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universe characterized by constant pratfalls and
incessant destruction.

LAURENT LE FORESTIER

migration/immigration: USA

Although ostensibly acknowledged, ithe einer-
gence of early cinema and the phenomena of
turn-of-the-20th-century migrations are pro-
foundly interrelated: their threads span from
social and economic history to racial politics and
film aesthetics. The historical appearance of
moving pictures coincided, in fact, with an
increasing network of commercial transactions
and movement of goods and peoples connecting
industrially developed countries with each other
and with underdeveloped ones. Whereas the
international circulation of films influenced the
development of most national cinemas, migra-
tions had their most significant cultural impact in
the USA. Here the influx of new populations
deeply affected every cultural realm, including
popular entertainments. From its inception, then,
early cinema constantly and variously inter-
pellated the multinational and multiracial fabric
of American society. And it did so by asserting
the moral and cultural superiority of American
culrure and lifestyle through more or less overt
displays of racialized nationalism.

Traditional scholarship on early American
cinema has dealt with “migrants” mainly as
European immigrants. In the USA, however,
migration was a historically broader and more
complex affair, inclusive of domestic dimensions.
Between 1890 and 1915, a staggering fourteen
million southemn and eastern Europeans arrived in
the USA; from 1850 to World War 1, approxi-
mately one million Asians (Japanese, Chinese,
Koreans, Filipinos, and Indians), despite nurnerous
restrictions, landed on the West Coast; through
the imposition of a border, more than a million’
Mexicans and Mexican-Americans found them-
selves to be “migrants” in a new country. Fur-
thermore, thousands of African-Americans (the
figure reached app_roxirnately a half million after
1916) had begun moving northbound to arban
environments away from the rural South.

At the turn of the 20th century, the USA was
thus a nation of migrants facing racial and cultural
diversity at home and abroad. Domestically
engaged in nativist debates over eugenic taxo-
normnies, post-slavery interracial relationships, and
compatibility between foreign nationalities and
American citizenship, the countty was also
proudly conducting imperialistic wars in Asia and
the Caribbean. The public emphasis of an all-
American identity, indeed an Anglo-Saxon one,
was both enhanced and threatened by the
increased domestic visibility of foreigners and
former slaves. Early cinema was closely imbricated
in these charged public debates. In brief, migrants
to and within the USA inflected early American
cinema’s ideclogical, aesthetic, and social fabric,
by patterning films’ subject matter, genses, repre-
sentational patterns, styles, and stars’ identity—
both on- and off-screen. In addition, movie-going
among foreigners, blacks, and their descendents
contributed to defining the public nature of
cinema during its decisive formative years and its

-establishment as the most affordable national

pastime. _
From early on the film industry’s own ideoclo-
gical self-posturing praised the new medium for it
“universal” appeal and intelligibility in the face
of former slaves’ and newcomers’ seriking cultural
and linguistic diversity. Yet, both film industry and
traditional historiography have constantly hailed
cinema as a visual esperanto precisely for, and not
in spite of, its American character. Consequently,
American film history has claimed that from its
origins American cinema welcomed, addressed
and, ultimately, encouraged the integrarion of
foreign and unassimilated constituencies. This
has often hindered the radical methodological
challenges presented by migrations, as it bas
undermined the resilient diversity of people’s
movements and cultural exchanges. ‘
Specifically, film historiography has focused o
three primary realms: production, reception, and

- representation. Firstly, ilm accounts have regularly

underscored the non-American origins of most
early film producers and distributors. Carl
Laemmle, William Fox, Adolph Zukor, Sam
Goldwyn, Louis B. Mayer, and others were mostly
Jewish entrepreneurs from eastern Europe and
Russia who found themselves excluded from




established lines of business. They shaped early
cinema’s business practices, before and after the
industry moved to Hollywood; even more sig-
nificantly, they contributed to the development of
film narratives centered on a proud all-American
identity.

Secondly, both early and recent film historio-
graphy has emphasized the extraordinary diversity
of early film audiences, crowding nickelodeons of
large urban centers, where cinema emerged and
consolidated itself as prime popular entertainment.
Quite detrimentally, however, the lack of proper
consideration for African-American film com-
mentaries and for forms of evidence produced in
languages other than English has prevented many
scholars from reading American films against the
grain of audiences’ multicultural loyalties and
multinational origins. For instance, disregarding
such sources as the black and the ethnic press,
monocultural and monoglottistic studies of film
reception, coupled with a persistent methodologi-
cal privilege of films’ semiotic significance, have
supported the notion that American cinema amal-
pamated the reception of most, if not all its spec-
tators. Recent works on Jewish, Iwalian, and
African- American spectators and on such diverse
reception venues from neighborhood halls and
variety shows to foreign and multilingual stages
and ghetto theaters have openly questioned this
common interpretation. From a spectatorial view-
point, American cinema elicited what, with refer-
to African-American Anna
Everett has called “processes of wranscoding.”
Among immigrants and former slaves, these mod-
em and communal dynamics of acculturation
supported new forms of cultural and racial identity,
through mongrelizing operations of re-positioning,
complicity, and self-expression.

Thirdly, cinema studies recently has begun to
examine how early film narratives represented
national and racial others—from immigrants to
former slaves to native Americans—in stories of
economic misery, criminal inclinations, moral
dilemmas, and problematic adaptration to Amet-
ican civic and ethical values. In the midst of
domestic Anglo-Saxonist crusades against migra-
tions and in support of overseas expansionist
Campaigns, US culture at large addressed the
potential loyalty of these “dissonant” groups. For

ence reception,
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decades, Ametican theater, vaudeville, literature,
and music had engaged in such racist practices as
racial impersonations, whether in comedies or
crime stories, stage black minstrelsy, and even
slave narratives {often composed by former mas-
ters and white authors). Moving pictures con-
tinued these controversial practices, and this
persistence determined the racialness, or intrinsic
racial quality, of the American filmic image.
Because tum-of-the-20th-century discourses and
theorizations of race were connected inextricably
to the -phenomena of intemational and domestic
resettlements, the critical trope of “migrations”
may bridge the long established divide opposing
discussions of film representations of white vs.
non-white populations.

In the heat of the post-1880s waves of immi-
gration from Southemn and Eastern Europe, in fact,
scientific and political arguments converged in a
common preoccupation about the biological
effects of this exodus for the American republic.
Cosmopolitan in scope, but jingoistic in purpose,
these research enterprises compared world races
throughout history with the presumed Anglo-
American distinctiveness. The resulting eugenic
program produced a multitude of racial taxonomies
and hierarchies rather than a simple white/non-
white juxtaposition, as it correlated racial stocks
with inhererit national and cultural qualities
and scales of human development and worth.
European, but also Asian, Mexican, and African-
American populations were thus divided in terms
of outer physical traits, from craniology to hair type
and skin color, but also in terms of nationa! and
community predispositions, such as crimninal atti-
tudes, literacy, and civic stance toward Anglo-
Saxon Americanism.

After the mid-1910s, the growing migration of
blacks from the South and the arrival of populations
of African descent from the Caribbean supported
the emergence of the New Negro Movement, with
its race riots, labor strife, and visible protests, which
engendered, in historian Matthew Pratt Guterl's
words, “a national mass culture obsessed with the
‘Negro’ as the foremost social threat.” Up until that
point, however, the composite power of the
aforementioned racial distinctions was not at ail
subservient to color-based paranoid fears and lega-
lized civic discriminations. Writing at the height of
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Furopean immigrants in nativist narratives dis-
playing their questionable assimilative qualifica-
tions for citizenship of, in Matthew Frye Jacobson's
words, their “probatory whiteness,” a status that
was constantly denied to African-Americans,
Latinos, Asian-Americans, and Native Americans.
Recent work on female stars’ white ethnicities has
Jhown how Euro-American actors could differently
activate assimilation myths and enable forms of
characterization, spectatorial identification, and
moral closure denied to other racialized groups.

When read through the broad lens of migra-
tions, the modernity of early American cinema
appears to be defined by the encounters, exchan-
ges, and conflicts of people of allegedly different
racial background, on- and off-screen. Namely, this
modernity is constituted by the heavily commer-
cialized imbrications between national and racial
difference on the one side and the so-called
mainstream culture on the other. “Migrant com-
munities” were visibly coded and differentiated in
narrative, representational, and socio-spectatorial
terms by the very American power game of racial
identities and national loyalties as well as racial
loyalties and national identities.

See also: audiences: surveys and debates; black
cinema, USA; colonialism: Europe; ethnographic
films; imperiatism: USA; Pathé Cinematograph;
racial segregarion: USA; white slave films
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Milano Films

Milano Films emerged on December 1909 from
the financially oubled SAFFI-Comerio (formerly
Comerio Films). A national market crisis and
SAFFI-Comerio’s own ambitious projects, parti-
cularly a spectacular adaptation of Italy’s quintes-
sential literary classic, Dante’s Divine Comedy, had
proved fatal. By contrast, Milano became a most -
exemplary Italian company, defined by great
financial possibilities and grand plans of cultural
uplift.

Backed by capital of the local aristocracy and
not just the emerging Milanese industrial bour-
geoisie, Milano Films had the most modern and
well-equipped film studios in Italy. Its owners
and administrators shared a common didactic
aspiration to establish a pational cultural hege-
mony and foster a sense of national identity.




