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AT THE ORIGINS OF HISTORY, BEYOND HISTORY

Teo Khatiashvili

Keywords: Alice Guy-Blaché, feminism, politics of memory. history of general and peripheral cinema

The politics of memory towards women, centuries-old practice of its permanent oblivion is a power mechanism
accompanying the universal ideology, a patriarchal ideology still working successfully even in the modernist 20"
century. A clear example of this is Alice Guy-Blachg, the first female director, screenwriter and producer; while
working at Gaumont’s studio, she developed an orderly structure of the script, while shooting she used specially
selected locations and actors, double exposure, wide shots; she experimented to receive sound-musical cinema
and toned, colored images. In 1919 she was, in fact, forced away from film production. Some of Guy Blaché’s films
were lost or considered lost, and some were attributed to other authors, so she was not mentioned in the history of
cinema for a long time.

What caused the disposition of a successful and popular woman in the field of cinema for two decades? First of all,
cinema went from being an entertainment of dubious reputation (therefore, a business of less interest to men, which
made room for women) to a film industry that was taken over by male corporations. Significantly, it was during this
period that it acquired a structured language, through which the dominant form of storytelling was formed as the
basis of the phallogocentric system. There was no place for Guy-Blaché even in the marginal avant-garde movement
because her language was completely different from the work of the cinema pioneer.

On the wave of the feminist movement, in the 1970s, the search, study and correction of Alice Guy-Blaché’s lost work
began. However, it still remains a kind of footnote in the general history of cinema, as female directors’ history of

cinema is still considered peripheral history.

knowledge, which need not only to be gradually

filled, but also to revise the grand narrative. The
politics of memory, as a constant correction of collective
memory, the knowledge constructed about what to for-
get and what to keep, is carried out by political agents,
various dominant ideologies and certain power-bearing
groups, it is mainly aimed at the formation of the state
and the determination of the national identity, and may, at
different times, take on a different power vector. The pol-
itics of memory towards women maintains a much more
stable and universal approach, because centuries-old
practice of permanently forgetting a woman, erasing her
from history, is a power mechanism accompanying a solid
and universal ideology, a patriarchal ideology still work-
ing successfully even in the modernist, emancipated 20"
century. | will discuss this mechanism on the example
of the French director, screenwriter and producer Alice
Guy-Blaché, whose biography, on the one hand, is a clear
example of women’s bold entry into the public space at
the dawn of the last century, in the wake of the process
of women’s emancipation, the realization of her diverse

There are many gaps, holes, omissions in historical

skills, and on the other hand, it speaks to the continuity of
the global practice of forgetting her despite her success,
popularity and contributions in one or another field.

Alice Guy spent her childhood and early years be-
tween Chile and France, where she eventually settled
with her mother after the death of her father, Emile Guy,
a bookstore owner and publisher in Santiago. She started
working as a stenographer and soon found herself in Léon
Gaumont’s company, whose studio manager and director
she became in 1896. Alice Guy, who, along with a quick
mind and creative thinking—explaining why Gaumont
always trusted her to experiment with new ideas—was
known for sociability, met many people working in the
field of photography, including Auguste and Louis Lu-
miére, with whom Gaumont was friends. Along with the
latter, Alice Guy also attended the first demonstration of
Lumiere’s miraculous invention. Although Gaumont and
Lumiere were competitors as camera and film manufac-
turers, they shared a more important idea/goal—to im-
prove the technical capabilities of the moving image. The
fact that for them technological progress was superior to
cinema as a new art form is also shown by the fact that
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“films at this stage were produced more for the purpose
of selling the camera equipment; the films showed off
what the camera could do and were sometimes included
with the sale of the camera, in the same way that com-
puters are bundled with software today”.

As Susan Sontag notes in On Photography, it is symp-
tomatic that photography emerged when along with the
emerge of the capitalist system and relations, the pace
was accelerated, when everything (urban environment,
lifestyle, social structure as a result of migration from ru-
ral areas to urban ones, etc.), was changing, and changing
rapidly, therefore the old one is lost. Therefore, early pho-
tography, which is mainly related to family and/or tourist
experiences, is nostalgic and memory-based. “It’s as if
everything has turned to be captured in a photograph”,?
wrote Sontag. The same can be said about the first films,
which captured “parades, railroad stations, portraits of
the laboratory personnel, which served as demonstration
films but were both brief and repetitious”.?

Attending the first movie screening, Alice Guy-
Blaché had the ambition to turn a simple duplication of
reality into a fascinating story unlike the spectators who
were amazed by this miracle that spread almost all over
the world. “Gathering my courage, | timidly proposed
Gaumont that | might write one or two little scenes and
have a few friends perform in them. If the future develop-
ment of motion pictures had been foreseen at this time,
| should never have obtained his consent. My youth, my
inexperience, my sex, all conspired against me. | did re-
ceive permission, however, on this express condition that
this would not interfere with my secretarial duties,” Guy-
Blaché recalls in her autobiography.

If Georges Mélies can be called the first auteur-direc-
tor to create his own distinctive style, Alice Guy-Blaché is
not only the first female director, but also the first director
in the sense that she went beyond the practice of mak-
ing films spontaneously, in fragments of life and devel-
oped an orderly structure of the script, and for screening
which she used specially selected locations and actors,
such techniques as double exposure, the reverse effect,

1 McMahan, Lost Visionary, 2003
2 Bmbhoao, gmpmamsges, 2023, ag. 39.
3 From Alice Guy-Blaché’s Memories.

as Alison McMahan stated, even the close-up (even be-
fore Griffith). In her very first films, orderly composition
and mise-en-scéne are felt, and although the static cam-
era captures the interior from one place (Falling Leaves,
a variation of 0. Henry’s The Last Leaf, The Irresistible
Power of the Piano, The Consequences of Feminism and
others) or the enclosed environment of the street, the
spatial dimension and dynamics enter the shot (The Hero,
The Cabbage Fairy, Matrimony’s Speed Limit, A Fool and
His Money; A House Divided and others). She matched
acted out, studio-staged episodes with fragments flow-
ing with life (a street, a playground, a railway line, etc.).
Already in early 1900s, Guy-Blaché made sound-music
cinema (Five O’clock Tea), experimented with film toning
(Danse Serpentine variations) and in this way obtaining a
color image.*

Consequently, Guy-Blaché ‘s films brought great suc-
cess to Gaumont’s studio. In order to expand the film in-
dustry, Gaumont sent her to the United States with her
husband, Herbert Blaché, as a representative, where they
established one of the first studios, Solax (1912), and af-
ter a while, as an investment of the profits received from
it, the Fort Lee Studio, which functioned as a center of
American film production before the formation of Holly-
wood. Guy-Blaché invited the first American female di-
rector Lois Weber to work in this studio, as she invited
before Louis Feuillade to Gaumont’s Studio, who became
a famous director of early French cinema and is credited
with the authorship of some of Guy-Blaché ‘s films.

Literary researcher Mary Kelly considers authorial an-
onymity, or the practice of writing under a different name,
to be one of the most common forms of invisibility in his-
tory. Attributing Guy-Blaché’s films to a male director can
be considered a similar practice. She herself modestly
assesses her merits in an autobiographical book, where
she considers herself not as one of the founders of the
new art, but as a witness of its birth. This low self-esteem
should not be attributed to the evasiveness of Alice Guy-
Blaché,’ but is caused by the social-cultural norm. Writing
about 19"-century women writers, Mary Kelly notes: “Un-

4 Itis a matter of separate research, what gets and what becomes the subject of interest of Guy-Blaché. It deals with socio-cul-
tural topics, women’s social status, the issue of marriage or divorce, pregnancy, etc. which ironically reflects on the anxieties of
men. In her autobiography, she devotes an entire chapter to describing where she went to document reality on screen and explore
the environment, be it an orphanage, a mental hospital or a hospital for incurable diseases, a prison, etc. Racial issues also arise
with Guy-Blaché, who cast black actors for the first time, which is why many white actors refused to act with a black man.

5 Ina letter published in The Moving Picture World in 1914, she emphasized that there was nothing a woman could not do with
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like a male, a female person was to be shielded from pub-
lic scrutiny. Neither her ego nor her intellect was cultivat-
ed for future public vocation. After all, her proper sphere
was the home. She was to stand in the background, out
of the way. Even her exercise of moral, social, or person-
al influence was to be indirect, subtle, and symbolic. Her
voice was to be soft, subdued, and soothing. In essence,
hers was to remain an invisible presence”.

In general, the problem of studying early cinema is
related to a number of objective factors: the film produc-
tion of the first years is neither systematized nor even
named. Since it was considered a more commercial and
less creative spectacle over the years, in an unstructured
system where there was no law (and no film grammar),
the author of the film was often anonymous, the docu-
ments used the words produced by and directed by inter-
changeably, there were no copyrights, and stories were
taken from each other, so it is difficult to determine who
the author is and who repeats this or that motif, not to
mention the technical factor, due to which a lot of films
shot on fast-burning and perishable tapes were lost, etc.

However, considering these objective reasons, even
the fact that history has preserved Mélies, Gaumont,
Pate, Lumiere, etc. but for a long time Alice Guy- Blaché
was “written out” of this history, is symbolic and con-
firming the ongoing process of forgetting women. Along
with Guy- Blaché’s films that are lost or considered lost
or attributed to someone else’s authorship, the changes
in her personal life became to some extent the reason
for her withdrawal from film production and her removal
from film history from the 1920s: after a long separation
and a broken relationship, Guy- Blaché officially divorced
her husband in 1922 and returned to France. This is already
the period when French film production as a system was
formed, developed and staffed by men. At the same time,
this is the age of the rise of the avant-garde, where-as
in a non-dominant, “peripheral” process—women are ad-
mitted, but this time in a new form completely different
from Guy- Blaché’s narrative. Therefore, there will be no
place for her in cinema.

Perhaps the question will arise, what changed in two
decades, that caused a change in a woman’s disposition

in film industry too? From the first screening, it took years
for cinema to become a giant industry taken over by male
corporations. It was initially viewed with skepticism as
to how profitable it would be financially and what pos-
sibilities it had as an important pillar of mass culture, or
even more so as a new, unprecedented art form. Thus,
the door is open for women in this area of dubious rep-
utation.” Modern historiography of cinema, giving prefer-
ence to the use of the term early instead of silent for the
classification of the first stage of cinema development,
considers the latter not simply as a chronology, but as a
qualitative category, a period of transaction, when cin-
ema turns from an attraction into a shaped narrative. In
this period, cinema not only becomes a powerful industry
from chaotically developed film production, but also ac-
quires a structured language. In early cinema still “exhi-
bitionism dominates voyeurism, surprise-over suspense,
spectacle over -story,” cinema had not yet come under
the “totally controlled and gendered gaze.” ® At the end of
this transaction, in the late 1910s, a dominant form of sto-
rytelling was finally established, “paving the way for the
establishment of a fabricated reality, as self-sufficient,
capable of managing the viewer’s perception through the
manipulation of time and space, and which excludes the
chaotic interference/intrusion of external/lateral signify-
ing systems.” In fact, it is the formation/establishment
of a phallogocentric system, beyond the law of which ex-
isted early cinema. Naturally, the avant-garde movement
would also begin in a few years, which, if expressed a
rebellion against pre-modernist, classicist forms in other,
traditional branches of art, we can see resistance to the
newly established conventional-classicist system in cin-
ema. Along with avant-garde men, women were actively
allowed in this movement (although they would also be
lost in history, for example, Germaine Dulac’s La Coquille
et le Clergyman filmed a year before Un Chien Andal-
ou but it is the latter and its director Luis Bufiuel who
are mentioned as the founder of surrealist cinema with
co-authors Salvador Dali).

Is it also worth mentioning who is writing history?
Those who have social capital and who are influential
and authoritative men. Among them, Georges Sadoul,

the same success as a man in directing a motion picture and mastering the techniques required for it.

6 Hastie, The Memoirs of Alice Guy-Blaché, 2002.

7 Historian Neal Gabler in his book, An Empire of Their Own: How the Jews Invented Hollywood, considers the factor of a free
niche that has been left out of the spotlight as the main reason that the founders of the major Hollywood film studios were immi-

grants from Europe, poor—that is, they are marginal—Jews.

8 Bean, Toward a Feminist Historiography of Early Cinema, 2022, p.6.

9 Ibid.
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the author of one of the first and fundamental volumes
on the history of cinema, with whom Guy- Blaché is not
even mentioned. In one of the TV programs in 1975, even
the director of Gaumont had not heard anything about
the first woman director of their own studio, the founder
of Cinematic and the savior of film memory, Henri Lan-
glois, suspiciously asked if Guy- Blaché shot or was only
a producer. Important corrections in history were again
made thanks to Guy Blaché herself, who wrote an auto-
biographical book in 1940, although it was printed only in
1976, and of course some doubts and skepticism arose
about her—was she telling the truth? According to Ame-
lie Hastie, an autobiography, if we share the opinion of
Walter Benjamin, is more anti-autobiography, based not
on chronological continuity of facts, but on reminiscenc-
es, where individual moments are remembered intermit-
tently. It is seen as subjective, relatively unreliable and
opposed to the official understanding of history as true,
objective.” Memory is by nature multiple and yet specific;
collective, plural and yet individual. History thus appears
to have the status of fact, whereas memory—owing to its
subjective and hence fallible nature—appears potentially
aligned with fiction. History is perpetually suspicious of
memory and its true mission is to suppress and destroy it.
However, historian Pierre Nora, a researcher of the role of
memory in the search for identity, believes that the tran-
sition from memory to history by recalling one’s history
characterizes the determination of the identity of any so-
cial group and is very important, because the historical
marginalized write their own history, become historians
themselves."The passage from memory to history has
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required every social group to redefine its identity. This
is why personal narrative connects or reconnects histo-
ry and memory. History is a dialectical process between
the preservation of memory and the practice of forgetting.
The discussion about (historical) truth is always political,
ideological and historical.

Following the publication of Guy- Blaché’s autobi-
ography and the strong feminist movement in the 1970s,
starts the search and study of Guy- Blaché’s lost work;
articles and books are written, documentaries are made,
which became especially intense from the beginning of
the 21° century. Feminist researcher Jennifer Bean (Jen-
nifer M. Bean. 2022) even refers to this period as a “fem-
inist archaeological project,” when the discovery of fe-
male authors takes on a massive character.

Nevertheless, Alice Guy- Blaché enters the history
only as a correction or rather, remains outside it: she is
not in the general but in the peripheral, history of cinema
of female directors. As Radha Vatsal uses the comparison
in Revaluing Footnotes/Notes, the work of early female
authors and their placement in history is like a footnote,
which is extremely important in the accumulation and
complex discussion of academic or any knowledge, but it
exists as an addition or correction. “In the case of academ-
ic writing on early cinema, a footnote is a side text and/
or a researcher’s paper, where sources, quotations and,
if we are lucky, the history of the search in all its contra-
dictions and ambiguities are thrown away.”"A footnote is
the important information that should be transferred from
the corners of the text to the text itself.
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