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[T]he detective has nothing in common with the insatiable
adventurer and his constant hope and constant disappointment,
he does not roam the unlimited wasteland in order to gain what
was lost to him; instead the ‘cases’ happen to him or are allotted
to him, and above and beyond their incessant series (‘unendliche
Reihe’) he does not desire anything else.

Siegfried Kracauer, Der Detektiv-Roman (1925)1

The detective plot has always lent itself exemplarily well to serialization. Its logic may
suggest that it is all about the resolution—the quest for an ending; yet a closer look at its
workings reveals that it operates by reeling off ever new beginnings, or rather, loops of
action: An incessant series, as Siegfried Kracauer put it in his seminal early investigation
of the genre. Kracauer was concerned with the ‘closed’ form of the stand-alone story or
novel, but his formulation signals to the modes of serialization that were part of the
detective genre from its inception, and quickly gained a momentum of their own in the
genre’s unfolding. As one case follows the other, they quickly enter into a relation of
competition or outbidding—ever more scandalous, incredible, sensational. This is what

Tom Gunning notes about the stories of the French feuilleton and what equally applies to



the Anglo-American pulp market. In the mass cultural enactments of the twentieth
century, brilliant ratiocination and intricate probing—the competences associated with
the classical detectives of Edgar Allan Poe or Arthur Conan Doyle—took second place to
dazzling displays of fast-paced action.2

This paper will engage with the cinematic vogue of the detective film serial in the
late 1910s and 20s, which epitomized the detective plot’s propensity to go serial. The
film serial is a dramatically underresearched format, probably because of its reputation
as low-budget mass entertainment capitalizing on effect-driven sensational narrative
formulae. But it played an important part in the large-scale reshaping of popular
narrative modes at the time, particularly the emergence of serial narration as a (mass)
cultural dominant. In the last decades of our century, serial modes of story-telling have
been afforded considerable attention and especially televisual seriality has garnered
much critical traction as a complex narrative format that thrives on modes of ‘self-
observation’ and the momentum of melodrama. In particular, the self-propelling
dynamics of serial narration, driven by the forces of one-upmanship, self-optimization,
and media convergence,? have been discussed as seminal features of contemporary
popular story-telling and cultural meaning-making. These practices, which gained
prominence in the digital age, have a rich prehistory that is currently being rediscovered
and reappraised, in keeping with the contentions of media archaeology that media
ecologies do not develop in linear fashion but rather evolve by means of breaks and
loops, twists and repercussions.# In the course of this serial revision, some attention has
been accorded recently to the sound serial.s The silent film serial, in contrast, has been
investigated almost exclusively with regard to the generic format of the serial-queen
melodrama.s There is more to the serials of the 1910s and 1920s than the serial queen,

however, and in this paper [ will explore the ways in which serials function as



navigational tools for their audiences. While they avow to deal in distraction, immersion,
and thrill, and thus point to realities at a remove from the mundane and familiar, their
appeal hinges no less on their close correspondence to the structures of industrial
modernity: their sequentiality, brevity, and modularity—the fact that they fit into and
resonate with the patterns and rhythms of everyday life. Film serials are as much about
habituation as they are about novelty and their ongoing narrative does not only work by
means of spectacular disruption but relies heavily on reappraisal and re-orientation, as
we shall see; thus capitalizing on what has been made out as paradigmatic ‘modern’

dispositifs of perception.”

Detective Serials of the 1920s
All film serials of the 1910s were sensational melodramas, writes Ben Singer: “They
covered a range of subgenres (such as detective, western, gothic, patriotic, and working-
girl melodramas), but they all concentrate on violence and intense action—abductions,
entrapments, brawls, hazardous chase sequences, and last-minute rescues—in
narratively stark conflicts between a heroine and or hero-heroine team and a villain and
his criminal accomplices.”s Singer is right, but his list of plot elements and narrative
props points to another commonality of the film serials of the 1910s, which they shared
with their successors of the 1920s: crime. The serial plots were almost exclusively
driven by criminal schemes, actions, and ambitions, often with mystical inflections.
Discourses of criminality and detection were tightly interlinked, and conversely
the figures of the detective and of the master criminal gained central importance in the
mass cultural narratives of the 1910s and 1920s. While many silent serials featured
professional investigators in leading parts, others enacted the investigatory feats of lay

criminologists, starting with what commonly counts as the first American film serial,



What Happened to Mary (1912), which related the efforts of its heroine to find out about
her own family background, while sinister forces aim to undermine her efforts and gain
control of her.® The investigatory quests and queries are often enacted in close relation
to the world-spanning conspiratorial efforts of supervillains and master criminals. By
the 1920s, serials that show professional or amateur detectives responding to
conspiracies of evildoers abounded on the American screen. The plot contrivance of the
last-minute rescue—saving a life ‘in the nick of time’—served as a seminal narrative tool
in these serial narratives, which were almost exclusively cliffhanger serials. Obviously,
in its fashioning of accelerated thrill and melodramatic polarization, the last minute-
rescue is perfectly suited to fashion a clifthanger, and was time and again used to this
purpose.

In this and in many other respects, the serials produced post-WWI, such as The
Trail of the Octopus (Duke Worne, 1919), The Woman in Grey (James Vincent, 1920), The
Hope Diamond Mystery (Stuart Paton, 1921), The Power God (Francis Ford and Ben F.
Wilson, 1925) or Officer 444 (Francis Ford, 1926), relied heavily on elements of form
and story that had been established in the decade before. This seeming epigonality may
be the reason why the 1920s serials play hardly any role in the history of serial films, let
alone film history in general.10 But the serials of the 1920s did not exhaust themselves in
rehashing successful story lines and formulae of the previous decade. Like the feature
films of the epoch, the serials were aware of their own position in a longer history of
cinematic storytelling (including a decade of serials), and this history is acknowledged,
addressed and reworked in the 1920s serials. The serials also responded to the larger
cinematic and extra-cinematic context of the day, which was heavily imbued with the

forces of standardization and serialization.



In my paper I will focus on two serials of the late 1910s and mid-1920s that illustrate
succinctly the structural continuities and narrative developments of the period: The
Trail of the Octopus (Duke Worne, 1919) and Officer 444 (Francis Ford, 1926). Both were
promoted at the time as Wilson/Gerber serials, pointing to the popularity of their lead
actors, Ben Wilson and Neva Gerber.1t By the 1920s, Wilson and Gerber had established
themselves as key players of the serial screen with a solid fan base—a serial king with
his serial queen. Their serials revolved around conspiratorial crime plots, casting Ben
Wilson in the role of detective or chief investigator and relying heavily on exploitative
representations of their female star. Thus the serials seemed to be unconcerned with an
exploration of female agency as it has been declared typical for the serial-queen
melodrama.i2 The characters played by Neva Gerber hardly ever entered the crime
scenarios as fellow investigators, figuring almost exlusively as hapless victims,
abductees and prize possessions (fig. 1). Then again, their male counterparts were not

doing much better: they, too, seemed to be more often playthings rather than players in

the field of the narrative (fig. 2).

Figs. 1 and 2: Serial queen and serial king in distress: Neva Gerber in Trail of the Octopus (1919), Ben Wilson in Officer
444 (1926)



Both serials interest me because of their intricate engagement with seriality as a
complex temporal phenomenon that explodes the confines of linear narration. This is
not to read the serials’ self-reflective turns as indices of artistic mastery or as conscious
expressive strategies. [ am not concerned with the cultural status of the material that I
investigate. | rather want to take it on as the overdetermined outcome of a multiplicity
of intersecting factors, among them the larger discourses around serial manufacturing
and standardization of the day. Seriality, thus, needs to be taken into account not only in
respect of the cinematic format at hand, but in a larger sense: as a principle that informs
the cultural, social, political and economic modes of meaning-making and production on
a most fundamental level.13 In particular, seriality and serialization need to be seen as
important factors in the time politics of modernity. They are particularly pertinent as
means to bring about synchronicity and to correlate discordant experiences of time and

temporal regimes without resorting to techniques of closure or containment.

Seriality, Temporality, Modernity

Seriality fashions and organizes time into units, modules or segments, foregrounding the
structuring patterns of resonance and rhythm, cadences and clusters, and the narrative
productivity of repetition and variation. This capacity of the serial mode to orchestrate
what otherwise would appear overwhelmingly unorganized and random gained a first
powerful manifestation in the nineteenth-century entertainment market around penny
papers, dime novels, serialized fiction and the evolving sensationalist yellow press, and
thus in the context of an emerging professional mass culture. In this context, the serial
form—as a simultaneously practical and aesthetic mode—operated as a pivotal
instrument in the production of national and transnational community experiences.'4 In

their effective spread of fantasies of simultaneity, compatibility and community, the



workings of popular media of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries chime with
Benedict Anderson’s insight that seriality is “basic to the modern imagining of
collectivity.”1s

The expansive momentum of serial narration—fictional and non-fictional—is
fueled by the resources of political, economic and medial expansion, which were tested
and refined in the nineteenth and then ramped up in the twentieth century. In what
follows I will not approach this interlinkage in terms of a mere analogy, but
conceptualize it rather as a relation of mutual mapping: a relation of reciprocity and
cross-fertilization. In consequence, I argue that the projects of popular serial narration
do not only aim at a representation of abstract processes of industrialization, social
organization and spatio-temporal structuring. They rather need to be seen as integral
elements of these processes within the modern industrial and media societies: taking
issue with them but also propelling them along.

The serial apparatuses of American mass culture corresponded particularly well
to the temporal demands of twentieth-century modernity. Whereas the nineteenth
century can be considered the “century of synchronization,” as Michael Gamper and
Helmut Hithn write, and thus capitalized on the ambition to establish one committing
time regime across the field and the world over, the twentieth century acknowledged
“the manifold character of temporalities.”t¢ This acknowledgment allowed for the
emergence of a “culture of multiple proper times, which produces alliances and conflicts
and is related, explicitly or implicitly, to regimes of synchronization.”” This
amplification of temporalities did not necessarily undermine or pull into doubt the
imperative of synchronization. But it turned synchronicity from a basic datum into a

primary desideratum—an incentive rather than a point of departure.



Visual media in general, and films more specifically were intricately involved in
this temporal diffusion, and in the efforts of gaining control over the dynamics of
diversification and spread, as Mary Ann Doane has demonstrated.s Film acted in many
ways as a mediator—a medium—between what Walter Benjamin characterized as
modernity’s synchronized, homogeneous empty time and the personal and divergent
temporalities, the ‘proper times’ of experience, memory or materiality, which positioned
themselves, chronotopically speaking, next to, across or underneath the official time
regimes.

The sense of a pervasive ‘relativization’ of time that registered in the sciences and
the arts of the early twentieth century® also impacted on societies at large, where it
manifested as the need to establish a reliable chronometric scheme and to
operationalize time against all the odds. The organizational systems of industrial
engineering, the efforts of scientific management and the emerging disciplines like
organizational psychology or psychotechnics attested to this need, but it also left its
marks in the sphere of the legal and juridical system and, not least, on entertainment
culture.20 In all of these contexts, routines of serialization and standardization were key.
Even though I do not read the responses of mass culture to the new temporal regimes of
modernity exclusively in terms of a streamlining cultural industry, [ still hesitate to
conversely conceive of the popular sphere solely as a realm of non-compliance and
subversion. The dichotomy of chronometric serialization and personalized proper times,
in other words, cannot be easily mapped onto the spheres of industry, law and politics
on the one hand, and entertainment cultures and the arts on the other. The times of
mass culture were complicatedly intertwined with the times of modernity at large, and
the entangled processes of serialization in the fields of culture and in the fields of

industrial production and management epitomized this intersection.



Doane reads modern film as intricately inscribed in the dialectics of contingency
and standardization. For Doane, contingency acted as a “form of resistance to
standardization,” promising the “appearance of absolute freedom, immediacy,
directness” or, alternately, threatening to bring about “meaninglessness, even
nonsense.”2! In my reading of the film serial, I will not so much focus on contingency’s
recalcitrance to the imperative of meaning-making, but pay close attention to efforts to
enlist contingency for more constructive purposes. Where especially avant-garde films
responded to the industrial parameters of standardization either with skepticism or
with totalizing fascination,? the film serials, like other popular media formats of the day,
particularly in the United States, seemed to be more concerned with providing
orientation in and making provisional sense of the system at large. To do so, the serials,
alongside other popular formats of the day such as the newspaper comics, the slapstick
film or the pulp novel, engaged in what I call contingency management.

Contingency is an inevitable and ineradicable factor in even the most
sophisticated system. This was becoming increasingly clear to the strategists of
industrial manufacturing, the specialists of labor and organizational psychology of the
early twentieth century and to the intellectuals and artists concerned with the cultural
and social situation of the day.2s But what cannot be rooted out needs to be accounted
for. The silent film serials allowed to approach contingency as a key element energizing
the machinery of modernity with its many divergent strands of action and operation. In
consequence, the standardized time scale was not so much contested, but rather re-
adjusted to comply with the proper times of personal and lived realities. Temporal
impositions—close calls, last-minute rescue actions, ticking time bombs, and speeding

vehicles—gained central significance in this context, epitomizing the relentless and



menacing power of an alienating time regime and the individual’s effort to manage its

demands by accommodating (rather than overcoming) the affordances of the serial form.

Detection

The first decades of the twentieth century generated new formats, circuits and practices
of mass entertainment. Serial literature was churned out at an industrialized speed and
produced under conditions that call to mind the fabrication principles of the assembly
line.2+ And obviously this principle of production applied even more strikingly to the
serial production of the ‘dream factory’ with its variegated creative teams and
specialized professionals.zs The film serial needs to be approached as an intricate part of
a larger media ecology of the day—in-between the feature film and other technologies of
entertainment such as the radio or the popular press, which also made use of serial
narrative formats.26 Serial formats were tried out in a cross- and transmedial fashion,
spreading from one medium to the next and back again, cross-referencing, competing
and converging with each other.

Plotwise, the serial narratives in mass cultural media often drew on the
discourses of criminality, detection and identification, which proliferated in early
twentieth-century culture, and this choice of subject matter may have been more than
incidental. What Alain Carou and Matthieu Letourneux write about early twentieth-
century French mass culture may thus equally apply to a wider—trans-Atlantic—
cultural sphere: a “criminal imaginary” cutting across the field of contemporary cultural
concerns and conventions inscribed itself particularly efficiently into “mediated serial
formats” (“series médiatiques”), which rehearsed modern audiences in patterns of
recognition and identification, and helped to establish cognitive grids of collectivity and

exclusion.?”



In many respects, the detective plot concurred with a larger modernist logic of
standardization and rationalization. The detective was up against all the forces
associated most strongly with the modern condition: contingency, information overload,
acceleration and anonymity. In the logic of classical detective fiction, which reached its
height with the iconic configuration of Sherlock Holmes, the detective was relentlessly
striving to turn chaos into order, processing random events of violence or loss as
interlinked ‘cases’ that needed to be assessed, correlated, and resolved before they
could be filed away. Seen this way, the classical detective was by no means the mad
genius or whimsical maverick that we would like to see, even though his enactment may
foreground tics and quirks: he was rather the business administrator or office hand of
modernity, operating as a go-between for the individual and the increasingly complex
and alienating legal and juridical apparatuses of the modern world. As some of the most
intriguing reflections on the genre in the twentieth century evince, the split between the
detective and the system is ideologically informed—the detective’s individual
commitment serves to humanize the system at large.zs

The detective serials, I argue, were as invested in the modernist valorization of
optimization, streamlining and management as were their literary predecessors in
Europe and elsewhere. But the representation of the detective and of detection
underwent a significant shift in the silent serial, and this shift had much to do with the
specific context of early twentieth century (American) modernity and its particular
cinematic environments. While clearly signaling a larger history of detective storytelling,
the American detective serial abandoned the classical logic of the detective as the
manager of mass culture. Where the classical detective observed from a distance, and
then conjectured, reasoned and resolved, the serial detective dove headfirst into action,

ricocheting like a stray bullet rather than being dead on target. In this, he resembled the
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hard-boiled detective of pulp provenance. But unlike the hard-boiled detective and his
noir antecedents, the serial detective had no time to indulge in a nostalgic quest for
individual control and masculine self-assertion in the alienated enviroments of
modernity.2°

Time and its exigencies are core concerns of the film serial, this fast-paced, plot-
driven affair. “Action, action, and yet more action! Situations if they come along, yes, but
never worked out. [...] Something is always happening in a serial,” established a 1919
article in Photoplay dismissively.3* But while things had to happen quickly to propel the
plot of the 20-minute episodes along, there was also much need for analeptic reiteration
and literal repetition in each episode. Clifthangers, which served to keep the story going
and hold the serials together, needed to be dissolved and prepared, characters needed to
be re-introduced and plotlines at least cursorily sketched for the spectators who missed
one or more prior episodes. On the grounds of these constraints, the film serial
developed a characteristic mode of narration that alternated rapidly between
familiarization and spectacular disclosure, creating simultaneously an effect of
continuity (through formulaic storytelling and stock figures) and of incessant change
(through its frantic pace and special effects). And finally, time constraints also
determined the modes of reception: people caught a film after work or in an afternoon in
town, between other appointments or before the feature film of the night—and thus
fitted it into a larger series of routines and duties.3!

On the plot level of the detective story, the impositions of time have always
registered in the labor of the detective: it was his office to gain a ‘larger picture’ that
stretched from the beginning (the crime) to the end (the resolution) and from the
Western world to the ‘rest.’sz At least this seemed to have been the ambition of the

classical literary detective, following in the footsteps of Sherlock Holmes: to establish a
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‘map’ or ‘chart’ of temporal interlinkages. But already in the classical phase, the effort to
synchronize the heterogeneous proper times of experience and memory into linear
sequences was complicated by the narrative affordances and complexities inscribed into
the detective story. Most importantly, the genre was jeopardized by the fact that it
needed to unfold the past (and at times, different versions of the past) in synchronicity
with its narrative of the present.33 The detective film serial of the 1910s, as we shall see,
had abandoned (or lost grip on) the earlier ideal of the detective as the time keeper and
manager of time, and mapped out different models of agency and temporality in close
contiguity with the demands of the period and in acknowledgment of the possibilities

accorded by the serial mode.

The Trail of the Octopus (1919)

By 1919, when The Trail of the Octopus came out, Ben Wilson and Neva Gerber had
already co-starred in two other serials, and four more joint ventures were to follow. The
last serial starring Wilson and Gerber in the lead should be Officer 444, produced seven
years later. The serials under investigation in this paper were thus part of a larger serial
output unfolding around the two serial stars in recurring plot constellations and parts.
In The Trail of the Octopus, Ben Wilson played Carter Holmes, a “world-famous
criminologist," Neva Gerber his fiancée Ruth Stanhope, and the action revolves around a
series of daggers that are sought by all sorts of sinister agents for different purposes—
there is a Monsieur X who only appears in a full face mask, a cult of devil worshippers
coming complete with a “half Egyptian, half French” femme fatale, an evil Chinese
master criminal (“Wang Foo”) with his sidekicks (among them an apish dwarf), and
many more of the stock characters of the early twentieth century pulp universe. The

only creature that definitely does not make an appearance is an octopus, and the serial’s

12



last episode hastily makes up for this lack by interlinking the serial’s title with the
yellow peril imagery of the octopus as the many-armed monster. By then, however, this
metaphor seems inappropriate: criminality in the serial did not emanate from one
sinister evil-doer or one scheme stretching out in many different directions, but is rather
represented as a wide array of largely unrelated parallel actions and contingent
operations which seem to evolve independently of each other and are almost impossible
to rein in.

As in so many film serials, the clock figures as perhaps the most important prop
of action in The Trail of the Octopus. Time and again, suspense is built by means of a
character running up against time constraints. In episode 7, “The Dance of Death,” this
dynamic is epitomized when the clifthanger leaves us with Carter Holmes strapped to a
bench, facing a wall clock that is rapidly (and in a marked discrepancy between narrated
time and narrative time) ticking away the minutes. The clock is connected to a bomb
lodged underneath the bench (fig. 3), which will go off at 12 o’clock. The next episode
(“Satan’s Soulmate”) integrates the resolution of the cliffhanger into its title sequence,
crosscutting ever more rapidly between the clock, Holmes and the bomb, Ruth wringing

her hands in despair, and a pair of smirking guards overseeing the action.

Fig 3: Do you see the bomb? Ben
Wilson in Trail of the Octopus
(1919)
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Writing about D.W. Griffith’s sophisticated use of the technique, Linda Williams
identifies cross-cutting as an “immense rhythmic tease” that begs the question whether
we will “ever get back to the time before it was too late.”s* The cliffhanger serial
capitalized on this question, by forcing us to ask it over and over again. In many respects
one could argue that the logic of the cliffhanger is the last-minute rescue action totalized.
Williams contends that the narrative pattern’s melodramatic effect relies on two
divergent time politics: “Actions feel fast and yet the duration of the event is slowed
down. We are moved in both directions at once in a contradictory hurry-up and
slowdown.”ss This momentum is then identified as the core principle of melodramatic
narration. Melodrama, according to Williams, refuses to acknowledge the regime of a
homogeneous empty time that marches on in defiance of personal, intuitive, experiential
impressions and feelings: “At its deepest level melodrama is an expression of feeling
toward a time that passes too fast. This may be why the spectacular essence of
melodrama seems to rest in those moments of temporal prolongation when ‘in the nick
of time’ defies ‘too late’.”3s The melodramatic quest, thus, is driven by the desire to
restitute an original order and utopian “space of innocence,”s” and to resolve and
overcome the chaos and contingency unleashed by the film’s ongoing narrative.

But by contrast to a long-winded epical feature film like Griffith’s Way Down East
(1920)—which is the object of Williams’ analysis—the film serial has no time to waste.
In The Trail of the Octopus, by consequence, the last-minute rescue action is relentlessly
sped up—the diegetic time goes by much faster than the time of narration. Even more
importantly, however, the serial cannot really afford to take the time to establish an
initial “space of innocence,” it starts off in medias res—fast-paced and breathless from

its very outset on. Its stress is continuous, ongoing, never-ending. The short moments of
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repose after one danger has passed are almost immediately suspended again, when the
next threat makes its appearance. In episode 6, “The Eye of Satan,” the serial illustrates
the precariousness of such an intermittent moment succinctly by having Carter Holmes
synchronize his clock with two fellow investigators (fig. 4), before they once more rush
off to engage in separate strands of parallel action. Here, the clash between personal
experience and social constraints, the ongoing negotiation between disjuncture and
resynchronicization, does not come across as an extraordinary imposition, as in the
melodramatic feature, but turns into a regular occurrence, the serial’s very modus

operandi.

Fig. 4: Establishing synchronicity: The Trail of the Octopus (1919)

The most intriguing difference between the epic melodramatic mode, which Williams
explores, and the serial mode of suspense that lies at the heart of the detective serial,
consists in the lack of relief. It is complemented by a proliferation of the action that does
not really allow for one single focus or controlling agent. Still, the detective continues to
operate alone. Like the classical detective, the serial detective of the 1910s seems to
regard the cumbersome apparatuses of police and law at best as supporting actors when
the real work has been accomplished. Then the officers may step in and ferry off the

criminals to jail (where they will quickly manage to escape again). “Take these fellows
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away,” Carter Holmes announces grandiosely before the big showdown in the final
episode, “The Yellow Octopus”: “I am going to get Wang Foo alone.” Why he has to go on
his own is as unclear here as elsewhere: after all, more often than not his isolated rushes
to action end up getting him overpowered and defeated. Where the classical detective
acted on his own because he was made out as intellectually and physically superior to
the police, the detective of the American serial seems to act alone because the police
force happens to be elsewhere. His loneliness is neither the loneliness of the genius, nor
does it call to mind the desolate urban condition of the hardboiled detective: The serial
detective’s actions come across as routines in an ambitious workout rather than
carefully conceived operations or desperate acts of self-assertion. Nobody is in control
any longer, the police, the detective, the villains and the victims each pursuing their own,
often discordant, agendas. This chaos at large makes it all the more surprising—and
perhaps also rewarding—to see that things do get done: abductees abscond, bombs are
defused, shackles cast off and the heroine and the hero survive against all odds and
probability, to face the next predicament.

While the detective is on his own, his opponents multiply. It takes about six
episodes of The Trail of the Octopus for the main perpetrator, Wang Foo, to establish
himself as a key player. Before that, a whole panoply of suspicious orientals can be seen
working against Carter Holmes, and against each other, to complicate matters further. It
doesn’t help that two of these bad guys, Bornay and Shabistary, wear almost identical
beards, that the actor Earnest Garcia plays both Jan Al-Kasim and Wang Foo, and that
every single male character in the serial, including Carter Holmes, seems to pose as the
masked Monsieur X at some point in the convoluted narrative. Monsieur X’s identity is
never revealed. He just disappears in the last but one episode. By then, Wang Foo has

established himself as the serial’s master criminal; and just when we think we can focus
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on a clear-cut bad guy versus good guy constellation, Wang Foo invents a machine to
project multiple copies of his own body and replicates himself in an unending stream of
villains: a nice, if probably unintended, acknowledgement of the vogue of Fu Manchu
copies in the popular culture of the day (fig. 5).38 And this is not even to mention the
astral bodies, twin brothers and mirror images which make it virtually impossible to

‘focus’ in this serial: the spectator seems to be forced to undergo the experience of

double vision most of the time.

Fig. 5: Fabricating the yellow peril: The Trail of the Octopus (1919)

The first main perpetrator’s alias—Monsieur X—and the fact that neither the man’s real
name nor his face behind the mask are ever revealed, seem to indicate the serial’s
understanding of criminal identity: it does not matter who is pulling the strings, as long
as the strings can be cut or rearranged or reattached. The serial is concerned with
effects, not with causes. The classical detective story may have been intrigued by the
workings of deduction; the serial is much more excited to map the intricate machinery

of tricks, ploys, mechanisms, contraptions, circuitries and technical devices that makes
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the detective’s—and the criminal’s—world. Ilka Brasch identifies this logic as the film
serial’s exploration of its own workings, its “operational aesthetics,” as Brasch calls this
in close reference to Neil Harris.3® Writing about The Exploits of Elaine (1915), Brasch
notes that the serial regularly displays technical novelties in order to draw attention to
its skills at cinematic storytelling without engaging in overt self-advertising along the
lines of what Tom Gunning calls the “cinema of attractions”: “The diegetic technological
attraction thus structures the way the story is told, and it explains the very means of
storytelling. [...]The spectators are invited to engage with the narrative in terms of the
mechanism, and with the mechanism in terms of the narrative.”40

In this ongoing negotation of narrative and technico-mechanical attractions, the
film serial anticipates the aesthetics of the present-day TV series with its very own
“operational aesthetics,” yet without fostering similarly intense practices of reception in
the sense of “cognitive workouts” as contemporary “complex TV.”#t By contrast to
television in the age of rewatchability, film serials consist of fleeting images produced
for quick consumption. In this regard, their logic is still heavily indebted to the “now you
see, now you don’t” aesthetics of early film evoked by Tom Gunning.#2 The operational
mode in the film serial, consequently, lays claim to an aesthetics of penetrability and
final coherence that often enough proves to be purely performative.

The Trail of the Octopus unfolds its operational aesthetic through the display of
numerous complicated mechanical contraptions, which are laid out and explicated in a
careful array of close-ups and long shots that provide spatial and technical orientation.
These mechanisms are then used either by the perpetrators or the detective, sometimes
by both parties alternately. Thus in episodes 5 and 6 (“The Eye of Satan” and “Behind the
Mask”), a trap is set for Carter Holmes in his hotel room in San Francisco, which involves

the implementation of a deadly wired door-handle. In the course of the two episodes,
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Ruth is twice almost killed when she almost touches the electrified knob. Later, Carter
Holmes comes close to the same danger. The only person who eventually does get
electrocuted, however, is one of the crooks who accidentally touches the door in a
scuffle erupting in the hallway. In this case, the protagonists escape the deadly fate of
electrocution in the nick of time not because of successful last-minute rescues, but
because they are distracted or dragged away. Conversely, the crooks themselves seem to
forget about the contraption the moment they have laid it out, and focus on other
criminal activities, elsewhere. The serial’s characters more often than not have no idea
of what's going on. The serials’ spectators, who are propelled along with the characters
into ever newly precarious situations and conditions, know more than either one of
them, but even they will most likely lose track of the complicated sequence of traps,
ploys, subterfuges and plots. Significantly enough, the cliffhanger of episode 5, which
asks us “Did Ruth’s hand touch the electrified door knob?” is dissolved at the beginning
of the next episode without Ruth ever even learning of the danger she was in.

The thrill of last-minute rescues is thus employed, but at the same time almost
depleted of any sense of purpose, determination or agency. In the course of such
maneuvres, the last-minute rescue seems to become the narrative’s focal object rather
than working as a narrative tool or a means to an end. If the classical detective story
provided the rescue plan for modernity, the detective serial stages this rescue plan’s
execution in the mode of the spectacle, imparting a key competence of the modern
world: stress resistance. The spectator is pulled right into a show that displays the
workings of modernity in all of its confusing multiplicity and heterogeneity. This is
about immersion rather than observation; about flow rather than reflection. The

detective serial maps a world of action without agency, and it manages —for long
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stretches at least—to render this world in terms of thrill and excitement rather than
alienation.

Shane Denson argues that from the 1910s onward, film serials served to
familiarize their audience with the possibilities of filmic narration, reviewing and
displaying the wide range of emerging and established medial options and their
implications in manners that are not viable for the feature film. The serials of the late
teens and 1920s continued to display such didactic ambitions, but above all they aimed
to rehearse their spectators ino viewing modes of skipping and surfing rather than
concentrated processing. In the course of this reorganization of the detective plot, the
detective as a character and agent was about to step back into the rank and file of a wide
array of other stock characters. In the serials of the 1920s, this development was further

accelerated and intensified.

Officer 444 (1926)

Officer 444 was the last serial in which Neva Gerber and Ben Wilson collaborated as
actors, and in many respects the serial culminates the logic of action developed in earlier
Wilson/Gerber serials—and in the larger film serial universe of the 1910s. Officer 444
unfolds a world of constant commotion and unceasing turmoil, yet without any change.
The time in Officer 444 is always ‘right now,” which has interesting implications for its
enforcement of the last minute rescue. Ben Wilson played Officer 444, a member of his
force’s special division, the “Flying Squadron” of motorized officers. The serial narrated
the squadron’s quest for the stolen secret formula of a deceased scholar. Their efforts
are regularly thwarted by a gang of crooks organized by a mysterious leader, whose
identity is to be unveiled in the course of the detective serial. More prominently than

The Trail of the Octopus, Officer 444 engaged in genre mixing, blending plot patterns of
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the detective story with the conventions of the gangster film, science fiction, comedy,
romance and slapstick. Neva Gerber played, as always, Ben Wilson’s love interest in the
serial—the nurse Gloria. In The Trail of the Octopus, the criminologist Carter Holmes had
to share his name with two famous detective predecessors—Nick Carter and Sherlock
Holmes; Officer 444 stays largely unnamed throughout the eponymous serial. That he is
called Robert Preston Brownley is mentioned only once, in a title card of episode 1.
Thereafter his badge number is used to identify him. Like Carter Holmes, Officer 444 is
of interest only as a functional figure—the investigator with his stock features of
courage, determination, and incorruptibility. But unlike Holmes, Officer 444 does not
operate alone, he is, in every respect, a figure amongst others. The first episode
introduces the protagonist in the spirit of the outstanding hero when he rescues a crook
and a helpless child from a burning building, but then he quickly disappears from sight
as an individual and becomes part of a team.

Crooks like cops are made up as types rather than characters. Ironically, this is
epitomized in the one scene in episode 7, “Death’s Shadow,” when the cops are finally
introduced by name. Their chief, who goes by the name of Jerry Dugan, calls them up one
after the other: “Toplovsky...!”, “Zladock!”, “Olson!”, “Caruso!”, “Schmidt!” and “Officer
Patrick Michael Casey.” The latter is then singled out and praised for being “one native-
born on the squad” by his equally Irish-American chief. But clearly, this joke is on the
slightly pompous chief, and the core message of the line-up is that it does not matter to
which white ethnicity you belong, as long as you perform your part in the squadron—
and have the right gender. Nurse Gloria, who tries to hide among the men in order to
join the investigatory team, is immediately pulled out and dismissed.

This team—the “flying squadron”—can be seen rushing to action in their

crowded car in a frantic manner that calls to mind the slapstick activism of the Keystone
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Kops in the 1910s (figs. 6 and 7). Like their slapstick predecessors, the flying squadron
combines frantic action with the spirit of the “rescue melodrama,” disclosing “conflicting
temporalities” in films “otherwise predicated on the evocation of rhythm and speed.”+
But where Keystone highlighted the grotesque inefficiency of its cops, the frame
narrative of Officer 444 insists on its cops’ professionality, even though its plot gives
little evidence thereof. They are time and again, and seemingly without irony, praised as
the efficient “machinery” of the Berkeley Chief of Police August Vollmer, who played
himself in cameo appearances in the serial. At the time, August Vollmer was known
throughout the United States for his relentless commitment to the idea of “scientific
policing” and his implementation of a professional police force dubbed the “college
cops.”ss The appearances of Vollmer in the serial confine themselves largely to a series of
shots and title cards advertising his expertise in conducting and “concentrating his

machinery [of the police] against the ‘ring’.”

Figs 6 and 7: Keystone Kops and Keystone copies: Publicity still, ca. 1914 and Officer 444 (1926)

Doubtlessly Vollmer’s self-promotion in the serial was not meant to elicit the image of
the leader of a group of clowns. The affinity to slapstick here and elsewhere in the serial
whenever group activities are depicted rather indicates a further blurring of generic
boundaries in the detective serial. By the mid-1920s, the narrative and formal grid of the
detective serial was firmly established. Its haphazard logic, its sensation-driven

narration, and its often erratic plot construction were taken for granted, and had
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become an intricate part of the format’s appeal and attraction. To crank up the speed of
the action ever further while letting its purpose or outcome slip farther out of sight
meant to court slapstick—the cinematic genre that had always relied most heavily on
relentless rhythmicized acceleration. And obviously, at this point in time, the detective
serial was generically robust enough to experiment with multiple levels of audience
address, winking at savvy spectators that had seen it all often enough so that they could
experience as comedy what on others might (still) impact as thrill.

The alignment of slapstick and thrill is most frequently deployed in instances
depicting group operations and concerted actions in Officer 444—which is, admittedly,
what the serial seems to be all about. Both cops and crooks act in bands and groups, and
the most frequent mode of contact consists in elaborate fist fights, generating, as Scott
Higgins wrote about later serials in the same spirit, an atmosphere of “fast motion and
constant movement [that] give the fights a ‘free-for-all’ quality that degenerates into
disorganized flailing.”+” Highlighting anarchic disorder and disruption through their
erratic eruption, and purposelessness through their sudden and inconsequential
endings, the fist fights appear like caricatures of the prominent mode of industrial
production of the day: assembly line manufacturing. In episode 9, “The Underground
Trap,” we witness the cops at work in a narrow hallway—taking on one opponent after
the other, punching him out, passing him on, and turning to tackle the next combatant in
line. And this is only the most literal emulation of the spirit of the conveyor belt—
throughout the serial, the battle of good against bad is stylized as a never-ending
sequence of encounter, fight, arrest and escape; one round of engagement invariably
leading into the next, and so on and so on in incessant loops of repetition. The mass of
crooks never diminishes, but the cops do not seem to lose heart over the unending

quality of their plight.
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The serial thrived on the logic of simultaneity and synchronized operations, but it
did not pursue an aesthetics of synchronicity along the lines of the mesmerizing ‘mass
ornament’ evoked by Siegfried Kracauer. The fight scenes were by no means
choreographed or crafted. Their enactment suggests improvisation and spontaneity,
with an ever-surprising show of energetic commitment on the side of the adversaries.
The intensity of this physical engagement determines the serial completely—there is
just no space or breath for larger-scale story arcs or more intricate plot developments
and character psychograms. The implications of this preference of immediacy over
intricacy are particularly intriguing when it comes to the enactment of the last-minute-
rescue plot, this staple piece of both epical melodramatic narration and the detective
serial. In episode 8, “The Jaws of Doom,” Officer 444 is knocked out in a fist fight near a
railway track. He collapses on the tracks, and immediately the inevitable train can be
seen approaching, rapidly puffing toward the lifeless body on the tracks. But little is
made of this paradigmatically melodramatic scene in the serial, although the episode
takes care to unfold it from beginning to end. As the train speeds along, Officer 444’s
colleagues fight their usual fight against the gangsters. The only person at the scene who
is aware of the danger is Nurse Gloria, who is struggling with her own personal nemesis,
this serial’s femme fatale, who goes by the name of the Vulture. The two women try to
gain control over the railway switch, and Gloria manages to save 444 before the train
can put an end to the serial action. As soon as the train has safely passed by, the scuffle
dissolves, the cops lead 444 away, and Gloria is abducted, once again, by the Vulture and
her peers.

The formulaic action scene of the last-minute rescue comes across as a dutiful
performance on the fringe of the action. It is played out without much conviction, as an

offer to an audience that has seen it all before, and turns away to the next attraction the
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moment the scene has reached the expected climax. Nobody really seems too concerned
with the protagonist’s fate—not while he is at the risk of being run over, nor when he
has been rescued in the nick of time. The attention in this frantic scene is diffuse—if
attention is the right term for a narrative thrust that clearly does not capitalize on
focalization and concentration, but draws its thrill from the momentum of simultaneity,
coincidence, impact and presence. The serial’s modus operandi is so strongly
determined by the spirit of the ‘right here/right now’ that even the minimal pull and
teasing rhythm of the melodramatic ‘last-minute’ plot is too much for it.

The serial repeatedly advertises itself as a demonstration of up-to-date police
work, “showing the machinery of the police in full swing,” as several title cards
throughout its run announce. Yet clearly, the demonstration of investigative efficiency,
which informed the classical detective novel, is not really of interest here, and neither
does the serial revel in the rehearsal of an operational aesthetic like the serials of the
1910s. And even if the active agents depicted in the scene are both women, this
centrality seems accidental and volatile—Gloria and her evil counterpart are only in
command because momentarily nobody else seems to care, and they are about to be
swept back into the fray of the action at any moment. What is really important is indeed
the very ‘swing’ of the events in its own right, the sheer process and momentum of the
unfolding action.

The cops’ efforts to do away with the villains or even to prevent them from
further evildoing is thwarted time and again. The serial’s most remarkable
accomplishment may very well consist in the circumstance that it attributes pleasurable
thrill to what one would intuitively associate with frustration. By depicting the cops’
failure to achieve closure or bring about change as a never-ending series of energetic

performances and forceful actions, the serial manages to turn the operational logic of
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serial story-telling—keeping the ending at bay—into the actual object of narration. It is
in this light that we have to consider the serial’s genre mixing—particularly its regular
flirtation with the narrative drive of slapstick. The elements of genre narration, which
were at the time consolidating themselves in the studio system and the feature film,4s
were used by the film serial predominantly to modify and organize its steady stream of
repetitious scenes. Variation is thus introduced not so much on the level of plot—where
the same thing happens over and over again—but rather by means of changing generic
inflections of mood and spirit. The serial’s episodes routinely establish a steady rhythm
of narration, which is then accelerated, conducting us through rapid transitions from
suspense to thrill, from thrill to comedy, and through slapstick back to suspense.
Throughout the serial, there are but five or six settings which are visited by the
same characters over and over again in ever (slightly) new constellations and under
varying conditions and circumstances. In this, characters—or agents—are really not all
that important. Who is acting when for what reason seems almost arbitrary, what counts
are modus operandi and effect. In this manner, stress is transformed into thrill and
pleasure. After a decade of trying to gain control, the serial now seems to be contented
to experience. If the classical detective story was about the maintenance of individuation
in the face of anonymity and alienation, this is about acknowledging the forceful appeal
of the masses, a mass ornament, as it were, which does not focus on the symmetry of
action or the synchronicity of movement, not even a Rube Goldberg joy of catastrophic
cause-and-effect, but on the sheer momentum of action, simultaneity, and situational
reduplication at display. The old idea of detection as a process of laying bare has been
definitely put to rest by 1926. The detective serial has long given up the ambition of

systematically peeling away layers and layers of semblance in order to come to the truth
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(or the end). Now the narrative goal consists conversely in the project of amassing more

of the same in ever shorter sequence: compiling episodes, rehearsing contingency.

Conclusion

The detective film serial thus operated as a key element in the mass cultural media
ensembles of the first half of the twentieth century that aimed at charting complexity
and contingency, disclosing ways to pleasurably experience and process these basic
conditions of the modern experience. With this, the film serial paved the way to the
American mainstream and middlebrow cultures of the post-war era with their pervasive
global appeal. As Matthias Makropoulos succinctly demonstrates, the American
middlebrow culture of the mid-century rested on professionalized structures that had
been established and tested in the popular mass cultural institutions of the preceding
decades. Serial modes of production, dissemination and reception played a seminal role
in the emergence and consolidation of a concept of culture as constituted by
contingencies—as an array of “different possibilities, which may enter into
relationships of mutual outbidding at times, but always compete with each other.” The
options that were arranged and laid out in the mass cultural imaginary need not (and
cannot) be “suspended in a final act of ordering, but are kept permanently open.”+ The
film serial in its serial concatenation and declination of scenarios, possibilities and
contingencies exemplarily articulated this structural logic of affordances and the
“aesthetication of the social” accruing from it. Although it was organized into
consecutive episodes, the serial did not so much string together or line up its narrative
elements, but rather fashioned them into modules that allowed for a considerable
degree of rearrangement or inversion. It disclosed horizons of possibilities instead of

clear-cut solutions or endings, and its major cultural achievement may very well have
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been that it managed to present what is commonly associated with stress, anxiety or
uncertainty in terms of pleasurable variety and diversion. The film serials certainly did
not resolve the modernist problems of conceptualizing time. But they may have
contributed substantially to a larger cultural resemanticization of temporality and time

constraints.
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