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This article analyzes from both sociological and linguistic perspectives the films of German
filmmaker Fritz Lang. We begin by situating within the social context of the Weimar era the
two-part suspense film, Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler (1922) and its de facto self-remake, Spione
(1928). Whereas the variability of Mabuse’s identity corresponds to the fragility of German
national identity, which had been recently damaged by the country’s defeat in World War I, the
urban settings of hotels and casinos are recognizably representative of the moral decadence of
Germany’s interwar period, most notably characterized by the spread of gambling, alcoholism,
drug abuse, and occultism. Through the eponymous arch-villain’s series of crimes followed by
his eventual descent into madness, Lang’s Dr. Mabuse offers a critique of the country’s then-
current social conditions, thereby foreshadowing the subsequent advent of totalitarianism.

We then focus on the linguistic aspects of Lang’s films, particularly Dr. Mabuse and its
sequels, The Testament of Dr. Mabuse (1933) and The Thousand Eyes of Dr. Mabuse (1960).
The trilogy is notable for having witnessed one of the crucial moments in the history of cinema,
namely the transition from silent to sound film, which posed a problem to translation of
dialogues and other linguistic elements in the films. In each period, Lang responded to such
changes in translation methods by incorporating them into his films for dramatic effects. His
creative treatment of various linguistic elements in the films can be observed particularly in
the use of intertitles in Dr. Mabuse, the production of multiple-language versions of 7Testament,
and voice dubbing in Thousand Eyes. We argue that Lang’s lifelong obsession with technology,
as seen in the variety of translation methods employed in the Mabuse trilogy, ultimately
constitutes a prophetic response to modernity.

Keywords: Dr. Mabuse; Spione; the Weimar Republic; translation; intertitles; voice dubbing;
multiple-language versions.



