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The Medieval in the Modern: 
The Cathedral and the Skyscraper in  
Fritz Lang’s Metropolis1

Erik Tängerstad

Introduction

At the centre of the Weimar German classic silent film Metropolis (1924–27) there 
is a modern skyscraper and a medieval cathedral. Roughly, the film begins by 
showing inequality and social tension around the modern skyscraper, and ends 
with reconciliation and renewed spirit of community on the stairs to the medieval 
cathedral. 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, of course, is a film that has had extensive impact on 
filmmaking ever since it was first presented. This impact can be seen in classical 
movies from Frankenstein and Dracula2 over the Wizard of Oz to 2001: A Space 
Odyssey. Also movies like Blade Runner and Robocop pay explicit tribute to the 
legacy of Metropolis, and the film series Star Wars (1977–2005) could hardly 
have been conceived without it. Moreover, images from this film have become 
modern day icons with recurrent appearances in mass cultural contexts. In 1984, 
for example, the acclaimed producer of film and disco music Giorgio Moroder 
made a Metropolis edition backed up by his own music. Moroder’s version was 
soon followed by other artists, who used images from Metropolis in their music 
videos, for instance, Queen’s Radio Gaga or Madonna’s Express Yourself.3 
The importance of this film’s legacy can be grasped in the fact that the restored 
version from 2001 is part of UNESCO’s list Memory of the World. It was the first 
feature film ever to be taken up on that list.4 In short, Metropolis is regarded a 
cornerstone within twentieth century popular culture, as well as in the history of 
science fiction film, because of its special effects, but also because of the vision 
of city of the future and of the images of the robot. No film class or other form of 
cinema education would be complete without a screening of this film. 

1 An earlier version of this essay was presented at a conference held to honour 
Professor Nils Blomkvist at his 65th birthday: The Image of the Baltic. A thousand 
year’s perspective, conference held in Visby, Sweden, October 16–18, 2008. The 
author would like to thank the conference participants for valuable remarks. 

2 Karl Freund, who had been the cinematographer of Metropolis, was also the 
cinematographer of Dracula: he had moved to Hollywood in the late 1920s.

3 Cf. Elsaesser, Thomas: Metropolis (London, BFI, 2000), pp. 57–69.
4 For more information, see the homepage of UNESCO (United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organisation) http://portal.unesco.org/ci/en/ev.php-URL_
ID=23221&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html (2010-02-18).
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At the same time, Metropolis is notorious, both because of its supposedly flawed 
plot, and because of its proper history. At the time for its production in the mid 
1920s, this German made film was regarded the world’s most expensive film 
production to date. Soon after its premiere in 1927, the production company Ufa 
went bankrupt and the blame was put on this one expensive film production, 
which had exceeded its budget frames many times over. When exported to the 
United States a few months after its world premiere in Berlin, it was reedited 
and dramatically shortened. It was then shortened once more during its second 
German run. This means that various versions of the film exist, although the 
original that opened in January 1927 has been (at least until 2008) considered to be 
lost. The paradox of having a must-see classic film that only exists in fragments has 
led, naturally, to a quest for the lost original. The search for the complete version of 
Metropolis can almost be compared with the search for the Holy Grail, and it has 
often tended to overshadow that which is to been seen in the available fragments. 
The search for the unseen original film has in effect hindered a more systematic 
analysis of the skyscraper and the cathedral that is really there to be seen. 

Although there exist a number of different more or less restored versions of this 
film, versions that sometimes differ notably in between one another, the basic 
verdict has remained the same: Metropolis is technically brilliant, although based 
on a naïve and/or incomprehensible plot. “Good film, bad story” is an often-heard 
conclusion. All the same, the enigmatic original 1927 version has remained 
a challenge and every now and then new archival materials are discovered, 
findings that often lead to revisions of existing film interpretations. In this sense, 
earlier interpretations of the film have been reputed over time and it is likely that 
the film will be reconsidered also in times to come. Against this background, the 
existence of a vast and growing literature on Metropolis comes as no surprise. 
And, of course, this essay contributes to that literature.

In 2002 what was supposed to be the ultimate restored version of Metropolis (the 
version listed by UNESCO) opened at the Berlinale (the Berlin film festival). That 
was a version that runs for about two hours of the originally two-and-a-half-hour 
film. At the time it was considered unlikely that more of the original film footage 
would ever surface. In 2008 the unlikely occurred and an almost complete print 
of the original version was indeed found in an Argentinean film archive. However, 
that print was in poor state, being a 16 mm copy of a scratched, dusty, and 
poorly kept 35 mm print, which now has been discarded and destroyed. It was 
nevertheless possible to restore most of that 16 mm print, and to make out of it an 
almost complete two-and-half-hour version of the original film. On February 12, 
2010, this newly restored and supposedly full-length version of Metropolis opened 
at the Berlinale. Immediately, re-evaluations of this classic film started.5 

5 The German weekly newspaper Die Zeit has had extensive coverage of the story on 
the newly discovered and restored print of Metropolis. Cf. the German newspaper’s 
coverage, which in part is the newspaper’s own English language translations of its 
articles:  
http://www.zeit.de/online/2008/27/metropolis-vorab-englisch (2010-02-18).
http://www.zeit.de/2010/07/Metropolis-07 (2010-02-18).
http://www.zeit.de/kultur/film/2010-02/film-metropolis (2010-02-18).
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The aim of this essay is to take a closer look at the tension between the 
notions of the cathedral and the skyscraper in Metropolis, and in so doing, 
trying to get a grip on the larger question on the role of the medieval within the 
modernity.6 However, given the new information disclosed in the just presented 
2010 version, some reflections on the overall plot of Metropolis will also be put 
forward.

To fulfil that aim one has take another look at the film and be prepared to 
go against the grain of major thrusts made in the established literature on 
Metropolis. The argument that will be outlined in this essay is founded in the 
conviction that to make sense out of the film’s narrative, one has to regard 
Metropolis as a consciously made anti-expressionist film. Since it is usually 
thought to be an expressionist film, the idea of understanding it as an anti-
expressionist film will challenge the bulk of the interpretations of Metropolis. 
Moreover, it will here be claimed that the film should be seen as an articulated 
critique of Bauhaus and the ideological stance of that school, and that it 
specifically confronts the work of architect Bruno Taut. Arguably, Metropolis 
puts up a visual dispute with the basic notion that guided the Bauhaus school 
from its outset: the idea that the skyscraper should be for the future city what 
the cathedral had been for the past one. 

The Bauhaus tradition includes the view of an ongoing movement from the 
medieval cathedral to the modern skyscraper, and that the skyscraper should 
be seen as promising welfare and the good life. By reversing that view as a 
deplorable tragedy that only can end in the dissolution of society as such, 
Metropolis goes against Taut’s and the Bauhaus’ perspectives, respectively. If 
one sees the film’s plotline as leading from inequality and social tension around 
the modern skyscraper to reconciliation and renewed spirit of community on the 
stairs to the medieval cathedral, one will be able to make sense out of the film’s 
narrative. Of course, being able to make sense out of that narrative does not 
mean that one agrees with it. This essay does not intend to defend the ideas of 
Fritz Lang and Thea von Harbou, the director and scriptwriter (at the time also 
a married couple), when they worked on Metropolis. Here, instead, the claim is 
that the narrative of Metropolis is completely coherent, and that the end of the 
film comes as the logical conclusion of that narrative. But in order to see the 
film’s narrative structure, one has to be prepared to revise virtually everything 
written about it. Doing that is the challenge presented in this essay. The claim 
here is that the key when unlocking the narrative structure of Metropolis is the 
way in which the notions of the modern skyscraper and the medieval cathedral 
are presented in the film.

This essay will first present the film and the common interpretations of it, before 
going to the central issue of the medieval in the modern, and the demonstration 
of how Metropolis rejects expressionism and criticises Bauhaus. 

6 The following essay will draw on, as well as critically revise an earlier essay of mine 
on this theme. Tängerstad, Erik: “Filmen Metropolis som källa till historisk forskning” in 
Häften för kritiska studier (Stockholm) No. 3/1999, pp. 33–48.
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Metropolis and its Interpreters

Since the film is well known and its plot often retold, here only a brief reminder will 
be presented. Metropolis shows a supposed city of the future, which is organised 
vertically, so that the workers live and work below ground level, the middle class 
(which hardly comes to the forefront in the film) on the ground level, and the powerful 
decision makers dwell in skyscrapers’ rooftops. The distance, both in space and in 
social order, between the workers below ground level, and the decision makers on 
the skyscrapers’ top floors eventually provokes a rebellion among the workers. That 
rebellion threatens the very existence of the city. The film ends with a handshake 
in the portal of the cathedral between the foreman of the workers and the city’s 
executive manger: equality and communication has been restored within the organic 
unity of traditional society. It is the manager’s son who mediates this handshake after 
having accepted the worker’s foreman as his equal. When he also manages to have 
his father accepting the foreman as his equal, the film ends.

All existing versions of the film open and end with the motto: “Between the Hand and 
the Head there must be a mediating Heart”. The workers can then be seen as the 
“Hand” of the city, while the decision makers are the “Head”. The lack of a mediating 
“Heart” is what puts the whole construction at peril. Instead of suggesting that the 
amorphous and vague middle class would be this failing “Heart”, the film poses the 
enigmatic pair of Maria (a mysterious woman who never is properly presented to the 
viewer) and Freder Fredersen (the son of the city’s executive manger, Joh Fredersen) 
in that position.

The basic relationship shown in Metropolis is friendship and loyalty between men, 
especially the functioning friendship between Freder and the (former) white-collar 
employee Josaphat, and the defunct friendship between Joh Fredersen and the 
inventor Rotwang. The story takes its point of departure in the circumstance that Joh 
and Rotwang once had been good friends, until they became rivals over a woman, 
Hel. Eventually Joh and Hel became a pair. However, she died when giving birth to 
Freder. After her death, Rotwang dedicated his life to invent a mechanical replica of 
the woman he still loved. 

The film shows how Joh demands that Rotwang should model the replica after 
Maria, not Hel, because Joh believes that by controlling the image of Maria he will be 
able to control the workers too. Rotwang obeys Joh’s demand, although he secretly 
plans revenge on his former friend, who once took the love of his life away from 
him. Rotwang indeed makes the replica look like Maria, although he programs this 
Maschinenmench (“machine-human” – the word “robot” is not used in the original 
version of Metropolis7) to be opposite to “the real” Maria with regards to character 

7 Since it has become habitual to see Maschinenmench Maria as a robot, it should 
be pointed out that Lang and von Harbou had not come across the notion of “robot” 
when outlining the Metropolis manuscript, which instead was inspired by the notion 
of Frankenstein’s monster. The modern notion of “robot” can be traced back to a 
1921 theatre play: R.U.R by Karel Capek. When the play opened in Berlin in 1925, 
Lang and von Harbou saw it. However, at that time they had already laid out the 
manuscript of Metropolis, which does not contain any references to a “robot”. It can 
be reasonably argued that rather than showing a robot in Metropolis, Lang and von 
Harbou have set the notion of what a robot should look like through their visualisation 
of Maschinenmench Maria.
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traits. When “the real” Maria preaches stoic calm and patience in the face of an 
unjust system, the Maschinenmench Maria preaches revolt. 

When watching the film, one should notice that Rotwang has lost his right hand, 
and instead uses a skilfully made artificial hand. Since he lacks the hand, no 
mediating heart could ever connect his head and hand. That circumstance 
singles out Rotwang to be the prime antagonist of Metropolis. The film’s motto 
emphasis an organic unity between head, hand, and mediating heart, thereby 
leaving un-organic technology to be the vicious force that threatens this organic 
unity. 

It should also be noticed that the organic unity is exclusively restricted to men. 
Throughout the film, women are reduced to remote objects, either they are 
alluring girls like the ones in the so-called “Eternal Garden”, or threatening 
working-class women; they could be absent mothers that never appear as is the 
case with dead Hel, or idealised icons as the two versions of Maria. In any case, 
women are not part of organic male unity.8 Instead, women are shown to be an 
overwhelming menace to friendship between men, as in the case of Hel, or that 
of Rotwang’s replica Maschinenmench Maria, which provokes old friends to fight 
and even to kill one another. 

These observations should be kept in mind when remembering that at the 
Bauhaus school most students were women (although most teachers – called 
“masters” – were men), and that the school taught how to come up with technical 
solutions to help making modern everyday life more rational and comfortable. 
There will soon be reason to come back to Metropolis’s implemented critique of 
Bauhaus. First, however, something should be said about the ways this film has 
conventionally been understood. 

The day after the 2010 premiere of the newly restored full-length version of 
Metropolis, the reviewer of the British newspaper The Independent, Kaleem 
Aftab, wrote: 

Even in its edited form and with its many narrative jumps, Lang’s 
tale about the struggle between the workers and the owners in 
a capitalist dystopia achieved classic status, largely because of 
its impressive production design, which drew on the popular art 
forms of the time, from German Expressionism to Art Deco and 
Modernism.9  

This quote sums up the dominant view, namely that the imagery of Metropolis is 
in line with “the popular art forms of the time, from German Expressionism to Art 
Deco and Modernism”, not actively opposing these “art forms of the time”. This 

8 The lost imagery found in 2008 and presented in 2010 underlines the homoerotic 
tensions that were hinted in previous versions of Metropolis. Especially the newly 
found scenes showing Freder and Josaphat alone in Freder’s apartment emphasises 
the implicit tension.

9 Aftab, Kaleem: “First Night: Metropolis (uncut), Berlin Film Festival” in The 
Independent, 2010-02-13.
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is, I claim, a mistaken interpretation that has precluded interpreters from making 
sense of the film narrative, especially its ending.

As mentioned, Metropolis has a reputation for being notorious. Although it 
remains a cornerstone in the history of cinema, it is repeatedly denounced for 
its poor and incoherent narrative. As early as 1927, the year that the film had its 
premiere, the Spanish film critic and later renowned filmmaker Luis Buñuel wrote 
that “Metropolis is not one film. Metropolis is two films joined by the belly, but with 
divergent, indeed extremely antagonistic, spiritual needs”. Buñuel continued:

Those who consider the cinema as a discreet teller of tales will 
suffer profound disillusion with Metropolis. What it tells us is 
trivial, pretentious, pedantic, hackneyed romanticism. But if we 
put before the story the plastic-photogenic basis of the film, then 
Metropolis will come up to any standards, will overwhelm us as 
the most marvellous picture book imaginable. Imaging, then, two 
antipodean elements held under the same sign, in the zones of our 
sensibility.10 

This dual, indeed “antipodean”, character of the film has shaped its succeeding 
legacy. Commentators and film scholars have wrestled the film at numerous 
occasions in order to make sense out of it, but with little or no success. For 
example, in her famous essay on expressionism within early German cinema, 
The Haunted Screen, Lotte Eisner wrote: “These days many passages in 
Metropolis seem old-fashioned and even vaguely ridiculous, especially those in 
which the Kolossal is overlarded [sic!] with sentiment. […] To detect the beauty of 
the light and shapes in Metropolis, as in many other German films, we need to go 
beneath the surface.”11 Others have not been as tactful as Eisner. In his by now 
classic essay on the culture of the Weimar Republic, Weimar Culture, historian 
Peter Gay gave this verdict:

As early as 1927, the greatly overrated director Fritz Lang brought 
out the tasteless extravaganza Metropolis which would be of no 
importance had it not been taken so seriously and acclaimed so 
widely. Metropolis is a fantasy without imagination, a picturesque, 
ill-conceived and essentially reactionary tale which has only a few 
good shots of mass movement and rising waters to recommend it.12

10 Buñuel, Luis: ‘Metropolis’ in Gaceta Literaria (Madrid), May 1, 1927. To English by 
Francisco Aranda, a translation that first appeared in Luis Buñuel: A Critical Biography 
(New York: DaCapoPress, 1976). This review, as well as others on the film Metropolis 
from 1927 can be found through http://www.michaelorgan.org.au/Metroh.htm 
(2010-02-18).

11 Eisner, Lotte: The Haunted Screen (Berkeley & Los Angels: UCP, 1973 [1969]), p. 223. 
This essay was first published in French, as L’Ecran Démoniaque, in 1952. The author 
revised it before it was being reissued in 1965. Cf. the following quote by Eisner, which 
should be compared with Kracauer’s below presented view: “Apart from these machine-
men, Lang seeks more and more to make groups of extras fall into a geometrical 
pattern. […] In Metropolis it becomes a basic factor of the architecture itself, immobilized 
with other bodies into triangles, ellipses or semicircles.” Eisner 1973, p. 229.

12 Gay, Peter: Weimar Culture. The Outsider as Insider (London et al: Penguin, 1974 
[1969]), p. 148. 
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It could be mentioned here that what Gay liked about it was precisely that which 
Siegfried Kracauer, author of From Caligari to Hitler, an influential study on 
Weimar cinema, disliked about the film. To Kracauer, the way that Lang has 
structured and choreographed masses of extras, for example during the scene of 
rising waters drowning the workers’ city, has to be seen as a sort of demiurge-in-
action who made ornaments out of groups of human beings.13 Kracauer claimed 
that by using large groups of people to construct more or less decorative effects 
of “mass ornamentation”, Lang depersonalised the people he filmed and paved 
way for upcoming Nazi aesthetics. Kracauer also claimed that the film’s ending 
was a deceit: 

The concession [Joh Fredersen] makes [on the stairs to the 
cathedral] amounts to a policy of appeasement that not only 
prevents the workers from winning their cause, but enables him to 
tighten his grip on them. […] In fact, Maria’s demand that the heart 
mediate between hand and brain could well have been formulated 
by Goebbles.14 

It is not clear, however, that the label proto-Nazi fits Metropolis since Third Reich 
film scholars denounced the film. In 1943, for example, Otto Kriegk dismissed 
Metropolis because of its supposed foreign and non-German traits. According 
to Kriegk, the film was at one and the same time both too American and 
proto-Bolshevik: 

With Metropolis the alien elements in the German cinema had 
reached the point of catastrophe. On the one hand, [the film] tried 
to imitate the soulless civilisation of America by going one better. 
Megalomania was matched with megalomania. If skyscraper was 
piled on skyscraper, surely those of New York would feel defeated 
[…]. Furthermore, if one added, the makers must have thought, 
enough of ‘German spirituality’ which was supposed to be superior 
to the American [way of life], and if one tackled the social question 
even more radically than the Americans were said to do, then one 
could not but pass the finishing line way ahead of them. […] In Italy 
and Turkey the film was banned after a few showings. The reason 
given was the film’s ‘Bolshevik tendency’. In Germany at the time 
people of all political colours were baffled as to what could possibly 
be Bolshevik about the film. Today we know better.15 

13 Kracauer, Siegfried: From Caligari to Hitler. A Psychological History of the German 
Film (Princeton: PUP, 1974 [1947]), p. 149f. See also, Kracauer, Siegfried: Theorie des 
Films. Die Errettung der äußerern Wirklichkeit (Frankfurt a M: Suhrkamp, 1985 [1964]), 
p. 97. The latter book is a by Kracauer himself revised German translation of the 
originally English language book Theory of Film. The Redemption of Physical Reality 
(New York: OUP, 1960). The German translation was made by Friedrich Walter and 
Ruth Zellschan. 

14 Kracauer 1974, pp. 163–164.
15 Otto Kriegk, quoted in Elsaesser 2000, p. 44. Elseasser has done the translation 

and shortening of the quote. The provenience of the quote is, as given by Elsaesser, 
Kriegk, Otto: Der deutsche Film im Spiegel der UFA. 25 Jahre Kampf und Vollendung 
(Berlin: Ufa-Buchverlag, 1943), p. 88f.
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Apparently, the complexity of the film is so great that nobody appears comfortable 
with it. In a fairly recent monograph on the films of Fritz Lang, Tom Gunning 
opens his chapter on the film with the following sentence: “Metropolis remains 
the albatross around Lang’s neck, condemned, or at least partially condemned, 
by critics and film-makers (including, at points, Lang himself)”.16 In a painstaking 
attempt, Gunning struggles to understand the film in terms of allegory over 
modernity. His effort, however, does not appear to convince even himself. “What 
a hoot this film is!” he exclaims in the midst of his own analyses of it.17 Especially 
the way the film ends he finds particularly dissatisfactory: “Everyone hates this 
ending” (Gunning’s emphasis), he claims.18 Gunning also writes that during a 
private discussion about the film, renown Weimar-film historian Anton Kaes 
suggested that perhaps the film never was intended to have a coherent narrative, 
and hence there could be no fitting ending: “that Metropolis is conceived basically 
as a series of sensations, a film of disparate attractions rather than narrative 
integration, and that Lang simply didn’t care that much about pulling it all together 
in a final satisfying coherence”.19 

In his own writings, Kaes never develops his argument that far. He has tried, 
instead, to place the film within the specific historical context of the Weimar 
Republic struggling to find its place within modernity without being able to 
come to terms with the traumas of a lost war that left the population starving 
within a ruined state and collapsed economy. The context, thereby, was one of 
people being unable to mourn their dead and their lost social being, as well as 
collectively held self identity: 

As Metropolis illustrates, [these utopian ideals concerning 
community and affinity] could be reactivated as an antidote to 
unlimited progress and technology. […] The idealism of Metropolis 
should be seen, then, not as a ‘fault’ of the film but as a historically 
explainable attempt to fight these tendencies of modernity that 
have undeniably shown themselves to be cruel and dehumanizing. 
Viewed in its historical context, the film thus dramatizes the protest 
of German modernism against an overpowering modernity – a 
modernity that had undermined and negated its emancipatory and 
utopian potential.20 

Kaes is a researcher who in his person bridges the divide between film scholars 
and historians of the Weimar Republic. He can therefore base analyses of 

16 Gunning, Tom: The Films of Fritz Lang. Allegories of Vision and Modernity (London: 
BFI, 2000), p. 52. The claim that Lang himself should have been dissatisfied with the 
film, Gunning takes from an interview that filmmaker Peter Bogdanovish made with 
Lang and then published as Fritz Lang in America in 1967. 

17 Gunning 2000, p. 70.
18 Gunning 2000, p. 78.
19 Gunning 2000, p. 79f. Gunning is not clear what of this idea is Kaes’s and what of it is 

his own.
20 Kaes, Anton: “Metropolis (1927). City, Cinema, Modernity” in Noah Isenberg (ed.): 

Weimar Cinema (New York: CUP, 2009), p. 188.
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the narrative structure of Metropolis upon first-hand knowledge of the context 
of Weimar Germany. Because of this reason, his assertion of a “protest of 
German modernism against an overpowering modernity – a modernity that had 
undermined and negated its emancipatory and utopian potential” should be taken 
earnestly and be subjected to a serious scrutiny. Indeed, Kaes, in his essay from 
2009, appears to be hinting that Metropolis should be seen as going against 
modernism instead of being in line with it.

The Medieval in the Modern

Following Kaes, Metropolis should be placed within its historical context. The 
claim of this essay is that the film should be seen within a modern long-drawn 
debate about how to perceive the Middle Ages. 

From the early modern era, which started with the renaissance and the 
reformation, to the present day, the lasting notion of “the Middle Ages” has been 
that of “the Dark Ages”; the thousand-years period of decline between the end of 
Antiquity and the beginning of Modernity. The Middle Ages, then, has often been 
regarded as the dark and reactionary antithesis to the illuminated and progressive 
Modernity. In this sense, “their” Middle Ages constitute the very opposite to “our” 
Modern Era, at least according to a well-known and widespread modern idea. And 
so a basic demarcation between “us” and “them” is constituted: “we” are civilised 
and modern, being illuminated by reason and acting progressively when improving 
society, while “they” are backwards and medieval, refraining improvement and 
held back by uncivilised customs. Although being the dominant narrative, this 
vision of the Middle Ages has not been the only one offered, however. 

Even if the above version of history has become dominant, it never was the only 
one. At least one alternative story became quite successful, especially during 
the decades surrounding the turn of the century 1900. That other modern story 
focused the supposed unity of the medieval society, a unity that did not break up 
families and traditions, that did not separate artists from artisans, art from craft. 
A medieval society characterised by a gothic that had its shadows, no doubt, 
but also its stability and unity, its solidity and its inherent, yet steadily developing 
quality. Following the works of John Ruskin, William Morris, and Philip Webb, this 
idea developed within the Arts and Crafts Movement. That movement emanated 
in Great Britain. It spread over Europe during the late nineteenth century, then 
continuing worldwide around the turn of the century 1900. And it boomed during 
the years immediately preceding the outbreak of the Great War. This was the 
idea behind the aesthetic ideals of the trends in design and architecture that were 
called “Art Deco”, “Art Nouveau”, or sometimes “Jugendstil”. 

During the early decades of the twentieth century, therefore, distinctly different 
notions of the medieval were confronting one another within modernity. On the 
one side, there were the Middle Ages being the Dark Ages, the absolute opposite 
to the Modern Era. Here, it is possible to speak of a distinction between “us” and 
“them”: “we – who are modern and progressive” and “them – who are backward 
and medieval”. On the other side, the Middle Ages also constituted the very origin 
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of the Modern Era, so that the medieval was at the core of modernity, instead of 
being its opposite. Here, it is possible to speak of identification with the medieval 
period, inhibiting the above “us” and “them” distinction: “we” are “we” also with 
the people of the Middle Ages, as we recognise and are inspired of the medieval 
elements in our everyday life.

This duality became activated in the discourse of the city to come, and 
especially with regards to the sky-scraping buildings that were thought to 
characterise the city of the future. In the medieval city centre one would find 
the cathedral. In the centre of the future city one were to find the skyscraper. 
So which was the relationship between the medieval cathedral and the modern 
skyscraper? Was the medieval cathedral the direct opposite of the modern 
skyscraper? Or was it rather the other way around, so that the new skyscraper 
was the modern equivalent to the traditional cathedral? To what extent was 
the skyscraper the ultimate sign of modern fragmentation and destruction of 
all traditional values, and to what extent was it instead sustaining those values 
within modernity? Did the notions of the cathedral and the skyscraper signify 
the divide between the medieval and the modern, or, instead, did the pair 
cathedral-skyscraper bridge that divide?21 The Bauhaus school can be seen as 
the prime propagator for the connection between the medieval cathedral and 
the modern skyscraper. Founded in Weimar in 1919, it had been conceived 
upon the idea of a basic unity between arts and crafts, which can be traced 
back to the very name “Bauhaus”.

It was architect Walter Gropius, thinking that the clearest expression of a unity 
between arts and crafts was to be found within architecture, who founded the 
Bauhaus school. The prolongation of architecture, he thought, was the collective 
construction of harmonious societies, especially in the cases of constructing key 
buildings and of urban planning. At the centre of medieval cities lay the cathedral, 
or rather the building ground upon which the cathedral was to be erected. Around 
the building ground lay the workshops where the artisans in a collective effort 
created the cathedral. In German these workshops were known as die Bauhütte 
or die Bauhäuser. The name “das Bauhaus” thus literally means “the workshop” 
with a clear reference to the construction of the gothic cathedral. The Bauhaus 
school took both its name and its vocation from the medieval tradition and 
practice of collectively erecting the cathedral – the one big publicly constructed 

21 The significant contrast between the notions of the cathedral and the skyscraper within 
modern discourse could be noticed, for example, in the early works of the Bauhaus 
school in Weimar around the turn of the decade 1920. Not every commentator, 
however, has noticed this contrast. For instance, in his work on the Weimar German 
discourse on the notion of the skyscraper, Dietrich Neumann has discussed both the 
Bauhaus school and the film Metropolis without mentioning the notion of the cathedral. 
Neuman, Dietrich: Die Wolkenkratzer kommen! Deutsche Hochhäuser der zwanziger 
Jahre. Debatten, Projekte. Bauen (Braunschweig/Wiesbaden: Vieweg, 1995). 
Neumann, Dietrich (ed.): Filmarchitekture. Von Metropolis bis Blade Runner (München 
& New York: Prestel, 1996). On the other hand, Staffan Källström has studied the 
notion of the medieval cathedral within modernity in general, and the Bauhaus school 
in particular, although without mentioning the notion of the skyscraper, nor the film 
Metropolis. Källström, Staffan: Framtidens katedral. Medeltidsdröm och utopisk 
modernism (Stockholm: Carlssons, 2000).
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artwork. It saw itself as the modern equivalent to the medieval workshops around 
the cathedral construction sites. To the Bauhaus school, the modern equivalent 
to the cathedral was the skyscraper. Here, a utopian idea and an ideology were 
brought forward: on the rubble and ruins left by the war and collapsed state, a 
new unity should be conceived. The notion of a trajectory from the past of the 
medieval cathedral to the future of the modern skyscraper was pivotal to the 
young Bauhaus school in the early 1920s. 

The roots of the Bauhaus school can be traced back to the organisation 
(Deutscher) Werkbund, founded in 1907 by designers and industrialists who 
promoted the making and production of modern-styled goods for a worldwide 
market. For the Werkbund, the then current Arts and Crafts Movement, which 
drew its inspiration from the works of architects and designers, was an important 
source of inspiration. 

Already in the mid nineteenth century, art historian John Ruskin had rejected 
the supposedly Renascence idea of a distinction between the originality of 
art and the commonness of handicraft. Ruskin, instead, propagated that 
which he took to be the medieval unity of arts and crafts, as it was manifested 
especially in the collective building of gothic cathedrals. One idea guiding 
this fin-de-siècle trend of a unity between arts and craft was the recreation 
of the working communities that once had enabled the building of medieval 
cathedrals. For example, Peter Behrens, an architect and one of the founders 
of Werkbund, called the industrial plant he drew for the Berlin-based company 
AEG a “cathedral for work”. That plant was built in 1908–09. One of Behrens’s 
assistants at that time was above-mentioned Walter Gropius. In 1910, Gropius 
opened his own architect office. The year after he, together with Adolf Meyer, 
outlined the Fagus shoe factory. This was the first so-called “curtain wall” 
building ever to be made. In 1912 Gropius was elected full member of the 
Werkbund, and in 1919 he founded the Bauhaus school. On the front page of 
the so-called Bauhaus Manifesto of that year was a wood-engraved image of a 
gothic cathedral.22 

The notion of the cathedral was thus explicitly used when the Bauhaus school 
formed its own image and self-understanding. In July 1919 (shortly after the 
signing of the Peace Treaty at Versailles), Gropius held a speech in which he 
referred to the “dreadfully catastrophic phase of world history” in which they 
found themselves; a phase, he said, that both changed the way that life was led 

and the inner constitutions of people. To these profound changes, he continued, 
they had to respond by offering new expressions. In response to the present 
crisis they, at the school, had to contribute when being “carried by a condensed 
big public spiritually-religious idea that eventually had to find its crystallised 
expression in a huge collective artwork”. “And”, he continued, “this great 
collective artwork, this cathedral of the future, will thereafter send its radiating 

22 On the Arts and Crafts Movements and the pre-history of the Bauhaus school, see 
Droste, Magdalena: Bauhaus 1919–1933 (Berlin et al: Taschen, 1991). See also 
Källström 2000.
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reflections into the smallest items of everyday life”.23 The religious, or pseudo-
religious, tone used when referring to the notion of the cathedral should not be 
missed, neither should the feeling of living in the shadow of an apocalyptic age. 

Metropolis

As already mentioned, it has become habitual to think that Metropolis merely 
illustrates the architectonical ideas and the city-planning ideals that were 
produced within Weimar Germany in general, and at the Bauhaus school in 
particular. However, this essay makes the claim that nothing could be more 
misleading. Metropolis was outlined as a visual and narrative assault on the 
very groundwork upon which the Bauhaus school had been founded. 

Nevertheless, both the makers of the film Metropolis and the founders of 
the Bauhaus school were united in their joint appreciation for the medieval 
cathedral, as well as in their scepticism of post-Renaissance modernity. In the 
above-made distinction between two distinct understandings of the medieval 
in the modern, Metropolis was outlined to take a distinctly third position. 
Instead of seeing the Middle Ages either as the antipode of modernity, or as 
the root of the Modern Era, Metropolis made the claim that the Middle Ages 
provided the remedy to the crises provoked by modernity. In this sense, 
Metropolis can be seen to be in line with the stance of the Bauhaus school in 
so far as that the film and the school both recognised the medieval origin of 
modernity – thereby jointly making a distinction towards those who claimed 
that the Middle Ages was the antithesis of the Modern Era. However, when 
the Bauhaus school took the spirits of the Middle Ages to be its source of 
inspiration when further developing modernity, Metropolis presented the idea 
that only a return to those spirits of the Middle Ages can save us from further 
developing modernity. 

In this sense, Metropolis can be seen to have consciously outlined and presented 
a Bauhaus-critical approach, an approach that surely was intended to be 
ambivalent and challenging, rather than conclusive – because in that way the 
film would attract bigger audiences and provoke more debate and public interest 
too. More debate means more public relations and more interest in the film, 
which would make more people prone to go and see the film. And, ultimately, it 
is in the interest of every producing film company to sell the film it produces in 
order to have invested money returned with as big profit as it is possible. Ufa, 
the producer of Metropolis, was no exception to the rule – especially since Ufa 
fell through a deep economic crisis in 1925, a crisis that forced the company into 
bankruptcy in early 1927.

23 Gropius, Walter: “Ansprache an die Studierenden des Staatlichen Bauhauses, 
gehalten aus Anlaß der Jahresausstellung von Schülerarbeiten im Juli 1919” in 
Hans M. Winler (ed.): Das Bauhaus 1919–1933. Weimar, Dessau, Berlin und die 
nachfolge in Chicago seit 1937 (Berlin: Bramsche, 19753ed [1962]), p. 45f. “Und dieses 
große Kunstwerk der Gesamtheit, dieses Kathedrale der Zukunft, wird dann mit 
seiner Lichtfülle bis in die kleinsten Dinge des täglischen Lebens hineinstrahlen”, my 
translation, ET. 
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To pin down how Metropolis criticises the Bauhaus approach, one should take a 
closer look at its production, which for the then current film-production practices 
had both a remarkably big budget and an exceptionally drawn-out shooting time. 
When it took about a month to shot an average film, the filming of Metropolis 
lasted for more than a year.24 

Novelist and scriptwriter Thea von Harbou and film director Fritz Lang met in 
1920 when they both were working for Erich Pommer’s film company Decla-
Bioscop. Together Pommer, von Harbou, Lang created a string of film successes 
in 1920–21, which paved the way for Decla-Bioscop’s merger with the German 
giant film corporation Ufa in late 1922. In 1921 von Harbou and Lang married. 
The successful collaboration between the three continued and in 1924 they made 
the film Die Nibelungen for Ufa. That film became an international success and in 
the autumn of that year Pommer and Lang went to the United States to promote 
it. Before the trip, the three had outlined a script for their next film: Metropolis.25

It has often been claimed that Fritz Lang got the idea for making the film when 
seeing the skyline of New York.26 Since the film was already in pre-production 
before the trip started, there are reasons to conclude that Lang projected his 
vision of Metropolis onto the New York skyline, rather than the other way around. 
If so, he would have projected his German-based notions about the United 
States and New York onto the project, instead of bringing American notions back 
to Germany to be used in Metropolis. The point, then, is that the idea behind 
Metropolis emanated from a German discourse on skyscrapers and the future 
city, not an inspiration of American practice when building skyscrapers. 

For its survival in a costly high-risk business, Ufa was dependent on exporting 
its film productions. To be competitive in the international film market, Ufa gave 
priority to expensive and spectacular productions that would put its competitors 
in the shadow and, if nothing else, attract audiences worldwide because of 
their stunning visual qualities. Ufa thereby ran the risk of falling in between 
contradictory interests, namely on the one hand developing art film within the 
context of German discourses, and on the other hand developing commercially 
competitive movies for an international film market. The case of Metropolis 
illustrates these contradictory interests: Ufa produced a film that it hoped should 
be a hit in New York, even though the film from a distant German perspective 
explicitly criticised New York.

Central in the American tradition of moviemaking are (both then and now) well-
known movie stars and easy-to-follow narratives. The production of visual art 
per se is not a priority within Hollywood moviemaking (although sometimes the 

24 About the production history of Metropolis, cf. Gehler & Kasten (eds.): Fritz Lang. Die 
Stimme von Metropolis (Berlin: Henschel Verlag, 1990), Bertetto, Paolo: Fritz Lang 
Metropolis (Torino: Lindau, 2001), and Elsaesser (2000).

25 About the relationship between Pommer, von Harbou, and Lang, as well as the 
initiative behind the Metropolis film project, cf. Hardt, Ursula: From Caligari to 
California. Eric Pommer’s Life in the International Film Wars (Providence & Oxford: 
Berghahn Books, 1996), pp. 53ff.

26 Cf. Töteberg, Michael: Fritz Lang (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1985), p. 52.
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mentioning of film as a form of art is being paid lip service). In the Hollywood 
tradition, the concept “art film” is primarily used when talking about non-
commercial film projects as opposed to commercial moviemaking.27 Metropolis, 
on the other hand, was a film project without internationally acclaimed stars – 
the leading roles were either played by debutants or actors known virtually only 
in Berlin – with a complex narrative, and with high artistic ambitions. It was not 
only a film made in the expressionist tradition that had been launched by the 
international surprise success The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), but also – and 
this is the key claim made in this essay – Metropolis was a German film that 
consciously departed from and explicitly criticised that German tradition of film 
expressionism. Hence, it is misleading to see Metropolis as the fulfilment of the 
German expressionist tradition that started with The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. 
Instead, Metropolis ought to be seen as a film actively and explicitly trying to 
revoke the tradition of German expressionist film from The Cabinet of Dr Caligari 
and onwards.28

Regardless, any discussion about the relationship between the film Metropolis 
and the German expressionist film tradition would have been lost on 
contemporary American movie audiences that were out to see a spectacular 
film with well-known movie stars and an easy-to-follow story. If Ufa indeed 
invested money in the Metropolis project to have a film that could be a success 
in the United States, the company certainly did not make it easy for itself. 
Apparently, crises-ridden Ufa had lost direction around the mid 1920s. Even 
though the company suffered a deep economic crisis at the time, the more 
crucial problem, still, was the company’s lack of a cohesive policy when dealing 
with that economic crisis. In fact, Ufa seems to have been in freefall during the 
period 1925–26 (the years immediately before its bankruptcy in April 1927). If 
so, the film project Metropolis should be seen as a consequence of the troubled 
state of the company, not as the cause of the troubles (although much blame 
for the company’s calamites was projected onto this film project after Ufa’s 
bankruptcy).29

Given the format of the film, the idea that Metropolis could be an instant 
box-office success in the United States appears to have been based rather 
on wishful thinking during a period of overwhelming crisis than on rational 
calculations on behalf of the Ufa management. It should also be kept in mind 
that in order to avoid immediate bankruptcy in late 1925 (halfway through the 
shooting of Metropolis), Ufa was in effect granted a much-needed loan from the 

27 About Hollywood-style moviemaking, cf. Bordwell, Staiger, Thompson: The Classical 
Hollywood Cinema. Film style & mode of production to 1960 (London & New York, 
Routledge 1988 [1985]).  

28 The films made by Lang and von Harbou during the early 1920s are generally taken to 
be prime exponents of so-called Weimar German expressionist filmmaking. It is here 
proposed that their understanding of expressionist art is scrutinised more thoroughly. 
In the film Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler (1922), they let Mabuse say, “expressionism is just 
a game”. Later, Lang distanced himself from the notion of expressionist film, and said 
that he just used it as an effect. See Töteberg (1985), p. 38.

29 About the crisis in Ufa, cf. Kreimeier, Klaus: Die UFA Story. Geschichte eines 
Filmkonzerns (München: Wilhelm Heyne Verlag, 1992), chapter 11, pp. 146–156.
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Hollywood studios Paramount and MGM when accepting the conditions of the 
so-called Parufamet (Paramount–Ufa–MGM) agreement in December 1925. In 
January 1926, in the midst of what appears to have been inner tensions in the 
Ufa board of directors, Pommer, who was a member of that board of directors 
and also the producer of Metropolis, left Ufa. That meant that at a crucial state 
during its production, the Metropolis film project was left without an executive 
producer.30

Moreover, it should be kept in mind too, that no skyscrapers had been built in 
Berlin at the time for the making of Metropolis, although an intense debate on 
whether or not skyscrapers should be erected had been going on for years. 
This debate had not any real correspondent in, for example, New York, where 
skyscrapers had been erected already before the war. A latter-day observer 
should also keep in mind that the outcome of the First World War had an 
altogether different implication in New York and the United States, than it had 
in Berlin and Weimar Germany. Yet – and this is here the paradox – Ufa seems 
to have produced Metropolis as a film primarily made for the American film 
market. 

Metropolis as a Provocation

The proposition made in this essay is that narrative and visual aspects of 
Metropolis consciously challenges the early Weimar-German Bauhaus tradition. 
But since the challenge was bound to a contemporary German, or indeed Berlin 
context, it was almost certainly lost on American audiences. Seen against that 
background, it becomes difficult to understand why Pommer and Ufa gave green 
light to the Metropolis production in the first place. What is clear is that Metropolis 
fell flat when being seen by American distributors in early 1927. It led to dramatic 
cuts and to a re-edition of the film: almost a fourth of the original film footage was 
cut out, and the rest was re-edited to such an extent that an entirely new plotline 
was created. First in 2010 it has been possible to see what the original film 
actually looked like. 

Also before 2010 it has been possible to reconstruct and intellectually envisage 
the original version of the film, although seeing the original helps understanding 
the film plot, of course. In any case, it has always been apparent that the narrative 
of Metropolis is dotted with Biblical references. The skyscraper in the centre of 
Metropolis is called “the new tower of Babel”, and there is a clear allusion that 
the future city of Metropolis is the coming of a city of Babel – a notion that was in 
line with a popular tendency in Weimar Germany of comparing New York (and to 
some extent also Berlin) with the city of Babel. 

Rotwang’s fall from the roof of the gothic cathedral at the end of the film comes 
close to the fall to earth of archangel Lucifer (the fallen angel that is often 
identified as Satan), a fall that enables “the Heart’s” mediation between “the 
Hand” and “the Head” that ends the film. Also, as is well known, down in the 
workers city below ground level, the “real” Maria holds a sermon in which she 

30 Cf. Hardt (1996), pp. 87ff.
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tells the story of the tower of Babel. According to Maria, the original Tower of 
Babel was the result of certain hubris among the city’s decision makers. 

The motto of the Tower of Babel was, Maria tells her congregation of workers: 
“Great is the world and its creator! And great is humanity!” – the theme of hubris 
is made explicit: men try to equal God.

Maria continues by stating that the decision makers of Babel did not themselves 
have any contact with the slaves that actually built the tower. Or in Maria’s 
terminology, “the Head” did not have any contact with “the Hand” since there 
was no mediating “Heart” functioning in between those who organised the work 
and those who carried it out. The consequence, she says, was that “the song 
of praise among some became the curse for others”. That led to revolt, social 
collapse, anarchy, and the dissolution of society as such.

Within the overall narrative of Metropolis, the point made by Maria’s sermon is 
the underlining of the claim that if “the Head” of the city Metropolis – personified 
by Joh Fredersen – did not turn away from its ambitions of creating a mechanical 
world equalising the natural one, and if it did not connect with “the Hand” – 
i.e., the workers – then society would fall pray for revolt, anarchy, and finally 
destruction and dissolution.

The Biblical connotations used in the film can be seen, too, in the transformation 
of the huge machine that turns into the man-eating monster Moloch; Rotwang’s 
“false” Maria, who (as has become explicit in the 2010 version of the film) is 
outlined as the Whore of Babylon; the crosses behind the “real” Maria during her 
sermon, etc. Put together, these connotations are used in the film to awaken tacit 
understanding among the film’s spectators. If these tacit understandings do not 
exist among the spectators the film will fall flat in the eyes of its beholders. 

Modern references to phenomena connected with the Middle Ages are 
constantly played out in Metropolis. In that sense, the film’s narrative, including 
the ending, only becomes understandable among audiences that already are 
aware of the tacit discourses referred to by the film’s imagery. To audiences that 
do not share these sets of references or discourses, the narrative of the film 
appears strange or even unintelligible. 

Seen from this perspective, the film appears to be a double allegory. On the 
one hand, the city – called “Metropolis” in the film31 – is an allegory of the 
Biblical city of Babel, and the story about the fall of the Tower of Babel. On the 
other hand, “Metropolis” as a city of the future can be seen as an allegory over 
the then present-day modernity, too. If so, the city “Metropolis” would not be the 
city of the future as much as it would be a dystrophic caricature of the present 
mega cities of the 1920s, such as for example New York or Berlin. Seen in the 
light of the debate on “Amerikanisumus” within the Weimar Republic, therefore, 
the city “Metropolis” could be understood to represent the then contemporary 

31 For the sake of clarity, the difference between the film Metropolis, and the city 
“Metropolis” within the film should be kept apart, especially since Metropolis is laid out 
to be a critique of “Metropolis”.
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United States and New York (or, for that, matter the Weimar Republic and 
Berlin). If so, the film Metropolis can be said to have constituted the warning 
that an unbound modern development would lead to disaster and social 
dissolution, and that the only remedy is returning to known traditions as they 
have been passed on since the Middle Ages.

The use of the notion of the symbol Babel as a double allegory is recurrently 
made throughout the film. Although the city “Metropolis” should be the city 
of the future, the people in the film often are seen using cars and cloths that 
can be directly connected with Berlin of the mid 1920s. For example, after 
Freder has witnessed a disastrous explosion in the city of the workers, and 
have envisaged how the machine transforms into Moloch, he rushes back up 
to ground level and his car – clearly identifiable as a car from the mid 1920s – 
where he instructs his waiting chauffeur: “To the New Tower of Babel. To my 
father.”

Kirche fort, dafür Turm Babel

The idea of making a film that revoked the modern vision as it was presented, 
for example, by the Bauhaus school becomes clear when studying the way the 
film was outlined during its production. When preparing the storyboard for the 
coming film, art director Erich Kettelhut sketched the centre of the city so that 
the gothic cathedral was placed in the city centre. Directly on that sketch, with 
a red pen, Lang has crossed out the cathedral and written (in German) “Kirche 
fort dafür Turm Babel” (“Take away the church and put the Tower of Babel in 
its place”). In Kettelhut’s next sketch a huge skyscraper has taken the place of 
the cathedral. That image, with one small correction, became the lasting one 
within the actual film.32 The small correction was that the deck at the top of the 
skyscraper – where airplanes were to lift and land – had been changed into a 
number of hangers that circumscribed the top of the building like an adorned 
crown. Here, the film spectator should remember the work of architect Bruno 
Taut, a work that was well known in Weimar Germany around the mid 1920s.

Bruno Taut, who was a friend of Gropius’ as well as a distant associate of the 
Bauhaus school, had in 1919 published a book called Die Stadtkrone (“The City 
Crown”). In that book, Taut presented his idea of a new form of urban planning 
in which the future city should be centred around one major building, preferably 
a skyscraper. The idea was that this central building should be the node not 
only of the city’s physical space, but also of the unity and solidarity of the city’s 
community: this future building should be what the medieval cathedral used to 
have been. In 1919, Taut also wrote a piece he called Der Weltbaumeister (“The 
Constructor of the World”) that was perceived as an “Architecture Play for a 
Symphonic Orchestra”. It was a theatre play of sorts, which should be staged 
on a theatre stage, beginning with the imagery of a gothic cathedral that would 

32 Cf. Neumann (ed.: 1996).
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crumble and be exchanged with a tall crystal building (“Kristallhaus”).33 Taut’s 
direction was clear: from the medieval cathedral to the modern skyscraper.

By shaping the skyscraper in Metropolis as a form of City Crown, and then 
showing it to be the node of inequality and social tension, Lang managed to 
revoke and challenge the very foundation of Taut’s vision. Lang’s direction in 
Metropolis was contrary to Taut’s: from the modern skyscraper to the medieval 
cathedral. But of course, to get the magnitude of Lang’s provocative challenge, 
one had first to be at least acquainted with Taut’s initial vision. 

In 1924–26 Taut had his breakthrough as an architect. During these years, Taut’s 
major and, later world-famous, residential developments were constructed around 
Berlin: to be mentioned are the Siedlung Schillerpark in Berlin-Wedding, the 
Hufeisensidlung (the Horseshoe Development) in Berlin-Britz, and Onkel Toms 
Hütte Siedlung in Berlin–Zehlendorf. These residential developments are now 
taken up on the UNESCO World Heritage Site (as Metropolis is on the UNESCO 
Memorial of the World List).34 At the same time as Taut’s developments were 
being built, Lang’s Metropolis was being produced. The way Metropolis explicitly 
challenged the architectural discourse of its day was immediately noticed among 
Berlin’s cultural elite of the day – but it was hardly noticed among everyday film 
audiences outside of Berlin and of Germany. Furthermore, it has only to a limited 
degree been noted in the literature on Lang’s Metropolis film.

Conclusion

The aim of this essay has been to take a closer look at the tension between 
the notions of the cathedral and the skyscraper in Metropolis, and in so doing, 
trying to get a grip on the larger question on the role of the medieval within the 
modernity. Usually, Metropolis is seen to be in line with German modernism at 
large, and especially with the architectural notions applied at the Bauhaus school 
or by architects like Bruno Taut. The film is also generally seen to be in line with 
the traditions of Weimar German film expressionism in the wake of the film The 
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. This essay argues that such perspectives misunderstand 
the intentions behind the film project Metropolis. 

The point made here is that even though both early Bauhaus and the film 
Metropolis used the image of the medieval cathedral as a marker for the future 
to come, they used it differently, not to say contrarily. That which in the Bauhaus 
school was looked upon as a promise, was in Metropolis depicted as a menace. 
In that sense Metropolis should be seen running counter to the Bauhaus tradition, 
not going along with it. Both Bauhaus and Lang’s Metropolis can be placed 

33 About Taut’s work during and directly after the First World War, cf. Ricci, Giacomo: La 
Cattedrale del Futuro, Bruno Taut 1914–1921 (Roma: Officina Edizioni, 1982); about 
his work Der Weltbaumeister, cf. Salotti, Gian Domenico & Manfredini, Manfredo A.: 
Bruno Taut Der Weltbaumeister. L’interno e la rappresentazione nelle ricerche verso 
un’architettura di vetro (Milano: FrancoAngeli, 1998): the latter work contains a full 
reprint of Taut’s Der Weltbaumeister.

34 For more information, see the homepage of UNESCO: http://whc.unesco.org/en/
list/1239 (2010-02-18).
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within a vivid debate on the modernity in general, and on the future of society 
and of city architecture in particular. Both early Bauhaus and Lang’s Metropolis 
criticise Americanised, liberal, free-market modernity. But Lang’s Metropolis does 
not support the Bauhaus notion of a future modelled on the understanding that 
the workshops around the medieval cathedral-building sites should be seen to 
inspire technical innovation. Instead, in Metropolis the inventor Rotwang is the 
evil genius, the film’s prime antagonist: inventing new technology is here viewed 
as a form of hubris and as a potential threat. In that sense, Lang’s Metropolis 
promotes a different understanding of both the medieval cathedral and of the 
future. When the Bauhaus perspective proposed a progressive development from 
the medieval cathedral to equality and prosperity around the future skyscraper, 
the perspective of Metropolis was the contrary: from inequality and social tension 
around the modern skyscraper to reconciliation and renewed spirit of community 
on the stairs to the medieval cathedral.

When Taut, Gropius, and others in and around the orbit of the Bauhaus school 
thought that the modern skyscraper should be seen not only as the future 
correspondent to the medieval cathedral, but also as the node that generated 
community and order, the base for future development and wellbeing, Lang and 
von Harbou used their film to outline a devastating critique of that approach. 
When the Bauhaus school can be seen to have drawn a line of development from 
the medieval cathedral of the past to future equality, community, and prosperity 
around the skyscraper of tomorrow, Metropolis shows the reverse line of 
development: the film begins by showing inequality and social tension around the 
modern skyscraper, and ends with reconciliation and renewed spirit of community 
on the stairs to the medieval cathedral. When seen in that perspective, whether 
liking it or not, the narrative of the film Metropolis makes sense, and its ending 
comes as the narrative’s logical conclusion. 




