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Western Travelogue Films Set in Siam during the Silent Film Era:

A Case Study of In Siamese Society (USA 1919)

Alexander J. Klemm
Graduate School of English,

Assumption University, Bangkok, Thailand

Abstract
Thailand’s great variety of panoramas, its thriving domestic film industry and the country’s
well-developed infrastructure, have been attracting western filmmakers for over one hundred
years. Hence, the number of western-produced films in Thailand in the 20" century is
substantial. However, only little research about selected films made after the Second World
War has been conducted. And studies of relevant films made prior, when Thailand was still
named Siam, are virtually non-existent. This apparent lack of academic interest in these films
may be attributed to the difficulty of actually finding them or because they were not preserved
and are therefore lost forever. Incomplete and misleading information in particular about early
films also poses a considerable problem. Nevertheless, a film-historical investigation into the
corpus of western-produced films shot and set in Siam is called for because they were shaped
by colonial and imperial worldviews of the West in the 19" century and by the modern
interest in travelling. Therefore, they presented Siam, Siamese people and cultures to western
viewers in very specific ways. These representations of Siam lasted well into the second half
of the 20" century. The films that meet the necessary criteria — made by westerners, in Siam,
to show Siam — are either travelogues, i.e. travel documentaries with a strong interest in the
exploration of foreign cultures, or semi-documentaries/semi-narratives associated with the

travelogue genre. The corpus of travelogues set in Siam can be divided into films of the silent
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period, which officially ended in 1927, and films of the sound period. In order to limit the
scope, this paper gives an overview of travelogues made during the silent film period only,
and provides an in-depth analysis of In Siamese Society (USA 1919, Burton Holmes Travel

Pictures) as a case study of Siam’s depiction in western travelogues.

Introduction

This paper seeks to make an original contribution to our understanding of western
representations of Siam in a film, the underlying motivations of these representations, as well
as their historical, cultural and ideological complexities. The second objective is to give an
overview of the corpus of western films shot in Siam during the silent film period. One has to
distinguish here between 1.) films made by European companies before the First World War,
and 2.) U.S. American films made after the war until the late 1920s, when technological
innovations brought about a fast transition to sound film.

Part 1 of the paper provides a definition and discussion of the travelogue film genre.
The focus will be on viewer expectations after the turn of the century, the popular fascination
with the cinematic travel experience, the genre’s adherence to aesthetic traditions established
by other media, the genre’s cinematic style and dominant expressions, as well as broad
influences of 19™- and 20™"-century colonial and imperial attitudes on travelogue films.

Travelogue films formed the dominant genre of western films made and set in Siam
during the silent film period and well into the sound period. Therefore, part 2 gives a brief
overview of travelogue films made in Siam from 1909 to 1927 and discusses how colonial
and imperial ideologies inherent in 19"-century travel literature about Siam shaped the

content of underlying messages of these films.
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Part 3 focuses on the renowned American travel lecturer and filmmaker Burton
Holmes and provides an overview of the travelogue films he made in Siam in the years 1919
and 1920. The question of whether he coined the word “travelogue”, as is often believed, will
also be addressed.

Part 4 is a comprehensive analysis of the Burton Holmes film In Siamese Society
(USA 1919). This travelogue film consists of roughly six segments connected by intertitles
and their common intention to offer western viewers insights into the life and culture in Siam.
Finally, a discussion of the film’s intertitles reveals the colonial and imperial attitudes at that

time as outlined in part 2.

1. The Travelogue Film Genre

A travelogue is a fusion of ‘travel’ and ‘monologue’, suggesting a form of (physical and/or
mental) travel narrated by one voice, e.g. a speaker or writer. Dictionaries provide basic
definitions: Cambridge Dictionaries Online defines travelogue as “a film or book about
travelling to or in a particular place” (“travelogue,” 2014), Oxford Dictionaries defines it as a
“film, book, or illustrated lecture about the places visited by or experiences of a traveller”
(“travelogue,” 2014), and Oxford English Dictionary defines it as an “(illustrated) lecture
about places and experiences encountered in the course of travel; hence a film, broadcast,
book, etc., about travel; a travel documentary” (“travelogue,” 2014). Therefore, a travelogue
can be a film, a book, broadcast, or a lecture supported by visuals aids. It engages with a place
visited by a traveler, and it is about the traveler’s experiences while traveling to, through
and/or within that particular place. Essentially, it is a travel documentary.

According to Petersen (2013) from 1907, when the travelogue film genre began to
emerge, until about 1915, when many film companies were struggling to stay relevant and
competitive during the war, travelogue films played an important role in Europe and the US

3
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(p. 3). Called ‘scenic films’ or ‘scenics’, travelogue films were popular during the whole
silent film era, reaching a peak of popularity during the nickelodeon period (1905-1915). As
non-narrative/non-fiction films they distinguished themselves clearly from action- and
character-driven films. Usually they were not screened alone but as part of commercial film
shows that would include a variety of films from different genres. Despite its widespread
recognition, the travelogue genre film must be considered as marginal.

The phenomenon of voyaging lies at the heart of travelogue films. Presenting a series
of disjunctive impressions of places, people and cultures, they offer a cinematic travel
experience to other worlds that were perceived as existing in their own time and space. Being
essentially imagined trips for their intended audiences, travelogues offer a gateway to
escapism and, according to Petersen (2013) “construct travel as a kind of setting for desire”
(p. xii), an embodiment of the spectator’s wish for knowledge and escape from daily routine.

Travelogues adhere to western aesthetic traditions. These preexisting visual traditions
are based on the predecessors of photography, stereography, and magic lantern lectures.
Spectators watched travelogues to experience something exotic, picturesque, and/or
educational. Since the early film industry was largely considered an entertainment industry, it
strived to gain respectability. Thus, it marketed the genre as valuable to one’s education about
foreign places and cultures. Indeed, the films had didactic intentions, but the overall concern
was to produce marketable travelogues that would provide aesthetically pleasing experiences.
The word ‘picturesque’, then, is merely an advertising term for travelogues. Petersen (2013)
writes: “By definition, the picturesque refers to a generalized sense of something aesthetically
compelling, or “like a picture,” but as I point out, in travel films this dynamic has the effect of
masking social and political realities with a veneer of clichéd beauty” (p. 21). (Interestingly,
one travelogue film of the sound-film era is titled Picturesque Siam (USA 1934, dir. E. M.

Newman, Warner Brothers.)
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Travelogue films use a strategy that is rather different from narrative/fiction films.
While the places depicted in travelogue films change, the ways in which they are shown
changes only little because of the faithfulness to a rather narrow pattern, i.e. a formula. This
formula concerns the travelogue’s cinematic style and expression. Petersen (2013) gives a
detailed explanation of the formula. Key features of it include: “a series of single, discrete

29 ¢¢

exterior shots of landscapes and people,” “explanatory intertitle[s],” a “stand-alone quality of
the shots,” editing that “preserves the integrity of each shot,” shot arrangement “as a series of
scenes that meander without a sense of progression,” adherence to a “discontinuous editing
principle,” and “a sense that the shots form a collection rather than a unified whole.”
Travelogues also use “editing that shapes the film into a collection of views,” usually
“conclude with an emblematic shot [...] similar to a dramatic tableau,” i.e. with an ending of
“something picturesque [e.g. a sunset]”, “something cute [e.g. a child],” or “something
beautiful [e.g. a woman].” They also show “portraits (of people, costumes, things)” and use
tracking shots (taken from a moving vehicle), which “are all about movement” (pp. 17-20).
Influenced by 19™-century western worldviews and values, travelogue films are awash
with colonial and imperial subtexts. During the Progressive Era and Edwardian Period,
imperialism was at a highpoint, which was reflected in western visual cultures not least in the
travelogue film genre. Travelogues are in many ways expressions of the wide reach of
Empire, therefore of western hegemony and territorial ambitions, as western filmmakers had
the power to select their subjects, to film them, to comment on them, and to exhibit their films
to mass audiences. Travelogue films were not propagandistic as they emerged before the rise
of totalitarian states, but because they incorporated western-imperialist ideologies, they
propagated these (unintentionally). Within travelogues’ virtual contact zones of cultures,

encounters between East and West could be staged, with western filmmakers in control of the

staging processes and their passive subjects of interest. Thus, non-western cultures are placed



International Conference on Language and Communication 2014
Proceedings

and viewed in a relation to western cultures, where this relation is one of differences,

opposites, and hierarchies that regularly favors the western perspective.

2. Travelogue Films Set in Siam

Before the First World War four western films were likely shot in Siam (judging from titles

and shooting locations cited on Internet Movie Database):

Livet i Nordsiam (aka Streetlife in the North of Siam, Denmark 1909, Nordisk Film),

Transportation in Siam (France 1911, Pathé Freres)

Siam, Its Rivers and Canals (France 1912, Pathé Fréeres)

Siamese Customs (France 1914, Pathé Freres, Distributor)

Whether Livet i Nordsiam is in fact the oldest western film shot and set in Siam,
whether it still exists, and whether others exist besides these four is unclear. There was no US
American film made in Siam before or during the First World War, and after the war the film
industry in many European countries was struggling; therefore, no further European films
were made in Siam during the rest of the silent film period. Instead, a few US American film
production companies came to Siam (e.g. Burton Holmes Travel Pictures) and produced a
number of travelogues there in 1919 and 1920 (see part 3).

During the 1920s there was still only little western film production in Siam. Two films
that are historically significant are the feature-length films Nangsao Suvanna (USA, Thailand
1923) and Chang: A Drama of the Wilderness (USA 1927). Both were shot with Thai casts
and US American directors, crew, and financial backing. While Nangsao Suvanna is lost,
Chang has been preserved and is available on DVD. It is the oldest western-produced feature-

length film set in Siam and was nominated for an Academy Award for “Unique and Artistic
6
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Production” in 1929. Its directors were E. B. Schoedsack (1893 - 1979) and M. C. Cooper
(1893 - 1973), famous for their semi-documentary Grass: A Nation’s Battle for Life (USA
1925) and the groundbreaking King Kong (USA 1933).

As elaborated above, travelogue films were influenced by colonial and imperial
ideologies. Moreover, travelogue films set in Siam were shaped by western 19"-century travel
literature and the views perpetuated in it. These texts reveal an abundance of western colonial
attitudes and stereotypes about Siam and the Asian continent in general, for example: 1.) The
notion of quasi-colonization of Siam and the West’s ownership of it. 2.) The desire for Siam
to be a paradise for adventures and explorers and the nostalgia for a European rural idyll that
could be found again in Siam. 3.) The ambivalence of the jungle, as it was seen as a frontier
between the civilized and uncivilized world, the latter being in need for guidance by the West.
4.) The White Man’s Burden, i.e. the idea that white Christians have to fulfill their mission of
spreading Christianity and civilizing the heathens in order to secure their own and their
subjects’ salvation. 5.) The abundance of stereotypes about the Siamese people, including
claims about the everlasting presence of oriental despotism and the allure of the harem. Siam
and the entire Asian continent was propagated as being feminine, sensual, mystical, inferior
and awaiting penetration, whereas the West was thought of as being masculine, intellectual,
scientific, superior, and in the role of the penetrator. Furthermore, 19"-century travel literature
often marked the Siamese as stubborn, lazy, resistant to conversion to Christianity, and

likened them to children and animals.

3. Burton Holmes’ Travelogue Films Set in Siam

The American traveler, photographer, and filmmaker Burton Holmes (1870-1958) was very
active, particularly during the silent film era. He gained popularity through his documentary-
style travel lectures, which he began in 1893 with public presentations about his journey

7
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through Japan. The lectures became more successful when he began to incorporate the
medium of film. Already before the turn of the century illustrated travel lectures by Holmes
and other presenters captured people’s imagination and were considered valuable sources of
information about other countries, cultures and peoples. Owing to widespread appreciation,
the travel lecture tradition lasted well into the 20" century. Holmes travelled excessively,
documenting his trips around the world with the help of assistants. Later he made films for
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and Paramount Pictures. To keep the films marketable he focused on
the picturesque aspects of his subjects and avoided political commentaries, yet always
maintaining a strong authorial presence in his live talks and travelogue films.

Holmes may be considered the father-figure of the travelogue. Whether he actually
invented the word ‘travelogue’, as is stated on his Wikipedia entry (“Burton Holmes,” 2014),
is questionable. Petersen (2013) writes: “Burton Holmes did probably not coin the word
travelogue as the word appeared as early as 1899. However, through his lectures Holmes
popularized it (p. 23).” On this topic the official website of Burton Holmes (2006) states:
“Burton Holmes did, or did not, invent the term “Travelogues” for his travel lectures with
slides and movies. While Holmes is generally given credit for the term, he himself always said
that the term was coined by his manager, Louis Francis Brown” (The Invention of the Term
“Travelogues™).

During its years of operation from 1916 to 1924, Holmes’s company Burton Holmes
Travel Pictures produced 248 travelogues shot around the world. At least eleven of these films
were shot in Siam:

e Bangkok (USA 1919)

¢ In Siamese Society (USA 1919)

¢ Ayudhya, Siam (USA 1919)

e Teak Logging with Elephants (USA 1919)

8



International Conference on Language and Communication 2014
Proceedings

e The White Elephant Militant (USA 1919)

¢ King Rama at the Royal Wat (USA 1919)

e The Royal Ballet of Bangkok (USA 1920)

¢ Oriental College Boys and Co-Eds (USA 1920)
¢ The Kingdom of the Yellow Robe (USA 1920)

e Up-Country in Siam (USA 1920)

e An Oriental Sing Sing (USA 1920)

Unfortunately, the Internet Movie Database does not provide any shooting locations
for these films — nor does any other website. However, their titles and the chronology of their
production suggest that they were indeed made in Siam. Moreover, In Siamese Society (USA
1919) and Teak Logging with Elephants (USA 1919) are widely available on the Internet,
while the exact shooting locations and the actual survival of the other films listed above still

need to be confirmed.

4. In Siamese Society (USA 1919)

In Siamese Society is 9 minutes and 40 seconds long, equaling the length of one 300-meter-
reel. It was produced by Burton Homes Travel Pictures and distributed in the US by
Paramount Pictures. As the title suggests, the goal is to observe the upper-class in Siam. It
may be the oldest surviving western travelogue set in Siam. Thus far the researcher has been
unable to find older such films. YouTube.com member Michael Rogge uploaded it as
Thailand, Siamese high society in 1919, and Jeff Quitney uploaded it as Thailand: “In
Siamese Society” circa 1925 Filmo Bell & Howell Company. Rogge’s upload is accompanied
by traditional, instrumental Thai music. Quitney’s is silent and longer due to a Bell & Howell

company logo at the beginning. This company produced of camera equipment and projectors.
9



International Conference on Language and Communication 2014
Proceedings

The reasons for the existence of different versions are unclear. The musical accompaniment
for In Siamese Society probably varied when it was first screened in US cities in the 1920s.
Therefore the current paper does not treat musical components, and instead focuses on the
images, the intertitles, and their apparent and implied messages.

The film consists of six segments: 1.) a scenery along a river bank, 2.) a hostess and
child awaiting guests, 3.) a female servant applying cooling powder, 4.) a social gathering 5.) a
woman putting on a Panung (traditional dress), and 6.) a panorama along a river bank.
Segments two to five are choreographed and staged for the camera. The platform on which the
social gathering takes place is like a stage. Nevertheless, all scenes are natural. Occasional
lack of editing-continuity suggests that the central segment was filmed twice. The following is

a detailed analysis of each segment.

First Segment

The film opens with the title caption “IN SIAMESE SOCIETY,” followed by intertitle [1]:
“The smart set in Siam dwell in airy mansions amid the temples and pagodas of their Buddhist
faith ---.” Impressions captured from a leisurely moving boat on the Chao Phraya River
establish Siam as the setting. One sees wooden houses, piers and plants along the river bank,
and the white spire of Wat Prayoon (a temple in Thonburi downstream of Wat Arun) in the
background. (As is typical for travelogues, In Siamese Society presents Bangkok as
representative of and synonymous with Siam.) Staging the camera on a boat is typical for
travelogues as it reflects people’s turn-of-the-century fascination with movement on the
cinema screen, which was a common metaphor for modern life itself.

The segment is interrupted: “We are privileged to attend a “social function” in a
fashionable home --- [2] This prepares the viewer for the main event. But first more river

bank scenery is shown before the second segment begins.

10
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Second Segment

Intertitle [3] reads: “The hostess and her little daughter await the guests ---.” A mother and her
young daughter are sitting on an elevated platform presumably in the garden of their house,
and a servant is lying in the background. The hostess’s dress and mannerism suggest that she
is a woman of high social standing and that she is about to host the aforementioned “social

function.”

Third Segment

The story started in the previous segment is interrupted. Intertitle [4] reads: “The servant (they
still have servants in Siam) is making up her mind and all the rest of her ---.” A young woman
is applying cooling powder to her face, arms and shoulders, while another female servant is
fanning her with a palm tree branch. A third female servant is observing both, and: “The
powdery polka dots are supposed to keep her cool ---.”” [5] The activity of powder application
is shown with a medium shot, and intertitle [6] continues the thought: “--- so feeling cool, she
can smile — which is more than we can do on a Siamese summer day ---.” In a medium close-
up the woman, smiling coyly, looks just passed the camera, presumably at the filmmaker
standing in the off. She does not appear in the film again. Therefore, this segment is

independent in character. It introduces the viewer to a supposedly significant cultural activity.

Fourth Segment

Continuing the second segment, this central part of In Siamese Society gives selective insights
into a social gathering of a group of upper-class women. Eastgate Dann (2008) notes: “The
‘harem’ has long been used in literature as the focal point of Eastern life, one of the essential
differences in the minds of Westerners, between ‘us’ and ‘them’. As Grewal (1996:82)

explains, the harem ‘became the racial sign for ‘Eastern’ culture’” (137). Western fascination
11
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with the oriental harem in general and as it was imagined in novels has already been pointed
out further above. This fascination extends to the film about the life of Siamese women. It
must have been a very conscious decision by the filmmaker to make In Siamese Society into a
film about women’s individual and group activities and not to have any scenes showing
Siamese m