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Before Video: A History of 
the Non-Theatrical Film 

By Anthony Slitlc, Greenwood Press, 
Wcstport, Conn., 1992. Hard covcr, 192 pp. 

Nontheatrical lilms hnvc for 50 years been 
ii significant elcment of tlic exploding 
globiil information and prcsentation coni- 
munications media. Its impact has been 
much grcater than inl‘errcd by anothcr 
name uscd for it  many ycars ago: substan- 
dnrd. So points out Anthony Slidc i n  liis 
latest writing, “Bcfore Video: A History 
of tlic Non-Theatrical Film.” 

Anyone intcrcstcd i n  the 1 Gmni film 
medium will find thc book to be :I fasci- 
nating account. Slide did nn impressive 
amount of rescarcli to conic up with so 
much about peoplc, compnnics, and orga- 
nizations. 

Nonthcntricnl film a s  of 1992, when 
this book was relcnsed, has had a vcnera- 
blc 69-ycar history. And its life is not yct 
over. I n  fact, somcthing Slidc did not 
bring out in liis closing chapter, “Thc 
Waning Years,” is that 1 Gmm negative 
film for production is doing bettcr than 
cver. For examplc, during thc past two 
years Eastman Kodak has sold morc 
16nini negntivc lilm than i n  the history of 
thc company. As ;I prcsentation system, 
howcver, IGmm print l‘ilm h a s  bccn 
almost totally rcplaccd by videotape. 

I ciin npprcciatc the dilcnima that Slide 
must havc f:icctl wlicn he orgnnizcd his 
thoughts for the layout. The first fivc 
chapters are subjcct oriented: “Origins,” 
“Chicago - Thc Non-Theatricnl Capital of 
the World,” “The Eastman Kodak 
Connection,” “Specialization,” and “Film 
in Education nntl Religion.” Thc book’s 
last thrcc chaptcrs follow a chronological 
sequcnce - “Thc 1930s antl 1940s.” 
“Dccatlcs o f  Progress and Prosperity,” 
iind, finally, “The Waning Ycurs.” 

The chapter on Chicago’s doniin:ince in  
tlic industry was one of the morc intcrcst- 
ing and informative for inc. Compctition 
bctween Chicago and Dctroit is traced. In 
m m y  ways Ncw York could be a third 
candidatc for recognition :IS thc nonthc- 
atrical film capital. 

Chapter four, “Spcci;ilizntion,” spells 
out tlic structurc of tlic I6mm film world. 
Wliilc it  covcrs all  aspects of the industry, 
it  conccntratcs on business and industry, 
nicdicinc, and governincnt use of tlic 
nontlicatrical film. 

“Film in Education and Religion” is thc 
only chapter that carcfiilly dctails its topic, 
the famous - or infamous depcnding upon 
your viewpoint - cnrly historic film series, 
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Clrroiiicles of Attrericn. Slide begins, “One 
serics of lilm is supcrior to any othcr pro- 
duction in the non-theatrical subgcnres of 
business, educntionnl, or religious sub- 
jccts .... It was tlic most ambitious non-tlic- 
atrical production cvcr nttemptcd, combin- 
ing ‘Hollywood’ tcchniques with tlic higlicst 
of cducational stiuidards.” Clrroiric/es of 
Anrerictr. bascd on the 50-volume series 
from Ynle University Prcss, W;IS envisioncd 
to be a 100-rccl projcct. It nevcr did reach 
that goal; 49 reels of IS topics werc coiii- 
pletcd between 1923 and 1925. 

I f  any fault is to bc found with thc 
book, i t  is that the first livc chaptcrs jump 
around from the early 1900s to the current 
time, depcnding on the subject. This 
proved confusing at times iind causcd me 
to go hick from time to timc to kccp niy 
thoughts straight. For such :in ambitious 
topic, the 172 pages mean that the hun- 
drcds of subjccts arc treated in a tcrse 
fashion. As I read, I found mysclf nicntal- 
ly filling in what I might have considered 
as essential information to makc ;I vignette 
more interesting. I wondcr why thc book 
was only I72 pagcs. 

A ninjor omission is the Calvin 
Workshop, ;in annual cvent run by what 
many pcoplc felt was the number one 
16mm production company of the clay, thc 
Calvin Co. of Kansas City, Mo. I t  should 
go down i n  history as one of the finest 
short courses of ;ill time i n  any discipline. 
Some of their instructional films werc 
classics. The workshop must havc run for 
at least IS ycars, drawing litcriilly hun- 
drcds of peoplc nctivc i n  a l l  aspccts of 
production cnch ycar. Since thc nonthe- 
atriciil production industry never l i d  a 
national convcntion, in sonic ways this 
workshop scrvetl that rolc. I t  certainly 
brought togetlicr peoplc of note. Forest 

Calvin, Lloyd Thompson, Larry 
Shcrwood, Bill Hcdden, and Neal Keehn 
all descrve thcir place i n  history for ;I vari- 
ety of significant contributions to thc 
industry,which arc too numerous to clnbo- 
ratc here. 

Almost overlooked was tlic vital rolc 
film pliiycd in World War I 1  training. 
Whcn thc Gerniun surrender was bcing 
signed by Gcrniany’s chicf of staff, Field 
Marshnll Von Keitcl, lie rcputcdly said, 
“Wc had everything calculated perfcctly 
cxcept the speed with which the Allics 
wcrc ablc to train their pcoplc for war. 
Our major miscalculation was in underes- 
timating thcir quick and completc iiiastcry 
of film cducation.” 

Sixteen million nicn antl womcn each 
saw dozcns of training films i n  a l l  scr- 
vices. In addition civilians i n  thc wiir 
effort wcre trained by lilm. I t  was aftcr the 
war that thousands returning to peacctinic 
positions put tlic 16mm film to cffcctivc 
iisc. I mark that period as thc turning point 
thut made film ;in industry. 

I f  I had writtcn the book. I would hnvc 
dcvoted a chapter to thc documentary 
film. Likewise, tlic single largcst murkct 
for IGmm by a wide margin was tlic busi- 
ncss and industrial use. That market used 
as much film as all the others put togctlier. 
Rcfcrenccs to corporate iisc of IGmm ;ire 
scattcred throughout the book. 

Bcfore Video: A Ilistory o{ tire Now 
Tlrcotriccd Film ranks right up with Gloria 
Waldron’s Tlrc Ittforttrcitiotr Fi lm,  which 
was written in  1949 when IGmm film was 
iipproaching its zcnitli. Bc$)i.e Video was 
intriguing reading; 1 Icarncd much froin it. 
The book should be usctl in every cinema 
antl tclevision school in America antl tlic 
world. 

- T1tottln.Y W .  IlOl>cJ 
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