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Preface

[image: symbol]t was early December 2006, and the old movie theater that had served as one of the primary settings of my adolescence was dead. The Har Mar Theater in Roseville was not all that ancient, actually. It had opened in 1970, so it was just thirty-six years old—middle-aged by cinema standards. But a new fourteen-screen megaplex with stadium seating, attentive staff, and good coffee was opening that afternoon at Rosedale Center, less than a mile away. The Har Mar was no longer needed. I had meant to be on hand for its final show the night before, but I forgot to show up. Now I was standing outside the old cinema, running my fingers along its pebble-encrusted walls, looking up at the jumble of nonsensical letters splayed across its marquee. The Har Mar was where, during a junior high school field trip showing of Franco Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet, I had almost—almost—summoned the courage to slip my arm around a girl’s shoulder for the first time. It was where a group of my friends and I, hopelessly uncool, had sung along with John Travolta and Olivia Newton-John during the musical finale of Grease. (“You’re the one that I want. O, o, oo, honey.”) I tried to calculate how many movies I had seen there over the years, but the number eluded me. Twenty? Fifty? One hundred? More? It had never occurred to me to keep track.

One of the theater’s glass entrance doors was propped open, so I let myself in. The scene inside was unsettling. The weird, curvilinear fiberglass box office was stripped down and abandoned. Large cardboard packing boxes were scattered about the lobby. The concession stand’s display cases were bare, candyless. A young woman stepped out from behind one of the lobby’s gold lamé walls and eyed me warily. I introduced myself and explained that I was writing a book about moviegoing and movie theaters in the Twin Cities. She smiled and nodded, evidently relieved that I was not a scavenger come to pick the Har Mar’s corpse. She told me that workers already were removing the seats from the auditoriums, that no one had shown any interest in taking over the theater from her employer, AMC, that she had turned down an offer to work at the new Rosedale megaplex and was transferring instead to a theater in Texas. I thanked her for indulging my curiosity and left.

As I walked back to my car, my mind shuffled through some of my most vivid moviegoing memories. The earliest one was of my mother taking me to see Mary Poppins. I couldn’t place the theater, but I figured it must have been the Southtown in Bloomington—or maybe the Parkway in South Minneapolis. I remembered watching Yours, Mine, and Ours at the Maple Leaf Drive-in while simultaneously battling my sisters for the most comfortable spot in my parents’ station wagon (the one with the mosquito-repelling window screens). There was my first James Bond movie, Live and Let Die, at the Orpheum in downtown St. Paul and the tedious afternoon I spent watching The Emigrants under the faux stars of the Uptown on Grand Avenue. I recalled sneaking into my first R-rated film, Chinatown, at the Roseville 4, with its clueless ushers; settling into the claustrophobic screening room of the recently twinned Grandview for a twisted double-bill of King of Hearts and Bambi Meets Godzilla; and taking my girlfriend, Lisa, to see Alien at the Plaza in Maplewood after being assured by a cocksure coworker that it would scare her into my awaiting arms. (He forgot to mention that it might frighten me more than it would Lisa.) And then there was my last trip to the Rose Drive-in, with a gaggle of high school friends. We absentmindedly watched what I declared the worst movie I had ever seen, a disaster flick called City on Fire. As it turned out, City on Fire was the last feature presentation ever to play at the Rose.

There is something about watching a motion picture in a movie theater that lodges in the brain. How else can you explain the ability to recall when, where, and with whom you watched a supremely forgettable film called Hawmps? (It had something to do with camels.) Often when I mention to someone that I’m writing a book about moviegoing, that person responds by regaling me with recollections of a certain film or a certain theater or both. Before you know it, we’re filling in each other’s moth-eaten memories and laughing at each other’s favorite movie lines. It’s then that I realize what a shared experience moviegoing really is.

We Twin Citians are not unique in our attachment to motion pictures, of course. Moviegoing is a diversion that we hold in common with millions of people around the world. But few communities between New York and Los Angeles can match our hometowns’ rich history with the movies. We count among our number several nationally known showmen, including Moses Finkelstein, Isaac Ruben, and Ted Mann. We’ve spent countless hours in the darkened auditoriums of our favorite theaters—some of which rank as world-class architectural gems. Some of us have railed against films that offended our sensibilities, while others of us have defended the people who sought to show them. We’ve even served as a test market for some of the biggest motion pictures of all time.

We may not be Hollywood, but our lives are rich in movies.

The Har Mar may be closed now, but who knows, maybe someone will resurrect it. Stranger things have happened. Other old movie theaters like the State, Orpheum, and Pantages in Minneapolis and the World (now the Fitzgerald) in St. Paul have found new life recently. The Grandview, Highland, Riverview, Uptown, and Heights still show movies. The Terrace, Hollywood, and Palace have managed to avoid the wrecking ball and, if we’re lucky, will experience a kinder fate than did the Radio City, Paramount, and Cooper. All of them—the ones still with us and the ones relegated to memory—are places worth remembering. They’re where we’ve shared a common interest called the movies.
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Theo Hays’s Bijou Opera House, about 1897.





[image: symbol]he Bijou Opera House on Washington Avenue, just north of Hennepin, was about the last place anyone would have wanted to spend the evening of August 3, 1896. The daytime temperature in downtown Minneapolis had spiked at around one hundred degrees. The mercury in the thermometer had retreated a bit since midafternoon, but the air remained oppressively still. Severe storms would soon rumble in and squeeze out some of the atmosphere’s excess moisture, but for the time being, the city sweltered. It would take something extraordinary on an evening as uncomfortable as this to coax anyone into a poorly ventilated building like the Bijou. After all, many theaters closed during the summer months for good reason: they tended to bake their occupants.

The Bijou’s young manager, Theodore Hays, hoped the attraction he had scheduled would make his audience forget its discomfort. A select company of well-dressed ladies and gentlemen had accepted his invitation to witness something that few people had ever seen. He was gratified to find that the heat had not kept them away. The ladies had arranged themselves in their seats and were now fanning themselves furiously. The men dabbed their temples and necks with sodden handkerchiefs.

The lights in the auditorium dimmed. The mechanical sounds of whirling gears and sprockets filled the air. Suddenly, images from nowhere flickered into focus on a white canvas screen hanging over the stage. And the images moved.

A cluster of horses, riders astride, hurtled silently around a track. The field began to thin. Soon it was a two-horse race. By this time most of the members of the Bijou audience knew what they were watching. Two months earlier, two of the world’s greatest racehorses, Persimmon and St. Frusquin, had faced off at Epson Downs in England. Now, remarkably, Theo Hays’s guests were watching the great race unfold, just as it had happened. It didn’t matter that the outcome was already known. The two hundred or so people seated in the Bijou were mesmerized. The stifling air was an afterthought. When Persimmon crossed the finish, edging St. Frusquin by a neck, the people in the Bijou cheered as though they were in the grandstand at Epson Downs. The effect of the moving pictures was electrifying. As the Minneapolis Tribune reported the next day, “Nature could not be counterfeited more cleverly.”


If the reader can picture in his mind Epson Downs … with all the accessories of that exciting finish—the horses dashing under the wire and running like the wind, the crowds of people in the amphitheater, the rush of thousands across the track at the moment the horses have passed—he will have an idea of the wonderfully life-like scenes which were presented at the Bijou last night.1



As the audience murmured its approval, Theo Hays’s projectionist, George “Dad” Strong, removed Persimmon Winning the Derby from the hand-cranked Animatograph motion picture machine and replaced it with another film, depicting the arrival of a passenger train in Calais. During the course of the evening, Strong repeated the process several times with a succession of European motion pictures. As he turned the crank on the unwieldy machine, images of jump-roping girls, London foundry workers, and the steamship Queen Victoria appeared on the screen. The audience didn’t seem to mind the headache-inducing flicker or the projector’s mechanical foibles. “That [Animatograph] was a regular jack-o-lantern,” Strong recalled years later. “Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t.”2


 [image: image]

Theo Hays, about 1901.



In the months that followed, Theo Hays introduced his patrons to other motion pictures, claiming each one superior to the previous one. By the fall of 1896, the Animatograph was yesterday’s news. Local newspapers were lauding the arrival of the Biograph, which had recently debuted in New York and was now featured in an exclusive engagement at Hays’s Bijou. “Motion photography has never been more cleverly demonstrated than by this [Biograph] machine,” the Tribune gushed. “The views it projects upon the canvas are life-like in the extreme, and need only speech to make them real.”3 As another Minneapolis showman, Charles Van Duzee, later recalled, Hays was making a name for himself.


The first [moving picture] show I ever witnessed was in the old Bijou…. It was nothing more than a train traveling along at good speed, but we all thought it was wonderful. The train looked as though it were coming right into the audience and the people gasped with amazement. Some women fainted and children wept…. The effects turned out to be the funniest thing in the show. They consisted of Dad Strong, one of the pioneers in the film game, who was attached to the handles of a barrel truck. When the train would appear way down the track on the screen, Dad would race back and forth on the stage with his truck, trying to imitate a locomotive whistle, and the pounding of the engine on the rails. Poor old Dad must have covered a thousand miles that first day, for the film was short and the train was exhibited continuously.4



Theo Hays was not the first showman to bring projected motion pictures to the Twin Cities (an early projection system called the Eidoloscope made its first appearance at Minneapolis’s Palace Museum a year earlier),5 but he was now the region’s undisputed champion of motion picture promotion. He was in an enviable position. He seemed to possess the very skills needed to bring the future of American entertainment to the people of Minneapolis and St. Paul.


The Palace Museum introduced projected motion pictures to the Twin Cities in 1895.

 [image: image]



[image: symbol]he Twin Cities’ entertainment business, in which Theo Hays had immersed himself, was a something-for-everybody smorgasbord. Those who enjoyed refined stage plays (and who could afford to pay one dollar and up for a ticket) attended New York touring shows at the first-class Metropolitan theaters in both cities. “The great ladies and gentlemen of the stage [including Sarah Bernhardt, Edwin Booth, Helena Modjeska, and Tommaso Salvini] visited this community regularly,” a critic for the St. Paul Pioneer Press recalled years later. “[They brought] us the works of the better dramatists from New York and from all the foreign countries including, rather notably, the Scandinavian.”6 Those who couldn’t afford or appreciate the sophisticated offerings at the two Metropolitans turned to other venues. Devotees of the strange and exotic streamed into dime museums in both cities to gawk at human and animal oddities. Rowdy crowds of men hooted and hollered at the underdressed chorus girls of the Dewey burlesque theater in Minneapolis and the Star Theater in St. Paul. And those who disdained the highbrow pretensions of the New York touring shows flocked to the Bijou in Minneapolis and the Grand Opera House in St. Paul for comedies and crowd-pleasing melodramas featuring dashing heroes, mustachioed villains, and lovely damsels in distress. It was no coincidence that the Bijou and the St. Paul Grand both were managed by Theo Hays.


 [image: image]

Theatergoers line up for a matinee performance at the Metropolitan Opera House, St. Paul’s home of first-class theater, 1904.



Hays understood the tastes of his working-class and middle-class patrons because he was, in many ways, much like them. His parents were German immigrants who had come to Minnesota during the 1850s with little money and few possessions. His father, Lambert Hays, had caromed from job to job—baker, sawmill laborer, lunchroom operator, bartender—trying to make ends meet.7 In the late 1870s the family moved into an apartment above Lambert’s drinking establishment, the First and Last Chance Saloon, on the grimy three hundred block of Washington Avenue North.8 Theo was heading into his teens by this time, and his prospects seemed limited at best. But then his father made a series of shrewd real estate investments, and the family’s financial status improved considerably. In 1887 Theo’s father embarked on his most ambitious project yet: a new theater two blocks south of his saloon. He called it the People’s Theatre, and he put Theo—who had recently studied at Minneapolis’s Curtiss Business College—in charge of bookkeeping.


 [image: image]

St. Paul’s Grand Opera House, 1905. Nine years later, the Grand was converted into a motion picture theater called the Strand (later the Garrick), with Theo Hays in charge.



Theo Hays proved himself a competent bookkeeper and soon took on even greater responsibilities. His chief patron during this period was Jacob Litt, a New York theatrical agent who specialized in producing inexpensive, or “popularly priced,” entertainment for those who couldn’t afford, or who weren’t interested in, high-class theater. Litt and Hays first met in 1889 when Litt—looking to break into the Twin Cities’ entertainment market—leased the People’s Theatre from Hays’s father. Hays convinced the New York impresario to retain him as treasurer and in the months that followed cemented his reputation as an up-and-coming theater man. When a fire destroyed the People’s in the fall of 1890, Hays oversaw the construction of a replacement theater. His work on the new Bijou Opera House was so impressive that, when it opened in the spring of 1891, Litt promoted him to resident manager. A few years later, Hays took over management of Litt’s St. Paul theater, the Grand, as well.9


As the manager of Litt’s two Twin Cities theaters, Theo Hays gave his audiences what he believed they wanted: professionally produced, unpretentious amusement. The romantic comedy In Old Kentucky, for example, was a perennial favorite at the Bijou and the Grand. Local newspapers praised Hays for having the good sense to set standards “in keeping with the taste of his patrons.”10 On those few occasions when he booked more sophisticated fare, he later wondered why he had bothered. “The moment any effort is made involving proper acting, higher intellectual work, and dramatic effort,” a sympathetic reporter observed, “the management of the Bijou feel the [disappointing] results at the box office.”11 Hays further enhanced his reputation as a theater man with a common touch by keeping ticket prices low. No seat in the Bijou or the Grand cost more than seventy-five cents.

With his reputation as the Twin Cities’ preeminent purveyor of inexpensive stage entertainment and his experience as an early exhibitor of motion pictures, Theo Hays seemed well positioned to exploit the commercial possibilities of film. But Hays was not a visionary. He was cautious with money, whether it was his or Jacob Litt’s. He had built his success on a foundation of comedy and melodrama, and he was comfortable with them. Motion pictures were altogether different. They were exciting and full of potential, but they remained novelties. Even after the positive reviews that followed his showing of Persimmon Winning the Derby, Hays refused to fully embrace such an untested entertainment form. Others, however, were less reluctant.



[image: image]

Miles Theater

            46 South 7th Street, Minneapolis

            Opened 1908

With more than six thousand lights illuminating its exterior and interior, the 1,400-seat Miles was billed as the “most heavily lit theater in the world.” The crowds that packed the Miles during its first few years basked in sumptuousness. The auditorium was clad in marble and draped in red silk. The carpeting was a deep green. The seats were upholstered in gold plush.1 But the lavish new vaudeville house soon fell on hard times. It closed in 1914 and underwent a major overhaul. The following April, it reopened as a “photoplay house” called the Garrick.2 Like the Miles, the Garrick struggled to turn a profit, and in 1928 it too closed. The theater’s new owners gutted the interior and built a new show house inside. The newly christened Century opened in the fall of 1929. For many years after that, the Century relied heavily on the patronage of women who interrupted their shopping excursions to enjoy a movie matinee. In 1954 the Century was converted into the Twin Cities’ exclusive home of the wide-screen motion picture format called Cinerama. It closed for good and was demolished in 1965.


[image: image]

The Miles was easily the most brightly illuminated theater the people of Minneapolis had ever seen.



 

[image: symbol]he October 22, 1904, opening of the new Orpheum Theater on Seventh Street between Nicollet and Hennepin was, in the opinion of the Minneapolis Journal, “an epoch-making event” because it marked the city’s formal introduction to “modern vaudeville.”12 Vaudeville was, in effect, a cleaned-up and repackaged version of the variety shows that had long been a common feature at saloon-theaters like the Theatre Comique in Minneapolis. Many Twin Citians regarded variety entertainment as low-class fare for unrefined tastes, but vaudeville was different. It had class. As a reviewer for the Minneapolis Free Press pointed out, vaudeville appealed to just about everyone, including “staid spinsters, matrons with their daughters, broad-minded clergymen, business men and women of all degrees.”


A Vaudeville performance is made up today to afford the greatest pleasure to the greatest number. There is no attempt at plot. There is no strain on the mental faculties. You come there to be entertained, and you are, without any effort on your part. There is nothing taxed but the eye, the ear and the risibles. You hear good singing, see beautiful costumes properly worn, feats of strength and agility, agile dancing, and a goodly proportion of laughter compelling jokes, stories and situations, all of which make you feel better toward yourself and your neighbor.13




 [image: image]

Minneapolis’s first Orpheum Theater, which opened in 1904, introduced Twin Citians to vaudeville.



The opening night lineup at the Minneapolis Orpheum was typical of the vaudeville shows that were drawing huge crowds in many other parts of the country. Tom the mind-reading pony showed off his amazing psychic powers. J. A. Probst’s birdcalls prompted one reporter to theorize that Probst must be a bird. Actress Valerie Bergere and two assistants condensed a five-act play into a fifteen-minute playlet. Jugglers juggled. Singers sang. A ventriloquist engaged in witty repartee with his dummy. The audience thundered its approval.14 In the weeks that followed, crowds continued to pack the theater as word-of-mouth spread. The Orpheum was a smash hit. So, too, was another vaudeville house that opened in Minneapolis that year, the Unique on Hennepin Avenue. Not surprisingly, vaudeville’s success came at the expense of older theaters like Theo Hays’s Bijou. In 1905, the year after the Orpheum and the Unique opened, receipts at the Bijou declined 40 percent. When another Minneapolis vaudeville house, the Miles, opened in 1908, Hays once again watched business at the Bijou drop precipitously.15

Lost in hoopla over the openings of the Orpheum, Unique, and Miles (and, in 1905, a second Orpheum theater in St. Paul) was the fact that vaudeville managers in the Twin Cities and elsewhere were adding more and more motion pictures to their shows.16 The opening night bill at the Minneapolis Orpheum, for example, included a motion picture finale depicting “the horrible plight of a newly arrived Frenchman who advertises for an American wife and then tries to escape from the embarrassingly large bevy of applicants for the position.”17 As vaudeville strengthened its grip on the Twin Cities’ entertainment market, motion pictures became even more prominent. The Miles opened with an eclectic bill featuring a juggler, several singers, a troupe of Arab acrobats, and two motion pictures that the management dubbed “Cameographs.”18 In St. Paul, the Star Theater, which was primarily a burlesque house, began booking vaudeville bills with multiple films, including The Fireman’s Dream, a “thrilling” spectacle that “called forth deafening applause.”19

 

[image: image]

Shubert Theater

22 North 7th Street, Minneapolis

Opened 1910

The Minneapolis Shubert opened the same night, August 28, 1910, as its sister theater in St. Paul. Modeled after the Maxine Elliott Theater in New York, the Minneapolis Shubert seated about 1,600 people and cost around $250,000.1 It was one of several theaters that the brothers Lee and J. J. Shubert opened around the country in their effort to break the New York–based theatrical booking monopoly that dominated the nation’s show business. For many years the Shubert was the home of the Bainbridge Players, a stock theater company managed by A. G. “Buzz” Bainbridge. In 1935 local movie exhibitor Al Steffes acquired the Shubert, gave it an extensive makeover, and reopened it as the Alvin (Steffes’s middle name). Originally a motion picture house, the Alvin later switched to live burlesque. Another local showman, Ted Mann, acquired the Alvin in 1947. In the decade that followed, the theater served as both a burlesque house and as an evangelical church. In 1957 Mann transformed the Alvin into a sparkling new movie theater called the Academy. For more than twenty-five years the Academy ranked as one of Minneapolis’s top first-run motion picture houses. The old theater escaped demolition in 1999, when it was moved a block down Hennepin Avenue to make way for the new Block E development.
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The stately Shubert dominated the Seventh Street block between Hennepin and First Avenue North.



 

Motion pictures were captivating Twin Cities vaudeville audiences, and local entrepreneurs were taking notice. Charles Van Duzee capitalized on the trend by converting the first floor of his Washington Avenue penny arcade, the Wonderland, into a small auditorium where “the grinding of the moving picture machine begins 10 o’clock each morning and continues without let-up until midnight.”20 Soon others followed his lead. In the words of film historian Merritt Crawford, “the ‘gold-rush’ was on.”


Everyone was hastening to “stake a claim.” The butcher, the baker, the candlestick-maker, all swarmed into this newest [source of wealth], eager to gather a share of the riches, which seemingly awaited anyone who could rent a vacant store, hire three or four dozen chairs from the nearest undertaker and arrange for a projection machine and supply of film.21



In 1907 the Minneapolis Tribune noted that the city now accommodated a “mosquito fleet” of “moving picture theaters” where, for the price of a nickel, audiences could “witness a humble, but interesting form of entertainment at most any hour of the day after the hour of noon.”22 These new theaters, known widely (but rarely in the Twin Cities) as nickelodeons, were often converted shops or restaurants that had been gussied up to look—from the outside, at least—like fancy vaudeville houses. Inside, the auditoriums often were cramped and uncomfortable, with small cloth screens and rows of tightly packed removable chairs. Charles Van Duzee’s Isis Theater on South Sixth Street was among the first of this new class of motion picture houses. It was an oddly long and narrow space—about 20 feet wide and 165 feet deep—that could seat about four hundred people. It played to about twelve thousand customers each week.23 The Unique Theater, near the corner of Seventh and Jackson streets in St. Paul, was another typical storefront operation. Among other things, it was known for its sound effects. One of the Unique’s early patrons remembered watching a scene in which the characters on the screen were throwing bricks at each other. “At the right time, some bricks were thrown in back of the curtain,” he wrote. “As I recollect, the effect was very realistic.”24 Between 1906 and 1909, twenty similarly simple storefront motion picture houses opened in Minneapolis and St. Paul. By the end of the decade, they accounted for nearly half of all the Twin Cities’ theaters.25

For years motion pictures had been forced to share time with other forms of entertainment at legitimate stage theaters, vaudeville houses, and penny arcades. Now they were popular enough to demand their own venues. And no one was more aware of the trend than Theo Hays. In a 1908 letter to Jacob Litt’s partner, A. W. Dingwall, Hays noted that some theaters were successfully “giving motion pictures exclusively” and proposed that the Bijou try booking a week’s worth of films to determine “whether there is any chance of getting enough business to make it pay.”26 Nothing ever came of his suggestion.

[image: symbol]he proliferation of storefront theaters in the Twin Cities reflected the chaotic and largely unregulated nature of the early film business. But theaters and the exhibition of film constituted just one part of a much larger and complex motion picture equation. Before a film could be projected onscreen, someone had to produce it and someone had to distribute it. And to many theater owners’ dismay, the film industry’s production and distribution system already was as organized as the exhibition system was disorganized. It was, by most definitions of the word, a monopoly. The Motion Picture Patents Company, led by Thomas Edison, controlled the patents on raw film and on most of the equipment used in the making and screening of motion pictures. The Edison Trust, as it was widely known, vigorously enforced its patents by threatening to take legal action against any independent producer who failed to obtain the proper licenses. Its stranglehold on production and distribution limited the number of films available to theaters around the country, and it wasn’t long before some independent producers and exhibitors began to rebel. In 1909 one particularly exasperated rebel came to the Twin Cities.
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St. Paul’s Lyric, an early storefront theater, about 1909.



Carl Laemmle was a small-time theater operator from Chicago who recently had begun branching out into film distribution (one of his first branch offices was in Minneapolis).27 Laemmle, like many independent film men, chafed under the iron grip of the Edison Trust, and he was determined to fight back. He formed a new film production firm, the Independent Moving Picture Company, and set out to make his own motion pictures. His first production was a one-reel adaptation of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem The Song of Hiawatha. It was shot in August of 1909, not in Chicago or New York or California—but in Minneapolis.

In the years that followed, accounts of the making of Hiawatha varied widely. Some people said Laemmle chose to make the motion picture in Minneapolis only after his plans to film a reenactment of the battle of Gettysburg at the Minnesota State Fair fell through. Others insisted he just wanted to take advantage of the beautiful scenery at Minnehaha Falls. Information about the actors who appeared in the film was often contradictory as well. Some accounts said the role of Minnehaha was played by Mary Pickford, who soon went on to become one of the film industry’s first major stars. Others credited either Gladys Hulette or Leah Baird, both of whom were established stage actors at the time. Whatever was the case, Laemmle’s production crew shot most of the twenty-minute film at Minnehaha Falls and Lake Minnetonka.28 Critics lauded Laemmle’s decision to shoot the film on location. “We have nothing but praise for the way in which the scenes have been chosen, with the historic Minneahaha Falls as a background,” wrote the reviewer for Motion Picture World. “It is stamped all over with the signs of success.”29

The making and release of Hiawatha reinforced Laemmle’s influence in the Twin Cities’ rapidly developing motion picture market. Over the next several years, Laemmle fortified his distribution operations in Minneapolis. His presence in the market helped establish the city as the major distribution point for motion pictures throughout the Upper Midwest.30 By the fall of 1911, he was running advertisements in Twin Cities newspapers, exhorting local entrepreneurs to get in on the motion picture action while they still could.


Do you know a single business on earth today that you can enter with only a few hundreds of dollars in capital and be your own “boss” manager and dictator, and become the happy earner of hundreds of dollars clear profit monthly? THAT’S what’s being done by those in the moving picture business today everywhere—not only in larger cities than Minneapolis and St. Paul but in this city as well. Study it yourself. Don’t watch one particular manager or theater, but just ask the manager nearest you if he wants to sell out? The moving picture business is growing rapidly—the people everywhere are awakening up—it’s no fancy or fad—this time next year the business will be tripled what it is now. Don’t wait for someone else to show you how foolish you have been in looking on. My plan is simple—you secure the location and building and I’ll do the rest—I’ll furnish you from entrance to exit—also the finest motion pictures in the world. Call and see me.31



[image: symbol]uring its early years the motion picture business in the Twin Cities was strictly a downtown proposition. In Minneapolis nearly all the theaters that showed films were clustered near the corners of Hennepin and Washington or Hennepin and Sixth. And in St. Paul, Seventh and Wabasha served as the city’s motion picture hub. But as film grew in popularity, its tendrils began reaching out from the downtown loops. By 1910 new theaters—most of them showing motion pictures exclusively—were springing up “as spontaneously as mushrooms.”32 Many popped up in neighborhoods bounded by busy arteries like Plymouth Avenue and West Broadway in North Minneapolis, Lake Street in South Minneapolis, and St. Paul’s University Avenue. “The theater has become a neighborhood institution and a part of the routine of life rather than a luxury,” one reporter observed. “The fifty theaters already in operation [in Minneapolis] are so well distributed that practically every streetcar intersection and every trading center has its show house.”33

As the number of theaters grew, attendance skyrocketed. By 1911 the fifty or so theaters that dotted Minneapolis were showing films to nearly a quarter of a million customers each week.34 With the price of admission topping out at ten cents, motion pictures were an affordable form of entertainment—especially among the working classes. But as one reader of the St. Paul Pioneer Press noted, films had a wider appeal than many people were willing to acknowledge.
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By 1915, Hennepin Avenue in Minneapolis was home to at least thirteen movie theaters, including the Mazda.




I admit that a large portion of the better class of people in this city are not patrons of these theaters, but that is a condition showing that we are behind the times. In the larger cities, the picture shows are patronized by the best people, I mean by this, not only rich people but people of education and refinement…. So I claim that the moving picture show, like the automobile, is here to stay; it has come not as a menace, but as a blessing, not only to the illiterate poor but to the educated and refined.35



Still, not everyone shared such rosy assessments of the cinema and its potential to uplift the masses. Many Twin Citians worried that motion pictures posed a threat to public morality. Although public officials rarely took actions that might actually hurt business at motion picture theaters, they occasionally considered proposals designed to mollify morally scandalized constituents. In one such case, the Minneapolis city council considered an ordinance that would have banned theater operators from hiring girls as ushers. Some council members believed that girls should not hold jobs that might keep them out late at night. Such concerns struck many girl ushers as silly. “It will mean that deserving girls who have found employment as ushers will have to give up their positions,” Gratia Hanson, an usher at a downtown theater, complained. “There is nothing at all that I know of, that the aldermen should object to. A neatly dressed girl who is quick and prompt can do the work well.”36 The council apparently abandoned the proposal without taking action on it.

Nonetheless, concerns about motion pictures and motion picture theaters remained. In a few cases residents fought to keep theaters out of their neighborhoods, arguing that children were being put at risk. One of the earliest such battlegrounds was in Minneapolis along the stretch of Hennepin Avenue between downtown and the Uptown area. This section of the city, adjacent to the upscale Lowry Hill neighborhood, was home to hundreds of people who considered motion picture theaters a threat to morality. When a pair of local businessmen sought licenses to open two theaters near the corner of Hennepin and Dupont, residents, educators, and clergy mobilized to block the proposals. In the fall of 1911, about two hundred people packed the city council chambers to express their disapproval. “I represent the people who wish to conserve the morals of the young people of this city,” declared Andrew Gillies, the pastor of nearby Hennepin Methodist Episcopal Church. “We have enough difficulty in keeping young girls off the streets without adding the temptation of motion picture theaters.” The council denied both license requests.37 In the months that followed, other would-be theater operators encountered similar resistance. “Personally,” argued one attorney on behalf of his theater owner client, “I would rather have my children attend picture shows near home than be compelled to go downtown, where they are exposed to real influences for evil.”38 Such arguments made little difference. The disputed section of Hennepin Avenue remained theaterless.
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Rev. Andrew Gillies of Hennepin Methodist Episcopal Church was among the community leaders who believed that motion pictures were corrupting “the morals of the young people” of Minneapolis.



In those neighborhoods that already had theaters, critics focused their attention on another perceived danger: fire. The threat of fire had been ingrained into the public’s consciousness since 1903, when at least six hundred people died in a conflagration at the Iroquois Theater in Chicago. The Iroquois disaster prompted plenty of hand-wringing in Minneapolis and St. Paul, and for several weeks officials in both cities fended off calls to close down all theaters.39 But the public outcry quickly settled down. Audiences seemed to forget their worries about the theaters’ safety as soon as the lights dimmed in the auditorium.

Fears of another Iroquois-like disaster resurfaced in 1911 with the rapid expansion of the motion picture business in the Twin Cities. Film presented a unique public safety problem: it caught fire easily. If the projectionist wasn’t careful and stopped reeling the film for too long, the machine’s arc lamp would eventually ignite the highly flammable nitrate stock. Theater owners could greatly reduce this danger by taking proper precautions, but some were reluctant to spend money on preventive measures when their financial status already was precarious. “The history of the erection of these theaters has been, in many instances, the story of money-getting enterprise on the part of persons of small capital,” the Minneapolis Tribune reported. “[These people] have been willing to open moving picture shows in old, flimsy buildings with almost total disregard of the protection from fire or panic risk that is due to audiences that will attend these shows.”40

An investigation by the Tribune found that the aisles in most theaters were too narrow to accommodate quick evacuations, that few theaters had firefighting equipment, and that most theater employees were too young to assume “the responsibility of the safety of audiences of children.” The Iola, a new neighborhood theater on Franklin Avenue, was a good example. It had “no standpipes, fire hose, fire hooks, ladders, fire extinguishers or other apparatus for putting out a fire.” It was, the Tribune implied, a firetrap.


The auditorium has a center aisle, with six-seat rows on each side running flush against side walls containing no windows, doors or other means of exit or egress. The entire building is a flimsy structure of wood, with an ornamental iron front and considerable electric wiring. It would be difficult for a hurrying crowd to get out of the single exit door at the rear, down the three steps, past the turn, and down two more steps at the outside of this door—especially for those who had been seated on the inside of the rows next to the side walls. The center aisle is four feet wide.41



Theater owners suddenly had another public relations problem on their hands. Not only were they, as some critics contended, corrupters of youth, but their buildings were potential death traps. A week after the Tribune published its findings, news of a fire at a theater in nearby Anoka only made matters worse (the audience had stampeded toward the exits when a flustered projectionist tossed flaming film into the theater’s main entrance).42 Even though no one was hurt in the Anoka fire, Twin Citians now wondered whether they were putting their lives in danger when they attended motion picture shows. Elected officials in both cities proposed new, stricter fire regulations for theaters. Theater owners—most of them from the smaller neighborhood venues—banded together to fight back. In the end, inspectors in Minneapolis and St. Paul found that most theaters were, in fact, quite safe. Even the Iola, which the Tribune had identified as one of the worst, passed the inspectors’ muster. “No fire traps were found on the [inspectors’] tour,” the Minneapolis Journal reported. “There were places for betterment in several theaters, but no menacing conditions.”43

The criticism of the theaters as threats to public safety and public morals failed to dent the public’s enthusiasm for the cinema. In 1913 a survey of ten thousand Minneapolis families found that about two-thirds of them attended motion picture shows and that the average family spent $7.50 a year on the movies, at a time when tickets rarely cost more than ten cents.44 The city had sixty-nine motion picture houses, giving it a theater-to-resident ratio double that of New York City.45 In St. Paul the numbers were similar. Reporters marveled that the film business there had “grown to an extent almost incredible.”46

Motion pictures were becoming remarkably popular and, perhaps just as significantly, respectable. Several prominent Twin Citians now counted themselves among the cinema’s biggest fans. Financier Thomas B. Walker, for example, rarely missed an opportunity to take in a picture show—especially when it featured “an amusing young fellow” named Charlie Chaplin. “The great thing of moving pictures is their democracy,” Walker said. “There, the banker, the carpenter, the mechanic and laborer for a small admission price come with their families and enjoy a few hours in a common and wholesome amusement. The general association is good for the men, their families and for the community.”47

[image: symbol]he crowds that showed up for the grand reopening of Minneapolis’s Lyric Theater on September 18, 1911, were stunned. They had come to see a moving picture show. What they instead experienced was a spectacle. A footman, gracious in the extreme, greeted them on their arrival. Inside, exquisitely mannered pages attended to their needs. Young African American women in carefully pressed uniforms ushered them to their seats. The show itself was a revelation. The Lyric, unlike every other theater in the Twin Cities, kept the lights on in its auditorium. Its powerful projector and new screen—of a secret “textile fabric and a composition of animal matter”48—made darkness obsolete (and impressed those who fretted over the safety of audiences in darkened auditoriums). The pictures on the screen were accompanied not by a tinny piano but by an eighteen-piece orchestra, a pipe organ, five vocalists, and a sound effects man armed with a dizzying array of noise makers.49 This was no fly-by-night storefront theater or ramshackle neighborhood cinema. The refurbished Lyric was the Twin Cities’ first premium motion picture house.

The Lyric was an unlikely venue for such a spectacle. It had opened twenty-six years earlier as the Hennepin Theater and had since gone through a succession of name changes: first the Harris, then the Lyceum, and finally the Lyric. Its recent history had been especially tumultuous. After reopening as the Lyric in 1908, it enjoyed modest success by offering a full calendar of stock theater productions. The following year, the brothers Lee and J. J. Shubert of New York leased the Lyric and turned it into the Minneapolis home of their rapidly expanding stage show empire. But the Shuberts never intended to hold on to the Lyric. They planned to build two new theaters—one each in Minneapolis and St. Paul—and they considered the Lyric a mere stopgap. When the new Shubert theaters opened in 1910, the Lyric went dark. The Shuberts didn’t want it anymore. It took a prodigal Minnesotan to bring out the Lyric’s potential as a motion picture house.
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 Shubert Theater

            494 Wabasha Street, St. Paul

            Opened 1910

 Although the St. Paul Shubert opened the same night as its Minneapolis namesake, it did not enjoy quite the same cachet. The St. Paul Shubert cost $165,000, as compared with the Minneapolis Shubert’s $250,000, and it seated about only three-quarters as many people. Still, the Sam S. Shubert Theater, as it was initially known, ranked for several years as the capital city’s most impressive show house. It was, like the Minneapolis Shubert, patterned after New York’s Maxine Elliott Theater. “There has been no waste in filling the interior of this theater with ‘tinselly’ and cheap decorative devices,” the St. Paul Pioneer Press noted. The Shubert was “a model of sanitary perfection.”1 In 1933 Al Steffes acquired the Shubert and turned it into a motion picture house called the World. The World continued to show movies until 1977, when its screen finally went dark. But the old show house quickly found new life as the home of the public radio variety show A Prairie Home Companion. After an extensive renovation in 1986, the World was reborn as the Fitzgerald Theater.
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The Shubert Theater in St. Paul, while similar to its Minneapolis counterpart, was smaller and less ornate.



 

Samuel Rothapfel (he later dropped the p from his name) had grown up in Stillwater. He was the son of Jewish immigrants and was remembered by neighbors as a rebellious youngster with the instincts of a showman. (He supposedly organized a makeshift theater and charged a penny for admission, but it was never clear what kind of entertainment he offered.) At the age of twelve, he moved with his family to New York. Four years later, he set off to make a life of his own. After a succession of odd jobs, a long stint in the military, and a short career in semipro baseball, he landed a bartending job at a saloon in the coal mining town of Forest City, Pennsylvania. It was there, in 1908, that Rothapfel—or Roxy, as he was now known—opened his Family Theater in the saloon’s back room.

From the beginning Roxy gave his patrons more than they ever could have expected for their five-cent admission price. For him the film was just part of the show. He hired the best musicians he could find to accompany the pictures he put onscreen. He developed a system for projecting films in a fully lighted auditorium to help his customers avoid eye fatigue. He even placed rose petals in front of electric fans and filled his theater with evocative aromas during the screening of a film depicting the Pasadena Tournament of Roses.50

It wasn’t long before word spread about the upstart showman in Pennsylvania’s coal country. The editors of the trade publication Moving Picture World commissioned Roxy to write a series of columns about motion picture exhibition. With each issue his reputation as an innovator in the film world grew. “Motion pictures are no longer a fad—they are here to stay, and are sure to become the greatest source of amusement in this country,” he wrote. “The day of the ignorant exhibitor with his side-show methods is a thing of the past.”51

The notoriety Roxy received from his column in Moving Picture World led to new jobs at theaters around the country. Benjamin Keith hired him to revive his struggling circuit of vaudeville houses. United Booking Offices asked him to improve the quality of projection at its theaters. And in early 1911, Herman Fehr contracted him to turn around one of the country’s biggest—and least successful—legitimate theaters, the Alhambra in Milwaukee. Roxy introduced motion pictures to the Alhambra and infused the theater with an air of elegance. Audiences responded. Within weeks the Alhambra was drawing bigger crowds than it ever had before.52

When Roxy arrived back in Minnesota in the summer of 1911, he was on the verge of becoming a national celebrity. He kicked off his Twin Cities run in early September with the opening of the Colonial Theater in St. Paul. As anyone familiar with his history could have anticipated, he introduced a series of innovations at the Colonial, including daylight motion pictures (with the auditorium lights on), an orchestra, vocalists, girl ushers, and a matron to “look after the wants of women and children.”53 Two weeks later, he presided over an even grander opening at the Lyric in Minneapolis. And there Samuel Rothapfel cemented his standing as a film exhibition wunderkind. His colleagues at Moving Picture World were happy to heap on breathless praise.


The Lyric on Hennepin Avenue, between 7th and 8th Streets, with a capacity of 1,700 seats, is the largest exclusive picture theater in Minneapolis. There are larger theaters in the country devoted solely to pictures, but there is none, and I can say it without the slightest fear of eating my words, that can lay claim to such model management as controls the destinies of the Lyric. By model management is meant the most intelligent, up-to-date, progressive presentation of moving pictures, the sure instinctive grasp of their full values and the talent—indeed the aspirations—that seizes the most effective means to reveal successfully these full values to an audience.54



In the months that followed his Minneapolis debut, Roxy continued to make improvements at the Lyric. He added, among other things, a lighted canopy, an electric fountain, and a children’s playground with slides and sandboxes.55 But his tenure at the Lyric was short lived. In the summer of 1912, the brothers John and Tom Saxe of Milwaukee acquired the Lyric. A year later, Roxy was gone. (John Saxe claimed that “Mr. Rothapfel’s management had not been satisfactory.”)56 Roxy went on to much bigger and better things in New York, but his legacy in the Twin Cities was lasting. He had proved that motion picture audiences in Minneapolis and St. Paul appreciated showmanship. No longer could theater owners—especially those in the two downtowns—afford to ignore the finer points of film presentation. “It is now accepted,” Roxy wrote a few years later, “[that] our picture theatres in the large cities are catering to an audience as fine as any legitimate attraction.”57
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Southern Theater

1420 Washington Avenue South, Minneapolis

Opened 1910

The Southern was among the first of the new neighborhood theaters that began sprouting up in the Twin Cities during the early years of motion picture exhibition. The Southern was, unlike many of its counterparts, an ethnic theater catering primarily to the largely Scandinavian community congregated near Cedar Avenue (widely known as “Snoose Boulevard”). On Saturday afternoons neighborhood kids crammed the Southern’s compact auditorium to watch matinee movies, but the theater was best known as a legitimate playhouse specializing in Swedish-language dramas by the likes of August Strindberg and Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson. As the years went by, the Southern gradually abandoned live theater in favor of the movies. In the mid-1940s the theater shut down and was converted into a garage and warehouse. In the three decades that followed, it went through various incarnations, including a stint as a popular restaurant called the Gaslight. In 1975 the building underwent an extensive renovation that turned it back into a live performance space called Guthrie 2 (an adjunct of the much larger Guthrie Theater). A few years later, ownership of the theater transferred to a nonprofit corporation called the Southern Theater Foundation. The theater reopened under its original name, the Southern, in 1981 and established itself as the stage home for a variety of independent performing artists.1
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The Southern, around the time of its opening.



 

[image: symbol]or a while, during the summer of 1912, it looked as though the cautious Theo Hays would finally get his chance to show regularly scheduled motion pictures at the Bijou. The Saxe brothers, who had acquired the Roxy-managed Lyric a couple months earlier, now controlled the Bijou, too. They planned to convert the Lyric back into a legitimate theater and move its motion picture business over to the Bijou, where Hays would continue as manager. But that plan didn’t last long. On second thought, the Saxes decided, it made no sense to remove films from the Lyric. Business there, under Roxy’s guidance, remained brisk. Instead, they refurbished the Bijou and instructed Hays to continue running stage plays there.58

The decision to maintain the Bijou as a legitimate theater failed miserably. Trends in the entertainment industry—especially the rise in the popularity of motion pictures—were working against traditional venues like the Bijou. Before long Hays was resorting to promotional tactics he had never previously considered, including the mailing of complimentary tickets to a “selected list of Minneapolitans.”59 But nothing he tried worked. One year after acquiring the Bijou, the Saxes sublet the old theater to a pair of Twin Cities showmen, Harry Blaising and Clyde Hitchcock. Blaising and Hitchcock immediately instituted a new show policy that, for the first time at the Bijou, included regular motion pictures. “Heroes will fight, beautiful maidens will be rescued and stories of love and adventure [will be] told on canvas at the Bijou,” the Minneapolis Journal reported. “The theater that for nearly twenty-six years has been the home of the melodrama will become a picture and vaudeville house.”60 Seventeen years after premiering Persimmon Winning the Derby at the old opera house on Washington Avenue, and five years after trying unsuccessfully to convince A. W. Dingwall to jump on the film bandwagon, Theo Hays was on the verge of becoming the manager of a true motion picture house.

But Blaising and Hitchcock had other ideas. They brought in their own manager and told Hays to move on. Hays’s long association with the Bijou was over, and with it, his best chance yet to move into the film exhibition business. Still, there was always the Grand in St. Paul.

Herman Fehr, the man who owned the Roxy-revived Alhambra Theater in Milwaukee, had leased the St. Paul Grand from the Jacob Litt estate in 1912 and turned it into a burlesque house. As the longtime manager of the Grand, Hays had done everything he could to make Fehr’s new adults-only policy work, but he found it impossible to beat St. Paul’s most successful burlesque theater, the Star, at its own game. Hays’s days at the Grand might have ended there had Fehr not signed over his lease to a pair of novice theater operators, the brothers Charles and Joseph Friedman of St. Paul.

The Friedmans were not interested in continuing burlesque at the Grand. They had something else in mind: motion pictures. They renamed the venerable theater the Strand, in honor of the new and phenomenally successful Strand Theater in New York City (which just happened to be managed by the recently departed Samuel Rothapfel), and instituted a new policy of “high-class photoplays.”

While some St. Paulites lamented the “cruelties of passing time” represented by the Grand-to-Strand switch, others took comfort in the fact that the day-to-day management of the theater remained in good and experienced hands. Theo Hays was still on the job. “We believe that there is a place in St. Paul for a photoplay house of unusual quality,” Hays declared at the Strand’s grand opening on November 1, 1914. “We shall cater to ladies and children and it shall be our aim to provide in the fullest measure for their safety, comfort and amusement.”61 Hays soon relinquished his managing duties at the Strand, but he continued to oversee the local financial affairs of the theater’s owner, the Jacob Litt estate. Although he didn’t realize it yet, he was now in position to make a permanent jump into the motion picture business.

[image: symbol]ost motion picture houses in the Twin Cities shut down during the summer. With no effective system for cooling the air, the windowless auditoriums in which the movies played became oppressive sweatboxes. Even the most rabid film enthusiasts were happy to forgo motion pictures during the sultry months of June, July, and August. Movies were not worth the risk of heatstroke. But that didn’t mean summer films couldn’t succeed under the right conditions.

For several years exhibitors in other cities—especially in warmer climates—had experimented with open-air theaters called “airdomes.” The typical airdome was a vacant lot surrounded by a tall fence, with a screen at one end, an entrance at the other, and rows of wooden benches in between. What the airdomes lacked in amenities, they made up for in fresh air. Film-hungry audiences flocked to outdoor screenings in numbers that forced the managers of traditional indoor theaters to take notice.

Exhibitors in Minneapolis and St. Paul were slow to pick up on the airdome trend. Open-air theaters performed best in places where they could stay open most of the year, and the Twin Cities, with their inhospitable winters, did not fall into that category. But in the summer of 1914, Samuel Neuman, the manager of the Metropolitan Opera House in St. Paul, decided to take a chance on the concept. He opened the Twin Cities’ first airdome, called the Airdome, at the corner of Wabasha and College Avenue, about four blocks northwest of the city’s main theater district. The grounds, occupying about 1,500 square feet, were “commodiously laid out.” The Metropolitan’s orchestra, under the direction of W. W. Nelson, furnished the music. And in a move that set the Airdome apart from most other theaters, Neuman played up the fact that “refreshments can also be had on the grounds.” Programs at the Airdome began promptly at 8:00 PM and lasted three and a half hours. Advertisements encouraged patrons to “Enjoy a Smoke and Show with the Blue Sky Above You.”62 Later that summer, a second airdome opened in Minneapolis, at the corner of Tenth and Hennepin. The St. Paul Pioneer Press predicted that Neuman’s “novel place of amusement” would “no doubt become popular.”63 The following summer, the St. Paul airdome was gone.

[image: symbol]otion pictures were becoming immensely popular, but few, if any, qualified as artistic masterpieces. When the cinema boom hit around 1910, most films were still one-reel shorts—simple comedies, dramas, or scenics. In most theaters a single show consisted of four to six one-reelers run back to back. But it wasn’t long before filmmakers began experimenting with longer, multiple-reel movies. Storylines became increasingly complex. Previously anonymous actors became stars. Audiences were entranced. Theater owners soon discovered they could charge higher admission prices for these new, longer films, and soon they were screening features, as they became known, seven days a week.64

In early 1915 word began spreading that a new feature, unlike any previously made, would soon arrive in the Twin Cities. The Birth of a Nation was at the time the longest movie ever produced—three hours plus—and it was arousing passions in every city it played. The film, produced and directed by D. W. Griffith, told the story of two families caught in the turmoil of the Civil War and Reconstruction. It was an enthralling epic featuring many cinematic innovations, like close-ups, flashbacks, and fades. But it also was blatantly racist. It depicted African Americans as either infantile or depraved and the Ku Klux Klan as heroic. Black activists already had attempted to keep the film from showing in several large cities. The premiere in Boston, for example, had triggered an outbreak of egg throwing, stink bombings, and angry protests. But no matter how loud the objections, the film continued to run. The Birth of a Nation broke box office records wherever it appeared.65
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The Minneapolis Journal ran this advertisement for The Birth of a Nation on November 7, 1915.



New films usually debuted in cities on the East and West Coasts, so it was no surprise that The Birth of a Nation had not yet arrived in Minneapolis and St. Paul. But African American leaders in the Twin Cities knew it was just a matter of time. They began to prepare.

In May of 1915, an African American newspaper called the Twin City Star reported that The Birth of a Nation had “been warned not to book [in Minneapolis].”66 But that warning—whatever it might have been—went unheeded. A few months later, the editor of the Star acknowledged that “the infamous photo-play” undoubtedly would show up in the Twin Cities.67 The only question was when—and where. The simmering controversy came to a boil in mid-October when theater owners announced plans to screen the film at two Twin Cities show houses: the Auditorium in St. Paul and the Shubert in Minneapolis.

St. Paul was the first of the two cities to tackle the issue. The brouhaha broke into the open when three St. Paul theater men—the brothers Charles and Joseph Friedman, of the Strand, and their partner, George Granstrom—rented an old theater called the Auditorium and applied for a license to show The Birth of a Nation. Aware of their formidable opposition, the Friedmans and Granstrom invited about one thousand people, including Mayor Winn Powers and the entire city council, to a private showing on October 20. The crowd at the Auditorium that evening reflected the full range of opinion regarding the film. When the movie was over, members of the audience shared their impressions with a reporter from the St. Paul Daily News. Physician Arthur Sweeney, like most of the white people in attendance, thought the film was “a magnificent spectacle that should be seen by everyone for its historical and artistic value.” But most black guests, including Rev. Stephen L. Theobald of St. Peter Claver’s Catholic Church, left the theater dismayed.


I do not think there is any question that such an exhibition is capable of creating sentiments of prejudice if not hatred for colored people. I do not say the picture would cause riots. We haven’t the class of people here who would express their antipathies with violence. The feeling against the colored people is growing and the picture, therefore, is harmful in this community. As far as the historical value is concerned, if the producers are trying to educate the public in the history of the nation, they are doing so by emphasizing incidents which would be a discredit to civilization.68



When the city council met a few days later to formally consider the license request, passions erupted. About five hundred people—most of them African American—packed the council chambers to express their feelings about the film. Speeches for and against the production were interrupted by hisses and applause. At least one fight broke out when a black man spoke in support of the film. Most of those expressing opposition to the motion picture were African Americans, but a few white people spoke out as well. “This picture is one of the most immoral things that could possibly be shown,” declared Marguerite Bend, a prominent society matron. “I left the theater with a feeling of shame and nausea after seeing it.”69

Black activists had worked behind the scenes at city hall for several weeks, hoping to build a resilient opposition to the motion picture, but in the end they could not overcome the efforts of the film’s supporters. The Friedmans and Granstrom got their license. In a concession to the film’s opponents, the three partners agreed to cut two scenes from the movie, including a famous sequence in which a young white woman leaps to her death when a black man threatens to rape her.70 But as soon as the film began its run, the Friedmans and Granstrom reneged on their agreement with the city and restored parts of the edited scenes.71 The city council could have revoked the license, but it chose to look the other way.

As the struggle over The Birth of a Nation reached its climax in St. Paul, a similar fight was brewing in Minneapolis. At the center of the controversy was the city’s mayor, Wallace Nye. Earlier in the year, Nye had told black leaders in Minneapolis that he would block any attempts to show the film in the city. For a while it appeared as though he would stick to his promise. When the manager of the Shubert, A. G. “Buzz” Bainbridge, announced that he had scheduled The Birth of a Nation for an eight-week run beginning October 31, Nye reaffirmed his pledge to keep the film off the city’s motion picture screens. “My decision is final,” he proclaimed. But Buzz Bainbridge, who already had made elaborate plans to move his stock acting company, the Bainbridge Players, to another theater during the film’s run, was not one to surrender without a fight. “I see no reason to stop the [photo] play here when it is permitted in every other city in the country,” he said. “I think there are more people who want to see the play in this town than there are who want it stopped.”72

The confrontation moved to the courts. On October 30 a district court judge in Minneapolis issued a temporary injunction preventing Nye from interfering with the showing of the movie. The Birth of a Nation opened at the Shubert as scheduled the following day. A week later, however, the same judge ruled that Nye did, in fact, have the authority to revoke the Shubert’s license, assuming he had legitimate reasons for doing so. Faced with the possibility of imminent closure, Bainbridge reluctantly halted all screenings of the motion picture while he appealed the case to the Minnesota Supreme Court. At this point the facts in the case seemed to favor Bainbridge. The Birth of a Nation had shown at the Shubert for a full week without causing any public unrest, and courts in three other cities—Chicago, St. Louis, and Pittsburgh—had recently turned back attempts to suppress the photoplay.73 Bainbridge expressed confidence that he would prevail, but the high court ruled against him. Nye’s decision to block the movie stood.74 Or so it seemed.


 [image: image]

Alexander “Buzz” Bainbridge, manager of the Minneapolis Shubert and the man most responsible for bringing The Birth of a Nation to the city.



Shortly after the Supreme Court handed down its decision, Nye received a petition asking him to let a group of one hundred representative citizens pass judgment on the motion picture. Under the petitioners plan if a majority of the censors approved the film, the mayor could then lift the ban, confident that he was acting according to the public will.75 Nye, who previously had insisted his decision on the matter was final, endorsed the proposal spelled out in the petition. When the committee of censors voted overwhelmingly in favor of the film, Nye jumped at the chance to remove an unwanted and politically uncomfortable burden from his shoulders. “I was highly pleased with the work of the committee,” he said, “and as a result, ‘The Birth of a Nation’ will be allowed to run.”76

The Birth of a Nation forced elected officials in the Twin Cities—and the people they represented—to confront inconvenient questions about a new form of entertainment that apparently was not going away. Should the government prevent the showing of motion pictures that some people found objectionable? If so, who should decide what was objectionable and what was not? In the case of The Birth of a Nation, officials in both cities ultimately proved unwilling to prevent the exhibition of a controversial film. But difficult questions stemming from the growing popularity of motion pictures were not simply going to vanish once The Birth of a Nation played itself out. Film was establishing itself as a powerful medium, and it would continue to stir passions among Twin Citians of every imaginable background. “We did not succeed in having the showing of [this] vicious film stopped,” the editor of the black newspaper the Appeal wrote in the aftermath of the dispute over The Birth of a Nation, “but we have put up such a fight that we do not intend to have our rights utterly ignored or ruthlessly trod upon without protest.”77

[image: symbol]t had been about three years since the Friedman brothers switched the name of the Grand Theater in St. Paul to the Strand and converted it into a motion picture house. Now, in the summer of 1917, word arrived that someone wanted to buy the Strand. As financial representative of the Jacob Litt estate, the theater’s owner, it was Theo Hays’s job to negotiate a fair deal.

The would-be buyers were Moses Finkelstein and Isaac Ruben. Over the previous few years Finkelstein and Ruben had assembled a stable of movie theaters—three in St. Paul and four in Minneapolis—that was second to none in the Twin Cities. Now they wanted to add the St. Paul Strand to their collection. Hays invited the two men to his office at the Bijou in Minneapolis (his family still owned the building) to work out the details.78 The price they agreed to was the most lucrative in Twin Cities theatrical history: $100,000.79

On August 12, 1917, the new Garrick Theater—as the St. Paul Strand was now known—opened with The Little American. The theater sparkled with new furnishings. The sounds of a new ten-thousand- dollar pipe organ added depth to the already impressive orchestral accompaniment.80 And overseeing the entire event was a familiar figure. “Messrs. Ruben & Finkelstein sprung a big surprise when they announced the manager for the new house,” the trade publication Moving Picture World reported. “The executive is none other than Theodore L. Hays, perhaps the best known showman in the entire northwest.”81 Theo Hays had made his name as the manager of theaters specializing in live stage entertainment. He had detoured briefly into the motion picture field when the Friedmans took over the Strand but had since concentrated mostly on legitimate theater projects (including a short stint as business manager of the Minneapolis Shubert). Now he was poised to make a big splash in the film world. Not only was he the new manager of a newly refurbished cinema, he now worked for the two most powerful men in the Twin Cities’ motion picture business.
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