
THE DAMNED:
Visconti, Wagner and
the 'Reinvention of
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In his book on Visconti, Geoffrey Nowell-Smith commented on the
director's waning popularity. To judge from reactions so far to his
latest film The Damned (subtitled Gotterdammerimg) which deals with
the rise of Nazism, it seems unlikely that this will turn the tide in his
favour. The film has received unprecedented publicity for a work by
Visconti, based partly on its estimated appeal to fashion designers
and partly on its purported violence and sensational sexual content.
Newspapers and colour supplements were fed regularly with
items such as the story of the elderly Jew who had a heart attack when
driving down the swastika bedecked main street of the Austrian
lakeside resort, Unterrach am Attersee, where the scenes of the SA
on vacation were shot. Visconti's insistence on authenticity of decor
and costume has given rise to anecdotes of how he sent for white
German sausages from Munich to be hung in the butcher's window
in place of the pink Austrian variety, or how he insisted on replacing
the carpeted floor of the dining-room set with the more authentic oak
blocks which took five days to lay. Some of the clothes in the film are
said to be originals of the period, others are seam for seam repro-
ductions.

The reports of those who had actually seen the film before it was
shown in London, were little less than sensational themselves and
acted as advance publicity. A Daily Express headline cited it as THE
SHOCKER COMING YOUR WAY.1 Time suggested that it:
'overwhelms with its own unabashed sensationalism' and outdoes
Wagner's Ring in 'zestful vulgarity'.2 William Hall of the Evening
News dwelt on: 'one of the most blood-thirsty five minutes ever to
be shown on film.'3 Visconti,s reply when confronted with this
outcry is reported to be: 'It is sometimes necessary to make people
feel sick in their stomachs.'4

One of the most hysterical attacks has come from Richard Roud,
writing in The Guardian, who appears to take his line from Pasolini on
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Visconti's essential decadence.5 Claiming that Visconti has 'pushed
back the frontiers of "camp" as far as they will go. Too far, I think',
Roud continues:

'Visconti however is still pretending to be a left wing film-maker
so we get little sops of social commentary amidst the wish-fulfil-
ment fantasy. He is obviously more than a little fascinated with
the accoutrements of Nazi Germany and this complacency is
rendered most unattractive by the hypocrisy of his treatment.'6

Clearly, Visconti will never be forgiven for being first, an aristocrat
and secondly a director whose very style betrays the tenets of
socialist realism to which the authentic left wing film-maker is
generally expected to cling. Nevertheless, his notable achievements
in previous films should at least guarantee him more serious con-
sideration than the journalese of Richard Roud, or John Coleman's
New Statesman review - 'A Load of Old Krupp'.

Visconti has always rejected the labels of 'mannerist' or 'stylist', and
to support his argument, cites the change in critical opinion which
developed over a period of time with regard to ha Terra Trevia. He
insists:

'My most important preoccupation is the continuity of the theme.
To make this continuity come out is my principal operation. I do
not give more importance to the technique than to the sentiments.
There are directors who are more preoccupied with the exterior
aspects of a film but this is absolutely not my point of view.'7

His insistence that in The Damned he is trying to show to the young
what Nazism was becomes more comprehensible when taken in
conjunction with his views on the function of the artist:

'The reality must always be reinvented and if you have colour,
then like a painter you can reinvent reality with your colour.
I think that colour must be used like this in movies. Not like a
copy of reality because a copy of reality is never art. Art is re-
invention of reality.'*

It would be strange indeed, considering the subject matter of The
Dawned, were Visconti not fascinated by 'the accoutrements of
Nazi Germany'. He himself has recognized this: 'I'm very German.
I like the German ailtnra, German music, German filosofia, and also
the origin of the Visconti family is in Germany so a la lontano I am a
little German,'9

He has reiterated his purpose in making this film which is at odds
with the sensationalist charges of his critics:

'I want to ask in this picture where lay the responsibility for the
Nazis in Germany. The most grave responsibility was with the
bourgeoisie and the industrialists because if Hitler had not had
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'A cellula of humanity' - the von Essenbeck birthday dinner

their help he would never have arrived to real power. Books say
that the Krupps paid Hitler, so I don't invent. And I like in all r.-y
films to have a cellula of humanity, a family. I try to explain in tne
development of this family the parallel of what happens in Ger-
many and later in the world. That is all I try to say.'10

Briefly, The Damned is concerned with the history of a family of
wealthy German industrialists, the von Essenbecks, whose fortunes
are bound up in their munitions firm. The film opens on the day of
the burning of the Reichstag and follows the attempts of an outsider,
Friederich Bruckmann (Dirk Bogarde) to take over the leadership
of the business. Bruckmann is supported by Aschembach, a shadowy
Essenbeck relative in the SS, and by his mistress, Sophie (Ingrid
Thulin), the old Baron von Essenbeck's daughter. Victims of his rise
to power are the Baron, Herbert Thallman, an anti-Nazi on whom
blame for the murder is kid, and Konstantin, brother of the Baron and
a member of the SA who is slaughtered by Friederich during the
'Night of the Long Knives'. Aschenbach, however, comes to believe
that the Nazis have backed the wrong man and takes under his wing
the pervert and weakling, Martin (Helmut Berger), grandson of trie
Baron, dominated and cowed by his mother Sophie, whose frus-
trated love for her has turned to loathing. After a public showdown
with Bruckmann, in which Martin challenges his authority and
reveals his knowledge of his murders, he turns on his mother and
later rapes her. This is the one humiliation he can inflict which must
break her iron spirit and drive a wedge between her and her lover.
Martin stages the marriage of Friederich and the now zombie-like,

46

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/screen/article/11/3/44/1682212 by guest on 18 M

ay 2023



sedated Sophie and offers them his wedding g'S: - two cyanide
capsules. The penultimate scene of the film shows Martin standing
over their corpses, his arm raised in the Nazi salute.

Sources which inspired the film are Macbeth, Buddenbrooks and the
history of the Krapps. Visconti had originally planned a straight film
of Macbeth which came to nothing. Another idea had been to film

• Buddenbrooks but to update it to take place during the beginning of the
Nazi movement. 'From this,' says Visconti, 'the script came. There
are one or two similarities with Macbeth in the murders, but not more.
The focus is put on other things.'11

The relationship to Buddenbrooks and Thomas Mann is more reveal-
ing.12 Mann's purpose in this novel was to show the decline of the
German business family, Buddenbrooks, through the increasing
paralysis of will of its various members, amounting to a form of
death wish. But its popular appeal seems to have stemmed from the
analogy drawn bv the public between the hidden decadence of the
Imperial regime and the fall of the Buddenbrooks family. The kind
of analogy which Visconti draws in his film between the history of
the von Essenbecks and the rise of Nazism is by no means without
precedent in literature. As artists, Visconti and Mann have more than
a little in common. The symbolic structure of Mann's novels in
which 'characters and situations take on a representative symbolic
character' incorporating a 'general human predicament'13 goes hand

Martin humiliates his Mother
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in hand with a minute attention to naturalistic detail. Both Mann and
Visconti are stylists without being mere aesthetes. Mann's 'static
and reflective'14 language and the distancing he achieves through his
intrusion as a narrator might be said to be paralleled by Visconti's
slow-moving camera which dwells on the remarkable textures and
grouping he achieves in his work and which sometimes takes on an
independent life of its own. In The Damned, for instance, during the
scene of the birthday concert, the camera wanders amongst the
spectators like an unseen guest lingering on individual faces in
unhurried scrutiny. Its movement does not follow the most predict-
able action but ranges freely, at one moment swooping at a sharp
angle to focus on an empty doorway, through which some flood-
lights for the stage are almost immediately wheeled. The attraction
Mann felt towards the romantic philosophies of Schopenhauer,
Nietzsche and Wagner, even while combating them in his work, is
generally held to add a further dimension of complexity to his vision.
Unlike Visconti, he is not castigated for this 'failing' any more than
Milton has been for his subconscious identification with Satan in
Paradise Lost. In literary criticism, it is rarely assumed that such
conflict automatically undermines the overall moral fabric of a
work. Visconti's feeling for a spacious quality of life and a sensuous
pleasure in the aristocratic or grand style, which makes for much of
the richness and tension of a film such as The Leopard is, on the other
hand, often held to be suspect, at best, the offshoot of naivete about
his own subconscious, at worst, the 'hypocrisy' for which he is
slated by Richard Roud.

More specific parallels between Bitddenbrooks and The Damned are
to be found between Mann's conscious use of the Wagnerian leit-
motif which becomes part of the symbolic structure of his work and
Visconti's use of the same technique in this film. The strongest
recurrent image in The Damned is that of fire. The opening and
closing shots of an ominous fiery furnace is an image to which we
often return, either directly or through analogy, as in the book-
burning scene. Faces are frequently shown lit in a red glow, as if
reflecting flames. The long sequence of the SA orgy is lit with orange
light. In the general colour scheme of blues, browns and golds, even
the red carnation in a buttonhole seems to burn its way into the pic-
ture. A second major leitmotif is that of masks, costumes and acting.
The film begins by showing us various members of the family
dressing with studied care for Baron Joachim's birthday dinner. The
atmosphere is one of expectancy as if before a performance. This is
emphasized by the sound of Guenther practising for the birthday
concert. Later, on a small stage, the children perform a well-drilled
recitation, Guenther plays one of the Bach cello suites and finally,
Martin appears in drag as Marlene Dietrich. His act is disrupted by an
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The book burning

announcement of a more 'dramatic' outside event - the burning of the
Reichstag. During the subsequent action, he retains his doll-like
make-up with its finely plucked and pencilled eyebrows. His anger,
when his turn is interrupted, bursts through the painted features of
his cosmetic 'mask' in a bizarre snarl of fury. At the SA orgy se-
quence, remarkable for its theatrical grouping, there is again
emphasis on the wearing of drag. When drunk, the men reveal
their real desires and instincts, wearing a curious combination of
male and female garments. The camera picks out Martin for us again,
a disconsolate figure in black net stockings. In his melodramatic
confrontation with his mother, he reproaches her for the way in
which she has humiliated him through her encouragement to wear
her blonde wigs and dresses. After her rape, on her wedding day,
Sophie herself makes a dramatic entry to the ceremony like a
hideous painted corpse, with chalk-white skin, red lips, revealing
yellowed teeth, and a striking hat with a cluster of pointed feathers.
The room is not furnished in traditional style any more, but fest-
ooned with swastika-decorated banners and pictures of Hitler, like
a platform at a Nazi rally. The guests who have been dancing in a
languid dissipated manner move aside as if to watch a cabaret. The
close-ups of Sophie after the ceremony, accepting the feigned con-
gratulations with a clockwork smile, give a fearful image of her
enforced role of actor. In this context, most of the film can be seen
in terms of putting up a facade, or going through some kind of
performance - a theme strongly emphasized in Saidiettbrooks.

Before the Baron's birthday party, one of the children, leaning over
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F a balustrade, exclaims at the excitement this year of being not, as
last year, a spectator, but a performer. As the family appear one by
one, the ritual courtesies are interchanged despite the secret rivalry
and antagonism that exists between them. By speaking the truth at
dinner, Herbert Thallman disrupts the careful facade and breaks up
the party. Driving to the party, Friederich Bruckmann is primed on
how to act his part in order to best play his hand, as if he is an actor
and Aschenbach, his instructor, a director. The passionate scene
between Friederich and Sophie is staged, part of a premeditated plan.
After the murder of Baron Joachim, Konstantin delivers a hypo-
critical speech of sympathy to Martin whilst the well-rehearsed to
Martin acts as a puppet for his mother in dispensing with his uncle's
services and placing Friederich in control of the firm. This scene
takes place in front of the red lit stage, emphasizing the theatrical
aspect of the situation. The murdered Baron's funeral is an elabor-
ately staged show of grief - incidentally, one of the most impressive
scenes of the film, almost the only colour used being black, white and
flesh. The ruthless ambitious Sophie, heavily veiled, dabs at her eyes,
supported by the lover she knows to be responsible for the death of
her father. The tart's bedroom in the slum house is like a stage set
covering up the adjacent drab reality. During the SA orgy sequence,
individuals step outside like figures in a play to comment on the
political situation before returning inside. Behind them the buildings
look like cardboard scenery with the space in front like part of a stage.

Costumes and settings may, on the whole, be authentic but Visconti's
use of lighting becomes less naturalistic and more consciously melo-
dramatic as the film goes on. Martin's confrontation with his mother
is lit with a sickly green light. The rape scene had a strong chiaroscura
effect. Sophie, on the bed, is bathed in blue light as the dark figure of
her son advances from the shadows. The style of acting is increasingly
high flown. The action has the momentum of theatrical drama rather
than the leisurely time schemes of the novel, evinced in Buddenbrooks.
The acting is operatic rather than dramatic. Dirk Bogarde, who plays
Friederich has said that the film is more opera than anything else. He
relates how one day Visconti watched something he was doing and
objected: 'No, no, no, stop, stop. This isn't Parsifal.'15 Inevitably,
Visconti alternating in the roles of film director and director of plays
and opera, brings something of his concerns with other media into
his current preoccupation:

'I know what people say about me every now and then, that my
films are a bit on the theatrical side and my stage productions a bit
filmic. All methods are good. I don't think the theatre ought to
reject techniques if they serve a useful purpose. I don't think the
cinema should reject these either so long as they work.'16

He cites Melies as a distinguished forerunner in the theatrical
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tradition. He might also cite, to some effect, Rossellini's fine film in
the operatic tradition, Viva Ultalian. Originally titled Paisa i860.
This commemorates the liberation of Italy from the Germans. Like
Visconti, Rossellini approaches his subject by analogy - in this case
Garibaldi's liberation of Italy.

When Visconti describes the manner in which he works, his artistic
eclecticism becomes clearer. Talking about himself as a stylist, he
uses the cases of Fellini or Verdi indiscriminately to make an analogy.
Shooting a film for Visconti is like writing a book:

'I decide on the floor what I am to do. . . . I never see the rushes
when I work. . . . I see them at the end or when I have finished a
long scene. I think that is probably the way to write a book too. If
you can write you put it away and then after a certain time you look
at what you write and you can correct. I can't correct. What is made
is made. I can't go back. It is very different for other directors.'17

He insists:
'Cutting is not the most important moment . . . . My cutting is
already made in some way. I never make changes in cutting. It is
all finished.'18

It seems as if he approaches filming rather like a performance in the
theatre he might direct, which, once played, cannot be corrected by
the director.

The suggestion of impending doom in the ominous smoke and
flames of the opening shot, and the ill-fated marriage which leads to
death, are straight out of Wagner's Gotterdamiiienmg itself. We are
reminded of the way Visconti uses Verdi in his earlier operatic film
Smso. This begins with a performance of // Trovatore in Venice -
we are told it is Spring 1866 and that the Austrian occupation of
Italy is coming to an end. The camera moves between stage and
audience until the chorus begins a call to arms. The audience is roused
to demonstrate in favour of the national cause and there is consider-
able confusion out of which an Italian patriot challenges an Austrian
officer to a duel. The camera movement between stage and audience
and the effect of the opera in inciting action amongst the audience
sets the tone of the whole film. Visconti has said that he wished to
show the way in which the melodrama of the stage carried over into
the action of the audience and principal characters of the film.19

In The Damned, Visconti once again makes use of this kind of inter-
play between the associations of Wagnerian romantic epic and the
behaviour of those it inspires. Significantly, there is no musical
reference to Wagner. The performance on stage which leads into a
wider performance, again including the spectators, is an amateur
concert. In place of the heroic Brunnhilde we are shown not merely
a contemporary sex symbol, Dietrich, but a debased pastiche of her
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appearance and performance. The song Martin sings as Dietrich
comes from The Blue Angel, a film which deliberately presents its
characters as actors and is concerned with the sado-masochistic
humiliation of a man by a woman. This film was itself based on a
novel by Heinrich Mann, a writer whose work picked out the vices
of bourgeois Germany. Incidentally, the name of Heinrich Mann

.coupled with that of Thomas Mann is the first to be read out in the
list of banned authors. The phrase in the song 'ein en ricbtigen Mann',
frequently repeated by Martin in The Dawned seems in this context to
indicate the need for a Hitler figure. The implication appears to be,
that the humiliation of Martin by his Mother, analogous to that of
Herr Unrath by Lola-Lola, is a symptom of a state of mind peculiarly
receptive to Nazism. Thus through its cinematic and literary
associations, Martin's act symbolizes something of the state of
German bourgeois society.

The children who talk about the excitement of being performers
rather than spectators are drilled to fit into the occasion with a
parrot recitation just as they are later used as pawns and imprisoned
in Dachau in order to lure their father back to Germany. Guenther
takes refuge from life in playing one of Bach's cello suites. Through
his music he tries to retreat from participation in the family business,
but later, forced to conffont Friedrich's treachery he becomes a
Nazi, out of the despair of total disillusionment. The concert is an
implicit comment on German mores and culture. Most of the music
we hear in the film is popular and trivial. Visconti shows us something
of a culture which has absorbed certain of the characteristics of
Wagner's heroes - ambition, treachery, lust and ruthlessness without
the vital redeeming element of the music itself. Similarly, Friederich,
Visconti's Macbeth figure, inherits the ambition, guilt and weakness
of his prototype without the intensity of imagination and power of
verbal expression which lifts Shakespeare's character to the ranks of
the tragic heroes.

The structure of The Damned is much closer to the theatrical Macbeth
pattern than to the novelistic one of Buddenbrooks, since Friederich
provides the central driving force against which the others react, and
the phases of his rise and fall reflect those of Macbeth. Friederich loses
control just as he seems most secure, at the family dinner to which
Herbert Thallman's 'ghost' returns, when Bruckmann attempts to
assert his headship of the family. But the signs of moral regeneration
embodied in the figure of Malcolm at the end of Macbeth are ignored
by Visconti in favour of an ironic Wagnerian ending in which the
lovers are united in death, not with the exaltation of a Siegfried and
Brunnhilde but with a hopeless resignation. Sophie's corpse is still
seen sitting on the settee, looking slightly absurd in such surround-
ings, as if she has inadvertently fallen asleep during a formal tea
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party. Writing about Senso, Geoffrey Nowell-Smith suggested that
Visconti's characters Franz and Livia are being judged by the 'purer
artistic standard' of Verdi's Leonora and Manrico

'as well as by the standards of every day. It is more important to
observe from that standpoint how far they fall short, than it is to
niggle from the standpoint of petit-bourgeois realism at the way they
seem unreally exalted above the social and psychological norm.'20

This kind of judgement might well be applied to The Damned in
relation to its stylistic association with Wagner's opera and Shake-
speare's play.

In Vcghe Stelk dell'Orsa, which was also an attempt to uncover the
facts and resolve the guilt of the past era of fascism, Visconti made an
analogy with the buried hatred, incestuous desires, madness and
death-wishes of a family group. Such imagery is not arbitrarily
chosen. In popular mythology, sexual decadence causes the decay of
a culture, as with the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah or the
Fall of the Roman Empire. The Damned is structurally more complex
than Vaghe Stelle. As opera, it highlights certain strongly drawn
dramatic themes and ostensibly ignores 'irrelevant' incident and
details. In Senso, Visconti made an implicit comparison between the
simplified outlines of 11 Trovatore and the history of Franz and Livia
which is simultaneously grand and petty. In The Damned what is
virtually ignored is shown to be of equal importance with what is
emphasized. The grand passion and Wagnerian heroics of the Nazi
order survive only through a studied blindness to what is going on
beneath the surface. The Essenbeck house in which most of the
action takes place is an enclosed world, protected on the whole by
wealth and privilege. Visconti's use of colour throughout the film
reflects this idea. The interiors of the house are all in rich mellow
shades and windows are usually shrouded by heavy curtains. Exterior
shots frequently have a predominance of austere black and white. At
the beginning, much play is made on keeping up the appearance of
family solidarity and the two little girls are treated with apparent
great affection by their adult relatives, but when the party has been
broken up by the political events, the children wander off with
Martin and play hide and seek. Martin entices the elder girl to hide
with him under a large table where he is seen kissing her. A governess
begins to look for her but she cannot be found. Later, we see the old
Baron Joachim in bed, awakened with a start by a piercing female
scream. After looking round for a few moments, he relaxes again.
Visconti then cuts to a close-up of Martin's face, half hidden in black
shadow, his eyes staring. In the dramatic events following Joachim's
own murder this incident is lost. In the light of the subsequent reve-
lation of Martin's sexual attraction towards little girls and his attempts
to seduce the Jewish child Lisa, we can only assume that the scream
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heard comes from the child Thilda who has been raped by Martin.
No explanation is offered Such avoidance of unsavoury detail forms
another of the films leitmotifs, and is particularly associated with
Martin. Early on in the film he shows himself to be a good potential
Nazi. When his impersonation of Marlene Dietrich is interrupted by
the news of the burning of the Reichstag, he tries, inappropriately, to
continue his act and is enraged when this is not allowed. After his
attempted seduction of Lisa, he turns up the radio to drown her cries
as she is being punished in the next room. The child's suicide causes
no stir except in so far as Konstantin uses it to try and blackmail
Martin, but as Aschenbach informs him, he need not have worried
since the child is Jewish and therefore fair game. At another point in
the film, Sophie apparently agrees to allow Elisabeth Thallman
(Charlotte Rampling) and her children to escape and join their father,
a liberal, hostile to the Nazis, who has been framed for the Baron's
murder. Subsequently, when Thallman suddenly appears at the
dinner-table we learn that they had been sent to Dachau where Elisa-
beth has died. No concern is shown, and when the children are re-
turned to the house, their freedom bought by their father's agreeing
to give himself up, they slip indoors silently, wearing sombre grey
in place of their blue frilled party dresses. No fuss or particular wel-
come is made. It is almost as if they had never been away. Similarly,
after Martin has raped his mother, nothing is said of the incident. A
nurse co-operates in keeping her under constant sedation and she and
Friederich passively accept their roles. But the deliberate ignoring of
unpleasant facts is not shown to be the sole prerogative of Nazi
sympathizers. In one scene, Guenther is brought before his head-
master for having corresponded with his Uncle, Herbert Thallman.
The headmaster tries to keep up an appearance of strict neutrality
and clearly does not wish to offend anyone in power. When Guenther
tries to argue his Uncle's case, the headmaster insists that he does not
want to know about it. Seen in this context, Herbert Thallman's
indictment of liberal apathy for the rise of Nazism is no mere 'sop . . .
of social commentary' but an explicit statement of what is implicit in
much of the action of the film. The crime of ignoring what it is more
comfortable not to see, reflects the familiar post-war German chorus
that under the Nazis no one knew what was really going on.

The Damned is almost certainly not one of Visconti's major films.
He admits that it was hastily prepared. The English dialogue,
delivered in a motley assortment of European accents is flat, stilted
and sometimes banal. The effect of the German sequence, subtitled in
English, for the SA vacation is, to say the least, bizarre. Dirk
Bogarde, a constitutionally lightweight actor is badly miscast.
Generally speaking, the script lacks the substance and complexity to
match Visconti's dazzling style. His original idea of adapting
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Buddenbrooks might have been more successful. Nevertheless, The
Damned does not deserve to be hawked around as a peg on which to
hang the latest fashion any more than to be reviled as an irrespon-
sible chronicle of sexual perversion and brutality. Visconti's char-
acteristic strength in handling groups, creative use of colour and
camera movement together with the absorbing use of visual and
thematic leitmotif will undoubtedly lead to a reappraisal of his
achievement in this film.

CREDITS FOR THE DAMNED
Friederich Bruckmann: DIRK BOGARDE, Baroness Sophie: INGRID

THULIN, Aschenbach: HELMUT GRIEM, Martin: HELMUT BERGER,

Guenther: RENAUD VERLEY, Herbert Thallman: UMBERTO ORSINI,
Baron Konstantin: RENE KOLLDEHOFF, Baron Joachim: ALBRECHT

SCHOENHALS, Governess: NORA RICCI, Lisa Keller: IRINA WANKA,

Thilda: VALENTINA RICCI, Erika: KAREN MITTENDORF, Olga:
FLORINDA BOLKAN, Elisabeth Thallman: CHARLOTTE RAMPLING.
Executive Producer: PIETRO NOTARIANNI, Producer: ALFREDO LEVY

and EVER HAGGIAG, Director: LUCHINO VISCONTI, Screenplay:
NICOLA BADALUCCO, ENRICO MEDIOLI and LUCHINO VISCONTI,

Art Director and Set Designer: PASQUALE ROMANO, Director of Photo-
graphy: ARMANDO NANUZZI and PASQUALE DE SANTIS. Editor:
RUGGERO MASTROIANNI, Caitieravien: NINO CRISTIANI, GIUSEPPE

BERNARDINI. Music: MAURICE JARRE, Costume Designer: PIERO TOSI.

Technicolor, 'X' Cert. Running Time: 2 hrs. 32 mts.
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