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The Cabinet of Dr. 
Caligari
1920 · Directed by Robert Wiene

German Expressionism Silent Cinema Horror Art Cinema

In a small German town, a travelling showman arrives at the 
fair with a sleepwalker he claims can foretell the future. Soon 
a series of deaths unsettles the community, and a young man 
begins to investigate. A silent horror tale told in a deliberately 
unreal, painted world.

D I R E C T O R Robert Wiene

Y E A R 1920

R U N T I M E 1h 17m (77 min)

C O U N T R Y Germany

G E N R E S Drama, Horror, Thriller, Crime

C A S T Werner Krauss, Conrad Veidt, Friedrich Fehér, Lil Dagover, Hans Heinrich von Twardowski

M U S I C Giuseppe Becce

I M D B 8.0 / 10 (74,697 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

96% (critics)

T M D B  S C O R E 7.9 / 10 (1,830 votes)
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W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Free: Search YouTube (restored / 4K)
Free: Search YouTube (all versions)
Free: Search Internet Archive
Stream (US): fuboTV, Philo, Shudder, Fandor Amazon Channel, Screambox Amazon Channel, 
Eternal Family, Shudder Apple TV channel, Kino Film Collection
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Fandango At Home
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.

Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 The founding landmark of German Expressionist cinema
Released in 1920, it is the film that brought Expressionism to the screen and the most famous example of 
the style. It made Weimar-era German film an international talking point.

2 Production design becomes the main attraction
Painted shadows, slanting walls and sharp-angled streets make the sets as striking as any performer. Few 
films show so plainly what design can do when realism is set aside.

3 A template for the horror and thriller to come
Its fairground menace, eerie figures and shadowy streets created a visual vocabulary that later horror films, 
thrillers and gothic fantasies kept returning to.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

A defining film of German Expressionism and one of the earliest feature films to be treated as art in 
its own right, it set the look of screen horror for decades.
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W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch it as a moving painting, where design and gesture carry the meaning 
as much as the story does.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

The painted shadows, crooked windows and angled streets: note how few lines in the frame are 
straight or true to ordinary perspective.

The acting style: stylised, gestural movement, from Conrad Veidt's slow, gliding body to Werner 
Krauss's hunched, fussy menace.

The tinted colour and the iris shots that open and close scenes, which set mood and direct your 
eye like punctuation.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

What can a deliberately artificial world make you feel that a realistic one cannot?

C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Industry: After the First World War, Germany's film industry was isolated from foreign imports. Studios 
such as Decla needed distinctive, low-cost films that could stand out at home and abroad.

Dominant styles: Most European cinema of 1920 favoured realistic locations, theatrical staging and 
literary adaptations. Fantasy existed, but its look usually stayed close to ordinary naturalism.

Movements: Expressionism was already established in German painting, theatre and graphic art, with 
distorted forms and exaggerated emotion. Cinema had barely taken it up before this film.

Technology: Silent film with tinted film stock, shot on studio stages. Painted flats could substitute for 
expensive location work and give the studio total control over the image.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

M O V E M E N T

Expressionist art and theatre
German painting and stage design had already used distorted forms and exaggerated emotion. The film transfers that visual 
language to the screen.

↓
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T R A D I T I O N

German Romantic and Gothic fantasy
Tales of sinister showmen, uncanny figures and shadowy towns supply the story's characters and atmosphere.

↓
F I L M

The Student of Prague (1913)
An earlier German fantasy feature that showed supernatural tales could draw serious audiences and make use of film's special 
effects.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   Painted, openly artificial sets replaced realistic locations, turning production design into the 
film's chief expressive tool.

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Made in Germany's first postwar years, when defeat, unrest and economic strain left a society distrustful of 
authority and hungry for new art.

Country and moment: Shot in 1919 and released in February 1920, the film emerged from a Germany 
shaken by defeat in the First World War, the fall of the Kaiser and the unstable early Weimar Republic.

Economy: Inflation and shortages made materials costly. Painted sets and stylised lighting were partly 
a practical answer for Decla, a small studio working on a modest budget.

Society and audience: Many Germans were left with war trauma, mistrust of authority and anxiety 
about obedience and control. A story about madness, power and manipulation spoke to those moods.

The filmmaker's situation: Robert Wiene took over the project from other directors. The film was made 
by a team that included artists from the Expressionist circle, and it was one of the first German films to 
win attention abroad after the war.
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W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Format: Silent film with intertitles, running 77 minutes. The score by Giuseppe Becce is associated with 
the film, though many screenings use different music.

Colour: Black and white, usually shown in restored colour tints (amber, blue, green) that indicate time 
of day and mood.

Style: Highly stylised: flat painted sets, exaggerated makeup and theatrical, stylised acting. Treat it as a 
stage-like, nightmarish fable, not realism.

Pace: Brisk for its era, built from short scenes. Silent-film acting may feel broad at first, but it settles 
quickly.

Versions: Surviving prints differ in tinting, intertitle design and music. A modern restoration is strongly 
recommended over older, scratched copies.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?

12+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

German and French ratings are 12, while the BBFC rates it U and the US has no rating; 12 suits the murder 
theme and the demands of a silent, subtitled film.

Official ratings: US NR  ·  UK U  ·  Germany 12  ·  France 12

Good for: Older children and teens curious about silent film will enjoy the striking painted sets, shadows and 
exaggerated acting, and the chance to see where horror cinema's look began.

May unsettle, scary imagery: Distorted, nightmarish sets and a pale, ghostly figure create an eerie mood that 
may unsettle sensitive children.

May unsettle, violence: Several killings are implied or shown briefly and without gore, but the threat is 
sinister throughout.

May unsettle, peril: A young woman is placed in danger, with a tense chase sequence.

May unsettle, pace: It is silent and black and white, with dialogue on text cards and theatrical acting. Younger 
children may lose patience.

Explain first: It is a silent film from 1920: story and dialogue appear on text cards, and the actors use big, 
stylised movements instead of natural ones.

Explain first: The twisted, painted sets are deliberate. They belong to the German Expressionist style, which 
shows feelings and moods rather than realistic places.

Talk about it after: How did the strange sets, lighting and costumes make you feel, and what did they tell you about 
the characters?

Cinespective’s own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film is about authority and the fear of being controlled, and about how 
unreliable a story can be. The film can be read as a nightmare of a society that has 
just lived through war and obeyed orders without question.

T H E M E S

Authority and control: Officials, doctors and showmen hold power over ordinary people, who are sent 
to sleep, summoned or sentenced at their command. The film can be read as a post-war distrust of 
obedience.

Madness and sanity: The line between reason and delusion is blurred, and the final scenes recast what 
came before. Who counts as sane depends on who holds the power to say so.

The sleepwalker as instrument: Cesare acts without will, a figure who can be read as a soldier or victim 
used by someone else. The film questions where responsibility lies.

Fairground and spectacle: Entertainment and menace share the same tent. The film treats 
showmanship as both seductive and dangerous, a quiet comment on cinema itself.

Key scenes

The unveiling of Cesare at the fair
The moment the sleepwalker opens his eyes announces the film's tone, setting up Veidt's presence and 
the crowd's mix of curiosity and dread. It also puts the question about the future that starts the killings.

Cesare carrying Jane over the rooftops
A chase across tilted, painted rooftops shows the sets at their most expressive. Design, performance and 
suspense merge, and the image became one of the era's most reproduced.

Francis follows Caligari to the asylum
The investigation turns from the fairground to an institution, bringing the film's themes of power and 
sanity into focus. The shift in setting also begins to reframe the story.

The final yard scene
The closing images change how everything before them should be read. They give the film its famous 
ambiguity, and they are the reason it is still argued over.
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Filmmaking

Production design: Hermann Warm, Walter Reimann and Walter Röhrig designed painted flats with 
slanting walls, jagged streets and shadows drawn onto the set. The look was built in the studio, not 
found, so everything in frame was designed.

Performance: Actors move and pose with stylised, almost dance-like control. Veidt's slow glide and 
Krauss's twitchy, scholarly manner are clearly the work of performers adapting stage Expressionism 
to the camera.

Lighting and makeup: Painted shadows and heavy makeup flatten faces into masks, which blur the 
line between the actor and the set. Cesare's dark-rimmed eyes became an iconic image.

Editing and framing: Iris masks, tinting and carefully composed static shots keep the viewer's eye 
fixed on the designed frame. The camera rarely moves, because the set itself is the spectacle.

Structure: The story is told as a recollection, with a prologue and epilogue that frame the main events. 
This structure shapes how the story can be interpreted and is the source of much debate.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

In a garden, a man named Francis tells a fellow bench-sitter a horrifying story. It begins in the town of 
Holstenwall, where Dr. Caligari asks permission to exhibit a sleepwalker at the fair. After a bad-tempered 
clerk humiliates him, the clerk is found murdered.

Francis and his friend Alan visit the show, where Caligari presents Cesare, who has slept for 23 years. Alan 
asks how long he will live and is told he will die by dawn. He is found stabbed the next morning. Francis 
suspects Caligari, and a suspect caught in another attack proves to be a distraction.

Cesare is sent to kill Jane, Francis's fiancée, but he carries her off over the rooftops instead and is chased by 
the townspeople until he collapses and dies. Meanwhile, Francis finds that the Cesare in Caligari's caravan 
is only a dummy.

Caligari flees to an asylum, where Francis finds that he is the director. Francis and the staff read his diary, 
which shows that he was obsessed with an old tale of a showman named Caligari who used a sleepwalker 
to commit murders. He is locked up.

The film then returns to the garden, revealing that Francis is himself a patient in the asylum. Jane is another 
patient who believes she is a queen, and Cesare is a gentle inmate. The director, seen as a kindly figure, says 
he finally understands Francis's delusion and can cure him.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

The writers' story: Hans Janowitz and Carl Mayer, the screenwriters, were marked by their experiences 
of authority and the war, and conceived the story as an attack on abuse of state power. Janowitz later 
said a fairground murder and an encounter in a park inspired it.

The frame story: The prologue and epilogue were reportedly added during production, against the 
writers' wishes. They are widely held to have softened the original, more openly anti-authoritarian story, 
though the exact origin of the change is still debated.

Painted sets: Warm, Reimann and Röhrig, who were connected to the Expressionist art world, designed 
the sets, with shadows and lines painted directly onto canvas flats. The solution was also practical, 
because it was cheaper in a postwar economy than building real sets.

Directing change: Fritz Lang was reportedly first attached to direct, before Robert Wiene took over. How 
much Lang influenced the final film is contested, and the film's look is usually credited to the designers.
Myth: Caligari was the first horror film. Reality: Supernatural and horror stories were already on screen, 
including German films such as The Student of Prague (1913). Caligari is the most influential early 
example of the style, not the first.

Myth: The twisted sets were the pure vision of the original screenwriters. Reality: The designers and 
the studio shaped the look, and the frame story was a later addition. The finished film combines several 
contributors, not a single author's plan.
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L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

M O V E M E N T

Expressionist art and theatre
German painting and stage design had already used distorted forms and exaggerated emotion. The film transfers that 
visual language to the screen.

↓
T R A D I T I O N

German Romantic and Gothic fantasy
Tales of sinister showmen, uncanny figures and shadowy towns supply the story's characters and atmosphere.

↓
F I L M

The Student of Prague (1913)
An earlier German fantasy feature that showed supernatural tales could draw serious audiences and make use of film's 
special effects.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920)

↓
F I L M

Nosferatu (1922)
Extends Expressionist shadow and menace into the vampire story, using real locations as well as stylised lighting and 
gesture.

↓
M O V E M E N T

Universal Horror
Hollywood horror borrowed the look of gothic shadows, towering sets and disturbing figures, partly through German emigre 
filmmakers.

↓
M O V E M E N T

Film Noir
The play of hard shadows, tilted angles and dark urban atmosphere carried into American crime films.

↓
F I L M M A K E R

Tim Burton
His stylised, angular sets and gothic outsiders in films such as Edward Scissorhands and Beetlejuice acknowledge 
Caligari's influence. The Penguin in Batman Returns, with his pale face and black-ringed eyes, is widely said to draw on 
the film's look.

↓
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F I L M

Shutter Island (2010)
Not an acknowledged influence, but a striking parallel. This 2010 thriller also builds its story around a sinister psychiatric 
institution and makes you ask whose reality you have been watching. Watch it, then compare the two.

Reception and reputation

The film was a commercial and critical success in Germany on its release in Berlin in early 1920, and was 
widely seen abroad. Reviewers noted its strangeness, and it was discussed as proof that cinema could 
work like painting or theatre. The Expressionist look divided some critics, who thought it too stagey, but 
it made the film unmissable.

Caligari is now treated as the clearest example of German Expressionism and a staple of film history. 
Debate has shifted from whether it was art to what it means, especially the frame story, which is argued 
over as either a compromise or a deliberate masterstroke. Its look remains instantly recognisable.

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

Kracauer's Weimar thesis: Siegfried Kracauer's book From Caligari to Hitler (1947) read the film as 
a sign of German submission to authority, with the mad doctor as a tyrant figure. Historians have 
disputed the argument, but it made Caligari a central case in debates about cinema and national 
psychology.

Shorthand for sinister control: Caligari and his sleepwalking servant Cesare became popular 
shorthand for a manipulative authority who commands a helpless subject. The name is used in later 
fiction and commentary to evoke hypnotic menace, and the distorted, painted-set look is often called 
"Caligari-esque".

Gothic and macabre style: Cesare's pale face, dark-ringed eyes and black, body-hugging costume are 
often cited as an early image of the gothic outsider. The film's warped streets and jagged shadows also 
recur in music videos, album art and stage design that aim for a nightmarish mood.

Tim Burton's gothic outsiders: The Penguin in Batman Returns (1992), with his pale face and 
black-ringed eyes, is widely said to draw on the look of Caligari's characters. The same pale, dark-eyed 
figure runs through Burton's Edward Scissorhands, whose hero recalls Cesare.

Live screenings and teaching: Today the film is a standard text in courses on silent cinema and 
Expressionism. It is often shown with live accompaniment or newly composed scores, and restored 
tinted prints have kept it in repertory cinemas and festivals.

Its lasting influence

Its angular shadows, stylised design and doomed outsiders fed into German films such as Nosferatu and 
Metropolis, then into Universal horror and film noir. Directors such as Tim Burton still draw on its look: 
the Penguin in Batman Returns is widely said to echo it. The twist ending also became a lasting model.
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W H AT  N E X T ?

F O L L O W  T H E  I D E A

Nosferatu (1922)
Another landmark of German silent horror, taking Expressionist shadow and unease out into real landscapes.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

Metropolis (1927)
Shows Weimar cinema on a vast scale, with stylised design and heightened performance applied to science fiction.

S E E  I T S  I N F L U E N C E

Frankenstein (1931)
Universal's version of horror carries Expressionist set design and lighting into Hollywood.

J U M P  F O R W A R D

M (1931)
A sound-era German film that uses shadow and framing to build dread in a crime story, which shows how the style matured.

F O L L O W  T H E  I D E A

Shutter Island (2010)
Follow the idea of a story whose truth is overturned at the end. A modern thriller that plays on the same question, set in an asylum.
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F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

Robert Wiene
D I R E C TO R

Werner Krauss
AC TO R

as Dr. Caligari

Conrad Veidt
AC TO R

as Cesare

Friedrich Fehér
AC TO R

as Francis

Lil Dagover
AC TO R

as Jane

Hans Heinrich von 
Twardowski
AC TO R

as Alan

Giuseppe Becce
C O M P O S E R

Alfredo Antonini
C O M P O S E R

Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the 

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.
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