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The lecturer undoubtedly was an important sonic presence in many moving pictures 
presentations during the first decades of cinema history. At the time, the figure of the lecturer 
appeared under many different names, such as conférencier, bonimenteur, crieur, Erklärer, 
Rezitator, explicateur, declarateur, illustrator etc., not to forget the Japanese benshi, to list just 
a few of the designations that were used. Since the 1990s, this phenomenon has become the 
object of a number of studies in different countries, often in relation to other sonic elements of 
early film screenings.2 
 
The practice of lecturing, in turn, is commonly considered to have its roots in magic lantern 
shows, which generally were presented by someone standing next to the screen, often with a 
pointing stick, and commented on the projected images.3 From a media historical perspective, 
both the emerging medium of cinema and the “historical art of projection” are part of the history 
of screen practice.4 As Martin Loiperdinger states: “When it was introduced, cinematograph 
shows and lantern shows shared the screen. […] Furthermore, lantern and cinematograph shows 
shared sound: live music, imitations of noises and comments spoken by the lecturer or film 
narrator.”5 
 
Yet, despite these obvious similarities between lantern and film lecturers, several authors have 
pointed out significant differences. Richard Crangle, in particular, critiqued the fact that 
“scholars of the early moving picture have tended to take for granted its formal and practical 
relationship with the magic lantern.”6  
 
Acknowledging the similarities between both, Crangle also lists four fundamental differences:7 
 

1. Lantern lecturers commented on a series of projected images that could be highly 
diverse, whereas a film presented “continuous pictures whose sequential logic did not 
necessarily depend on the accompanying commentary.”8  

2. Lantern lectures were mostly pre-scripted, sometimes in the form of a lantern reading 
provided by the producer or distributor, whereas comments on films seem to have been 
generally improvised. 

3. Lantern lecturers rather gave “an educative explanation of the views,”9 while moving 
pictures generally were presented as spectacle.10 

4. Presentation contexts and audiences differed: lecture halls, auditoriums, public meeting-
rooms etc. for the lantern, while films were predominantly shown in variety or 
vaudeville theatres, fairgrounds and later in movie theatres. 

 
One could add that while the lantern lecturer stayed in command as to when a new slide was 
projected, the moving picture lecturer had to adapt the length of the comments to the length of 
the scenes as well as the film as a whole and could not elaborate at will on a particular aspect. 
In analogy with Philippe Marion’s distinction between temporalities of media reception one 
could characterize the relation between a film and a comment as “homochronic,” meaning that 
the comment ideally runs in parallel with the scenes or shots. In a lantern performance, this 



relation is ‘heterochronic’ insofar as the timespan during which an image is projected is not 
pre-determined by the technology.11 
 
The relationship between lantern and film lecturers thus cannot be reduced to a simple 
genealogy, nor can both be separated simply along the lines of entertainment and education. In 
what follows, we would like to address firstly the diversity of lecture practices, which makes it 
difficult to find a single formula to characterize them. Subsequently, we will discuss various 
modes of image / word relations that can be found in contemporary sources. 
 
 
The Figure of the Lecturer 
 
It is important to understand that the term “lecturer” in English language publications at the 
time is not a homogenous concept. A spectacle such as the one advertised by “Professor Kœnig” 
in 1893 –  “With Lecture, Music and Songs; introducing Original Effects, (reg,) — Village 
Blacksmith, Wrecked and Rescued, Vesuvius, Flying Dutchman, Niagara, Switzerland, 
Charming Scenery on the Thames, the Four Seasons with grand effects, concluding with refined 
Comic and Amusing subjects” –  was obviously different from the nine popular lectures on 
travel subjects announced by the Beverley Photo Society in the same issue of the Optical Magic 
Lantern Journal, or a lecture given by someone who depended heavily on the printed reading 
accompanying a slide set.12 While “Professor Kœnig” clearly presented himself as a showman 
whose performance included multiple types of projected images, ranging from melodramatic 
narratives to travelogues and comic scenes, the lecturer at the Beverly Photo Society would 
certainly have tried to entertain the audience, but without the kind of professional showmanship 
that was expected from the “Professor.” And someone who simply stuck to the reading supplied 
by the producer of a set would not even have been considered a proper lecturer by the 
professionals in this field.13 
 
In 1895 an author signing his contribution as “The Showman” complained about audiences  
 

apparently being quite unable to distinguish between a lantern lecture, a lecture illustrated by 
lantern views, a variety entertainment “turn,” an exhibition of diapositives at a photographic 
society, a mission or other service at which the lantern is employed, or a show provided for the 
delectation of some Band of Hope children. None of these are in any sense lantern lectures 
[…].14 

 
Such distinctions between different types of lantern projections and the question whether or not 
they were to be considered lantern lectures from the point of view of a professional performer 
flag up another issue: when using the term “lecturer” as a historian, one designates a position 
within a performance context in a very general sense. Contemporaries such as “The Showman” 
and other contributors to the Optical Magic Lantern Journal, however, first and foremost 
referred to a specific professional category and excluded from this domain others who gave 
lectures in combination with slide projections but did not do so as performers.  
 
Similarly, lecturing practices for early film projections differed in accordance with the 
performance context. As Martin Barnier points out, lecturers in cinemas, who knew the tastes 
of their audience and could anticipate their reactions, were not in the same position as their 
fairground counterparts.15 Also, lecturers in a neighborhood cinema and those performing in a 
high-class theater in the city center obviously would have addressed their audiences differently. 
Lecturers in a tent on a fairground admitting 200 spectators did not work under the same 
conditions as those in establishments with ten times this seating capacity.16 Films presented as 
part of a music hall, vaudeville of variety theater program demanded yet another type of 



presentation. The traveling show-woman Madame Olinka, for instance, “had the habit of 
presenting each film from the stage of the theatre as it was shown, describing the images in 
stentorian tones that one reporter found ‘very original and strange’.”17 The individuality of 
Madame Olinka’s voice thus became an important feature of her cinematographic pictures act. 
 
A category of performers that is often neglected in historical studies are itinerant town hall 
showmen, as Vanessa Toulmin calls them. Joseph Garncarz uses the term Saalspieler as a 
German equivalent, while Blaise Aurora distinguishes between exploitants ambulants and 
exploitants itinérants, using the latter term for exhibitors showing films on fairgrounds.18 Such 
showmen generally projected films at a venue that normally was used for other purposes. They 
had to provide an evening’s entertainment and thus developed specific presentational strategies 
for that purpose.  
 

The stand-alone film or town hall showmen created an audience for their exhibitions by 
combining a policy of mass advertisement with a film program that was tailored to each locality. 
A fairground show, for example, lasted no more than fifteen minutes, whereas a town hall 
exhibition lasted up to two hours.19 

 
Showmanship undoubtedly played an important part in their performances, which also means 
that in the combination of lecture and projected image either may have been foregrounded 
alternatingly, depending on the dramaturgy of the show, not to mention the foregrounding of 
the performers’ personalities themselves.  
 
The lantern as well as the film lecturer, in other words, is a multiform figure. As an abstract 
category, the term refers to a specific activity – someone speaking to an audience, commenting 
on visual material – that can be considered as some sort of common grounding. Actual practices 
of lecturing, however, were extremely diverse and therefore need to be studied in their particular 
forms.  
 
 
Temporal Relations between Word and Image 
 
The default option for lecturing on both slides and films undoubtedly was to comment on the 
images while they were projected. Yet, other options were available. One lecturer, for instance, 
explained: 
 

I have sometimes found it answer well when lecturing on certain subjects, to give the lecture 
proper first, either from a complete manuscript, or from notes, and then to turn down the gas in 
the room and show the slides on the screen, as illustrations of what has been already said, with 
only a few words about each picture, pointing out what is especially noteworthy. Thus the 
audience gain first a general idea of the subject, and then when they know the outlines will more 
fully understand the details when they are pointed out.20 

 
G.-Michel Coissac, author of handbooks for projectionists and chief editor of the film and 
lantern journal Le Fascinateur, compared this way of lecturing to a publisher putting all the 
illustrations at the end of a book.21 He was rather critical of this approach, because then the 
lecturer had to once more summarize the lecture and thus made it longer, but hardly more 
interesting.22 Subsequently, Coissac equated lecturing while the images were projected to 
illustrations integrated into the text of a book. This he deemed efficient, as the spectators 
listened to the comments while looking at the screen. Yet there was a drawback: because of the 
darkness in the hall, the audience was unable to see the gestures and facial expressions of the 
speaker, while the latter could not observe the spectators’ reactions.23 Therefore Coissac 



favored a third mode, which however depended on the possibility to easily dim the lights or 
switch them on and off. The lecturer would in that case present a section of the talk, then have 
a series of slides projected to illustrate the matter while giving additional comments, resume 
the lecture etc.24 
 
Coissac’s reflections indicate that in configurations other than the default option, i.e. 
simultaneous presentation, the relation between the projected image and the verbal discourse 
could comprise several dimensions. The lecture as such potentially gained a certain autonomy 
with respect to the pictures, which in turn played a role other than simple illustrations, as were 
organized in units of their own that were related to, but not entirely integrated into, the oral 
performance.  
 
In a slightly later article, published in September 1911 in Ciné-Journal, Coissac addressed the 
issue of moving pictures as part of a lecture. According to him, and despite the pervasive 
presence of cinema in France by that time, film still “has stayed some kind of distraction and 
curiosity,” and therefore “it would be vain to talk while animated pictures are being projected: 
all attention is claimed by them.” And he added: “Moreover, it seems that these views chop off 
the syllables of the words [ces vues hachent les syllables des mots] one would like to apply to 
them.”25 So for Coissac, the attractional qualities of moving images were so powerful that a 
comment would not have much effect on the audience. His second remark seems to refer to the 
homochronic relation between the projected image and the words and suggests that a comment 
could not be developed sufficiently while the moving picture was on the screen, because it was 
as it were cut off by the following scene. By using the term “conférence” (lecture) Coissac 
evidently did not refer to the verbal explanations given by a lecturer in a movie theatre, whose 
practice indeed consisted in adapting the discourse to the length of the shots and the films, i.e. 
the “views”. Yet, his suggestions seem to not have referred exclusively to lectures on topics 
such as geography, biology, technology and the like. In the case of narrative films, too, Coissac 
deemed it preferable to let the moving pictures “speak for themselves:” 
 

Perfection consists in knowing how to use still and moving projections in combination. While 
the former are integrated as illustrations into the text, as part of an uninterrupted narrative, the 
latter are like plates published in a separate section of a book [hors-texte], speaking for 
themselves, while the lecturer as well as the audience can catch their breath. 
There are topics that the cinematograph can cover entirely and thus facilitate the lecturer’s 
task. […] Such as the cinematographic and lyrical story of Joan of Arc, which can be preceded 
by a lecture. Then, with recitatives and chants, the cinematograph will constitute the second 
part.26 

 
Coissac thus attributed to the cinematographic views the capacity to not only “speak for 
themselves” but also to “cover entirely” the topic at hand. Yet they were to be shown in 
combination with a lecture preceding them. They therefore did not simply provide illustrations 
of the lecture but rather were framed by it, while the lecturer still held the interpretative 
authority. 
 
Such hybrid performances that included both slides and films were not a dominant form of 
exhibition and occurred more often than not in other than theatrical screenings. They may have 
been more likely to be presented in other kinds of halls, such as the ones used by the itinerant 
showmen, Saalspieler and exploitants ambulants we alluded to earlier. They were not, however, 
limited to the earliest years of film exhibition. Not only did Coissac discuss the format as late 
as 1911 in his article, but it can in fact be found much later still, in particular in lectures given 
by travelers who had documented their journeys or expeditions in still and moving images.  
 



Among the various earlier examples one can refer to is Alfred John West’s Our Navy show 
from 1898 onwards, which was a “thematic entertainment [that] employed a naval narrative to 
combine lantern slides, films, music, and sound effects with a ‘descriptive commentary’ by a 
lecturer in order to create a ‘grand patriotic entertainment’.”27 Another example from the same 
period is Lyman Hakes Howe’s War-Graph presentations. His program  
 

listed individual motion picture subjects and indicated the two points at which groups of lantern 
slides were shown. ‘The display of pictures,’ wrote one reviewer, ‘is separated into groups with 
brief waits between groups for necessary explanations and to rest the eyes, thus affording a 
relief that is fully appreciated.’28  

 
This comment suggests that in Howe’s performance the verbal explanations did indeed precede 
the screening of the films and that the break also served to “rest the eyes.” It is unclear, though, 
whether there was a lecture accompanying the lantern slide projections, but this seems very 
probable. 
 
The various performance practices suggest that there was in fact a rather broad range of 
presentational modes and that the relation between still or moving images and oral discourse 
could depend on a number of factors. It is interesting, though, that in many of these non-
theatrical screenings the films seem to not have been accompanied by the lecturers 
homochronically. Here, it seems, the necessity of providing information was difficult to align 
with the duration of the scenes. For the slides, as Coissac and other sources indicate, the 
simultaneous comment was apparently the default option, but other formats existed as well.  
 
 
Lecture Soundscapes 
 
Obviously, the lecturer’s voice did not constitute the only type of sound that was present when 
projected images were shown. In his seminal study on the subject, Martin Barnier has mapped 
the soundscape of early film screenings with its variety of sonic practices, but also the parasitic 
noises that were part of audiences’ experience.29 There is no doubt that lantern projections, too, 
took place in a diverse and often multi-layered sound environment. Music and songs were part 
of many performances, as were sound effects. An often-reproduced illustration in William Isaac 
Chadwick’s 1878 Magic Lantern Manual30 depicts the sound effect instruments hidden behind 
the screen during a show. In an article discussing whether exploding saturators could cause a 
panic among the audience, Albert W. Scott dryly remarked: “Many lecturers do not scruple to 
fire off pistols on the platform as a means of giving additional force to dioramic effects such as 
the blowing up of steamboats, firing cannons, and the like, and nobody has ever heard of a panic 
caused thereby.”31 This example shows that lecturers did not shy away from using quite drastic 
means to produce specific sound effects.  
 
In a completely different register, public lectures on science, too, could include additional 
elements. The announcement of a series of illustrated lectures in Abbé Moigno’s Salle du 
progrès in Paris in 1872 on subjects such as, for instance, anatomy specified that there would 
also be interludes with “music, chants, recitations or declamations.”32 
 
The extent to which sonic elements were used and how they were integrated into, or added to 
the lecturer’s discourse, however, always depended on the specific dispositif of the 
performance. The function of the sonic elements could vary immensely, and it is therefore 
hardly possible to generalize. The same goes for the lecturer, who was a protean figure indeed. 
The diversity of historical practices, however, should not discourage research, quite on the 
contrary. Only when trying to understand such practices in their specific manifestations we can 



begin to realize the richness of media use and the multiple ways in which audiences could 
encounter them. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The emerging medium of cinema and the “historical art of projection” were both part of the 
history of screen practice. It may be correct to assume that the new form of entertainment 
borrowed from the older mass medium the convention of using the human voice, musical 
instruments and theatrical sound effects to accompany silent images. This may also have served 
in the beginning, as is sometimes supposed, to cover the noise produced by the added projection 
apparatus in front of the lens and its hand-cranked mechanism. However, the light source of the 
magic lantern was already quite noisy with its carbon arc or its limelight-system, which does 
not seem to have disturbed the audience very much.33 In the years after 1900, cinematography 
had more or less found its specific way to entertain but was still keen on the magic lantern’s 
former audience, which was used to sound accompaniment. Adding sound to the images as a 
factor of attraction was also a sign of distinction, as it demanded an investment in one or more 
musicians and a speaker.  
 
While cinematography insisted in its presentation on an acoustic accompaniment in which 
music gained in weight due to the introduction of intertitles and the increasing length of the 
films, the optical lantern, more than ever, gave the floor to the voice of the lecturer. Music was 
reserved for moments of recreation, destined to make the spectators relax before the next section 
in the program with verbal explanations commenting on the pictures on the screen.  
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