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and film-can be enumerated nevertheless. It was a youth movement, 
extending roughly between the years 1905 and 1925, characterized by 
a pursuit of stylistic dissonance and intensity, and it took individual 
madness, social chaos, and apocalypse as its primary themes. Stylisti
cally, Expressionism was animated by a rejection of the conventional
ity of late-nineteenth-century realism. This antirealist reaction could 
yield either a hard-edged, experimental modernist dissonance (as in 
the poetry of August Stramm) or naively direct, emotional appeals for 
human renewal, as in a host of minor dramatists and, most famously, 
in the Thea von Harbou novel that was the basis of Fritz Lang's Me

tropolis (1927). The experiments led away from registration of the ex
ternal to an inward voyage in search of the soul, its protagonists more 
the fragments of a single mind than anything approaching realistically 
conceived characters. 

Expressionism took to heart Edgar Allan Poe's death sentence on the 
long poem ("I hold that a long poem does not exist" [889]): the world's 
condition was far too urgent for the luxury of prolixity. This urgency 
was figured in the Babylonian corruption of the city, with its industrial 
dehumanization and social polarization, writ large a few years later in 
Lang's Metropolis-that decadent summa of Expressionism. A putrefy
ing reality gave the lie to the nineteenth-century aesthetic of Beauty and 
mellifluousness in narrative and visual style, which was replaced by 
ugliness, angularity, and jagged diagonals. The truth of ugliness "de
picted man in all his weakness and spiritual poverty" (Laqueur 114), 
and only an aesthetic of shock could remove society's blinkers and dis
close its true state to itself. Aesthetics and eschatology thus became 
commingled, and the artist was figured as a haggard prophet, driven 
mad either by the world's blindness to its faults or by the power of his 
own visions. The "free-floating, aimless militancy" attributed to Expres
sionism by Laqueur (113) corresponded to its status as more a mood, a 
reaction, and a negation than a postulation of alternative possibilities. 
Expressionism's scream originated in a heart of whose reasons reason 
knew nothing. Its practitioners' febrile production of numerous mani
festos further showed their lack of any unanimous sense of how to ele
vate their aesthetic protest into an effective political strategy. It is thus 
hardly surprising that both left-wingers and Joseph Goebbels (Hitler's 
minister of propaganda, who authored an Expressionist novel) could be 
numbered among its none-too-kindred yet shaping spirits. 
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Expressionism in the cinema, meanwhile, may be defined either as a 
set of themes or as a set of visual strategies. Conceiving it in terms of the 
former yields a broader definition than does the latter and may help ac
count for the movement's hold on an entire generation. Friedrich Mur
nau's Faust (1926), for example, may not employ those visual strategies 
associated with Expressionism (and in Caligari, in particular, this ex
tends to the use of distor tion to render an image of a single mind buck
ling under stress), but certain themes do relate Faust to Expressionism. 
Above all, the idea of the divided self and the double, of which I will say 
much more later, is significant here. Originating in Romanticism, this 
"divided self" theme becomes even more intense and urgent in Expres
sionism. Doubling reflects and helps manage ambivalence, often with 
regard to an authority that can be at the same time rejected and feared. 
Doubling also effects dispersal, even evaporation, of responsibility. 
Automaton-like, other characters carry out the desires for which the 
protagonist fears punishment. This structure is clearly present in Mur
nau' s Faust, where Mephisto is both Faust's pander and his parody, his 
movements echoing the main protagonist's to a far greater extent than 
in Goethe's early version. Since this figure of parody is also a kind of 
shadow, this thematic element of Expressionism is closely linked to one 
of its key visual strategies, the use of shadows-and one of its key films 
is called just that, Schatten (Warning Shadows, 1922). 

The shadow can become larger than the self, an image of the protag
onist's engulfment by desire, his (and these usually are male fantasies) 
submergence in a dreamworld of desire. For example, the multiplicity 
of doubling relationships in Caligari is hinted at by the depiction of the 
murderer Cesare as a shadow: a device that suggests a conventionally 
teasing thriller, yet also functions to suggest a hidden interchangeabil
ity. That is, as the shadow waxes larger than the person casting it, it at 
once might recall an image of the Nietzschean Superman (Ubermensch), 
while paradoxically revealing that to step beyond ordinary conscious
ness is to move not toward the Superman's Godlike control, but to
ward the dissolution of identity, since power is effectively an illusion 
achieved through regression to the infant's belief in what Sigmund 
Freud called "the omnipotence of thoughts" (240). 

Expressionist mise-en-scene strives to objectify the state of mind of 
the modem viewer, where the world becomes a mirror or projection of 
an isolated central figure with whom the viewer identifies. This central 
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