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Max Skladanowsky –  
Pioneer, Visionary & Impostor 

“Did I invent film?” The German film pioneer 
Max Skladanowsky asked this in an article in the 
Hamburger Abendblatt on 3 August 1934. The 
question was extensively debated in professional 
circles at the time and the discussion it provoked 
in the following decades was driven in good part 
by Skladanowsky’s own account. The answer to 
this question can now be answered with a defin-
itive “no”.

His visionary thinking, however, is evident in 
the magic lantern slides he designed and pub-
licly projected from 1879 onwards, as well as 
in countless design sketches that testify to his 
technical sophistication and keen imagination. 
Although Skladanowsky’s technical film inven-
tions were not successful in the long term, he 
continues to be regarded as a pioneer in film 
history who – on his own initiative but always in 
close collaboration with his family – was making 
his images come to life by 1895. He also made a 
number of contributions to the history of film 
and photography, including specially designed 
cameras and projection apparatuses, stereo-
graphic photographs, “living pictures” in book 
form (so-called flip books) and his short films of 
performers and artists and of city views of Berlin. 
Max Skladanowsky and his brother Emil first 
presented these films on 1 November 1895 in the 
Varieté Wintergarten in Berlin, after which they 
toured Germany and Europe until 1897. After 
these first performances, Max Skladanowsky dis-
appeared into film-historical obscurity for many 
years before gradually re-emerging in the 1920s. 

However, he often misrepresented the historical 
facts about his inventions. His tendency to exag-
gerate his role as the sole inventor of film, which 
bordered on fraud, led to heated discussions in 
professional circles at the time, driven mostly by 
film pioneer Oskar Messter, who refused to rec-
ognise Skladanowsky’s important role in devel-
oping film technology. 

Max Skladanowsky did not invent film and the 
parts of Skladanowsky’s written, cinematic and 
technical estate that have survived in the Fed-
eral Archives do not suggest otherwise.  Nev-
ertheless, the exhibition Did I invent film? Max 
Skladanowsky – Pioneer, Visionary & Impostor 
and this accompanying booklet aim to show the 
significance of Max Skladanowsky and his work 
and to invite visitors to discover and rediscov-
er already known and previously unpublished 
works and documents from the Federal Archives’ 
holdings. While visitors to the exhibition have 
the opportunity to marvel at actual documents, 
technical film equipment and “living pictures”, 
this booklet provides additional information and 
presents the life and work of Max Skladanowsky 
largely chronologically. Magic lantern slides and 
technical construction drawings, contempo-
rary advertisements and newspaper articles as 
well as photographs and correspondence from 
Skladanowsky’s estate are supplemented by 
insights from employees of the Federal Archives 
and other experts on the history of early cinema 
and photography, allowing readers and visitors 
to immerse themselves in an inventor’s unique 
biography.

Introduction 
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Introduction

History of the Skladanowsky Estate in the 
Federal Archives
by Undine Beier

In 1961, the State Film Archive of the German 
Democratic Republic (SFA) acquired the estate 
of Max Skladanowsky and the Skladanowsky 
family. The film historical collection includes 
the films, written documents, photographs, 
magic lantern slides, flip books, patents and 
trademarks, as well as a wide range of technical 
equipment. The sale was executed by a group 
of heirs: Max Skladanowsky’s daughters Lucie 
Hürtgen-Skladanowsky and Margot Zimmer-
mann and his son Erich Skladanowsky. After 
Erich’s death, a further purchase agreement was 
concluded in 1966, stipulating the transfer of the 
complete collection including “all exploitation 
rights in all possible forms and throughout the 
world” to other parties. Some parts of the estate 
can also be found in other institutions such as 
the Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek, the Deutsches 
Filminstitut and Filmmuseum Frankfurt and the 
Museum Pankow.

The collection reached the SFA in a poorly pre-
served state: For decades, Max Skladanowsky, 
and later his son Erich, presented representative 
or visually impressive items in lectures – either to 
make money or to stake their claim as inventors 
of film. In 1971, the SFA compiled a preliminary 
overview of the collection. The technical equip-
ment, such as the Bioscop I, was loaned to the 
Cinémathèque Française in 1970 for the exhibi-
tion on the 75th anniversary of film. Finally, in 
1994, following tough negotiations, the collec-
tion found its way back to the Federal Archives, 

which had taken over the SFA of the GDR in 1990. 
In 1994, a comprehensive overview and index 
of all parts of the estate was compiled for the 
first time in the Federal Archives under refer-
ence number N 1435 (Findbücher zu Beständen 
des Bundesarchivs Bd. 49) and presented on the 
100th anniversary of the first film screening 
on 1 November 1895. The finding aid can be 
accessed online via the Federal Archives’ research 
portal. The documents relating to the sales nego-
tiations can be found in DR 140 (SFA) vol. 478.

 
Max Skladanowsky, approx. 1892
BArch, N 1435 Bild-278-012/n.a.
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Good Night (portrait of Carl Skladanowsky & the sons Max and Emil),  n.d.
Glass slide in wooden frame
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-3-021/Skladanowsky, Max

Carl Skladanowsky
1830 – 1897

Emil Skladanowsky
1866 – 1945

Max Skladanowsky
1863 – 1939
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Introduction 

Carl Skladanowsky
Trained in various trades, in 1855, at the age of 25, Carl Skladanowsky opened 
a factory in Berlin that produced stone cardboard used for decorating interi-
or living spaces. He married Luise Bösinger in 1856 and lived in Pankow near 
Berlin with her and their five children: Arthur, Eugen, Martha, Max and Emil. 
Due to wars and failed commissions, the company rapidly failed, bringing an 
end to Carl Skladanowsky’s first career. In 1879, with the support of his sons 
Max and Emil, he turned his attention to the business of magic lantern shows. 
The Skladanowskys projected interesting, amusing and educational glass 
slides onto a screen before a live audience and gave supplementary lectures. 
Due to the entertaining nature of the presentations, many people referred to 
Carl Skladanowsky as a “showman” – a term he rejected: He preferred to see 
himself as a “photographic technician and physicist” and emphasised the scien-
tific basis of his presentations.

Max Skladanowsky
Max Skladanowsky learned craftsmanship and artistic skills through training in 
photography and glass painting. He deepened these skills by joining his father’s 
lecturing activities and developed them further by creating and producing 
magic lantern slides. Carl Skladanowsky was responsible for the lectures and 
Max Skladanowsky for the slide projection.

Emil Skladanowsky
It is not known whether Emil Skladanowsky received any formal training. It is 
assumed that, as the youngest son of Carl Skladanowsky, he received a training 
similar to that of Max Skladanowsky. He also helped with the magic lantern 
projections until he later shifted his energies to creating moving images with his 
brother Max.
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Max and Emil Skladanowsky (sitting) with the illustrators Max and 
Oswald Uecke (standing) on a terrace, approx. 1892
BArch, N 1435 Bild-278-003/n.a.



9

Introduction

 
Max Skladanowsky leaning against a railing, approx. 1892
BArch, N 1435 Bild-277-005/n.a.
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Magic Lantern Slides and Chromatropes
by Martin Loiperdinger

From 1879, the projection company Carl 
Skladanowsky & Söhne ran magnificent magic 
lantern shows in variety theatres in Germany 
and abroad for 15 years. These illuminated 
images with fading and moving effects, which 
were created by projecting coloured glass im-
ages through a magic lantern, were referred to 
at the time as “Nebelbilder” or dissolving views. 
These magic lantern slides, which showed day 
turning to night or the changing of the sea-
sons, were very popular.

Father Carl invested in Max Skladanowsky’s 
training; he initially studied photography and 
glass painting and also learned how to build 
projection devices. At the first performance of 
Carl Skladanowsky & Söhne on 18 November 
1879, 16-year-old Max Skladanowsky operated 
the Laterna Magica and projected self-painted 
glass pictures measuring 6 × 6 inches onto a 
screen. Most of the glass pictures preserved in 
the Federal Archives, however, were produced 
by other manufacturers.

Max Skladanowsky generally used prints such 
as those of the Mosburg, an artificial ruin in 
the palace park in Biebrich near Wiesbaden, as 
models for his glass pictures. He photographed 
the originals using the wet plate collodion 
process: As soon as the contours for the col-
ouring became visible, the development of the 
exposed 6 × 6-inch plates was stopped. In order 
to obtain effective cross-fades, the two photo-
graphs of the Mosburg, coloured differently for 
day and night, had to be completely identical. 
The projection’s enormous magnification mer-
cilessly revealed every inaccuracy.

Twenty chromatropes are also preserved in the 
Federal Archives: Each consists of up to four 
panes of glass, which Max Skladanowsky paint-
ed with abstract patterns according to his own 
design drawings. When the panes are rotated in 
opposite directions, shifting cascades of colour 
appear in the projection, which, depending on 
the direction of rotation, form a spiral-like vor-
tex from the centre of the image outwards to 
the edge of the image or vice versa – a fascinat-
ing kinetic effect of pure visual pleasure which, 
as the final act of commercial magic lantern 
programmes, was highly popular.

Magic Lantern Slides
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Magic Lantern Slides

The two hand-coloured 
glass slides from 1893 show 
the ruins of Mosburg Castle 
by day and by night
During the magic lantern 
presentation, one slide was 
faded into the other, creating 
the illusion of change from 
day to night
Top: BArch, N1435 
Bild-15-2-003/Sklada
nowsky, Max; bottom: BArch, 
N1435 Bild-15-2-004/
Skladanowsky, Max
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Two chromatropes, approx. 1879-1897 
Chromatropes usually consist of up to four painted glass slides that are rotated in opposite directions. This creates a 
vibrant play of colours in the projection. This technique was popular in Europe from the middle of the 19th century. 
Top: BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-6-005A/Skladanowsky, Max; bottom: BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-6-001C/Skladanowsky, Max
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Magic Lantern Slides

Designs for chromatropes by Max Skladanowsky, n.d.
Top left: BArch, N 1435-16-0012/Skladanowsky, Max; top right: BArch, N 1435-16-0022/Skladanowsky, Max; 
bottom: BArch, N 1435-16-0014/Skladanowsky, Max
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Magic Lantern Presentations
by Janelle Blankenship

On 18 November 1879, Carl Skladanowsky & 
Söhne organized a magic lantern show at the 
Flora in Berlin, where the “greatest sights on 
earth” were presented, including magnificent 
buildings, churches, statues and “extraordi-
nary landscapes with transformations.” Max 
Skladanowsky had painted some of the images 
with oil paints, while others were supplied by 
the Optisches Institut A. Krüss in Hamburg. The 
Skladanowskys took the enigmatic name “Di-
ophrama” from the Franco-Belgian showman 
M. Morieux, who had been touring Germany 
with a mechanical theatre since the 1850s.

The projection device was hidden behind a white 
cotton curtain, which had to be moistened with 
water to increase the transparency of the images. 
Behind this screen, Max Skladanowsky operated 
two magic lanterns made of sheet iron, which he 
combined to form a double projector. A shutter 
allowed the glass images to fade gently into each 
other. Carl Skladanowsky gave the accompa-
nying lecture, while his son Emil provided the 
sound effects.

The magic lantern showmen continued to make 
guest appearances in leading German and Eu-
ropean variety theatres until the 1890s, where 
the “world theatre” took its audiences to China, 
Japan, Spain and America, among other places. 
An exemplary programme from 1888 shows the 
whole range of presentations that could be ad-
mired: astronomical wonders and historical mo-
ments such as the fall of Babylon, a solar eclipse 
or the discovery voyages of an African explorer 
in the newly conquered German colonies. An ex-
cursion into fairyland was followed by humorous 
magical pictures and chromatropes.

In the 1890s, the Skladanowsky brothers – now 
without their father Carl – redesigned their magic 
lantern shows as part of a colourful children’s 
theatre or as an “electro-mechanical-pyrotech-
nical” water show. The brothers also ventured 
a look into the future: In 1894 they presented a 
new series, the “Flight of Man”, which was later 
followed by photographs of modern wonders 
such as X-rays and Nansen’s spectacular journey 
to the North Pole. The artist names “M. and E. 
Hamilton” and “Prof. Morieux”, under which they 
now appeared, were borrowed from their British 
and Franco-Belgian colleagues. 

African tropical landscape, approx. 1879–1897
Some magic lanters presentations hint to a world view influenced by the racist and colonial thinking of its time. 
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-4-005A/Skladanowsky, Max
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Magic Lantern Slides

Carl Skladanowsky's first magic lantern presentation at the Flora in Berlin, 18/19 November 1879
Hand-painted glass slides were used to display reproductions of paintings and landscapes from 
around the world, as well as trick pictures and colour plays (“chromatropes”).
BArch, N 1435-17-0002
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Admission ticket to a magic lantern presentation by Carl Skladanowsky 
and his sons Max and Emil, n.d.
BArch, N 1435-6-0004

Construction drawing of the magic lantern around 1895  
This magic lantern projector was used for shows at the Circus Renz and at other venues.
BArch, N 1435-212-0002/Skladanowsky, Max

→
Magic lantern motif: The Flood, n.d.

These hand-coloured glass slides depict the story of the Flood from the 
Old Testament. They illustrate the construction of Noah’s Ark and how 

Noah’s family and the land animals survived.
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Magic Lantern Slides

Building the Ark
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-1-069/Skladanowsky, Max

Climbing the Ark
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-1-002/Skladanowsky, Max

The sinking of water
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-1-006/Skladanowsky, Max

The Ark after the flood
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-1-008/Skladanowsky, Max

Rescue attempt
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-1-003/Skladanowsky, Max

The Ark is stuck
BArch, N 1345 Bild-15-1-007/Skladanowsky, Max
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Announcement of a magic lantern presentation on 20 and 21 January 1888 
Among other things, the series “Bilder der Sternenwelt” and a drawing of the solar 
eclipse of 19 August 1887 were shown.
BArch, N 1435-49-0002

18
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Moon in Space, n.d.
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-7-006/Skladanowsky, Max

Constellations in the Northern Sky, n.d.
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-7-019/Skladanowsky, Max

The Orion Nebula, n.d.
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-7-020/Skladanowsky, Max
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The first of seven pages of the manuscript for ”Die Wunder der Sternenwelt” (The Wonders of the Starry World), 1888, Berlin
Lecture text recited live to accompany the magic lantern presentation.
BArch, N 1435-8-0004
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Magic Lantern SlidesMagic Lantern Slides

The wonders of the starry world!

If we look at the sky on a bright evening,

with some attention,

we will soon discover that 

while the whole 

celestial vault seems to move from east to west,

most stars never change their relative position

to one other, hence 

the ancients called them stable stars or

fixed stars, and since only a few

under this fixed starry sky continually 

change their position in the sky, 

they were called 

wandering stars or planets, which 

persists to this day. These celestial

bodies belong to our solar system
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Humorous magic pictures (moving mouth and nose areas), approx. 1879–1897 
The Skladanowskys brought the magic lantern images to life using simple mechanical tricks. In these two pictures, a lever is used 
to shift the visible section of the image: The nose becomes a trunk. The Skladanowskys called these illusions “phantasmagorias”.
Top: BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-4-015A/Skladanowsky, Max; bottom: BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-4-015B/Skladanowsky, Max
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Magic Lantern Slides

Announcement of a magic lantern show in Utrecht in 1888
At that time, the Skladanowskys were touring parts of Europe with their magic lantern.
They performed in the Netherlands and Sweden, among other places.
BArch, N 1435-50-0002
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Magic Lantern Slides
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Magic Lantern Slides
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Magic Lantern Slides
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Program of the First Frankfurt Orpheum from 1 to 16 February 1893
The First Frankfurt Orpheum called itself the ‘largest and finest speciality stage’. In addition to tightrope walking, ‘bravura 
gymnasts,’ ‘magic parodists,’ musical interludes and a trained cockatoo, the Skladanowsky brothers also performed there with 
their so-called ‘electro-mechanical-pyrotechnical water show theatre.’ Among other things, they showed a series of magic 
lantern presentations of New York Harbour, a sea storm and Kaiser Wilhelm’s voyage to Nordland.
BArch, N 1435-85-0007
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Magic Lantern Slides
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Program for the performance in Prague in October 1893
While in Skladanowsky’s day Prague’s third oldest theatre was mainly used as 
a variety theatre, today it is known for its musicals and operettas.
BArch, N 1435-87-0002
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Magic Lantern Slides

Back of the program leaflet
BArch, N 1435-87-0003



34

Max Skladanowsky’s Early Film Recording 
Technology – Kurbelkasten I 
by Egbert Koppe

Recording a moving scene frame by frame on a 
light-sensitive film strip requires the repetition 
of two phases: In the first phase, the respective 
image in a series of images is exposed; in the sec-
ond phase, the film is transported further with 
the aperture darkened. This is followed by the 
exposure of the next image and the subsequent 
transport of the film again, creating the process 
of intermittent or gradual film transport.

Inventors around the world – including Thomas 
A. Edison in the United States, William Friese-
Greene in England and Léon Guillaume Bouly in 
France – had attempted to develop various tech-
nical methods of intermittent and film transport 
in the late 1880s. Max Skladanowsky successfully 
applied for a patent for a “technical device that 
could intermittently advance the film for pho-
tographic serial apparatus and bioscopes.” The 
Kaiserliches Patentamt (Imperial Patent Office) 
granted the patent on 1 November 1895 under 
the number 88599. The device could be used 
in a film projector as well as for image capture, 
and Skladanowsky used the technology when 
capturing the image with the Kurbelkasten I and 
projecting it with the Bioscop I.

Although contradictory statements exist, Max 
Skladanowsky probably took the first test 
shots with this serial camera on the roof of the 
building at Schönhauser Allee 146 in Berlin in 
the summer of 1894. The actor in front of the 
camera was his brother Emil, who stepped into 
the picture from the right. He removed his hat, 
threw his left and then his right leg sideways 
into the air and then bowed once to the front 
left and once to the right in front of an imag-
inary audience. Although a large part of this 
sequence of images has not survived, around 
50 are believed to have originally existed. This 
assumption is supported by the fact that some 
of Skladanowsky’s later flip book originals were 
also taken with the Kurbelkasten I  and they each 
contain 48 images. The best-known images pro-
duced with the Kurbelkasten I in the summer of 
1895 were probably the variety acts projected in 
the Berlin Wintergarten on 1 November 1895.

The device developed by Max Skladanowsky 
had several problems, however. Because the 
Kurbelkasten was designed to transport only 
unperforated negative film and the mechanism 
was very imprecisely manufactured, the spacing 
of the images exposed on the film strip was quite 
uneven. It was therefore not possible to trans-
fer the images directly to a projectable positive 
film. In addition, the variant of the intermittent 
mechanism chosen by Skladanowsky caused 
excessive vibrations.

Living Photographs
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Living Photographs

The introduction of the Maltese cross – a new 
step-by-step mechanism for moving the film 
strip that continues to be used today – and 
the perforated negative film made this earlier 

process obsolete. Henceforth Max Skladanowsky 
turned his attention to developing new filming 
and projection equipment.

Kurbelkasten I
Max Skladanowsky shot the first ‘films’ with this 
self-built serial camera.
BArch/Witzel
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Emil Skladanowsky doing gymnastic exercises on the roof of the house at Schönhauser Allee 146;  
the shot was probably filmed in 1894
These serial images were taken on the roof of photographer Wilhelm Fenz's studio at Schönhauser Allee  
(Berlin-Pankow). The movement of his brother Emil Skladanowsky, captured on film by Max Skladanowsky, 
is considered the first recording of its kind in Germany.
Left: BArch, N 1435 Bild-118-001/Skladanowsky, Max; middle: BArch, N 1435 Bild-118-002/Skladanowsky, Max; 
right: BArch, N 1435 Bild-118-003/Skladanowsky, Max
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‘Kamarinskaya’ Negative, 1895
Skladanowsky took up to 48 individual images on a 
1.5-metre-long thin roll film without perforations. 
The distance between the images varied.
BArch, N 1435-264-0013/Skladanowsky, Max

‘Ringkampf’ (Wrestling), Positive, 1895
BArch, N 1435-264-0013/Skladanowsky, Max
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Living Photographs
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Development Drum (Measurements in cm: 135 x 34 x 35 / L x W x H / Material: softwood 
frame, drum made of hardwood, metal bars and rods)
Skladanowsky constructed this apparatus from a drum-mounted cylinder with a rotary crank 
drive and immersion tank to fix and wash both the positive and negative film. Twenty metres 
of film could be mounted on the drum so that the entire film strip could be immersed in the 
developing bath and developed.
BArch/Witzel

Printing Machine (Measurements in cm: 56 x 
37 x 20 / L x W x H / Material: softwood frame, 
walnut storage rack, hardwood cranks, glass, 
black felt)
Skladanowsky designed the printing machine 
to produce positive prints for projection from 
the developed negative films. This wooden 
device made it possible to copy individual 
images in steps: The negative film was moved 
manually and exposed onto positive film under 
a light source (initially a kerosene lamp, later an 
incandescent spirit lamp) with a mirror device. 
This image-by-image copying process was 
very time-consuming: Skladanowsky needed 
eight hours at the beginning and later, with 
the improved light source, four hours to print 
25 metres of film. 
BArch/Witzel
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Living Photographs

"Die Wachpararade kommt! Unter den 
Linden in Berlin." Positive, 1896

Image of a 65 mm positive film of the  
“Second Programme” with perforations 

punched into the side. Later on incorrectly dated 
to 1895 by Max Skladanowskys.

BArch, N 1435-264-0015/Skladanowsky, Max

Perforation Machine (Measurements in cm: 35 x 16,5 x 28 / L x W x H / Material: softwood, walnut/
beech/hardwood, painted sheet metal)
This mechanically crank-operated device was used to punch the perforation holes into the film strips. 
Max Skladanowsky used perforated negative film with a width of 63 mm on both sides for the first time 
for the shooting of the “Second Programme” (Reise- und Berlin-Bilder). Skladanowsky built a machine from 
various components which conformed to the system of the paper perforator, making it possible to use an 
intermittent mechanism to perforate the film and move it forward evenly during recording and projection. 
Two perforation holes were punched into both sides of the negative film and additional perforation holes 
were added at the edge of the 65-mm-wide positive film.
BArch/Witzel
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Living Photographs
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Bioscop I, 1893–1895  
BArch, N 1435 Bild-273-010/n.a.

Bioscop I

Max Skladanowsky had already produced two 
prototype projectors, but they both had prob-
lems with the brightness and frame rate of the 
film projection, which caused individual images 
to flicker. With the Bioscop I, completed in 1895, 
he achieved a technical innovation that ini-
tially solved this problem: A double projection 
of two projectors linked together was able to 

increase the image frequency with the help of the 
cross-fading technique that had been used for 
the magic lantern projection, thus bridging the 
dark phase between the individual images. This 
prevented flickering by means of optical com-
pensation. In research on early cinema, opinions 
vary as to whether the frame rate of the Bioscop I 
was 8 or 16 frames per second.
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Patent certificate No. 88599 by Max Skladanowsky for the “Device for intermittently 
advancing the image position for photographic series, apparatus and bioscopes”, 
1 November 1895
BArch, N 1435-192-0002
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“Das boxende Känguruh” (The Boxing Kangaroo), May 1895
Contact prints for the film of the Wintergarten programme
BArch, N 1435 Bild-094-002/Skladanowsky, Max

First Film Screenings
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Advertisement Wintergarten programme in the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger No. 513 of 1 November 1895
BArch, N 1435-108-0004
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Postcard from the Wintergarten in Berlin, n.d.
Top: BArch, N 1435-278; bottom: private loan
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Berlin, Friedrichstraße, corner of Dorotheenstraße, destroyed variety theatre 
“Wintergarten”, approx. March / April 1945
BArch, Bild 183-J31399/n.a.

Wintergarten

The Wintergarten established itself as a variety 
theatre in the conservatory of the Central-Hotel 
Berlin – one of the largest and most luxurious 
establishments located near Friedrichstraße Sta-
tion in the burgeoning city. In 1880, the year the 
hotel opened, the first concerts were held in the 
1700 m² hall. From 1888 onwards, the stage in-
creasingly became a variety theatre with perfor-
mances by internationally renowned artists and 
a popular entertainment venue for all strata of 
society in Berlin. An evening at the Wintergarten 
was always an event full of music, dance, sen-
sations and, of course, food and drink. Guests 
could experience back-to-back performances by 
“Mr. Tompson” and his three elephants, a duo of 
Tyrolean singers, gymnasts, jugglers or a singing 
horsewoman. 

Always on the lookout for the newest sensations, 
the two theatre directors, Julius Baron and Franz 
Dorn, hired the Skladanowskys, who presented 

their water show, a kind of mechanical theatre 
with electrical and pyrotechnical effects, in Octo-
ber 1895. From 1 November 1895, they appeared 
in the Wintergarten with what was described in 
an advertisement in the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger 
as “the most interesting invention of modern 
times”, the Bioscop and the “living pictures”. 
Their performance did not take place on the large 
main stage, but rather on the smaller side stage.

The Wintergarten remained one of the leading 
variety theatres in Berlin and throughout Eu-
rope into the 1940s. With seating for more than 
3,000 guests, it hosted performances by Josephine 
Baker and many other national and international 
stars. The Wintergarten and the Central-Hotel  
were destroyed in a bombing raid on 21 June 
1944. In 1992, the Wintergarten Variety Theatre 
reopened in Potsdamer Straße in Berlin in the 
tradition of the original Wintergarten and has 
been a venue for variety, revue, burlesque and 
acrobatics ever since.
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The showcase is recreated.

“Italienischer Bauerntanz” of the  
children’s group Ploetz-Larella, 1895
BArch, N 1435 Bild-096/Skladanowsky, Max

„Akrobatisches Potpourri“,  
Grunato family of gymnasts, 1895
BArch, N 1435 Bild-092-022/Skladanowsky, Max

Watch the entire Wintergarten program 
in the Digitaler Lesesaal:
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Musical Score of the Wintergarten programme, 1895
A special score was composed for the film screening in the Wintergarten and premiered on 1 November 1895.
BArch, N 1435-100-0004
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Introduction Cello
BArch, N 1435-100-0022



Catalogue | “Did I invent film?” | Max Skladanowsky – Pioneer, Visionary & Impostor

54

The World’s First Film Music
by Burkhard Götze

Both in terms of film history and musicology, 
1 November 1895, the day that Max and Emil 
Skladanowsky first screened their moving pic-
tures at Berlin’s Wintergarten, marks a turning 
point that has received little scholarly attention. 

Special music was composed for the Sklada
nowskys’ projections at the Wintergarten and 
performed live by the Great Orchestra of the 
Wintergarten in synchronisation with the films. 
This was one of the very first film scores ever 
created in music history. Many of the music 
scores used for the performances of the “living 
pictures” in the Wintergarten have been pre-
served almost in their entirety in the Federal 
Archives and in the document archive of the 
Deutsche Kinemathek. 

The music opens with an overture played in 
advance of the film’s beginning, a mysterious-
sounding tremolo in the low strings and a hunt-
ing motif in the trombones and horns. Gradually 
developing into a grand central motif in the 
basses and wind instruments, it is accompanied 
by cascading sixteenth notes in the woodwinds 
and strings. It is a majestic scene that wonderful-
ly sets the mood for the grand event.

The following short scenes all feature their own 
musical accompaniment. First, a polka underly-
ing the “Italienischer Bauerntanz”; a gallop plays 
during the “Komisches Reck” and the “Jongleurs”; 
surprisingly, a Spanish march accompanies “Das 
boxende Känguruh”. The “Gymnastikerfamilie 
Grunato” is accompanied by the “Maskengalopp”; 
the “Kamarinskaya” by an original Kamarinskaya, 
a Russian national dance; the “Ringkampf” is 
accompanied by a march, followed by the short 
finale, also a march-like piece of music, which 
has no specific template and was likely composed 
especially for this event. It is not surprising that 

the music consists mainly of dances, as several 
of the film recordings in the programme depict 
dances. In order to ensure that the music was 
perfectly synchronised with the dance move-
ments on screen, the conductor and his orchestra 
had to perform with utmost precision.

Determining whether the pieces are original 
compositions or arrangements would require 
further research. There are no references to 
the composer or arranger on the handwritten 
scores, except for the stamp of the band leader F. 
Hoffmann, who was probably not the conductor 
of the performance, but rather the arranger or 
orchestrator. In a newspaper article from 1955, 
Max Skladanowsky’s son, Erich Skladanowsky, 
cites Kapellmeister Ernst Krüger as the compos-
er of the music, however this has been proven 
incorrect for many pieces. Thanks to the new 
edition of the surviving sheet music, three pieces 
have been clearly identified thus far, namely 
the “Tritsch-Tratsch-Polka” (op. 214) by Johann 
Strauss (son) as accompanying music for the „Der 
Jongleur Paul Petras“, the Spanish march “Der 
Stierkämpfer” by Hermann Reh for “Das Boxende 
Känguruh,” and the Kamarinskaya (1848) by 
Michael Glinka. The “Maskengalopp” bears a 
different copyist’s handwriting than that of the 
other pieces and, as with nearly all of the works, 
the name of the composer and a stamp are 
missing. The introduction and finale are the only 
pieces that may be new compositions produced 
specifically for the Wintergarten programme.

With Burkhard Götze’s reconstruction, adapta-
tion and arrangement of the music based on the 
surviving sheet music, the world’s first film score 
is now being performed again for the first time in 
130 years by the Metropolis Orchestra Berlin as 
part of the exhibition “Did I invent film?”



55

First Film Screenings

 
Introduction Violine 2
BArch, N 1435-100-0015
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Announcement of the Bioscop presentation, December 1895
BArch, N 1435-109-0002 
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Skladanowsky Brothers’

BIOSCOP

The most amusing and interesting invention 
of the 19th century!

In this advertisement for the Bioscop screening at the 
Folies Bergère in Paris, the Skladanowsky brothers’ 
invention is celebrated for its outstanding technical 
innovation and ability to create a natural reproduc-
tion of life in images before a large audience. Their 
competitors, such as Meybridge (sic) and Edison, had 
yet to achieve this. They are described as having spent 
vast amounts of money and time trying to project 
life-size images without success. The text further 
claims that the Skladanowskys’ invention was pat-
ented on 30 October 1895 and that soon after, on 
1 November 1895, the first public screening was held 
at the “Wintergarten” in Berlin. Their tremendous 
success there led to an engagement with the Folies 
Bergères in Paris and the Empire Theatre in London.

Skladanowsky Brothers’ Bioscop currently 
has the following repertoire:

1. “Italienischer Bauerntanz” performed by 2 children.

2. “Komisches Reck” (Brothers Milton).

3. “Das boxende Känguru” (Mr. Delaware).

4. “Jongleur” (Petras).

5. “Acrobatisches Potpourri” (8 persons).

6. �“Kammarintzky”, Russian national dance (3 brothers 
Tscherpanoff).

7. “Serpentinentanz” (Mlle Ancion).

8. “Ringkampf” between Freiner and Sandow.

9. “Apotheose” (Skladanowsky brothers).

A complete variety show in 15 minutes.

57

Paris

After their successful performance 
at the Wintergarten in Berlin 
in November 1895, the Parisian 
theatre Folies Bergère engaged the 
Skladanowskys for January 1896; 
they travelled to Paris at the end 
of December 1895 where they 
attended a film screening by the 
Lumière brothers – and discov-
ered that the Lumière invention 
was technically superior to their 
own. This was probably why the 
Folies Bergère terminated the 
contract with the Skladanowskys, 
but continued to pay their fee. The 
Skladanowskys were now availa-
ble for new performances.
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“Leben und Treiben am Alexanderplatz in Berlin” (Life and bustle at Alexanderplatz in Berlin)
Film still from “Reise- und Berlin-Bilder der Gebrüder Skladanowsky”, 1896/1897
Bundesarchiv, Reise- und Berlinbilder, 63364

“Alarm der Berliner Feuerwehr im Hofe der Hauptwache in der Lindenstraße”  
(Alarm of the Berlin Fire Department in the Courtyard of the Hauptwache in Lindenstraße)
Film still from “Reise- und Berlin-Bilder der Gebrüder Skladanowsky”, 1896/1897
Bundesarchiv, Reise- und Berlinbilder, 63364

Watch all films 
in the Digitaler 
Lesesaal:
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“Einfahrt eines Eisenbahnzuges” (Arrival of a Train)
Film still from “Reise- und Berlin-Bilder der Gebrüder Skladanowsky”, 1896/1897
Bundesarchiv, Reise- und Berlinbilder, 63364

The Skladanowsky Brothers’ Travel and 
Berlin Pictures  

The Skladanowskys shot the “Second Pro-
gramme”, the footage referred to as the 
Skladanowsky brothers’ “Travel and Berlin 
Pictures”, in August/September 1896 with the 
Kurbelkasten II in Berlin, Stockholm and Copen-
hagen. The frame rate of filming and projection 
was 16 frames per second (the Wintergarten pro-
gramme is believed to have been 8 to 16 frames 
per second). The content of the recordings also 
differed from the Wintergarten programme: In-
stead of focusing on the attractions of a variety 
programme and individual artists, this work 
presented views of the city and short comic 
scenes in public spaces. In March 1897, the two 
brothers also made recordings in Szczecin with 
the Kurbelkasten II, which they subsequently 
showed on location – unfortunately, the piece 
titled “Am Bollwerk in Stettin” is the only work 
to have survived.

In a memo written by Max Skladanowsky and 
preserved in his estate, he recalls the produc-
tion of the scenes “Alarm der Berliner Feuer-
wehr” and “Ausfahrt der Berliner Feuerwehr” 
(cf. N 1435/271). In consultation with the chief 
of the fire brigade, Max Skladanowsky was able 
to prepare these films in advance with a length 
of 30 to 40 seconds: After arranging the camera, 
the alarm in the fire department was triggered 
by a signal that allowed Max Skladanowsky 
to film the fire department’s exit with the 
Kurbelkasten II. As with the work of other film 
pioneers, the staging and documentation are 
closely interwoven – from the very beginning 
of filmmaking, the documentary aspect of film 
recording was inseparable from the planning and 
preparation phase.
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Bioscop performance by the Skladanowsky brothers in the Centralhallen-Theater, Szczecin, 31 March 1897
BArch, N 1435-114-0002

Szczecin Presentation

In March 1897, the Skladanowsky brothers held 
their last film screening for several years: They 
showed the “Second Programme” with the 
Bioscop II for two weeks in the Szczecin Central 
Hall. As in the Wintergarten, the film programme 
was embedded in an extensive variety show. 
The Skladanowskys’ film production and pro-
jection ended that year for three reasons: Firstly, 
the Bioscop was technically outdated and the 

brothers lacked the necessary capital to develop 
it further. Secondly, Max and Emil Skladanowsky 
ended their collaboration following a financial 
dispute. Lastly, the projection license that Max 
Skladanowsky needed to obtain an official busi-
ness permit for his projections was not renewed 
because he was unable to afford the fee.
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Max Skladanowsky with his “Bioscop”, n.d.
BArch, N 1275 Bild-088/n.a.

Bioscop II

Possibly inspired by the technical innovations of 
the Lumière brothers, Max Skladanowsky built 
another projector, called Bioscop II, to project 
the cityscapes he produced throughout 1896. 
The projector was designed for a single-strip 
65 mm film and equipped with a Maltese cross 
for an intermittent film transport. Evidence 
of the use of this new projector exists only for 
the Skladanowskys’ engagement in Szczecin in 
March 1897. This was the only time this “Second 
Programme” of travel and Berlin pictures was 
shown. These screenings in Szczecin marked the 
end of their first film career and, soon thereaf-
ter, the end of the personal and business rela-
tionship between the brothers Max and Emil 
Skladanowsky. 

The picture below, in which Max Skladanowsky 
is seen posing with the Bioscop II, was probably 
taken in the mid-1920s. The text beneath the 
photo misleadingly declares the projector to be 
the “first cinematograph from 1895”, but the year 
stated is wrong. In later years, Skladanowsky 
frequently dated his films and technical film in-
ventions incorrectly as a way to inflate the signif-
icance of his role in developing film technology.
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The Skladanowsky family, n.d. 
Max Skladanowsky with his second wife Gertrud Anna Pauline Skladanowsky and daughter Gertrud Skladanowsky from his first marriage
BArch, N 1435 Bild-278-008/n.a.

Max Skladanowsky
1863 – 1939

Gertrud Anna Pauline Skladanowsky
1874 – 1930

Gertrud Skladanowsky
1891 – 1954
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The living room of the Skladanowsky family at Schwedterstr. 35 a, Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin approx. 1890
BArch, N 1435 Bild-303-003/Skladanowsky, Max

Family Life
Max Skladanowsky’s first marriage in 1880 was with Else Nadolek (or Nadolny), 
who sadly died during childbirth of their first daughter, Gertrud. With his second 
wife, Gertrud Anna Pauline Marx, whom he married in 1896, he had three chil-
dren: Erich, Lucie and Margot. When his daughter Gertrud was five years old, she 
appeared in one of her father’s films, which was published in 1896 as a flip book 
under the title “Die kleine Puppenköchin”. At the time, her father referred to her 
as the world’s first film actress. After Max Skladanowsky’s death, his children 
Lucie and Erich preserved their father’s legacy. After the Second World War, Erich 
Skladanowsky, who worked with his father throughout his lifetime, referred to 
himself as a film historian and became head of the film department at the East 
Berlin Akademie der Künste in 1952. He researched early film history and, until 
his death in 1966, strove to accentuate his father’s historical significance. Lucie 
(† 2001) was interviewed in the DEFA film “Die Wiege des boxenden Känguruhs” 
(GDR 1987) and in Wim Wenders’ “Die Gebrüder Skladanowsky” (GER 1995).
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“Projektion für Alle” 
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Flip Books
by Joachim Castan

By 1897, the Skladanowsky brothers’ career as 
film pioneers was over. With flip books, which 
Max Skladanowsky called “cinema in your 
pocket” or “living photographs in book form”, 
he believed he still had a chance to make a 
name for himself on the now overcrowded 
market for “living pictures”. On 9 June 1908, 
Max Skladanowsky wrote to F. Paul Liesegang: 
“When I returned to Berlin from my long travels 
in 1897, I published the small Living Photographs 
in book form, which [as with the projector] 
found countless imitators, and which I distri­
buted all over the world.” He thus claimed to be 
the inventor of the pocket cinematograph. 

On 18 March 1868, J. B. Linnett received a British 
patent for his “Kineograph”, a booklet with sheets 
printed with successive images on one side. In the 
English-speaking world, these popular books were 
sold at street vendors as “penny books”. One could 
argue that Max Skladanowsky was the first to 
use photographs instead of drawings in these flip 
books, but this is only partly true: Hermann Casler 
had already been successful in the United States 
with his mechanised flip book in 1895/1896. Max 
Skladanowsky was the pioneer of photographic 
flip books, at least in Germany. On 3 April 1897, 
he submitted a model to the Imperial Patent 

Office for “copies of a photographic series at­
tached in book form.” The brothers Max and Emil 
Skladanowsky began manufacturing and selling 
flip books together in early 1897. The business 
with flip books proved to be very lucrative.

Max Skladanowsky drew on his experience in 
constructing the Kurbelkasten I serial camera 
and the Kurbelkasten II film camera to create 
the camera for flip books. He used this camera 
not only for his own personal recordings, but 
also had it mass-produced for sale. At the turn 
of the century, self-made flip books, his flip 
book camera and small amateur film projectors 
were bestsellers at Skladanowsky’s photo article 
factory. The exposed negative film was either 
printed on photographic paper or used as a print 
template. The books were subsequently produced 
from these image templates. The small flip books 
could be mass-produced cheaply. Special luxu­
ry editions were printed on real photographic 
paper and bound in leather. Max Skladanowsky 
was able to earn significant profits with these 
handheld “films”. The distribution of the flip 
books was first handled by the Archimedes pub­
lishing house; later, Skladanowsky distributed 
them through his company Projektion für Alle. 
(Projection for all). The Archimedes publishing 
house was offering some 20 different titles by 
Skladanowsky, including the famous “Boxende 
Känguruh”.

Two flip books from the estate of 
Max Skladanowsky,  

“Kaiser Wilhelm” (left) and  
“Die kleine Puppenköchin” (right), n.d.

Left: BArch, N 1435 Bild-122-523/
Skladanowsky, Max; right: BArch, N 1435 

Bild-120-524/Skladanowsky, Max
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National themes were also popular at the time. 
These included various flip books with actors 
portraying well-known monarchs or politicians. 
The people portrayed covered the entire political 
spectrum: Monarchists as well as conservatives 
and socialists walk around with their idols in 
their pockets. In them, the actor Stahl dressed up 
as Bismarck, Eugen Richter, Ludwig Windthorst 
and August Bebel and imitated these politi­
cians’ typical gestures behind a podium. Max 
Skladanowsky was also able to set high-rank­
ing figures in motion. There were pocket cin­
ematographs of the Prince of Wales, Emperor 
Frederick III, Emperor Wilhelm II and the Aus­
trian Emperor Franz Joseph. The topics selected 
for the pocket cinematographs clearly reflected 
popular tastes in Germany at the time. Congrat­
ulatory books were nice little souvenirs. National 
figures promoted national pride, and the Social 
Democrats were not left on the sidelines. 

In 1897, after breaking off from his brother, 
Max Skladanowsky continued to run the lucra­
tive business with pocket cinematographs on 
his own. In the following period, a multitude of 
different companies were founded, all of which 
can be traced back to Max Skladanowsky. In 
1896, Max Skladanowsky began listing himself 
as “photographer” in the local address book. By 
1899, he ran a “novelty distribution company”, 
which he used to sell his flip books.

Advertising leaflet for 
Max Skladanowskyʼs 
“Lebende Photographien” in 
book form / flip books, n.d.
BArch, N 1435-138-0002



68

Catalogue | “Did I invent film?” | Max Skladanowsky – Pioneer, Visionary & Impostor

“Eine Partie Klabrias”, 1896
Photograph series for flip books from the “Lebende Photographien” 

series by Max Skladanowsky. Card game between the  
patent attorney Max Lorenz, grandfather Marx and  

Emil Skladanowsky (from left to right).
BArch, N 1435 Bild-123-003/Skladanowsky, Max
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Plastographs

In 1902, Max Skladanowsky became involved 
in stereoscopy, the process of reproducing 
two-dimensional images that convey spatial 
depth. He also began selling “stereoscope appa­
ratuses” and the corresponding glass photo­
graphs (slide positives). In the subsequent years, 
Max Skladanowsky developed the so-called 
Plastograph a less expensive and handy model 
that targeted a broader clientele. The mass-
produced red and green cardboard goggles 
and the three-dimensional picture series with 
motifs from Germany and Europe were available 
in bookshops. Next to city views, some series 
of pictures, which were labeled as “frivolous“, 
featured women in underwear or nightgowns. 
While these are not explicit pornography, they 
do manifest the sexist worldview of the time. 

Using the anaglyph process (colour stereoscopy), 
three-dimensional images printed with red and 
green contours initially appeared blurred, but 
when viewed through the special glasses they 
appeared almost three-dimensional. At a cer­
tain distance, the left eye registered the images 
through the green eyepiece and the right eye 
through the red eyepiece.

Berlin, Alexanderplatz and Berolina, Plastography No. 9,  approx. 1903–1918
BArch, N 1435 Bild-162-005/Skladanowsky, Max

→
Advertising "Plastische  Weltbilder", n.d.

BArch, N 1435-164-0012
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Empty announcement picture with the signet “P.f.A”, frame for  captions and texts during presentations, approx. 1900
BArch, N 1435 Bild-15-8-024/Skladanowsky, Max

→
P.f.A. überall Cover page, 1, n.d.

BArch, N 1435-169-0018

After the engagement in Szczecin in March 1897, 
the Skladanowsky brothers ended their collaboration 
on the “Living Pictures”. Max Skladanowsky sub­
sequently founded various companies under differ­
ent names that manufactured and distributed film 
and photo cameras and projectors. In the following 
years, Max Skladanowsky primarily worked in his 
distribution company and his Berliner Camera-Werk, 
which mainly produced pocket cinematographs, 
photographs, slide series and three-dimensional 
images (Plastische Weltbilder). With the flip book 
camera, devices such as film projectors and 

self-produced flip books, Skladanowsky 
served an increasingly growing market 

for amateur photography. 

Around 1906/1907, he began producing and 
distributing picture series with his photograph­
ic publishing house Projektion für Alle (P. f. A.). 
Photographs from Berlin, Germany and Europe 
were transferred onto elongated glass plates or 
produced as printed picture series. As illustrated 
by the advertising leaflet, these glass photographs 
presented in combination with lectures were used 
not only in schools; they were also intended for 
private use. In addition, Max Skladanowsky and his 
brother Eugen produced two short feature films 
with the production company Projektion für Alle, 
probably in 1913 and 1914: “Eine Fliegenjagd 
oder ‘Die Rache der Frau Schultze’” and 
“Die moderne Jungfrau von Orleans”.

(Projection for all)
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P.f.A. überall Back cover, 2 & 3, n.d.
Left: BArch, N 1435-169-0019; right: BArch, N1435-169-0020
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Film stills from “Eine Fliegenjagd oder ‘Die Rache 
der Frau Schultze’”, probably 1913
Cinematography: Max Skladanowsky;  
Screenplay und Director: Eugen Skladanowsky; 
Actors: Frida Cortelli and Eugen Skladanowsky
There are two versions of this film in the Bundes­
archiv, which differ in the shot sizes, set design 
and editing. The film stills were created from the 
raw scan, which originates from a 16mm positive 
print (BSP-9141). 
BArch, “Eine Fliegenjagd oder ‘Die Rache der 
Frau Schultze’”, 65924
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Watch the entire film in the 
Digitaler Lesesaal of the Bundesarchiv

Eugen Skladanowsky
1859 – 1945

A long time ago, when I was born,

I was destined for something,

To bring joy to mankind,

To spread jest and humour among the people.
Excerpt from Eugen Skladanowsky’s poetic curriculum vitae 
BArch N 1435-283-0013

Max’s brother Eugen Skladanowsky began his career 
as a circus performer at an early age and was part of 
several circus ensembles. He was a skilled horseman, 
trapeze artist and tightrope walker. He also entered the 
film business with his brothers Max and Emil, both as an 
actor and as a writer, and was involved in the creation of 
three short feature films: “Der nächtliche Freier”, “Eine 
Fliegenjagd oder ‘Die Rache der Frau Schultze’” and “Die 
moderne Jungfrau von Orleans”. He often referred to 
himself as “Germany’s first film actor.”

Photo album, photo of Eugen Skladanowsky in a clown 
costume, 1890
BArch, N 1435-283-0085/n.a.
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Film stills from Skladanowsky’s “Die moderne Jungfrau von Orleans”, probably 1914
Cinematography and Director: Max Skladanowsky; in the lead role Eugen Skladanowsky as Johanna
BArch, Die moderne Jungfrau von Orleans, 61198
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Flip Books, Plastographs & “Projektion für Alle” 

Watch the entire film in the Digitaler Lesesaal of the Bundesarchiv
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Following the introduction of their first 
film projections in the years 1895–1897, the 
Skladanowsky’s importance in film history was 
soon forgotten. Max Skladanowsky did not receive 
public attention again until the 1920s. However, 
during lectures on his inventions, such as the one 
held at the Deutsche Kinotechnische Gesellschaft 
(DKG) on 23 November 1920, he often presented 
his later films and technical devices from 1896 
as the very first films and devices from 1895, 
thereby exaggerating his status as the inventor of 
cinema. 

With the large Kino- und Photoausstellung 
(Kipho), a film and photography exhibition cele-
brating the 30th anniversary of the earliest film 
projections in 1925, Max Skladanowsky became 
known to a wider audience again. However, 
his erroneous claim that the Bioscop II was his 
first projector from 1895 set off a long dispute 
among experts about the origins and signifi-
cance of his inventions and films. Oskar Messter, 
his biggest opponent, explained the reasons for 
the clash in a letter to his son in 1941: “In 1920, 
Skladanowsky lied to and deceived the DKG, 
which I had co-founded. Since then, I have been 
fighting for the truth to raise the reputation of 
the DKG.” 

In the following years, these discussions escalat-
ed into the so-called “inventor’s dispute”, with 
the National Socialists supporting Skladanowsky 
from 1933. A German inventor of cinematog-
raphy was a perfect match for their nationalist 
aims, and Skladanowsky enjoyed the fame and 
attention he received. While Oskar Messter, cam-
era pioneer Guido Seeber and Max’s brother Emil 
Skladanowsky tried to challenge this narrative, 
Prof. Carl Niessen, a young up-and-coming ac-
ademic and leading theatre scholar, and his son 
Erich offered him their support. The discussions 
in the public discourse escalated to such a degree 
that in late 1934, the Reichsfilmkammer felt 
compelled to pass the so-called Maulkorberlass, 
a decree similar to a gag order that muzzled 
freedom of expression. This put an end to serious 
and open debate. 

An official tribute to Max and Emil Sklada
nowsky and the unveiling of a commemorative 
plaque by the Reichsfilmkammer on the 40th 
anniversary of the first film screening was held 
in Berlin’s Wintergarten on 1 November 1935. 
In 1942, three years after Max Skladanowsky’s 
death, Oskar Messter was still demanding that 
the memorial plaque be donated to a metal pro-
cessing plant and used for war purposes. 



83

Inventor’s Dispute

Drawing by Max Skladanowsky, n.d.
The inventor and visionary envisions „Projektion für Alle“ on the living room wall.
BArch, N 1435-15-0006/Skladanowsky, Max
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Letter from Max Skladanowsky to Oskar Messter dated 30 July 1922
The Skladanowsky company's own stationery is not sparing with references to its own products and inventions.
BArch, N 1275-560-0014/Skladanowsky, Max
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Dear Mr Messter,

In response to your kind letter dated the 19th of this month,

I am enclosing material that you can use for your treatise

on German cinematography.

In addition to the detailed written account explaining

the history of the Bioscop, which I have written from 

memory for you, enclosed

you will also find an essay I published on

21 November in the Photographic Chronicle of 

1915, which you may use as you like. 

The memories of the years of my preliminary work, which have now 
� become history,

always fill me with

deep sorrow. I do not like to talk about them because

I did not receive any support from anyone at the time;  

on the contrary, the emerging cinematography was seen as 
� delusional at the time.

Cinematography could have arrived several years earlier. 

As a small child, my eldest daughter Gertrud (now 31 years old)

was the world’s first film actress,

playing small roles that I rehearsed with her for the film shoot.

I am happy to discuss this with you further.

Yours sincerely,

Max Skladanowsky
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Max Skladanowsky next to his Bioscop Projector, approx. 1936
The text on the sign above the projector reads: “The ‘treasure’ of German cinematography. The original Bioscop film projector, which was 
put into public use for the first time on 1 November 1895.” This text shows both the role that Max Skladanowsky claimed for himself and the 
image that the Reichsfilmkammer propagated.
BArch, N 1435 Bild-276-017/n.a.
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Oskar Messter, n.d.
Oskar Messter (1866–1943), the son of an optician, also joined the ranks of German film pioneers and defended his importance – 
especially against his opponent Max Skladanowsky. He is known as one of the first German cinema entrepreneurs and as the 
inventor of the Maltese cross switch, a mechanism designed to ensure the continuity and stability of the projected image.
BArch, N 1275 Bild-001/n.a.
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“Habe ich den Film erfunden?” (Did I invent film?), 1934 
An article by Max Skladanowsky in the Hamburger Tageblatt 
of 3 August 1934.
BArch, N 1435-260-0002
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In this article in a daily newspaper from 3 Au-
gust 1934, Max Skladanowsky asks the crucial 
question: “Did I invent film?” In a brief preface, 
the paper distances itself from the views ex-
pressed by Max Skladanowsky. It notes that they 
do not reflect the opinions held by the paper or 
the scientific consensus, and are merely a contri-
bution to the ongoing discussion on the question 
of who really invented film.

Skladanowsky argues that his screening at the 
Wintergarten predated the screening of the 
Brothers Lumière and that his presentation was 
open to the public, in contrast to the Lumière 
screening, which was by invitation-only. He 
paints a picture of himself as a poor inventor, 
unlike the Lumières, who came frovm a wealthy 
industrial family and were able to patent their 
inventions much earlier.

Lastly, he acknowledges the importance of scien-
tific research on this topic and his willingness to 
contribute to it — even under the new National 
Socialist government. He sees himself in the 
tradition of German inventors such as Johann 
Heinrich Schulze, who Skladanowsky regards as 
the inventor of photography, and the Tri-Ergon-
Group, which presented the first film in Germany 
accompanied by a visual soundtrack.
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Postcard by Max Skladanowsky, n.d.
While touring various cities, Skladanowsky celebrated himself as the “inventor of film”. He was convinced 
that he had achieved great things.
Postcard to the Wieslang family, Berlin-Pankow: “What Wagner is to music, I am to film! Hundreds of 
thousands live from his and my work today!”
Top: BArch, N 1435-188-0002; bottom: BArch N 1435-188-0003
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Recommendation of the lecture “Vom Nebelbild zum Filmstreifen” to the Pankow and 
Reinickendorf (Berlin) public education offices on 19 October 1931 
On his letterhead, Max Skladanowsky calls himself the “Inventor of ‘Living Photographs’”, 
the “Sole Inventor of the ‘Bioscope’” and lists all his patents.
BArch, N 1435-181-0002
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Communication from the President of the Reichsfilmkammer dated 27 December 1934
Also known as the so-called “Maulkorb-Erlass”, which was intended to stop the ongoing public discussion about 
the invention of cinematography, as this was not conducive to the national reputation at home and abroad.
left: BArch, N 1275-563-0246; right: BArch, N 1275-563-0248
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Emil and Max Skladanowsky in front of the unveiled memorial plaque at Wintergarten Berlin 
on the occasion of the first public film screening 40 years ago on 1 November 1895
BArch, N 1435 Bild-281-001/n.a.

→
Programme for the ceremony to unveil  

the memorial plaque on 1 November 1935
BArch, N 1275-563-0174
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Obituary on the death of Max Skladanowsky (30 November 1939) by his son Erich Skladanowsky
After suffering from cancer and being cared for by his family, Max Skladanowsky died on 30 November 1939  
in his house in Berlin-Niederschönhausen. Shortly afterwards, the funeral took place in a neighbouring cemetery, 
for which the entire street was closed off.
BArch, N 1435-264-0002

→
Max and Emil Skladanowsky, n.d.

BArch, N 1435 Bild-278-006
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List of exhibits from the estate of Max Skladanowsky by his son Erich Skladanowsky, n.d.
As early as the 1950s, Erich Skladanowsky worked in the GDR to preserve the memory of his father’s legacy. 
Describing himself as a film historian, he made various objects and equipment available for exhibitions and 
dedicated himself to his father's work in his own manuscripts.
BArch, N 1435-296-0002
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Max Skladanowsky Historical Archive

List of Exhibition Items

1.	� Personal pictures, photos,  
self-portraits, etc.

2.	� Magic lantern programmes, posters, 
advertising material, incl. the 
1879 programme

3.	� Drawings, designs for magic lantern 
devices, theatre construction, etc.

4. 	� Brochure about limelight by 
Max Skladanowsky

5. 	� Design drawings for 4- and 6-inch  
magic lantern slides

6. 	� Hand-painted, animated magic lantern 
slides (4 and 6 inch)

7. 	 Magic lantern projectors

8. 	� Demonstration models for 
film transport, including the patent 
model D.R.P. 88599 with sketches 
and blueprints

9. 	� The film recording device Bioscop I 
from 1892, with patented mechanism, 
detailed sketches, construction drawings 
(to scale), programmes, posters, and 
original patent documentation

10. 	� The historical double projector 
Bioscop I, used for the first Bioscop film 
screening at the Wintergarten in Berlin 
on 1 November 1895 (with original 
orchestral sheet music and title slides). 
Also includes press reviews from 1895

11. 	� Detailed construction drawings  
(to scale) of the historical Bioscop 
projector

12. 	� The Bioscop III recording camera from 
1896 with a Maltese cross mechanism

13. 	� Tools for processing Bioscop films from 
1895–1897:

	 a. Rewinder, film reels, etc.

	 b. �The film splicing machine  
(only available as a photo)

	 c. The perforating machine

	 d. �The printing machine for petroleum 
and spirit light

	 e. �The developing tubes and  
washing drum

	 f. �The alignment plate for 
amplifier cards

14. 	� “Max Skladanowsky’s Living Photo
graphs in Book Form” – original page 
books, equipment and printing blocks

15. 	� Drawings and models of Bioscop 
apparatuses, cameras and projectors 
produced by Max Skladanowsky’s 
innovation distribution and introduced 
into commercial trade for export 
purposes

Minimum size of exhibition cabinet: 40 sqm
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Afterword

Afterword

Until 1939, Max Skladanowsky continued to 
tour Germany and Europe, sharing his version 
of the invention of film. Numerous memos 
preserved in his estate show that until his death, 
Skladanowsky persevered to establish and con­
solidate his reputation, especially as the “sole 
inventor of the Bioscop”. The National Socialists 
were also strongly interested in propagating 
Max Skladanowsky as “the German inventor 
of film”. After his death, his children Erich and 
Lucie used publications, exhibitions and lec­
ture tours to secure Skladanowsky’s legacy and 
assure him a permanent place in film history.

There is no question of the important role that 
Skladanowsky played in developing film tech­
nology – alongside many other film pioneers 
of his time – but his inventions did not have a 
lasting influence. Research into the history of 
moving images continues to encounter unan­
swered questions and contradictions that can 
only be resolved through a synopsis of regional, 
national and international sources, the corre­
sponding devices and mutual influences and 
references.

The exhibition “Did I invent film? Max Sklada­
nowsky – Pioneer, Visionary & Impostor” and 
this accompanying booklet from the Federal 
Archives cannot definitively answer the ques­
tion of who invented film.  It can, however, 
provide a framework for showing and discuss­
ing documents from the estate of an important 
visionary and designer. In preparation for the 
exhibition, numerous documents, films and 
photographs from Skladanowsky’s estate have 
been digitised for the first time, making them 
accessible to the public and providing new, 
revealing insights into film history.
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Berlin street sign, n.d.
In 1951, Wrangelstraße in his former home of Berlin-Pankow was renamed Skladanowsky-Straße. Memorial plaques 
on Schönhauser Allee / Kastanienallee and at Berliner Straße 27 commemorate the film pioneer Max Skladanowsky.
BArch, N 1435 Bild-278-013/n.a.
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The Memory of Society

The Federal Archives stands for open access to 
archival material and invites users to form their 
own differentiated view of German history. The 
preserved sources create bridges between the 
past, present and future and help make history 
more understandable. The Federal Archives thus 
strongly distinguishes itself from the state-
directed politics of remembrance pursued in 
other countries. 

Founded in 1952, it preserves archival material 
that originated primarily in central offices of 
the German Confederation (1815–1866), the 
German Reich (1867/71–1945), the post-war 
occupied zones (1945–1949), the German Demo
cratic Republic (1949–1990) and the Federal 
Republic of Germany (since 1949). In addition 
to state sources, the Federal Archives preserves 
the estates of important figures in contemporary 
history as well as documents from parties, asso-
ciations and societies of supra-regional signifi-
cance. Documents, photos, maps, films and audio 
documents are preserved in both analogue and 
digital form. The work of the Federal Archives is 
heavily influenced by the needs of users. For this 
reason, it places strong emphasis on the expan-
sion of digital services.

In January 2019, the Federal Archives accepted 
the documents of the Wehrmacht Informa-
tion Centre (WASt). The new department on 
“Personal Data Related to World War I and II” 
provides information on former military per-
sonnel and helps clarify their fates. On 17 June 
2021, the Federal Archives also assumed respon-
sibility for the records of the GDR State Security 
Service. On the basis of the Stasi Records Act 
(Stasi-Unterlagen-Gesetz, StUG), the archive con-
tinues to make these files accessible to citizens, 
academics and the media.
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Bundesarchiv in Berlin-Lichterfelde, 2017
Interior view of a storage building (“Ernst-Posner-Bau”) with mobile shelving system.
BArch, 198 Bild-2017-0328-006/Hacke, Mila
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130 Years of German Film History 

Acquiring, preserving, and making accessible –  
the Audiovisual Media Department of the 
Federal Archives preserves films and film- 
related materials of historical and cultural value. 
It continuously catalogues old and new films 
and film-related material and adds them to the 
Federal Archives database. This enables users 
to research all archived films. 

From the invention of cinematography in 1895 
to this year’s winners of the German Film Prize – 
the film archive is a comprehensive collection 
of German film production that is unique in size 
and function. The digitisation of its holdings is 
one of its central tasks, ensuring long-term pres-
ervation and accessibility. 

The holdings of the Audiovisual Media Depart-
ment in the Federal Archives consist of many 
different collections. These include:

•	 Films produced by federal authorities such 
as the Bundespresseamt and the Bundeswehr

•	 The holdings of the Reichsfilmarchiv of the 
National Socialists and the State Film Archive 
of the GDR

•	 Archival backup copies of films made with 
public funding 

•	 Safekeeping of donations from private 
individuals and institutions

The Federal Archives also holds many film-
related materials, including images, posters, 
sound recordings and official film censorship 
documents.

A central aim of the Federal Archives is to make 
the archive material publicly accessible. The 
Digital Reading Room was opened in 2024 and 
offers a research and presentation platform 
where users can research the Federal Archives’ 
film holdings online and view available material. 
The complete archive holdings of the Federal 
Archives will eventually be made accessible via 
the Digital Reading Room. 

The Federal Archives is a cooperation partner for 
many film events and film festivals and invites 
visitors to engage with film history through film 
education programmes and a variety of lectures 
on various topics.
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Film editing table, 2023
Film still from “Serpentintänzerin” by the Skladanowsky brothers, 1895.
BArch/Stange
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IMAGE CREDITS

FRONT COVER:
„Apotheose“, Max and Emil Skladanowsky, 1895
BArch, Bild 183-C31914/Skladanowsky, Max

Construction drawing Magic Lantern Projector, 
approx. 1895 (detail)
BArch, N-1435-212-0002/Skladanowsky, Max

CONTENTS:
Mosburg by day, 1893
BArch, N1435 Bild-15-2-003/Skladanowsky, Max

“Italienischer Bauerntanz” of the children’s group 
Ploetz-Larella, May 1895
BArch, N1435 Bild-092-024/Skladanowsky, Max

Advertising leaflet for “Photographiere Dich 
selbst!”, n.d.
BArch, N 1435-157-0005
 
P. 24/25: 
Design drawing for an independent theatre 
building with projection hall, n.d.
The hall was intended to seat just under  
400 spectators.
BArch, N 1435-223/Skladanowsky, Max

P. 26 – 29:
Advertising brochure for the Hamilton-Theatre, 
1890–1892 
Under the stage names E. and M. Hamilton, 
the Skladanowsky brothers toured without  
their father.
BArch, N 1435-83-0004
BArch, N 1435-83-0012
BArch, N 1435-83-0013
BArch, N 1435-83-0014
 
P. 38/39: 
Construction drawing of the Kurbelkasten, 
approx. 1892 
BArch, N 1435-224/Skladanowsky, Max

P. 42/43: 
Design drawing for a projector, n.d.
BArch, N 1435-233-0002/Skladanowsky, Max
 
P. 66/67: 
The Skladanowsky family with flip book, 1896
BArch, N 1435-278/no information
 
P. 72/73: 
Advertising leaflet for “Photographiere Dich 
selbst!”, n.d.
BArch, N 1435-157-0005
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Appendix

FEDERAL ARCHIVES HOLDINGS USED 
FOR RESEARCH

N 1435 Estate Max Skladanowsky
Undine Völschow (ed.), Nachlass Max 
Skladanowsky – Bestand N 1435, Findbücher zu 
Beständen des Bundesarchivs, Band 49, Koblenz, 
1995.

N 1275 Estate Oskar Messter
Stach, Babett (ed.), Nachlass Oskar Messter – 
Bestand N 1275, Findbücher zu Beständen des 
Bundesarchivs, Band 28, Koblenz, 1994.

DR 140 Staatliches Filmarchiv der DDR  
– contains files on the purchase of the 
Skladanowsky estate by the Staatliches Filmarchiv 
of the GDR as well as its utilisation, distribution 
and processing.
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