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The Cinema of Fritz Lang 
Spring 2014  
W 12:30-4:30  ROOM: Cantor 101 
 
Dana Polan 
629 Tisch 
phone:  81614 
email:  dana.polan@nyu.edu 
 
office hours:  Thursdays, 9:15AM-12:15PM or by appointment 
 
From silent cinema to the sound film, from early film to new waves in art 
cinema, from Weimar to emigré Paris to Hollywood, and across genres from 
the Western to the adventure story to the epic to the spy tale to film noir, 
Fritz Lang's movie-making spans a major part of the history of cinema.  
Throughout, his films reveal consistent themes and style.  Above all, his 
cinema investigates the possibility of human will and initiative and suggests 
that human action may be doubly constrained and determined:  by external 
forces such as social institutions (law, media, rules of propriety, economic 
divisions of class, and so on) and by internal forces such as instinctual drives 
(HUMAN DESIRE, as the title of one of his films puts it).  Ranging across 
his career in film from Germany to the US and back to Europe, this course 
looks at both the diversity and the stylistic/thematic regularity in Lang's 
body of work to pinpoint how particularly he used cinema in the 
representation of the interplays of human initiative and the constraints on 
effective action. 
 
There are a set of requirements for this course: 
 
1.  an in-class mid-term on March 12.  10% of grade. 
 
2.  a final exam on Wednesday, May 14.  20% of grade. 
 
3.  a two-page paper, due on February 21.  5% of grade.  An explanation of 
this assignment plus the follow-up related writing assignments is below. 
 
4.  a three-page paper, due on March 28.  10% of grade.   
 
5.  a five-page paper, due on April 18.  15% of grade. 
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6.  a ten-page paper, due on May 9.  20% of grade. 
 
7.  regular attendance in and participation in section.  This includes bringing 
in a one paragraph reflection on some aspect of the film screened the 
previous Wednesday.  Note:  we are not looking for a mere evaluation (I 
liked it; I hated it!) but an observation that could provoke discussion.  20% 
of grade. 
 
NOTE:  using electronic devices to text, play games, OR surf the web will 
not be permitted in class and will be an occasion for failure in the course.  
Your laptops are not permitted in the classroom so please leave them home. 
 
NOTE:  a good faith effort in all papers is required and non-completion or 
inadequate completion of any of them can result in failure for the course. 
 
 
For the writing assignments (requirements 3-6), we will ask you to build a 
critical analysis of any feature-length film directed by Fritz Lang but not 
shown in its entirety in class.  In other words, you can pick a film that we 
looked at select clips of, but not a film we viewed as the main screening for 
a class session.  Below are the breakdown of assignments and some possible 
questions to address for each one. 
 For February 21, do some broad research (on the web, for instance) on 
the films of Fritz Lang and choose a film that you feel you'd like to work on.  
Write a two page paper:  what film have you chosen?  why does it attract 
you?  (Note:  it doesn't have to be a "positive" attraction.  You can work on a 
film that you sense is aesthetically or politically or morally not to your 
liking.)  What seems to generally have been written about this film and from 
what angle?  How do you guess you'll approach the film critically? 
 For March 28, please have screened the film and write a three page 
paper:  select a sequence from your chosen film that you think is particular 
significant in terms of how it uses cinematic resources to tell its story or 
make its thematic points, and analyze that sequence in depth.  
 For April 18, write up a five-page paper:  why is your film worth 
writing about?  what does one learn about Lang's cinema by studying it?  are 
there particularly significant uses of cinematic form in your film?  are there 
particularly significant ways the film seems to be responding to its historical 
moment?  are there any web or printed analyses of the film that you find 
useful -- either to build on or disagree with?  
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 For May 9, please rewrite the previous two assignments and work 
them into a full and coherent ten-page analysis of your chosen film.  What is 
significant thematically or stylistically about your film?  How does it fit (or 
not) into the trajectory of Lang's film career? 
 
There are 4 required books for the course: 
Barry Grant, ed., FRITZ LANG INTERVIEWS 
Thomas Elsaesser,  METROPOLIS 
Anton Kaes, M 
Adorno/Eisler, COMPOSING FOR THE FILM 
 
There will also be a packet of readings available at Advanced Copy, 552 La 
Guardia.  Readings from this packet are marked *. 
 
Schedule (subject to change) 
 
January 29:  Introduction  
Fury (1936)  
 
February 5:  Beginnings of a Career  
Spiders (1919) 
reading: INTERVIEWS, 158-74    
 
February 12: Lang and Urban Modernity 
Metropolis (1926) 
reading: Thomas Elsaesser, METROPOLIS 
 
February 19:  The Langian World-View (?)  
Destiny (1921) 
reading:  INTERVIEWS, 16-27, 91-100 
1st PAPER DUE IN SECTION   
 
February 26:  The String-pullers in the Langian World 
Mabuse the Gambler (1922)   
 
March 5: Lang and Sound Experimentation in the Big City   
M (1931) 
reading:  Kaes, M 
 INTERVIEWS, 33-37, 77-80  
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March 12:  mid-term 
   
March 19:  NO CLASSES – Spring Recess  
 
March 26: Lang in the Hollywood System  
You and Me (1938) 
reading:  INTERVIEWS, 50-76, 101-126 
2nd PAPER DUE IN SECTION 
 
April 2:  Lang between Adventure and Doom 
Man Hunt (1941)   
 
April 9:  Lang and Anti-Fascism  
Hangmen Also Die (1942) 
reading:  Adorno/Eisler, COMPOSING FOR THE FILM*   
 
April 16:  Lang and 1940s Film Noir  
Scarlet Street (1945) 
reading:  Fritz Lang, "Happily Ever After"* 
3rd PAPER DUE IN SECTION  
  
April 23:  Lang and 1950s Film Noir  
The Big Heat (1953) 
 
April 30:  The End of Hollywood  
Beyond a Reasonable Doubt (1956) 
 Bogdanovich, FRITZ LANG IN AMERICA*  
  
May 7:  Late Lang:  the Return to Mabuse 
Thousand Eyes of Dr. Mabuse (1960) 
reading:  INTERVIEWS, 127-32, 146-57 
4th PAPER DUE IN SECTION 
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