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The Great Depression abruptly ended the movie palace era [of the 1920s].  With approximately one-third fewer customers, theater owners began to cut costs.  First to go were the services: doormen, nurses, most of the ushers.  Several chains took the halfway step of recruiting women ushers . . .

Patrons now had to seat themselves, and as a consequence going to the movies became a much more informal experience.  Gone were the pretensions of asking ticket-holders to "behave."  And gone with them was much of the off-screen fantasy the movie palace embodied.  From this era on, what joy and pleasure the theatrical movie-viewing experience offered were more and more restricted to the screen itself.  Talking to your companions suddenly became acceptable, and no one thought it offensive to get up during the middle of the show to get some popcorn.  To viewers today, the movies of the thirties often seem to have overpowering stories; but they had to in order to hold the attention of audiences in increasingly barren auditoria, only half-filled, with seemingly constant coming and going.

Once the novelty of talkies had worn off, exhibitors struggled for ways to shift the specialness of the movie experience onto the films themselves.  Thus came the national craze of two-movies-for-the-price-of-one, or "duals," which we now call "double features."  This was not exactly a new idea, but the Great Depression led to its widespread adoption . . .

But the greatest change in the moviegoing experience caused by the Great Depression was the selling of popcorn.  During the movie palace era, movie exhibitors had steadfastly refused the sell snack foods, so long associated with carnivals, burlesque shows, and cheaper entertainments.  Such considerations were swept aside with the economic calamity of the Great Depression.  Money was money.  Concession stands, the heart of movie theater operations ever since, blossomed during the early thirties, offering the candy, soda pop, and popcorn previously purchased from confectionery stores invariably found next to the theaters. (In the twenties one purchased snack treats before or after the show; exhibitors prohibited ticket-holders from bringing treats into the grand movie palaces.)

The pattern of introduction was gradual.  First came the candy stand . . . Next came popcorn.  For decades vendors had sold this snack food to movie patrons from wagons positioned outside theaters.  Theater owners simply moved the popcorn stand into the lobby.  It was easy to manufacture, and its aroma enticed waiting customers.  Best of all, popcorn was one food that Americans consumed more of during hard times.  Because popcorn was so cheap, its sales went up as incomes came down and people began to substitute it for other, more costly treats.

During the late thirties exhibitors popped corn by the train-car load.  The theaters associated with the largest chains, those owned by the major Hollywood movie corporations, negotiated corn purchases in bulk.  Even with wages, containers, and the cost of the popping apparatus included, profit per box sometimes reached ten cents per sale.

The movie industry elevated popcorn to the status of an important farm crop in the United States.  The popcorn harvest grew from five million pounds in 1934 to more than a hundred million pounds by 1940.  Production of popcorn during World War II, even with extra land devoted to growing food for the troops, still exceeded four hundred million pounds per annum, more than four pounds of popcorn for every person in the United States.  The movie theater industry watchword became: "Find a good location for a popcorn stand and build a theater around it."

Soft drinks sealed the bargain.  During the forties, with its rich overseas markets cut off, Coca-Cola began to step up sales to theaters.  By 1950 the red Coke fountain symbol was in nearly every theater lobby, at least those in which Pepsi had not beaten it to the punch.  Salted popcorn made soft drinks easy to sell.  To sell even more, theater owners ritualized the intermission: first one feature; then advertisements for soft drinks, popcorn, and candy; the intermission; trailers for coming attractions; and then the second feature.  The early forties, with their double features, popcorn, and lack of competition from war-ravaged entertainment rivals, saw more fans stream into movie theaters than ever before or since.

All these changes meant more money in the pockets of theater owners, invariably the Hollywood movie companies themselves, but less comfort for the moviegoer.  The grand movie palaces slowly and inexorably deteriorated due to lack of maintenance . . .

[By] 1950 theaters had deteriorated to such a point that the commonest viewing experience could be summed up in a single complaint: "sticky floors."  The millions continued to go out to the movies offers strong testimony to the films Hollywood was putting on the screens of these aging theaters [almost all built before 1930].  As the movie fantasy grew more elaborate, with stars known around the world, projected in CinemaScope and VistaVision, the sites for their presentation grew shabbier and shabbier.  Looking back on the thirties and forties . . . . it is now clear that the inexorable descent of the total moviegoing experience into a fantasyless factory of the mall multiplex had begun.

After the war, quieter but more fundamental social and cultural forces would make over the movie theater into what we know today.  Weekly movie attendance in movie theaters in the United States crested in 1946 and then began its steady fall.  By the early sixties it was half what it had been in the glory days of World War II, and thousands of formerly flourishing theaters had closed up shop.

Television alone is ritualistically blamed for this.  Superficially, the logic seems self-evident.  Once television programming began, movie fans attracted to this new and free entertainment form simply stayed home.  Suddenly, going out to the movies came to be seen as a relatively expensive night out, often requiring a long journey downtown, a baby-sitter, and endless parking hassles.  TV was so much easier, and almost as much fun.

Upon close inspection, the blame-television argument ignores the fact that in most parts of the United States television signals did not become available until long after the decline in moviegoing was under way.  Only a few big cities gained TV stations in the late forties before the Federal Communications Commission halted the process with slightly more than one hundred stations on the air.  In most of the United States, before the process of getting new stations going on the air commenced again in 1953, television was something one read about in the newspaper.  Yet by 1953, millions had given up the moviegoing habit.  Television may explain why New Yorkers abandoned the movies but not—at least initially—why the citizens of Augusta, Kansas, and Green Bay, Wisconsin, did so, too.

A more precise analysis of the decline in moviegoing might begin by noting that after World War II many Americans had new concerns on their minds.  Wartime prosperity was turning into postwar stagnation, as millions of returning veterans struggled to find jobs.  Moreover, those who found them took what money they had saved during the war and spent it on big-ticket items like new automobiles, unavailable since Pearl Harbor Day, not on nights out at the movies.  The goal became: Move to the suburbs, leave behind city congestion and noise, and through quality schools, make a better life for your children.  Americans moved to new suburban subdivisions in record numbers.

By 1960, more Americans owned homes than rented for the first time in the nation's history.  And Americans filled these new homes with children in record numbers.  The birth rate increased as never before.  Women married younger and had more children.  Indeed, the most fanatical moviegoer of the past (a better educated, middle-class citizen with the time to be entertained and the money to spend on it) was now to be found in precisely the demographic cohort that most embraced the suburban ideal, the sizable mortgage, and the family of four or five children.

Suburbanization and the baby boom led to less moviegoing, and would have done so even without the coming of television (which is not to say that television was a factor of no importance in the process).  Successive waves of suburbanization took moviegoers farther and farther from city theaters.  Poor public transportation from those suburbs made it difficult to journey downtown, while parking was a horrendous problem in the congested city, even if one took the family car.

The baby boom meant that new parents used their free time to play with the kids.  Extra income went for new toys and clothes, and in any case the family had fled the city and its attractions (including the movies) for the new world of Little League and backyard barbecues.  Here is where television came in.  It provided free entertainment at home for suburban children whose parents had long ago decided to abandon city life and, with it, the moviegoing habit.  And it began to influence a new generation's ideas about what viewing a movie should be—informal, at all times of the day or night, splintered by advertisements . . .

The American film industry was not oblivious to these trends.  Its first response came with "auto-theaters," drive-ins, which had, in fact, been around in small numbers since the mid-thirties.  Once the necessary building materials became available after the war, thousands of drive-in theaters opened in the suburbs . . . By the early sixties drive-ins accounted for one out of every five movie viewers.  For the first time, during one week in June 1956, more people attended drive-ins than went to traditional "hard-top" theaters . . .

The movie industry, from 1952 on, sought to redefine the very technology of the medium—Cinerama, 3-D, CinemaScope, VistaVision, even Smellovision.  This was the beginning of the modern era of moviegoing, in which theaters tried to become whatever TV wasn't.  [60-66]

QUESTIONS

1) In your own words, explain the author's thesis [2-3 sentences].

2) True or False: "The introduction of televisions caused people to stop going to the movies."  Explain.

3) How do these excerpts illustrate the importance of historical context?  [Hint: Think about how Gomery attempts to explain changes in the movie industry & the behavior of moviegoers.]
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