Prelude to Motion Picture Production in Chicago

Before there was Mary Pickford or Gloria Swansoefobe
there was Katherine Hepburn or Marilyn Monroe, ¢hewas
Annabelle Whitford. Ten years before Mary Pickfob@came
America’s sweetheart, Annabelle Whitford of Chicdpal become
America’s first movie star. She was not the firgtgon to be filmed
for commercial presentation; that was one of Thomas Edison’s lab
technicians who was filmed as he sneezed. She otdkanfirst stage
performer to be filmed at Edison’s studio but stashe first filmed
performer to capture the imagination of the natido would watch
her image moving in Edison’s little light box evérough it was a
mere four minute show without star billing or fieredits. Annabelle
Whitford would have several dates with destiny. Betterfly dance
was not Edison’s first film but it was his firsttoomovie. They hand-
tinted each frame on the film to duplicate the coMyhitford used in
her live stage show. She became a central figutlkearfirst scandal
involving movie personnel when she accused New Yibdater
producer William Brady of asking chorus girls tottheir dances for
him sans clothing. Annabelle was also in the cas$tlo Ziegfeld’s
first Folliesmusical revue in 1907 that became an Americanttosdi
for the next quarter century and she was part efctist of the ill-
fatedMr. Bluebird the Klaw and Erlanger production that was playing
in the Iroquois Theater the day it caught fire &mtbd over six
hundred people in Chicago.

Annabelle Whitford had been born in Chicago aneralfter
stage and film career ended she returned to Chidagen after her
movie performances were forgotten, Whitford wasmfasked by
historians, or lawyers involved in patent suitsptovide testimony
as to who had filmed her and when as there were/ mlamants to
the title “father of the motion picture.” The merha made the
equipment that made the movies were all locatédarEast but very



shortly afterwards, men of vision in Chicago begaking their own
contributions to the embryonic industry. Whitfordsntribution was
in front of the camera in the performance aspett®imotion picture
business. From the time of her filmed performancd 894, there
have always been Chicagoans involved in the praoluctf motion
picture entertainment in front of the camera adgoerers but the
greater accomplishments of Chicagoans have bd&e iroardrooms
of the businesses that financed, produced, dis&tbor exhibited
motion pictures. Several motion picture businespisa grew from
small Chicago companies but all too often Chicagown
entertainment production community has sufferecefodleffects
from the actions of the businesses originally sthih Chicago.



Annabelle Whitford of Chicago

One of the first stars of the movies as a subject
in Edison's peep show Kinescope in the 1890's.

When Harry Aitken departed the Mutual Film Companiate
1915 taking the Keystone, Majestic, Reliance andanfouser
production companies with him, new Mutual Presidiatin Freuler
was left with only the movies of his own Americanink
Manufacturing Company and the Arrow Film CompanyNeaw
York-based producer that began operation in 194 5idtribute to
Mutual's exhibitors. American which was based indago had built
a large production studio in Santa Barbara, Califowith Samuel
Hutchinson as the operating President. Americantimoed to



manufacture two reel movies as they had been tbaliiecade in the
same formula genres: Western melodramas, comediésciame

dramas with auto chases. In 1915, American FilmdMacturing had
produced 224 short movies which still would noebeugh to fill the
demand in Mutual's exhibitor market. John Freuleaswstill

committed to the short movie and he believed heldcoeverse
Mutual's declining fortunes by signing the king dtfe short
comedies: Charlie Chaplin. Since Chaplin had sdasteKeystone,
his first movies were still distributed by Mutuales after George
Spoor had signed him to produce new movies at BgsaNith

Chaplin’s one year contract at Essanay nearingratkpn, George
Spoor who had made a small fortune off Chaplin’vie® extended
a generous offer of a reported half a million ddlavith a profit-

sharing clause. Yet John Freuler offered Chaplenty-five percent
more than Spoor with a signing bonus of $125,0@0.an industry
built on the nickel ticket, this was a signal evémt the world of
motion picture production had changed.

“A theory that explains everything in general, eips very
little in particular.”

Arthur Schlesinger

In 2007 Chicago celebrated the centennial anninerstathe
Essanay Film Manufacturing Company founded by Gildaderson
and George Spoor. Some of Essanay’s survivingtsievies were
presented at the annual Chicago Film Festival aednewspapers
recalled the story of Chicago’s early years in thetion picture
business wusually with a headline like “When Chicagas
Hollywood.” The story of Essanay and William Sedig?olyscope are



still fairly well-remembered by Chicago’s more list cognizant
denizens perhaps because some of the most popuoiatérs of the
Silent Era, such as Ben Turpin, Tom Mix, Francis Bushman,
Gloria Swanson and Charlie Chaplin, made moviesendmployed
by these companies. Or perhaps they became aveanelie Motion
Picture Academy Awards which presented Oscarsd@ibneers of
the industry including Spoor, Selig and Anderson émbittered
Spoor refused his Oscar). In any case, the storyClitago’s
involvement in the nascent motion picture indusisy usually
portrayed via the people who were in the movieaathan from the
perspective of the businesses that made the mdvesthird major
Chicago-based motion picture production compang, American
Film Manufacturing Company, is rarely mentionedreti@ough the
businessmen behind American Film also played a mraje in the
direction of the motion picture industry. The cdmiitions of Chicago
businessman like George Kleine, Edward Hill Amebaes Hite,
John Freuler, Charles Hutchinson are rarely regalle

Whenever the era of movie production at Essanay Seiit)
Polyscope is recalled, the inevitable question batwcaused their
demise is raised. The usual answer “the rise oflyolod and
Chicago’s inclement weather” conjures the obseowatiof
Presidential historian Arthur Schlesinger that @otly that explains
everything in general, explains very little in peutar. Chicago’s
inclement weather provides a simple and cogentaggtion. From
November to April, it is likely to be gloomy andréaor bitterly cold
in Chicago while in Southern California, it is blskies and bright
light perfect for filming motion pictures. Certaynlif Southern
California’s weather was similar to Chicago’s, tm@tion picture
production industry would not have ultimately ccaled there.
Weather was a factor in the development of the anopicture
industry in Southern California but even a curssxgmination of the
business model followed by the Chicago motion pesforoduction



companies would question the importance that wegtlteed in
their success or failure.

The Chicago movie companies weren't replaced byywolod,
they were the ones who first established Hollywadliam Selig is
credited with the first movie produced in Califarand he was the
first to build a production facility there, albeatsmall facility. All
three Chicago-based motion picture companies owstedios in
California. Most of the Broncho Billy movies werdnied in
Northern California by Gilbert Anderson. Before lding a studio
near Fremont, Anderson’s production unit spent @eviin the San
Diego area. Selig’s seminal serial, thdventures of Kathlyn, were
filmed in his California studio because they werednced in January
and February of 1914 when no one in the Selig stochpany much
wanted to be in Chicago. Selig didn’t “discover’lf@ania because
he was escaping bad weather but because he wamgawwv
scenery. Selig himself took a film crew to Coloraddhe winter so
that he could film a movie following a two foot swi@ll. Colonel
Selig was a pioneer of location shooting. He uguadid two or more
production units



