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Screening Asta Nielsen Films in Metz before the First World War

Metz is located in the North Eastern French department of Moselle, which borders on Germany and Luxembourg. Between 1870 and 1918, Metz was a German city integrated to the German Reich along with the department of Moselle and the Alsace region. The city counted 68,000 inhabitants in 1914, half of them native French speakers, the other native German speakers. German was the teaching and administrative language, yet in 1914 one could still live in Metz without speaking a word of German. One fourth of the population in this garrison city were soldiers.

The first cinema opened in Metz in December 1907 and by Summer 1914, seven cinemas (close to 2500 seats) were showing films daily, renewing pro-grammes twice a week (on Saturdays and Wednesdays). Each programme was made up of about ten short films, split between comic and dramatic shorts, newsreels and documentaries, as well as one feature-length film or several mediumlength films taking the top billing. In spite of a timed schedule indicating the beginning of the programme, one could enter the showings at any time. During these years, cinema became the foremost leisure activity of the inhabitants of Metz. It went from being a mere attraction to becoming a regular night out, prepared for by reading detailed programmes in the local press or booklets accessible in the cinemas, and motivated by spectators' budding tastes.

Between 1910 and 1914, at least 28 Asta Nielsen films were shown in Metz. Apart from the two first films, her name was always mentioned in advertisements published in the local press, in some cases in larger font than the film title. Twenty-seven of these films got top billing in their accompanying programmes. They even outshone the rest of the programme, as the titles of accompanying films were very rarely mentioned. Furthermore, Asta Nielsen's name was featured early and durably in the press: she was by far the actress most often mentioned in Metz newspapers between 1911 and 1914.

Most of the films starring Asta Nielsen which were distributed before the First World War were shown also in Metz. Her films were shown in Metz on dates close to their national release dates, which suggests that the star became quickly popular in Metz. Nielsen's films were offered to cinema owners through a peculiar system of distribution: the 'Asta Nielsen series' which forced owners to buy exclusive screening rights for an entire series which involved an important cost. Owners showing Asta Nielsen films therefore had actively made that choice.

Asta Nielsen's single films in Metz

AFRGRUNDEN was screened in Metz, from Saturday, 31 December 1910, to Saturday, 6 January 1911, in two downtown film theaters, Cinématographe Hirdt, also known as "the old Hirdt theater" (274 seats) 1 and the Nouveau Cinématographe Hirdt (170 seats) 2 . They belonged to two different owners, Alois Hirdt and Hans Lang, who worked together and were to jointly found together the Société Luxembourgo-allemande de Cinéma (SLAC) on 30 November 1911. Their cinemas stood about a hundred yards apart, and the film was not screened at the same time in both theaters, hence the ability of 'bicycling' to share the same reel 3 .

The advertisement for AFGRUNDEN is interesting on several accounts: in 1910, adverts for single films in the local press were still rare. They listed the titles of the showing's together with some information about the genre of the films (comic, dramatic, news,…). The most important titles in the programme (generally a selection of one to three titles) are signaled typographically. Here AFGRUNDEN alone is advertised, even though as most films of the time, it is part of the weekly programme 4 . Most importantly, information about the 1. Cinématographe Hirdt was the first film theatre in the city, located on the main business street. It was opened by the Kaiserslautern fairground showman Heinrich Hirdt in December 1907, managed by Emile Nutz from Summer 1909 to May 1910 and by Hans Lang (a printer from Metz, editor for the German-language newspaper Metzer Zeitung) until 15 November 1913.

2. This screening room was active between 23 October 1909 and 1 October 1911. It was located in La Cigogne, a big building of several stores comprising a beerhall, a dancehall, a concert hall. (…) It was managed by Henri Hirdt's son, Alois Hirdt, hence the name: New Hirdt Cinema.

3. This print-sharing practice also attests to the proximity and collaboration between the two cinemas' managers from May 1910 to November 1911: during this time period,nine films were announced on the same week in both cinemas. This proximity led to the creation of the SLAC on 30 November 1911.

4. There were exceptions to this rule: in1913,nine films were screened alone, at fixed times, because of their singular topic or their exceptional length: /MORT VIVANT (2150 metres), GERMINAL (3020 metres)andLES MISÉRABLES (3010 metres),DER ANDERE (2000 metres),RICHARD WAGNER (2055 metres), MARCANTONIO E CLEOPATRA (2000 metres) and QUO VADIS? (2400 metres). The film is very precise: its length of two acts for a total running time of 50 minutes is emphasised; its Danish provenance is mentioned as a guarantee of quality ("artists of the Copenhagen Royal Theatre;" the film "shown 700 times to enormously large audiences in Copenhagen movie houses"). One particular scene is singled out: the memorable "dance of the Gaucho" 5 , and the adver-tisement calls upon the spectator's memory: it claims that this film surpasses THE WHITE SLAVE (DEN HVIDE SLAVEHANDEL, 1910), a film previously screened in Metz 6 . The screening of AFGRUNDEN and its advertisement in the local press illustrate the evolution of cinema as spectacle in Metz in the beginning of the 1910s, with the advent of the feature film in cinema program-ming, and the birth of the star system. Indeed, although her name is not mentioned on the advert, this is the first Asta Nielsen film screened in Metz.

Between May and August 1911, HEISSES BLUT (BURNING BLOOD) and NACHTFALTER (RETRIBUTION), the first German films featuring Asta Nielsen were shown in the Nouveau Cinématographe Hirdt and in a beer-hall where films were screened while customers drank and ate. The first advert for NACHTFALTER, of 22 July 1911, mentions the actress's name. From now on, Asta Nielsen's name was always included in advertisements and soon became an argument for the quality of the spectacle. The advert for NACHTFALTER at the Landstuhl cinema 7 notes that the film was authorised by the censors: advertisement for the screening of LES MISÉRABLES announces that the nine acts will be shown in a row, for a total running time of three hours. In 1914, at least two films were screened on their own, at fixed times: BISMARCK (1853 metres) and ATLANTIS (2280 metres -some adverts announce up to 4000-metre long versions). 5. A hundred years later, this scene still mesmerizes spectators online: "Erotic Dance by Asta Nielsen in AFGRUNDEN (1910)": http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=criEcLXgUQ0.

6. Nevertheless, a film with this title was screened as part of the Cinéma Hirdt programe for 22 to 28 October 1910, and that for 19 to 25 November 1910 ("by general demand"). Considering the number of films about white slavery produced at the time, it is difficult to assert with certitude if indeed this was DEN HVIDE SLAVEHANDEL.

7. Daily, free screenings were organised in the Landstuhl cinema which was located in the imperial neighbourhood around the new train station between 2 June 1909 and Fall 1911. It is likely that mostly German-speaking spectators patroned this venue.

the indirect mention of Asta Nielsen's sultriness marks a first period of the exploitation of her films in Metz 8 .

'Asta Nielsen series' at the Excelsior and the Palais-Cinéma

An exhibitor who bought the exclusive exhibition rights for the first 'Asta Nielsen series' essentially catered to an informed, adult audience. The Excelsior cinema (135 seats) opened in July 1911 at the heart of a vast leisure center, the Crystal Palace, located in the German neighbourhood around the new train station favoured by soldiers 9 . Among the favourite film genres were dramas of manners, 'big city pictures', and war dramas. In May and June 1912, the Excelsior was the only theatre in the city to have adults-only screenings 10 . According to adverts in the local press, the Excelsior screened five of eight of the films in the first 'Asta Nielsen' series of 1911/12: IN DEM GROSSEN AUGENBLICK (THE GREAT MOMENT), ZIGEUNERBLUT (GIPSY BLOOD), DIE VERRÄTERIN (THE TRAITRESS), THE BETTER WAY (DIE MACHT DES GOLDES), and ZU TODE GEHETZT (DRIVEN OUT) 11 . These films were all screened from Saturday to 8. The Berlin censorship bureau barred youth from screenings of NACHTFALTER, while in Munich it was banned altogether. Most Asta Nielsen films were censored by both of these bureaus. Cf. http://www.earlycinema.uni-koeln.de. In Metz, following the police decree of 12 April 1912, film theatres had to submit detailed lists of programmed films to the police three days before the first screening, or one day if first approved in Berlin. The police could visit cinemas without notice or demand to see any suspicious film. In reality, as police was short on material and human means, it is likely that these rules were not rigorously applied. Wednesday, along with an extra programme. The advert for the screening of IN DEM GROSSEN AUGENBLICK (from 7 to 11 October 1911) stipulated that children under the age of 16 be not admitted to the cinema. This certainly followed the Berlin Censorship Bureau's decision to ban this and most of the subsequent Asta Nielsen films for the youth. The themes developed in these films fitted perfectly the Excelsior's programming aimed at an informed audience.

The exclusive second and third 'Asta Nielsen series' were shown at the Palais-Cinéma (twelve titles), at the Esplanade theater (one title) and at the old Hirdt theater (one title), three venues owned by the aforementioned Société Luxembourgo-allemande de Cinéma (SLAC), founded by Hans Lang and Alois Hirdt. The Palais Cinéma was the first 'cinema palace' in Metz opened with much fanfare on 10 November 1911, it was the first purpose-built cinema in Metz. A building in the main business street in Metz was razed in order to make room for this 'modern cinema theatre' with a capacity of 400 spectators. This company mana ged also two cinemas in Esch-sur-Alzette (Luxembourg), and one in Ludwigshafen (Germany). The company had a capital of 225,000 Marks 12 . On 31 January 1914, the Esplanade opened in the Cigogne building, where the Nouveau Cinématographe Hirdt was previously housed. This modern 600-seat cinema, the biggest in town, was also born of the collaboration between Lang and Hirdt. With these two cinemas in the heart of the city, by 1914 the SLAC could offer 1,000 theater seats in a city boasting 68,000 inhabitants. With two modern cinemas and a consequent financial capital, SLAC had the means to pay exclusive rights for the 'Asta Nielsen series' of 1912/13 and 1913/14, which were shown in their totality between 19 October 1912 when DER TOTENTANZ (THE DANCE TO DEATH), the first film in the second series, was launched in Metz, and 4 April 1914 when DAS FEUER (VENGEANCE IS MINE), the seventh and last film in the third series, was screened for the last time 13 . In the season 1912/13, cinemas in the films in Metz. They may have been first screened at the Excelsior: advertisements for the Excelsior were rare in the local press which makes reconstructing the Excelsior film programmes a difficult task. 12. Cf. Der Kinematograph 264 (17 January 1912).

13. Only DIE FILMPRIMADONNA, third film in the third series of 1913/14, was not mentioned in Metz programmes: taking into account gaps of documentation, this does not necessarily mean that the film was not shown.

Metz began renewing programmes twice a week, on Saturdays and Wednesdays. Most Asta Nielsen films were shown on Saturdays, arguably the best attended day of the week along with Sunday.

Feature-length standardisation and the leading actress as quality proof

Between 1910 and 1914, increasing film length was a major trend. Multiple-reel films were an exception before 1911; they became common that year, and as early as 1912 each programme included one or two films longer than half an hour. It was not uncommon for top billing films to boast an average length of 45 minutes. This trend towards lengthening reached its apex in 1913, when several 'monster length' films, sometimes up to three hours long, were screened in Metz. It deserves to be noted that the gradual assertion of the feature film did not come with radical changes in the organisation of cinema as spectacle: long-length films were still part of a programme, and customers could still enter screenings at any time, except for a few rare cases. However, advertising increasingly focused on feature length films, and it soon became more difficult to find full programmes in the local press. The case of Asta Nielsen is interesting in that regard, because all of her films have the charac-teristics of the long-feature film: their length 14 , the way they were promoted, and of course the emphasis on the main actress make them all dominate the rest of the programme. Thus, as early as the screening of her first film in December 1910, it is impossible to know the full content of the programmes in which her films are were featured.

The introduction of the feature-length film format was paralleled by the development of the star system: the names of headline actors from Germany, Denmark, Italy, France or the United States began appearing more regularly in adverts. Among them, Asta Nielsen was the earliest to be cited this way, and second only to French comedian Max Linder in number of mentions. The actress's name gradually became even more important than the film title. Her films soon came to be advertised as "Asta Nielsen-Schlager" (Asta Nielsen hits; the same way westerns were known as "Wild West-Schlager" and 14. All Asta Nielsen films screened in Metz comprise several reels: the shortest is 731 meters long (DAS KIND RUFT, 1914), the longest 1878 meters (DIE SUFFRAGETTE), 1913). The average reel length for the 28 Asta Nielsen films screened in Metz is around 1000 metres.

detective films as "Detektiv-Schlager"). Advertising, sometimes masqueraded as news items appeared in the 'local entertainment' columns: thus film programmes were often announced in articles titled after the cinemas in question. Yet in the Metzer Zeitung (the main German-language newspaper in Metz, belonging to Hans Lang, owner of the Palais-Cinéma and member of SLAC), adverts for Asta Nielsen films only bear the actress's name as titles. Her name is usually accompanied by words of praise underlining Asta Nielsen's acting talent and her popularity. Her acting is constantly celebrated, and she is often presented as the "famous tragedienne". Here is an excerpt from such a piece praising her performance in DIE SUFFRAGETTE:

« The contribution of a first-rate artist being indispensable to a production of this nature on the cinema stage, the author gave the main role to the famous tragedienne Asta Nielsen. Those used to seeing shows at the Palais-Cinéma have long known Asta Nielsen's merits who interprets the most complex roles with extraordinary gusto. In Urban Gad's new opus, THE SUFFRAGETTE, the artist is without compare and admirably personifies a high born woman who goes down the wrong path until repentance leads her to her true destiny as woman and spouse. » (Le Messin, 19 septembre 1913) Asta Nielsen films were not the only ones to benefit from this kind of coverage in the local press of Metz. None of her films were promoted on the scale of the very long feature films of 1913 and of some German Autorenfilms such as DER ANDERE (THE OTHER). Furthermore, in 1914 she finds serious compe-tition in the German star Henny Porten, who headlines several feature films whose adverts sometimes spread half a page in the Metz press. Asta Nielsen stands apart for being recognised already in 1911 by Metz audiences as a star, and for the length of time she remained a star. Her films screened during this period illustrate the gradual standardisation of cinema entertainment around 90-minute long films which featured a familiar star in the lead.

The emergence of cinephilic memory in Metz

In 1914 two older Asta Nielsen films were shown in Metz: IM LETZTEN AUGENBLICK at the Krystall-Lichtspiele and TODIN SEVILLA (SPANISH BLOOD) at the Eldorado, both of them getting top billing. IM LETZTEN AUGENBLICK had been shown two years and two months earlier, and Tod in Sevilla about ten months prior. Reprises were then very rare in Metz: of more than 3,600 recorded film titles from 1908 to 1914, only about fifty appear in two different programmes, and only a handful were re-released months or years later. Beyond the fact that such reprises constitute an obvious sign of these films' qualities, they may also show the increasing differences between the city's film theatres. The Krystall-Lichtspiele was the cinema at the Crystal Palace, taken over on October 1913 by an independent owner. The Eldorado (234 seats), owned by the eponymous Strasbourg company, was located on the outskirts of town in a working-class, mostly French-speaking neighbourhood. These two cinemas were not as fancy as the downtown palaces and did not have the means necessary to acquire exclusive rights on Nielsen's films, and therefore had to settle for old titles.

Asta Nielsen and her films played a central role in the formation of the cinematic culture of Metz audiences. Cinephilia developed through seeing films, accumulating knowledge about them, and comparing their respective qualities, a comparison made possible by calling upon memories of the expe-rience they left in each spectator. The screening and promotion of Asta Nielsen films in Metz form these three constitutive elements of cinephilia.

To begin with, the number of her films screened and the fact that they were all directed by the same person undoubtedly contributed to shape the tastes of spectators. Serial screening necessarily invited spectators to compare films which were part of the series. Being able to watch films several times is also obviously constitutive of cinephilia: the screenings in 1914 of two of Nielsen's old hits (IN DEM LETZEN AUGENBLICK 15 and TOD IN SEVILLA) let the star's fans discover or rediscover these titles. As already mentioned, this was a very rare occurrence in Metz: only a few films -such as QUO VADIS? for example -were granted the privilege of a second screening. It is worth noting that IN DEM GROSSEN AUGENBLICK, the first Asta Nielsen film shown at the Excelsior in October 1911, was announced in the French-language press under its German title. The French advertisement for her following title included the original German title, Zigeunerblut, along with the French translation. These are the only examples of titles advertised in German in the French-language press of the time. Either the audience already knew these films by their German titles and the owner meant to profit from this notoriety, or the mention of the original title can be analysed as another piece of information helping spectators to build their cinema culture. Furthermore, the promotions of Asta Nielsen films were progressively accompanied with more and more information: length of the films in metres, number of acts and scenes, secondary actors' names, scene descriptions, references to other cities where these films had been successful, plot summaries. All these elements could contribute to the consti-tution of a nascent cinema culture. The fact that Urban Gad's name was almost always mentioned in the adverts is also worthy of note: he was the first film director to see his name and work thus recognised in the Metz press. Finally, spectators of Asta Nielsen's films were very early asked to reminisce older films. The advert for ZIGEUNERBLUT published in the French-language newspaper Le Messin notes the actress's previous films 16 . The advert for DIE SUFFRAGETTE also calls upon the memory of Nielsen's previous roles, without citing them. Though it was not common, this way of calling upon spectators' memories was not exclusive to adverts for Asta Nielsen films. Other examples compare new films with others screened previously in Metz. Nevertheless, regularly as Asta Nielsen films were screened, they appear to have played a singular role in the constitution of the cinephilic memory of the Metz public.

Pierre Stotzky, translated from French by Grégory Pierrot, Pennsylvania State University. This article is based on Pierre Stotzky, Le spectacle cinématographique à Metz, naissance d'un nouveau loisir (1908-1914) B.A. thesis (Metz: Université Paul Verlaine, 2004), 138 p. Based on research in local archives, this work offers analysis of related news and recovers the original programmes of the city's film theatres (a total of 709 programmes announcing 3593 films).

  9. The Strasbourg based company Excelsior Cinema-Gesellschaft managed the Excelsior cinema until it closed on 30 July 1913. The company owned at least two other cinemas, the Weltkine-matograph in Saarbrücken and the Excelsior-Cinema in Dudweiler. 10. On 22 May 1912 began the screening of FUNKE UNTER DER ASCHE, presented as a "picture of the big modern city", and on 12 June 1912 WENN FRAUEN LIEBEN. These films were announced as adult-only, yet a police decree dated 12 April 1912 forbids entry in the city's film theatres to people under the age of 16, except during screenings expressly reserved for children. The announcement might appear superfluous (unless the decree was not respected): it nevertheless gives adult spectators an idea of the programme's content. 11. DER SCHWARZE TRAUM (DEN SORTE DRØM, THE CIRCUS GIRL) and DER FREMDE VOGEL (THE COURSE OF TRUE LOVE), films number 1 and 4 in the first 'Asta Nielsen series', were shown in the Hirdt cinemas and at the Palais-Cinéma which contradicts the Monopolfilm rules by which only the Excelsior should have screened

IN DEM LETZTEN AUGENBLICK was shown in the same venue (now renamed and with a different owner) where it had been screened two years earlier.