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Introduction
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In 1977, a truck driver bought a cinema ticket and sat down to watch a brand-new film called Star Wars. As the grand, vivacious space opera unfolded on the screen, the young man was filled with wonderment, but also frustration. Why was he driving trucks for a living when he could be making movies? He loved science fiction, so how come this George Lucas guy got to make a space opera and he didn’t? Within seven years, James Cameron had given up truck driving for good and directed his first feature film, The Terminator. Twenty-five years later, he finally got to direct a space opera of his own: Avatar.

One of the beautiful things about science fiction is that one great piece of filmmaking inspires another. The dreamlike stories of pioneering director Georges Méliès inspired the filmmakers who followed him to make great movies of their own. There’s a clear line from Fritz Lang’s Metropolis to Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner; from Méliès’s Trip to the Moon to 2001: A Space Odyssey, from Frankenstein to Ex Machina.

This very book exists thanks to the inspiring work of other filmmakers. When I was a young boy growing up in a very grey part of the UK, my earliest memories were of science-fiction films. I shuddered at The Creature from the Black Lagoon; I hid my eyes behind my hands at Dr Who and the Daleks. I cheered at Star Wars. I cried at Silent Running. I shrank in fear from Invaders from Mars, a film where a young boy’s father is turned into a pitiless, violent drone by aliens at the bottom of his garden. The latter film left me awestruck: I was used to seeing sci-fi films unfold in exotic settings beyond the stars. Here was an invasion story in a domestic setting, where a little kid is the only one who knows about the presence of evil aliens – and nobody will listen to him.

It’s science fiction’s inspiring sense of limitless possibility that makes it such a vibrant and important genre. At its most basic level, sci-fi is about humankind’s relationship with technology, how it moulds us and changes us, and how – for better or worse – it might affect us in the future. Ray guns, spaceships, robots, aliens with tentacles and multiple eyes – these are the garnish around the edges of sci-fi, but not the meal itself; at their core, sci-fi movies are about ourselves, about the very best and very worst of our natures.

This is something I first realised when I saw Invaders from Mars: whether its writer and director meant it to or not, that movie expressed what it’s like to be a child in a world of grown-ups who are taller and stronger than you are, whose moods and concerns are inscrutable. The boy’s father may have been a simulacrum created by aliens, but his shift in behaviour could have just as easily been caused by depression, or rage, or too much alcohol. Such is the brilliance of sci-fi: it can explore subjects that might be too disturbing or unpalatable to reach a wide audience in a contemporary drama.

That’s the aim of this book: to not only highlight thirty key movies from sci-fi’s long history, but also to demonstrate how each has in some way inspired the other, and, moreover, pushed cinema forward as a whole. Some of the movies in this book are classics; others less so. Some have elements that are timeless; plenty of them have areas that look glaringly dated. Note, too, that the most popular and financially successful sci-fi movies aren’t always the most influential or revolutionary; Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind and E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, for example, are rightly regarded as classics yet their influence arguably pales when compared to the genredefining Star Wars. What all these films have in common is their strength of vision and the extraordinary ripple effect they have had on the movies which came after them. This is why, as well as such movies as Metropolis and Alien, this book will also explore films such as Things to Come and The Incredible Shrinking Man – features that haven’t necessarily defined the genre as we know it, but nevertheless contain moments of genuine wonder.

What you’ll find in the following chapters, then, is not just a list of films, but a guided tour of a genre that has continuously evolved and redefined itself over the past one hundred years.


1. The silent-era pioneer
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A TRIP TO THE MOON (1902)

The story of sci-fi cinema begins in a Frenchman’s back garden. It was in Montreuil, nestled among the trees of this quiet Paris suburb, that filmmaker Georges Méliès built the first movie studio in Europe. From the outside, the building didn’t so much resemble a studio as a greenhouse; completed in 1897, its glass roof and walls allowed natural light to bathe the hand-painted sets created by Méliès and his small crew. It was here, on what was once a vegetable patch, decades before Neil Armstrong first climbed down from his lunar lander in July 1969, that cinema first put a human being on the Moon.

Exactly how humanity could launch itself into space was something writers had pondered for centuries. In his second-century work, A True History, Greek writer Lucian thought we could journey to the Moon on a boat carried aloft by a jet of water. In the seventeenth century, Francis Godwin wrote that we might be able to visit Earth’s nearest neighbour if we had enough geese to carry us there. Jules Verne’s seminal novel From the Earth to the Moon (1865) saw American astronauts launched towards the Moon from a giant cannon; H. G. Wells’s adventurers in The First Men in the Moon (1901) made their trip in a metal sphere painted with a gravity-defying substance named Cavorite.

When it came to the emerging medium of film, however, sending an explorer into space would take something entirely new: the very first visual effects.* At the end of the nineteenth century, the language of cinema was only just being written; for the most part, the earliest movies were concerned with capturing scenes from everyday life: workers leaving a factory, a train pulling into a station. On either side of the Atlantic, pioneering filmmakers were working in parallel lines; in the United States, inventor Thomas Edison’s studio was making brief movies of boxers and scenes of everyday life, which could be viewed on a device called a kinetoscope. In Paris, brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière were thrilling audiences with their cinematograph, another early version of the modern film projector.

Theatre owner and stage magician Georges Méliès was among the first to experience one of the Lumière brothers’ movies. Intent on making and presenting films at his own venue, the Théâtre Robert-Houdin, Méliès tried and failed to purchase one of the Lumière brothers’ projectors, but eventually obtained a similar projection device, called an Animatograph, from the British inventor Robert W. Paul. Méliès demonstrated a flash of his own technical ingenuity when he stripped the Animatograph down and, by studying its components, worked out how to turn it into a film camera.

Within a year of seeing the Lumière brothers’ demonstration, Méliès was making his own movies, which initially followed the popular convention of pointing the camera at an everyday subject. Méliès’ first film, for example, simply showed a trio of gentlemen relaxing in the afternoon sun, one reading a newspaper while the other two play cards. Méliès quickly moved beyond this, however, as he began to employ his skills as a magician in his films: at first, he simply captured himself performing conjuring tricks, but gradually came to realise that the camera could be used to create a new kind of visual sleight of hand.

In his 1896 film The Haunted Castle, Méliès uses a carefully timed cut to create the illusion of a bat turning into the demon Mephistopheles – an editing technique that, according to filmmaking legend, Méliès discovered by accident. The story goes that, a few months before he made The Haunted Castle, Méliès was filming passing traffic in a busy part of Paris when his camera unexpectedly jammed. When Méliès watched the footage back, he noted that a passing horse-drawn bus appeared to turn into a hearse – an illusion created by the camera abruptly stopping and then starting again a few seconds later. Whether this oft-repeated story is true or not – and Helen Powell’s book, Stop the Clocks!, casts a certain level of doubt on it* – Méliès would use editing to repeated and pioneering effect throughout his filmmaking career. He also used multiple exposures and other in-camera tricks to experimental effect, such as an 1898 film in which Méliès appears to pull his own head off and switch it with a selection of other heads sitting on a table. Méliès made around 240 films between 1896 and 1900, which drew ever greater audiences with their visual trickery. As his filmmaking evolved, Méliès realised that the techniques he had developed could be used not merely to create isolated illusions, but to tell stories where incredible, unpredictable things could happen. In Cinderella (1899), Méliès uses editing and whimsical set designs to retell the folk tale of a lowly woman magically transformed into a princess. With the viewpoint dissolving from location to location as we follow the heroine’s progress, Cinderella was Méliès’s most ambitious undertaking up to that point, and his first major success in both the United States and Europe.

It was Méliès’s 1902 film, A Trip to the Moon, however, that really broke new ground. Not only was it one of the longest films of its era – lasting around nine minutes at a time when most films lasted mere seconds – but it was also one of the most expensive and ambitious. By this stage, Méliès had established the Star Film Company, and built the airy, glass-roofed studio on his Montreuil vegetable patch.

A Trip to the Moon borrows liberally from Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon – specifically, Verne’s idea of blasting explorers into space via a huge cannon. Yet Méliès also appears to take inspiration from H. G. Wells’s The First Men in the Moon, first published just one year before his film. Whereas Verne’s fanciful adventure saw its pioneers slingshot around the Moon and return home again, Wells’s story had its explorers land on the lunar surface and meet its inhabitants – an insect-like species Wells dubs Selenites. Méliès appears to take this latter part of the novel for his own adventure, since A Trip to the Moon shows its eccentric-looking explorers (among them Méliès himself, heavily disguised) meeting some athletic Moon people and even killing a few with the swipe of an umbrella. As in Wells’s novel, the explorers later meet the king of the Selenites (whom they also kill).

Compact though it is by modern standards, A Trip to the Moon is a landmark achievement in special effects. Not only is it the first true science-fiction movie, but it’s also the first film to depict the initial contact between humans and an alien species. Little wonder, then, that it caused such a fuss when it first played in Méliès’s theatre in the autumn of 1902. A true transatlantic film phenomenon, it managed to draw crowds in the United States as well as Europe. A Trip to the Moon’s popularity was such that it was widely bootlegged, with counterfeit copies of the movie proving to be so rife that Méliès opened a branch of his company in the United States to help stem the flow.

Just six years after A Trip to the Moon came out, however, Méliès’s popularity began to wane – and, incredibly, his pivotal achievement in cinema very nearly vanished forever. When the First World War broke out in 1914, Méliès’s theatre was shut down, his film studio turned into a makeshift hospital and hundreds of his movies melted down for their minerals. When the war ended, Méliès spent several years in obscurity, and with money tight, he was forced to work as a shopkeeper at a Paris train station. (It was this part of Méliès’s life that director Martin Scorsese told in his uncharacteristically mellow 2011 drama, Hugo.)

Of the dozens of Méliès’s films lost to history, A Trip to the Moon might have vanished too, were it not for a renewed interest in his work at the end of the 1920s. With that critical reassessment came a drive to find and catalogue the Méliès films that still survived, and A Trip to the Moon was one of several prints discovered and preserved for future generations. Remarkably, films previously thought lost to history are still being found today, decades after Méliès’s death in 1938. A hand-coloured print of A Trip to the Moon emerged in 1993; in October 2016, a film called Match de Prestidigitation (or Conjuring Contest) was handed to archivists in the Czech Republic.

In the twenty-first century, A Trip to the Moon is rightly regarded as providing a pivotal moment in cinema. The film’s fame is such that, from 1999 onwards, an effort began to digitise and restore the hand-tinted print discovered six years earlier. Each of A Trip to the Moon’s 13,000 frames was scanned and carefully cleaned by film specialists – a process which took a staggering ten years to complete. The restored print was first screened at the Cannes Film Festival in 2011 and, for the first time in over a century, audiences could see this sci-fi milestone as it looked when it was originally shot. Cinema and visual effects may have moved far beyond the relatively simple techniques Méliès employed in his film, but it was here, in this playful, dreamlike film shot in a Paris suburb, that sci-fi cinema began.

SILENT SCI-FI

To understand just how rapidly the new language of cinema evolved in the early twentieth century, you only have to look at the sci-fi and fantasy films that emerged from 1900 to 1920. For all their technical ingenuity, Georges Méliès’s earliest movies followed the traditions of the theatre, with actors performing in front of painted backdrops – the filmmaking concepts of long shots, close-ups and tracking shots hadn’t yet been invented.

Gradually, however, we see Méliès experimenting with some of the filmmaking techniques that would soon become vital to the language of cinema. In The Impossible Voyage (1904), what we might now think of as a sequel to A Trip to the Moon, a group of scientists build a rocket and blast off for the heart of the sun. In several sequences, Méliès uses simple miniature effects to create long shots, providing his story with a greater sense of scale. In one scene, Méliès illustrates a journey through the Swiss Alps with an effects shot of a train crossing a bridge and trundling through snow-capped mountains. A few shots later, a group of travellers clatter off through the Alps in a charabanc, and Méliès depicts this with a long tracking shot, the camera following the vehicle’s progress up and down steep alpine mountainsides. Compare The Impossible Voyage to A Trip to the Moon from just two years earlier, and it’s easy to see how Méliès’s style developed; that earlier fantasy featured just one instance of what appears to be a camera movement – the famous sequence where the ship strikes the Man in the Moon directly in the eye. Méliès heightens the humour by having the camera close in on the Moon, illustrating the craft’s approach. In reality, the camera is static, and Méliès simply moves his subject – a heavily made-up actor’s face and a painted backdrop – towards the lens.

Méliès comes up with a similar but far more elaborate gag in The Impossible Voyage. A train full of adventurers speeds up the side of a mountain, using it as a ramp to launch them into space; Méliès creates the illusion of another long tracking shot, as the train passes mountains, then clouds, before racing on into the depths of space. In the next shot, we see the sun pass through clouds and then slowly approach the camera; as the sun yawns, the train flies straight down its throat.

By 1912, we can see how Méliès continued to evolve his filmmaking techniques, even as his adventures remained as whimsical as ever. The Conquest of the North Pole’s major set-piece is a flying sequence, which lasts for approximately ten minutes, as a plane flies past a procession of strange phenomena on its way to the Arctic. Méliès’s most lengthy and ambitious film, The Conquest of the North Pole was also, sadly, one of his last; it was far less successful than his earlier fantasies and, like so many of his films, its true value was only fully appreciated many years later. By 1915, American director D. W. Griffith had made The Birth of a Nation – a movie that, for all its horrendous racism, was breathtaking in its scale, ambition and filmmaking invention. Méliès’s whimsical adventures, by this point, had begun to look rather old-fashioned.

The language of cinema was also advancing rapidly in Europe by the time the First World War broke out in 1914. Adapted from Bernhard Kellermann’s bestselling novel Der Tunnel, published in 1913, the film of the same name was a technical marvel. Directed by German filmmaker William Wauer, it details the construction of a huge transatlantic railway tunnel between France and the United States and the dangers that go into building it. Unlike Méliès’s films, Der Tunnel is starkly realistic in tone and execution; Wauer uses close-ups and low camera angles to create a sense of heat and claustrophobia as workers carve their way through earth and rock.

Within little more than a decade, cinema had transformed almost beyond recognition. Early, five-minute vignettes of everyday life or conjuring tricks had given way to stories of exploration and adventure, and then three-hour-long historical epics. Cinema moved from the simple camera setups and staging of Méliès’s breakthrough films and towards location filming and hugely detailed sets. In such films as Der Golem and The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (both 1920), German Expressionist filmmakers experimented with stylised set design, lighting and camera angles to create drama and suspense – techniques that would pass over to the United States later in the century.

If Méliès’s films were only tangentially sci-fi, in the sense that they were created to entertain rather than provoke thought about the realities of human experience, they nevertheless set the groundwork for what was to come later in the century. Thanks to Méliès and pioneering filmmakers like him, cinema had found its own language and voice. The stage was set for the next pivotal sci-fi film: Metropolis.


Selected SF films mentioned in this chapter:

The Haunted Castle (1896)

Cinderella (1899)

The Impossible Voyage (1904)

The Conquest of the North Pole (1912)

Der Tunnel (1914)

Der Golem (1920)

The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1920)





 

_________

* See: Helen Powell, Stop the Clocks! Time and Narrative in Cinema (London: I. B. Tauris, 2012), https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=PA83d5HLDhIC&pg=PA47&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false.

* Powell, Stop the Clocks!, https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=PA83d5HLDhIC&pg=PA47&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false.


2. Revolutionary cinema
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METROPOLIS (1927)

‘What if one day those in the depths rise up against you?’

Fritz Lang nods politely but, inwardly, he’s panicking. The director is sitting opposite Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi Party’s Minister of Propaganda, who’s talking enthusiastically about Lang’s movies. But Lang isn’t really listening to Goebbels – he’s looking through the window over Goebbel’s shoulder, at the clock in the street outside. Lang originally showed up at Goebbels’s office to argue the case for his latest film, The Testament of Dr Mabuse, which has just been withdrawn for its anti-fascist sentiments (the director had, admittedly, placed Nazi Party slogans in the mouth of its title criminal). Instead, Lang is surprised – and more than a little alarmed – to hear that Adolf Hitler is a fan of his work. Worse still, Goebbels reveals that the Führer wants a propaganda film – and that Hitler thinks Lang should be the one to direct it. Lang sits quietly, wondering whether he can get to the bank, withdraw his savings and flee Berlin; but as Goebbels talks and talks, closing time draws ever closer. Quietly, Lang begins to perspire.*

Five years earlier, Lang had made one of the films so avidly watched by Hitler: Metropolis. Even today, its bold, stark images hold a magnetic power: art-deco buildings soaring into the sky. An elegant robot sitting on a throne, gazing back at us with unblinking eyes. An unending row of workers dressed in black, heads bowed, shuffling to the city’s great engine rooms. For these extraordinary images alone, Metropolis deserves its status as one of the most important films of twentieth-century cinema. In technical terms, it was nothing less than groundbreaking – its visual effects paving the way for sci-fi movies still to come. At the time, however, this grand future vision was far from celebrated.

Born in Austria in 1890, Fritz Lang had already lived an eventful life by the time of his thirtieth birthday. When he was twenty, Lang went travelling in Europe and Asia for three years before heading to Paris to study painting in 1913. After the First World War broke out, he served for two years before his injuries – suffered while fighting in Russia and eastern Europe – led to his honourable discharge.

Lang started writing screenplays while he was still in the army, and directed his first feature, the silent picture Halbblut (or Half-Breed), in 1919. From that point on, Lang continued writing and directing films at a prodigious rate, and in 1920 he met Thea von Harbou, a successful actress and novelist who would play an instrumental role in the director’s career. The pair collaborated on some of the most popular German films of the decade: Dr Mabuse, The Great Gambler (1922), which led to a whole series of movies, and Die Nibelungen (1924), an epic fantasy released in two parts. All the same, Lang and von Harbou’s relationship had a darker side. Both were already married when they embarked on a passionate affair; years later, it emerged that Lang’s then-wife, Lisa Rosenthal, had discovered the pair’s secret relationship and had tragically shot herself. (Patrick McGilligan, who wrote the exhaustively detailed biography Fritz Lang: The Nature of the Beast, raised the disturbing possibility that Lang may have pulled the trigger himself.)

From Lang and von Harbou’s partnership came one of the most important science-fiction films of all: Metropolis. In interviews, Lang liked to say that the film was inspired by a visit to New York in 1924; he gazed at the Manhattan skyline, with its buildings clawing at the sky, and the idea for a story set in a futuristic city began to formulate in his mind. In reality, von Harbou was already well into writing the story by October 1924, since the novel was serialised in Illustriertes Blatt magazine the following year, and first published in book form in 1926.

The novel and the resulting movie share the same basic plot. Set in the distant year 2026, Metropolis imagines a sprawling city of sharp social divisions: the rulers and the wealthy live in their glittering towers like gods on Mount Olympus; the vast sea of ordinary workers live underground, powering the great engines that keep the metropolis in motion. Following a chance encounter, a member of the wealthy elite, Freder, falls in love with Maria, a member of the working class. Journeying into the world of machines below, Freder witnesses firsthand the suffering of the workers, and learns that Maria is a kind of freedom fighter who predicts that a messianic figure will one day emerge – a leader capable of forging a union between the upper and lower classes. Meanwhile, Freder’s father, Fredersen, plans to disrupt the workers’ gathering, and has his scientist underling Rotwang build a robot capable of impersonating Maria and upending her revolutionary antics. What Fredersen doesn’t realise is that Rotwang harbours a longstanding grudge against his master, and plans to use the robot to bring the metropolis to its knees.

A sci-fi fantasy of romance, black magic and futuristic technology, Metropolis was an unusually ambitious movie for its time. Not only would it require the kind of set building and army of extras that pioneering director D. W. Griffith employed a decade earlier, but it would also require the creation of new photographic and miniature effects – techniques that were still in their relative infancy. Little wonder, then, that Metropolis’s budget would begin to swell after filming began in the spring of 1925; originally set at 1.5 million Reichsmarks, the investment quickly rose to 5.1 million – making it one of the most expensive movies of its day, and reckoned to equate to around $200 million in 2010.*

Nevertheless, Lang used all that money to striking and often ingenious effect. During Metropolis’s production, effects artist Eugen Schüfftan would prove to be pivotal to the film’s design: he oversaw the creation of the scale models that created the illusion of a bustling city; beneath the art-deco towers, dozens of tiny planes and vehicles were carefully manipulated, one frame at a time. These stop-motion sequences took months to prepare, build and execute; heartbreakingly, one sequence had to be shot all over again when the footage was accidentally destroyed by the film lab. Schüfftan also came up with a technique that used mirrors to place actors in the same shot as a scale miniature, creating the illusion of huge sets at a fraction of the cost of building full-size ones. Although later supplanted by more modern compositing techniques, the Schüfftan process was truly pioneering.

Another of Metropolis’s most memorable images – the curvaceous robot, or ‘Maschinenemensch’, created by Rotwang – was designed by Walter Schulze-Mittendorff. He came up with a very different design from the one described in von Harbou’s book; she had imagined the robot as svelte and semitranslucent. Schulze-Mittendorff instead came up with something far more imposing; made from an early form of plastic, it was precisely modelled from a plaster cast of actress Brigitte Helm’s body. Originally, Schulze-Mittendorff had planned to craft the robot suit out of metal, before he realised it would be too heavy and cumbersome to wear. Casting around for another suitable material, he chanced on a newly invented substance he dubbed ‘plastic wood’ – a kind of filler that hardened when exposed to the air.* Even with this canny use of modern materials, the robot suit remained painful to move around in, and Helm was left sore and exhausted after wearing the outfit in take after take. (One behind-the-scenes photograph from the shoot shows a wan-looking Helm being attended to by a crewmember holding a hairdryer.)

That Lang was a fiercely committed perfectionist hardly helped. Indeed, the director’s seeming intent on making a film larger and more spectacular in scale than his previous one, Die Nibelungen, was a major reason why Metropolis ran so wildly over schedule and over budget. Filming took the best part of a year, and employed tens of thousands of extras – including 750 children – for a dramatic sequence in which the city is subjected to a devastating flood. The youngsters, brought in from the poorer areas of Berlin, were repeatedly drenched by water cannon over a gruelling fourteen-night shoot.† Lang, in his merciless pursuit of the perfect shot, sat high up on his director’s chair, pointing and shouting.

After repeated delays, Metropolis finally had its premiere in Berlin on 10 January 1927, and it was a grand occasion befitting a film of its scale. The UFA-Palast am Zoo, then Germany’s largest cinema, must have looked a spectacular sight to the moviegoers filing into the 600-seat theatre. The building was painted silver; above the door hung a huge bronze gong, a reference to a major set-piece from the movie. In huge letters, the words ‘Metropolis: Ein Film Von Fritz Lang’ spanned the width of the cinema’s facade. By most accounts, the reaction from the public was rapturous, with Metropolis’s futuristic visuals frequently punctuated by applause.

The film’s distributors were, however, less enamoured with Lang’s epic concoction: because of its towering expense, Metropolis was bankrolled and distributed by three companies – Germany’s UFA (Universum-Film Aktiengesellschaft), and over in Hollywood, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and Paramount Pictures. One of the stipulations in the Metropolis contract was that UFA reserved the right to alter the movie in order to ‘ensure profitability’. With Metropolis costing UFA an unprecedented sum of money, and its duration coming to a lengthy 153 minutes, the decision was made to cut the movie down. Shortly after the premiere, the movie was withdrawn and heavily rewritten by American playwright Channing Pollock, resulting in a much-simplified story told over a more compact 115 minutes. This was the version screened in the USA and UK to decidedly mixed reviews – including one by eminent writer H. G. Wells, who dismissed Metropolis as an ‘unimaginative, incoherent, sentimentalising and make-believe film’.*

The movie was cut yet again in 1927 when businessman Alfred Hugenberg took over UFA; the version of Metropolis put on general release in German cinemas that October lasted just ninety-one minutes. This meant that the audiences who saw Metropolis on its premiere were the only people ever to see the film entirely uncut. Over the next few decades, Metropolis would gradually be restored to something close to its former glory, but even at the time of writing, the original 153-minute cut shown in January 1927 remains lost – perhaps forever.

Towards the end of his life, Lang himself seemed to disavow the picture, describing it as a ‘fairy tale’ that he ‘detested’ in an interview with Peter Bogdanovich.* It’s certainly true that Metropolis’s ending seems naive in the extreme, given everything that comes before it: Freder becomes what Maria predicted all along – a mediating voice between the rich and powerful, represented by his father, and the underclass, represented by machine operator Grot (Heinrich George). Exactly how this future society’s gross inequalities will be resolved is left hanging, rather unconvincingly, in the air. But while it’s true that Lang and von Harbou’s movie is as much fantasy as sci-fi, and that its story elements aren’t necessarily all that original – Rotwang is evidently inspired by Doctor Frankenstein, and the story of a futuristic workers’ uprising appears to be taken from Karel Capek’s play, R. U. R. – Metropolis remains a powerhouse of imagination. More than any other movie of its era, the film would inspire the look and feel of sci-fi cinema for decades to come; as critics began to rediscover and reappraise Lang’s film, it grew in reputation from a fragmented product of a bygone era to a timeless classic, its central image of the wealthy living high above the poor coopted by such directors as Ridley Scott and Neill Blomkamp.

Lang’s view of Metropolis may have changed, but that probably had something to do with the events that occurred in the build-up to the Second World War. The relationship between Lang and von Harbou, who by this point were married, began to sour by the time they collaborated on The Testament of Dr Mabuse in 1933. Lang often liked to repeat the story of his meeting with Goebbels, and his subsequent flight from Germany to Paris, and then to America. But like his Metropolis creation myth, where the sight of the Manhattan skyline planted the seed for his movie, the effusive Goebbels, the ticking clock and the perspiration may have been just another tall tale. Whatever the truth was, Lang soon began a new career in Hollywood, while von Harbou continued writing and occasionally directing movies in Nazi Germany. Hitler, meanwhile, turned to the filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl to make the propaganda movie he had long dreamed of: Triumph of the Will (1935).

Metropolis therefore emerged at a unique point in history; between two immensely destructive world wars, at the end of the Expressionist era of filmmaking, and at a time when the creative partnership between Lang and von Harbou was still at its height. If Lang later shunned Metropolis, the film nevertheless remains one of the most important movies in German cinema, and a landmark in sci-fi movie-making.

BEYOND METROPOLIS

After the completion of Metropolis in 1927, Fritz Lang and Thea von Harbou, it seemed, still had sci-fi imagery stirring in their heads. Perhaps they were still thinking about an ending they had once planned for Metropolis – one very different from the shaking of hands between the workers and the elites. Rather than reunite the city, leading couple Maria and Freder would have escaped in a space rocket. The ending was soon dropped, yet the idea of a movie about space travel remained so insistent that, within two years, Lang had made Woman in the Moon (1929).

Although less widely celebrated than Metropolis, Woman in the Moon is nevertheless a key part of early SF cinema – largely thanks to its special effects and scientific rigour. Unlike the fanciful romances of Wells and Verne, published just a couple of decades earlier, Lang’s film used cutting-edge scientific breakthroughs to depict a realistic space mission; between the two world wars, Germany led the way in astrophysics, and Lang cannily employed rocket scientist Hermann Oberth as an advisor on his movie.

While Woman in the Moon didn’t get all its details right – there’s breathable air on one side of the Moon – its depiction of a rocket launch is eerily accurate and, as you would expect from Lang, beautifully staged. Anticipating the real space rockets that launched decades later, Lang’s craft is multistage, with its main booster breaking off in orbit and leaving the front-most section to continue on its path to the Moon.

Metropolis and Woman in the Moon, with their lavish budgets and huge sets, were products of a country that had dramatically reshaped itself in the decades following the First World War. These years of renewed growth resulted in similarly ambitious genre films appearing across Europe. In Russia, 1924 saw the release of the pioneering silent film Aelita, based on the novel of the same name by Alexei Tolstoy. What’s surprising about Aelita, directed by Yakov Protazanov, is how honestly it depicts the austerity of the Soviet Union of the early 1920s, when the revolution had only occurred a few years earlier. The wine tastes like vinegar; food is scarce; rations of sugar are furtively stashed away. Aelita contrasts what its Soviet audience would have recognised as humdrum everyday life with a decadent society on Mars; the ruling class live a gilded existence in their huge, angular palaces, while a penniless working class are kept on ice deep underground. Eventually, the Martian society and its statuesque queen, Aelita, are revealed to be the reverie of the film’s protagonist, Los (Nikolai Tsereteli). At the film’s conclusion, Los rejects his selfish ambition to build a rocket, and instead vows to dedicate his energies to serving the greater good. It’s a moral that probably won’t do much for modern audiences, but in terms of its elegant, futuristic visuals – which had a clear influence on Lang’s Metropolis – Aelita remains a vitally important film in early twentieth-century cinema.

Likewise Cosmic Voyage (1936), a Soviet film that depicts a flight to the Moon in extraordinary detail. The story itself is pure fantasy; a luxuriously bearded professor boards his rocket with an intense young boy and a female assistant, and their adventures on the Moon see them rescue a cat left stranded following an earlier test flight. In terms of design, however, Cosmic Voyage is a technical marvel. Director Vasili Zhuravlov films his detailed miniatures from a low angle, creating a grand sense of scale as the camera tracks across the rocket in its hangar. Sequences on the Moon use stop-motion animation to depict the cosmonauts’ tripping and bouncing along the lunar surface. This commitment to realism was thanks in part to rocket scientist Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, who served as the film’s science consultant, just as Hermann Oberth had on Lang’s Woman in the Moon. Withdrawn from cinemas by Soviet censors shortly after its release, Cosmic Voyage thankfully survives today.

Released the same year as Cosmic Voyage, Things to Come was a similarly ambitious depiction of scientific progress. Written by the great sci-fi author H. G. Wells and directed by William Cameron Menzies, Things to Come could be described as Britain’s answer to Metropolis – a movie Wells was rather scathing about several years earlier. Beginning in 1940, Menzies’s film charts the rise and fall of a British city – called Everytown – over the course of almost a hundred years. Destroyed by a great war, the city reflects a wider apocalypse where humanity backslides into chaos; after decades of war and death, a new, more peaceful civilisation emerges, packed into pristine cities constructed deep underground. A mission to send a rocket to the Moon is briefly disrupted by protestors who have grown nervous about all the unfettered scientific progress. The flight nevertheless proceeds as planned, and the city’s governor sombrely warns us that humanity must remain on its path of progress, or instead risk sinking back into intolerance and war. Originally running to a length of 117 minutes, Things to Come was edited to 108 minutes by the time of its release; other cuts brought its duration down to as low as 72 minutes. That original cut, regrettably, no longer survives.

Things to Come wasn’t a financial success in its day, and even in its edited form, it’s a slow and ponderous film. But in visual terms, its image of a clean subterranean utopia is unforgettably striking; an early shot of fighter planes flying over the cliffs of Dover, created years before the Battle of Britain, is chillingly prophetic.
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* See: https://cinephiliabeyond.org/mise-en-scene-fritz-lang-invaluable-short-lived-magazines-article-master-darkness.

* See: https://www.theguardian.com/film/2010/oct/21/metropolis-lang-science-fiction.

* See: https://web.archive.org/web/20151004213042/http://www.walter-schulze-mittendorff.com/EN/roboto2.html.

† See: https://web.archive.org/web/20140316012144/http://www.tcm.com/this-month/article/25817%7C0/Metropolis.html.

* See: http://www.openculture.com/2016/10/h-g-wells-pans-fritz-langs-metropolis.html.

* Peter Bogdanovich, Who the Devil Made It?: Conversations with Legendary Film Directors (London: Arrow, 1998).


3. Creator and creation
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FRANKENSTEIN (1931)

‘Now I know what it feels like to be a god!’

Decades before Blade Runner or RoboCop, there was Frankenstein: a pioneering story of creator and nightmarish creation. Mary Shelley’s seminal gothic novel was a milestone in literature, yet it’s Universal’s 1931 movie that gives us much of the imagery we now associate with the Frankenstein tale: the scientist in his lab coat, joined by his hunchbacked assistant. The creature stretched out on an operating table, lit up by great arcs of electricity. That lofty forehead, the bolts through the neck, those half-closed eyes, at once disturbing and sympathetic. Directed by James Whale, Frankenstein introduces all kinds of ideas that weren’t in Mary Shelley’s source novel. Never mind the common mistake that Frankenstein is the name of the monster’s creator, not the monster itself; in Shelley’s novel, first published in 1818, Victor Frankenstein (not Henry, as he’s named in the movie) doesn’t have a hunchbacked assistant. The creation of the monster is left ambiguous; the bolts through the neck and the lofty forehead are nowhere to be found. Whale’s movie, however, remains one of the most compelling and urgent adaptations of the original text – a cautionary sci-fi tale that soon flips over into pure horror.

The science-fiction label did not even exist when Shelley first put pen to paper at the age of just eighteen. But while Frankenstein: or, The Modern Prometheus, to give the novel its full title, takes in elements from gothic horror, it’s undoubtedly a sci-fi story. Unlike tales from folklore, such as the Golem, Frankenstein takes the idea of a man creating life from the realms of magic and into the arena of scientific speculation. Victor Frankenstein is, after all, a scientist – an expert in biology, chemistry and physics. When Shelley started writing her novel, she drew on the work of such real-life scientists as Humphry Davy and Erasmus Darwin. (In the preface to the first edition of Frankenstein, Shelley’s husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley, writes, ‘The event on which this fiction is founded, has been supposed, by Dr Darwin, and some of the physiological writers of Germany, as not of impossible occurrence . . .’)

Adapted from a stage play by Peggy Webling, Whale’s Frankenstein is more contained than Mary Shelley’s work. Where the novel moved from Europe to Scotland to Ireland to the North Pole, the movie takes place in and around a single (unnamed) European village. As in the book, Frankenstein (Colin Clive) is a scientist obsessed with the idea of creating life. Working in an abandoned watch tower with his assistant Fritz, Frankenstein stitches together a tall, makeshift human form from purloined body parts and, one tempestuous evening, brings his creature (Boris Karloff) to life in a burst of lightning. Unlike the articulate monster in the book, Frankenstein’s creation is a mute, pitiful thing; tall, capable of miraculous feats of strength, yet hardly malicious or cunning (one of the monster’s first actions in the book is to frame Frankenstein for murder). Nevertheless, Frankenstein becomes fearful of his creation, much as his counterpart in the book was; thinking the monster capable of murder, Frankenstein claps the poor creature in irons. The monster does eventually kill, but only after Frankenstein’s old mentor Dr Waldman (Edward Van Sloan) makes an attempt to dissect it. Again, as in the book, the monster becomes a shunned, tragic figure – in this instance, cornered by an angry mob of villagers and burned alive in a windmill. An ending was originally devised in which Frankenstein met a fiery death at the same time; this was removed after test screenings found it to be too downbeat, and the scientist is instead allowed to live in happiness with his wife Elizabeth – a far cry from the icy gloom of Shelley’s final chapter.

Frankenstein’s iconic makeup effects were conceived by Jack Pierce, who had previously worked on The Man Who Laughs (1928) and Universal Studios’ adaptation of Dracula (1931), and his monster makeup is ingenious in its simplicity. The flat-topped head and heavy eyelids give Karloff’s already distinctive features an unnatural quality, while at the same time giving the actor the freedom to express himself; those strange, hollow cheeks were achieved with an even simpler approach – Karloff simply removed his dentures.

The monster’s birth scene is equally striking, thanks in no small part to Colin Clive’s fevered performance as Frankenstein and some stunning production design. The effects of lightning
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