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THOSE WERE THE DAYS

EEMINISCENGCES DY A MONEER OF THE EARLIEST DAYS
OF CINEMATOGRAPHY

CECIE HEPWORTH

*

When one wants to talk abour the r*;u’l}r d:;}'s meﬁimvmaking it
s extremely difficalt to know where to begin. You know so
much already about present-day methods; abour producers,
directors, actors and actresses, camera-men, art directors, tech-
nicians, electricians, musicians, cutting-room experts amnd con-
tinaity gitls, that it is practically impossible for you to visualise
a time when not one of these people existed. And yet we made
films — of a sort. Crude they were in the extreme, but we like
tor think tha their halting steps led pradually to better things
and pointed in the end to that near perfection which is your
heritage to-day.

[ think I must begin with the Royal Polytechnic Institution in
London's Upper Regent Street, IF that were in existence now, it
wotild be abour 120 years old, but [ am thinking of some sizry-
five Fears g, when ic was o me, and o chousands of ocher
small boys, the place of cur utter delight, For gachered under
that one rool wers examples af all the latesy sclenvific achieve-
ments of the day. There was a model electric railway with trains
that ran all by themselves, and alongside that railway were a
couple of Wheels of Life, Zoctropes, which gave movement to
drawings ofliving figures There was a Bimousauromatonwhich

walked o tight rope along the whaole length of the great hall =1
never found out how chat was done, There was amonster induc-

tion coil giving a :;p:trk which they said would kill & horse, and
a huge hictional electricicy machine from which, turning it
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slowly, you could draw miniatire lig]itnim_; into vour small and |

ik 1
rather scared knuckles. And then for sixpence vou could eake | fﬂ II:J
your seat with a dozen other small boys in the big Diving Bell Th
and be completely submerged, with your feer dangling jus: | 20 F
above the surface of the water which the cantained air was Tk
pressing down. [ have heard it said {with complete disregard of oA
the trith) thar the band played particularly loudly while the e
diving bell was going down, so as to smother the serodms ofthe B s
drowning people inside! _ B
In the optical theatre, which was a notable part of the old it
Polytechnic, all thar was known of magic-lantern projection | i
was demonstrated to the full, andin irs aperating-rocin, which, firr Tx
Iremember, ran the whole width of the theatre, some twelve o don't
more lanterns were installed. many of them using hand-painted vag
slides, nov photographs, of various sizes up- o tencinches in thisgs
diameter, Beale's Choreut oscope was shown here frequently (an -
carly form of very crude Living Pictures), and there were maEny | ool
other optical devices of great popular appeal. In this theatre ment
there were daily lectures, mildly instructional bue alwaysenter- |0
taining, by such men as B. J. Malden, my own father T, C, e
Hepworth and Professor Bepper. Here the famous ‘Pepper's M
Cihost' was horn, also the very clever ghostillusion invented by Tiid:
J-1. Walker, the organ builder. Indeed. the very air about that | pio
spot is filled with ghosts for those whose memories will carry amyl
back so far. I am told that on the day the old Polytechnic was i
closed for ever, [ 'was found, a very forlorn licdle boy, lying on LT
the stone steps before the closed front door, weeping my heart sCerle
L ofal
Who can doubetliac if the old Polytechnic had lived it would a bor
have been the very place to have welcomed and honoured the i
new art-science which was destined, thou ghnooneknew ivthen, e
to be the greatest medium for education and entertiinment the | paint
world has ever kiiown ? It seems almose like a sensate ace of fate | B,
that when & clever Frenchman was searchin i London for a suit- sepat

able hall in which ro exhibic his new invention af Living Photo-
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graphs, he should have drifted to one built on that vary spot and
set up his apparatus there,

The name of that Frenchman was Louis Lummiere: the date,
20 Feb., 1896,

That was the dare of the first public showing of films in chis
country. Wichout counting some earlier, very brave, bat nor
successful actempis; without counting many inventors' pipe-
dreams which never came to birch, thar was, 5o tospeak, the
official birthday of the cinematograph here,

Lam not going to attempt to delve into the actial history of
rnematography, partly because the history of an invention is,
for most people, very dry and uninteresting; partly because |
don't myself know much abéur it — it is s0 lirgely a marrer of
vague rumour and conflicting memories — and party because
the real incerese searts witch the showing upon ascreenina pubdic
assembly. Butitisnor o b supposed that Lumitce is o have che
wheole credic, or anythinglike it. The courage of the early experis
menters, even the pipe-dreamers who only conceived but went
no-furcher, all contributed something - and who knows char ic
Wasn'Timportant ? - to that notable birthday.

Me¢Thad nosharein it. There was nothing ofcourage inwhae
Idid. It was always just a lark for me. Bven now, after A fry years
ofit, what little I do is still something of a lark] I was suckled on
amyl acetate and reared on celluloid.

Did 1 say the beginners were very cride? Hereizan exampleof
it. The stage was a back garden at Walton-or-Thames. The
scenery was three flats painted by me. Terepresented the side wall
of a lictle house with a practicable window. I (the only acror), as
a burglar with a black beard, climbed in at the window {scene 1)
and climbed out again with the swag {scene 3), Then the three
flaes were turned round, for the interior of the same house wWis
painited thereon, and the hurgl:u- was seen inside (scene 2), It
wag, | think, the firss time thar 4 ‘story’ had been produced in
separate scenes, The drawback was thatin che middle scene the
burglar was clean-shaven, forin the excirement ofchanging the
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scenery [ had entirely forgotten o put on my beard. We helda|

- little inquest on it afterwards and decided thay it wasn'e suffici- | -
| -

| ently IMPOTEANE to warrant are-take, and though wesold fmany

| copics we never had a complaine| P

There were only two or three of us in the lirtls Company at
Walcon, and we did everything ourselves. Firse we thoupht of 3 | |
story; then we painted the SCETIETY if'it wasn'e all open air, as i T
usually was. Then we acred and photographed it, the one who |
wis not acting turning the handle. Then we developed and
printed it, and ool it our e our fair-ground customers = there | |
were no Flectric Palaces’ in those days, not even converted | |
shops. After that we reassembled and put our heads together to 1
think of another story, |

Story pictures were only part of our output. For instance, | I
photographed Queen Victoria's visit to Dublin, and thar was | 1
Mo, 96 in our cataloguel I

A very great deal of what would now be called News-Reel t
material was made by the lictle company from Waleon and @

helped to swell our catalogue, and in among it we made trick |
pictures; comics, dramas (racher small ones ar first), and almeost |t
every kind of film you could think of. And while we were gradu- | |
ally building up from the cridity of the first fifty-footers (show- |

inge-time, ﬁfky seconds) to bigger, better, and more worth-while c
pictures, other people were feeling their way from thecircus tent, | o
through the villape hall, the converzed shop, and rhe glaring :

‘Blectric Palace” towards the comiore and magrificence of the

modern picture theatre. Thad a tiny sharein thar movement too,

for before | even dreamed ufmn!ciug pletures mysel[ ] bought a iy
eertible mechanism for a guinen; fitted it on to a limelight lan- | 1«
termn and, with halfa dozen throvweon forey-foor Alms of BW. a
Paul'sand abour a hundred lantern slides ofmy own, Lrouted the 5
country and gave an hourand a half's entercainment in chirch

reoms, mechanics’ instirutes, and the like, It ook some litele 5

ingenuity to make those six miserable licde Alms Gl ot the
time. [ showed them, repeated them, showed them backwards,

]
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showed them again and arjued with the people in them or
stopped them in peculiarly awkward articudes, Anyway, | go
away with it and had ALY TEPERL G Ea TeInents, |_11:|iiding up
thie TepLIEoire with the money [ parned. *

Lthank the special providence who looks after amatears and
fools for the fact that I never had an accident, for my licde
maching was set up on a borrowed rable in the middle of the
atddience; and there werg no Eafct}f precauntions af any kind.

Onee, when I had progressed ro the dignity of many miore
hlms, joined together and wound upon & spool, T was < showing
itom thevery [ront of the gallery in a chapel of some kind, turn-
ing the handle for the films and talking through my hat —well,
lecturing, berwesn whiles. Abour the middie of the show the
tike-up spool fell off its spindle and dived into the audience be-
low, unwinding as it went, [had co haul the flm in hand over
hand ¢ ilkh‘.ll;* all the time, Meanwhile, a terr Ll:]:, anxious man,
the friend who had e ngaged me, kept calling in a loud whisper:
'Tell Cecilnat to strike a match. Tell Cecil not to scrike a march,!
A boy from downstairs brought me my empty -spool with a sad
tale ofan irate gentleman immediarely beneath mewho had two
lowvely tram-lines cut en his bald head by the edges of my spool:

My brief mentiona momentago of B.W. Paul and his basker
of throw-out films will have suppested to you that there were
other film-makers before Lstarced. ... Indeed, [ was by nomeans
the firsr, :'-lt']wugh I wwan IO thu r:uﬂy ones. JEaga strangc
coincidence, and ane which muse be carefully noted by histor-
s, that Paulactually showed in London some films of his awn
make on the same day that Lumitre gave his firsc exhibition at
the P:ﬂ}“l'ﬂchnic, B Panl's show was a private one and, besides,
a8 he freely admitted to me, his pictures were not as good o1 as
steady as those of the Frenchman,

The question of steadiness is important. It is; of course,
chiefly a matter of the accuracy of the perforations down the
edges of the blm by whiclvic is drawn through the mechanizm.
Lumigre used one pairof holes pertrame. Moreaver, he used the
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same pair for taking, printing, and projecting, and it mattered
verylittle, therefore, whether theholeswere very redlly accuratel y
spaced. Paul and the other Englishmen used the four-hole per-
toravion inherited (rom Bdison, and most of the early English
films were dreadfully unsteady, It showed up alarmingly on
‘seenics’ = rivers and hills; and so on, It was said at the time that
thus the Seriptures were fulfilled and the mountains skipped
ahout like young rams.

One of my cherished possessions is an eirly film of Paul's of
tie Race for the Derby in 1896 — Persimmon's Derby. It is inter-
esting rather than good. The last time [ used it in public an old
showman who had been in the audience came up to me afrer-
wards and pointed our, whar Lhadn's not iced, thacall the police.
men in the picture were wearing beards, [ asked him how it was
that he seemed to know more about the picture than I did my-
self, though I had shown it so often, And then the old rascal
unblushingly admitted that he had shown it not only lor the
Ierby of 1896, which it really was, but for cight succeeding
Derbysafterwards,

Many strange things happened in those earl y days, and some-
times one had to think pretty quickly to meet an unexpected |
situation, Fwas piving my leceure once in alarge hall builc under- |
neath a chapel. My apparatus was set up asusual inthe heare of
thie audience, and while T was waiting heside it for the hour to
strike when I was to begin, the dear old parson came and gac |
down beside me. He said he was quite sure that my entertaim- |
| tnent was everything that it oughe to be, but he knew I would
E understand thar, as shepherd of his lictle flock, it was his du v to
I make doubly certain and would 1 let himn see m y list of pictures;, |

50 Ihanded him the list and watched him mentally ticking off
cach item until he came to the pick of the whole bunch, a hand-

coloured film of Loie Fuller in her famous serpentine dance, He
said at once that he could nor allow thar—a vulgitr music-hall
actress. I said rather indignantly thar there was nothing yulgar
abiour ic; thavic was indeed a really beautiful and arcistic pro-
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atetion; but he was adamant andinsisted thar iv must be omit-
ted, Then [ had to beging Apare from my reluctance to leave out
my best picture, I was faced with the practical difficulty of how
wilo it, For this was the last picture it one on the spoel. There
wias o earthly means of getting rid of it except by running it
deough in darkness, and I didn’c think the little flock would
staric] for that, Then, just-as I came to the danger-point, 1 hada
sidden brainwave. I announced the film as ‘Salome Dancing
setore Herod'. Everyone was delighted. Hspecially the parson.
Hesaid in his nice lictle speech afterwards that he thought it was
i particularly happy idea to introduce a little touch of Bible
History inge an otherwise wholly secular entertainment,

And headded that he had no idea that the cheenimartograph
had been invented so long|




