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Gnostic Lang
By R. Bruce Elder

Two features of Lang’s German work interest me. One is that the films indicate
something of the effects that the advanced arts might have had on the dominant
cinema. For Lang’s German films were made during that vital period before the
hegemony of the various versions of the realist style was established. Between
1919 and 1927, Lang, along with a number of other German feature filmmakers,
exercised complete authority over every aspect of the film-making process,
because they worked in the controlled environment of the studio. The filmmak-
ers who developed the UFA style of architectural composition and pictorial light-
ing put as much weight on the visual qualities of a film as on its narrative struc-
ture. Thus, Fritz Lang could maintain

Fundamental revolutions in painting, sculpture, architecture, and music speak
eloquently of the fact that people of today are seeking and finding their own
means of lending artistic form to their sentiments. Film has an advantage over
all other expressive forms: its freedom from space, time, and place. What
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makes it richer than the others is its natural expressiveness inherent in its formal
means. I maintain that film has barely risen above the first rung on the ladder of
its development, and that it will become the more personal, stronger, and more
artistic the sooner it renounces all transmitted or borrowed expressive forms and
throws itself into the unlimited possibilities of the purely filmic . . (Die
Literarische Welt Vol. 2, October 1926),

most advanced painting and cinema of its day,

The Schauerfilme that followed
Das Kabinett Des Dr. Caligari,
films that used Expressionist
decor to suggest the terror expe-
rienced when humans lose
themselves, exerted consider-
able influence both on French
avant-garde filmmaking of the
1920s where it became one of
the sources for the phenomeno-
logical film, and on American
avant-garde filmmaking of the
years 1942 to 1957, where the
influence is apparent not just in
the stories of the search for the
self that it shared with the
Schauerfilm, but also in its fre-
quent use of the motif of the
double. But in both cases, it was
the wvisual style of the
Schauerfilme, a style of archi-
tectural composition character-
istic of UFA films of the period,
that was especially important.
The makers of the
Schauerfilme, because they
worked indoors, in a completely
controlled environments, were
able to control the lighting, the
decor, the architectural shapes,
the relationship of blacks and
whites and grays.

But the other quality of Lang’s
films that interests me is the tes-
timony they give to the influ-
ence of the heterodox ideas that
is also apparent in some of the
for example the work of Wassily

Kandinsky and Oskar Fischinger. I wish to say a little about this feature of Lang’s

German films, for it is less well known.
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Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler (Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler, 1922), for example, is an
"Expressionist” piece that presents the story of a Caligariesque master criminal,
whose aim is to destroy the very foundation of post-war society. Mabuse, is a
power-hungry criminal who is the mirror-image of the evil of society. He manip-

Die Nibelungen — The dream of Hawks sequence by Walter Ruttmann
ulates the commodities market, runs a counterfeiting ring, and uses his hypnotic
powers to coerce others into carrying out his bidding. Not even the wily Dr.
Wenk, the public prosecutor, is able to resist the spell of Mabuse’s powerful gaze.
The image of society that Mabuse presents is Gnostic to the core: Mabuse depicts
society as being thoroughly rotten — because it is materialistic, and because its
members’ knowledge of the salvific secrets has been corrupted. In Dr. Mabuse,
der Spieler we see, too, the first evidence of Lang’s interest in the modern appa-
ratus of surveillance and control which, in later works would devour individuals
as the apparatus spins out of control — an interest that would develop into a series
of innocent people who are destroyed by their encounter with a sinister state
apparatus that should provide them justice, but does not, even when they have
the truth on their side. This image of an innocent soul trapped in an alien and hos-
tile realm is Gnosticism’s basic imago hominis.

Der Miide Tod tells the story of a girl who discovers that her lover has been taken
to Death’s kingdom. It is not just the theme of the film, of Love against Death,
or the premise of the migration of the soul after death, that has Gnostic prove-
nance, but the imagery of the film. The manner in which Lang handles the mat-
ter of the girl seeing, under the influence of the psychotropic, the transparent,
supernatural images of souls entering the region beyond the wall, the domain of
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death, is thoroughly Gnostic. Death in the film is a tired and downhearted figure
(recall that in Gnostic thought, death is associated with the inertia of the materi-
al realm), looking after the candles of human life that inevitably flicker out. The
imagery of the film was influenced by Gnosticism — Gnostics identify the human

Metropolis

soul with a light, a spark, a flame. When the girl begs for the life of her lover,
Death offers her a chance to save him, by pointing out three candles whose lights
have begun to flicker; he proposes that she can have the life of her lover back if
she can save one of the lives those three candles represent. Claiming that love
can conquer death, the girl accepts the challenge. The film recounts the tales of
the girl’s effort to save the three. In all three, the girl and her lover are reincar-
nated in different settings as two young lovers whose monarchs declared war on
their love, in a Moslem city of the Middle East, in Renaissance Venice, and
ancient China, and in all three reincarnations the young man dies, as the girl’s
love does not defeat death. Not only is the reincarnation a heterodox theme, but
the three cities are all connected to occult interests, and the depiction of the soul
questing for freedom in a hostile environment is Gnostic as well. The film ends
with the girl, having been given one more chance to save her lover, being con-
sumed in a hospital fire, but maintaining her integrity as she refuses to trade an
infant’s life for that of her lover. The girl herself dies in the fire; her soul and her
lover’s are reunited as their transparent images climb a hill and stand against the
sky. In Gnostic terms, the fused souls of the lovers finds their truth and are
returned to the fire whence they came.
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The heterodox themes and treatment evident in Der Miide Tod, and the subse-
quent film, Metropolis, are partly the result of Lang’s collaboration with his
author-wife, Thea von Harbou. Von Harbou was a very conservative writer of
short stories and novels depicting a new social and patriotic role for women in
Germany. Like Lang’s films, her writings often contained themes that suggested
all foreign influences were (but especially those from England and France) dele-
terious to Germany’s higher spiritual interests (recall that the red-light district of
Metropolis is a place called Yoshiwara); after she and Lang separated, von
Harbou became a devoted Nazi. Like many of the Nazis, she was keenly inter-
ested in occult matters. But it was a widespread interest in artistic circles in
Germany at the time, and one that Lang probably shared.

A figure whose career crossed paths with Lang’s, and who was deeply commit-
ted to occult beliefs was Albin Grau, who went under the occult name "Pacitius."
Pacitius was the First Chairman of the heterodox sect from Berlin that went
under the name of the Brotherhood of the Light-searchers in Berlin. Grau had
been a student at the Art Academy of Dresden, served at the Russian front dur-
ing the First World War, and became an advertising illustrator for the Nord-
German Lloyd and eventually for various other shipping-companies, and finally
for the Deutsche Bundesbank. He was also a scriptwriter and collaborated in the
production of such films as Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, Dr. Mabuse, and
Vampyr (all of which treat occult themes and evidence a type of concern with the
supernatural that virtually defines occultism). He worked, along with other
designers, on Pietro, der Korsar (Dr. Robison) and Lang’s Die Niebelungen.
Alvin [sic] Grau (the same individual) was also a producer on Friedrich Wilhelm
Murnau’s film Nosferatu, which was financed by the company Prana-Film of
Berlin. Prana is an esoteric term for "breath," and frequently occurs in
Theosophical writing.

Die Niebulungen, one of the films on which Grau and Lang collaborated, creates
a Manichean opposition of good and bad values to address the question of what
is German and what is not. That film distinguishes good and bad aesthetic value
with Germanic and Jewish cultures respectively, for in that film Lang associates
image-building with the "typically Jewish" enthusiasm for the "bad magic," that
is, bad religion, much as he associated the evil powers of Dr. Mabuse with the
Orient (among his powers was a form of Oriental hypnotism by which he domi-
nated his opponents and instructed an investigating police official to commit sui-
cide) though, of course, in the end the forces of good ensnare Mabuse and he
goes mad. In Die Niebelungen, Siegfried is killed by virtue of his unwitting
involvement with the bad powers. The dualism of the plot structure, pitting the
forces of good against evil, is a throughly Gnostic conception.

Metropolis rests on a similarly Gnostic dualism. For example, the film pits the
workers, who represent the hands, against management, who represent the head.
The division between the head and the hand is the gnostic division between body
and soul, to be reconciled through the heart — one could well think of Jung, and
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Jung’s psychology (which, as he realized), reworks Gnostic themes.
Furthermore, like Die Niebelungen, the film pits a "bad magic" against a narrow,
and therefore evil science (through science and technology, as Voegelin’s writ-
ings kept reminding us, in its commitment to the control over an alien nature
through knowledge can easily become a Gnostic enterprise). Thus Metropolis
explores the conflict between the "bad magic" (represented by Rotwang, the
film’s evil scientist and necromancer) with the modern and the scientific (embod-
ied by Joh Fredersen, the Master of Metropolis). While von Harbou’s script
emphasized the efforts at reconciliation — at effecting a coincidentia oppositorum
— Lang’s conception of the film was darker, and an even more Gnostic work,
emphasizing the competing human forces lurking at the heart of even our great-
est accomplishments. Metropolis, in fact, is among the most esoteric of Lang’s
German films. In the film’s plot, Joh Fredersen occupies the place of the
Demiurge or Yaltabaoth (sometimes Yaldabaoth) in the standard Gnostic cos-
mology, for he is shut off from the transcendent spiritual Powers of the Pleroma
and so falsely proclaims himself to be the One True God; Freder’s father, the
Master of Metropolis, wills to become what the Yaltabaoth actually 1s, a sort of
cosmic dictator. The true Maria represents the Aeon Sophia, while the robot
Maria (another dualism) represents the false product of the Demiurge, the image
that Yaltabaoth produced of the Celestial Adam. It 1s, in other words, a variant of
the Gnostic story of how the negative being, an evil god of this world, created
human beings. The ending of the film, in which Freder’s father ends by relenting
and joining with the workers as the "glorious father" who they had awaited rep-
resents a symbolic shift, from the father as Yaltabaoth to the One True God. Even
the collusion between Joh and Rotwang (between, we suppose, the more
Christian Joh and the explicitly identified "back magician" Rotwang) 1s con-
ceived in Gnostic terms, for the Gnostics often identified the God of the Bible
(and particularly the First Covenant) with the Yaltobaoth. A more trivial form of
Gnosticism — one with considerable appeal in the age of science — taught that the
God whom most humans worship is a mad-scientist type, and far from being the
being who exists through necessity as the Chrnistian church teaches, in fact was
created by accident. That god is "Yaltabaoth." Yaltabaoth is the Demiurge who
built the earth as a prison for preexistent human souls, cloned Adam, raped Eve,
and expelled them both out of Paradise when Christ came in the form of a ser-
pent to liberate them. Yaldabaoth sent a flood to erase humanity’s memory, but
some humans were saved by angels from the realm above heaven, who informed
them what had happened. Yaldabaoth struck back by sending his demons to rape
the earth women, smashing the tower of Babel, inventing money and selecting
many false prophets. The parallels with the story of Lang’s Metropolis — which
also includes a story of a Tower of Babel and a flood — are too obvious to require
explication.

Sometimes this version of Gnosticism also distinguishes between the good Christ
(Freder / Maria) and the less worthy Jesus. Christ was said to be a light-being
whose place in the hierarchy of being is higher than that of the Demiurge; but
Christ came here to possess Jesus, using him as a puppet (Hel / robot Maria) to
teach humanity the truth that there is no "Hell," that the earth is the lowest plane
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(as the subterranean city of Metropolis is essentially Hell), and that humans are
repeatedly reincarnated. Yaltabaoth tried to kill Christ but Christ switched bod-
ies (the robot Maria stands in for the real Maria during the sacrificial riots), so
the legionnaires crucified the wrong person (the robot Maria dies). Christ reap-
peared to the world once at Easter, but He reappears regularly to Gnostic adepts
(just as he reappears in the visionary apparatus of the cinema). Christ taught
humans how to free themselves from Yaltabaoth through self-knowledge.

Metropolis’ portrayal of the workers as mindless slaves prone to violence typi-
fies the anxiety of the bourgeoisie at the destruction of the liberal consensus, a
destruction that was one of the motivations that led people towards Theosophic
and other esoteric doctrines. But of course, that same destruction is what drove
many thinkers — even brilliant thinkers — towards Fascism and Nazism. And
Metropolis did reflect values of the Nazis (who had not yet begun to dominate
the political stage when the film was made in 1926). Hitler was so impressed by
the film that in 1933 he asked that Lang and Harbou produce propaganda for the
Nazi state. Metropolis makes evident the links between the revolutionary expres-
sionist avant-garde and bourgeois fear of "mob," elicited by the collapse of lib-
eralism, that at once led the vogue for the occult and made submission to an
authoritarian leader seem prudent.
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