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Projected slides played a central role in motion-picture exhibi-
tion of the 1920s and ’30s. They were creatively employed for
a variety of purposes. As a practical tool, they advertised up-
coming features and conveyed important information. At
other times, slides contributed to the escapist fantasy that
characterized picture-palace entertainment. Architect John
Eberson, for example, used a Brenograph machine to project
clouds onto the ceilings of his “atmospheric” theaters, which
replicated exotic outdoor courtyards. (Eberson’s effect was
completed with plaster masonry, real trees, fountains, and
stuffed birds.)' The Brenograph also could project frames and
scenery from large-format slides.” The type of slide that was
by far most important to picture-palace exhibition, however,
was the song slide.

Song slides wusually were used by the theater organist, al-
though occasionally other performers would incorporate them
into a special act.” During the 1920s and ’30s, the organist
was allotted a portion of the program known as the “organ
solo.” The organ solo was not necessarily a solo at all, for it
often incorporated additional performers or audience partici-
pation. It was usually about ten minutes long and took place
soon after the overture, but picture-show programming was
quite flexible, and neither the length nor the position of the
organ solo were rigidly determined. Programming depended
somewhat on the strengths of the organist, but was primarily
determined by the character of the theater.*

The theater organ developed with the picture palace. The or-
gan first found a place in the theater because it offered the
wide range of tone colors found in an orchestra. The organist,
however, had an important advantage over the orchestra, for
he could easily improvise film accompaniments.® He also was
cheaper. The first organs were in the style of church instru-
ments, but a unique theater organ quickly evolved to suit the
needs of picture-palace exhibitors.® A British organ builder,
Robert Hope-Jones, was responsible for most of the innova-
tions behind the theater organ. He died soon after the first
picture palaces were built, but his name was linked with the
famous Wurlitzer “unit orchestra” organs for many years. A
theater organ was defined by a number of characteristics.
Some of these were technical, such as electric action, double
touch key operation, unification of ranks, high wind pressure,
and the iconic horseshoe console. Some concerned the sound
of the instrument, such as the presence of a tremulant on every
rank, the prominence of the tibia voice instead of the diapa-

son, and the incorporation of a complete range of percussion
instruments and sound effects.” By the 1920s, many theater
organs could be operated from several consoles at the same
time,® and the primary console was usually situated on a lift
so that it could rise up out of the pit for the organ solo.’

As the theater organ became an integral part of the picture-
palace experience, exhibitors sought new ways in which to
turn their investment into a box-office draw. The organ solo
soon emerged as a regular picture-palace feature. There is not
much information about organ programming before the trade
press began to review organ solos in the mid-1920s, but the
evidence indicates that the earliest organ solos were of a
strictly classical nature. Later community singing became
popular, while many organists presented popular songs with-
out inviting participation. Organists were free to draw from
both art and popular repertoires, which they often combined
in a single solo.'” Organists also introduced creative additions
to the organ solo, such as soloists (often hidden from view),
films, costumes, decorations, fanciful lighting schemes,'' and
even miniature stage presentations. '

Almost all organists projected slides, no matter what reper-
toire they presented. Organists used two types of slides
(apart from effect slides): lyric slides and communication
slides. In the early years of the organ solo, slides were the
only means by which an organist could communicate with his
audience. Public address systems were not installed until
1927, at which point organists began to speak directly to their
patrons."? Before the public address system, however, an or-
ganist required slides to tell a story, deliver a joke, or give
singing directions. The text on these slides usually was set to
a well-known tune, which the organist would play. The audi-
ence would read the text in time to the music. There is some
indication that patrons might hum the melody, but it appears
that they never sang the words.'*

Unfortunately, few of these communication slides have sur-
vived. They often were created using cheap materials, and
were probably discarded after use. However, the text from
some of these slides has been preserved in the trade press. In
1927, for example, Albert F. Brown reproduced the text of
the communication slides for his organ solo at the Granada
and Marbro theaters in Chicago:
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TITLE—THE MARRIAGE RIDDLE (Burlesque). (Play
Mendelssohn's “Wedding March”). Opening (the follow-
ing to melody, “Marching Through Georgia):

Folks, I've got a problem that I wish you'd solve for me,
For a year I've been keeping steady company,
But I don't know just how happy I am going to be,
If I go out and get married—

Oh gee—you see, I need your good advice,
Do you believe that married life is nice?
Please don't make a joke of this, but answer truthfully,
Do you think that I should get married?

Looks like you are all afraid to tell me anything,
But I heard when folks are happy that they always sing,
So I'll flash a song and if I hear your voices ring
I'll know that I should get married—

Before I start I warn you once again
This song is for the happy married men
So if you've not lived your married life successfully
Don't sing the words of this chorus.

(Insert chorus of popular song.)

1 thought all the happy married men would sing right out
But there's no such animal I've learned without a doubt,
If there's any HAPPY married WOMEN let them shout
Loud as they can in this chorus.

(Insert Chorus—*“Always.”)

That proves there's few happy married women—don't for-
get

But I haven't hear from all you single people yet

Those of you who wouldn't dare get married on a bet

All join in on this chorus—

(Insert chorus of popular song.)

Now let's hear from both the married WOMEN and the
MEN
And the ones that wish that they were single once again
and the SINGLE ones that wish that they were soon to wed
All join in this chorus—

(Insert chorus—*“Russian Lullaby.)

(The following to melody “Here Comes the Bride.”)
By all advice, marriage is nice,

If first you don't succeed, just try it over twice—

Love dreams come true, I'll prove to you

Don't say I'm wrong till you hear this sweet song—

TITLE SLIDE—BABY FEET GO PITTER PATTER"

Projecting the Lyrics

When an organist wanted to project lyrics, he could choose
to do so either by slide or by film. Slide was by far the
most popular method. An organist could purchase slides
from a dealer, rent them from an exchange, accept a free set
from a publisher, or create slides specifically for his solo.
Some of the larger theaters created sets of slides for their
organists on demand, but this was prohibitively expensive
for most houses.'® The appearance of slides varied enor-
mously. The finest commercial sets included illustrations on
every slide. Illustrators adorned comical songs with cartoon
-style drawings and provided realistic figures and land-
scapes for sentimental songs. Most slides, however, con-
tained only clear text on a black background. Organists of-
ten created their own slides by typing on a sheet of clear
plastic (Fig. 1). Song lyrics on the slides were hyphenated
to indicate a note change, so as to aid the participants in the
absence of musical notes. A musical staff with notes ap-
peared very occasionally, and then largely for visual effect.
Sometimes an organist would abandon slides altogether.
This was often done as a memory test for the participants, in
which case the temporary absence of slides provided variety
in the organ solo."’

Fig. 1. With a typewriter and a sheet of plastic, any or-

ganist could create song slides on demand. Courtesy Fox
Theatre Archives, Atlanta.

In 1928, a Variety columnist aptly described the attraction of
picture theaters for music publishers: “The picture house
with its vast audience over and over each day soon came
under the eagle eye of the music men as a song-plugging
outlet.”'® During the 1920s, all of the major publishing firms
maintained “special service” departments which developed
and circulated organ solo materials. These departments then
produced sets of song slides that contained lyrics for their
latest numbers. Slide sets were often booked by theater
chains and then rotated among the houses along with films
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and stage shows."” Publishers usually offered these slides to
organists at no charge in return for the publicity.?’ The organ-
ists were expected to return the expensive slides so that they
could be reused, although the presence of these slides in thea-
ter collections confirms the publishers’ complaint that they
were often kept.”!

Publishers such as M. Witmark & Sons,? De Sylva, Brown &
Henderson,” and Remick™ described their slide offerings
with full-column advertisements in the Exhibitors Herald-
World. Most of the slide sets mentioned in these advertise-
ments contained only single songs, the verses and choruses of
which were distributed across a handful of slides, but some
included a narrative as well. In some cases, a narrative con-
nected several song texts. On average, these sets contained 32
slides. In 1926, however, organist Henry Murtagh used a set
of 50 songs slides released by Leo Feist, Inc. The set ex-
ploited five different Feist songs, and was the work of L.
Wolfe Gilbert, a “special material expert” at Feist.”> Publish-
ers also released slide sets that combined new and old mate-
rial. In these medleys, choruses from old favorites that had no
commercial value would introduce a new song that the com-
pany wanted to sell.”® Finally, a publisher would sometimes
alter the lyrics to one of his own songs in order to suit an or-
gan presentation. In 1926, Feist released a set of slides for the
song “Too Many Parties, Too Many Pals,” which incorporated
an address supposedly given by a judge from his bench (the
subject of the song, a fallen woman, was to be sentenced for
her crimes). To heighten the impact of the address, Feist put
the final chorus in the past tense.”’

Organists typically felt free to alter commercial slides for their
own use. The organist might interpolate his audience’s favor-
ite songs, or replace worn-out numbers with up-to-date hits.
Organists also broke up commercial medleys so as to use the
songs individually, and they often added singing instructions
to the slides or changed existing instructions (Fig. 2).** Some-
time organists reused old slides in other ways (Fig. 3), or re-
moved texts for reasons that are difficult to decipher (Fig. 4).

Fig. 2. In this slide, the organist has removed the text
“Upstairs” and “Downstairs.” Presumably, he provided singing
directions via some other medium. He has also stricken the text
“It Out” from the header, although it is not clear why. Fox Thea-
tre Archives, Atlanta.

Fig. 3. In this slide, the organist has removed the title of the
song, “In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree.” He might have

used this slide to preface the singing of another old favorite.
Fox Theatre Archives, Atlanta.

Fig. 4. The organist has removed the text “First on the Hit
Parade some months ago—Now you never hear it much—.”
Perhaps he had been playing the song frequently and the

comment was inappropriate for his audience. Fox Theatre
Archives, Atlanta.

Organists also developed their own specialties, often in col-
laboration with a publisher or slide producer. In 1927, organ-
ist Ted Meyn of the Pantages theater in Kansas City, Mis-
souri, devised a clever setting for the recent hit “What’s the
Use of Crying.” Meyn began his solo by playing a verse and
chorus of the tune, with lyrics projected on the screen. Then,
during the second verse, a plant in the audience began to sing
“out of key, loud, mournful and very sour.” After a second
interruption, Meyn asked the man to please remain quiet.
The plant begged Meyn to teach him how to sing, and the
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organist obliged with a series of slides containing solfége [a
music education method used to teach pitch and sight sing-
ing]. After leading the plant through his vocal exercises,
Meyn invited him to sing a chorus of “What’s the Use of Cry-
ing” for the crowd. In his column for Exhibitors Herald,
Meyn informed his readers that the slides for his presentation
werezgnow available from the publisher of the song at no
cost.

In 1930, Variety announced that publishers had lost interest-
ing in plugging their songs via song slide, since the expense
was “estimated to run into the thousands” and the effect had
been dampened by sound films.** At the same time, the na-
tional exhibitor-producers were taking control of organ solo
development. By the early 1930s, all of the major chains had
established centralized organ departments. At Paramount, Mr.
Boris Morros was in charge of the creation and distribution of
organ solos for all Paramount organists. “Cooperating with
the publishers in plugging their songs,” however, remained an
important part of Morros’s job.31 At RKO, Dan Parker was in
charge of organ solos. Parker published a complete descrip-
tion of his duties in the Herald in 1932, in which he empha-
sized the collaborative nature of organ-solo production, the
central role of music publishers, the tight schedule on which
organists worked, and the freedom with which organists tai-
lored the solos to their audiences:

My particular service is to organists—musical showmen
catering to varied types of audiences, each using his or her
own style. Yet they must be serviced. The details are there-
for intricate.

forgotten, therefore the presentations must be played very
soon. Few presentations can be used after six or seven
weeks. This being the case, the theatres are grouped for
such a purpose, bearing in mind that the geographical loca-
tion of each is of vital importance.

In most cases, these presentations have but a few hours to
reach the theatre next on the route. However, strange as it
may seem, they do. Music and cue-sheets reach each organ-
ist long before the slides. This gives each enough time to
adapt the presentation to his own work. When one of the
organists (in my case, RKO organists) receives the slides, he
knows exactly what to expect.

But the work is not as yet completed. Although a new pres-
entation is being prepared, my department manages to keep
two or three weeks in advance of the playing date.

RKO organists are allowed absolute freedom. The presenta-
tions may be used as a whole or only in part. Popular cho-
ruses are always left to the individual organist showman's
discretion. Surely, he or she knows what his or her audience
will sing. One presentation is supplied to each organist per
week. Where there is a split-week policy, the organist is
expected to supply his or her own presentation for one-half
week. This, together with the fact that the organists may use
only part of a regular presentation, tends to keep the minds
of ea302h in working order in case of any “break” in the ser-
vice.

Presenting the Sing

My writer and myself discuss an idea for an organ presenta-
tion. (An “organ solo” does not mean enough.) The idea
must appeal to audiences everywhere. The topic must be
appreciated by all of our varied audiences. Then again, it
must be flexible for different types of work. Religion, prohi-
bition or other controversial subjects cannot enter into any
organ presentation, for we endeavor to serve all. Music, a
very important item is next. Songs, which the publishers are
exploiting and which are appropriate, are selected. The
writer now has his foundation.

When he returns with the finished product, a few minor
changes are probably made, then it is ready for the okay.
The presentation is then discussed with the general music
director. By him it is either rejected or accepted. If ac-
cepted, the work goes on.

While music for the parodies is being obtained, the lantern
slide manufacturer and his artist are called in. The writer, the
manufacturer, his artist and myself take infinite care in the
next step. Each slide is gone over, cartoons are thought of
and drawn. When the slide man has the proper information,
he is off. In a day or so, I received hand-painted cards. This
gives me an idea of just what the slide will look like. These
are okayed and the slides are delivered.

Sufficient sets of slide, music and cue-sheets are made ready
for the theatres. Now for the routing. Popular music is soon

Organists who led community singing had many options
available when they designed their organ solos. In most
cases, the organist did not put much effort into presentation.
Instead, he would provide a generic title for the solo—
something like “Let's Sing,”** “Let's Sing and Be Happy,”**
or “It's Time to Sing”*>—and then lead his patrons in a string
of unrelated tunes. Other times, the organist would use a sim-
ple theme to tie the songs together. Sometimes, however, an
organist would provide a complete narrative for his commu-
nity sing. He might tell a story, take his patrons on a virtual
trip around the world,”’ or direct his audience to accomplish
some imagined task through song.™

Whatever theme or narrative an organist provided, he always
had additional strategies available which could be interpo-
lated into any sing. The most widespread was to divide the
audience into competitive units (Fig. 5). Common divisions
were men against women,” single patrons against those who
were married, and balcony seating against orchestra. Some
organists became quite creative with their competitive sings.
New York organist Leo Weber, for example, pitted “fatties”
against “slenders.”' The practice of competitive singing—
which was directed by annotations on the slides—helped to
build enthusiasm in every theater, and usually added to the
humor as well. Dividing the audience into singing groups,
however, did not necessarily imply competition. Division
could also cast audience members in different roles to
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Fig. 5. This instructional slide could be used to preface

any song that divided the audience. Fox Theatre Archives,
Atlanta.

Fig. 6. In this special version of “Let Me Call You Sweet-
heart,” the boys sang the original lyrics while the girls
interpolated new, up-to-date lines. The loudness of the
boys’ lyrics was indicated by the capital letters. Later, the
boys and girls switched roles. Fox Theatre Archives, Atlanta.

achieve a theatrical effect (Fig. 6), or it could produce four-
part harmony.42

The organist also had other methods for enlivening the sing.
These usually made participation more difficult, and there-
fore more amusing. Sometimes, an organist would quit
playing until the audience could no longer keep together.43
(This practice was particularly abhorred by critics of com-
munity singing, who saw silence as the ultimate offence to
the dignified organ.) The organist might also provide a sub-
versive accompaniment to challenge his patrons’ musical
ability. One such approach was to change keys every few
measures (Fig. 7). And sometimes the challenge lay in sim-
ply reading the slides (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7. This slide warned the audience that the organist was

going to repeatedly change keys during the song. Fox Theatre
Archives, Atlanta.

Community singing in the picture palace was usually a light-
hearted affair. It was often side-splittingly comical, and
community singing was known to provoke hilarity amongst
the patrons, even to the point of disrupting the picture-palace
program.** The comedy was sometimes introduced in the
song lyrics themselves. This could happen when the organist
programmed a comic song such as “Down By the Winegar
Woiks,” a 1925 community singing number which was
wildly popular in theaters across the country.* More often,
however, comedy lyrics were found in parody versions of
popular hits (Fig. 9), lisping choruses (Fig. 10), and tongue
twisters set to familiar melodies (Fig. 11).

Above all, the comedy lay in the presentation of the sing.
The organist might tell a funny story,*® make jokes, or build
the entire session up to a climactic punch line.*’ He also
might give the patrons comical directions, such as to sing
different words based on their lot in life (Fig. 12), to sing
two different songs at the same time,* to whistle (Fig. 13),
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to hum (Fig. 14), or to clap (Fig. 15).* The organist could
also interrupt the singing to comical effect,’® or plant an ac-
complice in the audience to cause trouble.’' Despite all of this,
there was still room in some houses for sentiment and loftier
musical expression in the community sing. These presenta-
tions used most of the same songs, but left out the comedy
arrangements and gags. In every case, an organist had to
gauge his patrons and then provide the style of entertainment
which they enjoyed.

Fig. 8. These graphic puzzle slides were popular. The first
one contains the opening lyrics of the 1892 song “Daisy
Bell.” The second is a bit more difficult to decipher. It con-
tains the text to the 1903 barbershop classic “Sweet Ade-
line.” Fox Theatre Archives, Atlanta.
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SAME TUNE, BUT WATCH YOUR
BRIDGEWORK FOR THIS TIME

ITS A TWISTING TWISTER [

e
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Song slides for “On the Tamiami Trail.” The slides feature ethnic stereotypes of immigrants typical of the early 20th century, in-
cluding Germans, Italians, Jews, and Chinese. Esther Morgan-Ellis collection.



Song slides for “On the Tamiami Trail” (continued on p. 23). Esther Morgan-Ellis collection.
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