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Fritz Lang’s Time: How Exile Changed His Use of Time
You must be on time here! 

   -Dr. Mabuse to a cowering subordinate in his syndicate; in Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler (1922)
How do I get out of here? 
   –Fritz Lang thinking to himself, looking at the monumental clock he could see through the tall windows in Goebbel’s echoing office, while waiting for Goebbels to release him from a purportedly enforced, Pope-like audience. (1933)

I don’t have time… 

   -Our worshipful hero to his idol, explaining his struggles with painting; in Scarlet Street (1945)
I think from the beginning, one of my first films, the fight of man against his destiny has interested me very much.  I remember that I once said that it is not so much that he reaches a goal, or that he conquers this goal – what is important is his fight against it. 

   -Fritz Lang, in BBC interview with Alexander Walker (1967)

Slowly with the years, I didn’t believe in fate any more. 

   -Fritz Lang, in interview with William Friedkin, 1975


Tempting as it is to quote from the dozens of selected, carefully controlled and often self-edited interviews that Fritz Lang gave in the last decade of his life, it is more fruitful to try to understand Fritz Lang’s conception of time by examining his films.  Lang notoriously and laboriously framed and narrated his life in ways that biographers would frown upon.   Lang himself vehemently tells interviewers that any director’s analysis of his own films is at best redundant, and at worst reveals the director to be nothing of an artist – if the film does not speak for itself, the director should find another line of work.  This paper examines Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler; M; Fury; and Scarlet Street in an attempt to trace the evolution of Fritz Lang’s conception of time and destiny. 


Fritz Lang has been associated with Film Noir since his 1931 film, M, and through his dozens of film in that genre over the next few decades in America.  Previously, from the beginning of his career around 1920 until his exile from Germany in 1933, he was pegged as a German Expressionist filmmaker, although he (and many other artists so labeled) disdained the term, and Lang never used it himself to describe his work.  In so far as German Expressionism is held to distort and exaggerate reality for an emotional effect, Lang’s early films qualify; they give release to emotions.   Contrasted with art of immediate perception (impressionism), the expressionist artist is said to employ complex psychic structures to express himself.   Whether Lang was a German Expressionist or not, he was a great fan of Egon Schiele and Oskar Kokoschka, and collected both their paintings and others from that school, as well as the primitive art that fascinated the putative Expressionists.  In both Expressionist film and Film Noir film – as well as in his other work that departs from categories that pigeonhole his work – he is known for consistently and brilliantly juxtaposing light and shadow.   His camera looks down at the protagonists like “an ironic Greek god”
, watching the characters flail and fail in struggles with destiny.   Lang loved big, sweeping spectacle, and his “protagonists revel in disguise and transformation.”
  His best films are permeated with an air of suspicion, guilt, hypnosis, conspiracy, and paranoia.   Claude Chabrol stated flatly that 90% of Hitchcock is derived from Lang’s work.
  Lang’s films have a relentlessness, an inexorableness.   Feelings of guilt and suspicion lurk in dark corners.   Evil, secret, and violent actions happen off-screen, making the audience collaborators in imagining the worst.  Lang stated in a 1975 interview with William Friedkin (recorded in video) that over the years, his belief in fateful march of time lessened.   Yet most readings of his films concentrate on Lang’s obsession with man’s losing struggle with fate, although Lang’s plots also contain within them the idea that it is essential it is for man to fight back, and to try to make his own fate.   Over and over, the audience is shown – and hears – clocks telling the time, in long, lingering shots.   Somber bells toll at crucial moments in narratives, reminding the audience of that all men’s time runs out, and bells woll at the end of their time.  

Time is a stand-in for fate, a theme of Lang’s throughout; we are bound by the time we have.  Lang also uses time allegorically and almost mystically; symbolically; as a plot device; and to heighten his characters’ relationship to time and to fate.   Undeniably, Lang uses time explicitly in his narratives.  Watches, grandfather clocks, cuckoo clocks, wall clocks, and tables scattered with a dozen pocket watches act as physical reminders.  His characters are forever checking the time, remarking on the time, and emphasizing that something must happen by a certain time - the camera dwells on all of these moments.  

What is the evolution of Lang’s use of time?  How can we trace his use of time through some of his seminal works?  What does this say about his own fate as an artist in exile, a man accused of murdering his first wife, a man who himself was wracked by fear of being held accountable by Time, to the extent that he neurotically kept a moment-by-moment journal of his every action, every phone call, every meeting, and what he was doing at every minute of every day?
   He ascribes this habit to his early trouble with the law: “If you had to answer to the police where you were every moment, you would do it [record every action], too.”    In this way, in his own day-to-day life, he expressed his attempt to be master of his own actions, to control what happens in slices of time.  Film analysis and criticism does not address Lang’s use of time directly – focusing instead on what it evokes, fate – but McGilligan notes that in Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler, “Every crime is elaborately contrived and regulated by clockwork (a Langian touch actually drawn from Jacque’s novel [about Mabuse], where Mabuse is petty about punctionality).”
  McGilligan also describes an anecdote from the making of Die Nibelungen: 

Erich Kettelhut recalled Lang’s directive to the Die Nibelungen cast members.  “It sounded like this: ‘Listen, on one-two-three you bend your upper body slightly forward – turn your head toward me; four-five-six-seven, you raise your left arm slowly.  You open your clenched fist, hold it as high as your head.  An astounded expression comes over your face, your mouth opens slightly; ten, you fling both your arms forward and spread out your fingers, you fling your body backward, you scream.’


“The numbers could go up to fifty, depending on the scene and how varied the movements were,” explained Kettelhut.  “Several actors could be given different movements for the same numbers.  Also, sometimes whole groups, sometimes all of the extras, had to move according to the series of numbers.”


Many of Lang’s film rely on time in one way or another.  In Destiny (Der Muede Tod, 1921), Death is personified, and weary of taking people before their time.  The character Death is equated with Time, or, time is used in an allegorical way.  In Metropolis (1927), time is almost a silly decoration.  Time is used to represent work shifts, and the protagonist is shown, memorably, as if crucified on the huge clock that he must manipulate without he (or the audience) understanding why.  He struggles with the hands of the unnatural 10-hour clock, but this plot device probably has more to do with Lang’s portrayal of the brutal, meaningless life of the workers than with any direct use of time as a symbol.     The Last Will of Dr. Mabuse (Das Testament des Dr. Mabuse, 1933), like the earlier Mabuse films, also relies heavily on time as a symbol and plot device.    But in much more direct and powerful ways does time appear in the first Mabuse film, Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler, and in M, two of the great films of Lang’s German period.  From among his American films, Scarlet Street is heavy with the symbolism and power of time.  Two other American films, Fury (1936) and Hangmen Also Die! (1943), have some narrative twists that rely on ill-timing, but to a lesser degree.  

Dr. Mabuse, in the two films that introduced him to the Berlin audience in the spring of 1922, explicitly controls time, and what happens over time.  Mabuse is both evil, and guilty – an abusive tyrant, bent on power and domination, including dominating women.  Very early on, Dr. Mabuse is shown checking his watch after dispatching the first toady.   The plot depends on the train crossing over a bridge at an exact time.   Mabuse’s man, in the train, consults his watch, reinforcing that events are happening like clockwork, orchestrated by Mabuse.   Underneath the train, as it passes over a bridge, one of Mabuse’s associates is waiting for a package holding information about secret trade negotiations.  The hand-off is executed precisely, down to the second.  Mabuse impatiently waits for the messenger who will give him the news of the stolen package.  He is shown checking his pocket watch, and he rebukes the man: “You are late by ten minutes again.  You must never be late when you are in my service.”   The audience feels that Mabuse is controlling time and what others do at each moment in time.  Mabuse then uses the stolen information to cause wild manipulations in the stock exchange.   By controlling when information hits the stock exchange, and by timing his own “Buy!” and “Sell!” orders, he manipulates the financial markets; timing is key.    A large, prominent clock in the stock exchange – a 24-hour clock – underscores what everyone knows, that every trade’s worth is strictly determined by the exact time it is placed.  We are firmly in a plot framed by time.  Every scene within the first twenty minutes of Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler is choreographed in time.   

The remainder of the film shows Mabuse as the perfect gambler in disguise.  In every swindle, Mabuse takes on a different guise; no one can recognize him, as he is never the same person twice.   In the first swindle we are shown, the hands of the clock in the gambling club swing from 1 a.m. to 5 a.m., as Mabuse humiliates the poor sap who is the first victim we see.  This device of showing a clock’s hands moving forward is not remarkable in itself, but it is one of literally dozens of shots of clocks and watches that the camera points out. 

Later, when the police are closing in on him, Mabuse screams at a subordinate: “You should have been here ten minutes ago!”  Because of this lapse – the lackey not following the tight script of time – the police inch closer.   In minor ways, time is called out:  a debt is to be redeemed “at 4 p.m.”; tea with the Countess is at 5 p.m.; while Mabuse waits for the Countess to appear, we see long shots of a 1920s clock in the midst of a fabulous collection of modern and African art.   Later, Mabuse summons two men “to be here at six o’clock.   Why aren’t they here yet?”   His fortress crumbles in direct relation to his loss of control over time.   Mabuse does not relent: “I’m going to give you one more week to get [my nemesis] Werk – but not a minute loner!  I must get rid of him!”  By this time, the audience is convinced that the clock is running, and literally not one minute more than the number of minutes in a week will go by before Mabuse reacts again in fury.   When his control of events momentarily returns, Mabuse exults: “In one hour, I expect to have in my hands to plans of Palais Told!”    He threatens the kidnapped Countess: “If the prosecutor doesn’t hurry, there will be no time left in which to free you!”   He learns that the prosecutor will return exactly “at five”, and he decrees: “Then we’ll remove [the Countess!]” – consulting his watch, in a dissolve, as another’s hand reaches for the watch.  

Mabuse controls time; his victims are caught in time, in the webs of time he spins.  He is hyper-kinetically aware of exactly what time it is, down to the minute or the second, and what everyone in his orb should be doing, per his orders, at every minute.  Only when he loses that control does the prosecutor make headway in tracking him down.   In Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler, man’s relationship to time is that of trying to control it, and thereby his destiny.   

In the 1933 that revisits Mabuse’s life story, time punctuates the plot and is often crucial in leading people to the truth of what is going on.  The prosecutor Lohmann realizes the key to discovering the murderer lies in knowing the whereabouts of the psychiatrist between the hours of six o’clock in the evening and eight o’clock.  A seemingly pointless moment shows Lohmann using his pocket watch to simulate a telephone’s ring – erhaps Lang is poking fun at his on reliance on the physical reminders of time that he employed in Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler and M.  Overall, The Last Testament of Dr. Mabuse is framed by time, like the first Mabuse films. 


In M, time is used as a plot device, but to such an extreme degree that it calls attention to itself.  Most memorably, perhaps, is the mother of Elsie Beckman looking up at cuckoo clock high on the wall.   Time is looking down at us, just like the fates in a Greek drama looking down at the action.  The camera shows us this clock several times while the storyline of Elsie’s disappearance is developed, to let us know how much time is elapsing – excruciatingly – while the mother waits in vain for her daughter to come home.    Now, it is just before noon, (although the audience only infers this a bit later), and the mother is preparing a cozy home-cooked lunch, with the table carefully set for the little girl, down to the rolled-up cloth napkin in its napkin-holder, an accurate little touch.  We know the mother is anxious to know where her little girl is, and that she is impatiently waiting for her.  Industriously hand-scrubbing laundry, the mother glances up at the wall, worried.   It is clear from the next scene that she must have been checking the time.  The cuckoo clock strikes twelve o’clock noon – the camera stays on the clock, letting it beat out the hour, consuming a 10-second scene.   We know that Lang certainly choreographed his own scenes down the second, and it is no accident of film-making that he lingers so long on the sight and sound of the cuckoo clock.   The mother smiles and is visibly relieved – soon Elsie will be home - and wipes her hands on her apron, so she can turn now to the last-minute preparations for lunch.  The camera immediately cuts to the booming tolling of the Gemeinschule clock – we see parents standing in front of the school, waiting for their children to come out.   Not to condemn Elsie’s poor mother, but we are shown that some parents are heeding the advice of the authorities not to let their children walk home alone or wander the streets alone.   With the sound of the Gemeinschule clock still filling the air, we cut back to a shot of Elsie’s mother, bending over the stove, smiling, surely imaging that all is right now, and her child is on her way.   Lang does not only show us clocks in long shots; as in this scene, he often has the clocks and bells tolling, to emphasize the inexorable beat of time.    Next follows the fateful and famous scene of the pretty, innocent little girl, bouncing her ball, and the murderer’s shadow coming into sight and looming over her.    While Elsie is now out in the streets walking with the murderer, we see her mother putting the tureen of hot, steaming on and the table, and checking the cuckoo clock: it’s 12:20 p.m.  She must be thinking: Elsie must be here any moment.   We see the murderer buying Elsie a ballon; and then the we are shown cuckoo clock again; it’s now 1:15 p.m., and one little bird emerges and chirps the quarter-hour.    The horrible story is shown slowly: the mother calls in desperation for Elsie; Elsie’s ball rolls alone in the woods and Elsie’s balloon drifts away, tangling in the electric lines and flying free.  The whole of this important story – the only full scene we have of the murderer abducting a child and doing something unspeakable (left up to the audience’s imagination) is framed precisely and slowly in time.   We do not have the feeling that the protagonist is in any way affected by time or marking his own actions in time; time is a plot device, but used so emphatically that the audience feels a certain helplessness in the face of time and how events proceed through time without anyone being able to do anything about them.   The mother is acutely aware of the passage of time, but fails to react quickly enough, with awful consequences.  

A half hour of film passes before the plot is again framed explicitly by time.  The gangsters are bored, marking time in a room that looks down on the actions of the street below.   It is interesting that again, we see the action from the perspective of looking down from above, waiting, waiting.   One man remarks: “It must be getting on to 3 o’clock…” in response to another asking impatiently “Where IS Schreker?”   The first man immediately walks to the phone and says: “I’ll find out …” He dials someone and asks: “What time is it, exactly? … Ah, 2:58 … thank you.”  He sits down, pulls a nice-looking golden pocket-watch from his vest, checks it carefully, and lays it down, open, on the tabletop in front of him.   Then he pulls out another, checks the time, and lays it down.   And another, and another, making sure, presumably, that all the watches are synchronized to the minute.   The scene has a touch of comic relief when he taps a watch that is not working on his palms and shoves it across the tabletop, rejecting it, which leads to another man pushing it back again into his pile of
watches.    The synchronizer consider the malfunctioning watch, and fastidiously places it down in back of the others – we start to wonder what he might have in mind for that one pocket-watch.   Here again Lang is using time as a plot device, but he enunciates the device so precisely that the audience understands timing is an essential part of the gangsters’ plan to find and trap the murderer.  


A half-dozen such scenes can be elaborated in the remaining hour of the film.  The gangsters are forever checking the time;  a watchman adjusts a clock; clocks are set to the exact same minute; the murderer is located, and someone immediately adjusts a clock.    When the murderer is found, a clock inexplicably moves back in time five minutes.    Lang is using time as a plot device and not as a means to show up his protagonist’s struggles with time or attempts to control time and destiny, but in such a way that the entire story is framed in time.   The story takes on a certain intensity and force, being pushed forward as time pushes us forward.  Perhaps it is not too much of a stretch to imagine the murderer being pushed, reluctantly, forward in time and through the ghastly realizations of what he claims to be forced to do against his will – or at least against the will of his “sane” self, the one who is aware of his actions, as opposed to the self who carries out his crimes while in a blank, white-out hallucination of which he retains no memories.  
9. Fury


Time is not a special element in Fury (1936; Lang’s first American film).  The protagonist falls into the mistaken identity of the killer the mob is looking for by happenstance - he is late arriving to town, where his sweetheart waits for him, and thus is taken for a murderer on the lam.   It would be a stretch to say this one instance of time as a vital part of the plot is in any way exceptional, and it would not be noted as a particular use of “time” unless one were looking for examples!  Lang stated that what changes his character from an optimistic, happy man in love, on his way to marry his sweetheart after years of working and scrimping and saving money is: “fear – danger – injustice – personal experience.”
  Fate, destiny, and the inexorableness of time do not figure into it.  The film is hugely different from his later German films, such as The Testament of Dr. Mabuse and M, but that is most likely due to his exile to American and the vastly different context of making movies in America.  Union actors and crew who expected and insisted upon breaks every five hours, not to mention meal breaks, and quitting at five o’clock; being treated like just another employee instead of like the revered Meister; subject to greater control by despised producers; and simply the strangeness of exile, a foreign tongue, and a foreign culture are the most likely explanations of the difference in mood and theme.  However, one can speculate on Lang’s personal experience of the vicissitudes of time, and perhaps his realization that one can struggle with either an indifferent fate or a personally directed, malignant fate.  If we read his protagonist’s plight as his fate, however, then the theme of the film certainly would include an active (and ultimately successful) struggle with fate.  The success of the struggle is markedly different from the outcomes of his earlier characters caught up in traps they cannot escape.  But although one can make the argument that Fury is again a statement of Lang’s lifelong obsession with fate and destiny, time itself is not focused on, or used as either a theme, or a symbol, or a plot device (excepting the fact that he arrives in town at the wrong time.  However, that plot twist is so ordinary one could see it in any film.)   Has Lang’s own belief about the exterior control of time begun to shift, starting with his exile to America?   Similarly, in another of his seminal American films, Hangmen Also Die!, Lang does not rely on time as an important agent, symbol or theme – perhaps signifying nothing, or perhaps evidence that he is, in fact, drawing further away from the notion that we are governed strongly by time and fate. 

In Scarlet Street (1945), Lang again makes heavy use of time as a symbol and a plot device, and perhaps his use of time could be read as a stand-in for fate.   An unhappily married clerk is given a golden pocket watch after twenty-vie years of loyal service not so much to the bank where he works, but to the president of the bank, who creates an elaborate ceremony at a special laudatory dinner for his minion.   It is clear from the start that Chris Cross, the funny name for the character whose actions always turn out to be at cross purposes from what he desires, is under the thumb of everyone around him.   He doesn’t chafe at it; like a beaten puppy, he wags his tail and still looks for approval.  His only escape is his painting – the hobby that occupies all of his Sunday time off – despite the fact that his nastily nagging wife only allows him to paint in the bathroom, keep his paintings in the hallway, and in fact later on threatens to give them all away to the junkman in such a convincing way that Chris and the audience take her at her word.   On his way home from the dinner in honor his 25th anniversary at the bank, he interrupts a “lover’s quarrel”, which is a bit more vicious than that term suggests – a pimp is kicking one of his workers, who has fallen onto the street in a dark alley.   Chris rushes to her rescue, falls in love, and spends the rest of the film hoping to win her love, not realizing that she and her pimp (whom she loves, also unrequitedly) are double-crossing him, stealing and selling his paintings, and laughing at him behind his back.  When Chris learns the truth, he stabs the woman he worships, is never believed to be the real murderer, and is condemned to wander the streets alone, as a beggar and homeless man, haunted by the voice of the woman telling her lover: “Johnny – I love you …”  

Time in Scarlet Street is controlling, as well as a symbol and plot device.  The ultimately insignificant pocket watch – no matter how many jewels govern the inner workings – symbolize the indifference of people around him.   All he has to show for marking time dutifully for twenty-five years is a watch to keep track of the next twenty-five.  Yet he is fawning and tongue-tied in his appreciation.  Time is controlling; so much so that the weak character struggles not a whit against his unpleasant, weary fate.   Chris Cross stammers to his beloved, who mistakenly believes he must be a great, famous, richly rewarded painter, that “I have no time …”, as an explanation for his “inexplicable” (to her) lack of exposure in the contemporary art scene.  Time punctuates the plot, as Chris’s actions are buffeted about by external forces, and improbable events result directly from mistakes of timing.  When the pimp, falsely accused of murdering the lovely prostitute, walks to his execution, we hear a high bell tolling.  Most poignantly, Chris Cross’s ultimate punishment for his pathetic desire to love, to live fully, to realize his artistic ambition to express his emotions, and the consequent gruesome murder of his beloved – over which, the audience believes, he has as little control as over the rest of his life – is to live out his time.  He is prevented from being arrested, from being held to account, or from being executed as he is convinced he deserves – instead he must spend his allotted time on this earth, haunted by her voice calling to the rival: “I love you, Johnny…

Lang’s use of time has gone from allegorical and almost mystical (Destiny, 1921, filmed in Germany); to symbolizing a madman’s obsessive attempts to control time (Dr. Mabuse, The Gambler, 1922, Germany); to an important plot device, but a symbol of his character’s struggle only in a peripheral sense (M, 1931, Germany); to only a passing reference to time as a minor plot twist (Fury, 1936, first American film); to finally an overwhelming sense of a character so beaten down by time he hardly recognizes his condition, let alone rail against it.    We can see in this both the effect of exile on Lang’s  thinking about about his own fate – he had come to realize he can fight back, and win.   At least in Fury and Hangmen Also Die!, the protagonists who struggle do prevail in the end.  Time does not control them; neither do they struggle with time itself, trying to control it.  This shift can also be read as perhaps the inevitable shift in perspective of a maturing artist and an artist with more life experience and more experience in film-making, which may have enabled him to express his themes with more nuance.   It would be interesting to study Lang’s films one by one, with an eye towards his use of time either symbolically, or as a theme, or as a plot device – or to discover that his reliance on time as a powerful agent in his stories is limited to a handful of his films.  
� Recounted by Lang in perhaps his final telling of a widely disbelieved account of a meeting with Goebbels; in 1975 interview (recorded on video) with William Friedkin. 
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