed and behaved
might at first appear trivial. However, such information actually produces important
discussions about how screen content is negotiated, how class, gender and age
hierarchies are articulated and how cinema-going is co-opted to enhance individual and
group identities. From these new areas of discussion | formulated a theory of cinema-

going as a strategy of mediation.

CINEMA-GOING AS A STRATEGY OF MEDIATION

My contention in this thesis is that cinema-going is a strategy of mediation through
which people make sense of themselves, their lives and their relationships with others.
In chapters 4, 5 and 6 | test this theory by considering cinema-going in relation to a
series of identifications. Chapter 4 looks at national identity and considers how cinema-
goers and cinema entrepreneurs made sense of screen content of particular origins in
terms of the extent to which is fitted local and personal discourses. While the
traditional paradigm of comparing national screen content to Hollywood fare is not
relevant to audience testimonies about cinema-going, it might be possible to suggest
that the cinema-going experience constructs a set of local, perhaps national cinema-

going practices that point towards an Australian mode of reception.

Chapter 5 looks at the discourse of local identity and how cinema-going was embedded
in the life and routine of Illawarra communities. By examining the case study of

Thirroul 1 suggest that the presence of various cinemas in the town has contributed to a
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sense of local identity and that cinema-going therefore provides a way of imagining
one’s community. It also gives residents an opportunity to make sense of each other.

Chapter 6 looks at the discourse of personal identity, primarily how cinema-going
enables interviewees to reflect on themselves both as audience members in the past and
as narrators in the present. Therefore it shows how stories of cinema-going mediate the
changing sense of self. Chapter 6 concentrates on cinema-going and personal identity,
exploring the oral history narratives for what they reveal about the process of meaning-
making and identity consolidation. The narrative strategies employed by the people
when reminiscing about cinema-going are considered as well as what is revealed about

constructing oneself and one’s past through the interleaving of history and memory.

Chapter 7 considers issues of ageing articulated in the narratives. As well as drawing
attention to the ways in which narratives of older persons have been questioned or
silenced, I will examine expectations of the elderly audience through the politics of
remembering and the strategic use of nostalgia. | suggest that older interviewees use
their age in particular ways when narrating their cinema-going experiences. These
range from constructing themselves as a historical witnesses and master story-tellers to
weaving past and present identities together in a narratives so as to produce more
complicated and rounded accounts of themselves than age-stereotypes would permit.
Age is thus seen as a strategic location from which older individuals can draw on age-

related discourses and experiences to achieve particular narrative ends.

In conclusion | will argue that any cultural history of cinema-going is a mediated
history which is constructed within a matrix of meaning-making strategies. It is created
through audience members’ narratives of cinema-going which re-configure memories in
accordance with particular discourses of significance either in the narrated past or in the
narrating present. The researcher, who tells the story with reference to specific research
priorities and current academic discourses, further mediates such a history. Therefore,
as well as setting out a cultural history of cinema-going in the Illawarra for debate and
further research, the emphasis on mediation is intended to encourage reflection on the
creation of history as a complex, collaborative and political process which creates one

story as it silences others.
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CHAPTER 1: THE CINEMA INDUSTRY IN

THE ILLAWARRA

In this chapter I will focus on describing the cinema industry in the Illawarra region in
the first half of the twentieth century. In the introduction, | have already discussed the
shifting boundaries of the Illawarra and established that the Illawarra | refer to in this
thesis is a loose conglomeration of suburbs and towns between Kiama in the south and
Helensburgh in the North. This largely coastal version of the Illawarra follows the
geographical scope of Wollongong Theatres Proprietary Limited, the regional cinema
chain that operated from 1923 until 1966 (Parkinson 21). The written and oral, primary
and secondary sources | use refer at different times to the whole region and to particular
settlements within it. My discussion draws on information about the suburbs and towns
that are mentioned by these sources rather than attempting to provide systematic
coverage of each and every suburb or town in the region. However, the city of
Wollongong and the larger suburbs of Port Kembla and Thirroul feature prominently in

my discussion.

As | have discussed in the introduction, the first half of the twentieth century charts the
emergence and growth of cinema as an entertainment medium. This period is
fascinating because it is a time when large-scale global processes, two world wars and
the Depression impacted directly on the lives of the local communities in the Illawarra.
Similarly, and in may ways as a consequence of these global events, American
production/distribution companies developed the power to determine screen content and
business practices across the globe so that the cinema audiences of the Illawarra
watched many of the same features and were presented with the same advertising
material as cinema-goers in London and New York. Therefore, both in terms of cinema
and in terms of the larger historical agenda, this period sees the intersection of the
international with the national and the local. These intersecting spheres of action and

meaning-making provide the backdrop to many of the discussions in this thesis.

As will emerge as this thesis progresses, there are many ways of thinking about cinema

in the lllawarra, as there are of thinking about cinema in general. For the purpose of this

chapter 1 will be examining cinema in the Illawarra using an historical materialist
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approach, now an established discourse within academic cinema research. The historical
materialist approach emerged in the 1970s as an alternative to mainstream academic
research into film texts (see chapter 2). Instead, it looked at the history of cinema,
analysing how industry developments shaped screen content as well as the social

experience of going to the pictures.

In this chapter | shall first set out the historical materialist perspective and will then
provide an overview of the development of the Hollywood cinema industry in the first
half of the twentieth century, largely with reference to the work of Douglas Gomery, a
key exponent of the historical materialist approach. Then | shall look at the
comparative development of cinema in Australia using the work of Graham Shirley and
Brian Adams, Ina Bertrand and Diane Collins, before concentrating on analysis of
cinema in the Illawarra using a variety of sources, including oral histories, to aid my
discussion. | shall finish with some concluding remarks on the historical materialist

approach.

THE HISTORICAL MATERIALIST APPROACH

In his introduction to Douglas Gomery’s Shared Pleasures: A History of Movie
Presentation in the United States, David Bordwell distinguishes between cinema
studies’ traditional concentration on screen content and film theory and the growing
movement towards an historical materialist approach that started in the mid-1970s (x).
Bordwell praises researchers such as Douglas Gomery and Robert C Allen (whose work
will be discussed in chapter 2) who began to uncover how the economic practices of the
American film industry shaped film production and consumption. This work was
particularly important, in Bordwell’s view, as it challenged the hegemony of the film
text within cinema studies, situating screen content within the large-scale institutional

practices of the film industry.

Bordwell’s own work has also drawn attention to the importance of a historical
perspective. For example, The Classical Hollywood Cinema, published in 1985, linked
the stylistic conventions of Hollywood films to the historical and economic forces that
have characterised the Hollywood film industry (xiv). Other prominent film scholars
using the historical materialist positions include one of Bordwell’s co-authors,

Janet Staiger, who outlines the historical materialist position in her book, Interpreting
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Films. Staiger’s book will be examined further in chapter 2. Richard Maltby and
Ruth Vasey have also explored the cinema industry as well as considering various films

in the context historical developments in the American film industry.

Douglas Gomery’s Shared Pleasures provides a good example of the historical
materialist approach to film studies hailed by Bordwell. In this book, Gomery shows
how the institutional development of the movie industry in America shaped the
practices of cinema-going. Thus, the Hollywood studios’ control of film production,
distribution and exhibition, which was at its peak during the 1930s and 40s, arose
through a systematic process of capitalising on changing audience demographics and
technological innovations and instituting economies of scale. The following is a brief
and generalised overview of the American cinema industry to the 1950s through the
historical materialist approach of Gomery and others. It is included so as to show that
both going to the pictures and screen content changed as a consequence of US industry
developments and also because the trade practices employed in the American film
industry also apply to the activities of the Australian and the local Illawarra film

industries.

THE AMERICAN CINEMA INDUSTRY (1900-19505)

Gomery traces the growth of cinema in America from the early days of travelling
showmen and shows how the technology of moving pictures was a hit and miss affair
that developed through its failures. For example, Thomas Edison first used the
technology of moving pictures to market peep-shows which could be accessed by one
person at a time. However, when the Lumiere brothers hit upon the idea of projecting
moving pictures to an audience, peep-shows lost their appeal because of the far greater
financial rewards that could be accrued from having lots of people watch moving

pictures at the same time (5-13).

As the moving pictures became more popular, permanent venues were established. In
American cities the Nickelodeons, shop front theatres that charged a small entrance fee
and showed back-to-back programs, were very popular in the 1900s. However the
nickelodeons were soon to be replaced by grander and more luxurious movie theatres

and picture palaces. Gomery points out that the change in premises attracted a higher
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class of audience that could afford more expensive admission prices. Once again,
financial returns prompted changes in the way people saw movies (18-56).

In the 1920s regional and then national theatre chains formed, merging and applying
economies of scale until a small group of powerful industry players had emerged by the
end of the decade. The period of tightest company control followed in the1930s and
40s. The “studio system”, as it was known, achieved vertical integration of the
industry, controlling the production, distribution and exhibition of cinema in America
and elsewhere in the world. The studios comprised the “big five”: Paramount, Warner
Bros, 20th Century Fox, RKO and MGM, and the “little three”: Universal, Columbia
and United Artists (Segrave 9).

The economic practices of these production/distribution companies have been widely
written about (Gomery; Maltby; Vasey; Bertrand; Shirley and Adams) so | will not
dwell in detail on them. However, | will briefly touch on some of the economic
strategies that made this era into “Hollywood’s Golden Age” (Gomery 70). The studios
set up a series of film “runs” at different prices and controlled the number of movie
prints available so that they were released through a hierarchy of theatres. Generally the
large metropolitan theatres controlled by the studios received the first run of new
releases followed by the suburban theatres and later regional theatres, with preference

given to company-owned theatres over independent exhibitors.

These companies also introduced the procedures of “block booking” and “blind buying”
whereby exhibitors were required to purchase a block, or a collection of films, some of
them lucrative star-studded features sure to bring in audiences but others cheaper and
less popular films which were nevertheless secured purchase and release through the
block-booking system. Exhibitors had to buy the blocks of films “blind” not knowing
what each block contained and were thus prevented from picking and choosing in order

to suit their particular audiences or budgets (70).

These strategies were not just applied to US markets but were aggressively pursued
overseas. Additionally, with the star system now firmly in place, the
production/distribution companies marketed their products at home and abroad with

publicity material about the films and their stars as another way of securing box office
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receipts. David Cook describes the star system as “the creation and management of
publicity about key performers, or stars, to stimulate demand for their films” (45).
Richard DeCordova distinguishes “stars” from “picture personalities” by the fact that
stars are marketed through their private lives as well as through their on-screen roles
and professional abilities (24). Gradually, newspapers devoted more column inches to
star gossip and information and a host of fan magazines and women’s magazines came

onto the market in the 1930s that traded on the stories, secrets and styles of the stars.

The success of the Hollywood studio system in the 1930s and 40s spanned the
Depression and the Second World War. In the Depression, the studios survived by
introducing a number of cost-cutting measures including reducing staff and simplifying
the style of theatres. Competitions, give-aways, contests and “two movies for the price
of one” were initiatives introduced in the Depression to keep people coming to the
movies. Theatre owners also diversified by selling popcorn, sweets and drinks which

were to provide a continuing source of reliable revenue (Gomery 76-79).

During the Second World War, the studios had to adapt to changing international
market conditions but as film production in the US was not as adversely affected during
the war as in other countries, Hollywood again gained a competitive advantage (Segrave
120). Furthermore, directly after the war, the American film industry moved in to
consolidate its position in “liberated” countries. For example, Segrave points out that
the US Office of War Information through its Overseas Motion Picture Bureau had a
film plan in operation to deliver films subtitled in Italian to Italy within 24 hours of the
fall of the Italian mainland to the allies (133).

The year 1946 was the most profitable year to that date for the major Hollywood studios
with roughly ninety cents in every dollar spent on entertainment in America going to the
movies (R Davis 2). However, the might of the studio system was already being eroded.
Labour disputes broke out in 1945-6 amongst the craft unions and the studios were
further divided when the House of Un-American Activities Committee focussed its anti-
communist hearings on Hollywood in 1947 (6). The vertically integrated structure of
the major studios was destroyed the following year when the US Supreme Court judged
the actions of the majors to be anti-competitive and restrictive under anti-trust laws.

The studios were ordered to divest themselves of their exhibition arms and cease
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restrictive trade practices such as block booking (12-13). This ruling marked the end of
the studio era but did not stop the dominance of the American film industry in world

markets.

The growth of television as popular entertainment in the early 1950s in America
(Maltby Dreams for Sale 148) and its emergence and popularity in the late 1950s in
Australia has been blamed for the fall in cinema attendances that occurred during this
period. However, Gomery makes the point that cinema attendances in the US began to
fall before television really took hold in 1946 (85). He points to an increase in spending
on consumer durables and housing that occurred from 1946-52 and considers the post-
war baby boom and the mass movement of people to the suburbs to be the main changes
that caused the decline in the number of people going to the pictures. Increased
affluence meant people moved out to the suburbs and spent their money on their houses.
And with the baby boom in progress families stayed in for their entertainment turning
first to the radio in the late 1940s and then to television in the 1950s (88). This
explanation is backed up by the fact that, while city cinema attendances fell, the
popularity of drive-in theatres increased, as they were located closer to the suburbs and
were more convenient for families to attend (92). Collins points out that while there
were 100 drive-in cinemas in the US in 1946, by 1956 the number had risen to 5000
(Hollywood 219).

In Shared Pleasures, Gomery examines the process of watching movies at the cinema
and on television and on video, seeing the desire to watch movies as continuing in
strength and just changing in form. As my study deals with the first half of the
twentieth century | will not go into these arguments in detail here. Suffice to say that
Gomery in the US and Jancovich in the UK are now re-writing the history of movie-
going as a continuum which includes television, video and other technological changes.
For the purposes of this study, | am instead concentrating on cinema-going and the
different meanings and social relationships that formed around going out to the pictures
rather than those which occur as a consequence of watching movies on television, video
or DVD.

The purpose of this brief overview of the Hollywood film industry is to sketch the

historical materialist approach as evidenced in the work of Douglas Gomery and others
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and also to provide an historical context for the consideration of cinema-going in
Australia and, specifically, in the Illlawarra. Cinema-going in the region was often
directly affected by trade practices of the American market which dictated many of the
practices of the Australian film industry during the period. It is to the Australian film

industry that I now turn.

THE AUSTRALIAN CINEMA INDUSTRY

The history of Australian cinema has traditionally been written in relation to the
structure and development of the American film industry (Tulloch; Shirley and Adams;
Bertrand; Collins). Often this takes the form of a media imperialist discourse whereby
plucky local film producers are squeezed out of the market by the overwhelming power
of the Hollywood film studios. John Tulloch cautions against too readily accepting the
media imperialism thesis as it can encourage an erroneous view of a passive Australian
industry readily overrun by the studio system (not to mention a passive audience, who
are forced to assume the cultural values disseminated by Hollywood movies). As
Tulloch points out, Hollywood control over Australian markets emerged from
competing imperialisms within Australia (between American and British cultural
influences, for example) and out of a continuing local struggle, culturally, politically
and economically, with a dominant force that possesses its own internal conflicts (40-
41).

The following overview is informed by histories of the Australian film industry written
by Graham Shirley and Brian Adams, Ina Bertrand and Diane Collins who deal with the
Australian cinema industry in far more depth than I can here. This overview is intended
to summarise key developments in the Australian film industry and to highlight issues
and trends that are relevant to the Illawarra cinema industry or that are later referred to

by lllawarra cinema-goers.

The first moving pictures shown in Australia were presented by the magician
Carl Hertz in Melbourne in 1896. Moving pictures were circulated around Australia as a
technological novelty, often presented as an item of a vaudeville program. However, as
the moving pictures became more popular they began to be shown in permanent venues
and on a regular basis in the metropolitan centres. Smaller regional and rural

communities saw the moving pictures courtesy of travelling showmen, who were to
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remain frequent visitors, sometimes well into the 1920s and 30s (see interview 25). In
Sydney, a number of prominent local exhibitors set up distribution companies in 1907
and in 1909 Pathé Fréres became the first overseas company to set up a distribution
office in Australia. By 1911 Sydney had over one hundred temporary or permanent

picture shows (Shirley and Adams 23).

The production of films also grew quickly. When the Lumiére Brothers sent their
agent, Marius Sestier to Australia in 1896, he not only showed films but also recorded
scenes from around Sydney Harbour, which he showed to appreciative local audiences
(7). Recordings of the 1896 Melbourne Cup followed and started what was to become
an early local production boom. The Limelight Department of the Salvation Army was
responsible for some of the first narrative films made in Australia, recording scenes
from biblical stories (10). Other early entrepreneurs were the Tait brothers who in 1906
produced what has been called the first feature film, The Story of the Kelly Gang. In
1911 film production could be financed before shooting began by pre-sales to local
exhibitors. The favourable climate meant films could be shot quickly and cheaply
outdoors (studio shooting was far more expensive) (24). Production output was such
that in 1911 fifty-two narrative fiction films were made; a level not attained again until
1975 (24).

However, after 1911 the fortunes of the fledgling film industry suffered a marked
downturn. By this time film-makers and producers were already being isolated from the
distribution and exhibition components of the Australian film industry and this divide
became more marked in 1913 with the creation of “the combine”, an entity that arose
from a series of mergers between the major distribution and exhibition companies.
Union Theatres, the exhibition wing of the combine, controlled 29 cinemas throughout
the country. The distribution wing, Australasian Films, controlled the major studios of
Sydney and Melbourne but seemed to have no interest in commissioning locally
produced features, opting instead to purchase screen content from overseas markets to

supply its theatres (Bertrand 41).

With the onset of World War One in 1914, the American film industry was able to
dominate the international market as other nations diverted their attention to the war.

During this time, American distribution companies began to set up offices in Australia,
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directly selling their screen content to Australian exhibitors. By the early 1920s, most
major American production/distribution companies had offices in Australia.
Australasian Films soon became redundant as distribution offices of the major
American studios controlled the flow of American content to the Australian exhibition

chains, Greater Union and the then smaller company, Hoyts (Shirley and Adams 33).

There was no need for the Hollywood production/distribution companies to purchase
cinemas in Australia as they ensured exhibition of their products though restrictive trade
practices such as block booking and blind buying outlined earlier (Collins “More than
Just Entertainment” 70). The American companies controlled publicity for their films
and stars and sent comprehensive press packs to accompany their prints detailing
exactly how their films should be marketed. The companies even directed the Australian
exhibition chains to upgrade their theatres so that their films were shown in only the
most modern and stylish theatres.* Hollywood control over Australian film markets was
formalised in 1924 with the formation of the Motion Picture Distributors’ Association

of Australia where six out of the seven companies it represented were American (71).

In the 1920s Hollywood screen product accounted for 95% of the material screened in
Australia. Australia imported the greatest number of American movies in 1922 and
from 1926-9 (Segrave 49). Not surprisingly, local film-makers found it extremely hard
to break into the market. However, Australian feature films such as The Sentimental
Bloke (1919), A Girl of the Bush (1921) and Those Who Love (1926) directed,
respectively, by pioneering Australian film-makers Raymond Longford,

Franklyn Barrett and the McDonough sisters, still managed to secure exhibition.

In 1927 a Royal Commission into the film industry was announced as a result of
protests against Hollywood dominance from Australian film-makers and from empire
loyalists and morals campaigners (Shirley and Adams 75). The Commission heard
evidence from film-makers like Raymond Longford and other industry figures who
spoke of the restrictive trade practices of the American production/distribution

companies. However, the Commission’s recommendations, released in 1928 amounted

4 Stuart Doyle, Managing Director of Union Theatres, later told the 1934 NSW Film Inquiry that the
theatre building program of the late twenties was a direct result of pressure from the American
production/distribution companies (Bertrand 73).
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to a 5% rejection clause that exhibitors were to apply to block-booking contracts in
order to make room for Australian product. Even this recommendation was tempered
by the fact that the “local” content quota could include films produced in Britain.
Consequently, the effects of the quota were minimal at best (Collins “Entertainment”
75).

During the 1920s, cinema attendances rose. By 1927 cinema admissions totalled 110
million with most Australians going to the pictures at least one a week. These figures
make Australian cinema attendances one of the highest in the world at the time (Shirley
and Adams 77). This decade saw unparalleled suburban growth® and as early as 1921,
suburban attendances had overtaken those of the city (78). Diane Collins has pointed
out that cinema was an integrating force at this time, attracting middle class and
working class audiences and all sections of the local community (“Entertainment” 68).
The passage of legislation stipulating the six o’clock closure of hotels in New South
Wales, Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania, also contributed to the popularity of the

cinema (68).

Most large communities had their own cinema in the 1920s and small communities saw
regular picture shows courtesy of the travelling showmen. The two main exhibition
chains, Union Theatres and Hoyts embarked on a major cinema-building program in the
late 1920s which included the erection of luxury “picture palaces” in the cities, such as
the State Theatre in Sydney which was opened in 1929 (Shirley and Adams 78). This
program was a result of increased attendances but also, as outlined above, as a result of

direct pressure from the American production/distribution companies.

The theatre-building program came at a cost to Union Theatres who were financially
unready for the coming of sound at the end of the decade. With Union unable to install
sound in all its theatres the American production/distribution companies withheld
content and upped their rental rates (Segrave 90). The banks halted the theatre building
activities of Hoyts and Union Theatres in 1929 and, as the Depression took hold, large

theatres began to lose money. By 1931 film returns nationwide were at their lowest

> The suburban growth of the 1920s was due to a number of factors, in particular the growth of bus
transport systems, increased ownership of motor cars and the War Service Homes Scheme introduced
after the First World War to provide homes for returning servicemen and their families (Freeland 121)
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level in five years (Shirley and Adams 108) and Union Theatres were forced into
liquidation in 1931.° Hoyts was under similar pressure and in 1930 the Fox Film
Corporation bought a controlling interest in the company and became the first American

producer/distributor to directly enter the exhibition market (109).

With the Hollywood studios firmly in control, cinema exhibition during the Depression
took on many of the diversification tactics adopted in the American market.
Competitions tempted people into the theatres to win furniture and other prizes and
theatres began selling their own food and drink. The Depression meant that one in three
breadwinners in Australia were out of work, a situation that could not fail to influence
the cinema industry. In 1932 taxable admissions to the movies fell as much as 42%
(Collins Hollywood 16-7).” However, although people may not have been able to afford
to go to the pictures as often during the Depression, cinema-going was still the most
popular form of entertainment alongside betting on the horses (Bertrand 128). An
estimated 60% of cinema patrons were women (146) and, to cater for their appetite for
information about films and film stars, newspapers began to feature more and more
articles about the cinema and interviews with film stars. Women’s magazines also
began to concentrate on film news (for example the Australian Women’s Weekly which
was launched in 1933 [Collins Hollywood 172]) and this proliferating publicity

encouraged people to continue to go to the pictures.

Australian features during the 1930s continued to break through intermittently.
Australia’s first talking picture was Showgirl’s Luck (1930) and other popular
Australian films included On Our Selection (1932), The Squatter’s Daughter (1933) and
The Silence of Dean Maitland (1934). With the introduction of the talkies, American
accents caused more concern with morals campaigners and, alongside complaints from
local producers about the restrictive market practices of the American companies,
caused another film inquiry to be launched. The New South Wales Film Inquiry of 1934

failed to deliver action against the restrictive trade practices of the American companies

¢ Doyle formed another company, Greater Union Theatres and purchased the assets of Union Theatres.
Doyle’s company, managed to hold out through precarious financial situations. However, Doyle was
replaced in a bitter management struggle in 1937 (Shirley and Adams 150).

7 Although Collins points out that the actual decrease in attendances would have been less as people
bought tickets for cheaper, non-taxable seats (16-17).
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but again imposed a five-year Australian quota, this time 5% for distributors and 4% for
exhibitors, which boosted the confidence of producers. As a result more Australian
films went into production, resulting in releases such as The Flying Doctor (1936) and
Dad and Dave Come to Town (1938).

Outside of feature production, documentaries also proved increasingly popular with
Australian audiences. With the coming of sound, the newsreel came into its own. In
1929 Fox Movietone (Australia) was formed which made Movietone News. Its main
rival, Union Theatre’s Cinesound Review, commenced in 1931 and the two newsreels
continued to dominate cinema screens until they merged in 1970 (Shirley and Adams
106). The newsreels’ popularity was evidenced by the opening of the State Theatrette in
Sydney in 1931, which screened hour-long newsreel programs continuously and proved

extremely popular and profitable (see interview 20).

Worldwide, the fortunes of the film industry improved after the Depression with a 25%
increase in gross film receipts in 1936 (Shirley and Adams 139). The optimism in
Australia led to another round of theatre building and modernisation by Hoyts and
Greater Union Theatres. Messrs Crick and Furse were Australia’s leading cinema
architects of the time and remodelled over one hundred cinemas (140).

The onset of the Second World War saw the fortunes of the film industry rise higher.
Greater Union Theatres (formed from the ashes of Union Theatres in 1933) finally
posted a profit (Collins Hollywood 198) and admission numbers rose from 102 million
to 151 million between 1942/3 and 1944/5 (Shirley and Adams 170). Diane Collins
points out that the Second World War was effectively the first cinema war, with regular
bulletins provided to cinema audience of the progress of the Allies (Hollywood 201).
Cinesound’s presentation of scenes of Australian troops in New Guinea, filmed by the
Department of Information’s cameraman Damien Parer, earned Australia its first
American Academy Award and many newsreel features produced in Australia were
shown in allied countries (Shirley and Adams 164). Shirley and Adams point out that,
during the Second World War, both Movietone and Cinesound newsreels received the
reports of the war produced by the Department of Information but presented them to the

public in different ways. Cinesound used the reports to provide an Australian-centred
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report whereas Movietone interspersed the footage with that from other countries and

provided a more international context (166).

While newsreel and documentary films flourished with the subject matter and subsidies
during the war, feature production was still running low. Only five independent
Australian features were made during the war, including The Rats of Tobruk (1944) that
directly drew upon the wartime experience of Australian troops. It was the newsreels
that proved to be a more consistent source of Australian content than locally produced
feature films. Meanwhile Hollywood features continued to dominate Australian screens
with the percentage of imports from America consistently around 85-90% from 1940 to
1945 (British films account for just under 10%) (Segrave 128).

But it wasn’t only screen content that reflected on the war. The cinemas themselves
became promoters of campaigns to buy war bonds and support the war effort. Some
theatres became very crowded with the influx of troops to certain towns and cities in
Australia. For example, 60,000 American Gls were based in Townsville and patrons
recall it being very difficult to get a seat (Collins Hollywood 210). The distribution
exchanges provided mobile cinema units and prints to troops stationed in remote parts
of Australia and even in New Guinea (Shirley and Adams 164). In every theatre, the
exterior lighting that advertised the movies was extinguished and cinema-goers were
subjected to frequent power outages and air-raid sirens during performances (see
interviews 20, 22 and 23).

The decade after the war, 1946-56 saw cinema attendances peak in the late 1940s and
then begin to decline in the 1950s (Bertrand 244). As mentioned above, the downturn
can be seen as the product of the post-war baby boom keeping families at home and also
as a result of specific Australian factors such as the introduction of daylight saving
legislation in many states which allowed for outdoor leisure alternatives to the cinema
and the granting of entertainment licences to hotels (244). The exhibition sector in this
period was becoming increasingly dominated by the major chains of Greater Union and
Hoyts. Shirley and Adams point out that in the mid 1950s of the twenty-four cinemas in
central Sydney, only two were independent, two were controlled by MGM and the

remaining twenty were controlled by Greater Union and Hoyts (186).
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In the area of production, 1946-56 saw only two or three Australian feature films made
each year although these included popular successes such as Smithy (1946), The
Overlanders (1946) and Jedda (1955) (Cunningham and Routt “Fillums become Films”
180). With the feature output so low, this period in Australian cinema history has been
viewed as a cultural desert. However, as Stuart Cunningham and Bill Routt have
pointed out, the period is significant in other ways (“Fillums become Films” 180). They
highlight this period as one wherein films began to be discussed critically by emerging
film societies and film festivals and point to the growth and maturation of the Australian
documentary during this time. In this respect, they cite the influence of the Film
Division of the Commonwealth Department of Information that produced quality
documentaries such as Mike and Stefani (1952) dealing with immigration, The
Steelworkers (1951) and The Cane Cutters (1948). The Australian Branch of the Shell
Film Unit commissioned John Heyer’s popular documentary, The Back of Beyond
(1954), which follows the 300 mile route of an outback postman. Also of note are the
documentaries produced by the Waterside Workers Film Unit which were produced for
the Waterside Workers Federation and other units prepared to fund and assist in

documentary production (Milner; Shirley and Adams 195-6).

In the USA, the first regular television broadcasts began in 1931 although the medium
didn’t achieve widespread popularity until the 1950s (Maltby Dreams 90). By 1953,
56% of American families were estimated to own a television set (Collins Hollywood
214). At the same time the American production/distribution companies were being
split up as a consequence of the Supreme Court’s anti-trust suits (see above). Cinema
companies tried to diversify to stay in business and came up with a number of initiatives
aimed at distinguishing television from the cinema experience. Of these, some (like 3-
D cinema) were commercial failures whereas others, such as cinemascope and the

introduction of drive-in theatres had more lasting appeal (214-221).

With cinema attendances beginning to fall in the 1950s, the emergence of drive-in

theatres ensured a minor resurgence in cinema-going. As Collins points out:

Burdened by children and mortgages, most young couples found it easier
and more economical to stay at home for entertainment. When a market

research company interviewed 300 families in 1953 in the vicinity of a
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proposed drive-in at the Sydney suburb of Frenchs Forest, 66 per cent of
families said they never went to a film because of the age of their
children, but 90 per cent would gladly attend a drive-in theatre in the
district (223).

Television arrived in Australia in 1956 and by 1960 over 70% of the population of
Sydney and Melbourne owned a television set. Collins suggests that the popularity of
drive-ins saved the film industry from total obliteration during this period with the
number of drive-ins tripling between 1956 and 1962 (226). However by 1959, 33% of
Melbourne’s cinemas and 28% of Sydney’s had closed (Hollywood 228) and the

downturn continued.

While cinema-going did not end in the 1950s and 60s and continues to be a popular
form of entertainment today, from the point of view of this study, I will conclude this
overview in the 1950s, when the reign of the cinema as an unrivalled entertainment
medium ended. In this section, I have attempted to outline the fortunes of the Australian
film industry. From the First World War onwards, the Australian cinema industry was
substantially influenced and controlled by American production/distribution companies.
However, within the dominant paradigm were other struggles. British film interests also
represented a significant amount of screen content and fostered lively arguments about
which culture Australians identified with (see chapter 4). And Australian producers did
manage to secure exhibition for their product, in the form of a small number of features
but also in terms of a significant output of newsreels and documentaries, at regular

intervals, despite overwhelming difficulties.

Furthermore, in the field of exhibition, this period saw a long line of travelling
showmen who continued to present film programs to regional audiences into the 1930s
as well as independent exhibitors who struggled to compile alternative programs to
those of the major cinema distributors. And we must not forget the local cinema
managers who had to show the content they were sent by the parent companies but who
did exercise some control over how the programs were advertised and arranged for their
local audiences (see chapter 4). 1 will now turn to the cinema industry in the Illawarra
and will examine how this regional cinema industry both departs from and conforms to

Australian and international cinema industry histories.
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CINEMA IN THE ILLAWARRA

The people of the Illawarra have been going to the cinema since travelling showmen
first bought moving pictures to the region in 1897. The following sections outline a
history of the cinema exhibition industry in the Illawarra, highlighting the fortunes of
individual exhibitors, companies and theatres along the way. They look at the cinema
industry in the Illawarra through cinema ownership and moving picture exhibition, as
well as focusing on the impact of advertising on the discourses available to audiences

about the experience of going to the pictures.

To do this | have drawn on secondary sources, especially Bob Parkinson’s Gauffered
Velour, detailing a history of the picture theatres in the Illawarra, but also local history
books and publications about leisure in the Illawarra (see the introduction). The
primary resources | have consulted include local newspapers, trade journals, picture
archives and documents held at ScreenSound (formerly the National Film and Sound
Archive). The oral history interviews | conducted were used as a primary resource

which, it was anticipated, would correlate with the other source material.

Early Cinema (1900-20)

The first moving pictures to appear in the Illawarra came in the form of a one-night
performance of “Edison’s Cinematograph” in Wollongong on 10 February 1897
(Parkinson 1). After occurring next in Kiama, the exhibition of moving pictures
gradually continued throughout the region’s suburbs courtesy of various showmen who
travelled the suburbs of the Illawarra and surrounding districts from the late 1890s. It is
difficult to say exactly how many showmen operated in the Illawarra region because not
all of them advertised in the local press (for example Cec Clark — interview 25).
According to Cec Clark, who was a travelling showman in the region in the 1920s and
30s, showmen would not have a particular territory but would scout out locations in
advance to determine which communities were without regular pictures and would build

up a circuit from their initial investigations (interview 25 2).

At this time the moving pictures were the novelty act of a show that might also have
featured photography, drama, prestidigitation and recitals on the program. The

travelling picture showmen were usually jacks-of-all-trades: operating the equipment,
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providing commentary to the moving pictures and often supplying the additional
entertainment. The showmen hired their selection of screen entertainment from film
exchanges based in Sydney and were charged with exhibiting the moving pictures to
audiences across hundreds of miles, using equipment which was often a fire hazard, and

with getting the films back to the exchange with minimal damage.

Cec Clark and his partner Matt Baumgarten travelled a large circuit in New South
Wales taking in towns in the Illawarra and Southern Highlands as well as those in the
south of the state near the Victorian border. During the 1920s Cec was vividly

reminded of the potentially costly fire dangers involved with picture exhibition:

NH: You had to get [the films] back [to the exchange] in good condition
| suppose?

CC: Yes, but when we had the fire we had to send the film back less
two reels! Two days later - back comes an urgent telegram, “Parts 7 and
8 Missing: Please Explain”. | couldn’t tell them that a man threw his
cigarette on them! 1 said the film got caught in the projector. In those
days there was a powerful light shining through onto the film and if the
shutter didn’t fall down the machine stopped turning. We told them that

shutter didn’t fall down ... It was insured, of course. (interview 25 12)

Cec told tales common to the life of the early travelling showman (refer Penn): of
sleeping in flea-infested local halls; of travelling miles to pull in enough returns to pay
off the film rental; and of cajoling local women into playing the piano accompaniment
to the silent reels for just 10 shillings every 3 hours. However, though the life of a
showman was hard, Cec claims it was a good one as audiences around the Illawarra
were appreciative, both in the screenings and afterwards, often providing free home-

cooked meals to show their appreciation.

The Kiama Independent reveals the type of moving pictures that the travelling showmen

first screened in the lllawarra;

... a view of Elizabeth Street, a Cavalry charge in Austria, a dancing

girl at the court of the king of Abyssinia, a procession of an African
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tribe, the president of France receiving a bouquet of flowers, a
negress washing her child, a snow scene ... and a Spanish bullfight
(26 Aug. 1897).

Aside from the novelty of recognising Elizabeth Street, this type of program offered few
Australian scenes, concentrating instead on the thrill of the exotic. However national
images gradually appeared: street scenes of Melbourne and Sydney and the now famous
footage of the Melbourne Cup. Following in the footsteps of Marius Sestier (see
above), some showmen took their own films of local people and landscapes and played
them back to appreciative audiences (Parkinson 5).

In the first few years of the new century the medium began to be used to tell stories as
well as recording documentary items and longer length “features” began to make an
appearance. The Story of the Kelly Gang (1906), for example, which was made up of
about 4000 feet of film and ran for approximately an hour (depending on the speed that
the projectionist ran the picture) was presented at the Wollongong Town Hall by
E. T. Grigg in December 1907 (South Coast Times and Wollongong Argus 14 Dec. 1907
10).

As moving pictures proved to be a continuing attraction in the lllawarra, showmen such
as Sidney Cook, Harry Chapman, Mr Phelan and John Parker — who also entertained
local audiences as “The Blind Tenor” — became regular exhibitors (Parkinson 6-7).
Mr H. Gordon travelled the length of the Illawarra with his moving pictures, exhibiting
to audiences in Helensburgh, Woonona, Corrimal, Wollongong, Dapto and Kiama
between 1910 and 1914. The showmen exhibited regularly at local town halls and
public buildings such as Schools of Arts and Friendly Society halls. In some suburbs
these halls were all that was required. For example, the Dapto Agricultural Hall was
officially licensed to show pictures in 1907 and leased picture exhibition rights to
different showmen for thirty years until Dapto saw the erection of a purpose built
theatre (95). For most suburbs, however, entrepreneurs quickly realised the financial
benefits of having purpose built structures. The success of the picture showmen soon
encouraged local entrepreneurs to seek permanent venues for the moving pictures in the

towns and suburbs of the Illawarra.
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Wollongong and the Illawarra’s first designated picture venue was the Wollongong
Garden Picture Palace which opened in Church Street in July 1911. It was joined three
months later by the Crown Picture Palace in Keira Street (see photograph below).
Elsewhere in the district, the Woonona Princess theatre and the Corrimal Princess
opened in January 1912 and in 1913 Thirroul also had a purpose-built venue in the
Kings Theatre. Port Kembla’s Empire Hall became the region’s first purpose built
theatre south of Wollongong when it opened in June 1915 (Parkinson 163). Theatres
appeared at a fast pace through the first and second decades of the new century with
seven purpose built theatres erected in the 1910s and a further seven in the 1920s.
There were many more in the northern suburbs of the Illawarra than in the south as it
was in the north that the population was growing fastest due to the coal mining industry.
However, larger suburbs and towns in the south such as Kiama and Port Kembla were

also able to sustain picture theatres of their own.?
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The Crown Theatre, Wollongong ca 1915

Courtesy Wollongong City library Illawarra Images

The first purpose-built theatres in the region were initially open-air venues that showed
pictures on fine evenings. However, the loss of revenue through inclement weather in

New South Wales would have soon made owners reconsider. For example,

8 Employment patterns at the time show most work was from the coal industry although Port Kembla and
Dapto were industrial and Kiama was a centre for dairying. With the introduction of the steelworks in
the late 1920s there came an employment shift to southern suburbs that has grown more pronounced over
the century as the mines have closed or reduced numbers (Sherrington and Mitchell). Now most cinemas
are to be found in the southern suburbs reflecting the current geographical make-up of the workforce.
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Olga Ferguson of Scarborough recalls going to the Arena open-air theatre in Thirroul in
1920 when a southerly blew up, overturning seats and upsetting the audience (interview
3 5). Similarly, Cec Clark recalls trying to exhibit outdoors in Shellharbour where he
and his partner had a hard time keeping the film steady as the wind got up and flapped
the screen so fiercely (interview 25 7). Consequently most of the picture venues soon
became partly or wholly roofed.® At first barn-like structures, the picture venues
gradually became more solid and elaborate as the popularity of cinema grew so that in
the 1920s some suburbs, such as Thirroul, had more than one “luxury” theatre

competing for patronage.°

The teenage years of the twentieth century saw the era of the picture showmen decline,
some retiring from the business and others becoming independent exhibitors. However,
smaller towns and suburbs in the south of the region were still serviced by travelling
showmen into the 1920s and 30s. Cec Clark (interview 25), for example, exhibited in
the towns of Jamberoo, Robertson and Shellharbour at this time. Nevertheless, many
Illawarra suburbs had their own regular picture presentations, in existing or purpose-
built venues by as early as the 1910s.!' As the decade drew on, the independent
exhibitors in the region faced tough competition as certain local theatre
owners/exhibitors became involved with more than one theatre and slowly the major

players began to move towards setting up a local chain.

Cinema and Business (1920-1966)*?

® For example, in Wollongong, the Garden Picture Palace was roofed in 1912, and the Crown Theatre was
also roofed by December 1912 (Parkinson 9,11).

10 For example the New Kings Theatre and the Arcadia competed for moviegoers in Thirroul for a year in
1925/6 (Parkinson 55). The Arcadia’s luxurious fittings are described in more detail later in this chapter.

1 Towns and suburbs in the lllawarra that had regular picture shows in the 1910s were Helensburgh,
Scarborough, Coledale, Thirroul, Bulli, Woonona, Corrimal, Wollongong, Dapto, Port Kembla, Albion
Park and Kiama (Parkinson 163-4).

12 The dealings of Wollongong Theatres Propriety Ltd. and other local cinema owners and operators are
available largely thanks to the extensive research of Bob Parkinson for his book Guaffered Velour. Other
observations about these men have been taken from the local press and my interviews with local
residents.
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In 1923 Herbert Boland formed Wollongong Theatres Propriety Limited, a company
that dominated cinema exhibition in the Illawarra until 1966. Mr Boland had been
active in the industry long before Wollongong Theatres was formed. In 1912 he bought
the recently erected Crown Theatre in Wollongong, which he ran with the assistance of
his family. He was the first recorded exhibitor at the Thirroul School of Arts in
December of 1913 and he and subsequent Wollongong Theatres partners Alexander and
Edwin Cox also held the lease on the Strand Theatre at Corrimal from 1921.
Wollongong Theatres was made up of seven major shareholders with Mr Boland as
managing director (Parkinson 11, 13, 21, 52, 79).

Under Mr Boland’s influence the company soon extended its scope, building and
acquiring picture theatres around the Illawarra and forcing smaller independent
exhibitors to diversify or bow out. In 1924 Wollongong Theatres took out a long-term
lease on the Theatre Royal in Bulli and, in 1925, built the New Kings Theatre in
Thirroul. In order to protect its interests the company soon bought out rival picture
theatres the Arcadia, in Thirroul, and the Princess, in Woonona, and turned them into

dance halls in order that their own theatres would have no competition (55, 69).

- ':"-_-?-m-h: = —
The Kings Theatre, Thirroul ca 1956

Courtesy of Wollongong City Library lllawarra Images

Parkinson suggests that a combination of business pressures and ill health seem to have
been behind Boland’s decision to lease the circuit to the national cinema chain, Union
Theatres, in 1928. Shortly afterwards Boland left on an extended overseas holiday (15).
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As | have already outlined, Union Theatres came to prominence as the exhibition branch
of the notorious “combine” in 1913 but was soon answering to the demands of the
powerful American production/distribution companies. The American companies
wanted their product shown in the most modern theatres and in as many theatres as
possible. Hence in the late 1920s Union Theatres embarked on a large-scale
modernisation and theatre-building program. This program was likely to be behind
Union’s decision to lease Wollongong Theatres in 1928. However, the scope of the
program extended Union Theatres finances to the limit so that the onset of the
Depression, combined with the pressure of having to equip all its theatres for the
coming of talking pictures, saw Union Theatres facing liquidation (Bertrand 124).
Consequently, their twenty-year lease on the Wollongong circuit ended prematurely in

1931 and Boland’s Wollongong Theatres resumed control.

Boland died from cancer in 1933 but his company continued to be very successful in the
region. In 1936 Wollongong Theatres erected another theatre in Wollongong City, the
Savoy, took over the Port Kembla Whiteway and continued to build up the chain in the
1940s and 50s (Parkinson 20, 33, 106). According to the Film Weekly Directory of
1960/61, Wollongong Theatres controlled the Crown and the Savoy in Wollongong, the
Bulli Royal, the Kings at Thirroul, The Corrimal Strand, the Port Kembla Whiteway,

the Dapto Regal, the Kiama Antrim and theatres at Unanderra and Shellharbour.*3

Wollongong Theatres cinema chain was the largest in the region and, despite working
closely with the national circuit, Union Theatres, and ceding control to them for three
years, the company stayed under local ownership for the majority of its history. Owning
many theatres enabled the company to employ economies of scale, hiring films that they
then showed across their venues. Theatres in close proximity to one another would
even swap film programs in the same evening. The Bulli Royal and the Thirroul Kings,
for example, would screen the main feature and the supporting program in different
halves of the evening to allow the program to be split and exchanged by courier during
the interval (interview 2). Indeed, control of more than one theatre often meant that

program swaps could occur within the same evening without the film exchange

13 Film Weekly Directory, 1960/61 - 1966/67, held at the Mitchell library, Sydney.
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knowing about the switch, thus proving double takings for the price of one program
hire! (interview 22).

Wollongong Theatres was able to capitalise on its connections with larger production
companies and film exchanges by securing visits by Australian film stars to theatres
such as the Whiteway, and providing cinema managers with a large amount of publicity
material from the American production/distribution companies to use in their
advertising. Charlie Anderson, manager of the Whiteway Theatre in Port Kembla from
1946-52, recalls using large photographs of Hollywood stars to decorate the foyer of the
Whiteway (interview 22 12). Wollongong Theatres may have employed ruthless
business practices against its rivals to ensure it dominated the local cinema scene, but
Charlie remembers the company as a good employer that allowed its managers creative
control and arranged social get togethers for staff such as annual picnics and sports
carnivals (11, 16).

The Board of Wollongong Theatres Pty Ltd 1950
Left to right: Arthur Byron (Royal Theatre, Bulli), Vic Parkes, Bernie Brodie (Kiama),
Charles Anderson (Whiteway Theatre, Port Kembla), Fred Shepherd (Program and Booking
Manager, Sydney), Cliff Anderson (Regal Theatre, Dapto), Walter Boland (Strand Theatre,
Corrimal and Director of Wollongong Theatres), AD Frost (Director and Circuit Manager),

Frank Rau (Crown Theatre, Wollongong) and Jim Kerr (Kings Theatre, Thirroul)
Courtesy of Wollongong City Library lllawarra Images

Parkinson quotes an editorial from the October 1965 Australasian Exhibitor — Forum of
Australia’s Showmen on the demise of the hard-top theatres which cites the then recent

example of the closure of the Crown Theatre in Wollongong, owned by Wollongong
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Theatres. The article attributes the closure of cinemas in the 1960s down to several
factors, chiefly the exorbitant rental charges levied by distribution companies, but also
increased taxation. Furthermore, the article also looks to changing entertainment
patterns bought about through the introduction of television and licensed clubs coupled
with a wage explosion (21). These factors combined against independent exhibitors and
even the larger chains like Wollongong Theatres.

By the 1964/5 issue of Film Weekly Directory, Wollongong Theatres’ interests had been
dramatically reduced to just the Wollongong Crown and the Kiama Antrim. In the
Illawarra, in the late 1960s, only six cinemas remained in the region, two of which were
drive-ins, compared with 24 theatres that were in operation in the late 1950s (Parkinson
vi, 163). Boland’s first theatre, the Crown was the last to be sold and by 1965/6 the
company had disappeared from the Film Weekly Directory. From 1966, Wollongong
Theatres continued in name only as it was sold and used as a shelf company by a

finance group (Parkinson 21).

* k *

During the reign of Wollongong Theatres other entrepreneurs also secured ownership of
more than one theatre. Early challengers to Wollongong Theatres were the Yardley
brothers of Coledale, who first became interested in cinema when the Coledale Empire
fell into their hands through a defaulted loan in 1918 (Parkinson 50). The two brothers
were soon also running the Palace theatre at Scarborough, switching features, newsreels
and serials between the two theatres via motorbike courier (interview 3 8). Like
Boland, the Yardleys had exhibition rights at the Thirroul School of Arts at the later
date of 1920-23, but it was in 1923 that they made their mark with the construction of
the magnificent Arcadia theatre in Thirroul. Local author, Joe Davis, has spoken of the
Arcadia as the most architecturally significant theatre of the region (lllawarra Mercury
26 May 1988 15). The Illawarra Mercury provides an impression of the building and its
decor:

There is attached to the dress circle a luxurious lounge Axminster
carpeted and furnished with lounge chairs. A balcony there overlooks

the town and a good part of the surrounding district. (15 Jun. 1923 18)
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Despite wrangles with the council over poor sanitary conditions, the Yardley brothers
were successful in Thirroul until Wollongong Theatres constructed the New Kings
Theatre just a few yards further up Lawrence Hargrave Drive. The Yardleys had been
planning to operate a picture show in Wollongong and had persuaded the council to
accept them as sole operators of the pictures that were to run twice weekly in the new
Town Hall complex. However, this nomination was contested by a few of the council
aldermen and after a protracted battle with the council, Wollongong Theatres
successfully convinced the Yardley brothers to sell their assets to them. In 1926 the
Yardley brothers withdrew from the Town Hall project and sold their theatres in
Coledale and Thirroul to the dominant local chain. Wollongong Theatres soon sold the
Coledale Empire on and converted the Arcadia Theatre into a Palais de Danse
(Parkinson 50, 55).14

Another pair of brothers who ran picture shows in the northern suburbs were the Dyers,
who exhibited at the Scarborough Palace and the Coledale Empire halls in the late
1920s. This period heralded the introduction of the “talkies” and many of the larger and
more affluent theatres had begun to install the specialised equipment required to screen
the talking pictures. The Dyer brothers, who could not afford to equip their small
picture halls for talking pictures, relied on entrepreneurial spirit to keep their audiences

coming back. As Jack and Rene Hodgeson, audience members of time, explain:

JH: They had a picture show there [Coledale] ... It was the Empire
Theatre ... A chap by the name of Dyer used to run it, and his brother
and the brother’s wife.

NH: And how did it compare to the Scarborough Theatre?

JH: Well it was a dance hall too.

RH: You danced down [the front] and then in the seats up the back

you’d watch the movies over the dancers’ heads.

4 The Yardley’s exhibition days in the Illawarra were over and they moved to the northern NSW town of
Glen Innes where they exhibited in the suburb of Watson’s Bay. Percival Yardley was to return to
manage the Coledale Empire once more in 1946 (Parkinson 51).
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JH: The silent pictures, you know — and you’d sit up the back and look

over the dance. The lights would be out and you could look over the
dancers and watch the silent pictures.

RH: So when you were dancing with a chap and you wanted a bit of a
canoodle, you’d nick up the back [to the picture stalls] and then got back

on the dance floor before the dance was finished.

JH: Four steps from the dance floor up to where you sat watching the pictures.
(interview 12 1-2)

This enterprising idea combined the two most popular leisure activities of the period not
only at the same venue but at the same time! Thus, the Dyer brothers found a way of

prolonging their silent picture business into the reign of the talkies.

Another exhibitor, George Parkes, ran picture shows all over the Illawarra region
screening silent and talking pictures in a career that involved nine different local picture
venues'® over more than forty years (1919-62). Mr Parkes exhibited at Balgownie
School of Arts on and off from 1919 until 1929 when he took over the Port Kembla
Whiteway Theatre. At the Whiteway, Parkes installed only the thirteenth Racophone
sound system in Australia and thus bought the talkies to Port Kembla as well as to other
suburbs. Mr Parkes controlled picture exhibition in local halls in Figtree, Mount
Kembla and Albion Park as well as at larger cinema venues such as the Whiteway, the
Dapto Regal and the Empire Theatres at Shellharbour and Helensburgh. Parkes was
related to Herbert Jones, another well-known exhibitor in the area, and often leased
pictures from Jones that he screened at his own venues. Eventually George Parkes sold

out his theatre interests, mainly to the Wollongong Theatres chain.

Herbert Jones exhibited pictures at School of Arts halls in Balgownie as well as Mount
Keira, and ran the Corrimal Princess Theatre in the 1930s and 40s (Parkinson 71). In
1934, Parkinson reports, Mr Jones bought a block of land in Keira Street, Wollongong
to build a theatre, but didn’t further his goals — probably because Wollongong Theatre
issued an announcement that it was planning to install sound in the Town Hall theatre.

15 Balgownie School of Arts; Port Kembla Whiteway; Dapto Agricultural Hall and Regal Theatre;
Shellharbour Empire; Albion Park School of Arts; Helensburgh Empire and at unidentified venues in
Figtree and Mount Kembla (Parkinson 46, 91-2, 95-6, 106, 110, 117; interview 22).
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As Parkinson surmises, the prospect of a Town Hall theatre with sound as well as the
Crown Theatre may well have been too much competition for Mr Jones. However,
when Jones withdrew, no more mention of sound at the Town Hall was made by
Wollongong Theatres (25).

However, Mr Jones did eventually exhibit pictures in Wollongong. When the ten-year
lease of the Town Hall theatre to Wollongong Theatres ran out in 1938, the council
decided not renew it and instead Mr Jones won the tender for a seven year lease in 1939.
The success of this lease would eventually result in the building of the Regent Theatre
in Wollongong by Jones’ wife and son in 1957. This theatre is still operating in the face
of the big national chains (at the time of writing), as it did despite the power of the local
chain so many years before. The Jones family made their mark on cinema-going in the
Illawarra. They pioneered ideas such as showing films for extended seasons; installing
hearing aids in the Town Hall Theatre so that the hard of hearing could enjoy the film

comfortably; and took a particular interest in screening Australian films (Parkinson 27).

Also committed to cinema innovation in the Illawarra was Mr Turnbull who exhibited
in the Town Hall Theatre in the late 1920s. According to the Illawarra Mercury (24
Feb. 1928 13) he produced a short drama, The Adventures of Dot, which was set locally
and used local people for the main characters and the rest of the cast. Further research
at ScreenSound (formerly the National Film and Sound Archive) has revealed that The
Adventures of Dot was one of a handful of “community pictures” made in Australia.
Community pictures were movies that were re- made in several regional locations. For
each movie, the plot remains the same but the cast and settings change so as to be
specific to the town where it was being made. The Adventures of Dot, for example, was
made separately in towns across New South Wales such as Harden, Temora and
Wollongong.1®

Newspaper reports about Wollongong’s The Adventures of Dot were encouraging and

the crowds were reported to be large, but this production seems to have been a one-off

16 ScreenSound holds archival footage of some of the versions of The Adventures of Dot including
Temora (Cover Title Number 142) and Young (Cover Title Number 1201)
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venture as no more experiments with local talent or scenery were reported.r” Turnbull
also tried simultaneously screening pictures and holding dances but this too only lasted
for a short time and Mr Turnbull was succeeded at the Town Hall theatre by

Wollongong Theatres in 1929.

Finally, mention should be made of Mr Sandor Berenyi, who migrated to Australia in
1949 with his family and sought employment at the BHP steelworks. While living at
the Migrant Hostel in Cringila, Mr Berenyi established a film club where he projected
films to hostel residents on a 16mm projector. With the success of these films at
Cringila, Mr Berenyi decided to show films at other venues and exhibited at the migrant
hostel in Fairy Meadow as well as in local halls in North Wollongong, Oak Flats and

Unanderra in the early 1950s (Parkinson 95).

The history of the cinema industry in the Illawarra includes individual showmen,
independent exhibitors and innovative managers. Common to the Australian and
American model, individual players have formed local chains, demonstrated by the
success of Wollongong Theatre Proprietary Limited but also in the smaller operations of
people like the Yardley Brothers, the Dyer Brothers, George Parkes and the Jones
family. While the American production/distribution companies controlled the flow of
screen product to a large extent and the national exhibition chains such as Union
Theatres encroached on local markets, the exhibition of pictures in the Illawarra during
this time remained a remarkably local industry. The success of these local players was
dependent on many factors, such as the size and buying power of their operation, the
capital and connections they managed to establish and the talents of being able to keep
up with public demands and tastes and of being enterprising and innovative in their
exhibition tactics. While this section has sketched some of the individuals involved with
the history of cinema in the lllawarra, the following section explores how cinema was

marketed to prospective audiences.

ADVERTISING AND CONSUMPTION - DISCOURSES ABOUT CINEMA

17 The Adventures of Dot screened at the Civic Theatre in 1928 and was given newspaper coverage by the
Illawarra Mercury (17 Feb. 1928 10; 24 Feb. 1928 13).
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The moving pictures were promoted to the people of the Illawarra through a number of
methods including the local press, film posters and stills, competitions and parades and
associated fan magazines and women’s magazines. Furthermore, the movies were
advertised through a number of different discourses that involved different aspects of
the cinema-going experience. Thus advertising strategies reveal much about the ways
in which audiences were encouraged to think about and buy into the cinema experience.
It is through these strategies that 1 now examine the way cinema in the lllawarra was

advertised.

The Technological Marvel

When the travelling showmen first bought moving pictures to the Illawarra, the
experience was advertised as a wonder and a marvel not to be missed. Audiences
seemed drawn to the novelty value of the moving pictures but, as Parkinson points out,
promoters were initially unsure of the continuing popularity of moving pictures as an
entertainment and so included them as part of a program of other acts, such as singing,
prestidigitation and even bell-ringing (2). The pictures themselves were advertised as
technological marvels presented on many colourfully named contraptions from standard
“Bioscopes” to the “Chronoscope”, “Electric Wonderscope” and the Royal Crown
Animated Picture Company’s “Phono-bio-tableaux-graph” (6-7). Each machine seemed
more intricately named then the last and promised fewer and fewer vibrations. The
advertising promises mirrored those of Sidney Cook, a frequent exhibitor in the
Illawarra, who claimed, “Everything Bigger, Brighter and Better than before.” (South
Coast Times and Wollongong Argus 1 Dec. 1906 10)

Advertisements, such as the one quoted above, concentrated on the technical virtuosity
of the moving pictures. This emphasis on technology came from the invention-laden
spirit of the times and from the showmen themselves, many of whom had already
travelled the country marketing other mechanical wonders. The early years of cinema
saw the appearance of many key inventions, such as the telegraph and the aeroplane,
which changed people’s lives and challenged the limits of their imagination. In the early
years of the twentieth century people became fascinated by technology and innovation.
As an example, the Great Exhibition of 1901, which was held in Paris, attracted large

crowds to the range of inventions and innovations that were presented there. Set against
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this backdrop of innovation and public curiosity, it is little wonder that the first film

projectors were introduced through discourses of marvel and ingenuity.

This discourse was prevalent in newspaper reports and advertisements of 1890s and
early 1910s. When it became clear that the moving pictures had lasting appeal, as
audiences began to attend the pictures on a regular basis and as permanent venues began
to be established to show them, newspaper advertisements began to concentrate less on

each new type of projection equipment and more on the moving pictures themselves.

Program Variety

As permanent venues were erected during the next two decades, the travelling showmen
began to be replaced by local entrepreneurs who exhibited films in dedicated picture
venues. The entertainment programs on offer to audiences also began to change and
develop as fictional features joined short documentaries. The moving pictures claimed
more space in printed advertisements and, gradually, a higher billing amongst the
vaudeville acts that were on the same program. However, the combination of live
entertainment and moving pictures lasted for some time. A typical Friday night show at
the Crown Theatre, Wollongong, in 1919 offered, top of the bill, “Frank Reis

Vaudeville”. The advertisements read as follows:

This evening part first will be the vaudeville, and second part “making
movies” audience participation as at the Tivoli; an opportunity it is
announced to try one’s abilities as a movie artist. On Saturday night
there will be two big pictures, The Hun Within and a Wild West drama.
For Monday, a holiday programme in which are two big ones A Soul
Without Windows and photo play of five parts, Marriage a la mode.
Then on Wednesday, Men, which is a six part story and more of the
Master Mystery, in which the slippery Houdini appears. The
conservatorium orchestra is fixed for Monday. (South Coast Times and
Wollongong Argus 3 Oct. 1919 8)
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The entertainment billing featured regular items, such as the feature and the serials,
combined with a variety of live acts, thus mixing novelty with stability.’® Each week a
selection of different genres could be relied on with programs mixing genres to provide
a western, a melodrama and a comedy, often all on the same program. In the above
example, there is also a role for audience participation, “as at the Tivoli”, in the
invitation to “try one’s abilities as a movie artist” (note the word *“star” does not yet
appear). The indirect invitation here is into a favourable comparison between the
Crown Theatre in Wollongong and the more high-profile Tivoli Theatre in Sydney,
therefore boosting both the profile of the Crown and of Wollongong itself as a centre

with facilities on a par with its metropolitan neighbour.®

Although cinema-going became more popular in its own right during the 1920s,
advertisements in the local press still include the drawcard of live entertainment.
However, the live acts were advertised less frequently and when specific newspaper
columns dedicated to the movies began to appear in the early 1920s, they were largely
confined to screen content. When Union Theatres took over the Wollongong Theatres
circuit in 1928, a spokesman from their head office was asked whether the company
would confine their programs to pictures only. While the spokesman, Mr Ellis, told the
Illawarra Mercury that his company intended to attract “big vaudeville names for their
Australian circuit which would be bought to the Illawarra district” the fact that the
question was asked would suggest that there was a declining number of live acts on the

picture program (9 May 1928 11).

The advent of the talkies led to major changes in the make up of cinema programs.
Orchestras and piano accompanists lost their jobs and with the Depression hitting at the
same time, the talking pictures were more economical to run (if the exhibitor could
afford the initial outlay for the installation of sound) than live entertainment acts.
Diane Collins has suggested that with the coming of sound, cinema exhibitors could

provide a complete package of entertainment without the necessity of live acts. At the

8 The Crown Theatre had a variety of novelty acts. For example, in 1925 it featured ‘A Circus on Stage’
which was a show given by Clivalli’s miniature animals for the afternoon matinee to be performed ‘with
the usual high class Picture Program ... send the children to the matinee’ (South Coast Times 18 Sep.
1925 12).

19 Interestingly, Mr Boland, who owned the Crown Theatre at the time, went on to manage the Tivoli in
Sydney in the early 1930s (Parkinson 15).
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same time cinema gained more fans as, with the addition of sound, screen content now
rivalled theatrical entertainments (Hollywood 33). In the Illawarra Mercury, venues
like the Wollongong Crown and the Town Hall that had heralded live acts in their
advertisements in 1928 and 1929, had switched exclusively to screen entertainment by
1930.%°

Stardom

The advertisement describing the program at the Crown Theatre in October 1919 offers
a taste of things to come as it trades, to some extent, on the star status of the escape
artist, Houdini. A reference to “the slippery Houdini” is all that is needed in the advert
as a shared discourse has already been established about this screen personality. During
the 1920s movies themselves and movie stars began to receive more detailed coverage
in the local press that ranged from individual movie reviews to intermittent columns
dealing with several films at a time. From 1928 the lllawarra Mercury featured a
regular column on the movies called “The Pictures” and occasionally the film
distribution company, Master Pictures, sponsored an alternative column called “In
Movieland” (30 Mar. 1928 10). Both columns featured reviews of films that could be
seen in the picture theatres in Wollongong. The column talked about the lead actors in
various films but concentrated on the roles they occupy in a given movie and the plot of
that movie. For example, the column, “In Movieland” has this to say about the film,
Beware of Married Men (1928):

Ms Rich has a wonderfully strong role in the picture, the drama coming
in her efforts to save the reputation of her flapper sister at the peril of her
own good name. The piece has a notable cast including Myrna Loy,
Audrey Ferris, Clyde Cook, Stuart Holmes and Richard Tucker
(INawarra Mercury 30 Mar. 1928 10)

20 Compare, for example, the advertisesment for the Crown Theatre in the 1 Jun. 1928 Illlawarra Mercury
(2) that features Leo Martin and Marie, “the prince of syncopation and his dainty partner” to the
advertisement in the Illawarra Mercury on 5 Jun. 1930 (2), the second week of the “Monster Talkie
Month” where there is no longer any live entertainment on the program.
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From 3 May 1929, in conjunction with Union Theatres’ lease of the Wollongong
Theatres circuit, a new column appeared called “Movie Moments”. The introductory

spiel of the column stated:

Realising the important part that entertainment plays in the lives of our
readers and the popularity of Motion Pictures, we have decided to devote
this column weekly to forthcoming picture productions and other news
from filmdom, and have appointed a “film critic” - our Sydney

correspondent as editor of this page. (Illawarra Mercury 3 May 1929 18)

This column represented a more “chatty” format than its predecessors and included
photographs of stars and cartoons interspersed with reviews of films and serials
currently showing or coming to particular theatres. Although it is not clear who the
“film critic” was, it is probably safe to assume that he or she was connected with Union
Theatres as all the films discussed in the column were those showing at the flagship
theatres of the chain, the Wollongong Crown, the Bulli Royal and the Thirroul Kings
(advertised alongside of the column). The publicity stills and information about the
films could also have easily been garnered from the press pack material sent ahead of
the film by American production/distribution companies. The reviews are all positive
and features showing at rival theatres are not mentioned. When the column made its
unannounced disappearance on 22 May 1931, it was just a few months before Union
Theatres, who had taken over Wollongong Theatres’ circuits, went into liquidation and
relinquished control back to the local chain.?

In the “Movie Moments” columns, the information about the stars, although more
chatty and personalised, is still confined to their performances in particular films or
serials and there is not yet any gossip or information about their private lives or ongoing

career moves. For example:

2L After “Movie Moments” disappeared the Illawarra Mercury resurrected their previous column, “The
Pictures” which continued on and off into the early 1940s (last appearance found 5 Jun. 1942 7). During
the war the paper’s length was reduced and ‘The Pictures” column did not reappear at the end of the war
when the paper returned to its old length and began running daily instead of weekly editions (8 Dec. 1949
5).
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If you saw “Varsity” you must have liked “Buddy” Rogers, and you’ll
like him more still in “Someone to Love”. So Boyish and true to life are
his emotions, that he might even be yourself or your boy friend. He is so
invigorating, so fresh, and so lovable. (lllawarra Mercury 3 May 1929
18)

This advertisement conforms to DeCordova’s discussion of the key aspects of the
picture personality. As | have mentioned above, DeCordova writes about the emergence
of the star system in Hollywood and suggests that, whereas the movies had been
discussed in terms of technical innovation, with the growing popularity of the narrative
form, a discourse about the picture personality gained dominance. He suggests that the
discourse of the picture personality encompasses three key aspects, one being the
circulation of the actor’s name, another the inter-textuality of that name whereby the
actor is used to link the features he or she is involved in, and the other is
professionalism which involves discussion of the merits of an actor’s style and

performance (24).

DeCordova distinguishes between the “picture personality” and the “star” by suggesting
that the star is an articulation of an actor’s professional and private life (26). We can
see this distinction occurring with local cinema advertisements by 1930 where the

following comment appears in the Illawarra Mercury about Douglas Fairbanks:

Fairbanks gives a whirlwind performance and proves he needs no bizarre
locale or characterisation to bring out his dashing romantic temperament.
(5 Jun. 1930 18).

This comment is as much about Fairbanks the man as about Fairbanks the actor. The
star discourse emerges clearly in advertisements after this time, especially as the
Illawarra Mercury changes its format again, introducing first a “Women’s Column” (7
May 1937 7) and soon after a “Women’s Page” (25 Jun. 1937 14) dealing with
parenting tips, homemaking advice and fashions which were often linked with the
popular movie stars of the moment. Such articles were titled “Hollywood Beauty

Notes” or “Hollywood Fashion Service” and contained tips like the one below:
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Norma Shearer, who takes better care of her hair than any girl in
Hollywood. Note how her boyish baob is set off by the stylish beret she is
wearing. (14 Aug. 1931 9)

During the 1930s cinema advertising and articles were increasingly targeted at the
female audience members. The Australian Women’s Weekly, introduced in 1933,
provided pages of Hollywood fashions and gossip about film stars, causing Diane
Collins to comment that the success of the magazine depended as much on film

publicity as it did on dress patterns and recipes (Hollywood 172).

Meanwhile children found out about movie stars in other ways. Olga Ferguson found
out about film stars from the information that used to be printed on the wrappers of the

sweets “Silver Sammys”:

OF: The film stars, you know Rudolph Valentino and all the early ones.
Us kids used to save them. When | think now, the kids save all their
basketball cards - well we could have done that [with the Silver Sammy
wrappers] but we didn’t. Some people might have done | suppose but
we didn’t. We threw them out. But you used to swap them with one
another if you got two of the same kind ... Dorothy Dix and all the
different ones - all the really early stars — that’s how we got them. They
used to have all the information on the back — their age and all the films
they had been in and different things like that. That’s how we got most

of our news. (interview 3 8)

Alternatively kids could gaze at their favourite characters on the numerous movie
posters that were pasted all over the Illawarra. Cecelia Jackson remembers looking at
the posters that used to advertise the coming attractions at the Kings Theatre in Thirroul
and remembers Ron Klower, projectionist at the Kings during the 1940s and 1950s,
walking around the town pasting the posters up as part of his duties for Wollongong
Theatres. Posters for the Kings Theatre even turned up in surrounding suburbs. As

Olga recalls:
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OF: They used to put posters outside the picture theatre. You know -
what would be on the next week. Those paper ones - they used to stick
them in different places. That’s how you knew what was on Saturday
night or Wednesday night, Saturday afternoon ... They used to put them
on lamp posts. Even the Kings Theatre in Thirroul used to put them on
lamp posts in Scarborough ... We used to watch them sticking them up
on the lamp posts with paste and water. We were very likely to go along
the next day and rip them off — ha ha! Or draw whiskers on the actresses!

(interview 3 7)

As | have mentioned earlier, Charlie Anderson (interview 22), manager of the
Whiteway Theatre between 1946 and 1952, used large glossy photographs of
Hollywood stars to decorate the foyer of the Whiteway Theatre and remembers the
films that were most successful as the ones with the “big-name” stars in them. Through
the connections of Wollongong Theatres, who owned the Whiteway, Charlie also hosted
visits from Australian stars who came to the Theatre to promote their pictures. He

recalls:

CA: We had Chips Rafferty there in person ... [and] Ron Randell.

NH: So Chips came down to promote his film?

CA: Yeah, | forget which one he came down for - whether it was Forty
Thousand Horsemen (1941) — | forget.?> And Ron Randell, he came
down as Smithy (1946).

NH: Did that used to draw the crowds in if there was a star coming
down?

CA: Oh yes ... Oh we had five or six used to come down. And they
always had a little something in my office. It was always beer and ham

and onion sandwiches! (interview 22 6)

As a manager Charlie successfully used the popularity of movie stars to secure large
audiences at the Whiteway. While Australian stars could sometimes be relied upon to

22 Considering Charlie was manager of the Whiteway from 1946-52, Chips Rafferty was likely to have
been visiting promoting The Overlanders (1946) rather than Forty Thousand Horsemen (1941).
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visit in person, their Hollywood counterparts remained on the screen and stared down
from posters and photographs in the lobby. The discourse of stardom helped sell the
movies as well as many other related products such as clothing and hairstyles. As
movie stars were sold to the audiences of the Illawarra through newspaper
advertisements and articles, women’s magazines, posters and even sweet wrappers, this
encouraged a sense of intimacy with the stars of the screen that led local people to
identify with them as if they knew them. A detailed discussion about how local people

talked about and mimicked their favourite stars is included in chapter 4.

Local Identity

I would like to briefly refer to another way in which the experience of cinema-going
was sold to Illawarra audience — that of local identity and pride. Even in the early
advertisements there is a sense of the world coming to Wollongong with promises that
local audiences were seeing “the very latest pictures from every part of the world”
(Parkinson, 4) on “the only Machine of its kind in Australia (1) or “the only one of its
kind in this State”. Thus audiences were given the feeling that theirs was an exclusive
opportunity, and that their town or suburb had proved its worth by being considered
important enough to attract such cutting edge entertainment.

With metropolitan theatres securing the majority of film premieres and regional
audiences having to wait sometimes weeks for their turn, each time the theatres of the
region secured fast releases of the latest movies or showcased new technology, the
newspaper reports and advertisements championed them as examples of the importance
and high standing of a particular town or suburb. One example of this discourse
occurred when the Union chain announced its intent to bring sound to its theatres in the
Illawarra. The impending talkies were heralded in superlative style in the Mercury:

Yes its true! The Talkies are coming to the south coast and very soon.
The opening production will probably be presented during June. This is
indeed wonderful news - in fact it is the greatest announcement in the
entertainment sphere that has ever been made in the history of the south
coast ... Just think of it - very soon in our own centre, in our own theatre
[the Crown] we can see and hear the talking picture masterpieces that are

enthralling the public of the cities of the world. (17 May 1929 18)
61



The media hyperbole ensured high attendances when the talkies came to the region.
The first talkie in Thirroul caused a “traffic scene worthy of a city” when audiences
flocked to the premiere of The Rainbow Man (1929) (lllawarra Mercury 27 Sep. 1929
14). It is interesting to note that, in both the above reports, the Mercury uses the talkies
to equate the status of Thirroul with that of major cities that had also hosted the talking
pictures. Thus cinema was co-opted to promote the autonomy and success of regional
centres encouraging residents to see their town or suburb as just as good as major cities
such as Sydney. The intention was to boost local pride in the town and community and

therefore increase spending in local businesses, not just the theatres.

As Diane Collins has suggested, the presence of a cinema in a suburb meant that the
local people stayed within the suburb for their entertainment and so gained a sense of
local autonomy and confidence (“Entertainment” 69). In chapter 5 | discuss the
intimate relationship between cinema and local identity in greater detail. However, for
the moment it is sufficient to acknowledge that this discourse was utilised by advertisers
to attract audiences to the pictures through promises of experiences on a par with, or one

step ahead of, city audiences.

Innovative Marketing Strategies

As well as through established discourses of technical innovation, stardom and local
pride, cinema exhibitors in the region also utilised other techniques to attract people to
the movies. Cec Clark and his partner Matt Baumgarten (interview 25) used posters of
their own design to advertise their travelling picture show in the 1920s and 30s. Ever
the entrepreneurs, Cec and Matt also used to advertise the pictures in hotels and
restaurants where they stayed and would pay local school children to dress up in
costumes and parade around the streets with a hand bell advertising the picture show:

CC: The Man They Couldn’t Hang (1934) ... that was a really good one.
That’s how we came to dress a boy up as a convict in the streets [shouting]
“Tonight, tonight, come along and see the movie The Man They Couldn’t
Hang. Why couldn’t they hang him? Come along tonight and find out!”

(interview 25 9)
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Children advertising the film The King of Kings (1927)
Courtesy of Cec Clark

Charlie Anderson employed many marketing strategies and techniques to publicise the
pictures that were showing at the Port Kembla Whiteway. He advertised films on the
local radio stations and made use of widespread press advertising every week, which
occasionally included large pull-out “holiday programs”, that listed the forthcoming

cinema programs for a two-week holiday period (interview 22 11).

During holiday periods Charlie often decorated the Whiteway in the theme of the
holiday. For example one spring festival, he and the staff made hundreds of paper
flowers and decorated the Whiteway with them. Charlie showed films with a spring
theme in order to match the festival. Similarly, on Anzac Day, the theatre stage would
be decorated in green raffia with the words “Lest We Forget” printed boldly. Then the

Anzac Day service would take place at the theatre (7-8).

To promote the theatre Charlie also organised beauty contests with heats in local
caravan parks and a cash prize going to the winner. The women entering the contest
paraded on the back of a semi-trailer that was decorated to advertise the theatre (8). The

innovative methods that Cec Clark and Charlie Anderson employed to advertise their
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respective cinema businesses show that novelty attracted people as much as star gossip
and industry publicity.

To sum up, over the first half of the twentieth century, as cinema grew from a
mechanical wonder to a feature dominated mass entertainment, so the discourses used to
advertise the medium altered. At first caught up in technological innovation and
mechanical marvels, advertisements gradually became more confident of the
permanency of the moving pictures themselves and so concentrated on the screen
content. The advertisements were genre-focused, pulling in audiences with the promise
of comedy or melodrama, and then they proceeded to rely on the power and popularity
of movie stars to attract audiences. Meanwhile, throughout the period, substantial
technological developments in the industry, such as talking pictures, technicolour and
cinemascope, provided renewed impetus for winning more business. With the
secondary employment the cinemas provided to businesses in the vicinity, it is not
surprising that the advertisements also tapped into the discourse of local identity and

regional pride.

SUMMARY

This chapter has examined cinema exhibition in the Illawarra from the perspective of an
historical materialist approach. My initial overviews of the American and Australian
cinema industries were intended as points of reference for the Illawarra cinema industry
which developed both in subservience to national and international film industries and
yet also in departure from them. Screen content seen in the Illawarra, for example, was
in the majority secured through block booking and blind buying programs instigated by
the American production/distribution companies through film exchanges and later
through their own offices in Sydney, which determined what films would be seen and
what publicity material would be available about them. Similarly, the local chain
briefly came into the possession of one of the major national distribution companies,
Union Theatres in the late 1920s, although circumstances led to its return to local
control within three years.

In departure from the national trends, however, the regional circuit remained for the
most part locally run, even throughout the 1950s when Union Theatres and Hoyts

between them controlled most of the Sydney metropolitan and suburban theatres
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(Shirley and Adams 186). Additionally, local managers and exhibitors controlled and
packaged the content they received in ways that they believed would best appeal to local
audiences (see chapter 4). Thus the screen content was packaged creatively at a local

level and made for very different cinema-going experiences.

Additionally | have looked at how cinema was marketed through discourses of
technological ingenuity, stardom and local identity. Using newspaper advertisements
and articles, the data gathered by Bob Parkinson for his book about Illawarra theatres
and my interviews with local residents | have constructed a picture of a successful local
industry that adapted to changes in the way pictures were shown as well as to changes
in the regional and national economies. While coal mining in the north gave way to
steel making in the south and the Depression and the two world wars took their toll on
the region, cinema remained a constantly popular leisure activity until into 1950s by
adapting to changes and redefining itself as integral to local leisure activities.

Critique of the Historical Materialist Approach

The historical materialist perspective is a useful discourse with which to consider
cinema in the region in that it organises the story of cinema charting technical
innovations and changing business strategies. However, although the oral histories I co-
produced provided material which increased knowledge of the history of the cinema
industry in the Illawarra, they were also silent on many of its aspects. In particular, with
the exception of Charlie Anderson and Cec Clark (a cinema manager and travelling
showman respectively), there were hardly any references or anecdotes about the local
cinema industry itself or the problems that cinema owners had in competing with other
national and international chains. Neither was this a discourse available in the local

papers.

Olga Ferguson was alone among the cinema-goers, in reflecting on the way the cinema
industry developed over her lifetime when talking about the fortunes of her local picture
hall, the Scarborough Palace:

OF: The man from Coledale used to do the theatres. Him and his
brother.

NH: Was that the Yardley Brothers?
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OF: Yes, Yardleys. One week we’d have the main picture on first and
then it used to be taken at half time on a motorbike down to Coledale.
And they’d bring their picture back up for the second half and they’d
swap over. Perhaps the newsreel and the main picture would be up at
our place in Scarborough and the other ones would be on at Coledale.
That’s how they worked it.2

NH: The Yardleys went on to get the Arcadia in Thirroul.

OF: Yes, yes ... There was another lot. Dwyers [sic], something like
that.?* When Yardleys sold out another chap took it over.?® Can’t
remember his name - he used to live at Scarborough. They used to get
their films come through on the train from Sydney in tins. They used to
have to be taken up to the station. The postmaster often used to take them
as he was taking up the mail and they’d be sent back away with him...
People with money got into it. Especially when sound came - they had
to have bigger projectors. You had to have money to buy [the
equipment]. The smaller fella...well I don’t suppose he made much of a
living out of it - he had to sell because he couldn’t afford to buy the
machinery. Then it got up to a concern when money came into it with
management people and all that. Then | think different ones like Fox
Film used to put money into it to help them out. But when it first started

up it was more amateur. (interview 3 8)

Olga’s comments show an awareness of the problems of local exhibitors in the face of
technological change and more advantaged market competitors. However her
comments, although perceptive, do not show a detailed awareness of the fortunes of her
local cinema, certainly in comparison with the detail and insight in which she talked
about the rituals associated with going to the local cinemas. Indeed, it was the local

23 The Yardley brothers ran the Scarborough Palace hall and the Coledale Empire for a period prior to
1926 when both halls were taken over by Wollongong Theatres Propriety Limited (Parkinson 46-51).

24 Olga is probably thinking of the Dyer brothers who ran the Scarborough Palace hall and the Coledale
Empire from about 1928 until 1934 although they did not show movies continuously in this period
(Parkinson 47, 50). See also interview 12 for mention of the Dyers.

% This is likely to have been a Mr Furse who managed the Coledale Empire for Wollongong Theatres in

1926-7. As he was managing on behalf of the local chain he would have received his films from Sydney
as Olga recalls (Parkinson 50).
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practices of cinema-going and the ways in which cinema-going contributed to a sense of
personal and community identity that were the main areas of discussion by all the
people | interviewed about cinema in the Illawarra. These topics were hard to fit into

the historical materialist, industry focused discourse.

Therefore, although an historical materialist approach is one way of looking at cinema
in the Illawarra it is not necessarily a more complete way of talking about cinema than
are debates over film texts. The approach fails to find a space for the issues and subjects
which were discussed by the cinema-going audience and is therefore not sufficient a

way of organising this thesis as it leaves so much interesting material out.

Consequently, it is important to move outside of the historical materialist agenda in
order to explore audience memories of cinema-going and to see amongst which
discourses these memories are organised. The next two chapters therefore focus in
more detail on audiences and oral narratives in order to more appropriately examine
personal accounts of cinema-going in the Illawarra in the latter chapters of the thesis.
Chapter 2 looks at research about media audiences in order to see how they have been
approached and constructed by other disciplines and chapter 3 considers the particular
methodology of oral history in order to explore how people organise their memories

into narratives.

67



68



CHAPTER 2: AUDIENCES AND RECEPTION

As | have indicated in the previous chapter, an account of cinema in the Illawarra based
on the history of the cinema industry does not adequately reflect the kind of cinema
information discussed by Illawarra audience members in the oral history interviews I
co-produced. In fact, the business manoeuvres of the local cinema industry, like
national or international industry developments, were of peripheral concern to the
cinema-goers | talked to. Instead, they talked about the way cinema fitted into their
everyday lives, played a part in social relations and provided an entertainment that
became associated with pleasurable routines and rites of passage. Curious as to why
audiences talked about cinema in very different ways to historians, | decided to look in
greater detail at audience research in order to explore how audiences are represented
and through which discourses their insights are discussed.

In this chapter | would like to take the opportunity to distinguish different approaches to
audience studies. Research into cinema audiences is a fairly new phenomenon in cinema
studies, emerging in the last two decades and slowly becoming more confident of itself.
I shall look at some of the reasons why audience studies were so late to develop within
cinema studies departments. | shall also suggest that it was largely through the
development of the historical materialist approach that a consideration of cinema
audiences finally began to emerge, even if, as | will argue, we have to move beyond this
approach to fully get to grips with the meanings audiences invest in their cinema
experiences. | will look at the work of Robert C Allen, Janet Staiger and other historical
cinema researchers who have contributed to putting cinema audiences on the cinema
studies agenda. However, ultimately I find many of these studies fall short of providing
an explanation of how audiences assess their cinema-going experiences as they are
primarily concerned with how audience interpretations reflect certain moments in
history. Therefore | turn to the discipline of cultural studies, where other cinema
audience researchers (Bobo; Stacey; Kuhn) have suggested different ways of

considering audiences.

Cultural studies has a strong tradition of producing research about media audiences,

particularly television audiences. | shall look at cultural studies’ investment in audience
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research and will provide an overview of significant audience studies whilst outlining
some of the debates over power and representation that are currently circulating in this
field. As well as illustrating the growing importance of the audience to a broad range of
media studies, this chapter will situate my research in the space between cultural studies
and cinema studies alongside a small but growing number of studies (Stacey; Kuhn) that
consider the importance of the cinema audience to cultural analysis.

CINEMA STUDIES AND THE AUDIENCE

Cinema audiences have been asked about their film preferences and viewing habits
since early on in the medium’s history (Bertrand 146; Koszarski 25; Turnbull 175);
therefore, in a business sense, there has been a continuing interest in audiences. The
commercial film industries of, for example, the United States and Australia continue to
seek out and publish statistics, garnered from audiences, concerning the demographic
make up of their clientele and their preferred viewing habits in trade press (such as
Variety [USA] and AFI publications [Australia]). Such information ensures that
successful film formulae are repeated to the most profitable ends. Newspaper articles
and social commentary about film audiences and the movie going experience have also
accompanied the fortunes of the film industry (Bertrand). However, although the
cinema audience continues to be important in a business sense, it has been largely

neglected in film theory.

So what are the reasons for this? Firstly, the audience seems to have been distanced
from critical considerations of the medium since the institutionalisation of film theory
after the Second World War. Francesco Casetti provides a useful overview of this
process in his book, Theories of Cinema. He attributes this institutionalisation to several
phenomena. He suggests that after the war, cinema became acknowledged as a cultural
fact. It became acceptable to talk about cinema in scholarly terms and eventually
cinema began to be studied as a subject in itself in Italy and later Europe and the United
States (7-8).

At the same time film theory began to develop specialized characteristics. A more
exclusive field of expertise began to be defined which included a specific lexicography
(for example, the terminology associated with filmology, semiotics and psychoanalysis)

that effectively limited the number of people who could talk about film in theoretical
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terms. Casetti also describes a separation occurring between film theory and criticism
(so people talked about how films could be talked about rather than just about specific
films) and between theory and practice (thus distinguishing between what ideal films

should be and what films being produced actually were) (8-9).

Casetti also points to the internationalisation of film theory as contributing to the
process of institutionalisation, as the debates about cinema transcended local circles and
moved to international debates across academic institutions and film journals (9). The
institutionalisation of film theory relocated film debates from film clubs and magazines
to universities and journals. The average film-goer was provided with non-theoretical
discourses on cinema (centred mainly on film stars and their on and off screen lives)
through fan magazines and gossip columns, whereas serious film theory was seen as the
province of experts and academics. Thus a polarization occurred between the theoretical
debate about film conducted within critical circles and the popular discussion of film
amongst audience members. Not only was the audience not included in debates about

film: film theory stopped talking about the audience.

The main concern of film theory after the Second World War (until the development of
historical materialist research into the economics of the film industry in the 1970s and
then, recently, the tendency toward film audience research) was the film text. In this
approach films are studied from a number of angles, for example, how they affect the
hypothetical spectator, how they represent concerns of the time or how they contribute
to the profile of a genre, director or star. On a practical note, of course, textual analysis
is easier to perform and advance for the solo researcher than is audience work.
Audience research involves overcoming practical and methodological difficulties and
negotiating the differences that inevitably occur between abstract theoretical positioning
of the spectator and the opinions and complex motivations of actual audience members.

As Jackie Stacey points out:

The film text is a discrete object of study which is usually accessible, in
contrast to spectators who have to be selected, contacted, and whose tastes,
opinions and feelings have to be collected before any analysis can even
begin. (Star Gazing 12)
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Further explanations are offered by Robert C Allen who points out that methodological
and theoretical difficulties arise “when questions of audience are cast in the past tense”
(“From Exhibition to Reception” 351). For cinema, the period of greatest audience
consumption (when it could best be deemed a “mass” medium) was in the 1920s, 30s
and 40s. Therefore, to study cinema at the height of its popularity one has to talk to
people about what it was like to go to the pictures in these decades. Relying on peoples’
recollections of cinema (as opposed to asking them about a television program they
have just watched or are watching) requires a close examination of memory processes.
As accounts are necessarily re-presentations of remembered events and feelings, they
are influenced and shaped by the passage of time and the storytelling process. As

Jackie Stacey suggests:

Memory ... involves a set of complex cultural processes: these operate at
a psychic and a social level, producing identities through the negotiation
of “public” discourses and “private” narratives. These histories of
spectatorship are retrospective reconstructions of a past in the light of the
present and will have been shaped by popular versions of (the past)
which have become cultural currency during the intervening years. (63)

I will deal in more detail with the issues of memory and representation in the following
chapter but it is important to understand from the outset that these intersect with
theories of the audience. Cultural studies of television audiences have mainly been
undertaken with audiences of contemporary television programs and therefore have not
had to deal with the in(ter)vention of memory across a long period of time whereas
researching the popular eras of the cinema necessitates getting to grips with its
complexities.® The problems that the passage of time and the intricacies of memory
bring to research about cinema audiences might account for the scarcity of cinema

audience studies dealing with the first half of the twentieth century.

% There have been historical studies of the reception of television (Spigel; Mellencamp quoted in
Brunsdon, D’Acci and Spigel 60-73) but these have generally been researched through popular
magazines, newspaper articles, cartoons and televisions programs themselves rather than through
audience testimonies.

72



Finally, there have been significant theoretical differences between film and television
studies that have tended to point cultural studies towards audience work and cinema
studies towards textual analysis. One television audience researcher, David Morley,
suggests that cinema studies has neglected the audience because it has concentrated on
the film as a text and its effects on the theoretical spectator without pursuing the politics
of the viewing context or actual audience readings (Television, Audiences and Cultural
Studies 157). Hence, television studies have been concerned with “social audiences”

whilst film studies have concentrated on the theoretical “spectator” (Staiger 49).

Cinema studies as a discipline has often been aligned with psychoanalytic theories that
have sought to explain the identification processes that occur when spectators watch a
film. This method sees identity as fluid and changing and is interested in the way
hypothetical spectators align themselves with positions in the movie during the film

showing. As Stacey explains:

... the methodological emphasis on textual analysis within film studies
has its foundations in the belief that feminine and masculine “identities”
are produced by textual practices and not vice versa. This derives from
the poststructuralist view that language speaks us and not the other way
around. Hence, theories of spectatorship in film studies frequently
demonstrate little interest in the spectator before she enters the cinema,
focusing instead on the production of spectator positions by film texts.
(Star Gazing 73)

By contrast, as | will explain later in this chapter, cultural studies has become
particularly interested in the social and cultural background of the television audience
and sees these locations as a way of deciphering the meanings produced by viewers
from specific texts. This assumes that social identities are formed prior to watching a
program and can account, in part, for the politics of the viewing context and the

decoding of certain television texts.

At its most basic, cultural studies, while acknowledging the problems of interpretation,
takes audience accounts as evidence whereas psychoanalytic film theory argues that

these audience responses themselves have to be “read” in order to decipher their
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unconscious meanings (Stacey 77). Both positions are, of course, problematic, as the
first does not allow for the possibility that personal motivations may affect the
construction of an audience member’s account, whereas the second assumes that the
“researcher knows best” and is capable of deciphering what a particular audience

member’s account “really” means.

Historical Materialism and the Cinema Audience

Casetti has suggested that a turn towards audience studies in film theory began to occur
in the early 1980s (277). Given this is now two decades ago, it is surprising how small
the body of cinema audience work is that has been produced to date. | have detailed
some of the practical reasons for this above. However, I would now like to draw
attention to what work has been produced and the theoretical positions that have been

taken.

Although psychoanalytic approaches to the film text imagined a theoretical spectator, a
consideration of actual cinema audiences didn’t begin to occur in cinema studies until
the historical materialist approach gained currency in the late 1970s and beyond. The
historical materialist approach to cinema studies is introduced in the previous chapter.
Researchers in this field (Bordwell; Gomery; Staiger; Maltby; and Vasey) conducted
historical research into the American cinema industry and asserted that a film text
cannot be understood on its own but should instead be considered in the context of the
historical development of the film industry, in particular through the practices of

production, distribution and exhibition.

The cinema audience began to be invoked, but not studied separately, in some historical
materialist texts as the cinema-going section of the American public to whom the
industry marketed its films and stars and whose dollars the industry’s various economic
strategies were aimed at securing. Writers such as Douglas Gomery began to talk about
audiences in terms of their cinema-going experiences and how those experiences
changed with various technological developments and marketing strategies. The cinema
audience was realised through trade magazines quoting audience attendance numbers
and through social factors which affected audience priorities and so caused the industry
to rethink its marketing strategies. Gomery’s development of the American cinema

industry is summarised in chapter 1.
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While Gomery provides a straightforward historical account of industry developments
in the US which includes comments about the ways in which cinema audiences
experienced going to the pictures, other researchers have used a historical materialist
approach to consider the audience more directly in terms of reception. The term
reception should be considered a compulsory fourth term within cinema studies after
production, distribution and exhibition, but it has not yet become synonymous with
them. Instead, opinions about reception studies vary from the study of the reception of
various films (Staiger) to a broader range of reception practices that an audience
member engages in when going to the pictures (Allen “From Exhibition to Reception”).

Janet Staiger, for example, chooses to look at how historical discourses affect the
interpretation strategies open to audiences when they discuss particular films. Staiger’s
book, Interpreting Films, provides an overview of reception studies that compares
cultural studies and film studies approaches to interpretation. Like Morley, Staiger
asserts that the majority of film (and literary) criticism has been “text activated”: that
“the reader is constituted by the text” (9). She also outlines “reader activated” theories,
found in cultural studies, which look at how texts are appropriated and meaning is made
by the reader (see discussion of the active audience later in this chapter). Staiger herself
chooses a “context-activated” method that attempts to hold up the text and reader as
equally important in the creation of meaning that occurs in specifically historical

contexts.

Staiger’s historical materialist approach is concerned with locating audience readings
and interpretations of film texts within their historical context, taking into account and
tracing as far as possible the discursive strategies available to and the subject positions
or “imaginary selves” taken up by individuals. She says of the method: “It would not
interpret texts but would attempt an historical explanation of the event of interpreting a
text” (80-1).

To illustrate this approach Staiger uses Hitchcock’s film, Rear Window (1954), as a case
study. First she looks at text-activated readings made by film critics who have seen the
film as generating questions of spectatorship, voyeurism and social commentary for the

audience. She then suggests how a British Cultural Studies academic might approach
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the text, by examining how audiences from various social groups might make various

readings of the film depending on what characters and situations they can identify with.

Finally Staiger turns to her preferred historical materialist approach to the text by
examining the “contextual reading strategies” available to the film-goer in the 1950s
(89). To do this she looks at reviews of Rear Window from the time of its release and
concludes that they tend to be concerned with what the text reveals about society, most
concluding it was a treatise on urban living, a major social concern at the time. In this
short example Staiger illustrates how historically situated concerns and discourses can

influence how a text is interpreted.

Staiger uses film reviews of the 1950s to elicit the historically situated reading strategies
available to audiences. However, she acknowledges that her conclusions are “tentative”
and do not cover the wide range of reviews available or seek out marginal readings of
the film (89). While Staiger’s approach is useful in reminding us that an audience
member’s opinions of cinema-going and particular films are intimately bound up with
discourses of the time, she clearly fails to engage with audience readings of this film.
People who remember seeing Rear Window on its release would have provided an
interesting counterpoint to the film reviews Staiger uses and could have helped explore

the extent to which the film reviewers’ discourses affected audience readings.

A different approach is offered by Robert C Allen who, in 1990, proposed a model
through which to consider film reception. Allen’s interest in film reception was formed
when he was asked to teach a film history course and found that there was little or no
mention of film audiences or exhibition practices in the material. The course he was
expected to teach, like so many other film courses at that time and still, looked at film
history as a succession of film texts and influential film directors.

Instead, Allen proposed that due attention be paid to reception. In this article, he
divides reception into four components worthy of separate attention: exhibition,
audience, performance and activation. Exhibition concerns the “institutional and
economic” aspects of reception; who saw which films at which venues under whose
auspices (349). Allen suggests that American film audience tastes and behaviour had

been surmised from research about New York exhibition practices, which he claims
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were atypical from those in the rest of the country. Allen points out that that 71% of US
citizens saw their first movies in rural settings, in local halls and tents through itinerant
travelling showmen or small exhibitors. He calls for further studies into local exhibition
practices to be undertaken and draws attention to research his graduate students are

undertaking into exhibition practices in North Carolina (350).

In terms of the audience, Allen notes the methodological difficulties involved in
collating audience research but insists that scholars need to consider, “the size and
constitution of audiences for specific films; and the relationship of movie-going
patterns to race, gender, class, ethnicity, and other variables” (351). He calls for
research to be undertaken into the social meanings attached to movie-going and the
ways in which film advertising constructs and aims itself at particular audiences.
Thirdly, Allen calls for research into aspects of the cinema performance: what else

makes up the experience of cinema-going, apart from the movie.?’

Finally, Allen describes activation, a term borrowed from literary criticism to describe
the ways in which audience members and particular groups make sense of certain
aspects of reception. Here, Allen lists a variety of sources for researchers of activation,
including unearthing local records, looking at old newspaper advertisements for films
and theatres, studying old town architecture and “interviewing grandparents” (355).
Although oral histories with audience members are included in Allen’s list of sources,
they come last in his list after written sources revealing, perhaps, a preference for

written over oral sources common to many historians.

Allen has continued to research cinema audiences in the US, encouraging his students to
find out more about cinema-going in their local area. He has an article awaiting
publication on the experiences of rural cinema audiences (“Decentering Historical
Audience Studies”) which reveals marked differences in the cinema-going experiences
of regional and metropolitan American cinema audience members and challenges
cinema historians to find out more about the diversity of the cinema-going experiences
across class, race and geographical locations. Other researchers have also taken up his

27 philip Corrigan has described some of the aspects of performance as “... the queues, the entrance stalls,
the foyer, cash desk, concourse, entering the cinema, the gangway, the seats, the music, the lights fading,
darkness, the screen which begins to glow as the silk curtains open” (quoted in Morley Television 158).
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call for further studies into film audiences. For example, in the United States, Gregg
Bachman has written about audience memories of silent pictures and Tom Stempel has
recently published a collection of cinema-goers’ descriptions of their movie experiences
in the second half of the twentieth century. In Britain the British Film Institute has
recently published three collections of essays on film audiences edited by Melvyn
Stokes and Richard Maltby, Annette Kuhn has been researching British cinema
audiences of the 1930s and Mark Jancovich is about to publish a book about cinema-
going in Nottingham.?® However, these researchers have yet to provide a model for

considering audience narratives within a framework of cultural analysis.

After failing to find a way of representing the issues raised by Illawarra audiences
within cinema studies, | decided to turn to cultural studies. Audience research has
played a significant role in cultural studies and has developed within different
theoretical frameworks that attempt to link specific media practices such as television

viewing or cinema-going to meaning-making in everyday life.

CULTURAL STUDIES AND THE AUDIENCE

As we know, in the bad old days television audiences were considered
passive consumers, to whom things happened as television’s miraculous
powers affected them. According to choice, these (always other) people
turned into zombies, transfixed by bourgeois ideology or filled with
consumerist desires. Happily, so the story goes, it was discovered that
this was an inaccurate picture because in fact, these people were out
there in front of the set, being active in all kinds of ways and making

critical/oppositional readings of dominant critical forms, perceiving

28 Film Consumption and the City, which is awaiting publication by the British Film Institute is the result
of a research project coordinated by Mark Jancovich at Nottingham University. This ambitious project
uses oral history interviews with local residents to find out how film consumption in Nottingham has
changed over the years as the venues for watching movies have also changed. The study seems to take an
historical materialist approach to film-going which outlines the changes in watching movies that have
happened in the last century. However, while the use of oral history interviews is to be commended, what
may be absent from this study is a consideration of what cinema-going meant to Nottingham audiences
and how changing reception conditions changed the significance of the practice for audience members.
Instead, as with the other examples | have mentioned above, the cinema audience may well be used to
describe cinema exhibition practices in a particular location rather than to illuminate the cultural
significance of cinema to its audience.
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ideological messages selectively/subversively etc. So it seems we
needn’t worry. (Morley Television 18)

Here David Morley, an experienced audience researcher and commentator whose work |
shall examine shortly, tells a cautionary tale about attributing all power to either the
media text or to the audience. | would like to expand on this potted history of cultural
studies and the audience in order to draw out theories and methods that are pertinent to

my own research and to the field of audience studies and film theory in general.

One of the main areas of focus for cultural studies has been television and the degree of
influence and control it exerts over the lives and opinions of viewers. Stuart Hall
developed a fundamental theory of how meaning is circulated in the production and
reception of television programs which he termed “encoding/decoding” (first published
in 1973). It was fundamental because it broke with the previously unquestioned linear
communication models that described communication as proceeding from the sender
through a message to the receiver. This is also known as the “hypodermic” model
(Morley Television 45), whereby viewers are conceived as passive recipients of the
messages of television, a view associated with the Frankfurt School in the 1930s.2°

Seeing such communication models as too linear and fixed, Hall broke down the

communication process into a more complex series of relations:

It is possible (and also useful) to think of this process in terms of a
structure produced and sustained through the articulation of linked and
distinctive moments — production, circulation, distribution / consumption
reproduction. ... The object of these practices is meanings and messages
... organised ... through the operation of codes within the syntagmatic

chain of discourse. (“encoding/decoding” 128)

29 While members of the Frankfurt School (eg Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse) conceived what is now
deemed the ‘hypodermic’ model of communication in response to the rise of fascism in Europe many
members emigrated to America in the 1930s and their communication model came to be seen as
American (Morley Television 45-6).
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According to Hall, before a message is sent it has to be coded into a recognisable
discursive formation. He uses the example of an historical event and explains that
television producers cannot relay the whole event on television; instead they must
condense it and package it according to codes within the televisual discourse circulating
at a given time (129).%° When the program is aired a number of meanings are possible.
However, the television viewer then decodes the program in either a dominant-

hegemonic, negotiated or oppositional way.

Hall describes a “lack of fit” (131) between encoding and decoding that arises from the
different viewpoints and structures of broadcasters and audiences. Therefore, people
interpret television programs depending on the extent to which they conform or diverge
from the dominant message that the program producers seem to have intended for a

particular program.

A dominant-hegemonic reading is one in line with the status quo and the intent of the
program producers. A negotiated reading takes on aspects of the producers’ intent but
is interpreted through other personal meaning making strategies. Hall uses the example
of a news item on an industrial relations bill that will limit wages and take away the
right to strike action. The report is presented in a dominant-hegemonic way that sees
the bill as necessary in the national interest. A negotiated reading is one that accepts the
dominant interpretation whilst also maintaining contradictory personal exceptions. For
instance, a viewer who sees the industrial relations bill as being in the national interest
may at the same time stand by her right to strike for better pay. Finally, an oppositional
reading works directly against the dominant-hegemonic reading; as exemplified by the
viewer who sees the news item and reads every mention of the national interest as a
reference to class interest. Hall concludes his essay on “encoding/decoding” by stating
that a significant political moment is achieved when someone who would normally hold

a negotiated reading takes on an oppositional reading (135).

30 Although Hall uses the example of an historical event being transformed into a news item it could just
as easily be a dramatic interpretation of an event or a fictional program that reflects the discourses and
televisual codes of the time. He acknowledges that the process by which television producers encode
stories and events into dominant forms which coincide with the views of the dominant groups in society
is a process worthy of more attention but does not go into details of that process in this essay.

3L These three readings follow the work of sociologist, Frank Parkin who conceived of dominant,
subordinate and radical positions.
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Judith Mayne provides constructive criticism of the encoding/decoding model in her
essay, “Paradoxes of Spectatorship”, suggesting that all readings are in fact

negotiations:

It is highly unlikely that one will find any pure instances of dominant or
oppositional readings. In other words, a purely dominant reading would
presume no active intervention at all on the part of the decoder, while a
purely opposition would assume no identification at all with the
structures or interpellation of the text. (172)

This point seems to have been taken up by Hall himself in a later interview when he

acknowledges:

The problem, if you translate these two positions (dominant and
oppositional) into politics, is that you get back into a very determinist
position. You either have a false consciousness of a perfectly transparent
reading or a perfectly revolutionary ... always oppositional subject. So |
want something in between. So | simply talk about the negotiated code.
And the negotiated code is in the paper as one position but, of course, it
is not one position at all...the truth is negotiated readings are probably

what most of us do most of the time. (“Reflections” 265)

David Morley’s now famous study published in 1980 on The ‘Nationwide’ Audience
(quoted in Television 75-118) was an attempt at examining Hall’s “encoding/decoding”
model with reference to a specific television program, Nationwide, and particular
viewers’ readings of it. Nationwide was a British television program shown in the
1970s and 80s on weeknights in the early evening, and its content was a mixture of
current affairs and human-interest stories. In this pioneering study Morley showed
episodes of Nationwide to members of various socio-economic groups (trade union
members, art students, student teachers, bank managers, apprentices) with the intention
of finding out whether certain groups shared, modified or rejected the dominant-

hegemonic ways in which the programs had been encoded.
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Morley found that the people he showed the episodes of Nationwide to decoded specific
programs in a variety of different ways, often making dominant, negotiated and
oppositional readings from different segments of the same program. He suggested that
a person’s readings were, to a certain degree, common to his or her socio-economic
group.®? For example, shop stewards were more likely to produce oppositional readings
and bank managers to produce dominant-hegemonic readings which were broadly in
line with whether their class interests were being represented by the program or not.
However, class was not clearly aligned with all readings and it was not easy to predict
which group would come up with which type of reading. For example, Morley found
that apprentices, print managers and bank managers were the groups most likely to
make dominant readings even though they were not all from the same class, or from the
class whose interests were most obviously aligned to those of the dominant-hegemonic
group (117).

Morley’s research showed that audience members decode programs in individual and
socio-cultural ways that are complex and sometimes contradictory. Most importantly
this study refuted the notion that a dominant ideology is necessarily passively absorbed
by all television viewers and supported Hall’s model of decoded readings. He
concluded:

It might be best to think of the audience less as an undifferentiated mass
of individuals than as a complicated pattern of overlapping sub-groups
and sub-cultures within which individuals are situated. (87)

Hall’s encoding/decoding theory, tested out by Morley in the Nationwide study,
changed the way cultural theorists treated the audience. Whereas it had been assumed
by followers of the Frankfurt School that the popular audience more or less received the
doctrine of the ruling classes through the media, it was now accepted that not all
audience members received this message unquestioned but made readings of their own
which differed because of their lived experiences and backgrounds. In this way some
audience members were resisting cultural hegemony by making oppositional readings to

32 However Morley does not explore the extent to which group members (consciously or unconsciously)
policed themselves so as to achieve common readings.
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the intended program messages. Morley’s conclusions also point towards a number of
television audiences rather than “the television audience” as a single entity. His
research recognised that particular groups and subject positions lead to particular

program readings.

During the 1980s cultural studies saw a rapid expansion of audience-centred research.
Feminist researchers began to look at television audiences in terms of gender. As
Brunsdon, D’Acci and Spigel have pointed out, the turn to audience studies in feminist
research came from a concern about gender stereotypes within television programming,
but also in response to what was seen as a patronising and dismissive attitude to female
viewers and viewing choices (4-5). Concentrating on television programs popular with
women, in particular soap operas, research exploring the relationship between female
viewers and specific soap operas, such as len Ang's study Watching Dallas and
Dorothy Hobson’s research about Crossroads, began to reclaim women’s viewing

choices as legitimate areas of concern and analysis.

Alongside Janice Radway’s research into readers of romance fiction, early feminist
television audience research provided a significant body of work that attempted to
account for women’s investment in cultural forms which appeared to uphold the
conditions of patriarchy. Consequently the results from these studies pointed to
negotiated readings being made demonstrating that women were not cultural dupes
succumbing to capitalist and patriarchal cultural formations, but were reading
characters’ predicaments and traits from a feminist perspective or trying different

subjectivities on for size, as in the case of Ang’s Dallas viewers:

In the play of fantasy we can adopt positions and “try out” these
positions without having to worry about their “reality value” ... At the
level of fantasy we can occupy these positions without having to
experience the actual consequences. It may well be, then, that these
identifications can be pleasurable ... because they create the possibility
of being pessimistic, sentimental or despairing with impunity — feelings
which we can scarcely allow ourselves in the battlefield of actual social,
political or personal struggles, but which can offer a certain comfort if

we are confronted by the contradictions we are living in (134).
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Feminist cultural studies research into television audiences began to articulate the
relationship of female viewers to particular programs. This research sounded a warning
about the sexism that had previously been employed to dismiss female viewing choices
and therefore put the politics of representation on the agenda for audience studies.
Cultural studies researchers who legitimised audience studies, such as Radway, Ang and
Morley, soon began to realise that representing audiences was not an uncomplicated
process. These early studies were largely text based, concentrating on how people
interpreted specific television programs (or romantic novels in Radway’s case). They
did not consider the viewing context: the situations in which people watched television
and what television viewing meant to different viewers. Researchers like Morley and
Hobson, therefore, started to investigate the viewing context and also began to consider
the extent to which meanings are produced by audiences or determined by producers:
the degree of activity that can be ascribed to audience readings. These particular issues,
the viewing context, power and representation and the active audience shall now be

considered in turn:

The Viewing Context and the Ethnographic Approach

Morley’s Nationwide study had been conducted by screening episodes of the program to
groups of people from the Midlands region (where the programs were broadcast) and
from London who were enrolled in particular educational courses, including trade union
and management training courses as well as further and higher education programs. The
screenings of the program and the discussions were conducted in the educational

Venues.

Although the results were informative in terms of program readings, Morley became
concerned that this study did not consider the impact of the viewing context of each
audience member. He realised that he was asking groups to analyze a program that they
might not usually watch in a situation that was very different to that of television

viewing in their individual homes.

Therefore, in 1986, Morley’s next study, Family Television (quoted in Television 159-
69), involved interviewing working class and lower-middle class families from South

London in their own homes to further examine the dynamics of television viewing.
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While the Nationwide study was controlled to examine class differences, Family
Television was designed so as to examine family viewing differences. Significantly, the
methodology reveals a concern with determining differences within families rather than
between them, as the families studied were all nuclear families from the same area,

similar social classes and the same race (144).

This time Morley was interested in learning about how television was watched within
families: who controlled what the family watched, which programs were preferred by
different family members and how different family members watched television. The
results pointed to strong gender differences and specific power relations played out in
family viewing situations. In general, the father considered television a leisure pursuit
to be enjoyed with his full attention. Meanwhile, the mothers saw television as a guilty
pleasure and watched distractedly whilst doing other household chores. Gender
differences also determined program choices; the men preferring news and current

affairs programs, while the women enjoyed serials and drama (147-155).

More often than not the father controlled the remote and determined what programs
were watched in the evening. However, in one case where a man was unemployed and
at home for most of the day, the rest of the family picked their evening programs first,
as it was supposed that the father could catch up with the programs he missed on the
video the next day. Morley’s results suggest that while a person’s socio-economic group
along with their gender or race can indicate what cultural codes they have access to and
so what likely readings may be made about television programs, the context of

television viewing circumstances can also effect particular readings (169).

This study and others like it (Gray; Hobson) began to develop an ethnographic approach
to audience studies that took account of the viewing context as much as individual
program readings. Borrowed from the field of anthropology, ethnography refers to the
intimate study of small groups or communities through a variety of methods such as
participant observation, interviewing and commenting on the experiences and

interactions.

Ethnographies are “essentially contestable” (Morley Television 189). Therefore it is

wise not fall into the trap of claiming to represent the “reality” of any particular group,
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as it will be automatically bound up in the suppositions and opinions of the
ethnographer, not to mention being affected by her or his very presence or questions.
Nevertheless, attempts to explore as much of the social situation as possible so as to
guess at the meaning behind certain aspects of culture and behaviour moved towards a

more holistic approach to cultural analysis. Ang explains:

The critical promise of the ethnographic attitude resides in its potential to
make and keep our interpretations sensitive to concrete specificities, to
the unexpected, to history; it is a commitment to submit ourselves to the
possibility of, in Paul Willis” words, “being surprised”, of reaching
knowledge not prefigured in one’s starting paradigm. (Living Room Wars
52)

This approach is further explored by Janice Radway in “Reception Study: Ethnography
and the problems of Dispersed Audiences and Nomadic Subjects”. Radway criticises
previous ethnographic studies of media audiences as too “narrowly circumscribed”. She

explains:

Ethnographers of media use have ... tended to rule out as beyond our
purview questions of how a single leisure practice intersects with or
contradicts others, how it is articulated to our subjects’ working lives.
(367)

As the title of Radway’s article suggests, individual subjects are nomadic, taking
meanings and messages from a variety of cultural experiences and practices. Therefore,
in Radway’s view, cultural studies needs to move away from media specific audience
studies based on particular cinema or television content responses, and start to grapple
with the ways in which audience members move between the various subject positions

that are on offer from a variety of cultural forms.

Radway is calling for a holistic approach to audience studies that looks at how
individuals articulate and make sense of their lives and take up certain versions of the
world and their place in it over others. Here she uses Hall’s emphasis on the dual

meaning of the term “articulation” as both speaking and making a link. Radway calls for
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a large scale community study which looks at reception practices across institutions,
such as the home, at school, and in “leisure worlds”, in order to see how meaning
making strategies intersect in everyday life (372). Although less ambitious, my project
has a similar aim in that it attempts to trace how cinema-going as a leisure practice fitted

into a network of meaning-making and identity-forming strategies.

Power and Representation

Radway now criticises her initial study of romance readers for distancing the readers
she studied from her own position as interpreter of their reading patterns. She points
out that, although the conclusion of Reading the Romance attempted to valorise her

readers’ suggestion that in some ways romance reading might empower women,

Nevertheless that conclusion still repeats the familiar pattern whereby the
commentator distances herself as knowing analyst from those who,

engrossed and entranced by fantasy, cannot know. (“Romance” 214)

Radway’s comment highlights one of the dangers of representing audiences, that of
using the audience one creates to highlight the difference between the viewing audience
and the knowing commentator. This is a problem that is not easy to fix. As | shall
suggest later in this chapter, all audiences are inevitably representations that serve the
needs of the researcher. However, although it may not be possible to avoid such
representations, it is important to examine the way in which these relationships are

constructed and defined (see also chapter 3).

One of the ways in which this problematic has been challenged has been in recent work
on television fans. Studies such as Jenkins’ Textual Poachers and Harrington and
Bielby’s Soap Fans have attempted to deal with the distinction between knowing
commentator and fan communities 