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Introduction


The World in Upheaval

Film is a child of the nineteenth century and a fruit of industrialization. It was born in societies undergoing radical upheaval. In 1871, the year the German Empire was founded, the population was 41 million, and by 1900 it had grown to 56 million. The living conditions of large sections of the population changed drastically during this process, and urbanization proceeded with great dynamism. During this period, Berlin’s population grew from 900,000 to 1.89 million, Hamburg’s from about 250,000 to over 700,000, and Munich’s from about 150,000 to just under 500,000. Large-scale industry required an army of workers who toiled in six-day workweeks, struggled in vain for the eight-hour workday that became mandatory only in the Weimar Republic, and often lived in squalid housing conditions in tenement blocks.
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1 Storefront cinema “Das lebende Bild,” Frankfurter Allee train station, Berlin, c. 1903





The pace of life was changing. Electric light illuminated the homes of the wealthy, the new department stores, and, along with gas lamps, the streets and squares. Phonograph cylinders and gramophones made it possible to record music and speech, telegraphs and telephones enabled communication over great distances, the first underwater cables connected the continents, and railroads opened up remote areas and accelerated exchanges between the metropolises. In 1900, a zeppelin made its first flight over Lake Constance from Friedrichshafen, and in 1909, Wilbur and Orville Wright presented their motorized airplane at Berlin’s Tempelhofer Feld. Contemporaries were aware of the radical changes they were experiencing. Their environment forced a perception that could cope with the abundance of new impressions. Nervousness became the key word to characterize life in the metropolis.




The Sensation of the Moving Image

The invention of the moving image was at first just another aspect of modern life, fascinating as a technical innovation, interesting as a new experience. But it soon proved that it could reflect the new conditions of life better than any other medium. Many researchers, inventors, and even entrepreneurs took up the challenge of reproducing motion. The know-how of chronophotography, the production of light-sensitive photographic strips (film), and concepts from the entertainment industry all flowed into the development of the new medium. It conveyed the sensation of reproducing physical reality, while at the same time offering itself from the outset to the consuming gaze of an often enthusiastic, entertainment-seeking public. Within fifteen years, it had become commonplace, reaching people all over the world and evolving into an institution capable of providing entertainment, relaxation, and information to audiences of all ages and from all walks of life. The experiments of the pioneers gave rise to a new industry; what we know today as film and cinema was born.

The public was already prepared for the reproduction of motion by various devices. Known as the magic wheel (phenakistoscope), the magic drum (zoetrope), or the Mutoscope, they exploited the moment of inertia of the eye, which only perceives individual impressions as separate up to a certain frequency, to create illusory motion with phase images. Pioneers such as Eadweard Muybridge, Étienne Jules Marey, and Ottomar Anschütz devoted themselves to the analysis of real movements using photographic techniques. It was a logical step to present the images in rapid succession to create the impression of continuous movement. Muybridge achieved this with the zoopraxiscope, a stroboscopic device in which the phase images were projected through a slit using a light bulb. In November 1894, Ottomar Anschütz gave the first public demonstration of “moving pictures” with his “electric rapid viewer,” which also relied on separate individual exposures—that is, not on one carrier of continuously exposed images one after the other. The individual phases were mounted on a disk, which meant that their number was limited, as with earlier methods.

As early as 1891, William Kennedy Laurie Dickson, who worked as an engineer for Thomas Alva Edison, had made recordings on celluloid and invented the kinetoscope, a device with which a film could be shown to one person at a time in an endless loop. The film viewer also spread throughout Europe. In Germany, Ludwig Stollwerck, a chocolate manufacturer and producer of a number of vending machines, secured the license.

Other pioneers also succeeded in making films: Louis Le Prince, for example, made a very short film in 1888. Birt Acres and the Skladanowsky brothers also made their first moving pictures in 1894. As experienced showmen, the latter wanted to present their products to a large audience. Beginning on November 1, 1895, they showed so-called “living pictures” with their Bioscop in Berlin’s leading variety theater, the Wintergarten. For one month, their presentation concluded the evening show. The individual subjects put on artistic or sporting performances; the program thus followed the model of dramatic routines in terms of structure and content. However, the Skladanovskys’ equipment was not technically mature and could not compete with the Cinématographe developed by the Lumière brothers. The true triumph of the medium began with the first public showing of their films in Paris on December 28, 1895. Once again, it was Ludwig Stollwerck who brought the innovation to Germany: the first screening took place in Cologne on April 16, 1896, followed by presentations in other cities and at trade fairs in Berlin and Stuttgart.
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2–4 The Mutoscope picture viewer, c. 1900
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The Proliferation of the Medium

Presentations at apparatus exhibitions were soon followed by regular performances, with two variants emerging. One followed the example of the Skladanowskys and presented compilations of short strips at the end of the program in variety theaters. Oskar Messter began presenting strips at the Apollo Theater in Berlin in September 1896, and other variety theaters followed. These theaters enjoyed high social prestige, paid very well, and provided a steady sales base. As the last act, the film presentations were not allowed to be too long, so the individual films remained very short. Frequent program changes were essential in order to keep audiences coming back for more. The film historian Corinna Müller estimates that between 1900 and 1906, Oskar Messter delivered between 2,000 and 3,000 films for his variety theater engagements, most of which he produced himself. Other producers who served these comparatively elite venues included Karl A. Geyer, Jules Greenbaum, and Alfred Duskes.
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5 Poster for H. Knauth’s “Cinémato-Gramo-Theatre,” in which sound pictures were presented, c. 1906





Variety theaters were institutions in large cities. Traveling cinemas, in turn, brought film to broader sections of the population. These were mobile halls that were set up locally for regional festivals, markets, and fairs and then transported to the next location. Only programs consisting of short films were shown. The moving image was the sole attraction of the traveling cinema. The programs lasted between twenty and forty minutes, far longer than was possible in a variety show. This meant that individual films could also be longer and, above all, more dramaturgically developed, without jeopardizing the still desired variety. With their low admission prices, traveling cinemas appealed to a socially diverse and regionally dispersed audience. These cinemas also developed other program emphases—the topicality that was so important in variety theaters (film reportages on various topics) took a back seat to short films with a storyline.
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6 Die Neue Wache in Berlin

GER 1896, Producer: Max Skladanowsky

Screenshot





In 1905, stationary cinemas began to appear in larger numbers, and the following years saw a real boom. By 1909, there were more than 1,500 such cinemas in the German Empire. At first, most of these were storefront cinemas, halls set up in rooms that had previously been used for other commercial purposes. By the end of the decade, the first lavishly equipped “film palaces” had been built. The Union Theater on Berlin’s Alexanderplatz opened on September 4, 1909. The trend toward magnificent new buildings continued in all major cities in the years that followed, permanently changing the practice of screenings.
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7 Entrance of the Apollo-Theater, Friedrichstrasse 218, Berlin, 1905





By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, there were signs of a shift to a different system of film distribution. Until then, venue operators had purchased short films from the various production companies for their own programs, or even entire programs from the producers. The rapid program changes, usually on a weekly basis, tended to devalue the titles that could no longer be used in-house. The cinema owners sold them to subsequent users, who in turn acquired new parties. In this way, the films were passed from venue to venue, at decreasing purchase prices. Producers began to rent rather than sell their products. A new business model emerged in which independent distribution companies acted as intermediaries.
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8 Admission ticket for the “Theater lebender Photographien” in Berlin, 1908 (dating presumably by Gerhard Lamprecht)









The Sound for the Image

In November 1896, Oskar Messter moved into his first artificial light studio in Berlin’s Friedrichstrasse. Regular film production became part of his business, and he also developed cameras, projectors, and other accessories. Other film pioneers also established themselves with similarly diversified offerings; companies focusing solely on production only became more numerous at the end of the decade. In the field of equipment manufacturing, several companies established themselves that became competitive and even set standards with their hardware improvements, including the Dresden-based Ernemann-Werke AG, which was very successful in selling mainly projectors, but also its own cameras. The number of studios increased significantly as well, but overall domestic production remained rather weak compared to foreign competition. Their films dominated the market; the financially strong French company Pathé Frères alone had a market share of about 25 percent. During these years, the Eastman Kodak Company had an almost total monopoly on raw film and was therefore able to set prices, causing increasing problems for the manufacturers.
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