How has German Expressionism inspired Tim Burton’s Edward Scissorhands (1990)

Throughout legendary director Tim Burton’s catalogue of movies, we as an audience have always been able to identify his work by his auteur signatures, these range from, twisted theatrical sets to dark chiaroscuro lighting hiding portions of people’s bodies, Black and White being the predominant shades and characters who dress in dark shades of black and grey with sunken eyes which make their eyes pultrude and almost bulbous like. All of these techniques derive from the 1920’s art movement of German Expressionism, once affiliated with all the techniques that hand itself to the silent horror genre you can begin to notice its influence throughout Burtons films, e.g.: Vincent (Dir. Tim Burton,1982) contains a shot of Abercrombie’s shadow upon a wall, which is clearly a nod to Nosferatu (Dir. F.W. Murnau, 1922) stair ascending scene, Corpse Bride (Dir. Tim Burton, 2005) Remains the Day scene is very similar to a scene in Faust (Dir. F.W. Murnau, 1926) in which skeletons come alive and play bones as instruments. Within this essay I shall be providing evidence which answers the question I have chosen in relation to Sets, Characters, Costume and Aesthetic.

In 1918 the Great War had come to an end with a disappointing loss for the Germans, due to the end of the war it “plunged Germany into a period of social, political and spiritual upheaval that was to be reflected in the spheres of philosophy, music, poetry and the visual art, all of which thrived after the end of the war” (Clarens et al., 1997). Due to this German Expressionism was born which contained many stylized and hyper real techniques such as: Theatrical sets which reflected how the characters within the story would feel, Low-Key lighting to create jagged and distorted shadows, dramatic acting so that the emotion of the characters could be visually seen clearly due to there being no sound within the era. Major and prominent filmmakers of the era consisted of F.W Murnau, Robert Wienne, Fritz Lang, and Lupu Pick.

Tim Burton was born on the 25th of August 1958 in Burbank, California. Tim Burton stated that he felt “kind of different and isolated, and you don’t fit into your surroundings and society – the time, specific time I grew up in sort of a suburbia I did feel different” (Tim Burton, 2013). Growing up Burton watched a lot of universal monster movies such as Frankenstein (dir. James Whale, 1931) in which Tim would be able to identify himself with most of monstrous characters such as the stereotypical mad scientist or Frankenstein’s monster as they were all outcasted and categorised as different, which occurred to Burton and many other children within his school. Due to Burtons exposure to these Monster movies, their influence of aesthetic and style began to grow on him and found their way into his drawing. Many monster movies were made by prior German Expressionistic film makers who migrated to America for new work much like F.W. Murnau for Sunrise: A Song of Two Humans (dir. F.W. Murnau, 1927). Due to their work on the monster movies, they brought the traditionally used German Expressionism techniques across seas and implemented them into the movies Tim Burton grew up adoring, and therefore he integrated them into his own work, thus giving us the Burton-esk style to his art and movies.


Within the world of any German Expressionistic movie, the sets are always a massive and essential element in establishing and setting the tone of the movie as German Expressionistic films “would have sets acting in conjunction with the actors, almost like “blending in with the actor’s movement” (Hui, 2016). Tim Burton’s eccentric world of Edward Scissorhands is no exceptional of the this traditionally seen element within that genre of movies, the towns people of Lutz do blend in with their associated houses, being the same colours and minimalistic designs, this implies that the town residents are all carbon copies of perfect towns people and believe they live in a utopian neighbourhood. Another set piece that works in conjunction with the characters of the movie is the large overlooking mansion Edward lives in. The architecture of the castle is a darkly lit, gloomy , gothic and possesses angles which contain multiple spiking points connoting its dangerous and villainous affiliation that the town had with The Inventor who lived there but also continue to affiliate with Edward when they first meet him, from the moment Edward entered the town, all the residents hid and were fearful of the thin spiked young man. One other set piece which is not only inspired by a prior German Expressionistic movie but also reflects the characters mental state is The Inventors Lab. With a display of large, long and spherical mechanical machines which run along a lengthy conveyor belt it which created Edward, holds a striking resemblance to Rotwangs Lab from (Metropolis, 1927) which also contains similar large metallic, mechanical rods and spheres which birthed Marias Transformation, within Edward Scissorhands the lab reflects The Inventors constant frame of mind of needing to create and perfect his experiments, furthermore the black and white chequered floor symbolises The Inventors perception of the world of being either good or bad.  Finally the grey colouring of the machines connote his slowly detreating health as when he creates Edward only a few interactions later he does pass away form an apparent hear attack. 

German Expressionistic movies most always contain characters who are either external deformed or internally deformed (or sometimes both), this is no excuse for Tim Burton’s Edward Scissorhands as two of his characters harken back to two famous German Expressionistic characters from 1920 this being Cesare and Dr. Caligari from the critically acclaimed silent film Das Cabinet Des Dr. Caligari (The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari) (dir. Robert Weinne. 1920). Within the silent era movie contains two of cinema greatest characters if all time, Cesare and Dr. Caligari are entertainers when they arrive in Holstenwall to show off Cesare who is a somnambulist, Cesare is a darkly dressed character with scruffy messy hair and is Dr. Caligari’s puppet to commit his crimes. In Edward Scissorhands, Edward is highly similar to Cesare with his look borderline being a copycat, Edward dresses in tight black clothing with large, twisted, messy black hair with a pale face and in low-key lighting and has dark sunken eyes, it’s clear Burton copied Cesare’s look for Edward aiming to make him appear monstrous and villainous when in reality much like Cesare the pair are neither. Similarly, The Inventor is very similar to Dr. Caligari, the only difference is that the pair don’t have the same striking visual similarities as Edward and Cesare do, The Inventor and Dr. Caligari both look traditionally evil, with Caligari’s gaunt face and sunken eyes, whilst The Inventor has Vincent Pryce’s angular face and piercing blue eyes, but both also share the same characteristics of a scientist who have a ‘creation’ that they both look after and act like a father figure to, be that in a good or bad way. Due to Burtons connection and identification to deformed beings I personally believe he wished to take the scientist archetype which usually has the connotation of an evil mastermind and flipped it on its head in order to show a more passionate and gentle side to the villainous character type. 


Edward Scissorhands’s narrative is very similar to another prior German Expressionistic movie, that being the previously mentioned The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. Both movies follow a narrative surrounding a darkly dressed reclusive character, but within the silent era movie they are the antagonist but Burton flips it once again and has Edward being the protagonist, Burton did this because Edward was “a metaphor for Burton feeling like an outcast growing up” (Williams, How Edward Scissorhands is Tim Burton's semi-autobiography 2021) and wasn’t accepted by his community and thus felt alienated and as previously stated identified with monsters and freaks from the Universal Monster movies. Furthermore, both movies begin within the present day and the main narrative takes place as a flashback. Within Caligari, Francis tells the tale of Cesare the Somnambulist and the crimes he committed within Holstenwall which led to a climactic chase, whilst in Scissorhands Kim as an elderly lady tells the story of how Edward came to the town and was framed as being a villainous character due to the actions he caused and subsequently led to him being chased from the town.

In conclusion due to all the evidence I have gathered from websites, books and YouTube videos and have thus culminated into this thesis, I do believe I have successfully fulfilled and answered the question I began this thesis with as all the topics I have covered, have shown how 1920’s German Expressionistic movies have influenced director Tim Burton’s 1990 beloved movie Edward Scissorhands.
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