




towns,” soon saw the movies “catch on like wild
fire.” Films were then in such demand that he had
to order new prints of those that were worn out

would make the city a
key point for distribut-
ing film in the regional
market.40

It was not surprising
that most of the area’s
distribution firms were
located in Minneapolis.
By the time that the-
aters in Minnesota,
North Dakota, and
South Dakota had cre-
ated a significant mar-
ket for films, the Twin
Cities had long been the
region’s dominant urban
center and Minneapolis
the dominant twin.41

To head his Minnea-
polis exchange, Laem-
mle chose James V. Bry-
son, eventually known
as “dean of Minneapolis
film distributors.” He
later recalled his experi-
ences as “the toughest
assignment I ever had.”
Traveling widely in the
“middle western part of
America,” he cultivated
territory that would
become the fiefdom of
the Minneapolis distrib-
utors. To increase the
market, he encouraged
communities to open
theaters. “My tactics
were to go and see the
mayor of each town as
soon as I arrived, then
get hold of some live
wire who would know a
good thing when he saw
it, and sell him the idea
of starting a picture
show. . . . At the start
nobody would believe in it.” The tenacious sales-
man, who thought he “must have been the pio-
neer of motion pictures in well over a hundred

40 Musser, The Emergence of Cinema, 367, 417, 433–38; Bowser, Transformation of Cinema, 21–22; J. M. Mullin to
The World Photographic Publishing Co., Feb. 25, 1909, in Moving Picture World 4 (Mar. 6, 1909): 274; Moving Picture
World 5 (Oct. 23, 1909): 587, and 66 (Feb. 2, 1924): 360. Laemmle’s other branches were in Evansville (Ind.), Omaha,
Des Moines, Portland (Ore.), Salt Lake City, Montreal, and Winnipeg.

41 Mildred L. Hartsough, The Twin Cities as a Metropolitan Market: A Regional Study of the Economic
Development of Minneapolis and St. Paul (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1925), 56–57; Kane and Ominsky,
Twin Cities, 46, 49, 81, 83–84.
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The Unique, 520 Hennepin Avenue, Minneapolis, 1908, which presented moving
pictures from its opening in 1904. John Elliott, its long-time manager, became
an important film distributor.
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42 Greater Amusements (Minneapolis), Jan. 10, 1936, p. 2; Minneapolis Star, Apr. 15, 1933, p. 3.
43 Observations based on research in progress. 
44 Jowett, Film, 33–34.
45 Jowett, Film, 33–34; Bowser, Transformation of Cinema, 29–33; Minneapolis Journal, Jan. 28, 1909, p. 6.
46 Moving Picture World as follows: 5 (Aug. 14, 1909): 232; 4 (Mar. 6, 1909): 274; and 66 (Feb. 2, 1924): 360,

reproducing Laemmle’s announcement.
47 John Drinkwater, The Life and Adventures of Carl Laemmle (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1931), 73–75.

See also Bryson’s recollections in Minneapolis Star, Apr. 17, 1933, p. 14.

In the end, only Van Duzee stuck. In
February, the Mullin Film Service announced
that its offices were handling films of producers,
foreign and domestic, who were not members of
the trust. Far more momentous was Carl
Laemmle’s April “open letter to the trade,” which
declared in bold type: “I HAVE QUIT THE
PATENTS COMPANY.” He promised “NO
MORE LICENSES! NO MORE HEART-
BREAKS! Nothing but a straight business propo-
sition, the best of films, the most reliable service,
and prices that are within your easy reach.”46

Choosing the role of independent producer,
Laemmle organized his own firm. Incorporated as
the Yankee Films Company, it was soon renamed
the Independent Moving Pictures Company of
America, better known as IMP. Its first film was
Hiawatha, chosen at the suggestion of Bryson and
filmed in Minneapolis at Minnehaha Falls.
Laemmle announced the release of the 998-foot
film on October 25, 1909, with his customary
panache. “Taken at the Falls of Minnehaha in the
Land of the Dacotahs,” the advertisement read in
part, “And you can bet it is classy or I wouldn’t
make it my first release. . . . It is taken from
Longfellow’s masterpiece of poesy and it is a gem
of photography and acting. Following this I will
release some more pictorial corkers and some
screamingly funny stuff, bearing the true stamp of
American humour.”47

I
n 1910 Samuel L. Rothapfel, a Minnesota-
born exhibitor who later became the impre-
sario known as Roxy, observed that “motion
pictures are no longer a fad—they are here to

stay, and are sure to become the greatest source
of amusement in this country.” Their influence
had spread far beyond entertainment. Referring
to an exhibition at the Minnesota State Fair, The
Farmer, a St. Paul journal, stated in 1909 that “the
gospel of better farming and a more efficient agri-
cultural education will be materially advanced by
means of moving picture ‘talks’ relating to the sci-
ence of the soil.” Other films reported the news
and taught work processes used in factories and
offices. Still others were documentaries, illustrat-
ing such subjects as the vanishing herds of buffalo

and compete with other distributors who reached
“for the business of the new-born showmen whom
I had created.”42

While Bryson was drumming up business for
Laemmle as far west as Butte, Montana, a
demand for films was building in Minnesota—
soon to become the heart of the territory. In scat-
tered communities outside the Twin Cities, from
sawmilling and mining towns in the north to agri-
cultural trading centers in the south, exhibitors
were showing films in tents, town halls, opera
houses, store fronts, and other venues. Whether
experiencing motion pictures in a “black tent”
pitched by a traveling showman or in the compar-
ative comfort of an opera house, the audiences
were creating a demand that would nourish
Minneapolis’s nascent distribution business.43

D
istributors and exhibitors alike soon had a
sharp reminder that, important as local fac-
tors might be, national developments had
an even more powerful impact on them. In

1908 the Edison Company and several other firms
had organized the Motion Picture Patents
Company, appropriately known as “the trust.” In
keeping with a trend in American business evi-
dent from 1890s, the trust made bold moves
toward nationwide control, attempting to monop-
olize everything from raw film stock through
motion-picture production, exhibition, and distri-
bution. Praised by some as an effort to bring sta-
bility to a chaotic new industry, where unautho-
rized duplication of films and violations of
distributors’ rights ran rampant, the trust also trig-
gered strong protests.44

In January 1909 Minnesota distributors and
exhibitors learned that the trust, which controlled
patents pooled by member firms, would begin
charging them royalties in exchange for licenses to
use or deal in films and equipment. The
Minneapolis Journal reported local distributors’
and exhibitors’ grudging acceptance: “‘Yes, we will
stick to the new combination,’ say the moving pic-
ture men. ‘We are stuck and we have got to stick.’”
Exhibitors in the countryside, however, protested
in letters “filled with the first outpourings of sud-
den wrath and tribulation.”45
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48 S. L. Rothapfel, “Dignity of the Exhibitors’ Profession,” Moving Picture World 6 (Feb. 26, 1910): 289; The
Farmer 27 (Nov. 15, 1909): 833; Minneapolis Tribune, Oct. 14, 1906, p. 27. Rothapfel was born in Stillwater in 1882; St.
Paul Dispatch, Jan. 13, 1936, p. 1.

49 Duluth News Tribune, Aug. 21, 1910, sec. 4, p. 2; St. Paul Dispatch, Oct. 25, 1908, sec. 4, p. 1; Jacobs, Rise of the
American Film, 77.

50 On Steffes, see Greater Amusements (Minneapolis), June 21, 1946, p. 4.
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The pioneer moving-
picture business in the
Twin Cities not only
reflected national trends
but prepared the way for
swift-paced growth that
began in 1910. The num-
ber of movie houses
increased from 15 in 1909
to a high of about 100 in
1916, and they outnum-
bered other theaters for
the rest of the silent-pic-
tures era. Distributors
cultivated the territory
Laemmle and others had
opened, and exhibitors
who learned the business
in the storefront age
helped foster trade associ-
ations and survived to wit-
ness Minnesotans, notably
William A. (“Fighting Al”)
Steffes, influencing events
on the national scene. The
theaters bore traces of the
past as store fronts lin-
gered, at least two legiti-

mate theaters turned to film exhibition, and the
vaudeville-film combination continued in new
houses.50

Another link to the past was the condescend-
ing attitude toward moving pictures. Despite the
appearance of notable films and fine theaters,
invidious comparisons with legitimate theater
continued, fueled perhaps by critics schooled in
serious drama who did not always welcome
assignments to review films. Although the new
giant in mass entertainment overshadowed legiti-
mate theater, serious drama continued to hold an
elite position in the cities’ cultural establishment,
as it had in 1896 when the Animatograph first
flashed moving pictures upon a screen in the
Bijou Opera House.    

In 1908, as political parties began to choose their presidential hopefuls, the    
St. Paul Pioneer Press predicted that candidates would be seen on the big screen.

in the West and the “daily life of many tribes of
Indians which are rapidly becoming extinct.”48

Local commentators praised silent films as a
medium “comprehensible to all races,” as educa-
tional tools, and as entertainment cheap enough
to be widely available. Yet no one, perhaps, fully
grasped how pervasive film’s influence would be.
By 1908, according to filmmaker, critic, and histo-
rian Lewis Jacobs, motion pictures had become “a
powerful medium of social expression.” Outside
observers noted that “films were becoming for
children and the uneducated one of the chief
sources for new ideas, points of view, attitudes
toward government and society, habits of mind,
standards of taste, conduct, morals, canons of
convention, culture.”49

The ad from the New York Clipper, p.348, is from a photocopy in the authors’ files. All other illustrations are in the
MHS collections.
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