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Foreword to the 2020 Edition

It is difficult to believe that it is almost twenty-five years ago that I wrote this monograph on Sunrise. It was one of my most beloved films then (which is why I agreed to author the book) and it remains so now. Just last fall, I taught it in a class called The Body in Cinema – as a work which, in a consummate manner, exemplifies the corporeal aspects of silent film acting. Students who had never seen the film and were largely unfamiliar with silent cinema both appreciated it artistically and were moved by it. On a less anecdotal level, it is significant that a 2012 Sight & Sound critics’ poll of the best movies of all time ranked Sunrise as number five, keeping company in the top ten with such other masterpieces as Citizen Kane, Vertigo, Man with a Movie Camera, 8½ and The Passion of Joan of Arc.

Furthermore, an overview of recent academic literature in the field of film and media studies reveals that Sunrise still commands the attention of scholars, with several articles having been published on it since the release of my book. Some view the film in relation to Expressionism or Modernism, others to cinematography or sound, still others to the themes of infidelity, the city or love. This focus on a silent art film like Sunrise is especially impressive and heartwarming given that the field, as a whole, has turned away from emphasizing the ‘classics’ to a consideration of more popular and contemporary cinema, to genre film, to film and politics, and to the relation between cinema and various modes of new media (cell phones, tablets, streaming, video games and apps).

Perhaps the most encouraging news of all since the publication of this book is the restoration of Sunrise carried out by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Film Archive and the British Film Institute. This assures that future generations will be able to see a pristine version of the film rather than a compromised one (be it on celluloid or DVD) – so that the majesty of its black and white cinematography, its chiaroscuro lighting, and magnificent sets can make their full emotional and aesthetic impact on the spectator.
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‘Sunrise’: Border Crossings

Modern environments and experiences cut across all boundaries of geography and ethnicity, of class and nationality, of religion and ideology. In this sense, modernity can be said to unite all mankind. But it is a paradoxical unity, a unity of disunity … of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish.

Marshall Berman (15)

In the quote above, Berman conceives modernity as entailing two major features: a lack of boundaries and a wealth of contradictions. As an exemplary modern text, it should not come as a surprise that such elements profoundly structure Sunrise (1927).

For Nestor Almendros, Sunrise is ‘a dialectical movie’. Similarly, for Tony Rayns, its ‘meaning springs largely from [its] oppositions’ (92).1

For Dorothy Jones, it ‘communicate[s] by establishing significant contrasts’ (255). While these critical views highlight the film’s antitheses (a trope that Berman associates with modernity), they stress separation at the expense of continuity (or ‘disunity’ at the expense of ‘unity’). Rather than embrace fixed divisions, Sunrise is a text marked by fluid boundaries – junctions that trace the subtle connection between entities rather than their clear demarcation. It is this complex mode of ‘border crossing’ (this world of ‘Both/And’ – not – ‘Either/Or’ [Berman, 24]) that makes the film so poignant, resonant, fascinating and modern.

Europe/America

As contemporary critics observed, Murnau had made neither an ‘American’ nor a ‘Continental’ film, but something with a deliberately ‘universal’ quality that mediated between the two.

Graham Petrie (41)

In July 1926, Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau (1888–1931) travelled from Germany to the United States – traversing national and continental perimeters – to make Sunrise for the Fox Film Corporation in Hollywood (Eisner, 167). Born F.W. Plumpe in Bielefeld, Westphalia, he adopted the name of Murnau after a small Bavarian town famous for its artists colony, the Blaue Reiter group. As a student he studied literature and art history at the University of Heidelberg (Eisner, 13, 17). Since childhood, Murnau had displayed an interest in the theatre, and, as a young man, had acted in numerous productions. When Max Reinhardt observed Murnau perform, he invited him to join his Deutsches Theatre. Murnau’s stage career was briefly interrupted by infantry service in World War I, but he returned to Berlin and, along with others from the Reinhardt school (among them Conrad Veidt), devoted himself to the cinema – founding the Murnau Veidt Filmgesellschaft (Eisner, 23).
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F.W. Murnau

Between 1919 and 1923, Murnau directed some fourteen films, most of which have been lost. Especially noteworthy is Nosferatu (1922), his brilliant adaptation of Bram Stoker’s Dracula – a film which many have seen as presaging Sunrise in its fascination with ‘perverse’ love (Wood, 16). With Der Letzte Mann (1924), Murnau achieved international fame and became renowned for his use of camera movement. When the film opened in the United States as The Last Laugh, it enjoyed great critical success.

Hailed in America as the ‘German genius’, Murnau caught the attention of William Fox who was seeking to lend art-house prestige to his studio in the mid-20s. Negotiations with Murnau began in 1924 and contracts were signed in 1925 (Everson, 318, 321). As Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery note, the decision to produce Sunrise was ‘a fortuitous historical accident by which the resources of Hollywood were put, for once, at the service of a great film artist’ (91).

Of course, Murnau’s success should be seen as part of a broader context – that is the international cachet of German cinema in the silent era. Such directors as Ernst Lubitsch, Fritz Lang, Ludwig Berger, Paul Leni, and E.A. Dupont had already made their mark on American cinema, and films like Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, 1919), Passion (1919), The Golem (1920) and Siegfried (1924), had achieved acclaim. According to Allen and Gomery, Fox Studios signed Murnau in order ‘to demonstrate that they were more than venders of entertainment for the masses but were also patrons of the highest cinematic art’ (99). Since The Last Laugh had been a commercial failure in the United States, Fox could have had no delusions that Murnau would be a box-office winner.
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The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919)
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The Last Laugh (1924)

Murnau was given almost unprecedented freedom and control over his first project for Fox – a film titled Sunrise to be based on a story by Hermann Sudermann. In addition to his drawing on a German literary source, Murnau employed a host of European colleagues for the project. His scenarist was Carl Mayer (1894–1944), an Austrian writer who collaborated with Murnau on seven films over the course of his career, including The Last Laugh. With Mayer, came the legacy of
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