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The first public screening of the Lumiére cinematograph took place on De-
cember 28, 1895, at the Salon Indien, in the basement of the Grand Café on the
Boulevard des Capucines in Paris. After this screening Georges Méliés was
said to have approached Antoine Lumiére, father to Auguste and Louis and
the evening’s impresario, to ask whether he could purchase a cinematograph.
Antoine replied, “Young man, my invention is not for sale. . .. For you it would
be ruinous. It may be exploited for a while as a scientific curiosity; beyond that
it has no commercial future.™ The obvious irony here is that Lumiére pére was
mistaker; the cinema, after all, had an extraordinarily robust commercial
future. As interesting as this lack of appreciation for the cinema’s potential as
an entertainment device, however, is the description of it as a “scientific curi-
osity,” a designation that invokes a lineage of optical toys, such jouets philos-
aphiques as the thaumatrope, the phenakistascope, and the zoetrope, which
also included the deployment of chronophotography in physiology.

Cinema’s initial debt to this imaging tradition has received substantial at-
tention.’ One influential account describes scientific cinema as “a mode
geared to the temporal and spatial decomposition and reconfiguration of
bodies as dynamic fields of action in need of regulation and control,” thus
emphasizing the scientific film’s place among techniques for social regula-
tion.* The question of how scientific modes of visualization have figured in
cinema history beyond the experimental achievements of the medium’s pio-
neers has been largely ignored, however. The cinema’s indisputable involve-
ment with a disciplining gaze is only part of the story of the interaction of
cinema and science. A different type of gaze emerges by considering the fluid
boundaries between science and entertainment in the culture of modernity
and modernization, which I designate with the strategically multivalent key-
word “curiosity.”

Curiosity is a capacious concept. There are sexual and scientific curi-
osities as well as a generalized form that inheres in all narrative—the
question “what happens next” that propels stories forward. In an evolu-
tionary sense, curiosity can be seen a core human characteristic.” Curios-
ity is also a capricious concept. Historically, the term has transformed
fromasintoa virtue, a spectrum of meaning that is retained in common
usages that are antithetical, such as “morbid curiosity” versus “intellec-
tual curiosity.” My own use of the term is indebted to Hans Blumenberg’s
argument that curiosity is a signal characteristic of modernity.® Blumen-
berg’s periodization of modernity goes back well beyond the nineteenth
century; in his account, curiosity distinguishes the modern from the me-
dieval.’® Curiosity thus functions as a shifter, designating the novelty of
the popular-science film’s emergence from the knowledge cultures of the
late nineteenth century while also recognizing links to traditions that
extend much farther back, such as the cabinet of curiosities, helping to
account for how early popular-science films are simultaneously modern
and venerable.
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Curiosity also deemphasizes objectivity as a preeminent principle for un-
derstanding popular-science films. While Lorraine Daston and Peter Gali-
son trace how objectivity came to be installed asa “ubiquitous and irresistible”
epistemic virtue around 1850, they also acknowledge that objectivity’s en-
thronement was far from a monolithic occurrence, consisting instead of “in-
novation and proliferation rather than monarchic succession. . . . This is not
some neat Hegelian arithmetic of thesis plus antithesis equals synthesis, but
a far messier situation in which all the elements continue in play and in in-
teraction with one another.”! Thus, this argument expands on Daston’s and
Galison’s observation that the rise of objectivity did not eradicate other epis-
temic forms. So while many practitioners of science were turning away from
the kinds of thinking and expression that characterized popularization and
the fluidity of the cultures of art and science prior to the mid-nineteenth
century, a prominent site for the cultivation of curiosity in modernity was
the domain of popular science. Instead of objectivity’s restraint, nineteenth-
century popular science retained ties to previous traditions of display and
their engagement with the senses and the affective states of curiosity and
wonder.

The “devices” of curiosity in the book’s title, then, refer on the one hand
to material contrivances—the machines, films, and the exhibition spaces
that constitute the range of physical artifacts related to popular-science
films. Devices encompass less tangible manifestations as well, however,
such as the cinema’s ability to visualize the invisible and provide a form of
enriched vision. In this sense, the devices refer to the various techniques for
producing novelty and revelation that include slow motion, magnification,
or time lapse (which are certainly entwined with physical artifacts). Finally,
devices also can be thought of as akin to literary devices. In this sense, to
call these films “devices of curiosity” is to suggest that they function as
contrivances of the concept of curiosity itself, that they are curious experi-
ences that invigorate the senses and activate the sense of wonder. The de-
vices of curiosity in this sense are stimuli for knowledge, products of and
for epistemophilia.}?
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