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FASHION IN FILM FESTIVAL: 

BIRDS OF PARADISE
April 15—April 24, 2011


Guest curator: Marketa Uhlirova

Secrets of the orient 
(Geheimnisse des orients/shÉhÉrazade)
Saturday, April 16, 2:00 p. m.

Live music by Stephen Horne
1928, 126 mins. 35mm print imported from the National Film Center, Tokyo. 
Directed by Alexandre Volkoff. Written by Volkoff, Norbert Falk, Robert Liebmann. Produced by Noë Bloch, Gregor Rabinovitch. Photographed by Fédote Bourgasoff, Curt Courant, Nikolai Toporkoff. Costume design by Boris Bilinsky.
Principal cast:  Nikolai Kolin (as Ali), Marcella Albani (Sobeide), D. Dimitriev (Sultan), Nina Koshetz (Fatme), Gaston Modot (Prince Hussein), Agnes Peterson (Princess Gylnare), Iván Petrovitch (Prince Achmed), Aleksandr Vertinsky (Vezir).

Stephen Horne is one of the leading silent film accompanists based in the UK. He is a house pianist at the BFI Southbank and plays for festivals and venues internationally, including Lincoln Center New York, the National Gallery, Washington and Pordenone Film Festival.

Review from The Picturegoer, December 1928:

Secrets of the Orient is a film of magic, where the glamour, fantasy, and fun of the Orient run riot; it’s a wonderful new Ufa picture. Alexander Wolkoff has completed an Arabian Nights tale, which has been a year in the making. The exteriors for this gorgeous production were made partly in Northern Africa and partly on the French and Italian Riviera. In Africa, the Ufa architects spent two and a half months in building the old ‘copper city’ of Atlantis, erecting an Oriental town covering 5 square miles with walls and ramparts 15 feet high and dominated by 100 towers of varying heights from 24 to 45 feet. More than 2,000 extras were employed continuously for several weeks, and in the desert scenes, taken in the Sahara, 500 camels, 500 full-blooded Arabian horses and several hundred Bedouins were used.

One of the great spectacles of the film is the burning of an antique Persian dragon ship, which was over 100 feet long and 50 feet high. For the processional scenes, Ufa engaged 40 cavalry officers of the late Tsar’s own bodyguard to the Padishah, and in the Oriental palace scenes over 100 picked beauties from the theatres and dance-halls of Berlin and Paris appeared.

The leading man in the picture is the famous Russian actor Nikolai Kolin, who has a remarkable character role, and he is supported by two dazzling beauties in the Italian star, Marcella Albani and Agnes Petersen, a Swedish discovery. Ivan Petrovitch plays an important role as a Persian prince.
The plot is a comedy one, on Kismet lines – of a humble character who suddenly finds himself a rich despot.

 Review from The Bioscope, January 2, 1929: 

Secrets of the Orient is a gorgeous spectacular story of Eastern fantasy showing the comic adventures of a poor cobbler who gains and loses the friendship of a Sultan. It’s a vast and crowded settings of Persian splendor, with skilled production and excellent acting.

Selling angles: the humor of the Arabian Nights story; the fine acting; the vast and gorgeous settings.
This elaborate production has all the fantasy and richly picturesque setting of a story from the Arabian Nights, and the varied adventures of the humble cobbler, transplanted by magic to be the favorite of a mighty Sultan, will be followed with keen interest for their humor and adventurous thrills. The most striking feature of the production, however, is the elaborate and brilliant setting, the production being one of Oriental magnificence on a scale that has never before been attempted. Ali’s adventures toward the end are perhaps unduly protracted, and the dazzling settings at times seem to obscure the action, but as a feast of pageantry, it is a film that cannot fail to give universal delight, and Ali is a figure of comedy such as has always been popular.

Nikolai Kolin gives a fine comedy study of the cobbler, and in spite of his humble appearance and farcical adventures contrives also to secure a measure of sympathy. D. Dimitrieff makes a magnificent Oriental autocrat and Marcella Albani a lovely first favorite in a densely populated harem. Ivan Petrovich and Agnes Petersen make an attractive pair of lovers with little to do but look picturesque, and good work is done by Julius Falkenstein as a scheming astrologer and Dita Parlo as a devoted slave.
An Oriental town with walls and ramparts covering five square miles has been erected for the filming of this picture. The interiors are also on a stupendous scale and the burning of a Persian dragon ship and the antics of a most realistic hippopotamus are amongst the many striking effects.
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