


Voice of Workers in Silent Cinema
(1920s to 1930s)

It is now a long while since cinema started to avert its
eye from the workers but, in the very early years of its
existence, this medium used to hold close relation with
this social class and even the one film that is widely
believed to mark the dawn of cinema — Workers Leaving
the Lumiére Factory (1895) — is tied to the name of workers
and their presence. It was not that the workers simply play
the role of some subject for many early films in cinema
history but, as it is pointed out by several experts, the first
groups of spectators and fans mainly belonged to this class.
Nickelodeons, the first indoor exhibition spaces in America —
at least at their outset, were mostly located in working-class
or immigrant neighborhoods of crowded cities. A population
of up to ten million immigrants widely received the silent
films for they were cheap to watch, and besides, regardless
of their familiarity with the English language, everyone could
have a taste of this novel attraction. Steven Ross, the film
theorist, believes that from 1905 to 1917 was the period when
American cinema held the most sympathetic feelings toward
the working people and their struggles. Interestingly, it is
during the same era that Thomas Edison’s company produced
The Strikes at the Mines (1911) which depicted the strikers
as vicious miners who were ungrateful to the mercifulness of
the mine owners. However, many workers in the audience got
up and left the house in protest and four months later the
unionist and radicals registered their displeasure by opening
the Socialist Movie Theatre. The new owners promised to
screen only those films that “portray working-class life without
insulting us”, and subsequently labor organizations, such as
the American Federation of Labor, took steps by making and
distributing worker-produced films. Unfortunately though,
very few films from those days are still available."

1- Ross, j. Steven. Working-Class Hollywood. 1998.

AV =17 a)
3 w0ails 5 ol S5 ] el el Sl o Laiw = )3
gl aab (ol Ly UKo goatem il laol gl Jlw
bl 0 gt 5 5| (5 Sy il oSy ooy Lo ey
Loy 5506lSis ol o US|y o] gl oylablien oy i chol ailos S
W})}Lﬁ/ﬁ 9 Lg)_f)lf LgL:Mlm 30 u_Lc| —QL.fb)lf Lr"“\"" LgLs'le_Ma 5o
Sl goil b a e o lagls ol slileda s, >
D5 eSSl 4Ly iadls a5l e (5035 slaandly (a5
Goyss [y VY L5 1840 celaJlns Lot 5lo, iy i ol, oypml
clate] Jin ok 550,90 ol yo ax ST.ocwl asls Lyl ol )L
oS olasel o] jo aS o aslw pawdl ol (VAVY) folas 0
Wild sai |y ol lolo oo jo 8 a S ol o lis ola iy
500,555 | et ol ()50 Ly bz litles 1 oyl s
5 Bl sl i slacl sz g asoll slacl s ol >
eallsgns slaplid isles ol cs oyl 5| lapld 4y 5], zel
aab SupaSans gole obbpldlhadog, |Ldasain s,
Gl 151 oy 9 40505 o0 (tled 4 Ll 4y cilal g0 1, 518
az>Sloes LS5 ezl as was Slbeld xuje g il |



Nevertheless, the days leading to WWI and the years following
it witnessed the wane in American cinema’s attention to the
lives of working people. Luxurious show houses blossomed
in “secure” neighborhoods. Government and censor offices
increased their pressure on the films that dealt with the
lives of workers and prohibitions on any kind of sympathy
with labor movements were broadly announced. While the
general policy about scenes of “violence” and “obscenity”
in films was to have those scenes merely cut or deleted and
screen the rest, the films that regarded the conditions of
working people were banned under this label: “Calculated
to stir up antagonistic relations between labor and capital.”?
Thus studios, that had now expanded their field of activity
to production, distribution and displaying and in this were
heavily dependent on Wall Street, were reluctant to make
any investment in films that were likely to undergo censorship
and so bring loss to the companies. Moreover, the ruthless
pressure issued by the state during the “Red Scare” periods
caused numerous difficulties in the way of American radical
movements and the remaining organizations were forced
to spend their power and energy elsewhere, hardly being
able to maintain cinema within their scope. According to
Michael Shull’s study, from 1909 to 1916 twenty-four percent
of films were radical ones in favor of labor rights, while from
1917 to 1929 this proportion falls to eight percent.® By no
means was such aversion disguised, but it was expressed in
various manners and at times so blatantly. For instance, in
an article dating back to June 18th, 1930 by an editor of a
Brazilian magazine, largely financed through advertisements
for Hollywood films, this shift in direction is clearly shown: “A
cinema which teaches the weak not to respect the strong, a
servant not to respect his boss, which shows dirty, bearded,
unhygienic faces, sordid events, and extreme realism is not

2- Ross, j, Steven. "American Workers, American Movies: Histography and
Methodology”, 2001, p?6.

3- Ibid.

4- Stam, Robert, Film Theory: An Introduction, 2000, p26.
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cinema. [...] Young people today cannot accept revolt, lack
of hygiene, the struggle and eternal fight against those who
have the right to exercise power.”*

Meanwhile, in Russia, a totally different story was going on.
Despite cinema'’s early entrance in the Czarist era, films were
mostly of either common melodramas or detective type,
completely indifferent to the wave of collective resentment
which, at least at the turn of the century, clearly pervaded
the society and, leading to the formation of numerous
independent labor soviets, solidified as one of the main pillars
of October revolution.

Being fueled by angry workers, soldiers, and peasants, and
triggered by the call for democracy and women'’s rights, the
October revolution in 1917, at least during the few years
following its victory, caused a veritable transformation in all
fields of society, namely the arts. Cinema, however, caught in
the havoc of civil war, several invasions by other states such
as France, Britain, Japan, and America, and serious economic
difficulties, hadto spendseveralyearsinsearch ofthe necessary
infrastructures to bud and unfold. For some time after the
revolution, just short instructional films were produced and
seven years later, when many revolutionary forces were lost
in wars and the heads of revolution decided to adopt the
policies of developed capitalist states and Taylorism as their
model of survival, cinema industry too found a new lease
on life through the state support. In 1924 Gosinko cinema
organization was founded and later a larger organization
called Sovkino took its place and so the way was paved for
many radical experimental artists, who were engaged in
other realms or had to make short films in small workshops,
to take their chance of producing long films. This cinema was
mostly concerned with getting as far as possible from Czarist
cinema and, surely, Hollywood. In the words of Dziga Vertov,
the legendary Soviet director, and film theorist, the goal was
the overthrow of “immortal kings and queens of the screen”
and the reinstatement of “the ordinary mortal, filmed in life at
his daily tasks”. Sergei Eisenstein, another prominent Soviet

4- Stam, Robert, Film Theory: An Introduction, 2000, p26.
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director, and theorist, was of the firm belief that “there are
only two kinds of art, bourgeois art, and proletarian art. The
first is an attempt to compensate for unsatisfied desires. The
second is a preparation for social change...”.

The whole gamut of postulations about the October
Revolution, namely, whether it got close to its promises, or
the routes it could have taken and did not, etc. converge on
one outstanding point: the revolution’s undeniable profound
impact on arts generally, and particularly cinema. Almost
all influential Soviet directors, despite being the product of
their time, were nourished on such a strong fresh social force
that their works took a giant leap ahead of the times. It's no
surprise that during the time of Stalin's establishment they
got denounced one after the other and labeled as elitist
since their art could not communicate with “the mass” and
amuse them. Obviously the spell of “permanent revolution”
had come to an end and thereafter “the mass” had to be
entertained and advised to mind their own business. Except
that these directors — a number of whom we tried to include
in the present event — never did consider the workers as mere
subjects of verbal sanctification and practical exploitation,
but a propelling force that had once proved its power and
meant to set foot in the direction of permanent change.
This event is an attempt to assemble a collection from silent
films of the 1920s and 30s which mostly, by means of fictional
films, deal with the lives and conditions of working people.
Of course, we have tried to look beyond the classic definition
by which a worker is characterized as a man imprisoned in a
factory and try to include the cases that deal with other realms
of labor. One thing is for sure, and it's that we have no claim
over comprehensiveness, while enjoying a hope to fulfill a
portrait of the general atmosphere in mentioned decades
and the variety of ways by which the problem of labor and
working people was looked at and understood.
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Algol (1920)

Director: Hans Werckmeister

Writers: Hans Brennert, Friedel Kéhne

Directors of Cinematography: Axel Graatkjaer, Hermann Kircheldorff
Starring: Emil Jannings, John Gottowt, Kathe Haack, Hanna Ralph

Country: Weimar Republic (Germany)
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Safety Last! (1923)

Directors: Fred C. Newmeyer , Sam Taylor

Writers: Hal Roach, Sam Taylor, Tim Whelan, H.M. Walker
Director of Cinematography: Walter Lundin

Starring: Harold Lloyd

Country: USA
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Der letzte Mann (1924)
(International title: The Last Laugh)

Director: F. W. Murnau

Writer: Carl Mayer

Director of Cinematography: Karl Freund

Starring: Emil Jannings, Maly Delschaft, Max Hiller
Country: Weimar Republic (Germany)
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Crauka (1925)
(International title: Strike)

Director: Sergei Eisenstein

Writers: Grigori Aleksandrov, llya Kravchunovsky, Sergei M. Eisenstein,
Valerian Pletnev

Directors of Cinematography: Eduard Tisse, Vladimir Popov, Vasili
Khvatov

Starring: Grigoriy Aleksandrov, Maksim Shtraukh, Mikhail Gomorov
Country: USSR
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The Passaic Textile Strike (1926)

Director: Samuel Russak

Writer: Margaret Larkin

Directors of Cinematography: Lester Balog, Sam Brody,
Bill Schwartzfeller

Starring: New Jersey textile mill workers

Country: USA



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=569mT2bCwRY
http://digitaltamiment.hosting.nyu.edu/s/tamfilms/item/2227
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Konen; Cankr-Iletep6ypra (1927)
(International title: The End of St. Petersburg)

Directors: Vsevolod Pudovkin, Mikhail Doller

Writer: Nathan Zarkhi

Director of Cinematography: Anatoli Golovnya

Starring: Aleksandr Chistiakov, Vera Baranovskaia, lvan Chuveleyv,
V. Obolenskii

Country: USSR
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Metropolis (1927)

Director: Fritz Lang

Writer: Thea von Harbou. Based on Metropolis, a novel by Thea von
Harbou

Directors of Cinematography: Karl Freund, Gunther Rittau

Starring: Alfred Abel, Brigitte Helm, Gustav Frohlich, Rudolf
Klein-Rogge

Country: Weimar Republic (Germany)
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ITom Ha Tpy6Hoi1 (1928)
(International title: The House on Trubnaya)

Director: Boris Barnet

Writers: Bella Zorich, Viktor Shklovsky, Anatoli Marienhof, Vadim
Shershenevich, Nikolai Erdman

Director of Cinematography: Yevgeni Alekseyev

Starring: Vera Maretskaya, Vladimir Fogel

Country: USSR
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Hospi1 BaBunon (1929)
(International title: The New Babylon)

Directors: Grigori Kozintsev, Leonid Trauberg

Writers: Grigori Kozintsev, Leonid Trauberg

Director of Cinematography: Andrei Moskvin, Yevgeny Mikhailov
Starring: Yelena Kuzmina,Pyotr Sobolevsky

Country: USSR




ol
VAV | widw 5 olew | aiBo AF

(OledD) plss2 559

olazel 6‘)_?Lo as ool Lg)_..b.'p,f u—lﬂ ) H—o Q‘..\_:.?dj f“—l"ﬁu/)“’/}—’
ol g0 e i B o 1, VARE w0 S el slasl)l o, 5,18
acliio 1) nolad, ajobl og s gl ey Je a5 a0l g ac
Sl u@;wjg)wdowyﬁswbb_w)_’ba).) Ads‘so
£y g LS5 o 3l old ) S50 saen i Claiel 4

Sleo—s ol gole

25k an oded ol easaliy ml o lall gl slapld ;S0 IS,
Ol 4 9325 oo adold (Lol sloins (s ST (5L 5] JalS
Be=don S35 69,55 Sledw 4l s plall Gls (o amaz et
O=ST sl e aian w w0 90,5 o ablas 5,55 slaclail
|y S5 Sl 4 alas giaws VAYR Jloo 15,15 55, 40 ol ol
Laas od coz) g 35,15 Loos ol aliS ay poxie aS 5,5 olo

i Ql_sT BUpa:E

Brider (1929)
(International title: Brother)

Director: Werner Hochbaum

Writer: Werner Hochbaum

Director of Cinematography: Gustav Berger
Starring: Gyula Balogh, Erna Schumacher
Country: Weimar Republic (Germany)
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Semna (1930)
(International title: Earth)

Director: Alexander Dovzhenko

Writer: Alexander Dovzhenko

Director of Cinematography: Danylo Demutsky

Starring: Stepan Shkurat, Semyon Svashenko, Yuliya Solntseva
Country: Soviet Ukraine
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AADRBEF E£hTREAETHRE (1932)

(International title: | Was Born, But...)

Director: Yasujiro Ozu

Writer: Akira Fushimi

Director of Cinematography: Hideo Shigehara
Starring: Tatsuo Saito, Tomio Aoki

Country: Japan
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iz (1934)
(International title: The Goddess)

Director: Wu Yonggang

Writer: Wu Yonggang

Director of Cinematography: Hong Weilie
Starring: Ruan Lingyu, Zhang Zhizhi
Country: China
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1- In Anti-oedipus,1977, p 317.
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Modern times (1936)

Director: Charlie Chaplin

Writer: Charlie Chaplin

Director of Cinematography: Ira H. Morgan, Roland Totheroh
Starring: Charlie Chaplin, Paulette Goddard, Henry Bergman
Country: USA
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