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GERMAN EXPRESSIONISM’S INFLUENCE

FACTFILE:
GCE AS LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Learning outcomes
Students should be able to: 
•   discuss the German Expressionist Cinema of the 

1920’s as both alternative to, and influence on, 
mainstream Hollywood cinema; 

•  understand the contribution German 
Expressionism made to the development of 
Hollywood genres such as horror, crime and 
science fiction; 

•  discuss the influence of German Expressionism 
on the work of contemporary filmmakers; and 

•  analyse the cinematic style of filmmakers who 
have been influenced by German Expressionism. 

German Expressionism’s Influence 

Course content

The unique approach of German filmmakers in the 
1920’s, who used chiaroscuro lighting techniques 
to create a dream world of light and shadow, has 
had an enormous influence on Hollywood Cinema. 
It is the key stylistic influence on Film Noir and 
has shaped the visual style of celebrated American 
filmmakers such as Orson Welles. 

The term Expressionism has a deep resonance in 
the history of the cinema. It is not just a stylistic 
term for some of the films from the early 1920’s 
but has been used as “a generic term for most of 
the art cinema of the Weimar Republic in Germany, 

and beyond Germany, echoing down film history 
across the periods and genres, turning up in the 
description of Universal Horror films of the 1930’s 
and Film Noir of the 1940’s.” (Elsaesser, 2000) 

The journey of German Expressionism from art 
cinema to the Hollywood mainstream began with 
the exile and expulsion of many film producers, 
directors, writers, actors, and music composers 
from Germany after Hitler came to power in 
January 1933. Settling in California, these German 
émigrés had a significant artistic influence on 
Hollywood filmmaking. 
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Film Noir
This influence was most clearly felt in the evolution 
of Film Noir.

Film Noir is, above all, defined by a dark mood 
and sombre atmosphere visualised through a 
chiaroscuro lighting design of oblique lines and odd 
shapes, as in German Expressionist Cinema. 

As émigrés, many of the finest German and East 
European directors and cinematographers worked 
on famous film noirs, such as Double Indemnity 
(1944), The Big Heat (1953) and Sunset Boulevard 
(1950). These include Fritz Lang, Robert Siodmak, 
Billy Wilder, Otto Preminger, Max Ophuls, John 
Alton, Douglas Sirk and Edgar G. Ulmer. 

A direct connection between the crime films of the 
German Expressionist cinema and the American 
private eye movie is made in the work of Fritz Lang, 
the German émigré director who fled into exile in 
1933. Lang brought the dark vision of criminality 
from his Expressionistic classics, Dr Mabuse: The 
Gambler (1922) and M (1931) to Hollywood and 
became one of the most prolific directors of the Noir 
genre. His films include The Woman in the Window 
(1944), Scarlet Street (1945), The Big Heat, The 
Blue Gardenia (1953), The Secret Beyond the Door 
(1947), While the City Sleeps (1956) and Beyond a 
Reasonable Doubt (1956). 

Lang’s special subject was the paranoid mentality. 
According to Martin Rubin, “No filmmaker has 
conveyed more powerfully than Lang a sense 
of overwhelming entrapment, of a world whose 
every circumstance, every twist and turning, every 
corner and corridor, seem to conspire against the 
individual and draw him or her more deeply into a 
spider’s web.” (Rubin, 1999)

Horror Cinema
The all-pervasive sense of horror and the 
supernatural in German Expressionist Cinema has 
been another enduring influence on Hollywood. 

The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (Robert Wiene, 1920) is 
one of the earliest examples of a Horror film and 
German filmmakers, borrowing from the Gothic 
horror novel, created the first cinematic version of 
Dracula in F.W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922). 

The Universal cycle of horror movies, which began 
with James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) and 
reached a high point with The Bride of Frankenstein 

(1935), followed in the generic footsteps of the 
German pioneers of the horror film. These films also 
bear the imprint of Expressionist stylisation and 
visual storytelling techniques. 

Science Fiction Genre
The influence of Expressionist classics such 
as Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1926) can be traced 
throughout the history of the Science Fiction genre, 
from the design of the dystopian futuristic city 
in Bladerunner (Ridley Scott, 1982) to the iconic 
image of the robot Maria returning as C3P0 in
Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977). 

The major set-pieces of Metropolis – the Tower of 
Babel sequence, the flooding of the underground, the 
sacrifice of the robot Maria – have entered cinema 
history. Most famous of all, the transformation in 
Rotwang’s laboratory of the robot Maria into a being 
of flesh and blood is one of the great moments in the 
history of the science fiction film.     

Case Study: The Expressionist 
Cinema of Tim Burton
The generic and stylistic influence of German 
Expressionist Cinema continues today, inspiring 
visionary directors such as Tim Burton. The 
grotesque characters, heavily stylised mise-en-
scène, spatial distortion and exaggeration of 
Expressionist Cinema can be seen in Burton’s live 
action and animated films, including Beetlejuice 
(1988), Edward Scissorhands (1990), Batman Returns 
(1992), The Nightmare Before Christmas (1993), 
Corpse Bride (2005) and Frankenweenie (1985).

Tim Burton began his film career as an animator for 
Disney Studios where he made the animated short 
film, Vincent in 1982. The horror characters and taste 
for the macabre that are the hallmark of Burton’s 
later feature films were already present in his early 
animated short films, Vincent and Frankenweenie. 

As a Hollywood director, Burton is a flamboyant 
visual stylist who creates fantasy landscapes and 
characters from a wealth of artistic styles and 
influences. Tim Burton’s visual imagination creates 
a stylised mise-en-scène that continues to draw 
inspiration from German Expressionist classics such 
as The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari and Metropolis. 
In Beetlejuice, a room within the world of spirits 
features the distorted perspectives of Expressionism, 
with bizarre painted backdrops clearly reminiscent of 
The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari.
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In Batman Returns, the Penguin and his carnival 
of grotesques look like they have just stepped 
out of The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari. Christopher 
Walken’s villainous character is named after the 
actor Max Schrek who played the vampire in F. W. 
Murnau’s Nosferatu. In creating the weird urban 
design of Gotham City, production designer Bo 
Welch borrowed from a great variety of architectural 
styles, including Expressionism and Cubism to 
Fascist Modernity.

The entire visual design of The Nightmare Before 
Christmas is influenced by the distorted perspectives 
and iconography of German Expressionist cinema 
combined with characters from the Universal horror 
films of the 1930’s and 40’s. 

In Edward Scissorhands, Tim Burton adapts the 
structure and conventions of the European fairytale 
to a contemporary American, suburban setting. 
There are two distinct locations in the film: Edward’s 
home in the mansion on the hill and the town which 
it overlooks. While they are very different places, 
they are similar in the exaggerated fashion in which 

each is presented. The gothic-style mansion with its 
forbidding exterior, decorated by monstrous stone 
carvings, and its huge cavernous interior, lit only 
by long spindly windows, is the archetypal haunted 
house of the fairytale or Hammer horror. It is also 
reminiscent of many of the films sets of German 
Expressionism. 

In Edward Scissorhands, as in many German 
Expressionist films, realism is rejected in favour of 
artificiality which adds to the fairytale quality of 
the film. In the scene where Edwards creates the Ice 
Sculpture, the dreamlike atmosphere of a romantic 
fairytale is evoked by the strong use of the colour 
white; the slow-motion cinematography of the 
falling snowflakes (like a glass snowball) and the 
haunting music of composer Danny Elfman.
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