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The invisible man
behind Caligari

The life of Robert Wiene

Uli Jung and Walter Schatzberg

lthough Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari
(1920) has remained a film classic and
continues to be screened all over the
world, little is known about its director,
Robert Wiene. Ever new interprefations about this
film appear in film journals and books but the director
is treated as an invisible man. Recently, however,
several of his films have been reconstructed, not only
Caligari but also Raskolnikov (1923 and Die Jagd
nach dem Tode for which Wiene wrote the script in
1920. Moreover, film archives have restored three
more of his films: Die Rache einer Frau (1921}, Die
Geliebte (1926) and Unfug der liebe (1928}, all of
which are now available for public screenings. Con-
sequently, in European film circles at least, there is a
new interest in Wiene and it is, therefore, high time
that this director become more visible.
Robert Wiene's birthday usually has been cited
in the film dictionaries and encyclopaedias as 16
November 1880, or 1881. His place of birth, if
specified at alf, is given as Dresden or Saxony.
However, we have been able to learn from various
registration forms that Wiene filed to establish
residence in Vienna', that he must have been born
earlier. In fact, he was born on 27 April 1873, in
Breslau in what was then Prussian Silesia. Apparently
he held Hungarian citizenship due to his family’s
place of origin, Neutra?, a town at the Hungarian-
Czech border that became Czech after World War
|, thereby granting Wiene Czech citizenship at that
time. Wiene's grandfather was a goldsmith in
Vienna before. he moved to Budapest®. Robert's
father, Carl was born on 5 May 1848, in Neutra?.
As a child Carl came to Budapest with his
parents. It was their wish that he be an engineer, but
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his first encounter with a theatre performance inspired
him to become an actor®. His highly successful act-
ing career began in 1871 with regular engagements
in Breslau, Hannover, Vienna (Burgtheater), Stutigart
and finally Dresden where he was appointed an
actor in the Royal Saxony Court Theatre, a post
which he held for 18 years until 1907. At that time
his reputation was good enough to allow for starring
performances in other large cities. In 1895 and
18906, for example, he appeared in Vienna while his
son Robert was a student of law at the University of
Vienna®.

Carl Wiene was considered one of the finest
actors of his day both in respect of the wide range of
classical and modern roles he could play and the
unique quality he brought to each part. He was
especially known and praised for his successful inter-
pretations of roles from the contemporary theatre. His
contributions to the theatre also consisted of translo-
tions of contemporary works in which he had a
personal interest. Most notable among these is his
translation of José Echegaray’s Wahnsinn oder Hei-
ligkeit from the Spanish. In the preface to the transla-
tion he indicates his interest in this play about a man
who gradually succumbs to insanity, a role he himself

interprefed on the stage”. In his last years Carl
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Fig. 1. Robert Wiene,
caricatured by H.W. in Mein
Film (Vienna), 1926, no. 15
[All illustrations from authors’
collection].

himself suffered @ nervous condition and loss of
memory which forced him fo refire in 19078, He
died in Berlin on 10 February 1913.

Litfle is known about Carl’s private life except
that he was married to a Pauline loevy from Bratis-
lava and had two sons, Robert and Conrad. The
latter was born in Vienna on 3 February 1878.
Following his father, Conrad began a fifteen year
acting career in 1900 of which the last 10 were
spent with the Schiller Theatre in Berlin. From 1915
on he was active in the film industry as a director and
script writer in Berlin and Vienna. Throughout their
film careers Robert and Conrad occasionally worked
logether, with Robert providing film scripts for his
brother's films. Conrad was married to Lily Josephine
Radamsky, born in Vienna on 26 June 1876. Hardly
any other biographical information is available for
him.

[ . . )
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Law studies in Vienna (1894-96) and law
practice in Weimar (1901-?)

No biographical data could be found about Wiene's
early childhood and upbringing. According to his
father's various employments with German theatres it
is most likely that Robert attended elementary school
in Stuttigart and high school in Dresden. Most prob-
ably he earned his diploma there. Whether he had
to do military service is not known.

He must have taken up his university studies in
the spring term of 1894 at the Humboldt University in
Berlin, and it was apparently law that he had chosen
fo study. When he enrolled at the University of
Vienna on 20 October 1894, Wiene indicated that
this was his second semester and that he had taken
a previous semester at the University of Berlin®.

His schedule for the subsequent three semesters
of law studies at the University of Vienna are pretty
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much mainstream. His registrations include intensive
courses in history of law, civil law, and canon law.
Besides this he registered for one class of cultural
studies each term: one hour per week on German
literature of the 19th century in the winter semester
1894/95 and two hours per week on the question
of immortality in the summer semester 1895. In the
winter semester 1895/96 he restricted himself to
only four courses, all of them on the law.

However, in the summer semester 1896 we find
indications of a crisis. Although he continued to be
enrolled in law, Robert Wiene did not register for
.any law classes. He registered for only two courses
in cultural studies amounting 1o no more than four
hours per week altogether. He selected a course in
'Psychology and Aesthetics of the Works of Art of
Richard Wagner’ and a course in ‘The Problem of
Form in the New Fine Aris’. After this semester Robert
Wiene left the University of Vienna. According to the
university archives there is no hint where he might

have gone'°.

Itis only in 1901 that Robert Wiene appears in
the official city directory of Weimar where he is listed
with the title ‘cand. jur’. In 1902 and 1903 the
records list him as ‘Jurist’ (attorney) which implies that
he had completed his law studies and most likely had
earned his doctorate! ! It has not been possible to
confirm the date or place of Wiene's doctorate, nor
do we know the theme of his doctoral dissertation.

Though he apparently practised law in Weimar
at this time there are some indications he continued
his cultural interests. In a letter to Engelbert Humper-
dinck dated 21 April 1903'?, Wiene requested
permission to send the composér his recently com-
pleted libretto of a popular opera in three acts.
Unfortunately we have no evidence that Humper-
dinck received the libretto and if so what his res-
ponse was.

There is more evidence, however, that Wiene
had strong ties to the theatre world while he was
living in Weimar. There is a letter by his father to the
dramatist Ernst Hardt, dated 21 November 1902, in

: 'Rébert Wiene

N

Fig. 2. Robert Wiene,
caricatured by Jacques
Kapralik in Die Buehne
{Vienna), 12 August 1926.
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which the father cites Robert’s opinion about a play
that Hardt had sent to the actor for his evaluation.
Apparently, father and son had discussed the play in
detail; it is moreover clear from the letter that Robert
himself had been in contact with the playwright!3.
There is an even earlier letter from 1899 which
Robert wrote on behalf of his father where it is
evident that Carl considered him competent to deal
with theatre-related matters 4.

It is likely, therefore, that through his father's
fame in the theatre world and his contact with
writers, actors and agents Robert would have a
continued association with that world. It is even
reasonable to speculate that with his legal training
and his father’s contacts Robert may have functioned
as an agent for theatre people.

The Neue Wiener Bihne (1908-09)

In the following years Wiene apparently chose Wei-
mar as his home base working as a lawyer and at
the same time maintaining his cultural interests. In
1908 we find him in Vienna again, and it was the
theatre world that brought him back. According fo the
Fremden-Blatt 7 August 1908, Wiene had taken over
the directorship of the Kleines Schauspielhaus at
lohannesgasse 4. Soon thereafter the ensemble need-
ed a new location and Wiene negotiated the rental
of a theatre at Wasagasse 33, the former Danzers
Orpheum which had been a vaudeville theatre. Fur-
thermore, the new theatre was to be named Residenz-
iheater and was to develop a repertoire consisting of
modern as well as classical plays.

Wiene obtained a 10 year lease for the theatre
and managed the Neue Wiener Bihne (as the
theatre was eventually named) together with Adolf
Steinert, an experienced stage director from the Ber-
lin Lessing Theatre. When the Neue Wiener Bihne
opened on 31 October 1908, it was a major
cultural event for Vienna. However, the partnership of
Wiene and Steinert broke up soon: on 5 May
1909, Steinert announced that Robert Wiene had
left the management of the theatre, but that the
theatre nevertheless would carry on as usual. The
fone and style of this letter are harsh and convey a
bitterness which gives the reader the impression that
the two partners did not part on good terms'S.

As far as can be proven Robert Wiene's involve-
ment with the Kleines Schauspielhaus and the Neue
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Wiener Bihne were his only professional involve-
ments with the theatre. There is no evidence that he
ever acted nor that he was engaged as a dramatist
by the lessing Theatre in Berlin, as is claimed by
numerous film encyclopaedias and handbooks. It is
noteworthy that in contrast to his younger brother
Conrad his involvement with the theatre was in a
managerial and administrative role, for which his
legal training apparently prepared him.

Transition from theatre to film (1909-1914)

We do not have sufficient data as to when or under
what circumstances Wiene turned to the film industry.
It is generally known that by 1913 theatre people
were flocking to the film. Wiene's lefter to Humper-
dinck and his plans for the Neue Wiener Bishne show
a strong orientation toward popular culture and con-
temporary plays. The widespread interest in raising
the artistic level of film at this very time may have also
induced Robert Wiene to turn his focus fo the new
and developing medium.

Wiene's first contribution to film that we know of
was as early as 1912 with his script for Die Waffen
der Jugend, a two reeler which passed censorship in
December 1912. Possibly, Wiene also directed the
film'®. By the time the Messier Film Company was
expanding info the production of popular feature
films, Wiene seems to have had a steady contract
with the firm working on 30 Messter films either as
script writer or director before he made Das Cabinet
des Dr. Caligari in 1919/20. His dffiliation with
Messter, though, must have provided him with the
option of working for other companies at the same
time. Consequently, Wiene wrote scripts and dir-
ected films for the Deutsche Bioskop in Berlin and
Sascha Film in Vienna as well as for a few smaller
companies. It was in this period between 1914 and
1919 that Wiene acquired a reputation as a skilful
and versatile script writer. Especially his scripts for
fourteen Henny Porten films must have made Wiene's
name known within the German and Austrian film
industry.

At this time Henny Porten was by far the most
popular star on the German screen. Through his
participation in so many of her films, Wiene's name
became known to a wider movie going public.
Porten’s appreciation for her work with Wiene emer-
ged when she explained her hesitation about shifing
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an unrealized project.

to a new director, Ernst Lubitsch: ... because | was
so used to working with Rudolf Biebrach and also
because | had such a strong personal and artistic
affinity with Robert Wiene with whom | made so
many films'!”.

Wiene's expertise as a script writer was appar-
ently well known in the pre-Caligari period. For
example, his friend Emil lind had requested his evalu-
ation of a film script by a certain Mr. Friedmann. On
15 September 1915, Wiene responds with a devas-
fating critique of the script which allows us to per-
ceive his sirong commitment to the art of script
writing. According to him, the basic requirements for
a good script are fantasy, motivation of characters
dnd dramatic impact on the audience'8.

Another request for his expert opinion pertaining
to a film script came from a certain director Mein-
hard'?. From Wiene's letter of 10 May 1919, we
gather that Meinhard had asked his advice about
preparing a film version of Strindberg's Miss Julie.
Wiene warns against the project as follows:
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‘As we agreed, | read through Miss Julie once
again with great care and came to an unex-
pected conclusion. | am convinced ... that the
play is not at all suitable for an- adaptation to
film. The most delicate and the most profound
qualities of the play’s content can not be salv-
aged for the film version. The adaptation would
turn info a wooden, artless film without any
literary or artistic merit. In good conscience | can
advise you only to give up the idea?C.

Although this letter does not reveal the precise
obstacles which militaie against a film adaptation, it
becomes clear that Wiene advocates a high degree
of artistic and literary value for a film. His attitude
here should be understood within the framework of
the debate over the respective merits of theatre and
film which was raging at this time. Advocates of film,
and Wiene by this time was one, contended that film
should not merely be theatre for the masses but be
seen as a unique medium whose artistic qualities
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B must be developed?!. It is interesting to note that

i \Wiene maintains this just a few months before he
L begins shooting Caligari.

A part of Wiene's pre-Caligari film career was
spent in Vienna where he wrote two scripts and
directed two films for Sascha Film in 1218/19. At
j' that time Sascha Film was the dominant film com-
& oany in Austria, having been founded by the famous
| film pioneer Count Alexander ‘Sascha’ Kolowrat.
i There are two possible reasons as to why Robert
Wiene made films for Sascha at this time. On 4 April
I 1016, possibly because of the war, the Messter Film
£ Company and Sascha Film established the Sascho-
= Messter Filmfabrik as a joint venture for the purpose
of increasing the production of films for German
language lands?2. Since Wiene had been under
confract to Messter his temporary sojourn in Vienna
may have been part of a cooperative exchange
between the two firms.

At the same time Wiene took part in organizing

the Austrian film directors. The Austrian veteran film
L director Heinz Hanus maintains in a historical remi-
i niscence that he and Robert Wiene founded a film
i directors’ guild for Vienna in 1919. The créme of
E Austrian directors were among the membership: Joe
B Vlay, Michael Kertesz, Fritz Freisler, Fritz Feher, Con-
= «ad Wiene, and others. The leadership of the guild
% siayed in the hands of Hanus and Robert Wiene until
| 192223 Since Wiene started shooting Caligari in
i8 Dedlin, in September 1919, and directed five films
[ here in 1920 he must have commuted between
& Berlin and Vienna for quite some time.
When Wiene arrived in Vienna on 22 May
L 1018, he was accompanied by his wife, Henriette
€ (née Trinks) who was born on 28 April 189424, We
# know nothing about her background, only that she
f was 21 years younger than he. They had no child-
§ 'en; the marriage lasted until Wiene's death in
§ 1938,

The enormous success of Das Cabinet des Dr.
Caligari was certainly a turning point in Wiene's
career. The critical discussion of the film that started
right after its premiére on 27 February 1920 at the
Berlin Marmorhaus has not abated ever since; in-
deed, it is a story by itself. The account of the making
of Caligari given in Siegfried Kracauer's From Cali-
gari to Hitler has been a continuing source of con-
fr0v8r5y25'
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The post-Caligari period (Berlin, 1920-23)

In his post-Caligari period Wiene wrote relatively few
film scripts for other directors and concentrated in-
stead on his own directorial work. He made fewer
films but some of them became more ambitious, more
expensive, more daring. Undoubtedly, the success of
Caligari made Wiene more independent in attracting
funding and major stars for his film projects. At the
same time he ventured some highly interesting film
experiments: In 1920 he again collaborated with
script writer Carl Mayer to make the strikingly eccen-
tric Genuine; he directed the Moscow Art Theatre
Players {the Stanislavskij ensemble), in their first film
appearance in Raskolnikov {1923); and in his monu-
mental biblical film, INRI (1923) he assembled the
outstanding stars of the day.

Another characteristic feature of Wiene's post-
Caligari period is that he began to participate in the
production aspect of his films. Between 1922 and
1924 three of his films were produced by the Lion-
ardo Film Company, Berlin which according to Ger-
hard lamprecht belonged to him?°. Die héllische
Macht [1922] and Der Puppenmacher von Kiang-
Ning (1923) were produced by Lionardo Film which
indicates that Wiene produced those two films inde-
pendently. Raskolnikov was produced as a ‘Lionardo
Film der Neumann Produktion’. It is not clear pre-
cisely what that meant in terms of Wiene's financial
risk and decision making power. What we can
conjecture is that Wiene had negotiated a contract
with Neumann as an independent producer in which
he retained more independence of action than he
would have had as a director in the employ of a
large film production firm like Ufa. Indeed, Wiene
never made a film for Ufa.

In Vienna (1924-26)

The next significant stage in Wiene's career was back
in Vienna during the years 1924 to 1926 when he
made five films for Pan Film, Vienna. It is important to
note that he made these films for Pan at a fime when
there was such a crisis in the Austrian film industry that
its annual film production figures had sunk to five?”.
At Pan Film Wiene obtained the position of ‘Oberre-
gisseur’ (senior director}?® which suggests that again
he had negotiated a situation where he maintained
maximum participation in the direction and production
of his films. Moreover with three of his films he was
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Fig. 4. Cast and crew of
Orlacs Hande. In the
foreground: Conrad
Veidt, Robert Wiene
and Alexandra Sorina.

his own producer with the ‘Robert Wiene Produktion
der Pan Film': Orlacs Hénde (1924 /25), Der Rosen-
kavalier (1925/26) and Die Kénigin von Moulin
Rouge (1926). The first two attained international
acclaim, proving that the Austrian film crisis was not
just a crisis of finances but of talent.

During this period in Vienna Wiene was at the
peak of his career. Certainly in Vienna he was the
dominant film personality at this time. Accordingly
we encounter him in some rare interviews which give
us eye-witness accounts of him in the film studio. A
journalist for Die Biihne after observing Wiene at
work on Die Kénigin von Moulin Rouge at the Vita
studios wrote arr entertaining account of his restless,
intensive, driving work tempo which hardly left any
time to answer even the simplest questions:

"Hovering over the whole scene was Robert
Wiene with his lightning reflexes in all direc-
tions. At one moment he is in an arm chair
catching his breath, at another he is climbing all
over the set. He looks here, has consultations
there and while rushing on deftly catches a
ladder he had run into??".

In the same article we see a caricature of Wiene
by J. Kapralik who indicates with a few strokes the
familiar Wiene traits, the moustache, the cigarette
butt, and the round eye-glasses.
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In contrast to the above image of Wiene we
have his brief appearance in Friedrich Porges’s doc-
umentary Der Film im Film (1923), in which we see
a number of directors at work in their Berlin studios.
Robert Wiene is filmed on the set of INRI at the
gigantic Siaaken studio, a former Zeppelin hangar.
He is introduced with the intertitle, *... another direc-
tor with his calm manner (Dr. Robert Wiene)'30 and,
indeed, in the film we see him standing next to the
camera — obviously aware that he is being filmed -
calm, gently smiling, watching and without histrionics
guiding the action. )

Another stiik'ng characterization of Wiene on a
film set occurs in connection with Orlacs Hénde
which he made in Vienna in 1924. In an interview
which Alexandra Sorina, the female lead, gave to
the popular Viennese journal, Die Filmwoche, she
spoke enthusiastically about Wiene's artistic skill and
human sensitivity:

‘Robert Wiene is the director with the delicate
artistic sensibility, constantly seeking new artistic
challenges. He knows the psychological depth
of his actors and during the filming manages to
create a hypnotic atmosphere for his entour
age'®'.

Wiene received by far his widest publicity
through the making of Der Rosenkavalier, a film
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version of this most typical Viennese opera. The
collaboration of Richard Strauss and Hugo von Hof-
mannsthal, two established stars of the Viennese art
world, generated an enormous inferest in the film and
by extension in the director. Numerous photos ap-
peared in the journals showing Wiene with Richard
Strauss either on the set or at the premiére32. On the
occasion of the Viennese premiére of the film on 30
March 1926 Mein Film printed a short biographical
sketch of Wiene illustrated by a caricature highlight
ing his characteristic features, the round face, the
glasses, the cigarette butt and the wily smirk. The
biographic note concludes with a laudatory descrip-
tion of Wiene's contributions to the Viennese film
world:

‘Robert Wiene is one of the few representative
of Viennese film art. At a time when the Viennese

—
Auf dem Wege zur Dresdner
Rosenkavalier-l’remiere

Dr. Richard Strauss, der Komponist.
im Ciesprach mit Robert Wiene, dem Regisseur

| Fig. 5. Robert Wiene, Ludwig Nerz, Richard Strauss
and Th. Bachrich on their way to the premiére of Der
Rosenkavalier at the Dresden Opera House, 11 January
1926.

film industry was floundering he succeeded in
making films that acquired international recogni-
fion. We are in his debt for having rediscovered
Vienna as film territory’33.

A most interesting report about Wiene's film
career appeared in an American theatre journal, The
Billboard, in November 1925, while Wiene was at
work on Der Rosenkavalier in Vienna. According to
an editorial note introducing an arficle by Barnet
Braverman, ‘The writer when in Vienna had consider-
able firsthand contact with Dr. Wiene'34. Braverman
gives the following description of Wiene:

‘Wiene, the cinema fanatic, is about 45,
amiable but matter of fact in manner, over med-
ium height and sturdily built, and has keen fea-
tures indicative of a man who has overcome
resistance. At his home in Berlin his sympathy
with new efforts is represented in drawings and
paintings belonging to the experimental in form
and colour. Before he undertook movie directing
10 years ago he had been regisseur at the
Neue Wiener Buehne, Vienna and at the less-
ing Theater, Berlin. In Germany, ltaly, France,
England and Switzerland as well as Austrig,
directors invariably show the highest regard for
the name of Wiene'33.

The last Berlin years (1926-33)

During the last years of the silent film era Wiene, back
in Berlin, wrote one more film script for his brother, a
biographical film about Johann Strauss, and directed
six more films. They were society melodramas and
comedies using maijor film stars with attractive outdoor
shots in Barcelona, Paris, the French coast and
Vienna. We can perceive a continuity from the Vien-
nese fo the Berlin years in the titles of his films: Die
Kénigin von Moulin Rouge (1926), Die Geliebte
{1927}, Die beriihmte Frau (1927}, Die Frau auf der
Folter (1928), Die grosse Abenteuerin (1928), which
highlight that the plot of each film is dominated by a
central female protagonist. The time for film experi-
ments such as Orlacs Hénde and Der Rosenkavalier
seemed to have passed by then. Wiene's major
achievement with his last silent films consisted of
entertainment films of a high standard. He drew on
scripts based on popular plays by dramatists such as
Georges Feydeau, Alexander Brody and Melchior

[ —————
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Lengyel. His directorial style was lighthanded, uncom-
plicated, subtle in working out details and sometimes
successful in conveying a lubitsch-like touch. Inde-
pendent as always as a film businessman, Wiene
signed separate contracts with different film com-
panies for each film, a strategy which was consistent
with his entire post-Caligari career.

The year 1929 must have been a year of
transition from silent to sound films for Wiene as well
as for the entire German film industry. He did not
make a single film during that year3®, but in the
subsequent few years he directed four sound films
which reveal a very conscious attempt to integrate
sound in the film narrative. As was characteristic of
his entire film career here, too, he experimented with
a variety of genres: a psychological thriller, Der
Andere (1930), a love and adventure comedy, Der
Lliebesexpress (1931), a gangster milieu film, Panik
in Chicago (1931), and an espionage melodrama,
Taifun (1933).

Once again he signed separate contracts with
different film companies for each film and for Taifun
established his own company, Camera Film Produc-
tions GmbH37. The films were effective as popular
enterfainment with big name stars such as Fritz Korr-
ner, Heinrich George, liane Haid, Victor De Kowa,
Olga Tschechowa, Veit Harlan and Valeri Inkischi-
noff.

Exile and death (1933-38)
The last film Wiene was able to complete in Germany
after the Nazi rise to power in January 1933, was
Taifun which, however, was never screened in Ger-
many because it was banned on 3 May 193338,
The next piece of news comes from the Hungarian
film journal Filmkultura from which we leamn that
Wiene arrived in Budapest on 26 September 1933
fo begin shooting Fine Nacht in Venedig3®. At this
time the Hunnia Film Company, for which Wiene
made his film, was inviting German directors to use
their studios on the condition that Hungarian versions
be made along with the German films. Wiene did
precisely that with both a German and a Hungarian
cast of actors and with the assistance of the young
Géza von- Cziffra who translated Wiene's script for
the film and co-directed the Hungarian version“©.

. Wiene never returned to Germany, but we do
not know exactly why. There is no evidence that he
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was affiliated with any left wing political activity. On
all the University of Vienna matriculation forms be-
tween 1894 and 1896 as well as on the Viennese
residence registration forms between 1909 and
1925 Wiene stated his religion as protestant. How-
ever, after his death an obituary in the Berlin journal,
Der Film, stated: "He had always denied ... being a
Jew until the very end, although there can be no
doubt about it"4!. Moreover, in an official list of the
Reichsfilmkammer (Reich Film Chamber) of 26 July
1938, Wiene is mentioned with the designation,
‘non-aryan4?. " '

Wiene spent a part of his exile in London but we
do not know exactly when he arrived there. During
the filming of Eine Nacht in Venedig in 1934 he
allegedly had plans to move on to london according
to one of the actors, Gyérgy Tarjan3. First, how-
ever, he went to Paris where he had apparently
established a tfemporary residence as we learn from
a letter to Hans Janowitz dated 20 July 1934 about
his plans for a sound remake of Caligar?4.

Whatever his plans in Paris may have been, he
spent the years 1935/36 in london. There is a note
in World Film News of April 1936 which states that
Wiene had, ‘formed his own company in Eng-
land#®. According to Andor Kraszna-Krausz and
Hans Feld, who knew him personally in london at
this time, he had an office with Concordia Films Lid.
on Regent Street and was a highly paid consultant for
that company for the filming of Friedrich Feher's The
Robber Symphony (1936)4¢. In The Catalogue of
British Films Wiene is listed as a producer of that film.

Hans Feld, who himself had arrived in london
only in 1935, met with Wiene frequently and in a
letter of 27 March 1987 painted a most vivid port-
rait of him:

‘He was the centre of a small circle and we met
once a week on an afternoon in his comfortable
flat in Maida Vale. There was Viennese Café,
cakes and stimulating conversation. Not to men-

“tion the Havana Cigars — for us a dreamed of
luxury. Wiene and his wife offered a home from
home. He took personal interest in the daily lives
of his guests and with his smiling skepticism he
created some balance. His art collection —
mainly Benin sculptures — was a reminder of a
world which most of us had forgotten?” .
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One of Wienes film projects at this time, dating
back already a number of years, was a sound
remake of Caligari. In Paris in 1934 he had under-
taken vigorous preliminary steps to acquire the film
rights for his own company, Camera Film Produktion,
as well as to find backing to realize the project*®. As
a partner he found Rex Films in london at 14 St.
James's Place which guaranteed him the right to
direct the film.

In a letter to Oskar Fischinger of 7 January 1936
he says of his Caligari plans, ‘By the middle of
March | will start shooting a big Caligari film, in case
that is of interest to you. Thereafter, | will make
another film which will be as interesting’. Apparently
Wiene was well established in London at this time
because not only was he ready to start shooting his
Caligari remake, but, as we note from the letter,
extended help to Fischinger in distributing his films in
England:

‘| am very interested in your films and | believe |
can do something for them in England. Kindly let
me know whether they are available for England

and how you think they should be marketed
“here?.

It is striking that Wiene showed interest in Fisch-
inger's avantgarde short films; moreover he was
considering them for a soon to be established com-
pany for modern films. We see a most opfimistic
Wiene in london with plans for new and risky film
ventures. It is all the more astonishing, therefore, to
find him in Paris at least five months later*®.

We have no idea why he left london so sud-
denly and what happened to his ambitious plans,
especially the sound remake of Caligari. The Ciné
mathéque Frangaise in Paris preserves a shooting
script in French of a sound version of Caligar®'. The
author is not named; however, Concordia Films Ltd.,
Llondon is cited as the owner of the text. The French
language script might suggest that Wiene came to
Paris in the hope of completing his project there.
Nothing came of it.

Almost nothing is known about Wiene's state of
mind during these last two years of his life in Paris. All

Fig. 6. Robert Wiene and Geza von Cziffra shooting Eine Nacht In Venedig at the Hunnia Studio in Budapest,

1933.

E—
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we have is a journalistic essay which he wrote for the
emigré journal Die Neue Weltbiihne on the occasion
of the Paris World Fair in 1937. Most striking is his
description of Picasso’s ‘Guernica’ at the Spanish
Pavilion. Wiene expresses empathy for the sufferings
of the Spanish people, but it is clear that his sym-
pathies lie with the Republicans and their struggle for
freedom®2. There must have been more pieces like
this because the essay reveals a style of high literary
mastery.

Wiene completed only one more film during his
last two years in Paris before his death. The film
Ultimatum is ostensibly a melodramatic spy story, but
it is also much more than that. On the eve of World
War Il Wiene takes us back to the tense situation in
Central Europe preceding World War |. The plot
involves the conflict between Austrians and Serbs in
which the struggle between the two peoples is
presented more humanistically than nationalistically.

For the film Wiene had obtained Erich von
Stroheim and Dita Parlo to lead the cast. Both were

well known in France at the time for their many films
and especially for Renoir's la Grande Illusion
(1937), a film with a similar theme, in which they
had also starred. Although™Wiene had always been
able to find well known film stars for his films, this
was the first time that a leading Hollywood actor
appeared in one of his films.

A few days before the completion of the film
Wiene collapsed on the set and had to be hospi-
talized. For some time he had been seriously ill, and
had undertaken this last film production against the
advice of his physician.” He was brought to the
Maison de Santé Rémusat at 21 rue Rémusat, a
hospital close to his home at 6 rue Corot, Paris 16.
He died in that hospital on 15 July and was buried
the following day”2. During the next few weeks
Wiene obituaries appeared all over the world, but
the one that captured the man'’s spirit best was the
one by Alexandre Arnoux who had written the dic-
logues for Ultimatum and became close to Wiene
during the shooting of the film:

Fig. 7. Robert Wiene during the filming of INRI at the Staaken Filmstudios, 1923.
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‘He was a conscientious worker deeply com-
mitted to his work. With stubbormness and pa-
tience, he gave himself to his work without
restraint. He expressed himself in every image,
in every defail. He consumed his life’s last flame
with a tragic heroism because he knew the end
was near. He wanted to complete his film. He
did complete it except for a few defails — at the
expense of his life">4.

Robert Wiene was survived by his wife. She
went to Czechoslovakia after his death and was
known to have been there at the outbreak of the war.
We do not know what became of her®.
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