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ne—that was markedly quicker, more chaotic, fra.gmented,
. \ than in previous phases of human culture. Amid the un-
nt:sut?gbulence of the big city’s traffic, noise, billboards, street

ing crowds, window displays, and advertisements, the individual

MOdernitY’ HyperstimUIUS, and the . Lew intensity of sensory stimulation. The m.etropolis subjected t.he
Rise of Popular Sensationalism 14 | {0 a barrage of impressions, shocks, and jolts. The tempo of life

11U

ied, sped up by new forms of rapid transportation,

k- erlsl:l::(if:?;ZI(e)g ,mI())demp C'Zpitalism, and the ever-accelerating
line.

i;fs ;mstl)x]())lrt, was conceived of as a barrage.t of stimuli. As Simmel
his 1903 essay “The Metropolis and Mental Elfe (a. cruc.lal text for
auer and Benjamin), modernity involved an mten.s1ﬁca.t10n of ner-
ulation.” Modernity transformed both the physiological and psy-
cal foundations of subjective experience:

Ben Singer

rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp diS(.:ont?'nuity ir} the grasp
fa single glance, and the unexpectedness of onrushl{lg impression: These
the psychological conditions which the metrpgmhs creates. Wlth each
ing of the street, with the tempo and multiplicity of economic, occupa-
and social life, the city sets up a deep contrast with srflall town and
ral life with reference to the sensory foundations of psychic life.!

Of the many overlapping ideas implied by the term “modernity” (and Je
ing aside the host of adjacent meanings denoted by “modernism”), perhap
three have dominated contemporary thought. As a moral and political ¢¢
cept, modernity suggests the “ideological shelterlessness” of a postsacre
postfeudal world in which all norms and values are open to question. As
cognitive concept, modernity points to the emergence of instrumental r
tionality as the intellectual framework through which the world is per
ceived and constructed. As a socioeconomic concept, modernity desig-
nates an array of technological and social changes that took shape in the
last two centuries and reached a kind of critical mass near the end of the
nineteenth century: rapid industrialization, urbanization, and populatior
growth; the proliferation of new technologies and transportations; the sa
uration of advanced capitalism; the explosion of a mass consumer cul
and so on.

With the recent interest in the social theories of Georg Simmel, Sieg
fried Kracauer, and Walter Benjamin, it has become clear that we are alse
dealing with a fourth major definition of modernity. These theorists {0
cused on what might be called a neurological conception of modernity. The}
insisted that modernity must also be understood in terms of a fundamen
tally different register of subjective experience, characterized by the physt
cal and perceptual shocks of the modern urban environment. In a sensé
this argument is an offshoot of the socioeconomic conception of moder*
nity, but rather than simply pointing to the range of technological, dem®
graphic, and economic changes of advanced capitalism, Simmel, Kracau€h
and Benjamin stressed the ways in which these changes transformed .
texture of experience. Modernity implied a phenomenal world—a speci™

s, of course, had always been busy, but they had never been nearly
as they became just before the turn of the century. The sudden
e in urban population (which in the U.S. more th.ax.l quadruple'd
een 1870 and 1910), the escalation of commercial activity, the prolif-
ion of signs, and the new density and complexity of street traffic (par-
rly with the major expansion of electric trolleys in the 18gos) made
amuch more crowded, chaotic, and stimulating environment than
ever been in the past (fig. 3.1).2 One need only look at early ‘jac-
fOOtAge of Manhattan, Berlin, London, or Paris—not to mention
cities such as Lyon, France, or Harrisburg, Pennsylvania—to be con-
of Simmel’s assertion as an encapsulation if not of all aspects of
experience than at least of a significant part of it.? .
Place Kracauer and Benjamin’s conceptions of modernity in con-
We need to look both before and after the periods in which they for-
d their ideas. On the one hand, it is apparent that their framing
ddernity anticipates much of what contemporary theorists have d.e-
© a5 the condition of postmodernity. A definition of postmodernity
g its “immediacies, intensities, sensory overload, disorientation, the
“ Of signs anq images” overlaps greatly with the neurological concep-
> Modernity, whether or not the overlap is complete (fig. g.2).*
king backwards, on the other hand, one is struck by the extent to
Cauer and Benjamin were tapping into an already widespread
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Fig. 3.2. New York, Fifth Avenue and 23rd Street, ca. 1900.

nage of war; automobiles and fire-arms ravaged society, until an earthquake
became almost a nervous relaxation.®

A New York social reformer named Michael Davis coined an apt—and sur-

ngly mod—term to describe the new metropolitan environment (as

1as the sensational amusements it cultivated, as I discuss later); moder-

b he declared in 1910, was defined by “hyperstimulus.”

_The llustrated press offers a particularly rich trace of the culture’s fixa-
on the sensory assaults of modernity. Comic magazines and sensa-

‘ mneWspapers scrutinized the chaos of the modern environment with

Fig. 3.1. New York, Times Square, 1909.

discourse about the shock of modernity. Social observers in the decadé
around the turn of the century were fixated on the idea that mode 'L:
had brought about a radical increase in nervous stimulation and bodi
peril. This preoccupation can be found in every genre and class of SOG

: i PP ic manifestos : : . . :

reprlesentauop ff?"‘ essays in academic journals to aesthetxc. (such & ~80plan alarmism that, in varying degrees, characterized much of the
7 i S = s di :

(such as Marinetti’s and Leger’s) to middlebrow commentarie . Period’s discourse on modern life. Many cartoons represented the new

. . . . . illustratec , 5 Lt s : :
the ublqluto'us dlscgssmns of. neurasthenia) and cartoons in the 1l 5 ::dsmpe B S mercial solicitation as a type of horrific, aggressive stimu-
press (both in comic magazines such as Puck, Punch, Judge, and Life, 28 2

) 1) @ég‘_f 3:3). Others, portraying dense, chaotic mobs of pedestrians, keenly

lowbrow sensational newspapers such as New York’s World and Journdt=-- ed (fifty years in advance) Benjamin’s suggestion that “fear, revul-

Henry Adams’s description of urban life, written in 1905, was tyPi¢ lthee. 22d horror were the emotions which the big-city crowd aroused in
this broad discourse about the sensory upheavals of modernity:

Ve‘;h? first observed it” (fig. 3.4).2 A 1909 illustration in Life magazine
B New York City, Is It Worth It?” represented the metropolis as
_ o O0slaught of sensory shocks (fig. 3.5). Its combination of multi-
called accidents with enormous destruction of property and life, while plal 4 L9C0tempora] perspectives in a single, instantaneous view (several
laughing at man, who helplessly groaned and shrieked and shuddered, b¥ ore Cubism) conveys the fractured perceptual intensity of urban
never for a single instant could stop. The railways alone approached the car” tce. 9

Forces grasped his [modern man’s] wrists and flung him about as thOlhlgh he
had hold of a live wire. . . . Every day Nature violently revolted, causing “
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Fig. 3.5. “New York City: Is It Worth It?” Life, 19oq.

ma‘:()rrl‘ll:;ber of. illustrations dealt specifically with the harsh transfor-
B er experience from a premodern state of balance and poise to a
“Broa risis of discomposure and shock. A 19oo cartoon in Life entitled
A way—Past and Present,” for example, contrasted a pastoral scene

a twentieth-century view of a trolley car bearing down on terrified

e e ———— 2

A QUIET SUNDAY IN LONDON; OR. THE DAY OF REST.
3-20-88

Fig. 3.4. “A Quiet Sunday in London; or, The Day of Rest,” Punch, 1886.
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Fig. 3.6. “Broadway—Past and Present,” Life, 1goo.

pedestrians (fig. 3.6). In the background, billboards advertise a sensational
newspaper called the Whirl and Sunday shows of boxing movies. The se-
renity of the “savage’s” life in the past accentuated the true savagery of the
metropolitan present. The collision between two orders of experience—
premodern and modern—also figured in numerous images representing
actual collisions between horse-drawn carts—the traditional mode of trans-
portation—and their modern-day replacement, the electric trolley (fig.
3-7)- Such pictures conveyed an anxiety about the perilousness of life in
the modern city and also symbolized the kinds of nervous shocks and jolts
to which the individual was subjected in the new urban environment.
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Fig. 3.7. “Horse Smashed Cable Car Window,” New York World, 1897.

_ The dominant dystopic motif around the turn of the century high-
lighted the terrors of big-city traffic, particularly with respect to the haz-
ards of the electric trolley (figs. 3.8, 3.9, 3.10). A plethora of images rep-
l'eseming streams of injured pedestrians, piles of “massacred innocents,”
and Perennially gleeful skeleton-figures personifying death focused on

€ new dangers of the technologized urban environment. Sensational
eWspapers had a particular fondness for “snapshot” images of pedestrian
€aths. This fixation underscored the sense of a radically altered public
SPhere, one defined by chance, peril, and shocking impressions rather
than by any traditional conception of safety, continuity, and self-controlled
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IN THE WAKE OF A CABLE CAR.

Fig. 3.8. “In the Wake of a Cable Car,” Life, 1895,
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Fig. 3.9. “The Brooklyn Horror!” The Standard, 18g5. The fine text reads: “The
Merciless trolley car has added another victim to its list of massacred innocents
and still runs on unchecked. Thousands of citizens have protested and a united
Press has assailed the pitiless trolley monopoly without result. Even the Mayor is

Weak-kneed and weak-backed. The slaughter still goes on. What will Brooklyn do
about j¢3”
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Fig. 3.10. “Another Trolley Victim,” New York World, 1896.

destiny. Unnatural death, needless to say, had been a source of fear in pre-
modern times as well (particularly with respect to epidemic, famine, and
natural disasters), but the violence, suddenness, and randomness (and, in
a sense, the humiliating publicity) of accidental death in the metropolis
appear to have intensified and focalized this fear. The specter of Isaac
Bartle infiltrated modern consciousness. As an 1894 article in the Newark
Daily Advertiser reported:
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Jsaac Bartle, a prominent citizen of New Brunswick, was instantly killed at
the Market street station of the Pennsylvania Railroad this morning. His
body was so horribly mangled that the remains had to be gathered up with a
shovel and taken away in a basket. . . . He was ground into an unrecogniz-
able mass under the wheels of a heavy freight engine. The engine struck Mr.
Bartle in the back and dragged him several yards along the track, mangling
his body in a horrible manner. Almost every bone was broken, the flesh was
torn away and distributed along the track, and so completely was the body
torn apart that the coins and knife in the trousers pocket were bent or bro-
ken, and the checkbook, pocketbook, and papers were torn in pieces. !0

There is no question that descriptions such as this were motivated in large
part by the fact that grotesque sensationalism sold newspapers. But they
were more than simple manifestations of morbid curiosity and economic
opportunism. In its meticulous attention to the physical details of acci-
dental death, the Isaac Bartle item seems to convey a historically specific
hyperconsciousness of physical vulnerability in the modern environment.!!

The chaos of the city instilled life with a nervous edge, a palpable feel-
ing of exposure to danger. As the Outlook’s editor mentioned in 19oo, “The
Spectator is not unduly timorous, but he confesses that in these days of
haste he often gets a little nervous in the city streets lest something may
happen to somebody.”? The modern city appears to have transformed
subjective experience not only in terms of its visual and aural impact but
also in terms of its visceral tensions, its anxious charges. Modern experi-
ence involved a constant triggering of reflex reactions and nervous im-
pulses, flowing through the body, as Benjamin described it, “like the
energy from a battery.” It is telling that illustrations of accidents almost
always employed a particular presentational schema: They were obliged,
of course, to show the victim at the instant of most intense shock, just be-
fore death, but along with this they almost always showed a startled by-
stander looking on in horror, his or her body jolted into a reflex reaction.
Such illustrations thus stressed not only the dangers of big city life but also
its relentless nervous shocks.

The popular fear of trolley hazards did eventually subside. One sees
a dropping off of this theme in the sensational press around 190g and
1904. But just as the public apparently was getting used to trolley traffic,
another peril—the automobile—followed on its heels and assumed an
€quivalent position as the central motif of modernity’s dystopic imagina-
on. The 1913 illustration “When Unlicensed Chauffeurs Are Abroad,”
dMong numerous others, portrayed a state of affairs in which, as Benjamin
PULit, “moving through traffic involves the individual in a series of shocks
and collisions” (fig. 3.11).1% (Indeed, this image criticizes modernity on
tw_o'frorlts: overtly, it decries the hazards and jolts of modern traffic; im-
Plicitly, it casts aspersions on the expanded presence of women in the
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public sphere. The picture presents a soon-to-be stereotypical image of
women as bad drivers, and at the same time, in representing only female
pedestrians, expresses a common paternalistic admonition about the vy).
nerability of unaccompanied women in the big city.)

Aside from traffic hazards, three other motifs that pervaded turn-of-the.
century newspapers suggest the depth of the popular fixation on the ney
dangers of modern life. The first portrayed deaths of workers mangleqd
by factory machinery. One can get a good idea of this motif from a fey
sample titles and subheadings from the Newark Daily Advertiser in 18gy:
“Whirled to Instant Death: His Body Caught in Rapidly Revolving Belts and
Crushed Against the Ceiling At Every Revolution,” and “Horrible Death of
a Street-Cleaner: His Head Twisted Almost Off by a Sweeping Machine.”14
This keen attention to graphic accidental death in the workplace, like the
traffic-death stories, posed modern technology as a monstrous assault on
life and limb. It stressed a hazardous dimension of modern life which, not
coincidentally, was suffered most acutely by the working class that made
up the sensational press’s core readership.

Another motif, also focusing on modern working-class experience,
concentrated on a broad variety of deaths relating to various hazards of
tenement life—ranging from brutal attacks by crazed neighbors to deaths
involving novel facets of tenement architecture (fig. 3.12). Newspaper sto-
ries in this genre sometimes underscored a sense that uncontrollable, al-
most supernatural dangers lurked everywhere in the urban environment.
One item, for example, described the agonizing death of a little girl whose
skull was pierced by a rusty steel rod. The account noted: “Where the rod
came from, or how it received enough force to make the wound that it did
is a mystery. The child was at play in the yard when the rod, propelled
by an unseen force, crushed down through the branches of a cherry
tree, penetrating the girl’s skull. The little girl died in great agony this
morning.”’% In the modern environment, death could drop from the sk,
inexplicably.

Falls from great heights also preoccupied sensational newspapers. At
first, this genre may seem the most “purely” sensational (that is, having lit-
tle to do with anxieties about modern life). But in several respects, such il-
lustrations overlapped with the others. All of the deaths by falling, except
for suicide leaps, were workplace accidents and thus conveyed a gené
sense of the perils of proletarian labor. Even the suicides can be read a5
implicit indictments of an intolerable modern life, especially since they
often involved modern modes of transportation as the immediate agents
of physical obliteration (such as illustrations showing a man plunging
from a building onto the tracks of an oncoming train). Some of these falls
also underscored the tyranny of chance in the modern environment an¢

Fig. 3.11. “When Unlicensed Chauffeurs Are Abroad,” Cartoons, 19185.
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Fig. 3.13. “A Falling Man Kills a Boy,” New York World, 1896.

Fig. 3.12. “Child Choked By a Transom,” New York World, 1896.
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!me, and on the other hand, a basic fascination with the horrific, the

the random dangers of tenement life. A typical example is an image of a f;ﬁtesque, and the extreme. The illustrated press’s images were, paradoxi-
little boy about to be squashed to death by housepainters plummeting off m . .b(_)[h a form a social critique and, at the same time, a form of com-
a broken scaffolding (fig. g.1g).'6 erClal}zed sensationalism, a part of the very phenomenon of modern

The portrayals of urban modernity in the illustrated press seem to fluc- pyperSUmUIus the images criticized. In both these aspects, the illustrated

. : 3 ress : ..
tuate between, on the one hand, an antimodern nostalgia for a more tral" traded in bombast. This is not surprising, since the press had an
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obvious commercial interest in portraying the world in a drastic lighg,
After all, hue and cry and thrills, not uneventful quotidian realism, sold
copies.

But the images in the illustrated press are historically interesting not
only as instances of discourse, as examples of a particular set of critica] or
commercial rhetorical postures towards the modern world, but also as Sug-
gestions of a condition of cultural duress surrounding the onset of urbap
modernity. The illustrated press’s preoccupation with the perils of modery
life reflected the anxieties of a society that had not yet fully adapted tq
urban modernity. We have had a century to get used to modern life. At
the turn of the century, however, the metropolis was still perceived as over
whelming, strange, and traumatic.

Modernity transformed the texture not only of random daily experi-
ence but also of synthetic, orchestrated experience. As the urban environ-
ment grew more and more intense, so did the sensations of commercia]
amusement. Around the turn of the century, an array of amusements
greatly increased the emphasis placed on spectacle, sensationalism, and
astonishment. On a more modest scale, these elements had always been a
part of amusements geared toward working-class audiences, but the new
prevalence and power of immediate, gripping sensation defined a funda-
mentally different epoch in popular entertainment. Modernity ushered
in a commerce in sensory shocks. The “thrill” emerged as the keynote of
modern diversion.

The thrill took many forms. Beginning around 1895, as we have seen,
sensational newspapers began flooding their pages with high-impact illus-
trations of anything strange, sordid, or shocking. The Coney Island amuse-
ment complex opened in 1895, and other parks specializing in exotic
sights, disaster spectacles, and thrilling mechanical rides soon proliferated
across the country. These concentrations of visual and kinaesthetic sen-
sation epitomized a distinctly modern intensity of manufactured stimu-
lus.!” Vaudeville, which also emerged as a major popular amusement in
the 189os, epitomized the new trend toward brief, forceful, and sensually
“busy” attractions, with its random series of stunts, slapstick, song and dance
routines, trained dogs, female wrestlers and the like. Gaudy burlesque
shows and “dime museums” (housing sundry curiosities, freak shows, and,
occasionally, short blood-and-thunder dramas) also took on greater prom-
inence around the turn of the century, as did a variety of mechanical dare-
devil exhibitions, such as “The Whirlwind of Death” and “The Globe of
Death,” in which a car somersaulted in midair after hurling off a forty-foot
ramp (fig. 3.14). The editors of Scientific American, who in 190F cast a be-
mused eye on the expanding field of dangerous automotive stunts, aptly
summarized the essential objective of all these varieties of popular sensa-
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l]‘;ig, 3.14. Scientific American, 19o5. The fine text reads: “The ‘Whirlwind of
anea'h,' an aptly named apparatus which has killed one performer and in which
au

tomobile is made to turn a somersault before it touches the ground.”
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tionalism: “The guiding principle of the inventors of these acts is to give
our nerves a shock more intense than any hitherto experienced.”1s

The “sensationalization” of commercial amusement was particularly pre,

nounced in stage melodrama. Whereas Victorian melodrama had emphg.
sized the pathos and moralizing oratory of innocent victims and their
heroes, melodrama around the turn of the century became virtually Syn-
onymous with violent action, stunts, and spectacles of catastrophe anq
physical peril. “Sensation scenes” such as burning buildings, explosiong,
and shipwrecks had been an ingredient of stage melodrama at least since
the early 1800s, but starting around 18go they grew more and more reg].
istic, ambitious, and astonishing. And whereas earlier melodramas might
have had one spectacular climax, turn-of-the-century melodrama piled
thrill upon thrill. “A startling change has come over the tone and spirit of
melodrama,” observed the British critic Archibald Haddon in 1905. “The
simple, demonstrative human element no longer appeals. Touring dramas,
nowadays, are not properly constituted unless every scene is a shriek, every
tile a yell.” Desmond MacCarthy, writing a few years later in the New
Statesman, reiterated this perception: “The development of recent melo-
drama has been away from high moral sentiments and towards catastro-
phes and ingenious thrills. Noble harangues are no longer essential. . . ,
Mechanism [stunt effects] has almost ousted morality.”? Theodore Kra-
mer’s 1906 play Bertha, the Sewing Machine Girl exemplified melodrama’s
new paradigm: It included a four-way race between two automobiles, a lo-
comotive, and a bicycle, as well as a motorboat race, fire engines speeding
toward a burning building, various torture scenes, and a cyclone climax in
which the villain was killed by a shaft of lightning.?! In Edna, the Pretty
Typewriter, a 1907 melodrama by Owen Davis, the heroine jumped from
the roof of a building to the top of a moving elevated train. Another scene
depicted a race between real automobiles, which were placed on a tread-
mill while an immense panorama backdrop moved rapidly in the opposite
direction. The abducted heroine leaped from the villain’s clutches into
the hero’s car, at which point, pushed beyond its limits, it blew up in a
fiery explosion.

The rise of the cinema culminated the trend toward vivid, powerful
sensation. From very early on, the movies gravitated towards an “aesthet-
ics of astonishment,” in terms of both form and subject matter. The thrill
was central, for example, to the early “cinema of attractions” (to use Tom
Gunning’s term for spectacle-centered films before the rise of narrative
integration around 19o6) and to powerful suspense melodramas such
as Griffith’s Biograph thrillers of 1908 and 19oq ( The Fatal Hour, An Awful
Moment, The Lonely Villa, among others).22 Action serials in the early teens,
such as The Perils of Pauline and The Exploits of Elaine, elaborated every form
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f physica] peril and sensational spectacle in explosions, crashes, torture
[}

ntraptions, elaborate fights, chases,.and last-minute rescues and escapt‘es.ff“
b not surprising that the modernist avant-garde, drawn to modernity’s
;;i'l;ctive intensity, seized upon these serials, and upon the ciner‘na in. gen-
eral, as an emblem of modern discontinuity and spee.d. Marinetti ‘and
ot.ht;r Futurists celebrated the cinema’s excitement as a “jumble of objects
and reality thrown together at random.” For Lhe_ French Surrealists, sen-
sational serials “marked an epoch” by “announcing the upheavals (-)f the
new world.” These writers recognized the mark of 'modermty both in the
sensational subject matter of the cinéfeuilleton (“crimes, ‘departures, ph(?-
nomena, nothing less than the poetry of our age”) and in the film me<.11-
um’s power to convey speed, simultaneity, visual superabundanc.e, and vis-
ceral shock (as Eisenstein, Vertov, and other filmmaker/theorists would
soon elaborate).?

For Kracauer, Benjamin, and their many predecessors, this broad es-
calation of sensational amusement was clearly a sign of the times: $en-
sationalism was the aesthetic counterpart to the radical tran.sformatlor.ls
of space, time, and industry. Sidestepping a more strictly socioeconomic
explanation,” they framed the commercialization of the thnll_as a reflec-
tion and symptom (as well as an agent or catalyst) of neurological moder-
nity. The increasing intensity of popular amusements, they argued, corre-
sponded to the new texture of daily life. .

Kracauer, writing in 1926, argued that amusements based on “distrac-
tion"—that is, on disconnected, busy, powerful impressions—were “mean-
ingful . . . as a reflection of the uncontrolled anarchy of our world.” “In
pure externality,” he observed, “the audience encounters itself. Its own re-
ality is revealed in the fragmented sequence of splendid sense impres-
sions. . . . Shows which aim at distraction are composed of the same mix-
ture of externalities as the world of the urban masses.” The aesthetic of
shallow thrill and sensory stimulation, Kracauer stated, paralleled the tex-
ture of urban, technological experience. Benjamin picked up on this con-
€€pt a decade later in his 1936 Artwork Essay, and then again in his 1939
€ssay on Baudelaire. “The film,” he asserted, “corresponds to profound
changes in the apperceptive apparatus—changes that are experienced on
an individual scale by the man in the street in big-city traffic, on a histori-
Cfll scale by every present-day citizen.”?” The medium’s rapid tempo and
_h‘gh'impact audiovisual fragmentation paralleled the shocks and sensory
"tensities of modern life: “In a film, perception in the form of shocks was
SStablished as a formal principle. That which determines the rhythm of
Production on a conveyor belt is the basis of the rhythm of reception in
the film 728

While Kracauer and Benjamin may have expressed this connection
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between popular sensationalism and urban modernity with particular g,
ity, the idea was already a rather familiar one. For example, a German Critie
named Hermann Kienzl declared in a 1911 newspaper column that MOvjeg
were the prime expression of the new metropolitan experience. “The
chology of the cinematographic triumph,” he proclaimed, “is metropglj.
tan psychology. The metropolitan soul, that ever-harried soul, curious ang
unanchored, tumbling from fleeting impression to fleeting impression, is
quite rightly the cinematographic soul.”? In a similar but less celebratopy,
vein, Michael Davis tied vaudeville’s aesthetic to urban hyperstimulus.
Vaudeville, he complained, was symptomatic of “the excitement of the ¢j
and the mental disintegration induced by the kaleidoscopic stimuli of
New York life.” In its vivid, disjointed, fleeting spectacle, vaudeville mjp.
rored “the experience afforded by a street-car ride, or any active day in 3
crowded city.”® This argument made its way into academic discourse a5
well. In a 1912 essay in the American Journal of Sociology, Howard Woolston
(a professor at the City College of New York) stressed the connection be-
tween modern experience and the appetite for “powerful shocks” in amuse-

ment. Cataloging a series of city noises and crowd situations, Woolston
noted that

oning ultimately generated a “new and urgent need for st_i‘muli,” since
al stimulating amusements could match the nervous energies of a sen-
F ﬁyum calibrated to modern life.32 o 11
soKracauer elaborated further on this need for stimuli. Senﬁauonah‘sm,
ested, functioned as a compensatory response to the impoverish-
e suggf experience in modernity. Distractions and thrills offered a mo-
men:a‘:y escape from the “formal tension . . . of enterprise,” from the
l:::::ningless frenzy and tedium of alienated labor in the modern factory
and pureaucratized office. Sir’{lmel had ma_de: ;.1 similar argumen“t as early
as 1896; in an essay on the Berlin Trade Exhibition, he obser\fed, It seems
as if the modern person wishes to compensate for the one-sidedness apd
uniformity of what they produce within the division (')f labour by~ the in-
creasing crowding together of heterogenef)us impressions, ’by the increas-
ingly hasty and colourful change in emom.)ns.”i"‘* Krac'auer‘ s debt to Sim-
mel (and perhaps to a wider journalistic discourse)® is evident here, but
Kracauer was more sensitive to the argument’s inherent irony: The com-
pensatory thrills of popular amusement reproduceq the. very register of hy-
perstimulus that vitiated modern experience to begin with. Alienated labor
and urban experience “demands to be compensated,” Kracauer stated,
“but this need can only be articulated in terms of the same surface sphere
which imposed the lack in the first place. . . . The form of entertainment
necessarily corresponds to that of enterprise.”® Popular sensationalism
both compensated for and mimicked the frenzied, disjointed texture of
modern life.
Attempts to understand popular sensationalism as a symptom of mod-
ern life also drew on a widespread belief about the physiological conse-
quences of nervous overstimulation. Simmel, along with a host of phy-
sicians specializing in neurasthenia (or “modern nervousness”), insisted
that excessive sensory stimulus of the sort associated with the pressures of
urban life had the ultimate effect of exhausting or incapacitating the senses.
The idea was that human nerves were subject to physical wear and tear
and became weaker, duller, and progressively less responsive when exposed
1o too many stimuli. “Over-excited and exhausted nerves” created a mode
of “jaded” or “blasé” perception that cast the world “in an evenly flat and
8Tay tone,”s7 Stronger and stronger sensations were needed simply to break
Ough the blunted sensorium, to make an impression and reawaken per-
€€ption.3 Popular sensationalism putatively fit into this pattern. The de-
Mand for thrills escalated as blasé perception required increasingly in-
tense iImpressions. Simmel characterized the 1896 Berlin Trade Show as a
ifestation of the jaded urbanite’s need for increasingly vivid thrills.*
€ Same year, Maxim Gorky situated the cinema precisely within this
alonary cycle of sensory deadening and countervailing overstimulation.

diti

urban life is marked by its heightened stimulation. . . . Such excitement
deeply stirs the nervous system. The natural result of city life is increased
nervousness. The restless current in which men are immersed produces in-
dividuals who are alert, active, quick to seek new satisfactions. The recre-
ation of city dwellers is perhaps as true an index of their characteristic re-
actions as can be found. The most popular amusement of large towns today
is furnished by saloons, dance halls, variety theaters, and moving picture
shows. Coney Island, with its “chutes” and “bumps,” “loops of death” and
“circular swings,” “ticklers,” peep shows, bars, and assorted gastronomic mar-
vels, is a favorite resort for thousands of young New Yorkers. There is “some-
thing doing every minute.” . . . All these have a tendency to stimulate a jaded
attention by a succession of brief, powerful shocks that arouse the tired or-
ganism to renewed activity.3!

These assertions of a connection between sensationalism and moder-
nity incorporated a number of underlying and overlapping hypotheses
about the psychological mechanisms by which modern hyperstimulus trans
posed itself into the aesthetic of popular amusement. Kracauer, Benjamin,
and their predecessors all appear to have embraced a notion of the mu-
tability of human sensation and perception. Modernity, they suggested,
prompted a kind of reconditioning of the individual’s sensory apparatus:
The metropolis and conveyor belt, Benjamin wrote, subjected “the human
sensorium to a complex kind of training.” The organism shifted into 4
higher gear, so to speak, synchronizing to the geared-up world. This con
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His firsthand account of the first exhibition of moving pictures (by the
Lumiére brothers in Paris) delivered what appears to have been an ).
ready stock rhetoric about the neurological dangers of “the thirst for the
strange and the new.”40

At least one more hypothesis tried to explain the psychological mechg.
nisms behind the “new and urgent need for stimuli.” Benjamin adapteq
a theory laid out by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle concerning the
function of anxiety as an adaptive defense against traumatic shock. Study-
ing victims of shell shock from World War I, Freud observed that a severe
traumatic breakdown occurred only among soldiers for whom the fright.
ful event was totally unexpected. But those who had anxiously prepareqd
for the shock by fixating on it, by mentally rehearsing it over and over
again, or, in other words, by getting used to it in small, controlled doses,
did not suffer major breakdowns. In this context, Freud believed, anxiety
was self-protective, since the individual could defend himself against the
traumatizing potential of shock. “The more readily consciousness registers
shocks,” he wrote, “the less likely they are to have a traumatic effect.”!
Benjamin applied this hypothesis to the film experience: The shocks of
the film medium, he suggested, functioned as a kind of preparation or im-
munization against the shocks of the modern environment. “The accep-
tance of shocks,” he argued, “is facilitated by training in coping with stim-
uli.” “The film is the art form that is in keeping with the increased threat
to his life which modern man has to face. Man’s need to expose himself
to shock effects is his adjustment to the dangers threatening him.”#? Film,
Benjamin hypothesized, provided a training in coping with the stimuli of
the modern world.

In their breadth and diversity, these discourses around the subject of
modernity—both the myriad representations of urban shock and the
multilayered attempts to understand popular sensationalism as a symptom
of modern hyperstimulus—reveal a critical fixation, a sense of anxious
urgency in documenting and dissecting an awesome social transformation.
At the heart of this fixation is the fact that critical observers of modernity
felt the “shock of the new” firsthand. They lived in a culture that had not
yet fully adjusted to the sudden transformations of experience. The prée:
modern millennium had yet to fade into a quaint abstract concept; it was
still a vital and tangible memory, one that constantly accentuated the noV:
elty and trauma of the modern world. Ortega y Gasset aptly described this
situation: “The tempo of modern life, the speed with which things mové
today, the force and energy with which everything is done, cause anguish
to the man of archaic mould, and this anguish is the measure of the if"
balance between his pulse-beats and the pulse-beats of the time.”* The
critical fixation on modernity and sensationalism underscores if not the

ish then at least the anxiety of a generation that could still feel such
N jmbalance.
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