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1. Fritz Lang’s Background
“I believe that it is necessary to fight destiny. It is the battle that is
important, not the goal.” '

Fritz Lang was one of the world's great filmmakers. His best films
include Die Niebelungen (1924), Metropolis (1926), M (1931), Das
Testament der Dr. Mabuse (1933), Fury (1936) and The Big Heat
(1953). Lang’s films contain constant characters, symbols, and themes.
They were present from his earliest films.

Lang directed his first film in 1919. He directed four others in the
same year. > His first two films are lost, but the two episodes of Die
Spimnen and Harakiri are available on DVD. No reasons are given in any
of the references as to why Lang decided to (or was ordered to) direct
Harakiri. He mentions in the interviews that the “plot was based on the
famous opera Madame Butterfly.” *

What did Lang know about Japan? He said that when he was about
22 he “went to Paris and on through Marseilles and on to Asia Minor,
the South Seas, Africa, China, Japan and Russia for almost a year.” *
Lang's biographer, however, suggests that Lang had never been to
Japan. Could he really afford such travel, and did he in fact journey to
these far-flung places? As the course of his life would prove, Lang liked
to play tricks with his passport as well as his vitae. Curt Riess wrote in
one of his books that ‘Fritz Lang never told me how he paid for this
[time of global travell, not even later, when we were close friends.

Even the Parisian cineaste and press attaché Pierre Rissient, one of
Lang's confidants in his twilight years and among his staunchest
defenders, doubts the director traveled as far and wide as claimed. °

On the other hand, McGilligan writes the following:
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- - Published sources indicate (Lang) was preparing a public
exhibition of his work, together with a collection of Oriental and
oceanic objects d'art acquired on his trip to the far east.” when
newspaper headlines intervened to force his departure from Paris, but
this, without any proof, must be considered suspicious exaggeration. °

Considering that Lang's previous two films (the two episodes of Die
Spinnen) were fantastic adventure films, it seems likely that Lang was
simply trying to make a movie about an exotic place, and Japan was still
considered pretty exotic in the early twentieth century. (Puccini's
famous opera Madame Butterfly first opened in 1904.)

Lang used producer Joe May's property on Woltersdorf Lake (20
km from Berlin) for the breathtaking Nagasaki exteriors, © but the
authentic (Japanese) costumes and decorations were supplied by the
Ethnographical Museum run by LF.G. Umlauff.® It might be interesting
to compare the differences between the plot of the film and that of the
story /" opera. There are some surprises here that throw light on Lang
as a director. As Andrew Sarris explained about Fritz Lang, “Lang is
determinism.... Lang is obsessed with the structure of the trap...
(Lang's films have) the bleak view of the universe where man grapples

with his destiny and inevitably loses.” °

2. The movie Harakiri

The movie itself surprises the audience with its pictorial quality. . .
the house near the shore covered with flowers is quite beautiful. It is
like no Japan that the American co-author of this paper has ever seen! "
The most interesting character of the movie... and one who doesn't

appear as prominently in the opera... is the Buddhist priest. In the

opera, the Buddhist priest objects loudly to the heroine’s conversion to
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Christianity at her wedding. In the film, however, he acts as custodian
for O-take-san while her father is abroad. He expects her to become a
priestess in the forbidden forest, but O-take-san tells her father (on his
return from abroad) that she doesn't like the priest, because he has evil
intentions. The priest criticizes the foreign goods O-take-san’s father has
bought and declares that O-take-san will become a priestess. Her father
replies that O-take-san is free to do as she pleases. The priest then
curses O-take-san’'s father for having forgotten Buddha and later
denounces O-take-san’s father to the emperor. O-take-san’s father is
forced to commit ritual suicide.

While O-take-san is serving as an apprentice to the priest, she meets
a Scandinavian sailor, Olav J. Anderson, who had climbed the wall into
the forbidden forest. The priest discovers O-take-san and Olav together
and imprisons O-take-san in a cave. However, the assistant priest takes
pity on O-take-san, frees her and takes her to a teahouse. Why would the
assistant priest help O-take-san? Does the assistant priest fear that
O-take-san's fate would be worse if the priest had his way with her than
if she worked in a teahouse? By chance, Olav comes to the teahouse,
and meets O-take-san there. They are soon married, which is the only
time O-take-san is happy. The priest tries to take O-take-san back to the
forbidden forest, but Olav throws him out.

The next time we meet the priest, Olav has abandoned O-take-san,
who now has a three-year-old child. The four-year marriage of Olav and
O-take-san is over, and the priest wants to have her thrown out of the
house Olav had set her up in. A young Japanese bureaucrat, Prince
Matahari, tries to intervene and fights the priest. At one point, Matahari
describes the motives of the priest in this way: ‘It was never about

Buddha's holy service; you just wanted revenge.” The audience might
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well be confused at this point. For what crime did the priest want
revenge? Was it revenge because O-take-san's father prevented O-take-
san from working in the forbidden forest? Was it because O-take-san
herself did not want to work in the forbidden forest? Does it matter?
The priest’s entire existence seems to be as an agent of unhappiness. It
seems that the priest is the very symbol of O-take-san’s fate. Sometimes
he destroys O-take-san’s happiness. Sometimes he facilitates the things
that destroy O-take-san’s happiness.

Lang made three films about a master criminal named Dr. Mabuse.
In the second of these films, 7he Testament of Dr. Mabuse (1933),
Lang's Mabuse explains the reason for all of the bank robberies,
murders etc. that he has caused to happen. Mabuse does not want the
money. His main goal is chaos. He wants nothing less than the
breakdown of society."! (The Nazis had been working toward the same
end. .. total collapse of society so that they could take power in
Germany.) It is fitting that after Lang made this movie, he had a
meeting with the Nazi Reich Minister of Propaganda Goebbels, and Lang
decided that he had better leave Germany as soon as possible.

The villains in many of Lang's films seem to have the same
motivation, which is no motivation at all. These people do not use chaos
as a tool to get their goal: chaos is their goal. Even the child-murderer in
Lang’'s masterpiece M (1931) does not kill children for any other
reason. .. he himself does not know why he kills. The resultant chaos is
so serious that even the criminal gangs realize that society is spinning
out of control.”

The most interesting (and important character) in most of
Lang’'s films is the villain. The villain in Lang’s Spione (1928),

Haghi, is a banker, so he clearly does not need more money. His goal
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seems to be control of other people’s lives... But for what purpose?
Does Haghi reward loyalty? His promise to the female character, Sonia,
that he will spare her boyfriend if she performs one more task for him, is
a lie. Sonia is disposable. So is everybody else. Sonia is a Russian, and
perhaps trying to serve the Russian government... But Haghi himself
does not take the Russian cause seriously. His goal is chaos for the sake
of Chaos!

Andrew Sarris explains the auteur theory (fEF % #5%) in his
masterpiece, 7The American Cinema: Directors and Directions, 1929-
1968 he explains that, in order to really understand how to judge a film,
it is essential to look at the body of work of the director of the film.
When the great majority of the films of a director are outstanding, then
one knows that one is in the presence of a director who deserves to be
studied more deeply.

According to Sarris, Fritz Lang is a great director, worthy of such
study. In his German films, his French film and in his American films,
one can trace the same sensibility. Lang can take a story and make it
his own. In a sense, a great director makes the same film again and
again, and imprints each film with his own personality. This is the
reason why, according to the auteur theory, one can learn more from an
inferior film by a great director than one can learn from a superior film
by an insignificant director.

Fritz Langs early Harakiri has only been widely known for about 20
years, when it was discovered in a Dutch library. While the film is based
on Madame Butterfly, that story is less important to Lang than the story
of how O-take-san deals with her destiny, as personified by the priest.
For those who take the auteur theory seriously, this film is a revelation;

one can see clearly in this film the beginning of what became the
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center of Lang's films we now judge as masterpieces.
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