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preface

Sitting in a dark theater at the School of Visual Arts in New York in 2010, I saw 
my first stag film. I was enrolled in Dan Streible’s Curating seminar at New 
York University, where graduate students acted as cocurators for the seventh 
Orphan Film Symposium. The biennial event focuses on a bountiful range of 
neglected content, from diy animated films to works that have fallen out of 
copyright, but my interest was particularly piqued by an altogether different 
kind of movie: a ten-minute, single-reel, sexually explicit, 16 mm film called 
The Janitor, from the Kinsey Institute’s Historical Stag Collection.

While I could not have predicted it at the time, two specific facets of that 
screening were particularly formative for this book. The film and its history fas-
cinated me, of course; The Janitor is a short, sexually explicit, text-heavy, black-
and-white film from the 1920s that follows the story of a woman who welcomes 
the building janitor into her room. With thirty-three picture-based shots and 
thirty-one intertitles in roughly ten minutes, The Janitor boasts nearly as many 
cards featuring text as shots of its characters. Cards that read everything from 
“the further up you go the better the scenery” to “go easy 
don’t hurt me” to “all right” seemed to oscillate somewhere between a 
lewd joke and a nearly counterintuitive use of text. I was especially intrigued, 
though, by the reaction of the crowd at Orphans. Although the room was full 
of historiographical luminaries, experts in a range of neglected and understud-
ied media, this collection of scholars, archivists, and artists were obviously 
struggling with how to interpret these early hard-core images.

With The Janitor lingering in my mind, I arranged a weeklong research trip 
to the Kinsey Institute at the end of my master’s coursework at nyu. Because 
the Kinsey Institute has one of the largest collections of these films with a pub-
licly searchable catalog, I hoped that I might be able to put The Janitor in con-
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text. In that week, I watched every film in the Kinsey Institute’s collection that 
the institute understood to have been produced through 1939. While watching 
these films, I saw an incredible range of subject matter, of filmmakers repur-
posing material, of title card use, and — of course — of sex. As a collection, these 
films seemed to speak to the breadth of the “stag film.”

My next research stop was the Chicago Film Archives, where I spent two 
days with the Stephen Waters Collection, then described as a “collection of 
thirty-four 16mm ‘stag’ films.”1 It was here that I hit my fist roadblock: While 
these “stag films” contained bodies on display — films of dance, burlesque, and 
underwater performance — none of these films included or hinted at hard-core 
content. Wasn’t that the baseline of what a “stag film” was? At that time, I 
chalked up the collection as an anomaly. Writing now, though, it is clear that 
my time at the Chicago Film Archives signaled a shift in my thinking about 
“stag.” The more I researched, the less clear the bounds of “stag” became. Ul-
timately, my time in our collective archives prompted myriad questions I 
didn’t expect about language, about archives, about how we come to define the 
bounds of genres, and about why and how we tend to segment off sex from all 
the other interconnected parts of our lives.

As a queer kid growing up in the 1990s, my peers seemed to know some-
thing about me that I didn’t yet know about myself. My difference, in most 
cases, became vocalized in my classmates’ application of the term gay — a word 
in their mouths meant to demean. Truly not understanding the intended im-
plications as a nine-year-old, I found myself — as I am sure so many other young 
queer kids have — nose-deep in a series of dictionaries and encyclopedias. Using 
overachieving as a shield, my fourth-grade self wrote an etymological presen-
tation on the word. Certain pieces of language clearly held secrets and power 
over me, and I wanted to wrestle with them until I felt safe again. As I finish 
this book, more confident in my own body now than I was then, embracing 
the in-between I have always felt instead of being shamed for it, I am struck by 
the similarity in my approach. At its core, this book comes from a place of con-
fusion, of not being able to see the way others have seen, of taking power over 
language and understanding the very real-world implications of it by diving 
headfirst into the minutiae.

I am particularly conscious of the fact that I am writing at a historical mo-
ment in which pseudofascist regimes have been actively working to patrol the 
boundaries of language — and especially the languages of gender, sexuality, and 
history. In our current contentious time, the “stag film” provides a historical 
model by which to examine the way that linguistic shifts impact the concep-
tual bounds of a referent over the course of a century. Whenever we find our-
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selves at a cultural moment in which the powers that be seek to wed certain 
bodies (trans, queer, refugee, immigrant, or otherwise) to abjection, that lan-
guage deserves closer examination. Etymology can be a radical tool against au-
thoritarianism. As Ludwig Wittgenstein knew, “What belongs to a language 
game is a whole culture” and, I would add, the very safety of our skin.2 I hope 
that this text provides us with a new portal by which to understand the culture 
in which we find ourselves.



With his wife and young daughter “sojourning in Southern California” for 
weeks in 1911, George Kleine found himself desperately in need of a break from 
“the monotonous solitude” of his Chicago homelife. Hoping to cure his loneli-
ness, Kleine invited fifteen of his closest friends to a Saturday afternoon “stag 
fest” at his Hampden Court residence. The guest list was a who’s who of early 
cinema pioneers, including William Selig (owner of the Selig Polyscope Com-
pany, one of the first movie production companies ever established), Robert  
Lieber (owner of the Circle Theatre in Indianapolis, which is now home to the 
symphony orchestra), Jack Hardin (of the Thomas Edison Company), K. W. 
Linn (of the European film distributor Pathé Frères), and film critic James S. 
McQuade (who documented the evening’s festivities for the weekly Film Index).1 

The son of an optician, Kleine had grown up in New York City before 
moving to Chicago in 1893 to continue in the family tradition. Within three 
years, Kleine had pivoted toward a new kind of optical technology — moving 
pictures — and his business blossomed. He gained quick renown as a movie 
distributor, first working with Thomas Edison before beginning to import pres-

introduction
Are You an Elk? Moving Pictures and  
the History of the “Smoking Concert”
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tigious European films to the United States for distribution in the Midwest and 
Northeast. At the time Kleine began his career in the movies, Chicago was still 
a very young city. The population had grown exponentially in the nineteenth 
century, from only 200 in 1832 to 503,185 in 1880 and 1.7 million in 1900.2 It was 
in this boom that Kleine — like so many prospectors in burgeoning entertain-
ment industries — was making his fortune.

Kleine may have started his “stag fest” looking for “gentle” comfort among 
colleagues, but things devolved quickly. First up that evening was the “great 
American game of the West”: a badger fight. The group descended into the 
basement, where Selig’s “bull pup ‘Jerry’ ” was set to battle a captive bad-
ger housed in a steel-wire cage. Gathered around the two animals, the men 
counted to three and then ripped open the badger’s cage. To everyone’s sur-
prise, the fight referee’s “muscular” right arm “gave a mighty jerk that brought 
the animal clear across the floor space, causing it to strike its head with a crush-

Figure I.1. George 
Kleine’s portrait 
as published in 
Motography on 
February 10, 1917.
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ing force against heavy deal boards.” The crowd erupted in celebration while 
the tail was cut from the kill — the evening’s “trophy.”

Kleine then escorted the group to his attic, where a makeshift moving pic-
ture theater offered “a treat . . . in the exhibition of pictures, the films of which 
had been made when reels were only 80 to 100 feet in length.” These films 
were meant “to show the great advancement made in the production and 
technique of the films of to-day,” which — at this “stag” — featured “ ‘beauts’ in 
more respects than one.” As the group descended once more to the main floor 
of Kleine’s home, the night continued with ribald “high jinks” over dinner. 
The men ate and drank “in close communion for several hours” before finally 
singing “Jolly Good Fellow” as the first guest of the evening headed home to 
Indianapolis.3

An early motion picture trailblazer who often imported films from the 
French company Pathé, Kleine may well have been importing more than just 
prestigious fare. Alongside its films with high cultural value, Pathé’s 1903 sales 
catalog also lists “Films for Smoking Concerts,” with titles including Eastern 
Slave Market, The Bride’s First Night, The Tub, and a Birth of Venus reel. Were these 
the “beauts” these men gathered to witness? While very few listings in the cata-
log feature more detail than a film’s title and length, these attributes encour-
aged the mail-order customer to expect titillation. The Pennsylvania-based 
Lubin Manufacturing Company’s own 1903 catalog takes this one step further 
by advertising its films with nearly identical titles as “very spicy.”

The link between films known as “stag films” and “spicy” content is cer-
tainly in accord with the way the term stag film has been employed since at 
least the 1940s: to describe early, primitive, hard-core films screened by groups 
of men. Received wisdom often assumes an ontological link between the “stag 
film” and the sexually explicit, as well as the centrality of films themselves to 
the screening event. This book, however, argues that the etymological evolu-
tion of the term stag film unsettles these two central assumptions about what 
a “stag film” was.4 Like many descriptions of such events in early twentieth-
century periodicals, McQuade’s description of Kleine’s stag — even when 
penned for a film magazine — only mentions the presence of movies briefly. The 
films were not the draw in this case; far more energy is spent describing the 
grotesque violence of the badger fight and the experience of communion be-
tween men, leaving the film screening itself as a mere blip on the evening’s pro-
gram. When one of the attendees (Jack Hardin) died seven years later, James 
McQuade once again wrote about Kleine’s 1911 stag, remembering it not for the 
films but for Hardin’s “gifts as a mirth-raiser at the famous stag dinner.”5 Mc-
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Quade’s descriptions of the night wed a range of pleasures in ways that makes 
teasing them apart both impossible and misguided.

We might ask: Aren’t covert notes like those about “beauts” enough for us 
to infer that something explicit was shown on the screen? Many histories of 
“stag film” have made this inference, but at the risk of sounding pedantic and 
gullible, I would argue that, no, this is not enough evidence to assume pornog-

Figure I.2. Pathé Frères advertises “Scenes for Smoking Concerts”  
in a catalog from 1903.
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raphy was present. Much of the rhetoric around and advertising for “stag films” 
in the first decades of the twentieth century highlighted the pleasures to be 
had at a stag and hinted at the titillation that the films would provide, but plea-
sure and titillation do not necessarily equate to hard-core content. Further-
more, an assumption about what these events probably screened was exactly 
the fodder for conservative vice reformers in the 1920s, activists who perceived 
“stag films” to be contributing to the “social ills” of white middle- and upper-
class men who made up the audience at parties like Kleine’s. While McQuade’s 
fleeting description of the “beauts” on screen may be callous, it is far from evi-
dence of the pornographic. To collapse the two is to continue to work in the 
legacy of 1920s vice reform; focusing on the sex we assume was on-screen at 
these events has led us toward a unilateral memory of what these events were. 
Rather than being the main draw for these events, stag films were often one 
component of a much larger feast of amusements, with context far outweigh-
ing the wide variety of cinematic content they employed. These were complex 
tableaus that blended digestive, social, and visual pleasures, often under the 
guise of providing a break from domestic malaise.

Figure I.3. The Lubin Manufacturing Company advertises “Club Films”  
in a catalog from 1903.
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As I argue throughout this book, because of the peripheral nature of the 
“films” to the “stags,” the term stag film described an incredibly wide range of 
moving pictures in the first decades of the twentieth century. It was not until 
vice reformers began making a business of advocating against “obscene” ma-
terial in the 1920s that clear generic lines began to form around a previously 
amorphous cinematic formation. As the twentieth century progressed and 
stag film became increasingly associated with obscenity and vice, assumptions 
about the race and class of those who made, distributed, and consumed those 
films also shifted, more clearly implicating lower-class people and people of 
color. By the time the term was employed by scholars and historians in the late 
1960s, we had a unilateral memory of a genre that began to take shape only in 
the wake of vigilance organizations’ cries for regulation in previous decades. 
The history of the “stag film,” then, is the story of an ironic transformation in 
which the “obscene” films that conservative activists purported to be combat-
ing became the only facet of these events that was remembered. The discursive 
history of that transformation is the story of this book.

Highbrow Drag: Importing the “Smoking Concert”

To begin to re-center the event of the stag, we have to go back to the European 
concept of the “smoking concert,” a Victorian-era event from which the idea of 
the American “stag” emerged. Translating the French version of Pathé’s early 
twentieth-century film catalogs and comparing them to the extant English ver-
sions, Valentine Robert notes that

in the [French] Pathé Catalogue, the [Birth of Venus] film appears in a series 
called scènes grivoises d’un caractère piquant, literally meaning “saucy scenes 
with a hot quality.” In addition to this title, a warning advises exhibitors 
to “exclude children from the exhibition of these pictures.” . . . The de-
tailed descriptions of these films then systematically refer to undressed 
bodies: “barely dressed”; “half dressed”; “dressed with a negligee”; “un-
dressed”; “unclothed”; or “entirely naked.” . . . It is somewhat different in 
English. The series title is simply translated as “Scenes for Smoking Con-
certs” in the London catalog. It could seem chaster than the “hot” and 
“saucy” original title, but “Smoking Concert” implies explicit conditions 
of reception: for men only.6

Predating the invention of cinema, smoking concerts (often referred to simply 
as “smokers”) became popular in Europe during the Victorian era, where men 
would gather in large single-sex groups to smoke, drink, and engage in com-
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munal merriment. Because the social mores of the time made women’s smok-
ing unacceptable, the name smoking concerts functioned as shorthand, allowing 
men to gather in gender-segregated groups without having to explicitly name 
them as such. By the late 1880s, one of the primary locations of such events was 
on university campuses, where “young men could relax and enjoy an evening 
of light entertainment while having a chance to smoke their pipe or cigarettes 
over a glass of something with their friends.”7

At the University of Oxford, both the Lincoln College and the Brasenose 
College archivists have written about their institutions’ histories of hosting 
smoking concerts. In the 1890s, printed programs for smoking concerts hosted 
at Lincoln College framed the night’s entertainment as highbrow, composed 
entirely of vocal, piano, and orchestral musical performances. While mu-
sic also dominated the smoking concerts at Brasenose College, accounts of 
those events prove that they were far from respectable. Remembering his ex-
perience at Oxford as both a student and, later, a dean, G. B. Grundy found 
these events downright vulgar. While “the title [smoking concert] suggests in-
nocent amusement,” Grundy explains in his autobiography, “these concerts 
meant great disorder in colleges. . . . At the first concert at [Brasenose College] 
the star performer was a Christ Church man who did nigger business and was 
notorious for the introduction of risky elements into his patter. . . . At the con-
cert next year . . . the star performer on that occasion was Paul Rubens of Uni-
versity College, later well known in light comedy in London. He sang a song 
with the refrain, ‘She was fat; she was fat, she was awful, awful fat.’ ”8 The con-
certs’ reliance on comedy and sketch entertainment that Grundy describes 
is reflected in the Lincoln College archive as well. “By March 1912,” explains 
that college’s archivist, “these events in College seem to have taken a bawdier 
tone.”9 “Bawdy,” in this case, stands in for a litany of offenses — shocking racism 
and misogyny most obviously — under the guise of “comedy.”

While a few Black students were admitted to Oxford starting in the 1870s, 
the first woman did not graduate from that institution until 1920.10 Without 
female students on campus, Grundy also remembers (in trans- and homopho-
bic horror) the “fancy-dress dances where . . . men dressed up in women’s cos-
tumes.”11 While these cross-dressing dances were quickly squashed by the 
administration, the smoking concerts were allowed to continue — albeit with 
increasing hostility between the student organizers and administrators — until 
they ceased in the shadow of World War II.12 By creating an explicitly homo-
social environment on campus at their smokers, these men were able to ac-
tively craft a version of their surroundings that differed from their lived reality 
off campus. This fantasy of a homosocial reality, punctuated by the same-sex 
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dances and smokers, allowed men to imagine a world for themselves that em-
braced the sartorial accoutrements of gender difference while simultaneously 
reveling in apparent gender segregation.

Having moved from London to New York, comedic entertainer Charles Al-
gernon Sidney Vivian helped import the English tradition of the smoking con-
cert to the United States at about the same time that Oxford was hosting its 
own. Originally calling themselves the “Jolly Corks,” Vivian and a group of 
men in the entertainment industry developed ways of circumventing the “blue 
laws” of the nineteenth century, which required bars to close on Sundays, by 
partaking in a “stock of beer laid in the night before.”13 After one of the found-
ers of the Corks died, leaving a wife and child behind, the group formalized 
themselves as the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, an organization 
whose “social activities and benefit performances” could keep the celebration 
alive in the name of fundraising for women and children.14

While the Elks’ own institutional history celebrates the image of the elk as 
“a peaceful animal” that “will rise in defense of its own in the face of a threat,” 
the public face of the Elks was anything but “noble.” A history of Lodge 1895 
written by its members from Pompton Lakes, New Jersey, describes the initia-
tion routine for new members: “Early candidates found that a physician’s cer-
tificate of examination was necessary as a part of the joining process, and the 
male prospect had to be in top condition to even be considered. Then, once 
the candidate had met that criteria and was in the Lodge room, he was blind-
folded, and instead of dimmed lights and beautiful words, he was subjected 
to much horseplay.” The Elks ritual book, Lodge 1895 explains, highlights the 
“trickery” to be played on new recruits, “with members agreeing with the Ex-
alted Ruler’s declaration that the candidates be ‘shaved.’ Once this decision 
was made, a ‘City Barber’ appeared to the blindfolded candidates whereupon, 
with a dull file simulating a straight razor, he literally scraped the faces of the 
men to ‘shave’ them.” The ritual book then goes on to explain “a few other 
jokes . . . such as ‘walking on broken glass,’ actually egg shells, and it even men-
tioned how to end the ‘horseplay’ session with real guns, loaded with blanks, 
being fired off behind the now-weary and very confused new members.”15 
While “horseplay” seems like an insincere framing of the very real psychic 
damage described in these initiations, the fraternal lodge purported to provide 
men saddled by domestic commitments with an escape from social and per-
sonal responsibility. G. B. Grundy’s history of Oxford and the Elks’ own insti-
tutional history paint an image of an event sometimes called a “stag night” and 
other times a “smoker” or “smoking concert,” in which men came together in 
pursuit of rowdy communion.
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As its public reputation grew, the space of the lodge remained a site of mys-
tery for women, who were barred from joining the Elks.16 While some women 
decried the “immorality” of fraternal organizations, others advocated for the 
virtues of these same organizations. These virtues, of course, were not the 
funds raised for widows and orphans but the advantages of a husband who 
avoids the “monotonous existence” of the home. For these outspoken pundits, 
an approach to marital relationships that encouraged men to blow off steam 
with other men provided its own advantages. In one such op-ed from 1917, 
Laura Jean Libbey writes that men who “work hard during the day . . . should 
have the relaxation and pleasure” of attending the fraternal club “at least two 
evenings a week.” “Instead of bitterly assailing him for the time he spends at 
his club,” writes Libbey, “a wise wife will encourage her husband to keep up his 
association with his fellow-men as a diversion.”17

Within a decade of the invention of moving pictures, Pathé’s advertise-
ments for “Films for Smoking Concerts” were speaking to exactly this demo-
graphic: men gathered on a night off from the domestic realm in bawdy bliss. 
While Oxford’s early twentieth-century “smoking concerts” never appear to 
have included moving pictures, popular images of alcohol and cigars quickly 
met with reports of live vaudeville performances and titillating moving pic-

Figure I.4. Postcards for the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks (popularly 
known as the “Elks lodge”) in the 1910s often featured images of grotesquely drunk men.
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tures at American Elks lodges. As membership boomed, the Elks and other 
similar fraternal lodges were often reported to have held smoking concerts in 
ornate venues nestled inside the lodge itself.

But Pathé’s short, single-reel films weren’t the only moving pictures fea-
tured at smokers in the first decades of the twentieth century. Much like 
Oxford, Harvard University also held similar smokers on its Massachusetts 
campus. The student newspaper, the Harvard Crimson, ran at least forty-eight 
announcements for “smokers” thrown between 1913 and 1936. At these events, 
movies played an increasingly major role, often programmed alongside orches-
tral or vocal musical performances before they replaced those entertainments 
entirely.18 Although smokers at Elks lodges were often reported to include 
moving pictures, they remained shrouded in mystery, and film titles were never 
published. This was not the case at Harvard, one of the only locations to have 
published its film programs publicly.19

The first such announcement at Harvard was published on May 19, 1915, 
when three Charlie Chaplin films served as the draw for the sophomore class’s 
last smoker of the year. When courses resumed after the summer break that 
year, the appearance of moving pictures at these events dramatically increased. 
The first sophomore smoker of the fall semester included the Boston premieres 
of Lois Weber’s feature film Hypocrites (1915) and Charlie Chaplin’s short film 
A Woman (1915).20 In subsequent articles, the Crimson continuously advertised 
mainstream cinematic fare as the entertainment for these events, with fre-
quent screenings of Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, and Mack Sennett 
films.21

There is no evidence that these film titles were a cover for something more 
salacious. However, more often than not, the films chosen for these events fell 
into cinematic categories that film scholar Linda Williams has described as 
working to “both portray and affect the sensational body.” For Williams, “body 
genres” include horror, melodrama, and pornography — particularly “low” cul-
tural forms that Harvard’s smokers avoided — alongside thrillers, musicals, and 
comedies, which are not necessarily considered “gross” in the same way.22 Each 
of these genres, as Williams explains, is designed to provide an excess of affect. 
It is this intended affective overflow that bridged the short reels sold by Pathé 
and the feature films programmed at Harvard’s smokers.

While thousands of newspaper articles featured stories of “stags” and “smok-
ers” at white fraternal halls and universities, the same proliferation did not oc-
cur with regard to events held by the Prince Hall Freemasons or other fraternal 
groups of color. Instead, when these groups were covered in the white press at 
all during this period, it was often to highlight disagreements between com-
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peting orders of Black masons. This is not to say that these groups were not 
engaged in similar activities, but the ability to celebrate the rowdy form of com-
munity a smoker or stag entailed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries was — at least according to mainstream newsprint — a white privilege.

By 1924, one year after men of color were allowed to begin living in on-
campus dorms at Harvard (albeit racially segregated ones), references to mov-
ies at the university’s smokers began to dwindle in the face of Prohibition and 
vice concerns. By 1926, movie screenings were becoming less frequent at these 
events. Between 1927 and 1936, when films were shown at all, they were most 
often of Harvard football matches. Not inconsequently, the last advertise-
ment for a male-only smoker at Harvard was published in 1936, the same year 
the first female student was admitted to the university’s prestigious medical 
school. This trajectory, as we will see throughout this book, is representative of 
the larger-scale shifts in “stag film” in the United States.

What’s in an Archive? Destabilizing a History  
of “Stag” Scholarship

While George Kleine’s “stag fest,” Oxford’s and Harvard’s “smoking concerts,” 
and the Elks lodge “smokers” suggest that early twentieth-century stag films 
were moving images that were intended to be exhibited as a part of gender-
segregated events for men only, film studies scholars of the last three decades 
have taken this relatively broad framework for what might constitute a “stag 
film” and have built on it via two central assumptions: (1) that in describing 
the salacious and titillating films screened at these events — and the arousal 
those films caused — individuals implied that these films featured images of un-
simulated sex acts, that is, pornography; and (2) that “stag films” are thereby 
situated temporally in a chronological trajectory that leads to the hard-
core feature film, having been produced and distributed in the early to mid-
twentieth century, before the theatrical porn boom of the 1970s. In scholarly 
histories, “stag films” have thus been defined as early, primitive pornographic 
films and as films that contain “an explicit sexual narrative, produced and dis-
tributed, usually commercially, to clandestine nontheatrical male audiences,” 
in spaces like brothels or smokers, “between 1908 and 1970, principally in Eu-
rope and the Americas.”23 These assumptions about what a “stag film” was are 
directly rooted in the first published history of “stag film”: part 17 of Arthur 
Knight and Hollis Alpert’s “History of Sex in Cinema” series for Playboy in 1967.

While scholars and enthusiasts have generally agreed on what a “stag film” 
is for the last sixty years, many have also written about the woes of research-
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ing the genre. As exploitation film scholar Jack Stevenson explains, “Film his-
torians . . . are . . . hobbled by the almost total lack of accurate documentation 
available and are forced to bloat their texts with speculation and plot synop-
sis of films that have no plots.”24 It is worth noting, though, that many of the 
films described in this book’s first pages are, in fact, preserved in archives with 
robust documentation. For example, the ucla Film and Television Archive 
alone houses four 16 mm prints of Charlie Chaplin’s A Woman, with additional 
16 mm prints of the same film housed at the School of the Art Institute of Chi-
cago, the Harvard Film Archive, and the New York Public Library, although 
it is not labeled as a “stag film” in any of those archives.25 The problem here is 
that these works have been separated from the history of “stag films,” despite 
evidence that they were screened at stags, because they do not fit within our 
previously preconceived notions of what that cinematic formation contains.

Although Stevenson’s note voices frustration both at a lack of documenta-
tion and the scholarly responses to that lack, I do believe that many scholars 
of early twentieth-century American stag films have used the methodological 
approach of close reading to meaningful ends in their own texts. To my mind, 
this way of approaching these films has allowed film scholars including Linda 
Williams, Thomas Waugh, Constance Penley, and Dan Erdman to historicize 
and analyze the proposed genre of “stag film” as it pertains to larger histories 
of pornography, representation, and desire. These projects have proved to be 
both productive and insightful, shifting our understanding of sex in cinema 
but at the expense of understanding that lineage to include a wider gamut of 
moving images. When we understand the same term to have referenced hard-
core films alongside boxing films (as I describe in this book’s first chapter), films 
about runaway horses (as I describe in chapter 2), and films by icons like Char-
lie Chaplin (as were screened at Harvard’s smokers), we’re forced to grapple 
with the way that sex intermingled with nearly all other forms of early cinema.

To rework our historiographic tool kit for “stag film,” I employ a method-
ological approach in this book that film scholar Richard Dyer once disapprov-
ingly described to me as “film studies without films.” This methodology asks us 
what we can learn about our objects of study from the contextual information 
beyond the object itself. It is just as invested, if not more so, in the historical 
material that collects around our objects of study as it is in the objects them-
selves; it loves ephemera and rolls around in detritus; it understands an object 
of study and the language we use to describe it as — above all else — messy. This 
is especially the case when our subjects are so veiled by the discursive ambigu-
ity that was central to the puritan logic of early twentieth-century vice reform 
movements.
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I have always interpreted Dyer’s quip as a kind of historiographical chide, 
but I do find this idea of “film studies without films” particularly attractive and 
useful when questioning some of our core assumptions about moving images. 
If one of the fundamental issues in thinking about stag films is that we con-
stantly find ourselves circling back to the sexually explicit images we assume 
they contain, perhaps moving away from images and toward a discursive his-
tory will help us broaden our scope. If a part of the challenge has been avoiding 
generalizations that accompany the sensational nature of sex on film, I suggest 
that we spend time focusing on the archival minutiae. Forcing myself to break 
with these engrained methodological pathways, I have made a conscious deci-
sion not to close-read a single film in this book.26

While this move away from the images themselves is a methodological 
break from most prior studies of stag film, and while I do believe that scholarly 
definitions have been problematically monolithic, I do not believe that prior 
understandings and definitions of stag film are particularly incorrect. Frankly, I 
do not believe that there is one single correct definition to offer. Prior notions 
may be emblematic of a specific kind of stag film, but they are not encyclope-
dic. Much of the challenge in understanding the bounds of the term has been 
an archival one rooted in ahistorical use.

Discussing the importance of the Archive for historians, Carolyn Steedman 
notes that writing history is “an odd way of being in the world, and a type of 
activity that has given rise to a particular form of writing, whose practitioners 
believe to be about what is not as much as what has been found; a form of writ-
ing which celebrates the constraints on it, constraints which — so it is said — are 
made by the documents themselves: what they forbid you to write, the permis-
sion they offer.”27 In terms of “stag film,” when documents are not accessible, 
when they are not a part of the archives to which one has access, then certain 
avenues of historical work are reasonably foreclosed. When production records 
have not been accessible, when written documents have appeared to be nonex-
istent, and when primary documents that employ the term only further mud-
dle our ability to clearly map its conceptual bounds, then the kind of history 
that the Archive has given us “permission” to write is understandably linked to 
the films to which historians have had access — namely, the Historical Stag Col-
lection of the Kinsey Institute at Indiana University, which has one of the only 
publicly advertised collections of “stag films” (all of which are sexually explicit).

Positioning the “stag film” as a cinematic formation deeply engaged with 
questions of taste, propriety, and morality, this book provides a history that 
follows the trajectory of the term itself. I have striven to allow the written 
word — and Archives of it — to help illuminate the cluster of meanings that are 
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decipherable only when we read from and listen to those who used the term 
in specific case studies at distinct, culturally charged moments. To that end, 
this book breaks with prior histories of stag film in that I do not understand 
the history of “stag film” to be the history of pornography. While these terms 
are certainly bound up together by the mid-twentieth century and while some 
stag films were certainly sexually explicit in cinema’s early years, understand-
ing the history of one to lead toward or to have been engulfed by the other is a 
problematic teleological narrative and antithetical starting point. Instead, the 
language of “stag” provides a portal by which to examine the way that concerns 
about morality, propriety, and taste end up completely reframing the way we 
conceptualize a given genre over time.

Structure and Methodology

The shifting definitions of stag film that occur over the course of this book are 
positioned in ways that are simultaneously synchronic and diachronic. This 
book, therefore, argues for both what the term stag film meant at any one time 
and what it meant over a period. Each chapter works to understand the term’s 
meaning at a specific historical moment, but each chapter also analyzes how 
the term was changing over that very same period. As a whole, then, this book 
presents a diachronic examination of the term stag film, embracing the gamut 
of materials encountered under and problematizing notions of the stability of 
that term.

To do this, each chapter provides deeply specific case studies, reveling in the 
detail that each historical narrative allows. While I have worked to pull in exam-
ples from a wide range of print resources, these sources are admittedly limited 
in regional scope. In the first decades of the moving picture’s existence, the bulk 
of film production companies and trade publications were in New York, New 
Jersey, and — as the luminaries at George Kleine’s “stag fest” suggest — Chicago.  
The move to Hollywood did not begin until Universal left New Jersey for Cal-
ifornia in 1916. Many of cinema’s early industry folk had gravitated toward 
the rapidly booming city of Chicago, which had also been a hub for traveling 
vaudeville performers in the years before cinema’s emergence. In the 1920s and 
1930s, once the move to Hollywood had taken hold, many of the country’s vice 
reformers — individuals who worked to bring particular attention to the “can-
cer” of stag films — were also located in the Midwest. For this reason, the bulk 
of the narratives in this book are also rooted in and around Chicago.

As this introduction has begun to explain, “stags” and “smokers” encom-
passed a wide range of potential entertainments. To map the cluster of terms 
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used to describe the films screened at these events, the first chapter examines 
the way the term stag film trafficked in newsprint during the early twentieth cen-
tury. Focusing on the highly controversial Johnson-Jeffries boxing film from 1910 
alongside uses of the term stag film in early twentieth-century want advertise-
ments, this chapter draws heavily from American periodicals that have become 
accessible and searchable via online databases like ProQuest and the Lantern 
Media History Project. In so doing, this chapter demonstrates the ways that 
newly accessible archival evidence impacts the potential breadth of material and 
experiences that must be considered when thinking about the “stag film.” Where 
later chapters root themselves in individual case studies, this first takes a broader 
discursive view as a starting point for our re-understanding of “stag film.”

Chapter 2 examines the space of the stag film screening in the first decade of 
the 1900s, continuing to explore the ways that (homo)sociality was crucial to 
the experience. Focusing on a series of articles from 1908 about a raided stag in 
Chicago’s Kensington neighborhood, this chapter analyzes the particularities 
of newspaper reporting on these events, including those regarding the kinds 
of publics that were invited to stag film screenings and the locations of such 
screenings. This chapter addresses the ways in which objects such as food and 
drink influenced the way that people conceptualized the moving images they 
were consuming in the space of the stag. Ultimately, chapter 2 works to illumi-
nate histories of homosocial space loaded with masculine insecurity.

The interlude serves as a short methodological interstitial, arguing that the 
framework of “useful cinema” is a particularly productive lens by which to en-
counter the Archive of “stag film.” While not previously applied to this cine-
matic formation, recent historiographic projects that have fallen under the 
rubric of “useful cinema” have illuminated narratives of individuals who made 
their living by working with films far off Hollywood’s path early in the twen-
tieth century.

Chapter 3 highlights a shifting understanding of the term stag over the 
course of the 1910s and 1920s. Focusing on the want advertisements of the 
Central Feature Film Supply Company and the anti-vice campaigns of Philip 
Yarrow, this chapter argues that each employed the term stag as a form of ad-
vertising fodder in the polarized political landscape of Chicago. The vice re-
form work that took place during this period deeply impacted the way that 
newspapers, police, exhibitors, and individuals conceptualized the “stag film,” 
beginning to limit uses of the term to exclusively sexually explicit moving im-
ages by the end of the 1930s.

Chapter 4 focuses on narratives of stag film exhibition that are illuminated 
by the collection of the Kinsey Institute, an institution that was established in 
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the late 1940s at Indiana University. This chapter specifically focuses on the 
history of Anderson Aldridge and T. Nasser, two competing stag film exhibitors 
in small Indiana towns who donated sizable amounts of materials to the Kinsey 
Institute’s Historical Stag Collection, which also received donations from the 
Chicago Police Department. Where earlier chapters point to the ways that stag 
film was a malleable term until the late 1930s, this chapter charts the ways that 
the term stag film became much more concretely defined and finite.

Chapter 5 focuses on a 1967 Playboy article written by Hollis Alpert and 
Arthur Knight, which marked the first published history of “stag film.” Re-
searched at the Kinsey Institute and with interviews from institute staff mem-
bers, part 17 of Alpert and Knight’s “History of Sex in Cinema” series has played 
a considerable role in the way that film scholars and historians have conceptu-
alized the “stag film.” Often employed as both a primary and secondary source, 
Alpert and Knight’s article served to finally solidify the definition of stag film 
in the way that the term has come to be understood today. The authors under-
stand authorial intent to be fundamental to the “stag film,” positioning “stag” 
as rooted in the realm of sexual fantasy and not in “education.”

The coda then jumps forward in time, arguing that a historical view of the 
“stag film” allows a counternarrative to recent claims that online porn encour-
ages hard-core content to dangerously mingle with other forms of moving im-
ages for the first time in our history. A history of “stag film” shows us that this 
is not the case; stag film screenings mixed sexually explicit and celibate content 
long before our current internet age. As such, this book moves from under-
standing stag film as a fluid term — one that included moving images of “beauts” 
alongside Charlie Chaplin films — to one that understands it as Thomas Waugh 
has described: as a group of films that contained “an explicit sexual narrative, 
produced and distributed, usually commercially, to clandestine nontheatrical 
male audiences.”28
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