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ABSTRACT 

This thesis sets out to investigate the development of, and the audience perspectives of, cinema 

during its first three decades in Dunedin. This thesis argues that the "American Model" of early 

cinematic development should not be applied to a history of Dunedin's experience of cinema. 

Instead, this thesis argues that the development of cinema in Dunedin was shaped by the 

"frontier town" nature of its nineteenth century beginnings, the lack of a rigid class structure 

typical of Old World societies, and the duality of American and British cultural influences. 

First arriving in Dunedin in November 1896, the cinematic medium charted a precarious path 

during its infancy and its long-term survival was by no means guaranteed. The popularity of 

vaudeville and live shows, the difficulty and the technical problems that plagued early 

exhibitions led many to believe that it would soon be condemned as merely a "passing novelty". 

However, Dunedinites' enthusiasm for cinema never waned and by the conclusion of the First 

World War, it had surpassed live shows as the predominant entertainment medium in the city. 

Unlike previous studies that have investigated the roles that filmmakers and exhibitors played 

during Dunedin's early cinematic history, this thesis is primarily concerned with audience 

experiences of early cinema. In particular, it explores how early cinema was received by its 

citizens, and the impact that cinema had upon their lives and social interactions. In its first three 

decades of existence, the cinematic medium was peerless in its ability to provide an hour or two 

of escapist pleasure which afforded adults and children alike the opportunity to relax from the 

stresses of daily life and indulge their imaginations. 

Much of the information gathered in this thesis comes from first hand recollections of early 

cinema from Dunedinites who were there to witness it, by way of Otago Daily Times editorials 

and St. Kilda Memory Bank interviews. By and large, its findings support the belief that early 

cinema developed in an entirely different manner in Dunedin to European and American cities. 

From the outset, cinema going was regarded as an activity for all classes and a "special 

occasion" for Dunedin audiences. To an isolated and largely untravelled audience, it educated 

and entertained viewers in equal measure, thrilling them with depictions of exotic scenes from 

far away locales. By researching audience perspectives of early cinema, this thesis offers a new 

insight into the social and cultural habits of early twentieth century Dunedinites and provides a 

template for future similar projects in other New Zealand cities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Late nineteenth century Dunedin was a city that, in spite of its relative youth, had experienced a 

number oflandmark events. After its founding in 1848, the discovery of gold in the 1860s 

transformed it from a fledgling seaside settlement to a wealthy port and financial centre. Two 

decades later, the processes of industrialisation had expanded it to a busy city of over 50,000 

people. For more of this time, despite their increasing affluence, its residents had worked long 

days and spent most of their spare time in the home. At the end of the century, the city became 

wealthier and daily life became more modernised, its residents - who during its early years 

enjoyed very little in the way of leisure time - increasingly had the time and income at their 

disposal with which to pursue leisure activities. When the first moving pictures were exhibited 

locally on November 20, 1896, live theatre was the predominant entertainment medium and 

Dunedinites had little reason to believe that cinema would be more than yet another passing 

novelty. Gradually though, as its popularity spread and more shows came to town, moving 

pictures took hold of Dunedin locals more than any entertainment medium of the nineteenth 

century ever had, as New Zealand film historian Geoffrey Churchman describes: 

Amid the radical social reforms of the 1890s, contemporary commentators might easily 
be forgiven for overlooking the arrival of "living pictures" in 1896. They were, after all, 
nothing but a fairground attraction; a mere sideshow to the main events of the decade. 
Yet within a remarkably short time, what began as an amusing novelty had become a 
potent shaper of opinion (Churchman, 1997, p.6). 

Churchman's claim is valid: for the first viewers of moving pictures in nineteenth century 

Dunedin, the impact that the movies were to have on their city and its residents could not 
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possibly have been envisaged. Even the forefather of modem cinema, Antoine Lumiere, is 

famously said to have told aspiring filmmaker Georges Melies that the cinema "can be exploited 

for a certain time as a scientific curiosity but, apart from that, it has no commercial future 

whatsoever" (Antoine Lumiere, quoted in Bottomore, 1996, p.135). And yet, by the end of the 

silent picture era in 1928, motion pictures were experiencing a "golden age", the city was littered 

with theatres, and cinema was an intrinsic part of Dunedin's social and cultural fabric. 

Until now, studies of the history of New Zealand cinema to this date have tended to generalise 

the experience of the country as a whole and tell the story from the perspective of the film 

makers and theatre owners, rather than the viewers. Furthermore, historical audience studies of 

any country typically adhere to what might be termed an "American Model" of early cinema, 

which describes early film going as a predominantly urban working-class activity that was 

enjoyed in makeshift shop fronts and storerooms. This was not the case in Dunedin: cinema 

developed in an entirely different manner both here and in other cities outside the urban 

complexes of America and Europe. In addition, there are specific aspects of Dunedin's situation 

that make a cinematic history worth pursuing as a phenomenon somewhat removed from the 

mainstream experience. 

First, Dunedin's sheer isolation places it at the very end of the exhibition chain, in a vastly 

different social climate to that which prevailed on the American East Coast and in Western 

Europe, the original hubs of cinema production and exhibition. This isolation was all the more 

pronounced in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Dunedin, when unreliable roads meant 

that rail and shipping were the primary means of transportation. Even then, the nearest 

neighbouring port, Lyttelton, was some 190 miles away from Dunedin by sea. In response to 
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Rudyard Kipling's comments after a New Zealand visit, local historian Kenneth McDonald 

affirms Dunedin's remoteness in these words: 

Of the three alliterative adjectives attached by Kipling to Auckland, "last, loneliest, 
loveliest", Dunedin has more claim to the first two and at least as much to the third. 
There is no gainsaying Dunedin's remoteness. It looks to the south, with its back to the 
world (McDonald, 1965, p.317). 

Owing to New Zealand's unique social and historical background, there is an increasing body of 

work that suggests our experiences of early cinema - in Dunedin as well as throughout 

Australasian cities and towns - differed tremendously to those in well-established societies either 

side of the Atlantic. Perhaps as a combination of their isolation and the newness of their 

societies in relation to America and Europe, cinema evolved in a vastly different manner in 

Australasia, as a growing number of film researchers are discovering. For Dunedin and other 

antipodean cities, film going was a far more egalitarian and universal form of entertainment, 

enjoyed in varying degrees by old and young, rich and poor alike. Theatres tended to be grander 

and more agreeable than their American counterparts and, perhaps as a consequence, going to the 

movies was regarded as far more of an important social occasion. Because of the differences, 

then, a close study of Dunedin cinema is valuable in exploring how cinema developed differently 

outside of the established cities of Europe and North America. 

The first chapter draws up an outline of the "American Model" of cinematic development. That 

is to say, a description of how movies in their first decade of existence - from 1896 onward -

were disseminated to the masses and how, where and by whom they were received. It then goes 

on to show how this model cannot easily be applied to Dunedin's experience of early cinema. 

Notwithstanding that Dunedin was a mere a fraction of the size of the tum-of-the-century 

industrial American cities in which cinema thrived (such as New York City, Pittsburgh and 
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Detroit), its citizens also had emerged from very different social backgrounds and ways oflife. 

Therefore, the American model for describing cinema development - far and away the dominant 

model employed in literature and historical research - must be set aside and the development of 

cinema in Dunedin explored from a nineteenth century colonial perspective. 

The second chapter is divided into two parts. The first provides a backdrop for the arrival of 

cinema in Dunedin, describing the city and how its citizens lived in the nineteenth century; in 

particular it investigates some of the patterns and nature of their leisure activities. The second 

part introduces the cinema's Dunedin debut, including a brief history of the technological 

developments that led to the very first screening of motion pictures in Paris in 1895. It then 

describes the seminal moment - just a year later - when, in a modest shop front on Princes 

Street, entrepreneur J.F. McMahon exhibited the first public film screening in the city. While 

this was undoubtedly a landmark event, few present could have imagined just how popular 

cinema was to become. Indeed, in its infant years, cinema's technological unreliability and the 

difficulties faced in transporting it to Dunedin threatened to condemn it as a mere novelty. 

Chapter Three continues the thread of the previous chapter, charting the development and 

important moments in Dunedin cinema up until 1905, when travelling entertainers T.J. West and 

the Brescians conspired to usher in a new era of cinematic entertainment. The years following 

cinema's Dunedin debut saw the medium struggle to sustain a foothold in the local entertainment 

industry, due largely to the prevalence and enormous popularity oflive entertainment in Dunedin 

theatres. The medium was to become increasingly more popular, however, thanks to the likes of 

Major Joseph Perry and his Limelight Brigade. Perry, and later local enthusiast Henry Gore, 

thrilled audiences by filming them going about their business in Dunedin streets and then 

screening the images in the following days. Locals subsequently took immense pleasure in 
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seeing themselves on screen for the first time. As technological improvements made for 

increasingly more sophisticated filming techniques, local audiences were excited by moving 

depictions of faraway locales in Europe and North America. These were truly exotic images to 

the eyes ofDunedinites, many of whom had never travelled beyond the boundaries of their own 

region. The chapter also profiles the early Dunedin cinematic audience, concluding that movie 

going was initially a family affair and that while class segregation was observed, it was not 

nearly as pronounced as in other social spaces such as saloons and churches. 

Chapter Four explores the next phase of film going in Dunedin, from 1905 until World War I. It 

firstly profiles a man generally considered to be the father of the New Zealand film industry, 

Henry Hayward, and the influence that he and fellow pioneer Benjamin Fuller had in 

establishing the beginnings of a permanent cinema industry locally and throughout the country. 

With an industry developing, Dunedin audiences now benefitted from a greater choice of 

cinemas to attend, competitive prices, a larger choice of films to watch and grander and more 

comfortable theatres in which to watch them. The war also brought profound changes to patterns 

of movie going, with live acts suddenly difficult and expensive for theatre owners to come by, 

they turned to film as a cheaper means of filling th~ir programmes. Film went on to provide an 

escapist outlet for Dunedinites to take their minds temporarily off the hardship of the war. The 

combination of the emergence of a national industry and the effects of war on the home front 

confirmed once and for all cinema's transition from a passing novelty to the city's first mass 

entertainment medium. Exhibitors had little trouble filling vast cinema venues such as His 

Majesty's (Fig. 1), particularly on Saturday night shows which were often the social highlight of 

many locals' weeks. 
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Figure I: The cavernous interior of His Majesty's Theatre on Crawford Street (Source: Hocken Library) 

The fifth chapter charts the final stages of Dunedin cinema' s maturation as a permanent 

entertainment medium. The fallout of World War I for the cinema industry meant that Europe 

lost almost all its market share in film production and distribution, ceding it to Hollywood, which 

quickly established itself as the centre of the production universe. The consequences for cinema 

in Dunedin were that the market was to become dominated by American product, and New 

Zealanders' experience of film going became tightly linked to that of their American 

counterparts. By the end of the 1920s - which coincides with a new era of cinema heralded by 

the arrival of the "talkies" - Dunedin had adopted a settled identity as a regional centre, 

following decades ofrapid growth and subsequent stagnation. At the same time, cinema had 
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established a permanent place for itself in the city as the dominant form of entertainment, thus 

marking a suitable ending point for this research. 

In spite of the limitations imposed by the scale of the research process, this project represents a 

significant contribution for a number of reasons. On a local scale, it attempts the first serious 

examination of cinema in Dunedin from an audience perspective, thereby adding a further thread 

to the city's historical record. In doing so, it provides an insight into leisure patterns of 

Dunedinites in the early twentieth century, a topic that has only been occasionally and briefly 

been touched upon in previous research. It also contributes to the ongoing analysis of early 

Australasian cinema by bringing to light a further important city's experiences with the new 

medium. 

This project cannot pretend to be a definitive history of the early period of cinema in Dunedin. 

This would simply not be possible, given the vast amount of time that has elapsed between then 

and the present day. The major players in Dunedin's early cinema scene - travelling showmen, 

amateur film makers, theatre owners - have long since passed away and there is virtually nothing 

recorded of many of them. Likewise, few living members of the city are old enough to recall in 

any detail their film going experiences from this period. Virtually all film reels dating back to 

the period in question have perished, while the literature of the time regarding film is scant: in its 

early days, audiences were unaware of the phenomenon that cinema was to become and therefore 

regarded it as little more than a passing novelty. Therefore, this project explores largely 

uncharted historical territory. Much of the information gathered comes from The Otago Daily 

Times - which faithfully reported on the past evening's entertainments six days a week

nationwide accounts of :film history, local accounts of the city's history, and recorded interviews 

with elderly Dunedinites who provide the only living link to the era. As with many historical 
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accounts, this project necessarily describes Dunedin cinema not how it was, but how it appears 

to have been. Drawing upon what information we have available, it attempts to chart a historical 

course of local cinema going from its beginnings in 1896 over the three eventful decades which 

followed, and which saw the full establishment of what was, effectively, modem cinema. 
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CHAPTER ONE: CINEMA IN A DUNEDIN CONTEXT 

"The continued existence of cinema in a digital age is testimony to its unique qualities and 
capacity to adapt to multiple contexts across decades and national boundaries" (Popple & 
Kember, 2004, p.24). 

Much of the research into the early development of cinema as a social phenomenon focuses on 

what might be termed an "American Model" of development. Prominent film historians such as 

Gregory Waller, Robert Sklar and Kathryn H. Fuller have contributed to a generic blueprint 

detailing cinema's early conception and its spread from the penny arcades of Eastern Seaboard 

cities to nationwide, multi-million dollar chains within the first two decades of its existence. 

While early cinema in regions outside of Europe and North America remains largely an 

uncharted territory for film historians, a growing body of research points to fundamental 

differences in how cinema developed in regions such as Australasia. Although Dunedin and 

other New Zealand cities embraced cinema almost simultaneously with their American and 

European counterparts, it is becoming clear that the manner in which it took hold here is vastly 

dissimilar to the American experience. The American Model, therefore, must be understood as a 

tool for comparison, rather than a model which can be applied to document accurately our own 

film history. 

Before embarking upon a study of early cinema in Dunedin, it is important to understand how 

and why its development differed from the American model. Generally speaking, much of the 

difference stems from the fact that by 1896, the United States was an independent and 

industrialised nation, whereas New Zealand was a small and remote colony, still greatly 

dependent on its colonial parent. A further crucial difference stems from a demographic issue: at 
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the turn of the twentieth century, the American population was drastically more urbanised and 

centralised than that of New Zealand, where the national population numbered barely three 

quarters of a million (von Dadelson, 1902, p.8). Between 1870 and 1920, roughly the same time 

frame in which Dunedin grew to become the modest city of 100,000 or so people it is today, 

America's urbanised population increased from 10 million to 55 million (Faragher, 1998, p.157). 

By 1900, 16 American cities were home to 250,000 people or more, a population five times 

greater than Dunedin (Nash, 2007, p.179), while New York, Chicago and Philadelphia were 

substantially larger than all of New Zealand. In the isolated and thinly populated Otago region in 

particular, cinema exhibition was sporadic and relied on travelling showmen to disseminate early 

films amongst the districts. Furthermore, even though the United States did not observe the 

same sophisticated social hierarchy as the Old World countries, class distinction was 

considerably more pronounced than it was in New Zealand (Sklar, 1975, p.18). Cinema found 

immediate accord with a large and separate urban underclass, an exact equivalent of which did 

not yet exist in large numbers within New Zealand cities. Certainly, there were social 

differences, but they were not so extreme, nor were the urban poor so clearly separated out in 

spatial terms. In Dunedin, where class structures were not nearly as rigidly defined and 

separated as overseas, evidence points to movie going as being a leisure activity enjoyed by 

people from all walks oflife in close proximity to one another. 

1.1: TOW ARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE AMERICAN MODEL 

> Given the East Coast's relative proximity to Europe compared to New Zealand's, it is a surprise 

that cinema debuted in each location so close together in time. The year 1896 saw both the 
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Lumieres' Cinematographe and Edison's vitascope machine introduced to the American public 

for the first time. The first cinematograph screening in New York City took place on June 29 of 

that year; in less than six months it arrived in Dunedin. The first screenings on the West Coast -

in Los Angeles and San Francisco -did not take place until August of the following year 

(Musser, 2002, p.23) and this post-dated cinema's New Zealand debut. The rapid spread of 

cinematographe exhibition throughout the world is testament to the wave of excitement and 

curiosity the machine generated amongst its first audiences. 

In both New Zealand and the United States, cinema underwent what historian Charles Musser 

calls a "novelty period" which lasted for two to three years. During this time, the originality of 

cinema and the interest it generated was enough by itself to sustain its popularity and 

profitability. Newspaper advertisements hailing the Lumiere Cinematograph virtually mirror 

each other in each country. The Otago Daily Times hailed the cinematographe as "a positive 

sensation" and an "extraordinary exhibition", (Otago Daily Times, 28 Nov. 1896, p.1) amongst 

other superlatives, while this advertisement from the New York Clipper on November 7, 1896 

typifies the sense of wonder and excitement which accompanied the first film screenings 

throughout America: 

The greatest attraction of the century. Unapproached in subject, beauty, clearness and 
natural life movement. A marvel of interest and scientific skill. The unequalled success 
of the Cinematographe is due to the great care and scientific skill exercised by the 
Messrs. Lumiere, who engage the highest order of photographic talent in Europe for their 
immense establishment ... Old and young alike are charmed and delighted. (Musser, 
1990, p.140). 

It took only a couple of years, however, for the path of America's cinematic history to diverge 

markedly from New Zealand's. While Dunedin remained a distant outpost of cinema exhibition, 

reliant upon travelling showmen bringing their aging film reels south for exhibition, America 
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witnessed a proliferation of production companies and independent exhibitors, each aiming to 

cash in on the public's surging demand for new films. Soon they became permanent fixtures in 

vaudeville shows, sharing the billing with live stage acts. 

This is not to say that the long-term success of the new medium was by any means guaranteed. 

Up until the turn of the century, cinema remained a novelty, its shelf life dependent on the short 

attention span of audiences for new and eye-catching forms of entertainment. Although 

considered at the time to be a miracle of science, early films were still plagued by flickering 

picture quality, technological limitations, temperamental equipment and the constant threat of 

fire. Furthermore, cinema remained in the shadow of vaudeville, consigned to second-billing in 

shows which combined the two acts. Cinema's close association with vaudeville, argues Robert 

Sklar, placed a limit on its potential audience: 

Vaudeville patrons ... comprised only a small proportion of the potential audience for 
movies. They were mainly middle-class Americans in the larger cities, housewives on a 
shopping trip downtown, office workers during their lunch break or out for an evening, 
people who could afford a quarter or more for their entertainment (Sklar, 1975, p14). 

The logical step for American entrepreneurs in search of new markets was to dispense with their 

vaudeville shows and establish theatres exclusively for film exhibition. Based on the success of 

the penny arcades which preceded moving pictures, storefront picture theatres began to spring up 

around America's cities as early as 1900. In 1905, the first "nickelodeon" theatre was opened in 

Pittsburgh by vaudeville magnate Harry Davis and within a year the nickelodeon was a national 

phenomenon. By 1908, there were 8,000 such theatres in the country (Robinson, 1996, p.90). 

Historian Charles Musser claims that "it is not too much to say that modem cinema began with 

the nickelodeons" (Musser, 1990, p.417). 
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The typical nickelodeon theatre - so named because the asking price for entry was five cents -

was usually little more than a shop front or a store room converted into a movie theatre capable 

of holding a few dozen people per screening. Though the size and design of theatre was far from 

homogenous - David Robinson writes that "very many were small stores, hastily converted with 

99 or fewer kitchen chairs ... others however were halls that might seat several hundred people 

(Robinson, 1996, p.90)-the typical theatre was characterised by a cramped interior, a 

predominantly working class audience and an emphasis on maximising attendance figures by 

holding short, :frequent exhibitions. 

Historians agree that the success and massive proliferation of the nickelodeon theatre is 

attributable to numerous social and economic factors. Unquestionably, it filled a previously 

unquenched desire for the cheap, fast and relatively low-brow entertainment craved by the 

working classes. Such was its popularity amongst the lower classes that a 1910 Russel Sage 

Foundation study found that blue-collar workers in New York made up just 2% of the audience 

at live dramatic productions, but almost 75% of the audience at moving picture theatres 

(Rosenzweig, 2002, p.29). Sklar argues that "as a business, and as a social phenomenon, the 

motion pictures came to life in the United States when they made contact with working-class 

needs and desires" (Sklar, 1975, p.15). The appeal of the nickelodeon to workers, Terry Gilliam 

claims in the documentary film The Last Machine, lay in the escapist pleasure it provided: 

The more people came under pressure from clocks, timetables, schedules and deadlines 
of all kinds, the more they needed opportunities to escape into private, personal time: the 
time of fiction, dreams, fantasies (Terry Gilliam, quoted in The Last Machine: Space and 
Time Machine, dir. R.C. Smith, 1995). 

The middle and upper classes - for whom the restraints of time were not as severe - continued to 

choose live theatre over movie shows. Nickelodeons, therefore, inevitably became exclusive 
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sites of working-class patronage. The reinforcement of class boundaries that occurred within the 

space of storefront theatres was as appealing to the lower classes as it was unappetising to the 

upper classes, as Charles Musser describes: 

The single [ticket] price at nickelodeons not only gave the working class ready access to 
the theatre but, once they were inside, annihilated class distinctions on that class's terms. 
Those who had known only the gallery suddenly sat in the orchestra ... Members of the 
upper-middle and upper classes (the cultivated or leisure classes, often called the "better" 
classes) generally were not part of the movie going public, at least in large cities ... As 
newspaper editorials soon made clear, these classes usually viewed the nickelodeons with 
condescension, if not alarm (Musser, 1990, p.432). 

The more the nickelodeon became the haunt of the working class, the less their "betters" were 

likely to patronise them and so the process of social exclusion was reinforced over time. 

It was not enough, however, for nickelodeons simply to be cheap. In order to attract large 

working class audiences - the majority of whom worked long hours and had scant leisure time -

the storefront theatres had to offer fast and convenient entertainment as well. Robert Sklar 

(1975, p.15) explains how going to the nickelodeons quickly became a brief and light-hearted 

diversion from people's daily routines: 

The programs lasted no more than fifteen or twenty minutes, short enough for a 
housewife to leave a carriage in the vestibule and carry her baby inside, for children to 
drop in after school, for factory workers to stop and see a show on the way home from 
work. In the evening and on Saturday afternoon whole families went together, 
sometimes taking in all the neighbourhood programs in a single outing. 

As well as being convenient for workers and their families in terms of location and duration, 

nickelodeons were considerably cheaper to attend than live stage shows (which were commonly 

priced at a quarter), enhancing their appeal to low income earners. Going to the movies was also 

the favourite pastime of non-English speaking immigrants, of which there were many in 
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American cities due to the demand for cheap labour. That these minority groups flocked to the 

cinema was testament to film's transcendence oflanguage barriers, as The Moving Picture World 

from January 1908 reports: 

In cosmopolitan city districts, the foreigners attend in larger proportion than the English 
speakers. This is doubtless because the foreigners, shut out as they are by their alien 
tongues from much of the life about them, can yet perfectly understand the pantomime of 
moving pictures (Robinson, 1996, p93). 

The historical research of Sklar, Waller and others identifies movie going in America 

(particularly with regard to the nickelodeon era) as an urban, working-class activity. Such an 

account, however, fails to pay sufficient attention to the impressive spread of permanent picture 

halls beyond the cities and into country towns and locales. Undoubtedly, the experience of 

cinema was very different for small town Americans - and likely to have been far more similar to 

our own experiences in New Zealand - than what it was for those in the cities. Film historian 

Kathryn H. Fuller delineates the makeup of urban and rural audiences in her book, At the Picture 

Show. She claims that "urban nickelodeon theatres largely depended on transients - shoppers, 

downtown workers, and other passersby- for patronage, whereas small-town theatres needed to 

attract the attention of a larger portion of the community" (Fuller, 1996, p.50). Fuller implies 

that small town theatres needed to appeal to a wider section of the community to maximise their 

profits. Given that in a typical small town there were few alternative leisure activities to a night 

at the movies, a sense of loyalty and permanence amongst small-town theatre-goers developed 

that did not exist in the big city nickelodeons. 

In spite of the largely varying experiences of urban and rural cinema audiences, the American 

Model of cinema development places greater importance upon the experiences of the former. 

Cinema was at its most popular and pervasive in the large cities - particularly on the East Coast 
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and in "Manufactuing Belt" cities such as Pittsburgh-where the urban working class's love for 

cinema was helping to establish it as the world's first genuine mass entertainment medium. 

While the experience of cinema differed in the small towns, theatre owners there were still 

greatly influenced in how they operated and what they showed by their counterparts in the cities. 

Therefore, studies of early cinema in America are necessarily urban-centric. 

Although subsequent differences have been alluded to, there are also some clear similarities 

between the American Model and the New Zealand model of early cinema, particularly during 

the initial few "novelty years" of its development. The dissemination of moving pictures took 

place almost simultaneously, as did the immense wave of public interest that followed it. 

However, where the American Model cannot be applied to New Zealand's experience of cinema 

- and in particular that of Dunedin- is in the differing context of each set of audiences. By the 

turn of the twentieth century, the United States was already a developed nation with a population 

in excess of76 million, sophisticated public infrastructure and an established social hierarchy. 

The Dunedin of 1900, although established and prosperous, was quite different from a large 

American city; perhaps inevitably, cinema found its place in an entirely different manner . 

1.2: THE POPULATION GAP 

As has been previously mentioned, cinema going in America emerged as an urban phenomenon 

and was to remain that way until the post-war process of suburbanisation drew workers out of the 

city. Dunedin, despite being the third largest city at the time, was little more than a country town 

by American standards. The lack of heavy industry and the wide spread of its residential areas -

which included Ravensbourne and Port Chalmers to the north and Caversham to the south -
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limited the development of an "urban poor" to levels which were nowhere near the scale seen in 

American cities. Class distinctions did exist in turn of the century Dunedin, however they were 

not nearly as firmly entrenched as they were in American cities, nor was there the same degree of 

animosity and separation between classes. As historian Eric Olssen writes in his book, Building 

the New World, which details the history of Caversham (a Southern suburb of Dunedin), "in 

much of Britain class entailed deference, but migrants left deference behind" (Olssen, 1995, 

p.231 ). In other parts of the world, it was the urban poor demographic to which cinema appealed 

the most, and its general absence in turn of the century Dunedin deprived the city of a potentially 

large and lucrative market for exhibitors to tap into. Olssen writes that separate classes found 

themselves in such close proximity during the long boat trip to New Zealand that they were 

gradually assimilated: 

On the long voyage around the world and then in Caversham, the juxtaposition of 
difference ... raised each to consciousness and critical scrutiny. Such awareness 
suddenly made men and women free, released them from their pasts and turned them 
towards the future while the habit of messing together during the voyage laid a 
foundation for co-operative behaviour (Olssen, 1995, p.234). 

It follows logically, then, that cinemas in Dunedin were relatively class-free sites ofleisure, 

frequented with similar regularity by the rich and the poor, males and females, the young and the 

old. As such, on any given evening in a Dunedin cinema, one would expect to see a vastly more 

socio-economically varied audience than one would observe in a nickelodeon theatre. This 

appears to be a common theme throughout Australasian cinemas: in their study of cinema going 

in the Wollongong region an hour south of Sydney, Kate Bowles and Nancy Huggett came to 

similar conclusions: 
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Cinemagoing was popular right across the community, with the social geography internal 
to the picture theatre itself able to cope with any perceived class, age or denominational 
differences in the audience (Huggett & Bowlers, 2004, p.69). 

Dunedin's relatively small population-which even by 1926 was only 85,000 (Bloomfield, 1984, 

p.58)- also meant that there was never a sufficient audience to sustain more than a handful of 

theatres for any form of entertainment, be it musical, theatrical or cinematic. Social 

commentator Gordon Mirams highlights the insignificance of the New Zealand market in his 

1941 book Speaking Candidly, claiming that "films can be packed in cans. Enough of them to 

provide a full year's entertainment for New Zealand would occupy scarcely more shipping space 

than one Ford car" (Mirams, 1941, p.9). Even during cinema's so-called golden age between 

) world wars, the number of full-time cinemas in Dunedin hovered around twelve (Dungey, "Reel 

Facts: Dunedin Cinema 1896-1999", Otago Daily Times, 4 Feb. 1999, p.69), compared to the 

hundreds that dotted street fronts on the average American city. As a consequence, while 

nickelodeons are largely considered homogenous entertainment sites, Dunedin theatres were 

better recognised as individual entities - each with their own characteristics - which courted 
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specific audiences. 

1.3: WHAT WAS ON AT THE MOVIES? 

During the novelty period, the films that were exhibited to Dunedin and American audiences 

were much the same. The earliest films lacked editing or narrative direction, and instead 

featured a pastiche of various scenes of interest filmed by a stationary camera. Charles Musser 

characterises early American exhibitions as showcasing the diversity of material that could be 

captured on motion picture film: 
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Exhibitions were initially organized along variety principles that emphasized diversity 
and contrast even while the selections often built to a climax and ended with a flourish ... 
surviving programs from the period suggest the extent to which exhibitors favored variety 
over possibly spatial, temporal, narrative, or thematic continuities" (Musser, 1990, 
p.179). 

In March 1897, exhibitions at Proctor's Twenty-third Street Theatre in Midtown Manhattan 

included short films entitled "Lumiere Factory", "Brooklyn Bridge", "Dragoons of the Austrian 

Army", ''Niagara Falls", and "The Frolics of Negroes While Bathing" (Musser, 1990, p.179). 

This exemplifies the variety - but also a lack of narrative coherence - of images contained within 

early cinematographe exhibitions. 

It was not long, however, before differences in content being screened began to arise between 

Dunedin cinemas and those in the United States. By 1900, novelty films were on the wane and 

American producers (inspired by the narrative techniques of Frenchman Georges Melies) were 

beginning to chum out films that featured editing and narrative techniques far more familiar to 

those of the films we see today. The vast majority of early films shown in America were home 

grown, produced by the myriad production companies that took root during the first decade of 

the twentieth century. 

Dunedin audiences, on the other hand, enjoyed greater diversity in the origin of the films shown 

in their cinemas. The success of vaudeville entrepreneurs in the nineteenth century left a 

distinctly American cultural footprint upon New Zealand, but this was complemented by 

significant British influences. Sociologist Bob Gidlow explains that vaudeville "introduced a 

new commercial colonialism which linked New Zealand to the U.S.A whilst still maintaining 

cultural links with Britain (Gidlow et. al, 1994, p.255)". The duality of cultural influences in the 

nineteenth century translated from old entertainment forms to new: Gordon Mirams, in his book 
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Speaking Candidly, writes that although "most of the celluloid eggs that arrive in this country 

were laid in Hollywood", a significant proportion were also European in origin: mainly British, 

with a smattering of French and Italian titles also present (Mirams, 1945, p.14). While original 

classics such as Edwin S. Porter's The Great Train Robbery demonstrated the considerable 

popularity of American films in New Zealand, pioneering exhibitors from Britain such as Henry 

Hayward and T.J West ensured that a multitude of European films reached also reached local 

audiences. 

There were discemable differences in the attitudes of filmgoers in New Zealand (regional centres 

such as Dunedin in particular) and the United States. Although the primary function of the 

cinema during its formative years was to provide entertainment, films also played an educational 

role. This appears to be particularly true for filmgoers in the colonies: an Otago Daily Times 

editorial from April 1905 describing T.J. West's latest exhibition as "humorous and instructive" 

( Otago Daily Times, 15 April 1905, p.8) is a common sentiment among early New Zealand 

audiences. By the start of the twentieth century the majority of Dunedin's inhabitants were New 

Zealand-born, many of whom had only seen the world beyond their immediate vicinity via 

pictures in books, newspapers and magazines. Cinema brought moving depictions of the outside 

world to these people for the first time; their exoticism imbuing a whole new meaning upon the 

images they were viewing. While a Broadway street scene, for example, would have been of 

little or no interest to New York City audiences, for Dunedinites it provided a fascinating and 

previously unseen view of a city on the other side of the world and a way of life beyond their 

experience. Undoubtedly, early films were significant to New Zealand and American audiences 

in a different manner. For Americans already used to seeing moving pictures in penny arcades, 

cinema was more familiar and closer to a form of pure entertainment and amusement. For New 
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Zealanders, seeing a film represented something beyond mere entertainment; the movie screen 

acted as a window to a world many of them had never seen before. 

1.4: ISOLATED CITY: THE DIFFICULTIES OF EXHIBITION IN DUNEDIN 

Notwithstanding its strong cultural ties to Britain, in geographical terms Dunedin could not have 

been further away from the epicentres of production and distribution of film either side of the 

Atlantic. Dunedin was linked by sea and rail from the other main centres of Auckland, 

Christchurch and Wellington but the lack of quality roads made travel even within the province 

difficult. Dunedin was linked to gold mining towns and other farming centres in the region only 

by rough, unpaved roads that were "often impassable after heavy rain" (Olssen, 1994, p.70). 

Especially before the advent of the motor car, Dunedin was an isolated city. The impacts this 

had upon the development of cinema in the area were many and varied. First, there was an 

inevitable time lapse before popular American and European titles arrived at its theatres. 

Second, before permanent movie theatres began to blossom in the 1910s, cinema enthusiasts 

relied entirely upon travelling showmen to bring their film reels to the city. These showmen 

dictated not only what was shown in Dunedin, but also when it was shown and how often. 

Unlike the densely populated states on American's Eastern Seaboard, Dunedin's considerable 

isolation at the time together with its small population meant that cinema was at best a sporadic 

and impermanent form of entertainment for its residents. 

./ , As has previously been discussed, permanent storefront theatres were beginning to appear on the 

main streets of American cities from the turn of the century onwards and the nickelodeon was a 

nationwide phenomenon by 1905. From this point onwards, audiences had access to picture 
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shows on a daily basis and at continuous intervals: according to historian David Robinson, the 

typical nickelodeon theatre showed "from fewer than twenty to more than forty [screenings] in a 

day" (Robinson, 1996, p.91), depending on the length of the film and the opening hours of the 

theatre. Dunedinites' early experiences of cinema, on the other hand, came in the form of 

travelling exhibitions which seldom spent more than two weeks in town, or more than a night or 

two in surrounding areas towns like Mosgiel and Port Chalmers. Although these exhibitions 

increased in frequency as cinema became more popular, profitable and logistically viable over 

the years, there remained large stretches of time during which traditional pre-cinema forms of 

entertainment, notably theatre, were all that was on offer. Local historian Hardwicke Knight 

writes that in 1902, "cultural activity in Dunedin ... was almost strictly theatrical" and the city 

got a new theatrical venue that year when the agricultural hall on Crawford Street was upgraded 

and renamed His Majesty's (Knight, 1983, p.30). Faced with such a scarcity of cinematic 

entertainment, Dunedinites formed different movie going habits. First, the arrival of a new set of 

pictures in town was greeted with far more fanfare than in American cities, where new 

programmes arrived in different theatres each day. Second, going to the movies was regarded as 

far more of a special privilege in Dunedin cinemas than it was in nickelodeons across America. 

Lifelong Dunedin residents speak fondly the sense of occasion attached to the cinemas. Jamie 

Gillon recalls that "every Friday night we used to meet in town, we'd go to Woolworth's, have a 

look through there and end up at the pictures" ( quoted in interview with Jamie Gillon, St. Kilda 

Memory Bank, 8 April 1991). Norman Croft recalls that "mum and dad had the same seats 

every Monday night" at the Empire ( quoted in interview with Norman Croft, St. Kilda Memory 

Bank, 10 May 1991 ), while Audrey Berry claims her mother and aunt had regular Saturday seats 

at the Mayfair (formerly the King Edward) in South Dunedin and remembers the excitement at 
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being asked to go with them: "Sometimes if grandma couldn't go, aunty would ask one ofus to 

go ... that was great" (quoted in interview with Audrey Berry, St. Kilda Memory Bank, 17 Sept. 

1991). 

Dunedin's small market, coupled with its distance from Europe and the United States, also 

placed it at the end of the global distribution chain. The consequences of this were twofold. 

Film that arrived here was usually in poor condition from prior use, and up to a year out of date. 

In the former instance, poor quality film detracted from the movie going experience and, 

combined with unreliable equipment, frequently led to breakdowns during screenings. 

According to Robert Sklar, cellulose nitrate film "deteriorated rapidly from use" (Sklar, 1975, 

p.17), to the point where most reels were merely discarded at the conclusion of the exhibition 

period. The issue of film reels being out of date became particularly relevant around the tum of 

the century, when filmmakers began to move beyond filming simple novelties and static street 

scenes and into documenting real life events. For example, from 1901 onwards, Dunedin 

audiences were able to see real Boer War footage as well as coverage of various royal excursions 

in Britain. While still hugely popular, the delay in such footage arriving detracted from the 

immediacy of the occasion, a fact that was to render film particularly vulnerable to medium of 

radio in the 1920s. 

1.5: WHO WAS GOING TO THE PICTURES? 

Although little written record remains of the experiences of filmgoers in Dunedin prior to World 

War I, there is certainly a picture developing which suggests that going to see a film was held in 

rather a different regard here than it was in the United States at the same time. For the majority 
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of Americans, going to see a film was an informal affair: a brief interlude from a busy working 

day and often part of a daily or weekly routine: 

Movie going was a casual activity that made frequent viewing practical and seductive. 
Sigmund Lubin was one of many who recognised that moving pictures were becoming 
part of everyday life and would soon be as common as the ice cream parlor or soda 
fountain. (Musser, 1990, p.433) 

Charles Musser also implies that film going was a routine working-class activity that did not 

represent a special occasion, particularly in relation to other leisure activities: 

Going to vaudeville or the theatre took an entire evening and commonly cost ten to 
twenty-five cents. Summer parks were a day's outing, a special occasion. But picture 
houses were almost everywhere: on the major thoroughfares, in shopping districts, and in 
many working-class neighbourhoods. Shows lasted from ten minutes to an hour; they 
could be taken in during lunch, on the way home from work, or in the evening, without 
constituting a major expenditure. (Musser, 1990, p.432) 

Comparisons to Dunedinites' early experiences of film going reveal that going to the movies 

certainly did constitute a special occasion, and a privilege which some locals were afforded a 

mere handful of times a year. As mentioned previously, cinema was not the perpetually 

available form of leisure it had become in America by the early 1900s. Exhibitions came and 

went, their impending arrivals announced only days beforehand in the local newspaper and 

presumably also by a limited degree of word of mouth. Likewise, the concentration of cinemas 

within a few blocks of the city centre made frequent visits to the cinema a logistical impossibility 

for many. Whereas nickelodeons sprung up in working class neighbourhoods as well as 

commercial and industrial districts of American cities, suburban theatres did not begin appearing 

in Dunedin until 1904 and after (Knewstubb, 1974, pp.14-15). Therefore, Dunedin's suburban 

residents faced a long journey home, reliant solely upon the developing tram system and often 
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later than 10 o'clock in the evening. For example, when T.J West's travelling film troupe 

brought their show to Dunedin in 1905, the Otago Daily Times advertised special carriages to 

take the filmgoers home along various routes at 10.30pm. These factors combined to make 

regular film going particularly impractical on weekdays. In the first decades of cinema, theatres 

in Dunedin did not afford the same ease of accessibility as American cinemas did and 

consequently, film going did not become as intrinsic a part of the people's weekly schedule. 

Indeed, locals may have attended the cinema several times a week during a particularly popular 

exhibition, but not at all for weeks during times when family matters took precedence or there 

were few or no desirable shows in town. 

Whilst not true of all early cinemas to spring up in America, there remains a stereotype of the 

nickelodeon theatre as a dark, smelly and often cramped space into which patrons were crammed 

in varying levels of discomfort. Barton W. Currie, writing in a 1907 publication of Harper's 

Weekly, sets the scene of a typical nickelodeon theatre: 

For a very modest the sum the outfit could be housed in a narrow store or in a shack in 
the rear yard of a tenement, provided there was an available hallway and the space for a 
"front". These shacks and shops are packed with as many chairs as they will hold and the 
populace welcomed, or rather hailed, by a huge megaphone-horn and lurid placards 
(Currie, 2002, pp.32-33). 

Visiting a movie theatre in Dunedin would have been an entirely different experience. Before 

the arrival of purpose-built cinemas, the first American urban theatres were often converted 

shacks and storage rooms. By contrast, Dunedin's first cinemas were converted stage theatres 

(The Empire, Garrison Hall and Princess Theatre all being examples of theatres appropriated by 

showmen for the purpose of exhibiting films), purpose built for entertaining and capable of 

seating large audiences in relative comfort. In contrast to the stuffy environment within 
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storefront theatres, Dunedin theatres offered expansive interiors with stylish and ornate decor. 

The Empire (Fig. 2), for instance, boasted an "Indian-Saracenic" interior and a roof with lights 

on it to "give it an open-air effect" (Knewstubb, 1974, p.8). It seated 2,000 people and was 

tastefully furnished, "particularly the long room with its ebony furniture inlaid with mother of 

pearl ... the decor was magnificent" (Dungey, "Going to the pictures in their heyday highlight of 

the week", Otago Daily Times, 4 Feb. 1999 p.71). 

Figure 2: Capable of seating up to 2,500 patrons, the Empire Theatre was Dunedin's largest entertainment venue 

(Source: Hocken Library). 
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Garrison Hall and His Majesty's were converted recreational halls with a smaller capacity but 

were no less ornate. The Queen's Theatre, purpose-built in 1912, housed 900 and had a ceiling 

"plastered in the French Renaissance style" (Knewstubb, 1974, p.6). 

The lavish scale and interior of early Dunedin cinemas contributed greatly to the sense of 

occasion at screenings. Whereas nickelodeons prioritised getting patrons in and out of the doors 

as quickly and cheaply as possible, Dunedin's theatres offered a more convivial and welcoming 

space which helped making film going a far more formal and dignified occasion. 

Inside Dunedin cinemas, there remained a formality about proceedings that may have stemmed 

from the colony's strong ties to Britain which had long since dissolved in the United States. 

Saturday night screenings represented particularly special occasions which unfailingly drew 

large audiences: the largest theatre in town, the Empire, regularly achieved its capacity of2,000 

on Saturday nights. Sylvia Duncan worked as an usherette during her childhood and remembers 

serving tea and biscuits at matinees, hinting at the prevalence of British tradition within the 

theatre. Respectable attire, too, was expected of both patrons and employees. Poor dress 

etiquette and poor behaviour were not tolerated amongst any sections of the audience. Otago 

Daily Times reporter Kim Dungey claims that "any young men who arrived at the theatre 'a bit 

tight' were thrown out by the commissionaire" (Dungey, "Going to the pictures in their heyday 

highlight of the week", Otago Daily Times, 4 Feb. 1999, p.71). Gwen Horan, who ushered at the 

Empire theatre in the 1920s, recalls the importance placed upon ensuring staff looked smart and 

presentable: 

We had beautiful pure silk, accordion-pleated skirts with tunic tops, and turbans to match 
the eastern decor. We just had to look right (Gwen Horan, quoted in Dungey, "Going to 
the pictures in their heyday highlight of the week", Otago Daily Times, 4 Feb. 1999, 
p.71). 
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It seems logical that many of the customs attached to prior forms of entertainment, such as opera 

and theatre, were adopted by filmgoers in Dunedin. Cinema may have represented a far less 

formal and more accessible entertainment medium but its patrons retained a sense of decorum 

and propriety in their conduct and attire that was not typical of their American counterparts. To 

what extent this is attributable to Dunedin's strongly British cultural roots is debatable, but it is 

clear that the act of film going was treated as a great deal more of a special occasion than it was 

in American nickelodeons. 

1.6: CINEMA FOR ALL CLASSES? 

Robert Sklar argues that the two seminal decades of cinema development from 1890 to 1910 "are 

also the years when the United States transformed itself into a predominantly urban industrial 

society" (Sklar, 1975, p. l ). The urbanisation process threw the country into massive social 

upheaval, which Sklar argues created vast new class boundaries which did not exist in the 

nineteenth century. 

There were basic alterations in the character of cities. The older American city, for all its 
gradations of caste and class, had been a place where people of all income levels and 
occupations lived close to each other and intermingled. The emerging social structure of 
twentieth-century cities did away with such proximity and encounter. Increasingly, areas 
of cities were segregated by social class; how much money you made, the clothes you 
wore at work, the kind of job you did, the country of your origin, set the boundaries of 
where you lived. The old American city, which had been a single community, became 
the new American city of many communities, separated from each other by social 
barriers (Sklar, 1975, p.l). 

The locals of turn-of-the-century Dunedin experienced a much lesser degree class segregation. 

The lack of a defined class system was partly due to the relative youth and size of the city. 

28 



-\ 

L 

l . 

b 

I i~ 

,, 

,. 

Cinema began to develop in Dunedin merely half a century - and barely more than a generation -

after the city was established. There was neither the prior history nor the bulk of population - it 

remained a modest-sized city, particularly by American standards (Fig. 3)- to effect any 

sweeping societal ground shifts. 

Figure 3: Late 1860s Dunedin as seen from London Street (Source: Hocken Library). 

A far more egalitarian climate prevailed, not unlike the pre-1900 America that Sklar describes 

above, in which men and women of all professions lived - and to a lesser extent socialised -

alongside one another. Eric Olssen, who claims that "the story of Caversham's worker is in 
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some respects typical" of many Dunedin suburbs (Olssen, 1995, p.261), describes a society in 

which equality was a cornerstone of social organisation: 

Inequalities of income, wealth, power and status existed in Caversham ... [but] none of 
these inequalities, taken by themselves, translated into status of esteem and none of them 
seemed very large by British standards. Nor did people want them to be important 
(Olssen, 1995, p.246). 

Furthermore, he argues that "men respected and admired the successful, but as a rule they 

deferred only to knowledge, skill and independence" (Olssen, 1995, p.249), thereby rejecting the 

notion of class deference. This is not to suggest that there was no segregation between the rich 

(among them many land owners and businessmen) and the poorer workers; however, the extent 

of their segregation was minor compared to the "old" cities of Europe and the American East 

coast. There were suburbs clearly defined by their social situation - Maori Hill and St Clair 

compared to South Dunedin and North East Valley. Often they were defined by topography and 

access to public transport (namely cable cars and trams). Clear occupational classes existed, but 

the idea of a "classless society" was seen as a common ideal and social distance was not great. 

The extremes were obvious, but the majority were not heavily class-identified as they were in 

Britain. The introduction of compulsory schooling, which resulted in 90% of children attending 

school by 1900 (Olssen, 195, p.241), also contributed to a lessening gap between classes. 

As class barriers quickly sprang up within American cities, the territory of the picture theatre fell 

firmly on the side of the urban poor. Nickelodeons were unequivocally sites of working class 

hegemony, so much so that Sklar claims "several years went by before the general public 

acquired knowledge of new social or cultural phenomena among the lower orders" (Sklar, 1975, 

p.4). Cinema was a social space over which the less privileged members of society could claim 

control, much like the saloons (and club rooms for young people) of the nineteenth century. So 
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unenthused were the middle-to-upper classes about attending cramped, often uncomfortable and 

dirty nickelodeons with their working class brethren that - according to Charles Musser - they 

chose alterative, exclusive venues in which to watch films: 

Although the "better" classes saw films, they did so at illustrated lectures like those given 
by Burton Holmes or at vaudeville performances, not in dingy-store fronts (Musser, 
1990, p.432). 

Audience attitudes therefore differed greatly between the two countries. It was commonplace for 

Dunedin theatres to vary their charges depending on seat location (seats at the front, for instance, 

usually cost a shilling while upper deck seats could cost up to two or three shillings), and this did 

lead to a certain amount of segregation within the theatre. Youngsters would usually sit at the 

front while "the nobs" sat in the lounge upstairs (Dungey, "Going to the pictures in their heyday 

highlight of the week", Otago Daily Times, 4 Feb. 1999, p.71). Nevertheless, the cinema was a 

place for Dunedinites of all ages and classes to enjoy, a social space in which class distinction 

was largely irrelevant. This not only meant that the potential audience for cinema (as a 

proportion of the population) was far greater in tum-of-the-century Dunedin, but also that 

filmgoers in New Zealand did not share the same sense of a film-generated working class 

identity: rather, the cinema was representative more of a cross-section of Dunedin society. 

Based on what we know about the ways in which cinema arrived and established itself in 

Dunedin, it is clear that many aspects of its development are incompatible with the American 

Model. Traditionally, histories of early cinema - encompassing its first two decades from 1896 

onwards - have tended to focus on the experiences of the city-dwelling working class filmgoers 

that comprised the large majority of audiences in American theatres. This is understandable, 

given that the nickelodeon boom which signified cinema's transition from amusing novelty to 
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the world's first mass entertainment medium was a product of America's newly-forming social 

class of urban poor. 

While the American model can serve as a loose basis for understanding how audiences took to 

cinema in New Zealand, the same generalisations about the development of early cinema simply 

cannot be applied to a tum-of-the-century Dunedin context. A comparison of social aspects of 

Dunedin and American cities reveals substantial discrepancies. The most notable difference was 

Dunedin's relatively small population which dictated that there was neither the audience nor the 

capital to support a cinema boom such as that which American cities experienced in the first 

decade of the twentieth century. Furthermore, due to its newness as a city, Dunedin was less 

influenced by the class boundaries that had recently sprung up in the United States, making film 

going in Dunedin a far more egalitarian practice. Among other factors that distinguished cinema 

development in Dunedin from the United States were its strong ties to Britain and the much 

greater sense of occasion attributed to film going. With all these factors in mind, any study of 

Dunedin cinema needs to acknowledge the fact that cinema here developed in its own unique 

manner, independent of the American Model. 
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CHAPTER TWO: DUNEDIN AND THE BIRTH OF CINEMA 

"The Director faithfully submits that those who have not yet witnessed the Extraordinary 
Exhibition of The Cinematographe cannot possibly realise the Beauty and Perfection of this truly 
Delightful Entertainment" (Otago Daily Times advertisement, 30 Nov. 1896, pl). 

As it happened, the birth of cinema coincided neatly with the development of an urban, post-gold 

rush Dunedin. By 1896, the city was well established as a financial and commercial centre 

which brought with it sweeping changes to how its inhabitants organised their time. As the city 

became more prosperous and worldly, locals increasingly began to appreciate aspects of 

American and British culture for entertainment, in the form of theatre, vaudeville acts, opera and 

the like. All such entertainments were firmly entrenched by the time cinema arrived, and during 

the first film screenings in Dunedin, viewers could not possibly have imagined the impact that 

this new medium would have upon the world around them. As Allison Rudd writes, 

For [Otago Daily Times reporter] Pasquin and the audience, the moving picture shows 
were an amusing novelty. No-one could've guessed they were witnessing the birth of a 
global industry that would dominate entertainment for the next 50 years (Rudd, "Early 
Dunedin audiences watch film industry flicker into life", Otago Daily Times Magazine, 4 
Feb. 2006, p.3). 

This chapter examines Dunedin's social environment before the advent of cinema and the 

immediate reactions upon its arrival, as well as outlining how these primitive cinematographe 

machines functioned - or in many cases, failed to function - and the travelling showmen who are 

credited with exhibiting the first moving pictures to Dunedin audiences. 

33 



(> 

. l' 

2.1: FOUNDATION TO GOLD RUSH: DUNEDIN IN ITS EARLY DAYS 

The second half of the nineteenth century saw Dunedin undergo a drastic transformation from 

colonial outpost to bustling city. The town's founding settlers spent the early years of the colony 

attempting to eke out an existence in largely inhospitable conditions and scarcely imaginable 

isolation (Fig. 4). The hardships they endured were typical of those faced by frontier settlers 

throughout the colonial world, as social historian Raywyn Good outlines: 

The establishment of societies in the new world was often a struggle - the hours of work 
were long, the weather conditions unpredictable. Children were an economic asset. Only 
when everyday needs had been met and Sunday obligations fulfilled was there time in 
colonial existence for some form of leisure (Good, 1994, p.12). 

Figure 4: Pre-gold rush Dunedin, a small settlement divided in two by the yet-to-be-excavated Bell Hill (Source: 
Hocken Library). 

34 



Day-to-day existence and the establishment of a permanent settlement were very much the 

principal concerns of Dunedin's fledgling population up until 1861. On 4 June of that year, the 

discovery of gold at nearby Gabriel's Gully in Central Otago was hailed as "an epochal event 

which heralded a new era in Dunedin's history" (Reed, 1973, p.13). The ensuing gold rush was 

to have an emphatic and lasting impact upon a small town which at that time had a settler 

population ofless than 2,000 (Bloomfield, 1984, p.57). Historian A.H. Reed proclaims: 

It would be difficult to imagine a greater contrast than that between the Dunedin of June 
1861 and the dawn of 1862. Otago's capital has been transformed from a quiet village 
community to the bustling activity of a rapid growing town destined soon to become New 
Zealand's commercial capital (Reed, 1973, p.18). 

Virtually overnight, the framework of a large city sprang up as miners from fields in Victoria and 

California joined the locals in the hunt for gold. By 1864, the population had ballooned to 

15,790 (Bloomfield, 1984, p.57). Meanwhile, merchants and businessmen prospered, farmers 

enjoyed rich yields and local industry grew so quickly that within ten years of the discovery of 

gold, Otago had more factory workers than Auckland (Olssen, 1984, p.69). 25% of the nation's 

pakeha population lived in Otago and one third of the country's exports came from the region 

(Olssen, 1984, p.69). Schools, churches and societies sprang up and, inevitably, a more 

formalised class structure began to take shape. In his book, A History of Otago, Eric Olssen 

writes: 

By the end of the 1860s a close-knit group of merchants, pastoralists, large farmers, well
to-do professionals, and financiers had emerged as an economic and social elite ... they 
had considerable entrepreneurial skills, and capital. They built great mansions in the city 
invested extensively in land and trade, developed close links with British investors, 
patronised the Dunedin or Otago Clubs, and played prominent roles in the religious, 
cultural and political life of the province (Olssen, 1984, p.70). 
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For the first time in its history, a decent proportion ofDunedinites enjoyed relative affluence. 

The groundwork for the city had been laid, industry was booming and its residents were 

financially and socially prosperous. Whereas early life in the settlement was family-oriented and 

revolved around long days of hard labour, residents now found themselves with the time, and the 

income, to spend on leisure activities. 

2.2: SOCIAL SPACES BEFORE THE ARRN AL OF CINEMA 

Even before the development of secondary and tertiary industry in Dunedin, a class dichotomy 

was beginning to take shape. On one side were the wealthy land-owning settlers from Britain 

and the skilled workers, many of whom owned and ran their own small businesses. On the other 

side were the unskilled workers. The latter group - particularly the miners themselves who came 

predominantly from working class backgrounds - tended not to belong to organisations or 

societies (Olssen, 1995, p.237). For these labourers, there was much leisure time to be spent in 

the pubs and saloons of Dunedin and its surrounds. Olssen describes the havoc that miners 

commonly wrought upon their immediate environment wherever they went: 

To the horror of the Presbyterians the miners drank and gambled with abandon. During 
the rushes, hastily improvised pubs or shanties became a centre of social life. Miners 
would gather there to talk, laugh, dance and play. They also drank, doubtless as an aid to 
relaxation, an escape from the hours of tough labour ( often in the icy cold or burning 
heat), or as a quick solace. Alcohol was an anaesthetic, the pub a warm and convivial 
social centre ... On Saturday nights, as the Reverend C.S. Ross ruefully observed, the 
miners "gave themselves up to a sort ofuproariousjubilation ... " Anybody who had won 
heavily at cards or billiards, anybody who had struck it rich, "shouted" for the house 
(Olssen, 1984, p.61). 
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On the other hand there were many pastimes that were enjoyed by several classes, most notably 

sport. For the working classes as well as much of the social elite, rugby emerged as a significant 

pastime; so much so that by 1890, there were nearly 700 clubs and 18 provincial unions in 

existence (Nauright, 1990, p.220). The rugby field was a site of social unification and 

identification and, according to social researcher Scott Crawford, "made possible a new feeling 

of ritualistic belonging within a larger group" (Scott Crawford, quoted in Nauright, 1990, p.225). 

A further defining moment was the All Blacks' inaugural 1905 tour to Britain, which historian 

Keith Sinclair refers to as "The Gallipoli of New Zealand sport" (Keith Sinclair, quoted in 

Nauright, 1990, p.222). The All Blacks' success on that tour was an immense source of pride for 

a nation still in its relative infancy and a decisive point scored against its colonial parent. What 

is clear from existing research is that rugby in the later nineteenth and early twentieth century 

was very much a unifying activity that helped its participants - particularly those unskilled 

workers who had little affiliation with clubs or societies - to forge an identity for themselves. 

Skilled workers, particularly those who were patriarchs of families, engaged in a different set of 

leisure activities. Social researcher Bob Gidlow writes that "in this early period, before leisure 

became more organised and commercialised, families and communities created their own 

recreation using whatever resources were available" (Gidlow, 1994, p.254). This often meant 

that churches served as focal points. The middle and upper classes sought more refined 

entertainment than the sessions of drunkenness and debauchery enjoyed by unskilled workers at 

pubs, but in the early years, the population was not sufficient to warrant visits from travelling 

shows and vaudeville acts which were popular in settlements further north. However, as the gold 

rush transformed Dunedin from outpost to urban centre, a market was created for what Gidlow 

calls "commercial suppliers of popular entertainment" (Gidlow, 1994, p.255). Thanks to 
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Dunedin's rapid urbanisation, the middle and upper classes of Dunedin finally saw their desire 

for artistic and musical entertainment fulfilled, thanks to the arrival of vaudeville acts: 

It was the widespread popularity of the music hall and vaudeville which gave New 
Zealand's first true leisure entrepreneurs their origins. The influence of some of these 
entrepreneurs (e.g. John Fuller) continued well into the twentieth century. They 
established theatres for music hall and other "live" forms of entertainment which later 
became the first cinemas (Gidlow, 1994, p.255). 

In a few short decades, Dunedin had grown from a fledgling outpost to one of the largest and 

wealthiest cities in New Zealand. There was no shortage of cultural attractions to cater for all 

classes. On the eve of cinema's arrival in Dunedin on November 20, 1896, a perusal of the 

Otago Daily Times reveals that leisure activities within the city were many and diverse ( Otago 

Daily Times, 20 Nov. 1896, p.1). At City Hall, a "Vocal and Instrumental Concert in Aid of 

Albany St School Prize Fund" was taking place. The Otago Society Annual Art Exhibition was 

open daily at the Choral Hall. At Garrison Hall, the "Great Shakespeare Carnival" was due to 

open to the public for a short period. At Princess Theatre, Charles Godfrey and his Popular 

Vaudeville Company were in the last days of performing "Balaclava". Meanwhile at 

Carisbrook, Otago was taking on the touring Australian cricket team in a three-day match 

watched by predicted record crowds, in a contest so keenly-anticipated that Mayor N.Y.A. Wales 

urged workers to take Monday afternoon off work so that they could go to the game ( Ota go 

Daily Times, 20 Nov. 1896, p.1). Clearly, locals seeking light entertainment were spoilt for 

choice. At the same time, halfway around the world in the cities of Europe and North America, 

entrepreneurs had developed a new entertainment medium that - even in the distant cities of New 

Zealand - was destined to eclipse all forms of stage entertainment that went before it. 
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2.3: EDISON AND THE BIRTH OF CINEMA 

What many people consider to be the first serious attempt to create the illusion of presenting 

.• objects in motion was undertaken by Eadweard Muybridge in 1877. This was achieved by 

setting up a series of cameras alongside a racetrack and rigging tripwires to the shutters, so that 

each camera photographed a running horse as it tripped the wire. The resultant pictures, viewed 

continuously one after the other, simulated the galloping motion of the horse (Fig. 5). 

·> 

>-

The following two decades saw steady developments towards the emergence of modem cinema 

as film developers became more adept at utilising the technology at their fingertips, so that their 

inventions became increasingly more sophisticated. The next important step was the invention 

of Thomas Edison's Kinetoscope - "a peep-hole viewer that briefly revealed to an eager audience 

the magic of motion pictures" (Harrison, 1974, p.18)-which was to provide the technical 

Figure 5: Still Images from Eadward Muybridge' s "The Horse in Motion" project(Source: Wikipedia). 
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groundings for the very first film projector, the cinematographe. Historian P.A. Harrison 

explains the background and mechanics of Edison's machine: 

Clearly the next step was the creation of a single camera capable of high speed, 
instantaneous photography ... In 1889 George Eastman began the manufacture of a new 
photography film, a combination of celluloid strip coated with a nitrocellulose emulsion 
which not only speeded up and simplified the taking of pictures, but also solved the 
mechanical problems ofroller photography. In that same year [Edison's assistant] 
Dickson produced the Kinetoscope, a peep-show cabinet in which a fifty foot roll of 
celluloid film revolved continuously on sprockets between a magnifying lens and a light 
source (Harrison, 1974, p.18). 

The obvious drawback of such a machine is that could only be viewed by one person at a time -

much like a telescope. Nevertheless, it quickly became a popular attraction at penny arcades 

throughout the United States. When Edison obtained his copyright in 1891, he still thought little 

of the device's commercial potential and deemed it unnecessary to undertake the additional 

expense required to obtain an international copyright. This unfortunate oversight paved the way 

for his contemporaries across the Atlantic to begin work improving upon Edison's model. 

At the forefront of this development of Edison's prior work were the brothers Auguste and Louis 

Lumiere, who are credited with inventing the "cinematographe": a camera and projector that 

employed 35mm nitrate-based celluloid film. It worked on the same principle as Edison's 

kinetoscope, but was capable of projecting the moving image onto a screen, so that it could be 

viewed by more than one person at a time. It was the ability to project that signified the 

changeover of moving pictures from a private to a public medium. 

The generally accepted date for the first ever public screening of moving pictures is 28 

December 1895 (Christie, 1994, p.23). The screening, exhibited by the Lumiere brothers, was 

held in the basement lounge (the "Salon Indien") of the Grand Cafe in Paris, for an audience of 
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just 33 people. Despite its unremarkable setting this was a significant moment, being the first 

historical example of the cycle of production-distribution-exhibition which has governed the 

cinema industry ever since. This original screening featured ten short films, each approximately 

46 seconds in length. Included in the first screening was the Lumieres ' now famous short film, 

Sortie des Usines Lumiere a Lyon, a single-shot film which depicts workers pouring out of 

factory gates at the end of a working day. Early Lumiere productions were characterised by 

depictions of everyday urban scenes, the most famous being L 'Arrivee d'un Train en Gare de la 

Ciotat, in which a train pulls into a station. The moving images on screen were so life-like that 

viewers were astounded, impressed and in some cases genuinely frightened. Apocryphal tales 

that emerged from the first screening of L 'Arrivee d'un Train claimed that some audience 

members found the visage of the oncoming train so terrifyingly real that they scurried frantically 

from their seats in self-preservation. 

2.4: THE CINEMATOGRAPHE COMES TO TOWN 

The era of moving pictures in Dunedin was ushered in on 20 November 1896, a mere eleven 

months after the Lumiere brothers gave their first public screening in Paris. Fresh from a 

successful set of screenings in Christchurch, Australian entrepreneur J.F. MacMahon arrived in 

town with his "Salon Cinematographe". A front-page advertisement in morning's Otago Daily 

Times promised "The Electrical Marvel of the Century" and "Extraordinary Living Photographs 

... producing every motion of real life with marvellous fidelity" (Otago Daily Times, 20 Nov. 

1896, p.1). The first screening in New Zealand had been shown in Auckland on October 13 of 

that year and arrived in Christchurch two weeks later, fascinating viewers there and heightening 
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the anticipation of audiences as it moved south. An editorial from the day of the first screening 

underlines the growing sense of excitement at the imminent arrival of cinema in Dunedin: 

Not since the phonograph has the wonder, the imagination and the intense curiosity of the 
public been so thoroughly awakened as by this new candidate for the world's favour, and 
it is scarcely to be wondered at that this remarkable invention should create such an 
unusual amount of interest. The scenes of real life that constitute the visions present to 
the astonished public are real indeed (Otago Daily Times, 20 Nov. 1896, p.3). 

The venue for the exhibition was a small room next to Wain's Hotel on Princes Street, the 

erstwhile focal point of Dunedin's Central Business District. Ten screenings a day were 

scheduled, between noon and 1 Opm. As with the Lumiere Brothers' initial screenings, the 

format was of a collection of twelve vignettes, each lasting from 60 to 90 seconds, with musical 

accompaniment from a phonograph for which, according to the editorial, "Mr MacMahon has a 

number of fresh and interesting 'records"' (Otago Daily Times, Nov. 20 1896, p.6). The official 

programme was listed in the Otago Daily Times as follows: 

Sandow - Burlesque Scottish Dance - Fire Scene (Rescue) - "Trilby" Burlesque (in 
colours)- Lady Rifle Shot - Chinese Laundry (humorous) - Italian Duel - Negro Dance -
Military March- Blacksmiths Forge - Battling Scene (humorous) - Japanese Fan Dance 
(in colours) (Otago Daily Times, 20 Nov. 1896, p.1). 

As word of mouth spread rapidly though the city, the opening sessions drew consistently large 

audiences. The Otago Daily Times gushed in its praise for McMahon's exhibition, hailing 

"another of the marvels of invention with which Edison has astonished the world". The editorial 

from November 21 - the day after the exhibition opened - documents the sense of amazement at 

the verisimilitude of the moving images: 

It is as though the spectator were actually witnessing a number of scenes enacted to dumb 
charade, the figures moving in a natural manner and incidents being reproduced with a 
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fidelity that is marvellous, even when it is recollected that the "cameras don't lie" (Otago 
Daily Times, 21 Nov. 1896, p.6). 

Two days later, in a front page advertisement, MacMahon announced "with great gratification 

the complete and instant success of the cinematographe, the startling effects of which literally 

astonished the enormous and unbroken throng that poured into the salon all throughout the past 

three days" (Otago Daily Times, 23 Nov. 1896, p.1). Such was the popularity of the screenings 

that after the first week they were increased in frequency to 16 a day; still the ODT claimed that 

''the attendance was good throughout and during the evening it was a matter of difficulty to 

obtain admission ... [they] were not likely soon to be closed for lack of patronage" (Otago Daily 

Times, 27 Nov. 1896, p.4). On the 26t\ MacMahon changed his programme to accommodate ten 

new short films, thus provoking additional interest. It was reported that two of the new vignettes 

were so visceral as to create consternation amongst the audience: "an almost too realistic 

pictorial enactment of the execution of Mary Queen of Scots creates a very vivid impression of 

the event, and the burning of Joan of Arc is of a similar character" ( Otago Daily Times, 27 Nov. 

1986, p.4). 

After nine days and over 10,000 viewers through the doors - an attendance rate of roughly one in 

every five Dunedinites - the exhibition began to wind down. The impact of the exhibition upon 

Dunedin had been profound and far-reaching: a concluding Otago Daily Times advertisement 

described it as ''the most delightful entertainment ever given in Dunedin" ( Otago Daily Times, 2 

Dec. 1896, p. l). Few seemed to disagree,jtidging by the newspaper's assertion that "only one 

opinion was expressed of these moving pictures, and that was that they are truly wonderful" 

(Otago Daily Times, 27 Nov. 1896, p.4). While theatre and musical acts would for the meantime 

remain the predominant form of mass entertainment in the city, the success of the Salon 
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Cinematographe foregrounded the eventuality that cinema would supplant all other attractions as 

the pre-eminent medium of entertainment in the city. With the novelty value and sheer 

originality of cinema far greater than anything the live theatre could hope to produce, numerous 

and more :frequent exhibitions were inevitably to follow. 

The main gripe that audiences were likely to have had with MacMahon's moving pictures was 

the inconsistency and lack of clarity in the images. In spite of its popularity, MacMahon's 

cinematographe was a rudimentary instrument that needed to be operated by hand, thus limiting 

frame speed. Constant technological improvements were crucial to helping sustain the novelty 

value of cinema and reinvigorate audiences with every new exhibition, and Dunedin audiences 

did not have long to wait for an improved display of short films. Just two months later, Professor 

Hausmann arrived in town promising - with as much bombast as his predecessor MacMahon 

displayed - "a thrilling show" and "nature imitated with wonderful realism" ( Otago Daily Times, 

16 Jan. 1897, p. l ). Hausmann' s exhibition professed to be ''vastly superior to the one that 

preceded it to this colony" ( Otago Daily Times, 16 Jan. 1897, p.1 ). Primarily this was 

attributable to his "Kinematograph" projector being powered by electricity, thus making it more 

reliable and consistent in frame speed than MacMahon's hand-cranked projector. The initial 

Otago Daily Times review backed up this claim: 

A certain amount of vibration is probably unavoidable, but this has been reduced very 
considerably in connection with the Kinematograph now being exhibited in Dunedin. In 
respect and also as to the size of the views the machine manipulated by Professor 
Hausmann compares most favourably to the one exhibited here previously ( Otago Daily 
Times, 18 Jan. 1897, p.3). 
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Figure 6: Sketch of the interior of the Princess Theatre, purpose-built for showing live acts but later used to exhibit 
films (Source: Hocken Library). 

Hausmann's exhibition also trumped MacMahon's in that it was held in the Princess Theatre 

(Fig. 6); a purpose-built stage theatre which not only ensured a larger, more comfortable 

audience of at each screening, but also allowed Hausmann to project his images upon a much 

bigger 12ft by 9ft screen. Once again the reviews were universally positive, emphasising the 

amazement that audiences expressed at the reality of the images. The Otago Daily Times singled 

out certain of the short films for particular praise: 
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Some nine scenes are presented at each entertainment, and the most striking and pleasing 
ones shown on Saturday evening were "The Boys Leaving School", a street scene, and a 
railway scene ... and, probably best of all "Bathing on the Sands at Folkestone", a very 
realistic presentation, in which the lash of the waves and the dashing of the spray were 
distinctly observable" (Otago Daily Times, 18 Jan. 1897, p.3). 

Such was the success ofHausmann's exhibition that once the Princess Theatre venue became 

unavailable, it was moved to Hayne's Building in the Octagon from January 23rd onwards, then 

further outward to Port Chalmers on February 8th, Outram on the 10th and Mosgiel on the 12th. 

The exhibition drew full houses for four whole weeks, indicating that it had matched 

MacMahon's exhibition in popularity, and far exceeded it in the quality and clarity of its moving 

images. 

2.4: THE TRA YELLING SHOWMEN 

MacMahon, Hausmann and other men involved in exhibiting the first motion pictures in New 

Zealand were travelling showmen, or "cinematic tourists" (Price, 1995, p.8). These men made 

use of their entrepreneurial savvy and, in many cases, prior vaudeville experience to promote 

their products. Almost all came from within Australasia; most had plied their trade in Australia 

before bringing their films to New Zealand. Their penchant for headline-grabbing and 

superlatives is exemplified in the advertisements for their exhibitions that MacMahon and 

Hausmann placed in the Otago Daily Times. MacMahon hailed '"the Newest, the Latest, the 

Greatest Applications of the Principles of Physical Science in the Extraordinary Machine" and 

claims that there was not a "dissentient voice" in town regarding his exhibition ( Ota go Daily 

Times, l Dec. 1896, p.1 ). Professor Hausmann predictably boasted that his Kinematograph 

"BEATS ALL OTHER MACHINES and hailed his exhibition as a "GREAT SUCCESS -Each 
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Exhibition Crowded to the Doors" (Otago Daily Times, 20 Jan. 1897, p.1). Editorial reports 

from the screenings point to this being an exaggeration: most screenings were well-patronised 

but in fact not full. 

Although there is little indication of how these men promoted their own screenings once inside 

the theatre, it is easy to imagine them employing similar levels of boastful rhetoric to "warm up" 

the audience before each screening. Their extroverted pioneering spirit is well encapsulated by 

historian P.A. Harrison: 

All were showmen in their own right. Most of them had "walked the boards", and 
perhaps because of that invaluable training, they professed elan, showiness, flamboyance 
and shrewdness, qualities admirably suited to their new profession and its hazardous 
fortunes. Naturally each claimed his show was the finest and best ever seen. Their 
machines were "absolutely the latest design and manufacture", ''the genuine thing at 
last", "all others are but toys", ''the first one ever exhibited in the colony", "superseding 
all Kinematograph exhibitions creating senses of wild entertainment" (Harrison, 1974, 
p.25). 

Such descriptions may make the life of a travelling showman sound altogether glamorous. In 

reality, however, it was anything but. In spite of their bravado, their day-to-day lives were harsh 

and hectic as they embarked on whistle-stop tours up and down the country in search of 

reasonable profits from their work. In provinces as remote as Otago was at the time, the 

showman faced great uncertainty, transporting his films from town to town and relying on word 

of mouth and newspaper articles to attract his guests. Once a suitable venue had been obtained 

and the projector assembled, ''the night's entertainment had to be advertised, with local children 

often helping out in exchange for a free ticket by ringing a bell up and down high street and 

handing out broadsheets" (Churchman, 1997, p. 7). As soon as profits in a particular town began 

., to dry up, the showman would pack up and roll into the next town: in Dunedin, this would 

involve moving outward into nearby locales such as Mosgiel and Port Chalmers. According to 
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film historian Geoff Churchman, some showmen "prospered by establishing small regular 

country circuits, exhibiting their films on a particular day in a particular town" (Churchman, 

1997, p.7). As they became more established, then, their exhibitions became more widely 

known and they could rely increasingly on regular walk-up crowds for patronage. A semi

regular circuit was eventually established in Otago, taking in Omakau, Waikouaiti, Kaka Point, 

Waitahuna, Roxburgh and Naseby (Knewstubb, 1974, back cover). 

The testimony of showman Horace Hull, who travelled the South Island at the turn of the century 

with a kinematograph machine, provides an insight into the solitary and unglamorous lifestyle of 

those in his profession. According to historian Paul Harrison, Hull "bought his first film 

outright, for 1/6d a foot, and sold it after he had finished with it, ifthere was anything left. For a 

long time he ran the show all by himself, turning the handle of the projector with one hand, 

running the gramophone and changing the records with the other, as well as collecting the 

money" (Harrison, 1974, p.43). In an archived radio interview, Hull describes the life of a 

typical showman: 

"They were hard times, when a man would be away from home for two years on end, 
jogging about from one small country town to another in a wagon [sic] with two horses, 
screening his pictures in some small hall for one night, sleeping wherever he could, and 
getting out on to the open road again early the next morning - running the whole show 
single-handed, making a small profit one night, a loss the next, and travelling in fair 
weather and foul over roads that were mainly foul" (Horace Hull, quoted in Harrison, 
1974, p.43). 

Life for the early showmen was often difficult and success by no means guaranteed. 

Nevertheless, a combination of factors created a situation within the industry that allowed them 

to prosper. No permanent movie theatres existed in New Zealand for the first 15 years of 

exhibition for the reason that, according to Harrison, "such a building implied on the part of both 
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exhibitors and public a certain permanency (and capital investment) in the scheme of 

amusements - a permanency that did not yet exist in those early days of the novelty" (Harrison, 

1974, p.16). In the absence of permanent venues, showmen were able to use their business skills 

to "commandeer" other public spaces - such as the musical and vaudeville theatres in Dunedin, 

and local halls in its suburbs and surrounding towns (Fig. 7) - to be used for cinematic 

exhibition. 

Figure 7: Built in 1887, the Green Island Municipal Hall was one of many rural and semi-rural public halls to be 
appropriated for cinema exhibition during its early years (Source: Hocken Library). 
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The distinct advantage that travelling showmen had over theatrical and operatic entertainments 

of the time was that film was cheap and logistically straightforward to exhibit in comparison to 

live acts. Unlike vaudeville acts, operas and other stage shows, travelling picture shows rarely 

consisted of parties of more than two or three people. There were fewer wages to be paid, less 

accommodation to be sought out, no logistical staff to be hired and, consequently, no internal 

disputes to be addressed and resolved. Large groups of entertainers also provided considerable 

transportation problems that showmen never had to face, as Harrison notes: 

In contrast to the various opera and drama companies that toured New Zealand during the 
1890s and the first decade of the twentieth century, incurring considerable expense in 
transporting not only members but also scenery and costumes, the sheer portability of 
projector and films was a godsend (Harrison, 1974, p.16). 

One final important advantage that film had over other entertainment media in Dunedin was that 

the audience could be guaranteed a homogenous product. Whereas the performance of actors 

and musicians tended to vary from night to night, audiences at a film screening enjoyed the same 

product (give or take the occasional equipment malfunction) on a nightly basis. 

Competition between these travelling showmen was fierce. The middle-men between producers 

and exhibitors - namely the distributors - had yet to appear on the cinematic scene. Hence New 

Zealand exhibitors were their own distributors, purchasing film reels directly from the companies 

that produced them and specifying "only the length and general character of the subjects he 

wanted" (Harrison, 1974, p.14). The challenge for the exhibitor was to trump his rivals in 

obtaining the most recent and eye-catching material with which to astound his audiences. Such 

rigorous competition ensured that both the content and quality of moving pictures improved 

steadily during the first few years of exhibition. 
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2.5: PROBLEMS IN EARLY CINEMA EXHIBITION 

Much of the early scepticism regarding the staying-power of the cinematic medium revolved 

around the technical deficiencies that plagued early motion picture screenings. The 

cinematograph (Fig. 8) was the first and possibly most unreliable of all early projectors. Writing 

for the Amateur Photographer magazine in 1896, British film pioneer Cecil Hepworth argued 

that the poor quality of moving pictures would lead the public to lose interest in the medium 

altogether: 

[It] is only common sense to suppose that it will not be so very long before the great 
British Public gets tired of the uncomfortably jerky photographs. Living photographs are 
about as far from being things of beauty as anything possibly could be, and they ought 
not to be expected to be joys forever (Cecil Hepworth, quoted in Bottomore, 1996, 
p.137). 

Figure 8: A Lumiere cinematographe machine, similar to the one used by J.F. MacMahon during his first exhibition 

in Dunedin (Source: Wikipedia). 
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In spite of the ongoing technological improvements that stemmed from the keen competition 

between showmen, it goes without saying that late nineteenth century filmgoers would have had 

drastically different experiences of film from modem day audiences. New Zealand film historian 

Geoff Churchman outlines a typical in-theatre scenario faced by audiences in the early days of 

cinema: 

Those who did not get the best seats by queuing often had to sit next to the projector, 
which was often placed in the middle of the audience. When the projector jammed, as it 
frequently did, the predictable groans of a disappointed audience often heralded the 
clamour of those sitting near the projector as they fled the ensuing pyrotechnics. 
Cellulose nitrate film stock, cinema-goers soon learnt, was highly inflammable and left a 
nauseating acrid smell throughout the cinema while the film was repaired (Churchman, 
1997, p.9). 

Before the development of the electric arc lamp, films shown in Dunedin were illuminated by 

limelight, an effect that had been discovered by inventor Goldsworth Gurney in the 1820s. The 

intense light within the lantern is created by applying a flame to a block of limestone, which does 

not melt but instead produces the white light that illuminates the moving images. Long-time 

Geraldine theatre owner Cuthbert Knight explains the function of limelight in film projection: 

Limelight derives its name from the fact that it was the operation of a gas jet comprising 
oxygen gas and a basic feed of air through a saturation of ether, a jet similar to what you 
find in the oxy-acetylene torch today. Now, this jet was played onto a small stick oflime 
and the combination of the burning of the lime from the jet of oxygen played on it gave a 
very brilliant white light - a very soft light known as limelight (Knight, 2007, p.59). 

Although not a fire risk, this method oflighting provided projectionists with numerous logistical 

concerns, just one of which is mentioned below by film historian Geoffrey Churchman: 

For at least one lucky boy in every town ... limelight was a godsend. While the 
impresario cranked the projector, there was always a free ticket for a child of suitable size 
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who, in the last stages of the show, would sit on the bag of limelight gas to keep the 
pressure up (Churchman, 1997, p.7). 

It was apparent as early on as Professor Hausmann's first tour to Dunedin in early 1897 that 

limelight was an unreliable and often insufficient light source. An Otago Daily Times review of 

his opening show, written by a reporter known only as Pasquin, claims that the limelight 

inevitably detracted from the quality of the exhibition: 

In one important matter however the exhibition was disappointing. The light within the 
lantern was insufficient and unsteady. Several times the views faded away entirely ... 
and only occasionally did they show clear and definite (Otago Daily Times, 18 Jan. 1897, 
p.3). 

Picture quality was sketchy and variable and the advent colour film was still many decades off, 

but it was the issues of safety that were of most concern to audiences. Film exhibition during its 

infancy was an inherently dangerous practice. The nitrous film strips used in early cinema 

exhibition were extremely inflammable, with a combustion point of just 140 degrees Celsius 

(Musser, 1990, p.443), making fire a constant threat. The first projectors to be used in Dunedin 

were primitive and prone to malfunction, which, as P.A. Harrison explains, often combined with 

the problematic cellulose nitrate film to disastrous effect: 

If there was a fire, it generally occurred when film became stuck in the film-gate of the 
projector. The exhibitor was usually able to extinguish the fire with the loss of only a 
few feet of film but occasionally a whole programme went up in smoke (Harrison, 1974, 
p.22). 

However, the consequences of a projector malfunction could be far direr than just some lost film 

and the unpleasant experience for the audience of breathing in acrid smoke. Due to the crowded 

nature of makeshift viewing rooms and lax attitudes towards fire safety in the nineteenth century, 
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loss oflife was always a possibility. The first major fatal event occurred in Paris on 4 May 1897, 

during the annual Spring Charity Bazaar: 

Suddenly, in the midst of the show the projector's lamp ether went out. The projectionist 
tried to relight it, but his efforts led to an explosion and within seconds the marquee was a 
blazing inferno. The final death count was 140, with many choked and trampled as they 
tried to escape through the narrow entrance (Christie, 1994, p.39). 

Although no disaster of any such magnitude ever occurred in New Zealand, fire and other such 

mishaps were common. Even when projectors functioned correctly, the whirring and clicking 

noises they generated were of some distraction to audiences. Breakages in film, too, were a 

constant problem. They resulted from inevitable wear and tear of the film and the unreliable 

nature of the early projectors. This story from former projectionist Cuthbert Knight highlights 

the difficulty that breakages posed to early exhibitors: 

I finally arrived at the theatre and there was this film everywhere, breakages galore. In 
attempting to rewind the film the thing was breaking as fast as [the projectionist] was 
winding it. So between the two of us we managed to get the film somewhat shipshape 
and on to the projectors in time to start screening ... I think in the first half hour we must 
have had as many breaks a minute as there were minutes in the half hour. Finally, we got 
through an awful afternoon. There was film everywhere. Over the Hill was a famous 
film but for us operators it was film "over the floor" (Knight, 2007, pp.62-3). 

While these early teething problems in cinema exhibition frequently detracted from the 

audience's experience, it is clear that their enthusiasm for the new form of entertainment was 

never more than momentarily dampened. The successful tours by Messrs. MacMahon and 

Hausmann over the summer of 1896/7 sparked the public's imagination in ways that no form of 

entertainment in the city ever had. Subsequent tours led by other showmen over the next few 

years were frequent and successful, as their equipment became more sophisticated and the 

subject matter more eye-catching. In just a few short years, cinema had shaken off its novelty 
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value and announced its importance in showing Dunedin a view of the world - and themselves -

which they could scarcely have thought possible. 
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CHAPTER THREE: A WINDOW ON THE WORLD 

"Whereas previously one could only read about famous people in foreign lands or see their 
pictures in the papers, now one could see them move about in public almost as if one were there" 
(Churchman, 1997, p.24). 

The enthusiasm that greeted the arrival of cinema in Dunedin was tempered by lingering 

scepticism regarding its long-term popularity and ability to compete with established forms of 

entertainment for a share of the local market. Technological improvements were paramount in 

ensuring that cinema maintained its novelty value and satisfied ever more demanding audiences. 

> Filmmakers, still continuously discovering new uses for their wondrous inventions, began to turn 

their cameras to current events and even re-enactments of past events, effectively bringing 

Dunedinites closer to the goings-on of the outside world. 

And as the twentieth century dawned, competition became increasingly brisk and required 

exhibitors to become savvier in their dealings. Some of the first travelling showmen traded up 

their cinematograph machines for biographs and some teamed up with other entrepreneurs, 

seeking to thrill audiences in new ways. Important cinematic tourists such as the pioneering 

Joseph Perry with his Salvation Army brigade and British entrepreneur Henry Hayward brought 

to Dunedin travelling shows, attempting to surpass each other in quality and novelty value. 

While filmmakers abroad were constantly uncovering new ways to thrill audiences with their 

imagination and audacity, the likes of Perry and Hayward were helping to create a distinct niche 

:, for cinema in Dunedin and secure its long-term viability and popularity in the entertainment 

market. 
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3.1: TOWARDS A PROFILE OF THE EARLY FILM AUDIENCE 

At the time of its arrival and in the years following, cinema appears to have been so universally 

popular in Dunedin and throughout the country that it is difficult to ascribe particular stereotypes 

upon the audiences which attended. However, it does appear that from a very early stage there 

were developing trends amongst filmgoers, most notably along class lines. Problematising our 

understanding of these trends, however, is that mapping an accurate profile of the audiences is 

unavoidably an inexact science. Very few records exist that detail audience demographics, and 

personal remembrances tend to be far more concerned with what was being seen, rather than who 

was seeing it. Most of what we know about early audiences, therefore, is based on 

circumstantial and anecdotal evidence, but this still allows for some tentative conclusions about 

the general composition of early audiences to be made. 

It seems most likely that early cinema exhibitions were branded as family affairs to be enjoyed in 

equal measure by adults and children alike. Given that cinema's immediate predecessor, the 

peep show, was popular among youngsters, it should follow that they were equally enamoured 

with the images they saw on the big screen. Most early exhibitors advertised half price entry for 

children, usually sixpence, and the films they showed contained no content that was likely to 

offend a younger audience, even allowing for the rather more conservative climate that prevailed 

in nineteenth century New Zealand. Of the Dunedin locals interviewed in the St. Kilda Memory 

Bank project, many make reference to going to the movies with parents or other relatives, 

including Peg Lyng, whose father was a fireman at the Princess Theatre. This allowed them to 

"get in for free" (quoted in interview with Peg Lyng, St. Kilda Memory Bank, 28 June 1991). 
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It was not until much later, when specific genres began to arise, that audiences came to be split 

along gender lines. By the late 191 Os and early 1920s it was becoming clear that comedies 

(particularly those which indulged heavily in slapstick) were considerably more popular among 

men, while melodramas were very much in vogue with the female audience (Mirams, 1945, 

p.23). The travelling picture shows that dominated the first decade of cinema exhibition in 

Dunedin showcased a series of short films rather than one continuous feature, allowing a wide 

variety of content to be screened. According to historian Barbara Brookes and others, both 

daytime and evening shows in Dunedin "usually provided a mix of features designed to appeal to 

the different interests of the two sexes" (Brookes, Olssen & Beer, 2003, p.183). This claim is 

borne out by programme listings which indicate that exhibitors chose to show films that appealed 

to the sensibility of both sexes. Jingoistic images such as Boer War operations and skirmishes 

aroused masculine emotions, whilst exotic dance vignettes, scenic panoramas and domestic 

scenes such as Chinese Laundry skits are likely to have appealed to a female audience. Brookes, 

for example, notes that "most girls preferred romantic films and readily recalled Mary Pickford 

and Shirley Temple" (Brookes et. al, 2003, p.183) 

The most intriguing aspect of studying early Dunedin audiences lies in determining the class 

makeup of the cinema-goers. As has already been discussed, cinema in the United States was 

tarred with a working-class brush virtually from the moment of its invention. It might be taken 

for granted that audience attendance followed a similar pattern in New Zealand; however, this is 

not necessarily so, given the vast disparities in the makeup of New Zealand and American 

society at the time. The degree of snobbery towards cinema, although present, was nowhere near 

as pronounced as in Europe or North America, as Gordon Mirams explains: 
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Some class-distinction was at first attached to 'going to the pictures': the best people 
pretended to regard it as a socially inferior pastime, like reading Penny Dreadfuls, and to 
place those who indulged in it in the same category as those who took baths only on 
Saturday nights. This phase fairly soon passed, however (Mirams, 1945, p.10). 

The initial snobbery that Mirams hints at would undoubtedly have stemmed from cinema's 

perception as a "low-brow" form of entertainment. Anecdotal evidence suggests that, even in 

) New Zealand, upper classes established an immediate distaste for cinema because its easy 

accessibility to viewers of all ages, gender and classes made it "common". By the same token, 

working class audiences probably enjoyed the experience of cinema all the more for the fact that 

it was spurned by their wealthier neighbours, since it established the cinema as a site of working 

class sovereignty, much like the bars and gaming halls that they frequented. 

> 

There are other circumstances which may well have conspired to dictate that early cinema in 

Dunedin was better patronised by the working classes. On a purely financial basis, cinema 

exhibitions were considerably more affordable to attend; they usually cost just a shilling (and 

sixpence for children) in their initial years, as opposed to the three or four shillings needed for a 

trip to the opera. Secondly, early cinema shows had relatively short running times - seldom 

lasting over an hour - which would have been ideal for a working class family whose leisure 

,,, time was not as abundant as those in the upper classes. Cinema was a more convenient form of 

entertainment for the working classes: a family could have dinner together, see a movie in town 

and be home again by 1 Opm. 

On the basis of the small amount of concrete information about early audiences that is still 

available to us, it is possible to make tentative conclusions about the nature and makeup of these 

audiences. Clearly, cinema-going was initially a family affair and was favoured by neither 
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gender in particular. Boys attended more regularly than girls, which Brookes believes to be due 

to boys having "fewer domestic chores and greater discretion as to how they used their leisure 

time" (Brookes et. al, 2003, p.183). Brookes also argues that during and after the First World 

War, cinema became ''universal attraction, appealing to men and women of all ages and classes" 

and a popular attraction for families on Saturday nights (Brookes et. al, 2003, p.182). 

Undeniably, class distinction did play a small determining factor in who went to the movies, as 

Brookes points out: 

In some 44 per cent of children at Kensington Primary School were regulars at the 
pictures, compared to only 10 per cent from the school in Maori Hill, an upper-middle
class suburb (Brookes et. al, 2003, p.183). 

Although the cinema was clearly more popular amongst people from working class backgrounds, 

there was not nearly as much snobbery towards cinema as there was amongst American and 

European audiences. Essentially, the people of Dunedin were happily bound together by the 

sheer novelty and surprise factor of cinema, to such an extent that during the first decade cinema 

appears to have been considered a legitimate pastime for most, if not all. 

3.2: BRINGING THE WORLD TO DUNEDIN: THE CONTENT OF EARLY CINEMA 

The previous chapter examined the sense of wonder and excitement that motion pictures instilled 

in local audiences. Just as important is to consider what exactly it was about this new medium 

that inspired so much excitement. The technological factor is obvious - representation oflife on 

a large screen represented a quantum leap in innovation - but moving images were not entirely 

foreign to local audiences, thanks to the invention several years earlier of Edison's peep show. 
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Arguably what really sparked the imagination of audiences is that the images presented on those 

early Cinematographe projections were so exotic and so entirely foreign that to the majority of 

Dunedinites, they would have seemed positively otherworldly. 

Despite being an established and relatively prosperous city by the turn of the century, Dunedin 

remained both culturally and geographically isolated from the rest of the world. Public radio 

broadcasting - which was to become an important form of information and entertainment in New 

Zealand- was still some way from coming into existence. By this time, the vast majority of the 

population was New Zealand-born and most had not travelled beyond its borders. The 1901 

census reveals that ofNew Zealand's 772,719 non-Maori residents, 543,321 had been born in 

New Zealand (von Dadelszen, 1902, p.26), with just 26% of the population having been born in 

Great Britain (von Dadelszen, 1902 p.27). This proportion had decreased further to 22% by 

1911 (Fraser, 1913, p.30). The only concrete images locally-born Dunedinites had of foreign 

locations came from the illustrated books that made their way there; occasional images in print 

media and word of mouth from immigrants or those fortunate enough to have travelled. 

This was to change permanently upon the arrival of cinema. According to Geoffrey Churchman, 

"more than words alone could do, the medium of film brought the wider world to life" 

(Churchman, 1997, p.7). Moving pictures made the outside world temporarily accessible to 

every Dunedinite for just a shilling per session. So foreign were these images - or "living 

pictures", as Churchman calls them - that even the most common and banal of scenes or events 

from another part of the world was enough to captivate local audiences. Included in McMahon's 

first exhibition in Dunedin were vignettes such as "Broadway Street Scene" and "Train Entering 

Waterloo Station", placing the audience in a bustling urban setting a world away from nineteenth 

century Dunedin. Scenes more familiar to locals were added for humorous purposes, such as 
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"Wrestling Dog" and "Boxing Cats". For early audiences, the medium of moving pictures had 

the power to transform the mundane into a site of amazement. 

Although cinema eventually arose as a direct competitor with vaudeville for the entertainment 

market, the old stage acts should be recognised for providing the earliest filmmakers with 

direction and inspiration. Edison's peep shows had already exposed the public's enthusiasm for 

representations of daily life, not unlike those an audience might have expected to see in a 

vaudeville act. Short films from McMahon's first exhibition included "Chinese Laundry", 

"Italian Duel", "Negro Dance", and "Japanese Fan Dance". All were vignettes that could quite 

conceivably have been borrowed directly from stage acts. The advantage to the filmmaker of 

shooting such scenes was that they took place within the confines of a small, single location, 

thereby making them relatively easy and cheap for the filmmaker to organise, choreograph and 

shoot. 

It made little financial sense, however, for film merely to emulate the style of vaudeville theatre. 

Film historian Robert Sklar asks, "what value was it for audiences to watch a sixty-second black

and-white silent movie of a performer they might very well have seen live, vocal and in color on 

the same bill?" (Sklar, 1975, p.20). Where cinema fulfilled its ability to entertain and astound 

was in scenes that could not possibly have been reproduced on stage. Scenes as unremarkable as 

a train arriving at a station, waves lapping on a beach or a rush hour scene on a busy New York 

street elevated cinema were still well beyond the scope of theatre and presented audiences with 

visual sensations never before imagined. Comments written in the Otago Daily Times at the time 

consistently betray feelings of "being-there": it seems a common and valid audience reaction to 

believe, however briefly, that one had become an active participant the scenes portrayed on 
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screen. By taking cameras outdoors and away from a vaudeville style of entertainment, cinema 

had begun to effectively indulge the audience's visual fantasies. 

The novelty value of these vignettes was self-evident. However, if the motion picture industry 

was to establish itself in Dunedin by sustaining audiences in the long-term, cinema needed to 

continue to become more varied and eye-catching in content. Not surprisingly then, amusing 

novelties began to give way to representations of real events and, in tum, documentary footage in 

its own right. As will be discussed further, Joseph Perry spent a month following the Duke and 

Duchess of York and Cornwall during their tour of New Zealand in 1901, shooting over an hour 

of footage in total. In the same year, the film of Queen Victoria's funeral was exhibited to large 

crowds throughout New Zealand. Initially focused on light-hearted fare in the mould of 

vaudeville entertainment, film soon began to realise its potential to document real events. 

Likewise, filmmakers were beginning to recognise the potential of film to retell historical events 

of interest. According to Robert Sklar, the ability of filmmakers to "give viewers access to 

events that happened when they were not there, to the dangerous, the fantastic, the grotesque, the 

impossible, at a close but safe remove" was the most profound resource of early cinema (Sklar, 

1975, p.21). Prior to the arrival cinema, historical events and famous people could only ever be 

read about in books. Now, as Churchman (1997, p.24) alludes to, film was making it possible to 

view witness these events as if one were actually present at the time 

The one event that stood out as being of pivotal importance in shaping New Zealand's 

experience of cinema was the Boer War. Footage of America's war with Spain in 1898 had 

already proved tremendously popular among American audiences. Robert Sklar writes that 

"patriotic fervour ran so high that it was easy to sense audience receptivity to films about the 

war, even if some were as obviously fabricated as a flag-raising before a painted backdrop" 
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(Sklar, 1975, p.22). Boer War filmmakers, therefore, were already aware of the massive 

potential that war had both to inform and entertain. Charles Cooper and W.J. McDermott's 1900 

documentary, Our Boys in South Africa, is described by Churchman as being "a film that aroused 

a storm of imperialistic zeal" (Churchman, 1997, p.24). The film was of tremendous interest to 

audiences on many levels. Firstly it gave Dunedinites their first real - albeit greatly sanitised -

depiction of armed conflict, a genre which remains popular in film to this day. Just as 

importantly, Our Boys served as a site of tremendous pride to locals, who for the first time could 

see their own husbands, brothers and children on foreign soil, fighting for what they believed to 

be a worthy cause and making their mark on a global scale, at a time when New Zealand was 

immersed in a "climate of virulent jingoism" (Churchman, 1997, p.24). Unsurprisingly, the film 

was a massive success with audiences, a fact which was not lost on local filmmakers either. 

3.3: TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES AND THE BRITISH BIOGRAPH 

Audiences were treated to some of the first moving images of world events courtesy of Messrs. 

Wyld and Freedman's British Biograph tour at Garrison Hall (Fig. 9) in early 1901. Boasting 

"the latest events from all parts of the world", the exhibition comprised 12 miles worth of film, 

> valued at £10,000 (Otago Daily Times, 4 March 1901, p.1). Once again, the Boer War was a 

major draw card: documentary scenes from the war included "red cross ambulance waggon [sic] 

after the battle of Spion Kop" and "bringing in the wounded after the battle of Grobelaar's 

Kloof' (Otago Daily Times, 2 March 1901, p.l). Footage of Lord Kitchener and Lord Roberts 

engaged in operations in South Africa - as well as a meeting between Roberts and General 

Baden Powell - drew enthusiasm and applause from the audience. Finally, the striking image of 
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the Union Jack being hoisted in the Transvaal capital was also captured on camera, once again 

playing to the Dunedin audience's strong patriotic ties to the British (Otago Daily Times, 27 Feb. 

1901, p.l). 

Arriving as it did in Dunedin less than half a decade after the birth of cinema, the British 

Biograph Exhibition reflected the need for early filmmakers to constantly better themselves both 

in quality and content of their film. Aside from the highly-prized war scenes, the exhibition 

featured an eclectic and technically-innovative mix of footage cobbled together from various 

parts of the world. Other segments of footage included scenes of Gordon Highlanders at 

Edinburgh, operations of a Kansas City Fire Brigade and trial trips of two torpedo destroyers, 

while footage of the late Queen Victoria's recent visit to Ireland was reported in the Otago Daily 

Times to have a "melancholy interest" (Otago Daily Times, Feb. 28 1901, p.6). The exhibition 

also showcased the increasingly innovative work of filmmakers, particularly with regard to 

moving cameras. The opening scene was a panorama of Windsor Castle, taken from the front of 

an express train, while a new addition to the film in its second week was a "panoramic view of 

the Paris Exposition of 1900 ... taken from a captive balloon" (Otago Daily Times, 4 March 

1901, p.l). Such innovation was necessary to ensure not only that audiences continued to be 

captivated by the allure of moving pictures, but that cinema remained significantly differentiated 

to the predominant form of mass entertainment day, which remained the live theatre. 

Judging by the sustained praise received in Otago Daily Times editorials, Wyld and Freedman's 

Biograph was the greatest film exhibition to reach Dunedin at the time. The date for the opening 

night was February 27 and a front page advertisement the following morning hailed the film as 

an instant success: 
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That the management have gauged the tastes of the public was evidenced by the 
enthusiasm and appreciation displayed by last night's audience, and, accepting their 
unanimous verdict, it can be said that never has a more charming exhibition been 
witnessed (Otago Daily Times, Feb. 28 1901, p.1). 

Editorials over the following days placed particular emphasis on the quality of the pictures (the 

Biograph projector in use being far more advanced than cinematograph machines that had 

previously toured the country) and the enthusiastic reception from the audience. Highlighting 

the increasingly life-like nature of screen representations, an editorial states that the picture is 

"steadier and larger, and therefore plainer; and when one is viewing them it is not hard to 

imagine that one is travelling through the very country that is being depicted, or is a spectator at 

the scene presented" (Otago Daily Times, 28 Feb. 1901, p.6). 
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Figure 9: Garrison Hall, venue of the British Biograph exhibition. Its fa9ade can still be seen on Crawford Street 
today (Source: Hocken Library). 

By the turn of the century, cinema was showing clear signs that it was more than a passing 

novelty. The Princess Theatre, for instance, was purpose-built for vaudeville acts but had 

become a very popular venue for travelling cinema exhibitions. At this point, however, cinema 

remained a one-way dialogue between exhibitors who brought with them images of the outside 

world and audiences who passively lapped them up. This situation was soon to change: as 

filmmakers continued to improve technological aspects of their operations and travelling 

exhibitors began to produce their own material, local audiences were soon able to delight in 

seeing images of themselves and their own city in motion picture format. 
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3.4: MAJOR JOSEPH PERRY AND THE BIRTH OF LOCAL FILM PRODUCTION 

The pre-eminent figure in early Dunedin filmmaking is unequivocally Joseph Perry, a man who 

Allison Rudd claims is "regarded as one of the most significant figures in early film-making on 

either side of the Tasman" (Rudd, "Dunedin men among film pioneers, Otago Daily Times 

Magazine, 4 Feb. 2006, p.3). Born in England in 1864, Perry emigrated with his family at the 

age of 10 and spent his teenage years in Dunedin. When the Salvation Army arrived in Dunedin 

in 1883, Perry readily signed up and was posted to Australia. Perry was a keen photographer 

and, following the early death of his wife, set up a commercial studio in Ballarat to support his 

three children. Perry's talents did not go unnoticed and were soon to propel him to fame, as 

Luke McKernan writes: 

Perry's abilities as a photographer, along with his imaginative use of advertising lantern 
slides projected in the streets of Ballarat, led to his appointment by the Army as their 
official equipment operator and to the creation in 1892 of the Limelight department, of 
which Perry took full control in 1893 (McKernan, 1996, p.109). 

The Limelight department set to work on displaying their magic lantern shows "chiefly to raise 

funds, with touring lectures accompanied by a mixture of films, slides and wax cylinders ... In 

Chris Long's phrase, the Limelight department shot for 'propaganda. Patronage and profit', and 

did so on all three counts with great success" (McKernan, 1996, p.109). The brigade toured all 

around Australasia displaying its lantern shows, often "supplemented with items by companies 

of singers and instrumentalists" (Bradwell, 1982, p. 71 ), and consistently drew large crowds 

wherever they went. According to Salvation Army historian Cyril Bradwell, a typical show 

would comprise "sets of slides on Bible, Salvation Army and travel subjects" (Bradwell, 1982, 
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p.71). Their Salvation Army backing gave them a considerable advantage over the travelling 

showmen of the time, as Geoff Churchman writes: 

Perry's Biorama, which exhibited films such as The Drunkard ... had no trouble 
attracting audiences wherever it went. With lurid posters, the full force of a Salvation 
Army band marching through the town, and a bright red petrol engine to power the 
Biorama adding to the sense of occasion, Perry played to packed houses throughout New 
Zealand. Other showmen could never hope to compete with such razzmatazz 
(Churchman, 1997, p.7). 

In February 1897, just months after cinema's arrival in New Zealand, Perry moved the Limelight 

Department into the business of motion pictures by purchasing a Motorgraph from the English 

firm, W. Watson and Sons. In October of that year he began producing his own films and 

screening them in public, and the following February, a studio was constructed at the Salvation 

Army's Melbourne headquarters, which was to remain the centre of film production in 

Australasia for a decade (McKeman, 1996, p.109). Using a single Lumiere Cinematograph, 

Perry shot prolifically during this period and formed his own touring company, the First Biorama 

company. 

The Limelight Department's successful travels took them the length and breadth ofNew Zealand 

for a decade, filming local surroundings and displaying them to awestruck audiences at the local 

church just a few hours later. Perry became the first person to register a film production 

company, with the Australian Kinematic Company being established in 1901. His most 

significant contribution to local cinema was to come in that same year, when he was 

commissioned by Prime Minister Richard Seddon to film the visit of the Duke and Duchess of 

York and Cornwall (who were later to become King George V and Queen Mary). Most of the 

footage consisted of "short snippets of processions, marches and ceremonial duties performed by 

the Duke and Duchess while visiting the main centres" (Price, 1995, p.10), including what is 
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considered to be the earliest motion picture scenes filmed in Dunedin. Historian Simon Price 

underlines the scale and magnitude of Perry's efforts: 

By the time Perry had taken the final footage of 'The Royal Train Leaving Dunedin 
Railway Station' on 27 June 1901, he had shot over 5,000ft (approximately 83min) of 
film. The entire footage was then developed and processed by the Bioscope Company in 
time for exhibition in July 1901, only a few weeks after the tour's end (Price, 1995, p.10). 

A new studio was constructed in 1908, but by this stage the department was on its last legs. 

Competition in the motion picture industry had become fierce and, according to McKeman 

(1996, p.109), ''the then regime felt that the image of the cinema was not suitable for the Army". 

Yet right up to its disbandment in 1914, Perry remained the most important figure in New 

Zealand cinema production. So prolific was his filming that reporter Allison Rudd claims that 

60% of all footage taken in New Zealand between 1900 and 1907 was by Perry himself (Rudd, 

"Dunedin men among film pioneers", Otago Daily Times Magazine, 4 Feb. 2006, p.3). 

Following his departure from the Limelight department, he moved on to open a chain of 

permanent cinemas in Queensland, and later relocated to Surabaya in the Dutch East Indies, 

where he was the agent for major Australian distribution company, Co-operative Films. He 

retired in 1930, bringing down the curtain on a distinguished career in motion pictures which 

spanned five decades, and died in Sydney in 1943. 

Historians are unanimous in agreement about the lasting influence that Perry had upon both his 

hometown of Dunedin and cinema in Australasia in general. Price writes that "as an 

enthusiastic, eclectic film-maker, Perry typified the earliest cinematic tourists to visit Otago and 

Southland, and ... helped foster the beginnings of film-making and movie exhibition in the city 

where he had spent his youth" (Price, 1995, p.10). Australian journalist Jon Cleary adds that his 
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three sons "all worked with their father as actors or technicians and spent their lives in the film 

industry. Together, they are regarded as the founders of our film industry" (John Cleary, quoted 

in Rudd, "Dunedin men among film pioneers", Otago Daily Times Magazine, 4 Feb. 2006, p.3). 

There is no doubting the contributions that Perry and his Limelight made in helping cinema 

establish a permanent foothold in Dunedin and New Zealand as a whole, and in influencing a 

generation of aspiring film-makers in the region. 

The first man to take up Perry's reins was native Dunedin filmmaker, Henry Gore. A self-taught 

photographer and amateur inventor, Gore began making films at the age of just 18 and spent 

much of the next two decades documenting local people, places and events. Gore's love of 

innovation and continual purchasing of new equipment meant that he never attained great wealth. 

Rather, cinema was a lifelong passion, so much so that he named one of his nine children Koda 

Edis, after the Kodak camera and film pioneer Thomas Edison respectively (Price, 1995, p.24). 

In partnership with fellow aspiring filmmaker Jack Welsh, he "concentrated on shooting news 

events which captured the community spirit of Otago for their local theatres", relying on 

"immediate, newsworthy images oflocal sporting or cultural events rather than the narrative 

style of cinema in [Henry] Hayward's community comedies" (Price, 1995, p.27). With the 

advent of television still over half a century away, Gore's films were a crucial visual means by 

which Dunedinites could review the current affairs of the city. 

As well as thrilling and informing the locals with images of themselves, Gore helped foster 

greater recognition for Otago and New Zealand film. A keen nature photographer, he was just 

20 years old when he became the first person to shoot a nature documentary in New Zealand, a 

film that attracted international attention: 
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In 1903, searching for special scenic films that could be sold internationally, Gore 
travelled inland to film the keas of the Southern Alps. By 1904 he had produced a natural 
history film about the kea which was subsequently sold to the Pathe Company of London 
(Price, 1995, p.22). 

'l Gore later provided an important service in World War I, depicting the civic farewells for Otago 

troops bound for the battlefields and later, the triumphant returns they were afforded upon their 

victorious return. Other important historical events, such as the 1925 South Seas Exhibition and 

royal visits were also extensively documented. His 1920 documentary short film, The Prince of 

Wales in Maoriland, was considered so technically superior to the work of the tour's official 

photographer that his footage was purchased and the Royal Party's footage disregarded (Price, 

1995, p.28). Gore was as instrumental in local film exhibition as he was in its production. 

Having already established the Octagon cinema following its conversion from a church in 1912, 

a year later he was made manager and projectionist of George Street's Plaza Theatre, where he 

was commissioned to film and then exhibit many local films such as his own footage of the 

'' wreck of the Tyrone near the harbour entrance in 1913 (Price, 1912, p.26). As the enduring 

reverence in which he is held suggests, Gore's contribution to cinema in Dunedin was 

inestimable. Largely responsible for establishing a two-way cinematic dialogue in which 

Dunedinites became active participants in film rather than just viewers, Gore's tireless work in 

both exhibition and production of early cinema gave the locals a pioneering figure to be proud 

of. 
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3.5: HENRY HAYWARD AND THE BRESCIANS 

A contemporary of Joseph Perry and a man often considered the father of the New Zealand 

motion picture industry is Henry Hayward, another British born entrepreneur who, like Perry, 

was to impart the greatest influence upon the country in which he settled. A professional 

:. violinist in his native England, Hayward joined Thomas West to establish a touring variety show 

known as "T.J. West and the Brescians". Formed in 1890, the travelling show comprised of 

kinematograph exhibitions ( courtesy of West) interspersed with musical interludes performed by 

the Brescians, described by Hayward as a very talented and versatile group of performers: 

v-

It was the variety of programme with costumes that attracted and held our audiences. 
Everyone was in the orchestra and everyone sand, and in addition to the costumes 
adopted for the evening, special songs were given in dresses illustrating the solo item. 
"The Bresicans" offered beauty to the eye, artistry in song and solo, with plenty of 
laughter" (Hayward, 1994, p.4 7). 

The travelling show owed much of its popularity to its double-billing of live entertainment 

combined with moving pictures. While they enjoyed considerable popularity throughout Great 

Britain for some years, it was not until 1905 that Hayward brought his show down under. 

Arriving three months in advance of the tour, he hired His Majesty's Theatre (Fig. 10) in 

Dunedin for four whole weeks, an unprecedented length of time for a travelling show. He also 

made similar length bookings for Christchurch, Wellington and Auckland venues, clearly 

" optimistic that his travelling show would be sufficiently popular to lure an exceptionally large 

number of people for an entertainment of this type. 
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Figure 10: His Majesty's Theatre on Crawford Street, venue for the T.J. West and the Brescians show (Source: 
Hocken Library). 

This too was the expectation of the amusements writer in the Otago Daily Times, who wrote in 

the April 10 edition that "a more than ordinary degree of interest has been aroused" in the show, 

which was "brimful of novel and ingenious items" (Otago Daily Times, 10 April 1905, p.5). The 

most ingenious item and surely West and Hayward's trump card was the presence in the 

programme of George Melies' short film A Trip To The Sun. Paul Harrison hails Melies' most 

famous picture as "a witty, brilliant, skilfully created fantasy, each frame hand painted" and 

claimed that it was "indeed a revelation to audiences who were beginning to tire of the 

interminable street scenes, parades and sketches" (Harrison, 1974, p.29). Modem day cinema 

owes much to the Paris-born "cinemagician", for it was he who pioneered the early editing and 

narrative techniques that we have come to take for granted in contemporary motion pictures. 
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Whereas early motion pictures of street scenes, panoramas and historical events captured 

moments in time that made little narrative sense in or of themselves, A Trip To The Sun 

showcased the storytelling ability of cinema. The anticipation surrounding T.J West and the 

Brescians' show, therefore, was in part due to the expectation that Dunedin audiences were about 

to witness truly narrative cinema for the first time. 

Touted by West as "a magnificent combination of pictorial and musical talent" Otago Daily 

Times, 10 April 1905, p.1), the show opened on April 10 in His Majesty's Theatre to a full house 

and universal acclaim. The following morning's Otago Daily Times gushed in its praise of the 

show, emphatically affirming that it had lived up to its own hype: 

These expectations were fully realised by the large audience which greeted it last 
evening, and it may be predicted with perfect safety that a successful season is before it 
in Dunedin ... it is the most attractive of its kind ever shown in Dunedin. The pictures 
shown are new and novel, and indicate the magnificent standard of excellence to which 
the kinematograph has now attained" (Otago Daily Times, 11 April 1905, p.5). 

The last statement is certainly borne out by the programme of the evening's entertainments. The 

notion that stationary cameras filming mundane street scenes would be enough to impress 

audiences had been long since passed by as far as West was concerned. The opening night 

audience was instead taken on a gondola ride through Venice, a boat trip up a portion of the 

Thames, a journey through ancient Rome featuring the Coliseum and a train ride up the slopes of 

Vesuvius, where the images of the erupting volcano had been captured on film. All were hailed 

by the editorial as being "furnished scenes that stirred the blood, created excitement and evoked 

admiration" and it was reported that each scene throughout the programme was greeted with 

rapturous applause (Otago Daily Times, 11 April 1905, p.5). 
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During the second part of the show, the Brescians held the floor and proved to be just as much a 

hit with the audience. Two of the singers were coerced into performing their numbers again, 

while "Mr Fred Mills, appearing as a humorous singer, found three items the fewest the audience 

would allow him to escape with" (Otago Daily Times, 11 April 1905, p.5). The third part of the 

show, and the short film that "furnished the climax of all" according to the editorial, was Melies' 

A Trip To The Sun. The film had already proven itself popular amongst European audiences, and 

according to Paul Harrison, "fascinated and entertained New Zealanders in a way that no other 

film had done previously" (Harrison, 1974, p.34). The film, produced with added pastel colour 

entirely new to Dunedin audiences, did not disappoint the Otago Daily Times reporter either: 

In a manner fantastic, and remarkably clever and amusing, A Trip To The Sun depicts an 
extraordinary voyage to the sun by 14 members of the eccentric club, who utilise modem 
conveyances - steamships, automobile, airship and submarine in exploring the universe 
and celestial sphere" (Otago Daily Times, 11 April 1905, p.5). 

West's Pictures and the Brescians significantly raised the bar in terms of both quality and content 

expected by local audiences. The show boasted, according to Simon Price, pictures "which were 

remarkably clear, almost completely free of flickering and particularly steady in their camera 

work ... It was more than sufficient to see the scenes on screen truly come alive" (Price, 1995, 

p.8). The show attracted large crowds throughout, so much so that West, on a front-page 

advertisement on April 19, urged patrons to adopt a queue system used in London and other 

,. English cities, ''to avoid crushing at the entrances" (Otago Daily Times, 19 April 1905, pl). This 

further suggests that the audience size and enthusiasm rivalled that of British audiences. West 

even borrowed a popular crowd-enticing technique from Henry Gore: on April 27, he set up his 

camera on the comer of Rattray and Princes Streets at lunchtime and invited locals to be filmed. 

The resulting pictures were exhibited in the theatre the following nights as well as (it was 
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promised) back in London and throughout Britain. Although no attendance figures were ever 

tallied, it is fair to estimate by the number of shows and consistent reports of near-to-full-houses 

that a significant proportion of Dunedin's population made the trip to His Majesty's at least once 

during the exhibition. So popular was it that the amusement's section of the Otago Daily Times 

felt compelled to publish an almost daily appraisal of the previous night's show; an editorial 

from April 24 even hinting that people were coming from out of town especially to view the 

entertainments (Otago Daily Times, 24 April 1905, p.5). 

Under the guidance of Hayward, West and the Brescians undertook two subsequent tours of 

Dunedin and elsewhere in New Zealand, grossing an impressive total of £35,000 (Harrison, 

1974, p.35). This financial success, however, was insignificant compared to the lasting effect 

that the show had upon cinema audiences in Dunedin. For local audiences, film had transformed 

itself from an amusing novelty to an established mass entertainment medium in the space of a 

decade. The popularity and the longevity of the Hayward's show was, in hindsight, a precursor 

to the imminent advent of purpose-built picture halls and the demise of vaudeville. Its influence 

is well summed up by politician and writer John A. Lee, who grew up in Dunedin. Though just 

13 years old at the time of the screenings, he recalls, "I didn't know that I was witnessing the 

birth of a new sort of entertainment and the death of vaudeville ... the start of a new age in which 

we became lookers rather than performers" (John A. Lee, quoted in Price, 1995, p.8). 

The success of Hayward's travelling show was emblematic of the changing dynamics of the 

cinema exhibition. Hayward was a businessman first and a cinema enthusiast second, part of a 

wave of such entrepreneurs who recognised the massive financial potential of cinema. By 1905, 

it was clear that the prevalence of small-scale travelling showmen was on the wane as they were 

unable to compete with larger, wealthier ventures such as T.J. West's travelling show and 
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Perry's Limelight Brigade. Given the success and popularity of these shows, there was an 

inevitability that purpose-built cinemas would be soon to arrive in Dunedin as they had already 

begun to do elsewhere in the world. Purpose-built theatres not only suggested a permanency to 

cinema that Edison never envisaged, but signalled that, in barely more than a decade, cinema had 

become a legitimate pastime equal to other, more "high-brow" forms of mass entertainment of 

the time. 

Cinema's popularity in Dunedin and throughout the country was driven by the constant 

improvements in films which fed the imagination of audiences and sustained the enthusiasm for 

the medium. Home grown film pioneers such as Joseph Perry were affording audiences a 

glimpse of current events worldwide while closer to home, while Henry Gore was achieving the 

opposite in helping showcase Dunedin both to its own citizens and to a wider audience. 

Meanwhile overseas, the likes of Georges Melies were employing editing techniques and the 

increasing versatility of the movie camera to mesmerising effect in short films such as A Trip To 

The Sun. Although still in its relative infancy, the cinema industry had developed sufficiently by 

1910 to ensure its long term commercial and cultural viability. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PICTURE SHOW TERRITORY 

"For it was in the darkness of the cinema that the century found its escape from an increasingly 
confused and congested reality, and its only certainties. The movies became its collective 
unconscious -the fantasy life of the twentieth century" (Christie, 1994, p.142). 

As the first decade of the twentieth century came to a close, businessmen and entrepreneurs 

became increasingly alert to the massive potential for profit in the film exhibition industry. The 

first ten years or so of cinema in New Zealand's cities had been characterised by sporadic visits 

from travelling showmen and screenings in hastily assembled venues. By 1908, however, the 

cinematic landscape was evolving rapidly. As P.A. Harrison points out, travelling shows such as 

West's Pictures and the Brescians, "not only in the number of their tours but more importantly 

the length of their stays in the cities and towns had clearly demonstrated that New Zealanders 

were acquiring a film-habit" (Harrison, 1974, p.37). The development of a "habit" is important 

in the sense that it implies a sense of routine and indispensability about film going. Indeed, by 

1908, the emergence of a national industry was confirmation that cinema had proven itself to be 

more than a mere novelty and was establishing itself as a permanent form of entertainment 

throughout the country. 

Pioneering businessmen such as Henry Hayward and John Fuller - with grander visions of 

cinema than just touring amusement shows - acquired chains of purpose-built and converted 

cinemas, thus giving cinema a sense of permanence that it never enjoyed during the travelling 

showman era. A set of distribution, exchange and exhibition regulations sprang up amongst the 

newly formed companies and it was not long before New Zealanders were producing their own 

feature length films, starting in 1914 with George Tarr' s Hinemoa. During the second half of the 
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decade, the onset of World War I further increased the prevalence of cinema in Dunedin 

compared to live stage acts. The ease with which films could be shown at a time when global 

transportation was expensive and difficult, combined with the unique ability of moving pictures 

to bring battlefield images back to the home front, made it an ever more popular medium of 

entertainment for exhibitors and audiences alike. 

4.1: HENRY HAYWARD: FATHER OF THE CINEMA INDUSTRY 

If T.J. West was partly responsible for bringing the wonder of cinema to Dunedin audiences, it 

was his business partner Henry Hayward who transformed West's novelties into a permanent 

form of entertainment. Born in 1877 to a distinguished Wolverhampton family, Hayward 

developed an entrepreneurial spirit from an early age, leaving school at just eleven to work for 

his father. First a stage entertainer then later a touring showman in England, Hayward was 38 

when he brought T.J. West and the Brescians to New Zealand shores, an undertaking which he 

recalls in his memoirs: 

I was restless. For full fifteen years with my various shows I had wandered through more 
than six hundred cities, towns and villages of Britain, from the Shetland Isles to Cornwall 
... I felt like Mercury; little wings had grown on my feet, there was 'a world without' I 
wanted to explore ... My sister Mary had married a medico, and they had adventured to 
New Zealand, whence messages came to me of its beauty. Mary wrote of her "hedges of 
geraniums" and roses in her "winterless isles", and my old Dad's book of 'Cook's 
Voyages' arose vividly before my mind (Hayward, 1944, p.83). 

Given the whimsy involved in his decision to bring the show to New Zealand, Hayward could 

have been forgiven for harbouring uncertainty as to how the show would fare. As it happened, 

no one could believe the success of the tour except Hayward himself. He claims that ''the local 
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prophets decried the idea of any show running for four weeks, as the usual visiting time for 

travelling theatrical companies was only about three days" (Hayward, 1944, p.84). Even 

Princess Theatre management, refusing to believe the show could remain profitable through a 

month of performances, booked alternative acts for the last three nights on which the Brescians 

were scheduled to perform. Shocked but unflustered, Hayward moved the show out to a Port 

Chalmers theatre "and our £100 nightly takings continued to the end" (Hayward, 1944, p.84). 

In spite of the instant and emphatic success of his show, Hayward remained unconvinced as to 

the long term staying power of cinema: 

We were tired and needed a rest and a change, and our conversation was the permanence 
of the cinema as a standard entertainment like the legitimate theatre, or vaudeville, and 
after long and serious discussion that extended until the audience flooded out we came to 
a mutual conviction that the "pictures" would not last or become a permanent show" 
(Hayward, 1944, p.86). 

This was still 1905, however, and just three years later, Hayward's convictions had changed. In 

1908 he and erstwhile partner West and noted that "during this eventful year ... the cinema kept 

> yeasting, and both West and I had to change our opinions regarding its staying power as a 

permanent show" (Hayward, 1944, p.86). While West departed to tum his attentions to the 

Australian market, Hayward was responsible for the opening of what is generally considered to 

be New Zealand's first permanent picture theatre, the Royal Albert Hall in Auckland, on 26 

" April 1908. Two years later, he teamed up with brother to Rudall create "Hayward's 

Enterprises" with a mere £30,000 capital. By 1912 the company had expanded operations to 30 

cinemas nationwide. In the Otago/Southland region, they were located in Oamaru, Queenstown, 

Gore, Balclutha and Invercargill, as well as Dunedin (Harrison, 1974, p.46). 
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Initially, Hayward faced competition from only one set of rivals. Fullers Ltd., established by 

John Fuller and his three sons, owned a chain of vaudeville theatres throughout the country . 

Their decision from 1911 onwards to branch into the motion picture business sparked what 

Harrison describes as "intense rivalry between the two major circuits": 

This competition between Fuller's and Hayward's took several forms, characteristic of 
the motion picture business - theatre amenities and decorations, advertising, but above all 
films. For example, in late 1911, both companies introduced a form of colour film which 
Fullers called Kinemacolour and Haywards called Colourmatography (Harrison, 1974. 
pp.50-51). 

Owing to the economic realities of the still relatively-small market, the rivalry proved to be brief. 

Fullers and Haywards came to the inevitable conclusion that a cooperative working relationship 

would be beneficial for both companies and on 23 April 1913, New Zealand Picture Supplies 

(NZPS) came into existence as an independent company, with Hayward the Governing Director 

and John Fuller's three sons as Directors. The two existing companies dominated the infant 

cinema industry, working alongside each other in the business of importing and exhibiting films. 

Harrison explains the reasons for the establishment of the NZPS and the nature of its operations: 

[NZPS] had been formed for two interconnected purposes. It imported films, which had 
been bought for cash from selected studios, usually a year in advance, by the company's 
agents on the London and New York markets. The company then distributed the films 
through the Fuller and Hayward circuits, for whose overall direction it was responsible ... 
in mid 1914 two new companies were registered, Fullers Pictures Ltd and Haywards 
Pictures Ltd. These were holding companies acting conjointly to distribute such profits 
as were directed by NZPS. It was an unusual twin combination in that both had a 
nominal capital of 110,000, their assets, liabilities and rate of dividend were the same, 
while the receipts were virtually identical (Harrison, 1974, p.52). 

4.2: TOWARDS THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A NATIONAL INDUSTRY 
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The inception ofNZPS more or less eliminated any major competition in the distribution market, 

creating what Harrison calls ''the nearest the New Zealand motion picture industry ever came to 

achieving a vertical monopoly" (Harrison, 1974, p.57). And while the exhibitors continued to 

line their pockets, the filmgoers themselves benefited greatly from the establishment of what 

amounted to a bona fide cinema industry. First, the arrival of permanent theatre chains by and 

large spelled the end of audiences cramming into shop fronts, store-rooms and various other 

public spaces unsuitable for watching films. Second, the establishment of a film exchange and 

the ensuing competition amongst distributors for films meant that audiences obtained access to 

newer, better quality and a more diverse range of movies. Third, the unprecedented rise to 

popularity of Charlie Chaplin-which heralded the beginnings of the Hollywood star system -

ensured that the newly formed distribution companies were frantically clambering over each 

other to import enough Chaplin films to meet the demands of Dunedin audiences. 

As has been mentioned in earlier chapters, the lack of suitable venues around Dunedin presented 

a challenge to the travelling showmen who first brought moving pictures to the city. Hayward 

himself recalls the difficulties he encountered during his 1905 tour, claiming that "our first 

picture theatres were empty shops, old warehouses, schoolrooms, and deserted churches" 

(Hayward, 1944, p.88). Once Haywards and Fullers began establishing permanent (and often 

purpose-built) picture theatres, filmgoers were liberated from the previously cramped, stuffy and 

often smelly conditions they had to endure to see films and were instead treated to cavernous 

theatres with plush decor and dramatically larger screens. Harrison describes the theatre 

building boom which began around 1910: 

In the succeeding four years and during the Great War, building cinemas became the 
vogue for the industry. Hundreds of thousands of pounds were invested in the erection of 
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new cinemas and the renovation of theatres, halls and sundry other buildings, all to be 
devoted exclusively to the exhibition of the motion picture (Harrison, 1974, p.63). 

Furthermore, they were generally "designed to accommodate very large audiences", such as the 

Liberty in Christchurch (1,400), the People's Picture Palace in Wellington (800) and the Strand 

in Auckland (1,700), which at the time of its completion in 1916 was the largest cinema in 

Australasia (Harrison, 1974, p.64) . 

Figure 11: A busy street scene at The Exchange on Princes Street, the hub of Dunedin's Central Business District in 
the early twentieth century . 

The building boom also gave Dunedin a handful a new theatre venues in just a few short years. 

By 1914, there were eight theatres within five minutes walk of The Exchange (Fig. 11) that 

84 



7 

> 

> 

t> 

> 

showed moving pictures (Brookes et. al, 2003, p.182). Four of these theatres showed movies 

almost exclusively: Haywards Octagon, Kings, George Street Theatre and Queens Theatre. 

Many others, such as the Princess and the Alhambra, featured intermittent movie seasons. Not 

that movies were the only attraction in town by any stretch of the imagination: during 1917, the 

Princess Theatre alone treated locals to live shows performed by ventriloquists, stunt devils, 

circus acts, monkey shows, magicians and calligraphists, among many others. In comparison 

with more traditional live acts, though, the popularity of cinema was continuing its upward trend. 

The introduction of a cinema industry also altered the structure of film distribution to New 

Zealand, the flow-on effect being that audiences enjoyed a wider range of films on offer which 

were both newer and of higher quality. With independent distributors of film still decades from 

coming into existence, exhibitors purchased nearly all film directly from the producers. This 

usually meant buying large quantities of film- far more than could be of use at any given time. 

It made sense, therefore, for exhibitors to trade film reels amongst themselves, and "film 

exchanges" were quickly established to allow this process to run smoothly. This meant that not 

only was more usage obtained from the limited shelf lives of individual reels ( ensuring greater 

profits for exhibitors) but they arrived in New Zealand in greater abundance. Harrison explains 

the importance of these film exchanges: 

A new system of film distribution emerged - the film exchange rented out films to 
exhibitors, thus making it unnecessary for the latter to make substantial investment in the 
purchase of films, while assuring the exchange of profits long after the films had paid for 
themselves ... Exhibitors also benefitted from the variety of films, from several 
manufacturers, available for exchange (Harrison, 1974, pp.53-4). 

Film exchanges resulted in two tangible advantages for audiences. The first was that the film 

companies could afford to purchase more film, and therefore were able to change their 
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programmes more often. On a related note, because exhibitors were able to choose films from 

more than one production company at a time, their scope for showing a wide variety of films was 

greatly increased. This was good news for audiences, particularly regular filmgoers, for whom 

there was now a greater circulation of films in Dunedin cinemas for them to enjoy. 

> The exchange system also privileged the exhibition of brand new films. Because only the 

wealthiest cinemas could afford to purchase a "first run" film (each film's price diminished with 
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age and therefore became affordable for cinemas farther down the economic chain), this ensured 

exclusivity of exhibition and filmgoers identified such films as being more exciting and 

prestigious to attend. The British Film Industry's Political and Economic Planning report 

explains the phenomena of the "first run": 

The public wanted to see the very latest films, not because they were necessarily any 
better than the films of the previous month nor because they were probably in better 
condition, but simply because there were the latest films - and the latest films became the 
fashion (Political and Economic Planning [PEP], quoted in Harrison, 1974, p.55). 

Even as late as 1910, there was no inkling in the cinema industry of the "star system" that was 

soon become a dominant feature on the cinematic landscape. Up to this point, actors and 

actresses were simply referred to by the roles they played in a given film: for example, ''the girl 

with the curls". However, once names began to be put to films, as Geoffrey Churchman states, 

''their popularity increased immensely and soon posters, photos and fan clubs began to appear" 

(Churchman, 1997, p.25). The manner in which the audience responded to the rise to prominence 

of Charlie Chaplin, for instance, underlined the importance for local cinemas in securing the 

"first run". According to Harrison, "so great was the public demand for Chaplin's films from 

1913 onwards that exhibitors were practically queuing to book them" (Harrison, 1974, p.56). 
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Audiences quickly surmised which theatres in town had the spending clout to secure "first runs" 

of Chaplin and patronised them fanatically, according to Arthur Knight: 

"I am here today" - this simple announcement printed over a cutout of Chaplin tipping 
his hat was all that a theatre manager needed to lure the customers into his house. No one 
bothered to ask either title or story (Arthur Knight, quoted in Harrison, 1974, p.56). 

The shift towards a star system was just one of the many dramatic changes cinema in Dunedin 

witnessed in the years leading up to - and during - the war. The most important development, 

, though, was that of a permanent cinema industry, headed by the pioneering figures of Henry 

Hayward and John Fuller. Harrison summarises the rise in status of New Zealand cinema 

" between 1908 and 1914 to "an important national industry": 

From being predominantly the possession of the travelling showman and vaudeville 
artist, the cinematograph was now catering for the entertainment needs of a majority of 
New Zealanders. The public demand for films continued unabated and indeed increased, 
and as this fact came to be realised, the exhibition of films began to achieved a business 

D respectability which made it an acceptable field for the investor" (Harrison, 1974, p.56). 

.,. 

4.3: THE PERMANENCY OF CINEMA 

In keeping with theatres elsewhere in the country, a number of Dunedin's theatrical halls were 

beginning to show films on a permanent basis by the early 1910s. Among them were the 

Alhambra theatre (later The Kings), located on Dowling Street, which was at that time near the 

focal point of Dunedin's Central Business District. As Doreen Kelly recalls, "Princes Street was 

where the shopping was done. George Street was nothing like it is today ... a complete reversal" 

(quoted in interview with Doreen Kelly, St. Kilda Memory Bank, 13 May 1991). According to 

local historian Elspeth Knewstubb, the Alhambra was "the centre of Dunedin's night-life at that 
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time" (Knewstubb, 1974, p.9). Owned by the Fullers company, the Alhambra purported to show 

"pictures every evening. Matinees: Holidays and Saturday", but usually, it alternated film 

exhibitions with the Fullers' other theatre, the Princess, and ran vaudeville shows the rest of the 

time (Knewstubb, 1974, p.10). 

A typical Alhambra programme would consist of a series of short films, not unlike the 

programmes offered by travelling showmen of the past, but offering more in the way of 

storylines and narrative coherence. Whereas the earliest films commonly featured depictions of 

the scenic and the exotic, films now tended to focus more on brief, often humorous tales of 

personal misadventure. Common titles, described by the theatre programmes as "interesting 

studies" included: "The Love of Lady Irma", "The Bookmaker's £10 note", "The miniature", "A 

Lesson in Charity", "A Millionaire's Adventure", "A Tramp's Story", "Adventures of an Ardent 

Lover", "How Jane Found a Husband". A full programme from April 1911 provides an example 

of the nature and variety of films exhibited in one showing ( quoted in Alhambra Theatre 

Programme, Hocken Library Collections, April 1911): 

1-A TRIP ON LAKE CONSTANCE 
"' Scenes of enthralling beauty on this celebrated Continental beauty spot. 

,> 

2-FRANKENSTEIN 
A weird and fantastic conception, being a liberal and graphic 
representation of Mrs Shelley's famous novel. 

3-HIS NEW MAMA 
A splendid comic study of an elderly man who was not satisfied with 
one attempt at connubial felicity. 

> 4-MILAN CATHEDRAL 
A comprehensive trip per cinematograph through all the wondrous and 
awe-inspiring beauties of this classic pile 
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5-YOUNG DEER'S GRATITUDE 
A frontier story with a telling moral, and full of thrilling and 
exciting situations. 

6-MR MUGWUMP'S HIRED SUIT 
The comical adventures of a would-be masher, and his dealings with his 
avuncular relative. 

INTERVAL OF TEN MINUTES 

7-0TTER HUNTING 
The favourite English pastime described form the meet to the kill. 

8-THE BURIED MAN OF TEBESSA 
An Eastern tragedy and story of Bedouin life, and the tribulations of 
two lovers who eventually become united only in death. 

9-FITS AND MISFITS 
A screaming story of the tribulations and adventures of a sneak-thief, 
which is calculated to inspire anyone of the firm belief that "Honesty 
is the best ( and most comfortable) policy". 

Short films appeared to be categorised by general theme, the most common of which were 

"Drama", "Topical", "Comic" and "Scenic". There was a happy blending of all themes (as the 

above programme suggests), which from an audience perspective ensured in the first instance 

that the screenings were never in danger of slipping into monotony, and in the second, that there 

were aspects of each screening that were certain to entertain all members of the audience -

bearing in mind that film going was generally regarded as a family activity. 

Intervals of ten to fifteen minutes were common to all cinemas of the time. Patrons at Alhambra 

were invited to walk across the street to MacKenzie's Excelsior Hotel, which purported to "cater 

especially for the theatre interval". An advertisement for the pub, found within the theatre 
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programme, promised "competent staff" and "only the Purest of Liquor, the best Beer" (quoted 

in Alhambra Theatre Programme, Hocken Library Collections, April 1911 ). Regular filmgoers 

of a slightly more recent era in the 1920s and 1930s remember observing strict routines during 

intervals. Marie Bell enjoyed boiled lollies, chocolate bars and cinnamon bars for a penny, as 

well as large ice creams for threepence: "it was just something everyone did ... you just have an 

ice cream at half time" ( quoted in interview with Mary Bell, St. Kilda Memory Bank, l O May 

1991 ). The interval heightened the element of social occasion attributed to film going: it 

provided patrons with an opportunity to discuss the programme thus far with their fellow 

audience and speculate upon the remaining films to come whilst enjoying inexpensive 

refreshments. 

The establishment of a permanent cinema circuit also brought with it a more established set of 

regulations with regard to audience behaviour. As has previously been noted, after the early 

days going to the cinema came to be seen as an important social event and patrons treated it as 

such, attending screenings with a respectable level of dress and attitude. According to Barbara 

Brookes, "everyone dressed up in their best clothes for the occasion" (Brookes et. al, p.183). 

However, increasingly large audience numbers, combined with the constant threat of fire, 

presented the risk of crowds becoming unruly or disruptive; particularly if technical difficulties 

intervened or if unaccompanied youths were present. Applause at the end of each film was 

common and indeed welcomed, but management were careful to eliminate more boorish aspects 

of crowd behaviour as the following notice indicates: 

Please note: As Whistling does not constitute applause, and is also distasteful to a large 
section of the audience, patrons are kindly requested to refrain from indulging in the 
practice (quoted in Alhambra Theatre programme, Hocken Library Collections, c.1914). 
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At Brennan's theatre, also owned by Fuller's, management stipulated that "positively no 

objectionable characters will be admitted to any part ofthis theatre" and that "stamping of feet, 

whistling or boisterous conduct will not be tolerated under any circumstances" ( quoted in 

Alhambra Theatre programme, Hocken Library Collections, c.1914). For the benefit of those 

seated behind them, female patrons were also asked to remove their hats inside the theatre: 

Every lady removing her hat shows a graceful consideration for the comfort of those not 
so fortunately seated, and for the wishes of the management (quoted in Alhambra Theatre 
program, Hocken Library Collections, c.1914). 

Fire still presented the greatest risk to the audience's well-being. Although technical 

improvements had lessened the chance of projector fires, the cellulose nitrate film used at the 

time was highly volatile. The programme notes urge patrons to "BE CALM, STAND UP, 

QUIETLY WALK to and pass out at the nearest Escape Door, and DO NOT PUSH any person 

in front of you" (quoted in Alhambra Theatre program, Hocken Library Collections, c.1914), 

> reminding viewers that the entire theatre was capable of being evacuated in less than three 

minutes. Therefore a measure of decorum was observed by audiences of the time, the vast 

enthusiasm they had for this form of entertainment tempered by a need for good behaviour from 

its patrons with respect to the wishes of fellow filmgoers as well as their own safety. 

4.4: HINEMOA AND THE BEGINNINGS OF NEW ZEALAND FILM PRODUCTION 

Dunedin and indeed nationwide audiences were no strangers to viewing depictions of themselves 

,. and their country on the big screen. Even the earliest travelling showmen were wise to the 

potential of filming locals to draw larger crowds. As the industry grew, marginalising and often 
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eliminating the showmen, enterprising local businessmen took up the opportunity of making 

quick money by filming locals who were then endlessly thrilled by seeing themselves on screen. 

The New Zealand Film Commission reports that, in 1912: 

Local films of local events and people gives local audiences a taste of their own images 
on the screen, personalising the excitement of going to the pictures. Anything from 
picnics to parades are filmed - usually by an enterprising operator from the nearest 
picture theatre, squeezing in as many people, shops or street scenes as possible. 
Completed quickly, printed and processed in makeshift back-yard laboratories, the films 
are shown within days. All those who supposed themselves to have been recorded almost 
certainly show up, bringing with them their friends and family too. And it is clearly 
commercial (New Zealand Film Commission, 1993, p.7). 

It was also common practice for filmmakers to show footage of New Zealand soldiers preparing 

to embark on the journey to Europe for the war. This appears to have been a popular subject in 

Dunedin cinemas and doubtless throughout the country. In August 1914, Plaza Pictures proudly 

advertised its main fare for the evening: "Otago Contingent Marching Through The Octagon" 

(Otago Daily Times, 24 Aug. 1914, p.1). Meanwhile, the new Queens Theatre screened its 

feature, "Making a British Soldier", which it hailed as "a great Patriotic Exclusive" in the Otago 

Daily Times advertisements (Otago Daily Times, 31 Aug. 1914, p.1). Such events were 

tremendous occasions for locals, as Mrs Doreen Kelly recalls: 

I can remember the great events [there] used to be at the railway station, the streets 
would be lined waving farewell to them ... [ and] the jubilation when they arrived home 
was really terrific ( quoted in interview with Doreen Kelly, St. Kilda Memory Bank, 13 
May 1991) 

Thanks to local filmmakers such as Henry Gore, those present at the parades could relive the 

,, euphoria of the occasion by seeing it again on the big screen. The enjoyment gained by seeing 
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While this footage could be classified as documentary, the amount of local feature film 

production was still minimal. It followed, though, that since New Zealanders were so rapt by 

seeing themselves on film, a local feature production would be similarly well-received. It was 

not until August 1914 that Hinemoa- generally considered to be New Zealand's first feature 

length production (Martin & Edwards, 1997, p.2) - premiered in front of a New Zealand 

audience. Directed and produced by George Tarr for the initial cost of £50 and to a length of 

2,500 feet (which amounted to roughly 25 minutes of running time), Hinemoa tells the story of a 

local princess, Hinemoa and her courtship with Tutenakai, a Maori legend that was well known 

by Maori and pakeha at the time. Although the rapid disintegration of film nitrate stock means 

that no footage exists today, there is a recorded interview with Tarr in which he claims that "by 

preparing a careful shooting sequence to avoid editing time, he was able to shoot the film and 

complete preparation of the screening print in eight days" (Edwards, 1997, p.23). 

Hinemoa debuted At Haywards Octagon Theatre on Monday night, September 7, to considerable 

fanfare. "With usual enterprise we present", reads the front page advertisement of that 

morning's Otago Daily Times, "In all its natural beauty, The First Drama Made In This Country 

... Maoriland's Big Picture Story" (Otago Daily Times, 7 Sept. 1914, p.1). The first screening 

drew a predictably packed audience, leading the advertisers to proclaim in the following 

morning's newspaper: 

NIGHTLY ASTONISHMENT on all faces last evening. New Zealand's First Dramatic 
Work. A HUGE SUCCESS ... Filmed at Rotorua Before a background of BEAUTIFUL 
NATURAL SCENERY. Our Genuine Film Triumph (Otago Daily Times, 8 Sept. 1914, 
p.1). 
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The biograph representation of the legendary wooing ofHinemoa and Tutanekai, now 
being screened nightly at the Octagon Hall, is easily the most difficult and ambitious task 
yet undertaken by Dominion film producers, and its presentation last evening created a 
very favourable impression (Otago Daily Times, 9 Sept. 1914, p.8). 

The film played to full audiences over the space of a week, before moving on to smaller theatres. 

In their summation of the show's run, the Octagon Theatre owners were typically bullish in their 

sentiments: 

The weird sights of New Zealand's wonderful Rotorua. Boiling lakes, Geysers, Native 
Customs [are] all introduced in this the very first photoplay in New Zealand. A 
tremendous and very successful effort to place New Zealand on a scale of equality with 
the leading film-producing countries (Otago Daily Times, 10 Sept. 1914, p. l). 

While there is a good degree of exaggeration in the final comment, Hinemoa's successful 

> production and showing does represent an important moment in local and national cinema. 

Locally-made, cheap productions of townspeople going about their business were commonplace, 

l> but the arrival of home-made feature films represented a coming-of-age for the cinema industry. 

7 

After two decades of being solely a receiver of films, New Zealand had finally showed itself to 

be capable of creating and distributing in its own right. Hinemoa's success was a source of 

immense pride and even if it fell well short of placing New Zealand on a par with European and 

American directors as claimed, it at least gave identity and recognition to New Zealand cinema. 

Further mythical-cum-historical dramas were soon to follow, such as The Test, A Maori Maid's 

Love and Mutiny On The Bounty (all 1916), all of which draw upon elements of New Zealand's 

indigenous roots and natural beauty. 
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4.5: FILM GOING DURING THE WAR 

During the war, cinema not only reinforced its position as a permanent pastime but made great 

strides toward superseding vaudeville as the pre-eminent form of entertainment in Dunedin. 

Once again, the convenience of production and distribution - particularly in comparison with 

:, stage acts - made cinema both a more practical and financially sensible form of entertainment 

during a time in which travel was uneasy and unsafe. 

'/)> 

The entertainment industry as a whole felt the pinch ofrising operation costs and shrinking (and 

often non-existent) profit margins. Transport costs rose - the effects of which were multiplied 

for travelling shows which often took parties of 30 to 40 performers and staff around the world -

~ and many performers refused outright to travel outright for safety reasons. Geoffrey Churchman 

reveals the full extent of the shortage oflive acts, suggesting that New Zealand was "starved of 
) 

overseas talent" (Churchman, 1997, p.24). Benjamin Fuller toured New Zealand in 1917 to 

inspect a number of his theatres, during which time he suggested that the rising transport and 

freight charges were tending to isolate both Western Australia and New Zealand, so that there 

was "increasing danger of New Zealand becoming purely a picture show territory" (Benjamin 

~ Fuller, quoted in the Evening Star, Walter James Sinton papers, held in Hacken Library 

Collection). In an interview with the Evening Star, he claims that the expenses of travel were 

turning profits into losses: 

I don't mind saying that for the tour of the Gonzalez Opera Company we paid the U.S.S. 
Co. upwards of £2,000 for freight and transport, with the result that we lost £800 at our 
end of the venture (Benjamin Fuller, quoted in the Evening Star, Walter James Sinton 
papers, held in Boeken Library Collection). 
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Fuller predicted difficult times ahead for the vaudeville format, exacerbated by America's entry 

into the war. He admitted that ''war troubles have made it increasingly difficult to get foreign 

artists" (Benjamin Fuller, quoted in the Evening Star, Walter James Sinton papers, held in 

Boeken Library Collection). Neither were the strains of wartime activity the only crisis to befall 

vaudeville acts of the time. The influenza pandemic that spread globally in 1918 caused 

widespread cancellation of shows and created the effect of further isolating Dunedin from the 

outside world. During the height of the pandemic in November and December of that year, all 

cinemas were closed for a month, and staff at the Princess Theatre announced "a strenuous daily 

campaign of cleaning and disinfecting has been prosecuted, and the management announce that 

the house is 'clean' from dome to cellar" (quoted in the Evening Star, Walter James Sinton 

papers, held in Boeken Library Collection). The closures meant famed ''thought-reader and 

telepathist" Sa-Hera had to wait four weeks to finally make her debut in Dunedin, although the 

Otago Daily Times on December 17 enthusiastically reported that "long abstention from 

amusement caused an unusual rush for seats in the Princess Theatre on Saturday night" ( quoted 

in the Evening Star, Walter James Sinton papers, held in Boeken Library Collection). 

It was during this period when demand for vaudeville entertainment far outstripped supply that 

the real value of movies became apparent. Movie production in the America - now the supplier 

of the vast majority of films to reach New Zealand screens -was largely unaffected by the war, 

meaning supply remained high. Furthermore, exhibiting films presented none of the logistical 

difficulties inherent in sending touring vaudeville and theatre companies around the world. Film 

reels were simply packed into canisters and shipped to New Zealand, whereupon they could be 

distributed and exhibited entirely at the discretion of theatres. This is the basis for Fuller's claim 

that New Zealand was in danger of becoming a "picture show territory": the ease with which 
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movies could be brought to New Zealand, combined with the rising costs and difficulties in 

bringing live acts to Dunedin, made the encroachment of moving pictures into social spaces 

previously occupied by live theatre inevitable. 

While the war was proving to be a disruptive influence upon live theatre in Dunedin, it provided 

endless material for filmmakers to capture on film, and indeed, to create their own fictional war 

tales in studios. The Boer War, which had ended a decade earlier, had already demonstrated the 

multifaceted ability of moving pictures to entertain audiences with depictions of war and inform 

them (albeit with some time delay) of the latest movements and incidents. With regard to actual 

battlefield footage, the New Zealand Expeditionary Forces relied on established French 

production company, Pathe Freres, to cover their participation in battle. It was unfortunate that 

by the time a New Zealand cameraman was summoned to take over the filming, it was late 1918 

and the war had already ended (New Zealand Film Commission, 1993, p.8). 

As with Boer War films, these front-line reports were invariably sanitised, "feel-good" stories, 

often liberal with the truth, always privileging depictions of the grandiose aspects of the Empire 

and skimming over issues of casualties and wartime atrocities. However, by the time the First 

World War was in full swing, the war film had taken on new ways of speaking to and 

manipulating audiences. Anti-German propaganda helped nurture feelings of solidarity towards 

the cause and proved a hit with audiences, according to Churchman: 

A particularly noxious genre - the "hate film" - attracted large audiences in the wartime. 
The overtly propagandist Lust of Ages, purporting to show how the German people had 
marshalled forces of enormous destruction to get their hands on all our gold, seldom 
screened before the audience had been told by a visiting lecturer of atrocities committed 
by the horrible Hun. (Churchman, 1997, p.24) 
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In spite of its less than wholesome intentions, the hate film clearly struck a chord with audiences, 

perhaps in the escapist pleasure that was to be derived from demonising the German enemy. For 

the first time, cinema was coming to be recognised as what P.A. Harrison characterised as "an 

escape world": 

Probably many New Zealanders were grateful for a few hours of temporary relief and 
amusement in the darkened auditoriums of the cinemas. This was especially true for the 
women, the mothers and sisters and wives and sweethearts of the men whom New 
Zealand had sent overseas in defence of the Empire ... The peculiarities of this situation, 
the tensions and needs, the desire to escape at least temporarily, from anxieties 
contributed to a new awareness of the role of the cinema in public life. (Harrison, 1974, 
p.67). 

From the beginnings of cinema, as far back as the days of 60-second vignettes of gondola rides 

through Venice, moving pictures had been, by way of the exotic images they represented, a site 

of escapism. Now, with the world in turmoil and many on the home front facing an uncertain 

future without loved ones, cinema's true escapist qualities were finally appreciated. "For the 

first time, the opiate qualities of the motion picture were being recognised", writes Harrison, 

noting "its tremendous effectiveness in relieving the mind, in turning it away from the troubles 

and anxieties of the moment toward a dream world" (Harrison, 1974, p.68). These claims are 

backed up by local opinion, such as that of Phyllis Croft, saying "we loved movies ... I think it 

was the escapism more than anything when the war was on" ( quoted in interview with Phyllis 

Croft, St. Kilda Memory Bank, 10 May 1991 ). While it is clear that the war did much to promote 

1 cinema, so too in return did cinema do much to help nurse the non-combatants through the war. 
\ 
f j "C The second decade of the twentieth century produced numerous watershed moments for cinema 

I r on a local and national basis. The great success of a generation of travelling showmen was to 
:1 

prove the very root of their undoing from 1908 onwards. As cinema became increasingly more 
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popular and financially lucrative, they were pushed aside by powerful entrepreneurs who 

founded their own exhibition companies. The creation of cinema chains and the subsequent 

building boom meant numerous new picture theatres for Dunedin, some purpose-built, some 

converted from theatrical halls. The birth of a cinema industry spurred on New Zealand 

productions such as Hinemoa, which thrilled Dunedin audiences and gave the country the 

beginnings of its own cinematic identity. 

j t> In a decade topically dominated by New Zealand's involvement in World War I, the ongoing 

J'' development of the cinema industry inevitably became intertwined with our involvement in the 

conflict. The rising transportation costs that the war brought to bear on live theatre acts merely 

> 

T 

) 
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highlighted the comparative ease and lack of expense involved in exporting and exhibiting 

motion pictures in New Zealand, thereby ensuring that cinema thrived while other forms of 

entertainment were in the doldrums. Cinema itself played an important part in relaying images 

of the war effort to people on the home front, as well as generating pride and support for Allied 

troops in faraway lands and providing escapist pleasure for those not taking part. Without 

question, cinema was fast becoming a permanent fixture in the lives ofDunedinites by the time 

the decade was out. Not far around the comer, the birth of Classical Hollywood Cinema was to 

ensure that going to the movies became the dominant form of entertainment in Dunedin on a 

lasting basis. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: HOLLYWOOD COMES TO TOWN 

"Probably the only generalisations that may safely be made are ones that most ofus know 
already: that although New Zealanders may have unsophisticated tastes they have large 
appetites; that they are essentially normal, middle-class, and conservative; often going 
out of sheer habit to the same theatre week after week and often occupying the same 
seats, regardless of what picture is showing" (Mirams, 1945, p.26) 

) • The 1920s brought Dunedin to a "settling-down" period and, fittingly, a time at which cinema 

too became a settled part of city life. Local historian Kenneth McDonald describes 1920s 

Dunedin as "prosperous and busy enough, and with the passing of the years ... acquiring a 
.. 

pleasant mellowness of appearance, as it if had at length come to terms with its environment and 

was settling down to a period of middle-aged content" (McDonald, 1965, pp.320-321). Even 

though World War I was fresh in the memory, a climate of post-war optimism pervaded the city, 

enhanced by the successful hosting the South Seas International Exhibition in 1925. 

As we have seen, New Zealand cinema diverged from the American pattern soon after the 

movies first arrived on the entertainment scene. There is, however, much evidence that the 

developmental paths cinema followed in New Zealand and America began to come back together 

during the 1920s. After taking its own unique colonial path of cinematic development from the 

tum of the century onwards, the eventual domination of the local market by American 

production companies brought Dunedin audiences much closer to Hollywood than to Europe. 

Star worship was embraced as readily in Dunedin as in American cities, as a virtually never 

ending stream of films placed the lead actors as the focal point. The likes of Chaplin, Valentino 

and Barthelmess became figures of worship almost spontaneously; their brash and often racy 

portrayal of characters entrancing younger audiences in particular. The escapist value inherent in 
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Hollywood films located cinema purely as an entertainment medium, eschewing its former role 

as an informer and instructor of the masses. 

Finally, there appears to be much correlation between Dunedin and American cities with regard 

to the social practice of movie going. In both countries, the experience now extended well 

beyond the mere on-screen festivities. Upon entering a theatre - and up until their departure -

audiences expected to be looked after and entertained. This meant enjoying luxurious, well

appointed theatres and public areas with suitable amenities and other forms of entertainment 

besides the films themselves. By the time '"talkies" first arrived in 1928, Dunedinites had 

developed a well-defined film-habit, and enjoyed the choice of as many as a dozen working 

theatres at any one time. Thirty years since it first arrived in Dunedin, cinema now had a 

permanent place in Dunedin's physical and social landscape. 

5.1: AMERICA TAKES OVER THE MARKET 

The seeds of American domination of the New Zealand market were being sewn before the 

outbreak of the First World War. By the war's end in 1918, virtually all films screened 

originated from America. During the wartime years, American market share rose from 

considerable to overwhelming. Lewis Jacobs affirms just how drastically the picture changed 

during the war: 

When the war broke out in Europe in 1914, American production constituted more than 
half of the total movie production of the world: by 1917 America was making nearly all 
the world's motion pictures (Lewis Jacobs, quoted in Harrison, 1974, p.94). 
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There are numerous reasons for America's eventual domination of the production industry, 

mainly linked to the war and its effect (or lack thereof) on production either side of the Atlantic. 

American film producers had the fundamental advantage of a far greater market to which they 

could sell their films. Even prior to the war, much of what was shown in Britain came from 

offshore, largely attributable to French company Pathe Freres. Consequently, the lesser ability of 

British companies to generate revenue through domestic sales placed them at a disadvantage to 

American producers. Furthermore, the redistribution of funds and resources during wartime hit 

Europe hard, particularly Britain and France. Film financing was a casualty of the financial 

strains placed upon Britain by the war effort and was particularly crippling, given that the 

expansion of American production narrowed their export market, as the British Film Institute 

concedes: 

It is clear that when the progress of the time demanded bigger and more expensive films 
the money was not forthcoming for British production to meet the challenge. This may 
have been because then, as now, the British film industry could not pay its way without a 
substantial export market ... Without an overseas market British producers could not 
afford to increase the quality, and consequently the expense, of their films, and without 
that extra quality they could not hope to compete with the Americans (BFI Political and 
Economic Planning, quoted in Harrison, p.96). 

Not only were finance and manpower suddenly far more difficult to come by, the demand for 

munitions meant that physical resources were also in short supply. As Harrison notes, "film 

celluloid and explosives were made from the same ingredient- nitrate" (Harrison, 1974, p.97), 

and there was never any question to which end nitrate reserves would better be employed. In 

simple terms, American producers merely stepped up their filmmaking operations to replace 

flagging production levels in -European countrfos, effectively stealing their market share ;irtually 
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overnight. Deprived of the nitrate essential to production of film stock, there was little European 

filmmakers could do to redress the rapidly growing imbalance. 

A factor running parallel to the war, although not related to it, is the American film industry's 

shift westwards to Hollywood in the 191 Os. Producers were lured to California by the clear air 

and pleasant, sunny climate which was far more conducive to filming. Indeed, a vastly different 

backdrop for filmmaking existed in the west, its newness and wide open spaces providing a stark 

contrast to the built-up and conditions and variable weather prevalent in the older East Coast 

cities. David Robinson contends that the vast new surroundings of Hollywood gave filmmakers 

a new lease on life and greater scope to compete with European films: 

The dramatic scenery of California gave to American films spectacle and realism with 
which even the Italians could not compete. The breadth and grandeur of the locations 
and the novelty of their new subjects stimulated Californian filmmakers to new, freer, 
more exciting styles of utilising the medium (Robinson, 1996, p.139). 

At the same time as it enveloped its British counterparts, the American film industry was 

establishing distribution footholds throughout the world, including New Zealand. In its first few 

years of existence, NZPS enjoyed a virtual monopoly as a film-hiring and sharing company, but 

during the war years this monopoly was challenged and eroded by rival film-hire companies 

representing prominent American studios. The fact that these new companies were solely 

looking after the profits of their parent studios effectively ensured that the film they imported 

was exclusively American, whereas NZPS drew its imports from a variety of sources. 

Increasingly, American studios were able to bypass NZPS by distributing and exhibiting films in 

New Zealand directly through their own locally-based distribution agencies - which included 

United Artists, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and RKO - a practice which led NZPS to fold by the end 

of the decade. By 1921, Fox, Universal and Paramount were importing 40,000 feet of film 
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footage weekly - over 200 programmes per annum, imported directly from their parent 

companies in the United States (Harrison, 1974, p.99). In just a few short years during and after 

the war, America had established itself as the pre-eminent source of films for New Zealand 

audiences, its domination so deeply entrenched that it has continued unchallenged to the present 

day. 

5.2: "WE SELL TICKETS TO THE THEATRES, NOT MOVIES" 

Being the centre of the film-producing universe, it followed that America too was at the centre of 

~ the exhibition universe. By 1922, the number of weekly paid theatre admissions stood at 40 

million, and this figure was to rise to over 65 million by decade's end (Koszarski 1990, p.26). At 

) 

.. 

this time, the feature motion picture was only one part of their evening's entertainment, 

supplying about 68% of the total "attraction" in terms of time, according to one 1922 exhibitors' 

poll (Koszarsk:i, 1990, p.9). Indeed, 24% of theatre managers in this survey found that it made 

absolutely no difference at the box office whether the feature attraction was any good or not. 

.. Consequently, while exhibitors always aimed to show strong features, by no means were box 

office takings dependent of the quality of film (Koszarski, 1990, p.9). Of utmost importance was 

garnering a regular audience which could be relied upon to patronise their particular theatre 

ahead of rival theatres. Therefore, since the quality of films at competing theatres was roughly 

the same across the board, what stood theatres apart from each other was the quality of the 

experience for theatre goers before, during and after the screening. Film historian Richard 

Koszarski underlines the relative unimportance of the film itself in securing audiences: 
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One-quarter of exhibitors felt that the quality of the feature was of no importance to the 
box office. Audiences would arrive anyway, drawn to a particular theatre by its 
unchanging amenities: comfort or music. If a particular film was bad, there was little 
time for such news to be circulated, and soon something else would be running in its 
place anyway (Koszarski, 1990, pp.35-36). 

In addition to ensuring the comfort of its patrons throughout their stay, theatre owners used other 

means by which to keep them entertained. Naturally, music was an important feature of all silent 

era exhibitions, but craftier theatre owners employed off-screen stunts to enhance the 

entertainment value of the screening: 

An exhibitor might be urged to rush an ambulance to his theatre, which would carry off 
on a stretcher a "raving maniac", driven crazy from laughing at the comedy featured 
inside. Ukelele competitions, elaborate parade floats, and mysterious contests and 
giveaways seem to have been standard local fare ... Today it is hard to weigh the value of 
such exhibitor stunts, but they were highly regarded at the time. It was even considered 
possible for stunts alone to make a theatre competitive (Koszarski, 1990, pp.39-40). 

What is clear is that for a potential filmgoer in 1920s America, choosing which cinema to attend 

involved far more than simply the quality of the movies on show. In fact, it could be argued that 

the film itself had become a mere side note to the wider experience of going to the theatre; 

considerations such as price, comfort, amenities, music and quality of entertainment were all 

contributing factors in the decision making process. What is also clear is that increasingly, 

patrons chose a theatre of preference and attended it almost exclusively, guaranteeing theatre 

owners box office sales regardless of the quality of his films. The American film-habit was now 

firmly defined: to return to Marcus Loew's quote, they were attending theatres, not movies 

(Marcus Loew, quoted in Koszarski, 1990, p.9). 

It was also around this time that audience studies began to be conducted by theatre owners and 

sociologists. Naturally the two groups conducted research independently of each other: the 
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former were interested in maximising profits, while the latter were more concerned with possible 

adverse social effects of cinema on certain groups, particularly children. (Koszarski, 1990, p.25). 

.. Both groups came to roughly the same conclusions from their initial research: going to the 

movies was most popular amongst young people. A theatre owner in Toledo, Ohio, reported that 

two-thirds of his daily audience consisted of people aged ten to twenty (Koszarski, 1990 p.26); a 

National High School Students poll in 1923 found that boys attended the cinema an average of 

1.23 times a week and 83% of students attended twice a week or less, with the figures for girls 

not far behind (Koszarski, 1990, p.29). The distinction in tastes between genders is predictable: 

boys favoured comedies and westerns while the girls preferred love stories and "society life" 

tales. While data for older audience members is less readily available, they appear to have 

favoured historical films and "sex dramas". Although the data gathered in this time is not 

comprehensive, it is clear that cinemas in the 1920s were :frequented the most by young 

:, audiences; no longer was cinema a site of working class or family domination. 

,. 

5.3: "PEEP SHOWS TO PICTURE PALACES": THE NEW MOVIE THEATRES 

By the 1920s, the exhibition spaces that American audiences :frequented would have been a lot 

more familiar to those of their New Zealand counterparts. The industry boom of the 191 Os saw 

American cinema grow beyond its previously humble borders and shed its old skin: just as the 

travelling showman in New Zealand became obsolete, so too did nickelodeons and the days of 

American audiences cramming into tight, uncomfortable spaces to watch films. In 1928, 

president of West Coast Theatres, Inc., Harold Franklin, described a gradation of American 

picture house. Most luxurious was "The Super", which was capable of seating thousands, 

106 



r 

-; 

> 

• 

) 

.. 

I 
\ .._ 

I 

followed by the "De Luxe First Run Theatres" and ''Neighbourhood Theatres", descending to 

small-town picture houses "which would present a film when the need arose" (Koszarski, 1990, 

p.9). 

The image of the nickelodeon theatre as the predominant space for film exhibition in America 

was replaced with the movie palace. These theatres were incomparable in scale and comfort to 

the cramped and unpleasant surroundings of the now outdated urban store fronts and warehouses 

that housed a previous generation of cinema audiences. Historian Charlotte Herzog defines a 

typical picture palace as such: 

The function of the palace was to provide quality entertainment to as many people as 
possible at one time, as often as possible, and for the most reasonable price. In order to 
fulfil this function the palace had to both attract the patron's attention while he was still 
outside the theatre and satisfy his needs while inside. The exterior of the building had to 
work effectively to set up his expectations and the interior had to succeed in fulfilling his 
corresponding needs. This demanded an architectural style and decoration unique to the 
movies. This was eventually achieved with the movie palace. The solution it provided 
was an adaptation of all the functional and iconographic motifs of the earliest motion 
picture exhibition contexts, a composite of the formal and the functional advantages of 
these locales (Herzog, 2002, p.60) . 

As competition among theatres increased, the push to attract larger crowds than competitors 

became more urgent and the need to offer an overall more impressive product to the audience 

became increasingly stringent. As a result, audiences now tended to be treated in grand style 

from the moment they stepped through the front door. These high public expectations, Herzog 

writes, compelled theatre owners to alter radically and increase the space within theatre 

complexes: 

Coincident within this shift in architectural emphasis was a change in attitudes toward the 
movies. They were no longer a novelty or a fad of a few months, which kept audiences 
inside earlier theatres regardless of the conditions. People expected more of the films and 
of the environment in which they were viewed. Extra spaces like foyers, promenades and 
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lounges and elaborate interior decoration, drawn from the legitimate vaudeville theatres, 
complemented the decorations and functional and iconographic motifs of the exterior of 
the building (Herzog, 2002, p.61) . 

Figure 12: The Grand Picture Palace on Princes Street, its ornate interior matched by a nickelodeon-era fa9ade 
(Source: Hocken Library) . 

Picture palaces, such as the Grand (Fig. 12) drew upon the nostalgic iconography of the original 

movie theatres while blending in elements of the architectural grandeur of vaudeville theatres. 

Functionally, they were geared towards maximising comfort for patrons: high ceilings and open 

spaces were commonplace in public areas, whilst the interiors of the cinemas themselves 

featured comfortable seating and pleasant ambience. The description of a new 750 seat picture 
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house in Zanesville, Ohio demonstrates just how greatly cinema spaces had evolved since their 

early days: 

The lobby is beautifully lighted and standing in conspicuous places are neatly framed 
posters of the pictures constituting the day's program. There are check rooms for 
women's and men's garments, wraps, etc .... The ushers and attendants are examples of 
refined etiquette and neatness of appearance. As one sits in the luxurious leather opera 
chairs watching the pictures, he breathes nothing but the purest of air, for the ventilating 
apparatus of the theatre is perfect. It is cool in the summer and the right temperature of 
warmth permeates the place in winter ( quoted in Robinson, 1996, pp.14 7-9). 

While not all theatres could boast such a degree of opulence, the overall standard of theatres 

throughout the country rose considerably during the 191 Os and into the 1920s. As a consequence 

of the post-war picture theatre building boom, a far greater proportion of theatres were now 

purpose-built, spacious and geared towards creating an experience for the audience which did not 

merely begin and end with the screening of the movie itself. 

As discussed in previous chapters, Dunedin's movie theatres evolved in a similar fashion to 

those seen in American cities. Architecturally, purpose-built theatres blended aspects of 

vaudeville theatres with more functional movie theatre attributes. Accordingly, a hierarchy of 

cinemas existed much as they did in America, where picture palaces represented the top rung of 

• the ladder and less affluent neighbourhoods, suburbs and small towns were serviced by 

progressively more modest theatres. 

By 1922, then, at least twelve venues around Dunedin's Central Business District regularly 

hosted film screenings, with others such as the King Edward (Fig. 13) scattered through the 

suburbs. And Dunedin's theatres had gone through the same gentrification process that was 

witnessed in the United States. Although it remained principally a vaudeville venue, the Princess 

was arguably the grandest of all, capable of seating 1,160 patrons (Price, 1995, p.10). The 
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Princess was "the only one in the Dominion to be carpeted throughout" and the only theatre in 

Dunedin to feature three separate levels of seating (Knewstubb, 1974, p. l ). In terms of size and 

grandeur, it would have rivalled the average American picture palace. 

Figure 13: The King Edward Theatre (later the Mayfair), South Dunedin's principal movie theatre (Source: Hocken 
Library). 

The Empire on George Street boasted "magnificent decor" throughout and was expanded to 

,. house 2,500 patrons, who could all be seated within 15 minutes during busy weekend sessions 

(Dungey, "Going to the pictures in their heyday highlight of the week", Otago Daily Times, 4 

Feb. 1999 p.71). On the next rung down were more intimate inner-city theatres such as Queens, 

Alhambra and Octagon Theatre. The latter, situated on the site which is now occupied by the 
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Hoyt's complex, comfortably seated several hundred filmgoers on two levels, featuring a curving 

balcony and high lavishly-decorated ceiling. The entertainment district had its focal point at 

Dowling Street, East of Princes Street, where during the 1920s there could be found six theatres 

in the immediate proximity. Further out of the Central Business District was the Grand, built 

during World War I and situated several blocks down Princes Street, and the Plaza on George 

Street, the only movie theatre at the time to be situated north of the Octagon. 

Finally, there were theatres to service Dunedin's suburbs which already stretched well south of 

the city centre and north towards Port Chalmers. Most notable was the King Edward (later the 

Mayfair) Theatre which served the thousands of suburban dwellers in South Dunedin, along with 

two smaller theatres, Glasgow Theatre and Arcade Picture Palace. Mosgiel had the Metro 

Theatre, Port Chalmers had four theatres during cinema's heyday between the wars (Rudd, 

"Early Dunedin audiences watch film industry flicker into life", Otago Daily Times Magazine, 4 

Feb. 2006, p.3), Roslyn got a cinema in 1919 and even Green Island had the Municipal Theatre, 

a small theatre converted from an old public hall, in the same manner as many small-town 

American theatres (Knewstubb, 1974, pp.14-15). As such Dunedin represents something of a 

microcosm of American cities of the time: while its population numbered less than 100,000 

compared with the millions who inhabited America's large industrial centres, there were 

comfortably enough theatres showing films at any given times, catering to both the urban and 

suburban dwellers, the wealthy and the poor, the young and the old. This range and variety 

reflected the appeal of cinema at the time: as in the United States, it was virtually universal. 
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5.4: "MIDDLE-AGED CONTENT": DUNEDIN IN THE 1920s 

It is fitting that cinema came to be a normalised part of Dunedin's social fabric in the 1920s, as it 

~ coincides with a time in which the city itself had arrived at a period of "middle-aged content", as 

Kenneth McDonald phrased it. By the middle of the decade, the population was recording slow 

growth, at just over 85,000 in 1926, while provincial Otago's population was steady if not in 

slight decline (McDonald, 1965, p.321). This is not to say that Dunedin was neither busy nor 

prosperous during the 1920s. The explosion in motor vehicle purchases hinted at the increasing 

disposable income of its residents: from just 568 registered vehicles in 1916, the period 1924-28 

alone saw 7,105 cars, trucks and motorcycles imported into Dunedin (Knight, 1984, p.63). 

McDonald reports that "increasingly taxis, light vans and heavy lorries were elbowing the horses 

~- off the streets and creating new problems of traffic" (McDonald, 1965, p.312). 

Undoubtedly the single largest social event to take place in Dunedin was the South Seas 

International Exhibition of 1925, for which Henry Gore was once again on hand to document 

• faithfully on film. During the two previous years, public works were undertaken to ensure the 

:, 
exhibition ran smoothly and the city was able to accommodate the influx of visitors. A new 

tramline was laid down on Albany Street to ferry people from George Street to the venue at 

Logan Park and a new highway was constructed east of the Central Business District, both 

opening the day before the exhibition commenced. Its size and importance dwarfed any other 

earlier event to occur in Dunedin before it, a point which Knight makes keenly: 

> 

From 1923 there was continual activity preparing for the New Zealand and South Seas 
International Exhibition, Dunedin, which opened ... at 2.30pm at Logan Park on 
November 17, 1925. There can be no doubt about the gaiety of the occasion the total 
attendance being 3,200,498, a number of people greater than the population of New 
Zealand (Knight, 1984, p.54). 
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Knight reports that the exhibition was a tremendous success for Dunedin on a number of fronts, 

not least in helping boost post-war morale of its residents: 

The financial advantage to Dunedin is difficult to assess, but the benefit must have been 
considerable in advertisement, goodwill, expansion of trade, and in serving to pull the 
country out of the doldrums of the post-war years (Knight, 1984, p.88). 

Knight concludes his report on the exhibition by mentioning that "it is probably true that during 

these years, regattas, festivals and fetes of all sorts were popular [but] that the cinema reigned in 

entertainment" (Knight, 1984, p.88). Hindsight provides us with a rose-tinted, optimistic picture 

of 1920s Dunedin which had achieved stability following decades of relative upheaval that 

followed the gold rush and rapid urbanisation. For the most part its residents lived in comfort, 

aware that the growth of the nation's three other main cities was comfortably outstripping its 

own. The 1911 census in fact showed that Auckland's population was in fact growing at two

and-a-halftimes the rate of Dunedin's (Fraser, 1912, p.15). But in Knight's words, "according to 

overwhelming opinion, the summer days were cloudless" (Knight, 1984, p.88), hinting at the 

contentment that Dunedinites seemed to share at the time. Cinema had finally achieved a 

position as the dominant mass entertainment medium, a status that few film pioneers could have 

envisaged three decades hence. Its popularity at the time was inextricably linked to events in 

Hollywood: most notably, the emergence of star worship. 

5.5: STAR WORSHIP AND THE SPECTRE OF CENSORSHIP 

The popularity of cinema in Dunedin increased unabated in the post-war years. Whilst it 

remained the inexpensive and universally-accessible medium of entertainment that it had always 
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been, a new development in industry dynamics further enhanced its drawing power and ushered 

in a more symbiotic relationship between film makers and filmgoers. The emergence of star 

worship saw actors and actresses assume cult status among audiences, their success ( and 

accordingly, the success of the studio to which they were signed up) dependent upon their degree 

of popularity amongst movie audiences of the time. As film scholar Samantha Barbas writes, fan 

mail and audience feedback became a "barometer" for the large studios such as Metro-Goldwyn

Mayer to shape "hundreds of actors into glamorous, captivating celebrities (Barbas, 2001, 

p.137). 

As early as the 1900s, curious fans wrote to studios and publications demanding behind-the

scenes information about the world behind the camera. In 1910, when the film industry 

"responded by revealing and publicising actors' identities, fans' prayers were answered ... the 

motion picture star system was born" (Barbas, 2001, p.33). By the 1920s, actors had become the 

main draw card of films, attracting millions of adoring fans to each and every feature in which 

they appeared. Recognising the commercial potential of this new phenomenon, studios sought to 

ensure there were stars to cater for fans of all different genres: comedy had Chaplin and Buster 

Keaton; westerns had Hoot Gibson and Buck Jones while drama had Rudolph Valentino and 

Richard Barthelmess. 

Where star worship was concerned, a mutually-beneficial relationship existed between film 

makers and filmgoers. Producers readily churned out a constant supply of films starring 

audience favourites, knowing that they would attract strong a box office showing solely on the 

basis of the star character's mass appeal. In a sense, they were able to "lock in" a large number 

of fans for each film, who were guaranteed to attend regardless of the film's merits. Equally, 

studios who did not secure the signature of big-name actors were suddenly vulnerable to 
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incurring the wrath of expectant film audiences, indicating the emergence of a new 

producer/audience dynamic: 

Although studios ultimately determined the content of films as well as the methods of star 
publicity, their decisions were often guided by fans. Concerned with profits and public 
opinion, they frequently altered casting, production and marketing decisions in response 
to fans' requests and complaints ... contrary to what is often assumed, fans and the film 
industry shared a relationship of mutual power and influence (Barbas, 2001, p.33) 

The rise of star worship was emblematic of a general shift in film content from instructional to 

purely entertainment-based. The earliest films were documentaries, merely the product of film 

makers rushing to produce moving pictures of wildly varying content, be it a street scene, a 

mime act or a gondola ride. Even up to and during the war, documentary material of soldiers 

marching and battle scenes proved popular for their impressive scale and patriotic value. By the 

1920s, however, the purely educational film had long since run its course with the general public, 

who demanded to be entertained in an increasingly more eye-catching manner. As Harrison 

states, ''the exhibition of such instructional pictures had not proved particularly profitable, 

especially after the novelty wore off and the public acquired a taste for something a little more 

spectacular" (Harrison, 1974, p.105). 

In part, this desire for ''the spectacular" can again be traced back to the effects of World War I on 

the public psyche. The wartime climate of gloom did not immediately abate at the conclusion of 

the war in November 1918. Its effects lingered for many years, particularly among returned 

soldiers and families who had lost friends and loved ones - given the small size and tightness of 

the community at the time, the war touched the entire population to a certain degree. As 

Harrison contends, "in the prevalent post-war disillusionment most people sought escape and the 

films emanating from Hollywood obligingly offered substitutes for life" (Harrison, 1974, p.103). 
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This escapist pleasure was derived through representations of characters and situations far 

removed from the typically humble surroundings of everyday 1920s life. Often this meant that 

films rejected traditional notions of conservatism and moral expediency in favour of 

misadventure and scandal: 

Sex and sensation became the pivotal features of most Hollywood films during the 
twenties, condoning the breakdown of marriage as an institution and the questioning of 
responsibilities until now conceded to be necessary to family life (Harrison, 197 4, p. l 04 ). 

Barbara Brookes underlines the subversive nature of new American films in a New Zealand 

context: 

Film gave a powerful authority to certain ideas about the body, clothing and appropriate 
forms of behaviour. American film ... was particularly explicit in exploiting sexuality 
and sensuality. American films also subverted many Protestant norms concerning 
gender, appropriate behaviour and sex. Rendering sex and pleasure synonymous - and it 
was a theme in popular New Zealand novels at the time-was subversive in complex 
ways (Brookes et. al, 2003, p.183). 

Not surprisingly, in light of the comparatively high moral standards adhered to at the time, the 

dubious practices observed in many new Hollywood titles drew considerable criticism. The 

Church and public interest groups - many of whom had denounced cinema as frivolous and 

morally-bankrupt from the outset in the nineteenth century - "wailed, fearing the worst" once 

again made themselves heard in an attempt to raise the standard of films exhibited (Brookes et. 

al, 2003, p.183). A number of prominent public figures voiced their displeasure to parliament 

and called for cinema to be used in a more educational and instructive manner. Among them 

was one G.M. Thompson, who argued that cinema had introduced "noxious elements which are 

tending to destroy the moral sense of so many young persons" and was "lowering the morale of 

young people" (Harrison, 1974, p. 105). A similar situation arose Australia, where, according to 
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film historian Anne Bittner, "the preponderance of American films depicting the American way 

oflife together with American values and attitudes was of great concern to the moral lobbyists" 

(Bittner, 2004, p.53). Opponents of cinema argued that Westerns glorified lives of crime and 

lawlessness while vilifying authority figures. The latter was an issue highlighted by police who, 

in dealing with a spate of juvenile crime, "found that something over ten per cent of the boys had 

got their inspiration directly from the picture shows" (Harrison, 1974, p.107). 

Never before in New Zealand had an entertainment medium been the cause of such uproar, yet it 

seemed the concerns of police and others were at least partially valid. A resolution to the issue 

of censorship (or lack thereof) proved difficult to come by, particularly as film exhibitors were 

crafty and knew what aspects of films would prove sufficiently exciting for audiences while 

avoiding the censors' ire. And although the exclusion of all children from theatres after 9pm was 

a common practice, this proved difficult to police among teenage audiences. P.A Harrison 

describes an incident from an unnamed Dunedin cinema, a scenario likely to have been repeated 

elsewhere in the country: 

... an advertisement for a film stated that no girl under sixteen years of age would be 
admitted. The immediate, and predictable, result was that the theatre was rushed by 
schoolgirls, all with their hair up, so as nobody could say if they were under age. 
Unfortunately every spicy or objectionable part had been removed from the film; the girls 
were disappointed and the proprietor a little richer (Harrison, 1974, p.108). 

Eventually the government was pressured into toughening its stance on film censorship. In a 

May 1921 statement, the Department of Internal Affairs stated that "any film or portion thereof 

in which thieving, robbery, murder or suicide is made the feature of such film shall not be passed 

for exhibition, but this is not to apply to classical works" ( quoted in Harrison, 1974, p.109). 

Even cinema's most puritanical critics, however, could see that the popularity of cinema owed 
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much to its scope for escapism and with the industry steadily booming, there was little 

censorship could do to curtail its prevalence . 

5.6: THE EMERGING THREAT OF RADIO 

There was, however, one potential threat to cinema's dominance to arise during this period. 

Radio broadcasting, formerly a site of experimentation amongst universities and scientists, 

became a publically-accessible phenomenon from the early 1920s onwards. Radio historian 

Mark Pegg claims that radio "could be seen as a means for affecting a reduction of interest or 

participation in leisure activities outside the home" (Pegg, 1983, p.197) and as such, represented 

direct competition for the public's favour. Radio's first day in the sun in New Zealand came in 

1922 when stations broadcast results of general elections to local areas. St Kilda resident Jamie 

Gillon recalls rejoicing at the local result on his brand new radio: 

A chap living next door to us came back from Australia ... he brought back a couple [ of 
radios] and we were one of the first in the street to get one. And then the election results 
came on ... the Labour Party managed to have a sweeping victory. That was a highlight 
for the whole area I think, everybody was Labour ( quoted in interview with Jamie Gillon, 
St. Kilda Memory Bank, 8 April 1991 ). 

A year later, the government introduced regulations instructing broadcasts to adhere to "an 

educative or entertainment character such as news lectures, useful information, religious 

services, musical or elocutionary entertainment and other items of general interest that might be 

approved by the Minister from time to time" ( quoted in Mackay, 1953, p.21 ). The Radio 

Broadcasting Company ofNew Zealand was established and by 1926 there were 21,000 licensed 
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listeners nationwide, with that number increasingly rapidly in following years (Mackay, 1953, 

p.23). 

Just as motion pictures did to the live forms of entertainment that preceded them, radio 

broadcasts threatened to eat into cinema's domination of mass entertainment by way of its 

accessibility and novelty value. While radio suffered in comparison with cinema's ability to 

spark the imagination, it had the advantage of being accessible from one's own home at any time 

during the day, for a modest annual fee. The real time nature of radio broadcasts brought with 

them a sense of immediacy that cinema crucially lacked. Former radio man Ian K. Mackay 

hailed the Radio Broadcasting Company's commitment to bringing important events to listeners' 

attention live as they happened, often in collaboration with other stations: 

' . 

When it came to outside broadcasts and re-broadcasts from overseas the company 
achieved some notable successes: public functions, Ranfurly Shield matches, first 
Tasman crossing of the Southern Cross in 1928, the Murchison Earthquake 1929, the 
Napier earthquake 1931 were some of the highlights ... the company desired to feature 
sporting commentaries as part of the regular programme schedule, and arrangements 
were made for actual broadcasts from racing and trotting meetings (Mackay, 1953, p.25). 

,>-

' . 
Initial fears that the presence of radio broadcasts would discourage listeners from attending 

meetings and events in favour of staying home were unfounded: in fact, Mackay declares that 

radio, "far from bringing any decline, has injected life into many new spheres". One such 

example was the Church, which eventually discovered radio to be an effective means by which 

to proselytise, for "in church, preachers addressed the already converted, whereas radio enabled 

,. 

T 

-~ them to reach the masses outside" (Mackay, 1953, p.28). Within a few short years, the full 

potential of radio in New Zealand was apparent: even more pervasive and accessible than 

" cinema, not to mention cheaper and more convenient, it had quickly become a keen competitor 

with the movies for a share ofDunedinites' leisure time. 
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Owing to the paucity of data and observations that have survived to present day, it is difficult to 

ascertain the extent to which radio affected the popularity of cinema locally. However, we can 

arrive at some conclusions by drawing upon the experiences of people elsewhere and what we 

know about radio's influence in Dunedin. As it happened, the two forms of mass entertainment 

media eventually found themselves co-existing happily, much as they do to this day. No doubt 

this lies in small part due to cinema's saturation of the entertainment market compared with radio 

- in radio's earliest days the number of households which owned a set was relatively small. 

Furthermore, the home-bound nature of radio also meant that the two were seldom competing 

directly for people's leisure time. Pegg concludes that in its early days, radio was "a great solace 

to the housebound, the aged, the sick and the handicapped". Obviously, there were people who 

would not have had the option of going to the movies anyway. (Pegg, 1983, p.196) . 

Radio was also essentially a family-centric leisure pursuit, in stark contrast to the movie going 

which, to the younger generation in particular, was a highly social activity that revolved as much 

around the shared experience of being with friends as it did the quality of the films themselves. 

Jim Walker remembers his experiences of film going as a young man as important social events: 

"the place to meet [for] boys or young blokes coming to town was Jacob's Comer" (quoted in 

interview with Jim Walker, St. Kilda Memory Bank, 19 July 1991). As has been discussed, the 

lure of the moving pictures for youngsters lay in the appeal of its lead actors and the escapist 

value in the roles they portrayed. As a purely aural medium (and one which was heavily 

regulated by the government from 1926 onwards), radio wielded no such powers of fantasy with 

which to entrance audiences. Nor would it ever do so, since radio was earmarked by its 

regulatory body to be employed primarily for instructional means. Therefore, the initial threat 

of radio to its only competitor in the mass entertainment medium was never realised to any great 
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extent. Competing in different social spaces and for different audiences, radio and cinema both 

found a place for themselves in the lives and leisure times of Dunedin residents. It was not until 

television sets began appearing in lounge rooms in the 1960s that the cinema was to find its 

dominance of the market seriously challenged. Throughout the 1920s, though, it remained the 

biggest and brightest show in town . 

The 1920s were a time in which cinema completed its maturation process, from one-time 

amusing novelty to a permanent and well-established form of mass entertainment. By the end of 

the 1920s, Dunedinites had acquired a film-habit along similar lines to filmgoers throughout the 

western world. Cinema was a preferred pastime for locals from all walks of life, particularly the 

young. As with American theatres, class distinction was fairly irrelevant to the film going 

experience, although there were theatres to cater for the full socioeconomic spectrum, from the 

grandeur of The Empire to the modest suburban theatres such as the King Edward. The act of 

film going, too, was unrecognisable with that of cinema's infant years. No longer did the 

entertainment begin and end with the screening itself and no longer were audiences forced to 

endure unpleasant and stuffy conditions in which to spend their leisure time. Furthermore, the 

nature of the films they attended also reflected the swift development of the industry and the 

public's desire to be wowed and exhilarated. As historians such as Knight may reflect upon 

Dunedin's maturation into a modest, middle-aged city, cinema too had found its place as the 

most popular and treasured leisure activity within it. 
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CONCLUSION 

The first thirty years of cinema in Dunedin were also its most eventful. In a comparatively short 

time, it ascended from a passing novelty to the city's dominant form of entertainment. In this 

regard, it mirrors the swift development of cinema worldwide; however, patterns of film going 

differed greatly here to those of North America and Europe. Whereas cinema initially flourished 

in the nickelodeons and store front theatres of American cities, Dunedin audiences relied on the 

entrepreneurial spirit of travelling showmen to bring the new and exciting medium of cinema 

sporadically to their city. Likewise did the social experience of cinema differ greatly: going to 

the movies was typically considered a grand occasion and the highlight of many Dunedinites' 

week. The large disparity in audience experience of film between tum-of-the-century New 

Zealand and the developed nations either side of the Atlantic problematises the use of the 

"American model" of development and requires that it be studied with the backdrop of Otago's 

unique history in mind. 

The first motion picture audiences found themselves clutching for superlatives, such was their 

astonishment and marvel at the new medium being presented before them. Perhaps for this 

reason - that film proved to be entertaining beyond the wildest imagination of the nineteenth 

century local - cinema was looked upon as a novelty in its early years; a sporadic visitor 

compared with live vaudeville and musical acts which could be enjoyed nightly in town. The 

long term success of the movies was wholly dependent on its ability to thrill audiences anew 

every time they viewed them; therefore the pressure was on producers and exhibitors constantly 

to improve upon their product. As technology improved and filming on location became easier, 

so too did the films become more eye catching. Audiences of the early twentieth century were 
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treated to close up views of erupting volcanoes, for example, and comedic short stories usually 

involving an anonymous man's humorous misadventures. 

Cinema was evolving at a rapid pace, and so too was the manner in which it was being received 

in Dunedin and other New Zealand cities. Wealthy businessmen replaced the travelling 

showmen as the disseminators of movies, setting up chains and building ( or in some case 

converting) grand, ornate movie theatres capable of seating thousands for a price between one 

and three shillings a seat. More than just viewing the films, going to the movies became an 

experience in itself. It was an opportunity to socialise, meet friends - and even enjoy a drink in 

the interval - all in the comfort of one of many theatres to be found within the Central Business 

District. 

Directly and indirectly, the First World War was to have a profound impact upon Dunedin 

cinema, much more so than in American cities where the war had little effect on daily lives. The 

movies themselves played an important role in boosting morale on the home front, both by 

depicting New Zealand troops in an heroic light (often they were filmed marching on their way 

to board ships en route to distant battlefields) and by providing a couple of hours' relief from the 

worries associated with the wartime. In 1917, John Brown hailed ''the tremendous effectiveness 

of motion picture entertainment in relieving the mind, in turning it toward a dream world where 

all the injustices and discrepancies ofreal life were adjusted" (quoted in Harrison, 1974, p.67). 

Meanwhile, the newly formed film industry benefitted from the difficulty that theatres faced in 

securing live acts during the war, with greater amounts of film imported to fill the void in 

entertainment left by the decline in shows. 
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The post-war climate was to change dramatically as well. Wartime strains upon resources in 

Britain and France, coupled with the American industry's westward migration to Hollywood, 

established the United States as the unchallenged dominant player in the distribution market. As 

I ,. a result, Hollywood's influence became all-pervasive as the phenomenon of star worship gripped 

local audiences and a whole generation of youngsters became hooked on American films' 
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escapist fantasies. By the time ''talkies" arrived in the late 1920s to add a whole new dimension 

to cinema, film going was a normalised part of the average Dunedin local' s life, signifying the 

end of a thirty-year period which began with cinema considered as a passing novelty. 

Unfortunately, this project contributes to a field that ofresearch that is largely incomplete. 

While audience studies of American cinema date as far back as the 1920s, until quite recently 

very little attention has been given to the experiences of audiences in New Zealand cities and 

towns. Studies of the cinema industry, its main players and the venues themselves have been 

thoroughly conducted, yet very few academics to date have researched the experience of cinema 

from the other side of the lens. Clearly, any audience study would be more difficult to conduct 

here than in America or Europe. Compared to the aforementioned film markets, our local market 

is just a fraction of the size and accordingly, the body ofliterature and historical recount dating 

back a century is not nearly as vast. Historians could never hope to tell a complete history of 

cinema in New Zealand from this period, since very little information and data was ever 

gathered, and much of what was recorded has been lost over time. 

Nevertheless, this project demonstrates not only that it is possible to draw up an outline of the 

development of cinema even in this remote comer of the world, but also highlights the 

importance of doing so as part of mapping our social history. The scope for further research in 

the field of New Zealand film going is almost limitless. The natural progression from this 
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project would of course be to pick up where it left off and conduct similar research for the next 

period of Dunedin cinema, beginning with the advent of"talkies" and investigating the evolution 

of cinema for the next few decades, taking in the advent of the World War II film and the severe 

threat that television brought to the cinema industry. Given that the literature dating :from this 

period is more abundant and first person accounts of film going far more readily available, such 

research would doubtless uncover more conclusive and definitive findings than the research 

undertaken in this project. A full history of film going in Dunedin, from 1896 to the present day, 

would contribute greatly to the social history of the city as well as being of intrinsic value to its 

residents. 

Second, this thesis provides a template for research into the audience studies of other New 

Zealand cities and towns. While each city will have its own unique background and character 

traits informing the film habit of its audiences, it will have been shaped by the same exterior 

forces as Dunedin-namely important world events such as World War I and the advent of 

Hollywood domination. There is much to be explored in the relationship between movie going 

in the city and the country. During Hollywood's heyday of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, even the 

most modest country towns had at least one centrally located cinema. Likewise, there is much 

evidence to suggest that the travelling showmen who toured their films around the country in the 

early twentieth century established regular circuits in these towns, appropriating sheds, public 

halls, or whatever they deemed suitable for a night of cinematic entertainment. This project 

could be expanded upon by exploring the cinematic history of Otago' s secondary centres -

Milton, Mosgiel, Queenstown, and so forth - to provide an overarching picture of cinema in 

Otago and flesh out the similarities and differences associated with film going in town and 

country. This thesis - and other similar projects which have been conducted in recent years 
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throughout Australasia - could provide the grounding for a research project on almost any city or 

town in New Zealand, provided there is sufficient archived information to draw up a blueprint 

for how cinema developed within it. 

While it is clear that much work remains to be done in the field of New Zealand audience study, 

this project should at least provide a starting point - and hopefully an inspiration- for other 

historical projects around the country. On its own, it stands as a valuable insight into the life and 

leisure activities of a past generation ofDunedinites. We now have reasonable insight into what 

films they watched, where they went to watch them and how the experience of going to the 

movies affected them and the social development of the city. From its humble beginnings in 

Wain's Hotel in November 1896, cinema gradually became an important aspect of the city's 

dynamics and, fittingly, arrived at a period of maturation just as the city itself did in the 1920s. 

Along the way, its capacity to thrill and inform, to delight and instruct and - most importantly -

its ability to spark the imagination of an audience so vastly separated by distance from the rest of 

the world, established it as the city's first medium of mass entertainment. Yet even though 

cinema was as enthusiastically received here as it was in cities across America and Europe, 

research has shown that the manner in which local audiences took to cinema was far different to 

the experiences of our "old world" counterparts and indeed, unique to this city. 
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APPENDIX A: MAP OF DUNEDIN CINEMAS, 1896-1928 
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Key 

A= Plaza (1913 onwards) 

B = Regent ( 1928 onwards) 

C = Octagon (1912 onwards) 

D = Burns Hall (1898-1912) 

E = Queens (1912 onwards) 

F = Empire (1916 onwards) 

G = Garrison Hall (1896-1902, 1906-1908) 

H =Alhambra/Kings (1898-1921) 

I= Everybody's (1915 onwards) 

J = Salon Cinematographe (1896) 

K = Princess (1897 -1914) 

L = Grand (1915 onwards) 

M = His Majesty's (1904 - 1911) 
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