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Abstract 
This paper focuses on the role of the deaf and 
hard-of-hearing as audiences. The essay details 
their privileged status as filmgoers in the pre-
sound era, and the related response to disruptions 
caused by introduction of sound as a filmmaking 
standard. This involves discussion of the impact of 
their marginalized role in film history, and 
coverage of several varied attempts to adapt 
sound film to viewers with hearing loss, 
culminating with the hearing aid and captioning 

The deaf and hard-of-hearing community 
carries a relatively marginal role in early film 
history, both on-screen and in the cinema. 
However, many with hearing loss were big film fans 
and attended as frequently as any other patron. 
This audience was relegated to the sidelines, 
catered to by compensation and apology rather 
than direct appeal. While other theatrical art forms 
like music, radio, and theatre are inherently 
contingent on sound, making them essentially off-
limits to those with hearing loss, the burgeoning 
silent film struck a rare chord of effortless 
accessibility. This turned out to be fleeting – the 
adoption of sound closed this unique difference 
and brought an undeniable loss to this 

underserved community. Efforts followed across 
the Western world aimed at bringing the complete 
film experience back to the deaf and hard-of-
hearing, mainly through the development of 
hearing aids and captioning techniques. By the 
sixties some appropriate technologies and policies 
had solidified, paving the path towards a more 
accessible future for film. 

Before the introduction of sound, the deaf 
and hard-of-hearing uniquely benefitted from the 
titular limitation of silent cinema, which prevented 
it from facing the same issue as other forms of 
contemporary entertainment: their reliance on 
sound for legibility. In a film-watching 
environment, this significantly levelled the playing 
field between those with and without hearing loss. 
Silent cinema was not entirely silent, but most of 
its sound components, including musical 
accompaniment, can largely be categorized as 
secondary to the experience of watching the film 
itself. Individual theatres varied in their capacities 
for sound and the types of live accompaniment 
they employed; the only real constant was the 
visual film projection. As such, silent films needed 
to be legible in isolation from any audio 
components.  

Consequently, the entire formal system of 
silent film developed foundational strategies 
friendly to deaf audiences. Communication of 
information had to be almost purely visual. 
Cinema-of-attractions films commonly featured 
very broad, easily-readable performances. Even 
the evolving baseline for style, with more nuanced 
expression and increasingly complex editing and 
camerawork (and of course inter-titles to fill gaps), 
was still equally accessible to any audience 
member. Lip-reading deaf audience members 
even had access to an otherwise off-limits layer of 
the viewing experience. As one deaf fan writing 
into Answers magazine in 1913 put it, “When you 
see the pictures you've got to supply the dialogue 
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from your own imagination, while I can actually see 
them talk” (“Cinema scenes”). From this point of 
view, silent cinema was already a nearly ‘complete’ 
reflection of reality. 

This state was not long-lived. In the late 
1920s and 1930s, use of synchronous sound 
technology in film began to escalate, eventually 
gaining a place of ubiquity in film markets 
everywhere. With this changing tide, the sanctity 
of a deaf or hard-of-hearing audience member’s 
cinema experience was threatened. For one, 
often-emphasized sequences which showcased 
the exciting new technology, like musical numbers, 
were essentially deprived of all impact. More 
significantly, an increasing reliance on dialogue to 
advance, or entirely realize, a film’s plot destroys 
its legibility to those who have no dependable 
method of interpreting the spoken word. Inter-
titles faced redundancy and obsolescence in the 
face of spoken dialogue, and their elimination 
continued that erosion. Writing to The Film 
Spectator in 1928 about her first attempt with 
sound film, hard-of-hearing filmgoer Ethel Stearns 
condemns the whole idea: “What did I get from it? 
Nothing! For I heard no word that was spoken and 
was conscious of nothing but a total lack of 
inspiration” (15). Stearns’ sentiments are echoed in 
an intense but scattered public outcry against 
sound’s new popularity in mainstream cinema 
starting in the twenties. Even outside of the deaf 
and hard-of-hearing population, many cinema 
patrons labeled the ‘talkies’ as pointless and 
inadequate and petitioned producers and 
exhibitors not to continue with them. Deafness was 
often brought up as an incontestable talking point 
in their complaints, alongside issues like language 
barriers and poor theatre sound quality. The latter 
point raised special difficulties; the quality of any 
audience member’s experience could vary wildly 
based on their proximity to, and the fidelity of, the 
theatre’s speakers (Beasley, 85). To those without 

a full range of hearing, rudimentary audio systems 
often made the available sound indecipherable. 
Quality and clarity of voice also ranged 
unpredictably between actors, adding further 
variability to whether hard-of-hearing audiences 
could understand them (“Award given”). Multiple 
contemporary reports anticipated long-term 
psychological harm to deaf and hard-of-hearing 
film viewers, especially children, if silent films were 
completely usurped by the talkies. According to 
Edmund Boatner in American Annals of the Deaf, 
a child growing up deaf without media suited for 
them might fall into acceptance of a seemingly 
random, unpredictable world that they cannot fully 
understand (Boatner, 347), undermining their 
critical thinking skills from a young age. After living 
for years with only a single form of accessible mass 
entertainment, the stakes were higher for the deaf 
and hard-of-hearing than most others. 

These responses, while spirited, did not 
constitute much of a movement; complaints were 
scattered across newspapers and magazines with 
write-in letters and one-off articles. Raising public 
awareness of their community’s difficulties with 
talkies, the Los Angeles League for the Hard of 
Hearing suggests in a 1929 New York Times article 
that theatres should alternate sound and silent 
pictures. The article ends less optimistically: 
“Silent pictures are still in the running, though they 
are falling behind in the race.” (“Talkie Captions”) 
The film industry was undergoing several major 
shifts at the time, and public denouncements 
ended up doing little to impede the talkie’s 
journey to becoming the presumptive form of film. 
However, studios and exhibitors were not entirely 
oblivious to the deaf and hard-of-hearing during 
and after the transition. While the totally deaf are 
relatively few, the hard-of-hearing are much more 
numerous. Degradation of hearing is a common 
byproduct of aging, affecting large chunks of the 
adult population to at least some degree (Beasley, 
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71); figures estimating the number of adversely 
affected people in the US during this time 
generally fall between 10 and 15 million (Graham, 
342). By accommodating them, theatres could 
look forward to a predicted 10% increase in 
patronage (ibid, 341). It could not justify giving up 
the talkies popular with the other 90%, but this 
nonetheless significant margin gave exhibitors 
motivation to get creative and implement changes 
which worked for as many as possible. Much of the 
rest of the history of deaf and hard-of-hearing 
audiences follows the search for a workable 
compromise. 

Many broad attempts were made to 
bridge this gap, taken through many different 
channels and to widely ranging degrees of 
success. Less significant (and less successful) 
experiments are recounted mostly in brief and 
cursory articles. One, fittingly covered on 
Paramount Around the World’s “Page of Odds and 
Ends of Information”, literally projected the sound-
on-film audio waveforms onto the screen. The 
presenters lamented that they could not actually 
read dialogue from these “sound shadows”, but 
remained optimistic that the key to their translation 
was only yet to be discovered (“Speech 
transferred”). Other ideas were less technical. An 
Ohio State University project in 1931 analyzed the 
effectiveness of the reading of lips and facial 
expressions in specially-produced talking pictures 
(“‘Silent talkies’”, 265). However, these films were 
shot and precisely edited with this specific clarity 
at the fore, reducing the experiment’s insight into 
lip reading’s applicability in a normal theatre 
setting. One 1928 letter to The Film Spectator 
avoids the whole issue by confidently claiming that 
the sound version of Interference (1928) seems 
“more silent than the silent version”. The writer 
describes how, given the subordinate status of its 
dialogue, the film would communicate the same 
emotions to a deaf viewer visually as to a hearing 

one aurally. He encourages studios to continue in 
this style (“Sound pictures”). Regardless of the 
letter’s accuracy, this evidently could not provide 
a permanent solution, if one at all.  

Several other optioned ideas were only 
really sustainable on the basis of individual 
screenings and productions. Parallel to lip-reading 
is sign language. During the twenties, at least one 
special ‘talkie’ was produced with dialogue 
conveyed entirely through signing (“Sign 
language”). With a different approach, special film 
showings accompanied by a sign language 
interpreter are intermittently reported on across 
the first half of the 20th century (“Moving 
Pictures”). Being useful only for a subset of the 
population, this kind of event had limited 
opportunity for expansion beyond one-offs. In the 
end, pressure to take action largely fell on 
theatres. Being the most dependable way to watch 
films, especially in the first half of the 20th century, 
their efforts to assist the deaf and hard-of-hearing 
had the greatest potential for impact. 

One of the most important and enduring 
points of focus during the 1910s-1960s period was 
the hearing aid, rooted in the basic idea of 
amplifying sound. Its origins date back before 
even the turn of the century: in 1897, a pioneering 
experiment communicated music through 
vibrations (“Making”). Later, a French inventor’s 
“loud-talking phone” amplified distant sounds to 
clarity, and his “micro-phonograph” allegedly 
allowed even the severely hard-of-hearing to hear 
with vibrating tubes applied to their heads (“New 
spy”). By the time sound film became prominent, 
hearing aid technology had matured and 
formalized. 

Hearing aids were featured in ‘one-off’ 
showings and trials tailored specifically for deaf 
audiences (“Furnishing”), but during the 1930s 
and 1940s they were also heavily marketed to 
theatres, who quickly bought in. Companies like 
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Ossicaide, RCA, and Ardente promoted their 
products in industry periodicals, making their case 
in business terms. They reminded exhibitors of the 
lost patrons they could “restore” (Ossicaide), the 
publicity and good will attached to installation 
(RCA), the aids’ “practically nil” upkeep costs, and 
their usefulness even beyond the hard-of-hearing 
(Ardente). Theatre hearing aids generally 
consisted of an earpiece and some kind of 
centralized audio amplifier. Viewers plugged their 
earpieces into their specially wired seats, receiving 
a signal from a microphone installed in front of the 
theatre loudspeaker. The process brought the 
viewer clearer – or at least louder – sound. Some 
theatres experimented with an alternative 
magnetic loop system, which circulated a strong 
sound current around coils under the floor. A 
battery-powered “pick-up unit”, supplied in 
addition to the earpiece, translated the loop’s 
current into amplified sound (STR) without the 
need for connecting cords. The magnetic system 
and its portable unit allowed its users the 
significant freedom to not be pigeonholed into 
one of a few predetermined seats. However, the 
wired method required less overhead and was 
more consistent, and consequently was much 
more popular. By the 30s some theatres had gone 
all in on hearing aids (“Cinemas”), but most 
invested more modestly. Showmen’s Trade 
Review advised in their 1948 guide to supporting 
the devices that the proportion of the hard-of-
hearing in an audience essentially always stays 
below 2% seating capacity (STR). 

Hearing aids have a clear, fundamental 
shortcoming: because they only amplify existing 
sound, their effectiveness depends entirely on the 
quality of a user’s remaining hearing. The deaf and 
very hard-of-hearing would find no use in them. 
That said, the hard-of-hearing vastly outnumber 
the completely deaf, and a 1940 report in the 
Journal of the Society of Motion Picture Engineers 

asserted that only 5% of people who could benefit 
from hearing aids actually used them, whether out 
of “pride” or concern about cost and quality 
(Beasley, 60). As such, theatrical hearing aids had 
the potential to recover a large chunk of the 10% 
left behind by the introduction of sound. In a 
critical point of advantage over other solutions, the 
hearing aid is very late-implementation and non-
intrusive. A theatre must only install individual, 
fairly contained devices to provide access to hard-
of-hearing patrons. One device’s functionality 
extends to all talking pictures, and the modified 
experience is confined exclusively to those who 
opt into it. So, despite their significant faults, 
hearing aids were attractive among theatres and 
were largely successful in their use 
(“Kinemagoer”). 

The modern standard for interpreting film 
sound visually is the caption, or subtitle. They are 
a successor to the inter-titles of early cinema, 
whose expository power was particularly mourned 
during the transition to sound (ibid). Captioning 
rose to acceptance by the 1940s with the import 
of foreign sound films, overtaking dubbing as the 
most widespread method of making them 
intelligible to English-speaking audiences, at least 
in North America. During this time, foreign-
language films drew disproportionately deaf and 
hard-of-hearing audiences (“Broadway”). The 
general necessity of subtitles recaptured the 
opportunity for parity among all audience 
members known in the 1910s and 1920s (“Weekly 
Mail”). When paired with subtitles, deaf filmgoer 
Byrna Sky told The Globe and Mail in 1960, nuance 
in physical performance and expression can make 
the actor’s voice unnecessary to understanding 
and enjoying a film (Morriss). Captions realize the 
idea of universal usefulness, extending legibility to 
the hard-of-hearing and completely deaf while 
also having a place with hearing audiences. 
However, their logistics had several complications 
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that prevented them from becoming popular until 
the issues with promoting and distributing foreign 
films brought them to the fore. 

The effectiveness of captions came with 
many major drawbacks, especially from an 
exhibitor’s perspective. They lack the passive 
applicability of hearing aids, in that they must be 
tailored to every supported film separately. In 
other words, they are not a one-time expense. 
They are also necessarily “intrusive”, since 
subtitles must be applied onto a film print itself. 
This was both time-consuming and binary; one 
could either show a print with subtitles or without. 
As opposed to hearing aids, projected captions 
cannot be made invisible to patrons who do not 
need them! They do not simply bring patrons with 
hearing loss ‘up to speed’, but introduce a whole 
new element. Creating captions is also a complex 
process. They must be written out manually, and 
because dialogue may go too fast or have too 
much verbal ambiguity, they are often less 
transcribed than adapted (Morriss). Consequently, 
presenting films with captions is a very active 
venture on every level. Edmund Boatner details 
this process in his aforementioned 1951 report 
Captioned Films for the Deaf. First, one must 
negotiate a source for acquiring films to then be 
captioned, both of which come at a price. Then, 
the captioned films must actually find distribution. 
Captioning foreign films brought forth all the same 
difficulties (Kneeland), but the payoff of general 
accessibility motivated studios and distributors to 
overcome them. So, although captions remained 
prevalent for theatrical showings of foreign-
language films, theatres had little reason to make 
the same effort for the minority of their audience 
who would benefit from having them on every film. 
To become a reality, captioning of English-
language films needed a financial backbone and a 
practical approach to viewership. 

The solution to this problem moved focus 
away from theatres, gradually presenting itself 
throughout the 1950s with accelerating investment 
in and construction of various libraries of 
captioned films. Early efforts came from Emerson 
Romero, director of the National Film Library of the 
Deaf. In a 1949 published letter to the New York 
Herald Tribune, he made a public pitch for the 
simplicity and effectiveness of subtitles and 
appealed for investment to expand their existing 
library of only six supported films (20). Investments 
of the sort Romero was searching for repeatedly 
pop up during the next decade. In 1950 the 
Hartford, Connecticut Junior League made a 
$5000 donation to establish an office tasked with 
titling and distributing captioned films for the deaf 
(“Special films sought”). The Hartford project 
gained traction through sponsorships in 1951, 
broadening its library (“Receive film”). In 1959, the 
United States government began a program 
tasked with creating new cultural experiences for 
the deaf, centred around captioning films (“Film 
companies”); three years later, its budget was 
expanded six-fold (“Films for the deaf”). In 1968, 
Canada’s National Film Board embarked on a 
similar project in collaboration with several 
American companies, acquiring a curated 
selection of films to be captioned (King). During 
this time, smaller-scale 16mm film projection 
systems had gained popularity in public sites like 
schools and churches, so consistent film viewing 
outside theatres was possible. This was a critical 
factor for captioned libraries; it made them more 
financially viable and made watching a film a fairly 
straightforward process for relevant groups. 

Aside from ensuring availability of 
captioned films, most of these ventures also had a 
significant educational element. During the 1960s, 
captions had entrenched themselves as the 
preferred solution for deaf and hard-of-hearing 
access to sound pictures, and governments were 
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increasing their active involvement as awareness 
grew. Romero was again an early advocate here, 
bringing attention to the frequent use of sound 
films often shown to children with hearing loss in 
the absence of other options. The reliance of 
educational films on guiding narration, he says, is 
problematic for students who are unable to hear it 
(Romero). With their high potential for visuality, 
16mm captioned films were ideal for filling this 
gap. The NFB program focused largely on 
educational shorts; although the library remained 
accessible to general deaf groups, the main 
audiences were intended to be thousands of 
children from Canada’s schools for the deaf (King). 
A proposal for didactic 8mm films appears in a 
symposium on deaf education by the US 
Department of Health in 1966, extolling film’s 
power for teaching new skills (Forsdale, 623). 
Hearing aids also had their place in educational 
trials, but in their combination with film, captions 
reigned supreme as the most uniformly helpful. 

Deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences 
endured decades of loss and compromise in their 
experience with film, but by the 1960s, programs 
set up for their benefit were finally bearing fruit. 
Captions let the hearing hear while also harnessing 
film’s visual potential to involve the deaf and hard-
of-hearing — not as totally as silent film once had, 
but a solid compromise. This solution had far more 
staying power than others – even half a century 
later, captions remain essentially the same. By the 
time this equilibrium had been reached, an impact 
had passed in both directions. The needs of the 
deaf and hard-of-hearing necessitated new 
augmentations to film viewership, but the same 
process had also discovered a new facet of the 
cinema’s potential for positive impact far outside 
the realm of the theatre, and even entertainment 
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