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The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari: The Mastery of a Medium
Viewing Robert Wiene’s classic film The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920) is more like falling into a painting than watching a movie—a painting of a frustrating nightmare that unleashes the emotions of fear, sorrow, and confusion in the minds of its viewers.  I have noticed that many important films, are, unfortunately, boring. For example, I don’t know many people who can sit through early D.W. Griffith. However, I was surprised that while The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari is an historically important film, it is also a captivating story.  A student named Francis, who relays the fantastical story of what happened to his friend Alan and his fiancée Jane, narrates the film. Through Francis, the viewer learns of an evil Dr. Caligari and his obedient somnambulist. The ending consists of a frightful twist where the viewer discovers the entire story was no more than the rantings of a madman . . . or was it? The visual design and set construction of the film work hand in hand to create a fantastic world that haunts the viewer’s mind long after the film has ended.
The visual design stretched the infant medium of film and manipulated it to create a world straight out of a nightmare. One thing that I find so interesting about the cinematography of this film is that much of what is so brilliant about it today was merely an accident of lack of technology then. Film tints were utilized to give the film certain moods at certain points. The blue film tint was used primarily at night and in Jane’s room, while sepia was used during the fair scenes and in daytime. The tints faded in and out just like the scenes.

The rudimentary use of zooming, called an iris, which merely entailed fading all but the focal point to black, worked brilliantly in this film. It made the viewer feel as if they were about to wake up, as if the nightmare were about to fade, but it never did.

Lastly, the repeated jump cuts added to the film’s aura. By today’s standards, a film with that many jump cuts would be amateur at best, but in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari the unavoidable jump cuts added to the creepy, dream-like quality of the tale. One such jump cut occurred when Cesare was about to stab Jane. In one shot he was over her with the knife; in the next shot his hand was still raised up but with no knife. The jump cuts also occurred as the characters walked, making it seem as if they were being magically transported. 

Costumes are an integral part of the visual design. The costuming of Dr. Caligari himself was vividly executed. He is presented in two different was, first as a crazy man obsessed with an insane idea, and second as a meek and kind insane asylum director.  The first presentation is by far the most intriguing. The doctor is presented in lavishly over sculpted make-up, causing his face to look extremely sinister. His hair is also interesting. It is heavily parted in four equal sections; four sections that are mirrored in his unpleasant and oversized Mickey Mouse-like gloves. The doctor’s creation, Cesare, is equally frightening. Cesare is the somnambulist and his face is a void pallor of white save for the exaggerated eye make-up. The eye make-up gives Ceasre two looks at one time. First, the under eye bags serve to make him appear inhuman and ghostly, yet at the same time they soften him because the fluid shape resembles tears that have been welling in the eyes and have just begun to trickle. His clothing is simple, yet brilliant. The black suit is completely one piece, it even engulfs his feet, and the tightness of it revels how ghastly and skinny Cesare is. 

Jane’s costumes also do much to create the look of the film. Her make-up is the first notable feature. Her mouth is exceedingly small and her eyes frighteningly large. In silent films, the mouth gave its importance as a communication tool away to the expressive and unblinking eyes. She was dressed in soft, flowing martial which seems odd and out of place in such a sharp and jagged world. One costume in particular stands out. When she goes looking for her father she wears a hooded cape with dark feathered trim. As she walks the feathered hood appears to be angel wings.

The set construction was the primary element that gives The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari its artful look. The world was created largely by painting deep shadows on the walls and floors. Artful hands created a dark look by spiraling the walls and skewing the doorways. All the buildings have sharp, angular features with wound-like windows. The view of the town on the hillside reminds me of a Cezanne painting; in fact the entire film is reminiscent of a cubist masterpiece.

Organic shapes do crop up every now and then. For example Alan’s bed is round against the sharp silhouette of Cesare and his blade. Jane’s living room and bedroom feel like a safe haven in an unstable world. Her living room, in particular, has a safe, womb-like feel. Round shapes were repeated in the fabric draped, heaven-like room that served as a meeting place during various moments of chaos. In Contrast, the insane asylum resembles Hell, with the courtyard appearing to be the pit of Hell itself. Its spiraling floor and flame painted walls give the impression that, once engulfed, there is no escape. 

The shot of Dr. Caligari behind his desk during the flashback makes the doctor appear as if he is holding the strings to various puppets; perhaps his patients or perhaps society. This image of a puppet master reverts back to the first scene in which carefully placed thin branches make Francis and his friend appear as if they have various strings attached to them. Another interesting feature of the set design was the appearance of a face in the police station. The interior of the station formed a giant face with triangle eyes. This perhaps is to suggest how the police are the eyes of the government, but often arrest and punish the wrong people, as was the case in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. 

This film is no less than a masterpiece. It is a work of art because the director and set designers mastered their medium. Today The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari still inspires our great film artists like Tim Burton. Director Robert Wiene used what he had and created a world for his imaginative characters to exist.  I think the key elements to this film being classified as art is that it evokes emotion in the viewer, and at the same time provides the viewer with an escape into a world of pure imagination and expression.

