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The 3-D movie screen itself vanishes as the projected images seem to become a window on space.


Prologue

The Epochs of 3-D

With stereo pictures, there is introduced a profound difference from a picture produced by a single image—that is, by two-dimensional photography and projection. When stereo pictures are accurately made, properly projected, and viewed with image-selecting spectacles, our flat screen takes on the effect of an opening. Action now can seem, not only to recede into the distance beyond the opening, but to come forward through the opening.

—Floyd Ramsdell, “The Stereo Window” (1953)

With the introduction to my previous volume, Stereoscopic Cinema and the Origins of 3-D Film, 1838–1952, published by the University Press of Kentucky in 2007, I delineated four separate epochs during which 3-D movies evolved, both as a technology and a cinematic art. That book was a detailed look at what I characterized as the long novelty period for stereo cinema that lasted over a century, and it concluded with the events of 1952, when the 1950s 3-D movie boom was launched.

The present book conflates the three following epochs of stereo cinema into one volume. It begins with the release of Arch Oboler’s Bwana Devil, the 3-D film that initiated the 1950s boom. Bwana Devil announced the second epoch for stereo cinema that lasted from 1952 to 1985, and it may be characterized as an era of convergence, in which Hollywood was instrumental for production and exhibition of 3-D films.

The 1950s 3-D boom was built on dual-camera and projector technology. The 1980s 3-D cycle was built on single-camera and projector technology. Both of these formats exploited optical convergence, or toeing in, of the camera axes to produce negative parallax, with off-the-screen imagery coming out into the audience space. It was this visual effect that was the hallmark of the era of convergence, both as a promotional device and aesthetic leitmotif.

The era of convergence also witnessed the merging of Hollywood feature-length narrative with stereography as the motion picture simultaneously moved into a widespread use of color, with Eastmancolor film negative and wide-screen cinema, first heralded by 20th Century Fox’s inauguration of CinemaScope in 1953. The innovation of CinemaScope, as we shall see, was not without a serious impact on stereoscopic cinema. One of the technical virtues of the single-strip 35mm 3-D films of the 1980s was that wide-screen stereoscopic cinema became a general practice.

The age of immersion for stereoscopic cinema began in 1986 with the large-format 15/70mm IMAX 3-D film Transitions, produced by Colin Low for exhibition at the Vancouver Expo. The large-format 3-D film uses two strips of horizontally traveling 15/70mm film projected on a seven-story-high silver screen to create a truly immersive visual experience in depth for the audience. In the IMAX 3-D theater, the viewer’s peripheral field of vision is filled with the stereoscopic image. The stereo window is placed nearly at infinity with IMAX 3-D because convergence of camera axes is rarely, if ever, used. Stereoscopic screen imagery, as a result, with large-format 3-D is almost entirely out in the audience space.

Theme park 3-D and “4-D” ride film attractions are also immersive in nature and have been frequently produced on large-format film. They can be legitimately included as vital exhibition formats of the age of immersion and were inaugurated at the same time as IMAX 3-D—and quite often produced in that format. The immersive stereoscopic experience also embraces virtual reality and head-mounted displays, even though these formats have yet to be widely established in visual culture. Immersive stereo cinema continues to this day, and is likely to remain an enduring part of the entertainment landscape in special venues, museums, and theme parks around the world.

The fourth era of stereoscopic cinema is that of digital 3-D cinema, and it formally began on November 4, 2005, with the release of Chicken Little in 3-D in eighty-four 3-D cinemas and in 2,500 theaters in a flat 2-D release on 35mm film. 3-D movies have been a significant factor in driving the proliferation of digital cinema in theaters, and with digital 3-D cinema, sophisticated new stereographic techniques, primarily used for computer-generated 3-D films, stereoscopic cinema has been driven to new heights of visual and storytelling artistry. These artistic techniques, the individuals who are involved in their creation, and the gradually increasing numbers of digital cinemas capable of 3-D exhibition are extensively documented in the third section of this book, which concludes with a watershed event for stereoscopic cinema: the release of James Cameron’s Avatar on December 15, 2009.

As an eyewitness, and to some extent a participant, in the age of digital 3-D cinema, I have had the opportunity to interview many of the stereographers and individuals who have engineered this fourth era of stereoscopic cinema. These interviews and discussions, whether conducted in person or via e-mail, are included in this book. I feel privileged to have borne witness to stereoscopic cinema in its twenty-first-century evolution and have done my best to objectively report on it as a cinematic art and craft, and not just as a spectacular means of making money.

This book represents my attempt at a comprehensive history that combines the technology, business, culture, and art of a uniquely expressive form that promises to become a commonplace and enduring component of visual culture in all of its iterations. Stereographic imagery—images moving in z-space—will increasingly find expression on every form of visual display, from the theater and IMAX screen to 3-D TV, the computer, and handheld and mobile devices.


Part I

The Era of Convergence, 1952—1985
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Promotional advertisements for Bwana Devil emphasized the interactive nature of the 3-D movie-viewing experience.


1

Bwana Devil

The 1950s 3-D Boom Begins

“3-D Day Hits Hollywood in Blinding Flash” was the headline for a story in the February 16, 1953, issue of Life magazine. A two-page photo spread included shots of the stereoscopic frenzy in Hollywood. It pictured a 3-D camera under guard, a delighted Jack Warner in 3-D glasses having a “stereo moment” watching dailies for House of Wax, Milton and Julian Gunzburg with a padlocked trunk containing the Natural Vision camera, and a portrait of veteran stereoscopist John Norling.

What was the impetus for this Hollywood frenzy? “A flash in the pan,” wrote Life magazine, “a cheap, preposterous film called Bwana Devil.”1 By December 1952, when Bwana Devil began breaking movie attendance records, “the flash was blinding, and all Hollywood was reeling happily in a frenzy of what looked like the biggest boom since the advent of the talkies. Bwana Devil is done in a three-dimensional process called Natural Vision and Hollywood could talk, think or read about nothing but, ‘Three-D.’ ” Produced by radio veteran Arch Oboler, Bwana Devil premiered at two Paramount Theaters in Los Angeles on Thanksgiving Eve, November 27, 1952. It was an immediate success, grossing more than $95,000 in the first week at the two theaters. The publicity for Bwana Devil erroneously proclaimed it to be “the first Feature-length Motion Picture in Natural Vision 3-Dimension.” Critics panned Bwana Devil, but the excited public formed long lines around the block to see the film.

By 1952 attendance at motion pictures had dropped 40 percent from its level in 1946. Activity at the major studios had been falling off, and many motion picture professionals were out of work. Movie executives took note of Bwana Devil’s success. Quite a few of them had seen test footage of Natural Vision three dimension earlier in the year and had passed on the process. Now they were paying attention.

How It Began

If veteran cameraman Lothrop Worth, ASC, had not been on the scene, the 3-D movie frenzy of the 1950s might not have taken place. “Everybody was out of work with the exception of a few independents,” recalled Worth in a 1999 interview with film historian Mike Hyatt:

I was spending most of my time in the office of a little machine shop. Friend Baker, a former cameraman in the early days of the [motion picture] business, was something of an inventor. One day Baker said to me, “Do you know anything about 3-D in motion pictures?”

I said, “No, I never gave it a thought.”

Baker took me up to a little loft he had in the shop and showed me some footage he had shot with a system he had rigged up. He had built a device that was an alternate frame system. It was a 16mm system done with mirrors and the mirrors would shift with each frame. One would be right eye and the next would be left, with one coming after the other. It was 3-D.

It was interesting but it would flicker. You used polarized 3-D glasses to view it. He had gone as far as he could with it. When he ran it at double speed it just flickered faster and there was no way of getting around it with that system. But it got me interested in 3-D.

I got two blocks of wood and front surface mirrors and put them together. When I showed it to Friend he said “I’ll be damned” and we rigged it up. Baker added two mirrors and rotated them so that the picture was just about the same proportion as 1.33 to 1. There were six mirrors now bouncing the images into the lens. So we worked from there and made a lot of tests with it. We used a window curtain with aluminum paint as our screen. We showed the footage we shot to anyone who came in. So word got around.2

Amateur stereo photography also played an important role in generating the 3-D movie frenzy. Julian Gunzburg was a Beverly Hills ophthalmologist and an active user of Seton Rochwite’s Stereo-Realist 3-D camera, manufactured by the David White Company and introduced on the market in 1947. When Julian’s screenwriter brother, Milton, was searching for a dynamic way to present a documentary film on hot rods that he wanted to call Sweet Chariot, Julian suggesting making a stereoscopic film of the subject. Julian used his stereo camera to photograph some automobiles.

“The results were startling,” wrote Julian Gunzburg in the November 1953 issue of American Cinematographer. “The pictures were beautiful and the motors stood out in vivid relief. They were so real, you felt that you could touch them.”3.

The two brothers contacted Baker, Worth, and camera technician O. S. “Bud” Bryhn. “Milton asked me if I could film a 3-D test,” said Worth. “We went out to a riverbed in Pasadena. We mounted the unit with the mirrors on it and shot a lot of stuff around the pits, filming the engines and anything interesting about these racers.

“Well, they started the races and Milton wanted me to pan with them. I had no viewfinder so I lined the shot up through the camera and I would sight down the top of the camera, right down the groove of the magazine. Milton was so excited he could hardly hold himself together. ‘How much of this is going to be good?’ he asked. I said, ‘It will all be good. This is a definite technique. There are no problems. It will all be good.’ ”4

Building the Natural Vision Camera

“When Milton saw the 3-D footage he hit the roof,” said Worth. “He had to have it. And he had to have it in 35mm. So Friend and I took a lathe bed with two cameras facing each other with just two mirrors, one for each lens. The center of those mirrors was the interocular. They were on a post and it had to be absolutely perfect. We had micrometers on the mirrors.”

The Natural Vision camera used a fixed interaxial of 3.5 inches and variable convergence for parallax control. As an ophthalmologist, Gunzburg did not think that “changing of the interaxial was consistent with physiological fact”5—hence the name Natural Vision. The optical axes “toed in” for convergence on a subject in the same way as the human eyes. “If one camera was ‘toed in,’ ” wrote Gunzburg, “the foreground separations would be in front of the window and hence produce the stereo effect of foreground relief.” The camera mount, built by Bryhn, was designed to synchronize two standard Mitchell 35mm NC cameras. A battery of lenses from 35mm to 100mm focal lengths were used.
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The Natural Vision rig was so big that it was nicknamed the Barndoor. Here, we look in one open end of it at the back of a Mitchell 35mm camera.

“We needed two technicians,” said Worth, “one to run the parallax and one to run the focus. Synchronization of the two cameras was a big problem. The shutters had to be absolutely in sync with each other so we hooked the two cameras together with a shaft. They had to be threaded perfectly. We made a lot of camera tests and had a projection deal with a little studio in Culver City. We rented it and invited producers and all the press. We had some sensational footage. All they wanted to know was ‘Who’s going to make a picture and when?’ We couldn’t seem to get anybody.

“Milton wanted me as the camera man. I said, ‘Wait a minute, Milton. Don’t try to sell a new man with a new system. You’ve got to get the system on the screen and then you’ll be in a position.’ So I suggested Joe Biroc. Joe worked on some more tests with us and got the idea what 3-D was all about.”

Enter Arch Oboler

“Joe Biroc had done a picture with Arch Oboler called The Twonky,” recalled Worth. “One day Arch said to Joe ‘Boy, if we only had three-dimension. Joe said, ‘We’ve got it,’ and Arch came to attention immediately. Arch said ‘Where?’ And Joe said, ‘Contact Milton Gunzburg.’

“So Arch did that. A week or so went by and I said to Joe, ‘What’s happened with the 3-D?’ Joe said, ‘Well, Arch called Milton and made a proposition. And Milton turned it down. Arch said to Milton, ‘OK, make a proposition to me and see if I can live with it.’ But Milton didn’t want to deal.”

Worth had heard nothing about this situation. He and Biroc immediately went over to Milton Gunzburg’s office. “I told Milton, ‘We’ve got a director/producer here that gets things released and you won’t deal with him,’ ” said Worth. “ ‘Why won’t you deal with Oboler?’ Milton said that Oboler was small time. I said, ‘The one thing we’ve got to do is get this on the screen. If we get it on the screen, we’re in.’ And I said, ‘If you don’t follow through on this, forget me. Find somebody else to do this.’ I said, ‘Look. You call him right now, while I’m here.’ And he did. And they got together.

“But when we got the first day’s work,” recalled Worth laughing, “we found out that Arch only had about five or ten thousand dollars, enough money for one or two day’s work. But Bob Stack, the lead in Bwana Devil, had seen the rushes. He put money in. His mother put money in. Some theater man in Long Beach put money in. Milton got some more money from his father. And we made Bwana Devil with spit and bailing wire.”

On Location in the Malibu Hills

Oboler engaged Biroc as director of photography and Worth as camera operator for 3-D filming of his African adventure, tentatively titled Lions of Gulu, with the 35mm unit, which, because of its unique construction, was nicknamed the Barndoor. Filming was on Ansco color stock and began on June 18, 1952, in the rugged, mountainous Malibu Hills area forty-five miles north of Los Angeles. Robert Stack starred in Bwana Devil, along with Barbara Britton and Nigel Bruce, in a story based on historical circumstances from the late nineteenth century, when man-eating lions delayed construction of a railroad by consuming workers involved in the task. The Natural Vision rig was covered with a large blimp and was mounted on a mobile camera car, called the Blue Goose, for almost every take. This car was a converted four-wheel-drive army weapons carrier with a forklift and platform on the front, operated hydraulically.

In August 1952, Biroc recounted the 3-D filming of Bwana Devil with an article in American Cinematographer. “Selecting camera setups calls for the careful placing of people and dressing of sets, together with the careful selection of lenses of correct focal length to avoid false perspective and distortion,” wrote Biroc. “To keep things rolling on the Bwana Devil production, most of these decisions were made by Lothrop Worth and myself. Only when we encountered very complex problems or situations in attempting an extreme effect called for in the script was it necessary to talk it over with Mr. Oboler. In such instances, the many tests we made previous to production served as an excellent yardstick.”6

Biroc commented on the use of off-the-screen effects in Bwana Devil, employing negative parallax. “One of the characteristics of 3-dimensional movies, which made it such a spectacular innovation years ago when first presented to the public, is the way objects can be made to appear coming right out of the screen and into the audience. Today, such freak innovations must be avoided, Oboler believes, if 3-dimension movies are to assume proper stature. For this reason, such effects are employed rarely in Bwana Devil and then only to emphasize some particular action, as when an African warrior throws his spear directly towards the camera.”
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Filming Bwana Devil on location in the Agoura Hills, Nigel Bruce and Robert Stack relax in the foreground. The camera crew prepares the Natural Vision rig for photography on the forklift front of the Blue Goose army truck.

Despite the fact that the promotional one-sheet poster for Bwana Devil touted “A Lion in Your Lap” and “A Lover in Your Arms,” Oboler attempted to make a restrained use of convergence for off-the-screen effects. In an article for the 1953 Film Daily Yearbook titled “Three-Dementia: Stereo Pictures Must Become More than a Circus Novelty,” Oboler foresaw that “everything will be leaping madly off the screen. This is a great temptation in making a three dimensional picture, having objects, from bosoms to zombies, sticking out of the screen into space.”7

Oboler characterized the use of 3-D for such spectacle as a “false path. False because if audiences begin to look upon three dimensional pictures simply as a circus, the law of diminishing returns can quickly catch up with the entire advance.” Oboler advised that such excitement should not be completely deleted from 3-D movies, but emphasized that “there is a great danger in overdoing the spectacular.” The best three dimension, Oboler proposed, “as ideally used, then is a frame through which the audience looks into reality”; having “objects poking through the frame of the screen in a distorted manner, is a special effects touch to be used with discretion.”

The public was unconcerned with Oboler’s stereo discretion. Despite the director’s attempts at the tasteful use of 3-D, Bwana Devil was savaged by the critics while the public flocked to see it. “Bwana Devil is the most conspicuous and outstanding movie of the moment, not because of story or performance, but because of its importance as an innovation in technical production,” wrote a reviewer at Film Daily.8 It was “a novelty all of which adds up to cash at the box office, and a promise of renewed interest in movie going.” A reviewer at Home Movies magazine was highly critical of the stereo cinematography. “Overall sharpness was not present in anything but the longest of long shots. The cameraman got a little too cute (for our liking) when he persisted in using large masses in the foreground in order to heighten the stereo effect. To sum up, very few shots were good, many were terrible, and the whole thing felt (to this viewer) as if we were seeing the film through a wet glass sheet. The picture was a flop in our books and we think that Obler [sic] had better pull up his socks.”9

3-D Explosion

Life magazine wasn’t the only one to compare the 3-D frenzy in Hollywood to the flash of an atomic bomb. With an article titled “3-D—Past, Present, Future” in the 1953 Film Daily Yearbook, Vera Berch Gunzburg, executive vice president of the Natural Vision Corporation and wife of Milton Gunzburg, wrote, “The atom bomb of 3-D having exploded over the entire motion picture industry, its far reaching effects are now being analyzed by every production, exhibition and distribution company in the business.”10

In her article, Gunzburg noted that the Natural Vision Corporation was the exclusive worldwide distributor of Polaroid viewers for use with 3-D movies, and she pointed out that the Polaroid Corporation had “recently increased its production program” and was “capable of amply supplying the demands of exhibitors and distributors.” Paying 6.7 cents each for the Polaroid 3-D glasses, Natural Vision sold them to exhibitors for ten cents each. Polaroid stock rose 30 percent within a few short weeks of release of Bwana Devil.

Natural Vision also put together a separate Theater Equipment Corporation to supply exhibitors with stereoscopic projection technology and silver screens. Gunzburg noted that the Motion Picture Research Council described the Natural Vision equipment package as “the best.” “We utilized the 5,500-foot reels and magazines manufactured by the Wenzel Projector Co. of Chicago. Our technicians worked out the adaptation of the Selsyn motors for an electrical interlock. The same goes for the use of the Static-master brush, and the blower fans to cool the Polaroid filters.” For stereo projection of 3D movies, the two projectors in the booth, typically used for changeover to run five reels of film alternately and continuously, were electrically interlocked to run in sync with each other. This meant that an intermission was necessary during projection of a 3-D movie to mount the left and right eye reels, each one of which ran sixty minutes, on the two separate projectors. As a result, most 3-D features ran no longer than ninety minutes.

Gunzburg observed that some of the 3-D projection equipment for the movie theaters was “in short supply. But the supply is meeting the demand. Booths are being equipped for a maximum of $750. Screens from Walker American are being shipped all over America.” Gunzburg stated, “No picture has been held up for lack of Polaroid viewers that were ordered in time and confirmed by us.”

So great was the demand for Polaroid viewers that the Polaroid Corporation may have subcontracted production of the glasses. A January 1954 article in Coronet magazine titled “Three-D’s Millionaire” relates how a scientist in Cincinnati, John F. Dreyer, was approached by Arch Oboler in 1953 with a request for the manufacture of 50,000,000 3-D viewers.11 Dreyer called his polarizing material Polacoat, and in March 1953, Dreyer began to run his machines eighteen hours a day, seven days a week, to coat plastic lenses and make 3-D glasses to meet the demand from the theaters.

For his part as producer, Arch Oboler sold his interest in Bwana Devil in March 1953 to United Artists (UA) for $500,000. Working with the Natural Vision Corporation, UA began distributing Bwana Devil to the theaters. After a long career as a radio and television writer, Oboler had struck 3-D gold with Bwana Devil. He would continue to pursue his interest in stereoscopic cinema and would produce two additional 3-D features, The Bubble (1966) and Domo Arigato (1974), both using Robert Bernier’s 35mm single-strip alternating-frame system, called Space Vision. The Natural Vision Corporation began to build additional 3-D camera units after Bwana Devil and licensed the technology to the motion picture studios for production of 3-D feature films. Lothrop Worth continued to operate the Natural Vision 3-D cameras as a stereo cinematographer on subsequent studio productions.

“When Bwana Devil opened,” recalled Oboler, “I had to buy the silver screens. Or I had to seduce the theater owner into putting three hundred dollars into it.”12 Oboler remained passionately interested in 3-D cinema as an art form for the remainder of his life. “The only hope for 3-D,” he observed, “is that someone will come along with taste and understanding and do a good story without regard for the extremes of 3-D, using it in terms of the story itself. It’s so easy to get so seduced by the wonders of going into space that you forget about the story.”


2

Dual-Band Cameras

Hollywood Rushes into 3-D Production

Within days of the release of Bwana Devil, Jack Warner purchased a license for the use of the Natural Vision camera and hired Lothrop Worth to operate it. Warner Bros.’s House of Wax (1953), a stereoscopic remake of Mystery of the Wax Museum (1933), was rushed into production.

Jack Warner also had an article in New Screen Techniques, a book published in 1953 by Martin Quigley. Warner’s article prophesized enduring status for 3-D movies and was titled “1927, Sound—1953, 3-D.” In the article, Warner recounted that “the showing last November in Hollywood of Bwana Devil convinced me that the Natural Vision process was practical and with some refinement could be used immediately whereas there was a question of time regarding the bringing up to date of our own three-dimensional camera. . . . This instrument, embodying the latest refinements in optics and some advancements which must remain company secrets until certain applied for patents are granted—will be used to make our future 3-D pictures.”1

The patent for the Warner Bros.’s dual-strip stereoscopic camera system by A. W. Tondreau, an arrangement with the cameras at right angles to each other, was applied for on May 11, 1953. It was not granted, however, until January 13, 1959, long after the 3-D motion picture boom had expired. Conversely, Julian Gunzburg reported in the December 1953 American Cinematographer that “in the beginning of our development we were convinced that we had made a unique and inventive contribution to the art of stereo photography. The United States Patent Office has only recently concluded otherwise. It appears at this late date that there is little in optics that is patentable, and much indeed that is now in public domain, including our Natural Vision system, which is accordingly open and available to all those who wish to use it.”2

[image: image]

Two days after release of Bwana Devil, Jack Warner licensed the Natural Vision camera to shoot House of Wax.

A March 1953 article by Arthur Gavin in American Cinematographer titled “All Hollywood Studios Shooting 3D Films” reported, “In many cases, the ‘Front Office,’ coming to a sudden decision to plunge into 3-D production, relayed its wishes to the studio camera department, and in less than 48 hours the studio had its first 3-D camera rig set up and making tests.”3

Paramount Studios had an existing lens-to-lens dual-camera arrangement already built by special effects cinematographer Edouard Farciot and sitting in their warehouse. The unit used two Mitchell 35mm cameras with standard 1,000-foot 35mm cameras side by side. Paramount called this process Paravision and used the dual-camera arrangement for production of Sangaree (1953), Those Redheads from Seattle (1953), and Jivaro (1954). These were color movies that were shot on Eastmancolor film, Type B color negative, and cropped to 1.66 to 1. Paramount used the Dynoptic 3-D dual three-strip Technicolor rig with the cameras at 90 degrees to each other on Flight to Tangier (1953) and Money from Home (1953).

[image: image]

3-D excitement began to build in Hollywood early in 1953.

Columbia Studios licensed Natural Vision for production of Fort Ti (1953). They also rushed into production a black-and-white film noir called Man in the Dark (1953), which was released on April 8, 1953, as the second 3-D feature in release. Gerald Rackett, a studio engineer at Columbia, designed a unit with two Mitchell cameras side by side, with one inverted, to bring the lenses into closer proximity. The film magazines of both units were mounted on top. Access to the camera mechanisms for inspection and film threading was achieved by mounting them on flat base plates.

With “rack over” on the two cameras, two viewfinder tubes were inserted between the cameras that permitted binocular viewing of the scene through the camera lenses. When alignment, focusing, and convergence were set, the finder tubes were removed and the cameras racked back over for shooting. Convergence and interaxial spacing were both controlled by shafts that extended from camera interiors to the exterior of the blimp. Another control beneath the finder permitted precision follow focus with the lens mechanisms of the two cameras synchronized and interlocked. The Mitchell finder was equipped with a combination mask, which used both the standard Academy aperture and the 1.85 to 1 ratio that Columbia adopted for its wide-screen releases.

Because both cameras in the Columbia 3-D unit were shooting straight on without the use of mirrors or prisms, two standard negatives were produced that did not require optical printing or reversal. This dual-camera rig was used by Columbia for photography on The Stranger Wore a Gun (1953), Gun Fury (1953), The Nebraskan (1953), and Miss Sadie Thompson (1953).

Universal-International also built a dual-camera unit similar to the Columbia rig for filming of It Came from Outer Space (1953), The Creature from the Black Lagoon (1953), and The Glass Web (1953). For close-up scenes and the underwater photography in The Creature from the Black Lagoon, David Horsley, Fred Campbell, and Eugene F. Polito at Universal assembled a dual-camera unit with two small Arriflex cameras at right angles to each other.

John Arnold, camera department head at MGM, supervised the construction of a similar unit using two Mitchell 35mm cameras at right angles that was capable of extreme close-ups. This unit, dubbed the Tri-Dee, necessitated reversed printing of the negative from one camera and was used for location filming of MGM’s rodeo drama Arena (1953) and the musical Kiss Me Kate (1953).

Independent construction of a dual-camera 3-D rig was also done by the StereoCine Corporation in Hollywood, which built a compact unit in which two Camerettes were mounted lens to lens with mirrors at 45-degree angles in between. Developed by R. G. Wolff, Henry Ludwin, and A. S. Bodrero, this dual-camera unit was used for photography on Hannah Lee (1953) by director of photography and codirector Lee Garmes.

The Producer’s Service Company in Burbank built a versatile side-by side dual film transport unit that used no mirrors and recorded left and right eye images on separate negatives requiring no reversals or optical correction. Engineered by camera technicians Jack Kiel and Gordon Pollock, this unit provided convergence control and interaxial variability from 1.9 inches to a maximum of 4.5 inches. Director of photography John Alton made use of this 3-D camera on the black-and-white film noir drama I, the Jury (1953), creating a fluid, sculptural visual space.

The two cameras in most units, when not sharing a common drive shaft, were synchronized and interlocked with two Selsyn slave motors powered by a Selsyn generator using a 110 volt sync motor running at fifty to sixty cycles. The generator and motors were usually in a separate housing and were operated remotely to maintain camera flexibility. Dual projectors in theaters running 3-D films also used an interlock of this type.

One short film, Doom Town (1953), a black-and-white documentary about the March 17, 1953, atomic bomb test in Nevada, was the only 3-D film to be shot with the Dunning 3-D camera, which had a single body and one film magazine carrying two 35mm negatives side by side with an integrated camera movement. Engineered by Carroll and H. Dodge Dunning of the Dunningcolor Corporation of Hollywood, the twin-strip camera used a fixed interocular of 1⅓ inches with a unique turret having three double lenses on the front. Extremely portable and weighing sixty-eight pounds, including magazines and motor, the camera used no mirror and incorporated a viewfinder that composited left and right eye views into a single picture.

The Stereoscopy of John Norling

As much as any 3-D filmmaker of the twentieth century, John Norling worked to bring stereoscopic cinema into the motion picture mainstream. In 1941 Norling reported on the “Progress of Three-Dimensional Pictures” at a May meeting of the Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE).4 By that time, the Loucks and Norling Studios had worked with stereoscopic pioneers Frederic E. Ives and Jacob Leventhal on footage that was ultimately released by MGM in the form of an anaglyphic short titled Audioscopiks in 1936.

Norling had made the first commercial use of Polaroid material with a three-dimensional film titled In Tune with Tomorrow, a stop-motion animation produced in black and white and presented specially for Chrysler’s exhibit at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. A year later, Norling remade the film in Technicolor 3-D, retitling it New Dimensions.

Because the three-strip Technicolor cameras were too bulky for the close-up photography required, Norling constructed a unique rotating filter attachment in front of the dual-camera lenses and made sequential frame exposures of red, green, and blue for separation negatives. These separations were used by Technicolor to make the printing matrices for dye imbibition prints. Loucks and Norling also produced a 35mm black-and-white 3-D film called Thrills for You (1940) for the Pennsylvania Railroad exhibit at the Golden Gate International Exposition in San Francisco, where it became a major attraction.

“About four million persons have viewed these three films,” stated Norling in his SMPTE address, “so it is probably safe to say that real three-dimensional motion pictures have emerged from the experimental and novelty stage.”5

In the interim between 1941 and the release of Bwana Devil, Loucks and Norling built a dual-band motion picture 3-D camera that housed two films in a single camera body. John Norling did not apply for a patent on his single-body twin-strip 3-D camera until February 12, 1953. The patent wasn’t granted until July 19, 1956, but Norling had worked with a prototype of the camera making Motor Rhythm and Thrills for You. About the same time as he applied for the patent on his 3-D camera, Norling licensed it under the name Future Dimension to RKO for the stereoscopic films they were planning.

In February 1953 Norling went with a camera crew to New Orleans, Louisiana, to film scenes of the Mardi Gras. This footage, shot on Eastmancolor, was used in RKO’s 3-D release Louisiana Territory (1953). Norling’s Future Dimension 3-D was also used to photograph RKO’s Second Chance (1953), The French Line (1953), Dangerous Mission (1953), and Son of Sinbad (1954). For its 3-D release of Devil’s Canyon (1953), RKO had licensed the Natural Vision camera.

Norling’s single-body twin-strip 3-D camera featured a binocular stereo viewfinder, variable interaxial, and convergence with “simultaneous focusing control of the two lenses, very difficult if not impossible to incorporate in the dual-camera design.”6 Three different interchangeable twinlens optical units on the front used 35mm, 50mm, and 75mm focal length lenses. “My objective, when I built my 3-D camera,” wrote Norling, “was to have it handle equally as conveniently as a conventional camera.”

To promote the Norling camera, the Loucks and Norling Studios prepared an unusual brochure that used cartoon imagery. David Starkman of Reel 3-D Enterprises speculates that the undated brochure “appears to be a post 1953 promotion to take advantage of the 3D boom.”7 The cover of the fifteen-page, comb-bound booklet depicts a train marked “3-D” approaching a warning signal and going past a sign marked “stop, look, listen.” Potential pitfalls of dual-camera 3-D are illustrated, and the virtues of the Norling camera are promoted.

It is not known how many of the booklets were produced by Loucks and Norling. The next to last page of the undated booklet states that additional Norling cameras are to be “available in 8 weeks.”8 The last page of the booklet consists of a résumé for John A. Norling with the address and phone number for the New York offices of Loucks and Norling Studios. To date, only one Norling 3-D camera is known to exist. RKO was the only studio to use Norling’s 3-D camera.

Interaxial and Convergence

Norling discussed and illustrated dual-camera configurations in “3-D Photography and Projection” in New Screen Techniques. He also provided, in passing, something of a historical summary of dual-band 3-D production. “A 35mm two-film camera was used by Frederic Eugene Ives between 1900 and 1905 in producing stereo motion pictures,” wrote Norling. “The two lenses were mounted with fixed centers 1¾″ apart. They were coupled together for focussing and for diaphragm settings. The magazines were mounted within the camera body and had a capacity of 200 ft. each.”9

To set the stage for his summary of dual-camera arrangements, Norling addressed the two primary optical parameters of stereoscopic motion picture photography: interaxial spacing, or the distance between the two camera lenses and convergence; and the toeing in of the optical axes. “Convergence of cameras lenses must be employed in order to produce satisfactory 3-D pictures but convergence should be held to a fairly narrow angle, and not permitted to be as great as the convergence angle tolerated by the eyes when looking at an object, say ten inches away.”

Norling demonstrated that interaxial spacing is equally important in 3-D photography. “The proper interaxial spacing when taking the 3-D picture must be calculated for the ultimate size of the projected picture . . . if it is too large the 3-D picture will suffer from ‘miniaturization’; objects and people will look smaller than they should and the depth of the scene will be abnormally increased in relation to the real spacing of objects.
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Dual camera arrangements 1 and 2 were illustrated by John Norling.
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Dual camera arrangements 3 and 4 were illustrated by John Norling.

“If the interaxial spacing is too small the 3-D picture will suffer from ‘giantism’; objects and people will look larger than they should, and the depth of the scene in relation to the spacing of objects becomes drastically reduced.” Norling also addressed the relationship between interaxial and convergence. “In 3-D photography there is an interlocking relationship between the convergence point and the interaxial spacing of the lenses. In general, it can be stated that the angle of convergence increases slightly as the distance from object to lens decreases, and the interaxial spacing decreases as the distance decreases.”

New Screen Techniques was published just as the 3-D movie boom was heating up. “Most of today’s stereoscopic motion pictures have been made with cameras not specifically designed for the purpose,” observed Norling. “Bulky camera arrangements have been employed, with two separate cameras mounted on a common base and sometimes provided with mirrors or prisms to provide paths for the rays of light from the scene to be reflected into one or both lenses. One early arrangement consisted of two cameras mounted side by side.”

Veteran director of photography Charles G. Clarke at the same time remarked on dual-band limitations in the pages of American Cinematographer. “Now that three-dimensional films are apparently here to stay, it behoves [sic] our camera manufacturers to make available double-film cameras having adjustments for convergence and lens separation, so that the problems of producing stereo films may be technically improved. All that can be done for the present is to use make-shift, double-camera equipment.”10

Dual-Band 3-D Camera Arrangements

Four basic arrangements for dual interlocked cameras are illustrated in Norling’s article in New Screen Techniques. The first, described as camera arrangement No. 1, simply places two 35mm cameras side by side. Norling observed that “with both camera lenses pointing toward the scene,” the arrangement “imposes the use of a very large interaxial spacing of the lenses. If the cameras are placed heads up alongside each other the minimum interaxial spacing will not be less than about seven inches employing regularly used studio cameras.”11

Convergence can be achieved by toeing in the two cameras. But Norling noted that the arrangement “with its excessively wide interaxial spacing produces excessive miniaturization and is unsatisfactory except for the photography of very distant subjects.” When one camera is turned upside down in relation to the other, there is great reduction of the interaxial spacing.

It was this arrangement that Norling used to photograph Motor Rhythm in 1938 as well as Thrills for You in 1940. Interaxial spacing was a minimum of 3¼ inches—somewhat more than necessary for close-up scenes. The bulky arrangement permitted the use of lenses with a variety of focal lengths. Generally a 50mm lens was used, but many shots also incorporated the use of 25mm, 35mm, and 75mm lenses.

Camera arrangement No. 2 used two cameras with lenses facing each other and pointing into two front surface mirrors that reflect the scene. The mirrors could be swung slightly with a micrometer to produce convergence control. Norling noted, “We tried this arrangement in 1931, and discarded it.” With custom machining of camera fronts and lens mounts, the closest interaxial spacing with this configuration was about three inches. The Natural Vision camera used to shoot Bwana Devil used this configuration with active convergence and a fixed interaxial of 3½ inches. Other studios and producers to use this camera arrangement included Paramount and Stereo Techniques.

“The negatives produced by this arrangement,” Norling observed, “will make contact prints whose attitudes are reversed left for right. Restitution, of course, can be made by optical printing from the negatives or optically producing dupe negatives which can be contact printed.”12

Camera arrangement No. 3 used one camera pointing directly at the scene and a second camera at 90 degrees pointing into a front surface mirror that reflected the scene into its lens. A closer interaxial spacing, as small as 1¾ inches, is possible with this configuration if lens mounts and camera fronts are machined down and a 50mm focal lens is used. The 35mm lenses will increase the interaxial to about 2¾ inches, and 25mm lenses will necessitate a four-inch interaxial. Convergence is adjusted by swinging the mirror a few degrees. Light reaching the camera from the mirror image is reduced and will require a ¼ lens stop addition.

From 1933 to 1935 this arrangement had been used by Leventhal and Norling for 3-D photography of footage that was later purchased by Fred Quimby, head of the MGM short subjects department. This footage was turned over to Pete Smith for editing, sound treatment, and narration and was released in single-strip anaglyph as Audioscopiks (1936), which received an Academy Award nomination in 1937 for Best Novelty Short.

MGM purchased more footage from Leventhal and Norling, which Smith cut into a second short, New Audioscopiks (1938). Smith writes about these films in “Three Dimensionally Speaking” in New Screen Techniques. “Pardon my immodesty,” wrote Smith, “but the Sales Department assured me that these pictures played to maximum bookings throughout the world. As a result of such success, we at M-G-M decided to enter the 3-D field.

“Believe me when I tell you we started from scratch.”13 Smith consulted with photographic consultant Jack Nickolaus, and with $3,000 of MGM’s money, a 3-D rig was assembled that used two regular Bell & Howell cameras with specially matched Bausch & Lomb lenses. “The lenses were 2¾ inches apart and were shot into prisms.” This is the same lens-to-lens configuration as camera arrangement No. 2.

Technical associates on the MGM 3-D rig were Irving Ries and A. G. Wise. “All of the experimental work was very hush-hush,” Smith declared. “The trio and I, together with Director George Sidney, worked in a basement on the studio back lot. Talk about a restricted area—this was IT!” George Sidney was later to direct Kiss Me Kate (1953), a popular dual 35mm 3-D release from MGM. Smith and his associates at MGM used the new dual rig to photograph a 7.5-minute story that Smith characterized as “a travesty on the Frankenstein craze of that era” titled Third Dimensional Murder (1941) and released in anaglyph with a process that MGM dubbed Metroscopix.

Norling’s camera arrangement No. 4 is bulky but presents certain advantages. “By the use of a transmission–reflection mirror and one camera placed at ninety degrees to the other with the mirror between, at forty-five degrees to each camera, it is possible to work with an interaxial spacing from zero upwards, if that is desirable.”14 A serious disadvantage of this system is a 60 percent loss of light through reflection and transmission. Illumination must be increased 2.5 times with this system, and a scene normally requiring 600-foot candles to light would require 1,500-foot candles. Despite these limitations, this configuration found use in conjunction with the large three-strip Technicolor cameras.

Almost every one of the 3-D feature films made in the 1950s was shot with a stereoscopic rig combining two 35mm cameras together to produce the twin-strip or dual-band format in use in the theaters with two interlocked projectors, polarizers, and the silver screen.

Stereoscopic inventor and historian Lenny Lipton observed, “The basic idea of a dual-band approach is to use existing apparatus and systems to the fullest so that as little as possible needs to be developed. This is an economical method, and one that can produce good results.”15 This was the approach hurriedly taken during the 1950s 3-D movie boom by the studios and their camera departments.
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The audience filled the Egyptian Theatre in 2003 at the first World 3-D Film Expo in Hollywood. Photograph by Philip Steinman.
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Converging in Time

Revisiting the 1950s 3-D Films

The 3-D movie boom of 1952–54 could be characterized as the second historical phase for stereoscopic cinema, an era of convergence—and not just because many of the dual-camera technologies of the time incorporated that optical feature into their stereo photography. It was also a brief stereo window in time in which the narrative canvas of classical Hollywood, 1.33 to 1 in aspect ratio, briefly converged with the amplification of depth before being exploded by CinemaScope into the wide-screen format (2.35 to 1) that subsequently became commonplace.

For a short time in the early 1950s, Hollywood filmmakers worked with the expanded narrative palette of 3-D on the luminous canvas of classic Hollywood (1939–51), with greatly varying results, just as that era was ending. With the screening of thirty-three feature films and over twenty shorts in the classic dual-projection 3-D format at the World 3-D Film Expos (I and II) that ran from September 12–21, 2003, and September 8–17, 2006, at the Egyptian Theatre in Hollywood, a rare opportunity to revisit the 3-D movies of the 1950s was provided. Through the efforts of SabuCat Productions and festival organizer Jeff Joseph, 3-D film archivist Bob Furmanek, and stereoscopic technician Dan Symmes, the remaining elements and prints of rare 3-D films were assiduously assembled and projected onto a silver screen using state-of-the-art dual-band technology.

Stereoscopic projectionist Paul Rayton used two projectors interlocked with a computer to keep the two filmstrips running synchronously and to be on the lookout for problems inherent in twin-strip projection such as film weave, in which horizontally traveling subjects appear to be pseudoscopic. In addition, with the screening of a special “Rarities in 3-D” program, alternative stereoscopic formats such as single-strip over and under, anaglyph, and even the incredibly scarce vectographic format were used.
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Jeff Joseph, World 3-D Film Expo organizer and head of Sabucat Productions, is seen at the Egyptian Theatre in 2003. Photograph by Ray Zone.

Speaking as one of a handful of dedicated but exhausted individuals who saw every one of the 3-D films at the festivals, I can tell you that the experience was a little like trying to consume a twelve-course meal in ten minutes. It was a perceptual feast, a once-in-a-lifetime experience for the stereoscopic cineaste that was not to be missed—and very likely will never be equaled.

The Gold Standard for 3-D

The first World 3-D Film Expo opened September 12, 2003, with the screening of two fine-condition prints of Warner Bros.’s House of Wax, still the gold standard for 3-D movies in a seamless integration of great stereo photography with an excellent story and acting. Director Andre de Toth was a one-eyed director of stereoscopic movies, but his handling of the three-dimensional visual elements of House of Wax was exceedingly creative, from a silhouetted foreground head of Igor (Charles Bronson) rising up and entering the screen space to deep-focus nighttime exteriors. At all times, the dramatic action in House of Wax includes the audience as an invisible but implicit element.
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A script page from House of Wax with an accompanying scene shows that dimensional effects were planned.

De Toth was working from a fine screenplay by Crane Wilbur that incorporated dimensional effects. Here, for example, is the description of scene 30, a fight sequence between Jarrod (Vincent Price) and Burke (Roy Roberts): “ANOTHER ANGLE—JARROD IN F.G. Burke in b.g. as the latter flings the chair. Jarrod sees it coming and ducks down OUT OF SHOT—the chair comes hurtling toward the CAMERA, THROUGH THE FRAME and toward the audience. DIMENSIONAL EFFECT.”1

Ironically, de Toth opposed the use of the 3-D gimmick sequence with the paddleball coming out at the audience and had to defer to the wishes of producer Bryan Foy in using it in the film. Before the showing of House of Wax, John Norling’s 3-D short Motor Rhythm, a Technicolor stop-frame animation of a blue Chrysler assembling itself, was screened with brand-new prints. This film delighted the audience. Under the title New Dimensions, it had been originally commissioned by the Chrysler Corporation and screened in black-and-white 3-D at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. The film was released by RKO Radio Pictures with the title Motor Rhythm in 1953.

The second feature of the evening was Andre de Toth’s The Stranger Wore a Gun, a Columbia film reassembled from existing elements by Grover Crisp at Sony Classics. In an e-mail of September 14, 2003, Crisp described the restoration of the film. “This print was made from right eye YCM (Yellow-Cyan-Magenta) printing negatives, and left eye YCM printing negatives, which are the closest thing to the original that survive,” wrote Crisp. “There is no Cyan or Magenta for reel 2A of the left eye, therefore we printed it flat using the right set for both eyes. It seemed the most pleasing alternative for the moment. Additionally, where there was damage to individual shots in one eye that we could not replace, we double-printed from the other eye to cover for the damage. There are a few shots like that throughout.”2

The Stranger Wore a Gun was one of only two films shot with Eastman stripping film, a process that destroyed the original negative element in creating the YCM Technicolor matrices. The film itself is a surprisingly pedestrian directorial effort from de Toth, with Randolph Scott sleepwalking through a potentially complex role as a former Quantrill’s raider. An interesting attempt was made, however, to combine match moves of 3-D foreground elements with the motion in 2-D background plates.

Restorations and Rarities

Sony Classics restored and made new prints for most of the Columbia films seen at the festival, including Man in the Dark, released April 8, 1953 (one day before House of Wax), Gun Fury (September 30, 1953), The Nebraskan (December 3, 1953), and The Mad Magician (April 30, 1954). Two Three Stooges shorts, Spooks and Pardon My Backfire, directed with outrageous in-your-eyes 3-D effects by Jules White, were also produced by Columbia and screened in brand-new prints. Columbia’s Miss Sadie Thompson (December 23, 1953), with a fine Rita Hayworth in the title role, closed out the festival. The three Columbia 3-D films directed by the King of the Gimmicks, William Castle, were screened: Fort Ti (May 23), Drums of Tahiti (November 30), and Jesse James vs. the Daltons (January 31, 1954). With Castle’s 3-D efforts, the off-the-screen effects were much in evidence with guns, torches, and debris hurtling out at the audience. Drums of Tahiti, using many 2-D process shots in the background, featured some wild double entendre dialogue in the first half and ineffective special effects in the second part.

Since twin-strip 3-D projection requires two projectors, there is always an intermission during the feature to enable the projectionist to mount the second set of reels. During the marathon 3-D viewing, these reel-change intermissions offered a welcome break for marathon viewers to stretch their legs before reentry into the stereo space.

Without the preservation and restoration efforts of 3-D film archivist Bob Furmanek, this 3-D film festival wouldn’t have happened. The 3-D boom in the 1950s was short-lived, from November 1952 to spring 1954. When 20th Century Fox premiered The Robe in CinemaScope in September 1953, the writing was on the wall. Many films photographed in 3-D, like Alfred Hitchcock’s Dial M for Murder, were released flat in 1954. Herbert L. Strock’s science fiction feature, GOG, had limited 3-D play dates in June 1954.

Many of the 3-D films released flat had the left eye and right eye elements shipped out separately so the 3-D elements were lost. “I would find a print of a 3-D title,” said Furmanek, “and realize that it was made up of reels from both the left and right side of the film.”3 Furmanek’s most difficult restoration was Cat Women of the Moon (released December 10, 1953), which was pieced together from at least six different prints. The distributors weren’t too discriminating about different sides sent out for 2-D exhibition of the films. A good example is Son of Sinbad, five minutes of which were pieced together with left and right eye elements and projected with single-strip over/under 3-D during the “Rarities in 3-D” program on September 20.

Furmanek rescued Motor Rhythm just in time. He located the original dye imbibition Technicolor prints, which were deteriorating and shrinking with vinegar syndrome, and put them through an optical printer. Paramount Picture’s Sangaree (May 27, 1953) and Those Redheads from Seattle (October 16, 1953) were shown at the World 3-D Expo II in 2006 from prints made from surviving segments in the form of interpositives.

A somewhat faded but projectible left eye print from GOG was discovered and projected in sync with a richly chromatic right eye print. The slight difference in color value between the two prints did not interfere with stereo fusion for the audience. The film itself is definitely of the “so bad it’s good” variety, with Richard Egan battling two menacing but ridiculously structured robots.

The Rarities program was full of revelations. Some of the earliest anaglyphic films released in America, provided courtesy of Eastman House, were shown. These included some gimmicky 3-D tests, allegedly by William T. Crespinel (winter 1919) depicting an old woman with a bottle of poison, cowboys firing directly at the audience, and a swordsman thrusting his saber out of the screen. Intriguing anaglyphic silhouettes created by Frederic E. Ives, Jacob Leventhal, and John Norling depicted a fisherman on a boat, a facsimile of Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp mopping the floor, and a baseball action scene.

The only surviving vectographic motion picture, a segment from Disney’s 1953 cartoon Melody, was projected, courtesy of professor Scott Duncan of Cal Arts. The vectographic film process, incorporating bidirectional linear polarization in the film emulsion itself, eliminating the need for two projectors and polarizing filters, was developed by Edwin Land during World War II, and this particular segment was made as an exploratory test to break into the theatrical market.

Oskar Fischinger, stereographic painter and inventor of the music video in the 1920s, created a forty-second Stereo Film in 1952 as a test on 35mm film; it received its public premiere here in a theatrical setting. Remarkable Louis Lumière stereoscopic footage from 1935 was projected in twin-strip format depicting a mother and child at play. This unique 3-D film was originally shot and projected with an unusual horizontal 35mm film format.

Deep Spaces of the Westerns

There were many 3-D westerns in the film festivals, and they demonstrated the unique use of real environmental space the genre offers the stereoscopic filmmaker. Gun Fury (November 1, 1953), directed by the one-eyed Raoul Walsh, was one of the best. It was photographed by veteran director of photography Lester White, ASC, with Columbia’s special stereoscopic camera rig.

Designed by Columbia Studios engineer Gerald Rackett, the stereoscopic camera utilized two Mitchell camera movements side by side, shooting straight ahead without the aid of mirrors or prisms. Though housed within a blimp for noiseless filming, the Columbia stereo camera was a smaller mobile unit that provided control of convergence and variable interaxial operated by knobs and dials on either side of the blimp. An additional control for follow focus on moving camera shots was incorporated, along with synchronization and interlocking of the lens mechanisms of both cameras.

These controls, as well as fine camera work by Lester White, were responsible for the excellent stereoscopic realism in Columbia’s westerns. The prototype of Columbia’s stereo camera was tested on its first release, Man in the Dark, with fine results and was put to good use by Charles “Buddy” Lawson, ASC, director of photography on Miss Sadie Thompson. But it was Lester White who really understood the stereoscopic potential of the rig. By the time White filmed Gun Fury, he was varying interocular from shot to shot and creating a subliminally different sense of scale with every scene. As a result, there is a refreshingly fluid sculptural quality in the stereoscopic imagery.

Director of photography Lucien Ballard, ASC, made a fine use of the 20th Century dual 35mm Clear-Vision 3-D rig built by Grover Laub and Sol Halprin in filming Inferno (July 29, 1953), a crime story with Mr. Carson (Robert Ryan) left to die in the desert by his scheming wife (Rhonda Fleming) and her lover (William Lundigan). The excellent stereoscopic photography exploiting Mr. Carson’s point of view places the audience right in the middle of the hostile desert landscape and its sweltering horizons, to great dramatic effect.

Location-based realism also was used in the contemporary western Arena (June 24, 1953), MGM’s first 3-D film, a drama of rodeo life well served by its documentary look, created by filming at an actual event in Arizona. MGM’s compact dual-camera unit, engineered by its camera department head, John Arnold, ASC, was highly mobile.

The pitfalls of stereoscopic filming on a soundstage with the use of miniatures could be observed in RKO’s cable car adventure Second Chance (July 18, 1953), directed by Rudolph Mate and starring Robert Mitchum, Linda Darnell, and Jack Palance. Much better visual effects were achieved with RKO’s later 3-D release, Dangerous Mission (March 5, 1954), which effectively mixed location and soundstage filming with complex process shots of a forest fire.

Golden Turkeys, Cartoons, and Stereo Landmarks

Two Golden Turkey award winners, Robot Monster (June 24, 1953) and Cat Women of the Moon (December 10, 1953), both released by Astor Pictures, had the festival attendees in stitches of laughter with their high kitsch dialogue and scenarios. Both are famous for their hysterically ridiculous and fun characters. The robot monster, of course, is Ro-Man, a basso profundo–voiced alien wearing a space helmet atop a gorilla suit, designed by George Barrows; Ro-Man wanders endlessly along a trail and through the caves of Hollywood’s Bronson Canyon. A new-generation Ro-Man put in a personal appearance after the screening, courtesy of director Joe Dante, who introduced the film. There are so many ridiculous elements in Cat Women of the Moon, from the chaise longue seating of the astronauts to the high-tech presence of a 16mm film reel as decor, but the high point of absurdity for me was when astronaut Helen Salinger (Marie Windsor) adjusts her makeup immediately upon landing on the moon.

A great collection of stereoscopic shorts and cartoons accompanied the feature films. Paramount’s Boo Moon, featuring Casper the Friendly Ghost, looked great in brand-new prints with strong 3-D effects. Walter Lantz’s Hypnotic Hick, with Woody the Woodpecker, displayed exceptional depth with many continuous and volumetric 3-D visual elements. Interesting but not quite as dimensional were Walt Disney’s Working for Peanuts, featuring Chip and Dale; Warner Bros.’s Lumberjack Rabbit, with Bugs Bunny, and Disney’s Melody. In organizing the festival, Jeff Joseph paired up cartoons and shorts with the 3-D features as they were originally released in the 1950s—another factor that created the impression of traveling back in stereographic time.

Preceding the screening of Arch Oboler’s Bwana Devil, with original 1950-era Ansco Color prints in fairly good condition, was a Milton Gunzburg–produced 5.5-minute black-and-white short, Time for Beany, introducing 3-D, hosted by Lloyd Nolan and including Bob Clampett’s popular TV puppet characters, Beany and Cecil, as well as Miss 3-D, Shirley Tegge, who put in a personal appearance after the screening for a Q&A with Dan Symmes. Despite its landmark status, Bwana Devil is a low-budget production, and it shows. Robert Stack’s character, Jock Hayward, is a decidedly unsympathetic character perpetually complaining, ignoring his lovely wife, Alice (Barbara Britton), and wildly flinging dirt about with a shovel. The scene where a lion attacks Dr. Angus Ross (Nigel Bruce) is so laughably staged it is reminiscent of an embattled Bela Lugosi flinging a rubber octopus about in Ed Wood’s 1954 (2-D) film Bride of the Monster.

Other black-and-white shorts at the festival very likely received their 3-D world premiere. Amazingly bad was a seventeen-minute short, Down the Hatch, directed by Jules White, featuring a quasi-Italian comedian named Harry Mimmo doing absurd impressions. Stardust in Your Eyes was a six-minute black-and-white comedy short featuring Slick Slavin and produced by Al Zimbalist to possibly be shown with Robot Monster. The Adventures of Sam Space was a nine-minute color stop-motion puppet animation with a charming story and 3-D effects.

One complete program, titled “Stereo Techniques,” featured short films produced by Raymond and Nigel Spottiswoode, and Leslie P. Dudley for the 1951 Festival of Britain. In addition to producing dual 35mm stereo films, the Spottiswoode brothers are the authors of the classic book The Theory of Stereoscopic Transmission and Its Application to the Motion Picture (1953). Two of the shorts were groundbreaking stereo animations produced by Norman McLaren with the National Film Board of Canada. Around Is Around is an impressive work of high modernism, a ten-minute film created by photographing black-and-white screen shots, slightly out of phase, off an oscilloscope and then optically printing them to twin-strip 35mm color film. Now Is the Time (To Put on Your Glasses) is a three-minute color hand-drawn stereo animation.

Royal River (also titled The Distant Thames), filmed by the Spottiswoode brothers with two interlocked three-strip Technicolor cameras side by side, featured a leisurely trip down the Thames. The Black Swan, a 13.5-minute black-and-white film, featured the Covent Garden Royal Ballet and Sadler Wells Group performing Swan Lake. The stereo window itself in The Black Swan was made to float off the screen by the addition of a black surround within the boundaries of the film frame itself. This may have been the first use in cinema of the floating stereo window, a technique that has come into common use in the twenty-first century with digital 3-D cinema features like Disney/Pixar’s Meet the Robinsons (2007) and Warner Bros.’s Beowulf (2007). Leslie Dudley’s ten-minute black-and-white film, A Solid Explanation, also shown at the Festival of Britain, featured a humorously fastidious British gentleman explaining the principles of stereoscopy.

After producing the short 3-D films for the Festival of Britain, the Spottiswoode brothers formed Stereo Techniques Ltd. in Great Britain to produce 3-D features. At the 2006 World 3-D Expo, the stereoscopic premiere of The Diamond Wizard, a Stereo Techniques production, was presented with the first exhibition of the film in 3-D on September 13, 2006. It was released in 2-D July 16, 1954, in both the United Kingdom and the United States. Directed by and starring Dennis O’Keefe as a U.S. agent on the trail of counterfeiters, The Diamond Wizard was shot in somewhat pedestrian 3-D with Stereo Techniques’ dual-camera Spacemaster system.

In addition to the extensive list of 3-D films screening at the festivals, practically every film featured the appearance of a special guest, including actors, directors, writers, and art directors and such personalities as actress Kathleen Hughes (The Glass Web), director Richard Fleischer (Arena), actress Kathryn Grayson (Kiss Me Kate), Forrest J. Ackerman, and Ray Bradbury (It Came from Outer Space). These individuals were interviewed by Dan Symmes and Michael Schlesinger and also fielded questions from the audience. Excellent program books were published for each of the World 3-D Expos and are still available for purchase from SabuCat Productions, as is a DVD of 3-D trailers with anaglyph footage and a festival T-shirt and poster.

Kiss Me, Film; or Stereo Kinesthetics

In revisiting historic stereoscopic films, the World 3-D Film Expos represented a kind of new and improved infancy for the 3-D cinema—a second chance to come across. By revisiting stereoscopic cinema’s past and giving it optimum presentation, a new consideration of the aesthetics of 3-D film and their “cinematic necessity” to the narrative (as Roger Ebert put it) was in order.4

As with still photography and art, the stereographic parameter of the z-axis may not just be an additive or gimmick, icing on the cake of the artistic product, but may also expand the possibilities for expression by visual artists. With motion pictures in particular, the aesthetic potential of movement along the z-axis and the use of the stereo window—its edge definition as a portal into screen or audience space—redefines cinema.

One of the most seamless applications of stereo space to narrative, movement, color, and sound is that of the film Kiss Me Kate (October 15, 1953). Presented at the World 3-D Expos in stereophonic sound, this George Sidney–directed film represents a nearly perfect marriage of the sensory delights that the musical and opera embody. The film was also released in a 2-D version, which has assumed classic status. But seen flat, the viewer is deprived of the spatial experience that the choreography and art direction were specifically designed to create.

In addition, the subtle interplay of the play within the film, the theatrical setting alternating with the real world within the narrative as Kate/Lilli Vanessi (Kathryn Grayson) and Petruchio/Fred Graham (Howard Keel) interact, is given greater dynamic fluidity through the use of 3-D. The audience of the stereoscopic film itself is symbolically represented by the audience within the film. These symbolic representations, the trompe l’oeil pleasure of identification with the artificial and the willing suspension of disbelief, lie at the very center of the experience of art. This is no small matter. It pierces the heart of make-believe, the primal need for stories that all human beings possess. More specifically, stereography presents to the storyteller an expanded narrative palette with subtler and more seductive tools to invoke belief.

The narrative tools of the z-axis are powerful. Used without subtlety, they can backfire on the storyteller and instantly undermine belief. In certain films screened at the World 3-D Expos, gimmicky off-the-screen shots, though creating an instantaneous visual jolt, actually served to subvert the narrative. It Came from Outer Space (May 26, 1953), directed by Jack Arnold in black and white and presented at the expo in stereo sound, is one such example. 3-D effects with meteors and avalanches hurtle into audience space. Several times we see from the point of view of an alien. But eventually the audience member is pulled back into the otherworldly narrative, its atmosphere then subsequently reinforced by 3-D. The spatial experience in its surreality is an inherent part of the film’s strangeness.

The Creature from the Black Lagoon (February 24, 1953), also directed by Jack Arnold, effectively uses stereoscopic underwater photography. An ominous underwater ballet between an innocently swimming beauty (Julie Adams) and the beast of the Gill Man (Ricou Browning) in the aquatic depths below is a stereographic tour de force. The scene works fine flat. But viewed in 3-D, the aqueous space separating the two disparate worlds of innocence and experience these characters exemplify is living and tangible for the audience.

The artistic potential for stereoscopic narrative is so great that its failures represent a kind of betrayal of the medium. Paramount’s Flight to Tangier (October 3, 1953), along with Money from Home (February 3, 1954), are the only 3-D features the studio filmed in three-strip Technicolor. It’s no surprise that Flight to Tangier was released in both 2-D and 3-D. The stereoscopic photography, though produced by longtime Technicolor specialist Ray Rennahan, ASC, is pedestrian in its blithe refusal to exploit the z-axis. Simple camera placement or movement could have engendered stereo enhancement to the narrative at no additional cost.

Watching Flight to Tangier in 3-D is like going to hear a full symphony orchestra with the conductor eliciting sound from the violin section only while the rest of the orchestra sits silent and inactive. Fortunately, at one point in the film, a character threw away a cigarette directly at the camera. It was the only 3-D moment in the film.

Alfred Hitchcock’s Dial M for Murder (May 29, 1954) was adapted to film from the play by Frederic Knott. Hitchcock, under contract to Warner Bros., was compelled to make this film in 3-D even though it was ultimately released in 2-D. Hitchcock’s daughter, Patricia, a guest at the 2003 World 3-D Expo, confirmed the fact that her father hated 3-D.

Most of Dial M for Murder takes place within a single room; an interminable section in the first reel has Tony Wendice (Ray Milland) and Mark Halliday (Robert Cummings) conversing. They do move around the room a bit as they speak to each other. Despite its general lack of suitability for stereoscopic storytelling, stereo film buffs have made much of Dial M for Murder and two scenes where 3-D effects are exploited. The most dramatic shot depicts Grace Kelly’s hand lunging out into the audience space to grab a pair of scissors with which to defend herself when she is attacked. A giant telephone was also built for another shot to make the 3-D look normal.

An illustrative example of a 3-D film simultaneously making aesthetic use of the z-axis and being subverted by it is The Maze (July 26, 1953), starring Richard Carlson. Carlson was a kind of 3-D Everyman in the 1950s: he also starred in It Came from Outer Space and The Creature from the Black Lagoon. In the first reel of The Maze, director William Cameron Menzies makes great use of stereo space by dwarfing his actors in the seemingly immense confines of the cinematic frame. He suggests their powerlessness against overwhelming forces and displays their diminutiveness within a massive castle that is haunted by a centuries-old secret. In the second reel, with the surprising revelation of that secret in the form of an amphibious monster, the audience erupts in hysterical laughter. The image of the monster is displayed with a stereoscopic realism that only makes it all the more ridiculous.

The addition of a stereoscopic parameter to cinema artistically amplifies the medium itself. When song and music were added to theater, a new art form, opera, evolved. The 1950s 3-D films were launched by the studios and its technicians at light speed from a relative position of standing still. The World 3-D Film Expos demonstrated that many of the 1950s stereoscopic motion pictures were actually good films that incorporated the use of the z-axis into their narratives with great artistry.
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Amnesiac patient Steve Rawley (Edmond O’Brien) is examined by the doctor after brain surgery in Man in the Dark (1953).
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Deep Black and White

3-D Film Noir of the 1950s

The screening of pristine black-and-white prints at the World 3-D Film Expo in September 2003 and 2006 in Hollywood provided an opportunity to reevaluate three film noirs of the 1950s and to consider their effectiveness as stereoscopic narratives within the genre. The shimmering black-and-white prints were given optimum presentation. It is quite possible that these 3-D films didn’t even look this good on their first presentation in the 1950s.

The term film noir, literally “black film,” was first coined by French film critic Nino Frank when an exhibition of post–World War II American movies was held in Paris in August 1946, including The Maltese Falcon (1941), Laura (1944), Murder, My Sweet (1944), and Double Indemnity (1944). Film noirs were visually and thematically dark, and they featured characters such as con men, crooked cops, bookies, and deadly femmes fatales. The overriding mood of film noir was one of paranoia, cynicism, and fatalism, with stories largely set in nighttime urban environments. Sex and violence were also inextricably linked in film noir, twin threads entangling the protagonist in his inevitable downfall.

Columbia’s Man in the Dark

Edmond O’Brien was a recurring Everyman in film noirs. In the 1950 (2-D) release D.O.A., directed by Rudolph Mate, O’Brien portrayed Frank Bigelow, a small-town certified accountant who, on a vacation to San Francisco, is accidentally poisoned and finds that he has less than forty-eight hours to live. The story is told in flashback, and the film opens with narration by Bigelow, who is dead as the story begins.

After the success of Bwana Devil, Columbia Studios hurriedly put together their first 3-D motion picture, Man in the Dark, which opened April 8, 1953, as the second 3-D feature film to be released, one day before House of Wax. Edmond O’Brien was the perfect choice to portray Steve Rawley, a gangster who undergoes brain surgery to eliminate his criminal tendencies. When the film opens, Rawley is an amnesiac in a hospital who can’t remember his former life.

The effect of the stereoscopic imaging in the opening scenes gives the narrative an immediacy that permits the audience to readily identify with the baffled Rawley. This same spatial and temporal presence pulls the viewer into the story as Rawley’s former gangster associates kidnap him to find the $130,000 he had hidden away before the operation.

When Rawley meets up with Peg Benedict (Audrey Totter), his former girlfriend, his memory starts to return. He escapes, and with Benedict’s assistance, he finds the hidden money. Periodically, an insurance investigator shows up, on the trail of the cash. Stereoscopic images of Rawley experiencing a dream on an amusement pier, in which his memory fully returns, are highly effective.

Flat rear-screen projection is combined with stereoscopic foreground imagery for a climax on a roller coaster in which Rawley exchanges gunfire with the gangsters. Man in the Dark was shot in just eleven days using a twin camera rig assembled by Columbia Studios engineer Gerald Rackett and camera department head Emil Oster. The 3-D unit used two Mitchell cameras shooting straight on without any prisms or mirrors, and produced pairs of stereo negatives that did not require subsequent reversal or optical treatment. The two Mitchell cameras were mounted side by side, with one inverted to bring the lenses closer together. The film magazines for both cameras were mounted on top.

“In designing this camera, the importance of good 3-D close-ups was considered of paramount importance,” stated Racket in a May 1953 article in American Cinematographer. “As a result we can make individual head closeups—chin to forehead—with ease and without any distortion.”1

Director Lew Landers, working with cameraman Floyd Crosby, shot exteriors for Man in the Dark right on the Columbia lot using gangplanks and stairways to good 3-D effect. In thematically working through a mood of paranoia and fatalism to one of moral self-control, Man in the Dark is the narrative inverse of D.O.A. Rawley is redeemed at the end, not doomed, and the stereoscopic imagery underscores both the darkness and the nature of this narrative progression.
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Kathleen Hughes and Richard Denning play torrid lovers in The Glass Web (1953), directed by Jack Arnold.

Universal’s 3-D Director

Jack Arnold was the 3-D director of choice at Universal-International, and when Kathleen Hughes was cast in a brief part in his It Came from Outer Space, released May 26, 1953, her few minutes of on-screen time were so torrid that she was subsequently cast as Paula Ranier in the 3-D noir mystery The Glass Web, which the studio released on October 6, 1953, in a 2:1 cropped format they called Wide-Vision.

“Paula was bad, beautiful and bold as sin,” intoned the studio publicity, “and born to be murdered.”2 Ranier is a starlet involved with three different men who work on a true crime reality TV show. Scenes taking place on the TV soundstage provide a nice picture of television production circa 1953. Good use of the stereoscopic effects was made in these scenes with a few well-placed microphones and camera movement through the TV sound stage. It’s paradoxical to see a 3-D movie about television, which by 1953 had decidedly diminished the motion picture audience and was the most compelling reason why the studios had decided to make 3-D films in the first place.

When Ranier turns up dead, her amorous involvement with the three men, Don Newell (John Forsythe), Dave Markson (Richard Denning), and Henry Hayes (Edward G. Robinson), becomes apparent. Newell, after a brief fling with Ranier, is pulled into an ominous situation and attempts to hide his involvement with Ranier from his wife, Louise (Marcia Henderson). In a clever reflexive twist, the show does a segment on Ranier’s unsolved murder. The real antagonist, with his obsession for detail on the TV program, slips up and reveals himself.

More a straightforward murder mystery than a noir, The Glass Web uses 3-D that does not call attention to itself, except for one long segment in which Newell walks the city streets, narrowly missing getting hit by a truck, or struck by falling and sliding objects that protrude dramatically off the screen. It’s almost as if Jack Arnold attempted to dispense with all the 3-D gimmicks in this one extended passage to be able to concentrate on the exposition of the third-act denouement in his mystery drama.

The Universal-International 3-D camera rig, like that of Columbia Studios, used two Mitchell cameras mounted side by side with one camera inverted to provide appropriate interocular distance. A Selsyn motor drove linked focus controls with no mirrors or prisms. Two different rigs were used on the set, one for medium and long shots, and the other for close-ups.

Clifford Stine, who had filmed It Came from Outer Space, David Horsley, Fred Campbell, and Eugene Polito assisted the director of photography, Maury Gertsman, in producing fine stereoscopic cinematography.

Three Dimensions Hard-Boiled

I, the Jury, released by United Artists on July 24, 1953, fits neatly into the film noir canon. It was based on the hard-boiled novel by Mickey Spillane, which, in its Signet paperback edition (with a sexy cover), sold something like twenty million copies. Spillane’s hard-hitting private investigator, Mike Hammer, portrayed in the film by Biff Elliott, was a loose cannon in a trench coat, a throwback caricature to the protagonists of the original hardboiled writers of Black Mask magazine, which included Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, James M. Cain, and Cornell Woolrich, all of whose works formed the basis for the original film noirs.

[image: image]

Mike Hammer, as portrayed by Biff Elliott, cautions Charlotte Manning (Peggy Castle) in I, the Jury (1953).

What really makes I, the Jury a significant work of film noir is its 3-D cinematography by John Alton, the undisputed master of light and shadow, who, with films such as T-Men (1948) and The Big Combo (1955), forever defined the chiaroscuro look of film noir. In his pioneering 1949 book Painting with Light, a poetic textbook on motion picture lighting, Alton wrote about creating photographic depth using light. “The illusion of three dimensions—photographic depth—is created by a geometric design of placing people and props, breaking up the set into several planes, and the proper distribution of lights and shadows,” wrote Alton.3 In a chapter titled “Visual Music,” Alton again addresses the third dimension: “In real life, the pleasure of visual music is enhanced by the third dimension. Fortunes have been and still are being spent to put third dimension in professional motion picture photography: but to my knowledge, the closest we have come to it is an illusion of depth accomplished by the proper distribution of densities.”4

Four years later, with I, the Jury, Alton had an opportunity to render space stereoscopically and with light and shadow at the same time. From the opening scenes, in which we see a killing take place in the shadows from the point of view of the murderer, to the final scene, in which we witness Hammer’s revenge slaying of one of the most complicated femmes fatales in all of film noir, Alton made the most of it. Pitch black on the screen is latent with the malign. A two-fisted assailant may suddenly leap out of it. Throughout the film, Hammer moves through a stereoscopic visual space that is dynamically joined to light and shadow, a mirror of moral progression or decay.

I, the Jury was filmed with a side-by-side dual-camera unit built by Producer’s Service of Burbank, which used variable interaxial from 1.9 inches to a maximum of 4.5 inches. Built by Jack Kiel and Gordon Pollock, 3-D consultant on I, the Jury, the twin camera unit allowed for convergence settings and featured interlocked f-stops and focus so that follow focus shots during filming were precise.

3-D fans could take special delight with one scene in I, the Jury where Hammer is made to look through a handheld stereo viewer by a winsome blonde. The audience then views the pastoral scene in stereo at the same time as the private investigator. In another scene, Hammer walks past a newsstand where copies of Spillane’s Signet paperback, Kiss Me Deadly, is prominently displayed. Director Robert Aldrich subsequently adapted this book into one of the greatest of all black-and-white film noirs in 1955, with Ralph Meeker as the tough detective. Mickey Spillane himself was never happy with the casting of his hero, so he essayed the role himself in 1963 in The Girl Hunters.

As John Alton demonstrated, film noir can be eminently suitable for stereoscopic storytelling. Shadow recedes. Light projects. And there is a grayscale universe of moral ambiguity in between.
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3-D Filmmakers and the Critics

Bulls and Ghosts

Richard Fleischer was the only motion picture director to helm 3-D films in both the 1950s and the 1980s. In a forty-six-year career in the movie business, Fleischer directed almost fifty feature films. He died on March 25, 2006, at the Motion Picture and Television Country House in Woodland Hills, California, at the age of eighty-nine. Over the course of his varied career as a film director, Fleischer worked in every conceivable genre, including film noir with his 1952 hit The Narrow Margin, thrillers such as The Boston Strangler (1968), docudramas like Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970), and science fiction adventures such as Fantastic Voyage (1966) and Soylent Green (1973).

Fleischer’s biggest popular success was the 1954 Walt Disney production of 20,000 Leagues under the Sea. When Richard Fleischer got the call from Walt Disney to make 20,000 Leagues under the Sea, he had just finished directing his first 3-D motion picture with Arena, a contemporary cowboy story from MGM that hyped the film as the “First 3 Dimension Western” and a “Great Outdoor Romance.” Fleischer later characterized directing Arena in 3-D as “half a step back” for his career.1

In his 1993 memoir titled Just Tell Me When to Cry, Fleischer recounted his experiences directing Arena. After eleven years of continuous employment in the movie business, Fleischer suddenly found himself out of work in 1953. “When I got an offer to do a picture for MGM, it looked mighty attractive to me,” wrote Fleischer. “The money and the screenplay weren’t great, but it was employment and it was 3-D, a guarantee of success.” Arthur Loew Jr., “a very funny young man-about-town” and the scion of the Loew’s movie theater chain family, was the producer.2
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Producer Arthur Loew sits behind the compact MGM dual-camera rig used for 3-D photography of Arena.

Arena was a rodeo story. “The idea of bucking broncos and Brahma bulls charging right into the audience in 3-D sounded exciting,” wrote Fleischer. After receiving a quick course in 3-D photographic technique using the dual 35mm rig engineered by MGM camera department head John Arnold, Fleischer and Loew headed off to the Tucson Annual Rodeo to photograph a real rodeo with all its color and excitement. “Once we knew what cowboy was going to ride what horse or bull,” wrote Fleischer, “we’d pay him to wear the same costume as one of our actors.” Loew had contracted the entire rodeo, including cowboys, horses, and bulls, to stay behind after the event was over so that 3-D close-ups could be filmed with the actors among them.

“The villain of the story was a big, vicious, man-killing Brahma bull,” wrote Fleischer. “He was the leitmotiv of doom and disaster. . . . Naturally, at the climax of the story, our hero has to ride this terrible beast.” From about seventy-five Brahman bulls, Fleischer had to pick the meanest-looking bull in the lot to play the part. Looking for a specimen with a perfect set of horns, Fleischer picked a massive two-ton, jet-black bull with a white diamond emblazoned on his massive forehead. His name was Number 48. On the first day of shooting, Number 48 performed for the cameras.

“I placed the 3-D cameras in strategic spots around the arena and warned the camera operators to be on the alert because this would be a wild ride,” recalled Fleischer. A real cowboy was properly dressed to ride Number 48. “We got ready. I wished the cowboy luck, and the doors to the chute flew open. Number 48 minced out. . . . He pranced a few steps forward, came to a dead halt, and looked around.” After sitting on the immobile bull for ten seconds, the cowboy slid off. Fleischer realized then why the bull’s horns were unbroken: he never did anything with them.

I was leaning against the fence with my head in my arms when there was a tap on my shoulder. It was Arthur. “What was that?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Arthur, he sure looked mean.”

“Yeah. I think you picked a Ferdinand,” replied Loew. “He’s just another pretty Hollywood face with no talent. Now what are we going to do?”

At the wrangler’s suggestion, Fleischer made another attempt to have the bull exit the chute, only this time Number 48 was given an electric shot in the balls with a cattle prod as the gate opened. Gradually, with the addition of firecracker noisemakers, whoops and hollers, and thumps to the backside, Number 48 showed sufficient signs of life for acceptable 3-D footage. But Fleischer needed some head close-ups of Number 48. Dressed up with “fake foam around his mouth, his snout dripping glycerine . . . I would make him into the Godzilla of bulls,” resolved the director.

The day after the rodeo ended, all preparations had been made for Number 48’s close-up. Fleischer gave the command to open the gate. “There stood our magnificent beast in all his glory. He gave us a glowering look, took three steps forward, staggered, and dropped dead,” recalled the director. Arthur Loew had missed the whole thing. He came running up to the director.

“What in God’s name happened?” Loew asked breathlessly.

“Stage fright,” Fleischer replied.

All eyes were turned toward me. How was I to get out of this one? I did the only thing I could think of at the moment. I went over and sat on the bull’s side and rested my chin on my hands.

After finding a suitably fierce replacement for Number 48, “a mean and ornery bastard who’d just as soon gore you with one of his broken horns as look at you,” Fleischer and the crew “muddled through the shooting in Tucson,” though it was necessary to paint a white diamond on the forehead of Number 48’s replacement and outfit him with a full set of fake horns, which fell off during filming.

“We did some fancy cutting when we put the picture together,” wrote Fleischer, “and no one seemed to notice that two completely different bulls were playing the lead heavy. One of the main reasons no one noticed, other than the cutting, was that practically no one ever saw the movie. By the time the picture was released, the 3-D craze was over. It stopped like somebody had pulled a switch. Arena played in only one theater in 3-D, the Rialto, in New York. It was projected normal, or flat, everywhere else before it disappeared into the sunset.”

The location filming gave Arena a documentary realism that is uncommon in the 3-D films of the 1950s. It was projected in dual-strip 3-D at both of the World 3-D Expo film festivals. Fleischer was present at the 2003 screening, and after the film had run, Michael Schlesinger of Sony Pictures interviewed him.

In 1983, thirty years after directing Arena, Fleischer was called on to direct Amityville 3-D, which was filmed in the 35mm single-strip over-and-under ArriVision process. Produced by Orion Pictures Corporation as the third film in the ghostly Amityville cycle, Amityville 3-D starred Tony Roberts, Tess Harper, and Candy Clark as frightened trespassers of a haunted house.

R. M. Hayes, in his 3-D Movies book (1989) wrote that Amityville 3-D is “certainly the best of the Amityville series and considerably more frightening than the other three. The photography made good use of stereo-effects into the theater space with excellent staging for the [2.35:1] widescreen 3-D system.”3 By the time he directed Amityville 3-D, Richard Fleischer had been working in the motion picture industry for over forty years.

“It seems that in Hollywood there is a line drawn in the sands of time,” wrote Fleischer.4 “You get on the wrong side of that line merely by living past the age of about forty-five.” The director was surprised to have had such a lengthy and fortunate career. “I’d been on the wrong side of the line for a good many productive years before the posse caught up with me.”
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Director of photography Charles Lawton is shown beside the bulky 3-D camera rig used to shoot Miss Sadie Thompson (1953).

Battling Camera Immobility

Columbia’s Miss Sadie Thompson, released December 23, 1953, with Rita Hayworth in the title role, was directed by Hollywood veteran Curtis Bernhardt. From 1924 to 1964, Bernhardt directed over fifty films for most of the major studios. Miss Sadie Thompson, an adaptation of “Rain,” a short story by W. Somerset Maugham, was Bernhardt’s only stereoscopic feature. Bernhardt was not a fan of 3-D movies, and he found the bulkiness of the dual-camera rigs of the 1950s an impediment to his usual style of directing motion pictures utilizing highly mobile camera work.

In an interview with Mary Kiersch published as a book by Scarecrow Press in 1986 as part of the Director’s Guild of America Oral History series, Bernhardt spoke candidly about the filming of Miss Sadie Thompson. Kiersch is a solid interviewer who is knowledgeable about 3-D camera techniques.

“The parallel camera was something of an inhibition for me,” confessed Bernhardt.5 “You don’t have the same mobility of the camera that you have with conventional shooting. And this is a very important quality in my films. So, I really hated the whole 3-D system.”

Informed by Harry Cohn, head of Columbia Studios, that he was going to direct a 3-D feature for Columbia, Bernhardt acquiesced, acknowledging to Kiersch that Cohn “wasn’t a man to argue with.” Kiersch asked Bernhardt if he considered 3-D an advance for the art of film.

“No,” responded Bernhardt. “I thought the results of 3-D were pitiful, by and large.”

When Kiersch observed that Miss Sadie Thompson was “distinguished for its lack of gimmickry,” Bernhardt acknowledged that the project had been in the works before the 3-D boom began. It was a pet project, however, for producer Jerry Wald, who seized the opportunity to make a stereoscopic version of the Maugham tale.

Because of the immobility of the dual camera 3D rig, Bernardt shot longer takes. “I held each shot longer in order to follow the style of this technique I was supposed to be exploiting,” the director recalled. “With the immobility of the camera came the immobility of the actors, which was also terrible.” Kiersch suggests that Rita Hayworth was “uncharacteristically stiff” in the film, as though “uncomfortable with the whole enterprise.”

Bernhardt agreed. “Yes. That was all because of the technique and the actors being so conscious of it.” Miss Sadie Thompson was shot on location in Hawaii. To loosen up his cast and crew, Bernardt planned an evening for the company with hula dancers. To put them at ease, added Bernhardt, “I danced with the hula dancers and they died laughing at my swaying back and forth in my hula skirt.”

In comparing the 3-D version of Maugham’s tale to the earlier 1930s version, Kiersch observed that “the thirties version, made in black-and-white, within a conventional frame, has a sweltering, oppressive atmosphere. With color, CinemaScope, and 3-D, your camera depicts the terrain much more romantically,” she added. “It’s a completely different mise en scene.” Producer Jerry Wald, after viewing dailies, was in regular contact with Bernardt during location shooting of Miss Sadie Thompson in Hawaii. Wald advised Bernardt to shoot more close-ups. “Obviously, I was carried away with the vast beauty of these landscapes,” noted the director. “Also, he [Wald] didn’t realize that in 3-D close-ups are very difficult. Because you have to move the cameras so close to the actor, this is terribly tough.”

Kiersch commented that shooting in depth seemed to be part of Bernhardt’s style and that “none of these set-ups which were made to emphasize depth seemed in any way different from those in your other films.” Kiersch also observed that Bernhardt seemed primarily interested in “defining space behind the foreground” and insisted on “shooting in depth” in such a way as to eliminate objects coming out at the audience in 3-D, but rather to “organize a multi-planar background” with visual elements going back in space behind the apparent window of the screen.

Scripting a Golden Turkey

Possibly the lowest-budgeted independent 3-D movie of the 1950s was Robot Monster (July 24, 1953), a sixty-six-minute black-and-white Astor Pictures production produced by Al Zimbalist and directed by Phil Tucker. Shot for under $50,000 in the dual-camera Tru-Stereo process by director of photography Jack Greenhalgh in less than a week and starring George Nader and Claudia Barrett in a tale of six earthly survivors of a lunar invasion that is told from the perspective of a comic book–influenced young boy, Robot Monster has assumed the cult status of a film that is so bad, it’s good.

Robot Monster was rediscovered in 1978 when it was included in a book titled The 50 Worst Films of All Time (And How They Got That Way) by Harry Medved and Randy Dreyfuss and a subsequent 1980 volume, The Golden Turkey Awards, in which it took the award for Most Ridiculous Monster.6 The costume for the lunar alien, Ro-Man, consisted of a gorilla suit and a space helmet which resembled a diving helmet with antennas. It was devised and worn by Hollywood stuntman George Barrows for the production, and the deep bass voice of the alien was provided by John Brown.

On July 8, 1983, I interviewed Wyott Ordung, the screenwriter for Robot Monster, who recalled his experience working on the film. “Now there’s a Golden Turkey Award waiting for me,” Ordung began by stating. “Those two guys [Medved and Dreyfuss] resurrected the picture. And it’s still making money. I’ve gotten publicity out of it that’s hysterical. ‘The worst picture ever made was written by Wyott Ordung!’ ”
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Robot Monster (1953), directed by Phil Tucker and written by Wyott Ordung, has acquired the status of a cult film today.

Ordung recounted the genesis of the film:

A guy named Phil Tucker came to see me in 1952 when I was living in Sun Valley. I acted in a picture for him. I had done 18 pictures by the time I had met him. Prior to that I was washing dishes and hauling garbage. Since then I have 12 years of college and five degrees.

Well, Tucker wanted me to write a script for him. He didn’t even have a title. He said “Let’s call it Googie Eyes.” I said “What’s Googie Eyes?” At that time I had written and sold eight or nine movie scripts. So we did tests. A man named Gordon Abel, a very good cameraman, did one whole day of testing and I was Robot Monster in the test. And the test came out great. We did it somewhere in East Los Angeles where they had broken buildings and things. We actually shot about 25 minutes of tests using two Arriflex cameras with a mirror box.

My story basically involved four people left in the world after an atom bomb blast and I delved into the characters. Before we finished, I gave the script the title Robot Monster. When I went to see the picture, I was sitting in the Hollywood Paramount [theater]. It’s funny now—it wasn’t funny then—and as I’m walking out of the theater the manager of the popcorn stand says “We should skin the writer alive.”

But you know who got his start with Robot Monster? Elmer Bernstein. He did the music with an eight-piece orchestra. Capitol Records wanted to buy the album until somebody went to see the picture and we got laughed out of the record business. I was scared to tell people it was my picture.

The next thing I know Phil Tucker tried to commit suicide. There was a picture of him in the Los Angeles Mirror on the front page. He was lying there clutching the cans of film. Was it because of the film? I think he wanted publicity. That’s what I think. Young genius thinks he made a great picture for $45,000. People are not going to the movie and so on and he ended up in Camarillo.

Years go by. I finally got to Al Zimbalist seven years after the picture opened. I got to him and he said “We haven’t made a dime on that picture.” He said, “We still owe $6,000 on the picture.” I said, “I own ten percent of the picture.” He said, “I know, I’ve seen your contract. When we get the money we’ll pay you.” The next thing I see, it’s on television.

The Critics Respond

The perception of stereo cinema as a gimmick or spectacle with little connection to film narrative is obvious in the preceding commentaries of Fleischer, Bernhardt, and Ordung. It’s not surprising, then, that there has been little perception on the part of film critics, as well as filmmakers, as to the artistic and narrative possibilities for stereo cinema.

At a time when the motion picture industry was in transition and the moving image itself was still being established as cinematic art, with all of the cultural discourse that that implies, we should not be surprised to find that 3-D movies were considered within the industry primarily as a means of generating box-office revenue and, more generally within the larger culture, as a spectacle that merely generated visual shock in the audience. The stereographic spectacle can have the unintended effect for the film storyteller of propelling the audience out of the narrative by calling attention to three-dimensional technology. At risk is the willing suspension of disbelief, that tenuous construct by which film storytelling is driven forward.

In two separate papers, William Paul has discussed how the use of off-the-screen emergence 3-D effects with negative parallax counter disrupts the classical style of Hollywood storytelling.7 “To state the problem simply,” wrote Paul, “working within the conventions of a style that generally seeks to make technology unobtrusive, is there any way to use a technology that constantly foregrounds itself, often in the most literal fashion?”8

The 3-D films of Fleischer and Bernhardt received mixed notices in the trade press. Arena, released by MGM on June 24, 1953, early in the 3-D cycle, starring Polly Bergen and Gig Young, was characterized by Boxoffice magazine as “an unpretentious vehicle” that “could never have hoped to transcend mediocrity without the use of the trick photography,” but it noted that “the broncs, Brahmans, buckaroos, and their babes offer flexible and photogenic material for the gimmicks of 3-D.” One exhibitor in Elmore, Minnesota, however, considered Arena “the best received 3-D picture of the five we have played. The rodeo scenes were good, the print was good and it ran off like a charm. If you have 3-D installed and have horse lovers in your town, give this your best time.”9 Very little use of negative parallax is evident in Arena. “Not an exceptional film, and a rather odd choice for MGM’s first 3D feature,” wrote stereo film historian Daniel L. Symmes. “3D gimmicks were minimal and rather natural to the story.”10

By the time Miss Sadie Thompson was released on December 25, 1953, a more natural style of stereoscopic filmmaking, with greater consonance to the Hollywood style, was becoming evident. “It is NOT a gimmick film,” wrote Symmes. “This Columbia 3D effort succeeds to entertain and bring a refinement to the stereoscopic field.”11 Rita Hayworth brought considerable flair to her portrayal of the title character. “Designed for adult consumption,” wrote Boxoffice, “Rita Hayworth is persuasive and provocative.”12

When Columbia had hurriedly entered the 3-D field with Man in the Dark, released on April 8, 1953, as the second 3-D feature film in the 1950s cycle, producer Jerry Wald was queried by the press about the emergence effect. “We’ll throw things at the public,” stated Wald, “until they start throwing them back.”13 Within the course of a year, Hollywood 3-D filmmakers had begun to make a more conservative and natural use of 3-D in film narrative.

Despite its minuscule production budget, Robot Monster was surprisingly well photographed for 3-D. “Remarkably,” observed Symmes, “the B&W 3D is much better than anyone would expect. Yes, there are some trouble shots, and some 2-D scenes, probably because of camera problems. But overall, it’s not as bad as its reputation.”14 Robot Monster was savaged by the critics. Medved and Dreyfuss offered a sampling of the critical responses in their book 50 Worst Films.15 “Incredible,” wrote the Hollywood Citizen News; the “dialogue is strictly for the birds. The audience is asked to accept some rather far-fetched situations, even for a fantasy.” “Scripting and majority of performances rarely rise to a professional level,” wrote Variety, “of the principal’s, the less said the better.” “Poor! Lowest rating!!!” wrote the Monthly Film Bulletin; “Science fiction on the now familiar comic strip level, containing a sequence of prehistoric monsters.” “Even children may be a little bored by it all,” wrote the Los Angeles Times.

Stereoscopic Cinema as an Expressive Art

A film like Robot Monster certainly complicates discussion of 3-D motion pictures as art. “The assumption, of course, that art has anything to do with the entertainment industry is gratuitous,” observed Parker Tyler.16 “Yet the term, art of the motion picture,” he added, “has, dubious though it may be, an accrued currency-value in the idiom of motion picture criticism. If the movie industry hesitates to boast of its ‘art,’ it is because the term is suspect in the popular vocabulary.” Tyler suggested that the use of the term spectacle has served as a verbal substitute for the term art. The word spectacle certainly describes both the primal appeal and the aesthetic disreputability of the stereoscopic motion picture.

“Assuming kitsch status is not responsible for the lack of critical attention to 3-D film,” observed Lauren Kroiz in her 2002 B.A. thesis. “We must also confront the cyclical commercial failure.”17 Kroiz hypothesized “that the lack of critical attention to 3-D film is due to the obstacles 3-D presents to scholarship as a technology rather than a genre.” Even in the twenty-first century, it is the technology that has continued to befuddle the critic of 3-D film. Why else would critic Louis Chavance, writing in 1946 and quoted in Sergei Eisenstein’s essay on stereoscopic cinema, write:

In what is the dramatism of a situation enriched by means of this new technical discovery?

Does a three-dimensionally represented comedian find some additional means of expressiveness in this stereoscopy?

A physical roundness?

Will this be the triumph of fat people?

What can anger, jealousy, hatred gain from the fact that they will occur in three dimensions?

And laughter. . . . I cannot believe that one could induce more laughter than is induced by a custard pie hitting Mack Sennett’s flat personages. And intrigue? Comedy? . . .

Is there any need of further proof that stereoscopic cinema is a fruitless, sterile instrument?18

Similarly, New York Times film critic Bosley Crowther, after viewing Bwana Devil in 3-D, wrote on February 22, 1953, that stereoscopic viewing could “considerably increase the stimulation that is transmitted to the viewer’s eyes,” but that “it does not deliver to the viewer any new stimulation through an untapped sense,” nor did it “expose to the dramatist or the cinematographer a new sense on which to work.”

Parker Tyler, however, was aware of the artistic potential for 3-D narrative when he flatly declared, “Genuine artists accept a technical innovation, such as a new pigment or plastic element, as a challenge to aesthetic possibility.”19




End of sample
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