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ñWieviele und schreckliche Verstümmelungen mag 

dieser grausame Krieg unsrer zukünftigen Kultur 

gebracht haben? Wie mancher junge Geist mag 

gemordet sein, den wir nicht kannten und der unsre 

Zukunft in sich trug.ò [é] ñAber sein Werk ist 

abgebrochen, trostlos, ohne Wiederkehr. Der gierige 

Krieg ist um einem Heldentod reicher, aber die 

deutsche Kunst um einen Helden ªrmer geworden.ò 

Franz Marc, Hagéville, 25. X. 14.1 

                                                           
1 Macke, August, Franz Marc, Briefwechsel: August Macke - Franz Marc, 

Cologne 1964, pp. 196-197. 
2 Vriesen, Gustav, August Macke, Stuttgart 1953, pp. 171-172. 

Already in the first months of the First World War, most likely on 26 

September 1914, German painter August Macke was killed in battle in 

Northern France.2 His longtime friend Franz Marc commemorates him in a 

text in which he describes the influence the death of Macke will have on 

the future development of painting in Germany, as well as the way the war 

is crippling culture in general. According to Marc, young minds or spirits 

are murdered in the war, in a way that was not expected. 

Although at first the war was received with optimism and even 

enthusiasm, of the numerous soldiers, including artists, that did return from 

the war, many were in one way or another broken in their spirits. Both 

during and after the war the psychological problems of soldiers formed a 

subject of heavy debate; culminating in the trial of soldier Walter Kauders 

against professor in psychiatry Dr. Julius Wagner-Jauregg, for his use of 

extreme methods in treating soldiers who sustained shell shock.3 From this 

trial it becomes clear in which way war neurosis had become a part of 

society and in which way the opinions on this subject were divided. Some 

were convinced shell shock had a physical cause, while others, including 

Dr. Wagner-Jauregg, considered it to have a mental cause and that believed 

shell shock was a product of the weak-minded or even faked by those 

wishing to avoid military service. The latter concluded that by the use of 

torturing methods these men could be scared back into war. And, although 

3 Kaes, A., Shell Shock Cinema: Weimar Culture and the Wounds of War, 

Princeton/Oxford 2009, pp. 46-48.  
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Dr. Wagner-Jauregg was cleared of all charges, the fact remains that in 

Germany, which had two million soldiers killed and four million return 

disabled, the traumatic experiences of the war were omnipresent.  

 

Film theoretical studies on the subject of Weimar cinema show great 

interest in the influence of trauma and war neurosis on expressionist 

filmmakers shortly after the First World War. During the hundred years 

since the start of the war, several publications have appeared which 

connect the consequences of the war to the development and production of 

mass entertainment and high art. Film theorist and cultural critic Siegfried 

Kracauer is the first to relate the psychological development of the German 

nation to the production of expressionistic film in his film theoretical 

publication From Caligari to Hitler: a psychological history of the 

German film, from 1947.4 However, he rarely discusses the personal issues 

that may have interested filmmakers, for he is more concerned about 

general psychological developments which, in the end, have led to the rise 

of National Socialism. The more recent publication of film historian Anton 

Kaes, Shell Shock Cinema: Weimar Culture and the Wounds of War 

(2009), discusses the depiction of personal trauma in German cinema after 

the First World War in great detail, but does this only within the film 

theoretical framework.5 Therefore, in his publication, the connection with 

                                                           
4 Kracauer, S., From Caligari to Hitler: a psychological history of the German 

film, Princeton 2004 (second revised edition) (1947). 

artistic development in general is almost constantly ignored, despite the 

fact that visual artists were vital to the production of expressionist films, 

since the design of the visual aspects (such as sets and lettering) was 

almost always done by artists outside of the cinematographic field, such as 

painters or architects. In Kaesô opinion, themes of mass death, madness 

and the terrors of modern urbanization, present in these films, were first 

and foremost a result of personal trauma and much less the expression of a 

cultural development in general. Looking at these publications from an art 

historical perspective, the missing connection with artistic development 

provides a different situation. If we examine the development of 

expressionistic art before the war, it seems that topics of death, destruction 

and decay were already existent, as a result of philosophical concerns 

about the meaninglessness of modern life. Nevertheless, a change of 

direction in artistic style and subject matter can also be seen in the works 

of the visual artists and filmmakers who participated in the war. Therefore, 

I consider it vital to investigate to what extent personal war experience 

influenced the work of expressionist visual artists and filmmakers, in order 

to be able to determine how the First World War has influenced the artistic 

production of the period during and after the war. 

In this thesis it is my aim to examine this missing link between the two 

disciplines. In reference to the influence the First World War had on visual 

5 Kaes 2009 (see note 3). 
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artists and filmmakers in the years immediately after the war, I consider, as 

my main question, which connections, related to mutual war experiences, 

can be detected between the expressionist art and film of that period? This 

question introduces sub-problems that have to be solved in order to come 

to a satisfying answer. In general, I will examine what the influence of the 

First World War has been on the art scene. Since this would be an 

extensive subject to treat completely, I will only shortly pay attention to 

the developments throughout Europe and will mainly focus on the German 

art scene, and the expressionist art scene in specific. Since I examine both 

art and film, I have to determine in which ways these two can be compared 

and what the difficulties are in doing so. The technical qualities of the 

medium differ and therefore, the possibilities of the medium are different. 

Still, by looking at the similarities several aspects remain comparable. In 

this matter it is also important to consider the difference in production and 

the intended public of the works. Moreover, since I examine the 

expressionist movements in both art and film, in order to make a sensible 

comparison I need to determine if the term óexpressionismô has the same 

connotations for both and if not, how this will affect my research. 

 

                                                           
6 Kurtz, R., Expressionismus und Film, Berlin 1926 (edition Zurich 20112 (2007)), 

p. 9. 
7 Gordon, Donald E., Expressionism: Art and Idea, New Haven/London 1987, pp. 

xv-xvii.  

As early as 1926, film critic Rudolf Kurtz writes in his publication on 

expressionism and film about the problematic nature of the term. 

According to him, ñDie Psychologen,  sthetiker, Historiker des Begriffs 

ergehen sich mehr in stimmungsvollen Beschreibungen als in nüchternen 

Definitionen.ò 6 Furthermore, he states that the main aspect that unites the 

artists is their opposition against Impressionism. In his (posthumous) 

publication Expressionism: Art and Idea from 1987, art historian Donald 

E. Gordon notes that the term expressionism does not signify a well-

defined group or movement, but instead is used as an indication for visual 

artists from various, mostly German-speaking, countries, working in 

different styles and under different conditions, and from several ideological 

perspectives.7 For instance, during the first years of expressionism, before 

the First World War, artists were convinced that their experiments with art 

could bring about moral change and could realize their utopian visions.8 

After the war, these moral ambitions remained, but the artistsô style 

changed with the aggression of current events. Moreover, other artists 

worked in similar styles, but renounced the ideology of other artists after 

the war. With this in mind, it would be overly ambitious ï and naïve ï to 

attempt to redefine this label. Nevertheless, I will argue that it is, for this 

purpose, a usable term for it is still widely used in publications on my 

8 Washton Long, R.-C., German Expressionism: Documents from the End of the 

Wilhelmine Empire to the rise of National Socialism, Berkeley 1993, p. xxi. 
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intended subject matter. The indistinctness of the term means that I will 

have to clarify the specific style or ideology I refer to. Moreover, from 

these countless other publications and exhibitions it is possible to create a 

shortlist of visual artists that can been seen as expressionist, within this 

certain period.  

Throughout my research I also discuss several specific sub-problems. 

Firstly, what kind of symbols or themes represent war experience or 

trauma, or are specifically related to the period? Some film theoretical 

publications interpret recurrent symbolism in expressionist films from an 

almost psychoanalytical perspective, however, in current art historical 

research this no longer seems to be an acceptable method. Therefore, to 

avoid the interpretation of images to come from just a psychoanalytical 

point of view, I look at autobiographical material (i.e. letters, diaries, 

autobiographies etc.) of specific visual artists and filmmakers to detect a 

more direct and conscious influence of (war) experiences on the artistôs life 

and art. Combined with the previously mentioned interpretations this may 

provide a more workable perspective. However, when using this type of 

sources it has to be kept in mind that they may provide an edited or 

subjective view of events. The author may want to present a certain image 

of himself to the recipient, in the case of letter writing, or to a general 

audience, when the writing is intended to be published. In all cases I will 

consider these sources in the light of its historical context. Secondly, from 

this perspective and based on a selection of films and artworks, what is the 

visual and thematic relationships between the two mediums? And, in the 

case of the visual artists, can the development of the style and subject 

matter of their art be related to the experience of war? In the case of 

filmmaking this is much more difficult to do, since it underwent great 

technical and production related changes during the war and therefore 

could not develop into a more creative medium until after the war. 

Nevertheless, I will study the films in the context of contemporary film and 

art production to see what the connections with war experience could be.  

 

In the first chapter, The idea of expressionism in art and film, I will discuss 

the use of the term óexpressionismô and I will provide the theoretical 

framework on which this thesis will depend. First, I will discuss the 

ideological background on which German expressionism was based and 

the way in which this affected the visual artists before, during and after the 

First World War. Moreover, since expressionist filmmaking is of great 

importance to this research, it is vital to consider the ideas on the meaning 

of óexpressionismô in film and the development thereof, by examining the 

most important publications within film theory, including the above 

mentioned publications of Kurtz, Kracauer and Kaes. Since expressionism 

in film originated at a different time than in arts, I will also consider the 

conditions that were necessary for this development. Finally, since the 

examination of the main subject is reliant on the interaction between social 

circumstances and art, the assumption has to be made that historical and 

personal events had a direct influence on the development of art; this 

makes it necessary to consider social art historical theory of the twentieth 
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century. From this theory I take that the perception, reception and 

acceptance of the art by the public is also influenced by social 

circumstances.  

In chapter two, The First World War in art and film, I will discuss the 

general development of the depiction of war in art, the state of art during 

the First World War and the participation of specific artists and filmmakers 

in the First World War. In my selection of artists I choose to examine the 

life and work of German artists who were involved with expressionism 

both before and after the war and who also participated in the war itself. 

This still leaves a great number of artists, since dozens of Germanyôs most 

influential artists were in military service in one way or another: drafted or 

voluntarily, as a medic or at the battlefield, or not even at the front.9 My 

selection is based on the quality and availability of (auto)biographical 

documents: as visual artists I will discuss Max Beckmann, Otto Dix and 

Georg Grosz, as filmmakers Fritz Lang and Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau. In 

doing so, I not only discuss their biographical information, but also their 

art in which they depicted the war in a direct and figurative manner. It has 

to be noted that the nature of these sources are quite different. For 

example, the publication of Beckmannôs letters uses the original, unedited 

text, whereas the publication that includes some fragments of letters by Dix 

uses an English translation and gives just a small selection. In the case of 

Grosz, only a Dutch translation of his autobiography was available, but to 

                                                           
9 Gordon 1987 (see note 7), p. 153. 

improve the readability of the text I chose to translate my citations to 

English. Of the three main visual artists, print series are included as an 

appendix, since they have to be considered together. Although Dixôs series 

Der Krieg, consisting of fifty etchings, proved to be too extensive to be 

included as a whole, the selection that is included gives a comprehensive 

view of the complete collection. 

In the third chapter, Madness, morbidness and metropolis, I examine 

the similarities between the post-war artworks of Dix, Grosz and 

Beckmann, in relation to their contemporary artistic context, as well as in 

relation to films from Lang (Der Müde Tod, 1921, and Metropolis, 1927) 

and Murnau (Nosferatu: eine Symphonie des Grauens, 1922). I will also 

pay attention to two other films that have proved to be essential in this 

context: Robert Reinertôs Nerven (1919), which is considered to be the first 

expressionist film, and Karl Gruneôs Die Straße (1923), for which 

expressionist painter Ludwig Meidner created set designs. 

In short, with this thesis, I hope to create new insight into the 

connections between the visual arts and film, by paying attention to a 

period in which the visual arts and film could not remain autonomous from 

forceful social and historical events and therewith were both affected by 

similar experiences. 
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Chapter one: the idea of expressionism in art and 

film 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Defining expressionism 

ñDer expressionistische Film erscheint nicht 

beziehungslos in Deutschland, als leerer Zufall. 

Vielmehr bedurfte es einer bestimmten Disposition der 

Zeit, um die Anregungen auf fruchtbarem Boden fallen 

zu lassen.ò10 

                                                           
10 Kurtz 1926 (see note 6), p. 61. 
11 In this respect, Donald E. Gordonôs Expressionism: Art and Idea is an important 

source. In his publication he considers expressionism from different perspectives, 

German film critic Rudolf Kurtz wrote in his publication of 

Expressionismus und Film (1926) that expressionist film is a manifestation 

of the mindset of the times, which could only be created under the right 

circumstances. For film, the time was right in 1919, but the visual arts had 

already known expressionism for at least a decade. 

To find out why expressionism developed in both art and film, but at 

different moments, it is important to consider the intellectual and artistic 

climate in Germany around the turn of the twentieth century.11 By doing 

so, expressionism can be seen as part of a movement that aimed at the 

renewal or even rejection of the principles of an older generation. At the 

turn of the century, life had been determined by a combination of 

principles of positivist science, capitalism and conservative views on social 

behavior, which resulted in, according to its opponents, decadence, 

materialism and the general decline of society. Moreover, recent scientific 

developments had raised questions about the meaning of human existence, 

resulting in an overall sense of insignificance, pessimism and nihilism. The 

younger generation, that would later form the expressionist movement, 

sought out intellectual support which would underwrite their moral 

obligations against this decadent state of society. This support was, for the 

greater part, found in the late nineteenth-century writings of Friedrich 

Nietzsche (1844-1900), whose solution for nihilism was the renewal of 

including not only style and iconography, but also its intellectual milieu (pages 1-

25). Gordon 1987 (see note 7). 
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society through art. He proposed that objective knowledge should yield to 

subjective creation and thereby gave the artists the responsibility to 

reinvent society.12  

According to art historian Donald E. Gordon, ñExpressionism can be 

described most broadly and simply as a response to the fear of decline.ò13 

Moreover, he continues, ñNietzscheôs importance for Expressionism was 

precisely his double insistence on the reality of decline and the necessity of 

renewal.ò14 This renewal or revaluation of values, could only come out of 

nihilism. That is, revolution is only made possible in decline. Not only 

expressionist artists were indebted to Nietzsche; his theories were also 

widespread within French fauvism, and early futurism. The difference in 

interpretation of these ideas, among other factors, led to a difference in 

style and execution.15  

The expressionist artists, in their quest for renewal, did not look at 

contemporary art of their era, for they saw this as an expression of the 

cultural degeneration of their time, which had been formed by its 

positivism and decadence. Especially impressionism, with its scientific 

approach to colors and depiction of the superficial, photographic reality, 

was rejected. The medium had to be renewed through the vitality of 

                                                           
12 Ibid., p. 4.  
13 Ibid., p. 2. 
14 Ibid., p. 4. 
15 Ibid., p. 18. 
16 A similar response to Nietzsche can be found in the psychiatric debate between 

Freud and Jung on instinctive thought which was supposed to possess primitive 

painting. Inspiration had to be found in art that had not been affected by 

modern society and for that reason artists looked at pre-modern 

(predominantly German) art, the art of primitive tribal cultures and art of 

the innocent, that is, children and psychiatric patients.16 In addition, in a 

publication of art historical documents from the period, art historian Rose-

Carol Washton-Long claims that ñthe belief that artistic innovations could 

bring about moral and ethical change encouraged the experiments of the 

Expressionist painters with color, line, space, and texture to spread into 

other arts.ò17 What is more, these artists did not only influence other art 

forms, but in these experiments the expressionist painters themselves got 

involved in the production of literature, poetry, theater and, most 

importantly to this study, film. In this way, expressionist artists worked 

towards the creation of a Gesamtkunstwerk, in which all arts could be 

combined or work in unison towards a particular goal: cultural renewal. 

Although all on the basis of ideological principles, the attempts to 

achieve this cultural renewal differed greatly: artists expressed themselves 

in themes of religion, theosophy, death, transcendence and sexual 

liberation. Under the influence of Berlin cultural interpreter Stanislaus 

Przybyszewski the issue of intellect against instinct was turned into an 

qualities. This debate shows widespread response to Nietzschean thought as well. 

However, according to Gordon, the publications of Freud and Jung were unknown 

to expressionists artists, so their ideas should entirely be contributed to Nietzsche. 

Ibid., pp. 20-21. 
17 Washton Long 1993 (see note 8), p. xxi.  
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important influence on cultural renewal; in his interpretation sex was 

turned into an artistic ideal.18 Therewith, importance of primitive qualities 

was transformed into something that was applicable to modern, western 

culture: the still remaining urges of human instinct.  

ñIf Expressionism is an art of ideas [é] it distinguishes 

itself from other ideational art movements in one 

particular respect. This is its ambivalence or 

contradiction in matters of content. For Expressionist 

art does not evoke ideas unequivocally; when it does, 

in fact, it is no longer Expressionist.ò19  

Gordon continues to explain that expressionism provides an attitude 

towards ideas, instead of óembodyingô or óreflectingô them, and thus 

creates a subjective view of these ideas. According to him, without this 

ambivalence, expressionist art does not exist. It comes to expression by 

creating art through duality: remaining reactionary while striving for 

harmony, creation through destruction, etc. Through this differentiation, 

the great variety of subject matters could be applied. 

Not only the philosophical theories of Nietzsche gained support in 

expressionist circles, (social) Darwinism also had its followers. Again, 

their support was based on fear of the decline of society, however, this 

time physical rather than intellectual, leading eventually to support for the 

                                                           
18 Gordon 1987 (see note 7), p. 21. 
19 Ibid., p. 67. 

First World War. For, by taking care of the weak in contemporary society, 

people feared that a human devolution would take place. Following that 

line of thought, war would be a means for human evolution, through its 

elimination of the weak. However, most expressionist artists had 

reservations towards certain parts of Darwinôs theory. Although this fear of 

physical devolution existed, most expressionists opposed the scientific and 

pseudo-scientific view of male superiority and instead, asserted male-

female equality.20 While these Darwinist views were mostly supported on 

the grounds of the necessity of war, the expressionists opposition against 

gender principles shows their lack of conviction in the theory as a whole. 

Moreover, most artists who supported the war when it began, dismissed 

these ideals when it turned out not to be a solution to the negative effects 

of modern industrialized society, but a manifestation of it and a waste of 

human lives at that. And not only in art, according to Gordon, since ñ[b]y 

the early postwar years there were important areas of German science and 

pseudo-science where pessimism swallowed up earlier hopes.ò21 

In this light, and since expressionism until the war remained separate 

from politics, the voluntary participation of artists in the war must not be 

seen as emanated from a political point of view, but rather as an individual 

stance against the corruptness of society. At this point, expressionism 

represented an ideological conflict, not a political one.  

20 Ibid., p. 8.  
21 Ibid., p. 24. 
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Prewar, wartime and postwar expressionism: similarities and 

differences 

The development of prewar expressionism is marked by the foundation of 

platforms or societies for the distribution of artworks and artistic and 

ideological ideas, as will be discussed below. Notably, artists were not 

limited to one group or society, but instead were involved in more; 

showing their works at different exhibitions, leading to a great spread of 

artistic ideas. Renewal of values was attempted though the destruction of 

old power structures, by which the younger generation actively opposed 

the older generation. At the time, within the Brücke, the Blaue Reiter and 

by independent artists, expressionist art was recognized and identified as 

such, though not clearly defined as stated above.22  

The Dresden based group the Brücke was founded in 1905 on the 

fundaments of Nietzschean theory (especially Also sprach Zarathustra, 

from 1883-85), by Erich Heckel, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Ernst Ludwig 

Kirchner and Fritz Bleyl.23 They aimed at detaching themselves from the 

middleclass environment in which they were raised, as stated by Kirchner 

in the Brücke manifesto:  

ñWith faith in evolution, in a new generation of 

creators and appreciators, we call together all youth. 

And as youths, who embody the future, we want to free 

                                                           
22 Ibid., p. 91. 
23 Ibid., p. 14. 

our lives and limbs from the long-established older 

powers. Anyone who renders his creative drive directly 

and genuinely is one of us.ò24  

Moreover, the artists of the Brücke used the celebration of sex through art 

and sexual liberation in general as a form of protest against German 

bourgeois society, derived from a desire to succumb to primitive urges. 

Within the group, various styles coexisted, with, for example, an angular 

style that was influenced by the primitivism of tribal art (specifically art 

from the German colony of Palau). For example, Mädchen unter 

Japanschirm (1909) by Kirchner shows this angular style in the entire 

painting, but the tribal influences are especially prominent in the male 

figures in the background (fig. 1). 

In 1909, the Neue Künstler-Vereinigung München was founded, 

including, among others, painters Gabriele Münter, Marianne von 

Werefkin (seen as equal, owing to the expressionistôs position towards 

male-female equality) Alexei von Jawlensky and Alexander Kanoldt, as 

well as people from different fields, including writers, theoreticians and 

dancers. Wassily Kandinsky, who had previously worked under the 

influence of the fauves in France, wrote in the foreword to the catalogue of 

its first exhibition:  

24 E.L. Kirchner, et al., óProgram of artist group, Br¿cke, 1906ô, reprinted and 

translated in: Washton Long 1993 (see note 8), p. 23. 
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ñOur point of departure is the belief that the artist, apart 

from those impressions that he receives from the world 

of external appearances, continually accumulates 

experiences within his own inner world. [é] This 

seems to us a solution that once more today unites in 

spirit increasing numbers of artists [é]ò25  

Under the leadership of Kandinsky, theosophy was of great influence on 

the group and focused on the synthesis of inner and outer worlds (see, for 

example Kandinskyôs oil painting Berg (1909, fig. 2) in which he used 

colors to depict a synaesthetic experience). By the third exhibition several 

significant members of the group left, including Kandinsky and Marc who 

not long afterwards founded the Blaue Reiter in 1911.  

The main objective of the Blaue Reiter was creation through 

destruction, since when old values are destroyed, man turns to himself and 

thereby creates a focus on the inner world of the artist.26 Therefore, art was 

to have an important role in changing society and the members of the 

Blaue Reiter wanted to have an influence on ordinary people outside the art 

world, and make them critical towards established thought. By doing so, 

they intended to not separate low art from fine art, and exhibited their own 

work together with examples of folk, childrenôs and tribal art. Overall, 

                                                           
25 Kandinsky, Wassily, K.C. Lindsay (ed.), P. Vergo (ed.), óForeword to the 

Catalogue of the First Exhibition of the Neue-Künstler-Vereinigung, Munich, 

Neue Künstler-Vereinigung München E.V., (Turnus), 1910ô, in: Kandinsky: 

Marcôs primitivist work (e.g. fig. 3) was extremely influential both inside 

and outside their own art circles.  

Finally, Der Sturm journal (fig. 4), appearing between 1910 and 1932, 

was vital in the spreading of ideas on expressionist art in the prewar and 

war years, by publishing a periodical on new art and literature, and at the 

same time by running an art gallery, publishing company and art school. Its 

traveling exhibitions, from 1912 onwards, were central in the spreading of 

both international modernist and German expressionist ideas, art and 

theories across the country. In this way, Der Sturm was important in 

introducing the work of Italian futurists, French cubists and fauvists, and 

Russian art to German artists and audiences. The title of Der Sturm refers 

to the struggle against conservative values of society, that was essential in 

the establishment of the four above mentioned German societies. The 

journal did not take a political stand, not even during the war years, until 

1919, when the original founder Herwarth Walden began to use the journal 

for spreading of his communist ideas in the journal, after which it lost its 

influence in artistic matters.27 

Although the initial principles that supported the war were quickly 

diminished, as we have seen above, they did intensify the artistsô desire to 

change society. It is important to note that no date can be claimed for the 

complete writings on art: volume one (1901-1921), London 1982, pp. 52-53. 

Translation by editors. 
26 Gordon 1987 (see note 7), 14. 
27 Washton-Long 1993 (see note 8), pp. 55-56. 
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end of wartime and the start of the postwar era in expressionist art. 

Although the war itself ended officially on 11 November 1918, it ended 

differently for every artist and sometimes years apart (see chapter 2). 

Therefore, wartime and postwar developments could even occur 

simultaneously. Nevertheless, according to Washton-Long, in general it 

can be said that:  

ñthe new Weimar Republic wanted to build upon the 

most innovative style before the war ï Expressionism ï 

and use its freshness and aggressiveness to stimulate art 

forms, which, being freed from the imperial and 

materialistic past, could unify mankind.ò28  

The war proved to be a catalyst for taking a more politically involved 

stance for many artists and forced the artists to choose between patriotism 

and pacifism; fighting or taking flight. However, like most struggles in 

expressionism, the result was often ambivalence. 

According to Gordon, another factor that transformed the expressionist 

style and ideals, was the absurdity of the war and the way it destructed 

common ideals and invaded the artistsô personal lives. 29 This threatening 

force functioned as an event against which their ambitions for spiritual 

renewal had to be measured. 

                                                           
28 Washton-Long 1993 (see note 8), p. xxiii. 
29 Gordon 1987 (see note 7), 107. 

The new insights into the role of art in society gave a cause for, yet 

again, the establishment of new artistsô societies and movements. These 

groups were not all involved in the making of expressionist art, on the 

contrary, some even strongly opposed expressionist art, but they were all 

founded by artists who were involved in the prewar expressionist 

movement. The purposes and aims of these groups show that during the 

war artists had become much more politically conscious. Whereas before 

the war the aims for cultural renewal had been confined to the use of art 

itself, after the war the artists shifted into the political framework. In this 

way, art worked towards a palpable goal, instead of an abstract utopian 

vision. 

The periodical Die Aktion, founded in 1911 by Franz Pfemfert and the 

main competitor of Der Sturm, was contrary to its rival politically engaged, 

with its stated focus on politics, literature and the arts.30 Its orientation was 

socialist and pacifist, increasingly represented throughout the war years, 

when it published social critical prints of expressionist artists like Schmidt-

Rottluff and Conrad Felixmüller. (One of the wartime covers of 

Felixmüller can be seen in fig. 5.) Its political focus inspired many other 

magazines to use expressionist art to convey ideals and thereby showed its 

ability to inspire change in society.  

30 Figura, Starr, German Expressionism: the graphic impulse, exh. cat. New York 

(MoMA) 2011, pp. 19-24. 
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The artistsô group Arbeitsrat für Kunst was founded in November 

1918, under the leadership of architect Bruno Taut, with the intention to 

represent all workers in arts and crafts, regardless of their specialization or 

training, and was modelled after the Arbeiterräte that represented the 

workers in the Russian communist government.31 Thus, the Arbeitsrat 

identified with the political, socialist ideology and promoted this actively 

through publications and exhibitions. Most members had been engaged in 

other expressionist groups before and during the war, including the New 

Secession and the Brücke. Furthermore, the Arbeitsrat was largely based 

on architectural principles aimed at constructing a new society, as 

formulated by Taut in their manifesto of 1918: ñArt and people must form 

a unity. Art should no longer be the pleasure of a few but should bring joy 

and sustenance to the masses. The goal is the union of arts under the wings 

of great architecture.ò32 Taut continues that the unity in art must be carried 

out through all visual aspects of society. Although this art was still 

supposed to carry spiritual value, its focus had shifted from cultural 

renewal to social renewal. 

The Novembergruppe (or Novembrists), sharing many goals and 

members with the Arbeitsrat, was founded in December 1918. This group 

of painters intended the Novembergruppe to have an advisory function 

                                                           
31 Gordon 1987 (see note 7), p. 64. 
32 Taut, Bruno, ñôArbeitsrat f¿r Kunstô in Berlinò, Mitteilungen des deutschen 

Werkbundes, no. 4 (1918), 14-15, as published in Washton-Long 1993 (see note 

8), p. 193. 

towards society and, in this role, they created of list of demands and 

guidelines for the role that art should have in society. They intended to 

create a symbiotic relationship with the working class: the workers were 

responsible for the external political revolution; the artists for the internal, 

spiritual one. 33 Or, as was stated in the manifesto: ñWe consider it our 

noblest duty to dedicate our best energies to the moral reconstruction of a 

new, free Germany.ò34 In the manifesto, the cubist, futurist and 

expressionist artists were specifically addressed and asked to join forces. 

This notion of a spiritual revolution was based on the idea that cultural 

decline had come from the west, and that, therefore, the growth must come 

from the east and create spiritual rebirth. Like the Arbeitsrat, the group 

supported all artforms, including experimental filmmaking and music. In 

time, most of its political aspirations disappeared and the original, radical 

members left. In 1921, a group of artists (mostly Dada-members), wrote an 

open letter to the Novembergruppe in which they accused its members of 

neglecting its original political goals. Among the signatories were George 

Grosz and Otto Dix. 

The Dresden Secession Gruppe 1919, under the leadership of 

Felixmüller and cofounded by Otto Dix, was strongly supported by the 

established expressionist community in Dresden. It found its origins in the 

33 Washton-Long 1993 (see note 8), p. 210. 
34 óDraft of the manifesto of the Novembergruppe, 1918ô, as published in 

Washton-Long 1993 (see note 8), p. 212. 



16 

 

Brücke (also based in Dresden) as well as other avant-garde movements as 

cubism, futurism and mysticism. Although its original intentions were 

based on the November revolution, as was the case with the Arbeitsrat and 

Novembergruppe, no consensus could be achieved among the members on 

how to incorporate their political aims in their program. Therefore its 

purpose was stated in terms of a general ideology. ñThe founding of the 

Secession ñGruppe 1919ò is a natural consequence of a long-felt inner 

need to finally past with old ways and procedures and, with complete 

respect for personal freedom, to look for and find new expressions for this, 

our world.ò35 These expressions were relevant to the future development of 

art, but not necessarily of society. 

Unlike the above mentioned postwar groups, the Berlin Dada 

movement (derived from the Zürich Dada movement, where it was 

founded in 1916 by Hugo Ball) vehemently rejected its expressionist 

heritage. Moreover, Dada was not a clearly structured organization with its 

own set of guidelines; in their own words, it was a club. It was a rebellious 

group of people, with anti-militarist and anarchist sympathies. The 

members were let down by expressionismôs progress in the renewal of 

culture. In 1918, the writer Richard Huelsenbeck wrote a manifesto, in 

                                                           
35 óStatement of purpose, March 1919, Sezession Gruppe 1919 (Dresden: Emil 

Richter Verlag, 1919), 6ô, as published in Washton-Long 1993 (see note 8), pp. 

224-225. 
36 Huelsenbeck, Richard, óòDadaistisches Manifestò, Dada Almanach, ed. Richard 

Huelsenbeck (Berlin: Erich Reiss, 1920, 36-41)ô, as published in Washton-Long 

1993 (see note 8), pp. 266-269. 

which he strongly expressed his disappointment: ñUnder the pretext of 

turning inward, the Expressionists in literature and painting have banded 

together into a generation which even now is longingly expecting its 

historical validation and is campaigning for honorable bourgeois 

recognition.ò36 However, although they rejected the expressionistsô 

presentation in the art world and its transcendental and utopian ideology, 

they did believe in the power of art to destroy old morals, create new 

values and restructure society. Moreover, the Zürich movement had earlier 

had exhibitions of expressionist, childrenôs and primitive art. 

Finally, Franz Rohôs publication of Nachexpressionismus from 1925 

signaled the true ending of expressionism.37 As with the beginning of 

expressionism, itôs end would not be marked by the foundation of a group 

or a clearly defined movement, but by a style based on ideas about the 

function and production of art. As Gordon explains: ñAs with 

Expressionismôs birth, so with its decline: a change in attitude dictated a 

change in style.ò38 This new attitude was already detected by art critics 

from 1922 onwards, when they signaled art to take a more naturalist turn. 

This attitude was an expression of the mindset of many artists: with 

expressionism there was a tension between gloom and hope, with new 

37 Roh, Franz, Nach-expressionismus, Magischer Realismus: Probleme der 

neuesten europäischen Malerei, Leipzig 1925. 
38 Gordon 1987 (see note 7), 121. 
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objectivity there was just pessimism and disillusionment, and therefore, the 

vitalist properties disappeared. The hopes for renewal were now in 

sobriety, as was reflected in the rejection of expressionismôs exuberant and 

abstract experiments, created by the necessity of the new style to express 

the harshness of reality. Therefore, the change in mindset eventually 

created a stylistic transformation. In Nachexpressionismus, Roh published 

a scheme in which he opposed the stylistic qualities of expressionism and 

post-expressionism: for example rhythmic versus representative, dynamic 

versus static, and primitive versus civilized.39 Through these clear 

oppositions it can be seen how expressionism was finally abandoned by 

many artists as an artistic ideal.   

 

Expressionism in film 

If expressionist film was founded on the same principles as expressionist 

art, it would interpret the same ideas and show the ambivalence, that, 

according to Gordon, is necessary within the movement. However, the 

foundations of expressionist film are much less visible than those of art, 

where these can be traced through the foundation of groups and societies. 

Therefore, it is necessary to examine several publications on expressionist 

film;  all displaying a different perspective on the manifestation of 

expressionism in film. 

                                                           
39 Plumb, Steve, Neue Sachlichkeit 1918-33: Unity and diversity of an art 

movement, Amsterdam 2006, pp.44-45. 

A year after Rohôs influential publication on the end of expressionism 

in the visual arts, in Expressionismus und Film (1926), literary and film 

critic Rudolf Kurtz starts by explaining the meaning of expressionism, its 

óweltanschauungô (roughly translated as worldview) and its manifestation 

in all arts, before he continues to film itself.40 In doing so, he uses a 

definition that is much broader than is used in later literature, that is, it 

includes the art of Pablo Picasso, Fernand Léger, Francis Picabia and 

Alexander Archipenko, and also treats absolute art and film. In essence, he 

gives a similar interpretation as Gordon: expressionism originated as an 

opponent of impressionism and it covers an attitude, instead of a specific 

issue. According to Kurtz, expressionist artists are defined as people of 

their time and expressionist art is characteristic of its generation. They 

mean to show the reality of their worldview, beyond its visible reality. In 

this way they attempt to not show just a transitory moment, like the 

impressionists did, but the eternal moment. This immediately shows the 

paradox that is central to Kurtzôs publication: film, of all art forms, is most 

related to nature, since the mediumôs technique is essentially 

photography.41 It mechanically transforms the transitory moment of the 

visible reality to recorded image. Therefore, the director has to reverse the 

facts and keep the viewer away from real life by reshaping this reality. 

According to Kurtz, what is photographed is not the object itself, but the 

40 Kurtz 1926 (see note 6), pp. 9-13. 
41 Ibid., pp. 51-52. 
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art form of cinematography. However, film still should, in principle, be 

true to nature, and must therefore make compromises in the freedom it can 

take. Then, if used right, it can show the spirit of the surroundings, instead 

of the surroundings itself. Essential in conveying a message to the viewer 

is the idea of psychological aesthetics, namely that shapes can create a 

reaction in the soul and thereby create the mood of the viewer.42 

In From Caligari to Hitler: a psychological history of the German 

film, first published in 1947, Siegfried Kracauer, sociologist, cultural critic 

and film theorist, does not discuss the films that are now seen as 

expressionist, as expressionist films. Instead, he discusses the entire scope 

of films made in the Weimar Republic, from the beginnings of the German 

film industry at the start of the nineteenth century until the propaganda 

films of the Nazi regime during the Second World War. Since he treats 

these films as expressions of a nation, style or movement, they do not have 

to be qualified, as expressionist or anything else, since the contents of these 

films are determined by psychological outlooks. That is, according to 

Kracauer, these German films do not answer to specific principles, but 

rather to psychological dispositions. In this way, they show the ócollective 

mentalityô of the nation, whether conscious or unconscious. Although this 

mentality may be strongly related to the mentality of the expressionist 

generation and their ideology, this claim is unnecessary in his 

argumentation. Moreover, by mostly ignoring the qualification of 

                                                           
42 Ibid., p. 55. 

expressionism he is able to proceed his analysis beyond the scope of the 

expressionist era. 

However, Kracauer does recognize that certain films have formal 

expressionist aspects, which he refers to as expressionist staging (see, for 

example, fig. 6). In the case of Das Cabinet des Dr Caligari (1919) he 

discusses the set design in detail and the involvement of expressionist 

artists in its production. ñBy making the film an outward projection of 

psychological events, expressionist staging symbolized [é] that general 

retreat into a shell which occurred in postwar Germany.ò43 From this quote 

it becomes clear that Kracauer considers the set design to be expressionist, 

but the film in itself not. However, in the following chapter, Kracauer does, 

on a few occasions, refer to expressionist films, but never gives a clear 

indication of what he means by that.  

Having considered Kracauerôs use of terminology, his discussion of 

themes shows great similarities with the theoretical background we have 

seen regarding the visual arts. In Kracauerôs examination of the postwar 

period he divides the films following Dr Caligari into several categories, 

based on their thematic contents. In this way he shows the multitude of 

films from that period that rely on themes related to either the 

omnipresence of death, destiny and faith; the solution of spiritualism; the 

glorification of the pre-modern past; the redeeming qualities of love; the 

liberation in returning to nature; the ruling of instincts and passions; and, 

43 Kracauer 1947 (see note 4), p. 71. 
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most importantly, rebellion against the bourgeois society. On the last he 

notes that, at the end of his designated postwar period in 1924, this 

rebellion began to show signs of defeat. Instead of using rebellion against 

the older generation as a way towards becoming the ónew manô, it formed 

the start of submission, with which the rebel would only reinforce the older 

generation.44 In this comment, Kracauer notes the power as well as the 

signs of the decline of expressionism. 

Lotte Eisner, film historian and critic, discusses expressionist film 

from an entirely different perspective in The Haunted Screen: 

Expressionism in the German Cinema and the Influence of Max Reinhardt 

(original French edition, Paris 1952). Instead of analyzing the phenomenon 

of expressionism from the perspective of the visual arts, like Kurtz did, or 

as a psychological phase of the German nation, as Kracauer did, Eisner 

states that it is necessary to examine its manifestation in contemporary 

literature. She reasons that this is justified since ñfor the Germans, that 

órace of thinkers and poetsô, every manifestation in art is immediately 

transformed into dogma: the systematic ideology of their Weltanschauung 

is wedded to a didactic interpretation of art.ò45 Although this is not as 

generally said for the visual arts, it does show an inclination towards the 

                                                           
44 Ibid., pp. 117-118. 
45 Single quotation marks are Eisnerôs. Eisner, L.H., The Haunted Screen: 

Expressionism in the German Cinema and the influence of Max Reinhardt, 

London 1969 (1952), p. 10. 

explicit use of ideology as typical for the defining qualities of 

expressionism.  

The literary connection is stressed when Eisner takes her definition of 

expressionism from Edschmidôs Über den Expressionismus in der 

Literatur (Berlin, 1919): expressionism is a reaction against the positivism 

of impressionism, naturalism and neo-romanticism and is characterized by 

the depiction of interior vision. ñFacts and object are nothing in 

themselves: we need to study their essence rather than their momentary 

and accidental forms.ò46 Expressionists seek the eternal, permanent 

meaning of objects, and, according to Eisner, thereby make use of a 

language of obscure symbols and metaphors. In doing so, they aim to 

detach themselves from the bourgeoisie and lose their individuality.  

ñThe contrasts and contradictions in all of this will be 

readily apparent. On the one hand Expressionism 

represents an extreme form of subjectivism; on the 

other hand this assertion of an absolute totalitarian self 

creating the universe is linked with a dogma entailing 

the complete abstraction of the individual.ò47  

46 Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
47 Ibid., pp. 12-13. 



20 

 

In the end, according the Eisner, the way expressionism can be 

characterized in films is through its atmosphere, which is based on its 

incorporation of expressionist ideology. 

 ñ[é] Mind, Spirit, Vision and Ghosts seem to gush forth, exterior 

facts are continually transformed into interior elements and psychic events 

are exteriorized.ò48 According to Eisner, this fits right in with the Germansô 

predisposition for the dark, coming from a brooding, speculative kind of 

reflection (German: Grübelei). Eisner states that this culminated in the 

óapocalyptic doctrineô of Expressionism. This shows a different 

perspective than we have seen before, since the artistsô principles were 

based on the destruction of the old society, the creation and renewal that 

followed was equally important. In an apocalyptic world creation and 

renewal is meaningless. Moreover, Eisner argues that German cinema is 

mainly a development of German Romanticism, shaped by modern 

technique, which manifests itself in the use of lugubrious characters and 

macabre themes and an overall fascination with death.49 

The atmosphere of these films is then of vital importance: ñIn any 

German film the preoccupation with rendering Stimmung (ómoodô) by 

suggesting the óvibrations of the soulô is linked to the use of light.ò50 The 

use of light then becomes an application of psychological aesthetics, as 

proposed by Kurtz: it has the possibility to change the atmosphere, and 

                                                           
48 Ibid., p. 15. 
49 Ibid., p. 113. 

thereby influence the mood of the film as well as of the viewer. The 

possibilities of rendering light in this way and bringing across 

psychological content, makes Eisner include óKammerspielfilmsô as well 

as psychological dramas. 

As a concluding remark, interestingly, in her introduction Eisner 

defines expressionism completely on the basis of its atmosphere and 

ideological content, as is done by art historians in the definition of 

expressionism in the visual arts. With these principles in mind, she devoted 

the main part of the book to formalist characteristics of expressionist film 

and thereby she derives visual aspects from these films and applies the 

ideological principles to them in her analyses. 

 

On grounds of its focus on psychological content, Eisner marks Der 

Student von Prag (1913) as a prophetic work.51 The film, with a script by 

Hanns Heinz Ewers and directed by the Danish director Stellan Rye, tells 

the story of a young student who sells his mirror reflection to a sorcerer in 

return for the marriage with a countess and unlimited wealth. But of 

course, this goes horribly wrong when the reflection exits the mirror and 

manipulates the events. The film ends when the student attempts to shoot 

his reflection, but in the process only kills himself. In its story, the film 

borrows from the German legend of Faust and several other topics from 

50 Ibid., p. 199 
51 Ibid., p. 7. 
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Romantic storytelling, including doppelgängers, phantoms and murder. 

Moreover, it is thematically strongly related to prewar expressionism, in 

the sense that it focuses on the questions of identity, challenges to 

structures of society and conveys a general sense of nihilism. This is 

largely expressed in the atmosphere of the film, which by Eisner is seen as 

the defining quality of expressionist cinema (see fig. 7-8).  

Conversely, visually the film is not quite there yet. Although light was 

used to create part of the atmosphere, the manipulation of the image, that 

proved to be so important in expressionist filmmaking is not used to a full 

extent. In his cinematography, Rye used a more naturalist approach, by 

filming in natural surroundings. Moreover, remembering Kurtzô account of 

the origins of expressionism in film, the decorative elements have not yet 

been transferred from the visual arts. It is important to note that, in this 

time, by many avant-garde artists film was regarded as a commercial mass 

product, a manifestation of the decline of culture, which had hitherto not 

shown its full potential as a means for expression in the high arts. 

Conditions for development of movement in film.  

The most important precondition for the origin of expressionism in film 

was the reorganization of the German film industry during the First World 

War. 52 The full extent of this reorganization will be treated in the next 

chapter, however, in general it can be said that through the foundation of 

government agencies aiming at the creation of screen propaganda and the 
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prohibition of the import and screening of foreign films, the German film 

industry received the boost that it needed to develop itself to the level that 

can be seen in postwar expressionist films. This newfound isolation forced 

the film industry to become fully autonomous, which created a pool of 

talent and knowledge on film production that could be used after the war. 

Moreover, since the aim of these agencies was also the promotion of 

German high culture through film, at home as well as abroad, 

experimentation and implementation was, to a certain extent, encouraged. 

Of course, limitations were set since the main objective was still 

propagandist and a group of experts (mostly military) determined the 

contents of what would be released. After the revolution this censorship 

was abolished by the Council of Peopleôs representatives. 

Significant, in this respect, is the German idea that high art is more 

valuable than low art and that German culture represents this high art, in 

contrast to the low, commercial art of the West; Germany siding itself with 

the East. Problematically, film was seen as a product of low art, to which 

the solution was to enoble it by involving it in high art, meaning meaning 

that commercialism had to be mixed with art. Even commercially, this was 

intended to increase its value or, as Eisner puts it: ñGerman industry 

immediately latched on to anything of an artistic kind in the belief that is 

was bound to bring in money in the long run.ò53 This application of artistic 

values meant that German cinema aimed at the depiction of psychological 

53 Eisner 1952 (see note 45), p. 19. 
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issues, whereas western, for instance, American cinema is focused on 

entertainment, continuity and a family audience. 

After the revolution, avant-garde art became related to revolutionary 

vision. This relationship can be defined, according to Kracauer, with the 

term óAufbruchô, which  

ñ[é]meant departure from the shattered world of 

yesterday towards a tomorrow built on the grounds of 

revolutionary conceptions. [é] People suddenly 

grasped the significance of avant-garde paintings and 

mirrored themselves in visionary dramas announcing to 

a suicidal mankind the gospel of a new age of 

brotherhood.ò54  

In short, according to Kracauer, to society expressionism represented the 

revolutions, as an artistic avant-garde related to the political avant-garde. 

In this process, cinema became a method to convey ideas to the masses and 

expressionism the means to do so.  

By using sets made of painted canvases the link with expressionist 

visual arts was directly communicated, but it was also efficient in times 

when money and material where scarce: it could facilitate an entire 

production. Moreover, combined with the use of cinematography they 

were supposed to have a psychological effect on the viewer, like anxiety or 
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terror, and thereby be representative if the aims of German cinema. As a 

consequence they were able to use a commercial product to criticize 

bourgeois decadency. The films present visions of terror which 

underscores the demoniac qualities of the bourgeois. 

Eisner attributes much of the technical developments that made the 

creation of an expressionist image in film to the implementation of 

techniques from the theaters.55 In early cinema it made sense to borrow 

from its pool of actors, writers and directors as well as from its staging of 

dramas. In particular, Eisner gives much credit to the theater of director 

Max Reinhardt and his inventiveness in the staging of his plays. During the 

First World War, when money shortage affected his capacity for creating 

extravagant sets, he experimented with the use of light as a structuring tool 

and as the main instrument for the creation of a suitable atmosphere. 

Moreover, he was able to use the changes in light to create a certain 

dynamic within the play.  

As explained by Eisner, the creation of a dynamic image with light 

relates to the use of editing techniques in film, in the sense that editing 

combines the use of light with the use of camera in order to create rhythm 

and narrative. In combination with the achievement of more mobile 

cameras it could be used to show the essential qualities of objects or 

people, as well as distorting them for artistic purposes, by using varying or 

extreme shooting angles or merely tracking details or persons. Moreover, 

55 Eisner 1952 (see note 45), p. 44-56. 
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the inventiveness that was encouraged by the German government during 

the war years provided a climate in which German filmmakers 

continuously sought to experiment with new methods, that in the postwar 

era shifted to the invention of methods for the depiction of the 

psychological images the filmmakers wanted to create. 

Finally, this also gave rise to the application of special effects. By 

using superimpositions, negative images, stop motion techniques and the 

speeding up or slowing down of images, filmmakers were able to create a 

convincing impression of apparitions of ghosts, hallucinations, the use of 

magic, objects that appear to move on their own, and almost anything 

imaginable. 

In hindsight, all these developments have contributed to the formation 

of the expressionist German films. Since several of its defining qualities 

depend on the ability to render a certain atmosphere or create subjective 

visions, expressionist film could not have been made without these 

innovations. This may explain why the origins of expressionism within the 

visual arts and film did not occur simultaneously. Moreover, the creation 

of a film is much more dependent on the demands of an audience and 

therefore would need more public support and the cooperation of a 

production company. 

                                                           
56 Dalle Vacche, Angela, The visual turn: classical film theory and art history, 

New Brunswick 2003. 

Comparison different media: problems and advantages 

The problems pertaining to the differences in media and the way these 

media relate to each other, do not necessarily mean that they cannot be 

discussed in the same context (which is the aim of this thesis). On the 

contrary, as is discussed above, they can be based on similar ideological 

principles. Nevertheless, when film began to make artistic claims, it 

entered a field of art historical discussion on its position within the arts.  

Angela Dalle Vaccheôs The visual turn: classical film theory and art 

history, from 2003, provides an anthology of publications on subjects that 

in some way apply to the interrelation between painting and film.56 These 

are mostly key art historical publications on film itself or applicable to 

film, which are, in this anthology, intended to broaden the horizon of 

understanding and viewing film. By using canonical publications of 

twentieth century art history, it becomes clear in what way art historical 

methods can be used in film theory, while at the same time introducing art 

historians to film theory. The selected topics vary from iconography to the 

use of cognitive explanations in classical film theories, but they have in 

common that they consider the interrelationship and hierarchy of various 

arts. Moreover, these comparisons show how film and, for instance, 

painting are comparable and what are the theoretical and practical 
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problems in doing this. Relevant to this subjects are the selected writings 

of Walter Benjamin, Erwin Panofsky and Rudolf Arnheim. 

The selected excerpt of philosopher and critical theorist Walter 

Benjaminôs essay The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction 

(1935-36) examines the treatment of reality in film and the illusionary 

qualities of a movie scene.57 Although a film, as opposed to other artworks, 

is thought to be a mechanical reproduction of reality, it is always artificial 

since it never shows the reality of a set with the presence of mechanical 

equipment. The editing of the film creates an illusion. In Benjaminôs 

words: ñThe equipment-free aspect of reality here has become the height of 

artifice; the sight of immediate reality has become an orchid in the land of 

technology.ò58 To illustrate this, Benjamin compares the circumstances of 

painting and filmmaking, by comparing the cameraman with the painter. 

According to Benjamin, this is the comparison of a surgeon with a 

magician: the cameraman performs an operation on reality, whereas the 

painter extracts from reality, retrieving an image while maintaining a 

distance. The cameraman permeates reality with his equipment. Benjamin 

argues that this means that the created image, for film, is made up from 

fragments, whereas it shows its totality in painting.  

                                                           
57 Original publication: Benjamin, Walter, "L'îuvre d'art ¨ l'®poque de sa 

reproduction méchanisée", Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung vol. 5 (1936), pp. 40ï

68. As published in: Dalle Vacche 2003 (see note 56), pp. 33-34. 
58 Ibid., p. 33. 

Likewise, art historian Erwin Panofskyôs essay Style and Medium in 

the Motion Pictures from 1934, also discussed the treatment of reality in 

films.59 However, according to him it is not the cameraman or the editing 

that transforms reality into art, but the medium itself. In his words:  

ñ[The composition] receives its style, and may even 

become fantastic or pretervoluntarily symbolic, not so 

much by an interpretation in the artistôs mind as by the 

actual manipulation of physical objects and recording 

machinery. The medium of the movies is physical 

reality as such [é].ò60  

Therefore, Panofsky argues, the prestylization of sets, that is often seen in 

expressionist film, should be seen as an evasion of the actual issue, which 

is, the manipulation and shooting of unstylized reality in such a way that its 

result has style. Arguably, this holds true for older art forms as well. 

In addition, Panofsky examines the two aspects that present 

themselves when discussing the position of film as art: the relationship 

between production and consumption and the space-time relations in 

moving pictures. On the first topic Panofsky argues that because film, as a 

59 Original publication: Panofsky, Erwin, óStyle and Medium in the Motion 

Picturesô, Bulletin of the Department of Art and Archeology, Princeton University 

1934. As published in: Dalle Vacche 2003 (see note 56), pp. 69-84. 
60 Ibid., p. 83.  
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commercial art form, has to be able to effectively communicate with its 

audience, it has the ability to be much more effective. Therewith:  

ñ[Films] have reestablished that dynamic contact 

between art production and art consumption [é] 

Whether we like it or not, it is the movies that mold, 

more than any other single force, the opinions, the 

taste, the language, the dress, the behavior, and even 

the physical appearance of a public comprising more 

than 60 percent of the population of the earth.ò61  

On the second topic Panofsky states that film could be transformed into a 

higher quality product, by using and modifying its own specific 

possibilities and characteristics: the control over space and time. Or, as 

Panofsky puts it, use the ódynamization of spaceô and the óspatialization of 

timeô. 

Similarly, art and film theorist Rudolf Arnheim also discusses the 

relationship between time and space, as a characteristic specific to film: ñIt 

is possible that the factor which determines actual film talent is not so 

much the creation of the image in space as the creation of a series of 

dramatic events that develops over time.ò62 However, although he stresses 

                                                           
61 Ibid., p. 70. 
62 Arnheim, Rudolf, óPainting and filmô, in: Film essays and criticism, Madison 

1997(originally published in 1933), pp. 86-88. As published in: Dalle Vacche 

2003 (see note 56), pp. 151-153. 

the importance of the developments of the content matter of the film here, 

he is mostly interested in the creation of the image. The selected essay, 

discusses specifically the influence of painting on film. According to him, 

painting has, via photography, affected film in terms of composition and 

the division of space. Moreover, painting has in this respect been more 

influential than graphic arts, since it is likewise involved with the creation 

of space, rather than definition by lines. Additionally, both use light in a 

similar way: to direct the eye across the surface. Like Panofsky, Arnheim 

also discusses the use of painted sets. According to him this should be 

possible. However, if the objects on the sets actually look like they are 

painted (that is, stylized or not realistic) it comes across as unreal and 

distracting. He argues that, since there are actors present, who actually are 

real, they compromise the world that is created by the painter. ñThus, one 

can paint for film, and one can paint things that do not exist in reality, but 

they must always be painted so that we believe that we are seeing these 

things ourselves, rather than just copies that can be recognized as such.ò63 

In 1958 Arnheim published a collection of his writings on the 

relationship between film and the visual arts: Film as art. In the personal 

introduction to these essays he makes an observation which is key to 

understanding the possibilities of understanding film as art. He states that:  

63 Ibid., p. 153. 
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ñ[é] the work of art, too, is not simply an imitation or 

selective duplication of reality but a translation of 

observed characteristics into the form of a given 

medium. [é] I undertook to show in detail how the 

very properties that photography and film fall short of 

perfect reproduction can act as the necessary moulds of 

an artistic medium.ò64  

Thus, the characteristics of film that differ from reality can be used to 

make film into art, be it the fragmentation of reality created by the 

cameraman, or a transformation inherent to the medium.  

One of the essays published in Film as art is Film and reality (1933), 

in which Arnheim examines six basic elements of film with the 

corresponding elements in reality.65 Through these elements Arnheim 

shows the opportunities for artistic interpretation. The first element is the 

projection of three-dimensional objects upon a plane surface, meaning that 

the entire image is determined by the chosen perspective, and that, thus, 

the creation of an image is determined by the operator who controls the 

angle of the shot. Second is the reduction of depth: creating a sense of 

depth in a two-dimensional image, for which film can, except in 

movement, use the same devices as a painting. Thirdly, is the use of the 

                                                           
64 Arnheim, Film as art, London 1969 (first edition Berlin 1932), p. 12. 
65 Ibid., pp. 17-36. 
66 Ibid., p. 23. 

lighting and absence of color (in either black and white or monochrome 

colored film) as a partial illusion. Then, lighting is used to create shapes 

and spaces. The fourth element is the delimitation of the image and the 

distance from the object. Meaning that, according to Arnheim, ñThe 

limitation of film picture and the limitation of sight cannot be compared 

because in the actual range of human vision the limitation simply does not 

exist.ò66 That is to say, human vision has the ability to get a clear image 

since it can control the focus within the entire field of vision; this cannot be 

done with a fixed film image. Furthermore, film image is also restricted by 

the edge of the screen. Fifth, the absence of space-time continuum means 

that space and time can be freely manipulated in film. And finally, the 

absence of the non-visual world of the senses and the fact that, thereby, the 

eye cannot depend on the other senses. In conclusion, these aspects, 

specific to the medium, can all be controlled by the filmmaker and can be 

used to give the image style. With the exception of the control of space and 

time, these qualities have their equivalents in painting and the graphic arts, 

and are therefore comparable on these aspects. 

In the making of expressionist film, or film in general, the 

responsibility for the finished product lies with the author, designer, 

director and technical staff. Moreover, in expressionist filmmaking 

technical harmony was attempted by having long meetings with all 
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technical staff members, in which mise-en-scene and cinematography were 

discussed.67 According to Eisner, this formed the key to success of the 

expressionist films. However, Kurtz states that the director is central in the 

making of film and has the task to bring everything together. ñIn seiner 

Hand ruht das System von Unterstreichungen, Auslassungen, Tönungen, 

Färbungen, Temporegulierungen, Betonungen, die Geist und Gefüge des 

Films ausmachen.ò68 That is, he in the end creates the mood or the spirit of 

the film. In a few cases, the director is also involved in the writing of the 

manuscript, which forms the intellectual foundation of the film. If a film 

script has not used psychological methods, it cannot be used to create an 

expressionist film. Although this is not an aesthetic guideline, it is used by 

the director to create forms and spaces. 

This, in the eyes of Kracauer, forms the reasons why film reflects the 

mentality of the nation. Firstly, since they are not the product of an 

individual, but rather of a team. Secondly, they address the ñanonymous 

multitudeò, which, if successful, means it has to answer to mass desires.69 

This is comparable to the argument Panofsky made on the accessibility of 

film in general: a film has to be able to communicate to its mass audience 

and therefore also has the ability to affect them. 

For expressionist art in the form of a film, according to Kurtz, the 

question of the relatability by the audience poses a problem: although film 

                                                           
67 Eisner 1952 (see note 45), p. 37. 
68 Kurtz 1926 (see note 6), p. 110. 

has become a phenomenon for the masses, for expressionist film it is hard 

to find an audience. 70 For an audience, a film has to be relatable to be 

commercially viable. However, according to Kurtz, this means that it can 

never be a true art form and thereby denies commercial art its possibility to 

be regarded as real art, as opposed to painting which he considers to be 

non-commercial. His reason for this consideration is that, according to 

him, film always has to make concessions by creating a link between the 

film and public on a psychological level. Moreover, the viewer has to be 

able to integrate the film into his own social and psychological 

environment. He proposes that absolute or abstract film eliminates this 

possibility and thereby eliminates the psychological link between viewer 

and film. This means that, unlike with expressionist visual arts, 

expressionist film must always, on some level retain the link with reality. 

But, considering Arnheimôs analysis of films relationship with reality, it 

seems that this existing link does not necessarily deny film its position 

within the arts, provided that its opportunities to use artistic methods are 

effectively used.  

The link between film and reality, its application in film, and the 

ideology of expressionism are provided by expressionist filmmaker and 

director Paul Leni (1885-1929):  

69 Kracauer 1947 (see note 4), p.  5. 
70 Kurtz 1926 (see note 6), pp. 126-129. 
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ñIf the designer merely imitated photography to 

construct his sets, the film would remain faceless and 

impersonal. There has to be the possibility of bringing 

out an objectôs essential attributes so as to give the 

image style and color. [é] He must penetrate the 

surface of things and reach their heart.ò71  

In this way, he rejects the positivist, scientific approach (similar to the aim 

of the expressionist visual artists before the war), here signified by 

photography, and proposes an expressionist approach in which the internal 

qualities of the object are shown. Taking into account Kurtzô claim that 

painters have not only initiated expressionism in the visual art, but also in 

film, it can be argued that filmmakers aimed at applying the transposable 

elements of painterly expressionism in film. The knowledge of art history 

or the practice of painting itself was widespread in the field of filmmaking. 

For example, before the First World War, Fritz Lang received training as a 

painter in Paris, and F.W. Murnau studied art history and was involved 

with the painters of the Blaue Reiter. According to Eisner, this presented 

itself in their films as follows: ñLang attempts to give a faithful 

representation of the famous paintings he sometimes uses, Murnau 

elaborates on the memory he has kept of them and transforms them into 

personal visions.ò72 

                                                           
71 Leni Paul, in Kinematograph no. 911, 1924. Quoted from Eisner 1952 (see note 

45), p. 127. 

However, the controversial element has proven to be the use of 

painting itself in expressionist décor and set making. As listed above, 

Panofsky and Arnheim argued against this type of application, claiming it 

would be a mere avoidance of the properties of the medium, or would even 

create a distraction to the audience. It seems that expressionist film found a 

solution to the problem proposed by Arnheim, the presence of actors in 

stylized and painted decors, by creating a harmony between them and 

stylizing the actors as well. For example, in Karl Heinz Martinôs Von 

Morgens bis Mitternachts (1922, based on an expressionist play from 

1912), the actors as well as their clothing are treated to make them blend in 

with the painted backgrounds and eliminate the visible contrast between 

the reality of the film and the photographic reality. Several other films 

have used this methods, although it has to be noted that some failed to 

make this a convincing harmony.  

Another way to show expressionism through actors was through the 

style of their acting. In these films, they often use overacting and 

exaggeration of gestures, using elements from theater performance (most 

had a background in stage acting) to show the excitement of the times.73 It 

was thought that a large gesture was more meaningful and emotional: a 

display of passion. The actor was meant to depict the psychological 

disposition by the use of methods that were shaped around the new ideals 

72 Eisner 1952 (see note 45), p. 98. 
73 Ibid., p. 140. 
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of expressionism.74 According to Panofsky, the actor determines the 

aesthetic existence of the character, meaning that the existence of the 

character is only determined by the presence of the actor on screen.75 

Moreover, directors were able to use the human body for the 

formation of space. Either by using the gestures of single actors to define 

lines or using the grouping of actors to create geometric patterns and make 

them a part of architecture, or ornamentation.76 Even by showing a close-

up of a face, the director has the ability to transform the face into the field 

of action. Already in 1916 actor and filmmaker Paul Wegener had given a 

lecture in which he explained the transformation of lines into something 

with meaning: ñYou have all seen films, in which a line appears, then 

curves and changes. This line gives birth to faces, then disappears.ò In this 

way, objects and actors possess graphic qualities and lines contain 

meaning. According to Wegener, this would even mean that the depicted 

scenes are a part of the natural world and but simultaneously transcend it. 

This longing for transcendence, for surpassing the temporary meaning of 

events, is one of the key objectives of expressionism. 

To summarize, during the 1910s and 1920s German film was able to 

make great progress by, on the one hand, investing financially in the field 

and, on the other hand, experimenting with techniques, designs and ideas 

                                                           
74 However, according to Kurtz, this proposes a paradox. Essentially, if someone 

acts in expressionist style, (human) nature is enacting expressionism, when 

expressionism itself attempts to break with nature. Kurtz 1926 (see note 6), p. 122. 
75 Dalle Vacche 2003 (see note 56), p. 80. 

from the other arts. The fact that established art historians wrote on the 

relationship between the visual arts and film shows the influence this had 

on the development of contemporary culture. 

Psychological and social perspectives 

As we have seen above, the avant-garde ideas of art in relation to society 

was very much affected by the events of the First World War. Thus, ñHow 

do societies cope with the lingering effects of war? How does the shock of 

humiliating defeat affect a nationôs identity? And what part do movies play 

in making trauma visible?ò77 In Shell Shock Cinema: Weimar Culture and 

the Wounds of War (2009), film historian and theorist Anton Kaes argues 

that classical Weimar cinema (note, not specifically expressionist cinema, 

although he later mentions that the discussed films have become 

synonymous with expressionist cinema) is thoroughly preoccupied with the 

memory of the First World War, or the trauma it inflicted on the entire 

nation. That is, not only soldiers were traumatized by the combat at the 

battlefield; the effects on the home front were equally devastating. The 

main point of departure for Kaes is the notion that during the aftermath of 

the war, films found an artistic expression to the psychological wounds of 

the nation. ñThey were post-traumatic films, reenacting the trauma in their 

very narrative and images.ò78 With regards to their imagery, Kaes writes 

76 Eisner 1952 (see note 45), p. 160.  
77 Kaes 2009 (see note 3), p. 2. 
78 Ibid., p. 3. 
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that the aesthetics of these postwar films is derived from the need for 

finding a means to express this trauma. The extremity of this trauma 

required the pushing of the boundaries of visual presentation, to create 

shock and violence in film, to represent it. In terms of its relation to the 

visual arts it can then be deduced that the desolation of times required the 

renewal of culture, just as the expressionist visual artists aspired to do 

shortly before the war. This specific artistic and ideological context, 

however, remains greatly neglected in Kaesô analysis, since the main 

objective of his study is to show the internal psychological effects of the 

war on filmmakers and the nation alike. His aim is to expose the new 

meanings of these films, that can be gained when analyzing these works in 

the context of the war experience, and thereby specifically challenging the 

pre-fascist meaning of the films that was established by Kracauerôs 

sociopolitical reading. This, however, does not mean that other readings 

must be rejected completely. On the contrary, according to Kaes, films are 

fractured entities that never carry but a single message. The particular 

message he is looking for, is the message that is implied, but not 

articulated.  

Throughout the chapters, Kaes analyses different manifestations of 

war trauma, embodied through the essential Weimar films: Das Cabinet 

des Dr. Caligari (1920), Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens (1922), 

Die Nibelungen (1924) and Metropolis (1927). ñArticulating an indirect, 
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but more poignant understanding of trauma than many traditional war 

movies, these films translate military aggression and defeat into domestic 

tableaux of crime and horror.ò79 Specifically in this reading, Dr. Caligari  

signifies the treatment of war trauma or neurosis itself, the treatment of 

war neurotics in asylums (and the simulation of neurosis by political 

opponents), the position of psychiatrists and the memory of murder. 

Nosferatu stands for the encounter with mass death, either on the battle 

field or through the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918, and self-sacrifice. 

Moreover, the repeated encounters with the living dead, sleeping in dirt 

and surrounded by rats, signifies the experience of trench warfare. Fritz 

Langôs Nibelungen (consisting of two parts: Siegfried and Kriemhields 

Rache) is dedicated to the German people and serves as a reminder to the 

people lost in the war. The first part shows the tragic death of the hero, 

whereas the second depicts the unfortunate destructive potential of the 

obsession with revenge and thereby the deathly consequences of wartime 

diplomacy. Finally, in Metropolis Kaes recognizes the industrialization that 

made technological warfare possible, with the workers signifying the 

anonymous soldiers. 

Through these kind of interpretations, specific themes are made visible 

that are not only predominant in Weimar films of postwar years, but also in 

the work of significant visual artists, which will be discussed in chapter 3. 

Taking into account the ideological similarities between expressionist film 
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and art, it is possible to transpose Kaesô interpretation of the detected 

themes in film to the visual arts. In his analyses he makes the constant 

comparison between social and political events, the personal experiences 

of those involved in the film industry and the formal and intrinsic qualities 

of the film at hand. Therefore, to use this type of interpretation, those 

aspects must also be investigated within the visual arts. 

 

The interpretation of art on the grounds of its sociopolitical context is a 

method related to the social history of art or Marxist art history. The 

definition of the social history of art, provided in The dictionary of art 

(1996), states that:  

ñThe social history of art starts out from the premise 

that art is not autonomous but is inextricably linked to 

such social factors as morality, governed by laws, trade 

and technology, as well as politics, religion and 

philosophy. Thus, a change in society is always 

accompanied by a change in art, although not 

necessarily in a simple or direct way. The social history 

of art endeavours to discover the factors that had a 

special influence in a given case, even if the influence 

took a somewhat circuitous route.ò80  

                                                           
80 Turner, Jane (ed.), The dictionary of art, New York 1996, vol. 28, p. 915. 

Since, as argued above, expressionism is based on ideological 

principles and is very much involved with the artists position in society, a 

social approach to art history seems to be a crucial perspective to consider. 

Moreover, by attempting to renew the values of society through art, 

expressionist artists became involved as influential social factors 

themselves; they recognized their role in creating a dialogue (albeit, at 

times, a harsh and destructive one) between art and society. Although 

influential on the writing on the social history of art, Marxist art theory will 

be less relevant for this study, since the economical qualities of the artwork 

(or the artwork as a commodity produced in capitalist society) will be 

emphasized less than its personal psychological qualities. 

Concerning the development of film, a more obvious relationship with 

society exist, since it is essentially a commercial product. Moreover, it is 

never the product of a single artist, and according to Kracauer film is 

therefore able to reflect the mentality of society. Consequentially, changes 

in society will directly be reflected in the production of a film. 

Furthermore, as a commercial product that is more dependent on economic 

factors, these factors should not be left out completely. Kracauerôs 

publication is completely reliant on a sociopolitical point of view, since his 

main objective is showing the way in which Weimar filmmaking reflected 

the collective mentality of the German nation. Therefore, he focuses on the 

changes or events in society, politics and economy and the way they 
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affected the national disposition. Of course, the First World War was an 

event that affected society as a whole and thus affected film production as 

well. Kracauer continues this mode to detect the causes that eventually led 

to the rise of the Nazi regime, but this track goes beyond the analysis of the 

immediate consequences of the First World War on the artists and art. 

Returning to the history of the visual arts, although it received 

criticism from numerous scholars, Hauserôs Social History of Art (1951) is 

in this context a valuable publication, by providing a study of the 

development or changes within art in relationship to (significant) changes 

in society.81 More specifically, Hauser treats the twentieth century in his 

chapter óThe Film Ageô, focusing on a variety of topics, from óThe crisis of 

capitalismô to óAnti-impressionismô to óSpace and time in filmô. Through 

his analysis of art, Hauser tracks not only the development in terms of 

social or political history, but also significant changes in the fields of 

philosophy and literature, aside from the visual arts and film, which gives 

it contextual depth that is useful in this discussion. Moreover, film is 

awarded a vital position within this social history of art, as its technical and 

formal developments reflect the times in an unequivocal way and is 

therefore given a thorough theoretical analysis into its characteristics. 

Since the concept or representation of time has become so important in the 

arts, ñone is inclined to consider the film itself as the stylistically most 
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representative, though qualitatively perhaps not the most fertile genre of 

contemporary art.ò82 

For Hauser, the twentieth century begins after the First World War, 

since it marks a turning point in the development of art by providing an 

opportunity to choose between existing modes: the dominant trends within 

the arts. The war provided a change in society: the end of high capitalism, 

the decline of decadence of the bourgeoisie and a boost for socialism. He 

detects that the confident attitude of the bourgeoisie continues until the 

start of the economic crisis of 1929, which explains the extremes of 

decadence found in postwar Germany; in the years directly following the 

war only the lower middle classes suffered. The tendency towards 

socialism, and the support for the lower classes, is reflected in the 

foundation of artists groups with a socialist background, as discussed 

above. 

The postwar years are also defined by a counter-revolution, which is, 

according to Hauser, the ñmobilization of the óspiritô against the 

mechanism and determinism of the natural sciences, nothing but óthe 

beginning of the great world reaction against the democratic and social 

enlightenmentô.ò83 Simultaneously, a great contrast exists between the East 

and West, representing order and chaos, authority and anarchy, stability 

and revolution, disciplined rationalism and unbridled mysticism 

83 Ibid., p. 929. 
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respectively.84 In Hauserôs writings, the East is seen as specified as Russia 

and Asia, but the Germany should also be included in this, since the 

German artists saw themselves as a part of the East. The Novembergruppe 

is one of the examples of a group of artists that was determined to fight 

against the perceived decline of the West, and create a spiritual rebirth 

from the East.  

Hauser continues that in the arts, the reflection of these sentiments is 

expressed by the rejection of impressionism. ñPost-impressionist art can no 

longer be called in any sense a reproduction of nature; its relationship to 

nature is one of violation.ò85 Or as we have seen before, creation through 

destruction. Then, the real signifier of a break with artistic tradition is 

marked by the foundation of Dada, not a mere artistic movement, but a 

social movement protesting against the civilization that caused the war. 

ñDadaism, therefore, replaces the nihilism of aesthetic culture by a new 

nihilism, which not only questions the value of art but of the whole human 

situation.ò86 The bitterness of society is eventually reflected by the 

unification of contradictions in the arts or as the ambivalence that was, 

according to Donald E. Gordon, the essential quality of expressionism. 

 

To conclude, from both a psychological and a social perspective, the First 

World War is a turning point in German art and film production. 
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Psychologically, both individuals and the nation as a whole were 

traumatized by experiences of technological warfare and its excrescences. 

Socially, artists experienced class struggle, a declining economy, and 

overall pessimism. 

Since the First World War had such an enormous impact on the 

production and experience of culture, it is vital to consider in what 

particular ways artists were affected. In chapter two, the war experience of 

specific artists and filmmakers and their treatment of this experience in 

their work (if applicable), will be placed in the larger historical context of 

the war itself as well as that of the visual traditions of depicting war in art. 

In this way, common trends can be found that apply to both art and film.  

86 Ibid., p. 933. 



34 

 

 

Fig. 1. Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Mädchen unter Japanschirm, 1909. Oil on 

canvas, 92 x 80 cm, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf. 

 

Fig. 2. Wassily Kandinsky, Berg, 1909. Oil on canvas, 109 x 109 cm, 

Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich.  

  






































































































































































































































