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1910–1919




Introduction


Wilhelmine Cinema

During these years, Wilhelmine cinema grew in profile. The German film industry, which had previously gained a foothold in equipment manufacturing and with the short-lived talkies, established itself with its films in the face of overwhelming competition, especially from France. More and more companies now concentrated exclusively on the production of mostly fictional works, and production prospered. The distribution of these titles to cinemas by independent companies replaced the usual sales by the producers themselves. The industry’s base also consolidated. In 1910, the Agfa film factory in Wolfen began production, offering high-quality raw film as an alternative to the market leader, Eastman Kodak from Rochester, New York. Karl A. Geyer founded the first pure film laboratory in Germany in 1911. Differentiation and specialization in the industry led to greater efficiency and independence. Significant growth set in without the formation of dominant large corporations.
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1 Die Suffragette, GER 1913, Director: Urban Gad

Poster: Ernst Deutsch-Dryden








Auteur vs. Trash Film?

At the beginning of the decade, the so-called cinema reform movement reacted with a clear rejection of longer films and popular genres. The fear—or rather: the assumption—was that films would have a strong influence on the audience, so that melodramatic stories and crime stories, for example, would have a degrading or brutalizing effect. The lawyer Albert Hellwig provided the catchphrase with his 1911 publication on the essence, threats, and combating of trash films: Schundfilms – Ihr Wesen, ihre Gefahren und ihre Bekämpfung. At the same time, well-known literary figures began to reflect on their film experiences in concise but already programmatic texts. They spoke of the fascination of the medium, such as Franz Kafka’s famous statement from November 1913: “Been to the cinema. Cried.” In the same year, Kurt Pinthus published the Kinobuch, to which fifteen authors, including Else Lasker-Schüler and Walter Hasenclever, contributed “cinema pieces.”

The so-called auteur film, with stories developed by well-known writers or based on their works, can be interpreted as a strategy of ennoblement. Well-known names were to ensure reputation. The playwright Paul Lindau adapted his own play for the film Der Andere (The Other, GER 1913), which was directed by Max Mack. In the same year, he wrote the screenplay for Die Landstraẞe (Director: Paul von Woringen). Actors from Berlin theaters appeared in leading roles in several films, including Albert Bassermann, who appeared in other films by Mack, and Paul Wegener in Der Student von Prag (The Student of Prague, GER 1913, Director: Stellan Rye). These names promoted the auteur film, as did the involvement of prominent directors. Max Reinhardt had been directing films since 1910, and in 1913 he realized Die Insel der Seligen (The Islands of Bliss) and Eine venezianische Nacht (A Venetian Night) for Paul Davidson’s Projektions-AG Union (PAGU).

The (brief) boom in auteur films corresponded to the trend toward longer films. In the short film programs of the previous decade, individual films rarely exceeded 300 meters in length, resulting in a maximum running time of ten to fifteen minutes, depending on the playback speed. By the 1910s, however, significantly longer films formed the core of the program.
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2+3 Die Jagd nach der Hundertpfundnote oder Die Reise um die Welt, GER 1913, Director: Willy Zeyn Sr.

The detective Miss Nobody (Senta Eichstaedt), film stills








Monopolized Distribution and Stars

The form of distribution adapted to the new form of work: individual titles were exclusively represented and licensed for a certain period of time to cinemas that acquired exclusive screening rights in their catchment area. In 1910, there were about forty such companies; by 1912, the number had doubled. Das gefährliche Alter (That Dangerous Age, GER 1911, Director: Adolf Gärtner), produced by Oskar Messter, is considered the first title to be marketed in this way. The decisive factor for the success of long films, however, was the systematic development of actresses into stars. The campaign for Asta Nielsen was groundbreaking. Her very first film, Afgrunden (DNK 1910, Director: Urban Gad, German title: Abgründe, US title: The Woman Always Pays), made in Denmark, became a sensational success in Germany with strong promotional support. For the 1911–12 season, PAGU then announced a series of ten titles featuring the actress. Within a short time, her films were shown in many countries, and Asta Nielsen became cinema’s first world star. Oskar Messter used similar means to determinedly make Henny Porten the star of his film production from 1912 onward.
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4 Opium

GER 1919, Director: Robert Reinert

Poster: Theo Matejko








Genres

The more differentiated possibilities of cinematic storytelling intensified the audience’s experience and established different genres. These catered to existing preferences, while at the same time structuring the film experience. The offerings were targeted to specific audiences; melodramatic stories were aimed primarily at female audiences, while action-packed films were considered more interesting for men. The films themselves, however, transcended such gender restrictions and opened up their narratives to other perceptions and interpretations. Travesties such as Aus eines Mannes Mädchenzeit (GER 1913)—an unemployed young man disguises himself as a woman to get a job as a maid—were popular. Highly successful detective film series not only featured male protagonists, such as the Stuart Webbs series (GER from 1913 onward), starring Ernst Reicher, and the Joe Deebs series (GER from 1915 onward), initially starring Max Landa as the detective. Senta Eichstaedt launched her career as the female protagonist of the genre with Die Jagd nach der Hundertpfundnote oder Die Reise um die Welt (The Hunt for a 100 Pound Note or Journey around the World, GER 1913, Director: Willy Zeyn senior) as Detective Nobody. Like her male counterparts, she spares no effort or physical confrontation. She uses every modern means of transportation to pursue suspects and, above all, acts as an emancipated woman.
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5 Ribbon, made on the occasion of a premiere with Asta Nielsen at the Varieté Ronacher in Vienna, March 1, 1913

Asta Nielsen Archive





Social dramas, sensational films, thrillers, comedies—Wilhelmine cinema developed its own forms, while Italian monumental films set new standards for opulent sets, Max Lindner enchanted audiences with his comedies, and David Wark Griffith developed sophisticated parallel montages. German film was also capable of ironic self-reflection. In Wie sich das Kino rächt (GER 1912, Director: Gustav Trautschold), the camera team catches a hypocritical cinema reformer flirting intensely with a young woman—the screening of the film pleases neither the wife nor the participants of a congress to combat cinematography. In Die Filmprimadonna (The Film Primadonna, GER 1913, Director: Urban Gad), which has only been partially preserved, Asta Nielsen not only demonstrated all aspects of film production but also the great influence she herself had on it. From 1915 onward, Fern Andra often took over the production, direction, and screenplay in addition to her role. Otherwise, directors and writers had a great influence on the development. Franz Hofer’s films showed ambivalence in gender relations (Die schwarze Kugel. Die geheimnisvollen Schwestern, The Black Ball; or, Vengeance Bequeathed, GER 1913). Joseph Delmont’s adventure films were partly shot on location, which was unusual at that time. And the six titles in the Homunculus series (GER 1916–17, Director: Otto Rippert) brought science fiction and fantasy to German cinema.
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6 Field cinema in Altkirch, Alsace (then German Empire)

Field postcard, sent in December 1915








The Great War

With the outbreak of the First World War, the German film industry benefited from the loss of French competition, but production was unable to fully cover the French market share; producers from neutral countries filled the gap.

At first, there was a wave of patriotic material, which was only initially appreciated by the audience, but then the feature film industry returned to its usual genres. In October 1914, Messter brought out the first German newsreel, but without reports on the war. All the countries involved in the war denied cameramen access to areas close to the front or even to the battlefield itself. Distrust of the medium and the fear that the enemy could draw valuable conclusions from the images were the main reasons. It was not until The Battle of the Somme was released in British cinemas in 1916 and reached twenty million viewers within a short space of time with footage from the front that the military authorities changed their minds. News of the film’s impact in neutral countries abroad showed that it was winning sympathy for the Entente. In November 1916, the Deutsche Lichtbild-Gesellschaft was founded on the initiative of Alfred Hugenberg and Ludwig Klitzsch. It was organized as a private company to carry out propaganda for the German Reich. However, Erich Ludendorff in the Supreme Army Command had other plans. On January 30, 1917, the Bild- und Filmamt (Photography and Film Office, BUFA) was founded. The first film to be released, even before the office was formally established, was Bei unseren Helden an der Somme (German Heroes on the Somme). This response to the British success was in no way equivalent. There were no shots from the front, the messages in the intertitles were overly clear. Feature films such as Das Tagebuch des Dr. Hart (Dr. Hart’s Diary, GER 1916, Director: Paul Leni) and Unsühnbar (Unusable, GER 1917, Director: Georg Jacoby) seemed more suitable for influencing the population. Animated films by Julius Pinschewer, for example, appealed to people to subscribe to war bonds, as did a short film starring Henny Porten (Hann, Hein und Henny, GER 1917, Director: Rudolf Biebrach).

As a consequence, Ludendorff demanded the creation of a major German production company. Universum Film AG (Ufa) was founded on December 18, 1917. With a capital of 25 million Reichsmarks, it was by far the largest company in the Reich, with cinemas, studios, and distribution facilities. The Messter companies, PAGU, the German activities of Nordisk, the Union Theater cinemas, and other companies were merged into Ufa. This meant that the most important creative forces in the industry were working for the company. However, Ludendorff’s hopes for effective propaganda were not fulfilled by the new enterprise in the year remaining until the armistice. Instead, the program catered to the tastes of its audience, offering star films, comedies, adventure and detective films, fantasy and romantic material. Directors such as Ernst Lubitsch, Joe May, Viggo Larsen, Georg Jacoby, and Rudolf Biebrach shaped the program, with stars such as Ossi Oswalda, Mia May, Pola Negri, Henny Porten, Fern Andra, Lotte Neumann, Paul Wegener, Harry Liedtke, and Emil Jannings. The focus was on profit.
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7 Goldene Herzen in Eiserner Zeit

GER 1914, Directors: Walter Schmidthässler, Gerhard Dammann

Poster








A Time of Transition

After November 9, 1918, films were released that had been shot during the German Empire. Der gelbe Schein (The Yellow Ticket, GER 1918, directed by Victor Janson and Eugen Illés) lamented the conditions in Tsarist Russia, which had long since ceased to exist. At the premiere of Carmen by Ernst Lubitsch on December 20 of that year, the situation seemed stable; the Reich Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils had just voted by a large majority to pave the way for parliamentary democracy. Madame Dubarry (Director: Ernst Lubitsch), set at the time of the French Revolution, premiered in September 1919, just a few months after the bloody suppression of the Spartacist uprising and the Bavarian Soviet Republic. The film became the first foreign success of German film after the end of the war and made Pola Negri an international star.
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8 Programm leaflet of the Kant-Lichtspiele, Berlin, c. 1914
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9 Camera manufactured by Gillon, Paris, c. 1914

With mechanical sliding shutter, modified by Karl Hasselmann

Film format: 35 mm





So-called sex education films and Sittenfilme [in part sensational films about socially taboo sexual topics] took advantage of the short period without regulated censorship. Richard Oswald, with the advice of the sex researcher Magnus Hirschfeld, made the first feature film that openly dealt with homosexuality, Anders als die Andern (Different from the Others, GER 1919). Criticism from the moral guardians was inevitable, the sex-education impulse was viewed with suspicion, and the censorship-free period soon came to an end. rr
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10 Auf Probe gestellt GER 1918, Director: Rudolf Biebrach

Poster: Rolf Niczky











Guido Seeber and Animation Techniques

On New Year’s Eve 1909, the short film Prosit Neujahr 1910! was released in cinemas by Deutsche Bioscop GmbH. This animated film, created by Guido Seeber (screenplay, animation, and camera), heralded the beginning of a decade that saw important innovations in film technology and a fundamental change in production conditions. Through the development of a complex technical and aesthetic dramaturgy, the medium of film became an art form in its own right—and Guido Seeber was one of the formative shapers of this change.
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1 Prosit Neujahr 1910!, GER 1909, Director: Guido Seeber

Filmstrip (detail)





In Prosit Neujahr 1910! he used the stop-trick effect: a shot is taken from a fixed position. Then, with the camera turned off, something in the image is changed, moved, or replaced before the camera is turned back on and another shot is taken. The repetition of this process makes it possible for objects in the image to suddenly move, transform into something else, or seem to disappear. In Prosit Neujahr 1910!, this film trick causes a piece of chalk to appear on the screen, gradually drawing the face of a clock. The inscription “1909” changes to “1910,” and a woman appears to toast the audience with a suddenly filled glass. In 1937, the film entered the private collection of Gerhard Lamprecht, which was to become the cornerstone of the film archive of the Deutsche Kinemathek, founded in 1963.
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