Perennial Detour: The Cinema of Edgar G. Ulmer
and the Experience of Exile

by Noah Isenberg

Abstract: This article offers an examination of the unusual career of Austrian-born
filmmaker Edgar G. Ulmer. Several examples from the director’s eclectic oeuvre
are used to support the idea that exile is a vital strain in Ulmer’s aesthetic and
cultural sensibility.

“Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience.™ So be-
gins Edward Said’s “Reflections on Exile.” a series of impassioned meditations on
both the idea and the reality of exile. According to Said, despite the enduring
sense of estrangement and loss felt by those who are exiled, the term itself has

often been viewed—or even romanticized—as a common condition of modern

life, a legacy that has shaped contemporary culture. Exile is thus a concept to be
understood both literally and metaphor IL.l”\ it possesses formal eriteria, say, as in
the case of Georg Lukices’s definition of * ‘transcendental homelessness,” and po-
litical eriteria, as in the case of nationalism and other ideologies that determine
those who belong and those who do not. Although Said differentiates between the
use of such disparate designations as exile, refugee, expatriate, and émigré, one
statement applies p:u'livulurl_\' well to the predicament of Austrian-born émigré
filmmaker Edgar G. Ulmer. “For an exile,” writes Said, “habits of life, expression
or activity in the new environment inevitably occur against the memory of these
things in another environment. Thus the new and the old environments are vivid,
actual, occurring together contrapuntally.”

Said adopts a musical term, “contrapuntal,” to evoke the “plurality of vision™
and “awareness of a simultaneous dimension” that the exile ostensibly experiences
and that. when read within a cinematic framework, might be 1||()HLIII of as a kind
of flashback or montage. Exile is perhaps not the most fitting term to describe
Ulmer, given his early history. He left his native Austria in 1924 for New York,
where he helped Max Reinhardt's theater company stage The Miracle at the Cen-
tury Theatre, then shuttled back and forth during much of the late 1920s. He
returned to America for good in the e 'n‘l\' 1930s. Given his ]v\\'is'h background,

Ulmer could not go back to Aunstria after Hitler's stunning ascent to power—surely
not after the ;\H.\f!’f,lf.f.. the Nazi annexation of Austria, in 1938. Yet unlike his
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contemporaries Fritz Lang, Billy Wilder, Robert Siodmak, and Fred Zinnemann,
the last three of whom Ulmer collaborated with on his Berlin directorial debut.
Menschen am Sonntag (People on Sunday, codirected with Siodmak in 1929), Ulmer
chose to leave Austria before being forced to flee.” Although Ulmer may not be
considered a “true” exile according to Said’s typology, he maintained a similar state
of in-betweenness, between old world and new, Europe and America, high culture
and mass culture, throughout his career.

An Exile in the Making: Ulmer’s Early Life. As an initial {lashback of sorts, we
might examine briefly the early biography of the filmmaker.* Ulmer came of age in
war-torn Austria. After his birth, on September 17, 1904, in the Austro-Hungarian

(today Czech) town of Olmiitz—at his family’s country house, where the Ulmers
often spent suniners—he and his family re sturned to Vienna. There Fdgar was raised
in the bourgeois comforts of his parents, Siegfried, a wine merchant, and Henrietta
(née Edels), an unsuccessful opera singer. Edgar was the eldest of four children, two
boys (Edgar and Max) and two girls (Carola and Elvira). Brought up as a secular Jew,
he attended a local Jesnit school. (Ulmer once claimed not to have known he was
Jewish until he went to high school.)” Like so many patriotic Jews. even those with
socialist leanings, Ulmer’s father served in Emperor Franz Josets army during World
War I; his father died of kidney failure while in uniform in 1916.

With the help of a Jewish aid organization, Edgar and his sister Carola were
sent to live with a foster fanni]'\ in Sweden, where l]l(‘_\‘ remained until the end of
the war" Edgar then returned to Vienna, moving in with the Schildkrant family,
whose father-and-son acting duo, Rudolf and Joseph. introduced Ulmer to the-
ater and cinema. After a briefl, im-mnplvl'v_ and altogether undocumented course
of study in architecture at Vienna'’s Academy of Fine Arts, Ulmer worked as a set
builder for the Max Reinhardt Theater and, ac cording to his own account. also
for the renowned Burgtheater.” Around this same period, in the early 1920s,
Ulmer began to assist, mainly in set design. on several German pictures and
theatrical pm(]n('licm\' ;

Ulmers early film career was undoubtedly anspicious, although it has been
somewhat embellished by grandiose and large ]\ specions claims made by the di-
rector himself—or, perhaps more accurately, by Hu'mmumlm ctor, who ||uln1|u r
intended to return home and continually reinvented himsell in America.” Ulmer
insisted, for example, that he worked on the sets of Paul Wegener's Golem (1920)
and on Robert Wiene'’s Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920)
have been just fifteen vears old—as well as on several earlv pictures by Fritz Lang

even limmrh he would

and F. W, Murna." Because of a lack of sufficient documentation, unverifiable
records, and assicnments that did nut always bear the stamp of credit, these early
vears remain shrouded in mystery."” What is clear is that Ulmer’s extended film

career took him on a series of detours from Vienna to Berlin and from Berlin to
]Iu”)\u:()(], where in the mid- to late 1920s he worked as an art director at Univer-
sal while assisting Murnan (eredited this time) with his American studio lmulm‘-
tion of Sunrise (1927), back to Berlin, on to Hollvwood and New York, and back to
Hollywood and Europe once again. ™
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Regarded as “one of the minor glories of cinema” (Andrew Sarris), “a legend-
ary undergronnd figure” (Peter Bogdanovich), and the “King of the I’w" Bill Krolmn),
Ulmer njoved a directorial career that spanned some thirty-five years." His sprawl-
ing and eclectic filmography includes daring and ml"nml horror films: two-bit
westerns; educational shorts; a startling variety of ethnice pictures from the late
1930s, including a Ukrainian operetta, an all- black musical drama, and four ac-
claimed Yiddish films; numerous respected. and now preserved., B-pictures—from
science fiction to love stories—shot mainly during the 1940s and 1950s: and, fi-
nally, the filim noir classic Detour (1945).

Elaborating on Dana Polan’s study of American cinema, Power and Paranoia,
George I.]I]\lt/ has sugge ssted that lllt‘ nmage of a detour appeare «l lmmnm nl]\ in
1940s films as an appropriate metaphor tor m(!n iduals whose lives and hopes had
been interrupted (or shattered) by the war.™ This same image may serve as a
revealing lens through which to refract the diverse films that Ulmer made during
his lifetime—a lifetime that was interrupted, or at least displaced, by two world
wars and several transcontinental migrations. In the following analysis. T would
like to follow three junctures along Ulmer’s einematic trajectory, paving attention
to what Said has called the “contrapuntal” elements of the e wile's vision. We shall
in turn explore those films Ulmer made within the Hollywood studio system as
well as those he made on a paltry independent budget, on so-called Poverty Row,
where the director was infamous. As Peter Bogdanovich has maintained, * \nlm(l\
had ever made good pictures faster and for less money than Edgar Ulmer.”"
Camping in Hollywood. Reviewing Ulmer’s checkered career, an unnamed eritic
for the New Yorker recently commented: “[He] built a filmography like nobody
else’s. His only mainstream classic was the 1934 horror film The Black Cat, and
even that is !rlmmu'\]\ outré. . . . [His] movies come off as oddly sophisticated
Saturday-matinee stuff: their c: ampiness derives not from incompetence but from
inte vam ¢ pushed to budgetary limits.”' The Black Cat offers a fascinating glimpse
into the world of an é migré filmmaker negotiating American financial and aes-
thetic constraints, With Bela Lugosi and Boris KarlofTin le ading roles—the first of
seven pictures in which they would star opposite e wach other

film represents
the rich interplay between European art cinema and Hollywood camp, between
the undigested horrors of war and their psvehosexual counterparts, between re-
flections of exile and those of home,

The film opens with images of transit: a European railway station, packages
and luggage, train officials and passengers. Aboard the Orient Express is a newly-
wed, patently American couple, the mystery-thriller writer Peter Alison (David
Manners) and his voung bride, Joan (Jacque Jine Wells), bound for a luxury vesort
in the Carpathian mountains (the site of Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922). The honey-
mooners, shown affectionately in their cheery, brightly lit compartment. soon face
an intruder, Dr. Vitus We u]wm-.t (Lugosi), who in fact does become a guest, as his

name—in German, literally “T shall be a gnest™—suggests: his jarring screen pres-
ence quickly disrupts the matrimonial bliss of the Alisons. Werdegast is enrap-

tured by the sight of Joan. who Ulmer captures in several revealing point-of-view
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shots—a foreboding sign of what is to come. (Lugosi had recently starred in Tod
Browning’s Dracula [1931], so his role in The Black Cat was very much colored by
that memorable performance.)

The first intervention on the part of the intruder, an attempt to protect Joan
from his falling suitcase, elicits a wry response: “After all, better to be frightened
than to be crushed.” We then learn that Werdegast left a wife of similar beauty
when he went off to fight in the Great War e |trl|lr'( :n years earlier; that in the
intervening vears he has been interned as a prisoner of war; and that now, as he
hmlnplmutl\ states, “After fifteen years, I have returned.” Not a far ery from his
role in Dracula, Lugosi’s We ulvq‘ul suggestively evokes the return of the undead.

As the twisted plot unravels—following, in rapid succession, a severe rain-
storm, an abbreviated journey by bus, an accident, the death of the bus driver, and
the injury of Joan—the three passengers, who continue their extended travels to-
gether, end up in another prison of sorts, the home of engineer Hjalmar Poelzig
(Karloff), built directly over the mass graves at Fort Marmaros, a wartime battle-
ground (“the greatest graveyard in the world”). With its clean modernist lines and
\.f\]l‘\'l mystique (“very much out of my Bauhaus period,” as Ulmer would later
refer toit'), Poelzigs house, perched on the hillside, stands in marked contrast tn
the primal, forested landscape below. There is, we are told, “still death in the air.”
The house becomes a new battleground, the space in which the two European
“monsters” vie for power and control over their American prey. (Joan, left tempo-
rarily unconscious from her injury, becomes the prime object of desire.)

As is soon made clear, Werdegast has a debt to settle with Poelzig, a former
army commander, who abandoned his troops, Werdegast among them, resulting
in countless deaths and prolonged prison terms. “You sold Marmaros to the Rus-
sians,” declares Werdegast in one of the early confrontations. “You scurried away
in the night and left us to die.” Not only did Poe lzig betray Werdegast in the
trenches, but Poelzig also stole Werdegast's wife and eve nllull\ killed her, pre-
serving her corpse behind glass. and married Werdegast's voung daughter, Karen

(Lucille Lund).

With its heavy emphasis on the recurrent motif of the black cat and on
Werdegast's cn])phng phobia (“an intense and all-consuming horror of cats,” as
Poelzig calls it), the film moves along a narrative axis of rivalry and revenge. Time
and again, Poelzig and Werdegast face off, as the helpless Alisons remain captive.
At night, while the Americans are asleep, Poelzig and Werdegast descend to a
basement vault, into an old military bunker, where Poelzig has Werdegast's wife,
among others, embalmed in a glass shrine. There, Werdegast confronts Poelzig,
only to be rendered powerless by the presence of a black cat. The following day,
tlu'\ wager Joan’s life, in which the v both take extraordinary interest, over a game
of chess; and, finally, during an interrupted midnight pagan Black Mass ceremony
led by Poelzig, in what is undoubte dly the film’s most gruesome scene, W L’ltlwmst
hangs his rival on his own (‘Ill'hl]llllll” rack while attempting to skin him alive

“slowly—bit by bit.”

Because the film was shown in the U.S. in the mid-1930s and was produced by

a |l'd{lmg ll()”}'\\nu{l studio, the e spec 1(1“} frighte ning scenes had to be lL‘IIl[)LI(d
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by more lighthearted, if also cornier, moments. As Otto Friedrich has observed,

\h\.m(ht\—( ampy absurdity—was probably the only way Hollywood could deal
with horror, because that was the only way it had ever known. llnll\\\uﬂ(l horror
films, no matter how gory or pseudo-gory the 'y were to become, never approached
real horror.”" In the case of The Black Cat, the oce: wsionally stilted dialogne adds to
the campy effect, as in the chess scene, when the Alisons attempt to place a call only
to discover that the line has been cut: “Did vou hear that, Vitus,” asks Poelzig imp-
ishly, “the phone is dead. Even the p]mnv is dead.” Finally, in keeping with the
American tradition of happy endings, the Alisons escape and the fortress explodes
with the two European “monsters” inside.

According to Susan Sontag, “The essence of Camp is its love of the unnatural:
of artifice and exaggeration.” Sontag also highlights camp’s “rvlish for the exag-
geration of sexual characteristics and personality mannerisms.” We get a clear
idea of how Ulmer incorporates such a camp ser mlnlll\ in one of the most clever
sequences in the film, one involving remarkable came rawork and a sharp eye for
symbolic detail. Leading up to this juncture is the first significant clash between
Werdegast and Poelzig, climaxing in Werdegast’s incriminating assault on Poelzig
for his wartime betrayal and in Werdegast demanding to see Karen. The unex-
pected presence of Peter Alison breaks the tension and, in a temporary role rever-
sal, Peter becomes the intruder on intimate terrain, as Werdegast was in the lovers’
train compartment.

The “atmosphere of death” pervading Poelzig’s masterwork of architecture
contrasts with the phony collegiality of the ritual drink in which the three men—
“one of Austria’s greatest architects” (Poelzig), “one of Hungary's greatest psychia-
trists” (Werdegast), and “one of America’s greatest writers of unimportant books™
(Alison)—indulge. During Werdegast's toast to Peter—to his charming wife and
to love—the shadow of a black cat introduces the sinister leitmotif that will set the
tenor (together with the ominous tones of Schubert's Unfinished Symphony) for
the remainder of the filn; the portentous shadow is enough to cause Werdegast to
hurl a knife at the unsuspecting feline.

The tension, initially offset by Peter’s presence, increases, however, when Joan
arrives. A kind of return of the repressed—or, perhaps, the undead-—she stands in
for the off-screen murder of the cat. In her lustful drug-induced lilt (she is given a
narcotic after Werdegast tends to her wound, which is prominently exposed on
her neck), Joan commands the attention, the deep-focus gaze, of her male specta-
tors. She asks Werdegast, almost teasingly, in a moment of uncharacteristic
assertiveness, “You are frightened, Doctor?” Finally, during a climactic kiss be-
tween Joan and Peter (after announcing that Joan should return to bed, where, we
are led to believe, a lovely woman suc h as herself belongs), Ulmer amplifies the
sexual frustration by focusing on Poe 1zig’s hand as it grips a nude female statuette,
blurring the background embrace (Fig. 1).

The sequence demonstrates, on several levels, the vital strain of camp at work
in Ulimers movie. The two monsters, embodiments of the supernatural living dead,
are extravagant not uul_v in their sty le nl';u-ling. gesture, costume, and intonation
but also in their contribution to the mise-en-scéne. Together with their American
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Figure 1. Poelzig ( Boris Karloff) fights off sexual tension as his hand grips a nude
statuette in Edgar G. Ulmer’s The Black Cat (Universal Pictures, 1934).

counterparts, Poelzig and Werdegast convey an air of “seriousness that fails,” as
Sontag puts it: thus, the scene has. in Sontag’s words, “the proper mixture of the
exaggerated, the fantastic, the passionate, and the naive.™ The climax of the scene
is achieved visually: the blurring of high and low art. European and mass culture,
\\'m'il';uml;l and unbridled sexual passion. Ulmer achieves this visnal elimax through
the use of a kind of raw sensationalism, and the film—or t|||' marketing of it—
made no pretensions about it. It was billed as “The Daddy of “em alll The monster
of Frankenstein ]a|n.- the monster of Dracula, plus the “monstrousness” of Edgar
Allan Poe—all combined by the master makers of sereen mysteries to give you the

absolute apex in super-shivery” (Fig. 2

.

Indeed, The Black Cat eamed its renown by delivering on the promise of its
marketers. As the authors of Universal Horrors note, lil)h“} thumbing its nose at
convention. the film is a veritable catalogue of Tiuman ('l)l'l‘ll]llillli. Sadism, shades of
incest, revenge, murder, torture, voyeurism, Satan \\n|~.||||) . The Black Cat pro-
vided the kind of sensationalism andiences craved.™ Yet given the filin's controver-
sial themes, Ulmer ran up against various obstacles, some of which he was able to
surmount and others that had to be relegated to the floor of the mlilill-' roOImn. =
What remains is the poignant psychosexual dimension, much of it played out in a
vexed homoerotic feud. As Harry M. Benshoff has argued. Karloff and Lugosi rep-
resent “a monstrously queer sado-masochistic male couple™ whose “homosexual
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Figure 2. Original poster art for The Bluck Cat, featuring Boris Karloff and Bela

Lugosi (Universal Pictures, 1934

desire is displaced onto sado-masochistic behavior.™" In its bearing on camp, queer
sexuality, as portrayed on the sereen, subverts social mores: or as Sontag would have

“It neutralizes moral indignation, sponsors playfulness.™* To put it another way,
{Iu- relationship between Poelzig and Werdegast is an instance of the émieré direc-
tor engaging the cultural fears and fantasies of his new country vet captivating his
audience by drawing on aesthetic conventions of the old. As Ulmer presumably
witnessed ({IIHII” his training in Vienna and in Weimar Germany, the recurrent play
on a kind of homoerotic camp—enacted quite notably in such classic horror films as
Caligari and Nosferatu—was nothing exceptional for the genre. However, his first
major movie completed in his .ulu]m | homeland has, to take Said’s lead, a “contra-
lmnt.ql dimension to it in that the legacy of the past comes into conversation with,
or is filtered through, the present.

Ulmer initially shot The Black Cat. which he wrote with American screen-
writer Peter Ruric, in fifteen days and for a budget of just over 591.000. Because
some ol the more racy scenes had to be cut or reshot, a few days of retakes were
required as well as an extra $6.500.%7 As it happened, the head of Universal, Carl
Laemmle, Sr., had been vacationing in Europe during the shoot and thus Ulmer,
who was a close friend of Lacmmle’s son, was more inclined to take liberties with

the project. As Ulmer remarked, “Junior gave me free rein to write a horror
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picture in the style we had started in Europe with Caligari.™ Ulmer had hoped
to give the film a German expressionist accent, tlr;twin;,r on a visual lexicon from
that I”ll\lll()ll\(]]d])l( rof film history. “Interestingly,” notes Michael Henry Wil-
son, “Ulmer tapped into his Expressionist herit: we after he came back to America,
notably in the quasi-experimental Black Cat, a sy mp]mn\ of horror that plumbed
uncharted territories of metaphysical perversity.”

Ulmer’s playful adaptation of early German cinematic style manifests itself in
The Black Cat in a variety of ways. Having trained on the sets of Murnan—and,
according to his own account, t, those of We wener, Wiene, Lang, and others—Ulmer
was clearly aware of the techniques of his forerunners. His dramatic use of light
and shadow throughout The Black Cat evokes a hallmark touch of German expres-
sionism, while other narrative strategies appear to be holdovers from the silent
era. For example, when Poelzig lies down in bed. he reads the Rites of Lucifer
(like The Book of Vampires in Nosferatu) >

Some of Ulmers references to Weimar cinema resemble more of an inside joke
among German and Austrian émigrés than a genuine homage: using a name like
Poelzig, and an architect at that, it is impossible to miss the allusion to Hans Poelzig,
the set designer for Wegener’s Golem and among the great architects of his time. As
for Poelzig’s sadistic personality, Paul Mandell has argued that he was based on Fritz
Lang; Poelzig was thought to represent the alleged sadism of a notoriously tyrannical
director The sets, Ulmer suggested to Bogdanovich, were inspired h_\ conversa-
tions with Gustav Meyrink, the Prague novelist who wrote his own rendition of The
Golem, on which Wegener's 1920 filim was based, and had ;l”l-lfl'(“_\ comsidered writ-
ing a play set in a French military fortress from World War 1.7

Soon after he completed The Black Cat, Ulmer embarked on a project that he
would never bring to fruition. A fragmented, elliptical novel titled Beyond the
Boundary and dated “Hollywood, 1935, it tells the story of a Viennese wartime
adolescent named George (Ulmers middle name). Ge orge is left fatherless by the
war, entrusted to a governess who excites his burgeoning sexual appetite, and in
due course learns to negotiate the streets of the hw city, inc III(IIIIL the bread lines
cates the novel “to

and the brothels. The trauma of losing a father
one of the many thousand soldiers, who died in llu- First \\n|'|d War: In memo-

riam of Siegfried Ulmer, my father™—and the ensuing sexual awakening at the
hands of a prostitute foreground a crisis that seems to have plagned Ulmer for
many years, namely, the acute sense of abandonment and unavoidable breach.
Throughout his career, Ulmer was intensely preoccupied with subjects on the
margins of society, who were dealt bad hands by fate or by adverse social condi-
tions, who fight to overcome the various ¢ dld\l]f?i)lll s they face, and who attempt

to move beyond the memories of their tranmatic pasts.

An Ethnic Intermezzo. Although The Black Cat was by all counts a box-oftice
success, ending the vear as Unive I\.ll'\l’()l] grossing picture of 1934, Ulmer’s days as
a Hollywood studio director were numbered. While working on the film, he met his
wife to be, Shirley Castle (neé Kassler), a seript supervisor and screenwriter who at
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the time was still married to Carl Laemmle’s dear nephew Max Alexander. Their
liaison immediately branded Ulmer persona non grata in Laemmle’s powerful do-
main, a \lIl)Jl”‘llnI(] that reached far into other studio dynasties. In the words of Bill
Krohn, U Imu was “blackballed not for politics. but for love.”™ Considered in this
light, his status marks a different kind of “exile™; it was not so much the double
consciousness about which Said speaks, or a state of exile determined by national
concerns, but rather a banishment from the world in which Ulmer once saw great
potential to flourish. To be sure, Ulmer had initially hoped to direct another horror
film, Bluebeard, at Universal, but he would not complete that project until a decade
later, during the war, when he was with the Producers Releasing Corporation (PRC).

Soon after finishing work on a Z-budeet western, Thunder over Texas (1934),
written by Shirley Castle, Ulmer left Hollywood for New York. Along the way, he
did a series of one-reel musical shorts and directed a thriller, From Nine to Nine
(1936), a Canadian quota quickie shot in Montreal in eight days, before finally
embarking on a six-year stint directing films aimed at a minority audience. During
what 1 call Ulmer’s “ethnic intermezzo.” the filmmaker took on a variety of uncon-
ventional and seemingly ill-matched projects. The first of these was a Ukrainian
operetta, Natalka Poltavka (The Girl from Poltava, 1936-37). codirected with

Vasile Avramenko and largely financed, with a budget of less than $20,000, by a
Ukrainian window-washers union. The film, which garmnered favorable reviews
in the Ukrainian and American press, featured a large cast of amateur Ukrainian
and Russian actors.™ As George Lipsitz has noted about Ulmers engagement with
his Ukrainian audience, “He believed that cinema as a medinm had a responsibility
to educate and communicate, that it belonged as much to people striving to define
their ethnic identity as it did to investors see king profits from whatever product
]inllnumdumld(umnu( the public to buy.” In 1938, Ulmer made another Ukrai-
nian film, a musical drama aptly titled Cossacks in Exile, about the desire and diffi-
culty of returning to one’s homeland.

In the process of preparing a suitable set for The Girl from Poltava, Ulmer
created a replica of a Ukrainian village on a farm near Flemington, New Jersey. He
used the same set for the first of his four Yiddish films, Grine Felder (Green Fields,
1937), which he codirected with veteran Yiddish stage actor Jacob Ben-Ami. As a
self-identified secular Jew, Ulmer did not know Yiddish. Yet, accompanied by a
friend, the actor Rudolf Schildkraut, he had visited the Yiddish-speaking Jewish
Art Theater on New York's Lower East Side during his first trip to the United
States in the 1920s. In his interview with Bogdanovich, Ulmer explains how im-
pressed he was by the “tremendous actors—Muni Weisenfreund [ Paul Munil, Jacob
Adler [Stella Adler’s father], Maurice Schwartz—it was something which didn’t
exist elsewhere in all of New York. The plays they did, translated into Yiddish,
were unbelievable. Tt was a second Broadway down there.”™

Several commentators, most notably Neal Gabler, have suggested that
European-born Jewish directors and producers in Hollywood frequently proved
their strong allegiance to American culture by making films that were stripped of
any traces of Jewishness, that were even more American than those made by their
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native-horn gentile counterparts.” Deviating markedly from this trend, an assimi-
lated German-speaking Jew operating outside the normal constraints of Holly-
wood, Ulmer undertook his most overtly Jewish projects while in America—in
New York and New Jersey. to be sure, but in the U.S. nonetheless. As the re-
nowned Austrian novelist Joseph Roth wrote in 1937, FEmigré German Jews are
like a new tribe: Having forgotten how to be Jews, they are learning it all over
again. They are unable to forget that they are German, and they can't lose their
Germanness. They are like snails with two shells on their backs.™ In a profound
example of the émigré director negotiating more than one world at once—here
the German, the American, and the Yiddish speaking of Eastern Jewry—Ulmer
wore at least “two shells” and experienced at least two kinds of exile while making
his mark on Yiddish cinema.

Ulmer struck it big with Green Fields, an affecting portrayal of shtetl life cap-
tured with unusual grace and beauty. In spite of its New Jersey '-.ft one critic
argues, “The film seemed to possess an almost verité aullwntluh 7 Much the
same could be said of Ulmer’s threadbare depiction of Berlin in Pe *uph'mr Sunday,
produced almost ten vears earlier in Germany, and of his all-black musical drama,
Moon over Harlem, made a mere two vears later in New York. Both films are
indebted to a rich tradition of cinematic realism, which Ulmer employs in his
Yiddish debut. Unique to Green Fields, however, is the emphasis on the natural
landscape and the connection between the common people and their idyllic sur-
roundings. Perhaps owing to the fame of the Peretz Hirshbein play on which the
film was based. and perhaps also to the name recognition of its principal actors
(Helen Beverly and Michael Goldstein). both of whom had enjoyed distinguished

careers in the Yiddish Art Theater, Green Fields opened to packed movie houses.
Writing in the pages of the Yiddish-language Literarishe Bleter. Nakhman Mayzel
hailed the picture as an “outstanding artistic and financial success, unpar: alleled in
the history of Yiddish film in America.™

What Ulmer does for the simple romance of a semiutopian pastoral ethnic
enclave in Green Fields, he subverts radically in Fishke der Krumer (Fishke the
Lame. or, in the more Fanciful English title under which it was released, The Licght
Ahead, 1939), by far the most complex of his Yiddish-language movies. Based pri-
marily on the 1869 novel by S. Y. Abramovitsh—the so-called grandfather of mod-
€111 \I(l(ll'\]l Iitl'ldt“l(‘ \\II.“\\ ds l‘\ll”\.\” llll)‘ll[\ !)\ ]“\ l]( 11 nanne ‘Hl(l h(tl()“ l! ])l rsona,
Mendele Movkher Sforim, or Mendele the Book Peddler—Ulmer's film recasts
Abramovitsh’s sharp critique u!' the shtetl.™ Indeed, the film contains none of the
nostalgia so often evoked in new world versions of Jewish life in Eastern Europe.
According to |. Hoberman's account, Ulmer’s film “offers the only negative view of
the shtetl to be found in an American movie.™ With the lu'Ep of prize-winning
scriptwriter Chaver-Paver (née Gershon Einbinder) and that of Ulmer’s seript su-
pervisor wife, Shirley. Ulmer drew his material from Abramovitsh’s literary reper-
toire and transformed it into a tale of intense social alienation at the hands of
religious superstition, communal corruption, and archaic shtetl practices. As Myron
Meisel has emphatically stated, “Far more than any other film director, Ulmer

12 Cinema Journal 43, No. 2. Winter 2004




represents the primacy of the visi al over the narrative, the ineffable ability of the
camera to transcend the most trivial quhslnu-\\ and make images that de fv the
lame literary content of the dramatic material.”

Unlike Green Fields. in which the world of the shtetl radiates harmony and
warmth, the town of Glubsk (literally “fools” town”) in The Light Ahe .vrr."(nnum §a
corrupt backwater village. \llt‘lll.ltlll*' highly stylized sets with naturally lit pasto-

ral background shots, Ulmer plays out the tension between stilling interior spaces

and the open road—something he would go on to explore at muce h greater length
in Detour. Ulmer shot the film on the same location in Newton, New Jersey, where
he had filmed Yank! der Shmid (The Singing Blacksmith. 1938) and Cossacks in
Exile on the property of a Catholic monastery that was (lanked. he claims, by a
nudist colony on one side and the proto-Nazi Camp Siegfried on the other.*

The L WJ'H Ahead opens with a convivial sequence drenched in daylight featur-
ing two traveling small-time Jewish merchants riding behind hor se-drawn carriages.
During these initial scenes, the audience is introduced not only to the central
character of Mendele (Isadore Cashier), an all-knowing raconteur and folksmentsh,
but also to Fishke the Lame (David Opatoshn), who is en route to Odessa. Alter
displaying his powers of persuasion, by reminding Fishke of the love he has left
behind in Glubsk, Mendele takes his friend—and the andience—home.

The main story line of the film then takes shape around the lives, and the love,
of two community outcasts: Fishke and his soon-to-be fiancée, the blind orphan
Hodel (Helen Beverly). Their dreams of leaving Glubsk for the big-city life in Odessa
are met with derision by most inhabitants of the shtetl except for Mendele, who
altimately helps the couple abandon their wretched existence. The urban-rural
dialectic—which Ulmer explored persistently throughout his career. from his initial
work as set designer on Murnau'’s Sunrise and his debut in People on Sunday through
his last films in the 1960s—between Odessa as the modermn metropolis and Glubsk
as a town helplessly stuck in the dark ages fuels Fishke and Hodels quest. By using
a sympathetic lens and frequently shooting in soft. muted light, Ulmer re nders the
town pm,lh‘. in partic ular, the telegenic Beverly, almost heroic (Fig, 3).

In the remarkable sequence in whic h Hodel is first introduced, we observe both
the modernist set design and the primitive world that literally encloses the young
woman. As Hoberman has commented (in an aptly titled chapter, “Phantom Eu-
rope”), “With its crazy angles and skewed lampposts, Glubsk suggests the conlluence
of Marc Chagall and The Cabinet of Dr: Caligari.” Such images recall the mode in
which the shtet] was imagined by such artists as Chagall and the way German ex-
pressionist cinema captured, at least in part, a similar aesthetic. Indeed. the film
contains shades of noir—flourishes of chiaroscuro—while Ulmer also seems to draw
on a kind of “Chasidic gothic,” a mode of representation invoked in the dark atmo-
sphere of Michal Waszynski's cinematic rendition of S. Ansky’s Der Dybbuk (1937)."
In theme, Ansky’s Dr;.":fmf\ which originally bore the title “Between Two \\mh]\
lies in close proximity to The Light Ahe ad: hoth films deal with the intrusion of
reason and social justice into a milieu that is otherwise determined by the logic, or
illogic. of mysticism and folk tradition. As John Belton has astutely observed,
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Figure 3. Fishke (David
Opatoshu) and Hodel (Helen
Beverly) as the glorified bride and
groom in Edgar Ulmer’s The Light
Ahead (Collective Films, 1939).

“Ulmer’s world, somewhat akin to Mumau’s in its sensitivity to and assertion of ab-
stract mystical forces that haunt its inhabitants, is an irrational one, governed more
by erazy nightmare than by any coldly mechanical sense of fate.”"

During one [)dlll(ll!di sequence, Hodel sits somberly plucking feathers, un-
aware of her physical surroundings, though able to sense what is tuking place (Ulmer
frames Hodel in near-angelic Il'fllhutrl Hodel's confidant, Gittel (Anna Guskin),
soon arrives and makes her presence known. The conversation that ensues, very
much a part of the core narrative, conveys the dilemma the ostracized couple faces,

“What can we expect in Glubsk?” asks Hodel, “We'll never be able to marry.” She
explains her fear that she and Fishke will remain L[E‘]l't‘t( 'd and, in turn, announces
to Gittel: “In a big city, there’s more opportunity.” (This great hope for a better—
and more anonymous—Iife in the metropolis receives further consideration in
Ulmer's characterization of Al Roberts’s plight in Detour.)

The sequence ends with the lighting of a streetlamp, a striking allusion to the
battle between enlightenment and religious dogma that the film addresses in its
subsequent treatment of a cholera epidemic: the town suffers terribly, yet the resi-
dents obstinately retuse to employ modern sanitation, let alone modern medicine.
In a moment of superstitious ritual, enacted during a climactic scene near the end
of the film, the cormmunity elders call for a l|ti(1|li}_{||[ \-\-’i'd(liug at the town grave-
vard—not a far cry from the midnight mass in The Black Cat—at which Fishke
and Hodel, as the “cholera bride and groom,” serve as the means of ridding the
shtetl of the disease killing its inhabitants. With Mendele’s help. the town pariahs
break free from the dark ceremony and make their way to the bright road toward
the big city. Ulmers film was greeted by hearty praise in the popular press. [Iu'
New York Times, for example, called it remark: ibly honest and forthright.”
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In the vears surrounding The Light Ahead, Ulmer directed several short docu-
mentaries commissioned by the National Tuberculosis and Health Association.
These films were aimed at protecting the health and promoting the rights of Afri-
can Americans (Let My People Live, 1938-39); Mexican Americans (Cloud in the
Sky. 1939): and Native Americans (Another to Conguer, 1941). Around the same
time, Ulmer also shot Moon over Harlen., his musical drama set in “black Manhat-
tun,” which treats the Alrican American community’s confrontation with mobsters
and the ensuing struggle for harmony and prosperity. His handling of characters,
regardless of setting and social milien, tended to reveal the complexity and am-
bivalence of identity, the internal strife individuals face, and the exte smal battles
against t'urruptin}, rand exploitative forces. These dynamics shaped Ulmer's ethnic
films of the late 1930s and early 1940s, an intensely personal phase, as Krohn
suggests, that enabled Ulmer “to explore his own mnt]mun ol exile and his mixed
feelings about being an inheritor of an alien tradition.” These dynamies also in-
formed quite a few of his B-pictures from the mid-1940s and 1950s—many of
which are similarly concerned with figures on the fringes of society.

Allegories of Exile. In an article in Cahiers du Cinéma. French critic Charles
Tesson speculates that the journey Al Roberts (Tom Neal) takes in Detour reflects
a journey Ulmer made from New York to Hollvwood a few years earlier. Near the
beginning of the film, in a New York nightelub called the Break O'Dawn,

the pianist [Reberts] plays something classical, which after a while turms into a Jazz med-
ley and thus brings something to expression that has to do with Uliner, something that led
him on his path from Europe to Hollvwood. Al the pianist at a low-level establishment,
may wish to dream of Camegie Hall just as a PRC director might dream of MGM.*

During his four vears at PRC, from 1942 to 1946, Ulmer directed eleven pic-
tures, most of them, like Detour, shot in under a week and with little budget to
speak of. It is not fully clear whether Ulmer wanted to break into the big studios
(as he once put it, “I did not want to be ground up in the Hollywood hash ma-
chine™), although he does express some hope of landing a studio contract (in this
case, at Paramount, a cinematic Carnegie Hall of sorts) in his unpublished, private
correspondence from 1941, just before he began his evele at PRC.™ As for the
5igni|‘u‘.nu‘v of attaining musical recognition as addressed in Detour, Ulmer him-
sell would go on to direct his independent tribute to musical virtuosity, Carnegie
Hall (1947), a few vears later.

Tesson picks up on this passion for music—indeed Ulmer’s first passion, even
more than cinema, and a passion that was never entirely fulfilled—and notes the
extraordinary role that it plavs in the filin. In AlS journey back in time, the abrupt
shift into flashback comes to him via music. The memories that he so arde ntly tries
to keep bottled up surge over him as he hears the tunes of his past. More broadly
speaking, as Austrian film scholar Alexander Horwath has suggested. music figures
as a means of highlighting the “allegories of a typical emigrant situation.™" That is
to say. it :unpliﬁes the tension—aor, in Said’s terms, the "cnnlmpunm[" valence—
transported from the old world to the new, from Brahms to boogie-woogie.™
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Detour begins in the present tense. Somewhere on the open highway, a hitch-
hiker, Al, steps out of a car and enters a roadside diner. Noticeably distraught, he
drinks a cup of coffee and does his hest to ward off the unsolicited interventions of
others around him. When an insufferably garrulous trucker finally turns away from
Al places a nickel in the jukebox, and pl ws “I Can't Believe That You're in Love
with Me,” Al can no longer contain himse If: he shouts at the trucker tnhlrn off the
music, only to realize that he h: is no right to do so. (“It’s a free country,” the trucker
retorts, .m(] | can i)ld\ whatever I want to.”) After the confrontation, the camera
tracks forward into a tight close-up of Al, darkened around all but his eyes, for the
flashback narrated by Al's voice-over. Al's edgy voice pervades the scene:

That tune. that tune! Why was it always that rotten tune, following me around, beating
in my head, never letting up?!

Did you ever want to forget anything? Did you ever wanl to ent away a piece of
your imemory or blot it out? You can't, von know, no matter how hard you try. You can
ch mge the seenery, but sooner or later vou'll get a whiff of perfume, or some ‘hody will

say a certain lﬂu.m . or maybe hum something, Then you're licked again!

The camera then tilts and tracks in on Al's oversized coffee mug (an effect Ulmer
seems to have pulled from his Weimar-era bag of tricks) and from there to the
intense spinning of the jukebox. set in dreamlike motion, which sends us back to
the Break O Dawn.

Al's voice-over articulates his heavy nostalgia for a lost past when his girlfriend
Sue Harvey (Claudia Drake) used to sing the song, their song (“Those were the
days!”). Al's sweet me mory of the event, when Sue serenaded him, caressed his
shoulder, and looked Iulurm-fl\ into his eyes. is as rosy as only a me mory can be.
For the duration of the filn, this memory re presents : a kind of paradise lost for Al
who finds himself sliding down a x||p]n=n slope toward ruin. Ulmer trumps up the
memory as a means of making the portraval of Al's decline all the more tragic. It is
ate ”m'r example of what Paul Schrader calls

the most overriding noir theme: there is a passion for the past and present, but a fear of
the future. The noir hero dreads to look ahead but instead tries to survive day by day,
and il unsuceesstul at that, he returns to the past. Thus film noir’s techniques emphasize
loss. nostalgia, lack of clear priorities, insecurity: then submerge these sell-doubts in

MANNerism lllul sty il“ ‘

Al Roberts alternately invites and resists looking back at his past; it is a well of
solace and, after new memories accumulate, of haunting frustration. The future,
in turn, is at best a fantasy and at worst a horrific nightmare. While hitchhiking
from New York to Los Angeles, in pursuit of Sue, who has gone on to realize her
dreams (but in fact is now a “hash-slinger” at a cafeteria). Al looks into the rear-
view mirror—a rear-view reflection that, by way of suggestive lighting on the part
of Ulmer’s cinematographer, Benjamin Kline, enables Al wistfully to project his
desires forward. He envisages Sue singing in a surreal jazz club, her larger-than-
life image against the backdrop of shadowy figures of musicians (Fig. 4).%
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Figure 4. Sue (Claudia Drake) performs in a fantasy Hollywood nightelub, as
reflected in a rear-view mirror, in Edear Ulmer's Detour (Producers Releasing
Corp.. 1945).

Later, after Al suddenly becomes an accomplice in the death of Charles Haskell
(Edmund MacDonald), the driver who picks him up—and, in an effort to main-
tain his innocence, takes on Haskell's identity himself—Al hopes immediate ly to
“blot out™ his memory. As he tries to sleep off “his traumatic encounter with Haskell
in a roadside motel, he finds himself tmmt nted by images of the dreadful experi-
ence. When he later Pil']\\ up a hitchhiker called Vera (Ann Savage), his disguise
fails him as she awakens from a deceptively brief nap and dem: nds to know where
Al has hidden Haskell's body (as ||n- sordid narrative would have it, she had been
traveling with Haskell before he picked up Al and she is the source of the vicious
scars that Al notices earlier on Haskell's hand).

Al's fierce desire to repress his memories, and his old identity with them, even-
tually manifests itself in another “accidental” death; he lnn\]thlur!\ strangles Vera
with a telephone cord, pulling it underneath a locked door, after Vera threatens to
reveal his identity to the Hollywood police. (Al desire to get away from the rural
landscape to the city mirrors, in several respects, the quest of F ishke and Hodel in
The Light Ahead: as Al states in his voice-over, “In a small town I might be noticed,
but in a city | should be sale enough.™
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In spite of its inherently suspicious take on Hollywood in the 1940s—with its
doom-and-gloom story line and brutal im: wery—U Imer’s film received favorable
reviews in the local trade papers. The He)”lfh'_t)( il Reporter pronounced it “an ex-
cellent picture” and “the best film PRC has ever produced.” asserting further that
the overall “achievement is unmistakably attributable to Ulmer.” Although less
effusive in its praise (calling the film “adequate as second half of a double hill”)
Variety was quick to point out that “director Edgar Ulmer manages to keep the
suspense and

show smartly paced,” while a review in Film Daily highlighted the *
vividness” that Ulmer was able to achieve with the picture. Finally, the Los Ange-
les Times called Detour “one of the most poignant and LI!‘\lIlI’IlIHL‘ stories to re .{Lh
the screen in any vear. . . . Direction is tops, with no upp(_nh_nnl} overlooked.™
Given his tentative status in Hollywood, Ulmer could not have expected more
attention: nor could he have expected the trade and popular press to lavish more
accolades on his picture.

Still, in the context in which the film appeared in 1945, and in the context of
an émigré director’s life, several elements of the film lend themselves to an alle-
gorical reading, to interpreting Detour as an oblique commentary on the experi-
ence of exile. First, there is the issue of constant displacement, the lack of any kind
of permanence. According to Andrew Britton:

None of the central characters in Detour has a fixed abode and the marginal ligures
with a settled existence and a role to play in the maintenance and reproduction of what
remains of social life are engaged in ocenpations—running motels and diners, policing
highways, buying and selling cars—which relate in some way to the wandering of oth-
ers. ... [The principal characters| are all ninning away from places to which they do not
wish to, or cannot return.™

Part of this problem, especially in Al's case, is that each of the characters loses
control over his or her itinerary. As Al notes soon after Haskell’s death, “Some-
thing else stepped in and shunted me off to a different destination than I'd picked
for myself.” Second, there is the mythical perception of America as an open, though
not altogether benign, frontier, a desert (Brecht’s choice of metaphor for Holly-
wood, and the location of Ulmers other sell-avowed “desert exile,” the Ghost, in
his PRC debut, Tomorrow We Live [1942]), a place where one can easily fall prey
to greed, materialism, and deception.”

For Ulmer, cinema and theater—you might say the arts in general—could be
divided into what he calls “the Romantic” or the “art- -possessed” on one side and
group to whom theater and film was a business™ on the other.” Like Al Robe l‘fs
Ulmer chose to think of himself as belonging to the first group, as somebody who
remained true to his artistry and who viewed the lure of capital with great suspi-
cion (money, in Al's words, was “a piece of paper crawling with germs. . . . It couldn’t
buy Lm\thlm_. I wanted”). The filmmaker returned to this idea repeatedly in his
mature work, from Ruthless (1948) through The Naked Dawn (1955). Ulmer’s move
from New York to Hollywood, like Al's, was ill fated.®" Third. and finally, there is
the austerity and sheer minimalism of Detour, achieved out of nec essity, owing to
the severe lm«lu t constraints, but surely also a way to conjure a certain (possibly
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“exilic”) mood; indeed, many of these formal limitations led Ulmer to return to
techniques developed during his early career in Vienna and Weimar Germany.™
Although the experience of exile may be especially rooted in the h)l){)i_.l’.ll)li\
of Detour, or in the rootlessness of that same tnpuu.xph\ Ulmer continued to
explore similar ideas, themes, and motifs—either indirectly or. in some cases,
overtly—in his subsequent work in Hollywood and abroad. Ulmer’s PRC weepie,
Her Sister’s Secret (1946), based on a novel by Viennese émigré writer Gina Kaus,
filmed by Austrian-born Frank (Franz) P laner, and played by a cast that included
the [nurnlwdn talent of Felix Bressart and Fritz Feld, deals with a tragically dis-
rupted romance set against the imposing backdrop of World War I1. Once again,
figures in flight populate the picture, and the big city offers refuge for those with-
out a proper home. Ulmer’s characters often !.Lu- a sanlr kind of existential tur-
moil to that of Al Roberts, a “coming apart at the seams,” as hard-boiled detective
Ray Patrick (Panl Langton) puts it in the late noir film Murder Is My Beat (1955).
Moreover, Ulmer’s last films continue to address cases of complete and utter dis-
placement, as in his no-budget foray into science fiction, Beyond the Time Barrier
(1960); his garish Te (luucnlt)rhnﬂ.m L'Atlantide (Atlantis, City beneath the Desert,
1961); and his final film, Sette contro la Morte (The Cavern. 1964), a dramatic tale
of human perseverance and survival instincts in which his characters are trapped
by the seemingly arbitrary forces of war.

Conclusion. Toward the close of his extensive interview with Peter Bogdanovich,
Ulmer turns his attention to British-born director jn]m Schlesinger, comparing
the stark subjectivity of the latter's Midnight Cowboy (1969) to Detour. He re-
marks: “Schlesinger came from Europe and spent a year covering the waterfront:
he saw New York; he saw Texas; he saw what p(uplv do, which a native [-born]
American couldn’t see.”™ To borrow Stanley Kauffmann'’s term in deseribing Billy
Wilder, Ulmer’s “bicultural” vision is one that combines the familiar and the unfa-
miliar, the immediately perceptible with the imperceptible.” The exile or émigré
director negotiates competing r cultures so as to convey wi hat he or she sees. imag-
ines, and experiences. As André Aciman has recently said:

Exiles see two or more places at the same time not just because they're addicted to a
lost past. There is avery real, active component to seeing in this particularly retrospec-
tive manner: an exile is continuously prospecting for a future home—forever looking at
alien land as land that could conceivably become his.™

In Ulmer’s case, this meant maintaining a strong sense of the past and the present,
and out of that conveying his art. Ulmers daughter, Arianné Ulmer Cipes, who
acted in several of his films, has said of her father, “He loved Thomas Mann, Schiller,
and Goethe, He was a humpmn intellectual who had based most of his thinking
on the great minds ol the German language.” To which she then eritically added:
“He was an FDR New Deal liberal. . . . He loved this country, baseball, hot dogs,
Jackie Gleason, jazz, Sid Caesar, ]nmn\ Durante, and barbecues.™
It was perhaps this unlikely combination of Goethe and Gleason, of European

high and American mass cnlture, that enabled Ulmer to create the remarkably
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eclectic opus of films that marks his legacy today. The “bicultural” or “contrapun-
tal” dimension of his work is indeed fundamental to understanding the full im-

pact—metaphorical and concrete—of Ulmer’s experience of being an exile and
the integral role this played in his choice of subject, style, character, and tone, as
well as the final, rather peripheral place his work has occupied in the canon of

American and Enropean cinema since his death in October 1972.
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