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The first full-leght animation movie in the history of cinema
The Adventures of Prince Achmed is a title that may not say much to most people. Some might
remember that Prince Achmed is one of the many characters that populate “The Arabian Nights”,
but few know that he is featured in a film where he is not just a character among many but the
protagonist: Die Abenteuer des Prinzen Achmed is not only the first animation movie but also and
above all one of the most extraordinary examples of its genre; with its 300.000 frames it took
more than three long years for this Lotte Reiniger’s creation to be assembled.
In this work of art, music is an integral and consubstantial part, one of the most beautiful and
truest examples of “silent movie sound track”.
The result is a small theatre of paper marionettes, the complex movements and metamorphoses
of which conjure up a symbolic and mysterious Orient.
This film today has been recognized as a very important turning point in the history of cinema.

“Concerto for solo silhouette”
In 1923 the German artist Lotte
Reiniger (Berlin, 1899–1981) was
granted consistent funds for the
realization of a full-length silhouette
movie. The backer of this venture was a
young Berlin banker, Luis Hagen, who
had seen and been impressed by her
earlier works. When, in 1923, inflation
struck the German mark, Hagen
converted some of his money into film
stocks, which he then offered to
Reiniger for a feature film of her choice,
organizing for her a studio on top of the
garage of his Potsdam home.
Reiniger described the studio and the equipment the team used to make The Adventures of
Prince Achmed:
“The studio was very low, being an attic under the roof, so the shooting field with its
glass plate had to be very near the floor in order to get the camera up high enough in a
suitable distance, with just enough space to place the lamps underneath. I had to kneel
on the seat of an old dismantled motorcar to execute my manipulation. I liked this very
much; it was a much more comfortable position for me than sitting on a swivel chair as I
had to do later on. The whole contraption looked like a four- poster bed, the camera
being supported by sturdy wooden beams, on which we could fix and take off to our
heart’s content every construction we might need for our special effects.”

The artists set up their studio in the garage attic overlooking a vegetable garden, a small space
without enough room to stand up straight and work at the same time.
Their multi-plane animation table design revolutionized two- dimensional animation.
And so, between 1923 and 1926, with the help of her husband Carl Kock, of Walter Tuerck,
Alexander Kardan and Walter Ruttmann (for the settings), Lotte Reiniger accomplished what is
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considered her masterpiece: The Adventures of Prince Achmed, a silent, black-and-white
animation movie recreating the atmosphere of Arabian Nights.
The film, which cost her authoress as many as three years of hard work, tells, in an altogether new
way, the vicissitudes of the protagonist against witches and sorcerers, in the quest for his fair
princess.
This is a very unusual type of animation, compared to what we are used to, for it is not made of
illustrated images seen in rapid succession but employs a particular technique invented by Lotte
Reiniger who, inspired by shadow play, used card silhouettes, instead of drawings.
The Japanese already had a history of using shadow play for entertainment in the form of shadow
puppet theatres. With Reiniger’s films having traveled to Japan, it is hard to deny her influence on
the Japanese silhouette animation films such as Toshio Suzuki’s Yonjunin no Tozoku (Forty
Burglars, 1928).

The Making of “The Adventures of Prince Achmed”
Lotte Reiniger’s work is almost all based on fairy tales, legends, and fables. It has dreamlike and
fantastical properties that allow the viewers imagination to run wild, while still being able to
enchant an audience and tell a captivating story. The use of special effects could have been used
to make a live action film like The Adventures of Prince Achmed during this time period, but it
would not have been as believable or as magical as the silhouettes made by the woman with
‘magical hands’. The silhouette allows the imagination to fill in the details while keeping the
viewer on track with a linear story. Because animation takes so much time to make and requires
so many different specialties, it is a very collaborative art. Reiniger designed, cut, constructed, and
animated the backgrounds and silhouetted figures that inhabit Prince Achmed’s world. Reiniger’s
husband, Carl Koch, is credited with being production manager and technical director; he kept
track of the timing of the frames and running the technicalities of the camera and animation table
setup. Berthold Bartosch experimentally designed and animated the layers of stars in the sky and
the ocean wave sequences, setting the standard for all animated wave sequences to come.
Walther Ruttmann experimented with manipulating soap, sand, and paint on glass to create
techniques resulting in the magical creation and transformation scenes of the film. Two assistants
also helped but are rarely mentioned in the making of this film. The first, Alexander Kardan,
operated the single- frame mechanism on the camera and recorded the number of frames taken
to keep track of timing in accordance to the musical score. He kept track of the exposure sheets
and participated in making the storyboard. The second, Walter Turck, helped Ruttmann with
special effects on the second level of glass plate of the light table. Wolfgang Zeller wrote the
original musical composition, which an orchestra played live and in-sync with the film. As stated
earlier, Louis Hagan funded the project.
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Silhouette animation
Gifted since childhood with the innborn skill of using
scissors to cut in record time any form out of paper,
Lotte Reiniger was a pioneer of silhouette animation
and its finest practitioner.
Silhouette animation is rooted in Chinese shadow
play, brought to Europe by French missionaries in
1767 and there nationalistically re-baptized ombres
françaises. Truly French is, instead, the art of
silhouettes, which are portraits in profile cut from
lightweight black cardboard.
Silhouette animation has come as a natural evolution
of that art at the advent of cinema.
In Lotte Reiniger’s films, and especially in Die
Abenteuer des Prinzen Achmed, complex paper cutouts come to life through spectacular mise-en-scène.
Due to her creativity and expertise, animation film became a recognized art form in Germany
already in the 1920s. In her Prinz Achmed animation, she turns an ancient tale into a fragile,
moving art.
The Trick-table which Lotte Reiniger invented and developed in 1923 was a multiplane camera
that enabled her and her team to create unprecedented three-dimensionality in animation.
The Adventures of Prince Achmed is indeed the first film in which the multi- plane animation table
(also called the multi-plane camera) was used successfully. The camera would be placed above
the animation table shooting downward, with a manual shutter to control the frame rate. The
pictures on the film were taken with a specially designed motor connected to the shutter release,
which was triggered by a lever to take one frame at a time. Reiniger controlled the speed of the
moving figures with the fractional space that they were moved between shooting each frame. The
length of the scene had been carefully planned to match the length of the music that
accompanied it, thus timing and keeping track of the
frames was essential.
The entire frame was backlit from beneath the light table
so that the puppets and background appeared as black
silhouettes. There were several sheets of glass that
served as a surface to separate the layers of backgrounds
and the action on the top layer of glass. (Oskar Fischinger
claims that he designed the first multi- plane animation
table, but that the idea was stolen by Walther Ruttmann
and used on this film without his permission). All major
studios would eventually use this invention, especially for
cel animation. The layers of glass were used to create the
illusion of depth. Some layers of film negatives were then
combined after the animation was finished and the two
films were developed as one. Reiniger writes that she had
a lot of anxiety while working on one of two negatives
that were later composited. Trying to set the timing
between two different artists in order for the pictures to
fit together was quite a venture.
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The result – which can now be admired in the restored version of the movie – offers an elegantly
expressionist world where the taste for the exotic combines with the wonder of childrens’ shows
producing a new realm, which has no precedents either in technique or imagination.
The film’s very complex mise-en-scène (some scene were shot at a single frame per second!) gave
its fruits, at a time when audio-visual research was at its apex and the Jugendstil style, quite
distinguishable in this work, had already made way for the more mature film expressionism.
Editing, virtually inexistent with the exception of some fixed breaks, is compensated by the
brilliant creativity of Reiniger, who, to obtain some special effects, used materials that one would
imagine to have little or nothing to do with her technique, such as wax and sand, but which gave
unique visual effects, otherwise impossible to achieve.
In this film one can, indeed, also enjoy some abstract effects obtained with the Fischinger
machine, an apparatus devised always by Oskar Fischinger. It is a "Wax Slicing Machine", which
synchronized a rotating circular blade with a movie camera's shutter; every time the blade
rotated, it sliced off a thin cross-section through a length of molded wax of different colours,
creating unique abstract animation effects.
Colour film was not available at the time, so, The Adventure of Prince Achmed was filmed in black
and white. To show the emotions of characters and suggest the passing of time, from day to night,
the nitrate film was successively hand painted: single colours (amber, blue, green, yellow and
straw) were applied to the backgrounds, and the black silhouettes stood out against them in a
suggestive, original contrast.
This work – which would remain the only feature film among the 55 made by Reiniger over the
years – can truly be defined cultured animation, for it originates from various traditions of figure
making and from the imagination of its creatress, who, incidentally, was rather against Dysney’s
animation.
Reiniger, in particular, accused Walt Dysney of neglecting hands, which in his characters only had
four fingers. This is no trifle matter, because Reiniger, on the contrary, heavily relied on hands for
the expressivity of her characters. And it’s no surprise: already Leonardo da Vinci, a master of
naturalism and the first real great painter to give his portraits a tangible soul, painted hands with
all possible care, considering them of primary importance towards naturalness and human
expression.
But the matter between Disney and Reiniger cannot be circumscribed to such secondary aspects:
it is quite complex and controversial and deserves to be dealt with in a separate chapter.
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Synopsis
The story is based on the elements taken from the collection 1001 Arabian Nights, specifically
The Story of Prince Ahmed and the Fairy Paribanou featured in Andrew Lang's The Blue Fairy
Book. The movie is divided into five acts, each with a title. There are three settings: the city of the
Caliph, the magic islands of Waq Waq, and China.
An African sorcerer conjures up a flying horse, which he shows to the Caliph. When the sorcerer
refuses to sell it for any amount of gold, the Caliph offers any treasure he has. The sorcerer
chooses Dinarsade, the Caliph's daughter, to her great distress. Prince Achmed, Dinarsade's
brother, objects, but the sorcerer persuades him to try out the horse. It carries the prince away,
higher and higher into the sky, as he does not know how to control it. The Caliph has the
sorcerer imprisoned.
When Achmed discovers how to make the horse descend, he finds himself in a strange foreign
land. He is greeted by a bevy of attractive maidens. When they begin fighting for his attention,
he flies away to a lake. There, he watches as Pari Banu, the beautiful ruler of the land of Wak
Wak, arrives with her attendants to bathe. When they spot him, they all fly away, except for Peri
Banu, for Achmed has her magical flying feather costume. She flees on foot, but he captures her.
He gains her trust when he returns her feathers. They fall in love. She warns him, however, that
the demons of Wak Wak will try to kill him.
The sorcerer frees himself from his chains. Transforming himself into a bat, he seeks out
Achmed. The prince chases the sorcerer (back in human form) and falls into a pit. While Achmed
fights a giant snake, the sorcerer takes Pari Banu to China and sells her to the Emperor. The
sorcerer returns and pins Achmed under a boulder on top of a mountain. However, the Witch
(die Hexe) of the Flaming Mountain notices him and rescues Achmed. The sorcerer is her archenemy, so she helps Achmed rescue Pari Banu from the Emperor.
Then the demons of Wak Wak find the couple and, despite Achmed's fierce resistance, carry Pari
Banu off. Achmed forces a captive demon to fly him to Wak Wak. However, the gates of Wak
Wak are locked. He then slays a monster attacking Aladdin.
Aladdin tells of how he, a poor tailor, was recruited by the sorcerer to retrieve a magic lamp
from a cave. When Aladdin returned to the cave entrance, the sorcerer demanded the lamp
before letting him out. Aladdin refused, so the sorcerer sealed him in. Aladdin accidentally
released one of the genies of the lamp and ordered it to take him home. He then courted and
married Dinarsade. One night, Dinarsade, Aladdin's magnificent palace and the lamp
disappeared. Blamed by the Caliph, Aladdin fled to avoid being executed. A storm at sea cast
him ashore at Wak Wak. When he tried to pluck fruit from a "tree", it turned into a monster and
grabbed him, but Achmed killed it.
Then the witch arrives. Since only the lamp can open the gates, she agrees to attack the sorcerer
to get it. They engage in a magical duel, each transforming into various creatures. After a while,
they resume their human forms and fling fireballs at each other. Finally, the witch slays the
sorcerer. With the lamp, they are able to enter Wak Wak, just in time to save Pari Banu from
being thrown to her death. A fierce battle erupts. A demon steals the lamp, but the witch gets it
back. She summons creatures from the lamp who defeat the demons. One hydra-like creature
seizes Pari Banu. When Achmed cuts off one of its heads, two more grow back immediately, but
the witch stops this regeneration, allowing Achmed to kill it. A flying palace then settles to the
ground. Inside, Aladdin finds Dinarsade. The two couples bid goodbye to the witch and fly home
in the palace.
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Restorations
No original copies of the German version of Achmed have come down to us, and no negative has
survived. People thought that all traces of this film had been wiped out in the 1945 Allied forces’
bombing of Berlin. However, in 1956, at the National Film and Television Archive (NFTVA) of the
British Film Institute a colored nitrate positive on Agfa film stock containing edited English
intertitles on Kodak and Pathé material from the years 1925 was fortuitously found.
At the same time as this important discovery – it was not, however, a copy that could be screened,
but only material that could be used to make new copies – also Lotte Reiniger’s original handwritten instructions concerning the colouring of the inserted lengths of white film were found.

In order to safeguard this supposedly first-generation positive (hence from the camera negative)
the NFTVA had three dupe-negatives made in 1949, 1955, and 1969. All the safeguarding material
was in black-and-white and varies partly in lengths. The black-and-white dupenegatives for
safeguarding purposes were used as the base for all later copying activities, for example for the
16mm version from the eighties.
Thus the first restoration, completed in 1970, was attempted, which used for the first time as a
base the coloured nitrate copy. During the screenings of the film at the National Film and
Television Archive in Berkhamsted, the choice to use the nitrate positive revealed itself quite
advantageous. Technically, the copy was in good condition and its perforation mostly undamaged.
The only apparent irreparable damage are light spots in the material and, owing to the earlier
customary polishing, scratches and consequently particles of dust which have penetrated the
emulsion of the film material. The colors amber, blue, green, yellow and a straw color used in the
opening title are in excellent condition.
There was, nonetheless, no color plan for the restoration on which the assessment of color in a
separate sequence could be found.
Only by use of the hand-written instructions on the nitrate copy could the coloring be made in a
manner that would correspond with an original copy.
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In addition, the censorship cards from the Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv
were used for the intertitles. The film copies available contained no
original German title, but an English translation.
Though this first restoration brought back part of the chromatic
nuances of the original, much in the backgrounds’ definition was
lost. In addition to that, images moved more quickly than they were
supposed to (18 frames/sec instead of 24 frames/sec).
The glorious original version of Prince Achmed was finally
resurrected thanks to a second and final restoration completed in
1989, made by the Berman Film Institute, British Film Institute and
Frankfurtfilmmuseum, and distributed in DVD version by Milestone
in 2001. Images were slowed down to their original speed, missing
scenes and intertitles reinserted and, what is more important, the
spectacular original colours were brought back and Wolfgang Zeller’s
specially-composed music reintegrated.
The new restored version follows, indeed, the censorship card in
regard to the titles and all 124 intertitles (the completed film war
submitted to the Censorship Board, on 15th January 1926*).
The new linking titles produced by Trickstudio Wilk in Berlin are
regarding typeface and the decoration of the background — grafted
onto the original nitrate copy. The coloring of the titles was
definitely copied from this copy.
*The censors were part of the Film Assessment Headquarters to control
indecent content. During the Weimar Republic rules were more relaxed
than ever before or ever since when it came to censorship of books and
other media. However, film was the one exception, because the medium
was so accessible to the general public, especially children.
In a scene of Act Three of the film, Pari-Banu was kidnapped yet again by
the African Magician and then forced into slavery. This leads to an
arranged marriage with the Chinese Emperor’s ‘Favorite,’ a male servant.
A deleted scene would have included a kiss between the Emperor and his
Favorite. The artists were afraid that the censorship board would not
approve this scene because of its reference to homosexuality, so it was cut
from the film. Reiniger mentions that this would have been the first kiss
between two men in the movies.

Regarding the intertitles missing from the English version –
recovered thanks to the censors’ papers – they were created from
scratch and suitably inserted (at first without colours). Thanks to the
censors’ papers, it was also possible to reconstruct the exact
disposition of the various “Acts”.
The total length of the restoration amounted to 1,770 meters. The copying work was carried out
by “L’Immagine Ritrovata” in Bologna. Following the Desmet procedure, a colored 35mm
screening copy was made from the black-and-white dupe-negative, into which the new linking
titles were edited.
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Music Versions
Wolfgang Zeller was the author of the original sound track – indeed it was thanks to Achmed that
he became one of the most sought-after German composers of film music.
Inspired by the images’ beauty, later on several other composers would write their own sound
tracks for this film: among them Freddie Phillips, for the first 1970 restoration (with music defined
“kitsch”); the English Geoff Smith (2008); Idian composer and guitarist Rahul Roy; the Slovenian
Andrej Goričar (2010); the “Caspervek Trio” Spanish band (2014); the ensemble “I Salonisti”, and
many others.
The original 1926 score had been lost, but Professor Lothar Prox (one of the key figures in the
renaissance of silent movie) came across some orchestral parts and a piano score in the archive of
New York’s Museum of Modern Art. That material later enabled the Maestro Helmut Imig to
reconstruct the score.
(The reconstruction of the music, as well as some illustrations glued over certain measures by Zeller
himself, were of great help during the film restoration, providing confirmation of the correct scene
succession)

The Original Music by Wolfgang Zeller
The renovated interest in silent cinema that occured in the 1970s was made possible first of all by
the work of film historian Professor Lothar Prox; this revival was also favoured by the reserach
done on the early 20th-century music practice of having live music played by pianists or orchestral
ensembles to provide a sound accompaniment during the screening of films.
Silent movies, one of the earliest “mass” artistic forms, needed music as a support to images. The
“sound description” of what was happening on screen helped spectators focus on the crucial,
tensest moments of the plot. It was not merely a music background which silent movies needed:
music was to act as a “subsidiary means of expression”.
In addition to a pianist, who mostly improvised, there was the “Kino-Kapellmeister” (Compilator),
which became a dominant figure in cinema halls.
The so-called ‘compilation method’ – aimed at evoking and/or underlining the feelings portrayed
in the various scenes of a film – consisted in stringing up a series of music pieces taken from the
most diversified sources (material provided by specialized publishing houses).
Berlin composer and conductor Hainz Hilpert (who succeeded Zeller in 1921 as music director of
the Volksbhüne) was of the opinion that the main purpose of a compilator was to help achieve the
optimal harmony between images and states of mind: “This, indeed, is the task of music: give a
hand to the director so that he can achieve a better expressivity, help him transcend the unfeeling
technical mechanisms in order to make the spectators identify with the events they are watching
on screen”.
Unfortunately the standards of the day in music accompaniment were not altogether up to
satisfying this need, and the results were far from optimal.
The thought occurred, therefore, that such a goal could perhaps be attained by commissioning
music suitable for each film. Many composers began to write such scores, but they did not
completely give up using themes taken from the works of famous musicians, such as Saint-Saëns,
Mascagni, Milhaud, Honegger, Hindemith and Shostakovich; themes that were considered
“emblematic” and capable of giving a silent movie special added value.
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The true revolution came when composers began to write completely original music, deliberately
written for a specific film and altogether the fruit of their own imagination.
Wolfgang Zeller had already been a pioneer of German film music during the silent movie era and
was one of the most excellent and technically skilled craftsmen of this art form for more than
three decades.
It is not an exaggeration to say that Zeller’s music for Achmed can be considered one of the most
beautiful examples of “silent movie sound track”.
The collaboration between Lotte Reiniger and
the composer was totally free from any form
of conditioning and from the day’s fashions,
and was exclusively based on mustual esteem.
Both had studied, at the beginning of the
1920s, at the Berliner Volksbühne, where in
that period Reiniger was working at the
choreographies
for
the
show
Herr
Vielgeschrei, while Zeller had been, since
1921, the theatre’s Kapellmeister, and would
compose, until 1929, as many as 80 scores for
stage music.
When Reiniger invited Zeller to write a sound
track for Achmed, all of the musician’s
previous experiences in the field of
composition flowed into the new score.
Achmed was his first film score, but he proved absolutely up to the task, undoubtedly also thanks
to his deep understanding of the film’s structure.
Zeller wrote a symphonic score, achieving wonderful orchestral nuances through very original use
of harmony and instrumentation, using the percussion sounds of the tam-tam, drums and timpani
set against the heavenly sounds of the celesta, triangle and solo violin. All was regulated by “laws”,
which could be summarized as follows: constant monitoring of the plot’s progress; perfect timing
of the dramatic events; clever use of themes and great skill in connecting them; clarity of form and
flexibility in the instrumentation; ability to create a perfect bond between music and images.
The Berlin music and theatre critic Franz Wallner-Bastè praised the score’s tone-colour originality
in his review in BZ am Mittag:
“Zeller succeeded in putting to good use the tone-colour and expressive means inherited from
Weber all the way to Strauss, transfiguring them and adding his own personal touch.”
Indeed, the music written by Zeller for Achmed is not merely descriptive: it has its own intrinsic
value. This music is developed symphonically according to a very personal taste: Zeller never
completely abandons tonality, but enhances it with dissonant passages and surprising harmonic
shifts. He also perfectly achieves that effect which we Europeans perceive as “oriental and fairytale”.
This score’s unusual virtuosity and rich instrumentation distinclty diverge from the language used
at the time in film music. Zeller’s music is also quite different from the harsh, strident style of
Edmund Meisel, the revolutionary composer who, in that same year, had contributed to the
sensational success of Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin.
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Zeller’s symphonic style – both inspired by and suited to the voice, like the late-romantic Lied –
has its intrinsic strength in the solidity of its form and in its polyphonic development, ideal for the
narrative logic of a fairy-tale film. Its ability to respond to the film’s contrasting moods without
giving up large music structures is quite remarkable: basing himself on Wagner’s leit-motiv
technique (which, however, he does not use systematically), Zeller resorts to recurring “phrases”
rather than to great thematic developments.
One, indeed, readily recognizes the ominous theme of the African sorcerer, and the lively one of
the “good” witch that dominates the scene of the mountain fire (where the xylophone plays a role
of importance). Zeller also introduces frantic themes (the battle, the escape and the persecution)
and moments of magical poetry (Princess Pari Banu at the enchanted lake; Aladdin discovering the
magical powers of the lamp; the chancy meetings of the two lovers). All these themes make us
realize to what extend has music enhanced the artistry of Lotte Reiniger.

Thanks to his perfect harmony of intents with the creatress of Achmed, Zeller, acted as a “music
director”, skilfully accompanying the fairy-tale characters, and just as expertly directing their
dramatic actions and poignant gestures; he represented themes and sounds as enveloped in a
magic aura.
Music expressly written for the cinema (of which Achmed’s is a significant example) was a new
genre altogether, which required new, specific skills, one of which is the ability to synchronize
music and images – and the consequent problem of how to mark this on the score.
The broadest spectrum of what we could call ‘visual representations of film sound’ be is found in
an important manual by Roger Manvell and John Huntley: “The Technique of Film Music” (1957).
Several scores for silent films are presented not just for their musical values, but also to
11

demonstrate the many ways in which silent film sound was engineered to guarantee specific
sound-image correspondences. A page from The Birth of a Nation (1915) score by Joseph Carl Breil
(systematically misspelled “Briel” throughout the 1920s) a page on the exact screen action and/or
intertitle text that serve as musical cues, along with a brief indication of the style of music called
for.
Another page taken under examination is from Zeller’s score for The Adventures of Prince Achmed,
where, with even more precision, a silhouette is provided at the appropriate cue point on the
musical score:

[Piano score of Prince Achmed, by Wolfgang Zeller]
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Director and musician worked side by side from the very beginning, which was unusual for a silent
movie. On one hand the composer tried on the piano his music drafts and dramaturgical ideas
while he watched the film, to see if they suited the action, on the other Reineger played the music,
engraved on a phonograph cylinder, while she animated her silhouettes, to make sure that music
and action were in perfect synch. The priority role that synch had for Zeller, as well as his
importance as a musician, are put in excellent perspective in the treatise: “Per aspera ad astra and
back again: film music in Germany from 1927 to 1945 By Reimar Volker - German musicality
meets German technology “:
In 1919 the German inventors Hans Vogt, Jo Engl and Joseph Masolle developed a technique
they called Tri-Ergon. It enabled the transfer of an acoustical signal to an optical one and then
back again to sound by way of electrical current. I The first public demonstration took place
in Berlin on 17 September 1922. While the general public reacted enthusiastically, the press
and industry were less impressed.
None of the major German film companies — including the most influential, Universal Film
AG (Ufa) — showed interest in using the technique commercially. Due to the lack of support
the Tri-Ergon company was forced to sell its patents to a company based in Switzerland. Not
until 1925, with a much improved patent, did Tri-Ergon succeed in attracting Ufa's attention.
Yet the first ever 'talking' movie produced by Ufa and Tri-Ergon — a twenty-minute
adaptation of the Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale Das Madchen mit den Schwefelheilwrn
(The Little Match Girl, 1925) — was a failure, the sound cutting out only a few minutes into
the film.
With the shadow of the world economic crisis looming, the Ufa leadership decided to refrain
from costly and risky attempts at promoting and supporting sound film, especially since the
company was doing rather well with silent films and had already acquired a good many
theatres and investments in orchestras and theatre infrastructure.
Ufa felt no need to change a system that was fully operational and financially lucrative.
Interest in sound film and the musical opportunities it offered was thus left to companies
driven less by commercial than by artistic and entrepreneurial concerns. One such company
was TOBIS, the Ton-Bild-Syndikat.
Founded in 1928 under the musical directorship of Guido Bagier, TOBIS supported
experiments in film music at the renowned contemporary music festival of Baden-Baden,
where, since 1927, composers had been presenting film music composed to avant-garde films.
At Baden-Baden film music was being discussed as a genre and medium in its own right for
the first time. Composers explored the concept of 'contemporary music' for a 'contemporary
medium', and strongly rejected the nineteenth-century illustrative music then used to
accompany silent films.
The concept of diegetic and non-diegetic music was discussed, as too were ideas of
dramatization such as visual counterpoint. The 1928 Baden-Baden festival featured two
animated films with sound by Ernst Toch and Walter Gronostay, the latter a pupil of Arnold
Schoenberg's class at the Berlin Academy. Paul Hindemith also made an appearance,
presenting a piece of film music entitled Rebellion der Gegenstande performed by mechanical
piano. One of the other composers present who was to venture permanently into the new art
form was Wolfgang Zeller.
For the 1928 Baden-Baden festival Zeller set the music to a work by Lotte Reiniger, a stage
designer at the Volksbühne who also experimented with animated film. Reiniger's Abenteuer
des Prinzen Achmed (The Adventures of Prince Achmed, 1923-26), with its original silhouette
style of animation, was a phenomenal success at Baden-Baden. Zeller was the only composer
at the festival not to make use of any of the many synchronizing devices being tested at the
time. Instead he used a stopwatch as he conducted the nine-piece ensemble that played his
compositions.
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A contemporary critic declared that year's festival to be at the cutting edge of film music in its
exploration of new musical possibilities. The following year Walter Gronostay presented
music set to a film by Hans Richter Alles dreht sick, Wes bewegt sick (Everything Turns,
Everything Revolves), while Paul Dessau and Darius Milhaud also premiered film-related
works.
For the TOBIS company its interest and support of film music paid off: Wolfgang Zeller
attracted the interest of director Walter Ruttmann, who had recently been the focus of
attention following the release of his Symphony einer Grojestadt (Symphony of a City, 1928).
Ruttmann hired Zeller to set the music to the documentary Melodie der Welt (Melody of the
World). The film was premiered on 13 March 1929 as the first ever German sound film.

Wolfgang Zeller
Born in 1893 Biesenrode (Germany), Zeller was the son of a vicar. As a child,
he studied violin and showed an aptitude for composition. After graduating
from high school in Potsdam, Zeller continued studies with violinist Felix
Berger in Munich, and with composer Jean Paul Ertel, in Berlin.
Zeller fought in the First World War. After being discharged from duty due to
an injury, he made a living as a violinist with the Deutsches Opernhaus.
Between 1921 and 1929 he was violinist and in-house composer for the Berlin
Volksbühne orchestra, in addition to being active also as a conductor. He wrote the music for several
silent movies, the most important being The Adventures of Prince Achmed, which launched his
career; it was followed by La Mélodie du monde by Walter Ruttmann (1929), the first full-length
German sound film.
In addition to a lot of stage music, he composed music for sound films such Vampyr (C. Dreyer, 1932),
L'Atlantide (G. W. Pabst, id.), Der alte und der junge König (The Two Kings) (H. Steinhoff, 1935), Les
Gens du voyage (J. Feyder, 1938), Der Bekämpfer des Todes (Hans Steinhoff, 1939), and Morituri
(Eugen York, 1948).
During the Third Reich, Zeller wrote music for propaganda films such as Jud Süß (1940) directed
by Veit Harlan. After the war, Zeller continued to work as a film composer and wrote music for antifascist films like Marriage in the Shadows (1947). Zeller's last score was for the
documentary Serengeti Shall Not Die (1959) by Bernhard Grzimek. He died in Berlin in 1967.
The biography of Zeller is very complex and full of contradictions. It cannot be denied that he wrote a
few scores for some propaganda movies during the Third Reich - but he was probably (indeed very
likely) forced by Göbbels. Actually he himself was not a member of the Nazi party. His brother-in-law
even was a Jew whom he helped to flee to Switzerland in 1934.
It is an additional strange fact that even during the 30s when the Nazis were already in power here in
Germany Zeller composed Hebraic songs for the Jewish community in Berlin and apparently he also
helped to hide some Jews during that time.
After the war he was one of the first artists within the German film business who was denazified in
1946 and immediately afterwards he wrote the music for a few important antifascist DEFA movies
like Ehe im Schatten and Morituri in 1947/1948. In 1958 he also became a member of the
International Christian Peace Conference. So one can understand how complex the matter is and
how difficult to make a judgment on the person himself.
There is a German dissertation about him which was published more than 10 years ago, but also this
dissertation doesn't solve the puzzle as to who Zeller really was.
Many documents are missing in the meantime and there are also exist almost no self-testimonies.
Anyway, it is known that he destroyed the manuscript of his Jud Süß score directly after the Second
World War and it seems that he felt very repentant in the years after the war that he had lent his
talents to the Nazis a few years before.
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Bertold Brecht and the difficult Berlin Première
1926: the film was ready to be released but there were no distributors interested in promoting it.
Eventually, an important figure the likes of Bertold Brecht organized a screening for the press,
promoted by private individuals, which took place at Berlin’s Volksbühne on 2nd May 1926, with a
live orchestra conducted by Zeller himself.
The theatre where the film was shown was not a major film palace and the film was shown on a
Sunday afternoon in the middle of spring; moreover, the film was programmed on an off-season
Sunday, which was not typically a day to attend the cinema.
The lens projector broke and Koch had to go out and buy a new one, narrowly catching the vendor
on her way out the door. Halfway through the film, policemen arrived and claimed the theatre was
overcrowded, but Reiniger convinced them to allow the film to finish.

During the final reel, smoke appeared before the screen, but the audience believed that it was just
part of the show. The artists justifiably afraid of the possibility of fire in a theatre packed with
people and very flammable film, but what appeared to be fire turned out only to be only steam
from the heating vents.
In spite of all these contingencies, that unofficial première, in front of an audience of 2000 people,
among whom was Fritz Lang, was a resounding success.
Critics were ecstatic.
The critic Frank Warschauer wrote:
“At a time when German film is struggling, Lotte Reiniger presents her great shadow feature of
several acts. At a time, when it has become doubtful that traditional ways alone will
accomplish something, Lotte Reiniger is breaking new ground. An attempt? An exploration and
an experiment? More than that: the consistent execution of revolutionary ideas. (…) This film is
visual poetry, a miracle to be experienced, as exciting as it is artful.”

Reiniger herself remembers that night in an interview saying it seemed like the audience loved the
film:
“I’ve never seen anything like it. They clapped at every effect, after every scene.”
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Karl With agrees and calls the film
“an achievement which in its distinctive and formally autonomous visual language not only
convinces artistically but also presents the realm of film with a rare logical solution. Indeed, I
don’t hesitate to claim that this film breaks new ground and encapsulates a modern form of
expression that is significant for both art and popular culture.”

The film’s great critical acclaim eventually generated some interest among film distributors. The
first one was a French distributor, thanks to whom, in July of the same year, Prinz Achmed was
screened at Louis Jouvet’s Comédie des Champs-Elysées in Paris. French directors René Clair and
Jean Renoir attended the première and expressed admiration for Reiniger’s work.
Renoir declared it “A fantastic film... A masterpiece!”
On that occasion, Reiniger and her husband Carl Koch met Renoir, who would later become a close
friend of theirs.
After its Paris premiere, it ran for three months and then moved to another French theatre where
it ran for another six months.
It was shown in various parts of the world to great success, except in Germany where it was
difficult to find a distributor because of its format even though audiences responded in a positive
manner. A reviewer known only as ‘D.’ is quoted after the Berlin premiere in September of 1926
saying that the film is the “biggest success a film ever had on a German stage.”
This and other reviews ended up arousing
the interest of German distributors as well
and drawing international attention to the
film. Finally, it was distributed also in
Germany, its first screening taking place at
Berlin’s Gloria Palace on 3rd September
1926, where it was hailed as a “triumph of
art and technology”.
Also in 1926, the London Film Society
administered write-in ballots to its
members (Council of the London Film
Society) to determine which films they
would most like to screen in upcoming
seasons.
Prince Achmed ranked first in popularity alongside Eisenstein's Battleship Potemkin and was thus
premièred in London on 8th May 1927 at the New Gallery Cinema, in Regent Street.
On that occasion, reviewer Aubrey C. Ensor called the film an
“exquisite picture… enchanting… we are held enraptured by this story, while vision succeeds
vision of surprising loveliness… (the characters) held the audience spellbound, moved by their
troubles and thrilled by their adventures.”

(In Berlin, like in Paris and London, a live orchestra was always conducted by Zeller himself)
In 1929 The Adventures of Prince Achmed reached Tokyo. However, the lack of American
distribution stalled the film’s international success.
The Harvard University Film Foundation and the Forbes Fogg Art Museum organized two private
elite screenings for charitable purposes in New York in 1931: on 14th February (when the film was
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shown twice in a row), and then again on 21st February at New York’s Town Hall, following the
great demand for tickets. But the public at large, in America, would only see the film in 1942,
when it had its official debut.
His lapse between the initial international acclaim for the film and its American debut began the
tradition of obscurity that since has surrounded the film and its maker.
According to animation scholar Donald Crafton: “Although Prince Achmed was well-known in
Europe, its American release was delayed…because the production company (Comenius Film)…sold
exclusive rights to the University Film Foundation of Harvard, which did not actively promote it.”
Without deviating from several contemporaneous filmic conventions, in Prince Achmed Reiniger
pioneered the silhouette film genre; multiplane camera, which separates foregrounds from
backgrounds to achieve a three-dimensional effect; and the full-length animated feature film.
Prince Achmed was unlike any feature film seen by
contemporaneous viewers. Audiences had seen the individual elements of Prince Achmed
in other films, but the combination of these elements resulted in an entirely new genre .
By accepting some filmic conventions while challenging and revolutionizing others, Prince Achmed
embodied characteristic modern (Weimar) clashes between tradition and change, art and
industry, elite and popular.
Reiniger appropriated the historically "high art" medium of shadow theatre and shadow play for
the popular mass cultural medium of (animated) film by pioneering the silhouette film.
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Lotte Reiniger: a pioneering figure to be reassessed
Since the 1926 Berlin premiere of Prince Achmed,
despite its resounding success, scholarly and critical
treatment of Reiniger’s life, writings, and films has been
sparse.
On the rare occasions when Reiniger was mentioned in
film and animation scholarship, it is often in passing.
More frequently her major accomplishments have been
– arbitrarily – attributed to the Disney Company, among
others.
The conspicuous lack of in-depth scholarship about the
sixty-year-long filmmaking career of the inventor of the
silhouette film genre, multiplane camera, and the
animated feature film genre seems groundless.
Animation critic William Moritz notes, Such a
distinguished biography – and a filmography of more
than seventy items – begs the question of why Lotte Reiniger still remains rather undervalued.
Despite the occasional nod to her as having made one feature-length animation film before Walt
Disney (when indeed she made two), most critics today still tacitly assume that silhouettes
constitute a secondary or inferior form of animation, thus strengthening the assumption that
Disney's cartoon Snow White counts as a real first animation feature.
The lack of scholarship on Reiniger correlates to the genre of (silhouette) animation in which
Reiniger worked and presents an opportunity to recover and critically address the long-neglected
Prince Achmed, but difficulties arise upon inspection of the extant scholarship throughout which
there are discrepancies.
Among the recent attempts to get contemporary audiences acquainted with Reineger and her
films, the greatest impulse was given by the publication in DVD of the restored version of Achmed,
released by Milestone in 2001. In addition to making the film available to a vast public through
home video, is also prompted its screening in theatres, museums and specialized festivals.
Various publications have also contributed to this
relaunching, such as Noga Wizansky’s essay Crosscut:
Handicraft and Abstraction in Weimar Germany (2004),
which is the first true and commendable critical
approach to the film; while Vivian Taylor, in her National
Identity, Gender, and Genre: The Multiple
Marginalization of Lotte Reiniger and The Adventures of
Prince Achmed (1926) tackles the historical-cultural
milieu in which Reiniger worked.
Thanks to the interest that Achmed has recently
aroused, the figure of Lotte Reiniger has finally begun to
be reassessed, and her unquestionable and objective
merits have finally been recognized and credited to her.
However, we must point out that the contributions of
Reiniger to the development of film have historically
been marginalized in film history and discourse due to a
combination of her German national identity, gender,
and genre in which she worked.
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Biography of Lotte Reiniger
“The unforgettable conjurer of silhouettes – a mediator between the East and the West”
Lotte Reiniger was born in the Charlottensburg district of Berlin on 2 June 1899. As a child, she was
fascinated with the Chinese art of silhouette puppetry, even building her own puppet theatre, so that she
could put on shows for her family and friends.
As a teenager, Reiniger fell in love with cinema, first with the films of Georges Méliès for their special
effects, then the films of the actor and director Paul Wegener, known today for The Golem (1920). In 1915,
she attended a lecture by Wegener that focused on the fantastic possibilities of animation.
Reiniger eventually convinced her parents to allow her to enroll in the acting group to which Wegener
belonged, the Theatre of Max Reinhardt. She started making silhouette portraits of the various actors
around her, and soon she was making elaborate title cards for Wegener's films, many of which featured her
silhouettes.
In 1918, Reiniger animated wooden rats and created the animated intertitles for Wegener's Der
Rattenfänger von Hameln (The Pied Piper of Hamelin). The success of this work got her admitted into the
Institut für Kulturforschung (Institute for Cultural Research), an experimental animation and shortfilm
studio. It was here that she met her future creative partner and husband (from 1921), Carl Koch, as well as
other avant-garde artists including Hans Cürlis, Bertolt Brecht, and Berthold Bartosch.
The first film Reiniger directed was Das Ornament des verliebten Herzens (The Ornament of the Enamoured
Heart, 1919), a short piece involving two lovers and an ornament that reflects their moods. The film was
very well received.
She made six short films during the following few years,
all produced and photographed by her husband. These
were interspersed with advertising films (the Julius
Pinschewer advertising agency innovated ad films and
sponsored a large number of abstract animators during
the Weimar period) and special effects for various
feature films – most famously a silhouette falcon for a
dream sequence in Part One of Fritz Lang's Die
Nibelungen.
During this period she became the centre of a large
group of ambitious German animators, including
Bartosch, Hans Richter, Walter Ruttmann and Oskar
Fischinger.
In 1923, she was approached by Louis Hagen, who had bought a large quantity of raw film stock as an
investment to fight the spiraling inflation of the period, who asked her to do a feature-length animated
film. The result was The Adventures of Prince Achmed, her masterpiece, completed in 1926. Following the
success of Prince Achmed, Reiniger was able to make a second feature. Doktor Dolittle und seine
Tiere (Doctor Dolittle and his Animals, 1928) was based on the first of the English children's books by Hugh
Lofting. The film tells of the good Doctor's voyage to Africa to help heal sick animals. It is currently available
only in a television version with new music, voice-over narration and the images playing at too many
frames per second. The score of this three-part film was composed by Kurt Weill, Paul Hindemith and Paul
Dessau.
A year later, Reiniger co-directed her first live-action film with Rochus Gliese, Die Jagad nach dem Glück,
1929 a tale about a shadow-puppet troupe. The film starred Jean Renoir and Berthold Bartosch and
included a 20-minute silhouette performance by Reiniger. Unfortunately, the film was completed just as
sound came to Germany and release of the film was delayed until 1930 to dub in voices by different actors
– the result being disappointing.
Reiniger attempted to make a third animated feature, inspired by Maurice Ravel's opera L’enfant et les
sortileges, 1925, but was unable to clear all of the individual rights to Ravel's music, the libretto (by the
novelist Colette), and an unexpected number of copyright holders. When Ravel died in 1937 the clearance
became even more complex and Lotte finally abandoned the project, although she had designed sequences
and animated some scenes to convince potential backers and the rights-holders.
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Reiniger worked on several
films with British poet, critic,
and musician Eric Walter
White, who wrote an early
book-length essay on her
work.
With the rise of the Nazi Party,
Reiniger and Koch decided to
emigrate (both were involved
in left-wing politics), but found
that no other country would
give them permanent visas. As
a result, the couple spent the
years 1933–1944 moving from
country to country, staying as
long as visas would allow. They worked with film-makers Jean Renoir in Paris and Luchino Visconti in Rome.
They managed to make 12 films during this period, the best-known being Carmen (1933)
and Papageno (1935), both based on popular operas (Bizet's Carmen and Mozart's Die Zauberflöte).
When World War II commenced they stayed with Visconti in Rome until 1944, then moved back to Berlin.
In 1949, Reiniger and Koch moved to London, where she made a few short advertising films for John
Grierson and his General Post Office Film Unit (later to be renamed the "Crown Film Unit"). While she was
living in London in the early 1950s she became friends with "Freddie" Bloom, the first director of
the National Deaf Children's Society, who asked her to design a logo for the new charity. Reiniger
responded by cutting out silhouettes of four children running up a hill. Bloom was amazed at her skill with
the scissors – in a few moments she created about four different silhouettes of the children from black
paper. The logo was used until the 1990s, when a design company was invited to revamp it. The result was
a very minor modification, but this new design was dropped a few years later.
With Louis Hagen Jr. (the son of Reiniger's financier of Prince Achmed in Potsdam), they founded Primrose
Productions in 1953 and, over the next two years, produced more than a dozen short silhouette films based
on Grimms' Fairy Tales for the BBC and Telecasting America. Reiniger also provided illustrations for the
1953 book King Arthur and His Knights of the Round Table by Roger Lancelyn Green.
Reiniger was awarded the Filmband in Gold of the Deutscher Filmpreis in 1972; in 1979 she received the
Great Cross of the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany. Reiniger died in Dettenhausen
Germany, on 19 June 1981, just after her 82nd birthday.

The multiple marginalization of Achmed and of her creatress:
1. Weimar Culture and Germanness
2. The marginalization of German Film
3. The controversial Disney-Reiniger matter
1. Weimar Culture and Germanness
Reiniger's gender has negatively influenced her discourse position in several ways.
Weimar women were forbidden to be engaged in cultural events, excluded from artistic circles,
and relegated to the (inferior) domestic sphere. Even the most prominent exceptions, such as
Thea von Harbou and Leni Riefenstahl, only served to allow the male center to continue to exert
cultural dominance. Although some modernist female filmmakers (and artists and writers) have
been recovered and properly critically examined and appreciated, Reiniger and Prince Achmed
have been marginalized partly because of the historical exclusion of female artists and association
of their art with mass culture.
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Indeed, "Women, in being relegated to absence, silence, and marginality, have thereby also to a
degree been relegated to the outskirts of historical discourse, if not to a position totally outside of
history (and of culture), which has been defined as the history of white (usually middle-class) men"
[E. Ann Kaplan, Women & Film1983).
Weimar visual culture presented imagery of women as independent, equal citizens of modernity,
but women continued to be excluded from and undervalued in the traditionally masculinedominated public realm. The few Weimar women in the workplace earned less than their male
counterparts, experienced discriminatory policies and treatment, occupied positions in the least
developed sectors of industry, and after work returned to chores, childrearing, errands, and other
domestic obligations in the private sphere.
Weimar modernity restricted women's activities, movements, health, bodies, and gazes.
Cinema emerged, providing women previously unknown access to the public sphere and
unhindered wielding of the gaze.
Since women have historically been excluded from canonical artistic practices and consequently
associated with domesticity and mass (i.e. insignificant) culture, Reiniger's films have faced
substantial obstacles among intelligentsia, as well as with the cinema-going public because they
have also been relegated to the realm of feminine irrelevance.
Reiniger was familiar with the multifaceted challenges Weimar women faced in daily life. In Prince
Achmed she comments upon the conflicting cultural messages surrounding femininity. Considering
the restrictions placed on contemporaneous Weimar women, Reiniger's contributions to film are
considerable. Nevertheless her over sixty year filmmaking career remains marginalized in the
history and discourse of film.

2. The Marginalization of German Film
The American film industry, represented by Hollywood, was eager to profit from the new domestic
and international mass cinema-going audiences. Hollywood film studios had attempted to expand
into international film markets before WWI but were unable until conditions caused by WWI
allowed their successful expansion.
The early German film industry, represented by Ufa, was, as a matter of fact, Hollywood's only
serious competition, so it became a target for Hollywood's ambitions, as displayed by Hollywood
recruitment of major German film figures and the conquest of previously German-dominated
domestic and international film markets.
The combination of Hollywood hegemony and the preoccupation of Weimar intellectuals with
American and Russian films (the German intelligentsia often promoted Russian and American, as
opposed to German films) confined early German film to the margins of film history and discourse.
This marginalization most negatively impacted independent film: if Ufa was other-ed by
Hollywood; therefore, independent German films produced outside of Ufa were more intensely
other-ed, or multiply marginalized.
The independent non-movement/group affiliation of Prince Achmed continues to contribute to its
critical neglect.
Lotte Reiniger produced films independently of Ufa and refused to be affiliated with specific
groups or movements: her outsider status therefore situated her filmmaking career on the fringes
of the already marginalized German film industry and resulted in her multiple marginalization in
film history and discourse.
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Critics have also historically ignored Prince Achmed due to the popularity of its literary source
material. Popular culture only relatively recently became generally acceptable as an area of
scholarly consideration. Reiniger anticipated this cultural shift.
She challenged critical and popular assumptions about the Nights, as well as about animation and
shadow play, in order to reach a broader audience.
Unfortunately, her work has been marginalized because of her innovations. Prince Achmed refuses
to be a cartoon by replacing drawings with silhouette figures; refuses to be "pure cinema" by
invoking a literary source and telling a story; refuses to be New Objectivist by depicting fantastic
elements in a floridly decorative style; refuses to be Expressionist by using innovative technology
and pioneering the feature-length animated film genre; and refuses to be feminist by portraying
apparently traditional representations of female characters.
The refusal of the film to be reduced to one genre, and its refusal of a satisfactory label (or its
insistence on its own generic label, silhouette film); to adhere to the aesthetic tenets of one
artistic school; to represent one national cinema has resulted in the refusal of film critics to
substantively address it. By transcending disciplinary boundaries, Prince Achmed defies easy
categorization.
Prince Achmed deviated from the dominant Hollywood emphasis on stars; the lack of stars in the
film negated its potential for a star-based followingat a time when audiences were increasingly
interested in the fashion, hairstyles, makeup, and lifestyles of film stars.
Although the stories on which Prince Achmed is based have international appeal, the film's lack of
stars damaged its critical reception and limited its popular appeal.
According to film critic Cecile Starr:
"Few reallife actresses could match the expreessiveness [sic] with which Reiniger
inspirited the gestures of her lead-jointed figures" (“Lotte”135).
Although the expressive, emotive abilities of Reiniger's figures equaled or surpassed those of their
human counterparts, the lack of stars in Prince Achmed negatively influenced the critical and
popular reception of the film and its subsequent discourse position was more detrimental to
independent films than to well-financed mainstream UFA productions.

3. The controversial Disney-Reiniger matter
The Adventures of Prince Achmed is the first animated feature film that has come down to us.
[We ought to point out, however, that the very first animated feature film was the political film El
Apóstol (The Apostle, 1917), written by Alfonso de Laferrere and animated by Quirino Cristiani in
Argentina. There is no physical evidence of this film that still remains today, other than a few
written sources and the claims of the artists. All of the film reels were lost in a fire at the
Argentine Cinematheque in 1969. Cristiani made another political feature film called Sin dejar
rastros (Without Leaving a Trace, 1918). After being shown for one day, it was confiscated by the
government and never seen again.
This lack of evidence conclusively gives The Adventures of Prince Achmed the title of the first fulllength animated film, at least in Europe.]
Despite definitive proof that Achmed is indeed the oldest (extant) animation film, ever since its
1926 première Disney tried to delegitimate such a notion.
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Beyond the misconception about Disney Studios as a flawless animation-producing system, the
Disney myth must include the widespread but false assumption that Disney produced the first fulllength animated film, invented the multiplane camera, and is the creative fountainhead from
which all other animation springs.
The Academy for Motion Picture Arts and Sciences awarded Disney two Oscars in 1937 for
inventing and applying the multiplane camera to production of The Old Mill. However, more than
ten years earlier, between 1923 and 1926, Lotte Reiniger employed a functional multiplane
camera on the production of Prince Achmed. Disney’s 1937 multiplane camera was possibly more
technically advanced than Reiniger’s, but hers was made and used well before his.

The influence of Achmed on – and not only – animation cinema
Although it is hard to pinpoint Reiniger’s direct influence on film and
animation, her pioneering techniques are still being used today.
Also Walt Disney in Fantasia (1940) used the silhouette as an
introduction to the film when Mickey Mouse inhabited the same world
as the live action orchestra and its conductor.
Only the silhouette would make this scene completely believable.
The silhouette animation of Marjane Satrapi in Persepolis (2007) also
illustrates the influence of Reiniger. While Satrapi's politically charged,
autobiographical film content differs significantly
from Reiniger's seemingly apolitical content, the outlines, expressivity,
hand gestures, and abstract sequences recall Reiniger and Prince
Achmed.
Reiniger's influence exceeds the film genre; the artwork of artist Kara
Walker also displays it:
Walker used cut-out paper silhouettes to tackle such themes as race,
power, control, dominance, sexuality, gender, and freedom. Her large
works of art, such as those of the show My Complement, My Enemy, My
Oppressor, My Love, exposed in 2007-08 at the Walker Art center in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, have toured the United States. Walker claims
that Lotte Reiniger had a fundamental impact on her artistry ever since
The Adventures of Prince Achmed was screened at the To Save and
Project festival of New York’s Museum of Modern Art.
What was, therefore, the effect of The Adventures of Prince Achmed as the first full- length
animated film on the animation industry? While not a great financial successful, Reiniger’s film
was successful in that it paved the way for more full- length animated films to come. Production
of Walt Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs began in early 1934, premiering on December
21, 1937. At the time it was considered absurd to believe that a full- length animated film would
ever hold an audience’s attention, due to the comedic, slapstick prerequisite of the era’s
cartoons.
Even after the success with audiences viewing The Adventures of Prince Achmed, Disney was still
hesitant to take a chance with his own feature film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. As history
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shows, this animated film would be the first in a long line of feature films by Walt Disney
Animation Studios. Animated feature films are still being produced today by both large- scale
commercial studios and independent artists just like Reiniger.
One of the most recent short films inspired by Reiniger’s animation is
The Tale of the Three Brothers, directed by Ben Hibon, in the live action
film Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows (2010). It is a short animated
insert used to explain the driving forces behind the narrative of the live
action film. Though the characters in this short film are not exclusively
silhouetted there are many characteristics that recall Reiniger’s films. It
is computer animated with three- dimensional puppets in a world of high
contrast lighting and striking silhouettes.
In an interview the director explains how he came upon the shadow
puppet style, “I dug up a couple of images and one of the early references that we responded to
was from Lotte Reiniger for her scissor cut out, silhouette style of animation. And there was
something naïve and very graphical.”
But it is probably the silhouette animation of Michel Ocelot that most
blatantly pays homage to Reiniger. The fairy tale story material on which
his films are based, the intricacy of detail in his silhouette figures, and
his filmic nostalgia for a simpler time all allude to Reiniger. Kirikou and
the Sorceress (1998), Princes and Princesses (2000), and Azur and
Asmar (2006) all use silhouette animation to reconfigure and retell folk
and fairy tales. The animation of Pedro Serrazina in Story of the Cat and
the Moon (Estória do gato e da lua, 1994) is also reminiscent of
Reiniger's silhouette films. The dynamic curves and smooth
metamorphoses echo Reiniger's emphasis on the plasticity of animation and the juxtaposition of
curves and diagonals.
Reiniger also inspired her contemporaries (but her influence is often underestimated or entirely
overlooked): films such as Metropolis (1927) and The Blue Angel (1930) actually include detailed
shadow sequences.
Traces of Reiniger's influence can be detected in films by contemporary
directors such as Tim Burton, who uses shadows to explore our ghoulish
dark side: in the first ten minutes of Nightmare Before Christmas (1993),
Pumkin Jack is silhouetted against a full moon during one of his solo
performances. Burton's use of shadows and silhouettes is integral not
only to the production design, or appearance, but also to the narrative
development of several of his films. Nightmare, similarly to other
animated films, is currently experiencing a contemporary renaissance.
The film has already been released in 3-D but October 2010 witnessed a
limited run of the film in Los Angeles at the El Capitan Theatre.
Accompanied by Tingler-esque smoke and wind effects, the film-going experience bordered on 4D.
In 2009 MOMA featured a tribute to the filmmaking career of Burton, further indicating the
general contemporary appreciation for unconventional animation.
The cohesiveness of Burton's aesthetic reflects Reiniger's artistic and thematic cohesion.
Contemporary cultural prevalence of animation lends a particular timeliness, or Benjaminian
synchronicity, to Prince Achmed.
After all, the oldest-surviving full-length animated film is in some way responsible for the stream
of multi-million dollar animated features since the 1990s.
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Conclusion
The question still remains: “Why is Reiniger’s film still important today?”
The Adventures of Prince Achmed is the first of so many things, including full-length animated film
based on the definition of animation and the film’s run time of over an hour. It was the first to
make use of several new technologies, such as the multi- plane animation table and a unique
camera setup. Reiniger innovated animation, such as the use of silhouette animation to create
incredible transformations, wave scene that set new standards in animated film, and layering film
negatives to make a scene with overlapping action of different types of animation.
Rightfully, The Adventures of Prince Achmed is said to be the first avant- garde fairy tale film.
Reiniger envisioned animation with no boundaries and transcended conventional narratives and
live action possibilities.
Her status of neglected figure – or, indeed, forgotten figure – is mainly due to the fact that she
was a woman working in a country that lost a world war not long after her film gained popularity.
However, one of the reasons that contributed to her prolongued exclusion from the history of
cinema is the fact that the film was destroyed during the war.
Despite the recent rediscovery and reassessment of Reiniger, despite the interest her films arouse
in a broad range of viewers and the research that has been done on her work, there is still some
resistance in crediting her with the importance she deserves.
Sometimes writers even bury her under those that she worked with, such as her husband who
made films with the famous Jean Renior and other male animation artists with whom she
collaborated on other films. At other times she is ignored, because of the type of animation she
made (silhouette), which was never widely used in popular film and animation.
In her essay, “Lotte Reiniger and the Art of Animation,” C. Schönfeld calls Reiniger,
“one of the most innovative and important pioneers of the history of animation.”
An animation artist working in Germany at the same time as Reiniger, Hans Richter, claims that
She… “certainly belonged to the avant-garde as far as independent production and courage
were concerned.”

But the spirit of her lovable creatures The Adventures of Prince Achmed and Doctor Doolittle
seemed always to me to belong rather to the Victorian period than to one which gave birth to the
avant-garde in Germany and France.” Cecile Starr has responded to his words:
“It is more likely that, like the fables and myths and fairy tales on which many of her films
are based, her work transcends time and fashion.”

Rachel Palfreyman claims that,
“[Reiniger] saw herself as belonging within the fantastic, Expressionist traditions of the early
Weimar cinema and all her life was fascinated by fairy tales, magic and the mysterious
shadow world of the early Weimar cinema.”

These quotes truly capture what Reiniger brought to the art of animation. Lotte Reiniger is one of
a kind, a frontierswoman for all female animation artists, the true master of silhouette animation,
and an inspiration for experimentation in film.
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Recap Info
Director: Lotte Reininger
Screenplay: Lotte Reininger (from “The Arabian Nights”)
Production: Comenius-Film GmbH
Music: Wolfgang Zeller
Country: Germany
Itertitles: German
Year: 1926
Orchestra: 25/38 players
Duration: 66’

"A work of wonder equivalent to any rare treasure which Aladdin could rub out of his lamp."
- Phil Hall, Film Threat

"This historically ground-breaking animation gem should be seen by all film lovers."
- FilmFanatic.org

"It impresses for its exquisite craftmanship, balletic movement, expressive romanticism and
moments of potent sensuousness and poetry."
- Wally Hammond, Time Out

"More than eighty years later...it still looks like nothing you've ever seen."
- Tim Brayton, Antagony & Ecstasy
26

The Conductor
M° Gioele MUGLIALDO
An eclectic and versatile musician, Gioele Muglialdo has
mastered the styles of a wide and multifaceted repertory
that ranges from classical music (symphonic, operatic,
chamber) to musicals, film scores, and even American
music bordering on jazz.
Muglialdo began to study in Turin, graduating in
Composition and Conducting at a very young age with
brilliant marks from the local “Giuseppe Verdi”
Conservatory. He went on to add an international
perspective to his training, travelling all over Europe to
perfect his conducting with teachers of the Russian School,
among them Yuri Ahronovitch. He came second in the 4th
International Competition of Budapest, where he led the
Hungarian Symphony Orchestra. Also of fundamental
importance in his formative years was the figure of Nello
Santi, whom he assisted for several years in various
productions.
Among the many orchestras he has conducted are the
Orchestre Philharmonique de Monte-Carlo, Münchner
Symphoniker, Staatsorchester Braunschweig, Solisten der
Essener Philharmoniker, Westfalen New Philharmonic
Orchestra, Pilsen Philharmonic Orchestra, Rousse State
Philharmonic, Thessaloniky State Orchestra, Plovdiver
Symphoniker, Macedonian Philharmonic Orchestra,
Orchestra of the Novaja Opera Theatre of Moscow, and
the National Symphony Orchestra of Peru; in Italy the “Orchestra Sinfonica Nazionale della RAI” of Turin,
Filarmonica Arturo Toscanini, Teatro Regio Orchestra of Turin, Emilia Romagna Regional Orchestra, Italian
Philharmonic Orchestra, Teatro Coccia Orchestra of Novara, Orchestra of Sassari’s ‘Marialisa De Carolis’
Concert Society, Teatro Donizetti Orchestra of Bergamo, “I Pomeriggi Musicali” of Milan.
Among the theatres and concert halls where he has performed are the Opéra de Monte-Carlo, the Gasteig
and the Herkules Saal of Munich, the Meistersinger Halle of Nuremberg, the Liederhalle Stuttgart, the Franz
Liszt Museum of Budapest, the Los Incas Auditorium of the Lima National Museum (Peru); in Japan, the
Minato Mirai Hall of Yokohama and the Hokutopia Tsutsuji Hall of Tokyo; in China, the Xinghai Concert Hall
(Guangzhou); in Italy the Auditorium RAI “A. Toscanini” of Turin, the Teatro Municipale of Piacenza, the
Teatro Comunale of Sassari, the Teatro Donizetti of Bergamo, the Teatro Coccia of Novara, the Politeama
Rossetti of Trieste, the Teatro dal Verme of Milan.
He has collaborated with prestigious institutions, such as the Toscanini Foundation of Parma, the Teatro
Comunale Foundation of Modena, the ‘Serate Musicali’ of Milan, the National Cinema Museum of Torino,
the Renata Tebaldi International Lyrical Competition, the Ruggero Leoncavallo Festival, the Shroud
Diocesan Commission, the Italian Cultural Institute for Hungary of Budapest, the Istituto Nacional de
Cultura (INC) and the Pontificia Universitad Católica of Peru, and the Alejandro Granda International Opera
Festival of Lima.
In the course of his career Muglialdo has perfected his sensitivity and specific technical competence with
regard to vocal music, also through his experience as repetiteur.
Among the opera productions he has conducted – fully staged, in concert form and/or highlights – are: Così
fan tutte, Il barbiere di Siviglia, I Lombardi alla prima crociata, Il trovatore, La traviata, Nabucco, Suor
Angelica, Gianni Schicchi, Tosca, Cavalleria rusticana, Zanetto, Pagliacci, and L’elisir d’amore.
He has collaborated with directors such as Massimo Scaglione, Stefano Vizioli, Massimo Gasparon, Jaime
Martorell, Jean-Louis Pichon.
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Having mastered the peculiar technique of music-image synchronization, and thanks to the experience he
has gained in this sector, Muglialdo is today one of the most skilled and qualified conductors of live classic
soundtracks (cine-concert); he is indeed one of the very few specialists of this genre, which is enjoying a
veritable renaissance. His interest in cinema has then led him to approach the great American repertory,
with One Night on Broadway, where he put to good use his passion for pop music and jazz. Numerous,
indeed, are the instrumentations and arrangements commissioned to him by various institutions.
More recently, he has also dedicated himself to sacred music, playing a leading role in events of great
renown. He conducted a Sacred Concert in Lima’s Plaza Mayor, Fauré’s Requiem at the Cathedral of Turin,
Boccherini’s Stabat Mater at the “Real Chiesa di S. Lorenzo” in Turin. As a future project he has been
commissioned a new Mass by the Archdiocese of Lima’s Cathedral.
His activity as a pianist, which he has cultivated alongside that of conductor, allows him, equally, to be
involved in the field of chamber music and to take part in important vocal events, both as a collaborator to
renowned singers and as an opera coach. Among the performers he has collaborated with are Giuseppe
Valdengo, Magda Olivero, Alessandro Corbelli, Francesca Patanè, Enzo Dara, Masako Deguchi, Sue Patchell,
Ignacio Encinas, Dimitra Theodossiu, Nicola Ulivieri, Ildar Abdrazakov, Elisabete Matos, Ernesto Palacio,
Claudio Desderi, Franca Mattiucci, Luca Canonici, Anna Maria Chiuri, Linda Campanella, Giorgio Cebrian,
Piero Giuliacci, Chiara Taigi, Anna Pirozzi, Roberto Scandiuzzi, Claudio Sgura, Juan Diego Flórez.

Note
It is only right, indeed important to draw attention once again to a fundamental aspect of Maestro
Muglialdo’s curriculum vitae, which in this specific project becomes a strategic factor, a sort of diamond
point: his by now long-time experience in the peculiar technique of synchronizing music and images
(without any technical equipment), which places him in the very restricted, exclusive number of conductors
specialized in cine-concert, that is to say the screening of films with live orchestral accompaniment. At the
moment he is the only Italian conductor skilled in this technique and with a solid and varied repertoire. His
experience and professionality in this field are a guarantee of quality both at the rehearsing stage and in
the actual performance, which is always of a very high standard. Among his last cine-concert performances,
we ought to mention “Metropolis” at Turin’s A. Toscanini Auditorium (in collaboration with The National
Cinema Museum of Torino), at the head of the RAI National Symphony Orchestra; “Deutschland von Oben”
at Munich’s Gasteig, leading the Münchner Symphoniker; “City Lights” by Chaplin with the Staatsorchester
Braunschweig, and “Metropolis” at the prestigious Opéra de Monte-Carlo (in collaboration with Archives
Audiovisuelles de la Principauté de Monaco).
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International Management:
Squire Artists
Roelof Jonker, Mng. Dir.
Colombiahof 35
2622 AD Delft
The Netherlands
Telephone: +31.15.889.93.31
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