


A QU A LITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF MEDIEVAL 
MOTIFS IN SELECTED MOVIES PRODUC ED IN THE 

ENGLISH LANGU AGE 1920-1945 

A R esearch Paper 

Presented to 

the Graduate Council of 

Austin Peay State University 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the R equiremeots for the Degre 

Master of Arts 

by 

Sherry Meek Smith 

August, 1972 



To the Graduate Council: 

I am submitting herewith a Res ear ch Paper written by 
Sh e rry Me e k Smith entitled "A Qualitative and Quantitative 
Analysis of M edieval Motifs in Selected Movies Produced 
in the English Language 1920- 1945 . " I recommend that it 
be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 
the degree of Master of Arts, with a major in history. 

Major Professor 

A ccept ed fo r the C ouncil: 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The student wishes to express sincere appreciation for the 

guida nce and patience Dr. Wentworth S. Morris provided in 

hel ping this student complete this paper. At no time during 

the summer of 1972 was Dr. Morris not willing to advise 

this student. The student wishes to thank Dr. Preston J. 

Hubbard for the leads on sources of information. In 

addition, the student wishes to thank Dr. Morris, Dr. Hubbard 

and Dr . Fred A. Bunger for serving on the student's committee, 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION • . . . . . . . 
Significance of the Study • 

Limitations of the Study 

Organization of the Study 

II. MEDIEVAL MOTIFS IN MOVIES OF THE 1920'S 

SUPERSTITION . . • • . • 

Witchcraft and Sorcery . 

Vampirism . 

Lycanthropy 

LEGEND ..•• 

The Golem 

Faustian •.. 

Nibelungen Saga . 

Arabian Nights .. 

Romantic Heroes 

FAIRY TALES 

SETTING 

HISTORY 

PAGE 

2 

3 

3 

3 

6 

6 

7 

7 

9 

10 

11 

14 

17 

18 

19 



CHAPTER 

RELIGION. . . . . . . . . . 
PAGE 

21 

T HE MEDIEVALISM IN SHAKESPEAR E 24 

Ill. MEDI E VAL MOTIFS IN MOVIES OF THE l 930'S . 2(, 

SUPERSTITION • • • • • , . , ••••• , . . • 26 

Vampirism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26 

Lycanthropy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28 

LEGEND . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 

The Golem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 

Faustian . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30 

Arabian Nights . • , , , • , • • , • • . . . . . . • • . 31 

Romantic Heroes 

FAIRY TALES •••• 

32 

35 

SETTING . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36 

HISTORY • • • • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • . • • • . . • • 37 

RELIGION • • . • • • • • • • • • , • • • • 43 

THE MEDIEVALISM IN SHAKESPEARE • 44 

THE MEDIEVALISM IN WALT DISNEY • . • . . • . . . 44 

IV. MEDIEVAL MOTIFS IN THE MOVIES 1940-1945 • 

SU PER STITION • • , • • • • • , . • • • . . . . • 

Vampirism • • 

Lycanthropy • .. 

46 

46 

46 

47 



C llAl'TE:R P A (; t•: 

L EGEND. . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . .. ,, . . 4 8 

T he Golem • . • . • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • . • . • 48 

Arab ian Nights • • • • • • . • • • • • • • • • . • • • • 48 

SET TING • • • • . • • • • • . • • • . • • • . • • • • . . 49 

HISTORY . . . .. . .. . • . ..... .. . o • • • • • • 50 

T HE MEDIEVALISM IN SHAKESPEARE . • • • . • • • • • 51 

T HE MEDIEVALISM IN WALT DISNEY. • • • • • • • • • 52 

V . CONCLUSIONS • • 

BIBLIOGRAPHY • ••• . . . . . . . . . . . . 

55 

58 



Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

Significance of the Study 

A qualitative and quantitative analysis of medieval motifs in movies 

from 1920 to 1945 is being made for the following purposes: (1) to show 

the role of medieval themes in 20th century movies produced in the 

English language; (2) to determine whether a significant amount of 

movies with a medieval motif were produced from 1920 to 1945 to 

provide data for this research; (3) as a literary genre to show how 

medievally based movies are an expression of ideas of modern times. 

Medieval motifs, representing the past, were relied on in some of 

the movies of this period to convey this expression of the present. 

(4) To show the writer's interest in medieval history and recent 

American history. This paper will show one type of relationship 

between these two histories. 

Limitations of the Study 

In organizing the data for this paper, several limitations exist: 

(1) C ,ntent of some of the movies is limited. (2) Because of the 

vo lum e of films made in this period, not every film was investigated. 

(3) Since the writer has seen only a few of these films, the qualitative 



analysis and evaluation is based on the critiques and jurlgments of 

secondary sources. (4) Illustrations are not provided. 

Organization of the Study 

2 

The data presented in this paper is organized in the following way: 

( 1) The Review of Literature is divided into three chapters, one chapter 

fo r ~: ach decade. (2) The movies are organized first according to the 

decade in which they were produced. (3) Each chapter is subdivided 

into sections. (4) The sections are the general motifs used in that 

decade. (5) The movies selected are classified into the medieval motif 

they most dominantly portray. (6) Date and country of movie produc:ed 

will be given for each movie. (7) Visual references will be made 

concerning certain scenes in the movies. (8) The Middle Ages will 

b e referred to as the age of history between 476-1453. 



Chapter II 

MEDIEVAL MOTIFS IN MOVIES OF THE l 920'S 

The m e s and characteristics of the Middle Ages were found in 

forty-fiv e movies selected from the silent film era of moviemaking. 

I. SUPERSTITION 

Witc h c raft and Sorcery 

Many writers have labeled the Middle Ages as an age of super-

stition. Superstition was the answer to many questions the medieval 

man had concerning his environment. Contributing to these beliefs 

w e r e c ertain superstitious religious practices, or a belief in religious 

supernaturalism, which was coupled with a lack of scientific knowledge. 

M oviemaking in the 1920 1 s reflected this characteristic in movies 

dealing with the practice of witchcraft and sorcery. 

One of the most influential silent films was the controversial 

German movie, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, 1920.
1 

Head of an 

insane asylum, Dr. Caligari was supposedly obsessed with the story 

1Benjamin de Casseres, "Our Domestic Movies and the Germans," 
The New York Times , March 26 , 1922, Sec . III, p . 10, col. 1. 

~ 
I 
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of a nH:di,:val sorc-e r1:r. The sorcerer had travelled around Europe 

with r1 sonma mbuh Rt who committed murd e r s for him . B e fore b<· 

coming head of the asylwn Dr. Caligari supposedly had displayed a 

somnambulist in a fair booth in a town similar to the medieval town 

4 

of the sorcerer. All this is implied by the term supposedly; the 

doctor, as it turned out, was not the one obsessed, but an inmate 

telling the story. 2 The movie was controversial because it introduced 

new elements into moviemaking. Elements of Gothic horror, darkness, 

the forces of good and evil in combat, terror and fantasy would emerge 

on the screen as elements of the "Teutonic psyche113 of the Middle 

Ag e s. According to one critic of German films, Dr. Siegfried Kracauer, 

the post war films of Germany embodying these elements, led to the 

later formation of what he termed "Nazi lunacy. 114 Caligari was the 

first of this type of film. 

Witchcraft in the Middle Ages was one way of practicing medicine. 

Elixirs made of foad's urine, the eyeballs of snakes, and other such 

e soteric elements were used as specifics by witches and warlocks to 

2carlos Clarens , An Illustrated History of the Horror Film 

(New York: Capricorn Books, 1968), p. 16. 

3John Baxter, Hollywood in the Thirties (London: A. Zwemmer 

Ltd . , 1968), p . 70 . 

4Bosley Crowther, The Great Films (New York: G. P. Putnam's 

Sons , 1967), p. 21. 

,, 

' ti ., 



all<'viatc pain or 1· 1ir1~ people or a ni' mal s . M ..J • • t It e 111c.1n1~s w e r 1• <"Onl'OI' ,f', 11 

pr od uce lov e or an absenc e of i t . B ut afte r the Gr ea t S chi Rm of I ·nH,, 

witch craft often t ook the form of satanism or d evi l wors hi p . 

In th e 1920' s three film s on witchcraft came from Sweden. The 

Witch, 1920 , told of witchc r aft in medieval t imes and e nded by relating 

it to m odern supe r stitions and neuroses . 6 A medieval story of a 

w0man's ordeal in a trial by fire was the theme of Love 1 s Cr ucible, 

1921. 7 Witches and sorcerers were punished by being burned at the 

,1 

stake in medieval times. In Witchcraft Through the Ages , 1922, witch- Ii 

c raft was traced from the Middle Ages to modern times through scenes 

of B lack Masses and nudity which caused this film to be censored in 

several countries. 8 As a reason for the dominant Swedish productions 

of witchcraft themes, the theme of satanism was still too liberal to be 

used by more conservative countries such as the United States. Implicit 

in som e of these productions was •atanism. Satanism involved perverse 

ce r emonies which would call for scenes of nudity and sacrilegious 

parodies of chur ch rites. 9 

5Morr is B i shop , The Middle Ages (New York: Ameri can Heritage 

Pre s s, 1970) , p. 340 . 

6Liam 0' Leary, The Silent Cinema (London: Studio Vista Ltd., 

1970), p . 85 . 

7Ibid . 

8c1are n s , op . ci t. , pp . 57 - 58 . 

9 Jules Michel et, Satanism and Wi tchc r aft, t rans . A. R . Allinson 
(New Yor k: The Citadel Press, 1939) , pp. 98 -1 08 . 

II 
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Vampirism 

T h 0. h <-: li d in vampir e s was a medi eval supe rs tition whic h had its 

origi ns in th e ear ly da ys of the Da rk Ages when a pers on, usua lly a 

so r ce r e r , l eft its grav e t o feed upon the blood of the l iving . Dur ing 

the Middl e Ag e s, vampi res were believed to liv e i n Hungary and Serbia . 

To be de s tr oyed a vampi re's body had to be exhumed from the grave 

and a s take driven through its heart. lO In Bram Stoker's 1897 novel 

Dr a c ula, all the superstitions concerning vampirism are written in 

s tory a bout the leader of all vampires, Count Dracula of Transylvania. 

The fi r st adaptation of his book into a movie was the German film of 

1921 , D r acula.
11 

In 1927 in the United States Bela Lugosi becam e 

fam ous as Count Dracula in Dracula 12 and Lon Chaney starred as 

Dr a c ula in London After Midnight. 13 

Lycanthropy 

"Whosoev e r shall believe that a man or woman may be changed 

into the shape of a wolf or other beast shall be condemned" was the 

dec r ee of the Bishop of Exeter in the late 12th century in an effort to 

l Ocora L . Daniels and C. M. Stevans, eds. Encyclopedia of 
Supers tition, Folklore, and the Occult Sciences of the World, III 
(Detroit : Gale Research Company, 1971), p. 1373. 

l 1c1arens, op. cit. , P· 21. 

12lbid.,p.61 

13Joe Franklin, Classics of the Silent Screen (New York: The 

Citadel P res s , 1959) , P · 141. 

,· 
I 

11 
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stamp out superstition in his diocese . 14 In the Slavic and Teutonic 

countries wizards were believed capable of changing themselves into 

wolves by magic sayings, rubbing the body with a magic ointment, 

and by wearing a special belt. 15 The result was a human who ran on 

all fours and howled like a wolf. In 1920, John Barrymore starred 

16 in the United States production of Dr . Jekyll and Mr . Hyde, the 

well-known story of the forces of good and evil at work in the human 

soul. The Jekyll-Hyde theme was based on the werewolf transforma

tion as the doctor changed into the mad beast. According to medieval 

superstition, this change could occur involuntarily, as shown by the 

Jekyll-Hyde story. In 1926 Germany produced a variation of the 

17 
Jekyll-Hyde theme in Janus Faced. 

II. LEGEND 

Th~ Golem 

The Golem legend, which was popularized more in the United 

States in the movies of the 1930~& and 1940's had its start in the 

14G. G. Coulton, A Medieval Garner (London: Constable and 

Company, Ltd., 1910), p. 116. 

l 5Biren B onnerjea, A Dictionary of Superstitions and Mythology 

(London: Folk Press Limited, 1927), P· 286. 

16Franklin, op. cit., P· 28. 

17 O'Leary, op. cit., P· 69. 



1920' s in the 1920 German film T he Gol em . 18 The legend, which 

origina te d in the ghetto of medieval Pra gue, told of a clay monster 

whi ch was built to protect the Jews from persecution. 19 In the 

film The Golem (meaning strength) , a r abbi built a clay m onster 

who was to p rot ec t the J ew s from the pe rsecution of the chancellor 

of Empe r or Rudol ph 11. But the monster went mad, had i ts "ahem" 

(life) removed , and put to r est in the attic of the synagogue. 20 (A 

F rench fi lm picked up the story here in a movie of the l 930's.) 

Homun culus as a theme was very popular with the German 

a udience s . It was a challenge to the audience to watch the struggle 

on the s c r e en of man's creation of man. Not until the 1930's and 

8 

1940 ' s was this theme received well in the United States when it was 

pr e s e nted in the series of Frankenstein movies. Two films in the 

Unite d States whi ch experimented with the homunculus theme was 

The Mon s te r, 1925 , i n which Lon Chaney portrayed a mad doctor 

a t t empting to create a female monster, 21 and The Magician, 1926. 

In The Magician a mad doctor lived in an old castle and experimented 

18John Baxter, Science Fiction in the Cinema (New York: Paper

back L ibrary , 1970), p. 31. 

l 9"Conc e rning the Golem Legend," The New York Times, Mar ch 

21, 1937 , Sec . XI , p . 4 , col. 6. 

20Ibid . 

21 
F r anklin, op . cit. , P· 142. 
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wi th th e s ecret of the homunculus believing that the blood of maidens 

br ought life into dead bodies. 22 

Faustian 

Variations of the Faust legend occurred in four selected movies 

of the 1920' s. The story of the medieval magician who made a deal 

with Satan to gain eternal life, was represented by the French in 

1922 in Oon Juan and Faust in an imaginary meeting between the two 

figures. 
23 

In 1925 the United States presented a modern version of 

Faust in The Sorrows of Satan, in which a struggling young author 

was led astray by Mephistopheles disguised as a prince. 
24 

The most 

famous of the Faust movies was the German Student of Prague in 

1926. Trading his mirror image for a profitable marriage, the 

student went through tragic adventures trying to rid himself of this 

devil. In the end he committed suicide in an attempt to shoot the 

• · 25 L' h · d h d' t hn' devil he saw m the mirror. 1g tina; an s a mg ec 1ques were 

used experimentally to emphasize the medieval atmosphere of the 

22Mordaunt Hall, "The Screen," rev. of The Magician, The New 

York Times, October 25, 1926, p. 15, col. 1. 

23Ivan Butler, Religion in the Cinema (New York: A. S. Barnes 

and C ompany, 1969), p. 159. 

24 c1arens, op. cit., p. 44 . 

25Siegfried Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1947), P· 29. 

n 
Ii 
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tow n whe r e Satan liv e d in dis guise in a G e rman filming of Faust m ade 

in 1926. 
26 

Nib e lung en Saga 

A two par t film produced by Germany 1922- 24 was based on th e 

Nibelungen Saga, a legend of the Middle Ages. The legend told of 

Si egfried , son of King Sigmund, who defeated a race of dwarfs and 

killed the dragon Fafner. Part I of the movie Siegfried, 1922-23, 

told how this l egendary hero received magical powers from a race 

of dwar fs , the Nibelungs. He was then able to kill the dragon whos e 

blood in which he bathed made him invulnerable to death. One part 

of his body was not covered but only his sweetheart, Krimhild, knew 

the secret. By treachery Siegfried's secret is made known and he is 

kille d. 

In th e second part, Krimhild' s Revenge, 1923-24, Krimhild 

avenged Si egfried's death. 
27 

T his was the only film made 1920 - 1945 on this subject. The 

m ovie was not very popular in the United States because of its lengthy 

26Paul Rotha and Richard Griffith, The Film Till Now (London: 

Spring B oaks, 196 7), p . 280 • 

27 C la r ens, op . cit., PP· 29-30. 



and boring plot. When it was shown in Berlin in 1924 the ending of 

Krimhild's Revenge was never seen. The film was stopped as a 

r e sult of the prote sting uproar in the audience against the portrayal 

of Krimhild as a cold blooded murderess. 28 

Arabian Nights 

11 

Some of the most delightful movies to come out of the 1920' s have 

been made on the theme of the Arabian Nights Entertainment, a 

collection of stories from medieval literature. Unlike the Gothic 

elements of the Middle Ages found in some of the German movies of 

the l 920's, the United States movies based on the Arabian Nights 

provided a world of pleasurable fantasy. 

According to the legend, the princess Scheherazade was a 

prisoner of Haroun-Al-Raschid, an Arabian sheik. She was to be 

killed but was allowed to live as long as she could entertain Raschid 

with stories. The stories she told were supposedly the stories now 

known as the Arabian Nights. Many of the tales were told without an 

ending so that the princess could continue the stories the next day, 

thus sparing her life longer. 29 She made the stories exciting and 

28T. R. Ybarra, "'Die Nibelungen' meets Disaster in Berlin," 
The New York Times, April 29, 1924, p. 2, col. 2. 

29John A. Haywood, "Thousand and One Nights," Encyclopedia 

Brittanica (1972), XXI, 1083-84. 



vividwith all kindsofm · 1 
agica occurr enc e s such a s fl ying carpets 

and horses. The movies based on the se stories recrea ted se t ti ngs 

and cha racte rs that must have taken place in the m a gical world of 

Scheherazade' s ta les. 

12 

In 1920 Otis Skinner starred in Kismet, a story of Bagdad 1, 000 

years a g o . 
30 

The content of this film will be discussed further in 

the movi es of the 1930' s and 1940' s since it was produced again in 

both decades. Rudolph Valentino starred in The Shei k in 192131 

and Son of the Sheik in 1926. 
32 

The setting of these films was 

pr obably in m e di eval Arabia . 

One of the most popular movies in this category was The Thief of 

Bagdad in 1924. Based on a combination of several Arabian Nights 

tales, Douglas Fairbanks portrayed a mischievous rogue who fell in 

love with the Caliph's daughter while stealing from the Caliph's 

t r easure. To win her hand he had to journey to the "Valley of the 

Monsters" and "Citadel of the Moon" of the Arabian Nights to get 

magic treasures for the Caliph. Of course his adventures were 

30" The Screen," rev. of Kismet, The New York Times, November 

15 , 1920, p . 12, col. 2 . 

31 o •L eary, op. cit., P· 134 . 

32Franklin, op. cit., P· 7S. 
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succ ess ful and the mo · d d . 
vi e en e as the Princess and the rogue flew 

away on a magic carpet 33 Th 
· e reader who m a y wis h to see some 

8 ccnes fr om this m ovie is referred t o Cr owther ' s The Gr eat F i ]ms , 

pages 35-3 8 . An example of trick photography us ed in the 1920' s i s 

e specia lly int e r e sting on page 38 . 

Two other United States movies made in this period were Tales 

of 1, 001 Nights in 1927, 
34 

and Two Arabian Nights which won an 

Os car for best direction in 1927. 35 

The German versions of the Arabian Nights did not share the 

happy endings of the American films. Destiny, 1921, was a tragic 

story of two lovers separated by death. Death appeared in the form 

of a pe rson who promised to reunite the lovers if the heroine per-

fo rmed three duties. She had to go back into three moments of 

history to save her lover. One of the scenes was the Bagdad of the 

Arabian Nights. In each instance she failed and was killed in the end. 

Thus she was reunited with her lover, but in death. 
36 

33crowther, op. cit., pp. 35-38. 

34Mordaunt Hall, "The Screen," rev. of Tales of 1,001 Nights, 
The New York Times, January 24, 1927, p. 14, col. I. 

35David Robinson, Hollywood in the Twenties (London: A. 

Zwemme r Limited, 1968), P· 117. 

36c1ar ens, op. cit . , P· 26 . 
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In One Arabian Night, l 921, a hunchback clown fell in love with 

a beautiful dancer of th · 
e circus who was bought by a sheik for his 

har em. The dancer was late r murdered by the sheik, and the m ovie 

ended wi th the s a d clown having to continue to m ake people laugh . 37 

Thr e e wax figures in a showmen's tent provided the story for 

Waxwor k s, 1924. One of the figures was Haroun-Al-Raschid, the 

evi l s he ik of the Arabian Nights. 38 

Romantic Heroes 

Ballads have sung and told of three of the most popular legendary 

heroes of the Middle Ages, King Arthur, Robin Hood, and William 

T e ll. During the 1920' s the United States produced three movies 

r e lating to the adventures of these medieval heroes. 

The first was the comedy A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's 

Court, 1922, 39 based on Mark Twain's book of the same title, which 

told of a man in modern times who went back to the days of the Round 

Table. Twain wrote the book in jest in an effort to show the realism 

in medieval customs as opposed to the romantic ideas often surrounding 

37Herman G. Weinberg, The Lubitsch Touch (New York: E. P. 

Dutton and Company, Inc . , 1968), PP· 35-36. 

38Rotha and Griffith, op . cit. , P· 286. 

39"The Screen , 11 r ev . of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's 

C Th N York Times Mar ch 15 , 1921, p. 14, col. 3. ourt, e ew • 
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th e e ra of cas tles and knights. In the movie a modern man was knocked 

out and awoke in 6th c t E 1 d · · en ury ng an where he began a series of comi c: 

adv~ntures, which led to his being knighted "Sir Boss" and given 

rr·agician status. To the 6th century medieval man, a magician was 

the symbol of power. Usually these magicians were smarter than the 

c ommon man and just took advantage of the latter's ignoranre. Twain 

made fun of this ignorance by showing how easy it was for his mode rn 

man, Hank, to become more powerful than Merlin, Arthur's magician. 

Thus when Hank lit matches for his pipe, creating fire, he impressed 

the c ourt with his "magic." He "invented" all kinds of 1920 devices 

unheard of in 528. For example, in one of the battles, the knights 

fought from motorcycles and with pistols. When the movie was remade 

in 1931, the knight,s, armed with machine guns, fought from cars and 

planes, and crossed the moats in tanks. 
40 

The greenwood was a familiar setting for medieval romantic 

legends . In dark, thick forests, on shaded paths, one could not travel 

long before meeting some enchanted hosts of the greenwood; a black 

knight, a dwarf, a fairy or the adventurous one of all, Robin Hood. 

In 1922 Douglas Fairbanks portrayed Robin Hood, in a romantic 

40"Will Rogers and King Arthur," The New York Times, March 

29, 193 1, Sec. VIII, P· 7, col. 1. 
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Hf'lt.ing of cas tl e s and gr eenwood. The movi e began wi th R r,bin ;u; tlw 

Ea rl of Huntingdon, a favorite of King Richard. (The reade r is 

r e fe r r ed to Ma uric e Keen's The Outlaws of Medi eval Lege nd for a 

discus sion on the existence of a real Robin Hood.) According to on e 

th e ory, Robin was the Earl of Huntingdon who lived in the late 12th 

a nd ear ly 13th Century, the same time as the Third Crusade of Richar d 

L . H 41 th e 10n earted. 

The movie began when Richard left for the Crusades. Robin took 

to the woods to escape from the rule of Prince John. He robbed the 

rich nobles and prelates who were John's supporters. Little John, 

Friar Tuck and others joined Robin in a series of small attacks on 

the w ealthy, unsuspecting travelers through the forests. Robin b ecam e 

th e h e ro of the poor and the oppressed. A letter written to the New 

York Times in 1922 concerning the film, stated, "No period in the 

his tory of the world has been so sung in song and story, in verse, s o 

glorified on canvas, as this glorious Age of Chivalry, the days of the 

C r usade s, of the great Richard Coeur de Lion. 
1142 

(Wouldn't Mark 

T wain hav e scorned this letter?) 

41Mau rice Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval Legend (Toronto: 

Unive r s i ty of Toronto Press, 1961) , P· 178 . 

f V . 11 The New York Times, Novemb e r 4 2"The Screen - Points o 1ew, 

12, 1922, Sec . VIII, P· 2 , col. 1. 
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Filme d in Switzerla d · 1925 w· . 
n in , 1lham Tell r ec ounted the legend 

of the 14th century Swi s s he r o who, for not bowing to the gov e rnor , 

was forced to shoot an apple off hi s son's head. Given a poor r e vi ew , 

William T e ll was c riticized because it failed to relate to the 14th 

century i n m ovie details. The dialogue, shown in the sub-titles, used 

too many 20th century slang terms. 43 A problem in making historical 

theme movies is making the language of the movies understandable, 

y e t retaining enough so that the historical atmosphere is not lost. 

William Tell went to the e~reme in modernizing the language. It 

was apparently too out of place against the 14th century setting. 

Ill. FAIRY TALES 

Literature from the Middle Ages is full of stories of e lves, 

fai r i e s, and dwarfs who were as much part of the medieval scene as 

the castles and greenwoods in which they lived. These "little 

people" were of two kinds: the good and the evil. The good were 

usually the elves and the fairies. They were a sign of good luck, 

helped and protected the medieval man and his family, and even 

knew of treasures to be found. An example of a good fairy is the 

fami liar fairy godmother of Cinderella. 

43 H 11 "The Screen, 11 rev. of William Tell, The New M o rdaunt a , 
York Times, May 20, 1925, P· 26, col. 2. 
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The dwarf was usuall th . . 
Y e representative of evil and sometimes 

was known as the devil's helper. Dwarfs were feared as omens of 

bad luck and on some days it was even unsafe to go from the house 

for fear of meeting one. 
44 

Even though fairy tales as a theme were 

more popular in the late 1930' s and early 1940' s, two movies in the 

1920' s we re based on the Cinderella story. Germany's Cinderella 

rn 1923
45 

and A Kiss for Cinderella by the United States in l 92546 

were modern versions of this fairy tale. 

IV. SETTING 

Two United States films of the 1920 1s, in which the city of Paris 

is the setting have been selected as examples of the medieval setting 

us e d as a motif in movies. Medieval Paris was the setting for The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame, 1923. In this movie, the medieval elements 

of Paris were seen in the street Festival of Fools. 
4 7 

The reader is 

referred to Franklin I s Classics of the Silent Screen, pages 45-4 7 for 

scenes from this famous movie. 

44 · k H · Med1'eval Man (London: Butler and Frederic arr1son, 
Tanner Ltd., 1947), p. 67. 

450 1 Leary, op. cit., P· 81. 

46Franklin, op. cit., P· 73. 

4 7Ibid., pp. 45-47. 
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Under the ground of a Paris opera house, catacombs with s ecr et 

passageways, bizarre scenery and torture chambers provided the 

s etting for The Phantom of the Opera, 1925. Lon Chaney starred in 

both m ovies, and, as the Phantom, wore a mask to disguise his 

deformed and acid-scarred appearance. 48 Disguise was a favorite 

them e in medieval stories. The reader is again referred to Franklin's 

Clas si c s of the Silent Screen. Scenes from Phantom are on pages 68-

69. Both movies were indeed classics. They were so popular they 

were reproduced with sound in the following decades. 

V. HISTORY 

Eight films have been selected from the 1920' s relating to medieval 

history. The movies will be discussed in chronological order histori-

cally. 

In 1928, the United States produced The Viking, a movie based on 

49 h the exploits of Leif the Lucky of 10th century Norway. This was t e 

only movie found between 1920-1945 based on this motif. 

The Third Crusade ( 1189-1192) was the theme of the United States 

movie Richard the Lion Hearted in 1923. Richard was depicted more 

48lbid., pp. 68-69. 

11 of The Viking, The New 49M d t Hall "The Screen, rev. -
or aun • S X 7 1 3 

25 1928 ec p. , co . . 
York Times, November ' ' · ' 
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an a villain than h e was · R b' H · in o 1n ood and was s een as a r e le ntl1 :ss 

fighl<·!r in the battle against the Sultan Saladin . SO Hi1-.1tori ca lly tht~ 

Thi rd Crusade was a joint English and French effort to gain the T rut! 

Cross• It was fought against Saladin's Turks in an effort to take 

Jerusalem. 

Guilds were a part of the economic system of the Middle Ages. 

Guilds however, were not popular as a topic for moviemaking as 

only two movies between 1920 and 1945 were found using this theme. 

In the 1920' s Germany produced these two movies which were based 

on the Meistersinger guilds of the 14th and 15th centuries. The 

Meiste rsingers were German musicians and poets who claimed to 

be ancestors of twelve old masters who were skilled in the medieval 

arts and musical theories. As members of the guilds they were 

trained to sing in church and on other occasions. 51 A meistersinger 

was the subject for The Master of Nurnburg in 1927. 52 The 

Meistersingers in 1928 was a triangle love story about the daughter 

53 
of a goldsmith, a village cobbler, and a nobleman. 

50"The Screen, 11 rev. of Richard the Lion Hearted, The New York 

Times, Oc tober 22, 1923, p. 17, col. 1. 

5 lJ ohn R. Wilkie, "Meistersingers," Encyclopedia Brittani ca 

(1972), XV, p. 118. 

S2Kracauer, op. cit., P· 141. 

53 11 "The Screen," rev. of The Meistersingers," Mordaunt Ha , 
The New York Times, December 16, 1929, P· 34, col. 2. 

' I 
I 
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5t
• Joan of A rc:. (1412-1431) has s erved as a popular subj ect for 

m ovi e s made 19 20- l 94 5 . In the Frenc h ve rsion of 1928 the t riaJ a nd 

execution was the m a i n plot of Th p · f J f A N e assion o oan o re . one of 

the actors w or e m ake- up so that th f · 1 · e aci a expres s ion s could portray 

the terror, pride and hllll1ility of the medieval church . 54 The reader 

is r ef erred t o Butler's Religion in the Ci nema, pages 116-123 for 

scen e s of the various actors who portrayed Joan in the years 1920-

1945 , and i n later movies. 

This theme continued to be popular after 1945. It was during the 

1920' s that France decided to make a series of historical films. The 

Passion of Joan of Arc was in this group. The theme intended to be 

portrayed was that Joan was condemned by a lack of being understood 

by her judges. She existed in a time when people were burned if they 

possessed the "evil eye." It was hard for her judges to accept the 

fact tha t a woman of the Middle Ages would rise from peasantry to 

· 1 h h 1· . 55 leader of the French army simp y t roug ange ic voices. 

The first of the French historical series was the 1924 movie 

Mi racle of the Wolves filmed in the still preserved medieval town of 

C France All 20th century devices were removed from a r cassonne, . 

54Butle r, op. cit., PP· 115-118. 

55comte de La Roziere, "Trial of Joan of Arc ," The New York 

Times, April 1 , 1928, Sec . IX, P· 5, col. 5. 
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th<' se tting in or der to recreate the 
si ege of Beauvais in the 

Car cassonne setting. Atthi · s time , the 15th century, Charles 

the Bold of Bur gundy and Loui·s XI 
we re at war . The plot evolved 

around the battle between the Duke of B d d L · XI · 
ur gun y an ou1s , 1n 

which the unity of Franc e was at stake. 56 Accor ding to the French 

prod uce rs, this film was intended to portray France's history 

n :a li s tically, r a the r than romantically , as so many movie s on the 

Middl e A ge s did . France realized Louis XI was not a good king ancl 

Miracle of the Wolves portrayed him realistically. The movie was 

p r a i s ed as being one of the best films of the 1920's for its recreation 

of th e Middle Ages on the screen. 57 For a picture of a scene from 

th e movie the reader is referred to 0 1 Leary's The Silent Screen, 

page 99, which can be compared to a picture of Carcassonne today 

in 1972 in Freemantle's Age of Faith, pages 80-81. 

T he story of Francois Villon, who lived at the same time 

po r trayed in Miracle of the Wolves, became a subject for movies 

popular in the 1930' s and l 940's. Villon, a medieval French poet, 

h h f One movie in the l 920's, the United States production was t e t eme o 

6 H. t · 1 Film " The New York Times, 5 " Brings First French is or1ca ' 
Decemb er 11 , 1924, P· 29 • col. 4 · 

57 h H ' t rical Film Presented at the Paris Opera," " New Fr enc 1s o 6 
. D mber 21 1924, Sec . VII, p . , c ol. 1. T he New Yo r k Time s , ece ' 



Th e B doyC'd R o 11 58 (E , ue. xa ct date of film c ould not be lor:Bled.) 

A s th e content of this fil ld · · m cou not b e found eithe r , more m ent10n 

of Villon 's life as de pi cted by the later m ovies will be discussed in 

Chapte r III. 

VI. RELIGION 

One of the s t rongest forces of the Middle Ages was the influence 

of the Chur ch; that is the Catholic Church and the papacy as a whole . 

Two fi lm s have been selected from the 1920's to show the role of the 

me dieval church. One was based on the Spanish Inquisition. Although 

the c omplete content of this film is unknown to the writer, there had 

to be a relationship of the Spanish Inquisition to the Middle Ages. In 

Denmark's 1920 Leaves From Satan's Book, Satan appeared on earth 

in four disguises during four different times of history. One was as 

I · · · 59 Th f. I . ·t· an Inquisitor of the Spanish nqu1s1tion. e irst nqu1s1 10n was 

estab l ished in 1233 by the Dominican monks of Spain in an effort to 

60 
sta mp out heresy. 

A view of the medieval conception of Hell was found in the 1924 

United S tates movie Dante's Infe r no61 whose title was used again for 

58Frankl in, op . cit., P· 128. 

59Butler, op . cit., P· 159. 

60Bishop, op. cit., P· 185. 

61 c 1ar ens, op . cit., P· 1S5. 
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a movie i n 19 35 . In th e writings of Dante a r e expr e ss ed on e of the 

medi e val conceptions of the fate of m a n on earth . T he medie val mind , 

influPn ced by the church , held the world in c ontempt. To take pl ea R

ure in sc orning the world was considered a n artistic pleasure. One 

way to sc orn the w or ld was to enjoy the forms of literature that wer e 

filled with the horro r a nd t r agedy of Dante's Inferno. It was believ ed 

that this would l ead to the spiritual elevation of man. 62 This 

charac t e ri s tic of the m edieval ages was the basis for some of 

Shake s p eare' s plays , one which will be mentioned in the next 

section. 

VII. THE MEDIEVALISM IN SHAKESPEARE 

Shakespear e used many sources for his plays, some of which 

were based on the Gothic outlook on life. This was the view of the 

w o rld a s violence and of the flesh as c orruption. This outlook was 

expres sed in two types of medieval literature. The medieval tragical 

narrative dealt with the fall of nobility into misery and death. The 

type of literature found in Dante, related all the horrors which c ould 

be don e to man. 63 In Shakespeare's Othello, is an example of the 

6ZWilliam Farnham, The Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan 

Tragedy (New York : Barnes and Noble, Inc. , 1956), p. 424 . 

6 3Ibid., p. 41. 
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m e die val tragical narrative. In 1922, the Germans produced Othello 

based on the Shakespearean play. 64 

In 1926 a comedy of Shakespea r e's wa s produced by the United 

States in the mov i e T he T a ming of the Shrew. 65 Unlike Othello , one 

of Shake spear e ' s s ources for thi s play was a story from the Arabian 

Nights. 66 

64o •Leary, op. cit . • P· Sl. 

ff . th op . cit . , p . 172 . 6 5Rotha and Gri 1 , 

11 The R eader ' s Encyclopedia 66 • · Shakespeare , 
"The M edie vahsm m b 11 and Edward C. Quinn (New 

d Oscar J. Camp e 
of Shake s p eare, e s . well Company, 1966), P · 844 . 
York : Thomas Y • C r o 



Chapter III 

ME DIEVAL MOTIFS IN MOVIES OF THE 1930'S 

Them e s and characteristics of the Middle Ages were found in 

thirty-eight movies selected from the 1930's. This was the new 

era of s ound movies . 

I. SUPERSTITION 

Vampirism 

In the early thirties the vampire movies were some of the most 

popular movies on the screen. The Gothic elements of the German 

fi lm s w e r e quite acceptable to the United States audi ence s. Bas ed 

on Bram Stoker's novel, the American movie Dracula in 1931 conveyed 

the characteristics of this medieval superstition. Transylvania and 

Carfax Abbey in England were the setting. Maintaining the facts of 

th e book as closely as possible, the movie told of Count Dracula's 

episode s as the hwnan vampire. In the end, according to medieval 

s upe r stition, a stake was driven through the Count's heart returning 

67 
him t o the dus t from which he came. Medieval aspects of setting 

67 "The Screen," rev . of Dracula, The New York Morda unt Hall, 
Time s , February 13 , 1931 , P· 21 • col. 3· 
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w <~ n · ac: hi 1~ved in the seen f h . . . .. . 
e s o t e superstl l1on- h JJ ed l ran Hylva.ma11 

vi lla ge· a nd of Dracula's cobweb-festooned castle, wi th wolv e s howl ing 

in the background . 

Released in the Un1· t dSt t · 19 e a es in 32 under the name Castle of 

Doom, the French movie Vampyr was based on the story "Carmilla" 

from the b ook In A Glass Darkly. As a story of female vampires who 

fe d upon the blood of young girls, Castle of Doom was not received 

w e ll by Am e rican audiences who considered the overtones of lesbianism 

. l 68 too unconv entiona . 

Detectives in search for a mysterious killer was the theme of 

Vampir e Bat in 1933, 
69 

a United States production followed by Mark 

of t he Vampire in 1935
70 

and Dracula's Daughter in 1936. 71 Towards 

the end of the 1930's and the beginning of the 1940's, the reviews of 

t h e movies had become cynical. Vampirism as a motif had just about 

run it s c ours e and was no longer a novelty. Critidsm, though sharp, 

was clever at times. Commenting on Dracula's Daughter, one screen 

68c1a r ens, op. cit., PP· 105-l09. 

69 d t H 11 "The Screen, 11 rev. of Vampire Bat, The New Mor aun a , 
1 1 York Tim es, January 23 , 1933• P· 9• co · · 

70 H llywood in the Thirties, p. 75. B a xter , ~0~1-~~~~~::._;~---

hi t II The New York Times, 
7 l" Cup Bearer to the Bloodt rs y, 

May 17, 1936 , S ec. X, P· 3, col. 6. 
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writ0r of the New York Tirn d 
- ---...:.:..........:...;~~e~s won er ed how all through the pi cture 

Mi ss Dracula kept such a beauti' f 1 u appearance. SJ eeping in coffins 

and n f! ver using a rnirror ( · · 
since varnpires hav e no reflection) might 

pos e a que stion in the minds of a bored audience as to how she kept 

her good l ooks . 72 

Lycanthropy 

In the films of the early thirties the werewolf was as popular a 

theme as Drac ula . Both these superstitions are related since 

Dracula was able to turn into a wolf and control the packs at his 

will. According to the medieval belief, the threats of both could 

be thwarted by using certain remedies, notably the stake-in-heart 

routine. The werewolf theme was found in two United States movies 

of this period, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in 193273 and The Were-

wolf of London in 1935. In the Werewolf, the "mariphasa" flower of 

B ram Stoker's Dracula was used as a protection against the wolf. 74 

72Frank s. Nugent , "The Screen, 11 rev. of Dracula's Daughter, 

The New York Times, May 18, 1936 , P· 14 , col. 2· 

7 3Baxter, Hollywood in the Thirties, p. 45 . 

74 d -"The Screen," rev. of The Werewolf of Andre Sennwal , 
London, May 10, 1935, P· 25 • col. z. 
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II . LEGEND 

T h,: Gole rn 

The Golem theme of the twenties was expressed in some of the 

m ost popular movies of all time- -the new series of movies based on 

the Frankenstein story . The original Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, 

was sub-titled The Modern Prometheus, after the mythological 

Prometheus who stole fire from the gods in order to maintain life. 

Like the Golem, the Frankenstein monster was made out of the four 

basic medieval elements; fire, water, earth, and air . These elements 

b ecame the prime tools of the medieval alchemist in the que st for the 

75 
secret of the homunculus. Boris Karloff starred for the United 

States in Frankenstein, 1931, and in The Bride of Frankenstein, 

1935. 76 There are few people who have never seen either of these 

movies which are now masterpieces of the old horror film. To 

remember them should bring to mind a picture of the medieval 

sorcerer laboring to attain the highest goal of science, the creation 

of a hwnan being. 

In Section II of the 1920' s under Chapter II, the story in The 

Golem e nded at a point which was the beginning point in a Frenc h 

75c1ar ens, P· 12, 

76Richard Griffith and Arthur Mayer, The Movies (New York: 

Si mon and Schuster, 1970), PP· 265-266. 



version. In 19 36 , the 
monster was revived in The Gol em by a 

disci ple of the dead rabbi d 
, an became once again a symbol of 

prote cti on to the Jews. 77 T 
his was the only movie found in the 

thirties and early forties based on just the Golem. The Frank-

enstein movies had replaced the theme and continued to dominate 

the movies in the early forties. 

Boris Karloff appeared on the screen again in 1939 in the 

United States production of Son of Frankenstein, The monster 

was brought back to life in Dr. Frankenstein's laboratory in the 

underground passages of a medieval type castle. 78 

Faustian 

30 

A remake of the 1926 film, The Student of Prague was produced 

by Nazi Austria in 1936. 79 In reference to Section I of Chapter II, 

Dr. Kracauer's reasons for this remake was found in his theory 

regarding Germany's post World War I movies, The Student of 

Prague of 1926 and 1936 contained reflections of the medieval motif 

used as Nazi propaganda. Both films contained the dark morbidity 

. h N . . 80 and sadism that was to characterize t e az1 regime. 

77Frank s. Nugent, "The Screen," rev. of The Golem, The New 

York Times, March 22, 1937, p. 27, col. 2. 

78Baxter, Hollywood in the Thirties, p. 85. 

79Butler, p. 158. 

80crowther, P· 21. 
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Arabian Ni ghts 

Movies bas e d on the them f h A . 
e o t e rab1an Nights continued t o be 

popular in the thir t ies. 
The story of Hajj, the vagabond poet of 

Bagdad, was the th em e of the again popular Kismet (United States) 

8 1 
19 30 It was a mus · 1 'th h · 1ca w1 t e happy ending of the typical 

A r abi a n Nights movies of the United States. 

One of the most unusual movies ever to be made was produc ed 

by Germany in 1931. A romantic love story from the Arabian Nights 

was the theme of the Adventures of Prince Achmed, the first animated 

silhouette in movies as of 1931. The movie was three years in the 

making as each figure had to be cut from cardboard and posed in 

300,000 individual scenes. The figures of Achmed, the sorcerer, 

Aladdin, the magic horse, the Sultan and the fairy were shown against 

d · t 82 shadowy backgrounds of domes an mrnare s. 

The last film selected from the 1930' s based on the Arabian 

N. h the Un1'ted States musical The Sheik of 1938. 
83 

1g ts was 

Bl Mordaunt Hall, "The Screen, 11 rev. of Kismet, The New York 

Times, October 31, 1930, P· 20. 

d t' 11 The New York Times, 
82"A German Silhouette Pro uc ion, 

Oc tober 31, 1930, P· 20. 

83Mayer and Griffith, P· 140. 
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R omanti c Heroes 

King A r th u r 
16 

court was the them e of tw o United States m o vi es 

produced in thirties. Ba d M k 
se on ar Twain's nov e l, A Connectil' ut 

Yankee, 1931, retold the story of the modern man who went back to 

the 6th century, in the land of Arthur. 84 The comedy, as typical of 

T wain , was cleverly done in an effort to laugh lightly at the Middle 

A ge b e liefs . The first person Hank met was a knight whose first 

w ords were "Up wretch, thou art captive of my lance. 11 To which 

H k 1. d "R t · 1 85 an r e p 1e , e urn to your circus . 11 As in the 1920 version, 

Hank was taken prisoner but won the admiration of the court by his 

display of "magical powers. 11 In the 1920 version, a match repr1~s c nt1:d 

the magic. In 1931, it was a cigarette lighter that made the Yanke e 

more worshipped than Merlin the Magician . 
86 

Again the idea of the 

ignorance of the medieval man for believing in sorcerers is shown 

in this movie. Hank won further approval by introducing to his 

medieval friends some 20th century inventions. The helicopter 

and tanks were to help them in battle; messengers were seen on 

roller skates; the Camelot Journal was read while in the Knights' 

84M ordaunt Hall, "An Arliss Sans Monacle, 11 The New York 

T . A ·1 19 1931 Sec. VIII, p. 5, col. 2. 1m e s, pr1 , , 

85Ibid . 

86Ibid. 
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s p<>cial shop- -a s hop for 
1
. . 

po i shing a nd oi ling suits of armor. 87 

In 19 36 a r e vival uf lhi s 1931 . 
movie was p roduced by the~ Uniter! 

S tate s as A Conne cticut Yank h 88 
ee at t e Court of King Arthur. 

The portraya l of the Middle A . . 
ge s 1n com edie s s uch as thes e 

m ovi e s was what made this particular motif popula r . It was a way 

of saying " Look at that funny age; we're so much better because we're 

smarter . " Stories of the Ro d T bl · · 
un a e were produced 1n movies from 

1920 to 1945 only as comedies based on Twain's book . 

In 1936, a British version was released as When Knights Were 

Bold. It wasn't shown in the United States until 1942 when it was 

gi v en a bad review. Set in a later period it was the story of an English 

bar onet who dreamt he went back to 1400. As typical English, the 

humor was dry and was the reason it was not popular in the United 

States. For example, when the knight discovered the baronet and 

a sked, " What ' s afoot?" Replied th e Englishman, " Twelve inches, I 

think . 11 89 This was not very clever when compared to Twain's 

humo rous concept of the Middle Ages . 

87 "The Screen, 11 rev . of A Connecti cut Yankee, Mor daunt Hall , 
The New York Times, April 11, 1930, p. 17, col. 4 . 

88 "Th Screen, 11 rev. of A Connecticut Yanke e 
Frank S . Nugent, e · M 4 1936 16 

. A h The New York Times , ay , , P· , at the C our t of Kmg rt ur , ..=..;~..:.;..::..;.;_,; ____ _ 

col. 1. 

89 "The Scr een, 11 rev . of When Knights Were Bold, 
Bosley Cr owther, h 31 1942, P· 29, col. 2 . 

Th e New York T imes , Ma r c ' 



'l'lw Swi:;s h1 ·ro Wi 11 · T 
i am ell was th 1 . (~ :-Ill ijt :l't o r a U11it1 ·cl Stalt ·H 

movie The L,·gcnd of w · 11· 
, · 

1 
iam Tell filmed in Switze rland in 1935. ')O 

This movie was much better 
received than the version in the 1920' s. 

P erhaps t h e a t tit ude the United Stat h d . . 
es a regarding Switzerland as 

a country in possible danger b G 
Y ermany was reflected in this movie. 

The story the movie told wa th 
s e successful revolt against the 14th 

ce ntur y Austrian ruler Ges 1 ·h d s er, w ose eath led to the birth of a free 

Swiss Confederacy. 

Unlike the acrobatics of Douglas Fairbanks in the 1920' s version 

Errol Flynn did not slide down as many tapestries or swing from as 

many trees in his portrayal of Robin Hood in The Adventures of Robin 

Hood in 1938. 
91 

The United States movie brought to the screen again 

the adventures of the famous outlaw of the 12th century. One of the 

problems involved in the making of historical pictures was shown in 

a n i n c ident occurring after the film was first shown in New York. 

Some tim e s what actually happened in history had to be altered 

s lightly for logical sequence in a movie. This is known as taking 

• 11 • Hollywood After the first showing of 
the " dramat ic license 1n · 

"The Screen, 11 rev. of The Legend of William 
90 Andre Sennwald, 2 l935 p 27 col. 1. 

T . October , , • ' 
_T_e_l_l , ~T~h~e~ N~ew::_.:Y...:o:.:r:..;;k __ 1_m_e_s' 

. "H Uywood's Tempest in an Inkpot , 11 

9 lnou gla s W. Churchill, o 3 1 8 
5, 1938, Sec . IX, p. , co . . 

The New York Time 5 , June 

: ' 
. ' 



Th e Adventure s of Robi n Hood 
1 -----------=...::;_:..:_:..._::~~• many et ters sent to the screen editor 

of The Ne w York T ime s · d . 
----------:.:...:..:. voice the complaint that Richard and his 

me n did not portray the correct wearing of the cr oss. In the movie , 

they retu rned fr om t he Crusades wearing the c r osses on front of 

their s h irt s • Historically they left for the Crusades wearing the 

c rosses on fr ont and returned with the crosses on back. The studio's 

explana t i on was their reason for taking dramatic license. When 

Ric hard r e turned and encountered Robin and his band, in order to be 

identifi e d , h e threw open his cloak to show the cross. According 

to th e studio , an awkward scene would have resulted if Richard had 

to t urn around and have his cloak lifted. 92 

III. FAIRY TALES 

A demand for fantasy characterized Hollywood of the late thirti e s 

but the fai r y tale as a medieval motif was not used extensively outside 

th e era of Walt Disney which is discussed in a later section of this 

chapter. · was found in the 1930's (other than Disney's) Only one movie 

based on a fairy tale. In 1938, the United Sta te s produc ed Carlo 

f · tal Pinoc chio, in which Collodi' s s tory based on an Italian airy e , -----

93 k to create the fan tasy effe c t. r eal ac to r s w ore mas 8 

9 2Jb id. 

11 The New York Times , 93 "A Midge t is Born, 
Robert Joseph, 

3 
1 8 

A t 7 1938 Se c. IX , P· , co . . ug u s , • 



IV. SETTING 

Two Unite d S tates 

36 

rnovies frorn the 1930' h s a ve been s e ler.tc cl as 

illustrati ons of a er t · 
ea i on of a medi eval s etting . The two movies in 

the section unde r SETTING· Ch 
in apter II wer e r epr oduced in the 

thirties. The 1925 Phanto f th O rn ° e pera was converted to sound and 

released in 1930. 94 Mo f re arnous and today a masterpiece, Charles 

Laughton starred in the 1939 production of The Hunchback of Notre 

Dame .
95 

Perhaps no other movie of the thirties has been such a 

r ealis tic portrayal of medieval life of the common man who lived in 

the growing ci ti e s of the Middle Ages. The Hunchback of Notr e Dame 

was a n exc ellent portrayal of life in the late medieval cities which 

we r e o ver c rowded with people from all walks of medieval life. A 

noi sy atmosphere which was gloomy and confusing at times, linger ed 

throughout the entire movie as scenes of the commonfolk showed the 

vulgarity and violence so characteristic of their class. The story 

r e volv e d around the Festival of Fools at which Quasimodo, the 

hideous hunchback, was crowned " king." Among his subjects were 

· 1 d b s street tumblers, the men in charge of the whipping cr1pp e eggar, 

94 H ll "The Screen " rev. of The Phantom of the 
Mordaunt a , ' 5 

k T . February l 0, 1930, p. 20, col. . 
Ope r a, The New Yor imes, 

95 Hollywood in the Thirties, pp . 68-69 . 
Baxter, _ 
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posts, thieves, d ere lic ts and court J·esters . 96 
Elements of super-

stition, terror and horror d 
perva ed as characteristics of medieval 

city li fe were unfo lde d on th 
e screen. The signifi cance of thi s m ovi e 

being s o famous is that a 1· · 
rea lstlc portrayal of medieval life as a 

motif in movies could be a 1 · 
s popu ar as Twain's comic portrayals. 

V. HISTORY 

Ten movies have been selected from the 1930's relating to 

medieval history and will be mentioned in chronological order 

historically. 

C e cil B. DeMille, the great director of epic films, wanted to 

produce a movie about one of the greatest deeds in history, the 

Crusade s. To De Mille this period had dramatic unity because 

it wa s the first time in history Christendom united in unselfish 

motives. As a result, the Third Crusade of the late 12th c~ntury, 

led by Richard the Lion Hearted against Saladin, was the story of 

DeMille's The Crusades, 1935 . In some of the most exciting battles 

ever film e d, medieval methods of warfare were shown in the Christian 

as sault on A ere outside Jerusalem. Flaming arrows, fireballs and 

t or ch e s, catapults, the cross-bow and the siege platform were the 

96A d S ld "DeMille and the Crusades , " The New York n re ennwa , 
T ime s, August 25, 1935, Sec. X, P· 3 , col. 1. 
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e lements of war us e d in th ' f ' l 18 1 m. Bodies floating in moats and vatA 

of boi ling o i l pour ed on those scaling the walls of Ac r e expre s sed !:h e 

type of battle s fought during the Crusades. 97 

During the 700th anniversary of the death of St. Francis of 

Assisi in 1226 and his canonization two years later, every theatre 

in Italy was showing the Italian film of 1933 The Passion of St. Francis, 

In New York the film was shown with English subtitles recounting the 

details of the Saint's poverty and his life from his youth to his early 

death. 98 

The 13th century world traveller who left his home in Venice to 

go to the court of the Kublai Khan in China was the subject of the 

United States movie The Adventures of Marco Polo, 1937. Marco 

Polo wrote a book telling about his adventures which served as a 

basis for the movie. Polo went to China to conclude trade agree

ments and became involved in a battle with the Saracen Ahmed. 99 

In Italy the movie was censored, but due to a shortage of movies, 

was reaccepted with changes. The movie bacame the adventures of 

97 Andre Sennwald, "The Screen, 11 rev. of The Crusades, The 

New York Times, August 22, 1935, P· 21, col. 3. 

98Mordaunt Hall, "The Screen," rev. of The Passion of St. 

F · Th N York Times December 17, 1933, p. 22, col. 4. ranc1s, e ew • 

99Frank S. Nugent, "The Screen, 11 ~ev. of The Adventures of 
Marco Polo, The New York Times, April 8, 1939, p. 17' col. 2. 
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a S cotsman named Mac P 1 100 
0 0, 

Movies of th e thirti e s were h . 
c aracterized by portr ayal s of 

nationa l he r oe s of the we st 
e r n wor ld. Every c ountry likes to ha v e at 

least one part of its his tory 
expressed on the s c r een for the r e st of 

th e w o rld to see . The late thirties wa . . . . 
s an age 1n which nat10nahsm 

played an important role in the aff . f E 
airs o urope. Medieval motifs 

were us e d to ex press this nationalism. Much symbolism was evident 

in the Russ i an production of Alexander Nevsky in 1938, the eve of 

World War II . Ordered by Stalin to direct this movie, Sergei 

Eis enstein began work on a story that told of the 13th century 

princ e o f Novgorod who defeated an invasion of Teutonic knights 

101 
at th e fam o us battl e of Lake Peipus. Eisenstein's hatr ed of the 

Ge r m ans was shown in parallels of the movie to the 20th century 

a t titudes of Russia. In the movie, during the invasion the crosses 

on the c a pe s of the Teutonic knights appeared almost like swastikas. 

When the knights were lined up in preparation for battle, the bucket-

The shape d h e lmets behind the shields gave the allusion of tanks. 

movie e nde d with Nevsky' 8 speech to the knights sounding like a 

100 . 1 "A week of Not Unmixed Delights, " The New 
B R. Cris er, 

. 939 Sec IX P· 3, col. 4. 
York Time s , June 11, l , · ' 

101 74 
Crowther , P· 1 · 

,, ,, 
. ' ,, 

' ,, , ,, 
,,, 
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R1u-rnian rn e sFl a ge lo the G . 
ermans in l 938. Nevs ky told the kni~h t.H 

to ' 'G n ho m e a nd t ell all th t R . . 
a ussia hves . If any on~ c. onHH1 l o u s 

wi th the s word , h e shall p · h b 10 2 
eris Y the sword." 

His tory of the medie 1 h 
va c urch was the theme of two movies 

ab out J oan of Arc . 
The British produced St. Joan the Maid in 1930, 

but in the German version of 1935 th . . 
e patriotic, rather than the 

spiritual aspect was shown in Joan the Maid. l03 
This would be 

expe cted of Germany if Dr Kracauer's th · d ' G • es1s regar 1ng erman 

movies is accepted. Germany, under the Nazi influence, would 

produce a movie with patriotism as a theme. 

"Where are the dreams of yesterday?" wrote Francois Villon, 

the medieval poet of the 15th century, whose poem "If I Were King" 

was made the basis for two United States movies of the thirties. l04 

Villon, who spent much of his life in jail as a result of his rebellious 

deeds, wrote poems which were representative of the end of the 

Middle Ages revolt against the nobility. In the musical comedy, The 

Vagabond King, 1930, Villon became a nobleman after his capture at 

102Harold Denny, "Two Soviet Notables Return to Favor," The 

N Y k T . December 5 1938, p. 14, col. 1. ew or 1mes, • 

103Butler , p. 119. 

104 11p· t res of Last Week, " rev. of The Vagabond 
Mordaunt Hall , ic u 

T
. March 2, 1930, Sec. IX, p . 5, col. 1. 

King, The New York imes, 
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a haltlc· with the Burgund· . 
. ians against Lou1· s XI. None of the real 

lines of his poetry were used in the fi'lm. 
Instead Hollywood rewrote 

the 14th century poem so that it 
was more comical and easily under-

stood. Thus on the way to · v· 
prison, 11lon was heard singing: "What 

France needs, I Is a King with a spine / N t k t· 
, o a wea , snor 1ng 

swine, / Like Louie. 
11105 

This movie was probably not popular with 

the French at all. 

In 1938, Villon is heard again singing his poetry against the king 

of France in If I Were King. Like the first film, the romantic aspects 

of Villon's life were emphasized, omitting some of his truer villainous 

deeds in history. As a charming ladies' man he was depicted as a 

product of his age; a poor commoner caught up in the revolt against 

the nobility. In actual history, he was known to be a veritable rogue. 

What was not shown about his life was the incident when he stole 

money from the Church on Christmas Eve or his involvement in a 

murder in a Paris alley. Nor was he shown being tortured in the 

106 chambers of the palace. 

lOSlbid. 

106 "Th Screen II rev. of If I Were King, The 
F k S Nugent, e ' 1 1 

ran . 29 1938, P· 31, co. . 
New York Times , September ' 

! I 
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From English m edi eval hi t 
s ory, the r is e of Ri chard III to power 

in the 15 th centur y was portra d . . 
ye in the United States m ovi t\ Towe r of 

London, 1939 . Much of the t· 
set ing of the movie took place in the 

t ortur e chamber of Richard ' s tl h 
cas e w ere nobles were mercilessly 

107 
put t o death. Scenes f G h . 0 ot ic horror represented by the devices 

in 
th

e torture chamber, reflected the medieval outlook on the physical 

debasement of man. 

The United States movie Alice in Wonderland, 1933, based on 

Lewis Carroll's book, expressed a medieval motif.l08 The whole book 

is based on the movement of pieces in a chess game. The pieces 

th emselves are taken from medieval history. King, Queen, Knight, 

Bishop and Knave are the names of the chess pieces and were the 

characters in Carroll's story. During the Middle Ages, some chess 

· 1 f. ld l o9 games were actually played with human pieces on arge ie s. 

It is thought that this delightful medieval practice may have influenced 

Carroll in the writing of Alice in Wonderland. 

107Frank s. Nugent, "The Screen, " rev. of T owe r of London, 
The New York Times, December 12, 1939, p. 37, col. 2. 

8 11 of Ali ce in Wonderland, 10 Mordaunt Hall, " The Screen, rev. 
The New York Times, December 23, 1933, p. 19, col. 1. 

10 9 . 11 The Annotated Alice, ed. Martin Gardner 
Lewis Carro • Inc 1960), P· 172 . 

(New Yor k: Clarkson N. Potter, . , 

l 

' 
ta 
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VI. RELIGION 

Late medi eval histor c 
Y an be characterized as a revolt of th e 

peasantry agai nst the domination of the b ' l ' t d C 
no 1 1 y an the hurch . In 

the 14th century when the infl 
uence of the Church was weakened as 

a result of the Great Schism the t · f s · 
, prac ice o atamsm was one 

expr e ssion of this revolt In Satan
1
·sm 1 f h 

· perverse reversa s o t e 

chur c h s e rvices were performed in Black Masses . So perverse was 

this service that a woman's body was used as an altar. Punishment 

for these satanists was seen in the incident where Pope John XII in 

the 14th century had a bishop flayed alive on suspicion. l l0 Black 

Mass meetings held in the cellar of an old castle provided the setting 

for a United States movie in 1934. In The Black Cat the leader of the 

satanists was punished at the end by being flogged to death. 111 

A medieval concept of Hell is portrayed in scenes from Dante's 

Inferno (United States) 1935. The reader is referred to scenes from 

the 1920 and 1930 versions in the fourteen plates of Clarens, An 

Illustrated History of the Horror Film. The movie was not about 

C d b t told the story of a carnival, in which Dante's Di vine ome y u 

b th or show similar to a "House of Horrors." "Dante I s Inferno" was a 00 

lU)}.Hche-lef, pp. 'JB~ ·I0B. 

1 din the Thirties, P· 79. 111 Baxter, _!:H~o~l_!:yw~~oo~..!!!...::::.::....;~--
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The man who ran the booth d 
reamt of hell as was despicted by the 

Divine C omedy which the scene · Cl , 112 
s 1n arens show . 

VII . THE MEDIEVALISM IN SHAKESPEARE 

Two United States mo 1· f th hi · v es o e t rties based on Shakespeare, 

hav e been selected to illustrate the medieval motifs in Shakespeare. 

A Midsummer's Night Dream, 1935, was based on Shakespeare's 

story of a world of fairies. In his play, the evil fairies of medieval 

superstition no longer existed. All fairies were good and helpers 

113 Thi . 1 . . h to man. s movie was not popular at a 1; audiences in t e 

thirties did not flock to the theatres to see Shakespearean movies. 

In 1936, Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet of early Renaissance 

Venice was the subject for the movie Romeo and Juliet. More 

acclaimed in the reviews than Midsummer, this movie drew lar~e r 

f T 114 audi ences as a result of the story being more am1 1ar. 

VII. THE MEDIEVALISM IN WALT DISNEY 

. h made some of the greatest contri-
The era of Walt Disney as 

d In the late thirties and early 
butions to the world of Hollywoo · 

l 12lbid., PP· 82-83. 
11 The New York Times, , Night Dream, 

113 . · 1 11 Midsummer 8 

Ed1tor1a , IV 8 col. 3. 
Oc tober 20, 1935, Sec, ' P· ' 

P 333. 
l 14Gr iffith and Mayer, . 

,,, : 
•' 
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forti e s, Di sne y r ealized a • 
need in the fast paced world of the United 

Sta te s to e s cape into fantas s • 
Y • olvmg the world problems was not 

his aim; he wanted to pro 'd · hi 
vi e in t s escape a link with culture. He 

b e li ev ed one way of attai · l 
mng cu ture was by looking at the "fine and 

beautiful" in life. To n· 
isney, the fairy tales of the medieval times 

represented one area of the "fine and beautiful" in life. 115 

In 1937, Disney's Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs became one 

of the most popular and prosperous movies in the decade. It was 

shown in forty-one · countries outside the United States with surprizing 

results by two countries. In England no one under sixteen could see 

the movie unless with a parent, yet in Quebec, Canada, an eleven 

year ban prohibiting sixteen year olds attending the movies was 

lifted. 
116 

In the United States the economy prospered from the movie. The 

characters from the story were seen on clothing, dishes, toys, and 

made into dolls. In 1939, Snow White won an academy which was 

large Oscar for the studio, and seven little ones for presented as one 

dwarfs. 
117 The dwarf of medieval superstition had become 

each of the 

a symbol of good luck in 1939. 

115 . d S h' kelT J~h:!.!e~D:,:i::..s~ney'--V_e_r_s_i_o_n (New York: Simon and 
R1char c ic • -

Schuster, 196 8). PP· 209- 21 1. 

"Snow White Sidelights," The New York 
l l 6Thomas M. Pryor, 

1939, Sec. IX, P· 4, col. 1. 
Times, February 5, 

117 Schickel, P· 231 · 



Chapter IV 

MEDIEVAL MOTIFS IN T 
HE MOVIES 1940-1945 

Themes and cha t . . 
rac enstics of the Middl A e ges were found 

in twenty movies selected f 
rom 1940- l 945. To avoid repetition of 

content and medieval motif ·t d . 
s ci e previously in Chapters II and 

III, brief mention will be made onl f 
Y o some of the movies in the 

following sections. 

the United States. 

Vampirism 

All of the movies but two were produced by 

These two will be so designated. 

I. SUPERSTITION 

In the early forties, the vampire movies were becoming less 

popular and so new variations of the theme were offered. Three 

movies have been selected to illustrate this medieval superstition. 

In 1943 Son of Dracula offered a unique change in that it was the 

story of Count Alucard instead of Count Dracula. (Alucard is 

Dracula spelled backwards.)
118 

In 1944, The Return of the Vampire 

dd d 1. · theme In the end the wolfman, converted to a e a re 1g1ous • 

118 C h "The Screen in Review," rev. of Son of 
Bosley rowt er, 6 

Y k T ·mes November 6, 1943, p . 1 , c ol. 4. 
Drac ula, The New or 1 • 

" ,, ' 
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r e ligion, kill e d Dracula 'th 
11 w1 a crucifix. 9 

A scientific approa ch l<J 

the s uper s ti tion was the therne of H 
ouse of Dracula in 1945, whfm a 

doctor set out to cure the C 
ou.nt, (who had arisen of course since 1944) 

the Frankenstein monster a d h 120 
' n .t e wolfrnan. This was the most 

modern type of vampire rn · 
ovie rnade in the two and a half decades. 

In the Middle Ages, vampiri 
. srn and lycanthropy were not cured 

scientifically. They wer 'd db 
e avo1 e y keeping such objects as a 

crucifix, wolf paw, or wolf thorn. 

Lycanthropy 

The werewolf theme had nearly run out of material during the 

early forties also. Like Dracula, it was in need of new variations. 

Of the three films in this period, only one has been selected as being 

unique in that Spencer Tracy in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in 1941 

used no make-up but relied solely on facial expressions to make the 

121 122 
transformation. The Wolfman was another product of 1941, 

and Cry of the Werewolf was produced in 1944· 
123 

119 C th "The Screen " rev. of The Return of the Bosley row er, ' 1 1 
. N y k Times January 29, 1944, p. 10, co . . Vampire, The ew or • 

120 s~-~~~_:F~i c~t~i~o!!n_;i:,::n:...;;:th:;.;e;,._C_i_n_e_m_a' p. 4 7. Baxter, .= c1en 

121Clarens, Illustrations, 

122c1arens, P· 78 · 
d Joel Greenberg, Hollywood in the Forties 

l 23Charles Higham ~~d 1968)' p. 64. 
(London: A. Zwemmer · ' 

11 I 
" ' 
:: ' 
I I I' . ,, 



What had been po 1 pu ar themes . 
in these movies in th h . . 

beca m e l e ss a tt • . e t irbes ra c tiv e in th 
e early forties. 

Medi eval m oti fs did 
not domina t e in the films 

4 8 

of the forties. m . 
. ' ovies were made refle cting 

the m os t important them f 
e O the United Sta • 

tea in the forties and that 
was the war. 

II. LEGEND 

The Golem 

From the early forties cam th 
e ree Frankenstein movies based 

on the original movie from the thi ti 1 1 r es• n 942, Ghost of Franken-

. 124 d 
stem an Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman were released, 

followed by the House of Frankenstein in 1944. 125 

Arabian Nights 

Themes from the Arabian Nights remained a popular subject for 

movies in the early forties. With so many problems on the inter

national scene this type of movie provided an escape . Beginning 

with the 1940 version of The Thief of Bagdad, the story of Ahmad, 

grandson of Haroun-Al-Raschid, is told with the usual flying carpets 

126 
Of the medieval legend. The New York Times 

and magical elements 

124Clarens, p. 98, 

l 25Ibid.' p. 78. 

l 26Higham and Greenberg, P· 52 · 

: I 
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~< ,.,.,.fl wri te r t d 

ra ~ Thie( as o 
-- ne of the best mov1·es 127 of the season. 

A not so highl y prais ed mo . 
vie however wa s 1942' 

s Arabian Nights 
whi c h wa s criticized f . 

or its lack of the 1 d 
egen ary characteristics. 

Two brothers of B d 
ag ad who fell in love with the 

same dancing girl 
made this movie more of 1 · 

a ove story which could have taken place 

in va rious settings. Haroun-Al-R h.d 
asc 1 was one of the portrayals 

but that was one of the f h 
ew c aracteristics it had in relation with 

h A 128 t e rabian Nights tales. 1 1944 A 
- n , li Baba and the Forty 

Th ' 129 d K· 130 
ieves an ismet were produced. In 1945 a plagiarism of 

Thie f was made into a farc1·cal comedy, A Th 131 --- ousand and One Nights. 

III, SETTING 

Only one film has been selected from the early forties to show a 

medieval setting. During the Middle Ages, underground passage

ways and secret chambers were a part of every castle. A study of 

medieval castles would reveal the activities carried on in these 

"secret rooms" of a lord's domain. Most of these underground 

.. 1.Z'.ZBosley Crowther, "The Screen," rev. of The Thief of Bagdad, 
The New York Times, December 6, 1940, P· 28, col. 1. 

128Bosley Crowther, "The Screen," rev. of Arabian Nights, The 

Ne w York Times, December 26, 1942, P· 15, col. 1. 

129 h "The Screen," rev. of Ali Baba and the Bosl e y Crowt er, 
. N York Times, March 16, 1944, p. 17, col. 3. 

F or ty Th1 e v es, ~T~h~e~~e_:W:.....;:._:.;;._---

s II rev of Kismet, The New 
13 0 C ther "The creen, · Bosley row • 1 

York Tim e s, August 23, 1944, P• 16, col. . 

11 

111 

I ll 

! ff 

' " 



s 1 · , • n, · s w ,~ r f~ fill e d wit!, du 
ngeons for prison P. r s and <' ha mhe r s for 

Many of th e m ovies 1920-l94 i; and tod a y ha w ~ ndi c d o n 

t his setting as a backgro d 
un · In the l 943 remake of The Phantom 

132 of the Opera , a d ' 
me ieval setting was achieved . Underneath the 

Paris opera , were 1 b · 
a yrinths of corridors where the action of the 

second pa r t of the movie took place. Pictures of scenes from the 

19 25 movie showed narro 'd · w corr1 ors sometimes ending in steep 

drops · In one scene a hand is seen reaching out of a dismal pool 

to d r a w a vi c tim to his death. 133 

IV. HISTORY 

In 1943, Mexico produced St. Francis of Assisi, based on the 

1. f f th . t h 1· d · d' 1 hi 134 1 e o e sa1n w o 1ve 1n me 1eva story. This was the 

second selected movie of this subject used in this paper. Both 

50 

productions of St. Francis, the first in the thirties, have been 

from predominantly Catholic countries. (Italy in 1933.) This was 

the only film in this period 1941-1945 classified by the writer under 

hi story . Medieval history as a motif was not found in many movies 

of the forties. 

l 31Higham and Greenberg, p. 53. 

132cla rens, p. 81. 

13 3Franklin, PP· 68- 69, 

134Butler, P· lZS . 



v. 
THE MEDIEVALISM IN SHAKESPEARE 

World War II did not 
prevent England from producing a film in 

1944 that wa s to win best · t . 
pie ure in the annual poll of the National 

B oard of Revi ew in 1946 l 35 B 
· ased on the Shakespearean play 

Henry V (1387-1422) who became king of England in 
1413

, 136 

Lawrence Olivier produced and starred 1· th · H y n e movie enry . 

Th e m ain e vents of the movie surrounded the battle of Agincourt 

. F 137 M . 
m r anee. ov1es based on Shakespearean plays up to 1944 

were not received well because they were too hard to understand. 

Henry V was successful in that it related its story in terms and 

a setting which appealed to the everyday movie goer, At the same 

time it integrated a Shakespearean atmosphere as shown in the 

first scenes. In its unusual opening the movie began in 1599 at 

51 

the Globe Theatre of Shakespeare's London. The events preceding 

the actual battle were acted out on the stage. Then the story moved 

to the English Channel on the way to Agincourt. 
138 

The reader may 

13511 'Henry V •, Olivier Wins Film Honors," 

December 19, 1946, P· 42 • col. 4 · 

136campbell and Quinn, PP• 327-328. 

The New York Times, 

11 of Henry V, The New 13 7 C ther 11 The Screen, rev. _ 
Bosley rowl8 19,46 P· 30, col. 2. 

York T imes, June • • 

138
Ibid . 
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wish to see portrayals of . 

medieval battl . 
es and 1s referred to 

Crowthe r' s book, The Gr t F' 
-___ e~a::.::...:'.:..!,1lrn!!!!~s 16 

' pages 5-168. The picture 
found most fascinating by the w . . 

riter 18 the opening scene at the 

Globe Theatre on page 16S. 
Henry V was praised for its close por

trayal to the facts in medieval h' 
1story; the costuming was especially 

considered an outstanding product of the movi·e. 
With England at 

war supplies were scant except in the ld f . , wor o movies. 

VI. THE MEDIEVALISM IN WALT DISNEY 

From the fairyland world of Walt Disney came three films in the 

early forties. Fantasia in 1940 was an animated cartoon film 

starring Mickey Mouse and a host of other Disney characters who 

acted out scenes depicting the creation of the world and its progress 

through the ages. Music from famous composers provided the 

musical background. In the scenario 11A Night on Bald Mountain, 11 

bats, gargoyles and devils of Gothic demonology participated in a 

black mass which ended with the coming of the_ Church represented 

as the coming of the dawn. This beautiful finish was symbolized in 

M . 11139 Even though the movie was not 
the singing of "Ave aria. 

• ·t b ame a masterpiece in musical and visual popular at first, 1 ec 

d · 1940 was the Disney version of Pinocchio, 
effects. Also produce in 

l 39schickel, p. Z4Z. 

11 



th<' fa1 ry tal" of the little pu t b 
ppe r ought to li fe by the blue fairy. 14 <> 

T he leg en dary St Geor 
· ge wa s the subject of 194 l ' s The Reluctant 

Dra gon based on Kenneth Gr aha , 
m e s story of the gentle but la zy 

drag on wh o did not like to fight and hi 
s counterpart, Sir Gile s , who 

as a "reluc tant knight" did not like f" ht · . h 141 
1g 1ng e1t er. According 

to th e late Middle Age book Golden Legend St. George was a kni ght 

who r esc ue d a m a iden from a dragon. 142 In the movie, th e drag on 

is ve ry unm e dieval because the only flame he ever breathes is a 

singl e little smok e ring. He was involved in a fight with the 

"reluctant kni ght" - -St. George or Sir Giles--that wasn't a serious 

fight at all. 
143 

Certainly not typical of the medieval scene this 

movie, l ik e A Connecticut Yankee made light humor of the Middle 

A ge s r ather than biting sa:i:casm. 

Wal t Disney saw in the fairy tale an escape into a world whe re 

the magical unr ealities provided a break from the real world of 

sadness, m i se ry, poverty, and disease. In every person, no 

matter how c old a nd stark one's realism, there is a need for th e 

140 N t "The Screen in Review," rev. of Pinocchio, 
Fran k S, ugen, 8 l940 p. 18, col. 2. 

The New York Times, February ' ' 

141Hi gham and Greenberg, P· 12. 

. Dictionary of Saints (Baltimore: 142D ld A ttwa ter, 1T~h~e~P~e::n~g~w~n~:::.:.::.:::.:~__,_ ___ _ ona 
48

_ 
P e nguin Books, 196 5), P· 1 Th 

• 11 of The Reluctant Dragon, e 
143 . R e view rev . 

" The Screen rn ' 12 col. 2. 
J 1 25 1941, P· • Ne w York T im es, u Y ' 



unrea l a nd unwor ldy t o appear . Joseph C ampb ell said of the world 

nr l)isn(• y : "T h ,· fai r yta l t: survives be cau se it s world o f magi c i s 

,,144 
s ymptom a t ir o f fe ve r s de eply burning in the psych e . . . • 

l 44Schickel, P · 226. 

54 



Chapter V 

CONCLUSIONS 

L ooking at the period 1920_ 1
94 5 as a whole, can one conclude 

that t he p e riod was stro l · f 
ng y in luenced by medieval motifs? On the 

contr ary, there wasn't such a larg b . 
· e num er of films made with 

medi eval motifs to classify a decade or even a 
short period of years 

to be known as the age or era of medievalism. Nor was the medi eval. 

them e ignored by the movie world. In certain movies, it appeared 

hy chance; in others it was the prime motivation for the movie suc.h 

as in De Mille I s Crusades. So much was borrowed from the Middle 

Ag e s that this paper has not been able to cover every movie produ,P.d 

with a medieval motif. As stated in the introduction, one limitation 

of this paper was in the area of investigation. This paper has offe red 

though examples of movies with medieval motifs which represent a 

fair sampling of how the theme occurred l 920- l 94S. 

the movies serve, one is that they hav e Of the many purposes 

. f the times in which they are made. always been a mirror o 
The 

. 'f' t factor in the movies 1920-1945 
m e di e val motif was a sigm ican 

11 thi purpose of moviemaking. 
fo r it was used at times to fulfi s 

. f the current affairs of the world as 
It was us e d as a reflection° 



in l9rn' s A l <~xande r Ne vsk . 
----..::....:....-:...:~~~-.Y• and in the Ge rman c· 1 

1 ms o f th,~ 19Z0 1 1-1 

;ind 19 W ' s. T h1 '. Middl e A 
· ges provided a It· 

S P · ] ll g f ll r Uw 11 n f 1 > I di II g of 
s tori1 :s that co ul d n o t have tak 

1 en pace succe s sfully in any o th e r 

locati on such a s The Hunchback of Notre Dame . 
Som e medieva l 

bas e d movies we re so popular th 
ey were reproduced several tim e s 

such as the Joan of Arc stories and Ph t 
an om of the Opera. Movies 

bas e d on m e di e val superstitions became som f th 1 
e o e most popu a r 

s tori e s in moviemaking such as 1·n th D 1 d F · 
e racu a an rankenstein 

s tori e s. 

Ve rsatile themes were provided so that movies could b e 

com e di e s or tragedies reflecting the same motif as in the United 

Sta t e s v e rsions of the Arabian Nights as compared with the Germa n 

versions in the 1920's. 

A medieval motif wasn't a guarantee of a "smash hit" nor di d 

it s i gnify a flop. William Tell in the l 920's failed ye t Snow White 

won an academy in the 1940's. 

T he use of the medieval motif made possible famous forms of 

li terature as found in Shakespeare. In the movie world Walt Disney 

made a fo r tune from his use of the medieval theme. 

. f the screen are movies which are S om e of today's classics 0 

. 11 the movies based on medi eval 
ba se d on a medieval motif, especia y 

. Hood and King Arthur movies. 
hi s to ry a nr.l lc ~g end suc h as Rohm 



r:,7 

Disney r, ~fc·r r Pd to c ulture as the "fi'ne a l h ·r 1 ,, <) nr 1~a11t.1 n . . 11<· 

w,1.y of attaini ng this quality was to go bar.k to the r-.· t J . 
- nl ry a ~ . ln 

summing up this period as a whole, culture was attained in th e 

movies 1920-1945 in which medieval motifs were found. These 

movies are today expressions of the fine and beautiful. They are 

generally a credit to Hollywood and the American film industry, 

although the nwnber motivated by the Middle Ages is comparatively 

small in comparison with the industry's total output. 
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