48 weeks. Not the title of a “generous” remake of Adrian Lyne’s film but the run of As in heaven, the Swedish film which won the award for best foreign title of the year, given by German art-house exhibitors on 14 September in Leipzig.

The Swedish director Kay Pollak was joined on the stage of the Schaubühne Lindenfels by Erwin Wagenhofer, director of We feed the world, winner of the award for best documentary, and by Florian Henckel, who directed The life of others, chosen by audiences at Locarno 2006 and German film of the year here in Leipzig.

“The flattering results of these three films – especially the one million, six hundred thousand spectators of As in heaven and the one million, three hundred thousand of The life of others – are one of the pieces of good news which, together with the firm affirmation of German cinema, rising to cover 20% of the market in the first half of 2006, gives a positive imprint to the sixth Filmkunstmesse”, commented Detlef Rossmann, President of AG Kino-Gilde, the association that brings together over 400 art-house screens.

The Leipzig event, launched in 2001 as the convention of German art-house cinemas, has rapidly turned into an initiative that reaches beyond professional circles, becoming a sort of festival for quality films. 

The numbers speak for themselves: this year there were over a thousand accredited participants from the professional world, with a 20% increase compared to 2005. Exhibitors of course but also distributors, directors, representatives from the institutions, journalists, industrial partners and foreign guests. Over 50 titles were screened, 24 different nationalities were represented and over 4,000 spectators paid entrance fees. The prospects for 2006 are also bright in view of the fact that – despite July coming decidedly below the figures for the same month in 2005 – the year is expected to record an increase in audiences of around 8% on the German market as a whole. This would mean a breath of fresh air after a “black” year in 2005, when almost 30 million tickets were lost compared to 2004 (and 50 compared to the record in 2001).

As regards the art-house sector in particular, Leipzig provided the opportunity for presentation of the FFA (federal organisation for the cinema) research on this sector in Germany and on its audiences. The data presented in advance by Frank Völkert on 14 September drew a very precise picture. In 2005 there were 575 art-house screens, or just under 12% of the Country’s overall total.  Unlike screens in general, whose numbers remain basically stable or tend to grow slightly, the art-house sector in its more “commercial” sense, i.e. including both members of the AG Kino-Gilde (432 screens in 2005) and the independent theatres that define themselves as art-house (143) in the census promoted by the FFA, but not counting municipal cinemas, recorded a slight drop in numbers (around 4%) in the 2003-2005 period.

73% of art-house screens are to be found in cinemas with 1 to 3 screens, whilst 28% are to be found in centres with over 500,000 inhabitants, confirming the fact that quality cinema-going is mainly a prerogative of big cities.

In 2005 – annus horribilis for cinema-going in Germany – there were 14.4 million spectators in art-house theatres out of a total of 127 million for the whole country (equal to 11.3%). The quality-film sector suffered a decline of 20.4% compared to 2004, slightly above that experienced by theatres in general (18.8%). Between 2003 and 2004 it had, instead, seen an increase of around 5%, in line with the average for the overall market.

The effect of figures alone in 2005 was mitigated by some observations of audience behaviour which open up encouraging prospects. The most important is that audiences are “getting younger”. Whilst current opinion tends to lament the fact that there is no “turnover” of spectators for quality films, the FFA research, carried out on a sample of 20,000 participants, reveals that the 20 to 29 age group is the largest (23.4% of the total), whilst the previous year it had been the 30 to 39 age range. Moreover, the ability of art-house cinemas to attract senior citizens was confirmed (the age group of the over-60s accounts for 12.8% in quality cinemas and only 6.8% on the market as a whole). 

               Elisabetta Brunella

The cinema-going offer in Saxony

A traditional competitor of beautiful Dresden, capital of the “Land”, Leipzig, the venue of the Filmkunstmesse, has always been considered Saxony’s rich town. This area, with a population of a little over 4 million, offers 111 cinemas, located in 65 centres, for a total of 265 screens, which, in 2005, drew a total of 5.3 million spectators. This means an average per-capita frequency of 1.2, lower not only than the national average (1.6) but also lower than the average for the former GDR territories (1.5). The art-house sector counts 29 screens, approximately one every 147,000 inhabitants. Amongst them are those in Leipzig that host the Filmkunstmesse screenings: the two in the Schaubühne Lindenfels, founded as a theatre but later becoming a landmark for “alternative” cinema programming, and the four belonging to Passage Kino, a quality, multi-screen cinema in the heart of the City. The “right” art-house addresses in Dresden are, instead, the Programmkino Ost, the Kino im Dach and the Thalia, which have recently formed a co-operative to make the release of quality titles easier to coordinate and to be in a stronger position for dealing with distributors. As to the new generation of cinema complexes, the two biggest towns in Saxony – whose populations are nevertheless limited to not much over 500,000 inhabitants each – offer four multiplexes for a total of 32 screens. Amongst them the Kristall Palast of Dresden stands out for its bold architecture which, thanks to the design and building materials, is meant to suggest a prism of glass. Designed by the Austrian group Himmelb(l)au, it is part of the post-reunification work in the pedestrian area of the Neue Prager Strasse, an ambitious and symbolic urban architectural plan by the GDR, in which the Wohnmaschine, the “Living Machine”, 240 metres long and 12 floors high, is the building that is most keenly indicative of the desire for reconstruction in one of the European towns worst hit by the violence and destruction of the Second World War.

Elisabetta Brunella
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