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BFI Film Classics: A brief history

The BFI Film Classics series grew out of a project initiated by the National Film and Television Archive (NFTVA), a division of the BFI, to build a collection of ‘perfect showprints’ of 360 key films in the history of cinema. These films were to be screened at the Museum of the Moving Image (MOMI) in London in a year-round repertory. The ‘360 list’ of classic films was drawn up by David Meeker of the NFTVA, and the BFI Film Classics books were commissioned to stand alongside the Archive project.

Distinguished film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists and poets, historians and writers from other spheres of the arts and academia were approached to write on a film of their choice from the ‘360 list’. Each volume was ‘to present the author’s own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and detailed credits, notes and bibliography.’ In a time before DVDs and screengrabs, the books’ ‘numerous illustrations’ were specially made from the Archive’s own prints and sourced from the BFI’s stills’ collection.

The series was developed and its first titles commissioned by Edward Buscombe, then Head of Publishing at the BFI. Colin MacCabe and David Meeker acted as series consultants. Rob White was the Series Editor at the BFI from 1996 to 2005.

The series was launched in May 1992 with four titles: The Wizard of Oz by Salman Rushdie; Double Indemnity by Richard Schickel; Stagecoach by Edward Buscombe and Went the Day Well? by Penelope Houston.

A sister series, BFI Modern Classics, was launched in 1996 to respond to notable films of modern and contemporary cinema. Over 60 titles were published in this series before it was absorbed within the main Film Classics series in 2007, and the combined series was relaunched with a new cover and text design. There are currently over 160 titles in print in the Film Classics, Modern Classics and combined Film Classics series.

A BFI Film Classics series advisory board, comprising representatives from the BFI, as well as leading film scholars and critics, was established in 2007. Since 2008 BFI Publishing titles, including the BFI Film Classics series, have been published by Palgrave Macmillan in partnership with the BFI.


[image: ]



Contents

Foreword

Acknowledgments

Introduction: ‘Metropolis’ Forever, More than Ever

1 The Myth of its Origins, The Origins of its Myths

2 The UFA-Crew

3 A Ruin-in-Progress: Release Versions and Restorations

4 Interpreting ‘Metropolis’: Reading for the Plot

5 ‘Metropolis’, Moroder and Sound

Conclusion

Appendix: Telling and Retelling ‘Metropolis’

Notes

Credits

Bibliography


[image: ]



Foreword

‘Metropolis’ Redux

On 7 February 2008, the German weekly Die Zeit carried a special supplement devoted to one of the most sensational film history finds in recent years: the ‘missing scenes from Metropolis’:

Last Tuesday Paula Félix-Didier travelled on a secret mission to Berlin in order to meet with three film experts and editors from ZEITmagazin. The museum director from Buenos Aires had something special in her luggage: a copy of a long version of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, including scenes believed lost for almost 80 years. After examining the film the three experts are certain: The find from Buenos Aires is a real treasure, a worldwide sensation. Metropolis, the most important silent film in German history, can from this day on be considered to have been rediscovered.

Fritz Lang presented the original version of Metropolis in Berlin in January 1927. […] The most expensive German film ever made, it was intended to be a major offensive against Hollywood. However the film flopped with critics and audiences alike. Representatives of the American firm Paramount considerably shortened and re-edited the film. […] The original version could only be seen in Berlin until May 1927 – from then on it was considered to have been lost forever.

ZEITmagazin has now reconstructed the story of how the film nevertheless managed to survive. Adolfo Z. Wilson, a man from Buenos Aires and head of the Terra film distribution company, arranged for a copy of the long version of Metropolis to be sent to Argentina in 1928 to show it in cinemas there. Shortly afterwards a film critic called Manuel Peña Rodríguez came into possession of the reels and added them to his private collection. In the 1960s Peña Rodríguez sold the film reels to Argentina’s National Art Fund – clearly nobody had yet realized the value of the reels. A copy of these reels passed into the collection of the Museo del Cine (Cinema Museum) in Buenos Aires in 1992, the curatorship of which was taken over by Paula Félix-Didier in January 2008. Her ex-husband, director of the film department of the Museum of Latin American Art, first entertained the decisive suspicion: He had heard from the manager of a cinema club, who years before had been surprised by how long a screening of this film had taken. Together, Paula Félix-Didier and her ex-husband took a look at the film in her archive – and discovered the missing scenes […].

Helmut Possmann, director of the Friedrich-Wilhelm-Murnau Foundation, the holder of the rights to Metropolis, said to ZEITmagazin: “The material believed to be lost leads to a new understanding of the Fritz Lang masterpiece.” The Murnau Foundation now sees itself as “responsible, along with the archive in Buenos Aires and our partners for making the material available to the public.”1

The discovery of this badly scratched, 16mm preservation copy made headlines throughout the world.2 All of the leading German-language newspapers ran anticipatory reports, as did much of the quality press in the USA, France and Britain. Peter Bradshaw, film critic of The Guardian, for instance, announced: ‘I can’t wait to see it. […] This promises to be an unmissable, and unique ‘director’s cut’.’3 The New York Times critic was equally enthusiastic: ‘an 80-year quest that ranged over three continents seems finally to be over.’4 Some, like the critic of Neue Züricher Zeitung sounded a note of caution: ‘Might the allure of the fragment, which by now belongs to the mythology of Metropolis, be a thing of the past?’5 Similar doubts made the round of the blogs, one wondering whether ‘in an age where there’s a director’s cut of everything from The Abyss to Zodiac’, some movies weren’t better off without someone splicing in extra scenes.6

Such glum speculations are, at least in this case, misplaced: the restored version of Metropolis more than compensates for any lingering nostalgia film lovers might have had invested in the lacunary version, one that Enno Patalas, former director of the Munich film museum and perhaps the first to seriously dream of making the film whole again, had called ‘a ruin in progress’. The team entrusted with fitting the newly found footage into the ‘working copy’ (of which a DVD study edition had been made available to ‘educational and research facilities’7 was made up of Anke Wilkening, restorer at the Murnau-Stiftung, the official rights holder of the film; Martin Koerber, head of film archive at the Deutschen Kinemathek Berlin and internationally recognized expert in analogue and digital restoration of German silent films, having already been in charge of the previous (and by no means first) reconstrunction-restoration of Metropolis in 2001; and Frank Strobel, responsible for recording the original musical score (composed in Wagnerian style, complete with leitmotifs by Gottfried Huppertz), which he performed live as the conductor of the European Film-Philharmonia, first at the 2010 Berlin Film Festival, and since then at screenings in major cities all over the world.8

By using what persuasive powers I could muster and putting some cultural capital on the line, I did manage to see this newly restored version of Metropolis on its premiere night on 12 February 2010. Not in Berlin’s Friedrichstadtpalast, but in a parallel performance, at the Frankfurt Opera, with the added bonus of Paula Félix-Didier in attendance (and recorded for broadcast by the Arte television channel). The experience was unique, not merely because of the excitement the event had generated in the press, and the sense of being present at a historic occasion: the ‘rebirth’ of a masterpiece.9 It was one that I had half fantasized, when I wrote my synopsis in 2000, which does in fact contain accurate descriptions of the missing – and now restored – scenes, thanks to the composer Gottfried Huppertz’s working copy of the shooting script, acquired in 1979 and ever since the blueprint for all reconstructions. However, the evening was unique also because I really felt I was seeing Metropolis as if for the first time – with the added benefit of knowing it so well. Yet because the restored footage retains the slightly smaller format and is much grainier, the inserts remain visible as such, or rather, they are the slightly smudged and streaky windows into another version, the one from 85 years ago. In fact, we can now experience two films: the ‘old’ familiar one and the ‘new’ one, which of course is how the old one should have been. What is restored, in other words, is also the material history of the prints, and thus another aspect of Metropolis’ status as a classic. Far from diminishing the allure of the fragment, it preserves it as the trace of time itself.

Restoring the Story: Doubles and Delegation

Aware of the exemplary value of their work, the restoration team put up a website, assembling sample scenes to show how the process of digitally cleaning, stabilizing and contrast correction had gradually brought the distressed 16mm material back to life; Spanish title cards had to be replaced with German ones, and a page from an illustrated Bible about the ‘whore of Babylon’ was painstakingly re-translated and re-created.10 Coinciding with the February 2010 premiere, the Deutsche Kinemathek Berlin put together an exhibition ‘The Complete Metropolis’, which ‘unites all of the preserved original documents for the first time: the film script, the musical score, architecture and costume designs, trick paintings, props and cinematographic equipment. […] The extensively compiled documents and the newly restored film images make its production process come alive, allowing a deeper understanding of this film that has already been proclaimed as part of the ‘world’s cultural heritage’.’11

However, as Martin Koerber has pointed out in seminars, scenes are still missing. David Bordwell, attending one such seminar in Hong Kong in April 2010, conveniently summarized them: ‘some shots in the Argentine version may have been censored; we’re missing a bit in which Georgy, at liberty in a cab, sees a woman baring her body. Also lacking is nearly all the fight between Rotwang and Fredersen, which enables Maria’s escape. In addition, the Argentine print lacks a scene showing a monk preaching in the cathedral, which yields some apocalyptic images.’12

What then, do the twenty-seven extra minutes add to the narrative, and how does their restitution alter our understanding of the film? First of all, the storyline builds up more slowly, and evolves much more coherently, now that all of its minor characters and subplots are in their place – visible, comprehensible and tangible to the viewer.13 The recovered scenes flesh out the narrative, which despite being more layered than before, has become rather less convoluted, because now driven by several competing ‘power-centers’, all clearly established, and dynamically set off against each other, in a rhythm of alternations and complementarities that transmits itself to the viewer as a steady, but also steadily escalating pace. Fredersen, the power-centre ‘above’, is doubled by his henchman, Der Schmale (Slim, played exquisitely by the lanky, leering and squinting Fritz Rasp), acting as the master’s delegate, and pulling the strings ‘from below’. This double delegation and dispersal of the all-seeing eye, reigning over the city, is matched by Rotwang, the dark power-centre of the city, all-knowing, and also master minding – through a proxy, the False Maria – how the masses move and behave, as well as how the elites are driven to suicidal frenzy. Yet – as to be expected in a Fritz Lang film – all three instances of surveillance are also duped and self-deceived.

This is because each character has, as it were, a double. We think of the two Marias, but Freder has a double in Georgy (a.k.a. Worker 11811), and Josephat, Fredersen’s disgraced subordinate, becomes the counter-figure to Slim, Fredersen’s loyal spy. One of the most crucial among the recovered scenes is therefore Georgy’s car ride through the city, wearing Freder’s clothes, and using the money he finds there to go the Yoshiwara nightclub, instead of – as arranged – making his way to Josephat’s apartment, while being followed by Slim, who mistakes him for Freder.

Mirroring, mistaking and doubling – with different intent, at different speeds and across different characters – now becomes even more clearly than before the structuring principle of the film. It makes the direct confrontations and fights between Fredersen and Rotwang all the more startling in their atavism, as they eventually face each other without ‘mediation’ at the same time as it carefully prepares the multiply mistaken identities of Maria, first by the mob and finally, by Rotwang. Equally central now is the figure of Hel, wife of Fredersen and Rotwang
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