
HISTORICAL ESSAYS, REFLECTIONS AND REVIEWS 
 

“…Dr. Mabuse [der Spieler] was 
a sensational film and a success. 
But the reason for its success was 
not its sensationalism, which to 
some extent remained modestly in 
the background. It was successful 
for its utilization of film as an 
image of its time, or more 
accurately, in the appraisal of the 
film as a document of its time. 
And that, in my opinion touches 
on another, more important factor 
of the film. 
 Naïve sensational films, such 
as the American Wild West films, 
show us contemporary people in a 
fairy tale like primitivism of 
sensibility. The film as a 
document of its time (a genre for 
which Mabuse was only an 
earthbound forerunner) shows 
contemporary man—or rather, 
must show him—with a kind of 
excess I attempted to show in Die 
Niebelungen. Not a man from 
1924; rather the man from 1924. 
For man, represented as a concept, 
must be larger than life in his 
sensibility and actions, even if he 
is small and shabby. He requires a 
pedestal of stylization, jut as 
bygone centuries do. We do not 
erect monuments on flat asphalt. 

To make them striking, we elevate them over the heads of passersby. Hence, for people who both 
make and watch films, film assumes two aspects: on the one hand, films are judged against they 
most like to watch, and here one can draw very clear conclusions for the individual and the 
crowd alike; on the other hand, there is film itself, which is an image of its time, emerging from 
our time. I do not just mean contemporary Europe. I mean all cultured nation where people live 
and make films.” 
 
Fritz Lang, “Kitsch—Sensation—Culture and Film” First published in Edgar Beyfuss and Alex 
Kossowsky, eds., Das Kulturfilmbuch (Berlin: Carl P. Chryselius’scher Verlag, 1924), 28-31. 
Translated by Alex H. Bush. 
 



 

 
 
Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler, I. Teil 
Der Film (Berlin) vol. 7, no. 18, 30 Apr 1922, p. 52. 

The first part of this eagerly an2cipated film is characterized by very a9en2ve ac2ng and 
outstanding performances. In addi2on, there are excellent technical quali2es that elevate this 
crime film far above its peers. You have to remember that it is basically a detec2ve film, for 
which the all-domina2ng power of the criminal and not the authority of the state used against 
him sets the tone. The film is based on the novel of the same name by Norbert Jacques, which 
caused a s2r in the Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung at the 2me. The adapta2on for the film was done 
by Thea von Harbou, and the direc2on was in the hands of Fritz Lang, whose name has been 
among the first in his field since A Tired Death [Des4ny]. 

The aim of this film must have been to show the compelling genius of the criminal Dr. Mabuse 
that ran like a red thread through the plot, presen2ng his irresis2bility as well as his superiority 
as almost self-evident quali2es and talents. As with any work of art, a certain finishing touches 
were therefore necessary with regard to the overall effect. As is well known, film, unlike stage 
ac2ng, has only visual impressions at its disposal. The audience’s excitement takes place purely 
through the eye, and it should never be forgo9en that any stretching always carries with it the 
danger of falling out of tempo. On stage, the word creates, in film, the image creates. The effect 
of the picture arises not only from its content, but also from its movement. The present film 



also takes this requirement into account, although in places it could use some cuts. Cuts, to 
understand it correctly, not as shortenings of exis2ng processes, but many processes could have 
been preserved as a whole, but enlivened a li9le. That's what was meant by tempo above. 

The film's uncondi2onal success with the public is not so much due to the peculiarity of the 
criminal figure, but rather to its form. Some aspects even seem implausible. But the fabulously 
concentrated performances of Rudolf Klein-Rogge as Dr. Mabuse and Bernhard Goetzke as the 
public prosecutor and Aud Egede Nissen in connec2on with the already men2oned advantages 
of a technical and photographic nature – excellent night studio pictures of streets! – are the 
ones who lead the movie to success in the first place. The other roles, played by Paul Richter, 
Gertrude Welcker, Lydia Potechina, von Schle9ow and Alfred Abel, are also very well cast. 

 



 

H.W. [Hans Wollenberg] 
Dr. Mabuse, II. Teil 
Lichtbild-Bühne (Berlin) vol. 15, no. 22, 27 May 1922, p. 35. 

 
An unusual thing became a fact here: the film ends in a more literary, psychological, and subtle 
way than the novel. Here: seaplane—acroba2cs; external cinema2c shock effect. There, in Thea 
von Harbou's screenplay: the mental and spiritual collapse of a superhuman, supercriminal, 
superhypno2st. A logical and internally jus2fied ending in a minor key — at the same 2me the 
strongest, most convincing scene played by the leading actor Klein-Rogge, who, despite all his 
skills at disguise, lacks the demonic quality that would elevate the film villain to the status of a 
darkly brilliant “player with people.” Only twice does Mabuse exude a demonic, uncanny effect 
(when he unexpectedly confronts his pursuer in his own room and then when, in the guise of 
the mass hypno2st Weltmann, he wields the instrument of a mass audience); in both scenes, 
Lang's outstanding direc2ng technique plays a major role in this choice of effect. There can be 
no be9er compliment one can pay to the direc2on and photography (Carl Hoffmann) than to 
say that the second part is absolutely on par with the brilliant first part. In one respect, it even 



surpasses it: in the ac2ng. And Alfred Abel definitely wins the race here, whose great scenes 
(supported, of course, by incredible direc2ng and filming techniques) are among the best 
performances in film. The Aud Egede Nissen death scene is also masterful; Goetzke has very 
strong parts. Forster-Larrinaga, Schle9ow, John, and Huszar deliver masterpieces. What Hunte 
and Stahl-Urach have achieved in terms of set design in the studio deserves the highest 
admira2on. 

A word about the overall impression of this Mabuse film, which, despite its apparent division 
into two parts, forms an organic whole. The las2ng impression lef on the Ufa-Palast on both 
premiere nights proved that something great and powerful has been created here through great 
skill, virtuoso technique, and ar2s2c sensi2vity. Director Fritz Lang and all those who worked 
with him have proven that a film based en2rely on criminal mo2ves can become a work of 
substance through the way the material is handled; here, too, it is true that it is the tone (Ton) 
that makes the music. 

 

 

 



Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler  
F–n., Film-Kurier, Nr. 96, 28.4.1922 

The secret of the resounding success achieved last night by this first part of “Dr. Mabuse” seems 
to me to lie primarily in the fact that it is a typical contemporary film. Historical films ofen have 
a lot going for them in terms of visuals, with their magnificent costumes, but they usually lack 
the immediate appeal of films set in the present day. Here, on the other hand, the audience 
recognizes itself in its environment and — is delighted. 

According to the program summary, Dr. Mabuse is the epitome of a brilliant criminal, perhaps 
even more than that: he is the embodiment of our contemporary zeitgeist, born out of the post-
war period. He is definitely a genius, and not the only one in this work. Even more true to life is 
the owner of a nightclub, who began his brilliant career as a seller of jumping jacks, safely 
survived the war behind barred windows, and is now a big shot. Life in our big-city nightclubs is 
also aptly portrayed, with dancers, hidden gambling clubs, cocaine dens, etc. One of these 
fashionable nightclubs is designed with somewhat contrived sophis2ca2on; in the event of an 
“incident,” a retractable ceiling transforms the gambling opera2on into a harmless dance hall in 
a ma9er of seconds. Above it all hovers Dr. Mabuse in his many guises; he is a jack of all trades, 
with connec2ons everywhere. He controls the stock market as well as the nighgme gambling 
dens, and when things go wrong and the police show up, he always knows how to make himself 
scarce at just the right moment. In short, he really fulfills all the condi2ons that one must 
reasonably expect of such a genius. According to the program summary, Dr. Mabuse is the 
epitome of a brilliant criminal, perhaps even more than that. When he is called the “Great 
Gambler,” it does not mean that he gambles with dirty money and is merely the hero of 
gambling clubs. Rather, he gambles with people's des2nies and, in doing so, unconsciously 
treats himself most cruelly. 

The technical execu2on of the film can also be described as ingenious. The buildings designed 
by Stahl-Urach and O9o Hunte are unique and modern in every single scene. Innova2ve ideas 
are combined very successfully here, which is a welcome sign of the flourishing state of our film 
set design. Added to this is the photography with its virtuoso treatment of light and shadow. A 
few night scenes shot in the studio received special applause, as did some other tricks, such as 
Dr. Mabuse's head growing larger and larger as he stares at the audience with an eerily blank 
gaze.  

In terms of ac2ng, Rudolf Klein-Rogge gave an outstanding performance in the 2tle role: with 
his many consistently successful masks, he is truly unparalleled. But he was not just an empty 
mask; his facial expressions were also extremely expressive. The second brilliant performance 
was given by Aud Egede Nissen, who is given the grand stage she deserves for the first 2me 
here. She played the dancer Cara Carozza in a sophis2cated manner, with the utmost 



refinement and yet soulfully. Gertrud Welcker, on the other hand, did not get beyond her 
problema2c bagng of the eyelashes. Bernhard Goetzke gave an impressive performance as the 
public prosecutor, Paul Richter as a young, elegant, slightly tragic bon vivant, and Forster-
Larrinaga as Mabuse's decadent, cocaine-addicted secretary. (...) 

 

 



 



Eugen Tannenbaum  
Dr Mabuse der Spieler 
4.28.1922, B.Z. am MiRag 

Film is, at its best, a moving image of the present. As such it is sensa2on, adventure, 
concentrated zeitgeist all rolling at breakneck speed. It is a play (Spiel) and mirror of life. Based 
on this insight, director Fritz Lang has developed the new Uco film of the Decla bioscope, Dr 
Mabuse, der Spieler, with the assistance of Thea von Harbou, who with a confident touch has 
adapted the story of the novel by Norbert Jacques, which was first published in the "Berliner 
Illustrierte Zeitung" and then as an Ullstein book…. 

It is not the course of ac2on that is decisive for the film’s success – which in its rousing frenzy 
bursts the closed form of the drama – but the episode. It is not the events in their totality, but 
symbolic individual events as the most vivid expression of the 2me, held together by a 
purposeful ar2s2c crea2ve will, by rhythm and tempo, by style and mood. Concentra2on of 
dance and crime, of gambling mania and cocaine epidemic, of jazz band and raid. No essen2al 
symptom of the post-war years is missing. Stock exchange maneuvers, occult swindle, street 
trading and splurge, smuggling, hypnosis and counterfei2ng, expressionism and murder and 
manslaughter. 

In this brazen frenzy of dehumanized humanity, there is no meaning, no logic—only play. But 
while the others indulge him at the bar table, Dr Mabuse plays with people and human fates. 
Everything else is only a means to an end for him. A brilliant criminal in countless masks and 
transforma2ons. As a cool stock market fixer in the era of financial chaos, as a drunken sailor 
and owner of a counterfeit trade, as an elegant bon vivant in a gambling club and then a 
professorial old man. His will governs everyone and everything. His gaze is an order that no one 
can escape who enters his orbit. It is not about money and exploita2on, but about making 
people the tools of his lust for rulership, of his conquering greed. 

Dr. Mabuse is Rudolf Klein-Rogge. He has a hypno2c, mesmerizing eye for the role, paralyzing 
people and binding them to his will, and he knows how to make the numerous transforma2ons 
required by his adventurous life believable. 

It was a fortunate idea not to give the characters in this film individual traits, but to mark them 
out as typical representa2ves of a certain class of contemporary life: the weakling and cocaine 
addict Spoerri (Forster-Larrinaga), the insignificant millionaire's son Hull (Paul Richter), the 
compliant creatures Georg and Pesch (Hans A. v. Schle9ow and Georg John) and all the other 
soldiers of fortune, whores and profiteers who are chased through this film, the pupil of the 
great gambler, the dancer Cara Carozza (Aud Egede-Nissen) and Gertrude Welcker as Countess 
Told, with heavy eyelids over 2red eyes, with the casual gesture of a resigned nature, 



melancholic, tender, her morbid husband Alfred Abel and the sober, correct public prosecutor 
von Wenk (Bernard Goetzke), who solely embodies the sense of jus2ce. 

But it is not only the people who are a typical expression of our day, but also their lifestyles and 
the environment in which they appear. Thus, the scenic nature of the film, the architecture, an 
astonishing achievement by the architects Stahl-Urach and O9o Hunte, takes on increased 
significance: the expressionist rooms that house Count Told’s art collec2on, the bizarre 
furnishings of a mundane yet secret gaming club, the sober office of the public prosecutor, a 
dive bar and a luxury hotel. 

The technology of the crank mechanism (Karl Hoffman’s brilliant photography!) celebrates 
triumphs in this film. For the first 2me, the problem of illuminated nocturnal streets has found 
its solu2on. When the glowing eyes of speeding cars sparkle through the night, when the view 
through opera glasses of the vaudeville stage becomes increasingly clear, the nuances of light 
and shadow—that alone makes this cranked-up contemporary picture, the first part of which 
was received with great applause yesterday at the Ufa-Palast am Zoo, well worth seeing. Also 
astonishing is the way in which the inter2tles are used as a vivid means of expression, how Dr. 
Mabuse's hypno2c gaze subjugates not only his vic2ms, but also the audience, how mental 
processes are projected outwardly. All in all, a happy union of art and cinema, of culture and 
technology. 

 



Vorwärts, Berlin Filmschau 30.4.1922 

Film as a 2me archive. This is, afer all, something new. The reflec2ons of an epoch are 
immortalized in celluloid, preserved in the moving image for posterity, where they are conveyed 
to the rhythm of our present with far greater immediacy than a book. This is the new Uco Decla 
Bioscop film that Thea von Harbou wrote based on the novel Dr. Mabuse by Norbert Jacques. 
He was seen in the Ufa Palast am Zoo. Dr. Mabuse, a richly roman2c appearance, is intended as 
a figure uniquely derived from the disorienta2on of the our present 2me. As a human being 
who, in a desert of weaklings, of degenerate creatures and those who flu9er without direc2on, 
dominates all people through the tremendous will to power. A gambler who plays with money, 
and with fate. 
    It could be something impressive in such a figure, – 'Dr. Mabuse, the Gambler', however, is 
not portrayed as an an2-social individualist, but as a mean, calcula2ng criminal.  
    The means to power lies in nothing more than a hypno2c talent caricatured to the point of 
improbability, even impossibility. One does not believe his power victories and only recognizes 
his superiority over the film censors, to whom he has successfully explained away the venerable 
prejudice against all hypnosis in films. His ac2ons in the context of a plot that is not exactly 
clearly rolled out and not exactly drama2cally and logically conducted, soon set the pace of a 
not overly exci2ng detec2ve story, in which a rather perplexed antagonist does not even allow a  
libera2ng smile at the witchcraf of the run-of-the-mill detec2ve masters who triumph without 
resistance. 
    The appeal of the film therefore lies in another area: precisely in the organiza2onal 
interweaving of typical contemporary phenomena into the events. The swindlers and 
pros2tutes of the present, the raids and exploita2on of gambling clubs, the whole gambling 
frenzy of the 2me, the Stock Exchange frenzy, the occult swindle, the nocturnal smuggling 
service, the mendacity of a degenerate society, all this is skillfully balanced and provides the foil 
to the untrue, but nevertheless contemporary figure of Dr. Mabuse.  
    The director Fritz Lang, who, ofen standing on shaky ground, has certainly done quality work. 
He created contemporary color with great dedica2on, strong powers of observa2on and 
precision. He also kept the actors in a variety of masks,. Always expressive, although somewhat 
2ring in the eternal spell of Dr. Mabuse, Mr, Klein-Rogge, his weak counterpart Bernhard 
Goetzske and the women's roles, Aud Ergede Nissen and the beau2ful, elegant-looking 
Gertrude Welcker…. 
    A real joy and surprise is the photography of Karl Hoffman. He has finally brought the 
successful, astonishing night shot to film. Without a single picture having been 2nted with color, 
he photographed purely for mood and s2ll achieved the finest shading. Some ideas are of the 
greatest charm, such as the eyes of Dr. Mabuse rushing towards the viewer, the sugges2vely 
ever-growing wri2ng, the view through an opera glass…. This film belongs to the photographer. 



 

 

Die Welt am Montag. 1. 5. 1922 

This Film […] is a document of our 
2mes, an excellent image of 
fashionable life with its passion for 
gambling (Spielleidenscha>) and 
dancing, its hypernervousness and 
decadence, its expressionism and 
its occult currents. Thanks to Thea 
von Harbou’s film adapta2on of the 
[…] widely read novel; with superb 
success Fritz Lang led the game. 
With sharp outlines Rudolf Klein-
Rogge brought Mabuse to life.  

 
 



Variety Magazine, Dec. 31, 1921 
 
Dr. Mabuse der Spieler  
Dr Mabuse, the Gambler, from the novel by Norbert Jacques, is a good average popular thriller - 
dime novel stuff in a $100,000 setting - but sufficiently well camouflaged to get by a with a class 
audience. 

Dr Mabuse, the Gambler, from the novel by Norbert Jacques, is a good average popular 
thriller – dime novel stuff in a $100,000 setting – but sufficiently well camouflaged to get by 
with a class audience. 

The story builds itself about the character of Dr. Mabuse (Rudolf Klein-Rogge), the great 
gambler, the player with the souls of men and women. He runs an underground counterfeiting 
establishment, and with this money starts all his enterprises. In the first reel of the film he 
appears as a stock exchange speculator, stealing an important commercial treaty. 

To get money out of a rich young man he sets Carozza (Aud Egede-Nissen), a dancer, on 
his trail; then hypnotizing him, he wins large sums of money from him at his club. Mabuse meets 
Countess Told (Gertrude Welcker) and desires her. He fixes the mark of cheating at cards on her 
husband, and in the ensuing excitement steals her away. 
And so it goes on, a bit confusedly but generally with speed and life. The best moments are 
achieved by the conflict between Mabuse and the attorney, Von Wenk (Bernhard Goetzke), who 
is trying to uncover him. The first part [Der Grosse Spieler, 120 mins.] ends with the stealing of 
the countess and the second [Inferno, 122 mins.] with the finding of Mabuse, insane, in his own 
counterfeiting cellar, where he has been trapped by Von Wenk. 

The film is somewhat hurt by the casting of Klein-Rogge for the title role; he is 
physically too small and not a clever enough actor to make one forget this. Paul Richter as a 
millionaire and Goetzke as Von Wenk do very nicely. And the Carozza of Egede-Nissen and the 
countess of Welcker are fine pieces of film work. 

The interiors of Stahl-Urach and Otto Hunte are sumptuous and tasteful, and Carl 
Hoffmann’s photography generally adequate. The direction of Fritz Lang has moments – but 
Lang somewhat negates his good technical effects by twenty forty-word captions of a ludicrous 
unconciseness. 

 
[Two-part pic was released in the US in 1927 in a single 63-min. version, with florid intertitles in 
poor English.] 
 
 
 

https://variety.com/1921/film/reviews/dr-mabuse-der-spieler-1200409382/


 



 





 
 
 

 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          
         Paul Rotha, The Film Till Now: a survey of the cinema (1930) 
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