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conditions—its material into a pure vision; and when it demonstrates, through the con-
nection of beautiful bodies to nature, the meaning of this integrated whole of methodical 
work—then fi lm is able to lead the general public back to a state of uninhibited simplic-
ity before the natural appearance of nude bodies.

Working toward this goal has genuine cultural merit. Its realization can open up 
completely new paths of infl uence for the healthy and serious will driving our athletics, 
our cultivation of the body, and our longing for a beautiful and graceful human race. 
With the purifi cation it brings about, it can actively bring us closer to our ideal of a 
harmonious education of our people’s youth, an education based on the balance of all 
human powers. One could say that this ideal coincides with the longing, pronounced by 
Henrik Ibsen’s Julian the Apostate, for the “third empire”:3 the longing for an epoch in 
which the ancient view of life, with its veneration of beauty, will blend with that of the 
Christian epoch, with its crusade for the internalization of the soul. We used to consider 
this a poetic vision. Today we sense that the weight of modern civilization compels us 
toward a reform of our way of life, a reform pointing us down the path to that third 
empire. This is the new landmark that has appeared before our eyes. Let us welcome 
whatever leads us toward it.

Notes

1. Osborn here plays on the difference between the Gymnasium (a German academic high school) and 
the ancient Greek gymnasion, which was the site of educating young men in athletics (and, later in its 
history, in intellectual pursuits as well). The Greek word gymnasion derived from the adjective gymnós 
(naked), since exercise was done while undressed.

2. August Köster (1873–1935) was a classical archaeologist and maritime historian who worked for 
Berlin’s Antikensammlung (antiquities collection).

3. In Ibsen’s Emperor and Galilean (1873), the fi gure of Maximus invokes a “third empire” that would 
represent the synthesis of fl esh and spirit. Julian the Apostate was the last non-Christian Roman emperor 
and sought to revive pagan religious practices and thereby suppress Christianity. See also Ernst Bloch’s 
discussion of the term Third Reich in Heritage of Our Times (1935).
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BÉLA BALÁZS

The Educational Values of Film Art: A Speech at the Sixth 
Deutsche Bildwoche in Vienna

First published as “Bildungswerte der Filmkunst: Eine Ansprache auf der sechsten deutschen Bildwoche in 
Wien,” in Die Filmtechnik, no. 13 (November 5, 1925), 277–79. Translated by Michael Cowan.

In this public lecture, delivered a year after the publication of Visible Man or the Culture 
of Film (1924), Béla Balázs elaborates his argument about the potential of fi lm to 
“educate” audiences in eloquent bodily expression. Balázs delivered the lecture at the 
Deutsche Bildwoche, an annual congress focused on the educational uses of fi lm and 
visual media. The event was co-organized by the German Zentralinstitut für Erziehung 
und Unterricht (Central Institute for Education and Teaching) and the Austrian 
Bildspielbund (Association for Image Use), an organization devoted to helping schools 
integrate fi lm and slide projections into teaching. Rather than addressing didactic fi lms 
for use in schools, however, Balázs highlights the potential of popular cinema to provide 
a broad-based “aesthetic education” in eloquent bodily expression—and calls on all 
educators to attend to fi lm’s aesthetic dimensions.
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Any conference of public educators ought to include a discussion of art fi lm; that is, of 
“entertainment fi lm seen in terms of its educational potential.”1 I am not suggesting that we 
should attempt to use art fi lm to smuggle a “general education” among the people. A dis-
guised pedagogical fi lm will always be a bad art fi lm, and bad art discredits the best 
teaching. We would thus be serving neither the cause of art nor that of general 
education.

In any case, I do not wish to speak of general education here, but rather of a specifi cally 
aesthetic education; and this is a topic that should certainly interest educators as well. 
Today, an aesthetic education in matters of fi lm is more important than any other type. 
This is because it applies to the largest groups of people. For 99 percent of the population, 
having a correct artistic understanding of ancient engravings or fi ne porcelain is of no 
importance, for they never come into contact with such objects. Nor should their limited 
understanding of ancient Egyptian art concern us, because they will rarely have the occa-
sion to make mistakes in this domain. On the other hand, this same 99 percent makes 
frequent trips to the cinema. Possessing a correct understanding of fi lm art has thus 
become decisive for the destiny of any people’s culture.

Indeed, this question is decisive for the destiny of fi lm art itself. For on this point fi lm 
is different from all other art forms. We demand that all the other arts—and not without 
reason—educate the tastes of their audience. Every other art form is shaped by the taste 
and talent of the artist alone. In every other artistic domain, the artist can create some-
thing despite the lack of understanding on the part of the masses. One can write a book, 
paint a picture, or compose a sonata and wait for the comprehension of later generations. 
One can attempt to educate the taste of the public a posteriori with good art. This is not 
possible with fi lm, simply because the production of a fi lm is so expensive that no enter-
prise can risk racing ahead of contemporary tastes for any substantial length of time. 
Hence, before good fi lms can become possible at all, the public must already possess a 
certain degree of good taste. As paradoxical as this sounds, fi lm requires a comprehen-
sion for something that does not yet exist; people must already be able to perceive fi lm’s 
beauty before it can be created in the fi rst place. In order to receive good fi lms, then, peo-
ple must fi rst receive a certain theoretical-aesthetic education. And this, ladies and gentle-
men, depends to a great extent on you. Here lies the great mission of the public educator. 
You must understand that by educating the public in the correct understanding of fi lm 
art, you will be cultivating fi lm art itself.

For this reason, I believe that an aesthetic theory of fi lm art is more important than 
that of any other art form, especially for the public educator. For he himself must fi rst 
understand this art correctly before he can teach it to others. Today, however, this is only 
rarely the case, even among the most highly educated. Indeed, educated people lack this 
understanding more often than anyone else. For their education is primarily a literary one. 
It is precisely the arrogance of this education that gives rise to their literary prejudices, 
which prevent them from understanding the particular qualities of an utterly different 
form of art. The well-educated know that one cannot judge painting and music accord-
ing to literary criteria. But they have not yet learned that such criteria are just as inappro-
priate for fi lm. They pay attention only to fi lm’s narrative content, which they generally 
fi nd too primitive and banal. But they fail to notice what an enormous wealth of deeply 
symbolic images the simplest of fi lm plots can harbor, and what a wealth of refi ned and 
profound inner experience mimic expression can convey. Is the content of classical opera 
any more profound or spiritually enriching than that of the average fi lm? And yet you 
accept it for the sake of the music, which makes use of the plot only as a framework. In 
fi lm, the plot is likewise the framework for an optical form of music! Indeed, what we 
ought to be awakening and developing in others is precisely a sense for this unique new 
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poetry of gestures. Rather than reproaching fi lm for lacking something it cannot offer, we 
should be pointing out what it does have to offer! Stringent critique is much in need here. 
But for this very reason, criticism should not compromise itself or risk its prestige by 
demanding something nonsensical.

No more than in painting or music does a fi lm’s intellectual content determine its 
spiritual worth. What matters, rather, are the irrational atmospheric qualities of mimic 
expression. In literature, as well, great writers have molded the simplest and most primi-
tive stories into immortal masterpieces. How? Through the text, through linguistic 
expression. The text of a fi lm, however, lies in the artist’s use of facial expressions, which 
can lift up the simplest plot into the sphere of high art.

Consider, for example, the episode of a man professing his love for a woman. As a 
mere occurrence, as “content,” this episode appears both in the cheapest novels and the 
most sublime works of art. What then is the difference? Only the text. Only what the 
man in question says to the woman. It can be trivial, or it can be extremely moving. 
Judged by the mere content of its plot, Romeo and Juliet would be an example of the most 
trivial sentimentality if the heroes did not speak of love with Shakespeare’s words. In 
fi lm, too, it all boils down to a simple question of what the actor says. Only here, he 
speaks not with words but with facial expressions. The decisive question is not what his 
face makes audible but rather what it makes visible. In fi lm, even speech appears only as a 
visual image; even this form of human utterance addresses another faculty, one no longer 
having anything to do with conceptual and intellectual thinking. When we see someone 
speaking, we experience something completely different than when we hear him 
speaking.

A good fi lm has no literary “content” at all. For it is “at once both kernel and shell” 
[“Kern und Schale mit einem Male”].2 A good fi lm has as little content as a painting or 
a facial expression. For “the inside is on the outside” [Denn, was “innen ist, ist außen”].3 
Film is an art of surfaces. This does not mean that it is without psychology. However, this 
psychology is visible—that is, it lies on the surface.

In the gesture, emotion becomes visible immediately and with a subtlety that words 
could never capture. A writer would have to fi ll many pages in order to describe what is 
contained in a fl eeting smile, and even then, an indefi nable, irrational remainder would 
escape his pen: precisely that essential part lying outside of the conceptual and the 
literary. Consider also the tempo of facial expressions. The description of a gesture lasts 
much longer than the gesture itself. In the same amount of time, one can see one hundred 
times more spiritual experience than one could read. And description cannot convey the 
essential element: namely, the originary rhythm of emotions. As a means of expressing 
emotions, then, the play of facial features is much more polyphonic than spoken 
language.

But precisely because the face can express such an incredible abundance of inner life, 
fi lm plots necessarily remain extremely primitive. Otherwise, there is no room to act 
out—and no time to grasp—the emotional nuances. The more artistic and psychologi-
cally subtle a fi lm is, the simpler its content will be. For the only psychology that counts 
in fi lm is that experienced in visible emotion, not those inner confl icts played out in 
thought. Film art, then, is essentially a poetry of facial expressions, which, in its own way, 
can reveal at least as much depth and subtlety as the very best literature—and this despite 
fi lm’s primitive content. For even in the simplest of fi lms, it still happens that someone 
suffers, rejoices, loves, or hates, and these feelings can be represented wonderfully even 
in cases where the story is otherwise inane. In saying this, I do not wish to suggest that 
the content absolutely must be inane—of course not. By arguing the most extreme case, 
I simply wish to show that the plot of a fi lm represents nothing but an occasion for mimic 
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revelation and visual effects. Believe me, ladies and gentlemen, it is less signifi cant and 
less harmful to accept the presence of something inferior than to reject what is truly valu-
able. For education must be conducted positively, and the teacher accompanying his pupils 
to the cinema must know where he should direct their attention. Here, in the mimic rev-
elation of emotions and in the atmospheric effects of images alone—images, for example, 
of a countryside, of a play of light and shadows, of drifting clouds, or of the surf pound-
ing on the beach—herein lies the specifi c character of fi lm art: a new territory into which 
literature can never lead us.

But I do not wish to compare the two. On the contrary, I argue that they cannot be 
compared at all, and that fi lm demands a completely different approach. This, above all, 
is what the public educator must learn. In the space of a lecture, it is impossible to elabo-
rate an aesthetics of fi lm art. I have written an entire book on the subject,4 and this is still 
far from enough. I simply wanted to sound an urgent warning about the danger residing 
in the literary prejudice of the literary elite; paying attention only to the bare content of 
fi lm, they naturally fi nd it too primitive. With this prejudice, we cannot teach anyone the 
correct understanding of fi lm art, and fi lm art itself can only suffer.

When considering art fi lm, a public educator should take yet another factor into 
account. Just as literature imparts an entire intellectual and linguistic culture, which is 
why it is taught in schools, so fi lm imparts a gestural culture of expressive movements. Lan-
guage is not our only form of expression! Why is it the only one to be taught systemati-
cally? Why do we neglect the other one, the one containing a much greater wealth of pos-
sibilities? People with a large vocabulary of words often have a very small and clumsy 
vocabulary of gestures; as learned as their speech may be, their movements betray a lack 
of education. Void of all nuances, their gestures are primitive, expressionless, and ugly. 
Film is the art through which man can be educated in his capacity for bodily expression. Here 
we have a new and enormous possibility for educating the public, and with it a mission 
for public educators. This mission is of an immeasurable signifi cance. For with its 
expanded capacity for expression, the soul itself expands.

Make no mistake: the spirit expressed in words and that expressed in gestures are not 
the same, just as music does not say the same thing as poetry in a different way. The 
bucket of words descends into the depths of a different well than that of gestures, thus 
bringing to the surface a different kind of water. However, the well from which we draw 
no water at all inevitably runs dry. For already in advance, our thoughts and feelings are 
determined by the possibilities that we have for expressing them. Such is the economy of 
our mental organization, which is unable to produce anything that cannot be put to use. 
As psychological and logical analyses have proven, our words are not simply copies added 
belatedly to our thoughts, but rather the forms determining those thoughts in the fi rst 
place. Bad poets and dilettantes might speak a lot of their inexpressible thoughts and 
feelings. In truth, however, it is extremely rare that we have thoughts incapable of being 
expressed in words, and when this does occur, we really don’t even know what we were 
thinking. Here too, as in every other domain, man’s spiritual evolution is a dialectical 
one. While, on the one hand, the growth and expansion of the human spirit increases its 
possibilities for expression, on the other, it is precisely these increased expressive possibili-
ties that allow the spirit to grow.

A culture of the body (understood in this nonathletic but, rather, spiritual sense) thus 
constitutes the fi nal result and, as it were, the fulfi llment of that education that you, 
ladies and gentlemen, must help to spread. (And let us not forget that spread can also be 
understood in the sense of spreading out over the entire human body!)

For in general, culture appears to be taking the path from abstract spirit to the visible 
body. Can we not see the spirit of a person’s ancestors in his movements or in his delicate 
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hands? The thoughts of fathers transform themselves, in their children, into a receptivity 
of the nerves, into taste and instinct. Conscious knowledge becomes unconscious sensitiv-
ity: it materializes itself as culture in the body. The body’s capacity for expression is always 
the last result of a cultural evolution; thus, however much today’s fi lm might still repre-
sent a primitive and barbaric stammering in relation to today’s literature, it nonetheless 
amounts to a cultural evolution, because it represents an immediate transformation of 
spirit into body.

For this reason, I ask you to accept the following proposal and to make it a general 
resolution of our conference: let us expand aesthetic education in the schools to include 
not only literature, music, and the fi ne arts but also fi lm as the popular art of our time; 
and let us see to it that teachers are trained accordingly.

Notes

1. Balázs wrote this lecture for a congress known as the Deutsche Bildwoche. Taking place in 
alternating cities beginning in 1920, this annual congress provided a chance for pedagogues to discuss 
possible uses of fi lm in the classroom.

2. A reference to Goethe’s “Allerdings: Dem Physiker” (1820): “Nature has neither kernel / nor shell. / 
It is everything at once” (Natur hat weder Kern / Noch Schale, / Alles ist sie mit einemmale).

3. Balázs here invokes lines from Goethe’s poem “Epirrhema” (1819): “No thing’s inside, outside neither: 
/ In is out and both are either” (Nichts ist drinnen, nichts ist draußen: / Denn was innen, das ist außen). 
Goethe, Selected Poems, trans. John Whaley (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1998), 127.

4. The book is Visible Man or the Culture of Film (Der sichtbare Mensch oder die Kultur des Films, 
1924).
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How I Came to Film . . .

First published as “Wie ich zum Film kam . . .,” in Ufa-Magazin, no. 18 (December 17–23, 1926). Trans-
lated by Jon Cho-Polizzi.

Though best known for her propaganda fi lms under the Third Reich, Leni Riefenstahl 
(1902–2003) fi rst made a name for herself in the world of Ausdruckstanz (expressive 
dance). In the following article, she offers a stylized account of her breakout fi lm role 
as the dancer Diotima in Arnold Fanck’s Der heilige Berg (The Holy Mountain, 1926). 
The fi lm’s spectacular opening montage sequence, in which the rhythms of Diotima’s 
dance commune with those of the crashing waves, recalled a longstanding discourse 
on natural movement from choreographers such as Isadora Duncan as well as previous 
dance sequences in fi lms like Ways to Strength and Beauty (see the article by Osborn, 
no. 53), in which Riefenstahl made a brief appearance. Riefenstahl would go on to act 
in several more fi lms by Fanck and to make her own mountain fi lms, Das blaue Licht 
(The Blue Light, 1932) and Tiefl and (Lowlands, 1954). On Fanck’s Weimar mountain 
fi lms, see also the texts by Balázs (no. 29) and Kracauer (no. 42) in chapters 2 and 3, 
respectively.

I could have also titled this essay “How The Holy Mountain Came into Being,” for that is 
what I wish to recount here.

I am a dancer with every fi ber of my being. And I was little moved by things that bore 
no relation to dance—nothing was to distract me—nothing to rob me of my days and 


