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AT THE MOVIES
Roman Polanski’s

“Chinatown”
Orpheum Theatre|

downtown
Los Angeles

Saturday|8 p.m.|$20

Los Angeles
Conservancy screening

of the 1974 mystery
classic

Bob Spiers’
“Spice World”

Downtown
Independent|
Los Angeles

Friday|8p.m.|$10-$15

The 1997 guilty
pleasure musical

starring 
the Spice Girls

Asghar Farhadi’s
“Beautiful City,”

“Fireworks
Wednesday”

American
Cinematheque’s 
Aero Theatre|
Santa Monica

Thursday|7:30 p.m.|$11

The Oscar-winning
Iranian filmmaker’s

2004 and 2006 dramas

Walt Disney’s 
“Alice in 

Wonderland”
Leo S. Bing Theater|
Los Angeles County

Museum of Art
Saturday|5 p.m.|$5

The 1951animated
version of the Lewis

Carroll classic

Rainer Werner
Fassbinder’s

“World on a Wire”
New Beverly Cinema|

Los Angeles
Monday-Wednesday|

7:30 p.m.|$8

Restoration of the
German director’s 1973

sci-fi epic

Steve McQueen’s
“Shame”
American 

Cinematheque’s Aero
Theatre

Tuesday|7:30 p.m.|$11

Sex experts and sex
addicts will chat after
screening of contro-
versial 2011drama

FLICK
PICKS

SUSAN KING’S

latimes.com
/24frames

Check the 24 Frames
blog for complete film
listings.

At 9:30 on a recent Wednesday
morning, projectionist John Sittig is
stationed in the darkened, subma-
rine-like projection room of the Cine-
rama Dome at the ArcLight Holly-
wood. Flanked by whirring machin-
ery, he and his crew are monitoring
three synchronized 1961 movie pro-
jectors, a vintage sound dubber and
85,000 feet of film (that’s 16 miles).

In the theater below, a panoramic
view of a rustic homestead fills the ex-
pansive curved screen, which is 86
feet wide and 32 feet high. The picture
is pristine, save for two faint vertical
lines dividing the image into thirds.

Sittig is conducting a test screen-
ing of the 1962 epic “How the West
Was Won,” which will play Sunday in
its original Cinerama format as part
of the TCM Classic Film Festival. It
stars John Wayne, Henry Fonda,
James Stewart and Debbie Reynolds
(who will attend Sunday) and tells
the story of a family of pioneers tam-
ing the West over 60 years.

Directed by John Ford, Henry
Hathaway and George Marshall,
“How the West Was Won” is one of
only two narrative features (along
with “The Wonderful World of the
Brothers Grimm”) created using the
ambitious, innovative “three-strip”
Cinerama process, which combined
three images horizontally to create a
super-wide picture simulating the
natural range of human vision.

“This was the Imax of the ’50s and
’60s,” Sittig says. Noting Cinerama’s
extreme depth of focus, he adds, “The
picture is so sharp, from 2 feet to 2
miles.... There’s nothing else like it.”

Shown on a curved screen and ac-
companied by seven channels of ster-
eo sound, Cinerama offered an im-

mersive experience when the popu-
larity of movies was stagnating and
television was on the rise.

“There was a need for something
different, certainly,” says David
Strohmaier, a film editor and Cine-
rama historian.

Cinerama movies were shot on
three strips of 35-millimeter film at
once, using a specialized camera with
three lenses and three film maga-
zines. One strip each was dedicated
to the left, center and right portion of
the final image. Live audio was re-
corded on a rig holding a number of
microphones at regular intervals.

Playing a Cinerama film requires
three projectors, each projecting an
image that fills a third of the screen.
The seams where the images overlap
are visible, though photographic
techniques and the design of the pro-
jectors can help disguise the lines. A
fourth film strip provides the sound.

The first Cinerama films focused
on spectacle and were often styled as
travelogues. Segments might in-
clude a tableau-like recording of a
dance performance, a flyover of the
Grand Canyon or a point of view shot
of a roller coaster ride.

The films were hits, so attempting

a traditional narrative in Cinerama
was inevitable, though the format
was not well suited to studio film-
making. The camera was cumber-
some, and its lack of a through-the-
lens viewfinder made precise framing
difficult. Actors had to hit their
marks accurately to avoid straddling
two panels, and they had to cheat
their eye lines, looking slightly to one
side or another of their intended tar-
get so their glances wouldn’t appear
skewed on the curved screen. “It was
hell to work with from the Hollywood
crew’s side,” Strohmaier said. 

Showing a Cinerama film is equal-
ly complex. The three projectors and
the sound dubber are mechanically
linked, but multiple projectionists —
Sunday’s screening will use five —
must constantly adjust the align-
ment of the image. With so many
moving parts, there are more oppor-
tunities for something to go wrong.

During the test run, a film strip
breaks and the sound goes out of
sync. Sittig is not flustered. In his 10
years showing Cinerama films at the
Dome, he has never had one fail in
front of an audience.

Though successful at the box of-
fice, Cinerama was supplanted in the
’60s by less complicated single-strip
70 mm formats, which had lower res-
olution but presented fewer logistical
concerns. Today the Cinerama Dome
and the Seattle Cinerama are the
only U.S. theaters that can play
three-strip Cinerama.

Although true Cinerama is indeed
rare these days, its legacy is ubiqui-
tous. “Today any time you turn on
your TV set, it’s a wide-screen image
and it’s multiple channels of sound,”
Strohmaier says. “That all started
with Cinerama.”
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Sources: ArcLight Cinerama Dome, Turner Classic Movies, How Stuff Works. Graphics reporting by Oliver Gettel and Julie Sheer
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Filming in Cinerama Compared to Imax
A typical Imax screen is about 52 feet high and 72 feet wide 
— taller than a Cinerama screen, but not as wide. The world’s 
largest Imax is about 98 feet high.

Cinerama used a single 
camera with three 35mm film 
magazines and lenses behind 
a large shutter that ensured 
that all three images were 
exposed at exactly the same 
time and for the same length 
of time. The total image covers 
a 146-degree field of view.

Return of a classic
Sunday’s screening of “How the West Was Won” at the Cinerama Dome in Hollywood will feature vintage Cinerama 
projectors and a vintage sound dubber, with a few modern touches:  

Three separate films are played in the 
original projectors. Modern xenon lamps 
replace old carbon arc lamps. New 
platters hold the film, which used to be 
held on vertical reels.

Modern 
xenon 
lamp
housing

Vintage
projector

Vintage sound 
dubber

Modern film 
platter

Projectors 
35 feet apart

86 feet wide

32 feet high

Typical 
Imax

Largest 
Imax

Cinerama

Lenses

Shutter

Film 
magazines

Abroader view
Genaro Molina Los Angeles Times

JOHN SITTIG and crew will work multiple projectors to screen the 1962 film in its original format.

Cinerama gives ‘How the West Was Won’ proper perspective

“All In: The Poker Movie” Explores
the renewed popularity of poker.

“Bad Ass” A grizzled veteran be-
comes a local hero but also draws
the attention of some unsavory
characters.

“The Ballad of Genesis and Lady
Jaye” A portrait of the life and
work of the performance artists
and partners who underwent a se-
ries of cosmetic surgeries to re-
semble each other.

“Blue Like Jazz” A sophomore at a
Texas college broadens his hori-
zons.

“The Cabin in the Woods” Bad
things happen when a group of
friends visits a remote cabin.

“Deadline” A journalist uncovers a
murder that has gone unsolved for
two decades.

“Detention” A slasher-movie killer
has seemingly come to life to prey
on students at a high school.

“The Hunter” A mercenary embarks
on a mission to hunt a tiger be-
lieved to be extinct and strikes up
a relationship with a rural family.

“Keyhole” A gangster returns to his
family home with the body of a
teenage girl and a bound young
man in tow.

“The Lady” Biopic about the Bur-
mese activist Aung San Suu Kyi.

“Life Happens” A woman copes with
impending motherhood after a
one-night stand leads to an unex-
pected pregnancy.

“Life, Love, Soul” A high-school sen-
ior’s life is shattered when a car
accident kills his mother and
brother.

“Lockout” A wrongly convicted ex-
government agent can regain his
freedom by saving the president’s
daughter from rioting inmates at
an outer-space prison.

“Losing Control” A grad student
tries to apply scientific principles
to her love life.

“Monsieur Lazhar” After the suicide
of a Montreal teacher, an Algerian
immigrant helps the students heal
while coming to terms with his
own painful past.

“Scenes of a Crime” Explores a con-
troversial interrogation that lasted
nearly 10 hours and culminated in
a disputed confession and a high-
profile child-murder trial.

“A Simple Life” After suffering a
stroke, an elderly woman moves
into a nursing home, and the man
she cared for as a boy helps her ad-
just to her new life.

“The Three Stooges” Infants left on a
nun’s doorstep grow up to be
knuckleheads.

“Unraveled” Documentary about
Marc Dreier, a Manhattan attor-
ney arrested in 2008 for orchestrat-
ing a massive hedge fund fraud
scheme, as he awaits his sentenc-
ing day.

“Woman Thou Art Loosed: On the
7th Day” A husband and wife have
their life turned inside out when
their young daughter is kidnapped
and they begin to uncover dark se-
crets about their past.

“The Woman Who Wasn’t There”
Tells the story of Tania Head,
whose remarkable tale of surviving
the Sept. 11 attacks garnered her a
high profile but turned out to be
fabricated.

THIS WEEKEND

Still reeling from the 2010
arrests of directors Moham-
mad Rasoulof and Jafar Pa-
nahi, Iran’s film community
was dealt another blow in
January when the Culture
Ministry shut down the
House of Cinema, a 20-year-
old organization with 5,000
members that supports in-
dependent film. Despite
these setbacks, 2012 has been
a banner year for Iranian
film. Asghar Farhadi’s “A
Separation” won the Golden
Globe for foreign language
film and took home the
Academy Award in February.

Shannon Kelley, pro-
grammer for UCLA’s Film &
Television Archive’s annual
celebration of Iranian cine-
ma, which begins Friday at
the Billy Wilder Theater, said
the restrictions and difficul-
ties haven’t silenced the na-
tion’s resilient filmmakers.

“This film culture is al-
ways introducing new young
people doing very risky
things — the kind of things I
would like to see any cinema
do,” he said. “It’s kind of phe-
nomenal given the various
pressures that remain.”

The festival opens with
the 2011 drama “Mourning,”
which Kelley described as a

“surprising new film by a
young director. It is a very
contained family drama on
the great current theme of
Iranian cinema, which is
communication break-
down.” Director Morteza
Farshbaf is scheduled to at-
tend the screening.

Also on tap are four films
by actor-director-producer-
writer Parviz Sayyad, who
left Iran in the 1970s and lives
in Los Angeles. He will be
talking about his films at
each program.

One is 1974’s “Samad Be-
comes an Artist,” which
screens April 27. Samad, said
Kelley, is “one of those char-
acters who occurs in most
national cinemas who comes
fromthe country and collides
with modernity.”

The series concludes with
two movies by directors who
have faced sanctions from
the Iranian government.
“Good Bye” was Rasoulof’s
last film before he was ar-
rested in 2010. The other of-
fering is “This Is Not a Film,”
Panahi and Mojtaba Mirtah-
masb’s homemade docu-
mentary about Panahi’s
house arrest. Both were
smuggled out of the country.

For more information, go
to www.cinema.ucla.edu.

susan.king@latimes.com
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Iranian film fest and
a spirit of resilience
By Susan King

‘How the West 
Was Won’

Where: Cinerama Dome at the
ArcLight Hollywood
When: 9:15 a.m. Sunday
Running time: 2 hours, 42 minutes,
plus intermission
Price: $20
Info: www.tcm.com/festival

This powerful documen-
tary focuses on Mohamed
Nasheed, who until recently
was the president of the Mal-
dives, a nation of 1,200 coral
islands in the Indian Ocean
so low-lying that global
warming is a clear and
present danger. Articulate,
charismatic and heroic,
Nasheed is an ideal docu-
mentary subject. Not only
does he always say what’s on
his mind, but he granted the
filmmakers access to insider
meetings that are usually
off-limits. Nasheed’s efforts
at the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Summit are the heart of the
film. Will the conference end with a crucial deal? The back
and forth of late-night diplomatic meetings turns out to be as
much of a nail-biter as a top-tier sporting event.

— Kenneth Turan

CRITIC’S PICK

‘Island President’

Chiara Goia

MOHAMED NASHEED
fights for his nation.

By Oliver Gettell
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