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NOAH ISENBERG

FALLING IN LOVE AGAIN

There is a pivotal scene almost halfway into Josef von Sternberg’s Der blaue Engel (The Blue Angel, 1930) in which the still upstanding Professor Immanuel Rath (Emil Jannings), a man who epitomizes imperial Prussian rigidity teetering on the brink of collapse, finds himself drawn back to the same seedy nightclub where he first encountered the enchanting songstress Lola Lola (Marlene Dietrich). There, as the stodgy old teacher makes his way to the balcony, he finds Lola onstage, swaying her hips nonchalantly while she belts out one of her signature ballads—pronouncing her inability to do anything but love and finally declaring her innocence vis-à-vis the men who swarm around her “like moths around a flame” and get burned in the process. Punctuating the scene, the “honorary guest” Professor Rath receives a hearty welcome and a call for applause from a gruff, surly magician called Kiepert (Kurt Gerron). From his perch above the main floor, Rath—and, of course, we together with him—can take in everything: the raucous, mixed crowd; the tawdry stage arrangement cluttered with scantily-clad female performers, Lola at its center; a melancholy clown, gazing up at him in ominous anticipation of an inevitable role reversal; and an oversized nude mermaid statue, whose voluptuous form catches him off guard and finally leads his attention back to the stage. As Lola strikes her seductive, by now iconic, pose atop a wooden keg (Fig. I.1), with legs in sharp focus in a tightly framed shot and a look of complete self-assurance on her face, Rath cannot contain his delight. In the end, he is positively smitten.

The scene is significant not only for its role in the basic plot development, as it prepares Rath for his ultimate descent into shame and humiliation, but also in terms of its broader commentary on Weimar cinema as a whole. Quite self-conscious in its approach, the scene highlights the boldness of the New Woman, a stock character in Weimar cinema, at least since the so-called street films of the early 1920s, introduced here in the figure of the international star. It captures, moreover, the spirit of Weimar, or what has come to be seen as that spirit, “a dance on the edge of a volcano,” in the words of Peter Gay (1968, xiv), or the “historical imaginary,” as Thomas Elsaesser (2000) has since conceived it: the pulsating, decadent nightlife, where such slogans as “Everything that pleases is allowed” appear entirely credible; the powerful undercurrent of eroticism and unbridled sexuality that reached poignant expression in the visual arts, culture, and literature throughout the interwar years, threatening to subvert bourgeois morality; the paradox of love, often unrequited, in an otherwise seemingly cold, loveless society in which desire handily trumps emotion; and finally, the recurrent clashes between rival generations, classes, and political and social orientations, as well as between a heady force of internationalism and an unyielding German provincialism.1 Even the film’s music (Friedrich Hollaender’s “Ich bin von Kopf bis Fuß auf Liebe eingestellt,” or “Falling in Love Again” in the English rendition), coupled with rather racy narrative lyrics, strikes a resonant chord in many other films of the era, as it, too, underscores the sense of helplessness that overwhelmed those who fell into the trap that was the false promise of Weimar. It evokes the misplaced hope in the new—in democracy, a cosmopolitan urban culture, and a progressive ethos—that would ultimately prove impossible to sustain beyond the confines of a short-lived experiment.
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FIGURE I.1 Lola Lola (Marlene Dietrich) serenading Dr. Rath (Emil Jannings) in Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel (1930).

On another level, von Sternberg arranges the nightclub interlude in such a way as to elevate Marlene Dietrich’s status as a new film sensation, conveying beyond a doubt the “sex appeal”—a phrase that was often used in the original English—that is almost organically ascribed to such figures. Thus he places her in a venerated line of international stars that radiated from the Weimar screen, from the Danish-born Asta Nielsen and the Swedish Greta Garbo through the American dancer Louise Brooks, picking up on a notable strain of media-generated Girlkultur that first took root in the 1920s. As Patrice Petro has observed, referring specifically to Dietrich and Brooks, these women became “convenient figures upon which to project a reading of male subjectivity in crisis; as figures of female eroticism, they were typically featured in films where male characters are brought to their doom as a result of their uncompromising devotion to a feminine ideal” (Petro 1989, 159; see also von Ankum 1997). The most famous roles brought to life on the big screen during the Weimar years—perhaps foremost among them Brooks’s Lulu and Dietrich’s Lola Lola—demonstrate how indelible these images were in their day and how fundamental they have become to our understanding of Weimar culture. In a slight (more Americanized) variation on the same theme, there is a counterpart in what Detlev Peukert calls “the male-generated fantasy of the ‘vamp’: the glamour girl, a bit too independent to be true, armed with bobbed hair and made-up face, fashionable clothes and cigarette, working by day in a typing pool or behind the sales counter in some dreamland of consumerism, frittering away the night dancing the Charleston or watching UFA and Hollywood films” (Peukert 1993, 99).

Indeed, for Anglo-American viewers the visual conception of Weimar may be linked less to The Blue Angel than to Bob Fosse’s Cabaret (1972), a film that appeared a good four decades later and yet managed to suggest a sensibility that, despite its tendency toward mythologizing, is taken for authentic (Jelavich 1993, 154–86). The “divine decadence” of which American showgirl Sally Bowles (Liza Minnelli) speaks oozes from Fosse’s Kit Kat Club, as it does from the eponymous nightclub of von Sternberg’s film, which boasts a similar kind of magnetic attraction. Yet ultimately it is not Bowles—that charming starlet extracted from Christopher Isherwood’s imagination and his Berlin Stories, so reminiscent of the Kansas-born Brooks—who best represents the face of Weimar Berlin. Rather, as Ian Buruma has suggested in his trenchant analysis, it is the master of ceremonies and “androgynous host” (Joel Grey) (Fig. I.2):


Grey managed to personify everything we now associate with the end of that giddy, sinister, brilliant decade between the two world wars, when Berlin was the capital of sex, art, and violence. The sunken cheeks, the curled blood-red lips, the rouge and death-white powder, the lacquered black hair, the little dark eyes, darting about like malevolent black insects, and all this combined with that unforgettable voice—whining, lisping, sneering. He is the sum of everything we find repellent and yet deeply intriguing about Berlin at the dawn of the Third Reich. (Buruma 2006, 13)
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FIGURE I.2 Joel Grey as the charismatic, androgynous Kit Kat Club emcee in Bob Fosse’s Cabaret (1972).

This highly potent combination of “repellent” and “intriguing” was what passed for love—desire and temptation—as it was articulated during the Weimar years, both in everyday life and in the cinematic imagination.

In his memoirs, The World of Yesterday (1943), Stefan Zweig describes what he terms a transformation of Berlin “into the Babylon of the World,” a place, as he puts it in his extended musings on the subject, which is tinged with an air of caution:


Bars, amusement parks, honky-tonks sprang up like mushrooms. What we had seen in [turn-of-the-century] Austria proved to be just a mild and shy prologue to this witches’ Sabbath; for the Germans introduced all their vehemence and methodical organization into the perversion. Along the entire Kurfürstendamm powdered and rouged men sauntered and they were not all professionals; every high school boy wanted to earn some money and in the dimly lit bars one might see government officials and men of the world of finance tenderly courting drunken sailors without any shame. Even the Rome of Suetonius had never known such orgies as the pervert balls of Berlin, where hundreds of men costumed as women and hundreds of women as men danced under the benevolent eyes of the police. In the collapse of all values a kind of madness gained hold particularly in the bourgeois circles which until then had been unshakeable in their probity. Young girls bragged proudly of their perversion, to be sixteen and still under suspicion of virginity would have been a disgrace in any school of Berlin at the time, every girl wanted to be able to tell of her adventures and the more exotic, the better. (Zweig 1964, 313).



Though the rhetoric in Zweig’s portrait of Weimar Berlin may be overblown, he gets at the heart of the tension between the development of an advanced erotic culture within a society that, at that same moment, was showing signs of wanting to smother expression, sexual and otherwise (Peukert 1993, 170–171; Gordon 2000; Weitz 2007, 297–330).

A REPUBLIC OF IMPOSTORS

In his Critique of Cynical Reason, Peter Sloterdijk brands the Weimar Republic the “German Republic of Impostors.” For Sloterdijk the impostor embodies the political and psychological instability of Germany’s fledgling democracy during that period. “In such an ‘insecure’ world,” he writes, “the impostor grew into a character type of the times par excellence. Cases of fraud, deception, misleading, breach of promise, charlatanism, and so forth multiplied not only in the numerical sense: The impostor also became an indispensable figure in the sense of collective reassurance, a model of the times and a mythical template…. [T]he impostor became the existentially most important and most understandable symbol for the chronic crisis of complexity of modern consciousness” (Sloterdijk 1987, 484). As has been amply documented by historians of Weimar, crime was, to a great extent, untrammeled.2 Indeed, the “insecure world” of which Sloterdijk speaks was precisely the ideal milieu within which crime and deception could flourish. The face of the impostor, as Weimar cinema would quickly attest, bore many guises: hypnotists, wizards, street gangsters, mad scientists, fakes in uniform, female cyborgs, cross-dressers, con artists, swindlers and more (Fig. I.3). In The Haunted Screen, Lotte Eisner cites a passage from the nineteenth-century German romantic poet Ludwig Tieck that serves to illustrate one of the many functions of cinema during the Weimar years: “We create fairy tales,” writes Tieck, “because we prefer to populate the monstrous emptiness and horrid chaos” (Eisner 1969, 97). German cinema, which in its early days adhered more or less to the principles of a “cinema of attractions,” shaped around the spectacle itself and less oriented toward visual storytelling, quickly built on the more firmly established arts, drawing on folktales, legends, romantic lore, and material that was extracted from literature, theater, and mass culture. The cinema assumed the role that fairy tales had traditionally performed, feeding into the curiosity and imagination of the viewing public.
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FIGURE I.3 Fanning the cards in search of an appropriate disguise in Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler (1922).

That need for fantasy only increased with the heightened sense of insecurity, the feeling of having been duped, which accompanied Germany’s shaky transition to the Weimar Republic. Its inauspicious beginnings, borne out of the traumatic defeat of the First World War, were followed by years of extreme tumult—from the failed revolutions of its first years to the massive war debt and territorial losses incurred by the Treaty of Versailles, along with bloody political assassinations, runaway inflation and burgeoning opposition to the very idea of democracy. “The hyperinflationary excesses of 1922–3 have left a profound imprint on the German psyche,” remarks Peukert (1993, 64). Among other factors, the economic instability heightened the sense of volatility and the notion that Germany’s well-being was beyond its own control—or, perhaps, simply out of control. All who were associated with the republic’s inception—and with the “unjust” deal that was cut with the victors of the war—were very quickly branded impostors, inauthentic Germans, and thus targets of violent attack (Peukert 1993, 73; Weitz 2007, 7–39). As Sloterdijk puts it, “If we wanted to write a social history of mistrust in Germany, then above all the Weimar Republic would draw attention to itself. Fraud and expectations of being defrauded became epidemic in it. In those years, it proved to be an omnipresent risk of existence that from behind all solid illusions, the untenable and chaotic emerged” (Sloterdijk 1987, 483).

In this paranoid world, built precariously atop the power vacuum that was left after the war, a need for projecting society’s innermost anxieties, fantasies, and dreams onto the big screen arose almost as quickly as the republic itself was collapsing. The general atmosphere of political and social make-believe found its logical expression in the cinema. Perhaps there was no other, more effective, way to parlay the curious character of Weimar into aesthetic form (think, for instance, of the cold, cynical portraits of representative figures—the caricatures of types extracted from the political and social arena—in the portraits by Georg Grosz, Otto Dix, and others). In an oft-cited essay from the Frankfurter Zeitung, “The Cult of Distraction: On Berlin’s Picture Palaces” (1926), Siegfried Kracauer, who spent much of the 1920s as the paper’s cultural editor and a frequent contributor, gives us a contemporary take on cinema and the reality of the urban world: “In the streets of Berlin, one is often struck by the momentary insight that someday all this will suddenly burst apart. The entertainment to which the general public throngs ought to produce the same effect” (Kracauer 1995, 327). It is not surprising, then, that so much of Weimar cinema contained an explosive element, whether in the early adventure films, horror pictures, the so-called street films, melodramas, or futurist fantasies. Kracauer notes, in the same essay, the “bourgeois reproach” that Berliners were allegedly “addicted to distraction” (Kracauer 1995, 327). With all their new stimuli, in particular those that were awakened in the cinema, Berliners were thought to harbor a greater reliance on forms of mass entertainment than were people living elsewhere in Weimar Germany. Much of the cinema came back to a very specific idea of the city, often as a stand-in for Berlin, and found its proper milieu in the street. As Anton Kaes has argued, “The street became a staging ground for sex and crime, a setting where the individual encountered anonymous others, unsheltered and vulnerable” (Kaes 2004, 66; see also Tatar 1995). Or, as Gay has noted of Berlin, “It was a city of crooks and cripples, a city of hit songs and endless talk; with a press that was ‘cruel, pitiless, aggressive, filled with bloody irony, yet not discouraging,’ and with criticism that was, in the same way, harsh, nonconformist, but fair, in search of quality, delighted with excellence. [In the words of Carl Zuckmayer:] ‘Berlin tasted of the future, and that is why we gladly took the crap and the coldness’” (Gay 1968, 132).

These developments were not met without a challenge, and a considerable segment of Weimar Germany’s population harbored an antipathy toward the big city that is not altogether unlike the enmity occasionally directed at contemporary New York City. In this countermovement, one in which a return to a kind of imperial glory, or unified strength and stability, was often imagined, the figures who represented Weimar—those “outsiders” who had managed to make their way, temporarily, to the center—were the subject of scorn. “The hunger for wholeness,” asserts Gay, “was awash with hate; the political, and sometimes private, world of its chief spokesmen was a paranoid world, filled with enemies: the dehumanizing machines, capitalist materialism, godless rationalism, rootless society, cosmopolitan Jews, and that all-devouring monster, the city” (Gay 1968, 96). It was precisely this fractured nature that Weimar’s best films took on as their subject and revealed, knowingly or not, to the world at large.

With its so-called prestige films aimed at the export market—often with greater pretensions to artistic quality than basic mass entertainment—Weimar cinema made its way across Europe and to the other side of the Atlantic. Movies like The Blue Angel had a purported mission “to synthesize art and commercial success” and showed an acute awareness of the interplay (not to mention fierce competition) between America and Germany—between the relatively new talkies and silent cinema, between Universum Film Aktiengesellschaft, or Ufa, as Weimar Germany’s biggest, most powerful film company was commonly known, and Hollywood (Kreimeier 1999, 189).3 From the very beginning, the Anglo-American reception was slightly suspicious, if not altogether contemptuous. As in Germany, the debate concerning cinema was more often than not carried out by writers and intellectuals rather than by the masses (Hake 1993). Virginia Woolf remarks in a 1926 essay on film, commenting on The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, that Cesare seems “to embody some monstrous, diseased imagination of the lunatic’s brain” (Woolf 1994, 39). A New York Times article, published just a few years earlier, showed little patience for the industry-imposed designation of “highbrow” motion pictures—Wiene’s Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Wegener’s The Golem, and Lubitsch’s Gypsy Blood listed among them—used to distinguish intellectually ambitious (often German) films from their Hollywood counterparts, the logic being that “the public doesn’t want that kind of stuff” (Anon. 1922, 69). Or, as another critic in New York’s newspaper of record wrote: “In Germany many of the important films are too gruesome for the American public…. German filmmakers are producing many cubist effects. Some of these films are skillfully done, but the themes are generally gloomy and not of a character which Americans demand” (Kaes 1993, 71). Little did the critic know that the demand for those same films, as well as many that followed, would only increase with time.

THE LONG FAREWELL

For more than half a century the study of Weimar cinema has been dominated—and, in large measure, continues to be dominated—by the work of two German émigrés, Siegfried Kracauer’s From Caligari to Hitler (1947) and Lotte Eisner’s The Haunted Screen (1969; first published in France in 1952). Both authors established themselves as critics during the Weimar years and, having managed to flee Nazi Germany, continued their careers in American and French exile. In their respective studies the two critics sought to recall and reassess the profound developments made in German film of the 1920s and early 1930s, while also rendering the cultural and political intricacies of the period comprehensible to their respective non-German audiences. In spite of certain, by now well-established, shortcomings—an excessive emphasis on the collective German psyche in the case of Kracauer, on German aesthetic ingenuity in the case of Eisner—each of these works still has its share of merits, and both remain in print and serve as required reading for students of film.

What Weimar Cinema: An Essential Guide to Classic Films of the Era seeks to offer is not so much a replacement for, but a much-needed supplement to, Kracauer’s and Eisner’s work. It is a wide-ranging collaborative project that brings together an array of different authors and different approaches. It aims to revise and update earlier research, while presenting new insights to today’s scholars, teachers, and students of Weimar cinema and to the general reader interested in this vital period in film history. The volume focuses on the most significant, most widely taught, and most widely available films of the period. Each of the film chapters attends to such fundamental concerns as technical advancements made in a given film; the film’s production history and its place within the larger history of the German studio and of Weimar cinema in general; the signature style of the film’s director and the mark that the film has left on the career trajectory of a given director; the acting talent and the rise of German (and non-German) stars in Weimar cinema; and the film’s contemporary and subsequent critical reception and the debates unleashed both during and after a film’s release.

Taken together, the films chosen for inclusion in this volume represent the extraordinary richness of Weimar’s cinematic output in terms of style, genre, and innovation. There are horror films and melodramas, early gangster pictures and science fiction, avant-garde and fantasy films, sexual intrigues and love stories, classics of silent cinema and Germany’s first talkies. Readers can follow the early careers of major directors, including F. W. Murnau, Fritz Lang, and G. W. Pabst, and examine the debuts of such international stars as Greta Garbo, Louise Brooks, and Marlene Dietrich; they can also chart the impact of such visionary producers as Erich Pommer, such influential cinematographers as Karl Freund, and pioneering art directors like Erich Kettelhut. There are 16-mm (and, in some cases, 35-mm) prints of all sixteen films in circulation, and all have been released either on DVD—the case for the vast majority of films represented in the volume, many of them transfers from high-quality, restored prints—or, in the few cases where DVDs have not yet been produced, on VHS (see the complete filmography).

Returning briefly to Kracauer’s and Eisner’s works, Dietrich Scheunemann has recently noted that “there is a growing awareness that the two books, although still recognized as the authoritative sources on the subject, do not tell the whole story of Weimar cinema” (Scheunemann 2003, ix). Over the past several decades, scholars and critics have pointed to the gaps, omissions, oversights, and methodological flaws in their respective approaches.4 Although it is not the aim of the present study to tell the “whole story” of this legendary epoch, these individual contributions will undoubtedly help widen the scope of analysis; they offer new lines of inquiry and suggest additional possible entry points in the larger project of examining the films. There is no unified, monolithic approach. The diverse nature of the subject defies such a conception. As Elsaesser remarks in Weimar Cinema and After, “It seems that, starting with The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, the films usually indexed as Weimar cinema have one thing in common: they are invariably constructed as picture puzzles. Consistently if not systematically, they refuse to be ‘tied down’ to a single meaning” (Elsaesser 2000, 4).

Near the close of his Goodbye to Berlin (1939), Christopher Isherwood writes, “Berlin is a city with two centres—the cluster of expensive hotels, bars, cinemas, shops round the Memorial Church, a sparkling nucleus of light, like a sham diamond, in the shabby twilight of the town; and the self-conscious civic centre of buildings round the Unter den Linden, carefully arranged. In grand international styles, they assert our dignity as a capital city—a parliament, a couple of museums, a State bank, a cathedral, an opera, a dozen embassies, a triumphal arch; nothing has been forgotten” (Isherwood 1945, 186). These two centers, the new and the old, the provisional and the official, represented just a few cracks in the already highly fissured Weimar Republic. By the time Germany’s first democracy had run its short course, Kracauer’s sense that at any moment Berlin could suddenly burst apart would seem more prescient than ever before. The era would come to an apocalyptic close, and with its destruction would come the end of an aesthetic movement—or, really, a series of movements, some of them related, others entirely independent—that often made a point of recognizing its artificial, ephemeral, contingent, quintessentially modern nature. Rather than bidding a final farewell to that epoch, it appears that we have instead spent some seventy-five years trying to make sense of what actually occurred, wrestling with the legacy of Weimar (Petro 2006). It is my hope that this volume will offer some additional assistance in that larger undertaking.

NOTES

1. In Gay’s shorthand gloss, “Weimar culture was the creation of outsiders, propelled by history into the inside, for a short, dizzying, fragile moment” (Gay 1968, xiv).

2. In addition to the standard histories of Weimar, see the related collection of contemporary source documents, translated into English, in Kaes, Jay, and Dimendberg (1994, 718–41). See also Eric Weitz’s new approach to the subject in his highly compelling chronicle of the period (Weitz 2007, 129–68).

3. Thomas Elsaesser has remarked that

many of Weimar cinema’s classics are films about film making itself, that is, self-referential. Such “reflexivity” is, however, in this case due less to the directors belonging to a specific aesthetic avant-garde and pursing a modernist agenda. Instead, I see it as evidence of a historical conjuncture in which a prominent segment of the Weimar film community (counting next to producers, directors and screenwriters also set designers and cameramen) found itself in an intense dialogue or even struggle on at least two fronts: domestically, they had to compete with other, more established arts and their social institutions, and internationally, with the permanent threat of Hollywood hegemony, both on the German market and in the rest of Europe. (Elsaesser 2000, 5)

4. According to Elsaesser, both books “have helped to popularize and at the same time demonize this cinema, making it, under a double conjuncture, in one case representative of broader tendencies within society (Kracauer’s collective soul of the recipients), and in another, more art-historical turn, of the German ‘genius’ (Eisner’s individual soul of the creators) in art, reflected, expressed and embodied in German cinema” (Elsaesser 2000, 34). On Kracauer’s approach, in particular, see the extensive new introduction to the 2004 edition, “Rereading Kracauer,” by the Italian scholar Leonardo Quaresima (Kracauer 2004, xv–xlix).
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SUGGESTION, HYPNOSIS, AND CRIME

ROBERT WIENE’S THE CABINET OF DR. CALIGARI (1920)



 

STEFAN ANDRIOPOULOS

 

In February 1920 posters appeared throughout Berlin, addressing city dwellers with the forceful exhortation: “You must become Caligari” [Du musst Caligari werden]. The enigmatic slogan, also printed in several newspapers, was soon revealed to be part of an innovative advertising campaign for a new film. The movie, directed by Robert Wiene, was just completing the last stages of production at the Decla company. Immediately after its release, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari was acclaimed a masterpiece of German expressionist cinema; its plot, unknown to the public, centered on a showman and hypnotist who forces a somnambulist under his will, compelling the docile medium to commit several murders.

Yet on the posters and in the newspaper ads no mention was made of the film’s title, plot, or even the fact that the campaign was meant to advertise a film. Instead, only a hypnotic, vortical spiral and a note with the date and place of the opening night accompanied the mysterious command that called for each passerby to transform him- or herself into Caligari. The almost coercive imperative “You must” foregrounded and simultaneously enacted the “suggestive” or “hypnotic” power of advertising, which was still a fairly new mode of shaping social behavior. Just a few years earlier, the American psychologist Walter D. Scott had described the “influencing of human minds” as “the one function of advertising” (Scott 1917, 2).1 According to Scott, a successful promotional campaign relied less on conveying information than on “suggestion”—a process that he contrasted to a mere proposal. For instead of appealing to rational faculties, “suggestion” was based on surreptitiously implanting an idea in a susceptible mind, without raising contrary or inhibiting thoughts. Scott asserted that “the most perfect working of suggestion is to be seen under hypnosis…. There is no possible criticism or deliberation and so we have the extreme case of susceptibility to suggestion” (Scott 1917, 82).

In this conceptualization of advertising, Scott invoked the medical theories of hypnotism and suggestion as they had been developed in the late nineteenth century by the French physician Hippolyte Bernheim. Around 1900, however, hypnosis was not merely linked to advertising; indeed, structural affinities also connected hypnotism with the newly emerging medium of cinema. Accordingly, numerous films such as George Méliès’s Le magnétiseur (1897), Maurice Tourneur’s Trilby (1915), Louis Feuillade’s Les yeux qui fascinent (1916), Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler (1922), Arthur Robison’s Shadows: A Nocturnal Hallucination (1922), or Rex Ingram’s The Magician (1926) enacted the ostensibly unlimited power of the hypnotist on the movie screen. At the same time, early theories of film described the new medium itself as exerting an irresistible, hypnotic influence on its spellbound audiences. In tandem with Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari and Walter D. Scott’s Psychology of Advertising, many early-twentieth-century representations of cinema thus appropriated Bernheim’s scientific notions of suggestion and hypnosis, notions that had been introduced to a German readership by medical researchers such as Sigmund Freud, Albert Moll, and August Forel.

Bernheim, who was the leading figure of the so-called Nancy School, had affirmed that not only hysterics but potentially everybody was subject to hypnosis. Whereas the neurologists Jean-Martin Charcot and Georges Gilles de la Tourette regarded hypnosis as a pathological disease of the nervous system, Bernheim conceived of it as a natural state akin to sleep. In a circular equation of hypnosis and suggestion, he wrote: “I define hypnotism as inducing a specific psychic condition of increased suggestibility…. It is suggestion that generates hypnosis” (Bernheim 1888/1964, 22/15*).2 The emerging “rapport” between the hypnotist and the hypnotized subject was alleged to constitute a relationship of unlimited power on the hypnotist’s part. As Bernheim and numerous other physicians affirmed, the hypnotized subject functioned as a sort of medium who could even be compelled to commit crimes against his or her own will. Similar to the plot of Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, the medical theories of the École de Nancy raised the “terrifying specter of hypnotic crime” (Schrenck-Notzing 1900, 12).

Since there were no unequivocally verified cases of crimes committed under hypnosis, many medical researchers staged simulated hypnotic crimes in order to prove their possibility. August Forel, who taught in Switzerland, described one such experiment:


To an older man of good suggestibility, whom I had just hypnotized, I gave a revolver that Mr. Höfelt himself had previously loaded with blanks only. Pointing to H., I explained to the hypnotized that the latter was a thoroughly evil person and that he should shoot him dead. With utter determination he took the revolver and fired a shot directly at Mr. H. Mr. H., simulating an injured person, fell to the floor. Then I explained to the hypnotized man that the fellow was not quite dead yet and that he should shoot him again, which he did without hesitation. (Forel 1895, 198–99)



In addition to Forel, the physicians Bernheim, Bérillon, Beaunis, Crocq, Schrenck-Notzing, and the young Arthur Schnitzler staged similar “performances” (Vorstellungen) (Schnitzler 1920, 313)—all of this for the ostensibly scientific purpose of proving to their largely judicial audiences that hypnotic crimes were indeed feasible.

One particular fear concerned the possibility of implanting in a hypnotized person the order to commit a criminal action, long after waking from the hypnotic trance. Forel accordingly warned of “posthypnotic suggestions” in which, in addition to a crime and the time set for its execution, the idea of “free volition” was implanted in the hypnotized subject, causing the medium committing the crime to believe in his or her own free will. As Forel put it: “One of the most insidious ruses of suggestion, however, lies in the use of timing [Termineingebung] along with implanting amnesia and the idea of free volition in order to prompt a person … to perform a criminal act. That person then finds himself in a situation that is bound to create in him every illusion of spontaneity while in reality he is only following the command of someone else” (Forel 1889, 184). The belief in perfectly camouflaged suggestions thus produced the powerful paranoia that there might be an unlimited number of unknown hypnotic crimes that could not be recognized as such.

After the turn of the century, scientific interest in hypnosis was initially superseded by the emergence of psychoanalysis and a renewed concentration on physiology within medical research. But in the treatment of war neuroses and shell shock during World War I, hypnosis and suggestion had an unexpected resurgence. August Forel’s and Albert Moll’s medical treatises about hypnotism, first published in the 1880s, thus went through numerous new editions between 1918 and 1924.3 Simultaneously, the extraordinarily successful late-nineteenth-century literary tales of hypnotic crime found an equally popular sequel within the postwar literature of the fantastic, in texts such as Gustav Meyrink’s The White Dominican (1921), Cätty Bachem-Tonger’s Under the Spell of Hypnosis (1922), Otto Soyka’s The Smith of Souls (1921), or Hans Dominik’s The Power of the Three (1922).

Although neglected by most historiographies of Weimar cinema, the intense medical debate about the possibility of hypnotic crimes was also constitutive for Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, which opened on February 26, 1920, at the Marmorhaus in Berlin. The first frame of the film shows, in a medium shot, two men with parched white faces, sitting on a bench. As if referring to his own status as a ghostly phantom on the cinematic screen, the older man says to the younger (Francis): “There are ghosts [Geister]—They are all around us.” A woman dressed in white appears, gliding past the two men in a somnambulist trance. Referring to the almost spectral apparition, Francis calls her his “bride,” continuing: “What I have experienced with her is much stranger still than what you have experienced—Let me tell you about it.” And the camera cuts to a film set built of papier-mâché, representing a small town with narrow, winding streets.

From the very beginning the film emphasizes that the moving images on the cinematic screen are a simulation akin to a “phantom” or a “vision” (Mann 1924, 336, 335). Furthermore, the internal plot is marked as the (unreliable) narration of Francis, who is at the same time one of the protagonists of his own story. The pronounced artificiality of the set, in which both frame and internal story unfold, undercuts realist conventions. Painted shadows, dagger-shaped windows, a pale sky against which bare trees stand out in bizarre shapes—these visual markers of instability create a cinematic space of paranoia and distrust. In critical responses to the film, Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari was therefore instantly hailed as a powerful cinematic instantiation of expressionism (Anon. 1920; Flüggen 1920). “Le caligarisme,” as the visual style of the film was called in France, thus left an imprint on film history, above all in its representation of magnified shadows, which reappeared in Murnau’s Nosferatu and American film noir (especially powerful in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari is the silhouette of a murderer who stabs his panicking victim with a dagger). But while the film certainly undertakes borrowings from expressionist art, recent scholarship has shown that the designers of the film set, Hermann Warm, Walter Reimann, and Walter Röhrig, had no direct relation to the avant-garde journal Der Sturm, as Siegfried Kracauer had claimed in his influential interpretation of the film (Kasten 1990, 43–44; Kracauer 1947, 68). Instead, the eclectic mise-en-scène of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari amalgamated high art and mass culture, thereby appealing to a broad audience and ensuring the commercial success of the movie (Elsaesser 2000, 36–51). In addition, the strangely distorted spaces of the film set appear as a materialization of the visual hallucinations that Bernheim generated by means of verbal suggestion in his hypnotized patients, “populating” their “imagination” with “phantoms and chimeras” (Bernheim 1891/1980, 50/37*).

In a further reference to its own status as a spectacle, the film introduces the showman, Caligari, who exhibits a clairvoyant somnambulist at the fairground in the small town of Holstenwall. Aside from freak shows and cabinets displaying somnambulists, the fairground was also the site of the early “cinema of attractions” (Gunning 1990), which often toured in a tent from town to town. According to Hugo Münsterberg’s The Photoplay: A Psychological Study (1916), one of the earliest texts on cinema that was written by a German-born psychologist who then taught at Harvard University, these circuslike performances centered on the “perfection” of the cinematic “apparatus,” thus capturing the “attention” of the “spellbound” audience (Münsterberg 1916, 57, 152).

The film shows Caligari at the fairground, advertising the exhibition of his somnambulist medium by assuring the crowd before his little tent: “Before your eyes, Cesare will rise from the rigor of death.” Displaying the somnambulist inside his “cabinet” to the audience, Caligari transposes Cesare from the state of “lethargy,” in which hypnotized persons present “the appearance of a corpse before the onset of rigor mortis” (Tourette 1887, 91), into the state of somnambulism. As if quoting from Tourette’s description of this third stage of “grand hypnotism,” the sleeper is represented as “a true automaton …, obeying all expressions of his magnetizer’s will” (Tourette 1887, 96). In a close-up, the camera shows the somnambulist’s face as he slowly opens his eyes, which are heavily accentuated by makeup (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2). The representation of Cesare’s awakening thereby corresponds to Charcot’s medical nosography of “grand hypnotism,” which emphasizes the sleepwalker’s open eyes, in artificial as well as in spontaneous somnambulism.

The film cuts to a medium shot, showing Cesare’s complete body as he begins to move his arms and legs. The androgynous medium slowly steps forward, like a puppet that is held by invisible strings. His peculiar motions recall Haller’s “automatonlike” (Lindau 1893, 58) walk in Max Mack’s The Other (1913), the first film adaptation of a drama by Paul Lindau, which represented a district attorney who, in a state of somnambulism, commits crimes that he would abhor while awake. The original screenplay for Wiene’s Caligari describes Cesare’s movements: “Caesare [sic] stands motionless for several more seconds. Under the piercing gaze of Calligaris [sic], who stands next to him, something like a shudder quite subtly and remotely shows on his face! … His arms, pressed to his body, rise forward, as if automatically, in small, distinct intervals, as though they wanted to catch hold of something” (Mayer and Janowitz 1919, 65). Under Caligari’s suggestive influence, Francis’s friend Alan, who “concentrates, as if spellbound, on Caesare’s [sic] awakening” (Mayer and Janowitz 1919, 65), poses the question of how much longer he has to live. “Till dawn,” pronounces the clairvoyant medium.

A chain of mysterious crimes ensues, perpetrated not by the original suspect but by Caligari’s somnambulist medium, Cesare. Francis pursues the fleeing showman to an insane asylum, discovering with dismay that Caligari and the director of the institution are one and the same. While Dr. Caligari sleeps (his repose shown from a strangely disorienting high-angle shot), Francis and three physicians from the mental asylum search the director’s office. In a cabinet they find a book on his “special field of study.” The title page is shown on the screen: “Somnambulism: A Compendium Edited by the University of Uppsala. Published A.D. 1726.” Francis skims through the volume and comes across the following story, which is displayed on title cards:
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FIGURES 1.1 AND 1.2 Transition from lethargy to somnambulism: Cesare’s widely opened eyes correspond to Charcot’s medical nosography of “grand hypnotism.” (Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, 1920)



The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.

In the year 1703, a mystic by the name of Dr. Caligari along with a somnambulist called Cesare appeared at various country fairs in the small towns of Northern Italy. For months, he wreaked panic in one town after the other, by means of murders that were always perpetrated under the same circumstances—for he compelled a somnambulist, whom he had completely forced under his will, to carry out his monstrous designs. By means of a puppet figure, modeled in the exact likeness of Cesare, which he laid in the chest when Cesare was away, Dr. Caligari was able to disperse any suspicion which fell on the somnambulist.



As in Max Mack’s film The Other, medical evidence supporting the possibility of hypnotic crimes is introduced in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari by means of a scientific book, which is read by one of the protagonists. The story within the story, which seems to provide an explanation for the previous plot turns, appropriates the “fantastical tale[s]” (Tourette 1887, 183) in which late-nineteenth-century medicine conjured the unlimited power of suggestion. Next to the scientific treatise on somnambulism, Francis and the three doctors find a diary in the director’s office. In interspersed flashbacks we are shown how the director of the insane asylum develops the “compulsive idea” (Zwangsvorstellung) to transform himself into the historical figure of Caligari: “You must become Caligari”—an autosuggestion that is repeatedly superimposed in writing on the actual filmic image (Fig. 1.3).

While writing in silent film is commonly restricted to the intertitles, it here intrudes on the cinematic image, a visual demonstration of the power of the director’s compulsive idea to produce sensory hallucinations and to determine his actions. The episode in which the doctor succumbs to the idea of having to become Caligari thus contained the nucleus for the advertising campaign that exhorted inhabitants of Berlin, in the weeks before the film’s release, “Du musst Caligari werden.” At the same time, the obsession to which the director falls victim can also be linked to a literary text from which the film’s script may have been adapted: the protagonist of Wilhelm Walloth’s novel Under the Spell of Hypnosis (1897) has surprising parallels to Dr. Caligari. Walloth’s text centers on the figure of Dr. von Haffner, who cannot stop pondering the question of whether “a skilled hypnotist could force even the most virtuous person to commit the biggest crime” (Walloth 1897, 155). After the idea of resolving the uncertainty by means of an actual murder enters Haffner’s mind, his “constant dwelling on this sinister plan” turns into an “autosuggestion,” which—like Caligari’s compulsive idea—seizes control of his actions with “compelling force” [mit triebartiger Gewalt] (Walloth 1897, 240), turning him into a criminal.

In addition to these late-nineteenth-century tales about the unlimited power of suggestion, Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari also adapts the “strange spectacle” (Salten 1932, 55) of artificial hypnotic crimes, staged by numerous physicians with blank cartridges and wooden daggers. Bernheim and Forel regarded these simulations as authentic proof of criminal suggestion. Charcot’s disciple Gilles de la Tourette, in contrast, denounced such enactments as devoid of any scientific value (Tourette 1887, 370, 378, 382). In an essay entitled “Hypnotism and Crime” (1908), Hugo Münsterberg was equally doubtful, stressing the difference between real life and playacting: “It is true, I have seen men … shooting with empty revolvers … in laboratory rooms with doctors sitting by and watching the performance. But I have never become convinced that there did not remain a background idea of artificiality in the mind of the hypnotized and that this idea overcame the resistance, which would be prohibitive in real life. To bring an absolute proof of this conviction is hardly possible, as we cannot really kill for experiment’s sake” (Münsterberg 1908, 223).
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FIGURE 1.3 The director of the insane asylum succumbs to the compulsive idea: “You must become Caligari” (Du musst Caligari werden).

The impossibility of enacting real murders allowed the opponents of the École de Nancy to discredit the science of such “fake crimes” (Scheinverbrechen)—as Sigmund Freud called them (Freud 1889, 138)—by equating their theatricality with the cultural institution of the theater. The German psychiatrist Binswanger, for instance, insisted that such “observations” only demonstrated “the success of puerile show pieces [kindliche Schaustücke]” (Binswanger 1892, 9). But, in Binswanger’s view, these experiments did not at all demonstrate the plausibility of hypnotic crimes:


A wooden letter opener is put in the hand of a hypnotized woman and she is ordered to stab her alleged enemy; powdered sugar is used to poison beloved family members…. The patients … perform … these actions with greater or lesser reluctance, both in actual hypnosis and, under the influence of such criminal suggestions, for a shorter or longer period after the hypnotic state has ended. These actions are invented crimes of whose purely theatrical significance [rein schauspielerische Bedeutung] … the hypnotized patients are fully aware. No conclusions must be drawn from these experiments in regard to the possibility of real criminal suggestions. (Binswanger 1892, 9–10)



The critique that hypnotized mediums clearly distinguished between “real” and “invented” crimes was also advanced by Gilles de la Tourette, Münsterberg, and Delboeuf, who described “these arranged dramas” as “devoid of truth, unable to deceive the actor, the spectators, or the inventor” (Delboeuf 1893/1894, 192).

Bernheim therefore conceded the theatricality of the staged hypnotic crime for “certain somnambulists.” But he contrasted those cases in which the somnambulist “knows that he is performing a play” to others where the somnambulists “have no power to resist and identify with their role. In these latter cases, the subconscious being overcomes the conscious being; the real conscience no longer exists, and these persons do become criminals” (Bernheim 1891/1980, 139/103–4*). In highlighting the issue of simulation, Bernheim succeeded in giving his opponents’ argument an unexpected twist. He admitted that medical experiments could not transcend the status of artificial enactments, since it was impossible to commit real murders, which would be the only authentic proof of criminal suggestion. Yet instead of concluding that the staged hypnotic crime lacked scientific validity, Bernheim pointed to a complex mode of simulation that actually confirmed his supposition of real hypnotic crimes. In these second-order simulations as they were described by Bernheim, the hypnotized persons conceived of themselves as performing the suggested actions only for the purpose of pleasing the hypnotist. But despite this belief in their own freedom, they were actually incapable of resisting the hypnotic commands. In Bernheim’s words: “There are many persons who imagine that they were under nobody’s influence, because they remember hearing everything; they truly believe that they were simulating, and it is sometimes difficult to convince them that they did not possess the freedom not to simulate.”4

This perfect immunization enables Bernheim to reveal the deceptive semblance of “freedom” as a simulation of simulation. The status of simulation thereby becomes all-encompassing. The hypnotized mediums do “not possess the freedom not to simulate.” It therefore becomes impossible to decide whether the staged hypnotic crime is only a drama devoid of any scientific value or, on the contrary, authentic proof of the possibility of real criminal suggestions—a proof that paradoxically consists of a second-order simulation. This undecidability becomes a constitutive structural feature of Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, for the film’s closing scenes reveal the narrator and protagonist, Francis, to be an inmate of the insane asylum run by the Caligari figure. Francis’s story may thus be the paranoid hallucination of a madman. In the film’s last shot the director of the insane asylum assures the spectator, directly addressing the camera: “At last I understand his delusion; he thinks that I am that mystical Caligari!—And now I also know the way to his cure.”

This unresolvable conflict between frame and Francis’s narration is by no means an affirmation of totalitarian power, transforming an originally subversive or “revolutionary” screenplay into a “conformist” glorification of authority, as Siegfried Kracauer asserted in his influential study From Caligari to Hitler (Kracauer 1947, 67). Instead, the tension between frame and internal story functions as a metacommentary on the medical “fake crimes” (Freud 1889, 138), whose status as either authentic evidence for the possibility of criminal suggestions or as scientifically worthless “show piece” remains equally undecidable. But before further exploring the ways in which the narrative structure of Caligari replicates the ambiguous status of the medical experiments with criminal suggestion, I want to address Kracauer’s arguments, which have shaped the interpretation of the film for several decades (see, e.g., Eisner 1969, 18; Murray 1990, 26–27).

Kracauer, who researched his “psychological history” of Weimar cinema during World War II, developed a political reading of the film that resonated with contemporary readers of his book, since it conceptualized the figure of Dr. Caligari as an allegorical “premonition” (Kracauer 1947, 72) of Hitler. Yet, while such a claim may have been compelling under the pressures of fighting and reeducating Nazi Germany, it ultimately presupposes a teleological perspective that negates historical contingency by implying that already in 1919 the rise of National Socialism was inevitable. To be sure, twenty years later Thomas Mann’s narrative Mario and the Magician (1930) and Fritz Lang’s film The Testament of Dr. Mabuse (1933) did allude to totalitarian fascism in their representation of hypnotic omnipotence. But in contrast to The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari these works were produced not in 1919 but in the 1930s.

To strengthen his teleological reading of the film, Kracauer therefore ascribed a prophetic “vision” (Kracauer 1947, 73) to the authors of the screenplay, Hans Janowitz and Carl Mayer. Kracauer justified this by relying all too heavily on a manuscript “Caligari: The Story of a Famous Story.” This account of the film’s production history was written around 1939 by the exiled Janowitz, who then, in hindsight, presented his script as a critique of totalitarian tyranny.5 But the recovery of the original screenplay in 1976 has disproved a number of claims made by Janowitz. It still holds true that the frame, which makes Francis an inmate of the insane asylum, was not part of the original screenplay but added later by the film’s director, Robert Wiene. The screenplay, however, did not only contain a framing device from the very beginning (see Mayer and Janowitz 1919, 51; Robinson 1997, 60); at one point, the script even hints at the possibility that Francis, the narrator, may be insane, when Francis himself questions his sanity on realizing that the showman Caligari and the director of the asylum are one and the same: “I felt as if I myself had lost my mind” (Mayer and Janowitz 1919, 98). Wiene’s editorial intervention merely emphasized an ambiguity already inherent in the original screenplay. Simultaneously, the film’s paradoxical structure appropriates contemporary concerns about the danger of criminal suggestion, thereby transforming the peculiar status that marked the medical spectacle of staged hypnotic crimes into a conflict between internal story and frame.

Within the internal story, Caligari realizes Delboeuf’s dream of the real, truly scientific experiment “that end[s] with dead bodies” (Delboeuf 1893, 198) and must be regarded as unquestionable proof of the limitless power of hypnosis. In the diary that Francis finds next to the scientific study on somnambulism in Dr. Caligari’s office, the director of the asylum jubilantly describes the long-awaited “admission of a somnambulist” as allowing him to finally execute a real-life experiment: “Now I shall solve the psychiatric riddle of that Caligari!! Now I shall fathom whether it is true that a somnambulist may be forced to commit acts that he would never commit in a waking state, that indeed he would loathe…. Whether it is true that the sleeper can be driven to the very act of murder …” (intertitles).

Medical experts from the late nineteenth century were not able to determine with any certainty whether hypnotic crimes were possible, because their scientific experiments could not transcend the status of simulation. As Hippolyte Bernheim put it in his lectures: “You see how divided opinions are at present on this fundamental question, which for all too obvious reasons has not been resolved yet by a decisive experiment” (Bernheim 1891/1980, 139/102*). The director of the asylum, in contrast, conducts a truly “decisive experiment” by compelling Cesare to commit actual murders, thereby resolving the all-important question of whether “it is true that the sleeper can be driven to the very act of murder” (intertitles). In this manner Dr. Caligari implements the kind of real-life experiment that had long existed as a paranoid fantasy of the neurologists and even underpinned the strange interpretation of an accident at the Parisian hospital of the Salpêtrière: When Gilles de la Tourette was attacked and seriously injured by a female patient in 1892, a rumor immediately circulated, denied by both the Revue de l’hypnotisme and the Zeitschrift für Hypnotismus, that the incident constituted a real hypnotic crime, designed to finally prove to the skeptic Gilles de la Tourette that criminal suggestions were indeed possible: “The assassination attempt committed against Mr. Gilles de la Tourette has given rise to a great variety of commentaries. It has been said that our esteemed colleague was the victim of a ‘criminal suggestion’ intended to convince him of the possibility of the realization of similar suggestions” (Anon. 1893/94, 173).

But the “absolute proof … [of] really kill[ing] for experiment’s sake” (Münsterberg 1908, 223), enacted by Caligari in having the municipal secretary and Alan murdered by his somnambulist medium Cesare, is called into question again, since frame and narration denounce each other as paranoid hallucination. While the medical performance of the staged hypnotic crime oscillates between a simple and a second-order simulation, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari leaves open the question whether Francis or Caligari is insane. Francis’s assertion—“All of you think—I am mad—! That is not true. It is the director who is mad!”—is no less credible than the director’s assurance that he will cure his patient. The conflict between frame and narrative, which mutually contradict each other, can therefore not be resolved in favor of a coherent interpretation that would efface this structural uncertainty. Contrary to the implications of Kracauer’s reading of the film, there are no visual indications that would lend more credibility to the world of the frame than to the internal story. Instead, the tension between frame and narrative reduplicates the ambiguous status of the medical “fake crimes” from which the film emerges.

At the same time, the paradoxical narrative structure of Wiene’s film can also be read as a self-reference to the “peculiar oscillation” in which, according to Münsterberg, the spectators of early cinema alternated between the insight into the mediality of the filmic projections and an intermittent suspension of disbelief (Münsterberg 1916, 110). Münsterberg wrote in regard to the cinematic simulation of depth and motion, describing a “conflict” between the viewer’s perception and knowledge: “We certainly see the depth, and yet we cannot accept it” (Münsterberg 1916, 70). In formalist film theory this “peculiar complex state” (Münsterberg 1916, 70), in which the viewer, despite better knowledge, concedes a certain reality to the moving images on the cinematic screen, has often been compared to Freud’s conception of “disavowal,” by which the fetishist allows two mutually exclusive assumptions to coexist side by side (Freud 1927, 316; Metz 1982, 72–74). But instead of psychoanalytic theory, Bernheim’s representation of suggestion, especially his description of visual, filmlike hallucinations produced by hypnotic suggestion, seems to offer a more pertinent parallel: just as the audience of Wiene’s Caligari alternates between believing in Francis’s or Caligari’s normalcy, and just as the status of the filmic image oscillates between illusion and reality in the mind of the viewers, so Bernheim’s patients surrender to the vividness of the suggested hallucinations while simultaneously understanding their illusory character: “The hallucinations generated by suggestion can be as clear as reality; the hypnotized person, even though he knows that it is a hallucination, cannot escape it” (Bernheim 1888/1964, 57/40*).

The complex narrative structure of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari stages this tension between knowledge and perception. Conversely, Bernheim experimented with the hypnotic production of “passive hallucinations” (Bernheim 1891/1980, 117/86), which his patients experienced like the spectators of a movie. Although no material substrate corresponded to the suggested mental pictures, they were “as clear as reality” (Bernheim 1888/1964, 57/40*). Bernheim even claimed that the hypnotized persons “saw the images with their own eyes” (Bernheim 1888, 249/176*). The hallucinations engendered by suggestion took shape “as a passive dream” (Bernheim 1891/1980, 117/86*). The hypnotized subject lived through the “scene conjured up by his imagination … without any bodily participation.” As “a second ego” he saw the suggested scenes while sitting “motionless in his chair” (ibid.*). Later films such as Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler (1922) represented such a hypnotic production of visual, filmlike hallucinations; and medical theories of hypnotism, formulated contemporaneous to the emergence of cinema, lend themselves to a reading as an implicit conceptualization of film.

In 1916 Hugo Münsterberg explicitly compared the workings of the human psyche and cinematic modes of representation when he defined the cinematic flashback as “an objectivation of our memory function” (Münsterberg 1916, 90). Yet Bernheim actually seems to anticipate this parallel between the cinematic medium and psychological accounts of memory. For already in 1886—nine years before the brothers Lumière presented for the first time the projection of moving photographs to an astounded audience—Bernheim described the functioning of memory as the “seeing … of images that become alive before our eyes, often as clear as reality” (Bernheim 1888/1964, 210/149*). Thus it is not surprising that the medical textbooks about hypnotism from the 1920s expressly emphasized the equivalence between watching a film and the hypnotic recall of a past event.

The film historian Anton Kaes, who has brilliantly linked Wiene’s Caligari to the medical treatment of war neurosis and shell shock by means of hypnosis, has compared Francis’s narration to the hypnotic therapy of trauma by recovering memory that has been repressed or forgotten: “The film’s memory work is Francis’ film” (Kaes 2000, 124; Kaes 2009)—an analogy that is corroborated by the psychoanalytic theorist Ernst Simmel, who in 1918 compared the hypnotic recovery of memory to the watching of a film: “the experience can be repeated. The ‘film’ is made to roll once again; the patient dreams the whole thing one more time” (Simmel, quoted in Kaes 2000, 124).

Similar to Simmel’s War Neurosis and “Psychic Trauma” (1918), Ernst Kretschmer’s treatise Medical Psychology (1922) likened the reliving of past events under hypnosis to the viewing of a film: “What the hypnotized otherwise only thinks, he now experiences pictorially [bildhaft], episodes from his past are actually lived through in orderly, comprehensible scenes that correspond to memory. The mental experience unrolls like a picture strip, ‘film-like’ [filmartig], before him. The experience is passive, like in the dream; he maintains the sensations of a spectator” (Kretschmer 1922, 71).6 As if alluding to Francis’s story about the showman and doctor Caligari, Kretschmer even invokes the expressionist acting style that marks the performance of the actor Friedrich Feher, who played the part of Francis: for in describing the “twilight state” (Dämmerzustand), in which a traumatic event is relived in a flashback, Kretschmer writes: “Thus the twilight state is often nothing else but the living photograph, a dramatic scene in which the original events are reenacted, so to speak cinematographically, with extremely caricatured expression of affect” (Kretschmer 1922, 72).

Wiene’s expressionist film The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari thus stands at the very center of a lively intermedial exchange that links medical theories of suggestion and filmic representations of hypnosis. The structural affinities of hypnotism and cinema even gave rise to conceptualizations of film as exerting a suggestive influence on its spellbound audiences. Around 1900, a hypnotic power was thus ascribed not only to advertising campaigns that addressed susceptible minds with commands such as “You must become Caligari” but to cinema itself. Literary authors such as Jean Cocteau or Walter Hasenclever accordingly invoked the “collective hypnosis into which the cinema audience is plunged by light and shade” (Cocteau 1946, 25; Hasenclever 1913, 220). And numerous physicians and psychologists emphasized the “photoplay’s tremendous suggestive power” (Hellwig 1920, 7). Hugo Münsterberg, for instance, explicitly employed the analogy of the “hypnotizer [sic] whose word awakens in the mind of the hypnotized person ideas which he cannot resist” (Münsterberg 1916, 97) in order to claim cinema’s superiority over the theater. In addition, Münsterberg described how susceptible viewers developed sensory hallucinations of touch and smell when exposed to the suggestive influence of film:


The intensity with which the plays take hold of the audience cannot remain without strong social effects. It has even been reported that sensory hallucinations and illusions have crept in; neurasthenic persons are especially inclined to experience touch or smell or sound impressions from what they see on the screen. The associations become as vivid as realities, because the mind is so completely given up to the moving pictures. The applause into which the audiences … break out at a happy turn of the melodramatic pictures is another symptom of the strange fascination. (Münsterberg 1916, 154)



In Germany Robert Gaupp’s essay “The Cinematograph from a Medical and Psychological Perspective” (1912) conceived of the powerful impact of the new medium as “profoundly unsettling” the spectator’s “nervous system” (Gaupp 1912, 9). According to Gaupp, cinema presented “everything to the eye as if it were real”—“under the psychologically most favorable conditions for a deep and often sustained suggestive influence”: “The darkened room, the monotonous sound, the compelling nature of the exciting scenes that rapidly follow each other beat by beat—all of this puts to sleep any critical judgment in the receptive soul…. We know that all suggestions are more deeply imprinted when critical judgment sleeps” (ibid.). This comparison of cinema and hypnotic suggestion was also formulated by Konrad Lange, Albert Hellwig, and Georg Cohn, as well as by Hans Buchner, whose treatise Under the Spell of Film (1927) described “cinema man” as succumbing to “the hypnosis of the cinema” (41). And Max Prels’s book Cinema (1926) similarly warned of “cinema’s mass hypnosis” (67).

One particular fear expressed in these texts concerned the visuality of the medium. In comparing film to other established media such as theater and literature, the forensic psychologist Albert Hellwig conceived of the motion picture as “immediately” (unmittelbar) addressing and interpellating the human mind (Hellwig 1916, 116). Hellwig condemned the demoralizing effect of “trash fiction” (Schundliteratur), but he considered the moving image even more pernicious: “pictures generally exert a more strongly inciting influence than mere descriptions of the same object by means of language” (Hellwig 1916, 116). Hellwig, Gaupp, and other proponents of the so-called cinema reform movement thereby ignored the mediality of filmic representation, while simultaneously ascribing their own uncritical equation of image and reality to the ostensibly uneducated spectators (women, children, the working classes, and the “lower races”), who were allegedly unable to distinguish between visual representation and reality.

The texts of the German cinema reform movement therefore characterized the spellbound spectator of cinema as exclusively passive. Münsterberg’s psychological study The Photoplay developed a complex theory, according to which the viewer’s autosuggestion and the external, cinematic suggestion co-constituted the perception of depth and motion. Yet authors like Hellwig or Gaupp described the cinematic images as simply overwhelming the audience. According to them, the source of suggestive power resided only in the visual images of motion photography, not in the mind of the spectator. It is true that Münsterberg also replicated Bernheim’s definition of hypnosis as a “psychic condition of increased suggestibility” (Bernheim 1888/1964, 22/15*) when he invoked the “high degree of suggestibility” (Münsterberg 1916, 155) of film spectators; but in accordance with the skeptical position of his essay “Hypnotism and Crime” (1908), he limited a direct connection between the suggestive power of “unwholesome photoplays” and “grave crimes” to “exceptional cases” (Münsterberg 1916, 154). In 1920—the very same year that Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari was released—Konrad Lange, in contrast, found it “incomprehensible how in an earlier period one could assert that nobody had ever been able to give a certain proof for such cases of a direct incitement to crime” (Lange 1920, 39). As Lange asserted, “given the powerful effect of motion photography, … the young journeyman and apprentice” had “to succumb without a will of his own” to the filmic representations of crimes or suicides (Lange 1920, 39).

While replicating the medical tales of hypnotic crime, the accounts of cinema’s suggestive power thus introduced a metacinematic dimension into filmic representations of criminal suggestion. For, similar to the plot of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, numerous medical researchers described the film spectator as the victim of a posthypnotic suggestion that controlled the spectator’s thoughts and actions after he or she had left the movie theater. This anxiety seemed corroborated by a sensational child murder, frequently invoked as exemplary evidence for the pernicious influence of film. Albert Hellwig gave the first detailed account of the case in “The Harmful Suggestive Power of Cinematographic Displays” (1914), an essay that was published in the Medical Expert Journal.

According to Hellwig’s article, the sixteen-year-old field hand of a farmer in Borbeck, a small village in western Germany, had murdered the four-year-old son of his employer in the fall of 1913, without any apparent motive. The perpetrator had always been kind to the child who later became his victim. Suspicions of any sadistic tendencies proved to be unfounded. The culprit was furthermore “very moderate in his drinking” and “equally restrained in his sexual practices” (Hellwig 1914, 119). He did, however, frequent the local movie theater “once a week, and occasionally even several times a week” (ibid.). On the days preceding the crime, the delinquent had thus seen a western and a cinematic adaptation of the fairy tale Tom Thumb (Der kleine Däumling)—films that “in certain telling details showed a striking resemblance to the circumstances of the crime” (ibid.). The investigating judge consequently reached the astonishing conclusion that these two films had “exerted such a suggestive influence on the accused that, unwittingly subject to their influence and without any other motive, he had killed … his employer’s small son, on whom he ordinarily looked with fondness, when on the afternoon in question he found himself alone with his victim in the hayloft” (Hellwig 1914, 120–21).

The case history seems to anticipate current anxieties about adolescents and the incitement to violence ostensibly emanating from new media such as video games or the Internet. But the medical notion of hypnotic suggestion, central to this account of the “Borbeck child murder,” has lost its relevance today and has been replaced by a vague condemnation of the “corrupting” or “desensitizing” influence of modern media. To be sure, the forensic conceptualization of the Borbeck case certainly contained a moralizing subtext. But the representation of film’s hypnotic power invoked above all a then scientifically established notion of suggestion and hypnosis. For the judicial opinion that described the cinematic suggestion as controlling susceptible viewers even after they had left the theater, forcing them to commit criminal acts that they would abhor while awake, replicated August Forel’s warning against crimes committed after awakening from hypnosis. According to Forel, the particularly “insidious ruse” (Forel 1889, 184) of such a criminal “posthypnotic suggestion” consisted in the perpetrator’s belief to be acting freely, of his or her own volition, while in reality under the control of a foreign hypnotic command.

The sensationalist case history of the Borbeck child murder, which was often repeated in texts that warned against the danger of “trash movies” (Schundfilme), thus shows with unusual clarity why “crime and suggestion” became the “most popular subject” of Weimar cinema, as the avid moviegoer Victor Klemperer put it in his diary on April 18, 1921 (Klemperer 1921, 432). For filmic representations of hypnotic crimes appropriated not only a lively scientific, medical, and legal debate about the unlimited power of hypnotism. In addition, contemporary representations of the new medium itself were predicated on a structural analogy between cinema and hypnotism, thereby giving rise to the fear that the spellbound audience might succumb to the irresistible hypnotic influence emanating from the cinematic apparatus—just like Caligari’s somnambulist medium Cesare.

NOTES

Portions of this text have been previously published in Andriopoulos 2000 and Andriopoulos 2008.

1. Throughout this essay all emphases in quotations are added unless noted otherwise.

2. Throughout this essay, page references that are divided by a slash (/) indicate first the page number in the original version of the quoted text (22) and then the corresponding number in the published English translation (15). An asterisk after the second number indicates that the translation has been modified.

3. For a detailed bibliography that lists the different editions of these medical texts and for a more comprehensive analysis of late-nineteenth-century medical theories of hypnotism see Andriopoulos 2000/2008.

4. “Qu’ils n’étaient pas libre de ne pas simuler” (Bernheim 1886, 268/190*). The published English translation of this passage unfortunately effaces Bernheim’s double negation.

5. The text was published in excerpts in 1990 in Mike Budd’s useful anthology The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari: Texts, Contexts, Histories (see Janowitz 1939).

6. I owe this reference to Haddock (2004).
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OF MONSTERS AND MAGICIANS

PAUL WEGENER’S THE GOLEM: HOW HE CAME INTO THE WORLD (1920)



 

NOAH ISENBERG

 

Always they treat it as a legend, till something happens and turns it into actuality again.

GUSTAV MEYRINK, The Golem (1915)

 

The gray soul of medieval Prague has been molded into these eccentric and errant crypts. They suggest a kind of Jewish Gothic—a blending of the flame-like letters of the Jewish alphabet with the leaf-like flame of Gothic tracery.

HERMAN G. SCHEFFAUER, “The Vivifying of Space” (1920)

 

 

Set against a lush, celestial backdrop and a flickering panorama of crooked gables and oblique rooftops, evocative of some sort of extraterrestrial urban sprawl, the opening sequence of Paul Wegener’s Der Golem: Wie er in die Welt kam (The Golem: How He Came into the World) establishes a realm of limitless fantasy. It does so by introducing, in relatively rapid succession, the key elements that underpin the entire film and that lie at the core of the popular Jewish legend on which it is based: soothsaying, mysticism, violence, supernatural creation, mad science, sexuality, and the occult. Less than a minute of screen time elapses before, on the heels of the first foreboding intertitle (“The revered Rabbi Löw reads in the stars that the grave misfortune threatens the Jewish community”), we encounter the bearded magician and wonder rabbi (Albert Steinrück) at his telescope, scurrying about his observatory, peering into the galaxy and fitfully poring over his thick tomes (Fig. 2.1). Wegener then cuts to the rabbi’s antechamber, where his assistant, Famulus (Ernst Deutsch), sits before a makeshift chemistry set—a powerful icon of modern science that stands in marked contrast to the strange, primordial set design of the sixteenth-century Prague ghetto—replete with glass beakers emitting billowy smoke. Wegener’s choice of lighting, aided by cameraman Karl Freund, allows for only partial illumination of Famulus’s shifty profile. The rabbi’s daughter, Miriam (Lyda Salmonova), then enters the frame, her rapturous gaze highlighted by the candle she grips in one hand; the wild, unrestrained sexual energy she exudes, ultimately to a deadly effect, is made immediately palpable in the flirtatious interaction between her and Famulus. Rabbi Löw finally descends from his observatory and breaks the tension with his prophetic announcement of doom—a message that foretells the main story line and sets the remainder of the film in motion.

[image: image]

FIGURE 2.1 Rabbi Löw (Albert Steinrück) consulting one of his tomes in Paul Wegener’s The Golem: How He Came into the World (1920).

The golem legend, a kind of primal or ur-narrative of artificial creation, harks back to the Old Testament (Psalms 139:16), where the golem itself is conceived as “unformed substance,” and is then taken up, somewhat later, in the rabbinic discourse of the Talmud concerning Adam. Owing to the enduring allure of the story of creation—or perhaps to its controversial nature and its malleability over time—the golem legend became a stock motif in religious and nonreligious writing from the Middle Ages through the rise of modernity. Commenting on the question of the unusually wide range of creative responses that the golem story has elicited since its entry into Western culture, the modern Yiddish writer Isaac Bashevis Singer noted: “It possesses the tension and the suspense of the supernatural. It is based on a faith almost as old as the human species—namely, that dead matter is not really dead but can be brought to life” (Bilski 1988, 6). As an artistic theme, the golem story gained currency in a variety of historical settings, not merely in the age of Hasidism in eighteenth-century eastern Europe but also in German romanticism at the start of the nineteenth century, with many renditions devised by non-Jewish authors (Achim von Arnim, E. T. A. Hoffmann, et al.) for a predominantly non-Jewish audience. The most famous, and certainly most influential, version of the golem story stems from the sixteenth century and centers on a charismatic Rabbi Judah Loew (i.e., Löw) ben Bezalel, the so-called Maharal of Prague, who conjured a golem to defend the Jews from persecution. In the words of Kabbalah scholar Gershom Scholem: “A famous scholar and mystic, he [the Maharal] is credited by Jewish popular tradition with the creation of a Golem—a creature produced by the magical power of man and taking on human shape. Rabbi Loew’s robot was made of clay and given a sort of life by being infused with the concentrated power of the rabbi’s mind. This great human power is, however, nothing but a reflection of God’s own creative power” (Scholem 1971, 335). The affinity between this legend and the very act of filmmaking is both obvious and elemental, and the influence that this connection has exerted over artists, visual and otherwise, is inestimable. For it not only invites reflection on the act of aesthetic production—particularly on the art of cinema—but allows for exploration of the golem as a kind of artist’s double, an analogous process to the Divine creation of human beings.

In terms of Wegener’s personal attachment to the material, while working on location with the Danish director Stellan Rye on The Student of Prague (1913)—which would mark Wegener’s screen debut as an actor and codirector—he is said to have become increasingly drawn to the legend of Löw and his golem (Goldsmith 1981, 143). In his collaboration with Rye, Wegener, who had up to that point been known mainly as a stage actor with Max Reinhardt’s company, had the chance to explore the romantically inspired material—with the cornerstone idea of the doppelgänger, one’s ghostly double—set in Prague’s famous Jewish cemetery (where, to this day, Rabbi Löw’s tombstone lies). Wegener’s early preoccupation with various forms of fantasy, with precisely the kind of material that would pique the curiosity of a blossoming cinematic imagination, was not particularly unusual. With the outbreak of the Great War, the cultural climate seemed especially well disposed toward romantic and mystical currents. As Lotte Eisner observes near the outset of The Haunted Screen, “Mysticism and magic, the dark forces to which Germans have always been more than willing to commit themselves, had flourished in the face of death on the battlefields. The hecatombs of young men fallen in the flower of their youth seemed 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” (Eisner 1973, 9).

Less than a year after The Student of Prague was released, when the war had already begun to rage, Wegener directed a modernist version of the golem legend, Der Golem (The Golem, 1915), using contemporary sets and adopting the theme to the world around him; not long after that, with some overlapping cast and crew (e.g., Salmonova, who played in The Student of Prague, as well as in Wegener’s 1916 production of Der Yoghi, and would appear in all three Golem films), he shot an additional adaptation Der Golem und die Tänzerin (The Golem and the Dancing Girl, 1917), this time a bit more fanciful in nature (Bilski 1988, 50–51). Although we no longer have access to complete prints of these early pictures—only a smattering of frames, film stills, and publicity materials survived the war—we do have the original film criticism. For example, in his review of Wegener’s first Golem, Arnold Zweig suggests a certain consistency in the entire three-film cycle: “What makes this film worthy of discussion is indeed above all the form (Gestalt) that Wegener gave to the Golem—the amazing figure of an artificial being who struggles to break free of his inanimate state and enter into a living, feeling existence with the world, to become a human being, to account for himself, to transform and purify his crude senses … into a redeeming feeling. Here, in the lyrical realm, the film gave Wegener the possibility that no theater ever could” (Greve 1976, 117). In this respect Wegener’s golem trilogy seems to mirror not only the development of the director—who became known for his lyricism and for his aspiration “to enter the domain of the purely cinematic,” as he called it in 1916 (Greve 1976, 119)—but also his auspicious transition from theater to film.

When the sold-out Berlin premiere of Wegener’s third and final golem film opened at the majestic Ufa-Palast am Zoo on October 29, 1920, the German audience likely had at least some familiarity with the golem legend, having been exposed over the past decades to numerous popular renditions.1 Aside from Wegener’s first two golem films, there had been several successful early-twentieth-century literary treatments: Arthur Holitscher’s renowned play Der Golem: Ghettolegende in drei Aufzügen (The Golem: A Ghetto Legend in Three Acts, 1908), offered to Max Reinhardt for theatrical adaptation; Gustav Meyrink’s best-selling novel Der Golem (The Golem, 1915), first serialized in 1913–14 and often incorrectly thought to have helped form Wegener’s connection to the legend; and Chayim Bloch’s prose fiction treatment Der Prager Golem: Von seiner “Geburt” bis zu seinem “Tod” (The Golem of Prague: From his “Birth” to his “Death,” 1919). Yet in exploring the complexities of Wegener’s film, what is most significant is not so much the familiarity with the past adaptations but how the legend fit into the Weimar-era understanding of horror and fantasy and into the wider discourse on German-Jewish culture at the time the film was produced.

Hinging as it does on the banishment of the Jews from the empire, Wegener’s The Golem speaks immediately to the lingering Jewish Question—that is, what to do with the burgeoning number of Jews, many of them from central and eastern Europe, occupying German cities in the wake of the Great War. As the film’s fictionalized documentary insert, the Dekret wider die Juden (Decree Against the Jews), reads: “The many serious charges against the Jews can no longer be disregarded, being that they crucified our Lord, wrongfully ignore the holy Christian holidays, thirst after the goods and lives of their fellow men, and practice the black arts. Hence we decree that all Jews must evacuate their quarter, known as the ghetto, before the new moon.” Indeed, the sixteenth-century legend underlying Wegener’s film serves as a modern allegory of invasion—one of horror’s time-honored subjects and a subject that had enormous potential to resonate with the Weimar audience still reeling from the loss of the war and the division of its borders. In this light, Rabbi Löw’s magical talents poignantly underscore his ability to transform the city—the Prague ghetto and, by extension, its modern offscreen counterpart—while his construction of a mechanical robot strikes a powerful chord in the 1920s discourse on industrial production. “The creation of the Golem,” remarks Scholem, “is then in some way an affirmation of the productive and creative power of Man. It repeats, on however small of a scale, the work of creation” (Scholem 1971, 337). As Rabbi Löw toils in his study, creating his mystical and technological wonder—an archetypal scene that receives homage in such Weimar films as Murnau’s Faust (1926) and Lang’s Metropolis (1927) and then, in Hollywood, in James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931)—the consummate modernist asserts his powers over nature. He operates on his own expressive terms, creating the mechanical object of horror and the ultimate symbol of modernity.

Wegener leads up to this scene by exposing the viewer to Rabbi Löw’s deep immersion in the art of necromancy—as he consults his quasi-scientific, astrological, and religious treatises; examines obscure numerological charts; and works up various magical formulae and incantations—which will finally enable him to sculpt a golem out of clay and bring it to life. (The suspense surrounding Löw’s attempt to create a robot that might save the Jews from expulsion is amplified by parallel editing in which the viewer simultaneously observes the formal Decree Against the Jews being delivered by the emperor’s emissary, the handsome knight Florian [Lothar Müthel]; this adds to the already foreboding air, while it also brings a gentile “outsider” into the Jewish ghetto and into close contact with the rabbi’s daughter, a crossing of cultural borders that invites later transgressions.) Working with his special-effects supervisor and codirector Carl Boese, together with Freund, Wegener pulls out all the stops to render a highly stylized enactment of supernatural creation, one that far transcends the original parameters of the Jewish legend (Fig. 2.2): donning a magician’s hat (decorated with pseudo-kabbalistic symbols), waving a wand much like a sorcerer, and later brandishing a pentagram, Rabbi Löw casts a circle of flames around himself and his cowering assistant, Famulus; he demands that the spirit of Astharoth—a demonic figure whose origins lie in the occult, and who appears in Wegener’s film as a crudely sculpted, free-floating white silhouette—reveal the magic word, which, when placed inside the amulet worn on the Golem’s breast, will bring him to life; in coughs of sinewy smoke, the word issues forth as “Aemaeth” (Hebrew for truth), and the rabbi, in a feat of triumph, collapses before a meteor shower of light that bursts from the spirit.2 Thus, the golem is born.
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FIGURE 2.2 Triptych of the act of creation: Rabbi Löw waving his wand; Löw in poised anticipation with Famulus (Ernst Deutsch) at his side; Astharoth, revealing the magic word.

Lumbering about the ghetto streets, exploring the world on his own and accompanying Famulus on his errands (in an incommensurately lighthearted scene that comes across as “Rabbi Löw’s golem goes shopping”), the golem exudes the spirit of his original surroundings. Not unlike the rabbi himself, he serves as an embodiment of the ghetto city. “The city,” writes Seth Wolitz, “the central figure of modernity for so much expressionist cinema, emerges in this film as the massive Golem itself, unnatural, unformed, incomplete, alone. The ghetto is the synecdoche of the city. Exotic, fascinating, it becomes modern urban life” (Wolitz 1983, 392). It is in the figure of the golem that the rabbi transforms the biblical Adam, himself referred to in Talmudic discourse as a “golem,” into the modern Jewish robot (a human-made monster for the twentieth century). The blurred boundaries separating the ancient legend from the contemporary realm of political and cultural life around 1920 elicit a host of questions concerning Löw’s Jewishness in his roles as producer and engineer, necromancer, strange magician, and mad scientist. How, for example, does the so-called Wunderrabbi and technological mastermind cultivate and wield his authority? Why, in a climate of great instability, do the Jews of the city pose a threat both to the empire within the film and to its contemporary counterpart, the Weimar Republic, at large? And how does a Judeo-Christian myth of creation resonate with the myth-based construction of Jewish identity?

Though Wegener’s film is obviously set in the sixteenth-century ghetto, Rabbi Löw masters the economy of the city far more like a Weimar industrialist (à la Walther Rathenau) than a premodern alchemist. Considered in the wake of the Treaty of Versailles, and just months before Adolf Hitler’s formal announcement of his twenty-five-point party program for the Deutsche Arbeiter-Partei (German Worker’s Party), the precursor to the Nazi Party, Löw’s negotiating power over the Jews in the German Empire appears to comment on the territorial struggles of the republic; indeed, as arbitrator between the German Empire and the ghetto world, Löw functions as foreign minister of the ghetto Jews. To be sure, the glimpse of the past in The Golem, evoked in the sixteenth-century ghetto, casts light onto the contemporary historical moment, circumscribing the Jew’s presence in the modern German city, and in what was scornfully termed the “Jew-Republic” (Weitz 2007, 39). In a brief essay from 1915, “Schauspielerei und Film” (“Acting and Film”), written shortly before heading off to battle in the Great War, and published in the Berliner Tageblatt, Wegener points to the effect he had hoped to achieve in his Golem project: he saw himself as a “film arranger” (Filmarrangeur), as someone who was able to “translate, with the most subtle detail, such fantasy-laden ideas into film material” (Greve 1976, 116). Or, as he puts it more directly, “Here everything is rendered in the image, in a confluence of a fantasy-world of past centuries with everyday life” (Greve 1976, 116). In her extensive research on Wegener’s film, on the intricacies of its production history as well as on its international release (and the different variations in circulation), Elfriede Ledig has commented on the original music, a symphonic score written by the composer Hans Landsberger, who at the beginning of the 1920s was composing for films. Although the score no longer exists—the current restored print of the film, released on DVD by KINO in 2002, includes an entirely new score composed by Alijoscha Zimmermann—Ledig points to an unsigned review from a Weimar-era trade publication: “Paul Wegener’s ‘Golem’ has found in Hans Landsberger a composer, who wishes to be taken seriously…. He wants to do away with the medley of styles (with Potpourri) and supplement the mosaic through a logically linked sound image that has a symphonic life of its own…. Of course, Landsberger does not speak a folksy language; he created a grandly executed symphonic poetry which pairs together the assets of contemporary harmony with the instrumental arts of older lineage” (Ledig 1992, 200). This review may not provide a full sense of the original music. It does, however, provide an apt description of Wegener’s film as a whole, blending as it does elements of the distant past with those of the present and thus aiming for a kind of screen poetry. The nature of the physical world is enmeshed with the fantasies of the cinematic world, revealing perhaps one of the film’s greatest affective potentials.

THE POWER OVER THE SPECTACLE

As the historian Omer Bartov has argued in his recent study The “Jew” in Cinema, Wegener’s The Golem reflects “a symbol of Jewish magical and destructive capacities; it also represents the Jews’ ability to control the powers of nature, to subjugate everything that is beautiful and free, and to cast over the world the dark shadow of their morbid rites” (Bartov 2005, 3). One of The Golem’s central scenes, in which the rabbi visits the emperor’s Rose Festival, illustrates the visual conflation of twentieth-century industrialism and ancient fantasy. Known to the court as the “strange illusionist,” Rabbi Löw premieres his golem creation to the audience of the emperor’s palace, boldly displaying his aesthetic power. Inside the lavishly decorated court, the wizardlike rabbi appears at once submissive, as he kisses the emperor’s ring, and almighty, as he orchestrates the spectacle. While the camera focuses on Löw’s position among the audience members at the emperor’s court, the dimly lit “illusionist” takes on increasingly amplified dimensions. Not terribly different from Robert Wiene’s Das Kabinett des Dr. Caligari (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, 1920)—which premiered only months before Wegener’s The Golem—in which the mad scientist and sideshow performer Caligari exhibits his somnambulist, Cesare, before an eager crowd of spectators, Löw stands prominently framed alongside his golem “show” as the guests of the court curiously observe (in a string of terrified and, at least from today’s vantage point, comically exaggerated reaction shots) (Fig. 2.3). In the same way that Caligari maintains control over his monster on display, Löw manipulates the movements of his robot-figure, withholding the secrets of his act. As the rabbi asserts via intertitle, “He is my servant and my creation called Golem. More I cannot say.”

In Rabbi Löw, Wegener characterizes the Jew as master of the power over the spectacle—over the aesthetic medium—a power that is repeatedly emphasized throughout the film. Indeed, the subsequent series of scenes at the Rose Festival further affirms this trait. The emperor asks Löw, “What manner of marvel is this you display for us today, you strange illusionist? Let us see more of your art.” The rabbi then proceeds, in a dazzling metacinematic gesture, to conjure up a film-within-a-film sequence of the biblical Exodus story through which his individual technological mastery and the status of the Jews forced to flee their homeland are simultaneously invoked. As Frances Guerin has recently observed, Löw “is the ersatz director of Wegener’s film” (Guerin 2005, 126). Masses of Jews walk across the screen, ancient doubles of Löw’s fellow ghetto inhabitants. Amid the Jewish procession a lone figure reaches the center of the screen, abruptly turning toward the court spectators (Fig. 2.4). Although at first glance one might be tempted to regard this figure as Moses (Manvell 1973, 41), in the novelistic rendition of the screenplay published by the filmmaker in 1921, Wegener addresses him not as Moses but as “Ahasverus, the eternal Jew” (Wegener 1921, 50). In the role of “eternal Jew,” the bearded mythical figure embodies a portrait of the exiled condition of the Jews in the emperor’s city who likewise face expulsion from their non-Jewish domain. By invoking the figure of Ahasverus, not only does Wegener return the Jewish Question to the foreground, but he expands the mythical foundation of the film: the golem legend, the Exodus passage, and the citation of the “wandering Jew” render the film’s narrative both culturally and historically familiar yet fantastically remote. The audience, already and often exposed to the stock motifs and metaphors of the golem, as well as the Faustian and biblical inflections, can identify the cinematic rendition in terms of its rootedness in German culture, while nonetheless distancing itself from the bizarre miracles on the screen. Or, put differently, like the audience members of the emperor’s court, they too can enjoy the spectacle in terms of its uncanny, exotic qualities.
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FIGURE 2.3 Debuting the golem (Paul Wegener) at the Rose Festival.

Analogous to the interaction of the golem narrative with the present, the skewed Exodus citation embodied in “Ahasverus” resonates with the story that Wegener’s film tells. Both the figures from Löw’s “show” and the figures in Wegener’s narrative must flee their homes—the biblical Jews from the ancient homeland and the ghetto-Jews from the German city. Both groups face persecution in their respective host countries and therefore must seek freedom elsewhere. The blurred configuration of genres, periods, and images conveys a jumbled composite of history, fiction, aesthetics, and myth. By introducing the biblical passage in the film, Wegener reconstitutes the past in the form of narrativized myth, freighted with the historical immediacy of the modern Jewish Question. As witnessed in Hans-Karl Breslauer’s film of 1924 Die Stadt ohne Juden (The City Without Jews)—a utopian, futuristic fantasy that ultimately, in a very clever twist, turns the anti-Semitic impetus of the fantasy on its head—the question of expelling the unwanted inhabitants of the city provoked a wide range of responses in the years following Wegener’s The Golem.
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FIGURE 2.4 Ahasverus, the wandering Jew.

The artful production of the biblical scene and the creation of the golem also implicate the theological problem of profanely imitating the Divine, that is, the disavowal of the paramount Jewish biblical commandment against the creation of images resembling God or anything in the heavens or on the earth (Ex. 20:4; Deut. 5:8). In the intertitle announcing the rabbi’s intentions, Löw instructively states, “Let me show you our patriarchs, mighty Emperor, so that you may better know our people.” Löw’s “show” offers precisely the mimetic photo-quality representation of the Jews that is proscribed. As Adorno remarks in Aesthetic Theory, “the Old Testament prohibition of graven images can be said to have an aesthetic aspect besides the overt theological one. The interdiction against forming an image—of something—in effect implies the proposition that such an image is impossible to form” (Adorno 1984, 100; see also Koch 1992, 16–29). Adorno’s statement underscores the destructive nature of the film aesthetic; he insists on film’s lack of autonomy and fetishistic nature. When considered in light of Wegener’s The Golem, Adorno’s thoughts point to a double fetish, as the Jew on the screen adds a second layer of false representation. The masses of Jews projected onto the screen in The Golem cannot possibly reflect the individuality of the living Jew. Rather, as Adorno would argue, they merely represent one-dimensional replicas of the absent object that can never be fully reproduced.

Interestingly, in a 1920 lecture on the future of film delivered at the Filmliga in Berlin, Paul Wegener spoke of an innate danger in film that he called the “Lebenslüge,” the misrepresentation of life and nature. He observed how filmic images, in their unmediated affective capacity, “schematize,” “stereotype,” and graft characteristics onto an individual or a people [Volk] (Wegener 1920). As contradictory as his statement may appear against the backdrop of his film, Wegener reveals an explicit awareness of the problems of cinematic representation. For as seen in the film’s depiction of the Rose Festival and the film-within-a-film projection, the nature of the filmic enterprise is called into question. Although Rabbi Löw tells the viewers of the court to show respect for his creation (“No one may speak or laugh, lest some terrible disaster occur”), they do not know how to behave at the movies—a scene reminiscent of the confusion in Edwin Porter’s early short, Uncle Josh at the Moving Picture Show (1902)—mocking the fictional images before them as if they were real.3 The court audience, led by the jester, ridicules the figures onscreen, affirming their odd appearance and the stark difference between Rabbi Löw’s wandering Jews and the gentile viewers. As the Nazi myth-machine would later propagate, the Jews here become mere caricatures, types devoid of any human individuality.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE JEW

To understand the implications of Wegener’s version of the Golem legend for the identity formation of Jews both on and off the screen, it is important to note the film’s predilection for myth-based, caricatured constructions of Jewishness. Shown variously at work, at prayer, in the streets, and in acts of intrigue and conspiracy, the Jews of the ghetto city exude a patently undesirable air (bearing out affinities with the monster himself). Among Wegener’s repertoire of Jewish figures, the viewer encounters a series of menacing characters: Rabbi Jehuda (Hans Stürm), the elder of the community, who must be consulted in the decision to act with power against the emperor’s banishment; Famulus, the rabbi’s scheming, vengeful assistant, who turns the golem loose only to run amok after the rabbi has already thwarted the plan for Jewish expulsion; the rabbi’s unruly daughter, Miriam, whose oversexed gaze lures the gentile court messenger, Florian, back into the ghetto after he delivers the emperor’s Decree, resulting in his death and the near destruction of the city.4 As in the caricatured portraits of Jews widely appropriated for German and Austrian political campaigns in the years surrounding the film’s production, and as in the 1920 publication of the German edition of Protocols of the Elders of Zion, the film’s depiction of Jewishness reveals a strong bent toward a feared invasion.

Just as the film’s Decree Against the Jews suggests that Jews “practice black arts” and endanger the lives of Christians, The Golem’s depiction of the main Jewish characters, and the world that they occupy, confirms these claims. “Magic and mystery dominate the lives of the film’s alien Jews who scuttle about Wegener’s expressionistic ghetto,” writes Lester Friedman. “Wegener’s use of Reinhardt’s striking lighting effects and Poelzig’s angled sets combine to give the ghetto’s mise-en-scène a dark and dangerous look, emphasizing the superstition and sorcery that rule the lives of its bizarre inhabitants. The endlessly twisting staircases, narrow crowded streets, dimly illuminated rooms, and sinister bellow-lit figures encourage us to believe the Emperor is correct: these people do practice black magic and are a threat” (Friedman 1984, 52–53). Such ominous affinities attributed to the “Jew”—which is to say, the screen personae projected in the film—foster a clear division between the dark mysterious ghetto and the enlightened empire, between Jewish sorcery and German culture, between the perceived threat of Jewish power and the vulnerable German state. The film’s final scene, in which the Golem encounters a group of small children playing outside the ghetto walls, where one especially innocent, blonde little girl, holding an apple in her hand, unsuspectingly renders him inanimate—pulling the amulet from his breast, while being held in his hulking arms—further accentuates the formidable gulf between the ghetto Jews and the outside world (Fig. 2.5). In this regard Wegener’s film presents an iconography of Jewishness that far exceeds the mythical foundation of the Golem story, thus highlighting the contemporary issues beyond the legend.

One of the most salient issues underlying Wegener’s golem story is the problem of Jewish masses in the city. As was well known at the time, since the German defeat in World War I, waves of migration of East European Jews had increased in unprecedented numbers, heightening the already acute awareness of Jewish presence. The approximately ninety thousand East European Jews who lived within German borders prior to the war nearly doubled, as another seventy thousand new immigrants made their way west. The Golem’s focus on the crowds that occupy the ghetto city serves, perhaps unwittingly, to foreground this new consciousness of Jews. A 1920 review of Wegener’s film appearing in Der Kinematograph notes this imperceptible line separating the cinematic world from the real world: “The crooked buildings, the twisty alleys of the ghetto which appear in near inexhaustible fullness, indeed even the people who live in them are without any distortion of a non-reality that moves far beyond everyday life” (Greve 1976, 120). The Jewish setting, the Kinematograph critic suggests, along with the Jews portrayed on the screen, correspond to the common images of Jews in Weimar society. Indeed, as representatives of Weimar mass society, the Jews paradoxically evoke at once capitalistic dominance, political prowess, and scientific insight on the one hand and stifling swarthiness, exotic practices, and ghetto sensibilities on the other.
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FIGURE 2.5 The golem carrying an innocent young girl, outside the Ghetto gates.

Whereas the eastern Jewish Question had been commonly conflated with the general Jewish Question, throughout the years of the Weimar Republic, the stereotype of the Ostjude (East European Jew) became a master icon of identification for Jews at large (Aschheim 1982). In the cinema, then, signs of Jewishness had to rely on cultural references to overt differences such as eastern Jewish physiognomy, religious and ritualistic symbols, and ghetto markings, while also relying on the latent anxieties surrounding ostensibly Jewish trades and professions (e.g., urban industrialists, free-market capitalists, revolutionary intellectuals, and scientists). One of the great fears concerning assimilated German Jews was precisely their lack of overt characteristics, their mastery of blending in with the gentile majority. Hence, a considerable enigma of Weimar cinema was how to represent the Jew if not by invoking stereotypical physiognomic traits of the East European Jews (i.e., those whose religious garb or general comportment would make their Jewish identity plain). Although the films of the Weimar era dealing with Jewish subjects did not necessarily aim at propagating anti-Semitism, nor at inciting violence against Jews, the filmic portrayal of Jews during this time widely partook of various historical, sociopolitical, and cultural discourses inflected with notable anti-Jewish strains. What is most remarkable, however, is not so much that the filmic discourse of Weimar Germany incorporated anti-Jewish currents but how these currents were employed to convey the dominant notions of Jewishness.

Signifying a meeting ground for the Jewish city-dwellers, the streets in Wegener’s film fuse with the masses, becoming a unified symbolic expression of the stylized setting (Fig. 2.6). The amorphous crowds of Jews, swarming through the various passages of the ghetto city, resemble the arteries of an urban body.5 In an article from the Neue Berliner Zeitung, published just days before the debut of Wegener’s film, Joseph Roth took notice of the stilted social perception of an overwhelming presence of Ostjuden (East European Jews) in Berlin: “On the whole, 50,000 human beings [i.e., Jews] have come to Germany after the war. It appears, of course, as if it were millions” (Roth 1920/1996, 78). It is precisely this sense that is so dramatically depicted in The Golem. Like much of the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century reactionary discourse on Jewish identity, the Jews in The Golem are perceived as quintessentially urban. By combining the Jewish and urban metaphors, Wegener obscures the differentiation of the Jewish masses immersed in the animated quality of the city. “It is not Prague,” he explains in a Film-Kurier interview introducing the film, “that my friend, the architect [Hans] Poelzig, has erected. Rather, it is a poem of a city [Stadt-Dichtung], a dream, an architectural paraphrase of the golem theme. These alleys and squares should not call to mind anything real; they should create the atmosphere in which the golem breathes” (Andrej 1920, 2). The art historian John Clarke suggests that the collaboration between Wegener and Poelzig, who at the time was most widely recognized for his design of the grand Deutsches Schauspielhaus in Berlin, was built on their “shared interests in the mysterious and the fantastic.” As Clarke puts it, “Poelzig understood that Wegener did not want a re-creation of an actual medieval village, but rather buildings, streets, and interiors which were a formal equivalent of the ideas of mystery and the supernatural which underlie the film” (Clarke 1974–75, 115; cf. Schönemann 2003, 82–90). Given the remarkable visibility of the Ostjuden occupying the postwar German city (most prominently in the so-called Scheunenviertel, the Jewish district, of Berlin) and the eastern Jewish swarms occupying Poelzig’s fantasy city, the critique of the historical problem, whether willful or inadvertent, cannot be overlooked. That Poelzig himself expressed the desire to make the ghetto buildings evoke a kind of Yiddish vernacular—his biographer, Theodor Heuss, asserts that Poelzig once claimed, “wenigstens sollten die Häuser mauscheln” (“at least the buildings should speak [Jewish] jargon”)—only affirms the artfully constructed bond of Jew and city, a bond that runs from nineteenth-century discourse through that of the postwar period (Heuss 1948, 69–70).6
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FIGURE 2.6 Production still of the Golem superimposed over the ghetto masses. Courtesy of the Filmmuseum Berlin, Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek.

Because in silent cinema nothing can speak in audible terms, everything must speak in an alternative visual language. In the same 1920 Film-Kurier interview with Wegener, the director proclaimed, “Film is not narrative; film is also not drama; film is, above all, moving image” (Andrej 1920, 2). Just as Poelzig had hoped, the buildings that were to communicate in Yiddish do conjure an air of Yiddishkeit. The distorted shapes, dark cavities, and hunchbacked structures all serve to invoke the visual characteristics of the figures who occupy their expressive space (this is equally true in the publicity materials—posters and lobby cards—that Poelzig designed for the film). In her history of Weimar cinema Eisner underscores the fantastic atmosphere of the Jewish ghetto city in Wegener’s The Golem and the integral relationship that the setting has to its inhabitants: “[T]he houses in the Prague ghetto, which have sprouted like weeds, seem to have an insidious life of their own ‘when the autumn evening mists stagnate in the streets and veil their imperceptible 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 feebly animated by an invisible magnetic current” (Eisner 1973, 23). The ghetto city, so Eisner argues, draws a portrait of the Jewish body defined in graphically urban terms. Poelzig’s buildings convey the Jewishness of the ghetto as the organic space from which an imagined physiognomy emerges.

Small wonder, then, that the film’s earliest critics both in Germany and abroad turned with such great frequency to the dynamic architectural mystique of Poelzig’s ghetto city. Paul Westheim’s review in the Kunstblatt recalled the atmospheric tension projected between the ghetto walls and the synagogue, conveying what he pronounces a “strongly expressive unity of scenery” (quoted in Greve 1976, 120), and New York Times correspondent Hermann Scheffauer observes, in his reflections on film space, an “eerie and grotesque suggestiveness” of the houses and streets in the Golem’s city. “The will of this master architect,” he continues, “animating façades into faces, insists that these houses are to speak in jargon—and gesticulate” (Scheffauer 1920, 84). More than a half century later, John Gross’s reconsideration of the film declares the true costar of the film not Rabbi Löw but “the Prague ghetto, or rather the imaginary Prague ghetto dreamed up by Wegener’s art director, Hans Poelzing [sic]—a fantastic world of crooked alleys, lopsided gables, pointed roofs, writhing architectural forms” (Gross 1988). The physiognomy of the Jew—a subject that at the time of the film’s debut was being widely explored in literary, popular, and political writings—emerges in Wegener’s film in the architectural construction of Jewishness. As attested to by the creators of the film and their critics alike, the contemporary face of the Jew emanates from the historical surface of the ghetto buildings.7

THE AFTERLIFE OF THE GOLEM

According to the advertisements published in the Film-Kurier, The Golem played in Berlin’s Ufa theaters continuously for two straight months, attracting the crowds that would warrant such a robust run, before making its way across the rest of Germany and, ultimately, across the Atlantic. Wegener himself pronounced it a “powerful film, perhaps my most powerful” (Andrej 1920, 2). After the advent of sound in the early 1930s, he reportedly expressed hopes of reviving it as a talkie, at a time when the political climate would have no longer been so receptive to such ideas.8 But Wegener’s association with mysticism and magic, alchemy and mad science, exoticism and the esoteric, was forever sealed with The Golem. During the 1920s, a result in large part of the precedent he set in The Golem—and the extraordinary quality of his face, a “Mongolian face,” in the words of Siegfried Kracauer, that “told of the strange visions that haunted him” (Kracauer 1947, 28)—he would play the title roles in Rex Ingram’s MGM production The Magician (1926) and Gennaro Righelli’s Svengali (1927), as well as the mad scientist in Henrik Galeen’s Alraune (Unholy Love, 1928), while also directing and cowriting Lebende Buddhas (Living Buddhas, 1925), this last film another in a string of personal engagements with an exotic, non-German culture. Unlike many members of The Golem’s extended cast and crew (Ernst Deutsch, Karl Freund, Henrik Galeen, et al.), Wegener never migrated to Hollywood after the Nazi takeover but instead continued to work, mainly as an actor, in Germany throughout the late 1930s and 1940s (he died in Berlin in 1948). This has prompted some critics, such as Kracauer, himself an émigré from Hitler’s Germany, to take a rather dismissive position vis-à-vis Wegener’s career. To do so, however, denies the extraordinary formal influence of a film like The Golem, not only on subsequent Weimar-era productions but also on the horror genre as it was conceived in Hollywood from Frankenstein to King Kong and beyond.

Revisiting the film in 1934, a critic for the New York Times hailed it as “one of the outstanding events in the silent screen world back in 1921 [the year of its American release]” (Anon. 1934), and another critic, writing in 1937, drew the line between Wegener’s production and the Frankenstein films that followed it, branding Wegener’s film, in Hollywood shorthand, the tale of a “Karloffian clay image brought to life by an old rabbi in the Middle Ages” (Anon. 1937). The Golem would ultimately find a place in the pantheon of great German films of the Weimar era. But beyond that, the idea would be recast on American shores. In 1943 Henrik Galeen, the original scriptwriter of Wegener’s The Golem, teamed together with fellow Weimar émigré Paul Falkenberg, who had worked as editor for Fritz Lang’s M, to produce a new golem screenplay, one that would lend itself to the anti-Nazi war effort. The opening lines of their text read: “Did Hitler know what he was doing when he deported a helpless crowd of Jews, of all walks of life, from European nations to Chelm in the district of Lublin? Did he know at this very spot 350 years ago the Holy Rabbi Baalschem had brought to life an image of clay, called the GOLEM, in order to save his people from ruthless persecution? Did Hitler know that the now lifeless clay figure of his Golem was underneath the narrow streets where modern Jews were thronging this new Ghetto?” (Galeen and Falkenberg 1943, 97). Fritz Lang signed on as director, but the film was never made.

After the war, however, the golem story would ingratiate itself further into American popular culture. In the early 1970s, in the guise of the “Galactic Golem,” it would make a cameo in the Superman comics series (Goldsmith 1981, 151–52), and by the late 1990s it formed the basis of an entire episode of the popular television show The X-Files (and, still later, made a memorable, unusually witty appearance in The Simpsons). Finally, in his novel The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000), Michael Chabon blends several of the American precedents, including a subtle variation of the Galeen-Falkenberg collaboration, introducing a comic-book superhero—a savior of the Jews and Superman in one—known as the “Escapist,” a name that has a powerful ring in the wartime setting. Perhaps Isaac Bashevis Singer was not wrong when, in the 1980s, he claimed, “I am not exaggerating when I say that the golem story appears less obsolete today than it seemed one hundred years ago” (Bilski 1988, 6).

NOTES

1. As Seth Wolitz has argued, “The German film audience in 1920 vaguely knew the contours of this motif and expected a nouveau frisson when the lights went out” (Wolitz 1983, 385).

2. Various versions of the golem legend have the word aemaeth written in Hebrew across the head of the monster. When the “alef” (the first vowel in the word) is removed, what is left is the word maeth (Hebrew for death). The dialectical tension between “truth,” i.e., what the miracle-working rabbi may ostensibly be seeking, and “death,” i.e., what the monster is capable of inflicting should he be unleashed by his master, undergirds the story in a number of significant ways (see Bilski 1988).

3. For further discussion of this problem regarding the “cinematic illusion” see Levin 1998, 122–23. I am indebted to Levin for calling my attention to this aspect in Wegener’s film.

4. In Wegener’s melodramatic subplot—the affair between the rabbi’s daughter and the gentile messenger—the symbolic interaction is by no means as insignificant as critics like Eisner and Kracauer have suggested. To dismiss the subplot as merely a secondary parallel story line is to overlook the highly charged issue of miscegenation and the threat of the Jewess. As we might recall, it is Miriam’s enticing gaze that lures Florian into her web. Next to Rabbi Löw, Miriam thus appears to be the most dangerous of the Jews occupying the ghetto. Moreover, as a type of modern Sulamith figure, her body imagery exudes a haunting dark eroticism specific not only to the film’s story but also to the writings on Jewish sexuality and interracial relations around the year 1920 (for a further discussion see Gelbin 2003). In his recent analysis of the film, S. S. Prawer categorically refutes such a line of inquiry—what he calls a “newly fashionable reading” (40) of the film—downplaying the role of ethnic stereotyping and anti-Jewish sentiment altogether (Prawer 2005, 33–41).

5. In his essay on Poelzig’s film sets for The Golem, Wolfgang Pehnt asserts that the ghetto buildings not only invoke a certain corporality but also “appeal to the spectator’s own bodily senses, as if the drama of Rabbi Löw and his creation, the collapse of the royal palace and the burning of the ghetto take place not in some external location, but in the labyrinth of the human body itself” (Pehnt 1987, 85).

6. As Klaus Kreimeier has noted in his study of the Ufa film company, “Poelzig had constructed a medieval Prague of the imagination on a hermetically closed set consisting of fifty-four buildings, some of them life-sized, others in miniature. Tied in as they were with the city walls and the synagogue and woven together with steps, fountains, and arches, they seemed parts of an organic whole” (Kreimeier 1996, 105).

7. According to the unpublished memoirs by Carl Boese, the architectural composition of the film was to produce “an entirely new face,” one that reflects the mystique of the material. See his fragmentary manuscript on the Golem project, “Erinnerungen an die Entstehung” (Memories of the Genesis), contained in the Archiv der Stiftung Deutsche Kinemathek, currently housed in the Filmmuseum, Berlin.

8. According to a close friend of Wegener’s, Kai Möller, “the golem topic was not popular on the eve of the Nazi regime” (Bilski 1988, 124).
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