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ABSTRACT: 

This essay shows how notions of  exile are sonically presented in three classical Hollywood films 

categorized under German exile cinema. Through critical analysis and deconstruction of  the 

soundscape, sound effects, the use of  noise and silence, the power of  the voice, and music as a 

weapon to recover the past, this research demonstrates how the exilic elements do not stop at 

the visual and thematic. Furthermore, it studies how sound channels pessimistic and nostalgic 

components in particular audiovisual works by directors, writers, and intellectuals who migrated 

to the United States during World War II. 
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“To listen, as well as to look or to contemplate, is to touch the 

work in each part—or else to be touched by it, which comes to the 

same thing.” 

—Jean-Luc Nancy 





Preface 
   

In 2017, when I was a Screen Studies undergraduate student at The New School, I took a class 

by Dr. Noah Isenberg called Berlin-NY-Hollywood Exile about the German-speaking exiles and 

refugees who left their countries before and during the Third Reich hegemony. The course 

covered the journeys and struggles of  filmmakers like Edgar G. Ulmer, Billy Wilder, Ernst 

Lubitsch, Fritz Lang, and William Dieterle. It introduced me to writers and intellectuals like 

Hannah Arendt and Theodor W. Adorno, among others. Additionally, it was also in this class 

where I first watched Casablanca (Michael Curtiz, 1942), which has become one of  my favorite 

films ever since. I find it hard to explain, but I was fascinated. This course motivated my love for 

Classical Hollywood cinema and left me wanting to learn more about this period of  filmmaking. 

However, just like most of  the other classes I took, I noticed that there was little to no discourse 

regarding the sonorous components of  these movies. 

I became more curious and longed for more insight into sound’s theoretical and symbolic side. I 

had previously finished a Bachelor of  Science in Recording Arts and worked as a post-

production sound engineer, but my interest in liberal arts made me want to delve into Film 

Studies, so I was quick to notice the lack (at the time) of  importance given to sound. Of  course, 

I knew it was not intentional because there has always been a prioritization for the film image. 

Still, I wanted to learn about sound beyond the formal and technical, especially when it came to 

Classical Hollywood cinema. This desire pertained. 

I remember walking around the Deutsche Kinemathek in Berlin two years later, thinking I would 

write about “Weimar on the Pacific” if  I ever did postgraduate studies. But when it was time to 

prepare a master’s research proposal, I had the urge to delve into Sound Studies. Finally, after 

sitting down to think and asking myself  a million questions, it was clear to me. I could attempt 

to answer the questions I actually had as an undergraduate student and, at the same time, work 

with two topics that I deeply enjoy. 
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Like all research, this one was born out of  the desire to bring something different to the table. 

So many people have asked me about the specificity of  my topic, and I always answer that I was 

curious to discover beyond what my eyes could see. While I know German exile cinema has 

been studied extensively, I was interested in looking at it from a sonorous point of  view and 

exploring the many potentialities of  Sound Studies within Film Studies.  

Modern and contemporary cinemas are not the only ones that offer us sound readings. Yes, it is 

true that, like all technology, sound design continues to enhance, and there are more and more 

opportunities to tell stories, which makes it easier to focus our attention on the soundscapes of  

more recent works. Nevertheless, contemporary literature offers an opportunity and allows us to 

go back to the past to understand why certain sonic decisions were made and how they can be 

interpreted beyond their literal purpose. 

Reviewing the past is essential to understanding the present. Therefore, carrying out this 

research has not only answered those questions that I asked myself  at some point, but it has 

helped me in terms of  listening as a practice to understand my surroundings and the many ways 

sound is theoretically executed in cinema. 

It makes me happy to have come across the texts of  the many scholars that have taken or are 

taking the time to expand a field that deserves more love. I’m grateful that this research has 

allowed me to contribute, even if  it’s merely an introduction to the soundscape’s significance and 

the many ways it has and continues to manifest throughout the history of  the sound film. 
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1. Introduction 

When we learn to listen, we can decipher beautiful things. We begin to appreciate the auditory as 

a layer composed of  multiple symbols and elements that tell the story of  humanity: From flora 

and fauna to the technological advances that we continue to witness as the years go by. Each of  

these sounds has a purpose, often a practical one. However, if  we look beyond the superficial, 

we can discover another world that goes unnoticed as a hidden message. 

What happens when we decide to enter that world? First, we are exposed to a new way of  

communicating—a new language capable of  camouflaging itself  in memories, feelings, and 

sociopolitics. Second, we witness symbols that tell us more about history than meet the eye. The 

analytical vocabulary for sound, especially concerning the sound film, is much more limited than 

the visual one because “film vocabulary is camera oriented.”  But, that does not mean that it 1

should be treated as an unimportant element in filmmaking. In fact, more academics and 

professionals are starting to take an interest in the theoretical side of  sound. The Sound Studies 

field has seen growth and continues to expand with studies such as Listening to Noise and Silence: 

Towards a Philosophy of  Sound Art by Salomé Voegelin, Sound Souvenirs: Audio Technologies, Memory 

and Cultural Practices, edited by José Van Dijck and Karin Bijsterveld, The Sound Studies Reader, 

edited by Jonathan Sterne, among many others.       

Building on a compelling point Rick Altman makes in “The Evolution of  Sound Technology” 

chapter of  Film Sound: Theory and Practice, the Lacanian “mirror-stage” that occurs during the 

spectator’s experience when it comes to film-viewing can be applied to sound as well.  That is 2

why sound can tell us a lot about genres, movements, and other significant events within film 

history. And just as technology evolved, so did the art of  sound. With some in favor and others 

against, a revolution changed how many creators approached storytelling. And although this 

 Rick Altman, “The Evolution of  Sound Technology,” in Film Sound: Theory and Practice, ed. Elisabeth 1

Weis and John Belton (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1985), pp. 44-53, 44.

 Ibid., 45.2
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approach cannot be compared with how films are worked today, the soundscape has always 

existed and has always had something to say. 

German, Austrian, and Hungarian filmmakers, writers, actors, and intellectuals emigrated to the 

United States during and after these innovations. They sought refuge to lead an everyday life free 

from persecution when the Third Reich rose to power. With some of  them came characteristics 

of  German Expressionism, which influenced and shaped many of  Hollywood’s classic films. 

This same period (1933-1950) also gives way to Anti-Nazi propaganda films and the birth of film 

noir.     

Studies like Gerd Gemünden’s  Continental Strangers  have shown that the exile’s sentiment of  

displacement is reflected as metaphors in the negative tones, recurring themes, and the German 

expressionistic visual techniques of  the pre-noir and those categorized as  film noir. Additionally, 

even though more exiles worked in anti-Nazi films, they contributed more artistically to noir—

he argues: “(…) exiled filmmakers made fundamental contributions to noir. For the exiles, noir’s 

cultural pessimism matched their own feelings of  alienation, loss, and displacement.”  However, 3

is it possible to say the same about their soundscapes for predominately visual films? Can their 

sonic elements portray a sense of  displacement? Unfortunately, very little has been said about 

the soundtrack. In fact, existing studies regarding the sound of  the movement that has come to 

be labeled German exile cinema are mainly focused on the performance of  diegetic music and 

the exiled composer.  4

With that being said, this essay aims to demonstrate how the German-speaking exiles who took 

refuge in Hollywood and New York between 1930 and 1950 used the soundtrack to expand the 

political spaces and discourse of  their films. Three essential elements will be analyzed in three 

 Gerd Gemünden, Continental Strangers: German Exile Cinema, 1933-1951. (Columbia University    3

Press, 2014), 132-33.

 Richard R. Ness discusses the scoring of  film noir, specifically in ‘A Lotta Night Music: The Sound of  4

Film Noir’ published in Cinema Journal 47, No. 2, Winter 2008, focusing on the tonal qualities of  scoring. 
On the other hand, Adrienne McLean analyzes musical performances of  noir concerning the female 
body in “It’s Only That I Do What I Love and Love What I Do”: “Film Noir” and the Musical Woman 
published in Cinema Journal Vol. 33, No. 1 (Autumn, 1993).
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different movies: the use of  sound effects in Fury  (Fritz Lang, 1936) with the inclusion of  a 

spectrogram  that juxtaposes high-fidelity and low-fidelity environments, the recorded speech 5

and the voice in Hangmen Also Die!  (Fritz Lang, 1943), and music in Detour  (Edgar G. Ulmer, 

1945). Although these films are the main objects of  the present investigation, we will not limit 

ourselves to them. Through a comparative study with other films of  the moment, such 

as  Casablanca  (Michael Curtiz, 1942), and  The Great Dictator (Charlie Chaplin, 1940), we will 

witness different executions of  one or more elements of  the soundscape. We will approach a 

different kind of  film analysis that relies heavily on perceiving sound events  by looking at the 6

origin and evolution of  specific sounds heard in the main objects of  studies and their links with 

history and culture. Sound is an art in itself, and it can uncover traces of  the past that can help 

us listen closely to the present and understand the evolution of  sonic spaces in the future—it 

gives a voice to those who are unheard and helps break limiting barriers of  sight.   

   

      

1.1 Objectives and Methodology 

This research is based on the relationship between what I will soon define as soundscape and 

the German exile cinema that came to life in Hollywood before, during, and after the Second 

World War. The purpose is to demonstrate that allegories and symbolism go beyond the visual 

styles that predominated the period and that certain sounds have a story of  their own, creating 

as a result, a soundscape of  displacement. While I will consider the stylistic choices that pertain 

to the visual characteristics in place, I will be looking at sound as the primary source of  

expression.     

I aim to juxtapose scenarios in which some directors were explicit in their exilic narratives with 

those who chose a more subtle approach. It starts and ends with the idea that it is possible to 

deepen the analysis of  these political nuances through the film soundtrack. The methodology of  

the work is interdisciplinary and sustained, not only by Film Studies scholars but also by 

 A visual representation of  sound which shows frequencies and amplitude levels.5

 This term will be elaborated in Subchapter 1.1.6
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academics in the field of  German Studies and texts from German-speaking sociologists and 

intellectuals like Kracauer, Brecht, and Adorno. Although R. Murray Schafer’s The Soundscape: 

Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of  the World remains the primary text of  this investigation, all 

comparative analyses will additionally be supported by Michel Chion and a selection of  other 

texts in the field of  Sound Studies like those of  Carolyn Birdsall. The intention is to broaden 

what is already known about German exile cinema and open doors to further research on the 

possible links between Classical Hollywood cinema and the concept of  the soundscape. 

Fritz Lang’s M (1931) plants a seed for this complex discourse on the use of  sound in the 20th 

century. Because even though  The Jazz Singer  (1927) was the first-ever  talkie,  the way Lang 

approached sound was fundamental to driving the narrative. Hans Beckert’s (Peter Lorre) 

whistle to “In the Hall of  the Mountain King”  is one of  the first attempts to introduce the 7

diegetic leitmotif in sound films. Nonetheless, it is not the introduction of  the diegetic leitmotif that 

makes this relevant, but the decision to choose that particular composition to drive the film and 

hint the spectator of  a possible ending for the dreaded killer.  

The forenamed plays during Peer’s venture through the hall of  the Mountain King and his 

capture by trolls. The piece would later become the famous whistle that characterizes and dooms 

Hans Beckert, a murderer who is, in the end, not captured by trolls but by an angry mob of  the 

old Weimar Republic. While we could interpret the piece that way, we could also go outside the 

narrative and focus on Lang, one of  the many who immigrated to the United States and would 

take refuge for years to come. The role of  “In the Hall of  the Mountain King” can be presented 

to the audience as an allegory: a hypothetical kidnapping by the continuing state of  emergency 

and paranoia in Germany. This is the result of  how a single note or melody can present negative 

emotions and uncover secret information.         

    

This negative sentiment has been highly reinforced by writers and intellectuals who were also 

victims of  this displacement. Theodor W. Adorno writes: “Every intellectual in migration is 

without exception, mutilated, and does well to acknowledge it to himself  if  he wishes to avoid 

 “In the Hall of  the Mountain King,” composed by Edvard Grieg, is part of  Suite No. 1 of  Henrik 7

Ibsen’s Peer Gynt.
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being cruelly apprised of  it behind the tightly closed doors of  his self-esteem.”  While many 8

refugees aimed to build a life in American territory, others found themselves in limbo. It was not 

just the war against fascism—it was also the war against Hollywood’s biased agenda, their low-

key collaboration with Adolf  Hitler,  and the anti-semitism and indifferent behavior of  9

American society. In light of  such factors, the analyses will include testaments and experiences 

of  other intellectuals and writers connected to the films in question, either directly or indirectly.   

       

It is essential to clarify that this analysis looks at different experiences and testimonies. Not all 

of  them stayed in the United States—some returned to their respective countries. Just as some 

forcefully sought to fit in with American society, others lived day to day longing for the existence 

of  a country that had disappeared. The refugees and exiles left valuable visual, stylistic, and 

academic contributions on American soil. However, with the Germans being one of  the first to 

use recorded sound uniquely,  it will be shown that it is essential that these contributions extend 10

to sound. A series of  examples will demonstrate how Lang, Ulmer, and others used this new 

technology in their favor to take their works to another level—one with a soundscape that 

suggests sonic anxiety and nostalgia. 

1.2 Defining the Soundscape and the Perception of  Sound Events 

What do I hear of  what I see?  What do I see of  what I hear?  11

—Michel Chion, Audio-Vision 

The  soundscape  is an ever-changing musical composition. Schafer puts this as a combination of  

sounds perceived as unique pieces that vary according to cultures, geographies, and historical 

 Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. E. F. N Jephcott (London: 8

Verso Books, 2005), 33.

 Ben Urwand, The Collaboration: Hollywood’s Pact with Hitler (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of  9

Harvard University Press, 2015), 8.

 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (Columbia University Press, 10

1994), 146.

 Ibid., 207.11
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revolutionary transitions.  It is a call to action—to stop taking everything we hear for granted 12

and truly start listening to the world around us. Every sound has its source and a story, and 

Schafer wants us to learn to listen, which is precisely our approach in this investigation. 

There are environments saturated with noise pollution, but there are others where sounds can be 

easily highlighted—they stand out. Unfortunately, in cinema, especially between 1930 and 1950, 

we cannot accurately indicate a faithful representation of  a narrative’s soundscape due to 

technological limits that made it difficult to capture and present all of  the corresponding sounds 

from its sonic environment with the flexibility that pertains to the modern and contemporary 

works. Nevertheless, those sounds that did make it are of  interest, for they were chosen as a way 

to expand the image, whether we see its source or not.  

Schafer labels as  signals  those  sounds that stand out in low-fidelity  environments.  On the 13 14

contrary, he calls background sounds keynote and defines them as sounds that blend in and barely 

grab our attention due to habit. Finally, he describes sounds particular to a location 

as  soundmarks.  These three main essential keywords compose the soundscape. However, the 15

focus falls mainly on the keynotes and the signals since I am working with fictional narratives 

built on decisions meant to pass the censorship criteria and fit within the Hollywood scheme. 

This leads us to the questions: Why these sounds in particular? What is known beyond their 

literal function?  

Whether they are keynote or signal, a deep listening process is adopted to identify the elements 

of  each sonic environment, therefore making them all, in the end, stand out. The sonic 

vocabulary would be incomplete without the concept of  the  sound event, coined by Schafer to 

 Although the soundscape has various characteristics summarized in keywords, for this work, we will 12

limit ourselves to defining those that are going to be mentioned throughout the analyses.

 Now shortened to lo-fi.13

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 8.14

 Ibid., 7.15
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categorize those sounds that carry associative meanings.  This is precisely linked to another of  16

the questions we must ask ourselves: Why does it sound at this precise moment? While field and 

community research is beyond the scope of  this paper, the personal stories of  the cinéastes are 

vital to identifying the symbolic components carried in each frequency. 

Each sound event perception is tied explicitly to the exile through a common bond. For 

example, it was already mentioned that Lang was one of  the first filmmakers to master sound in 

such a unique way. Nevertheless, what is most interesting is that he credits the realism of  his 

American films to the newspaper and his own experiences in the country, labeling Fury  as a 

documentary.  If  images can be created distinctively and based on memory, then the same must 17

be said about the soundscape.  

Another relevant definition in our sonic vocabulary is that of earwitness. A generic description of  

earwitness could be the same as an eyewitness. Of  course, the difference is that an (ear)witness 

has first-hand encounters with the sounds in question. Hence, it means they can precisely 

describe how something sounds. Schafer puts prominent writers as (ear)witnesses by taking the 

word of  each one of  them when in their writings, they tell how particular objects and landscapes 

sound. An accurate description is implied because they were physically present as (ear)witnesses. 

Having an (ear)witness brings accuracy to any kind of  work. That is why the film adaptation of  

Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front portrayed such a vivid depiction of  the 

war.  18

Even though accurate descriptions of  sounds are essential, rather than being interested in the 

composition of  every single sound, the actual focus of  the sound effect lies in its relationship 

with memory. Carolyn Birdsall writes: “Sounds can be actively used for memory recall or can 

unexpectedly evoke association with the past, yet those sound memories do not necessitate an 

 Ibid., 131.16

 Peter Bogdanovich, Fritz Lang in America (Studio Vista, 1967), 19.17

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 9.18
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exact reproduction of  these past sounds.”  In other words, it is not necessary to present the 19

exact frequencies and pitch to explain how certain sounds can evoke strong reactions in the 

listener.  

The  interest is in both the “How?” and “Why?” of  its execution beyond what is demonstrated 

to the audience on the surface. The answer comes from the auditory perception of  memory. 

The perception of  sound events explains the psychological reasoning behind what is being 

heard, why it is being played, and what effect it intentionally or unintentionally seeks to create in 

the spectator. Additionally, this paper does not seek to delve into the medical area to expand on 

how certain sounds scientifically trigger an individual. However, it aims to understand how a 

message comes across if  looked at from a memory lens that acknowledges the existence of  a 

soundscape. By approaching the films the same way we would read a  mise-en-scène  and the 

presented thematics, we will see how studying the perception of  sound events can add clarity 

and additional layers of  information that expand on what the images are showing us. 

Another topic of  discussion is the juxtaposition between noise and “silence” in filmmaking. 

Although not synonymous, noise and “silence” are not very different either. Does pure silence 

really exist? Silence is not the lack of  sound, but the use of  silence suggests recognizing a loss. 

That is why we remain silent and often offer a few minutes for those who are no longer alive. 

We say: “Be quiet” to eliminate the presence of  uncomfortable noises. Sometimes, the idea of  

silence is all that exists when a single voice is not enough to stop sonic saturation. This sonic 

saturation makes us wonder what noise is and why it bothers us so much. How does anything 

come to be, and why do we seek a state of  “silence”? These questions are considered, but they 

are not intended to label certain sounds as noise. Instead, I will explore an interpretation and the 

 Carolyn Birdsall, “Earwitnessing: Sound Memories of  the Nazi Period,” in Sound Souvenirs Audio 19

Technologies, Memory and Cultural Practices, ed. José van Dijck and Karin Bijsterveld (Amsterdam, 
Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press, 2009), pp. 169-181, 172.
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potentiality of  something that could exist as noise, including the power dynamics that exist 

between noise and “silence.”  20

Finally, it is worth clarifying other details of  the soundscape pertinent to the subject of  the 

investigation. Although most of  the focus will be on the diegetic, I will also briefly look at the 

figure of  Hanns Eisler. Eisler is the perfect example of  someone who wanted to rehabilitate 

Hollywood through sounds. His score in Hangmen Also Die! further continues his tendency to 

mix politics in music, which is paramount for any discourse regarding a German exile 

soundscape in golden-age Hollywood.  21

Music’s role in the soundscape cannot be overlooked. Schafer argues that music is the 

permanent record of  the sounds of  the past.  Furthermore and with good reason, the history 22

and evolution of  music help us understand a “present” or, in our case, a not-so-distant past 

through what we will label as sonic nostalgia. 

Diegetic and non-diegetic music presents an interesting topic within this analysis. We have the 

musical political statements within the scores and the diegetic musical choices that ended up 

being in the films’ final cuts. Moreover, while perhaps these choices have a vast amount of  

narrative value, they also carry covert messages beyond character traits and geographical 

denominations, as we will see in Detour and Casablanca. Both movies depict two particular cases 

where music and memory are explored. It is vital to re-emphasize what the soundscape is—

nothing more and nothing less than a great composition comprised of  that which is seen and 

unseen.  

 Greg Hainge uses the anechoic chamber, a room where sound is absorbed, as an example of  a space 20

deemed as “quiet,” when the reality is that “silence” struggles to exist when such a state leaves room for 
keynote sounds like those of  an individual’s body (heartbeats and the digestive system). 

Greg Hainge, Noise Matters: Towards an Ontology of  Noise (Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 52.

 Eisler had worked previously on Kuhle Wampe’s (Slatan Dudow, 1932) score alongside Bertolt Brecht, 21

who wrote the film.

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 103.22
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No soundscape is the same, but every single one carries its own story: sad, happy, 

misunderstood, or concealed. Even if  we are discussing a film’s soundscape and everything that 

we hear is crafted accordingly, that does not mean that the essence of  each sound or note carries 

a practical function—there is more to it. Examining the soundscape, in this case, can help us 

reach a new understanding of  left contributions, both in the practical field and in academia. By 

learning to truly listen, we unlock a deep appreciation for the art and the world around us—the 

occult is revealed.  

1.3 Introducing the Exile 

         

In the first place, we don’t like to be called “refugees.” We 
ourselves call each other “newcomers” or “immigrants.”
(…) A refugee used to be a person driven to seek refuge 
because of  some act committed or some political opinion 
held. Well, it is true we have had to seek refuge; but we 
committed no acts, and most of  us never dreamt of  having 
any radical political opinion. With us the meaning of  the 
term “refugee” has changed. Now “refugees” are those of  
us who have been so unfortunate as to arrive in a new 
country without means and have to be helped by Refugee 
Committees.  23

—Hannah Arendt, ‘We Refugees,’ Hitler’s Exiles 

“A refugee or an exile?” is a question that must be answered before the film analyses. It is vital to 

establish what I mean when writing about either one. Edward Said affirms a difference between 

a refugee and an exile. The refugee, he says, suggests “large herds of  innocent and bewildered 

people requiring urgent international assistance,”  while the latter has a “touch of  solitude and 24

 Hannah Arendt, “We Refugees,” in Hitler’s Exiles: Personal Stories of  the Flight from Nazi Germany to 23

America, ed. Mark M. Anderson (New York, NY: New Press, 2000), pp. 253-262, 253.

 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” in Reflections on Exile and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 24

University Press, 2004), pp. 180-192, 186-187.

12



spirituality.”  On the other hand, Hannah Arendt writes about how both refugee and exile 25

complement and live within one another, denoting that the definition changed during the 

Second World War migration waves.    

The word refugee has a connotation, an imposed obligation to assimilate to those who offered 

them refuge. But the refugee has also been forced out of  their country and seeks to establish 

themself  in others’ lands. The exile struggles to find a new home when their language, identity, 

and culture have been stripped away from their bodies, the last piece of  what they knew as home

—but so does the refugee. This solitude, spirituality, and attempt at assimilation encapture what 

is represented through the exile soundscape. The word solitude links to a state of  nomadism—

someone unable or unwilling to settle down in one place and the one who tries to make the best 

of  where they land but still longs for home. Both the exile and the refugee find themselves on a 

journey that does not seem to end, of  having to move around, resulting in a constant state of  

physical and mental homelessness.     

  

Having already discussed the soundscape and the essential terms that make up the sonic 

vocabulary of  this paper, it is crucial to briefly introduce the exiles and what ended up being 

denominated as German exile cinema. This essay does not intend to generalize the works of  the 

hundreds who took refuge in Hollywood under one concept. Nor does it intend to argue that 

every film considered an exile film automatically carries an exile soundscape. However, some 

figures are fundamental, and their contributions lend themselves to the interpretation of  the 

soundscape. Mainly filmmakers, but not limited to, those considered German exiles, present to 

us, both directly and ambiguous, their experiences in times of  war and post-war. 

         

Of  course, the filmmakers’ feelings of  displacement are not the only ones reflected in the films. 

As I have already mentioned, this is about an artistic and intellectual collective with shared 

anguish. This collective anguish extends from the existence of  fascism and anti-semitic 

sentiments in Hollywood to internal duels regarding self-identity and feelings of  loss—of  

homelessness. Regardless, not everyone had the same vision or way of  executing the message 

 Ibid., 187.25
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they wanted to tell the world. This was highly problematic for those who wanted to carry a 

direct message and those who sought a more substantial impact on the American spectator, as 

we will see through Brecht and Lang’s differences in Hangmen Also Die!.  Additionally, 26

difficulties presented themselves with the Hays Code and Hollywood’s capitalist market-oriented 

mentality, making it challenging to show stories transparently. At the end of  the day, the industry 

looked to please an American audience through a relatable cause/effect scheme that sought to 

tie everything together.   

Beyond the War films and all the anti-Nazi films that emerged during World War II, the 

pessimistic melodramas serve as vehicles for the argued allegorical components. These 

filmmakers based in North America gave themselves the task of  bringing to life narratives that 

present the internal struggles of  an individual who has been forced to leave their country and 

settle in a place that does not feel like home.  

With this in mind, I point to the works of  our central filmmakers: Fritz Lang and Edgar G. 

Ulmer, two great Viennese-raised directors with a credit list extending from A-films to B-films. 

Their stories and achievements go beyond the space I have to introduce them. However, I 

intend to summarize and highlight some critical points that establish a bridge between German 

exile cinema and what I seek to name an exile soundscape. Lang came to Hollywood as a 

celebrated veteran of  German expressionist cinema. Ulmer, on the other hand, had established 

himself  in the United States way before Third Reich hegemony, working under Carl Laemmle’s 

supervision and making his way through art direction and design.  

Perhaps the question arises: If  Ulmer willingly immigrated to the United States in the 1920s and 

before Hitler’s arrival, could he be considered an exile like those who arrived years later? The 

answer is yes. In fact, Gemünden documents that Ulmer always called himself  an exile and 

commented that his fate would have been different if  he had stayed in Austria.  This interest in 27

 This will be discussed further in Chapter 3. 26

 Gerd Gemünden, Continental Strangers: German Exile Cinema, 1933-1951. (Columbia University    27

Press, 2014), 24.
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Ulmer is not a coincidence. While the corpus of  research was being developed, the thought of  

music as an instrument that helps recover the past came to mind. After reading about Ulmer’s 

own relationship with music, Detour  officially became one of  the main objects of  study. 

Although it is Ulmer’s most successful film, Detour  is not the only one that presents exilic 

dimensions.  However, it is the one that most emphasizes the idea of  memory recall through 28

music, a vital element of  the soundscape. 

Similarly, Michael Curtiz’s Casablanca presents a moment of  sonic memory recall when the cast, 

made up mostly of  émigrés, get together to sing the French anthem at Rick’s Café Américain. In 

this case, I am not talking about Curtiz as an émigré and his relationship with the film, but about 

the connection that a specific scene (that also works as a motif) has with Detour. We will see how 

a simple musical decision turns La Marseillaise into one of  the most critical moments of  the film. 

Of  course, Casablanca  is many things simultaneously and brings an eternal discourse in which 

many scholars have participated. Nevertheless, it only takes a few minutes to witness a shot that, 

although brief, is very powerful and ties the movie to this project. 

In 1933, years after Ulmer’s arrival in the United States, Lang went into exile, and in 

1936, Fury, his first American film, was released. As an innovator and way ahead of  his times, it 

is impossible not to see his sonic contributions in the movies he worked on while in Hollywood. 

Perhaps M’s  impact is difficult to overcome, but that does not mean we have seen everything 

there is to see. The soundscape is all about learning to hear what often eludes us. Moreover, 

among those things falls the sound of  flight. Like many noirs of  the time (although Fury arguably 

falls under pre-noir), the male protagonist is often persecuted. We witness the constant need to 

leave home, and this change in tone and ambiance is often highlighted—as if  the spaces 

surrounding them decide their fate. 

 Even though Ulmer’s filmography consisted of  mostly B-films like  The Man from Planet X  (1951) 28

and Ruthless (1948), The Black Cat (1934), vaguely inspired by Edgar Allan Poe’s short story of  the same 
name, and Menschen am Sonntag  (1930), which he co-directed alongside Robert Siodmak cannot go 
unnoticed.
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Following the thread of  this topic, it is necessary to mention that, Hangmen Also Die!, our third 

and last object of  discourse (beyond the acknowledgments it received in the sound and music 

department), is the film that introduces Eisler and Brecht in this investigation. Both of  them 

play a significant role in the analysis of  the film. In the 1940s, Brecht went into exile in the 

United States and took the time to collaborate with Hollywood. These collaborations with the 

film industry were not his first since he had already worked on Kuhle Wampe (alongside long-time 

friend Eisler). Still, Hangmen Also Die! was his first collaboration in American filmmaking and 

very much different from Dudow’s film. That is to say that the anti-Hollywood sentiments and 

differences he had with Lang do not come as a shock. 

While his time there was relatively short compared to others who went into exile, his legacy in 

the film industry is acclaimed in New German Cinema, and Brechtian tendencies and techniques 

are seen worldwide. Eisler, who migrated before Brecht and stayed a while longer (until he was 

expelled from the U.S. by the HUAC), teams up with Theodor W. Adorno to write Composing for 

the Film,  shedding light on the composer’s cultural and political postures and integrity within 

Hollywood’s capitalistic pyramid. Similar to the intention of  this work regarding the soundscape, 

it invites you to analyze and deconstruct the purpose and execution of  a film’s score. It is safe to 

say that many films of  the time, especially those made by émigrés, struggle to mask the friction 

that exists with the studio system. The criticism of  American culture was more than present.  

Although many did everything possible to fit in and try to please an audience that sometimes did 

not know how to discern between reality and a lie, others refused to wear what they viewed as a 

capitalist mask of  conformism and American bias. One of  those intellectuals who firmly 

maintained this position was Adorno. This is more than embodied in Minima Moralia  through 

brief  essays criticizing life under capitalism. He argues: “Between the reproduction of  his own 

existence under the monopoly of  mass culture, and impartial responsible work, yawns an 

irreconcilable breach. His language has been expropriated, and the historical dimension that 

nourished his knowledge, sapped.”  In other words, there is a sentiment that labels these exiled 29

 Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. E. F. N Jephcott (London: 29

Verso Books, 2005), 33.
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filmmakers as “puppets manipulated by Hollywood”—as bodies without territories whose 

language is no more.  

Even though Adorno shared these strong views, it does not mean that it comes out to be a fact 

of  the reality faced by the refugee and exile creators of  the industry. There were also many 

complexities in play, like class disparity and race, regarding popular culture and those who 

enjoyed it. Arendt, another intellectual forced into exile, was known to criticize some of  

Adorno’s views, especially those pertaining to Walter Benjamin’s work.  30

I do not intend to put all these stories in a box and generalize them under one experience, as the 

figures discussed in this research have their own personal journeys. Exploring both ends of  the 

spectrum is essential to understand further how German exile films reflect an exilic journey in 

their soundscapes. Whether a refugee or an exile, settling in a new country brought difficulties, 

and the feeling of  displacement was not ceasing. The existence of  a space that pretended to 

make room for other voices came with terms and conditions.  

The émigrés, stripped from their very beings, were expected to be in character, complying with 

American values. Perhaps they slowly became or somehow merged into the characters of  the 

films they left behind. What we know for sure is that there is a message. However, not every 

message is seen-- it can also be heard: If  we listen carefully, a hidden message might be revealed, 

one that exists within a symbolic component that lies in the unexplored emotional territory. This 

lack of  exploration of  the sonic emotional environment can result from the technological 

limitations of  the time and the power of  an image that was often looked at independently. 

Bearing this in mind, we will see how questioning the choices and the available material can be 

extended beyond the formal contributions that we know today.  

Shedding light on specific instances of  history to briefly introduce the exiles (although the reality 

is that going over every detail of  each refugee that left their mark in the community deserves a 

myriad of  folios) is vital to understanding the interpretation of  the sonic elements and sound 

 Walter Benjamin and Hannah Arendt, “Illuminations: Essays and Reflections,” in Illuminations: Essays 30

and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York, NY: Schocken Books, 1968), pp. 1-51.
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events. With this being said, we now make space for the films that will pave the way toward a 

new way of  interpreting German exile cinema and its soundscapes. 

2. Fury (1936): The Exilic Journey Through Urban and Rural 
Sound Effects 

“…and the law doesn’t know that a lot of  things that were very important to me, silly things, 

maybe, like a belief  in justice, and an idea that men were civilized, and a feeling of  pride that this 

country of  mine was different from all others. The law doesn’t know that those things were 

burned to death within me that night.” 

—Joe Wilson, Fury 

2.1 Planes, Trains, and Automobiles: Flight from Nazi Germany 

Let us start by leaving aside the literal meaning of  motorized mobility. Recognizing means of  

transportation solely as that which takes you from point A to point B interferes with a reading 

that focuses on the figurative. However, categorizing all motorized mobilities as sound events 

helps us understand how these can symbolize the flight from Nazi Germany.     

    

The theme of  mobility is more than evident in Fury. Although many sounds were neglected for 

technical and cultural reasons,  the sound effects of  transportation are always present. The 31

traveling theme is an integral part of  many films of  this timeline, i.e., the boat in Man Hunt (Fritz 

Lang, 1941), the train in Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 1944), the plane in Casablanca, and even 

the car in Detour. However, it is not the constant need to move around towns, cities, and 

 Chion explains that the absence of  sounds in classic films may be due to both technical and cultural 31

factors. Technical due to the approach to dialogue and music, and cultural due to the lack of  interest and 
pleasure in recorded sound.  

Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (Columbia University Press, 1994), 
145.
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countries but the relationship between the characters and an object that gives itself  a whole new 

meaning. It is as if  their future materializes into something tangible in that very moment when 

they board that which will take them to their fate.  

All of  these modes of  transportation exist beyond narrative value. They do not exist as 

independent props. True meaning exists in the relationship between the characters and the 

object taking them to the next point of  their lives, for there is something more powerful that 

prevents them from staying in the same place and it is almost always a trip that does not seem to 

end. It is as if  their fate is to always be on the run—a never-ending journey.  

Joe Wilson (Spencer Tracy) is literally and figuratively transported to his destiny. We first witness 

this in the film’s opening, where we see him saying goodbye to Katherine (Sylvia Sidney), 

longing for the next time they will reunite and marry. The second instance comes after Joe gets 

enough money to buy a car, the same one he drives when he is stopped and arrested by the 

town’s Sheriff. For context purposes, the narrative follows Joe, an honest man who goes to great 

lengths to reunite with Katherine, his fiancé, and is wrongfully arrested en route, despite the 

insubstantial evidence. The majority of  the film occurs amid the chaos that unfolds via gossip 

and word of  mouth. As a result, it culminates with all of  the town going to jail with the 

intention of  lynching Joe. However, he manages to escape and is declared dead. Determined to 

have his revenge of  getting everyone convicted for his death, Joe remains “dead.” Not until the 

final verdict does Joe appear in court to tell his truth: disillusionment and disappointment with 

his country’s justice system. 

Now that the narrative’s development has been discussed, we can delve into the first analysis. In 

the opening shot, we see how the camera follows the couple as they talk and walk through the 

city. At one point, Joe exclaims that it is raining, but it is not audibly evident. Instead, the only 

sounds predominating are the crowd’s footsteps and some vehicles passing in the background. 

Until this point, the only sound effects we have heard are all movements (Fig. 1). The sound of  

the approaching train (Fig. 2) used as a transition to cut to the pair at the station is sudden, 

quick, and unexpected, with a similarity that automatically transports you to the images at the 
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beginning of Berlin, Symphony of  a Great City  (Walter Ruttman, 1927),  and those of  a more 32

contemporary work like Europa (Lars von Trier, 1991), where the puissance and presence of  the 

train emphasize migration and the constant movement that occurred pre, during, and post-war. 

Schafer denotes the train as a full-bodied sound comprised of  different elements that speak on 

their own “with no opposition” and quotes Dickens on the loudness and disturbance this 

brought to civilization.  This train differs because it lacks air horns, whistles, and bells. All of  33

these sound components function as indicators and signals. However, the lack of  this makes that 

train come unnoticed, interrupting a gesture and indicating the inevitable passage. The train 

makes its next appearance once Joe and Katherine are at the station, this time with indicators. 

The soundscape of  the urban space expands, and we hear other elements not present in the 

opening shot, like the rain. It is not until they say goodbye to each other that we hear the train 

start to fade in right until it signals its departure, and Katherine finally leaves. 

The daunting and sudden sounds of  the train not only modernized the urban space during the 

Industrial Revolution but also became the sound of  migration. In the second scene, where we 

hear the train’s presence, Joe tries to avoid the separation. Still, the conversation lets the 

 Original title: Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Großstadt.32

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 81.33
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Figures 1-2 Joe and Katherine (left) walk in a lo-fi environment towards the train station 
before being interrupted by the sounds of  a quick-moving train (right). 



spectator know it is unavoidable and out of  the couple’s hands. The continuous sounds lay 

underneath the conversation, creating a nervous environment without masking the dialogue but 

present enough to ensure that Katherine will get on the train and leave at any moment. We 

notice how the traveling sounds that make up the soundscape prepare us for the farewell from 

beginning to end. 

An unavoidable action triggered by the sounds of  motorized mobility is precisely what ties the 

film to the theme of  migration. Bearing in mind that Joe ends up falsely imprisoned and almost 

gets killed amid a lynching attempt instigated by false rumors and hatred of  the outsider, we can 

add that this first scene represents the migration to the United States. Although it is not Joe who 

rides into the unknown, the interruption and separation caused by the sound of  the train 

represent the not-too-distant past. 

Revisiting Lang’s conversations with Bogdanovich,  Fury  is born out of  newspaper clippings 

collected during pre-production.  Most of  the film is based on real-life situations that Lang read 34

on the paper while learning English. With this comes the question of  how much of  this is born 

out of  Lang’s lived experiences. How much of  his early memories as an exile manifest in his first 

American feature? More specifically, how much of  his own soundscape does he contribute to 

the film? For example, in the stories he told about his departure from Germany, which were later 

confirmed to be distorted fragments of  what truly happened, he recalls living an intense 

situation on the train on his way to Paris.  What he hears while on the train intensifies the story 35

in his version. Images of  moving trains are recurrent in Lang’s filmography. This is seen in his 

earlier silent films like Spione (1927) and post-Fury works like Human Desire (1954), which makes 

us question how much of  these pictures and sounds reflect his exilic journey when he went on 

to leave Germany. 

Moreover, Fury’s entire opening scene sonically underscores a foreigner’s feeling of  uncertainty

—the footsteps of  civilians and the subtle coming and going of  cars interrupted by the sound 

 Peter Bogdanovich, Fritz Lang in America (Studio Vista, 1967), 16.34

 Carlos Losilla, El Sitio De Viena: Huellas De Fritz Lang (Madrid, Spain: Notorious Ediciones, 2008), 35

99-100.
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of  the train mark the path of  transitioning from the known to the unknown. Not necessarily in 

a literal sense, like in this film’s case. Because when Katherine gets on that train and leaves, he 

yearns to meet her again without knowing exactly when. Every time Joe hears the sound of  the 

train, he jumps up, wondering if  that is the train that Katherine is supposed to board. In other 

words, the sound of  the train warns a character that is on constant alert, somewhat similar to 

Lang’s own story. A kind of  melancholy forms—a longing for company and the familiar.  

“Perhaps tomorrow we’ll be on the plane.” 

          Casablanca (1942) 

Just as the sound of  the train interrupts life, we can start to think about the journey interruption 

itself. In the exile story that Lang liked to tell, we have the voice that alerts him of  his possible 

capture. However, unfortunately, in Fury, Joe does not have the same luck. As he drives his car 

to meet up with Katherine, the Sheriff  stops him (Fig. 3). The automobile is now what presents 

the sounds of  travel. Not a horn, not a signal, but the running engine—something that could 

pass by invisible in lo-fi cities. Nevertheless, the running engine in high-fidelity  environments 36

captures everyone’s attention, now far from being a keynote.  

Unlike the urban space that opens the film, Joe’s arrest occurs on a rural road, where the 

slightest sound can give you away. The German cities of  the Weimar Republic were naturally 

noisy. They were vibrant cities with many audible elements: machines from the Electric 

Revolution, church bells, soundmarks, and people’s coming and going.  However, there is a 37

dichotomy between the soundscape of  these cities pre and post-Nazi occupation. Birdsall 

further studies this in Nazi Soundscapes, which analyzes the drastic sound change that occurred at 

the start of  World War II—from quotidian sounds to the siren that marks the onset of  

 The opposite of  a lo-fi space. High-fidelity environments are not saturated with sounds, making it 36

easier for the listener to pinpoint specific sounds. High-fidelity will from now on be shortened to hi-fi.

 Menschen am Sonntag and Berlin, Symphony of  a Great City are two films that visually presents the hustle 37

and bustle of  a city like Berlin before being taken over by Nazism.
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anticipation of  an attack. From lo-fi to hi-fi, what used to go unnoticed now breaks that 

silence.    38

Let us look at the following spectrograms (2.1.1), which visually showcase the relationship 

between all of  the sounds heard (and those not heard) in both the rural setting where Joe is 

arrested and the much more dense urban environment present at the beginning of  the film. The 

hi-fi spectrogram shows a high-frequency cutoff  after 8kHz, meaning that the elements that 

stand out (car engines, male voices, and analog crackles) are much lower in frequency and 

isolated than the blended sound events that dominate the lo-fi spectrogram (non-diegetic music, 

footsteps, mixed voices, traffic), which extends roughly to 15kHz and creates a much more 

saturated soundscape, making it harder to identify its sources. 

 Carolyn Birdsall, Nazi Soundscapes Sound, Technology and Urban Space in Germany, 1933-1945 (Amsterdam 38

University Press, 2012), 179.
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2.1.1 Spectrograms of  hi-fi and lo-fi environments 

Rural; hi-fi 

24

• Aside from the analog crackles, the spectrogram shows a somewhat 

quieter environment when Joe is driving in the rural area before being 

stopped. Notice the lines at the bottom distinguishably reflecting the 

lower frequencies (100-500Hz) of  the car’s engine.

• The layered lines amount to the low and high 

frequencies that result from the dialogue that takes 

place once Joe is stopped. Notice the exchange 

pattern, c lear ly showing the peak which 

demonstrates a noisier environment when compared 

to Joe’s trip prior being stopped.



Urban; lo-fi 
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• The opening shot presents Joe and Katherine contemplating married 

life. The music overpowers the whole scene. The layered low and high 

frequencies amount to the first chord heard before they start talking. 

• Once the music fades out and lowers in volume to give the 

spotlight to the dialogue, we lose clarity on the sonic 

elements (sound effects) that color the city, making it difficult 

to distinguish each component.



Detour (Fig. 4) also shows us another example where the car’s sound gives away and ends in a 

type of  chase that puts the main character in danger. However, unlike Fury, in Detour, whose 

premise will be discussed later on, the rain accompanies the sound of  the car’s engine, 

offering the viewer a symphony composed of  the sounds of  natural qualities (water) and the 

sounds of  modernization (the automobile). Furthermore, it lends itself  as a representation 

of  the character’s journey, which carries with it both the sounds of  modernity in Weimar and 

those of  nature, the only sounds that were impossible to regulate in Nazi-controlled cities. 

Travel sounds all carry different stories and manifest through different journey experiences. 

However, beyond modernization and advances that marked civilization, the possible relationship 

of  an individual with the sound element is evaluated. As explained before, these relationships 

vary by culture, epoch, and geographical landmarks. This analysis of  the sounds of  travel from 

Lang’s first American film ramifies in other German refugee films that use means of  

transportation to explore the theme of  migration through sounds. 

26

Figures 3-4. Fury (left) and Detour (right) show the characters away from the cities, driving 
towards their destinations through remote locations. The sound of  the car betrays them and 
leave them to an unavoidable new fate. 



2.2 Homeward Bound? American Hypocrisy 

In Fury’s case, Joe is forced into a community that is not his own. As a filmmaker, Lang 

peculiarly engaged with American politics, blending the post-war exile experiences in what is 

presented as a forced adoption of  an unwanted life. However, transparently critiquing the 

“American Dream” was not his style. Instead, he would opt for a middle ground, primarily 

focusing on audience response and the studio’s satisfaction of  having a picture that would give 

the Americans a sense of  enjoyment. 

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the film carries subtle political undertones that hide in the 

Americanisms possessed by all of  the characters—achieving this without getting blacklisted 

required things to be referenced, which in essence, gave the film two narratives—one of  these 

being the reread that opens up the discourse about discrimination and anti-Semitism in America. 

The supposed space and voice offered to foreign creators by Hollywood only existed when it 

was capital before human rights and morality. Studies of  German archives show under-the-table 

collaborations between the German branches of  Paramount, MGM, and Twentieth-Century Fox 

with Hitler. In contrast, the documents stored in Los Angeles do not provide enough 

information to prove a relationship of  some sort.  However, in 1937, there was an attempt to 39

produce the first anti-Nazi film,  but it never happened thanks to indirect discouragement from 40

the Hays Code.  41

  

Such hypocrisy bespoke a need for German exiled filmmakers to warn the American audience 

about fascism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and injustices amongst their people, who seemed to 

have turned a blind eye. Lang shows us the dangers of  manipulated crowds through the 

portrayal of  the mob and noise in Fury (further discussed in Subchapter 2.3).    

    

 Ben Urwand, The Collaboration: Hollywood’s Pact with Hitler (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of  39

Harvard University Press, 2015), 8.

 The Mad Dog of  Europe was to be made by Herman J. Mankiewicz and Sam Jaffe.40

 Ben Urwand, The Collaboration: Hollywood’s Pact with Hitler (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of  41

Harvard University Press, 2015), 186.
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The symbolic language that lives within Fury is one of  flight, life interruption, and corrupt 

individuals, all presented in the journey process of  the outsider. Once again, citing Bogdanovich, 

“For Lang is not the outcome that matters, in a struggle against fate, it is the fight itself.”  It is 42

not the final destination that matters but everything that happens when they leave their 

countries. Lang’s persecution pattern is brought on multiple times as his characters constantly 

run from something or someone. The chase and the sounds of  travel are used to present the 

migration, persecution, and exilic process. “The sport is in the chase, not the kill.”  is a quote 43

from Lang’s Man Hunt that further supports this idea. It is more than evident that the main 

characters of  the films referenced in this investigation have characteristics of  the exiles. We have 

also seen how the notion of  persecution is more than present, whether the character is aware of  

it at the time or not, reconstructing the real within the diegesis. 

Having gone over journey and transportation as elements belonging to the exile soundscape, we 

can now acknowledge struggle and interruption as characters. This anxiety felt by Americans 

when it came to taking war refugees to their land led to mistreatment and injustices toward the 

exiles. Many German exile films are full of  Americanisms, and details akin to the American 

lifestyle manifest in characters who hold power over the protagonists. If  transportation betrays 

them to a new fate, who or what waits on the other end?     

In Fury and Detour, it is clear that American society reflects in the two individuals that hold state 

power.  These individuals change or try to change the protagonists’ lives, interrupting their 44

journeys and making them realize they are now “othered.” In Detour, Al Roberts (Tom Neal) 

literally masks his identity to pass unnoticed. However, we later witness a much bigger force that 

prevents him from concealing himself. Performativity was not on Joe’s plan, but we see how he 

realizes that the only way to get justice for the attempted murder is by erasing his identity. 

 Peter Bogdanovich, Fritz Lang in America (Studio Vista, 1967), 8.42

 The quote comes from Walter Pidgeon’s character attempting to defend himself  and clarifying that his 43

intention was never to kill Hitler.

 The Sheriff  in Fury and the Officer in Detour.44
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After the Sheriff  stops Joe, the townspeople show their true colors, adding another layer to the 

struggle of  a journey gone wrong. This scenario unveils the character as the refugee who has 

now set foot in the United States and comes face-to-face with what is not shown on the surface. 

It uncovers a society that secretly possesses a contradictory and hypocritical agenda and 

demonstrates how a thought or an idea can be powerful enough to make the masses’ voices join 

together as one to intimidate and segregate the other, a behavior that Lang and other refugees 

already knew perfectly well. 

2.3 Noise as a Military Stratagem 

Many have tried to define “noise.” These attempts result in various explanations that contradict 

or automatically fall on opposite poles. That is by either taking the concept to the negative and 

unwanted or towards the misunderstood and variable. Noise has even been formally categorized, 

i.e., white noise, pink noise, brown noise, etc., and through the threshold of  pain, we have also 

come to denote which frequencies and amplitude have the power to make us physically ill. 

Nevertheless, within the myriad of  descriptions that label noise as “the undesirable,” one idea is 

often present in the corpus of  this investigation.  

In  Noise Matters: Towards an Ontology of  Noise, Greg Hainge mentions (referencing George 

Prochnik) that “tracing a lineage through Nietzsche and Theodor Lessing, suggests that the 

increase of  noise in the modern world is in part the result of  the subjugated masses refusing to 

be silenced, of  the oppressed ‘making noise’ about the unjust power relationships.”  We can 45

trace this back to Schafer’s findings that noise was often used as a military stratagem. In other 

words, the labeling of  noise as a weapon, specifically when used by the masses to fight 

oppressors or persecute those who cannot use their voices.  

He cites ancient Greek generals’ warfare commands: “One should send the army into battle 

shouting, and sometimes on the run, because their appearance and shouts and the clash of  arms 

 Greg Hainge, Noise Matters: Towards an Ontology of  Noise (Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 9.45
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confound the hearts of  the enemy.”  Since the beginning of  civilization, noise has been used to 46

exude power and prevent the opponent from taking control. So how does the sound of  the 

masses enter the exile soundscape? As pointed before, Fury highlights the mob mentality present 

in the United States, representing in the townspeople the internalized prejudices and hypocrisies 

of  American society. However, rereading the mob beyond what is framed can open up another 

discourse on how many Americans refused to listen to refugees. 

The scene in question (Fig. 5) occurs halfway through the film when Joe is already incarcerated. 

A group of  people walks over to the jail to confront Joe, even after the Sheriff  tells them there 

is insufficient evidence to declare the man guilty. The mob occurs right after the Sheriff  tells 

everyone to go home and is assaulted by a man who hits him with fruit. Then and there, the 

masses attempt to take over the jail. We hear yelling, the sound of  rocks and gasses hitting cars 

and concrete—everything is disguised as a cacophony. The lynching attempt cuts to various 

characters, like a man capturing the scene on film, the Sheriff  and others looking for a way to 

hide, Katherine desperately finding out about his fiancé via another, and finally Joe, nervously 

watching the pack trying to get inside the cell, signaling the jailer with a metal mug. This single 

sound gets lost amidst the mass’, for the screaming is much more potent than any other 

independent sound. Even when the mob is out of  frame, we never stop hearing the racket 

(except when Katherine learns of  the situation) until the Sheriff  and others have finally secured 

themselves inside the jail. Suddenly everything goes quiet, almost as if  they have abruptly left. 

       

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 50.46
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Figure 5. The mob attempts to get inside the jail while Joe watches from his cell window. 



What is interpreted as a sudden silence is interrupted by the fade-in of  a unison chant, voiced by 

the men who were now using a cylindrical object to break down the jail’s door. This short but 

powerful sound contrasts with what the mob sounds heard earlier. Functioning as a variation of  

the barritus, an ancient German war chant, referenced by Schafer and described by Ammianus 

Marcellinus as “This shout in the very heat of  combat rises from a low murmur and gradually 

grows louder, like waves dashing against the cliffs.”  The slow fade-in and fluctuation of  tone 47

make the mob’s voices unite as one, ending in the thump coming from the contact of  the wood 

and the cylindrical object, coming to a halt—from fluctuation to sudden interruption like the 

“waves dashing against cliffs.” The definition that once seemed like a contradiction is no longer. 

In the exile soundscape, the discomfort of  the noise comes not from a negative aesthetic 

description of  what is heard, but from the gesture and the intention of  disturbing and disarming 

the opponent, as if  disorienting the exile, whether physically or psychologically.  

A dichotomous sonorous pause at the end of  the scene presents the state of  the environment 

with the perpetrators admiring the burning prison. Lang leaves a subtle fire sound effect as the 

only audible element, showing the viewer the ravages of  what is interpreted as a war while 

intercutting with shots of  Katherine running to see his loved one.  The framing of  each 48

townsperson’s proud face while they hear the burning fire reflects the average viewer who was to 

consume moving pictures for entertainment purposes without remaining conscious of  the 

atrocities that others were living. One single frame, the sound, the light flicker, and the 

expressions of  faces transport us to the movie theater as if  it were manifesting the future 

audience and, perhaps, what it would mean to create in an industry like Hollywood, which was 

 Ammianus Marcellinus, “BOOK XVI,” in The Complete Works of  Ammianus Marcellinus (Hastings, East 47

Sussex, United Kingdom: Delphi Classics, 2016), p. 708.

 Even though Lang worked alongside award-winning recording director Douglas Shearer who founded 48

the sound department of  MGM Studios, had many credits and recognitions under his belt, and, perhaps 
is responsible for many of  the sonic decisions made on set, we need to consider the power he had over 
his production, as he was known to be meticulous about every detail of  his films and called himself  a 
perfectionist. Gene D. Phillips documents how demanding he was during Fury’s production and how he 
carefully crafted the lynching scene, making us think about the origins and purpose of  the sounds that 
ended up accompanying the images of  the final cut. 
 
Gene D. Phillips, Exiles in Hollywood: Major European Film Directors in America (Lehigh University Press, 
1998), 38-39.
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more interested in making pictures that appealed to mass audiences, even if  the stories were not 

as thought-provoking as those some exiles wanted to present. 

The juxtaposition between the notion of  noise and “silence” predominates in the film. 

Moreover, as we saw in the analyses of  the disturbances brought up by moving between hi-fi 

and lo-fi environments, sounds can carry different meanings that depend on their relationship 

with their subjects and surroundings. However, the lack of  sound represented as silence will 

always mean a loss—most of  the time, it is intended to let something linger. Unlike Detour, 

where this loss is represented through diegetic music, in Fury, it is conveyed through the lack of  

overall sound.  

Chion states that silence “is never a neutral emptiness. It is the negative of  sound we’ve heard 

beforehand or imagined; it is the product of  a contrast.”  There is no such thing as a world 49

without soundscapes, but in the modern world, the absence of  sound in saturated environments 

often has negative connotations. In this case, it symbolizes any individual unable to express 

themselves. In Nazi Germany, “Silence is used as a metaphor for the absence of  left-wing 

resistance, with former party members appearing to vanish without a sound or loud 

objections.”  If  these films are somewhat denominated as secret autobiographies of  the 50

filmmakers, we can extend this idea towards the disappearance of  the exile’s identity.  

The mob sounds culminate with a sudden disappearance—the silence begins once Joe Wilson is 

presumed dead, just like when he is captured in the unknown and quiet outskirts, once he leaves 

the fast-paced noisy city. Using the sonic as a symbolic device provides a reread of  a corpus that 

has been extensively studied for decades. While an image can say everything, the lack of  visual 

cues can function as agents inside the viewers’ minds, creating additional layers of  discourse. 

The film is capable of  unraveling itself  beyond what the eyes see.    

 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (Columbia University Press, 49

1994), 57.

 Carolyn Birdsall, Nazi Soundscapes Sound, Technology and Urban Space in Germany, 1933-1945 (Amsterdam 50

University Press, 2012), 41.
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What we interpret as absence often leads to other paths. Salomé Voegelin writes that “silence is 

not the absence of  sound but the beginning of  listening.”  That is, the absence of  quotidian 51

sounds and noise gives us a way to listen to sounds that may have gotten lost in lo-fi 

environments. Silence also reminds us of  those whose lives have been stripped away by 

totalitarian groups. Some remained unheard, and others could not use their voice among all the 

noise. Often silence exists to stop us from hearing and start listening to what gets lost in our 

interpretation of  noise.           

  

In Fury’s case, we travel the migration path led by the soundscape. Lang presents the early stages 

of  an exile in America through sounds that demonstrate the injustices of  a homeward journey 

and the uncertainties of  fate. However, the anxieties that surfaced and were allegorically 

presented did not make Lang change the way he was making his films. While outspoken about 

these issues, he would not directly find fault within the studio system. Americanism never left 

Lang, which created differences with other refugees. He sought American citizenship in 1939 

and remained in the United States while other exiled German filmmakers like Robert Siodmak 

and Douglas Sirk left many years after the war. 

Lang’s fascination with the American audience prevented some of  his anti-Nazi propaganda 

films from catering to audiences the way refugees at the other end of  the spectrum would have 

wished. This is the case with Hangmen Also Die!, written in collaboration with Brecht. In this film, 

subtleness is not an option, and heaviness lies in the spoken word and the dialogue. 

Furthermore, it is crucial to highlight the importance of  the recorded speech during the war and 

the significance of  the recording and communication apparatuses whose beginnings lie in 

German culture, which helps us in our attempt to answer the question of  our subsequent case 

study: How is the exile experience reflected in the voice? 

 Voegelin Salomé, Listening to Noise and Silence: Towards a Philosophy of  Sound Art (Bloomsbury, 2013), 83.51
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3. Hangmen Also Die! (1943): From Dialogue to the Spoken Word 

“Fellow patriots the time has come.  

Fellow patriots there’s work to be done.  

Raise the invisible torch and pass it along.  

Keep it burning, keep it burning  

forward in the road that has no turning.  

Die if  you must for a cause that is just.  

But shout to the end: No surrender!  

Ever onward, no returning  

till the senseless butcher will be learning.  

That his war isn’t won till the last battle’s done.  

Carry on when we are gone. No surrender!” 

—The Czech Resistance, Hangmen Also Die! 

3.1 Brecht and “The market where the lies are bought.” 

Lang and Brecht’s collaboration in Hangmen Also Die!  is one of  many complexities. Between 

1942 and 1945, 500 out of  1,700 films were considered either war or anti-Nazi movies, and 

Lang’s film was one of  those.  The problems unleashed from differences that arose regarding 52

the approach and set goals of  the film. As briefly mentioned, exiles and refugees were divided 

into opposite sides of  the spectrum, and while some sought to sell their movies and make a 

living in Hollywood, others focused on what they saw as the duty of  collective interest. In other 

words, there was no such thing as individualism—all exiles were war victims plundered from 

their homes.  

This situation is exemplified in Hangmen Also Die!. Before John Wexley’s entry, Brecht was hired 

to write the screenplay for the film despite “the Screenwriters Guild’s strict rules” that “rarely 

 Jürgen Schebera. “‘Hangmen Also Die!’ (1943): Hollywood’s Brecht-Eisler Collaboration.”    52

Historical Journal of  Film, Radio and Television 18, no. 4 (1998), 567.
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allowed for scripts by German immigrants.”  However, he could not accept that the film was 53

meant to cater to mass audiences and therefore had to have some relatability, even if  it did not 

demonstrate what he saw as the truth behind the war, fascism, and mass culture. He wanted the 

film to be titled ‘Trust the People’ and be about the people’s resilience and success as a 

collective, not a reflection of  individuality.  54

The film takes place in Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia and follows the events after the 

assassination of  SS-General Reinhard Heydrich (played in the movie by Hans Heinrich von 

Twardowski). The people of  Prague, tormented under such totalitarianism, are harassed as a 

means to expose the assassins’ identity, who is revealed early on to the audience to have been Dr. 

Franticek Svoboda (Brian Donlevy), or else face the consequences of  hostage assassinations.  

While the film revolves around Dr. Svoboda’s attempt to prevent his capture, I will focus on the 

Czechs’ role as a collective. These actions result in the formation of  underground resistance 

movements that are executed in a way that becomes relatable to the average American spectator 

of  the time. Gemünden writes that they are portrayed as “sharing the same values, cultural 

traditions, religious beliefs, and history as people in the United States” and that “Lang 

considered it crucial that the Czechs speak accent-free English to underscore these 

symmetries.”  While the Hangmen Also Die! is an anti-Nazi film, the fact that there was no space 55

for radicality and didacticism made Brecht unable to reach the story he had in mind, essentially 

stepping out before the end of  production. 

Like Adorno and Eisler, he was openly not keen on the Hollywood studio system and labeled it 

a market where lies are constantly bought. For example, in the third poem of  ‘Hollywood 

Elegies,’ he wrote: 

 Ibid., 167.53

 Ibid., 170.54

 Gerd Gemünden, Continental Strangers: German Exile Cinema, 1933-1951. (Columbia University    55

Press, 2014), 117.
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“Every day, I go to earn my bread 

In the exchange where lies are marketed, 

Hoping my own lies will attract a bid.”  56

Although his contributions have not been assessed in detail, and he stressed to HUAC in 1947 

that he was not a professional scriptwriter, we cannot deny Brecht’s contribution to the film.  57

Even though Hangmen Also Die! was not entirely done how Brecht wanted, I will analyze it 

through the significance of  the voice and the dialogue. The word is essential for the person who 

speaks it and for the spectator who receives the message and internalizes its impact and position 

as an exile soundscape element. 

Michel Chion argues that cinema is vococentric.  Therefore, although the word is given more 58

importance than any other sound, it is necessary to analyze it closer but at the same time away 

from any visual cues or surrounding sounds. This analysis aims to understand how important 

the spoken word is and how the developing recording technologies emerging at the beginning of  

the sound film allowed the transmission of  new verbal expressions. 

Even though the version we know of Hangmen Also Die! is Lang’s, it is essential to mention that I 

will unpack it through the voice and with a heavy emphasis on Brecht’s approach, whose 

theatrical style was one of  alienation and minimalism. If  his theater sought to morally provoke 

the audience by making them think about their position within the narrative, how are his words 

executed when Hollywood intended to cater the film to mass American audiences and for war 

effort purposes? 

 Bertolt Brecht. “Hollywood Elegies.” Poems. In Poetry Magazine. Translated by Adam Kirsch.    56

Southern California, 1942. 

 Reinhold Grimm and Henry J. Schmidt, “Bertolt Brecht and ‘Hangmen Also Die!’” Monatshefte 61, no. 57

3 (1969), 232.

 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (Columbia University Press, 58

1994), 5.
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3.2 The Theatrical Voice 

Hangmen Also Die!  is a film that unfolds through words. By forcing the Czechs to speak and 

name the murderer among them, the Nazis try to capture Heydrich’s assassin. Through the 

voice, the film attempts to engage with the spectator. We somewhat see the negative side of  

speech in Fury when Joe is unfairly accused with the help of reproduced gossip. The voice is also 

used in a torturous manner when at the end of Scarlett Street (1945), the main character is unable 

to escape the voices, in a schizophrenic way, of  those who wronged him.  

The power of  the word has been very present in his body of  work, especially when it comes to 

its use as a weapon to silence those who cannot use theirs to fight oppressors. However, 

Hangmen Also Die! also reflects Brecht’s attempt to drive the narrative towards the power of  the 

people under a collective voice. Kracauer believed that we should treat speech or dialogue 

differently from other sonic elements like music and sound effects and evaluate its relationship 

with the image.  Is the image showing the dialogue’s message, or can the dialogue stand on its 59

own?  

If  we analyze the film through this idea of  questioning the dialogue’s role, we can see that it 

does not “reinstate the visuals.” Kracauer references the origins of  sound film, citing Eisenstein 

and others, who note that they believed “dialogue would stir up an overwhelming desire for 

stage illusion.”  He uses this point to prove the previous existence of  dialogue. Kracauer 60

disagrees with the idea that the sound film would result in “highly cultured dramas and other 

photographed performances of  theatrical sorts”  and highlights that the theatrical within the 61

dialogue existed way before the sound film was established. Furthermore, he adds that the 

cinematic medium has its roots in both the theater and the novel. 

 Siegfried Kracauer, “Dialogue and Sound,” in Theory of  Film: The Redemption of  Physical Reality 59

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 102-132, 103.

 Ibid.60

 Ibid.61
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However, in this case, it is easy to see how Lang’s film branches off  from the theatrical, putting 

the spotlight on the speech and what it brings figuratively. Although replaced by Wexley, this 

could be due to Brecht. Speech as a leading element is seen especially during the scene where the 

Nazis capture the Czech resistance, and while in captivity, one of  its members decides to recite a 

poem (Fig. 6). This scene sheds light and resembles most of  what Brecht wanted to accomplish 

with this film. 

The first stanza was taken from a text written by Brecht called ‘Lidice Song.’ It was translated to 

English by Sam Coslow, which brought several problems since Brecht spoke broken English, 

and things would often get lost in translation.  Nevertheless, this scene highlights the Brechtian 62

essence the most, and it is also a scene led by what we hear and not necessarily by what we see.  

 Jürgen Schebera. “‘Hangmen Also Die!’ (1943): Hollywood’s Brecht-Eisler Collaboration.”    62

Historical Journal of  Film, Radio and Television 18, no. 4 (1998), 572.
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Figure 6. The man shares his resistance poem with the rest of  the Underground captives.



The scene shows a medium close-up of  the resistance member while the others gradually get 

closer. Nothing is heard beyond his voice. Emphasis is given to the words “No surrender!”  63

Here we see the words leading all the action, carrying the drama’s heaviness. The image does not 

tell us beyond what is already happening within the viewer: total attention—not hearing, but 

listening. As the men start approaching, our hearing and attention approach with them.  

Such quietness between the pauses and the change in blocking without interrupting the poem 

demonstrates that the voice does not exist to reinstate visuals but instead carries a story that can 

sonorously live on its own. Our attention gradually forms as the rest of  the Czechs slowly enter 

the frame. The poem itself  reiterates a feeling of  collective hope in times of  struggle. The man 

begins with, “Fellow patriots, the time has come. Fellow patriots, there’s work to be done,” 

similar to the call for unity of  the working class that was longed for by Brecht. 

A similar approach is seen in Ernst Lubitsch’s To Be or Not to Be (1942) when Greenberg (Felix 

Bressart), who mentions at the beginning of  the film that he dreams of  playing Shylock of  

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of  Venice, delivers a soliloquy that carries enough power to drive the 

scene via verbal utterance:  

Aren’t we human? Have we not eyes? Have we not hands, 
organs, senses, dimensions, affections, passions? Fed with 
the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the 
same diseases, healed by the same means, cooled and 
warmed by the same winter and summer? If  you prick us, 
do we not bleed? If  you tickle us, do we not laugh? If  you 
poison us, do we not die? And if  you wrong us, shall we 
not revenge?  64

The soliloquy is performed while Nazi soldiers and fellow actors surround Greenberg as 

Germany’s national anthem plays in the background. Similarly to Hangmen Also Die!, he is framed 

so that our eyes can only focus on his face and what he is saying—the word competes with the 

song in the same way our eyes see Greenberg captured and surrounded by German soldiers. In 

 The full poem can be found on page 34.63

 Unlike the original one from Shakespeare’s play, Greenberg omits “Jew” and “Christian.”64
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other words, the voice and the song give us a sonic representation of  what the image intends to 

present while at the same time giving the spectator a discourse whose message is powerful 

enough to stand out from the narrative. 

The spoken word was a vital weapon to manipulate the masses, primarily when it was 

transmitted and trusted by many spectators. Therefore, when you want to deliver a message in 

such a powerful medium, the word tends to be foremost. Even if  it is to reinstate the visuals, the 

spoken word manages to explain further and convince. Brecht was aware of  the power of  words 

and even wrote about it in “Fünf  Schwierigkeiten beim Schreiben der Wahrheit.” He notes that 

“the clever use of  certain words can either obscure or reveal truth in an otherwise objective 

account.”  65

On the one hand, Lang had the idea of  showing a scenario of  relatability by giving the Czechs 

English accents that Americans would relate to while at the same time highlighting the heavy 

foreign accent of  the enemy. As Hollywood intended, the message would be more 

straightforward if  the victims and heroes spoke American English. However, on the other hand, 

propagandizing “the American way of  life” through relatable content that pertained solely to 

American audiences was advocating what Brecht saw as high capitalism. 

Lang represented those refugees who, by migrating, tried to rebuild their lives in the United 

States. At the same time, Brecht called himself  an exile and defined those who saw their stay on 

American soil as something temporary. They both had different intentions of  using the word 

effectively and knew its significance in a film like this, which resulted in two different ways of  

using speech to reach audiences, further enriching, through two different approaches, the film’s 

multilayered significance. 

Unlike Lang’s other films, where there is a mixture of  elements that stand out beyond the 

dialogue, this collaboration with Brecht makes us look at the idea of  speech as an image of  its 

own. In order to rethink the role of  dialogue, Chion divides it into three categories: textual speech, 

 Reinhold Grimm and Henry J. Schmidt, “Bertolt Brecht and ‘Hangmen Also Die!’” Monatshefte 61, no. 65

3 (1969), 238.
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emanation speech, and theatrical speech. He defines textual speech as commentary or narration that has 

the power to evoke what the image is presenting.  On the other hand,  emanation speech  is a 66

dialogue that is not fully intelligible or that often passes unnoticed.  The Underground Czech 67

resistance poem scene falls below what he calls theatrical speech and defines it as follows: 

Theatrical speech conditions not just the soundtrack but 
the film’s mise-en-scène in the broadest sense. From 
screenplay to editing, by way of  setting, acting, lighting, 
camera movements and so on, everything is in fact 
conceived, almost unconsciously, to make the characters’ 
speech into the central action and at the same time to make 
us forget that this speech is what structures the film.  68

It is essential to clarify that even though he mentions that “theatrical speech has no power over the 

image,” when analyzing the voice, I intend to view it as a channel with its own discourse. The 

intention is not to overpower the image as a means to reflect or reconstruct the narrative 

through visuals but instead to carry a narrative on its own when separated from the visual 

medium. 

Although the dialogue tends to predominate in the sound film, speech is not simply something 

that replaced the texts and silent cards of  the silent era. Instead, it became a communication 

channel meant to be genuinely listened to and unpacked for symbolic imagery. This kind of  

speech does not only avoid being overpowered by the message constructed by the image but can 

stand by itself  with purpose, thus leading the action. 

Hollywood’s efforts to use the cinematographic medium to control the masses were not scarce. 

But, of  course, not everyone agreed creatively, and not everyone executed the messages the 

same way. Nevertheless, despite the differences between Lang and Brecht, we witnessed a 

moment that carries the potential to stand by itself  sonically. In a film that develops through 

 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (Columbia University Press, 66

1994), 172.

 Ibid., 177.67

 Ibid., 171.68
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word of  mouth and interrogations, identifying the voice and the spoken message’s role is vital to 

understanding the many ways the exiles wanted their stories to come to light but were met with 

censorship. Unlike the sound effects, the voice was at risk of  being censored in the same way as 

the image. That is why Hollywood made sure that Brecht’s words had no references that could 

be tied to the Communist party.  69

3.3 The Power of  the Recorded Speech 

The voice is subject to this idea of  “showing over telling,” as discussed by Sarah Kozloff.  As 70

previously mentioned, Chion divides speech into different categories, as every film gives their 

voices a purpose. However, because motion pictures were subject to the Production Code, 

presenting specific themes with transparency was challenging. In the case of Hangmen Also 

Die! and To Be or Not to Be, the voice does not look to narrate the action but sometimes places 

innuendos and omits words to create ambiguity to achieve an additional layer of  depth that 

cannot be transparently presented. It is not about the rejection of  narration or an “authoritative 

voice,” but it is also not about directly showing the message beneath. 

Both films demonstrate how verbocentrism has the power to move the masses when executed 

correctly. When music, sound effects, and visual action accompany the dialogue, our focus tends 

to come and go. Whereas when we encounter uninterrupted dialogue, this focus does not merely 

glance and hear the harmonics of  the individual who is verbalizing the message. As a result, we 

shift to  listening to the message transmitted—a message powerful enough to generate discourse 

once the film is over.  

 Reinhold Grimm and Henry J. Schmidt, “Bertolt Brecht and ‘Hangmen Also Die!’” Monatshefte 61, no. 69

3 (1969), 238.
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Brecht was not the only one aware of  the speech’s power. During World War II, audio 

technology and radio transmission were overexploited, especially by the Führer and members of  

the Nazi party, who understood how audiovisual material and montage influenced and shaped 

people’s opinions.  Ben Urwand describes how Hitler liked the newsreel because it allowed him 71

to mix his oratorical abilities “with a kind of  motion picture unburdened by art.”  Therefore 72

using this opportunity to convert his voice into something tangible to fulfill his goal of  using the 

spoken word to make even more people shift towards his totalitarian mindset. 

Having seen the importance of  the voice, we ask ourselves, more specifically, what happens 

when you address the public directly through a recorded speech? What happens when you 

subversively use Hitler’s technique? An example that touches on this subject is Charlie 

Chaplin’s The Great Dictator. Although not a German exile, Chaplin successfully demonstrates the 

effects of  addressing the audience directly through a simulated transmission in the final speech 

of  his film. Unlike Hangmen Also Die!, where the song or poem is presented indirectly,  in The 

Great Dictator, Chaplin references the importance of  the invention of  the radio and other 

 Ben Urwand, The Collaboration: Hollywood’s Pact with Hitler (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of  71

Harvard University Press, 2015), 9.

 Ibid., 41.72
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Figure 7. Chaplin as the Jewish barber impersonating Hynkel feeling afraid to use his voice 
(left) before standing whole-chested on the podium to deliver his message to the diegesis’ 
audience, framed in a way that makes us the primary spectators of  the speech (right).



broadcasting devices, exclaiming, “Even now my voice is reaching millions throughout the 

world.” (Fig. 7). 

For context, the satire follows Chaplin as two characters: a Jewish barber and a dictator  named 73

Adenoid Hynkel. During the film’s final moments, both men accidentally switch identities 

forcing the barber to make a victory speech as Hynkel in front of  many people. At that moment, 

the barber recognizes the power of  his voice to convince the masses and uses the opportunity to 

his advantage by letting them know that Hynkel “has had a change of  heart.” Beyond a silent 

movie actor making his debut in the sound world or “speaking for the first time,” what comes 

next is an acknowledgment of  the power of  recorded speech, especially in the times of  war that 

were taking place during production. 

While Chaplin’s portrayal of  Hynkel imitates an exaggerated and mocking performance of  

Hitler’s persona and mannerisms, the barber’s speech is calm, assertive, and authoritarian. He 

takes advantage of  pauses and lack of  visual distractions to maintain the audience’s attention. 

Mass-produced recordings allowed people to spread the word across whole countries. Birdsall 

mentions that the spoken word was one of  the most potent weapons to control and manipulate 

the population in Nazi Germany. She references Foucault’s surveillance theory through a sonic 

lens and how “spatial and auditory omnipresence was undermined by the context of  World War 

II.”  Although much stress was given to the restriction of  sonic spaces, through radio listening 74

and control of  atmospheric and quotidian sounds, as we saw in Fury, there was also an attempt 

to control the voice and how words spread around. 

We have to understand that even though her research references the (ear)witnesses of  Nazi 

Germany and our focus is on the German-speaking individuals who migrated to the United 

States, we can use her study to see how the exiles could also use the voice in films as a tool to 

combat anti-Semitism and fascism subversively. In other words, if  the speech and the newsreel 

 The dictator is explicitly based on Adolf  Hitler.73

 Carolyn Birdsall, Nazi Soundscapes Sound, Technology and Urban Space in Germany, 1933-1945 (Amsterdam 74
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were sound weapons used by the fascists, then we must see the response of  those who used the 

audiovisual medium to express themselves against it.  

If  Hangmen Also Die!  communicates through indirect dialogue by using the song to reflect 

Brecht’s sentiments while the audience intrusively witnesses, The Great Dictator breaks that gap 

between the spectator and the diegesis by speaking to us directly. This idea is presented in the 

way the scene is framed, showing a medium close-up of  Chaplin as he addresses the audience 

without cuts. Consequently, we do not get a reaction shot from the audience and other 

establishing shots that might interrupt the spectator’s gaze and listening experience. 

A few moments before giving the speech, the Jewish barber nervously tells Commander Schultz 

(Reginald Gardiner) that he cannot speak, to which he replies: “You must. It’s our only hope.” 

This scene reflects the sentiment of  the many people who could not let their voices be heard for 

surveillance reasons as well as censorship. Listening was not the only thing the Nazi party had 

regulated with the broadcasted speeches and messages on the streets. Speaking “out of  place” 

either carried negative connotations or dangers to the individual who could be accused of  

information leakage.   75

When Chaplin, someone not known for his voice, stands on the podium and utters those words, 

he uses the power of  the broadcasted speech to give voice to those who have had it stripped 

away unfairly. Although  The Great Dictator  is not the first anti-Nazi film, it exemplifies the 

heaviness and the capabilities of  using sound as a weapon, primarily regarding the use of  

recorded speeches during wartime. Moreover, it sheds light on the effect of  speeches and 

newsreels by successfully executing them in his favor to carry a message against tyranny and 

hate. 

As I mentioned at the beginning, although the subject of  the voice tends to be privileged over 

other sonic elements, we should keep in mind that it plays a different role in each sound film, 

either being forefront or losing its essence in the face of  the image. As a critical element in the 

 Ibid., 132.75
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context of  the exile soundscape, we saw how, in this case, the voice lives independently from the 

visuals—bringing to life a hidden context that extends beyond the film itself  and directly 

addressing the audience by depicting the true message that lives behind the narrative. One thing 

these films have in common is their use of  deep focus on their subjects to achieve a reflection 

state pertaining to the message the filmmakers desired but were perhaps unable to tell us 

transparently.  76

Films like Hangmen Also Die!  and To Be or Not to Be  are examples that show how the  theatrical 

speech can be used to extend the message beyond what the image can show us by playing with but 

simultaneously separating itself  from the visual and the rest of  the elements. Just as each image 

is carefully selected, the word is also curated in such a way that it successfully reaches the viewer 

and sparks thoughts meant to bring action from the audience’s part. On the other hand, The 

Great Dictator  takes another step forward by using the active voice as its primary weapon and 

directly calling to action, including and simulating, at the same time, the technology totalitarian 

parties most used to execute their discourses and reach mass audiences. 

National Socialism speeches were also meant to create gestural habits in citizens. Many of  these 

speeches were accompanied by music to create bodily effects as a means to control the eyes, the 

ears, the mind, and the body. After this analysis of  the voice, we will be looking at what music 

meant for the exile and not necessarily as a tactic meant to control. Nevertheless, music has a 

purpose, and just as we saw the different results of  the voice, whether passive (indirect) or active 

(direct), the music of  the exile soundscape carries connotations capable of  emotionally 

transporting the character to the past or bringing it to the present in a certain way. 

 Sarah Kozloff, “Further Remarks on Showing and Telling,” Comparative Cinema 1, no. 3 (2013): pp. 76

36-45, 43.
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4.  Detour (1945): Musical Transposition and Involuntary 
Remembering 

“Yes, fate or some mysterious force can put the finger on you or me, for no good reason at all.” 

—Al Roberts, Detour 

4.1 Sounds like Home  

Music in film is an art that has been studied extensively, especially when it comes to diegetic and 

non-diegetic music in Classical Hollywood cinema. Books like Composing for the Films by Hanns 

Eisler, known to have composed the score for Hangmen Also Die!,  and Theodor W. Adorno 

unpacks the authors’ point of  view regarding Hollywood’s lack of  knowledge and 

underestimation of  scoring for film. Concerning diegetic music, Robert Siodmak’s  Phantom 

Lady  (1944) has also been praised for its drum scene performance and execution 

alongside  Casablanca’s Sam’s (Dooley Wilson) emblematic tunes in Rick’s Café Américain. 

However, the exile soundscape concerns music that can be viewed as memory recall, in other 

words, music’s relationship with memory. How is music able to transpose?  How can it 77

reconstruct the past?  

Edgar G Ulmer’s Detour explores musical triggers, typifying this idea of  music as an instrument 

to recover the past. The film follows jazz musician Al Roberts as he struggles to put his life on 

hold after witnessing a stranger’s accidental death and inevitably being forced to take the man’s 

identity. Detour does not only develop around nostalgia but also reflects Ulmer’s own relationship 

with music, which he uses to explore his own bi-cultural identity as a foreigner working and 

living in Hollywood.        

This concept is presented in the film’s opening scene (Fig. 8). Al is seen drinking coffee in a 

diner before being interrupted by a stranger who wants to engage in some small talk with him. 

 Musical transposition is the act of  moving the notes of  a musical piece in order to change its pitch. I 77

will refer to transposition when talking about the emotional transportation brought on by music.
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Al, who looks tired, beaten down, and annoyed, shuts him down. The stranger then proceeds to 

the diner’s jukebox and plays a song that seems to trigger Al. Al then demands the stranger shut 

it off, but he responds that it is a free country. Finally, the barman tells him he can leave if  he 

does not want to listen to the song. The camera then zooms to Al’s face, and the voice-over 

starts to accompany the picture: “Did you ever want to forget anything? Did you ever want to 

cut away a piece of  your memory or blot it out? You can’t, you know. No matter how hard you 

try.”               

    

             

The narrative makes it explicit that the song gives the character a flashback to when he was a 

piano player “wasting his time” in cheap nightclubs in New York City. This scene sets up the 

tone for the film, and a pessimistic sentiment and longing for a past life emerge. It also 

highlights music’s role and the importance of  the genres chosen. Although decisions in all stages 

of  filmmaking are known to be made in collaborative teams, Ulmer’s relationship with music is a 

factor that stands out highly in his filmography.  

In Edgar G. Ulmer: A Filmmaker at the Margins, Noah Isenberg documents Ulmer’s passion for 

music and writes about how he particularly committed much of  his life to genres of  the classical 

period. Apart from commenting that Ulmer and his daughter “would habitually listen on 
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Figure 8.  “Those were the days”, reminisces Al as the record plays and he looks back to the 
days when he used to play piano and perform alongside Sue (Claudia Drake), his former love 
interest.



Saturday mornings to the radio broadcasts of  the Metropolitan Opera” and take piano lessons 

together, he writes, “Near the end of  his life, Ulmer occasionally spoke of  his own teaching stint 

at Curtis,  and his work on several cherished musical recordings.”   78 79

Like Ulmer, Al’s character also shares a passion for classical music. There is a struggle to accept 

reality, for instead of  playing the piano at Carnegie Hall, he plays jazz tunes at a nightclub. 

Juxtaposing American jazz with classical music is a theme that would be explored even more 

profoundly in Carnegie Hall (1947). It represents the new and the old world—American land and 

pre-war Europe.  The filmmaker would recur to the sounds of  his home, which has birthed 80

many great composers like Schubert, Mozart, Haydn, and Schoenberg. Ulmer maintains an 

emotional connection with what he knew of  pre-war Europe through classical music.  

In Detour, classical music is seen as out of  reach, while American jazz and boogie-woogie are 

presented as a sort of  reality. In the film, it is made clear that such a genre is also tied to the past. 

However, it is not about reminding the past but about the feeling it evokes in Al, who has 

chosen not to remember what his life used to be. This is not Ulmer’s first attempt to put the 

genres in a comparable situation. As mentioned before, Carnegie Hall, apart from its compilation 

of  multiple performances by famous conductors and musicians, follows a similar plotline, where 

classical music is seen as aspirational while something like the boogie-woogie can be read as 

vulgar or not as good as genres of  the classical period. 

However, this constant comparison recurrent in Ulmer’s films is not about showing us that one 

is better than another but about identifying one of  those few things that were still accessible to 

exiles established in the United States. Unlike Adorno and Horkheimer’s claims on popular 

culture, it is not that classical music is above American jazz or boogie-woogie—it is not that one 

 Referring to Curtis Institute of  Music in Philadelphia. 78

 Noah William Isenberg. “Independence Days” in Edgar G. Ulmer: A Filmmaker at the Margins. Berkeley: 79

University of  California Press, 2014. 

 Noah William Isenberg, “Perennial Detour: The Cinema of  Edgar G. Ulmer and the Experience of  80
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is more aspirational than the other. Instead, it is about what that music symbolizes for someone 

like Ulmer, who grew up listening and faithfully identified with said music. 

Isenberg writes: “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.”  Going back to Ulmer’s words about his exilic 81

identity, it is clear that his fate would have been different if  he had stayed or gone back to 

Austria. We can see much of  this in the nostalgia and pessimism that hunts the main character 

of  his film. Fury  presented us with “physical transportation” through motorized mobility 

sounds. Now we see, through music, the “emotional transportation” or transposition that takes 

place through the intangible. 

4.2 Music as Memory Recall 

         “He sang but his heart wept.”  

             Shoah  (1985) 

Every memory is available to the person that lived them. It can transport you to places, people, 

and situations just as a photograph does. The idea of  figurative musical transportation as 

transposition is greatly exemplified towards the end of M,  a couple of  minutes before Hans 

Beckert is captured. Beckert is betrayed not through the eyes but the ears of  a blind man. The 

blind man is able to go back to when he sold Elsie’s balloon to Beckert, identifying the murder 

through association. Through the recurring whistle or leitmotif of  “In the Hall of  the Mountain 

King,” the murderer is identified and captured. This scene is an example of  how music can 

function as memory recall. This situation not only takes the individual back to the past but also 

transports the past to the present moment. 

 Noah William Isenberg, “Perennial Detour: The Cinema of  Edgar G. Ulmer and the Experience of  81

Exile,” Cinema Journal 43, no. 2 (2004): pp. 3-25, https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2004.0006, 16.

50



The blind man has no choice but to listen. Jean-Luc Nancy writes, “What does it mean for a 

being to be immersed entirely in listening, formed by listening or in listening, listening with all 

his being?”  Like Schafer, Nancy invites us not to hear but to listen. Listening reveals that which 82

is unavailable to the eye. It aids in deciphering what we often pass as invisible. We choose to 

ignore what we do not listen to because often, we are merely distractedly hearing, blocking what 

our bodies detect as unimportant.  

In the blind man’s case, there is no sight over the hearing. The non-disabled individual can close 

their eyes whenever they do not want to see something. However, hearing is different as the ears 

cannot be shut off  the same way we can close our eyelids. That is why Al shouts at the stranger 

to turn the music off  and is unsuccessful in blocking the memory that introduces the narrative. 

For the blind man listening meant concluding that the whistle symbolizes tragedy. For Al, it 

meant uncovering the root of  frustration he had tried to leave behind. Both songs manifest 

tragedies in these films’ cases, as they are, in one way or another, simultaneously tied to the past, 

present, and future.  

Schafer clarifies that “music forms the best permanent record of  past sounds.”  As mentioned 83

before, music, being intangible, is something that one carries with oneself. This is especially 

presented at the beginning of  Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah  (1985). The documentary opens with 

Simon Srebnik, a Chełmno extermination camp survivor, as he recreates a memory from his 

time in captivity when he was forced to entertain his Nazi regime captors through singing. The 

camera shows him singing on a boat, similar to how he used to do it many years ago. The song is 

beautiful, but it is tied to a devastating recollection only available to those who experienced it. 

Only through context can we understand what the song actually means, and only through this 

earwitness are we sonically introduced to the first-hand accounts of  those who lived them.  The 84

 Jean-Luc Nancy, Listening, trans. Charlotte Mandell (New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 2009), 82

4. 

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 103.83

 An opposite example to Srebnik’s song would be “Treblinka,” a cheerful but horrible tune sung by a 84

Nazi officer in the same documentary.
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scene recovers the past through memory recall. Nevertheless, it is a past that cannot simply be 

shown, only heard. 

Ulmer does not present the past literally. The spectator must truly listen to find meaning beyond 

what is shown to us, for the film develops as a classical noir. Isenberg cites Paul Schrader’s 

“Notes on Film Noir” when he mentions that Detour possesses “the noir hero” who “dreads to 

look ahead but instead tries to survive day by day, and if  unsuccessful at that, he returns to the 

past.”  However, what exactly lies underneath the solitude of  the noir hero? Ulmer’s reflection 85

and what the musical choices represented in his life and those times are enough to see how 

music as memory recall is an essential component of  the exile soundscape. 

4.3 From Bach to Jazz 

I introduced classical music as the home sounds of  many exiles and how the juxtaposition of  

classical and the newer American genres represented the old and the new world. However, this 

must be analyzed beyond what is on the surface. In the comparative analysis of  the scene 

discussed, we saw that music could become a weapon to recover the past. Ulmer was not forced 

to leave Austria like Lang had to escape Germany. Nevertheless, his films demonstrate that he 

was neither losing nor masking his identity nor living in a constant state of  homelessness. With 

this being said, musical analyses must be made by considering the film’s context and the 

historical events of  the time. 

Music can be read in various ways. As for the soundscape, Schafer focuses on several points: 

 Noah William Isenberg, “Perennial Detour: The Cinema of  Edgar G. Ulmer and the Experience of  85
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• The concert hall as a substitute for outdoor life. In other words, he describes how many pieces 

of  classical genres began to imitate the sounds of  nature through color, body, and personality 

in said closed spaces, calling them “landscapes in music.”  86

• The music of  the outdoors, such as bird songs, war songs, and sacred songs.  87

• How sounds inspire specific genres and sensory experiences and how spaces affect music 

perception.  88

However, when it comes to music, this research seeks to analyze its intent. I aim to answer 

questions like, “Why were those genres chosen?” “Why are they meant to communicate to the 

spectator” and “What can it tell us about the exiles?” In order to answer these questions, we 

must look at the figurative more deeply and see how it relates to the cultural aspect of  the time 

and how it might help us understand the role of  music in the exile soundscape. 

Detour musically demonstrates the exile and the refugee’s cultural journey to the United States. 

The fact that the film, like Carnegie Hall, demonstrates the classical as aspirational does not mean 

that they deem it the best within Western culture. Adorno, known to have extensively criticized 

jazz, labels the genre as a “mass commodity” meant to feed the bourgeoisie,  supporting the 89

idea that engaging with America meant succumbing to the culture industry. However, several 

émigrés who worked in Hollywood, such as Lang, Ulmer, and even others like Ernst Lubitsch, 

took advantage of  the medium to criticize American culture itself, sometimes subversively. The 

medium was an opportunity to reach audiences who did not have access or perhaps did not 

wholly agree with the writings of  intellectuals who criticized the culture industry. During World 

 Like The Four Seasons by Vivaldi.  86

R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 104.
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War II, warning the public about anti-Semitism and xenophobia in the United States needed to 

be accessible to the average American viewer. 

Even though Detour  and Carnegie Hall  treat classical music as aspirational and higher-up while 

American jazz and boogie-woogie are seen as worth frowning upon, it does not insinuate a critic 

on Ulmer’s part rather a reflection on the struggles brought by assimilation-—a newly bi-cultural 

identity. There is no friction in how Al introduces both types of  music during a medley that 

combines both Brahms and boogie-woogie (Fig. 9) because it happens contrapuntally.  90

 

Isenberg sheds light on Said’s use of  the word to define the exilic experience, as it is a musical 

term. He writes, “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 thought of  as a kind of  flashback or 

montage.”  This ties in with the earlier definitions, where exile and refugee share a common 91

 A previous scene shows Al playing Chopin’s Fantaisie-Impromptu alongside a version of  the known 20th-90

century vaudeville piece “I’m Always Chasing Rainbows,” which was adapted from the former. Again, 
presenting this back and forth disillusionment through music.

 Noah William Isenberg, “Perennial Detour: The Cinema of  Edgar G. Ulmer and the Experience of  91
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Figure 9. Al begins melancholically playing Brahms before smoothly blending it with boogie-
woogie.



element: a type of  homelessness and awareness of  a simultaneous dimension in transit. The 

émigré who fails to assimilate into the country goes through the same process as the one who 

seeks to create a new identity, whether identified as an exile or a refugee.  

When Ulmer presents us with that medley, we hear the struggle of  a bi-cultural identity and the 

process of  trying to assimilate. That part of  the process cannot be seen but heard. An exile is 

forced to leave everything behind, except what is intangible and sometimes even unseen. This 

scene sonically exemplifies what could not be shown with a single take. We delve into the unseen

—into what only lies in the head. It is the choice to listen to the message behind the music 

instead of  reducing ourselves to hearing them as mere genres. 

Like a coda, Ulmer would return to this same idea two years later in Carnegie Hall’s finale. The 

aforementioned shows Tony Salerno (William Prince) as he plays his “57 Street Rhapsody,” a 

classical boogie-woogie-inspired piece (Fig. 10). Unlike Al, the performance shows a very excited 

and satisfied Tony. Despite his mother’s (Marsha Hunt) disapproval, who preferred her son to 

devote himself  strictly to classical genres, he feels proud to have become a successful musician 

playing what he truly wanted at Carnegie Hall with his mother in the audience. The final reaction 

shot shows his mother’s face as she realizes that her son had always been a very talented pianist, 

whether playing Bach or jazz. 
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Figure 10. Tony happily performs “57 Street Rhapsody.” at Carnegie Hall.



Carnegie Hall  functions almost as a response to Detour, which shows us denial of  the present, 

past, and future—a pessimism that cannot be overcome. Al does not get what he desires, thanks 

to “fate or some mysterious force” which puts its finger on him “for no good reason at all,” 

representing the exiles who never found home or peace. However, on the other hand, it is 

concluded that Tony gets his happy ending. He reconciles with his mother and finds success in 

music by firmly maintaining his passion for the classical mixed with jazz. This scene exemplifies 

the refugee who successfully engages with American culture—the one who manages to 

assimilate, maintain their culture, and adopt a bit of  the one that gave them refuge. 

4.4 Le son de la résistance 

We have seen how music plays a vital role in the exile soundscape. Always through memory, it 

seeks to expand the narratives beyond what is shown to us visually, presenting that which is 

occult or masked to the audience. Music is a timeless device that can bring up the past, change 

the present or determine the future without relying on eyesight. 

Every single individual has their own story. So far, we have focused on how Ulmer and Lang’s 

exilic experiences reflect in some of  their early works in Hollywood. However, a particular case 

that deserves to be discussed on the role of  music in the exile soundscape is the “La 

Marseillaise” scene in  Casablanca. The film itself  holds historical, cinematic, and cultural 

importance. Moreover, it is one of  those films whose theme continues to be relevant. With 

Curtiz, composer Max Steiner, and the majority of  the cast being foreigners, the film officially 

became, as cited by Thomas Elsaesser: “everyone’s favorite émigré film.”  92

In order to analyze this scene, it is necessary to unpack the following point made by Gemünden: 

“The exiles, the film underscores, are unable to fight fascism themselves or even to articulate 

their predicament, as becomes emblematic when Ilsa asks Rick to “think for both of  us, for all 

 Gerd Gemünden, Continental Strangers: German Exile Cinema, 1933-1951. (Columbia University    92

Press, 2014), 3.
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of  us.”  Even though we know the film for a myriad of  reasons, including the star-crossed 93

relationship between Rick (Humphrey Bogart) and Ilsa (Ingrid Bergman), Casablanca is arguably, 

as many of  the films discussed throughout the research that directly address the fight against 

Nazism, an anti-fascist propaganda film meant to educate American audiences on the Allied 

forces war efforts.   94

However, during the rendition of  “La Marseillaise,” we witness an exilic element triggered 

through music. The scene in question features the guests of  Rick’s Café Américain and a group 

of  German soldiers in what seems to be “a duel of  anthems.” The rendition begins as a 

response to a couple of  Nazi officers, led by Major Heinrich Strasser (Conrad Veidt), who 

started singing “Die Wacht am Rhein,” a German patriotic anthem known to have been famous 

during the Franco-Prussian war.  

The act itself  is a tyrannous way of  intimidating and defying the refugees at Rick’s. 

Exasperated, Victor Laszlo (Paul Henreid), who overhears the Germans, storms into the room 

and asks the café’s band to play “La Marseillaise.” The scene becomes a back and forth between 

the German officers and the refugees. The French anthem  slowly starts to overpower the 

officers’ chants, becoming the predominant anthem out of  the two.  

It is clear, both in a literal and an allegorical sense, that the refugee’s voices are to remain the 

strongest in the war against the tyrants. It is not our first time hearing the anthem, but it is the 

first time we witness the characters engaging with it. In many ways, this remains one of  the most 

critical scenes in the film. Not only because it marked a narrative turning point but also because 

of  what it represented during a time of  ongoing war, persecution, and anti-Semitism. 

Using the German anthem as a weapon could be equally violent as any other physical assault. 

The rendition was a reminder of  the nationalistic and twisted views of  Nazi Germany. 

Nevertheless, the refugees did not hesitate to fight back. Even though not all of  them were 

 Ibid., 2.93

 Ibid., 3.94
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French, it was a moment where everyone came together under one patriotic voice. While 

Henreid’s character is the one leading the band, Yvonne’s (Madeleine Labeau) face will forever 

mark the film. 

Halfway through, they present us with a nine-second close-up of  her face. Her eyes display 

passion, pain, resilience, and bravery as tears roll down her face (Fig. 11). The guests cheer, and 

more “Vive la France! Vive la France!” can be heard. Even though the scene features a room 

filled with singing refugees, Lebeau’s close-up is highlighted.  

 

Accompanied by her former Jewish husband and actor, Marcel Dalio, Lebeau had fled from 

France when fascism rose to power, becoming one of  the many people who found themselves 

reliving realities for the camera. The French actress is filmed all teary-eyed, uttering every word 

with her whole chest and ending with “Vive la France! Vive la démocratie!” We see this not once 

but twice. Then, after a brief  moment, we begin to blur the lines between fact and fiction. The 

spectator now witnesses sonic memory recall. 
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Figure 11. Led by Laszlo, the camera shows the guests of  Rick’s Café Américain as they begin 
to sing “La Marseillaise” before cutting to a reaction shot of  Madeleine Labeau.



The French anthem is a recurrent theme throughout the film.  An instrumental version is 95

introduced during the initial shots when the narrator explains the significance of  French-

Morocco and a city like Casablanca and what they meant to in-transit exiles and refugees who 

wanted to escape fascism. It was essentially a stop for people who were looking to flee 

elsewhere. Many would arrive in the city before heading to the United States, specifically states 

like New York and California, as we saw with Lang and Ulmer. 

“La Marseillaise” can be directly compared to the beginning of Detour, which reflects the exilic 

sentiment through Tom Neal’s fictitious character. Without the voice-over and the flashback, we 

would not have known precisely what the song meant and why it triggered him the way it did. In 

addition, the audience is aided by visual cues that establish the timeline and justify his reaction. 

The same can be said about Casablanca: we would not have known what lay beyond without 

further knowledge of  Labeau’s background, which highlights the genuine sentiment behind what 

became “the face of  the French resistance.”  Nevertheless, our knowledge of  the film’s 96

background aids in understanding how music had such significance and the power it can carry 

when it is tied to a specific memory or period in someone’s life 

The act of  remembering through music has already been a subject of  study. Birdsall explores the 

research of  geographer Ben Anderson, who categorizes the practice of  remembering into three 

categories: habit memory,  involuntary remembering, and  intentional remembering.  Habit memory begins 97

from the repetition of  gestures. She uses as an example the many ways in which her 

interviewees, who were older people who lived in Nazi Germany as children, were repeatedly 

forced to do the “Heil Hitler” salute and sing parts of  the national anthem. She writes, “This 

 The anthem recurs throughout the film as a way to establish location.95
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habit memory involves moments where the past is reencountered in the present day by means 

of  both sound and performative gesture.”  98

Our focus lies on the other two categories. First, intentional remembering is defined as deliberately 

bringing up the past—not a representation of  the past but “to bring up the past as part of  a 

present moment.”  We saw this during the discussed opening scene of  Shoah. 99

However, Casablanca  and the beginning of Detour do not deliberately seek to make the past a 

present moment but are merely reactions to unexpected musical triggers that carry strong 

memories of  what it is like to be forced into exile. Second, Anderson’s last category,  involuntary 

remembering, is defined by Birdsall as “brief, unsolicited traces of  the past, linked to memories of  

sound” that “can be experienced momentarily as occurring in the present.”  Ulmer and 100

Curtiz’s films present unplanned responses to sound events under  involuntary remembering, 

with Detour focusing on a much darker and pessimistic take on the refugee and exile experiences 

of  attempting to live life under a bi-cultural lens or being unable to assimilate to such. As a 

result, it presents, through these musical memories, what seems to be a cycle leading to a dead 

end. 

The films discussed in this chapter have that unplanned reaction caused by the trauma carried by 

the music. In the case of  Labeau, considering the historical events occurring in 1942, it was a 

brief  moment of  patriotism that went beyond the production of Casablanca. Ulmer attempts to 

depict a similar picture, not that Neal’s experiences compare with Labeau’s in any way—but a 

reflection of  the exile’s sentiment of  nostalgia. It was a planned “unplanned” fictitious response 

meant to display how tightly music and memory coexist. In Curtiz’s film, we see the opposite: 

the reality of  what it meant to be a refugee engaging with a foreign soundscape through the 

sounds of  her home. Music recovers and transports intangible pieces of  a past that cannot be 

seen again but can perhaps be heard and manifested in the present moment. Just like sound 
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effects and dialogue, music has the power to reveal hidden meaning when you take the time 

to listen. 

5. Conclusions: A Soundscape of  Displacement 

After seeing how the sound effects, speech, and music interact with history and culture to bring 

images of  their own, we might ask ourselves, finally, what exactly is an exile soundscape, and 

how do each analyzed example contributes to its existence. If  we look closely, a word that 

constantly recurs in two of  the three elements is the idea of  transportation.  

First, we saw how physical transportation arises, through motorized mobility, its relationship 

with the surroundings, whether hi-fi or lo-fi, and the dichotomy between noise and silence. Then, 

additionally, we witnessed how emotional transportation, like transposition, manifests through 

music as memory. 

This idea of  sonic transportation is well tied to the concepts of  homelessness and nomadism 

that Said raises in his definition of  exile. The exile is “cut off  from their roots, their land, their 

past. They generally do not have armies or states, although they are often in search of  them.”  101

This search after displacement is precisely what these sounds manifest. We saw this in the 

journey and life interruptions depicted by films like Fury  and Detour. There is a sentiment of  

hopelessness, anxiety, and being dominated by a higher and uncontrollable force that maintains 

them moving around, unstable, and unable to carry on with everyday life. 

On the other hand, we witnessed how music can show us beyond what the eyes see through 

different ways of  remembering. This assertion demonstrates how music can recover the past and 

bring it to the present. We saw how this was done on purpose in the previously analyzed 

examples. In Ulmer’s films, we notice a pattern of  notes that lead us to his home and culture’s 

 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” in Reflections on Exile and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 101

University Press, 2004), pp. 180-192, 183.
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sounds, while Casablanca shows an unintentionally executed scenario. We witness how that exilic 

notion is reflected through these frequencies and notes. 

The exile soundscape, beyond transportation, uses its dialogue as a call to action. While studying 

the elements mentioned above, there was a desire to leave out speech. This thought came from 

the idea of  mainly focusing on the sonic components that are not given privilege above dialogue. 

However, since I was basing my definition on Schafer’s reflections, it was vital to analyze speech 

and see what lies beyond when we genuinely listen and separate it from the image.  

Speech has been around since prehistoric times and continues to be part of  the soundscape.  102

For this reason, I aimed to demonstrate how the spoken word was used, both passively and 

actively, in Hangmen Also Die! and The Great Dictator to challenge and convince audiences in such 

critical moments. Dialogue, voice, and the recorded speech of  the exile soundscape 

communicate that which is not straightforward throughout the films and that which is willing to 

stand by its own when stripped off  from its image. 

These are some of  the pertinent features of  the German exile cinema soundscape. Just as 

academics and scholars have had the opportunity to unpack certain visual and thematic 

elements, we should reflect that our eyes are not able to show us everything on the surface. 

Listening, perceiving, and most importantly, understanding sound events allow us to embark on 

a sonic reading whose origins surpass our existence. 

Even though not every German exile film carries an exile soundscape, the works exemplified in 

this research offer the possibility to reveal the occult images that sound carries with itself. 

However, it is not occult in a paganistic sense, but in how our eyes make us take hidden 

elements for granted. Furthermore, sound, whether synchronous or asynchronous, carries a 

message whose perception varies according to circumstances, timelines, and cultures, as 

previously discussed when introducing Schafer’s concept of  the soundscape. Cinema offers us 

an opportunity to evaluate another layer of  meaning through the marriage of  sound and picture.  

 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: The Tuning of  the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1993), 40.102
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This marriage proposes not one entirely equally shared result but a new lens with which to view 

these two components individually and what message they carry when we consider the influence 

of  the other and a context not explicitly shown on screen. K.J. Connelly writes that “the 

outcome in film can be far less predictable and often more abstract and elusive,”  which is why 103

the sound of  the train might look to establish the Industrial Revolution on the surface, while 

another dimension might reveal sound events pertaining to migration. 

In this case, through a series of  analyses, we saw how the personal experiences of  the exiles are 

reflected, either directly or indirectly, in the sounds surrounding incidents that the characters 

have in their films. Such experiences shed light on the many ways the exiles engaged with the 

United States, starting from the moment they were forced into exile. We witnessed the exilic 

journey through the sounds of  movement and migrations in Lang’s films, which connects to his 

own story of  being persecuted when leaving his motherland. A bi-cultural identity or struggle to 

assimilate into the American culture is shown to us by Ulmer through musical choices, just like 

warning the public about bias and anti-Semitic behavior in Hollywood was emphasized through 

the voice in a time where speeches and newsreels were constant. Sound can deliver an image of  

its own, inviting new discourse inside the viewer’s mind and drawing attention to what our eyes 

cannot see. 

The exile soundscape, in essence, demonstrates through sound events the never-ending fragile 

journey of  those forced out of  their homes. While some attempted to make a new life, others 

viewed it merely a provisional roof. Nevertheless, a shared fight, journey, and loss reflect in their 

works through an extensive composition of  the sounds of  their history, culture, and memories, 

resulting through sonic anxiety and nostalgia, in a soundscape of  displacement. 

 K. J. Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics: Synchronization in Sound Film (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 103

2014), 209.
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