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Foreword to the English
language edition

The German film got off to a comparatively late start.
Any judgment on the period up to 1913—14 can only be
negative: the dull little moving snapshots turned out by
the pioneer Max Skladanowsky have nothing in common
with the lively topicalities being produced by Louis
Lumicre at the same time; in the work of Oskar Messter
there is nothing which even remotely recalls the gaiety
of the comic films of Pathé or Gaumont, the stylistic
perfection of the French films d’art, or the poetic fantasies
of Georges Méliés. The kinds of patriotic panorama
made by Franz Porten — Konigin Luise and Deutschlands
Ruhmestage 1870-71 (1911-12) — were still mere gropings
in the dark; so also were the films of Kurt Stark, whose
Liebesgliick der Blinden (1911) was naturalism of the most
naive and sentimental kind. The screens of the German
cinema were swamped by the meclodramas of Max Mack,
Joe May, and Rudolf Meinert, and by simplistic comedies
such as those of Bolten-Beckers. Joe May and Rudolf
Meinert were later to direct adventure films, but for
anything to approach the charm of the films of Louis
Feuillade one has to wait until Fritz Lang’s Die Spinnen
(1919).

But on the eve of the First World War, with a few
prophetic works, the German cinema finally got off the
mark, though it only really began to move once the war
was over; then followed the great period. This great
period was shortlived, and did not last much beyond 1925-
27. Despite a few later successes, the German cinema was
never to know another flowering like this one, stimu-
lated, as it was, on the one hand, by the theatre of Max
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Reinhardt and, on the other, by Expressionist art (it 1s
essential not to confuse these opposing styles). It is to
this brief period that this book is devoted. I have not
sct out to write a history of the German cinema. Rather,
I have attempted to throw light on some of the intellectual,
artistic, and technical developments which the German
cinema underwent during these momentous years, the
last decade of the silent period. The German sound film
is only briefly discussed.

Some questions of terminology need to be mentioned
at the outset. The word demoniac (German damonisch) is
used in its Greek sense — as it was understood by Goethe
(and by Lcopold Zicgler in the epigraph on the title
page of this book) - ‘pertaining to the nature of super-
natural power’; it is not used in its usual English sense of
‘diabolical’. Familiar German expressions such as Weltan-
schanung arc used without apology. Key expressions
such as Kammerspielfilm (page 177), Stimmung (page 199),
and Unuwelr (page 186) are discussed when they are first
introduced. The anglicized Italian word chiaroscuro,
which 1s central to the book and figures throughout,
stands, like the also inadequate clair-obscur, for German
Helldunkel, and represents a sort of twilight of the German
soul, expressing itself in shadowy, cnigmatic interiors,
or in misty, insubstantial landscapes. It is a concept dear
to Romantic authors and artists, and may be seen for
example in the sketches of Robert Herlth, Walter Rohrig,
or Walter Reimann,

As an historian of art [ have also allowed myself the
licence of a few technical terms, such as grisaille, a painting
in grey monotone to represent objects in relief, and
sfiumaro, a softness of shading or outline more delicate than
the thinnest smoke. Throughout the book the expression
‘titles” is used to describe the explanatory or dialogue
captions of the silent film: the term ‘sub-titles’, now
normally used for the translation at the bottom of the
screen of a foreign sound film, has been avoided.

For this first English language edition the text has been
revised and a number of new illustrations added.

L. H. E.



“The Germans are odd people,
all the same! Whar with their
profound thoughts and the
ideas they are forever pursiing
and introducing all over the
place, they really do make life
100 hard for themselves. Oh,
have the courage 1o yield ro
your impressions . . . and do
nor always think thar
cverything that is not some
idea or abstract thought must
be vain.’

Goethe: Eckermann’s
Conversations, 1827.

1

The Predisposition towards Expressionism

The years immediately tollowing the First World War
were strange ones in Germany. The German mind had
difficulty in adjusting itsclf to the collapse of the imperial
drecam; and in the carly years of its short hife the Weimar
Republic had the troublesome task of meeting outside
demands (the onerous terms imposed on Germany
at Versailles) while at the same time maintaining equili-
brium internally (the Spartacist revolt of 1919, the
unsuccessful Kapp Putsch of 1920). In 1923, atter Germany
had failed to pay the war reparations laid down at Versailles,
French and Belgian troops occupied the Ruhr, and
inflation, which had always been a serious danger,
could not be stopped. The material conditions which
resulted led to a general decline of values, and the
inner disquict of the nation took on truly gigantc
proportions.

Mysticism and magic, the dark forces to which Germans
have always been more than willing to commit them-
sclves, had flourished n the face of death on the battle-
ficlds. The hecatombs of young men fallen in the flower
of their youth scemed to nourish the grim nostalgia
of the survivors. And the ghosts which had haunted
the German Romantics revived, like the shades of
Hades after draughts of blood. A new stumulus was
thus given to the cternal attraction towards all that s
obscurc and undetermined, towards the kind of brooding
speculative reflection called Griibelei which culminated
in the apocalyptic doctrine of Expressionism. Poverty
and constant insecurity help to explain the enthusiasm
with which German artists embraced this movement
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which, as early as 1910, had tended to sweep aside all
the principles which had formed the basis of art until
then.

Rather than give an account of Expressionism in
terms of sculpture or painting, we need, in order to
analyse the phenomenon in all its complexity and
ambiguity, to follow its track through the literature of
the period. This may appear paradoxical; the reason is
that, for the Germans, that ‘race of thinkers and poets’,
cvery manifestation in art is immediately transformed
into dogma: the systematic ideology of their Weltan-
schauung is wedded to a didactic interpretation of art.

But finding one’s way through the tangled phrase-
ology of the German Expressionists is not an easy task.
At first sight, their telegraphic style, exploding in short
phrases and exclamations, seems to have simplified the
labyrinthine syntax of classical German; but this apparent
clarity 1s misleading. Expressionist phraseology is ruled
by a desire to amplify the ‘metaphysical’ meaning of
words. lts exponents juggle with vague expressions,
strings of words which have little orthodox relationship
to cach other, and invent mystical allegories which amount
tQ.littlu once we attempt to translate them. This language
of symbols and metaphors is intentionally obscure,
designed to be intelligible only to the initiated.

As an example let us listen to the dithyramb intoned
in 1919 by a fervent theorist of this style, Kasimir
Edschmmd, in his Uber den Expressionismus in der Literatur.
Here we may detect, more clearly than anywhere else,
the keystone of the Expressionist conception.

Expressionism, Edschmid declared, 1s a reaction against
the atom-sphitting of Impressionism, which reflects the
iridescentambiguities, disquicting diversity, and ephemeral
hues of nature. At the same ume Expressionism sets
itselt agaimst Naturalism with its mania for recording
mere facts, and its paltry aim of photographing nature
or daily life. The world is there for all to see; it would
be absurd to reproduce it purcly and simply as it is.
The Expressiomsts also opposc the cffeminacy of nco-
Romantcism.

The Expressionst does not see, he has ‘visions”.
According to Edschmid, “the chain of facts: factorics,
houses, illness, prostitutes, screams, hunger’ doces not
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cxist; only the interior vision they provoke exists. Facts
and objects are nothing in themselves: we need to study
their essence rather than their momentary and accidental
forms. It is the hand of the artist which ‘through them
grasps what 1s bchind them’ and allows us to know their
real form, freced from the stifling constraint of a ‘false
reality’. The Expressionist artist, not merely receptive
but a truc creator, sccks, instcad of a momentary,
accidental, form, the eternal, permanent meaning of facts
and objects.

We must detach ourselves from nature, say the
Expressionists, and strive to isolate an object’s ‘most
expressive expression’. These rather confused stipula-
tions were explained by Béla Balizs in his book Der
Sichtbare Mensch (1923); an object can be stylized by the
accentuation of (in Balizs’s words) its ‘latent physio-
gnomy’. This will permit the penetration of its visible
aura.

Edschmid proclaimed that human life, transcending
the individual, participates in the life of the universe;
our hearts beat with the rhythm of the world itself and
are linked with everything that happens: the cosmos 1s
our lung. Man has ccased to be an individual tied to
concepts of duty, morality, family and society; the
Expressionist’s life breaks the bounds of petty logic and
causality. Free from all bourgeois remorse, admitting
nothing but the prodigious barometer of his sensibility,
he commits himself to his impulses. The ‘world-image’ is
reflected in him in its primitive purity; reality is created
by him and the ‘world-image’ exists solely in him. This
intense longing to losc all individuality in a rtotal extra-
vasation of sclf, to feel pervaded by the destiny of the
universe, 1s a characteristic common to many German
intellectuals towards the end of the First World War.
Most were beginning to cry out against the absurd
slaughter taking place; soon German pocts, wishing like
Schiller before them to embrace the whole of humanity,
were to write, as Werfel had already written 1n 1910:
‘My only happiness, O Man, is to feel myself vour
brother.’

The contrasts and contradictions n all this will be
rcadily apparent. On the one hand Expressionism repre-
sents an cxtreme form of subjectivism; on the other
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hand this assertion of an absolute totalitarian self creating
the universe is linked with a dogma entailing the complete
abstraction of the individual.

The Germans, themselves steeped in contradictions,
felt the need for a compromise. Thus the art critic Paul
Fechter, in a work called Der Expressionismus (1919),
distinguished between: (i) an ‘intensive Expressionism’
characterized by extreme individualism, such as that of
the painter Kandinsky who, at the apogee of feeling,
deliberately ignores the exterior world and, remote from
logic and causality, strives for transcendentality and the
chaos of form and colour; and (ii) the ‘extensive Expres-
sionism’ of a Pechstein, whose creative impulse flows
from a cosmic feeling which his will fashions and trans-
forms. On the other hand the Expressionists distinguished
between two opposing tendencies. As early as 1910
onc of the two groups which had gathered around
two literary reviews had taken the name Aktion. This
group, led by Franz Pfemfert in opposition to the purist
cestatic Expressionists, pursued anti-bourgeois social and
political aims while claiming absolute intellectualism
with the catchword  Gehirnlichkeit (cerebrality). The
other group had taken the name Sturm (storm). Its
programme was morc artistically inclined than that of
Aktion, and promulgated the Expressionist doctrine of
ccstatic creation based on visions. The leader of Sturm,
Herwart Walden, wrote in a pamphlet Die neue Malerei
(1919): “Expressionism is neither a fad nor a movement:
it is a Welranschauung.”

Nature 1s not alone m bemng proscribed. Psychology,
the handmaiden of Naturalism, is also condemned,
along with the laws and concepts of conformist society
and the tragedies provoked by petty social ambitions.
Edschmid  proclaimed the dictatorship of Mind. Mind
has the mission of giving form to matter. He also exalted
the attitude of constructive Will, and called for a total
revision of the whole of human behaviour. The same
sterotyped vocabulary crops up time and again in
German Expressionist literature: words and - phrases
uch as “mtenor tension’, ‘force of expansion’, ‘immense
ceumulation of creative concentration” or ‘metaphysical
aterplay of intensiies and energies’; mugh 1“ also made
of expresstons such as “dynamism’, ‘density” and above
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all of the word Ballung, a well-nigh untranslatable
concept which might be rendered as ‘intensive crystal-
lization of form’.

A few words are needed here about the ‘abstraction’
so frequently referred to by the theorists of Expres-
stonism. In his doctorate thesis Abstraktion und Linfiih-
lung, published in 1921, Wilhelm Worringer anticipated
many of the Expressionists’ precepts, proving how
close to the German Weltanschanung these  aesthetic
axioms were.

Abstraction, Worringer declared, stems trom  the
great anxiety which man experiences when terrorized
by the phenomena he perceives around him, the relation-
ships and mysterious polarities of which he i1s unable to
decipher. This primordial anguish which man teels when
confronted with unlimited space makes him want to
detach the objects of the exterior world trom their
natural context, or better still, to free the individual
object from its tics with other objects, to make it *absolute’.

Nordic man, Worringer continued, 1s constantly aware
of the presence of a ‘veil between himself and nature’;
this 1s why he aspires after abstraction in art. Inwardly
discordant, always striving tor the unattainable, he needs
that spiritual unrest which 1s an incentive to the “animation
of the inorganic’. Mediterrancan man, so  perfectly
harmonious, can never know this cestasy of ‘expressive
abstraction’. Such was the paradoxical formula which
the troubled mysticism of Expressionism preached.

According to Worringer, Nordic man’s desire for
abstraction reaches its climax in the hving abstraction of
Gothic art, mn the ‘extensive dynamism of energies’, and
in that intensity of expression which leads him, *beatitied
and quivering with spasmodic cestasy, enthralled by a
vertiginious intoxication, towards the heavens opened
up for him by a thundering orchestration of mechanical
forces’.

To come back to Edschmid, we find him stipulating
that cverything must remaim ‘sketchy’ and quiver with
immanent tension; a perpetual etfervescence and excita-
tion must be carcfully maintained.

From the élan of Gothic art to the Expressionist
ccstasy is not such a far cry as might be thought. According
to Wolthart Gotthold Klee (n Die charakreristischen
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Reinhard Sorge’s Der Bentler: lithograph by Ernst Stern



* [t was surely not a
coincidence when the
group of Expressionist
artists pledged to ‘ecstasy’
and ‘vision’ took the name
Sturm. At times they do
indced recall the period of
the Sturm und Drang of the
young Gocthe and his
companions Klinger and
Lenz, in their short,
chopped phrases,
exclamations, associations
of ideas, and violent
unagery.

t After Werfel, quoted
©n page 11.

Motive der expressionistischen  Erzahlungslitteratur, 1934),
Gothic, Baroque, Sturm und Drang,* Romanticism and
Expressionism  are interrclated: they are periods of
the Werden (becoming) and not, like the Renaissance
for example, periods of the Sein (being). Nietzsche
maintained that the German is not, he becomes, he 1s
forever in the process of evolving.

The Expressionists, who liked to call themselves
‘apocalyptic adolescents’, display an almost childlike
love of youth; they abhor old people, those repre-
sentatives of a chilly conformism which reproves their
unbounded high spirits. Two generations separated by
an unbridgable gulf bear a mortal hatred for cach other:
poignant examples are Werfel’s poem Fater und Sohn,
Kafka’s novellas Metamorphosis and The Judgment, and
the plays Der Sohn by Hasenclever and atermord by
Bronnen.

The paroxysm that the Germans take for dynamism is
found in all the drama of this period, which has since
been calledt the O Mensch Periode (the *O Man period’).
Of Der Bettler by Reinhard Sorge, a play written in 1912
and a prototype of the genre, it has been said — and the
remark holds good for all the artistic activity of this
period — that the world has become so “‘permeable’ that,
at any onc¢ moment, Mind, Spirit, Vision and Ghosts
scem to gush forth, exterior facts are continually being
transformed into interior elements and psychic events
arc exteriorized. Is this not precisely the atmosphere we
find in the classic films of the German cinema?
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‘Lers ralk abour Caligar.
What makes the film
compelling is its rliythm. At
st slow, deliberately
laborious, it attempts to
irritate. Then when the
Jigzag motifs of the fairground
start tirning, the pace

leaps forward, agitato,
accelerando, and only leaves
off ar the word “End”, as
abruptly as a slap in the face.
Louis Delluc: Cinda, 1922.

2 The Beginnings of the Expressionist Film

The leaning towards violent contrast — which in Expres-
stonist literature can be seen in the use of staccato sentences
— and the inborn German liking for chiaroscuro and
shadow, obviously found an ideal arustic outlet in the
cinecma. Visions nourished by moods of vague and
troubled ycarning could have found no more apt mode
of expression, at once concrete and unreal.

This explains why the first films of second-rate directors
such as Robert Wiene or Richard Oswald musled people
into thinking them remarkably gifted. These works
blithely marriecd a morbid Freudianism and an Expres-
sionistic exaltation to the romantic fantasies of Hoftmann
and Eichendorfl, and to the tortured soul of contemporary
Germany seemed, with their overtones of death, horror
and nightmare, the reflection of its own grimacing
image, offering a kind of releasc.

In 1817, in a letter to the archetypal Romantic Rahel
Varnhagen, Astolphe de Coustine wrote: ‘Behind the
lives and writings of the Germans there 1s always a
mysterious world whose light alone scems to pierce the
vell of our atmosphere; and the minds disposed to
ascend towards that world — which ends with the begin-
ning of this onc — will always be alien to France.”

It was in this mysterious world, attractive and repug-
nant at the same time, that the German cinema found its
truc nature.

Das Kabinett des Dr Caligari
(The Cabinet of Dr Caligari, 1919)

The making of Caligari was strewn with incidents, which
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have been variously reported by the different people
responsible for it.

We know from the comments of one of the authors of
the scenario — quoted by Kracauer in From Caligari to
Hitler (1947) — that the prologue and cpilogue were
added as an afterthought in the face of objections from
both authors. The result of these modifications was to
falsify the action and ultimately to reduce it to the
ravings of a madman. The film’s authors, Carl Mayer and
Hans Janowitz, had had the very different intention of
unmasking the absurdity of asocial authority, repre-
sented by Dr Caligari, the superintendent of a lunatic
asylum and proprietor of a fairground side-show.

Erich Pommer, who used to claim to have ‘supervised’
Caligari, alleges that the authors submitted the scenario
to him and informed him of their intention of commis-
sioning the sets from Alfred Kubin, a visionary designer
and engraver whose obsessed works seem to arise from a
chaos of light and shadow. Kubin’s Caligari would
certainly have been full of Goyaesque visions, and the
German silent film would have had the gloomy hallucina-
tory atmosphere which is unmistakably its own without
being sidetracked into the snares of abstraction. For
Kubin, likc Janowitz, came from Prague, a mysterious
town whose ghetto, with its tortuous back-alleys, was a
survival from the Middle Ages. Like Janowitz, Kubin
knew all the horrors of an in-between world. In a half-
autobiographical, half-fantastic tale, Die Andere Seite,
published in 1922, he describes his wanderings through
the dark streets, possessed by an obscure force which
led him to imagine weird houscs and landscapes, terrify-
ing or grotesque situations. When he entered a little
tea-shop, everything scemed bizarre. The waitresses
were like wax dolls moved by some strange mechanism.
He had the feeling that his intrusion had disturbed the
few customers sitting at the tables; they were completely
unreal, like phantoms hatching satanic plots. Thc far end of
the shop, with its barrcl-organ, scemed suspicious, a trap.
Behind that barrel-organ there was surcly a bloody lair
wrecathed in gloom . . . It 1s a pitY that so vivid' a painter
of nightmares was never commissioned for. Caligari.

The practical Pommer rc]atcs. that w}nlc Maycr and
Janowitz were ‘talking art” at him, he for his part was
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* In a manuscript sent to
the editor of Der Newe il
tollowing an article by
Ernst Jacger.

t Lang assures me that
Pommer did supervise the
Film, and not Mcinert. Sce,
tor Pommer and Caligari,
his comments in *Carl
Mayer's début’, A Tribute 10
Clarl XMayer, London, 1947.

considering the scenario from a very different point of
view. ‘They wanted to experiment,” he wrote in 1947,
‘and I wanted to keep the costs down.” Making the sets
1 pamted canvas was a saving trom cvery point ot view,
and largely facilitated production in days when money
and raw materials were scarce. On the other hand, at a
time when Germany was still going through the indirect
conscquences of an abortive revolution and the national
cconomy was as unstable as the national frame of mind,
the atmosphere was ripe for experiment. The director of
Caligari, Robert Wicene, subsequently claimed in London
to be responsible for the film’s Expressionist conception.

Yet 1t 1s difficult to be sure of the true details ot these
remote cvents.,

Here is Hermann Warm’s version ot the facts about
Caligari.* The producer was not Erich Pommer but
Rudolt Mcinert, the director of such unknown quantities
as Der Hund von Baskerville, Nachtasyl, Rosenmontag
and Marie-Auntoinette. So it was Meinert, not Pommer,
who, following the practice current in those days — when
the sets were given more importance than everything
clse — gave the script of Caligari to the designer Warm.
The latter studied it with two friends employed at the
studios as pamters, Walter Rohrig and Walter Reimann. t

"We spent a whole day and part of the might reading
through this very curious script,” writes Warm. "We
realized that a subject like this needed something out of
the ordinary i the way of sets. Reimann, whose pamting
i those days had Expressionist tendencies, suggested
doimng the sets Expressionistically. We immediately set
to work roughing up designs in that style.”

Next day Wiene gave his agreement. Rudolt Meinert
was more cautious and asked tor a day to think about 1t
Then he told them, ‘Do these sets as cccentrically as you
can!’

This story illustrates one of the basic principles of
the German cinema; the essential role played by the
author, the designer, and the technical staff. 1t also helps
to explain why, apart from the abstract film, the German
silent cinema never had a proper avant-garde such as that
found in France. German industry immediately latched
on to anything of an artistic kind in the beliet that 1 was
bound to bring in money in the long run.

19



'oday we know that Fritz Lang, who was chosen as
the director of Caligari before Robert Wiene (he refused
because he was sull engaged in the filming of Die Spinnen),
suggested to the production company that a good
way of not scaring off the public would be to bring
m a kind of Rahmenhandlung (framing-treatment), a
prologue and epilogue in conventional settings supposed
to take place in a lunatic asylum. Thus the main action,
related in a conversation between two lunatics sitting in
the asylum garden, became the elaborate invention of a
fantastic world seen through the eyes of a madman.

When Abel Gance, that eternal pioneer, had made his
own attempt at filming a world seen through the eyes of
a madman he had gone about it in a quite different way.
In La Folie du Dr Tube, knowing nothing of anamorphic
lenses, he borrowed several concave and convex mirrors
from a Hall of Mirrors in a nearby amusement-park
and filmed the reflections of people and objects,
occasionally obtaining, in addition to ‘stretching’ effects,

"
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* Modern prints of this
tilm (originally tinted in
green, steely-blue and
brown) give no idea of the
unity of composition
afforded in the original

“the images and their titl
the latter in strangely
distorted ‘Expressionistis
leteering. A few traces o
this are left today in the
hallucination scene, whe
the doctor, swept along
hig obsession, percerves
Written phrase ‘You mu
become Caligari’ flashin_
and undulating across the
Narrow entrance to a
Karden of flat spiny trees.

mere blobs and wavy lines. This was a fundamentally
Impressionistic use of the camera; the distortions of
Dr Caligari lie in the basic graphic idea, and can therefore
be termed Expressionistic.,

The sets of Caligari, which have often been criticized
for being too flat, do have some depth nonctheless. As
Rudolph Messell says in This Film Business (1928), ‘the
background comes to the fore’. The depth comes from
deliberately distorted perspectives and from narrow,
slanting streets which cut across cach other at unexpected
angles. Sometimes also 1t 1s enhanced by a back-cloth
which extends the streets into sinuous lines. The three-
dimensional effect 1s reinforced by the inclined cubes
of dilapidated houses. Oblique, curving, or rectilinear
lines converge across an undefined expanse towards
the background: a wall skirted by the silhouctte of
Cesarc the somnambulist, the slim ridge ot the root he
darts along bcaring his prey, and the steep paths he
scales in his flight.

In Expressionismus und Iilm, Rudolt Kurtz points out
that these curves and slanting lines have a meaning
which is decidedly metaphysical. For the psychic reaction
caused in the spectator by oblique lines is entirely ditferent
from that caused m him by straight lines. Similarly,
unexpected curves and sudden ups and downs provoke
cmotions quite different  from  those induced by
harmonious and gentle gradients.

But what matters 1s to create states of anxicty and
terror. The diversity of planes has only sccondary
importance.

In Caligari* the Expressionist treatment was unusually
successful 1n evoking the ‘latent physiognomy’ of a
small medicval town, with 1ts dark twistung  back-
alleys boxed i by crumbling houses whose mclined
fagades keep out all daylight. Wedge-shaped doors with
heavy shadows and oblique windows with distorred
frames scem to gnaw into the walls. The bizarre exalea-
tion brooding over the synthete sets of Caligari brings
to mind Edschmid’s statement that *Expressionism evolves
mn a perpetual excitation’. These houses and the well,
crudely sketched at an alley-corner, do indeed seem
to wvibrate with an extraordmary spirituahity. “The
antediluvian character ot utensils awakens,” savs Kurtz.

21
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* Vischer’s term is
Schadenfreude, hard to
translate with 1ts typically
German overtones of
diabolical persistence and
cenjoyment of others’
misfortuncs.

t+ On the one hand the
poct becomes ‘a ficld
tissured with thirst’; on the
other hand, the ‘voracious’
mouths of windows or the
“avid’ dares of shadow
picrce ‘shivering' walls,
while the ‘crucel’ leaves of
“implacable’ doors slash the
“moaning’ flanks of
“despairing’ houses.

This 1s Worringer’s ‘spiritual unrest’ creating the ‘ani-
mation of the inorganic’.

The Germans, used as they are to savage legends, have
an eerie gift for animating objccts. In the normal syntax
of the German language objects have a complete active
life: they are spoken of with the same adjectives and
verbs used to speak of human beings, they are endowed
with the same qualities as people, they act and react in
the same way. Long before Expressionism this anthro-
pomorphism had already been pushed to the extreme. In
1884 Friedrich Vischer, in his novel Auch Einer, talks
about ‘the perfidy of the object’ which gloats upon* our
vain cfforts to dominate it. The bewitched objects in
Hoffmann’s obsessed universe appear in the same light.

Anmimate objects always secem to haunt German nar-
cissism. When couched in Expressionist phrascology the
personification is amplified; the metaphor expands and
embraces people and objects in similar terms.

So we frequently find German-speaking  authors
attributing  diabolical overtones to, for cxample, the
street: 1 Gustav Meyrink’s Golem, the houses i the
Praguc ghetto, which have sprouted like weeds, scem to
have an nsidious life of their own ‘when the autumn
cvening mists stagnate in the streets and veil their 1m-
perceptible grimace’. In some mysterious way these
streets contrive to abjure their life and feelings during
the daytime, and lend them instead to their inhabitants,
those enigmatic creatures who wander aimlessly around,
fecbly animated by an invisible magnetic current. But
at night the houses reclaim their life with interest from
these unreal inhabitanes; they stitfen, and their sly taces
fill with malevolence. The doors become gaping maws
and shricking gullets.

‘The dynamic force of objects howls their desire to be
created,” Kurtz declared, and this 1s the explanation ot
the overpowering obsessiveness of the Caligari scts.

But light, atmosphere, and distance are not the only
determinants of the object-distortion which we find in
Expressionist art. There is also the power of Abstrac-
tionism. Georg Marzynski informs us mn his book
Mecthode des Expressionismus (1920) that a selective and
creative distortion gives the artist a means of represent-
ing the complexity of the psyche; by linking this psychical
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complexity to an optical complexity he can release
in object’s mternal life, the expression of its ‘soul’.
I'he Expressionists are concerned solely with images
in the mind. Hence oblique walls which have no reality.
For, as Marzynski says, it 1s one of the characteristics

]

of ‘imagined 1mages’ to represent objects on the slant,
en from above at an acute angle; this viewpoint makes
it casier to grasp the whole structure of the image.
'he Germans love watching the reflections of distort-
1

: y "I
g MIirrors l

ic Romantics had already observed
certain formal distortions. One of Ludwig Tieck’s heroes,
William Lovell, describes the impression of an unstable,
ill-defined umiverse: *at such times the streets appear to
me to be rows of counterfeit houses inhabited by mad-
men ['he streets described by Kubin or Meyrink and
those of the Caligari sets find their perfect echo in this

I'he abstraction and the total distortion of the Caligari
wets are seen at their most extreme in the vision of the



* Sce trontispiece.

prison-cell, with its verticals narrowing as they rise like
arrow-heads.* The oppressive cffect is heightened by
these verticals being extended along the floor and directed
at the spot where the chain-laden prisoner squats. In
this hell the distorted, rhomboid window is a mockery.
The designers succeed in rendering the idea of a gaol-
in-the-absolute, in its ‘most expressive expression”.

Hermann Warm stated that ‘the cinema image must
become an engraving’. But the German cinema’s use of
light and shade did not issue from this affirmation alone.
The serial film Homunenlus, made three years carher,
clearly demonstrates the effect that can be obtained from
contrasts between black and white.

A lack of continuity is apparent between the Expres-
sionistic sets and the utterly bourgeois furniture - the
chintzy armchairs in Lil Dagover’s sitting-room or the
leather armchair in the madhouse yard. The break in
style 1s fatal. Similarly, the fagade of the asylum 1s not
distorted, yet the end of the film 1s seen mn the same
weird décor. It is hard to say which 1s the more respons-
ible for this: the Expressionist tendencies of the designers,
or the parsimony of the producer.

The stylization of the acting 1s dictated by the scts.
Yet Werner Krauss in the part ot the satanic Dr Caligan
and Conrad Veidt in that of the sinister somnambulist are
the only actors who really adapt themselves to 1t, and -
in Kurtz's words — achicve a ‘dynamic synthesis of their
being’, by concentrating their movements and  tacial
expressions. Through a reduction ot gesture they attain
movements which are almost lincar and which — despite
a few curves that slip in — remain brusque, like the broken
angles of the sets; and their movements from point
to point never go beyond the hmits of a given geo-
metrical planc. The other actors, on the other hand,
remain locked in a naturalistic style, though, owing to
the old-fashioned way in which they are dressed (cloaks,
top hats, morning-coats), their outlines do achieve an
clement of the fantastic.

The characters of Caligari and Cesare contorm  to
Expressionist conception; the somnambulist, detached
from his cveryday ambience, deprived ot all individua-
lity, an abstract creature, kills without motve or logic.
And his master, the mysterious Dr Caligari, who lacks
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* Claligari had a certain
mmfuence abroad. However,
Le¢ Brasier ardent by
Mosjoukine and Baroncell
contains only a few
Expressionist elements, and
the occasional
Expressionism i Don Juan
et Faust (1922) by Marcel
L Herbier 1s merely
decorative. La Chute de
la Maison Usher (1928) by
Jean Epstein is closer to
Surrcalism than to
Expressionism. On the
other hand, a certain
measure of mfluence m the
USSR 1s undeniable: e.g.
Aelita (1924) by Protazanov
and The Cloak (1926) by
Kozmmtzev and Trauberg
(though the latter 15 also
unged with clements of the
Russian baller).

the merest shadow of human scruple, acts with the
criminal insensibility and defiance of conventional moral-
ity which the Expressionists exalted.

Genuine (1920)

Though Caligari did not cstablish a genre* in the strict
sense of the word, German film-makers did come under
its influence. The very next year Wiene tried to establish
‘Caligarism’ n his film Genuine.

As his scenarist he chose Carl Mayer, who had revealed
his great talent and his understanding of the cinema
with his first scenario, Caligari. Mayer, who did not
leave a sigle novel or short story at his death, whose
entire output as a writer went mto the cmema, had an
extraordinary visual gift: he mmmediately conceived
action in terms of images. But this — and despite the
rhythm he conferred on cach of his works — did not
prevent Genuine trom being a faillure. The set paineed by
the otherwise interesting artist Cesar Klem was muddled
and overloaded; and the naturalistic actors just vanished
nto it.

The body-wrigghng of Fern Andra — a pretty woman
but a mediocre actress — would be more appropriate on
the stage ot a music-hall. Apart from the bald little man
with his pale black-ribbed gloves like Caligart’s and his
old-fashioned clothes emphasizing his satanic aspect,
the actors have nothing of the almost Hoffmannesque
styhzation which Werner Krauss had been able to achieve
in Caligari.

Von Morgens bis Mitternachts (1920), Torgus (1920),
Raskolnikow (1923)

However, Wicne had realized what was missing tfrom
Gennine — the third dimension; for his Raskolnikow he
engaged a talented architect by the name of Andre
Andreicv. Thanks to Andreiev, this film contains certamn
shots in which sets and characters really scem to stem
from Dostoicvsky’s universe and act upon cach other
through a sort of reciprocal hallucination. The staircase,
with its jagged laths and battens and steps peopled with
ghosts, prefigures the serrated shadows on the starcase
climbed by Louise Brooks, in Pabst’s film Dic Biichse der
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Pandora (Pandora’s Box), as she drags Jack the Ripper
along with her towards their destiny.

Another film betrays a more artificial conception: Ion
Morgens bis Mitternachts (From Morn to Midnight), directed
by Karl Heinz Martin, the stage-producer. Here the sets
and even the faces and costumes of the actors were striped
or spotted in white and dark tones. But instead of empha-
sizing the third dimension of the forms this artifice
merely blurred the outlines.

In Torgus, a rather poor film by Hans Kobe, Expres-
sionism 1s limited to the decorative clements, and all the
basic outlines are respected. However, as in Fon Morgens
bis Mitternachts, the furniture 1s striped. This solitary
attempt at destroying the normal relationships obtaining
between objects is a clear example of the dissonance
which stamps many Expressionist films (Caligari, more
unified than the others, excepted). This dissonance is
unavoidable when the aim is to create an enhancing
atmosphere for elements which are almost 1mpres-
sionistic, and when the attempt at abstraction stops short
at a stylization of the setting. Thus in Torgus the Expres-
sionistic ornamentation on the walls of an inn scems to
blur into the smoky glow of a hanging lamp.*

In Caligari the distortion was justified, since the images
represented the vision of a madman; in Fon Morgens
bis Mitternachts the viewpoint is different. We sce objects
and pcople as they are conceived by the cashier whom
chance has torn from his honest humdrum world and
who 1s led astray by vague, ambitious yearnmings. The
forms which take on importance for him become gigantic
and, in accordance with the precepts ot Expressionism,
lack proportion or any logical connection with the
context. Other objects, those which have no mecaning
for him, become blurred or shrink almost to nothing.

We can alrcady observe signs of this Expressionist
narcissism in the Romantics. In Titan, Jean-Paul Richter
says of his hero, dreaming under a tree, that in his imagina-
tion the tree was becoming enormous, umque in the
universe.

Here we are close to the secret of the fantastic cftects
in many German films; we come across it again in the
swirling images of Murnau’s film Phantom and m the
visions of the crowd scen through the cyes of an acrobat
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* The trick photography
was by Eugen Schiifftan
and mcluded an entire
Hash-back sequence
contained in a drop of
\water.

in Dupont’s film Varieté (Variety). It 1s also the main-
spring of a film such as Narkose (1929) by Altred Abel,
in which we see the images emerging in the unconscious
of a young woman on an operating-table.* And 1n
certain respects it was to be the technique used by Erno
Metzner 1n 1928 for his short film UIm:fhll, in which the
dreams of a wounded man knocked unconscious by a
thug are reflected in concave or convex mirrors.

But there is one film in particular in which the director,
while taking advantage of all the previous Expressionist
experiments, transposes the traditional technique : Geheimn-
nisse einer Seele (Secrets of a Soul, 1926) by Pabst. Certain
shots representing the dreams of a repressive could never
have been filmed had it not been for Expressionism.
In this style Pabst discovered a means of giving a luminous
and unreal relief to objects or people, of deforming
architectural perspective, and of distorting the relative
proportions of objects.

The conception of Von Morgens bis Mitternachts is not so
much structural as ornamental. There are hardly any
truc perspectives, and on the rare occasions when we
come across a real landscape, there 1s an embarrassing
brcak mn tone. In all the other shots the background
remains black, and a few details of the set — a picce of
furniture, a strong-box, a door — appear like paper cut-
outs, without depth, in a crude attempt at abstraction.

Sometimes this concern for abstraction takes more
sophisticated forms. A set suddenly emerges from the
darknessinan effect recalling Max Reinhardt’s productions
at the Grosses Schauspiclhaus in Berlin. Perhaps this 1s
why the film appears so close to Georg Kaiser’s play.

Only Ernst Deutsch, with his contorted miming and
behaviour, acts in a truly Expressionistic manner; the
acting of the other players is, if anything, naturalistic.
Incvitably this stylized realism clashes grotesquely with
the abstract tendencies of the Expressionist set. And
owing to this unintentional naturalism certain scenes
with scant detail lose all relief.

There remains an effect which is remarkable for the
period: the six-day cycle race, filmed as the avant-garde
was to film later. Anamorphosed into shimmering facets
by the magic of lighting-cffects and the deforming lens,
astounding in those days, the cyclists bound forward
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* Given on 24 April
1916, at an Easter Monday

mference, and printed in
Kai Moller: Paul Wegener,
wohlt Verlag, Hamburg,

Architecture and furniture: Von Morgens bis Mitternachts

and are distorted into a mere symbol of speed, in the
almost abstract rush of the race. Yet this ‘pre-avant-
garde’ sequence was less revolutionary than one might
think. As early as 1916 that great pionecr actor and
director Paul Wegener had defined in his lecture ‘The
artistic possibilities of the cinema’* what he called a
kinetische Lyrik or ‘cinematic lyricism’ inspired by photo-
graphic technique. “You have all seen films’, he said,
‘in which a line appears, then curves and changes. This
line gives birth to faces, then disappears. Nobody has
ever thought of attempting an experiment of this
order in a full-length film. I can imagine a kind of cinema
which would use nothing but moving surfaces, against
which there would impinge events that would still
participate in the natural world but transcend the lines
and volumes of the natural’.

Wegener considered it would be possible to use
‘marionettes or small three-dimensional models which
could be animated image by image, in slow or rapid
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Laskolnik s and characters act upon cach other through a sort of

motion depending on the speed of the montage. This
would give rise to fantastic images which would provoke
absolutely novel associations of ideas in the spectator.

‘Microscopic particles of fermenting chemical sub-
tances could be filmed together with small plants of
various sizes. It would be impossible to distinguish the
natural elements from the artificial ones. In this way we
could enter a new fantastic domain of pure kinetics, the
universe of opuical lyricism.’

Wegener also imagined an empty surface on which
phantom-like forms would come into being, and on
which, in continual evolution, cells would burst open
disclosing other cells which would revolve faster and
faster untl they looked like a firework display.

['his 15 the formulation of the ‘absolute film’ which
Hans Richter and Ruttmann were later to imagine and
which 1s anucipated in the trick sequence of the six-day
relay in Von Morgens bis Mitternachts.

One of the secrets of the success of the classical German
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film was the perfect technical harmony achieved by long
Regiesitzungen, discussions on the mise-en-scéne ot the
film to be made which sometimes lasted tor two months
or morc before the actual filming began, and to which
the director invited everybody due to work on the
film, from the chief designer and chief cameraman to
the workmen in charge of the lighting.

A British designer expressed his astonishment when
the German cameraman Giinther Krampt, betore starting
filming in a studio ncar London, asked to see his sketches
(‘an unusual way of going about things in our country’)
in order to study them carcfully to gauge the shooting
angles and to be able to supervise the lighting. This “way
of going about things’, of appreciating and familiarizing
oneself with the designer’s intentions, does not ctfec-
tively detract from the value of the work of the great
cameramen such as Guido Seeber, Karl Freund, Carl
Hoftmann, Fritz Arno Wagner, Curt Courant, Giinther
Rittau, Franz Planer, Reimar Kuntze, and Eugen
Schiifftan, to mention only the most important. For at
these Regiensitzungen everyone was heard; like cvery-
body eclse, the cameraman could ask for changes i the
sets 1f he thought he saw a way of achieving a better
result.






“The double lighting is
detinirely a violation — a
violation of nature, if you
like. But if it is a violation of
nature, | add immediately
that it is superior to nature.

I say that this is a master
stroke, and proves thar wirh
¢enius art is not entirely
shject 1o the necessities
tmposed by nature but has
lawes of its oun.’

Coocthe, during a discussion
on a Rubens landscape in
which nwo sources of light can
he seen: Eckermann’s
Clonrersarions, 1827.

3 The Spell of Light: the Influence of
Max Reinhardt

The word “Expressionist” is commonly applied to cvery
German film of the so-called ‘classical’ period. But
1t 1s surcly not necessary to insist yet again that certain
chiaroscuro effects, so often thought Expressionist, existed
long before Caligari; and that this film, contrary to
what many pcople seem to think, was hardly the first
film of value to be made in Germany. As carly as 1913,
some writers started campaigning for the Autorenfilm,
that is, the 1dea of a film being judged as the work of an
author. This 1s not surprising in a country with so marked
a literary bias as Germany.

These writers” origins and talents were very diverse:
among them was Gerhart Hauptmann’s brother, Carl
Hauptmann, likewise a playwright, misunderstood and
stunted by the greater fame of his brother; there was
also Hanns Heinz Ewers, author of strange tales of blood
and lust. (Nobody was surprised when this then over-
rated individual turned his hand to the Blut und Boden —
blood and soil — conception of the Nazis.)

The future German cinema was to owe to this concept
of the Autorenfilm one of its main strongpoints: the

‘litcrary scenario’.

Der Student von Prag (The Student of Prague, 1913)

Ewers wrote the script of The Student of Prague, a much
more restrained picce of work than his novel Alraune,
filmed by Henrik Galeen in 1928. Ewers was evidently
inspired by Peter Schlemihl, a story by Chamisso in
which a young man sells his shadow, and by Das Abenrener
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der Sylvester-Nacht m which E. T. A. Hoffmann sends
Chamisso’s hero on a journey with his own Erasmus
Spikher, “the man who lost his reflection’. (The name
Scapinedli, which Ewers gives to the diabolical and
mysterious character who buys the reflection, is surely
4 harkmy back to the bewitched world of Hoffmann.)

When The Student of Prague came out, it was im-
mediately reahized that the cinema could become the
pertect medium  for Romantic anguish, dream-states,
and those hazy imagiings which shade so easily into the
mtinite depths of that fragment of space-outside-time,
the sereen.

Paul Wegener, who was for some years an actor with
Muax Remnharde, had been the first to grasp this. In his
public lecture in April 1916 on the artistic possibilities
of the canema, already quoted, Wegener told the follow-
ing anccdote. In 1913 a series of comic photographs of a
man fencing and playing cards with himself had made
him reahize that the cinema was better equipped than any
other art-torm to capture the fantastic world of E. T. A.
Hotfmann - above all, the famous theme of the Doppel-
ganger,* the shadow or reflection which takes on an
ndependent existence and turns against its model

“The Student of Prague,” Wegener said, ‘with its strange
mixture ot the narural and the artificial, in theme as in
sctting, interested me enormously.’

He went on to say that the cinema had to free itself
trom the theatre and novel and create in 1its own medium,
with the image alone. ‘The real creator of the film must
be the camera. Getting the spectator to change his point
of view, using special effects to double the actor on the
divided screen, superimposing other images — all this,
techmque, form, gives the content its real meaning.’

He continued: ‘I got the idea for my Golem from the
mysterious clay figure brought to life by the Rabbi
Loew, according to a legend of the Prague ghetto, and
with this film [ went further into the domain of pure
cnema. Everything depends on the image, on a certain
vagueness of outline where the fantastic world of the
past mects the world of today. I realized that photo-
graphic technmque was going to determine the destiny of
the anema. Light and darkness in the cinema play the
same role as rhythm and cadence in music.”
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* In a book published in
1927, Das Problem der
Magie und der Psychoanaly .
Leon Kaplan remarks that
the adult members of
primitive races are like
children distressed by the
exterior world, which to
them seems mysterious and
hostile. They take refuge in
a reassuring narcissism. And
narcissistic man, prey to his
dreams and predisposed ta
magic, is always prone to
create a double of himself.



The Student of Prague (1913): the Doppelginger

This first Golem of 1914, which mixed contemporary
events (the Golem being discovered in Prague) with the
legend of the Rabbi Loew, in the year 1580, creating the
giant, is unfortunately lost. The Golem we know 1s that
of 1920, which limits itself to the legend.

But the first (1913) version of The Student of Prague
has survived, and this film, coming six years before
Caligari, already exhibits many of the properties which
one finds in the so-called ‘classical’ films of the twenties.
In the early days nothing prevented German film-makers
from working on location. The Expressionist style which
had been the ruling taste in all the other arts since 1910
had not as yet got through to the cinema, which was
still regarded with scorn. The director, with no reason
to distort the natural appearance of objects, had no use
for studio towns and landscapes.

Yet the Romanticism to which The Student of Prague
so faithfully subscribes — fascinated as Paul Wegener
was by the limitless expressive powers of this new
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I'le Student of Prague (1913): the forest cemetery

art-form — already strives for the unusual. Stellan Rye, the
Danish director, who was called upon by Union Film* for
the mise-en-scéne (Wegener was to work in close collabora-
tion with him) shot his film in the old town in Prague,
where dark, mysterious relics of the Middle Ages can
still be seen. He filmed in the narrow back-alleys and
on the old bridge in front of the bristling silhouette of
the cathedral. Wegener was to remember this when
making his second Golem, this time in the studio.

However, for religious reasons, the Jewish com-
munity refused to allow filming in the old cemetery. It
could have been reconstituted in the studio, as was done
for the later Student of Prague; but significantly it was
decided to erect the enormous medieval tombstones
(facsimiles, of course) in a real forest.

Nowadays the photography of what is probably the
only copy to have survived seems rather grey. One has to
remember that the contemporary prints, toned in brown,
green or (for night scenes) dark blue, were more subtle.
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* Under Paul Davidsohn
Union Film produced some
remarkable films; the Asta
Nielsen films were made
here. The company was
later bought up by Decla
Bioskop.



* Sce the sketch
published by Edward
Carnick in Designing for
[-tlms, Studio Publications,
L.ondon and New York,
1949.

Of course the 1mages — by Guido Seeber, the best
camcraman of his day - lack the quality and depth of
focus to which the German cinema of the twenties has
accustomed us: the real interiors filmed in the Lobkowitz
palace seem rather flat. There are a few shots, however,
which anticipate the great films to come, notably the
lovers’ secret meceting on a castle terrace among the
heavy shadows of columns, while, on the wall below,
the ominous shadow of Scapinelli appears, spying on
them from the darkness. Also worth noticing are a few
interiors with an impressive measure of atmosphere.
They were created 1n the studio from maguettes by Kurt
Richter: the stark bedroom of the poor student into
which Scapinelli comes skipping, then his study, heavy
with anguish and nostalgia, when he has become rich,
are bathed 1in mysterious shadows, and the candle-
light flickers in the gloom. The lighting 1s already pro-
vided for in the sketches.* Thus The Student of Prague
already cxhibits that preoccupation with setting and
atmosphere which was to be characteristic of the entire
German cinema.

In his lecture in 1916 Wegener insisted that the only
effective acting was discrect acting: restrained move-
ments, calm and expressive faces, eloquent eyes, and a
dignified naturalness of bearing. Anything in the nature
of affectation or gratuitousness would be exposed at once
on the vast surface of the screen, where ‘the actor is seen as
if under a microscope’.

His own acting as the Student of Prague, three years
before this lecture, shows that he still had everything to
lcarn about the cinema. Judging from the few rare stills
that have come down to us, he must have corrected his
style for the inscrutable, enigmatic, claylike being he
played in the first Golem. That he did so is also borne out
by his acting in the same part in the 1920 version.

In the first Student of Prague there was already one actor
— the obscure and Hoffmannesque John Gottowt — who
scemed admirably suited to the cinema. In some respects
he foreshadowed the extraordinary character of Dr
Caligari played six years later by Werner Krauss.

It is worth mentioning a film made in 1921 by Rochus
Glicse (who was later to design Sunrise): Der Verlorene
Schatten; it recalled the story of Peter Schlemihl, and
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Wepener plaved the man part. Stylistcally, it is an
archarc tilm, and the acung s curiously stiff and clumsy.
This may have been, as Lvda Salmonova told me in
Pravue, because Wegener quarrelled with the director,
who promptly lost interest in the film. It certainly seems
to belong to a penod carhier than that of The Student of
Prague.

Our knowledge of the period between The Student of
Prague and Caligari 1s very limited. All we can do is
mention the utles of some artistic films made by Stellan
Rye or Wegener and leave the question of their value
open: Day Haus ohme T (1914), Evinrude — Geschichte eines
Abentewers (1914), Der Yogi (1916), Der Golem und die
Tanzenn (1917), Der Fremde Fiirst (1918), Der Galeeren-
srathing (1919), and a few years later Herzog Ferrantes Ende
(1923) and Lebende Buddha (1924).

Only a few fragments remain of the Marchenfilme
(tilms on legendary or magical subjects) which Wegener
made during the war, such as Rifbezahls Hochzeit (1916)
and  Rartentinger von Hameln (1918). Hans Trutz im
Schlaraffenland  (1917) has also disappeared. Wegener
made them, agamn on location, among the rocks of the
Stlestan Riesengebirge, on the sunny slopes and in those
sirll medieval towns along the banks of the Rhine.

Among the surviving images from these lost films there
v once ot a girl dancing in the silvery sunlight on a
grassy Hower-spangled  hill. Her dress, patterned in
ditferent shades of the same tone, harmonizes with the
tints in the meadow, as she dances to the magic pipe of
Hamehn. The voung Lyda Salmonova under the spell of
the music bears a resemblance 1in this costume to the
Ophchias and Juliets of the Deutsches Theater.” The lines
ot this shim ‘Gothic” figure recall the bearing of those
tral maidens in German Primitives as evoked by Max
Remnhardts actresses.

Max Reinhardt

The hnks between Max Reinhardt’s theatre and the
German cmema were obvious as early as 1913, when all
the mam fAlm actors — Wegener, Bassermann, Moissi,
Theodor Loos, Winterstein, Veidt, Krauss, Jannings, to
mention but a few — came from Reinhardt’s troupe.
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Haus ohne Tiir (The House
it a Door, 1914), a
runner of Dr Mabuse.
in style, these stills
rtheless show tendencies
irds decorative composition,
I grouping and a sharp

trast between black and white



Der Ratten fangervon Hameln (Paul Wegener, 1918): Lyda Salmonova dancine
b=

to the magic pipe




* Besides Piscator there
were of course three other
great stage-directors: Karl
Heinz Martin and Jiirgen
Fehling, both tending
towards Expressionism, and
Leopold Jessner, who often
used Expressionism when it
suited him but who, with
his famous onstage
staircases, was mainly a
Constructivist.

We should remember that Max Reinhardt, from 1907
to 1919 (when the revolution brought Piscator and his
Constructivist theatre to the fore),* was a sort of ‘Kaiser’
of the Berlin theatre. He had become so mmportant that in
solid middle-class familics everybody skipped the news-
paper headlines to rcad Alfred Kerr’s article on the
previous night’s performance. Berliners often went to
the Reinhardt theatre several times a week, for the
programme changed daily.

When the cinema became an art-form, it quite natur-
ally took advantage of Reinhardt’s discoveries, using the
chiaroscuro, the pools of light falling trom a high window
mto a dark mterior, which people were used to seeing
every evening at the Deutsches Theater.

But Max Reinhardt was far trom being the sole source
of the German cinema’s celebrated treatment of hght
and shade. There was also the contribution of the
Nordic film-makers (the Danes in particular) who
invaded the German studios: Stellan Rye, Holger
Madsen, Dinesen, for example. They brought with them,
at a time when Expressionism had still not crystallized
into a recognizable style, their love for nature and their
feeling for chiaroscuro.

Since the appearance of Kracauer’s book I'rom Caligari
to Hitler, many cinema enthusiasts have imagimed that
this much-discussed chiaroscuro was an essential attri-
bute of Expressionism, and that it originated in an
Expressionist drama, Der Bentler (1912) by Reinhard
Sorge, directed for the stage in 1917 by — it I remember
correctly — one of Max Reinhardt’s collaborators.

This play did in fact have everything: the contrast -
or, morc precisely, the collision — between light and
shadow; the sudden spotlighting ot a character or object
to concentrate the spectator’s attention; and the tendency
simultancously to leave all the other characters and
objects i vague darkness. This was the visual transla-
tion of the Expressionist axiom stipulating that a sole
object chosen from the chaos of the universe must be
singled out and plucked from its links with other objects.
And everything, even the phosphorescent halo following
the outline of a head and shading out towards the regions
of darkness, cven the slash of picrcing light screaming
at the blur of a white face, was anticipated in this play.
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Yot 1t s ancorrect to claim Remharde himself as an
Eaprossionst. Benno Fleischmann writes in his Max
Reotharde:* "Remhardt was always chary of the young
Eaprossionist poets. They were far different from him as
regards both temperament and style. Yet he let them into
his theatre tfor Sundayv matinée performances called Das
SJunge Deuwtschland i Berhin and Das Theater des Newen in
Vienna. He himself had hittle to do with these productions.
T'he great, the indefatigable experimenter stood aloof
trom these experiments.’

Muax Remnhardt, that profound ‘Impressionist’, could
leginmately 1gnore the experiments of the Expressionists.
He had already mastered all the secrets of lighting. He
had alwavs been fond of clothing shapes in warm light
spillmyg trom innumerable mvisible sources, of rounding,
melung and hollowing his surfaces with velvety shadows.
Here his sole aim was to do away with the Verism and
meniculous Naturalism of the previous generation. Before
1914 Remharde used innumerable kaleidoscopic effects
to appeal to his audience’s imagination. The stage would
become a vast expanse bustling with life. Bare wings
and curtams would frame the gentle curve of a Rund-
horizont, a horizon whose concave surface was flooded,
first with moonlight, then with brilliant sunlight, then
immediately plunged into darkness; stars flickered while
4 kind of magic lantern covered the sky with moving
clouds.

During the later years of the First World War, Max
Remhardt, who had frequently been criticized for giving
too much importance to his scts, was obliged by shortage
of raw maternials and lack of money to discontinue the
grandcur of his productions. Plays supposed to take
place in several different spots were placed in a fixed
sctting, preferably  between two immense columns.
Light and darkness then took on a new meaning, by
replacing  structural  variety and by animating and
transtorming  a  smgle set;  shifting  lighting-cffects,
crossing and clashing with one another, were the only
means ot disguising the mediocrity of the ersatz materials
used for the sets and of varying the intensity of the
atmosphere to suit the action. Darkness was also used
to divide one stretch of action from another: a short
scene would flash on and then off, and immediately
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be followed by another. Rapid changes were possible
owing to the revolving stage at the Deutsches Theater
and the vast arena at the Grosses Schauspielhaus. From
the incidental circumstance of war shortages Reinhardt
evolved a new manner of grouping characters and
giving them depth by means of light. Morcover, crowds
could be made to appear denser 1n the secrecy of shadows.
(Lubitsch learned this lesson from Reinharde, and put
it effectively into practice when filming Das Weib des
Pharao.) Lighting of this kind heightens atmospheric
tension, increascs the pathos of tragedy, and even enhances
the spicy burlesque of a commedia dell’arte.

So German film-directors had no need to recall the
production of Der Bettler in order to use in their turn
chiaroscuro cffects which had been familiar to them for
years.

Proof can be found in the serial film Homunculus
which, made as it was long before Caligari, has not had
the attention it deserves. In this pioneer work the contrasts
between black and white, the collisions between light
and shade — all the classical clements of the German
film, from Der Miide Tod (Destiny) to Metropolis — arc
alrcady present.

The German soul instinctively prefers twilight to
daylight. In The Decline of the West Oswald Spengler
exalts the mist, the enigmatic charoscuro, the ‘Kolossal’,
and infinite solitude. The unlimited spaces cherished by
the ‘Faustian soul’ of northern man are never clear and
limpid but swathed in gloom; the Germanic Valhalla,
symbol of a frightful solitude, is a grisaille* ruled by
unsociable heroes and hostile gods.

Spengler asserts that solitaries are the only men to
know the ‘cosmic experience’; they alone are capable of
expericncing the inexpressible isolation and nostalgia
of the forest. Jean Cassou said of Lang’s Nibelungen, shortly
after it came out in France, that it was ‘a new and poignant
testimony of man’s solitudc’.

Spengler’s ‘Faustian soul’, enamoured of this gloom,
has a predilection for the colour brown — ‘Rembrandt’s
atelier brown’. This brown, a ‘protestant colour’ missing
from the rainbow, is conscquently the ‘most unreal of
all colours’; it 1s the colour of the soul, it becomes the
symbol of the transcendental, the infinite and the

51



ia Borgia

Oswald’s Lukre

Vanna,

&
—
=

s
o
g3

Eichber

it:

Reinharc




o
S

Bn
o
¥

nee of Max Reinhardt: Oswald’s Carlos und Elisabeth and Lukrezia Borgia




I'he influence of Max Reinhardt: Lukrezia Borgia and Buchowetzki’s Danton




‘spatial’. The adoration of brown and its tints and,
inevitably, of shadow, gocs back to the famous book by
Julius Langbchn Rembrandt als Erzieher, published in
1890, which argues that Rembrandt represents the
authentic Aryan with the instinct for chiaroscuro charac-
teristic of the Low German. Consequently, like the
Germans, Rembrandt, the master of melancholy and the
‘bilious black’, i1s, according to Langbehn, always in
quest of ‘the dark side of existence, the twilight hour
when the dark seems darker and the light lighter’. And
he goes on to allege that chiaroscuro is the perfect Low
German colour, the German being ‘simultaneously both
harsh and tender’!

Reading certain passages in Jean-Paul Richter (that
Romantic all too often neglected by those who arc forever
quoting Hoffmann), particularly in Titan, written in
1802, one has the distinct feeling that one is watching
a German film. For instance, he talks about a shadowy
bedroom in which his soul starts shivering on account
of a sunbeam falling through the high-set window, and
a swirl of dust continually shifting like a live thing about
to take on concrete form.

Landscape obviously participates in this obsession with
chiaroscuro. ‘Often’, says Holderlin in his Hyperion,
‘my heart feels at case in this twilight. Contemplating
unfathomable Nature I know not why this veiled idol
draws sacred, blessed tcars from my cyes.” And hc asks,
‘Could this twilight be our element?” Or again, ‘Is
shadow our soul’s Fatherland ?’

To the glory of this eternal love for the uncertain,
hence for the night, Novalis composed langorous hymns,
finding in it a refuge far from the ‘poor and puerile’
light, far from the attacks of hostile Iife. Attracted by
the dark maternal bosom of this dream- and death-
dispensing night, all that Novalis ultimately sought there
was the echo of his own disquiet. ‘T am light. Ah, if only
I were night! Why am I not shadows and darkness! How
I would quench my thirst at the breast of light.’

Spengler, the theorist of mysticism, tried to see clearly
what was what in the motives for these preferences.
Daylight imposed limits on the eyc and created corporeal
objects. Night dissolved bodies, daylight dissolved souls.
In this sense darkness has an appcal for the German
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mind. The Scandinavian Edda already bore ‘the trace
of those midnights when Faust ponders in his study’.
Nordic man’s Faustian soul is committed to gloom,
whereas Reinhardt — we should remember that he was
Jewish — created his magical world with light, darkness
serving only as a foil to the light.
This was the twofold heritage of the German film.

Der Golem (The Golem, 1920)

Paul Wegener had too strong a personality to be content
with merely imitating Reinhardt’s style. His treatment of
the magical lighting-effects found at the Deutsches
Theater was to adapt them to the needs of the cinema.
From his previous work in natural settings he kept a
fluidity of atmosphere which he managed to bring to his
studio-made Golem (1920). An airy lightness hangs about
the shots of the flower-garlanded children playing in
front of the ghetto gates.

Wegener uses every one of Reinhardt’s lighting-eftects:
the stars glinting against a velvety sky, the fiery glow of
an alchemist’s furnace, the little oil-lamp lighting a
corner of a darkened room when Miriam appears, the
servant holding a lantern, the row of blazing torches
flickering in the night, and, in the synagogue, the light
trembling over the prostrate, indistinct forms wrapped in
cloaks, with the sacred, haloed seven-branched candelabra
emerging from the darkness.

The spell of these subtle effects is never broken by
clashing contrast or exaggerated Expressionist brio. A
warm Rembrandt-like light floods the interiors, model-
ling the old Rabbi’s ravaged face and casting the young
disciple into gentle relief against the dark background;
the shadow of a barred window stands out across a
garment. The scene of the appeal to the demon with its
circles of flames is even more poignant than the corres-
ponding scene in Murnau’s FFaust: the demon’s phos-
phorescent head, with its sad empty cyes, is suddenly
transformed into a huge Chinese mask looming up in
profile at the edge of the screen with a kind of prodigious
ferocity.

Paul Wegener always denied having had the intention
of making an Expressionist film with his Golem. But this
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has not stopped people from calling it Expressionist,
doubtless because of the much-discussed settings by
Poelzig, the creator of the Grosses Schauspielhaus in
Berlin. *

Kurtz says something to the effect that Poelzig expresses
all a building’s dynamic, ecstatic, fantastic and pathetic
elements in the facade without extending any renewal
of forms to the layout itself.

I'his explains why the sets of The Golem are so far
removed from those of Caligari. The original Gothic
forms are still somehow latent in these houses with their
steeply-pitched thatched roofs. Their angular, oblique
outlines, their teetering bulk, their hollowed steps, seem
the none too unreal image of a distressingly insanitary
and overpopulated ghetto where people actually live.
I'he success of these sets owes very little to abstraction.
I'he narrow gables are somehow echoed in the pointed
hats and wind-blown goatees of the Jews, the excited
fluttering of their hands, their raised arms clutching at
the empty yet restricted space. This alternately terrified
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The Golem (1920): in the synagogue

and exultant crowd at times recalls the flamboyant
outlines and disjointed movement of a panting by El
Greco. The brio of these masses has nothing in common
with the mechanical use of extras found in Lubitsch, or
the geometric groupings of crowds found in Fritz Lang.
The shaping effect s particularly successful when the orna-
mental derives from the natural, as in the high-angle shot of
the thora-tabernacle bordered by the great sacred trumpets.

In the interiors, a tracery of Gothic ribs and ogives
transformed into oblique semi-ellipses composes a frame-
work for the characters. This gives stability to the fluctuat-
ing intensity of the atmosphere, which isat times curiously
‘Impressionistic’ for this authentically ‘Expressionistic’
structure.

We do find from time to time Expressionistic shock
lighting effects: for instance the conch of the spiral
staircase glaring out abruptly from the darkness of the
laboratory; the sudden glow of the seven-branched
candelabra; or the livid, anguished faces of the faithful
in the synagogue.*
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Die Chronik von Grieshuus (1925)

It 1s a quite remarkable fact that the ‘Nordic invasion’ —
the arrival of so many Danish actors and directors in the
Berlin studios — did not leave so deep a mark on the
German cinema as 1t might have done — though it did
open the way to chiaroscuro. On the whole, the white
magic of the Scandinavians was conquered by the black
magic of the Germans.

It was perhaps because he took Die Chronik wvon
Crieshuus from a typically Nordic tale by Storm, a
writer from Schleswig-Holstein (long a Danish possession),
that Arthur von Gerlach succeeded in creating one of the
few German films to capture the feeling of fresh air and
nostalgic poetry characteristic of the Swedish cinema.
Even the rather melodramatic scenario with its clumsy
captions (the work of Thea von Harbou) and the battered
Expressionistic castle built on the wvast location at
Neubabelsberg cannot attenuate this melancholy Ballade-
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like lyricism, which is also found in Paul Wegener’s
fantasy films.

The Lineberger Heide in northern Germany lends its
natural setting of bleak open country to this grim tale of
unhappy love, fratricide and expiation. Across the
plains dotted with blackish storm-rent shrubs horsemen
gallop in vast billowing cloaks, huge equestrian frescoes
sculpted against a pale sky. Their mounts rear and stamp
the air: the storm of the heart and Nature become one.
In the interiors, darkness, light, and superimposed
apparitions weave their dense veil of atmosphere. This
tonality is the perfect continuation of the rather ‘Impres-
sionistic’ chiaroscuro already found in The Golem which
was to be brought to its perfection in Murnau'’s Farrst.

Vanina (1922)

All we know about Arthur von Gerlach is that he pro-
duced for the stage, but not in Berlin. *

After the two lost films for Fern Andra, and three
years before Die Chronik von Grieshuus, he made a
sublime film which is astonishingly mature for its day,
taken from a scenario by Carl Mayer, Vanina. It 1s a work
whose quality of light comes through even in mediocre
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