
V iewers “risked life and 
limb”  when visiting the first 
nickelodeons.  Before the fiftieth 

birthday of cinema thousands of people 
were violently killed as fires burnt down 
entire movie theaters.1 During the next 
50 years, over 80 percent of all early 
movies were irrevocably lost. 

It took a tragedy to show the world that 
the perpetrator of these despicable 
deeds was the very same film that 
created the magic of the moving 
pictures. The tragedy resonated across 
Western society in unexpected ways: 
new safety regulations were imposed 

and are still observed 110 years later, 
new technological inventions allowed 
the common man to have a safe movie 
theater within his own living room, and 
it urged society to preserve the priceless 
films of the earliest days of cinema.

124 people, mostly “titled women,”2 
were killed after a fierce fire broke out 
at a charity bazaar on May 4th, 1897. 
Over a thousand visitors gathered in 
the afternoon for an invitation-only 
movie exhibit in a temporary building 
in downtown Paris.

As the fourth movie neared its end, 
the projector’s lamp began flickering. 

At around 4:10pm the operator, a 
Frenchman by the name of Bellac, 
called for a pause to refuel it. As he 
was filling the lamp with the volatile 
gases it used, his assistant, Grègoire 
Bagrachow, unaware of what Bellac 
was doing, stroke a match.

“I saw, during a second, like a stream 
of lava,” the assistant later testified. 
“A spurt of fire, a bouquet of flame, 
then an explosion – and already the 
fire was everywhere, everywhere!”3 In 
a split second the flame ignited the 
gases and caused the celluloid films 
lying around to virtually explode. 

The fire quickly spread to the canopy 
covering most of the walls. Some of 
the exits were blocked by the fire or by 
fallen debris while others were locked 
turning the Bazaar into a deadly 
trap. People were burnt, crushed and 
suffocated.4

“Though the police and the fire 
brigade were within easy call, even 
the instantaneous arrival of a large 
force on the spot could scarcely have 
lessened the death-roll,” a report 
claimed. The rapid expansion of the 
fire was surprising to even the most 
experienced firefighters of the time.5
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The film stock of the early cinema 
“burned so rapidly as to be practically 
explosive.”6 Temperatures as low as 
115o F (or 45o C) could cause its base 
made out of nitrate, a chemical used 
in the manufacturing of explosives, to 
auto-ignite. Cigarette ashes, electric 
spark, the heat of the projector’s lamp 
or even direct sunlight were enough for 
a disaster.7

Because fire departments and exhibitors 
at the time were unaware of the film 
tendency to spontaneously explode, 
few rules were enacted to safeguard the 
audience. Nickelodeons had a variety 
of highly flammable items on premise 
– a “couple of calcium gas tanks, a 
gasoline tank, and kerosene lamps for 
footlights.”8 Unsurprisingly, incidents 
were common. During a vaudeville act 
in a nickelodeon in 1908 a gas tank 
exploded. The explosion hurt nobody 
but in the resulting panic someone 
tripped over a footlight and started a 
fire. Hundred and fifty people died.9

It was also fairly common for the venues 
where moving pictures were projected 
to be poorly constructed or unintended 
for large crowds.10 Films were often 
projected in tenement homes,11 at 
church gatherings12 and during school 
exhibits13  without the supervision of 
the local fire department. 

The makeshift exhibit hall at the bazaar, 
for example, “had been equipped with a 
stage, with a raking floor, with fixed seats, 
and all paraphernalia and illuminants 
for dramatic performances.”14 The 
owner of the pavilion, an aristocrat 
and “a politician of the first rank,”15  
removed the stage and the seats to adapt 
the previously theatrical construction 
to a charity bazaar. However, he left 
the elaborate and highly flammable 
decoration in place.16

Fires in nickelodeons and cinema 
booths were frequent enough to become 
part of “the established history and 
folklore of cinema.”17 What made this 
tragedy different than any of the many 
similar disasters was that the victims 
were all people of the highest elite. 
Among the casualties were a duchess, 
a baroness, a vicomtesse and the wife 
of a famous general – all women of 
“the old nobility.”18 Unlike the fires in 
which only poor people and immigrants 
died, this incident received more than a 
mention – it was covered in every major 
western newspaper.

The first to react to the disaster were the 
fire departments. They came up with two 
approaches to improve the fire safety in 
nickelodeons: establishing guidelines for 
all public buildings and making sure that 
the operators of the projecting machines 
were competent enough.

This Film is Hot

4



The control over the cinema industry 
became one of the fire departments’ 
highest priorities. Soon after the 
tragedy in Paris, the British Fire 
Prevention Service (BFPS) came out 
with a detailed report. The document 
took into consideration the architecture 
of the building, the safety measures 
adopted at the time and the legislature 
of the period. The report established 
significant recommendations whose 
importance went beyond the safety of 
the audience in nickelodeons. For the 
first time, a methodological set of rules 
were invented governing the structure 
of public buildings.

First, the BFPS concluded that the 
architectural plan of the bazaar 
building was too complicated – there 
were too many stairs, dead ends and 
narrow paths. Each of these places was 
a potential trap for the victim searching 
a way out. The report advised that all 
areas planned for a large number of 
people need to have simple plans with 
at least several visible exits.

Next, BFPS found out that “the 
contractor carried out the [remodeling] 
with particular regard to economy, 
and hence, perhaps, the lightness 
of the structure.” The document 

the booth caught fire the cords would 
quickly melt, the gravity covers would 
fall and isolate the audience from 
the flames. The same applied to the 
steel door which had to automatically 
close in case of fire, often trapping the 
projectionist inside.20 For the purpose 
of the law, the nitrate film was treated 
as an explosive.

Projection machines also came under 
scrutiny and were rigorously tested for 
consistency with the safety regulations. 
In 1908, in the state of Massachusetts 
alone, 315 cinema booths were inspected 
and 266 were approved. Out of the 344 
projecting machines examined, 302 
were declared safe.21

Setting a Standard insisted on a policy defining a set 
of quality standards to which all 
public buildings must adhere. The 
report suggested that any building, 
public or private, where crowds 
could gather were to be thoroughly 
inspected on a regular basis, during 
construction and especially during 
performances.19

Fire departments paid the highest 
attention to where the projecting 
machine was hosted and where the 
fires started – the projector’s booth. 
The booth had to be built out of 
concrete, lined with steel and plated by 
thick asbestos boards. The windows 
were equipped with steel gravity 
covers held open by fusible cords. If 



As a second front in regulating the 
safety of nickelodeons, different states 
created different policies governing who 
had the right to operate a moving picture 
machine. These policies culminated 
in a 1910 federal act establishing a 
special board granting licenses to 
projectionists. 

Everyone willing to operate a projection 
machine had to “apply to the board . . . for 
a license and submit to an examination 
as to his qualification before said board; 
and if the . . . applicant for a license 
possesses a reasonable knowledge of 
the ‘moving picture machine operator’ 
business and electricity, then the said 
board shall . . . issue to said applicant 
a license for a term of not more than 
one year.”22

People opposing the license claimed it 
was a restriction to their right to conduct 
business. During a 1912 appellate court 
case, The State of Maryland vs. Ebert, 
the defender Frank Ebert, who was 
found guilty in a lower court of operating 
a moving picture machine in Baltimore, 
challenged the constitutionality of his 

Competency  
and the Court

verdict. He claimed the verdict, among 
others, “contravenes the fourteenth 
amendment to the federal Constitution, 
and the twenty-third article of the Bill 
of Rights of this state [Maryland], both 
of which declare that no person shall be 
deprived of his life, liberty, or property 
without due process of law.”23

The court, however, confirmed 
the legality of the license and the 
examination with the argument that “if 
the occupation or calling be of such a 
character as to require a special course 
of study, or training . . . with safety to 
the public interests, no one questions 
the power of the Legislature to impose 
such restraints and prescribe such 
requirements.”24

Others bemoaned the sensationalism 
of the press fearing that the emerging 
cinema industry could be defeated in 
its first steps.

“Whenever there happens to be a 
fire, or a panic without a fire, the 
newspapers throughout the land herald 
it as ‘another moving picture machine 
has exploded,” an opinion piece in a 
leading cinema magazine complained. 
“Every disaster is laid to the door of the 
machine, it seems, and in the minds of 
thousands of persons these machines 
are some sort of infernal machines, 
to be treated as dangerous, deadly 
weapons.”25

The writer of this opinion piece pointed 
out that “all properly made machines 
have what they call fire proof magazines. 
Some of them also have fire shields, fire 
doors, etc., all of which are intended to 
keep the film from coming in contact 
with any fire that might be placed near 
it, or fall upon it.”26 Indeed, after the 
1897 fire many camera manufacturers 
introduced safety mechanisms in their 
designs.
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The early designers of the moving 
picture machines had the difficult 
task of finding just how much light the 
film needed for a quality projection. 
Insufficient light would produce a 
dull picture with poor contrast. Too 
much light could burn down the movie 
theater.

One way to deal with this issue was 
to let the maximum possible light 
through the film, thus guaranteeing 
a high-quality picture, while making 
sure that the film can be isolated from 
the heat of the lamp if something goes 
wrong. An invention of this kind was 
the safety shutter. The safety shutter, 
a piece of metal standing between 
the lamp and the film, “can be closed 
in a fraction of a second in case of 
emergency by pressing a release-lever, 
thus cutting off the light and avoiding 
ignition of the film if its movement has 
been stopped through an accident.”27 

The safety shutter was often combined 
with two steel fire-proof magazines 
holding the feeding and the receiving 
reels. The film would exit the feeding 
magazine on the top of the projection 
machine through a small opening, 
come under the light of the lamp and 
enter the receiving magazine through 
another small opening. Thus, even 
if the film burst into flames the fire 
would not be able to exit the fire-proof 
magazines. To further minimize the 
threat, the safety shutter would cut 
the light to the film as soon as the 
projectionist stops winding the roll.

The combination of fire-proof 
magazines and safety shutter was 
considered a success even if it was 
far from perfect. During the month of 
April, 1909 nobody died in the movie 
theaters of the U.S. Only 17 minor 
fires were reported in the nickelodeons 
of 115 towns.28

The Safety Shutter

The new inventions and regulation 
achieved the least success in improving 
the safety of the traveling moving 
pictures. These shows journeyed along 
fairs, presented movies in schools, 
churches, factories and other places 
where constructing concrete booths 
was not feasible. Until the late 1900s 
there was no effective way to reduce 
the danger of the nitrate film at the 
traveling cinemas.  

In 1908, however, the single most 
significant invention traceable to the 
fire at the charity bazaar in Paris 
emerged – the safety film. “Lumiere, like 
the fairy godmother in the story books, 
have once more appeared on the scene 
with their non-flammable film, by aid 
of which the animated photograph 
entertainment [was] robbed of its 
regrettable dangerous character.”29

An insurance industry committee 
promptly examined the new film stock 
and found it significantly less flammable 
than the nitrate film.30 However, a 
major drawback was that the new film, 
now created on a cellulose acetate 
base, was too brittle to be readily used. 
Another drawback was the refusal of 
the major manufacturers of the old 
nitrate-based stock, especially Kodak, 
to invest or allow others to invest into 
the new type of film.31

During a hearing before the British 
House of Commons, the British Chief 
Inspector of Explosives testified that 
Kodak “at one time [as early as 1898] 
spent a very large sum of money in 
producing a non-flammable film, which 
possessed the defect that, although 
non-flammable when first used it 
became later on just as flammable as 
any other celluloid film. They then let it 
be known they had spent . . . a million 
dollars on this question, and the result 
was that . . . it was an impossibility 
to produce a stable non-flammable 
film” The consequence was that any 
manufacturer or marketer of safety film 
would face insurmountable difficulties 
convincing government officials that 
his product is safe.32

It took nearly 40 years for the acetate 
film to make a breakthrough in 
Hollywood. Until the 1950s the cinema 
industry considered “the enclosure of 
all projection machines in fireproof 
booths . . . [had] made the added cost 
of fire-proofing film an unnecessary 
expense for commercial production.”33

However, the safety film quickly gained 
the upper hand where fireproof booths 
were not feasible. The traveling moving 
picture shows were the first to start 
using the acetate stock, the movie-
renting businesses soon followed. 

The Acetate Arrival
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In 1912 Edison introduced the Home 
Kinetoscope, a small and easy to operate 
projecting machine at a price within the 
reach of the average American family. 
It employed a 22mm acetate film in 
3 rows of 4 x 6mm images separated 
by two rows of perforations. The 
unusual structure of the film allowed 
the movies, initially rented from the 
Edison’s company, to come by mail in 
compact reels. Eighty feet of the 22mm 
rented film provided the same length 
of entertainment as a thousand feet of 
the 35mm commercial stock.34

The movie-renting business expanded 
as “firms who were making a specialty 
of renting films and slides to schools 
and churches” appeared. “The best 
dramas, clean comedies, and purely 
educational films were available. The 
state and federal governments . . . 
and a number of manufacturing firms 
had films that could be obtained by 
paying the transportation charges,” a 
University of Chicago article noted.35 

The magic of cinema broke into the 
living rooms across America. Within 
a few years new projection machines 
targeted to the middle-class families 
were on the market. By the end of the 
World War I, Willard Cook sold 10,000 
of his dynamo-equipped Pathescope 

that could automatically project movies 
without the need of electricity. Using 
the soon-to-be-standardized 28mm 
film, Cook offered 935 titles for rent.36

By the time the safety film made the 
same breakthrough into the barricaded 
Hollywood studios, however, a lot 
of early movies were lost forever. In 
addition to being highly explosive, 
the nitrate films had another major 
disadvantage – within several decades 
it degenerated into a brownish, acrid 
powder. Before the first attempts were 
made to preserve old films, over 80 
percent of all movies shot before 1930 
were destroyed. Out of the 21,000 
feature-length movies created before 
1950, half are permanently lost.37

Preserving the treasure of early cinema 
is priceless – it allows us to take a look 
into the society on the brink of the 
twentieth century through the eyes of its 
contemporaries. By reminding society 
that nitrate films were dangerous, the 
1897 fire accelerated the search for 
safer and more durable alternatives. 
If this search began ten or even five 
years later thousands more movies 
would have been irrevocably lost. And 
with this loss an even greater damage 
would have been done – the loss of 
crucial historical knowledge.

Into the Living Room
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The fire at the charity bazaar in 1897 
changed the path of the cinema industry 
in its early steps. What made this tragedy 
different than all the others before it 
was its victims – almost all women of 
the highest wealth. Cinema, the art of 
the poor and the immigrant for which 
few of the elites cared about, took its toll 
from the top of the society. Without this 
fire, changes would have been too slow 
and the fatalities much more.

The 1897 disaster brought a variety of 
improvements in safety and technology. 
The moving pictures became a family 
experience safely enjoyed at home, in 
school and in the church long before 
television was even dreamt about and 
a decade before radio captured the 
American attention.  Nickelodeons 
lost their reputation for being a life-
threatening entertainment and became 
the safe pastime we enjoy to this day.
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