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Erratum.

Due to an error, the illustrations
appearing as Fig. 30 (p. 103) and
Fig. 87 (p. 108) were transposed.
The illustration appearing as
Fig. 30 is in fact Fig. 87, and vice
versa.
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Abstract

This paper is one result of the 1970
destruction of Ottawa’s Capitol the-
atre, a movie palace builtin 1920.
Movie palaces were those gigantic,
extravagantly embellished theatres
built between about 1914 and 1932

in which vaudeville and motion picture
entertainment was presented. One
movie palace, the Capitol in Ottawa,

is examined in terms of its construc-
tion, decoration, equipment and own-
ership. The investigation includes a
general discussion of the movie palace
phenomenon and the major develop-
ments in the evolution of motion pic-
ture exhibition that contributed to the
building of movie palaces. Certain
American prototypes are considered,
as many Canadian palaces were built
by American-controlled theatre cir-
cuits, designed by American architects,
and exhibited American movies.

Submitted for publication 1974

by Hilary Russell,

National Historic Parks and Sites
Branch

Readers who wish to receive a copy of
a chronology of events and perform-
ances associated with the 50-year
existence of Ottawa’s Capitol Theatre
may write to the author.

Sommaire

Lors de la fermeture du cinéma Capitol
d'Ottawa en 1970, on confia a I'au-
teur, historienne a Parcs Canada (mi-
nistére des Affaires indiennes et du
Nord), la tache de rassembler des do-
cuments destinés a compléter le dos-
sier photographique que la Division
des recherches avait établi a I'égard
de ce cinéma.

Dans la présente étude, le cinéma
Capitol est considéré du point de vue
de I"évolution architecturale des grands
cinémas de luxe. On y trouve des des-
criptions et des photographies des
premiers cinémas qui, souvent, né-
taient que des closes constructions de
fortune exécutées a peu de frais. Sur-
tout pour augmenter leurs profits, les
exploitants de ces premiéres salles
obscures commenceérent a les amé-
liorer, & les “"habiller.” Cette facon de
faire aboutit a la construction, entre
1913 et 1932, de ces grands cinémas
de luxe qu’on appelle aussi “‘palaces”
du cinéma dans la plupart des grandes
villes d’Amérique du Nord. Batiments
empreints de lourdeur et d"'une somp-
tuosité voyante, presque irréels, ils
offraient aux amateurs de films une
splendeur dépassant I'imagination.

L'architecte Thomas W. Lamb de
New York fit ceuvre de pionnier en ce
qui concerne ces grands cinémas. Il
concut des centaines de ces salles
pour les exploitants de chaines de
cinéma, y compris le Capitol d'Ottawa
et une quinzaine d'autres au Canada.
Le style de ces cinémas canadiens il-
lustre la “"période Adam’ de Lamb,
celle au cours de laquelle il s'attacha

areproduire et a modifier les élégants
motifs décoratifs linéaires de Robert
Adam, architecte écossais du XVllle
siécle.

On demanda a Lamb et aux autres
architectes de ces palaces du cinéma
de créer des batiments immenses qui
non seulement seraient décorés de
facon impressionnante, mais nous
donneraient une impression de qualité
qui n'existait pas vraiment en réalité.
En fait, il fallait construire ces édifices
dans les plus courts délais possibles
sans pour autant enlever quoi que ce
soit a leur sécurité, a leur confort, a
leurs qualités acoustiques et optiques.
On exécuta des batiments a charpente
d’acier avec des corbeilles en porte-a-
faux, des domes faits de lattes de métal
et de platre suspendus a des supports
d’acier, et des colonnes de bois et de
platre peintes de facon a donner I'illu-
sion du marbre.

Les autres éléments essentiels des
grands cinémas de luxe comprenaient
des installations d'éclairage qui émer-
veillaient ["auditoire par leur gamme de
couleurs et leurs effets spéciaux, de
fantastiques rideaux et décors de
scene, une fosse d’orchestre et un
orgue de cinéma. En fait, les films
muets n’étaient pas projetés dans des
salles silencieuses et, dans les cinémas
de luxe, ils ne constituaient pas tout
le programme. L'orchestre et I'orga-
niste fournissaient une musique d’am-



biance et assuraient les effets sonores ;
I'orchestre accompagnait les artistes
lors de spectacles, et, tout comme |'or-
ganiste de théatre, il présentait des
programmes entiérement musicaux.
L'invention du cinéma parlant amena
la disparition de ces éléments propres
a ces grandes salles et modifia pro-
fondément tous les secteurs de cette
industrie. La fin de la construction des
grands cinémas se produisit peu apreés,
précipitée par la crise économique des
années 1930.

Aujourd’hui, c'est le pic du démo-
lisseur qui résonne le plus souvent
dans ces salles. Elles sont situées sur
des terrains trés chers, sont fortement
taxées et presque toujours a moitié
vides. Quelques grands cinémas cana-
diens ont été métamorphosés au
point de n’étre plus reconnaissables
et transformés en un certain nombre de
petites salles, mais la plupart ont été
démolis. Il est possible que d'ici quel-
ques années, il ne reste plus de bati-
ments représentatifs de ce type d'ar-
chitecture au Canada.
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Introduction

On 1 May 1970, six months away
from its fiftieth anniversary, the Ottawa
Capitol theatre went dark after a bene-
fit performance of Mary Pickford's
“Pollyanna.” In contrast to the civic
mourning that surrounded its demise,
it opened with great fanfare as Loew's
Theatre in November, 1920. Its name
and ownership were changed several
times becoming B.F. Keith’s Theatre

in 1924, R.K.O. Keith's in 1929, the
R.K.O. Capitol in 1931, and, in the
mid-thirties, simply the Capitol.

The Capitol was an outstanding
Canadian movie palace which had
been designed by Thomas W. Lamb
of New York, one of the most success-
ful and influential movie palace archi-
tects. The Capitol had the largest seat-
ing capacity of any theatre built for
motion pictures in Ottawa, and was
the only one in the city to deserve the
appellation of “movie palace.” Like
many palaces, it became a centre of
the city’s social and cultural life. As
well as housing vaudeville and motion
pictures, it was often rented for per-
formances by touring companies and
for other special events because for
many years it was the only big theatre
in Ottawa with a stage. In 1969, after
the National Arts Centre was opened,
however, the Capitol’s large capacity
became an instrument of its destruc-
tion.

The building of gigantic movie
palaces was predicated on frequent
changes of programme and capacity
audiences. When they were built their
drawing power far exceeded that of
other movie theatres, as they offered
stage shows, orchestral and theatre

organ entertainment and the most
recent motion pictures in exciting,
expensive and up-to-date surround-
ings at competitive prices. Now the
stage shows, orchestras and theatre
organs are gone, and many theatre
patrons live in the suburbs. If there is
nothing on television, they can see
new movies in small suburban the-
atres or in small cinemas in downtown
shopping complexes which offer
parking facilities. The movie palaces
no longer attract enough regular pa-
tronage to warrant the cost of main-
taining them and paying the spiralling
taxes on their expensive sites.

With the exception of newspaper
and motion picture trade journal ar-
ticles and promotional material, not
much was written about them in their
heyday, although at the time movie
palaces probably enjoyed more pa-
tronage than any other single type of
public building. Their demolition has
stimulated various books and articles,
the formation of the Theatre Historical
Society, their inclusion in the United
States federal government’s Historic
American Buildings Survey, and this
study of the Capitol theatre and its
predecessors.

In the Beginning

To understand the Capitol and the-
atres like it, the movie palace phe-
nomenon must first be examined in

its historical perspective. The evolu-
tion of the movie house is a romantic
story in the great American "‘rags to
riches” tradition. Until 1902 there was
no such thing as a movie theatre in a
permanent location, though motion
pictures as a commercial medium were
then eight years old. During these
years they were generally exhibited

in penny arcades and fairground tents,
and also were crowded into vaude-
ville theatre programmes. After 1902
they found exclusive and more or less
permanent homes in small, stuffy
converted stores with rudimentary
furnishings, characterized by many as
“firetraps and pestholes [which up-
set] the social balance and public
morals.”? A little over a decade after
the appearance of the primitive store
theatre, movies had become the fea-
ture attraction in colossal, sumptuous
edifices too splendid to be called
theatres.

Motion pictures were initially
displayed in a viewing apparatus about
the size of a filing cabinet. This device,
often credited to Thomas A. Edison
and called a “Kinetoscope,” was es-
sentially a coin-operated peepbox in
which one viewer could watch for a
minute or less through a slightly mag-
nifying lens an illuminated cylinder of
about 50 feet of celluloid film revolving
on spools. These machines were first



commercially exhibited in North Amer-
icaon 14 April 1894 at 1155 Broadway,
New York, by Andrew and George C.
Holland of Ottawa. Soon afterward,
Kinetoscopes appeared in ““Edison
parlours” (small stores which also of-
fered Edison phonographs), in curio
shops and as fairground novelties
(Figs. 1-3).2

On 23 April 1896 motion pictures
were screened to a paying audience in
a vaudeville theatre, Koster and Bial's
Music Hall, Herald Square, New York.
“Thomas Edison’s Latest Marvel, The
Vitascope” shared the billing with six
vaudeville acts (Fig. 4). The Vitascope
was a screen projector developed by
Thomas Armat, though acquired and
sponsored by Edison, and was based
on the principles of the Kinetoscope.
Motion pictures became “life sized,”
and were revealed to the Koster and
Bial audience on a “gold framed
screen,” but the Vitascope movies,
though of increased footage, remained
very similar in content to those seen
through a Kinetoscope peephole.3

After their commercial screen
debut, motion pictures continued to be
shown in vaudeville theatres as one of
many attractions on the bill. Little ex-
penditure was required to introduce
moving pictures to a vaudeville
programme.

A simple screen was erected, often
of plain muslin on a wooden or iron
frame, and an area sealed off for pro-
Jection equipment. When the stage
was in use...the screen was lifted into
the fly tower or carefully rolled and
stored at the back behind the flats.

1 The forerunner of the movie house, a Kinetoscope
parlour, around 1897-98, 946 Market Street, San
Francisco. (National Film Board ; photo credited to
Peter Bacigalupi.)

2 The first public exhibitors of Edison’s Kineto-
scope, Ottawa’s Holland Brothers, Andrew M.
(/eft) and George. (Canadian Film Institute.)




3 Edison’s letter to the Holland Brothers acknowl-
edging their pioneering achievement. The exhib-
ition referred to took place in New York City on 14
April 1894. (Public Archives of Canada.)
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Motion pictures were associated
with vaudeville for about 30 years in
the United States and Canada. Initial-
ly, the novelty of seeing life-sized
moving pictures was popular with
vaudeville patrons. But early moving
pictures were short (100 to 1,000 feet
in length), often flickering and hard on
the eyes (mostly because of imperfect
projection), and usually were devoid
of narrative interest. Such subjects as
a moving train, sea waves, or various
vaudeville acts were filmed. By the turn
of the century, moving pictures had
lost their novelty value, and were of-
fered in vaudeville houses merely as
“chasers” to indicate that a new show
was approaching and the house should
be cleared.b

By about 1914, with the introduc-
tion of feature-length movies, the star
system and a permanent industry in
Hollywood, motion pictures had come
a long way from being a poor relation
as a commercial medium and had
eclipsed their former master, vaude-
ville, in content, scope and commercial
appeal. Throughout the 1920s the-
atres continued to be built with stage
facilities as vaudeville was still pop-
ular, though seldom the feature attrac-
tion, and theatres with a straight
vaudeville policy had become virtually
a thing of the past. Furthermore, stage



4 Koster and Bial’s programme, April 1896. As in
Kinetoscope days, little bits of scenery or action are
featured. (Ben Hall Collection, Theatre Historical
Society.)

KOSTER & BIAL’S MUSIC HALL

Thirty fourth Street, Herald Square.
LOSTER, BIAL & (‘c.. v,
ALBIURT 1AL
MeConr

Weok Corn..

Proprietors
- Bole Managor,
Buslness Manager.

Irv Mon dly Euuln[, April 20, 1596,

Eveninge, 8L Saturday Matinee, 2:15
’I‘Hlu b 3,0(,RA]\II1£ h lubjoct to l]lerlu"m
ut ihe lw nthm nf fie man u.omenl
1 OVERT URE, i “'l\'imcllo Auber

K VIR, OLSCHANSKY

v The Ruswian Clowsn

3 CORA CASELL}

SO o Eccentric Dancer. e

4 THE THREE DELEVINES
Inteir onginal act "Sat n m (Jmh« :

"’v-%PAULINETTI and PICO
The Athietle G ,m st and Gymnast. Comedian,

MONS aml MME
5 DUCREUX-CERALDUC
French Duettists,
7 THE BROTHERS HORN

Asslsted by MISS CHARLOTTE HALLETT
o F '\d n Lite,"

Vi TMH\IAQ‘ A lll!\(l‘(’l LATEST MARVEL

: THE Vi l'ASCOPE

Preseating se'ect'nis from the {cliowing
“‘Bea “l\l’i “Umbrella Dance,” “The Barber 8hop,” “Borlesque
Boxing “M ve Doctrine,” “A Boxing Hout,” “Venlece,
she uly‘(m dotas,” “Kuiser Wilhelm, r.-umlngmnnm,u
“akirt Dance,” hul(«rﬂ; Dance,”  *The Bar Room,"
“Cuba Libre

(INTERMISSION 10 MINUTES

IN THE GRAND PROMENADF
Dr Lec Gommer's Blue Hun arian B-md

Programme cont inued on next page

4
performances tended to endow a the-
atre that showed movies with a certain
respectability. The humble and even
disreputable beginnings of motion pic-
ture exhibition had not been forgotten.
Between 1896 and 1902, besides
being shown in vaudeville theatres,

moving pictures were exhibited by
travelling showmen (mostly in the
summer in Canada) in community
halls, empty stores rented for a week
or two, on vacant lots covered with
tarpaulin, and at amusement parks,
circuses and fairs.

Although in accounts of Canadian
film history, Toronto, Ottawa and
Montreal vie for the distinction of be-
ing the first Canadian city in which
travelling showmen projected moving
pictures, Ottawa may have the edge
in the contest.” John C. Green, a ma-
gician by trade, early and frequently
insisted in Moving Picture World and
in the Canadian Moving Picture Digest
that his exhibition on 15 June 1896
in West End Park, Ottawa, was the
earliest in Canada. His date appears to
be five weeks too early ; contemporary
newspaper accounts indicate that an
exhibition of the Edison Vitascope at
an open-air pavilion in West End Park
and described as “the first...in Canada”
took place on 21 July 1896.8 This de-
scription is entirely plausible, as Ot-
tawa’s Holland brothers, who had in-
troduced the Kinetoscope in the United
States, had also secured “the sole right
for exhibiting the Vitascope in Can-
ada.” The Hollands had made arrange-
ments for the exhibition with O'Hearn
and Soper’s Electric Railway Com-
pany, and this company had engaged
amagician (whose name was variously
spelled Belzac, Belsac, and Belsaz in
Ottawa newspapers) as an added at-
traction. (Green no doubt was “Bel-
zac,” and used a more exotic name
than his own.) In his reminiscences,
he recalled that he had contributed a
30-minute magic show and had de-
scribed four Edison 50-foot films

12

which were strung together in a belt
and repeated as long as the projector
was in operation. According to an
Ottawa Daily Free Press reporter, the
projected scenes included ““a laughable
representation of the widow’s kiss,"”

a whirlpool, the waves at Coney Island
and a view of Broadway.

The closest thing to specially de-
signed accommodation for the movies
in Canada up to 1902 seems to have
been a black tent which John A.
Schuberg (alias Johnny Nash), a trav-
elling showman in the western prov-
inces, averred that he had devised
about 1900. Schuberg’s tent measured
20 feet by 60 feet and seated about
200 people. It was made of black can-
vas with an inner tent of black canton
flannel to keep out the sunlight when
it was windy. The “sidewall”” could be
raised every 20 minutes at the end of
each show to cool off the patrons.

The exterior was decorated with a
marquee-like banner on poles, togeth-
er with fairly lurid paintings or posters
advertising the movie inside (Fig. b).9
Schuberg conceded, | may not have
been the first to think up the black
tent, but [ had not heard of any
others.”10 Such modesty was unchar-
acteristic of early exhibitors. It was ap-
propriate in Schuberg’s case, as black
tops had become fairly popular by that
date with travelling exhibitors in the
United States. In a 1916 article in
Moving Picture World, William H.
Swanson related that he had opened
“the very first black top tent that was
ever put up” in Booneville, Indiana, in
July, 1897. His tent was of dyed black






