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Film history, as every discipline, is somewhat like a gang of vandals.
Once a territory has been dug up, the barbarians (in this case our-
selves) start looking for another area to ravage. The good thing is that
the results of this sudden, violent and creative event were spectacular.
Once left alone, the Desmet Collection will probably be able to deliver
other ideas and unexpected directions of research we have never
thought of. But it will take time, and maybe a little less obsession for
discovering the new at any cost.

Paolo Cherchi Usai to the author, 23 December 1995
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Preface

It's fighting a losing battle. Even if I were able to decipher all the hand-
writing, even if I had a decent amount of Dutch and European history at
my fingertips, I would still be looking through the keyhole of an other-
wise sealed door, my vision confined to what the impassive keyhole
deigned to show or conceal. Each of these letters is a keyhole like this.

Some writers may have to struggle with a lack of source material, but the
principal source of this book — the business archive of Jean Desmet — is a wall
of written paper. The keyhole metaphor is entirely appropriate, although
there are, properly speaking, many keyholes. I looked in on Desmet himself,
but also on his customers, suppliers and competitors. Hundreds of different
stories, sometimes contradicting each other, yet all revealing the complexity
of (film) history. In a Pathé farce called UN COUP D’OEIL PAR ETAGE (1904), a
concierge peeps through the keyholes on each floor of his building and dis-
covers a fire on the top floor. We come upon signs of damage by fire and
water in Desmet’s business archive as well. In 1938, a fire broke out at the top
of the Cinema Parisien, his cinema in Amsterdam. Both Desmet’s films and
his business records were very nearly lost, and this book would never have
been written.

My book is a condensed and reworked version of a dissertation, originally
written in Dutch, which was awarded a doctorate by the University of Am-
sterdam in March 2000. The original idea of the study goes back to the end of
the 1980s. In 1988 Nelly Voorhuis and I were organising a festival of Italian
cinema before 1945 entitled ‘Il primo cinema italiano 1905-1945’, which
marked my introduction to early Italian film, to the Giornate del Cinema
Muto at Pordenone, Italy, and to the international community of film histori-
ans. I became fascinated by the ‘mainstream cinema’ of the decade 1910-1920.
It was only then that I became properly acquainted with the Desmet Collec-
tion, and we selected several of Desmet’s Italian films for the festival pro-
gramme. Together with the film historian and festival programmer Paolo
Cherchi Usai, I looked at unrestored Desmet films at the Netherlands Film-
museum’s auxiliary branch in Overveen. It was the first time I had seen ni-
trate films, with their bright monochrome tinting, or caught the stale odour of
decomposing nitrate stock. I soon got used to this smell as it happened, for a
month later I'joined the archive staff at Overveen, where I spent the next five
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years looking at nitrate films. The task of conducting foreign visitors around
the museum gave me the opportunity of viewing a large part of the Desmet
Collection.

My long contact with the films and my aesthetic fascination with them
made me curious about the story behind them. A limited account of Desmet
and his world of film had already appeared in articles by Frank van der
Maden and myself, but the full tale still remained to be told. The source at my
disposal was truly unique: that ‘wall of paper’ or the Desmet Archive. To-
gether with the films and publicity materials of the Desmet Collection, the
archive forms the remains of a career in films. It was a career that lasted just
ten years, yet the changes that took place during those particular ten years
were enormous. The archive enables us to form a sharp and finely detailed
image of both Desmet’s career and the world of early cinema by which he
was surrounded. Invoices, rental books, account books, sales lists, customs
letters and telegrams show both the high level of professionalism of the pio-
neers of Dutch distribution and the hectic nature of the world within which
they were operating. It is above all the correspondence with film companies,
foreign middlemen and Dutch cinema owners that reveals the film scene of
those years at its most intense. Reading this correspondence, the reader ac-
companies a cinema operator who watches his theatre going downbhill as he
struggles to keep going, or a distributive trader who sees his customers aban-
doning him for competitors with more attractive film offerings. Besides these
misfortunes, we can also follow the rise of new cinema exhibitors, traders
and film production companies. But most of all, we are absorbing the per-
spective of the Dutch film distributor. What were Jean Desmet’s priorities?
What was relevant and what wasn’t? What changed for him in that short pe-
riod of a decade? And what were the tokens of those changes? The Desmet
Collection opens onto all kinds of stories: the story of cinemas such as the
Amsterdam Cinema Parisien, a Desmet biography, a history of style, a histo-
ry of representation. My own choice has fallen on the history of a business
combined with a history of film, and my introduction will elaborate on this.

Both in the Netherlands and abroad I have received a great deal of help with
the preparation of this book and I wish to record my thanks to a large number
of people.

For the period during which I was preparing my material for submission
as a doctoral dissertation, I would like to express my thanks to the University
of Amsterdam, and particularly to Karel Dibbets for his invariably construc-
tive and stimulating comments on the text. Our long and speculative conver-
sations on how and why Desmet and his film world took the particular shape
they did greatly helped to clarify Desmet’s story. I also wish to thank my two
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doctoral supervisors, Professor Thomas Elsaesser and Professor Evert van
Uitert; the research school Huizinga Instituut and the staff and assistants of
the Department of Film and Television Studies. Three travel bursaries from
the Nederlands Instituut voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (NWO), supple-
mented by financial assistance from the Faculty of Arts, enabled me to make
research trips to Berlin, Frankfurt, Koblenz, Brussels, Paris and London.
Mustafa Ozen made a database of Desmet’s acquisitions registers during his
period as an intern at the Filmmuseum of which I have made grateful use.

Special thanks are due naturally to the Netherlands Filmmuseum, to its
present director Rien Hagen, and to former director Hoos Blotkamp, who
gave me the opportunity of embarking on this study. Both encouraged my
work and were generous with their help in enabling me to complete and pub-
lish it. I would also like to thank the staff who assisted me during the re-
search, especially Rommy Albers for his information on travelling cinemas in
the Netherlands and film exhibition in Amsterdam. Thanks to Arja Grandia;
to the non-film departmental staff, particularly Jan-Hein Bal, Soeluh van de
Berg and Piet Derks; to the staff in Overveen, especially Giovanna Fossati,
Mark-Paul Meijer and Ole Schepp; and to the museum’s library staff, who
prepared videotapes for me and fetched countless boxes from the cellars and
vaults. Thanks also to Bastiaan Anink, Don Bierman, Peter Delpeut, Daan
Hertogs, Paul Kusters, Bregtje Lameris, Frank van der Maden, Henk de
Smidt and Peter Westervoorde, all formerly of the museum staff, and to
former directors the late Jan de Vaal and Frans Maks. Thanks finally to local
and regional archives in Amsterdam, Den Bosch, Leiden and Rotterdam.

The two research seminars organised by the Department of Theatre, Film
and Television Studies at the University of Utrecht and the Department of
Film and Television at the University of Amsterdam were a great source of
stimulation. In this setting, I was able to present my work and develop and
exchange ideas, especially in the area of early film and film in the Nether-
lands but also at the more general level of theory and history. William Uric-
chio, Frank Kessler, Eva Warth and Thomas Elsaesser were particularly ex-
citing discussion leaders, but I also owe much to other members of these
seminars. I should also like to thank the University of Utrecht for access to
dissertations on local Dutch film history and for digital information on Dutch
film journals.

In the Netherlands, I am particularly indebted to Jenny Reynaerts for in-
spirational discussions of our respective dissertations; to Sabine Lenk for a
look at her material on the German film world and the First World War; to
Rob Du Mée for his material on Noggerath father and son; to Bernadine van
Royen-Fontaine, and the late Lo Schuring for their reminiscences of ‘film-
going in the 1910s” and to the late Geoffrey Donaldson for generous access to
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his archive. Thanks also to Ansje van Beusekom and the Dutch Union of
Cinema Owners and Film Distributors (NFC).

Finally, I have pleasure in acknowledging the tireless and generous sup-
port of Jean Desmet’s granddaughter, Ilse Hughan. The warmth and open-
ness with which she has received and helped me over the years has made my
work that much easier, more pleasurable and more engrossing. Ilse intro-
duced me to descendants of Jean’s brother, Theo, and of their sister, Rosine.
She placed whole boxes of family archive material at my disposal and re-
galed me with her own memories of her grandfather, her mother and the
Dutch film world.

Film historians and archives in other countries helped me to situate Desmet
in an international context. For more than ten years, Paolo Cherchi Usai has
impressed upon me the vital importance and value of the Desmet Collection.
I would like also to thank Richard Abel for regular discussion of my ap-
proach to the material, and for reading and commenting on the chapters of
my dissertation; André Gaudreault for his support as former chairman of the
Domitor Society; Roland Cosandey for fruitful conversations on film collec-
tions, versions of films and film-historical research; Guido Convents for in-
formation on Belgium; Aldo Bernardini and Vittorio Martinelli for informa-
tion on Italy and Italian film; Tony Fletcher for details of the British film
trade; Michael Wedel, ‘my man in Berlin’; Heide Schliipmann for reading “ab-
stracts” and proposals; Martin Loiperdinger for invaluable information and
stimulating dialogues; and the organisers of the Giornate del Cinema Muto in
Pordenone/Sacile and the Cinema Ritrovato in Bologna.

My thanks also to: Bibliotheque de 1I’Arsenale (Emmanuelle Toulet), BiFi
(Marc Vernet), British Film & Video Council (Luke McKernan), Bundesarchiv
Berlin (Evelyne Hampicke), Bundesarchiv Koblenz, Centre Georges Pompi-
dou (Dominique Paini), Cinémathéque Francaise (Laurent Mannoni), Ciné-
matheque Gaumont (Manuela Padoan), Cinématheque Pathé (Thierry
Roland), Cinématheque Royale (Gabriélle Claes), Danske Filmmuseet (Tho-
mas Christensen), Deutsches Historisches Museum (Rainer Rother), Musée
Gaumont (Corinne Faugeron), National Film & Television Archive (Elaine
Burrows, Briony Dixon, John Oliver), Public Record Office, Stiftung Deutsche
Kinemathek, and Herbert Birett, Mats Bjorkin, Stephen Bottomore, Henri
Bousquet, Eileen Bowser, Susan Dalton, Lili Debs-Justet, Marc Frey, Jeanpaul
Goergen, Tom Gunning, Nicholas Hiley, Peter Kramer, Michele Lagny, Anto-
nia Lant, Thierry Lefebvre, Jean-Jacques Meusy, Wolfgang Miihl-Benning-
haus, Charles Musser, David Robinson, Eberard Spiess, Janet Staiger, Mari-
anne Thys, Vanessa Toulmin, Yuri Tsivian, Casper Tybjerg, Jens Ulf-Moller,
and Roel Vande Winkel. I should like to express very special thanks to Kristin
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Thompson and Corinna Miiller for the inspirational challenge of their books
to my own and for their readiness to discuss them with me.

My thanks to my editors at Amsterdam University Press, in particular to
Jaap Wagenaar, Anniek Meinders, Arnout van Omme, Suzanne Bogman and
Saskia de Vries. Thanks also to the Nederlandse Organisatie voor Weten-
schappelijk Onderzoek for subsidising the translation; to James Lynn for his
translation, editorial advice and stimulating comments on the book; to the
Netherlands Filmmuseum for illustrative materials; the Prince Bernhard
Foundation for subsidising the printing; and finally to Paul van Yperen who
has corrected the text through all its phases and lived with me and ‘Desmet’
for years, spurring me on with stimulating ideas at times when I thought it
would all never end.
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Abbreviations

AIH Archive Ilse Hughan, Amsterdam

BA Bundes-Archiv

B&W Burgemeester & Wethouders (Mayor and Aldermen =
Municipal Executive)

DA Desmet Archive (Netherlands Film Museum), Amsterdam

GAA Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Amsterdam

GAD Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Dordrecht

GADL Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Delft

GADV Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Deventer

GAR Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Rotterdam

GARM Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Roermond

GAW Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Wageningen

NAA Nederlands Audiovisueel Archief (Dutch Audiovisual
Archive), Hilversum

NFM Netherlands Film Museum, Amsterdam

SDB Stadsarchief (City Archive) Den Bosch

STBC Streekarchivariaat (Regional Archive) Tiel-Buren-Culemborg

Unidentified Films

Identified film titles are printed in small capitals with the English release
titles in brackets. Asterisks indicate literal translations of titles for which Eng-
lish titles are unavailable. Unidentified Dutch and German release titles are
printed in italics with literal English translations in brackets.

Historical Currencies

Unless otherwise indicated, conversions are based on exchange rates in the
year 2000. In 2000, 1 guilder = c. 45 eurocents; 1 Belgian franc = c. 2.5 euro-
cents. With the exception of the euro, numbers have been rounded up to the
nearest whole. These figures are merely approximate and should be treated
with caution. The table indicates the factor by which a given historical sum
should be multiplied in order to work out its value in 2000.
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Guilders (f) € French francs Belgian francs German  British American
(Efrs.)* | € (FRS.) | € marks pounds  dollars
(Mk)[ € (£) %)
1910 x 20 x0.9 x 20 x3.0 - - - x 60 x 18
1912 x 20 x 0.9 x17 x2.6 - - - x 59 x 18
1914 x 18 x 0.8 x 17 x2.6 x 173 x 4.3 - x 52 x 17
1916 x 15 x 0.7 x 13 x2.0 - - - x 36 x 16
1918 x12 x0.5 x 8 x1.3 - - - x 24 x11
1920 x 10 x 0.4 x 5 x0.7 x 38 x 0.9 - x 23 x 9

* The conversion of the French franc is based on 1998 exchange rates; the franc-Euro conversion is based on the

1999 rate. In 1999, 1 French franc = 6.5 eurocents.






Introduction

In 1986, the Italian diva film entitled FIOR DI MALE (FLOWER OF EVIL*, Cines
1915) was shown at the Giornate del Cinema Muto in Pordenone. It was a
revelation. Paolo Cherchi Usai, the festival’s organiser and head curator of
film at George Eastman House in Rochester, recalls the event:

It was a declaration of war against the assumption that Italian cinema of the silent
period was a known entity. It was the proof that much, much more could be seen
and told about it. It was an indictment of the false representation and false con-
sciousness of film history as a crystallized set of periodizations. [...] It was nice to
see the variety in the reaction of the audience: from sheer enthusiasm, to dismay
for all the time we have lost following the ideology of the ‘great work’, to the diffi-
dence and the sheer dismissal of those who certainly didn’t want to have their the-
ories and prejudices affected by the new evidence.

The established “canon’ of classic films and directors was sent into free fall by
the screening of a film which, up to that moment, had simply been ignored
by film history. Historians of Italian cinema, who had thought that there were
no further surprises in store, were compelled to take another look at both
their discipline and its prevailing paradigms.

Nor was this all. Historians and film archivists were also intrigued by the
source of the film. For it turned out to be part of a private collection, consist-
ing of almost goo films, which had made its way into the Netherlands Film
Museum in Amsterdam. Besides F1orR DI MALE, the Dutch collection con-
tained hundreds of films no longer available in their countries of origin and
unseen anywhere since completing their normal period of release. The pres-
entation at Pordenone attracted the attention of European and American
curators who came to the Netherlands to identify these films and to select
them for festivals and regular exhibition. The films in the Desmet Collection
offered an excellent impression of the sheer abundance of films available for
ordinary, everyday exhibition in the period between 1907 and 1916.

Festival screenings and retrospectives made an immediate impact, and the
Desmet films played an important role in the rewriting of film history. They
were of vital importance to dissertations and publications on early German
and Italian cinema, forgotten or undervalued film companies such as Vita-
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graph and Eclair, early non-fiction films, genres such as the early western,
and early colour films. The reputation of the Desmet Collection was sealed a
year after the showing of FIOR DI MALE by the screening of several Vitagraph
movies in preserved colour prints. Eileen Bowser, formerly film curator at the
New York Museum of Modern Art, remarked:

The first really large showing was at Pordenone in 1987, and luckily I was present
for that. It was a great occasion: the quality of the prints was high. This collection
of course had a special value because it is from a period when so few films sur-
vived, and suddenly gaps began to fill up. It was not until Pordenone that I began
to realise what an incredible and wonderful collection the Desmet is.[...] We cer-
tainly began to have a new idea of the importance of the Vitagraph production
after the Desmet Collection began to become accessible. Only a small number of
Vitagraphs were available in the United States prior to that.

FIOR DI MALE was a damaging commentary on the obsolescence of the film
canon and spearheaded the international discovery of the Desmet Collection.
The quality of the print restoration was also praised. It showed that a silent
film did not have to be a greying black and white copy, riddled with tram-
lines, ‘rain” and scratches, and printed on sound-film stock. It could be a com-
position of luminous and stable images: an artefact alive with colour,
whether tinted, dye-toned or coloured in. Colour films were evidently not a
rarity. Indeed, it has been estimated that about eighty percent of the films
produced in the second decade of the century were colour-processed in one
way or another. The archival practice of transferring old nitrate films onto
black and white acetate-film stock gave rise to a film history in black and
white that bore little resemblance to the form in which the films were shown
in their original context. In the words of Peter Delpeut, filmmaker and former
curator of the Film Museum:

It was not until I got to know the Desmet Collection at the Netherlands Film Mu-
seum that I realized just how much colour had been used in silent movies, and
also just how much film archives and film historians across the world had ignored
this fact. At a recent [1987] festival of silent movies in Pordenone about three hun-
dred movies were screened. Only ten were in colour, of which no fewer than eight
appeared by courtesy of the conservation project of the Desmet Collection at the
Netherlands Film Museum.3

FI0R DI MALE was one of the first films to undergo colour restoration at the
Film Museum. The Desmet Collection was a credit to the Film Museum’s ex-
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pertise — in collaboration with Haghefilm Laboratories — in the preservation
of deteriorated nitrate and colour films.

Finally, people became aware of the importance of the Desmet Collection
as a collection. To quote Cherchi Usai again:

That is, as a corpus, with its own history, life and patterns of making, unmaking,
exploitation, survival, rediscovery, and new archival and scholarly use. [...] The
films of the Desmet Collection were a healthy reminder that films do not exist in a
void, but are “‘made’ constantly, after they are shot, printed and shown.4

In this connection, the Swiss film historian Roland Cosandey proposes a
distinction between the terms ‘repository” and ‘collection’. A repository indi-
cates the social origins of a group of objects, but this does not necessarily
qualify it as a museum collection. It is only when we recognise a repository of
objects as comprising a self-contained whole, with an individual history and
a specific context, that it becomes a collection. ‘The point of talking about col-
lections is that we accept that objects have a context and a social history.”> On
the face of it, the Desmet films all appear to be part of a distribution collec-

Fig. |. Fior di male (Cines 1915)
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tion, the stock-in-trade of a Dutch film distributor and cinema owner. The
films themselves inform us of this. Unlike the original negative of a film, a
distribution copy represents the final assembly of the print: the way it looks
after it has been provided with intertitles or passed through tinting or colour-
stencilling processes. National or local censorship may also account for varia-
tions between copies, along with other editorial interventions. The film-
historical community is coming to realise that variant editions of a film have
a right to exist, and that these rights should be reflected in the preservation
policies of film archives. It is the individual character of the Desmet Collec-
tion that makes it a genuine treasure trove. When reviewing Desmet'’s distri-
bution copies, we get a composite idea of the films people were seeing in
Dutch cinemas in the years surrounding the First World War.

I. The Story Behind the Collection: A Career and Its
Perspectives

The Desmet Collection was acquired by the Netherlands Film Museum in
1957. It is the professional legacy of the cinema owner and film distributor
Jean Desmet (1875-1956) and consists of almost goo — predominantly foreign
— films, a business archive and thousands of posters, stills, programmes and
flyers. There is no other collection in Europe containing such a wealth of in-
formation about film distribution and cinema operation in the period 1907-
16. Furthermore, the film collection contains a large amount of material that
is actually nothing less than a representative sample of the commercial stock
of its time. These films come mainly from France, the United States, Italy,
Germany, Denmark and to a lesser extent Great Britain, Russia, Sweden, Aus-
tria, the Netherlands and Belgium. All the popular genres of the time are
present in both short and long form: dramas, comedies, variety numbers,
travelogues, scientific documentaries, actualities and cinema newsreels.
Many of the films are no longer extant in the countries where they were first
produced.

In an article entitled “The System of Collecting’, the French postmodern
philosopher Jean Baudrillard suggests that when looking at collections, it is
more important to focus on the collector than the collection. ‘A given collec-
tion is made up of a succession of terms, but the final term must always be
the person of the collector.’® Object and person are essential to each other.
Baudrillard’s statement refers to private collectors, who choose their objects
for personal pleasure or out of some kind of obsession. It does not quite fit
Desmet, whose choices were made for him by the domestic and foreign mar-
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kets: he selected from what was available in that market at a given moment in
time. His ‘collection’ reflects what you could go out and see at the cinema.
Certain films, production companies and film stars are conspicuously absent,
but they are ‘monopoly’ films that were unavailable to him because others
had acquired the exclusive rights to them.

This book is concerned with the story behind the Desmet films, and fo-
cuses on Jean Desmet’s career as a cinema exhibitor and film distributor, from
his beginnings as a travelling showman in 1907 to the point around 1916
when he stopped buying further films. The collection is, after all, the end
product of Desmet’s film distribution and exhibition, from his early days as a
travelling showman to a later period when he was the owner of permanent
motion-picture theatres. The availability of the business archive, the publicity
collection and the films makes it possible to reconstruct this story in precise
detail.

Desmet’s career on the fairgrounds and subsequently in distribution and
permanent cinema exhibition is followed on the basis of the data contained in
the collection. The narrative of his career yields a picture of Desmet’s charac-
ter and enthusiasms, and at the same time clarifies the changes that were tak-
ing place in the world of film. Over a period of ten years, this world passed
through a radical transformation which Desmet not only witnessed but also
helped to bring about. In the absence of domestic film production, Desmet’s
film distribution was a link between foreign film production and film exhibi-
tion in the Netherlands. He was making his way at a time when the cultural
infrastructure of film was taking shape, and the new sectors of distribution
and permanent cinema were entering the scene. Desmet was a pioneer in
both these fields. This study therefore combines Desmet’s career with
Desmet’s historical horizons: it is the history of a business and the history of a
film culture. Although it is told mainly at the micro-historical level, it is a
story that also opens onto macro-history.

Jean Desmet, Entrepreneur and Cinema Pioneer

Desmet is already a well-known figure in Dutch film historiography, al-
though his image has changed over the decades. In 1961 the Dutch film critic
Charles Boost described him as ‘a cinepioneer” and ‘the Tuschinski of the fair-
ground showmen’.” Boost’s portrayal of Desmet reflects the then prevailing
romantic and anecdotal approach to the early years of cinema, which was
primarily concerned with the big names. Desmet’s was one of those names.
Boost describes him as characterised by ‘the dour frugality of someone who
had known poverty, and by the extravagance of someone who would do any-
thing for the sake of the “show”.’8
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Fig. 2. Invoice from Maurice Gigan to Jean Desmet

Writing 25 years later, Frank van der Maden, film historian and former cura-
tor of the Desmet Collection, describes him as representative of a generation.

After 1908 and the period of Living Photography (Christiaan Slieker) and the film
show (Alberts Freres), film came more and more under the control of entrepre-
neurs, who were interested exclusively in making profits. These were the years
that witnessed the consolidation of the change from travelling cinematographs to
permanent cinema theatres and the rise of the separate sector of film distribution.
[...]. Moral and aesthetic criteria vanished into the background, and played a sub-
ordinate role in the operation of businesses. Jean Desmet was a prominent repre-
sentative of this new class of film exhibitors.9

Van der Maden relieves Desmet of his uniqueness and situates him within
the development of Dutch film culture against a background of emergent
film distribution and fixed cinemas. Within this setting, he sees Desmet as a
figure who contributed to the creation of a film-cultural infrastructure.

This study sets out to explore these issues in greater depth. Desmet is not
summoned simply as a witness of historical change, bobbing about on the
waves of history, but as a resourceful and inventive entrepreneur, who took
advantage of its opportunities and bent them to his own ends. He does not
simply encapsulate the rise of permanent cinemas and film distributors, but
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also exemplifies, in the course taken by his career, a number of structural
changes within the culture of permanent cinemas and film distribution. On
the distribution side, these changes involved the introduction of distribution
itself, the coming of long motion pictures, the advent of the exclusive or mo-
nopoly system of distribution, organisational transformations and changes in
the type of films on offer. The changes affecting cinema exhibition were the
differentiation of cinemas into types and the evolution of a theatre hierarchy,
the weeding out of those unable to stay the course, the location of cinemas,
and increases in scale and size. These developments were not specific to the
Netherlands but affected the rest of Europe as well. Indeed, they were first set
in motion by other European countries. It is therefore necessary to set
Desmet’s career in the context of these pan-European developments.

2. Film Distribution as the Missing Link

Not very much has been written on the subject of film distribution in the
Netherlands, and this study of Desmet therefore draws extensively on litera-
ture relating to distribution in other countries. Was Desmet’s development as
a film distributor in the Netherlands different from or comparable to that of
distributors abroad? In recent years research into early film distribution has
improved somewhat, although it is still a mere fraction of the literature on
production and reception. A representative example of recent work is Martin
Loiperdinger’s book Kino und Schokolade (1999) on the launching of the Edison
Kinetoscope and the Lumiére Cinématographe in Germany by the Stollwerck
Company:

The question of whether a new invention is going to develop into a new medium is
decided by the extent to which it is exploited. Technological systems and business
strategies come together here in the form of an offer to supply the market. This
offer is subject to considerable modification by the size and character of demand.
Only exploitation decides whether the technology of recording and reproducing
moving photographic images will become a new medium.™

In Exporting Entertainment: America in the World Film Market (1985) Kristin
Thompson discovers a large lacuna in our knowledge of film distribution.
“Film history has concentrated on the production of films (studios, financiers,
film-makers) at the expense of exhibition and distribution.”** The history of
film exhibition has received more attention since the 1980s, but there is still
little interest in distribution. ‘It too, I believe, can reveal a great deal: it also
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suggests what types of film various parts of the world’s population could
see.”2 Thompson takes the now generally accepted view that the idea of a na-
tional cinema needs to be construed more broadly. The distribution of Ameri-
can films, for example, was of vital importance not only for the development
of the American film industry, but also for the image of the American, and
particularly the so-called classic Hollywood movie: both inside and outside
the United States, and for both those who admired and imitated these films
and those who resisted their influence.

The film historians of the last fifteen years broadly agree that, within the
history of cinema as a cultural institution, distribution cannot be considered
in isolation from the other institutions of film culture. The various institu-
tions are reciprocally determining, and tend to succeed each other as key fac-
tors within the film culture as a whole. In the period of Jean Desmet’s distri-
bution, the control of programming passed from the film exhibitors to the
film dealers, who also assumed control of the profiling of motion pictures. In
the years following Desmet’s time as a film dealer, Dutch distributors were
forced to concede much of their power to the large American and German
production companies.*

Prior to the 1970s, distribution was treated by film literature as an aspect
of production. The accent of these studies lay firmly on production. Later on,
the situation changes slightly, due to a growing interest in film exhibition,
cinema culture and film reception, and distribution is more closely linked to
exhibition. Most of the time, however, distribution sits like Cinderella be-
tween the other institutions. Exceptions to this norm are the studies by Janet
Staiger, Kristin Thompson and Corinna Miiller. These three authors all de-
vote generous attention to distribution and offer a sustained account of its
relations with production and exhibition.

Scholars working in the field of institutional history agree that the period
between 1907 and 1916, when Jean Desmet was most active as a film distribu-
tor and exhibitor, was a revolutionary epoch in film history. It marks the tran-
sition from the world of the early pioneers to an institutionalised world, of
which Hollywood and Babelsberg are the two great symbols. This transition
can be clearly noted at all institutional levels (production, distribution, exhi-
bition and reception). The changes do not take place at the same pace in each
sector, and there are additional national and local differences.™ It is, however,
at the same time important to avoid a teleological account of the years 1910-
20. The emphasis on structural change or transition is not intended to sup-
port the kind of interpretation in which film, and the film culture accompany-
ing it, are seen either as the first step on the way to a better world or as the
dernier soupir of the nineteenth century. Both the movies and the culture with-
in which they were produced and exhibited possess their own distinctive
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identities. The Desmet Collection offers us the unique opportunity to explore
the transitional epoch and to determine its place in film history.

Film Distribution in the United States and France: the Closed Model

Generally speaking, more research has been completed on early film distribu-
tion in the United States than on the situation elsewhere. This is certainly due
to the growth of interest there since the 1970s in early film and the institution-
al context of film.

With regard to Desmet’s development, it is noticeable that the fissuring
effect of the transition from short films to long features was already being
recognised in the USA in the 1980s. In her article ‘Combination and Litiga-
tion: Structures of US Film Distribution 1896-1917" (1983), Janet Staiger de-
scribes the decisive role of the advent of the long film in the demise of
the Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC), the first vertically integrated
American film company.’> In 1910, the year in which Desmet began to distrib-
ute films, the amalgamated companies comprising the MPPC trust in the
United States were locked in combat with their opponents, the so-called In-
dependents. Under the tutelage of Thomas Alva Edison, the first of the movie
moguls, MPPC was the first large organisational structure within the world
of film to bring production and distribution together under one roof. The
company was seeking to standardise and institutionalise both the film trade
and film programmes, with the ultimate aim of controlling and regulating a
hitherto unpredictable and protean market. Staiger reveals positive sides to
MPPC that belie its common reputation as the bad guy of the film world. Its
opponents actually fought with the same weapons as it did, and also imitated
its new methods.

MPPC was one of the first American production organisations to set up
its own distribution company, the General Film Company, for the purpose
of cutting out the middlemen. It was a step towards vertical integration. The
General Film Company bought up the lion’s share of the films on sale at the
film exchanges that formed part of the local scene at the time. MPPC and
GFC introduced film rental to the United States, along with fixed prices to
distributors and exhibitors, the classification of cinemas according to size and
number of seats, the regularisation of programme changes and the standardi-
sation of the quality and length of film prints, with the short film as the norm.

The MPPC production companies established a strong presence in Europe
from 1909 onwards. By 1913, Vitagraph, a member of MPPC, was distributing
twice as many of its films in Russia and Europe as in the United States. For
various reasons, however, the old trust slowly yielded to the Independents,
from whose ranks the large new Hollywood studios (the “majors’) would
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emerge. With its fixation on the standardised programme culture of the short
film, MPPC was overtaken around 1912 by the rise of the long or ‘feature
film’, and rendered superfluous. The import of long European feature films
in the years 1911-14 was another nail in its coffin. Tradition has it that the In-
dependents won out over MPPC because they were faster off the mark than
the MPPC companies with the production of long features, which gave them
a distinct edge. However, Staiger shows how MPPC was also hollowed out
from within by member companies that began to produce their own long
films. Unhappy with the distribution practices of General Film, which for a
while actually hindered the distribution of long features, they set up their
own distribution divisions. Vitagraph, the company that pursued this policy
the most energetically, also survived the switch from short to long films the
least scathed.®® ‘Licensed and unlicensed firms that stayed with short films
were dominated by those companies from both groups that moved to feature
filmmaking.”'7 In brief, therefore, the decline of the MPPC was more a matter
of competition between supporters and opponents of the long film than a
struggle between the trust and the Independents.

Staiger’s study is important for Desmet’s story because of the significance
it attaches to the transition to the long feature and its implications for produc-
tion and distribution. However, there are drawbacks in applying her analysis
to the Netherlands. The situation in the United States in the period 1910-20
differs from the state of affairs in the Netherlands. The lack of domestic film
production and the absence of foreign sales offices left Dutch cinema owners
and film dealers with comparatively greater power than their American col-
leagues. Desmet was not a distributor retained by a production company, but
an independent distributor. He was also uninvolved in the dispute between
MPPC and the Independents, and he took and rented films from both parties.
Staiger’s analysis also overlooks the influence of the foreign market, particu-
larly the impact of Pathé Freres, the French multinational that was already a
cartel before MPPC even existed.™

The French model displays many similarities with the MPPC model in the
USA, and may indeed have inspired it in important ways. By keeping its
production costs low, Pathé was able to scale heights that were previously
unknown. The company established the first worldwide distribution net-
work. Between 1902 and 1907 Pathé movies predominated on the French fétes
foraines (fairgrounds), and the firm gratefully profited from the nickelodeon
boom in the United States. In 1906/7, Pathé set about establishing a mono-
poly within the French film industry by dividing the company into separate
production, exhibition and distribution sectors. Here too, Pathé’s game plan
was to regulate and standardise the market through the imposition of the
short film as the norm. In 1907, Pathé introduced film rental as an alternative
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to film sales and henceforward rented complete programmes at a fixed rate.
In France, films were disseminated via a close-knit network of regional com-
panies, which were spin-off organisations of the parent company and closely
connected with the exhibition circuit. France was split into five distribution
areas, which each had their own company. A sixth, the Belge Cinéma, looked
after Pathé’s interests in Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxemburg. Howev-
er, Pathé did not have the Netherlands quite so firmly in its grip as it did
France.

Just as in the United States, monopolisation actually created its own com-
petition. In France this occurred primarily through the rise of permanent
cinemas, the expansion of existing rival companies, the arrival of new pro-
duction companies on the scene and, a little later, the advent of independent
distributors. European film producers opposed Pathé at a conference in 1909,
the year MPPC was founded, by trying to create a similar trust through
which they could ensure the distribution of their own movies. The attempt
failed, however. ‘But the powerful European exhibitors succeeded in pre-
venting the establishment of production monopolisation. The failed attempt
at monopolisation led to a clash between Pathé and all other film producers,
eventually causing Pathé to lose its dominant international position.*

As in the United States, the coming of the long feature film played an impor-
tant role in this development. Distributors such as Louis Aubert came into
prominence by renting long Italian, Danish and American movies. To some
extent, the development of film distribution in France, as in the rest of Eu-
rope, can be seen as a reaction against the closed Pathé model.2> However,
while distribution was set to become increasingly centralised in France, with
four main companies controlling the market, film production was decen-
tralised after 1910 as a result of Pathé’s increasing concentration on distribu-
tion and exhibition. ‘The result was a decentralization of the French cinema
industry into a kind of cottage industry structure, which was exactly the re-
verse of the consolidation and specialization then going on in the American
cinema industry.’**

Film Distribution in Britain and Germany: the Open Model

The differences between American and French film distribution and distri-
bution in other European countries emerge in Kristin Thompson’s Exporting
Entertainment. Her book compares the situation in Britain with that in the
United States: ‘In the USA standing orders and exclusive contracts tied the-
atres to whichever film service — licensed or independent — they chose. This
meant that each producer sold about the same number of prints of each



30 Jean Desmet and the Early Dutch Film Trade

film.”?2 In the trade press, particularly outside the USA, the American situa-
tion was described as a ‘closed market’. It was indeed quite literally closed,
for MPPC did its utmost to block not only the films of the Independents but
also the import of films from Europe. On the other hand, the British operated
an open-market system. ‘Producers sold their films to renters, who in turn
distributed them to as many theatres as they could. Since there was seldom
an exclusive contract with any theatre for a film, that film might be rented to
a number of theatres in the same district.?3 Renters and exhibitors fought
among themselves for popular titles, which did not actually play for very
long at any one cinema.

But with the open system, nearly twice as many titles came into the market as
were needed and there were many renters catering to the theatres. An exhibitor
who could not rent the desired film immediately from one renter could either turn
to another renter who was willing to buy more prints of the same film or could
simply rent a different title.24

As long as short films were the mainstay of the films rented, and stars played
no significant role, renters had difficulty in differentiating their products.
One short film could so easily be replaced by another. The German scene
was comparable to the British one. ‘An open-market situation existed, as in
Britain, but with less centralization. Film companies had representatives in
Berlin, but typically the agent would travel to show the film to local renters.
They bought the prints outright and rented them to the theatres.”?> Thomp-
son’s picture of the British and German film industries shows clear similari-
ties with the free-market and agency system prevailing in Desmet’s Dutch
film world, but her summary treatment leaves many questions unanswered.
As Aldo Bernardini has indicated in his Cinema muto italiano, Italy also oper-
ated a system of open distribution.

Thompson gives an impressive account of the changes that took place in
the world of film from 1915 onwards, and describes how the First World War
affected the film trade in Europe and other countries. The Netherlands ap-
pear in her narrative from time to time. The American takeover of the film
market occurred around the time of the First World War, and was facilitated
not simply by the collapse of European production and distribution in the
wake of the hostilities, but also by the new distribution practice of block
booking which was to have a significant effect on Desmet’s business. Cine-
mas committed themselves, sometimes a year or two in advance, to films
they had not previously previewed and that sometimes had not even been
made.?” The first American company to go over to this system was Essanay in
the summer of 1915. The company forced exhibitors to take three reels of its
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films a week as a condition for obtaining the popular Chaplin films it was
making at the time. According to Thompson, the consequences of this kind of
conditional selling for a country like England were disastrous: ‘Britain went
from being one of the most flexible, open markets in the world to one of the
most rigid, closed ones. The system perpetuated the American firms’ advan-
tage since it kept the theatres tied to their larger outputs, eliminating open
play-dates into which other countries’ films might slip.”?® The Americans
began opening their own agencies in various non-European countries where
they had previously sold everything through London agents. London was
thus demoted from ‘world” to European centre of trade in American films.
Thompson regards the older situation as an underdeveloped stage of the film
industry, and attributes its rapid expansion thereafter to the introduction of
the new methods. The European film industry was weakened by the Ameri-
can takeover of the Australian, Asian and South American markets.

As Thompson points out, however, Germany succeeded in stimulating
domestic film production through the imposition of import restrictions: ‘Ger-
many, which had been such a good customer for American films before the
war, took advantage of the elimination of French, Italian and British imports
to build up its own industry.”29 With the exception of the films from the Dan-
ish Nordisk company, Germany prohibited all imports of foreign films in the
spring of 1916. Germany had important markets in neutral countries such as
the Netherlands and Switzerland: ‘Germany also exercised a considerable
control over the neutral and occupied markets surrounding it. As of 1916,
Holland was reportedly using more films from France, Italy, Germany and
Denmark than from the USA.3° The tide turned only after 1918: ‘The Belgian,
Dutch and Swiss markets had been largely controlled by German films dur-
ing the war; the Dutch and Swiss had begun to switch over only in 1918."3!
Since the beginnings of cinema in 1893, it had taken more than twenty years
for the American domination of Dutch cinema screens to become a reality.
With the exception of the period of German occupation during the Second
World War, this position of domination has remained unchanged.

Thompson’s study marked out the terrain of an investigation of film distribu-
tion in Europe, but there was to be no more extensive and detailed treatment
of the subject for several years afterwards. The tide turned in 1994, however,
with the publication of Corinna Miiller’s Friihe deutsche Kinematographie. For-
male wirtschaftliche und kulturelle Entwicklungen 1907-1912 (Early German Cin-
ematography. Formal, Economic and Cultural Developments 1907-12).32 The
striking feature of this book is Miiller’s thesis of an alternative periodisation
of film history, which abandons the idea of a stylistic transition from a “cine-
ma of attractions’ to a ‘cinema of narrative integration’ favoured by American
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film historians, and proposes the more prosaic scenario of a socio-economi-
cally determined passage from short to long films. ‘It may be helpful, there-
fore, to characterise the historical phases of film as determined simply by
certain dominant film lengths, and to analyse representational and narrative
changes on this basis.’33 Ten years on from Staiger’s article, an analysis of the
rise of film distribution, and the decisive part played in it by the break-
through of the long film, was completed for Germany. Where the advent of
the long feature was for Staiger just one important force of change in the film
world, Miiller sees it as the principal agent of transformation. Staiger views
the long film as an essentially technological issue, albeit one with economic
consequences. For Miiller, on the other hand, it is in the first instance an eco-
nomic ‘given’ with socio-cultural implications.

Miiller points out that cinema chains appeared at an early stage in Ger-
many - there was talk of a ‘cinema boom’ in 1907 — and were accompanied
by industrial concentration. Price wars, ever more frequent changes of pro-
gramme (sometimes thrice weekly) and the second-hand trade were begin-
ning to ruin the whole business. This spiralling devaluation of the market
reached a crisis point in 1907-9. The solution turned out to be the long film.
The need arose for a specialised business sector capable of guaranteeing
twice-weekly changes of programme. The distribution industry mushroomed
into being, and a shift took place from selling to renting. It was only with the
coming of these distributors that the renting of individual films got underway
in Germany, bringing to an end the era of the autonomous short film.

To make the renting of individual films attractive, a system of sole rights
for distributors was devised, under which a distributor could acquire exclu-
sive rights in a given geographical area —a country or a province- for a stated
period of time, which might be one or several years. The distributor could
then assign part of his rights on a film to a cinema operator, conferring upon
him the exclusive right of exhibition within a defined area — usually his own
city — for a specified exhibition date, which might be that of a film’s very first
screening. This is the origin of the film premiere. Rapidly rising prices enabled
producers to work with bigger budgets. The growing popularity of these
‘sole-rights” or ‘monopoly’ films owed much to their image of exclusiveness,
which the publicity surrounding them carefully cultivated by foregrounding
and mythologising the main actors. The star system was making advances.
Names were becoming symbols. The new system justified increased admis-
sion prices. It called for luxurious surroundings. Motion-picture theatres were
modelled on large dramatic theatres and opera houses. Film began to compete
with established culture, seeking to legitimise itself by adapting its visual nar-
rative forms to traditional dramatic structures, by accepting and applying
censorship, by throwing open sumptuous theatres with fashionably dressed
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front-of-house staff and by getting itself talked about in the quality news-
papers.

Thompson does not cover this unfolding story of long films, exclusives,
early stars and aspirations to legitimacy, so her study requires some amplifi-
cation. Her work centres on the expansion of American cinema. The Ameri-
cans did go over to long features, even if somewhat later, and passed through
all the changes that came with them, such as the introduction of film stars.
However, Thompson does cover the rise of the second-hand trade in Eng-
land, particularly the Far East. Already the centre of international trade in
American films, London became the centre for the sale of second-hand
movies as well.34

3. The Career in Perspective

This book addresses two main questions. I shall be looking first at Desmet’s
role in the development of Dutch film culture between 1907 and 1916, and the
related question of the structural changes taking place in Dutch — and Euro-
pean — film distribution in general, and Jean Desmet’s in particular during
those years; and secondly at the ways in which the Desmet Collection reflects
both Desmet’s career in film and key developments in the world of film at
large during the second decade of the twentieth century. The first question is
central to the investigation, and in dealing with it I have tried to situate
Desmet in the context of structural change. The chapters are arranged partly
chronologically, but each period opens onto a thematically separate treatment
of film acquisition (foreign imports), film sales (Dutch clientele), cinema op-
eration and competition within the distribution business. This also means
that structural changes such as the advent of the feature film are treated in
the context of both buying and selling.

Desmet’s career provides the basis for a sketch of film distribution in the
Netherlands over the period in question, using the Desmet Collection as its
principal source. Desmet’s career in the world of cinema stands central. This
history of a business is elaborated and accentuated to show how Desmet’s
micro-history sheds light on the larger macro-historical connections. At the
latter level, we encounter the Netherlands as Desmet’s market, field of com-
petition and film-theatre culture, and Europe, notably Germany and Bel-
gium, as his sources of film supply. In consideration of the fact that the Dutch
film scene was dominated by foreign films, the places of origin of these films
and the ways in which they were acquired are described fully in the text.

Desmet the film distributor is not to be separated from Desmet the cine-
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ma owner. Cinema operation is an essential part of the story. Production and
reception, however, have been kept in the background. Much has already
been published on the subject of production in the early period of cinema.
Although the stories of a number of early production companies are still un-
told, it is now possible to refer to a sufficiently large amount of literature. I
have also said very little on the subject of film reception. The subject of film
reception in the Netherlands, including the time of Desmet, is central to
Ansje van Beusekom’s recent Kunst en Amusement (Art and Entertainment).35
In this study, however, I am concerned with the perspective of the film
renter, so the responses of production companies or international distribu-
tors as suppliers, and those of cinema exhibitors as customers, are more to
the point. In the way it is used here, therefore, ‘reception” means the market
responses and reactions of cinema entrepreneurs, and there are plenty of
them to be found in the Desmet Archive.

As part of the focus on cinema culture, programming has an important
place in this study. The period of Desmet’s film distribution was the time of
the changeover from a programme consisting of all kinds of short films to
one in which a single long film was the principal focus of attraction. This
focus was achieved by means of advance press announcements and advertis-
ing. The ‘main features’ were increasingly dominant, and as they grew in
length they began to squeeze short films out of the programmes. Films were
hierarchised and were no longer generally available to all. These develop-
ments in programming were of vital significance to distributors, for the mes-
sage was that if they wanted to distribute the main features, they would have
to abandon their standard fare and set about putting themselves on the map.
In this context, I have drawn on Miiller’s perceptive comments on the impor-
tance of the programming methods of variety-theatre culture for the develop-
ment of German film culture.3

The period covered by this book is determined by the central topic of
Desmet and the story of his career in the film world. There was no problem
about deciding where to begin, for, after a period with other fairground at-
tractions, Desmet entered the world of film in 1907 with The Imperial Bio, his
travelling cinematograph. The end was more difficult to determine. I finally
decided to draw the line at 1916, which was the year in which Desmet em-
barked on a new career as a property developer, lost two major cinemas and
more or less stopped buying films. Despite his new career, however, Desmet
found it difficult to say a final farewell to the film world, for he remained
bound to it through the tie of cinema ownership right up to his death in 1956.

This study is concerned with interfacing with the project of the sociology
of art. It acknowledges the importance of distribution, of which the screening
of films is a part, as well as the importance of situating it within a larger
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whole. As the Dutch sociologist of art Ton Bevers has remarked: ‘Once you
start looking at the distribution link you are inevitably led to look at the other
links in the chain. A distributor needs to be as well-versed as he possibly can
in the processes of production, distribution and sale. For this is, after all, the
way in which he will ensure his own continuity.’3” The sociology of art is
concerned less with works of art for their own sake than with ‘the form and
dynamics of the reciprocal relations between the parties concerned - artists,
intermediaries and public — in the production, distribution and reception of
art.’3® This pattern of interaction is also central to this study, although the
‘works of art’ — the films — occupy a larger space than is usual in the sociology
of art. With the exception of actualities, most films were more or less inter-
changeable in the period of the short film. The arrival of the long film altered
all that. For this reason, some of Desmet’s most prominent long features are
treated in some detail in the following pages. The investigation should there-
fore be described as a film-historical account with a sociological dimension,
rather than the other way round.

Janet Staiger’s text is based largely on trade publications such as The
Motion Picture World and various legal materials. Kristin Thompson bases her
study mainly on trade journals such as The Bioscope, the Trade Information
Bulletins and Daily Consular and Trade Reports of the American Department
of Commerce. Corinna Miiller also draws her information from German
trade-press publications such as Der Kinematograph, and to a lesser extent
from archival material such as the Messter Archiv at the Bundesarchiv in
Koblenz.39 This account of Desmet and his film world is initially based on a
business archive. In fact, an entire historical panorama has been summoned
from the archives of a single distributor. This is an unusual approach. Com-
parable studies of art dealers, for instance, tend be confined to the story of a
single business, without bringing in the whole field of art history. The
method employed here certainly produces a one-sided picture, although, as
we shall see, it is no more one-sided than a reconstruction based on the trade
press. In this sense, the following study is not just a response to Staiger,
Thompson and Miiller, but also an exploration of other sources and methods
of writing the history of film distribution. I have tried to see what might be
gained by approaching the Desmet Collection as a source of film history.

The choice of Desmet’s business archive as the main source for this book
has one important consequence. The announcement of a one-man business
history against the background of general film history may naturally arouse
expectations of a biography. However, this study is not a classical biography
in which the personal motives of the principal subject stand centre-stage, but
the story of a career in films: the history of a homo economicus. In the pages
that follow, we are sometimes able to read between the lines and discern the
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whys and wherefores of particular decisions and changes. Certain character
traits emerge when Desmet’s important decisions are arranged side-by-side.
Jean Desmet the person emerges from his own words, from the way others
responded to him and from comparisons with his colleagues, clients and sup-
pliers. Yet even after a close look at the archive, Desmet remains a somewhat
enigmatic figure, not only because his behaviour sometimes seems inconsis-
tent but also because of his own strict separation of his business from his pri-
vate life. This is clear enough from the archive, but it was also evident in my
interviews with members of the Desmet family. It came as no surprise that his
descendants knew next to nothing about his professional life.4°

My choice of Desmet’s business archive as the principal source for this
book is not the only reason why it has become the story of a career rather
than a biography. For my choice against biography has also been quite delib-
erate. I have used Desmet’s career with the intention of gaining a deeper in-
sight into the development of early film distribution and cinema culture in
the Netherlands, thereby enabling comparisons to be made with the rest of
Europe.



1. La Comete Belge

Jean Desmet’s Travelling Cinema,
The Imperial Bio (1907-1910)

Desmet’s period as a travelling showman was a transitional phase of just two
years. When compared with the twelve years he spent working on the fair-
grounds, this is not very long. Compared with his period in film distribution
and his time as an operator of permanent cinemas, it is a mere interlude in his
career. On the other hand, these are the years that were decisive for Desmet’s
move to the Dutch film world. They were essential to the rapid development
of his career at the beginning of the twentieth century and led directly to his
establishment as a permanent cinema owner. In the end, they provided him
with the opportunity to expand beyond the fairgrounds and settle into a less
risky and more profitable existence. They initiate a development that was to
lead him into a flirtation with the film trade that would eventually yield to a
passion for property.

I. Desmet’s Debut in Dutch Film Culture

One day he was in Friesland talking to a Mr. Slikker. ‘Do you know what you
should do?’ said Slikker. “You should set up a cinema.” My father just muttered.
No one in the Netherlands knew exactly what a cinema was. But it was a new
idea, and father was a man who thought ideas were only good if they were new.
He went to Belgium and France to take a look at cinema. Two months later he was
appearing on the fairgrounds with the Imperial Bio.

Alot has been written by journalists and film historians about Desmet’s early
years in the Dutch film industry, although not all of this information is reli-
able. One myth that crops up repeatedly concerns the way Desmet made his
entry into the world of film. The anecdote goes back to an interview in 1958
with Desmet’s daughter, Jeanne Hughan-Desmet.

When Desmet began his travelling cinema in 1907, he was far from being
the first in the business. Travelling cinemas first appeared in the Netherlands
shortly after the first showing of the Lumieres’ films in Amsterdam on 12
March 1896. They quickly became a major fairground attraction. In the year
that Desmet began his Imperial Bio, the business was experiencing a boom.
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Prestigious operators of travelling cinema shows, such as Alberts Freres and
Alex Benner, were making enormous profits. At the fairgrounds in the cities,
a first generation of operators, among them people like Christiaan Slieker
(the Mr “Slikker” of the quotation), had been shouldered aside by a new gen-
eration prepared to make substantial investments.? The booths grew larger
and were more comfortable and luxurious. Films were projected on reels, so
they did not have to be retrieved from a basket after projection (as was the
case with the Lumiere films). Electric light replaced dangerous calcium light
with its open-gas flame. ‘The fairgrounds of our times are powered by steam
and electricity. You see it on the carousels, the confectionery stalls and in the
splendid cinema theatres [...]. The future of the fairground business belongs
to big capital,” wrote the Rotterdamsch Nieuwsblad during the summer fair of
1907.3 Slieker missed out on all these improvements and priced himself out
of the market. He was also unable to compete against the enormous sums
offered for fairground sites by his immediate competitors. After 1902, he was
confined to working in small towns. In 1907, he gave up his travelling cinema
for good.# In the light of this, the story that it was Slieker who gave Desmet
the idea of setting up a travelling cinema does not seem entirely convincing.>

In 1907, more than ten years after the Lumiere shows, every Dutchman
knew what ‘bioscope’, ‘biograph’ or ‘cinematograph’ meant. By then it had
been a fairground attraction for several years. In Amsterdam, Rotterdam and
The Hague, films had been shown at variety theatres and music halls since
the turn of the century. From as early as 1903, complete film programmes
could be seen at the Winter Garden in the Rotterdam Tivoli Complex
throughout the year, except for the summer months. The first permanent
cinemas appeared during the boom years of travelling cinema. Franz Anton
Noggerath’s Bioscope Theater, the first purpose-built permanent cinema, was
opened on Reguliersbreestraat in Amsterdam on 7 September 1907.

Desmet’s decision to start up a travelling cinema may have been a person-
al inspiration, but he did not come to it particularly quickly. It also seems un-
likely that he went to Belgium and France specially to study the culture of
travelling cinema. Between the turn of the century and 1905, he had already
appeared regularly at fairs in Belgium with his Wheel of Fortune. The mobile
cinema theatre was already an established attraction at these fairs. In addi-
tion to this, Desmet toured all the Dutch fairgrounds from around 1900, and
there too cinemas were extremely popular.

In the summer of 1907, Jean Desmet introduced the Imperial Bio Grand
Cinematograph. Desmet, who up to that point had toured the fairs with his
Wheel of Fortune and his ‘Canadian Toboggan’, a gigantic helter-skelter,
could see for himself that cinema was a lucrative business. He also realised
that because of the murderous competition, it would be necessary to go to
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work on a grand and luxurious scale, and that a varied film programme
would be crucial. It was for this reason that he had his helter-skelter booth
converted. Typically for those days of free movement across European bor-
ders before the First World War, he had the restyling done by the German
firm of Gustav Bayerthal from a design by the Belgian Albert de Sonneville.
In addition to an electrically lit box office with an awning, entrance and exit
doors, ninety sets of chair upholstery in monogrammed plush mohair (for
the best seats), wall coverings in Utrecht velvet and stage curtains, Desmet
ordered a ‘white projection screen, framed and backed in black’.® Bayerthal
came to the Netherlands himself to ensure that everything was ready and in
place for the Leiden fair in July 1907. The Leiden fair of July 1907 was proba-
bly Desmet’s first film presentation, although there was no mention of it in
the local press.

Dutch fairgrounds at the beginning of the twentieth century

There was no shortage of fairs in the summer of 1907. From May to Septem-
ber there was a fair in progress in pretty well every Dutch city except Amster-
dam. The municipality of Amsterdam had banned fairs in 1876 because of the
anarchy and excess that accompanied them.” Rotterdam too would experi-
ence its last official fair in 1908 for the same reason. Desmet’s brother was
present at this fair with his dance hall (Fig. 3).2 Leiden was to follow the ex-
ample of Amsterdam and Rotterdam in 1911.9 For many people, fairs were
events at which they could let themselves go, like the carnivals in the south of
the country. Large amounts of money changed hands during the fair. The
cafés took enormous sums during fair weeks and the newspapers were
constantly filled with reports of police arrests of hopelessly drunk men and
women. Fairs were the occasion of quarrels and adultery, and violence was
hardly exceptional.

The attitude of many municipal authorities towards the fairs was ambiva-
lent. On the one hand, they saw them as a threat to public order. On the other
hand, they brought in a bit of money. Licences for sites for the popular and
large attractions such as steam-driven carousels and travelling cinemas were
sold by tender. The rental fees certainly came in handy. In 1907, for example,
the municipality of Deventer received f1,000 in rent for Alex Benner’s travel-
ling cinema. Things were even more extreme in Haarlem. In 1907, the cine-
matograph owner Willem Lohoff offered f1,620 for a cinema booth on the
Market Square which was topped by an offer of f2,257 (f45,140 or €20,520 in
2000) from his competitors Alberts Freres.’® Considering that the average ad-
mission price to the travelling cinema at a fair was a mere few cents, this
gives some idea of the turnover possible on the fairgrounds, and of the sums
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Fig. 3. Ferdinand Desmet’s dance hall at the Rotterdam fair, 1908

the generally less well-off were apparently spending there. Municipalities
were keen to profit from the cut-throat competition. Wealthy travelling show-
men like Benner and the Mullens brothers offered to pay rents several years
in advance in order to guarantee themselves sites at the most popular fairs.
Offers of this kind were generally disregarded by the municipalities, since
leasing by the year was clearly more lucrative. Obtaining a lease for a term of
years meant peace of mind and security for the operator and the avoidance of
competition for sites. Due to the unpredictability of profits from a fair, how-
ever, operators were generally cautious. Not every fair was a guaranteed suc-
cess, and not every attraction did as well one year as the next.

Leaving to one side the question of whether it had been created by the com-
mercial calculations of the municipalities or by popular demand, there was a
great demand for fairs at the beginning of the last century, and this is under-
lined by the many additional fairs held around the official ones. In Dutch
provincial cities such as Groningen, Leiden and Amersfoort, fairs were held
once a year, usually in the summer. They generally lasted for a week or ten
days. Some cities held fairs several times a year. The fairgrounds of those
days were set out quite differently from today. They were not just a place for
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attractions such as carousels, shooting galleries, swing boats and doughnut
stalls, but also of hippodromes (where you could have a ride on a horse),
menageries (containing snakes and various other sinister creatures), perform-
ing cats, magic cows, female giants weighing 400 pounds, wrestlers, magi-
cians, panoramas, photography tents and travelling cinemas.

The fair was also an occasion for lavish entertainments such as theatre and
music halls. In both the local theatres and the back rooms of cafés, and in spe-
cially constructed marquees on the fairgrounds, the plays of Herman Heijer-
mans and French comedies were performed by well-known companies from
Amsterdam or Rotterdam, or by theatre groups from the region. Equally pop-
ular were the so-called speciality programmes and revues put on by impresa-
rios and variety companies, such as those of Vleugels, Frits van Haarlem and
Henri Ter Hall. Finally, there were the cafés that organised special cabaret
acts. The newspapers contained daily articles on the theatre and variety pro-
grammes and (to a lesser extent) the condition of the fairground site.™

The theatrical and variety offerings were on a somewhat smaller scale at
the fairs in cities such as Leiden and Amersfoort, but throughout the Nether-
lands the press focused on the theatre and music hall in its coverage of fairs.
The fair itself was not always mentioned, as certain newspapers considered it
too trivial. The smaller the town, the greater the chance that the fair would
get a mention. In this context, it is interesting to note that the attractions that
were written up tended to be those advertised in the paper by the operator. If
you did not advertise, you were quietly ignored. This makes it difficult to re-
construct Desmet’s activities as a travelling cinema operator, as he did not ad-
vertise automatically at every place he visited or in the daily newspapers of
every regional town or village. In some cases he evidently found other forms
of publicity, such as flyers and posters, sufficient for his needs.*?

The culture of travelling cinema: Alberts Fréres and Alex Benner

Who were Desmet’s colleagues, and what kind of a tradition was he stepping
into? The Mullens brothers, who called themselves and their attraction *Al-
berts Freres” after their father Albert Mullens, were less frugal than Desmet
and more vigorously self-promoting.’> Around 1907, theirs was the most lav-
ish and imposing travelling cinema (Fig. 4). Their tent had an austerely classi-
cal cinema fagade, which made it appear more like a temple than a fairground
booth. Between 1905 and 1907, its size increased from 240 to 544 square metres
(Slieker’s booth, by comparison, was a mere 128 square metres). The length of
their shows increased from two to three hours over the same period.*# The
cinema, the programme and the film commentaries (performed by Willy Mul-
lens himself) were intended to create an impression of cultivation. The Mul-
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lens brothers placed great emphasis on education as well as entertainment.
The whole family had to be able to attend their shows. Coarse humour was
out.

The Mullens gained a reputation not only for the atmosphere they creat-
ed, but also for the varied character of their programmes, which included
early sound films (the so-called ‘talking pictures’) as well as coloured films.
Electric lights hung on the roof and the front of their booth forming the letters
“Alberts Freres’” Talking Cinema’. The talking film was a film combined with
gramophone records. For the most part, the latter consisted of operatic arias
or popular songs sung by French performers such as Gauthier and Dranem,
or of short recitals by stars of the French theatre such as Sarah Bernhardt and
Coquelin. The Mullens brothers themselves produced short film comedies
and made actualities. They had a mobile dark room in which they developed
their own films. Generally, they would film people coming out of the local
churches near the fairgrounds and the pictures would be screened in their
auditorium a day later, sometimes the same evening.

Between 1905 and 1908, the Mullens, who had already been in business
shortly before the turn of the century under names such as Alberts” Electro
Talking Cinema and the Alberts” Cineograph, were responsible for a substan-
tial increase in the status of the medium of film and the phenomenon of cine-
ma in the Netherlands and Belgium. At the beginning of the last century, they
were the dominant presence at fairgrounds in almost all the large and medi-
um-sized Dutch and Belgian cities. In the years 1906-8, they put on annual
open-air performances at the Market Place in Groningen outside the fair sea-
son. In cities such as The Hague, Maastricht and Nymegen they were to be
seen on the fair every year between 1900 and 1910.'5> They made enormous
profits. In 1906 a Haarlem newspaper reported:

Alberts Freres, who have been presenting cinema shows here at the fairground
made a small sum of f16,000 during fair week. Deductions include f6,000 for
transportation from Belgium of the booth, wagons etc, wages for personnel, food
and other expenses, leaving a profit of 10,000.1®

Willy and Albert Mullens (Fig. 5) were shrewd businessmen. They sidestep-
ped their competitors by getting hold of sites outside the fair season, and by
acquiring exclusive rights of film exhibition during these periods from city
authorities.’” With their so-called gala performances, they managed to tempt
the urban middle classes into the cinema. The wealthier classes were willing
to pay the substantially increased admission prices in exchange for the ab-
sence of the poorer classes of filmgoers. Other cinema owners also put on
gala or ‘elite’ performances of this kind.
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It was during the period when the Mullens brothers were spending a lot of
time in Belgium that a second travelling showman arrived on the scene. Alex
Benner came from a genuine fairground background. He was the youngest
son of the fairground operator Karel Benner, who had already toured with a
cinema around the turn of the century. In 1901, Alex Benner opened a so-
called Palais Lumineux or Crystal Palace of Light, which created a visual
spectacle from coloured electric lighting. The Palais Lumineux was later con-
verted into a cinema.’® From around 1904 his travelling cinema could be seen
all over the Netherlands, and he clearly filled the number two spot after Al-
berts Freres. In 1906, 1907, 1908 and 1911, he even managed to grab the site at
Den Bosch where Desmet had his operational base. Desmet’s network of con-
tacts was unable to do anything about this. Outside the fair season, Benner
also put on shows regularly in rented halls. He owed his popularity to his
varied and up-to-date programmes and also, like the Mullens, to his sound
films. For a while, his cinema was also called ‘Benner’s Talking Cinema “No-
blesse””.*9 With a frontage of 27 metres and a depth of ten, Benner’s booth in
1907 was a little smaller than that of Alberts Freres.2°

Although the Mullens and Benner were certainly Desmet’s most formi-
dable competitors, they must all have been well acquainted with each other
in those days. When Desmet’s wife died, he heard of the despatch of two
wreaths inscribed by fairground operators whose names appear repeatedly
in the press of these years. They included Willem Stuvé, H. Wolfs, J. Kunkels,
Gerard Richter and Alex Benner. The Mullens also sent Desmet a cable. Fur-
thermore, Desmet showed films by Alberts Fréres in his travelling cinema,
but more on this subject below.*!

2. Lutte pour laVie: Jean Desmet on the Fairground

Jean Conrad Ferdinand Theodore Desmet was born on 26 August 1875 in
Ixelles, now a suburb of Brussels, at 73 Rue du Bourgmestre.?> He was the
eldest son of a poor and numerous family. His father, Maréchal Desmet, the
son of a trader from Renaix (Ronse) in Belgium, had settled in Den Bosch. His
mother, Petronella, was a woman of humble origins from Oss. Maréchal
Desmet had been a cavalry trooper in the Dutch Army, but he left the service
when he married in 1874.23 The family seems to have lived only a short time
in Ixelles, for the birth of a second son, Ferdinand, was entered in the register
at Den Bosch in 1877. After this the Desmets settled in Leopoldsburg just
across the Belgian border, where their eldest daughter Rosine was born in
1879. They later moved permanently to Dorpstraat in Den Bosch, where the
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other children were born: Ursula (1881), Henriétte (1883), Mathijs (1886),
Theo (1888) and Frederik (1890).24 With the help of family connections in
Gent, Maréchal Desmet started a Flemish cloth business, but it ended in fail-
ure.?> He died in 1893, unemployed and destitute.

When their mother also died a year later, the Desmet children spent some
time an orphanage, except for the eldest son, Jean, who was given the job of
providing for his siblings.?® This task determined the shape of his career for
years to come. He would help them to stand on their own feet, either on the
fairground or by setting them up in cafés and cinemas. In 1896, he married
Catharina Dahrs, a lady from Nymegen whose family was originally Ger-
man, and started a family of his own.?” He moved house several times in Den
Bosch but continued to live there.

At the end of the nineteenth century, Den Bosch (Fig. 6) was a town whose
population had risen so sharply that living conditions had suffered a dramat-
ic deterioration. The population of the old fortress town had climbed from
13,000 in 1814 to 30,000 in 1899. In 1900, almost a fifth of the town’s housing
supply still consisted of one-room flats, the majority of which were occupied
by two or more persons. Two-room flats still made up one-third of the hous-
ing stock.?® The drinking water remained bad until the 1880s. The water from
the town’s pumps was largely polluted due to contamination of the earth by

57 " R S S
Fig. 6. Den Bosch, ¢.1900, with De Laat’s café ‘De Geldersche
Wagen’ in the background
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excrement.?® Throughout the nineteenth century the area around Den Bosch
was regularly subjected to flooding when the rivers rose, and the town itself
continued to be affected until the end of the 1880s. It was also regularly visit-
ed by epidemics of cholera and smallpox. All of this made Den Bosch one of
the unhealthiest places in the Netherlands.3° The lack of land for building
kept rents high. A worker’s flat cost between 75 cents and 1 guilder a week,
with the average weekly wage for a worker scarcely rising above 5 guilders.
Profiteers erected jerry-built blocks of flats, which often lacked sewers and
running water. Only the rack-renters did well from the rapid population
growth.3* Owing to poor nutrition, mainly just potatoes, gruel and the cheap-
est kind of rye bread, many people were permanently malnourished. Food,
however, consumed the greater part of people’s wages, leaving little over for
rent and clothing. It was hardly surprising that people had all kinds of other
jobs on the side, such as outwork and small-scale business. Much of the petty
street trading of the nineteenth century was basically a front for begging.3?
Yet even the most poverty-stricken were ready to part with their money twice
a year during the February carnival or at the September fair. Household pos-
sessions, clothes and even houses were pawned to provide a flow of cash for
these festivities.

After her husband’s death, Desmet’s mother had been forced by her cir-
cumstances to travel round the fairs peddling chinaware and pottery, and
Jean helped her with this. When she died too, he had no choice but to find
work on the fairgrounds. Unlike Alex Benner, Desmet did not come from a
family that had made its living from the fairgrounds for generations. It be-
came a family business. When Jean Desmet began to travel the fairgrounds,
he took other family members with him, besides his own immediate family.
His brother-in-law Jan Dekkers and his wife, for example, became his perma-
nent assistants. When they were old enough, Desmet’s children, Catharina
(1898) and Maréchal (1899), were sent to boarding schools at Huijbergen and
Essen in Belgium, and only travelled with their parents during the school
holidays.33 Desmet’s eldest brother Ferdinand also took to the fairgrounds,
where his attraction was a dance hall. In 1897, he married Maria Herregodts,
the offspring of a family of fairground operators in Roermond, where he
lived until 1910. His brother Mathijs, who became a baker’s assistant, lived
with him from 1901 to 1906.34 He too would later travel around with a dance
hall for a time. Their eldest sister Rosine ran a café with an adjoining dance
hall on Zandstraat in Rotterdam, one of the seedier districts of the city.

Desmet’s wife died at a young age in September 1907 during the Leiden
fair. She was just thirty years old.3> It was around this time, at the fair in
Haarlem, that Jean Desmet first met Rika (Hendrika) Klabou, the daughter of
a café proprietor on Grote Houtstraat.3® Rika ran the box office at Desmet’s
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travelling cinema for at least two years. They married in 1912 and had a
daughter, Jeanne.

Wheel of Fortune

After the period during which he helped his mother — up to 1894 — Jean
Desmet appeared at the fair with street organs (Fig. 7). This attraction was
presumably supplemented in 1897 by his Wheel of Fortune.?” The earliest ad-
vertisement for this dates from 1901. By that time, Desmet was appearing at
the fair in his home town of Den Bosch with his ‘Great Wonder Wheel of For-
tune’.3® He travelled with a booth measuring 15 metres by 4. Once all the tick-
ets had been sold, the crowd would throw darts at the wheel and try to hit
the winning numbers.? The prizes awarded to the winners included house-
hold and luxury articles such as mirrors, paintings, clocks, crockery, vases, tea
services, birdcages, bronze pitchers, tea-tables, chairs and stands. At this point
Desmet still owned street organs made by the internationally known firms of
Gasparini and Gavioli.#° In those days, the arrival of the fair and its attractions

Fig. 7. Desmet pictured next to one of his street organs
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was typically announced by a procession of barrel organs through the streets
of the town, and Desmet probably kept his organs for this purpose.

J.C. de Laat, the owner of the hotel-café De Geldersche Wagen on the Mar-
ket Square in Den Bosch, kept his eye on the homefront for Desmet. In Fe-
bruary 1904, De Laat reported, among other ‘faits divers’ on the Den Bosch
‘scéne’, that this year ‘100 rix-dollars [f250] have been offered for a cinemato-
graph.’4* This referred to a bid for a site at the Den Bosch fair by travelling
showman Antoon Wegkamp. The ‘bioscope’ or ‘cinematograph’, as the trav-
elling cinema was called, had become a profitable business; for the operator
himself, certainly, but also for the municipalities who were banking steadily
rising rents. For the time being, however, Desmet merely took note of De
Laat’s hint.

De Laat also hired out Desmet’s street organs to third parties. In a sense,
Desmet was acting as a distributor here long before he went into film distri-
bution. With his café as his base, De Laat negotiated terms with the fair-
ground artistes who wanted to hire Desmet’s organs. Another member of
Desmet’s network was De Laat’s acquaintance J.B. Krekel, a journalist who
worked on a daily newspaper called De Gelderlander. As a journalist, Krekel
had access to the dignitaries of several municipalities, which enabled him to
act as Desmet’s mediator in his pursuit of fairground sites for his Wheel of
Fortune. Sites were very much in demand at this time and difficult to obtain.4?
Meanwhile, Desmet toured the Netherlands and Belgium with the Wheel of
Fortune.43 Between the autumn of 1902 and the summer of 1904, he appeared
regularly in Brussels, Gent, Sint Niklaas and Antwerp, sometimes remaining
in Belgium for several months with his ‘Grande Lotterie Hollandaise’. In the
Netherlands he covered the whole country, appearing in large cities such as
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Nijmegen and Tilburg, as well as in small provincial
villages in remote parts of the country.

The ‘Canadian Toboggan’

In early July 1905 Desmet’s wife, who was in Leeuwarden — probably looking
after the Wheel of Fortune at the fairground — was summoned before the
Chief Constable and informed that in accordance with article 3 of the Lottery
Law of July 1905, this attraction had been banned from fairs.44 Desmet’s site
permits for both Leeuwarden and Apeldoorn were cancelled in accordance
with the ban.#> Desmet reacted quickly, and his network came to his aid. On 7
August, De Laat wrote to tell him that ‘L. Benner is selling one of those to-
boggans or helter-skelters as they are called. But your brother has just been
here and asks me to tell you that there are probably opportunities for a thing
like that in Rotterdam as well as in Tilburg.”4® Desmet did not hesitate and
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Fig. 8.The ‘Canadian Toboggan’ at the Haarlem fair,
1906

bought the helter-skelter from Laurent Benner, a brother of Alex Benner’s.
From Alexandre Devos in Ghent, who, according to his letterhead, was a sup-
plier of complete and ready-painted wooden facades for fairground booths,
he ordered new flooring for the helter-skelter. From photographs in the
Desmet Collection, it appears that the helter-skelter itself had also been made
by Devos. Devos travelled up and down to Rotterdam where Desmet was
preparing to launch his ‘Canadian Toboggan’ (Fig. 8).

Meanwhile, Desmet negotiated with other operators for sites for helter-
skelters. He bought a site from Tewe at the fairground in Den Bosch and
another from Henri Griinkorn in Zaandam, his first port of call after Rotter-
dam.# In the following years, Desmet’s helter-skelter appeared in The
Hague, Deventer and Haarlem. He regularly went to The Hague in May for
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the ‘Spring Festival’ in the city’s zoo. The ‘toboggan’ was described as the
number-one attraction at the 1907 fair in the newspaper Het Vaderland:4

An ingenious contraption and as simple as the egg of Columbus. It is nothing
more than a gantry concealed behind a lavishly decorated facade with a stair-
case winding round it. From the top two chutes, panelled in cane, zigzag down-
wards. The fun is the giddy descent. But it’s a stiff ascent. You could compare it
with letting your capital grow. To reach your aim, you have to clamber up labo-
riously, step by step. But the descent is an effortless, crazy, thrilling, intoxicating
whirl.

For a while, helter-skelters were an extremely popular fairground attraction.
With their bulk and height, they towered above the rest of the fair, looking
rather like church steeples or, more precisely, lighthouses. For Desmet’s hel-
ter-skelter was equipped with electric lighting, which stood out above the
attractions below, illuminating the entire fairground. Desmet used a steam
engine to generate the power required for his lights. In most Dutch towns of
those years there was still no central public electricity supply. Urban distri-
bution networks were actually established in the course of Desmet’s years as
a travelling showman. In so far as it existed before then, electricity was often
owned by private concerns and not freely available to all. The fairground op-
erators brought their own power to the fairs, so Desmet actually had electric-
ity before he began his travelling cinema.

Dutch cities were places of darkness in the nineteenth century: ‘after
nightfall, the city was enveloped in absolute gloom’, writes Dutch historian
Geert Mak in Amsterdam. A Brief Life of the City.49 The sea of light in which the
fair was bathed exerted a magnetic attraction, and the colour of the lights
only enhanced its magic. Electricity performed practical tasks such as power-
ing carousels, but it was also important as a crowd-pulling adornment and
diversion in its own right. Although the fairgrounds might sometimes do
only average business during the day, even at weekends, they would be
thronging with visitors when the lights came on in the evening.

First film shows combined with the Canadian Toboggan

Desmet seems to have been planning a travelling cinema from the end of
1906, for on 17 December 1906 he offered f1,130 for a booth with a “cinemato-
graph’ at the fair in Den Bosch. But he was first seen on a fairground with his
cinema at the Leiden fair of July 1907.5°

Desmet was soon back in Leiden for the so-called ‘kermesse d’été’ or
‘summer charity féte’ in September of 1907. This time his film projections
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were discussed in the press, although the performance itself was no more
than a one-off event. In August 1907, he was also in Haarlem, Rotterdam and
Alkmaar, though probably only with the helter-skelter. It is unclear whose
helter-skelter was used in Alkmaar, but in Haarlem Desmet advertised his
fairground attraction exactly as in the previous year when he took it there for
the first time.>* Photographs of the toboggan taken at the Butter Market dur-
ing the Haarlem fair of August 1906 show that its entrance was an outer wall
that would later be the basis of the facade of Desmet’s travelling cinema.>?

Between the Haarlem and Alkmaar fairs Desmet appeared for four days
at the penultimate Rotterdam fair from Saturday 17 August to Tuesday 20
August. In his correspondence with the city about payment of local taxes, he
claimed that business had been bad for him during the fair and that he had
taken only f600.53 One reason for these poor attendances might be that the
fair had, in fact, ended on Saturday 17 August, but they were probably due to
Desmet’s meagre press advertising. He had placed no advertisements in the
Rotterdam press, so his attraction was ignored in return.5 No one knew who
he was or what he was about. His attitude contrasted sharply with the Mul-
lens brothers, who often advertised for several days in succession in the press
of the cities in which they appeared, and were duly rewarded with plenty of
editorial attention. Desmet learned his lesson. From his September 1907 ap-
pearance in Leiden onwards, he advertised regularly in the local press, albeit
not yet under the name ‘Imperial Bio’.

On Thursday 12 September, there was a so-called ‘cinema in the clouds’ at
the Leiden fair. From eleven o’clock in the evening, films were projected for
forty-five minutes on a white screen erected behind the helter-skelter. The
projector was connected to the current supplying the helter-skelter:

There was no question of clouds, for the sky was beautifully bright and full of
stars. Unless the words referred to the clouds of steam billowing from the engine
of the Toboggan! They, however, did not remain in existence long enough to be
projected upon. The audience was ushered behind and to the side of the tent and
there were a lot of people standing on the ‘tower” of the Toboggan; highly elevated
observers of the exhibition down below.5

Nowhere was it mentioned that this film projection was Desmet’s work. The
advertisements described him only as the operator of the helter-skelter.
Given the combination of film projection and toboggan, however, it seems
likely that he also organised the film screenings. For a while, Desmet offered
both attractions at the fairs. Even later on, when his travelling cinema had be-
come more important, the helter-skelter still regularly appeared at fairs. It
was such a money-spinner that he operated it together with his cinema.
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When other travelling showmen such as Alberts Freres and Benner beat him
in the race for space at the fair, he could sometimes still manage to secure a
site for his helter-skelter.5° Unlike the travelling cinema, which was always
very widely publicised, the helter-skelter was hardly ever advertised. This
makes it difficult to establish how long Desmet continued with it, or whether
it was incidental or essential to his cinematograph operations. It was still
there in 1908, next to the Imperial Bio at the Groningen fair, where, according
to the press, it was a very popular attraction. “Towering above the other
booths stands the ‘Canadian Toboggan’, that funny slide, down which young
and old valiantly hurl themselves in high-spirited amusement. You see an al-
most unbroken line of enthusiasts clambering up the narrow spiral staircase
before hurtling down at a rare rate of knots.”>7 The toboggan was probably
still standing next to the Imperial Bio at the Delft fair in August 1909.58

3. The Imperial Bio Grand Cinematograph

Frank van der Maden has described Desmet’s reasons for changing from the
helter-skelter to the travelling cinema: ‘The risk of physical injury attached to
this kind of fun led a number of local authorities to ban helter-skelters. Thus,
Desmet was forced for a second time to give up one profitable attraction and
find another.59 But perhaps this switch to a more lucrative attraction was de-
liberate. The sum of f1,130 that Desmet offered for a site on the fairground at
Den Bosch towards the end of 1906, and the reports of the huge profits that the
Mullens brothers were making at that time, would support this. The capital
investment was certainly greater, but the yields were proportionately higher.
However, his travelling cinema was not an unqualified success. Desmet was
not continuously busy with film screenings during his time as a cinema
owner. The Dutch public was possibly enjoying a surfeit of film shows.® Both
during and outside the fair season, 1907 was a record year for film presenta-
tions. The Mullens and Benner were the most popular exhibitors with both
the press and the public. They had the largest and most elegant booths,
showed the most recent films, produced more of their own material than any-
one else and advertised more often and on the grandest scale. They monopo-
lised the big fairs and the auditoria in large cities during the winter months. In
this struggle for survival, Desmet had to work hard to establish a niche for
himself. Advertising was an absolute must.

It took a little time before Desmet began to place press advertisements for
his new fairground attraction. In October 1907, a month after his ‘cinema in
the sky” at Leiden, he appeared at the fair in Wageningen with both the cine-
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ma and the toboggan.®* This time his show was introduced as ‘The Imperial
Bio Grand Cinematograph’. From Saturday 12 October, he was at the Bowles
Park for the Wageningen ‘Public Welfare Festival’. The town of Wageningen
was celebrating the hundredth anniversary of its Society of Public Welfare.

Desmet probably used the name the Imperial Bio Grand Cinematograph for
the first time in Wageningen. It was not original. In 1902, the Belgian travel-
ling showman Willem F. Kriiger bought Henri Griinkorn’s travelling cinema
and renamed it ‘Imperial Bio” in 1903. He toured it successfully in the Nether-
lands, Belgium and France. In 1907, he actually owned two travelling cinemas
and had several other cinema operators working for him. On 29 November
1907 he opened the first cinema in Antwerp on Keijzerlei. Could Desmet pos-
sibly have been thinking of Kriiger when he christened his own cinema in
1907? He had probably seen Kriiger’s attraction during one of his frequent
visits to Belgium with the wheel of fortune. This may explain why Desmet
never took his cinema to Belgium, for Kriiger’s cinema was still on the road
there when Desmet launched his.

In a Europe that was still almost completely dominated by royal dynas-
ties, the predicate ‘royal’ or ‘imperial” in the name of a cinema was consid-
ered ‘good form’ by many owners, both in the Netherlands and abroad. In
the Netherlands, Franz Anton Noggerath’s film shows were called ‘The
Royal Bioscope” after the brand name of the projection equipment he bought
from Charles Urban. Carmine Riozzi’s cinema was known as ‘Riozzi’s Imper-
ator Bioscope’. The term ‘Grand Cinematograph” was also hardly exclusive.
Desmet used it, as did his competitor Willem Lohoff.

It is interesting that, unlike the Mullens and Benner, Desmet did not
name his cinema after himself. He seems not to have considered it vital to
have his own name associated with his attraction. The name of his cinema
was more important than his own. He certainly went in for a little self-glorifi-
cation by advertising himself as ‘L’Empereur du Bioscope’, which was a dig
at the Mullens brothers, who promoted themselves as ‘Les Rois des Bio-
scopes’. Others too went in for superlatives of this kind. In England, where a
lot of travelling cinema owners called themselves ‘Captain’ or “Colonel’,
George Kemp, one of the biggest operators, promoted himself as ‘President
Kemp’.%

Desmet sensed that if he was going to be able to compete with the others, he
would have to come up with something special. His first priority here was
his cinema booth. The facade was an enormous length of frontage painted
with motifs in an art-nouveau style, which had already been used on his hel-
ter-skelter. When he ordered a film screen from Bayerthal in the summer of
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1907, he had his facade redecorated at the same time. The Belgian Albert de
Sonneville, who had earlier designed the shape and structure of the facade
itself, provided the decorations.®

The front of the Imperial Bio was 25 metres long, and the marquee behind
it was 10.5 metres deep. Assuming that the marquee was the same length as
the facade, the floor area would have been more than 260 square metres.%
Desmet’s travelling film theatre was thus twice as big as Slieker’s, about the
same size as Benner’s, but only half the size of the booth of Alberts Freres.
Both the interior and exterior of the Imperial Bio attracted the attention of the
press, though the interior received more detailed coverage. The Leidsch Dag-
blad described a “brightly coloured and brilliantly lit booth’, referring to the
exterior electric lighting that drew the eye towards the box office at the centre
of the facade.®® ‘I'm lighting the whole site’, wrote Desmet, and this included
the floodlighting of the helter-skelter next to the cinema.®® The lavish scale
and stylish art-nouveau design of the facade were hardly noted in the press.
Perhaps the design was not so revolutionary for its time; perhaps Dutch audi-
ences were not so taken with Belgian art nouveau. The wooden carving of the

Fig. 9.The Imperial Bio at the Groningen fair, 1908, with Desmet’s luxury
caravan (far right)
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frames is reminiscent of the architecture of Victor Horta and Gustave Strau-
ven.%” A photograph of the Imperial Bio taken on the Market Square in Gro-
ningen in May 1908 shows all the details of the fagade (Fig. 9). The cashier —
possibly Rika Klabou — can be seen at the centre under the lettering of the
Imperial Bio, with Jean Desmet himself to her left, leaning against a post. To
the left of the picture, one of the Gasparini organs is visible, and to the right
the steam engine that produced the electricity. Bottom-right are hoardings
with film posters, and on the far right of the picture is Desmet’s caravan. A
row of arc lights hangs from the facade. Between the exotic, floral motifs of
the frames are paintings of idyllic landscapes and allegorical figures.®

In contrast to other cinemas, which made do with an attractive facade, the
interior of Desmet’s travelling film theatre was opulently appointed, and it
was this that most people wrote about. It is sometimes hard to distinguish be-
tween editorial enthusiasm and promotional hype in these reviews, and it is
not unlikely that Desmet wrote them himself. The slogans from his advertise-
ments were sometimes reproduced word for word and incorporated into the
reviews. Other press notices dwelt at length on the booth and the pro-
grammes, as well as the projection, music and commentaries. Some criticisms
are open to various interpretations, but on the whole, the responses were ex-
tremely positive:

Generally speaking, the most attractive feature of these constructions is the exteri-
or; but here the interior is equally splendid. A long, high and therefore airy hall —
‘tent’ hardly seems a suitable word anymore — with fine velvet walls and even
emergency exits; very comfortable chairs and, in the better rows at least, a wooden
floor, so you are not sitting on the cobblestones. As for the films, they are the best
available: well projected and supplied with good commentaries. The unavoidable
intervals [for reel changes, IB] are creditably filled by a pianist and a violinist.%

This was printed in the Amersfoortsche Courant when Desmet appeared in the
city in October 1907. When The Imperial Bio came to Zeist in August/Sep-
tember 1909, the local press wrote:

And now a special word for “The Imperial Bio’, one of the most striking booths on
the fairground. We single it out because what director Jean Desmet offers is more
worthy of a visit than any of the other things you will find at the fair night after
night. This theatre-marquee is indeed “furnished according to the demands of the
times’, and in quoting the words of the leaflet we are not just echoing the adver-
tisements, since we have experienced it for ourselves. The interior looks splendid.
The oblong hall, with russet velvet drapery as sidewalls, creates a splendid effect.
The best seats are upholstered in blue velvet and, although a little less luxurious,
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the other seats are good and solid. The biggest difference lies in the location of the
seats themselves. Seen from close up, the ‘“flickers’ [a common word for motion
pictures at the time, IB] are always tiring on the eye, but the beauty of the living
images is appreciably enhanced the further back you are seated.”

Desmet did not live in a caravan all the time, but when he was at the fair, he
would spend the night in his chic “lounge car’ (Fig. 10). This was not so much
a caravan as a work of art, an expensive luxury item, and a considerable sta-
tus symbol for Desmet. Desmet was already promoting it in 1906, when he
was still touring his helter-skelter, but from 1908 he regularly included it in
his press advertising.” Just like his booth, De Sonneville decorated it in the
art-nouveau style. The periodical De Prins published a picture of the lounge
car in its edition of 25 April 1908, which was accompanied by the following
description:

We have often seen pictures of the gigantic automobiles and caravans owned by
rich Americans and Englishmen. They are equipped with every imaginable luxu-
ry and comfort, and it must be wonderful to travel around the world in them. In
this edition, we publish a picture of the luxury caravan owned by Mr. Desmet, a
cinema owner from Den Bosch. The vehicle is ten metres long, with cut-glass win-
dows mounted in modern mahogany frames. The roof has ventilation windows.
The interior consists of a drawing room, sleeping quarters and a bathroom, and
everything is equipped for gas and electricity. The whole interior is finished in
solid mahogany from designs by Albert De Sonneville, who also painted the ceil-
ing. There is even a piano and a library in the drawing room. The whole carriage
cost more than 12,000 guilders, and it is bound to attract a lot of interest in the
various places visited by the owner with his cinema.”?

In an advertisement for the Imperial Bio in Groningen a month later, Desmet
announced that visitors to the fair were welcome to view the lounge car and
referred them to the photograph in De Prins.7”> He mentioned with some
pride that the vehicle had been exhibited at the World Fair in Liege. In the au-
tumn of 1908 and the following summer in Zeist and Delft, he again included
it as one of his attractions. In Zeist, he actually advertised it separately. It
could be viewed for ten cents.” Considering the amount he paid for it,
Desmet must have made quite a lot of money by this time. However, the pen-
nies may have come in handy for paying his bills.7>
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Fig. 10. Interior of Desmet’s luxury
caravan, with his Bechstein piano (left)

In the years 1907-9, Desmet was a constant presence at the fairs from May to
October. During the winter months, he showed films in rented auditoria.
These were normally places used for concerts or plays, but they could be
rented for film shows too. In his first winter season with the Imperial Bio,
Desmet put on December shows in the ‘Ober-Bayern” Concert Hall in Sittard
and Geenen'’s Concert Hall in Helmond, and in February and March 1908 he
appeared at the concert hall of the Royal Glee Club ‘Souvenir des Montag-
nards’ in Tilburg. Despite the actual absence of the cinema booth, he contin-
ued to advertise these indoor shows in the press as performances of “The Im-
perial Bio’. The name was therefore not necessarily tied to his fairground film
booth. In the winter of 1908-09, he again toured the halls with the Imperial
Bio, appearing in the upper room of the Café Suisse in Zaandam in Novem-
ber 1908 and in the main auditorium of the Casino Association in Den Bosch
in February 1909.7°

In addition to the concert halls and fairs, the Imperial Bio appeared at the
so-called ‘kermesses d’été’or ‘charity fétes’. Outside the winter indoor period
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and the annual spring or summer season on the fairground, exhibitors seized
every opportunity to tour such ‘kermesses d’été’. As noted above, Desmet
was at the Public Welfare Festival in Wageningen, but he was also to be seen
at the festival section of the agricultural fair at Apeldoorn (August 1908) and
at the horticultural show at Zeist (August-September). Summer was not only
a season for the fairgrounds, but also for all kinds of exhibitions and national
festivals. Exhibitions were all the rage, although the Netherlands still lacked
permanent buildings for trade fairs and exhibitions. The kermesses d’été
were often devoted to charitable causes, but the profits were also used to
cover the costs incurred in putting them on. Furthermore, both regionalism
and nationalism were nourished by the centenary celebrations of cities,
guilds and societies, as well as by events such as quinquennial university fes-
tivities. Films of functions of this kind, made by producers such as Alberts
Freres, later became popular items on Desmet’s programmes. DELFTSCHE LUS-
TRUMFEESTEN (LUSTRUM FESTIVITIES IN DELFT*, Alberts Fréres 1908), a record
of the celebrations at the University of Delft in June 1908, appeared regularly
at the Imperial Bio between the summers of 1908 and 1909. Desmet’s cine-
matograph and helter-skelter were also featured on their own at the Inter-
national Fair of Advertising in Arnhem (August 1908).77

Desmet was careful to show respect for the environment in which his at-
traction was set up, which earned him a good reputation with the press and
the local establishment, in addition to boosting his clientele. When he put in
at Amersfoort, he came up against the extremely active and influential
Amersfoort Temperance Committee. The committee had its work cut out
dealing with the drink problem, for the Amersfoortsche Courant contained reg-
ular reports of people who had been run in for drunkenness, particularly
when women were involved. The committee praised Desmet for his help at
the place of evil:

By agreement with Mr. Desmet, words of wisdom from the Committee Against Al-
cohol are projected onto the screen during each break between numbers, while the
whole house sits waiting expectantly for the treats to come: “Avoid trouble, don’t
take a double. Drink’s the curse that makes everything worse — and on comes the
hearse.” Or “Women and girls, join together in the fight against alcoholism. You are
in a position to exert a good influence.” It is nice to see the audience reading good
advice of this kind. Truly, the temperance committee misses no opportunity of
promoting the good cause.”®

Desmet’s programmes too were sometimes designed with an eye to their
location. LUSTRUM FESTIVITIES IN DELFT, for example, was shown at the Delft
fair a year after its release, and the screening of REIS LANGS DE BLOEMBOLLEN-
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VELDEN TE HAARLEM (A TOUR OF THE BULB FIELDS OF HAARLEM*, Alberts Freres
1909) at the Zeist horticultural show was again hardly coincidental (Colour
Plate 1). Films such as DOOPPLECHTIGHEID VAN H.K.H. PRINSES JULIANA (THE
CHRISTENING OF HER ROYAL HIGHNESS PRINCESS JULIANA*, Alberts Freres
1909), BEZOEK VAN DEN DUITSCHEN KEIZER TE MIDDACHTEN (THE GERMAN
KAISER'S VISIT TO MIDDACHTEN*, Noggerath 1908) and Ontvangst van het
bestuurbare luchtschip ‘Zepelin III" door Z.M. den Keizer van Duitsland (Reception
for the Airship ‘Zeppelin III" by His Majesty The Kaiser of Germany, possibly a
Messter production) were all shown at Zeist and undoubtedly went down
well at a society event like the horticultural show, which was under the pa-
tronage of Emma, the Queen Mother, and the Royal Consort, Prince Hendrik.

Desmet probably never took the Imperial Bio to Belgium. According to
the Belgian fairground trade journal, La Comete belge, the only Dutch cinema
operators to appear in Belgium in the period 1907-10 were Alberts Freres
and Carmine Riozzi, whose operating base (Breda) was close to the Belgian
border.7 Nonetheless, Desmet’s advertisements always gave Belgium as the
location of his head office. At Zeist, for example, he billed himself as ‘the di-
rector of the world-renowned Cinéma from Brussels’. But superlatives and
exaggerations are legion in the world of travelling cinema. When Desmet
went to the fair in Groningen in 1908, his advertisements for the Imperial Bio
in the Nieuwe Groninger Courant and the Provinciale Groninger Courant even
claimed that he had ‘ateliers artistiques’ in Brussels and New York.5° We may
safely dismiss this sort of ballyhoo as empty hype. But, as Charles Musser
has remarked in connection with the American travelling cinema operator
Lyman Howe, such fabrications are actually very revealing. They give an in-
dication of what Desmet considered likely to catch the imagination of a po-
tential audience. They also allow us to watch Desmet fashioning his own au-
tobiographical myth.8* Musser also notes that ‘some people accepted these
pronouncements at face value. [...] But many retained a healthy scepticism
towards the showman’s promotional schemes and myth building.’8> Desmet
could also cover himself by saying that had been born in Brussels and had
appeared on the fairground there for years, although this was with the wheel
of fortune. The reference to ‘New York’ may have been a way of drawing at-
tention to the American films on Desmet’s programme, but it also reflected a
desire for modernity and the exoticism of a world city.

The cinema booth obviously had to be put up and taken down between
shows, which usually took a week. Desmet’s containers were transported
from town to town by rail, but Desmet himself acquired a car in 1907.83 At the
fairground site, the permanent staff was supplemented by hired labourers for
loading and unloading and electricians for essential repairs. The convoy con-
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sisted of Desmet’s luxury caravan, a truck containing the organ, two open
and two closed transporters and a mobile canteen. The Dutch railway net-
work, which expanded rapidly in those years, was a vital facility for the tour-
ing cinema operators, and would later become even more important to
Desmet when he went into film distribution.4

In some of the towns visited by the Imperial Bio, Desmet, or members of
his family, would later open permanent cinemas, such as the Cinema Pari-
sien, the Cinema Royal, the Gezelligheid (Rotterdam), the Delfia (Delft) and
the Amersfoort Film Theater (Amersfoort). In other places on his circuit, he
later did good business as a distributor with local cinema owners such as
Geenen in Helmond. Strangely enough, in view of his annual visits there in
the period 1907-9, Desmet did not establish a cinema in Leiden.

Desmet travelled all over the Netherlands with his cinema. Most of his
locations were medium- to large-sized provincial towns with a strong re-
gional character. In some of these places, for instance Tilburg or Groningen,
Rotterdam and Amersfoort, he had earlier toured his wheel of fortune and
the Canadian Toboggan. Desmet was conspicuously absent from cities like
Utrecht and Maastricht, but this was probably due to the presence there of
his competitors, notably Benner and Alberts Freres.

In most towns Desmet’s visits were one-off affairs, and this was due to
the murderous competition between cinema operators. He also visited a
number of special fairs organised in connection with anniversaries and exhi-
bitions. These were not annual events, so they did not provide continuity.
Furthermore, it appears from the Desmet Archive and municipal archives
that, generally speaking, Desmet bid less for his sites than his rivals Benner
and Alberts Freres, so in some places he simply missed his chance. Alberts
Freres and Benner were able to secure long leases from some of the larger
local authorities, which enabled them to eliminate the competition complete-
ly.%5 Because of the space they took up, only one travelling cinema was al-
lowed at most of the fairgrounds. But there were exceptions, and two cine-
mas could occasionally be found at the same fair, sometimes even competing
with film shows in rented auditoria or in the early permanent cinemas.?

It is not clear when Desmet finally gave up his travelling cinematograph.
The Imperial Bio was still touring the Netherlands after the opening of his
first permanent cinema, the Cinema Parisien, in Rotterdam on 13 March
1909. The travelling cinema appeared in Leiden in July of that year and later
in Delft (August) and Zeist (August to September). It was still operating in
October 1910, when it could be seen in Nymegen and Tiel.7 It is again un-
certain whether Desmet was there in person at Nymegen. The person men-
tioned as the regisseur or front-of-house manager at Nymegen was Nico
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Broekema, who usually worked for Desmet’s rival Hommerson. But Desmet
had also employed such managers in earlier years. In any event, it is clear
from his private letters that he was present in Tiel.# In 1911, we still find him
tendering for sites at fairs in Groningen, Utrecht, Tilburg, Den Bosch and
Nymegen, but in the last three of these cities, it was Alex Benner’s travelling
cinema that was eventually seen at the fair.® But this looks very much like a
put-up job. Benner probably owed Desmet a lot of money, since Desmet of-
fered f500 for the fair in Tilburg, f750 for Den Bosch and no less than f1,250
for Nymegen. This was still not enough for the Nymegen authorities, and he
finally had to pay f1,350. Benner, who had become a regular customer of
Desmet’s distribution business, took all his films and advertising material
from Desmet for these three fairs, and shared the printing and film trans-
portation costs.9

Film and audience at the Imperial Bio

Although a precise reconstruction of Desmet’s film shows is no longer possi-
ble, the situation was probably no different in his case than with other mobile
cinemas. Three people were always present to make sure the show ran
smoothly: the projectionist, the pianist and the “explicateur” or lecturer. The
projectionist screened the film. The pianist provided musical accompaniment
for the silent films, emphasizing dramatic moments and generally setting the
mood. The explicateur’s job was to provide a better understanding of the
film, and he appeared as a sort omniscient narrator. But he also imitated the
voices of the characters, adding sound to their silent speech. Many explica-
teurs crafted this job into a true performance, and some of them were very
popular with audiences: Willy Mullens, for instance, who performed in his
own booth. Benner had a permanent explicateur, the former actor and variety
artist Louis Hartlooper, who contributed very much to the attraction and suc-
cess of the Benner cinema." Desmet never gave these commentaries himself,
and did not employ anyone else for the job on a permanent basis. Perhaps be-
cause of his introverted personality, he left the task to his own managers or
bought in specialists. Local pianists often provided the musical accompani-
ments. Desmet’s shows were thus likely to have been often rather local in
character and very different from each other. There was no such thing as a
typical Desmet show, unless it was precisely this local flavour.

Twelve years on from the very first film projections, it was still very difficult
to keep the image on the screen flicker-free. Not all projectors produced
sharp and flicker-free images. There were several reasons for this: the projec-
tor speed, the type of shutter used, or the condition of the film perforations.
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Jumpy projection would provoke harsh criticism from both the press and the
audience. Anyone who came along with a solution was sure of applause from
the press. When Desmet appeared at the Helmond fair in 1907, the local
paper, Nieuws van de Week, noted (in a discussion that appears very much
orchestrated by Desmet himself) that ‘there’s not the trace of a flicker in the
pictures, everything is projected life-size and the image on the screen is un-
usually sharp. So there’s absolutely no question of the eye strain that people
complained of previously.9? Desmet’s projection was not always so immacu-
late, however. In an advertisement in the Tilburgsche Courant, after Sunday
performances at the Royal Glee Club’s hall in Tilburg, Desmet announced
that ‘regretting the frequent interruptions of last week’s programme, which
were due to a faulty projector, I am pleased to report that these problems
have now all been resolved satisfactorily, and I therefore look forward in all
confidence to your future attendance’.9

As noted above, a pianist and a violinist accompanied the films shown at
Amersfoort in October 1907. Usually, however, there was only piano accom-
paniment. In May 1908, Desmet advertised a performance in Groningen
‘with superb music (Bechstein upright piano)’.% He was very proud of this
Bechstein, and when he put on a show at the Casino Association in Den
Bosch in February, he replaced the piano there with the Bechstein.% It has
been claimed that the pianist for the Imperial Bio was a Mr Carvallo [also
spelled Carvalho] who later became the pianist at Desmet’s Cinema Parisien
in Amsterdam.% There is no firm evidence for this, but there were favourable
notices of the music at performances of the Imperial Bio in Zaandam: ‘The
pianist Lebon deserves praise for his fine playing,” and in an advertisement
for the shows in Den Bosch, Desmet introduced his pianist as ‘Mr Johan
Heerkens from Tilburg’. In Tiel, the programmes were “...embellished by the
superb piano music of Mr Izaak Velleman.’97 Not everybody was smitten by
the piano music. The Streekbode van Zeist, Driebergen en Omstreken praised the
film programme, ‘but the monotonous piano accompaniment becomes te-
dious after a while’.%8

The explicateur was an equally familiar figure at the travelling cinemas.
Desmet already had one in Amersfoort in October 1907.9 In Sittard, a jour-
nalist wrote: “And then there are the front-of-house manager’s explanations,
which translate the superb pictures into words for the benefit of the audience.
All of this makes for a highly entertaining evening.”*® This may mean that, in
addition to his duties as front-of-house manager, the above-mentioned F. A.
Alten also provided the commentary. Desmet’s explicateur in Nymegen and
Tiel was R. Roodvelt.

His most prominent explicateur was the one engaged for the shows at the
May fair in Groningen in 1908. This was the Amsterdam travelling showman
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and explicateur Frederik Keijzer. Keijzer had toured the country years before
with his so-called ‘anti-fairground’ presentations. At fair times, Keijzer neatly
capitalised on local resistance to the fair by putting on film shows in rented
premises, for which he used exactly the same repertoire of Pathé films as
the people at the fair. He apparently had few scruples about appearing at
Desmet’s cinema booth in Groningen. Meanwhile, he had acquired a reputa-
tion nationally, and Desmet had his name printed in large letters in his adver-
tisements. ‘Enthralling and cultivated commentary by Mr. Frederik Keijzer!!
Amsterdam’, proclaimed the advertisement in the Nieuwe Groninger Cou-
rant.1*°* He did not mention that Keijzer had been living in Groningen for
years. Film titles were not published in the advertisements. The phenomenon
of ‘cinema’, plus Keijzer’s ‘show’, was considered enough.’° The press was
generous with praise:

Just next to this building [the Hippodrome] stands the colourful and sparkling
booth of De Smet’s Imperial Bio, where for a modest entrance charge visitors are
offered splendid cinematograph films, whose attractions are enhanced by the
lucid, absorbing and humorous commentaries of Mr. Keijzer.1°3

Desmet had other ways besides the press of attracting audiences. Barrel-
organ processions through the town at the beginning of a fair were also an
effective form of advertising. Adopting a practice he would continue in his
days as a cinema owner, Desmet also despatched his own publicity vehicle
onto the streets, a sort of handcart fitted with a sandwich board for the
posters. Otherwise, he merely distributed flyers on the streets and at the fair.
Once people had reached the fair, the facade of the cinema with its electric
lights acted like a huge advertising hoarding that lured them like moths to a
flame. The ears as well as the eyes were seduced by the music of Desmet’s
organ, which stood by the entrance to the cinema. Not everybody was en-
chanted by music of this type, as was evident from one reaction during the
fair at Zeist. The combination of horticultural show, historical village and
fairground attracted such a diverse crowd that there were bound to be one or
two disagreements. A gondola trip on lamplit boats, with an appropriate
background of guitar and mandolin music, had been arranged for the
evening of Monday 30 August. However, the atmosphere turned out to be
less idyllic than anticipated:

The mandolin clubs were strumming their tunes in the middle of the square. The
refined sounds of the guitars and mandolas were completely inaudible to any-
body standing at any distance, for they were drowned by the blast of the machine
behind Old Zeist, the hammering at the “Try Your Strength’ stall, the din of the
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organ at the cinematograph booth and the roar of voices from the market square

and fair.™o4

The seating at Desmet’s cinema was divided into three sections. Because of
the flickering images, the more expensive seats were, as often still today,
those at the back, in a reversal of the order in conventional theatres.’® F.A.
Noggerath’s Bioscope Theater in Amsterdam also had the cheapest seats at
the front and the most expensive at the back, and the press in both Zeist and
Amsterdam noted this as something both remarkable and ‘modern’."*® Like
other cinema operators, Desmet reserved Saturday or Sunday evenings for
his so-called “Elite’ or ‘Gala Performances’. However, unlike Alberts Freéres,
Desmet did not raise his prices for these shows. One wonders, therefore,
whether he was attracting the same kind of audience mix as Freres. On
Wednesday and Sunday afternoons, he often put on shows ‘For Children and
All the Family’, and these matinees were often preceded by intensive adver-
tising. This does not necessarily mean that only children attended these after-
noon shows, but the price differences probably did create something of a bar-
rier. Parents who took their children to the evening shows had to pay the full
rate for their offspring. If they could pay to get in, children were free to attend
any show they pleased in those years. Film censorship and age discrimina-
tion did not yet exist. Desmet only once announced a programme specially
compiled for his matinees. As an audience segment, Desmet was interested in
youngsters and their companions as a bonus to his evening shows. Antici-
pating parental complaints against the cinema, he portrayed his children’s
shows as innocent and instructive. The following is taken from an advertise-
ment for a performance in Tilburg in 1908:

Parents! The children’s performances at “The Imperial Bio” strictly exclude any-
thing unsuitable for the eyes or ears of a child. The performances are of an instruc-
tive, educational and strictly moral character. Sunday next, among other attrac-
tions, the showing of ‘Sketch from the life of a teacher’. Send your children to
these performances and enjoy the happy look on their faces when they get
home.™°7

After 1907, ticket prices fell at the fairs, due probably to excess capacity or
competition from other attractions. Another factor was the arrival of the first
permanent cinemas, whose lower admission prices were undercutting prices
at the travelling cinemas. Prices in the rented halls held their own, but here
too there were complaints of excess capacity. When Desmet put on perform-
ances in December 1907, the Limburgse Aankondiger claimed that they had cost
him money:
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We could have wished Mr. De Smet greater success, particularly because his cine-
ma must be reckoned one of the best at the moment. But he chose a bad time, and
Sittard is not the place for weekly shows costing money, and certainly not when
the admission prices are so high.'*8

How much did audiences pay for admission to one of Desmet’s shows? In
1908 prices at the regular fairs were 60 cents for the rear stalls, 40 for the cen-
tre stalls and 25 for the front stalls. It became a little cheaper in 1909, when
these prices were 50, 30 and 20 cents, respectively. Prices for children also fell
slightly in 1909, compared to 1907 and 1908. Desmet’s performances in hired
halls, as well as those at the special fairs, were more expensive than those at
the regular fairgrounds. Between 1907 and 1909 they remained at 75 cents for
the rear stalls, 50 for the centre, and 30 for the front. Desmet’s prices largely
matched those of his competitors, both in the halls and at the fair.

There are few figures available for audience sizes at Desmet’s booth. Press
notices sometimes declared that the hall was bursting at the seams, but now
and again they noted that the place might have been better filled. Seating ca-
pacities in the halls are equally difficult to estimate. Desmet’s booth is known
to have been 260 square metres in area. The Desmet Archive reveals that the
Frans Rouleau-Berger furniture factory delivered 248 tip-up seats to Desmet,
which were first used at the fair in Rotterdam in 1907. This purchase tells us
nothing about the total seating capacity, as Desmet could already have had
an existing stock of seats. It is equally unclear whether there was also a stand-
ing area in his booth, since his advertisements mention only the three catego-
ries of stall seating.

Boost gives a figure of 280 seats, but this figure becomes questionable
when he writes that around 1907 the Mullens’s booth had seating for 800 in a
space which, at 544 square metres, was twice the size of Desmet’s. In the
years before this, the Mullens’s booth, at 240 square metres, was about the
same size as Desmet’s. Desmet himself advertised a seating capacity of 600 at
the Groningen fair of May 1908.7 This seems a little exaggerated. If we bear
in mind that he required at least 60 square metres for the projector, the aisles
and a minimum distance of 1 metre from the screen, the booth could have ac-
commodated an audience of around 500 people. Desmet’s figure of 600 could
only have been achieved by cramming a large number of people up against
each other or by offering standing room to part of the audience.’™® Desmet
described his booth precisely as ‘a pleasant distraction for the lingering gaze,
but also a place where even on the busiest evenings it is possible to sit com-
fortably and without being crowded by other people.”’** Even if Desmet
could accommodate 500, he must have had a substantial number of seats at
his disposal. Aside from a few exceptions, most Dutch travelling cinemas, as
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well as the first permanent cinemas, were on a smaller scale than this.’*2 With
the possible exception of Alberts Fréres’s booth, travelling cinemas with 1,000
seats or more, such as those encountered in other countries, were unknown
in the Netherlands.**?

The scale of Desmet’s operation when on tour was determined by all
kinds of factors, but weather was the most important. Even in summer, the
rains of Holland were a terrible thorn in the side of the cinema operators.
They could advertise as much as they liked, but they were powerless against
the elements, and this was one of the things that made fairground operation
an extremely risky way of making a living. A thunderstorm wrecked the
opening of both the horticultural show in Zeist and the opening of the histor-
ical village of “Old Seyst’. Showers continued to fall during the days that fol-
lowed. Wherever Desmet went with his Imperial Bio, the prospect of good
weather for the fair was reported almost euphorically in the press.

The social composition of Desmet’s audiences can be established only rough-
ly. The audiences in the winter months, the performances in halls and at the
‘kermesses d’été” were presumably better off, since admission prices at these
venues were higher than at the regular fairs. However, a report in the Nieuwe
Courier of Roermond suggests that audiences in the rented halls were not al-
ways composed of the area’s most sensitive souls:

As we have already seen at other performances in this location, the behaviour of
the people in the upper circle was again anything but civilised. Things came to
such a pass that the police had to be called in.**4

In view of his reduction of admission prices between 1907 and 1909, particu-
larly prices for children, it seems safe to assume that Desmet tried to pack in
as many people as possible at the fairground shows, without bothering too
much about who they might be. The reduced admission for children may
have been a calculated manoeuvre to get the whole family out to the cinema.
On the other hand, the reduced admission prices could also have been due to
competition from the earliest permanent cinemas or generally slack times on
the fairground. Desmet addressed a broad public that included both the old
and the new lower classes (farm labourers, factory workers) and the middle
classes of the large cities and smaller towns. The conservative upper classes
might have occasionally risked a visit to the cinema at the “kermesses d’été’,
such as the one in Zeist. Desmet’s negotiations with the anti-alcohol lobby in
Amersfoort suggest that the audience there may also have contained ele-
ments of the conservative, churchgoing part of the population. On the other
hand, Desmet did not purposely avoid risky or sensational films in order to
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spare his audience’s feelings. In this connection, Charles Musser writes of a
‘cinema of desire’ when describing the regular programmes of dramas and
comedies at the American nickelodeons. He contrasts this with the so-called
‘cinema of reassurance’ of the American travelling operator Lyman Howe,
who did not select films of that kind for inclusion in his shows."*> Desmet did
not apply such strict divisions. In common with his rivals, he blended fiction
with non-fiction. Judging by his advertisements and reviews, neither his af-
ternoon nor his evening shows contained films that might have been consid-
ered offensive, such as the spicier items from Pathé. Where Musser writes of
Howe that, ‘like John Philip Sousa, he knitted diverse groups together into a
unified audience using patriotism, enthusiasm, and a sense of national des-
tiny’, it seems that Desmet, who was of mixed nationality, saw less reason to
try to mobilise his audience morally in the manner of Howe.*® Desmet’s rival
Mullens, on the other hand, who was very nationalistic, probably did manip-
ulate his audiences like Howe, for he was said to have selected his films with
a view to offering them a “cinema of reassurance’.

Films and programming at The Imperial Bio: nationalities, genres and
trends

The Desmet Archive contains no weekly checklists of programmes shown at
The Imperial Bio. For information on these films, we have to rely completely
on the titles mentioned in the advertisements and discussions in the local
press. These newspapers announced foreign films under Dutch titles. Unlike
other countries, and in contrast with later years, these were all literal transla-
tions of the original foreign titles or translations of the titles used in the
countries surrounding the Netherlands (Germany, Belgium and France).
PARDONNE GRAND-PERE (Pathé 1908), for example, became Grandfather’s For-
giveness, LA VENGEANCE DU FORGERON (Pathé 1907) became The Blacksmith’s
Revenge. The films can thus be identified by country of origin, production
company and year. However, it was not unusual for a competitor to show
films under the same, or nearly the same title a year later, or even at the
same time, which makes tracking them a little more difficult. The Ghost,
shown by Desmet in 1909, may refer to the Pathé movie LE SPECTRE (1908),
but could also be LE REVENANT (Gaumont 1907-8) or 1L FANTASMA (Cines
1909). The identification and reconstruction of the programmes has been
made easier by the survival of several films from Desmet’s time on the road,
on which more below.

The film programmes of the travelling cinema period consisted of a motley
collection of genres such as comedy, drama and actuality, with the longest
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film never exceeding fifteen minutes in length. Desmet’s programmes were
no exception to this. A review of his shows in Zaandam in 1908 gives a good
picture of the variety of material presented:

And so we take a trip to Norway, calling at Christiania, Bergen and the Norwegian
highlands with their superb waterfalls; next we are out at sea watching the cod
and haddock fishing; then comes the great review of the fleet off the southern Eng-
lish coast, during which we watch submarines firing torpedoes; we next arrive in
the mountains of Corsica; then we are off again to Paris, capital of France. There
are some marvellous coloured scenes in the ‘Poor Painter’ when the painter
dreams that he is in a fairytale palace, and then a film of a first-rate short story, in
which an out of work and desperate labourer summons all his energy and decency
of character to work his way up to the position of deputy manager of a large facto-
ry. Among other very entertaining and gripping films are ‘A New Style of Assault’
and ‘The Short-sighted Cyclist’.''7

Desmet sometimes changed his programme every two days, but this did not
necessarily involve a complete change. This was sometimes the case, but
more often than not he changed only part of the show, leaving his current hits
on the bill. He sometimes stayed at a fair for just two days, but was mostly
there for the whole of the fair week. This meant changing the programme
two or three times. Some fairs actually went on for ten days, or even longer,
and every now and then Desmet would stay on for a couple of days after the
official end of the fair. Desmet and other operators must, therefore, have had
considerable stocks of film at their disposal. During the winter season in-
doors, Desmet was not tied to the fair week, and often stayed for just a four-
day weekend. In Tilburg, he showed films only on Sundays in a hall for sev-
eral weeks between February and March 1908. In 1909, he continued for three
weeks at Zeist, but this was due to the length of the exhibition where the fair
had been set up, and was therefore exceptional.

Unlike the publicity for the programmes of his later permanent cinemas,
Desmet’s advertisements for the Imperial Bio seldom included an exhaustive
list of the films shown. Only a few titles were mentioned in the press during
1907 and 1908, and in 1908 and 1909 there were advertisements in which only
a single film would be mentioned. The named film would often be a news ac-
tuality, such as the earthquake in Messina or the christening of Princess Ju-
liana. In contrast to the period after 1910, named films did not by any means
have to be the longest productions on the programme. News value was more
important than length.
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The actuality was very important in the years of Desmet’s travelling cinema.
Real events were very popular, and the subjects shown were always boldly
announced in the advertisements, despite their limited length.’*® These were
the films that usually received the press coverage. On 22 February 1908, for
instance, the advertisements that appeared in the Tilburgsche Courant and the
Nieuwe Tilburgsche Courant were devoted exclusively to the film of the joint
funeral of the King and Crown Prince of Portugal, who had been assassinated
on 1 February. The French film company Gaumont had filmed the funeral of
the victims and released it under the title FUNERAILLES DE S.M LE ROI DON
CARLOS II ET DE S.A.R LE DUC DE BRAGANCE (FUNERAL OF H.M. DON CARLOS II
AND H.R.H. THE DUKE OF BRAGANZA¥). Desmet somehow managed to procure
a copy quickly, for on Saturday 15 February he announced that he would be
showing the film on Sunday 16 February, provided it was ready in time.™9
This did not work out since the film arrived too late. But Desmet was able to
slip in an extra performance on Saturday 22 February, expressly for the
screening of this one film, plus his usual selection of dramas, comedies and
‘legendary tableaux’. There is still a copy of this film in the Desmet Collec-
tion."*° FUNERAILLES DE S.M. LE ROI DON CARLOS II ET DE S.A.R. LE DUC DE BRA-
GANCE shows the arrival of the mourning coaches and the bearing of the
coffins into the cathedral, but it also records the obtrusive behaviour of the
photographers and cameramen in front of the church. So that in addition to
its registration of an official event, the film is also an early documentary
about the paparazzi. At the same time, it suggests the shadow side of the
lives of the crowned heads of Europe, which were such a notable focus of in-
terest at the film shows on the fairgrounds.

The designation “up-to-the-minute pictures’ in the advertisements for
these films must not always be taken literally. The Imperial Bio’s first known
performance, in Wageningen in October 1907, included among other material
the film Grand Review of the Home Fleet off the Coast of England (possibly made
by Urban).’* Desmet continued to include this film in his advertisements for
quite some time. It was shown in Amsterdam in October 1907, in Sittard and
Helmond in December, and then again in Tilburg in February 1908, in Zaan-
dam in November and in Den Bosch in February 1909. In July 1909, he
showed another film entitled The Latest Review of the English Fleet on the
Thames, which may well be a film of a British fleet show from that year, but
the topicalising adjective ‘latest’ may also be a trifle deceptive.’>?

The fleet film supposedly included ‘sensational views of the sea’. It is dif-
ficult to assess the extent to which the programming and promotion of actu-
alities was intended as a way of attracting the interest of the “better classes’
and the serious press. Perhaps Desmet wanted to get across the message that
he did not just deal in low farce, but was also fully capable of appealing to
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more serious tastes. At the same time, however, the adjective ‘sensational” at-
tached to the description of the films is clearly aimed at attracting more than
just ‘serious’ spectators.

Travelling cinema operators used to stress Dutch actualities as ‘our own
pictures’. This again needs to be approached with caution. Not every ex-
hibitor had a camera and a stock of unexposed film in his personal posses-
sion. Only exceptional figures such as Mullens and N6ggerath had their own
darkrooms. In the early years of the last century, exposed film was sent off to
be developed in England or France. Sometimes the cinema operators might
employ a local photographer or cameraman to shoot pictures, and from
around 1910 it was possible to hire a cameraman from Pathé in Amsterdam.

We do not know whether Jean Desmet had his own film camera. The only
actuality that might have been commissioned by Desmet is a film about a
flight by Jan Olieslagers, nicknamed ‘The Antwerp Devil’, which was shot at
Nymegen on 5 October 1910 and shown two days later. The Desmet Collec-
tion contains a film, dated 1910, called OLIESLAGERS VLIEGPOGINGEN IN DE WA-
TERGRAAFSMEER (OLIESLAGERS ATTEMPT AT FLIGHT IN WATERGRAAFSMEERY),
but this was shot near Amsterdam.>> Many of the films advertised by
Desmet as his ‘own pictures’ turn out on closer analysis to be productions of
Alberts Freres or Noggerath. In addition to the Alberts Freres films men-
tioned above — LUSTRUM FESTIVITIES IN DELFT, THE CHRISTENING OF H.R.H.
PRINCESS JULIANA and A TOUR OF THE BULB FIELDS OF HAARLEM — Desmet also
showed their SPOORWEGONGELUK BIJ CONTICH (TRAIN CRASH AT CONTICH*,
1908). As already noted, the Imperial Bio screened the Noggerath production
of THE GERMAN KAISER’S VISIT TO MIDDACHTEN IN 1909. Dutch actualities of
this kind do not feature in Desmet’s programmes in 1907, but they do appear
regularly in the programs for 1908 and 1909. In November 1908 in Tiel,
Desmet advertised the Delft Lustrum film as his ‘own picture’. The following
year at Delft, the same film was introduced as ‘pictures from our own house’.
Both these films were in fact productions by the Mullens from 1908 and 1909.
Here, Desmet was simply annexing someone else’s productions. As he saw it,
the maker of a movie was less important than its exhibitor. He clearly had no
desire to refer to his Dutch competitors in his own advertisements. At best,
therefore, Desmet’s description ‘our own pictures’ can be taken to mean
Dutch productions, that is to say, films that were not made by large foreign
firms such as Pathé.

The only three of Desmet’s Dutch actualities to survive from his travelling
days are OLIESLAGER’S ATTEMPT AT FLIGHT IN WATERGRAAFSMEER, a copy enti-
tled BULB FIELDS OF HAARLEM which might be the Alberts Freres film men-
tioned earlier, and THE CHRISTENING OF H.R.H. PRINCESS JULIANA.™4 The birth



La Cométe Belge 71

of a successor to the House of Orange, which had experienced problems in
producing heirs, was one of the most important events of 1909. Born 30 April
1909, Princess Juliana was christened on 5 June of that year. One of the most
striking moments in the somewhat jerky film reportage of THE CHRISTENING
OF H.R.H. PRINCESS JULIANA is its record of a slight accident. The Queen and
her husband have just alighted in front of the church, when the coach carrying
Emma, the Queen Mother, collides with the coach of Queen Wilhelmina. The
wheels of the two coaches become entwined. A high-ranking military figure is
seen tearing a strip off the coachman. The incident is a breach of decorum, but
it has the effect of reducing official ritual to human proportions. Remarkably
enough, Mullens simply kept the shot in the film.

Turning to feature films, it is not easy to deduce their genres from the Dutch
titles in the advertisements, but we can say that, generally speaking, the films
Desmet advertised were mostly dramas. This does not necessarily imply that
dramas were the main ingredient of his programmes (the opposite was in fact
the case); simply that he felt they needed more publicity than the comedies.

In the period 1907-8, feature films were advertised far less conspicuously
than actualities anyway. The same applied to reviews of the programmes in
the press. In contrast, there are a few advertisements from this period in
which the titles are all given an equal amount of space. No one film appears
to be more important than another. It was not until 1909 that advertisements
listing several titles appeared, with one title printed large and in bold. An ex-
ample of this is the advertisement for the Imperial Bio’s performance at Lei-
den in the Leidsch Dagblad of 27 July 1909. Along with THE CHRISTENING OF
H.R.H. PRINCESS JULIANA, THE LATEST REVIEW OF THE ENGLISH FLEET ON THE
THAMES, and PITY TO LOVE (DALLA PIETA ALL'AMORE, SAFFI-Comerio 1909),
the title THE GHOST (“a high-tension drama’) appears in large print.'2>

But Desmet just as often placed advertisements announcing a variety of
genres. The indication of diversity was evidently considered sufficient in
those times. The films themselves are interchangeable. In the Leidsch Dagblad
of Saturday 18 July 1908, Desmet announced the screening at the Imperial Bio
of ‘Enthralling dramas, beautiful scenes of nature, hilarious comedies, superb
fairy-tale spectacles and the latest and most prominent events at home and
abroad’. He then listed just the LUSTRUM FESTIVITIES IN DELFT and THE TRAIN
CRASH AT CONTICH, followed by ‘etc., etc.”.26 This sort of cataloguing ap-
proach to film genres is repeated in his advertisements for the Imperial Bio at
Tiel (October 1908), Zaandam (November 1908) and Leiden (July 1909).

The majority of the feature films mentioned by Desmet in his advertisements
in 1907-8 were Pathé productions, particularly the dramas. The Desmet Col-
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lection still has copies of LUTTE POUR LA VIE (STRUGGLE FOR LIFE, 1907), LA
MAISON ENSORCELEE (THE HAUNTED HOUSE, 1908), and two of the films men-
tioned above, LA VENGEANCE DU FORGERON and PARDONNE GRAND-PERE. LA
MAISON ENSORCELEE is a comedy about a haunted house with superb special
effects by its maker, Segundo De Chomén. The other three are modern dra-
mas. LUTTE POUR LA VIE (Fig. 11) is the film mentioned earlier in which ‘an
unemployed and desperate labourer summons all his energy and decency of
character to work his way up to the position of deputy manager of a large
factory’.’?’ In passing, we enjoy a tour of the monuments of Paris during a se-
quence in which the hero follows a coach. In LA VENGEANCE DU FORGERON, a
cuckolded blacksmith kills his wife’s aristocratic lover during a fight with
hammers, and PARDONNE GRAND-PERE tells of the reconciliation between a
grandfather and his daughter, who is disowned on account of her relation-
ship with a woodcutter, but received back into the family through the inter-
cession of her small daughter.

Desmet advertised LUTTE POUR LA VIE as a film lasting no less than thirty
minutes, although according to the Pathé catalogues it was 300 metres long,
which makes a film of about a quarter of an hour. The nitrate copy of the film,
which is still present in the Desmet Collection, is actually only 271 metres
long. Press descriptions leave no doubt that it is the same film. The length of

Fig. I |. Lutte pour la vie (Pathé 1907) — the tramp follows a carriage
through Paris to offer a lady his services
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films, particularly dramas, increased appreciably during this period. The
new longer dramas could be included alongside standard-length farces, non-
fiction films and short dramas, none of which ever exceeded 300 metres. Up
to this time, a film had lasted a quarter of an hour at the most. So length
could now be used as a weapon of publicity and promoted as an object both
exclusive and modern. It was evidently unimportant whether the film adver-
tised actually lasted for half an hour. Another film purporting to be thirty
minutes long was THE DISCOVERY OF AMERICA, a film Desmet showed repeat-
edly throughout his career with the travelling cinema. It was most probably
the Pathé movie CHRISTOPHE COLOMBE (CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS) dating from
1904: hardly a recent release, therefore, and just 265 metres long.*?

Desmet’s programmes changed in 1909, at least as far as the titles advertised
are concerned. He continued to show Pathé films, but films by other French
production companies, such as Film d’Art and Eclair, also appeared on his
programmes, together with a large number of Italian productions by compa-
nies such as Itala, Ambrosio, Comerio and Aquila. These programmes were
further embellished by two American movies by Vitagraph. There was a
marked fashion in 1909 for so-called ‘art films’, which were films about his-
torical figures such as Henry III (ENRICO I1T/HENRY THE THIRD, Itala 1909) and
Napoleon (THE LIFE DRAMA OF NAPOLEON BONAPARTE AND THE EMPRESS JOSE-
PHINE OF FRANCE and NAPOLEON, MAN OF DESTINY, a 1909 Vitagraph movie in
two parts). The former is a precursor of the Italian epic film, which later be-
came such a popular genre. The latter is an example of the Vitagraph version
of the historical genre.™ Films of this kind were well received by the press,
as we can see from a piece that appeared in the Delftsche Courant in 1909:

The Fall of Napoleon is one of the finest and most clearly narrated films among
the films currently being shown. The whole history of Napoleon’s life unfolds be-
fore our eyes on the screen. We see the battles he won and those he lost. Finally,
there are fine shots of him as a prisoner on St. Helena. There we see the great Cor-
sican standing on top of a rock, with bowed head, hands behind his back in a bent
position, the famous cocked hat on his head and long coat. The waves roll towards
us out of the distance and crash against the rock.'3°

Both the Italian and the American ‘art’ films emerged from the French ‘film
d’art’ movies, which built a reputation for themselves throughout Europe
and the United States from 1908 onwards.?3* In response to the growing criti-
cism of the crudeness, sameness and surfeit of (mainly French) dramas and
comedies, there was a search for alternatives that showed a modicum of edu-
cational responsibility. These films were distinguished mainly by their enlist-
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ment of professional stage actors and their adaptation of popular historical
novels and plays. For a while, film in general benefited from the success of
these films. It was hoped that this kind of “packaging’ would attract the
wealthier people who normally went to the theatre. But they were also in-
tended as a way of securing the acceptance of the phenomenon of cinema as
such, at a time when the earliest cinemas were coming under heavy critical
fire. The “film d’art’ was in a certain sense a sequel to the actuality, which had
served to legitimate cinema up to that point. Like the actualities, however, the
‘film d’art’ formed only a small part of a whole programme. The rest of the
programme was taken up by the grotesque burlesques and violent dramas of
Pathé and their imitators.

Desmet’s advertisements homed in on the legitimating potential of the
‘films d’art’. He placed the following advertisement in the Leidsch Dagblad on
29 July 1909: ‘The hit of the fair is the Imperial Bio which is offering items
never before shown by us or anyone else: art films performed by the great
French actors of the Odéon Théatre, the Comédie Francaise and the Théatre
Gymnase in Paris.”?3* The titles of these films were not stated, but Desmet
was probably referring to films like LA MAIN (THE HAND*, Film d’Art 1909),
which he had shown a month earlier in the Imperial Bio at Dordrecht.

The years 1908-9 witnessed the rise of new national film industries. Italy
and the United States not only joined in with the “film d’art’ but also under-
went general expansion. In the years 1908-9, the young Italian film industry
secured a position in the international market, which was due largely to its
production of historical movies.’> The United States too discovered Europe
as an important outlet for its films around 1908.134 In 1907, Vitagraph became
the first company to open branches in Paris and Berlin. The firm had estab-
lished its own laboratory in Paris to produce screening copies from negatives
sent over from America, which were then distributed in the various Euro-
pean countries. The perforation-strip on the copies made in Paris note their
place of origin.’3 ‘“The Vitagraph Company of Paris’ is still legible on nitrate
copies of Vitagraph films in the Desmet Collection.

It is not known whether Desmet showed many Vitagraph movies in his
travelling cinema, but he certainly did show several Italian films. In July 1908
in Dordrecht, for example, he screened FACCIA A FACCIA (FACE TO FACE?, Itala
1908) at the Imperial Bio. The growing variety of Desmet’s programming was
presumably connected with new developments in his film business. On 13
March 1909, Desmet opened his first permanent cinema at number 28 Korte
Hoogstraat in Rotterdam: the Cinema Parisien. In Rotterdam, he managed to
obtain a new kind of material. Faccia A Faccia was shown just two weeks
after the opening of the Cinema Parisien before it went on to Dordrecht.*3
The opening programme at the Cinema Parisien consisted of an assortment
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Fig. 12. Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei (Ambrosio 1908) —
introduction of Nidia, the blind flower seller

of Italian shorts such as UN DRAMMA AL CIRCO (A DRAMA AT THE CIRCUS®,
Cines 1908), FURTO ALLA MOSCHEA (THE THEFT IN THE MOSQUE*, Aquila 1908)
and LE BIRICCHINATE DI UN RAGAZZO (THE LITTLE IMP, Ambrosio 1909), sur-
mounted by GLI ULTIMI GIORNI DI POMPEI (THE LAST DAYS OF POMPEII, Ambro-
sio 1908) as the main feature (Fig. 12). This was just one of the films with
which the Italians were creating an international sensation, although the
scene of the eruption of Vesuvius nowadays looks clumsily done, and the
beautiful Greek Ione is played by a rather ghastly actress. The film was based
on Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s historical novel The Last Days of Pompeii (1834),
which enjoyed great popularity at the time. Desmet claimed in his advertise-
ments that the actors in the film were from the Comédie Francaise. He was
clearly trying to get in on the ‘film d’art’ trend before the Italian film had ac-
tually secured that kind of reputation. However, that was not long in coming,.
The rise of Italian and American cinema in Desmet’s programming had to do
with more than just Desmet’s establishment in Rotterdam, for it was connect-
ed with another important development: the arrival of Dutch film distribu-
tion.



76 Jean Desmet and the Early Dutch Film Trade

Conclusion

In 1907, Christian Slieker, the pioneer, gave up his travelling cinema and
Desmet started his own. That same year, F.A. Noggerath Jr. opened one of the
first permanent cinemas in the Netherlands. Jean Desmet began his career at
a time when the world of travelling cinema was going through a period of
scaling up, increased investment, ‘gentrification” and selection of the fittest
for survival. Judging from the location of his fairground sites, the opulence of
his booth and the composition of his programmes, Desmet belonged to the
middle order of travelling cinema operators. He was not as big as Alberts
Freres, but certainly bigger than Slieker, Carl Welte and Carmine Riozzi.’3”
He took his travelling theatre to large cities and medium-sized towns that
were largely provincial in outlook. When the opening of permanent cinemas
brought about a gradual contraction of this market between 1908 and 1912,
he did not turn to alternative fairground attractions. Unlike showmen such as
Riozzi and Welte, Desmet refused to let himself be pushed out into country
villages where there were still no cinemas. Like the Mullens, he just pressed
on into the big cities where the permanent motion-picture theatres were be-
ginning to appear and became an important pioneer of this new develop-
ment. He plunged into the operation of fixed venues, first in Rotterdam and
soon afterwards in Amsterdam. Having established this base, he set about
opening cinemas throughout the country, eventually creating the first cinema
chain in the Netherlands. Desmet’s emulation of Noggerath did not stop at
cinema ownership. Following in the wake of Noggerath and Pathé, he was to
become one of the most important distributors in the Netherlands.



1. In the Beginning...

Film Distribution in the Netherlands
Before Desmet

What was the situation of film distribution in the Netherlands before Desmet
arrived on the scene? How did he acquire his films between 1907 and 1910?
Unfortunately, the Desmet Archive does not offer much help on these ques-
tions. Sources not directly concerned with Desmet offer more information.
The Dutch fairground trade journal De Komeet, of which only a few odd
copies have survived from Desmet’s fairground years between 1900 and
1910, contains advertisements from distributors and production companies.
Trade journals specific to film did not exist at the time. Another source is the
film programmes of the period, notably the programmes of F.A. Noggerath’s
Bioscope Theater. On the basis of De Komeet, film programming in general in
the years 1907-10 and the film copies still extant in the Desmet Collection, it
can be established that Desmet had a choice of three sources for his films: F.A.
(Anton) Noggerath Sr. and Jr., the Dutch branch of Pathé and the foreign pro-
duction companies themselves. In addition to these, Desmet took Dutch
news productions from the Mullens brothers which he probably purchased
from them directly.

I. Noggerath

The first major Dutch film distributors were Franz Anton Noggerath, father
and son. Where Desmet, the Mullens brothers and Benner stand as represen-
tatives of the world of travelling cinema at the beginning of the last century,
Noggerath Sr. and Jr. were important figures in the world of Dutch variety
theatre. Parallel to the fairground circuit covered by Desmet in the years
1907-9 was another world that also fostered the development of a Dutch film
culture. This was the world of variety theatre.

In cities such as Amsterdam and Rotterdam, film was to be seen mainly in
the variety theatres. Amsterdam had possessed a flourishing variety-theatre
circuit since the beginning of the nineteenth century. Towards the end of the
century, this was concentrated on Rembrandt Square and nearby Amstel-
straat (Flora Theater, Grand Théatre, Rembrandt Theater) (Fig. 13), as well as
along the River Amstel (Carré Theater). In Rotterdam, Samuel Soesman’s
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Fig. 13. Amstelstraat, Amsterdam, c.1910

Casino Variété on Coolsingel and Carl Pfldging’s Circus Variété on Station
Square were the trendsetters, but the whole of central Rotterdam buzzed
with theatre and variety, particularly on and around Coolsingel.* The variety-
theatre shows were often called “speciality shows’. They consisted of a varied
series of numbers, such as acrobats, performing dogs, comic monologues and
singing, which were sometimes combined into a revue. Artists came from all
over the world to perform in them. Films were often shown as the closing
number at the Flora and Carré Theatres in Amsterdam and at the Casino Var-
iété and the Circus Variété in Rotterdam. The length of the film programmes
in these theatres remained short, even after films themselves grew longer.
Complete or whole-evening performances of film were exceptional in Ams-
terdam at the beginning of the twentieth century.? As we saw above, after the
banning of the (autumn) fair by the city authorities in 1876, the variety the-
atres were for many years the only places in Amsterdam where movies could
be seen.
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The Flora Theater was run by Anton Noggerath Sr. (Fig. 14). He quickly ze-
roed in on the potential of film exhibition and film production, but he was
also a pioneer in the sphere of film distribution.3 From the end of 1897, Nog-
gerath was the representative for the Netherlands, Denmark and Norway of
the Warwick Trading Company.# The sale of equipment was more important
than the sale of films at the end of the nineteenth century. At the turn of the
century, Warwick was one of the largest distributors of equipment such as
Charles Urban’s ‘Bioscope’ projector. The company also released films, in-
cluding the films of the two British film-makers George Albert Smith and
James Williamson. Under Urban’s management, Warwick also managed to
become the sole agents for Georges Mélies (Star Film) and Lumiere. Thus,
even in the early days, Noggerath had access to a very wide range of films.
He also distributed his own productions. Initially, these were Dutch actuali-
ties and staged “actualities” a la Mélies, but later he made fiction films. Either
directly or through Warwick, he distributed his actualities to the rest of the
world.>

His letterheads pointedly emphasised that he had set up his distribution
company in 1897. He called it FAN-film (with FAN standing for Franz Anton
Noggerath). “The Royal Bioscope” or ‘Royal Biograph’, as he called his shows
after Urban’s ‘Royal Bioscope’, was always the concluding item on the pro-

Fig. 14. Anton Noggerath Sr.
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gramme at the Flora variety theatre. He also supplied films on a regular basis
to the Rotterdam Casino Variété and to the travelling cinema operators. He is
known to have supplied films to the Mullens brothers and Slieker.®

Noggerath travelled all over Europe (or had someone else do so on his
behalf, the facts are unclear) to put on his ‘Royal Bioscope’ at other variety
theatres and rented halls. In the theatres of surrounding countries like Ger-
many, film performances were also often the closing number of the variety
shows and were an important attraction.” Compared with other Dutchmen,
Noggerath was in a privileged position. His travel and international perspec-
tive quickly alerted him to new developments in the film world. Apart from
the modest actualities and feature productions of Noggerath and Alberts
Freres, there was almost no film production in the Netherlands, so the na-
tion’s dependence on foreign sources was total.

In 1897 Noggerath sent his eldest son, Anton Jr., to Britain to learn the film
business with Maguire & Baucus, later the Warwick Trading Company.
Anton Jr. worked there mainly as a cameraman and film developer. To what
extent he became involved in film distribution in England, acquiring a grasp
of the business that he could later put to use in the Netherlands, remains un-
clear. Both contemporary and later sources have nothing to say about Nog-
gerath’s experience in the British distribution business, but it seems quite
likely that he learned a few things about it during his time with Urban and
Warwick.® After the death of his father on 21 December 1908, Noggerath Jr.
returned to the Netherlands and, in partnership with his mother, assumed
the management of the Flora Theater in Amsterdam, the Bioscope (Film) The-
ater in Amsterdam (opened in 1907) and the Flora Theater in the Hague
(opened in 1908). Noggerath set up a little factory for titles behind the Am-
sterdam cinema. He also took over his father’s distribution operations. He
broadened his father’s field of interest to include other French firms such as
Gaumont, Eclipse, Eclair, Lux and Le Lion, the American Biograph Company
and Italian film companies such as Cines, Ambrosio and Itala. The variety of
programming that Desmet was able to offer from 1909 onwards was probably
due simply to the fact that he had transferred his film purchasing from Pathé
to Noggerath Jr.

2. Pathé

Noggerath’s was not the only address where Desmet could go for his films
(Fig. 15). Shortly before he started his travelling cinema, it became possible to
buy Pathé films directly in Amsterdam, so that they no longer had to be or-
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Fig. 5. Interior of the Pathé sales and rental agency, Paris, rue Favart 10,
1910

dered from Paris. Pathé had opened a branch on Leidsestraat in December
1905 where they sold their own Pathé equipment, such as projectors, con-
densers and lenses, as well as Pathé films. Price lists for the equipment and
catalogues containing stills from the films were available on request. For a
long time, this was the only branch of a foreign film concern in the Nether-
lands.*®

At the time Desmet started up in film, Pathé dominated the entire inter-
national film market, from Europe to the USA.** Its continuous mass produc-
tion, standardisation and large network of agencies made ‘Pathé’ the appro-
priate format for production, distribution and exhibition. Pathé called the
tune everywhere, including the Netherlands. Both travelling showmen and
variety theatres must have been regular customers of Pathé, first in Paris and
then later in Amsterdam, or indirectly via Noggerath.

By 1907, the firm of Pathé Freres, established on 30 September 1896, had
expanded exponentially. Besides the head office in Paris, the company had
branches in Moscow, New York, Brussels, Berlin, Vienna, Saint Petersburg,
Amsterdam, Barcelona, Milan, London, Odessa, Rostov, Kiev, Budapest, Cal-
cutta, Warsaw and Singapore. The Pathé film factory at Vincennes steadily
increased its output of films and managed to maintain continuous sales of a
wide variety of film material, so buyers tended to remain loyal clients. Pro-
duction took on huge proportions. In 1906, for instance, Pathé turned out 20
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kilometres of film a year, enough for about 240 films, most of which were
short farces. Pathé was popular with the exhibitors because of the stable per-
forations on its films and the tough base of its film materials.”> All genres
were represented on its palette of movies: comedies, dramas, historical films,
fantasy and special effects films, religious films, films on sport and acrobat-
ics, real and staged actualities and, if that’s what you wanted, sexually
risqué films, the ‘scenes grivoises’. Many of the fantasy movies and trav-
elogues, as well as films in other genres, were also filled in with colour by
means of the so-called stencil or “pochoir’ technique, already used for
colouring postcards. Pathé gained an international reputation with its colour
system, Pathé Coloris, although it was certainly not the only company to
colour its films.

3. Fresh Developments

Film Rental

With its switch to film rental in 1907, Pathé set a precedent that was to be
adopted everywhere as the general practice. With rental, Pathé retained a
kind of exclusive right over it own products. They could no longer be sold or
distributed by others without further ado. This arrangement did not work
completely smoothly in the Netherlands however, as can be gathered from
the advertisements placed in De Komeet in 1909/10 by Desmet’s competitor
Noggerath for films that were unmistakably Pathé productions.’> The
Netherlands acted no differently from other countries on the matter. In Ger-
many at the beginning of 1907, Pathé offered films for sale or hire, so there
was apparently still a choice.' Other countries changed over from purchase
to rental at a later date, with Italy switching to renting Pathé movies only in
1909."5

Brand awareness

In the summer of 1907, Desmet had to deal with a further development in
Pathé’s strategy that was intended to secure more product recognition in the
Netherlands and to build up more prestige. The French firm’s strategy was
presumably an extension of its campaign to push through the changeover to
a system of film rental. While it is certainly true that Pathé dominated the
programmes of the travelling cinemas as well as those of some permanent
addresses, such as Frans Goeman’s Winter Garden in Rotterdam, it is hardly
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possible to tell this from the press advertisements. The operators ‘claimed’
the material as their own, and only the posters referred to the origins of the
films. This all changed in the summer of 1907 when performances specifically
emphasising the Pathé trademark were given in three different places in Am-
sterdam. These were the Grand Théatre, the Rembrandt Theater and the
Paleis voor Volksvlijt (Palace of Industry). It was a development that had
repercussions all over the Netherlands, due to the fact that Abrassart and
Favier, the organisers of these shows, took up residence in the country."
Pathé performances were held at the Grand Thééatre again the following year,
organised this time by Daniel van de Vijver. Van de Vijver called himself
Director of the Belge Cinéma in the Netherlands and concessionaire for Bel-
gium and the Netherlands of Pathé Freres, Paris. He also put on shows in the
Hague and Rotterdam.”

This development worked its way through to Dutch operators such as
Desmet, Noggerath and Alberts Fréres. At the Wageningen fair of October
1907, Desmet announced that his programme contained ‘the latest films of
the world-renowned cinemotographers [sic] Pathé Freres from Paris and of
other large firms from London, Berlin and New York’.*® Shortly after this, at
the fair in Amersfoort, he made a more or less identical announcement about
the sources of his material. It is doubtful whether he really had films from all
these countries in his stock. The point was that he considered it important to
print the name Pathé Freres in bold in his advertisements to show that he was
just as up-to-the-minute as his rivals.

Art films

In contrast to other cities, where full-evening film shows had been seen at
fairs and in hired auditoria for a long time, the Pathé performances in the
Grand Théatre, the Rembrandt Theater and the Paleis voor Volksvlijt were the
first independent film shows in Amsterdam. The one exception was the Bijou
Biograph Theater, a miniature, nickelodeon-like cinema that had opened in
1906. Much more impressive was Noggerath’s Bioscope Theater which
opened on 7 September 1907. This was situated on Reguliersbreestraat, close
by the entertainment district of Rembrandt Square and just across from the
place where Pathé opened an office a year later. Initially, the programmes of
the Bioscope Theater consisted pretty well exclusively of films by Pathé, of
films by companies associated with Pathé such as SCAGL and Film d’Art, and
of Noggerath’s own productions, which consisted mainly of short films and
occasional longer actualities.’9 The years 1908-10 were slack times for Nog-
gerath’s cinema. Farces and variety were more popular than film, but in
1908/ 9, ‘art films’ such as 1’ASSASSINAT DU DUC DE GUISE (THE ASSASSINATION
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OF THE DUKE OF GUISE, Film d’Art 1908) and ra Tosca (Film d’Art 1909) all
made their appearance. The Mullens brothers also created a niche for them-
selves with this genre in 1909. At their shows in July 1909 at the Grand Théatre
and in September and October at the Amsterdam Paleis voor Volksvlijt, it was
the “art films’ of Pathé, SCAGL and Film d’Art that set the tone.?°

In 1909, Desmet’s programming was somewhat similar to Noggerath’s at
the Bioscope Theater. It seems likely that at this time, Desmet was renting or
buying various films from Noggerath before setting up as a distributor him-
self. From 1908/9, Noggerath began to specialise in selling and renting French
art films and Italian historical films. At the end of 1909 and at the beginning
of 1910, for example, he placed large ads in De Komeet for the Film d’Art
movie MACBETH (1909).2" His Komeet ads for the spring and summer of 1910
gave pride of place to 1L RATTO DELLE SABINE (Cines 1910).2> No copies sur-
vive of LA MAIN and ENRIcO III, which were shown both by Desmet and the
Bioscope-Theater, but the Desmet Collection does contain one act of L’Assom-
MOIR (DRINK, Pathé 1909) which did good business at the Bioscope Theater. It
played there for two weeks, which was quite a novelty at a time when pro-
grammes were changed inexorably once a week.?3 A copy of IL RATTO DELLE
SABINE also survives in the Desmet Collection, but Desmet bought this in
Germany and not from Noggerath.

Following in Pathé’s footsteps, Noggerath switched from selling to rent-
ing. In De Komeet he announced that he was renting both new and “used films
in very good condition from 3 cents a metre per week’.2# But presumably he
continued to sell films at the same time, since the Desmet Collection contains
films from Noggerath's lists. Noggerath usually showed the films he sold or
rented in his own cinema first, but this was apparently not an iron law.
Among the films he advertised in De Komeet was ENRrIco 11, which Desmet
screened at the Imperial Bio in June 1909, a month before it played at the Bio-
scope Theater.

It is possible that GLT ULTIMI GIORNI DI POMPEI came into Desmet’s hands
via Warwick and Noggerath and was thus preserved. In England, Warwick
had taken over the distribution of the films of the Italian production compa-
ny Ambrosio, and in 1908 they issued this successful historical film. The film
was distributed as a Warwick production in England. This was one of the bad
habits of this British company, which had already issued Noggerath’s pro-
ductions under its own name before.?> But Noggerath might have acquired
the film from the French firm Raleigh & Robert, which distributed Ambrosio
films in France.

At the time he was still in the travelling cinema business, Desmet may
have bought a Noggerath production called DE GREEP (THE GRIP *1909) from
Noggerath. There is still a copy of this film in the Desmet Collection. It is the
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only Dutch feature film in the collection, and the sole surviving film pro-
duced by Noggerath in the years 1909-12.2° DE GREEP was based on a play by
Jean Sartene with the Dutch stage star Louis Bouwmeester in the leading role,
and appears to have been inspired by the French art films. But it was also a
film record of a play that Bouwmeester and his fellow actors had been per-
forming at the Bioscope Theater.2” Bouwmeester plays a mentally and physi-
cally handicapped old man who strangles his adulterous daughter-in-law in
revenge for the death of his son.

Programme rental as opposed to miscellaneous sales and rental

Noggerath’s advertisements show that around 1910 art films could be rented
as separate items, whereas the normal practice in other countries was to rent
whole programmes. In the case of the Netherlands, it is not at all clear
whether operators were in the habit of taking complete programmes or indi-
vidual films. Noggerath’s advertisements in De Komeet suggest that they
could hire films separately and compile their own programmes. Pathé’s ad-
vertisements in De Komeet merely state the footage of individual movies and
say nothing about sales or rentals or the packaging of films into ready-made
programmes.2® However, we do know that when Desmet started up in film
distribution in 1910, it was normal to rent ready-made programmes from
Pathé.?9 Perhaps this is why Noggerath also rented his films as complete pro-
grammes. Miiller states that in Germany the separate rental of ‘film d’art’
films was actually the first stage in a new kind of film merchandising: the
rental of the individual film.3° The art films were so expensive that they were
hired out separately, so the cost of acquiring them could be recovered. Other-
wise, they might just be snowed under in a complete film programme. This
could mean that Noggerath also rented such films separately at a higher
price.

Buying abroad

Besides taking films from Noggerath and Pathé, Dutch travelling showmen
also ordered films directly from abroad, particularly from firms in France and
Germany, such as Gaumont in Paris and Théophile Pathé in Berlin.3* De
Komeet, which was the Dutch trade paper of the fairground business, kept the
operators informed about foreign production companies and distributors. In
1905, they could choose their films from catalogues and order them direct
from Théophile Pathé or from the Amsterdam branch of Pathé, which were
rather like mail-order firms. The operators decided on their selections for
themselves. Gaumont advertisements from the same year differed from
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Pathé’s in that they not only supplied a list of film titles but also contained ex-
tensive descriptions of the contents of two of the films. Both suppliers gave
footages and Gaumont listed the price of each film. Gaumont stated that de-
liveries were sent carriage-paid and that rates and price lists were available
upon request in French and German.3 Three years later, all that Gaumont
stated about their films was that ‘they are the best and most tasteful films
available in art and humour’ and that “pictures in colour” were available.?
The latter referred to films that were coloured-in. Gaumont was increasingly
popular with the fairground market since it continued to sell films directly to
the exhibitors. As Richard Abel has noted, ‘only in 1909 did Gaumont insti-
tute a separate distribution company, Comptoir Ciné-Location, and begin to
rent its films according to the principles first established by Pathé.”3+

In 1908, films were available from Germany as well as France. The Berlin
Internationale Kinematographen- & Licht-Effekt Gesellschaft advertised its
so-called ‘Phono-films’, which were sound films with numbers sung by the
opera singers Porten and Becker among others.3

The Netherlands compared to the surrounding countries

The above sketch of the situation of film supplies in the Netherlands roughly
compares with the state of affairs in other countries. Belgium, another coun-
try with very little film production of its own in those years, was also de-
pendent on the foreign market.?® For a long time, Pathé was the only firm
with a branch in Brussels. From 1905, Pathé films could be ordered directly
there. Through this office and the Pathé distribution office Belge Cinéma, es-
tablished in Brussels in 1908, Pathé acquired a firmer grip on Belgium than
the Netherlands. A cinema of a kind called ‘Ladenkino’ or ‘cinema shop’ and
named Cinéma Pathé had been opened in Ghent before 1904, and in 1908
Pathé opened its first cinema in Brussels, which was followed by twenty
more cinemas in Leuven, Antwerp and several other towns.37

Belgian travelling cinema operators could order American Vitagraph
films from Paris along with the Italian films of Cines and Ambrosio.3® Paris
became a centre of international film trade as well as production. From 1
April 1907, shortly after the opening of its branches in Paris and Berlin, Vita-
graph began to advertise in La Comete belge. At the beginning of 1907, the Ital-
ian firm Cines had branches in Paris, London, Barcelona and Berlin. Cines
films could be ordered via Raleigh & Robert, who were established at the
same address.3? This firm, which dated from 1903, distributed the films of
Warwick, American (Mutoscope &) Biograph and Ambrosio.4 Around 1909,
Brussels began to develop its own international distribution market. From
1909, the films of French production companies such as Gaumont and Lux
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could be acquired directly from Gaumont’s new branch in Brussels, or from
the distributor Maurice Gigan.#* Brussels became an important trading centre
for the Dutch film world.

Film culture in Germany had developed at a faster rate than in the
Netherlands and Belgium. Not only had the cinema boom begun much earli-
er there, the film market too had already grown to enormous dimensions be-
fore 1910. Around 1908, the boom reached temporary saturation. At the same
time, travelling cinemas with their fixed exhibition periods and high entrance
prices were supplanted by permanent cinemas. Anne Paech has described
the disappearance of travelling cinemas in her study of film culture in the city
of Osnabriick: ‘The end of the period of travelling cinemas overtook the
cities, including Osnabriick, around 1908/9, when the travelling exhibitors
and their mobile cinema businesses came up against their ultimate competi-
tors in the shape of the first fixed cinemas.’4* National film production lagged
far behind operation and distribution, although, as might be expected, Ger-
man film production was somewhat more prolific than Dutch or Belgian pro-
duction. Most German production companies did not normally distribute
their films directly, but left this to a flourishing distribution trade. The screens
of German cinemas were dominated by foreign films, with French films at the
forefront. Pathé already had a branch in Berlin by 1905 and was followed by
Gaumont in 1906. The Danish company Nordisk had a branch in Berlin from
1908. Like Gaumont’s, it was situated on Friedrichstrasse, one of the great
shopping streets in the city centre. It was here that the international film busi-
ness was to be concentrated.#3 Outside Berlin, the film trade was spread over
the whole of Germany with concentrations in Frankfurt am Main and the
Ruhr area. Krefeld was the seat of Westdeutsche Film Borse, Desmet’s first
large supplier when he set up as a distributor.

Conclusion

It is noticeable that up to 1908, the films Desmet showed in his travelling cin-
ema consisted mainly of Pathé films, acquired either from Pathé’s Amster-
dam branch or from Noggerath Sr. In this respect, Desmet’s practices were
entirely in line with those of other Dutch travelling showmen: in the years
1902-9, the selection of films on the fairgrounds was largely determined by
Pathé. Between 1907 and 1908, it was Pathé who set the standards of quality,
and the company became a name to conjure with, both in travelling and per-
manent cinema and in theatres where films comprised part of the bill. Para-
doxically perhaps, this was also a period of growing diversification, in the
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course of which Pathé’s hegemony was being slowly eroded. On the one
hand, we see Pathé “art films’ taking pride of place at the theatres of Nog-
gerath, the Mullens brothers and occasionally Desmet. On the other hand,
Noggerath Jr.’s distribution lists and Desmet’s programmes show that they
were beginning to acquire more and more films from French (Gaumont,
Eclair), American (Vitagraph) and, above all, Italian (Cines, Ambrosio and
Itala) production companies. The growing variety of Desmet’s programmes
seems to be due to his close contact with Noggerath. Variety would prove to
be attractive to Desmet, both as the owner of permanent cinemas and as a
budding independent film distributor.



I1l. Gold Rush

In the Throes of Cinema Mania
(1909-1914)

Although you may not yet have read about it in the press, and although
the public health inspector has so far refrained from becoming involved,
I have absolutely no reason to conceal from you that here we have been

infected for some time by a disease that is claiming more victims by the

day. I hear that in medical circles they are calling it cinema fever.!

In 1909, Jean Desmet transferred from the fairground to permanent cinema. It
was a move that was typical of the times, not just in the Netherlands, but also
in the world at large. Permanent cinemas reached countries such as France,
Germany and Great Britain earlier than the Netherlands and developed on a
larger scale. The Netherlands caught ‘cinema fever’ from abroad, but the bug
did not spread wholesale, and Amsterdam was not infected immediately.
Together with members of his family, Desmet began in 1909 to create one of
the first (if not the first) cinema chains. In both Rotterdam and Amsterdam,
where his cinemas were both named Cinema Parisien, he was one of the first
to open a permanent cinema. Although not the first person to set up a perma-
nent motion-picture theatre, he undoubtedly spearheaded the new trend. In
both Rotterdam and Amsterdam, the number of permanent cinemas in-
creased explosively from this point onwards, peaking in the former in 1910
and in the latter in 1912.

With the opening of the Cinema Palace in 1912, Desmet was also involved
at the onset of a differentiation between smaller theatres catering to neigh-
bourhoods and larger luxury theatres in city-centre shopping streets and en-
tertainment districts. Both the breakthrough of permanent cinemas and their
classification according to type were due in large measure to changes in film
programming consequent upon the arrival and success of the long film,
which staked out a position for itself within film performances as the ‘main
feature’. Another factor contributing to subdivision was the increasing com-
petition among cinema owners, and the legitimisation of film and cinema as
more than mere fairground fun. While it is true that there was little difference
between the programmes of both kinds of cinema, the degree to which these
programmes were up to date could vary enormously, as could the perform-
ance environment. This produced different kinds of performances. Different
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types of cinemas and performances existed side by side. Looking at Desmet’s
cinemas, we get a very good idea of how cinema was being promoted and
how programmes were being compiled early in the second decade of the
twentieth century. The most notable aspects of this development are the accu-
mulation of short and long films, the variety of genres and countries of ori-
gin, the order in which programmes proceeded from location to location, the
phenomenon of continuous performance and the accompaniments to film
performances provided by explicateurs, pianists and small orchestras.

I. Desmetin Rotterdam

The change to permanent cinema

Two years after starting his travelling cinema, the Imperial Bio, Jean Desmet
opened his first permanent venue on 13 March 1909. This was the Cinema
Parisien, at 28 Korte Hoogstraat in Rotterdam. With it, Desmet became one of
the pioneers of fixed cinemas: he was not the first, but certainly one of the
first.

A number of reasons may be suggested for Desmet’s switch. Did Mullens
and Benner, who claimed all the big fairground sites, force him to look around
for an alternative to which these claims did not apply? Or did he realise that
by employing low-paid staff and renting their premises and films, the opera-
tors of permanent cinemas could enjoy lower overheads and higher profit
margins? All this is really no more than to ask whether Desmet was a success
or a failure as a travelling showman. As capital assets, Desmet’s fairground at-
tractions and their accessories were worth almost f40,000 in 1908.2 On the
other hand, his debts at this time considerably exceeded this figure.3 This does
not necessarily indicate failure, seeing that Desmet was the sort of person who
calmly waited until the last minute before paying his debts, regardless of
whether he was in or out of funds. The more important indicators are the
press reports of his somewhat discontinuous screenings and occasional lack
of audience, along with his own letters to local authorities complaining of
community taxes and site fees.

At first, the change was actually more of an extension of his normal activ-
ities than a completely new step, for in the summer of 1909 Desmet’s travel-
ling cinema was still in full operation, and was taken out of storage on at least
two occasions in the autumn of 1910. Desmet was clearly being cautious
about suddenly allowing his entire existence to hinge on a permanent ci-
nema. As long as the travelling cinema was a money-spinner, he certainly
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wished to hold on to it. Thus, in 1909 he asked the community of Delft sever-
al times for deferment of the rent for his travelling cinema: first in March,
when he had just taken over his permanent cinema, which had “drained all
my cash assets’, and then again in July because his permanent cinema was
not doing well, ‘but it is not my fault if I am having a run of bad luck’.4 From
this we might conclude that the new cinema was not an unqualified success,
and was passing through a running-in period like other early Dutch cinemas.
But as suggested, it may have been simply a way of playing for time, and
if this was the case, then it is a sign that Desmet was a genuine Dutch
businessman in the making.

From October 1909, Desmet stored his travelling cinema equipment in a
warehouse in Delfshaven (now part of Rotterdam) where it remained until
May 1919, apart from one re-emergence in the autumn of 1910 for Desmet’s
final appearances in Nymegen and Tiel.5 In 1919, it was sold along with the
fairground trucks.®

Desmet had a nose for new developments. With his permanent cinema, he
stood on the threshold of a revolutionary change in Dutch film culture. Per-
manent cinemas were opened in several Dutch cities around the year 1907. It
was not a mass-cultural phenomenon, however, since only the major cities
were involved. On the other hand, with their posters, advertisements, public-
ity stunts and barkers, the cinemas were a conspicuous presence in these
cities.

Not all cinemas managed to stay the course. The new theatres had to sur-
vive a sort of trial period, and several operators went to the wall. The cine-
mas were usually not purpose-built theatres but converted shops and cafés,
often no wider in front than a shop or an ordinary house.” Some operators
had their auditoria extended at the back, but most cinemas kept their narrow
entrances, which were often used as foyers. The entrance halls of both Nog-
gerath’s Bioscope Theater and Desmet’s future Cinema Palace in Amsterdam
had the width of an ordinary facade, though the auditoria behind them were
twice as wide again. The period after 1910 saw the rise of several cinemas
with broader frontages. These were either new, purpose-built cinemas, or cin-
emas created by knocking two buildings into one, such as the Cinema De La
Monnaie and the Witte Bioscoop in Amsterdam.?

Outside Rotterdam, permanent cinemas made their first appearance in
cities such as The Hague, Utrecht, Leiden and Haarlem between 1906 and
1909. From 1906, movies were shown in The Hague in a theatre auditorium
on the Passage under the names * ‘s-Gravenhaagsche? Bioscope Company’,
‘Salon Cinemato-Francais’ and ‘Vitascope Theater’. The Apollo Theater was
opened in The Hague in 1907. A small, two-hundred-seater cinema initially, it
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was duly enlarged into a six-hundred seater in 1909, giving it just a hundred
seats fewer than Noggerath’s Bioscope Theater.® In Utrecht the Grand Ci-
nematograph ‘Olympia’ opened on 16 October 1907 in the auction rooms
known as the Venduhuis, but probably survived for only a month. Desmet
knew the place well, as he had appeared there with his wheel of fortune in
the winter of 1904-5."* A second cinema opened in Utrecht at the end of 1907.
This was the Cinematograph, owned by the Germans K. Kirchhoff, Dr. Schaf-
frath and H. Kraemer from Krefeld, which held on for a year.?? On 3 October
1908, Richard Bresser, owner of the Venduhuis, opened the doors of his
Bioscoop Theatre, subsequently renamed Bioscoop Salon Vreeburg and then
Vreeburg Bioscoop. Unlike the earlier initiatives at this location, this cinema
managed to survive.’> In Leiden, Alex Benner’s travelling cinema continued
to give performances in the Amicitia Building in the autumn of 1908, and the
city’s first permanent cinema, the Bioscope Theater Imperial, was opened on
1 May 1909."4

The Mullens Brothers were important pioneers of the permanent cinema
culture, particularly in Haarlem and The Hague, cities where they had ap-
peared for years during and outside the fair weeks. From February 1909 on-
wards, they established themselves at the Zaal De Kroon in Haarlem, where
they screened films continuously except during the summer months. The
Mullens Brothers went on showing films in De Kroon until the end of 1914,
and also at the Sociéteit De Vereeniging. The Zaal De Kroon thereby became
the first permanent movie house in Haarlem. In April 1909 the Mullens broth-
ers opened the Residentie Bioscoop or Residentie Theater in The Hague. For
years afterwards, the Residentie Theater was the only cinema where the
Queen went to watch films. Willy Mullens moved to The Hague permanently
shortly afterwards, and in 1910 opened another cinema there called the
Haagsche Bioscoop. Bernard (Albert) Mullens was to take over the Grand
Théatre in Amsterdam in 1911 and run it as a cinema for a while.

Rotterdam modelled itself on countries abroad, rather than just following
developments in the Netherlands. In Rotterdam, the switch to permanent
cinemas happened more rapidly than elsewhere. In France, the first perma-
nent cinemas had appeared in Paris and Marseilles in 1904. In 1906, the offi-
cial free day for workers was introduced, so ‘weekend amusement’” acquired
a firm basis. Pathé wanted to expand its clientele beyond people working on
fairgrounds and in music halls, and was also interested in attracting large
middle-class audiences. In pursuit of this aim, the firm set up a new film op-
erating company in November 1906, which triggered the opening of cinemas
all over France. The first Pathé cinema in Paris, the Omnia Pathé, was opened
a month later. ‘Cinema fever’ now spread rapidly, and within the space of a
few weeks cinemas were springing up across the country. By the summer of
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1907 Paris already had fifty cinemas, which were located mainly in the shop-
ping and entertainment districts. By 1909, this number had risen to a hun-
dred, of which more than twenty belonged to Pathé. At this point in time,
Pathé owned around two hundred cinemas in the country as a whole.

Things were happening equally rapidly in Germany. Following the open-
ing of the first cinemas in Berlin and Hamburg in 1905, the country was over-
taken by cinema fever in 1906/7. The first permanent cinema in Berlin was
opened in March 1905, and by the end of that year there were 16 cinemas
in the city as a whole. According to official figures, Berlin had about 139
cinemas by 1907. The trade press put this at around 260. Between 1907 and
1912, the figure hovered between three and four hundred. The fever spread
throughout Germany, and by 1910 there were between 1,000 and 1,500 mo-
tion-picture theatres in the country as a whole; a number that was set to triple
over the next three years. Many of these cinemas were so-called ‘Ladenkinos’
or ‘cinema shops’: simple, converted private houses, shops and small rooms
in cafés. In 1906, the Union Company was set up in Frankfurt am Main, and
soon Union Theatres — or UTs for short — were opening up all over Germany.
It became the largest German cinema concern of the period 1910-20. A Union
cinema opened in Brussels in 1907, and by 1911 there was one in Amster-
dam.™®

But in Europe it was Britain that caught the worst bout of the fever. At the
end of 1910, there were 22 cinemas in the West End of London alone.'”
According to Nicholas Hiley, by 1910 the country had 2,900 ‘electric theatres’,
as cinemas were then called. In 1909, however, the Cinematograph Act, with
its stringent fire prevention regulations, brought the uncontrolled prolifera-
tion of cinemas in shops to an early halt in Britain."® The Dutch trade journal
De Kinematograaf estimated in 1913 that Belgium had about 635 cinemas, of
which 115 were in Brussels; Germany 2,000, of which 200 were in Berlin, and
England 2,000, of which 400 were in London.' What is truly striking here is
that German film production was respectable but not huge, British produc-
tion extremely light and production in Belgium virtually non-existent. The
presence of a large number of cinemas did not therefore immediately lead to
a sizeable, national film-production industry. In comparison with the coun-
tries listed, film culture in the Netherlands may be described as modest.

Setting up in Rotterdam

Why did Desmet choose Rotterdam for his first permanent cinema in 1909?
The presence of his sister Rosine’s café with its adjoining dance hall may
have had something to do with it. In the winter of 1904 /5, Desmet had for a
time stored the gear for his wheel of fortune in an empty shop on Hoog-
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straat.>> He was also familiar with the city from his visits with the wheel of
fortune, the Canadian Toboggan and the travelling cinema. His brother Fer-
dinand had also appeared on the fairground there with his dance hall. But
aside from these personal reasons, Rotterdam was simply the second largest
city in the country in terms of area and population, with an entertainment life
that could hardly be described as small-scale. Its position as a port and its
good railway connections made it convenient for bringing in new films and
equipment from Amsterdam or from abroad. Given the lack of both a nation-
al film-production industry and locally manufactured equipment, cinema op-
erators were heavily dependent on other countries. Another factor may have
been the banning of the Rotterdam fair in 1908, which robbed travelling
showmen of the opportunity of screening their films, unless they were able to
use permanent auditoria, or simply conjured up the permanent auditoria
themselves by opening permanent cinema venues.

Of equal importance was the film and cinema climate in Rotterdam. Up
to 1908, film shows had been restricted to a supporting role in the variety the-
atres and to screenings at the Winter Garden in the Tivoli Complex during
the winter months. In addition, there were the regular visits by travelling
showmen to the fair in the summer and to rented halls during the winter, ex-
actly as in other cities. In 1908, however, film exhibition received an impor-
tant boost. Following the example of the Winter Garden at the Tivoli, the Bel-
gian Augustin de Ruijffelaere began to put on film performances in the Salon
Doele under the name ‘Imperial Vio” from January onwards. Frans Goeman,
who was in charge of the film screenings at the Tivoli, began to show films
there the whole year through from the autumn of 1908, instead of winters
only. In the north of Rotterdam, the banquet room of the café-restaurant
Transvalia was opened as a cinema on 21 November 1908. At around the
same time, S. Metskes began screening films under the name ‘Cinéma
Parisien’ at his hotel-café on Korte Hoogstraat.*

What kind of a city was Rotterdam in 1909, when Desmet was starting up in
business there? The city on the Maas was developing at a rapid pace. The
infrastructure was being sweepingly modernised and expanded. The port of
Rotterdam was acquiring international status, but other branches of industry,
such as brewing and distilling, were also thriving, and the latter would turn
out to be an important factor in the rise of cinema theatres like Desmet’s
Parisien. Rotterdam had good transport connections with the Dutch hinter-
land and with foreign countries, either by sea or by rail, which greatly faci-
litated the importing of films, film equipment and cinema furnishings. The
journey to Brussels, Paris, Cologne or the Ruhr area of Germany took next
to no time by train. The journey from Rotterdam to Amsterdam took just a
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quarter of an hour longer than today and, at three hours, the Rotterdam-
Brussels stretch was only half an hour longer than it is now.>> There were
strong connections with Germany due to the traffic on the River Rhine, but
people also travelled regularly from Rotterdam to England, the United States
and the Dutch East Indies. There were several boats a day to London.?3 The
Holland-America Line sailed to the USA. In those years, tens of thousands of
emigrants, most of them East European Jews, arrived at Rotterdam’s Maas
Station by special trains, prior to embarking for the New World. Transatlantic
lines such as Holland-America made considerable profits from the service.?

The availability of electricity was an important incentive for the opening
of permanent cinemas like the Cinema Parisien, for it meant that projectors
could be run and cinemas lit without the need for private generators as on
the fairgrounds. Central Rotterdam had possessed its own electricity supply
and telephone system since before the turn of the century. Since the 1880s,
there had been several private initiatives to provide electricity in the Nether-
lands, but supplies were often restricted to private firms, large hotels or mu-
nicipal street-lighting systems. German concerns like Siemens (The Hague)
or the Dutch Electra Company (Amsterdam) had been involved in this. In
1895, Rotterdam was the first city to open a municipal power station selling
electricity to the general public. Its first customers were the great shipping of-
fices, quickly followed by shops and clubs in the area round the Blaak and
Hoogstraat.? Electric light did for shops, cafés and cinemas what it had al-
ready done for travelling cinematographs and other fairground attractions.
Apart from its use to spotlight goods in shop windows or to illuminate the
front of cinemas, electric light simply drew people towards it. Together with
street lighting, it invited them to stay out on the streets longer in the evenings
than was strictly necessary.2® Gaslight on the streets had certainly had this
effect too, but the much more radiant electric light enhanced the attraction of
a shopping street or an entertainment district. It induced a feeling of safety
and tempted people to stroll about.

The potential audience of the Cinema Parisien was large and extremely
heterogeneous. Rotterdam’s population, which had been growing explosive-
ly at the rate of 50,000 new souls per decade since the 1870s, increased at
twice that rate between 1900 and 1920. In the period 1900-10, the population
of Rotterdam rose from 319, 0oo to 427,000. Between 1910 and 1920, it rose
again from 427,000 to 511,000.*7 There was a massive migration from the
country to the city. Emigrants — people who were actually on their way to the
United States — also settled in the city. Among the latter was the future cine-
ma owner Abraham Tuschinski, who set up a boarding house for emigrants,
a lucrative source of income at the time. The stream of immigrants benefited
the city as well as the shipping companies. The shipping lines and the emi-
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grants gave Rotterdam a strong American orientation. Van Gelder states that
in 1906, around 48,000 East-European Jews were living in Rotterdam en route
to the United States.?® The Rotterdamsch Nieuwsblad of 1909 was full of ad-
vertisements for travel to America. On the day that Desmet opened his cine-
ma, a full-page ad appeared in that newspaper announcing the opening, in
Hoogstraat, of a Rotterdam branch of the “American Shop’, a building that
stood a good five stories high.?9 The film shows at the Circus Variété were
called “American Bioscope” and those at Tivoli ‘Royal American Bioscope’.

Desmet’s audiences also came from out of town. Local travel connections
had improved appreciably, along with long-distance travel. An extensive
tram network made it easier to travel into the big city from the surrounding
region. In addition, there were now regular rail and boat services to Rot-
terdam from West Brabant and the islands of South Holland and Zeeland.
Livestock farmers from South Holland, Zeeland and Brabant brought their
animals to Rotterdam, which boasted the largest cattle markets and slaugh-
terhouses for miles around. Despite their proverbial stinginess, the Zeeland
farmers often immediately spent part of their proceeds in the city, which
thereby acquired its share in the profits from their presence.

The location of the Parisien could not have been better chosen. It was in
the centre of Rotterdam in a prosperous district where the middle classes set
the tone. Hoogstraat (Fig. 16) was the shopping street, where you could find
all the large fashion and department stores. Around the corner from Hoog-
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Fig. 16. Hoogstraat, Rotterdam, c.1910
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straat was Korte (short) Hoogstraat where Desmet opened his Parisien. There
were fashion shops such as gentlemen’s outfitters here, along with tobac-
conists, a wine merchant, a furniture shop, a shoe shop, a baker, a patisserie
and a hairdresser. The catering industry was represented by cafés or ‘coffee
houses’: the Restaurant Du Passage, the café-restaurant South Holland Hotel
and Pschorr, a popular and elegant café-restaurant in those days. Round
the corner from the Restaurant Du Passage was the Passage itself. A typical
feature of the modern city, this attractive covered shopping arcade connected
Korte Hoogstraat with Coolsingel. One of the attractions there was the
Panopticum. The entertainment life of Rotterdam was concentrated largely
on and around the fashionable boulevard of Coolsingel. Samuel Soesman’s
Casino-Variété (1898) and the Tivoli Complex (1890) were there, along with
other places of amusement. In 1911, De Ruijffelaere would open his Palace
Bioscope Theater on Coolsingel, followed in 1913 by Desmet’s second Rotter-
dam cinema, the Cinéma Royal Elite Bioscope.

Korte Hoogstraat was not just a street of fashionable shops and entertain-
ment. It lay between Schiedamsedijk and Rode Zand, streets that did not
enjoy the best of reputations.’® Desmet’s audiences were therefore probably
very mixed. The nearby Zandstraat quarter was one of the city’s less salubri-
ous areas and was demolished during the First World War to make way for
the new city hall designed by the architect H. Evers. From 1908, Desmet’s sis-
ter Rosine ran a café or pub on Zandstraat, to which she added a dance hall
the following year, just one door further down the street.>

The Cinema Parisien and the Rotterdam cinema boom

Desmet’s Cinema Parisien was not a genuinely new cinema. In 1908, number
28 Korte Hoogstraat was the address of S. Metskes, a hotel and café propri-
etor.32 He rented the building from the Van der Schalk brothers, who were
brewers and distillers from Schiedam.33 Although he did not have a licence
from the Rotterdam city authorities, Metskes had begun to show films on the
premises at the end of November 1908.34 It is unclear whether it was he who
converted the building into a cinema. What is clear, however, is that Metskes
soon gave up, as the landlords were already looking for another tenant
around the turn of the year. The Mullens brothers were the first prospective
tenants, and had this plan gone ahead, it would have been their first perma-
nent cinema. But it quickly became known that the new tenant was to be Jean
Desmet. Desmet took a lease on the whole building, not just the ground floor.
He also took on the existing furnishings, together with the items listed in the
inventory of the cinema. Unlike Metskes, Desmet did procure a licence for
cinematographic performances.
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Considering the luxurious appointments of the travelling Imperial Bio, it
seems probable that Desmet “dressed’ the place before opening it.35 It was not
unusual for operators who were in a hurry to launch their cinemas to defer
part of this dressing until after the opening. We do not know what the Cine-
ma Parisien looked like in 1909. However, it is possible to reconstruct the
interior on the basis of an inventory taken in 1917, although by then the ci-
nema was neglected and past its prime.3® Thanks to this detailed inventory,
we can form an impression of what a customer would have seen on entering
the Rotterdam Parisien (Fig. 17).

Arriving at the cinema, you would see film posters on wooden hoardings
next to the entrance and above the portico, which was done in the neoclassi-
cal style. The entrance was lit by three Philips arc lights and twenty-four
small lights mounted on a curved piece of wrought iron on the facade. At the
entrance, you would encounter the commissionaire who always wore a cap
and uniform, over which he wore a thick coat in the winter. “Uncle David’, as
he was known, was praised by the newspapers for his ‘pleasant and diplo-
matic manner’.37 You then bought your ticket from the box-office girl, sitting
on her Viennese chair in a box office that was heated during winter by a small
gas fire. The box-office girl had all kinds of stamps at her disposal, including
one marked ‘admission for children’. On the wall of the box office hung a
telephone. Having passed the entrance and box office, you came to the vesti-
bule, where there were two large mirrors on the wall. The doors had copper
handles and curlicued copper ornamentation. The next room was the bar
where you could buy beer and spirits supplied by Desmet’s landlord, Van
der Schalk. There was a bar-buffet unit here with mirrors and undercounter
drawers. On the walls hung the regulations applying to the retail sale of
strong drink, the drinking licence for places of public entertainment, the li-
cence of the Van der Schalk brothers (which was an extension of the latter),
the seating plan of the auditorium and two frames containing close-up por-
traits of well-known artists. The bar consisted of a double nickel drip-tray,
four beer pumps with carbonating taps and a refrigerator. There was a sink
with a small copper tap and a copper gooseneck.

On entering the auditorium, you could choose from twenty-one ordinary
five-seat rows; three luxury, six-seat rows in Viennese style; six plush-covered
four-seat rows; nine plush-covered four-seater stalls; three plush-covered,
three-seater stalls and three ordinary Viennese chairs. Excluding standing
space, the cinema was therefore capable of seating 189 customers. Besides the
usual lights and footlights, the auditorium was also equipped with emer-
gency lighting. The floor was covered with three coconut mats. The screen
was surrounded by plush-velvet curtains inside a decorated proscenium
arch. A pianist supplied live accompaniment to the films. The piano was a
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Fig. 17. Entrance of the Cinema Parisien, with staff posing for
the camera

Bechstein, presumably the one from the Imperial Bio. The pianist was able to
communicate with the projection box by means of an electric button on the
piano. By looking into a mirror — already broken by 1917 — he could see what
was happening on the screen. In its early years at least, the cinema must have
had an explicateur as well as a pianist. According to one source, R. Roodvelt,
who had been Desmet’s explicateur on the fairground in 1910, also per-
formed at the Rotterdam Parisien.3® The auditorium was heated by gas fires.
The storm doors were finished in oilcloth. The auditorium, vestibule and pro-
jection box were provided with fire extinguishers.

The remaining rooms on the first floor were not accessible to the public
and consisted of a small kitchen, the motor-housing, the small hallway of the
projection box and the projection box itself. The projectionist could press a
button to sound a bell in the auditorium, where he could be reached in the
projection box by the same means. He used an English Pathé projector for the
films and a Pathé lantern for projecting stills. The spooling reels were also
made by Pathé. At the back of the premises, on the outside, was a light box
bearing the name ‘Cinema Parisien’.

On 1 March 1909, Desmet signed a tenancy agreement with Van der
Schalk which was effective from 6 March.3 Performances began on Saturday
13 March. The main feature that evening, and for the rest of the week, was the
Italian production THE LAST DAYS OF POMPEIL4 The rest of the programme
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was made up of dramas, comedies and non-fiction movies, the majority of
them Italian-produced.+!

The name ‘Cinema Parisien” was not original, having been used previous-
ly by travelling showmen who sometimes feminised the word ‘cinéma’ with
the adjective “parisienne’. It is evident from this and other cinema names
that, in addition to the current fixation with the United States, there was also
a strong orientation towards France. Not only did many films and much pro-
jection equipment come from Paris, but the mere word ‘Paris’ was a syn-
onym for artistic refinement and quality, since at the beginning of the last
century Paris was universally considered to be the very centre of European
culture. Besides this, of course, ‘Paris’ also signified ‘daring’ and ‘risqué’.
The French may have started the trend by using the name ‘Cinéma Parisien’
themselves: ‘Cinématographe Parisien” was the name of the cinema that had
first opened its doors in January 1905 in the working-class district of
Belleville, making it one of the very first cinemas in Paris.4* Desmet would
also use the name Cinema Parisien again for his first cinema in Amsterdam.
His brother Mathijs opened a Cinema Parisien in Eindhoven in 1917, and in
1939 Desmet’s nephew Theo used it once more for a new cinema in Uden.43
Nevertheless, it was not an exclusive Desmet trademark. Utrecht too had a
Cinema Parisien, but it had nothing to do with the Desmet family.4+ More-
over, the Cinema Parisien in Rotterdam had already sported that name
under its previous owner.

In March 1909, Desmet’s competitors in the world of movie theatres were still
few in number. His biggest rival at the time seems to have been Goeman at
the Tivoli Winter Gardens, an impression that a glance at the frequency of his
press advertising tends to confirm. But the Tivoli showed only Pathé films,
whereas Desmet introduced variety into his programmes, especially with his
inclusion of Italian films.#> Goeman repeatedly prolonged his programmes,
whereas Desmet’s ads suggest that he offered new films every week. But
there was also clearly something of a stumbling-block at the Tivoli. The inte-
gration of film shows into an entertainment complex aimed at the middle
and upper classes on one of the most exclusive boulevards in Rotterdam did
not prove to be a recipe for universal appeal.

But there were other reasons why Desmet was able to attract broader and
bigger audiences than the Tivoli. Unlike Goeman’s, Desmet’s performances
were continuous. During the matinees (between 2 p.m. and 5 p.m.) or the
evening performances (from 7 p.m. until midnight), anyone could enter his
shows at any time they pleased, and view the whole programme - or “series’,
as Desmet called his film compilations in the press ads.#® Desmet put on daily
matinees, in contrast to Goeman who ran them only on Saturdays, Sundays
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and Wednesdays. There were three types of seating for evening shows at the
Parisien, priced at 40, 25 and 15 cents, respectively. Daytime prices were
lower, with rear and front stalls costing 25 and 15 cents. Children were admit-
ted for 10 cents. The busiest day was normally Sunday. To satisfy as many
customers as possible, Sunday shows ran without a break between 2 p.m.
and midnight.

Admission prices at the Parisien were a little lower than they had been at
Desmet’s travelling cinema. They were certainly lower than at the perform-
ances he gave in hired halls, but even compared to the fairground shows the
Parisien was cheaper. Under Desmet’s predecessor Metskes, there were just
front and rear stalls at the Parisien, priced at 30 and 50 cents.#”7 Desmet was
therefore cheaper than Metskes. Lower admission prices were one of the
main weapons in the competition between the earliest fixed cinema venues
and the travelling cinemas, but also between the early permanent cinemas
themselves.

With the opening of the Cinema Parisien, Desmet fired the starting shot
for the opening of new cinemas in Rotterdam. It was a development that
gained rapid momentum in the year that followed. The press spoke of “cine-
ma fever’ or the ‘cinema epidemic’. A week after the inauguration of the
Parisien, J. F. Strengholt opened the Apollo Bioscope in the former Salon des
Variétés. Strengholt later became a regular customer of Desmet’s distribution
business. The following year, he and his associate H. Mohren started the Hol-
landia Bioscope. P. Verhaar supplied them with competition from the
Olympia Bioscope.#

Cinema fever peaked in Rotterdam in 1911 with the opening of seven
new cinemas: Bioscope Americain (Strengholt and Mohren’s third cinema),
De Ruijffelaere’s Palace Bioscope Theater, the Flora Theater, the Scala, the
Edison, the Kosmorama, and finally Abraham Tuschinski’s Thalia Theater.

Most Rotterdam cinemas were clustered on or around Hoogstraat, with
just one cinema in the district by the station.4 This was the trend internation-
ally. Film culture unfolded within a new kind of geography, a geography of
dynamic urban spaces, such as shopping streets and areas close to railway
stations. They expressed the accelerated development through which large
cities were passing at the turn of the century. In her analysis of the develop-
ment of film culture in Naples, Giuliana Bruno describes the mushrooming of
cinemas around the station and in the central shopping arcade: in areas, that
is, with a pronounced middle-class character. Russell Merritt sketches an ex-
actly parallel development in Boston, Mass.>° In Rotterdam, as in Naples and
Boston, cinemas shot up in places where people and commodities gathered
and circulated. By day the shop windows attracted the spectator’s gaze; by
night the cafés, restaurants, theatres and cinemas took over. Desmet’s choice
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of Korte Hoogstraat as the place for a cinema was thus symptomatic of devel-
opments that were both local and global.

When he was not touring with the travelling cinema and spending the
night in his luxury caravan, Desmet probably lived above the Parisien for a
period in 1909/ 10. He continued to be an officially registered resident of Den
Bosch until 1911. This was convenient as taxes there were lower. In Den
Bosch, he rented a warehouse from a nunnery in which he stored his street
organs and other objects. In 1911, he registered as a resident of Eindhoven.5!
By then he had been living above his second cinema in Amsterdam for quite
some time. After the opening of this cinema in March 1910, all mail, except
for his tax bills, was sent to that address. He did not actually register as a
resident of Amsterdam until 12 May 1918.52

2. Desmet Goes to Amsterdam

Amsterdam in 1910

Desmet was not satisfied with just the one permanent cinema. As soon as the
Rotterdam Parisien was up and running, he began to think of another cine-
ma, this time in Amsterdam. Desmet was just as much a pioneer in Amster-
dam as in Rotterdam. Abraham Tuschinki, on the other hand, missed the be-
ginning of the cinema boom, but joined the action just as it was peaking in
Rotterdam. With his de luxe movie theatres and cinema chains in Rotterdam
and Amsterdam, he would gradually outstrip Desmet.

At the end of 1909, when Desmet was planning to open there, the city of
Amsterdam had hardly even begun to acquire permanent cinemas. The
American Andrew Rawson Jennings had opened the Bijou Biograph Theater
on Damstraat in 1906, although the term ‘permanent cinema’ is somewhat
flattering. The little auditorium was only fifteen metres long and 4 metres
wide. The projector stood in the auditorium, and until 1915 there was no
piano accompaniment to the films.>3 According to Maurits Dekker — whose
memoirs must be dated after 1915, since he mentions a piano in the Bijou -
the place was ‘the ground floor shop of a house, with blacked-out windows, a
couple of dozen chairs and a rattling projector that you could hear as you en-
tered a little porchway, separated from the auditorium by a simple curtain.
There was a piano for illustrative music and an explicateur who added dia-
logue and explained the action.’54 Jennings’s initiative looks like an example
of the American ‘nickelodeon’, the small, cheap movie house that closely re-
sembled the German ‘cinema shops’.
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The cinema established on Reguliersbreestraat by Franz Anton Noggerath in
1907 was more impressive. It was simply called the Bioscope-Theater, and
later the ‘Noggerath’. Noggerath had arranged the cinema like a small dra-
matic theatre. Its 700 seats were unequalled for years. However, since Am-
sterdam remained unaffected by cinema fever before 1910, Noggerath badly
needed to retain both the word “theatre’in the name and the theatre-like char-
acter of the cinema as a space if he was to attract customers. His evening film
programmes were not complete film shows, but curtain-raisers for conven-
tional theatrical performances: popular farces or one-acters, featuring stars
like Louis Bouwmeester. ‘Only a few living pictures recall the original idea of
this building’, noted the Algemeen Handelsblad at the beginning of 1910.5
From 1907, films were also shown in places like the Grand Théatre and the
Paleis voor Volksvlijt, though only during the summer when the dramatic
theatres were in recess. Finally, films were still being shown as fillers or clos-
ing numbers at the variety shows at the Flora and Carré theatres.

At first sight, it seems strange that in 1910 Desmet would want to open a per-
manent cinema in a city that did not appear to require one at that time. But
there were signs that the time was ripe for a permanent cinema in Amster-
dam. An important impulse was coming from the shows given in Amster-
dam by the Mullens brothers, alias Alberts Fréres. By this time, the brothers
were the most prominent travelling cinema operators in the Netherlands, but
in 1909 they were also involved in large-scale initiatives on the permanent
cinema scene. Having wandered the length and breadth of the Netherlands
and Belgium and taken top position in every other Dutch city, they turned to
storm the last bastion: Amsterdam. From July 1909, the Mullens showed films
throughout the summer at the Grand Théatre on Amstelstraat, drawing large
audiences according to the press.5® In an article on their screening of the pop-
ular film L’AssoMMOIR, the Handelsblad commented: ‘the remarkable thing is
that the action is not taking place amid stage props, but in Paris, on the street,
in an inn or on top of scaffolding. The temperance movement is having a field
day with this film. Catchy leaflets, warning against the perils of drink, are
being distributed with reckless profligacy.’s” In contrast to Pathé’s summer
performances in Amsterdam in 1907 and 1908, the brothers stayed on in Am-
sterdam after the summer of 1909, transferring their operation to the Paleis
voor Volksvlijt where they continued their programmes until the end of
November. In December, they gave screenings at the Odeon Theater.5

As we have seen, besides the Mullens’s performances there was a second
major development in progress outside Amsterdam in other Dutch cities,
with Rotterdam leading the way. There, several cinemas had already sprung
into being between 1907 and 1909. Outside the Netherlands, permanent cine-
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ma had spread like an oil slick, even if this had not led to a comparable satu-
ration of the Netherlands. Amsterdam was extremely late on the scene by the
time it finally acquired a new cinema. Many years had passed since the open-
ings of the Bijou and Noggerath’s Bioscope-Theater in 1906 and 1907. And
again, as far as its cinematic offerings were concerned, the Bioscope-Theater
of 1910 could no longer even be called a genuine cinema. Unlike the Bioscope
Theater and the Bijou, Desmet's Amsterdam Parisien stimulated a wave of
new motion-picture theatre openings in the capital.

The existence of an already huge choice of entertainment did not make
things easy for a newcomer like Desmet. On the other hand, Amsterdam con-
tained large numbers of people looking for cheaper and more evanescent
forms of amusement than theatre or variety theatre. With its low admission
prices and continuous programmes, cinema was an attractive option.

Amsterdam was already the most densely populated city in the Netherlands
when Desmet arrived in 1910. One-tenth of the Dutch population lived there.
This population had expanded enormously since the 1870s, particularly just
before the turn of the century. With around 574,000 inhabitants, Amsterdam
was about the same size as Copenhagen, Dresden, Rome, Milan and Barce-
lona. Berlin, on the other hand, had four times, Paris five times and London
thirteen times as many inhabitants as Amsterdam.>

The infrastructure of Amsterdam matched that of Rotterdam for quality.
Its rail links provided good connections with the rest of the country, as well
as with Germany and Belgium. The tramway network provided transport to
and from the suburbs and surrounding villages and the city centre. Like Rot-
terdam, Amsterdam in 1910 was in the full flush of economic growth. The
Dutch ‘Belle Epoque” was the fruit of this boom. Prices remained relatively
stable, and the guilder was strong.®

However, not everyone enjoyed the same prosperity. For large numbers
of Amsterdamers, even the cinema, with its low admission prices, was still an
expensive form of entertainment. Officially, unemployment was almost nil,
but dissatisfaction with low pay and poor working conditions led to frequent
strikes in the Netherlands around 1910 and again in 1913.%* Moreover, the
enormous population growth had created a housing shortage, particularly in
Amsterdam. While there had been a lot of building between 1870 and 1900, it
had not been enough to keep pace with the influx of newcomers, and the
houses that were built were probably out of reach for the destitutes entering
the city from the countryside. The quality of the building was poor, and the
houses were packed so tightly against each other that very little sunlight ever
got into them.®2 There was no immediate solution to this housing crisis. The
legally regulated social care for which the Netherlands would later be inter-
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Fig. 18. Nieuwendijk, Amsterdam,
¢.1900.

nationally renowned was still in its infancy in 1910. The large-scale improve-
ment of housing would only become a reality in the 1920s.%

The centre of Amsterdam in Desmet’s time can be represented as a curved
axis which begins at the Central Station (1882-1898), behind which lay the
port and the waters of the IJ, and runs down Nieuwendijk, Kalverstraat, Reg-
uliersbreestraat and Amstelstraat as far as the River Amstel. The axis passes
through three squares: Dam Square, Muntplein and Rembrandt Square.
Nieuwendijk (Fig. 18) lies between the Central Station and Dam Square,
and it is here that Desmet decided to open the Cinema Parisien in 1910, with
other operators later following in his footsteps. At the turn of the century,
Nieuwendijk was an ordinary shopping street; by no means chic, but certain-
ly a cut above the surrounding neighbourhood.® G. van Hulzen described
Nieuwendijk as a ‘more respectable’ street than Haarlemmerdijk: ‘No one
from the Jordaan® creates too much of a ruckus here or behaves in a vulgar
and unseemly manner as he normally does in his own streets. He may feel
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Fig. 19. Kalverstraat, Amsterdam, c.1900

wonderfully liberated here, but he also knows exactly where to draw the line.
Let him just cross the sluice into Nieuwendijk, however, and he turns into a
person shackled by self-restraint, which gives him a trapped and helpless
look.”®® The neighbouring street, Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal, was dominated
by printing works and the offices of newspapers such as the Nieuws van de
Dag and the Algemeen Handelsblad. It was a convenient location since it was
close to the port and the railway station, and many delivery companies had
their headquarters in the immediate vicinity.®7

On the other side of Dam Square, towards the Munt (the old Mint), lies
Kalverstraat (Fig. 19). Desmet’s luxury cinema, the Cinema Palace, would rise
here in 1912, together with other luxury motion-picture theatres such as the
Theater Pathé and the Cinema De La Monnaie. Kalverstraat was Amster-
dam’s number one shopping street, a place of hotels, cafés, restaurants, lunch-
rooms and clubs, but also of diamond merchants, art and antique dealers, and
exclusive bookshops.®® Among the larger shops were those of Singer, Lewen-
stein, Miele, the English Bazaar and the fashion houses of Gerzon and Au Bon
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Marché.® Kalverstraat symbolised Amsterdam’s consumer culture at the be-
ginning of the last century, and was not always viewed in a positive light. For
some, the street simply meant big money, the place where rich Amsterdamers
did their shopping, or the seductions of the shop windows that turned the
heads of the poor.7° The potential audience of the Cinema Palace was more
solidly middle class than that of the Parisien, which was mainly lower middle
class. Besides their local catchments, both cinemas undoubtedly regarded
shoppers from in and out of town as target customers.

Between the Munt and Amstelstraat was the entertainment district of
the late nineteenth century, at least the official one. From Reguliersbreestraat
with Noggerath’s Bioscope Theater and the Pathé offices (1908), and later the
Salon du Pathéphone (1911), pleasure seekers came to Rembrandt Square
with its enormous cafés and Rembrandt Theater (1902).7* Having passed
through the square, they entered Amstelstraat, both sides of which were
lined with places of distraction, such as the Grand Théatre (1852), the Panop-
ticum (1882) and Noggerath’s Flora Theater, with the popular Wiener Café
right next to it. The Grand Café-Restaurant De Nieuwe Karseboom, also in
Amstelstraat, could accommodate no fewer than 1,500 customers. An all-boy
band and an all-girl band took turns playing deafening music.”? Theatre, va-
riety and dance venues were an important source of evening amusement, but
the character of Amsterdam’s evening life, and above all its nightlife, was
shaped by the cafés — from the elegant cafés of Rembrandt Square, nick-
named ‘beer island’, to the seedy dance taverns of Zeedijk. “The huge rooms
of the coffee houses are the big attractions now. The light in these places is
bright and glaring, but the fumes of hot toddies, cigar smoke and human
breath drift across it like a blue mist.”7> Problems such as unemployment and
poor housing were distracted by entertainment, but they were more often
than not simply drowned in drink. Noggerath’s Bioscope Theater on Reg-
uliersbreestraat and the film shows at the Mullens’ Grand Théatre on Amstel-
straat were later joined by the Rembrandt Theater, which was converted into
a cinema in 1918, and by Tuschinski’s picture palace on Reguliersbreestraat
which sprang up in 1921. Jean Desmet did not have a cinema in this area, but
at the end of the 1920s he took over the Flora Theater from Noggerath with
the intention of converting and expanding it into a multi-purpose amuse-
ment centre.



108 Jean Desmet and the Early Dutch Film Trade

The Cinema Parisien and Amsterdam film fever

It was in this geography of shopping and going out on the town, wealth and
poverty, local residents and casual visitors that Desmet established his base
in 1910. In November 1909, he received permission from the city to convert a
former hat shop at 69 Nieuwendijk into a cinema.”# The building was owned
by B.A.J. de Wolf, a proprietor from Antwerp, and Desmet became his tenant
from November 1909 at a monthly rent of f159. In a sense, history was re-
peating itself for, like Metskes in Rotterdam, a certain E. Hasen had already
tried in vain to turn these premises into a cinema.”> Desmet is said to have
appeared there earlier with his wheel of fortune, but I have been unable
to find anything relating to this, either in the Desmet Archive or in the city
licensing records. The idea goes back to newspaper articles that appeared
around the celebrations of the sixtieth anniversary of the Parisien.”® In De-
cember 1909 Desmet was negotiating the installation of electricity for his cin-
ema with the Schiefelbusch company. Schiefelbusch delivered the equipment
for the projectors, along with lighting, an electrically regulated ventilator,
coloured lights for the auditorium and a light box for the sign.”7 As in Rotter-
dam, Desmet had a regular supplier of alcoholic drink: the Zuid-Hollandsche
Bierbrouwerij from The Hague. Beer drinking became one of the attractions
of film-going and was clearly an important source of income for the cinema
operators. Indeed, it may reasonably be asked whether the business of the
early cinemas was the sale of tickets or the sale of drink.

The architect Jos Hegener designed the cinema. Paul Broers has recon-
structed the appearance of the interior and exterior of the Cinema Parisien as
they were in 1910 (Fig. 20).7® Hegener rebuilt the 1881 facade in the neoclassi-
cal style. Double doors opened into the foyer. The front facade was painted in
light ochre and a bluish green, with gold paint on the timpanum above the
doors and on the corbels. These were bright colours that recalled the travel-
ling cinema. Mounted on the left-hand wall inside the foyer was an enor-
mous tableau composed of tiles and measuring 13 metres by 4 metres, in the
middle of which was a bird’s-eye view of the Zuid-Hollandsche Bierbrouw-
erij.

To the right of the hallways were four small booths selling beer and
confectionery, and a box office. Double revolving doors led to a rear hall or
vestibule containing luxuriously appointed toilets, finished like the booths
with elegant cornices and lavishly decorated tiles. On the right-hand side of
the rear hall was the entrance to the auditorium, which was an almost per-
fect square. Its walls were stuccoed panels, painted in ochre and dark brown,
and above them was a sheet of stretched ochre-coloured cloth and gilded
double pilasters made of papier maché. They were crowned by a frieze, an



Gold Rush 109

Fig. 20. Cinema Parisien, Amsterdam, handcart with advertising posters at
the entrance to the cinema

echinus and coving. The projection room was positioned on the roof of the
rear hall.

According to Broers, there was no seating at the Parisien in the early
years. However, the Desmet Archive contains several letters and bills from
the end of 1909 and the beginning of 1910 relating to the delivery of chairs
and bench seating. Also in the archive is a plan of the cinema in 1913, in
which seating is clearly included.” This plan also shows that there was, by
that time, no longer a wall separating the rear hall from the auditorium, so
the seating continued backwards into the former rear hall. The bar was
placed to one side of the auditorium itself. The Bioscoop-Courant duly com-
mented on this in 1915: ‘The little place is one of the cosiest in Amsterdam,
where you can get yourself a nice glass of beer even while you're watching
the pictures.”® Directly below the screen was the exit onto Hasselaarsteeg.
This detail has given rise to the story that at very busy times the audience
was packed together and pushed forwards, until it eventually left the cinema
by the exit below the screen: the so-called ‘mincer system’. I have found no
confirmation of this anecdote in the contemporary sources. Like the stories of
the hat factory and the wheel of fortune’s previous appearance in the build-
ing of the Parisien, it first appeared in the newspaper articles surrounding the
Parisien’s sixtieth anniversary.5*
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The Cinema Parisien was opened to the public on 26 March. On Saturday 26
March 1910, the Handelsblad announced that ‘today Saturday at 7 o’clock’ the
director of the Cinema Parisien ‘will formally open his bioscope theatre.8
Desmet probably held an opening for specially invited guests on Good Fri-
day, the day before, of which there is no mention in the press, and then
opened to the general public a day later. This was fairly normal practice at
the opening of cinemas, and it was repeated at the inauguration of Desmet’s
later cinemas, the Cinema Palace in Amsterdam and the Cinema Royal in
Rotterdam. By way of appealing to female audiences, he promised to present
a ‘souvenir’ to every lady who attended the opening. This type of publicity
stunt became an established custom. When the Witte Bioscoop opened in
Amsterdam in 1911, the first 5,000 female customers were presented with
boxes of chocolates.®3 In the same advertisement in the Handelsblad of 26
March, Desmet announced that, as in Rotterdam, programmes would be
screened continuously from two in the afternoon on weekdays and from
midday on Sundays and public holidays. In his first ads for the Parisien,
Desmet only guaranteed new programmes every week. He did not yet list
their contents.

Desmet used all available means of publicity to spread the news of his
cinema and its programmes. He concluded an agreement to place ads for a
year in the Courant, the Nieuws van de Dag, the Amstelbode, the Noordhollandse
Courant and the Nieuwsblad van Nederland.?+ In addition to the usual posters
next to the entrance to the cinema, there were enormous posters covering the
entire facade above it. On the roof of a house at the corner of Dam Square and
Nieuwendijk there was a large light box made by the firm of De Vries & Co
that flashed short ads for various businesses: mainly small traders and the
hotel and catering sector. Desmet booked space there to advertise the Cinema
Parisien from 21 March 1910, shortly before the opening, until well into
1911.%5 He was the first exhibitor in Amsterdam to use this medium to adver-
tise film shows. From the end of 1911, he put a light box on the Parisien itself,
displaying the text ‘Modern Bioscope Theater.” Just as he had done previous-
ly in Rotterdam, he sent barrows with posters out onto the streets. The
Desmet Archive contains a postcard showing one of these advertising bar-
rows standing in front of the entrance to (probably) the Rotterdam Parisien.
Between 1910 and 1912, Desmet had between five and six thousand flyers
printed every week. On Nieuwendijk, he placed so-called ‘boniseurs’ or
barkers to pull in the customers with their laudings, flyers and sometimes
their bare hands. The barkers of the Parisien and the neighbouring Centraal
Theater took things a little too far, however, and in 1914 the neighbourhood
resorted to a legal action that led to the imposition of a street-ban by the city
authorities:
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The doormen of these cinemas were often at loggerheads. In their enthusiasm to
pull in as many passers-by as possible, they tried to shout each other down. As
they yelled themselves hoarse they distributed leaflets that soon turned the pave-
ment into a thick carpet of paper. The end result of this littering was the addition
of article 6 to the cinema licensing conditions, which stated ‘that neither in front of
the theatre, nor anywhere else on the public thoroughfare, may leaflets be offered
to the public in pursuit of the aims and purposes of the institution concerned’.87

The protest worked, for Desmet was punished with the withdrawal of his li-
cence for two weeks, and the barkers were ordered to confine themselves
henceforth to their proper jobs of ‘doorkeepers’.

Broers assumes that the Parisien’s audience consisted of workers.® It was
in fact rather more heterogeneous than this, comprising small tradesmen and
their employees, office workers, sailors, dockers and day trippers. It is quite
possible that the growing number of cinemas, and particularly the opening of
luxury cinemas on and around Kalverstraat from 1911, produced a shift in
the social composition of the Parisien’s audience. The part of the audience
that wanted — and could afford — a change might well have begun to find the
Kalverstraat cinemas more interesting after this time.

Jean Desmet was Noggerath's first new competitor. He did not have to share
Amsterdam with anyone else immediately. After the opening of the Cinema
Parisien on N