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1Brooks and Pabst: The Star and the Director

Pandora’s Box (Die Büchse der Pandora, 1929) is a confounding film. It failed commercially, then soared in popularity long after it might have been forgotten. It is a masterpiece that has been mistreated and misunderstood; a work by a respected director that has come to be known as a vehicle for a foreign starlet. Exploring the film entails a journey back and forth between Europe and America, and occasionally into the gutter. The spark that illuminated this perplexing, dazzling film was the creative tension between two of film history’s most unusual characters. Louise Brooks was a reckless hedonist, a dancer turned movie actress with a riotous love life; Georg Wilhelm Pabst was a serious and diligent actor turned director with a passion for the cinema and social justice. Pabst summoned this underperforming Hollywood starlet to Europe, where she made three films that would outshine the rest of her career, the foundation for her lasting renown – then their paths diverged just a few years later. Their working relationship was dominated by conflict and a toxic sexual frisson, but they both found their greatest creative success in Europe, and butted heads with Hollywood executives. Each knew both warm critical acclaim and the cold shoulder of the industry. They were fiercely opposed to censorship and artistic timidity, and yet the films they made together were mutilated in the name of morality.

Louise Brooks, the scandalous starlet

Born in 1906 in Cherryvale, Kansas, to a mother who prioritised her own artistic endeavours over childcare, Brooks grew up with few rules and free rein to indulge her passion for dance. She joined the avant-garde Denishawn dance troupe in 1922 as a teenager, and travelled with them to New York, where she discovered the temptations of big-city nightlife and lost her rustic accent, but she was dismissed after too many infractions of their rules. She next worked as a Broadway dancer, first for the George White Scandals, then the Ziegfeld Follies, and became known, and notorious, on the New York party scene. She was asked to leave two hotels because of her scandalous behaviour, which boiled down to late nights, skimpy clothing and lost weekends of lovemaking and liquor. Her distinctive look, capped by her modern bobbed haircut, was the inspiration for the racy title character in the long-running syndicated comic strip, Dixie Dugan.
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Eugene Richee portrait of Louise Brooks in 1928
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Louise Brooks and Richard Arlen in Beggars of Life (William Wellman, 1928)

A pretty dancer in Manhattan was likely to be offered a movie contract, and Brooks signed with Paramount, working initially at its Astoria Studios on Long Island. By the time she moved to Hollywood, she was one of Paramount’s most photographed actors, her impish face and trim dancer’s body set off by an expensive designer wardrobe and that glossy bob: shorter and more severe than her peers dared to wear. It is worth stating at the outset that Brooks was divertingly beautiful, and appeared all the more so because she never seemed to simper or seek approval. In fact, her glittering eyes were constantly looking out for the next good time. Rather than romantic leads, Brooks specialised in Hollywood’s idea of a bad girl: two-timers and boyfriend stealers. It was not until Beggars of Life (William Wellman, 1928) that she had a starring romantic role, but even here her character kills a man and dresses in male drag as a hobo. Brooks gave a wonderful performance, but it was her behaviour off-screen that stopped her getting the plum parts: she still acted more like a chorus girl than an ingénue, making little secret of her appetite for sex and alcohol, yet was renowned as an intellectual snob, ostentatiously reading foreign literature on set. She also scorned the glad-handing that could help her to advance, and she could be downright awkward. Brooks once said she had a gift for enraging people. When Paramount wanted her to make Beggars of Life, she had to be hunted down to Washington DC, where she was enjoying herself with her married lover, the laundry magnate George Preston Marshall. By the time her contract was due for renewal, there was such a lack of enthusiasm on both sides that, aged twenty-one, Brooks took a chance on an offer from Berlin instead, setting sail to play the lead in an adaptation of a play she hadn’t read, for a director she had never heard of.

Pandora’s Box was the first and greatest of her European films, followed by Diary of a Lost Girl (Tagebuch einer Verlorenen, 1929), also with Pabst, and Prix de beauté (Miss Europe; Augusto Genina, 1930). These films brought her no immediate fame, but would be rediscovered decades later by critics who championed her as not just a star, but as a cinematic icon. In 1928, Paramount didn’t consider her worth a pay rise. In 1955, largely because of Pandora’s Box, her photograph was displayed at the entrance of a prestigious exhibition in Paris curated by Henri Langlois, director of the Cinémathèque Française, who proclaimed: ‘There is no Garbo! There is no Dietrich! There is only Louise Brooks!’1 A new phase of her celebrity began, and she was esteemed both as a star and as a writer. She burned her drafted memoir, but published several autobiographical pieces and essays on cinema, expanding on her dislike of the studio system and her memories of working with Pabst. Brooks’s writing is candid, often acerbic, offering insights into both the film business and the sexual mores of the 1920s.2 She lived her later years in Rochester, New York, close to the George Eastman House museum where her importance in film history was celebrated, and devotees came to pay homage, including documentary film-makers and the critic Kenneth Tynan, who wrote an influential profile of Brooks for The New Yorker. Her death in 1985 was swiftly followed by a definitive biography, a further ballooning of her cult celebrity and the multiplication of her sleek image across popular culture.

‘The tragedy of film history is that it is fabricated, falsified, by the very people who make film history,’3 wrote Brooks, referring to film journalism. However, nobody involved with Pandora’s Box has written or been interviewed about it so extensively as she has. This is a cause for celebration: it is rare that accounts of a film’s production are led by an actress rather than its director, and Brooks, an intelligent, well-read woman, this way assumes a powerful voice in film history. However, Brooks was discussing the film decades after it was made: she had read more about the play and her colleagues, but time may have clouded her memory. Crucially, she didn’t speak German or French or Czech (the languages spoken by the cast and crew), so her comprehension of what happened on set was limited. Brooks’s accounts are precious, but should be read with a pinch of critical salt.
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G. W. Pabst behind the camera

‘Red Pabst’, the ‘nowhere man’

The Austrian director G. W. Pabst was heralded as a great talent by highbrow critics4 in the 1920s – he was what we would now describe as an auteur. He was born in Bohemia in 1885, in a village that was then Raudnitz in Austria-Hungary and is now the town of Roudnice nad Labem in the Czech Republic. He grew up in Vienna, where he studied drama, before working as an actor internationally: in Switzerland, Germany and, from 1910, at the German Theater in New York. On his return to Europe in 1914, Pabst was taken to a prisoner-of-war camp in Brest, where he was detained for the entire First World War, occupying his time with a French-language theatre group. After his release he worked in Prague, where he staged Expressionist plays to great acclaim. He was appointed director of the New Vienna Stage very soon afterwards, but in 1920 moved to Berlin to enter the film industry, as Carl Froelich’s assistant director.

Pabst’s cinematic directorial debut came late. In 1923, aged thirty-eight, Pabst made The Treasure (Der Schatz), a gothic tale that would represent his most Expressionist work on film. Through the mid-to-late 1920s, he directed accomplished, intelligent films, many of which featured or introduced great female stars (Asta Nielsen, Brigitte Helm, Greta Garbo and even Leni Riefenstahl, better known now as a director). His breakout success was The Joyless Street (Die freudlose Gasse, 1925), starring Nielsen and Garbo, a study of the deprivations caused by rising inflation in the slums of Vienna, particularly the predicament of women. Pabst worked outside the German studio system – as a single-minded artist, he took care of the entire production, from casting to cutting. He believed that cinema was the most important art form of his time, but more than that: ‘it would help to make the world a better place for the arts, for human understanding’.5 ‘Red Pabst’ had been outraged by the poverty he saw on the streets of New York, and his politics only moved further left during the 1920s.
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Greta Garbo and Valeska Gert in The Joyless Street (G. W. Pabst, 1925)

Having moved on from Expressionism, Pabst was closer to a realist tendency in German culture of the time called Neue Sachlichkeit, or the New Objectivity. He was a perfectionist, and his films contained exquisite cinematography, expressive editing and performances that were motivated by his actors’ intimate understanding of their characters, thanks to his patient, sometimes perverse, coaching. He strived for honesty in his films, saying: ‘Realism is a method; it isn’t an end, it’s a means.’6 His films explored psychological and social problems, dealing with madness and obsession (Secrets of a Soul/Geheimnisse einer Seele, 1926; The White Hell of Pitz-Palu/Die weisse Hölle vom Piz Palü, 1929), or the suffering of women in a hostile, patriarchal world (The Joyless Street; The Love of Jeanne Ney/Die Liebe der Jeanne Ney, 1927). Pandora’s Box, a prestigious adaptation of works by German playwright Frank Wedekind, would encompass both themes, but needed an especially sophisticated approach to combine them. Arguably, it also required a sophisticated audience – and a special lead actress, someone of the calibre of Garbo or Helm.

After Pandora’s Box, Pabst made a few more films in Germany, but he could not tolerate the political climate of the 1930s. Following a short stint in Hollywood, where he chafed at the strictures of the system just as Brooks had done, he returned to work in Paris for most of the decade. Family responsibilities forced him to move back to Austria and therefore to work in Germany under Nazi rule, which has done serious damage to his reputation, although he made films critical of Nazism and anti-Semitism after the war. He retired due to ill health, and died in Vienna, in 1967, aged eighty- two. Writing about the director long after his death, even devoted Pabst scholars call him ‘film history’s ultimate nowhere man’7 and a ‘fallen angel’.8
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Kameradschaft (Comradeship; G. W. Pabst, 1931)
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Pabst on the set of The Threepenny Opera (Die 3 Groschen-Oper, 1931)

In a quirk of fate, one of the films that blemished Pabst’s record has become his most famous. However, that work, Pandora’s Box, is now celebrated more for its star than its maker; the Hollywood rebel who dragged her feet to the set each day, rather than its sophisticated and passionate director. To fully appreciate Pandora’s Box, we have to embrace these contradictions, and proceed in two different directions. One path leads towards 1928, to Pabst’s vision and his strategy for the film, and the other towards understanding what Brooks brings to the film and, taking us back to the present, revealing how her position as the avatar of Pandora’s Box and the keeper of its memory colours the way we watch it now.
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Gustav Diessl and Brooks in Pandora’s Box (1929)


2Wedekind and Lulu’s ‘Divine Birth’

Before Pabst and Brooks, there was Frank Wedekind and his Lulu. Benjamin Franklin Wedekind was born in Hanover in July 1864, to a Swiss mother and German father, and raised in the luxury of a castle in Switzerland. The presidential cast to his name attests to the fact that he was conceived while his parents were living in California, and he remained a US citizen until the start of the First World War, when a German passport became expedient. He is now renowned as an important playwright, but when he died, ‘his reputation amongst those of the public who had heard of him was for the most part that of a libertine, an anti-bourgeois exploiter of sexuality and a threat to public morality’.1

Wedekind would be the first to say that nothing about that description is inconsistent with being a great artist, and it neatly encompasses the substance of his plays, his lifestyle and his critical reception. After a short period in advertising, he worked as an actor and singer, performing to great acclaim in satirical cabarets (he was briefly imprisoned over seditious poetry). His best-known works are 1891’s Frühlings Erwachen (Spring Awakening), a play about adolescent sexuality, touching on taboo subjects such as abortion, suicide, rape and homosexuality, and the two plays that form the Lulu cycle: Erdgeist (Earth Spirit) and Die Büchse der Pandora (Pandora’s Box). Spring Awakening has often been censored and banned, and was not performed on stage until Max Reinhardt directed a production in Berlin in 1906. The fate of the Lulu plays was more complicated.

The plays were intended as one complete work, but the two-stage publication was a scheme to avoid censorship difficulties. Together they form a play with a symmetrical structure, a ‘monster tragedy’, beginning with a circus-set prologue in which a ringmaster introduces the characters as animals, and fires a revolver straight into the audience. The heroine is Lulu (although she goes by several other names), a beautiful and amoral young dancer, who inspires overwhelming sexual desire in both men and women, and schemes to take advantage of that fact. A newspaper editor called Dr Schön has taken care of her since he met her in a café when she was still a child, providing her with money and husbands. Lulu is married to an older man, but when he dies suddenly, Schön marries her off to a painter called Schwarz, who is driven to suicide by Lulu’s behaviour. Schön and Lulu share a fierce passion, and when Lulu destroys his prospect of a respectable society wedding, they marry. Schön becomes jealous when he sees her embrace his son, and she murders him. After escaping from prison, Lulu becomes a fugitive, and washes up in London working as a street prostitute, where she is killed by Jack the Ripper. Wedekind was fascinated by the fine line between tragedy and the grotesque. The tragic figures of Lulu, Schön, Schön’s son Alwa and a lesbian countess called Geschwitz are offset by monstrous characters who introduce a sickening element of farce. These include the man who is probably Lulu’s father and certainly the first man to exploit her, Schigolch; an acrobat called Rodrigo; and a schoolboy. There are more corpses on stage, and more references to depravity than this short synopsis conveys, even in the plays’ mildest, most censored incarnations. For Wedekind, Lulu was ‘the personification of primitive sexuality who inspires evil unaware’.2 The Lulu plays represent an exploration of human sexuality and cruelty, but also a broadside against capitalism and bourgeois morality.

Earth Spirit was published in an edited form in 1895 and Pandora’s Box initially in 1904. Wedekind’s publisher was caught in a legal battle over the right to print or perform Pandora’s Box until 1906, when the book was banned, but the writer and publisher were acquitted. Subsequently, a truncated version of Pandora’s Box was published with an exculpatory foreword by Wedekind, and the play was finally staged in Vienna, with the author playing the role of Jack the Ripper, and Tilly Newes, his future wife, as Lulu. Despite the censor’s early interference, Wedekind’s work flourished in the 1910s and early 1920s when Expressionist drama was in vogue. Wedekind was strictly too early for that movement, but Spring Awakening, for example, is considered a forerunner of Expressionism, the artistic style that creates a distorted reality to reflect the subjectivity of its protagonist, with a nightmarish atmosphere and abstract characters. Expressionist director Leopold Jessner directed a film version of Earth Spirit in this style in 1923, Erdgeist, with Asta Nielsen as Lulu. In the later Weimar period, a more open attitude to sexuality, and the drive for realism in art (Neue Sachlichkeit), further increased the interest in Wedekind’s work, until the arrival of the Nazi regime put it once more out of favour in the 1930s.

Wedekind had written the Lulu plays between 1892 and 1895. He spent these years mostly in the demi-mondes of Paris and Munich, indulging in music, alcohol and sex, between bouts of writing his ‘Divine Birth’. He was a vigorous man who punctuated his sentences with a leer, his wonky dentures jostling in his mouth. His journals from this time (published as Diary of an Erotic Life) reveal that he spent nights with prostitutes and dancers, either becoming infatuated or trying to remove himself from entanglements. Inevitably, he contracted syphilis, and he wrote frankly about his sexual preferences and his desire for twelve-year-old girls. In fact, he had a habit of asking young women whether they were still virgins.3 Wedekind was on course to meet a Lulu and he found at least two. First, a ‘clown dancer’ of that name whose routine fused pantomime and circus elements. Second, the Russian psychoanalyst Lou Andreas-Salomé, a fascinating woman whom Wedekind befriended in Paris while writing the Lulu plays. This upper-class intellectual seems a far cry from Lulu, but she enthralled men and disregarded bourgeois values around sex, supplementing her celibate marriage with a string of affairs. Her circle of illustrious friends included Rainer Maria Rilke (they were lovers), Sigmund Freud and Friedrich Nietzsche; she and Wedekind remained close, but platonically so, after she rebuffed his clumsy sexual advance.4

Despite his extended promiscuous youth, or perhaps because of it, when Wedekind married Tilly Newes, an actress twenty-two years his junior, in 1906, he became tyrannically jealous. He displayed naked pictures of her in their home, but was pained when he saw her on stage with other men.5 In the end, Wedekind’s angst over Tilly destroyed him. He went on working despite ill health, convinced that ceaseless performance on stage and in the bedroom would keep her faithful to him. He died in 1918, aged fifty-three.

These unwholesome details are mentioned because they are reflected in the dissolute, neurotic behaviour of Wedekind’s characters. He believed an artist’s life and work were connected. In the same journal that itemised his debaucheries, he recorded a conversation about love and art in January 1894. The subject was whether an actor could perform passionate emotions if they have never experienced them. Wedekind believed it was impossible, and challenged the room to name ‘one great actress who had lived a chaste life’. He continued: ‘It was the same with poets. All of them had simply written down during the day what they had practised the night before.’6 This conversation may excuse a prurient interest in his sex life, but it also invites a comparison with Brooks and Pabst, who were of a similar mind. Brooks, who had definitely not lived a chaste life, wrote in an essay entitled ‘Why I Will Never Write My Memoirs’ in 1978: ‘I believe absolutely that the reader cannot understand the character and deeds of the subject unless he is given a basic understanding of that person’s sexual loves and hates and conflicts.’7 In the autobiographical writing that Brooks did leave for posterity, she is nevertheless fairly open about her ‘sexual loves and hates and conflicts’ and those of others, including Pabst.
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Fritz Kortner in Pandora’s Box

What emerges from Wedekind’s life is that many of his interactions with women were characterised by a power imbalance, an age divide, jealousy, disgust, objectification and/or the exchange of money for sex. Wedekind’s Lulu is a product of a society that sexualises young women and then makes them into a commodity, but his plays attack the interference of capitalism in human sexuality, rather than condone it. This is revealed primarily in the twisted relationship between his heroine and her benefactor-lover Schön. Their affair, which never becomes a fully mature romantic relationship, is undermined by its financial aspect. This theme reverberates throughout the play. In one scene, a group of characters lose their investment in Jungfrau shares (ostensibly shares in a funicular railway on the Alpine summit, but the German word means ‘virgin’), while a young girl is being groomed by an older man with the tacit approval of her mother. It is within this context that Lulu is forced to scheme and murder, exploiting her own sexuality. For Wedekind, sex is not inherently bad and neither is Lulu: she is a symbol of the way that society has turned sexuality into an evil. Whether or not Wedekind was motivated by self-disgust at his collusion in this process, it remains true that he was close to his subject, even as he twisted the knife.

Lulu reborn on film

Pabst’s version of this story reflects his own sexual experiences and ethics, as well as the changing times. Brooks believed that with Pandora’s Box and Diary of a Lost Girl, Pabst was ‘conducting an investigation into his relations with women, with the object of conquering any passion that interfered with his passion for his work’.8 Her inference was that Pabst, who was married, had feelings for her that were analogous to Schön’s for Lulu – he desired her and wanted to mould her career, incorporating her  into his own artistic vision, but he was jealous. Brooks told Richard Leacock in 1974 that Pabst ‘was always a little bit mad at me … He knew I was a Lulu, but he didn’t like it.’ She also told Kenneth Tynan that the outwardly respectable Pabst had ‘the most extraordinary collection of obscene stills in the world’, including nude portraits of well-known actresses.9 ‘He was not aroused by sexual love, which he dismissed as an enervating myth,’ she wrote.10 ‘It was sexual hate that engrossed his whole being with its flaming reality.’ Brooks, who dismissed love as a ‘publicity stunt’, understood this all too well. She spoke to Tynan about being molested as a child: ‘I was loused up by my Lolita experiences … nice, soft, easy men were never enough – there had to be an element of domination.’11 Again and again, Pandora’s Box illustrates how sexual passion can be contorted through guilt, jealousy or shame into a toxic, violent energy.
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Brooks in a publicity shot for The American Venus (Frank Tuttle, 1926)

Pandora’s Box the film has thirty years of sexual progress on Wedekind’s play. It was shot in Berlin at a time when the city was swinging, with a famously permissive nightlife, as portrayed in the novels of Christopher Isherwood, including gay venues and increasingly visible prostitution. Hirschfeld’s Institut für Sexualwissenschaft (Institute for Sexual Research) had opened in 1919, to increase understanding of human sexuality, including homosexuality. Outside the laboratory, in Brooks’s famous description, ‘sex was the business of the town’. While she was on set, her lover George Preston Marshall visited the city’s brothels:

At the Eden Hotel, where I lived in Berlin, the café bar was lined with the higher-priced trollops. The economy girls walked the street outside. On the corner stood the girls in boots, advertising flagellation. Actors’ agents pimped for the ladies in luxury apartments in the Bavarian Quarter. Race-track touts at the Hoppegarten arranged orgies for groups of sportsmen. The nightclub, Eldorado, displayed an enticing line of homosexuals dressed as women. At the Maly, there was a choice of feminine or collar-and-tie lesbians. Collective lust roared unashamed at the theatre.12

The star thanked Pabst for a ‘truthful picture of this world of pleasure, which let me play Lulu naturally’;13 however, this sex culture is not visible in Pandora’s Box – there is no confirmation that it is set in Berlin, and there are no scenes in nightclubs, cafés or on the streets. There is a licentious casino-bar, but it is floating off the (probably French) coast. There is a sole gay character, a lesbian who largely represses her love for Lulu. The theatre scenes show the gyrating dancers, but not the roaring crowd. If there is collective lust at a screening of Pandora’s Box, the audience provides it.

Yet the atmosphere of a growing openness about sexuality, and a world in which the role of women is changing rapidly, infects the film. Wedekind’s Schön openly equates Lulu to a sum of money and passes her from one man to another, beginning the inexorable march to her end as a streetwalker: he repeatedly tells Schwarz, ‘you have married half a million [marks]’.14 Pabst’s Lulu is instead a ‘figure of pure untrammelled feminine desire’,15 and his film goes out of its way not to show her as a commodity to be bought and sold until the end. Compared to many of his other films and to Wedekind’s plays, Pandora’s Box is squeamish about sex and sex work. Brooks poses as a New Woman of the Weimar era, independent and sexually experienced. Wedekind’s monstrous Lulu, a destructive force twisted by capitalism and repression, is reborn as a liberated woman.


3The Making of Pandora’s Box

Pabst had long wanted to make a Lulu film, having directed Earth Spirit on stage. He first suggested it in 1926, after signing a deal with a small company called Phoebus-Film who wanted a vehicle for Lili Damita, but the executives there felt Wedekind was too risky. So he shelved the idea temporarily, returning to it in summer 1928.1 A significant number of the people who worked on this film with Pabst were Jewish, and, in the years following Pandora’s Box, many of them left Germany to settle elsewhere. They carried their memories of working on this film into industries across the world, but their accounts of its production have mostly been lost. Another story that has almost been lost concerns one man who did not work on the film, but whose name has been attached to it since 1929 – he is unexpectedly important to the story of Pandora’s Box too.

First, the film could not have been made without producer Seymour Nebenzahl. Born in 1897 in New York, Nebenzahl was the linchpin in a German cinema dynasty. Together with his father, Heinrich, who had invested in previous film projects, he founded a production company called Nero-Film in Berlin in 1926. Seymour soon became head of the company, and began a long career that lasted well into the sound era, in Germany then Hollywood, where his son Harold followed him into the business. At Nero-Film, Nebenzahl produced some of the most important silent and early sound films in Germany – including those by Fritz Lang, and several by Pabst. 

Nero-Film was a successful, prolific business, which specialised mostly in Mittelfilme, films with a middling budget, but would spend more on prestige productions. Pandora’s Box was the first film that Nebenzahl made with Pabst, and it was one of those special investments, not just because it was expensive, but because, as Phoebus-Film had recognised, its subject matter made it a risk. Brooks summed up Nebenzahl’s contribution to the film as generous funds and a lack of interference: ‘a pleasant young Jew … who was good at getting money and never came on the set except to look for girls’.2 Despite her blunt language, this is a compliment from Brooks, who resisted as Pabst did the interference of ‘power-people’3 in the creative process. For Pabst, and many of his peers, Nero-Film offered unparalleled artistic freedom. According to Jean Oser, who worked with Pabst later: ‘Nebenzahl was really the best producer that he ever worked for … he could do the things he wanted to do with a minimum of compromises.’4

Another of Pabst’s assistants, Paul Falkenberg, was more circumspect, recalling that he spent months by the director’s side helping to prepare Pandora’s Box, ‘letting myself be exploited by the producer who was glad to have anybody for very little money’.5 Clearly, Nebenzahl’s funds for Pandora’s Box had a cap, and Brooks recalled that the shoot was very frugal. In a 1971 introduction to the English translation of the shooting script, she calculates that on paper the film would have cost $100,000 and taken seven weeks to shoot. In fact the shoot lasted just five weeks, and Nero-Film spent $75,000, which was still an ‘extravagant sum for [Nebenzahl] to get up in 1928 in Berlin’,6 and $12,500 of that represented her fee.7 She wrote in the same piece how ‘the economy of the sets alone amazed me’8 in contrast to Hollywood, and elsewhere she lamented the relative deprivations of the wardrobe department. Pabst was a very time-efficient director, who knew exactly what he wanted to do in advance. The film was shot at the Staaken studio, a former Zeppelin hangar on the western outskirts of Berlin. Although that sounds unglamorous, this was a vast space, which was used to make ‘monumental’ films such as biblical epics. It could accommodate sets that were 28 metres high, along with huge amounts of artificial lighting. When it was first converted in July 1923, it was the biggest facility in Europe. Additional scenes were filmed at the EFA studio in Halensee.9
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The Pandora’s Box cast and crew on set. Brooks and Pabst are in the centre, with Brooks’s maid Josifine in the foreground. Franz Lederer and Carl Götz are among the others. Courtesy of George Eastman Museum

In that introduction to the published screenplay, Brooks refers to the text as ‘Mr Pabst’s script’, describing writers and directors as almost ‘interchangeable’, and elsewhere she said that Pabst decided on the dialogue during rehearsal.10 All this seems to negate the influence of Pabst’s favourite screenwriter, Ladislaus Vajda. Born in Budapest in 1877, Vajda had been writing film scenarios since 1916, sometimes as Vajda Lázsló or Lázsló Vajda. Pandora’s Box was his third of eight films with Pabst, after The Love of Jeanne Ney and Abwege (The Devious Path, 1928). He died in 1933, shortly after the release of their last work together, L’Atlantide (1932). Several of the films they worked on were, like Pandora’s Box, taken from literary sources, and so it seems fair to give him credit for a remarkably intelligent and bold adaptation. On the one hand, it is an astute condensation of the two plays. On the other, it is a confident twist on the source, which introduces new material as much as it cuts, shifts locations and themes for oblique purposes, and incorporates elements from the plays only to discard them. All this without even mentioning that, as a silent adaptation, this film hacks away at Wedekind’s verbose script, in which the characters don’t so much speak in dialogue but in soliloquies, justifying their misdeeds and revising their pasts. Many critics of the film were aghast at the absence of Wedekind’s words, but Pabst’s cinematic creed, even into the sound era, was: ‘the text itself counts for very little. What counts is the image.’11

Even in these talkative plays, the visual element is crucial, from Lulu’s Pierrot portrait to her outlandish costumes, and the shot fired into the audience. Pabst had a record of working with the finest art directors in the business, and for Pandora’s Box, he had one of the best: Andrei Andreiev (or André Andrejew), a Russian-born painter turned theatrical set designer. In the German film industry, Andreiev was known as an artist, who described his style as ‘romantic realism’,12 but also as a reliable professional who had worked on several Mittelfilme. Andreiev’s style balanced a meticulous attention to authenticity with a push towards abstraction. Within his realistic, often complex spaces, there lurk telling details.13 The Lulu plays are structured palindromically: for example, Lulu’s clients in the London garret scene each represent her husbands and suitors in the first half. Wedekind’s structure provides the mechanics by which Lulu meets her fate, making her encounter with a serial killer inevitable. The same narrative engineering is at work in Pabst’s film, but in Pandora’s Box the mise en scène also encapsulates this momentum. The look of the film tells us what will happen next, and recalls the myth behind its title.
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Intricate light and shadow in Pandora’s Box

As well as Pabst and Andreiev, one more person influenced the look of Pandora’s Box. Cinematographer Günther Krampf should also be regarded as an artist rather than a technician. He had a dazzling reputation in the industry but is now, according to writer Michael Omasta, a ‘phantom of film history’14 who is either missing or misrepresented in accounts of the films he worked on. It is often said that he started out on F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922), categorising him as an Expressionist, but Omasta has discovered that Krampf merely shot scenes for a 1930 dialogue re-release. Pandora’s Box itself is also sometimes mistakenly described as an Expressionist film. While the lighting, and to a lesser extent the set design, can glance at that style, the film is never completely Expressionistic. Likewise, some performances veer towards Expressionism, but they are balanced by naturalistic and comic turns.

What we do know is that Krampf was a perfectionist, who arranged incredibly complex lighting setups. Like Andreiev, he created a modified naturalism: Omasta describes his style as ‘a slightly exaggerated, but nevertheless realist vision of the world’.15 There is barely a shot in Pandora’s Box that does not feature intricate patterns of light and shadow. Krampf’s speciality was a soft tone, created by a treasured piece of gauze, or a diffusion filter, over the lens. Light itself is pivotal, as the glints from Brooks’ hair and eyes and her glittering satin outfits find their match in the Ripper’s knife, gleaming in the glow of a paraffin lamp.
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From the embrace to the portrait: Pabst’s ‘impossible shot’

Pabst had a huge amount of respect for Krampf, and Brooks said that the cinematographer ‘was the only person on the film to whom he gave a complete account of the ensuing scene’s action and meaning’.16 However, Pabst scrutinised the lighting and camera placement before each shot. He also challenged Krampf: Falkenberg remembered that within the first couple of hours of shooting Pandora’s Box, these two perfectionists, who had not worked together before, clashed over a shot.17 Pabst wanted the camera to move towards Brooks and her co-star Fritz Kortner as they embraced horizontally on a divan, and then to rise upwards, away from their faces, suggesting that they were about to embark on an activity that could not be shown on screen –to travel and then pan in the same movement, but without a crane. Krampf protested. ‘Nothing is impossible; if I say it has to be done, it has to be done!’ replied Pabst. ‘Needless to say, it was done Pabst’s way and came out beautifully,’ reported Falkenberg, and Krampf conceded: ‘I’m sorry Mr Pabst, you were right; I’m very glad you made me do it.’
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The impossible shot

For Falkenberg, this story illustrated the respectful atmosphere on set. Pabst might ask difficult things of his crew, but his technical knowledge of film-making meant that he never asked for the impossible. Accounts from other technicians who worked with Pabst chime with Falkenberg’s. The director kept a disciplined, quiet and amiable set. He was always sure of the way he wanted to film a scene, but was prepared to listen to suggestions from any member of the crew, and to change his course if he thought they were right.

Pabst was also known for his dexterous editing, which often required several different setups for an apparently simple scene. For Krampf, that meant recalibrating the Staaken lighting rig for each angle. One of Pabst’s signatures was cutting on action so the eye misses the join, which is one reason the film still feels modern. Therefore, this is the right time to introduce the man credited widely as the editor of Pandora’s Box.

Joseph R. Fieseler (variously Fiesler or Fliesler) was born in Austria in 1897, and died in New York in 1967. If you search, you may find his name listed as editor on a handful of other films, but he probably had as little to do with cutting those pictures as he did Pandora’s Box. Fieseler had worked as a film critic and then a press agent in Germany. After moving to New York in the mid-1920s, he became a cinema manager, with a sideline in bawdy humour. In July 1928, he was also appointed editor and title writer for all films distributed by Ufa in the US. It was his job to make cuts to German films for their American release, and add English intertitles. In 1929, when Pandora’s Box was released, Fieseler was running the 55th Street Playhouse in Manhattan, at a remarkable profit.18 His post at Ufa no doubt helped him to make such a success of the struggling cinema; it is certainly why he was erroneously credited as the ‘Adaptor’, ‘Editor’ and ‘Titler’ of Pandora’s Box in the Film Daily review published on 8 December 1929 – a howler that has been repeated ever since.
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Poster from the 55th Street Playhouse advertising an American premiere for a Ufa film, and featuring the name of the managing director Joseph R. Fliesler. Source: Cinema Treasures
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Film Daily, 8 December 1929

Back to the saucy jokes, though. In 1927, Fieseler published a ‘jest book’ called Anecdota Americana, a landmark anthology of bawdy humour taken from the oral tradition. There was a second, cleaner version in 1933, but the first one, which is all Fieseler’s work, is unabashedly unexpurgated. Dedicated sarcastically to ‘all prudes, puritans, hypocrites, censors, and moralists’, the book opens with a letter signed ‘THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE ASPHYXIATION OF HYPOCRITES’. It doesn’t matter that Fieseler enjoyed a joke about lusty laundrymaids. What does matter is that he was a fierce advocate of free speech, and yet he was given the task of making the heavy cuts to Pandora’s Box. Mordaunt Hall of The New York Times reviewed Pandora’s Box after it opened at the 55th Street Playhouse, and reported: ‘In an introductory title the management sets forth that it has been prevented by the censors from showing the film in its entirety, and it also apologizes for what it termed “an added saccharine ending”.’19 Fieseler could not fight the censorship of Pandora’s Box, but in his own protective way, he did what he could to highlight it.

So who did edit the film? Probably Pabst. Not only did he have a distinctive style of editing, but he shot with the final cut in mind. Marc Sorkin, editor and assistant on many Pabst films running up to Pandora’s Box, remembered: ‘He always shot for the editor: he knew the effect he wanted before he shot the scene … He gave you good material, but you had to work hard, too.’20 Halfway through the shoot, Sorkin left the film, and Falkenberg became Pabst’s new right-hand man. The job was assistant director, or: ‘nursemaid, brother confessor, secretary, personal assistant, and sometimes even a sort of creative midwife, to his ideas, a guy to test ideas on’.21 Not editor. Without specifying Pandora’s Box, Falkenberg says that Pabst often took his films home to edit: 

He used to take a carton with the scenes broken down into small rolls to cut at home over the weekend – he had a rewind table with a built-in viewer, and on Monday he’d come in and give the girl two reels all clipped together to splice and in the afternoon, we went to the projection room and there were the two reels – complete! – and no further change, ever.22 

Fieseler’s name has clung to Pandora’s Box because there was no other rival for the credit. Anyone other than Pabst involved in editing the film was only executing the director’s plans.

There is one more person to mention: the stills photographer, Hans Casparius. Gero Gandert called him ‘the man with three eyes’, and he was renowned not just for his stills but for his reportage images of Weimar life. Casparius had a close, and creatively fulfilling, relationship with Pabst: they made science films in their spare time. Pabst inspired him to capture movement in his photographs: ‘I had the same aim: not to show actors sitting with posed smiles, but always to catch them in actions – as it were, en passant.’23 Some of Casparius’s stills from Pandora’s Box illustrate this book, and he has a minor role in the film: he is the merry chef, looming over the other below-stairs revellers at Lulu’s wedding.24 Casparius had the dubious fortune of joining a cast simmering in mutual resentment and envy, with a mysterious, mutinous leading lady.
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Hans Casparius as the chef at Lulu’s wedding


4The Cast of Pandora’s Box

Pabst was an actors’ director. He believed the right casting could make or break a film and that a successful screen performance arose from an actor’s sympathy with the character. ‘In close-ups, you must understand what you are acting,’ he said, ‘otherwise the audience will know.’1 For Secrets of a Soul, for example, he sent the actor playing the doctor to learn about psychoanalysis. On Pandora’s Box, there were no cast meetings, but he coached each actor individually, giving them the stimulus they needed for the next shot and no more. According to Brooks, that often meant creating, or exacerbating, animosity. ‘A film is about conflict,’ she wrote to Kevin Brownlow. ‘Pabst was delighted that Kortner despised me; that I found Lederer’s giggling attentions obnoxious; that Alice Roberts thought me a “barbarian”.’2

Fritz Kortner, one of the most acclaimed actors working in Germany at that time, played Dr Schön. A Jewish Austrian actor, Kortner was a veteran of Expressionism, who developed a more naturalistic style during the 1920s and was known for his energy and powerful voice – a character actor ‘whose interpretations of complex problematical and diabolical characters were often unsurpassed’.3 Kortner was also an activist, using his craft against the onslaught of anti-Semitism. In 1927, he had performed a highly acclaimed Shylock in The Merchant of Venice at Berlin’s Staatstheater, which drew sympathy to the moneylender as a victim of prejudice, and in 1930 he took the lead role in a film about the Dreyfus affair (Dreyfus, Richard Oswald). In 1928, the year Pandora’s Box was made, Kortner was just thirty-six, but he had been honoured by a book of testimonials in which Jessner called him a genius with a ‘fascinating face’.4

The fact that Kortner doesn’t mention working on Pandora’s Box in his memoirs suggests he neither enjoyed the shoot, nor admired the film. It is likely too that for the principled Kortner, Pabst’s wartime return to the German film industry put him retrospectively beneath contempt. Not that Kortner didn’t have reason to complain during the making of the film, either. Reports suggest that Kortner was a difficult actor to manage, who stomped off set and had to be coaxed back out of his dressing room for each scene. What appears to be a star’s unwieldy ego was probably wounded pride. Kortner had played Schön on stage before, as a double role with Jack the Ripper, and Pabst effectively cut his part in half by casting someone else (Gustav Diessl) as the killer. Pabst also took away control of his stage-honed performance. This is especially clear in the murder scene, with Kortner’s practised collapse fragmented into short shots. Then there was the matter of his back. Kortner, Brooks remembered, complained that Pabst shot him mostly from behind, so only his hulking shoulders were visible on camera, rather than his face. The close-ups went to Brooks. The contrast between the Kortner-edifice and volatile Lulu works well in the film, but it reduced his ability to emote on screen, to show the nuances that he could bring to the role or his own famous face. Because Pandora’s Box is now celebrated as a triumph for Brooks, it is easy to forget how this lauded actor would have felt working opposite an unprofessional American starlet with little idea of acting technique, and no knowledge of the play. It is probably true that Kortner despised Brooks. She said he never spoke to her but he bruised her arms badly during the prop-room scene. For all this, Kortner’s performance is very sharp, and any resentment he felt towards Brooks, or the situation he found himself in, may have helped him play a character who is destroyed by his own self-loathing. 
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Kortner and Marlene Dietrich in Die Frau, nach der man sich sehnt (The Woman One Longs For; Curtis Bernhardt, 1929)
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Alwa in Hollywood: Lederer in William Wyler’s The Gay Deception (1935)

‘Kortner, as Schön’, said Brooks, ‘wanted to be the victim. Franz Lederer, as the incestuous son Alva [sic] Schön, wanted to be adorable.’5 Czechoslovakian Francis Lederer (born Frantisek and billed as Franz at the time) was another theatre star, and like Kortner he was the target of anti-Semitic abuse. In almost every other way, they were opposite. Lederer, who had acted for Pabst in Prague, seemed to relish working on Pandora’s Box. It was only his third film, but he had an important role and a director he trusted. With his dashing good looks, Lederer was destined to be called a matinee idol, but he was a credible actor too. During the Pandora’s Box shoot, he was receiving rave reviews in a Max Reinhardt production of Romeo and Juliet at the Berliner Theater, which also featured Kortner. The last dress rehearsal finished at 6 a.m. on his first day of work on Pandora’s Box. Due in the studio at 9 a.m., Lederer had no time to sleep, so spent a couple of hours in a steam bath between jobs. That night, he went on stage as Romeo. It is too easy to imagine that the Alwa we first see in the film, bashing away at the piano, is this hyperactive, insomniac Romeo, fresh from his steam bath. Without knowing the order of filming, that is just speculation, but it must have been a draining, if thrilling, experience, to play two very different doomed lovers simultaneously. We do know that Lederer preferred his Staaken director – Reinhardt he found stifling – and his performance as Alwa is passionate and haunting. 

Lederer had one of the longest careers of anyone involved with Pandora’s Box. He was forced to stop working in Germany due to the rise of Nazism but continued his career on Broadway and in Hollywood, where he also taught acting. Asked about the film in 2000, Lederer had high praise for Kortner and Pabst (‘a great director, a marvellous director’6). Brooks he always described as an ‘enigma’ with ‘great individuality, a most unusual quality’, although he was taken aback by her drinking. Incidentally, Casparius described her in much the same way: ‘so beautiful and so mysterious’.7 While Brooks felt she was mostly loathed by her European co-stars, it may be that they were awed by her glamour, and their distance was due to the language barrier.
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Götz as Schigolch the tramp

Schigolch is a grotesque role, but a crucial one. He is on screen from beginning to end, and, for German audiences, the actor who played him was probably the best-known face in Pandora’s Box. Carl Götz was a popular Jewish Austrian actor who had been in films since 1913. Born in 1862, he was sixty-six when he made Pandora’s Box, and he died just four years later. One of his best-known and loved films was Die Landstrasse (Paul von Woringen, 1913), in which he played a tramp wrongly accused of murder. Thereafter, he specialised in outsiders and ill-favoured older men – such as the gurning Schigolch, who operates outside both the law and bourgeois morality and whose first entrance plays on his tramp persona. Brooks thought that Götz was only concerned with getting laughs, but humour is vital to the film. Lederer described Götz as ‘enchanting, intelligent, sinister’,8 and while she probably wouldn’t agree with that, Brooks conceded that he was suited to the role: ‘The old man was difficult,’ she told Leacock. ‘He was always getting drunk … he even smelled the part … he stunk.’9

Another popular comedian takes a small role in the third act. Siegfried Arno plays the harried stage manager who performs a slapstick comedy routine with the scenery. There is no clear antecedent for this role in the plays, but in his study of Jewish actors in German film, S. S. Prawer explains that the character is a specifically Berlin-Jewish gag: ‘known in contemporary Berlin as “the Jewish rush”, die jüdische Hast – the feverish activity of people having to make their way against impediments’.10 Known as Sig Arno, he had been a successful stage comic before moving into films in the 1920s. In 1933, he went to Hollywood and had a thriving comic career there.

Many of the actors in Pandora’s Box remain obscure, even where they are named. Krafft-Raschig, for example, so memorable as the swollen Rodrigo, had just one previous screen credit – a minor role in The Joyless Street. Brooks had something to say about Alice Roberte (or Roberts), who plays Countess Geschwitz, but it was not polite. Roberte, a Belgian actress, plays one of the screen’s earliest lesbian characters, and while Brooks condemned her portrayal as ‘repression in mannish suits’,11 she deserves a fresh appraisal. Brooks said that Roberte’s husband had provided money for the film, implying that she hadn’t earned her place, but it seems unlikely that he would make his wife’s appearance as a frustrated lesbian a condition of his investment. Equally, it is bizarre that Roberte didn’t know that her character was gay beforehand. Brooks’s charge is that Roberte was horrified by the thought of caressing another woman, and that when they came to film the wedding party: ‘Her blue eyes bulged and her hands trembled.’12 Pabst’s solution was to position himself so that whenever Roberte was meant to look lovingly at Brooks, he was in her eyeline instead. ‘Mr Pabst extracted his tense portrait of sterile lesbian passion, and Mme Roberte satisfactorily preserved her reputation.’13 What then are we to make of shots in which the two women embrace, or dance? Brooks’s account is tinged with jealousy (‘she was smiling like the star of the picture – which she was in all her scenes with me’) and a double standard. Pabst ‘making love to [Roberte] off camera’ is just the kind of emotional coaching he offered all his actors – Brooks included.14 In fact, Roberte’s performance is subtle and intelligent, and does not detract from Brooks at all. Brooks herself conceded that it was ‘a passionately perfect portrayal of a woman caught up in the mad, hopeless pursuit of destruction’,15 although she credits Pabst’s direction over Roberte’s talent.
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Alice Roberte and Brooks as the Countess and Lulu
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Gustav Diessl and Leni Riefenstahl in The White Hell of Pitz Palu (G. W. Pabst, 1929)

The one actor Brooks flattered was Austrian Gustav Diessl, who played Jack the Ripper. Diessl and Fritz Rasp, who played her character’s rapist in Diary of a Lost Girl, ‘were the only actors in those films whom I found beautiful and sexually alluring’,16 choices she attributes to Pabst’s ‘adroit perversity’. Unlike the rest of the cast, Diessl had worked with Pabst on film many times – they were old friends. To play the serial killer, Pabst chose an actor with whom he had an excellent rapport, and who had also played romantic leads in several German films. The audience would see him as a lover rather than a villain, just as Brooks did.17
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Daisy d’Ora as Charlotte

As Schön’s fiancée Charlotte, Daisy d’Ora was also apt casting. Fifteen-year-old D’Ora, born Daisy Freiin von Freyberg zu Eisenberg, was a baroness and Pandora’s Box was her first film role. If the stage name was intended to protect her aristocratic family from the taint of show business, it didn’t stop her appearance in Pandora’s Box being picked up by the German papers, generating publicity for the film. As D’Ora’s role in the film is to embody the perfect society wife for Schön, her beauty and air of inherited privilege stood her in good stead. D’Ora is best known for her subsequent career in beauty pageants – she was crowned Miss Germany in 1931.

There would be no Pandora’s Box, however, without a Lulu. Pabst had a record of making stars out of little-known actresses, and his hunt for the perfect Lulu has become one of the best-known tales about Pandora’s Box, although according to many reports, he would not have looked any further than Brigitte Helm, star of Abwege (1928) and The Love of Jeanne Ney, had she been available on loan from Ufa. Without Helm, he started a star-search. One newspaper reported that 1,600 potential Lulus were auditioned. ‘He wasn’t satisfied with any actress at hand, and for weeks, and even months, everybody connected with the production went around looking for people,’ said Falkenberg.18

I talked to girls on the street, on the subway, the buses, railway stations – ‘Would you mind coming up to our office, I would like to present you to Mr Pabst, you look as if he might be interested in seeing you.’ Pabst looked all of them over dutifully and turned them all down. 
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Pabst’s first choice for Lulu? Brigitte Helm in Abwege (G. W. Pabst, 1928)

Pabst found his Lulu, not in Berlin, but on a cinema screen, when he saw Brooks in a Howard Hawks buddy movie called A Girl in Every Port (1928). That film is mostly a knockabout comedy, but Brooks’s character injects a shot of poison. Her ‘Mam’selle Godiva’ makes an unforgettable entrance in a leotard with a glittery crotch, diving into a pool at a carnival, but she soon reveals herself to be a liar, and a manipulative gold-digger. Devious, cruel and beautiful, the character embodies Lulu’s manipulative streak, and her confidence in her youthful gorgeousness. 
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Louise Brooks with Victor McLaglen in A Girl in Every Port (Howard Hawks, 1928)

Pabst sent a request to Paramount asking the studio to lend him Brooks, but he had to wait for his answer. According to which account Brooks gave, either Paramount executive B. P. Schulberg only told her about the offer when she turned down his contract renewal, or Marshall had tipped her off before she began negotiations. Pandora’s Box wasn’t just a back-up plan for Brooks, though, it was her ticket out of a town where she had burned too many bridges. Hollywood had never suited her, and when she arrived in Berlin, she relished the opportunity to become a serious actress. 

By the time Pabst received a cable from Paramount granting permission, he had called off the search – and Marlene Dietrich was in his office, poised to sign a contract. It is a stroke of coincidence that makes for a great anecdote, and Dietrich was indignant about losing the part at the last minute.19 Brooks quotes Pabst as saying: ‘Dietrich was too old and too obvious – one sexy look and the picture would become a burlesque.’20 She was just five years older than Brooks, who turned twenty-two21 during the shoot, but the Lulu of the play is often described as both childlike and sexy. Brooks brings an innocent aspect to Lulu: dancing as much as she is acting, smiling and making impulsive movements. But she is also very sensual, embracing Schön, Alwa, Geschwitz and Schigolch, and wearing costumes that split and plunge to reveal her legs and cleavage. Brooks’s youth stands in contrast to Asta Nielsen, who played Lulu in Jessner’s 1923 film. Nielsen kicks up her feet, and dances, it’s true, but the direction is more static, and so was the leading lady, who turned forty-two that year.
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The Lulu who got away: Marlene Dietrich in Der blaue Engel (The Blue Angel; Josef von Sternberg, 1930)

The German media were largely delighted by Brooks’s casting. She appeared on the cover of magazines, flatteringly labelled a great American star. There was jubilation that Lulu had finally been cast, that a Hollywood actress had chosen to grace a Berlin studio with her talents and that Pabst had chosen such a beautiful woman. The press came to see Brooks disembark from her train in Berlin on 14 October 1928, where Pabst presented her with a bouquet of red roses. According to her, that was the end of the courtship: ‘From that moment, I was firmly put through my tricks, with no fish thrown in for good performance.’22 There may have been times when Pabst regretted his choice. Brooks brought Marshall with her to Berlin, and a bottle of vermouth to the set each day. Pabst saw that Brooks had the potential to play Lulu brilliantly (insisting ‘there is another side to her’23), but his challenge was to coax that performance from an uncooperative actress. Sensing that she had little interest in the script (she threw away the translation he had provided), and less in reading Wedekind, but also that she had an affinity with the character, he gave her motivation scene by scene. He hired a violinist and a pianist to play for Brooks in the studio, and with a few well-placed words he would manipulate her feelings. ‘By some magic, he would saturate me with one clear emotion and turn me loose,’ she wrote.24 Brooks’s performance as Lulu has the vitality of naturalism, but is highly orchestrated by Pabst’s direction.
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Asta Nielsen played Lulu in 1923


5Pandora’s Box Act by Act

Act One: in ‘Lulu’s own little apartment’

‘Many films are a kind of mental dope designed for an audience who are so tired that they only want to sit back and be spoonfed,’1 said Pabst in 1938. That interview, in Sight & Sound, was a protest both against censorship (‘I would like complete freedom of the screen’) and Hollywood’s romantic illusions (‘more immoral than any leg show banned by the censor’).2 It is useful to know before watching Pandora’s Box that it will contain no ‘mental dope’. Pabst denies his audience the panacea of a love story or the comfort of a happy ending. No spoonfeeding either: this film challenges its audience from start to finish, especially, but not solely, if they expect a faithful staging of Wedekind.

After its circus prologue, Earth Spirit begins in an artist’s studio; its sequel, Pandora’s Box, begins in the marital home of Lulu and Dr Schön. Pabst’s film opens in neither location, in a place that does not exist in either play, with a new character of baffling inconsequence. Yet, as Thomas Elsaesser points out in an influential essay,3 the film begins with an image of a man with an open book, nodding at its literary origin. This man is not Wedekind, nor is he the Animal Tamer. He is not even Schön. He’s the man who has come to read the meter. He isn’t writing a play, he’s making out an electricity bill. So Pandora’s Box begins, in medias res, with the most mundane of scenarios, in a place that the shooting script calls ‘Lulu’s Own Little Apartment’. Technically, this place is not Lulu’s – her lover Dr Schön, who ‘takes care of her’, has his own key – but she is terribly proud of it. The equivalent scene in Wedekind takes place in the home that Lulu shares with her second husband, the painter Schwarz, a household more explicitly funded by Schön.4 Pabst offers a more independent Lulu – by paying the bill, she assumes the role of the head of the household. This chic flat may be the home of a kept woman, but when money changes hands, it flows from Lulu to men, not the other way around. Lulu is not obedient to Schön’s demands, either. He arrives with one request, which she refuses.
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Lulu seduces the meter man

Lulu’s apartment is spacious, with a simple layout – a central living room with a vestibule to the left, leading out to the stairs, and a balcony in front. It was all built, Brooks wrote, on a five-foot platform, with a painted canvas providing the world outside the window. The apartment scene introduces Lulu as a creature in motion, who flirts, dances, runs, spins and embraces her lover. When she dashes across the hall, the camera dashes with her – Lulu is the only character to motivate such vigorous camera movements. Brooks’s first appearance is a startling vision of erotic glamour. Head down at first, and then tilted up to reveal her movie-star face, Lulu enters the hall to pay the meter reader and offer him a drink, but the combination of her coy smile and fluttered eyelashes as she does so, with the light reflecting off her eyes and hair, gives her radiance and allure. She is seducing the meter reader, if only for sport, and the camera too. Lulu wears a flowing satin and chiffon number with trumpet sleeves, more like a dance costume than a house-dress.5 It exaggerates her movements and reflects even more light, especially in the diamante clasp below the nape of her neck. The chiffon in the handkerchief hem, with matching drapes from the sleeves, shoulder and waist, create a cloud of transparent fabric. There are two optical illusions in its design. First, it has a deep, plunging neckline and a sewn-in camisole – Lulu appears to be naked to the waist. Second, the hem is longer at the back than the front, giving the flowing movement of a long skirt, but exposing her legs to the knee. The look on the meter reader’s face as he gulps his liquor tells us that the seduction is a success. He fumbles his coins, and even attempts to play the man of the house by answering the door for Lulu, but she will cast aside this conquest in favour of the man on the other side of the door, Schigolch.

This scene was not always intended to open the film. There was to be a prologue, showing Lulu’s life as a ‘flower girl’ in the cafés, before she met Schön – a flashback to events that are only referred to in the play. Young girls who sold flowers in cafés6 usually graduated to prostitution when they reached their teens. The implication is that Schigolch had this in mind for Lulu, but Schön gave her a way out. That sequence was removed from the script, and probably never filmed. Lulu’s past has been all but erased, as the original screenplay noted: ‘[Lulu] has largely succeeded in obliterating her past as a flower girl. Outwardly, she has become a real little lady.’7 Schigolch remarks that she has come a long way, before asking if she still dances. Lulu performs a few steps for him while he plays the harmonica, with her dress trailing through the air as she spins. The dance is joyful, but she soon falters, forgets the routine and cowers under Schigolch’s raised fist – their relationship was once abusive as well as exploitative.

Brooks says that Pabst discovered her dance background during the shooting of this scene. ‘He caught me in his arms, shaking me and laughing as if I had played a joke on him. “But you are a professional dancer!”’ she wrote. ‘He felt as if he had created me. I was his Lulu!’8 Brooks will dance again in Pandora’s Box, but throughout the film her graceful, vivacious movements put her training to work: ‘I was a dancer, and Pabst essentially a choreographer’.9 In a bewildering opening act, which shifts in tone from comedy to drama, the pleasure of Brooks’s performance, whether dancing in her flowing gown or smiling seductively in close-up, is the only comfort Pabst will offer.

‘He was my first – patron!’ is the explanation Lulu gives Schön for Schigolch’s presence, which inadvertently defines the role Schön has taken in her life too. Brooks elaborated on that idea, comparing Schön to ‘millionaire publishers’ she knew when she was in the Ziegfeld Follies, who ‘backed shows to keep themselves well supplied with Lulus’.10 With the word patron (‘Mäzen’), however, she inverts the financial nature of her relationship with Schigolch. On her wedding night, in order to save Schigolch’s life, Lulu will let slip that he is her father. In this case the film is more certain than the play, which keeps the audience guessing as to whether that is true.

Elsaesser writes that ‘Lulu is always in-between’.11 Think of her dancing with the Countess at her wedding, with Schön approaching, or in the attic with Alwa and Schigolch. The first act introduces this repeating pattern of threesomes, which frustrates the idea of a romantic couple, the prerequisite for a happy ending. First, Lulu is in the apartment with the meter reader and Schigolch, then she is making love to Schön while Schigolch lurks on the balcony. As Schön exits, he crosses on the stairs with Rodrigo, creating another trio in the flat.

Rodrigo also carries with him the iconography of prostitution, not just because he crosses Schön on the stairs. He is first glimpsed on the street, standing next to a lamp post, or ‘unter der Laterne’.12 Lulu will find herself under a lantern in London, when she has become a prostitute, and meet her murderer in the glow of the street lamp. As a performer, the muscleman sells his body just as Lulu the dancer does, with his physique on display and available for hire by any theatre manager who might want to book his act. Neither of them is yet in the position of selling their body sexually, although both will agree to it by the end of the film. Lulu closes the act with her tactile enjoyment of Rodrigo’s figure, swinging from his biceps, to create a circus of her own, which Schigolch watches with a grin. The symbolism of Rodrigo’s engorged muscle was not lost on Brooks, who identified it as a stand-in for ‘the penis in erection’.13
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Lulu and Rodrigo’s own little circus

Act One, superficially bright and clean, is filled with shadows of the future. Even the stylish apartment pre-empts the London garret (Schigolch recalls another such ‘Dachkammer’). Its open balcony on one side reflects the attic’s broken window, which lets in the London rain. Lulu’s declaration that Schön will have to kill her to be free of her pre-empts the moment he reaches for his gun on their wedding night. By welcoming the beggar/Schigolch, and perching on the arm of his chair in that affectionate pose, Lulu rehearses Jack’s visit in Act Eight. The crossed balustrades of this staircase, and many more in the film, presage the shadowy steps to Lulu’s garret. In The Haunted Screen, German critic Lotte Eisner identifies staircases as a trope of German Expressionism. For Eisner, staircases have diverse connotations, sometimes suggesting social or physical movement, although she mentions in an aside that Austrian psychoanalyst Otto Rank identified their upwards momentum with the sexual act.14

The décor contains portents too: Schigolch lolls next to a small demonic figurine, revealing his moral ugliness, despite Lulu’s affectionate welcome. This animalistic man is later trapped on the balcony with a dog, both of them on the same floor, two beasts supping the same booze. Schön, the capitalist brute, pettishly toys with a porcelain donkey, betraying his frustration and his desire for control – while the ornament prefigures the donkey in the final scene. The menorah on the back shelf, visible in several shots, also calls attention to itself. Is the resident or owner of this apartment Jewish? Is it, as S. S. Prawer suggests,15 an acknowledgment of the many Jewish people who helped to make Pandora’s Box? Maybe, but it also heralds the final act of the film, and creates another palindrome. In Act Eight, it is Christmas and Lulu lights a candle for Jack, so why shouldn’t the film begin about twelve months earlier, during Hanukkah, with the menorah ready to be lit? The timescale of the film could easily stretch to a year. Lulu spends four and a half months in custody, and three months living with Alwa on the boat. Add to that however long it takes Alwa to rustle up his revue, and for Schön to arrange his wedding to Lulu, plus enough time for Alwa, Schigolch and Lulu to get down to their last pennies in London.
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Schigolch and the demon

Finally, there is a painting of Lulu dressed as Pierrot, playing a guitar, on the wall over the divan where she and Schön make love. This portrait is central to Wedekind’s Lulu plays, appearing in every scene and contrasting with the heroine’s physical decline. The reverse happens here – when Lulu dances in front of the painting, her snapping limbs and whirling dress put the painting to shame. The portrait is not remarked on (it merely prompts Schigolch to ask about her dancing) and it is never seen again. Its inclusion in the film is a direct reference to Wedekind, but one that is dumped without ceremony, like so much else from the play. One of the strangest, most famous compositions in the film takes place in front of the portrait, with Lulu lounging horizontally and Schön a blank vertical bisecting her body. His presence is a violent slash across the frame, and across her body, but Schön is also trapped, flanked by one Lulu made of flesh and another made of oil paint. In this scene, the fates of both Lulu and her lover are sealed. While Lulu leaves Pierrot behind, she is continually framed and posed and pictured. Here, she is caught in a doorway or window frame, between Schön’s hands or beneath a curved orchid. Later, photographs and pictures will become traps, threatening her liberty.
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Schön between two Lulus
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Schön nervously smokes his cigarette
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Schön’s smouldering cigarette

Lulu is no Pierrot, the melancholic fool for love, but she will be cast as Pandora – the beautiful ‘first woman’ of Greek mythology, who opened a jar the Gods gave her and released evil into the world. Pabst’s film expresses its mythological background with a progressive visual metaphor, unleashed in the first act. Nervous Schön drags on a cigarette, with tight wisps of smoke swirling around his face. He drops it, and allows it to smoulder … A moral fug creeps over the film and by Act Eight, the frame is clouded with London fog. All this steam, smoke, powder, chiffon and mist recall artistic depictions of Pandora, releasing evil into the world. In some paintings, the ‘grim cares’ are shown as creatures, but many, such as those by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, depict a cloud of evil, trailing like smoke around a beautiful, seductive Pandora. Two 1920 pen-and-watercolour works by Paul Klee (‘Die Büchse der Pandora’ and ‘Die Büchse der Pandora als Stilleben’), which were inspired by Wedekind, draw the jar of the original myth with female genitalia emitting smoke. In Pabst’s film, Lulu is frequently seen with a bottle – one is even used as evidence in her trial. In this first scene, when Schigolch unstoppers the bottle and commands Lulu to dance, she spins with her arms outstretched, and the twirling drapes of chiffon that circle her body create a misty aura of evil.
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Lulu dances

Act Two: K is for …

If the opening act of Pandora’s Box contains the seeds of its own tragic ending, then the second contains a declaration of war. Act Two lays out Pabst’s battlefield of ‘sexual hate’, where Lulu the miscreant and Schön the misogynist will both fall. Not just them. In these two short scenes, the soldiers line up on each side, the old guard versus the Weimar bohemians. Charlotte, who is Schön’s fiancée, and her father the politician are on one side. On the other, Schön’s son Alwa and the lesbian Countess Geschwitz.

Warning shots have been fired. Charlotte’s father, puffing on a cigarette, wants to call off the wedding. And watch the merry, friendly atmosphere between Alwa and the Countess snap as they light up and Geschwitz asks, hardly casually at all, after their mutual friend Lulu. Despite the moral divide between them, Pabst positions Charlotte and Alwa as a couple manqué. They are both shown in their fathers’ homes, and the cut from Charlotte tapping away at her typewriter to Alwa playing the piano creates a visual synchronicity. It is an unhealthy match, because Charlotte is about to become Alwa’s stepmother, but the seam of incest in Pandora’s Box runs deeper than that. Charlotte is engaged to a man her father’s age and Alwa is in love with the woman that he wants to be his stepmother, begging his father to marry Lulu.16 ‘Living in cinematic perversion’17 was the phrase Brooks coined when she was told many viewers assumed she was gay because of her scenes with Roberte. We can leave the lesbianism out of it. Between the incest references and the gruesome negotiations in Act Seven, Pandora’s Box makes cinematic perverts out of almost everyone.
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Pabst films Brooks and Lederer in Act Two. Courtesy of George Eastman Museum

Lulu the trapeze artist arrives at Schön’s house to put on a performance. She is still swinging, as at the end of Act One, but there are no muscles here for her to hang on to, so she grabs hold of a curtain rail. When she lands, she wants to end up in-between again – between Schön and Charlotte, or Alwa and his father. Callously, she toys with Alwa’s feelings (‘maybe you don’t love me’) and demands to be made a spectacle of, requesting the Countess’s outlandish ‘gladiator’ design for her own costume. She flirts with both of them just enough to give them hope, and to make her lover jealous.

Schön’s response is to slam the weight of the establishment against Lulu’s dangerous sexual energy. His engagement, to the daughter of a cabinet minister no less, was just the opening salvo. He will also attempt to contain his mistress’s career using his cultural influence – perhaps he can make her respectable too, and have his cake and eat it. As Charlotte’s formal portrait and Lulu’s ‘gladiator’ sketch are bandied around in place of the women themselves, Schön and Alwa, standing in front of a violent tapestry that swallows up most of one wall in the study, plot to take Lulu out of her variety act and into the younger man’s revue, which the newspaper will guarantee is a hit.

Schön, the monocled traditionalist, is dabbling with dangerous matter: a trend that Brooks’s Lulu personifies. Girlkultur was a mass culture fad in Germany in the 1920s, typified by wild revue-style shows featuring exotic acts and rows of synchronised high-kicking showgirls. The dancing was modern, almost industrially perfect, and anything but Germanic. Influences came from the Anglo-American Tiller Girls, the erotic revues of Paris and the opulent showmanship of Hollywood. Alwa’s revue is pure Girlkultur.

In Weimar Germany, Girlkultur went hand in hand with the ascent of the New Woman: financially and sexually independent. The loss of young men to the First World War meant that women had to go to work, and many of them stayed in their jobs once the men got home. They earned their own money, and they spent it on the things they liked – from their own homes and independence to clothes, makeup and magazines. Some of them joined feminist political parties, others bought into the myth that has brought young women to show business for generations: that a working-class Girl with beauty could achieve fame, riches and an enviable marriage. It’s understandable, against this background, that there was a hostility to Girlkultur and its American cousins among some conservative critics in Germany in the 1920s. The dominance of Hollywood films, and the trickle of talent across the Atlantic, did not help. You can sense this distaste in some of the reviews of Brooks’s performance.

Lulu is no longer a ‘flower girl’ but a model of female liberation and social mobility, and, in Act Two, she makes the most of that power, giving Schön her best flapper sass. In a sleek velvet suit and a close-fitting hat, Lulu has chosen 1920s androgynous chic over dressing for the edification of her older lover. Lulu addresses Schön with her nose in the air and a cheeky, not seductive, pout. Brooks played Lulu as the modern woman she was, and millions of young German women aspired to be. This emphasis on modernity, with Lulu as a symbol of social change, is one reason for the film’s longevity. Brooks’s Lulu still excites audiences – she may meet a grisly end, but while she lives and dances, she provides an enthralling show.
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Lulu the flapper

Speaking of grisly ends, back to Schön. The editor struggles to articulate to his son why he cannot marry Lulu. The best he can do is: ‘one does not marry such women’.18 Sexually and linguistically frustrated when he sees Lulu making her move towards his son, Schön demands assistance from the reference shelves, asking Alwa to fetch him the dictionary, volume K. Could he be looking for the word Krankheit, to explain to his son that Lulu has a venereal disease? Chances are, he wants to deliver a speech on the qualities of the perfect bride, as championed by Kaiser Wilhelm II and his wife Augusta Victoria. The ‘Three Ks’, Kinder, Küche, Kirche, had long been used to define wifely virtue in Germany, but by the late 1920s, expecting women to limit themselves to children, the kitchen and the church was as antiquated as it was sexist.19 Lulu, ever opting for the physical over the philosophical, interrupts him with a K word of her own, Kuss, as she plants a forbidden kiss on Alwa’s lips.

Act Three: in the wings

The sex war draws first blood in the third act. During an audaciously filmed sequence set backstage at Alwa’s revue, Lulu fires back at Schön a volley of raw sex and exhibitionism. Through edits, and the use of shifting scenery and perspectives, Pabst continuously redraws the space of the action, and the sight lines of his characters, until we face a spectacular climax, not on the stage, but in a small, gloomy prop-room in the wings. Falkenberg described Pabst’s editing technique as ‘a smooth, almost gliding circle, never losing sight of the basic dramatic content of the scene’.20 That summarises the way Act Three circles the action hunting for the drama, the sparks that will fly when Charlotte sees Lulu, and Lulu takes her revenge.

Brooks described Pabst’s fluid set more as an economic necessity than cinematic ingenuity: ‘there was no stage and no audience, only the studio floor … curtains made the stage and actors looking into the audience made the audience’.21 There is a little more set dressing in place for the scene than she suggests (including symbolic props and costumes), with structural lighting completing the virtual theatre. ‘Nobody has ever equalled Pabst’s portrayal of the back-stage fever on the opening night of a big show,’ enthused Lotte Eisner.22 Brooks hits on something though: if there is one thing this act proves, it is that Lulu doesn’t need a stage to put on a show.

Lulu makes her entrance via the stage, in her gladiator costume and followed by an army of dancers carrying spears. The other main players creep in through the stage door. Schön has brought his fiancée Charlotte to see his son’s revue and to watch Lulu dance. Not only that, they expect a backstage tour. Alwa arrives with Geschwitz, bearing a bouquet for Lulu that ends up in Charlotte’s arms. Scenery and extras cross in front of the lead players, and the camera placements are equally confusing – breaking continuity to shoot from unexpected angles. Ropes dangle from the ceiling like nooses, as they will again in Act Eight. Pabst complicates the narrative flow further with backstage drollery. If the antics of Siegfried Arno’s stage manager, accidentally being carried off by a rising platform and then escaping by jumping on the shoulders of a passing centurion and swigging his beer with a flourish, assure us that nothing too serious can happen in the make-believe theatre world, we won’t be fooled for long. Humour, especially such rowdy stuff as this, seems out of place in a tragic drama, but comedy, like sex, is a force that can rock the establishment. Wedekind nestled his play inside a circus, and just as Lulu’s rampant sexuality disrupts the bourgeois Schön household, the animal energy of clowning brings a thread of anarchy to the film.
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 Gladiators Lulu and Rodrigo with the stage manager backstage
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Lulu refuses to dance

The comic succession of distractions and almost-accidents only increase the tension in Act Three. A scenery flat separates the husband and wife-to-be and delays a crucial moment of recognition. First, Charlotte sees Lulu, in the middle of dressing, and then Schön spies her too. And then Lulu sees Schön and she decides to rebel. Lulu rejects convention and responsibility, and her refusal to perform represents a revolt against her capitalist bosses. This moment has an extra resonance now. Brooks made a habit of saying no to management. Her essay entitled ‘Gish and Garbo’ outlined her theory that Hollywood producers exploited stars for profit, and when she was working within the studio system, Brooks was known for her disobliging behaviour. After shooting Pandora’s Box, she refused to return to record dialogue for her final Paramount film, The Canary Murder Case (Malcom St Clair & Frank Tuttle, 1929),23 and was effectively blacklisted from Hollywood thereafter. ‘Red Pabst’ pre-empts Brooks’s Marxist analysis of the relationship between performer and impresario by dressing Lulu as a gladiator – a slave trained to fight for the amusement of the ruling classes, not against them – and then having her threaten to withdraw her labour. The helplessness of the director and stage manager in the face of Lulu’s ‘no’ initially frames the situation as comic. When Lulu first turns to meet Schön’s gaze, her ostrich headdress hits her dresser in the face;24 when she locks eyes with her lover, she bats away a powder puff, creating a cloud of dust and giving another assistant a white pie-face (see illustration on page 22). A cut to a new angle ruptures the comic mood and gives Lulu the cue to run away from her dressers and confront the director.

The joke is ultimately on Schön, and when he is drawn into the conflict, the stage manager holds Lulu’s headdress behind his head, marking him as another player in the spectacle, and undermining his dignity. Exactly as in Wedekind, Lulu is exercising her right to control who looks at her and what they see: ‘I’ll dance for the whole world but not for that woman.’ Cut to Charlotte, enjoying the sexualised spectacle of black dancers on stage, a reminder of what it means for Lulu to dance for her rival in love, and class war. In the face of Lulu’s continued tantrum, Schön attempts to find some privacy, pulling her into the prop-room, but this is soon revealed to be the perfect mythological space in which Lulu can unleash evil. Rows of classical heads grimace from the shelves, and Greek vases loll on their sides, having long since spilled their contents.

The stage manager calls for the curtain to rise, the cast assume their positions and the dancing girls high-step down the stage, while in a small room in the wings, the real show begins. This scene, leading to Lulu’s cruel triumph, is drenched in ‘sexual hate’. As Schön violently shakes Lulu, a close-up of her décolletage sexualises the motion of her flesh, another shot of her head thrown back suggesting the moment of climax. A cutaway to the stage and the wings reveals the mounting panic, while back in the prop-room, Schön chews his knuckle in frustration, and Lulu becomes further enraged. But as the disembodied shots of her legs kicking up a fuss, of her naked back25 quivering with rage, render her comic as well as sexy, Schön finally laughs. While he is disarmed, Lulu pounces, biting his hand in return; in their mutual fury, they find their mutual sexual passion. To complete his emasculation,26 Schön falls into Lulu’s arms rather than the other way around. When the door opens, Alwa and Charlotte discover them in flagrante. Lulu’s expression of amusement and pride27 crowns her victory, as she runs and twirls her way back to the stage, leaving a broken man behind her on the floor. Lulu always dances when she is happy or victorious. Alwa follows Charlotte,28 but is unable to comfort her, and returns to his father, who lurches out of the prop-room, eerily lit from behind.

In Wedekind’s version, Lulu adopts a more old-fashioned subterfuge. When she sees Charlotte in the audience she faints, and once she has lured Schön to her dressing room she blackmails him into calling off his engagement. Our modern Lulu’s approach (the outright refusal, the public sex) means heartbreak for Charlotte, a primal schock for Alwa and a death blow for Schön. With this act, Schön is trapped into marriage with Lulu, and locked into his fate. ‘Das ist meine Hinrichtung,’ he says: ‘This is my execution.’
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Lulu’s triumph, Schön’s death-sentence

The script underlines that bold smirk on Brooks’s face: ‘Lulu has won.’29 By replacing Charlotte as Schön’s bride, she secures her future, and her personal liberty. Schigolch warned her in the first act that Schön would not be able to take care of her for ever, and that she would have been better off with him. By marrying Schön, Lulu proves Schigolch wrong, and saves herself from the life that he was offering her, in the Dachkammer – implicitly, prostitution. In Act Seven, she will make it absolutely clear that she would rather be in prison than sell her body, and in Act Eight, she chooses death instead.

Act Four: the execution of Dr Schön

Dr Schön celebrates his wedding with a jazz band30 in the unromantic surroundings of his study, prompting a deluge of ‘cinematic perversion’. Even before he brandishes his revolver at his guests, the party is a dud: an orgy of frustration, with the husband and wife separated, and Alwa and Geschwitz saying their farewells to newly-wed Lulu. Schön has invited a clutch of well-dressed guests, including at least one other couple comprising an older man and a much younger woman,31 but Schigolch and Rodrigo appear to have gatecrashed. Even if they did have a gilt-edged invitation from Schön, they are severely out of place, dining in a service corridor wearing ill-fitting suits, messily drunk and about to trespass on the privacy of the wedding chamber.

In the study, which despite the occasion is still dominated by the wall-hanging of naked warriors being trampled by horses, Schön is alone at his own wedding reception. Pabst highlights his isolation with a long shot, contrasting Schön’s solitude with the couples on the dance floor – there is clear distance between him and the men he is talking to. When a closer shot reveals Schön’s face, it is glowering, as his eyes search the room for his bride. He is dressed in the wealthy Wilhelmine costume of white tie and tails, and in his buttonhole he wears a sprig of myrtle blossom, a traditional wedding flower, but one with an ominous whiff of Greek mythology: an association with Aphrodite, goddess of love, beauty and desire. Lulu wears no flowers, but in her pure-white silk wedding gown, long veil and pearls, she mimics bridal innocence. On a second look, her dress is similar to her revealing costume in the first act, with its drop-tail hem. Inserted fabric in the skirt creates a similar fluted effect and a girdle accentuates her waist, while doubling as a symbol of chastity (or Aphrodite’s girdle). Brooks considered the dress ‘offensive’, taking exception to the straps across the V-shaped back and the long train. The straps were non-negotiable, designed to ensure that, once undone, the dress would slip off her shoulder in the murder scene. And neither was the train. Brooks tore it off amid ‘an elaborate tantrum’, but Pabst simply had it sewn back on. Having no control over her costumes infuriated Brooks, who wrote that Pabst selected everything ‘I put on or took off, from an ermine coat to my girdle’.32 Until the final act, Lulu’s wardrobe is remarkably consistent. She wears a veil again in Act Five and even the fur collar of her suit in Act Two echoes the pointed shape of her low-cut gowns. She wears only black or white, mostly satin, chiffon and diamanté, materials that either reflect the light or transmit it. For Elsaesser, the translucent fabrics are evocative of film itself, with Brooks embodying the cinema-created spectacle of the free woman.

When the bride first appears, she is nowhere near her groom; in fact, she is heading for the pantry, crossing paths with a waiter carrying a cigar-tray with a candle (a shadow of Act Eight). There is an upstairs-downstairs divide at this reception: small talk and sedate dancing in the study, but drunkenness and laughter in the pantry. Here, Lulu draws back a velvet curtain to find her gatecrashing pals, and shares oysters and champagne intended for the formal reception with them. The chef helps himself to the booze; Rodrigo, rebuffed by Lulu, is soon groping one of the maids. Schigolch and Rodrigo’s alcoholic misbehaviour is enabled by the bride and, as it escalates, amuses both staff and guests, but Lulu has other guests to attend to.
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Lulu and Geschwitz’s tango

In the study, Lulu fails to entice downcast Alwa onto the dance floor, but Geschwitz is game. The two women – the brunette dressed in bridal white, the blonde in gleaming black33 – embrace tightly as they turn, and this eye-catching tango is one reason for the lasting cult fame of Pandora’s Box. Vito Russo, in his landmark study of homosexuality on film, identifies Geschwitz as ‘probably the first explicitly drawn lesbian character on film’.34 As Russo acknowledges, while her character is repressed and ‘sterile’, her inclusion is ‘an exciting cinematic event’. She is not completely inhibited: later in this scene, Geschwitz will rush up to Lulu and embrace her. The Countess’s outburst in the trial scene is also crucial, offering Lulu’s best defence, as well as an illustration of the film’s sociological argument, and in the seventh act she makes a grisly sacrifice for the woman she loves.

As the women dance, Lulu lowers her lids, but doesn’t close them. Flirtatiously, she catches first Alwa’s eye and then Schön’s.So this is how the groom rediscovers his bride, clasped to another woman’s chest, dancing the tango. Sensing his humiliation at having to ‘cut in’, Lulu meekly joins him, while the Countess politely refuses an approach from a male guest. However, the shock has rendered Schön impotent, unable to follow Lulu’s frank come-hither gesture into the bedroom. He allows himself to be waylaid, first by his guests and then by Alwa announcing his departure. Schigolch and Rodrigo use the delay to invade the bedroom, with the older man laying roses on the bridal bed,35 and his burly companion slurping champagne from an ashtray. You have to ask: is Schigolch just a drunken fool, or is he deliberately trying to sabotage Lulu’s marriage? Lulu attempts to evict them, but Schigolch draws her onto his lap., Therefore, moments after dismissing his son’s Oedipal angst, Schön finds his bride incestuously embracing an older man on their wedding bed. Schön’s double take verges on comical, especially when he removes his monocle to look more closely. Rodrigo offers Schön a slurp, which turns into a threatened punch, and as the two bulky men in tails face each other in front of a mirror, it is as if Schön is fighting himself. Schön reaches for his gun, from a cabinet topped with a devil mask. Lulu prevents him from firing, both physically, by jumping on his back, and by revealing that Schigolch is her father, while the cowardly interlopers waddle out into the reception with their arms above their heads.

Wedekind began his play with a shot fired into the audience, intending the Lulu cycle to be an assault on the sensibilities of his middle-class audience. Schön assumes this pose at his wedding party – having chased the men out of his bedroom, he finds himself in the middle of the dance floor, with his revolver held out towards his guests. As his startled friends begin to exit, Schön is left staring at the floor and swaying unsteadily, just as at the end of the previous act. While his father is weakened, Alwa seizes his chance, wrapping a white fur around Lulu and imploring her to leave with him. It is this betrayal that will prove fatal. Of all Lulu’s transgressions, it is Schön’s discovery of his son clasped to his wife’s lap that provokes his lethal move. Nevertheless, Lulu is amused by Alwa’s affection, not moved. In the study, Schön lingers by a ceramic urn and contemplates suicide. In the bedroom, one of Krampf’s strategic lights gives Lulu, with the discarded fur and her veil draped on the chair behind her, a halo that represents not virtue but a miasma of vice. Schön, or rather his revolver, enters the frame at the far left, extreme foreground.
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Schön aims his gun

The lighting in the bedroom is remarkably complex, with directed sources (lamps illuminating the back of the gun cabinet, or the relief of a praying saint) piercing the dappled murk. The scene is set for a display of horrors rather than conjugal love. Kortner’s performance hints at his Expressionist days: with his lumbering walk, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He appears to be at the mercy of forces stronger than his own will. Lulu, ever Lulu, begins to undress, and admires herself in the mirror. Mary Ann Doane, in a brilliant analysis of the film,36 identifies this mirror moment with its equivalent in Wedekind. Having been embraced by a woman, her own father and her stepson, Lulu looks into the glass and imagines what it would be like to be a man, her own husband. But in this brief, liberating moment of self-love, Schön’s face37 emerges in the mirror. He hands Lulu the revolver, grip-first, demanding that she turn it on herself, but inadvertently positioning it for his own murder, forcing it into her grasp. The shadows, and Schön, close in on Lulu, with her crumpled veil crowding the image. Lulu looks weak, sunk to the bottom of the frame, with her dress slipping off her shoulder. In the struggle, the gun is turned straight up between them, but when it fires, revolver, bullet and wound are all hidden. The murder is represented only by gunsmoke. Schön dies slowly, falling onto the bed, and then lunging forward to embrace his wife. Alwa returns to find a death scene that is a tableau of emasculation: his father brought to his knees and Lulu holding the gun. In the screenplay, Schön warns his son ‘You’re next!’, but in the film, his mouth is choked with blood. In an earlier draft, the gun continued to fire in Lulu’s hand as she watched her husband die, but the act closes with Lulu and Alwa frozen in horror: Schön has lost, but so have they.
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Schön discovers Lulu and Alwa
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Lulu and Alwa stand over Schön’s corpse. ‘The sight of the blood determined the expression on my face,’ wrote Brooks

Act Five: Lulu on trial

The court has assembled and the battle lines are redrawn. The defending and prosecuting lawyers face each other across the evidence table, on which are displayed a revolver, an ashtray and a champagne bottle. The glamorous defendant is in the dock, a petite woman in fluid black satin, with a diaphanous veil fluttering over her face. The jury, redoubtable men with beards and monocles, concentrate intently, clenching their fists. Opposite the jury, the gallery is full, mostly of women. On the front row, a crestfallen, handsome young man slumps into his overcoat. Next to him, an ageing tramp with a sly grin. The older man whispers to the man on his left: a rotund, overgrown boy who sniggers and nudges the woman next to him. She, a haughty blonde in a masculine suit with a bow tie and a formal hat, purses her lips and edges away.
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Lulu in the dock

Lulu is on trial for the murder of Schön and, by implication, so much more. We begin with the case for the defence. Lulu’s lawyer implores the court to look at the defendant, who surely cannot be a murderer. He has proved that her husband was merely a victim of ‘disastrous circumstances’. The dead man’s son has even testified in support of his stepmother. The women in the gallery murmur, craning to get a better look at the handsome saviour. This is when Schigolch shares his joke. He could be amused by the fact that Alwa has probably perjured himself, or perhaps that it was his own mischief that set events in motion. ‘She is innocent,’ declares the lawyer. The defence case has convinced the women in the gallery, who rise to their feet applauding, only to be subdued by the male officers of the court. The lawyer may have described the struggle over the gun, and their reaction suggests he made an argument of self-defence. The judge, and the men of the jury, seem less convinced.
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The women rise to their feet

The prosecutor, his face disfigured by a scar and contorted around a monocle, will speak to their worries. He does not concern himself with murder but with the weightier topic of original sin. Lulu will be tried as a myth. The prosecutor is first shot from a low angle – from the perspective of the gallery, or dock. The Greek gods, he tells the court, created a beautiful, charming woman called Pandora, gifted in flattery. Lulu, in a devastating close-up, with her face framed by her mourning habit, smiles back at him, illustrating his point – doubly so, as she causes him to stutter and lose his thread. With the judge’s encouragement, he continues to dedscribe how Pandora released all the evils of the world. The defence lawyer sniggers and this initiates a new eyeline match between the two barristers. The prosecutor’s lethal blow: Lulu is a danger to all mankind. The prosecutor is now seen from a high angle on his right, the judge’s perspective, and with a satisfied smile he polishes his monocle. He demands the death penalty, and as Lulu clutches her throat in fear, the crowd strain to look at her.

Lulu rises at the judge’s order, her veil quivering. As on stage, she has been put on display at a man’s command; the court artists scribble industriously and the photographer takes a fatal picture. The court is adjourned, and Lulu swoons as she leaves the dock, but Geschwitz makes one last argument for the defence. Incensed by the prosecutor’s misogyny, she appeals to his sympathy – what would have become of his wife if she had been brought up as Lulu was?38

While the public chew their sandwiches, and Lulu’s friends concoct a plan for her escape, there is time to weigh the verdict. The women in the gallery seem to be swayed by the defence, but the judge and jury, all men, favour the prosecution. Can Lulu be both a persecuted innocent and a blight on humanity? Pandora, the ‘calamity for men’, was created with a ‘knavish nature’ and a disposition towards ‘lies and wily pretences’.39 Wedekind’s Lulu is a ‘serpent’ and a ‘pretty beast’40 from the start, but this Lulu is different. ‘I played Pabst’s Lulu,’ Brooks told Kenneth Tynan, ‘and she isn’t a destroyer of men, like Wedekind’s. She’s just the same kind of nitwit that I am.’41 The Lulu of the film has ‘no sense of sin’,42 and judgment is irrelevant, because she ignores the moral values of this oppressive society. Lulu is also a victim: Schigolch has exploited her; Schön has tried to control her; even Alwa attempted to ruin the marriage that would have secured her livelihood. In the final acts of the film, more men will line up to take advantage of her, or to hurt her. As he does in The Joyless Street or Diary of a Lost Girl, positioning sex work as an escape route from poverty, Pabst places Lulu’s actions in the context of economic urgency. Further, by putting the male jury and the women in the gallery at odds, Pabst presents Lulu as a victim of the patriarchy. Lulu’s escape is a triumph for the New Woman who resists misogynist arguments blaming women for the crimes men commit in the name of sex. As the judge sentences Lulu to five years, a friendly agitator smashes the fire alarm, a mob sweeps into the courtroom and the woman who was condemned by the establishment is swept away by the people.
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Lulu is saved

The will of the people defeats the judiciary, causing anarchy in the courtroom. As the crowd flows into the court, a roaming shot follows the influx through the doors, then left to the dock – where a chain of men co-ordinated by Rodrigo43 encircle a stunned and grateful Lulu – and back to the centre. Alone in the courtroom, Alwa surveys the aftermath. He has Schön’s lethargy and, just like his father, he is blighted with sexual hate, his love for Lulu twisted into anger. Shadows of the future for Schigolch and himself are conjured as an old man rushes by dragging a woman’s stiff body, and a lunatic staggers through the room.

Act Six: Lulu the fugitive

There was no fire in the courtroom, but in the shooting script, there were fire engines. The plan was to cut from Alwa to a shot taken from a car rushing through the streets behind two engines, which pull up outside the courthouse. Lulu and friends would emerge from the gates with the rest of the crowd44 as the firefighters disembarked. The film would then cut to the scene that begins Act Six, with Lulu entering Alwa’s room. As she turned the taps on, there would have been a cut back to the courthouse, with the firefighters reeling in their hoses. And then back to Alwa’s arrival.

There are no fire engines in Act Six,45 but there is the enticement of watching Lulu alone in what is again both her own home and Schön’s.46 It was his household, and now it is his murder scene. Lulu luxuriates in her privacy, and her liberation from jail, with the sensual delights of a smoke and a long bath, and the consumerist pleasure of fashion. She runs to her bedroom, twirling with glee, to inspect her wardrobe – the furs she hoped to wear as Frau Schön. Lulu passes by the crime scene, marked by the sacred carving on the wall, pausing just long enough to summon guilt and dismiss it. Two other items catch Lulu’s eye before she enters the bedroom: Alwa’s passport, and a magazine.47 After browsing fashion layouts, Lulu settles on a spread of young people in swimsuits on the beach. Although the shooting script specifies that she is taken with the photographs of young women, the camera lingers on a picture of a young man. The idea of going on the run, with Alwa as her sexual companion (the offer he made on her wedding night) will occupy her mind as she bathes. 

Alwa’s mind is a misogynist kind of mess. He hates himself for being attracted to Lulu, so now he hates her too, and just as his father did, he wants her out of his sight. Unfortunately, he arrives in his father’s house to see his naked, widowed stepmother getting out of the bath, which arouses his sex drive and his fury. Lulu cannot be blamed for his fright (he knew she was there, and he opened the door), but she will capitalise on it by seducing him. Against her wishes, Brooks played the ensuing scene in a bulky bathrobe. She would have preferred a negligee, but perverse Pabst insisted first on this cosy robe, and second that Brooks wear nothing underneath it, so that Lederer would sense her nakedness. ‘In scenes motivated by sexual hate he chose [my costumes] as much for their tactile as for their visual seductiveness,’ wrote Brooks. ‘He wanted the actors working with me to feel my flesh.’48

[image: ]

Alwa confronts Lulu at the scene of his father’s death
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Pabst’s circular editing: the camera revolves around Lulu

In these circumstances, Alwa’s anger at Lulu can only turn to sexual passion. Lulu will call his bluff by threatening to turn herself in, but before that she disarms him with a shock to rival the prop-room episode, captured by Pabst’s circular editing. In a two-shot, with the carved saint, that relic of Schön’s murder, looming over them, Alwa holds the widow’s hat out to Lulu, demanding that she demonstrate guilt, or grief – anything but eroticism. Cut to Lulu, but shot from the opposite side. Taking the hat, she throws it towards the camera, which yet another 180-degree switch reveals to be directly at the saint. We see the hat hit the carving, then the camera lingers on the saint a while longer, before a cut back to Alwa, who is so horrified he backs out of the frame. Cut to Lulu, laughing. This evidence of amorality makes her invincible, because unlike Alwa she cannot be made to feel guilty. She runs and spins and admires herself in the mirror. Before long, the bluff, and then the inevitable, lustful kiss.
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Lulu and Alwa’s inevitable embrace

Once the couple are on the train to Paris, danger closes in, in the shape of a mysterious aristocrat. Marquis Casti-Piani mirrors Alwa physically, and also his baser instincts. The Marquis woos Lulu, far more traditionally and swiftly than Alwa has, and he gets paid for it. Having recognised Lulu from her picture in the newspaper, he turns that image into an invoice, transforming her physical body into a commodity. As the train makes a stop, the two men, in co-ordinated outfits, are pictured in neighbouring windows, completing one transaction: the Marquis buys a box of chocolates, but Alwa pays for it, sealing their collusion. If the cigarette smoke and steam clouding the view don’t signal enough trouble, Schigolch and Rodrigo hop aboard the train and the Marquis literally changes Alwa and Lulu’s course. He knows somewhere much more discreet …
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Alwa and the Marquis

Act Seven: hyperinflation

In his famous study of German cinema, From Caligari to Hitler, Siegfried Kracauer gave Pandora’s Box short shrift, but when discussing The Joyless Street, he praised its depiction of ‘the interrelationship between the enforced economic decay of the middle class and the selling-out of its moral values’.49 Financial pressure also distorts moral values in Act Seven of Pandora’s Box. Elsaesser identifies the casino-hotel floating off the southern coast of Europe as a metaphor for Weimar Germany’s economic chaos, and its equivalent in Wedekind is the scene in which the Jungfrau stocks plummet and bankrupt everyone.

Schigolch meets Geschwitz on the stairs and, as the Countess descends to the lower deck with him, she enters a world where everyone has sunk to his level. Lulu later tells Schigolch that everyone wants money, and this sequence reveals that they will do anything to get it. In a casino choked with cigarette smoke, Lulu and Alwa live off his gambling, and his sweaty, manic appearance suggests that he has lost control of his bets.50 The Marquis seeks the highest return on his purchase of Lulu, and Rodrigo, captured smiling craftily underneath a stuffed crocodile, makes various plans to cash in on her, from pairing her off with a rich older man, to stealing her pearls. Geschwitz, who has money, only wants Lulu’s affection, but she too will abandon her values. Doane divides the main characters in Pandora’s Box into those who desire her and those who want to exploit her. The Countess, Schön and Alwa are under Lulu’s sexual spell, and Schigolch, Rodrigo and the Marquis see her in purely economic terms. In this act, Alwa occupies space in both categories.

Wedekind’s Lulu knows her own worth, saying to Schön, ‘If men have killed themselves for my sake, that doesn’t lower my value,’51 or telling Alwa he is the ‘only man in the world who’s protected me without lowering me in my own eyes’.52 In this act of the film, however, men decide her value and her stock falls. Her looks have changed too, with her hair swept back and curled.53 She is wearing a low-cut evening gown of black lace and silk, but its simple scoop neck makes her look younger and more fragile. The Marquis has found someone who will pay more for her than the police will offer as a reward, and so, passing publicity shots of Brooks across the table, he sells Lulu into a brothel. Despite her insistence that she is not for sale, Lulu will have to buy her freedom with Alwa’s winnings. His gambling puts a false value on his money, which cheapens her too. He loses her wedding pearls and when he gambles the money that the Countess gives Lulu to save her from prostitution, he cheats, at Schigolch’s instigation, rendering his cards worthless. When they catch Alwa, far from displaying righteous anger, his fellow players descend on the card table like ravenous animals, grabbing and clutching at the money. The atmosphere on the boat tips from discreetly sleazy to rabidly hysterical.
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Geschwitz surprises Lulu and Alwa in the casino
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Lust becomes violence

One shot in Act Seven, so brief you might miss it, illustrates how the tension between sex- and money-lust transforms into violence. Rodrigo is threatening Lulu, holding her by the arms and shaking her, just as Schön did in Act Three. His fat fingers closed around her naked arms occupy the middle of the frame. The left-hand side contains the Countess’s hands, as she mashes her fist into her palm. The once universally desired Lulu is surrounded by aggression. In the conversation preceding that shot, Lulu smiles and flutters her eyelashes, deploying the charm that has previously beguiled men, but it won’t work on Rodrigo, who looms over her, lit from a high angle so that his eyes appear as dark slashes in his face. She has to formulate a devious plan to escape, with Schigolch, and this unfolds just as it does in Wedekind. She arranges a sexual encounter between Rodrigo and the Countess – it is a grotesque, cruel scheme, but Lulu and Schigolch have judged the level of moral decay correctly.54 Rodrigo and the Countess agree because he wants her money, and she is willing to sacrifice herself for Lulu’s escape. However, unlike the play, this has a tragic end: Rodrigo is murdered, likely following his attempted rape of Geschwitz, who is dragged away screaming by the sailors. Despite the frenzy caused by the discovery of Alwa’s cheating and Rodrigo’s death, Lulu still needs a disguise to get away, so she adopts the costume that allows her the most freedom – the clothes of a man.55

As she sets off in a small boat with Alwa and Schigolch, seeking a passage to London, Lulu should beware her fellow travellers. Schigolch is always close at hand when something terrible happens, and Alwa can no longer offer her protection. Even if we believe that amorous feeling remains between him and Lulu, Act Seven has depicted sexual relationships as entirely corrupt. While Lulu refuses to seduce a rich older man for Rodrigo, his own fiancée agrees; the Marquis’s dealings over Lulu’s body are viewed with discreet  approval by his smirking lady friend; the sight of Rodrigo and the Countess simpering at each other in the bar makes a mockery of heterosexual romance.
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Lulu in drag

Act Eight: Christmas Eve

‘Your life is exactly like Lulu’s, and you will end the same way,’56 Pabst told Brooks after they had filmed Diary of a Lost Girl. His prediction was made in anger, because he felt that the time she spent partying with her American friends should have been spent on her acting, but it reveals his understanding of sexual hate. He knew that Brooks’s hedonistic behaviour could lead her friends to discard her ‘like an old toy’, leaving her vulnerable and despised. It was a brutal prognosis, but what is really harrowing about the tragedy of Lulu’s death at the hands of a serial killer is that even in Pabst’s 1920s retelling, it had not gone out of date.
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‘C’mon – I like you!’

In Act Eight, Alwa, Schigolch and Lulu are living in a place that has the trappings of Victorian London, including such nineteenth-century inventions as the Christmas tree, the Salvation Army and Jack the Ripper. The clothing takes us up to the 1920s, but so does the psychological portrait of the killer, which is remarkably sympathetic, with Pabst continuing to explore the Freudian themes of his earlier film, Secrets of a Soul. Jack is the first character we meet. He emerges from the pea-souper fog of a London street, gazing through a bright window at a well-off family celebrating Christmas, before heading to a meaner celebration for outsiders such as himself. Here, at the Salvation Army stall, he donates his last penny to charity, and grudgingly accepts a gift from a sweet-faced female officer. He refuses any other assistance (‘I can’t be helped!’), having become wholly passive in his submission to his murder impulse. Although the poster he contemplates warns that Jack will lure women to dark places to kill them, it is Lulu who tempts him to her gloomy garret. His mental struggle contrasts with her friendly smile and open gestures. ‘C’mon – I like you!’ she says as her eyes sparkle, recalling his precious knife. Lulu dazzles him so much that she arouses his murder-lust (he reaches for his knife) and then curtails it (he drops it out of the screen and into the audience). Lulu, at least briefly, enchants a healthy sexual impulse out of a man who admits himself lost to his obsession with killing.

Jack the Ripper was a recent phenomenon when Wedekind wrote his plays57 (the ‘canonical five’ murders occurred in 1888) but Lustmord, or sexually motivated murders, also filled the newspapers in 1920s Germany. Fritz Haarmann, ‘The Butcher of Hanover’, had sexually assaulted, murdered and mutilated at least twenty-four boys and young men between 1918 and 1924. In 1929, Peter Kürten, ‘The Düsseldorf Vampire’, killed at least seven people. Serial killers abounded both in reality and in the popular imagination. Fritz Lang’s chilling child-murderer movie M (1931) was inspired by the crimes of Kürten, Haarmann and others like them. Brecht and Weill’s Die Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera),58 playing in Berlin as Pandora’s Box was filmed, won praise for its portrayal of antihero Mack the Knife and the seedy London underworld. Neue Sachlichkeit artists Otto Dix and George Grosz dwelt on the theme with works including ‘Lustmord’ (1922) and ‘John the Lady Killer’ (1918), respectively. Then, as now, people who live on the borders of society, such as prostitutes, were easy prey, and without Schön’s protection, Lulu has become just such a victim-in-waiting.
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Peter Lorre in M (Fritz Lang, 1931)

In the final act of Pandora’s Box, Krampf’s cinematography conjures the East End out of the barest spaces,59 with extremely low- and high-angled lights generating steep shadows and a criss-cross of constricting bars from the staircase, not to mention that evil, thick, swirling fog. Reports from those who worked with Krampf on later films recall him expertly manipulating fog and shadows. He even used a spray gun to paint shadows on walls, so he could then rearrange the other lights and keep that shading in place. He may have used that trick here or even learned it from Pabst. Brooks wrote: ‘[Pabst] gave little time to lining up on me and spent four hours, I remember, spraying the walls of the tenement stairs leading up to Lulu’s London attic to get just the right feeling of squalor.’60 The lighting on Brooks’s face is expertly judged, but she was understandably miffed to be second in line to a dingy wall.

Another cause of anguish for Brooks was one of Pabst’s sadistic costume choices. Pabst ransacked her own trunk and selected ‘her very favourite suit’, which was returned to her ‘torn and foul with grease stains’ for the streetwalking scene. ‘I went on the set feeling as hopelessly defiled as my clothes,’ she wrote. ‘I didn’t care what happened to me.’61 Despite the grumpy start, Lulu’s murder was filmed in an atmosphere of jollity and sexual excitement. Brooks’s little band played the Charleston, and she and Diessl canoodled under the table between takes. ‘It was more like a Christmas party,’ she told Leacock.62

The death scene, while hardly festive, is beautiful. In the garret, Lulu and Jack embrace and flirt. Lulu is at her most vibrant in her final moments: ‘she feels passion for the first time – comes to life that she may die’, said Brooks. Lulu makes a game of searching Jack’s pockets for her money and finds only the Salvation Army gifts: the candle and mistletoe. She lights the candle and gazes at it intensely. If she were not Lulu, she might be praying. Brandishing the mistletoe, Jack requests a kiss, which she gladly gives. The festive branch soon becomes the ‘golden bough’ of Greek mythology, guiding Lulu’s path to the underworld. The lamp sputters, throwing a spark of light towards Lulu’s breadknife. Jack’s mania is fired and biting her shoulder in angst, he reaches for the blade. Lulu dies almost invisibly, with a graceful gesture of her pretty white hand in the darkness. Schön’s death was a murder without a culprit, but this is a murder without a body. Brooks expressed dissatisfaction with the ending, saying she would have preferred a gory close-up, showing how the Ripper mutilated his victims: ‘the movie should have ended with the knife in the vagina’.63 Pabst preserves Lulu’s dignity instead.
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Embracing Lulu, Jack sees the knife

In the warmth of a nearby pub, Schigolch feasts on Lulu’s symbolic corpse, a plum pudding topped with a sprig of mistletoe. Brooks identified Schigolch as the ‘hero of the story … he knows what he is, what he wants, and perseveres in getting it’,64 but he is really its greatest villain. He pushed Lulu towards Jack, and now we see he did not need her money. On the street, Alwa watches as Jack skulks away. Distraught, and impotent, he cannot climb the stairs to see Lulu. In his horror at what he assumes she has done, does he even suspect that Lulu is dead? Instead, he follows the Salvation Army parade as if he were walking behind Lulu’s coffin. The salvation of faith represents the hope that Pandora saved from her jar, but Alwa may already be lost. As he proceeds through the railway arch, he disappears into the fog.
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Alwa disappears into the fog


6Beyond Pandora’s Box

‘Pabst had fired a blank,’1 was Brooks’s typically catastrophic summation of the critical response to Pandora’s Box. According to her, the German critics were united in their disapproval of the film as a failed adaptation and their condemnation of her performance: ‘She does not suffer … she does nothing.’2 In truth, the reviews were more mixed than that, but it hardly mattered, because outside Germany the film was banned or censored. The French release rewrote the Countess as Lulu’s heterosexual childhood friend, Alwa as Schön’s secretary. The British-language version removed the Countess and the backstage comedy, and forced a ‘happy ending’ in which Lulu and Alwa join the Salvation Army. The reviews from overseas are equal parts horror and dismay. In this sorry state, it could not be recommended, and it followed that the film was released slowly and in very few cinemas.3

So Pandora’s Box was largely forgotten until Lotte Eisner, who was working at the Cinémathèque Française in Paris, reappraised it in the 1950s, celebrating the ‘miracle of Louise Brooks’.4 From the Cinémathèque to George Eastman House and beyond, the film was revived and with it the fortunes of its captivating star. Brooks began to write for film journals and give interviews – she was a celebrity again and her candid discussion of sex was suited to the era of her second fame, with the 1960s rivalling the 1920s for an explosion of permissiveness. Anachronistically, given its mixed reception, the film is considered a key text of Weimar film culture, with its American Lulu representing the apotheosis of Jazz Age cool as a more carnal twist on the Roaring Twenties flapper. Pabst, whose reputation had already been ruined by his work during the war, did not gain a similar boost. Writing his obituary, Eisner described him as ‘an old, tired man, trying to live up from time to time to his great pre-war name’.5 However, Pandora’s Box became a belated success, with a far-reaching influence across art and pop culture.

Reviewers across the decades have mislabelled it a film about a prostitute, which it isn’t, but Pandora’s Box has thrived both as a cult movie promising illicit thrills, as well as, among cinema aficionados, an example of silent film at its most nuanced. Lulu is its secret weapon: the beautiful woman who is objectified by the misogyny born of sexual hate, and brutally murdered in the final reel, but outlives her fate. As Kenneth Tynan, a famed champion of sexual permissiveness, wrote: ‘Although the film is a tragedy, it is a celebration of the pleasure principle.’6 Lulu’s rebellions against bourgeois morality and her confidence in her own attractiveness still represent a spectacle of joy, female empowerment and sexual experimentation. Lulu’s unusually androgynous appearance, with her boyish figure and helmet hair but ultra-feminine clothing, illustrates her bisexuality in a way that confuses conventional approaches to sexuality and gender – effectively, she dresses like a combination of a showgirl and a tomboy. Novelist Ali Smith was kind enough to talk to me about what Brooks meant to her.7 For Smith, and for generations of filmgoers from Henri Langlois on, Brooks represents: ‘The beauty of intelligence – the intelligence of beauty – the life of both, in union.’ Just as Lulu seizes control of her own body, Brooks maintained ownership of her body of work, by allying her compelling voice to her hypnotic image. From the dazzling Brooks we learn, says Smith, that we live ‘by a communicating of light and energy, and by the revelation these communications bring about of the shared life in all of us’.
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Anna Karina in Vivre sa vie (Jean-Luc Godard, 1962)

Pabst was wrong about Brooks. Her life did not end like Lulu’s, but her affinity with the character, which he recognised, meant that the identities of Lulu/Louise Brooks/Pandora’s Box itself have now merged into a single cultural reference point, signifying sexiness,8 transgression and rebellion – Lulu. Ripples of this consolidated ‘Lulu’ appear in places including but not limited to Jean-Luc Godard’s Vivre sa vie (My Life to Live, 1962), Yvonne Rainer’s art film Lives of Performers (1972), Jonathan Demme’s Something Wild (1986), Abdellatif Kechiche’s Blue is the Warmest Colour (La Vie d’Adèle, 2013), pop songs by OMD (‘Pandora’s Box’, 1991) and Natalie Merchant (‘Lulu’, 2013), and fiction (Adolfo Bioy Casares’s The Invention of Morel, 1940; Italian comic strip Valentina, 1964–1995; Ali Smith’s ‘To the Cinema’, 1995). Brooks’s articles were published in a collection called Lulu in Hollywood, which reverses the pattern of her career, and suggests Lulu was her native character all along.
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Melanie Griffith in Something Wild (Jonathan Demme, 1986)

Remembering a friend who died young, Brooks liked to quote Goethe, a writer of whom she was especially fond: ‘For a person remains of consequence not so far as he leaves something behind him but so far as he acts and enjoys, and rouses others to action and enjoyment.’9 Lulu, constantly active, continues to enchant with her guilt-free hedonism. As Lulu, Brooks embodies the rock ’n’ roll myth of live-fast-and-die-young; as herself, the provocative woman of letters. ‘I’m a huge fan of Brooks’s writing’, says Smith, ‘and of her power, when you go anywhere near anything she did, to dispel gender and sexual preconception – always, always simultaneously honouring intelligence.’ In Pandora’s Box, Lulu unmistakably expresses her own desires, and Brooks’s writing, despite her professed inability to ‘unbuckle the Bible belt’,10 is still candid and perceptive about sex. Rousing the Lulu spirit in its audience, Pandora’s Box transcends the mores of its own time – and Lulu’s cinematic descendants range from Rita Hayworth breathily singing ‘Put the Blame on Mame’ as she undresses in Gilda (Charles Vidor, 1946), to Liza Minnelli’s Sally Bowles, a wild-child American in Berlin who warns, ‘you’re better off without me mein Herr’ in Cabaret (Bob Fosse, 1972).

[image: ]

Brooks as Lulu: a spectacle of joy, female empowerment and sexual experimentation

In the twenty-first century too, the Lulu spirit lives on. As part of the fight against the ubiquity of sexual hate (the term ‘rape culture’, coined in the 1970s, describes the rising social normalisation of sexual violence), feminist activists reclaim the word ‘slut’11 to redefine healthy expectations of female sexual behaviour, meaning thousands more women self-identify as Lulus. Brooks had embraced the ‘tramp essence of Lulu’12 decades earlier, with Pabst’s exquisite film picturing female sexuality not as moral weakness but as an eruption of pleasure. The unique cinematic gift of Pandora’s Box is that it confounds its own narrative and subverts its own source material, transforming its tragic heroine into an erotic creation of motion and light, brought to life in the whirr of the projector to become a symbol of liberation and desire.
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